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Document A: “The Making of Israel’s Army”, Yigal Allon 
(1970) 

 
It seemed that both sides were seeking a breathing-space; accordingly, 
both agreed to a United Nations call for a one-month cease-fire, beginning 
on 11th June. … 
 
The Israelis, encouraged by their successes and drawing lessons from their 
defeats, used the month of the cease-fire to consolidate as far as possible 
every aspect of their military organization. … 
 
The entire field army now consisted of seven regular brigades, three 
Palmach brigades, and one armoured brigade. The last was still very poorly 
equipped, but the rest were now better equipped with Czechoslovak and 
French arms, including better (though still insufficient) artillery. The air force 
acquired a number of Czech-made Messerschmitts and English-made 
Spitfires bought on the Continent, and a number of Dakotas for transport 
and bombing. The navy improved its equipment and training, for naval 
guerilla warfare and small landings as well as coastal patrolling. Each of 
the various units now had its own direct command, but these were all part 
of a single army subordinated to the supreme command of the Chief of the 
General Staff, who in his turn was responsible to the Prime Minister and 
Minister of Defence, David Ben-Gurion, and to his Deputy, Yisrael Galili. A 
War Cabinet was formed, which was authorized by the whole Cabinet to 
make certain decisions on behalf of the Government; and another 
important new body, the Defence and Foreign Policy Committee of the 
Knesset (Parliament), was authorized by the House to act on its behalf. As 
a whole, the Israeli forces were still inferior to those of the enemy in 
numbers, equipment and geo-strategic conditions, but superior in 
organization, discipline, fighting spirit, unity, and the sense of no 
alternative. ‘Either you win the war, or you will be driven into the 
Mediterranean – you individually along with the whole nation’: this was the 
meaning of no alternative, a phrase widely used at this time by troops and 
civilians alike to express the nation’s consciousness that once the cease-
fire was over both aides would try to take the initiative in a resumption of 
hostilities.  
 
Source: The Making of Israel’s Army, Yigal Allon, Vallentine Mitchell & Co, Great Britain, 
1970 (Bantam Edition 1971) p. 41. 
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Document B: “The Edge of the Sword”, Netanel Lorch 
(1961) 

 
Shortly after the first truce came into effect, the brigade commanders of 
Zahal assembled in Tel Aviv with the Minister of Defense and directors of 
GHQ branches. They came from all corners of the country. For the first 
time in many months, all the commanders who had been responsible for 
Haganah and Zahal throughout the strenuous and bitter fighting came 
together. They had good cause for satisfaction: the Arabs, in spite of the 
many advantages they enjoyed – particularly during the period immediately 
following the invasion – had failed to achieve any of their primary 
objectives. However, in the protocol of that meeting one finds very little self-
applause; on the contrary, knowing the heavy toll inflicted in the past, and 
fully aware of the future dangers, the commanders emphasized the 
shortcomings which had been apparent in the conduct of the war and the 
organization of the fighting forces, and the changes which should be 
effected.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Edge of the Sword, Netanel Lorch, G.P. Putnam’s & Sons, New York, 
1961, p. 250-251.  
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Document C: “Ultimatum to Menachem Begin”, Deputy 
Defense Minister Yisrael Galili (June 21, 1948) 

 

[The following ultimatum drafted by Yisrael Galili was sent to Menachem 
Begin on the beach at Kfar Vitkin by the Commander of the Alexandroni 
Brigade Dan Even.]  
 
To: M. Begin  
 
By special order from the Chief of the General Staff of the Israel Defence 
Forces, I am empowered to confiscate the weapons and military materials 
which have arrived on the Israeli coast in the area of my jurisdiction in the 
name of the Israel Government. I have been authorized to demand that you 
hand over the weapons to me for safekeeping and to inform you that you 
should establish contact with the supreme command. You are required to 
carry out this order immediately.  
 
If you do not agree to carry out this order, I shall use all the means at my 
disposal in order to implement the order and to requisition the weapons 
which have reached shore and transfer them from private possession into 
the possession of the Israel government.  
 
I wish to inform you that the entire area is surrounded by fully armed 
military units and armored cars, and all roads are blocked.  
 
I hold you fully responsible for any consequences in the event of your 
refusal to carry out this order.  
 
