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The Jewish Undergrounds Irgun Lesson Plan  
  

Central Historical Question: How important was the Irgun in 
expelling the British? 

 
Materials:   

• Irgun PowerPoint 

• Irgun Video 

• Copies of Documents A-L. 

 

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-L.  

 

2. Mini-lecture with PowerPoint:  

   

• Slide: Irgun’s Origin: By 1929 the Haganah, the Jewish self-defense force 

set up in 1920, has fallen into complacency as the country has remained 

quiet for 8 years. When the Arabs rise up and slaughter the Jews of 

Hebron and attack elsewhere, the Haganah is taken by surprise.  

 

Some Haganah officers, led by deputy commander of the Jerusalem 

District, Avraham Tehomi, break away in protest. They set up a rival 

organization known as Haganah Bet, literally “Defense B”. Around 1931-

1932 it is also often called Irgun Ha-Tzvaʾi Ha-Leumi, meaning "National 

Military Organization ", or “Irgun”, for short. The group is also called Etzel, 

an acronym of the Hebrew initials of the name. 

 

• Slide: 1936 Arab Revolt: In 1936, Arabs riot again. The Arab Revolt will 

continue for years, become increasingly severe, and be directed against 

Jews and the British authorities.  

 

• Slide: Havlagah: In the early stages of the riots, both Haganah A and 

Haganah B pursue a policy called ‘Havlagah’, or self-restraint. This 

approach means engaging only in defensive tactics. No retaliations or 

revenge attacks are made for Arab attacks, even when Jews are 

murdered.  

 
• Slide: Back Into the Fold: As there is little difference in policy between the 

two organizations Avraham Tehomi, who led the 1929 split, now wants to 

reunite with the Haganah A. He is joined in this view by senior Irgun 

officers. They open negotiations in the Fall of 1936 and those negotiations 
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come to a head in the Spring of 1937 when the Irgun leaders agree to 

return to the Haganah fold. 

 

• Slide: Raziel and Stern: Two young Irgunist officers, David Raziel and 

Abraham Stern, oppose unification. The rank and file of the Irgun, and 

most of the junior officers are opposed to the merger as well. 

 
The main reason why the rank and file refuse to follow Tehomi is that 

Vladimir Jabotinsky is also opposed. While the Irgun isn’t under the 

authority of any political group – unlike Haganah A, which answers to the 

Labor Zionist-led Jewish Agency – it does answer directly to Jabotinsky, 

the leader of the Revisionist movement. In fact, Tehomi and the other 

senior officers ignore Jabotinsky’s express wishes when they rejoin 

Haganah A.  

 

Many of the Irgun members come from Betar, a youth group Jabotinsky 

founded in the 1920s, and when he tells them to remain independent, they 

obey. Reflecting the strong link between Betar and the Irgun is the fact that 

the Irgun anthem is the third verse of the “Betar song” written by 

Jabotinsky.  

 

Jabotinsky resists a merger because while he accepts the policy of 

Havlagah for the time being, he does not rule out the possibility of one day 

going on the offensive. If the Irgun merges with Haganah A, he realizes 

that an offensive would no longer be a possibility.  

 
• Slide: David Raziel’s Leadership: The Irgun goes through a couple of Irgun 

commanders before Jabotinsky settles on David Raziel in late 1937. 

Raziel appears an excellent choice. As historian Shmuel Katz, who himself 

became a member of the Irgun High Command, writes: “Raziel was an 

unusual and talented man. If he had not been needed as a soldier, he 

would have achieved great success as a writer and teacher. The scion of a 

rabbinical family, intensely orthodox, he might have become a great rabbi 

or a great historian. In his studies at the Hebrew University he excelled in 

philosophy and mathematics. As a young man he had decided that Jewish 

redemption could be achieved only by the sword. He therefore studied 

military history, military science, military biography, weaponry, logistics, 

and guerrilla tactics.”  

 

• Slide: Going on Offense: Under David Raziel, the Irgun rejects the 

Zionists’ self-imposed restraint. Raziel says of havlagah: “Such a method 

of defense, that allows the enemy to attack at will, to reorganize and attack 

again… ends in downfall and destruction. Whoever does not wish to be 

beaten has no choice but to attack.”  
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In September 1937, the Irgun launches a counter-attack in retaliation for 

the murder of three Jews, which kills 13 Arabs. But it then calls for ‘a 

month of Havlagah’. When Arab violence is unanswered an Irgun group 

decides to take matters into their own hands. Raziel manages to stop them 

but agrees to carry out more counter attacks. He organizes Black Sunday 

on November 14, 1937, a series of attacks on Arab targets, which begins 

with a bomb Raziel himself built.   

 

But many Arab attacks still go unanswered. Partly, this may be due to 

Jabotinsky’s own doubts about the morality of reprisal attacks. In his first 

direct contact with the Irgun High Command in July 1937 he says: “I can’t 

see much heroism and public good in shooting from the rear an Arab 

peasant on a donkey, carrying vegetables for sale in Tel Aviv.”  

 

• Slide: Two events: Two events however help sway Jabotinsky, and not just 

Jabotinsky, that reprisals are necessary. The first is the hanging by the 

British of Shlomo Ben-Yosef, a 21-year-old Betar member. The second is 

the May 1939 White Paper. 

