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The British Mandate Illegal Immigration Lesson Plan  
  

Central Historical Question: Why was the official Zionist 
leadership unsure about illegal immigration and who were the 

chief actors in the illegal immigration movement? 
 
Materials:   

• Illegal Immigration PowerPoint 

• Illegal Immigration Video 

• Copies of Documents A-G. 

 

Plan of Instruction:  

 
The PowerPoint, video and supporting documents reinforce lesson content 
through purposeful repetition and the gradual addition of new material. 
  

1. Pass out Documents A-G.  

 

2. Mini-lecture with PowerPoint:  

   

• Slide: Zionist Leadership’s Opposition: In the 1930s, Zionism’s mainstream 

leadership opposes illegal immigration. One reason is that the Zionist 

leaders hope to work through official channels to increase the immigration 

quotas set by the British authorities.  

 

• Slide: Peel Commission Report: A second reason is that in 1937, the Peel 

Commission issues its report recommending the partition of Palestine into 

a Jewish and Arab state.  According to the official History of the Haganah: 

“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.”   

 
• Slide: Early Immigration Attempt: Groups that share the ideology of 

Zionism’s socialist leaders do make illegal immigration efforts. Hechalutz, 

or “The Pioneer”, is a Jewish youth movement that trains young people for 

agricultural settlement in the Land of Israel. In 1934, Hechalutz leaders in 

Poland charter the Greek ship Vellos and successfully land the first three 

hundred “illegals” in Palestine. The second effort with Vellos is a failure. 

The British stop the ship and order it to return.  The organizers decide to 

discontinue further action in concurrence with the Zionist establishment. 

 
Historian Joseph Schechtman, quoting a semi-official history on the 

subject, writes : “the protagonists of this illegal immigration had to 

overcome the determined opposition of a large and influential section of 

the Zionist leadership . … Such veteran leaders as Ussishkin, Ben Gurion 
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and even the secretary of the Hechalutz, Eliahu Dobkin, contended that 

this was no way to gain their objective.” 

 

• Slide: Revisionists Fill the Gap: With the Labor Zionists turning their backs 

on illegal immigration, the field is wide open to the Revisionists through 

most of the 1930s. The Revisionists are a breakaway group of Zionists led 

by Vladimir “Ze’ev” Jabotinsky. Jabotinsky says: “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.” In an article in March 1932 titled “On Adventurism” Jabotinsky 

writes, “If I were young I would laugh at their visas and their restrictions. 

Impossible? Tell that to your grandmother, not to me, I would say: It is 

difficult; in fact, very difficult. But it is precisely this which constitutes that 

spirit of adventure which climbs mountains and not merely hillocks. … If I 

were young I would launch a new phase in propaganda betokened by a 

new symbol – a whistle, an ordinary tin whistle costing a few pence. And 

the slogan for this propaganda campaign would be – whistle at their laws 

and restrictions!”  

 

The Revisionists believe Britain will continue its anti-Zionist policies. Also 

Labor Zionists control the Jewish Agency, to which Britain hands over its 

immigration certificates for distribution. The Labor Zionists discriminate 

against Revisionists to keep them out of the country. Revisionists are 

therefore more motivated to engage in illegal immigration as it looks like 

their only way to get to Palestine and escape the antisemitism of Europe.  

 

• Slide: Number of Illegals: In 1935, two leading Revisionists are 

approached by a Revisionist emissary from Palestine with a plan for 

organizing “illegal” immigration. The plan is brought to Jabotinsky and in 

1936 he approves it. This constitutes the first organized illegal Aliyah.  

 

The Carta Atlas to the History of Palestine provides a number of 20,478 

illegal immigrants who arrive in Eretz Israel by the start of World War II. Of 

these, the large majority are brought by the Revisionists. One key 

Revisionist activist, a young Austrian lawyer named William Perl, 

estimates that the number of those saved is actually 40,000, with only 

20,000 or so being successfully counted by the British.  

