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We have been assailed . . . by a persecution against which the medieval persecutions
are dwarfed into insignificance . . . Community after community has gone under . . .
First Germany, then Czechoslovakia, and last of all, Poland. Poland! With the
greatest Jewish community in Europe.

Chaim Weizmann, January 16, 1940, addressing 4,000 people at the Shriners’
Temple, New York City

[T]here are still immense probabilities for quite decisive changes. One need not
name them: enough to say that God’s box of tricks is by far not emptied yet.

Vladimir Jabotinsky, June 19, 1940, addressing 5,000 people at the Manhattan
Center in New York City, after the fall of France

There is no time to lose. History will never forgive us if we fail to do in time
whatever is humanly possible to give the Jewish community the chance of defending
itself.

David Ben-Gurion, July 2, 1940, in a cable to the Zionist Organization of America,
New York City
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PREFACE

In 1940, in the opening months of World War II—more than a year before the attack on Pearl
Harbor propelled the United States into the war—the three most prominent Zionist leaders in the
world undertook missions to America.

They traveled across an ocean patrolled by German submarines to alert American Jews to a
European crisis even more dire than they realized; to rally support for a Jewish homeland in
Palestine; and to form a Jewish army to join the fight against Hitler. The three leaders were:

(1) Chaim Weizmann, 65, the president of the Zionist Organization, founded by
Theodor Herzl in 1897. In 1940, he was the leading Zionist figure in the world;1

(2) Vladimir Jabotinsky, 59, the president of the New Zionist Organization, formed in
1935 when he withdrew his “Revisionist” Zionist party from the ranks of the Zionist
Organization in opposition to what he considered Weizmann’s too-moderate Zionism;2
and

(3) David Ben-Gurion, 53, the longtime leader of the Labor Zionist movement in
Palestine and the head of the Jewish Agency, formed in 1922 to work with Britain to
establish the Jewish national home under the League of Nations Mandate.3

Chaim Weizmann

Vladimir Jabotinsky



David Ben-Gurion

All three had been born in the nineteenth century in the Pale of Settlement, the area to which
the czars confined the Jews and strictly regulated their lives. Weizmann and Ben-Gurion had
grown up in small shtetls, while Jabotinsky grew up in the city of Odessa. Each had embraced
Zionism at an early age and worked for decades in pursuit of a Jewish homeland in Palestine—
sometimes together, often apart. They represented, roughly speaking, Zionism’s left (Ben-
Gurion), right (Jabotinsky), and center (Weizmann).

At the end of 1939, after Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union invaded Poland—with its three
million Jews—the United States was the only country where a significant Jewish community
lived in freedom. America, however, was frozen in isolationism, still smarting from the Great
War it had entered two decades earlier on President Wilson’s assurance it would make the world
safe for democracy.4 That war had produced hundreds of thousands of American casualties,
without achieving its goal.5 Very few Americans were in favor of participating in another
European war.

Weizmann’s trip to America lasted two months; Jabotinsky’s five; and Ben-Gurion’s four.
There was thus a leading Zionist in America for virtually all of 1940, but they were never in the
United States at the same time. Their relationships with one another, moreover, were frayed.
Weizmann and Jabotinsky, close colleagues at the time of the 1917 Balfour Declaration, now
favored different versions of Zionism. Ben-Gurion championed yet a third, and by the time of his
trip to the United States, he was no longer on speaking terms with either Weizmann or
Jabotinsky. The American Jewish community was divided as well, deeply apprehensive about its
own precarious status in its relatively new home.

The story of these trips is a portrait, as the most consequential decade in modern Jewish
history began, of three of the leading Zionists of the time, and of the American community they
sought to engage. It is told using accounts from published sources, as well as from unpublished
letters, speeches, and diaries, chronicling all three missions for the first time in a single volume.6

They were part of a heroic struggle at a critical time. The importance of the story, however,
transcends that moment in history. Many of the issues the Zionist leaders confronted then about
the identity of Jews and their role in the world endure more than seventy-five years later, with
the Jewish state under continuing existential threat, as its enemies seek to acquire weapons of
mass destruction.



INTRODUCTION: THE WORLD IN 1940

On September 1, 1939—two decades after World War I—a new European war began, triggered
by a pact between the two totalitarian powers that dominated the continent by then.

On August 23, 1939, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union signed a ten-year “non-aggression
pact,” consisting of 280 words.1 Its key provision was hidden in an undisclosed protocol, which
by its terms was to be kept “strictly secret” by the signatories, specifying a “territorial and
political rearrangement of the areas belonging to the Polish state.” The secret protocol included a
map with a line drawn through the middle of Poland, marking the contemplated division of
Poland in the imminent “territorial and political rearrangement.”2

Source: The U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum

The pact paved the way for what happened next. A week after signing it, Hitler invaded
Poland from the West; two weeks later, Stalin invaded from the East.

By the end of September, Poland no longer existed as a country: it had been invaded,
defeated, partitioned, and annexed by Germany and the Soviet Union.
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Source: The U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum

The estimated Polish losses from the month-long Nazi invasion included 70,000 killed,
133,000 wounded, and 700,000 captured. An additional 50,000 Poles were killed in the Soviet
invasion.3 The elite of Poland’s civil society and its ruling class were decimated, and Polish
Jews of all classes were specifically targeted.4 The Nazi and Soviet occupiers began cleansing
Poland in their respective areas, with the Nazis employing racial standards and the Soviets using
class criteria. Poland became a vast region of ideological reorganization, the entire population
sorted, expropriated, expelled, confined, or murdered, with the land divided between the two
invaders.5

What remained of the Polish military reorganized itself in Paris under General Wladyslaw
Sikorski, who formed a government in exile that later made its headquarters in London.6 From
the scattered remnants of the defeated Polish army, Sikorski built a force that fought first in
France in 1940; then elsewhere in Europe; and finally at Normandy in 1944, on behalf of a
defeated Polish nation, trying to recover the land taken from it five years earlier.7

For the Jews of Poland—who comprised the largest Jewish community in Europe—matters
were about to become extremely dire. The Jews had no army; they had no government in exile;
they had no generals; they had no country to protect or shelter them; and the land they once
possessed had been taken from them not five years before, but two millennia earlier.

AZI GERMANY AND THE SOVIET UNION now controlled millions more Jews, who were unable
to emigrate to Palestine or America. With the issuance of a new “White Paper” in May 1939, the
British had prohibited any further significant Jewish immigration to Palestine—which Britain
had already severely curtailed since the mid-1930s.8 Virtually all Jews in Central and Eastern
Europe were now held captive, trapped by two armed national ideological movements, one of
which intended to annihilate them, while the other aimed to ban all religions. By mid-1940, all of
Western Europe had fallen under the control of the genocidal Nazi empire as well, and Britain—
the last remaining holdout—had come under ferocious attack.

In 1940, only one country in the world had a politically significant number of free Jews: the
United States.9 In America, however, the immigration-friendly laws of the early twentieth



century had vanished after the Immigration Act of 1924, and American public opinion in 1939
was overwhelmingly against any new wave of immigration from Europe. The fate of the Jews in
Europe—like that of the English and the French people themselves—would ultimately depend on
the American response to European events. But American Jews, like almost all other Americans,
wanted nothing to do with the European conflict.10 In any event, America lacked a military force
that would have enabled it to join the war effort. As of September 1939, the German Army had
200 divisions, consisting of almost three million men, with 400,000 horses and 200,000 military
vehicles.11 The United States Army had a total of five divisions.12 In size and combat power,
the American army ranked seventeenth in the world—behind Romania’s.13

THE NAZIS AND SOVIETS ADVANCE

On September 3, 1939, two days after the German invasion of Poland began, President Franklin
D. Roosevelt addressed the American people by radio, assuring them the country would not
participate in the new war: “Let no man or woman thoughtlessly or falsely talk of America
sending its armies to European fields. At this moment, there is being prepared a proclamation of
American neutrality.”14 He issued the proclamation two days later. The United States and the
other Western Hemisphere countries declared an American Security Zone extending up to 600
miles from their coasts.15 The Atlantic and Pacific Oceans would be their Maginot Line (the
state-of-the-art defense line built by France in the 1930s on its border with Germany that
ultimately proved useless).16

On the day that America declared its neutrality, Britain and France declared war on
Germany. They had no choice: five months earlier, they had publicly committed themselves to
the defense of Poland, after Hitler had violated the 1938 Munich “peace-for-our-time” agreement
by taking over Czechoslovakia.17 France and Britain had hoped that a public commitment to
Poland would deter Germany from further aggression.18 British Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain warned Hitler that “no greater mistake could be made” than believing the British
would not come to Poland’s defense, with “all the forces at [British] command.”19 Later in
1939, Britain proclaimed a formal treaty with Poland, confirming those security guarantees.20

In reality, however, Britain lacked the armed forces to meet its commitments. For years,
despite Winston Churchill’s warnings, there had been no significant military preparation in
Britain; its army was not only small, but it also lacked sufficient officers even for its reduced
size.21 France maintained a large military, but having lost a million men in World War I, it was
neither psychologically prepared to defend Poland, nor even to protect itself.22 After the Nazi
blitzkrieg on September 1, the French could not have mounted a counterattack until the end of
the month, by which time Poland had already been defeated and divided.23

As soon as Hitler invaded Poland, both France and Britain sought to avoid their obligations
to defend it. They declared war, but proceeded to fight it only half-heartedly.24 On September 4,
as an immediate response, Britain sent the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) to France—four
divisions to be stationed in defensive positions along the Franco-Belgian border. But it was only



a symbolic step.25 Britain was simply not a significant military power at that time.26 Hitler had
a hundred divisions available for use against the West, saving the remainder of his forces for
other purposes; the forces of the demoralized French and the under-armed British had only
seventy-six divisions combined.27 In the wake of the Polish invasion, Britain resolved to create a
fifty-five-division army and a modern air force and navy—which it estimated would take two to
three years.28

Through early 1940, British efforts on the continent consisted primarily of dropping leaflets
over Germany urging the public to remove Hitler from power.29 While battles continued to rage
in Scandinavia, with the Soviet Union moving against Finland and occupying the Baltic States,
the public in both Britain and France believed the new war posed no real threat to them. Daily
life there continued more or less as usual.30 After sending the BEF to France and deciding to
build a serious military force in the coming years, Britain waited to see what would happen
next.31 The battle in Europe settled into a deceptively low-level conflict that became known as
the “phony war.”32

WINSTON CHURCHILL

In January 1940, at the age of 64, Winston Churchill was the head of the British Admiralty. Had
his story ended there, he well might have been remembered as a political failure. Over the
previous forty years, he had been involved in almost every major issue in the political life of
Great Britain—invariably on the losing side. He had switched parties twice; and had taken
unpopular positions on issues such as the women’s vote, the Gallipoli disaster, the gold standard,
and Indian self-government, among others.33 But in the words of British historian Andrew
Roberts, he had a “preternatural eloquence and world-historical sense.”34 In an essay he wrote
when he was only 23, entitled “The Scaffolding of Rhetoric,” Churchill had observed that:

Of all the talents bestowed upon men, none is so precious as the gift of oratory. He
who enjoys it wields a power more durable than that of a great king. He is an
independent force on the world. Abandoned by his party, betrayed by his friends,
stripped of his offices, whoever can command this power is still formidable.35

On January 20, 1940, although he would not become prime minister for another five months,
Churchill addressed the nation as First Lord of the Admiralty, since, as he said, “[e]veryone
wonders what is happening about the war.”36 He reported that “[a]ll Scandinavia dwells
brooding under Nazi and Bolshevik threats.” The “small but ancient and historic States which lie
in the North” and the “anxious peoples in the Balkans or in the Danube basin” all were
“wondering which will be the next victim”—each hoping “if he feeds the crocodile enough, the
crocodile will eat him last.” Churchill presciently assured the public that the size of the German
army would not be the determining factor in the war, because “very few wars have been won by
mere numbers alone”:



Quality, will power, geographical advantages, natural and financial resources, the
command of the sea, and above all, a cause which rouses the spontaneous surging of
the human spirit in millions of hearts—these have proved to be the decisive factors in
the human story. [Emphasis added.]37

The “phony war” ended abruptly on May 10, 1940, when Germany launched another
predawn blitzkrieg on Holland, Belgium, Denmark, and later, on France—all of which was as
stunning as the attack against Poland eight months earlier. Chamberlain resigned immediately,
and Churchill assumed office that day. He cabled President Roosevelt that the Low Countries
had been “simply smashed up, one by one, like matchwood.”

Three days later, in his first speech to the House of Commons as prime minister, Churchill
said Britain was about to face “an ordeal of the most grievous kind,” with “many, many long
months of struggle and of suffering.” But, he said, “without victory, there is no survival.”38 A
week later, he made his first broadcast to the nation as prime minister, later known as his “Be Ye
Men of Valor” speech. The Nazis had broken through French defenses and were proceeding
toward Paris, virtually unopposed. Churchill said Britain would have to rescue “not only Europe
but mankind from the foulest and most soul-destroying tyranny which has ever darkened and
stained the pages of history.” He noted that he was broadcasting on Trinity Sunday—the day on
which Christians honor the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost—but he closed his address by
citing a passage not from the New Testament, but from the Jewish Apocrypha:

Centuries ago words were written to be a call and a spur to the faithful servants of
Truth and Justice: “Arm yourselves, and be ye men of valor, and be in readiness for the
conflict; for it is better for us to perish in battle than to look upon the outrage of our
nation and our altar. As the Will of God is in Heaven, even so let it be.”39 [Emphasis
added.]

The quotation is from the Book of Maccabees (I Maccabees 3:58–60), the story of the Jewish
heroes who miraculously prevailed over a vastly more powerful Greek force.40

THE JEWISH SITUATION IN AMERICA IN 1940

As of 1939, there were some 15.8 million Jews in the world, with two-thirds—9.7 million—in
Europe and 80 percent of that number in just four countries: Poland (3.2 million), the Soviet
Union (3.0 million), Romania (850,000), and Hungary (625,000). Those 7.7 million Jews
comprised half the Jews in the world. Germany had comparatively few (345,000), as did France
(320,000) and Britain (380,000).41

There were about 450,000 Jews in Palestine, of whom 130,000 lived in Tel Aviv (a Jewish
city founded in 1909 on the coast of the Mediterranean Sea) and about 80,000 in Jerusalem
(comprising 60 percent of its total population). Another 800,000 Jews lived in Arab countries.
The American Jewish Yearbook for 1940 listed 432,000 stateless Jews throughout the world.42

One-third of all the Jews in the world lived in the United States: 4.8 million, nearly four



percent of the American population.43 The 1940 Annual Report of the American Jewish
Committee (AJC), prepared in the opening months of 1940, expressed both the scope of the
disaster facing the European Jews and the opposition of Jewish leaders in the United States to
American participation in the new war.44 The AJC, founded in 1906 to combat discrimination
against American Jews, was anxious lest the new war in Europe be perceived in America as a
“Jewish” war. The first paragraph of the Report acknowledged that the war would affect “half
our brethren who live in the countries directly or indirectly involved,” but emphasized that the
war was part of a larger, non-Jewish concern: “The [Jewish situation] in Central and Eastern
Europe, intensely tragic as it is, is part of a calamity almost world-wide in its scope.” The AJC
was “convinced . . . of the futility of war,” and was thus pleased not to be involved in the new
one: “Happily,” the AJC concluded, “our country is not a party in this conflict.”

Turning first to Germany, the Report informed its readers that the Nazis now had 1.5 million
more Jews under their control and that:

The well-known Nazi techniques . . . are being applied with indescribable ferocity and
ruthlessness in German occupied Poland. Its 1,500,000 Jewish inhabitants are being
robbed of all their belongings; stripped of their professions and businesses; condemned
to forced labor amidst the debris of cities devastated by the military attack; segregated
in Warsaw in districts wholly inadequate to house their number. . . .

The Report further noted that the Nazis planned to round up all Jews and send them to a
small area near Lublin, a Polish town with a population of 100,000:

If this fantastic plan is carried out, it would mean that the 2,000,000 Jews now in
Germany or in territories under German domination would be confined in what would
be a large concentration camp, where they would be doomed to degradation, misery
and death.

Concerning the Soviet-occupied portion of Poland—which added about 1.5 million Jews to
Soviet control—the AJC reported that the situation was the same as in the Nazi-controlled sector:



Such meager reports as have reached the United States indicate that, just as in
territories newly-acquired by Germany, the Nazi system is quickly applied, so in areas
on the Russian side of the line of partition the Bolshevik system is but a short step
behind the military forces.

These reports tell of such measures as the banning of religious teaching in Jewish
schools, of the complete closing of Hebrew schools, of the launching of an anti-
religious campaign by the Moscow League of the Godless, of the over-crowding of
prisons with Jewish leaders, of the conversion of synagogues and communal buildings
into communist clubs, and of the deportation of rabbis to interior cities. These are all
part of the established Soviet pattern. . . .

The change that had occurred in the position of the European Jews within their societies in
fewer than two decades was dramatic.45 In the 1920s, European Jews had been the best-educated
group in Europe, accomplished in science, literature, theater, and music. But in the following
decade, they were increasingly marked as scapegoats for every social, economic, or political
problem, damned in inherently contradictory terms: as both revolutionary communists and
capitalist exploiters; practitioners of an outmoded religion and atheistic proponents of a non-
religious culture; cliquish people and people inappropriately trying to assimilate into the larger
society; people insufficiently cultured and people too educated and supercilious about their
knowledge.46

This was true not only in Nazi Germany, but also in most of Europe.47 The horrific situation
that the Jews of Eastern Europe faced had long been known in America, at least to readers of The
New York Times. On February 7, 1937, an extensive article written by Otto D. Tolischus, one of
the Times’ most experienced correspondents (and later the recipient of a Pulitzer Prize in 1940
for his reporting from Berlin), described the wave of anti-Semitism sweeping Eastern Europe.
His article began with a prescient sentence:

Anti-Semitism, raised by Adolf Hitler in Germany to the status of a political religion,
is rapidly spreading throughout Eastern Europe and is thereby turning the recurrent
Jewish tragedy in that biggest Jewish center in the world into a final disaster of truly
historic magnitude.48 [Emphasis added.]

The New York Times, February 7, 1937



Tolischus’ article—which covered five columns in the first section of the Sunday Times—
reported that the “disaster is now taking place in Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary and Rumania and is
approaching a high-water mark in Poland, the country with the biggest Jewish population outside
the United States.” Tolischus described the tragedy in very stark terms:

In all these countries the majority of the Jews, totaling 5,000,000 souls, or 30 percent
of the whole Jewish population in the world, are now facing the prospect of either
repeating the Exodus on a bigger scale than that chronicled in the bible, and somehow
making it through the immigration barriers erected against them everywhere, or
spending the rest of their lives in an atmosphere of creeping hostility and dying a slow
death from economic strangulation.

Two years later—a month after the outbreak of World War II—the October 1939 issue of the
Brooklyn Jewish Center Review, the monthly publication of one of the leading American
Conservative synagogues, featured an article by Rabbi Elias N. Rabinowitz entitled “How Will
the Conquest of Poland Affect Its Jews?” It described the situation in Poland as follows:

The tragedy of Poland has, probably, never been equaled in the recorded annals of
history. . . . [T]he present dismemberment has come so rapidly and in a way so
unexpectedly that one, at times, finds difficulties in visualizing it. . . . The plight of the
Polish Jew beggars description. He has been uprooted, he has been destroyed. . . . The
Polish Republic contained the second largest Jewish community in the present
Diaspora, approximately 4,000,000 souls. . . . As reports reach us from various
sources, starvation is rampant. The number of suicides is reported to be
overwhelming.49

By the end of 1939, Poland, Austria, and Czechoslovakia had all been conquered by Hitler. A
sizable percentage of the European Jewish population had fallen under the control of totalitarian
anti-Semitic states. Their disaster had been reported in The New York Times since at least the
beginning of 1937.50 But for many American Jews, it all seemed very far away—and not merely
geographically.

THE JEWISH HISTORICAL EXPERIENCE IN AMERICA

Most American Jews in 1940 viewed the United States as the new Zion. It was the country that
had welcomed them from the very beginning, from the days of George Washington, and indeed
even earlier.51 Beginning in the late nineteenth century, after unprecedentedly brutal pogroms in
Russia, America had facilitated a massive movement of millions of Jews from Europe to the
United States.52 The Jews had found unparalleled opportunities in the American economy and in
its political process. They became both an American success story and a Jewish one.

But Jewish success in the United States—combined with the continuing Jewish catastrophes
in Europe—produced an identity crisis of its own for American Jews.

Between 1820 and 1880, the Jewish population in America had increased a hundred times



over, from 3,000 in 1820 to 300,000 in 1880.53 These immigrants were mainly German-
speaking Jews from Central Europe, who assimilated into cities across the country—New York,
Philadelphia, Cincinnati, Cleveland, St. Louis, New Orleans, and Atlanta, among others. They
had little desire to carry forward the religious identity they associated with so much sorrow in the
Old World: history was not something they wished to remember, but rather to forget. Some
suggested sardonically that the biggest graveyard of tallitot (the traditional Jewish prayer shawls)
was the New York harbor.

For those who chose to retain their religious identity in America, many were drawn to
Reform Judaism, which sought to adapt Judaism to the modern era. Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise, the
principal leader of the movement in America, urged that “[t]he Jew must become an American in
order to gain the proud self-consciousness of the free-born man.” He argued that Jews “must be
not only American citizens,” but “Americans through and through.”54 He wrote that he himself
had begun “to Americanize with all my might.”55

In Reform congregations across the country, the traditional Jewish head coverings and prayer
shawls were abandoned; services were shortened; English replaced Hebrew in the prayer book;
rituals of Protestant prayer such as organ music were adopted; men and women sat together;
services were moved to Sunday—and the traditional prayer for the return to Zion was omitted
entirely from the liturgy.56

Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise, circa 1876

The movement of Reform Judaism away from the orthodoxy and traditions of the Old World
was epitomized on July 11, 1883, in a seminal event in the history of American Judaism. On that
date, the Hebrew Union College, established by Rabbi Wise in 1875, graduated its first class of
rabbis and held a lavish banquet in their honor at the luxurious Highland House resort and
restaurant in Cincinnati. There were 215 invited guests, including local Christian clergy and
other dignitaries. The occasion became notorious because its menu, printed in French, contained
only “tref” (Yiddish for non-kosher food).57 The dinner consisted of clams, crab, shrimp,
lobster, frogs’ legs, and meat mixed with milk.58 What became known as “The Trefa Banquet”



was an audacious declaration of independence from Jewish law. Partly in response, leading
Orthodox Jews founded the Jewish Theological Seminary of America in 1886, and the
Conservative Jewish movement in America was strengthened by it.59 Henceforth religious
American Jews would be split among three different groups.

ZIONISM AND ANTI-ZIONISM IN AMERICA

In 1885, Rabbi Wise invited Reform rabbis to a conference in Pittsburgh, which adopted a set of
principles that would constitute the basic tenets of Reform Judaism for the next half century. The
“Pittsburgh Platform” stated that the kosher laws had been adopted “under the influence of ideas
entirely foreign to our present mental and spiritual state”; they failed to impress “modern Jews”;
and they tended “rather to obstruct than to further modern spiritual elevation.”60 The Platform
also asserted that the Bible itself reflected “the primitive ideas of its own age,” often clothed “in
miraculous narratives” rather than reason, and that henceforth only the “moral laws” of the Bible
were binding. All rituals other than those “adapted to the views and habits of modern
civilization” were rejected. In a critical part of the Platform, the rabbis also rejected Zionism:

We consider ourselves no longer a nation, but a religious community, and therefore
expect neither a return to Palestine, nor a sacrificial worship under the sons of Aaron,
nor the restoration of any of the laws concerning the Jewish state. . . . We recognize in
Judaism a progressive religion, ever striving to be in accord with the postulates of
reason.

What this meant in practice was illustrated by the example of Rabbi David Marx, a young
Reform rabbi who in 1895 had assumed the pulpit of the Hebrew Benevolent Congregation, a
thirty-year-old synagogue in Atlanta. Within his first five years, Rabbi Marx adopted the dress of
Christian clergy, banned the traditional wearing of hats in the synagogue, abolished the bar
mitzvah ceremony, held services on Sunday rather than Friday evening and Saturday, and
repudiated Zionism. He became a local celebrity, a guest columnist for the Atlanta Journal, and a
frequent speaker in the city’s churches. His congregants said he made them proud to be Jews,
although some observed that their pride seemed to be not in Judaism, but rather in their
acceptance by the Gentile community.61

In 1897, the year after Theodor Herzl, the Austrian Jewish journalist who had witnessed the
anti-Semitic trial of Alfred Dreyfus in France in 1894, published The Jewish State—the founding
document of the modern Zionist movement in Europe—Rabbi Wise publicly announced his
opposition to the idea. He argued it would “turn the mission of Israel from the province of
religion and humanity to the narrow political and national field, where Judaism loses its
universal and sanctified ground and its historical signification.” He thought the idea of a Jewish
state was “utopian” and “foreign.” In an address to the Central Conference of American Rabbis
(CCAR), the leading group of Reform rabbis, on July 6, 1897, he said “all this agitation on the
other side of the ocean concerns us very little”:

We are perfectly satisfied with our political and social position. It can make no



difference to us . . . in what particular spot of the earth’s surface we occupy. . . . That
new Messianic movement over the ocean does not concern us at all . . . [nor the fact
that] so-and-so many rabbis advocated those political schemes. . . . [They are] the
fantastic dupes of a thoughtless Utopia, which to us is . . . a momentary inebriation of
morbid minds, and a prostitution of Israel’s holy cause to a madman’s dance of
unsound politicians.62

A year later, the Jewish Congregational Union of America—representing Orthodox rabbis—
announced its support of Zionism. Its platform rejected “the idea that we are merely a religious
sect, and maintain that we are a nation, though temporarily without a national home.” The
“restoration to Zion,” the Orthodox asserted, was the “legitimate aspiration of scattered Israel, in
no way conflicting with our loyalty to the land in which we dwell or may dwell at any time.” But
this was a minority view among the Orthodox Jews, who generally rejected Zionism on the basis
that the messiah had not yet arrived. For many Orthodox rabbis, Zionism was a movement that
weakened traditional Judaism and was in significant part a rebellion against the Jewish past.63

In 1917, when Britain issued the Balfour Declaration, committing itself to foster the
establishment of a Jewish national home in Palestine, the reaction among many Jews in America
differed dramatically from those in Palestine. Several months after the Declaration, The New
York Times reported that the Zionist enthusiasm among the Jews of Palestine was “striking,” and
that “[v]irtually all the able-bodied Jews of Palestine have applied . . . for service” in the Jewish
battalions supporting the British in World War I.64 At the same time, in the United States, the
CCAR closed its seven-day session in Chicago by adopting resolutions that expressed
appreciation for the goodwill underlying the Declaration—but nonetheless opposed a Jewish
home in Palestine.65

As conditions for the Jews in Russia (and in the Soviet Union after 1917) and Eastern and
Central Europe progressively worsened, the Reform movement eventually came to re-examine
its official attitude opposing Zionism—but only slightly. At its 1935 annual meeting in Chicago,
the movement adopted a new position of neutrality: “We are persuaded that acceptance or
rejection of the Zionist program should be left to the determination of the individual members of
the Conference themselves.” The CCAR took “no official stand on the subject of Zionism.” In
May 1937, as the conditions for European Jews continued to deteriorate, the CCAR moved
closer to acceptance of Zionism, adopting principles that “affirm the obligation of all Jewry to
aid in [the] up-building [of Palestine] as a Jewish homeland by endeavoring to make it not only a
haven of refuge for the oppressed but also a center of Jewish culture and spiritual life.” But the
Reform movement did not endorse a Jewish state—only a “haven” and a “center.” They were
wary of anything that might suggest loyalty by American Jews to a different nation.

In June 1937, the Rabbinical Assembly of the Conservative Movement issued its own
“Pronouncement on Zionism,” which emphasized the central importance of Palestine:

We reaffirm our historic claim to Palestine, as the land where for more than a thousand
years our fathers lived a national life and built a religious civilization. . . . This land,
further sanctified by the vision and message of the prophets, by more than eighteen
centuries of unfaltering hope and tear-drenched prayer, and by the blood and sweat of



the modern Jewish pioneer and martyr, has become inextricably intertwined with our
religious faith and has assumed a central and all-important position. . . .

As the disastrous decade of the 1930s continued its march toward the annihilation of
European Jewry, the three major Jewish movements in America lacked a unified position on
Zionism.66

“JEWS IN AMERICA” VERSUS “AMERICANS WHO ARE JEWS”

In its June 20, 1938, issue, Time Magazine devoted an article to the split between Zionists and
non-Zionists. In a report entitled “Jews v. Jews,” the magazine informed its readers that:

There are two kinds of U.S. Jews. One kind (in its own words) is composed of
“Americans who are Jews”—Americans who, as individuals, practice the Jewish faith,
or, if they are not religious, admit their Jewish ancestry.

The other kind is a smaller but more articulate group of “Jews in America”—Jews
who have not only a common religion but a common culture; who believe they are
members of a scattered nation; who tend to approve Zionist aims toward a Jewish
homeland. Between these two groups there is deep-rooted animosity.

Time designated Dr. Cyrus Adler—head of the American Jewish Committee (AJC)—as the
Number One “American who is a Jew.” The AJC had been formed in 1906 in response to the
brutal pogroms in Russia in 1903 and 1905; its goal was to “prevent infringement of the civil and
religious rights of Jews and to alleviate the consequences of persecution.” As of 1940, the
members of the AJC included such prominent American Jews as Irving Lehman, Joseph M.
Proskauer, and Sol M. Stroock, leading members of the Bar; and the investment banker,
Frederick M. Warburg. It was a non-Zionist—indeed an anti-Zionist—group, concerned with
protecting Jewish rights in America and other places Jews lived, seeking to end prejudice against
Jews, but not to support a separate Jewish state.67

As for the Number One “Jew in America,” Time identified Rabbi Stephen S. Wise—a
charismatic Reform rabbi (unrelated to Rabbi Isaac Mayer Wise) who had been born in Budapest
in 1874, the grandson of a chief rabbi of a nearby town, and who came to New York as a child.
Unlike most Reform rabbis and their congregants, he became a Zionist, after meeting Theodor
Herzl at the second Zionist Congress in 1898. In 1920, he founded the American Jewish
Congress as a Zionist organization to compete with the AJC. He became president of the Zionist
Organization of America in 1936 and was president of the American Jewish Congress in 1939.68



Cyrus Adler

Rabbi Stephen S. Wise

Time called Rabbi Wise “ardently Zionist”—as someone favoring a boycott of Nazi Germany
and supporting mass protests against Hitler—and the magazine, describing him as speaking with
“his Mosaic profile bobbing,” quoted him as criticizing German Jews for their naiveté:

The [German Jews] said they were Germans first. Germans who happened to be Jews.
I am a Jew who is an American. I was a Jew before I was an American. I have been an
American all my life, 64 years, but I’ve been a Jew for 4,000 years.

According to Time, Cyrus Adler’s AJC represented “U.S. Jewry at its richest and most
conservative, ardently non-Zionist, lukewarm toward boycotts and protests.”69 Time reported
that “between President Adler and President Wise there is intense personal dislike,” and that
Wise’s group was out of step with the rest of the Jewish community. Time asserted that
organizations with membership of more than one million had rejected Wise’s concept of “Jews
in America.”



(Photo from his 1941 Autobiography)

The rejection of Zionism by most “Americans who are Jews” was reflected in the writings of
Rabbi David Philipson—one of the first four graduates of the Hebrew Union College, in whose
honor the Trefa Banquet had been held a half century earlier. In 1940, he had retired after a
distinguished fifty-year career as rabbi of Cincinnati’s Rockdale Avenue Temple, the oldest
congregation west of the Allegheny Mountains. He was the author or editor of eleven books and
the dean of the American Reform Rabbinate, and his vehement opposition to Zionism had
marked his entire career. What was happening to the Jews in Europe as of 1940 had not affected
his opposition in the slightest.70

In retirement, Rabbi Philipson prepared a 526-page autobiography, published in 1941 as My
Life as an American Jew. It included this paragraph, written in the first month of World War II,
summarizing his feelings about the predicament of the Jews of Eastern Europe:

As of this writing (September 1939) the situation is even worse [than in Germany], if
such a thing were possible. The rape of Austria and Czechoslovakia and the conquest
of Poland subject the millions of Jews in those three lands to the same horrible fate that
has been the portion of their co-religionists in Greater Germany since the gang of
criminals, headed by Adolf Hitler, came to power. Have all these horrors caused me to
change my attitude on the Palestine question? Fundamentally, no. A Jewish state in
Palestine will not solve the Jewish problem.71 [Emphasis added.]

Rabbi Philipson rejected the idea of a Jewish homeland because, in his view, the “Jews
constitute a universal people” whose mission was “hope”—which is “our religious heritage” and
the message to be delivered by Jews throughout the world. For “us American Jews of
universalistic tendencies,” he wrote, Palestine represents “an outgrown phase of Jewish historical
experience”:

We are Americans, not Palestinians. Our interest in Palestine is philanthropic, not



political. The so-called Jewish problem will never be solved by the acquisition of a so-
called Jewish homeland in Palestine. Every land is the homeland for its Jews—the
United States for me, as England for my English Jewish brother, France for my French
Jewish brother, and so in every country. . . . For us there is no Jewish nation—only a
Jewish religious community.72

Rabbi Philipson was not simply unconvinced by Zionism; he went further and claimed that it
had performed a “great disservice to Judaism and the Jews the world over.” In his view, it was “a
complete misreading and misinterpretation of Judaism’s past and future.”73

A SONG, A BOOK, AND A MOVIE

The conflicting influences on American Jews at the beginning of World War II were reflected in
a popular song, a widely read book, and an award-winning movie.

THE SONG: GOD BLESS AMERICA

On Armistice Day, November 10, 1938, at a time when radio was the principal means of mass
communication, Kate Smith—one of the most popular American singers of the century—
introduced her millions of listeners to a song written by Irving Berlin: God Bless America.74 In
its original form, the lyrics included an introductory verse, preceding its soon-to-be-famous
chorus—a prayer of gratitude for living in America and not in Europe:75

Irving Berlin, circa 1940

While the storm clouds gather far across the sea,
Let us swear allegiance to a land that’s free.
Let us all be grateful that we’re far from there,
As we raise our voices in a solemn prayer.
God Bless America, land that I love . . .

