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Preface

“For the victims of the next round”



The preparation of this combined edition of my two books In the Fields of the Philistines and The Other Side of the Coin was a strange experience for me. For the first time in almost sixty years, I read them again.

The eighty-one-year-old Uri Avnery came face to face with the twenty-five-year-old Uri Avnery. Two different people – and yet the same man. The twenty-five-year-old is a part of the eighty-one-year-old. One cannot be separated from the memories of the other. And yet he is very remote, almost someone else, hard to recognize through the fog of years.

The eighty-one-year-old has gained experience. He has overcome many difficulties; over the years he has acquired a deeper understanding of political and historical processes. He tries to understand the twenty-five-year-old, his fears and hopes, his good and bad deeds, the spirit of those days. That wasn’t always easy, just as it won’t always be easy for today’s reader.

If I had written this book today, it would have turned out differently. Very differently. The books portray the events as seen at the time by a participant. But I decided to leave the book as that of the twenty-five-year-old, to allow the reader to experience the events of 1948 the way he experienced them then, not as we see them now, over half a century later.

For every historical event there is a subjective and an objective truth. The first is the truth for those directly involved, the second describes the facts that crystallize out in later years. The gap between these two truths is particularly wide for the war of 1948.

In the Fields of the Philistines describes the feelings of the Hebrew fighters in this war, what they knew, what they thought, what they felt. This book almost escapes definition, arising, as it did, in very unusual conditions. It is no ordinary book. But it is also not a diary. It is something else.

At the start of the war I enrolled in the army. An acquaintance of mine, the deputy editor of a newspaper, asked if I could send occasional reports of my experiences. I answered simply “I’ll try.” I didn’t really know what I was saying. Writing for a newspaper? In those days I had never thought of that. But in the following months writing became an obsession for me. I wrote and wrote and wrote. It helped to reduce the tension, to overcome the fear, to digest the experiences.

I wrote before the action, during the action, and after the action. When an exhausting battle was over, my comrades would lie down and snore. I picked up my pencil and paper and wrote. I wrote on the ground, in the trenches, and on the hood of a jeep. I wrote in the canteen surrounded by hundreds of noisy comrades and I wrote in bed at night.

I wasn’t writing a diary. A diary is a dialogue with yourself, a record of your most intimate thoughts. But my articles were meant to be published. I knew they would appear the next day in black and white in the newspaper. All these reports appeared in the paper Yom Yom (Day by Day), the evening edition of the great Israeli daily paper Haaretz (The Land).

But how did the reports find their way to the editorial board in the distant city? That is one of the most surprising things about the whole business. I often ran to the road to stop a supply truck, and asked the driver to do me a favor and deliver something to the editors. At other times when a comrade received permission for a short furlough, I would ask him to sacrifice an hour of his precious time to get an envelope and a stamp and put the report in the post. It was a miracle: not one of the dozens of reports got lost. They all reached the editorial office.

My comrades in the company got used to my passion. They knew that Uri writes, just as Jossi plays the mouth organ, or Moshe hits on all the girls. When they got annoyed about something, they would call over to me “Uri, write this down.” And when their worried parents asked them “Where are you?” and they couldn’t be bothered with long explanations, they would tell them “Read Uri Avnery’s reports. Then you’ll know.”

Every word in this book was written in clear violation of an unambiguous order: soldiers are forbidden to give interviews or to write for newspapers without express permission. My superior turned a blind eye. When a high-up officer from the base began to cause trouble, I was called to our battalion headquarters where a senior officer told me he would deliver my reports personally and secretly to the newspaper. One day, after I was yet again emphatically ordered to stop writing, I received a summons to our battalion commander. Full of trepidation I announced my presence. I was handed a small brown envelope. In it was a handwritten letter from the legendary brigade commander Shimon Avidan. He congratulated me on a report I had written about the special role of the infantry soldier. That’s the kind of army we were then.

One thing should be clear. In the Fields of the Philistines – the first part of the present book – consists of individual reports, written by a soldier at the time the events occurred. Without my being aware of this, each report reflects the mood of the troops at that particular moment. In retrospect it seems to me that this is the distinguishing feature of this book. It describes the fluctuating morale of the fighting unit – from the initial enthusiasm as the war began, through the inhuman tension of the fighting, through to the deep disappointment at the end.

There is another special feature of this book, determined by the way it came about. The book contains the truth and nothing but the truth. But it does not contain the whole truth. There are things I did not want to describe, things one could not inflict on the parents of a soldier while the war was still going on. In addition, before publication the newspaper had to get my reports past the military censors. They cut out the parts that seemed to them to violate military secrecy or that could undermine morale. These parts have been lost, resulting in unfortunate gaps in the book.

Toward the end of the war, when I was recuperating from my wounds but still in uniform, a friend suggested publishing the reports as a book. After initial hesitation I agreed. I decided to publish the chapters as they were. I just added some lines wherever this seemed necessary to make the events easier to follow. As in the original version, any longer linking passages appear here in italics.

I still had one problem. During the war I occasionally wrote political articles which summarized my thinking at the time. One such article criticized the hatred of the Arabs, which some people harbored. I wrote that we were an “Army of Love” – love for our comrades and love for the land – and not an army of hate. In another article under the Latin heading “Pax Semitica,” I proposed a Hebrew–Arab federation from Morocco to Iraq. The people at Yom Yom found these articles too serious for an evening paper, and passed them on to the editors of Haaretz. That is where they appeared. I decided to leave these articles out of the book, where they would have been foreign bodies.

I sent the manuscript to the large Israeli publishing houses, and all of them sent it back. “Yesterday’s news,” said one. “We’ve had enough of the war,” wrote another. I was also told that they would print the words of well-known writers and not the reports of a simple soldier. In the end I found a small, plucky publisher which, after long consideration, decided to publish the book under the title In the Fields of the Philistines 1948.

To the mystification of all the experts, and much to my own surprise as well, it became an absolute bestseller overnight. It was an unprecedented phenomenon in the Hebrew literature of the time. In the course of a single year the hardback version went through ten printings. There wasn’t a single wedding or bar mitzvah party that did not have several copies among the presents.

The reviews in the press were just as astonishing. One wrote that I had expressed the “Spirit of the Generation.” Another suggested carving the words of the book in stone, as a reminder for later generations. Overnight I was in great demand. I was flooded with invitations to private functions as well as officers’ meetings, and all branches of the Israeli bureaucracy fawned on me. I could take my pick in the media world. The chief editor of Haaretz offered me the chance to write the leading article of the paper, which I accepted.

It was really peculiar. Before the war I was one of the people everyone loved to hate. Eighteen months before the war I published a little magazine that I had named Bamaavak (In the Struggle). In it I wrote that we would form a new Hebrew nation in Palestine, a nation distinct from everything earlier among the Jewish people, and that we should realize our national interests and form an alliance with the Arab national movement. The attacks of Bamaavak on the sacred cows of official Zionism1 caused a lot of bad blood. More than a hundred irate reactions appeared in a wide variety of papers. One of the best-known writers, in a vicious play on words, called our little journal Bamat-Avak (stage of dust).

That’s what made my sudden popularity all the more surprising. I could have enjoyed it and lived happily ever after, if not for the following event …
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A few weeks after In the Fields of the Philistines was published, I happened to overhear two boys sitting behind me on a bus. They were bemoaning their fate – they had been too young to fight in the war. To my horror they were quoting the “great experiences” from my book, which they had apparently missed out on.

That conversation disturbed me deeply. Until then I thought that I had described the awful side of the war. But if two young people could use it to feed their enthusiasm for war, then I had failed. I decided to write a second book that would describe the other side of the coin. For this I used the notes that I had made in the hospital after I was wounded. Since the war was over by then, I could write the whole truth. I saw that as my duty. Who else should write the truth, if not those who were there as it happened?

