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I N T R O D U C T I O N  
&  A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S

History is a matter of perspective. We take facts and accounts that ebb 
and flow around specific dates and we make them fit a narrative. That 

narrative is the one ‘the winner’ would have you listen to and believe. On the 
other side of that narrative is the sad story of the few who have walked away. 

Jewish history, from the time of the Bible, has prevailed upon us to not just to 
be studied but to be internalised. In the book of Deuteronomy (32:7), we are 
told to “Remember the days of old, consider the years of ages past; Ask your 
father, he will inform you, Your elders, they will tell you.” Not just to hear 
the tales of our own history, but to listen to the stories of our forbearers; to 
internalise the narrative and make it our own. 

The secular year 2017 provides the perfect opportunity to look at our re-
cent history. A history that could not even be imagined at the tail end of the 
nineteenth century. It is a history that has taken the dreams of a desperately 
desolate people, a people who had been condemned to suffering and dis-
persal since the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. This modern history 
has validated the dreams and prayers of our forebears. It demands that we see 
these dreams for what they really are; more than just our imagination, they 
are our destiny. 

We at the United Synagogue have worked with our educators to provide his-
torically relevant and thought-provoking essays on seven of the most mean-
ingful anniversaries that occur in 2017. Ben Vos in his article, commemorates 
the 120th anniversary of the First Zionist Congress. 

L E T T E R S
120 Years of Zionist History
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Rabbi Moshe Freedman and Rabbi Jeremy Lawrence look at two sides of the 
same coin. Rabbi Freedman from the pews of the New West End Synagogue 
in London, where heated discussions ensued about the significance of the 
Balfour Declaration; while Rabbi Lawrence takes us to the dusty streets of 
Jerusalem at the end of the First World War and the British Army’s liberation 
of the City. 

In Rebbetzen Abi Kurzer’s article, we have a bridge between the atrocities of 
the Shoah and the birth of the State of Israel, as she recounts the story of the 
Exodus Ship 1947. 

I ask you to join the Israeli delegation at Flushing Meadow, New York, where 
the question of international recognition of a Jewish state was debated at the 
United Nations. 

We relive the miracles of the Six Day War with Rabbi Johnny Solomon, and, 
lastly, journey with Rabbi Gideon Sylvester to Camp David, where Israel’s 
constant desire for peace with its neighbours resulted in a peace that is still 
maintained today with Egypt.

It is a privilege not just to work for the United Synagogue but to be part of 
a larger team who together have been able to bring varied, interesting and 
quality resources to our communities. These include previous publications 
such as the Weinstein Family Edition “Koren From Exile to Redemption 
Machzor”, The Sefer Hashiva, 70 Days for 70 Years and publications to mark 
anniversaries of World War One and the Yom Kippur War. My colleagues in 
the US Living & Learning team – Rabbi Michael Laitner, David Collins, 
Joanna Rose and Nomi Goldberg – part of the Jewish Living Division, work 
tirelessly on behalf of our communities to ensure that we are always providing 
them with timely and useful resources.

This booklet would not have been possible without the particular assistance 
of co-editor Simon Goulden who approached each article by putting himself 
not just in the position of the reader but also the author and stayed true to 
the authors’ voices. 

The invaluable assistance of Ian Myers, Ruth Millet and Josh Saunders of the 
US Marketing Department brought this booklet to fruition. 

We are especially grateful to the Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis and his office 
for their continued support and assistance in all our projects and for the Chief 
Rabbi’s contribution to this booklet. 

We express gratitude to our sponsors, including The Rothschild Foundation 
(Hanadiv) Europe, without whose generosity this publication would not be 
possible.

A special mention also to the National Library of Israel as well as the 
World Zionist Organisation for their assistance in sourcing the images in 
this book and kind permission to reproduce them. For more information,  
visit www.nli.org.il and www.wzo.org.il

It is our hope, here at the United Synagogue, to be moving ever forward to 
engage our members in the religious and cultural experience that is inherent 
in being a twenty-first century Jew. With this latest publication by the US 
Living & Learning team, we hope to accompany you one more step along 
our collective Jewish journey. 

I L A N A  E P S T E I N ,  

U S  L I V I N G  &  L E A R N I N G
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In Jewish tradition, Zion, another name for Jerusalem, is at the centre of our 
universe. It is the one single place in the world which, since the dawn of time, 
has been the physical focus of our prayers, our dreams and our aspirations. 
The Jewish population living there has grown and shrunk as crusades, expul-
sions and pogroms dispersed us, but it was never erased. As European Jew-
ry became subjected to particularly brutal oppression in the 19th and 20th 
centuries, migration to, and settlement in the land of our ancestors increased 
dramatically. Over time, as the right to self-determination was popularised as 
an accepted principle around the world, we too dared to dream about the 
realisation of this age-old yearning.

This very idea, after millennia of persecution and dispossession, enchanted 
and empowered generations of Jews in the modern world. That dream be-
came known as Zionism and it remains alive and well today. 

Just as the Liberty Bell stands as an icon of the freedom and independence 
for which Americans fought, these anniversaries stand as icons for the miracle 
that is the State of Israel. That is why we must study them, celebrate them and 
proudly treasure them as symbols of our very identity as Jews.

It is with that in mind that my thanks go to the dedicated Living and Learn-
ing team at the United Synagogue, in particular Rebbetzen Ilana Epstein, 
Rabbi Michael Laitner and Simon Goulden for editing this booklet and also, 
of course, to all of the contributors for their input. 

In the merit of our deep love for Medinat Yisrael, may we merit to see a time 
in which the bitter conflict which has engulfed the region for so long will 
end and we will achieve peace throughout the Land. 

C H I E F  R A B B I  E P H R A I M  M I R V I S 

L E T T E R  F R O M  
T H E  C H I E F  R A B B I

In 1751 it was decided that a commemorative bell should be cast to mark 
the 50th anniversary of William Penn’s ‘Charter of Privileges.’ Today, 

known as the Liberty Bell, it is one of the most visited tourist attractions in 
the United States. 

The story goes that this was the bell that was rung as independence was de-
clared on the 4th July 1776. Historians now seem to disagree as to whether 
that is in fact true, but the inscription on the bell remains powerful and full 
of meaning. 

The wording is taken from the book of Vayikra, in which we read that in 
the 50th year, we must "Proclaim liberty throughout all the land unto all the 
inhabitants thereof". The Pennsylvania Assembly commissioned the Liberty 
Bell to mark an anniversary and, at a deeper level, they did so as an expression 
of their commitment to freedom. The American people now look to it as an 
icon of that same primary axiom of western civilisation.

Anniversaries are symbols of the phenomena that we treasure and, as such, 
they tell a story about the people who choose to mark them.

There is nothing inherently remarkable about 2017, yet the Jewish world has 
chosen to look upon it as a particularly significant year because of the anni-
versaries of the Balfour Declaration, the UN partition plan, the reunification 
of Jerusalem, and many others besides. 

This booklet provides a series of insightful perspectives on these anniversa-
ries. Taken together, each of these perspectives also tell a story about who we 
are and what we hold dear. 

Zionism is a fundamental and inalienable part of what it is to be Jewish. I 
have been at pains to make that clear wherever there are people who seek to 
divorce the two, it allows them to demonise and degrade the State of Israel 
with impunity. It is in the face of such insidious attacks that embracing the 
Jewish state today becomes all the more important.   



10 11

L E T T E R  F R O M  
M I C H A E L  G O L D S T E I N 

 

P R E S I D E N T,  U N I T E D  S Y N A G O G U E

Dear Friends, 

Rosh Hashana is a time of new beginnings, a time to look to the future whilst 
reflecting on our past.

I am delighted to write this foreword to the latest publication from the US Living 
& Learning department, part of our new Jewish Living Division. This latest pub-
lication provides an opportunity to focus on some of this secular year’s significant 
anniversaries, starting with the First Zionist Congress which took place in 1897.

The US was serving British Jewry in 1897 and in 1917 in particular when the 
then Chief Rabbi Dr J.H Hertz and New West End US community played a 
central role in the Balfour Declaration (as you will read inside).  

Both in our local communities and centrally, we continue to serve British Jewry, 
striving to provide as a satisfying, inspiring Jewish experience for our commu-
nities and others in this and other years ahead.  We are proud of our past and are 
focused on building, with God’s help, a bright future. 

I commend the US Living & Learning and Marketing teams for building a stellar 
suite of publications, focusing on our Chagim (Holy Days) and historical anni-
versaries, designed to enhance community life and our members’ Jewish expe-
rience.  

These publications help us to appreciate the dramatic history of the Jewish people 
and the privilege we have to play our part in writing its contemporary chapters. 
In particular, the ‘From Exile to Redemption’ Machzor published to coincide 
with the 50th anniversary of the Six Day War and this booklet are particularly 
powerful tools to inspire current and future generations of British Jews.

My thanks to our writers, our professional teams and all of whose time and effort 
has brought this booklet into your hands.  A special word of thanks also to the 

Rothschild Foundation (Hanadiv) Europe for facilitating this booklet and the re-
sources within from the National Library of Israel to mark the 100th anniversary 
of the Balfour Declaration. I am also grateful to the WZO for its input.

On behalf of the US Trustee Board, I wish you, the Jewish people and the whole 
world a year filled with God’s blessings for peace, health and happiness.

Shana Tova Umtuka

M I C H A E L  G O L D S T E I N
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בס"ד

ההסתדרות הציונית העולמית

World Zionist Organization
המערך לשירותים רוחניים בתפוצות  

Centre for Religious Affairs in the Diaspora
_______________________________________________________________________________

לשכת ראש המערך

King George St. P.O.B 92 Jerusalem 91000 9100048ירושלים  92ת.ד.  48רח' המלך ג'ורג' 
–6202792פקס:              02-6202459/60טל:  02             Fax:972-2-6202792 Tel: 972-2-6202459/6202460

e-mail : siporal@wzo.org.il

Dear Friends, 

Shalom Rav. 

The State of Israel is celebrating its 70th anniversary this year in the Hebrew calendar, 5778. This 
booklet of articles deals with events which are key milestones in the history of the Zionist 
movement and the State of Israel. 

The articles describe various events, ranging from the First Zionist Congress and the Balfour 
Declaration to Exodus 1947-the illegal immigration ship, the United Nations Partition Plan, the Six 
Day War and the peace agreement with Egypt. They are accompanied by photographs that add a 
special touch to the booklet. 

The establishment of a sovereign Jewish state in the Land of Israel was for generations the dream of 
the Jewish people. Ever since Jews were exiled from their land they strove to return to it, and for 
years individuals, families and groups fulfilled that dream and immigrated to the country. 

The forerunners of Zionism instilled in the hearts of the people the hope and vision of returning to 
Zion, and the Zionist movement, whose 120th anniversary we are marking this year, embarked on its 
political, immigration and settlement activities in order to realize the vision of returning to Zion. 

The United Synagogue in Britain initiated the publication of this impressive booklet. The Centre for 
Religious Affairs in the Diaspora at the World Zionist Organization was glad to join this welcome 
initiative and assist in distributing the booklet to the Jewish communities in the Diaspora. 

I hope that the booklet will enrich the world of its readers and add an important perspective to 
understanding the significance of a national home for the Jewish people, to strengthening and 
cultivating the bond of Diaspora Jewry with the State of Israel. 

Best regards, 

Rabbi Yechiel Wasserman 
Head of the Centre for Religious Affairs in the Diaspora 

18 Tammuz 5777
 12/07/2017 

Head of the Centre

T H E  N AT I O N A L  L I B R A R Y  
O F  I S R A E L

The National Library of Israel was founded in Jerusalem in 1892 and has 
been preserving and telling the stories of the Jewish people and Israel 

ever since.  We hold the world’s largest collection of written and printed 
Judaica, spanning generations and continents. Our treasures include manu-
scripts written by luminaries from Maimonides to Buber, ancient maps, rare 
books, photographs, communal and personal archival materials, and much 
more, as well as the largest collection of Jewish and Israeli music.  

We have recently embarked upon a visionary journey of renewal to become a 
cutting-edge center at the forefront of knowledge dissemination and cultural 
creativity for the Jewish people, Israel and the global community. This trans-
formative renewal process is being driven by the principle of opening access 
to our treasures and it is taking place through a wide range of cultural, educa-
tional, and technological initiatives already under way, and through the con-
struction of a new landmark complex in Jerusalem adjacent to the Knesset.

The National Library of Israel is proud to contribute materials to ‘Dream 
and Destiny’, an important and admirable initiative of the United Syna-
gogue, telling the story of Israel and the Jewish people over the last 120 years. 
We hope that these images will capture the imagination of readers and invite 
you to explore our collections further to learn more about historical events 
retold    in this book.

We invite you to visit us online or the next time you are in Israel to experi-
ence the National Library of Israel at first-hand.

V I S I TO R S @ N L I . O R G . I L

W W W. N L I . O R G . I L
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120 Years of Zionist History

E S S AY S

T H E  F I R S T  Z I O N I S T  
C O N G R E S S  –  1 8 9 7

 
 

B E N  V O S ,  
T R I B E  C O M M U N I T Y  L I A I S O N  M A N A G E R

A L O N E  A M O N G  T H E  N AT I O N S

The European empires of the 19th century faced numerous ‘national 
questions’ such as: Would they grant independence or autonomy to the 

nations they ruled over, or repress them? Answers to these questions were 
often expressed through violence. The ‘Greek Question’ for instance, ceased 
being asked after a national revolt which pushed out the Ottoman Turkish 
empire. By contrast, the ‘Polish Question’ was temporarily answered by vi-
cious Russian repression.

The Russian Tsar used the name ‘Vistula Land’ for his slice of what had been 
Poland, but the soil and cities still felt Polish to the Poles after their failed 
uprising in the middle of the century, as they did to the many European Jews 
who lived shackled by oppressive Russian law and poverty across much of 
the same area.

The ‘Jewish Question’ differed from other national questions. Were Jews a 
nation at all, separated as they were by languages and geography, the perennial 
strangers? In London, Paris and New York, acculturated professionals lived a 
few miles yet also worlds away from, Eastern European Jews in the immigrant 
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quarters of the same cities.  The latter could often be distinguished by 
their visible religiosity, and certainly by their Yiddish language and mores. 
This divide was only the most visible example of variety within a Jewish 
world which included Arabic-speaking artisans in Morocco; the ancient 
community of Rome which was released from the ghetto less than twenty 
years before the conference of our title; venerable Judeo-Spanish-speaking 
communities across the Ottoman and Greek lands; the martial Jews of 
the Caucasus Mountains; the rapidly-assimilating salon Jews of Berlin; the 
proletarian Jews of South East Amsterdam; and countless other groups of 
shifting distinctiveness, allegiance to Jewish tradition, and communal vitality.

As the empires tottered towards 1900, the nationalist ideas held by many 
neighbours of European Jews became narrower. In Romania for instance, 
Jews were cast as interlopers, an unchristian and unwelcome relic of the 
Ottoman Empire from which ‘the Romanian nation’ had recently wrested 
free. In Romania and other new states, as well as in the lands of Tsars and 
Emperors, Jews suffered.

J E W I S H  N AT I O N A L I S M  B E F O R E  H E R Z L

Leon Pinsker of Odessa, a Russian city often shaken by anti-Jewish violence, 
wrote Autoemancipation (1882) to convince Jewry that statehood would 
provide parity between them and other nations. Jews should not wait for 
emancipation but should build their homeland themselves.

