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War of Independence The War Before the War Lesson Plan  
  

Central Historical Question: Why is it called the war before the 
war? 

 
Materials:   
 

• The War Before the War PowerPoint 

• The War Before the War Video 

• Copies of Documents A-H. 

 

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-H.  

 

2. Mini-lecture with PowerPoint:  

   

• Slide: UN Votes for Partition: On November 29th, 1947, the United Nations 

General Assembly passes a resolution to partition Palestine into two 

states, one Arab, one Jewish, with an international enclave to include 

Jerusalem.  The Jews in Eretz Israel dance in the streets. Historian Anita 

Shapira writes: “The night of 29 November 1947 entered the national 

memory as an unforgettable moment of exhilaration, a spontaneous 

outpouring of joy among massed circles of dancers.” 

 

• Slide: War in the Offing: David Ben-Gurion, chairman of the Jewish 

Agency, doesn’t celebrate. He knows full well how heavy the cost of 

statehood will be. As historian Michael Oren writes, “Ben-Gurion wasn’t 

dancing. Instead he sat alone and wrote in his diary about his fears, 

confiding doubts about the Jews’ ability to withstand the onslaught of the 

combined Arab armies, and about the world’s willingness to accept a 

permanent Jewish state.” 

 

• Slide: Sonneborn Institute: Ben-Gurion, over 60 years old at this time, and 

with little military background outside of a short stint in the Jewish Legion 

during World War I, has already set himself the task of becoming a military 

strategist. In 1945, Ben-Gurion had foreseen that Israel would need major 

weaponry. He approached Rudolf Sonneborn, an industrialist in the U.S. 

asking him to hold himself in readiness to collect war materiel when the 

time came. Sonneborn receives the go-ahead in 1946 and the Sonneborn 

Institute will come into being – a group of Jewish-American businessmen – 

who purchase surplus military equipment from World War II being sold by 
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the American government. The Institute plays a major role in supplying the 

Jewish State with vital equipment. 

 
• Slide: Defense Portfolio: At the Twenty-Second Zionist Congress in 

December 1946, Ben-Gurion requests the Defense portfolio. Ben-Gurion 

biographer Michael Bar-Zohar writes: “When Ben-Gurion asked the Jewish 

Agency Executive to entrust him with the defense portfolio, his ambitious 

demand provoked some ironic comments. Was it feasible for an elderly 

political leader, without any military background, to change overnight into a 

military strategist?” 

 
• Slide: Haganah Under Scrutiny: Ben-Gurion spends the first months of 

1946 evaluating the Haganah’s readiness for war. He interrogates 

Haganah commanders, visits Haganah units and arms depots. He is 

shocked by what he finds. The Haganah numbers somewhere around 

30,000-40,000 members – 9,500 of them teenagers – with little to no 

military training. They possess 10,000 rifles, a couple thousand sub-

machine guns and various other light weaponry. They are in no way 

prepared for war. 

 
When Ben-Gurion begins talking about tanks and planes he is met with 

gaping mouths from Haganah officers, who whisper to each other “The Old 

Man’s gone mad.”  Historian Anita Shapira says, “He had to inculcate in 

the Haganah command the concept that they were an army, not a militia, 

to redefine the enemy, and to build the organizational and command tools 

for dealing with the new reality. … Seemingly overnight he forced them to 

change their thinking and organization; nor was he patient when they had 

difficulty adapting to this revolutionary reality.”   

 
• Slide: No Settlement Left Behind: Ben-Gurion also makes a far-reaching 

strategic decision, declaring “no settlement would be abandoned even if it 

were included within the boundaries of the Arab state.” It puts further 

pressure on the Haganah forcing it to divide its forces into small units 

throughout the country.    

 
• Slide: Arabs Attack: Ben-Gurion’s predictions  are borne out. The day after 

the UN vote on Nov. 30, 1947 Arabs attack a bus carrying Jewish 

passengers, killing 5. Small clashes grow into small battles, mostly with 

disorganized local Arab bands. They engage in hit-and-run assaults on 

Jewish settlements and destruction of Jewish property.  