Under tremendous pressure I hammered away on my little Hermes typewriter, and in three or four weeks the second book was ready. The essential idea was to expose The Other Side of the Coin. I wanted to show the dark side of the war, as a complement to my first book. Only the two together could present the whole truth as I experienced it.

After the great success of the first book I expected no problems with the second. A big mistake. The publisher of In the Fields of the Philistines refused – as did all other publishers that I approached – to have anything to do with it. In the end I managed to find a small, unimportant publisher prepared to take it on.

The reaction to the publication of The Other Side of the Coin was also remarkable – though diametrically opposed to the first book. The new volume caused a scandal. From this developed shock, anger, and hate. Overnight I changed from hero of the day to public enemy number one.

“Lies! Deceit!” cried the patriots, who had stayed at home during the war. “Our soldiers don’t swear like that! Our soldiers don’t murder and rob! They didn’t drive away any Arabs! It is well known that the Arabs decided to flee on their own initiative. They were just following the calls of their own leadership! Our weapons are pure! Our army is the most moral in the world!”

Everything possible was done to make the book disappear from the market. The critics ignored it. However, the first printing did indeed sell out immediately, but when the publisher wanted to reprint the book, it was blocked. At that time everything was severely rationed in the new, impoverished country. The authorities would not allocate the publisher the necessary paper.

But the three thousand copies of the first printing made up for it. They were passed from hand to hand. Only a few of the generation who were young at that time have not read the book. It took six years before I managed to get more printed. And it was over forty years before anyone else dared to portray the war of 1948 as it really was.

I always thought that both works should really appear in one book. Now this wish is realized. In order to make this possible, the books had to be shortened a little. We made sure that neither the spirit nor the content of either book was distorted by this.

The two volumes, which appear here as two parts of one book, are complementary to each other, but they are also very different. I wrote In the Fields of the Philistines in the course of a year, section by section. The individual articles are colored by different moods. The Other Side of the Coin was written in one go, and represents only one mood. The people who appear in In the Fields of the Philistines bear their real names, and the events are described factually. The actors in The Other Side appear under fictional names, even though they correspond to real people. The plot appears as a work of imagination, although everything really happened as described. I consciously cast the book as “literature,” so that I would be free in my description of things without having to take account of real existing people. And since it was “literature,” the manuscript was not presented to the military censor.

According to many friends the writing of this second book involved the commission of a literary sin. It ended with an up-to-date, political chapter, in which I clearly expressed my opposition to the policies of David Ben-Gurion, the absolute ruler of the young state. Ben-Gurion effectively laid down the rails on which the state of Israel has run to this day. From the direction the train was pointing I could see a collision approaching, and tried to indicate an alternative: Israel as a secular republic, democratic and liberal, an ally of the Arab national movement and a partner in the construction of a regional federation.

The experts told me that you can’t just stick a political–ideological section into a literary text. I dug my heels in and put this section as an epilogue at the end of the book, so that the thoughts there might grow roots in the heads of the readers. The epilogue was headed “For the casualties of the next round.”

This chapter is omitted from the present edition, since what I wrote then, in the year 1949, reflected the reality of that time. I have replaced it with an up-to-date introduction, which shows the interconnectedness of the events, and provides a historical perspective.

I am a naturally optimistic person. When I was at school in Hanover at the age of eight, the teacher talked about the monument to Hermann the Cherusker, who stands there “facing the Arch Enemy.” “Children, who is the Arch Enemy?” she asked, and all the children cried in unison “France! France!” Today France and Germany both belong to the European Union, and Germans and French cross the border between their countries freely and without formalities, a border along which millions from earlier generations died.

I added the following section to the second edition of The Other Side of the Coin: “In the hospital I swore an oath. It may have been histrionic, or even childish. I swore to dedicate the rest of my life – which was saved by four recruits from Morocco, who rescued me under heavy fire after I was wounded – to the struggle for peace. I have often reminded myself of this oath, particularly in moments of disappointment, frustration or weakness.”

I hope that I have not broken this oath, and that I will not break it, as long as I still live on this planet.

Uri Avnery

Tel Aviv


Introduction



A very special war

On 29 November 1947, thousands of people jumped out of their beds and rushed out onto the streets when the reports were broadcast on the radio. The UN General Assembly had decided to divide the land of Palestine between a Jewish and an Arab state. Still wearing their pajamas, people rejoiced, shouted, sang, and danced. I stayed in bed, feeling sad and depressed.

Sad, because I knew that a cruel war was coming, which would bring death to many of those now dancing. Depressed because I could see that this land that I loved so much, where I had grown up since the age of ten, would never be the same again.

The 635,000 Jewish inhabitants of Palestine rejoiced, because they could set up their own state in at least a part of the land. The Arab population lamented the loss of a large part of the land where their ancestors had lived for generations.

The next day the war began. It was not a normal war, where two countries fight over an area of land. The Germans and the French fought for generations over Alsace and Lorraine. But it would not have occurred to a Frenchman to eliminate Germany from the map. And no German had ever said that there was no such thing as a French nation.

And in our case? The Jews denied the existence of a Palestinian people and so obviously did not accept their right to any of this land. And the Palestinians said the Jews were no nation and had no rights in Palestine. Both sides were fully convinced that the whole area between the Jordan River and the Mediterranean Sea was their homeland and belonged to them alone. How did this situation come about?

The historian Isaac Deutscher explained it using the following parable: a man lives on the top floor of a building in which fire breaks out. To save his life, he jumps out of a window and lands on the head of a passer-by, who is severely injured. Bitter hostility develops between the two, and only gets worse day by day. That is approximately what really happened.

At the end of the nineteenth century many Jews felt that the ground was starting to burn under their feet. National movements were developing in Europe. Every national grouping, whether large or small, wanted to live in its own national state. There was a development of national culture, which was moving to fill the space left by the decline of the great dynastic conglomerates like the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman Empires.

Almost all of these national movements were anti-Semitic. France, the homeland of Jewish emancipation, had the Dreyfus Affair. Demonstrators shouted “Death to the Jews.” In the new German Reich, every level of the population was infected with anti-Semitism, an expression that was coined at the time the Reich was founded. The royal court preacher propagated this teaching. The Polish movement for national independence was just as openly anti-Semitic as the majority of the smaller peoples of Europe.

The Jews were an “anomaly” in nationalistic Europe. They were scattered over many lands and among many peoples, and had no homeland of their own. They were a remnant from an earlier age, two thousand years before. At that time the Mediterranean region was divided into ethnic-religious communities. Each community was autonomous, with its own legal system – whether in the Byzantine or the later Ottoman Empire. A Jew from Alexandria in Egypt could marry a Jew in Antioch (in today’s Syria), but not the Christian woman who lived next door.

In the Europe of the late nineteenth century nobody considered the possibility of the Shoa, the Holocaust: the planned, industrial-scale destruction of the Jewish people. But the pogroms in Russia were a clear warning.

When the Jews realized that there was no place for them in the developing national movements, they decided to do the same as all the others: to form themselves into one nation on the European pattern, with a unified territory,and a common history and language. They wanted to take their fate in their own hands and found their own national state. This was the birth of the Zionist movement, which aimed to set up a Jewish state in Palestine.

The 208 delegates at the First Congress of Zionists in Basel in 1897 knew next to nothing about Palestine. With one or two exceptions, none of them had ever been there. What concerned them was the desperate situation of the Jews in Europe. This is the only way to explain how they got the idea that the land was uninhabited. Their slogan was “a land without a people for a people without a land.”

But the land was not “empty.” About half a million people lived there, 90% of them Muslim and Christian Arabs. They were a part of the large Arab population of the Ottoman Empire. This people too had its own national aspirations. Arab intellectuals wrote nationalistic manifestos, Arab officers set up underground cells in the Turkish-Ottoman army. The Arabs in Palestine were also swept along in this nationalist development.