The immigrants – unarmed – will be permitted to travel to the camps in 
accordance with your arrangements. You have ten minutes to give me your 
answer.  
 
D.E., Brigade Commander 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Altalena Affair, Etzel.org.il,  http://www.etzel.org.il/english/ac20.htm 
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Document D: “Brothers at War”, Jerold S. Auerbach (2011) 
 
At 4 p.m., Ben-Gurion ordered Yadin (who subsequently claimed that he 
only intended “warning shots”) to resume firing. “All of a sudden,” recalled a 
Haganah soldier, “we heard a shot from the north. … It was a cannon.” The 
crew commander, Hilary Dilesky, was a volunteer from South Africa who 
had arrived in Israel only two months earlier. There were four cannons in 
his battery; his was chosen to fire the first shot. Receiving his orders, he 
recalled, “I suddenly was struck with a heavy, deep feeling that I didn’t want 
to shoot.”  
 
Dilesky approached a group of high-ranking officers to speak to his corps 
commander. He said – in English, for he could not yet speak Hebrew: “I 
hadn’t come to Israel to fight Jews.” The commander yelled back that his 
job was to obey orders. It was, Dilesky recalled nearly fifty years later, “a 
fateful moment” when he realized that “following orders was the right thing 
to do.” But “my heart was broken when we began firing,” he confessed. 
“This has been a burden all my life, and still is.”  
 
In rapid succession, three cannon shells passed near Altalena, exploding 
harmlessly in the sea. Captain Fein conferred with Begin, advising him that 
with a direct hit, “the ship, the cargo and possibly a good many lives would 
be lost.” Before Begin could renew radio contact with Irgun headquarters 
on shore, the cannon fire resumed. Fein ordered the Star of David lowered 
and raised a white flag of surrender. Moments later, a cannon shell 
slammed into the Altalena, igniting a blazing fire in the cargo hold. 
Crewmen raced below to open the hose valves but they were unable to 
extinguish it. “Smoke billowed from all the portholes and ventilators,” Lankin 
remembered; “the deck was enveloped in a thick black pall.” Fein ordered 
everyone to abandon ship.  
 
Dr. Shalom Weiss, a navy doctor on board the nearby Wedgwood, saw the 
white flag waving from the Altalena. But shooting from the beach continued: 
“Rifle and machine-gun fire kept hitting living targets.” On the navy ship 
Eilat, crewmember Eli Warshavsky remembered “escaping men shot in the 
water.” From the beach Azriel Carlebach, editor of the daily newspaper 
Ma’ariv, witnessed “Jewish young men … with steel helmets on their heads 
and machine guns in their hand, ready to fire. … In the sea, on the mast of 
the ship, and on its deck, Jews stand, waving a white flag, and shouting 
“Don’t fire!” But as men jumped overboard, Joe Kohn observed from the 
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bridge that “continuous small arms fire from shore … was directed at 
everyone in the water.” A 17-year-old Haganah soldier never forgot that 
“there were people on our side who waited until they saw heads above 
water, and then they fired at them.” … 
 
An anguished Begin was the first to speak after the devastating attack. … 
in an impassioned … radio address to the nation from Irgun headquarters. 
… 
 
The arrival of the Altalena, Begin insisted, was not “an act of provocation.” 
Representatives of the Provisional Government had known about it for “at 
least four days” before the ship reached Kfar Vitkin. “To our great joy 
official and precise consent,” had been granted: “the entire discussion was 
only concerning the allocation of the arms.” Begin asked: “For years [the 
Irgun] had dreamed of these arms. … How could we not give [them] to our 
fighters in the army?” … 
 
With rising emotion that climaxed in choking rage and weeping, Begin 
asked: “What did the government hope to achieve by shelling the ship? 
Why was the cease-fire broken? Are not these arms needed by us all? Why 
did they not come to negotiate with us? They, who at the slightest beck and 
call run to negotiate with [British Foreign Minister] Bevin? … Why did they 
behave in such a barbaric manner?” By sinking the Altalena, he claimed, 
the government had “lost its legitimacy.” Accusing Ben-Gurion of a “crime,” 
Ben-Gurion nonetheless implored his loyal Irgun followers: “Raise not your 
hand against your brother. Not even today. … Simple Jews who give their 
all for the nation, we shall continue to love Israel and fight for it.” … 
 
