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Politicians treat foreign policy as an elaborate charade, raising 

issues that promise votes rather than ones that reveal their future 

intentions in world affairs. 

—Robert A. Divine, Foreign Policy and U.S. 
Presidential Elections, 1940—1948 

Palestine is the classic case in recent years of the determination of 

American foreign policy by domestic political considerations. 

— H . Bradford Westerfield, Foreign Policy and Party 
Politics: From Pearl Harbor to Korea 
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Introduction 

This is the story of one man's impact on the fate of the Jewish 
people in the twentieth century. From 1947 to 1948 President 
Harry S. Truman arguably played the decisive diplomatic role 
in the birth of the new State of Israel. On this most historians 
would agree; but they would disagree in their analyses of his 
motivation. 

Was it a biblical affinity to the "Chosen People" and a sense of 
historical destiny in helping revive their ancient nationality in 
the Holy Land? Was it the support of a liberal for a Western-
style democracy in a sea of Middle Eastern reaction? Or did 
Truman, facing domestic political pressures, place his political 
future above that of his country, as argued at the time by his 
State Department and since by some historians? 

It is these questions that I address in this book. But to assess 
the motives of any statesman, it is necessary first to study and 
understand the values and character traits that he brought with 
him to the job. Thus, I begin by sketching a portrait of Tru-
man's childhood and early career. What were the key values 
and principles Truman imbibed from his family and early sur-
roundings? What were the pivotal experiences that crystallized 
his outlook on life, his likes and dislikes, his preferences and 
prejudices? 

Truman came from, and spent his formative years in, the 
American Midwest. He grew up in a class- and prejudice-ridden, 
inequitable society with its own snobby aristocracy. He did not 
follow the cushioned path to power (Groton—Harvard) enjoyed 

XI 
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by his predecessor at the White House and by so many of the 
eastern establishment. He spent his youth and early manhood 
struggling to make a decent living. He was unable to marry 
until he was thirty-five years old and could not afford to have 
children until six years later. He did not move to Washington 
until his mid-forties, after he was elected to the Senate. And at 
the Senate he raised some eyebrows when, to make ends meet, 
he employed his wife as his secretary. 

I devote the first two chapters of this book to Truman's early 
youth and career. The trials and tribulations he experienced 
then left permanent scars and lasting trauma, and the mature 
Truman cannot be comprehended without some acquaintance 
with this period. 

During his years in Kansas City, Truman made the friends 
that would remain his closest for the rest of his life. He cher-
ished these men, especially his former army buddies, above all 
others outside his immediate family. These relationships in-
cluded his idiosyncratic friendship and business association with 
Eddie Jacobson of Kansas City and with the latter's lesser-known 
friend, Abe Granoff; his long association with the hitherto 
unheralded Max Lowenthal, the éminence grise who drafted 
Truman's Palestine policy at the White House from 1947 on. 
Lowenthal's private diaries, used here for the first time, disclose 
one of the most intimate back-room views of the White House 
ever revealed to outsiders. 

Jacobson, Granoff, and Lowenthal, along with the better-
known David Niles, Roosevelt's and then Truman's aide on mi-
nority affairs (including the Jews), would together have a de-
cisive influence on President Truman's support for the State of 
Israel. 

Wherever possible I have allowed the characters to tell their 
own stories, through their private letters, diaries, and inter-
views. Truman's life was full of colorful characters—not only 
Jacobson and Granoff but also Loy Henderson, head of the 
State Department's division for Near Eastern affairs and the 
mastermind behind the administration's pro-Arab inclinations; 
Secretary of Defense James Forrestal, the bête noire of the Zion-
ists for what they perceived as his anti-Semitism; and a host of 
others. If I have managed to flesh out some of the human di-
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mensions of these men and the other people in this story and to 

re-create a sense of what it was really like in the official Wash-

ington of the late 1940s, then my purpose has been fulfilled. 

This is primarily an American story, which tells of a unique 

conjunction of circumstances that, seemingly against all odds, 

persuaded the president of the United States, against the ad-

vice of all the official "experts," to lend his diplomatic support 

to the Zionist cause when it was needed most. 

I conclude therefore with the end of the first Arab-Israeli 

war in January 1949. With Israel's military triumph the State 

Department (and the British Foreign Office) was finally per-

suaded that Israel should be supported as an important strate-

gic asset to the West. This was an argument (along with many 

others) long advocated by the White House. With their agree-

ment on this central proposition the Truman administration 

had at last arrived at a consensus. 
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ONE 

The Early Years 

I N D E P E N D E N C E , M I S S O U R I 

Harry S. Truman was born in 1884 to a farming family in 

Lamar, Missouri. T h e family lived on a succession of farms. 

In 1887 they moved to a farm owned by Harry's grandmother 

in Grandview near Independence, a small town some ten miles 

east of Kansas City. In 1896 the family bought a house in Inde-

pendence, where the young Harry would spend his formative 

years. Settled in 1827, Independence was once known as the 

last staging area for wagon trains preparing for the long trek 

across the plains. 

Independence was a snobbish little town with its own hierar-

chy and "aristocracy." It was divided socially along the lines of 

its churches. A t the top of the social pole came the Presbyteri-

ans, then the Campbellites (the "Christian Church"); next came 

the North and South Methodists, and after them the Baptists. 

T h e German immigrants had their own Lutheran church, and 

the large Catholic church was attended mostly by out-of-town 

country folk.1 

T h e Presbyterians kept to their own social circle, and their 

children invited only their own denomination—with sometimes 

a Campbellite or two or a couple of Catholics—to their parties. 

It was a social rather than a religious discrimination.2 As a boy 

of six Harry Truman was invited by the Presbyterian minister 

to attend his Sunday school. His parents agreed, and it was 

there that he later met and fell in love with Bess Wallace, his 

future wife.3 

3 
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But at the age of eighteen Harry joined the Baptist church at 
Grandview, a membership he retained throughout his life. He 
was not apparently a regular churchgoer, unattracted by the 
more ceremonial forms of worship. After he became president 
he attended church only rarely, explaining that he attracted too 
much attention and distracted the other worshippers.4 

In 1910 Harry began courting Bess Wallace, the daughter of 
one of the richest families in town, members of the local "aris-
tocracy." In 1903 Bess's father had committed suicide, and Mrs. 
Wallace had felt so humiliated that she had moved to Colorado 
for a year. When she returned, she matriarchically clung to 
Bess and frowned on the advances of the young Truman. Bess 
was the "family princess," and Mrs. Wallace would not allow her 
to marry Harry.5 The haughtiness of the Wallaces induced in 
the young Truman an inferiority complex, and he was forever 
hoping to prove his worthiness to them.6 In 1918, after a court-
ship of eight years, Harry and Bess were finally married. Harry 
had just returned from the war in Europe; he was now thirty-
five years old. 

The social divisions and tensions of Independence at the 
turn of the century undoubtedly left their mark on the young 
Harry. They instilled in him a burning ambition to make good, 
to make his fortune, if only to be worthy of the Wallace family. 
In growing up, Harry faced other, not inconsiderable, material 
hardships and physical handicaps. 

The young Truman suffered from bad eyesight and by the 
age of nine needed to wear spectacles, unusual indeed for those 
times. He had a "flat eyeball," which restricted his vision even 
more than ordinary shortsightedness.7 Any child who wore 
glasses was ridiculed for it, and Harry was often called "four-
eyes." His glasses removed him from the normal rough and 
tumble of games and sports. He came in for further derision 
when he took up the piano and began music lessons.8 

As a boy Harry swept out at the local drugstore and did other 
chores to help out the family. His parents were very strict with 
him, which is perhaps why, a childhood friend suggested, he 
later broke out and swore like a trooper.9 

In 1901, when Harry was sixteen years old, his father, John 
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Anderson Truman, lost his savings in the grain futures market. 
In his young manhood Harry would dream up several business 
ventures and investment coups to get rich quick. But these were 
never to be successful (in 19 15 he invested and lost money in a 
zinc-mining venture; in 19 16 he helped organize an oil-drilling 
company but sold his share just before the company struck it 
rich).10 

In 1903 Harry's parents moved to Kansas City. After a series 
of relatively menial jobs—in the mail room of the Kansas City 
Star, as timekeeper for the Santa Fe Railroad construction proj-
ect, as bank clerk and bookkeeper—Harry was recalled in 1906 
to help run the family farm in Grandview. Here he stayed, 
working the long, strenuous hours of a crop and cattle farmer, 
until 1917 , when the United States entered the war. 

His childhood friends believed that Harry had had a rela-
tively happy childhood. But evidently it was not without its 
share of economic struggle and frustration. As a result Truman 
became something of a social climber. In 1909 he joined the 
Masonic Order, Lodge 450, in Belton, Missouri, and in 1 9 1 1 , at 
the age of twenty-seven, he organized the first Masonic lodge in 
his own suburb of Grandview. In the summer of 1919, just a 
year after his return from the war in Europe, Harry paid out 
$225 to join the Kansas City Club, "so he could circulate in 
the upper-level business community."" In addition, he became 
president of the Kansas City Reserve Officers Association, "a 
meeting place for high-class persons," which "united commu-
nity leaders in a selective brotherhood.'"2 

T R U M A N ' S R E L I G I O U S CODE 

For Harry Truman religion was a matter of private conscience. 
He liked to boast that he had read the Bible right through twice 
by the time he was twelve years old. But one of his earlier biog-
raphers, a man who knew Truman intimately and married his 
only daughter, suggested that his intimate knowledge of the 
Bible probably showed "less predilection for religion rather 
than an affection for the big type in which such Bibles were 
printed."13 A student of Truman's religious views has concluded 
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that although he "maintained an almost Fundamentalist rever-
ence for the Bible and liked to read and quote it, there is little 
evidence that he had any academic interest in complex theo-
logical issues."14 

His affinity to the Bible was strengthened when he joined the 
Masons in 1909, as Masonic studies used what Truman would 
later call "a system of morals based entirely on the Scriptures." 
The themes of "honor and integrity" were implicit in a prayer 
he said daily throughout his adult life: "Help me to be, to think, 
to act what is right; make me truthful, honest and honorable in 
all things; make me intellectually honest for the sake of right 
and honor."15 

For Truman the Bible was neither legend nor myth but liter-
ally the story of everyday, God-fearing people. He told one bi-
ographer: "The stories in the Bible, though, were to me stories 
about real people, and I felt I knew some of them better than 
actual people I knew."16 

He preferred the New Testament, especially the Gospels, to 
the Old. Overall, he regarded the Bible more as a manual that 
provided a moral code for everyday behavior, one by which all 
good men should abide. In some contrast to Machiavelli, Tru-
man seemed to believe that public servants and politicians 
should manage public affairs according to the precepts of 
private (religious) morality. "He liked to read and quote the 
Scriptures, often reciting verses from memory to fit political 
situations." His favorite quotation for many occasions was the 
Sermon on the Mount, and he believed that "every problem in 
the world would be solved if only men would follow the Beati-
tudes." His speeches, dotted with quotations from the Scrip-
tures, at times carried a spirit of "Calvinistic determinism and 
even moralism."17 

Of course it was a naive view, and as Truman himself must 
have been only too aware, his own behavior frequently fell 
short of religious prescription. But Truman was no cynic. The 
Bible provided him with an indispensable set of values without 
which he would have been lost. It was a moral guide, one that 
he tried to keep to, in his own way, throughout his life. 

It has been claimed frequently that Truman's intimate knowl-
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edge of the Bible imbued him with a special affinity, even affec-
tion, for the Jews, God's "Chosen People." Truman himself did 
nothing to discourage this view. In an interview given in 1959, 
he stated: "As a student of the Bible I have been impressed 
by the remarkable achievements of the Jews in Palestine in 
making the land of the Holy Book blossom again."18 But as will 
be noted at length below, Truman's attitude toward the Jews 
was complex and ambivalent. The interview he gave in 1959 
cannot be taken as a true expression of his private views either 
as a young man growing up in the Midwest or even as president 
during the turbulent years that preceded the establishment of 
Israel. Truman's real feelings are reflected perhaps more accu-
rately by a private memorandum penned by him as president in 
June 1945: 

T h e Jews claim God Almighty picked 'em out for special privilege. 
Well I'm sure he had better judgement. Fact is I never thought G o d 
picked any favorites. It is my studied opinion that any race, creed or 
color can be God's favorites if they act the part—and very few of 'em 
do that.19 

R A C I S M A N D A N T I - S E M I T I S M 

Just as Truman's personal ambitions were fed by childhood 
frustrations, so his world outlook was shaped by the environ-
ment in which he grew up. Some letters (discovered rather 
belatedly in 1983) that Truman wrote to his then fiancée, Bess 
Wallace, have revealed a side of Truman that few people apart 
from his immediate family and some intimates had previously 
dreamed existed.20 

Independence was a Southern border town, one of whose 
more prominent organizations was the United Daughters of the 
Confederacy. Harry Truman's racial attitudes stemmed from 
"his family's Southern roots and prevailing views in turn-of-the-
century Independence, still divided over the Civil War." "As a 
struggling young Missouri farmer, he used the language of the 
times to speak derogatorily of blacks, Italians, Jews and orien-
tals." Everyone had servants, blacks of course. Like his neigh-
bors, Truman always used the word "nigger" in private.21 
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In J u n e 1 9 1 1 , in proposing marriage to Bess, the twenty-
seven-year-old Harry wrote: 

Uncle Will says that the Lord made a white man from dust, a nigger 
from mud, then he threw up what was left and it came down a China-
man. He does hate Chinese and Japs. So do I. It is race prejudice, I 
guess. But I am strongly of the opinion that negros [wc] ought to be in 
Africa, yellow men in Asia and white men in Europe and America.22 

But Harry Truman's racist comments were not simply an ac-
quired habit, caught from his contemporaries. They were fu-
eled by his own frustrations and an evident feeling that foreign-
ers were making their fortune in the "promised land" at the 
expense of its natives, such as himself. Thus, when planning a 
trip to South Dakota in 1 9 1 1 to look for farming land to buy, he 
wrote to Bess: 

I'll bet there'll be more bohunks [a derogatory term for Eastern or 
Southeastern Europeans] and "Rooshans" up there than white men. I 
think it is a disgrace to the country for those fellows to be in it. If they 
had only stopped immigration about twenty or thirty years ago, the 
good Americans could all have had plenty of land and we'd have been 
an agricultural country forever.23 

Truman's early business relations with Eddie Jacobson, a 
Kansas City Jew, first in running an army canteen and, after the 
war, in their joint haberdashery venture, are of great signifi-
cance and will be dealt with in some detail. Truman and Jacob-
son developed an intimate relationship, based on mutual trust, 
which usually remained above any racial prejudice. Eddie could 
hardly have imagined, and would have no doubt been shocked 
to read, some of the comments his business partner and friend 
was writing in private about the Jewish race. 

Truman held a stereotyped image of the Jews, immigrants 
par excellence, to whom he attributed the negative character 
traits traditionally believed by anti-Semites. In February 1 9 1 8 
he boasted to Bess from Camp Doniphan, Oklahoma (whence 
he was waiting to be shipped to France), about the success of his 
army canteen: " I go count nickels and dimes up to four hun-
dred dollars a day more or less. I guess I should be very proud 
of my Jewish ability. My thirst emporium is the only one in camp 
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that's open. The rest are insolvent or can't make a clear state-
ment of their financial standing."24 

Truman's success with the canteen earned him a string of 
nicknames—"Lieutenant Graball," "Graballsky," and "Lieuten-
ant Trumanheimer"—the latter evidently alluding to his "Jew-
ish" business acumen.25 This nicknaming was apparently all 
part of the regular camaraderie of army life, and Truman took 
it in good humor. One incident provided him with material 
for a letter to Bess: "Did I tell you I met a very pretty girl in 
Guthrie who was nice to me until someone told her my name 
was Trumanheimer, and then she wouldn't look at me any-
more. She thought I surely must be of Hebraic descent with 
that name."26 

In March 1918, when his unit shipped out of New York for 
Europe, he again expressed his resentment of foreigners, fo-
cusing on Jews. In a letter to Bess he called New York a "kike" 
town.27 To his first cousin Mary Ethel Noland, he was more ex-
plicit: "This town has 8,000,000 people, 7,500,000 of 'em are of 
Israelitish extraction. (400,000 wops and the rest are white 
people)."28 

The Kansas City journalists who in 1983 first published ex-
tracts from Truman's letters to Bess suggested that "politics, 
wide reading and two world wars" had moderated Truman's 
earlier racial views.29 It should be remembered, however, that 
Truman was a mature young man already in his late twenties 
when he was writing these letters. Moreover, his later private 
letters, written from Washington when he was a U.S. senator in 
the late 1930s and 1940s, do not indicate any significant change 
in his stereotyped images of Jewish character traits. Of course, 
Truman had always kept his racist comments private, and once 
he entered politics his public reserve would be but a matter of 
good common sense. 

But the very word "Jewish" evidently retained negative con-
notations for Truman. Time and again he would make a point, 
quite gratuitously, of noting the Jewish origin of someone he 
was writing about. In 1935 he described to Bess a poker game 
in Washington, at which a Costa Rican minister had "screamed 
like a Jewish merchant."30 In 1940, wanting to fire one of his 
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campaign workers, A1 Holland, he wrote that he would "cut the 
smart Hebrew loose" as soon as he could.31 

E D D I E J A C O B S O N 
A N D T H E H A B E R D A S H E R Y V E N T U R E 

Harry Truman's first contact with Jews was most likely with the 
Viner family, neighbors of his family in Independence. Accord-
ing to the daughter, Sarah Peltzman, young Harry was always 
over at their house and had a soft spot for the Passover matzo 
(unleavened bread). Mrs. Peltzman told one interviewer that 
Harry had been the Viners' shabbos goy (literally, a "sabbath gen-
tile," one who performed chores, such as switching on the elec-
tricity, forbidden to an orthodox Jew on the sabbath).32 She also 
recalled that as a county judge in the 1920s Truman had done 
the Jews many favors, such as surfacing the road to the local 
Jewish cemetery.33 

Eddie Jacobson and Harry Truman first came into contact 
with each other in 1905 in Kansas City. Twenty-one-year-old 
Harry, then a bookkeeper at the Union National Bank, occasion-
ally went by the dry goods firm where fourteen-year-old Eddie 
worked as a stock boy. During the next decade or so, Eddie was 
to develop the proficiency in merchandising that would later un-
derpin his and Truman's joint business ventures, first in the 
army and then after World War I in Kansas City. In those prewar 
Kansas City days, however, neither man had either the inclina-
tion or the capital to start up a business.34 Eddie and Harry lost 
track of each other after 1906 but were to meet again more than 
ten years later under entirely different circumstances. 

In 1905 Truman "indulged old military aspirations" and be-
came a charter member of the newly formed Battery B of the 
Missouri National Guard. He entered as a private but by Sep-
tember 1906 was promoted to corporal.35 Eddie Jacobson en-
listed in 19 17 as a private in the 2nd Field Artillery of the Mis-
souri National Guard. He and Truman were reunited when 
Eddie was assigned to Battery F, in which Truman had become 
junior first lieutenant. In August 19 17 their regiment was mus-
tered into the U.S. Army as the 129th Field Artillery of the 
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Thirty-fifth Division.36 In 1918 Truman became captain of Bat-
tery D of the 129th. 

It is worth digressing at this point to note the significant im-
pact that Truman's army experience had on his life. It would 
not be an exaggeration to say that Truman formed his deepest 
and most enduring relations (apart from those with his imme-
diate family) in the U.S. Army, especially during his short pe-
riod of service in World War I. During the war, he proved his 
leadership qualities and earned the lasting admiration of the 
men under his command. (In May 1918, soon after arriving 
with his battery in France, Truman was promoted to captain, 
thanks largely, so Truman believed, to his and Jacobson's work 
in the canteen.)37 

By the war's end he had gone "from shy boyhood to gregari-
ous adult."38 His business and social success in the army un-
doubtedly had a cathartic effect upon a man who had experi-
enced no small amount of social segregation and prejudice in 
his youth. For the rest of his life Truman's old army buddies 
enjoyed a place of special prominence and privilege. 

After the war Truman had his teeth ground by former 
lieutenant George Arrowsmith and his hair trimmed by former 
private Frank Spina. Veterans of his artillery battery held an-
nual stag reunions in a Kansas City hotel on St. Patrick's Day.39 

On more than one occasion the proceedings got so out of hand 
that the intervention of the local police was required. When he 
and Eddie Jacobson opened their haberdashery, the store served 
as much more than a place where he earned a living. It became 
a meeting place for his old army "buddies" and "a base from 
which he moved about the city visiting with other men and en-
couraging them to come to the store."40 

Vic Messall, Truman's secretary in the Senate from 1935 to 
1941 , recalled later that "one of Truman's first acts was to give 
him a list of Battery D veterans, all of whom were to get special 
consideration if they asked for anything."41 

When president, Truman welcomed Battery D veterans into 
the White House, no doubt finding welcome relief in breaking 
out a bottle of whiskey and indulging in a raucous session with 
"the boys." After being reelected in his own right in 1948, Tru-
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man started off his inauguration day at 7:00 A.M. with a break-
fast at the Mayflower Hotel with ninety-eight former members 
of Battery D. The men presented Harry with a gold-headed 
cane. After the inauguration ceremony the Trumans took part 
in a long parade on foot down Pennsylvania Avenue, with the 
Battery D veterans serving as an honor guard.42 

In August 1917 , when Battery F wanted to raise money for 
its mess fund, Eddie Jacobson proposed a dance and a movie. 
The battery ended up netting a profit of $2600, no small amount 
for those days. When the 129th Field Artillery was formed and 
transferred for training to Camp Doniphan on the Fort Sill res-
ervation in Oklahoma, it seemed only natural for the regimen-
tal commander to place the regimental canteen under the 
"responsible supervision" of Lieutenant Truman. In turn, Tru-
man asked Private Jacobson, "a man with merchandising expe-
rience," to help him.43 

Truman kept the books, and Jacobson purchased the mer-
chandise. Eddie knew about purchasing in large lots, and Tru-
man had had his experience as a bookkeeper in the Kansas City 
bank. They bought the kinds of goods that the army did not 
provide, including "large quantities of a soft drink called Pu-
ritan."44 To build up their stock, they collected $2 from each of 
the eleven hundred men in the regiment and within six months 
were able to repay the men their initial "investment" and to 
show a $15,000 dividend. Each battery and company supplied 
clerks to work in the store. Harry and Eddie protected them-
selves against pilfering (apparently a common pastime) by sew-
ing up the clerks' pockets.45 

The canteen was a resounding success and ensured Truman's 
promotion to captain. He was well pleased with himself. With 
good cause he boasted to Bess: "They say I have the best can-
teen on the reservation, and every regiment has one. I declared 
a dividend to the Batteries of three thousand dollars last week. 
The regiment appointed a committee to audit me. I came out 
with flying colors."46 

Eddie was glad to help Truman out in other ways, as he re-
called much later: "Each day Harry would write a letter to his 
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girl, Bess Wallace, and I would write one to my sweetheart, 
Bluma Rosenbaum, who is now my wife, and when I went into 
town, I would mail them."47 Little known to Eddie, the letters 
he was faithfully mailing for his lieutenant contained recurring 
references to his partner's Jewish origins. Truman still found 
the fact of someone's Jewishness sufficiently noteworthy to put 
in a letter: "I have a Jew in charge of the canteen by the name of 
Jacobson and he is a crackerjack. Also the barbershop is run by 
a Jew, Morris Stearns by name."48 

On Truman's part there was an element of condescension in 
the relationship, perhaps because of his seniority in rank. He 
referred to Eddie as his "Jew clerk."49 

They were both shipped out to France in April 1918. The 
canteen was wound up, and Harry's and Eddie's business asso-
ciation was interrupted. Harry was transferred to the command 
of Battery D, and he and Eddie saw each other but occasionally. 
But after the war they sailed home together with the regiment 
and were both discharged from the army at Camp Funston, 
Kansas, on May 6, 1919, two days after Harry's thirty-fifth 
birthday. 

Harry remembered Sergeant Jacobson and their success with 
the canteen at Camp Doniphan. After he and Bess were mar-
ried (on June 28, 1919), Truman met with Jacobson, and they 
began planning and talking seriously about a joint business ven-
ture. The idea of a men's clothing store was Eddie's.50 Their 
preparations took all summer and autumn, and in November 
1919 they were finally ready to open. Their shop was at a choice 
location, across the road from Kansas City's major hotel, the 
Muehlbach. They divided their functions as in the canteen— 
Eddie did the buying, Harry was the salesman and kept the 
books.51 

The store was open every night and became a natural meet-
ing place for the town's veterans. The loving cup that Truman 
had received from Battery D was prominently displayed, and 
the men from the unit visited the store regularly; an average 
night would find some twenty to thirty men congregated there.52 

The store became much more than a place of business; it was a 
social club where the men could pick up the latest news, and it 
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also served as an "unemployment agency, schoolroom, small 
loan center, confession booth and club. As time went on it 
seemed to become more of the others than the store."53 But of 
course, when they needed to, Harry's friends also bought their 
shirts, ties, and underwear there. 

Unfortunately, the haberdashery failed during the postwar 
depression of 1920- 1921 . It was rumored that Truman's exces-
sive extension of credit to his friends was the cause of his busi-
ness failure. (Such rumors were used later to ridicule him as 
president, when it was claimed that he could not even run a 
haberdashery.) Truman was undoubtedly generous and good 
for a loan here and there, but the failure of the store was caused 
by postwar price deflation, not by overextended credit.54 Busi-
nesses with larger credit reserves and more experienced man-
agers survived, but the Truman-Jacobson store had little chance. 
They had overstocked on luxury items, for which demand 
dropped as soon as business declined and unemployment rose. 
The depression also created an energy crisis, which prevented 
them from staying open for the all-important after-work eve-
ning hours. Although Eddie insisted on a strict cash sales policy, 
Truman's loans and credit to old comrades did not improve 
matters. The partners did not have sufficient reserves to tide 
them over, as their stock declined in value to way below what 
they had paid for it.55 

They tried in vain to raise capital until they could write off 
their inventory losses and restart at new price levels. But by 
February 1921 the store needed more money than the banks 
were willing to loan without additional collateral. They tried 
changing the business from a partnership to a corporation to 
enable them to sell stock. Truman claimed later that they raised 
twelve thousand dollars in this way. They took in a third direc-
tor, who was also, inevitably, from the 129th Field Artillery—a 
captain of the regiment's supply company, Harry Jobes.56 But it 
was all in vain; in 1922 they were forced to close. 

The haberdashery episode undoubtedly greatly influenced 
Truman's life and subsequent career. First, it left him with a 
rankling bitterness against Republican politics, whose economic 
and social policies he blamed for the store's failure.57 Second, 
and more germane to our subject here, the entire experience, 
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including the bankruptcy, served to cement Truman's bonds 
with Eddie Jacobson and to elevate their military sergeant-
captain relationship to one of true partnership and friendship. 

After closing the store in 1922, the partners owed thirty-five 
thousand dollars—the incorporation of the business in 1921 
had not affected the liabilities they had incurred prior to that. 
The merchants to whom they owed the money agreed to a 
settlement on a percentage basis of their remaining stock. But 
they also owed money to the banks for loans negotiated, as well 
as for the balance of the store rental.58 

The final settlement of all the bills took some fifteen years. 
This was facilitated during the Great Depression in the 1930s 
by the failure of the banks that held the credit notes. When the 
bank holding their major credit note failed, Truman's brother 
Vivian bought it at a sheriff's auction for one thousand dollars, 
about one-tenth of its value as determined by the courts. Vivian 
resold it to Harry, thereby canceling it out.59 

The salient point to be noted here is Jacobson's role in the 
bankruptcy. By law the haberdashery had been an unlimited 
partnership, meaning that both partners, together or individ-
ually, were personally liable for any bills that the store's revenue 
could not cover. This meant either partner would have to pay 
all of their joint debts should one of them run out of money.60 

Both men encountered hard times. Eddie took to the road 
as a traveling salesman and was to struggle to make a living 
for the next two decades.61 Eddie was hit much harder than 
Truman, who was soon to find his place in local politics. Soon 
after their store's failure, when the two former partners were 
having lunch, Truman commented on Eddie's frayed clothes 
and said: "Here's some money and don't spend it on anything 
but clothes."62 

Both men made payments on their debt from time to time as 
they could, sometimes as little as twenty-five dollars. In 1925 
Eddie was finally forced into bankruptcy by his creditors, with 
debts listed at more than ten thousand dollars. He and his fam-
ily had to move in with his wife's parents. Truman held out. As 
he told an early biographer: "Our creditors drove Eddie into 
bankruptcy, .but I became a public official, and they couldn't do 
that to me."63 
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One could draw the conclusion from Truman's memoirs that 
he alone was left to repay the remainder of the haberdashery's 
debts. He wrote that as a result of Eddie's bankruptcy "there 
were those who tried to force me into bankruptcy at the same 
time. I resisted, however, and continued to make such pay-
ments as I could."64 Indeed, Truman was the only one now le-
gally liable for the outstanding debts. But the little-published 
fact is that Eddie Jacobson secretly continued to make pay-
ments to Harry for his share of their joint debt. Eddie did not 
remember exactly how much he repaid Truman but did recall 
twice giving him sums of five hundred dollars.65 Jacobson's loy-
alty was the more admirable, considering his own impecunios-
ity and the fact that after the declaration of his own bankruptcy 
in 1925 he was under no obligation, except moral, to his former 
partner. The point was not lost on Truman, who in the future 
would have plenty of opportunity to repay the loyalty of his old 
friend and partner. 

Eddie Jacobson looked back on their business partnership as 
an idyllic period: "Those were happy years. We were not only 
business partners, but close friends, frequently in each other's 
homes." Harry visited the Jacobson home regularly for dinner 
and a card game afterward. Once he joined the Jacobson's 
daughter Gloria in a piano duet.66 But, according to Jacobson's 
wife, Bluma, their hospitality was never reciprocated: "Eddie 
and I were never at the Truman house. We went maybe two or 
three times on picnics and on the Fourth of July, but the Tru-
mans never had us at their home. The Wallaces were aristoc-
racy in these parts, and under the circumstances the Trumans 
couldn't afford to have Jews at their house."67 

The restrictions imposed by his mother-in-law, however, did 
not impair Truman's friendship with Jacobson. Their mutual 
trust was apparently absolute: "There was never anything 
signed. In all their relationship there was never anything signed. 
They just felt that close to one another that they could trust 
each other, which they did all through their lives."68 According 
to Bluma, their relationship also weathered their business fail-
ure: "[Eddie] and Harry never quarreled. Even when the hab-
erdashery, even when the business was bad, when it was going 
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to go broke, they never quarreled. The newspapers always said 
that Harry had a very quick temper, but we never saw it around 
here."69 

Eddie was later to benefit from the course of events that ulti-
mately brought Truman to the presidency. He had reopened a 
men's store in Kansas City, and his well-known association with 
Truman, judiciously publicized by a well-photographed visit or 
two by his friend who had become president, ensured that busi-
ness was brisk and profitable. 

One final comment about the Truman-Jacobson relationship 
and Zionism. Jacobson belonged to the Jewish denomination 
predominant in Kansas City, the Reform Temple of B'nai Je-
huda, whose rabbi was pronouncedly non-Zionist. Until World 
War II, the temple was the only Jewish communal organization 
to which Jacobson payed dues. After the war, inspired by the 
horrific news about the Holocaust, Eddie also joined B'nai B'rith, 
a major national Jewish organization founded by German Jews 
in 1843 " f ° r charity, mutual aid and welfare."70 

Eddie Jacobson had no interest in or acquaintance with Zion-
ism. Notwithstanding his great services for the State of Israel 
after World War II, he was never to consider himself a political 
Zionist, nor did he ever join any Zionist organization.71 Eddie's 
closest Jewish friend was Abraham Granoff, a lawyer, who regu-
larly accompanied Jacobson on his visits to the Truman White 
House. Granoff recalled later that Eddie had hardly ever read a 
newspaper or magazine. Granoff had regularly briefed him on 
the issues they were to raise with the president. In all of their 
long friendship Granoff could not recall ever discussing with 
Eddie "Israel, Palestine, Jewish history, the butchery of six mil-
lion Jews, its historic impact on the world. . . . We used to play 
gin rummy a couple of hours on a Saturday afternoon. . . . We 
never talked about Jewish affairs, or anything, communal af-
fairs. He was a paying member of B'nai B'rith, but that's all; he 
never did attend a lodge meeting."72 

On all their visits to the Truman White House on behalf of 
the Zionist cause, both Jacobson and Granoff were guided by 
one key principle: there should never be any conflict between 



18 / The Early Years 

what they asked of the president for the Jews and their duties as 
American citizens. Only on this basis could they justify their 
own lobbying and the president's actions for their people. Ja-
cobson claimed later: "The President always listened to me be-
cause he knew I would tell him the truth. But I want to make it 
clear that whatever President Truman did for Israel he did be-
cause he thought it was the best thing for this country."73 

The Truman-Jacobson relationship was a purely business 
and social association. In the parochial ambience of post—World 
War I Kansas City, Jacobson and a few other of his Jewish 
friends "were the sort of Americanized Jews who enjoyed a 
good poker game with their old Army buddies.'"4 Truman then 
had little or no knowledge of Jewish or Zionist problems, and 
Eddie Jacobson would not have been the person to have en-
lightened him. 



TWO 

Truman's Entry into Politics 

Truman owed his early political appointments, both locally and 
nationally, to "Boss" Tom Pendergast of Kansas City. His com-
plex and frequently uneasy relations with the Pendergast ma-
chine, which controlled all political patronage in Jackson County, 
deeply influenced Truman's character and are directly relevant 
to his later modus operandi as president. The humiliations 
heaped on him by fellow politicians and the media merely re-
inforced his already strong determination to be his own man. 

T H E PENDERGAST C O N N E C T I O N 

Truman had begun to consider a political career during the 
war. Apparently his speculations were once overheard by a fel-
low officer, Lieutenant James Pendergast. James was the son of 
Mike Pendergast, political boss of eastern Jackson County; Mike 
was a nephew of Tom Pendergast, who controlled the whole 
county. After the war, James and Mike visited the haberdashery 
and asked Harry to run for eastern judge. But at that time (in 
1921) the business was still going well, and Truman did not take 
up the offer. But the Pendergasts returned the following spring 
with the same proposition, and this time Truman accepted with 
alacrity. With the collapse of the haberdashery, he was in sore 
need of employment; he soon announced his candidacy.1 

Truman later recalled his family's long involvement in local 
politics and that he had been Grandview postmaster before 

1 9 
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World War I. At every local election since 1906 Harry had been 
a Democratic clerk.2 

Truman had the assets the Pendergasts were looking for. He 
was well known throughout the county because he had lived 
there since he was a small boy and had relatives scattered 
throughout the rural precincts.3 He was a member of one of the 
oldest families in eastern Jackson County, which contained both 
Independence and Grandview.4 As put eloquently by an early 
biographer: 

There was, in 1922, no veteran in Jackson county who, in his hard 
luck at so central a location as well as in his continuing comradeship 
served better as a rallying point for those veterans whose solidarity in 
America sometimes increased as the bright promises of the peace 
seemed personally more and more dull. Some of those veterans had 
been talking in the store about politics. Harry was a Baptist. He 
brought his increasing prominence as a Mason to the ticket of the 
Irish Catholic bosses.5 

As a county candidate for the city politicians Truman was 
also well known as a farmer. He was not tainted by the image of 
being a city politician with pretensions of telling "the country 
boys" what was best for their district.6 

Another one of Harry's attractions for the Pendergasts was 
his obvious popularity among the war veterans; he had been an 
officer "whose men didn't want to shoot him"!7 Truman seemed 
to be popular enough to win in rural Jackson County, despite 
the antagonism that had set in against "the city boss and the in-
efficient, corrupt court which he had dominated."8 

Jonathan Daniels has claimed that the significance of the 
veteran vote of the 129th Field Artillery in Truman's first elec-
tion can be calculated mathematically: "Truman's war associates 
went from Jackson County to fight and came back to Jackson 
County to vote." A total of 2269 officers and men had served in 
the regiment from August 1917 to May 1919. Truman won the 
1922 election by a margin of 282 votes. Even allowing for those 
killed and those who moved from Jackson County after the 
war, it seems fairly safe to assume that without the veteran vote, 
Truman could not have won. Local historians add that he might 
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not have won even then "if the 129th in the person of a highly 
nervous ex-private with a very large .45 calibre automatic had 
not been on guard at the ballot box in a precinct at Mount 
Washington in the Intercity district."9 

With the Pendergasts behind him Truman was elected in 
1922 as eastern judge of the Jackson County court. The judges 
of the Missouri county courts had no judicial powers but were 
actually county commissioners, who controlled the expendi-
tures in the construction of the county's roads and highways 
and oversaw the maintenance of all buildings constructed by 
the county. (The Pendergasts controlled huge cement contrac-
tors, whose fortunes depended on county contracts.) The county 
courts were an important part of the local political system as 
they had so much patronage and funds at their disposal. Tru-
man's court alone disposed of nine hundred jobs. The courts 
also levied local taxes and managed and controlled all chari-
table institutions operated by the county.10 

In 1924 Truman was defeated in his bid for reelection. It was 
the only election he ever lost. But in 1926, again with the Pen-
dergast machine behind him, he was elected as presiding judge 
of the Jackson County court, in which capacity he served for 
two four-year terms, from 1927 to 1934. 

In 1934 and again in 1940, with Pendergast backing, he was 
elected U.S. senator for Missouri. Truman and Pendergast were 
locked into a mutually beneficial partnership to which Truman 
applied the same rules of loyalty as he had in his business part-
nership with Eddie Jacobson: "Harry Truman would never 
have reached national prominence without the boss's support, 
and likewise, Tom Pendergast could not have strengthened his 
hold on Jackson County and the State of Missouri without Tru-
man's loyal assistance."11 

The Pendergast machine engaged in the rankest forms of 
graft and corruption and when it felt the need did not shrink 
from engaging gangsters to impose its will. The machine not 
only cast votes for absentees but even rallied the deceased. One 
popular quip in circulation was: "Now is the time for all good 
cemeteries to come to the aid of the party.'"2 Local elections 
were rigged. Ballots were interfered with and changed. The 
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machine's efforts to enhance its power, through police intimi-
dation and fraudulent manipulation of the electoral process, 
reached their peak in the Kansas City elections of 1934; hired 
gangsters roamed the streets intimidating voters with no inter-
ference from the police. The machine hired attorneys to ham-
per or block legal process and threatened federal judges, juries, 
and their families. In thirteen successive trials in the 1930s not 
a single defendant was acquitted.13 

Truman's association with the Pendergast machine attached 
to him a stigma that remained into his presidency. Critics main-
tained that his political success was based on fraud. When he 
was elected to the U.S. Senate, he was dubbed "the Senator 
from Pendergast." Truman may have been dismayed by and 
concerned about the machine's image, but he held his silence. It 
has been suggested that as a judge, Truman compensated by 
redoubling his efforts to do a good job in the county court.14 

It has been claimed that the Pendergast machine was "an in-
superable fact of life in Kansas City," one that candidates for 
any local office ignored at their peril.15 One might speculate 
that Truman would have preferred to remain in the haberdash-
ery business had it only been more successful. But in 1922, with 
huge business debts looming, Truman had perhaps felt he had 
little choice. He was thirty-eight years old, married for barely 
three years, living with his mother-in-law, and unable yet to 
contemplate having children (his only child, Margaret, would 
be born in 1924). 

It was the most complex of relationships, one that would 
have ruined the reputation of a person who lived by anything 
less than the straitlaced, self-imposed moral code of Harry 
Truman. He believed that he would be able to ignore the sordid 
facts of local political life and remain personally untainted. In 
his own eyes he not only succeeded in doing so but also believed 
that he had brought great benefit to the citizens of Jackson 
County. It was perhaps the supreme test for a self-professed 
righteous man, who endeavored to live by the prescriptions of 
the Holy Scriptures. 

In private Truman once wrote: "I think maybe machines are 
not so good for the country."16 But in practice he believed that 
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patronage was "one of the honored prerogatives of the system," 
and in its disposal he was consistently loyal to the machine.17 

Truman liked to think that his own ways of employing the ma-
chine's control were benign.18 

Truman drew a fine but strict distinction between the graft 
and corruption that had marked the Jackson County court, 
which he was determined to stamp out, and the court's patron-
age, which he believed belonged by rights to the victorious 
political machine that had won the election. Truman refused 
to give automatic preference to contractors recommended by 
Boss Tom but saw nothing wrong in giving jobs to the boss's 
men, provided they were up to the job. Of course, some ap-
pointees might turn out badly, but this was a calculated risk, 
part of the game. 

Truman managed the court so efficiently and achieved so 
much while in office that he won an enormous popular follow-
ing and built up an excellent reputation. Ironically, it was the 
very nature of Truman's regime that strengthened the ma-
chine's grip. 

The general verdict seems to be that although Truman was 
part of a machine that at times dealt in the lowest forms of graft 
and corruption "the future president of the United States was 
actually an honest reformer, reminiscent of some of the pre-
war progressive traditions. He successfully worked towards 
cleaning up the graft in the county government and increasing 
the court's efficiency. At the same time he was able to survive as 
a key member in the machine."19 

But Truman was evidently forced to give way to the machine 
more than he liked to admit in public. The recently discovered 
"Pickwick papers" (notes Truman wrote in the Pickwick Hotel 
in the early 1930s) reveal that Pendergast was not so magnan-
imous, nor Truman as independent, as later accounts would 
have it. Making an "internal audit" of his county administra-
tion, Truman claimed that in addition to spending some $7 mil-
lion for the taxpayers' benefit he "gave away about a million in 
general revenue to satisfy the politicians." He justified this by 
adding that had he not done so "the crooks" would have taken 
half the $7 million as well.20 
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IN WASHINGTON 

Truman's experience in the Senate was in some respects a re-
peat of his county court experience. Although he acknowledged 
his continuing debt to Pendergast, he yearned to become, and 
to be regarded by others, as his own man.21 The logic whereby 
Truman may have justified his position has been described 
aptly by Robert H. Ferrell: "Truman was never daunted by 
what he could not control, and the chicanery surrounding his 
election to the United States Senate was no exception. He knew 
that once elected he could pursue his own honest ends. The 
Pendergast machine was corrupt—but then so was the St. Louis 
machine, and he preferred the approval of Tom Pendergast to 
that of the party leaders in St. Louis."22 He was able to live with 
his conscience by following the same principles he had in the 
county court: "Pendergast would receive the patronage Tru-
man saw as the Boss's due, but the Senator would seek an inde-
pendent role in national affairs."23 

When Truman wanted to appoint a Kansas City man, Bud 
Faris, to be his first Senate secretary, he asked him to obtain a 
written endorsement from Pendergast. When Faris brought the 
note to Truman, the latter said: "Well, that's fine. You know, 
that solves a lot of things."24 

Pendergast allowed Truman certain license, but in the ex-
change, the boss gained more than he lost. The federal patron-
age that Truman brought in, particularly Works Progress Ad-
ministration jobs, enabled Pendergast to extend his influence 
throughout Missouri.25 

It was generally believed that Truman would not run again 
for the Senate in 1940 because of the demise of the Pendergast 
machine and Boss Tom's imprisonment the previous year. (At 
Tom Pendergast's trial in 1939 it had been established that be-
tween 1927 and 1937 he had failed to report income in excess 
of $1 million and had evaded paying over $550,000 in income 
taxes. He was sentenced to fifteen months in prison, a fine of 
$10,000, and a payment of $434,000 in taxes, interest, and pen-
alties).26 Roosevelt intimated that he would give Truman a lu-
crative job with the Interstate Commerce Commission. 

But Truman evidently balked at the idea of being "bought 



Truman's Entry into Politics / 25 

o f f " by the president. He felt that he had done a good job and 
deserved to be returned to the Senate in his own right. More-
over, the opposition in Missouri that had raised its head after 
the fall of the Pendergast machine aroused Truman's fighting 
spirit. Truman sent word back to the president that even if he 
received just one vote he intended fighting "for vindication and 
re-election to the Senate."27 

In a display of independence Truman voted for the reelec-
tion of the Missouri district attorney, who had campaigned in 
the courts against the Pendergast machine, bringing down on 
his head a storm of criticism and rebuke from Missouri Demo-
crats. The following extract from a letter to Bess illustrates well 
Truman's impatience and frustration and provides a clear in-
dication of his future attitude toward politics: "I don't care 
much of a damn what they do or don't, from here out I'm going 
to do as I please—and they can like it or not as they choose. I've 
spent my life pleasing people, doing things for 'em, and putting 
myself in embarrassing positions to save the party and the other 
fellow, now I've quit. To hell with 'em all. Now I feel better 
anyway."28 

Nonetheless, the media continued to regard Truman as an 
anachronistic creation of the Kansas City machine. The St. 
Louis Dispatch called him "Ambassador of the defunct princi-
pality of Pendergastia."29 

Truman remained loyal to Pendergast long after his down-
fall in 1939. For all the complexes that came with his being re-
garded as a Pendergast man, his sense of loyalty (not to men-
tion indebtedness) was as rock solid as that to any of his old 
army buddies. As he grew older, Truman's "modesty combined 
with his loyalty to make him blind sometimes to the insensate 
selfishness which . . . grew in Pendergast like a disease."30 He 
was criticized sharply by some when in January 1945 as vice-
president he employed a U.S. Air Force plane to fly to Tom 
Pendergast's funeral. But others admired Truman's loyalty and 
his courage in standing by an old associate, down on his for-
tune, literally to the end. 

But Truman's loyalties were parochial and at times, as in the 
Pendergast case, went far beyond the bounds of good taste or 
political common sense. Even his elevation to the presidency 
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did not persuade Truman to cut himself loose from the Pen-
dergasts. J im Pendergast was a frequent guest at the White 
House and on occasion flew with Truman on the presidential 
plane, the "Sacred Cow." The battered Pendergast machine 
quite obviously drew encouragement and sustenance from such 
privileges. 

In the 1946 congressional elections Truman mobilized the 
Pendergast machine to oppose the election of a local congress-
man to the Fifth District of Kansas City, even informing the 
press that he had done so. The congressman, Roger Slaughter, 
was duly defeated, but in May 1947 a grand jury found that 
there had been a fraudulent miscount of votes. An editorial in 
the Washington Evening Star summed up the whole sorry epi-
sode admirably: 

Now no one suggests that Mr. Truman, personally, had anything to 
do with the fraud, or that he personally approved of what was done. 
Still, the fact remains that the election was obviously stolen. . . . Fur-
thermore, if Mr. Slaughter is right—and the President does not deny 
it—Mr. Truman continues to be a dues paying member of the Pen-
dergast organization and permits the machine to list him on its letter-
head as its vice-president. . . . The whole affair is a sordid business, 
the worst thing that can happen in a democracy, and the President, 
having enlisted the support of Pendergast in the first instance, cannot 
escape some measure of connection with it.31 

In conclusion, two points relevant to our theme may be un-
derlined here. First, Truman's steadfast loyalty to Pendergast, 
even if politically unwise, was entirely in character, a reflection 
of the values that Truman held supreme. It was a blind, almost 
canine loyalty, one that for all its differences was akin to that he 
retained for Jacobson or for his former army buddies. He re-
mained stubbornly confident that so long as his own two hands 
were clean he could not be held personally responsible for the 
machine's misdoings. 

Second, it is equally clear that for all his devotion Truman 
was deeply troubled, at times to the point of humiliation, by the 
restrictions on his liberty imposed by the Pendergast machine. 
Thus, his early political career reinforced the strong urge in 
Truman to prove himself independent, to make it on his own, 
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and, just as important, to be accepted in his own right, for his 
own virtues. 

This is of special relevance to the issues discussed in this 
book. For when faced by various pressure groups during his 
presidency— for example, as in the case of Palestine, the State 
Department on the one hand and the Zionist lobby on the 
other—Truman would balk at being told what to do. He was 
ultrasensitive to any infringement on what he considered his 
prerogatives. He had already had more than enough of that for 
one lifetime. The "striped-pants boys" (as Truman called them) 
of the State Department would earn a special rebuke in Tru-
man's memoirs.32 But Truman also vented vitriolic diatribes 
against the Zionists (like his earlier comments about Jews, these 
were reserved for private forums or personal letters), and there 
would come a time when Truman refused to receive any Zionist 
in the White House. 

Ironically, the president who has gone down in history as 
being one of the greatest friends of the Zionists was at times, in 
private, reduced to a bitter frustration that brought to the sur-
face unsavory prejudices. 



THREE 

The Jewish Problem 
First Acquaintance 

J E W I S H R E F U G E E S 

With the Nazi takeover in Germany in 1 9 3 3 and the gradual 
incursions, both legal and physical, on Jewish rights, a great 
many Jews began to flee the country. T h e movement increased 
drastically after the Kristallnacht pogrom of November 1938, 
but once war broke out in 1939 the efforts of panic-stricken 
Jews to escape were increasingly futile. As the Germans con-
quered large areas of Europe, they all but closed off the conti-
nent to all further Jewish emigration. 

T h e persecution of the Jews by the Nazis and the horrors of 
the Holocaust cannot be said to have been issues of major con-
cern to Harry S. Truman. During his two terms as U.S. senator, 
from 1 9 3 5 to 1945, Nazi policies toward the Jews reached their 
tragic climax. 

But like many of his illustrious contemporaries, Truman did 
not monitor the development of the Jewish tragedy. He never 
criticized the Roosevelt administration for its procrastination 
on Jewish problems, nor did he press for or join any initiatives 
to take any special measures to help the Jews in their plight. 
True, in his few dealings with the State Department, Truman 
was wont to deride the excessive red tape. This was a routine 
complaint of his against bureaucracies, however, and it did not 
seem to occur to him that a more purposeful and vigorous di-
rection was needed from the political echelons. As will be seen 

28 



The Jewish Problem / 29 

below, appeals to him to make some special effort on the Jews' 
behalf were met with the administration's stock reply that noth-
ing should be done that might impede the Allied war effort.1 

Senator Truman did not initiate or take part in any general 
campaign to help Jewish refugees from Europe. His association 
with the Jewish refugee problem, both in the 1930s and during 
the war itself, was almost entirely the result of his senatorial du-
ties to his constituency in Missouri. His efforts resulted from 
specific appeals, especially from old friends and associates, for 
example, former soldiers of Battery D or political supporters. 

Any Jew with direct or indirect access to a senator stood an 
immeasurably better chance of getting an endangered relative 
out of Europe to the United States. On reading Truman's sena-
torial refugee files, one is reminded of the dictum about the im-
portance of "whom you know." For example, one family helped 
by Truman was that of Alex Sachs. Sachs was a civil engineer 
who in 1 9 3 2 had been recommended to Truman for the Demo-
cratic nomination for Jackson County highway engineer. Sachs 
and Truman worked closely for the next two years and devel-
oped a mutual admiration. Truman's county roads program 
was the first great success of his political career. During the 
1930s, Senator Truman and his staff helped several of Sachs's 
distant cousins to obtain immigration visas into the United 
States. As a former close associate of Truman's, Alex Sachs was 
then approached by several local Jews, who asked if he would 
write to the senator from Missouri for aid in getting members 
of their families out of Europe. In 1977 Howard Sachs, the son 
of Alex, checked Truman's senatorial files and found more 
than a dozen immigration case files in which his father's name 
had been used to obtain Senator Truman's help.2 

Another obvious source for appeals was Eddie Jacobson. 
Dave Finkelstein, a friend of the Jacobsons "for over 30 years," 
wished to bring to the United States his fifteen-year-old nephew, 
Heinz. Jacobson spoke about Finkelstein during a visit by Tru-
man to Kansas City and followed it up with a letter that was not 
entirely devoid of flattery: "They have been trying for over a 
year to get some action on this matter but I really think it takes 
a 'Big Shot' like yourself to kick things along."3 Truman wrote 
soon after to the U.S. consul general in Berlin, expressing his 
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personal interest in the boy's application for an immigration 
visa; within the month he received a reply that it had been 
granted.4 

Another interesting file is that on the Blumenfeld family, 
who were also trying to flee from Germany to the United States. 
The Blumenfelds were cousins both of the Jacobsons and an-
other Kansas City resident, Lee Erb. Erb wrote to Truman to 
appeal on their behalf "with Ed's knowledge and approval." Erb 
complained about the procrastination of the U.S. consulate offi-
cials in Germany. They had asked for documents from the 
Kansas City sponsors (tax bills, affidavits) giving evidence of 
their ability to support the refugees in the United States. Al-
though Erb had sent them affidavits proving that his own wealth 
was assessed at more than thirty thousand dollars, the officials 
were not satisfied. In his letter to Truman, Erb suggested: "It 
may be that our Consul General in Berlin is not any more favor-
able to having our people come here than Hitler is to have them 
remain. I can't help but feel that the objections raised are without 
substantial merit, but I am attempting to comply nevertheless."5 

Anything to which Eddie Jacobson's name was attached pro-
duced instant action on Truman's part. Within a week he had 
written again to Douglas Jenkins, the U.S. consul in Berlin, giv-
ing his opinion that Erb was a man of "excellent reputation" 
and informing Jenkins that he would like to see Erb's family ac-
commodated. For good measure Truman added the observa-
tion that apart from being related to Erb the Blumenfelds were 
"cousins of Mr. Eddie Jacobson, an outstanding businessman of 
Kansas City, and a close personal friend."6 Truman's definition 
of Jacobson's standing in the Kansas City business community at 
that time was hardly accurate to say the least. 

Ironically, Truman had an account to settle with the Erb 
family in Kansas City. He wrote to Eddie Jacobson about the 
appeal he had received from Lee Erb and reported that he had 
already written to the consul general in Berlin. Then he added: 

But Ed, Lee has been doing everything he possibly could to put my 
sister's filling station out of business out there on [Highway] 71, and I 
don't like his attitude. 

I wish you would tell him that I want to see him succeed in business 
and do as well as he can, but I don't think he should do some of the 
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things he has been doing to make it unpleasant for the young men 
who are working for Mary.7 

Jacobson duly passed on Truman's letter to Erb, who quickly 
wrote to reassure Truman that he had checked out his asser-
tions and could state unequivocally that the senator had been 
misinformed.8 

Four days later Erb wrote to Truman again, informing him 
that the Blumenfelds' papers had again been returned by the 
consulate, as they had omitted to insert specifically the sur-
names of his cousin's wife and daughter. This example of crass 
bureaucratic procrastination brought Erb to the conclusion that 
without the senator's further aid, "unmerited technical objec-
tions will be urged for the purpose of delay." The matter was 
already one of some urgency, Erb concluded, since none of the 
family was permitted to work, and they were dependent on 
charity.9 Truman wasted no time at all and wrote once again to 
the consul general, enclosing an additional affidavit stressing 
his personal interest in the case: "Mr. Erb is a close neighbor of 
mine at home in Jackson County, Missouri. I know him and I 
know that he can assume the responsibility and meet it regard-
ing this family."10 

Curiously, Truman seems to have overlooked or misinter-
preted Erb's complaints against the State Department officials. 
When he reported to Erb on his renewed approach to the Ber-
lin consulate, he referred to the obstacles raised by the German 
officials. Whatever the case, his next letter to Erb provides 
one of Truman's first recorded critiques of the Nazi regime: 
"You are perfectly correct about all the technicalities that the 
German Government is using to harass the Jewish people. I 
don't approve of it and I am morally certain that they will be 
properly taken care of for their attitude at some time in the 
future."11 

Once war broke out, the situation of the Jews changed radi-
cally for the worse. Jews in Germany, and then in other coun-
tries conquered by the Germans, came under immediate physi-
cal threat. Furthermore, after the United States joined the war 
against Germany in December 1941, American consulates across 
Europe were closed down, making it impossible for refugees to 
obtain immigration visas. On top of all this, as great an obstacle 
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was presented by the protracted procedures and excessive red 
tape of the immigration division of the State Department, which 
during the war managed to keep immigration well below the 
meager visa quotas officially allocated.12 

The wartime correspondence in Truman's refugee files 
offers a poignant glimpse into the variegated problems arising 
for the Jews out of the German occupation of Europe. It gave 
Truman a firsthand acquaintance with the trials and tribula-
tions of the Jews in their persecution, no doubt providing some-
thing of an education for the senator from Missouri. To distress 
was added frustration, as all too frequently Truman's efforts 
were in vain. 

In February 1940 Truman received an appeal from Dave 
Berenstein, a Jewish attorney and political supporter from St. 
Louis, who later that year would manage Senator Truman's 
election campaign in that city. Berenstein wanted Truman to 
help secure a "derivative citizenship certificate" for a mutual 
friend, Sam Ferer. Ferer's citizenship rights derived from his 
father, but the only evidence that the American authorities 
would accept was available from a now-inaccessible village in 
Poland. Since that country was now under Nazi rule, it was pa-
tently impossible to secure the said document. The request il-
lustrated the willfully obtuse attitude of the Immigration and 
Naturalization Service. 

Truman duly wrote to the commissioner of immigration and 
naturalization at the Department of Labor, declaring that "Mr. 
Ferer has more than enough evidence to show that he is the son 
of Aaron Ferer and that through his father he is entitled to 
American citizenship." After some nine months the naturaliza-
tion service issued a naturalization certificate to Ferer.13 

In mid-1941 another appeal arrived, invoking the name of 
"your friend Jacobson." Paul Levy, a men's and women's outfit-
ter from Butler, Missouri, had approached Jacobson about get-
ting his brother, Siegfried Loewy, out of Germany. He then 
asked Senator Truman to send a cable to the U.S. consul in 
Stuttgart so that his brother could "obtain his visa immediately, 
and get out of that God-for-saken country." But Truman was 
powerless to help, since all American consulates in Axis or occu-
pied countries were being closed. Truman's secretary, Harry H. 
Vaughan, wrote to Levy in Truman's absence that should his 
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brother manage to get to a country from where he could apply 
for an American visa, Truman's office would be pleased to take 
up the case again with the State Department's visa division.14 

Two particularly distressing cases illustrate the fate of Jews in 
France during the war. One involved C. W. Evans, an old friend 
of Truman's and a political fund-raiser. He wrote to Truman in 
June 1941 about a client of his, Izzie Jacobs, for whom he was 
trying to secure immigration visas for some family members in 
unoccupied France. Jacobs had received a cable from the family 
in Marseilles indicating that visas were available for July 13 and 
that tickets were booked on a boat sailing on August 15, 1 9 4 1 . 
But the consulate could issue the visas only with Washington's 
consent. The cable from France to the Jacobs family asking 
them to have Washington cable the visas to the U.S. consulate at 
Marseilles concluded on an urgent note: "Personal intervention 
by influence of personality at Washington even better. Most ur-
gent. . . . Do all you possible. Last chance to save us. Absolutely 
desperate. Do everything by cable. I shall repay. Horenslup." 15 

Evans's letter urged Truman to intervene, stating the deepest 
appreciation on the part of himself, the Jacobs family, and an-
other family involved in the case. 

But it took more than a year for the State Department to re-
port back to Truman on the Horenslup family, and by that time 
it was too late to help them.16 The correspondence does not 
clarify the reason for the protracted delay, but one may assume 
that it was either because in the meantime the consulate had 
closed or that the family had been deported (the first deporta-
tions of French Jews to Auschwitz, Poland, began in March 
1942. In July the French leaders Laval and Petain agreed to Ge-
stapo deportation plans, and the really large-scale deportations 
of French Jews began in October 1942). 17 

In September 1942 Truman received a letter from William 
Friedman, a wealthy St. Louis businessman. Friedman appealed 
for help in the case of a Jewish refugee girl who had been living 
with his family for the previous five years. In 1940 the girl's 
mother, Lili Westerfeld, had been deported from Germany to a 
concentration camp in unoccupied France. 