 

• Slide: Die Aktion: William Perl describes how the Vienna group Die Aktion, 

or The Action, organizes small, often unseaworthy ships to transport Jews 

to Palestine. The motto they take for themselves is Af Al Pi – “In Spite of 

Everything!” Their first groups consist of Betar members from Eastern 

Europe, who have the most urgent need to reach Palestine. In early 1937, 
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the first boat, a trial, reaches Palestine’s shores carrying 16 young men. 

The numbers grow with the next ships. When the Nazis march into Austria 

on March 12, 1938, the Revisionist group continues its activities as the 

Nazis are at first vague about their plans for the Jews, seeking to expel 

and not yet exterminate them. The early so-called bucket ships are all 

successful in reaching Palestine’s shores.  

 

• Slide: Official Zionism Re-evaluates: With the passage of the May 1939 

White Paper, Jewish immigration is restricted to 75,000 for the next five 

years, ensuring that the Jews remain a permanent minority in the Land of 

Israel. The White Paper galvanizes David Ben-Gurion, who leads the 

Jewish Agency, Israel’s government-in-waiting. He does an about-face 

and urges immediate widespread illegal immigration – what he terms an 

‘immigration revolt’ – in order to overcome the White Paper. Historian 

Shabtai Teveth says Ben-Gurion “would have met the White Paper on the 

day of its publication with shiploads of immigrants storming the shore.”  

  

Ben-Gurion’s colleagues in the Mapai Party and at the Jewish Agency, 

however, are split over his approach, which they see as too extreme. War 

with the Nazis appears imminent and only Britain stands between them 

and that threat. They argue that they can’t afford to antagonize Britain.  

 

• Slide: Mossad for Aliyah Bet: There are some efforts at illegal immigration 

with the founding on April 29, 1939 of the Mossad for Aliyah Bet, a branch 

of the Haganah which answers to the Jewish Agency. It is led by veteran 

Haganah officer Shaul Avigur and it will operate into 1940 bringing Jews 

escaping Europe into Palestine. But as World War II heats up, it becomes 

too difficult for it to operate. It ceases its activities for the duration of the 

war. It will restart them in 1945.  

 

• Slide: SS Tiger Hill: In reaction to the increased illegal immigration activity, 

the British beef up their patrols. Britain’s best fighting ships are used to 

chase Hitler’s victims. William Perl writes: “Nine, maybe even at times, 10 

heavily armed warships stalked the parched and starving refugees.” The 

first two people killed by British bullets on Sept. 1, 1939, the opening day 

of World War II, are not Nazis, but Jewish refugees on the Mossad ship 

SS Tiger Hill – Robert Schneider, a young doctor from Czechoslovakia 

and Tzvi Binder, a Polish pioneer headed for a kibbutz.  

  

• Slide: Patria Sinking: In 1940, the British capture several Mossad ships 

attempting to break the British blockade that have made it to Haifa harbor. 

They transfer the passengers to the ocean liner Patria, telling them they 

are doing it for reasons of hygiene. But they intend to send them to 

Mauritius, a tiny disease-ridden island in the Indian Ocean. To block the 
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Patria’s departure, the Haganah decides to blow a small hole in the bottom 

of the ship to disable it. Unfortunately, either through misjudging the 

amount of explosive needed or due to the poor condition of the ship, the 

Patria sinks in minutes and 200 refugees are drowned.  

 
• Slide: Struma: The most shocking case of a refugee ship denied harbor is 

that of the Struma. Although it is only 56 feet long and without a single 

toilet, 767 refugees jam onto it at the Rumanian port of Constanza. It 

manages to reach Istanbul on December 16th, 1941. The Turks offer to let 

the refugees go ashore if England will permit their entry overland to 

Palestine. The British refuse. On February 23, 1942, the Struma is tugged 

out into the Black Sea. At 9 a.m. the next morning, an explosion tears the 

boat to pieces. There is only one survivor. The cause of the explosion will 

remain a mystery until it comes to light decades later that a Soviet 

submarine torpedoed it, believing it was an enemy ship. 