 

• Slide: Arab Liberation Army: In December 1947, Arab countries agree to 

provide the Arab League with weapons, volunteers and funds. This leads 

to the creation of the Arab Liberation Army led by Fawzi al-Kawukji, who 
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had commanded guerrilla forces during the Arab riots of 1936. He had 

escaped to live in Nazi Germany until the end of the war and then made 

his way back to Syria. In January 1948, Liberation Army volunteers cross 

the Palestine border from Syria. By the end of February their numbers 

reach 5,000. On January 10, 1948, Kaukji mounts the first attack on a 

Jewish settlement. He chooses as his target Kfar Szold in the eastern part 

of upper Galilee, only 200 yards from the Syrian border. 

 
• Slide: The Mufti’s Forces: While Kawukji operates in the north of the 

country, the forces of the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem Haj Amin al-Husseini 

focus their attacks in the middle around Jerusalem. The Mufti had fled 

Palestine during the 1936 Arab riots. He had spent World War II 

supporting Hitler and raising Muslim troops for the Nazis. Now he has 

returned to wage war against the Jews.  

 
Numbering about 5,000 men, they are led by the Mufti’s nephew Abd al-

Qadr al-Husseini. In January 1948, the same month as the attack on Kfar 

Szold in the north, the Mufti’s forces attack the Etzion Bloc, a group of four 

isolated Jewish settlements surrounded by Arab villages in the Judean 

Hills some 14 miles south of Jerusalem. When a Haganah force of 38 men 

is sent to relieve the settlements on January 16, it is wiped out.  

 

• Slide: Britain Favors the Arabs: The British actively frustrate Jewish efforts 

at defense. They hand the Arabs important strategic positions and 

fortresses. They  deny Jews a seaport, ignoring a specific UN 

recommendation. The British also keep up their war against Jewish 

immigration during this period. Historian Howard Sachar writes: “The 

single most notable feature of mandatory noncooperation by late 1947 was 

Britain’s undisguised partiality for the Arab military effort.” 

 

• Slide: Cutting Communications: While the Jews manage to hang on in 

their settlements, the Arabs are successful at cutting communications 

between them. Israeli president Chaim Herzog who served in the war, 

writes: “Most of the supply convoys were ambushed and destroyed, 

leaving the Negev, Jerusalem, the Etzion bloc and part of Galilee cut off.” 

 
• Slide: Political Support Wavers: The losses the Jews suffer on the ground 

lead to an erosion of political support. On February 13th, Moshe Sharett, 

head of the Jewish Agency's political department, warns Ben-Gurion from 

New York: “The Americans want to do an about-face.” On March 19 

Warren Austin, head of the US delegation at the UN, proposes at the 

Security Council, a “temporary trusteeship for Palestine.” This means a 

withdrawal of American support for Partition and continuation of foreign 

rule in Palestine.  
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• Slide: Operation Nachshon: Ben-Gurion recognizes that the Jews must 

achieve military victories if they want to avoid further political losses. He 

demands the Haganah go on offense. The target: Jerusalem, which is 

besieged and cut off by Arab fighters. The Haganah gathers a force of 

1,500 men, withdrawing its defenders from scattered settlements to do so.  

 
Operation Nachshon begins on April 6, 1948. Several convoys with 

needed supplies break through the Arab blockade to Jerusalem. Militarily it 

is a limited success. The Jerusalem road is only open for a few days 

before the Arabs slam it shut again. Nonetheless, the operation is 

perceived as a success and a crucial turning point in Haganah operations.  