In August 1942 Mrs. Westerfeld had advised her daughter 
in the United States that the U.S. consul at Marseilles had in-
vited her to his office to collect an immigration visa. But she 
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doubted that she would be allowed to travel there and feared 
she would soon be transported to Poland. The Friedman family 
was willing to pay for Mrs. Westerfeld's ticket and to support 
her in the United States. They asked Truman to cable the U.S. 
consul at Marseilles, urging him "to use his influence with the 
French authorities to permit Mrs. Westerfeld to make the trip 
to Marseilles."18 

Shortly after mailing his letter, Friedman cabled Truman 
that he had received news that Mrs. Westerfeld had indeed 
been deported to Poland. He now asked Truman if there was 
anything either he or the State Department could do. In re-
sponse to Truman's inquiry the State Department informed 
him that since Mrs. Westerfeld was not an American citizen nei-
ther the department nor any of its consular staff abroad could 
do anything on her behalf, and the question of her leaving Eu-
rope would rest with the appropriate foreign authorities. In 
reply to a further inquiry from Truman that same November, 
the State Department informed him that no further action in 
France was possible because of the closure of all American con-
sular establishments in that country.19 

Truman's senatorial immigration files contain not only cases 
involving Jewish refugees in Europe but also some concerning 
U.S. residents who had run into trouble with the American im-
migration authorities. Again, Truman's interest was largely a 
question of doing favors for old friends, when he could. 

P U B L I C A P P E A L S 

The number of Jews fortunate enough to escape from Europe 
to the West was infinitesimal. The vast majority were trapped 
inside Nazi-occupied Europe, and some six million perished in 
what would become known as the Holocaust. 

The mass killing of the Jews of Europe began with the Ger-
man invasion of Russia in June 1941. Special "killing squads" 
(Einsatzgruppen) accompanied the Wehrmacht on its conquest. 
The "final solution" to the "Jewish problem" was given bureau-
cratic sanction at the Wansee Conference in January 1942. The 
conference planned for the murder of Europe's entire Jewish 
population of eleven million. The Jews were to be gassed to 
death in specially constructed extermination camps. News of 
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the conference and its agenda was leaked to the West gradually 
during the spring and summer of 1942. The Allies' first offi-
cial cognizance that the Jews were the chosen victims of the 
Nazi death machine came in December 1942 with Allied broad-
casts and warnings of retribution for the Nazis' crimes against 
the Jews. 

Several of Truman's Jewish constituents wrote, appealing to 
him to speak out against German atrocities and to initiate some 
special effort to alleviate the fate of their Jewish brethren in 
Europe. With one single exception Truman's responses were 
coldly correct, spelling out impassively the administration's offi-
cial line. 

In April 1942 Truman received an official appeal from the 
national chairmen of the United Jewish Appeal, the major Jew-
ish fund-raising body in the United States. Although the nature 
of the Holocaust was still a matter of general rumor in the West, 
Nazi persecution threatened millions of European Jews. T h e 
appeal stressed the general need for rescue efforts, although 
it lacked the sense of life-and-death urgency that would come 
when the Nazis' final solution became a matter of established 
fact: 

While all of us are deeply concerned with our responsibilities in our 
country's war effort, we nevertheless are desirous of making any addi-
tional contribution possible toward the strengthening of the structure 
of humanity which is the framework of our democratic way of life. . . . 
We are also mindful that the rescue of large numbers of victims of 
Nazi persecution whose devotion to democracy has been tested in the 
crucible of Nazi persecution may make a distinct contribution to the 
winning of the peace which all of us wish to secure together with vic-
tory on the field of battle. . . . 

It is our sincere hope that we may have a message of encourage-
ment from you as we go forward with the tasks which are our solemn 
responsibility as Americans and as Jews.20 

Truman's reply was somewhat perfunctory and closed with 
a mild admonition of which the administration would have 
been proud: 

You are doing great work in endeavoring to keep up the morale of the 
Jewish refugees and also in your endeavor to unify the efforts of the 
American Jews for the proper care of their brethren in distress. 
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I congratulate you on it most highly. In doing this extra war work 
however, remember that the main effort is now for the United States 
to win the war as quickly as possible.21 

Even when a year later T r u m a n received a letter referring to 
what was by then common knowledge, that is, the "deliberate 
extermination of J e w s , " his response was again hardly imagina-
tive or sympathetic and barely more than bureaucratically neu-
tral: " I am sure that what can be done is being done to relieve 
this shocking situation by providing the means for these people 
to go to places of refuge. However, as you will readily realize, 
with most of the world at war it is a very difficult thing to ac-
complish, and the results, as compared with the need, are piti-
fully small."2 2 

T r u m a n did come out, exceptionally, in a strong public state-
ment against the Nazi persecution of the Jews. H e was appar-
ently prevailed upon to make this statement by leaders of the 
American Jewish community, which in M a r c h 1 9 4 3 organized 
the Joint E m e r g e n c y Committee on E u r o p e a n Jewish Affairs . 
During the spring of 1 9 4 3 , just before the B e r m u d a C o n f e r e n c e 
(discussed later), the committee held forty mass rallies in twenty 
different states to "publicize the Holocaust and to mobilize pub-
lic opinion behind the rescue proposals" that had already been 
adopted at a mass rally in N e w York City on M a r c h 1.2 S 

T h e occasion of Truman's speech was the "United Rally to 
D e m a n d the Rescue of Doomed J e w s " held in Chicago on Apri l 
1 4 , 1 9 4 3 , just five days before the official opening of the Ber-
m u d a Conference. Because of the uniqueness of Truman's pub-
lic tirade against Hitler's anti-Jewish policies, the text of his 
speech is quoted here at length: 

Through the edict of a mad Hitler and a degenerate Mussolini, the 
people of that ancient race, the Jews, are being herded like animals 
into the ghettos [on April 18, 1943, the Jewish resistance in the War-
saw ghetto rose in revolt against the German deportation and exter-
mination policy. The Germans invaded and destroyed the ghetto], the 
concentration camps, and the wastelands of Europe. T h e men, the 
women and the children of this honored people are being starved, 
yes! actually murdered by the fiendish huns and Fascists. Today these 
oppressed people, still with spirit unbroken look for succor to us, we 
people of the United States, whose flag has always stood for liberty, 
freedom and justice for all. . . . So on down through the pages of the 
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history of America, you find these efforts of the Jews—as of all Ameri-
cans—striving for all those things that have made America great. . . . 
No one can any longer doubt the horrible intentions of the Nazi beasts. 
We know that they plan the systematic slaughter throughout Europe, 
not only of the Jews but of vast numbers of other innocent peoples. 
The streets of Europe, running with the blood of the massacred, are 
stark proof of the insatiable thirst of the Nazi hordes. . . . Today—not 
tomorrow—we must do all that is humanly possible to provide a haven 
and place of safety for all those who can be grasped from the hands of 
the Nazi butchers. Free lands must be opened to them. Their present 
oppressors must know that they will be held directly accountable for 
their bloody deeds. . . . This is not a Jewish problem. It is an Ameri-
can problem—and we must and will face it squarely and honorably.24 

Truman received an immediate accolade from a prominent 
member of his Jewish constituency, James H. Becker: "Our 
hopes were buttressed by the glowing, trenchant words spoken 
by you. All of us appreciated your coming and your participa-
tion."25 Becker was chairman of the program committee for the 
"United Rally to Demand the Rescue of Doomed Jews" and a 
member of the American Jewish Committee. (This committee 
was the oldest American Jewish defense organization, founded 
by German Jewish immigrants in 1906 in reaction to the Rus-
sian pogroms. It included some of the most prominent mem-
bers of the German Jewish elite in the United States and con-
ducted its affairs in "an oligarchic, noblesse oblige fashion until 
the 1940s, limiting membership to a select few.")26 

One is struck by the contrast between this unique, public ex-
pression of Truman's outrage against Nazi racist policies and 
the correctness of his private correspondence. It is quite pos-
sible that his public speech was written for him by the Joint 
Emergency Committee. But in any case, the speech can leave 
no doubt that Truman was by now well aware of the nature of 
the Holocaust then proceeding in Europe. Public rallies, at 
which a good impression might be easily made, were one thing, 
however, and in truth they cost very little. 

In his private correspondence Senator Truman equally left no 
doubt that he was squarely behind the administration's policies 
or the lack thereof. Whereas he had closed his Chicago speech 
with the statement that Jewish persecution was an "American 
problem" that should be dealt with "squarely and honorably" 
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and had urged action "today—not tomorrow," when it came to 
a direct appeal to raise his voice in the Senate, he now urged 
patience. 

In December 1943, nine months after the public rally, Rabbi 
Phineas Smoller, leader of the United Hebrew congregation in 
Joplin, Missouri, sent Truman a petition, addressed to Presi-
dent Roosevelt and the members of the Senate, on behalf of the 
one hundred Jewish families in his congregation: 

We appeal to you to lend your personal support, in the Senate, to the 
relief of the plight of Europe's remnant of Israel, and to aid in the 
formulation of such opinion in the Senate as will impress itself, 
through our State Department, on the British Government, towards 
the end . . . that the people of the Jewish Faith, everywhere in the 
world, shall be assured of the benefit of the Four Freedoms.27 

Truman's reply was perfunctory, almost patronizing, and con-
cluded with the usual admonition: 

I do not think it is the business of Senators who are not on the Foreign 
Relations Committee to dabble in matters which affect our relations 
with the Allies at this time. T h e r e is nobody on earth who dislikes 
more than I do the actions of Hitler and Mussolini; but it is of vital 
importance that the Jewish Congregations be patient and support 
wholeheartedly the foreign policy of our government. I think you will 
find that every effort is being made by the government to accomplish 
just what you have in mind.28 

T H E " B E R G S O N BOYS ' ' 

The so-called Bergson boys represented a small circle of young 
Palestinian Jews, headed by Hillel Kook (alias Peter Bergson), 
active in the United States. They were followers of the Zionist 
Revisionist Vladimir Jabotinsky and secretly members of the 
Palestine underground army, the Irgun. In December 1941 the 
group had set up a Committee for a Jewish Army, whose goal 
was to induce the Allies to mobilize an independent army of 
Palestinian Jews and stateless Jewish refugees to fight Hitler. It 
was presumed that such an army would establish rights to a 
Jewish state in Palestine. 

The committee achieved great publicity successes through 
full-page advertisements in the press and dramatic stage pre-
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sentations. Its chairman, the celebrated Dutch author Pierre 
van Paassen, wrote the text of many of the ads; the stage spec-
tacles, such as We Shall Never Die and A Flag is Born, were writ-
ten by Hollywood screenwriter Ben Hecht.29 

Bergson was not always scrupulous in his methods and habit-
ually canvassed the support of prominent public figures with-
out explaining to them properly what they were about to sign 
their name to. Having gained someone's initial support, Bergson 
did not always trouble to secure the individual agreement of 
each signatory to a new advertisement.30 The committee also fell 
afoul of the American Jewish establishment, which accused it of 
"recklessness and sensationalism, as well as gross effrontery in 
presuming to speak for an American Jewish constituency."31 

In January 1942 Truman was approached indirectly to join 
Bergson's Committee for a Jewish Army. Congressman An-
drew L. Somers wrote to tell him that he had become interested 
in a movement that he felt would "go far to end the persecu-
tions of the Jewish Race by governments in the future." Somers 
had delivered a series of speeches across the country in favor of 
a Jewish army for Palestine and had also presented a resolution 
to President Roosevelt in which he asked him to direct the sec-
retary of state to prevail upon the British to authorize such an 
army.32 (In October 1940 the British government had approved 
the mobilization of a Jewish division, which was to be composed 
partly of Palestinian and partly of American Jews. The Foreign 
Office, fearful of adverse reaction among Arabs, was able ini-
tially to get the scheme postponed and ultimately, in October 
1941, canceled.)33 

Somers's was not the first approach to Truman on this sub-
ject, and predictably, and typically, Truman begged off. His 
reply once again adhered faithfully to the official administra-
tion line: 

I have had a great deal of correspondence about this suggestion but so 
far as the United States is concerned I think the best thing for the 
Jews to do is to go right into our Army as they did in the last war and 
make the same sort of good soldiers as they did before. 

It is an honorable undertaking to organize an Army for Palestine 
but I think American citizens ought to serve in the American Army.34 

Following further contacts with Bergson, however, in May 
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1942 Truman was prevailed upon to join his committee, as 
were several other legislators. Their membership probably in-
volved nothing more than lending their names to the full-page 
ads published by the committee. On November 2, 1942, the 
twenty-fifth anniversary of the Balfour Declaration, Truman's 
was one of the signatures of sixty-eight senators and 194 con-
gressmen appended to a statement commemorating the event.35 

Truman's membership in the Committee for a Jewish Army 
lasted barely a year. He resigned abruptly in May 1943 in pro-
test against the committee's forthright condemnation of the 
Bermuda Conference. 

The conference, held in April 1943, had been planned by 
Britain and the United States ostensibly to find shelter for Eu-
rope's refugees (Jews were not specifically mentioned). There 
was an implicit agreement between the two allies that Britain 
would not press the United States to relax its rigid visa policy 
and the United States would not press Britain to allow more 
Jews into Palestine. The principal "achievements" of the con-
ference would be the evacuation of five thousand Jewish refu-
gees from Spain and the revival of the prewar Intergovern-
mental Committee on Refugees, which proved to be just as 
ineffective as it had been before the war.36 Historians have been 
almost unanimous in their condemnation of the conference: 
"The Bermuda Conference was, in fact, no more than a pre-
tense. It was a diplomatic hoax intended to defuse the pres-
sures for rescue that had built up in England and the United 
States."37 

When the details of the Holocaust started emerging at the 
end of 1942, the Bergson group began concentrating on public 
pressure to mount rescue efforts. It now constituted another 
public body, called the Emergency Committee to Save the Jewish 
People of Europe. In the spring of 1943 this committee led 
a public campaign to discredit the Bermuda Conference. On 
May 4, 1943, it published a full-page ad in the New York Times 
headed " T O 5,000,000 J E W S IN T H E NAZI D E A T H T R A P B E R -

MUDA W A S A C R U E L M O C K E R Y . " The ad accused the State De-
partment of procrastination and put forward the committee's 
own ten-point rescue program.38 

Truman took great umbrage and wrote to Bergson two days 
later, criticizing the use made of senators' names, including his 
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own, without receiving prior approval: "While there is nothing 
to indicate that this group of distinguished citizens endorses the 
specific advertisement, the inference might be made that they 
do. . . . The Committee and I must come to an understanding 
at once that greater caution be exercised in publishing the names 
of Senators who favor our cause."39 But the key point was that 
Truman did not share Bergson's jaundiced view of the Ber-
muda Conference, especially since a Senate colleague of his, 
Scott Lucas, had been one of the three official American dele-
gates: "My colleagues and I have great respect for Senator 
Lucas and we do not deem it fair to him to prejudge or con-
demn the work of the committee until after it has had sufficient 
opportunity to make a report. . . . I must therefore withhold 
my judgement until such time as I know what exactly took place 
in the conference."40 

On that same day (May 6, presumably after Truman had sent 
his first letter to Bergson) the Senate debated the castigation of 
the conference in the New York Times ad. Senator Scott Lucas had 
taken the attack personally and made it an issue on the Senate 
floor. Lucas alleged that none of the senators whose names ap-
peared in the ad had in fact been notified in advance. He also 
read out a letter from Senator Edwin Johnson, chairman of the 
Committee for a Jewish Army, to Bergson, in which he admon-
ished the latter for impugning Lucas, an "esteemed colleague."41 

A battery of senators, including Truman, then asked Lucas 
to yield the floor so that they could also dissociate themselves 
from the ad and express their confidence in the senator. As one 
historian concluded acidly: "The integrity of the senatorial club 
had to be preserved."42 

Truman had not decided of his own accord to resign from 
Bergson's committee after reading the offending ad. The de-
bate on the Senate floor made up his mind for him, and the 
next day he sent Bergson his written resignation: 
Senator Johnson informs me this advertisement was never submitted 
to him for approval, and I have the same information from a number 
of other Senators. 

I am withdrawing my name from your Committee, and you are not 
authorized under any circumstances to make use of it for any purpose 
in the future. 

This does not mean my sympathies are not with the down-trodden 
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Jews of Europe, but when you take it on yourself without consultation 
to attack members of the Senate and House of Representatives who 
are working in your interest I cannot approve of that procedure.43 

Truman was apparently the only senator to resign as a result 
of the incident surrounding the New York Times ad. Bergson, re-
alizing for once that he had gone too far, made a public apology 
on May 8.44 But Truman did not retract and probably felt him-
self better off out of Bergson's company. The fraudulent use of 
the senators' names undoubtedly offended Truman's code of 
ethics. Moreover, Truman could derive political comfort from 
the ostracism of the maverick Bergson group by the main-
stream of American Jews. 

Truman took care to send a copy of his resignation letter to 
Rabbi Stephen Wise, chairman of the American Zionist Emer-
gency Council. Their exchange provides a classic example of the 
damage done to the Zionist cause in the United States by the 
divisions within the Jewish community. As Rabbi Wise soon dis-
covered, it was not just the Bergson group that Truman was di-
vorcing himself from but the Jewish cause itself. 

In his letter to Truman, Rabbi Wise expressed a fear com-
mon to the Jewish establishment: 
The activities of Mr. Bergson have been a source of considerable em-
barrassment to the organized Zionist movement in this country. . . . 
Unhappily the recent reaction to the efforts of Mr. Bergson is liable to 
obscure the appalling plight of the Jews of Europe. And while it is 
true that no report has been issued as yet on the proceedings of the 
Bermuda conference, there seems to be little indication that the situa-
tion is likely to be tackled in a large and effective way.45 

Wise hoped that Truman would not allow Bergson's "irrespon-
sible acts" to affect his "understanding approach" to Jewish 
problems. But Truman seems to have allowed the incident to 
grow all out of proportion. Although he evidently knew of the 
plight of millions of European Jews—as evidenced by his speech 
at the Chicago rally just six weeks before—Truman now washed 
his hands effectively of any further involvement on the spe-
cious grounds of the harm caused to American military inter-
ests. In a letter full of hyperbole Truman replied to Wise: 

It is fellows like Mr. Bergson who go off half cocked in matters that 
affect strategy of the whole world that cause all the trouble. 
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No one feels more sympathetic towards the Jews than the members 
of the United States Senate who signed that Committee petition, but 
when an ad such as Bergson put in the New York Times can be used 
to stir up trouble where our troops are fighting it is certainly outside 
my policy to be mixed up in such an organization. 

That ad was used by all the Arabs in North Africa in an endeavor to create 
dissension among them and caused them to stab our fellows in the back. 

We want to help the Jews and we are going to help them but we 
cannot do it at the expense of our military maneuvers.46 

The pretext of harming American (or British) military inter-
ests was used frequently during the war to excuse lack of any 
meaningful Allied action to save Europe's doomed Jewish com-
munities. Truman was quite simply taking a page out of the ad-
ministration's book. As has been noted already, Truman showed 
great sympathy for Jewish suffering, but he also "displayed 
great caution not to commit himself to any line of action which 
deviated from the Roosevelt Administration's policies" vis-à-vis 
the Holocaust.47 

Thus, for all of his professed sympathy, whether public or 
private, for the Jewish tragedy, Truman proved unwilling to step 
out of line with official policy or translate his occasional rhetoric 
into action. His efforts on behalf of the Jews remained paro-
chial—individual acts to help out old friends or associates—or 
were moves that were politically beneficial. His "refugee Zion-
ism," which would become prominent in his early presidential 
policy on Palestine, has been assessed as merely reflecting Tru-
man's dual position as "Congressman and sympathetic average 
American citizen."48 Like most of his contemporaries in politics, 
it would appear that Truman failed to appreciate the wider his-
torical significance of the Holocaust. 
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Truman and Zionism 

THE 1939 WHITE PAPER 

Truman's first act of support for the Zionist cause is generally 
dated to May 1939, when he is alleged to have made a short 
speech on the Senate floor in condemnation of the British white 
paper on Palestine issued that same month by the Chamberlain 
government in Britain. Abba Eban has claimed, with perhaps 
some exaggeration, that "there is no evidence that Truman was 
even aware of the Zionist problem until he made [this] brief 
speech.'" (The 1939 white paper determined that Palestine 
would become an independent, democratic (i.e., Arab) state 
within ten years; that Jewish immigration would be restricted to 
seventy-five thousand over the next five years, after which all 
further immigration would require Arab consent; and that 
land sales to Jews would be prohibited in most of Palestine and 
severely restricted in certain parts.)2 

In fact, Truman did not speak on Palestine in 1939 on the 
Senate floor as historians have hitherto claimed.5 Truman asked 
to have a newspaper article printed as an appendix to the Con-
gressional Record, and it was his covering note, also printed as 
part of the "Extension of Remarks," that has been mistaken for 
a speech on the Senate floor. (An "Extension of Remarks" con-
sists of material not actually delivered on the floor of the Senate 
or House but included in the Congressional Record at the request 
of members of Congress.) 

The article that Truman had inserted into the official record 

44 
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was written by Barnet Nover and had appeared in the Washing-
ton Post on May 18, 1939. In his covering note Truman took his 
cue from the article's in vocative title: "British S u r r e n d e r — A 
Munich for the Holy Land." Like Winston Churchill across the 
Atlantic, Truman referred to the Palestine white paper as yet 
a further expression of the Chamberlain government's disas-
trous appeasement policies: "Mr. President, the British Gov-
ernment has used its diplomatic umbrella again, this time on 
Palestine. It has made a scrap of paper out of Lord Balfour's 
promise to the Jews. It has just added another to the long list of 
surrenders to the axis powers."4 

In the early 1940s Truman seems to have had some contact 
with Chaim Weizmann, president of the World Zionist Organi-
zation, but not in connection with furthering the Zionist cause 
with the administration. Weizmann was trying to interest the 
U.S. government in his chemical process to produce synthet-
ic rubber out of grain alcohol. Blocked by the American oil 
companies and other vested interests, Weizmann turned to his 
friend Paul Uhlman, head of the Uhlman Grain Company of 
Kansas City and a generous donor to Weizmann's scientific in-
stitute in Rehovot, Palestine. Uhlman put Weizmann in touch 
with Senator Truman, and apparently a government plant was 
eventually set up in Atchison, Kansas, that used the Weizmann 
process.5 (The Letters and Papers of Chaim Weizmann contain 
nothing on any contact between Weizmann and Truman dur-
ing the war.) 

In early 1 9 4 1 Truman lent his name, along with those of nu-
merous other prominent persons, to the pro-Zionist American 
Palestine Committee, just reconstituted by the American Zion-
ist Emergency Council. He was thanked by Rabbi Stephen Wise 
for lending his support to the Zionist cause.6 

All this did not add up to any active commitment. A n d when 
in 1944 a pro-Zionist resolution, recommending that Palestine 
be converted into a Jewish commonwealth, was brought before 
the Senate, Truman opposed it (as he did later as president). 
On this issue, as on those of a Jewish army and Allied rescue 
efforts, Truman adhered faithfully to the Roosevelt policy of 
inaction. He engaged in, as Roosevelt himself has been accused 
of doing on Jewish issues, "the politics of gestures." 
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T H E T A F T - W A G N E R R E S O L U T I O N 

Truman's commitment to Zionism was put to the test in 1944, 
an election year, when the American Zionist Movement lobbied 
congressmen in support of its cause. The lobby had begun early 
in the year because of the pending deadline (March 1944) set 
by the 1939 British white paper on the ending of all further 
Jewish immigration to Palestine unless with Arab consent. The 
Zionists hoped that congressional endorsement of their goals 
would deter the British from implementing the immigration 
restrictions.7 

In January 1944, largely as a result of the Zionist lobby, the 
Taft-Wagner Senate resolution was drafted, pressing for the ab-
rogation of the 1939 white paper restrictions and urging the es-
tablishment of Palestine as a Jewish commonwealth. (In May 
1942 the American Zionist Movement, at an extraordinary con-
ference attended by David Ben-Gurion and Chaim Weizmann, 
had passed the Biltmore resolution, which urged the establish-
ment of Palestine as a Jewish commonwealth as part of the new 
world order after the war. In 1943 a general conference repre-
senting most of American Jewry had endorsed the Biltmore 
resolution.) 

With the Taft-Wagner resolution pending, Truman was lob-
bied by a number of his Jewish constituents for his support. 
Truman followed loyally the line set by the administration that 
any American intervention in the British sphere of influence in 
Palestine during the war would harm Allied military interests in 
the Middle East, particularly in the Arab world. Truman had a 
form letter drawn up, copies of which he sent out to all those 
who were lobbying him. After expressing his familiarity with 
the Palestine resolution, Truman referred to it as "one which 
affects the foreign relations program between Great Britain, 
the United States, and the Middle East." His letter continued: 

My sympathy of course is with the Jewish people, but I am of the opin-
ion that a resolution such as this should be very circumspectly handled 
until we know just exactly where we are going and why. . . . 

. . . with Great Britain and Russia absolutely necessary to us in 
financing the war I don't want to throw any bricks to upset the apple-
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cart, although when the right time comes I am willing to help make the fightfor 
a Jewish homeland in Palestine.8 

Truman's form letter did little to convince or reassure his 
constituents. His unwillingness to stand up now against the 
1939 white paper (as he had formally in 1939) produced a 
backlash of local Jewish public opinion. The leaders of the pro-
Zionist Jewish community of St. Louis were particularly in-
censed, especially when they contrasted Truman's lukewarm 
correctness with the "warm and energetic support given by the 
other Senator from Missouri, Bennett Champ Clark."9 

One significant letter that reached Truman was written by 
M.J. Slonim, president of the St. Louis branch of the American 
Jewish Committee, claiming to represent sixty thousand Jews 
in the greater St. Louis area. Slonim's letter, which accused 
Truman of not living up to his reputation as "one of the dearest 
friends the Zionist cause has in the House of Congress," was not 
entirely devoid of the inevitable flattery. Slonim had been ap-
proached about Truman's attitude on the Senate resolution by 
a number of people who could not understand how Truman 
could "hesitate about supporting a resolution which [would] 
most vitally affect the position of the Jewish people throughout 
the world." Slonim's letter continued: 

I gather from your letter that in your opinion, the matter of the 
Jewish Commonwealth should be postponed for diplomatic rea-
sons. . . . I would agree with such an attitude if nothing were done 
during hostilities to change the status of the Jewish people in Pal-
estine. This as you well know, is not the case. . . . We feel that the Brit-
ish are now making commitments to the Arabs and are crystallizing 
the Jewish position in Zion. . . . You, Senator, more than most Ameri-
cans, know that without Palestine the Jews have little to look forward 
to in most parts of this brutal world. Over three million Jewish civilians 
have been exterminated in occupied Europe. . . . We are all one hundred per-
cent for the war effort of course. But, we cannot understand how the appease-
ment of the Arabs, who have done virtually nothing for the Allied Nations, can 
achieve anything worthwhile. 

I plead with you—who are a true friend of our people—to aban-
don all hesitation and to help us now with this historic resolution in 
the Senate.10 
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All appeals notwithstanding, Truman upheld the administra-
tion's opposition to the Taft-Wagner resolution. But the Zionists 
were encouraged when on March g President Roosevelt re-
ceived their leaders, Rabbis Wise and Abba Hillel Silver, and 
authorized them to state that the American government had 
never officially endorsed the 1939 white paper (formally this 
was correct, though neither had the Roosevelt administration 
protested it nor intervened with the British government in any 
way whatever). But Zionist euphoria was short-lived, as one 
week later the State and War departments with Roosevelt's ap-
proval succeeded in having the Senate resolution shelved on 
the grounds that it constituted a "security-military" threat. Un-
known to the Zionists, Roosevelt thanked Speaker Sam Rayburn 
in private for having the resolution blocked and at the same 
time sent letters to Arab capitals minimizing his own statement 
on the white paper and reassuring the Arabs that "no decision 
altering the basic situation of Palestine should be reached with-
out full consultation with both Arabs and Jews." 1 1 In a speech 
on the Senate floor at the end of March Truman followed the 
administration's lead and, using the text of his form letter, op-
posed the current raising of the Palestine issue.12 

This was but the first foray, however, in a long political cam-
paign. During the summer of 1944, both Republicans and 
Democrats held their party conventions. The Zionists, inspired 
by Rabbi Silver, applied their new strategy of "initiating Demo-
cratic and Republican competition for the Jewish vote . . . 
thereby shaking Roosevelt's assumption that the Jews were 
safely in the Democratic bag."13 

Rabbi Silver, with his excellent Republican connections (Sen-
ators Robert A. Taft and Arthur Vandenberg), and Rabbi Wise, 
calling on his good connections and long-time association with 
the Democrats, succeeded in procuring from both party con-
ventions a commitment to the Zionist platform. But the Demo-
crats upstaged the Republicans. Whereas the latter called for a 
"free and democratic Commonwealth" in Palestine, the Demo-
cratic plank favored the establishment of a "free and demo-
cratic Jewish commonwealth."14 

In October 1944 both presidential candidates, Roosevelt and 
Dewey, endorsed their parties' Palestine planks. Roosevelt was 
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duly reelected, and Harry Truman found himself suddenly ele-

vated to national prominence as vice-president. 

T h e Zionists' success with both parties augured well, and 

in November 1944 they determined to renew the campaign for 

the congressional resolutions. Senators T a f t and Wagner re-

introduced their resolution (in the House, Representative Sol 

Bloom [Democrat, New York City] introduced the Wright-

Compton resolution with a similar text). 

But when the Senate's Foreign Relations Committee began its 

consideration of the resolution, the State Department again ad-

vised that the present time was not suitable. Secretary of State 

Edward Stettinius himself lobbied vigorously against it and re-

ferred to "rising Soviet interests in the Middle East." O n De-

cember 11, 1944, the committee voted by ten to eight to table 

the resolution. T h e president persuaded Senator Wagner to go 

along with the deferral, speaking of his fears of an Arab "mas-

sacre" of the Jews and of how Wagner's resolution might re-

strict him, the president, at the pending Yalta Conference. 1 5 

O n April 12, 1945, President Roosevelt died, and an over-

awed Harry Truman succeeded automatically to the presidency 

of the United States. As noted already, during the war Truman 

had adhered consistently to Roosevelt's hands-off policy toward 

Zionism and Palestine. Like the late president, T r u m a n re-

garded that country as lying within the British sphere of inter-

est and believed that overzealous support of Zionism might 

alienate the Arab world from the West. Although having every 

sympathy for Jewish sufferings during the war, T r u m a n did not 

favor the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine. 

T h e last episode of the Taft-Wagner resolution campaign oc-

curred during the fall of 1945 under Truman's presidency. 

With the war over the "security-military" argument could hardly 

hold much water. Across the Atlantic, notwithstanding its elec-

tion promises to the contrary, the British Labour government 

still adhered to the 1939 white paper regulations. With Britain 

so dependent now on her Atlantic ally, the Zionists decided to 

raise the pro-Zionist resolution in Congress again. 

But another factor, all-important in Truman's eyes, was work-

ing against the resolution. As Senator Vandenberg confided to a 

Zionist, the phrase "Jewish Commonwealth" had seemed to him 
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and to other senators "too ambitious, at least for the moment." 
T h e terminology confirmed for many senators the j ibe of the 
anti-Zionist American Council for Judaism that the Zionists' 
goal was "a racial and theocratic state." 16 Any conception such 
as this was anathema to Truman. (On the American Council for 
Judaism, see chapter 6.) 

T h e council's views were shared by the leaders of Kansas City's 
Re form community, the B'nai Jehuda . Among its members the 
temple counted Eddie Jacobson and Alex Sachs, who had served 
with Truman in the 1920s when the latter had been a county 
judge. Truman had frequent contact with these Re form Jews 
and identified most with their views, at least until 1947. 

On September 27, 1945, Truman received a letter f rom Sachs, 
who had been inspired to write by a spate of newspaper articles 
that had appeared in the local press. One of them, a syndicated 
edition of Drew Pearson's column that ran in the Kansas City 
Times, had reported that Truman was not ready yet to support 
"an outright Jewish state" but would prefer Palestine to "be 
governed by all religions.'"7 Sachs reassured Truman that his 
opposition to a Jewish state would enjoy the support of the ma-
jority of liberal Jews: 

Those to whom I have talked, have only the highest commendation 
for you on your stand opposing a Jewish State—and for urging every 
assistance for the refugees to enter Palestine. 

As you have already discovered, your opposition to a Jewish state 
will not be popular with the large group of ardent Zionists who have 
already voiced their disapproval.18 

Truman, already exasperated by the Palestine imbroglio, re-
plied: "It has such a strong bearing on the foreign situation, 
particularly in the Near East that it is almost dynamite to us and 
Great Britain. What I am trying to do is to make the whole 
world safe for the Jews. Therefore , I don't feel like going to war 
for Palestine.'"9 

T h e new joint resolution was introduced by Senators Ta f t 
and Wagner on October 26, 1945. T h e salient part read: " T h e 
United States shall use its good offices to the end that the doors 
of Palestine shall be opened for f ree entry of Jews into that 
country and that there shall be a full opportunity for coloniza-
tion so that they may reconstitute Palestine as a f ree and demo-
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cratic Commonwealth in which all men regardless of race or 
creed shall enjoy equal rights."20 T h e Zionists had been forced 
to defer to the objections raised in 1944 and to the claims of the 
American Council for Judaism that their goal was to set up a 
"racial and theocratic" state in Palestine. T h e prefix "Jewish" had 
been removed f rom "Commonwealth," as had the term "Jewish 
People" f rom the 1944 version. A new sentence, assuring equal 
rights for all "regardless of race or creed," had been inserted. 

President Truman's own role in this episode was ambiguous 
and confused—perhaps typical of his Palestine policy (or lack 
of one) during the first years of his presidency. At the Potsdam 
Conference (held Ju ly 1 7 - A u g u s t 2) he had pressed the British 
side to lift the white paper restrictions and to allow large-scale 
Jewish immigration into Palestine. But he had evidently been 
lectured by the British (or by his own State Department or 
both) on the potential military repercussions of such a move, 
that is, a large-scale Arab revolt. 

On his return to the United States on August 16, Truman 
said at an impromptu press conference that he had pressed 
Churchill and then the new Labour prime minister, Clement 
Attlee, to allow as many Jews into Palestine as possible. But he 
now added that any solution would have to be worked out to-
gether with the British and the Arabs and would have to be 
done on a peaceful basis, for "he had no desire to send half a million 
American soldiers to keep the peace in Palestine,"21 

T h e British had apparently convinced Truman that the es-
tablishment of a Jewish state in Palestine would require military 
support f rom the West. One constant in Truman's Palestine 
policy would remain his absolute refusal to commit American 
troops to Palestine. This was a theme to which he returned 
repeatedly in those first postwar years. He reiterated it, for 
instance, for the benefit of Senator Joseph H. Ball, who on 
November 19 forwarded to the president a resolution of the 
Minneapolis Histadruth (Labor Union) Committee favoring 
the establishment in Palestine of a Jewish state. Truman re-
sponded with some acidity: 

I told the Jews that if they are willing to furnish me with five hundred 
thousand men to carry on a war with the Arabs, we could do what 
they are suggesting in the Resolution—otherwise we will have to ne-
gotiate a while. 
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. . . I don't think that you, or any of the other Senators would be 
inclined to send a half dozen Divisions to Palestine to maintain the 
Jewish State.22 

It is not clear to whom Truman was referring when he wrote 
that he had "told the Jews" already. Truman's intentions would 
be made public only at the end of November. In the meantime, 
the Zionists were apprehensive and confused. Rabbi Silver wrote 
to Senator Wagner: 

What our Government intends to do in the matter is still a mystery 
to us. T h e promises and the endorsements of the Zionist program are 
all there—but no action—no directives to our State Department. 
President Truman's recent statement on Palestine at the press confer-
ence on August 16 was very ambiguous and left the Jews of America 
baffled and confused. . . . T h e Zionist leaders have not had an oppor-
tunity to discuss the subject with the President since last April and 
then only for a few brief moments.23 

It is not altogether surprising that Truman's policy was un-
clear, since he himself was receiving different messages from 
different sections of the Jewish community. It was perhaps only 
natural that the president should choose to listen to the estab-
lishment Jews, especially since their ideas coincided with his own. 
The heads of the American Jewish Committee (AJC), Judge 
Joseph Proskauer (president) and Jacob Blaustein (chairman, 
Executive Committee), had tried to obtain an audience with 
Truman before he had left for Potsdam, but their interview had 
been put off until the end of September. In the meantime, 
Judge Proskauer had sent to the White House a background 
memorandum clarifying the AJC position, one clearly at odds 
with the Zionists' goals and with the sense of the congressional 
resolutions: 

2. We distinguish sharply between the importance of Palestine as a 
place of homeland and refuge and the question of statehood for 
Palestine. 

3. We have contended that it was ill-advised to agitate for Jewish state-
hood in Palestine under existing conditions. . . . in a conference 
with Mr. Blaustein and me shortly before he left Washington for the 
last time, President Roosevelt stated to us that he had come to this 
belief and that he saw in the extreme Zionist agitation grave dan-
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ger for the world and for Palestine itself. He added the belief that 
Great Britain could not presently consider Jewish statehood. . . . 

4. Accordingly, we stress at this time as the main objective for Pales-
tine the modification of the British White Paper and the liberaliza-
tion of Jewish immigration into Palestine, for that may become nec-
essary for the relief of many thousand stricken European Jews.24 

T h e A J C formed a useful, at times decisive, counterbalance 
to the Zionists. T h e view of the A J C , as formulated in a further 
memorandum sent to the White House, was that "while the 
population of Palestine remain[ed] two-thirds Arab, it [was] 
futile to raise [the] question of statehood, irrespective of its ulti-
mate merits or demerits." The potential of Palestine as a Jewish 
refuge should not be confused with the separate issue of a Jew-
ish state, the memorandum concluded. Judge Proskauer and 
Blaustein repeated these views when they were received by 
President Truman on September 29, 1945.2 5 

On October 2 Truman also received at long last the Zionist 
leaders Rabbis Wise and Silver. T h e president was quite ob-
viously preoccupied, if not overwhelmed, by the multifarious 
problems arising from Cold War tensions. He told the Zionist 
leaders to have patience, that he would not be rushed or bound 
by past commitments. He referred to excessive "ethnic pres-
sure" on him from Poles, Italians, and Jews. He soon returned 
to his objections to a religious state, "be it Jewish or Catholic." 
But when the Zionists refuted them, Truman then stated some-
what disingenuously that he had no objection to the Zionist 
conception of a Jewish state. But he also made it quite clear, yet 
again, that he would not contemplate the commitment of Ameri-
can troops to Palestine.26 

Literally minutes later, Judge Proskauer and Jacob Blaustein 
were ushered in, and they assured Truman that whereas they 
favored Jewish immigration into Palestine they were opposed to 
Jewish statehood. According to Blaustein's notes of the meet-
ing, Truman expressed his irritation with the Zionist leaders, 
who had been "insisting as they do constantly for a Jewish State. 
Truman said that positively is not in the cards now (or any time 
in the foreseeable future) and would cause a third World War."27 

Nonetheless, when at the end of October 1945 Senators Wag-
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ner and Taft showed the draft resolution to Truman and his 
secretary of state, James Byrnes, they were told that the admin-
istration had no objection to its introduction.28 The vacillations 
of 1944 were about to reoccur. 

At the beginning of November 1945, following the visit of 
Prime Minister Attlee to Washington, the United States and 
Britain announced the formation of a joint Anglo-American 
committee to investigate the problem of the Jewish refugees in 
Europe and "to make estimates of those who wish, or will be 
impelled by their conditions to migrate to Palestine or other 
countries outside Europe."29 Truman, who had always been 
concerned primarily with solving the Jewish refugee problem, 
changed his mind on the congressional resolutions, which he 
now perceived as preempting the joint committee's work (al-
though he had known about the pending appointment of the 
committee, a British initiative, long before his end-of-October 
meeting with Senators Taft and Wagner).30 

The Zionists' suspicions were aroused as discussion in the 
Senate dragged out through October and most of November. 
Their apprehensions that the administration was again behind 
the delay were confirmed privately on November 23, again by 
Senator Vandenberg, who so informed Silver through Philip 
Slomowitz, editor of the Jewish News of Detroit: 

We shall try to settle the Palestine Resolution Monday morning. His-
tory is repeating itself. The President and the Secretary of State are 
again telling us in executive session the Resolution should not pass; 
that it will greatly embarrass the Truman-Attlee Commission . . . [and] 
that if we pass it, we must be prepared to answer a British request for 
American troops to handle the situation (which none of us would do); 
that a notice is on the way already from the nations in the Pan-Arab 
League stating that diplomatic relations may be severed with us as a 
result of what the President has already done. . . . T h e tragedy is that 
we took the precaution to get clearance in advance from "down town" 
before the Resolution was ever introduced.31 

On November 29 Truman conveyed his opposition to the 
pro-Zionist resolution through Secretary of State Byrnes, who 
spoke to a closed session of the Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittee. The administration's reversal created something of a 
political quandary for those senators from states with large Jew-
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ish electorates (New York, Connecticut, Pennsylvania, Illinois, 
and California), who were relying on the passage of the reso-
lution to boost their chances of reelection to the Senate the 
following year. They made their displeasure so plain that 
Byrnes emerged from the secret meeting "white-faced and 
tight-lipped."32 Truman announced at a press conference that 
day that he no longer supported the Taft-Wagner Senate reso-
lution. The adoption of that resolution, he claimed, would be 
tantamount to admitting that there was no need for an Anglo-
American commission to ascertain the facts.33 

A few days later, on December 4, Truman gave separate in-
terviews to J . David Stern, publisher of the Philadelphia Record 
(and a supporter of the Bergson group), Lessing J . Rosenwald, 
president of the AJC, and Chaim Weizmann, president of the 
World Zionist Organization. Truman made it abundantly clear 
to all three that he was preoccupied with the fear that Zionist 
aspirations would lead to a racial or theocratic state, a possibility 
totally at odds with Truman's (American) model of a pluralistic, 
secular society. 

Stern was permitted to quote the president as being opposed 
to the establishment in Palestine of a Jewish state as Truman 
did not feel that any state should be established on racial or reli-
gious lines. Truman opposed "a state based on Judaism for the 
same reason that he would oppose basing it on the Moslem reli-
gion or the Baptist denomination."34 Truman still favored "mak-
ing Palestine a haven for Jews as well as opening the country to 
immigration, but he did not favour making Palestine a Jewish 
state. . . . the government of Palestine should be a government 
of the people irrespective of race, creed or color."35 

Rosenwald had secured an interview after weeks of nagging 
Dean Acheson at the State Department and his contacts at the 
White House, Judge Samuel Rosenman and Matt Connelly. 
Rosenwald told Truman that Palestine should remain "a coun-
try in which people of all faiths can play their full and equal 
part." He also pressed the president to see to it that all members 
of the United Nations adopted liberal immigration policies.36 

Weizmann was escorted to the White House by the British 
ambassador, Lord Halifax, who also sat in on the interview. 
Weizmann expounded on his vision for the future, claiming 
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that a Jewish state could eventually absorb four million Jews. 
Truman barely reacted, except to ask Weizmann if it would be a 
religious state. Weizmann retorted emphatically, "No!"37 But 
Truman was evidently not convinced. When Weizmann claimed 
that one and a half million Jews were now waiting to go to Pal-
estine, Truman interjected that "he did not think that the Jew-
ish problem should be viewed in terms of Palestine alone and 
he deprecated use of the phrase 'Jewish state' in favor of 'Pal-
estine state.' There were many Jews in America, representa-
tions of whom he had been receiving just before he had seen 
Weizmann, who were not at all keen on the Palestine solution."38 

But the president's opposition was not sufficient to block the 
pro-Zionist resolutions this time. In 1945 the Wright-Compton 
(House) and the Taft-Wagner (Senate) resolutions were sub-
mitted as concurrent, not joint, resolutions and therefore did 
not require the president's approval. On December 17 the Sen-
ate adopted the resolution by a comfortable majority. 

The Zionists had gained a significant victory, though it proved 
to be Pyrrhic. They hoped that the expressions of congressional 
will would serve as a policy directive to the State Department 
and as a beacon to the Anglo-American committee on Pales-
tine.39 As will be seen in chapter 8, this was not the case on ei-
ther count. The resolutions had no practical impact whatever 
on America's Palestine policy. 

Perhaps of greater significance was the campaign behind the 
resolutions. The Zionists were influential in persuading non-
Zionist opinion, both Jewish and non-Jewish, to link the fate of 
Palestine with that of the Jewish refugees. But the non-Zionist 
influence is reflected in Truman's inclination at this time to con-
tinue with his refugee Zionism, that is, to treat Palestine as a 
refuge but not as the site for a Jewish state. In maintaining this 
position, Truman had been persuaded that he would be able 
to please the mainstream of American Jewry, as represented by 
the American Jewish Committee and the American Council for 
Judaism. 



FIVE 

The Shaping of Truman's 
Palestine Policy 

The Zionist Lobby 

The Zionist lobby came into its own during the Truman presi-
dency, in the diplomatic struggle that preceded the establish-
ment in May 1948 of the State of Israel and in the ensuing 
months, during the first Arab-Israeli war. 

The Zionist Organization of America and its proxies are gen-
erally considered the primary forces behind the lobby, espe-
cially in the influence they brought to bear on the White House. 
The strength, or weakness, of the Zionist lobby was to depend 
on its ability to mobilize the support of the American Jewish 
community and, further, to persuade the administration of its 
ability to withhold two assets—the Jewish vote and Jewish 
finance—considered vital to the electoral success of any, but es-
pecially a Democratic, presidential candidate. The importance 
of the lobby was brought home to Truman through several 
agencies, direct and indirect, formal and informal, particularly 
during what was derisively called "the silly season," that is, elec-
tion time. 

But the lobby worked also in another, equally vital, sphere, 
among advisers and aides, mostly without officially specified 
positions, who played a key role in shaping President Truman's 
Palestine policy. This group enabled Truman to believe in what 
he was doing and not simply to feel that he was bowing to elec-
toral blackmail. Even so, until the pro-Zionist advisers assumed 
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primacy in 1947, Truman felt that he was being imposed upon, 

as shown in no uncertain manner by his frequent outbursts. 

T H E J E W I S H V O T E 

In November 1947, one year before the presidential elections, 

Clark Clifford, Truman's key adviser on Palestine at the White 

House, submitted to the president a memorandum on the im-

portance of the Jewish vote. The key passage ran: "The Jewish 

vote, insofar as it can be thought of as a bloc, is important only 

in New York. But, (except for Wilson in 1916) no candidate 

since 1876 has lost New York and won the Presidency, and its 

47 votes are naturally the first prize in any election."1 

Ironically, Truman would go on to be the first president 

since Wilson to be elected without taking New York. But the 

New York vote was quite obviously the major prize for which 

any presidential candidate must strive, or neglect at his peril. 

The difference between winning or losing this single state was 

94 electoral votes, and the presidential candidate needed just 

266 for election. The Jewish vote was important not only in 

New York but also in the large states of Pennsylvania (36 votes), 

Illinois (27 votes), and Ohio (23 votes).2 

In New York State Jews made up an estimated 14 percent, 

and in New York City an estimated 20 percent, of the popula-

tion. But because of their political energy and their close asso-

ciation with the Democratic party, they cast a far higher pro-

portion of the total votes given to the Democrats at election 

time. Nationally, the Jews represented about 3 percent of the 

vote, yet they cast an estimated 4 percent of the votes in presi-

dential elections. This seemingly insignificant difference of one 

percentage point in fact added up to some three-quarters of a 

million votes, enough to make the difference in a close election. 

Their significance is magnified when one takes into account 

that these votes were cast as a bloc and were concentrated in the 

big electoral-vote states.3 In sum, the power of the Jewish vote 

lay not necessarily in its absolute numbers "but rather in its abil-

ity to swing votes, and thus to determine the results of the 

election."4 

Of course, Jewish leaders were aware of this electoral lever-
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age at their disposal. Bernard Baruch, a prominent Jew, mas-
ter financier, and eminence grise to more than one president, 
though not a Zionist, suggested (with some hyperbole) that the 
New York Jewish vote of itself outweighed the assets of the en-
tire Arab world: "You let me have the Jewish vote of New York 
and I will bring you the head of Ibn Saud on a platter! T h e Ad-
ministration will sell all seven Arab states if it is a question of 
retaining the support of New York alone; never mind the rest 
of the country."5 

Jews in the United States stood out in every political arena save 
one—that of holding elective office. In relation to their level of 
general activity in politics, few Jews occupied positions of "pri-
mary" power. Therefore they had to depend on primarily non-
Jewish legislators and executives to further the causes in which 
they were interested. Thus, as a minority, they worked hard at 
"putting responsive people at the Controls of [the] system."6 

In the 1944 election nine out of every ten Jews had voted for 
Roosevelt. This was a valuable legacy passed on to President 
Truman (in 1948, Governor Dewey received only 10 percent of 
the Jewish vote, even if he did win New York). T h e Jews never 
forgot that it had been the Republicans who had harbored anti-
Semites in the 1920s and 1930s, who had called the New Deal 
the "Jew Deal," and who made up the majority of the member-
ship of New York's exclusive Colony Club, which barred Jews.7 

Moreover, it was far easier to buy one's way into the Demo-
cratic party than into the Republican. Many "nouveaux" Jews by 
a well-placed donation or two could obtain an invitation to the 
governor's mansion or even the White House, where they might 
rub shoulders with the great. As noted bluntly by Stephen Is-
aacs: " T h e Democrats are always poor, they're always scroung-
ing for dough, and this makes them much more vulnerable if a 
guy is interested in that kind of success."8 As will be seen below, 
more than one or two Jews excelled in the financial approach to 
politics. 

This was a new milieu for President Truman, and he never 
quite reconciled himself to the need to curry favor with the 
Jews. He had not had to cope with such considerations before. 
Jews in Missouri had not been important politically and had 
never lobbied as a bloc. They had accounted for only about 6 
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percent of Pendergast's Jackson County electorate and had "re-
garded Zionism and such foreign movements with suspicion."9 

Truman's old buddy and business partner Eddie Jacobson was 
the quintessential noncommitted, assimilated American Jew. 
The two men had never discussed Zionism (it is difficult to as-
certain which of them knew less about the subject), and their 
only dealings with Jewish problems had been on an entirely in-
dividual basis, trying to help friends or relatives rescue family 
members trapped in Nazi-occupied Europe. 

Zionist and Jewish leaders pondered and discussed the ways 
in which Jewish electoral weight could be used to bring in con-
crete dividends. The Jewish community itself was split on this 
issue, reflecting the intrusion of differences among its various 
political affiliations. 

One early assessment, written in April 1945 by Marcus Cohn, 
an official of the American Jewish Committee, suggested that 
Jews would have to try an approach different from the one that 
they had employed with President Roosevelt. He believed that 
Truman was liberal-minded and was "not only not anti-Semitic 
but truly appreciative of] the meaning of religious freedom 
and the contribution that Jews have made to western civiliza-
tion."10 Cohn analyzed astutely the significance of Truman's pa-
rochial background. Truman was regarded as a "small-town 
politician" who did not possess Roosevelt's "complete grasp of 
national affairs" or "aristocratic background" and was "totally 
lacking [in] . . . knowledge of Jewish affairs." Therefore, as 
with congressmen, the approach had to be at "the district or 
state" level. Thus, in Cohn's opinion all emphasis should be laid 
on Truman's home state of Missouri: 

T h e greatest contribution to the effectiveness of our work on the na-
tional and international scene can now be made by organizing strong 
St. Louis and Kansas City chapters which will have within them mem-
bers whose names mean something to T r u m a n and the people who 
will surround him. I cannot emphasize this point too much: Missouri, 
Missourians, and Missouri organizations mean a great deal to T r u m a n 
and his staff. Organizations which do not have large and potent mem-
berships from Missouri will probably mean nothing." 

Marcus Cohn was advising the heads of the American Jewish 
Committee, a body whose goals were somewhat different from 



The Shaping of Truman's Palestine Policy / 63 

those of the Zionists. But they were eventually to implement his 
advice, with great effect. In 1948 Truman's former business 
partner, Eddie Jacobson, would be mobilized from Kansas City. 
Likewise, and with yet more significant results, Missourian Clark 
Clifford would bring to the Palestine desk at the White House 
Max Lowenthal, a man with whom Truman had been familiar 
since the mid-1930s and who long ago had earned the presi-
dent's friendship and respect. 

The militant Zionists Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver and Emmanuel 
Neumann advocated a complete departure from what has been 
called the "Court Jew" school of Jewish politics as practiced 
by Zionist leader Rabbi Stephen Wise and Judge Joseph Pros-
kauer, president of the American Jewish Committee.12 So long 
as Rabbi Wise was in control of the Zionist Organization of 
America, he had opposed using the Jewish vote as an instru-
ment of Zionist diplomacy. In contrast, Silver and Neumann 
believed that little would be achieved unless the administration 
became convinced that "it would suffer politically if it con-
tinued to disregard its pledges to the Jews." 13 

Silver believed that instead of attempting to ingratiate them-
selves with the administration the Democrats and Republicans 
should be made to outbid each other for the Jewish vote. In-
deed, at the end of 1944 it was at Silver's instigation, against 
Wise's opposition, that the Zionists had wrung support from 
the conventions of both parties for the Taft-Wagner resolution 
(see chapter 4). 

But perhaps because the Roosevelt administration had with 
so few qualms reneged on its election promise to support the 
pro-Zionist resolution in Congress, Silver still claimed that 
the Jews went to the polls tied to the Democrats. In his opinion 
the danger was that the Democrats would take the Jewish vote 
for granted. 

Silver was a Republican supporter and close to Senator Taft. 
His advocacy of a policy of neutrality might easily be inter-
preted as a call for the Jews to abandon the Democrats.14 Cer-
tainly, this was how Truman interpreted the attacks by Silver, 
who became shortly persona non grata at the White House. 

But whereas establishment Jews might wring their hands at 
the damage they believed Silver had done to their cause, he was 
convinced that the administration's discomfort was because of 
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his own success in agitating the Jewish masses against the presi-
dent's Palestine policy, or the lack of one. Silver would have ar-
gued that he had made the White House sit up and take notice 
of the Jews and that the president's anger barely covered up his 
fear of, or at least respect for, Jewish influence at the polls. 

In retrospect, one can see that it was a combination of the 
Silver brand of militancy and the Wise brand of quiet diplo-
macy—carried on after the war by Chaim Weizmann and most 
directly by Eddie Jacobson—that would prove such a formida-
ble, convincing machine. Silver worked the Jewish masses and 
made party bosses and officials right up to and inside the White 
House fearful of losing the Jewish vote. 

When Weizmann first met President Truman in December 
1945, the latter was opposed to the central Zionist goal of a Jew-
ish state, which he feared would become a racialist, theocratic 
entity. But by the time Weizmann met the president at critical 
junctures in the Zionists' diplomatic struggle—in November 
1947 and in March 1948—Truman was well briefed by a pro-
Zionist White House staff, whose principal creative figure was 
Max Lowenthal. 

So well did the Zionist lobby function that some Zionist offi-
cials feared it would produce an overkill or reach its peak pre-
maturely. Once the Zionist cause was taken to the hustings, it 
was feared that the administration might outplay the Zionists at 
their own game—that it would appease the Jewish voters with 
empty rhetoric, behind which remained the same noncommit-
ment. If one believed, as Silver did, that the administration's 
support for the Zionist cause was in purely cynical self-interest, 
there was an inherent danger in allowing Zionism to become a 
plaything in the hands of the politicians: 

Granted that the President's main interest in Palestine springs from 
internal American reasons, it is feasible that at a certain point of time 
he will attempt to pander to the Jewish vote by empty declarations 
which cost him nothing, without making any real attempt to ram an 
acceptable solution down the British throat. This may be particularly 
the case in view of the known fact that the President's views on the 
Palestine question have never found complete favour with the State 
Department and that the latter's views on Middle Eastern policy . . . 
tend to coincide with the British views.15 
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A case in point was the so-called Yom Kippur statement is-
sued by Truman in October 1946 (see chapter 8). As Silver him-
self noted: 

T h e need of the Administration forces to counteract the widespread 
resentment and indignation of the Jews of the United States in the 
face of the Administration's political inaction prompted them to issue 
this statement. Mr. Crum and Mr. Niles seemingly persuaded the 
President to issue the statement as a smart pre-election move. 

T h e danger now is, of course, that having cashed in on whatever 
good will this statement may have produced among the Jews of Amer-
ica, the White House will be content to let the matter drop—as it has 
done time and again in the past after similar maneuvers on the eve of 
elections.16 

The anti-Zionists in the Jewish community bitterly resented 
the Zionist lobby, fearing as always an anti-Semitic backlash. 
Lessing J . Rosenwald, president of the recently formed Ameri-
can Council for Judaism (see chapter 6), told the third annual 
conference of his organization in February 1947: 

Zionists created a Jewish issue in the elections. A vast, powerfully orga-
nized, unholy effort was made to introduce consideration for a so-
called Jewish bloc vote, and a threat to use that bloc for punitive 
means. 

In more than one statement, I denounced that claim in behalf of 
the American Council for Judaism. I denounce it now. It is a fraud 
upon the public. And it is one of the most evil and gravest injustices 
done to the Jews of the United States. Those responsible for the effort 
and for those claims have much for which to answer.17 

Some inside the Zionist camp itself also thought that Silver's 
aggressive tactics could easily become self-defeating. The cor-
rect strategy, as seen by Lionel Gelber, one of the more astute 
Zionist diplomats, was to elevate their cause above pure elec-
toral self-interest and persuade the president that support for 
Zionism was consistent with the American national interest and, 
indeed, was a historic ideal worthy of American support. It 
is no coincidence that Gelber's memorandum is to be found in 
the David Niles Papers, now located after a long hiatus in the 
Harry S. Truman Library.18 

As Gelber saw it, it was more than a little ironic that militant 
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Zionists such as Silver shared British cynicism about Truman's 
motives. Referring to Zionist criticism that the Yom Kippur 
statement was "nothing more than a base, insincere, short-lived 
electoral move," Gelber commented: 

Mr. Truman has made a welcome step in our direction. He is re-
warded with skepticism in almost identical language from the rival 
quarters of both the Zionists and the British. T h e effect of this may be 
adverse. A simple, harassed man, Mr. Truman is likely to drift back 
into the sulking corner of the early summer when he pleaded for 
someone to come to him with an "American" question for a change. 
Finding favor on neither side, he may, after the elections, call a plague 
on both our houses—the British and the Zionists alike.19 

Even if he did support them primarily "out of domestic po-
litical exigencies," wrote Gelber, "surely it [was] good psychol-
ogy to encourage President Truman to think well of himself, to 
be applauded so far as possible for what he has done, in order 
to embolden him to do more." After all, wasn't the recognition 
of Jewish voting strength by both parties a legitimate exercise 
of the Western democratic process? If the Zionists now pro-
claimed that on the evidence of his past behavior they expected 
Truman to "lie low as soon as the election [was] over," the presi-
dent just might do precisely that. Obviously, they wanted the 
president to make good on his word, but perhaps they should 
emphasize "the high statesmanlike character of [the govern-
ment's] new long-term commitment to political Zionism." If the 
Zionists were to "lay stress at once and in full volume on the 
historic significance of American support for [their] political 
program," they would "drive that home to Washington, the na-
tion and the world, while President Truman himself [would] be 
less able, and conceivably less inclined to recede."20 

That Truman was embittered and exasperated by Jewish 
pressures is a matter of record. But it should be noted that his 
anger was aroused by the public attacks by the Zionist lobby, 
primarily those of Rabbi Silver. This did not lead to any break 
with his Jewish pro-Zionist advisers inside the White House 
(David Niles and Max Lowenthal) or with those Jews whose 
generous donations would provide the financial underpinning 
for his 1948 reelection campaign. A clear dichotomy was estab-
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lished b e t w e e n the militants or "extremists," such as S i l v e r — 

whose actions were ascribed to his Republican p o l i t i c s — a n d the 

"moderates" (Weizmann, Rabbi Wise, a n d N a h u m G o l d m a n n ) , 

w h o restricted their activity to quiet diplomacy, e v e n w h e n it 

a p p e a r e d that T r u m a n ' s administration had r e n e g e d on their 

cause. 