The song mirrored Berlin’s own story: born to a religious Jewish family in Ukraine in 1888



as “Israel Beilin,” he came to America as a four-year-old, when his family fled the pogroms. In
New York, he became “Izzy” Beilin; then he was “Irving” Beilin; and finally, “Irving Berlin.”
America was his “home sweet home,” and he told The New York Times his song was “not a
patriotic song, but rather an expression of gratitude for what this country has done for its
citizens.”76

Smith sang God Bless America on her program a total of fifty-eight times. It remained on the
Billboard charts for fifteen weeks and sold more than 500,000 copies in sheet music. It became
an unofficial anthem, sung at churches and schools, adopted by both the Republicans and
Democrats at their respective 1940 conventions as their theme song.77 The National Committee
for Music Appreciation gave the song its award as the outstanding composition of the year.78

But in February 1939, as the song exploded in popularity, Berlin changed its third line. Berlin
replaced “Let us all be grateful that we’re far from there” with a new line: “Let us all be grateful
for a land so fair.” He amended the line because the song’s premiere on Kate Smith’s show had
coincided with the wave of Nazi pogroms in Germany and Austria only the night before, known
later as Kristallnacht.79 As the full scope and significance of the horrific assault on central
European Jewry emerged, Berlin understood that a quasi-religious musical paean to being “far
from there” was unseemly, particularly for an American Jew living in the safety of the United
States.

In fact, some negative reactions to the song suggested that the Jews of America might, in
fact, not be quite as “far from there” as they thought. In a July 1940 sermon, Rev. Edgar Romig,
a progressive Protestant minister at the West End Collegiate Church in Manhattan, founded in
1628, whose sermon topics were listed each week in The New York Times, criticized the song as
“doggerel,” unlike the “great national anthem that . . . came out of the hearts of men who knew
what it was to sacrifice for America.”80 Peter Marshall, minister of the New York Avenue
Presbyterian Church in Washington, D.C.—and later the Chaplain of the Senate—went even
further. In a September 15, 1940, sermon, he called the song “pseudopatriotism” and warned,
pointedly, against Jewish control of Hollywood, whose morals “infect our national life.”81

The September 30, 1940, issue of Time Magazine, in an article entitled “Badgered Ballad,”
reported that God Bless America had brought on “a wave of snide anti-Semitism directed at
Composer Berlin,” and that Kate Smith’s business manager frequently received letters “berating
him . . . for swelling Jewish coffers” with royalties—a charge all the more appalling because
both Berlin and Smith had donated their royalties and rights from writing and performing the
song to a trust for the Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, and other youth organizations.82

THE BOOK: IT CAN’T HAPPEN HERE

Sinclair Lewis’ 1935 novel, It Can’t Happen Here, was a widely read satirical novel and
cautionary tale about fascism coming to America. It was produced as a play in many cities,
including a Yiddish version in New York.83 MGM hoped to turn it into a movie—first in 1936,
and then in 1939.

The novel opens with an argument between a liberal newspaper editor and his industrialist
friend, who tells the editor that with twenty-eight million people on relief, things were



“beginning to get ugly.” The industrialist goes on to assert that “Jew Communists and Jew
financiers [are] plotting together to control the country” and that a “strong man” might be a good
thing, but that unfortunately this “could not happen in America.” The editor replies, “The hell it
can’t”:

Look how Huey Long became absolute monarch over Louisiana, and how the Right
Honorable Mr. Senator Berzelius Windrip owns his State. Listen to Bishop Prang and
Father Coughlin on the radio—divine oracles to millions. Remember how casually
most Americans have accepted Tammany grafting and Chicago gangs and the
crookedness of so many of President Harding’s appointees? Could Hitler’s bunch, or
Windrip’s, be worse? Remember the Ku Klux Klan? Remember our war hysteria
[during World War I] . . . [and] wartime censorship of honest papers? . . . Remember
our Red scares and our Catholic scares . . . and the Republicans campaigning against
Al Smith, [telling] the Carolina mountaineers that if Al won, the Pope would
illegitimatize their children? . . . Remember how trainloads of people have gone to
enjoy lynchings?

Not happen here? Prohibition—shooting down people just because they might be
transporting liquor—no, that couldn’t happen in America! Why, where in all history
has there ever been a people so ripe for a dictatorship as ours! We’re ready to start on a
Children’s Crusade—only of adults—right now.”

MGM bought the movie rights, but the industry association pressured it to forgo making the
film, because it would be “inflammatory” and adversely affect the market for American films in
Germany.84 In 1939, when MGM again considered producing the film, the association pressured
it yet a second time. Joseph Breen, the association’s anti-Semitic head of standards, enforced a
policy barring any film that did not “fairly” discuss Nazi Germany.85

In the face of such opposition, MGM dropped the film project entirely. What is particularly
noteworthy, however, is that among those who lobbied against making the movie were two
prominent Jewish organizations: the Anti-Defamation League and the American Jewish
Committee. They argued that Jews must be wary of placing themselves in the public spotlight
with such a film.86

THE MOVIE: CONFESSIONS OF A NAZI SPY

Many Jewish directors—such as Fritz Lang, Max Ophuls, and Billy Wilder—had fled Germany
and Austria in the 1930s for Hollywood, where they translated their harrowing European
experience into film noir, which did not directly address the situation in Europe but conveyed a
pervasive sense of evil and impending doom. The Jewish-run studios, however, were publicly
silent about Nazism throughout the 1930s.87 To the extent that studio executives expressed their
opposition at all, they did so largely in private.88

The first overtly anti-Nazi film from a major Hollywood studio was Warner Bros.’
Confessions of a Nazi Spy (1939), starring Edward G. Robinson (born Emanuel Goldenberg in
Romania) as an FBI agent investigating a Nazi spy ring in New York.89 The movie was based



on a true story: the ring had been tried and convicted in 1938.90 The National Board of Review
of Motion Pictures named it the best film of the year, citing its “artistic merit and importance,”
ranking it ahead of Wuthering Heights, Goodbye, Mr. Chips, and Mr. Smith Goes to
Washington.91

Warner Bros.’ Harry Warner—a religious Jew, the son of a cobbler who had fled Russian
pogroms to come to America in 1883—was the only industry leader who spoke out publicly
against Nazism.92 But he did so not as part of a personal campaign to stop events in Europe, but
rather to warn that what was happening there could happen in America. On June 5, 1940, he
convened the first company-wide gathering in Warner Bros. history, summoning nearly 6,000
employees to hear a long and emotional speech, in which he told them:

We must unite and quit listening to anybody discussing whether you or I am a Jew or a
Catholic or a Protestant or of any other faith—and not allow anyone to say anything
about anybody’s faith—or we will fall just the same as they did over there. . . . [M]y
father and mother lived under such a system [as the Nazis], and that’s why we were
brought here . . . and that’s why I’m so carried away.93

Harry Warner continued with a statement of policy: “We don’t want anyone in our employ
who . . . [are] Communists, Fascists, Nazis, or other un-American believers.”94 He emphasized
that he was not advocating U.S. participation in the European war—only domestic action against
those who would encourage the growth and spread in America of the European disease:

I don’t want you to leave here thinking that I am telling you or anybody in this world
that I want war. . . . God knows I want peace. I long and pray for it, but the only certain
way of insuring our peace is to be so strong in arms and defense that we can command
peace. And we will never be strong enough to see this ideal realized until we have
ejected from our midst, those enemies who are boring from within. . . .

Warner urged his company’s employees to report any suspicious individuals to the Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI). He had even arranged to include the local FBI director on stage
with him. The July 1940 issue of Warner Club News included extensive coverage of the speech,
and copies were sent to the White House and to members of Congress.95

A little more than a year later, Warner was called before a subcommittee of the Senate
Committee on Interstate Commerce, chaired by Senator D. Worth Clark (D-Idaho), to testify on
the ominously titled subject of “war propaganda disseminated by the motion picture industry.”96
The lead witness, Senator Gerald P. Nye (R-N.D.), told the committee that “were I determined to
name those primarily responsible for propaganda in the moving-picture field, I would . . . confine
myself to four names, each that of one of the Jewish faith. . . .” He said he opposed anti-
Semitism (“I have splendid Jewish friends”) and “there are people of the Jewish faith as ardent in
support of the nonintervention cause as I count myself to be.” But he claimed that:

[T]he fact remains that the voices of those who occupy places of leadership [in the
Jewish community] . . . entertain solicitation about causes abroad that blind them to



American causes and that bring burdens of terrible weight upon all Americans.97

In his testimony, Warner defended Confessions of a Nazi Spy and sought to rebut the
subcommittee’s “industry expert,” who had characterized the film as “definitely propaganda.”98
Warner acknowledged that “in September 1939 . . . I said publicly . . . and I say today, that the
freedom which this country fought England to obtain, we may have to fight with England to
retain.” But he assured the committee he had meant providing Britain with spare supplies, and
did “not think that it is necessary for America to send men, to go to war.”

The chairman of the committee said he knew Warner was “almost fanatical in his
Americanism,” but that even the premise of his testimony was dangerous:

[I]f you start out with the premise that England’s fight is our fight . . . you cannot end
up anywhere, in my judgment, but in a wish to go to war now. . . . [T]here is a great
body of people in this country—and polls show 70 or 80 percent . . . who just simply
differ with you on that score; who believe that England is not fighting our fight; that
she is fighting the same battle she has fought throughout the centuries, for trade, gold,
and commerce.99

The hearing transcript reports that, at this point, the spectators burst into “loud applause.”
Senator Clark ended by warning Harry Warner that he “should be careful in using this great

and powerful moving-picture industry, as [you and others] seem to have done over a period of
years . . . for the purpose of influencing public opinion on this phase of a very controversial
question.”100 The other witnesses included the presidents and officers of other studios, but they
testified only briefly.101 The subcommittee’s extended confrontation with Warner, in a
contentious hearing covered by The New York Times, was sufficient to send a message that it was
dangerous—even for an established Jewish film executive, well known for his “fanatical
Americanism”—to speak out publicly against Nazism and the German assault on Europe.102

ANTI-SEMITISM MOUNTS IN AMERICA IN 1940

A 1940 article in the American Jewish Congress Bulletin reported that there was mounting fear
among American Jews.103 The public anti-Semitism of such well-known figures as the
industrialist Henry Ford, the clergymen Father Charles Coughlin and Rev. Gerald L. K. Smith,
radio personality Fulton Lewis, syndicated columnist Westbrook Pegler, national hero Charles
Lindbergh, among others, increased the anxiety of Jews about the security of their position
within American society.

Henry Ford’s newspaper, the Dearborn Independent, whose circulation had reached 900,000
at its height in 1925, had blamed American participation in World War I on “the clustering of
Jewry about the war machinery of the United States.”104 In a November 20, 1938, broadcast,
Father Coughlin—a vitriolic anti-Semite with up to thirty million radio listeners—asserted that
Nazism was “a political defense mechanism” against communism, which he attributed to “a
group of Jews who dominated the destinies of Russia.” Public opinion polls in 1939 showed that



80 percent of the American public was opposed to increasing immigration quotas for German
Jewish refugees.105 A 1940 survey asked, “Have you heard any criticism or talk against Jews in
the last six months?” and 46 percent responded “yes,” with about 60 percent saying they had
negative impressions of Jews.106 Distribution of anti-Semitic pamphlets and articles was a
common occurrence.107 Restrictive covenants preventing the sale of real estate to Jews were
legal.108

A half century later, a scholarly survey of anti-Semitism in the United States concluded that,
as of 1939:

American Jews, seeing what Hitler had done in Germany and now personally
experiencing the impact of discrimination and racial rhetoric in the United States,
seemed more fearful about the future than ever before. . . . A sense of foreboding
continued to spread among Jews in the United States. . . .109

American Jews were eager to be considered patriotic citizens, and they were exceedingly
wary of taking positions at variance with the isolationist consensus of their fellow citizens.110
Zionism was a minority view among the Jews in America and, for many, it was a threat to their
identity as progressive Americans, or simply an imprudent position to take in American society.
Few of them endorsed Zionism publicly or espoused it whole-heartedly even privately.

The three most prominent Zionist leaders in the world—messengers from the old world,
traveling to the prosperous new one, seeking to mobilize American Jews to help fight a European
war and to champion a Jewish homeland in Palestine—faced a deeply daunting task.



CHAIM WEIZMANN

January–March 1940

At the beginning of 1939, Chaim Weizmann did not intend to travel to America to
promote Zionism. In his diary, David Ben-Gurion noted that Weizmann “told [me]
he is exhausted. . . . He won’t go to America. He is sixty-five already. Sixty is
retirement age.”1 Weizmann wrote to his assistant, Doris May, “I have been tired
beyond human bounds.”2 He began working on his memoirs.3

Once the new European war began, rumors reached Weizmann of German plans
“so hideous as to be quite incredible,” and he received a letter from a friend with
good sources in Germany, who told him that if Hitler overran Europe, “Zionism
would lose all its meaning, because no Jews would be left alive.”4 In October,
Weizmann decided that he would go to America.



HAD CHAIM WEIZMANN RETIRED in early 1939, he could have looked back on one of the most
distinguished careers in modern Jewish history. By then, he had more than enough material to
write an autobiography of considerable historical importance.

Born in 1874, Weizmann had played a major role in the formative years of the Zionist
movement. At the landmark 1903 Zionist Conference, he had led the Russian students opposing
Herzl’s plan for a Jewish state in Uganda rather than Palestine. In 1917, he was a driving force
behind the adoption of the Balfour Declaration, which committed Britain, if it prevailed against
the Ottoman Empire in Palestine in World War I, to “facilitate” a Jewish national home there.5
The following year, the British government appointed him to lead a commission to Palestine to
plan the Jewish home, and in 1919 he met with Emir Feisal, a key leader of the Arabs, and
entered into an agreement (later repudiated by Feisal’s followers) to support Arab nationalist
aspirations in exchange for Arab support of the Balfour Declaration. After World War I, he led
the Zionist delegation at the Peace Conference at Versailles, and in 1920 became president of the
Zionist Organization, which he led well beyond the usual retirement age of 60. He had gone from
a small shtetl with a one-room school to study in Germany; then on to a prestigious university in
Switzerland where he earned his doctorate in chemistry; finally to England as a researcher and
lecturer, where his chemical work produced synthetic materials that significantly aided the
British war effort in World War I. He became a British subject and enjoyed friendships with
many at the highest levels of the government and in the aristocracy.

Weizmann’s 482-page autobiography, Trial and Error, was ultimately published in 1949. It
consisted of a single volume divided into two “books”: “Book One,” written largely in 1941, and
“Book Two,” written in 1948–49 at the end of the tumultuous decade following the disastrous
events of 1939. Given his age—65 years old—and his long career, Weizmann was
understandably weary in 1939, both physically and psychologically. But his eventful life in
Zionism, which had begun in the nineteenth century, was about to enter its most challenging
decade of all.

THE BRITISH RETREAT FROM THE MANDATE FOR PALESTINE

In 1937, the British Peel Commission—established after Arab riots and pogroms in Palestine had
reached new levels of violence in 1936—recommended the partition of Palestine into an Arab
and a Jewish state, with a small area assigned to the Jews.6 The Zionist Organization accepted
partition in principle, but the Arabs adamantly rejected the existence of even a minuscule Jewish
state.



Peel Commission Partition Plan
Source: Jewish Virtual Library

Given Arab intractability, Britain began to consider a different plan: a single state, with an
Arab majority and a one-third Jewish minority, with stringent limits on future Jewish
immigration, which would be restricted to 10,000 a year for five years, with discretionary
increases to a maximum of 25,000 during that period, but no immigration thereafter. The plan
barred Jews from buying any additional land in Palestine, with minor exceptions. The new plan
would effectively negate the League of Nations Mandate for Palestine, and make a Jewish
national homeland impossible to achieve.

In February 1939, the plan circulated within the British government in the form of a draft
new White Paper on Palestine to replace the one of 1922, which had affirmed that the Jewish
people were in Palestine “as of right and not on sufferance” of others, based on their “ancient
historic connection” to the Jewish homeland.7 Weizmann learned of the draft almost
immediately, when a British official mistakenly sent a copy to him that had been intended for
review by the Arabs. Although he may have been ready to retire a month earlier, he was now
suddenly faced with the effective destruction of the central accomplishments of his life: the
Balfour Declaration and the British commitment to a Jewish homeland, as well as decades of
efforts to strengthen the Jewish economy and to foster the institutions in Palestine necessary for
an eventual state.

On March 24, 1939, as he left London on a personal mission to Palestine, Weizmann wrote
directly to Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, with a plea to reject the proposed new plan:

Through all the ups and downs of more than twenty years, I have found support in the
thought that, to quote Lord Balfour’s words, we were “partners in the great enterprise”
which means life or death to my people. . . . Please consider the events of the past
twelve months . . . [1] Hitler’s entry into Vienna; [2] the expulsion of Jews from Italy



and from Danzig; [3] the Nazi occupation of the Sudetenland; [4] the November
pogrom in Germany [Kristallnacht]; [5] the anti-Semitic measure in Slovakia; [6] the
Nazi invasion of Bohemia and Moravia; and [7] now Memel [part of Lithuania
annexed by the Nazis on March 21, 1939]. In times so deeply disturbed, could we not
avoid adding to the turmoil?

Hitler touring Memel in March 1939. The banner reads: “This country will always be German”

Three weeks later, Weizmann cabled Chamberlain from Palestine, informing him that he had
“found [the] Jewish community united [in] resolute determination [to] oppose with all its
strength [the] contemplated new policy.” He appealed to Chamberlain “out of deep anxiety for
all concerned” and warned him that the new policy would lead to a “supreme tragedy”:

Proposed liquidation of Mandate and establishment of independent Palestine State
coupled with reduction [of] Jewish population to one-third total and with restriction
[on] area [of] Jewish settlement to small sector [of] country are viewed as destruction
[of] Jewish hopes and surrender [of] Jewish community [in] Palestine to rule [of] Arab
junta responsible for terrorist campaign. . . . Jews are determined [to] make supreme
sacrifice rather than submit to such regime. Feel it my solemn duty [to] draw attention
of His Majesty’s Government to grave consequences involved before irrevocable step
[of] adoption and announcement of policy is taken.

Weizmann also cabled Justice Louis D. Brandeis, who had resigned from the Supreme Court
in February 1939 after twenty-three years. Brandeis was the most prominent Zionist in the
United States, and enjoyed a close relationship with President Roosevelt, who admired his long
career and considered him a prophet (indeed, in his private letters to Brandeis, Roosevelt
addressed him as “Dear Isaiah”). On April 19, 1939, Weizmann sent Brandeis a telegram:

Beg you make last minute effort [to] induce President [to] urge British Government
[to] delay publication [of] their proposals and reconsider their policy. . . . [It] will drive
Jews who have nothing to lose anyhow to adhere to counsels of despair. . . . If new



policy imposed Jews will conduct immigration [and] disregard legal restrictions, will
settle and without permission, even if exposed [to] British bayonets. . . . By violation
[of] Mandate British Government loses moral and legal title [to] govern country and
becomes mere coercive authority. . . . Please impress President [that] owing to
advanced state matter no ordinary diplomatic representations but only extraordinary
emphatic step can possibly produce effect.8

Brandeis appealed to the President more than once, but to no avail.9
On April 24, Weizmann sent a message to William Bullitt, the American ambassador to

France, in the hope that he would convey it to the State Department, telling him the Jewish
political leadership in Palestine had decided that “no sacrifice would be too heavy”:

I have conveyed all this in a telegram to the Prime Minister and warned him, in as
restrained language as I could use in such circumstances, of what was here at stake. . . .
I can only say this, that if the Government really adopts this policy outlined to us in
London and endeavors to carry it into effect, it will bite granite. At a time when
millions of Jews are undergoing a sadistic persecution such as the world has not known
since the darkest ages, the Jews of Palestine will not put up with the land in which a
National Home was solemnly promised to them by the civilized world being closed to
their harassed brethren.10

On April 27, 1939, Weizmann wrote to the newly appointed British ambassador to the United
States, Philip Henry Kerr (Lord Lothian), who had been Prime Minister Lloyd George’s private
secretary at the time of the Balfour Declaration, and who was strongly sympathetic to Zionism.
Weizmann told him that the British bureaucracy suffered from “a kind of pharaonic blindness” in
its treatment of the Jews, and that it would eventually affect the entire British Empire:

The British Empire . . . cannot be run by the methods by which authoritarian states
conduct their internal and external affairs. It lives essentially on the moral authority
which it inspires, on its tradition of legality, on its attachment to its pledges. . . . I
cannot emphasize enough the gravity of the situation and I have warned the Prime
Minister of it. . . . I am conscious of having uttered it as much in the interest of the
British as of the Jews.11

Weizmann continued his agitated correspondence into May, writing to as many influential
friends as he could. On May 3, 1939, he wrote to Albert Cohen, the Zionist emissary to the
League of Nations, to describe Britain’s changed Palestine policy as “a sort of Munich [referring
to Chamberlain’s disastrous appeasement of Hitler] applied to us at a time when Jewry is
drowning in its [own] blood”:

[P]eople come in daily [to Palestine] on leaky dangerous boats, after having undergone
untold suffering for weeks on sea; pirate captains exploit this poor human cargo, starve
them, rob them, strip them of their belongings, but they are ready to undergo
everything, as long as there is a faint chance of getting on land. . . .



[T]he British have no moral right to denounce a Treaty which has become part of
International Law and of the fabric of history in the post-war troublesome period. They
have no moral or legal right to jeopardize a great piece of constructive work, the lives
of hundreds of thousands of people who have come to Palestine trusting to the promise
of England, France and other civilized powers, sanctioned and ratified by the League
of Nations.

A week later, Weizmann cabled Chamberlain to inform him he was flying back to London
from Palestine and would be “grateful for the privilege of an interview” the following day. He
met with Chamberlain the next evening, but the meeting produced no results.12 On May 13, the
British Colonial Secretary, Malcolm MacDonald, invited Weizmann to MacDonald’s country
house for tea; it turned into a bitter confrontation in which Weizmann called the new British
policy a “betrayal” and MacDonald himself a “hypocrite.”13 Weizmann later said he “had never
spoken so rudely and so straight to any man.”14

Weizmann’s increasing despair was reflected in a letter he wrote the following week to one
of his oldest British acquaintances, Sir George King-Hall, in which he noted that for twenty
years “we have cooperated, we have compromised, we have done our best to make the task of
the [British] Administration [in Palestine] as easy as we could”:

And the result of all this—it is the policy to which I have given my life—has been the
White Paper which, if it is carried into effect, will hand us over to our bitter enemies—
a permanent minority within a virtually Arab State.15

On May 17, 1939, the day after the British issued the White Paper, Weizmann spoke to a
Zionist conference. Departing from his usual understated rhetoric, he openly criticized the
British:

[The British government] has found it necessary to formulate and inaugurate this
policy in the blackest hour of Jewish history—at a time when our enemies, cruel and
relentless, seek to destroy the Jewish people body and soul. . . . This document forgets,
or tries to forget, all those noble motives which brought British statesmen in 1917 and
1918 to issue the Balfour Declaration. . . .

We have never relinquished our claim to Palestine; we have never ceased to
maintain contact with that country throughout the thousands of years during which we
have been forcibly separated from it. . . . [I]t seems almost—I will try not to use an
unparliamentary expression—almost ridiculous that a White Paper should stand across
the road of our return to this country which, it is written in the stars, will be Jewish one
day. . . .

Weizmann also addressed the larger issues relating to the British betrayal of the Jews:

[I]t may be appropriate, in this tragic and solemn hour, to remind the Powers that they
are in Palestine, that they were entrusted with the Mandate for Palestine, because of us.
. . . [T]he moral right to be in Palestine today was conferred upon Great Britain by the



civilized nations of the world for the explicit and direct purpose of helping to build up
the Jewish National Home. Long before the Balfour Declaration, God had decreed that
our destiny is bound up with Palestine, and against this decree, all decrees of humans,
however mighty they may appear to themselves and at the time, are as naught; they
will blow away like chaff before the wind.16

Parliamentary debates on the White Paper were held on May 22 and 23, 1939, during which
Winston Churchill opposed the new policy in a stirring address.17 Afterward, Weizmann sent
Churchill a two-sentence note: “Your magnificent speech may yet destroy this policy. Words fail
me [to] express my thanks.”18 Churchill’s words had indeed been eloquent and moving.19 But
on May 23, Weizmann cabled David Ben-Gurion, the leader of the Yishuv, the pre-State
community of Jews in Palestine, with a one-sentence report about the rest of the debate: “Many
friends readied for battle [but] failed to speak.”20 The House of Commons adopted the new
policy by a vote of 268–179.

On May 30, 1939, Weizmann wrote to Solomon Goldman, the president of the Zionist
Organization of America, reporting that relations with the British government “are very strained,
non-cooperation has already set in.”21 Several weeks later, the British announced the suspension
of all Jewish immigration to Palestine until March 1940—a ten-month period in which Britain
would seek to block Jews from entering the place mandated as their homeland, at a time when
Hitler’s existential threat was all too apparent.22

THE NEW WORLD WAR BEGINS

On August 29, 1939—two days before the Nazi invasion of Poland, as the international situation
grew increasingly ominous—Weizmann wrote to Chamberlain to assure him that, in the event of
a new European war, the Jews would “stand by Great Britain and will fight on the side of the
democracies,” regardless of the ongoing dispute about Palestine:

In this hour of supreme crisis, the consciousness that the Jews have a contribution to
make to the defense of sacred values impels me to write this letter. . . . The Jewish
Agency is ready to enter into immediate arrangements for utilizing Jewish manpower,
technical ability, resources, etc. . . .23

Chamberlain disregarded Weizmann’s offer. In his September 2 reply—sent the day after the
Nazi invasion—he wrote that he was pleased “that in this time of supreme emergency when
those things which we hold dear are at stake, Britain can rely upon the whole-hearted
cooperation of the Jewish Agency.” But, he said, “You will not expect me to say more at this
stage than that your public-spirited assurances and welcome aid will be kept in mind.”24

On September 5, Weizmann wrote to the British Secretary of State for War, Leslie Hore-
Belisha, telling him that a “movement for the formation of Jewish volunteer units to serve on the
side of the Allies has arisen in different countries,” and that the Jews stood ready to “take
definite action, without delay.” Weizmann asked Hore-Belisha to spare him “a few minutes in



the course of the next day or two” to discuss the subject, but no meeting was granted. The
Secretary declined, citing the pressure of other problems.25 Weizmann wrote again on
September 11, yielding to the Secretary’s assertion that the discussion was premature, but
nevertheless enclosing a draft memorandum entitled “Arguments in Favor of Immediate
Formation of a Jewish Military Unit.”26 That memo, too, met with no response.

On September 15, 1939, as Nazi forces swept through Poland, Weizmann formally requested
that Britain admit 20,000 Jewish children from Poland into Palestine—a number within the
25,000-person quota established in the White Paper. Weizmann set forth his request to British
Colonial Secretary Malcolm J. MacDonald in dramatic terms:

Hundreds of thousands of Jews in Poland will have to face the Polish winter without a
roof over their heads, dying of starvation. Whatever food can be removed from the
Polish countryside will be taken for Germany; little will reach the towns, and still less
the Jewish population. . . . [T]he [German] administration will be of the extremist anti-
Semitic character. This is a catastrophe of a magnitude such as not even we have yet
experienced.

In these circumstances, we ask you for immediate permission to remove these
children from Poland to Palestine, say of the ages between thirteen and seventeen
years. The economic burden of supporting them naturally will fall upon the Jewish
people inside and outside Palestine. We pledge ourselves to provide for them. It
therefore depends on your decision alone whether the lives of Jewish children shall be
saved or not.27

MacDonald replied five days later, saying that although he sympathized with the plight of the
Jews of Poland, he was unable to admit large numbers of additional Jewish immigrants to
Palestine, because it might “seriously embarrass Great Britain and her Allies in their endeavor to
bring the war to a victorious issue.”28 These were code words, signaling British fear that
bringing Jewish children into Palestine might cost Britain the support of the Arabs. Even though
the number was within the strict limits set by their own White Paper, the British barred the
children.

WEIZMANN PLANS HIS TRIP TO AMERICA

In October, as the war entered its second month, Weizmann wrote to Lazar Braudo, one of the
founders of the Zionist movement in South Africa, about his plans for his trip to the United
States:

My principal task in America will, naturally, be to do what I can to raise the funds so
badly needed to meet the present critical economic situation in Palestine, but apart
from this, my visit will, of course, have its political aspects. You know my view that
this is a war in which we, as Jews, must bear a special and additional responsibility; it
is with this conviction in mind that I shall approach my task in the United States.29



Weizmann disclosed that his efforts in London to gain approval for a Jewish military unit
“have so far met with no success.” He had accordingly lowered his sights: he wanted to establish
a war industry in Palestine to assist the British, and to have the British consider training a few
hundred Jewish officers in England for a possible future Jewish force.30 At the same time, he
knew—as he wrote in a letter sent the same day to Jan Christiaan Smuts in Pretoria, the Prime
Minister of the Union of South Africa and a World War I hero of the South African theater—that
the new war “is going to be a grimmer business than most people realize”:

I have felt strongly that, for people like myself, the war has a double significance—we
fight in it as British citizens, but also as Jews. Perhaps few people have realized, when
the Nazi challenge was first thrown down to the Jews, that it was not a challenge to the
Jews alone, but to the whole Christian world. But today, there can be few who fail to
realize that what is at stake in this war is the whole of Western civilization . . . I expect
to leave early in November for the United States, and shall there do my best to bring
home to my people this aspect of the situation, and the special responsibility which
devolves upon them as Jews in the present conflict.31

Weizmann continued to send memoranda to his contacts within the British government,
reiterating the desire of the Jewish Agency to provide a Jewish division for military service.32
He wanted to put “on record” both the “readiness and ability of our people to make some
tangible contribution to the British Cause in this war.”33 He emphasized that Jewish support for
Britain would continue notwithstanding the White Paper, but that the issue would not disappear:

I fully agree that Jewish cooperation with the Allied War-effort is, and will continue to
be, unconditional. . . . [W]e all realize only too well the decisive role which England is
playing in this gigantic struggle for the preservation of moral values forming the very
foundation of our civilization. . . . [But] After victory has been won the Jewish
problem will still be there in all its ghastly nakedness as a challenge to the new world
which may arise, and I am deeply convinced that only in Palestine and through
Palestine an equitable and lasting solution can be found.34

WEIZMANN’S VOYAGE TO THE UNITED STATES

Weizmann’s trip to America was repeatedly delayed, as he addressed problems the White Paper
had already created for the Jews in Palestine. He continued his correspondence and conversations
with members of the British government, seeking at least preliminary approval of a Jewish
military unit in the belief that it could help him make a favorable impression on American Jews
on his trip. But no such British approval was in the offing. Eventually, on December 21, 1939, he
left London, accompanied by his wife, Vera, heading first to Paris and then to Lisbon, where he
planned to fly to New York on the Pan-American Clipper.

Lisbon was, in Weizmann’s words, “the fire escape to the West,” a neutral city where people
could still arrange transportation out of the continent.35 When he arrived, he found transatlantic
flights canceled because of weather and wartime danger, and he spent ten days awaiting new



travel arrangements. Lisbon was “an extremely ugly little world,” he later recalled, marked by
“rampant spying, rumors everywhere, and an air of secrecy.”36 There was “no one to speak to,
and if there had been, one did not dare to speak.”37 He had discovered—months into the war—
that it was hazardous to talk about it in public, in a foreign country, to strangers.

Pan-American eventually arranged transportation by ship, on the Italian luxury liner Rex,
known as the “Riviera Afloat” because of its swimming pools surrounded by real sand. It was
considered one of the most beautiful liners in the world.38 Within months, it would be taken out
of commission—its large size made it too easy a target for German submarines.39 But this
voyage was uneventful, and the ship arrived safely in New York harbor on January 12, 1940,
with 879 passengers on board, including several well-known figures.40

The New York Times covered Weizmann’s arrival as part of an article about those who
arrived on the Rex. Weizmann is mentioned at the end after Anne Morgan—J. P. Morgan’s sister
—the film star Ingrid Bergman, and General Joseph Haller, commander of the Polish army in
World War I, among others. Weizmann told the Times the main purpose of his trip was to enlist
American Jews in developing Palestine “as a haven and homeland for tens of thousands of Jews”
uprooted from Central Europe.41 The Jewish Telegraphic Agency (JTA) reported the trip was
intended to seek Jewish capital for Palestinian enterprises and to encourage non-Zionist Jews to
assist the work of the Jewish Agency in Palestine.42 Weizmann had downplayed his goals in his
statements to the press.

WEIZMANN SPEAKS TO 4,000 PEOPLE

On January 16, 1940—four days after his arrival in New York—Weizmann addressed an
audience of 4,000 in Manhattan at the Mecca Temple of the “Ancient Arabic Order of the Nobles
of the Mystic Shrine,” popularly known as the “Shriners.”43 It was the major address of his
trip.44 He began by noting that he had not been to America for the past “six fateful years, which
will rank even in our tragic history as our blackest years.” He said there was a “fundamental
difference” between what Polish Jews had undergone and what the Polish people in general had
experienced:

However great and deep the tragedy of the Poles may be, the Polish peasant is still on
his land. He is rooted, he can still grow perhaps a miserable harvest of which a great
part will be taken away—but he will go on staying on his land. The Jew in the small
town or in the big city when driven out is . . . radically uprooted. He becomes a
wanderer. . . .



The photograph of Chaim Weizmann that appeared in The New York Times, January 13, 1940

In Poland, Weizmann continued, the entire Jewish society had gone under, and it was a
Jewish community ten times the size of the Jewish community of Germany. He said he could
describe in a single sentence the Nazi and Soviet control over Polish Jews: “In one [place] the
Jews are being destroyed; in the other Judaism is being destroyed.” Nonetheless, Weizmann
made a statement that he felt required “a certain amount of daring” to say:

[Even these world-shaking events] are merely a passage in our long history of
martyrdom. It is merely another link in the great chain of tragedy which constitutes
Jewish history: Egypt, Babylon, Rome, the Middle Ages, the Inquisition, the exile
from Spain, Czarism, Revolution and aftermath of the Revolution, and the events of
the Great War, followed by the Petluras [pogroms in Ukraine] and all the others. . . .
[W]e believe that a better future is coming . . . a time when the peoples of the world
will remember what small nations have meant to the civilization of the world. And in
remembering this, they might possibly remember that Greece and Judea have given the
world all those values which have been fundamental to our civilization.