This is how it happened that two national movements arose at the same time – the Zionist and the Arab – unknown to each other. When the Jews started to settle in Palestine, conflict was inevitable. The Jewish settlers were surprised to find an Arab population there, which fought with increasing violence against their presence. And the Arab population became increasingly concerned about the rapid growth of the Jewish population, which was developing into a state within a state in their land.

The two populations lived side by side. There were indeed completely mixed villages and towns, but the Jewish and Arab populations had almost no contact with each other. Both groups developed their own world of values and expressions, myths and slogans, that had nothing in common with the mental world of the other side. Through their separate and very different upbringing, a generation grew up with diametrically opposed attitudes and aspirations. The lack of contact on a commercial level ensured that the two groups lived separate lives. They spoke different languages, followed different religions, and each had their own history.

The Holocaust in Europe produced an almost irresistible pressure in support of the Jewish demands. The Arab opposition gained strength with the foundation of the Arab League in 1945. The conflict sharpened with the United Nations’ declaration in 1947 on partition. The Zionist side accepted the partition, at least officially, because it gave them 55% of the land although they represented only a third of the population. The Arab side rejected partition completely. They saw it as a decision on the part of foreigners to take away a large part of their land and give it to intruders. The British government, which had been administering the Mandate for Palestine following the fall of the Ottoman Empire after the First World War, committed itself to withdraw from the land by the middle of May 1948. That’s how the war began.

It was an “ethnic” war: a war between two peoples, where both tried to occupy as much of the land as possible with as few of the “enemy” population as possible. Many years before the term “ethnic cleansing” became current, it was put into practice in this war – and not just by one side.

Few Arabs remained in the areas conquered by the Jews. But no Jews remained in the Arab occupied areas, either. The expulsion of the Arabs is more prominent, because the Jews occupied a lot more of the area where Arabs lived, than the Arabs did Jewish areas (although they took the Old City of Jerusalem and Gush Etzion, a block of small settlements south of Jerusalem).

That is the background for the events described in this book. We, the soldiers, were totally convinced that we were fighting for our existence, for our lives, and the lives of the Jewish population. And the Arab Palestinians naturally felt the same. We had internalized the Hebrew mantra which was current at the time – Ein Brerah – “we have no choice.”

Until the regular Arab armies joined the war – when the British withdrew in May 1948 – no prisoners were taken. We knew: if we surrender, we die. We saw photos at the beginning of the war showing the severed heads of our comrades being paraded on stakes through the Old City of Jerusalem. The Palestinians themselves suffered the awful massacre in Deir Yassin, a suburb of Jerusalem, where the Irgun1 and the Lehi2 murdered dozens of men, women and children.

We knew that 635,000 Jews were facing hundreds of millions of Arabs: “The few against the many.” The armed Arab villages controlled almost all the routes of transport. The later invasion of the “seven Arab armies,” with plentiful modern weapons, came on top of that.

Today we know that it wasn’t quite like that. The Jewish population was cohesive, well organized, and had available informal military units that had been trained and armed in secrecy. On the other side the Arab population was divided, had no central command, and was armed only with old and simple weapons. The Arab world was almost no help to the Palestinians, and when they did intervene they spent more of their energy fighting against each other than against the common enemy.

All this became clear only later. This book shows what the soldiers then thought, as they made history, and not what later became clear and entered the history books.

If someone had told us at the end of 1948 that the Israeli–Palestinian war would still be raging sixty years later – nobody would have believed it. But that is the reality: this war still occupies the headlines, every day people are dying, and the gulf between the two sides is not reducing. The conflict has had its ups and downs. For forty years the Palestinians have been suffering under our brutal occupation. Terrible things happen on both sides. And each side is convinced that it is the victim of the other side.

The descriptions of the situation by the two sides bear no resemblance to each other. This applies to every single event of the last hundred years. For example, we Israelis talk about the “War of Liberation” or “of Independence,” while the Palestinians call it simply Nakba, the catastrophe. Many Israelis still believe that the Palestinians want to throw us into the sea. And many Palestinians are convinced that the Israelis want to drive them into the desert. As long as people think like this, there will be no peace.

Perhaps this book will help the reader to understand what happened and why it happened – and what must be done to put an end to it all.


PART ONE

In the Fields of the Philistines




Before the Battle



29 November 1947, a few minutes after midnight

No one is sleeping. Everyone is sitting by the radio. And over the ether comes the message: the General Assembly of the United Nations has decided in favor of the founding of a Jewish and an Arab state.

Joy explodes like a wild storm. Young people stream onto the streets, collect together, go wild. Such a demonstration of mass enthusiasm has never been seen before in this land. Groups are formed, people packed together, songs are sung, and wildly dancing circles form at the crossroads. Men and women who have never met before hug and kiss each other.

Joy washes away all boundaries; limits and differences disappear. In a sea of flags, drunk with enthusiasm, the youth celebrate the great news.
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In the last few months the land of Palestine had fallen ever deeper into the abyss. Order collapsed and chaos ruled everywhere.

On 29 September 1947, exactly two months before the historic decision, Jamal Husseini1 declared, in a clear and unambiguous speech, that the Arabs would take up arms to convert the land into an Arab state. On the same day the police station in Haifa was blown up by the Irgun, with the death of ten British soldiers. The governments of Syria and Lebanon began moving their armies to the border. On 12 November the British killed four young members of the Lehi. The next day the Lehi killed eight Englishmen in various parts of the country. Three days later the ship Aliyah ran the British maritime blockade and brought refugees to the beach of Nahariya.2 On 19 November two new Jewish settlements were founded in the Negev. On 21 November ten people were injured when Arabs attacked a bus on the way from Cholon to Tel Aviv.

Three different groups were fighting against each other. A British government – without any moral authority – tried to keep out the refugees, who were streaming into the land from Europe, week after week. Their refusal to allow in the fugitives on board the Exodus3 sent shock waves around the world. A small group of young people, agents of the Haganah,4 were trying to set up an underground network in Europe and the Arab states. Their attempts to find ways through this blockade gained tremendously in support from the Exodus affair. At the same time other small groups were fighting the British administration through acts of sabotage. A continuous cycle of terror and counter-terror eroded the basis for a normal life.

And on the other side of the border Haj Amin al-Husseini5 was meeting with the leaders of the Arab states. They made the decision to use armed force to destroy the “Zionist danger” once and for all.
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In this atmosphere of threatening crisis, the UN decision was like the first thunder announcing a refreshing storm after days of hot, sticky weather. Everyone felt instinctively: the die is cast. The uncertainty, the paralyzing indecision is at an end.

The most brilliant director would not have been capable of producing a scene of such spontaneously erupting joy. These young people were not happy about the partition, which would divide Palestine into little pieces. They were not celebrating the approaching battles. Their joy was an expression of freedom: the walls of the ghetto have fallen, the road out is clear, new horizons for activity and life are open.

But there were some who remained quiet on that night. They went around with gloomy faces, and took no part in the celebrations. They looked upon the dancing, jubilant youth and wondered: how many of these will still be living next year?

Because they knew the decisive battle was yet to come: a bloody war in the struggle between Israelis and Arabs, which had been approaching for thirty years, ever since the Balfour Declaration.6

30 November 1947

The enthusiasm continues. Young men and women, who didn’t sleep all last night, dance, rejoice, and sing on.

Suddenly there is a moment of quiet. Shots echo through the land. A bus on the road from Netanya to Jerusalem is attacked, leaving four dead bodies on the ground. The war has begun.

Everywhere the Arab youth rush to join the fighting organizations. And from Syria, from Egypt, from Iraq, and from Transjordan,7 volunteers come streaming into the country – along with large quantities of weapons.