 

• Slide: Ben-Yosef Hanging: In April 1938, Shlomo Ben-Yosef attacks an 

Arab bus with two other Betarim in retaliation for an Arab attack in which 6 

Jews are killed, and a Jewish women raped and her body mutilated. 

Although no one is hurt in the reprisal attack, Ben-Yosef is hung in June 

1938.    

 

Shmuel Katz reflects the attitudes of many at that time as he describes his 

own reaction to the news: “Ben-Yosef’s execution brought about a 

complete change in my feelings. I had been convinced that he would be 

reprieved. When the news of his death came, I was filled with rage I had 

never known. I knew then that the belief I had cherished that a more 

militant Zionism would effect a change of heart in the British was a 

delusion.”  

 

• Slide: 1939 White Paper: The second event at roughly the same time is 

the 1939 White Paper issued in May of that year. It severely restricts 

Jewish immigration and Jewish land sales in Palestine, and puts the 

decision about future Jewish immigration in the hands of the Arabs. If 

implemented it spells the end to a Jewish National Home. More urgently, it 

blocks Jews fleeing the Nazis from reaching the place that would 

otherwise welcome them. 
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• Slide: Jabotinsky’s Reaction: Affected by both Ben-Yosef’s hanging and 

the May White Paper, Jabotinsky writes in June 1938: “We have come to 

the conclusion that the only way to liberate our country is by the sword.” 

 

• Slide: Retaliation With a Vengeance: In response, the Irgun renews its 

retaliatory strikes with greater fury. It attacks British targets as well as Arab 

ones. On May 23, 1939, the Irgun kills its first British policeman. In June, it 

bombs the main post office and in July sabotages the Jerusalem radio 

station. In August, the Irgun blows up two British officers, one of whom, 

Ralph Cairns, is commander of the Jewish section of the Criminal 

Investigation Department and had been accused of torturing Irgun 

prisoners. 

 

• Slide: World War II: But when World War II starts in September 1939, 

Irgun operations cease. Nearly everyone views the Nazis as the greatest 

threat. Jabotinsky declares his full support for the British in the war. David 

Raziel, then imprisoned by the British, seconds his decision. The British 

release Raziel, who will be killed in 1941 while on a British secret mission 

in Iraq. 

 

• Slide: Stern Splits: Avraham Stern, Raziel’s deputy, doesn’t agree with the 

decision to cooperate with the British. He considers Britain the primary 

enemy. Stern had for some years already been attempting to undermine 

Jabotinsky’s authority, organizing special “cells” within Polish Betar groups 

that were loyal to the Irgun and speaking derogatively of Jabotinsky, 

whose political approach he disagreed with, believing that the British 

would only understand the gun and the bomb. In conversation, he refers to 

Jabotinsky as “your leader”, meaning “not his.” The agreement Raziel 

makes with the British is the final straw for Stern, who splits to form LEHI – 

a group that will continues the war against the British. Stern will be killed 

by the British in 1942. 

 
• Slide: Menachem Begin: After Raziel is killed in Iraq in 1941, the Irgun 

drifts without an effective leader. This changes with the arrival in Palestine 

of Menachem Begin in April-May 1942. In a short time, Irgun members 

decide that Begin, a talented public speaker who had been the leader of 

Betar in Poland, is the right man to lead the organization. He becomes its 

commander at the end of 1943.  

 

• Slide: The Revolt: In February 1944, when it’s clear that the Nazis will be 

defeated, Begin decides the time has come to proclaim a revolt against the 

British who continue to keep Palestine’s gates shut as Jews are 

massacred in Europe. In its declaration of revolt, the Irgun says: “We are 

nearing the final stage of the war. We are facing a decision that will 
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change the fates of generations to come. The cease-fire announced at the 

beginning of World War II has been broken by the British. The rulers of our 

land did not take loyalty, concessions, or sacrifices into account; they have 

fulfilled and are still moving forward with their plan; the elimination of 

national Zionism…No more cease-fire in the land of Israel between the 

people and the Hebrew youth and the British administration, which hands 

over our brothers to Hitler.”  Begin calls for the “immediate transfer of 

power in Eretz Israel to a provisional Hebrew government.”  

 

At first, the British don’t take Begin seriously. This changes quickly after 

the Irgun’s first attack. Shmuel Katz writes: “The first large-scale 

commando-style attacks were launched on British civil installations. In 

three rounds of simultaneous assault the offices of the Immigration 

Department, the Income tax offices and the CID headquarters throughout 

the country were blown up.” 

 

The British carry out massive searches and large-scale arrests. Katz 

writes: “The British reacted with intensive searches for suspects, for 

printing presses, for the radio transmitter, large-scale arrests of suspects, 

and heavy sentences for those who could be brought to trial.” 

 

Begin’s strategy is to attack the British government’s prestige by striking at 

the symbols of its power and thus bringing to question Britain’s ability to 

rule. As historian Bruce Hoffman writes, “… in contrast to other colonial 

rebellions that had either sought decisive military victories in actual battle 

or relied on protracted struggles of attrition, Begin’s strategy involved the 

relentless targeting of those government institutions that symbolized 

Britain’s oppressive rule of Palestine. His plan was not to defeat Britain 

militarily but to systematically undermine its authority.” 

