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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 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 
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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 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 
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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.  
 


