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Edited and translated by Arie Malkin. 
 

The Story of the Ma'apila1, Leah 

The Voyage of the 'Hagana' Ships 
"Ha'kedosha" and "Knesset Israel"   

 
Background information: On the 8th of November 1946, 2 ships sailed from the port 

of Bakar, in northern Yugoslavia (Croatia today) heading for Palestine. The 2,000 ton 
vessel "Lochita", whose name was later "Knesset Israel", carried 3,380 survivors of the 
Holocaust, and on the 600 ton "Agia Anastasia",  code-named "Ha'kedosha" (The Saint), 
were 456 survivors. "The plan called for the passengers of "Ha'kedosha" to be transferred 
to the "Knesset Israel" when the ships were within two days travel distance of the coast of 
Palestine and her crew were to return to Yugoslavia with the "Ha'kedosha", so that she 
could return again with more survivors… Two days after the ships were out to sea 
a severe storm came up. At this crucial point, the engines of "Ha'kedosha" broke down and 
the vessel was thrown onto the rocks of a small promontory. Luckily all hands were saved 
and the survivors were transferred to "Knesset Israel"2. It was intended by  the 'Hagana' to 
rename the "Ha'kedosha" and call her "Abba Berdichev", in memory of the paratrooper 
who was captured by the Germans and killed on 26 January 1945 in an extermination 
camp. The settlement of "Alonei Abba" is his memorial today. 

 
Two sisters, Esther and Leah Spinner, members of Kibbutrz Gaaton, 

made Aliya in this voyage . The younger one, Leah (R.I.P), wrote from the 
detention camps of Cyprus to her friend, Yehudit Arnon (she also joined 
Kibbutz Gaaton at a later date) and described to her all the happenings of 
that terrible trip. This letter was originally written in Hungarian, so Marcia, the 
oldest sister who lives in Kibbutz Ein Dor, translated the letter into Hebrew so 
that Leah's daughters could understand what their mother wrote. This 
translation appears with her permission:                                                          

L>R: Esther – Leah & Marcia.      
  Shalom Everyone,  

My conscience has bothered me and will give me no rest until I write to you. Only the first 
letter is difficult because in it I have to tell you about some awful experiences that we had on this 
terrible journey. We left Yugoslavia on October 16, 1946 and arrived at Haifa on the 28th of the 
month. We spent 10 days in Yugoslavia waiting to leave. We were divided up into huts according 
to movement affiliation. We were given a blanket and a mattress on which we slept during the night 
and sat upon during the day (a reminder of Auschwitz?!). The worse part of the situation was that 
we did not know what would happen to us and how long we would have to wait before we continue 
our journey.   
 

Finally, the day has come and we boarded the vessels at a small fishing pier. There was 
one large ship that had once hauled coal and another much smaller ship that had probably been 
some sort of  a warship. We were 4,000 passengers, 450 of the young men and women boarded 
the small ship and the rest, including all the elderly, and the women and the children, sailed on the 
larger ship. One week after we set sail the engines on our small ship stopped working and the ship 
was thrown against the rocks. As a result she split in three different places and started to sink. 
There was no panic, the boys threw lines to the rocks on the shore and started passing our packs 
and valises to the shore. Those that were on the bottom of the hold became soiled by water and oil 
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and others were lost on the way to the shore. On the other side of the small island we were taken 
onto a fishing boat which brought us to shore. We spent that night in the “culture hall” of the town.  

When our large ship heard what had happened to us she came back to the town and 
picked us up. You cannot imagine how awfully crowded that ship was with 4,000 people on board! 
Water and food had to be rationed more severely so that there would be enough for all. Luckily, 
most of the people on board were seasick and did not even want to hear of food.  
 

We finally approached the port of Haifa and we were discovered by British planes. Soon 
after, two warships attached themselves to us and accompanied us to the port. When we intended 
to  debark the ship about 30 English soldiers boarded the ship. It was then that our “war” started. 
We had been prepared for it by the Hagana people who accompanied us and took command. We 
had cans of conservatives, bottles of water and other objects. The English did not spare the tear 
gas and those who were in the lower holds started choking and fled to the deck.  
 

The whole struggle lasted about 90 minutes and we had 6 dead [2 killed 11 wounded]. 
There were also losses among the English soldiers. In addition there were wounded and the whole 
ship was one big mess. We lost this battle!!! We were transferred to three deportation ships and 
thoroughly searched. They took all parcels, watches and knives; the whole transfer was not easy 
and they used strong streams of water to move us from one place to another. (It felt as if we were 
again in the hands of the German SS!!) We spent three days floating in the territorial water by the 
coast while they were determining our fate. We refused to obey all orders of the British and also 
went on a hunger strike. Finally we sailed for Cyprus. We were transferred to trucks and after a 
short ride arrived at the Camp [Detention camp]. Once again there were body searches and we 
were sprayed with DDT (and bad memories were revived by this also). In the camp itself we were 
very glad to meet friends who had arrived here before us from Italy and were camp veterans. In the 
evening we sat together and exchanged memories. 
 

Two months have now gone by. Our tents are very close to the water but there is a double 
barbed wire fence around the camp with a projector tower every 100 meters and manned by 
guards. The camp is decorated with many blue-white flags. We arrived here with absolutely 
nothing but we made clothes from the tents and sewed coats from the blankets. The English gave 
us shoes and sandals, an undershirt and underpants. (Have no fear though, our boys worked in 
the English warehouses and we would have managed well ourselves.)  
 

Ten people or five couples live in each tent. The boys built the beds and the tables 
themselves, and above the beds there is room for storing clothes. The tents have a home-like 
atmosphere as we have decorated them. There are tablecloths and napkins, little sculptures and 
lots of Shmulik Katz drawings. Most important, we are a strong social group. One day passes like 
another but we look for things to do and how to add content. We study Hebrew, engage in sports 
activities, listen to lectures and have Friday evening celebrations with campfires. Sometimes we 
hear lectures about what is happening in Palestine from the Israeli emissaries that are with us. 
Once we organized a “Shomria” for 1,500 Shomrim (a Zionist Youth Organization). There were 
many competitive events and a great deal of singing. The boys made a very nice pyramid and the 
girls danced. The whole day was a big success.  
 

 We also have a wall-newspaper in 3 languages; Yiddish, Rumanian and Hungarian. 
Shmulik decorates the newspaper. We celebrated Red Army Day with Russian songs and Russian 
dances. A new transport has arrived in the camp – they are orphan children. we will have new 
problems; there is much to do. 
 
           Leah (-). 