 

Begin also hopes to make the costs of staying in Eretz Israel 

unsustainably high for the British by forcing them to devote massive 

resources to keeping the peace. Begin counts on the fact that the British 

won’t react like the Nazis. He writes, “We were not afraid that the troops 

would be turned on the Yishuv – the Jews in Palestine – as some of the 

panic-stricken Jewish officials feared, or said they feared.” Begin 

calculates that British will instead resort to methods like curfews, 

roadblocks and surprise inspections; that they would be sensitive to public 

opinion. Begin writes in “The Revolt” years after: “We knew that Eretz 

Israel, in consequence of the revolt, resembled a glass house. The world 

was looking into it with ever-increasing interest and could see most of what 

was happening inside. That is very largely why we were able to pursue our 

struggle until we brought it to its successful climax in 1946-47. Arms were 

our weapons of attack; the transparency of the “glass” was our shield of 
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defense. Served by these two instruments we continued to deliver our 

blows at the structure of the Mandatory’s prestige.” 

 

• Slide: The Season: Ironically, the most damaging attacks on the Irgun are 

from the Zionist leadership led by David Ben-Gurion. Ben-Gurion is 

motivated by anger that an organization within the Yishuv is acting 

contrary to the decisions of the official Zionist leadership. He sees them as 

a challenge to his authority. Second, he still hopes that the British will 

become more pro-Zionist after the war. He fears that the actions of the 

Irgun will jeopardize that possibility.  

 

In October 1944, the Jewish Agency orders the Haganah to start training 

men for an anti-Irgun campaign which will become known as “the Season,” 

short for “hunting season.”   

 

When a British high official, Lord Moyne, is assassinated by members of 

Lehi, the Jewish Agency uses the opportunity to open its campaign against 

the Irgun, even though it had not been the responsible organization for that 

attack. Irgun members are captured, turned over to the British and in some 

cases tortured by their Haganah captors. Historian J. Bowyer Bell writes, 

“The Haganah was not simply turning people in to the British but 

interrogating them first: fingers broken in door hinges, regular beatings, 

burns, threats … The Season was cruel, often vicious, and clearly 

effective.” 

 

The Season lasts from November 1944 to March 1945, and effectively 

paralyzes the Irgun. But Begin refuses to retaliate against the Haganah. 

He said: “We decided not to suspend, nor to promise to suspend, our 

struggle against British rule; yet at the same time we declined to retaliate 

for the kidnappings, the denunciations and the handing over of our men … 

We said there would be no civil war but, in fact, throughout the whole 

country a one-sided civil war raged.” 

 

• Slide: Labour Victory: In July 1945, the Labour Party led by Clement Attlee 

is victorious in British elections. Labor Zionists like Ben-Gurion are 

ecstatic. Britain’s Laborites had made very pro-Zionist statements out of 

power. But once in power they follow the same line as the past 

administration. So disappointed is the Zionist leadership, having banked 

on a change in British policy, and feeling pressure from the Haganah for 

action, it feels no choice but to join the Revolt being waged by the Irgun 

and Lehi.  

 

• United Hebrew Resistance: The Haganah joins the Revolt, forming 

together with the Irgun and Lehi the United Hebrew Resistance. It follows 
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the approach set by Begin, targeting key strategic points that are the 

symbols of British rule. With the Haganah’s greater resources, the impact 

is far greater. In one attack known as “The Night of the Railroads,” the 

Palmach (an elite Haganah force) blows up railways in 153 different 

places, while Irgun and Lehi blows up the central train station in Lod. On 

the night of June 16-17, 1946, the Palmach blows up 10 bridges at a cost 

to the British of the giant sum at the time of £4 million.  

 

• Slide: King David Bombing: But in July 1946, the Jewish Agency 

leadership backs away from the United Hebrew Resistance. The catalyst 

is the King David Hotel Bombing. Following Operation Agatha, a British 

sweep on June 29, 1946 that sees the arrest several important Jewish 

Agency officials and some 2,700 others.  

 

The Haganah approves an earlier Irgun proposal made in April 1946 to 

bomb the King David Hotel. Part of the reason behind the Haganah’s 

request appears to be the hope that the bombing would destroy 

incriminating documents that the British confiscated during Operation 

Agatha which implicate the Jewish Agency in the United Resistance 

Movement. The Haganah believes the papers are kept at the King David 

Hotel, the headquarters of the Mandatory authority.  

 

The Irgun carries out the attack on July 22, 1946. When the British ignore 

repeated warnings, 91 people die when the Irgun’s bombs go off and no 

one has been evacuated. J. Bowyer Bell describes the scene: “The 

explosion turned the whole south-west corner of the hotel to dust and 

rubble. All six floors, a section of twenty-eight rooms, dropped to the 

ground in a heap, leaving the building without one of its corners, like a 

cake with a large rectangular slice cut out of it.” Ninety-one people are 

killed. 

 

The Jewish Agency and the Haganah, despite their approval of the 

operation, immediately distance themselves from it, demanding that the 

Irgun take full responsibility. Begin does so, exhibiting, in the words of 

historian Daniel Gordis, “an astonishing display of nobility given Ben-

Gurion’s obvious mendacity.” The King David Bombing brings the United 

Hebrew Resistance to an end. 

 

Worth noting is that the King David bombing also has an impact in Britain. 

Questions are raised in the press and in government circles as to the 

wisdom of continuing to stay in Palestine. 

