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                        INTRODACTION 
 
These chapters in the history of the Irgun Zvai Leôumi (the 
National Military Organization), known in Hebrew by its acronym 
Etzel, and in English as the Irgun or IZL, were written specifically 
for this Internet website. They are arranged chronologically in 
order to provide a complete picture of the history of the Irgun, 
from its establishment in 1931 to its disbanding after the State of 
Israel came into being.  

In its initial years, the Irgun was primarily concern with repelling 
Arab riots in the country. Whilst the Haganah adhered to the 
policy of self-restrain (óHavlagaô) in the face of Arab attack, the 
Irgun activity resisted Arab aggression.  

With the publication of the British Government 1939 White 
Paper restricting Jewish immigration into Palestine, the Irgun had 
no choice but to direct their efforts against the British too. A truce 
was briefly declared after the outbreak of the Second World War. 
When the full extent of the Holocaust became known, and it was 
clear that Britain was continuing to implement the White Paper, 
the Irgun realized that there was no alternative but to renew the 
armed struggle against the British in Palestine. 

On February 1, 1944, the Irgun proclaimed a revolt against 
British rule over Palestine and demanded that the British leave the 
country forthwith and a Jewish state be established. The gradual 
intensification of military action against the Mandatory government 
undermined the basis of British rule. These operations carried out 
with the Lehi (Fighters for the Freedom of Israel) and occasionally 
with the Haganah as well, ultimately forced the British government 
to bring the question of the future of Palestine before the United 
Nations.   
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On November 29, 1947, the UN Assembly decided to partition 
Palestine into two states: a Jewish state, the State of Israel, and a 
Palestinian-Arab state. 
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THE ESTABLISHMENT OF THE IRGUN 
 
Towards the end of the First World War, while the British and 

the Turkish forces were still fighting in Palestine, Lord Rothschild 
received from the British Foreign Office an official letter, which 
later came to be known as the Balfour Declaration. It read as 
follows: 

 
The Foreign Office 
November 2, 1917 
 
Dear Lord Rothschild, 
 
I have much pleasure in conveying to you, on behalf of His 
Majesty's Government, the following declaration of sympathy 
with Jewish Zionist aspirations which has been submitted to, 
and approved by, the Cabinet. 
"His Majesty's Government views with favour the 
establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish 
people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the 
achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that 
nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and 
religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in 
Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in 
any other country.ò 
I should be grateful if you would bring this declaration to the 
knowledge of the Zionist Federation. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
Arthur James Balfour 
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When the First World War ended, discussions commenced on the 
future of Palestine and the region as a whole. On April 19, 1920, 
the Allies (Britain, France, Italy and Greece, Japan and Belgium) 
convened at San Remo in Italy to discuss a peace treaty with 
Turkey. It was decided at that conference to assign to Great 
Britain the mandate over Palestine on both sides of the Jordan 
and the responsibility for putting the Balfour Declaration into 
effect. While the conference was in session, the Arabs launched 
violent action to foil its implementation.  

The first Arab riots took place in Jerusalem in the intermediary 
days of Passover (April) 1920. The Jewish community had 
anticipated the Arab reaction, and was ready to meet it. Jewish 
affairs in Eretz Israel (Palestine) were then being administered 
from Jerusalem by the Vaad Hatzirim (Council of Delegates), 
appointed by the World Zionist Organization  (WZO) (which in 
1929 became the Jewish Agency). The Vaad Hatzirim charged 
Ze'ev (Vladimir) Jabotinsky with the task of organizing Jewish self-
defence. Jabotinsky was one of the founders of the Jewish 
battalions which had served in the British Army during the First 
World War and had participated in the conquest of Palestine from 
the Turks. Acting under the auspices of the Vaad Hatzirim, 
Jabotinsky established the Haganah (self-defence) organization in 
Jerusalem, which succeeded in repelling the Arab attack. 

Six Jews were killed and some two hundred injured in Jerusalem 
in the course of the 1920 riots. Had it not been for the preliminary 
organization of Jewish defence, the number of victims would 
undoubtedly have been much greater. 
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After the riots, the British conducted widespread arrests among 
both Arabs and Jews. Among those arrested was Jabotinsky 
himself,  together with 19 of his associates, on a charge of illegal 
possession of weapons. Jabotinsky was sentenced to 15 years 
imprisonment with hard labor and deportation from the country 
after completion of his sentence. When the sentence became 
known, the Vaad Hatzirim made plans for widespread protests, 
including mass demonstrations and a national fast. Meanwhile, 
however, the mandate for Palestine had been assigned to Great 
Britain, and the jubilation of the Yishuv - the Jewish community in 
Eretz Israel (Palestine) ï outweighed the desire to protest against 
the harsh sentence imposed on Jabotinsky and his comrades.  

With the arrival in Jerusalem of the first High Commissioner, Sir 
Herbert Samuel, British military government was superseded by a 
civilian administration. As a gesture towards the civilian 
population, the High Commissioner proclaimed a general amnesty 
for both Jews and Arabs who had been involved in the April 1920 
riots. Jabotinsky and his comrades were released from prison to 
an enthusiastic welcome by the Yishuv, but Jabotinsky insisted 
that the sentence passed against them be revoked entirely, 
arguing that the defender should not be placed on trial with the 
aggressor. After months of struggle, the British War Office finally 
revoked the sentences. 

Two and a half years after his release from jail, Jabotinsky 
resigned from the Zionist Executive and issued a strong appeal 
for an extensive revision of Zionism. The party, which he founded 
in 1925, after having established the Betar youth movement (Brit 
Yosef Trumpeldor ï the Yosef Trumpeldor Alliance) two years 
previously in Riga, Latvia, was thus called the Revisionist party. 
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Relations between the socialist parties and the Revisionists 
were fraught with tension, not only because the former supported 
the Zionist establishment which Jabotinsky challenged, but also 
for reasons of ideological rivalry. Jabotinsky rejected the 
introduction of socialist orientation into the settlement movement 
in Eretz Israel and advocated a heterogeneous society, where 
there would be room for free enterprise. In order to reform the 
character of Diaspora Jewry, he argued, it was essential to 
impose order and discipline, to maintain óhadarô (dignity) and 
freedom in Palestine, but not necessarily to transform each and 
every Jew into a farmer. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Zeev Jabotinsky 
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As leader of Betar, Jabotinsky scrupulously observed outward 
standards of dress and conduct, thereby furnishing the socialist 
parties with the pretext they needed to term him a militarist, a 
fascist and an "enemy of the workers". This was a blatant 
distortion of the truth. Jabotinsky was a liberal and friend to the 
workers: it was on his initiative and instructions that every member 
of Betar who immigrated to Palestine was required to serve for 
two years in the "Betar battalions", in the various settlements 
throughout the country, and to undertake manual labour.  

The 17th Zionist Congress, which convened at Basle in 1931, 
rejected Jabotinsky's demand that it proclaims the objective of 
Zionism to be the establishment of a Jewish state, and this 
rejection exacerbated his relations with the Zionist leadership. 
Four years later, when the Zionist Executive decided on a 
"disciplinary clause" which prohibited "independent political 
actions" of Zionist parties, Jabotinsky seceded from the World 
Zionist Organization and founded the New Zionist Organization. 
His great popularity among European Jews and in Jewish 
communities in the United States and South Africa was reflected 
in the response to his initiative. Some 700,000 members 
registered before the inaugural conference of the New Zionist 
Organization (as against about one million before the elections to 
the 1939 Zionist Congress). 

After the establishment of this new body, the Revisionist 
movement in Eretz Israel seceded from the Histadrut and founded 
the National Workers Association (Histadrut Ha'ovdim Hale'umit). 
They also established their own health fund (Kupat Holim Le'umit) 
and the rivalry between the two camps intensified. 
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The British disapproved of Jabotinsky's activities, and when he 
left the country in 1930 on a lecture tour of South Africa, the 
Mandate government barred his re-entry into Palestine. 

As noted earlier, the first Arab riots against the Jews took place 
in April 1920. Scarcely a year later the Arabs launched a further 
attack against the Jews. This time the unrest began on the Tel-
Aviv-Jaffa border (May 1921), reaching Jerusalem on November 
2, 1921, the anniversary of the Balfour Declaration. That year 43 
Jews were killed and 134 injured. 

The Arab attacks sharpened Jewish awareness of the need for 
self-defence. The inaugural  conference of the General Federation 
of Labor (Histadrut), held in Haifa in December 1920, decided, 
among other things, to set up a national defence organization (the 
Haganah) "to safeguard the national and social content of popular 
defence in this country". The Haganah now came under the 
authority of the Histadrut and its institutions. 

The 1921 riots were followed by seven years of calm, in which 
the Yishuv doubled in size (from 87,790 on 23 of October 1922 to 
150,000 in 30 of June 1927). This lull was exploited by the 
Haganah for organization, training and armsô purchase. The quiet 
also generated a sense of complacency, and some of the Yishuv's 
leaders began to question the need for a national defence 
organization, which would require considerable funds. These 
leaders believed that the British Mandatory government could be 
relied on to defend the Yishuv in times of need. The events of 
1929 proved these beliefs hopelessly misplaced. 

The riots began in Jerusalem. They commenced with anti-
Jewish agitation during Friday prayers at the El Aksa mosque and 
attacks on Jewish bystanders. The Arab rioters attacked Jews in 
the Old City, and from there moved on to the new Jewish quarters 
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outside the City walls. From Jerusalem the riots proceeded to 
spread to other parts of the country. The worst inC.I.Dents 
occurred in Hebron, where rioters moved from house to house, 
murdering any Jews they encountered.  In all, 133 Jews were 
killed, and 230 were injured in the course of one week. 

The unrest took the Jewish community and the Haganah by 
surprise. The great majority of the Jewish leaders were out of the 
country (attending the 16th Zionist Congress in Zurich), and the 
Yishuv was left without clear direction during its hour of need. 

In the wake of the riots, severe criticism was levelled at the 
Haganah, and the controversy regarding its policies and its 
leadership was revived. There was a growing demand for 
authority over the Haganah to be transferred from the Histadrut to 
the Jewish Agency, which represented the entire Yishuv.  
Moreover, the leaders of the socialist parties within the Histadrut 
tended to be anti-militaristic in outlook, equating militarism with the 
fascism then emergent in Europe. They also feared that the 
transformation of the Haganah into an organized military 
framework would greatly enhance the power of its leaders and 
enable them to dominate the Yishuv.  