 

• Slide: Dir Yassin: With Operation Nachshon at its height, the underground 

Irgun and Lehi, coordinating the operation with the district commander of 

the Haganah, attack Dir Yassin, one of the Arab villages blocking the road 

to Jerusalem.  Although the Jewish soldiers had planned to warn the 

villagers with a loudspeaker, the vehicle carrying it is disabled. The Jews 

take the village under heavy fire. In the end, 120 Arabs are killed, many of 

them women and children. The Jewish Agency and the Haganah High 

Command condemn the attack. Terror spreads in the Arab community and 

many flee as the events are broadcast by Arab media. To this day, Deir 

Yassin is used as an Arab propaganda tool with no mention made of the 

Jewish plan to warn the residents or that the Jews were under fire from the 

houses in which Arab women and children were hiding. In revenge, the 

Arabs massacre a convoy on its way to Hadassah Hospital in Jerusalem. 

Over 70 Jews, including doctors and nurses, are killed. British forces, a 

short distance away, watch but do nothing.  

 
• Slide: Jewish Victories: In April, Jewish forces successfully defend two 

settlements in the north. More important, the Jews capture Tiberias, and 

the port city of Haifa and in mid-May, Safed and Jaffa. As the ‘war before 

the war’ ends, the early setbacks have been more than made up by the 

gains. The Jews have gained strategic depth, new weaponry has arrived 

and with the victories, comes a new confidence among the troops. 

 
• Slide: Fateful Decision: Nonetheless, while Ben-Gurion himself is 

determined to declare a state, the 10-member interim People’s 

Administration is divided. In an 11-hour marathon meeting on May 12, 

1948, the pros and cons are debated. Moshe Sharett reports on the U.S. 

recommendation to delay a declaration. Yigal Yadin and Yitzhak Galili, two 

military commanders give their assessments. Yadin says their chances are 

50-50 in a military confrontation, but adds “To be more frank, I would say 

that [the Arabs] have a considerable advantage.” In the evening, news 
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reaches the meeting of the invasion of Egyptian forces in the south and 

the fall of the Etzion Bloc to the Arab Legion. The majority overcomes its 

fears and votes six to four in favor of a state. On May 14, Ben-Gurion 

makes the declaration at the Tel Aviv museum.  

 

• Slide: Arab States Attack: On May 15, the new State of Israel is invaded 

by the regular Arab armies of six Arab states.  

 

3. Play video: The War Before the War 

  

Introduce inquiry question: Why is it called the War Before the War? 
 

4. Whole class discussion:  

 

• What do you think is Ben-Gurion’s most important contribution 

during this period? 

• Ben Gurion decided to defend every settlement.  Militarily this did 

not make much sense.  Can you see why Ben Gurion might have 

thought it was a politically necessary decision?  

• In the brief span of thirty years the British had gone from pioneers 

in promoting and endorsing a Jewish state to allying with Arabs –

many of whom a few years earlier had been working closely with 

the Nazi enemy – in the attempt to destroy the nascent Jewish 

state. How do you explain the British attitude, even after the 

Holocaust?  

• What were the chief dangers the Jews faced during the War Before 

the War?  

 

5.  Hand out Review Questions (may be used as end of class Quiz). 
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Document A: “Ben-Gurion,” Michael Bar-Zohar (1977) 
 

When Ben-Gurion asked the Jewish Agency Executive to entrust him 
with the defense portfolio, his ambitious demand provoked some 
ironic comments. Was it feasible for an elderly political leader, without 
any military background, to change overnight into a military 
strategist? Those who doubted the Old Man’s capacity for learning 
the art of war underestimated Ben-Gurion’s phenomenal powers of 
concentration. In the months following the Zionist Congress in Basel, 
he dedicated himself almost completely to studying military problems. 
In his study on the second floor of his Tel Aviv home, he started his 
“seminar”. Each morning he opened his journal and began 
interrogating Haganah commanders. With astounding diligence he 
noted down every detail, from the number of men at their disposal to 
the amount of arms and ammunition concealed in caches. Every so 
often, he would leave his private headquarters and tour the various 
Haganah units and their arms. When he was alone, he spent his time 
reading the works of the great military theorists, military handbooks, 
and Haganah publications.  
 