Weizmann next described the work in Palestine—which he emphasized had “never been
merely a place of refuge” but was also a “home”—since the Balfour Declaration had granted the
Jewish people an internationally recognized right to their homeland:

Twenty-five years have passed. A short span indeed in the life of an ancient people like
ourselves. A very short span in the life of a country! In these 25 years it has passed
from tribulation to tribulation. World Jewry has been shaken to its very foundation.
The great Russian Jewish community . . . has disappeared.

We began our work . . . surrounded by widespread indifference, by the skepticism
of many, but also by enthusiasm, chiefly of the poor. We encountered difficulties
inside the country as well as outside in the Jewish and non-Jewish world; we were
without experience in country building; and we were forced to rely on a population



which was primarily and fundamentally European, and which had to be transformed
and adapted to the hard life of the conquest of an ungrateful soil. . . .

In these last seven years, almost a quarter of a million persons entered [Palestine].
In the last four years, 80,000 fresh olim [immigrants] came in. . . . They are still
coming; they are travelling now as I address you; travelling through submarine-and
mine-infested seas.

Weizmann was convinced that the Jewish national home was “a solid fact woven into the
fabric of Jewish history and of world history.” He was “very sorry about the White Paper, which
I fought to the best of my ability and which we have not and will not accept.” But it “is not, I am
convinced, the last word of British statesmanship.”

Weizmann also addressed the question of the Arabs in Palestine, and described what he said
might be “a new set of circumstances” in which “the Arab mind is also evolving”:

These three and a half years of trouble [since the Arab pogroms began in 1936] have
taught us a lesson which I think thoughtful Arabs are also beginning to understand. I
am not speaking of the small group of Arabs who may be guided by the same hand
which has destroyed us in Poland and in Germany. I am now speaking of the vast
majority of the Arabs who love their country and who love their Zion as we love ours. .
. .

I think these people are beginning to learn the futility of destruction. . . . It is a long
and tedious road. It is an educational process. . . . But the beginnings of it are there.

As he neared the end of his address, Weizmann compared the building of the Jewish national
home in Palestine with the creation of the United States. Both countries depended, he said, on
more than purely physical factors:

Countries like your own commonwealth were built up out of two great moral factors;
people tried to escape persecution and people hoped to build up a better life with a new
start. . . . And this—not the fertility of its land—is the secret of Palestine.

Finally, Weizmann noted that he and his wife had traveled at an advanced age, under
hazardous conditions, because of a single powerful imperative—“maintaining the structure in
Palestine”:

We [in Europe] are doing our best, but our best is very small. You are still, and I pray
that you may stay so, a powerful and in a certain degree prosperous community,
sheltered under the wing of a great government. From those to whom much is given,
much is expected. We in Europe, and particularly those who are responsible for
guarding the movement, look about for help to maintain the structure of Palestine.

The New York Times coverage of Weizmann’s address focused on neither the Jewish crisis in
Europe nor the Jewish homeland in Palestine, but on the dispute with the Arabs. The Times
reported that Weizmann had said he “detected in thoughtful Arabs a realization of the futility of
strife, and even the possibility that the internal difficulty in Palestine might be resolved to a



‘family quarrel’ which could be worked out by the ‘cousins’ themselves.”45
Over the next month, Weizmann spoke to Zionist meetings in New York, Baltimore,

Chicago, Detroit, and Cleveland. On January 28, he addressed several thousand people from 144
communities attending the General Assembly of the Council of Jewish Federations and Welfare
Funds. The JTA reported that Weizmann praised the Council for channeling American Jewry’s
“impulses of devotion” toward aiding European Jewry and building the Jewish national home:

“In the world I have but recently left,” he said, “there are today literally millions of
Jews who find in the American Jewish community a great reservoir of material and
spiritual strength. . . . [T]he Jewish communities of central and eastern Europe have
been forced in large measure to relinquish their leadership in Jewish life throughout the
world, and have watched with tortured hope the assumption by American Jewry of pre-
eminence in the communal existence of Jewries everywhere.”

WEIZMANN VISITS JUSTICE BRANDEIS

On February 6, 1940, Weizmann visited the 83-year-old retired Supreme Court Justice Louis D.
Brandeis at home in Washington. He had been one of the most prominent Justices in American
judicial history, the author of landmark opinions on free speech, privacy, and other significant
issues. In 1914, when he had a national reputation as “the people’s lawyer,” he had assumed the
leadership of the American Zionist movement.

Brandeis’ association with Zionism had given it a standing in America that no one else could
have provided. At the time, there were about 12,000 members in the Federation of American
Zionists, out of a total of three million American Jews.46 In the first few years after he became
its leader, its membership more than quintupled. His greatest intellectual contribution to Zionism
was to equate it with Americanism.47 He had become convinced that “[t]he Jewish spirit, the
product of our religion and experiences, is essentially modern and essentially American.”48 “My
approach to Zionism,” he wrote, “was through Americanism”:

In time, practical experience and observation convinced me that Jews were, by reason
of their traditions and their character, peculiarly fitted for the attainment of American
ideals. Gradually it became clear to me that to be good Americans, we must be better
Jews.

Weizmann and Brandeis had worked closely in 1917 and were instrumental in the issuance of
the Balfour Declaration. As Weizmann worked with members of the British War Cabinet on
successive drafts of the Declaration, Brandeis discussed Britain’s plans for Palestine with
President Woodrow Wilson, and Wilson’s backing played a key role in the British decision to
issue the Balfour Declaration on November 2, 1917.49

In the years following 1917, however, Weizmann and Brandeis had a falling out, as their
views on Palestine diverged. Weizmann saw Palestine as the pre-eminent Jewish “home,” the
place where Jewish culture and civilization would be preserved. For American Jews, by contrast,
the United States was already “home,” and they did not consider themselves in exile.50 They



envisioned Palestine as a haven for Jews not fortunate enough to live in America, but not as a
potential home for themselves.51

Brandeis supported a Jewish state as a laboratory for democracy that would complement
Americanism; he wanted it established as soon as possible, and emphasized the importance of
such projects as mining the mineral deposits in the Dead Sea, applying the principles of land
management and irrigation, draining the swamps, eliminating the scourge of malaria from the
land, and of attracting investors to enterprises there. Weizmann favored the slow organic growth
of Jewish cultural institutions, such as the Hebrew University, and wanted the homeland to be a
place where Jewish culture could flourish among Jews dedicated to preserving it. The distinction
between a “home” and a “haven” had important implications for the way the Zionist movement
and its projects would evolve; and the relationship between Weizmann and Brandeis eventually
became a casualty of their serious differences in policy, perspective, and personality.52

In its account of the Weizmann-Brandeis meeting in 1940, the JTA reported that it was the
first time they had met in twenty years. JTA said that the two aging leaders had agreed that
Palestine “held out the largest if not the only hope” for a solution of the Jewish problem. They
told the press of their belief that “at the conclusion of the war,” the civilized nations would
arrange to make Palestine “a home and haven for the Jews.”53

The reference to both “a home and a haven” reflected a renewed unity between Weizmann
and Brandeis. Their longstanding differences had been overtaken by events.54

WEIZMANN’S MEETING WITH PRESIDENT ROOSEVELT

Two days after his meeting with Brandeis, Weizmann visited President Roosevelt at the White
House, in a half-hour meeting arranged by Britain’s ambassador, Lord Lothian. It was their first
encounter.

Weizmann wanted to discuss Britain’s restrictions on Jewish immigration to Palestine, and
he emerged from the meeting to tell the press that FDR was confident that when the war was
over, a solution for the Jewish problem might be reached.55

In his autobiography, Weizmann was more candid about the meeting. He wrote that
Roosevelt “showed himself friendly, but the discussion remained theoretical.”56 An even clearer
picture is provided in Weizmann’s contemporaneous memorandum, which summarized FDR’s
response to Weizmann’s informing him that he had addressed large audiences across the country:

The President remarked that there were a good many Jews here [in America] who were
not exactly obstructionists so far as Palestine was concerned, but who were not too
friendly [to the idea of Zionism]. Dr. Weizmann said, “Certainly that was so, but that
on the whole sentiment for Palestine was very strong.” The President said, “Yes, I
agree.”

The memorandum stated that the discussion with the President had turned to developments in
Palestine, and the prospect of other places for Jews to emigrate:

[Dr. Weizmann said he] was not going to attempt to harrow the President’s feelings by



a description of what was happening to the Jews of Central and Eastern Europe. No
doubt he knew the situation well enough, but the fact was that today Palestine and the
United States were the only countries which were taking substantial numbers of
immigrants. The President asked whether Dr. Weizmann did not think that other
countries too might absorb refugees, and referred to Colombia.

According to his memorandum, Weizmann replied that no place could substitute for
Palestine. Weizmann did not record the President’s reply, if any, to Weizmann’s reference to the
American immigration policy. Later in 1940, however, the United States moved to restrict
Jewish immigration to America even more stringently.57

Weizmann told FDR that, not including the Jews who had been “swallowed up by the
Russian system and [had] disappeared,” and the number of Jews who would perish by the end of
the war “if the present rate of destruction continued,” there would be about 2.5 million Jews in
need of help after the war. Many would be too old, he said, or be otherwise unsuitable for
immigration to Palestine; they might move to another country or might just remain where they
were. But after adjusting for those figures, Weizmann said, he estimated that one million
“younger and more vigorous” Jews could be “drawn off into Palestine” over a period of years.

To support his statement that Palestine was economically viable to support one million
additional Jewish refugees, without displacing any Arabs, Weizmann cited a 1939 Department of
Agriculture report by Dr. Walter C. Lowdermilk, a soil conservationist who had proposed a
“Jordan Valley Authority” comparable to the Tennessee Valley Authority. Lowdermilk had
called for a “TVA on the Jordan” to irrigate large areas of Palestine.58 FDR replied that he had
read Lowdermilk’s study, had found it a “wonderful” report, and that the Jews had “done very
well.” He told Weizmann that Brandeis thought there was room for at least two million additional
people in Palestine, to which Weizmann replied that “it all depended on the extent of
development.”

The Lowdermilk report was in fact far more optimistic than either Weizmann or Brandeis.
Lowdermilk believed a “JVA” in Palestine would enable many millions of people to live there.
He had led a team of soil scientists and archaeologists for three months of field studies in
Palestine. He had concluded that the Jewish land conservation efforts were “the most remarkable
we have seen while studying land use in twenty-four countries.” He and his team were
“astonished” and “amazed” at the “methods and achievements” and the difficulties the Jews had
overcome.59 He proposed a project that would, he concluded, “provide room and work for
millions of Jewish refugees now suffering persecutions in many lands of Europe.”

Lowdermilk’s 1944 book, Palestine: Land of Promise, based on his 1939 report, became a
best-seller.60 He lectured widely to spread the news about the opportunities for developing the
region and later made extended television appearances as well. But in 1940, although the report
was known at the highest levels of the American government, nothing resulted from Weizmann’s
discussion of it with FDR.61

Weizmann turned to the political status of Palestine and told the President that he believed
the 1939 White Paper would not be the last word on British policy. According to Weizmann’s
memorandum of the meeting, his statement evoked this exchange:



The President asked: “What about the Arabs? Can’t that be settled with a little
baksheesh? [Persian for “tip” or “bribe”] Dr. Weizmann said it wasn’t as simple as all
that. . . . One result of the disturbances had been, [Weizmann] thought, to bring much
nearer the possibility of an arrangement with their Arab neighbors; despite a campaign
of violence . . . the latter had completely failed in their efforts to dislodge the Jews.
That was a fact which was likely to have a fundamental effect on future relations with
the Arabs. Already there were signs—he was not going to exaggerate them, but they
were unmistakable—that the Arabs were realizing this failure, and were casting around
to see if they could not arrive at some modus vivendi.

The President said: “When the war is over you will settle it. First, of course, the
war must be won.” Dr. Weizmann agreed.

Neither FDR nor Weizmann could know how long the war would last, nor how many Jewish
lives would be extinguished “if the present rate of destruction continued.” But history would
eventually record that six million European Jews were no longer alive at the war’s end.

WEIZMANN’S THOUGHTS ON HIS AMERICAN TRIP

Weizmann returned to London on March 5, 1940. In his autobiography, he wrote that he had
found America in a “strange prewar mood . . . violently neutral, and making an extraordinary
effort to live in the ordinary way.” He believed he had to be “extremely careful” expressing
himself, finding it necessary to speak “always with the utmost caution . . . avoiding anything that
might be interpreted as [pro-war] propaganda.” He felt he “had to maintain silence,” lest he be
accused of promoting American involvement in the European war at the behest of the Jews. The
mere mention of the Jewish tragedy unfolding in Europe, he wrote, could have been “associated
with warmongering.”

In one of his private lectures during his trip, Weizmann referred sardonically to the strictures
under which he was operating in America: “I am not sure whether mentioning the Ten
Commandments will not be considered [an impolitic] statement of policy, since one of them
says: Thou shalt not kill.”62

He maintained a studious public silence on anything that might be construed as suggesting
that America, or American Jews, should actively respond to what was transpiring in Europe,
other than by assisting in building Palestine through investments and contributions.

During Weizmann’s trip, Britain issued draconian regulations to implement the White Paper,
seeking to halt Jewish acquisition of land in Palestine.63 Rabbi Solomon Goldman, president of
the Zionist Organization of America (ZOA), organized a protest, but he received no support from
Weizmann, who ignored Goldman’s message to him.64 Rabbi Stephen S. Wise and Louis
Lipsky, vice president of the ZOA, organized a protest meeting at Carnegie Hall. But according
to a report by a Ben-Gurion associate who attended it, the “hall was not full; the press gave no
coverage to the meeting . . . and Stephen Wise, after he had finished his speech, sent me a note,
‘We should shout in low tones.’”65

Weizmann remained in America for two months. Only his New York speech is included in
the published collection of his papers, speeches, and correspondence that covers 1940. In his



memoir, he described the atmosphere in America in 1940 as having been “artificial” and
“uncomfortable,” and “not a satisfactory one.” “It was,” he wrote, “a genuine relief to get back to
the realities of England where, if the truth was harsh, it was at least being faced.”66

From London, in July 1940, Weizmann wrote to a Chicago friend, Albert K. Epstein, of the
“world of shadows” he had found in America. He thought the attitudes there bore “no relation to
the grim realities which today face humanity at large and the Jews in particular.”67 American
Jews, he told Epstein, appeared to be oblivious to “the hurricane which is breaking over our
heads”:

[I]t seems that the Jews are just as incurably complacent as many of their neighbors,
and equally heedless of the warnings and signs of the times. Then, when catastrophe
reaches their gates, they will start up perplexed and wondering, as though something
totally unexpected had happened.

Weizmann wrote that he hoped “American Jewry will prove itself worthy of the terrible
responsibility which rests upon it”—because “3,000 miles of water will not save American
Jewry, or America itself, if they refuse to take the right decisions now.” As for himself,
Weizmann said, he had “no plans at present.” He believed his place was in London, where “[w]e
live here from hour to hour.” His final words of advice to his American friend were these:

Every conceivable effort of American Jewry should be devoted towards helping the
Allies in this struggle—which is our struggle. If the battle here should be lost, there
will be no hope for you, and very little for America as a whole.

This should therefore be the guiding principle of your lives, and everything else
must, for the time being, take second place.

Those words were much stronger, and far more urgent, than any Weizmann had uttered in
public in America—where he mentioned nothing of fighting on the side of Britain, nor of joining
a battle to save the civilization of which the Jews were a part, nor anything else that might be
criticized as “warmongering.”68

THE RESULTS OF WEIZMANN’S TRIP

In terms of generating a strong response from the American Jewish community, Weizmann’s
1940 trip was a failure. But perhaps that outcome was not solely the result of the pervasive fears
Weizmann encountered within the American Jewish community.

Weizmann was earnest but uncontroversial in public, ever wary of “warmongering.” He was
not a gifted orator, preferring private diplomacy to public speeches.69 He complimented
American Jews on their accomplishments and sought their economic assistance for projects in
Palestine, but he did not challenge them concerning the horrific situation in Europe. In his
autobiography, Weizmann claimed that he had had “nothing too specific in mind” for his 1940
visit, and that he had viewed it as an “exploratory trip” to get his bearings and “lay the
groundwork” for later trips.70



Faced with an existential crisis, however, one does not make an “exploratory” trip, nor does
one go on a trip that is focused on preparations for “later trips.” Weizmann’s description of his
1940 trip in his 1949 book seems a retrospective rationalization of his failure, a downplaying of
the importance of his trip in light of its meager results. Weizmann’s later description, moreover,
does not recount what he knew was at stake at the time, which he expressed in private letters
both immediately before and after his trip.

There may have been a deeper reason for the failure of the trip—one that extended beyond
Weizmann’s innate caution and his public reticence. In 1916, in his introduction to a book of
essays entitled Zionism and the Jewish Future, Weizmann wrote that the “natural progress of the
emancipated Jews” in foreign lands was assimilation, making it impossible for them to lead
Zionism.71 In the post-World War I conferences to implement the League of Nations Mandate
for Palestine, Weizmann had told the Americans, “We are different, absolutely different. There is
no bridge between Washington and Pinsk.”72 He thought American Jews did not have a true
Jewish national consciousness; that they had “built a Monroe Doctrine around Zionism,” which
had resulted in a “moral cleavage” between them and other Jews.73 He thought Americans had
reduced Zionism to a charity project.74

When he came to America in 1940, Weizmann held deeply conflicted views about American
Jews and American Zionism. In a handwritten letter dated June 20, 1937, to Orde and Lorna
Wingate, British friends who were ardent Zionists, he described a person he identified only as
“S” as being a representative American Jewish figure:

S. belongs to the type of an “assimilated” Jew. He thinks himself an American and his
connection with Jewry is a loose religious bond. His religion is a poor imitation of
Protestantism. It has nothing in it of the austerity, severity and the real tradition of
Jewry sanctified by so much martyrdom. At best he is prepared to be charitable to his
“poorer brethren” to show he is inclined to send some of his surplus but with whom he
would not like to consort. Palestine is a challenge to these Jews. It stirs some memories
in them that they have tried to bury under their American civilization.

Weizmann suggested to the Wingates that American Jews were seeking an escape from
Zionism; and that this made them of only marginal use, if any, to the movement:

They fasten on the Arab problem which offers them a sort of escape from their Jewish
consciousness; they are mostly useless to us, if not harmful. Between these fully
assimilated Jews and us stands a clan of Jews who at some time or another toyed with
Zionism, but never could rise to giving up the fleshpots offered by the non-Jewish
world . . . [T]hey always prefer an already established running concern to something
which has to go through the pangs of creation. May I be forgiven if I’m doing them an
injustice.75



First page of Chaim Weizmann’s 1937 letter to the Wingates

Weizmann came to America two and a half years after writing that letter, still believing the
future of Zionism lay in diplomatic relations with the British, and he left America with that
conviction unchanged, disappointed once again in American Jews.

But what if Weizmann had challenged the American Jewish community more directly, more
publicly, with an eloquence matching the urgency he himself saw in the existential crisis? What
if a Zionist leader had employed in America what the young Churchill called “the scaffolding of
rhetoric”—an eloquence that “wields a power more durable than that of a great king” and that
creates “an independent force on the world”? Under those circumstances, might American Jews
have responded differently?

We can answer that question by considering the mission to America that year of the second
great Zionist leader—one whose oratorical power approached that of Churchill.



VLADIMIR JABOTINSKY

March–August 1940

On Monday, August 5, 1940, as New Yorkers leafed through The New York Times,
there was nothing particularly surprising to see. The wars in Europe and Asia
continued, as did speeches and demonstrations protesting any American
involvement in them. The Times reported stories of a world on fire—and of
Americans determined to avoid the flames.

Jewish readers of that day’s newspaper suffered a profound shock, however, as they
came to page 13. In the center, they found a picture and an article running the entire
length of the page, reporting news from a small town in the Catskill Mountains, of
special relevance to them. The news was so stunning that, by noon on the following
day, 25,000 Jews lined the streets of New York.



ON MARCH 6, 1940, the day after the Weizmanns left America, The New York Times carried
a notice under the headline “Jabotinsky to Give Lecture”:

Vladimir Jabotinsky, president of the New Zionist Organization of the World, will
lecture on “The Fate of Jewry” at Manhattan Center, 311 West Thirty-Fourth Street, on
Tuesday, March 19, at 8:30 p.m., it was announced yesterday.

A week later, Jabotinsky arrived from England, traveling on the Cunard Line’s 500-
passenger Samaria, with 350 refugees from Nazi-controlled countries on board. He made the
crossing without his wife, Joanna; to his great frustration, he had been unable to obtain a visa for
her to accompany him.1 The Times covered his arrival:

Mr. Jabotinsky, who commanded the Jewish Legion in Palestine during the [First]
World War, said that he had conferred in London with British leaders about Jewish
participation in the present war. “As long as the war remains a military stalemate I
don’t see much scope for any additional troops,” he said. “But if there is going to be a
real military war, there is going to be a Jewish army, fighting under a Jewish flag on
the side of the democracies.”

Before undertaking his mission to America, Jabotinsky had written a 255-page book, entitled
The Jewish War Front, in which he had argued that it was incumbent on the Jews of the world to
form a Jewish army, take an active part in the struggle against Nazism, and persuade the Allies to
make one of their war aims a Jewish state, because the Jewish problem in Eastern Europe was:

. . . of immense importance to the world’s health and peace, clearly distinct from all
other problems, a problem which means literally life or death to five or six million
people, and affects the fate of sixteen million; that these men and women are just as
anxious to help in solving their problem as any normal nation can be; and that they
possess a total sum of moral and material power that can go a long way towards that
solution, and ought to be given a chance to do so.2 [Emphasis added.]

Jabotinsky envisioned an army assembled from the more than half a million stateless Jews in
the world—432,000 Jewish refugees scattered among several European countries, more than
210,000 Jews in Palestine, and many Jews in neutral countries. He was confident he could build
a Jewish military force, because he had already done so—twenty-five years earlier.

Shortly after the outbreak of World War I in 1914—when, at the age of 34, he was working
as a foreign correspondent for a Russian newspaper—Jabotinsky was the moving force behind
the creation of the Jewish Legion, a regiment of thousands of British, American, Canadian, and
Palestinian Jews who fought alongside British forces in 1917–18, under the command of British
Lieutenant Colonel John Patterson, to help liberate Palestine from the rule of the Ottoman Turks.



It was the first organized Jewish military force in two millennia.3

The New York Times, March 13, 1940

JABOTINSKY’S EARLY CAREERS

By 1914, Jabotinsky had already achieved remarkable success as a journalist, poet, writer,
translator, playwright, activist, and public speaker. He was fluent in seven languages (Russian,
Yiddish, Hebrew, Italian, English, French, and German). He was born in Odessa in 1880, at a
time when it was a relatively young city, created on land seized by Russia from the Ottomans in
an eighteenth-century war between the two empires. As of the nineteenth century, Odessa was
part of “New Russia” bordering on the Black Sea. Jews there enjoyed a relative freedom of mind
unknown in the Jewish towns and villages (shtetls) of Russia.

Odessa’s population included Jews, Greeks, Italians, Armenians, Romanians, and Ukrainians
—all of whom Russia had welcomed to the city as the labor necessary to build a major port. Jews
constituted one-third of the city’s 400,000 inhabitants; and the fact that there was no single
ethnic group in the majority itself created for them a sense of freedom. Many of the “port Jews”
of Odessa abandoned the traditional piety of the “shtetl Jews,” and Odessa eventually became
both famous and infamous, its reputation captured in the Yiddish expression that secular Jews
used to describe it—leben vi Got in Odess (“to live like God in Odessa”)—and the contrasting
saying that Orthodox Jews used: zibn mayl arum Odess brent dos gehenem (“the fires of hell
burn for seven miles around Odessa”). The city became a center of the new, emerging faith of
Jewish nationalism, the city of Leo Pinsker, whose 1882 pamphlet, Auto-Emancipation, was the
seminal Zionist response to the brutal pogroms that had swept through Russia in the year
before.4 The pamphlet was the Common Sense of its time.5

Jabotinsky had left Odessa at 17 to study law in Switzerland and then studied further in Italy,
while serving as a foreign correspondent for a liberal Odessa newspaper, covering politics,
literature, theater, and opera in a regular, widely read column he wrote under the pen name
“Altalena” (the Italian word for “seesaw” or “swing”). Rome in those days was still filled with



stories of Mazzini, Garibaldi, and Cavour, who together had been responsible for the rebirth of
Italy as a modern state in the nineteenth century, the result of the Italian Risorgimento (the
“Revival” or “Resurrection”). Jabotinsky would later write about the powerful effect that his
time in Italy had on his Zionist thinking:

My whole attitude toward the problems of nationality, state, and society took shape
during those years under Italy’s influence. I learned to appreciate the art of the
architect, the sculptor, and the painter. . . . My professors . . . planted in my heart a
belief in the justice of socialism that I preserved as something self-evident until it was
utterly annihilated by the spectacle of the Red Experiment in Russia. The story of
Garibaldi, the writings of Mazzini, the poetry of Leopardi and Giusti, enriched and
deepened my superficial Zionism, and developed it into a tangible concept. . . .6

In his magisterial history of modern Italy, the late British historian Professor Christopher
Duggan described the origins of the Italian Revival in a way that makes evident its relationship
to the underlying spirit of Zionism. The Risorgimento had started with a small group of educated
men and women who had questioned why the land that had produced the Roman civilization and
had been part of the Renaissance should not become a nation again, as other European countries
were:

Much of the discussion focused on the problem of the Italian character, using concepts
that had been made familiar by writers of the eighteenth century (and earlier) who had
endeavored to account for the rise and fall of states and empires in essentially moral
terms. The task . . . was not just to secure the independence of Italy from foreign rule .
. . but more fundamentally to eradicate the vices that centuries of despotism and
clerical rule had allegedly engendered—for example, subservience, indiscipline,
excessive materialism and a lack of martial ardor.7

Mazzini, Garibaldi, and Cavour took their divided and dejected people and—through a
combination of intellectual power (Mazzini), diplomacy (Cavour), and military efforts
(Garibaldi)—built a new Italy, based on the concept of a new Italian man. The analogy to
another people, not only divided and dejected but also dispersed, and whose ancient capital had
been as glorious as Rome, was obvious. Indeed, the first great Zionist tract—Rome and
Jerusalem, written by Moses Hess in 1862 at the time of the unification of Italy as a modern state
—had made precisely that connection.8

Jabotinsky would eventually see Zionism not only as a movement of cultural preservation (as
did Weizmann), nor as the opportunity to build a socialist utopia (as did Ben-Gurion), but also as
a movement to create a new Jewish character.

JABOTINSKY TURNS TO ZIONISM AS A YOUNG MAN

In June 1901, at the age of 20, Jabotinsky returned to Odessa for the summer and decided to
remain there when the newspaper Odesskaya Novosti (New Odessa) offered him a position as a



columnist at a substantial salary. His Odessan friend, Shlomo Saltzman, loaned him works by
Theodor Herzl and Pinsker, and Jabotinsky began writing and speaking on behalf of Zionism in
the city’s debate clubs.9

Two years later, in 1903, a Russian boy was murdered near Kishinev, 90 miles from Odessa,
and rumors immediately spread among the Russians that the Jews were responsible—purportedly
for blood allegedly used to bake their Passover matzos, a despicable slander with roots extending
to eleventh-century England, resuscitated in Damascus in the nineteenth century, and endemic
throughout Europe, Russia, and the Middle East by the early twentieth century. Weeks later, on
Easter Sunday, a particularly horrific pogrom erupted in Kishinev: scores of Jews were
murdered, Jewish women were raped in front of their families, and more than 1,000 Jewish
homes and stores were sacked and looted. The New York Times reported that the massacres were
“worse than the censor will permit [us] to publish . . . the Jews were taken wholly unaware and
were slaughtered like sheep . . . [and] scenes of horror attending this massacre are beyond
description.”

Joining a clandestine Jewish defense force, the 22-year-old Jabotinsky traveled to Kishinev
to help distribute money and supplies to the survivors. Walking down a deserted street, he found
in the debris a scrap of Torah, which he would retain for years. It read: “I have been a stranger in
a strange land,” the words of Moses in Exodus 2:22, and they crystallized for Jabotinsky the
position of the Jews in Russia. He composed a poem describing the verse:

Just a few words from the Bible, but the sum
Of all one needs to understand
About a pogrom.

Jabotinsky included this poem in the introduction to his Russian translation of Chaim
Nachman Bialik’s In the City of Slaughter, an epic poem in Hebrew that castigated the
“concealed and cowering” reaction in Kishinev of “the sons of the Maccabees.” Jabotinsky’s
translation captivated Russian Jews, who circulated it widely in handwritten copies and read it
aloud at meetings.10 The translation carried his name far beyond Odessa.

Jabotinsky translated other poems into Russian (including Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven”
and works of Dante), wrote plays for the Odessa theater, and was one of the small number of
Jews who could likely have succeeded as a Russian writer, living outside the Pale of
Settlement.11 The Russian author Alexander Kuprin later wrote that Jabotinsky had “a God-
given talent [and] could have been an eagle of Russian literature had you [Jews] not stolen him
from us.” Instead, at the age of 23, Jabotinsky became a delegate from Odessa to the Sixth
Zionist Congress in Basel in 1903 (the same Congress at which Chaim Weizmann would lead a
student revolt against Herzl’s Uganda plan). From that point forward, Zionism became the
central mission of Jabotinsky’s life.12

TURKEY’S ENTRY INTO WORLD WAR I AND ITS EFFECTS ON
PALESTINE

In 1914, Jabotinsky accepted an assignment to cover the new European war for Russkiya



Vyedomosti (Russian Monitor), reporting on the wartime atmosphere in several countries: Egypt,
Sweden, England, and then France.13 In December 1914, in the fifth month of the war, he saw a
news poster in Bordeaux, announcing that Turkey had joined the war as an ally of Germany.
“Until that morning,” he later recalled, “I had been a mere observer . . . [wanting] peace as soon
as possible,” but:

Turkey’s move made this war “my war.” In 1909 I had been chief editor in
Constantinople of four Zionist newspapers . . . and [while there] I reached the steadfast
conclusion that where the Turk rules neither sun may shine nor grass may grow, and
that the only hope for the restoration of Palestine lay in the dismemberment of the
Ottoman Empire. . . . I never doubted that once Turkey entered the war, she would be
defeated and sliced to pieces . . . [and] the right thing for the Jews would be to form a
regiment of their own and participate in the conquest of Palestine.14

Jabotinsky’s insight was not only that the war would end the Ottoman Empire (long known
as the “sick man of Europe”), but even more importantly that the Jews could not expect to
participate in the postwar division of territory unless they participated in the war. In his view,
neutrality was inimical to Zionist goals. To propose a Jewish military force, however, to a people
with no modern military experience, and an ingrained moral resistance to it, was a radical idea.15
Lt. Col. Patterson later described the opposition that Jabotinsky faced:

When Jabotinsky embarked on the Jewish Legion venture, everything was against him.
. . . First of all, it was a precedent-breaking idea. Since the fall of Judea and the Jewish
dispersion all over the globe, there never was a Jewish military unit anywhere in the
world. For two thousand years, the Jews had had neither a state organization . . . nor
any military formation of their own.

Furthermore, by the very fact of the Jewish dispersion, the Jewish people had a
stake in every land, and this was later to be one of the chief arguments of the
opponents of the Jewish Legion. “How can we dare,” they would say, “to join either of
the warring alliances, thus endangering the Jewish populations of the other alliance?” .
. . [T]hey claimed that if a Jewish Legion was formed within the framework of the
British Army, the Jews of Germany, Austria, Bulgaria and Turkey would pay the price,
for surely vengeance would engulf them. . . .

It is against this background of thorough passivism consecrated by hundreds of
years of tradition that Jabotinsky’s idea of a Jewish Legion has to be seen. . . . [The]
idea was not simply precedent-breaking; it was contrary to all precedents.16

Jabotinsky consulted Zionist leaders, virtually all of whom advised against any participation
by Jews in the war as Jews. The sole exception was Weizmann, six years Jabotinsky’s senior.
They worked together on Jabotinsky’s proposal. Jabotinsky later recalled:

In London we came still closer together. We even lived together for three months in a
small house . . . a stone’s throw from the Thames. . . . In those months we became



great friends . . . [and] Dr. Weizmann was in favor of my plans.17

Weizmann understood that a plan for a Jewish Legion would help in his discussions with the
British on a declaration concerning post-Ottoman Palestine. Most of his colleagues, however,
thought a Jewish Legion would endanger the Jewish community in Palestine, then living under
Ottoman rule, or would associate the Zionist movement with “militarism.”18 When Patterson
discovered that “in certain quarters of influential English Jewry there was a violent hostility to
Zionist aspirations, and to the very idea of a Jewish Regiment,” he summoned twenty prominent
Jews, on both sides of the issue, to an August 8, 1917, meeting at the British War Office. The
attendees included Lord Rothschild, Major Lionel de Rothschild, Captain William David
Ormsby-Gore, Cecil Sebag-Montefiore, Weizmann, Jabotinsky, and two Secretaries to the
British War Cabinet—Colonel Sir Mark Sykes and Lt. Col. Leopold S. Amery. Patterson later
described his astonishment at the divisions in the meeting:

I was, of course, aware that there was somewhat of a cleavage amongst the Jews on
this question, but the bitterness and hostility shown was quite a revelation to me.

I could not understand how any Jew could fail to grasp this Heaven-sent
opportunity and do all in his power to further the efforts of the British Government on
behalf of the Jewish people. Imagine my surprise, therefore, when certain of the Jews
in opposition vigorously denounced the formation of a Jewish Regiment, and equally
vigorously damned the aspirations of the Zionists!