The Prime Minister vigorously defended his decision “to break the dissident 
organization” with military force. By bringing the Altalena, a “mutinous 
craft,” to Israel the Irgun had disregarded its own commitments and defied 
the “statutes” of the nation. … 
 
Yet there were conspicuous contradictions and omissions – indeed, 
mistruths – in Ben-Gurion’s fiery self-justification. He wrote in his 
unpublished diaries that Begin’s “tragic and despicable, but failed attempt 
at a putsch” constituted an attack on Israeli democracy. But his insistence 
upon Begin’s intention to overthrow the government, reiterated by his loyal 
followers, was unsupported by even a shred of evidence, then or since. 
Ben-Gurion also claimed that he had learned about the Altalena only two 
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days before the arrival at Kfar Vitkin. If true, this meant that his own 
negotiators, especially Yisrael Galili had not kept him informed about what 
they had learned as early as their meeting with Begin on May 15th, and 
again in mid-June. Galili subsequently rejected this allegation. 
 
Ben-Gurion himself had authorized – indeed, commanded – the landing at 
Kfar Vitkin. The government had knowingly approved the arrival of 
weapons and munitions, in contravention of the UN ceasefire. His denial of 
any agreement to permit 20 per cent of the arms to be funneled to Irgun 
fighters in Jerusalem ignored the June 3rd understanding reached by Begin 
and Galili in the presence of IDF commander Yigael Yadin. “One thing I 
must deny,” Ben-Gurion strongly asserted in his most egregious 
misstatement, was that “shots were fired at those who abandoned ship 
after it caught fire and swam ashore.” But even Palmach soldiers (including 
Yitzhak Rabin), to say nothing of observers and journalists on the scene, 
witnessed and explicitly stated otherwise. Photographic evidence, showing 
bullet splashes in the water, contradicted Ben-Gurion’s claim.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Brothers at War, Jerold S. Auerbach, Quid Pro Quo Books, New Orleans, 2011, 
p. 70-98.  
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Document E: “Ben-Gurion”, Michael Bar-Zohar (1977) 
 
[N]ot long after the sinking of the Altalena [Ben-Gurion] was confronted by 
a renewed flare-up of the Generals’ Mutiny. There was growing resentment 
in the General Staff over Ben-Gurion’s intervention in every matter: 
operations, appointments, deployment of forces, arms, allocations, right 
down to the most minute details. Many of the senior officers could not come 
to terms with this state of affairs, and there were frequent disagreements 
between the Old Man and Yadin and other commanders.  
 
In the course of the fighting, Ben-Gurion became increasingly conscious of 
the urgent need to carry out a far-reaching reorganization of the army’s 
structure. Aside from the purely military purpose of this move, he wanted to 
diminish Mapam’s influence by removing from senior positions several 
Mapam officers who had failed to prove themselves in battle. In addition, 
the upper echelons of the army were still largely filled by veterans of the 
Haganah and the Palmach, and now Ben-Gurion was resolved to fill some 
of the top posts – department heads and front commands – with 
professional non-party officers who were veterans of the British army.  
 
On 24 June, Yigael Yadin presented Ben-Gurion with his plan for 
reorganizing the army and appended a list of officers whom he proposed to 
appoint to command brigades and fronts. The overwhelming majority were 
Palmach men and members of Mapam. Yadin’s draft appointments had 
been approved by Israel Galili. But Ben-Gurion did not approve of most of 
the suggestions and immediately prepared an appointments list of his own. 
… 
 
The following day, a storm broke at the General Staff. Yadin and the 
Mapam members all submitted letters of resignation and asked to have 
them forwarded to the Cabinet. Ben-Gurion immediately summoned Yadin 
and characterized the letters of resignations as “a political mutiny in the 
army” and as “a matter of unparalleled gravity”. He warned that such a 
mutiny was “liable to endanger the battle, which is a fight for life and death.” 
… 
 
The Cabinet decided to set up a five-man ministerial committee to examine 
the state of affairs in the high command. … 
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The inquiry demonstrated the severe lack of trust characterizing Ben-
Gurion’s relations with some of his senior officers, and there was a growing 
feeling that his reorganization proposals should not be implemented and 
that the existing situation should be frozen. On 6 July the committee drew 
up its findings, and they were a slap in the face for David Ben-Gurion. … 
Ben-Gurion read the report through, got up, and went home. That evening, 
he notified the Cabinet that he was resigning from his posts as prime 
minister and minister of defense. … 
 
