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Chapter 1: Ha’apala - the Illegal 

Immigration 
 

When I was twenty I was mobilized to Aliya Bet and sent to 

Europe to help in sending survivors of the Holocaust to Palestine. 

Seven months later I was appointed commander of a vessel of 

survivors; it was broken down unseaworthy old vessel, which 

carried 1,250 men, women and children. When I look back at that 

period, I can only assume that my naiveté and that of those above 

me, coupled with the strong desire to succeed in our undertaking 

and to answer the needs of those we were trying to help, were the 

reasons that such a weighty and dangerous mission was placed 

upon the shoulders of such a young man. The fact that these same 

1,250 ma’apilim eventually reached Palestine and merged into the 

daily life of the Yishuv (the Jewish settlements) is proof enough 

that a strong belief in the necessity of what we were doing was 

sufficient cause for our success. In the excitement of the action 

there were moments when even I doubted that we would succeed.  
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One has to imagine what Europe was like at that time, when the 

Mosad for Aliya Bet (the organization for illegal immigration) was 

active. It was less than a year since the end of the war; the 

continent had been wrecked by a war that had lasted six years. The 

infrastructure of the countries had been destroyed by the bombs 

and the shells, food was hard to find, as were water and electricity. 

Millions were homeless as their homes had been destroyed and 

they had been deported far from their towns and villages by the 

Nazi conquerors. Among these refugees were hundreds of 

thousands of Jews; survivors of the extermination camps and 

forced labor camps, and there were also some partisans. These 

were the surviving embers of a nation.  

 

The story that I tell here is not only the story of one vessel of 

which I was the commander, the “Latrun”. This is a story of tens of 

other young men and women like me, who brought about 100,000 

survivors to Palestine on the decks of other smaller or larger 

vessels, most of which were in no condition to carry such a 

precious cargo, as their physical conditions were abominable.  

 

 

The Journey to Europe 

It was February 1946; Shaul Avigur, the chief of the Mosad for 

Aliya Bet suggested that I go to Europe as part of the Palyam 

Company of the Palmach and help in the bringing of survivors of 

the Holocaust to Palestine. The following month found me at 
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Kibbutz Naveh Yam, near Atlit. I met six other Palyamnikim there 

as well as 14 Italian crew members; among them was also Captain 

Mario. This was the crew that had brought the “Orde Wingate” to 

Palestine. They were going home to Italy and the Palyamnikim 

joined them for the trip to Europe. Natan Alterman wrote about 

this captain who also captained other vessels of ma’apilim. His 

poem was called: “Thank you Italian Captain”. There is no doubt 

in my mind that Captain Mario deserved our thanks. When 

darkness fell we all boarded the vessel “Ada”, a small fishing 

trawler, and she sailed out to sea for her home port of Genoa in 

northwest Italy. The Palyamnikim gathered in one of the small 

holds and the commander of our unit presented himself, Lova 

Eliav.  

 

Most of us did not know each other previously, so Lova requested 

that we introduce ourselves. When my turn came and I had 

finished speaking, Lova exclaimed in surprise: “So you are Uri 

Greenblatt from Nachlat Yehuda; ten years ago, when we were still 

kids I came to your house with my father. He sold cattle feed and 

we brought a load of feed to your dairy barn! I played with you and 

with your brother Aharon while my father and yours, who had both 

studied at Yeshiva in Lithuania, sat and drank tea and ‘talked 

Torah’.” Since then Lova and I have remained close friends.   

  

The voyage went smoothly for several hours, but then the shaft of 

the engine broke. With the aid of sails we managed to reach 
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Limasol, Cyprus. Repairs were made and we continued to sail 

westwards. It did not take too long before the same shaft broke 

again. We were adrift and quite helpless. When we saw another 

fishing vessel in the distance we lit a fire on the deck; this was a 

distress signal. The vessel approached us and we transferred over 

to her and continued with her to the port of Bodrum, in 

southwestern Turkey. En route, Lova tried to convince the captain 

to take us to Italy. He agreed on condition that we first pull into his 

home port where he could take on food and fuel and say a word to 

his family. In port we were questioned by the Turkish police, but 

with the aid of a few gold coins and a few watches that changed 

hands, the Turks allowed us to continue on our journey. We had to 

take shelter in several bays to avoid some storms that came up 

rather suddenly, but we continued moving forward. We knew we 

would not arrive when expected, but we had no way of 

communicating with those who were waiting for us. Captain Mario 

suggested we pull in to a small fishing village in the boot of Italy, 

Gallipoli, as he was familiar with some whore houses, and thought 

we would be able to find shelter there.  

 

 

The Whore Lucia 

The Israelis were indeed taken in to the home of a young and 

good-looking whore named Lucia. She lived there with her mother 

and eight year old daughter. The Italians were staying in the home 

of another whore. Lucia, her mother and their neighbors took 
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excellent care of us. It was only now that I understood the story of 

the Biblical whore, Rahav! One can easily understand that for me, 

a young and inexperienced twenty years old, graduate of HaNoar 

HaOved youth movement, it was a rather ‘strange’ experience 

sleeping in a whore’s bed with four other fellows. We were also 

given food and the protection of the local police. We had no 

money to give her and she only had Mario’s word that in time she 

would be duly recompensed. Remember, this was one year after 

the end of the war and food and fuel were very scarce. The fact 

that roads were in very poor condition and transportation was slow 

and expensive, made matters even worse.  

 

Several days later, some of Lucia’s friends suggested that we move 

to a village nearby, as there was a camp of Jewish refugees there. 

With the help of the police and several fishermen, we moved to the 

other village during the night. There we were able to make contact 

with the Aliya Bet authorities in Milan and a vehicle of the Jewish 

Brigade was dispatched to take us from the village to Milan. It 

took us two days to get from the village in the boot of Italy to the 

Mosad’s main base at Magenta, about 40 kilometers east of Milan.  

 

One more word about Lucia: We kept contact with her for many 

years. Once, when Moti Hod (RIP) who was in our group and was 

at that time the General Director of El Al, we tried to arrange a 

visit in Israel for her and her daughter. Unfortunately, the visit did 

not take place because the local priest advised her against coming. 
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In April 1981, the newspaper Maariv published an article by 

Yaakov HaElyon, in which he described the efforts to locate her 

for an appearance in the Israeli TV program, “The Pillar of Fire”.  
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Magenta 

In this huge camp the Mosad for Aliya Bet set up its logistic center 

for Italy. It included a food and clothing depot and a vehicle depot 

of equipment that belonged to the JDC (Joint Distribution Comm.) 

and of the Jewish forces in the British Army.  