In 1884, in the aftermath of great violence against Jews across southern 
Russia, Pinsker’s Chovevei Zion (‘Lovers of Zion’) met in Kattowitz, Germany 
and elected to urgently support Rishon LeZion and other young agricultural 
enterprises in Eretz Yisrael (the Land of Israel). Born of emergency, this was 
‘practical Zionism’.

T H E O D O R  H E R Z L

In Vienna that same year, at the urban heart of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
a law student resigned from his German nationalist university fraternity in 
protest at increasing antisemitism: Theodor Herzl was a Jew, his outsider’s 
Germanophile zeal perhaps hardened by being born in Budapest to a 
businessman father of provincial Balkan background.1 

By 1895, when Karl Lueger, a populist pan-German antisemite who 
scathingly referred to Budapest as ‘Judapest’ was elected mayor of Vienna, 
Herzl’s assimilationist inclination had evolved. In Paris, from where he 
reported as a journalist in 1894, Herzl witnessed an assimilated, patriotic 
Jew in the form of Captain Dreyfus of the French artillery, falsely convicted, 
humiliated, made the subject of mobs shouting ‘Death to the Jews!’ and exiled 
from his Fatherland. Herzl now wanted to ‘normalise’ Jews through their own 
nationhood; if Jews couldn’t be French soldiers or German nationalists, they 
could be Jewish nationalists and still scale the Alpine heights of European 
civilisation.

But Herzl did not approve of the methods of Chovevei Zion. This Viennese 
law graduate rejected their vineyards and villages as lacking ‘official’ status, 
which could only come with approval from the Great Powers.

1   The Dream of Zion, by Lawrence J. Epstein, Rowman & Littlefield (2016), p13.

Twenty one members of the Chovevei Zion club in England during their visit to Jerusalem - 
Passover, 1897, in the photograph (among others) Israel Zangwill and Herbert Bentwich.
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H E R Z L’ S  I D E A

As he implied in his book ‘The 
Jewish State’ (1896), Herzl intended 
to place himself at the helm of a 
Jewish national movement and 
thereby gain entrance to the 
chancelleries of Europe. Great 
statesmen would be convinced 
of the justice of the Zionist cause 
through the strength of Herzl’s 
somewhat utopian moral and 
economic arguments.

Herzl intended that the first 
Zionist Congress would 

inaugurate the movement and create its political machinery. According to 
Herzl, Edmond de Rothschild, patron of the practical Zionists, viewed Herzl’s 
plans as “...dangerous, because I am rendering the patriotism of the [European] Jews 
suspect, as well as injurious…to his Palestinian colonies.”2 Herzl issued hundreds 
of invitations, and launched, edited and wrote much of the content of, a new 
Zionist weekly, Die Welt. All without the support of de Rothschild, any other 
major patron, or any clear consensus from Jews at large. 

Herzl’s lack of support and experience, his utopianism and the uncertainty of 
what would happen next, combined to make his intentions for the Congress 
uncertain at best.

T H E  C O N G R E S S  I T S E L F

Just over 200 attendees, most from elsewhere in Europe, travelled to Basel 
in Switzerland, in time for the Conference to begin on 29th August 1897. 
On arrival, they collected little commemorative shields from Herzl’s office. 
These bore the motto ‘The Only Solution to The Jewish Question is a Jewish 
State’. Thus all Congress participants were subtly obliged to bear explicitly 
political arms; the shields were sometimes all they had in common. Herzl’s 
chairmanship of the Congress in particular, was very contentious among 
diehard practical Zionists and those who believed a cultural revival should 
precede nationhood. One prominent ‘cultural Zionist’, Achad Ha’Am, was 

2    'The Complete Diaries of Theodor Herzl', Theodor Herzl Foundation (1960), p352.

Herzl on a visit to Smyrna 1898, riding a white don-
key. In some traditions of Judaism the Messiah is under-
stood to offer salvation while riding a white donkey.

present only as an observer, so opposed was 
he to Herzl’s aims. Not all participants were 
even Jewish: Reverend William Hechler, 
well-connected but highly eccentric Anglican 
chaplain at the British Embassy in Vienna, was 
one of a few Christian Zionists present. The 
Congress certainly lacked the monochrome 
quality of an ‘average’ Parliament or even an 
averagely chaotic government-in-exile. 

The official attendees were a varied bunch. 
They included almost 40 students and over 
50 ‘businessmen’, a sculptor, a farmer and two 
dentists.3 Around 70 delegates represented 
Zionist organisations.4 The remaining 130 or 
so participants lacked official affiliation, though 
as some were  siblings or attended in husband-
and-wife teams, they might be said to have 
represented each other.

3    Epstein, p51.

4    Epstein, p49.

Participant card for Leo Motzkin from the First Zionist Congress, Basel 1897.

Commemorative shield of the 
First Zionist Congress
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Most represented only themselves, but some had to forego even that: certain 
participants couldn’t reveal their presence for fear of the Russian secret 
police, 5 and what they might report if and when the delegates returned to 
the Tsar’s domains. And in the case of women, voting itself was withheld from 
all delegates, including the prominent newspaper editor and Zionist, Rosa 
Sonneschein of St Louis, Missouri.6

The oldest delegate was Dr. Karpel Lippe, 67, of Jassy in Romania, a veteran 
Chovevei Zion member who sought Jewish autonomy but within the Ottoman 
Empire. Cyrus Sulzburger of New York was one of 20 or more politically-
active journalists and writers; another was Nachum Sokolow of Russian 
Poland, editor of the Hazefira, a Warsaw-based Hebrew newspaper. (Sokolow 
would eventually render into Hebrew Herzl’s Altneuland (1902) under the 
title Tel Aviv, from whose translation the city took its name in 1909.) Semitic 
languages specialist Dr. Michael Berkovicz represented the Austro-Hungarian 
oil town of Drohobycz; from the Kingdom of Serbia came the philanthropist 
David Alkalai, grandson of the proto-Zionist Rabbi Judah Alkalai; Samuel 
Pineles of Galati in Romania was a Chovevei Zion member but also one of 
the minority of ‘Religious Zionist’ delegates. 

5    Epstein, p49.

6    Women's votes were counted only from the Second Zionist Congress.

T H E  F I R S T  DAY

The Musiksaal (‘Music 
Hall’) within the Basel 
casino was one of the 
largest public rooms in 
town. Hot as compliance 
must have been, male 
delegates obeyed Herzl’s 
instructions to wear formal 
dress, ‘white tie and tails’. 
Formality and dignity 
needed to be established 
as a background to the 
important work of the 
Congress.

Karpel Lippe, the elderly 
Romanian doctor, opened 
with Shehecheyanu, the 
blessing traditionally made 
at times of celebration or 
great significance. Wild 
cheering delayed Herzl’s 
first address for a quarter 
of an hour. Eventually, 
Herzl spoke knowledgably 
of failed assimilation and 
its possible results: “[t]he 
sentiment of solidarity 

with which we [Jews] have been reproached...
was in [the] process of disintegration at the 

period when we were attacked by antisemitism. And anti-Semitism served 
to strengthen it anew.”7

Much time was spent hearing reports from delegates on the often dire 
situation of Jews everywhere from Galicia to Algiers to London. A parliament’s 
legitimacy rests on its representing the interests of its constituents, but 
the sheer bulk of the reportage was intended itself to be reported, thereby 
generating moral legitimacy for Zionism among Jews and non-Jews. 

7    Epstein, p63.

The Municipal Casino in Basel where the Congress took place.

Delegates to the congress all dressed in white tie.

An artist's sketch of the Congress  
and its heated debates.
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Herzl lunched at the Braunschweig kosher restaurant in town. Further reports 
followed his meal, including one from Adam Rosenberg, an American lawyer 
who only stopped off at the Congress on the way home from purchasing 
land for Chovevei Zion. Perhaps inadvertently demonstrating that practical 
Zionists could, in the hothouse atmosphere of the Musiksaal, be swayed to 

Herzlian ‘political Zionist’ 
methods, Rosenberg 
concluded with “May the 
next congress take place in 
Jerusalem!” Certainly there 
was support from large 
numbers of Jews elsewhere: 
Herzl concluded the day 
by reading from a selection 
of favourable telegrams 
received. These had more 
than 50,000 signatories.8 
The first Zionist Congress 
was gaining momentum.

S E C O N D  DAY

A new organisational apparatus was needed to continue the work of the 
Congress, beholden neither to traditional religious figures nor acculturated 
Jewish institutions, as Max Bodenheimer, a lawyer of Cologne, described: 
“[T]he Jewish people is a body the organs of which are asleep and paralysed 
as a result of their inactivity for hundreds of years... It is our task to revive 
those organs again, to infuse fresh inspiration and confidence into the body 
of the people.”9

The ‘cultural Zionist’ leader Nathan Birnbaum, who advocated at this time a 
grassroots-led Yiddish movement, resented Herzl’s usurpation of Zionism, a 
word he invented, and reviled Herzl’s ‘political party’ direction. He gathered 
support within the Congress for proposals to limit Herzl’s personal power, 
and waited to strike.

8   Epstein, p82.

9   Epstein, p88.

Delegates of the congress enjoying lunch al fresco.

T H E  T H I R D  DAY

If the intellectual differences between delegate groups had been papered over 
by an emotional unity, then by the third day it was wearing thin. With his 
declaration that “The chief organ of the Zionist movement is the Congress,” 
Herzl bestowed upon himself political leadership of all Zionists. This was an 
implicit challenge to ‘practical Zionists’ and ‘cultural Zionists’ to join the new 
umbrella ‘Zionist Organisation’10 or be sidelined.

There was more. The ‘Greater Actions Committee’ which would manage 
Zionist movement business between this and future Congresses would 
be elected; Russian Zionists, practical Zionists and so on, could elect 
representatives. But Herzl ordained that the five members of the smaller, 
Vienna-based ‘Inner Actions Committee’ which was to handle day-to-day 
affairs, must personally be resident in Vienna. Herzl’s Viennese pals had 
every intention of solidifying their hold on the Zionist political machinery 
created at Basel. Nathan Birnbaum proposed that the Secretary-General of 
this ‘Actions Committee’ should be directly elected rather than appointed, 
seeking to dilute the power of the Viennese clique; but Herzl outspoke his 
opponent.11 

Despite such friction, Herzl’s schedule 
was maintained. The ‘Basel Program’ 
was the published political statement 
of intent issued by the Congress, and 
included as its first official aim a blatant 
wooing of the practical Zionists: 
“The promotion of the settlement 
of Jewish agriculturists, artisans, and 
tradesmen in Palestine.”12 Similarly, 
to assuage cultural Zionists such as 
Achad Ha’Am, the Basel Program 
advocated the “...strengthening and 
fostering of Jewish national sentiment 
and national consciousness”.

10   Now HaHistadrut HaTzionit HaOlamit or the World Zionist Organisation in English.

11   Epstein, p89.

12   Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/First_Zionist_Congress



24 25

At the end of the third day, Rabbi Dr Asher (Arthur) Cohn, first Chief 
Rabbi of Basel pleaded for the safeguarding of Orthodox Judaism within 
Zionism. Coming from a man who had been explicitly anti-Zionist before 
the Congress, Herzl could consider this implicit endorsement as another 
minor success.

Massive applause followed thanks to Herzl offered by Professor Max 
Mandelstam, a prominent ophthalmologist (and Chovevei Zion member) at 
Kiev University. The British Jewish novelist Israel Zangwill stood on a chair 
and waved his red bandana. The Chovevei Zion anthem, Hatikvah (later the 
Israeli national anthem), was sung, apparently without reaction from the 
political Zionists. Whether Herzl and his close allies felt hostility towards this 
song, indifference, or pleasure that the practical Zionists were celebrating at 
an avowedly political event, we can only guess. Also sung, but in German, was 
a song referred to by Zangwill as ‘The Watch on the Jordan’, a Zionist version 
of the German patriotic song, ‘Die Wacht am Rhein’.

A F T E R M AT H

The first Zionist Congress was an assembly 
of representatives of all Jewry, who claimed 
for themselves the ability to decide their 
political fate as a nation.

One of the first reactions, predictably, was a 
letter of complaint published in The Times 
of London: Oswald Simon, the first British 
Jewish barrister and judge, and a member 
of the (Reform) West London Synagogue, 
wrote to disavow Zionism entirely.13 More 
significantly, the Turks and the Mufti of 
Jerusalem concluded from the events in Basel 
that Zionism was a growing threat to the 
integrity of the Ottoman Empire. Land sales 
to Zionists were investigated and the Yishuv’s14 
position made even more precarious.15

13   The Times, 30 August 1897.

14   The name used for the Jewish community in Palestine prior to the establishment of the State of Israel.

15   Epstein, p96.

Across the Atlantic, the (Reform) Central Conference of American Rabbis 
issued a resolution of disapproval of the establishment of a Jewish state.16 The 
Association of Rabbis of Germany even before the Congress had declared that 
“Judaism obliges its adherents to devote all their strength to the Fatherland 
to which they belong.”17

Yet many Chovevei Zion members such as Samuel Pineles, part of the 
minority religious Zionist delegation at the Congress, adopted or gravitated 
towards political Zionism in addition to maintaining their practical activities 
of supporting farmers, swamp-drainers and artisans in Eretz Yisrael.

Among Jews at large, Zionist societies and federations came into being in 
Britain and Germany, and multiplied tenfold in Russia.18 The Federation of 
American Zionists fused local Chovevei Zion branches to political Zionist 
groupings.

For the millions of Jews of ‘Vistula Land’ and around the world, the Congress 
brought a religious or utopian political dream down from the sky and placed 
Zionism on the horizon as a realistic and achievable goal. 

C O N C L U S I O N

At Basel, Jews asked each other the ‘Jewish Question’ and together began to 
provide an answer. Sooner rather than later, increasing numbers within the 
Jewish nation hoped, that answer would become a reality.

16   Epstein, p107.

17   Allgemeine Zeitung des Judentums, June 1897, cited in 'Germany, Turkey and Zionism 1897-
1918' by Isaiah Friedman, Transaction Publishers (1998), p18.

18   Epstein, p104.

Herzl and the German Kaiser Willhem 
II near Mikveh Israel 
(agricultural school) - 1898.
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B O B ’ S  YO U R  U N C L E !  -  T H E 
B A L F O U R  D E C L A R AT I O N 

A N D  T H E  N E W  W E S T  E N D 
S Y N A G O G U E

 
R A B B I  D R  M O S H E  F R E E D M A N ,  

N E W  W E S T  E N D  U N I T E D  S Y N A G O G U E

A postcard specially designed by the Bezalel Academy of Art in honour of the Balfour Declaration.

Bacon's famous large print map and illustrated guide to London, with hand-written additional 
pages in Hebrew and German relating to the third Zionist Congress held in London in 1900.
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Arthur James Balfour was a Conservative 
politician who held a variety of sen-

ior governmental positions, including that 
of Prime Minister from 1902-1905. It is al-
leged that he only got his first ministerial post 
through the fact that he was the nephew of the 
then prime minster Robert Cecil (Lord Salis-
bury). Many people said that his position was 
gained because ‘Bob’s your uncle’! Although 
briefly leaving politics in 1911 after resigning 
as leader of the Conservative party, he returned 
to the war cabinet as First Lord of the Admi-
ralty under the coalition government of H. 
H. Asquith in 1915 before being appointed as 
Foreign Secretary by David Lloyd George in 
1916. 