Presidential adviser J u d g e Sam R o s e n m a n believed that the 

official Zionist leadership h a d b o t h e r e d the president too m u c h 

a n d should have limited its appeals to only the most critical 

of issues. N o t only that, but, in evident r e f e r e n c e to Silver, 

the Zionists had o f f e n d e d a m a n w h o was sensitive to pres-

sure with criticism he believed to be u n w a r r a n t e d . T r u m a n ' s 

r e s p o n s e — t o close the W h i t e H o u s e f o r l o n g periods to Zionist 

v is i tors—was frequently exploited by their o p p o n e n t s in the 

State D e p a r t m e n t . Fortunately, David Niles a n d Clark C l i f f o r d 

watched closely o v e r Zionist affairs.2 1 

T r u m a n was incensed particularly by a press c o n f e r e n c e 

that Rabbi Silver gave at a special session of the U n i t e d Nations 

in M a y 1 9 4 7 at which he accused the U n i t e d States o f b e i n g will-

ing to sacrifice Jewish interests to win A r a b support. D a v i d 

Niles told Eliahu Epstein, the Zionist representative in Wash-

ington, that f e w speeches h a d so a n g e r e d the president, espe-

cially since Silver had chosen the international f o r u m in which 

to castigate his o w n g o v e r n m e n t , thereby giving satisfaction to 

its enemies.2 2 

A s noted already, T r u m a n had d e v e l o p e d s o m e t h i n g o f an 

allergy to a n y t h i n g that smacked o f outside pressure or dic-

tates. H e took care repeatedly to insist that his Palestine pol-

icy w o u l d not be inf luenced by the Zionist lobby. For e x a m p l e , 

J o h n M. R e d d i n g , publicity director o f the D e m o c r a t i c National 

C o m m i t t e e in 1948, told T r u m a n that he had "Zionist Jews" in 

his off ice every day a n d that the pressure was building. A c c o r d -

ing to R e d d i n g , T r u m a n ' s reply was that p u t t i n g pressure o n 

the committee w o u l d not h e l p the Jews, a n d the issue w o u l d be 

h a n d l e d at the W h i t e H o u s e without politics.23 

T r u m a n c o u l d be blunt with the Jewish lobbyists. In M a y 1948, 

j u s t b e f o r e his recognition o f the State of Israel, T r u m a n wrote 

the fol lowing to G e n e r a l Julius Klein, the venerable president o f 

the Jewish W a r Veterans Association: " A s far as I 'm c o n c e r n e d , I 
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don't think there has ever been any more lobbying and pulling 
and hauling than has been carried by the Jews in this Palestine 
difficulty. . . . I have no objection to their lobbying—neither 
have I any objection to the Arabs doing so if they feel like it but, 
in neither case does it affect my decisions or judgement."24 

These are sentiments that Truman evidently liked to have 
people believe he would work by. But the reality was different, 
and no one at the time really thought otherwise. On one rare 
occasion Truman confessed his remorse for having succumbed 
to such pressures to none other than the British foreign sec-
retary, Ernest Bevin. It was the more ironic since Bevin had 
aroused Truman's ire more than once with accusations exactly 
to that effect. According to Bevin's record of their conversation, 
on December 8, 1946, President Truman had said he thought it 
would be easier for him to help Bevin on Palestine now that the 
American (1946 congressional) elections were over. Truman 
went out of his way to explain how difficult it had been with so 
many Jews in New York and spoke contritely of the awkward 
position in which this had placed him.25 

During the summer of 1946, Truman had indeed almost 
reached the breaking point. He became irritable with anyone 
who tried to broach the Palestine problem with him. His frus-
tration was heightened as he began to realize that the problem 
was not given to any quick and easy solution, such as the mass 
migration of Jewish refugees into Palestine. He complained fre-
quently that the Jews were ungrateful for what he was doing on 
their behalf and threatened to wash his hands of the problem 
completely, "leaving the British and the Zionists to sort out the 
mess by themselves."26 According to Henry Wallace, secretary 
of commerce, at a cabinet meeting in July 1946 Truman had 
snapped: "Jesus Christ couldn't please them when he was here 
on earth, so how could anyone expect that I would have any 
luck?" and had added that "he had no use for them and didn't 
care what happened to them."27 

The following exchange between Wallace and Bronx Demo-
cratic boss Ed Flynn is perhaps instructive on the attitudes of 
politicians toward Jewish pressures. (Flynn was credited with a 
key role in securing Truman's nomination as vice-president in 
1944 and was considered an important conduit to the Truman 
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White House on the Jewish vote.) In 1943 Flynn had confided 
to Wallace his belief that Jews had a pervasive influence in the 
United States, especially in the entertainment business. He had 
advised Wallace to read a book on the Jews by Hilaire Belloc 
(a noted anti-Semite) and stated that the Bronx was 60 percent 
Jewish, but "every time a Jew [stuck] up his head in the Bronx 
he knock[ed] it down."28 

By 1947 President Truman, like many of his contemporaries, 
was becoming "emancipated" from the sentiments of compas-
sion and sympathy for Jewish sufferings during the war. In No-
vember 1946 one of Truman's inner circle, David Niles, told 
David Ben-Gurion: "The feeling of guilt for the Holocaust is no 
longer so great as when the Nazis' acts were first revealed, and 
the longer the solution to the DP [displaced persons] problem 
[is] put off, the more public interest [will] lag."29 

Truman's exasperation was expressed in a private letter to 
Eleanor Roosevelt, written in August 1947, as pressure was 
building prior to the U N Special Assembly on Palestine. In a 
passage that all but compared the Jews to their erstwhile per-
secutors, Truman wrote: "I fear very much that the Jews are 
like all underdogs. When they get on top they are just as intol-
erant and as cruel as the people were to them when they were 
underneath."30 

Mrs. Roosevelt was apparently not sufficiently moved to re-
spond to this comment. Indeed, she herself resigned soon after 
as cochairperson of a dinner to be given by associates of the Na-
tion, when that group circulated a letter asserting that a "gigan-
tic doublecross" was in the making and that President Truman 
had decided to yield to the Arabs.31 

But however much Truman may have been agitated by the 
public pressure and criticism aimed at him by the Zionist 
lobby, he was still in need of Jewish finance, especially in elec-
tion years. 

J E W I S H F I N A N C E 

Unlike many of the presidents both before and after himself, 
Harry Truman did not bring to the White House any family or 
self-made wealth. Nor did the Democrats enjoy the largesse of 
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the big industrialists to the extent that the Republican party 
did. Therefore, simply put, Truman depended on private do-
nations to fuel his election campaigns, and many of the most 
significant of these came from Jews. And Truman was never 
a man to forget a debt, no matter what he might feel about 
Zionists of the Silver ilk. 

Unknown to the general public, several Jews made large con-
tributions to politicians in outlying states, such as Arizona, Iowa, 
Oklahoma, and Oregon. Bernard Baruch helped line the Demo-
crats' coffers in the east as did Pat McCarran in Nevada in the 
west. Although these funds did not buy votes or sway officials 
against their constituents' wishes, they did ensure easier access 
to congressmen and senators.32 

Large donors were entitled to certain privileges, such as invi-
tations to the White House and meetings with the president. 
Thus, during Truman's first term, there grew up a small, al-
most clandestine circle of wealthy Jews, not of the older Jewish 
establishment, who had entrée into Truman's inner sanctum. 
Furthermore, as will be seen, a few of these new arrivals fancied 
themselves as informal, substitute ambassadors for the official 
Zionist representatives, subtly pulling strings behind the scenes 
and by virtue of their influence at the White House enjoying 
positions of prestige in the fledgling State of Israel. 

One of the earliest donors of this kind was an American 
Zionist, Dewey David Stone. In 1944, when it became known 
that Vice-President Wallace would be dropped from the Roose-
velt ticket, Dewey was informed that Senator Truman might 
run as a vice-presidential candidate. Just prior to the party con-
vention, Stone received a phone call from his attorney, William 
Boyle (later executive vice-chairman of the Democratic Na-
tional Committee), asking him for twenty-five thousand dollars 
to finance Truman's publicity. Stone did not even know who 
Truman was, but he told Boyle that if he wanted him to "take 
a gamble" he would make the money available. Thus, when 
Truman became president, Stone was one of the few to whom 
Truman owed a political debt.33 

Stone apparently did not meet Truman until 1948, when 
Truman's campaign for reelection was in desperate straits. Stone 
mobilized Abraham Feinberg, perhaps the central figure in the 
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small group of Jews who were to help finance Truman's reelec-
tion.34 Abe Feinberg was a self-made man, who had made a for-
tune during World War II in the hosiery business. He founded 
the Julius Kayser Company in the 1950s and branched out later 
into banking and real estate. In 1967 he obtained the Coca-Cola 
franchise for Israel.35 

Through mutual business connections Feinberg became 
friendly with Robert Hannegan, former Democratic governor 
of Missouri and a close political associate of Truman's. Han-
negan had been a powerful party boss in St. Louis politics and 
had helped Truman secure a Senate seat in 1940. In 1944 
Hannegan became chairman of the Democratic National Com-
mittee, from which position he helped Truman get the vice-
presidential nomination from Roosevelt. Feinberg believed that 
"the use of threatened pressure" by the Zionist organizations 
was unproductive. His strategy was to use his money to gain ac-
cess to the White House, where he might engage in "quiet di-
plomacy." In 1944, when Feinberg asked for an introduction to 
President Roosevelt, Hannegan suggested he meet the vice-
president first. Feinberg first met Truman at the end of that 
year, when the latter spoke at a fund-raising dinner in New 
York for a Jewish hospital in Denver. The two immediately 
struck up a warm friendship, although Feinberg was not appar-
ently called on (by Dewey Stone) until 1948 to help refloat 
Truman's election campaign.36 

In September 1948 Truman's reelection campaign was on the 
verge of collapse. His election coffers were empty, and opinion 
polls could not have been less encouraging. According to Fein-
berg, some potential donors, including himself, were called to 
the White House. Truman and his advisers were then planning 
his famous whistle-stop train tour, a move destined to turn the 
election campaign and confound the universal predictions of a 
Dewey victory. Truman stood up on the "famous Truman por-
tico" and delivered himself of the following: "Boys, if I can 
have the money to see the people, I'm going to win this election. 
If I had money, I would put my own money in first. Now, you 
all go back to the Democratic Committee and see what you can 
do about it."37 

Two Jews were in the group at the White House—Feinberg 
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and Edmund I. Kaufmann, a close friend of David Niles, owner 
of a nationwide chain of jewelry stores, and one of the richest 
men in Washington. Kaufmann could not go to the meeting at 
Democratic headquarters mentioned in Truman's speech but 
Feinberg was able to. 

A few, slightly conflicting, versions of the meeting exist, 
and the following is a composite synthesis. Senator Howard 
McGrath, chairman of the Democratic National Committee in 
1948, presided. Few people in fact turned up, and no one of-
fered to become financial chairman. McGrath sat stunned.38 Ac-
cording to Alfred Steinberg, Senator Louis A. Johnson asked 
for a short break, during which he went over to the White 
House to talk to Truman. Johnson had wanted a cabinet posi-
tion for years, and now, in return for taking on the position of 
financial chairman, Truman promised him the coveted posi-
tion. According to Steinberg, Johnson paid the party's initial ex-
penses out of his own pocket.39 

Feinberg's recollection is somewhat different, and the more 
colorful. Recollecting the scene twenty-five years later, Fein-
berg described the meeting as a "wake." He recalled that he had 
been the youngest in the group and the brashest. He remem-
bered saying: "The President has done a great deal for my 
people. I feel that we owe him a great deal. We certainly owe 
him a chance, and I will pledge on behalf of Ed Kaufmann and 
myself that within two weeks we'll have $100,000 towards this 
trip."40 In 1948 that was an incredible sum of money for one 
man to promise. Senator Johnson rushed after Feinberg to the 
elevator, asking him if he was serious. Feinberg replied, "I 
never make a promise I can't keep." Johnson responded that in 
that case he would take on the finance chairmanship.41 

Feinberg apparently raised the money not in two weeks but 
in two days. He mobilized his friend Ed Kaufmann, owner of 
stores in eighty cities nationwide, who wrote not only to his 
friends but to his store managers throughout the country, ask-
ing them to call meetings to raise funds for the Truman cam-
paign. Kaufmann himself visited several places and remem-
bered raising fourteen thousand dollars one evening at the 
home of a friend in Providence. Kaufmann personally com-
mitted twenty-five thousand of the one hundred thousand dol-
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lars promised by Feinberg. After the election he wrote to David 
Niles listing his preelection efforts and surmising that if he was 
called on again and given sufficient time he would be able to 
raise five hundred thousand dollars unassisted just through his 
friends and his stores.42 

Whatever moved Johnson to take on the financial chair (it 
may have required both Feinberg's and Truman's promises to 
persuade him to assume the job), Feinberg's role was obviously 
a key element, one that President Truman did not forget. Tru-
man apparently credited Feinberg with having made the whistle-
stop tour possible: "If not for my friend Abe, I couldn't have 
made the trip and I wouldn't have been elected."43 

To an extent, Truman's triumph became Feinberg's too. It 
had become common knowledge at the time that Feinberg had 
raised a large amount for Truman when he had needed it most. 
Thus, Feinberg's activities began a process that made the Jews 
into "the most conspicuous fund raisers and contributors to the 
Democratic Party." As one non-Jewish political strategist stated: 
"You can't hope to go anywhere in national politics, if you're a 
Democrat, without Jewish money."44 In addition—as Abba 
Eban, Israel's first ambassador to the United Nations, recalled— 
after the 1948 elections Abe Feinberg and Dewey Stone en-

joyed fairly free access to the president in times of crisis.45 

Feinberg liked to think that he had fulfilled a special role for 
the Jews and for Israel. Even though Eliahu Epstein, the Zionist 
representative in Washington and later Israel's first ambassador 
to the United States, was liked by all, whatever he did had to be 
passed through all the formal channels. In contrast, Feinberg 
had entirely informal contact with the White House. Through 
him Truman was able to obtain an intimate picture of what was 
going on, so that he could more readily understand problems 
when they came to him through ordinary departmental chan-
nels. Israeli leaders, learning of Feinberg's connections inside 
the Truman White House, were only too eager to bypass regu-
lar channels and work through him.46 

But even with the sums raised by the big donors, Truman's 
whistle-stop tour was plagued with pecuniary difficulties. His 
1944 vice-presidential campaign had provided a dress rehearsal 
of sorts for the 1948 tour. At that time a small committee of 



74 I The Shaping of Truman's Palestine Policy 

Truman's friends in Kansas City had organized themselves to 
raise funds—for such emergencies as "paying the railroads to 
move the bobtail special to the next stop." The committee had 
been headed by Truman's Kansas City friend Tom Evans, owner 
of a chain of drugstores and a radio station. Some 60 percent of 
the money raised was in modest contributions, and one of the 
more active fund-raisers had been Truman's old partner, Eddie 
Jacobson.47 Eddie Jacobson's wife, Bluma, later recalled her 
husband's fund-raising activities: "Eddie was really a whiz at 
raising money. I don't know how he did it, but he'd pick up 
the phone and call somebody, and while we never got great 
amounts, we always got enough money to get the train moving 
again. . . . I don't think there was anything in the world that 
Eddie wouldn't have done for Harry, and raising money in that 
campaign—he was, I think he was only sorry he couldn't do 
more,"48 

Tom Evans was given the position of chairman of fund-raising 
for the western half of Missouri during the 1948 campaign. He 
has left a graphic personal recollection of some of the mishaps 
that occurred when funds dried up. Truman would literally run 
out of money to pay the railroad company to carry him fur-
ther on his whistle-stop tour. On occasion local notables would 
take up a collection on board the train, as happened in Okla-
homa City.49 

Truman was made acutely aware of the precariousness of his 
position. And at times there were no local affluents to call on. 
Then Tom Evans in Kansas City would receive a phone call: 
"Look, we need $5000 by four o'clock tomorrow afternoon and 
we've got to move the train out of the station and we can't move 
until we pay the railroad." Evans would phone Eddie Jacobson, 
and they would begin calling up friends. Evans recalled that 
this happened at least eight times, and they had raised amounts 
from fifteen hundred to five thousand dollars and then wired 
the money. Once, on a weekend, they had to scrape up a sum in 
cash, and Eddie Jacobson flew to meet Truman with the money 
in his pocket.50 

Truman's campaign coffers were so short on cash that his 
radio speeches were sometimes cut off in mid-course. This was 
in contrast to the long addresses made by Truman's opponent, 
Dewey. Listeners wondered why the president was treated so 
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disparagingly. At times it was because of the sheer lack of money 
to pay for a few extra minutes. But it was also done on purpose 
by Louis Johnson "to dramatize the meager funds of the Demo-
crats." On one occasion a radio executive told Johnson they 
would have to interrupt Truman soon unless he came forth 
with more money. "Go ahead," smiled Johnson, "that will mean 
another million votes."51 

T H E P R E S I D E N T I A L A D V I S E R S 

The two key advisers working on the Zionists' behalf inside 
the White House itself were David Niles and, from 1947, Max 
Lowenthal. Both men were quintessential back-room boys. 

David Niles 

David Niles was a bachelor, the son of Jewish immigrants who 
had settled in Boston. He and Judge Sam Rosenman were the 
only Roosevelt aides to be retained by President Truman. Ac-
cording to acquaintances, Niles was a lonely man, whose "whole 
life was the President," whether Roosevelt or Truman. Niles 
would become truly devoted to Truman, perhaps because of the 
momentous events for the Jewish people that they saw through 
together.52 Niles would spend the week in Washington and 
commute back home to Boston on weekends. 

Niles's attitude to Zionism was influenced by Rabbi Stephen 
Wise, with whom he shared a strong dedication to the Demo-
cratic party. He shared Wise's dislike of Rabbi Silver and his 
resentment of Silver's attacks on the Truman administration. 
Niles tried to undermine Silver's position and to promote that 
of Wise. 

Niles's interest and activity in Boston had been in progressive 
politics and the Ford Hall Forum (a rostrum for progressive 
politics), which he had directed for several years. At the forum 
he had made the acquaintance of President Roosevelt, a fre-
quent speaker there.53 Niles was presidential aide to Roosevelt 
and Truman, maintaining "close liaison with liberal and labor 
organizations of all kinds, but particularly those that were influ-
ential along the Washington-New York—Boston axis."54 

Niles served Roosevelt as a buffer between the White House 
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and minority pressure groups, especially the Jews, who were 
agitated over the fate of their peoples in Europe and by British 
policy in Palestine. Niles also advised the president which Jew-
ish leaders to receive and which might be rejected politely with-
out causing too much political damage. Niles came to see him-
self "not as a representative of the Jews to the White House but 
rather as a protector of the president from the divergent pres-
sure groups."55 

According to Niles's assistant at the White House, Philleo 
Nash, when Truman became president Niles supplied him with 
the key to Jewish and labor politics along the northeastern sea-
board. Truman was "baffled by New York City's intricacies and 
machines. T h e ideologues troubled him and he relied on Dave 
[Niles] to handle them."56 Abe Feinberg would report regularly 
to Niles and Max Lowenthal on the various Jewish groups 
around New York and on people who were financing the elec-
tion campaigns in the area.57 

Under the 1939 reorganization of the White House the ad-
ministrative assistants were intended to have "a passion for ano-
nymity." But in Niles's case it developed into a mania. Perhaps 
because he was acutely aware that he was working in a highly 
controversial area, he took in no assistants or colleagues when 
he met with the president and. seldom, if ever, attended staff 
meetings. He operated primarily on the telephone, committing 
as little as possible to paper. Each year he "stripped" his files "in 
celebration of the New Year." Truman's handwritten scrawls on 
the various communications he sent to Niles reflected the presi-
dent's complete trust in him.58 

This modus operandi had its advantages and disadvantages. 
It avoided the perennial difficulty of the White House staffer: 
"getting caught between a presidential decision and a cabinet 
officer."59 It enabled Niles to get things done quickly, to cut 
through bureaucratic red tape and, at times, to bypass other 
government departments. It could be a serious disadvantage, 
however, if Niles was absent for a period from the White House; 
for example, he fell ill in March 1948 during the crisis that pre-
ceded the American switch from the U N partition plan to trust-
eeship for Palestine. 

Niles's discretion also aroused animosity and neurotic suspi-



The Shaping of Truman's Palestine Policy / 77 

cions not only at the State Department but among other White 
House staff, who did not share Niles's commitment to Zionism. 
George Elsey, another of Clark Clifford's assistants, was one 
White House aide who evidently resented, and later derided, 
Niles's role. Elsey referred to him as a "most secretive individ-
ual who slunk rather furtively round the corridors of the White 
House and the Executive Office building," never telling his 
White House colleagues what had transpired in his private 
meetings with the president. Elsey deduced that the reason for 
Niles's secretiveness was that he did not in fact enjoy nearly so 
much influence with the president as he claimed. He also be-
lieved that Niles's methods were self-defeating, since none of 
his White House colleagues respected his opinions, which were 
inevitably and predictably pro-Zionist.60 

Loy Henderson, who as chief advocate of the Arab cause at 
the State Department was Clifford's antagonist, also saw in Niles 
the archetype of the furtive conspirator. Henderson regarded 
Niles as "the most powerful and diligent advocate of the Zionist 
cause," without whom the State of Israel would not have gained 
recognition at the United Nations as and when it did. Hender-
son believed that the wily Niles was hiding in the corridors of 
the White House to ambush each move the State Department 
made. When Henderson's memoranda on Palestine were sent 
over to the White House by Under Secretary of State Lovett, 
Niles would intervene to "deride the memoranda and cast per-
sonal aspersions" on Henderson. Henderson claimed to have 
known in advance that every memorandum he sent to the White 
House would find its way immediately through Niles to the 
Zionists. Henderson went so far as to suggest, nearly thirty 
years later, that Niles would have loved dearly to replace him 
because "he wanted men he could control."61 

Max Lowenthal 

Truman met and acquired considerable respect for Max Lowen-
thal during his first term in the Senate. Lowenthal would have a 
major influence on Truman's Palestine policy after World War 
II: Truman in fact would credit Lowenthal as being the pri-
mary force behind the American recognition of Israel. Yet 
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Lowenthal took good care to keep out of the limelight, and 
therefore until recently his role at the White House in for-
mulating Truman's Palestine policy has almost escaped the at-
tention of historians.62 

In interviews given to a member of the Truman Library staff 
in September and November 1967, Lowenthal was discreet to 
the extreme. He claimed to have heard about Truman's recog-
nition of Israel in May 1948 "secondhand from someone in the 
White House," whose name he could not recall. Lowenthal 
added that he had never discussed Israel with Truman during 
that period "oi all."63 

Truman's private papers enable us now to penetrate the 
smoke screen of discretion. Lowenthal's private papers, which 
include meticulous, typed diary notes on the Palestine issue, 
were recently made available by the University of Minnesota 
and are used here for the first time; they permit a close look at 
the everyday workings of the "Zionist lobby" inside the White 
House. We also refer to the evidence of Eliahu Epstein, at that 
time head of the Zionists' Washington office. 

From 1947 to 1948 Lowenthal was employed by Clark Clif-
ford to provide legal advice on the Palestine question. In fact, he 
did much more than that. He visited and obtained material 
from the Zionist office in Washington regularly. On the basis of 
the briefings he received there, Lowenthal drafted the memo-
randa on Palestine that Clark Clifford would present to the 
president and to the State Department.64 

Lowenthal pressed his views at numerous informal oral brief-
ings of the president. Yet he never appeared on the White House 
staff list, nor was he given an office of his own—although he had 
the occasional use of a desk.65 

Lowenthal ( 1883—1971) was a protégé of Louis D. Brandeis, 
a Zionist and the first Jew to be appointed a Supreme Court jus-
tice. Brandeis was regarded universally as one of the great 
judges in the American liberal tradition.66 Lowenthal grad-
uated from the Harvard University Law School in 1 9 1 2 , and 
after a short period as clerk to J u d g e Julian Mack on the U.S. 
Court of Commerce he practiced law in New York from 1 9 1 3 to 
1929, becoming a law partner of Robert Szold. (Szold engaged 
in various economic activities on behalf of Palestine.) From 
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1933 to 1934 he served as counsel, and from 1935 to 1942 as 
chief counsel, to the Senate Interstate Commerce Committee. 
There he and Truman first met, in 1936, on the committee's 
subcommittee on railroads. 

Their point of common contact was Burton K. Wheeler, a 
senator fascinated with the banks' financing of the railroads 
and concerned about the large number of railroad bankruptcies 
during the Depression. In February 1935 Wheeler had intro-
duced a resolution into the Senate calling for "an inquiry into the 
financial difficulties which were crippling the major railroad 
systems of the country." The Senate authorized the Interstate 
Commerce Committee to proceed with the inquiry, and Wheeler 
named a subcommittee to investigate with himself as chairman. 
Max Lowenthal and Sidney J . Kaplan were named as counsel 
and assistant counsel, respectively, to the subcommittee.67 

Lowenthal was then a young labor attorney, described accu-
rately by Jonathan Daniels as "self-effacing but ubiquitous." He 
had come to Wheeler's notice through a book he had written on 
corporate reorganization. For his main illustration Lowenthal 
had taken the reorganization of the Chicago, Milwaukee, and 
St. Paul railway of 1925-1928.6 8 Truman was not a member 
of the subcommittee but asked Wheeler if he could attend 
its meetings. Wheeler obliged gladly, and when some other 
Senate members lost interest, Truman was officially appointed 
a member. 

When Wheeler went home to Montana for a rest, Truman 
assumed the chair of the subcommittee—just as his home rail-
road, the Missouri Pacific, came up for discussion. Lowenthal 
and his staff suggested to Truman that some matters concern-
ing the railroad might prove embarrassing. Telegrams and tele-
phone messages from Missouri asked Truman to stop the hear-
ings on the Missouri Pacific, or to go easy. Truman told the 
attorneys to treat their findings in this case just like those in any 
other and to hide nothing. Lowenthal, who had shared the gen-
eral image of Truman as a Pendergast errand boy, was suitably 
impressed.69 The foundations were thus laid for a long friend-
ship and political association, based on solid mutual respect. 

Vic Messall, Truman's secretary in the Senate during his sec-
ond term and therefore a close observer, has commented that 
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"Lowenthal was a mystery man. . . . H e exercised power be-

hind the scenes and had a great deal of influence on Wheeler, 

and subsequently on Truman. T r u m a n was a good listener to 

what Mr. Lowenthal had to say."70 

T h e result of the subcommittee's five years of research and 

hearings was the Truman-Wheeler Transportation Act of 1940, 

which "bound errant bankers and lawyers to stricter business 

ethics" and "protected unsuspecting people who bought rail-

way bonds and stock in the belief that they were getting certifi-

cates of value." Truman gained a reputation of being a populist 

and anti-Wall Street.71 

T h e Truman-Lowenthal association was important in several 

respects. First, in the sphere of American politics Lowenthal 

(who would later set up the political action committee of the 

Congress of Industrial Organizations) would play a vital role in 

1944 in persuading labor leader Sidney Hillman that Senator 

Harry S. Truman would be a vice-presidential candidate ac-

ceptable to organized labor.72 

Second, Lowenthal introduced Truman to J u d g e Brandeis. 

Brandeis, then in his eighties, held weekly teas, which had be-

come something of a Washington institution. Lowenthal was a 

regular guest and on one occasion suggested to T r u m a n that he 

come along. T h e elderly justice took an immediate liking to 

Truman, "the Senator with the flat Missouri twang," who was 

from then on a regular visitor.73 

A t Truman's first tea the main subject of discussion, at least 

with Truman, was transportation and the grip on it by the 

banks and the lawyers in their service. Brandeis claimed that 

the great law firms resorted "to tricks that would make an am-

bulance chaser in a coroner's court blush with shame."74 T h e r e 

was also a sprinkling of Harvard lawyers expounding on consti-

tutional law and the philosophy of the New Deal. T r u m a n was 

obviously flattered by the special attention Brandeis paid him. 

H e reported back on one such tea party to Bess: " T h e Justice 

spent more time with me than with his other guests and seemed 

very much interested in what we are doing to the railroad and 

insurance companies. Both he and Mrs. Brandeis are as nice as 

they can be. . . . It was a rather exclusive and brainy party. I 

didn't exactly belong but they made me think I did."75 
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It is reasonable to assume that the subject of Zionism occa-
sionally came up at Brandeis's California Street apartment. Al-
though Truman makes no mention of any conversations on 
Zionism with Brandeis, one may speculate that at the weekly 
gatherings Truman first heard about the basic tenets of Zionism 
and, in view of the Jews' demise during the 1930s, about its po-
tential as a solution to the Jewish problem. Such an assumption 
has been made by a recent Brandeis biographer: "It seems evi-
dent that Truman was yet another president influenced by 
Brandeis."76 

Alben Barkley, who would go on to become Truman's vice-
president, was another regular at Brandeis's at-homes. He did 
credit Brandeis specifically for his own interest in Zionism and 
Palestine.77 Brandeis had been the leader and was now elder 
statesman of the American Zionist movement. He remained ac-
tively interested in the cause, especially during the 1930s, when 
news of Hitler's anti-Jewish policies filtered out. Lowenthal, too, 
under Brandeis's influence was solidly pro-Zionist. 

In 1947 Lowenthal was able to step straight into a key posi-
tion in the White House as Clifford's chief adviser on Palestine 
affairs, a position from which he greatly influenced the presi-
dent's policies. In 1952, nearly four years after the creation of 
Israel, Truman tried in a private letter to persuade Lowenthal 
to take some of the credit he thought was due to him: 

I know exactly how you feel about the idea of your not wanting to be 
considered as benefactor to the State of Israel but I don't know why 
you should because I don't know who has done more for Israel than you 
have. In fact, you are the one I talked with when we were trying to 
work out the recognition for the State of Israel, and you know how 
those Israelites have placed me on a pedestal alongside of Moses, and 
that is the reason I wrote you as I did because I wanted you to have 
the credit.78 

Inevitably, the presence in the White House of two fervent 
advocates of the Zionist cause, both of whom appeared to enjoy 
a special relationship with the president, aroused suspicions 
and resentment among other White House aides. Interesting 
speculations may be made on the significance of the following 
unsigned memorandum that assesses the "objectivity" of Lowen-
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thal's advice. Equally thought provoking is the fact of this memo-
randum's presence in the private papers of Clark Clifford: 

It is well to be aware, in reading Mr Lowenthal's voluminous memo-
randa, of the adroitness with which carefully-screened facts are as-
sembled to "prove" whatever point he is trying to make at the mo-
ment. . . . One should not be misled into accepting the course of 
action Mr Lowenthal advocates without question merely because the 
"facts" are presented in what appear to be convincing argument. One 
must be aware that one premise is implicit in all his memoranda. That 
premise is: 

"The United States should support the Zionist cause, come what 
may.'"9 

The Niles-Lowenthal duo inside the White House was un-
doubtedly influential. In particular, Lowenthal's skillful drafts 
provided the reasoned, solid argumentation for the Zionist 
cause, right up to the highest level. They would prove con-
stantly to dismay the State Department, whose permanent staff 
believed that the president's aides were unfairly, even unpatri-
otically, introducing extraneous factors into the administra-
tion's Middle East policies. 

Truman was torn between State Department arguments 
about the "national interest" and the political and emotional 
pressures emanating from his aides inside the White House. He 
never quite resolved his dilemma. Another presidential aide, 
Oscar Ewing, recalled later that Truman had once told him: 
I am in a tough spot. The Jews are bringing all kinds of pressure on 
me to support the partition of Palestine and the establishment of a 
Jewish state. On the other hand, the State Department is adamantly 
opposed to this. I have two Jewish assistants on my staff, David Niles 
and Max Lowenthal. Whenever I try to talk to them about Palestine, 
they soon burst into tears because they are so emotionally involved in 
the subject. So far I have not known what to do.80 

T H E BRAIN TRUSTS 

Apart from the advice the president received from his official 
White House aides (albeit with vaguely defined authorities), the 
White House was also under constant bombardment from a 
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bevy of self-appointed bodies that, for want of a better term, 
may be referred to as "brain trusts." The White House aides 
frequently sat on these bodies or at the very least were briefed 
regularly by them. 

One of the earliest groups to ply the White House with pro-
Zionist advice was one organized in Washington in 1942 by the 
Anglo-Jewish magnate Israel Sieff, a director of the Marks and 
Spencer chain. His was an informal group of well-placed Jewish 
friends, including Ben Cohen, a presidential adviser. Also join-
ing were Robert Nathan, a young economist on assignment to 
U.S. intelligence; David Ginsburg, a lawyer and New Deal bu-
reaucrat; and on occasion David Lilienthal of the Tennessee 
Valley Authority. David Niles too joined in occasionally. This 
little group was strategically placed to carry the Jewish and 
Zionist lines to the highest quarters in the administration, ei-
ther directly or through well-calculated remarks "among well-
placed colleagues in the corridors of power and the salons of 
social Washington."81 

Early in 1947 a regular brain trust was set up by Oscar Ewing, 
vice-chairman of the Democratic National Committee from 
1942 to 1947 and administrator of the Federal Security Agency 
from 1947. Ewing was a resident of New York City and a lawyer 
who had personal contact with many Jewish and Zionist organi-
zations. As such, he had no need to be educated about the im-
portance of the Jewish vote. During Truman's whistle-stop tour 
in 1948, Ewing would hold the key post of "anchorman" in 
Washington. 

The brain trust that Oscar "Jack" Ewing chaired was modeled 
on the one set up by Sam Rosenman in 1933 to advise President 
Roosevelt on the "New Deal," a program to solve America's eco-
nomic and social problems. The liaison with the White House 
was Clark Clifford, who worked in harmony with Ewing. Among 
the members of the trust were Louis Schwalenbach, also as-
sociated with the New Deal, a former senator of Washington 
State, and labor secretary under Truman; Charles F. Brannan, 
agriculture secretary, a Mormon dedicated to the Zionist cause; 
Oscar Chapman, deputy secretary and then secretary of home 
affairs, a close friend of Truman's and also dedicated to the 
Zionist cause; and Leon Kayserling, vice-chairman of Truman's 
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Economic Advisory Council, who was the only Jew in the trust. 
The trust met regularly on Monday evenings under a veil of 

secrecy at the Wardman Park Hotel in Washington. Shortly 
after its establishment it discussed the Palestine issue and its 
possible repercussions on the elections to Congress and for the 
presidency. The trust impressed on Truman the danger to the 
Democrats' election chances if they did not make good on their 
1944 election promises to support a Jewish commonwealth. 
Truman confessed his dilemma in the face of conflicting rec-
ommendations from the State Department. Ewing was supplied 
with copies of State Department memoranda, and the trust re-
sponded with critical analysis.82 

Finally, yet another small informal group used to meet to dis-
cuss Palestine during the crucial months of May to June 1948, 
prior to the Democratic Convention. It met on the back balcony 
of the White House. This was emphatically a "political group," 
gathered to consider the domestic political ramifications of 
the Palestine issue. Sam Rosenman was invited along, as were 
Frank Walker, Clark Clifford, Matt Connelly, Abe Feinberg, 
and Bob Hannegan.83 

Undoubtedly, such informal gatherings multiplied at elec-
tion time. Yet the process was continuous, and the White House 
through its busy and assorted "aides" never wanted for advice 
on the Palestine question. All together the quantity of well-
argued advice coming in through various unofficial channels 
was enormous and would provide an efficient counter to that 
coming from the president's official foreign policy-making body, 
the State Department. 

C H R I S T I A N P R O - Z I O N I S T S 

Had the Zionist lobby been forced to work in a vacuum, totally 
isolated from any moral or material support from other ethnic 
sections of America, its achievements would no doubt have 
been considerably more modest. Fortunately, extensive support 
from Christian Zionists, much of it "genuine and indigenous 
to the American culture," provided a solid, positive context 
within which the Zionists could function: "Christian Zionist ac-



The Shaping of Truman's Palestine Policy / 85 

tivities made crucial, albeit unquantifiable, contributions to the 
growth of Zionist influence in the years immediately preceding 
the establishment of Israel."84 

Although the Zionists naturally worked hard to stimulate 
sympathetic Christian opinion, much Christian support was 
entirely spontaneous, found frequently among communities 
remote from Jewish centers or congressmen with no Jewish 
constituencies. Christian Zionist sentiment reflected not only 
"Zionist proddings" but a number of other factors both human-
itarian and moral. There was a widespread belief in the moral 
claim of the Jewish people to the Holy Land and "a wish to help 
realize Scriptural prophecies," made the more urgent by the 
universal revulsion against the horrors of the Holocaust.85 

Quite apart from the financial or moral contribution they 
made to the Zionist cause, Christian pro-Zionists were also 
highly influential in those Jewish circles that were apprehensive 
of any move that might prove "distasteful or ill-advised to the 
non-Jewish majority." To the degree that many Jews sought to 
identify themselves with the values of the Christian majority, 
Christian Zionist support for Zionism provided the prerequisite 
certificate of legitimacy for large sections of the Jewish commu-
nity, especially the more established.86 The Zionists were well 
aware of these factors and took pains to nurture Christian Zion-
ism. The "shaping and mobilization of favorable non-Jewish 
opinion" became a conscious goal of the Zionist leadership and 
an integral part of Zionist policy during the war. 

In April 1941 Emmanuel Neumann of the American Zionist 
Emergency Council (AZEC) revived the American Palestine 
Committee, a society of Protestant notables that had been lan-
guishing without direction for years. Senator Wagner of New 
York agreed to head the committee and enlisted twenty-six 
members of the Senate, including the majority and minority 
leaders, Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes and General 
Robert Jackson, respectively. The AZEC allotted $50,000 of its 
budget to the organization, a figure that grew to $150,000 dur-
ing the two critical years preceding the establishment of the 
State of Israel. By 1946 the committee could boast a member-
ship that listed fifteen thousand influential Americans, includ-
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ing sixty-eight senators, two hundred congressmen, and several 
state governors. Across the country seventy-five local chapters 
were organized.87 

Wagner's committee became "the preeminent symbol of pro-
Zionist sentiment among the non-Jewish American public."88 

Zionist control was discreet but tight. The committee's corre-
spondence was drafted in the AZEC headquarters and sent to 
Wagner for his signature. Mail addressed to Wagner as head of 
the American Palestine Committee, even if it came from the 
White House or the State Department, was opened and kept in 
Zionist headquarters; Wagner received a copy.89 The AZEC 
placed ads in the press under the committee's name without 
bothering to consult or advise it in advance, until one of its 
members meekly requested advance notice.90 

Among certain sections of the Christian clergy the Old Testa-
ment's prediction of the Jewish return to the Holy Land was 
frequently an article of fundamental belief. Such clergy were 
favorably predisposed to the Zionist cause. In late 1941 Neu-
mann therefore organized the Christian Council on Palestine. 
By 1946 the council numbered almost three thousand Protes-
tant clergymen. Their prestige and authority were used by the 
Zionists in many appeals to the American public and to the 
administration.91 

In 1948 the American Palestine Committee and the Christian 
Council on Palestine were merged into the American Christian 
Palestine Committee. Once more, Robert Wagner was chosen to 
head the new committee. 

Christian Zionist support for the Zionist cause, both spon-
taneous and organized, would prove a valuable, even if un-
quantifiable, asset in the Zionist diplomatic struggle. At the very 
least, it provided a crucial counter to the aspersions cast both 
by anti-Zionist Jewish elements and by the State Department 
that the Zionists were a narrow, parochial lobby, not represen-
tative of even the Jewish community let alone the larger, non-
Jewish one. 



SIX 

The Anti-Zionist Forces 

T H E STATE D E P A R T M E N T 

The senior officials of the State Department have been described 
as a "largely elitist, continuous, and homogeneous group." They 
sought to promote abroad what they regarded as the "Ameri-
can national interest," which meant not only national power 
and prestige but equally "profitable business opportunities for 
American private interests." At home the department regarded 
its position as foremost within the administration and strove 
jealously to preserve its status.1 

The State Department viewed Palestine as an integral part of 
the Arab world. Thus, anything non-Arab was by definition 
"inherently foreign." The Department's Division of Near East-
ern and African Affairs (NEA) did recognize the existence of 
the Jewish community in Palestine (Yishuv) and Palestine's 
status as terra sancta to three religions, but these non-Arab fac-
tors were regarded as "incidentals, hardly enough to change 
the Department's view that Palestine was, and must remain, an 
Arab area." The department downplayed the reality of en-
trenched minorities and communal differences in the Middle 
East and naively expected that those minorities would simply be 
absorbed by the "native majority," much the same as waves of 
new immigrants were, or at least were supposed to be, assimi-
lated in the United States.2 

After World War II the department viewed the Middle East 
with optimism as an area "for an easy, almost automatic, Ameri-

87 
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can harvest of influence." This would be reaped because of the 

weakness or preoccupations of other powers elsewhere; accu-

mulated Arab goodwill, arising from nonimperialist influence 

and aid; and from Ibn Saud's preference for the American con-

nection. Such hopes led the department to conclude that "the 

native majoritarian nationalisms of the Sunni Arabs were nec-

essarily benevolent and progressive, not to say overdue, from 

World War I; while the political Zionism represented chiefly by 

the Jewish minority in Palestine and in the United States was 

retrograde, a chimera in the 'Arab world' and, in the context of 

pro-Zionist American politics, an albatross around the Depart-

ment's neck."3 

T h e department dismissed out of hand any commercial bene-

fits that the Yishuv might yield. It made only superficial attempts 

to study the extent of Jewish investment in Palestine, although 

during the interwar decades Palestine was by far the largest 

American economic interest in the Middle East. In 1939 the 

American consulate at Jerusalem reported that 78 percent of 

all American citizens in the Middle East resided in Palestine 

and that 84 percent of these were Jewish. O f a total American 

investment in Palestine of $49 million, $41 million came from 

American Jews.4 But such statistics made little if any impression 

at the State Department, possibly because the nationals and 

their capital were Jewish and the Yishuv's economy was deemed 

artificial, propped up by Jews (mainly American), "who were 

only promoting their own narrow and parochial nationalistic 

aspirations."5 

But during World War II, the commercial exploitation of 

Saudi oil and the influence of Aramco on the Washington estab-

lishment soon dwarfed any other American economic interest 

in the Middle East, even if during that period American depen-

dence on foreign oil continued to be minimal. 

In the department's view Palestine's importance lay in its nega-

tive, destabilizing role in what it claimed would otherwise have 

been a serene, tranquil Middle East. Zionism jeopardized the 

consummation of an Arab-American entente. T h e greatest de-

partmental fear, played upon incessantly and to great effect by 

the Washington oil lobby, was that the administration's support 
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for the Zionist cause would turn Ibn Saud against Aramco and 

drive the Arabs into the arms of the Russians. 

State Department officials were unable to reconcile what they 

regarded as their foreign policy—making duty with White House 

pressures and actions arising from what they saw as the presi-

dent's personal political ambitions. U p o n his arrival at the White 

House, Truman was submitted to a deluge of State Department 

warnings about the harm that would come to American inter-

ests in the Arab Middle East should he succumb to Zionist 

pressures.6 

Even on Truman's appeal to admit the one hundred thou-

sand Jewish displaced persons into Palestine (what has been re-

ferred to above as "refugee Zionism"), the State Department 

differed fundamentally. Dean Acheson, under secretary of state 

from September 1945 to January 1947 and given direct respon-

sibility for Palestine by Secretary of State Byrnes, wrote later: 

" T h e number that could be absorbed by Arab Palestine without 

creating a grave political problem would be inadequate, and to 

transform the country into a Jewish State capable of receiving a 

million or more immigrants would vastly exacerbate the politi-

cal problem and imperil not only American but all Western in-

terests in the Near East."7 

T h e department resented the intrusion of domestic politics 

in foreign policy, which it regarded as its special preserve. It 

lamented the continued existence of so many "hyphenated" 

Americans and denied the legitimacy of any "ethnic vote" for 

several reasons, including "the legitimate fear of national dis-

unity in wartime."8 

T h e significance of the Jewish vote was apparently brought 

up by Truman quite unabashedly at a conference of U.S. chiefs 

of mission to the Middle East held in Washington in October 

1945. When the ministers all dwelt on the threat to American 

national interests caused by continued American support for 

Zionism, Truman is reported to have replied: "I'm sorry gentle-

men, but I have to answer to hundreds of thousands who are 

anxious for the success of Zionism; I do not have hundreds of 

thousands of Arabs among my constituents."9 T h e White House 

resented what it regarded as the State Department's myopia on 
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this point. The president was elected by the whole nation, in-
cluding a sizable Jewish minority. Therefore, he was bound to 
serve the interests of his Jewish constituency too, not only be-
cause of political self-interest but also on good moral and con-
stitutional grounds. 

On occasion, as with the State Department's trusteeship pro-
posal of March 1948 (see chapter 10), the White House went so 
far as to accuse the department of deliberately sabotaging the 
president's electoral chances. For example, when State Depart-
ment adviser Charles Bohlen was chided for "working in a vac-
uum" and failing to consider the domestic political effects of 
the department's actions, he retorted that this was exactly his 
intention—officials were supposed to be outside the influence 
of politics. Matt Connelly, presidential press secretary, replied 
that even though the State Department denied the legitimacy 
of American politics intruding on policy making, it had ac-
cepted it when applied to the British. When the Labour govern-
ment argued that it was unable to get the support of the British 
people for its policy in Palestine and was therefore pulling out, 
the State Department had backed it.10 

With the wisdom of hindsight Loy Henderson admitted, al-
beit in private, that Truman had been right to give due consid-
eration to domestic politics. Even had the president wished to 
keep politics out, he had in effect been a prisoner of the Ameri-
can political system. In a letter written to Dean Rusk in 1977, 
Henderson stated: 

In so far as internal political considerations played a role, we should 
bear in mind that many of the leaders of the Republican Party, includ-
ing Dewey . . . were almost constantly criticising Truman for failure 
to give full support to the Zionists. If Truman had taken positions that 
would have resulted in a failure to establish the Jewish State, he would 
almost certainly have been defeated in the November [1948] elections 
since the Zionists had almost the full support of the Congress, the 
United States media, and most of the American people. T h e new 
Republican Administration would then have gone along with the 
Zionists." 

Truman's first appointee as secretary of state, James Byrnes, 
washed his hands of Palestine, thereby conceding to the White 
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House a monopoly. In July 1946, when Ben-Gurion tried to get 
State Department assistant Ben Cohen to secure him an inter-
view with Byrnes, Byrnes sent a message back that he wanted 
Ben-Gurion to know that the Palestine issue was out of the 
hands of the State Department and in those of the president. 
Byrnes resented Zionist criticisms of the State Department's 
Palestine policy and decided that he would no longer take 
responsibility for it. When David Niles reported this to the 
president, Truman wrote by hand the following jocular note: 
"Dave:—I don't blame him much. Imagine Goldmann, Wise & 
Co. each running in after a round with a bandit like Molotov on 
Trieste & the Tyrol!—reparations, displaced persons, and hell 
all around. Think probably I'd tell him to jump in the Jordan." 1 2 

At the upper levels relations between White House and State 
Department staff degenerated to a state of open feuding and 
mutual acrimony. In January 1947 Niles warned the Zionist 
representative in Washington, Eliahu Epstein, that the Zionists 
had to maintain correct relations with the State Department 
and must not underestimate Loy Henderson and NEA. Niles 
and his colleagues at the White House sought regular reports 
on the Zionists' interactions with the State Department.13 

In 1948 the White House aides would successfully seek the 
head of Loy Henderson, director of NEA, and have him re-
moved from Washington as ambassador to distant and neutral 
India. For his part Clark Clifford believed that he and Niles 
were on the State Department's blacklist. As Clifford told Niles 
in May 1948, they had better be careful as "the State Depart-
ment was gunning for both of them." This made Niles only the 
more determined to neutralize Henderson first. He replied: 
"That's really something, that people in the Government, in the 
Government under the President, are gunning for men on the 
President's own staff."14 

During the first two weeks of May 1948, tensions between the 
White House and the State Department reached the breaking 
point. Niles reported to Max Lowenthal about "the way people 
in State are bitching things up . . . instead of abiding by deci-
sions." Lowenthal replied: "No matter who is President there 
either has to be a house-cleaning in State (a herculean task) or 
someone in State on Palestine matters who is trustworthy."15 
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T H E H I L L D R I N G E P I S O D E 

Lowenthal's last comment reflects some disillusion with his and 
Niles's failure to place their own appointee in the State Depart-
ment to look after Zionist affairs. Their efforts had focused on 
General John Hilldring, who at war's end had served as as-
sistant secretary of state for the occupied areas in Europe. 
In that capacity he "had demonstrated a humane and compas-
sionate attitude toward the displaced persons in the camps 
in Germany and Austria and understood the Jewish yearning 
for Palestine." By chance General Hilldring had retired from 
that position on September 1, 1947, and his special assistant, 
Herbert A. Fierst, who kept close contact with David Niles, 
had suggested to the latter an appointment for Hilldring on 
the U.S. delegation to the UN General Assembly session on 
Palestine.16 

T h e timing was providential, since Niles had just heard that 
the key advisers to the delegation on the Palestine issue were to 
be Loy Henderson and George Wadsworth, former ambas-
sador to Iraq, both reputedly philo-Arabs. Niles recommended 
Hilldring to Truman: 

I understand that the key advisers on Palestine to the United States 
Delegation at the Fall Session will be Loy Henderson and George 
Wadsworth. Because both are widely regarded as unsympathetic to 
the Jewish viewpoint, much resentment will be engendered when 
their appointment is announced and later. Moreover, on the basis of 
their past behavior and attitudes, I frankly doubt that they will vig-
orously carry out your policy. But your administration, not they, will 
be held responsible. 

It may not be feasible to oppose Henderson and Wadsworth as ad-
visers to the Delegation. In any event, I believe it is most important 
that at least one of your advisers be a vigorous and well-informed in-
dividual in whom you, the members of the United States Delegation, 
and American Jewry have complete confidence. There is only one 
person I know who will fit the bill completely—General Hilldring.17 

Truman accepted Niles's recommendation, and Hilldring 
was appointed an alternate representative to the U.S. delega-
tion on September 10, 1947. In his function as liaison between 
the UN delegation and the White House, Hilldring rendered 
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yeoman service to the Zionist cause. But it should be empha-
sized that he did not counter the influence of Loy Henderson or 
really challenge NEA's domination of the delegation. The end 
of the UN General Assembly also meant the end of Hilldring's 
temporary posting, and the White House was again left without 
a sympathetic channel to the State Department. 

The second, less known and most fascinating, phase of the 
Hilldring episode would take place in the spring of 1948, when 
Niles and the Zionists tried to "infiltrate" Hilldring into the 
State Department (see chapter 11) . 

Obviously, the considerations guiding State Department pol-
icy on Palestine were frequently in direct conflict with those 
guiding the White House. The resulting lack of harmony and 
productive cooperation led to attempts by each side to present 
the other with swift faits accomplis, which were at times crude 
and even bordering on the unconstitutional. Undoubtedly, they 
interfered with the smooth process of good government. 

T H E O I L L O B B Y 

During the war, the Americans alleged that they were provid-
ing a disproportionate share of the oil for the war effort and 
that American reserves were being dissipated for the benefit of 
Great Britain. In March 1943 the Presidential Committee on 
International Petroleum Policy had reported that future Ameri-
can demand for oil—both for defense and for vital economic 
needs—would exceed domestic production.18 

At the end of 1943 the United States instigated talks with 
Britain on a reallocation between the two of Middle Eastern oil 
reserves. A new agreement, arrived at under U.S. pressure in 
1944, weighed heavily in America's favor. The United States 
gained control of 42 percent of the Middle East's proved oil re-
sources, which because of new discoveries since 1936, when the 
American share had been only 13 percent, had increased 5.8 
times, or 1900 percent.19 

But it should be stressed that at that time Arabian oil was not 
important to the American domestic economy. In 1948 the 
United States imported a mere 8 percent of the oil it needed for 
its domestic consumption, and only a small percentage of that 
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came from Saudi Arabia or the Middle East.20 With the end of 

World War II, however, and the spread of the Cold War, the 

Middle East in general, and its oil resources in particular, took 

on new significance in American strategic thinking. Bases in the 

Middle East along the Suez Canal (most of which were still Brit-

ish) were seen as springboards for an attack on vulnerable areas 

of the Soviet Union in the event of war. The Arab world was 

now regarded by the American defense establishment as "a key 

link in the defensive arc being built around the Soviet Union," 

and "[Ibn Saud's] economic well-being and good will became a 

matter of vital national interest to the Department of State, the 

Department of Defense, and the National Security Council."21 

In July 1945 Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal (former 

president of Wall Street bankers Dillon, Read and Company) 

told Secretary of State James Byrnes that Saudi Arabia was "one 

of the three great [oil] puddles left in the world" and that al-

though the United States was spending millions there the Brit-

ish, and not themselves, were gaining the benefits.22 

Furthermore, even if Arabian oil was not essential to the 

American economy, it was seen as vital to European economic 

recovery and consequently to Europe's postwar ability to stand 

up to the threat of Communism, both internal and external. 

In addition there remained, entrenched anxieties concerning 

dwindling domestic reserves. Therefore, as put by Max Ball, di-

rector of the Oil and Gas Division at the Department of the In-

terior, Middle Eastern oil resources had to be developed as 

quickly as possible for "the supply of Europe, to prevent Euro-

pean industry from collapsing and falling to Communism or 

to the dogs. . . . Middle Eastern oil would release for U.S. 

consumption the Caribbean oil" that was currently going to 

Europe.23 

It has been denied that an oil lobby worked against the ad-

ministration's support for Zionism. Indeed, Evan Wilson, head 

of the Palestine desk at NEA from 1942 to 1947, published a 

book in 1979 in which he claimed that he remembered no oil 

lobby and could unearth no documents in the State Depart-

ment archives proving the existence of one.24 

The Arabian American Oil Company (Aramco), a conglom-

erate formed in 1936 by Standard Oil of California and the 

Texas Company, was concerned most directly with and involved 
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in the American exploitation of Saudi Arabian oil.25 The histo-

rian of Aramco, Irvine H. Anderson, has claimed that from as 

early as 1937 the companies had warned the administration 

that its continued support for Zionism might result in the loss 

of Aramco's oil concessions in Saudi Arabia and "the destruc-

tion of the U.S. political and economic position in the Middle 

East." By 1947 all the key people in the departments of State 

and Defense were quite aware of the risks to American inter-

ests. Thus, Anderson claims, no special advocacy of the oil com-

panies' case against the Zionist cause was required. In any case, 

periodical Arab threats were reported more than adequately 

through the media and diplomatic channels. Therefore, An-

derson concludes, the companies adopted a relatively low pro-

file for two very good reasons: first, they feared a domestic 

backlash against the oil companies themselves; and second, 

they hoped that the Arabs would distinguish between the poli-

cies of the administration and "good business relations with the 

companies."26 

The portrait of such enlightened behavior on the part of 

Aramco is in fact totally misleading. The oil lobby was by nature 

different from the Zionist lobby, yet it was none the less active, 

and was certainly more influential, in government circles. The 

lobby's efforts at the highest levels of the political and military 

establishment were critical in keeping alive fears of an Arab 

boycott. Where the Zionist lobby, public by nature, held as its 

trump card the political and financial influence of the large 

Jewish community, the oil lobby, discreet by nature, held as its 
trump card the ever-open doors and sympathetic ears of the 

Washington establishment. 

The oil executives, frequently former State Department or 

government employees, moved in the same social circles as the 

heads of the Washington administration. Much of their contact 

was oral, over meals or by telephone. Therefore, as might be 

expected, written records of their concerns are sparse and not 

easy to track down, yet—contrary to the claims of Evan Wilson— 

they most certainly do exist. 

State Department officials received the oil lobbyists with open 

arms. In its debates with the White House, the department at 

times deliberately exaggerated the risks of losing Arab goodwill 

and oil, knowing only too well how minimal that risk was. In 
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December 1947 Prince Sa'ud, the son of the Saudi ruler, Ibn 

Saud, told Ambassador J. Rives Childs that Iraq and Trans-

jordan had asked the Saudis to break relations with the United 

States and cancel the oil concession because of American sup-

port for the U N partition resolution (passed on November 29). 

T h e Saudis had replied that they were "at one with other A r a b 

States in opposition [to the] establishment [of a] Jewish state but 

saw no reason [to] run counter to [their] own interests by sever-

ing relations with [the] U.S."27 

Fraser Wilkins, one of the officials at N E A at the time and its 

director from 1955 to 1957, later admitted that they had never 

received any concrete Arab threat to cut off their oil. Wilkins 

claimed that such threats in the press were not treated seri-

ously, since the administration was well aware that the Arabs 

were dependent upon the export of their oil.28 

A further argument of the lobby was that continued Ameri-

can support for the Zionists and for Israel would force the 

Arabs into the arms of the Soviets. In an informal conversation 

with correspondents early in 1948, Terry Duce, Aramco vice-

president of operations, acknowledged that there was no dan-

ger of the Arabs canceling the oil concessions following Ameri-

can support for the U N partition resolution. But, he added, if 

the administration became involved in the implementation of 

the plan, the Arabs would "turn sooner or later against the 

United States" and would "facilitate the groundwork for Rus-

sian penetration in the Middle East."29 

As noted already, Aramco endeavored to dissociate itself in 

Arab eyes from its own government. A t times of crisis the com-

pany repeatedly warned the State Department that to save its 

investment it might be forced to convert itself into a foreign 

corporation. Presumably, the Arabs would have no problem 

exporting their oil to a pro-Zionist America, providing the 

company working the concession was not incorporated in the 

United States. 

In November 1946 Duce called at the State Department to 

advise that Aramco was considering incorporating as a British 

company.30 In June 1948 Ambassador Childs sent a telegram to 

the State Department warning of Ibn Saud's dismay at Ameri-

can policy and recommended that should American support 
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for Israel continue "consideration should be given to allowing 
Britain to assume responsibility for the Dhahran air base, and 
to advising Aramco to shift its incorporation to Canada."31 

At key points in the Palestine diplomatic drama Aramco sent 
its executives and agents on tours of the Middle East to gauge 
and report back on Arab reactions to the latest American moves. 
Upon their return they disseminated alarmist propaganda, both 
to government circles and through the company's public rela-
tions department to the media, in a campaign to stress the vital 
importance of the oil concessions to "American strategic and 
political interests."32 

Perhaps the most critical period came between the U N deci-
sion on November 29, 1947, to partition Palestine and the de 
facto establishment of Israel in May 1948. During this time, the 
State Department, ably assisted by the Defense Department, 
the National Security Council, and the C I A , determined to re-
verse American support for partition. In this battle of minds 
waged in Washington the oil lobby helped to provide the ad-
ministration with background material on real or alleged threats 
to American interests in the Arab world. 

Following the U N resolution, Aramco vice-president Terry 
Duce together with Colonel William Eddy, a former State De-
partment official turned Aramco executive, went to the Middle 
East on behalf of the company.33 Aramco also sent another em-
ployee, Colonel Halford Hoskins, a Lebanese-educated Ameri-
can, who during the war had served Roosevelt twice on presi-
dential missions to the Middle East. Their reports found their 
way to the highest echelons of the State and Defense depart-
ments and the military establishment. 

Upon his return Colonel Eddy met with the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff at their invitation and followed this up with a memo-
randum (written on Aramco notepaper) to Major General Al-
fred W. Greunther, chairman of the Joint Chiefs.34 Eddy issued 
a dire warning about the strategic implications in the Middle 
East of Truman's Palestine policy: 

Overshadowing all other matters is the adverse effect on Aramco and 
Tapline of the Pro-Zionist Policy of the United States Government. . . . 
All Arabs resent the actions of the present United States Administra-
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tion as unfriendly to them. . . . T h e prestige of the United States Gov-

ernment among the Arabs has practically vanished, while that of 

Great Britain has greatly increased. . . . Popular Arab resentment 

against the United States is at present greater than fear or dislike of 

the U.S.S.R. 

E d d y a d d e d that the A r a b states h a d evidence that the U n i t e d 

States h a d e x e r t e d e c o n o m i c pressure on several small c o u n -

tries at the U n i t e d Nations, causing them, "against their o w n 

better j u d g m e n t a n d wishes," to vote f o r partition. E d d y claimed 

that this "hostile act" o f the U n i t e d States, publicized j u s t as the 

Syrian Parliament was c o n v e n i n g (on N o v e m b e r 8, 1947), h a d 

caused the Syrian g o v e r n m e n t to hold u p the ratification o f the 

T a p l i n e A g r e e m e n t (an a g r e e m e n t to lay a pipeline across A r a -

bia to carry oil north t h r o u g h Syria to the Mediterranean). 