  
• Slide: Irgun Fights On:  The Irgun continues on without the Haganah and in 

spite of martial law in March 1947 carries out 16 major operations. The 
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most impressive is the attack on the British officers’ club in Goldschmidt 

House in Jerusalem, which is done with military efficiency involving 

covering fire and Irgun men disguised as British soldiers. The Irgun kill 13 

and wound over a dozen more. The attack initiates a daylong Irgun assault 

involving 15 attacks on military locations across the country.  

 

After the attack the Sunday Express in London runs a banner headline: 

‘GOVERN OR GET OUT’. Two major British operations meant to bring 

things under control do nothing to stop the attacks. 

 

In the House of Commons Winston Churchill asks, “How long does the 

Secretary of State for Colonies expect that this state of squalid warfare 

with all its bloodshed will go on, at a cost of £30,000,000 or £40,000,000 a 

year, keeping 100,000 Englishmen away with the military forces?”  

 
• Slide: Acre Fortress Breakout: On May 4, 1947, the Irgun organizes a 

daring breakout of its men from Acre prison fortress by blowing a giant 

hole in the wall. A number of the escapees are recaptured however due to 

the unanticipated presence of a group of Sixth Airborne Troops bathing on 

the beach. They set up an impromptu roadblock and intercept some of the 

escaping prisoners and Irgun fighters, killing several including the 

operation’s commander Dov Cohen.  

 

• Slide: The Sergeant Hangings: The British sentence three of the 

recaptured prisoners to death. The Irgun kidnaps two British sergeants 

and warns the British that if Irgun members hang, then the sergeants will 

hang too. The British refuse to back down and on July 29, hang the three 

Irgun members. The Irgun keeps its word and hangs the sergeants the 

same day. On July 30, the bodies are moved to a eucalyptus grove and 

hung up as the Irgun wants them viewed publicly.  

 
England’s reaction is shock. Anti-Jewish riots break out in several cities in 

England and British soldiers engage in vigilante violence in Palestine. But 

the hangings have the desired effect. The British public’s reaction is that 

the time has come for Britain to get out of Palestine. 

 
Historian J. Bowyer Bell writes: “In Britain there were full-page pictures of 

the two sergeants; their bodies hanging like strange fruit in an orchard. 

The papers, with heavy black headlines and outraged editorials, reported 

the anguished speeches in Parliament, the mobs daubing swastikas on 

synagogues, and the looting attacks on Jewish shops. Few in Britain took 

time to notice the reaction of the Manchester Guardian – “Time to Go.” 

The Guardian’s writers felt the only hope was the United Nations, which 

might find a way to release Britain from responsibility, giving Jews and 
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Arabs an opportunity to start afresh. The Guardian was perceptive; for the 

wave of revulsion in Britain was directed as much against British presence 

and tactics as against Jewish terror…” 

 
• Slide: Britain Gives Up: In August 1947, Britain’s Parliament meets in 

special session. The debate reveals a deep desire to be done with the 

Mandate, not only among the opposition party but within the ruling party 

itself. Most demand early evacuation from Palestine. The combination of 

public opinion and the parliament’s reaction convinces the Colonial Office 

and the Foreign Office that Britain cannot continue to rule there. 

 

• Slide: Successful Strategy: Begin’s strategy worked in eroding British 

prestige and driving up the costs for the mandatory power. Years later 

Prime Minister Yitzhak Shamir, who had headed the rival Lehi, paid tribute 

to Begin. “Begin was the man because of whom the British left Eretz 

Israel. Had he not come in the early 1940s, there wouldn’t have been a 

real war with the British and they wouldn’t have been chased out of Israel. 

Lehi alone wouldn’t have succeeded and neither would the Irgun without 

Begin!” 

 

3. Play video: Irgun 

  

Introduce inquiry question: How important was the Irgun in expelling the 

British? 
 

4. Whole class discussion:  

 

• Mixed in with the idea of Havlagah, or self-restraint, was that of 

“purity of arms”, the idea that weapons would only be used in self-

defense or when absolutely justified. Do you think “purity of arms” is 

achievable when facing enemies bent on your destruction?  

• Do you think the Irgun was justified in going to war with Britain? 

• Irgun members were decried as ‘fascists and murderers’ by their 

opponents. Were they terrorists or freedom fighters? 

• Was the Jewish Agency morally right in turning over Irgun members 

to the British during the Season?  

• Do you think the Irgun was morally right in hanging the two British 

sergeants?  

 

5.  Hand out Review Questions (may be used as end of class Quiz). 
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 Document A: “Days of Fire,” Shmuel Katz (1968)  

 
[David] Raziel was an unusual and talented man. If he had not been 
needed as a soldier, he would have achieved great success as a 
writer and teacher. The scion of a rabbinical family, intensely 
orthodox, he might have become a great rabbi or a great historian. In 
his studies at the Hebrew University he excelled in philosophy and 
mathematics. As a young man he had decided that Jewish 
redemption could be achieved only by the sword. He therefore 
studied military history, military science, military biography, weaponry, 
logistics, and guerrilla tactics.  
 