Dr. Weizmann gave a slashing reply to the [opponents] from the Zionist point of
view . . . and Jabotinsky, in his address for the cause he had at heart, lifted the debate
to a level immeasurably above the point of view of his opponents.19

The formation of a “Jewish Regiment” was finally announced in the London Gazette on
August 23, 1917, and Patterson was appointed its commander. Later, in his book The Story of the
Jewish Legion (1928), Jabotinsky described how the first battalion, consisting of Jews previously
denigrated by others as mere “tailors,” marched through the streets of London before their
deployment to Palestine:



38th Battalion, Royal Fusiliers marching in London before leaving for Middle East First on horseback: Lt. Col. Patterson. First
on foot, behind the second horse: Lt. Jabotinsky.

There were tens of thousands of Jews in the streets, at the windows and on the roofs.
Blue-white flags were over every shop door; women crying with joy, old Jews with
fluttering beards murmuring, “shehecheyanu”; Patterson on his horse, laughing and
bowing, and wearing a rose which a girl had thrown him from a balcony; and the boys,
those “tailors,” shoulder to shoulder, their bayonets dead level, each step like a single
clap of thunder, clean, proud . . . with the sense of a holy mission, unexampled since
the day of Bar-Kochba. . . .20

Jabotinsky himself, at the age of 37, enlisted in the Jewish Legion as a private; he was
promoted to lieutenant, and departed for Palestine to fight in 1917–18. In his book, With the
Judeans in the Palestine Campaign (1922), Patterson effusively praised both the Legion and
Jabotinsky’s leadership. In his own history of the Legion, however, Jabotinsky argued that its
greatest significance was not military but rather political: it had demonstrated that Zionism’s
adherents were serious and prepared for sacrifice. He believed that it had a compelling effect on
the British War Cabinet as they debated whether to issue the Balfour Declaration in 1917.
Jabotinsky wrote that:

[T]he efforts made in the years of the war were only a small part of the earlier strivings
of the Jewish people for Palestine. For the Balfour Declaration we have to thank Herzl
and Rothschild and Pinsker and Moses Hess; still more, the Bilu [the Jewish pioneers
in Palestine] and those who followed them. . . . Not to mention that which, more than
anything else, helped to establish our claim: the Book which is holy to them as to us. . .
. [But] I say with the deep and cold conviction of an observer: half the Balfour
Declaration belongs to the Legion. . . .21

And to each one of the five thousand [members of my brigade] I say what I once
said to my “tailors” [in Palestine] . . . “Far away, in your home, you will one day read
glorious news, of a free Jewish life in a free Jewish country—of factories and
universities, of farms and theaters, perhaps of MPs and Ministers. . . . Then you shall
stand up, walk to the mirror, and look yourself proudly in the face . . . and salute
yourself—for ’tis you who have made it.”22

Two decades later, at the outbreak of the Second World War—a war waged not only against
Britain and France but against the Jewish People itself—the idea of forming a Jewish military
force was not a theoretical or fanciful one. It had been done in the First World War, a war in
which the Jews were not specifically threatened. And the leader of that force was ready to form it
again, now that they were.

On September 3, 1939, two days after the Nazi invasion of Poland, and the same day Britain
declared war on Germany, Jabotinsky called Lt. Col. Patterson to ask that they meet as soon as
possible. They met that afternoon and agreed to work together to form not a legion but a Jewish
army.23 Jabotinsky knew that the heart of the effort would have to be to engage the American
Jews through a trip to the United States. As he wrote to Rabbi Louis I. Newman the following



month, “it surely cannot be enough . . . for an American Jewry left almost alone and lost in a
ruined Jewish diaspora, to cater for repatriating refugees, no matter how many.” The curse under
which the Jewish people were operating, Jabotinsky observed, was “being ‘not on the map,’
having no place at all among anybody’s waraims except Hitler’s.” He told Rabbi Newman that
the “mission now is to stir American Jews into some such effort of an unprecedented magnitude
and daring.”24

Jabotinsky with soldiers of the Jewish Legion in Jaffa, 1918

38th Battalion, Royal Fusiliers, First Judeans, January 1918

JABOTINSKY ADDRESSES 5,000 PEOPLE IN NEW YORK

In March 1940, Jabotinsky assembled a small group of senior aides in New York, including his
executive assistant, Benzion Netanyahu, 30, the editor of a Palestine daily (the son of the
renowned Zionist orator Rabbi Nathan Mileikowsky, and the father of Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu, born in 1949). The others included Eliahu Ben-Horin, 38, a Zionist
journalist and editor from Palestine, and Benjamin Akzin, a 36-year-old Russian-born professor
with doctorates in law and political science from European universities, seeking yet a third



doctorate at Harvard.25
On March 19, 1940, an eager crowd—exceeding the 4,600-person seating capacity—

converged on the Manhattan Center for Jabotinsky’s lecture.26 He began by calling Eastern
Europe the “Zone of Jewish Distress,” a place where the danger was of historic magnitude, and
he invoked a vivid metaphor to describe it: “Anti-Semitism elsewhere may be comparable to a
headache, but in that Zone it is a cancer.” He didn’t know whether the “quasi-war” in Europe
was destined to become “a real war and spread,” or whether it would “fizzle out in a precarious
peace.” But either way, he predicted, the result would be “a thorough shakeup, a worldwide
revision of all international and national conditions”:

Should the democracies lose the war, their eclipse—especially that of France, which is
Europe’s main window to fresh air—will enthrone medievalism right up to the Atlantic
shore. But even an allied victory, if the present policy with regard to Jews is to
continue, threatens to leave those Jews in the lurch. That policy now consists in
keeping the Jews off the war-map. When the war broke out we hoped to be recognized
and treated as one of the allied peoples, offered Jewish troops and other important
forms of collaboration. All that was rejected: the Jewish ally is not wanted. His
problems are rigorously excluded from the list of war aims.

Jabotinsky believed that history was repeating itself in the Jewish reliance on universalist
ideals to ameliorate their situation:

The old fallacy, the curse of our past, has been revived: that there is no Jewish
problem; that all our troubles can be cured en passant by general measures of progress,
and there is no need to worry about any special remedies. The allied victory will ensure
democracy and equality . . . and that will be enough for the Jews.

Formal political and civil rights alone were no solution: such rights had existed for Jews for
decades in Eastern Europe, yet had failed to prevent the harrowing situation in which they now
found themselves. In the 1930s, for the first time in their history, Jews had been citizens of every
country in which they lived, but anti-Semitism had nevertheless grown. Indeed, Jabotinsky
argued, it had grown because of their new status:

[T]hose countries [in Eastern Europe] had all been given democratic constitutions
since 1918, yet the plight of the Jews grew worse day by day. . . . For the last seven
years, every Jew in the Zone, no matter how well-off himself, no matter how attached
to the land of his birth, had only one wish for his children: “a visa”—a chance to go
and live elsewhere. But today it is really a frozen “stampede” of millions, frozen
because all gates are closed.

For Jabotinsky, the idea that the fortunes of European Jews could be improved simply by
restoring their civil and political rights was thus demonstrably false:

Such a situation cannot be solved just by proclaiming equal rights. Democracy there



can only be effective if at the same time the Jews are given a real choice to stay or to
leave; and that real choice can only mean a Jewish State adapted for a mass repatriation
of unprecedented multitudes within the shortest period possible.

Jabotinsky described a situation that he said was intolerable irrespective of whether the Allies
prevailed. If they lost the war, it “would be a catastrophe.” But even if they won, it would only
return the Jews to their status quo ante—which would be, in Jabotinsky’s phrase, “an ‘as you
were’ of agony.” Accordingly, the Jews required both a Jewish army and a Jewish state, and only
Jews themselves could take the necessary steps to form them:

The allies will have to make room, on their various fronts, for a Jewish army, just as
they have in the case of the Polish army. In their governing Councils they will have to
make room for some kind of Jewish Embassy. In the list of their war aims they will
have to insert not only the Covenant of Equality—not only an international convention
outlawing anti-Semitism, just as slavery is outlawed—but above all the Jewish State
and the Max Nordau Plan [for immigration to Palestine] . . . whose true absorptive
capacity is what I said . . . in 1937: “room enough for the million Arabs who live there,
for another million of their progeny, for three or four or five million Jews, and for
peace.”27

Jabotinsky closed his speech with a call for two “practical lines of action”: a union of the two
worldwide Zionist organizations (Weizmann’s Zionist Organization and Jabotinsky’s New
Zionist Organization) together with the formation of a new “World-Jewish Headquarters”; and
free immigration into Palestine, since “the agony of the refugees is so great.”

The next day, The New York Times reported Jabotinsky’s speech:

More than 5,000 persons jammed the Manhattan Center to hear the man who headed
the Jewish Legion in Palestine in the World War, in a two-hour statement of his party’s
case. . . . None of the leaders of the Zionist Organization of America, which differs
with the Jabotinsky point of view in many ways, was observed in the audience . . .

The most remarkable fact reported by the Times was not the size of the audience—although
5,000 attendees, in isolationist America, in the dead of a New York winter, was remarkable
enough. It was that the leadership of the American Zionist movement had been conspicuously



absent.
What caused them to spurn Jabotinsky’s speech? What were the “many ways” in which they

differed with “the Jabotinsky point of view”? What was it about his public call for a Jewish army
and a Jewish state, for unrestricted Jewish immigration into Palestine, and for a unified world
Jewish organization, that made the American Jewish leaders unwilling to join thousands of other
Jews at the Manhattan Center, to hear Jabotinsky speak on “The Fate of Jewry”?

The short answer is that these American Jewish leaders considered Jabotinsky “right wing,”
ideologically different from their own position as staunch, pro-Roosevelt liberals. They
considered Jabotinsky a “militarist,” using means they deemed inconsistent with Jewish values.
They regarded him as an “extremist” in matters they thought required moderation and quiet
diplomacy, not impassioned public discussion.28 They further perceived Jabotinsky as a
challenge to their own leadership. Professor Melvin I. Urofsky, in his admiring biography of
Rabbi Stephen S. Wise—who, in 1940, aligned himself not with Jabotinsky, but rather with
Weizmann and the “General Zionists”—writes that “[i]n the winter and spring of 1940, the
Jewish community in general and the Zionists in particular seemed completely confused over
what to do regarding European Jewry, the war, and the [British] Mandatory power [in
Palestine].”29 American Jewish leadership became alarmed at the institutional challenge to their
own positions, as foreign Zionists came to the U.S. seeking funds for their projects, often
ignoring the American leadership.30

The issue extended, however, beyond the Jewish community’s fears, passivity, and
internecine rivalries. The American Jewish leadership opposed Jabotinsky’s public call for a
Jewish army for reasons involving the uneasiness of American Jews about their position within
American society. Urofsky elucidated that there was a difference between the leaders and many
within the Jewish community who wanted to act:

Jabotinsky, much to Wise’s anger, campaigned for a Jewish army [to fight the Nazis],
thus violating [FDR’s] call for neutrality and American Jewry’s reluctance to be
labeled as a separate ethnic group. . . . [But] the idea appealed to many persons
frustrated by the inability of either western Jews or the free democracies to help those
trapped in Hitler’s grip.31

After the overwhelming turnout at Jabotinsky’s rally, Louis Lipsky of the Zionist
Organization of America (ZOA) wrote to his colleagues that he feared Jabotinsky was “making
an impression on American Jews.” He argued it was necessary to “destroy the influence that Mr.
Jabotinsky is exerting on the American public.”32 The major American Zionist organizations all
joined in printing a lengthy pamphlet warning against the “seductiveness” of Jabotinsky’s
rhetoric, “particularly when supported by [his] powerful personality.” They castigated his
“notorious Evacuation Scheme,” accusing him of “abetting the anti-Semitic desire to treat Jews
as aliens and drive them out of their lands of residence.”33

JABOTINSKY’S “EVACUATION SCHEME”

The “Evacuation Scheme” was Jabotinsky’s plan, published in 1936, for mass emigration to



Palestine—an expanded version of the proposal of Herzl’s principal associate Max Nordau in
1920, following the Balfour Declaration.34 Jabotinsky’s plan envisioned 1.5 million Jews
moving to Palestine from Poland, Hungary, and Romania over a ten-year period, to establish in
Palestine both a place of refuge and an eventual majority to form a Jewish state. Jabotinsky met
with the rulers of those three countries and secured preliminary support from them for his
plan.35 Weizmann, however, opposed it, and mainstream Zionists criticized Jabotinsky for
negotiating with anti-Semitic governments in the first place, accusing him of exposing Jews there
to charges of dual loyalty. Jabotinsky was savaged for what his opponents called his
“evacuationism.”

In February 1937—the same month in which The New York Times reported that five million
Eastern European Jews were facing “the prospect of a new Exodus of bigger than Biblical
proportions or a slow death from economic strangulation”—Jabotinsky testified in London
before the Peel Commission as it considered the future of Palestine.36 He quoted from the Times
article and said that the magnitude of the problems facing the Jews went far beyond the attitudes
of particular governments:

[I]t would be very naïve—and although many Jews make this mistake I disapprove of
it—it would be very naïve to ascribe that state of disaster . . . only to the guilt of men,
whether it be crowds and multitudes, or whether it be governments. The thing goes
much deeper than that. I am very much afraid that what I am going to say will not be
popular with many among my coreligionists, and I regret that, but the truth is the truth.
We are facing an elemental calamity, a kind of social earthquake. . . . We have got to
save millions, many millions. I do not know whether it is a question of re-housing one-
third of the Jewish race, half of the Jewish race, or a quarter of the Jewish race; I do
not know; but it is a question of millions. . . . [And] with 1,000,000 more Jews in
Palestine today you could already have a Jewish majority. But there are certainly
3,000,000 or 4,000,000 in the East who are virtually knocking at the door asking for
admission, i.e., for salvation.

Jabotinsky told the Commission that he appreciated the desires of Arab nationalism; he
realized the Arabs of Palestine would want Palestine “to be the Arab State No. 4, No. 5, or No.
6”:

[T]hat I quite understand. But when the Arab claim is confronted with our Jewish
demand to be saved, it is like the claims of appetite versus the claims of starvation.37



Jabotinsky testifying before the Peel Commission

In August 1938, Jabotinsky traveled to Warsaw—a year before it would be decimated by the
Nazis—to address the largest Jewish community in Europe. He spoke on Tisha b’Av (the Ninth
of Av), the Jewish day of mourning that memorializes the destruction of the ancient Temples in
Jerusalem and other Jewish tragedies. To the Jews of Poland, he set forth both a warning and a
vision. This was the warning:

It is for three years that I have been calling on you, Jews of Poland, the glory of world
Jewry, with an appeal. I have been ceaselessly warning you that the catastrophe is
coming closer. My hair has turned white and I have aged in these years, because my
heart is bleeding, for you, dear brothers and sisters, do not see the volcano which will
soon begin to spurt out the fire of destruction. I see a terrifying sight. The time is short
in which one can still be saved.

I know: you do not see, because you are bothered and rushing about with everyday
worries. . . . Listen to my remarks at the twelfth hour. For God’s sake: may each one
save his life while there is still time. And time is short.

And this was the vision:

I want to say one more thing to you on this day of the Ninth of Av: Those who will
succeed to escape from the catastrophe will merit a moment of great Jewish joy—the
rebirth and rise of a Jewish State. I do not know if I will earn that. My son, yes! I
believe in this just as I am sure that tomorrow morning the sun will shine once again. I
believe in this with total faith.38

In 1939, the month after the British White Paper was released, Jabotinsky published a long
analysis in The Jewish Herald, entitled “A White Paper Against Diaspora Jewry.” He urged Jews
in the Diaspora not to treat the Paper as one that affected only Palestine. The British
abandonment of its commitment to facilitate a Jewish national home would, he predicted, have
adverse consequences for all Jews, lowering their status and robbing them of alternatives, with
changes to their status that might be imperceptible as they occurred, but serious at the end:

I warn you, dear readers, against the natural but dangerous tendency to comfort
yourselves with the fact that all these consequences have not yet been introduced; that
perhaps they will not be introduced at all; that my conclusions are based only on



theoretical logic and “life is not always logical.” I warn you that at least where it is a
matter of our Jewish troubles, life is always logical, and every stone breaks a pan and
every spark becomes a flame. . . .

Today—today and not the day after tomorrow, not even tomorrow morning—is the
time to remind the world, and first of all the Governments of all the European areas of
distress, that the problem of Jewish migration hunger is and remains one of the urgent,
first-line problems of the immediate future. . . .39

On September 4, 1939—the week World War II began—Jabotinsky wrote to Prime Minister
Chamberlain “[o]n behalf of a movement whose origin is that Jewish Regiment which, under
Allenby, crossed the Jordan in 1918.” He pledged that there would be “neither stint nor limit to
the sacrifices which the Jewish people will eagerly consent” to support Britain in her “resolve to
cut out the cancer choking God’s earth.” Jabotinsky offered to form a national army to stand “on
all fronts as well as on our Palestine guard” and thereby “produce untapped resources of
manpower” for the fight.40

Chamberlain ignored the offer, just as he had ignored one the week before from Weizmann.
Once in America, Jabotinsky wrote to Lt. Col. Patterson that the “Jewish Army issue . . . is not
on the map nor even on the horizon just now, with this fake war slipping off to the back pages of
the newspapers and everybody in America really feeling proud to be out of it.” But Jabotinsky
believed that it was likely that the war would expand, not contract, and that there was still the
possibility of “striking the imagination of our masses at a moment like this.”41

In March 1940, however, the American Jewish leaders attempted to render Jabotinsky’s
views beyond the pale of public discussion, certainly not worthy of a trip to the Manhattan
Center to hear him speak.42 They thought the proper approach was the one Weizmann had
adopted, studiously avoiding any public proposals to mobilize American Jews, much less
asserting that England’s cause was America’s too. They considered it better to work privately
with the British, to try to form a Jewish military unit after the British government might decide to
allow it.

JABOTINSKY ADDRESSES JEWISH GROUPS AND BETAR, HIS YOUTH
ORGANIZATION

In the weeks following the Manhattan Center rally, Jabotinsky addressed a series of groups in
New York, including a gathering of the Jewish War Veterans, a Brooklyn meeting of several
hundred rabbis and Orthodox Jews, and the National Council of Young Israel.43 He spoke to
1,500 American supporters of the youth organization he had founded, known by its Hebrew
acronym, Betar.44 As of 1938, Betar had 78,000 members worldwide (half of them in
Poland).45 He recalled the group’s origins—an incident at an East European university two
decades earlier, when a female Jewish student had been bullied as other Jewish students stood
idly by:

That was a sample of the ghetto mentality which made us wish for the creation of a



new Jewish mentality. . . . This was the origin of the Betar and you here [in America]
are an outpost of what was a very great movement in Eastern Europe until the recent
catastrophe destroyed its central fortress, the Polish Betar. . . .46

Jabotinsky gave the Betar assembly a summary of the goals of his “Revisionist” Zionism and
its one-word slogan, Hadar, a Hebrew word that combined honor, civility, and self-esteem.47
Hadar was the essence of the Betar hymn, which Jabotinsky had composed, as he told the group
that evening:

The Jew wants to take his place among the foremost of all civilized peoples; wants to
possess every bit of splendor and glory and greatness they possess. He wants to have
an independent state. . . .

The main principle of the Betar is . . . Hadar, a word that includes the meaning of
grandeur, magnificence and royalty. The second stanza of your [Betar] hymn says:
“Whether you be a beggar or a hobo / You were born a son of kings / Crowned with
the crown of David / In daylight or in darkness / Never forget your crown.”

Jabotinsky urged his fellow Jews to remember that they were the descendants of kings,
entitled to their state in the place it had stood before, encompassing the entire area that the
League of Nations had mandated as the Jewish homeland in 1922. He argued that a Jewish state
should be the immediate and overriding objective of Zionism, not subjugated to other “isms”
such as the socialism of Ben-Gurion’s Labor Zionist movement or the slow “organic” approach
favored by Weizmann.48 He did not believe it would be possible to attain a state by diplomacy
or by organic growth alone, but that the “mightiest force on earth is a justa causa—if you have
the courage to fight for it.” He advised Jews to “learn to shoot.”49

At the conclusion of his speech, Jabotinsky spoke about America, and about the siren song
for Jewish youth of one of the competing ideologies of the day:

My last word to you Betarim [Hebrew plural for “members of Betar”] will be about
America. This is the country destined to lead the world civilization in the near future.
Those of you born in America should always be conscious of this privilege. Those of
you who are newcomers must remember that a country which gives the Jew hospitality
and treats him decently must be treated by Jews as a partner. . . .

But I also want to say something to your parents. Jewish youth in recent years has
been morally estranged from Jewry because the spiritual contents of Jewry seemed to
them so poor and gray in comparison to the splendor of the slogans animating the great
world movements outside. The Betar ideology is an attempt to clothe the Jewish ideals
in a royal splendor of their own. This is one reason that you should help us to recruit
your children in the Betar. The other reason is that the only real rival . . . [that] the
Betar actually has in Jewish life is Communism.50

ABRAHAM CAHAN ATTACKS JABOTINSKY IN THE JEWISH DAILY



FORWARD

On March 31, 1940, Abraham Cahan, the prominent editor of the Jewish Daily Forward—the
most influential Jewish publication in America, founded in 1897 as the organ of the Jewish
socialist movement, with a nationwide circulation of more than 250,000—published a full-page,
harshly negative article, entitled “Vladimir Jabotinsky, What Sort of Person is He?”51

Cahan had not attended Jabotinsky’s March 19 lecture, but several of his close friends had,
and had given him what he called “a very accurate point-by-point report.” Cahan proceeded to
ridicule the idea of a Jewish army: “Believe me, the whole idea about a Jewish army, which is
one of the main points in Jabotinsky’s plan, sounds like a story out of A Thousand and One
Nights.” According to Cahan, Jabotinsky was “a man with exceptional abilities,” including
“oratorical power” and “the talent to write beautifully.” But even Jewish nationalists, Cahan
asserted, thought his advocacy of a Jewish state as soon as possible was a program built on “wish
and wind.” Jabotinsky had told his audience at the Manhattan Center that “waiting is a crime”—
to which Cahan responded that the “best” he could say about Jabotinsky was that he was “very
competent but basically a very naïve person and a great fantasizer.”

Cahan focused on the part of Jabotinsky’s speech in which he had noted that Weizmann had
said a million Jews could be settled in Palestine but that when asked what would become of the
other five million at risk, Weizmann had answered: “I don’t know.”52 Jabotinsky told his
audience he had been astonished by Weizmann’s answer and that it was unworthy of a Jewish
leader.53 Cahan defended Weizmann’s response, writing that the issue of six million homeless
Jews was a question “loaded with incredible difficulties,” which he said Jabotinsky refused to
consider:

Such questions depend upon thousands, and perhaps millions, of different
circumstances that can change daily. One would have to be a prophet to be able to
foretell the character of tomorrow’s problems. God Himself wouldn’t be able to guess,
but with [Jabotinsky] everything is predicted beforehand and as clear as day.
Weizmann understands the difficulties that are in the path of settling even one million
Jews in Palestine. He understands that this cannot happen at once. You must take into
consideration all kinds of problems, and one is forced to be satisfied with plans on
accomplishing this little by little. Jabotinsky, however, does not want to know of any
difficulties.

Cahan also denigrated Jabotinsky’s notion of becoming an “ally” of England and France: to
be an “ally,” Cahan wrote, “you must first have an independent, well-organized and militarily-
equipped state, [but] that doesn’t occur to Jabotinsky.” Cahan believed “the fate of the Jews is
mainly dependent on the outcome of the war,” because “[i]f the Allies win, and Hitlerism is
destroyed, democracy will develop, and wherever true democracy exists, there is no place for
anti-Semitism.”

Jabotinsky made no public reply to Cahan. Instead, eleven days later, he sent Cahan a private
letter, marked “not for publication.”54 He wrote that Cahan’s personal accusations against him
were “not for me to discuss,” and that he wanted instead to address an “infinitely more essential”
subject. He wanted to call Cahan’s “special attention” to the economic situation facing the



millions of Polish Jews. There were plans to herd them into a single city (Lublin), and their jobs
were already being re-assigned to non-Jewish Poles. The crux of their economic position,
Jabotinsky wrote, was this:

The ousted Jew may be sent to Lublin or to the next ditch around the corner—the place
does not matter; what matters is the statistical fact that two million mouths will soon be
“removed” from Poland’s economy and those three to four hundred thousand jobs that
kept them alive transferred to Poles.

Should the war last a year or two, these two million mouths may of course die out,
in which case there would be no problem left. But if they survive, and then the Allied
victory comes and Poland becomes a democracy and equal rights are established—then
the situation will be this: two million mouths will return from “Lublin” (or the ditches)
and they will be compelled, economically speaking, to claim the 300 to 400 thousand
jobs which, in the meantime, for a year or two have already been occupied by Poles.
Poland is a poor country, and after a war of this kind it will emerge even poorer.

Please try and calculate what it would mean, in proportion, for America: ten to
twelve million newcomers admitted to the USA within one year, or rather all at once,
claiming (as of right!) about 2.5 million urban jobs to feed all those mouths. . . .

Jabotinsky wrote that it would be strange if a man of Cahan’s intellect failed to understand
that a democratic constitution and equal rights could not possibly solve the Jewish problem in
Poland:

It is bad for the Jews not to realize that when Poland is restored and democratized
much more than that will be needed to ensure a livelihood for all those ousted Jews.
And if you add those who are being ousted from the other countries under Gestapo
rule, there will be not two but nearly three million; and if the war spreads to Romania
and Hungary—there may be five. . . .

Some people believe, of course, that Socialism—if introduced after the Allied
victory—would solve this problem too. Maybe. I doubt it, but maybe. But in this case
Jews should be told that an Allied victory without Socialism is no remedy to their
plight; and we all know that the Allies have not the slightest intention to allow East-
Central Europe to become Socialist if they will win the war and be the masters of this
situation. As things stand and as they loom on the horizons of realism—even to
optimists like you and I who hope the Allies will win—the only practical remedy
remains the exodus.

Jabotinsky concluded his letter by seeking to elevate the issue above the personal:

The question of whether [Cahan] or [Jabotinsky] does or does not believe in the
possibility of a mass exodus is one which it would be useless to argue. I have written
this [letter] only to point out to you the negative aspect: Allied victory and democracy
are no help to the most important of Europe’s Jewish communities.

And, speaking as an old Jewish journalist to another, I still expect you to warn
America’s Jewry of this situation, for it will be theirs to deal with its unprecedented



burdens, and it is you who are the doyen of the Jewish press.55

Jabotinsky and Cahan were alike in many ways. Both had been born in the Pale of Settlement
in the nineteenth century and had grown up in the era of horrific pogroms; both had achieved
distinguished careers in journalism; both had written novels of lasting literary merit.56 But
Cahan came to America in 1882 at the age of 21, and his lifelong passion was socialism, not
Zionism.57 He established a Yiddish daily that became a national newspaper, influencing the
politics of the Jews and the entire labor movement. In 1917, he disparaged the Balfour
Declaration in an editorial entitled “The ‘Victory’ of Zionism and the Socialist Enlightenment of
the Masses,” asserting that the idea of a Jewish homeland arose from a “messianic hysteria” that
“socialist enlightenment” had thankfully cured.58 He later traveled to Europe, met Weizmann
and others, and became more sympathetic to Zionism. But even then he remained concerned that
the Zionist movement would endanger equal rights for Jews “in their true homes”—in Europe.59
Eventually he grew increasingly supportive of Jewish efforts in Palestine, but his feelings would
always remain mixed.

Cahan concluded the 1940 exchange with Jabotinsky by saying that they looked at things
“from two different points of view,” and he gave Jabotinsky a supremely backhanded
compliment, saying he was familiar with Jabotinsky’s literary talent and regretted “that you have
not devoted your great gifts to journalism and literature . . . [s]o much so that the part you play in
the Zionist movement is of secondary importance from my point of view.”60

History would not look kindly on Cahan’s condescension: the Jews of Poland ultimately
suffered a fate far worse than simply losing their jobs and being sent to Lublin.61

Abraham Cahan, 1937 (Library of Congress, Prints & Photographs Division)

THE NAZIS OVERWHELM WESTERN EUROPE, AND JABOTINSKY TAKES
MORE STEPS TO MOBILIZE THE JEWS

On May 10, 1940, after the second German blitzkrieg overwhelmed Western Europe,
Chamberlain resigned as Britain’s prime minister. Churchill succeeded him and was informed
that British forces faced complete annihilation on the continent. He decided to withdraw the



entire British Expeditionary Force from France on an emergency basis. Two weeks later, the
evacuation from Dunkirk began. The sole objective was the safe removal of the British and
Allied troops, without regard for the arms they left behind. More than 300,000 soldiers managed
to escape, but they had to abandon 475 tanks, 38,000 vehicles, 12,000 motorcycles, 90,000 rifles,
and 7,000 tons of ammunition.

On June 3, the German Air Force bombed Paris, and German forces prepared to enter the
French capital. The next day, Churchill addressed the House of Commons to defend the frantic
withdrawal from France: he explained that eight or nine German divisions had nearly surrounded
the Belgian, British, and French armies. He had feared “the greatest military disaster in our long
history”—the loss of the “whole root and core and brain of the British Army.” He acknowledged
that “our losses in materiel are enormous” and that the “best of all we had to give had gone to the
British Expeditionary Force . . . and that is gone.” It was “a colossal military disaster,” he said,
but Britain would “go on to the end.” Then he uttered words remembered to this day:

We shall defend our Island . . . we shall fight on the beaches, we shall fight on the
landing grounds, we shall fight in the fields and in the streets, we shall fight in the
hills; we shall never surrender.

In New York, Jabotinsky responded to the German blitzkrieg and Churchill’s assumption of
power by sending Churchill a cable on May 12, renewing his offer to organize a Jewish army of
130,000 soldiers, to be “available on all fronts.”62 He sent a letter dated May 17 to the new
Secretary of State for Air in Churchill’s government, Archibald Sinclair, repeating his offer of a
Jewish army that he had discussed with Sinclair months earlier.63 The same day, Jabotinsky
wrote to the Executive Committee of the New Zionist Organization in London, summarizing his
efforts, telling members that he could accomplish much “within a few months” if he could
awaken America and the American Jewish community.64

Jabotinsky sent a cable on May 20 to Weizmann and Ben-Gurion (both of whom were in
London), which read:

Propose to you joining efforts to establish united Jewish front for policy and relief.
Urge immediate consultations between ourselves or deputies.65

Jabotinsky also sent identical letters to every major American Jewish leader: Justice Louis D.
Brandeis, Rabbi Solomon Goldman, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, Rabbi David de Sola Pool,
Abraham Cahan, Paul Baerwald, Henry Monsky, and Louis Finkelstein. Each letter read:

In view of a situation so grave, it seems to me that steps should be taken here to
establish without delay some kind of “Vaad Olami”—a World Jewish Committee to
concentrate the care and defense of the interests of our people in the Eastern
hemisphere.

In the face of dangers never yet paralleled in our history, a common platform could
now perhaps prove easier to find than ever before.

I am writing in the same sense also to [Brandeis, Goldman, etc.] and I take the
liberty to propose, with all the earnestness warranted by the moment, that from among



this group of leaders the initiative should come to convene a preliminary consultation
for devising ways and means.66

On Jabotinsky’s file copy of his letter, in the archives of The Jabotinsky Institute in Israel,
there is his handwritten note, dated May 21, which reads: “Finkelstein has already politely
declined. No different answers expected [from any of the others].”67 And in fact the other
answers—from those who replied—were the same.68

JABOTINSKY PLANS A SECOND RALLY AT THE MANHATTAN CENTER

Most of Jabotinsky’s own associates thought the size and enthusiasm of his first rally could not
be duplicated, but his assistant, Benzion Netanyahu, urged him to schedule a second one, and
Netanyahu proceeded to book the Manhattan Center again for June 19.69 Jabotinsky decided to
make the second rally a broader expression of support for a Jewish army, with an immediate goal
of aiding the British. He dispatched Benjamin Akzin to Washington to meet with diplomats,
government officials, journalists, and others to inform them of the rally. On May 26, he sent a
telegram to Lord Lothian, whom he had long known personally. The telegram consisted of two
sentences, saying Akzin was “carrying information of essential importance” and asking the
British ambassador to receive him “urgently.” The telegram was signed simply “Jabotinsky.”70

In Washington, Akzin reported that the people most resistant to the idea of a Jewish army
were those he sardonically called the “Society for Trembling Jews,” who feared that public
support would ignite the dreaded accusation of “dual loyalty.”71 Rabbi Stephen S. Wise publicly
criticized Jabotinsky’s idea of a “mass evacuation” of European Jewry, saying he was afraid it
might result in the forcible ejection of Jews from Europe.72

On May 28—at the beginning of the calamitous Dunkirk evacuation—Akzin met with Lord
Lothian and presented to him Jabotinsky’s plan to form a Jewish army to fight on the side of the
British.73 On June 5, the Polish ambassador told Akzin he had learned that Lord Lothian
supported the plan and was cabling London for instructions about the June 19 rally.74 Three
days later, Lord Lothian met with Col. Patterson, who came away believing Lord Lothian was on
their side.75 On June 12, Jabotinsky and Lord Lothian themselves met for lunch in New York,
and two days later—a week before the rally—the British embassy sent a letter to Jabotinsky
informing him that the British consul-general in New York would attend.76

The American Zionist organizations learned of the British decision and mobilized to reverse
it. On June 17—two days before the rally—they sent their own delegation to Washington,
comprising Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, Louis Lipsky, and two others, to meet with the British
ambassador. After the meeting, the delegation issued a curt statement to the press: “American
Zionist organizations are not associated with Mr. V. Jabotinsky’s activities in any way.”77 Given
the opposition from American Jewish leaders, Lord Lothian withdrew his consul-general from
the rally.



TWO DAYS IN JUNE, THREE HISTORIC SPEECHES

On June 18 and 19, 1940, three great leaders delivered three historic speeches: (1) the British
prime minister, in an address still admired in Britain, America, and beyond; (2) a French general,
in a speech now celebrated annually by his countrymen; and (3) a Jewish leader, speaking in
New York to a crowd of 5,000 people, in an address largely unknown. The leaders were Winston
Churchill, Charles de Gaulle, and Vladimir Jabotinsky.
Churchill spoke to the House of Commons on June 18, delivering a thirty-six-minute speech
describing what Hitler would soon visit upon Britain.78 The mood in the House was subdued.79
Churchill urged members to forgo recriminations over the humiliating Dunkirk evacuation and to
direct their attention instead to the future. The speech would ultimately be most remembered for
a single sentence—its last:

Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves that, if the British
Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, “This was
their finest hour.”