H e went on to warn that until n o w the A r a b L e a g u e h a d re-

j e c t e d the "proposals o f fanatics" to cancel A m e r i c a n c o m m e r -

cial concessions but that should the U n i t e d States n o w p r o c e e d 

to a r m the Jewish state against the A r a b s it w o u l d b e c o m e "im-

possible f o r any A r a b G o v e r n m e n t , including that o f Saudi 

Arabia, to maintain the distinction between their A m e r i c a n 

friends a n d partners on the o n e h a n d , a n d an u n f r i e n d l y U n i t e d 

States G o v e r n m e n t o n the other." 

In conclusion E d d y w a r n e d that should the administration 

a r m or finance a "Zionist State" it should e x p e c t the f o l l o w i n g 

consequences: cancellation of commercial concessions, e x p r o -

priation o f property, closure o f A m e r i c a n schools a n d u n i v e r -

sities, physical attacks o n A m e r i c a n c o m p a n i e s a n d individuals, 

attacks o n Jews in A r a b countries, a n d an A r a b war a i m e d at 

"driving all Jews f r o m Palestine." T h e A m e r i c a n assets b e i n g 

placed at risk were n o t h i n g short o f colossal: " T h e U n i t e d 

States is j e o p a r d i s i n g the g o o d will o f 30,000,000 A r a b s a n d 

220,000,000 Muslims, risking the loss o f its cultural a n d e d u c a -

tional leadership in that part of the world, the sacrifice o f m a n y 

h u n d r e d s o f millions o f dollars o f investments . . . a n d the stra-

tegic loss o f access to air a n d naval bases t h r o u g h o u t the entire 

M o s l e m world." 

T e r r y Duce's report, also sent to the Joint C h i e f s , was a little 

m o r e circumspect. D u c e p r o d u c e d the sophisticated a r g u m e n t 
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that even though the Arab rulers appreciated the benefits ac-

cruing to them from the company's operations, they might lose 

control of their own people and be forced by popular will to 

break off all relations with American institutions even if they 

had no direct connection with the home government. But Saudi 

Arabia was an exception to this rule, admitted Duce, presum-

ably because its rulers were not in the habit of consulting or 

bending to the popular will. Furthermore, as noted recently by 

William Roger Louis, Duce believed that the Arabs would win 

the war in Palestine before Ibn Saud felt constrained to act 

against Aramco's concessions.35 

Halford Hoskins, now also an Aramco director, added a new 

angle to the argument about pushing the Arabs into the arms 

of the Russians. In his report, obligingly forwarded to the State 

Department by the U.S. embassy in Baghdad, he warned of re-

percussions in the Northern Tier, where American interests 

had been defined by the Truman Doctrine in March 1947: "For 

the United States to spend money and effort in Greece and 

Turkey and, at the same time, to open the back door for Rus-

sian infiltration into Palestine seems to the Turks either in-

comprehensible inconsistency or a foolishly naive ignorance of 

Russian intentions."36 

O n May 14, 1948, at the time of President Truman's precipi-

tate recognition of Israel, Loy Henderson, then director of 

N E A , was in constant telephone contact with Terry Duce. Duce 

was concerned about the continued suspension of permission 

to build an Aramco pipeline, and on May 15 he phoned from 

New York to ask if Henderson had any information about the 

Saudi reaction to Truman's recognition. Duce was concerned 

also for the safety of the company's personnel since he had 

been given no opportunity to warn them. Henderson regretted 

having been unable to give any advance warning and explained 

that this had been because the decision had been made just a 

few minutes before it was announced. T h e department had im-

mediately notified its diplomatic and consular representatives 

and assumed they had taken necessary precautions. Duce felt 

that with a war brewing in Palestine it would be unwise for the 

company to continue construction of its oil pipeline for the 
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present. Henderson tried to reassure him and advised Duce to 

postpone any decision for a couple of weeks while the situation 

clarified.37 

O n May 25, 1948, Duce rang up Secretary of State George C. 

Marshall to tell him of a telegraphic message he had just re-

ceived from Mr. Davies, another vice-president of the com-

pany, then in Saudi Arabia. Duce was unable to explain every-

thing over the telephone but would come to Washington in the 

next day or so. But the gist of the message was that Ibn Saud 

was now contemplating sanctions against the United States, es-

pecially if it lifted its arms embargo on Israel. Should Ibn Saud 

resort to such action "it would not be because of his desire to do 

so but because the pressure upon him of Arab public opinion 

was so great that he could no longer resist it."38 

It is to be doubted whether the Truman White House was 

ever much impressed by alleged Arab threats to cut off their 

oil supplies. Clark Clifford was prepared with the counter-

argument that the Arabs needed American dollars much more 

than the United States needed Arab oil. But the argument 

drummed in by both the oil lobby and the State Department 

that American pro-Zionist policies might drive the Arabs into 

Russian arms did have a significant impact on the T r u m a n 

White House. 

T h e circumstances of the postwar period were not auspicious 

for a successful oil lobby. T h e United States was not yet as de-

pendent on foreign oil as it would be in the 1970s; the Western 

world had never experienced either an oil embargo or even an 

oil-price inflationary spiral. A n d in any case, the military did not 

expect to be able to obtain access to Arab oil in an emergency. 

But during the period under discussion here, it did seem 

to many in the Washington establishment that the pro-Zionist 

policies of the White House were placing American interests in 

the Middle East at unnecessary risk. For them the oil lobby was 

an invaluable resource. Traces of Aramco memoranda may be 

readily detected in those submitted by the State Department to 

the White House. T h a t the Zionist cause ultimately prevailed 

in Washington should not lead to any underestimation of the 

oil lobby. 
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T H E A M E R I C A N J E W I S H 
E S T A B L I S H M E N T A N D J E W I S H 

A N T I - Z I O N I S T S 

By the 1930s the second and third generations of American-
born Jews, descendants of Eastern European Jewish immi-
grants, were making their mark in American grass-root politics. 
The young Adlai Stevenson, a Washington lawyer in the 1930s, 
has been quoted as saying: "There is a little feeling that the Jews 
are getting too prominent and many of them are autocratic."39 

President Roosevelt's close association with the Jews was in 
part because of widespread Jewish support for his New Deal 
and the large number of Jewish advisers in his brain trust. But 
those Jews who made their way to Washington and other power 
centers did not usually identify with Jewish issues and would 
have felt too embarrassed to promote specifically Jewish causes. 
That the influential Jewish elite failed to spur Roosevelt's ad-
ministration to greater efforts to save European Jews during 
the war has provoked controversy ever since and provided a 
source of what has been called Jewish "self-flagellation." Even 
Henry L. Feingold, however, who has emphasized the limits to 
Jewish ethnic politics, has concluded, in reference to the Holo-
caust, that there was a real possibility of moving Roosevelt to do 
more—vide the success of Henry Morgenthau, J r . , in getting 
the War Refugee Board established in 1944.40 

But in general the Jewish elite under Roosevelt did not use 
their power and influence " for the enhancement of Jewish cor-
porate power." The same process of secularization that had fa-
cilitated their rise inhibited them from acting upon matters of 
specific Jewish interest. Even had they been so inclined, they 
were inhibited further by fears of domestic anti-Semitism, which 
might react against any overt "Jewish lobby."41 Anti-Semitism 
was prevalent in the United States during the 1930s and 1940s. 
Opinion polls indicated that over half the population held im-
ages of the Jews as "greedy and dishonest" and about one-third 
considered them "overly aggressive."42 

Truman did not retain many of Roosevelt's advisers—the sig-
nificant exceptions being David Niles and J u d g e Sam Rosen-
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man. Truman would not have felt comfortable in the intellectual 
circles in which Roosevelt mixed. Truman's Jewish entourage 
was made up of men like Eddie Jacobson, Abe Feinberg, and 
Dewey Stone, self-made business successes, rather than the 
Harvard-educated professional elite of the Jewish establish-
ment. Although Max Lowenthal was perhaps the exception 
who proved the rule. 

The most respected and prestigious Jewish communal orga-
nization was the American Jewish Committee (AJC). It had been 
organized in 1906 in the aftermath of the Kishinev pogroms "to 
prevent the infraction of civil and religious rights of Jews, in 
any part of the world . . . ; to secure for Jews equality of eco-
nomic, social and educational opportunity; [and] to alleviate 
the consequences of persecution and to afford relief from ca-
lamities affecting Jews, wherever they may occur."43 

The A J C was a small, oligarchic organization, representing 
the German Jewish elite in the United States. Its membership 
and adherents included a few wealthy and influential Jews, but 
in fact it exerted little influence on the American Jewish com-
munity at large. But despite the committee's lack of a popular 
base, it was treated by the administration as an important rep-
resentative of the Jewish community.44 Judge Joseph Proskauer, 
president of the AJC from 1943 to 1949, wrote later that dur-
ing the war he had been involved in 

endless delicate negotiations with governments and government offi-
cials of many countries, including our own . . . with unstinted en-
deavors to rescue European Jews . . . ; to consider the explosive prob-
lems that arose in Palestine and from the activities of certain extreme 
Zionist groups; and to combat the creeping menace of new forms of 
anti-Semitism which the example of Hitler seemed to have brought to 
our own America.45 

Proskauer has been called "one of the important American 
Jewish obstructionists to the creation of Israel, who believed 
that a Jewish state would be catastrophic for the Jews."46 In 
1943 Proskauer, aided by New York judge Herbert Lehman 
and presidential adviser Sam Rosenman, drew up a "Statement 
of Views," which presented clearly the committee's opposition 
to the Zionist viewpoint: "In the United States as in all other 
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countries Jews, like all others of their citizens are nationals of 

those nations and of no other[;] there can be no political iden-

tification of Jews outside Palestine with whatever government 

may there be instituted."47 

In 1943 Proskauer and his committee walked out of an Ameri-

can Jewish conference that adopted the Zionists' (Biltmore) 

program advocating the establishment in Palestine of a Jewish 

commonwealth after the war. In vain, Proskauer delivered the 

State Department's warning that "efforts to press the claim 

for statehood would be a 'tragedy.'" Proskauer boasted later: 

"There is no Jew in America who has maintained closer rapport 

with our State Department than I have."48 But the AJC became 

increasingly isolated since "Zionist political activities were too 

rambunctious and democratic for the discreet elite of Ger-

man Jewry who . . . ruled the American Jewish Committee." 

As put acidly by one Jewish historian: "While the Zionists 

spoke to a growing Jewish majority, Proskauer spoke to the State 

Department."49 

There developed between Proskauer and the State Depart-

ment an affair of the heart and the mind. Proskauer felt privi-

leged to be consulted by the department, whose officials were 

only too pleased to encourage any Jewish allies in its struggle 

against the Zionists.50 T h e AJC performed useful services for 

the State Department, and its members were always assured of 

a warm welcome. T h e AJC's anti-Zionist position legitimized 

the State Department's own hostility and strengthened its claim 

that the Zionists represented neither the aspirations nor the 

votes of American Jewry. Jewish attacks on the Zionists, fre-

quently more bitter and defamatory than its own, relieved the 

department of any trepidations that its own condemnations 

were possibly unfair or tainted with anti-Semitism. 

T h e State Department also developed close ties with the anti-

Zionist American Council for Judaism. T h e council had the du-

bious honor of being "the only American Jewish organization 

ever created to fight against Zionism and the establishment of 

a Jewish state in Palestine." Formed in 1942 soon after the 

Zionists passed the Biltmore resolution, the council was at first 

essentially an association of Reform rabbis. In the spring of 

1943 it was transformed into a "secular anti-Zionist pressure 
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group, whose membership consisted mainly of middle and 
upper class lay Reform Jews of German descent."51 

The council vigorously opposed the Zionists' efforts to raise 
money for their cause or speak on behalf of the American Jew-
ish community. It tried to establish and maintain a clear distinc-
tion between humanitarian efforts on behalf of its persecuted 
brethren and the Zionists' political goal of a Jewish state in 
Palestine.52 

The executive head of the council was Elmer Berger, a young 
Reform rabbi from Flint, Michigan, who dedicated his life to 
fighting Zionism. Berger was convinced that "Zionism was a 
wicked movement with devious designs to foist Jewish national-
ism on American Jews" and believed that the council "stood as 
the last barricade against a mighty flood of Jewish nationalism."53 

The council's strength lay not so much in its membership, 
however, which was relatively small, but in the prestige and re-
sources of some of its leaders, especially those of Lessing Rosen-
wald, chairman of Sears, Roebuck and Company, prominent 
philanthropist, and internationally renowned art and book col-
lector. Thanks to his affluence and well-placed connections 
(which in particular provided the backing of the New York 
Times), council executives enjoyed easy access to the administra-
tion and Congress.54 Thus, the State Department entertained 
hopes that the council might "neutralize the pro-Zionist lobby 
in Congress."55 

As has been noted already, perhaps the biggest success of the 
American Council for Judaism was convincing many promi-
nent non-Jews, including Truman, that the Zionists' goal was to 
establish "an exclusive, racial, theocratic state in Palestine," a 
notion that was anathema to most Americans. 

Rosenwald became president of the council in 1943, but not 
before Under Secretary of State Sumner Welles had assured 
him that "organized Jewish anti-Zionism would serve the inter-
ests of the United States." Rosenwald was also a good friend 
of White House insider Sam Rosenman, a non-Zionist member 
of the American Jewish Committee.56 From 1946 to 1948 the 
council's main liaison with the State Department was George L. 
Levison, a close friend of Dean Acheson, Loy Henderson, and 
Kermit Roosevelt. Levison had served in the State Department 
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in the Middle East during the war and had worked for some 
time in Washington under Dean Acheson.57 

The State Department hoped that the two anti-Zionist bodies 
would explode the myth of Jewish unity behind Zionism. On 
May 2, 1947, at the special meeting of the UN General Assem-
bly requested by the British to discuss the Palestine problem, 
the American delegate, Warren Austin, stated: "It should be 
borne in mind that the Jewish Agency is not speaking for all the 
Jews of the world. My government is in receipt of numerous 
communications from various Jewish groups which make it 
clear that they do not recognize the Jewish Agency as their 
spokesman."58 

At a private meeting on September 30, 1947, between Secre-
tary of State Marshall, General Hilldring, and Rosenwald and 
Levison (a meeting that Marshall insisted be kept secret), Hill-
dring expressed his admiration for the council's arguments and 
spoke of the "vital importance of breaking the theory of Jewish 
unanimity' in the United States."59 

Some of Proskauer's closest friends were members of the 
American Council for Judaism. But as he confessed to a close 
friend, their "God-awful" techniques and poor public relations 
made the council "abhorrent to the masses of American Jews."60 

In effect, both organizations became somewhat eccentric and 
increasingly isolated within their own community. The Zionists 
successfully represented their Jewish opponents as "traitorous, 
irreligious and anti-Jewish." The backlash caused by the anti-
Zionist committees may even have strengthened Jewish cohe-
sion on the Zionist question.61 

The AJC's opposition to a Jewish state in Palestine collapsed 
once it perceived that its own government was heading in 
that direction. When in August 1946 Under Secretary Dean 
Acheson hinted to Proskauer that the government would lend 
its support to partition, that is, a Jewish state in a part of Pal-
estine, Proskauer's apparent acquiescence was so rapid that he 
took his own colleagues by surprise. In addition, Proskauer was 
persuaded by the Zionist diplomat Nahum Goldmann that his 
opposition to the Zionist cause was placing him in an intolerable 
position vis-à-vis his own community: "Look. I know you and 
the Committee are against the Jewish State, etc. [In] what posi-
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tion will you be? You will fight the Jews in Palestine after Ausch-

witz because they want to have a Jewish State? You will be torn 

to pieces between your loyalty to America and your loyalty to 

the Jewish people."6 2 

Dissension in public with his own government or with the ob-

vious consensus within his own community was unthinkable for 

Proskauer, even if he still hoped that partition "would be a ve-

hicle for nothing more than increased immigration." But he 

continued, though henceforth in private, to oppose a Jewish 

state.63 But since his primary concern was with Jewish immigra-

tion into Palestine, if he could secure it without a Jewish state, 

then so much the better; if he could not, then a Jewish state it 

would have to be.64 His public support for the Zionist cause was 

politically faute de mieux. 

T h e American Council for Judaism, in stark contrast to the 

Zionists, wh o skillfully penetrated most American Jewish orga-

nizations during the 1940s, failed to win over even a single im-

portant Jewish organization to its own struggle against a Jewish 

state. By 1948 the council had become "a marginal Jewish orga-

nization, hopelessly trapped by its unfavorable image a m o n g 

American Jews." T h e council was forced to reconcile itself to 

the Zionist state, but it resolved at the same time to "concentrate 

more than ever on fighting Jewish nationalism" and reaffirmed 

its "single, indivisible, and exclusive allegiance to the United 

States."65 

T h e State Department's hopes for an effective, anti-Zionist 

working alliance with the two bodies never materialized. T h e 

Zionist cause captured the hearts of the Jewish community at 

large, and in the summer of 1946 with the defection of J u d g e 

Proskauer to the Zionist camp, his committee's "special liaison" 

with the State Department evaporated. 



SEVEN 

The Problem of Jewish 
Displaced Persons 

T H E 100 ,000 

T h e relocation of Jewish displaced persons (DPs) in Europe 
af ter the war became integral to the Palestine problem and to 
the Zionists' struggle in the United States. T h e Zionists a rgued 
that these refugees had no place other than Palestine in which 
to make their home. With 50,000 housed in Allied camps at the 
end of the war and well over 250,000 by summer 1946, Jewish 
DPs constituted one of the most emotionally charged postwar 
political issues.1 

Non-Zionist Jews, in an alliance of convenience with the State 
Depar tment , de termined to neutralize the Zionists. By way of a 
counterbalance to the Zionist lobby the American Council for 
Judaism (ACJ) sought to reduce the n u m b e r of potential Jewish 
immigrants to Palestine by improving their living conditions in 
Europe and by securing the swift passage of an international 
bill of human rights, still pending at the United Nations.2 T h e 
ACJ organized its own lobby to secure the lifting of American 
immigration restrictions and thus facilitate the entry of Jewish 
DPs into the United States, which would thereby debilitate the 
Zionist case. The i r lobby, well screened behind a facade of 
prominent Gentile personalities, was recognized subsequently 
as "one of the largest and best-run lobbying groups in the na-
tion in 1947 and 1948."3 

President Truman's first campaign on behalf of the Jews was 

109 
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his demand of the British government to allow the immediate 
entry of 100,000 Jewish DPs into Palestine. This demand arose 
out of the recommendations of Earl G. Harrison, who in June 
1945 was sent to Europe to examine the situation of displaced 
persons there.4 (See chapter 8.) 

Eddie Jacobson had only a minor influence in making Tru-
man more sensitive to the urgent need to solve the Jewish DP 
problem. Once Truman succeeded to the presidency, the Zion-
ists made several attempts to convert Jacobson to their cause 
but with little apparent success. Dr. Israel Goldstein, president 
of the Zionist Organization of America, even paid a personal 
visit to Kansas City but failed to persuade Jacobson to use his 
influence with Truman to secure the Zionists access to the 
White House.5 

Jacobson's own Jewish community and friends were divided 
on the issue. His rabbi (Mayerberg) was closer in sentiment to 
the ACJ, which gave priority to the entry of Jewish refugees 
into the United States over entry into Palestine. Although May-
erberg was in favor of the admission of Jewish DPs into Pales-
tine, his opposition to Zionism was "unalterable." In contrast, 
Irving Fane, the president of Jacobson's congregation, B'nai 
Jehudah, had become an outspoken Zionist. Although Fane 
made it clear that the Zionist question was beyond the functions 
of the synagogue, he visited Jacobson's new store, although in 
vain, in an attempt to convert him to Zionism.6 

Jacobson's approach, therefore, was close to that of the ACJ; 
he wanted to work for an early solution of the refugee problem 
by securing the entry of Jewish DPs both into Palestine and into 
the United States. In early June 1945 Jacobson was received by 
President Truman at the White House, apparently for the first 
time. But as he wrote to his rabbi later: "We were in such a rush 
that I did not get to speak to him about the Jewish situation in 
Europe, but you can rest assured that when I see him in Kansas 
City next week, I will certainly appeal to him to get the Brit-
ish Government to relax their restrictions for those entering 
Palestine."7 

During Truman's visit to Kansas City, he met Jacobson and 
Herman Rosenberg, a mutual friend from the days of Battery 
D. They spoke about the Jewish DP problem in Europe. Jacob-
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son did not apparently refer to Palestine but did press for the 
admission of Jewish refugees into the United States. Truman 
apparently promised to secure the entry of 150,000 annually. 
Jacobson noted later in his diary, however, that "the congress 
refused."8 

By the time Truman met Jacobson and Rosenberg he had al-
ready given his consent to the dispatch of the Harrison mission. 
Ironically, this mission, whose findings would significantly di-
rect Truman's early Palestine policy, arose from a State Depart-
ment initiative. 

In May 1945 Secretary of the Treasury Henry Morgenthau, 
J r . , was approached by the Zionists to take an initiative on 
behalf of the Jewish DPs.9 Morgenthau had appealed first to 
Truman to set up a cabinet-level committee to deal with the DP 
problem, but the latter dismissed the proposal out of hand. 
Truman's arrival at the White House coincided with "the height 
of antiforeign and antisemitic feelings" in the United States, 
and therefore he felt unable to make bold changes to the coun-
try's immigration policies.10 

Morgenthau turned next to the State Department, where act-
ing Secretary of State Joseph Grew took up the idea. Morgen-
thau's close associate John Pehle, who had been active in the res-
cue of Jews during the war, explained to Grew the difference 
between Morgenthau's primary concern—the welfare of the 
displaced persons—and the goal of the Zionists—the exclusiv-
ity of Palestine as a refuge. 1 1 

Grew was convinced, and on J u n e 2 1 , 1945, he wrote to 
Truman informing him that the department was sending Earl 
Harrison to Europe to inquire into the position of the displaced 
persons, "particularly the Jews." Grew added that the Supreme 
Command Allied Expeditionary Forces Europe had approved 
and advised that "an expression of [Truman's] interest [would] 
facilitate the mission and reassure interested groups concerned 
with the future of the refugees that positive measures are being 
undertaken on their behalf." 1 2 Truman signed the letter of ap-
pointment, and Harrison set off on his mission the next day. 
Truman was concerned that the U.S. military should be sen-
sitive to the special nature of the DP population and that past 
abuses and some cases of ill treatment should not be repeated. 
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In addition, he was surely mindful of the domestic political divi-
dends to be reaped.13 

Harrison reported back in August 1945. He referred to the 
proposal made by the Jewish Agency to the British government 
that 100,000 additional immigration certificates be made avail-
able. Harrison suggested that although the precise number of 
certificates might need to be reconsidered the agency's request, 
if granted, "would contribute much to the sound solution for 
the future of the Jews still in Germany and Austria and even 
other displaced Jews who do not wish either to remain there or 
to return to their countries of nationality."14 Truman forwarded 
Harrison's report to London on August 3 1 , 1945, together with 
his own conclusion that "the main solution" to the problem of 
the DPs was "the quick evacuation of as many as possible of the 
non-repatriable Jews, who wish it, to Palestine."15 

But the British blocked Truman's intention of announcing 
his conclusions in public. They threatened to declare in the 
House of Commons that they expected the Americans to pro-
vide four divisions to help quell the disorder that would result 
from any large-scale Jewish immigration into Palestine.16 

On December 22, 1945, President Truman issued a directive, 
"a Christmas present," to the DPs. It mandated preferential 
treatment for all DPs within the existing immigration quotas 
with special preference for orphans. The directive resulted in 
part from American Jewish Committee appeals to the State De-
partment "to designate the unused immigration slots that had 
accumulated during the war for DP utilization." The president 
also allowed nine hundred refugees who had been interned 
since August 1944 in a camp at Fort Ontario, Oswego, New 
York, to leave the country and reenter as immigrants. 

The directive actually was of little help, since the entire annual 
DP quota for Eastern European nations was just 13,000 (in con-
trast to a quota of 26,000 reserved exclusively for Germans).17 

Even then the House of Representatives Immigration Commit-
tee, reflecting the national mood, opposed the Truman direc-
tive. There was little national desire to lower the barriers facing 
immigrants.18 

By expediting the admission of displaced persons into the 
United States, the directive was intended to set an international 
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example. For the first time since 1940 U.S. immigration quotas 
were made available for full use. In 1948 the directive would 
assume crucial significance as a demarcation line for the DP leg-
islation of that year. 

T H E DP L O B B Y 

Truman recognized the DP problem from the outset as a po-
tentially explosive domestic issue. The Jewish community was 
itself split between those who favored more Jewish immigration 
into the United States (the ACJ) and the Zionists, who sought to 
bolster their claim for a Jewish state by the accretion of refugees 
in Palestine. Truman had to take into account on the one hand 
the anti-immigration mood of the country as reflected in the 
Congress and on the other State Department opposition to 
Zionism. Truman groped for a solution along both avenues. 

On August 16, 1946, he announced that he would seek con-
gressional legislation to bring into the country an unspecified 
number of DPs. He contemplated as many as 300,000 but men-
tioned no figure in public. But national sentiment was against 
any easing of immigration restrictions. Richard Russell, the 
Democratic chairman of the Senate Committee on Immigra-
tion, castigated any possible changes in the current quota sys-
tem as a "dangerous precedent." Texas Congressman Ed Gos-
sett not only opposed any increase in current immigration 
quotas but hinted that he would introduce legislation to cut the 
quotas in half. In a national poll conducted in August, 72 per-
cent of those asked disapproved of Truman's proposal to in-
crease immigration.19 

Truman's tentative proposal, coming at a critical juncture 
in Zionist diplomacy, when they were seeking presidential ap-
proval for a Jewish state in a part of Palestine (i.e., partition), 
increased the rift between Zionist and non-Zionist American 
organizations. Until that point all Jewish groups had supported 
Truman's demand for allowing 100,000 Jewish immigrants into 
Palestine. 

The Zionists disapproved of the proposed DP legislation. 
They feared that the proposal reflected a "collapse on Pal-
estine" by the administration and that the admission of more 
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DPs into the United States would weaken the pressure to estab-
lish a Jewish state in Palestine.20 With Truman therefore having 
apparently abandoned hope of getting the 100,000 into Pales-
tine, the non-Zionist establishment Jews, in particular the ACJ, 
seized upon his tentative proposal to plan a well-organized, 
well-financed lobby to get through Congress the necessary leg-
islation to bring the 100,000 into the United States and empty 
the European DP centers.21 

The decision to set up the lobby was made on November 5, 
1946, at a luncheon of an ACJ subcommittee, which decided to 
set up "a broadly based national citizens committee, composed 
of prominent Christian, and perhaps a few Jewish, leaders from 
the ranks of the ministry, business, labor, education, and social 
welfare." Because of their fear of an anti-Jewish backlash and a 
reluctance to become too closely identified with any movement 
to bring in DPs, the ACJ's limited goal of helping the Jewish 
DPs was subsumed in the wider humanitarian goal of aiding all 
DPs, 80 percent of whom were in fact Gentile.22 

The new lobby was named the Citizens Committee on Dis-
placed Persons, and the ubiquitous Earl Harrison lent his name 
as chairman. The prime mover behind the establishment of the 
new lobby was Lessing Rosenwald (he and his family contrib-
uted more than $650,000 of the committee's $ 1 million bud-
get), who was also instrumental in recruiting Harrison. Rosen-
wald kept his own role a closely guarded secret (quite apart 
from any political sensitivity, the ACJ had been established as a 
nonpolitical organization and therefore was not permitted to be 
a party to direct lobbying).23 

Staff of the ACJ approached congressmen, alerted senators, 
distributed the committee's material to the media, and mobi-
lized prominent persons to the cause. The committee relied 
heavily on contacts at the White House, especially David Niles. 
Niles kept them informed of the president's thinking and regu-
larly attended the lobby's "strategy committee," headed by Ir-
ving M. Engel, a New York attorney.24 

The committee was carefully balanced, politically and geo-
graphically. Although more than 90 percent of its financing 
came from Jewish sources, most of its members were non-
Jewish, politically conservative, and representative of major 
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national organizations. Among those who had their names on 
the committee's letterhead were Eleanor Roosevelt, Fiorello La 
Guardia, William Green, Edward R. Stettinius, Jr . , and Charles 
B. Taft (president of the Federal Council of the Churches of 
Christ in America). Earl Harrison invited a distinguished group 
to an initial strategy session at the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in 
New York on December 20, 1946. The invitees included Owen 
Roberts, former Supreme Court justice, General William J . 
Donovan, former head of Strategic Services, and Senator Taft. 
Few of those attending knew of the ACJ's involvement.25 

The ACJ's overriding concern to downplay any Jewish in-
volvement or motivation ultimately backfired and worked to 
the Jews' detriment. The ACJ Immigration Committee opted 
for a target figure of 400,000 European DPs to be allowed entry 
into the United States over a four-year period. This was based 
on the calculation that since only 20 percent to 25 percent of 
the approximately 850,000 DPs were Jewish, the actual goal of 
securing the entry of 100,000 Jewish DPs could be reached. Anx-
ious to avoid stereotypically "Jewish" occupations, the ACJ did 
not lobby for tailors, doctors, or lawyers but instead, and in line 
with American economic requirements, stressed agricultural 
and construction workers, which in fact discriminated against 
the Jews, only 2 percent of whom fell into those categories.26 

On April 1, 1947, Representative William G. Stratton intro-
duced a bill into the House to allow 400,000 DPs into the coun-
try over the next four years. Truman thought the idea pre-
posterous and wrote to Niles: "The idea of getting 400,000 
immigrants into this country is, of course, beyond our wildest 
dreams. If we could get 100,000 we would be doing remarkably 
well."27 

Truman was keenly aware of the national sentiment against 
large-scale immigration. Mail to the White House and to Con-
gress ran seven to one against allowing in the DPs. Among the 
most frequently mentioned objections were the housing short-
age, insufficient job opportunities, opposition to the Jews, fears 
of "Communist infiltration," and the threat to the "American 
way of life." In view of all this, Truman urged Congress in his 
State of the Union address to turn its attention to the world 
problem of the DPs but restricted himself to the bland com-
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ment that "Congressional assistance in the form of new legisla-
tion is needed."28 

A House subcommittee began hearings on the Stratton bill in 
June 1947 and was still debating it when Congress adjourned. 
A modified version of the bill was introduced into the Senate, 
but all action was postponed by the appointment of a special 
committee to study the issue and report on it in 1948. Truman 
neither endorsed the Stratton bill nor did he send any mea-
sures to Congress for its consideration. He maintained utter si-
lence on the matter for the next six months. Niles sent word to 
Stratton that although the president would not endorse his bill 
publicly he nonetheless supported it. In the meantime Niles 
continued to meet with ACJ strategists.29 

By the summer of 1947 the Citizens Committee on Displaced 
Persons was able to show some results. Numbers of prominent 
Americans began to respond from throughout the country— 
chief executives, mayors, and the major bodies of the Cath-
olic, Protestant, and Jewish faiths all expressed support for the 
Stratton bill.30 

But grass-roots opposition to any easing of immigration re-
strictions persisted. Hostility to the Jews exacerbated this sen-
timent, and many ascribed the proposed legislation to Jewish 
interests. One military official, who presumably met with the 
Senate subcommittee in Europe, claimed that several legislators 
thought that "if there were no Jews in the displaced persons 
camps, the problem would be solved in no time."31 

This was also the period in which a UN special committee 
was recommending the partition of Palestine. The UN General 
Assembly began its debates on Palestine in September 1947. 
White House attention, and hopes, were by now focused on 
Palestine as the main solution to the Jewish DP problem. 

But the State Department was now interested more than ever 
in some easing of U.S. immigration laws: first, to end the fric-
tion with the Germans and the Austrians that the handling of 
the DP centers in Europe was provoking; and second, to under-
mine the Zionists' cause and weaken their case at the United 
Nations. "Cold war considerations, and blocking the establish-
ment of a Jewish Palestine . . . made the support of DP legisla-
tion almost mandatory."32 
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Assistant Secretary of State John Hilldring (regarded as a 
Zionist supporter) prepared two draft proposals for Truman to 
submit to Congress. The first would admit 150,000 DPs, or the 
American "fair share," and the other would allocate the accu-
mulated unused certificates for 1942- 1945 , a total of 571 ,057, 
solely for the use of the DPs. Truman never took up either 
proposal.33 

By the summer of 1947 the DP problem had been trans-
formed. Most of the DPs had become the victims of postwar 
dislocation and persecution. About 50 percent of those Jews 
who had been in Germany in 1945 had left for Palestine or else-
where. More than 100,000 of the Jewish DPs remaining in the 
assembly centers had either been released from Russia in the 
spring of 1946 or had fled from Polish anti-Semitism. A mere 
10,000 of the Jews then in the camps had arrived there be-
fore December 22, 1945, the date of Truman's directive. In the 
fall of 1947 a subcommittee of the House Foreign Relations 
Committee declared: "If the Jewish facet of the problem could 
be cleared up, the solution of the remainder of the problem 
would be greatly facilitated. The opening up to [,MC] Palestine to 
the resettlement of Jewish displaced persons would break the 
logjam."34 

Following the passage of the UN resolution on Palestine on 
November 29, 1947, the ACJ was forced to reconsider its sup-
port for its lobby. Most of the Jewish DPs in the camps were 
probably to receive entry permits into the new Jewish state, thus 
eliminating the issue that had prompted the council to set up 
the lobby in the first place. Its dilemma was the more acute 
since the Stratton bill was likely to allow into the United States a 
considerable number of Eastern European anti-Semites and 
fascists: "The question has been raised as to whether, with the 
probable large movement of DPs to Palestine, support of the 
Stratton Bill should be discontinued, on the theory that there 
would be too few Jewish DPs coming to the U.S. to justify the 
known risk of admitting a large number of fascist-minded DPs 
of Polish and Baltic origin."35 

Nonetheless, the council decided to continue its support of 
the lobby, since even with Jewish migration to Palestine a sizable 
number of DPs would remain, although only about 30 percent 
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of them were Jewish. With its own brand of logic the council 
surmised that the objections of American anti-Semites might be 
removed once large numbers of Jews had chosen Israel. It was 
decided to stress the "humanitarian" and "American asset" as-
pects of the Stratton bill and that the DPs included 500,000 
Catholics and 100,000 Protestants as well as 250,000 Jews.36 

T H E 1948 DP BILL 

The new immigration bill was introduced into Congress in 
March 1948. It allowed the admission of 100,000 DPs over two 
years and confined eligibility to those who had been in Allied 
camps prior to December 22, 1945, the date of Truman's direc-
tive. Fifty percent of the visas were reserved for agricultural 
workers and 50 percent for former residents of the Baltic states 
and eastern Poland, annexed by Russia after the war. T h e bill 
thus recognized the country's economic need for agricultural 
workers and provided for those who had suffered longest or 
could not return to their homes for political reasons. But it also 
excluded automatically the more than 100,000 Jews who had 
fled Poland and Russia during the summer of 1946, and as 
such, the bill was regarded universally as a reflection of the leg-
islators' desire to exclude Jews.37 

The State Department, interested now in allowing Jewish im-
migrants into the United States (to allay Zionist pressures for 
Palestine), made known its objections. Under Secretary of State 
Robert Lovett wrote to one of the joint sponsors of the 1948 
bill, Senator William Chapman Revercomb, pointing out that 
almost all the Jewish DPs still in the camps had arrived there 
after the December 22, 1945, cut-off date. Lovett also advocated 
doubling the 100,000 quota and lifting the priority for agricul-
tural workers.38 President Truman issued a stinging critique: 
"The bill discriminates in callous fashion against displaced per-
sons of the Jewish faith. This brutal fact cannot be obscured by 
the maze of technicalities in the bill or by the protestations of 
some of its sponsors."39 

Secretary of State Marshall later admitted to Ernest Bevin, 
the British foreign secretary, that Congress was "strongly anti-
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Jewish" and had created great difficulties for him when he had 
tried to make immigration easier into the United States. Their 
actions had been based "entirely on anti-Jewish prejudice."40 

As Max Lowenthal's private diary notes make clear, Truman's 
reactions, in an election year, were not entirely devoid of do-
mestic political considerations, namely, that the final bill was the 
product of Republican-managed Senate and House committees. 
Therefore, Truman's critique would "help the Administration 
politically at the same time that it [would help] to prevent un-
sound compromises." When Lowenthal discussed the bill with 
Matt Connelly, the latter "talked about the merits, not the poli-
tics." Lowenthal retorted that it would also be useful on votes.41 

The historian of the Eightieth Congress has concluded that 
Truman was well into his campaign of denouncing Congress 
and, "anticipating the use of the displaced-persons legislation as 
a campaign issue despite the significant number of Democratic 
restrictionists, preferred to emphasize the bill's shortcomings."42 

Of the liberalizing amendments introduced into the Senate, 
only one, that doubling the number of DPs to 200,000, was ac-
cepted. The December 1945 cut-off date remained. The bill be-
came law on July 1 , 1948. Truman signed it reluctantly, while 
denouncing the measures "in a manner which suggested that 
his speech might have been drafted at the offices of the CCDP 
[Citizens Committee on Displaced Persons]."43 

Many American Jews were outraged by the 1948 bill, and 
many castigated the ACJ strategy "of always getting up a non-
Jewish front to press for Jewish causes." A majority of Jewish 
groups, especially the Zionists, wanted the bill vetoed. But the 
American Jewish Committee and the American Council for J u -
daism, the two organizations committed to bringing Jews into 
the United States, thought it best that the president sign, since 
it did bring some relief. They also appreciated that having sup-
ported the Citizens Committee on Displaced Persons, which all 
along had emphasized that 80 percent of DPs were Gentiles, it 
would now be politically unwise "to demand that no one receive 
any assistance because Jews were being discriminated against."44 

Both Jewish organizations had fully recognized the discrimi-
natory nature of the proposed bill. In a personal letter to the 
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president on June 18, 1948, Proskauer had written: "We are 
certain that you regard the vicious features of this bill as a be-
trayal of the American spirit. Through ignorance or design the 
sponsors of this legislation have made it in effect an act not to 
permit Jewish immigration into this country from the DP camps, 
but rather to prevent it."45 

Nonetheless, Proskauer had urged Truman to endorse the 
bill as it did "permit a moderate trickle of relief for non-Jews in 
the DP camps," and the American Jewish Committee did not 
believe that its "just resentment as Americans and as Jews" 
should lead it to any action that "would deny any measure of 
relief to the unfortunates in the DP camps." Proskauer had 
closed his letter with the pious hope that Truman would assert 
his leadership to promote additional legislation at the earliest 
possible moment that would secure relief for the Jewish DPs 
and "remove the stigma of this legislation from the fair name of 
our beloved country."46 

Thus the final irony for the ACJ was that "those who had 
done the most, because they wanted to help Jewish DPs, ulti-
mately wound up supporting a bill which circumscribed oppor-
tunities for Jews to emigrate to the United States."47 

There was a marked nexus between the Zionist and the DP 
questions. When President Truman failed in his efforts to get 
the British to allow more Jewish DPs into Palestine, he tried to 
have American immigration laws modified. David Niles was the 
president's agent in both matters; he sat in on the weekly strat-
egy meetings of the Citizens Committee on Displaced Persons; 
he let Stratton know that the president would support his bill; 
and he maintained regular contact with the ACJ (as he did with 
the Zionists). But why should Truman exert himself against the 
anti-Jewish legislation of 1948 when members of the American 
Jewish establishment urged him to support it, notwithstanding 
its discriminatory nature? 

The DP problem was never a high national priority during 
the Truman administration, however, and the passage of the 
UN resolution on Palestine defused much of its combustible na-
ture. More compelling domestic matters were paramount, and 
congressmen saw no urgent reason for departing from "tradi-
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tional nativist attitudes."48 Truman was a weak legislator and 
took no initiative with Congress on the DP issue. 

The historian of the DP legislation has concluded that "strong 
national prejudices, procrastination in Congress, and less than 
dynamic leadership from the White House combined to pro-
long the miseries of those Jews who survived the Holocaust. . . . 
Passage of the DP acts helped non-Jews more than it did those 
who had suffered and survived the Holocaust. . . [and] failed to 
meet the needs of the majority of the Jewish DPs in Europe."49 



EIGHT 

Toward an Anglo-American 
Consensus 

T H E A N G L O - A M E R I C A N 
C O M M I T T E E ON P A L E S T I N E 

A mounting crescendo of anti-British agitation in the United 
States that dwelt on the humanitarian aspect of the Jewish DP 
problem, combined with Truman's pressure to grant 100,000 
immigration certificates for Palestine, led the British to search 
for a consensus with the Americans. 

On his return from the Potsdam Conference, Truman in-
formed the press on August 16 that he had asked Churchill and 
Attlee to allow into Palestine as many Jews as possible. But he 
posited that any solution would have to be implemented peace-
ably, for "he had no desire to send half a million American sol-
diers to keep the peace in Palestine.'" Dr. Weizmann thought 
Truman's statement was "phony": "He takes away with one hand 
what he gives with the other, and here again I see nothing but 
disappointment ahead of us. He will never jeopardize his oil 
concessions for the sake of the Jews, although he may need 
them when the time of election arrives."2 

On October 2, 1945, both Republicans and Democrats spoke 
in a Senate debate of the need for speedy and effective relief 
for "the first victims of Hitler terrorism" and censured the Brit-
ish for their rigid implementation of the 1939 white paper immi-
gration restrictions. Republican senator Robert Taft, prompted 
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probably by Rabbi Silver, had even proposed making the $3.5 
billion American loan to the British (still under negotiation) 
conditional on a change of British policy in Palestine.3 Rabbi 
Silver, a Republican supporter, was organizing a Zionist cam-
paign to block the loan. Upon a complaint from the State De-
partment, David Niles secured statements in favor of the loan 
from moderate Zionists such as Rabbi Stephen Wise.4 

By October 4, 1945, Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin took his 
own cabinet by surprise in proposing a new Anglo-American 
committee to examine the DP problem and, almost incidentally, 
Palestine's capacity to help ease it. Bevin hoped thereby to in-
volve the Americans "responsibly" and bring them to the inevi-
table conclusion that Palestine on its own was incapable of solv-
ing the Jewish DP problem. He believed that an international 
solution was needed, one to which the Americans too would 
have to contribute by relaxing their own immigration laws. 

Bevin conveyed the cabinet's decision to the American ad-
ministration through his ambassador in Washington. His mes-
sage expressed his misgivings about Truman's "dishonesty" on 
the Palestine issue: "To play on racial feeling for the purpose of 
winning an election is to make a farce of their insistence on free 
elections in other countries." Repeating the apprehensions ex-
pressed by his own officials when first apprised of the proposed 
American involvement, Bevin concluded: "My only fear of 
bringing the United States into the picture at this stage is this: 
the propaganda in New York has destroyed what looked to me 
a few weeks ago as a reasonable atmosphere in which we could 
get Jews and Arabs together."5 

The Americans wanted to alter significantly the terms of ref-
erence suggested by the British for the joint committee. The 
statement of purpose of the innocuous British draft, "to exam-
ine the position of the Jews in Europe," was expanded into: 

T o examine the position of the Jews in those countries in Europe 
where they have been victims of Nazi and Fascist persecution, and the 
practical measures taken or contemplated to be taken in those coun-
tries to enable them to live free from discrimination and oppression 
and to make estimates of those who wish, or will be impelled by their conditions 
to migrate to Palestine or other countries outside Europe.6 
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After prolonged haggling the British side conceded to the 
American terms.7 But then the Americans confirmed Bevin's 
worst fears by asking to delay the announcement of the forma-
tion of the committee because of "intense and growing agita-
tion about the Palestine problem in the New York electoral cam-
paign," which was just about to reach its climax. Any public 
statement before election day (November 6) on the administra-
tion's agreement to take part with the British in yet another in-
quiry, which could only postpone further the immigration into 
Palestine of the Jewish DPs, would "inflame the million or so 
Jewish voters . . . and altogether destroy the prospects of the 
Democratic candidate whose Republican rival for Mayor was . . . 
a Jew."8 

The political objections to the proposed joint committee may 
be traced to the White House itself, where Judge Sam Rosen-
man wrote for Truman the following blistering appraisal: 

Why in the world there has to be a statement on October 25th, ten 
days before the election in New York, I cannot possibly imagine. 
T h e r e was no need to publish President Roosevelt's letter of April 5th, 
when it was published. T h e repercussions over it in New York are ter-
rific, as Bob Hannegan can tell you. T h e effect of this action in the 
Commons will be bad enough, but if we participate in it, it will be 
terrible. 

Apart from any politics, the whole scheme outlined in this proposal 
is merely one of temporizing, appeasing and seeking to delay the 
settlement of the issue. Seven-eighths of what this commission is sup-
posed to do is wholly unnecessary, because the information can be ob-
tained in a few days' notice. It seems to me the only valid purpose for a 
joint commission would be to determine just how many people could 
be absorbed into Palestine per month.9 

The Democratic candidate for mayor of New York, William 
O'Dwyer, won the election, thus bringing to a close the three 
straight terms of Fiorello La Guardia. Three days later, on No-
vember 9, the Americans settled on the terms of reference for 
the joint committee, which were announced in Washington and 
London on November 13, 1945. 

Truman's announcement in Washington was greeted with 
widespread dismay by the Zionists and their supporters in Con-
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gress. On November 15, 1945, Rabbis Wise and Silver sent a 
joint telegram to Truman, regretting American involvement in 
the joint committee and calling it "the withdrawal, at any rate 
for the time being, of your request for 100,000 immigration 
certificates." In the name of "millions of Americans" they asked 
him to reconsider the whole matter.10 

An exchange of letters between Truman and Eleanor Roose-
velt is also enlightening, in that it reflects once again the general 
sympathy for the Jewish DPs with opposition to the Zionist goal 
of a Jewish state in Palestine. Mrs. Roosevelt took exception to 
the appointment of the joint committee, not because she was 
committed to a Zionist solution to the Jewish DP problem but 
because she resented the British embroiling the United States 
in problems of their own making: 

I am very much distressed that Great Britain has made us take a share 
in another investigation of the need of the few Jews remaining in Eu-
rope. If they are not to be allowed to enter Palestine, then certainly 
they could have been apportioned among the different United Na-
tions and we would not have to continue to have on our consciences 
the death of at least fifty of these poor creatures daily. 

T h e question between Palestine and the Arabs, of course, has al-
ways been complicated by the oil deposits, and I suppose it always will. 
I do not happen to be a Zionist, and I know what a difference there is 
among Jews as consider themselves nationals of other countries and 
not a separate nationality. 

Great Britain is always anxious to have someone pull her chestnuts 
out of the fire. . . . I object very much to being used by them." 

Truman found nothing exceptionable in her letter: "I am very 
hopeful that we really shall be able to work out something in 
Palestine which will be of lasting benefit. At the same time we 
expect to continue to do what we can to get as many Jews as 
possible into Palestine as quickly as possible, pending any final 
settlement."12 

When Truman received the committee in Washington, he 
again dwelt on the DP problem. He told the members that 
"never before in the history of the White House had there been 
such a tremendous volume of mail as that dealing with the dis-
placed persons." Truman believed strongly that the democratic 
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world had an obligation to resettle these people, who had 
wronged no one: "there was no problem which concerned him 
more deeply."13 

The nominations of the American members of the Anglo-
American committee were made by the president himself, evi-
dently on the advice of David Niles. Truman apparently aimed 
at securing a "balanced" committee, one that would represent 
both State Department and Zionist views.14 But one appoint-
ment provoked a clash between Niles and Loy Henderson of 
NEA, which the latter still remembered vividly thirty years later. 

When one candidate, O. Max Gardner, former governor of 
California, withdrew because of ill health, Niles pressed for the 
appointment of Bartley Crum, a San Francisco lawyer of un-
disguised Zionist leanings. Niles had befriended Crum in 1944, 
when the latter had headed a Republicans for Roosevelt break-
away group. The State Department resisted the appointment on 
the grounds that Crum was "a shabby opportunist politically."15 

Even the pro-Zionist Richard Crossman, a British member of 
the committee, wrote later: "[Crum] had a political career in 
front of him which could be made or marred by the attitude he 
adopted towards the Jewish question."16 The State Department 
ran an FBI check on all candidates for the committee. That on 
Crum indicated that he was a member of "certain Communist 
front groups." Not only did Niles insist on Crum but, according 
to Henderson, he had even passed on the State Department 
materials on Crum directly over to the candidate himself.17 

Crum was thus made aware that he owed his appointment to 
the White House, and he reported back to Niles directly and 
regularly and likewise received instructions. Like James Mac-
Donald, another pro-Zionist member of the committee, Crum 
soon discovered that his colleagues on the committee refrained 
from open discussion in his presence.18 The Niles-Crum liaison, 
kept up by transatlantic telephone while the committee wrote 
its report in Lausanne, Switzerland, was of crucial importance 
in securing Truman's goal of a recommended solution to the 
Jewish DP problem. 

On April 16, 1946, Crum conveyed to the president through 
Niles that the committee had agreed on the abrogation of the 
1939 white paper and the immediate move of the 100,000. 
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Niles urged the president to send a telegram to the committee 
chairman indicating his personal interest in the committee's re-
port. The cable drafted by Niles, which stressed the humanitar-
ian aspect of the DP problem, was apparently sent by Truman 
the same day: 

I have followed reports of your inquiry and deliberations with great 
interest. T h e world expectantly awaits a report from the entire Com-
mission which will be the basis of an affirmative program to relieve 
untold suffering and misery. In the deliberations now going on, and 
in the report which will evolve from them, it is my deep and sincere 
wish that the American delegation shall stand firm for a program that 
is in accord with the highest American tradition of generosity and 
justice.19 

The joint committee's report was completed on April 20, 
1946, and presented to the British and American govern-
ments.20 Its first recommendation (of ten) was to allow the 
100,000 Jewish DPs into Palestine by the end of 1946 if pos-
sible; recommendation seven advocated the abrogation of the 
1940 land regulations. The report was clearly against the Zion-
ist program of a Jewish state, however, and recommended the 
continuation of the British mandate in Palestine, pending the 
execution of a trusteeship agreement under the United Na-
tions. Palestine was not to become either an Arab or a Jewish 
state. Recommendation ten called for the disbanding of all "un-
derground" armed forces before the implementation of any 
political solution.21 

Although the report delivered a great blow to the white paper 
regime and placed at the head of its list the quick migration of 
the x 00,000, it also delivered a potentially fatal blow to the main 
Zionist aspiration, the attainment of a sovereign Jewish state in 
Palestine. In a telegram sent to the American Zionist Emer-
gency Council, Ben-Gurion inveighed against the report. The 
American committee members had been caught in a Foreign 
Office trap; instead of the Palestinian state proposed by the 
1939 white paper, the joint committee now proposed a "British 
colonial-military state, which was no longer to be a homeland 
for the Jewish people, and which would never become a Jewish 
State." Ben-Gurion urged his American colleagues to press the 
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president and the heads of the Democratic party not to endorse 
the report, making it clear that any attempt to do so would con-
demn Palestine to continuous disturbances, would exacerbate 
the position of the Jewish DPs in Europe, and upset American 
Jewry.22 

But calmer, more calculating opinions prevailed in Zionist 
circles. David Horowitz, an economist acting as political adviser 
and liaison to the committee, concurred with Ben-Gurion on 
the long-term negative aspects of the report, but he saw over-
riding tactical reasons for expressing conditional support: 

An uncompromising rejection and condemnation of the report in all 
its provisions would be a mistake. . . . America would be antagonised 
considering that the report is unanimous. T h e result may be a return 
to the White Paper policy in the worst case, lack of any active Ameri-
can assistance, both political and economic in the best case. T h e posi-
tion would be a struggle against both British and American public 
opinion. It would deprive us of the great advantages of the short term 
policy [and] would bring the clash to a head before the great rein-
forcement of our position by the admission of the 100,000.23 

The two pro-Zionist members of the committee, James Mac-
Donald and Bartley Crum, believing they had secured the maxi-
mum possible for the Zionists, now worked to preempt a Zionist 
attack on their work, one that would anger Truman and possi-
bly lead him to abandon the cause. Ben-Gurion raged in his 
diary about how the Americans had given their stamp of ap-
proval for "the elimination of Zionism": "Crum and MacDon-
ald think they have achieved a brilliant triumph and done an 
historical service to the Jewish people! Now Crum demands the 
price—expressions of thanks to Truman. 'If there's no enthusi-
asm,' he says, 'that is ingratitude,' and 'Do not be Talmudic,' 
says MacDonald!"24 

On his return to the United States, Bartley Crum showed the 
report to Zionist leaders Wise and Silver. On April 29 Crum 
and MacDonald met with Silver separately, entreating him not 
to make any public attacks on their report, attacks that might be 
taken by Truman as personal. Quite independently, Silver ar-
rived at the same conclusion as David Horowitz, that the Zion-
ists should first secure the 100,000 immigration certificates and 
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only later tackle the long-term political solution. Emmanuel 

Neumann, Silver's colleague, proposed a deal whereby the presi-

dent would give his public approval to the first recommenda-

tion in the report, dealing with the 100,000, and in their turn, 

the Zionists would praise his "humane and constructive ap-

proach." Neumann drafted the statement, and C r u m took it to 

David Niles at the White House. With two additions, a clause 

about safeguarding the holy places and one about the Arabs, 

Truman approved Neumann's draft.25 

Whatever the tactical wisdom in this move, the Zionists were 

in fact playing into Truman's hands, since the president was 

preoccupied exclusively with the DP problem and did not share 

the Zionists' belief in a Jewish state. H e would be quite satisfied 

if the British allowed him to make good on his demand for the 

100,000 immigration certificates into Palestine. 

Truman would continue to believe, even in 1948, that the 

joint committee's report had offered the best prospect for a so-

lution. H e was encouraged in this view by no less than Justice 

Felix Frankfurter, pillar of the Jewish establishment, described 

by Niles as "the most prominent supporter of Palestine in pub-

lic life today among the Jews" and an intimate friend of Justice 

Louis Brandeis, "the greatest Zionist leader in this country and 

in the world." O n the very day that Truman made the state-

ment drafted by Neumann, Niles met with Frankfurter, who 

launched into a tirade against Silver and other Zionists, who, 

Frankfurter said, "prefer a Jewish State on paper rather than 

doing something real for human beings." In reporting the con-

versation to Truman, Niles assured the president that he would 

"use this to the limit with our friends in New York the next 

couple of days."26 

By May 1946 the figure of 100,000 DPs had become an 

anachronism. T h e 50,000 Jews who had been in the D P camps 

when Earl Harrison had visited them the previous summer 

would soon swell to more than 250,000 with new refugees from 

pogroms in Poland. Had some plan been agreed on between 

the British and the Americans that settled for Truman's figure 

of 100,000, the Zionists, not to mention the hundreds of thou-

sands of Jewish DPs still stranded in Europe, would have been 

placed in an impossible position. 
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But the president's unilateral statement on April 30, express-

ing satisfaction that his request for the admission of the 100,000 

Jews into Palestine had been endorsed unanimously by the com-

mittee, condemned from the outset any prospect of an Anglo-

American consensus on Palestine. T h e State Department had 

made every effort to head off Truman's statement. Henderson 

and Under Secretary of State Acheson had both telegraphed 

Secretary of State Byrnes in Paris and had put all possible pres-

sure on the White House, but to no avail.27 

In a riposte in the House of Commons on May 1 Attlee an-

nounced that he wished to know to what extent the American 

government "would be prepared to share the resulting addi-

tional military and financial responsibilities" that would result 

from the immigration of the ioo,ooo.28 

Attlee's announcement solved a problem for the Zionists, 

notwithstanding their protests to the contrary at the time. It re-

lieved them of the dilemma of whether to settle for the 100,000 

immigration certificates while leaving the long-term solution on 

hold.29 T h e Zionists' dilemma was the more complicated since 

their friends on the committee, MacDonald and Crum, were 

now committed to their own plan. 

T h e British position was that a comprehensive political solu-

tion must be implemented and that to allow in the 100,000 Jew-

ish DPs before such a framework was agreed on between Brit-

ain and the United States would provoke Arab disturbances, if 

not rebellion. In any case, Britain was still seeking a consensus 

with the Americans. T h e latter accepted the British stand, and 

talks between the two countries began in London. 

T H E M O R R I S O N - G R A D Y P L A N 

O n May 22, 1946, the State Department was obliged to issue a 

statement denying that the London talks indicated any retreat 

from Truman's statement of April 30.30 Truman insisted that 

early discussions in London on the immigration problem pre-

cede the main talks, primarily to "deflect American criticism of 

inaction." T h e State Department reassured London that any 

preliminary decisions on immigration would be integrated into 

the final comprehensive plan.31 
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The American team of experts to London was headed by 
Henry F. Grady, a career diplomat, just returned from leading 
the American section of an Allied mission to observe the elec-
tions in Greece. Truman's private briefing of Grady provides an 
accurate assessment of the president's views on Palestine in the 
summer of 1946. Truman stated categorically that the United 
States would not employ its armed forces in Palestine or take on 
or share any trusteeship of that country. Truman still opposed 
the transformation of Palestine into either a Jewish or an Arab 
state, but he was willing to help finance the immigration and re-
settlement of the ioo,ooo.32 

In London the American team was presented with a British 
scheme whereby Palestine would be given a federal govern-
ment in which there would be semiautonomous Jewish and 
Arab provinces. The Americans accepted the scheme with alac-
rity. It provided for the migration of the 100,000, but it did not 
assume an American military involvement, and the British fi-
nancial demands were well within the limits approved by Wash-
ington.33 Truman inclined to accept the new plan, soon to be 
called the Morrison-Grady scheme for provincial autonomy. In 
private he told Grady repeatedly that he thought it "the best of 
all solutions proposed for Palestine."34 

With the American and British teams in substantial agree-
ment, all seemed set for the much sought after consensus. But 
the initial stumbling block proved to be the timing of the migra-
tion of the 100,000. Truman had made clear his interest in the 
immediate movement of the DPs. The United States would fi-
nance their transport to Palestine and living expenses for two 
months. Byrnes then learned from Grady that the migration 
was to start only after all sides had accepted the entire plan. On 
July 26 Byrnes told Grady over the telephone: "We feel we 
should be able to announce we have not, repeat not abandoned 
position taken by the President in this regard. I understand the 
British position, but feel that the President cannot recede from 
his position. The trouble with the British plan is that immigra-
tion never starts unless they get the acquiescence of Arabs and 
Jews."35 

Truman had come under a great deal of lobbying pressure 
while the experts had been meeting in London. The new scheme 
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appeared to the Zionists as a conspiracy by the British to per-
petuate their mandate. Once details of the plan were leaked to 
the press, the Zionists countered with articles and massive ads 
condemning it. The White House was flooded with telegrams 
and letters demanding that the president repudiate it. Con-
gress was also mobilized.36 

Niles reported that he "had been staving off Rosenwald, 
Proskauer and Celler, all of whom were seeking appointments 
with the President." Truman finally received a Zionist delega-
tion at the beginning of July (after two months of lobbying). In-
evitably, he dwelt on his determination to press for the 100,000, 
but he left the Zionists none the wiser about Grady's terms.37 

Truman was becoming irritated and weary of the Palestine 
problem. By the end of July he was threatening to "wash his 
hands" of the whole issue. In September 1948 he would tell 
General Julius Klein, head of the Jewish War Veterans of Amer-
ica, that he and Bevin "had agreed on the best possible solution 
for Palestine and it was the Zionists who killed that plan by their 
opposition." Truman did not seem to be clear as to which of the 
several plans he was referring to, but his visitor had the impres-
sion that he was discussing the Morrison-Grady plan.38 

At the end of July 1946 Truman was prevailed upon to re-
ceive two separate deputations of congressmen, both from New 
York. The first, a delegation from New York state headed by Sol 
Bloom, had been turned down by Truman in June. Veteran 
New York congressman Emmanuel Celler had written at the 
end of June to Matt Connelly, the president's appointments sec-
retary, advising against such a rebuff: "I am hesitant about tell-
ing this to the delegation. It certainly will give political ammuni-
tion to the upstate Republicans who wanted to attend and you 
remember New York faces a very crucial election. Frankly, it is 
my opinion that it is bad politics for the President not to meet 
with them—even if it is on the Palestine question."39 

In the meantime on July 27 he met with James MacDonald of 
the joint committee, accompanied by two New York Democratic 
senators, James Mead and Robert Wagner. MacDonald came to 
protest the Morrison-Grady plan, rumors of which had been 
leaked by the Zionists to the press. MacDonald was preoccupied 
with the immigration of the 100,000, and he regarded the "fed-
eralization" plan as a euphemism for partition, discussion of 
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which would hold up a solution to the DP problem.40 Mac-
Donald told Truman that the joint committee had discussed 
partition for weeks and had rejected it (ironically, the Zionists 
themselves were just about to adopt partition and to mount a 
diplomatic campaign to secure it). 