He did not study military lore out of idle curiosity. He was consciously 
preparing himself to teach others. He wrote (together with his 
colleague, Avraham Stern) textbooks on the revolver and on methods 
of training. He conducted courses in the use of small arms and in the 
manufacture of homemade explosives. He was a scholar who could 
discuss the strategy and tactics of the Napoleonic wars, and write a 
commentary on Clausewitz. … 
 
Although I did not share Raziel’s view about the inevitability of the 
clash with the British he and I did agree that the policy of self-restraint 
would lead to disaster and that the Arab terror must be met by 
vigorous countermeasures. … 
 
The Irgun, its uncertainties resolved by Jabotinsky’s firm decision on 
retaliation against Arab attack, launched its campaign of large-scale 
reprisals on November 14 [1937]. This campaign was to continue 
intermittently until the outbreak of World War II nearly two years later. 
It opened with the explosion of a homemade bomb constructed by 
Raziel himself in the Arab market place in the Old City of Jerusalem, 
killing and wounding scores of Arabs.  
 
The Jewish Agency openly dissociated itself from this campaign. The 
Irgun, under its new leadership, tightened its organization and 
conspiratorial discipline. It was a rare courage it demanded from its 
members – to carry on day after day surrounded by hatred, 
vilification, and denunciation from their own people. There are many 
unsung heroes in the story of the Irgun. Jacob Rass, an eighteen-
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year-old boy, was one of them. Detailed to carry out an attack in the 
Arab market place of Jerusalem, he disguised himself as an Arab 
villager and wheeled a vegetable barrow into the market, a 
homemade bomb concealed among the vegetables. Something in his 
manner apparently aroused the suspicion of an Arab woman, who 
began screaming, “Yahud, Yahud.” A crowd closed in on Rass, who 
was shot while trying to escape. Badly wounded by several bullets, 
he was taken to the hospital by British police, and there operated on. 
His guards waited for the doctor’s permission to question him. 
Knowing this, weak from the loss of blood and fearful lest in his 
weakness he might give away the names of comrades, he quietly 
undid his bandages and slowly bled to death. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Days of Fire, Shmuel Katz, W.H. Allen & Co., London, 1968, p. 17-31.  
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 Document B: “Anonymous Soldiers,” Bruce Hoffman 
(2015) 

 

The organization that Begin immersed himself in had, however, fallen 
on hard times. The deaths of Jabotinsky and Raziel within a year of 
each other had deprived the Irgun of both leadership and vision at a 
critical moment when the group was already directionless and 
struggling. [Jacob] Meridor, Raziel’s deputy, had proven incapable of 
reversing the drift and providing effective leadership. Whatever 
confidence remained in his leadership had largely dissipated. 
 
Although accounts vary whether Meridor himself proposed that Begin 
assume command of the Irgun or whether Irgunists forced the 
decision on Meridor, on December 1, 1943, at the age of thirty, 
Menachem Begin became the Irgun’s sixth commander.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Anonymous Soldiers: The Struggle for Israel, 1917-1947, Bruce 
Hoffman, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 2015, p. 123. 
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Document C: “Terror Out of Zion” J. Bowyer Bell 
(1933)  

 
To the romantic, Begin appeared a most unlikely underground leader. 
Unlike Stern, there was no aura of intense, burning, dangerous 
determination. Unlike [Lehi leader Israel] Eldad, there were no 
visions. He was no gunman, no hard man on the run, no poet of 
revolution, no splendid figure ripe for legend. In fact he was not 
physically prepossessing and was described in the British Jewish 
Terrorist Index as having a long, hooked nose, bad teeth, and horn-
rimmed spectacles. He closely resembled a small-town lawyer or a 
schoolteacher: middle sized, far from handsome, slender, 
immaculately dressed, with impeccable manners. In intimate 
conversation he was invariably kind and considerate. When he spoke 
in public (impossible in Palestine during the revolt), to some he was a 
great orator, to others a dangerous demagogue. He had a most 
remarkable presence in the underground, which created an 
atmosphere of contained power and moral authority, combined with a 
keen analytical mind cleared of the dense undergrowth of previous 
Zionist assumptions. All during the revolt his contacts were limited to 
his wife and child, a few couriers, and the few members of the high 
command. His influence and determination, however, spread out 
through the entire Irgun, his ideas and ideals constantly reinforced 
through the Herut, the news sheet written almost entirely by him. 
While in theory the high command determined policy, Begin’s voice 
closed most arguments. His views, even when opposed to all others, 
inevitably won by dint of logic, by his grasp of the strategic options 
and consequences, and by his dominant presence.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Terror Out of Zion, J. Bowyer Bell, St. Martin’s Press, New York, 1977, p. 
105 
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Document D: “To The Hebrew Nation in Zion” Irgun 
Proclamation (February 1, 1944)  

 
TO THE HEBREW NATION IN ZION! 
 
Sons of Israel, Hebrew youth!  
 
We stand at the final stage of the war, we face an historic decision on 
our future destiny.  
 
The truce proclaimed when war broke out has been violated by the 
British authorities. The rulers of the country have taken into account 
neither loyalty nor concessions nor sacrifice; they have continued to 
implement their aim: the liquidation of sovereign Zionism.  
 
[...]  
 
We must draw the necessary conclusions without wavering. There 
can no longer be a truce between the Hebrew nation and youth and 
the British administration of Eretz Israel, which is betraying our 
brethren to Hitler. Our nation will fight this regime, fight to the end.  
 
[...] 
 
And this is our demand:  
 
Rule over Eretz Israel must immediately be handed over to a 
provisional Hebrew government.  
 