 

The fictitious TTG unit [Telchas Tisi Gescheften]: These trucks 

were stolen from the British Army and organized into a fictitious 

transport company which “requisitioned” [stole] supplies from 

British depots in order to supply the Aliya Bet vessels with food, 

clothing and fuel, etc. They also transported the survivors from the 

camps to the ships that were ready to sail. These trucks were 

operated by men of the Palmach who had been serving in the 

Jewish Brigade. They left their identity behind and assumed the 

identity of survivors. Survivors, who suited the physical 

characteristics of the Palmachniks, took their place in the Jewish 

Brigade. This switch, which allowed survivors to make Aliya as 

Jewish soldiers, was called Aliya Daled.  

 

 

The Vessel “Yagur” 

The “Yagur” carried 750 ma’apilim and left from La Ciotat, a 

small town and port on the Western fringe of the French Riviera 

(about 40 kilometers east of Marseille), on 29th July, 1946. The 

ma’apilim had been sheltered before the voyage in a beautiful villa 

facing a little bay about one kilometer distant from the pier itself. 
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In order to attract as little attention as possible, the ma’apilim left 

the villa during the night and walked quietly to the pier.  

 

Everyone managed to board before daylight and the tug that was to 

pull the vessel out of the port was also ready; the ship was out of 

port before daylight and we, who had been helping loading the 

survivors - went into a café that had just opened for business in the 

early morning for a cup of coffee. An old couple was already 

seated there and they had in the past been witness to a number of 

clandestine sailings. They greeted us with Bonjour, and the old 

man asked in French, “Combien”? I answered nonchalantly, 

“About 150”. The old Frenchman was overwhelmed, “Oh-la-la, 

150 people in such a small boat!” (The vessel actually carried 750 

passengers). 

 

The “Yagur” was sighted by a British plane and escorted by two 

destroyers into the port of Haifa. The ma’apilim were then 

transferred to the Deportation Ships and became the first ones to be 

deported to Cyprus, together with those who had arrived on the 

“Henrietta Szold”.  
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Gid’onim in Marseille, 1946 

Left to right: Miko (Abraham Bechar), Mike Harari and Uri 
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The Vessel “Latrun” 

In memory of the ma’apilim of the vessel “Latrun” who fought in 

the War of Independence and were killed in action. (First 

published in Maarachot-Yam, March 1963) 

 

As of October 1946, the “Yagur“ was the last vessel to have sailed 

from France and it had sailed in July. One of the main reasons for 

this lack of action in France was the pressure that the British 

government applied upon the higher echelons of the French 

government. During this period however, thousands of ma’apilim 

had gathered in the Aliya Bet camps waiting for the right moment. 

Some of them had been in France for too long and made 

themselves a bad name with the Marseille police. We found it 

necessary to strengthen our authority over the ma’apilim and at the 

same time try to get vessels moving again.  

 

The Mosad for Aliya Bet bought a vessel in Sweden (that had been 

built in 1870), called the “San Dimitrio”. Its name was altered to 

Hagana ship “Latrun”, in order to tell the world that we will not be 

put off by arrests and detentions. (on June 29, 1946, “Black 

Saturday” all the leaders of the Jewish settlement in Palestine were 

arrested and imprisoned in Latrun, in an effort to close down the 

Hagana). Towards the end of September the “San Dimitrio” was 

on its way from Sweden to a shipyard in La Ciotat, France.  
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I was appointed to command the vessel. Benyamin (Bob) 

Strassberg and the Palyamnik Shalom Shwartz, a veteran officer 

and a volunteer from the USA joined me. It was our job to 

organize and train the ma’apilim for the journey. At the same time 

others working in the Mosad for Aliya Bet began to prepare the 

vessel for the journey. Only those who participated in such a trip 

can be fully aware of the terrible conditions under which the 

ma’apilim made this journey. Anyone else who tried to imagine 

these conditions would surely err, and underestimate the 

difficulties. Since there was no choice but to do the job as well as 

we could, we tried to prepare the ma’apilim for what was to come 

as well as possible. Although we were not certain as to our port of 

departure, we nevertheless gathered the ma’apilim in the area 

around La Ciotat. There was not enough room in the camp in that 

area so we moved some of the ma’apilim to Saint Jerome. We 

were not certain as to how many ma’apilim we were to take on 

board, but we decided to set ourselves some system of priorities. 

As the conditions in the waiting camps were far from luxurious but 

much better than they would be aboard ship, we worsened the 

conditions of the camps and we started to live on shore as they 

would be living on board the ship. We went over to this sort of 

regime by easy stages. At the same time, we tried to improve the 

food they were getting and the clothing they had to wear.  

 

Two weeks prior to the sailing date we declared a state of 

emergency. Captains were put in command of companies that we 
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had formed. These were the ‘pick-of-the-crop’ among the 

ma’apilim. They had been leaders in the youth movements and 

were intelligent; they had influence over their companions. There 

was also a unit of guards whose job was to maintain order and they 

were the largest and the strongest among the ma’apilim. We also 

had a medical unit which included a doctor and several women to 

help him as nurses. There was another group of cooks and kitchen 

help and a group to clean the toilets.  

 

Until then, all the ma’apilim had left from the pier of La Ciotat but 

we decided to prepare for the worst eventuality and took the 

ma’apilim out to a lonely bay, to prepare them for boarding the 

vessel there if need be. Perhaps we were a bit cruel in our 

demands, but that may have been for their own good and our 

consciences were clear. We would practice roll-call and have them 

leave their rooms and line up in a minimum of time. Nothing was 

to remain in their rooms. If a ma’apil had more equipment than he 

could carry then he had to turn the surplus in to the central depot, 

whose job was to see that this would eventually reach the ma’apil 

in Palestine. This did not always happen and unfortunately, a good 

deal of a people’s personal possessions was lost. At night, the 

ma’apilim went to sleep with their packs at the ready and by their 

side, as it was forbidden to strike a light at night.  

 

We trained the men, the women and the children; everyone but 

pregnant and nursing mothers and babies. From roll-call we would 
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lead them with their packs over a hill and down into the port area 

of the town, and then around and back to the camp. While in 

training, the food was given out the way it would be on board the 

vessel; the group leader went and got the portions for his squad and 

he divided them up and distributed it to his squad. All this may 

sound rather extreme and absurd to the reader but it was real 

preparation for a real situation. We were very grateful to the 

ma’apilim for receiving all we threw at them with understanding 

and cooperation.  