MacDonald's meeting with Truman degenerated into an open 
clash. Truman was short-tempered and impatient. He rebuffed 
MacDonald's criticism of the new scheme, claiming that the 
latter did not even know what it was. MacDonald told the presi-
dent bluntly that the Jews would rather not have the 100,000 
than the new plan and that if that was the price they paid for it 
then Truman's name would go down in history as anathema. At 
that Truman exploded and insisted he would not underwrite 
anything as the price of the new plan. Visibly irritated, Truman 
grumbled: "Well, you can't satisfy these people. . . . The Jews 
aren't going to write the history of the United States or my 
history."4' 

MacDonald next pursued a dangerous line of argument by 
contrasting Truman with his predecessor. MacDonald said that 
Roosevelt had understood some of the imponderables and what 
the Balfour Declaration had meant, and he had known how the 
Jewish people felt. Truman retorted: " I am not Roosevelt. I am 
not from New York. I am from the Middle West." MacDonald 
accused Truman of having sent "green men" and stated that 
the Zionists had proved their moderation in asking him, Mac-
Donald, to see the president. Truman replied that the Zionists 
knew he would not receive some of them. Grady was not "green," 
and Henderson of NEA had had nothing to do with the new 
plan: "It was all done by Byrnes, Acheson and myself." 

MacDonald wrote for the Zionists an assessment of Tru-
man's current disposition. The president was "hell-bent" on the 
100,000. He had become convinced that the new plan would give 
him this and involve him in no further commitment, other than 
the $45 million financing. MacDonald concluded: 

T h e President has a mind set which incapacitates him from under-
standing Jewish psychology. . . . I think one reason the President is 
friendly to me is that all my introductions have been via Kansas City 
and Missouri. . . . He referred only to the Jews generally and not to the 
Zionists. I don't think he distinguishes very much. . . . 
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. . . He is not a scholar and is not interested in following the thing 
through. . . . He is really at home only with his buddies from the old 
days. For this reason Hannegan is important, too.42 

When the New York congressmen were received by the presi-
dent three days later, they fared little better. Congressman Cel-
ler read out a three-minute prepared statement. Truman was 
again impatient, shuffled papers on his desk, and interrupted 
constantly. He interjected that he had heard all these arguments 
before. He was fighting with the British to get the 100,000 in, 
but they were imposing conditions, and there was nothing to do 
but agree to them. In exasperation Truman protested: "This is 
all political. You are all running for re-election." He added that 
he was tired of having Jews and Irishmen and Poles and Italians 
and Armenians come to him in their own interests and of never 
hearing anything from "Americans." At that point Truman 
rose, said there was nothing further to discuss, and dismissed 
the delegation.43 

Celler drew the same conclusion as MacDonald. The presi-
dent had already made up his mind to agree to the British pro-
posal and was only irritated by attempts to change his mind. 
Even worse, Celler feared that Truman no longer cared about 
the political damage that a wrong decision might cause (in the 
upcoming congressional elections). Truman seemed like "a man 
who is sick and tired of his job, wants to get out of it, and doesn't 
care any more."44 

Truman was indeed on the very point of endorsing the Mor-
rison-Grady plan. On July 29 Secretary of State Byrnes had 
telegraphed from Paris a draft press release written by him-
self and Grady declaring Truman's support of the scheme. 
The Paris draft stated that the solution should be found within 
the framework of the joint committee report and concluded 
that the Morrison-Grady plan was "the best solution of this 
difficult problem that can now be secured."45 

That same day, a Monday, Leo Kohn, a Zionist diplomat in 
Washington, received a cable from colleagues in Paris to the 
effect that Byrnes had now accepted the new plan and that 
Truman and Attlee were to issue simultaneous endorsements 
of it that Wednesday, July 3 1 . Kohn telephoned immediately to 
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David Niles, who agreed to see him at once. Kohn met Niles 
with Robert Nathan, the economist, and explained to both 
of them the Zionists' objections. Nathan had already spoken to 
Judge Rosenman and would speak also to Secretary of War 
Robert Patterson. Kohn believed that Rosenman's opinion car-
ried great weight with the president (it will be recalled that 
Rosenman was also a good friend of Lessing Rosenwald, of the 
American Council for Judaism, and a non-Zionist member of 
the American Jewish Committee).46 

Niles promised to speak to Truman. Kohn also alerted Jus-
tice Frankfurter, who approached Acheson, Patterson, and Sec-
retary of the Treasury John Snyder, warning them all against 
accepting the new plan. (Acheson, Patterson, and Snyder were 
the members of a cabinet committee on Palestine set up by 
Truman on June 1 1 , 1946.)47 

On July 30 Kohn phoned Niles several times during the day, 
but the latter was extremely busy and did not meet with him 
until 4:00 P.M. Niles reported that he had told Truman that on 
no account should he endorse the new plan but should recall 
the six American members of the joint committee and lock 
them up with the three members of Grady's team until they 
jointly found a way out of the impasse. Niles explained that 
Truman was in a difficult position. If he accepted the Grady re-
port, he would be accused of having sacrificed everything else 
for the emigration of the 100,000; but if he rejected it, he would 
be accused of not having secured even that. Moreover, he was 
in an awkward position vis-à-vis Byrnes, who had already an-
nounced his acceptance to a press conference—it would be 
most difficult to disown Byrnes now, on the eve of the Paris 
peace conference. Niles told Kohn that the cabinet was meeting 
on the problem at that very moment.48 

According to the record kept by Henry Wallace (secretary of 
commerce), the cabinet meeting that day was devoted entirely to 
Palestine and the question of whether to go along with the Brit-
ish in support of the Morrison-Grady plan.49 Truman brought 
to the meeting "a sheaf of telegrams about four inches thick 
from various Jewish people." Under Secretary of State Acheson 
and Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal were all for going 
ahead with the British. But (in a telegram from Paris) Secretary 
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of State Byrnes, "sensing the political hotness of the question," 
adopted a "strictly neutral attitude." 

Wallace stated that "the whole matter was loaded with politi-
cal dynamite" and that the Jews expected more than fifteen hun-
dred square miles. He asked Truman to look into the matter 
further before supporting the British. Truman in evident exas-
peration finally told Acheson to wire Byrnes that he would not 
go along with Attlee. Truman stated that he was "put out" with 
the Jews: "Jesus Christ couldn't please them when he was here 
on earth, so how could anyone expect that I would have any 
luck? . . . he had no use for them and didn't care what hap-
pened to them." Wallace concluded his diary entry: "Presi-
dent Truman really thinks that the plan worked out by Henry 
Grady . . . is really fair."50 

Truman phoned Niles to tell him of the cabinet's decision. 
Kohn was still with Niles and recalled how the latter "actually 
broke down." Niles stressed how nice it was of the president to 
have rung him up personally, knowing how he felt on the sub-
ject. He pleaded with Kohn not to tell a soul about his role, 
otherwise his position would become untenable.51 

Acheson took the unusual step of informing the British am-
bassador, Lord Inverchapel, that the president could not for 
the present endorse the new plan since "intense Jewish hos-
tility" had made it a domestic political liability.52 

Byrnes later told Forrestal that Rosenman and Niles had 
turned the president against the Morrison-Grady plan by warn-
ing him "that the Republican candidate was about to come out 
with a statement in favor of Zionist claims on Palestine." They 
had insisted that unless the president anticipated Dewey the 
Democrats would lose New York.53 

Acheson believed that the Grady report had in it the makings 
of a compromise. But when the two American teams met under 
his chairmanship, Judge Joseph Hutcheson, the American 
chairman of the joint committee, called the Grady plan "a sell-
out—very pretty, even grandiose—but a sellout nevertheless." 
Acheson concluded that the Hutcheson group's opposition de-
rived from excessive pride in its own report.54 

But as everyone was quite aware, the pending congressional 
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elections in November overshadowed all other considerations. 
Paul E. Fitzpatrick, chairman of the New York State Democratic 
Committee, cabled the president: "If this plan goes into effect it 
would be useless for the Democrats to nominate a state ticket 
this fall."55 

Lord Inverchapel, the British ambassador, reported to Lon-
don that 

as at present advised, the Administration intend drastically to recast 
the recommendations jointly agreed upon in London, if not to reject 
them in toto. 

This deplorable display of weakness is, I fear, solely attributable to 
reasons of domestic politics which, it will be recalled, caused the A d -
ministration last year to use every artifice to defer the announcement 
about the establishment of the Anglo-American Committee until after 
the New York elections. . . . T h e Director of the Near Eastern Divi-
sion [Henderson] . . . frankly admitted as much in a talk with me this 
evening. But for the attitude of the Zionists, he declared, there was 
nothing in the joint committee recommendations which would not 
have been acceptable to the United States Government.5 6 

Truman himself confirmed as much in a press conference he 
gave on September 5, 1946. When asked about the Palestine 
question, he replied: "All I was trying to do was to get a hun-
dred thousand Jews into Palestine. Still trying to do that." When 
asked if he had rejected the Morrison-Grady plan or not, Tru-
man stated: "It is still under consideration."57 

T H E YOM K I P P U R S T A T E M E N T 

By the summer of 1946 Zionist fortunes had dropped to a nadir. 
For the previous nine months the Yishuv had been revolting 
against the British in Palestine. Their efforts had brought mea-
ger results politically. At the end of June 1946 the British had 
mounted a nationwide counterattack, in which many Jewish 
Agency and Hagana leaders had been arrested and detained. 
In response the dissident Jewish terrorist group IZL on July 22 
blew up a wing of the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, where 
British military and intelligence headquarters were located. 
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Nearly one hundred people were killed in the explosion, and 
the Yishuv was appalled at the scale of the tragedy. The erst-
while collaboration between the Hagana and the dissident para-
military groups disintegrated abruptly.58 

At the beginning of August the Jewish Agency Executive met 
in Paris to take stock. Although it had secured the deferral of 
the Morrison-Grady plan, it had been at the price of all but 
alienating President Truman. During the discussions, Nahum 
Goldmann received a transatlantic telephone call from Niles, 
warning that Truman would "wash his hands" of the Palestine 
problem unless the agency came up with a realistic alternative.59 

The Zionists were left with their now anachronistic demand for 
the 100,000, and it was plain that insistence on that single as-
pect was no alternative to a considered policy. 

For all these reasons the Jewish Agency Executive altered 
course and made a historic decision in favor of partition, that is, 
for a viable Jewish state in part of Palestine. Goldmann was dis-
patched to Washington to try to secure the administration's sup-
port and to urge it to pressure London for that solution. Gold-
mann arrived in the American capital on August 6 and was 
received the next day by Dean Acheson, then acting secretary 
of state, and the senior State Department official dealing with 
Palestine.60 

Goldmann reported back to his colleagues later that Acheson 
had been "sold" on partition, provided that Goldmann could 
also convince Niles and secretaries Snyder and Patterson. But 
Acheson's private note of their meeting indicates otherwise. 
The key point in their conversation, according to Acheson, 
came when Goldmann referred to the Morrison-Grady plan as 
being preferable to the joint committee one. Its main weak-
nesses, said Goldmann, were that the transition from autonomy 
to independence was far too indefinite and too prolonged and 
that the territory offered to the Jews was inadequate. Four days 
after his meeting with Goldman, Acheson reported to Averell 
Harriman, the American ambassador in London, that Gold-
mann's readiness to consider the Morrison-Grady plan now 
offered new hope for an agreement with the British: "Examina-
tion Goldmann plan indicates although [Jewish Agency] Exec-
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utive states . . . it rejects Morrison plan as basis for discussion, 
counter-proposals of Executive as elaborated upon by Goldmann might 
be regarded as certain alterations and extensions in various provisions 
Morrison plan rather than outlines of an entirely new plan."61 

Goldmann evidently regarded the impasse as one given to so-
lution by his own diplomatic virtuosity. For him the latest Anglo-
American plan, the provincial autonomy scheme, could be used 
as a natural stepping-stone to the Zionists' own ultimate goal, 
partition. It was merely a question of using the right language 
with each audience to keep up the diplomatic momentum. 

Goldmann next met David Niles and convinced him that par-
tition was the only solution. They agreed that Goldmann would 
put down the agency plan on paper for Niles to present to the 
president.62 

But first Goldmann had to persuade the other members of 
the cabinet committee on Palestine, secretaries Snyder and Pat-
terson. Snyder was soon persuaded, but Goldmann could not 
secure an appointment with Secretary of War Patterson.63 Gold-
mann learned that Judge Joseph Proskauer, president of the 
American Jewish Committee and close friend of Patterson, had 
broken off a vacation at Lake Placid to come to Washington 
to influence Patterson against partition. Goldmann interceded 
and met with Proskauer first, in the latter's hotel room on Au-
gust 8, 1946. 

Goldmann appreciated that he had no chance of convincing 
the administration to support a Jewish state unless he could first 
carry the AJC, the non-Zionist organization closest to the gov-
ernment. Goldmann told Proskauer that the immigration prob-
lem had become so urgent that the Jewish Agency was ready to 
consider partition. As noted already (see chapter 6), he soon 
persuaded Proskauer to support him and to procure him an in-
terview with Secretary of War Patterson.64 

Proskauer took Goldmann to the Pentagon, where they were 
received by Patterson. Goldmann explained the Jewish Agency 
position then left Proskauer and Patterson alone. Patterson 
is reported to have reacted sympathetically: "Joe, it makes 
sense. . . . I don't know what to do with these poor people any 
more. MacDonald's White Paper keeps them out of Israel [Pal-
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estine]. I can't get them into America because of our terrible im-
migration laws. I'm for it, but you've got to clear it with the 
State Department."65 

Goldmann then went back for a second meeting with Ache-
son and informed him that secretaries Patterson and Snyder 
agreed to partition. Niles and Acheson told Truman of the cab-
inet committee's endorsement. That evening, August 9, Niles 
told the Zionists that Truman endorsed the partition scheme 
and had instructed Acheson to inform the British.66 

These accounts, all resting on Jewish sources, present an 
oversanguine picture that owes more perhaps to wishful think-
ing than to a realistic appreciation of the situation. In fact, 
Truman had made a tactical adjustment, the long-term conse-
quences of which he probably failed to appreciate. He now 
urged the British prime minister to give due consideration to 
the Jewish Agency proposals: "In view of the critical situation in 
Palestine and of desperate plight of homeless Jews in Europe, I 
believe search for a solution to this difficult problem should 
continue. I have therefore instructed our Embassy, London, to 
discuss with you or with appropriate members of British Gov-
ernment, certain suggestions which have been made to us and 
which, I understand, are also being made to you."67 

Truman's overriding preoccupation was still the Jewish DPs. 
If the American administration now advocated British consid-
eration of partition, it was probably because Goldmann had led 
it to believe that the Zionists would agree to the Morrison-
Grady scheme as a first step to that goal. On August 14 Loy 
Henderson met with John Balfour, minister at the British em-
bassy in Washington, D.C., and suggested that if the British and 
Zionists were unable to reach an agreement, the British might 
at least concede the immigration of the DPs—"thus the Presi-
dent would be able to escape from the corner in which he had 
put himself regarding the 100,000"; failing that, Henderson 
warned, the president might feel constrained to repeat his pub-
lic demand for the ioo,ooo.68 

The American administration had agreed to bring the Jewish 
Agency's terms before the British as a Zionist proposal, not an 
American one. And that was all. Truman was not prepared to 
exert pressure on the British or to come out in unconditional 
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support of the Zionists. Much less was he ever prepared to com-
mit American forces to Palestine. Truman was also anxious lest 
the Jewish Agency plan not command unanimous Jewish sup-
port and that by supporting it he might lose Jewish electoral 
support.69 Finally, important sections of the American Zionist 
movement, and Rabbi Silver in particular, resented Goldmann's 
solo initiative, however virtuoso, as a coup against their own 
status and authority.70 

It should be remembered too that Truman (and Niles) was 
still contemplating the solution of the DP problem by increased 
immigration into the United States and other countries. On Au-
gust 16, 1946, Truman stated in public that "the solution of the 
Palestine problem will not in itself solve the broader problem of 
the hundreds of thousands of displaced persons in Europe" 
and that he would be asking Congress to authorize the entry 
into the United States of "a fixed number" of DPs including 
Jews.7' 

On August 20 Truman's statement was endorsed by Pros-
kauer. Proskauer, although being careful not to use the words 
"state" or "commonwealth," added that the Zionists were "striv-
ing to create a governmental unit to which Jews could legally 
immigrate." He stressed that this immigration was "the true, 
main and immediate objective." But when he asked Acheson to 
endorse his statement, even in private, Acheson declined.72 

When Goldmann returned to Europe to negotiate with the 
British in a vain attempt to win them round to partition, the 
American Zionists, excluded by Goldmann and having little 
confidence in his diplomatic achievements with the administra-
tion, took the initiative. In view of the pending mid-term con-
gressional and gubernatorial elections in November, they de-
cided to employ to maximum advantage the influence of the 
Jewish electorate. 

Concentrating on New York, a wide-scale propaganda cam-
paign was mounted with mass meetings and giant ads in the 
press to remind the Democrats of their 1944 election pledges 
on Palestine and to urge an improvement in the situation in the 
DP camps. On October 1, 1946, at a meeting of the American 
Zionist Emergency Council, Judge Bernard Rosenblatt an-
nounced the formation of a Greater New York Zionist Action 
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Committee to be headed by himself.73 The announcement ap-

pears to have been a formal courtesy, for the committee had al-

ready acted. Two days earlier, on September 30, a giant ad had 

appeared in the New York Herald Tribune reviewing the Demo-

crats' past, unfulfilled pledges. The caption read: 

WE DO NOT SEEK NEW PROMISES OR NEW PLANKS. THE OLD ONES ARE 

GOOD ENOUGH. WHAT WE ASK IS T H A T OUR ADMINISTRATION FULFILL 

OLD PROMISES NOW.7 4 

Judge Rosenblatt, head of the Keren Hayesod (a trust for 

Jewish settlement in Palestine) and a lifelong Democrat, had al-

ready in July sent a memorandum to New York party boss Ed 

Flynn. Flynn had forwarded the memo to Truman with his own 

note saying that he would not be doing so were he not certain 

he was writing in a just cause, and one in which the president 

himself believed. Apart from the "justness" of the cause, Flynn 

also promoted its pragmatic aspect: "I might add that what he 

[Rosenblatt] says about the reaction on the British position in 

New York State is very true. Conditions are very bad and I am 

sure if something is not done, the effects will be severely felt in 

November."75 

Truman's reply to Flynn, written the day after Niles had 

headed off his acceptance of the Morrison-Grady plan, reflects 

his exasperation. After commenting that Rosenblatt's memo 

followed "the usual line," Truman wrote: "Of course, the Brit-

ish control Palestine and there is no way of getting One Hun-

dred Thousand Jews in there unless they want them in. I have 

done my best to get them in but I don't believe there is any pos-

sible way of pleasing our Jewish friends."76 

At the end of August, Goldmann wrote to Acheson from Eu-

rope asking that either he or Truman make a statement in sup-

port of partition to strengthen his hand in his negotiations with 

Bevin.77 

In Acheson's absence from Washington, acting Secretary of 

State William I. Clayton advised Truman against issuing any 

statement lest it prejudice the negotiations then in progress in 

London. The State Department warned that yielding now to 

pressure from "highly organized Zionist groups" would only 

encourage them to press for more of the same in the future.78 
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Truman himself was extremely reluctant to speak out further 

on the Palestine question and informed the State Department 

that he hoped it would not prove necessary.79 

Truman had singed his fingers more than enough on this 

thorny problem. As the British ambassador had suggested, 

Truman had possibly already given up on the Jewish vote. T h e 

president's outlook may be gauged from a letter he wrote to his 

wife on September 15, 1946: 

Wallace now seems to have his eye on 1948. Hannegan is acting like a 

ten-year-old child and of course Byrnes has the pouts. Jim Mead came 

to see me about the New York campaign and then shot off his mouth 

as he went out the front door. T h e Jews and crackpots seem to be 

ready to go for Dewey. If they do, Jim's beaten and so he has to grasp 

at straws. There's no solution for the Jewish problem and I fear the 

crackpots would turn the country over to Stalin if they had half a 

chance.80 

But nonetheless, at the end of September, Truman was pre-

vailed upon to issue another public statement on Palestine. T h e 

key men responsible for Truman's volte-face were David Niles, 

Bartley Crum, and Robert Hannegan (Democratic party na-

tional chairman). 

Niles told Truman that on October 6, in a speech to the 

United Palestine Appeal, Thomas Dewey (governor of New 

York State from 1942 to 1954) would make a strong statement 

in favor of Jewish immigration. Niles urged Truman to pre-

empt Dewey, since "the Jewish vote in New York was going to be 

crucial." Crum convinced Hannegan of the need to obtain a 

statement from the president.81 

T h e timing from the Jewish point of view was crucial. Abe 

Feinberg told Truman that if he spoke on the eve of Yom Kip-

pur, the holiest day in the Jewish calendar, "every single Rabbi 

in every single synagogue will broadcast what you say. Forget 

the newspapers, forget any other media. You will have word di-

rectly to the Jewish people."82 

Truman issued his statement on October 4, 1946, the eve of 

Yom Kippur. It may well have been Truman's desperate politi-

cal straits that led him to such a blatantly political gambit. 

Even so, the original Zionist draft of what would become 
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known as the Yom Kippur statement was amended significantly 
by the State Department. Eliahu Epstein and Judge Sam Rosen-
man had drafted a statement expressing American support for 
partition. Truman passed it on to Acheson, who with his offi-
cials inserted a key clause in support of a compromise between 
partition and the Morrison-Grady scheme.83 The critical part of 
Truman's statement read: 

T h e British Government presented to the [London] Conference the 
so-called Morrison Plan for provincial autonomy and stated that the 
Conference was open to other proposals. Meanwhile, the Jewish 
Agency proposed a solution of the Palestine problem by means of the 
creation of a viable Jewish state in control of its own immigration and 
economic policies in an adequate area of Palestine instead of in the 
whole of Palestine. It proposed, furthermore the immediate issuance 
of certificates for 100,000 Jewish immigrants. . . . it is my belief that a 
solution along these lines would command the support of public opin-
ion in the United States. I cannot believe that the gap between the proposals 
which have been put forward is too great to be bridged by men of reason and 
goodwill. To such a solution our Government could give its support.84 

Both Truman and Acheson later denied any ulterior political 
motivation. Truman stated in his memoirs that his timing was 
"nothing unusual" and just "happened" to be on the eve of Yom 
Kippur. Truman was upset by Foreign Secretary Bevin's criti-
cism and claimed that he had simply restated his position, 
namely, that he wanted "to see one hundred thousand Jews ad-
mitted to Palestine."85 

Dean Acheson's account, published twenty-three years later, 
is yet more interesting. Acheson, who admitted helping draft 
the statement, denies that it was an election ploy, even if with 
hindsight he concedes it may have been of "doubtful wisdom." 
He also makes the credulity-stretching statement that Truman 
"never took or refused to take a step in our foreign relations to 
benefit his or his party's fortunes."86 

Acheson's memoirs may be compared with his own contem-
porary record. On October 3, 1946, it fell to Acheson to explain 
to the British ambassador the contents of and motives behind 
the president's statement. Acheson told him that for the past 
several weeks Truman had been trying to keep Palestine out of 
domestic politics but pressures had increased over the past ten 
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days. The administration understood that Governor Dewey in-
tended to make a major speech on the subject, and in view both 
of the public interest and of the adjournment of the Arab-British 
conference in London, Truman now felt it vital to make a 

07 

statement. 
The Yom Kippur statement was interpreted universally as an 

expression of Truman's support for the Zionist position. When 
Epstein pointed out to Niles the emasculation of his original 
draft by the State Department, Niles retorted it did not make 
any real difference since the public would interpret it as presi-
dential support for partition.88 Epstein himself reported that 
"not a single newspaper had pointed up this part of the state-
ment and all the headlines carried by the papers read 'Tru-
man's support of a Jewish State.'"89 

The Yom Kippur statement marked a watershed in the po-
litical and diplomatic struggle for the Jewish state. The British 
saw in the statement a demonstration of Jewish political power 
and gave up their quest for an Anglo-American consensus on 
Palestine. Bevin began issuing threats that the British would 
evacuate Palestine, and in February 1947 they did indeed refer 
the question with no recommendations to the United Nations. 

The Yom Kippur statement also had a most sobering effect 
on Truman. He was undoubtedly embarrassed by accusations, 
both private and public, that he had exploited the Palestine 
question for domestic political gain. Thus his denial of the ob-
vious in his memoirs, published ten years later. To make mat-
ters worse, this last political ploy had no apparent effect on the 
election results, which resulted in a Republican avalanche. 

The Democratic defeat was particularly painful in New York, 
where Governor Dewey received 650,000 votes more than Sena-
tor Mead, and the Republican nominee for senator, Irving M. 
Ives, beat the popular former governor, Herbert H. Lehman, a 
Jew, by nearly 250,000 votes. For the first time since 1928 the 
Republicans gained a clear majority in New York City, a tradi-
tional Democratic stronghold. The results were seen as "a mas-
sive repudiation of the domestic policies of Truman and the 
Democratic party."90 

The episode marked the end of Truman's refugee Zionism 
although he continued to view Palestine exclusively as a refuge 
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for the Jewish DPs. At the end of October 1946 he officially re-
turned the supervision of the Palestine issue to the State De-
partment and rejected all further Zionist attempts to approach 
him. On December 8, 1946, Truman told Foreign Secretary 
Bevin how difficult it had been for him with the New York Jews 
but that with the elections now over he would be able to give the 
British a freer hand.91 

The Yom Kippur statement was Truman's last public utter-
ance on the Palestine issue and his last effort to press the British 
to permit a mass Jewish migration to Palestine. During the 
course of 1947, with the arrival of Max Lowenthal as adviser on 
Palestine to Clark Clifford, a new policy would emerge—one of 
White House support for a Jewish state. 



Senator Harry S. Truman and Max Lowenthal, October 23, 1939. 
(Kansas City Journal. Courtesy Harry S. Truman Library.) 



Jacob Blaustein, executive secretary, and J u d g e Joseph M. 
Proskauer, president of the American Jewish Committee, 
leaving the White House after a conference with President 
Truman, September 29, 1945. They urged the continua-
tion of U.S. efforts to open Palestine to substantial immi-
gration of European Jews, survivors of more than a decade 
of Nazism. (Courtesy Harry S. Truman Library.) 



Truman with his friend Eddie Jacobson, 1954. (Photo by Max Bengir. 
Courtesy Harry S. Truman Library.) 



Truman and friends in Abraham Granoff 's home, February 22, 1956. 
From left to right: Granoff , Truman, Earl J . Tranin, A. D. "Doc" Jacob-
son (Eddie Jacobsons brother). (Courtesy Loeb H. Granoff.) 

Truman and Abraham Granoff , February 22, 1956. (Courtesy Loeb H. 
Granoff.) 
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President T r u m a n is met on his return f r o m Wake Island, October 18 , 
1950 , by George C. Marshall {left) and Averell Harr iman. (National 
Park Serv ice—Abbie Rowe. Courtesy Harry S. T r u m a n Library.) 



President Truman receives the Torah from Dr. Chaim Weizmann, 
president of the new State of Israel, May 25, 1948. (UPI/Bettmann 
Newsphotos.) 
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The UN Partition Resolution 
November 29, 1947 

A last Arab-Zionist conference, convened in London by the 
British from January to February 1947, failed to yield a com-
promise solution that the British felt able to implement. There-
fore, on February 18, 1947, Foreign Secretary Bevin announced 
in the House of Commons that the government was referring 
the Palestine question without recommendations to the United 
Nations.1 

On May 13 , 1947, a special session of the UN General Assem-
bly appointed a thirteen-person special committee on Palestine 
(UNSCOP) to study the Palestine problem and report back to 
the assembly by September. On August 31 UNSCOP completed 
its report at Geneva. The committee recommended unani-
mously that the British terminate their mandate and grant Pal-
estine independence at the earliest practicable date. A majority 
of eight states (Australia, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Guatemala, 
the Netherlands, Peru, Sweden, and Uruguay) recommended 
the partition of Palestine into Jewish, Arab, and Jerusalem states 
to be joined in an economic union. The Arabs and the Jews 
would be granted independence after a two-year transition pe-
riod beginning September 1, 1947. Jerusalem would remain 
under an international trusteeship. A minority plan (signed by 
India, Iran, and Yugoslavia) recommended that Palestine be-
come "an independent federal state" after a transition period 
of three years under a UN trusteeship.2 

149 
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On September 20, 1947, the British cabinet decided to end its 
mandate over Palestine and to evacuate the country. The Brit-
ish were unwilling to enforce the partition of Palestine against 
the will of the Arabs and had despaired of reaching a consen-
sus with the Americans.3 On September 26 Colonial Secretary 
Arthur Creech-Jones made the following announcement be-
fore the UN General Assembly, sitting as an ad hoc committee 
on Palestine: 

In order that there may be no misunderstanding of the attitude 
and policy of Britain I have been instructed by His Majesty's Govern-
ment to announce, with all solemnity, that they have consequently de-
cided that in the absence of a settlement they must plan for an early 
withdrawal of British forces and of the British Administration from 
Palestine.4 

Because of the general skepticism about British intentions, 
Creech-Jones was instructed by Bevin and Attlee to repeat the 
announcement, which he did on October 16: "My government 
desire that it should be clear beyond all doubt and ambiguity 
that not only is it our decision to wind up the mandate but that 
within a limited period we shall withdraw."5 

T H E A M E R I C A N D E C I S I O N 
T O S U P P O R T P A R T I T I O N 

President Truman had kept his silence on the Palestine issue 
since the previous October. He had developed something of an 
allergy toward Palestine and still nursed his old irritations. But 
the UNSCOP report, soon to be debated by the United Nations, 
forced the American administration to take a stand. 

In the summer of 1947, prior to UNSCOP's majority finding 
in favor of partition, Truman still clung to the plan for a uni-
tary Palestine as advocated first by the Anglo-American com-
mittee and revised later by the Morrison-Grady plan.6 This con-
cept had become, and would remain, an idée fixe with Truman. 

At the beginning of August, Truman received a telegram 
from Rabbi Stephen Wise urging him to do something to break 
the cycle of terror and bloodshed in Palestine. Truman re-
torted: "I . . . appreciate your viewpoint but there seem to be 
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two sides to this question. I am finding it rather difficult to de-
cide which one is right and a great many other people in this 
country are beginning to feel just as I do."7 

At a cabinet meeting two days later Truman made it clear 
that he would make no pronouncements on Palestine before 
UNSCOP issued its report; "he had stuck his neck out on this 
delicate question once, and he did not propose to do it again."8 

On September 4, 1947, Robert Hannegan, postmaster gen-
eral and retiring chairman of the Democratic National Com-
mittee, brought up the Palestine issue at a lunch held for the 
cabinet. Although the UNSCOP report had been published, 
Hannegan did not speak of partition. He suggested that if 
Truman again appealed to the British government before the 
UN discussions began, this time for 150,000 immigration cer-
tificates for Palestine, the party's chances of winning the elec-
tions would increase. Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal re-
acted violently. Referring evidently to the party's debacle the 
previous November, Forrestal commented acidly that the presi-
dent's pro-Zionist policy had not helped the Democratic party 
but had harmed Anglo-American relations. 

Truman was not present at the lunch, but Hannegan reported 
back to him the same day with Senator Howard McGrath, the 
incoming chairman of the Democratic National Committee, 
who had also attended. Both Hannegan and McGrath warned 
Truman that if his policy on Palestine was not consistent with 
his previous statements on the subject, the party was likely to 
lose two to three states in the presidential elections, which would 
swing the results against him.9 

The Zionists, who were informed of these exchanges, were 
thus aware that Truman had yet to make up his mind on the 
vexatious Palestine question. In mid-September, Moshe Sher-
tok reported that a reliable source had warned him that they 
should not take Truman for granted. When Shertok had re-
plied that Truman had taken a helpful attitude in the past but 
had been thwarted repeatedly by the State Department, he was 
told not to take that as "the gospel truth."10 

At the State Department, Loy Henderson, director of NEA, 
masterminded the attack on partition. Matters were compli-
cated by the existence of the presidentially appointed delega-
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tion to the United Nations, where the U N S C O P report would 

be debated shortly. T h e delegation became a middle-ground 

arena in which State Department officials and White House 

aides fought their struggles. 

As noted above (see chapter 6), when Loy Henderson and 

George Wadsworth (former agent and consul general to Leba-

non and Syria during the war and ambassador to Iraq, Turkey, 

and Saudi Arabia after it) were appointed to the delegation, 

David Niles had persuaded Truman to appoint General John 

Hilldring also as a reliable liaison to the White House.11 In addi-

tion to Hilldring, the president also appointed Eleanor Roose-

velt, the venerated widow of the late president. She was a 

staunch supporter of the United Nations, and her inclusion in 

the American delegation was intended to symbolize the admin-

istration's determination that the new international body should 

succeed where the late League of Nations had failed. 

Eleanor Roosevelt was not a Zionist and did not favor the es-

tablishment of a Jewish state in Palestine. Once U N S C O P rec-

ommended the partition of Palestine, however, she held it man-

datory to support the U N committee's plan. Partition may not 

have been the best way to settle the Jewish problem, but no 

better way had been suggested, and once the U N endorsed it 

she came to regard the U N S C O P partition plan as "the first real 

test of the organization's capacity to take a position and make it 

stick."12 She went so far as to telephone David Niles, asking him 

to tell the president of her anxiety for the good name of the 

United States should the American delegation not state clearly 

its support for the U N S C O P majority plan.13 

Also on the American delegation was John Foster Dulles, an 

aspiring Republican and a supporter of Governor Dewey. Dul-

les knew that any reservations he expressed about UNSCOP's 

partition plan would be leaked to the Zionists—through Hill-

dring and Niles—which would affect adversely the Republi-

cans' electoral chances.14 

But the Republicans shared the State Department's concern 

that the U N delegation should maintain a low profile during 

the debates on partition. They agreed that the United States 

should not get itself into the position of sponsor of the Jewish 

state in Palestine. O n October 8, 1947, Senator Arthur Vanden-
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berg wrote to Senator Robert A. Taft that he had supported 
partition long before Rabbi Silver himself had come around to 
it. But he added: 

We must refrain from urging any final action which logically involves 
primary American responsibility for imposing partition against armed 
resistance. . . . This is a matter which the President and his Secretary 
of State will have to handle. . . . We should not put ourselves in a posi-
tion at the moment where we can be charged with responsibility for 
what happens though we do not have the authority to make things 
happen. In a word, I think the less said the better at the moment.1 5 

The State Department resented outside "interference" and 
machinations, particularly the White House nomination of Gen-
eral Hilldring and the "alien" considerations brought to bear on 
the UN delegation: 

Our main difficulty is that when New York puts a draft position to us, 
we don't know how much steam the suggested position has behind it. 
We are uncertain how high u p that position has been cleared at your 
end, or what new policy line lies behind it. A further difficulty is that 
while we are collecting a few preliminary thoughts o n the subject, we 
are informed by the radio or the press that the U S U N [the U.S. dele-
gation to the United Nations] has already spoken up in the meeting.1 6 

But State Department officials also appreciated the complex-
ity of the Palestine issue for the administration. They knew that 
the president had to consider the domestic as well as the inter-
national ramifications of the problem and that Truman's Yom 
Kippur statement had been taken universally as a commitment 
to partition. Any opposition to the UNSCOP majority report 
would be regarded as a politically suicidal reversal of presi-
dential policy. In addition, there was widespread faith, as rep-
resented by Eleanor Roosevelt, that the United Nations would 
finally inaugurate an era of peaceful settlement of international 
conflicts.17 

But it was still expected that the Communist bloc and a sub-
stantial bloc of other countries would oppose the establishment 
of a Jewish state in Palestine. The department's policy was there-
fore to be a sophisticated blend of passive support for the United 
Nations with a pronounced abstinence from pressuring fellow 
member-nations, which alone might procure the two-thirds 
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majority required to make a UN resolution binding. As late as 
October 20, one week after the official American announce-
ment in support of partition, Robert McClintock, a senior State 
Department official, wrote to Under Secretary Robert Lovett 
that the UN partition plan might pass the ad hoc committee on 
Palestine but it would fail to receive a two-thirds majority in the 
plenary session "unless a more active line [was] taken by the 
U.S. Delegation.'"8 

On September 15, 1947, Secretary of State George C. Mar-
shall called a meeting at his office to brief the American delega-
tion to the United Nations. Henderson was called in to state the 
case against partition, but he had just returned from a trip 
abroad and was not really prepared. Marshall instructed the 
delegation not to "show [its] hand" until it became absolutely 
necessary. Hilldring, who had served under and retained great 
reverence for Marshall, agreed that although American reti-
cence would greatly disappoint many Jews their disappointment 
did not "warrant a definite statement by the United States." The 
Jews would have to wait a little longer. Eleanor Roosevelt en-
tered the sole reservation; she stated that support for the 
UNSCOP report, and thereby for the United Nations, was more 
important than pleasing American Jewry. Marshall warned that 
the British would not help in enforcing partition and should 
the United States take any initiative it would have to send its 
own troops to Palestine.19 

On September 17, 1947, Marshall addressed the UN General 
Assembly, now constituted as an ad hoc committee on Palestine. 
Marshall commended UNSCOP on its report and stated: "While 
the final decision of the Assembly must properly await the de-
tailed consideration of the report, the Government of the 
United States gives great weight not only to the recommendations 
which have met with the unanimous approval of the Special 
Committee, but also to those which have been approved by the 
majority of that Committee."20 

A few days later Henderson was called to the White House to 
explain his views to the president and his aides, including Niles 
and Clifford. After stating his reasons for opposing a Jewish 
state, Henderson was cross-examined. What were the sources of 
his views? Were they merely opinions that might be based on 
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prejudice or bias? Did he think that his judgment and that of his 
staff at N E A was superior to that of the group (i.e., U N S C O P ) 
that the United Nations had selected to study the problem?2 1 

Henderson recalled later how he had felt humiliated, as if 
the White House aides were trying to break him down in front 
of the president. He pointed out that the views he had just 
expressed were held not only by himself but by all American 
legations and consular offices in the Middle East and by all State 
Department officials who had responsibility for the area. Ac-
cording to Henderson, the cross-questioning became rougher 
and rougher, until finally Truman stood up and muttered: 
"Oh, hell, I'm leaving." Henderson deduced from Truman's 
bearing and facial expression that even at that stage, in late 
September 1947, the president had yet to decide finally to sup-
port the establishment of a Jewish state.22 

As Henderson interpreted it retrospectively, Truman realized 
that Congress, the press, the Democratic party, and aroused 
public opinion would all turn against him should he withdraw 
his support for the Zionists. Therefore , he was hoping desper-
ately that the State Department would tell him that the U N S C O P 
partition plan would be in the best interests of the United States. 
But this the State Department was unable to do.23 

A t another meeting between Marshall and the U N delega-
tion on September 24, it was decided to support the U N S C O P 
partition plan but to work for amendments that would make it 
more palatable to the Arabs. But again the delegation was in-
structed not to make any statements during the opening stages 
of the debate to ensure that other delegations might decide free 
of American influence. T h e delegation also discussed the contin-
gency that partition would not receive the necessary two-thirds 
majority and the need to have an alternative policy ready.24 More 
than two weeks were to pass before the American decision was 
made public. 

T h e Zionists were fully aware of the strategy behind State 
Department policy. Two days after the delegation's decision to 
support partition, Moshe Shertok and Rabbi Silver tried to 
draw out Marshall on the American position toward UNSCOP. 
Marshall burst out in anger that he was not ready to reply, and 
he could suggest only that Silver look up the part o f his U N 
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speech that had dealt with Palestine. For the present he was not 
ready to commit himself on what stand the American govern-
ment would take.25 

Eliahu Epstein told Judge Sam Rosenman of Shertok's and 
Silver's meeting with Marshall and their feeling that the State 
Department was intent on sabotaging partition. Rosenman re-
plied that he had heard a similar view from Mrs. Roosevelt. 
He promised to talk with the heads of the Democratic party in 
New York and advise them to take urgent action. That same 
evening Epstein met Niles, who had been told by Hilldring of 
his difficulty in keeping track of the various members of the 
UN delegation.26 

On September 29, 1947, the heads of the New York Demo-
cratic party met to discuss Palestine. Among those present were 
Paul E. Fitzpatrick, chairman of the New York State Democratic 
Committee; party boss Ed Flynn; William O'Dwyer, mayor of 
New York; and Karl Sherman, the New York party treasurer. 
After the discussion Ed Flynn was appointed to meet with Tru-
man to explain the dangers to the party and to the president 
himself in next year's elections should it appear that he was not 
standing by his promises to support the Jews in Palestine. Flynn 
spoke with Truman over the telephone and received a favor-
able impression.27 

Niles and Clifford mobilized three cabinet members—Robert 
Hannegan, Oscar Ewing, administrator of the Federal Security 
Agency (forerunner of the Department of Health and Human 
Services), and Tom Clark, attorney general—to persuade Truman 
that the UN delegation had to come out with a clear statement 
on Palestine. The three men visited Truman and impressed on 
him the international importance of the UN decision, on which 
rested the prestige of the United States and of the president.28 

At the end of October, Shertok met with Henderson and told 
him that unless the Americans made their intentions clear it 
was doubtful that the Latin American states would vote for par-
tition. Henderson replied that his government was anxious 
that the solution be a UN plan and not come to be regarded as 
an American one. Any attempt by the American delegation 
to "corral" votes for the majority plan, concluded Henderson, 
would inevitably leave that impression.29 



The UN Partition Resolution / 157 

The Zionists also organized an intensive White House lobby. 
During the month of September 1947, Truman received an es-
timated forty to fifty letters from members of Congress urging 
him to endorse the UNSCOP majority report. Truman was be-
coming the reluctant, bitter hostage of the Zionist lobby, which 
he now blamed for the current impasse. On October 20, 1947, 
one week after the official American statement in support of 
partition, Truman wrote the following to a U.S. senator: "Had 
it not been for the unwarranted interference of the Zionists, we 
would have had the matter settled a year and a half ago. I re-
ceived about thirty-five thousand pieces of mail and propa-
ganda from the Jews in this country while this matter was pend-
ing. I put it all in a pile and struck a match to it."30 

At the beginning of October, Truman was still undecided, 
hoping he could keep out of the fray and leave the issue to Sec-
retary of State Marshall. But the Democrats' losses in the con-
gressional elections of the previous year had been sustained 
partly as the result of a defection of the Jewish vote. This evi-
dently convinced the party managers and aides that Truman 
would have to try hard to recover the support of Jews in the 
1948 elections for the presidency. Like it or not, Truman would 
be forced to fall in line with the Zionist lobby. 

He then received an emotional appeal from Eddie Jacobson: 

T h e future of one-half million Jews in Europe depends on what hap-
pens at the present meeting of the United Nations. . . . In all this 
world, there is only one place where they can go—and that is Pal-
estine. . . . if it were possible for you, as leader and spokesman for our 
country, to express your support of this action, I think we can accom-
plish our aims before the United Nations Assembly. . . . Harry, my 
people need help and I am appealing to you to help them.31 

On October 5 Truman had a short talk alone with Marshall. 
At this meeting the president apparently instructed Marshall to 
make public American support for partition. 

On October 8, at a meeting at the White House attended by 
Lovett, Niles, and Clifford, Truman confirmed the speech pre-
pared by the State Department, which clearly declared Ameri-
can support for a Jewish state.32 In his instructions to Lovett, 
Truman stated that any American financial or economic aid 
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was to be given exclusively through UN auspices and added 
that he was unwilling to "pick up the present United Kingdom 
responsibility for the maintenance of law and order in Pales-
tine." Likewise, any American forces would be made available 
only as part of a UN force.33 

On the same day, Truman replied to Eddie Jacobson, turning 
down his request to intervene in person: 

The matter is now pending before the General Assembly of the United 
Nations and I don't think it would be right or proper for me to inter-
fere at this stage, particularly as it requires a two-thirds vote to accom-
plish the purpose sought. 

General Marshall is handling the thing, I think, as it should be and 
I hope it will work out all right. 

I don't want to be quoted on the subject at all. When I see you I'll 
tell you just what the difficulties are.34 

Niles later told Epstein that one of the reasons why Truman 
had not given explicit instructions to support partition at the 
beginning of the assembly had been his concern that American 
support would commit him to sending American troops.35 Tru-
man feared that the appearance of an American force in the 
Middle East, especially near the borders of the Soviet Union, 
would appear to the Soviets as provocative, spurring Stalin to 
send in troops, which might even lead to a full-scale conflict. 
This Truman was determined to prevent. 

Niles also warned the Zionists that they should expect fur-
ther difficulties until they convinced the president that the Pal-
estine problem could be settled peacefully. All his military ad-
visers were telling Truman that the Yishuv could not defend 
itself against an invasion by the Arab states or even against the 
Palestinian Arabs if supported by those states.36 

The American announcement was made at the United Na-
tions on October 11. A Zionist public relations expert assessed 
cynically the new demarche at a closed meeting of the Ameri-
can Zionist Emergency Council: "We had won a great victory, 
but under no circumstances should any of us believe or think 
we had won because of the devotion of the American Govern-
ment to our cause. We had won because of the sheer pressure 
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of political logistics that was applied by the Jewish leadership in 
the United States."37 

T H E Z I O N I S T L O B B Y 

On October 13, two days after the American announcement, 
the Soviets also announced their support for the UN partition 
plan. Given the Great Powers' endorsement of the plan, it 
seemed unlikely that any other plan would be accepted by the 
General Assembly, even if the UNSCOP plan failed to secure 
the required two-thirds majority vote. Therefore, the State De-
partment now concentrated in the working committees on se-
curing border adjustments favorable to the Arabs. 

Two areas allotted by UNSCOP to the Jews came in for par-
ticular criticism: the town of Jaffa, whose "essentially Arab char-
acter" dictated its inclusion in the Arab state, and the Negev des-
ert area, thought to be more suitable for "seasonal grazing by 
Arab herdsmen . . . than use by Jewish colonies."38 On Novem-
ber ig, the day on which Subcommittee One was due to deter-
mine which state would have domain over the Negev, Lovett 
instructed Johnson and Hilldring not to yield to the Jewish de-
mand for the area.39 

At this point Zionist intervention at the White House brought 
an instant countermanding of the State Department's orders 
from the president. Shertok alerted Weizmann that Johnson 
had proposed the partition of the Negev, which would cut 
the future Jewish state off from the Red Sea. Weizmann fore-
saw the strategic import of the Red Sea outlet for Israel's 
trade with Africa and the Far East. On November 17 Eliahu 
Epstein rang up Niles at the White House, saying that it was ur-
gent that Weizmann meet with the president within forty-eight 
hours, before the subcommittee on borders finished its work. 
One hour later Niles rang back and advised that an interview 
had been fixed for lunchtime on November 19. Weizmann 
was to enter by the East Gate, and the meeting was to be kept 
secret.40 

Weizmann was provided with maps of the Negev, which he 
studied prior to his meeting with Truman. Weizmann later re-
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counted how the president had understood the situation at 
once: "It is the first time in my life that I have met a president 
who can read and understand maps." He convinced Truman 
that the Negev could be made fertile by irrigation and spoke 
also of the Gulf of 'Aqaba as an alternative route to the Suez 
Canal.41 

A little after 3:00 P.M. that same afternoon, Johnson and 
Hilldring summoned Shertok to tell him of Lovett's instructions 
to transfer the Negev to the Arab state. But as they began to 
talk, Hilldring was called to the phone and informed by Truman 
that he wanted the delegation to vote for the inclusion of the 
Negev in the Jewish state.42 When Lovett telephoned Truman 
that evening, the president insisted that he had not meant to 
countermand the under secretary's directives. He had wanted 
to prevent the United States from standing out as a useless mi-
nority against the Zionists' demands.43 

But notwithstanding the successes of the Zionists, their rejoic-
ing was to be short-lived. The United States kept to its policy of 
not exerting pressure on smaller, dependent states, and despite 
both American and Soviet support the UNSCOP partition plan 
failed to receive the required majority on the ad hoc committee, 
as had been foreseen by the State Department. On Novem-
ber 25, 1947, an amended version of the UNSCOP plan was 
adopted, with twenty-five votes for the plan, thirteen against, 
and seventeen abstentions, but it was still a single vote short of 
the two-thirds majority required for a resolution to pass the 
General Assembly plenum.44 

The decisive vote was to be on November 29, 1947. (The 
Zionists, needing to buy time, had by means of a filibuster at the 
plenary session on November 26 secured a further thirty-six-
hour interval—for the next day began the Thanksgiving holi-
day.) The few days before the vote were the most critical and 
decisive in the diplomatic struggle for the State of Israel. Both 
sides concentrated on those states that had abstained on No-
vember 25. The British were informed that the delegates of the 
Philippines, Liberia, and Greece (all dependent on the United 
States) were "deliberately lying low to avoid pressure" but had 
promised their votes in the plenary to the Arabs.45 

Until that point, as may be deduced from the Greek and 
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Philippine statements, the United States had not tried to influ-
ence other countries to follow its example in support of parti-
tion. On the contrary, when approached by the Greeks at the 
end of September, the State Department had advised them that 
it had no objections to their supporting the Arabs.46 Truman had 
endorsed the State Department strategy of "non-intervention" 
lest the United States be maneuvered into the inheritance of 
Britain's Palestine legacy. 

On November 24 Lovett had reported to the White House 
on a talk with the U.S. delegation at the United Nations. Its case 
was "being seriously impeded by high pressure being exerted 
by Jewish agencies." There had also been indications of "bribes 
and threats by Jewish groups." Liberia and Nicaragua were 
among the countries that had been threatened with American 
sanctions. Lovett evidently feared Zionist access to the White 
House and imminent presidential involvement or intervention. 
He asked Truman not to discuss the Palestine question with any-
one and reassured him that "everything consistent with good 
taste and courtesy [was] being done by [the UN] delegation."47 

Truman responded immediately that he did not wish "to use 
improper pressures of any kind on other Delegations to vote 
for the majority report." Accordingly, Lovett instructed the UN 
delegation not to coerce other delegates to follow its lead.48 

T H E Q U E S T FOR A 
B I P A R T I S A N P O L I C Y 

James Forrestal, now defense secretary, mounted a lone, futile 
campaign to include Palestine in an informal bipartisan agree-
ment between the Democrats and Republicans that domestic 
politics should not extend beyond the seaboard. In 1944 New 
York governor Thomas Dewey, on the advice of John Foster 
Dulles, had made an agreement with Secretary of State Cordell 
Hull to remove the issue of the future of the United Nations 
from that year's election campaign. This ad hoc agreement de-
veloped into a broader bipartisan approach to foreign policy 
after the war, culminating in Republican support for the Tru-
man Doctrine and the Marshall Plan.49 

On November 6, 1947, Forrestal buttonholed Senator How-
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ard McGrath, chairman of the Democratic National Committee, 
and in reference to the Zionists told him: "No group in this coun-
try should be permitted to influence our policy to the point 
where it could endanger our national security."50 

McGrath told Forrestal that Jewish sources were responsible 
for a major part of the contributions to the party and that much 
of the money was given "with a distinct idea on the part of the 
givers that they will have an opportunity to express their views 
and have them seriously considered on such questions as the 
present Palestine question."51 At election time McGrath stated: 
"There were two or three pivotal states which could not be car-
ried without the support of people who were deeply interested 
in the Palestine question."52 

Forrestal replied that he would rather lose those states in a 
national election than run the risks that he felt might develop in 
the handling of the Palestine question. But Forrestal was also a 
Truman appointee and could hardly expect to enjoy the same 
politically neutral status as State Department officials. 

Forrestal never enjoyed the influence he would have liked to 
have had with the Truman administration. His loyalty to the 
Democratic party was suspect. So far as anyone knew, he never 
made any substantial contributions to the party, and in 1948 he 
let it be known that he was ready to serve under Governor 
Dewey, who Forrestal was sure was going to win the election. 
Predictably, Forrestal was not included in Truman's second 
administration.53 

In addition, Forrestal's personal relations with Truman were 
poor. He made pathetic attempts to break into Truman's White 
House stag circle, forcing himself to play poker, a game which 
he disliked and at which he regularly lost large sums of money. 
But despite Forrestal's efforts, he never gained Truman's con-
fidence nor did the president ever feel able to relax in his 
presence.54 

On top of all this, Bartley Crum attached an anti-Semitic slur 
to Forrestal in a speech made on March 10, 1948. In a dema-
gogic attack Crum insinuated that Forrestal was at the center of 
an administration anti-Zionist conspiracy. This had its origins 
in Forrestal's personal interests, deriving from his former posi-
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tion as a partner and president of Dillon, Read and Company, a 
Wall Street investment firm that had been active in floating 
large loans for a number of oil companies.55 

There was more than enough in Forrestal's background to 
arouse suspicions of anti-Semitism on his part. His family ap-
parently were anti-Semitic; he was ambivalent toward Jews and 
had difficulty accepting them as social equals. Many of the Wall 
Street investment banking houses and law firms refused to em-
ploy Jews, and some of the Washington and New York clubs to 
which Forrestal belonged denied them admission. The Navy 
Department was notorious for its discrimination against Jews, 
although Forrestal to his credit broke with this tradition.56 

For all the above reasons Forrestal's bipartisan campaign had 
little impact. When he tackled McGrath a second time, on No-
vember 26, this time showing him a secret CIA report on Pal-
estine, McGrath prevaricated and said he would like time to 
study the documents.57 

T H E J A C O B S O N - G R A N O F F 
C O N N E C T I O N 

On November 27, the White House lobby in favor of partition 
moved into top gear. Truman's own later denials notwithstand-
ing, there can be little doubt that he and his White House staff 
did intervene decisively after the partition plan had failed to 
obtain the necessary two-thirds majority on November 25. In 
March 1948, during another crisis in Palestine affairs, Clark 
Clifford in an internal memorandum reminded Truman of his 
crucial role the previous November: "We 'crossed the Rubicon' 
on this matter when the partition resolution was adopted by the 
Assembly—largely at your insistence."58 

Several contemporary Zionist sources confirm Truman's de-
cisive role. Michael Comay, at the time in charge of the Jewish 
Agency's New York office, analyzed the progression of events in 
a personal letter written three days after the final vote: "A num-
ber of delegations, normally very susceptible to American views, 
told us that they had been given to understand that Washing-on 
did not insist on their support on this particular issue. . . . in 
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Marshall's view this was a UN policy rather than a US one." The 
climax to the American "policy of indifference" had come on 
November 25: 

Greece, the Philippines and Haiti—three countries completely depen-
dent on Washington—suddenly came out one after another against its 
declared policy. We stalled off a decision, and over Thanksgiving Day, 
which was a holiday, an avalanche descended upon the White House 
while some newspapers openly accused officials in the State Depart-
ment of sabotage. The President, we learned, became very upset and 
threw his personal weight behind the effort to get a decision. . . . It 
was only in the last 48 hours, i.e. on Friday and Saturday, that we 
really got the full backing of the United States.59 

Rabbi Silver confirmed this train of events in his report to the 
American Zionist Emergency Council: 

When the Philippines, Haiti and Greece fell away on the same day, 
this served notice to many wavering delegations that the American 
Government was not really concerned about the outcome. Fortu-
nately, we were given a breathing spell of 36 hours. During this time, 
we marshalled our forces, Jewish and non-Jewish opinion, leaders 
and masses alike, converged on the Government and induced the 
President to assert the authority of his Administration to overcome 
the negative attitude of the State Department which persisted to the 
end, and persists today. The result was that our Government made its 
intense desire for the adoption of the partition plan known to the 
wavering governments.60 

What led to Truman's eleventh-hour reversal? Historians 
have been at a loss to explain it, primarily because of the dearth 
of hard evidence. As has been noted already, the lobby within 
the White House was somewhat clandestine, and therefore 
many of its operations were never committed to paper. But 
more facts have come to light in recent years, especially on one 
important member of the lobby—Eddie Jacobson. 

Jacobson's well-publicized role in the diplomatic struggle for 
Palestine has until now been related almost exclusively to the 
American trusteeship proposal of March 1948 (see chapter 10). 
In 1968 Ian Bickerton suggested that Jacobson had lobbied Tru-
man on the Zionists' behalf prior to the November resolution.61 

But in 1972 the Bickerton thesis was rejected by Frank Adler 
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of Kansas City, a local Jewish historian and an acknowledged 
authority on the Truman-Jacobson relationship. Relying on 
presidential logbooks, Adler concluded that Jacobson had no 
meetings with Truman between April 30 and December 9, 
i947-62 

Truman's daughter, Margaret, in her biography of her fa-
ther, has dismissed as "absurd myth" the idea that Jacobson was 
a frequeAt visitor to the Truman White House. She claims that 
after a single appeal to the president, the well-publicized one 
of March 1948, Jacobson "learned his lesson" and never ap-
proached Truman again.63 

But using White House records, Adler also discovered that Ja-
cobson was received by Truman no less than twenty-four times 
in the Oval Office. Thirteen of those meetings were marked "off 
the record." In addition, Jacobson met Truman several times 
outside the White House—in New York, in Key West, and in 
Kansas City; in 1948, during Truman's whistle-stop tour, Jacob-
son traveled for three days aboard the presidential train.64 

Such was the frequency of Jacobson's visits to the White House 
that none other than Clark Clifford, the front advocate of the 
Zionist cause against the State Department line, protested in ir-
ritation. In June 1948, when David Niles reported to Clifford 
on a Jacobson visit to speak about the final boundaries of the 
State of Israel, Max Lowenthal noted: "Clifford blew up and 
said that Jacobson ought not to be coming in to see the Presi-
dent on these matters. Dave said to Clifford: 'I did not arrange 
it; Jacobson was seeing the President for years before we began 
seeing the President; the President will be seeing Jacobson for 
years after the present date and we can't stop it.'"65 

In 1973, one year after Adler published his book, Jacobson's 
personal diary was discovered, tucked away at the bottom of a 
box of old letters and photographs in a Kansas City attic. Jacob-
son's diary entries indicate that he saw the president in Febru-
ary 1947 and that he was in frequent contact with him during 
November of that year.66 

Another Kansas City personality influenced the Jacobson-
Truman relationship during this period—Abraham Granoff, 
Jacobson's old friend and oracle. Granoff, a lawyer, had a trained 
mind and was intellectual mentor to the uneducated Jacobson. 
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During this period, they usually visited Truman at the White 
House together. 

The two men had first met in the early 1930s when they were 
carpooling their children to the same school. When Jacobson 
bought his store, Granoff gave him legal advice, and in lieu of 
payment, which Granoff refused to accept, Jacobson gave him 
items of clothing.67 

Granoff had already met Truman in 1924, when they both 
happened to be having their hair cut at Frank Spina's (of Bat-
tery D) barbershop. The acquaintance developed when they 
later began to play poker regularly at Eddie Jacobson's house. If 
Truman and Granoff happened to sit next to each other, Tru-
man would look into his hand and quip: "I got you beat al-
ready." Neither politics nor Zionism was ever discussed. Ac-
cording to Granoff, Truman had liked to embarrass him with 
risqué stories, which he continued to do even in the White 
House, where Granoff's blushes had produced roars of laugh-
ter from Jacobson and the president. 

Granoff could not have imagined "even two brothers being 
as close and affectionate as these two friends were."68 Truman's 
attitude toward Jacobson never changed, but when Truman be-
came president, Jacobson's respect amounted to awe. Jacobson 
never fixed up appointments in advance. He first made sure 
that Truman was in Washington, then flew up and telephoned 
Matt Connelly, the appointments secretary. After going through 
a regular, jocular cussing routine ("what the hell are you doing 
here without his permission"), Jacobson and Granoff would get 
in within a few hours with no limit on time. They were gener-
ally shown in through the back door to avoid the press and 
photographers. 