The Haganah had acquired the reputation of a huge secret 
organization – all-powerful and lavishly equipped. As far back as 
1943, secret British intelligence memoranda had put the number of 
Haganah members at between 80,000 and 100,000. It was a long 
way from these legends to reality. The Haganah units – which 
included 9,500 teenagers in the Gadna youth corps – numbered 
45,337 members at the beginning of May 1947. Even this figure was 
misleading, since only 2,200 members of the Palmach were fully 
mobilized. Most of the other Haganah members underwent only 
occasional training and were totally unprepared for operations of a 
military nature. Even the Palmach had never conducted maneuvers 
at a battalion level. 
 
The weapons available were even more disappointing. On 12 April 
1947, the Haganah possessed 10,073 rifles of various types; 1,900 
sub-machine guns; 672 two-inch mortars; 96 three-inch mortars; 
93,738 hand-grenades; and 4,896,303 bullets. It did not have any 
heavy machine-guns, not to mention such heavy arms as tanks, 
cannon, planes, or warships. Neither its manpower nor its weapons 
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were ready for war with regular armies. Ben-Gurion discovered a 
further weak point. All operational planning was based upon the 
assumption that the worst danger facing the Jewish community in 
Palestine was an uprising of the local Arabs, and it was this threat 
alone for which the Haganah was prepared. Its commanders did not 
consider a more serious eventuality: an attack by regular Arab 
armies. … 
 
In the course of the summer of 1947, Ben-Gurion had a growing 
feeling that neither the Zionist movement, the Jewish community in 
Palestine, nor the Haganah were sufficiently aware of the dreadful 
dangers in store for them. His sense of foreboding was powerful, but 
he failed to impress his premonitions on his listeners. Some of his 
warnings were dismissed as fantasies. Even at a closed session 
attended by some of the Haganah leaders, the military chiefs spoke 
only of weapons suitable for platoons or sections; no one mentioned 
support weapons. Ben-Gurion listened carefully and suddenly asked: 
“And what about cannon? And airplanes?” For a moment, there was 
silence in the room. The men looked at one another; several of them 
had to control themselves to keep from laughing. “He’s crazy,” 
someone whispered. “What’s he talking about? We’re speaking of 
Stens and rifles, and he dreams of cannon and airplanes.” Ben-
Gurion went on: “There’s going to be a war. The Arab countries will 
unite and … there will be battlefronts. This will no longer be a war of 
platoons or sections. It is essential to set up a modern army. It is 
essential to think of the requirement of a modern army.”  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Ben-Gurion, Michael Bar-Zohar, Adama Books, New York, 1977, p. 143-
146. 
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 Document B: “Meeting with Jewish Agency 
Members”, Azzam Pasha (September 1947) 

 
[On September 1947, Azzam Pasha, first Secretary General of the Arab League 
met with Jewish Agency members Abba Eban, Jon Kimche, and David Horowitz] 

 
The Arab world is not in a compromising mood. It’s likely, Mr. 
Horowitz, that your plan is rational and logical, but the fate of nations 
is not decided by rational logic. Nations never concede; they fight. 
You won’t get anything by peaceful means or compromise. You can, 
perhaps, get something, but only by the force of arms. We shall try to 
defeat you. I’m not sure we’ll succeed, but we’ll try. We were able to 
drive out the Crusaders, but on the other hand we lost Spain and 
Persia. It may be that we shall lose Palestine. But it’s too late to talk 
of peaceful solutions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Interview with Azzam Pasha, September 1947, (Cited from Center for 
Israel Education, https://israeled.org/abdulrahman-azzam-pasha-rejects-
compromise-zionists/) 
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Document C: “Ben-Gurion: Father of Modern Israel”, 
Anita Shapira (2014) 