It was during this time 
that Lord Balfour’s name 
became enshrined in 
both Jewish and world 
history as the author of 
the British government’s 
commitment to the 
establishment of a Jewish 
state in Palestine. Known as 
the “Balfour Declaration”, 
this historic affirmation 
was made via a letter sent 
to Lord Rothschild from 
the Foreign Office, dated 
2nd of November 1917. 

The Balfour Declaration 
was one of the most 
important triggers in the 
formation of the State  
of Israel. 

Caricature of Rt Hon A Balfour. 
Caption read “Dialectics”. Published 
in Vanity Fair, 27 January 1910, as 
“Men of the Day”.

T H E  Y E A R S  L E A D I N G  TO  
T H E  B A L F O U R  D E C L A R AT I O N

The First World War in the Middle East

At the beginning of the First World War, British forces attacked the German-
allied Ottoman Turkish Empire in Mesopotamia, Gallipoli and the Sinai 
Desert. The Yishuv1 in Ottoman Palestine was sympathetic towards the 
British advances, as it hoped that a British victory would help advance the 
Zionist dream of re-establishing a homeland for the Jewish people in Palestine. 
Regarding the Yishuv as a ‘fifth column’, the Ottoman authorities expelled 
many Jews from Palestine and exiled them to the Sinai desert which formed 
part of the British protectorate in Egypt. Dejected and displaced, many exiles 
joined the British forces and helped to bring down the Ottoman Empire.

At the beginning of the First World War, the British forces in Egypt under 
General Sir John Grenfell Maxwell fought against the Ottomans, who had 
invaded the Sinai Peninsula. The Ottoman aim was to attack the Suez Canal 
which held enormous strategic importance, especially during wartime, as it 

1   The name used for the Jewish community in Palestine prior to the establishment of the State of Israel.

Ottoman camel corps at Beersheba, 1915.

The Balfour Declaration, contained within the original 
letter from Balfour to Rothschild, 2 Nov 1917.
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provided a critical shortcut to ships sailing between Europe, India, Australia 
and New Zealand. 

After defeating the Ottomans in the Sinai, the Allied forces continued to 
push them back into Southern Palestine. From October to December 1917, 
now operating under General Edmund Allenby, the British forces captured 
Beersheva, Jaffa and Jerusalem, leading to a defeat of the Ottomans and an 
end to 400 years of Ottoman rule in Palestine.

The late Sir Martin Gilbert wrote that prior to the signing of the Balfour 
Declaration, as British forces took control of Palestine, the British War Cabinet 
saw Palestine as a way of persuading the Jews, both in the putative Soviet 
Russia and the United States, to urge their governments to renew their war 
effort. Whilst we now know that this assessment was inaccurate, it nonetheless 
encouraged the possibility of settling Jewish immigrants in Palestine under 
the British Mandate. At this stage, the creation of an autonomous state was 
not necessarily a goal, but was seen as a possibility that could evolve over 
time.2 

T H E  C O N N E C T I O N  TO 
 T H E  N E W  W E S T  E N D  S Y N AG O G U E

Four of the most 
influential Jews 
involved in the Balfour 
Declaration were 
members of the New 
West End Synagogue, 
one of the earliest United 
Synagogue communities. 
Lobbying in favour 
were Herbert Samuel 
(d. 1963), Lord Lionel 
Walter Rothschild, 2nd 
Baron Rothschild (d. 
1937), Chaim Weizmann 

(d. 1952). Lobbying against was Edwin Samuel Montagu (d. 1924).

2   See Sir Martin’s essay in the ‘From Exile Towards Redemption Machzor’, p. 139-140, Koren 
Publishers/United Synagogue, 2017.

Vera Weizmann, Chaim Weizmann, Herbert Samuel, Lloyd George, 
Ethel Snowden, Philip Snowden.

Herbert Samuel

In 1909, Herbert Samuel 
was appointed by Prime 
Minister Herbert Asquith 
to the cabinet, and held 
a number of roles until 
being appointed Home 
Secretary on January 12th 
1916. In 1915 he wrote 
a secret memorandum to 
the cabinet spelling out 
the case for Jewish immi-
gration to Palestine. 

Samuel noted the Jewish historical connection to the land by citing the ‘un-
shakable tenacity for eighteen hundred years, for the restoration of the Jews 
to the land to which they are attached by ties almost as ancient as history 
itself.’3

Yet he also acknowledged that the time was not right for the establishment 
of an autonomous Jewish state. While there was a significant Jewish popula-
tion of around 100,000, it was still a minority and could not be expected to 
govern a potentially hostile Arab majority. He writes:

‘The dream of a Jewish State, prosperous, progressive, and the home of a bril-
liant civilisation, might vanish in a series of squalid conflicts with the Arab pop-
ulation. And even if a State so constituted did succeed in avoiding or repressing 
internal disorder, it is doubtful whether it would be strong enough to protect 
itself from external aggression from the turbulent elements around it.’

Yet the point had been made. Palestine was the ancestral homeland of the 
Jewish people. The British government, Samuel argued, had a unique oppor-
tunity to re-establish it as such.

3   Herbert Samuel's cabinet memorandum, The Future of Palestine, as published in the British Cabinet 
papers (CAB 37/123/43), as at 21 January 1915.

Arrival of Commissioner Sir Herbert Samuel in Jaffa 
[June 30 1920].
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Lord Rothschild

The declaration itself was written as part of a letter sent by Lord Balfour to 
Lionel Walter Rothschild, 2nd Baron Rothschild. Walter was a keen zoologist. 
Unlike his illustrious father, Nathan Rothschild, the first Baron Rothschild, 
he did not flourish as a financier. Instead, Walter entered politics in 1899 
as the Conservative Member of Parliament for Aylesbury. He held this seat  
until 1910.

Rothschild was a keen Zionist and sympathetic to the creation of a homeland 
for the Jewish people in Palestine. 

Chaim Weizmann

Chaim Weizmann was born in 1874 in 
Motal near Pinsk, now Belarus which, at 
the time, was part of the Russian Empire. 
In 1892, he left to study Chemistry in 
Germany before completing his studies 
in Switzerland. After receiving his 
PhD in 1899 and lecturing in Geneva, 
he took up the post of senior lecturer 
in Chemistry at the University of 
Manchester in 1904. It was during this 
time that he quickly became a leader 
in the British Zionist movement, later 

becoming President of the Zionist Organisation. During the First World War 
he moved to the Holland Park area of West London, close to the New West 
End Synagogue.

As a scientist, Weizmann gained enormous respect within the British 
establishment due to his development of a method to make acetone through 
bacterial fermentation by isolating organisms found in cereal crops and 
horse chestnuts. This was a timely achievement as acetone is essential to the 
production of cordite, an explosive propellant used in a variety of munitions. 
Cordite production had begun in the late 19th century to replace gunpowder, 
but traditional methods didn’t generate great yields. By the time war broke 
out in 1914, cordite was in short supply. Through his successful research at 
the University of Manchester, Weizmann’s innovation accelerated cordite 
production, which was crucial for the war effort.

Weizmann's passport photo, c.1915.

Weizmann’s stock was such that he was even credited with participation 
in strategic discussions with Prime Minister David Lloyd George for the 
successful campaign against the Ottomans. 

Balfour himself wrote that his interest in the establishment of a Jewish State 
in Palestine was influenced by Weizmann. Balfour had supported a scheme 
‘devised by Mr. Chamberlain, then Colonial Secretary, for creating a Jewish 
settlement in East Africa under the British flag. … The scheme was certainly 
well-intentioned, and had, I think, many merits. But it had one serious defect. 
It was not Zionism. … Conversations I held with Dr. Weizmann in January, 
1916, convinced me that history could not thus be ignored, and if a home 
was to be found for the Jewish people, homeless now for nearly nineteen 
hundred years, it was vain to seek it anywhere but in Palestine.’4

Weizmann was also a close friend of Lord Rothschild and, together, with 
Herbert Samuel, formed a formidable alliance to further the objectives of the 

Zionist movement, both 
in Britain and across the 
world.

Edwin Samuel Montagu

Not all influential 
members of the Jewish 
community were in favour 
of the Zionist project. 
Edwin Samuel Montagu 
(d. 1924) was a member of 

4   Arthur James Balfour, Zionism and Jewish Rights, July 1919.

First World War enlistment poster from 
Canada. Poster shows a soldier cutting 
the bonds from a Jewish man, who 
strains to join a group of soldiers running 
in the distance and says, "You have cut 
my bonds and set me free - now let me 
help you set others free!" Above are 
portraits of Rt. Hon. Herbert Samuel, 
Viscount Reading, and Rt. Hon. Edwin 
S. Montagu, all Jewish members of the 
British parliament.
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the Liberal Party who was elected Member of Parliament for Chesterton in 
1906. He was appointed to the cabinet by H. H. Asquith in 1910 as Under-
Secretary of State for India. He then became Financial Secretary to the 
Treasury in 1914 until being made Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster in 
1915, followed by the position of Minister of Munitions in 1916.

Montagu was very close with Asquith and was considered to have radically 
liberal political views. He was an ardent anti-Zionist and very public about 
his opposition to the Zionist movement. One of his primary concerns about 
encouraging Jewish immigration to Palestine with a view to establishing an 
autonomous Jewish state, was that the very notion was unpatriotic and would 
alienate Jews living in the diaspora. In a memorandum sent to the British 
government in August 1917, he wrote: 

‘Zionism has always seemed to me to be a mischievous political creed, 
untenable by any patriotic citizen of the United Kingdom. If a Jewish 
Englishman sets his eyes on the Mount of Olives and longs for the day 
when he will shake British soil from his shoes and go back to agricultural 
pursuits in Palestine, he has always seemed to me to have acknowledged aims 
inconsistent with British citizenship and to have admitted that he is unfit for 
a share in public life in Great Britain, or to be treated as an Englishman… 
When the Jews are told that Palestine is their national home, every country 
will immediately desire to get rid of its Jewish citizens…’5

He even compared the establishment of a Jewish state to the construction of 
the Tower of Babel where the population would be ‘drawn from all quarters 
of the globe, speaking every language on the face of the earth, and incapable 
of communicating with one another except by means of an interpreter.’6

T H E  V I S I O N  O F  B A L F O U R

A solution to the problem of Antisemitism

Balfour’s vision was for a Jewish state that would not only allow large numbers 
of Jews to ‘find refuge from religious and social persecution; but that they would 
bear corporate responsibilities and enjoy corporate opportunities of a kind which, 

5   Memorandum of Edwin Montagu on the Antisemitism of the Present (British) Government - 
submitted to the British Cabinet, 23rd of August, 1917.

6   Ibid.

from the nature of the case, they can never possess as citizens of any other state.’7

David Lloyd George who succeeded H. H. Asquith as Prime Minister in 
December 1916 was outspoken against antisemitism. Some years after the 
Balfour Declaration was issued and after Britain had assumed the Mandate for 
Palestine, Lloyd George wrote an article for the New York Sunday American in 
1923. He noted the folly of antisemitism writing, ‘Of all the bigotries that savage 
the human temper there is none so stupid as the anti-Semitic. … Still, in the sight 
of these fanatics, Jews of today can do nothing right. If they are rich they are birds 
of prey. If they are poor they are vermin.’8

He was not only against the Jew-baiting which had riddled British high society, 
but was deeply sympathetic towards the establishment of a Jewish state. As a 
visionary he saw enormous potential for the land which, in his view, had been 
utterly neglected by the misrule of the Ottomans. ‘The Jews alone can redeem it 
[Palestine] from the wilderness and restore its ancient glory.’9

Significant criticism was levelled at the British government for supporting the 
Zionist cause, particularly with respect to the effect that the establishment of 
a Jewish state would have on the Arab population. Yet David Lloyd George 
highlighted the pledge made by the Zionist Association to the League of Nations; 
that a goal of Zionism was to create a peaceful state for both Arabs and Jews alike. 

Indeed, the text of the Balfour Declaration acknowledged this pledge and stated 
that ‘nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of 
existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine.’10

R E AC T I O N  I N  T H E  
J E W I S H  C O M M U N I T Y

The then Chief Rabbi, Dr. Joseph Hertz, was an ardent Zionist and fully 
supportive of Jewish emigration to Palestine. He praised Balfour and the 
British government for helping to fulfil what he saw as the almost messianic 
dreams of the Jewish people worldwide. When eulogising Lord Balfour in 
1930, he wrote:

7   James Arthur Balfour, “Zionism and Jewish Rights”, Zionist Organisation. Of America, 1919 p. 5.

8   David Lloyd George, “Zionism and antisemitism”, The Sunday American, 15th July 1923.

9   Ibid.

10   Balfour Declaration, 2nd November 1917.
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‘With no exaggeration has it been stated that to millions of poor and 
hundreds of thousands of prosperous Jews the Balfour Declaration had the 
serene sound of a long-expected Messianic Message.’11

Hertz also viewed Balfour, and the declaration that bears his name, to have 
had Biblical significance in the annals of Jewish history. 

More than 2,500 years prior to the Balfour Declaration, the Jewish people 
were exiled from the Land of Israel following the destruction of the First 
Temple by Nebuchadnezzar in 587 BCE. The majority were exiled to 
Babylonia (present day Iraq). According to the Roman historian, Josephus, 
seventy years later, Cyrus was crowned as king of Persia. He was known to 
be sympathetic towards minority groups.  In the first year of his monarchy, 
he issued a decree allowing the Jewish people to return to Israel and rebuild 
the Temple. While the events were recorded in the Bible in both Chronicles 
II (36:23) and Ezra (6:3-5), Cyrus was also ennobled by Isaiah in a prophecy 
and referred to in messianic terms (Isaiah 45:1).

11   Chief Rabbi Joseph Hertz, Sermons and Addresses, Vol. II p. 370.

Rabbi Dr Joseph Herman Hertz (1872-1946), who was elected Chief Rabbi of the British Empire in 1913.

Chief Rabbi Hertz held Lord Balfour in similar esteem, comparing the 
Balfour Declaration to the issuing of a new decree to allow the Jewish 
people to return home. Balfour – the modern day Cyrus – together with 
other British politicians such as H. H. Asquith and David Lloyd George 
acknowledged the unshakable connection that the Jewish people have to 
their ancient homeland.

Zionism was always focussed on asserting the Jewish right to self-
determination and to live in our ancient homeland, the Land of Israel. While 
there were many Zionist heroes along the way, Lord Arthur Balfour’s name 
will certainly be revered and enshrined in the annals of Jewish history for all 
eternity.