The members of the committee were dazed by the Old Man’s ultimatum. 
The chairman … began to retreat, considering “a complete withdrawal” 
from the whole inquiry … the General Staff … also beat a retreat, 
announcing that they would obey every order coming from the government 
and would not resign, even if the order were not to their liking. … 
 
The final scene in the crisis took place at the Cabinet meeting on 7 July. … 
For many hours, the Cabinet squirmed and wriggled, while its members 
protested at being coerced, presented with an ultimatum, a “diktat”. They 
criticized Ben-Gurion’s character, his disobedience towards collective 
decisions; they denounced him for his inability to work with others, for not 
getting on with the General Staff, for his responsibility for the Latrun 
debacle, for his outrageous appointments. And then, with something like a 
secret sigh of relief, disguised by their desire to capitulate with honor, they 
asked Ben-Gurion to come back, flinging the recommendations of the five-
man committee into the wastepaper basket. 
 
Ben-Gurion’s victory was the end of the “mutinies” in the army. From this 
point onward, he was to receive a free hand in running defense matters. He 
was generous enough to permit a ministerial committee to assist him; but 
he remained the supreme commander and conducted the War of 
Independence up to the end, as he had hoped.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Ben-Gurion, Michael Bar-Zohar, Adama Books, New York, 1977, p. 164-175-
179. 
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Document F: “Remembering Forgotten Heroes: Rudolf 
Sonneborn”, David Isaac (2016) 

 
When it came to arms purchases, the Sonneborn Institute initially 
cooperated with Haim Slavin, the first Haganah representative to arrive on 
the scene. Slavin went about obtaining as much specialized equipment as 
he could. What redounded greatly to Israel’s benefit was the post-WWII fire 
sale of American arms. The U.S. government wanted to get rid of its 
wartime surplus, in some cases selling it as scrap for 70 dollars a ton. 
Airplanes that had cost a quarter million dollars were going for $15,000 
apiece. Unimaginable today, everything could be had, even aircraft carriers 
(the Sonneborn Institute would purchase one, although the effort to get it to 
Israel was unsuccessful).   
 
On one occasion, Leonard Slater, author of The Pledge, reports, Slavin, 
with help from his American assistant Phil Alper, a 22-year-old from 
California, tore through a Colt arms factory in Hartford, Connecticut when 
the machinery went up for sale on a first-come, first-serve basis. They 
succeeded in beating out a few hundred competitors.  Had the U.S. 
government known the machinery was destined for Palestine to be used to 
produce arms and ammunition, it would have prevented it. So it was 
necessary to disguise the machinery for shipping. TNT, bullets, and 
smokeless powder were also smuggled. These had to be hidden in the 
machinery itself or in oil drums, often with a few inches of oil strategically 
placed on the top. … 
 
A mid-1948 report by an Institute member estimated the dollar amount of 
goods between February-June as in the $3-to-$5 million range. By August 
1948, Sonneborn could tell the Institute’s members, “Since our work got 
underway early this year, you will take pride in knowing that we have 
already shipped nearly four million pounds of Army supplies to Israel.” … 
 
As those familiar with the story of Israel’s Air Force know, it would be 
Messerschmitt 109s from Czechoslovakia that would become Israel’s first 
combat planes in the War of Independence. But even here the Sonneborn 
Institute played a crucial role. The Zionists were stumped by the problem of 
getting the Messerschmitts to Palestine. The C-46s Al Schwimmer had 
bought with Sonneborn money solved the problem. They could airlift the 
first Me-109s in sections. When Haganah agent Eliyahu Sacharov learned 
this, he said, “This news was for us almost a sign of heavenly intervention.” 
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The C-46s, together with a C-54 obtained in Europe, made over 26 trips 
and, says Slater, “carried over a hundred tons of cargo, delivered eleven 
Me-109s complete with spare parts, and bombs, machine guns and 
ammunition and brought in the first fighter pilots to fly them.” 
 