According to its constitution, the objective of the Haganah was 
the "defence of the Yishuv and preparation of a popular militia". 
This basically anti-military stance was countered by many 
commanders within the Haganah, who sought to impart a more 
military flavor to the organization, but it was not until the 1940s 
that it actually adopted a military framework. Professor Yohanan 
Ratner, who served on the Haganah command, writes: 

1
   

 

                              
1 My life and I, p. 222. 
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Today it often seems to us to be self-evident that the Haganah 
had to develop into a regular army, or at least that this was the 
universal aspiration ... but this is a superficial assumption. 
Nowhere has it been stated that the Haganah had to become 
an army, or even that it was intended from the outset to 
become such; till almost the last moment, certain highly 
influential elements held a different view 

 
The issues of authority and of militarism caused considerable 

turmoil within the Haganah rank-and-file and, in conjunction with 
the Tehomi affair (see below), constituted the underlying causes 
of the 1931 split in the organization. 

 

THE SPLIT IN THE HAGANAH 
Avraham Tehomi, a senior officer in the Haganah, was 

appointed district commander of Jerusalem after the 1929 riots. In 
the "History Book of the Haganah" 

2
 we find the following about 

Tehomi and his comrads 
 

From the 1920s on, there was one outstanding group among 
the Jerusalem commanders ï a closely knit band of friends 
who regarded themselves as a family and as bearers of sole 
responsibility for the security of the city and its environs. The 
group was headed by the two "Avrahams": Avraham Zilberg 
(Tehomi) and Avraham Krichevsky, who were connected to a 
group which had immigrated in the early twenties from 
southern Russia ï the Odessa group.  Several of its members, 
distinguished by an absolute dedication to the organization, 

                              
2 Toldot Hahaganah, vol.1, p. 426 
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were senior Haganah officers in various parts of the country. 
In contrast to the pacifist spirit which ï ostensibly ï prevailed 
in the Jewish community in Palestine and influenced the mood 
of the Haganah at the time, this group was imbued with an 
unmistakably ómilitaristicô spirit.  

 
Tehomi had been involved in the Jewish self-defence 

organization in Odessa and had immigrated to Palestine with its 
members. Once there, he joined a group of laborers working on 
road building and construction, became a member of the Histadrut 
and was active in the Haganah. However, he held activist views 
and insisted that the Haganah become a military organization. As 
Jerusalem district commander, he brought order and discipline to 
bear on the Haganah, and was consequently accused of 
ómilitarismô and of introducing "fascist methods". At the same time, 
there was growing demand for the Haganah to be transferred from 
the Histadrut to the Jewish Agency. Tehomi, who enjoyed 
considerable prestige among the Haganah officers in Jerusalem, 
could not easily be replaced by the Histadrut leaders.  
In the spring of 1931, Tehomi took leave of the Haganah 
command to visit the United States on private business. On 
reaching his first stop, Piraeus, Greece, his visa was revoked by 
the US consul after a medical inspection team on board ship 
noticed his injured arm. 

Tehomi returned to Jerusalem and asked to resume his post as 
district commander, but was refused on the grounds that, in his 
absence, a new commander (Avraham Ikar) had been appointed. 
(Tehomi had also been suspected of contacts with the Revisionist 
party and of planning to take over the Haganah leadership). The 
refusal to reinstate him aroused considerable protest among the 
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district officers, most of whom remained loyal to him. When the 
Haganah Headquarters persisted in its refusal, thes commanders 
joined him in seceding from the Haganah and, in April 1931, they 
established a new underground body. 

Their organization was named the "Irgun Zvai Le'umi" (National 
Military Organization). The more commonly-used name was "Irgun 
B" or Haganah Le'umit (National Defence). It was in dire financial 
straits and lacked sufficient funds to cover its expenses. In 
addition, the Histadrut institutions boycotted the organization's 
members, who were employed in construction or road building, 
and prevented them from obtaining work (the employment office 
was at that time part of the Histadrut). 

About a month after the split, the Haganah leaders decided to 
bow to the authority of the Jewish Agency. A joint General 
Headquarters was established for the first time, half of its 
members drawn from the Histadrut and the other half from non 
socialist parties. Despite this seeming parity, the great majority of 
the senior commanders of the Haganah were members of the 
Histadrut and affiliated to the labor parties. The co-opting of non 
socialists to the Haganah leadership did not bring Tehomi back 
into the Haganah ranks and the split became an established fact. 

The new organization was concentrated in Jerusalem, and 
included a group of Hebrew University students known as the 
"Sohba" (fraternity). Some of the members graduated from the 
organization's first training courses, and played key roles in the 
development of the Irgun. The outstanding personalities in the 
group were David Raziel, Avraham Stern, Hillel Kook and Hayim 
Shalom Halevi. Over the years, the ranks of the Irgun were 
swelled by new young recruits, particularly from the Betar youth 
movement, but also from Maccabi, a non-party sports 
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organization. New branches were set up all over the country (Tel-
Aviv, Haifa and Safed), and the Irgun became a nationwide 
movement. 

In June 1933, Dr. Chaim Arlozorov, chairman of the Political 
Department of the Jewish Agency and one of the prominent 
leaders of the labor movement in Eretz Israel, was murdered in 
Tel-Aviv while strolling with his wife on the beach. The crime 
stunned the Yishuv and the entire Jewish world. Three members 
of the Revisionist party were charged with the murder, and 
although they were eventually acquitted, the charge was exploited 
to incite hostility against Betar and the Revisionist movement in 
general.  

We are not concerned here with details of the affair, but rather 
with its impact on the development of the Irgun. The unbridled 
incitement against the Revisionist Party proved effective, and at 
the 18th Zionist Congress in Prague some two months after the 
murder, the power of the labor parties had increased whilst that of 
the Revisionists had noticably declined. The agitation had the 
reverse effect, however, where the Irgun was concerned. 
Amongst the non socialist parties there was general disapproval 
that the Histadrut had utilized the Haganah's intelligence service 
to amass evidence against the murder suspects. The Haganah 
was supposed to be a non-party organization, and by wielding it 
against the Revisionist party, its commanders were exceeding 
their authority. The parity principle notwithstanding, it was 
strikingly evident that the Haganah was controlled entirely by the 
labor parties. 

Tehomi visited Prague with the aim of mobilizing public support 
among those Zionist leaders who were not affiliated with the left. 
After lengthy discussions, a supreme political committee - the 
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Supervisory Committee - was established for the organization, 
consisting of representatives of the General Zionist party, the 
Mizrahi (religious) party and the Revisionist party, headed by 
Jabotinsky. The Supervisory Committee not only provided political 
and public backing, but also considerably improved the 
organization's financial situation. The fact that Jabotinsky himself 
had joined the National Defence encouraged Betar members to 
follow suit, thus swelling the organizationôs numbers. In the 
ñHistory of the Haganahò we find: 

3
 

 
It is difficult to understand today why these people officially 
supported a seceding organization, when a general Haganah 
organization existed whose administration was based on equal 
representation, and which was undoubtedly aware of the need 
for a united stand in defence of the Yishuv. It may be assumed 
that narrow party considerations influenced them. First of all, 
the Histadrut's decisive influence on the Haganah was 
manifest, both because the Haganah had, in effect, been a 
Histadrut department for the first ten years of its existence, a 
fact which could not be overlooked.... and also because left-
wing activists in the Haganah always enjoyed greater influence 
and public weight than the  right-wing representatives in the 
command.  

                              
3 Toldot Hahaganah, vol.2, p.580. 
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RESTRAINT AND RETALIATION 
 
After Hitler's rise to power, immigration from Central Europe 

accelerated, with the Yishuv doubling in size between 1931-1936.
4
 

This development was anathema to the Arabs, who were afraid of 
losing their numerical superiority in Eretz Israel. They demanded 
that the Mandatory government call a halt to immigration and ban 
the sale of land to Jews. When they received no response, they 
launched a campaign of terror, both against the Jews and against 
the British Mandate. 

The anti-Jewish riots began in April 1936 and continued, with 
intervals, till the outbreak of the Second World War in September 
1939. In the first six months of the riots, 80 Jews were killed and 
340 injured. The violence ended when the British appointed a 
Royal Commission, headed by Lord Peel, charged with the task of 
examining the Palestine problem and proposing solutions to the 
British Government. The Commission arrived in Palestine on 
November 2, 1936 and gathered evidence from Jews, Arabs and 
British officials. 

In the same period, important changes were taking place in the 
Irgun.  Betar members swelled the ranks and became the main 
component of the organization. This enhanced the influence of the 
Revisionist party and of Jabotinsky personally, and reduced that 
of the public committee, which included representatives of the non 
socialist parties. 

When the riots began, the Irgun and the Haganah operated in 
close co-operation in the defence of Jewish settlements against 

                              
4 On November 18, 1931 there were 174,610 Jews in Palestine, and by December 

31, 1936 their number had grown to 384,000. 
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the Arab onslaughts. In Tel-Aviv, for example, the defence 
positions were divided by the municipality between the two 
organizations, and in Ramat Gan a joint command was 
established. The Jewish Agency adopted a passive defence 
policy, based on óhavlagaô (restraint), while the Irgun believed that 
the best form of defence was attack. 

In the initial stage of the riots, Jabotinsky instructed members in 
Eretz Israel to display "restraint and patience", so as to allow him 
time to find a basic solution to the problem of the security of the 
Yishuv in Eretz Israel. Jabotinsky was consistent in his belief that 
only by establishing a Jewish battalion, sanctioned by the 
authorities, would it be possible to defend the Yishuv. As early as 
1920, when charged with the task of organizing the defence of 
Jerusalem, he approached the government and requested 
weapons in order to arm the fighters. Jabotinsky argued that only 
a regular army, properly disciplined and well-equipped, could 
defend the Yishuv. Thus, immediately after the outbreak of the 
1936 riots, he initiated political action, demanding that the British 
Government permit the establishment of a Jewish battalion in 
Eretz Israel. He was opposed on moral grounds to terror and 
reprisals, but was well aware that failure to react on the part of the 
Jews would be interpreted by the Arabs as weakness. 
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TEHOMI RETURNS TO THE HAGANAH 
 

Tehomi perceived no ideological differences between the Irgun 
and the Haganah, and argued that, in view of the grave security 
situation, they should amalgamate. Members of the Irgun's public 
committee shared Tehomi's convictions. Various public figures 
tried to mediate, but the amalgamation never materialized. 

In search of a way back to the Haganah, Tehomi claimed that 
the Haganah had accepted the authority of the Jewish Agency, 
and had realized that there was no alternative but to create an 
organization based on military order and discipline, thus 
eradicating the two main reasons for the establishment of the 
Irgun. In May 1937 Tehomi, together with a large group of his 
comrades, returned to the ranks of the Haganah, taking with him 
the bulk of the weapons. At the same time the Irgun's public 
committee (the Supervisory Committee) was also disbanded. 