Further information may be found at the Jewish Leadership Council 
(JLC)’s website about the Balfour Declaration - www.balfour100.com 
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T H E  L I B E R AT I O N  O F 
J E R U S A L E M  1 9 1 7

 
R A B B I  J E R E M Y  L AW R E N C E ,  

F I N C H L E Y  U N I T E D  S Y N A G O G U E

No Strategic Value

Defeated with heavy losses at Verdun1, the German Chief of Staff General 
Erich von Falkenhayn was demoted to Field Command positions in Ro-
mania and then Palestine.  His intervention probably saved the Jews of the 
Yishuv from forced evacuation and possible elimination under Djemal Pasha, 
the Turkish Governor of Syria, who had been somewhat instrumental in the 
deportations and genocide of the region’s 1.5 million Armenian population.  
When Allenby’s2 forces took Nabi Samuel3 just outside Jerusalem’s Old City 
in late November 1917, Falkenhayn was entreated by Colonel von Papen, 
a singularly incompetent German field officer and spy attached to the Ot-
toman forces, to evacuate as the city had “no strategic value”.  Falkenhayn 

1   The Battle of Verdun (Feb – Dec 1916) was the longest battle on the Western Front during World War 
One.  Between them, the French and German armies sustained almost a million casualties and 400,000 
fatalities.  Falkenhayn had seized the strategic area of Verdun and intended to “bleed France white”.  After 
Verdun, Falkenhayn became an adviser to the Ottoman Empire which, together with Germany, 
Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria made up the Central Powers.

2   The British Empire Expeditionary Force was commanded by General (later Viscount) Edmund 
Allenby.  In late 1917, it drove Ottoman troops from Beersheba, Jaffa and Jerusalem, and in 1918 from 
Damascus.

3   A strategic village and traditional burial site of the Prophet Samuel north of Jerusalem.

retorted, “I lost Verdun, and now you ask me to evacuate the city which is the 
cynosure of the world’s attention.  Impossible!”

It came to pass on Chanukah

By early December, Allenby’s 
forces were at the edge of the 
city, with savage fighting and 
heavy bombardment. From 
the 7th to the 9th of Decem-
ber, the Germans and Otto-
man troops withdrew.  On 
the morning of 9th December, 
the first British soldiers ap-
proached the Zion Gate.  In 
the Hebrew Calendar, it was 
25th Kislev 5678, the first day 
of Chanukah, the anniver-
sary of the liberation of the 
Temple in Jerusalem by the 
Maccabees some 2082 years 
earlier.

The camp of the 94th Heavy Battery on Mt Scopus after its troops helped capture Jerusalem.

First British guard at the Jaffa Gate.
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The Supreme Moment of the War

Jerusalem’s mayor, Hussein Husseini, accompanied by an impromptu white 
flag fixed to a broomstick (now in London’s Imperial War Museum) tendered 
his surrender to a succession of British officers before General Sir Edmund 

The surrender of Jerusalem to the British, 9 December 1917.

Allenby, accompanied by, Colonel T.E. Lawrence, known as Lawrence of Ara-
bia, rode down the Jaffa Road to the Jaffa Gate.  In 1898 Kaiser Wilhelm4 had 
entered the city on horseback.  The Foreign Office had telegraphed Allenby, 
“strongly suggest dismounting.”  Lawrence wrote that ‘my appointment in 
the ceremony of the Jaffa Gate was the supreme moment of the war, the 
one which for historical reasons made a greater appeal than anything else on 
earth.’ 

The Crusades have now ended

In his speech “to the inhabitants of 
Jerusalem the Blessed and the Peo-
ple dwelling in its vicinity”, Allen-
by declared that, “lest any of you be 
alarmed by reason of your experi-
ence at the hands of the enemy who 
has retired, I hereby inform you that 
it is my desire that every person pur-
sue his lawful business without fear 
of interruption. Furthermore, since 
your city is regarded with affection 
by the adherents of three of the great 
religions of mankind and its soil has 
been consecrated by the prayers and 
pilgrimages of multitudes of de-
vout people of these three religions 
for many centuries, therefore, do I 
make it known to you that every sa-
cred building, monument, holy spot, 
shrine, traditional site, endowment, 
pious bequest, or customary place of 
prayer of whatsoever form of the three religions will be maintained and pro-
tected according to the existing customs and beliefs of those to whose faith 
they are sacred.”  According to one account, as Husseini handed over the keys 
to the City and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Allenby added quietly, 
“The Crusades have now ended.”

4   Wilhelm II of Prussia (1859-1941) was the eldest grandchild of Queen Victoria and German 
protagonist of World War One.  In 1898, he made an Imperial Progress through the Holy Land, wanting 
to bring Lutheran Christianity to Jerusalem.  

New York Herald front page on 11 December 
1917 at the end of the Battle of Jerusalem. The 
mention of "673 years" is in reference to the 
continued rule of Muslims starting in 1244 under 
the Khwarezmian dynasty.
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We had Jerusalem when London was a Marsh

In the prelude to the Balfour Declaration, and pressing Jewish claims on the 
city, Chaim Weizmann proclaimed, “‘Mr. Balfour, supposing I were to offer 
you Paris instead of London, would you take it?’ He sat up, looked at me and 
answered, ‘But, Dr. Weizmann, we have London.’ ‘That is true,’ I said. ‘But 
we had Jerusalem when London was a marsh”.  However, when Weizmann 
personally saw the slum conditions in which Jerusalem’s inhabitants dwelled, 
amidst privation and depravity5, Weizmann observed, “Anything to desecrate 
and defile the sacred has been done.  It is impossible to imagine so much 
falsehood and blasphemy.”

To Shine the Light of Faith

Rabbi Abraham Isaac HaCohen Kook6 (often known as Rav Kook) had 
lived in Jaffa from 1904 until 1914.  Caught in Europe due to the outbreak of 

5   Shaken by the desperate poverty, Weizmann lamented rampant disease and prostitution.

6   1865-1935 born in Courland, he studied in Volozhin Yeshiva under the famed Rabbi Naftali Zvi 
Yehuda Berlin (known as the ‘Netziv’) and came to Palestine as Rabbi of Jaffa in 1904.  Passionate 
about the Land of Israel, he was a staunch advocate of Aliyah.  He was caught up in Europe at the 
beginning of World War One.

Sir Herbert Samuel, in 1920. He became the first governor of the British League of Nations Mandate for Palestine, 
serving in this office until 1925. As such, Samuel was the first Jew to govern the historic country of Israel for 2000 
years. Behind him with beard, Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, Jerusalem 1925.

World War One, and unable to return to  Palestine, he served as Rabbi of the 
Machzikei Hadas Congregation in the East End of London,7 between 1916 
and 1918.  For Rav Kook, the physical and spiritual squalor marked a baseline 
for hope and emergent destiny.  In his Pinkasei HaReiyah he wrote, “What do 
I want, what do I long for? … To shine the light of faith, of holiness in the 
Land of Israel, the Hebrew Land of Israel, the Land of Israel that is steadi-
ly being redeemed, the Land of Israel that is ridding itself of the dustiness 
of exile, degrading and depressing… We must redeem the Shechinah8 that is 
within us from its exile… That is my goal, but oh, how heavy is this burden 
on my soul.  How much salvation from on High do I need to lift and carry 
this!  Please, God save us.  Please God make us flourish.” (citing Tehillim/
Psalms 118:25)

Revelation of the Hand of God

Rav Kook was a fiery advocate for the Balfour Declaration and railed against 
those who sought to distinguish between Jewish religion and Jewish people-
hood.  ‘The entire debate whether it is our national or our religious heritage 
that preserves and sustains us [as Jews] is a bitter mockery. The perfection of 
“You [God] are one and Your Name is one, and who is like Your nation, Israel, 
one nation in the land” is indivisible.’ Rav Kook would describe these years 
of struggle during World War One for the Balfour Declaration as ‘revelation 
of the hand of God’9.

A Wondrous Chain of Complementary Links

Rav Kook returned to Palestine as Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem in 1919.  In his 
Moadei HaReiyah Rav Kook opined, ‘An imperviousness to God’s interven-
tion in history plagues our generation. A series of wondrous events has, and 
continues to take place before us. Yet blind eyes fail to see the hand of God, 
and deaf ears fail to hear the Divine call guiding history.  This sequence of 
events began with the immigration of the disciples of the Baal Shem Tov and 
the Vilna Gaon to Eretz Yisrael in the eighteenth century. They were followed 
by the awakening of the Chibat Zion movement and the establishment of the 
first settlements in the nineteenth century. The Zionism founded by Herzl, 
the settling of the land by the pioneers of the Second Aliyah, the Balfour 

7   That community was originally located in Brick Lane. Today, it is situated in Golders Green, North 
West London. 

8   The Presence of God.

9   Igrot HaRe’iyah vol. III, p. 100.
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Declaration, and the affirmation of the mandate in San Remo by the League 
of Nations in 1920 - these are the latest developments.  Taken individually, 
each event may be explained in a rational manner. But when they are viewed 
together, we may discern a wondrous chain of complementary links created 
and guided by a Divine hand. As the prophet of redemption cried out: ‘Hear, 
O deaf, and look! O blind, that you may see!’ (Isaiah 42:18).’ 

A Snapshot through a Kaleidoscope

General Allenby enters Jerusalem on foot, 11 December 1917.

For Von Papen, Jerusalem was of “no strategic 
value” but for Falkenhayn it was “the cyno-
sure”, the person or thing at the centre of world 
attention.  The Kaiser had entered Jerusalem 
as a conqueror, whereas Allenby had done so 
on foot.  To Weizmann (who would become 
Israel’s first President) and to its residents, the 
Old City of 1917 was, for many, a place where 
one struggled to make an honest and healthy 
living.  To its first Chief Rabbi, this was just a 
detail in a longer redemptive narrative; and he 
could almost taste the redemption.  Each of us 
with our own lens sees Jerusalem in a different 
light.  According to the historian Eric Clyne, 
Jerusalem has been attacked 52 times, captured 

and recaptured 44 times, besieged 23 times and destroyed twice. Though to 
Allenby, December 1917 might have marked the end of the Crusades, in the 
schema of history, it was just one more conquest and certainly not the last.  
While Rav Kook anticipated the fulfillment of prophecy, further conquest, 
division, recapture and reunification would yet ensue.

Liberty beyond our Hopes

In his Antiquities,10 Josephus writes, ‘Now Judas (Judah Maccabee) celebrat-
ed the Festival of the Restoration of the sacrifices of the Temple for eight 
days... and he feasted… and sacrificed and … honoured God with hymns and 
Psalms...  and from that time to this we celebrate this festival and call it ‘Lights’ 
(Chanukah).  I suppose the reason was, because this liberty beyond our hopes 
appeared to us… Judah Maccabee also built great walls round about the city 
and reared towers of great height against the incursions of enemies…’ 

Between that redemption on 25th Kislev 165 BCE and the first day of Cha-
nukah 1917, who could have imagined that there would be a Rome which 
would rise and fall?  It is one of history’s ironies that the arch within Rome 
commemorating the capture of the city and destruction of the Temple stands 
amidst the ruins of Rome’s pagan shrines, while the Jewish people have re-
turned to the land, speak Hebrew and celebrate Chanukah in Jerusalem re-
built.   How can one fail to see the Hand of God?

10   The Antiquities of the Jews was written by Flavius Josephus (c37-100 CE).  Born in Jerusalem, he 
fought against the Romans until his surrender in 67CE whereupon he moved to Rome and wrote 
extensively on Jewish religion, history and the Jewish Wars.

Allenby and parading Indian troops at 
Jaffa Gate, 11 December 1917, during 
official ceremonies after the capture of 
Jerusalem.
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Jewish illegal immigrant ship Exodus 1947 
arrives in Palestine.

E XO D U S  S H I P  1 9 4 7 
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E D G WA R E  U N I T E D  S Y N A G O G U E 

 
 
 

 
“I’m fifty-eight, I’ve lost twenty eight people in my fam-
ily. I lost my wife and my sons and my daughters in the 
crematoriums. I was in Auschwitz myself. What have I 
done? Am I a thief that you keep me in this cage un-
der barbed wire? All I ask for is my piece of bread and a 
home.”  (Exodus 1947: The Ship That Launched a Nation 
by Ruth Gruber p. 126)

These were the words heard by American Jewish journalist Ruth Gruber 
as she walked away from the distraught passengers of the Exodus 1947 ship. 
After finally managing to reach the port of Haifa in what was then known 
as Palestine, they were now being sent back to Germany on board a British 
prison ship.

The 4,525 passengers on the boat, 
including 655 children, were made 
up of Jews that had miraculously 
survived the ghettos, concentration 
camps, mass shootings, gas cham-
bers and death marches. After lib-
eration many returned to the cit-
ies and villages that they had been 

sforced to leave, only to meet strangers in their homes and doors slammed in 
their faces. Theirs was the realisation that they needed to leave the death and 
the ashes of Europe behind and rebuild their lives in their own land; the land 
that had been biblically promised to them, about which Jews had dreamed 
and yearned for generations – the Land of Israel. 

Britain, which was responsible for governing Palestine at the time, rigidly op-
posing a large influx of Jewish refugees to its shores. British troops reinforced 
the borders of Palestine, establishing a huge naval and military force to turn 
away refugees, a powerful visual sign of the conflict between the British and 
the illegal Jewish immigration movement called ‘Aliyah Bet’. 

Exodus 1947 was the largest ship of Aliyah Bet. It travelled from the port of 
Sète near Marseilles claiming to be headed for Istanbul. 35 American Jewish 
volunteers, Jewish Aliyah Bet volunteers and an American Priest John Stanley 
Grauel manned the ship. As soon as the Exodus left port she was shadowed 
by British boats and aircraft and those on board practised resistance for an 
expected interception by the British. Unlike previous underground attempts, 
it was decided by Aliyah Bet that this time they would attempt to land in 
Palestine in full view of the British and, by extension, the world.

Exodus 1947 after British takeover. Banner says: “Haganah Ship Exodus 1947”.
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In the early hours of July 18th 1947, the voice of Grauel was heard on the 
Haganah secret radio, Kol Yisrael;

“This is the refugee ship 
Exodus 1947. Before dawn 
today we were attacked by 
five British destroyers and 
one cruiser at a distance of 17 
nautical miles from the shores 
of Palestine, in international 
waters. The assailants imme-
diately opened fire, threw gas 
bombs, and rammed our ship 
from three directions. On our 
deck there are one dead, five 
dying, and 120 wounded. 
The resistance continued for 
more than three hours. Owing 

to the severe losses and the condition of the ship, which is in dan-
ger of sinking, we were compelled to sail in the direction of Haifa, 
in order to save the 4,500 refugees on board from drowning.”

Gruber described the 
scene as the boat was 
tugged into the port 
of Haifa. She observed 
how the younger 
children appeared si-
lent and solemn, as 
though this was the 
only world they had 
ever known but how, 
as their luggage was 
taken away, the older 
people began to panic. 
For those who had survived the horrors of the Holocaust, their bags were 
their only worldly goods and their travelling companions were now their 
family. Gruber wrote about the terror that rippled through the group as the 
soldiers began to separate the men from the women. The people’s horrific 
experiences of Nazi brutality had taught them that such separation meant 

Passengers and crew of the Exodus 1947.

A wounded immigrant from the 
Exodus, being led by British soldiers.

only one thing – death.  To be ‘separated’ was to be shot,  deported to death 
camps or to be sent on a final journey to the gas chambers. Chaos ensued as 
the Jews desperately clung to each other and screamed hysterically. Soldiers 
forcefully separated them, searched them and then led them to be sprayed 
with disinfectant until finally, early the next morning they were boarded on 
three prison ships bound for Cyprus. 