Churchill’s speech was a turning point, rallying the spirit of a people who, at that moment of
national disgrace, lacked the military resources to achieve the goals Churchill set forth, but who
possessed a national character to which he successfully appealed with his stirring words.80 Six
months earlier, he had told the nation that the decisive factor in war and human history was not
material, but spiritual: “above all, a cause which rouses the spontaneous surging of the human
spirit in millions of hearts.” The June 18 speech expressed that cause for his fellow Britons.

On the same day, Charles de Gaulle, who had escaped from France and flown to London in a
small plane, spoke to the citizens of France from a BBC radio studio. He sought to build a
resistance against Marshall Pétain’s collaborationist government, which was arranging an
armistice with Hitler. De Gaulle—a general without an army—argued for fighting on:

Must we abandon all hope? Is our defeat final and irremediable? To those questions I
answer—No! Speaking in full knowledge of the facts, I ask you to believe me when I
say that the cause of France is not lost. . . . The destiny of the world is at stake.

I, General de Gaulle, now in London, call on all French officers and men who are
at present on British soil, or may be in the future, with or without their arms; I call on
all engineers and skilled workmen from the armaments factories who are at present on
British soil, or may be in the future, to get in touch with me.

The following day, de Gaulle broadcast a second speech from the BBC studio, calling on the
soldiers of France, “wherever you may be,” to arise:

Faced by the bewilderment of my countrymen, by the disintegration of a government
in thrall to the enemy, by the fact that the institutions of my country are incapable, at
the moment, of functioning, I, General de Gaulle, a French soldier and military leader,
realize that I now speak for France.



Posters quoting de Gaulle’s words appeared all over London, and on June 22, he gave a third
radio address.81 His first address would eventually be remembered in France on a par with
Churchill’s “finest hour” speech. June 18 is now a commemorative day in France, celebrated
each year.82 De Gaulle’s address, delivered at France’s darkest hour, was the beginning of a
resistance that would—ultimately and improbably—succeed.

JABOTINSKY’S JUNE 19, 1940, ADDRESS

The evening after Churchill gave his “finest hour” speech and de Gaulle the first of his “I speak
for France” addresses, Jabotinsky took to the stage a second time at the Manhattan Center.

That morning’s New York Times had reported on the “complete military and political
collapse” of France. The German High Command’s war communiqué, published in the Times,
reported that “[y]esterday alone far more than 100,000 prisoners were taken,” with “booty”
comprising “the complete equipment of numerous French divisions.” The Times published
photographs of Hitler and Mussolini standing together before a cheering crowd in Germany, the
Times headline reading: “Munich is Gay as Dictators Meet.” The dispatch reported that “all
Munich [is] riding on the crest of an exhilarating wave,” bathed in the “bright sunlight of the
thought that this war may now be almost ended.” On its front page, the Times described the
enthusiastic crowd Wendell Willkie had drawn in Brooklyn, where he said America “could best
serve the cause of democracy by keeping out of the European war.”

France was the sixth nation to fall to Germany in fewer than nine months.83 An estimated
600,000 French lives had already been lost.84 Within weeks, Hitler would order the beginning of
the Battle of Britain, at a time when Germany commanded at least two million more men-at-arms
than Britain’s under-equipped and under-trained forces.85 The British were an embattled people,
whose leaders for years had left them unprepared for the German assault. The French were now
living under a Nazi-controlled regime. But the British had a leader of extraordinary eloquence—
whose words often drew inspiration from the Bible—and the French had an eloquent general
addressing his countrymen, seeking to build a military force for his defeated nation. The Poles
were reconstituting their own vanquished military to recover their land.

As for the European Jews, an almost unimaginable fate awaited them—for which they had
neither a prime minister nor a general, much less a military to reconstitute. But they too had a
leader of extraordinary eloquence, who had already organized a significant Jewish military force
during World War I, and who now wanted them to join the fight again.

Jabotinsky called his June 19 presentation “The Second World War and a Jewish Army.”86
To generate maximum interest, he held a press conference at the Commodore Hotel, telling
reporters that, just as he had felt in 1916 that Jews must participate in World War I on Britain’s
side, he felt even more strongly now that the Jews must join the war, since they were the explicit
targets of the Nazi barbarism: “It is up to us to offer sacrifice and help at least as much, if not
more, than any other people.” He told the press he hoped “to get soon the Allied recognition of a
co-belligerent Jewish Army, available on all fronts”—a force he thought could quickly exceed
100,000 men, recruited from the hundreds of thousands of refugees and other stateless Jews, and
from the Jews of Palestine, where men were “ready to defend their own homeland and the Allied



cause in the Middle East,” as well as from volunteers in neutral countries. And he thought a
Jewish army would be of “tremendous moral significance”:

The example of Jews, long known as a most peaceful of peoples, volunteering in large
numbers to fight for truth and sacrifice their lives, will inspire humanity to ever greater
sacrifices at the present critical hour. It will easily upset the ridiculous whispering
campaign still going on to the effect that the Jews want all others to fight in their
interest, but they themselves remain at home.

. . . In the first World War, where the very idea of Jewish military units was
unfamiliar and strange, where both the Allied governments and Jewish opinion did still
oppose it, 15,000 fighting Jews were easily got together from Palestine, England, the
United States, Canada, and Argentine. This time, where the stakes are greater and the
responsibility heavier, I am hopeful that progress will be both speedier and greater.”87

More than 4,000 people arrived at the Manhattan Center that evening, filling the huge hall
again beyond its stated capacity, with a standing-room-only crowd pressed against the walls. The
closest thing the Jews had to a military leader in 1940 warned his audience not to “forecast
historical events on the basis of last week’s headlines,” because while the impending attack on
Britain would be fierce:

[T]he Channel, after all, is much more of a barrier than the river Somme, and if there
will be an invasion it will not be millions of men nor thousands of heavy tanks. The
figures are bound to be on a much smaller scale. And that means that foreign help, to
be effective, need not wait till millions of soldiers can be sent over.

This meant, Jabotinsky continued, that “every division may now prove decisive,” and that a
Jewish army could play an important role:

[T]here are strong chances that the hostilities are to continue—and if so, there is still
time ahead of us for changes to come in; there are still immense probabilities for quite
decisive changes. One need not name them: enough to say that God’s box of tricks is
by far not emptied yet. This is why my belief in the ultimate defeat of the rattlesnake is
not shattered—provided we all remember the principle by which all great nations live
and without which they die, the principle which is the secret of our own Jewish
people’s survival through all these centuries of torture: No Surrender.

This time, Jabotinsky said, what was required was not merely a Jewish Legion but an entire
Jewish army, with a status like the Polish army-in-exile, to “signify that the Jewish people
choose a cloudy day to renew its demand for recognition as a belligerent on the side of a good
cause.” He wanted not only to see the “giant rattlesnake destroyed,” but to see it destroyed “with
our help.” Then he told of things he said had not been reported in the European press:

American readers . . . would be astonished at the almost complete silence of some
among the most important London and Paris organs with regard to the fate of Polish



Jewry during the earlier months of the war. Those were the months when that section
of our people was made to pay, in actual human suffering, in tears and hunger and
massacre, much more even than the Poles themselves: yet it was distinctly felt that, in
certain influential Western circles, there was a tendency to avoid acknowledging the
Jews even as fellow-sufferers.

Jabotinsky informed his audience that there was in England and France a “moral
underworld” that called the conflict a “Jewish war” and that saw no harm in the Nazi murder of
the Jews:

It is most regrettable that the enlightened sections of Allied society, instead of openly
combating this kind of idiocy, should have tried pandering to it by hushing up the
Jewish groan. The result is that the Jewish fellow-sufferer is denied even the last and
most elementary privilege of a sufferer: the privilege of having his losses registered in
fair and proper perspective, so that he may at least hope, when the day comes for a
general redress, for restoration and retribution, to present his claims on equal terms
with other claimants.

But what was even more troubling to Jabotinsky was the silence of the Allied leaders. He did
not castigate them by name, but rather challenged the thinking behind their silence:

[I do] not wish to pillory these leaders as callous, for many . . . would probably
repudiate, with sincere indignation, any attempt to construe their silence as unfriendly;
they would insist that the demand for solution of the Jewish problem was omitted in
their statements of war aims simply because such things obviously go without saying,
etc. They ought to be told what Talleyrand once replied to a diplomat who used the
same argument . . . “Si çela va sans le dire, çela ira mieux en le disant”—“if it goes
without saying, it will go still better by being said.”

Jabotinsky then returned to his major theme—that Jews could not simply stand by and watch,
because “we want to be listed as a people among those that crushed the rattlesnake”:

There is stuff for well over 100,000 Jewish soldiers even without counting American
Jews. . . . [H]ad our request for a Jewish Army had been granted early in the war when
we first submitted it to the Allies, that source alone would have yielded three to four
divisions. Even now it can yield two at least.

Noting that it had taken many months during World War I to form the Jewish Legion,
Jabotinsky said that this time it would be much faster, and “everything [will] be righted again if
only people will stick to that principle: No surrender whatever the odds.” Jabotinsky ended by
acknowledging the presence on the stage behind him of the Czech representative—and the
absence of the French and British ones.88 He promised that “the gallant spokesman of the
Czechoslovak nation, trapped because she trusted, will see Masaryk’s republic free again”; that
“those Frenchmen who felt too shy to join us here will also live to see a different day”; and that



England—the other “bashful absentee on this platform”—should take hope, because there was
within the American public a sentiment not reported by the press:

There were periods—there still are, there still will be in the months before us—when
the impression is that England’s plight leaves America only superficially rippled, while
the basic attitude of this mighty nation is expressed in the words, “The Yanks are not
coming.” As an observer and a reporter, I contest this impression . . . [I would say:]
“Mr. Churchill, they are coming!” But “they” will be delayed. It takes long to equip a
battleship; smaller craft can be delivered quicker. I want the Jews “coming” at once.

In its report the next day, The New York Times quoted further from Jabotinsky’s speech:

This is the time for blunt speaking. I challenge the Jews, wherever they are still free, to
demand the right of fighting the giant rattlesnake . . . as a Jewish Army. Some shout
that we only want others to fight, some whisper that a Jew only makes a good soldier
when squeezed in between Gentile comrades. I challenge the Jewish youth to give
them the lie.

The Times also quoted Col. Patterson’s words at the Manhattan Center program:

If I were a Jew, nothing would give me greater pleasure than to show the German
criminals that the Jews of today are capable of fighting just as their forefathers were
when in seven years of bitter warfare they shook the mighty Roman Empire to its very
foundations.

Jabotinsky’s second Manhattan Center address struck a nerve.89 It received widespread



coverage well beyond New York. Offers to serve in a Jewish army poured in to the American
offices of the New Zionist Organization; the Canadian foreign ministry offered training camps;
Benjamin Akzin enlisted the head of the Polish army-in-exile to press the British to permit a
Jewish army; British Labor leader Clement Attlee said he would recommend it to the British
cabinet. The NZO launched an organization to raise funds and conduct efforts in communities
across the country.90

Jabotinsky had set forth a goal with a fervor and an eloquence that touched the hearts and
minds of American Jews. Two days after the rally, he wrote to Lord Lothian, seeking to clarify
his proposal for a Jewish army. First, he wrote, it would not be conditioned on the repeal of the
British White Paper: “The reasonable course during the [current] crisis,” Jabotinsky wrote, “is to
leave controversial matters in suspense.” Second, the Jewish army would not be raised from
America: “In all our publications and negotiations we emphasize that the recruits are to be
Palestinians, refugees and other volunteers, most of them probably non-naturalized emigrants;
that recruiting offices and training camps would be in Canada and other allied lands.”

Jabotinsky speaking at the Manhattan Center, in New York City, June 19, 1940

Jabotinsky closed his letter by emphasizing that the Manhattan Center event had
demonstrated that the Jewish army proposal had “caught on with the imagination of Jews and
non-Jews, which after all is the main element of final success.” He acknowledged nevertheless
the difficulties of forming a Jewish army—including one he had run into before:

I understand from the press that some of the difficulties arise from a faint-heartedness
of a routine-bound Jewish leadership rather than from the British Government. Just as
in 1916.91

On July 12, Jabotinsky published an article in The Jewish Standard entitled “The A.B.C. of
the Jewish Army,” in which he addressed “some of the questions facing the New Zionist
delegation in the United States in their campaign for the creation of a Jewish Army.”92 He
described the World War I Jewish Legion and summarized his proposal for an army of between
100,000 and 200,000, which he thought could be achieved “without counting the British Jews,
the French Jews, and the American Jews.” Recruits would come from Palestine (where he
estimated 80,000 were available) and from “No Man’s Land”—a term “unknown to geography,



but in our days its meaning is so clear”:

No Man’s Land, for us, is wherever Jewish refugees crowd, from Shanghai to Vilna
and to the Danube, now also with the recent addition of many towns in France, and
England where fugitives from Belgium and Holland have found temporary shelter; it
includes many of those whom British and French authorities call “enemy aliens” and
keep in concentration camps. . . . There is manpower for several Jewish divisions
scattered in No Man’s Land; the appeal of a Jewish Army will reach them all. . . .

At the end of July, Jabotinsky decided to return to England, where he hoped to be re-united
with his wife and to continue his efforts to form a Jewish army under British command.93 On
August 2, he signed a contract to publish a book on the Jewish problems that would follow the
war.94 On August 3, the Times reported that de Gaulle had been stripped of his rank and
condemned to death by the French collaborationist government because of his BBC radio
addresses. In another article, the Times reported that 20,000 Canadian troops had arrived in
Britain—including several hundred American volunteers. That evening, Jabotinsky traveled 128
miles north of New York City to the Catskill Mountains village of Hunter, New York, to visit the
Betar camp there. He had already visited it once before, in July, but he wanted to go a second
time.

Jabotinsky meeting Betar campers on Saturday, August 3, 1940, in Hunter, New York

MONDAY MORNING, AUGUST 5, 1940

On Monday morning, August 5, 1940, The New York Times presented its readers with front-page
stories on three speeches. The first was by retired Gen. John J. Pershing, commander of the
American forces in World War I, who told his fellow citizens “it would be absolute folly even to
consider sending another expeditionary force” to Europe but supported giving Britain some
“over-age destroyers which are left from the days of the World War.” The second was a radio
address by the Secretary of the Navy, Frank Knox, supporting legislation for a draft, which was
facing a possible filibuster. He sought to rebut what he noted “many people” were saying: “that
military training is a step toward fascism, that it is against all American traditions, that it would



make us a militaristic nation.” The third was Charles Lindbergh’s address in Chicago to 40,000
people at a rally of the “Citizens Committee to Keep America Out of War.” Lindbergh called for
cooperation with Germany if the Nazis won the war.95 The Times printed the entire text of
Lindbergh’s speech:

As readers continued reading through the Times that morning, they came to a page devoted to
“Excerpts from Yesterday’s Sermons”—a weekly feature with homilies typified by the one given
by a guest pastor at Norman Vincent Peale’s Marble Collegiate Church on Fifth Avenue, one of
the oldest continuous Protestant congregations in North America, who “spoke in praise of
[France’s collaborationist Prime Minister] Marshal Petain, chief of the French State, saying that
he had made no excuses for the defeat of his nation but instead had been thankful that there were
many sacrificial years ahead to be used in France’s reconstruction.”

There were also lists that morning of new and best-selling books, including one by the Times’
foreign correspondent, Otto D. Tolischus—a “close-up study of Hitler and his habits,” which
told, in the words of the Times, “the whole story of National Socialism as a political creed, a
system of power dynamics, a military machine and a revolutionary force.”

As readers reached page 13, they found a photograph and an article extending the full length
of the page, with a headline that—at least for Jewish readers—was profoundly shocking:



Vladimir Jabotinsky, author, lecturer and world leader of the New Zionist
Organization, died on Saturday night in the youth camp of the Zionist group at Hunter,
N.Y., of a heart attack, according to word received here yesterday. He was 59 years
old. Mr. Jabotinsky . . . headed the Jewish Legion in Palestine during the World War.
In recent weeks he had been working on a plan to raise a similar army to fight against
Italy and Germany, and also had been conducting a drive for mass emigration of Jews
to Palestine from Eastern and Central Europe. . . . [He] had the multiple appeal of poet,
soldier, orator and personal fire and magnetism. . . .

The Times reported that the funeral services for Jabotinsky would be held the following day
at the Gramercy Park Memorial Chapel on Second Avenue in Manhattan.

THE OUTPOURING AT JABOTINSKY’S FUNERAL

The morning of Jabotinsky’s funeral, the Times carried a one-paragraph notice at the bottom of
its Obituary page.

The Jewish Daily Forward carried a gracious editorial, written by Abraham Cahan himself,
calling Jabotinsky’s death “a national catastrophe.”96 But Cahan’s staff—still adamant in their
opposition to Jabotinsky’s views—refused to cover the funeral.



Later that day, outside the Gramercy Park Chapel funeral hall, 12,000 people stood in the
August heat, which reached 87 degrees in the shade. Inside the chapel, the 750 invitees sat
without air-conditioning, including prominent Jewish leaders, as well as representatives of the
British, Polish, and Czech consulates. Three rabbis officiated; 200 cantors chanted.97 In
accordance with Jabotinsky’s wishes, as set forth in his will, the services followed the precedent
of Herzl’s 1904 funeral: there were no speeches, eulogies, or instrumental music.

The Times reported that the coffin, draped with a Zionist flag, was carried by an honor guard
of fifty Betar youth, and that “many men and women wept as Martin Winnick, national bugler of
the Jewish War Veterans, sounded taps.” According to the Times, it was “one of the largest
funerals on the East Side,” with a “throng of 25,000 [that] followed the cortege or lined the
route.” Fifty patrolmen and five sergeants from the New York City Police were deployed to
control the crowd. All traffic was stopped on lower Second Avenue, as the hearse and honor
guard made its way north to 14th Street, then east to First Avenue and back to Second Avenue,
and finally, as the Times reported:

Proceeding south on Second Avenue, where Jewish theatres and homes had hung out
mourning drapes, the cortege stopped between Tenth and Ninth Streets in front of the
funeral chapel, where the cantors sang a Jewish mourning song and the Jewish national
anthem.

At Houston Street and Second Avenue, a salute of honor was given . . . and then a
motorcade of fifty cars and eight buses left for the New Montefiore Cemetery [on Long
Island] where a military service was held. Burial was in the cemetery’s Nordau Circle.



The crowd in front of the Second Avenue Chapel for Jabotinsky’s funeral

Crowds on both sides of Second Avenue awaiting the Jabotinsky funeral cortege



New Yorkers standing ten-deep at other locations along the cortege route

WEIZMANN AND BEN-GURION AT THE LONDON MEMORIAL SERVICE

The following day, the Jewish Agency held a memorial service for Jabotinsky in London, where
both Weizmann and Ben-Gurion delivered eulogies. Ben-Gurion “said the great tragedy of
Jabotinsky, as well as the Zionist movement, was that while he clearly saw the end, he failed to
see the means to this end”—and “[t]his failure, I am afraid, largely destroyed a great career in
Zionism.”98 Ben-Gurion’s denigration alluded to Jabotinsky’s withdrawal of his Revisionist
Party from the Zionist Organization in 1935, and his founding of the New Zionist Organization,
with its goal of establishing a Jewish state on both sides of the Jordan River as soon as possible.
That goal had put Jabotinsky at odds with the more limited goals of Weizmann and Ben-Gurion,
who did not clearly formulate a demand for a state until 1942.

For his part, Weizmann dwelled on his long relationship with Jabotinsky, going back to their
joint efforts in 1916–17 to form the Jewish Legion. He said Jabotinsky had always been
motivated by “one great idea, to bring about a solution of the Jewish problem as quickly as
possible”:

The speed with which he wanted to achieve such a solution set Jabotinsky apart, Dr.
Weizmann said. “History will judge whether Jabotinsky or the Zionist Organization
was right,” Dr. Weizmann said.

“Jabotinsky was burned up by a sacred fire. In his opinion we had only a limited
time in which our program could be realized. This may and may not be so. Factors and
events independent of the desires of the Jewish people forced us to follow a path which
may be difficult and above all slow.”99

Weizmann implicitly rejected Jabotinsky’s “opinion” that “we had only a limited time.”
Weizmann’s remarks suggested he believed history would judge Jabotinsky wrong about the
speed necessary to solve the Jewish problem, and would criticize what Weizmann believed was
Jabotinsky’s failure to appreciate that the process would be difficult—“and above all slow.”100



There was, however, eventually no benefit—for most of the 7.7 million Jews then living in
the Zone of Jewish Distress—from a Zionism resigned to a path “above all slow.” Like
Jabotinsky, six million of them would not live to see a Jewish state.

THE WORLDWIDE JEWISH REACTION TO JABOTINSKY’S DEATH

Word of Jabotinsky’s death stunned his followers around the world. His American colleagues
were distraught.101 A 15-year-old boy at the Betar camp in Hunter, New York, vividly recalled
—in an interview conducted more than seventy years later—the reaction there the following day:
“We were dumbfounded; we didn’t think the movement could go on.”102 The boy’s name was
Moshe Arens, and he later served as foreign minister of the State of Israel and as its ambassador
to the United States.103 In 1940, Menachem Begin, later the Prime Minister of the State of
Israel, was the 27-year-old head of the Polish Betar. He later recalled Jabotinsky’s death as
coming at a time when “catastrophe followed catastrophe” in Poland, and that:

[I]n the midst of all these catastrophes, both private and national, that befell humanity
at large, Ze’ev Jabotinsky died. I am certain that if I filled whole pages I could not
even attempt to explain what the death of Rosh Betar [Head of Betar] meant to me. A
stranger will not understand. The word “stranger” in this special instance also includes
some of my own people. . . . I felt that the bearer of hope was gone, never to return;
and with him—perhaps never to return—hope itself.104

Menachem Begin, in lower left corner, with Jabotinsky in Poland in 1939

Begin recalled how his followers organized “all-night vigils . . . in Vilna, Kovno and other
Lithuanian towns to pay homage to the memory of Ze’ev Jabotinsky,” and “[w]e said a prayer
and sang the song of Rosh Betar . . . of faith that out of the ‘decay and ashes’ Israel would rise
again.”

Arthur Koestler, who had headed Jabotinsky’s organization in Berlin during the 1920s, and,
in 1940, published Darkness at Noon, his powerful anti-Stalinist novel, learned of Jabotinsky’s
death from a brief notice in a local newspaper in Paris, where he was then living.105 In his diary,
Koestler wrote:



Jabo is dead. Notice in Depeche de Toulouse: “Vichy, August 7th. M. Vladimir
Jabotinsky, journalist and author, Chairman of the New Zionist Organization, died in
New York at the age of fifty-nine. He had gone to America for the purpose of raising a
Jewish Legion which was to fight on the side of England.”

Exit one of the great tragic figures of this century, unnoticed. Adored hero of the
Jewish masses in Russia and Poland; creator of the first Jewish legion which helped
conquer Palestine: sentenced to fifteen years hard labor for organizing Jewish
resistance against Arab pogroms in Jerusalem; translated Dante and Shakespeare into
modern Hebrew; wrote and spoke eight languages; most fascinating orator I ever
heard. . . . One great friend less—there are not many left, at liberty, undamaged.106

In Palestine, there was a general work stoppage, while enormous crowds gathered in the
streets. Hebrew newspapers published editions bordered in black.107 In an editorial, Haaretz
said that the “whole house of Israel mourns the death of a proud, brave and highly-gifted son”
and that “the Zionist movement’s history cannot be written without him.”108 HaBoker
editorialized that, “An eagle has fallen from the skies.”109 The New Zionist Organization
proclaimed a day of mourning throughout South America; in Montevideo, the capital of
Uruguay, 5,000 attended a memorial at the Jewish Community House.110

On August 9, former British Prime Minister David Lloyd George wrote that Jabotinsky was a
“stout-hearted Jewish warrior worthy of the traditions of the race which bred the Maccabees’
spirit,” and he predicted that Jabotinsky’s inspiration would “live on to nerve the forces of World
Jewry for the fight which is theirs as much as ours.”111

Kupat Holim nurses march in the Tel Aviv memorial procession for Jabotinsky, August 6, 1940

In America, Rabbi Stephen S. Wise composed a tribute to Jabotinsky, published in OPINION
—A Journal of Jewish Life and Letters, a national Jewish publication that Wise edited.112 Like
Ben-Gurion, Wise viewed Jabotinsky as a person who had effectively exiled himself by leaving
the established Zionist Organization. In his monthly column, entitled “As I See It,” Wise wrote:

The death of Vladimir Jabotinsky means a great sorrow to the Jewish world, the more
so since those who differed from him never ceased to hope that someday the barriers



would fall and he would find his way home again. . . . The current World War should
have brought him to an unchallenging and unchallenged place beside the leadership of
the Zionist movement. Alas, that it was not to be, that pride of will or contempt for
caution or inhospitality and unforbearance of antagonists kept him outside the gates!

Wise recognized, however, that Jabotinsky had been “electric in power, dazzling in
brilliance”—and that he ranked among the Jewish greats of the century:

He was not only one of the most eloquent men of his time—and that in many tongues
—but he was one of the bravest of men in setting out to make real his ideal. . . . He was
one of the few men who, like Herzl and Brandeis, become legendary whilst yet they
live.

Jabotinsky had generated a passionate response from American Jews. His efforts were even
more remarkable because he had kept his private anxieties hidden from public view. In his final
weeks, he appeared tired and gray to his colleagues, depressed at developments in Europe and
Palestine, lonely in America without his wife, and concerned about his son in Palestine.113 All
summer he had worried about Joanna facing a Nazi assault on London without him; he had
written to Lord Lothian seeking his help to obtain a visa for her to come to America, but his
efforts had not succeeded: in August, she was still alone in London. His son Eri, 30, was a Betar
leader in Palestine, and had been arrested by the British in February 1940 for assisting 2,000
Jews aboard the SS Sakarya to enter Palestine illegally. Six months later, on the day Jabotinsky
died, he was still in prison.114

Jabotinsky’s last words at the Betar camp were, “I am so tired, I am so tired.”115 He had
worked for Zionism until the final moment of his life.

Vladimir, Joanna, and Eri Jabotinsky, 1921

In the autumn of 1940, with Weizmann in London and Jabotinsky tragically dead, it would
fall to David Ben-Gurion—at age 53, the youngest of the three Zionist leaders—to travel to the
United States, in the third mission of the year, seeking to generate support for a Jewish army,
with the fate of the Jews of Europe growing increasingly dire.



DAVID BEN-GURION

October 1940–January 1941

During his trip to America, David Ben-Gurion received a letter referring to news
reports of Britain’s need for vessels and a British offer to pay the United States $3
million for twenty-six merchant ships. The letter writer suggested that “the Jewish
People purchase these ships, and loan them to England for the duration of the
war.”1

Ben-Gurion replied, “Great historic problems cannot be solved merely with funds,
and no amount of money we may collect for England will have any effect on our fate
as a nation. The desired British victory will be won by fighting, and if we want to
make this victory our own we must do our part in that fighting.”2



S IX WEEKS AFTER THE MEMORIAL SERVICE for Jabotinsky in London, David Ben-Gurion left
England for America.

He had moved to London from Palestine in May 1940, at Weizmann’s invitation, and he now
wrote to his wife, Paula—whom he had left in Palestine with their three children—that he would
next travel to the United States. He told her, “I want to see with my own eyes what we can
expect from America in wartime . . . I want to know the extent of the contribution America’s
Jews are prepared to make for the life of their own people.”3

He would remain in America for more than four months. As with the visits of Weizmann and
Jabotinsky, the trip would reveal a great deal not only about the Jews in America, but about their
Zionist visitor as well.

The account that follows draws on the diary Ben-Gurion kept during his trip, written in
Hebrew and translated into English for the first time for this book, as well as other
contemporaneous documents from the trip, most of them previously unpublished.4

BEN-GURION’S EARLY YEARS AND EMIGRATION TO PALESTINE

Ben-Gurion emigrated to Palestine in 1906, at the age of 19, when the Jewish population was
55,000. He was born David Gruen in 1886 in Plonsk, a small town in Western Russia with fewer
than 8,000 inhabitants, thirty-six miles from Warsaw, where the local Jews worked selling small
crafts, engaging in the timber trade, and living on farm produce. Although the town had four
synagogues, it lacked a high school. His grandfather had read stories from the Bible to him each
night, and Ben-Gurion would later boast that he had been born a Zionist.5

On the day in 1942 that his father died, Ben-Gurion wrote a long letter to his wife and
children, reminiscing about his father, who had raised him alone after Ben-Gurion’s mother had
died when he was 11:

From him I obtained my love for the Jewish people, the Land of Israel, the Hebrew
language. In our small house in Plonsk, at the end of the town, next to the place Zion
members used to meet when I was a child; and when Herzl’s Zionist movement came
into being, our home became the focal point of the Zionists in our town.

After the Kishinev pogrom we young boys in Plonsk secretly founded a self-
defense group and acquired some arms. I was the head of the group, and I hid the arms
in our house. My father knew about this, but he didn’t interfere with me, although he
knew full well the danger to him and his position in the town if the guns were
discovered.6

Ben-Gurion’s father wanted him to study at a high school and graduate from a university, and
Ben-Gurion recalled that “he was sorry when I told him I had decided to emigrate to Palestine in
order to become a worker.” His father was also disturbed that Ben-Gurion adopted socialism in



addition to Zionism, but he did not attempt to argue with his headstrong son, nor to prevent him
from leaving Plonsk.

On September 7, 1906, Ben-Gurion watched excitedly as his ship approached the harbor in
the land of his ancestors. After landing in Jaffa, his elation turned to disgust. On seeing the
desolate place, his first words were: “This is worse than Plonsk!”7

It was a reaction like that of many young Zionists on encountering the harsh realities of
Palestine. But Ben-Gurion traveled on from Jaffa, went to work on a kibbutz, became involved in
the socialist movement, helped establish trade unions and a national labor federation (the
Histadrut), and would eventually become its representative in the Zionist Organization. At the
outbreak of World War I, he believed—in contrast to Jabotinsky—that the Jews in Palestine
should remain loyal to the Ottoman Empire, to avoid accusations of dual loyalty if Turkey
emerged victorious. But he eventually came to support Britain, and in 1918, he served in
Jabotinsky’s Jewish Legion.

Ben-Gurion approached Zionism from a different perspective than either Weizmann or
Jabotinsky. Unlike them, he never attended a university; he had spent his twenties as a worker in
a hard land, without the refinements, exposure to European intellectuals, or higher education of
the other two.8 He was mainly a self-educated man, a voracious reader who eventually taught
himself Greek in order to read the classics in the original. During his American trip in 1940, he
spent days in bookshops purchasing books in Greek, listing all the titles in his diary.9

David Ben-Gurion in his Jewish Legion uniform, 1918

The difference between Weizmann and Ben-Gurion was especially stark. Weizmann was tall
and dignified, spoke the understated language of the British upper class, and was infinitely
patient in navigating the complex relationship between the British and the Jews. He operated
through personal relationships with British officials—in meetings from which he often excluded
other Zionist leaders, particularly David Ben-Gurion.

Ben-Gurion, by contrast, was five feet tall, an impatient and pugnacious man who lacked
Weizmann’s sophisticated manner, and who combined dogmatic views with a tendency to take to
his tent when others disagreed with him. In the words of the Israeli author, Amos Oz, Ben-
Gurion on the day he arrived in Palestine at age 19 was the person he “would remain all his life:



a secular Jewish nationalist who combined Jewish Messianic visions with socialist ideals, a man
with a fierce ambition for leadership, extraordinary tactical-political skills and a sarcastic edge
rather than a sense of humor.”10 Ben-Gurion’s two heroes were Theodor Herzl and Vladimir
Lenin: he believed that an ideal leader would combine the qualities of both.11

In 1940, Ben-Gurion was the chairman of the Jewish Agency Executive (the leadership group
that ran the Jewish Agency). He assumed that position in 1935, after heading the Labor Zionist
movement from 1920 to 1935.12 He dominated the nascent politics of the Yishuv (the Jewish
community in Palestine); indeed, he “tyrannized” it, as even a sympathetic biographer noted.13
He often threatened to resign from the Zionist leadership when his policies were not adopted. In
1938 alone, he threatened resignation no fewer than three times, and in 1939, the number of his
ultimatums actually increased.14

Given their sharply contrasting natures, Weizmann and Ben-Gurion were, in the understated
observation of Ben-Gurion’s principal biographer, Shabtai Teveth, “not made to work in
tandem.”15 Ben-Gurion’s single-minded, stubborn self-confidence would lead to a break with
Weizmann in 1940 and to Ben-Gurion’s trip to America.

BEN-GURION AND THE EVENTS IN PALESTINE IN 1939

Ben-Gurion’s move to London in May 1940 resulted from events in Palestine after the issuance
of the 1939 British White Paper—and from another of Ben-Gurion’s resignations after his
colleagues refused to follow his lead in responding to it. On May 23, 1939, Ben-Gurion told The
New York Times in Palestine that the Jewish community there would fight Britain’s new policy:

The Jews who came to this country on the strength of British pledges that it would be a
national home will suddenly find themselves . . . in a kind of ghetto. . . . [The British
government] might have been misled by [their] Palestine administration that the Jews
would take things lying down, but they won’t.

Anyone aware of the position of the Jews in Eastern and Central Europe today will
not for one moment believe that they will cease coming to their homeland because
some law terms it illegal. . . . Jews who must choose between utter extinction and
immigration to Palestine under conditions called illegal naturally will not waver for a
moment in their choice.

Ben-Gurion warned that the new British White Paper, which would result in Arab rule over
the Jews, could not be implemented without violence:

Neither will the imposition of Arab rule over the Jews in Palestine . . . be brought
about without British bayonets. . . . The Jews will not have a Hitler regime in a country
that was internationally pledged to them as a national home, whatever price they will
have to pay for their opposition.