 
Avraham Tehomi 
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The main controversy between Tehomi and his opponents in the 
Irgun related not only to the question of "restraint" as opposed to 
"retaliation", but also to the question of the autonomous existence 
of the Irgun. Among the Irgun's supporters there was a feeling 
that, in light of the anticipated political developments stemming 
from the Peel Commission's deliberations, it was essential to 
ensure that the Irgun would not be constrained by the leaders of 
the Histadrut and the Jewish Agency. Tehomi's secession did not 
liquidate the Irgun, though it suffered a severe blow.All the senior 
staff and a large proportion of the members of the central body 
and the local committees joined the Haganah. On the other hand, 
all the activist groups and most of the younger members remained 
loyal to the Irgun, which was now politically homogeneous. 
Jabotinsky became its leader and chief commander, and on April 
30, 1937, he cabled from Johannesburg, South Africa: 

5
 

 
This is my order under the prevailing conditions: if the riots are 
renewed and there is a tendency to attack Jews as well, do not 
hold back. 

 
This was the sign that óhavlagaô, the policy of restraint, was over. 

Jabotinsky appointed Robert Bitker First Commanding Officer of 
the Irgun after the split. Bitker was chosen for his military 
experience prior to his immigration, when he had served as an 
officer in the White Russian army during the post-October 1917 
civil war. Subsequently, he moved to Shanghai, where he joined 
the British army and was appointed battalion commander with the 
rank of colonel. While in Shanghai he joined Betar and, after 
arriving in Eretz Israel in 1937, joined the Irgun. Bitker set up a 

                              
5 Niv, The Irgun Zvai Leumi, vol 1, p.300. 
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new command and the branches were organized into four 
districts: Jerusalem, Tel-Aviv and Haifa. The Jerusalem district 
was headed by David Raziel ("Razi"). 

Bitker was unfamiliar with life in Palestine and was not fluent in 
Hebrew. After several months, he was replaced by Moshe 
Rosenberg, who had previously been Tel-Aviv district 
commander. 

On July 7, 1937, the Peel Commission published its 
recommendations, the crux of which was: the partition of western 
Palestine into a Jewish state and an Arab state. Greater 
Jerusalem (with a corridor to the coastal plain) was to remain 
under British rule, in order to safeguard the holy places of the 
three religions. 

The Jewish Agency, headed by David Ben-Gurion, accepted the 
principle of partition, whereas the Revisionist party under 
Jabotinsky rejected the plan outright. The Arabs too rejected the 
Commission's recommendations and renewed their anti-Jewish 
riots. This time Arab weapons were aimed at both the Jews and 
the British. On September 26, 1937, the Arabs assassinated 
Lewis Andrews, commissioner of Galilee district, thereby initiating 
widespread action against British rule. Arabs attacks on Jews also 
increased. 

On November 9, 1937, five Jewish workers set out to work in the 
fields of Kibbutz Kiryat Anavim, near Jerusalem. They were 
encircled by an Arab gang and after exchanges of fire all five were 
killed and robbed of their rifles (Kibbutz Maaleh Hahamisha - The 
Hill of the Five - was named for them). The murder stunned the 
Jewish community in Jerusalem, but despite their pain and anger, 
the leaders of the Jewish Agency continued to call for restraint. 
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On the day of the murder, the British Mandatory government 
announced the establishment of military courts in Palestine. 
Official Order No. 20/37, which came into effect on November 18, 
1937, detailed the crimes which would come under the jurisdiction 
of these courts: 

 
a) Shooting of a firearm at any person is a capital crime;  
b) The possession of weapons, bombs etc, is a capital crime. 
c) Acts of sabotage and terror are a capital crime. 

 
Within the Irgun, there was a growing call for reprisals against 

the Arabs, and the organization's leaders asked Jabotinsky, who 
was then in Egypt, for his endorsement. After considerable 
hesitation, he approved retaliatory action. 

On Sunday, November 14, 1937, Irgun units launched a 
widescale operation in various parts of the country. The order was 
given in Jerusalem, and the operation was led by David Raziel, 
who decided on a number of simultaneous attacks in order to 
impede police response. The hit unit was generally composed of 
three members: one to convey the weapons before the operation, 
one to fire the weapon or throw the grenade, and the third to 
remove the weapon after the operation. The main purpose of this 
division was to ensure that in the event of the assassin being 
caught, he would be unarmed. 

November 14, also known as "Black Sunday" (the term was 
coined by Yitzhak Ben Zvi, then chairman of the Vaad Le'umi), 
went down in the history of the Irgun as the day on which the 
havlaga ended. It was not the first time that the Irgun had set out 
to attack Arabs in retaliation for attacks on Jews, but this time the 
operation was carried out on the initiative of the General 
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Headquarters and with Jabotinsky's endorsement. Raziel believed 
that these activities marked the transition from "passive" to 
"active" defence. He explained the two methods as follows: 

6
 

 
[...] Defensive actions alone can never succeed. If the 
objective of the war is to break the will of the enemy - and 
this cannot be achieved without shattering their power - we 
clearly cannot be content with defensive action. Purely 
defensive tactics will never break the enemy's strength... 

Such a method of defence, which enables the enemy to attack 
as he sees fit and to retreat at will, to reorganize and to attack 
again - such defence is known as "passive defence" and ends 
in defeat and ruin... 

 
All these calculations lead to one conclusion: he who does not 
wish to be defeated must attack. The same applies to the 
combatants, who have no intention of oppressing others but 
are fighting for their own freedom and honor. They too have 
but one possible path ï attack. They must attack their enemy 
and break its strength and its will... 

 
The Irgun's actions on November 14 took the Arabs completely by 
surprise and attacks on Jews ceased for some time. The British 
police responded by carrying out large-scale arrests among the 
Revisionist party activists. As a result of these arrests and of the 
law of making armsô possession a capital offence, Rosenberg, the 
Irgun commander, ordered the suspension of Irgun activities until 
the situation calmed down. This decision aroused considerable 
resentment among members, and once again the outcome was 

                              
6 Niv, Irgun Zvai Leumu, vol. 2, p. 41. 
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unsanctioned individual initiative. The suspension of activity lasted 
eight months, until David Raziel was appointed Irgun commander 
in place of Rosenberg. 

 

SHLOMO BEN-YOSEF 
On March 28, 1938, a private vehicle travelling from Haifa to 
Safed was attacked on the Acre-Safed road. Four Jewish 
passengers, including a child and two women, were shot dead. 
The driver and a woman passenger managed to escape, but their 
bodies were later found not far from the site of the attack. About 
two weeks later, a car was ambushed on the Hanita-Nahariya 
road. Three Jews were shot and killed, including David Ben-Gaon, 
graduate of the Betar battalion at Rosh Pina. These murders 
caused a storm of outrage among members of the Labor Battalion 
at Rosh Pina and three members of the battalion ï Avraham 
Shein, Shalom Jurabin and Shlomo Ben-Yosef (Tabachnik) ï 
decided to retaliate. Without receiving permission from their 
commanding officer, they set out for the Safed - Rosh Pina road, 
where they fired on an Arab bus. They missed their target, 
harming no-one, and then fled to a nearby abandoned building. 
Spotted as they run to their hide-out, they were arrested shortly 
afterwards. All were tried by a military tribunal in Haifa and 
charged with illegal possession of weapons and with "intention to 
kill or cause other harm to a large number of people". Under the 
Emergency Regulations, each of the charges was considered a 
capital crime. The Betar leaders hired lawyers Philip Joseph and 
Aharon Hoter-Yishay for the defence. The lawyers suggested that 
an attempt be made to have Jurabin pronounced mentally 
unstable, and that a document be obtained for Shein confirming 
that he was a minor. The three defendants rejected this line of 
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defence and announced that they intended to use the trial as a 
political platform, from which they would proclaim their convictions 
openly. 

 
The trial did in fact end with Jurabin being pronounced mentally 

unstable and sentenced to incarceration in a mental hospital "at 
the discretion of the High Commissioner". Shein and Ben-Yosef 
were sentenced to "be hung by the neck". The two accepted the 
sentence with exceptional stoicism, and proceeded to sing the 
national anthem, Hatikva. The British commander-in-chief 
confirmed Shlomo Ben-Yosef's sentence, but later commuted 
Shein's sentence to life imprisonment on account of his youth. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Shlomo Ben-Yosef 

When the sentence became known, a number of public figures in 
Plestine and throughout the world, appealed to the British 
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Government to pardon the condemned men. Jabotinsky, then in 
London, was very active in this respect, and several days before 
the date fixed for the execution, he sent a cable to Palestine 
ordering the Irgun to react with force if Ben-Yosef were hanged. It 
read: 

 
If final, invest heavily 

 
It should be noted that Jabotinsky was greatly troubled by the 

issue of restraint and retaliation. He was opposed to acts of 
reprisal which claimed innocent lives, but at the same time 
understood that the havlaga policy was turning the Yishuv into a 
community of cowards, and that the Arabs and British perceived it 
as a sign of weakness.  

Jabotinsky was aware that Ben-Yosef and his comrades had 
undertaken an act of retaliation without receiving prior approval. In 
a speech delivered in Warsaw on July 12, 1938, he gave the 
operation his retrospective endorsement: 

 
They (the three) wanted to put an end to a situation, in which 
Jews could be murdered with impunity, but not Arabs. Such a 
situation must not be permitted. And if necessary, then post 
factum I, as head of Betar, give you, Ben-Yosef and your two 
comrades, the order to go out onto the highway and do what 
you did. 

 
Jabotinsky had wrestled long and hard with this moral question 

and had finally come to the conclusion that the havlaga policy was 
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unsuitable in the circomstances. In one of his articles, Jabotinsky 
wrote, inter alia: 

7
 

 
Do not dare to punish the innocent... what superficial and 
hypocritical nonsense. In war, any war, each side is innocent. 
What crime has he committed against me ï that enemy soldier 
who fights me ï and is as poor as I, as blind as I, as much a 
slave as I, who has been recruited against his will? When a 
war breaks out, we demand unanimously a sea and land 
blockade of enemy soil, so as to starve the population and the 
innocent women and children. And after the first air raid on 
London and Paris, we will expect air reprisals against Stuttgart 
and Milan, which are full of women and children. There is no 
war which is not conducted against the innocent, just as there 
is no war which is not fraternal strife. Therefore every war and 
the tribulations it brings is accursed, whether offensive or 
defensive, and if you do not wish to harm the innocent - you 
will die. And if you do not wish to die - then shoot and stop 
prattling. 

 
Unfortunately, the extensive efforts to commute Ben-Yosef death 
sentence proved fruitless. 

On the morning of June 29, 1938, Shlomo Ben-Yosef prepared 
for his final hour. He removed the scarlet garments of the 
condemned man, put on shorts, a shirt and high work-boots. After 
breakfast, he brushed his teeth and awaited the guards. He 
walked upright to the gallows singing the Betar anthem. On the 
walls of his cell, Ben-Yosef had written in his poor Hebrew:   

 

                              
7 Niv, vol.2, p. 77. 
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What is a homeland? It is something worth living for, fighting 
for and dying for. I was a slave to Betar to the day of my 
death, and an excerpt from Jabotinsky's poem "To die or to 
capture the mountain." 