The boats never made it to Cyprus. In order to end the illegal immigration, 
instructions had come from London to change the plan and send the Jews 
back to their port of origin to the south of France, to Port de Bouc. The ships 
sat in Port de Bouc for three months with all but 50 passengers choosing to 
remain on board. After three months of living on the ships in increasingly 
poor conditions the British issued the following ultimatum: 

‘Those of you who do not disembark at Port de Bouc before 18 
o’clock tomorrow, August 22nd, will be taken by sea to Ham-
burg’. (Gruber p.109)

At this point the British permitted 
a few select journalists on board the 
ships. Gruber writes how she saw 
the proud mothers holding their 
new-born babies as they lay in a 
tangled mess of bodies on the floor 
of the hold.  As people scrambled 
to give Ruth slips of paper with 
their names and names of their rel-
atives and it was then that one man, 

Mordecai Rosman, approached her and 
announced in front of the crowd: 

“Don’t ask for our names. We 
have no names, only numbers. 
Write that after the thirty year 
old Balfour Declaration, they 
have given us a new declaration; 
they have given out the declaration 

Immigrants of the Exodus 1947 boarding the ship 
deporting them back to Europe.

Robert Gary’s Ma’apil certificate of “Exodus 
1947” ship, given to him in the Displaced 
Person’s Camp at Poppendorf, Germany.
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of Port de Bouc. Write that the declaration of Port de Bouc condemned forty 
five hundred Jews saved from Hitler’s Germany to a new life, a shameful life, 
back on the very soil where our people were murdered. We used to believe in 
the conscience of mankind….we ask where is the world of enlightenment? 
Where is democracy and humanity? Can the world be a silent spectator to 
this?” (Gruber p.124)

Nobody disembarked and, in a committee room in London, the decision was 
made to send the Jews back to Germany. 

With hindsight, we can see that Exodus 
1947 marked a crucial turning point in 
the attitude of the international commu-
nity to the Jewish refugee crisis. 

The United Nations Special Committee 
on Palestine (UNSCOP) had agreed to 
visit Palestine on a fact-finding mission 
prior to making a recommendation for 
the Partition Resolution that would be 
crucial in creating a Jewish homeland.  
Two of the UNSCOP delegates had 
been at the port of Haifa when the Exo-
dus boat had first come in. After observ-
ing the Exodus 1947 scene with their 
own eyes they were then introduced to 
Grauel. Grauel gave them a full account 
of the battle emphasising there was not 
a single weapon aboard the Exodus. He 
also stated; 

“I have watched these people. I know what they are. And I tell 
you, the Jews in the European Displaced Persons camps insist 
on coming to Palestine, they will come to Palestine, and nothing 
short of open warfare and complete destruction will halt them”. 

In his memoirs, Grauel admits that ‘inherent in the nature of the relationship 
between Christians and Jews was the fact that because I was a Christian, in 
this situation my testimony would be given greater credence than that of a 
Jewish crew member’.1 Grauel wrote that the organisers of the Exodus 1947 
had understood correctly that in the eyes of the world, a Jew’s word was 

1   (Grauel, An Autobiography, as told to Eleanor Elfenbein, Ivory House, Freehold, N.J. 1982 pg. 98). 

List of illegal immigrant ships to 
Palestine.

worth less than a Christian’s.  Grauel had a crucial role in promoting the need 
to the UN delegates for a Jewish homeland in Palestine.

The Exodus 1947 shook the world awake from its sleeping attitude towards 
the Jewish ‘problem’. Those 4500 passengers were a crucial element in sway-
ing the UN to vote in favour of declaring the State of Israel a homeland for 
the Jewish people. No one could have predicted that just three years after the 
murder of millions of Jews in Europe and persecution of Jews in Arab lands, 
the Jewish people would rise from one of its darkest times and have its own 
state. Most of the Exodus refugees reached Israel by May 1948 just in time to 
witness the start of the fulfilment of a prophecy going back to Abraham and 
Sarah in the Book of Bereishit (Genesis) and the answer to a nation’s prayers; 
an independent State of Israel. 

Children evacuated by British soldiers from the ship “Exodus 1947” prior to its deportation from the port of Haifa 
by the Mandatory authorities.
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PA R T I T I O N  F O R  D E S T I N Y

R E B B E T Z E N  I L A N A  E P S T E I N ,  
U S  L I V I N G  &  L E A R N I N G ;  

C O C K F O S T E R S  &  N .  S O U T H G AT E  
U N I T E D  S Y N A G O G U E

We are all Jews of the diaspora, even those of us born in Eretz Yisrael. We 
are all Jews of the Land of Israel, even those of us born outside it. Thus it 
has been since the prophet Daniel opened the window of his attic room in 
Babylon and faced Jerusalem to pray for the return of his people to their 
ancient homeland. We have never stopped praying towards – and for – Je-
rusalem. Our hopes and dreams have risen and fallen with that of the Land 
and her people. Heroes, champions and warriors have come and gone but 
the Land has remained resolute; a silent witness to the tribulations of man. 

With a Europe still reeling from the aftermath of World War Two, the 
modern world faced a humanitarian crisis unlike any it had seen before, 
even greater than after World War One. In his eloquent and moving fash-
ion, Sir Winston Churchill1 described the continuing desolation, ‘What 
is the plight to which Europe has been reduced? Over wide areas, a vast 
quivering mass of tormented, hungry, careworn and bewildered human 
beings gape at ruins of their cities and homes and scan the dark horizons 

1   Sir Winston Leonard Spencer-Churchill (30 November 1874 – 24 January 1965) was a British 
politician who served as the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom from 1940 to 1945 and again from 
1951 to 1955. As Prime Minister, Churchill led Britain to victory over Nazi Germany during World War 
II. He won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1953 for his overall, lifetime body of work.

for the approach of some new peril, tyranny or terror. Among the ‘victors’, 
there is a Babel of jarring voices. Among the vanquished, a sullen silence of 
despair.’2 Though describing Europe, Churchill could have been describ-
ing many places in Asia and Africa too. Yet Europe’s small community of 
surviving Jews still had hope, in the prayers they recited, in the images that 
only their mind’s eye beheld, of a Land of freedom, of a Land of redemp-
tion. ‘Look on our affliction, plead our cause and redeem us soon.’3

As 1946 turned into 1947, the ‘She’erit ha-Pleta’ – the surviving remnant 
of European Jewry - a majority of whom were stranded in refugee camps 
throughout Germany, had nowhere to go. 

In Palestine, Jews tussled 
with both British troops and 
Arab irregulars. In the words 
of the late Sir Martin Gilbert, 
‘with the opening weeks of 
1947 the violence increased 
[between the British and the 
Jews]. The British govern-
ment was coming to the end 
of both its patience and its 
self-confidence.’ 4

On 15 February 1947 the 
British Government an-
nounced that it would be 
handing over the problem of 
Palestine to the United Na-
tions (“UN”), washing its 
hands of the situation. Both 
the Arabs and Jews had to 
now consider a new and, to 
some extent, unknown out-
side force - the UN, whose 

2   Extract from Winston Churchill’s speech “A United States of Europe” 19 September 1946, Zurich 
University, Switzerland, p356. Never Give In! Winston Churchill’s Speeches, edited by Winston S. 
Churchill 2003.

3   Extract from the traditional weekday silent, standing payer known as The “Amidah”. 

4   Israel, A History, Martin Gilbert 1998, p141.

An Irgun poster (1947) showing “Eretz Yisrael” (The Land 
of Israel) in the borders of the 1920 British Mandate for 
Palestine, before the carving out of the areas west of the Jordan, 
given to Mecca Sherif Hussein to establish Transjordan.
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existence only dated from the end of the War. The future of Palestine 
would be one of the first issues it would have to tackle. In London, upon 
hearing the news, a young Abba Eban5 - the newest recruit to the Jewish 
Agency’s Political Department - rushed from his flat in Highgate to Foyle’s 
bookshop in Charing Cross Road to buy six books about the United Na-
tions and its processes. This gave him vital knowledge of the procedures 
that the Jewish Agency delegation would face in subsequent talks at the 
UN. It also gave him a better insight into the possible reactions of coun-
tries both large and small which, up until that point, were of remote im-
portance in the future of a Jewish state.6 

The first difficulty faced by both the Zionists and the Arabs was presenting 
a unified case to the UN commission of what they hoped any UN resolu-
tion on Palestine would be. Though the official Jewish Agency line seemed 
to rule out partition, David Ben-Gurion7 and Chaim Weizmann8 had not 
changed their minds since the 1937 Peel Commission findings9, that parti-
tion would be the logical course taken by the UN.

5   Abba Eban; born Aubrey Solomon Meir Eban (2 February 1915 – 17 November 2002) was an 
Israeli diplomat and politician, and a Cambridge-trained scholar of Oriental Languages (Arabic, Hebrew 
and Persian).

6   Abba Eban, an autobiography, 1977, p71-72.

7   David Ben-Gurion, (born David Grün; 16 October 1886 – 1 December 1973) read out the 
Declaration of Independence of the State of Israel and was the first Prime Minister of Israel.

8   Chaim Azriel Weizmann (27 November 1874 – 9 November 1952) was a Zionist leader and 
Israeli statesman who served as President of the Zionist Organization and later as the first President of 
Israel. He was elected on 16 February 1949, and served until his death in 1952. Weizmann was a 
crucial figure in convincing President Truman of the United States to recognize the newly formed State of 
Israel. He was also a biochemist who developed the acetone–butanol–ethanol fermentation process, which 
produces acetone through bacterial fermentation. His acetone production method was of great importance for 
the British war industry during World War One. 

9   The Palestine Royal Commission, a Crown Report on Jewish disturbances in Palestine in 1936 to 
investigate causes of Arab-Jewish conflict in Palestine (better known as the “Peel Report”) was published 
by the British Government on 7th July, 1937. At the same time, the British Government released a 
statement of policy, agreeing with the Report’s conclusions and proposing to seek from the League of 
Nations authority to proceed with a plan of partition. The reception accorded the Peel proposals was, 
however, generally unfavourable. The Jewish Agency at once attacked partition as a breach of the Balfour 
Declaration which had promised a National Home in the whole of Palestine. Later, however, both the 
World Zionist Organisation and the Jewish Agency adopted resolutions which authorised negotiations 
with the British Government to ascertain the precise terms to be advanced for the creation of a Jewish 
State, though they rejected the details of the Peel Report. The Arab leaders, the Mufti of Jerusalem Hajj 
Amin al-Husseini who controlled Arab Higher Committee and the former Mayor of Jerusalem Ragheb 
Bey al-Nashashibi of the National Defence Party denounced partition and reiterated their demands for 
independence.

This was not straightforward. Ben-Gurion had written to his son Amos as 
early as October 1937, analysing why the new Jewish state would accept 
partition. It was, in every sense, a poor choice, as Ben-Gurion wrote: ‘Does 
the establishment of a Jewish state (in only part of Palestine) advance or 
retard the conversion of this country into a Jewish country?’ He signed off 
his letter to his son with the greeting of ‘Shalom Rav’– Abundant Peace.10 
What a strange letter to write to one’s son, with no sign of fatherly interest, 
just a rundown of the political situation. How preoccupied Ben-Gurion’s 
thoughts were with statehood. However, Ben-Gurion and Weizmann, 
whose relationship, by this time, had soured11, were both pragmatic in 
their beliefs that partition would be a positive move towards statehood.

Ben-Gurion went on to share with his son the ‘unalterable truths’ that 
would push the Jews of the diaspora to the Land of Israel. First, the pressure 
of Exile. By the 1930s, immigration from Germany due to antisemitism, 
had already started. By 1947, as partition was considered once again, it 
was an unequivocal truth that the pressure of exile had come to bear in 
the most horrific way possible on the Jews of Europe. Secondly, in Ben 
Gurion’s thoughts, Palestine was ‘grossly underpopulated.’ And lastly, ‘the 
Jews’ innovative talents would be brought to bear on the Land and ‘make 
the desert bloom.’12 

By 1947, Ben-Gurion and Moshe Shartok (Sharett)13 were even more res-
olute in their support for partition. They emphasised the ‘importance and 
the historical precedent of obtaining international recognition for a Jewish 
state that was authorised in advance by the majority of humankind.’14

As the issue was handed over to the UN, the British, the Arabs and the 
Jews had to contend with a player who had not been engaged in the future 
of Palestine in 1937. In the aftermath of the war, America was asserting 
its position, and as the seat of world power had moved from London to 

10   Letter from Ben-Gurion to his son Amos, 5 October 1937.

11   Power, Personalities, and Policies: Essays in Honour of Donald Cameron Watt. Edited by Michael 
Graham Fry, University of Southern California Press, 1992. P. 272. 

12   Letter from Ben-Gurion to his son Amos, 5 October 1937.

13   Moshe Sharett (born Moshe Shartok) (b. 16 October 1894 – d. 7 July 1965) was the second Prime 
Minster of Israel (1954-55) serving for between Ben Gurion’s first two two terms in office. Previously, 
Sharett served as Israel’s first Foreign Minister. 

14   The Partition of Palestine: Decision Crossroads in the Zionist Movement. Itzhak Galnoor, State 
University of New York press 1995.
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Washington. What had once been a problem restricted to the British gov-
ernment and a small sliver of the Middle East, found a second epicentre in 
America, from where the issue was weighed up against American interests 
throughout the world. ‘It is not just a European issue, or a Palestinian issue. 
It is an American Issue,’ said US President Harry Truman.15

In 1946 there were 4.5 million Jews living in America, the largest Jewish 
community in the world. The American community had been pragmatic 
over its relationship to Zionism before the war. During the ten years from 
1936 to 1946, only 494 Jews had made Aliya from America. American 
Zionism supplied the money not the recruits and after the war that supply 
reached new levels.  

In 1940 a young man with the pseudonym Peter Bergson arrived anony-
mously from Palestine on the shores of New York to raise funds for those 
increasing militant activists in Palestine represented by the Irgun16. In 
1944, as details of the Holocaust became more widely known, he set up the 
American League for a Free Palestine. The League’s aim was to raise mon-
ey and sympathy for the violent methods of the Irgun, drawing parallels 
between the struggles of the Jews of Palestine against the British oppressor 
and those of the American revolutionaries of 1776 and an earlier British 
oppressor. Peter Bergson, who was in actual fact Hillel Kook, son of the 
prominent Rabbi Dov Kook17, had a charismatic and magnetic personality. 
He had tapped into celebrity and showbusiness circles, so that by 1946 he 
had greats like Frank Sinatra, Bob Hope, the Marx Brothers and Leonard 
Bernstein endorsing his campaign. In an effort to bring the issue to the 
public, the American League for a Free Palestine premiered a new play on 

15   1946 Victor Sebestyen, p 263, excerpt from conversation between President Truman and Saudi 
Arabian King Ib’n Saud. 

16   The Irgun - “The National Military Organization in the Land of Israel” was an underground 
Zionist paramilitary organization that operated in Mandate Palestine between 1931 and 1948. It was an 
offshoot of the older and larger Jewish defence organisation, the Hagganah, which disavowed many of the 
Irgun’s methods and actions. The Irgun is also referred to as Etzel, an acronym of the Hebrew initials, or 
by the abbreviation IZL.