 

While we were busy working with the ma’apilim, our buddies 

from the Mosad for Aliya Bet in Marseille were hard at work 

preparing the vessel to receive them. Among them were Rudy - 

Shmarya Tzameret (RIP) from Beit HaShita, Avi and Avinoam 

from the Mosad and Bob, the seaman. Joe Baharliya was Rudy’s 

aid, a fellow who was very active in getting things done. Joe was a 

real ‘live wire’ and he played a very important role in supplying us 

with whatever the ships were in need of before sailing. He was of 

Spanish Jewish descent and he and his brother Albert ran a ship 

supply company. He knew no Hebrew except how to say “Yihyeh 

Beseder” (everything will be okay), and everything was always 

okay. Joe’s men brought us our communications equipment, they 

brought in the illegal weapons which we brought to Palestine and 

they supplied false papers when necessary.  
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As the work of preparation on the vessel moved forward, we saw 

that we would be able to carry about 1,250 passengers. Extra 

kitchen equipment, extra toilet facilities and ventilation equipment 

were installed, and a sickbed corner was prepared. The atmosphere 

was charged; the D Day of the journey was approaching. Three 

days before we were supposed to depart I awoke to the sound of 

noise and bustle. People were already packing. Our camp was 

located on the top of a hill and had a view of the entrance to the 

bay of La Ciotat, where there was a rather large shipyard. 

Wondering what caused all the fuss I looked towards the bay and 

saw that a huge French ship of about 35,000 tons had entered the 

harbor (as compared to our little 1,000 ton “Latrun”). There was a 

large French flag painted on her flank in red, white and blue, but 

the red had faded and was hardly visible. The ma’apilim had 

mistakenly thought that this was the ship that they would sail upon. 

Their mistake was soon obvious; this was a French warship that 

had been damaged in a fight with the German navy during WW II, 

and had pulled in to the shipyard for repairs. I had to work hard to 

calm our ma’apilim and assured them that we would be leaving 

shortly. I told them that we also would soon be sending ma’apilim 

in ships of that size, that would carry 30,000 at one go.  

On the 17th October we packed everything up at dawn and 1,252 

ma’apilim set out in the direction of our vessel in a very orderly 

manner. They were divided into groups with the group leader at the 

head of his contingent and each one carried his visa asserting that 

he could enter Columbia, South America, legally. We could see the 
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little “San Dimitrio” down below as its bow cut through the water 

at the entrance to the bay. I think that very few of the ma’apilim 

believed that this little vessel would really carry us to the Land of 

Israel. As soon as the vessel tied to the pier the company of guards 

boarded first and with their control of the situation and the training 

that the ma’apilim had had, we were able to load all of the 

survivors in a short time and without a hitch. At first the French 

police delayed us, as they checked every visa but they soon gave 

up and allowed all of us to board.   

 

 

The Journey 

The organization of the ma’apilim worked out very well and 

everyone received a quantity of water to drink and a bag for vomit, 

if needed. The crew of the ship consisted of a captain and 17 

Spanish Republican seamen; all were refugees of the fascist Franco 

regime. They were on the whole a group of pleasant and brave 

men. We told them that they were to take the refugees as far as 

Crete; from there on we would transfer the ma’apilim to another 

vessel. I am not certain if they believed that promise or not, but 

when we told them when we were en route that there was a change 

in plans and we would have to go directly all the way to Haifa, 

they took this news quite calmly and were not overly upset about 

it.  
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A strong wind came up just as the “San Dimitrio” raised its anchor 

and the wind shoved the vessel onto the rocks at the base of the 

pier of the port. The journey started off badly, and we needed a 

tugboat to pull us off and out. We made the open sea and were to 

proceed presumably at a speed of ten knots. We figured that we 

would average eight knots and at that rate it would take us eight to 

nine days to reach Palestine. We had prepared food, water and fuel 

for 14 days. As soon as we were out to sea and moving along, it 

became clear that the vessel could not do more than five knots! 

The sea got a bit rough and people started to throw up. I must 

admit here and now that I, strictly a landlubber, did not feel like a 

fish in the water either. I tried to hide that as best I could.  

 

It was at this stage of the game that all our intensive training 

beforehand now paid off. The ma’apilim were orderly and 

disciplined and were not overwhelmed by the conditions on board 

the vessel. One of our biggest problems was water. Water takes up 

a good deal of space and had to be rationed. At the same time, the 

crowding and the heat in the hold of the ship made the ma’apilim 

thirsty. The water was rationed to two liters per person per day, for 

cooking and drinking. This was the biggest cause of disturbance 

among the ma’apilim. All the passengers were in the hold below 

deck, except pregnant women and young children, for whom 

special quarters had been built on the deck. Some parents did not 

want to be separated from their children and insisted they keep 

their children with them in the hold. Some husbands did not want 
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to be separated from their wives and moved themselves into the 

quarters for the pregnant women. Sometimes we had to use a firm 

hand when words alone did not have the desired effect, in order to 

make them return to the hold.  

 

After being at sea for two days in a rough sea, the vessel started to 

list to one side. The vessel had had a balanced keel due to the coal 

and water that it was carrying. As the coal and water were being 

used up, the vessel was losing its equilibrium. As the vessel listed, 

she also lost speed. This became a very serious issue. We did have 

some ventilation in the hold, but the crowding and the stench from 

the vomiting made prolonged stay below almost impossible. We 

tried to let the ma’apilim stay on deck so long as we were still not 

close to the shore and the British were not in sight, but with the list 

that had developed we could not let many on deck at any one time.  

 

We had tried to take everything into account in our planning and 

we put the strongest men into the lowest bunks and the weaker 

ones above them. We had even arranged for cultural programs to 

occupy the time during the voyage. The list of the vessel changed 

all that and we could not let more than a bare minimum onto the 

deck. Bob, Shalom Shwartz and I would stand on the bridge with a 

megaphone and yell to the deck in broken Yiddish: “10 people 

over to the right side of the vessel (or the left, as the situation 

warranted)”. In that way the vessel was continually listing to 

starboard or to port as people moved from one side to the other, 
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trying to keep the vessel on an even keel. If we meet some of these 

ma’apilim today, years after, they recall how we would yell to 

them.  

 

Our limiting the number of ma’apilim on deck led to breaches of 

discipline, which increased with time. We had to be more and 

more strict in our demands. We (the Palyamnikim) also spent most 

of our time in the holds; this was so that we could be an example 

for the others and also to keep a watchful eye on them and to 

encourage them. All in all, the ma’apilim were very cooperative 

and I can recall only one incident of rebellion. When we were 

nearing Crete a storm came up and the vessel rocked heavily; there 

were waves of gigantic size that hit the vessel. People threw up all 

over the place and some were in panic. The captain and many of 

the crew were at a loss and I saw the first mate and a number of 

sailors down on their knees, praying fervently. We, I and some of 

the Palyamnikim, perhaps because of our inexperience, acted with 

bravado and showed no fear. I radioed a message to headquarters 

in Palestine: “We are in the midst of a severe storm and the vessel 

is listing at an angle of 300. Everything is under control.” The 

captain asked Bob for permission to pull into a bay in Crete for 

shelter until the storm would blow over. As we had no contact with 

headquarters that day, we conferred among ourselves and decided 

that we must keep on going. We feared that if we pulled in to Crete 

we would have trouble with the authorities in leaving again, or that 

the crew would jump ship and leave us stranded.  
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The captain was very dissatisfied with our decision and declared 

that he would no longer obey us. We had no recourse but to put 

him and his officers under armed guard. They now used a new 

tactic; they had befriended a number of the ma’apilim and they 

encouraged a spirit of defeatism in them, that because of the 

terrible conditions met with a good measure of success. A group of 

‘hefties’ approached us and demanded that we pull in to a bay in 

Crete and send out a cry for help. Among these men there was also 

one who was a professional radio operator. This revolt did not last 

long, as our guards overcame the rebels. Shortly before we arrived 

at Haifa the one who had led this revolt came to us and apologized 

for his behavior and promised that those who had rebelled would 

vindicate themselves in their fighting against the British. (This they 

definitely did do, and fulfilled their promise with honor.) 