 
• Slide: England Unmoved: In February 1942, the same month the Struma 

passengers drown, the Jewish Agency provides the British with proof of 

the Holocaust. But the British Foreign Office representative replies: “In 

pursuance of existing policy nothing whatsoever will be done to facilitate 

the arrival of Jewish refugees into Palestine.” Britain will put obstacles in 

the path of Jews attempting to escape the Holocaust throughout the war 

and remains unmoved by pleas for compassion. Even in March 1943, 

when Bulgaria saw which way the war was going and offered to let its 

Jews go, British Foreign Secretary Eden intervened to stop it, saying “If we 

do that then the Jews of the world will be wanting us to make a similar 

offer in Poland and Germany.” 

 

• Slide: Post-War Immigration: The end of the war in 1945 doesn’t change 

Britain’s policies. The Mossad for Aliyah Bet restarts its activities in 

earnest. The Jewish Brigade takes the leadership in transporting 

Holocaust survivors to the coast, where they are put on ships to run the 

British blockade.  

 
Ben-Gurion tells Holocaust survivors in 1945: “If necessary, we shall take 

on England [and] undo the White Paper … When Jews in Palestine do not 

agree, they fight … and not with words alone. What has happened … we 

cannot repair … and it’s our duty to make sure it never happens again. 

There will not be another Holocaust … only … if we … create a reality 

which will not let it happen … Not only your children but we, whose heads 

are grayed with age, will yet live to see the Jewish state.” 

 
3. Play video: Illegal Immigration 
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Introduce inquiry question: Why was the official Zionist leadership unsure 

about illegal immigration and who were the chief actors in the illegal 

immigration movement? 
 

4. Whole class discussion:  

 

• In hindsight a greater investment in illegal immigration prior to the 

war could have saved many Jewish lives. Trying to put yourself in 

the mid- to late-1930s, do you feel the Jewish Agency leaders 

should be faulted for their approach to the British or did they make 

the best decisions given what they knew at the time?  

• Even after the British knew the Nazis were murdering the Jews, 

they were determined to prevent their escape to Palestine. What 

motivated them to follow such an inhumane policy even as they 

fought Nazi inhumanity? 

• The current largely Muslim illegal migration to Europe is often 

compared to the Jewish effort to flee the Nazis. What do you think 

of this comparison? 

 

5.  Hand out Review Questions (may be used as end of class Quiz). 
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Document A: “On Adventurism”, Vladimir Jabotinsky 
(1932)  

 
Should I submit to the British restrictions, bow my head and say: 
Good, I will be obedient. So long as I do not receive legal permission, 
I will be a good child and sit at home and possibly help you, father, 
sell potatoes at your stall. There is a danger, however, that I will not 
be able to bear it, and drift along other paths that do not lead to Zion, 
but lead to no good… On the other hand, I might attempt a totally 
different method – that of adventurism. Where is it written that one 
may enter a country only with a visa? … 
 
I know the borders of Eretz Israel well – and not all that is difficult is 
impossible. I do not wish to enter into details, but this adventure is not 
worse than many other adventures. It has the chances both of failure 
and success. 
 
One thing, however, must be clearly understood: a nation, particularly 
its youth, should not bow its head and say with a sigh: “In view of the 
fact that the police have forbidden our redemption, we should all 
resign ourselves and remain sitting at home obediently.” We must 
continue to fight for our freedom. … 
 
Where is it written, where does it say that adventurism may not be 
used as one of the methods of our struggle? Consider the lessons of 
history and you will discover that often adventures that failed proved 
to be a means of struggle, particularly if it was not an individual 
adventure but a collective one. … 
 
If I were young I would laugh at their visas and their restrictions. 
Impossible? Tell that to your grandmother, not to me, I would say: It is 
difficult; in fact, very difficult. But it is precisely this which constitutes 
that spirit of adventure which climbs mountains and not merely 
hillocks. … If I were young I would launch a new phase in 
propaganda betokened by a new symbol – a whistle, an ordinary tin 
whistle costing a few pence. And the slogan for this propaganda 
campaign would be – whistle at their laws and restrictions! 
 