Truman always had time for his two old friends from Kansas 
City. Undoubtedly, they provided a welcome break from more 
"official" business. And in contrast to most other visitors who 
came to promote the Zionist cause, they never lectured or hec-
tored the president. The fifteen-minute appointments usually 
ran to half an hour. Truman would ask about their wives and 
children by name and sign a dollar bill for them. But Granoff 
was aware that Truman never took them fully into his confi-
dence. Nor did he ever commit himself one way or another. 
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Granoff had joined the Zionist movement briefly in the 1920s. 
But he had soon left "due to their fanaticism." Jacobson never 
joined. Once Truman became president, the Zionists made re-
peated attempts to mobilize the two men but were rebuffed.69 

When Granoff and Jacobson visited the president, they were 
extremely sensitive about their position as American Jews and 
on their guard lest their appeals on behalf of their fellow Jews 
should be construed as conflicting with their patriotic duty as 
Americans. On one occasion Granoff stated that "neither he 
nor Jacobson would ever ask [Truman] to do anything against 
the best interests of the United States." Truman, grim, and ap-
parently irritated by the remark, replied: "You guys wouldn't 
get to the front gate if I thought any differently. You needn't 
have said it."70 

In June 1947 through Granoff, Jacobson was prevailed on to 
press Truman to act again to get the 100,000 DPs admitted into 
Palestine. In that month Granoff received a phone call from 
Maurice Bisgyer, one of the heads of B'nai B'rith. The national 
president, Frank Goldman, was on an extension. Bisgyer asked 
if Granoff knew of a man called "Jacobs, Jacobstein, or some-
thing," who was supposed to be a close friend of the president. 
Granoff replied: "Sure I know him, I ought to; I'm his friend 
and lawyer!" B'nai B'rith was concerned about the Jewish DPs 
still languishing in the European centers. Granoff helped ar-
range a meeting with Jacobson the next week in the Hotel 
Muehlbach in Kansas City.71 

At their meeting Bisgyer asked Jacobson to intercede with the 
president to get the 100,000 into Palestine, adding: "We must 
overcome the State Department." Jacobson replied: "Harry 
Truman will do what's right if he knows all the facts. If I can 
help supply them I will. But I'm no Zionist so first I need the 
facts from you."72 

Within a week Jacobson and Granoff flew to Washington, at 
their own expense. Their mission was to appeal for the 100,000 
but not to urge partition. Backing them now was the powerful 
B'nai B'rith organization, which in contrast to the Zionists had 
not fallen out with Truman.73 At their meeting with the presi-
dent, Truman evidently insisted that he could not intervene 
while the problem was under UN consideration. 
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As noted, in October the administration had come out in 
favor of partition. Once it became official American policy to 
support the UN partition plan, many non-Zionist Jewish bod-
ies, such as the American Jewish Committee and B'nai B'rith, 
followed the administration's lead. By November 1947 the prob-
lem was not to secure the administration's support for a Jewish 
state in Palestine but to get the administration to use its influ-
ence at the United Nations in that cause. 

In November 1947 Jacobson was again mobilized to secure a 
more forward presidential promotion of the UN partition plan. 
He noted in his diary that the president was "fighting [the] en-
tire Cabinet and State Department to put over Partition." On 
November 17 he wrote: "again to [the] White House." On 
Wednesday, November 26, he received a call from the White 
House—"everything O.K." The next day Jacobson sent a two-
page wire to Truman. On November 28 he received a tele-
phone call from Truman's secretary (presumably Matt Con-
nelly), who told him "not to worry." On November 29 Jacobson 
noted enigmatically: "Mission accomplished."74 

W H I T E H O U S E I N T E R V E N T I O N 

Truman undoubtedly allowed his aides to lobby for partition, 
notwithstanding his assurance to Lovett to the contrary. Jacob-
son's was just one more voice emanating from Truman's close 
entourage, which included Niles, Clifford, and Lowenthal—not 
to mention the party managers, who at the end of November 
pressed the president to stop the rot at the United Nations. 

Loy Henderson recalled later a telephone conversation in 
late November with Herschel Johnson, the State Department's 
deputy head of the American delegation to the United Nations. 
Henderson asked if American representatives had been en-
gaged in any "arm-twisting." Johnson, evidently under consid-
erable tension, actually burst into tears: "Loy, forgive me for 
breaking down like this, but Dave Niles called us here a couple 
of days ago and said that the President had instructed him to 
tell us that, by God, he wanted us to get busy and get all the 
votes that we possibly could; that there would be hell if the vot-
ing went the wrong way."75 
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Clark Clifford took an active part in the lobby. During a se-
ries of interviews given in 1949, he made the following graphic 
statement: "I was concerned that it might not go through and 
talked with the representatives of other nations about it. We 
went for it. It was because the White House was for it that it went 
through. I kept the ramrod up the State Department's butt."76 

Clifford conferred with the Philippines ambassador in Wash-
ington on November 28." The Philippine president, Carlos 
Rojas, had already come under considerable American pres-
sure—a cable from two Supreme Court justices and one from 
ten senators, both warning him of the consequences in the 
United States if his country did not change its antipartition 
vote. By the end of the day the Philippine delegate was ready to 
vote for partition.78 

Liberia, which had abstained on November 25, was another 
prime target for the Zionist lobby. Liberia was dependent upon 
its rubber exports, the major part of which were bought by 
Firestone Rubber. On Niles's suggestion the Liberian delegate 
to the United Nations was warned that if he did not change his 
vote to a positive one, former Secretary of State Stettinius would 
use his business connections to see that he did. Stettinius got 
Harvey Firestone, fearful of a Jewish boycott of his products, 
to advise Liberian president Tubman that if his country's vote 
were not revised the Firestone company would have to recon-
sider its plans to extend its holdings in his country. On Novem-
ber 29 Liberia voted for partition.79 

Greece, though dependent on U.S. aid under the Truman 
Doctrine, was one country that did not change its vote. Some 
warnings were transmitted to the Greeks by Zionists and mem-
bers of the administration in New York. David Niles tried to 
exert some pressure through a leading Boston businessman of 
Greek extraction. But apparently the pressure did not come 
from persons high up enough in the administration, or it came 
too late.80 

The Central and Latin American countries were also prime 
targets for the lobby. The Cuban delegate, Guillermo Belt, in-
formed State Department officials that one Latin American 
country had changed its vote in return for seventy-five thou-
sand dollars; another delegation, believed to be that of Costa 
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Rica, had turned down forty thousand dollars, though it was 

ordered subsequently by its government to change its vote to 

positive.81 

Cuba, Haiti, and even France all came under pressure to vote 

for partition. The French, fearful of adverse reaction by Arabs 

in their North African colonies, preferred not to commit them-

selves. Bernard Baruch, mobilized by David Niles, delivered a 

stiff warning to the French delegate that the United States would 

cut off its aid if France voted against partition. This, together 

with last-minute instructions from French premier Leon Blum 

(with whom Weizmann had spoken), led finally to a positive 

French vote.82 

On Saturday afternoon, November 29, 1947, the UN Gen-

eral Assembly convened at Flushing Meadow for the decisive 

vote. The result, transmitted live on radio around the world, 

showed a comfortable majority for partition (map 1): thirty-

three for, thirteen against, and ten abstentions. 

Nine of the seventeen countries that had abstained on No-

vember 25 still abstained. Seven switched their votes in favor of 

partition. The Arabs had manged to persuade just one ab-

stainer to switch to a negative vote—Greece. One former affir-

mative vote was lost to the Zionists when Chile switched to 

abstention.83 

Truman might well have felt gratified that his efforts and, 

even more, those of his staff had produced the desired result. 

He probably took satisfaction in the congratulations that poured 

in. On December 3 Congressman Celler congratulated him for 

"the effective work you did with regard to the Palestine Resolu-

tion passed by the U.N. General Assembly."84 

On December 8 Truman received a private visit from Eddie 

Jacobson and Abe Granoff. As Granoff recalled later, it had 

been his idea for once to call on the president, this time not to 

ask him for anything but simply to thank him. As usual they 

paid their own fares from Kansas City to Washington. "And we 

two poor guys dug into our little bank accounts and went there. 

We were ushered in and stayed quite a while. . . . we said, 'Mr. 

President, we came here once in our lives not asking you for 

anything. Just to say thank you and God bless you.'"85 

Truman told them that he and he alone had been responsible 

for swinging the votes of several delegates.86 



Map l. The United Nations Partition Plan, November 1947 
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On December 12 Jacobson wrote Truman that he and Gran-
off had written an editorial for the January edition of the B'nai 
B'rith magazine, National Jewish Monthly, "to tell American Jews 
that it had been Truman's leadership which had secured the 
necessary two-thirds vote for partition." The magazine's edi-
torial, unsigned, duly gave Truman personal credit for having 
instructed the American delegation to the United Nations to 
use its influence.87 

But although Truman may have savored, if only ephemer-
ally, the personal and political accolades of old friends and 
party members, it is highly unlikely that he foresaw the con-
sequences of the UN partition vote. Truman could not have 
known that war would break out in Palestine on the morrow of 
the vote. Much less was he yet really persuaded that a Jewish 
state was necessary to solve the Jewish problem. 

The UN partition resolution was a recommendation only 
with no machinery to enforce it. Those voting for partition had 
done so on the assumption that it could be effected peaceably 
and that the two successor states (and the internationalized 
"State of Jerusalem") would enter into an economic union. 
None of these assumptions were translated into reality. Fur-
thermore, the civil war in Palestine would be fought during a 
period of grave and deepening crisis in Europe. 



TEN 

The Retreat from Partition 

The day after the passage of the UN partition resolution, civil 
war erupted in Palestine. Until the end of March 1948 the 
Palestinian Arabs retained the upper hand and through their 
control of Palestine's arterial roads threatened to carve up the 
Jewish community into isolated islands. That month the Yi-
shuv's military and political fortunes sank to their lowest. But in 
April 1948 the Hagana defense forces went on the offensive, 
and by May 14, the date designated for independence, the nas-
cent State of Israel had established territorial contiguity between 
most Jewish settlements (including those in the Arab state) and 
secured most of the areas allotted to it by the United Nations.1 

During the first three months of 1948, when the Yishuv 
seemed threatened with military disaster, the Cold War in Eu-
rope was escalating. On February 25 the legitimate government 
in Czechoslovakia was overthrown by a Communist coup; on 
March 5 General Lucius Clay, U.S. military governor of the 
American-occupied zone in Germany, cabled the director of 
intelligence of the U.S. Army in Washington to warn that war 
with the Soviets might come "with dramatic suddenness";2 at 
the beginning of April the Soviets began to hinder the passage 
of Western convoys to West Berlin—the Berlin blockade had 
begun. 

The American military establishment was ill-equipped to 
counter Soviet conventional forces in Europe. An army that 
had numbered 3.5 million men in May 1945 was by March 1946 
reduced to 400,000, mostly new recruits.3 Because of the tense 
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situation in Europe, Truman reintroduced conscription in 

March 1948. 

Against this background, Truman was called on by the State 

Department during the spring of 1948 to approve an American 

retreat from partition. 

T H E R E T R E A T F R O M P A R T I T I O N 

On November 14, 1947, that is, two weeks prior to the passage 

of the U N Palestine resolution, the State Department had im-

posed an arms embargo on Israel and its Arab neighbors. T h e 

Zionists felt that the American embargo worked primarily 

against them. Until the summer of 1948 the Arabs continued to 

receive arms shipments from the British under existing con-

tracts. Israel was reduced to smuggling arms in from Eastern 

Europe. In addition, the Zionists claimed, it was they who had 

accepted the U N partition resolution and the Arabs who were 

opposing it with armed force. 

The embargo was made public only on December 5, 1947. 

David Niles explained to the Zionists that he, Clifford, and even 

Truman had learned of the State Department move only after 

its publication. But Truman, being opposed to any American 

military intervention in Palestine and the use by either side of 

American arms, had agreed immediately.4 

The Zionists appealed repeatedly to the State Department, 

and Weizmann directly to President Truman, to lift the em-

bargo, but with no result. A letter from Weizmann to Truman 

in April 1948, at one of the bleakest moments for Israel in the 

war, expresses well the sentiment of the Zionists at that time: 

Having recognized the right of our people to independence last No-
vember, the great powers now expose them to the risk of extermina-
tion and do not even grant them the arms to provide for their own 
defence. Arab aggression is now more confident than ever. . . . The 
practical question now is whether your Administration will proceed to 
leave our people unarmed in the face of an attack which it apparently 
feels unable to stop. . . . The choice of our people, Mr. President, is 
between Statehood and extermination.5 

The arms embargo provided a lively topic for many domestic 

political debates and became an issue for which Truman was 
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held to account. In June 1948 the Democratic party plank on 

Palestine included the resolution: "We favor the revision of the 

arms embargo to accord the State of Israel the right of self-

defense." But Truman's administration did not lift the embargo. 

It even refused an Israeli request for armored plate to protect 

passenger buses against the Arabs' armed attacks. 

During December 1947 and January 1948, a general consen-

sus on Palestine developed within the American administra-

tion. This held that because of the war in Palestine partition 

could not be implemented except by force. But it was taken as 

axiomatic that American military involvement in support of a 

Jewish state would jeopardize the national interest in the entire 

Middle East. Not only would the Arabs impose sanctions against 

American businesses but the introduction of any U N force 

would probably provoke the Soviet Union to extend its influ-

ence (and the Cold War) into the area.6 

Given the blatant discrepancies between American commit-

ments overseas and the mobilized manpower available, military 

intervention in the Middle East, even as part of a U N force, was 

hardly even an option. O n February 12, 1948, at a meeting of 

the National Security Council, the Joint Chiefs of Staff warned 

Truman that the dispatch of any sizable ground forces to Pales-

tine would require partial mobilization.7 O n e week later, Major 

General Alfred W. Greunther, head of the Joint Chiefs, told 

Truman that the implementation of the partition plan by force 

would require a minimum of 80,000 and a maximum of 160,000 

American troops.8 

Truman had declared his opposition to the dispatch of Ameri-

can troops to Palestine as early as August 1945. T h e deepening 

crisis in Europe served only to reinforce his position. 

Because of American pressures and lobbying during the last 

stages of the General Assembly, it was now generally believed 

that the partition plan finally passed by the United Nations was 

an American one, for whose implementation the United States 

now bore a heavy responsibility. Therefore, the State Depart-

ment concluded, it was incumbent upon the United States to 

announce that it had become convinced that partition was not a 

practical solution and to initiate a special session of the United 

Nations, at which the United States would propose a temporary 
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trusteeship f o r Palestine, p e n d i n g a g r e e m e n t b e t w e e n the two 

communit ies on a final solution.9 

O n February 9 , 1 9 4 8 , T r u m a n received J u d g e J o s e p h Pros-

kauer of the A m e r i c a n Jewish C o m m i t t e e . Proskauer received 

the impression that the president h a d n o intention w h a t e v e r o f 

intervening in the Palestine issue: " H e was satisfied with issuing 

general guidelines a n d leaving the practical initiatives in the 

hands of Marshall a n d his aides." 1 0 

T r u m a n c o n f i r m e d this on February 19, 1 9 4 8 , w h e n h e m e t 

with Secretary o f State Marshall. T r u m a n reassured Marshall 

that he w o u l d s u p p o r t whichever course the d e p a r t m e n t be-

lieved was right a n d that it could disregard politics." B u t the 

State D e p a r t m e n t r e m a i n e d skeptical o f the will or ability o f the 

T r u m a n W h i t e H o u s e to ignore the heavy domestic overtones 

of the Palestine problem. 

T H E B I P A R T I S A N 

A P P R O A C H F A I L S 

Secretary o f D e f e n s e Forrestal was still p u r s u i n g his lone c a m -

paign to include Palestine in the bipartisan a g r e e m e n t on f o r -

eign policy that generally held between the two parties, but he 

was not m a k i n g m u c h progress. O n D e c e m b e r 10, 1 9 4 7 , h e h a d 

spoken with Senator V a n d e n b u r g , the Republican c h a m p i o n o f 

bipartisanship, w h o reported the f e e l i n g in R e p u b l i c a n circles 

that the D e m o c r a t s had exploited the Palestine issue politically 

a n d that the Republicans were entitled to d o the same. T h r e e 

days later Forrestal a p p r o a c h e d G o v e r n o r D e w e y , the R e p u b l i -

can candidate f o r the presidency. D e w e y c o n c u r r e d in principle 

but d o u b t e d if a g r e e m e n t was in fact possible because o f "the 

intemperate attitude o f the Jewish p e o p l e w h o h a d taken Pal-

estine as the emotional symbol" a n d because he d i d not believe 

that the Democratic party w o u l d be willing to f o r e g o the a d v a n -

tages o f the Jewish vote.1 2 

C o n c e r n e d by the R e p u b l i c a n leaders' cynicism, in J a n u a r y 

1948 Forrestal went to T r u m a n . H e secured the president's per-

mission to m a k e a demiofficial o f f e r to the Republicans to in-

clude Palestine in the bipartisan a g r e e m e n t . O n J a n u a r y 21 

Forrestal reported back to the State D e p a r t m e n t that the m a j o r -
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ity o f Republican leaders h a d accepted the a g r e e m e n t , with the 

exception o f Dewey, w h o r e m a i n e d skeptical. Forrestal sug-

gested that Secretary Marshall personally take u p the issue with 

T r u m a n . 1 3 

A t the b e g i n n i n g of February, Forrestal met with G a l e Sulli-

van, vice-chairman of the Democratic National C o m m i t t e e . H e 

u r g e d that the party "eat c r o w " on the U N partition resolution 

a n d w a r n e d that if A m e r i c a n forces were d r a w n into any conflict 

in Palestine it w o u l d spark o f f in the U n i t e d States "the biggest 

wave o f anti-Semitism . . . that [had] ever been i m a g i n e d . " 1 4 

Forrestal's efforts did not g o unnoticed, or a p p a r e n t l y u n -

monitored, by the Zionists. D u r i n g his last m o n t h s in office, 

he suspected he was u n d e r c o n t i n u o u s surveillance by Zionist 

agents. In part his suspicions reflected the severe mental ill-

ness that w o u l d c o n s u m e him. B u t they were also not entirely 

u n f o u n d e d . Close associates recalled that at the h e i g h t o f the 

Palestine controversy Forrestal had had police follow him. T h e 

police had a p p r e h e n d e d two p h o t o g r a p h e r s e m p l o y e d by the 

Zionists in the h o p e of securing shots of Forrestal visiting A r a b 

embassies.1 5 

O n February 6, 1948, Forrestal was w a r n e d o f f by n o n e other 

than B e r n a r d B a r u c h , not exactly an ardent Zionist himself. 

B a r u c h w a r n e d Forrestal that he was already identif ied with the 

opposition to the U N policy on Palestine to a d e g r e e not in his 

best interests. A l t h o u g h B a r u c h did not a p p r o v e of the Zion-

ists' actions, h e believed that the Democratic party could only 

lose by trying to g e t the government 's policy reversed. Forrestal 

m a d e two f u r t h e r a p p r o a c h e s to Secretary of State Marshall, o n 

February 12 a n d 18, 1948, a n d then apparently g a v e up. 1 6 

For the present a political s t a n d o f f was maintained. W h i l e 

the State D e p a r t m e n t was p r e p a r i n g an orderly retreat f r o m the 

U N partition plan, no e v e n t o f significance on the domestic p o -

litical calendar required the intervention o f the W h i t e H o u s e . 

A t a m e e t i n g o n February 12, 1948, attended by D e a n R u s k 

(director o f the D e p a r t m e n t o f Special Political A f f a i r s , soon to 

be r e n a m e d O f f i c e o f the U n i t e d Nations), Marshall, a n d G e o r g e 

K e n n a n (director o f the newly f o r m e d Policy P l a n n i n g S t a f f ) , it 

was a g r e e d to m a r k time in the h o p e that events in Palestine 

w o u l d force the Security C o u n c i l to take matters in h a n d by itself 
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instituting a UN trusteeship. Bearing in mind the ever-present 
risk of a domestic public opinion backlash, Marshall preferred 
not to put forward trusteeship as an American initiative.17 

D O M E S T I C P O L I T I C A L 
C O N S I D E R A T I O N S 

On February 17 the delicate political balance was upset by a 
Democratic defeat of traumatic proportions in a congressional 
by-election. The special election, which took place in the Bronx, 
was the first test of strength for the secessionist Wallace move-
ment. The Democrats' candidate, the relatively unknown Karl 
Propper, was defeated by the American Labor party's Leo 
Isaacson, a Wallace supporter. The defeat was by a two-to-one 
margin in a district normally controlled by Democratic party 
boss Ed Flynn. 

Some analysts predicted that in the presidential elections, 
Wallace's candidacy would split the Democratic vote and thereby 
throw New York, California, Michigan, Illinois, and Pennsyl-
vania to the Republicans, ensuring their victory. Even though 
the election result did not in fact reflect the true strength of the 
Wallace movement, it did serve as a tonic and almost sent Demo-
crats into fits of hysteria.18 

Truman's popularity had begun declining since the fall of 
1947, and he now faced further defections. On February 20, 
fifty-two southern congressmen condemned a vigorous mes-
sage on civil rights that Truman had sent to the Congress ear-
lier that month. The Democrats began to look for an alternative 
candidate for president. 

On March 15 Time magazine commented that only "a politi-
cal miracle, or extraordinary stupidity on the part of the Repub-
licans can save the Democratic party, after 16 years of power, 
from a debacle in November."19 

The Bronx electoral district was 55 percent Jewish, and the 
vote was seen also as a protest against Truman's vacillating Pal-
estine policy and the arms embargo. During the campaign, 
both Isaacson and Wallace had played up the Palestine issue. 
Wallace had charged: "Truman talks like a Jew and acts like an 
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Arab." It was taken as a warning by Truman that "Palestine 

would rival the Cold War as an election issue in 1948."20 

But notwithstanding the Bronx result, the State Department 

believed that the American public as a whole opposed any Amer-

ican military involvement in the Middle East. Its immediate ob-

jective was to defuse the situation in Palestine and to prevent 

the conflict there from spreading, thereby creating a situation 

in which the United States would be forced to intervene, per-

haps even against Soviet forces. 

At the end of February the department commissioned its 

own series of opinion polls designed to test the readiness of the 

public to send American troops to Palestine to implement parti-

tion. The poll found that general support for partition had 

dropped to 38 percent from a high of 65 percent the previous 

November; 83 percent of all those questioned and 61 percent 

of the Jews asked were against a unilateral American interven-

tion. But in a separate poll 91 percent of the Jews favored the 

dispatch of American troops within the framework of a UN 

force, compared with 50 percent in favor in the general poll.21 

Which Palestine strategy should the Truman White House 

therefore adopt in 1948? Would a more vigorous pro-Zionist 

policy recoup the Jewish vote, or should Truman write them 

off? Or did the State Department polls prove that promotion of 

the Zionist cause would cost Truman far more non-Jewish votes 

than he could hope to win from the Jews? One astute British 

observer commented on the polls: "The pro-Zionist voters could 

be appeased only by a policy which would alienate the larger 

number of voters who would object to the shedding of Ameri-

can blood in a Jewish cause."22 

T R U M A N A P P R O V E S 

T H E T R U S T E E S H I P 

While the Bronx election result was still being analyzed and di-

gested by the Democratic party, the State Department took the 

next step to resolve the Palestine imbroglio at the United Na-

tions. On February 21 it submitted a position paper to Truman 

stating that once it became apparent that the UN Security Coun-
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cil was unable to implement the November partition plan, "due 
to insufficient acquiescence on the part of the people of Pales-
tine," the problem would be submitted to a special session of 
the General Assembly. It would then be self-evident that the 
peoples of Palestine were not ready for independence and that 
a trusteeship for an additional period was necessary.23 

Truman approved the department's proposal, provided "that 
nothing should be presented to [the] Security Council that could 
be interpreted as a recession on our part from the position we 
took in the General Assembly."24 

On February 24, 1948, Warren Austin, the American ambas-
sador to the United Nations, in a speech that had Truman's 
stamp of approval told the Security Council: "The Security 
Council is authorized to take forceful measures with respect to 
Palestine to remove a threat to international peace. The Char-
ter of the United Nations does not empower the Security Coun-
cil to enforce a political settlement. . . . The Security Council's 
action, in other words, is directed to keeping the peace and not to 
enforcing partition."25 

In a column headlined "The Wriggling President" in the 
Washington Post, the Alsop brothers complained about the lack 
of resolution in Truman's policy and stated the need "for a very 
necessary briefing of the press on the legal niceties" of Austin's 
speech.26 The British Foreign Office saw clearly through the 
American subterfuge: 

I think that Mr. Austin is in effect saying "For [internal U.S.] political 
reasons we cannot go back on our view that partition is the right course. 
But we have come to realise that it will produce a God-awful mess in 
solving which we shall have to take a major part. Therefore, it is now 
convenient for us to argue legally that that part of the Assembly reso-
lution which in effect told the Security Council to enforce partition 
was wrong because it conflicted with the Council's powers under the 
Charter."27 

The administration was giving due warning, even if wrapped 
in legal jargon, of its refusal to enforce the UN partition plan 
against Arab resistance. At the end of January 1948 Elea-
nor Roosevelt had warned Truman precisely against just such 
reticence: 
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If the United Nations does not put through and enforce the partition 

and protection of people in general in Palestine, we are facing a very 

serious situation in which its position for the future is at stake. . . . 

If we do not take some stand to strengthen the U N organization at 

the present time, I shall not be surprised if Russia does, which will put 

us in a difficult position to say the least. 

If the United Nations is going to be the instrument for peace, now 

is the crucial time to strengthen it.28 

B u t T r u m a n had been led to believe what the State D e p a r t -

m e n t still h o p e d — t h a t given the state o f war r a g i n g in Pal-

estine, the U N Security C o u n c i l w o u l d itself s u s p e n d the par-

tition plan a n d set u p a trusteeship in the country. So l o n g as 

the U n i t e d States took n o initiative against partition, the W h i t e 

H o u s e n e e d not f e a r any adverse Jewish reaction. B u t a l t h o u g h 

Austin's February speech p r o d u c e d n o domestic backlash, the 

tactical retreat on Palestine did not g o entirely unnoticed. 

Senator Francis M y e r s of Pennsylvania w a r n e d T r u m a n 

that a few lower-level Democratic party leaders in his state 

h a d resigned a n d that m a n y Jews in his constituency were bit-

ter a b o u t the president a n d the party.2 9 Conversely, William 

Philips, f o r m e r u n d e r secretary o f state and a m e m b e r o f the 

1946 j o i n t committee, gave L o y H e n d e r s o n a message hearten-

ing to the State D e p a r t m e n t a n d d u l y passed on to T r u m a n : 

"I believe the w h o l e country, e x c e p t the fanatical N e w York 

Zionists is s ighing with relief this m o r n i n g with the news that 

w e are not c o m m i t t e d to e n f o r c e the decision with respect to 

Palestine."3 0 

A t the e n d o f February, Kermit Roosevelt a n d Virginia Gil-

dersleeve (dean emeritus of B a r n a r d C o l l e g e ) set u p in Wash-

ington the C o m m i t t e e f o r Justice a n d Peace in the H o l y L a n d , 

a pressure g r o u p c o m m i t t e d to the reversal of partition. T h e 

committee h a d a 1 0 0 - m e m b e r national council, which i n c l u d e d 

well -known Protestant c h u r c h m e n a n d educators w h o had o n c e 

lived in the M i d d l e East. T h e c o m m i t t e e collaborated closely 

with the A m e r i c a n C o u n c i l f o r Judaism. 3 1 

U n d e r political siege at h o m e a n d c o n f r o n t e d with grave 

threats a n d decisions abroad, President T r u m a n was as usual 

weary o f a n d p e r p l e x e d by the Palestine p r o b l e m . T h e U N par-

tition plan h a d ignited a war in Palestine, o n e which the Jews 
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were currently losing. If the State Department could manage a 

UN suspension of partition while avoiding any direct American 

responsibility or blame, then he might yet escape adverse do-

mestic repercussions. In the meantime he was determined at all 

costs to evade Zionist pressures. 

E D D I E J A C O B S O N A G A I N 

The Zionists had been monitoring events in Washington and at 

Lake Success, New York, headquarters of the United Nations. 

As early as January 1948 they had arrived at an accurate prog-

nosis. The State Department officials, once more in full control 

of Palestine policy, were determined to "slow down the imple-

mentation and eventually go back on the decision of the United 

Nations Assembly." Many Zionist leaders were convinced that 

"the mass pressure of public opinion" was required immedi-

ately to induce President Truman to reassume control of policy, 

"as he [had] on several occasions before and during the meet-

ings of the United Nations Assembly."32 

The Zionists were fully aware of the differences of opinion 

between the State Department and the White House on the 

question of the Jewish vote. They were told by party officials 

that "the top people in State and Defense don't care a thing 

about the elections. They are telling the President that if he has 

any courage at all, he will be willing to lose next Fall if that is the 

way to safeguard American security. . . . all this comes down to 

bases and oil and the whole problem of building up our posi-

tion vis-à-vis Russia."33 

In London, Dr. Chaim Weizmann, Zionist elder statesman 

(albeit recently deposed from the presidency of the World Zi-

onist Organization), was besieged by phone calls and telegrams 

from New York, urging him to come to the United States to 

exert his personal influence at the White House (the previous 

November, Weizmann's intervention had persuaded Truman to 

issue instructions to the UN delegation to work for the inclu-

sion of the Negev in the Jewish state). Weizmann changed his 

plans to travel to Palestine and booked passage on the Queen 

Mary for New York.34 

On February 3 the Jewish Agency staff consulted in Washing-
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ton with a galaxy of advisers to assess the situation. They de-

cided on a two-tiered strategy: to stress the merits and justice of 

the U N decision and its "coincidence with long-term American 

national interests" and to lobby leading figures in both political 

parties, stressing that "it would be most unwise, from a strictly 

electioneering point of view, to jettison the U N decision." 

A m o n g those to be lobbied were Democrats General William 

Donovan (founder of the Office of Strategic Services), Elea-

nor Roosevelt, Adlai Stevenson (alternate U.S. delegate to the 

United Nations), General Hilldring, and leaders of the Republi-

can party, including Governor Dewey, John Foster Dulles, and 

Senator Vandenberg. Appointments were to be sought for 

Weizmann as soon as possible with both the president and Sec-

retary of State Marshall.35 

Weizmann arrived in New York on February 4. David Niles 

was asked to use his connections to secure him an interview 

with Truman. Niles agreed with the assessment of Felix Frank-

furter that Weizmann was the only one who could influence 

Truman to remain true to his previous promises. But Niles did 

not think the president would be willing to receive Weizmann 

before the completion of general discussions on Palestine within 

the global context.36 

Weizmann would wait for nearly one and a half months be-

fore Truman met with him. O n March 12 Truman told Eddie 

Jacobson why he had closed the White House to the Zionist 

lobby. Truman complained "how disrespectful and how mean 

certain Jewish leaders had been to him" and how they had "slan-

dered and libeled" him. Truman had instructed his appoint-

ments secretary, Matt Connelly, to admit no more Zionists, es-

pecially not Abba Hillel Silver, "who had more than once raged 

into the office of the President of the United States and pounded 

his fist on his desk and shouted at him."37 

It was Frank Goldman, president of B'nai B'rith, who thought 

of asking Eddie Jacobson to persuade his old friend Truman to 

receive Weizmann. 

In fact, Jacobson had already approached Truman at the end 

of January to ask him for a public statement reaffirming his 

support for partition—but to no avail. O n February 2 Jacobson 

wrote to Truman to inform him that Meir Steinbrink, a justice 
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of the New York Supreme Court and national chairman of 
B'nai B'rith's Anti-Defamation League, was about to publish a 
"blistering letter on Palestine," attacking the "sabotaging" of the 
partition plan by government officials. Jacobson and Granoff 
had evidently visited the White House just a few days before 
and had been told "off the record" of the president's efforts on 
behalf of Palestine. In his letter Jacobson now asked for some 
general, public statement from the president to let Jews know 
what was "really going on."38 

In his reply Truman returned to what was by now a recur-
rent theme of his—that he could have had the Palestine prob-
lem cleared up long ago had it not been for outside (i.e., Jewish) 
meddling: 

I think he [Steinbrink] would make a mistake in issuing a statement of 
that sort because progress is being made along the lines about which I 
spoke to you the other day but nearly every time we get to the point of 
an agreement in this matter somebody upsets the applecart and it 
wouldn't surprise me a bit if they didn't upset this one before we can 
get it working. I sincerely hope that doesn't take place.39 

Jacobson was prepared to be stubborn in defense of a cause 
that, as he saw it, had UN and presidential support. So when 
Frank Goldman called him, well past midnight on February 2 1 , 
1948, asking him to get Weizmann an interview with the presi-
dent, Jacobson telegraphed the president immediately. He knew 
Truman was on a vacation cruise so he addressed his telegram 
to Matt Connelly, asking him to forward it to Truman on board 
the presidential yacht: "I have asked very little in the way of 
favors during all our years of friendship, but I am begging you 
to see Dr. Weizmann as soon as possible. I assure you I would 
not plead to you for any other of our leaders."40 

But Truman refused to become embroiled again with Pales-
tine, preferring still to leave the State Department a free hand. 
In a private reply to Jacobson written from Key West, Truman 
insisted that there was nothing new that Weizmann could possi-
bly tell him and explained why: 

T h e situation has been a headache to me for two and a half years. T h e 
Jews are so emotional, and the Arabs are so difficult to talk with that it 
is almost impossible to get anything done. T h e British have, of course, 
been exceedingly noncooperative. T h e Zionists, of course, have ex-



The Retreat from Partition / 1 8 5 

pected a big stick approach on our part, and naturally have been dis-
appointed when we can't do that. I hope it will work out all right, but / 
have about come to the conclusion that the situation is not solvable as presently 
set up.il 

Truman evidently concurred with the State Department view 
that the U N partition plan had to be placed on hold to avert the 
spread of hostilities in Palestine and possibly beyond its borders. 

T h e Zionists tried all possible avenues to gain Weizmann ac-
cess to the White House. On March 8 Eliahu Epstein wrote to 
J u d g e Sam Rosenman: 

Failure of the partition plan will be the seemingly inevitable end-re-
sult if the American delegation hews to the State Department line. . . . 
It is clear now that only the President can countermand this obstruction 
of the implementation of the General Assembly recommendation. 

I am aware of how important a factor you have been, in the past, in 
influencing the President to a right attitude on the Palestine issue. 
There has never been so great a need for persuasion as now.42 

On that same day J o h n M. Redding, publicity director f o r the 
Democratic National Committee, reported to T r u m a n that since 
Austin's statement of February 24, "we have Zionist J ews in the 
office every day . . . and the pressure is building up a terrific 
head of steam." T r u m a n replied: "It's no use putting pressure 
on the committee, the Palestine issue will be handled here and 
there'll be no politics."43 

T h e Zionists were seemingly at a dead end. Nothing could 
apparently move Truman. What made matters worse was that 
throughout this critical month of March 1948 David Niles was 
indisposed because of illness. This meant that T r u m a n failed to 
receive his regular assessment of the reactions in the Jewish com-
munity—particularly to Austin's statement of February 24.44 It 
meant also that the one man inside the White House who might 
have secured Weizmann an audience was absent. 

But now came Eddie Jacobson's chance to enter the pages of 
Zionist mythology. Rebuf fed by Truman's letter at the end of 
February, Jacobson determined to see the president in person 
when T r u m a n returned to Washington. On March 1 2 Jacobson 
flew to Washington and as usual got in to see the president im-
mediately and without an appointment.45 
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On his way in Jacobson was warned by Matt Connelly not to 
discuss Palestine. But that was precisely why he had come. As 
soon as Jacobson broached the subject, Truman turned "tense 
and grim." Jacobson recalled later that he had thought that his 
"dear friend, the President of the United States, was at that mo-
ment as close to being an Anti-Semite as a man could possibly 
be."46 

Truman was in a bitter mood and told Jacobson how the Jews 
had slandered and libeled him when he had been in the Senate 
and from the moment he had entered the White House. Tru-
man cut him short and made it almost impossible for Jacobson 
to pursue his theme: "he didn't want to discuss Palestine or the 
Jews or the Arabs or the British. . . . he was satisfied to let these 
subjects take their course through the United Nations."47 Tru-
man noted later in his memoirs: "I do not believe that in all our 
thirty years of friendship a sharp word had ever passed be-
tween Eddie and me, and I was sorry that Eddie had brought 
up the subject."48 

Jacobson was later surprised at his own temerity in continu-
ing to press his case. He reminded the president of his feelings 
for Weizmann, but Truman remained immovable. Jacobson felt 
crushed. Twenty-five years later Truman related that Jacobson 
had spent most of the interview with big tears rolling down his 
cheeks.49 Then Jacobson noticed a miniature reproduction of 
a life-size statue of General Andrew Jackson that Truman had 
had erected in front of the Kansas City County courthouse. 
The figure of Jackson, Truman's lifelong hero, gave Jacobson 
his cue: 
Well, Harry, I too have a hero, a man I never met but who is, I think, 
the greatest Jew who ever lived . . . Chaim Weizmann; [who] is a very 
sick man, almost broken in health, but he travelled thousands of miles 
just to see you and plead the cause of my people. Now you refuse to 
see him because you were insulted by some of our American Jewish 
leaders, even though you know that Weizmann had absolutely noth-
ing to do with these insults, and would be the last man to be a party to 
them. It doesn't sound like you, Harry, because I thought that you 
could take this stuff they have been handing out.50 

Jacobson's switch to the personal, invoking their respective 
heroes, was sheer inspiration. (Granoff later poked fun at this 
move, seeing that Eddie had yet even to meet Weizmann and 
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had barely heard of him, though he conceded that the gambit 

had worked.)51 As Jacobson finished, he noticed T r u m a n drum-

ming his fingers on his desk, a sign that he was changing his 

mind. Truman blurted out: "You win, you bald-headed s.o.b.. . . 

I will see him. Tell Matt to arrange this meeting as soon as pos-

sible after I return from New York on March 17."5 2 

O n the next day, March 13, Jacobson went to New York and 

met Weizmann for the first time. H e was overwhelmed by the 

charisma of the Zionist leader. T h e y formed a close working re-

lationship, based on mutual recognition of each other's stand-

ing. O n March 15 Jacobson called Matt Connelly at the White 

House, who set up a meeting between Weizmann and the presi-

dent for March 18, with strict orders that it was to be "off the 

record." Weizmann invited Jacobson to accompany him, but it 

was decided that as a figure familiar to White House reporters 

he would attract unwanted attention. 

Weizmann was ushered in through the side East Gate. T r u -

man explained why he had put off seeing the Zionist leader un-

til now. Next he told Weizmann what the basis of his interest in 

the Jewish problem was (presumably still the solution of the 

Jewish D P problem) and that his "primary concern was to see justice 

done without bloodshed,"53 Weizmann recalled that T r u m a n had 

told him he was still resolved "to press forward with partition." 

Truman's recollection was slightly, perhaps significantly, differ-

ent: "I felt that he had reached a full understanding of my pol-

icy and that I knew what it was he wanted."54 Truman's version 

of their meeting is not identical to Weizmann's, and no official 

record was kept. 

T h e Zionists' achievement—Weizmann's audience with the 

president—must be seen in its proper perspective. In making 

an exceptional gesture to his old friend Jacobson and to Weiz-

mann, the aging Zionist statesman, Truman was not in fact 

making any concrete concessions. During the months of Febru-

ary and March 1948, Truman was privy to developments in Pal-

estine and at the United Nations, and was in full agreement 

with the State Department prognosis that partition should not 

be enforced militarily. This issue quite obviously preoccupied 

him when he talked with Weizmann, and he hinted as much. 

But Truman did not apprise Weizmann of the trusteeship op-

tion then under consideration by his administration. 



ELEVEN 

The American Trusteeship 
Proposal 

T H E W H I T E H O U S E -
STATE D E P A R T M E N T DEBATE 

On the day after Truman's interview with Weizmann, Warren 
Austin, the American delegate to the UN Security Council, pro-
posed that partition be suspended since it could not be imple-
mented by peaceful means. Austin asked to convene a special 
session of the General Assembly to consider the establishment 
of a temporary trusteeship over Palestine "to maintain the peace 
and to afford the Jews and Arabs . . . fur ther opportunity to 
reach an agreement regarding the future government of that 
country . . . without prejudice to the character of the eventual 
political settlement."1 

The great rift that was to open up between the White House 
and the State Department the next day was caused not by any 
differences over essentials but by the department's poor sense 
of timing and lack of coordination with the White House. It was 
a difference over tactics, not strategy. 

It will be recalled that on February 22 Truman had approved 
Austin's statement at the United Nations that the Security Coun-
cil was not empowered to implement partition by force. Tru-
man's only proviso had been that, for understandable domestic 
reasons, the United States itself should not initiate any move 
against partition. 

But at the beginning of March as conditions in Palestine de-
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teriorated, State Department officials urged the suspension of 
partition in favor of trusteeship. On March 5 Secretary of State 
Marshall, with cabinet approval, deferred to Austin's advice 
that within a week to ten days the situation would mature, show-
ing the irreconcilability of the Arab and Jewish positions. On 
March g Marshall instructed Austin that in the event of a spe-
cial assembly on Palestine the American government would 
support a UN trusteeship for Palestine.2 Austin was informed 
of the president's approval of the draft statement on the retreat 
from partition.3 

The State Department demarche during the first week of 
March provoked a last-ditch counter by Clark Clifford. Clifford 
suggested to Eliahu Epstein that he send over Max Lowenthal, 
his assistant on Palestine, to gather background material for his 
memoranda on Palestine to the president. Lowenthal spent sev-
eral hours in the Zionists' Washington office and returned to 
the White House with a stack of material.4 

Lowenthal proceeded to draft Clifford's memoranda.5 The 
line he proposed was that American support for partition was 
consistent with American interests in the Middle East and in ac-
cord with traditional policy in the area. If partition was not im-
plemented, Russia might intervene "in the guise of preserving 
world peace and defending the UN Charter." In response to 
State Department warnings of Arab sanctions or possible defec-
tions to the Soviet camp, Clifford's reply was that the Arabs 
needed American dollars more than the United States needed 
Arab oil and that it would be suicidal for the Arabs to align 
themselves with the Soviets. Finally, the defeat of a UN resolu-
tion at American instigation would constitute a grave blow to 
the new international body. In the final draft of the memoran-
dum sent to the president, Clifford commented acidly on Aus-
tin's speech of February 24: "In large part, it seemed to be the 
sophistries of a lawyer attempting to tell what we could not do to 
support the United Nations—in direct contradiction to your 
numerous statements that we meant to do everything possible 
to support the United Nations."6 

Truman claimed in his memoirs that he was never convinced 
by the Arabist arguments of the diplomats.7 He was concerned, 
however, about possible Soviet exploitation of the Palestine 
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conflict and was not prepared to have partition imposed by out-
side force—as seemed to be necessary in March 1948. On 
March 12 a commission to monitor events in Palestine, com-
posed of the UN Security Council's five permanent members, 
reported back: "Present indications point to the inescapable 
conclusion that when the Mandate is terminated Palestine is 
likely to suffer severely from administrative chaos and wide-
spread strife and bloodshed."8 

On March 16 Marshall instituted the plan he had held up for 
tactical reasons on March 5. At the Security Council the Soviet 
representative, Andrei Gromyko, had challenged the American 
interpretation of the Security Council's authority to deal with 
the Palestine problem. Marshall feared a Soviet initiative to per-
sist with partition in Palestine might provoke a further military 
deterioration there, necessitating outside intervention.9 

Primarily because of his fears of this Soviet initiative, Marshall 
instructed Austin on March 16 to ask the Security Council to 
divest itself of responsibility for Palestine and consider the se-
curity problem there distinct from the UN partition resolution. 
Once the Security Council suspended partition, the Americans 
could introduce trusteeship, to which Truman had already 
given his backing on March 5.10 

On March 18, the same day that Truman received Weiz-
mann, the Palestine commission reported its failure to arrange 
any compromise between Arabs and Jews. It concluded that 
steps should be taken immediately to restore peace to Palestine 
and to "reach an agreement between the interested parties re-
garding the future government of Palestine. . . . [to which end] 
a temporary trusteeship for Palestine should be established 
under the Trusteeship Council of the United Nations." 1 1 

The State Department considered the commission's recom-
mendations to have met the president's proviso that the Secu-
rity Council itself should first suspend partition before any 
American initiative on trusteeship was made. Therefore, on 
March 19, without further consultation with or confirmation 
from the White House, Austin announced at the United Na-
tions what would become the notorious American trusteeship 
proposal. 
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T H E D O M E S T I C B A C K L A S H 

The domestic political backlash was immediate and severe. It 
took the White House completely by surprise because there had 
been no prior indications of opposition, not even after Austin's 
first speech of February 24. The presence of David Niles was 
now sorely missed by Truman. 

Rabbi Silver castigated the trusteeship proposal as "a shock-
ing reversal" and "a fatal capitulation" to Arab threats. In Pales-
tine, in a similar vein, David Ben-Gurion called it "a surrender 
to Arab terror." A New York Times editorial stated that the White 
House was "utterly at sea" on Palestine. A subheading cried 
out: "Bewilderment Follows Austin's Palestine Bombshell."12 

In Kansas City, Eddie Jacobson, informed of the proposal by 
Abe Granoff by phone at 5:30 P.M., was completely bewildered. 
He received messages from all over the United States telling 
him how untrustworthy his friend the president had turned out 
to be and what a "traitor" Truman was to the Jewish people. 
The one exception was Weizmann. 

On the afternoon of Austin's speech, Sam Rosenman visited 
Truman, who asked Rosenman to contact Weizmann as soon as 
possible and tell him that the policy they had talked about the 
day before still stood and that Weizmann should not attach any 
importance to the Austin statement. Rosenman went to Weiz-
mann's hotel, the Shoreham Washington, told him of Truman's 
distress at the Austin statement, and reassured him that Tru-
man would remain faithful to his word.13 

Weizmann then rang up Jacobson to tell him not to be disap-
pointed and that he did not believe Truman had known about 
the State Department initiative when they had met on March 18. 
But more important, Weizmann reminded Jacobson of his own 
still-vital role: "Don't forget for a single moment that Harry S. 
Truman is the most powerful single man in the world. You have 
a job to do so keep the White House doors open."14 

Weizmann was evidently trying to boost Jacobson's morale. 
His own private thoughts were a little less sanguine. He wrote a 
private note to his secretary in London: "I need hardly tell you 
that the trip here was not very successful. The unexpected and 
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sudden let down by the American Government will, I am afraid, 
have tragic effects, and the only thing which is left for me to do 
is to go on with our work and await better times."15 

With Austin's announced change in U.S. policy, the American 
Jewish Committee found itself in a peculiarly sensitive position. 
The committee had originally proposed its own trusteeship plan 
to UNSCOP, but following the administration's support for par-
tition it had given the UN resolution its blessing. After nine 
days of internal debate the committee passed a resolution con-
firming its continuing support for partition. It also stated: "No 
reasons have been advanced to the American people to alter 
their belief that these objectives can be attained consistently 
with the security of the United States which we, together with 
all other American citizens, will always regard as paramount."16 

The American Jewish Committee's continuing support for 
partition was crucial in maintaining a united Jewish front against 
trusteeship. 

The American Council for Judaism was the only Jewish orga-
nization to support trusteeship. Loy Henderson, the council, 
and the recently formed Committee for Justice and Peace in 
the Holy Land all coordinated activities. On March 20, 1948, 
George Levison reported to Elmer Berger that he had spoken 
to Henderson, Kermit Roosevelt, and Lessing Rosenwald. Hen-
derson had urged that the council send a strong letter of sup-
port to Secretary of State Marshall and give it wide publicity. 
He thought that the battle in Washington had only just begun 
and stated that terrific pressures were being brought to bear. 
Henderson wanted them to do all they could "to put over the 
fact that there [were] Jews who [were] not Zionists." Levison 
also told Berger: "Kim [Kermit Roosevelt] says he is going to try 
to get his group to send wires too. He and Loy both feel that the 
new policy took great courage on Truman's part, as it is a tough 
move from the domestic political side, and was made only be-
cause the President was finally convinced (mainly by Forrestal) 
that the thing is too serious to play politics with."17 

But the support offered by the anti-Zionist groups was of 
little consequence amidst the internal political conflict in Wash-
ington. Truman took personal offense at what he considered to 
be the machinations of the State Department bureaucrats, Hen-
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derson in particular. The backing of the splinter American 
Council for Judaism was meager compensation. 

Given the importance Truman set on his word, it appears 
that what irked him most was that he had reassured Weizmann 
just the day before of his support for partition uninformed that 
the trusteeship option was about to be announced. Although 
Truman had told Weizmann that his primary concern was to 
avert further bloodshed, he still felt that the State Department, 
by not consulting him in advance of the Austin speech, had left 
him looking like "a liar and a double-crosser." With both Mar-
shall and Under Secretary Lovett absent from Washington, 
Truman laid the blame on "the third and fourth levels of the 
State Department,] who have always wanted to cut my throat."18 

On Saturday, March 20, when Truman read the morning 
headlines concerning Austin's announcement, he became furi-
ous. He called Clark Clifford to come over to the White House 
"right away"; it was 7:30 A.M. As Clifford recalled later, Truman 
was preoccupied with what Weizmann would think. Clifford's 
recollection is even more lurid than Truman's diary entries. Ac-
cording to him, Truman had raged: "How could this have hap-
pened? I assured Chaim Weitzmann [sic] I would stick to it. He 
must think I am a shitass."19 

Clifford phoned Lovett, on holiday in Florida, to ask what 
had happened. Lovett professed surprise and explained that 
there had been an understanding in the top echelons of the de-
partment that they would try to get partition through but if 
they failed they would try trusteeship in order not to leave a 
vacuum. When Clifford called over two other State Department 
officials, they both claimed that Marshall had authorized the 
Austin speech in advance.20 Clifford too was furious at the po-
litical setback suffered by Truman and also blamed the lower 
ranks at the State Department, who, he believed, had played 
havoc with policy under an ignorant secretary of state: "Mar-
shall didn't know his ass from a hole in the ground. Marshall 
left every one of those who had done this thing to the President 
in power. Not a hair singed. . . . But every Jew thought that 
Truman was a no good son-of-a-bitch."21 

Further trouble came from a different quarter: Eleanor Roo-
sevelt wrote to Marshall stating her intention to resign from the 
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UN delegation. Although she felt the United States had a moral 
obligation to the Jews under the Balfour Declaration, her pri-
mary concern was the harm being done to the United Nations: 
"I feel at the present time that we have more or less buried the 
UN." The disagreement over Palestine also reflected Mrs. Roo-
sevelt's reservations about Truman's alleged "increased defer-
ence to military considerations" in the formulation of foreign 
policy. She advised that she would have to state her feelings in 
public and reply honestly to those asking her about her posi-
tion.22 She sent a copy of the letter to Truman under cover of "a 
very frank and unpleasant letter": "I am afraid that the Demo-
cratic Party is, for the moment, in a very weak position, with the 
Southern revolt and the big cities and many liberals appalled by 
our latest moves. . . . I realise that I am an entirely unimpor-
tant cog in the wheel of our work in the United Nations, but I 
have offered my resignation to the Secretary."23 

Truman knew that Eleanor Roosevelt's withdrawal from the 
UN delegation would be a disaster for the administration and 
that without her endorsement he had little chance of clinch-
ing the election in November.24 He hastily reassured her that 
the trusteeship proposal was but a temporary measure to fill the 
vacuum that would be created in Palestine at the end of the 
mandate and was not meant to be a substitute for partition. He 
appealed to her not to resign: "I would deplore as calamitous 
your withdrawal from the work of the United Nations at this 
critical time. Such a step is unthinkable. . . . May I appeal to 
you with the utmost sincerity to abandon any thought of relin-
quishing the post which you hold for which you have unique 
qualifications."25 After much hesitation, she agreed to stay on 
with the UN delegation. It was a decision she would live to 
regret. 

On March 23 Oscar Ewing's brain trust discussed the Pales-
tine issue and heard an analysis by economist Robert Nathan of 
the critical effect it would have on the elections that fall. Ewing 
reported to Truman on the meeting and explained also that the 
critical military position of the Yishuv required the lifting of the 
arms embargo. Truman did not respond.26 

The next day Truman summoned the senior State Depart-
ment officials responsible to a "clarification" at the White House. 
Secretary of State Marshall, Loy Henderson, Dean Rusk, and 
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Charles Bohlen were confronted by President Truman, Clark 
Clifford, David Niles (who had returned to work on March 23), 
Max Lowenthal, Matt Connelly, Oscar Ewing, and Howard 
McGrath. 

Truman told the meeting that he would give a press confer-
ence the next day at which he would explain the temporary na-
ture of the trusteeship and announce that he still supported 
partition. The atmosphere was charged with tension, especially 
between Henderson and Niles.27 Henderson elaborated on the 
damage that would be caused to American interests in the Arab 
world if they supported partition. Truman cut him short, say-
ing it was not the United States that had proposed partition, 
and he had not yet heard a new or convincing argument from 
Henderson. Ewing argued how much the trusteeship announce-
ment had impaired faith in the American government, espe-
cially among the small states, which would in the future hesitate 
before relying on the United States.28 

The State Department officials argued that they were trying 
to secure a truce in Palestine and claimed that they could get 
both the Jews and the Arabs to agree to a truce and trusteeship. 
The department was given the chance to try to establish a truce. 
But if an agreement could not be obtained, "United States sup-
port for immediate implementation of the Partition Plan would 
be reinstated."29 

At the close of the meeting Truman asked Clifford to pre-
pare the statement for the next day. The State Department was 
effectively shut out. Clifford claimed later that he and his as-
sistants worked all night on the draft, which was not ready until 
9:00 A.M. the morning of the press conference. The hand that 
drafted the president's announcement was Max Lowenthal's.30 

Truman's press statement went as follows: 

Unfortunately, it has become clear that the partition plan cannot be 
carried out at this time by peaceful means. We could not undertake to 
impose this solution on the people of Palestine by the use of American 
troops, both on Charter grounds and as a matter of national p o l i c y . . . . 

Trusteeship is not proposed as a substitute for the partition plan 
but as an effort to fill the vacuum soon to be created by the termina-
tion of the mandate on May 15 . T h e trusteeship does not prejudice 
the character of the final political settlement. It would establish the 
conditions of order which are essential to a peaceful solution.31 
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When asked about the considerable criticism of American 
support for partition in the first place and whether the diffi-
culties could not have been foreseen at the time, Truman ad-
libbed: "Did I ever tell you that any schoolboy's hindsight is 
worth all the President's foresight?"32 The journalists were 
amused, but it is doubtful whether the Zionists appreciated the 
president's sense of humor. 

A S T A T E D E P A R T M E N T COUP? 

The trusteeship episode caused a severe crisis of confidence be-
tween the White House and the State Department and plunged 
their relations to an all-time low. The incident has since pro-
voked much historical controversy over whether there was a 
State Department "conspiracy" against White House policy. 
The conspiracy theory originated with Truman and has been 
adopted by several historians since.33 

In effect the crisis of confidence was primarily because of the 
State Department's attempts to exclude domestic political con-
siderations. Truman had been kept advised on all the major 
steps that had led to the trusteeship proposal. He had approved 
in advance Austin's speech of February 24, itself a clear indica-
tion that the United States would not help impose partition by 
force; the State Department draft of March 5 that announced 
the abandonment of partition had been approved by Truman's 
cabinet; Under Secretary Lovett claimed later that on March 8 
the president had given definite authorization to proceed with 
trusteeship if they failed to get approval of the UN resolution; 
and on March 16 Marshall's instructions to Austin, authorizing 
his speech of March 19, had been shown to the president.34 

The problem was that the State Department had not advised 
Truman when the trusteeship announcement was to be made. 
As Truman himself later told Marshall, had he only known the 
date in advance he could have taken measures to avoid "the po-
litical blast of the press."35 Charlie Ross, Truman's press secre-
tary, confirmed this essential point in an internal, handwritten 
memorandum dated March 29: 

What caused all the trouble? T h e cause lay in the fact that no final 
check had been made with the President before Austin spoke. He had 
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assumed that the alternative plan would not be urged till after a vote in 
the Security Council had demonstrated the impossibility of putting over 
the partition plan. At the least, the whole business had been handled 
with singular maladroitness by State. No pronouncement of the mo-
mentous nature of Austin's should have been made without prior con-
sultation with the President or someone on his staff. . . . As it was, the 
reversal was without warning to the public and the President was 
placed in the most embarrassing position of his presidential career.36 

It is possible, as has been suggested, that the officials deliber-
ately refrained from obtaining a final clearance because of fears 
that the White House would abort the new move. But Professor 
Philip Jessup, of the staff of the UN delegation at the time, has 
claimed that it was not usual practice to seek presidential ap-
proval for statements once the general lines of policy had been 
laid down and cleared.37 

It had been as clear to President Truman as to the State De-
partment that the hostilities in Palestine ruled out the peace-
ful partition the United Nations had envisaged in November 
1947. Truman's sole concern, for domestic reasons, was that the 
United States, and he personally, should not be saddled with 
the blame for the abandonment of the UN resolution. But it 
was a moot point apparently whether or not by March 19 the 
conciliatory machinery of the Security Council had been ex-
hausted. On March 16 Marshall had instituted the American 
initiative to preempt and forestall a feared Soviet demarche 
and possible intervention. Perhaps Austin did j u m p the gun by 
not waiting on the Security Council's formal rejection of parti-
tion. But the Big Five's report of March 18 made it quite clear 
that the Security Council would suspend the partition plan, 
even with an American positive vote.38 

Truman did not in fact oppose the trusteeship initiative per 
se. Even in retrospect he wrote: "My policy with regard to Pal-
estine was not a commitment to any set of dates or circum-
stances; it was a dedication to the twin deal of international obli-
gations and the relieving of human misery. In this sense, the 
State Department's trusteeship proposal was not contrary to my 
policy."39 But he did blame the department for the electoral 
damage he sustained: "Anybody in the State Department should 
have known—and I am sure that some individual officers actu-
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ally expected—that the Jews would read this proposal as a com-
plete abandonment of the partition plan on which they so heav-
ily counted."40 

The State Department never reconciled itself to the subor-
dination of policy making in Palestine to Truman's and the 
Democratic party's domestic political interests. Whether they 
should have, when they believed that the result would be harm-
ful to the national interest in the Middle East, is a point that will 
continue to excite controversy. 

Truman quite evidently believed that the officials in his ad-
ministration should be subordinate in every sense. As recalled 
thirty-five years later by Clark Clifford: "We finally got it 
straightened out but from that time on, he [Truman] knew of 
attempts to undermine his policy."41 

Truman never forgave the State Department for the domes-
tic debacle aroused by the trusteeship announcement. In his 
memoirs one can detect the bitter resentment and desire for 
personal vendetta. With his administration undermined both at 
home and abroad and even his own party turning against him, 
the trusteeship episode dealt Truman another political blow as 
painful as it was unexpected. In a sense the State Department 
became the scapegoat for Truman's political woes. The White 
House advisers were again given control of Palestine policy. 
They would have their day, and a revenge of sorts, when Tru-
man granted immediate recognition to Israel on May 14, 1948. 



TWELVE 

Truman Recognizes Israel 

T R U S T E E S H I P : A L A M E D U C K 

The State Department's trusteeship proposal proved a non-
starter for two fundamental reasons. First, it failed to receive 
the endorsement of either the Arabs or Zionists or of any major 
UN power; and second, because of the resistance expected 
from Arabs and Jews in Palestine, the American military com-
mitment to enforcing a trusteeship was calculated at no less 
than that which the State Department had feared would be re-
quired to enforce partition itself. 