The first attack is aimed at the lifeline of the Hebrew population – the lines of transport. The roads to Jerusalem and in the Negev are closed after repeated attacks by Arab groups. A bomb is placed under the water pipeline in the Negev, and after each repair it is blown up again. On 2 December an Arab mob rampages through the commercial center of Jerusalem, killing five Hebrews and chasing the Hebrew population out of remote parts of the city. At the same time the first attacks are mounted on the outskirts of Tel Aviv from the direction of Jaffa. The roads are blocked. The larger towns and also smaller villages are encircled.

The third party is also active. The British, who had decided to withdraw from the country, intended thereby to leave the Arabs to finish off the Yishuv.8 They have no scruples about making it easier for them. With British support the Arab Legion9 enters the country. On 14 December fourteen members of the Haganah are killed outside the barracks of the Legion in Beit Nabala, as they are escorting a convoy of lorries to Ben-Shemen. On 22 February British terrorists blow up the center of Hebrew Jerusalem in Ben-Yehuda Street. On 28 February the British disarm eight Haganah people, who are securing the road from Tel Aviv to Cholon by the Hayotzek factory, and hand over the helpless victims to the Arab murderers. The Yishuv is fighting for its life and still may not carry its weapons openly.
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The Yishuv is also unprepared for this war. The Zionist institutions, which have been campaigning for years for the partition of the country, didn’t believe that the Arabs would carry out their threat and go to war. They expected that the world, represented by the UN, would come to their aid and impose the division of the country by force of arms.

The rumors about huge quantities of hidden weapons, buried somewhere deep underground, pop like soap bubbles on the walls of reality. And the fairy tale of the 80,000 well-trained and armed Jewish soldiers, who would appear from the underground at the command of the national institutions, also dissipates like the morning mist.

The hope of early weapons supplies was also quickly dashed. The British blockade impeded the import of weapons, and the UN prohibited its members from arming the fighting parties. So the Yishuv was faced with two bitter alternatives: either to win the battle with whatever resources it had, or to give up without a struggle. There were only a few, light, weapons. And there were only a few organized troops, in small units. Survival was hanging from a very thin thread.
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On 30 November 1947, when the first shots of the war sounded, the national institutions proclaimed the mobilization of everyone between seventeen and twenty-five years of age. With great enthusiasm the best of the youth streamed to the recruitment offices.

While small groups of the Palmach10 and the HISH11 accompanied the supply convoys and defended the outer parts of the city with other volunteers, a new army was being formed all over the country. An army without a name, without insignia, ranks, or a uniform – the army of the young Hebrews. In the barracks of Tel Aviv and Sarona, which the British police had vacated on 15 December 1947, hundreds and thousands were hastily trained and instructed in the use of weapons.

The first fighting units began with reprisals, storming Arab villages and blowing up houses. With only a few rifles, which were passed from hand to hand, without sufficient armored vehicles to defend the transport arteries, these young people won great victories and suffered painful defeats. On 23 February 1948, thirty-five of them fell on the road to Gush Etzion. They were on their way to an action that only a well-trained and appropriately equipped company could have carried out successfully. On 4 March, fifteen fell near Atarot. On 28 March, forty-two fell defending a supply column near Yehiam.

New fighting units were formed from freshly recruited volunteers. From the companies, battalions were formed, from the battalions – brigades. It was an army without means of transport, without aircraft, and without a supporting infrastructure in the rear. There were neither cannons nor tanks. But they were supported by the enthusiasm of the population, in a way that has not often happened in the history of humankind, perhaps only with the troops of the French and later the Russian revolution.

[image: Image]

When I read on 30 November that the first Hebrew bus had been attacked by Arab fighters, I knew what my duty was: to report for service.

In the days leading up to my recruitment I wrote a little pamphlet about the problems of the war. Unlike the troubles of 1936 to 1939 we were now faced with a real, lengthy war with many casualties, which would decide the question of our survival.

I used what money I had left to buy a khaki uniform, a sock hat, and the clothing a soldier needs, and reported at the gate of the training camp. I became a simple soldier of the infantry.

13 February 1948

Training camp

Initiation

They arrive singly, one after the other. Some with a firm step, with the forced smile that is supposed to show self-confidence. They give the guard at the gate their call-up papers as if they are showing a bus ticket. They look at the camp, trying to absorb everything with one glance, dump their luggage on the ground, light a cigarette, and wait for what may happen. But there are others who approach the gate hesitantly, cast a last, longing look at the “civilian” street behind them, and wait like small, nervous children, as though they felt guilty about something.

These two types differ even in their clothing. One kind is dressed like a staff officer, with a uniform bought “outside” – battle dress (as it is also called in Hebrew), and khaki trousers. Their berets are creased, as if they had already seen a couple of years’ service. The others are the civilians – colorful trousers, checkered jackets, some even wearing ties.

Now they are standing next to each other, examining each other – foreign to each other. In a few hours they will be living together, standing in line at the mess, pushing for a place to shave in the morning, borrowing shoe polish from each other, and firing off ancient curses in fourteen different languages. But now they are still foreign to each other. The distance between them is enormous – locally born, traditional Yemenites, Yekkes,12 fat and thin, a roundish youth with glasses who was yesterday the director of finance in a factory, and little Ezra, who sold ice cream on the beach, standing there like a crooked question mark.

Here and there the barriers are overcome. The more active make contact. The lanky blond asks the little Yemeni for a cigarette, a first conversation develops with a few sentences – and a friendship begins that will be known to everyone in the whole training camp in a few weeks. In another corner they are comparing what they paid for their battle dress. The conversations drift from topic to topic, “acquaintanceships” arise – a “family.”

The whistle blows. The commanding officers have arrived. They observe the “human material” which they must turn into a battalion as quickly as possible. They are very young, no older than their recruits, who from now on will stand to attention before them and obey their orders.

“Atten-shun!” Talking stops. The red-haired officer arranges the men patiently in rows of three. In a few days they will form up like this to order.

They stand in ranks. Soldiers.

What was being formed here was not just an army. It was also a youth movement, a revolutionary movement. Within a few days a new lifestyle developed, a new way of talking, of dressing, of behaving. This new style was not copied from somewhere or somebody. It arose within us, from the character of a generation.

It is possible that this youth movement would have arisen even without the war. It was the coming-of-age of a whole generation: the first generation that grew up in this land, conscious of its freedom. Even before the war there were preliminary signs. Members of the Palmach felt like new people with new goals. Intellectual circles like Bamaavak were searching for new spiritual roots – a whole range of curious groups, involved in the most disparate aspects of life.

This great movement needed a symbol, a badge, to represent the character of this army. We had no uniforms. We wore the clothes we had brought with us. But thousands suddenly began to wear the same headgear, without being told to by anyone: the sock hat.

18 February 1948

Training camp

The sock hat

The khaki bucket hat – kova tembel in Hebrew, meaning “idiot hat” because it makes you look particularly stupid – was the symbol of the pioneering days of Zionism. Who doesn’t remember the propaganda pictures of the Zionist organizations? This war has created its own headgear – the kova gerev or “sock hat,” that curious woolen stocking which never stays the same shape. The sock hat is the symbol of the individualist army. Its main characteristic is that it can be worn in a thousand different styles. You won’t find two soldiers who wear this headgear in the same way. One wears it like a garrison cap, another makes the corners into pointy horns and looks like a Spanish bull fighter, a third flattens out the corners and looks like an Arab Fellah or a Russian Muzhik. Briefly: there is an enormous range of possibilities, limited only by the soldier’s individuality and creativity.

The ordinary soldier likes this article of clothing more than any other part of his military outfit. Nobody leaves the barracks without his sock hat. Even the dandies who won’t wear it to breakfast, in order to preserve the hairstyle that they spent five precious minutes of their free time arranging – they wear it too, but folded under their left shoulder strap.