Source: The Jabotinsky Story: Fighter and Prophet, Joseph B. Shechtman, 
Thomas Yoseloff Books, New York, 1961, p. 422-423. 
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Document B: “The Jabotinsky Story”, Joseph 
Schechtman (1961)  

 
Smaller groups of “illegals” were already “stealing across the border” 
via Syria at that time, but it was not before the summer of 1934 that 
the two-thousand-ton Greek ship Vellos, chartered by Hechalutz 
leaders in Poland, succeeded in landing the first three hundred 
“illegals” on the Palestine shore. But the second trip of the Vellos 
proved to be a complete failure. Even more harmful to the further 
progress of the venture was the attitude of the official Zionist leaders. 
Jon and David Kimche, the authors of the semi-official History of the 
“Illegal” Migration of a People, admit that “the protagonists of this 
illegal immigration had to overcome the determined opposition of a 
large and influential section of the Zionist leadership headed at that 
time by Ben Gurion himself. … Such veteran leaders as Ussishkin, 
Ben Gurion and even the secretary of the Hechalutz, Eliahu Dobkin, 
contended that this was no way to gain their objective”; they hoped to 
obtain a substantial increase of the immigration quota instead.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vocabulary   

Hechalutz: Leftwing Zionist youth movement begun in Eastern Europe 
to promote settlement, primarily agricultural. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Jabotinsky Story: Fighter and Prophet, Joseph B. Shechtman, 
Thomas Yoseloff Books, New York, 1961, p. 423. 



L e s s o n  4 0 / I l l e g a l  I m m i g r a t i o n  | 8 

 

 ZIONISM 101 SERIES | ZIONISMU.COM | The Jewish Brigade 

Document C: “Ben-Gurion: The Burning Ground 1886-
1948”, Shabtai Teveth (1987)  

 
Had he been able, Ben-Gurion would have met the [1939] White 
Paper on the day of its publication with shiploads of immigrants 
storming the shore and new settlements going up without 
authorization. But lack of the time required to make the arrangements 
was not the only obstacle; not everyone in Mapai and the JAE 
[Jewish Agency Executive] agreed with him. Disobedience was liable 
to generate too harsh a conflict with Britain, the main security against 
Hitler. … 
 
Although none of Ben-Gurion’s colleagues could come up with a 
better plan, they thought that with militant Zionism Ben-Gurion was 
asking the impossible. The dilemma of how to fight England and gain 
its friendship at the same time … came up endlessly in party and 
private meetings. … 
 
The establishment of the Mossad for Aliyah Bet in April 1939 gave 
illegal immigration great momentum: 1939 saw five voyages in the 
first four months and twenty-nine in the next eight. 
 
...events overtook Ben-Gurion’s plans: the Germans invaded Poland 
on September 1 [1939] and the war began. In the new circumstances, 
both the immigration revolt and militant Zionist were shelved.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vocabulary   

Mapai: Workers’ Party of the Land of Israel, founded in 1930. 

 
 
Source: Ben-Gurion: The Burning Ground 1886-1948, Shabtai Teveth, Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1987, p. 713-728 
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Document D: “The Four-Front War”, William R. Perl 
(1978) 

 
…the first two persons to be killed in World War II by British bullets 
were not Nazis, they were Jewish escapees aboard the Tiger Hill 
refugee ship on its way to Palestine. On the very first day of World 
War II, September 1, 1939, while German dive-bombers rained death 
on Warsaw and a dozen other Polish cities, His Majesty’s ship, the 
Lorna, opened fire on the rickety overcrowded Tiger Hill because, in 
her approach to unload her cargo of human misery on the coast of 
Palestine, she did not heed a British order to turn back toward 
Germany. This encounter between H.M.S. Lorna and the Tiger Hill 
had ended with a victory for the British Navy. Killed in the “encounter” 
were Dr. Robert Schneider, a physician from Czechoslovakia, and Zvi 
Binder, a young pioneer from Poland, whose hopes to till the land 
peacefully in a kibbutz died within sight of the land he had been 
longing for years to reach. 
 