On April 13, 1948, the American administration invited the 
British and the French to present a joint trusteeship proposal to 
the United Nations and, if it should prove necessary, to join in 
raising the military forces with which to impose it. The State 
Department told the British that if they did not intervene to 
halt the fighting in Palestine hostilities might spread, which 
would place at risk the continued supply of oil from the area, 
jeopardize the Anglo-American position in the Middle East, 
and invite Soviet penetration.1 

But Britain, along with other powers at the United Nations, 
was already skeptical of the ability of the American administra-
tion to conduct any consistent policy in Palestine. Truman's 
press conference on March 25, at which he had stressed that 
trusteeship was but a temporary measure to prevent further 
bloodshed in Palestine and not intended to prejudice the final 
settlement, had prompted the comment from Foreign Secre-
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tary Bevin that any Arabs who may have been ready to discuss 
trusteeship had now been convinced by the president himself 
that the plan was but a new ruse to secure the immigration of 
the 100,000 immediately and partition later on.2 

Since announcing their intention to quit Palestine the previ-
ous September, the British had been preoccupied with making 
an orderly, peaceful withdrawal without becoming embroiled 
in the forceful imposition of any political solutions of foreign 
origin. They were not entirely above gloating over the Ameri-
can predicament and not at all inclined to use their leverage to 
help the United States. Britain, like many other nations repre-
sented at the United Nations, felt that the trusteeship initiative 
was a pathetic and futile attempt by the Americans to extricate 
themselves from the consequences of their efforts the previous 
November to promote the UN partition plan. 

The British evacuation was by now irreversible. The British 
believed that events in Palestine had removed the problem from 
the realms of Great Power diplomacy and that only a bloodlet-
ting could generate a solution.3 Furthermore, since Palestine 
was in effect being partitioned, the deployment of an army to 
impose trusteeship would have meant the use of force against a 
UN resolution, that is, partition, a course that made even the 
State Department flinch.4 

Ambassador Lewis Douglas in London believed that the Brit-
ish government was handicapped by the same rift between the 
permanent officials and the politicians as that which hampered 
the formulation of policy in Washington. He reported that 
whereas British officials might be sympathetic to trusteeship 
and saw the logic in the State Department's position they were 
"faced with the problem of getting a hearing from British poli-
ticians who now [had] a popular and firm Palestine policy which 
they [would] not abandon easily."5 

But the ambassador was making false analogies, based to 
some extent on wishful thinking. The British officials, old hands 
in Palestine and the Middle East, regarded the Americans as in-
experienced amateurs who had failed to comprehend the na-
ture of the problem, the scale of force needed, and the likely 
reaction of the Arabs to the appearance of allied troops in Pal-
estine sent to impose trusteeship: 
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T h e Palestine question is at present by far the most important politi-
cal question in the minds of practically all Arabs. If British and Ameri-
can forces took serious action against Arab forces or prevented the 
achievement of Arab aspirations, the results on the relationship be-
tween the Arab states, and the United States and the United Kingdom 
would be disastrous, and in their turn open the way for Communist 
penetration.6 

At the United Nations many delegations were reluctant to 
support the U.S. initiative until convinced that the Americans 
were ready to commit their own forces.7 Some delegations, the 
French, for instance, were openly cynical that the Americans 
might reverse their policy yet again, leaving other countries 
high and dry.8 

The cynics at the United Nations had good reason to doubt 
whether the United States would in fact commit the military 
forces needed. On April 4 the American Joint Chiefs of Staff 
told Truman that it would take more than one hundred thou-
sand ground troops, six destroyers, and considerable air sup-
port to impose and supervise trusteeship. If Britain and France 
agreed to help, providing forty-seven thousand and ten thou-
sand troops, respectively, the Americans would still have to dis-
patch forty-seven thousand men. Such a commitment, the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff warned, would necessitate at least partial mobi-
lization, would overextend the army by increasing its dispersion 
abroad, and would require a supplementary budget. In addi-
tion, the United States would be unable to deploy its share of 
such a force prior to May 15, 1948, the date scheduled by the 
United Nations for Arab and Jewish independence.9 

Both the Zionists and the Arabs rejected trusteeship. As 
Moshe Shertok told Marshall on March 26, trusteeship would 
in effect mean a continuation of British rule in Palestine.10 

Nahum Goldmann, known for his moderate views and readi-
ness to compromise, told the Americans that the trusteeship 
scheme was meaningless without the troops to enforce it and 
that he did not believe that either the United States or the Brit-
ish would send their men.11 In mid-April the Arab League re-
jected trusteeship formally, stating that it would "create a new 
regime, bring about a phase of trouble between Jews and Arabs, 
[and] cause trouble between Arabs and trustee powers."12 
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T H E Z I O N I S T L O B B Y : 
H I L L D R I N G A G A I N 

The weeks following the trusteeship proposal saw Truman's 
popularity ratings sink steadily and domestic political pressures 
on the White House rise to a crescendo. Clifford kept in touch 
with leading Democrats, who advised him that if the admin-
istration adhered to trusteeship it would cost Truman the presi-
dency. The disenchantment was widespread. 

On March 27 Truman's first secretary of the interior, Har-
old Ickes (who had resigned in 1946 in protest at Truman's 
support for the appointment of oil magnate Edwin Pauley 
as assistant secretary of state for the navy),13 wrote Truman 
a stinging "open letter," suggesting that Truman announce 
that under no circumstance would he run again for the presi-
dency: "Even the party Democrats have been breaking up un-
der you. . . . Candidates for senator and representative, and 
even for governor and county offices, appreciating the handi-
cap that your candidacy would constitute, are openly saying 
that you ought to give way to someone who might have a chance 
to win."14 

During the month of April, the anti-Truman movement gath-
ered force. Mayor William O'Dwyer of New York City attacked 
Truman harshly for his retreat on partition.15 The New York 
State Democratic Committee refused to commit itself to Truman 
for the presidency, and a movement developed inside the party 
to draft Eisenhower as an alternative candidate.16 

Jacob Arvey, a Jew, a Chicago party boss, and one of the most 
important men in the Democratic party in Chicago, was among 
those who opted for the Eisenhower candidacy in protest at 
Truman's Palestine policy.17 Arvey warned that Truman's state-
ments on Palestine were liable to lose them not only the Jewish 
vote but also that of the masses. William L. Batt, head of the 
Democratic National Committee's research department, warned 
that an American retreat from partition might be interpreted at 
large as a sign that the word of the United States could not be 
relied on and it would not stand by its commitments.18 

Through private channels Truman tried to reassure the 
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Zionists that he still supported partition. On April 1 1 Eddie 
Jacobson flew to New York City to confer with Chaim Weiz-
mann. The next day Jacobson visited Truman at the White 
House, entering unnoticed by the East Gate, something he had 
never done before. Truman reaffirmed in strong terms the 
promises he had made to him and to Weizmann and gave Ja-
cobson permission to communicate his assurances to the Zionist 
leader.19 

At the White House, Truman's assistants wanted to prevent 
being upstaged again on the Palestine issue as they had been in 
March. To that end, they determined to place someone sympa-
thetic inside the State Department. Their candidate was Gen-
eral John Hilldring. Back in February, they had engineered 
Hilldring's appointment as special assistant to the secretary of 
state, with a ranking superior to that of Loy Henderson and re-
sponsibility both to the president and the secretary (see also 
chapter 6). 

The manner in which the appointment was pushed through 
was unusual to say the least. The brain trust chaired by Oscar 
Ewing (see chapter 5), at a meeting attended by Clifford, Niles, 
and Oscar Chapman, had decided to press Truman to appoint 
Hilldring and have Henderson sent abroad, where he would 
have no further contact with Palestine. Ewing and Chapman 
brought the suggestion to Truman. He concurred with the Hill-
dring appointment, though not yet with the proposal to "pro-
mote" Henderson out of Washington.20 

But Hilldring himself was extremely reluctant to take up the 
position, and with good reason. As he explained to Henry Mor-
genthau, he appreciated only too well the difference between 
his temporary appointment to the U.S. delegation to the United 
Nations the previous fall and his being "infiltrated" as "the 
Zionists' man at State": 

I certainly could not insinuate myself into the State Department be-
tween N E A and the Secretary, unless he were to ask me to advise him 
on the Palestine matter. If I were to attempt to do so, I would com-
pletely lose any influence I may have. I have seen it happen to better 
men than I am. I know the Secretary and I know therefore that I 
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would ruin myself with him, and not help the cause of Palestine in the 
slightest. 

This doesn't mean I may not be able to help. I think I can in my 
own way, but my efforts must be completely devoid of any involve-
ment as intruder or protagonist. 

In any case, without meaning to be immodest, I doubt the value of 
feeding me into a meat grinder that would produce no results and 
that would leave me impotent for any future usefulness.21 

After six long-distance phone calls from Chaim Weizmann, one 
from Eleanor Roosevelt, and a telegram from Morgenthau, 
Hilldring was persuaded to take the appointment, but against 
his better instincts.22 

The Zionists had found out about the pending appoint-
ment of Hilldring, which they regarded as a minor triumph, 
through Judge Sam Rosenman. Rosenman., a member of the 
Democratic party committee on presidential campaign strat-
egy, was preparing the forthcoming party convention. He 
approached Weizmann to offer his mediatory services, on con-
dition this was kept strictly secret. Weizmann agreed, and Ros-
enman now became a key figure in the White House attempts 
to heal the breach with the Zionists (and thus reclaim the Jew-
ish vote).23 

On April 23, the eve of the Jewish Passover, Weizmann was 
called suddenly to Essex House, where Rosenman lay incapaci-
tated with an injured leg. According to Weizmann, Rosenman 
tolcf him that the president still had him on his conscience and 
wanted to reassure him that he would not desert the Zionists. 
When they had last met, Truman had not realized that the State 
Department was about to abandon partition. Truman wanted 
Weizmann to know that he had given instructions that the di-
rection of Palestine policy was to be transferred from Hender-
son to Hilldring. Truman also wanted Weizmann to know that 
if the UN partition plan was not revised by the special General 
Assembly and a Jewish state was declared, he would recognize 
it. Truman's message ended with two provisos; first, he would 
deal only with Weizmann and have nothing to do with Silver; 
and second, the substance of this message must be kept abso-
lutely secret.24 

Evidently at the Zionists' prompting since he could hardly 
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have known who Hilldring was, Eddie Jacobson wrote a per-
sonal letter of thanks to Truman the next day: 
It naturally was a terrible shock when I was informed of your request 
for reversal on the Partition of Palestine. I have always realized what a 
task you have, and have always had confidence, and always felt that 
you did what you thought was best for our whole country. 

I have been very worried about what is going to happen in Pal-
estine, but I really feel that your appointment of GENERAL HILLDRING 
is going to help solve this whole situation. 

Have been doing a lot of thinking about the attitude of my people 
in this coming election, and hope there is some way or some place that 
I can help change the situation.25 

Meanwhile, with domestic political pressures building, Loy 
Henderson had become apprehensive about possible White 
House "back-sliding." On April 22 he had urged Under Secre-
tary Lovett to return as soon as possible from the conference of 
foreign secretaries he was attending in Bogota so he could "de-
vote a major portion of his time and energy to the Palestine 
problem." Henderson proposed "a series of conferences with 
leaders of Congress and the two political parties in order to re-
move Palestine from domestic politics and to give it its rightful 
place as a dangerous and difficult international problem." Hen-
derson suggested also that they call a conference of "outstand-
ing leaders of the Jewish Community in the United States in 
order to obtain their support for our policy as developed by the 
National Security Council."26 In addition, Henderson evidently 
placed the department on the alert to give Hilldring an appro-
priate reception. 

Hilldring's first visit to the State Department confirmed his 
worst premonitions. Marshall and Lovett were "too busy" to see 
him, and no office had been prepared for him. State Depart-
ment officials made it clear that they already knew Hilldring's 
views on Palestine, that they resented the method of his ap-
pointment, and that they would do all they could to obstruct his 
involvement in policy making. Hilldring feared that even if 
they allowed him in on meetings of senior members of the de-
partment, they might hide from him documents they did not 
want him to see.27 

Niles tried to persuade Hilldring not to draw hasty conclu-
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sions and promised he would get the president to speak with 
Secretary of State Marshall and persuade him to cooperate. 
Hilldring insisted that he would not return to the department 
until he had received a clear, positive report on Truman's dis-
cussion with the secretary. In the meantime, he would inform 
Marshall that he could not begin work because of illness.28 

Niles phoned Hilldring repeatedly at his home in Arizona to 
try to encourage him to come back to Washington. But Hill-
dring begged off , with laryngitis and a weak heart, and said that 
his doctor had forbidden him to move for another week. Low-
enthal meanwhile lamented: "There is no adviser on Palestine 
in State who has the necessary imagination and sympathetic 
understanding, and who is not taken in by the Arabist State 
officials."29 

The second week of May 1948 was the critical period, when 
American policy toward the fledgling State of Israel was hang-
ing in balance. Perhaps for this reason Hilldring also received 
phone calls from old friends at the State Department—who 
tried to ensure that he stayed at home. These friends informed 
him that Marshall was "on the spot" and intimated that it would 
help the secretary if Hilldring resigned. Hilldring revered Mar-
shall and felt that he had been placed in an intolerable position. 
There was now no way left to retrieve the appointment.30 

On May 26 Marshall brought to the White House a handwrit-
ten note from Hilldring that said that he was making no prog-
ress toward better health. The State Department suggested that 
the prospect of his new job was holding up his recovery. Clif-
ford and Charlie Ross tried to persuade the president not to 
make the resignation public, but Truman thought this would be 
be unfair to Hilldring, and the news was posted in the evening 
papers.31 

Lowenthal told Clifford philosophically: "We'll have to try to 
find someone else."32 Niles took the episode to heart and told 
Lowenthal that it represented a "double-cross" by both the presi-
dent and Marshall. Niles said he would tell the president so and 
try to have him reestablish Hilldring's position. He thought that 
Hilldring would be willing to become the first American ambas-
sador to Israel, but Lowenthal thought it more important for 
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him to be in Washington.33 Clifford agreed: "I cannot keep up 
the State Department work all the time. If Hilldring had gone 
there, I could have phoned him, when a paper came over from 
State, and asked: are you for this? If he said no, I could go to 
the President and tell him that."34 

T h e Hilldring fiasco reflected poor judgment, even delu-
sions of grandeur, on the part of the White House aides. They 
were naive to expect that they could coerce the State Depart-
ment bureaucracy to cooperate with a White House watchdog 
or accept passively what was a crude and blatant exercise in 
arm-twisting. 

Furthermore, the aides did not perhaps take into full ac-
count the extent of Truman's (not to mention Hilldring's) rever-
ence for Marshall. Marshall's presence in a lame administration 
at a period of acute international crisis was an asset that Truman 
could not afford to dispense with. A man of Marshall's military 
background and national prestige was bound to take bitter ex-
ception to what he considered the intrusion of domestic poli-
tics, manipulated by the president's political aides, in his pre-
rogative of setting foreign policy. 

T H E D E B A T E O V E R R E C O G N I T I O N 

In the meantime, events were working to the benefit of the 
White House. While State Department promotion of trustee-
ship met with universal cynicism, in Palestine the Yishuv's armed 
forces were turning partition into reality. 

The State Department made one last maneuver. On April 30 
Dean Rusk informed Truman of the difficulties he was en-
countering in securing a truce in Palestine. T h e Zionists had re-
jected the terms proposed since they would have barred fur-
ther Jewish immigration and imposed a political standstill, that 
is, statehood would be deferred indefinitely. Truman told Rusk 
that he would do whatever Marshall thought necessary to bring 
about a truce. When asked by Rusk what they were to do if the 
Jews refused, Truman replied: "If the Jews refuse to accept a 
truce on reasonable grounds they need not expect anything 
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from us.. . . go and get a truce. There is no other answer to this 
situation."35 

A new proposal, approved by the president, was to transport 
the principal parties to the dispute to the Middle East on the 
"Sacred Cow" (the presidential plane) to pursue direct negotia-
tions. To facilitate this, the British mandate was to be extended 
for ten days, and the UN special assembly was to be recessed for 
the same period. But the British refused to delay their own 
withdrawal, and the Zionists refused to defer their declaration 
of statehood beyond May 14, 1948.36 

But given that no one seemed to want or to be able to impose 
either a trusteeship or a truce, good political sense was begin-
ning to dictate the recognition of the new reality in Palestine, 
that is, the de facto existence of a Jewish state, enjoying the sup-
port of a UN resolution. Indeed, an additional, major consid-
eration now intruded itself—the desirability of recognizing the 
Jewish state before the Soviets did. 

By early May 1948, with the State Department's previous ini-
tiative on the rocks, it seemed to White House aides that at long 
last American national interests coincided with Truman's politi-
cal fortunes. 

On May 5 Dean Alfange, chairman of the American Chris-
tian Palestine Committee of New York, sent a "confidential 
letter" to Major General Harry Vaughan, Truman's military 
aide and friend of his since 1917 . The letter, written by one 
"interested in the President's political fortunes," is worth quot-
ing at length since many of his arguments would be used by 
Max Lowenthal in the briefs he prepared for Clark Clifford 
on the eve of a White House-State Department showdown on 
May 12, 1948. 

Frankly, the President could not carry the State of New York in 
the present circumstances. T h e Jewish vote against him would be 
overwhelming. 

Only a dramatic move on the President's part that would electrify 
the Jewish people could change the situation. 

Such a move might well be the recognition of the Jewish State which 
will come into being on May 16 [sic], and the nomination of an Ameri-
can Minister to the new State. . . . recent events have knocked the 
props from under the Trusteeship proposal . . . [which] is no longer 
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tenable, not because either side accepts it, but because the Jewish mili-
tary forces have since demonstrated by their decisive victories over the 
Arabs that they can implement partition singlehanded. 

T h e President, therefore, can logically take the position that events 
and not he have reversed the Trusteeship plan and that the U N deci-
sion can be best carried out by recognizing the new Jewish State.37 

Although Max Lowenthal, and consequently Clark Clifford, 
would use identical arguments to persuade Truman to recognize 
Israel, Truman's own reply, written after he had already recog-
nized Israel, indicates an inability to reconcile himself with the 
new state and a curiously anachronistic nostalgia for the "solu-
tions" tabled in 1946: 

My soul [sic] objective in the Palestine procedure has been to prevent 
bloodshed. . . . In 1946 when the British-American Commission on 
Palestine was appointed and Mr. Bevin made an agreement with me 
that he would accept the findings of that Commission I thought we had 
the problem solved but the emotional Jews of the United States and the 
equally emotional Arabs in Egypt and Syria [?] prevented that settle-
ment from taking place, principally because of the immigration clause 
in that settlement.38 

On May 1 x, 1948, David Niles showed Truman a public opin-
ion poll on the recognition of Israel. According to it, some 
80 percent of the press now favored recognition with the estab-
lishment of the state, and a majority of both parties in the Con-
gress and a majority of state governors supported immediate 
recognition. During the last few days before Israel was to declare 
its independence, Truman was deluged by appeals for recog-
nition from prominent Jewish figures, including Judge Herbert 
Lehman, Bernard Baruch, and Judge Joseph Proskauer.39 

During the first week of May, Max Lowenthal had begun com-
posing the case for an early recognition of the Jewish state, that 
is, by Friday, May 14, at the latest. During the week prior to May 
1 1 , Lowenthal had drafted half a dozen memoranda, checked 
them over with Matt Connelly, and passed them on to Clark 
Clifford. Connelly and Clifford were all for it, but when Clifford 
mentioned early recognition to Under Secretary of State Lovett, 
the latter "hit the ceiling."40 

Whereas the State Department had argued for trusteeship 
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on the grounds that partition was impossible, Lowenthal em-
phasized that recent Jewish military victories had transformed 
the situation in Palestine: 

T h e Jews in Palestine, by showing unexpected strength in relation to 
the Arabs, succeeded in achieving that objective. . . . it is clear that 
partition is an accomplished fact. Everyone realizes this except the 
State Department. . . . 

It is now only a question whether it can be reversed. T o reverse the 
reality of partition would require military force, threats, sanctions or 
persuasion. None would be effective. If we could not muster military 
support to implement the U N resolution, or our trusteeship proposal, 
surely we could not muster it to dislodge the Jews from the areas as-
signed to them by the U N . . . . 

Since we cannot, and would not want to, reverse the reality of parti-
tion, we should derive the maximum advantage for the President and 
for the U.S. government from the existing situation. This can best be 
done by an immediate statement that he intends to recognize the J e w -
ish State when it is proclaimed.41 

Lowenthal dealt also with the domestic political implications. 
But because the White House case for recognition was to be ar-
gued purely on "national interests," Lowenthal's involvement 
and the political issues he raised were to be given the lowest of 
profiles. Lowenthal's final draft, to be found also in the Clifford 
papers at the Truman Library, has no identification on it and 
is marked: "This is for the protection of the Administration, 
not to be shown, in written form, to anyone else, under any 
circumstances."42 

Lowenthal argued that as soon as the Jewish state was pro-
claimed there would be tremendous pressure at home for its 
recognition, including from the Republicans. He pushed for 
early recognition: "Nothing would be accomplished by waiting 
for everybody to climb on the bandwagon, while we insist on 
getting some sort of agreement between Jews and Arabs." If the 
United States granted early recognition, it would retrieve its 
own prestige and that of the United Nations. Lowenthal agreed 
that if the national interest required a certain policy then that 
course should be taken, "whatever the political damage." But, 
he continued, this must be clearly established, before making 
the president "hold the bag." Furthermore, he argued: "The 
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truism that a reasonably clear case for a policy must be made 
out before the Administration is required to pay a high political 
price for it is especially important in an election year in which 
the Administration's opponents are dangerous to the country's 
interests, foreign and domestic alike."43 

In evident reference to the political setback suffered by Tru-
man because of the State Department's trusteeship coup, Low-
enthal argued that if the United States, like other major nations 
in the United Nations, accepted the realities in Palestine the 
president would no longer be subjected to "unjust and unjusti-
fied losses and sacrifices." But "the opportunity to undo the 
damage to the President" would "fade out" if the administra-
tion "continue[d] to retrieve the reputations, or to satisfy the 
amour propre of a few State Department officials."44 

In conclusion, Lowenthal argued that recognition of the Jew-
ish state was the only policy consistent with American national 
interests. The "conciliation of the Jews would line up on the side 
of the United States a far abler fighting force." In any case, as the 
British experience in Palestine had shown, the Arabs were not to 
be relied on. Recognition would also strengthen the American 
position in the Near East vis-à-vis the Soviets, eliminate or re-
duce bloodshed and violence in Palestine, and strengthen the 
United Nations.45 

In a memorandum dated May 9, 1948, Clifford recited Lo-
wenthal's brief. The president should exact maximum advan-
tage from the new situation in Palestine and in the process res-
cue the United Nations from the "terrible morass in which it 
was floundering," forestall the Soviets, and defuse the domestic 
political pressures that in any case would build up.46 

The need to preempt Soviet recognition was stressed also by 
Eleanor Roosevelt in a letter written to the president on May 
1 1 . Mrs. Roosevelt had been prompted by the Zionists, who had 
warned her that the Soviets were going to recognize the Jewish 
state as soon as it was declared, which was to be at midnight on 
Friday.47 She informed Truman that she had no idea what the 
administration's position on recognition was going to be but: "If 
we are going to recognize it, I think it would be a mistake to lag 
behind Russia." In a handwritten postscript she added: "I per-
sonally believe in the Jewish State."48 
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CLASH AT T H E W H I T E H O U S E -
MAY 12 ,1948 

At 4:00 P.M. on Wednesday, May 12, exactly forty-eight hours 
before Israel was due to declare its independence, Truman 
convened a meeting between his aides and the State Depart-
ment at the White House. Present were Truman and his aides, 
Clark Clifford, David Niles, and Matt Connelly, and from the 
State Department, Secretary of State Marshall, Under Secre-
tary of State Lovett, Fraser Wilkins of NEA, and Robert Mc-
Clintock of the UN office.49 Significantly, Loy Henderson was 
not in the State Department delegation. 

Clifford recalled later that Truman had instructed him be-
fore the meeting: "Now I want you to prepare for this meeting. 
General Marshall is opposed to our recognizing Israel. He'll 
bring his assistants with him. But I want you to prepare the case 
supporting the independence of Israel just as though you were 
going to make an argument before the Supreme Court. . . . I 
think that between the two of us maybe we can convince Mar-
shall of the Tightness of our cause."50 

That morning Clifford had conferred with Niles and Lowen-
thal. Clifford was evidently taking it for granted that a positive 
decision on recognition would be made. He even asked Lowen-
thal to draft a press release stating as much, which would be is-
sued the next day. Lowenthal also gave Clifford the background 
memoranda he had been working on for the past week so 
Clifford could study them prior to the afternoon conference.51 

Just before Matt Connelly's departure for the meeting, Lo-
wenthal and Niles had made a "warm plea" to him to "get some-
thing done," perhaps have the arms embargo lifted. Connelly 
had replied: "No, that is not enough, nothing will do that is less 
than the recognition of the Jewish State."52 

The White House conference proceeded under the all-per-
vasive atmosphere of domestic politics and the ongoing feud 
between the State Department and Truman's aides. As Marshall 
entered the meeting, he glared at Clifford. Marshall said that 
he had been working on the assumption that as secretary of 
state Palestine was within his sphere of responsibility; therefore, 
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he did not even understand why Clifford was present. Truman 
replied curtly that Clifford was present because he had invited 
him.53 Marshall was not to be put off; he argued that they were 
about to consider a serious question of policy, which should be 
decided on its merits. He for one had no need of Clifford's as-
sistance. And, as Clifford recalled it in 1949: "He said it all with 
a righteous God-damned Baptist tone."54 

Marshall and Lovett were skeptical of the Jewish military suc-
cesses. They feared that the Jews, believing they could make a 
behind-the-scenes deal with King Abdullah of Transjordan to 
partition Palestine, now believed they could establish their state 
without reaching a truce with Palestine's Arabs. This was a 
course that Marshall had warned the Jews against. On May 8 he 
had told them that the military tide could easily turn against 
them, serving notice that in that event they should expect no 
help from the United States.55 

Truman invited Clifford to respond. As George Elsey noted 
in his diary: "Clifford read the Lowenthal-Elsey statement." 
Marshall apparently reacted violently. "This is straight poli-
tics. . . . CMC [Clark M. Clifford] was enraged—& Marshall 
glared at CMC. State had no policy except to 'wait.'"56 

Clifford said that the State Department policy of seeking a 
truce in Palestine was unrealistic and suggested that President 
Truman recognize the Jewish state at his press conference the 
next day (May 13), thus preempting a likely Soviet recognition. 
But Clifford really aroused the department's contingent when 
he referred to the presidential elections and said that an early 
recognition would restore the president's position with his Jew-
ish voters.57 

Lovett rebutted Clifford's arguments. It would be "highly in-
jurious" to the United Nations to announce the recognition of 
the Jewish state before it had even come into existence and 
when the special assembly was still considering the question of 
the future government of Palestine. It would also be highly in-
jurious to the prestige of the president and would be regarded 
as a "transparent attempt to win the Jewish vote," which would 
lose more votes than it would gain.58 Marshall added jocularly, 
although perhaps not without some serious intent, that if Tru-



214 ! Truman Recognizes Israel 

man followed Clifford's advice then he, Marshall, would not 
vote for Truman in the November elections.59 

Clifford protested that he was not conscious that he had in 
any way touched upon politics; he had only tried to speak on 
the merits of the case.60 But the degeneration of the conver-
sation to the level of Truman's electoral prospects plus Mar-
shall's implied threats were enough for Truman, who abruptly 
called a halt to the conference. Clifford recalled in 1949: "Tru-
man raised his hand as peacemaker. 'I think I understand the 
question involved and I think we need no further discussion of 
it. I think we must follow the position General Marshall has 
advocated.'"61 

According to Clifford, as they left the meeting Truman said 
to him: "I 'm sorry Clark, how this turned out. I didn't have any 
idea it would turn out this way." Clifford replied philosophi-
cally: "Mr. President, this isn't the first case I've lost, nor will it 
be the last."62 But Clifford had not given up; he was not about 
to pass up a historic opportunity. And, as he confided to Jona-
than Daniels one year later: " I was enraged by the terrible 
fu~ing the Boss had gotten in April [sic]."63 

After the meeting Connelly told Lowenthal that the depart-
ment had won the argument because there were no precedents 
for granting recognition before an application for such had 
even been made. But Connelly felt two things had been gained: 
first, the president, he thought, now saw the advisability of dis-
cussing State Department proposals instead of simply "signing 
on the dotted line" whatever they submitted to him; and sec-
ond, the department had not taken the position that recogni-
tion should be refused after an application was made.64 

This assessment provides the key to White House strategy 
over the next two days. If the State Department would not con-
sider recognition before an application was made by the new 
Jewish state, then the White House aides would see to it that 
such an application was made posthaste. 

The next day, May 13 , Truman gave a press conference. As 
they were going in, Truman said to Niles: " I was sorry to have 
to decide against you fellows yesterday." A reporter asked Tru-
man if the United States would recognize the Jewish state when 
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it was proclaimed. He replied: "We will cross that bridge when 
we come to it." 

After the conference Niles said that he was sorry Marshall 
and Lovett had claimed that the Jewish state would be Commu-
nist. Truman replied: "Don't pay any attention to the commu-
nism charge, they are always making it. . . . those two men 
[Marshall and Lovett] mean well, but they follow their subordi-
nates." Niles said that that was the trouble and that the real 
point was that they should recognize the new Jewish state be-
fore the Soviets or any of their satellites did. Truman agreed 
that Western recognition should precede that of the Soviet bloc 
"to give it the right slant from the beginning."65 

T H E R E C O G N I T I O N 

On May 13 pro-Zionist pressures on the White House inten-
sified. A telegram from Judge Herbert Lehman of New York 
urged recognition "as promptly as possible."66 David Niles re-
ported to Truman on a phone call from Jacob Arvey, political 
leader of Cook County, Chicago, and a Jew. Arvey was organiz-
ing a series of mass meetings to celebrate the establishment 
of the Jewish state, which would provide "a great opportunity 
for acclaim for the President" if Truman could grant recogni-
tion before those meetings. Truman received a phone call from 
Ed Flynn, political boss of New York, to the same effect. Flynn 
reported that three hundred mass meetings were to be held 
around the country. Niles told Truman that he and Lowenthal 
were trying to forestall any adverse references to him at those 
meetings. Truman replied that some day he would show Niles 
and Lowenthal his appreciation for all their efforts.67 

John A. Kennedy, a longtime personal friend of Truman's, 
later recalled a visit he had paid to Truman "sometime in April 
or May, 1948." On his way into the Oval Office, he noticed wait-
ing "all the heads of Jewish organizations, who were urging 
the President to recognize Israel." Kennedy "kiddingly" called 
Truman's attention to the group of Jewish leaders, who were 
scheduled to see the president after himself: "Well, Mr. Presi-
dent, are you going to recognize Israel as, of course, that is 
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what this group who are following me in here are going to ask 
you." Truman replied: "Well, how many Arabs are there as reg-
istered voters in the United States?" Kennedy laughed, and so 
did Truman.68 

Clifford was keenly sensitive to domestic politics, and he now 
determined to break down State Department resistance to early 
recognition. He chose to tackle Under Secretary of State Lovett. 
Once again Clifford's recollections are at some variance with 
those of both Lovett and Lowenthal. 

According to Clifford, Lovett had approached him that eve-
ning after the White House conference. Lovett was feeling "un-
easy" about the decision and about the attitude of the State De-
partment. Lovett indicated that "some of his boys were swinging 
round."69 

But according to Lowenthal, it was Clifford who contacted 
Lovett, the day after the conference, to tackle him on the ques-
tion of the correct procedure for recognizing the new state. 
Lowenthal recorded in his diary that Clifford had told Lovett: 
"Yesterday there was a decision. I am a great believer in abiding 
by decisions. You won the decision. That decision was that rec-
ognition should not be announced, and intention to recognize 
should not be announced, before application for recognition 
has been made. There still remains the question whether and 
when we should recognize after application is made."70 

Lovett replied that the State Department was considering this 
question. The next morning, Friday, May 14, Clifford phoned 
Lovett again, suggesting a new formula, which would not make 
it appear that the administration were merely succumbing to 
pressure. Clifford said that if they were going to recognize the 
Jewish state, they should do so before the weekend—"recogni-
tion a week later would be too late to do the President any 
good." Lovett said that the department was working on a draft 
statement and invited Clifford to discuss it over lunch.71 

Lovett and Clifford lunched privately at the 1925 F Street 
Club. Lovett showed Clifford the draft statement, which an-
nounced that Truman was considering the subject of recogni-
tion. Clifford said: "That won't do. Let's talk plainly; while you 
and Secretary Marshall were away [i.e., in March], your staff 
placed the president in a very unfair position. It was not of his 
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making in any way. It was unnecessary to place him in that 
position.'"2 

According to Lovett, Clifford then told him that the presi-
dent had come under "unbearable pressure to recognize the 
Jewish State promptly." On May 12 Truman had been per-
suaded by State Department arguments that recognition in ad-
vance of any request would place the United States in the posi-
tion of a sponsor, thereby increasing its responsibility, and that 
such an act while the United Nations was still sitting in special 
session would be "a grave breach of propriety and would be la-
belled a doublecross." But now, Clifford stated, that same Fri-
day night, "there would be no government or authority of any 
kind in Palestine. Title would be lying around for anyone to 
seize and a number of people had advised the President that 
this should not be permitted."73 

Lovett replied that legally there was no bar to recognition, 
but "indecent haste in recognizing the state would be very un-
fortunate." He therefore urged delay for a day or two until they 
could confirm details of the new state's proclamation of inde-
pendence. Lovett feared that otherwise they "might lose the 
effect of many years of hard work in the Middle East with the 
Arabs." Lovett added that he would need time to inform War-
ren Austin, head of their delegation to the United Nations, and 
the British and French governments, as "it was manifestly im-
possible to time messages to arrive in a distant capital" when 
they did not know when the decision would be made. Clifford 
replied that "the President could not afford to have any such 
action leak" and that they should "try to insure against it." 
Clifford was sure the formal request for recognition would be 
received soon and hoped to be able to give the State Depart-
ment a final answer late that afternoon.74 

At this point Clifford's and Lovett's versions again diverge. 
According to Clifford, he agreed with Lovett that they would 
"split the job"; Lovett would inform the French and the British, 
and he would obtain the request for recognition from Israel.75 

At 3:00 P.M., straight after his lunch with Lovett, Clifford went 
to Truman and told him that Lovett now agreed to recognition. 
Truman was pleased that the State Department had changed its 
position, and he agreed to Clifford's procedure.76 
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Clifford could well afford to be confident of receiving the 
Jewish Agency's request for recognition, since that same morn-
ing he had in fact already commissioned it. At 9:30 A.M. David 
Niles, working in close conjunction with Clifford, had phoned 
Eliahu Epstein, the Jewish Agency representative in Washing-
ton, to tell him to expect a phone call from Clifford between 
10:00 and 1 1 :00 A.M. At the same time, Clifford had phoned 
Ben Cohen and told him that if the Jewish Agency sent in an 
appropriate request to the president and the State Department 
the United States would grant recognition to the new Jewish 
state on its establishment. Clifford phoned Epstein at exactly 
ten o'clock (4:00 P.M. Palestine time, at which hour in Tel Aviv's 
museum David Ben-Gurion was reading out Israel's proclama-
tion of independence). Clifford asked Epstein to send in his re-
quest by noon to the White House and to the State Department." 

Epstein's official letter of request had just been dispatched by 
taxi with an aide, Zvi Zinder, when an office worker rushed in 
and said she had heard on the radio that Ben-Gurion had pro-
claimed the new state of "Israel." Epstein sent the woman clerk 
off after Zinder, whom she intercepted at the very gates of the 
White House. So that the request would not be delayed, it was 
not brought back for retyping; the new name, "Israel," was 
written in with pen.78 All this had been completed before Clif-
ford lunched with Lovett. 

Perhaps the critical factor in Truman's final decision to rec-
ognize Israel was the attitude of General Marshall. According 
to one of Clifford's post hoc versions, it was Lovett who had 
brought Marshall round to a neutral stance. In 1948 Clifford 
told Congress that on the morning of May 14 Marshall had 
called the president and said: "Mr. President, I cannot support 
your action in recognition but I will not oppose it. I will say 
nothing at all." Truman had replied: "Thank you, General 
Marshall. That is all that I need."79 

During the latter part of Friday afternoon, telephone conver-
sations continued between the White House and the State De-
partment until at about 5 :30 P.M. they had arrived at the text of 
the White House statement of recognition. Lovett told Clifford 
that the UN special session was expected to finish at about ten 
o'clock that evening. Could the White House not delay its state-
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ment? Clifford did not feel that the president could, but he 
agreed to discuss it with him.80 

As with the trusteeship proposal in March, the key problem 
was one of timing. Whereas Clifford's accounts describe how 
Lovett and, consequently, Marshall were eventually convinced 
by his (i.e., the Zionists' and Lowenthal's) arguments, Lovett's 
own contemporary record does not corroborate this: "My pro-
tests against the precipitate action and warnings as to conse-
quences with the Arab world appear to have been outweighed 
by considerations unknown to me, but I can only conclude that 
the President's political advisers, having failed last Wednesday 
afternoon to make the President a father of the new state, have 
determined at least to make him the midwife."81 

At 5:45 P.M., Clifford phoned back to the State Department. 
Dean Rusk answered, and Clifford informed him that the presi-
dent would announce his recognition of Israel shortly after 
6:00 P.M. (eastern standard time, which would be midnight in 
Palestine). When Rusk protested that Truman's action was in 
conflict with the American delegation's efforts at the United Na-
tions to secure a truce in Palestine—which Rusk claimed now 
enjoyed majority support—Clifford insisted that this neverthe-
less was what the president had decided to do.82 

Truman made his declaration in Washington, D.C., at 6 : 1 1 
P.M. on May 14, 1948 ( 12 : 11 A.M., May 15, in Israel). Just as 
there had been loud domestic repercussions after the trustee-
ship episode in March, so now there were astounded reactions 
among America's allies at the UN special assembly, where even 
the American delegation was taken unaware by the president's 
recognition of Israel. 

Dean Rusk had telephoned from Washington to Warren 
Austin at Lake Success. When informed of the president's deci-
sion to grant recognition, Austin had been so disgusted that he 
had refused to return to the assembly to tell his colleagues but 
drove straight home. Rusk surmised that Austin had wanted 
the assembly to know clearly that the decision had been Tru-
man's and that the American delegation at the United Nations 
had not been deceiving the other delegations.83 

At about 6 : 15 P.M., as he recalled later, Rusk received a tele-
phone call from Marshall asking him to "get up to New York 



220 / Truman Recognizes Israel 

and prevent the U.S. Delegation from resigning en masse." But 
by the time Rusk arrived, tempers had apparently cooled, and 
his mission proved unnecessary.84 

In the assembly Philip Jessup and Francis B. Sayre, the only 
members of the U.S. delegation in the plenum, had been left in 
the dark. The first clue they had of Truman's action was when 
Alberto Gonzales Fernandez of Colombia asked from the ros-
trum if the rumors about American recognition of Israel were 
true. The Cuban delegate, Guillermo Belt, mocked the Ameri-
cans: "It seemed that the Polish and Soviet Governments were 
better informed than they regarding events in Washington."85 

Shortly after 6:00 P.M., a member of the American delega-
tion, John Ross, had picked up the news that Truman's recogni-
tion had appeared on the UN ticker tape. Jessup told a staff 
member to procure him a copy, which she found in the waste-
paper basket of Trygve Lie (the United Nations' first secretary-
general). Jessup took the rostrum and read out Truman's state-
ment of recognition from the crumpled ticker tape. Porter 
McKeever, a staffer on the American delegation, physically re-
strained Belt in his seat to prevent him from returning to the 
rostrum to announce Cuba's withdrawal from the United Na-
tions in protest of American duplicity.86 

On May 17, 1948, Marshall discussed the episode with Tru-
man and told him what had happened at the Security Council 
in Austin's absence. Marshall reported back to Lovett: "[he] 
treated it somewhat as a joke as I had done but I think we both 
privately thought it was a hell of a mess." Marshall believed that 
the United States "had hit its all-time low before the UN."87 A 
story circulated that some of Marshall's friends had advised him 
to resign because of this incident. Marshall is reported to have 
replied to them: "No, gentlemen, you do not accept a post of 
this sort and then resign when the man who has the Constitu-
tional authority to make a decision makes one. You may resign 
at any time for any other reason but not for that one."88 

Two days later Austin reported from Lake Success the gen-
eral feeling that the United States by its immediate recognition 
of the new state had endorsed Israel's sabotage of the truce 
efforts and violated the terms of the Security Council truce 
resolution. The failure of the Americans to consult or inform 
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other delegations before recognition had deeply offended those 
who had collaborated most closely with them and had left a 
"lack of confidence in the integrity of US intentions and dis-
belief of further statements of future US intentions and poli-
cies." Other delegations, such as those of Canada, China, and a 
number of Latin American states, stated frankly that they felt 
"double-crossed."89 

Eleanor Roosevelt also wrote to Truman, telling him of the 
"complete consternation" created at the United Nations by his 
precipitate recognition. Although Mrs. Roosevelt had opposed 
the March reversal of American support for partition, she could 
not agree with the fashion in which Truman had recognized 
the new state—without the knowledge of his own represen-
tatives at the United Nations and without a "very clear under-
standing beforehand with such nations as we expected would 
follow our lead." Several delegates had since told her that they 
did not see how they could ever support American intentions 
again, "because the United States changed so often without any 
consultation." Referring to the low morale of the UN delega-
tion, she concluded: "I have seldom seen a more bitter, puzzled, 
discouraged group of people than some of those I saw on Sat-
urday. Some of them I know are favorable to the rights of the 
Jews in Palestine, but they are just nonplused by the way in 
which we do things."90 

As usual, Truman wrote a placatory, euphemistic letter: 
There was not much else to be done. Since there was a vacuum in Pal-
estine and since the Russians were anxious to be the first to do the 
recognizing, Gen. Marshall, Secretary Lovett, Dr. Rusk and myself 
worked the matter out and decided that the proper thing to do was to 
recognize the Jewish Government promptly. Senator Austin was noti-
fied of what was taking place but he didn't have the chance to talk with 
other members of the delegation until afterward.91 

It appeared that Truman was unruffled by all the shock 
waves transmitted by the State Department and the UN delega-
tion. He did not even react when Ambassador Douglas in Lon-
don, who had just been lectured in dire terms by Foreign Secre-
tary Bevin, reported that the president's act had delivered the 
"worst shock so far to the general Anglo-American concert of 
policy."92 
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It is true, as many commentators have noted already (per-
haps with some of the wisdom that comes with hindsight), that 
Truman's recognition proved to be a wise acceptance of the in-
evitable. Once he was reasonably certain of Marshall's loyalty, 
Truman was able to take the path pressed on him by his White 
House advisers, thereby, not coincidentally, also giving a boost 
to his own sagging political fortunes. 

Yet doubts must remain whether, on May 14, Truman in-
tended to make any long-term commitment to the State of 
Israel. On the next day he wrote the following letter to Bartley 
Crum, the pro-Zionist lobbyist: "You, of course, are familiar 
with all the effort put forth by me to get a peaceable and satis-
factory settlement of the Palestine question. I am still hoping 
for just that. I think the report of the British American Com-
mission on Palestine was the correct solution and, I think, even-
tually we are going to get it worked out just that way."93 



THIRTEEN 

The First Arab-Israeli War 
Truman and the Bernadotte Plan 

The diplomatic jockeying over the future of Israel did not end 
with Truman's recognition on May 14, 1948. It merely moved 
on to a different plane. As before, the attempts by the State De-
partment to reach a consensus with the British were destined to 
be foiled by the White House. But this time, with Truman's po-
litical survival imminently at stake—in elections that had hung 
like a pall over the Palestine problem for the previous two 
years—even the State Department reconciled itself to the ex-
igencies of domestic politics. 

On May 14, 1948, the General Assembly of the United Na-
tions (at the same session at which Truman's recognition of 
Israel had been "leaked") decided to appoint a mediator to 
"promote a peaceful adjustment of the future situation of Pal-
estine." 1 On May 20 Count Folke Bernadotte, vice-president of 
the Swedish Red Cross, was appointed to the position by the 
United Nations. 

Just as immediately after the UN partition resolution of No-
vember 29, 1947, a civil war had erupted in Palestine, so on the 
night that Israel declared its independence, and following the 
British evacuation, the armed forces of five Arab countries in-
vaded the infant Jewish state. The war in Israel was fought in 
three main phases: (1) from May 15 until the first truce, which 
lasted from June 1 1 to July 9; (2) the so-called ten-days war, 
from July 9 to 18; and (3) the campaigns in October and De-
cember 1948, in which the Israelis conquered the Negev and 
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Galilee. This first Arab-Israeli war was brought to an end by a 
cease-fire signed on January 7, 1949.2 

Bernadotte's principal task would be to bring about a perma-
nent cease-fire in Israel and, as Bernadotte himself saw it, to ne-
gotiate a new political settlement that would be acceptable to all 
sides. In this latter, self-appointed task Bernadotte would stray 
far from the 1947 partition resolution. 

The State Department had never reconciled itself to the UN 
partition resolution. It will be recalled that only the interven-
tion of Chaim Weizmann with President Truman in November 
1947 had at the last minute prevented the American delegation 
from moving that the Negev be transferred to the Arab state.3 

The Negev would become the focus of a new diplomatic 
struggle during the summer and fall of 1948. For this southern 
desert also constituted a key strategic land bridge between Brit-
ain's two allies, Egypt and Transjordan. The British convinced 
the State Department of the importance of keeping the Negev 
in "friendly" Arab hands. On June 6, 1948, Harold Beeley, Er-
nest Bevin's principal adviser on Palestine, told State Depart-
ment officials that the Arabs would agree to a Jewish state, pro-
vided they were given the Negev, the territorial link between 
their capitals. As a quid pro quo, the British would support the 
transfer of Galilee to the Jews (which in fact constituted a re-
turn to the partition plan proposed in 1937 by the Royal Com-
mission on Palestine headed by Lord Peel).4 

In addition, the British relentlessly impressed on the Ameri-
cans the dangers of Israel becoming a Soviet satellite, thus 
driving a Jewish wedge between Egypt and the rest of the Arab 
world. The British, and thus the Allies', entire strategic infra-
structure in the Middle East would be at risk.5 

F U R T H E R S K I R M I S H E S IN W A S H I N G T O N : 
T H E " F I R I N G " OF H E N D E R S O N 

But quite apart from the new military reality in Palestine itself 
and the logic in preempting the Soviets, the ongoing feud be-
tween the White House and State Department officials had to 
be played out. It is quite evident from the private papers that 
personal account-settling was never far from the minds of those 
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involved; Clark Clifford and Loy Henderson were to be par-
ticularly affected by the domestic hostilities. 

Clifford's campaign for immediate recognition of Israel was a 
virtuoso performance, even if he was ably backed by Niles and 
Lowenthal. Clifford was the able court lawyer who had squared 
off with the State Department, and it was he who had finally 
closed the deal over lunch with Lovett. No one was more aware 
of Clifford's role than Lowenthal and Niles. On the morning 
of May 16, 1948, Niles jested over the phone to Clifford: "I 
have just received a cable from Palestine; they are going to 
change the name of their new state, they are going to call it 
Cliffordville."6 

In June 1948, Lowenthal told Clifford: 

In all the Truman administration, the most dramatic affair of all, as 
history looks back on it, will be the Palestine affair. . . . And in this 
dramatic affair, your part is so dramatic—more than anything I have 
seen in the 30 years or more I have been coming to Washington. If the 
time ever comes when you and the President decide to permit the 
story to be written, from the memories of men who know about it, and 
you tell me to release what I have, I shall open secret notes I have, 
locked away. . . . 

. . . don't forget that when the time comes to write up this whole 
Palestine story, let me know if there is a writer you approve of, and 
you want my secret notes on what took place. 

Clifford replied: "All right, old man."7 

Clifford went from the Truman White House to a successful 
private law practice in Washington. In the 1960s he served as 
Lyndon Johnson's secretary of defense. 

In stark contrast, the career of Loy Henderson was marred 
permanently, and he carried the personal scars for the rest of 
his life. The watershed of Henderson's career at NEA came 
with the trusteeship episode in March 1948. When Truman re-
ferred in his memoirs to the "second and third ranks" having 
pulled off a coup behind their superiors' backs, he had been re-
ferring primarily to Henderson. Following the White House in-
vestigation of the episode, Eben Ayers, a White House staffer, 
noted in his diary: "Ross and others have been suspicious of 
Henderson and some others in the State Department who are 
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regarded as 'Anglophiles.' Henderson's position was made 
pretty clear to Secretary Marshall through the discussion and 
there is indication that his stay in the Department, or in his 
present position at least, may not be long."8 

In an interview given in 1968, Matt Connelly remembered 
that Truman had given him specific instructions to call Secre-
tary Marshall and to see to it that Henderson was dismissed. 
Connelly recalled that this had occurred after the May 12 meet-
ing although, as noted already, Henderson had not in fact been 
present at that meeting. Truman believed that Henderson had 
deliberately lied to him about the ability of the Israelis to win 
the war although the State Department had had access to the 
same intelligence sources as the White House. Truman said to 
Connelly: "He lied to me. . . . I want you to tell Secretary Mar-
shall and have him fired." 

When Connelly met with Marshall to pass on Truman's in-
struction, Marshall asked: "Is that an order?" Connelly replied: 
"That's an order." Marshall called back later and said that he 
had better come round and see the president, as Henderson 
was protected by the career service and could only be trans-
ferred. Truman had asked: "How far . . . ?"9 

But prior to his departure Henderson was involved in one 
further, curious episode, which perhaps may have just pro-
vided the White House with the final provocation for his re-
moval from the State Department. 

On May 15, 1948, Henderson telephoned Eliahu Epstein, 
the Israeli envoy in Washington, to ask him if the Jews wanted 
any territories other than those allotted in the UN partition 
resolution. Epstein replied in the negative and added that any 
additional territories taken by the Israeli army were being held 
only to protect adjacent Jewish settlements and would be re-
turned to the Arabs once peace was achieved.10 

On May 27 Henderson gave Epstein a letter that stated that 
the United States would "be prepared to exchange Envoys Ex-
traordinary and Ministers Plenipotentiary with Israel when the 
situation in Palestine is such as to cause the Government of the 
United States to decide that it would be appropriate for it to 
accord de jure recognition to the Provisional Government of 
Israel."11 

When handing over the letter, Henderson explained that 
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originally he had wanted a prompt exchange of ministers. But 
this had been found to be impossible, since the department law-
yers had advised that such an exchange would constitute full de 
jure recognition whereas de facto recognition did not involve 
the acceptance of any particular frontiers. He then asked, ap-
parently quite casually and incidentally, whether Israel would 
agree to make some "frontier adjustments in order to acceler-
ate de jure recognition."12 

When Epstein replied that the UN resolution had settled the 
frontier question, Henderson retorted that "American recogni-
tion was not based on November Twentynine but rather on a de 
facto situation in Palestine and the desire to avoid a vacuum." 
When asked by Epstein to be specific, Henderson dropped the 
matter hastily. When Epstein warned that his government would 
regard Henderson's position as a reversal of the administra-
tion's earlier one and expressed concern about the universal re-
action, Henderson was taken aback and asked Epstein to with-
hold transmission of the letter to Israel until Epstein had seen 
Under Secretary Lovett.13 

Epstein met Henderson and Lovett on May 29. When he 
stated that his lawyers had advised that American practice did 
not preclude the exchange of ministers with a de facto recog-
nized government, Lovett admitted that the difference between 
de facto and de jure was "very thin." Lovett quite obviously 
wanted to extricate Henderson and to avoid yet another embar-
rassing incident with the White House, where Max Lowenthal 
had actually been kept apprised of developments all along. 
Lovett now suddenly produced a new letter, the changed text 
of which stated that the United States was "giving careful con-
sideration to the exchange of legations and envoys extraordi-
nary and ministers plenipotentiary . . . and will communicate 
later with the Provisional government of Israel."14 

The whole episode was reported through Lowenthal to David 
Niles and also to Clark Clifford, who wrote a memorandum for 
the president on it on June 17, 1948. Clifford suggested that de 
jure recognition was being withheld by the State Department to 
conciliate the British and the Arabs and would encourage the 
Arabs to believe that they might secure better terms if they 
could only hold out.15 

In a 1976 interview with State Department historians, Hen-
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derson denied having substituted letters or having suggested 
that Israel give up territory in exchange for full recognition.16 

But in a private correspondence some months before, after ini-
tially denying the episode "flatly," Henderson conceded that he 
"may have asked [Epstein], on a personal basis, if his govern-
ment would be prepared to make boundary adjustments" and 
"may have intimated that a realistic solution of the boundary 
problem might contribute to the facilitation of the granting of 
dejure recognition."17 

The question of the dejure recognition of Israel would con-
tinue to be a debating point between the State Department and 
the White House. Henderson's apparently private initiative with 
Epstein would be his last on the Palestine/Israel issue. His days 
in Washington were now numbered. 

Henderson had come under considerable public criticism, 
both in the press and in Congress. In January 1948 the New 
York Post had run a series of articles accusing him of working 
with "frantic zeal" for a "backward and decayed policy" based 
on "such deep-seated prejudices and biases that he functions as 
a virtual propagandist for feudalism and imperialism in the 
Middle East, in conflict with progressive principles and demo-
cratic interests of the United States."18 

In the wake of the trusteeship episode Representative Arthur 
Klein of New York called for a congressional investigation "of 
the administrative inefficiency and unbalance in the structure 
of the State Department, and of the grasp for power in the Na-
tional Security Council by the representatives of the armed 

11 1Q 
services. 

Klein named Henderson as personally responsible for "many 
of the most flagrant reversals of policy." But, he added, Hen-
derson would have been unable to exert such control had it not 
been for an "antiquated and cumbersome system of administra-
tion." Klein asked also that the investigating committee exam-
ine the relations between Aramco and its Washington vice-
president, Terry Duce, and the National Security Council.20 

Klein's proposals languished for a month or so. But then in 
mid-May 1948 Jacob Javits, the Republican congressman from 
New York, an "ambitious and self-pushing" lawyer according to 
Lowenthal, apparently persuaded the chairman of the House 
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Foreign Relations Committee to agree to hearings on the State 
Department's handling of the Palestine question. 

Still savoring their recent triumph over the State Depart-
ment, however, the White House advisers could afford to take a 
more forebearing, even generous, attitude. Even some political 
ground might be gained if they intervened to shield the State 
Department. Niles also saw possibilities for restoring Clifford's 
badly impaired relations with the department. He therefore 
proposed that Clifford inform the department of the congres-
sional initiative and that he had succeeded in having it shelved. 
Thus on May 17, when Javits informed Niles of his initiative, 
Niles advised the congressman to "lay [his] resolution on the 
table, [but] keep it alive for possible use later."21 When Secre-
tary of State Marshall heard about the proposed legislation, he 
exclaimed, with his face "very red," that it was "outrageous."22 

A congressional investigation of NEA would have provoked 
a direct clash between Marshall and the White House, which 
was to be avoided at all costs. White House purposes would best 
be served by the removal of Henderson as NEA's director. 

Toward the end of June 1948 Clifford told Niles that he had 
given up hope of having Henderson moved out. Niles replied 
that he remained hopeful and reported that Henderson had 
had a nervous breakdown and had been out of circulation for 
three weeks. Lowenthal interjected that although that might be 
good for Israel "only Loy's removal. . . would be helpful to the 
President."23 

White House pressure on the State Department eventually 
paid off. At first Henderson was asked to be ambassador to 
Turkey. But when the Zionists objected, on the grounds of his 
proximity to the Middle East, his posting was switched to India. 
The appointment was announced officially on July 14, 1948.24 

In the twilight years of his life Henderson still remembered 
his clashes with the Zionist lobby and the White House staff 
with chagrin and bitterness. He recalled that during the latter 
part of 1947 and the first six months of 1948, he had been at-
tacked on the floors of Congress, and thousands of letters had 
poured into the State Department demanding his dismissal. He 
assumed that similar numbers had arrived at the White House. 
He obviously felt that he had been made a scapegoat. His feel-
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ings were still evidently overpowering in 1976, when he granted 
an interview to Allen Podet (Podet consequently published an 
article that exonerated Henderson of charges of anti-Semi-
tism).25 Shortly after, Henderson wrote to Podet, asking him 
not to publish parts of the interview: 

In my criticism of Niles, Crum and MacDonald I had made comments 
that I would never make publicly and must ask you in your writings 
not to quote them. Although I shall bear the scars as long as I live 
from the attacks that they and others have made upon me and al-
though I shall be remembered in Zionist history as a minor villain, I 
do not wish to be the author of public attacks upon them, particularly 
since they are dead and are not in a position to defend themselves.26 

T H E MACDONALD A P P O I N T M E N T 

T h e White House staff were still jockeying for closer supervision 
of Palestine policy. Having failed in their efforts the previous 
spring to place General Hilldring inside the State Department, 
they now asserted the president's prerogative by appointing the 
United States' first diplomatic representative to Israel. 

On June 15,1948, Under Secretary of State Lovett forwarded 
to the White House the name of the State Department nomi-
nee, Charles F. Knox, Jr., an American Foreign Service officer, 
who was appointed special representative, pending the appoint-
ment of an ambassador.27 

On June 24 Niles asked Hilldring about Knox, without tell-
ing him about Lovett's proposal. Hilldring said that Knox had 
been on his staff at the United Nations the previous fall and 
that he was "pro-Arab and no damn good." Niles rushed back 
to the White House and told Matt Connelly that it was urgent 
that he see the president immediately—before Lovett's appoint-
ment with the President later that afternoon. Niles had a "long, 
pleasant talk" with Truman, whose response to the story was 
that "the underlings of the State Department" were doing to 
Marshall what they had done to him. Truman asked Niles for 
alternative names, and Niles produced a list he had brought 
with him.28 

All the State Department nominees were rejected; the White 
House wanted its own man in Tel Aviv.29 Truman picked out 
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James MacDonald, a member of the Anglo-American commit-
tee on Palestine from 1945 to 1946 who had firmly established 
his pro-Zionist credentials. Truman wanted only to satisfy him-
self first whether MacDonald was a Democrat and whether he 
was tied in in any way with "the John Foster Dulles crowd" or 
the peace movement. Niles had Clifford check this.30 Clifford 
rang up MacDonald from the White House and after he had 
satisfied himself that MacDonald was indeed a Democrat told 
him that the president wanted him to be the first U.S. ambas-
sador to Israel. Clifford brushed aside MacDonald's misgivings, 
about coming out of retirement, about salary, and missing his 
golf. Truman wanted to announce the appointment that same 
evening.31 

Secretary of State Marshall was hospitalized at the time, so 
Under Secretary Lovett was informed. Lovett asked for time in 
which to find out if MacDonald was acceptable to Israel. Ac-
cording to Lovett's record written that same afternoon, when 
he had asked Clifford who MacDonald was, Clifford had an-
swered that he knew only that MacDonald had been a member 
of the Anglo-American committee and he assumed that "this 
meant that Mr. MacDonald was recognized as a proponent of 
the Zionist cause." Lovett asked whether the president had con-
sidered the possible repercussions of such an appointment dur-
ing the current truce period in the war in Israel. Clifford re-
plied that he knew none of the background but "the President 
was positive, had made up his mind, and . . . there was obvi-
ously no room for argument." When Lovett asked if the depart-
ment could have time to consider the matter, Clifford said that 
the president's directive was affirmative and the decision had al-
ready been made.32 

The White House aides, Clifford, Connelly, and Niles, de-
rided Lovett's apparent concern whether Israel would agree to 
MacDonald as sheer "nonsense." Clifford phoned Israel's am-
bassador-elect, Eliahu Epstein, to find out if he had the author-
ity to approve MacDonald and whether he would be in favor. 
Epstein replied to both queries in the affirmative. Clifford next 
informed Lovett, who was left with no choice but to contact Eps-
tein and inform him officially of MacDonald's appointment.33 

MacDonald later told State Department officials about the 
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president's desire to have "his own independent means of com-
munication and of information to and from the State of Is-
rael."34 On July 21 , when Marshall eventually received Mac-
Donald for an interview prior to his departure for Israel, the 
secretary of state reassured the new ambassador that he had 
not opposed his appointment on personal grounds but that he 
had resented it being made without any "opportunity for con-
sultation or comment."35 

Marshall had been so upset by the White House's "precipitate 
action" and its failure to give the department "an opportunity 
to put the President in possession of any pertinent facts" that he 
had written Truman a letter from Walter Reed Hospital. He 
was persuaded not to send it, but he was still determined to dis-
cuss the issue in person with the president.36 

Marshall and Truman evidently did meet, though no proto-
col of any such meeting has been found. Marshall elicited from 
the president a promise "that no more off-the-cuff statements 
on Palestine would be forthcoming from the White House with-
out Marshall's consent."37 Whether Marshall went so far as to 
lay down an ultimatum or not, Truman dared not alienate his 
secretary of state in an election year. The White House was 
aware that if it again overruled Marshall on Palestine, it would 
be open to Republican charges of playing politics with the na-
tional interest against the advice of the official primarily re-
sponsible for the direction of foreign policy.38 

T H E A N G L O - A M E R I C A N 
" E N T E N T E C O R D I A L E " 

In the meantime, war had raged in Israel for nearly a month. 
Following negotiations with the belligerents, the UN mediator, 
Count Bernadotte, was able to secure a precarious truce, which 
held from June 1 1 to July 9, 1948. On June 28, after confer-
ences with both Arabs and Jews, Bernadotte produced his first 
plan for a solution to the problem. 