The sock hat has further properties: it is extremely practical. It can be used for almost anything. When you are on sentry duty on a cold night, and feel as if you are at the North Pole, you can pull your hat over your frozen ears. If your neck is feeling chilly, it turns itself into a scarf. Or if you have secretly taken the evening off and want to get back over the fence, and the sentry is suddenly standing six feet in front of you, you pull the cap over your glimmering face. You can’t see the sentry any more, and you hope that he can’t see you either. On leave, on the city streets, the sock hat signals at a distance: here goes a soldier – a magnet for female eyes …

[image: Image]

The start of the war presented everyone with a decision. And the youth divided into two groups – those who joined up and those who did not join up.

For thousands the decision was simple. They never even considered doing otherwise. They signed on immediately to the fighting units. They were not always the cleverest. Most of them were simple lads. But they formed the backbone of the generation, they had character.

But there were also those who weakened at this moment. They stayed at home and waited for the right “opportunity.” The true Hebrew youth despised them deeply. We felt the deep chasm between them and us. And the longer the war lasted and the fiercer the battles raged, the deeper this division became.

28 February 1948

Training camp

Leave

He had worked everything out exactly. Just a few paces from the barracks to the barbed wire, crawl under that to the little slope, and down that on all fours. A simple plan – all you need is strong nerves.

He left the mess. “Where are you off to?” asked a friend. “A short walk – I’ll be right back.” On the way he threw a glance into the officer’s mess. The NCOs still used to eat together at that time. The sentry is standing in the corner chatting. It is the right moment.

Everything goes to plan. It really is child’s play. The hole in the barbed wire is large enough. Now he crawls on his belly to the slope, just the way he learned. His instructor would be proud of him. He smiles to himself.

The sentry post is unmanned. From here on the way is open. On the streets of the city a Sabbath-evening atmosphere. Not many people around. They look at him as though he were a strange animal. Crumpled overalls and the sock hat announce: here is a soldier … he feels like a stranger in the city, as though he has been away for years. And it is just four days since he reported to the camp. But his civilian life feels to him like something from the distant past, part of history. Hard to believe that just four days ago he was walking around like the others here, exchanging remarks with those very same girls who now appear to him like the denizens of a foreign world …

Home? His parents would be pleased. But he doesn’t have enough time. If he arrived back after ten, without knowing the night password, then he would be exposed. He only has two hours. Not a minute to waste. So – straight to Rachel’s.

Rachel … how often had he thought about her during these four days?

He imagined this evening in bright colors. He would ring the doorbell, she would open the door – and smile. Of course she would smile. Triumphantly he would recount his adventure. How he broke out for her sake, although twenty-four hours in the arrest cells await him if he gets caught.

That is the house. His breathing is labored – he ran half the way so as not to waste any time. Luckily he is used to running. He pauses on the stairs a moment to regain his breath. Then he rings the bell. She opens the door, looks at him with astonishment, yes, she smiles too. But it is a different smile. Not the one he expected.

“Come in” she says, and leads him into the room. Someone is sitting there. He is in civilian clothes. They introduce themselves awkwardly. Somehow they manage to talk about this and that, while she gets changed.

They walk to a little cafe. He tells them about life in the training camp, talks without stopping, so as to have no time to think. She asks if he has gone AWOL. But suddenly he finds he has lost all desire to talk about his heroic deeds.

He feels alien. They don’t understand what he is trying to tell them about – the joys and troubles of a soldier’s life in the training camp. What made him come here? Did he really think she would be waiting for him with open arms?

Quarter past nine. He stands up and takes his leave. He even smiles through his pain.

The way back is just the way out in reverse. Around the guard, crawling up the slope. There’s a sentry standing by the gap in the wire. Five motionless minutes with his face pressed against the ground. At last he’s gone. Slip under the wire, one leap to the barracks – made it!

The lights are still on in the barracks. It is warm inside. His comrades are arranging the beds. Chatting and swearing like always. As he comes in they look at him enviously. He was in their dream land: “Outside.”

His friend approaches. “What was it like? See your girlfriend?”

He turns his back on his friend, arranges his bed. “Alright” he mumbles, “everything OK.” He puts out the light and lies down. “I’m back” he thinks to himself “at home.”

4 March 1948

On leave

We are soldiers now

A soldier is not a citizen who is familiar with the use of weapons, who moves in a particular way, and obeys particular orders. A soldier is a special kind of human creature in a world of his own.

The son, brother, or boyfriend is called up. Two weeks later he comes back home on his first leave. He doesn’t appear to have changed in any way. He is tanned, the skin on his nose is peeling, and on his hands are little cuts and sores from his field exercises. But those who approach him more closely notice that something has changed. Something deep and fundamental. He feels different, talks differently, behaves differently. And they will never really understand what this change means.

For them it was just two short weeks. But for him it was an eternity. And everything from his past now seems to him to belong to a distant and alien world. What has happened to him in these two weeks? He has changed. He has lost one world and gained another. A painful process.

The first three or four days are the worst. The raw recruit entered the camp in joyful, relaxed expectation, looking forward to new experiences, which he pictures in bright colors. And the reality is gray. Dark gray. His thoughts were on automatic weapons, hand grenades, the joy of the assault. But now he is occupied with polishing boots, washing dishes in cold water, trying to shave in such crowded conditions that he cannot move his arms, collecting rubbish from the paths, cleaning the floor, and folding blankets according to a very complicated scheme.

And he is not doing that of his own free will. It’s all about obeying orders. You are driven, shouted at, urged on. Each unit has its share of the slothful and the undisciplined who increase the pressure applied to the unit. The most striking thing about this first phase is being completely cut off from the world outside. This is not just a physical separation, but mental too. You lose interest in all the things that used to be important and precious: cultural, political, and social. That all belongs to “Outside.” And “Outside” is strange and distant. In the first few days you still try and get hold of a paper in the reading room. But after a week you only read the headlines, and after two weeks have gone by you don’t read anything at all.

Your relationship to “Outside” is reduced to one dimension: the family, the girlfriend, or some other person who symbolizes the outside world. The one you think about when you dream of a short leave. Go home and visit the girlfriend – that is as much as you can yearn for. For that much, you are prepared to take risks – you vanish for one evening and spend a day in the arrest cells.

The second experience is the company in which you find yourself. “Outside” you know a relatively small number of people, who you more or less get on with. But here young people are mixed together at random, with no account taken of personality, job, origins, or education. At the beginning that is painful. You find it difficult to make contact with those you are thrown together with, twenty-four hours a day. You have no space to yourself. And whether you like it or not, you have to make the best of it. After a while you begin to notice that some of your comrades are nice and some less so. You discover sides of yourself that you knew nothing about. Unexpected contacts are made. Shared experiences, memories, and unpleasant events bring you closer together.

Eventually, after a few days that feel like half an eternity, you find your place. You learn quickly how to get out of unpleasant tasks, how to get a feel for what’s going on. You get used to things that not long ago seemed to be pure bloody-mindedness and torture. All of a sudden you begin to take pleasure in things that you would have despised “Outside” – the quantities of sweets that you chew during night exercises, or idleness: you lie on your back along with the others and stare into the sky, without saying a word.

You see new comrades coming into the camp, smile about the “green recruits,” feel like a veteran and give them the benefit of your advice.

And when you go into town after two weeks, it looks strange. You talk with friends and acquaintances and notice that there is something separating you.

You have become a soldier.

On the streets we were followed by respectful looks. The state was still in the future. It was difficult to come to terms with carrying arms openly. And we – with proudly raised heads we strode along. Pride in the army and our weapons. But we had no song of joy on our lips. The great, moving song for this uplifting moment remained unwritten. For the first time I became aware that this great movement, this earthquake that gripped the youth, had not touched the intellectuals, the poets, or the writers. Those too who were known as the “young writers” stayed at home, as though nothing had happened. They did not join us on our road of suffering and endurance.