 
The Yishuv was plunged into mourning and anger, and within the 
Irgun command there was considerable resentment against the 
Irgun commander Moshe Rosenberg for his decision to suspend 
military action. 

On the eve of Ben-Yosef's execution, Rosenberg and several of 
the leaders of the movement visited his cell to say their farewells. 
The next day Rosenberg left the country on private business. On 
his way to Poland he received a letter from Jabotinsky, thanking 
him for his services and relieving him of his post. He was replaced 
as commander of the Irgun by David Raziel. 

 

DAVID RAZIEL 
David Raziel was born in Vilna, Lithuania in 1910. His family 

immigrated to Eretz Israel when he was three, and his father 
taught Hebrew in a Tel-Aviv elementary school. When the 1929 
riots broke out, David Raziel, who was studying philosophy and 
mathematics at the Hebrew University, joined the Haganah in 
Jerusalem, and was one of the first to join the Irgun after it was 
established. 

Raziel did a great deal to inculcate the military spirit into the 
Irgun and to foster order and discipline. One of the Irgunôs 
greatest problems, was the shortage of military manuals in 
Hebrew, a shortcoming which he sought to remedy. 
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David Raziel 

"The Pistol", the first military manual published in Hebrew, was 
written jointly by Raziel and Avraham Stern. It was a 
comprehensive manual, also used by Haganah commanders and 
instructors in its first few years.  

After Ben-Yosef's execution, the Irgun launched a series of 
operations against the Arabs' but the debate on the question of 
restraint and reprisals became more fierce, and the Yishuv was 
split. During this period, the Haganah imposed strict discipline on 
its members to prevent any individual acts of reprisal or punitive 
action. The leaders of the Jewish Agency strongly condemned the 
Irgun and demanded that they cease activities against the Arabs 
immediately. 

YAAKOV RAZ 
On July 26, 1938, Yaakov Raz was sent to the Old City of 
Jerusalem disguised as an Arab and carrying a basket of 
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vegetables in which a mine was concealed. His commanding 
officers, who had planned the operation far in advance, did not 
heed the fact that the Arabs had proclaimed a general strike that 
day in protest against the Irgun's incessant attacks. When Raz 
placed the basket beside one of the stores whose doors were 
barred, he aroused the suspicion of the Arab bystanders. His 
basket was overturned and when the mine was found, Raz was 
repeatedly stabbed. The Arabs then fled, leaving him for dead. 
Yaakov Raz was severely injured, and was taken by the police to 
the government hospital. Despite his serious condition, he was 
interrogated by the British Intelligence, the C.I.D (Criminal 
Investigation Department), throughout his hospital stay. For two 
weeks he fought for his life. When he felt his strength waning, and 
feared he would not be able to withstand further interrogation and 
was liable to betray secret information, he tore off his bandages 
and died of blood loss. 

Yaakov Raz was the first member of the Irgun to die as a result 
of an operation. The heroism he displayed, and particularly the 
manner of his death, made him a symbol and inspiration for 
generations of young Irgun members.  

Born in 1919 in Afghanistan, Yaakov Rass (Raz) came to Eretz 
Israel with his family at the age of ten and lived in the Bukharan 
quarter of Jerusalem. They arrived at the height of the 1929 riots, 
which clearly left their mark on the child. At an early age he joined 
Betar, and then became a member of the underground. His family 
was poor and he was forced to go to work before completing his 
elementary studies. Thanks to his fluency in Arabic, the Irgun sent 
him on special missions into the heart of the Arab hinterland and it 
was one of these that proved fatal. 
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"THE WHITE PAPER" OR "PARLIAMENTARY 

DOCUMENT 6019" 
On May 17, 1939, the British Government published 
Parliamentary Document 6019, known as the White Paper. This 
document set out its political aims with regard to Palestine: 

8
 

 
The objective of His Majesty's Government is the 
establishment within ten years of an independent Palestinian 
State in such treaty relations with the United Kingdom as will 
provide satisfactorily for the commercial and strategic 
requirements of both countries in the future. 

 
In order to guarantee the Arab character of the Palestinian State, 
immigration was to be restricted so that the number of Jews in the 
country would not exceed one-third of the total population. If 
economic absorptive capacity permitted, over five years some 
75,000 Jews were to be admitted, and at the end of that period 
"no further Jewish immigration will be permitted unless the Arabs 
of Palestine are prepared to acquiesce in it." In addition to the 
restrictions on immigration, the document also stipulated 
limitations on land purchase by Jews in most of the country:  

 
there is now in certain areas no room for further transfers of 
Arab land, whilst in some other areas such transfers of land 
must be restricted if Arab cultivators are to maintain their 
existing standard of life and a considerable landless Arab 
population is not soon to be created. 

                              
8 The Avalon Project at Yale Law School, British White Paper of 1939. 
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The Arabs rejected the White Paper on the grounds that it did not 
go far enough, and launched a widespread campaign of violence 
against the Yishuv. Jabotinsky was determined to take action 
against the Arabs, even if this action claimed innocent victims. On 
the moral problem entailed in this war, Jabotinsky wrote: 

 
Each of us would wish that, in the event that it is essential to 
take action, it should be a direct reprisal against the 
murderers. But if a Jewish unit should dare to pursue an Arab 
gang, its members would be arrested and disarmed and they 
would be placed on trial - and many of them would be hung 
from the gallows. The choice does not lie between reacting 
against murderers or against the hostile public in general: the 
choice is between two practical possibilities - either reaction 
against the hostile public in general or general non-reaction. 

When we are speaking of war, we do not ask ourselves 
which is 'preferable' - to shoot or not to shoot. The sole 
question which may be asked in such cases is the reverse: 
which is 'worse', to be slaughtered or subjugated without 
resistance, or to resist with all the means at one's disposal, 
however cruel, because there is no 'preferable'  in this case. 
Everything to do with war is 'bad', and the 'good' is non-
existent. When you fire at foreign soldiers do not lie to yourself 
and do not delude yourself that those you are shooting are the 
'guilty'. 

If we were to begin to calculate what is preferable, then the 
reckoning would be very simple; if you wish to be 'good', than 
please allow yourself to be killed and renounce everything you 
hoped to defend: home, country, freedom, hope..." 
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RACHEL OHEVET-AMI (HABASHUSH) 
After the publication of the White Paper, Arab onslaughts 
continued throughout the country. On June 9, 1939 a bombing 
attack was planned against Arab visitors to prisoners in the central 
jail in the Russian Compound in Jerusalem. The explosive device 
was hidden in a large basket carried by Rachel Ohevet-Ami 
(Habashush), who was of Oriental appearance and spoke fluent 
Arabic (her family had emmigrated from Yemen). Rachel was 
taken by car to a spot close to the Russian Compound and walked 
from there, her face veiled. She asked an Arab boy to carry her 
basket, loaded with fruit and vegetables. Its weight aroused his 
suspicion, and he approached a passing policeman and asked 
him to check the contents. Rachel was arrested immediately and 
a bomb-disposal expert detached the fuse and prevented the 
device from detonating. Rachel Ohevet-Ami was tried by a military 
tribunal and sentenced to life imprisonment. She was transferred 
to the women's jail in Bethlehem, where she was the first Jewess 
to be incarcerated among Arab women prisoners. In time she was 
joined by additional women, members of the Irgun and of Lehi. 
Seven years later, after the Second World War, Rachel was 
pardoned by the High Commissioner and released. 

When war broke out, on September 1, 1939, Arab hostilities 
acts against Jews ceased, as did Irgun reprisals. In the course of 
the 1936-1939 riots, some 500 Jews were killed throughout the 
country. 
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THE  ILLEGAL IMMIGRATION OF THE 
IRGUN 

 
In the 1920s, the British had already acceded to Arab demands 

and restricted immigration into Palestine, ostensibly on the basis 
of considerations of the country's economic absorptive capacity. 
In the 1930s, the British Government fixed a quota for immigration 
certificates and authorized the Jewish Agency to distribute them at 
its discretion. The Jewish Agency, which was dominated at the 
time by the socialist parties, tended to distribute the certificates to 
graduates of the óhakhsharotô (training kibbutzim), which had been 
set up in Europe to prepare young people for life in communal 
agricultural settlements in Eretz Israel. The distribution was based 
on a key agreed among the various movements affiliated to the 
Zionist Organization. The Betar youth movement had been 
affiliated since 1935 to the New Zionist Organization, and 
therefore did not receive its due share of certificates. 

The urgent plight of European Jewry and the restrictions on 
immigration generated an "illegal" immigration movement, which 
commenced with the beginning of modern Jewish settlement in 
Eretz Israel. At first Jews entered Palestine by land, mainly by 
slipping across the northern border, where they were aided by the 
inhabitants of the border settlements, the settlers at Kfar Giladi 
and members of the Betar battalion at Rosh Pina. 

In the early thirties, when crossing  the northern border became 
more difficult, illegal immigrants found alternative routes, 
exploiting loopholes in the Mandatory government's immigration 
regulations. In addition to the certificate holders, the British 
permitted the entry of high-school and university students, and 
many young people enrolled at the Hebrew University in 
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Jerusalem and subsequently remained in the country. Young 
women often entered into fictitious marriages with Palestinian 
nationals and were thus permitted to enter the country. In addition, 
increasing numbers arrived as "tourists" and never returned to 
their countries of origin. In 1935 close to 5,000 Jews entered the 
country in this way. 

The first attempt to bring in a large group of immigrants by sea 
occurred in 1934 on the initiative of activists of the Hehalutz 
(Pioneer) Movement in Poland, who were unwilling to wait years 
for certificates. Some 350 men and women sailed on a hired ship, 
the Vallos, without the permission of the heads of the Jewish 
Agency, who disapproved of any attempt to sidestep the 
Mandatory immigration regulations and certificate arrangements. 

On August 25, the boat reached the shores of Eretz Israel, and 
the passengers disembarked with the help of the Haganah, who 
received special permission to assist them. The Jewish Agency 
did not waver in its opposition to illegal immigration in any form in 
the years after the Vallos attempt, and this opposition lasted, in 
effect, until the end of 1938. It was feared that illegal immigration 
would affect the granting of certificates for legal immigrants. 

Jabotinsky denounced the Jewish Agency's stand and 
advocated mass immigration, which would exploit all possible 
measures, legal and illegal. He also strongly condemned the 
efforts of the British Government to restrict the immigration of 
Jews to Palestine on the pretext that immigration must be adapted 
to the country's economic absorptive capacity. He argued that the 
solution to the Jewish problem in Europe was mass immigration, 
and that if the British chose to restrict immigration, then the 
borders of the country had to be breached illegally. In June, 1936, 
Jabotinsky exhorted Jews to liquidate the Diaspora through 
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'evacuation'. Later he coined the phrase "the national sport" and 
said:  

 
The national sport which I recommend wholeheartedly to 
Jewish youth is called free immigration. This is undoubtedly 
the noblest sport in the world....it helps to win a homeland for 
homeless masses and transforms these masses into a 
nation... 