17   Hillel Kook was born in Kriukai in the Russian Empire (today in Lithuania) in 1915, the son of 
Rabbi Dov Kook, the younger brother of Abraham Isaac Kook, the first Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi of the 
British Mandate in Palestine. In 1924, his family immigrated to Palestine, where his father became the 
first Chief Rabbi of Afula. Hillel Kook received a religious education in Afula and at the Religious 
Zionist Yeshiva Merkaz HaRav in Jerusalem and was an unregistered student of Jewish Studies at the 
Hebrew University. While there, he became a member of Sohba, or “Comradeship”, a group of students 
who would later become prominent in the Revisionist Zionist movement, including David Raziel and 
Avraham Stern.

Broadway in September 1946. ‘A Flag is Born’ writ-
ten by Ben Hecht18, scored and composed by Kurt 
Weill19 and narrated by war correspondent Quinten 
Reynolds, starring Marlon Brando as one of three 
Jewish saviours of the concentration camps trying 
to reach Palestine. In the final scene, Marlon Bran-
do’s character, David, turns to the audience to ask 
‘Where were you?’20 The play was well orchestrated 
to tug at the heartstrings of the New York public, 
a crucial influence on public opinion in advance of 
the UN vote for partition the following year. 
As the UN tackled the proverbial ‘hot potato’ that 
was Palestine, it was evident by April that the UN 
would need to commission its own report. In April 

1947, ‘an 11-member Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP) was 
formed to recommend a solution to the Palestine conundrum.’21 The Arab 
delegation to the UN opposed UNSCOP’s appointment and sought to 
limit the committee’s examination of the problem of Palestine and Pales-
tinian independence, while the Zionist delegation sought to include the 
problems of the European refugees.22

The UNSCOP delegation spent five weeks during the summer of 1947 
in Palestine. The Zionists appreciated the significance of the committee’s 
work in Palestine and made every effort to persuade the committee to 
see the value of partition. While the Zionists did their utmost to present 
a thriving, happy European country, the Arabs greeted the committee’s 
visit with a one day general strike. While the delegates were met in Jewish 
towns with flowers, cheering and people who spoke the language of each 
delegate, in Arab villages the delegates encountered a sullen populace. The 

18   Ben Hecht (February 28, 1894 – April 18, 1964) was an American screenwriter, director, producer, 
playwright, journalist and novelist. A journalist in his youth, he went on to write thirty-five books and 
some of the most entertaining screenplays and plays in America. He received screen credits, alone or in 
collaboration, for the stories or screenplays of some seventy films.

19   Kurt Julian Weill (March 2, 1900 – April 3, 1950) was a German composer, active from the 1920s 
in his native country, and in his later years in the United States. He was a leading composer for the stage 
who was best known for his fruitful collaborations with Bertolt Brecht. With Brecht, he developed 
productions such as his best-known work The Threepenny Opera, which included the ballad “Mack the 
Knife”. Weill held the ideal of writing music that served a socially useful purpose.

20   A Line in The Sand, James Barr, 2011. P. 228-229.

21   The Origins and Evolutions of the Palestine Problem, 1917-1988, United Nations, 1990, p. 144.

22   1948 The First Arab-Israeli War, Benny Morris, 2008, p. 40.

Program cover for the 
Broadway show ‘A Flag is 
Born’; Zionists are 
superimposed over American 
Revolutionary figures.
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Arabs would not answer any questions posed to them and in the Galilee 
village of Rama the inhabitants evacuated the village just prior to the UN-
SCOP visit.23 

On 18 July, the Hagana ship 
Exodus 1947 was intercepted 
and boarded by Royal Marines 
17 miles off the coast of Pales-
tine. A battle ensued through 
the night, three of the 4,500 
refugees were killed and 28 
seriously wounded.24 As the 
UNSCOP group travelled the 
country, two members were 
eyewitnesses to the Exodus in-
cident. The Ordeal of the Ex-
odus 1947 ended with the Jews forcibly returned to detention camps in 
Germany. The whole event underlined to the UNSCOP committee ‘con-

temporary Jewish history and British 
insensitivity.’25 

On the 8 August, the UNSCOP 
subcommittee started a week-long 
visit to the DP (Displaced Persons) 
camps. At the DP camp outside of 
Bergen-Belsen, John Hood, the Aus-
tralian delegate, reported that ‘one 
hundred percent of the Jewish DPs 
wanted to immigrate to Israel.’26 

At the end of August, UNSCOP 
signed the report and map that would 
form the basis for UN Resolution 
181. The Resolution provided for 

the termination of the British Mandate, the progressive withdrawal of the 

23   Ibid, p. 43.

24   The Exodus affair: Holocaust survivors and the struggle for Palestine, Aviva Halamish (1998). 
Syracuse Univ. Press. P. 84 -96

25   1948 The First Arab-Israeli War, Benny Morris, 2008, p. 44.

26   Ibid, p. 46.

Two members of the UNSCOP committee at the port of 
Haifa during the Exodus 1947 affair. 

Map of UN 
Partition Plan for 
Palestine, adopted 
29 Nov 1947, 
with boundary of 
previous 
UNSCOP 
partition plan 
added in green.

British armed forces, and the creation of an Arab state and a Jewish State 
no later than 1 October 1948.  Palestine was to be divided into eight parts: 
three allotted to the Arabs, three to the Jews, Jaffa as an Arab enclave 
within the Jewish territory and Jerusalem, as the eighth section, would be 
an international region administered by the United Nations Trusteeship.27

The Arab reaction was to denounce the minority report: ‘blood will flow 
like rivers in the Middle East’ promised Jamal Husseini.28The Jews, on the 
other hand, in Ben-Gurion’s words, regarded the recommendations as a 
‘giant achievement, the beginning, indeed more than the beginning, of 
(our) salvation.’29

In order to pass Reso-
lution 181, the UN del-
egate countries would 
need to vote ‘aye’ by 
a two-thirds majority 
and, as of 25 Novem-
ber, the Zionists were 
still shy of that number. 
Leading up to the vote, 
however, the Zionists 
– who were fractious at 
the best of times – found 
the will to set aside their 
respective differences 
and together mounted 

an intensive campaign to persuade delegate countries to vote for them. 
The most important UN member to vote for partition was the USA, de-
spite differences between President Truman and the State Department.30 

27   The Origins and Evolutions of the Palestine Problem, 1917-1988, United Nations, 1990, p. 144.

28   Husseini served as Secretary to the Executive Committee of the Palestine Arab Congress (1921–
1934) and to the Muslim Supreme Council. He was co-founder and chairman of the Palestine Arab 
Party, established in Jerusalem in 1935, and in 1937 became a member of the first Arab Higher 
Committee, led by Amin al-Husayni, later becoming its chairman.

29   1948 The First Arab-Israeli War, Benny Morris, 2008, p. 50.

30   Michael Joseph Cohen, Truman and Israel, University of California Press 1990, pp.163-4:’”Greece, 
the Philippines and Haiti-three countries utterly dependent on Washington - suddenly came out one after 
another against its declared policy”. .Abba Hillel Silver reported to the American Zionist Emergency 
Council: ‘During this time, we marshalled our forces, Jewish and non-Jewish opinion, leaders and masses 
alike, converged on the Government and induced the President to assert the authority of his 

The Jewish Agency delegation at the UN,  
David Ben-Gurion sits in the centre.
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Once America was on side, pressure was brought to bear both by sympa-
thetic American senators and Zionist activists. Zionist lobbying went into 
overdrive, with focus on both the home governments and the delegations 
in Flushing Meadows31 before the conclusive vote. As the Thanksgiving 
weekend commenced, the vote was drawn into a filibuster and held off un-
til three days later, giving the Zionists more time for a range of arguments 
levelled at the delegations, as well as incentives, and disincentives.32

Threats and promises were 
made by American Jew-
ish businessmen directly at 
UN delegations. In the case 
of France, which remained 
undecided until the last 
moment, Bernard Baruch, 
the highly successful Jew-
ish businessman, met with 
the head of the French del-
egation, Alexandre Parodi. 
Parodi – an insecure mid-
level autocrat – was faced 
with Baruch. Though in 
his late seventies, Baruch 
was still tall, handsome and 
successful. He had been the 
unofficial, though influ-
ential economic adviser to 
President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt, and was on the UN’s Atomic Agency Commission. Baruch was 
– albeit quietly – a backer of Peter Bergson’s American League for a Free 
Palestine. He let Parodi know that if France did not support the resolution, 
Truman might divert aid it had been planning to send to France, to other 

(Cont. from page 59) Administration to overcome the negative attitude of the State Department which 
persisted to the end, and persists today. The result was that our Government made its intense desire for the 
adoption of the partition plan nown [sic] to the wavering governments.’

31   Flushing Meadows Park, New York, was the location of the 1939 World’s fair, some of the buildings 
from the 1939 Fair were used for the first temporary headquarters of the United Nations beginning in 
1946. The UN moved to its now-permanent headquarters in 1951.

32   1948 The First Arab-Israeli War, Benny Morris, 2008, p. 53.

The countries and their votes.

worthier causes instead.33 The French ‘aye’ vote carried with it the votes of 
Belgium, Luxembourg and the Netherlands. 

On November 29th 1947, as Jewish families in Palestine waited with baited 
breath, huddled around their radios, these four crucial votes together with 

33   James Barr, A Line in the Sand, 2011, p.355.

Celebrations on the streets of Jerusalem, with British soldiers.
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Celebrations on the streets of Tel Aviv.

the other ‘ayes’ helped 
to carry the 33 to 13 
vote, ensuring a narrow  
two thirds majority. 

The reaction in Palestine 
was immediate:

The Jews were ‘hysterical-
ly jubilant.’

The Arabs ‘stunned with disbelief.’34

The euphoria was short-lived as the Jews realised that they would now 
have to fight for their survival. After initial jubilation, hora circles were 
quickly disbanded on the streets of Tel Aviv as the Jews prepared for an in-
crease in hostilities as the British planned their withdrawal.  Indeed, Arab 
attacks on Jewish towns took place on the day after the vote.  

The Partition Plan of 1947 remains a momentous event in modern Jewish 
history.  80 years on, it should be remembered as the international ac-
knowledgment of the Jewish right to settle a Jewish state in our ancient 
homeland. In his parting words to his son, Ben-Gurion told him that ‘a 
Jewish state must be established immediately, even if it is only in part of 
the country. The rest will follow in the course of time. A Jewish state 
will come.’35 In Israel today 
you will find streets named 
Kaf Tet B’Novemer - 29 
November - in acknowl-
edgment of the relevance 
of this day in 1947 in Israe-
li history. From that date, 
Israel entered a new phase 
of its journey to statehood. 
With the UN vote, the 
Jewish State received that 
which Ben-Gurion wished for: international acknowledgment and ap-
proval of the Jews’ right to establish a state in their ancient homeland. 

34   Ibid, 2011, p.356

35   Letter from David Ben-Gurion to his son Amos, 5 October 1937

David Ben-Gurion and Abba Eban, giving President Harry S. 
Truman a menorah as a gift for his support of the new state.

S I X  S T O R I E S  F O R  S I X  D AY S

B Y  R A B B I  J O H N N Y  S O L O M O N ,  
C O N S U LTA N T  TO  U S  L I V I N G  &  L E A R N I N G

This essay is dedicated to all those who fought in defence of the State of Israel  
and the pre-state Yishuv

The Six Day War (5-10th June 1967) is regarded by many as a miraculous 
war that was won against the odds. The war came as a response to increased 
pressure in the Middle East and an imminent attack by Israel’s neighbours. It 
was a war that Israel did not want to fight, but a war that Israel needed to win 
to ensure its very survival. 

Egyptian, Syrian and Jordanian troops were prepared for battle, and talk about 
the annihilation of the young Jewish State was rife. The people of Israel, many 
of whom were survivors of Nazi Europe, were terrified, and the country 
prepared for mass casualties.

Israel was outnumbered, its military defences challenged by the superior 
number of weapons and fighter jets of its enemies. This appeared to be a bat-
tle of ‘David and Goliath’. Yet as Moshe Dayan, the then Minister of Defence, 
explained to his senior officers on the eve of the Six Day War, David won 
his battle over Goliath because he identified his opponent’s weaknesses and 
according to Dayan, this was exactly what the Israel Defence Forces (IDF) 
was poised to do. 

The Six Day War has been examined at length by historians and military 
experts, and there are many books and studies about the events and tactics of 
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the war. Therefore, rather than simply recounting the military gains and losses 
of these six days, this essay seeks to share six stories and insights that capture 
the unique spirit of the soldiers who fought tirelessly to protect the State of 
Israel and, specifically, to liberate the holy city of Jerusalem. 

T I M I N G  A S  T H E  M A K E  O R  B R E A K  
O F  WA R  ( J U N E  5 T H  1 9 6 7 )

There is no doubt that one decision, beyond all others, saved Israel from the 
fearsome Egyptian airstrikes which had the capability of incapacitating the 
State of Israel, and this was the decision for a preemptive strike against the 
Egyptian Air Force on June 5th. Like David’s battle with Goliath, it was clear 
that such an attack would immediately weaken the greatest enemy facing Is-
rael, and it was also clear that an attack had to be swift and precise. But when 
should the strike occur?

While the Israeli Air Force 
knew that the Egyptians 
would ready their planes 
and undertake practice 
flights in the hours after 
dawn, they also knew that 
the pilots would take time 
for breakfast from 7.30am. 
And so, at 7.45am on 
June 5th 1967, the Israeli 
Air Force (IAF) began its 
attack and, in a matter of 
hours, destroyed over 450 
Egyptian aircraft. 

There are many lessons to be learned from the Six Day War, and especially 
from this bold strike, but perhaps the most significant lesson is that timing can 
be the make or break of a war. 

Moreover, from a mystical perspective, the fact that the declaration of the 
State of Israel and the battle for Jerusalem occurred in the Hebrew month 
of Iyar is also of great significance. Iyar is the month where trees grow their 
new leaves and many flowers blossom, and based on this, the Zohar1 explains 

1   The Zohar is a mystical work. This citation is from Zohar: Bemidbar 117b, Zohar Chadash: Eichah 92b.

Egyptian planes destroyed on the ground in Sinai after attacks by the 
Israeli Air Force on Egyptian air bases.

that Iyar is the month where miracles towards the redemption of the Jewish 
people can be seen. In our days it is difficult to ignore the fact that both the 
establishment of the State of Israel, and the reunification of Jerusalem, oc-
curred in the month of Iyar. 

T H E  T E M P L E  M O U N T  I S  I N  O U R  H A N D S 
( J U N E  7 T H  1 9 6 7 )

Though there were many great 
leaders and soldiers in the 
Six Day War, one particularly 
stands out - Lieutenant Gen-
eral Mordechai (“Motta”) Gur. 

Motta Gur was the command-
er of the 55th Paratroopers 
Brigade, and it was he who 
famously proclaimed “Har Ha-
bayit Beyadeinu – The Temple 
Mount is in our hands” 

However, as Eli Landau, military journalist for the Ma’ariv newspaper ob-
served, these three words conveyed a deep message for all Jews around the 
world:

‘Motta did not say:  “The Temple Mount is in my hands!”  There, on the 
white plaza, Motta chose not to be first, alone, but rather to be there together 
with everybody else. Motta was not only an officer; he was a friend, partner 
and agent. With his three historic words, Motta brought about a shared, uni-
fying experience: of those paratroopers who were present to participate in 
the event; other Israelis; and  Jews throughout the world.’2

By using the phrase ‘our hands’, Motta Gur - like Jerusalem itself – sought to 
unify the entire Jewish people and to express the fact that while many Jews 
do not live in Jerusalem, Jerusalem is the city of all Jews.