14 March 1948

Camp “Jonah”

Squad leader

The leader of a squad is the backbone of the army, as they say. The squad leader is the most pitiful command position. He has the pleasant duty at quarter to six in the morning of ripping the covers off the soldiers’ beds and rounding them up for morning gymnastics. He has to keep order in the hungry cutlery-clattering line at the mess. At ten in the evening he must supervise lights out, just at the moment when the men in the tents remember the hottest stories of the last week.

In brief, the squad leader is the direct superior. He is the recipient of the juiciest curses from the ordinary soldiers. But he has none of the status of an officer at all.

We got to know various squad leaders. There were some we would have done anything for. And there were others who we used every opportunity to try and take for a ride.

Grisha was one of the first kind. He was a nice fellow. There was no prank that he didn’t take part in. He was disciplined as often as our greatest rascals. He drank our stolen cognac with us and helped us with all the thousand things that make up life in the army.

Shimon, however, we didn’t like at all. The man with the gigantic black mustache kept his distance. He avoided familiarity with the ordinary soldiers. During breaks in the field exercises he sat twenty meters away with his back to us. And no one ever saw him smile. Just one time I thought I detected a slight twitching at the end of his mustache, when he saw our comrade “Nail” in his long white nightshirt.

Squad leaders have a particularly difficult time if they are younger than their subordinates. A twenty-five-year-old soldier, who was some kind of a manager “outside,” has great difficulty standing to attention in front of a nineteen-year-old school-leaver.

The most popular squad leader is the one who knows his job, who pays close attention to the really important things, without going an inch too far, who looks after the interests of his people, and is their friend occasionally – even in minor misdemeanors. For this kind of squad leader – and we experienced many such – one can truly say that they are the backbone of the army.

22 March 1948

Camp “Jonah”

On the eve of battle

A day of drama. We are lying on the lawns in front of the tents and enjoying the lunch break. The intellectual among us are holding a newspaper and pretending to read, while they are really staring into the empty sky. Others are complaining about their superiors and discussing how they can get out of the afternoon’s exercise. In a tent two men are sitting and discussing at the top of their voices what they would do with an unofficial leave.

Then suddenly – roll call! We assemble on the parade ground. The usual orders – “Company – … stand at – ease!” We go through the motions mechanically and wonder “what’s all this about?”

Aryeh, the company commander, stands before us. As usual his head is slightly tilted forward. He is also dressed as always: that special brown battle dress. But somehow he looks different. More serious, almost solemn.

He reads out a command from the battalion commander. The company should provide fifty men as the reserve for an operation. The names are not yet decided. They will be announced in the evening. Those who take part will hold high the honor of the company etc, etc.

The roll call is over. We climb into the vehicles to return to our field exercise. Normally we lark about, shout, and laugh. This time we are quiet. Very quiet. No singing. A few of us hum a melancholy soldier’s tune that reflects our mood.

Each of us is wondering: is my name on the list? Or must I take my leave from my friends? I wouldn’t be able to say goodbye to my parents or girlfriend. All leave has been canceled. We will have to be ready – as soon as the command arrives – to depart within twenty minutes.

In the late afternoon we return to camp. We have hardly had time to change our clothes when there is another roll call. We line up in silence. We are waiting for the list.

The boss gives us a searching look. In his hand is a white sheet of paper. We know: the list. “I will read the names of reserve number one. The men will line up in three rows before me …”

One name after another. After each name your heart skips a beat. A good friend: Gustav, the clown of the company. We will miss his performances in the evening. My chess opponent.

We stand there perfectly still. Each one is expecting his own name. One after another they go and form the new unit.

The list is finished. Over half the company. Those who remain are standing in sparse rows, with the gaps standing for those who were called. We look at each other – like orphans. Nobody is pleased that he was not chosen. We are all thinking of our missing comrades.

The gaps are closed and the ranks reformed. Off to the culture room to hear a lecture. But nobody is listening. From time to time we glance out of the window. See the comrades packing, see them gathering by the vehicles.

The commander can feel that we are unsettled. He gives us a few minutes to say our goodbyes. We do our best to smile, to make jokes, we offer oranges. We all know how the others are feeling. A silent handshake. Those who are leaving don’t envy us. They know that we’ll be following them in a few days.

The vehicles are moving. A last wave. An outsider wouldn’t notice that anything has changed. But on this day it has happened to us. Those who used to be recruits are now soldiers.


Baptism of Fire



1 April 1948

At five o’clock in the morning our commanders stormed into the dormitories to wake us. No morning gymnastics. We are in a high state of alert. Our comrades who were on night duty report that the superiors were summoned to battalion HQ around midnight. So it really is serious.

What it is about is still a secret. But most of us can guess the aim. We know that Jerusalem is cut off and that no supply convoys are getting through. This is an existential matter for the whole population. In this situation the army has no choice but to start a large-scale offensive for the first time.

In the evening we are transferred to a temporary field camp near the port of Tel Aviv. Four companies in total (at that time a tremendous force). For the first time we have enough equipment: Australian uniforms, sock hats, shoes.

Our comrades tell the most amazing stories about heavy automatic weapons that they claim to have seen somewhere: a Browning machine gun, an Italian anti-tank weapon, even a machine gun called Schwarzlose is among them! But nobody has seen simple rifles.

On the high seas a drama was being enacted at the same time. The first of the Army’s munitions ships was trying to run the British blockade. In the hold of that ship are the rifles and the automatic weapons that can determine the result of that operation, the fate of the whole of Eretz Israel.1 The British warships detected it, but it slips by in the dark. On 2 April it docks in the harbor of Tel Aviv. The hour has struck for Operation Nachshon.

In the afternoon there is a roll call for the company. We are reorganized in preparation for combat. Aryeh Spack, the company commander, holds a sheet of paper in his hand and reads out the names.

“Platoon number one. Leader: Yaakov Burstein.” Yaakov, small and skinny, moved to the front of the row. “Deputy: Chaim Bulmann.” Bulli, tall, broad-shouldered, always smiling, stood behind Burstein. “Squad number one. Shlomo Greimann, Uri Avnery, Moshe Shatzky …” We look at each other. We know: from now on we will live together, rely on each other, and have faith in the commanders.

Suddenly a stir in the camp – our weapons have arrived. We run, in order not to miss this historic moment. The crates are opened and there they are, the rifles. Thickly coated in grease. With plenty of ammunition. Everyone gets his own personal rifle. As evening falls we sit and clean them without having the right equipment. And the whole time, until long after midnight, we try to come to terms with events: a personal rifle for each Israeli soldier.

Sleep is out of the question. Janek Levkovitz, a refugee from Europe who knows rifles inside out, shows us how to use these guns that we never saw in training. Nobody sleeps.

Saturday 3 April, 1948

Dawn departure

At five o’clock the next morning we have breakfast. We stand in a long line, receive our food, devour it in no time, and return to our tents. Everything is packed, the weapons have been cleaned. Four companies are standing by.

The buses arrive. We get in. Our orders are: no singing! Don’t make any noise. Keep your weapons out of sight. Nobody in Tel Aviv should notice that a large body of troops is leaving the town. We drive through the empty streets of the sleeping city.

A man is standing at a corner alone. An old German Jew with a hat. He sees the bus full of young people in uniform. Suddenly he lifts his hand and raises his hat. The civilian salutes the soldiers, with a simple, spontaneous, and touching gesture. I look at my comrades. I am the only one who noticed.

We leave the city. In the distance we recognize the Arab bunkers of Jaffa and Tel a-Rish. We gather our weapons from the floor at the same moment as a rousing song bursts from our lips: “Believe me, the day will come/It will be good, that I promise you/I will hold you in my arms/And tell you – everything …”

I think about the battle that lies before us. Will we win? And what about the next one? I am convinced that it will be a long war, and that the regular armies of the neighboring countries will cross the border.