Later that week, Jewish demonstrators clashed with British police in Jerusalem, leaving 135
Jews injured, one British policeman dead, and another five officers injured, as the police faced



5,000 demonstrators in a three-hour battle. In Tel Aviv, a massive procession walked to the city’s
stadium for a three-hour meeting, chanting: “My heart for my people; my blood for my country;
the Bible is our mandate; England cannot annul it.” At the stadium, the mass meeting adopted
this declaration:

[T]he betrayal policy [of the White Paper] will never materialize. Palestine Jewry will
fight it with all its forces. . . . No power in the world can deter the natural right of our
people to come home . . . and every Jew in Palestine will assist [Jews coming to
Palestine] in opening the gates to them.

For their part, the Arab leaders in Palestine also rejected the new British policy, even though
it was extraordinarily favorable to them. They refused to accept any Jewish immigration
whatsoever; they demanded not merely its reduction to zero over five years, but also its
immediate and complete cessation. They objected to giving Jews any right to live in Palestine,
even as a one-third minority, and they demanded a definite date for the conversion of Palestine
into an Arab state. Having rejected the Peel Commission’s 1937 two-state proposal, with its
generous borders for an Arab state covering most of Palestine, the Arabs now rejected even a
single state under their control, if Jews were permitted to live in it.

After adopting the White Paper, the British now faced implacable opposition from both the
Arabs and the Jews of Palestine.

BEN-GURION’S ACTIONS AGAINST THE WHITE PAPER

In November 1939, Ben-Gurion traveled to London for eight days to join an effort to have
the British “tear up the decree” of the White Paper. During the course of this brief visit, he lost
patience with Weizmann for not keeping him informed of his meetings with members of the
British government.16 The efforts to reverse the White Paper in the following months failed, and
on February 28, 1940, the British issued new land regulations to implement their restrictions on
Jewish immigration and land purchases.17 In Palestine, Ben-Gurion circulated a statement
castigating the regulations: “even land which the Arabs have no means of cultivating . . . is now
being withheld from the Jews on the pretext of a shortage of land . . . [the regulations] confine
[the Jews] to a Pale of Settlement in the country that is their national home.”18

Ben-Gurion also wrote a letter to the British government and released it to newspapers
throughout Palestine. Its message became a rallying cry for the Jews there: “The Jewish people
will not submit to the conversion of the Jewish National Home into a ghetto.”

The effect of these regulations is that no Jew may acquire in Palestine a plot of land, a
building, or a tree, or any rights in water, except in towns and in a very small part of
the country. . . . They not only violate the terms of the Mandate but completely nullify
its primary purpose. . . .

[T]his attempt to frustrate the age-old aspirations of the Jewish people . . . is made
at a time when millions of Jews are being mercilessly persecuted by a cruel enemy.
This blow is being inflicted by the government of a great nation, which undertook to



restore the Jewish people to their National Home.19

The day the letter was published, Jewish demonstrations swept through Palestine, lasting
seven days. Three Jews were killed in clashes with the British. Ben-Gurion wanted the
“disorder” in Palestine to continue until the British annulled their regulations, and he announced
on February 29 his resignation as chairman of the Jewish Agency Executive because he could no
longer work with the British:

With the outbreak of the war I said that the war of England and France against the
Nazis was our war too, and that we must lend England and its army all the assistance
that we, as Jews, can give . . . But yesterday something happened, and we can no
longer live and act as we have done up till now. As of yesterday a Jewish ghetto was
set up in Palestine. As of yesterday we Jews have been put, as the Czechs were, in a
“protectorate.” . . . I cannot be true to myself and continue holding this office, so I am
stepping down.20

Ben-Gurion’s colleagues in Palestine refused to accept his resignation. In the following
months, he continued to press his position that, “We must . . . determine that the war against the
White Paper now takes first priority,” more important than working with the British in the new
European war. He favored “fierce and prolonged disorder in Palestine.” The others opposed him:
one called him “a zealot liable to drag us into the abyss;” another said he did “not fear the injury
to Britain at all [from Ben-Gurion’s proposal], rather the injury to us”; a third said that Ben-
Gurion’s proposal could “harbor the danger of destruction.”

Ben-Gurion was immune to these arguments, and when he failed to persuade his colleagues
of his position, he announced that he was retiring to a kibbutz.21 But Weizmann intervened to
allow Ben-Gurion to extricate himself from the corner into which he had painted himself: he
invited Ben-Gurion to come to London to “consult.”22 At the end of April, spared from carrying
out his resignation, Ben-Gurion left for London, arriving on May 1, 1940.

BEN-GURION IN LONDON

In London, Ben-Gurion found that Weizmann and his colleagues also opposed his proposal for a
more “active” resistance to the British. On May 10, Chamberlain resigned as prime minister and
was succeeded by Winston Churchill, who was both a Zionist and a friend of Weizmann’s. Ben-
Gurion decided to extend his stay in London to help raise what he envisioned to be “a Jewish
army in and for Palestine.”23 He wrote in his diary, “Never before was there a prime minister
more capable and inclined to understand us, never before have there been in an English
government better and more sincere friends.”24

On May 12, 1940, Weizmann published a proclamation in The Times of London announcing
the readiness of the Jewish people to assist Britain, urging that the Jews be allowed to fight as a
nation. He proposed a 50,000-person volunteer force in Palestine, to be backed by Jewish
chemists, engineers, doctors, and other scientists, as well as the conversion of Jewish businesses
in Palestine to a war industry, producing goods and services to assist the British military effort.



On May 13, Ben-Gurion wrote to Lord Lloyd at the Colonial Office, informing him that in
Palestine there were “tens of thousands of young Jews who are eager to fight as the devoted
allies of Britain” and who looked forward to “a new chapter in our relations.” But Churchill’s
sympathy was insufficient to move the British bureaucracy to create a Jewish army. Anthony
Eden in the War Office, Lord Halifax in the Foreign Office, and Lord Lloyd in the Colonial
Office all remained staunchly pro-Arab and anti-Zionist.25

On July 2, 1940, the Washington philanthropist and business leader Edmund I. Kaufmann
was elected president of the Zionist Organization of America, succeeding Rabbi Solomon
Goldman. Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver, and Louis Lipsky were elected vice
presidents. Ben-Gurion cabled the new leaders:

There is no time to lose. History will never forgive us if we fail to do in time whatever
is humanly possible to give the Jewish community the chance of defending itself. I
know the spirit of our people in Palestine. They are ready to die fighting and have
proved it on numerous occasions.26

BEN-GURION’S CONFLICT WITH WEIZMANN

On September 3, 1940, Weizmann had lunch with Churchill, who reiterated his support for the
formation of Jewish combat units in Palestine. But less than a week later, Weizmann was
summoned to the War Office, where the commander of the British force in Palestine, Lt. Gen. Sir
R. H. Haining, outlined the practical and tactical problems with a Jewish force. It was a pattern
that would repeat itself many times: the prime minister would assure Weizmann of his support
for a Jewish force in principle, while those in charge of the British military and foreign policy
bureaucracies made sure it did not come to pass.

Meanwhile, Ben-Gurion was growing increasingly frustrated by Weizmann’s lack of success.
One of Weizmann’s friends wrote that Ben-Gurion was “behaving like Achilles and boycotting
[meetings] for no ascertainable reason.” Weizmann’s assistant, Doris May, wrote in her diary
that “David [Ben-Gurion] is simmering over with barely suppressed indignation against [Chaim],
and [Chaim] is peevish and nervy about David.” She described Ben-Gurion as a “fretful
porcupine” whose quills could strike his friends and who was “making himself miserable and
getting himself hated all round.” In his diary entry for September 11, Ben-Gurion wrote
caustically:

I knew throughout these last four months that [Weizmann] doesn’t understand the
situation, is incapable of conducting any serious political negotiations whatsoever, and
lacks the expertise and understanding necessary to discuss the Yishuv’s defense. . . .
We have never had such a justifiable demand as that for a Jewish army in Palestine
(and abroad), never have the objective circumstances been so favorable to us, never
has there been a prime minister more capable and inclined to understand us, never was
an English cabinet made up of better and truer friends (along with a number of
opponents and enemies)—and a special “talent” is needed to lose the battle under those
conditions. Chaim, apparently, has this talent.27



On September 12, an angry Weizmann told Ben-Gurion, in response to his complaints, that
he had gone out of his way to assure that Ben-Gurion was included in all discussions, other than
meetings to which Weizmann had been invited to attend alone; that Weizmann was tired after
working some forty-five years and was planning to step down at the next Zionist Congress, but
that he rejected Ben-Gurion’s “ultimatum” on how to proceed. Ben-Gurion responded that he
had given no ultimatum, but had only observed that, “for the past four months I have seen, to my
regret, that all my efforts to be of help failed.”28

It was after this latest disagreement with Weizmann that Ben-Gurion decided to go to
America, to “try to mobilize a Jewish unit to fight wherever the British high command might
decide.” He informed May, rather than Weizmann directly, of his decision, and on September 24
he left for the United States, resolving never to work with Weizmann again.29 For his part,
Weizmann wrote to his wife that “Ben-Gurion has gone off, and so—an irritant less.”30

BEN-GURION ARRIVES IN AMERICA

Ben-Gurion traveled on the SS Scythia, a converted Cunard liner that had been requisitioned into
service at the beginning of the war. Military vessels escorted the ship for the first two days of the
trip before leaving it to proceed on its own through the hazardous waters of the Atlantic.31 A
week before, 284 people (including seventy-seven children) had drowned when the German
Navy had torpedoed another British ship.32

Ben-Gurion arrived in New York on the morning of October 3, 1940, a month before the
presidential election in which Franklin D. Roosevelt was seeking an unprecedented third term. It
was a week after Japan had signed a tripartite pact with Germany and Italy, in which all three
countries pledged to defend one another if any of them were attacked by a power not then
involved in the European war. The New York Times reported that the pact was viewed as “a
warning to the United States not to meddle in the affairs of Europe and Asia unless she was
prepared to go to war with all three [members of the Axis].”33

October 3 was also Rosh Hashanah, the first day of the Jewish New Year. For this reason,
there were no Jewish dignitaries at the dock to welcome Ben-Gurion, and he learned on his
arrival that everyone was attending High Holiday services.34 He had sent telegrams that morning
to the American Zionist Federation and to Poale Zion (“Workers of Zion”), a Labor Zionist
group, but the telegrams did not reach them until mid-afternoon.

Fortunately for Ben-Gurion, the director of Port Reception Services for the Hebrew
Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), Bernard Kornblith, was standing by to welcome Jewish
travelers. The authorities told Kornblith there was a problem with one of the Jewish passengers,
who refused to disclose the reason for his trip. Kornblith boarded the ship and recognized Ben-
Gurion. Kornblith explained to the immigration official that it was David Ben-Gurion, the
longtime Zionist leader, and that it would be embarrassing to have him detained at Ellis Island,
especially on such a holy day. That explanation left the immigration official unmoved.
Kornblith’s memorandum to his files recorded what happened next:

The inspector insisted that Mr. Ben Gurion reveal the reason for his coming, and he



asked me to personally interview him. I took Mr. Ben Gurion aside, had quite a
discussion with him and explained to him the rules and regulations in the United
States, that the inspector had the authority to determine admission and the inspector
would be forced to send him to Ellis Island, so that if possible, he owned him some
explanation.

Mr. Ben Gurion absolutely refused to discuss his purpose in coming. The inspector,
being equally stubborn, ordered him to be held at Ellis Island until such time as a bond
would be posted, and only then would Ben Gurion be released. . . . I reiterated to the
inspector that it would be very embarrassing to send Mr. Ben Gurion to Ellis Island. . .
. [But] Mr. Ben Gurion was ordered to [be taken there].35

Ben-Gurion’s imperious personality had created yet another crisis. He had brought no
documents with him to show the purpose of his trip. In a letter the following month to Justice
Brandeis, responding to a request from Brandeis for substantiation of certain points Ben-Gurion
had made at a Hadassah meeting, Ben-Gurion wrote that he did not have with him “a single
document, report or letter on the question which interests you”:

I deeply regret my inability to send you this material. . . . When I left Palestine [in
May] I advisedly did not take with me a single paper or document, knowing that I
would have to be examined on leaving the country, as well as at the various borders
during my travel. When I left London [in September] I took with me only a few papers
which I did not mind having examined by the censors.36

Faced with the obstinacy of both Ben-Gurion and the immigration inspector, Kornblith
attempted to reach Rabbi Stephen S. Wise at home, but learned that he was conducting High
Holiday services at Carnegie Hall. Kornblith left word that Ben-Gurion had arrived, gave the
name of the ship and the pier, and asked Wise to intercede.37 Ben-Gurion himself called Wise’s
home from the ship, learned he was conducting the service, and left the same message.

Wise received Kornblith’s message and went directly to the pier at 2 p.m., where he assured
the immigration authorities that he would personally guarantee that Ben-Gurion would present
himself later to the immigration board.38 On that basis, Ben-Gurion was permitted to leave the
ship. He arrived at his hotel in Manhattan in late afternoon, and met with friends until after
midnight.

ROSH HASHANAH SERMONS, 1940

As Jews attended High Holy Day services on October 3, much had changed in the seven months
since Weizmann had left America, and even in the two months since Jabotinsky’s death.

The New York Times reported that morning on the latest indiscriminate bombing of London;
Britain announced it was suspending the evacuation of children to Canada and America, since
German submarine warfare in the North Atlantic had rendered travel too dangerous; Italy was
attacking British cruisers in the Mediterranean and striking British naval bases in Egypt and
Libya, demanding control over Lebanon and Syria and the French naval bases there; the German



High Command was planning a joint Axis drive across Egypt toward the Suez Canal. The
Middle East was now a prime theater of war.39 As they gathered to celebrate the new Jewish
year, on one of the most holy days of the Jewish calendar, what did America’s rabbis tell their
congregants, in sermons the rabbis had prepared with special care, knowing that virtually all their
congregants would be present to hear them?

Rabbi Wise’s New Year’s Day sermon was entitled “Chosen to Serve vs. Choosing to
Enslave.”40 It was apparently not a sermon of lasting significance to him: he did not mention it,
nor any of his other 1940 High Holiday sermons, in his memoirs.41 But the sermons of two other
distinguished Reform rabbis, and the sermon of the preeminent Conservative rabbi in the
country, all illustrate the atmosphere within the American Jewish community that day.

Rabbi Harold I. Saperstein—a disciple of Rabbi Wise then in the seventh year of what would
become a nearly half-century rabbinate at Temple Emanu-El in Lynbrook, New York—delivered
a sermon entitled “Suffrage is the Badge.”42 In mid-1939, Rabbi Saperstein had taken a three-
month trip to visit the Jewish communities of Poland, Romania, Palestine, and Egypt; he had
attended the twenty-first Zionist Congress in Geneva from August 16–26, 1939; and he had
returned on the Queen Mary, which made the Atlantic passage with its lights off at night to avoid
German detection. He began his 1940 sermon by saying, “I shall not go into a catalogue of
Jewish sorrows at the dawn of this New Year. God knows, if words are still needed, then words
will never avail.” Then he summarized what had transpired in the preceding year:

Rabbi Harold I. Saperstein, circa 1940 (Photo courtesy Lexington Books and Professor Marc Saperstein)43

[T]he Jews of Europe today, with fewest exceptions, have no homes. Poland, once the
center of traditional Jewish culture, is now a corpse picked clean by the Nazi and
Russian vultures. Its three million Jews are homeless. The freedom-loving lands of
Holland and Belgium, which once offered a haven for Jews driven from Spain, no
longer proved a safe retreat for the Jewish refugees and residents who had escaped
there from the Nazi tempest. Those who managed to find refuge in France had only a
temporary breathing spell for their pains and for the risk of their lives. For within a few
short weeks, the Nazi terror had again caught up with them. This is the fate of the Jews



in the world today: to be harried, uprooted, as driven leaves blown in the wind.44

Rabbi Saperstein’s Erev [Eve of] Rosh Hashanah sermon had contrasted the situation in
America with that in Europe, but not as part of a prayer of gratitude to be “far from there,” nor as
a patriotic paean to “a land so fair.” Instead, he used the comparison to emphasize the living hell
of the European Jews:

While we are praying here, bombs are falling on the city of London, heroic citadel of
human liberty and dignity. Jews in that city, if they can pray at all, must pray in bomb-
proof shelters deep under the surface of the earth . . . I am here where men are free, the
skies are peaceful, and a whole nation becomes concerned over the fate of one little
kidnapped child.45

At Tifereth Israel in Cleveland, Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver delivered his Rosh Hashanah
sermon on “Our Responsibility for Evil.”46 He told his congregation he had heard people ask,
“Where is God?”—and that his answer was, “God has not forsaken the world . . . the world has
forsaken God.” He cited “the gross and unpardonable sins of our age . . . acts of betrayal, perfidy,
and selfishness of governments, leaders, parties, and masses”:

[Statesmen] did not see, because they would not see, that the same . . . barbarism
which crushed and robbed the Jews of Germany . . . could someday crush and rob their
own citizens . . . The Poles . . . thought that only Jews could be declared subhuman,
branded as pariahs and forced to wear the yellow badge of serfdom. Frenchmen
thought that only Czechoslovakia could be overrun and conquered. Englishmen never
dreamed that their children might someday have to seek asylum in far distant places
nor that the ships carrying their children to refuge would someday be sunk by the same
Nazis whose fury and madness was scattering helpless Jewish children over the face of
the earth. Each thought only of himself. And the God of nations . . . meted out to all of
them a common cup of staggering confusion from which they must now drink.

Silver’s message, however, was not one of despair. He said that God had created human
beings free to fashion their own destiny:

We may not be at the end of this world war, but at its beginning. . . . We will be wise
to gird ourselves morally for the great and long struggle ahead and be prepared to play
a manly part in it. . . . This hour calls . . . for faith and valor and the buckling on of
armor, both physical and spiritual. . . . The remaining free peoples of the earth must
rally as one to slay the evil which threatens all mankind . . .

We Jews who fought all the savage and brutal gods of ancient days . . . we Jews
who have suffered throughout the ages as we are suffering today . . . must again find
our places in the vanguard of the free armies of mankind, and fight . . .



Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver, circa 1940

At the Brooklyn Jewish Center—dedicated in 1920 as a major new Conservative Jewish
institution, with an imposing classical structure that housed not only a synagogue but also a
gymnasium, a banquet hall, a swimming pool, classrooms, and a Hebrew academy—Rabbi Israel
H. Levinthal gave a Rosh Hashanah sermon entitled “The Jew’s Primary Duty Today.”47 He
told his congregants the world was facing a tragedy of Biblical proportions, unprecedented in
modern times, because:

There is a vast difference between the tragedy that we witness today and the human
tragedies that have been enacted before. The world has always known suffering—but it
was suffering endured by individuals, be they in the many thousands or millions. But
the world as such was not crippled. . . . Today, however . . . Nations have been wiped
out. It is not only a question of individual suffering; our tragedy is that whole peoples,
nations, a world, are being threatened with annihilation.

And if we scan the Jewish scene, we note the same [thing]. . . . [Previously] the
tragedy . . . came to individual Jews, or to individual communities. When the Jews
were driven from Spain, Holland and Turkey extended to them a hand of welcome.
When Jews were crushed in Germany, they could flee to Poland and Russia. Today the
curse . . . [threatens] all Jews throughout the world. The Nazis are not content with
annihilating Jewish life in Germany; their aim is worldwide: to annihilate all Jews,
everywhere. Their attack is directed against the Jewish people, all of us, without any
exception. Herein lies the seriousness of the catastrophe that has befallen us.

Rabbi Levinthal asked, “How shall we meet this challenge to the very existence of our faith
and our people?” He said the first response was to consider the European Jews as “our brothers”:

If they suffer and we do not, it is simply because fate has been kinder to us than to
them. They missed the boat—that is all. The hatred is directed against all of us, not
only against them. They are simply in the front ranks in the battle waged against us all.
Our tragedy lies in the fact that so many Jews have lost their sense of kinship, their
feeling of brotherliness.



The second response, he said, was to recall the Biblical promise of the Land:

That land of Palestine is today the one great pride of our creative achievement. We put
into it our sweat and our blood. The eyes of our enemies are today fixed upon it. They
know that if they rob us of that land they rob us of our heart, our life-blood. Today,
when all that we have created is threatened with annihilation the words “V’ha-aretz
Ezkor,” “And I shall remember the land,” must become a soul-stirring call to action to
every Jew faithful to his ancient heritage.

Rabbi Levinthal ended his sermon with a charge to his congregants: he urged them to
remember “our duty to our brethren throughout the world, to our ancient Holy Land, and to our
Faith.”

These sermons, and others like them, show that by the final months of 1940, American Jews
knew the situation facing the Jews of Europe; they knew the threat was by no means confined to
Europe; and they knew that something must be done.48 By the time Ben-Gurion arrived in
October, the scale of the calamity, and the urgency of the situation, were apparent to all.

Rabbi Israel H. Levinthal, circa 1940 (Photograph courtesy of the Brooklyn Jewish Center Review)

BEN-GURION’S FIRST DAYS IN AMERICA

In Ben-Gurion’s diary entry for the day after he arrived, he wrote candidly of the principal
purpose of his trip: “the main action, in my opinion, is the establishment of the Jewish Army.”
Two days later, he recorded again that, “Only one thing occupies my mind right now: the effort
to build a Jewish Army.”49

Ben-Gurion had been unwilling to reveal the purpose of his trip to the U.S. immigration
official, but once admitted to the country he did not hide his objective from the press. On
October 6, he told the Jewish Telegraphic Agency (JTA) he expected that the center of the war
would move from Europe to the Middle East, and that the future of Palestine would depend on
the formation of a Jewish army.50

When a Jewish reporter from The New York Times came to his hotel to see him, Ben-Gurion
wrote in his diary that, “When I told him about our plans to establish a Jewish Army, he said it



was Jabotinsky’s idea.” Ben-Gurion’s chagrin at hearing Jabotinsky’s name is palpable even on
the page. Ben-Gurion’s relationship with Jabotinsky, and the relations between their two
movements, had long been contentious. In 1934, the two leaders had held sixteen meetings in
London over the course of a month, seeking to negotiate agreements that would allow their
respective movements to proceed on a unified basis. They signed three agreements to effectuate a
renewed unity, but Ben-Gurion’s followers voted them down, and the following year Jabotinsky
left the Zionist Organization when it refused to adopt Jewish statehood as its immediate goal.

Ben-Gurion’s Labor Zionists and Jabotinsky’s Revisionists remained bitter political enemies,
and Weizmann and his followers sided against Jabotinsky as well. The three leaders also differed
over the ultimate Zionist goal: Ben-Gurion wanted a socialist Jewish entity; Weizmann
championed a Jewish cultural homeland; Jabotinsky backed a democratic Jewish state not
associated with any particular ideology.51 All of them recognized, however, that a Jewish army
was a necessary means to reach their goal.

Ben-Gurion recorded in his diary what his stream of visitors had told him about a Jewish
army in the long discussions he held upon his arrival in the United States:

In everyone’s opinion, there is no hope in recruiting the young Jews in America to
establish a Jewish Army. They are pre-occupied with their own problems, they are
afraid of what the Goyim are going to say, and that the new American military
leadership will also be in the way. I cannot accept this verdict.52

One of Ben-Gurion’s visitors that evening reiterated to him that Jewish youth in America
“will not volunteer for [a Jewish] Army because of American patriotism and egotistical
selfishness.”53 Ben-Gurion had spent the preceding four months in London witnessing the
courage of the British people in their response to the German bombardment, and he knew that
the Jews in Palestine were willing to fight in the war. It was inconceivable to him that American
Jewish youth would not want to join that fight as well.

On October 2—the day before Ben-Gurion had arrived in America—The New York Times
reported that two Jewish companies had been formed in Palestine and had begun infantry
training, with a total of 400 Jews, in the hope that the British would permit the formation of
further fighting units “for which many Jews are eager to volunteer.”54

Weizmann had arrived in America during the “phony war” and chose to avoid discussing a
Jewish army. Jabotinsky had brought the idea to the forefront on his trip and had sparked a
flame, but his efforts had been cut short by his sudden death. Now that the fire was visible to all,
it fell to Ben-Gurion to provide another clarion call.

BEN-GURION MEETS WITH AMERICAN ZIONIST LEADERS

On October 5, Ben-Gurion met with the new leader of Zionist Organization of America (ZOA),
Edmund I. Kaufman, and gained some insight into the social divide among American Jews, as
well as their ambivalence toward Zionism. He noted in his diary that his impression of Kaufman
was “not bad”:



His wish, he told me, was to attract the rich Jews to Zionism. They are standing afar
from this—not because of a principled objection, but because there is a social divide
between the lower and middle class of the Zionists and the upper class. He thinks that
the approach to the rich Jews should be done in appropriate ways. There was bitterness
in his words about the internal divisions within the Zionist movement and about the
efforts to see him fail.55

The next day, Henry Montor, the executive vice chairman of the United Palestine Appeal,
came to visit Ben-Gurion and provided a different perspective about Kaufman. Ben-Gurion
recorded what Montor told him:

[Montor said] Kaufman is ridiculous and insulting as a representative of the Zionists.
He is uneducated and made money from interest (he used to sell jewelry—which came
with high interest payments—to workers); he does not know anything about Zionism
or about the Land of Israel; he has no political understanding; he has no ties to the
Government. . . . He is being supported by Brandeis’s people. The only person
[Montor] did not complain about was [Abba Hillel] Silver. It looks like he would have
liked to see him as the head of the Federation.56

That evening, Nahum Goldmann, a leading Zionist who later founded and served as the
president, from 1948 to 1982, of the World Jewish Congress visited Ben-Gurion at his hotel to
discuss the possibility of Jabotinsky’s Revisionist Zionists re-joining the Jewish Federation in the
wake of Jabotinsky’s death. Ben-Gurion told him the Revisionists could come back—as long as
they “gave real guarantees that they would eliminate their national military organization” and
agreed to “stop all separate actions from the Haganah [the Jewish defense forces] and in the
political arena.”

Ben-Gurion effectively wanted the Revisionists to disband, renounce their allegiance to
Jabotinsky’s principles, and subject themselves instead to his leadership while giving up any
right to dissent. Faced with Goldmann’s suggestion of unity, Ben-Gurion demanded a surrender.
The differences within the groups of American Zionists (typified by the hostility between
Kaufman and Montor and competition between the followers of Brandeis and Wise) mirrored the
differences among Ben-Gurion, Weizmann, and Jabotinsky and their own followers.

BEN-GURION’S CONDITIONS FOR WORKING FOR A JEWISH ARMY IN
AMERICA

Among the documents the American Zionists presented to Ben-Gurion on his arrival in America
was a copy of the “Bardin memorandum,” prepared by the educator Shlomo Bardin, who was
close to Brandeis.57 The memorandum argued that Arab agreement to Jewish settlement in
Palestine could be effectuated by creating a Jewish-Arab federation and a joint army to fight
Hitler. In his diary for October 9, Ben-Gurion wrote caustically that the plan was “excellent” and
“original,” but that Bardin “only forgot one small thing: how to deal with the objections of the
Arabs.” Ben-Gurion responded acerbically to the assertion in the memorandum that the plan



might already have been implemented, but for a “failure of the Zionist leadership”:

I would be willing to take upon myself an effort to change the Zionist leadership if this
nice program could exist . . . [but] Like many who think they have the “solution of
solutions,” Bardin thinks it is enough to prove to himself that the Jewish aliyah is good
—so he assumes the Arabs will recognize it too. And he is proving it to them in a
memorandum that was written in America to the Jews . . .

Bardin sees difficulty only with the Jews. . . . He invents a new method of political
rule: “both Jews and Arabs must assure each other of the non-domination of one group
by the other” . . . [and concludes with] a very important warning that time is crucial
and the “opportunity” might not return. . . .

Ben-Gurion thought that any efforts in America to promote the idea of a Jewish army were
inhibited by two other factors that required delay: (1) the British had not yet approved a Jewish
fighting unit; and (2) the impending American election made it unwise to raise the issue publicly,
even if the British did approve of the idea before Election Day. For Jabotinsky, these had been
the very reasons to move forward as quickly as possible: he believed that (1) Britain would never
approve a Jewish military unit unless American public opinion pressured it to do so; and (2) the
longer the delay, the less likely Britain would ever give its assent. What for Jabotinsky were
reasons to proceed promptly were, for Ben-Gurion, roadblocks preventing any action for the time
being.

Ben-Gurion recorded in his diary that he had “serious doubts about London’s position” on a
Jewish unit, and, as usual, he blamed Weizmann. “Chaim did not understand,” he wrote, how to
present the question to the British: “I am heavy with doubt about this point, but if there will be a
miracle and the decision will be positive . . . the establishment of the Jewish Army will be the
main focus of the Zionist movement at this time, especially in America.”58

Throughout his trip, Ben-Gurion continued to speak privately of the importance of a Jewish
army, but avoided making any public statements before approval from London or a definitive
electoral result in America.

BEN-GURION’S SPEECHES TO AMERICAN GROUPS

On October 10, Ben-Gurion spoke to a meeting of Jewish organizations at New York’s Waldorf-
Astoria Hotel, endorsing a future Jewish army. He recorded in his diary that he had spoken
about:

a war by a Jewish Army against Hitler and for the defense of Eretz Israel; uprooting
the fear that Hitler and his agents cause over the American Jews; consolidation of a
brave Zionist leadership. . . .59

But Ben-Gurion’s presentation that day produced not unity, but division. Some of his
listeners wanted an army only for service in Palestine; some wanted one only for a European war
against Hitler; others thought Jewish fearfulness would preclude any action at all; and still others
thought the whole idea impractical on the grounds that Zionist activists were too old to enlist. In



his diary, Ben-Gurion wrote, “I am not a partner to the pessimism regarding the American Jews
—but there is lack of leadership . . . [in] a group that should know what to do and act with
courage.”60

Ben-Gurion made a list of Zionist youth organizations in America and started meeting with
their leaders.61 He held meetings, gave talks, appeared at press conferences, wrote articles, and
held interviews with reporters, but he was unable to win over Wise and Lipsky, who were
Weizmann followers, or even the members of the more assertive Brandeis group. He spent a
good deal of time with the leaders of Hadassah, the Women’s Zionist Organization of America,
which at that time was the largest Zionist group in the country. It had nearly twice as many
members as the Zionist Organization of America.62

In mid-October, Ben-Gurion traveled by train to Washington for meetings with Brandeis and
Felix Frankfurter, the Vienna-born associate justice of the U.S. Supreme Court (1939–1962). He
met with another prominent figure who “spoke with worry about the elections” and told him (as
Ben-Gurion recorded in his diary):

The Republicans are spreading money like sand to make sure Roosevelt fails. They use
every method, kosher and non-kosher, they divide the people with the war, and they
also use anti-Semitic arguments (Roosevelt is surrounded by Jews). The Gallup Poll
shows a rise in Willkie’s popularity over the last few days.63

Ben-Gurion met Brandeis that afternoon and wrote later in his diary about the meeting:

I told him what I saw in England during the four months of difficult defeats and
failures—about the heroism of the English people and their moral stand. The old man
was impressed . . . I told him that I was very bitter, like some among us during the
period of the White Paper, but even during the most difficult days I differentiated
between the passing policy of the government and the historical relationship with
England itself. . . .

I told him, in brief, about my plans here—about the establishment of a Jewish
Army, arranging an Air Training and pre-Military Training for the young people here,
and that I will only start action on it after the election. The old man said little. He
expressed his regret that he is not my age anymore. He expressed his agreement to the
plan and asked me to come and visit again after the elections.64

On October 18, at the suggestion of Nahum Goldmann, Ben-Gurion met with Benjamin
Akzin and Eliahu Ben-Horin, who were trying to reorganize the Revisionist movement in the
wake of Jabotinsky’s death. According to Ben-Gurion’s diary, Akzin emphasized that Jews faced
an “emergency hour,” and that the idea of a Jewish army could provide a unifying objective
around which all Jewish groups might coalesce. Ben-Horin said that after Jabotinsky’s death,
“many were of the opinion that the [Revisionist] movement was going to dissolve, but in reality
it became stronger. More members joined . . . revenue sources grew.”

Ben-Gurion’s response to Akzin and Ben-Horin dripped with disdain:



I told them that I will be frank . . . I do not value their movement. Revisionism was
Jabotinsky. . . . I do not value Revisionism or any of their parties. But I am ready to do
a lot to make it easier on them [to rejoin the Zionist Organization] . . . if they will
accept, in this matter, absolute discipline.65

In his diary, Ben-Gurion recorded his impression that Akzin was “a total idiot” who “does
not have a lot of value,” and that Ben-Horin was “knowingly a total Nazi and a Revisionist and
he enjoys it.”66 He wrote that he did not think that they would be able to “deliver the goods”—a
commitment by the Revisionists to rejoin the Zionist Organization on the terms Ben-Gurion had
demanded as a condition of unity.