The Hebrew government of Eretz Israel, the sole legal representative 
of the Jewish people, must, immediately after its establishment, begin 
the implementation of the following principles:  
 
a. establish a national Hebrew army.  
b. conduct negotiations with all authorized bodies on the organization 
of the mass evacuation of European Jewry to Eretz Israel.  
 
[...] 
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Jews!  
 
The establishment of a Hebrew government and the implementation 
of its plans – this is the sole way of rescuing our people, salvaging 
our existence and our honor. We will follow this path, for there is no 
other.  
 
We will fight! Every Jew in our homeland will fight!  
 
[...] 
 
Jews!  
 
Our fighting youth will not be deterred by victims, blood and suffering. 
They will not surrender, will not rest until they restore our past glory, 
until they ensure our people of a homeland, freedom, honor, bread, 
justice and law. And if you help them, then your own eyes will soon 
behold the return to Zion and the rebirth of Israel.  
 
May God be with us and aid us! 
  
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Proclamation of Revolt, plastered on walls and buildings around the 
Land of Israel, Feb. 1, 1944. (English text from Jewish Virtual Library) 
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Document E: “The Revolt”, Menachem Begin (1950) 
 

The main strategy of the revolt was aimed against the government 
itself and was designed to achieve – and ultimately did achieve – 
direct objectives. It was not shaped in a day but was fashioned 
laboriously and hammered out in the heat of battle and in the light of 
experience. Our strategy was established on three sound bases: on a 
comprehensive study of the methods used by oppressor 
administrations in foreign countries; on an objective study of the 
international situation; and on searching examination of the position 
and condition of Great Britain at the end of the second World War.  
 
British Government departments have vast experience of ruling over 
foreign – especially over backward – peoples. We studied and 
examined this experience. We learned that in general British officials 
avoid making their rule dependent on force, but rather on the power 
of prestige. They know that “you can do anything with bayonets 
except sit on them”. It is much better to sit in their shadow. 
Consequently, when the British administrators are faced with violent 
opposition they tend to seek a way out, by foregoing direct rule and 
substituting indirect British rule. Thus, the Commander-in-Chief is 
replaced by an “Adviser,” the High Commissioner by an 
“Ambassador.” Leaving by the door, they come back through the 
window. The history of the Middle and Far East in the last two 
generations provides evidence of this system in its various phases. 
 
History and our observation persuaded us that if we could succeed in 
destroying the government’s prestige in Eretz Israel, the removal of 
its rule would follow automatically. Thenceforward we gave no peace 
to this weak spot. Throughout all the years of our uprising, we hit at 
the British Government’s prestige, deliberately, tirelessly, 
unceasingly. … 
 
We knew that Eretz Israel, in consequence of the revolt, resembled a 
glass house. The world was looking into it with ever-increasing 
interest and could see most of what was happening inside. That is 
very largely why we were able to pursue our struggle until we brought 
it to its successful climax in 1946-47. Arms were our weapons of 
attack; the transparency of the “glass” was our shield of defense. 
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Served by these two instruments we continued to deliver our blows at 
the structure of the Mandatory’s prestige. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Revolt, Menachem Begin, Steimatsky’s Agency Ltd., Jerusalem, 
2015, p. 52-56. 
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Document F: “Days of Fire,” Shmuel Katz (1968) 
 

In January 1944, Begin, buttressed by a new High Command, issued 
a declaration of war and a call to arms. The first large-scale 
commando-style attacks were launched on British civil installations. In 
three rounds of simultaneous assault the offices of the Immigration 
Department, the Income tax offices and the CID headquarters 
throughout the country were blown up. One limiting decision was 
taken. As long as Britain fought Hitler, the Army was not to be 
touched.  
 
An intensive campaign of enlightenment accompanied the military 
operations: citizens going to their work in the morning found, posted 
up on the walls and shop windows in the towns, communiques on the 
previous night’s operations, analyses of the political situation and 
exhortations for support. A radio transmitter began regular 
broadcasts.  
 
The British reacted with intensive searches for suspects, for printing 
presses, for the radio transmitter, large-scale arrests of suspects, and 
heavy sentences for those who could be brought to trial.  
 
The sharpest opposition to the Irgun attacks, however, actually came 
from the official Jewish organizations. The violence of their attack in 
their newspapers was matched by the imaginative catalogue of their 
charges. Nihilists, maniacs, charlatans, Fascists, murderers, bandits 
were the familiar terms used in the spate of speeches, articles and 
resolutions that poured out throughout 1944 against the Irgun and the 
Lehi. … 
 
The propaganda was effective, especially in the rural areas where 
Irgun literature did not penetrate. Many accepted the image of the 
Irgun (and the Lehi) as a band of “criminals” and “Fascists” 
consciously “stabbing Zionism in the back” by aiming at the overthrow 
of Jewish authority. 
 
There was even more direct pressure. The leader of the Haganah, 
Eliahu Golumb, accompanied by his deputy Moshe Sneh, met Begin 
to persuade him that he was wrong in his reading of the political 
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situation, that in fact British policy would change after the war, that 
British public figures had actually so promised. They ended by 
threatening to liquidate Irgun altogether. … 
 
The Jewish Agency’s campaign against the Irgun reached full flood 
the next month [November 1944] when Lord Moyne, the British 
Resident Minister in Cairo, was assassinated by Hakim and Beth-
Tsoury, two Lehi members.  
 