 
The night of 29 November 1947 entered the national memory as an 
unforgettable moment of exhilaration, a spontaneous outpouring of 
joy among massed circles of dancers. At the Dead Sea resort that 
night, Ben-Gurion was awakened and told that the General Assembly 
had voted in favor of a Jewish state. He did not celebrate; he knew 
full well how heavy the cost would be.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Ben-Gurion: Father of Modern Israel, Anita Shapira, Yale University 
Press, New Haven, 2014, p. 157-158.  
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Document D: “The Edge of the Sword”, Netanel Lorch 
(1961)  

 
On the day after the Partition Resolution a Jewish bus was driving 
along the highway from Natanya to Jerusalem. Near Lydda Airport 
Arab riflemen standing by the roadside suddenly opened fire. Three 
women and two men were killed.  
 
On the same day the Arab Higher Committee declared a three-day 
general strike. On the second day of the strike an Arab mob broke 
into the old commercial center in Jerusalem, robbed and burned 
Jewish shops, and stabbed or stoned their owners. British police 
stood by without intervening. Haganah dispatched a platoon with light 
arms to defend the center, but British forces, still regarding Haganah 
as an illegal organization, prevented it from going into action.  
 
At the same time, Haganah was engaged in an effort to prevent 
spontaneous retaliation on the part of Jewish groups, fearing such 
actions would bring about the spread of rioting and hostilities, rather 
than assist in their limitation and localization. “First of all we shall 
defend ourselves wherever we are attacked, even though that in itself 
will not be sufficient,” was Haganah policy.  
 
The same day Haifa witnessed a first exchange of fire on the 
borderline between the Jewish quarter of Hadar Hacarmel and the 
downtown Arab quarter. The Arabs tried to disrupt Jewish 
communications with the suburbs by gaining control of the Rushmiya 
bridge. 
 
During the following days rioting spread to other cities. Arabs fired on 
Jewish quarters on the fringe of Jaffa. Local Haganah units took up 
positions and returned fire, not only to discourage the Arabs, but also 
to strengthen Jewish residents in their determination to remain in the 
exposed suburbs and not to move to the “shelter” of Tel Aviv proper. 
Near Holon an Arab position was captured and abandoned under 
counterattack. One man, first casualty of his unit, was killed and his 
body left in the abandoned position.  
 
Source: The Edge of the Sword, Netanel Lorch, G.P. Putnam’s & Sons, New 
York, 1961, p. 56.  
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Document E: “A History of Israel”, Howard Sachar 
(1976) 

 
The single most notable feature of mandatory noncooperation by late 
1947 was Britain’s undisguised partiality for the Arab military effort. 
The embargo on Jewish immigration and Jewish weapons acquisition 
was stringently maintained. The Jews were denied the right to 
organize a militia. Haganah members were disarmed wherever they 
were found. All the while, Britain continued to sell weapons to Iraq 
and Transjordan under its treaty relations with those states. With 
50,000 troops at his disposal in Palestine, General Macmillan could 
have easily and swiftly throttled Arab infiltration. Yet, under orders, he 
limited all attempts to maintain law and security to the areas held by 
British troops during evacuation. Occasionally, pro-Arab bias took the 
form of overt support. For example, having almost completed the sale 
to the Jews of Sarafand, the largest army camp in Palestine, 
Macmillan received instructions from London that the installation must 
instead be sold to the Arabs. The identical procedure was followed 
with strategically placed fortresses and other government property up 
and down the country. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
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. 
297.  
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Document F: “On Trusteeship Proposal”, David Ben-
Gurion (March, 1947) 

 
The American statement harms the United Nations more than us. … 
[It is] capitulation to the terrorism of Arab bands armed by the British 
Foreign Office and allowed into the country under its protection. … 
The establishment of the Jewish state was not, in fact, subject to the 
United Nations’ resolution of November 29 – even though that 
resolution was of great moral and political value – but to our ability 
here in this country to achieve a decision by force. By means of our 
own strength, the state shall arise, even now. … We will not consent 
to any trusteeship – neither provisional nor permanent, not even for 
the briefest period. We will no longer accept the yoke of foreign rule, 
whatever happens.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Ben-Gurion, Michael Bar-Zohar, Adama Books, New York, 1977, p. 151. 
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Document G: “The Edge of the Sword”, Netanel Lorch 
(1961) 