On October 26, Ben-Gurion flew to Chicago, where he spoke for an hour at a Zionist
conference in a large theater, and held day-long meetings and conversations there. On October
27, he spoke at a dinner in New York marking the closing of the Palestine Pavilion at the
World’s Fair, and proposed that 100,000 American Jews go to Palestine as soon as possible, as a
“living exhibit” of American Jewry’s commitment to their people.67

BEN-GURION’S POST-ELECTION EFFORTS

When Roosevelt won re-election on November 5, Ben-Gurion still had no news from London
about British approval of a Jewish military unit. By then he was no longer certain that the
decision “would be positive, or soon.” He wrote in his diary, “I can’t really start the work even
though I intend to organize Air Training.” He summarized the results of his trip over the
previous month:

My coming to America on the eve of the election delayed the main part of the plan that
I came here for: early preparation to establish a Jewish unit. It was clear that before the
end of the election it would be impossible . . . to do anything real. I had nothing else to
do but wait until after the elections. I used the time before the elections mainly to get
familiar with the mood in America in general, and especially the situation among the
Zionist Jewish youth groups.68

With the election over, Ben-Gurion wrote that there was now “a huge role for America in this
terrible struggle, maybe even crucial because in the next four years it will all be decided (even
though it could be that the war could last more than four years).” And he saw evidence of the
same ideological conflict emerging in America that had consumed Europe:

[T]he internal fighting in America is not very far from the fighting in Europe, because
here too there are some fascist and Nazi forces . . . All of the anti-Semites and those
that believe in Race Theory—and there are more than a few of them. . . . It is hard to
describe the wild propaganda, the demagogy and the financial squandering that Willkie
had, almost all of the capital newspapers . . . all the means of advertisement,
commercials and propaganda, and tens of thousands of scripted speeches, the radio, the
electricity, the means of transportation . . . boss pressure, bank managers, heads of



securities companies, etc. tried for weeks to ruin the reputation of Roosevelt in the eyes
of the people and they praised Willkie like he was some kind of one-and-only
savior.69

Ben-Gurion wrote a long letter to his wife, Paula, on November 9 that included much of what
he had written in his diary that day, with additional paragraphs that are striking not only in their
detailed analysis but also in the partisan fervor of a foreign observer. He castigated the
Republican candidate in extraordinary terms, applying the kind of rhetorical venom he often
deployed against his own Zionist adversaries:

Willkie himself, who never in his life did anything for the good of America . . . was
always busy chasing money and greed and catering to big corporations—was throwing
promises left and right, promises that contradicted each other. . . . To England and to
England’s friends here he promised greater support and help than Roosevelt, and to
Hitler and Hitler’s friends here he promised that under no circumstances would
America participate in the war . . . To the workers he promised to keep the social
corrections that Roosevelt made, and to the wealthy he promised to cancel all the
reforms. To the unemployed he promised work, to the rich he promised lower taxes,
and to those that want a greater reinforcement of the America armed forces he
promised a stronger Navy, a mighty Air Force, and a huge Army—and with it a
smaller budget and elimination or reduction of the deficit.70

Ben-Gurion ended his post-election reflection by noting that he still awaited news from
London about a Jewish fighting force, and that he would decide what to do in the coming week
—but that “one thing was clear to me”:

The Jews of America are afraid. They are afraid of Hitler, they are afraid of Hitler’s
allies, they are afraid of war and they are afraid of peace. During the elections they
were afraid that Willkie would be elected, and they were also afraid to openly support
Roosevelt. The Zionists are afraid of the non-Zionists, and the non-Zionists are afraid
of the non-Jews. Amongst the youth, a convenient exaggeration rules: pacifism or
imperialism, internationalism, and the radicalism that does not obligate itself to
anything.71

Ben-Gurion hoped, however, that this was “not the true expression of the American Jews,”
because in his view “The Zionist demand has not yet been heard and the conscience has not yet
been touched”:

And there is a conscience, and there is ability, and there is a common destiny—and if
we know what and how to demand it, I am sure we will be answered.72

With the election over, Ben-Gurion became increasingly outspoken in his speeches. On
November 11, he addressed the Hebrew Federation Ball and recorded in his diary that, “I called
upon the Hebrews to uproot the fear in the heart of the American Jews and to prepare for war



against Hitler and to enlist a Jewish force.” Two weeks later, however, he was once again noting
the fear he had observed among American Jews:

It is very difficult here, because America still has not clarified her policy, even though
the elections were a success, but there are still a few hesitancies that are of course
affecting the mood of the Jews. The Jewish public is in fear and totally lacking
freedom of thought and action. Zionism must overcome these local difficulties. . . .

Ironically, even as Ben-Gurion grew increasingly pessimistic in his diary about the timidity
of American Jews, the American Zionists were becoming more outspoken. In the November 15,
1940, issue of The Congress Weekly, the bi-monthly publication of the American Jewish
Congress, ZOA Vice President Louis Lipsky wrote that Palestine had “over 500,000 Jews who
occupy a strategic military position,” ready to supply men and materiel for an army to repel the
pending Italian invasion of Egypt, and were petitioning Britain “for the right to fight under the
Jewish flag.” Lipsky then asked:

But what are we American Jews doing or proposing to do, in the way of registering our
Jewish as well as our American patriotism in this connection? There has been little or
no discussion of the problem. I have found in both Zionist and non-Zionist circles a
definite fear of organizing any action by American Jews in their own name in any way
at all. . . .

It is important that we show that as Jews we are not satisfied to do only that which
is expected of all Americans. . . . The defeat of Hitler means the victory of Jewish
ideals as well as the defeat of the enemy of democracy. We should demand the right to
make our own identifiable sacrifice to the cause of Jewish freedom and democracy. . . .

When the time comes—and it may come soon—and a Jewish Army for service in
the Near East is given public recognition, it may be possible to send American Jewish
men of military age to join that army. . . . Let us not hesitate to do our duty also as
Jews; in doing that we shall be making a significant contribution to the idealism of
America and at the same time help to restore the honor of the Jewish people.73

A NEW TRAGEDY CONFRONTS THE JEWS

On November 11, a horrific new agony was visited upon the Jews, as the British intercepted two
ships at sea headed to Palestine and transferred the 1,771 Jewish refugees aboard to the Patria.
Ben-Gurion received a cable from Weizmann a week later, informing him that the British
intended to turn away all ships carrying illegal immigrants to Palestine, because the Nazis were
allegedly using them to smuggle “agents provocateurs” into Palestine. Because Weizmann
thought a new public dispute with Britain on this issue could only complicate the attempt to
move forward with a Jewish army, he directed Ben-Gurion to avoid making any negative
statements in response to these actions.

Ben-Gurion replied that he understood the need to avoid embarrassing the British, but he
believed that deporting all refugees was outrageous and that there were other ways to ensure
there were no German agents among them. In contravention of Weizmann’s directive, he helped



organize a protest cable to the British Minister of Labour from the American Federation of
Labor. The American Zionists rejected Ben-Gurion’s call to organize protest rallies as well,
however, and chose instead simply to send a delegation to the British embassy to protest the
British action.74

Meanwhile, in Palestine, the Haganah placed explosives on the Patria to blow a hole in the
ship, hoping to prevent a return voyage to Europe. The explosion did more than blow a hole,
however; it sank the ship, and 200 of the refugees on board drowned. The British permitted
survivors to remain in Palestine, but refused to make any changes to their deportation policy.

Ben-Gurion again pressed for an active response at the December meetings of the American
Zionist groups, and again at a ZOA meeting in January. The only support he received was from
Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver—the sole exception to what he asserted was “the all-pervasive Jewish
timidity in the United States.” Exasperated once again with those who would not follow his
counsel, Ben-Gurion decided to leave America. He concluded that his goal was “not to try to
convert the non-Zionists to Zionism, but rather to make Zionists out of the Zionists, their leaders
first of all.”

BEN-GURION’S PARTING MESSAGE TO AMERICAN JEWS

On January 13, 1941, Ben-Gurion flew to San Francisco, preparing to return to Palestine by
traveling across the Pacific, since an Atlantic crossing was by then too hazardous. On January
16, from the St. Francis Hotel, he wrote a long letter to Tamar de Sola Pool, the 50-year-old
national president of Hadassah. Hadassah was the organization that had most impressed him
while he was in America.

Tamar de Sola Pool in the 1940s

In his letter, Ben-Gurion set forth his final thoughts about his American trip. He praised
Roosevelt, who was beginning to mobilize public opinion in support of Britain after his re-
election, and he contrasted FDR’s actions with what he saw as the passivity of the Jews:

I shall not . . . deny the distressing feeling which American Jewry has awakened in me.
Even in Zionist circles I did not find an adequate awareness of the seriousness of this
desperate and tragic hour in the history of Israel. Does the fate of millions of their kin



in Europe concern Jewry in America less than the fate of England affects the people of
America? Is Palestine less dear to the five million Jews in the United States than
Britain is to the 130 million people in America?

Ben-Gurion urged Mrs. de Sola Pool to inspire American Zionists to rise to the occasion:

What is demanded of American Jewry? Who is mobilizing its national, traditional and
financial resources for the salvation of the Jewish Homeland and the Jewish People,
struggling for their very existence, and threatened with extinction everywhere in
Europe? . . . I fear that American Zionists have not yet fully grasped the tremendous
and weighty responsibility which history has imposed upon them in the present fateful
hour.

. . . If only Zionism in America will find itself, and draw inspiration from its great
achievement in Palestine . . . and will find a way of presenting the great Zionist ideal to
the masses of Jewry and the American people—only then will Jews rally to the call,
just as the Americans respond to the call of Roosevelt.

Two days later, on January 18, 1941, Ben-Gurion departed the United States. He arrived in
Palestine in early February, nine months after he had left for Britain and America.

THE IMPACT OF BEN-GURION’S VISIT

The practical results of Ben-Gurion’s trip were no greater than Weizmann’s. He lacked
Weizmann’s international stature and Jabotinsky’s oratorical power; he gave speeches in
English, but he had neither Weizmann nor Jabotinsky’s fluency in that language.75 While more
forceful than Weizmann, he nonetheless exhibited Weizmann’s same caution, declining to call
publicly for a Jewish army before either the British or the American governments gave their
approval for the idea.

As with Weizmann’s trip, the fault was not entirely, or perhaps even mainly, with the
American Jews. Ben-Gurion did not publicly challenge them to support a Jewish army, and he
did not produce the emotional response that Jabotinsky had generated in his two Manhattan
Center speeches. Like Weizmann, Ben-Gurion would later downplay his 1940 trip: in his 862-
page book, Israel: A Personal History (1971), Ben-Gurion devotes only a single sentence to it.76

Perhaps the combined efforts of Weizmann, Jabotinsky, and Ben-Gurion in 1940, however,
had a delayed effect. With the three visits, there was continuously a world Zionist leader in
America for the entire year, giving speeches both public and private, holding meetings,
introducing themselves to American Zionist leaders, forming connections that would play out in
future years. The three missions contributed to a dawning awareness on the part of American
Jews that their own future was tied to that of the Jews in Europe and Palestine, and that
awareness only deepened over time. In the following years, American Zionists would play an
increasingly important role in international Jewish affairs, and their assistance was instrumental
in the eventual United Nations and American recognition of the Jewish state.77

The most important part of Ben-Gurion’s visit may have been the historic charge he left for



American Jews in his farewell letter to Hadassah’s president. At the end, he urged Mrs. de Sola
Pool to:

Impress upon the Jews in America the extent of the catastrophe which has befallen our
people in Europe. Tell them what we have accomplished in Palestine. I am confident
that American Jewry will respond to the call, for it is not inferior to other peoples in
America.

And to the American people, too, you should present our lofty ideal . . . Americans
will lend an ear to a great ideal. . . . Insignificant projects will not interest them and
will not merit their attention.

This is a moment pregnant with significance and every historic hour has its vision.
And now the time has come for great and far-reaching Zionist achievement. My
blessings to you—may you live up to the demands of the present times.78

Mrs. de Sola Pool read Ben-Gurion’s letter aloud to the National Board meeting of Hadassah,
and copies of it were sent to the Hadassah members throughout the country.79

As 1941 began, however, there was still no Jewish army on the horizon.
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EPILOGUE: 1948

The Jewish army that Weizmann, Jabotinsky, and Ben-Gurion hoped would join the fight against
Hitler never came to be.1

In September 1944—in the final months of the war—Britain permitted the formation of a
single Jewish brigade. With its 5,000 soldiers, mainly from Palestine, it served in Italy under the
command of a Canadian-born Jew, Brigadier Ernest F. Benjamin.2 The British disbanded the
brigade in 1946. After the war, most of the Jewish Brigade migrated to Palestine, and many of its
members joined the ranks of the Jewish underground military forces, the Haganah and the Irgun.
Eventually, thirty-five veterans of the Jewish Brigade rose to the level of General in the Israel
Defense Forces (IDF).3 In 1948, the first chief of staff of the IDF, Lt. Gen. Yaacov Dori, was a
veteran of Jabotinsky’s World War I Jewish Legion.4

N NOVEMBER 29, 1947, the United Nations General Assembly adopted Resolution 181 to
partition Palestine into an Arab and a Jewish state, with the heart of Palestine allocated to the
Arabs and the Jewish State relegated to a narrow strip along the Mediterranean Sea, and the
Negev desert.5

The resolution, supported by both the United States and the Soviet Union, passed by a vote of
33–13, with ten abstentions.6 Every Arab state (Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and
Yemen) voted against the resolution, joined by every Muslim state (Afghanistan, Iran, Pakistan,
and Turkey), as well as Greece and India. The next day, Arab pogroms swept through Palestine,
and Arab violence against the Jews continued throughout the following months. The Arab war
against the Jewish state began not with Israel’s Declaration of Independence on May 14, 1948,
but rather six months earlier, as the murderous reaction to the UN resolution that recommended
two states for two peoples.7



UN Partition Plan for Palestine (1947) (map produced by U.S. Central Intelligence Agency)

In 1948, Weizmann, Ben-Gurion, and Jabotinsky (through Menachem Begin, his successor)
all played critical roles, as the Jewish community in Palestine faced an existential question:
whether to declare a state in the middle of the ongoing terror war against them, with five Arab
states poised to invade Palestine if the declaration were made, or whether to heed the warnings
from the Department of State of the United States, as well as some prominent American Jews.

As we will see, the diplomatic, political, and military foundations necessary for the
declaration were the result of the actions and influence of the three Zionist leaders, and it is
unlikely a state could have been declared, much less have survived, without the efforts of all
three.

WEIZMANN

At the end of World War II, Weizmann was 70 years old and in poor health. He had failed to win
re-election as president of the Zionist Organization in 1946, and Ben-Gurion succeeded him as
its new leader.8 As 1948 dawned, the United States State Department—unenthusiastic about a
Jewish state and faced with unremitting Arab opposition to Jewish sovereignty even in a small
part of historic Palestine—began to develop a new plan: a United Nations “trusteeship” for
Palestine, a scheme that would effectively end the prospects for a Jewish state.9

American Zionists were eager to meet with President Truman, but he refused to see them. He
had been dealing with the issue of displaced persons in Europe ever since he became president
three years earlier, and had been lobbied by all sides within and outside the government. He
described the Jews as “so emotional,” the Arabs as “so difficult,” and the British as “exceedingly
non-cooperative.”10 In his memoirs, he later wrote that:



Individuals and groups asked me, usually in rather quarrelsome and emotional ways, to
stop the Arabs, to keep the British from supporting the Arabs, to furnish American
soldiers, to do this, that, and the other. . . . As the pressure mounted, I found it
necessary to give instructions that I did not want to be approached by any more
spokesmen for the extreme Zionist cause.11

In desperation, the Zionists turned to Weizmann in London, where he and his wife, Vera,
were on the eve of their departure for Palestine: indeed, they had already sent their luggage in
advance of their arrival. Nonetheless, the Zionists begged him to travel to America to meet with
the President. Weizmann was reluctant at his age to undertake an arduous winter trip to America,
and neither he nor Vera was in good health.12 Many Zionists telephoned him from New York,
however, in calls that became, Weizmann later recalled, “more numerous and more urgent.”13
Aubrey Eban (later known as Abba Eban) cabled him on January 23, impressing upon him the
importance of “your presence, advice, activity, influence” as the “most crucial phase of all now
approaches.”14 Weizmann insisted that the appeal be made officially by the Jewish Agency
Executive in New York, and, after it was, he agreed.15

As a result, in late January 1948, the 73-year-old Weizmann and his 66-year-old wife, Vera,
boarded the Queen Mary for the trip to New York, arriving on February 4, 1948. It was a
difficult passage across the ocean, and the ship arrived two days late. Weizmann thought the trip
would involve a few weeks. It ended up consuming the next four months, and would involve,
Vera wrote later, “a round of political activities of such intensity and complexity as my husband
and I had never before experienced.” It would be “the most hectic period of our lives.”16

The trip began inauspiciously: exhausted by the voyage and subjected to New York’s
piercing weather, Weizmann developed a fever. His physicians ordered him to rest for a week.17

In the following weeks, he was mainly confined to his bed.18
Then Truman refused to meet with him. Weizmann had learned that Truman would be

leaving Washington shortly for a trip to the Caribbean, and he wrote to the President on February
10, in a letter drafted for him by Felix Frankfurter and others, and which was flown by a
colleague to Washington to be delivered personally to the White House. Opening with, “My dear
Mr. President,” the letter read in part as follows:

I was on the eve of leaving for Palestine last week from London when I received an
urgent call to return to the United States in view of the crisis which had developed in
the affairs of Palestine. . . . I was largely swayed by the hope that it might be possible
for me to have an opportunity of meeting with you. . . . I would not venture to intrude
on you at this moment were not the situation, in my opinion, so serious. . . . I am
emboldened to ask you respectfully to receive me . . . and to spare me a few minutes of
your precious time.19

Two days later Truman’s personal secretary responded, telling Weizmann that Truman’s
schedule for the eight days before his Caribbean trip was completely full. In his memoirs,
Truman wrote that he had decided to “put off” seeing Weizmann. Weizmann wrote on March 10



to his secretary, Doris May, that for more than a month he had “not been able to do anything at
all, and so far my trip has been . . . rather useless.”20

The Zionists appealed to the one person they thought might possibly persuade the President
to agree to a meeting—his old friend and one-time business partner in Missouri, Eddie
Jacobson.21 Jacobson traveled to Washington and went directly to the White House, without an
appointment, and was ushered in by Truman’s aides, who warned him not to discuss Palestine.
He raised the issue anyway, and Truman launched into a tirade about pressure from American
Jewish leaders. Jacobson responded with a single request: that Truman meet with “a hero, a man
I never met, but who is, I think, the greatest Jew who ever lived”:

[H]e is a gentleman and a great statesman as well, I am talking about Chaim
Weizmann; he is a very sick man, almost broken in health, but he travelled thousands
and thousands of miles just to see you and plead the cause of my people. Now you
refuse to see him because you were insulted by some of our American Jewish leaders,
even though you know that Weizmann had absolutely nothing to do with these insults.
. . . If you will see him, you will be properly and accurately informed on the situation
as it exists in Palestine. . . .22

Truman reluctantly agreed, but only as a courtesy to Jacobson, and instructed his aides to
grant Weizmann an appointment with no public announcement and no press coverage.23 On
March 18, Weizmann traveled from New York to Washington, was brought into the White
House through a side gate, and met for forty-five minutes with the President. During that
conversation, Truman told him he would continue to support partition of Palestine.24

The next day, contrary to the President’s assurance to Weizmann, the American ambassador
to the UN, Warren Austin, told the Security Council that the United States would propose a UN
“trusteeship” that would allegedly be “temporary”—it would end, Austin said, “whenever Arabs
and Jews agreed on future government of their country.”25 Later that day, the State Department
officially announced the new policy.26

Weizmann was outraged; he believed Truman had misled him.27 But Truman had himself
been blindsided by the action of his own State Department, which had failed to notify him of
Austin’s speech. Truman wrote in his diary that he had been put in the position of a “double-
crosser,” and that Weizmann “must think I’m a plain liar.”28

As the discussions between the White House and the State Department continued over the
following weeks, Weizmann remained in contact with Truman. He wrote to him on April 9,
warning of the dire consequences of the withdrawal of American support for a Jewish state:

The clock cannot be put back to the situation which existed before November 29. I
would also draw attention to the psychological effects of promising Jewish
independence in November and attempting to cancel it in March. . . . The choice for
our people, Mr. President, is between Statehood and extermination. History and
providence have placed this issue in your hands, and I am confident that you will yet
decide it in the spirit of the moral law.29



As May 15 approached—the date the British had announced they would withdraw from
Palestine—the American delegation to the UN proposed a mediator for Palestine, in another
attempt to preclude the declaration of a Jewish state. On May 13, Weizmann wrote Truman a last
letter, delivered by night train to the White House from New York.30 He informed the President
that an independent Jewish state would be declared the following day:

I deeply hope that the United States, which under your leadership has done so much to
find a just solution, will promptly recognize the Provisional Government of the new
Jewish state. The world, I think, would regard it as especially appropriate that the
greatest living democracy should be the first to welcome the newest into the family of
nations.31

When Truman received the letter, on May 14, 1948, he summoned several members of his
administration to discuss it, and later the same day Truman recognized the Jewish State of Israel,
eleven minutes after Ben-Gurion read the Declaration of Independence in Tel Aviv.32 On April
23, Truman had told Samuel Rosenman, a prominent New York attorney, judge, and senior
adviser to both Presidents Roosevelt and Truman, that “I have Dr. Weizmann on my
conscience.” As he issued the American recognition of Israel on May 14, Truman told his staff,
“The old Doctor will believe me now.”33 The next day, he sent Weizmann a personal note
saying he had “appreciated very much your letter of May thirteenth.”34

A week and a half later, the “old Doctor” stood by the President’s side, representing Israel as
its first president, and presented him with a Torah to mark the occasion.35

We can never know whether Truman would have acted as he did on May 14 if Weizmann
had not made his last-minute trip to America, nor been able to meet with the President, nor met
him fortuitously just one day before the State Department sought to implement a new policy for
Palestine, nor followed his meeting with letters to Truman marked by eloquence and moral
urgency, nor sent the final one to be delivered to the President by night train from Manhattan for
his immediate consideration the following day.



President Truman and President Weizmann at the White House, May 25, 1948

We can say with some certainty, however, that at a critical point in history, there was no
other Zionist figure who could have had the impact that Chaim Weizmann did.

BEN-GURION

While Weizmann was working in the United States to generate American support for a Jewish
state, the situation in Palestine was also fraught with uncertainty.

On May 11, 1948—four days before the British were to leave—Ben-Gurion’s own party, the
Mapai (the Workers’ Party of the Land of Israel), was deeply divided. Its leaders had increasing
doubts about declaring independence; several were unalterably opposed to doing so. Of the four
Mapai representatives in the provisional government, only Ben-Gurion actively supported a
declaration. The others—knowing a Jewish state would be attacked from all sides, and having
been warned by the State Department that a declaration would be dangerous—counseled caution.
In any event, it was clear that no arms or other military assistance would be forthcoming from
the United States government.36

The debate within Ben-Gurion’s party extended, inconclusively, far into that night.37 The
next day, May 12, the Arab Legion launched a large-scale attack on a bloc of Jewish settlements
near Jerusalem.38 Ben-Gurion spent the day in an eleven-hour meeting, deliberating how to
proceed. Jewish military commanders warned him that the Arabs held a considerable military
advantage, with heavy weapons exceeding those then available to Jewish forces. The group split
6–4 on statehood. That night, the Mapai Central Committee met for a third time, and finally
decided to declare a state.

On May 13, the provisional government held its final meeting to draft a Declaration, to be
released on Friday, May 14, before the Sabbath began. On the evening of May 13, Ben-Gurion
rewrote the draft, substituting more powerful language. The 1,000-word Declaration read in part:

The Land of Israel . . . was the birthplace of the Jewish people. Here their spiritual,
religious and political identity was shaped. Here they first attained to statehood,
created cultural values of national and universal significance and gave to the world the
eternal Book of Books. . . . In recent decades they returned in their masses . . . made
deserts bloom, revived the Hebrew language, built villages and towns, and created a
thriving community controlling its own economy . . .

WE APPEAL—in the very midst of the onslaught launched against us now for
months—to the Arab inhabitants of the State of Israel to preserve peace and participate
in the up-building of the State . . .

WE APPEAL to the Jewish people throughout the Diaspora to rally round the Jews
of Eretz-Israel . . . in the great struggle for the realization of the age-old dream—the
redemption of Israel.39

The Declaration ended with this sentence: “Placing our trust in the ‘Rock of Israel,’ we affix
our signatures to this Proclamation.” [Emphasis added.] It was the final compromise that



permitted all the Zionist groups to sign the Declaration. The reference to “Rock of Israel”
satisfied both the ultra-secularists, who opposed any reference in the document to God, and the
ultra-religious, who insisted on one. One group was satisfied with “Rock of Israel” as a synonym
for the Lord, while the other accepted the same phrase as simply a metaphor for Jewish
strength.40

Ben-Gurion reading the Declaration of Independence under a portrait of Herzl, May 14, 1948

Many historians believe that, but for the political will, forceful personality, and relentless
efforts of David Ben-Gurion, there would have been no decision on May 14, 1948, to declare a
state.41 Yigael Yadin (whom Ben-Gurion named as the second IDF chief of staff) contended that
“the decision on the proclamation was solely due” to Ben-Gurion.42 The Declaration was in fact
the result of the efforts of many, but we can say with some certainty that there was no other
Zionist leader, at that time and in that place, who could have provided such decisive
leadership.43

JABOTINSKY

In late 1942, Menachem Begin arrived in Palestine from Poland as Jabotinsky’s successor. The
following year, at the age of 30, he assumed control of the Irgun, the military force that had split
from the Haganah in the belief that, in addition to a defense force against the Arabs, offensive
action should be taken against the British. On February 1, 1944, the Irgun published its
“Proclamation of the Revolt,” written by Begin. It noted that the World War was in its fourth
year, and yet:

[The Jews] have not been accorded international status, no Jewish Army has been set
up, the gates of the community have not been opened. The British regime has sealed its
shameful betrayal of the Jewish people and there is no moral basis whatsoever for its
presence in Eretz Israel. . . . The fighting youth . . . will not surrender until they have
renewed our days as of old, until they have ensured for our people a Homeland,
freedom, honor, bread and justice.



Long after the war, Begin described his thinking at the time:

It was really a decision whether to fight or not. The official leadership—the Jewish
Agency, the Haganah, [and others] told us, “wait until after the war.” To remember this
advice is to say outright that it was monstrous. Wait until after the war to create a
Jewish state? Only then will we start to think about a Jewish state? To wait another two
years, until every Jew in Europe is dead?44

Begin worked underground for more than five years, disguised as a rabbi, coordinating
attacks against British institutions in Palestine, ultimately including their military headquarters at
the King David Hotel in Jerusalem.45 The Irgun revolt and the attacks on the symbols of British
authority were instrumental in causing Britain to decide to leave Palestine.46 On May 15, 1948,
as Israel faced an invasion by the surrounding Arab states, with the Israel Defense Forces still
being formed from the combined forces of the Haganah and the Irgun, Begin gave a radio
address broadcast carried throughout Israel:47

The Hebrew Revolt of 1944–48 has been blessed with success—the first Hebrew revolt
since the Hasmonean insurrection that has ended in victory. . . . And yet, even before
our State is able to set up its normal national institutions, it is compelled to fight—or to
continue to fight satanic enemies and blood-thirsty mercenaries. . . .

[D]o you remember how we started? With what we started? You were alone and
persecuted, rejected, despised . . . you were tortured but you did not surrender; you
were cast into prison but you did not yield; you were exiled from your country but your
spirit was not crushed. . . .

[As we fight], we shall be accompanied by the spirit of those who revived our
Nation—Herzl, Nordau, Trumpeldor, and the father of resurrected Hebrew heroism,
[Vladimir] Ze’ev Jabotinsky.48

JABOTINSKY’S RETURN

A decade and a half after Jabotinsky’s death, long after he had been proven right on what the
European Jews faced, and how much time was left to them, Louis Lipsky—one of the Zionist
leaders who had joined Rabbi Stephen S. Wise in the June 17, 1940, trip to Washington to
inform Lord Lothian that they wanted to disassociate themselves from Jabotinsky’s Manhattan
Center rally—wrote a poignant tribute:

[Jabotinsky] never lived in the regular time of day. He had his own time. While we
Zionists saw the clock at six, he saw it at twelve. He did not know what was meant by
premature; whatever was true was timely. . . . He came to the United States when it
was frozen in the spirit of isolation, and died before American isolation became
defense and aid for England. He preached to his last days for a Jewish army and Jewish
flag (Jews as allies of the fighters against Hitler). . . .

He was dazzled by a Light. He saw his people once more like the other peoples of



the earth, at home in freedom, the masters of their own land, no longer suppliants and
pariahs, no longer enduring inferiority, but bravely and courageously fighting for their
freedom. That Light never got out of his eyes. . . . He was a bold, imaginative, brave
man. Practically alone, he marched ahead. He was sure the army would follow him
some day.49

Jabotinsky’s body remained at the Long Island cemetery until 1964.50 Prime Minister Ben-
Gurion refused to let it be re-buried in Israel, telling Jabotinsky’s followers that Israel needed
“live Jews, not dead ones.”51 But after Ben-Gurion’s retirement in 1963, his successor as prime
minister, Levi Eshkol—a member of Ben-Gurion’s party and a veteran of Jabotinsky’s Jewish
Legion—ordered Jabotinsky’s remains to be moved to Israel and reburied on Mount Herzl in
Jerusalem, in the section reserved for the “Great Men of the Nation.”52

On July 6, 1964, Times Square was renamed “Jabotinsky Square” for the day, and the
remains of Jabotinsky and his wife, Joanna, were exhumed, with the caskets borne through
Manhattan in a hearse drawn by four white horses, followed by marchers carrying the flags of
the United States and Israel, to a memorial service led by forty cantors, and then on to John F.
Kennedy International Airport for a flight to Israel.53

The JTA reported that “[h]uge crowds participated” in the funeral procession as Jabotinsky’s
casket was brought to the Young Israel Synagogue in Manhattan:

The memorial service at the synagogue was led by rabbis and cantors including Moshe
Kussevitzki. Ambassador Katriel Katz, Israel’s Consul-General in New York,
represented President [Zalman] Shazar, and read the Israel Government’s order for the
re-internment internment. . . . Leaders of [Menachem Begin’s] Herut Party . . . who
came to the funeral services from Israel, were also present.

Many Jewish dignitaries and representatives of Latin American Jewish
communities participated in the service, which culminated in the reciting of the
Kaddish by Professor Eri Jabotinsky, the son of the late Zionist-Revisionist leader. An
impressive rendition of the “Kol Berama Nishma” (Jeremiah 31:15) [Rachel’s Lament
for Her Children], by 40 New York cantors, highlighted the service.54



Jabotinsky’s casket borne through Manhattan, July 6, 1964

Prime Minister Eshkol was in France on an official visit at the time and met the plane on its
re-fueling stop, accompanied by French officials, in a hangar decorated with hundreds of Israeli
and French flags. The aircraft then continued to Israel, escorted by two jet planes.55 In Tel Aviv,
it was a hero’s homecoming.56 Prime Minister Ehud Olmert later recalled it in a 2007 address to
the Knesset:

I clearly remember the immense funeral procession in the streets of Tel Aviv, which
was unparalleled; I remember the tremendous emotion, sometimes tearful, of students
and admirers, headed by the Chairman of the Herut Movement, Menachem Begin, who
accompanied the coffin. A huge audience . . . came to pay their respects to the great
Zionist leader; a bit late but wholeheartedly.57

Procession transferring caskets of Vladimir and Joanna Jabotinsky from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem



Jabotinsky’s grave on Mt. Herzl, Jerusalem (Photo credit: Deror Avi)

Among those also watching the procession that day was a 14-year-old boy, whose father had
been Jabotinsky’s executive assistant in 1940. Five decades later, that boy, Benjamin Netanyahu,
would become the longest-serving Israeli prime minister after Ben-Gurion. In 2009, he told the
Knesset that the Jabotinsky homecoming in 1964 had “made a tremendous impact on me.”58
Knesset Speaker Reuven Rivlin later remarked that Benjamin Netanyahu had “learned the pure
Zionism from a man [his father] who was so close to Jabotinsky.”59



Benzion Netanyahu and his son, Benjamin Netanyahu, Election Eve, February 9, 2009
(Photo © Michal Fattal, http://www.michalfattal.com)

The unity that had eluded the Zionists in 1940 finally arrived—if only symbolically—with
Jabotinsky’s reburial. Three years later, it had an important practical effect: Eshkol included
Begin and his party—excluded by Ben-Gurion from every coalition government from 1948 to
1963—in a government of national unity. That government successfully defended the Jewish
state in the 1967 Six-Day War.60

RACING AGAINST HISTORY

In 1879—before Leo Pinsker wrote Auto-Emancipation (1882); before Theodor Herzl published
The Jewish State (1896); before the Jewish Legion and the Balfour Declaration (1917); before
the League of Nations Mandate for Palestine (1922) and all that followed—the British novelist
George Eliot published an essay that, more than 135 years later, would still strike Zionist readers
as “remarkable” and “amazing.”61

Eliot’s essay was the result of a prodigious study she had made of Jewish history and Jewish
literature. Her essay was published as the final chapter of her final book.62 In it, she envisioned
the restoration of a Jewish state, “planted on the old ground, as a center of national feeling, a
source of dignifying protection, a special channel for special energies which may contribute
some added form of national genius, and an added voice in the councils of the world.”

Eliot questioned why people dismissed “the notion of a renovated national dignity for the
Jews, whose ways of thinking and whose very verbal forms are on our lips in every prayer which
we end with an Amen.” She concluded that the “hinge of possibility” for a Jewish state was:

. . . simply the existence of an adequate community of feeling as well as widespread
need in the Jewish race, and the hope that among its finer specimens there may arise
some men of instruction and ardent public spirit, some new Ezras, some modern
Maccabees, who will know how to use all favoring outward conditions, how to
triumph by heroic example, over the indifference of their fellows and the scorn of their
foes, and will steadfastly set their faces towards making their people once more one
among the nations.

Weizmann, Jabotinsky, and Ben-Gurion—new Ezras and modern Maccabees—did not win
the race against history in 1940, but their missions to America were part of a larger Zionist
chronicle, one that had begun more than half a century earlier, and one that would continue
throughout World War II, culminating eight years later in the founding of the modern State of
Israel.

David Ben-Gurion became its first prime minister; Chaim Weizmann its first president; and
Jabotinsky’s successor, Menachem Begin, its first leader of the loyal opposition. Begin ran in
election after election for nearly three decades, until in 1977 he too became prime minister.63
Two-thirds of a century after its re-creation, Israel remains a vibrant democracy, one of the
leading economies in the world, a vital center of the arts, sciences, and technology. It is the home
of more than six million Jews.

http://www.michalfattal.com


In that sense, the race against history was won, after all.
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NOTES

Preface
1. See “World Zionist Organization,” http://www.wzo.org.il/world-zionist-organization. As

of 1940, the name of the organization was the “Zionist Organization.” In 1960, it changed its
name to the “World Zionist Organization.”

2. See the summary of the Revisionist Movement at the website of the Israeli Knesset:
https://www.knesset.gov.il/vip/jabotinsky/eng/Revisionisteng.html. Jabotinsky’s Revisionist
Party was the forerunner of the Herut Party formed by Menachem Begin in 1948, which became
the Likud Party in 1973. The Likud has been headed since 2009 by Benjamin Netanyahu.