 

Now we had reached the point where preparations had to be made 

to make a dash for the shore. Headquarters on land gave us the 

particulars on when and where to land, and what we had to 

prepare. From now on no one was allowed on deck during the day. 

We took down the Panama flag that we had been flying and put up 

a Turkish flag. The Turks were not known to be helpful to the 

Jewish cause then, and their ships were common enough in that 

part of the Mediterranean. We still had two and a half days of 

travel to reach Haifa. We had been en route for 11 days and our 

situation was not easy. We had a lookout on deck at all times 

whose job was plane-spotting. On 29 October at 8 a.m. we heard 
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the buzz of a light airplane approaching from the direction of the 

coast. There were very few people on deck but we were 

nevertheless quite certain that we had been spotted. Two 

conflicting thoughts ran through my mind; on the one hand I was 

very sorry that our plans to come ashore secretly and at night 

would not be fulfilled, but on the other hand, I felt a lightening of 

the load, of being responsible for the welfare of 1,250 ma’apilim, 

who had been disconnected from the world. The same was true 

when we spotted a British destroyer following us at a distance that 

evening. The destroyer followed us for the rest of our voyage.  

 

It was a bright moonlit night and the sea was calm and quiet. The 

destroyer could be heard approaching us from the stern. A voice 

shouted at us via loudspeaker: “Who are you and where are you 

headed?” “We are an empty cargo vessel headed for Beirut”, was 

our reply. Our effort at subterfuge did not fool them; the British 

had identified us. Perhaps they had identified us even before the 

plane spotted us. The destroyer now asked directly: “San Dimitrio, 

are you carrying illegal immigrants on board to Palestine?” Here 

we changed our act and answered: “The name of our vessel is not 

San Dimitrio, it is the “Latrun”, and so far as we know we have no 

illegal immigrants on board; we are carrying citizens back to their 

homeland.” The destroyer now addressed the captain and the crew 

in French, Italian and English: “We suggest you head the vessel 

towards Famagusta, Cyprus; we will send you back to your home 

countries from there and we will save you a lot of trouble.” Our 
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answer was very simple: “We take orders from our superiors only, 

please get out of our way.” This exchange went on the whole night 

and most of the following day.  

 

I was told that two men had jumped into the water and were 

swimming away. We took count to find out who was missing and 

discovered that the cook and a sailor were the ones who had 

jumped the ship. The destroyer picked up the two men 

immediately. We feared that the sailors would give away our 

identities (the Palyamnikim) and we would be arrested when we 

arrived in Haifa. We prepared to disguise ourselves as best we 

could. Our problem was how we could prevent the ma’apilim from 

coming out on deck; this would have greatly endangered the 

stability of the vessel. To our great satisfaction discipline held and 

despite the terribly crowded conditions below, no one came on 

deck.   

 

On November 1st, at dawn, we sighted the Carmel and the bay of 

Haifa. The destroyer was joined by its twin and the efforts to 

convince us turned to dire warning that were we to enter the 

territorial waters of Palestine it would be necessary to use force 

against us. Our answer was: “If force is used against us we shall 

have to reply with force.” We continued forward and the 

destroyers continued alongside us. Suddenly, one of the destroyers 

turned its bow towards our vessel and we called for our soldier 

contingent. The destroyer did as we feared it would and jolted our 
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old vessel with its prow. This made a hole on our starboard side 

and the vessel listed over heavily to port with the deck not far from 

the water level. The destroyer on the port side came close and held 

the vessel above water. We were stuck between the destroyers until 

a tug came and pulled us into port, with the two destroyers holding 

our vessel above the water line but we were drawing water into the 

hold because of the hole on the starboard side.  

 

Years later I came across a report which was delivered to the 

Mosad for Aliya Bet, written by the Gid’oni Yitzchak Golan, of 

the crew of our vessel: Suddenly I felt a jet of water... and shortly 

after that a blow on the head with a baton. This assured me that the 

enemy had boarded the vessel. I managed to throw the crystal of 

my radio and the papers of codes into the water. I could smell the 

tear gas and see armed soldiers wearing gasmasks on deck. There 

was a short fight; Bob and a group of ma’apilim managed to grab a 

lieutenant and remove his gasmask. He looked quite miserable. A 

corporal came to help him and he was thrown into the water. We 

were no match for the fresh well-fed and well-armed young 

soldiers after the journey of two weeks that we had endured, so 

after a few severe skirmishes the soldiers soon managed to break 

resistance and we had to give in. Had one of the destroyers moved 

away we would certainly have gone under. The fight was over for 

now but we would look for the first opportunity to renew it.  
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“Latrun” (San Dimitrio) at Haifa, 1 November 1946 

 

Two days later all the ma’apilim of the “Latrun” arrived at 

Famagusta on board a British deportation ship. We were installed 

in camp no. 63, a ‘summer camp’, which was already populated 

with the ma’apilim of the “Yagur” and the “Henrietta Szold”. 

Although somewhat disappointed that we did not reach Palestine, it 

was also a relief to know that our dangerous voyage was over and 

we settled in to the routine of camp life. This was a cakewalk in 

comparison to life on our vessel. We spent several months in the 

camp until we were delivered back to Palestine by devious 

channels.  
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Cyprus 

Aryeh Kaplan (Kippy) – RIP was commander of the camp and 

along with him were Dr. Shiba and his wonderful gang of helpers, 

and a group of teachers and group leaders who had accompanied 

the above-mentioned vessels on their journey. We soon felt quite at 

home. The ma’apilim themselves were a disciplined and 

excellently behaved group and they and their leaders organized 

their daily schedule very well. Soon there were study groups of all 

sorts and an active cultural life. I found it amusing that the British 

soldiers were eating out of mess-tins between the two rows of 

barbed wire fencing, while we were sitting at tables and eating like 

kibbutznikim.  

 

From August 1946 and until April 1948 more than 51,000 

ma’apilim, who had tried to make Aliya to Palestine by sea, were 

deported to Cyprus. The detention camps in Cyprus were active 

until February 10th 1949. During this period the British freed small 

amounts of detainees who were allowed into Palestine under the 

monthly quota system. The certificates for these quotas were given 

to the Jewish Agency. Aryeh Kaplan of the Palyam was chosen by 

his fellow Palyamnikim to be the first commander of the camps. 