2   Zimmerman. B, Yom Yerushalayim: Re-Connecting the Heart (Mizrachi, Halacha Education Cenmter 
2016) p. 16.

Israeli soldiers approaching the Dome of the Rock, 
Six Day War. 
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S O U N D S  O F  T H E  S H O FA R  
( J U N E  7 T H  1 9 6 7 )

One of the most iconic images of liberation of Jerusalem depicts Rabbi Shlo-
mo Goren, then Chief Rabbi of the Israel Defence Forces (IDF), blowing the 
shofar while being surrounded by exhausted yet elated soldiers as they stood 
and prayed at the Kotel. But like seemingly every aspect of the Six Day War, 
even this shofar has a story. 

Rabbi Goren was with the 11th Brigade on the Gaza front, but he also wanted 
to be with the IDF soldiers if and when they entered Jerusalem. As such, he 

Rabbi Shlomo Goren blowing the shofar at the Kotel, Six Day War.

brought his Sefer Torah and shofar with him, awaiting news about Jerusalem. 

However, as he was riding in a truck across the border with Egypt, an artillery 
shell fell on the truck. All the passengers, with the exception of Rabbi Goren, 
were injured. Having helped to treat the wounded, an ambulance soon came 
to take them for treatment. But while Rabbi Goren’s Sefer Torah remained 
intact, the shofar had been burnt. 

Now running away through a field, Rabbi Goren darted to evade the flying 
Egyptian bullets. Having found a safe place to hide, he remained there with 
the Sefer Torah until dark when he then found his way back over the border.

In the ensuing days, Rabbi Goren travelled back and forth between Jerusa-
lem and the Gaza border, but when he was told that the Old City was to be 
liberated, he made sure that he was in Jerusalem. 

But for Rabbi Goren, there was one thing missing - a shofar. The shofar sym-
bolises the call to action in times of war, as we read ‘if you go to war in your 
land against the enemy that oppress you, then you shall blow an alarm with 
the trumpets; and you shall be remembered before the Lord your God and 
you shall be saved from your enemies’ (Bemidbar 10:9). 

On the 7th of June, at 4.30am, Rabbi Goren hurried to the home of his fa-
ther-in-law, Rabbi David Cohen, who was one of the many holy men of Je-
rusalem and most notably, a Nazir (someone who took on the extra personal 
stringencies that are prescribed in the Torah). 

‘I need your shofar, we’re going to liberate the Kotel!’ exclaimed Rabbi 
Goren. 

Rabbi Cohen was overcome with emotion. He began to cry while, at the 
same time, reaching to get his shofar. Rabbi Goren left and, in the spirit of 
Bemidbar 10:9, he began blowing the shofar as the IDF soldiers approached 
the Old City. In between blowing, he utterred the following words of prayer: 
‘In the name of God, take action and succeed. In the name of God, liberate 
Jerusalem, go up and be successful’.

When he reached the Temple Mount where Motta Gur and his soldiers were 
standing, Rabbi Goren expressed the feelings of the nation:

“Israeli soldiers, beloved of the nation, decorated with courage and victory, 
may God be with you, valiant heroes. I am speaking to you from the plaza of 
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the Kotel, the remnant of our Holy Temple. “Comfort My people, comfort 
them, says your God (Isaiah 40:1). This is the day we have waited for; “we 
will be glad and rejoice in his salvation” (25:9). The dream of all generations 
has come true before our eyes. The city of God, the place of the Temple, the 
Temple Mount and the Kotel, the symbol of the messianic redemption of 
the nation, have been redeemed this day by you, heroes of the Israel Defence 
Forces. Today you have fulfilled the oath of the generations—“If I forget you, 
O Jerusalem, may my right hand forget its cunning.” Indeed, we have not 
forgotten you, Jerusalem, our holy city, home of our glory, and your right 
hand, the right hand of God, has made this historic redemption....Blessed are 
you, O Lord, comforter of Zion and builder of Jerusalem. To Zion and the 
remnant of our Holy Temple we declare: “Your sons have returned to their 
borders” (Jeremiah 31:15). Now we are standing at your gates, Jerusalem, a 
city that has been joined together with the new Jewish Jerusalem. This is the 
city that is the “perfection of beauty, the joy of the whole earth” (Lamenta-
tions 2:15), the eternal capital of the State of Israel. On behalf of the whole 
Jewish people, in Israel and in the Diaspora, I say this blessing with exultant 
joy: Blessed are You, O Lord, our God, King of the universe, who hast kept us 
alive, sustained us, and brought us to this day. This year in rebuilt Jerusalem!”

After reading this proclamation and as they stood on the Temple Mount, 
Rabbi Goren sought to lead the soldiers in singing the Hatikvah, Israel’s Na-
tional Anthem. However, the soldiers chose to sing a different song, and one 
that would become the unofficial national anthem of Israel, and the song that 
became inextricably linked with the Six Day War.3 

T H E  S O N G  O F  J E RU S A L E M  
( M AY  1 5 T H - J U N E  7 T H  1 9 6 7 )

Naomi Shemer’s classic song Yerusha-
layim Shel Zahav (Jerusalem of gold) 
is inextricably linked with the events 
surrounding the reunification of Je-
rusalem on June 7th 1967. However, 
unbeknownst to some, the song had 
been written many months before the 
battle for Jerusalem occurred. 

3   Goren, Rabbi Shlomo; Rath, A. (ed.) With Might and Strength: An Autobiography  
(Maggid Books, 2016) pp. 323-328.

Cover of 
Naomi 
Shemer’s 
album, 
Jerusalem  
of Gold. 

The original version of Yerushalayim Shel Zahav was commissioned for the 
Israeli Song Festival held on May 15th 1967 but, as Shemer recounted, she 
initially struggled to write the song. However, she then remembered the story 
involving Rabbi Akiva and his beloved wife Rachel, and it was from this story 
that sprung both the name of, and the emotions within her song.4 

The story, as told in the Talmud (Nedarim 50a), describes the poverty of 
Rabbi Akiva and his wife Rachel: 

In the winter they would sleep in a storehouse of straw, and Rabbi Akiva 
would gather strands of straw from her hair. He said to her: ‘If I had the means 
I would place on your head a ‘Yerushalayim Shel Zahav’ (a crown-like piece 
of jewelry in the shape of the walls of Jerusalem). 

Eventually we are told that Rabbi Akiva did give his wife a Yerushalayim Shel 
Zahav 5, and it was the boundless love and affection of Rabbi Akiva towards 
his wife which served as an inspiration to Shemer whose song was sung at 
that Israeli Song Festival by Shuli Nathan. 

Yerushalayim Shel Zahav became an instant hit.  Just three weeks later as Is-
rael fought for its very survival, Shemer’s song provided hope and inspiration. 
In an IDF postcard dated 6th June 1967 a soldier wrote to Shemer: 

‘At this very moment our planes are bombing the Golan and your song is 
playing on the radio. Well done and well done! Your song Jerusalem of Gold 
has become part of our lives as we man our stations. The guys can’t stop sing-
ing and being amazed because this song is really something, especially as our 
nation struggles and prevails’.6

The following day, 7th June 1967, IDF paratroopers liberated Jeursalam and 
rather than singing the Hatikvah as requested by Rabbi Goren, they sang 
Yerushalayim Shel Zahav.7

4   See http://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLI/English/music/Compilations/Pages/jerusalem.aspx 

5   See Yerushalmi Shabbat 6:1, Sotah 9:15.

6   http://web.nli.org.il/sites/NLI/English/music/Compilations/Pages/jerusalem.aspx 

7   With Might and Strength: The Rabbi Shlomo Goren Autobiography p. 328.
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However, even at the time, some of 
the lyrics that spoke about a longing 
for Jerusalem seemed to clash with the 
positive feelings of liberation. In fact, 
this point was raised to Shemer by an 
Israeli year two student from Shimoni 
primary school in Givatayim, near Tel 
Aviv, who asked Shemer to update the 
words of the song following the victo-
ry in the war. 

Therefore, in place of the words:

“Alas, the dry wells and foun-
tains, Forgotten market-day, 
The sound of horn from Tem-
ple’s mountain, No longer calls 
to pray. The rocky caves at night 
are haunted, By sounds of long 
ago, When we were going to the 
Jordan, By way of Jericho.”

Shemer made some changes and, in the new version, referred to the sounding 
of the shofar which had taken place on that fateful day:

“The wells are filled again with water, The square with joyous 
crowd, On the Temple Mount within the City, The shofar rings 
out loud. Within the caverns in the mountains, A thousand suns 

will glow, We’ll take 
the Dead Sea road 
together, That runs 
through Jericho.” 

Like the modern State of Is-
rael, Shemer’s song combined 
Biblical words and themes, 
along with the spirit of the 
age, and since 1967 it has 
been regarded as an unofficial 
national anthem of Israel. 

A letter from a year two students from Shimoni 
elementary school in Givatayim who ask Shemer to 
update the words of the song following the victory in 
the war.

Draft of the added verse, from Shemer’s address book. 

T H E  F L OW E R S  P L U C K E D  B Y  
M O S H E  DAYA N  ( J U N E  7 T H  1 9 6 7 )

From right, Chief of Staff Lt. Gen. Yitzchak Rabin in the entrance to the Old City of Jerusalem during 
the Six Day War, with Generals Moshe Dayan and Uzi Narkiss.
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Moshe Dayan was one of the most complex individuals in the history of the 
State of Israel, who served as Minister of Defence during the Six Day War. 
He was a soldier who was feared and respected by both Israelis and Arabs and, 
while deeply reluctant to engage in a battle for the Old City of Jerusalem, 
his sense of history inspired him to stir his troops to fight the battle of their 
lives. Yet, despite being a warrior, Dayan was also a man who sought peace. 

In a short note that he placed in the 
Kotel immediately after its liberation, 
he wrote ‘May peace descend on the 
whole house of Israel’, and then, in a 
public statement, he declared ‘to our 
Arab neighbours, Israel extends the 
hand of peace and to all peoples of all 
faiths, we guarantee full freedom of 
worship. We’ve not come to conquer 
the holy places of others but to live 
with others in harmony.’

And then, as he departed the Kotel, 
Dayan plucked some wild pink cycla-
men that was growing between the 
Wall and the Magrehbi Gate to give 
to his wife.8 

This small act speaks volumes about the nature of war. Even the most fear-
some soldier is often someone with a soft heart who, while aware of the 
historic events that are unfolding, maintains an awareness of the small things 
that may bring joy to their loved ones too. 

DAV I D  B E N - G U R I O N  A N D  T H E  WA L L 
T H AT  N O  L O N G E R  WA I L E D  

( J U N E  8 T H  1 9 6 7 )

The following day, on June 8th 1967, former Prime Minister of the State of 
Israel David Ben-Gurion was walking down the cobbled alleyways of the 
Old City toward the Kotel where he noticed a ceramic-tile street sign that 
troubled him greatly. 

8   Montefiore, S.S. Jerusalem: The Biography (Pheonix, 2012) p. 598.

The sign, which had been put there by the Jordanians, had two names on it. 
In both Arabic and English was the name ‘Al-Buraq’. According to Moslem 
legend, this was the name of Mohammed’s horse which is said to have borne 
him up to heaven.  Yet in English the sign read, ‘Wailing Wall Road’. 

‘This is not right, it should come down’ muttered Ben-Gurion. Assuming 
that he meant the entire sign, a soldier started hacking away at the sign with 
his bayonet. But Ben-Gurion objected, explaining that he did not want the 
ceramic tiles to be damaged. Instead, he merely wanted to remove the of-
fending words. Immediately, another soldier produced a smaller tool and then 
proceeded to remove the lettering which was greeted by a cheering crowd, 
after which Ben-Gurion declared that “this is the greatest moment in my life 
since I came to Israel”.9 

But what was so troubling about this sign, and what was so significant about 
this change?

For Ben-Gurion, as for the rest of the nation, the reunification of Jerusalem 
was symbolic of a new chapter in Jewish history. Jerusalem was now under 
Jewish control and the Kotel would no longer be a place for wailing and loss. 
Instead, it represented hope, restoration and, for some, even redemption. 

C O N C L U S I O N

The miraculous victory of the Six Day War assured the survival of the young 
State of Israel and created a new reality for the country with Jerusalem at its 
centre. Like the story of David and Goliath, the small State of Israel defeated 
an enemy far greater in size and power through quick thinking and bold tac-
tics.  Like David, the people of Israel and the soldiers of the IDF recognised 
the Divine assistance in their survival and success, especially in the most chal-
lenging battles. The Six Day War turned longing for Jerusalem into a reality 
of Jerusalem, and a wall for which we wailed, into a wall where the Jewish 
people could now freely pray. 

Next year in Jerusalem! 

9   'B-G Rubs Out ‘Wailing Wall’’, Jerusalem Post (June 9th 1967).
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B E G I N  A N D  S A DAT, 
J E R U S A L E M  1 9 7 7

R A B B I  G I D E O N  S Y LV E S T E R ,  
U S  I S R A E L  R A B B I

Prime Minster Menachem Begin, President Jimmy Carter and President Anwar Sadat.

I N T RO D U C T I O N

When my oldest son was born, like so many parents in Israel, I looked into his 
cradle and said, “This baby won’t serve in the army. By the time he is eigh-
teen, Israel will have made peace with its neighbours”. Eighteen years later, 
those hopes are dashed. As he proudly prepares to don his uniform, I can only 
pray that peace will come before his younger brother is called up.

World peace lies at the heart of Jewish aspirations. While it still seems far off, 
it is no longer inconceivable, thanks to Israel’s longstanding treaty with one 
of its most bitter and powerful enemies, Egypt. This achievement was not 
obvious from the start and it took outstanding leadership to make it a reality.

S A DAT ’ S  A N N O U N C E M E N T  A N D 
A R R I VA L  I N  J E RU S A L E M

When, on 9 November 1977, President Anwar Sadat announced to the 
Egyptian parliament that he “would go to the ends of the earth to achieve 
an accommodation with Israel”, even his ministers assumed it was just a slip 
of the tongue.1 

Israelis were similarly astonished and nervous about Sadat’s intentions. When 
his aircraft touched down at Ben Gurion Airport ten days later, many feared 
that as the plane doors opened, suicide commandos would burst out onto 
the tarmac and assassinate the entire leadership of Israel who had gathered 
to welcome the Egyptian President. As Sadat delivered an uncompromising 

Anwar Sadat with 
Menachem Begin, on 
arrival at  
Ben Gurion Airport.



76 77

speech in the Knesset (Israel’s parliament) setting out his vision, Defence 
Minister Ezer Weizman scribbled a note to Prime Minister Begin saying, “We 
must prepare for war”.2

Indeed, the negotiations which followed over many months were tense. Over 
and over again, Begin and Sadat clashed. Their correspondence reveals mutual 
frustration. By the time they came to the Camp David summit in 1978 at the 
instigation of the then United States President Jimmy Carter, the two sides 
were barely speaking. President Carter shuttled between the leader’s cabins 
clutching an outline agreement which he redrafted twenty five times.