 

THE START OF "AF-AL-PI" 
The renewal of illegal immigration by sea is linked to the name of 
Moshe Galili (Kriboshein), a Betarite (Betar member) from Eretz 
Israel who studied in Italy. In the summer of 1936, Galili visited a 
camp of Jewish refugees from Germany. The visit left a strong 
impression on him, and he decided to find ways to bring them to 
Eretz Israel, and named the project 'Af Al Pi' (Despite). With the 
help of the leaders of the Revisionist Zionist Organization in 
Vienna, he succeeded in organizing a small, 50-ton vessel. It 
reached Eretz Israel on April 13, 1937,   anchored off Haifa port, 
and the 15 young people on board disembarked and reached 
shore safely. In September 1937 an additional vessel reached 
Tantura (Dor) beach, and all 54 of its young passengers landed 
safely. Three months later a third group, consisting of 95 
Betarites, also reached Eretz Israel. In June, 1938, several 
months after Hitler entered Vienna, the largest group that Galili 
organized set out for Eretz Israel. The convoy of three boats 
carried 381 Betarites from Vienna, who disembarked at Tantura, 
where Irgun members loaded them onto buses and dispersed 
them throughout the country. 
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At this stage, disputes arose between Galili and activists in 
Vienna, and he abandoned his efforts. This marked the beginning 
of the second stage of Betarite immigration, when three main 
institutions took charge: the praesidium of the New Zionist 
Organization, the Betar administration and the Irgun command. 
The Irgun's task was to escort the ships and organize the 
disembarkation of the immigrants. 

Two convoys of immigrants, one from Vienna and the second 
from Poland, 1,940 in all, made their way to the port of Fiume, 
Italy. They sailed from Fiume aboard the Draga and in October 
1938 reached Eretz Israel. At Tantura they were met by Irgun 
members, who helped them on shore, and dispersed them 
throughout the country. From then on, the organization of 
immigration became the central activity of the Revisionist party 
and of the Irgun.  

The following are some of the ships carrying illegal immigrants 
which reached Eretz Israel. 

 

PARITA AND NAOMI JULIA 
On July 13, 1939, the 1300-ton Parita sailed from Constanza in 

Rumania with 850 immigrants aboard, most of them Betarites 
from Poland and Rumania. The ship reached Tel-Aviv on August 
22 after a forty day journey along the eastern shores of the 
Mediterranean. Under cover of darkness, it anchored some fifty 
meters from shore. Thousands thronged the beach and helped 
bring the immigrants to shore in small boats. 

 
 
 
 



39 
 

  

 
Parita near the Tel-Aviv shore 

On September 1, the day the Second World War broke out, the 
4000-ton immigrant vessel Naomi Julia left Sulina in Rumania with 
1130 immigrants aboard. Nineteen days later it was intercepted 
off the coast of Lebanon by British aircraft. A British warship 
approached the vessel and troops boarded it, forcing the captain 
to change course for Haifa. The immigrants feared that the British 
would send them back to the open sea, and decided on passive 
resistance. They gathered on deck, poured away their drinking 
water and began to dismantle parts of the vessel and to throw 
them into the sea. Some even jumped into the water and began to 
swim ashore, despite being fired at by the soldiers. Eventually, the 
Mandatory Government agreed to bring the immigrants ashore 
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and they were transferred to the Sarafand detention camp. A 
month later they were all released. 

 

THE SAKARIA 
This was the last immigrant ship despatched by the Irgun and the 
New Zionist Organization to reach its destination.  Plans for its 
despatch had begun before the outbreak of Second World War. 
The 3000-ton Sakaria left Sulina in Rumania on February 1, 1940, 
with 2300 immigrants aboard. Ten days later, after passing 
through the Dardanelles and leaving Turkish territorial waters, it 
was intercepted by a British warship and boarded by a British 
force, which  diverted it to the shores of Eretz Israel. On February 
13, the Sakaria reached Haifa. The women and children were 
released, while the men were transferred to the detention camps 
at Atlit and Sarafand, where they spent six months before being 
released. 
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"ALIYAH BET" 
 

 In view of the success of the ñAf Al Piò operations, increasing 
pressure was brought to bear on the leaders of the Jewish Agency 
to organize illegal immigration and not to confine themselves to 
allocating legal certificates, but there was no response. According 
to the ñHistory Book of the Haganahò: 

9
 

 
The political leadership of the Jewish Agency did not favor 
placing the immigration issue on the agenda at that moment. 
At the time, the Arab revolt was being revived, and the Jewish 
Agency was co-operating closely with the British authorities in 
the struggle against the Arabs. Many believed that, in view of 
the Peel Commission report, a Jewish state would be 
established very soon, and were reluctant to impede the 
political prospects by exacerbating relations with the 
authorities. 

 
Despite the policy of the leaders, several ships, organized by 
Haganah activists, reached Eretz Israel without the 
authorization of the Jewish Agency. 

10
  

 
It is with pain and bitterness that Levi Schwartz [one of the 
organizers of illegal immigration] writes about 'the two 
governments which remained hostile to us - the two 
governments within our country' (the Mandatory government 
and the Jewish Agency). 'It is the cry from Eretz Israel - stop!' -

                              
9 Toldot Hahagana, vol.2, p.1038. 
10 Ibid p. 1040. 
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he writes- 'which has, to a large extent, delayed our efforts and 
we have lost precious time. The summer months have passed, 
which are so convenient for our activities, without action.  

 
Only in late 1938, after the British government had abandoned the 
scheme to establish a Jewish state in part of Palestine according 
to the Peel Commission recommendation, and was openly 
supporting the Arab national movement, did a change occur in the 
Zionist leadership's approach to illegal immigration. The Mossad 
Le'aliyah Bet (Illegal Immigration Institution) was established, and 
began to set up a wide network in Europe. 

By the beginning of the Second World War, some 24,000 men, 
women and children had arrived in Eretz Israel as illegal 
immigrants. Of these, some 18,000 were brought by the 
Revisionists and the Irgun, and some 6,000, were brought by 
Aliyah Bet. It should be noted that some of the boats were 
organized by private individuals on a commercial basis. 
After World War two it was the Mosad LeôAliya Bet which carried 

the brunt of the illegal immigration. 
 

THE PATRIA AFFAIR 
On October 1, 1940, three vessels sailed from the Rumanian 

port of Tulcia - the Atlantic, the Milos and the Pacific, carrying 
some 3,500 immigrants from Germany, Austria and 
Czechoslovakia. At the beginning of November, the Pacific and 
the Milos reached Haifa, and their 1,800 passengers were 
transferred by the British to the 12,000-ton Patria. On November 
20, the Atlantic arrived and 100 of its passengers were also 
transferred to the Patria. The British Government had decided to 
take drastic steps in order to put an end to the illegal immigration, 
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and announced the following day that the immigrants were to be 
deported to Mauritius, and that their fate would be decided when 
the war ended. 

The Haganah leaders decided to sabotage the Patria in order to 
prevent it from leaving port. A mine was prepared at Haifa, 
concealed in a cloth bag and smuggled aboard the ship, where it 
was handed over to one of the Haganah liaison officers. On 
November 25, 1940, at about 9 a.m. the mine was detonated. The 
intention was to blast a small hole in the vesselôs side so that that 
it would slowly take in water allowing time to evacuate all those on 
board. However, the mine blasted a large hole and water flooded 
into the hold. Within 15 minutes the ship began to list with only a 
small portion remaining above water. Some 250 people went 
down with the ship. This was the largest number of victims of any 
single operation conducted by an organization since the beginning 
of British rule in Palestine. 

The Patria survivors were eventually permitted to remain in 
Eretz Israel, but 1,584 of the Atlantic's passengers were deported 
to Mauritius, and returned to Eretz Israel only five years later, on 
August 20, 1945. 

 

THE ñSTRUMAò 
On December 12, 1941, the Struma sailed from Constanza in 
Rumania with 769 immigrants aboard. The vessel, commissioned 
by the New Zionist Organization and the Irgun, was the last to 
leave Europe in wartime. The objective was to anchor in Turkey, 
and from there to await certificates for Palestine. When the ship 
reached its destination, the Turkish authorities prevented the 
disembarkation of the passengers for fear that the British would 
not give them certificates and Turkey would be forced to give 
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them refuge. Despite the despairing appeals of the captain that 
the ship was unable to continue on its way, the Turkish authorities 
sent the ship back to the Black Sea on February 13, 1942. On the 
following day a mighty explosion was heard and the ship went 
down. Only one of its passengers survived and eventually 
reached Eretz Israel. 

 

 
  

The STRUMA 
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THE SPLIT WITHIN THE IRGUN 
 

The split in the Irgun occurred in June, 1940, and was rooted in 
the enduring differences of opinion between two schools of 
thought in the Irgun. The dominant group, headed by David 
Raziel, regarded Jabotinsky as the main leader and accepted the 
authority of the Revisionist party; the second group, led by 
Avraham Stern (Yair) held that the Irgun should determine its own 
political path and free itself of Jabotinsky's tutelage. In addition, 
Raziel believed that the Arab front was the main front, while Stern 
regarded the British as the principle enemy. This opinion was 
reinforced by the publication of the White Paper on May 17, 1939. 

 

THE ARREST OF DAVID RAZIEL 
On Friday, May 19, 1939, Raziel was on his way from Tel-Aviv 

to Haifa for a meeting with Pinhas Rutenberg, one of the leaders 
of the Yishuv. At the time, the British were setting up roadblocks, 
and Raziel decided to travel by air. At Sede Dov airport near Tel-
Aviv he boarded a plane headed for Haifa. The plane deviated 
from its route and landed at Lydda airport for a stopover. The 
passengers were taken to the waiting room, where they were 
asked, as was customary, to show identification. Several minutes 
later, British policemen appeared and arrested David Raziel. 

After Raziel's arrest, Hanoch Kalai, his deputy, was appointed 
Commander in Chief. Avraham Stern, who was then in Poland, 
was summoned back to Palestine and appointed head of the 
Information Department. The other members of the General 
Headquarters remained in their positions. At the first meeting of 
the General Headquarters under Kalai, it was decided to launch a 
second front against the British administration in retaliation for the 
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publication of the White Paper. In accordance with Irgun 
procedure, the jailed commander was not consulted, and Raziel 
did not take part in decision-making. 

The first operations directed against the British took place in 
Jerusalem. On June 2, 1939, Irgun fighters blew up three 
telephone network junctions. Close to 1,750 telephones were cut 
off, including some serving the army and the police. After the 
Jerusalem operations, telephone network junctions were also 
blown up in Tel-Aviv, and the railway line between Tel-Aviv and 
Lydda was attacked. 

Four days later the Irgun fighters again launched an attack on 
British targets. This time they damaged eight telephone network 
junctions, and dozens of public telephone structures. They also 
destroyed four of the British Electricity Corporation transformers, 
plunging the city of Jerusalem into darkness. In all, they attacked 
23 sites and dozens of fighters took part in the operation. 