He set up military units of young ma’apilim who were interested in 

volunteering to the Palmach, within the camps. These young 

people also helped to keep order within the camps and were to be 

of assistance to the forces of the Palmach in future battles. They 

also helped in digging the tunnels in and out of the camps, through 
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which the Palmach maintained a constant stream of contacts, 

equipment, arms and people. All in all, seven tunnels were dug, of 

which the British discovered two. This was a very secret and 

dangerous operation which was carried out by the Ranks of the 

Defenders, the group that received military training from the 

Palmach in the camps and was activated and run by the Palmach. 

The groups of ma’apilim who received certificates from Cyprus to 

make Aliya often included more people than certificates, as we 

helped the British soldiers count those that were leaving. 

‘Mistakes’ in the count were frequent but the British were not too 

discerning, so long as life in the camps ran smoothly and there was 

a peaceful atmosphere there.  

 

We received aid from the local Jewish community and we had very 

good relations with them. I recall particularly the Persitz family 

who helped in everything that we asked of them. There were other 

families, but I do not recall all the names. We Palyamnikim had 

special privileges as we were given certificates stating that we 

were ‘Welfare Officers”. We could leave the camps, accompanied 

by emissaries from Palestine, as guards. This allowed us a measure 

of contact with the locals who sometimes invited us as guests to 

their homes. We were even able to do a bit of touring in the cities 

and the mountains of this beautiful country.  

 

In March, 1947, after we had spent about four months in the 

camps, I was shipped to Palestine for a short vacation. I arrived at 
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night and in the morning Nachlat Yehuda was surrounded by 

British paratroopers searching for weapons and for suspicious 

characters. I was rounded up and put in a cage and awaited my turn 

to be identified. I did not have any sort of identification. When I 

was called before the questioners I told them that I had lost my ID 

card. Yehuda Fein, who was the commander of the local police 

station, swore that I was a local inhabitant and that I did not take 

part in any unlawful activity. He and others at the station were very 

surprised by my appearance there that morning. I spent several 

days at home and then was shipped out again, this time to 

Marseille, where I was to prepare the ma’apilim of the “Exodus” 

for their journey.  

 

The journey of the “Latrun” had been a very difficult one; as 

difficult as any of the vessels of the ma’apilim, and perhaps even 

more than most. However, from the beginning to the end we, the 

Palyamnikim and the ma’apilim were certain beyond doubt that we 

would make it. Today, as I travel about the country, I meet here or 

there people who had been on that journey with me and note the 

active and constructive roles they play in the life of the country. 

Some of them, alas, also took part in the War of Independence and 

laid down their lives for the creation of the State. I salute them. 

 

Recently, I received from the veteran Palyamnik - Yehuda Ben 

Tzur, a translation by Reuven Yatir of a British navy report that 

deals with the vessel “Latrun”, which had been so close to sinking. 
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The report states: “We do not know of a worse instance in 

comparison to other ships that were used by Aliya Bet.” It was no 

wonder that we found the conditions in the rain dripping tents of 

the camp at Keralos to be those of a five-star hotel in comparison 

to those we had had on the “Latrun”. As I have grown older and 

somewhat more conservative in weighing various matters, I have 

reached the conclusion that only devil-daring youngsters, devoid of 

a feeling of responsibility, were capable of taking upon themselves 

the responsibility for the lives of hundreds of survivors on a 

battered old vessel – and bring them to the land of their dreams, as 

we did. Close to 100,000 arrived in Palestine in this way and 

became involved in the building of the new State of Israel.   

 

 

The Mosad for Aliya Bet 

Jews have come to Eretz Israel throughout history, but the stream 

became stronger in the 19th C. This was a private Aliya of 

individuals and of groups; some groups were organized on political 

grounds, like the Revisionist or other political parties. At the 

beginning of the 20th C. the Jewish Agency was the leading force 

in this movement. The extent of illegal immigration increased 

greatly after the end of World War II, when the true extent of the 

catastrophe of the Jews of Europe due to the Holocaust became 

known. This Aliya continued until the creation of the State of 

Israel.  
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The Mosad for Aliya Bet, which was the executive arm of the 

Jewish settlement in Palestine, was founded and went into action in 

the 1930’s, but its activity increased greatly the moment the war 

came to an end. The soldiers of the Jewish Brigade and other 

Hebrew units which fought in the framework of the British Army 

in Europe were the first to organize the refugees, the survivors of 

the Holocaust. They were the first ones to help them and take care 

of their immediate needs and also to organize them into groups. 

They brought them from the countries of central Europe to the port 

cities of the Mediterranean. This mass movement was called 

“Bricha” (to run away) and those that led them and transported 

them were known as “HaChavura” (the Gang).  

 

The Mosad for Aliya Bet coordinated the work of those in the field 

from all groups, including the men of the Palyam and the 

emissaries of the Zionist movements of Palestine. The Mosad also 

coordinated the working of the Jewish communities in Europe, 

which had to recover and reorganize after the liberation of Europe. 

The American Jewish Committee was very active in supplying the 

funds for all the work that had to be done and gave logistic 

support, food, fuel and transport, and helped gain support of the 

governments of Europe for their operation. There were other 

important forces helping the work of the Mosad; these included the 

Jewish community leaders in various countries of Europe as well 

as the governments of some of these countries. This was especially 

true of France, Italy and the Balkan countries. They often 
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displayed leniency and understanding despite the pressure applied 

upon them by the British government. At the same time, the Jewish 

settlements in Palestine, including the Hagana, the Palmach and 

Etzel, mobilized to help receive and absorb the ma’apilim when 

they arrived in the country.  

 

The Mosad was responsible for finding the remnants of our people 

after the war throughout Europe and North Africa, (and later, in 

Iraq, Iran and other Islamic countries in the Middle East). The 

Mosad brought them to camps where they waited for Aliya and 

while there housed them and fed them, gave them medical care and 

taught them Hebrew and other subjects. Their Aliya went on 

despite the British blockade, and at the same time the Mosad was 

also active in procuring arms for the war that was sure to come. 

The arms were delivered to Palestine by sea and by air from 

Europe. The work was done by the people of the Mosad for Aliya 

Bet quietly and without fanfare, and adroitly. One should not 

forget that this was all done in a Europe whose infrastructure had 

been wrecked by years of heavy warfare, and where millions who 

had been beaten and broken, had been left with no homes and no 

future.  

 

 

How in Hell Did It Work? 