Both leaders were driven by national pride. President Sadat felt obliged to re-
store all of the Egyptian territory that Israel had captured in the Yom Kippur 
War and, fearing that he would be cast as a traitor to the Arab cause, he in-
sisted on pushing for some form of Palestinian autonomy in the West Bank.3 

Begin’s approach to peacemaking was fuelled by a passion for Jewish tradi-
tion. When Sadat announced that he wished to arrive in Israel on a Saturday 
night, Begin insisted that the plane touch down well after the termination of 
Shabbat. He explained that Jews respected the Christian and Moslem Sab-
baths.  We also had to honour our own heritage if we wanted our Jewish State 
to be taken seriously.4

Delegates at the Camp David Peace Accord talks visit the site of the Gettysburg Address. 

Whilst Sadat charmed and captivated America’s President, Carter’s relation-
ship with Begin was more strained.5 Carter’s Christian faith gave him a natu-
ral affinity to the Holy Land, but Begin struggled to persuade the President of 
his perspective.6 In speech after speech, he returned to his experiences in the 
Gulag – the Soviet labour camps, the murder of his family in the Holocaust 
and his determination to protect the Jewish people, not only from any threats, 
but even from the slightest fear of attack or indignity.7 

In an attempt to explain the insecurities that he shared with many Israelis, 
Begin told the President this story from his childhood in Poland: While Be-
gin’s father and the local rabbi were out walking, they were accosted by an 
antisemitic sergeant who began taunting the rabbi and cutting his beard. Be-
gin’s father was so outraged by this affront that he wacked the officer with his 
walking stick. For this, he was arrested, beaten and threatened with drowning 
in the River Bug. When he finally arrived home; badly wounded, covered in 
blood and deeply shaken, Begin’s father nevertheless declared how happy he 
was to have defended Jewish honour. Begin assured the American President, 
that as Prime Minister of Israel, he would do no less.8 

Begin’s determination to uphold Israel’s honour meant that even well- inten-
tioned slights were intolerable to him. Presented with a draft joint statement 
after their talks with the President, he demanded the removal of two clauses; 
one asserting that America affirmed Israel’s right to exist and the other de-
claring its commitment to Israel’s survival. When asked why these supportive 
clauses were so offensive to him, he responded that the survival, protection 
and flourishing of the Jewish State were inalienable rights which did not 
depend on anyone else’s benevolence.9

When President Carter attempted to cajole Begin into accepting a deal on 
the basis that this might be the last opportunity to make peace, he responded:

Our people lived thousands of years before Camp David and 
will live thousands of years after Camp David . . .  If we are told 
this is the last chance to arrive at peace, we shall not agree. There 
are no “last chances in life”.10

Begin’s insistence on his people’s honour was matched by extraordinary 
self-denial. On a trip to London, he suffered acute pains in his foot. When a 
doctor advised that he should wear different shoes, Begin looked up at him 
in wonder saying, “But I only own one pair of shoes”.11 
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His respect for all peoples meant that 
his first action on taking office in 1977 
was to extend asylum to the Vietnam-
ese Boat People who were struggling 
to find refuge.12 Even Israel’s greatest 
enemies were entitled to their rights. 
Referring to the Palestine Liberation 
Organisation (PLO) leader Yasser Ara-
fat, one of Israel’s greatest foes, and his 
fellow terrorists, Begin said:

They are vile murderers, there is 
no doubt about it . . . But they are 
people too and every man should 
be valued; every human being.13 

Ultimately, it was this sensitivity that 
pushed Begin into the compromises that 
led to the signing of the Camp David 
Accords on the White House Lawn. The crucial moment came as President Car-
ter came to his cabin in Camp David with photographs of the three peacemakers 
which he had autographed for each of the Begin grandchildren. Carter recalled 
how Begin began calling out the names of his grandchildren, His voice trembled 
and there were tears running down his cheeks; “We can’t leave a war for these 
little children to fight”, he said.14

C O N C L U S I O N

The treaty with Egypt in-
volved sacrifices. In particu-
lar, hundreds of Israelis were 
evacuated from towns in the 
Sinai set up after 1967, los-
ing their homes and com-
munities. This set the prec-
edent that even a victorious 
Israel would cede land for 
peace. 

There were many conflicting verdicts on the treaty. Former Prime Minis-
ter Golda Meir ridiculed Begin’s achievement as mere theatrics, suggesting 

Delegates at the Camp David Peace Accord 
talks visit the site of the Gettysburg Address.

Menachem Begin welcoming the Vietnamese boat people to Israel. 

he should have received an Oscar rather than the Nobel Peace Prize.15 A 
more realistic assessment came from the former military Chief of Staff Moshe 
Dayan, by then Israel’s Foreign Minister, whose speech to the Knesset em-
phasised that the peace treaty was not an idyllic fulfillment of Isaiah’s Biblical 
prophecies of a time of universal peace when swords would be beaten into 
ploughshares. Instead, it was a political peace treaty that contained military 
clauses to normalise relations between two neighbouring countries.16 

With hindsight, we can see that the peace treaty was an astonishing success. 
It has secured Israel’s southern border for decades. Even though the peace 
has remained ‘cold’, avoiding war even if not creating rapprochement, it has 
nonetheless saved countless lives and allowed Israel to invest its resources 
elsewhere.

Moshe Dayan talked down the significance of the treaty, but perhaps rabbinic 
teachings were less circumspect. For example, the famous 12th century schol-
ar Rambam (Maimonides) declared that Messianic times would look just like 
our own, just without the violence and oppression.17 Viewed this way, a peace 
treaty with one of one of our most bitter enemies gave us a small glimpse of 
what such a peaceful world might look like.

A handshake at Camp David. 



80 81

Bibliography

Avner, Yehuda. 2010. The Prime Ministers: An Intimate Narrative of Israeli Leadership. Jerusalem:  
The Toby Press.

Bar Tal, Daniel, and Neta Oren. 2000. “Ethos as an Expression of Identity: Its Changes in Transition 
from Conflict to Peace in the Israeli Cause.” In Davis Occasional Papers, No 83, Jerusalem: Leonard 
Davis Institute, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem. 

Bregman, Ahron, and Jihan El-Tahri. 1998. The Fifty Years War: Israel and the Arabs. London: Penguin 
Books and BBC Books.

Carter, Jimmy. 1982. Keeping Faith: Memoirs of a President. Toronto, New York, London, Sydney: 
Bantam Books.

Dayan, Moshe. 1981. Breakthrough: A Personal Account of the Egypt-Israel Peace Negotiations. New 
York: Alfred A. Knopf.

Fahmy, Ismail. 1983. Negotiating for Peace in the Middle East. Cairo: The American University in Cairo.

Gordis, Daniel. 2014. Menachem Begin: The Battle for Israel’s Soul. New York: Schocken Books.

Hurwitz, Harry, and Yisrael Medad. 2011. Peace in the Making: The Menachem Begin-Anwar El-Sadat 
Personal Correspondence. Jerusalem: Gefen Publishing House.

Peres, Shimon, and David Landau. 2011. Ben-Gurion: A Political Life, Shimon Peres in Conversation 
with David Landau. New York: Schocken Books.

Peres, Shimon. 1995. Battling for Peace: A Memoir. New York: Random House.

El-Sadat. 1978. In Search of Identity: An Autobiography. New York: William Collins. Shilon, Avi, 
Menachem Begin, a life, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2012.

Shamir, Yitzchak. 1998. Summing Up: An Autobiography. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson.

Shilon, Avi. 2012. Menachem Begin: A Life. New Haven and London: Yale University Press.

Endnotes

1   Anwar El-Sadat, In Search of Identity, pp. 366-367, Fahmy, Negotiating for Peace in the Middle 
East pp. 265-267.

2   Joseph Finklestone, Anwar Sadat: Visionary Who Dared, p. 204. See also, Bregman and El-Tahri, 
The Fifty Years War, pp. 132-133 who relate that when Weizmann went out for a drink with the 
Egyptian delegation, his wife was so afraid that he would be assassinated that she sent a succession of body 
guards to check up on him.

3   See Anwar El-Sadat, In Search of Identity, p,371 where after setting out his demands, he writes, 
“...  just as I stated my willingness to go to the end of the world to achieve peace, so I would be willing to 
fight to the end of the world for the same target”. See also Shimon Peres, Battling for Peace, p. 178 where 
he describes his meeting with Sadat in Vienna where the Egyptian President told him, “ ... he was not 
prepared to forgo any particle of Egyptian land. Land was a matter of honour, and therefore Israel would 
have to restore all of it – to the last grain of sand”. It is noteworthy that according to President Carter, 
at this time, many Arab leaders were nervous about the idea of a Palestinian State, and neither Sadat 
nor Carter wanted an independent Palestinian State, see Keeping Faith, p. 302 and even Sadat was 
absolutely against dividing Jerusalem, Keeping Faith, p. 283 and p.341.

4   Yehuda Avner, The Prime Ministers, p. 471.

5   See for example Jimmy Carter’s memoir, Keeping Faith, p. 282 where he writes of his first meeting 
with Sadat: “Then, on April 4 1977, a shining light burst on the Middle East scene for me”.

6   For Carter’s connection to the Holy Land see, Keeping Faith, p. 274, for his frustration with Begin’s 
own spiritual connection to the land, see for example, Keeping Faith, p. 291, “Begin gave me his views 
about the historical nature of Israel which was interesting this time, although I was familiar with most of 
what he said from my studies of the Old Testament and more recent history, I had no idea then, how many 
times in the future I would listen to the same discourse”. See also p. 330 where after crediting Begin’s 
Biblical knowledge and sense of destiny, he concludes, “However I also knew that his preoccupation with 
language, names and terms could severely impede free-flowing talk”. Former Prime minister Yitzchak 
Shamir writes of Carter’s speech to the Knesset, “. . . it was apparent to me how little he understood 
emotionally, the fateful dilemmas facing Begin on Israel’s behalf or the magnitude of our doubts”.

7   Yehuda Avner, The Prime Ministers, p 468. See also, Shimon Peres & David Landau, David Ben- 
Gurion, A Political Life, pp. 13-14 where Shimon Peres tells a similar story to explain his life’s mission. 
His grandfather Reb Zvi Meltzer learned in the world famous Volozhin Yeshiva. He was adored by the 
young Shimon to whom he taught Bible stories. When the family started their aliya journey, Reb Zvi saw 
them off at the station. His final words to Shimon were “My child, one thing above all else, always be a 
Jew”. Shortly afterwards, he was taken to the synagogue in Vishneva and burned alive by the German 
Einsatzgruppen. 

8   Yehuda Avner, The Prime Ministers, p. 436.

9   Yehuda Avner, The Prime Ministers, pp. 440-1.

10   Daniel Gordis, Menachem Begin, p. 169.

11   This story was told to me by my father Sam Sylvester z’l who was a friend of the doctor.

12   Daniel Gordis, Menachem Begin, pp. 142-3.

13   Avi Shilon, Menachem Begin: a life, p. 394.

14   Quoted in Bregman and El-Tahri, The Fifty Years War, p. 139. The story also appears, though 
slightly less dramatically in Jimmy Carter, Keeping Faith, p. 399.

15   Daniel Gordis, Menachem Begin, p. 176. Sadat was similarly assailed by his Foreign Minister, 
Ismail Fahmy who accused him of only making peace in order to become “an international hero”. Fahmy, 
Negotiating for Peace in the Middle East, p. 283.

16   Moshe Dayan, Breakthrough, pp.282-283.

17   Rambam, Hilchot Melachim, 12:1.



82 83

Page Source Title 

Cover http://www.alamy.com Abba Eban (1915-2002), at the raising of the Israeli 
flag at UN, 1949

28 https://commons.wikimedia.org Balfour Declaration unmarked

28 https://commons.wikimedia.org Arthur Balfour Vanity Fair 27 January 1910

29 https://commons.wikimedia.org II-Gazze-Muharebesi-Silahı

30 http://wikivisually.com Vera & Chaim Weizmann, Herbert Samuel, Lloyd 
George, Ethel Snowden, Philip Snowden

32 https://commons.wikimedia.org Weizmann’s passport photo

33 Library of Congress Recruiting poster for Jewish soldiers

36 Library of Congress Chief Rabbi Hertz 

39 Library of Congress Capture of Jerusalem 1917

39 https://commons.wikimedia.org Allenby enters Jerusalem 1917

40 https://commons.wikimedia.org Ottoman surrender of Jerusalem restored

41 https://commons.wikimedia.org Allenby headline

42 https://commons.wikimedia.org Sir Herbert Samuel with Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook 
and Mendel Kremer in Jerusalem in 1925

44 https://commons.wikimedia.org Allenby enters Jerusalem 1917

45 https://commons.wikimedia.org Capture and occupation of Palestine by British. British 
troops on parade at Jaffa Gate. 1917 Dec.

48 https://he.wikipedia.org/ PikiWiki Israel 20690 The Palmach

50 https://commons.wikimedia.org Robert Gary - Exodus 1947

51 https://he.wikipedia.org/ Children from Exodus

57 https://en.wikipedia.org A Flag Is Born

62 https://commons.wikimedia.org/ Government Press Office (GPO) - P.M. Ben-Gurion, 
Mr. Abba Eban and U.S. President Harry Truman

64 https://commons.wikimedia.org Six Day War. Egyptian air force base attacked. 
Egyptian planes destroyed on the ground. June 1967

65 http://www.timesofisrael.com Col. Motta Gur’s halftrack, after breaking through 
Lion’s Gate, on Temple Mount heading for the Dome of 
the Rock, June 1967 (photo credit: Bamahane)

66 https://he.wikipedia.org Six Day War. Army Chief Chaplain Rabbi Shlomo 
Goren, who is surrounded by IDF soldiers, blows the 
shofar in front of the Western Wall in Jerusalem.  
June 1967

71 https://commons.wikimedia.org Flickr - Israel Defense Forces - Life of Lt. Gen. 
Yitzchak Rabin, 7th IDF Chief of Staff in photos

72 https://commons.wikimedia.org PikiWiki Israel 19235 Cyclamen

74 https://commons.wikimedia.org Close up of Menachem Begin, Jimmy Carter and 
Anwar Sadat at Camp David

75 http://www.iba.org.il/ Anwar Sadat with Menachem Begin, on arrival at  
Ben Gurion Airport

76 https://commons.wikimedia.org Jimmy Carter, Anwar Sadat, Menachem Begin and 
delegates from the Camp David Summit listen to a tour 
guide at the site of the Gettysburg Address - NARA  
(National Archives and Records Administration)

78 https://commons.wikimedia.org Jimmy Carter, Anwar Sadat, Menachem Begin and 
delegates from the Camp David Summit listen to a tour 
guide at the site of the Gettysburg Address - NARA  
(National Archives and Records Administration)

78 https://commons.wikimedia.org Government Press Office (GPO) - PM Menachem 
Begin Visits Vietnameese Refugees Who Were Absorbed 
In Afula

79 https://commons.wikimedia.org Camp David, Menachem Begin, Anwar Sadat, 1978

C R E D I T S  A N D 
A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S  F O R 

P H O T O  R E P R O D U C T I O N



B A L F O U R  
1OO

W W W.BALFOUR1OO.COM

U N I T E D  S Y N A G O G U E

3 0 5  B A L L A R D S  L A N E

L O N D O N  N 1 2  8 G B

United Synagogue
305 Ballards Lane
London N12 8GB
T: 020 8343 8989
E: info@theus.org.uk
www.theus.org.uk
Registered Charity No. 242552