The Sonneborn Institute also put up the money for additional 
Messerschmitts. When the Zionists realized that planes could be 
successfully transported, they wanted to buy an additional 15. But the 
Czechs upped their price and demanded immediate payment. With the 
Defense Ministry’s coffers low, calls were made and the money – $1 million 
– was put up by William Levitt, builder of Levittown.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: Remembering Forgotten Heroes: Rudolf Sonneborn, David Isaac, 2016. 
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Document G: “Days of Fire”, Samuel Katz (1966) 
  

In mid-September, [Count Folke] Bernadotte submitted a last report to the 

United Nations in which he had modified one item in his plan. He no longer 

proposed that Jerusalem be handed over to the Arabs. As this idea was 

particularly dear to his heart, its abandonment must have been painful to 

him. He now proposed a United Nations regime for the city. In all other 

respects he kept to his first report: the Negev was to be handed over to 

Abdullah, as well as Ramleh and Lydda – except for the airport, to be under 

international control. Haifa was to be an international port. The 360,000 

Arabs who had fled the country were to be brought back. Immigration was 

to be subject to [Jordanian King] Abdullah’s agreement and, in the final 

analysis, United Nations control.   

 

Bernadotte was openly angered and hurt when, as a result of this plan, he 

discovered that the Jews regarded him as a British agent. He denied the 

accusation vehemently. He insisted, both in public and to the Jewish and 

Arab representatives with whom he negotiated, that while he regarded 

himself as unfettered by the partition decision of November 1947, his only 

object was to bring peace to Palestine. His anger and his protestations did 

not modify the universal Jewish hostility. It was believed throughout Israel, 

and bluntly expressed in speeches and newspaper articles, that Bernadotte 

was an instrument of British interests. That summer he was in fact, after 

[British Foreign Minister Ernest] Bevin, the most hated man in Palestine. … 

 

In the late afternoon of Friday, September 17, Count Bernadotte was 

assassinated in Jewish-held Jerusalem. He was traveling in a car with four 

of his subordinates. The car was blocked by a jeep whose four occupants 

carried out the attack, killing Bernadotte and one of his assistants. The 

assailants were never caught or identified. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Source: Days of Fire, Samuel Katz, W.H. Allen, London, 1968, p. 275-276. 
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Document H: “The Arab-Israeli Wars”, Chaim Herzog (1982) 
 
For, as was to occur on many occasions, when it appeared that the Jewish 
forces were hard-pressed, the United Nations organization dragged its feet 
and saw no urgency whatsoever in bringing the hostilities to a conclusion; 
but, when it appeared that the Israelis were gaining the upper hand, the 
entire machinery of the community of nations was galvanized into action to 
prevent the Israelis from exploiting their success. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Arab-Israeli Wars, Chaim Herzog, Vintage Books, Random House, 1982, 
(Originally published Arms & Armour Press, 1982), p. 82.  
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Document I: “The Edge of the Sword”, Netanel Lorch (1961) 
 

The military strength of the Palestinian Arabs had been totally defeated. 
The Liberation Army had been dispersed to the four winds. The regular 
Egyptian Army had been severely beaten and would remain hors de 
combat for a considerable time; other regular Arab armies had also 
suffered severely. They had failed their objective, the destruction of the 
State of Israel, and they had created an Arab refugee problem for which 
they bear heavy responsibility.  
 
How can we account for Israel’s victory in the War of Independence at the 
cost of the lives of over four thousand soldiers and two thousand civilians? 
The Arabs blame their defeat on British perfidy, the treason of Arab 
governments or their failure to achieve unity of purpose and action. Some 
of them accuse the Mufti or Abdullah of having preferred their personal 
ambitions to the common cause. The people of Israel believe a decisive 
role was played by the will to sacrifice, consciousness of war aims and the 
recognition that there was no other choice. Others ascribe victory to the 
patient organizing work of Haganah over the years, and the assistance of 
Jews in other lands. There are many who attribute the triumph of arms to 
divine providence.  
 
It is not for us to decide the answer. From visible traces left by war on the 
sands of time: burned-out tanks and armored cars by the roadside, ruins of 
houses and villages, mute witness of tombstones, documents, books, and 
photographs; and from the invisible testimony of memories and emotions: 
through all these we have tried to sketch an account of the main events of 
this war which signaled a new dawn of freedom for Israel in its homeland.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source: The Edge of the Sword, Netanel Lorch, G.P. Putnam’s & Sons, New York, 
1961, p. 250-251.  
 