For more than two years, from February 1946 until June 1948, I 

was a volunteer working for the Mosad for Aliya Bet. I had a 
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number of jobs; I was a Gid’oni (wireless operator), I was in 

charge of communications for the Mosad in Europe, I ran a camp 

of ma’apilim waiting their turn for Aliya, I was commander of a 

vessel carrying ma’apilim to Palestine, and more. During this 

period the Mosad had procured about 90 vessels, which were all 

converted to carry as many people as possible. They all needed 

fuel, food supplies and water, and much was involved logistically 

in handling a fleet of this size. The Mosad gathered over 100,000 

survivors of the Holocaust from all over Europe and brought them 

to the port cities of the Mediterranean, mainly to Italy, France and 

the Balkans. It gave these survivors food, shelter, clothes, 

transport, false documents where necessary, and brought them to 

the Land of Israel.  

 

As one who took part at this end of the line of activity I could feel 

that everything ran as an efficient and well-oiled machine. I never 

heard or saw anything pertaining to organizational protocol or 

chain of command or system of reporting. Nobody was concerned 

about the technical order of reporting or accounting; I didn’t ask 

and I wasn’t told and it did not interest anyone. Later, when I was 

in the IDF or other organizations and looked back at this period of 

activity, I asked myself: “How did it work? How did this potpourri 

of a complicated organization of inexperienced kids, working in 

post-war Europe, manage to get things done?” 
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The only answer that I could come up with was: Everything ran as 

it did because every small cog in the operation was utterly devoted 

to his job. No one waited for orders telling him what to do, but did 

what had to be done when it had to be done; and in a responsible 

and devoted fashion. I knew, as a result of the jobs that were given 

to me to do or which I took upon myself to do, as did all my 

friends, that at the head of the whole organization was the 

legendary Shaul Avigur, a member of Kibbutz Kineret. In Italy 

was the daring Yehuda Arazi and his right hand man (woman) Ada 

Sereni, a member of Kibbutz Givat Brenner (later on she received 

the Israel Prize). In France the work was directed by Shmarya 

Tzameret of Kibbutz Beit HaShita and Avi Shwartz of Kibbutz 

Dafna. In the Balkans there were Shaike Dan of Kibbutz Ramat 

HaKovesh and Ehud Avriel of Kibbutz Naot Mordechai. 

Alongside this wonderful group of people there were many others 

and I shall name only a few of them: Pinchas Kozlovski (Sapir), 

Yaakov Eshkoli, Moshe Agami, Munia Meridor (may they all 

RIP), and Lova Eliav and Levi Argov (may they live long). There 

were many others whom I have not named.  

 

As I have mentioned, the Mosad for Aliya Bet started working in 

Europe in the 30’s. It continued its efforts while the war was still 

raging, (the episode of the Israeli paratroopers was publicized and 

it was as a part of this operation that Chana Senesh met her death). 

In order to fully understand the secret of success of this group of 

people, one must understand the spirit in which these people acted. 
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Men of the Jewish Brigade and Jewish soldiers from England and 

America made contact with the Mosad in Europe and exploited 

their positions as soldiers, when the war was over, in order to help 

save Jews. They made contact with the extermination camps and 

helped the Jews who survived, organizing them for the journey to 

Palestine. That is the jist of the story of European Jewry after the 

war and of how it was aided by the young Israelis from the 

settlements of Palestine. 

 

One more word to complete the picture: A large sum of money was 

involved in this whole operation and proper accounting under the 

conditions then existing was very difficult, if not impossible. 

However, those leading the operation and everyone else working in 

the organization regarded that money as holy, and lived a life close 

to that of a pauper. It later turned out that there were a few who 

exploited the situation for their own good, but they were the small 

minority and had no effect on the whole machine. Not long ago I 

ran into Yisrael Meital (Montowliski) who had been with his 

family in the Grand Arénas camp in France, when he was 15 years 

old. I was commander of the camp at that time. He told me how we 

looked to the ma’apilim. They admired our bearing, our assurance 

and our decisiveness. We were the prototype of the “New Jew”. 

This admiration can also explain why we succeeded in our 

mission. We were working with a ‘captive audience’ that was 

ready to follow us through fire and water, without questioning our 

authority; all this, despite our obvious youth and inexperience.  
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The Vision of the Dry Bones 

Fate smiled on the youth of my generation and we were granted a 

historical privilege. We had the great honor to live and be active in 

the fulfillment of the great dream of the prophet Ezekial, the 

“Vision of the Dry Bones”. Its realization came at the horrific price 

of the destruction of a huge portion of our people, who were 

exterminated during the 30’s and 40’s of the previous century 

during the Second World War by Hitler, and then also by the 

attempts of Stalin to eradicate our people. With the rise of the State 

of Israel we realized the rebirth of our nation; it happened before 

our eyes. It was as Ezekiel said: “...And I put tendons and flesh 

upon your bones and put skin over them, and I gave you spirit and 

you lived. Come wind from the four corners of the world and 

awaken these dead so that they live…and so a great mass stood on 

their feet and behold, they were very many.” (Ezekiel, 37) 

I served in Aliya Bet from February 1946 until June 1948 and as I 

look back upon those years I see them as the crowning 

achievement of my whole life.  

 

 

Another Look at Aliya: Idith Zertal 

Idith Zertal, born at Kibbutz Ein Shemer, is a leading historian in 

the stream of those who deny Zionism and preach a different view 

of it and of the State of Israel. They are called the ”New 

Historians”. I came across her name and her ideas in an article 

published in the newspaper Haaretz, which referred to her book 
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“The Jews’ Gold”1

 

 - the result of her research. I learned from that 

article, that it was the author’s opinion that the leadership of the 

Jewish settlements in Palestine, with Ben Gurion at its head, 

brought the remnants of the Holocaust to Palestine for the purpose 

of using them to increase the fighting forces, in preparation for the 

War of Independence which was bound to come. In other words, 

they were to be cannon fodder!   

I wrote Idith a letter in which I expressed my amazement in a very 

polite language.  I received an answer from her, thanking me for 

the letter and suggesting that I read the book itself, after which we 

could meet and discuss it again. I purchased the book and read all 

of the more than 500 pages, but I ended up very much angrier than 

I had been after reading only the article.  

 

The book describes the rescue of the remnants of the Holocaust in 

a way which would make any anti-Zionist and anti-Semite proud. 

She ignores the fact that no other country in the world agreed to 

allow the entry of Jews and that they had been left without homes, 

without families and without hope. Zertal describes the leaders of 

the Yishuv as a bunch of cruel individuals working in devious 

ways and forcing desperate people to come to Palestine. Indeed, 

having no choice, they are brought on rotting and dangerous ships, 

                                                
1 Translation of the Hebrew title; it was published in English under the 
title: From Catastrophe to Power: The Holocaust Survivors and the 
Emergence of Israel 
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under sub-human conditions, they arrive in this foreign country 

and are thrown into a desperate war, in the course of which many 

of them are killed. She describes the cruelty of the young Israelis, 

the Palyam and the soldiers of the Jewish Brigade and other 

branches of service in bringing these ‘slave ships’ to Palestine.  