 

THE OUTBREAK OF THE SECOND WORLD WAR 
On August 31, 1939, the Irgun General Headquarters convened 

for a special session in Tel-Aviv. At the height of the meeting, 
C.I.D (British Intelligence) detectives and policemen burst into the 
room. The entire General Headquarters was arrested (Hanoch 
Kalai, Avraham Stern, Aharon Heichman)  as well as Haim 
Lubinsky and Yashka Eliav, who were not members. The 
detainees were taken first to the Jaffa police station and later to 
the Jerusalem jail. They were cut off from the outside world and 
were unaware that the day after their arrest, the Germans invaded 
Poland and the Second World War broke out. 

Raziel regarded Hitler as the prime enemy of the Jewish people, 
and therefore decided that it was essential to collaborate with the 
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British against the joint enemy. When war broke out, Raziel wrote 
a letter from his place of detention to the British Commander in 
Chief in Palestine, to the Mandatory government secretary and to 
the British police commissioner. In his letter, he informed them of 
his readiness to declare a truce and offered help to the Allies in 
their struggle against the Germans. In parallel, Raziel despatched 
instructions to Benyamin Zeroni, who had been appointed 
commander of the Irgun after Kalai's arrest, to announce the 
suspension of Irgun operations. Consequently, on September 11, 
Zeroni distributed a leaflet, which stated: 

 
To avoid disrupting the course of the war against Germany, 
and in order to invest maximum effort in assisting Great Britain 
and its allies, the Irgun Zvai Le'umi has decided to suspend all  
offensive activities in Palestine which could cause harm to the 
British government and in any way be of assistance to the 
greatest enemy the Jewish people has ever known - German 
Nazism. 

 
The leaflet concluded with the hope that the war would give "this 
tortured nation the sole recompense it deserves - the 
achievement of sovereign independence within the historic 
borders of the liberated homeland." 

The members of the Irgun General Headquarters, who had been 
transferred from the central jail in Jerusalem to the detention 
camp at Sarafand, did not share Raziel's views, and were 
particularly surprised that he had  stipulated no conditions 
whatsoever in return for collaboration with the British. Criticism 
was also levelled at his excessive intimacy with the leaders of the 
Revisionist party, who were also being detained at Sarafand. 
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In mid-October, 1939, Raziel was brought to Jerusalem for a 

meeting with Giles, the head of the C.I.D, the deputy government 
secretary and Pinhas Rutenberg, one of the leaders of the Yishuv. 
Raziel reiterated that, due to the emergency situation, the Irgun 
had decided to suspend all  

hostile action, and was ready to collaborate with the British in 
their war against Nazi Germany. He demanded that all Irgun 
members who had been arrested by the British be freed. On the 
following day, Raziel was released and ordered to report once a 
week to Giles' office in Jerusalem. Eight months later (June 18, 
1940), his comrades were also freed.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Avraham Stern 

Immediately after their release, the General Headquarters held 
a stormy meeting in Tel-Aviv. The main confrontation took place 
between Avraham Stern (Yair) and David Raziel on two central 
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issues: the first was the question of party authority. Stern and his 
comrades argued that the Irgun had to extricate itself from its 
dependence on the Revisionist party, and deC.I.De for itself on its 
future political path. In their opinion, the leaders of the Revisionist 
movement, who enjoyed legal status and were known to the 
authorities, were undermining the conspiratorial nature of Irgun 
activity, and obstructing the struggle against the British because 
of their concern for the survival of their party. Raziel, on the other 
hand, asserted that the party was the source of public moral and 
financial support, and a reservoir for the recruitment of fighters to 
the underground. According to Raziel, the movement's leaders, 
headed by Zeev (Vladimir) Jabotinsky, should determine the 
political path and the Irgun should bow to their authority. 

The second issue was the question of the truce. Stern claimed 
that the fight against the British should continue, even though 
Great Britain was at war with Germany. To his mind, as long as 
the British ruled Palestine, they were the main foe and had to be 
driven out of the country. For Raziel, on the other hand, the 
Germans were the arch enemy of the Jewish people, and he 
argued that no impediments should be placed in the path of the 
British as long as they were fighting Hitler. On this issue, Raziel 
was in accord with Jabotinsky who, the White Paper policy 
notwithstanding, regarded the British as allies in the war against 
Germany. To these differences of opinion should be added 
personal conflicts based on character and style, which added fuel 
to the flames. 

The split was inevitable, and on July 17, 1940, Avraham Stern 
seceded and founded the organization known at first as Irgun Zvai 
Le'umi Beôyisrael ï National Military Organization in Israel. 
(Raziel's organization was called Irgun Zvai Le'umi Be'eretz 
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Yisrael (National Military Organization in Eretz Israel). Later, 
Stern's organization became known as Lohamei Herut Yisrael 
(Israel Freedom Fighters), Lehi for short. The split had a 
devastating effect on the Irgun and was accompanied by mutual 
recriminations. Many senior commanders and rank-and-file 
members withdrew, and the underground was exposed to the 
Haganah and the C.I.D, which was able, with ease, to draw up 
lists of names, addresses and positions of many active members. 
The arsenals also passed from hand to hand and some even fell 
into the possession of the Haganah. 

At the time of the split, Jabotinsky was in the United States, 
where he was trying to organize Jewish units to fight the Nazis 
within the framework of the British armed forces. Jabotinsky, who 
had been suffering for years from heart trouble, spared no effort to 
rescue European Jewry from the imminent catastrophe. The 
occupation of Poland by the Germans and the destruction of the 
Jewish communities in Europe broke his heart, and on August 4 
he suffered a fatal heart attack while at a Betar camp near New 
York. Word of his death stunned Jews all over the world, and 
there was profound mourning in Eretz Israel and in the Diaspora. 

 

THE DEATH OF DAVID RAZIEL 
The first task of the new General Headquarters was to rally the 

ranks and reorganize the branches, which had been operating 
without a central guiding hand. In parallel, Aryeh Posek and 
Yitzhak Berman concentrated on establishing closer ties with 
British army intelligence, seeking ways of collaborating with them. 

In mid 1941, the British were on the defensive. The German 
army was advancing in North Africa and was threatening Egypt; 
the French Vichy government, ruling under the auspices of the 
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Germans, was occupying Syria and Lebanon and constituted a 
threat to Palestine from the north; in Iraq, Rashid Ali al Kilani had 
started a revolt and had taken over the oil fields, which were vital 
for the war effort. To make matters worse, on May 2, Kilani 
directed the revolt against the British, placed the Habaniyeh 
airbase under siege and took the staff of the British Embassy in 
Baghdad hostage. 

In their plight, the heads of British intelligence in Egypt turned to 
Berman, and asked if the Irgun could despatch a unit to blow up 
the refineries in Baghdad, since the fuel reserves were vital to the 
Luftwaffe (the Garman Air Force). Berman passed on the British 
request to Raziel, who immediately assented. He organized a 
four-man unit and decided to head it. His comrades tried, 
unsuccessfully, to dissuade him from taking part. On Sunday, May 
17, 1941, the four left for the military airfield at Tel Nof. Raziel was 
accompanied by Yaakov Meridor, Yaakov-Sika Aharoni and 
Yaakov Terezi (the latter two were unaware of Raziel's true 
identity). At Tel Nof, they boarded an RAF transport plane, and 
several hours later landed at Habaniyeh. After landing, it was 
explained to Raziel that the plan had been postponed and that, 
instead, the unit was to carry out intelligence missions in 
preparation for the capture of Faluja (which was en route to 
Baghdad). The next day the unit set out, accompanied by a British 
officer and reached the river, which they were scheduled to cross. 
However, there was room for only two passengers in the sole 
available boat. Raziel ordered Meridor and Sika to cross the river 
and carry out the mission, while He himself, with Terezi and the 
British officer, made their way back to the car. Suddenly a 
German plane swooped down and bombed the area, scoring a 
direct hit on the car and killed Raziel and the British officer 
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instantly. The driver of the car was injured while Terezi, who 
managed to jump clear, was unscathed. That evening Meridor 
returned from the mission, heard the tragic news, and proclaimed:  
 

This is the Commander in Chief of the Irgun, David Raziel.  
 

Word of Raziel's death stunned and greatly confused the Irgun. It 
was hard to accept the loss of the leader, and many members 
could not understand why Raziel had gone on a mission to Iraq. 
The Irgun's path became unclear, and the internal debates 
intensified. Yaakov Meridor was chosen to head the General 
Headquarters and, together with his comrades, he sought ways of 
overcoming the crisis. It was only in the winter of 1942, about a 
year after David Raziel's death, that the Irgun began to recover 
from the blow it had suffered. This period was a turning point in 
the course of the war, as the Allied forces began to prevail over 
Germany. Information was beginning to flood in on the 
extermination of European Jewry by the Nazis, and it was clear 
that it was no longer possible to remain inactive. The 
reorganization of the ranks began: officer training courses were 
held to prepare a cadre of instructors of new recruits, and the 
underground newspaper Herut began to appear on a regular 
basis. Propaganda activities were stepped up among the young 
generation, and efforts were made to acquire weapons to 
replenish the arsenals which had been emptied during the split. 
More and more members favored ending the truce, which the 
Irgun had declared at the outbreak of the war, and terminating the 
collaboration with the British army. On June 17, 1943, Herut 
reported a change in relations with the British authorities: 
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When war broke out, the Jewish people declared their loyalty 
to the British government, to help it vanquish the enemy of the 
entire world and of the Jewish people. Great Britain has 
betrayed this friendship. The Jewish people have not been 
acknowledged as a fighting nation. A Hebrew army has not 
been established. 
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THE REVOLT IS PROCLAIMED 
 

In 1943, it was already clear that the victory of the Allies was only 
a question of time. The dimensions of the Holocaust were known 
in Palestine, but the British government adhered to the White 
Paper policy, and continued to bar the gates of the country to 
Jewish immigration. Moreover, those immigrant ships which 
succeeded in escaping from occupied Europe were not only 
prohibited from entering Palestine, but were sometimes even 
forced to return to Europe, although the fate that awaited their 
passengers was clear to all. 

The conduct of the British government further infuriated young 
Jews in Palestine. The Irgun General Headquarters came to the 
conclusion that the truce it had proclaimed when war broke out 
had to be ended, and that it was essential to take action against 
the British without waiting till the war was over. 

In the higher echelons of the Irgun the feeling prevailed that, in 
order to renew the struggle against the British, it was essential to 
make far-reaching changes in the leadership. According to 
Eliyahu Lankin, who was then a senior commander in the Irgun:  

 
We said that we had to find a man to command us who had no 
connection with what had occurred during and after the split 
[i.e. the split with Avraham Stern], but it was hard to find such 
a man in Eretz Israel.  