We spend the whole day sitting in a lonely field near Ramat Aharon.2 We are supplied with hand grenades, a very unpopular weapon. Senior officers come to inspect us. The old hands know their names. The one in the green camouflage outfit, that’s Chaim Laskov,3 and that one there with blond hair, that’s Shimon “Givati”.4

In the afternoon we each fire five shots to test our rifles. For the first time we smell the acrid aroma of cordite. For the first time our shoulders feel the kick of a rifle.

Toward evening we drive to Kibbutz Naan. Later in the evening, after dark, we should be in Hulda.

The operation is called “Nachshon.”

4 April 1948

Forward base Hulda5

The first casualties

As soon as it is dark we set out – a long row of staff people, infantry, machine gun crews, auxiliary troops, and others. It doesn’t sound like much to us – a night march of four miles. Of course we know that there are Arab villages in the area. But nobody sees any significance in that.

Now and then the line stops. It seems the scouts in front are checking something. Occasionally whispered orders are passed back along the line.

“Six feet separation from man to man!”

“Close up the gaps!”

“No noise!”

“Everyone there?”

Somewhere a light is flashing. That’s where the camp is, someone tells us, the one we are heading for. But the light seems to get further away the more we walk toward it.

We cross a wadi.6 The water is a few inches deep. I jump, slip, and scrabble to remain upright. Joske, the squad leader, is in front of me, and reaches out his hand, and I help Shlomo who is behind me.

The line stops. By the road stands a small Arab house. Presumably this is the Arab village of Na’ana which we were told about. We lie on the ground for about ten minutes. We are so tired we do not move. We are all afraid of the moment when we have to get up again. But somehow we manage it. The long line passes the house just a few paces away, without being noticed – the result of intensive training.

Again the line stops. This time the company runner appears and whispers something to Joske. He gets up and beckons to me. Our squad goes ahead, next to the long line, right up to the front. Aryeh, the company commander, is waiting for us.

“To the left – fan out!” whispers Joske to me, and I pass the command. We fan out to the left, six feet apart, forming a sharp angle with the head of the long row. Joske is in the middle of the squad, I am at the right-hand end.

“Who is that?” I recognize Aryeh’s voice

“Uri.” He approaches me.

“Make sure you don’t lose sight of him!”

He points to a man wearing pale khaki trousers. They stand out brightly in the dark. He is carrying an automatic weapon – so he must be a commander. Probably the commander of the section at the head of the column. Our squad is defending their left flank, another squad has the same task on the right.

We walk, or rather stumble, forwards. Our rifles no longer hang from our shoulders. Within the first few steps the row is jumbled up. It is not possible to maintain a regularly spaced formation in a freshly plowed field when you are dog tired. Shlomo, who should be to the left of me, is suddenly behind me. I do my best to keep the man with the bright trousers in view. I don’t know how long it goes on like this. Five minutes perhaps. Maybe half an hour. My feeling for time is long gone. I am walking mindlessly, like an automaton.

I have no idea how I fell. My body just hit the ground instinctively. On the way down I see a burst of fire. Ten yards away at the most. Bullets whistle past my ears.

Rat-tat-tat-tat rat-tat-tat-tat-tat

I lie motionless on the ground. Something is missing. My spade, where is it? Slowly and carefully I feel the area around me. There it is. I put it next to me.

I examine myself. My brain is working – I congratulate myself on my cool-headedness and try to push some earth aside so I can get my head lower. No good. The earth is as hard as stone. Slowly I lay the tarps in front of me and press my head into them. Well, it’s some kind of protection …

The bullets keep whistling by. Suddenly it is quiet. Has the enemy withdrawn? Shots can be heard from near the Arab village. I can hear the Arab calls clearly – “Ahmed! Ta’al lahon!”7

I can see Shlomo lying diagonally behind me. Next to him is Moshe. Both are hugging the earth like me and cursing quietly. I can’t see anyone else. Everyone is on the ground, keeping still.

Suddenly someone raises themselves from the ground and crawls back. From his silhouette I can recognize him: Yaakov Rachmilevitch, the company medical orderly.

Only then did I become aware that someone behind me is groaning and whimpering. I can’t see who it is.

“Who has got a penknife?”

I dig out my knife and throw it to Shlomo, who crawls to the wounded man. I suppose he needs it to cut through his clothing.

The groaning continues for a while, then suddenly stops. Movement near me. The message is passed on. I hear three awful words: “… he is finished …”

Anyone else been hit?

We remain on the ground. Absolute quiet all around us. The first shock is over and I can think again. That was our baptism of fire. The platoon was OK, I say to myself. Yes really, the platoon was completely OK. I repeat this sentence over and over. It makes me calm.

“Platoon Number One withdraw!”

I grab the spade, the rifle, the tarps, and crawl backwards to where the platoon is surrounding the corpse on the stretcher. Our orders are to bring him back to Naan.

I will never forget the next two hours, even if my memory is a little hazy. In the company’s history they are recorded as the “Death March.”

The dead weigh a lot more than the living. We are carrying the stretcher in addition to our rifles and equipment. We walk, stumble, slip, and can’t think at all. We have only one desire: to throw away the damned stretcher together with our rifles and equipment, to lie down on the wet ground and sleep, sleep, sleep.

We are alone. A platoon of infantry soldiers and a corpse. With every step death is waiting. Every bush could be hiding an enemy, or we could walk into an ambush of our own people, who could mow us down. We don’t really care. We are so tired and tense that we don’t mind if we live or die. Even death doesn’t seem so terrible to us any more.

I still don’t know who it was that died. While I am carrying the front part of the stretcher, the tarp slips from his head. I know that face. Hey, that’s Yitzhak Heller, the section leader I met this morning. The tarp slips a bit further, and I see his almost white trousers – and now it all comes back to me. That’s the man who I was not supposed to let out of my sight.

In the course of the action I happened to get in front of him instead of to his left. If I had kept the formation I would have been in the line of fire. That is the arbitrariness of war, that spares the life of one, and randomly kills another.

At long last we somehow get to Naan. When we see the kibbutz our last energy is drained. We lie on the ground and wait for a patrol to come by. But our suffering is not yet over. We have to wait at the gate for the convoy of heavy weapons that is also headed for Hulda. We, the infantry, have to protect its flanks. Rifles in hand, we stare into the darkness. When the trucks stop we jump out.

We arrive at Hulda at three o’clock in the morning. It is drizzling, but we don’t notice. We don’t notice anything at all. If artillery opened fire on us – it wouldn’t make us move any faster. We don’t even know where exactly we are – whether we are in the camp or outside it. We know only one thing – we can sleep. We take a blanket and lie down on the damp ground between the puddles, with our boots on. And go to sleep.

They didn’t give us much time to rest. In the afternoon we are out on patrol. We circle around Hulda and reach the camp of Wadi Sarar, where Iraqi volunteers are supposed to be stationed. As we walk next to the tracks we see a train approaching. We take our positions with the automatic weapons and the grenade launchers at the ready. The train is full of English soldiers who are leaving the country for Egypt. To see our weapons pointing at them fills them with astonishment.

The trucks that are supposed to supply Jerusalem finally arrive on 4 April. Now everything is ready. We are just waiting for our marching orders.

7 April 1948

Position “Boas five” opposite Wadi Sarar

Deir Muheisin

At four o’clock in the afternoon we are called from our tents. The company sits casually in a semicircle. Keen anticipation. We know that now we’ll hear the details of the operation that we have been expecting for days. Aryeh, the company commander, looks briefly at us and comes straight to the point. That’s how he is – he tells it like it is, direct, unadorned.

The battalion will attack tonight. The aim: to clear the route to Jerusalem. The other companies will carry out diversionary and mining operations, along the whole section from Ramle8 to Latrun.9 Our company and one other have the task of capturing a position that overlooks the village of Deir Muheisin, and mining the access roads. As soon as we have completed this action, the convoy to Jerusalem can set off. If it comes under attack, we have to divert the fighters in the village. At dawn we will assault and take the village.