 

I did not find in the book any supporting testimonials; not from one 

ma’apil nor from one Palyamnik such as I. I know how strongly 

the desire of the remnants of the Holocaust was to come to 

Palestine and how disappointed they were if their turn was 

delayed. The “Exodus” is the best example of this. After arriving 

in Palestine and then being sent back to France, they were offered 

refuge there, yet only a few of the weakest individuals took up the 

offer. Sick people and women with advanced pregnancy were the 

only ones to leave the vessel. They also found a means to return to 

Israel at a later date. In a telephone conversation with Zertal I 

expressed surprise that she did not interview any ma’apilim or any 

of those who accompanied them. Her peculiar answer was: 

“History is based on written material and not on interviews.” I said 

that may be correct as regards ancient history but it is ridiculous 

when there are many who are still living that experienced an event. 

Our discussion became more severe and was discontinued. I was 

cut off by her for some time after that, but I wrote her a letter and 

detailed my criticism of her book.  
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A few years later I was invited to participate as a speaker in a 

seminar on Aliya Bet at Kibbutz Ma’ale HaChamisha. Idith Zertal 

was to lecture at the seminar. The organizer of the seminar asked 

me if my name could also be included as a speaker and I agreed. I 

suggested, however, that if my name was published then Idith was 

likely to beg to be excused from appearing. That is exactly what 

happened. In my lecture I told my own personal story after which I 

expressed my anger at Idith’s book and accused her of telling a 

bunch of lies. I finished my diatribe against her with a very severe 

sentence: In Zertal’s description of the actions of Ben Gurion and 

the leadership of the Yishuv, the only accusation missing is that 

Ben Gurion encouraged Hitler to wipe out the Jews so that we 

would be able to convince the remainder to come with us to 

Palestine, where they could act as ‘cannon fodder’. I admit that I 

exaggerated, but I was mad! 

 

The letter exchange with Dr. Idith Zertal is enclosed in appendix 

A.    

 

 
 



Appendix A: Letter to Dr. Idith Zertal and her reply 
 

June 17, 1996 

Dr. Idith Zertal 

Editorial Board of “Times” [Hebrew: Zmanim] 

Department for the Study of Zionism 

Tel Aviv University, Chaim Levanon Street, Tel Aviv 

 

Shalom Idith; 

I read and reread an article by Dalia Karpel dealing with your 

book, and among other subjects, with the matter of the Aliya 

movement (1945 – 1948) and the role played by the leaders of the 

Yishuv (the Jewish settlement in Palestine), the Mosad for Aliya 

Bet and the Palyam in its organization.  I tend to believe that the 

author (Karpel) misquoted you or did not interpret you correctly. If 

otherwise, then I am completely confused and my request is that 

you give me a private lesson in the history of the Holocaust and 

“illegal immigration”. I am willing to pay any price you name for 

such a lesson, if it will clear up the confusion in which I find 

myself.  

 

I am a Sabra born in 1926 and when I became 19 and was a 

communications person in the Hagana, I was called to the offices 

of the “Mosad” in Tel Aviv, where they offered me to join their 

operation and to go to Europe, where I would work together with 

other Aliya Bet delegates. Although my parents had a farm to take 
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care of and my older brother was already in Europe, as a member 

of the Jewish Brigade, my parents urged me to accept the 

challenge. That is how it came about that I left Palestine by a 

devious route, (described by Lova Eliav in his book, “The Vessel 

Ulua”), arrived in Italy and continued from there to Southern 

France. From a wireless operator I became the manager of a camp, 

where immigrants were being prepared and trained for Aliya. 

Following that, I was commander of the immigrant vessel 

“Latrun”, which ended up with the immigrants and I being sent to 

the Cyprus detention camps. I returned to Europe and once again 

was appointed to take charge of the immigrant camp “Grand 

Arénas”. It was here that the immigrants, who later sailed on the 

“Exodus” were gathered; I met these same immigrants again when 

they arrived at Port de Bouc, on the deportation ships.  

 

You can understand from the short review of this chapter in my 

life, that I have had the opportunity to meet thousands of the 

survivors of the Holocaust, and as a young Sabra I was appalled 

and deeply affected by what I saw. I heard many of their stories 

during days and nights that I spent with them and tried to ease their 

paths as best I could. As a result I earned the thanks and the good 

will of many of them and have maintained contact with some until 

the present.  

 

This in brief, is part of my story, which is similar to that of many 

of my friends in the Palyam, the Machal, the Jewish Brigade and 
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other groups of volunteers, who had contact with the survivors. I 

would now be extremely grateful to you if you explained your 

view to me. I shall present my questions as concisely as possible: 

If I understood correctly (perhaps I did not), in your research you 

criticize the actions of the leaders of the Yishuv, the Mosad for 

Aliya Bet and the one who stood at its head, Shaul Avigur, and the 

men of the Palyam, (I was one of them during a part of my career). 

At the end of WW II hundreds of thousands of survivors found 

themselves destitute and homeless and there was no country in the 

whole world that was willing to take them or to assist them in their 

hour of need. On the contrary; they closed their gates before them 

(including of course, those of Palestine).  

 

A colorless man (as Karpel says you describe him), Shaul Avigur, 

answered the call of the leadership of the Yishuv, and created the 

Mosad for Aliya Bet, an amazing organization which spread its 

branches through many of the countries of ravaged Europe, and 

took the survivors of the Holocaust under its wing. It did its best to 

rehabilitate them and brought them from inland Europe to the 

shores of the Mediterranean, supplied them with their basic needs, 

bought ships and brought them safely to the shores of Palestine. 

About 140,000 refugees were brought to Palestine in this manner 

and this – in no small way – contributed to the establishment of the 

State of Israel, in which you and I live today.  
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I lived with the survivors of the Holocaust for three years and I can 

truthfully say that their greatest wish and their greatest hope was to 

be able to come to Palestine, the Land of Israel. To attain this goal 

they were ready to face the most extreme hardships. The physical 

conditions on the immigrant vessels were atrocious. But I bear 

witness that I and my friends, who worked with me in preparing 

the vessels, did everything possible on our part to ease the 

suffering of the passengers. When I was commander of the 

“Latrun”, I spent hours in the hold of the vessel and tried to 

encourage the survivors and make their journey a bit more 

comfortable. My Palyam friends on other vessels did the very same 

thing.  

 

Moreover, before every voyage we explained to the survivors 

exactly what the conditions of the voyage would be like. We knew 

from experience though, that no difficulty would convince them to 

forego the trip. If, for some reason we would refuse to take on a 

passenger because of that person’s state of health or some other 

reason, the person would plead and beg and sometimes even 

threaten us, trying to convince us not to strike him from the list of 

passengers.  

 

The case of the “Exodus” can serve as a model for research. 4,500 

passengers were returned to Port de Bouc by the deportation ships. 