Lord Moyne was a remote figure whose hostility to measures for 
saving Europe’s Jews was at the time not well known, and his 
assassination evoked almost universal condemnation. The Jewish 
Agency exploited this public feeling and to the full. In a speech to the 
Histadrut Conference on November 20, 1944, Mr. Ben-Gurion 
outlined his plan for liquidating the underground.  
 
Members of the underground, when discovered, were to be driven 
from their places of work or expelled from high schools. There was to 
be no sentimental hesitation about handing them over to the British. 
Mr. Ben-Gurion emphasized that for the Jews in Palestine, there was 
a “common interest with the British.”  
 
The whole machinery of the Jewish Agency’s security forces were 
now organized to wage war against the Irgun. The Haganah and the 
Palmach were sent into action. Hundreds of members of the latter 
were drafted into the towns from their kibbutzim. Expulsions from 
schools, dismissals from places of work, kidnappings, beatings, 
torture, direct denunciations to the British, became the sole 
occupation of the action-hungry soldiers of the Haganah and the 
Palmach. In instinctive identification with the British overlord, they 
borrowed, from the tradition of the hunt, the term to describe this 
operation: it was called “the season.”  
  
 
 

Vocabulary   

CID: Civil Investigation Department. The political police.  

 
 
Source: Days of Fire, Shmuel Katz, W.H. Allen & Co., London, 1968, p. 83-85.  
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Document G: “Menachem Begin,” Daniel Gordis 
(2014) 

 
The King David Hotel had served as the British Mandate’s military 
and administrative headquarters since 1938, although a third of the 
rooms continued to be used as guest accommodations. The Etzel 
had considered an attack on the King David as early as 1945, even 
prior to the United Resistance Movement. … 
 
“Father Antippa,” the elderly Greek who supervised the typists in the 
King David Hotel, received a warning call; he sent a policeman to the 
basement but found nothing. The attack had been delayed by one 
hour due to a delay in delivering the explosives; it is possible that the 
first warning call came too early. 
 
The fuses were set at 12:13 to explode thirty minutes later. Two 
bombs that had been designed to explode on Julian’s Way, adjacent 
to the hotel, failed. They detonated, but did not ignite containers filled 
with kerosene that had been placed nearby. Nonetheless, they 
attracted enough attention that the air sirens went off. Many of those 
in the King David took the sirens to mean that the worst was over, 
that the British were now in control of the situation.  
 
At 12:22, twenty minutes before the bombs were set to detonate, 
Adina, an Etzel courier, called the King David: “The building is going 
to blow up. You must evacuate immediately. You have been warned.” 
She relayed the message in Hebrew and in English and hung up. The 
assistant manager transferred the call to a British officer who, jaded 
by the almost daily bomb threats the hotel received, dismissed the 
warning.  
 
At 12:27, Adina called the French Consulate, housed next to the King 
David; she told them that they open their windows so as not to be 
harmed by the blast. They did as they were told. At 12:31, Adina 
called The Palestine Post, tipping them off and asking them to warn 
the hotel again.  
 
 
Source: Menachem Begin: The Battle for Israel’s Soul, Daniel Gordis, Schocken 
Books, 2014, p.48-52. 
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Document H: “The Palestine Triangle,” Nicholas 
Bethell (1979) 

 
The explosion turned the whole south-west corner of the hotel to dust 
and rubble. All six floors, a section of twenty-eight rooms, dropped to 
the ground in a heap, leaving the building without one of its corners, 
like a cake with a large rectangular slice cut out of it. Robert Newton, 
a member of the political Secretariat, was sitting typing when the 
ceiling fell and his desk was smashed by flying bricks: ‘Instead of the 
wall behind my chair, I found that I was on the brink of a drop of five 
stories. The lift well and staircase on the other side of the destroyed 
wall had gone, and with them the typists’ room I had just visited and 
the adjacent room of one of my colleagues, who was sharing my 
house in the absence of our respective wives. He, of course, was 
somewhere under the rubble, dead, and with him the loyal and 
cheerful girls who had worked for us.’ … 
 
A total of ninety-one people were killed – forty-one Arabs, twenty-
eight British, seventeen Jews and five others.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Palestine Triangle: The Struggle for the Holy Land, 1935-1948, 
Nicholas Bethell, G.P. Putnam’s & Sons, New York, 1979, p. 262-263. 
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Document I: “Anonymous Soldiers,” Bruce Hoffman 

(2015) 
 

The [King David Hotel] attack evoked horror and umbrage back in 
London. Addressing the House of Commons, [Prime Minister 
Clement] Atlee termed it an “insane act of terrorism.” Daniel Lipson, a 
Jewish member of the opposition Conservative Party, declared that 
the bombing brought “dishonor and shame to the name of Jew”’; his 
fellow Tory, the Earl of Winterton, described the Irgun “as vile and 
treacherous a foe as the Nazis.” Comment in the press was 
identically condemnatory in tone but significantly different in 
substance. For the first time, just as Begin had intended, doubt began 
to creep into the calculus of whether Britain should persevere in its 
stoic quest to achieve a just settlement of the Palestine problem. 
“Hopes that the teeth of terrorism had been drawn by recent arrests 
and discoveries of hidden arms dumps have been disappointed,” The 
Daily Telegraph lamented. The Manchester Guardian likewise 
observed that the bombing “will be a shock to those who imagined 
that the Government’s firmness had put a stop to Jewish terrorism 
and had brought about an easier situation in Palestine. In fact, the 
opposite is the truth … Yesterday was their answer and it would be 
foolish to hope that it will be the last.” Partition, the editorial 
concluded, “more than ever seems to be the best answer, and it is to 
be hoped that the British and American representatives will not reject 
it without far more careful consideration than the Anglo-American 
Committee gave it.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Anonymous Soldiers: The Struggle for Israel, 1917-1947, Bruce 
Hoffman, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 2015, p. 306. 
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Document J: “Terror Out of Zion” J. Bowyer Bell 
(1977) 