The killing of the two was admitted by the British and debated in the 
House of Commons. The results of the debate as far as British policy 
went were nil, but the cruel irony of these deaths had strengthened 
the determination of those working for illegal immigration. However, 
the resolution of the British to prevent future such scandalous 
shooting “engagements” between their warships and our limping 
refugee crates was also strengthened. The British decided to 
reorganize their efforts. With the war on, they could no longer afford 
before the eyes of the world to shoot at the wretched survivors of 
concentration camps. They, therefore, decided that the transports 
must be stopped at their source, before anyone could step on any 
seagoing vessel.  
 
As early as July 7, 1939, when the outbreak of war was imminent, Mr. 
Malcolm MacDonald, British secretary for the colonies, called and 
presided over a special meeting at which the minutes record the 
decision “to stop the flow of immigration at the source.”  
 
 
 
Source: The Four-Front War, William R. Perl, Crown Publishers Inc., New York, 
1978, p. 177-178.  
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Document E: “A History of Zionism”, Walter Laqueur 
(1972) 

 

Violent anti-government demonstrations took place throughout 
Palestine and the tension was further exacerbated by the 
government’s unrelenting struggle against illegal immigration. Little 
ships packed with refugees succeeded in making their way to the 
shores of Palestine even after the outbreak of war in Europe. Thus in 
November 1940, 1,770 Jews arrived in Haifa on two vessels, but 
whereas British policy in the past had been to detain illegal 
immigrants in Palestine, it was now decided to deport these new 
arrivals to the island of Mauritius in the Indian Ocean. There were 
bloody clashes and eventually Hagana decided to carry out an act of 
sabotage on the Patria, which was to take the refugees to Mauritius. 
Because of an error in calculating the amount of explosive used, and 
an insufficient number of lifeboats aboard, more than 250 immigrants 
were killed.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: A History of Zionism, Walter Laqueur, Schocken Books, New York, 1976 
(originally published 1972), p. 534-535.  
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Document F: “The Four-Front War”, William R. Perl 
(1978) 

 
The Jews in their justified panic got hold of the Macedonia. No nation 
would have permitted putting any passengers on board. The Jews 
congratulated themselves when they succeeded in getting the boat 
reregistered under the flag of Panama, which apparently did not care 
or did not know the condition of the “ship.” She was renamed Struma. 
Officially she was fifty-six feet long; according to an editorial in the 
New York Times on March 13, 1942, only fifty feet. It sounds 
unbelievable. But 767 (seven hundred and sixty-seven) human 
beings were packed into this fifty-six-foot-long boat, which had been 
built ages ago for transporting cattle on the Danube River. And the 
767 set sail to cross the seas, hoping to reach the Promised Land. … 
 
Even more incredible, that she did succeed in limping into Istanbul on 
December 16, 1941, after four days at sea. But this was all she could 
do.  
 
The Turks did not permit anyone to disembark. It was obvious that 
this ship could not continue anywhere, and the Jewish Agency tried to 
persuade the British to admit at least the children into Palestine. At 
the same time, Lord Moyne, British deputy minister of state for the 
Middle East – later assassinated by the Jewish underground “Stern 
Group” for this and other “humanitarian” actions – pressured the 
Turks to send the Struma out into the open sea. The British stretched 
out the negotiations. And this was December and January. Winter. 
The refugees on board, with hardly standing room and no toilet, were 
in a condition to which no animal on the Macedonia had ever been 
subjected. A minimum of food was supplied by the Istanbul Jewish 
community, which was all the comfort the refugees obtained.  
 
The Turkish authorities were embarrassed. But not enough to permit 
disembarkation. They started negotiations with the British, but each 
time it took days before an answer was received. … 
 
Shortly after the Struma’s arrival in Istanbul, the Jewish Agency had 
asked Britain to admit to Palestine all persons on that boat, and to 
charge the number of immigrants against the quota of official 
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immigration certificates which was allowed annually. The British 
refused this request and gave two reasons. One, there could be 
German spies on board. Two, Palestine was too full already. As to 
the first excuse, the Jewish Agency agreed to internment of all 
Struma refugees in Palestine, close scrutiny of each, and detainment 
to the end of the war of anyone who was suspicious. In response to 
the claim of possible spies on board the Struma, Lord Wedgwood 
stated in the House of Lords, March 10, 1942: 
 

… the Jews have certainly more cause to hate Hitler than 
anybody else in this world. In Palestine you have the additional 
argument that Hitler can get Arab agents more easily and 
cheaply than anybody else. That allegation regarding the Jews 
is a bare-faced excuse which supplies fresh evidence of Anti-
Semitism on the part of people who admit quite openly “We do 
not like Jews.”  