The French authorities, under the pressure of the British, invited 

them to come ashore, where they would be granted asylum. 
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Nevertheless, none but a few who were very sick agreed to leave 

the ships. The rest went back to Hamburg, in Germany, to another 

detention camp. I was amazed when, not long after, I met a goodly 

number of them in a transition camp of ours in southern France. 

These survivors who had been through all that they had been 

through, were ready to make the terrible journey once again on a 

Hagana vessel. Forty years later, in 1986 I believe, the survivors of 

the “Exodus” had a convention in the “Culture Hall” of Tel Aviv. I 

was overwrought with emotion to see so many healthy and happy 

people with their families and offspring who came to be present at 

that meeting. They and the Palyamnikim who brought them are 

ingredients in a typical cross-section of the present Israeli 

population. Their children are successful farmers, scientists, 

businessmen and industrialists. Almost all of them have made their 

way and found their niche and are proud members of the Israeli 

community. Those that recognize me point me out to their children 

and say: “He brought me to Palestine.” That is my reward.   

 

Idith, if I understood you correctly, you claim in your research that 

the men of the Mosad and the Palyam used the ma’apilim (the 

immigrants) for their own political and other purposes. I just 

cannot understand such a statement. First and most important: 

because I know how strongly the ma’apilim felt about coming to 

Palestine. You might say that those that fought and fell in the War 

of Independence were also merely pawns in the hands of the 

leadership of the Yishuv. Among those who fell was Gur, the son 
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of that ‘colorless man’, Shaul Avigur. What I have written here is 

merely a smattering, which I will sum up with a few thoughts: 

What would historians have said if the leadership of the Yishuv 

had not mobilized to save the lives of the remnants of the 

Holocaust? I and my friends are really hurt and insulted by the 

thoughts expressed in your research. Most of us volunteered to do 

what we did, and did our jobs with the utmost devotion. I went to 

Europe with a suitcase of clothes from my closet and returned in a 

shirt and a pair of short pants. I did not think that I was doing 

something outstanding, but to present us as exploiters?!? What 

would have happened to the remnants of the Holocaust if the 

Yishuv in Palestine had not opened its arms to take them in? The 

real heroes of this mass immigration were the ma’apilim 

themselves. No one knows that better than we, the ones who 

accompanied them.  

 

Shaul Avigur was a wise and well-balanced leader. I would hate to 

have seen someone who pulled weighty decisions ‘out of his 

sleeve’ in his place. If he was calculating and careful in making a 

decision, then that is paying him a compliment. Where did you get 

your inside information from, by the way? Might I suggest that you 

take a poll; that is a popular thing to do nowadays. Question the 

ma’apilim living in Israel today and ask them, what they think of 

the whole Aliya Bet operation. Best do this quickly because time is 

running out and the biological clock is ticking away. I shall be 

grateful to you if you would study these pages and react. I would 
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be more than happy to discuss this with you personally. I am of 

course willing to pay for the time you devote to this subject.  

 

Thank you, and cordial greetings, 

Uri Goren            

 

 

Dr. Idith Zertal’s letter of reply 

June 19th, 1996  

 

Shalom Uri Goren,  

Firstly, thank you for your letter. It is easy to see that you wrote it 

from your heart, with emotion and even with pain. I do not wish, 

nor can I remain inattentive to it. At any rate, the style and the 

gentlemanliness of your letter is very much better than those of the 

vulgar type that appeared in the supplement of “Haaretz”, 

following an interview with me. I will try to answer your questions 

within the limits of this letter.  

 

The interview was really terrible and left me feeling frustrated. I 

tried to prevent its being published but could not. It had been 

readied for publishing and it was election week, so the editors had 

nothing suitable with which to replace it. All I can say to you is 

that much that was said was abbreviated or removed from its 

context, and many quotes were actually misquotes. For every ten 

sentences of written material, only one sentence appeared, leaving 
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only the extreme impression, a vulgar condensation of a 

complicated subject. This is not my style or my way of expressing 

myself. However, having agreed to an interview, I decided not to 

voice my complaint about the result in public, nor to complain of 

the injustice that had been done me. I have heard politicians 

complain about their having been misunderstood and having their 

words taken out of context; I preferred to let it pass in silence.  

 

You may have noticed that I have not reacted to the vulgar letters 

that were published. I haven’t because: a)  I believe that everyone 

has the right to his own opinion, and the right to express it;  b) I 

cannot argue about feelings, or with memories or what people 

think they remember; c)  Most important, no one bothered to read 

my book before they wrote their reaction to it.  

 

Now I address you and your reaction. You say that you are ready 

to pay any price for a lesson in history from me. Uri Goren, you 

are not serious. For seventy shekels you can purchase my book 

which has 674 pages and more than one hundred more pages of 

notes and bibliography. Had you read the book, a good number of 

your questions would have been answered, and you might have 

also learned that my knowledge of the subject is extensive. (Allow 

me to mention that the work on my doctorate received the 

designation, “cum laude”). You would have found that a good deal 

of what you pointed out appears in the book.  
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I must assume that there may be some errors in the book, and there 

is room for some argument relating to my interpretation of some 

events, but I assure you that it was written only after thorough 

research and also after I developed a personal proximity and 

involvement with the subject. I tried to maintain a high standard of 

intellectual honesty. I am certain that had read the book you would 

have found that many things are even more complicated than you 

imagined. You might even found some facts and material that were 

not known to you and you might even agreed with some of my 

conclusions. What surprises me about the book is how little people 

are ready to learn more about the past, and think that they already 

‘know it all’. I am surprised at the aggressiveness expressed in the 

letters and the inability to be ready to listen and perhaps learn 

something new. Is it really too much of an intellectual effort to ask 

of you to read my book? I would then be happy to discuss it with 

you and even to debate it.  

 

As a rule, historical research is not a copy of what people recall, or 

the retelling of what people were once told and recall. Decent 

historical research involves critical analysis, sometimes painful 

analysis of texts and documents of the related period. This of 

course includes protocols of the period dealt with; decisions taken 

at that time as well as correspondence. Such critical analysis 

applied years after the event itself, when compared to the 

memories of those who were there at the time, usually leads to a 

problematic situation, at least, and sometimes to outright 
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confrontation. Those who were present at an event of the past 

usually do not have all the information and the background to the 

particular event, and they are bound to be biased by a personal 

attitude to the people or to the matter involved.  

 

What I have written here is also only ‘the tip of the iceberg’. My 

thoughts on historical discipline and on writing history are topics 

upon which numerous books have been written, and this subject is 

the main focus of my academic and intellectual endeavor today. 

Nothing that I have written has been done off-handed, everything 

has been done only after deep thought and consideration of all the 

material that I have on hand. My book stands on its own merits; 

read it and then judge it.  

Until then, I wish you all the best, and I thank you once again for 

your letter.    

 

Dr. Idith Zertal 
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