 
On March 1, [1947] the Jewish sabbath, the Irgun carried out sixteen 
major operations. The most impressive was the attack on the British 
officers club in Goldschmidt House, supposedly totally secure in the 
midst of the Jerusalem Bevingrad complex. … 
 
In London the Sunday Express ran a banner headline: GOVERN OR 
GET OUT. At eight on Sunday morning martial law was proclaimed, 
with a full curfew in most Jewish areas. All government services 
stopped. There was no postal delivery. Only a few telephones 
worked. Food was distributed by the army. There were no trains, 
buses, or taxis, and only security motor transport on the roads. Civil 
courts were suspended and special military tribunals established 
There was no movement in or out of various closed zones without 
police authority. Anyone was liable to be shot for disobeying a soldier, 
all of whom now had police authority. Two people were shot and 
killed almost immediately, but for what infraction was uncertain, since 
one was a four-year-old girl. In Tel Aviv the huge ten-thousand-man 
cordon and search operation was known as Elephant. In Jerusalem 
at dawn, the ten-thousand troops of the First and Ninth Infantry 
Brigades in Operation Hippo began screening all suspects – every 
Jew who could be rounded up and run past a knowledgeable CID 
eye. …  
 
The boot, Hippo and Elephant, martial law – none had the intended 
effect. The Irgun kept up their attacks. On Monday five soldiers and 
four civilian employees were wounded in three attacks. The Irgun 
found no difficulty in reestablishing communication and control. The 
cordon and search operations discovered no one important. … The 
next day Irgun and LEHI attacks continued throughout the Mandate – 
sniping, arson, road mines, hand grenades, and the occasional heavy 
raid. … 
 
April was the cruelest month. At 2:00 a.m. on March 31, LEHI 
detonated two huge bombs inside the Haifa refinery. After the flash, a 
massive sheet of flames shot up several hundred feet. The city was lit 
blood red by the flames. The fire department was unable to make any 
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progress with the burning oil tanks. Day after day the flames 
continued, producing greasy black clouds of rolling smoke over the 
city. Not until April 18, nearly three weeks later, did they begin to die 
out. By then the squalid war in Palestine had grown more vicious; for 
the British, after the failure of Hippo, Elephant, and martial law, still 
wanted to create an impression of control. Haifa lit up, night after 
night, by an uncontrollable blaze was hardly firm evidence of civic 
order. On April 2, Britain formally asked United Nations Secretary 
General Trygve Lie to call a special session of the General Assembly 
to consider the Palestine problem.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Terror Out of Zion, J. Bowyer Bell, St. Martin’s Press, New York, 1977, p. 
190-191. 
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 Document K: “House of Commons Debate”, Reuters 
News Service (March 3, 1947) 

 

Shouting angrily and thumping a dispatch-box in front of him, Mr. 
Winston Churchill demanded in the House of Commons today to 
know how long this state of ‘squalid warfare’ in Palestine, with all its 
bloodshed, would go on before some decision was reached. He said 
it was costing thirty to forty million sterling a year and keeping 
100,000 Englishmen away with the military forces.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: As Quoted in: The Revolt, Menachem Begin, Steimatsky’s Agency Ltd., 
Jerusalem, 2015, p. 321. 
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Document L: “Terror Out of Zion” J. Bowyer Bell 
(1977) 

 

In Britain there were full-page pictures of the two sergeants; their 
bodies hanging like strange fruit in an orchard. The papers, with 
heavy black headlines and outraged editorials, reported the 
anguished speeches in Parliament, the mobs daubing swastikas on 
synagogues, and the looting attacks on Jewish shops. Few in Britain 
took time to notice the reaction of the Manchester Guardian – “Time 
to Go.” The Guardian’s writers felt the only hope was the United 
Nations, which might find a way to release Britain from responsibility, 
giving Jews and Arabs an opportunity to start afresh. The Guardian 
was perceptive; for the wave of revulsion in Britain was directed as 
much against British presence and tactics as against Jewish terror: 
the exhausted Exodus refugees dragged screaming back from the 
Promised Land, the death of two young men trapped in a humiliating 
and pointless struggle against a persecuted people, the weekly lists 
of dead and maimed that brought no thanks from either Jew or Arab. 
So, instead of adamant demands for vengeance and reprisals, as 
some expected, the consensus gradually formed, as the Guardian 
predicted, that the time for evacuation had arrived. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Terror Out of Zion, J. Bowyer Bell, St. Martin’s Press, New York, 1977, p. 
238-239. 
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Guiding Questions          Name_______________  

  
 

1. What was Begin’s strategy to defeat the British? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What was the ‘Season’? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What was the Zionist leadership’s reaction to the King David bombing? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the space below answer the following: How important was the Irgun in expelling the 

British? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