 
The second excuse for the refusal of admittance that Palestine was 
too full already, was countered by the American Joint Distribution 
Committee, which offered to train Struma refugees at its own 
expense, in productive occupations. All younger men would happily 
join the British forces to fight the Nazis.  
 
When the Jews asked that at least a part of the 767 on the cattle boat 
be saved, the British came up with still another objection which hardly 
deserves comment. To choose some, they said, would be too cruel to 
those who had not been chosen. … 
 
Of the many pregnant women on board, one Mrs. Medja 
Solomonowitz, apparently dying in childbirth, was permitted to be 
carried ashore. The baby was born dead in a Turkish hospital. Mrs. 
Solomonowitz was still in the recovery state when the frightful news 
arrived.  
 
The rest of her family and all board the Struma learned, on February 
23, 1942, that the captain had received the final order to leave 
immediately. … 
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In the Black Sea the Struma, this shame of civilized society, was left 
helpless. … On February 24, at nine A.M., an explosion occurred 
which tore the floating coffin into pieces.  
 
Of the seven hundred and sixty-six children, women, and men on 
board, only one survived. He was David Stoliar, a twenty-one-year-
old Rumanian Jew, an expert swimmer.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Four-Front War, William R. Perl, Crown Publishers Inc., New York, 
1978, p. 344-353.  
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Document G: “A History of Israel”, Howard Sachar 
(1976) 

 
The first, unconfirmed reports of Nazi mass killings was made by 
Thomas Mann, the émigré German novelist, in a series of BBC 
broadcasts in December 1941 and January 1942. In August 1942, 
Washington received an account of the gas chambers and crematoria 
from the Polish government in exile. Soon other reports were 
forthcoming from the World Jewish Congress and Jewish Agency 
officials, who had learned of the killings from transferred Polish war 
prisoners arriving in Palestine. It is of note that the State Department 
reacted by imposing a ban on the further transmission of such news 
through diplomatic channels. When funds were solicited by Jewish 
organizations for possible rescue efforts, the answer from both 
Washington and London was that the money would fall into enemy 
hands; or that it would relieve Germany and its partners of the legal 
burden of supporting all their inhabitants. … The following month 
[March 1943] Bulgaria sensed the shifting tide of war and attempted 
to disassociate itself from the “Final Solution” (Hitler’s euphemism for 
the destruction of European Jewry); the Sofia government expressed 
a willingness to allow Jewish departure for Palestine. When 
Washington raised the question with London, however, it was Foreign 
Secretary Eden who blocked action. “If we do that then the Jews of 
the world will be wanting us to make a similar offer in Poland and 
Germany,” Eden explained. “Hitler might well take us up on such an 
offer and there simply are not enough ships … in the world to handle 
them.” Besides, “Hitler would be sure to sneak his agents into the 
group.” In December 1943 the State Department finally authorized 
the transfer of rescue funds to Rumania and Vichy France, provided 
the British supplied the necessary certificates. But once more Eden 
objected, alluding to “difficulties of disposing of a considerable 
number of Jews.”  
 
 

 
 
 
Source: A History of Israel From The Rise of Zionism to Our Time, Howard 
Sachar, Alfred A. Knopf, 3rd ed., New York, 2007 (originally published 1976), p. 
238.  
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Guiding Questions          Name_______________  

  
 

1. Close Reading (Document A): 

What is Revisionist leader Vladimir Jabotinsky’s argument for illegal immigration in 

“On Adventurism”?  

 

 

 

 

 

 
2. Who were the first to die from British bullets on day one of World War II?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What happened to the Struma?  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the space below answer the following: Why was the official Zionist leadership unsure 

about illegal immigration and who were the chief actors in the illegal immigration 

movement? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