 

The fate of Jewish Jerusalem gave most concern. The siege had 
been intensified and food supplies were gradually running out. The 
High Commissioner had not fulfilled his promise to maintain freedom 
of movement on the road to Jerusalem; the system of escorted 
convoys had dismally failed. Arab villages on both sides of the road 
had been turned into bases for attack and robbery by increasing Arab 
forces. David Ben-Gurion, chairman of the Jewish Agency Executive 
and directly responsible for the security of the Yishuv, summed up the 
situation: “The Arabs have calculated correctly; the subjection of 
Jewish Jerusalem, its capture or its destruction would deal a severe 
possibly a fatal blow to the Yishuv, and could break its will and its 
ability to withstand Arab aggression.”  
 
And indeed this was the way the situation was viewed by the Arab 
High Command in Damascus: the poor state of supplies of the Jews 
of Jerusalem was noted with satisfaction. The shortage of water, 
since they were dependent on pumping stations along the road, 
unlike the Arabs who got most of their water from cisterns, and the 
lack of electricity produced by a generator in the Arab quarter were 
mentioned. The Arab Higher Committee declared proudly that it had 
refused to heed the request of the High Commissioner to enable 
Jewish supply columns to come into the city even on condition that 
they would be searched by Arab forces.  
 
On April 1 the High Command of Haganah met to discuss the 
situation of Jerusalem. It was evident that the city could not be saved 
through the operations of small units. It was therefore decided to 
undertake a decisive action: to mobilize a force of 1,500 men to open 
the road to Jerusalem and safeguard the passage of convoys in a 
major operation to be named Nachshon, after the Hebrew who 
according to legend was the first to venture into the parting waters of 
the Red Sea at the time of the exodus from Egypt. The force to be 
assembled within a few days for a single operation was thrice the size 
of any previously brought together. Haganah had never before 
operated above company level or attempted the activation of a whole 
battalion in one single operation. It was now to attempt the activation 
of a whole brigade with a single operational mission. Its headquarters 
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and units would be hastily assembled and immediately sent into 
action. The concentration of such a force in the Jerusalem corridor 
necessitated the baring of other sectors by draining off of manpower 
and armaments which were scarce in any case. The risk was taken 
because of necessity and because of the promise it held. In the 
words of the chief of the High Command: “Anxiety gave birth to 
daring, and that brought about Nachshon.” … 
 
The success of Operation Nachshon, Haganah’s first large-scale 
offensive, coinciding with the successful defense of Mishmar Haemek 
and Ramat Yohanah, constituted a turning point in the war. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Edge of the Sword, Netanel Lorch, G.P. Putnam’s & Sons, New 
York, 1961, p. 89-95.  
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Document H: “The Making of Israel’s Army”, Yigal 
Allon (1970) 

 

Although the Haganah suffered some painful setbacks during this 

period – heavy casualties, the destruction of Jewish convoys and 

transport vehicles on their way to isolated areas, and the loss of a 

number of Jewish settlements around Jerusalem – the balance sheet 

on the whole was extremely favourable to the Haganah. These 

achievements proved to be crucial in establishing a sounder geo-

strategic posture for defence against the imminent invasion of forces 

of superior strength. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: The Making of Israel’s Army, Yigal Allon, Bantam Books, New York, 
1971 (originally published 1970), p. 38.  
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Guiding Questions          Name_______________  

  
 

1. What did Ben-Gurion need to convince the Haganah commanders about? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. How did Ben-Gurion respond to the UN trusteeship proposal? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. What did the British do during this period? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the space below answer the following: Why is it called the War Before the War? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