  
Menahem Begin, Betar leader in Poland, arrived in Eretz Israel at 
this point. When war broke out, he had been arrested by the 
Soviet authorities and sent to a detention camp in Siberia. About a 
year later he was released under the terms of the Soviet-Polish 
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treaty, which freed all Polish nationals from Soviet jails. He then 
joined the Polish force established in the Soviet Union (General 
Anders Army) and reached Eretz Israel with this army. He 
reported immediately to the Irgun command, but refused to desert 
from the ranks. Only after being officially discharged was he 
asked to accept command of the Irgun. Eliyahu Lankin, one of 
those who approached Begin, remembers that his response was:  
 

"Gentlemen, I have been a Betarite and a soldier in the Polish 
army, but I have no military experience." 

  
"We told him," Lankin recalls, "that we did not lack fighters. We 
needed a leader of authority to blaze our political and 
ideological path."  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                 Menachem Begin 
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In December 1943, Begin was chosen as Commander of the 
Irgun. He established a new General Headquarters, which 
included Aryeh Ben Eliezer, Eliyahu Lankin and Shlomo Levi (Lev- 
Ami). (Levi was the only one who had been a member of the 
previous command). At its first meeting, the General 
Headquarters passed two important resolutions: the first one was, 
that an armed struggle against the British Mandatory government 
had to be launched without delay, and the second, that the Irgun 
had to detach itself from the Revisionist party and determine its 
own path. 

On February 1, 1944, the Irgun plastered posters on the walls of 
buildings all over the country, proclaiming a revolt against British 
rule. It stated, among other things:  

 

   TO THE JEWISH PEOPLE DEWELLING IN ZION! 
 

We are in the last stage of the world war. We face an historic 
decision on our future destiny. 
Each and every nation is now conducting its national 
reckoning. What are its triumphs and what were its losses? 
What road must it take in order to achieve its goal and fulfil its 
mission? Who are its friends and who its enemies? Who is the 
true ally and who the traitor? And who is proceeding towards 
the decisive battle? 
 
Sons of Israel, Hebrew youth! 
The armistice proclaimed at the beginning of the war has been 
breached by the British. The rulers of the country have chosen 
to disregard loyalty, concessions and sacrifice; they continue 
to implement their aim: the eradication of sovereign Zionismé 
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We must draw the necessary conclusions without wavering. 
There can no longer be a truce between the Hebrew nation 
and youth and the British administration of Eretz Israel, which 
is betraying our brethren to Hitler. Our nation will fight this 
regime, fight to the end... 
 
And this is our demand: 
Rule over Eretz Israel must immediately be handed over to a 
provisional Jewish governmenté 
 
The establishment of a Jewish government and the 
implementation of its plans - this is the sole way of rescuing 
our people, salvaging our existence and our honor. We will 
follow this path, for there is no other. 
 
Our fighting youth will not be deterred by victims, blood and 
suffering. They will not surrender; will not rest until they restore 
our past glory, until they ensure our people of a homeland, 
freedom, honor, bread, justice and law. And if you help them, 
then your own eyes will soon behold the return to Zion and the 
rebirth of Israel. 
May God be with us and aid us! 

                     
   THE  IRGUN  ZVAI  LE'UMI  IN  ERETZ  ISRAEL 
 

When the struggle began, the Irgun stipulated two restricting 
conditions: avoidance of individual terror as a method and 
postponement of attacks on military targets until the war ended. 
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THE BEGINNING 
The first target of the Irgun fighters was the immigration offices of 
the British Mandatory authorities. These offices, more than 
anything else, symbolized the restriction of immigration and the 
frustration of efforts to rescue the Jews of Europe. The 
Immigration Office was careful to grant certificates only according 
to the quota fixed by the White Paper, i.e. the number of 
immigrants was not permitted to exceed 15'000 per year. From 
this tiny number were deducted those Jews who immigrated 
illegally and were caught by the authorities. According to the 
White Paper, immigration was to cease completely on March 31, 
1944. 

On Saturday night, February 12, 1944, Irgun fighters attacked 
the immigration offices simultaneously in Jerusalem, Tel-Aviv and 
Haifa. The operation went smoothly and without casualties. Two 
weeks later, the fighters set out again, this time to blow up the 
income tax offices, again in the three large towns. An income tax 
law had been introduced in Palestine in 1941 and, as anticipated, 
had proven highly unpopular, particularly since most of the burden 
fell on the Jewish population. One of the reasons for selecting this 
target was that even those who did not support the Irgun 
campaign against the British were unlikely to condemn an attempt 
to prevent the collection of income tax. This operation also proved 
successful and claimed no casualties. 

After the baptism of fire, it was decided to take a more daring 
step and attack the nerve center of British rule, British Intelligence 
- the C.I.D and the police. Once again the operation was co-
ordinated to take place simultaneously in the three large towns. In 
Jerusalem, the task was more difficult since the C.I.D and the 
police headquarters were housed in the Russian Compound, 
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which was well guarded. Despite the difficulties, the Irgun fighters, 
under Rahamim Cohen ("Gad") succeeded in infiltrating the C.I.D 
offices and placing the explosives. However, the duty officer that 
night, Sergeant Scott, on a routine patrol of inspection noticed a 
suspicious movement on the balcony. He was injured when fire 
was opened on him, but before he collapsed he succeeded in 
shooting one of the Irgun fighters, Asher Benziman ("Avshalom"). 
Despite the exchange of fire, the sappers succeeded in preparing 
the explosive devices and retreating. Several minutes later, there 
was a loud explosion and the building collapsed. Asher Benziman 
succeeded in escaping, but died of his wounds shortly afterwards 
- the first casualty of the revolt. The British officer also died as a 
result of his injuries. 

 
The Entrance to the Russian Compound 



60 
 

  

The raid on the C.I.D headquarters in Jaffa was commanded by 
Amichai Paglin ("Gidi") and the attack on the Haifa C.I.D was led 
by Yaakov Hillel. The two raids were carried out successfully.  

As more operations were undertaken, the fighters gained 
military experience and they became increasingly daring. On May 
17, 1944, some 40 fighters set out to attack and occupy the 
government broadcasting station at Ramallah in order to make an 
underground broadcast from there. The takeover was smooth and 
was carried out without loss of life, but the broadcast itself did not 
take place because of an unexpected hitch in operating the 
transmitters. On the other hand, two months later, the blowing up 
of the district C.I.D in Jerusalem was carried out without a hitch: 
on the night of July 13, 1944, an Irgun unit broke into the building 
in Mamilla Street, detonated explosive devices and retreated 
without suffering casualties.  

 

THE 'WALL' SCHEME 
One of the operations which undermined the prestige of the 

British authorities and made them the object of ridicule was the 
'Wallô scheme, which concerned prayer arrangements at the 
Western Wall. In the late nineteen twenties, the Arabs had already 
begun to complain that blowing the shofar at the Western Wall 
was an insult to Islam. In 1931, the King's Order in Council (the 
legislative authority of the Mandatory government) stipulated that 
the Moslems' ownership rights to the Temple Mount also 
encompassed the Western Wall area. As a result, Jews were 
banned from blowing the shofar at the Wall, despite the fact that 
this ceremony is an integral part of the Rosh Hashana (New Year) 
and Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) prayer services. 
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The ban deeply offended Jews, and the Irgun decided to act. 
After the imposition of the ban, Irgun and Betar members 
"smuggled" a shofar into the Western Wall area every Yom 
Kippur. There a volunteer was waiting to blow the óTekia Gedolaô, 
the blast which marks the end of the fast. This was not easily 
done, since large numbers of British policemen were stationed 
along the routes to the Wall and conducted careful searches of 
the belongings of the Jews visiting the Wall. The shofar blower 
was usually arrested and jailed in the Kishleh, the police building 
in the Old City, which had served as a jail since the Turkish era. 
(The building is still standing and is now used by the Israeli 
police).  

 
The Wailling Wall 
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The blowing of the shofar at the Wall at the end of Yom Kippur 
was not only a religiously ceremony, but also bolstered national 
pride throughout the country. On Yom Kippur September 1942, 
Menahem Begin visited the Wall and witnessed of British 
policemen bursting into the area in search of the Betarite who had 
blown the shofar. 

In summer, 1944, the question of the shofar ceremony at the 
Wall was raised again. This time the Irgun decided not to confine 
itself to bringing in a single shofar-blower to mark the end of Yom 
Kippur. Several weeks before the High Holydays, the Irgun began 
to issue warnings to the British to keep away from the Wall, and 
announced that any policemen found near the Wall on Yom 
Kippur would be punished. As the fast-day approached, the 
warnings were reiterated daily. Nine proclamations were issued in 
all; the following is the text of one of them: 

 

NOTICE 
 

Any British Constable who will commit acts of violence near 
the Wailing Wall on the Day of Atonement and in defiance of 
the moral law of civilized people will disturb the worshippers 
assembled there and will desecrate the sanctity of prayer will 
be regarded and listed by the Hebrew Youth as a criminal  
offender. Visitors or passers-by whether Moslems or 
Christians, will not be disturbed in their approaching or passing 
the Wailing Wall. 
 

The Irgun Zvai Le'umi in Eretz Israel 
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The tension mounted. The Irgun created the impression that it 
intended to concentrate large forces in the Wailing Wall area, to 
bar access by violent means. This was, however, a diversionary 
tactic, and the Irgun had an entirely different plan in mind.  As 
Yom Kippur came to an end, attacks were launched at four police 
stations throughout the country. These buildings, known as 
Taggart fortresses, were large structures of reinforced concrete, 
built in the 1930s according to the design of the British engineer, 
Sir Charles Taggart. The Irgun's warnings about the Wailing Wall 
were examples of psychological warfare, serving to divert 
attention from the main military operation. Surprisingly enough, 
the authorities heeded the Irgun's warnings, and not a single 
British policeman was present in the Wall area on Yom Kippur. 
The traditional blowing of the shofar after the final prayer took 
place without interruption, and the congregation then burst into a 
loud rendering of ñHatikvaò, the national anthem. No clashes 
occurred that day at the Wall or en route to it, and the British 
detectives were disappointed by the absence of Irgun armed 
forces. They were unaware that the Irgun's fighting units were at 
that very moment conducting an operation against the Taggart 
fortresses in Haifa (under Rahamim Cohen), Kalkiliya (under 
Nathan-Niko Germant), Gadera (under Yehoshua Weinstein and 
Shraga Alis) and Beit Dagan (under Yaakov Sika-Aharoni). 
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THE 'HUNTING SEASON' 
 
The óHunting Seasonô, or óSeasonô for short, was the code name 

for the Haganah's persecution of the Irgun, aimed at putting an 
end to its activities. 

As a result of the Irgun's proclamation of a revolt against British 
rule, military operations were launched against various 
government targets. The official leadership of the Yishuv, the 
heads of the Vaad Leôumi and the Jewish Agency, were opposed 
to this activity and demanded that it cease. They argued that the 
national institutions had been democratically elected, and that 
consequently the Irgun and Lehi should accept their authority.  