Deir Muheisin controls the road from Hulda to Latrun. Its capture will ensure the safety of the Jerusalem convoys from Arab attacks.

Now it is clear why the preparations for this operation have been so elaborate. The operation is on a huge, historical scale. For the first time we will be operating as a regular army, capturing a village in order to hold it. Our company has a key role in this operation.

Aryeh concludes his talk in a calm voice which fills us with confidence. “If we do our work well and each one of us fulfills his tasks, we can be successful without losses …”
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We return to our little tents. I clean my rifle, check every single part, pull the oily rag through the barrel, and oil the trigger. I know that tonight my life will depend on this little part.

My preparations are complete. I have checked the hand grenades ten times. The ammunition is distributed around my pockets, within easy reach. The individual first-aid dressing is in its place. To the right of me in the tent my friend Shlomo is lying down. Neither of us says anything. I can hardly believe that just three days ago I was a recruit in the training camp. We have gone through so much since then. Being woken up in the middle of the night and told to be ready to set out in two hours. The contradictory rumors about the aim and the location of the operation. The attempts to get a message to the parents. The strange feeling when we saw the heavy weapons and realized that this time it was going to be a really big operation. The night march from Naan to Hulda – a world full of experiences.

I have a strange feeling in my belly. Is this fear? I ask Shlomo. He has the same feeling. This will be our first battle. Are we going to get through it alright? Yes, we are sure of that. And still there is a weight on our minds.

The time has come. We put on our equipment – a rifle, one hundred and fifty rounds of ammunition, three hand grenades, a box of rounds for the machine gun, a grenade for the grenade launcher, two dressings, the iron ration, the mines for the preliminary operation, a folding spade. We are loaded down like mules.

Then we jump up and down, to make sure that nothing rattles. Someone brings some charcoal from the camp fire so we can blacken our faces, necks, and hands, to reduce their visibility in the dark. Someone suggests that Shlomo should blacken his bald pate, or else he’ll endanger the whole company. Someone else asks Yehuda, our man from Damascus, why he bothered at all. He is as black as pitch in any case.

Here and there orders are given, questions whispered and answered. “Where is the platoon orderly?” “Hey, you, radio operator, which section do you belong to?” “Platoon leaders over here!” “Damn it, where are the mines?” “For God’s sake, the dressings belong in the other pocket!” “Where is the scout from the Palmach?” The command is given to set off.

[image: Image]

We leave the village behind. The night is dark. No one talks. We walk in a long column, like a giant snake.

Our platoon is at the head. In front of me our platoon leader, Joske the redhead. I keep my eyes on him. The thing I am most afraid of is to lose touch in the dark. I have heard the most terrifying stories about people who lost contact and wandered around the whole night, till the next morning they found themselves in the middle of an Arab area.

I make a note of anything conspicuous – the shape of the hill on the horizon to the left, white stones beside the path, the direction of the Pole Star. If something happens, I will be able to find the way back to base.

We have been walking for at least an hour. Now we are deep in enemy territory. At any moment, guns could open fire on us from an ambush. It seems to me that we are making a fantastic amount of noise. Boots are tramping on the rocks, the grass is rustling, someone coughs, a rifle rattles against a water bottle, someone slips. I try to calm myself: all this noise mixes in with the sounds of the night. The enemy won’t hear us.

Two hours have gone by already. Gradually the feeling that nothing matters has taken over: you don’t care if someone shoots at you and kills you. The main thing is not to have to lug this weight around any more. In this situation the purpose of orders becomes clear – without orders you won’t reach your target. The order drives you on, discipline gives you strength. Without them you are lost.
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Our platoon leaves the long column and goes off with the scouts to mine the road between Deir Muheisin and Seidun, to cut off the route for enemy reserves. We are on our own now – twenty soldiers in the middle of Arab territory. And suddenly I notice that the feeling in my belly is gone. Strange that one is afraid only before things start. Now I am feeling fresh and relaxed. Devil knows why.

There is the path – a narrow, light strip between the meadows. Joske arranges us in a defensive circle. I am lying directly facing the Pole Star. I can’t see my comrades to the right and left of me. An irrational fear overcomes me: what if they leave me here alone? Maybe they won’t notice that anyone is missing? I listen. Can hear absolutely nothing. Have they already withdrawn? Then I hear the sound of digging. The scout is doing his job. I laugh to myself. You can rely on Joske.

A faint whistle. The sign to withdraw. The mines have been buried. We reform our ranks and march about one and a half kilometers back to the company. They are still lying in the same place, waiting for us.

“Who goes there?”

“Nachshon!”

Aryeh met us. Yaakov told him that everything was OK. We form up again and set off.

In front of me I can see a steep hill. That is our position. Joseph, the scout, stops the long column. The first two platoons go ahead, to occupy the top of the hill.

We space ourselves out, six feet from man to man, and walk stooped. We can hear dogs barking in the distance. That must be Deir Muheisin. I estimate the distance as about half a kilometer. If the Arabs are clever, they will set an ambush for us here. Maybe someone is lying in wait behind that white rock and aiming his Sten10 at me.

“Faster!” – Shlomo passes on the command. I am almost running. With one hand I am keeping hold of my equipment to stop it making a noise. I am the furthest to the right. I am supposed to keep a lookout to the side. Can’t see anything. The way we are moving, though, we should be recognizable from any distance.

We are there. A stone wall in front of me, about three feet high. Again I have to secure the right-hand side. I lie on the ground, facing right, and freezing miserably. I get out my watch and try to see the hands. It is just before twelve. No idea how long I have been lying here. My whole body is crying out for sleep. My eyes keep closing. But I manage to catch myself each time I am just about to go to sleep. That happens again and again. For God’s sake, are they never going to relieve me? We can’t sleep. We carry the responsibility for the lives of the whole company.

Far away I hear a vehicle. Light appears from behind the hill. Another one behind it, and a third. The convoy! It is on the way. Aryeh has apparently reported that we have taken our position.
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At last I am relieved. I sit behind the stone wall. We have orders not to sleep. I rest for an hour and look ahead. I hear a call in Arabic far away. Change of the guard in the village? Now and then a dog barks.

A strange feeling – you are lying a short distance from the enemy and he knows nothing. He has no idea that in two or three hours we will be attacking.

Behind me the radio operator is talking. His monotonous voice blends in with the noises of the night. He has been trained to speak with that kind of voice. Like a machine. “Hallo, Baruch two, Baruch two, can you hear me? Can you hear me? We are ready. Waiting for orders. Waiting for orders. Over.”

Steps behind us. “Who goes there?”

“Nachshon.”

Nachman, the blond platoon leader, is back with the two groups who mined the road to Beit Jiz. His people are also dead tired. They sink to the ground. But everything is prepared for the assault.

Very slowly a thin light streak appears in the east. The sleepers are roused. Aryeh stands next to the radio operator. We know that soon the concert will begin. Now I see the village for the first time. I am amazed how near it is. Small brown houses stand directly in front of us on a low hill on the other side of the wadi. The people in the village haven’t noticed us yet.

Yechiel, the deputy company commander, runs to the mortar platoon. They have already set up their weapons. Ephraim Makovsky, the one with the twisted mustache, barks orders in all directions. Asriel Spitz, the leader of the second platoon, checks the aiming devices.

“Two rounds on the target – fire!” shouts Yechiel at the top of his voice. The night is over. The assault has begun.

The shells whiz through the air. A moment of absolute quiet. Then they explode – at least a hundred meters in front of the village – which comes to life. We can hear the shouts. A few rifles begin to shoot. I don’t hear the whistle of any bullets. The Arabs’ fire is unaimed. They don’t know where the attack is coming from.

Two more shells.
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