3. See “History of the Jewish Agency for Israel,”
http://jafi.org/JewishAgency/English/About/History. The League of Nations Mandate for
Palestine in 1922 provided in part as follows:

Whereas the Principal Allied Powers [Great Britain, France, Italy, and Japan] have agreed . . .
to entrust to a Mandatory selected by the said Powers the administration of the territory of
Palestine, which formerly belonged to the Turkish Empire . . .; and

Whereas the Principal Allied Powers have also agreed that the Mandatory should be
responsible for putting into effect the [Balfour] declaration originally made on November
2nd, 1917 . . . and adopted by the said Powers [in 1920 at San Remo], in favor of the
establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people . . .; and

Whereas recognition has thereby been given to the historical connection of the Jewish people
with Palestine and to the grounds for reconstituting their national home in that country; . . .

* * *

ARTICLE 4. An appropriate Jewish agency shall be recognized as a public body for the
purpose of advising and cooperating with the [British] Administration of Palestine in such
economic, social and other matters as may affect the establishment of the Jewish national
home . . .

The full text of the Mandate for Palestine is at:
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/PalestineMandate.html.

4. In his address to Congress on April 2, 1917, seeking a declaration of war against Germany,
President Woodrow Wilson had told Congress that:

The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested
foundations of political liberty. We have no selfish ends to serve. We desire no conquest, no
dominion. We seek no indemnities for ourselves, no material compensation for the sacrifices
we shall freely make. We are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind. . . .

http://www.wzo.org.il/world-zionist-organization
https://www.knesset.gov.il/vip/jabotinsky/eng/Revisionisteng.html
http://jafi.org/JewishAgency/English/About/History
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/PalestineMandate.html


[W]e shall fight for the things which we have always carried nearest our hearts—for
democracy, for the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own
governments, for the rights and liberties of small nations, for a universal dominion of right by
such a concert of free peoples as shall bring peace and safety to all nations and make the
world itself at last free.

See “Making the World ‘Safe for Democracy’: Woodrow Wilson Asks for War,”
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/4943/. By 1939 that view of the war had long since soured.

5. More than 116,000 Americans died in World War I. See U.S. Department of Veterans
Affairs, “America’s Wars,” https://www.va.gov/opa/publications/factsheets/fsamericaswars.pdf.
The vast majority of Americans, watching a new European war begin, wanted no repetition of
the high-minded experience into which President Wilson had led them.

6. Chaim Weizmann devoted only three pages to his 1940 trip in his autobiography, Chaim
Weizmann, Trial and Error: The Autobiography of Chaim Weizmann (New York: Harper &
Brothers, 1949), 418–421. For reasons noted in the chapter on Weizmann in this book, he did not
tell the full story. Norman Rose’s excellent 520-page biography devotes a single sentence to it.
See Norman Rose, Chaim Weizmann: A Biography (New York: Viking Penguin Inc., 1986), 358.
Jehuda Reinharz’s magisterial two-volume biography ends with the adoption of the Balfour
Declaration in 1917 and its aftermath, and thus does not cover the 1940 trip at all. See Jehuda
Reinharz, Chaim Weizmann: The Making of a Statesman (New York: Oxford University Press,
1993).

David Ben-Gurion, in Israel: A Personal History (New York and Tel Aviv: Funk &
Wagnalls and Sabra Book, 1971), mentioned his 1940 trip only in passing, devoting only a single
page of the 862-page book to it—for reasons we will also explore. Allon Gal covers the trip in
David Ben-Gurion and the American Alignment for a Jewish State (Indianapolis: Indiana
University Press, 1991), 118 et seq., and Shabtai Teveth covers it in Ben-Gurion: The Burning
Ground 1886–1948 (Boston, Houghton Mifflin Company, 1987.)

Vladimir Jabotinsky, for reasons beyond his control, never wrote a memoir about his 1940
trip, but the trip has been described in the two magisterial biographies of him, Shmuel Katz,
Lone Wolf: A Biography of Vladimir (Ze’ev) Jabotinsky, Vol. 2 (New York: Barricade Books,
1996), 1754–1783, and Joseph B. Schechtman, Fighter and Prophet: The Vladimir Jabotinsky
Story: The Last Years (New York: Thomas Yoseloff, 1961), 384–398, and by Rafael Medoff in
Militant Zionism in America: The Rise and Impact of the Jabotinsky Movement in the United
States, 1926–1948 (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 2002), 45–64; see also David
S. Wyman and Rafael Medoff, A Race Against Death: Peter Bergson, America, and the
Holocaust (New York: The New Press, 2002), 16–19.

Introduction: The World in 1940
1. See Roger Moorhouse, The Devils’ Alliance: Hitler’s Pact with Stalin, 1939–1941 (New

York: Basic Books, 2014), xxiii–xxvi.
2. Martin Gilbert, The Second World War: A Complete History (New York: Henry Holt &

Co., 1989), 9. Roger Moorhouse, The Devils’ Alliance: Hitler’s Pact with Stalin, 1939–1941
(New York: Basic Books, 2014), 301–303.

3. Antony Beevor, The Second World War (New York: Little, Brown & Co., 2012), 35.
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invasion, a Nazi colonel wrote in his diary that it was Hitler’s intention “to destroy and
exterminate the Polish nation. More than that cannot even be hinted at in writing.” Gilbert, The
Second World War: A Complete History, 6.

On September 10, the head of the German Secret Intelligence Service traveled to the front
line and was told of “an orgy of massacre.” Ibid., 8. On September 13, the German SS began the
arrest and shooting of large numbers of “suspicious elements, plunderers, Jews and Poles,” in
more than thirteen Polish towns and villages. Warsaw was bombed on the Jewish New Year,
Rosh Hashanah, September 14. Ibid. On September 21, SS commanders were summoned to
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Poland to be “cleared completely of Jews.” Ibid., 12.

In December 1939, the World Jewish Congress issued a fifteen-page “Jewish White Book”
that the Jewish Telegraphic Agency reported was “the darkest narration ever known in Jewish
history.” The report charged that “a quarter of a million [Polish] Jews have been wiped out by
military operations, executions, disease and starvation . . . [and] at least 80% of the remained
have been reduced to complete beggary.” The report stated further that:

The White Book estimates that a majority of the 40,000 Jews who attempted to escape from
Warsaw during the Nazi bombardment were killed by Nazi bombs in the suburbs of the
former Polish capital. This is in addition, the document states, to 30,000 who perished in
Warsaw during and after the Nazi occupation.

The White Book charges that cities populated chiefly by Jews were burned down completely,
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31. Melvin I. Urofsky, A Voice that Spoke for Justice: The Life and Times of Stephen S. Wise,
312.

32. Rafael Medoff, Militant Zionism in America, 51. One indication of the electrifying effect
that Jabotinsky’s oratory had is that a young student who heard him on the evening of March 19
still recalled the feeling nearly half a century later, telling Jabotinsky’s biographer that:

My father had tickets for the meeting [at the Manhattan Center] and invited me to go with
him. I had better things to do than to listen to a lecturer; but I gave in and went along. It was
the experience of my life. I sat on the edge of my chair, afraid to move lest I should miss a
word. [Emphasis added.]
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Barricade Books, 1996), 1755.
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Days of Glory, 331–332.

34. Regarding Max Nordau, see fn. 27.
35. Jabotinsky also contacted James G. McDonald, the High Commissioner for Refugees

(Jewish and Other) of the League of Nations. In a 1938 cable, Jabotinsky thanked him for his
interest in salvaging German Jewry and argued that the “most just way to solve the tragic
problem that engages your and the whole decent world’s attention at the moment would be to
allow us to repatriate into Palestine within the next two years the whole of German Jewry and
some 500,000 more from other countries of Jewish distress,” and he told McDonald:

This can be done. Stop. . . . May I remind you that over a million Greeks were transferred
from Asia Minor in less than a year. Stop. Of these, 800,000 were settled in Macedonia
which is smaller than Palestine. Stop. They were helped by a League of Nations loan of ten
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influence with British Government to secure its consent to this radical way of solving the
problem confronting us all.

Letter No. 3911, Reference Code A-1 2/28, Jabotinsky Institute In Israel.
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1937, can be found at https://www.scribd.com/document/287215998/Jabotinsky-Testimony-to-
Peel-Commission.
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The principle of self-determination can only be applied to peoples as entities, not to every
square mile of the world’s populated surface. It takes account of every nation to live, not only
the present racial composition of every province. . . . And if your statistics show you one
people possessing five times more land than it is able to cultivate, while another has no land
at all, then it is only just that the former should be requested to concede a fraction of its
surplus so that the latter may have a homestead. This is exactly the case of the Jews and the
Arabs.

Quoted in Louis Gordon, “The Unknown Essays of Vladimir Jabotinsky,” Jewish Political
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40. Letter from Vladimir Jabotinsky, as president of the New Zionist Organization, to Prime
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Jabotinsky Institute in Israel, Letter No. 4232, Reference Code A-1 2/30/1.

42. See Samuel Merlin, Millions of Jews to Rescue, 42–43:

The Zionist leadership appears to have been motivated by three factors. First, a determination
to combat Jabotinsky, regardless of the merits of his project, because he was a rival who
posed competition for the hearts and minds of Jewry. Second, a fear that since the United
States was still neutral, a campaign for a Jewish army might cast a shadow over their
patriotism as Americans. Third, some kind of breakdown in communication between the
American Zionist establishment and the London and Jerusalem offices of the Zionist
movement, since the latter favored the creation of a Jewish military force within the British
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1940, at the Capitol Hotel. A copy is in the archives at the Jabotinsky Institute. Reference Code



A-1 8/58.
44. See the entry for “Betar” in the YIVO Encyclopedia of Jews in Eastern Europe, which

explains that the acronym stood for “Berit Yosef Trumpeldor (Joseph Trumpeldor Alliance),”
and that Betar’s goals and principles, as adopted in a 1929 conference of representatives from 24
countries, were:

(1) a stress on Zionist monism, which meant devotion to the idea of a purified Zionism
[unaffected by other “isms” such as socialism]; (2) an aspiration to create a Jewish state on
both sides of the Jordan River; (3) compulsory army training and immigration to Palestine;
(4) nurturing of the concept of hadar (dignity), in the broadest meaning of that word; (5) a
commitment to learn Hebrew; and (6) total obedience to the institutions of the Betar
movement.

The entry states that by the end of 1938, there was a worldwide membership of 90,000 in twenty-
six countries, with the majority in Poland. Melzer, Emanuel. 2017. Betar. YIVO Encyclopedia of
Jews in Eastern Europe. http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Betar.

45. Joseph B. Schechtman, Fighter and Prophet: The Vladimir Jabotinsky Story, 418.
46. The “new Jewish mentality” that Jabotinsky sought was not ideological, but rather one in

which Jews could stand up for themselves. See footnotes 47 and 49 below.
47. Midge Decter has noted a key difference between Jabotinsky’s goal of hadar and the aim

of socialist equality and fraternity that motivated the Labor Zionists:

Jabotinsky’s insistence that behind the Jews of his time stood “some 70 generations of people
who were literate, who learned and spoke of God and history, of peoples and kingdoms, of
ideas, justice and righteousness . . .” is a startling reminder of something that now tends to
get lost: namely, that the goal of Zionism on the part of its true founding fathers was to be the
creation not of a “new Middle East” but of a sturdy, dignified, and self-respecting Jewish
people.

Midge Decter, “Return and Exile,” a review of Shmuel Katz’s biography of Jabotinsky,
Commentary Magazine, July 1996, 66.

48. In an essay published in the March 17, 1935, issue of the Jewish Daily Bulletin,
Jabotinsky responded to an assertion by Rabbi Stephen S. Wise, published in the Bulletin the
week before, that the Revisionist movement was “fascism” (because it allegedly held the view
that “the state is everything and the individual nothing”). Jabotinsky challenged Wise to cite any
Revisionist resolution, declaration, or authoritative article that had expressed that view, and he
wrote:

Personally, I hate the very idea of a “totalitarian State,” whether Communist or Fascist . . .
and prefer old-fashioned parliamentarism, however clumsy or inefficient; and ninety-nine
percent of my comrades share this attitude. What Dr. Wise obviously mistook for his bogey
is the fact that we maintain and will go on maintaining—that striving for the creation of a
Jewish State should be . . . miles above any class or individual interest. But so did Garibaldi
hold the creation of the Italian State paramount, so did Lincoln the unity of America; which
does not mean that they wanted an Italy or an America where the State would be everything
and the individual nothing.

http://www.yivoencyclopedia.org/article.aspx/Betar


Hillel Halkin described Jabotinsky in a 2005 article in The New Republic as “a European liberal
who despised fascism . . . one of the most intelligent, talented, honest, and likeable of all
twentieth-century politicians.” Hillel Halkin, “Sacrifices,” The New Republic, December 18,
2005, https://newrepublic.com/article/62680/sacrifices.

49. In a May 7, 1940, interview in New York, Oscar Kraines, a member of the radical-left
Hashomer Hatzair youth movement (an ideological rival of Jabotinsky’s movement), asked
Jabotinsky why he believed socialism was not good for Zionism. He responded as follows:

When the Arabs massacred Jewish settlers in 1936, 1938 and 1939, socialist Zionists were
shocked that gentile socialists and the communists, including Jewish communists, described
those massacres as nationalist uprisings against imperialism. Also, socialist Zionists are too
pacifistic. The world has yet to accept Jews as fighters, trained and disciplined soldiers who
know how to use weapons.

In an article I wrote in 1936, entitled “On the Hearth” (Yiddish) I pointed out that each
generation of Jews has its own alef-bet to learn, and the lessons are different for each
generation. I wrote: “For this generation now growing before our own eyes, and on whose
shoulders will fall the responsibility for the greatest turning point in our history, the alef-bet
is very plain and simple: ‘Young men, learn to shoot!’ Being educated is not enough. Being
educated and also skilled workers and farmers is still not enough. But knowing how to shoot
will give us hope. This is not militarism or fascism. This is historical reality. It is necessary
for our survival in Palestine and elsewhere.

We Jews have too long been a people of contemplation only. Now we need generations of
young founders and builders who can ride horses, climb trees, and use weapons and their
fists. It is not morality and contemplation that move nations. It is power and military force—
just what we Jews have lacked everywhere for centuries and even now in Palestine.

Oscar Kraines and Rafael Medoff, “Jabotinsky’s Campaign in America: A Previously
Unpublished Interview,” The Journal of Israeli History 15, no. 2 (1994).

See also Ayre Naor, “Jabotinsky’s New Jew: Concept and Models,” The Journal of Israeli
History 30, no. 2 (September 2011), 141–159, quoting from a Jabotinsky essay written in
Hebrew, “Al ha-ad (ha-alef-bet he-hadash)” (At the Fireside—The New Alphabet):

Recognition of historical reality commands us: . . . if all of you speak Hebrew and are
knowledgeable in all of our national literature . . . but do not know how to shoot, there will
be no hope for you. . . . Of all the conditions for our political renaissance, knowing how to
shoot is, regrettably, the most important.

In The Founding Fathers of Zionism, Benzion Netanyahu summarized Jabotinsky’s view as:

You can cultivate a dream of perpetual peace and even work to advance and attain it. But if
you want to reach the day when this dream is realized, you must in the meanwhile wage a
war with predators. Therefore, you must use your teeth and nails; and if you do not have
these, you must grow them.

50. Jabotinsky, Ze’ev, “Speech to Betar Formation,” March 31, 1940. Reference Code A-1
8/58, Jabotinsky Institute in Israel. The 1930s were a time of great growth for the Communist
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Party USA and for Jewish involvement in it. See Priscilla Murolo, “Communism in the United
States,” in Jewish Women: A Comprehensive Historical Encyclopedia, March 1, 2009, Jewish
Women’s Archive, http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/communism-in-united-states:

The party swelled from just under ten thousand members in 1929 to about forty thousand in
1936 and to eighty-three thousand in 1943. Female membership expanded from about 15
percent in the early 1930s to 30 or 40 percent at the end of the decade and to about 46 percent
in 1943. CP historians estimate, moreover, that almost half of the party’s membership was
Jewish in the 1930s and 1940s, and that approximately 100,000 Jews passed through the
party in those decades of high member turnover.

See also Howard Sachar, “Jews in Radical Politics,”
http://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/jews-in-radical-politics/#, describing Jewish
involvement in communist-front organizations during the late 1930s:

Altogether, tens of thousands of Jews throughout the country were drawn to Communist-
front organizations, particularly to the various “anti-Fascist” groups. One of the most popular
of these, founded in 1937, was the American League against War and Fascism, later to be
renamed the American League for Peace and Democracy. The Jewish People’s Committee
against Fascism and Anti-Semitism was formed in 1939, when the American Jewish
Congress rejected applicants from the leftist International Workers Organization.

Impressionable and idealistic, students were uniquely susceptible to these leagues and
alliances. In 1936, the American Student Union—later the American Youth Congress—listed
200,000 members, of whom possibly a fourth were Jews. For these young people, witnessing
the rise of anti-Semitism in Europe and experiencing raw discrimination at home, almost any
“progressive” movement would have claimed their loyalty. But with their own strong Jewish
cultural traditions, they were particularly impressed by the intellectualism of the Left, by a
movement that included so many admired thinkers, writers, and other individuals of
cultivated tastes.

51. Cahan’s article was reprinted by Forward on May 26, 2000, in a story entitled “‘An Old
Jewish Journalist to Another’: The Private Correspondence of Ze’ev Jabotinsky and Ab. Cahan.”
The Forward also published on that date an essay on the Cahan-Jabotinsky correspondence by
Louis Gordon, a longtime Jabotinsky researcher who had discovered the correspondence in the
archives of the Jabotinsky Institute in Israel and the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research in New
York.

52. Weizmann’s profession of ignorance about the likely fate of the Jews in Europe was less
than candid. James G. McDonald, the first U.S. ambassador to Israel, in his memoir entitled My
Mission in Israel, 1948–1951 (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1951), 249, 251, wrote of
Weizmann as follows:

I had known Weizmann for fifteen years before we began to work together in Israel [in
1948]. Ever since the fall of 1933, when he first came to see me in my office as League of
Nations High Commissioner for German Refugees, our paths had frequently crossed and we
had become good friends. . . .
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Dr. Weizmann’s prescience was impressed upon me during the first interview nearly two
decades earlier in Geneva. Then it was that he unfolded to me his basic philosophy about his
people and his hopes for their future. I was appalled but not surprised at his ruthless analysis
of the fate of the Jewish communities in Germany and Eastern Europe. He foresaw the
extermination of millions of his fellow Jews and the persecution and displacement of other
millions. Only in Palestine did he foresee a secure haven. “If before I die,” he said, “there
are half a million Jews in Palestine, I shall be content because I shall know that this ‘saving
remnant’ will survive. They, not the millions in the Diaspora, are what really matter. . . .”
[Emphasis added.]

53. Jabotinsky would doubtless have been far more critical of Weizmann had he known
about the testimony Weizmann gave in 1936 to the Peel Commission in a session held in
camera, where Weizmann was more candid than in his public testimony. Weizmann told the
Commission that:

I have always thought it is a mistake to say that Palestine is a quantitative solution of the
Jewish problem. . . . [W]e could not bring six million Jews to Palestine in a reasonable time. .
. . We can only try to salvage from this destruction the young, the vigorous, the adaptable,
those who have their life before them. . . . Therefore, I divide the number of six million by
three. The problem thus reduces itself to two million . . . half must be brought into Palestine,
or be destroyed. . . . [O]ne has to face realities and limit oneself to that element which has its
life before it, and what will happen to the other Jews, I do not know. [Emphasis added.]

Barnet Litvinoff, editor, The Letters and Papers of Chaim Weizmann, 175, 179 (Paper 24,
December 18, 1936 testimony). On the other hand, Jabotinsky was probably aware of the speech
Weizmann gave to the following Zionist Congress, in which Weizmann told the delegates:

The old ones will pass; they will bear their fate or they will not. They are dust, economic and
moral dust in a cruel world. . . . Two million, and perhaps less: “She’erith Hapleta”—only a
remnant shall survive. We have to accept it.

Quoted in Oskar K. Rabinowicz, Fifty Years of Zionism: A Historical Analysis of Dr.
Weizmann’s “Trial and Error” (London: Robert Anscombe & Co. Ltd., 1950), 85.

54. Letter from Jabotinsky to Cahan, Letter No. 4228, Reference Code: A-1 2/30/1,
Jabotinsky Institute in Israel.

55. Cahan’s letter dated April 17, 1940, stated that he had heard a great deal about
Jabotinsky’s place in Russian journalism, and had read his novel of Odessa (The Five). He told
Jabotinsky:

To be sure, you and I look at things from two different points of view, but as I tried to make
it clear in my article about you, I sincerely admire your talent. So much so that that part you
play in the Zionist movement is of secondary importance from my point of view. . . . Frankly
speaking, I regret that you have not devoted your great gifts to journalism and literature.

Quoted by Louis Gordon in Forward, supra, May 26, 2000.
56. Jabotinsky published Samson the Nazirite in 1926 and The Five in 1936. Samson was

based on the Biblical story of a powerful individual enticed by the sophisticated non-Jewish



culture of the Philistines, which Jabotinsky portrayed as a world in which power was understood
and respected. Cecil B. De Mille bought the movie rights to Jabotinsky’s novel and eventually
produced the film Samson and Delilah, starring Hedy Lamarr and Victor Mature.

Ruth R. Wisse, in her 2000 book, The Modern Jewish Canon: A Journey Through Language
and Culture (New York: The Free Press, 2000), lists both Jabotinsky’s Samson and Cahan’s The
Rise of David Levinsky as part of the Modern Jewish Canon.

Jabotinsky’s novel The Five was not translated into English until 2005. It was written by
Jabotinsky in Russian, as Samson had been, and Cahan probably read it in Russian (which Cahan
knew from the first twenty-one years of his life that he lived in Russia). If anything, the book is
more accomplished than Samson, praised by Hillel Halkin in The New Republic in 2005 for its
literary merit, noting how good it was not only as a novel by a political figure, but indeed for any
writer. Hillel Halkin, “Sacrifices.” It is a remarkably moving novel about Zionism, in which none
of the characters are zionists (except perhaps the narrator, who survives, or perhaps the character
who sacrifices herself to save her children).

57. See Abraham Cahan, The Education of Abraham Cahan (Philadelphia: The Jewish
Publication Society, 1969), 185, in which Cahan describes two groups of Russian Jews in the
years after the 1881 assassination of Czar Alexander II led to a wave of pogroms throughout the
Pale of Settlement:

One [group] believed that a new home for the Jews should be started in America, the land of
rich resources and opportunity. The other urged a return to Palestine, the historical home of
the Jewish people. . . . I could not subscribe to the Palestine idea [because] I was first of all a
socialist . . .

58. Quoted in Seth Lipsky, The Rise of Abraham Cahan (New York: Schocken Books, 2013),
125 and 126.

59. Ibid., 127.
60. Letter dated April 17, 1940, from Abraham Cahan to Mr. V. Jabotinsky. Archives of the

Jabotinsky Institute in Israel.
61. On April 3, 1940—just after Cahan published his indictment of Jabotinsky but before

Jabotinsky wrote to him—Jabotinsky spoke at the Brooklyn Academy of Music on “Lublin or
Palestine, Which?” under the auspices of the Brooklyn-Queens Council and the American
Friends of a Jewish Palestine. He used the occasion to plead for funds to help Jews escape
expulsion to Lublin by facilitating their movement to Palestine. See JTA, “Share in U.P.A. funds
for Palestine Revisionists Urged by Jabotinsky,” April 4, 1940,
www.jta.org/1940/04/04/archive/share-in-u-p-a-funds-for-palestine-revisionists-urged-by-
jabotinsky.

A month after Jabotinsky’s speech—several weeks after the Jabotinsky-Cahan
correspondence—the JTA reported that Polish authorities were interested in reducing the
“surplus” Jewish population but that “responsible representatives of the Jewish community [said
they] could not consider any proposals derogating from full equality for Jewish citizens.” The
Revisionists, on the other hand, were reportedly “willing to support a policy of Jewish
emigration.” JTA, “Polish Leaders Seek Views of Jewish Groups on Future Status in Poland,”
May 12, 1940, www.jta.org/1940/05/12/archive/polish-leaders-seek-views-of-jewish-groups-on-
future-status-in-poland. Faced with the opposition of mainstream Jewish leaders, nothing further
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happened.
See also Seth Lipsky, “Abraham Cahan Speaks,” Tablet Magazine, July 7, 2012, an

imaginary interview with Cahan on the occasion of his 150th birthday, in which Lipsky imagines
Cahan telling the fictional interviewer:

I met my match in Jabotinsky. It was an important error in my life, my denunciation of him
after his speech at the Manhattan Opera House. That was 1940. He called then for the urgent
evacuation of the Jews from Europe to Eretz Israel, and I turned around and belittled him in
the pages of the Forward. I gave a whole page to it, and that’s when I wrote, “Six million is a
pretty small state.” I was derisive, and I was wrong.

http://collection.mjhnyc.org/index.php?g=detail&objectid=1886

62. Sent just two days after Churchill became prime minister, Jabotinsky’s cable read as
follows:

Wishing success in your formidable mission. I as spokesman of movement principally
identified with Jewry’s revived military tradition offer you plan of cooperation. I am cabling
upon assumption that you realize necessity to reverse all those features of previous policy
which nearly killed magnetism of Allied cause abroad. One feature was absurd shrinking
from Jewish aspects of present crisis, forgetful that when in anti-Nazi war even Jews are
forced into indifference gentile isolationism feels doubly justified.

I offer to raise Jewish army for all Allied fronts provided status similar to Polish Army and
provided MacDonald policy stopped, leaving Palestine’s destiny officially unprejudiced till
peace conference. Discounting at present further possibilities foresee 130,000 recruits in
Eastern hemisphere alone plus worldwide network of centers radiating new attitude to Allied
cause among all creeds. Details in Memorandum submitted to War Office by New Zionist
Presidency last March.

63. In his letter to Sinclair, Jabotinsky wrote that:

This big blind America has suddenly awakened, but is still unable to realize that what she
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really longs for is to fight at once. Some of the magnetic centres dominating this peculiar
public mentality are still asleep. Perhaps you remember the offer I outlined to you last
autumn: to try and set in motion here a trail of electricity which, starting from Jews, will
reach the Gentile bulk. I cabled to Mr. Churchill repeating it the other day. The focal idea is
to form a nucleus called “the Jewish Army”. Now more than ever I am sure of success.
Please help; please fight the suicidal tendency of neglect of “small” things which may look
small but are pivotal.

Letter No. 4264, Reference Code A-1 2/30/1, the Jabotinsky Institute in Israel.
64. Letter No. 4263, Reference Code A-1 2/30/1, Jabotinsky Institute in Israel. Jabotinsky

wrote that with the new developments in the war, things might change quickly:

The development of the Jewish mentality will now flow in the direction we have always
desired. Jews are still shy of saying any decisive word lest they be charged with war-
mongering (I have never seen American Jewry so scared of local antisemitism as now—the
danger seems really tangible and widespread). But soon it will become safe to speak more
openly. If anything by way of a nucleus of attraction is born, for instance in Canada, wonders
could be accomplished within a few months.

65. Letter No. 4265, Reference Code A-1 2/30/1, Jabotinsky Institute in Israel.
66. See Letter dated May 19, 1940, to Abraham Cahan, Letter No. 4377, Reference Code A-1

2/30/1 in the Archives of the Jabotinsky Institute in Israel. The letter has Jabotinsky’s
handwritten list of all recipients of his individually addressed letters and his handwritten
description of the response from Finkelstein. The letters to the other individuals are Letters Nos.
4269 (Baerwald), 4270 (Monaky), 4271 (Wise), 4272 (Goldman), 4273 (Brandeis), et seq. in
Reference Code A-1 2/30/1.

67. In a letter dated May 29, 1940, to Francis Gunther (the daughter of Russian Jews, a
graduate of Barnard College, a foreign correspondent for the London News Chronicle, and the
wife of writer and journalist John Gunther), Jabotinsky wrote that his aim in sending the letter to
the American Jewish leaders “was not so much to get those men to make a move as, on the
contrary, to fix their inability or unwillingness to move, in case we’ll have to move alone.” He
continued:

You remember how I tortured you trying to explain about the impending earthquake, etc. and
how our plans ought to be awfully big to fit in the picture? Now the earthquake is yawning
bigger than I expected and threatens to swallow all the plans of the mighty ones, not only
mine.

68. Louis Finkelstein was the head of the Jewish Theological Seminary of America in New
York. His letter dated May 20, 1940, informed Jabotinsky that he “deeply appreciate[d]”
Jabotinsky’s letter to “establish a World Jewish Committee to concentrate the care and defense
of the interests of Jews in the Eastern Hemisphere,” but that “commitments I have already made
prevent my associating myself with your committee.”

By letter dated May 23, 1940, Henry Monaky, president of the B’nai B’Brith, writing from
Omaha, Nebraska, said he would give Jabotinsky’s suggestion “my earnest consideration” and
that he hoped “the opportunity may present itself on some occasion when I am in New York, to



discuss the matter with you.”
Rabbi David de Sola Pool, the preeminent Sephardic rabbi in America and long-time spiritual

leader of Congregation Shearith Israel in New York, wrote that he had “no doubt that every one
of those whom you have approached, even as myself, is giving constant thought to [your
suggestion on our peace efforts] even in these desperately dark days,” but promised nothing
further.

Solomon Goldman, president of the Zionist Organization of America, thanked Jabotinsky for
his “very kind letter,” noted that several American Jewish leaders had agreed to meet in
Washington “to consider the grave situation confronting our people the world over,” and
suggested that perhaps after that it might be deemed wise to follow Jabotinsky’s suggestion.

Paul Baerwald, chairman of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, wrote that
“[a]s a philanthropic organization, we refrain from participating in any world Jewish committees
as you suggest, and this is one of the reasons why it is not possible for me to be instrumental in
the proposal you have made.”

All of these letters are in the Archives of the Jabotinsky Institute in Israel, under a file
entitled “Letters addressed to V. Jabotinsky . . . 1940.” Reference Code A-1 3/28/1. There are no
responses in that file from the other recipients of Jabotinsky’s May 19 letter.

69. Rafael Medoff, Militant Zionism in America, 53–54.
70. The full text of the telegram (Letter 4200 and Letter 4385, Reference Code A-1 2/30/1,

Jabotinsky Institute in Israel), signed simply “Jabotinsky,” read as follows: Akzin leaving tonight
for Washington carrying information of essential importance. Would appreciate your receiving
him urgently.

71. Rafael Medoff, Militant Zionism in America, 56.
72. Ibid., 57, fn. 42.
73. Unknown to Jabotinsky and his associates, but perhaps not to Lord Lothian, on May 23,

1940—two weeks after becoming prime minister—Churchill had written to his secretary of state
for the colonies, encouraging him to arm the Jews in Palestine to relieve the British forces from
their obligation to protect them there, freeing up more forces for use in Europe. “For this
purpose,” he wrote, “the Jews should be armed in their own defense, and properly organized as
soon as possible.” Winston S. Churchill, The Gathering Storm, Appendix A, 559. Two days
later, Churchill wrote to the secretary of state again, in a memorandum reading:

The cruel penalties imposed by your predecessor upon the Jews in Palestine for arming have
made it necessary to tie up needless forces for their protection. Pray let me know exactly
what weapons and organization the Jews have for self-defense.

Ibid., 564. The next day, Lord Lothian met with Jabotinsky’s representative in Washington and
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The last time I saw Jabotinsky he looked tired and gray. I attributed his appearance to the
troubles with the split of the Irgun, to the slow progress here [in America], to the bad news
from Europe, and to his separation from his beloved wife, whom he had to leave behind in
the London blitz.

One of Jabotinsky’s closest colleagues later wrote, “In New York, he often looked worn out
and complained of utter weariness.” Joseph B. Schechtman, Fighter and Prophet: The Vladimir
Jabotinsky Story: The Last Years (New York: Thomas Yoseloff, 1961), 396. “Those who met
him in the summer of 1940, are unanimous in stressing the gloominess of his general outlook.”
Ibid., 394. He told colleagues, “The Europe I knew is lost,” and he felt guilty for leaving his wife
alone in London—a violation, he thought, of hadar, even though he had repeatedly written
personal letters to Lord Lothian seeking to get a visa for her to come to America. Ibid., 394.

Jabotinsky’s June 27, 1940, letter to Lord Lothian—with whom he had had a relationship
since the formation of the Jewish Legion in 1917—is heartbreaking:

Dear Lord Lothian,

You would oblige me more than I can say if you would intercede with the American
authorities so that my wife, now in London, could join me here . . . I solemnly promise that
we shall depart as soon as the crisis is over.

I need not explain how painful it is for me, at a time like this and in the middle of a mission .
. . [that] is a replica of the one you helped years ago, to have to write . . . about my wife. Will
you at least believe me if I say that I would never have done it had I not seen in all that
needless and irritating handicaps in a work which—forgive my bitterness—a wiser and more
farsighted Whitehall would have encouraged nine months ago when the plan was first
submitted. . . .

I thank you in advance for anything you may do. [Letter 4310, Jabotinsky Institute Archives]

Lord Lothian responded with a letter promising to help, but with no further reply from the
passport authorities, Jabotinsky cabled Lord Lothian again:

I fear that it soon may become impossible in London for an elderly woman in poor health to
continue active demarches at American Consulate and Cunard Line office and so on. I
therefore beg you now to intervene with Secretary of State for telegraphic instructions to
London consulate. . . . Be assured of my profound gratitude.

Jabotinsky wrote to the American secretary of state as well:

Sir,

I apologize for addressing you on a matter that sounds personal. It is not entirely so. I
understand it has already been brought to your attention, but recent events have lent it, for
me, a painful urgency.

In view of the menace to England—where I left my wife—I must either be allowed to bring
her over, or return to London myself. . . . If my work here is useful it would be logical to
make my stay here morally possible. Apart from its value to me as a Zionist, and trying to
gauge it from the viewpoint of general interest, I submit that in agitating the Jewish Army



issue I seek to consolidate, at least among one section of the public, a more decisive attitude
to war problems. If such is not your opinion, I have nothing to add. If, however, my effort is
of use, please help me without delay. . . .

I can only offer my word of honor that we do not intend to settle in this country and will
leave when required to do so. . . .

Believe me,

Sir,

Yours faithfully

Vladimir Jabotinsky
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Another physician was called from neighboring Hunter; oxygen equipment was also brought.
But he did not recover consciousness, and two hours later he died.
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