In September 1944, Menahem Begin, Irgun commander, held 
two meetings with Moshe Sneh, head of the Haganah General 
Headquarters, and Eliyahu Golomb, one of the Haganah leaders. 
At these meetings, which lasted into the night, relations between 
the Irgun and the Yishuv leadership were discussed at length. 
 
On the question of national authority, Moshe Sneh said, inter alia: 

 
To expand your activities requires control of the souls and the 
property of the public. And it is we who control the public. We 
do not intend to renounce that control, because it is we who 
have received a mandate from the Jewish people... If you 
continue your activities, a clash will result. 

 
Eliyahu Golomb was even blunter: 

 
We demand that you cease immediately [your activity against 
the British]... We do not want a civil war... but we will be ready 
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for that as well. We will be forced to adopt our own measures 
to prevent your activities. The police, in our opinion, will not be 
able to liquidate you, but if the Yishuv rebels, it could come to 
that. It is clear that we are not speaking of your physical 
liquidation, but the developments could lead to that as well, 
they could lead to your destruction. And then it will not matter 
who started - it is a question of propaganda and information. 

 
Begin vehemently rejected the charge that the Irgun wanted to 
take over control of the Yishuv and said: 

 
We have no intention of seizing power in the Yishuv. We have 
said this on many occasions. We have no such ambitions... we 
think that Ben-Gurion is the man who can lead our youth into 
battle today. But in order to do so, Ben-Gurion must leave his 
residence in Rehavia. For as long as he is there, he cannot 
conduct that war. We have no party or administrative interests. 
We pray for the day when we can proclaim the end of the 
Irgun's task and disperse it. And the moment that you go out 
to war - we will all rally under a united leadership, in which you 
will constitute the decisive majority. But as long as you have 
not done this, we will conduct our battle. 

 
The turning point in the struggle against the Jewish underground 
was the assassination of Lord Moyne in Cairo. Lord Moyne, who 
was known to be an anti-Zionist, had been appointed Minister of 
State for the Middle East, and from his place of residence in Cairo 
was responsible for implementing the White Paper policy. Lehi 
considered Lord Moyne to be responsible for the deportation of 
the immigrant ships, plotted to assassinate him. Two of its 
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members, Eliyahu Hakim and Eliyahu Bet Zuri, were despatched 
to Cairo, and on November 6, 1944, they carried out the 
assassination, but were caught shortly after carrying out their 
mission.  On January 10, 1945 they were charged with murder. 
Hakim and Beit-Zuri, manacled, stood calmly beside their 
Egyptian guards with red fezzes. Both were, and had been since 
their capture, completely self-possessed. They did not take part in 
the proceedings, and when the testimony was completed, Eliyahu 
Hakim rose to his feet and said: 

 
We accuse Lord Moyne and the government he represents, 
with murdering hundreds and thousands of our brethren; we 
accuse him of seizing our country and looting our 
possessionsé We were forced to do justice and to fight.  

 
After being sentenced to death, they rose to their feet and sang 
the national anthem. On March 23, 1945, they were dressed in the 
traditional, ill-fitting red burlap suit of condemned men, marched 
barefoot to the gallows, were blindfolded at the scaffold, and 
hanged. 

The assassination of Lord Moyne created shock waves in 
Palestine and throughout the world. Even before the identity of the 
assassins became known, the Jewish Agency Executive 
convened and issued a fierce condemnation of the act. At the 
same meeting, it decided on a series of measures against 
"terrorist organizations" in Palestine. 

Once the Season had been approved by the Jewish Agency 
Executive, the matter was submitted to the Histadrut Council, the 
body which, more than any other framework, determined the 
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conduct of the "organized Yishuv". It published an official 
announcement on the matter: 

 
Jewish youth must fight terror and its perpetrators! 
[...] The perpetrators of terror, who call themselves the 'Irgun 
Zvai Le'umiô and óLohamei Herut Israelô are traitors! ... They 
must be removed from our classrooms, banished from our 
workshops! 
Their propaganda, whether written or spoken, must not be 
permitted... 
No refuge must be given to these malefactors in the homes of 
your parents, relatives and acquaintances! 
The incorrigible despoilers must be isolated and abandoned, 
until they are spewed out of the ranks of the Yishuv, until terror 
ceases and its organization is eradicated. 

 
As regards collaboration with the British police, the announcement 
went on to declare: 

 
The Jewish Agency proposes herewith that all persons who 
are acquainted with any of the terrorists should immediately 
inform the police by word of mouth, in writing or by telephone 
and observe the injunction: 'And thou shalt root out the evil 
from thy midst'. Fathers who have sons in these organizations 
should, in the same fashion, inform the police and observe 
thereby the injunction: 'If a man have a stubborn and 
rebellious son, he must take him out to the elders and say to 
them: This our son is stubborn and rebellious, he will not obey 
our voice. And all the men of the city shall stone him with 
stones.' Particularly since the English do not intend to do the 
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terrorists any harm. They will hold them for a year or two apart 
from other people until their surplus energy, which apparently 
results from overeating and from inactivity and sloth, has 
cooled down ]...] 
It is time to act for the sake of the Jewish people and the 
homeland. 

 
Two members of the Jewish Agency Executive, Rabbi Yehuda 
Fishman-Maimon and Yitzhak Greenboim, continued to oppose 
any form of collaboration with the British police, and when the 
decision was taken, Greenboim announced his resignation. 

The following is a 1944 pamphlet published by the Irgun 
proclaiming the policy of non-retaliation. 

 
THERE WILL BE NO FRATERNAL WAR 

 
[...] It is with gloomy face that the loyal Jew asks himself and 
his neighbor: Are we to suffer this as well? Will a civil war 
break out in Eretz Israel? Will our home be destroyed before it 
has been built? Will our enemies see their base aspiration 
fulfilled? 
The air is filled with gunpowder. Orators and leaders do not 
cease to speak of the internal strife. One of them has said that 
it has already begun; the second ï even more loudmouthed ï 
has profaned his lips with the hysterical cry: blood for blood, 
an eye for an eye! A third has labored and labored until he has 
finally devised a plan to save the Jewish people. And this is 
the plan: to expel from their homes, to expel from schools, to 
starve and to hand over our fighting youths to the British 
Police. 'It is them or us,' it declared, 'and all means are 
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acceptable in order to liquidate them.' [From Ben-Gurion's 
speech at the Histadrut Conference]. 
Yes, the dread of the loyal Jew is understandable. Are we to 
witness our children raising their hands or aiming their 
weapons against one another? What will they do, those 
persecuted people against whom the terrible edicts are 
directed? How will they defend themselves? ...These are 
grave questions, and we feel it our duty ï on our own behalf 
and on behalf of the Irgun Zvai Le'umi in Palestine ï to provide 
an answer. And this is our answer: you may stay calm, loyal 
Jews; there will be no fraternal strife in this country... 

 
It was not easy for Begin to persuade his subordinates to exercise 
restraint. There were two underlying reasons for his decision: 
firstly, he said, to react could result in the Yishuv being plunged 
into a civil war, which would spell the end of the struggle against 
British rule in Eretz Israel. Secondly, he felt it undesirable to 
exacerbate relations with the Haganah, because they might later 
deC.I.De to join the struggle against foreign rule. Members of the 
Irgun who had been trained in the spirit of 'breaking the havlaga', 
found it hard to accept the decision of the General Headquarters. 
They did not, however, violate the order, possibly in the hope that 
their leader's evaluation would prove correct, and that the 
Haganah would join the struggle against the British. (This did 
indeed occur a year later, when the Jewish Resistance Movement 
ï Tenuat Hameri Ha'ivri - was established). 

 
The entire Haganah command was preoccupied with the 

Season, and information on the Irgun and the Lehi was amassed 
by the Haganah's intelligence service, óShaiô. The intelligence 
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service had some 250 Palmach fighters (the elite Haganah unit) at 
its disposal, who were brought to town and assigned to the 
Season operation. They shadowed suspects and kidnapped Irgun 
fighters on the basis of lists they received from the Shai. In 
addition, the Palmach guarded the Jewish Agency leaders for fear 
that the Irgun or Lehi might react by perpetrating counter-
kidnappings. The Jewish Agency in Jerusalem set up a 
Department for Special Assignments, which maintained close 
contact with the C.I.D. It was this department which handed over 
to the British a list of names of persons suspected of being 
members of the Irgun. 

Close to one thousand people were handed over to the British. 
Most of them were taken to the Latrun detention camp and 
several hundred were deported to detention camps in Africa (see 
"African Exile"). In addition, dozens of suspects were kidnapped 
and detained in prison cells built especially for this purpose on 
various kibbutzim. They were interrogated by members of the 
Haganah Intelligznce Service and occasionally suffered torture. 

A letter from the High Commissioner in Jerusalem to the 
Colonial Secretary in London dated March 1, 1945 reveals that 
the Jewish Agency exploited its collaboration with the C.I.D in 
order to hand over active members of the Revisionist party, who 
were not even members of the Irgun, and thereby to rid itself of 
political rivals. The letter states, among other things: 

11
  

 
1. [...] In all, the Jewish Agency has supplied so far details of 
830 suspects, of whom 337 have been located and detained 
so far. Of these, 241 are being held under the Emergency 
Regulations; the remainders have been released either under 

                              
11 Public Recors, CO 733/457. 
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surveillance or unconditionally... Several useful arrests have 
also been made in the Irgun center in Tel-Aviv. 
2. Unfortunately, the Jewish Agency's lists of so-called 
terrorists, continues to include numerous people who have no 
terror connections, but politically speaking are undesirable to 
the Jewish Agency. This adds to the difficulties the police has 
in separating the sheep from the goats [...] 

 
The most serious kidnapping inC.I.Dent was the case of Yaakov 
Tavin, who was in charge of the Irgun's intelligence service and 
on the Haganah's most wanted list. For three months, Tavin 
succeeded in evading the Haganah men who were shadowing 
him, but at the end of February 1945, he finally fell into their 
hands. The kidnapping was described in Ha'aretz of March 2, 
1945 as follows: 

 
Passersby in Dizengoff and Yirmiyahu streets were greatly 
struck on Tuesday, February 27, 1945, by the kidnapping of a 
young man in the street. The kidnapping occurred at 11 a.m, 
and was witnessed by a large number of people. A large taxi 
halted at the corner of Dizengoff and Yirmiyahu streets, and 
several men emerged, one of them dressed in police uniform. 
They approached the young man, who was standing on the 
pavement holding a package. Shouting 'Thief!' they attacked 
him and began to hit him. 
The crowd thought that he was in fact a thief, and several of 
them joined the attackers and helped them to push the young 
man into the taxi. He struggled with them and shouted in 
Yiddish and in Hebrew: 'Jews, help me! Why do you let them 




