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TIMELINE:  The Jewish Brigade 

 
1939 At the end of August, just before the war, World Zionist Organization president 
Chaim Weizmann sends a letter to Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain saying the Jews 
will support Britain both in manpower and brainpower. Chamberlain’s response is tepid. 
 
1939 In September, with the outbreak of war, Jews desperate to escape Hitler are trapped 
in Europe. The British White Paper has slammed shut the gates of Palestine. 
 
1939 In October, the Va’ad Leumi, or National Council, an elected assembly of Yishuv 
leaders, puts out a call for volunteers. Within five days, 136,000 men and women enroll. 
 
1940 In May, Winston Churchill takes over the premiership from Neville Chamberlain. 
 
1940 On May 29, 1940, Weizmann again approaches the British government. He sends a 
comprehensive program to Churchill in which he states: “(a) We can raise several divisions 
in Palestine and elsewhere for service with the British army.” 
 
1941 Churchill, who starts out liking the idea of a Jewish Army, is convinced to put it off by 
pro-Arab officials. 
 

1941 German Field Marshal Erwin Rommel and his Panzer army make their way toward 
Egypt and threaten to overrun Palestine. The Jews put their demand for a Jewish Brigade on 
the back burner to deal with the threat. The British also change their attitude and 
strengthen the underground Haganah and newly formed Palmach, a select force formed 
from Haganah members.   
 
1943 With Rommel’s defeat and the Jews of Palestine no longer in danger, the Jewish 
leadership renews its demand for a Jewish combat force. 
 
1944 In September, following the D-Day landings in Normandy, Churchill overrides what 
he calls “the usual silly objections” and supports the creation of a Jewish Army.  
 
1945 In November, the members of the Jewish Infantry Brigade, under command of 
Brigadier Ernest Benjamin, a Jewish British career officer, arrive in Italy. 
 
1945 In March and April, its soldiers take part in one major offensive in Italy to crush the 
Nazi forces of Field Marshal Albert Kesselring. 