The plan constituted a drastic departure from the UN parti-
tion resolution. It proposed a union of Israel and Transjordan, 
with Israel to cede all of the Negev and Jerusalem to Abdullah. 
In return, the Jews would receive a part, or the whole of, west-
ern Galilee.39 
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Bernadotte's plan reflected what he saw as a military stale-
mate and his opinion that a binational, unitary state was now 
preferable to partition. In this he was trying to turn back the 
clock from the UN resolution to the now-defunct proposals of 
the Anglo-American committee. 

The only party that took any satisfaction in the plan was Ab-
dullah, whose desert kingdom was to receive between 50 per-
cent to 80 percent of mandatory Palestine. Ben-Gurion was 
convinced from the outset that Bernadotte was Bevin's "cat's-
paw."40 But the plan was perhaps tilted too overtly in Abdullah's 
favor for even the British to stomach. They thought that the 
mediator's proposal had "given dangerous encouragement to 
the extremists of both sides" and that the proposal to hand over 
Jerusalem (where the "bulk of population and nearly all the 
brains [were] Jewish") to the Arabs was not a claim the Arabs 
themselves would have made.41 

Even so, through the agency of Abdullah, their faithful ally, 
the British stood to retain control over large parts of Palestine, 
including the strategically important Negev and several mili-
tary bases. This outraged not only the Zionists—who would 
now accept nothing short of full sovereignty, as resolved by the 
United Nations the previous November—but also the other 
Arab states and the dominant Husayni faction of the Palestin-
ian Arabs, who saw in the plan a conspiracy to divide up Pal-
estine between the Zionists and Abdullah. 

Bernadotte's first plan was greeted with universal derision. 
Even Abdullah dared not support it in public. On July 9 fight-
ing broke out again, and during the "ten-days war" that fol-
lowed, Israeli victories brought under Israel's control three 
times as much territory as it had won during the first month's 
fighting. The second cease-fire, imposed on July 18 under threat 
of UN sanctions, had none of the virtues of the military stale-
mate that had pertained at the time of the first truce. The Israe-
lis had greatly increased their military capacity, and their victo-
ries inspired confidence. In contrast, the Arab states, having 
committed themselves publicly to ajihad against the Jewish state, 
were unable either to concede military defeat or to back down. 

It became obvious that any further attempt by Count Ber-
nadotte to formulate a solution would require the determined 
support of the Great Powers, primarily of the patrons of the 
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warring parties, Britain and the United States. Britain in par-
ticular wanted to prevent Bernadotte from repeating the mis-
takes of his first plan. That plan had contained important stra-
tegic dividends for Britain, but it had been discredited because 
of its undue bias in favor of Abdullah, universally regarded as a 
British stooge. 

The State Department was all in favor of close collaboration 
with the British on the Israel question. On June 25, Secretary of 
State Marshall had cabled Ambassador Lewis Douglas in Lon-
don: "We hope, now that the 'entente cordiale' has been re-
established, that both govts will be able to pull in tandem to as-
sist in the constructive working out of this onerous Palestine 
problem."42 

Marshall agreed readily that Douglas, who enjoyed "direct 
and influential access to Bevin," should be the main channel 
of communication between the two governments.43 In effect, 
Douglas slavishly advocated the British viewpoint. On August 2 
he conveyed to Marshall London's opinion that once Britain 
and the United States could "agree that a new hand has been 
dealt in Palestine and that cards now available must be played to 
secure a lasting settlement" they might make it clear to Berna-
dotte, either in the Middle East or during his Swedish visit, that 
in general they approved of his first plan, which recognized the 
new military reality after the fighting. In that event the two 
countries would then be able to go to the United Nations in 
joint support of the mediator's new report.44 

Two days later Bevin sent to Washington his ideas for a per-
manent settlement. He now conceded that the State of Israel 
had proved itself on the field of battle and was securely estab-
lished. It was now up to the Atlantic allies to bring an end to the 
war and promote a permanent solution along the "lines-of-
force frontier." The British warned that the disruption of work 
at the Haifa oil refinery was posing a "grave threat" to Europe's 
oil supplies and that the West was now confronted with bitter 
Arab resentment, exacerbated by the recent imposition of the 
truce under threat of sanctions.45 

The Foreign Office was well aware of the "special difficulties" 
(i.e., the presidential elections) confronting the U.S. govern-
ment at the time but hoped that even if the Americans were un-
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able openly to support the British position they would not op-
pose a British resolution at the United Nations, like the truce 
which might need to be imposed. The British favored a solu-
tion along the lines of Bernadotte's plan, minus the idea of a 
union between the two states while retaining some form of in-
ternational responsibility for Jerusalem, though not necessarily 
under Arab sovereignty.46 With the Negev in Abdullah's hands 
and Haifa a free port or under some form of international re-
gime, British strategic interests would be assured. 

If they did not cooperate on this, warned Bevin, "Arab revul-
sion for West would help spread Soviet influence," and the West 
would be unable any longer to count on the Arabs for their 
strategic requirements.47 

Two days after this dispatch was sent, Douglas informed the 
State Department that Bevin thought "the Palestine situation 
[was] just as serious as Berlin" and that in Palestine also, if the 
two allies went "slack" they would "lose."48 

On August 12 Count Bernadotte returned to Europe, where 
he chaired an international conference of the Red Cross for 
nearly a month. On August 9, his deputy, Ralph Bunche, called 
on Marshall in Washington. Bernadotte was only too ready to 
cooperate with the British and Americans. He now believed 
that if he could bring about a joint Anglo-American consensus 
with him, then both Jews and Arabs, although protesting, would 
arrive eventually and quietly at a settlement. Bernadotte, like 
the British, still adhered to the basic ideas of his first plan; west-
ern Galilee (which the Jews had just conquered) should be given 
to Israel, in return for which it should give up most of the 
Negev. Marshall made no comment to Bunche, but as he re-
ported to Douglas, they had yet to receive clearance for any 
stand on the mediator's proposals from the White House.49 

Three days later Marshall warned Truman they were run-
ning grave risks in the Middle East. Should Israel renew hos-
tilities against Transjordan, the British might feel obliged to 
honor their commitments to that country under their existing 
treaty. If that came to pass, there would be an outcry in the 
United States for lifting its arms embargo on Israel. The result 
would be that "the two great Anglo-Saxon partners would be 
supplying and aiding two little states on the opposite sides of a 
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serious war, from which only the Soviet Union could profit."50 

Bernadotte's mission had now undergone a significant trans-
formation, one which was to be well hidden from the public 
eye. From a mission to seek a solution through negotiation with 
the belligerents, Bernadotte now became the willing instrument 
wherewith the Great Powers would try to impose a settlement 
on both sides.51 

President Truman was kept fully apprised of the new policy 
in its general outline, if not in its specific details. Truman ap-
proved in advance a State Department policy instruction sent 
September 1 to Ambassador MacDonald in Tel Aviv. The inten-
tion to propose territorial amendments to the UN partition 
resolution was explained as follows: 

T h e US feels that the new State of Israel should have boundaries 
which will make it more homogeneous and well integrated than the 
hourglass frontiers drawn on the map of the November 29 Resolu-
tion. . . . Specifically, it would appear to us that Israel might expand 
into the rich area of Galilee, which it now holds in military occupation, 
in return for relinquishing a large portion of the Negev to Transjor-
dan. This would leave the new State with materially improved fron-
tiers and considerably enriched in terms of natural resources by ac-
quisition of Galilee in return for the desert Negev.52 

Truman also approved Marshall's intention to coordinate 
U.S. policy with Britain and his suggestion that the two govern-
ments "concert a line of policy with the United Nations Media-
tor, Count Bernadotte." Truman was informed that Berna-
dotte's views were similar to those of the department, save for 
its suggestion that Jerusalem be placed under Arab sovereignty 
with the Jews being guaranteed local autonomy. The depart-
ment was "still inclined to believe that internationalization of 
this holy city would be the wisest course."53 

On the same day, September 1, Douglas telegraphed to Wash-
ington the Foreign Office "tactical plan." After Anglo-American 
agreement on the substance of the Bernadotte plan, the United 
States and Britain should jointly present their views to the me-
diator, who might wish to amend it. This consultation was re-
garded by the British as being of "cardinal importance," as the 
final product "must appear to be entirely [the] Mediator's own 
and must have behind it [the] full weight of [the] Mediator's 
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conviction."54 The Foreign Office felt it essential that from the 
moment that Bernadotte's proposals became known they 
should be labeled "Mediator—made in Sweden." Douglas's tele-
gram read further: "If through leaks a Jewish-American label 
should become attached to US-UK thinking this would stiffen 
Arab resistance to proposals when US and UK voice support 
for Mediator and ask Arab States to acquiesce in them."55 

On September 10 Robert McClintock, of the State Depart-
ment's Office of UN Affairs, was directed to proceed to Rhodes 
to consult with Bernadotte, who had returned there on Sep-
tember 3. McClintock was to present the Anglo-American plan, 
which essentially followed Marshall's directive of September 1. 
McClintock's mission was to be shrouded in secrecy—the os-
tensible purpose of his visit was to study the Arab refugee 
problem.56 

McClintock traveled to Egypt and thence to Rhodes with Sir 
John Troutbeck of the British Middle East Office, Cairo. The 
two men arrived on Rhodes on September 13. After two days of 
talks they reached agreement with Bernadotte on the exchange 
of the Negev for Galilee and on the internationalization of Je-
rusalem. There was but a single American reservation. Al-
though McClintock supported the transfer of the Negev to the 
Arabs, he warned that Jewish pressure might force his govern-
ment to question this. As a sop to the Zionist lobby, the State 
Department was considering offering the Jews a "token salient" 
in the northern Negev, down to the Beersheba-Gaza road.57 

T H E B E R N A D O T T E P L A N 

Bernadotte completed his second plan on September 16. It fol-
lowed the Anglo-American desiderata. The Jewish state was 
to receive Galilee but was to cede to the Arabs the Negev from 
Majdal (today's Ashkelon) south. The United Nations would 
guarantee the new borders; Haifa, including the oil refineries 
and terminals in the bay area, was to become a free port and 
Lydda a free airport. Jerusalem was to remain under UN con-
trol, with full safeguards for the holy places. The right of the 
Arab refugees to return was declared inalienable.58 

On September 17, the day after completing his report, Ber-
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nadotte was assassinated in Jerusalem by Jewish terrorists. His 
plan was published posthumously on September 20. 

Ambassador Douglas telegraphed Marshall an important 
message, "Personal for eyes Secretary and Lovett only," enclos-
ing what he believed might become "the keystone of the arch" 
that they had been trying to build. Bevin had handed him a 
draft statement in support of the new report with the "greatest 
trepidation" since it would "once and for all put His Majesty's 
Government flatly on record as favoring partition as a perma-
nent solution for Palestine and thus burn His Majesty's Govern-
ment's boats with the Arabs." '9 

Bevin was due to make his endorsement public in the House 
of Commons on September 22, and he wanted Marshall to pub-
licize his support the day before if possible. Making simultane-
ous statements would strengthen the idea that the Bernadotte 
plan was in fact an Anglo-American deal, and if the British 
"were to speak first, and be echoed by [a] later US statement, 
this would strengthen [the] idea which [the] Zionists have been 
propagating that US foreign policy is formulated in Whitehall." 
Bevin asked Marshall to state that the new plan was in his opin-
ion fair and constituted an equitable basis for negotiation.™ 

Inevitably, fears of Zionist influences at the White House were 
never far from the minds of the diplomats. Douglas warned: 
"If we should become the prey of Zionist forces, which will 
cause the UK to become the protector of the Arabs, this will 
only prolong that dangerous sore in Palestine, and possibly 
spread the infection.""1 

The annual General Assembly of the United Nations opened 
in Paris on September 21 , 1948. (John Foster Dulles, a Republi-
can member of the U.S. delegation to the United Nations, told 
the Zionists that the assembly was convened in Paris to "reduce 
to a minimum" the influence of the Jews and of President 
Truman. Dulles and Marshall saw "eye to eye" on this.)02 At 
4:00 P.M. local time on the opening day of the assembly, Secre-
tary Marshall issued the following statement: "The US consid-
ers that the conclusions contained in the final report of Count 
Bernadotte offer a generally fair basis for settlement of the Pal-
estine question. My government is of the opinion that the con-
clusions are sound and strongly urges the parties and the Gen-



The First Arab-Israeli War / 239 

eral Assembly to accept them in their entirety as the best possible 
basis for bringing peace to a distracted land."6 3 On the next day, 
September 22, Foreign Secretary Bevin issued a similar state-
ment in the British House of Commons. 

History rarely repeats itself, but events from here on begin to 
resemble those of the previous spring. Marshall's September 2 1 
statement may be compared in many respects to Austin's trust-
eeship statement of March 19. Both statements, which enjoyed 
the general endorsement of the president, ignited domestic po-
litical storms in the United States, where the Zionist lobby would 
manage to engineer a reversal of policy. In each case domestic 
pressures would bring the reassertion of direct control by the 
White House. In each case also subsequent Israeli victories on 
the battlefield would significantly help to nullify the efforts of 
the diplomats and their officials. 



FOURTEEN 

The 1948 Elections 

T H E ZIONIST LOBBY IN A C T I O N 

After his precipitate recognition of Israel in May, the president 
had promised Secretary of State Marshall not to intervene uni-
laterally in the Palestine question. There are several indications 
that Truman did his best to honor this promise even as domes-
tic pressures built up. Indeed, this time it would take a politi-
cally inept statement by his rival for the presidency, governor of 
New York Thomas Dewey, to provoke Truman once more to 
countermand the actions of his secretary of state. In an election 
year, it was perhaps inevitable. 

The White House aides were concerned that Truman would 
suffer a setback at the November polls for not having imposed 
his will on the State Department. At the beginning of August, 
Max Lowenthal told David Niles that many Jews would abstain 
in the elections: "All intelligent Jews know there have been two 
opposing Palestine policies in this government and hold that 
against Truman." Lowenthal "assumed that it would not be pos-
sible for the President to change his method with Marshall, and 
take the Palestine situation out of [the] State Department alto-
gether." Niles replied that a few days before the president had 
sent over to Marshall "a lot of stuff showing how Dewey is 
trying to sidle up to the Jews re Palestine, promising them every-
thing." But Niles did not expect to learn what Marshall had said 
to Truman, if anything.1 

The key development during the summer months, the Anglo-
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American consultations with Count Bernadotte, was success-
fully kept a secret from the public. During those same months, 
however, Democratic politicians continued to pressure Truman 
on what were for the Zionists two other urgent issues: the prom-
ised $ 100 million loan for Israel and de jure recognition. 

Israel's minister in Washington, Eliahu Epstein, complained 
about Washington's procrastination: "Quite frankly, the Admin-
istration has done nothing to implement its promises of finan-
cial assistance for our settlement and development require-
ments. Instead, we have been put off by empty words from 
week to week, and from month to month. I can hardly imagine 
that the President has known what a run-around we are being 
given on this question."2 

Pressure on the White House was stepped up after August 
23, when Henry Wallace released a statement urging full recog-
nition of and a large loan to Israel. Senatorial candidate Hubert 
Humphrey, Congress of Industrial Organizations president 
Philip Murray, and the entire New York City congressional del-
egation, led by Emmanuel Celler, all urged Truman to "imple-
ment the Democratic party platform pledges for assistance to 
Israel."3 

In early September, following Zionist pressure, Clark Clifford 
drew up for Truman's signature a memorandum addressed to 
Marshall stating the president's "desire to see an independent 
Jewish state flourish in Palestine" and instructing Marshall to 
authorize the pending loan, extend de jure recognition, and 
"take active steps to assist Israel in gaining admission to the 
United Nations." Democratic party chairman Howard McGrath 
claimed that the president's "sincere intentions have been sabo-
taged by the State Department." But Truman refused to sign 
the Clifford draft and acceded to Marshall's advice to hold up 
full recognition until after the elections in Israel, scheduled for 
early November.4 (Because of the renewal of the war in Israel, 
the elections were delayed until January 1949.) 

Truman's aides took great pains to remain tuned in to the 
trends of opinion prevalent within the American Jewish estab-
lishment. 

On September 8 Truman received a delegation of the Jewish 
War Veterans of America, headed by General Julius Klein. 
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Truman stated that he was "the best friend the Jews had in 
America." Klein did not respond. Truman lamented that "he 
and Bevin had agreed on the best possible solution for Palestine 
and it was the Zionists who killed that plan by their opposition." 
It was Klein's impression that Truman was not quite clear as to 
which plan he was referring to but that he had in fact meant the 
Morrison-Grady plan. On the question of the American arms 
embargo, Klein told Truman that Israel was now forced to get 
its arms from Czechoslovakia and that he was driving Israel, 
against its wishes, into the hands of the Russians. Truman ap-
peared worried by this line of argument. Upon leaving the 
White House, Klein told correspondents curtly that he had no 
comment, creating the impression he was dissatisfied with the 
interview.5 

At their fifth convention, in November 1945, the Jewish War 
Veterans had resolved to call on Truman to urge the British to 
open Palestine to free Jewish immigration and to establish there 
a "Jewish National State." Although the veterans as a rule were 
not prominent in the American Jewish community, the White 
House apparently considered General Klein too important a 
figure to leave disenchanted. Shortly after the first interview, 
Klein received a telephone call, asking him to return to the 
White House alone to see the president again. 

During their second talk, the general told Truman that even 
though he himself was a Republican most of the members of his 
organization were Democrats. Klein stated that the question of 
Palestine ought to be removed from domestic politics and dealt 
with on its own merits. The president's friendly intentions were 
known, but it appeared that the State Department was able to 
block any action favorable to the Jews. According to Klein, 
Truman was not at all displeased by the distinction drawn 
between himself and the State Department.6 

Truman promised to get in touch with the State Department 
immediately, and that same afternoon Klein was invited over to 
see Secretary of State Marshall. Klein told Marshall that he ob-
jected strongly to the president describing himself as "the best 
friend" of the Jews, when such statements were not followed by 
any action. These statements did only harm, making the whole 
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issue appear as one of racial relations. Klein wanted the issue 
judged on merit: "If justice and American interests required 
them to take favorable action on Israel, such action should be 
taken without regard to their feelings towards the Jews."7 

Marshall, due to leave shortly for the UN General Assembly 
at Paris to promote Bernadotte's second plan, told Klein that 
"the present situation in Palestine gave more promise of a satis-
factory solution than at any time since the problem had arisen" 
but warned that "an effective solution would probably please 
neither the Arab nor Israel governments."8 

Klein was invited later by Governor Dewey to become his 
chief campaign adviser on Jewish affairs. But on Epstein's ad-
vice, Klein refused to take the offer "as long as the Republicans 
maintained their silence on Palestine."9 

During the second week of September, Jacob Blaustein of the 
American Jewish Committee was called to the White House 
twice. On September 16 he talked alone with Truman for more 
than half an hour. Blaustein pressed for the full dejure recog-
nition of Israel before the Israeli elections, support for an appli-
cation to join the United Nations, the appointment of a full 
minister, an early loan, and the appointment of General Hill-
dring to the State Department. Blaustein was given grounds for 
optimism that some of his requests would be granted, in par-
ticular the loan and the appointment of Hilldring. But in a 
letter to Joseph Proskauer, he speculated whether the assassina-
tion of Count Bernadotte on the day after his visit to the White 
House might not have an adverse affect.10 

The floodgates of domestic protest really burst with Mar-
shall's public endorsement of Bernadotte's second plan on Sep-
tember 21 . The American Zionist Emergency Council took out 
full-page ads in the press headed: "Mr. Truman: Where do you 
stand on this issue?" If the White House reaction was slower 
than that of the previous March, it was because the president 
was out of town, already campaigning on his whistle-stop tour. 
It took a week for the reports, and the pile of protest mail, to 
catch up with him.11 

On September 22 a Washington Star column reported that 
New York State Democratic Committee chairman Paul Fitz-
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patrick had told national party leaders that the Marshall state-
ment would prevent the party from carrying any large city in 
the country.12 

Chester Bowles, Democratic candidate for governor in Con-
necticut, wrote a personal letter to Clark Clifford, urging him 
to have the president extend de jure recognition to Israel at the 
end of the month, the time of the Jewish high holy days. Bowles 
reported that Dewey was to make an important statement at the 
beginning of October : 

If [the president] loses the opportunity of making some such state-
ment on the occasion of the Jewish Holidays, and if action is delayed 
until later in October, we will get no help as far as registration is con-
cerned and the opposition will charge him with playing politics with 
our foreign policy. 

I really believe some action along this line is vital. I know how im-
portant it is in Connecticut; and if we are up against it here, it must be 
infinitely tougher in New York." 

Clifford, who had been Truman's special counsel at the time 
of the Yom Kippur statement in October 1946, must have had a 
feeling of déjà vu. But there was to be no Yom Kippur state-
ment in 1948. 

The State Department tried to head off the Zionist lobby. 
Officials were no doubt apprehensive that as in the previous 
March they might now fall victims to accusations of having 
pulled off a coup. On September 24, acting Secretary of State 
Lovett cabled to Truman a message informing him that Rabbi 
Silver had tried to plant an item in a newspaper to the effect 
that the Bernadotte report "was written in the State Depart-
ment . . . [and] taken to Bernadotte by a State Department offi-
cial after coordination with the British, and that Bernadotte 
used it with a few minor changes." Lovett claimed that there 
was no truth in Silver's story and that his department had had 
no part in the preparation of the report, though he did concede 
that it had had an opportunity to exchange views with the me-
diator and had been informed confidentially about the report's 
conclusions on the political future of Palestine.14 

True, Truman had not been informed about McClintock's 
and Troutbeck's visit to Bernadotte on Rhodes, and for this the 
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State Department has been accused of duplicity. Yet it should 
be recalled that Truman had approved in advance State De-
partment ideas about consulting with the British and about ex-
changing the Negev for Galilee. 

Toward the end of September, Eddie Jacobson was mobilized 
again. Shortly after the Marshall statement Maurice Bisgyer of 
B'nai B'rith, who was attending the UN General Assembly, tele-
phoned Jacobson from Paris and asked him to speak with Tru-
man. Jacobson then rang up the president and reminded him 
of his promise to adhere to the November 29 borders. Truman 
refused to talk about the Negev although he spoke with Jacob-
son for one hour and twenty minutes. Truman reaffirmed his 
desire to help the Jews but said that he had yet to decide on any 
public statement.15 

On September 27 Jacobson received a lengthy cable from 
Chaim Weizmann: "Only intervention of your friend, who has 
done so much for us, can avert the worst dangers. Please go and 
see him without delay, reminding him of Democratic Party 
pledges that no change boundaries would take place without 
consent Government of Israel."16 

Jacobson left immediately for Oklahoma City to intercept the 
presidential train. He arrived at the same time as Brooklyn con-
gressman Abraham J. Multer, who had flown there to advise 
the president of the rising storm over the Israel issue.17 Jacob-
son was allowed to sit in on a meeting of White House staff 
aboard the train, which included Truman, Clark Clifford, Jona-
than Daniels, Matt Connelly, and Charlie Ross.18 

Jacobson was convinced by "the entire White House staff" 
that not only were they the Zionists' friends "but [they] were 
going all out for Palestine." Truman stated that he would not 
budge from the UN partition resolution, regardless of what 
Marshall, Lovett, or anyone else said; the United States would 
not endorse the Bernadotte proposal as written but "wanted 
very much to bring about peace in Palestine." Truman claimed 
that Marshall had acted without consulting him and that he had 
had nothing to do with the approval of the Bernadotte plan by 
the American delegation at the United Nations. 

Jacobson spoke bluntly about Truman's own political future. 
After reminding Truman of how many times he had promised 
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Weizmann and himself that he would stand by the UN resolu-
tion (as recently as in August in Kansas City), Jacobson fanned 
the embers of Truman's animosity toward the State Department: 

Now as on March 19th. your State Dept. has again acted without au-
thority from you, but you are the man taking the blame. 

You are out here shaking the bushes for a few votes while you are 
losing millions of them in N.Y. and Penn by the actions of a State 
Dept. who are tied body and soul to the British Foreign Office. To me 
it doesn't make sense.19 

Jonathan Daniels drew up a pro-Zionist statement, which he 
insisted the president sign. But his criticism of Marshall not-
withstanding, Truman refused until he had first consulted with 
Marshall himself.20 Although Truman may have given the im-
pression that as in the previous March the State Department 
had again embarrassed him with a public statement that he 
had not cleared previously, this was not apparently the case in 
September. 

The next day, September 29, Clifford telephoned from the 
presidential train in Tulsa, Oklahoma, to Lovett in Washing-
ton.21 Lovett claimed that the State Department had sent the 
president a copy of the Marshall statement on September 18, 
asking for instructions if he was not in agreement. The message 
had been sent via the White House Signal Center, and the de-
partment had later checked twice with the center, on the eve-
ning of September 20 and the morning of September 2 1 , but it 
had not received any reply from the president. With Truman 
on his whistle-stop tour, communications with the White House 
had evidently been less than perfect. Clifford claimed that "this 
was all news to him" and promised to investigate. 

During the one-and-a-half-hour telephone conversation be-
tween Tulsa and Washington, heated at times, and punctuated 
by the whistles of passing trains, Clifford returned to the by 
now well-worn theme: "The pressure from the Jewish groups 
on the President was mounting and . . . it was as bad as the time 
of the trusteeship suggestion."22 

Clifford told Lovett that Truman was "deeply concerned by 
an apparent over-emphasis by the Secretary on the necessity 
for accepting the Bernadotte Plan in its entirety," which would 
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contravene the "Democratic National Platform," and had or-
dered him to send a telegram to Marshall in Paris "completely 
disavowing" the secretary of state's endorsement of the Ber-
nadotte plan.23 

Lovett replied that any presidential rebuttal of Marshall's 
statement "indicating a reversal of the president's clear ap-
proval of a program discussed with him by the Secretary on 
September 1 and formally signed by the President on that date 
would put the Secretary in an intolerable position," leading to 
"absolutely disastrous" consequences at the United Nations, 
where the U.S. delegation had made agreements with others on 
the basis of the policy. Lovett then read to Clifford the memo-
randum of September 1, which referred specifically to the ex-
change of western Galilee for parts of the Negev.24 

Clifford promised to put these arguments to the president. 
That same evening Truman personally spoke with Lovett and 
was finally dissuaded from sending his original message to Mar-
shall. He compromised on a draft message to send that week to 
the Zionist leader Rabbi Stephen Wise, to which the State De-
partment had no objections. In fact, it repeated the secretary of 
state's own language, endorsing the Bernadotte plan as offering 
"a basis for continuing efforts to secure a just settlement."25 

Truman's record of these events is confusing and incomplete. 
He writes that at the end of September he prepared a statement 
reaffirming the Democratic party platform but that he waited 
to confer with Marshall, which he did on October 9, and then 
deferred to Marshall's advice to hold up the statement.26 

Truman was still resisting domestic pressures, but barely. At 
the end of September, Ed Flynn was apparently authorized by 
the White House to inform Ben-Gurion that Truman promised 
to grant de jure recognition and support the loan as early as in 
mid-October—if he could overcome State Department opposi-
tion. If he did, he would invite Ben-Gurion to the White House 
for the announcement.27 

Bearing in mind his promise to Marshall, Truman waited 
first for the Republicans to give their greetings on the occasion 
of the Jewish New Year. On September 29 Dewey issued a rou-
tine message, instead of the anticipated denunciation of the 
Bernadotte plan.28 
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At the State Department, Under Secretary Lovett prepared 
for the worst and forewarned the British: 

[The State Department] and the White House are under very heavy 
pressure from Jewish organizations, who were very critical of Ameri-
can acceptance Bernadotte report, pressing strenuously through full 
page adverts in the newspapers and every other means for its modi-
fication in their favour. T h e nearness of the elections, the fact that the 
President had to make an election speech in New York very soon, and 
imminence Jewish New Year all complicating factors.29 

But on October 2 Truman followed Dewey's lead and sent his 
own innocuous "personal greetings and congratulations" to 
Israel's first president, Chaim Weizmann. The message, drafted 
by Lovett, made no mention of recognition, boundaries, or the 
Bernadotte report.30 In some contrast with 1946, Dewey's su-
preme confidence had led him to forgo playing up to the Zion-
ists on Yom Kippur 1948. 

But domestic pressure on the White House did not subside. 
On October 5 James B. C. Howe, a White House administrative 
assistant dealing with industrial affairs, sent Clifford a private 
memorandum recording a visit by C. T. Anderson of the Rail-
way Political League, Washington. Anderson described the po-
litical damage done by Marshall's statement. Whereas Truman's 
de facto recognition had committed the United States to the 
boundaries recommended by the United Nations and agreed to 
by Israel, the Bernadotte plan had now cut that area by 50 per-
cent. Anderson said that as a result: "The Democratic represen-
tatives in New York are being booed and heckled. For instance, 
such stalwarts as Congressman Celler and Congressman Sol 
Bloom are being given this sort of treatment when they appear 
in public to make speeches."31 

Anderson, who stated that he was "not a Jew or a religious 
fanatic but . . . a practical politician," demanded that some-
thing had to be done "to lessen the tension over [the] situation 
in New York City, if the Democratic party [was] to get anywhere 
in the coming election in the state."32 

As pressures for a presidential pro-Zionist statement built up 
in Washington, so did tensions within the American delegation 
to the United Nations in Paris. Eleanor Roosevelt and Ben 



The 1948 Elections / 249 

Cohen, the two "pro-Zionist" members of the UN delegation, 
were demoralized, having experienced the same discourage-
ment from State Department officials that earlier in the year 
had persuaded General Hilldring to decline the White House 
posting to the State Department. 

On October 3 Mrs. Roosevelt wrote to her friend Bernard 
Baruch, asking him to organize resistance to Marshall so that 
the Bernadotte plan would not be regarded as sacrosanct but 
merely as a basis for negotiation. She regarded the transfer of 
the Negev to the Arabs as "highly unfair" and lamented the way 
that she and Ben Cohen were being treated: "I have only one 
real backer and that is Ben Cohen. Neither of us was consulted 
before the Secretary made his announcement to the Press of 
the acceptance of the Bernadotte report."33 

Ben Cohen poured out his own heart in a private letter to 
Justice Felix Frankfurter. He believed that he had been placed 
on the delegation "to try to help [the United States] out of hot 
water in the Palestine problem." But like Mrs. Roosevelt, Cohen 
felt a "deep sense of humiliation" over the handling of the Pal-
estine problem and still had no idea of the delegation's real 
position. He went on to describe the lynch-mob atmosphere on 
the State Department—dominated delegation: 

Marshall has been led to believe that the Department's position what-
ever it is is beyond reproach, that all criticism is unfair and based on 
ignorance and political motives or rank special pleading. Everyone 
who talks to the President against the Department's position is as-
sumed to fall in one or the other of the above categories. . . . I feel 
only embarrassed and compromised by the piece-meal knowledge 
that is grudgingly accorded to us. (By us I mean generally Mrs. R and 
myself)—the others are generally content to be relieved of responsi-
bility and to follow the inside click [stc]. . . . I don't think a public row 
would help particularly as my position would be ascribed to the fact 
that I am a Jew. My thought is therefore to try and find at an early 
opportunity a colorless excuse for quietly going home. . . . I have 
hesitated to write to Dave Niles for fear in some way the matter would 
get out that we were trying to upset the relations between the Presi-
dent and the Secretary. . . . 

. . . if I remain there is always the danger that I may be unable to 
restrain myself and may explode in a more explosive way than I have 
exploded already.34 
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B I P A R T I S A N A N D P A R T I S A N 
P O L I T I C S 

The efforts of Secretary of Defense Forrestal the previous win-
ter to secure a bipartisan agreement on Palestine had failed (see 
chapter 10). One of the reasons was that the Republicans felt 
that the Democrats had played politics with the issue unfairly. 
The Republicans, confident of winning the presidency, saw no 
reason to help the administration in its Palestine predicament 
and undoubtedly took satisfaction from the discomfort and po-
litical damage caused Truman by the clashes between the White 
House and the State Department. Moreover, the Republicans 
were not above trying to seek their own political gain from the 
issue. For their part the Zionists were not above playing the par-
ties against each other. Obviously, a bipartisan agreement was 
the last thing they wanted. During the summer of 1948, rumors 
and speculation of concessions to the Zionists or of a bipartisan 
agreement were rife. 

At the end of July 1948 a representative of John Foster Dul-
les and Governor Dewey called on four prominent Zionists at 
the suite of Dewey Stone in the Waldorf Astoria in New York 
City. The Republicans proposed that in return for the Zionists' 
support, they would "guarantee the complete recognition of a 
free and independent Jewish State of Palestine," the lifting of the 
American arms embargo, and a substantial American loan.35 

In August Eliahu Epstein heard from "a responsible source" 
about a "deal" between the two major parties on Israel. Lovett, 
Dulles, and Vandenberg had apparently met at the beginning 
of August and had agreed that "they should not express views 
on the problems of Palestine and that U.S. Government policy 
on Palestine should be developed in close consultation with the 
British Government." Epstein wondered if party leaders knew 
about this agreement and what the Zionists could do to prevent 
"a direct betrayal of both Party platforms."36 

All rumors notwithstanding, Duljes, who had been appointed 
by Truman as a member of the American delegation to the UN 
General Assembly in Paris, reached an understanding with the 
State Department that Palestine would be excluded from the 
area of bipartisan agreement within the delegation.37 
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Marshall's endorsement on September 21 of the second Ber-
nadotte plan presented the Republicans with obvious political 
opportunities. Dulles had not been consulted by Marshall be-
fore issuing his statement, and the domestic uproar in the 
United States further strengthened Republican confidence. 
Rabbi Silver cabled directly to Dulles in Paris, protesting the 
Marshall endorsement of the new plan. Dulles advised Gover-
nor Dewey that should he feel constrained to dissociate himself 
from the administration on the Marshall statement, he "should 
avoid implying any position on merits," as he, Dulles, had no 
clear opinion as yet.38 

Dewey, who complained that "constant travel and campaign-
ing" were preventing him from keeping himself fully informed, 
replied to Dulles that he did not believe any public statement at 
that juncture would be wise.39 

At the beginning of October, Dean Rusk had a talk with Dul-
les about the advisability of holding to a bipartisan line on 
Israel. Rusk, "speaking as a non-political civil servant," told 
Dulles that he believed that both parties agreed on the funda-
mentals of the Israeli issue. Differences had appeared because 
the administration had been in charge of negotiations between 
the Jews and Arabs and because the "Jews [had] succeeded in 
playing one party leadership off against the other in a contest 
for votes—votes which obviously [could not] be delivered to 
both parties."40 

According to Rusk, Dulles had claimed that earlier in the 
year Dewey had supported a bipartisan position but the Demo-
crats had not. Dulles was not ready to make any commitment 
but promised to do what he could to influence his party toward 
moderation. He had added that "since the Republicans felt 
quite confident, it might be possible for them to take a broader 
view on this specific issue than they might be able to do if the 
contest for votes were very close and bitter."41 Rusk concluded: 
"If the Department of State is able to hold our line on the Ber-
nadotte Report and to persuade Democratic leaders not to start 
a fresh round of new bids for Jewish support, there is a good 
chance that the Republicans will take a moderate view and assist 
in keeping the matter from flaring up again."42 

Dulles had then discussed the matter at length with Dewey by 
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transatlantic telephone and reported back to Rusk that the Re-
publican leader was determined not to stir up the issue again, 
although he was under strong pressure to do so. Dewey's con-
duct would be conditioned by the president's.43 

But Dulles was not being altogether frank with Rusk. As 
noted already, following Silver's protest at the end of Septem-
ber, Dulles had suggested to Dewey that he consider cashing in 
on the Zionists' anger at Marshall's endorsement of the Berna-
dotte report. Thus, it was to be Dewey, not Truman, who vio-
lated the domestic political status quo on Israel. 

On October 22 Governor Dewey published a letter he had 
written to Dean Alfange, chairman of the American Christian 
Palestine Committee of New York, which in effect repudiated 
the administration's support for the Bernadotte plan and im-
pugned Truman's personal integrity. Dewey reaffirmed the 
plank of the Republican platform granting "full recognition to 
Israel with its boundaries sanctioned by the UN and aid in de-
veloping its economy."44 

There was an almost audible sigh of relief from the White 
House. Clifford wrote to Truman: "I consider Dewey's action as 
a serious error on his part and the best thing that has happened 
to us to date."45 Lovett reported to Marshall in Paris that Dewey's 
statement had been "obviously designed to take advantage of 
[the] widely publicized criticism of [the] President for abandon-
ing [the] Palestine plank in [the] Democratic platform and timed 
specifically to embarrass [the] President during his windup trip 
to Chicago, New York and Brooklyn next week."46 He warned 
Marshall that the president's reaction was likely to be "immedi-
ate and aggressive" since Truman's adherence to the Demo-
cratic platform had been challenged.47 Lovett had good reason 
to expect such a reaction, as he had just spent the morning with 
Clark Clifford. When Clifford had explained that the presi-
dent's integrity had been impugned, Lovett had agreed that 
Truman now had no alternative but to reaffirm his support for 
his party's platform.48 

Lovett expressed the hope that Truman would confine him-
self to such a reaffirmation and stress the importance of UN 
efforts in Paris to find an acceptable solution.49 
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E L E C T I O N T I M E : 
T R U M A N R E A S S E R T S D I R E C T C O N T R O L 

On Monday, October 25, 1948, Truman issued a press re-
lease blaming the Republicans for the renewed political out-
burst on Israel: "I had hoped that our foreign affairs could 
continue to be handled on non-partisan basis without being 
injected into the presidential campaign. The Republican candi-
date's statement, however, makes it necessary for me to reiter-
ate my own position with respect to Palestine."50 

Truman's statement went on to reaffirm his support for his 
party's platform, which had endorsed the UN partition plan, 
and added that "modifications thereof should be made only if 
fully acceptable to the State of Israel." Truman concluded by 
making reference to the Bernadotte plan: "A plan has been 
submitted which provides a basis for a renewed effort to bring 
about a peaceful adjustment of differences. It is hoped that by 
using this plan as a basis of negotiation, the conflicting claims of 
the parties can be settled."51 

The contradictions in Truman's statement were exposed the 
next day by Senator Taft. He accused Truman of following an 
"uncertain and wavering" course on Palestine: "In one sentence 
he says that he still adheres to the Democratic platform pledge 
that no changes shall be made in the boundaries fixed in the 
UN partition resolution. In the next he says the Bernadotte 
Plan, changing the boundaries, cutting the State of Israel in 
half, and wholly unacceptable to the State of Israel, should be 
used as a basis for negotiations."52 

But Truman did not restrict himself to a simple rebuff in the 
press.On the eve of his arrival in the critically important city of 
New York, Dewey had provided him with the pretext to waive 
all the restraints that he had hitherto observed. Truman ar-
rived in New York City on October 27, for the climax of his 
whistle-stop election campaign. He was due to speak the next 
evening at Madison Square Garden. As early as October 25, he 
had informed Eddie Jacobson that he would make a statement 
on Palestine at the garden. Jacobson joined the Truman entou-
rage in New York City, toured Harlem, Queens, and Brooklyn 
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with the president and then returned with him to Kansas City 
on the presidential train.53 

In the meantime, the military situation in Israel had been 
transformed significantly. On October 15 Israeli forces had at-
tacked Egyptian positions in the Negev. Between October 15 
and 20 the Israelis inflicted heavy losses on the Egyptian army 
and lifted the siege on twenty of their own beleaguered settle-
ments. The new situation thus created threatened to render ob-
solete the Bernadotte plan, which rested on the "lines of force" 
before October 15. Yet Britain was still determined that the 
strategically critical Negev should go to its own client-state, 
Transjordan. At the United Nations in Paris, Britain and China 
introduced into the Security Council a joint resolution threat-
ening sanctions if the Israelis did not withdraw behind the lines 
from which the recent fighting had begun. 

Truman was greeted in New York by screaming headlines 
declaring that Britain and China had asked the United States to 
join them in asking for sanctions against Israel and that Mar-
shall had agreed.54 That evening Truman led a torchlight pa-
rade to Madison Square Garden, where labor leader Dave Du-
binsky had been forced to fill empty seats with members of the 
band and the drill teams that were accompanying the presi-
dent. In the part of his speech that dealt with Israel (drafted by 
Sam Rosenman), Truman boasted of his support for partition 
and the instant recognition of Israel. He concluded: "It is my 
desire to help build in Palestine a strong, prosperous, free, and 
independent democratic state. . . . It must be large enough, free 
enough and strong enough to make its people self-supporting 
and secure."55 

During his stop in New York City, Truman was confronted 
by heavy pressure from local Democrats, especially Governor 
Herbert Lehman and Mayor William O'Dwyer, to reverse Mar-
shall's support for sanctions against Israel.56 

After intensive consultations on October 28 Clark Clifford 
and Oscar Ewing were deputed by Truman to draw up new in-
structions to Marshall. Both men missed the Madison Square 
Garden rally to prepare Truman's directive. Upon his return 
from the rally, Truman went over their draft and changed 
just one minor detail—the word "directed" was amended to 
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"requested." Truman told his aides: "I don't have to direct 
Marshall."57 

Truman's directive made the secretary of state's every move 
in Paris subject to prior White House permission. At around 
midnight Clifford dictated the following message in the presi-
dent's name to Lovett with instructions to forward it immedi-
ately to Marshall in Paris: "I am deeply concerned over reports 
here of action taken in [the] Security Council on [the] Palestine 
question. I hope that before this nation takes any position or 
any statement is made by our delegation that I be advised of 
such contemplated action and the implications thereof."58 

In a personal, "eyes only" telegram from Paris, Marshall asked 
Lovett: "To what do you think the President is referring? If you 
do not know, ask him direct for me."59 Even before receiving 
Truman's clarification, Lovett reassured Marshall the next day: 
"Am told removal restrictions on normal procedures may be 
expected next week when silly season terminates."60 

Lovett finally located Truman in St. Louis. The president's re-
ply to Marshall's query came with the order that "utmost precau-
tions be taken to maintain its personal and top secret character": 

(1) President again directs every effort be made to avoid taking posi-
tion on Palestine prior to Wednesday [November 3, the day after the 
elections]. If by any chance it appears certain vote would have to be 
taken on Monday or Tuesday he directs USDel to abstain. (2) On 
Wednesday or thereafter proceed on understanding of American posi-
tion previously taken as regards truce in May and July resolutions. 

A n y other matters relating Palestine should be reported and cleared 
until present restrictions removed.61 

On November 2 Lovett explained that Truman's latest in-
structions had been provoked by a headline story in the New 
York Star reporting a "serious rift in US Del to UN," according 
to which Mrs. Roosevelt, Ben Cohen, and Dulles had opposed 
any resolution that threatened sanctions. The president wished 
to avert any major split within the bipartisan delegation, espe-
cially as the results of the UN vote would not be known until 
after the results of the presidential election, at around mid-
night on November 2.62 

Marshall had no choice but to withdraw American support 
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for the sanctions resolution, after which the British and Chi-
nese withdrew also. 

It is to be doubted if there has ever been, before or since, 
such a direct interplay between domestic politics and foreign 
affairs. The White House's interventions also prompted an un-
precedented interest by State Department heads in Truman's 
political fortunes (which for some reason have been published 
in the Foreign Relations of the United States series of diplomatic 
documents). On October 30 Under Secretary Lovett sent an 
"Eyes only personal for Secretary" official telegram to Paris, 
conveying to Marshall the latest "Expert election predictions": 
"[they] forecast substantial Dewey majority of electoral votes by 
States but considerable improvement in Truman's position in 
popular votes, Dewey getting about fifty percent, Truman about 
forty-five percent. Senate race very close with probable Repub-
lican control by very slim margin.'"'3 

Lovett, like all the political pundits, regarded Dewey's victory 
as a foregone conclusion. The point of his letter was to express 
the pious hope that they could arrive at some "firmly agreed 
course of action between any succeeding Administration and 
[the] present one." Lovett feared the actions taken over the 
next few days might set a pattern that, "if subsequently re-
versed, could have disastrous consequences not only in [the] 
Middle East itself but with [America's] European associates in 
other vital affairs." Lovett suggested that Marshall try to arrive 
at an agreement with Dulles and concluded: 

I am sure you agree that our past experience with formally approved 
positions and instructions which are subsequently and suddenly al-
tered or revoked is increasingly dangerous and intolerable. I can 
imagine what you have been through in Paris. It has been absolutely 
hell here. As I see it, the national election itself, regardless of its out-
come, gives us a new chance to review our Palestine policy, agree on a 
bipartisan approach and plan a consistent course of action which we 
can stick to honorably and resolutely."' 



FIFTEEN 

Reaching a Consensus 
Israel as a Strategic Asset 

Truman's victory in the presidential elections of 1948 was one 
of the greatest political upsets of the century, confounding all 
the pundits and embarrassing some newspaper editors who 
had rushed to press prematurely with headlines heralding 
Dewey's triumph. 

The reasons for Truman's success have already been detailed 
competently by several political analysts. He won thanks to a 
combination of his own whistle-stop "take-it-to-the-people" poli-
tics ("oversimplification, exaggeration, stereotyping, and scape-
goating") and the lackluster campaign of an overconfident Re-
publican rival. Even so, Governor Dewey received a hundred 
more electoral votes than he had in 1944, and Truman's popu-
lar vote margin of 4.5 percent, in a light turnout election, was 
the lowest since 1916 and well below Roosevelt's average of 
14.75 percent. In contrast to Roosevelt, it has been noted that 
Truman ran behind his own party in congressional and state 
races and that he "rode to victory on the coattails of Democratic 
governors and congressmen."1 

On November 5 Chaim Weizmann, president of Israel, sent 
Truman a letter of congratulations on his electoral victory. 
Weizmann took the occasion to remind Truman of their meet-
ing nearly one year before, when he had successfully persuaded 
Truman to intervene in person to ensure that the U.S. delega-
tion did not work for the detachment of the Negev from the 
area allotted to Israel by the UN resolution. Weizmann ap-
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pealed to Truman to intervene again now to prevent a forced 
exchange of the Negev for the Galilee.2 

Truman's reply, not sent until November 29, is notable not so 
much for any political significance—for he did not in fact share 
Weizmann's views on the Negev and continued to believe that 
Israel should give it up if it wished to hold on to the new territo-
ries it had conquered, such as the Gali lee—but for its sense of 
history and Truman's expression of a certain emotional affinity 
with Weizmann and the cause for which he was chief tribune. 
Truman's reply therefore bears quotation at some length: 

Today—the first anniversary of the Partition Resolution—is a most 
appropriate time for me to answer your last letter, dated Novem-
ber 5th. 

As I read your letter, I was struck by the common experience you 
and I have recently shared. We had both been abandoned by the so-
called realistic experts to our supposedly forlorn lost causes. Yet we 
both kept pressing for what we were sure was right—and we were 
both proven to be right. My feeling of elation on the morning of No-
vember 3rd must have approximated your own feelings one year ago 
today, and on May 14th, and on several occasions since then. 

However, it does not take long for bitter and resourceful oppo-
nents to regroup their forces after they have been shattered. You in 
Israel have already been confronted with that situation; and I expect 
to be all too soon. So I understand very well your concern to prevent 
the undermining of your well-earned victories.3 

One of the greatest ironies of the election, though not per-
haps a surprise, was the falloff in Jewish support for Truman. 
Despite all his public rhetoric, and perhaps because of the spo-
radic nature of his interventions, Truman failed to persuade 
the mass of Jewish voters that his administration was pursuing a 
pro-Zionist policy in Israel. Secretary of State Marshall, who 
had expressed support for the Bernadotte plan, was still direct-
ing policy (with the president's apparent approval); and despite 
pious promises, Truman had yet to lift the arms embargo, or 
grant Israel d e j u r e recognition, or ratify the $100 million loan 
he had promised Weizmann back in May. (The last two would 
be granted in January 1949.) 

Despite strenuous efforts, Truman won only 75 percent of 
the Jewish vote, compared with Roosevelt's 90 percent. Because 
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of a heavy vote for Wallace, Truman lost New York State, thus 
earning the dubious distinction of becoming the first president 
to be elected without taking that state since Wilson in 1916. He 
also lost Pennsylvania and Michigan, though he did win in three 
key states where the Jewish vote tipped the scales—California, 
Ohio, and Illinois.4 

The question that will occupy us in this chapter is what be-
came of Truman's policy on Israel once he was freed of elec-
toral exigencies. If his support for Zionism was closely deter-
mined by electoral considerations, as I have maintained so far, 
then why didn't Truman fall naturally in line with State Depart-
ment policy after November 3, 1948? Furthermore, it might be 
asked whether Truman did not feel that the defection of so 
many Jews from the Democratic party in 1948 had released him 
from any previous commitments. 

Whatever the case, it should be stressed here that regardless 
of the plans well laid in Washington and London, Israeli mili-
tary successes would ultimately determine the political outcome 
in Israel, as they had the previous spring. 

This had been foreseen by the British well in advance. To-
ward the end of October 1948 the head of the Foreign Office 
had predicted presciently that by the time the American admin-
istration was ready to act to restrain Israel, that is, after the 
presidential elections, the Israelis would have ejected the Egyp-
tians out of all of the Negev and would be "far too cock-a-hoop 
to be willing to retreat to the frontiers contemplated in the Ber-
nadotte report." Once it became apparent that the report was 
no longer enforceable, securing a two-thirds majority for it in 
the General Assembly would become impossible.5 

T R U M A N ' S P O S T E L E C T I O N 
P O L I C Y 

Truman was well informed about and gave his approval to State 
Department policy toward Israel during the weeks prior to the 
election. Both before and after the election he remained in 
agreement with the central thesis that guided the Foreign Of-
fice, the State Department, and Count Bernadotte: if Israel 
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wanted to hold on to its conquests in the Galilee, it would have 
to give up part of the Negev. In other words, Truman adhered 
in principle to the 1947 UN partition plan. Any territorial revi-
sions in Israel's favor would have to be balanced by Israeli terri-
torial concessions elsewhere. 

Shortly after the presidential elections Truman consulted on 
Israel with his State Department advisers and with Ambassador 
Douglas, who flew in from London. 

The president was in general agreement with the Bernadotte 
plan, except for wishing to cede to the Jews a strip in the north-
ern Negev, where most of the Israelis' twenty-three settlements 
were situated. But since on November 4 (the day after the presi-
dential elections) the Security Council had finally passed a reso-
lution threatening sanctions against Israel if it did not withdraw 
to the lines of October 14, it was suggested that to save face in 
Washington Israel should make at least a token withdrawal.6 

On November 6 Truman met with Under Secretary Lovett 
and Ambassador Douglas to discuss Israel. Once again, all 
seemed to augur well for an Anglo-American entente on this 
thorny issue. Douglas reported that Bevin, in his efforts to ar-
rive at an Anglo-American consensus, now accepted partition 
and was prepared to concede part of the northern Negev to Is-
rael, provided compensation was made to the Arabs in Galilee.7 

In a telegram approved personally by the president, Lovett 
reported to Marshall in Paris that Truman had reaffirmed his 
adherence to the Democratic party platform on Israel but he 
was not prepared to support Israel's claim to Ja f fa and western 
Galilee (now occupied by the Israeli army) as recommended by 
Bernadotte unless the Israelis ceded part of the Negev as a quid 
pro quo. If the Israelis insisted on holding on to the Negev, as 
provided for in the UN plan, then Truman would insist on the 
UN plan in its entirety, that is, the Israelis would have to relin-
quish Galilee and Jaf fa , and the Egyptians would have to evacu-
ate the Israeli portion of the Negev.8 

But there was one proviso attached to Truman's demands for 
a territorial compromise. On November 6, while Lovett was at 
the White House, Truman called in Clark Clifford. In front of 
Clifford, Truman told Lovett that he stood by his party's plat-
form and did not want the boundaries of Israel, as fixed by the 
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UN resolution, to be changed without Israel's consent. Truman 
then asked Clifford to brief Lovett in detail on what he meant. 
The two met for half an hour. Abe Feinberg, whose financial 
contributions had made Truman's triumphant whistle-stop tour 
possible, was also at the White House that day and was shown 
the utmost courtesy by Clifford, who asked him to keep the 
White House briefed on anything he deemed important.9 

Predictably, Truman did not wish his administration to be 
seen as pressuring Israel. He believed that Israel and the Arabs 
should be left to settle the matter between themselves or be 
made to adhere to the November 29 boundaries.10 But there 
was a certain inner contradiction in Truman's logic. He re-
peated, tirelessly, that he would not support any changes in 
Israel's borders without its assent." Yet at the same time, he re-
fused to support any increase in the territory allotted to Israel 
by the UN resolution unless Israel gave up areas elsewhere, 
that is, in the Negev. But what was supposed to happen if Israel 
determined to hold on both to newly conquered Galilee and to 
the Negev? 

James MacDonald, the American special representative in 
Tel Aviv, warned precisely against that contingency. His was the 
only discordant voice in the policy-making elite. In a telegram 
sent to the State Department at midday on November 4, he 
warned that it was "unrealistic politically and militarily" to imag-
ine that Israel would now return to the October 14 lines, and he 
predicted that the UN resolution to enforce sanctions (to be 
passed that same afternoon) would split Israel and the West, 
leaving the Soviets to supply enough aid to render sanctions in-
effective. In direct contradistinction to the views put by Ambas-
sador Douglas from London, MacDonald warned against the 
dangers of American subordinance to the British line on Israel. 
In a telegram that was automatically copied to the White House, 
he did not fail to evoke Truman's past differences with Foreign 
Secretary Bevin. 

T h e danger I fear most is that in its understandable desire to keep in 
step with Britain—despite HMG's record of a decade of mistakes and 
humiliations in this area and the British Foreign Minister's personal 
inclination [to] blame President Truman for HMG's failures in Pal-
estine since [the] Anglo-American Committee report—the Depart-
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ment may yield to Bevin's intransigency. To do that would delay peace, 
weaken the US's influence and gratuitously enlarge the influence of 
the USSR in this strategic area.12 

But if MacDonald's view was a singular one inside the admin-
istration, Truman's continuing reluctance to be politically ag-
gressive toward Israel would provide the new state with the 
time in which to establish political facts by that branch of diplo-
macy known as war. The Truman administration's consistent 
refusal to back up its policy in the Middle East with force proved 
an invaluable asset to Israel. 

This was well appreciated by Ambassador Douglas. Back in 
London by mid-November after his talks at the White House, 
Douglas warned against the consequences of the administra-
tion's reticence. He asked, almost rhetorically, what the admin-
istration was prepared to do if the Arabs and Jews failed to ne-
gotiate a settlement on their own: "Here, it seems to me, is the 
crux of the problem. Are we prepared, if necessary, to take 
measures against PGI [Provisional Government of Israel] to ex-
pel it from Galilee and Jaffa? If we are not prepared to do so; 
i.e., apply sanctions under Chapter 7, it seems to me the US 
position is somewhat unrealistic, since the Jews already hold 
Galilee and most important part of Negev by conquest."13 

Once again, the British felt that the Americans had failed to 
grasp the realities of the situation in the Middle East. On No-
vember 13 Douglas was summoned to Chequers (the official 
country residence of British prime ministers) to be confronted 
by Prime Minister Attlee and Lord Tedder, chief of the Impe-
rial General Staff. Attlee opened the forty-five-minute inter-
view by stating that his government felt the situation in Pal-
estine "present[ed] dangers as great and immediate to world 
peace and to Anglo-American cooperation as Berlin or any 
other present problem."14 

The British chiefs of staff warned that Israeli advances deep 
into the Negev presaged an Israeli threat to 'Aqaba, the south-
ern port of Transjordan. Bevin told Marshall that if the Jews 
attacked Transjordanian territory the British would be bound 
to come to the defense of its ally. The same applied to Egypt. 
But even worse, if the British now stood aside and allowed 
Transjordanian forces to be driven back across the Jordan 
(Bevin reminded Marshall that the Transjordanians had not oc-
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cupied any territory that was allotted to the Jews under the U N 

resolution), then it might be too late to come to their aid, for the 

British airfield at A m m a n was "virtually defenseless at present." 

If that was allowed to happen, other countries might cease to 

believe in the value of a treaty with Britain, and "the whole Brit-

ish and perhaps Western position in the Middle East might be 

lost.'"5 

T h e British also warned that if the Israelis refused to comply 

with the U N demands to withdraw their forces the way would 

be open for further unlimited breaches. T h e future of the U N 

itself was at stake ("Failure of League of Nations to take action 

on a similar issue was beginning of its downfall"),16 but Wash-

ington remained unmoved by British entreaties. 

O n November 18 the Israelis received information about a 

meeting between Truman and the head of U.S. intelligence held 

two days before. Secretary of State Marshall had already advised 

Truman that to avoid sanctions the Israelis would accept the Se-

curity Council resolution (calling for a withdrawal to the October 

14 lines). But the head of American intelligence held a contrary 

view: to the best of his knowledge, the Israelis would not give in. 

Truman replied that in that case his orders were not to impose 

sanctions on Israel. T h e head of intelligence warned T r u m a n 

that Marshall would resign. Truman concluded enigmatically 

that he hoped his previous orders would be followed.17 

O n November 16 the passage of a Canadian-sponsored reso-

lution at the United Nations calling on the Israelis and the 

Egyptians to negotiate took much of the sting out of the earlier 

sanctions resolution even if it did not abrogate it. 

T h r e e days later Philip Jessup announced in Paris that the 

United States would oppose any reduction in Israeli territory 

without Israel's consent, but if Israel wanted territory outside of 

that allotted by the U N resolution, it would have to negotiate an 

exchange with the Arabs.18 

T H E I S R A E L I I N V A S I O N O F E G Y P T 

A N D T R U M A N ' S U L T I M A T U M 

By the end of November the Egyptian expeditionary force to 

Palestine was tied up in what would become known as the Fa-

luja pocket. O n December 9 Israel announced that if Egypt 
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agreed to talks Israel would allow the beginning of the evacua-

tion of Faluja as a token of goodwill. But the Egyptian counter-

condition—that the Israelis evacuate Beersheba—was rejected 

out of hand. Once it became apparent that the Egyptians re-

fused to negotiate, the Israelis planned a final campaign to cut 

off their southern retreat, thus trapping the entire Egyptian 

force in Palestine. 

T h e operation, planned by General Yigal Allon, involved 

crossing the Egyptian border at Abu Ageila to make diversion-

ary attacks on Al-'Arish, with the main effort against the Gaza-

Rafa (Gaza Strip) line. T h e Israeli operation was set initially for 

December 15 but had to be postponed because of heavy rains. 

It began finally on the evening of December 22 with Israeli 

bombing of Egyptian airfields along the coast to force the Egyp-

tians to defend Gaza.19 

T h e Israelis had taken into account the possibility of a British 

military intervention, in which case they would return their 

army across the international border. T h e Israeli military hier-

achy was not united behind Allon's plans. When Israeli forces 

crossed the international border on December 28, the Israeli 

deputy chief of staff, General Yigal Yadin, demanded that they 

be returned at once or, if it was impossible to stop them, that 

they be returned immediately after the action.20 

Naturally, Israeli military plans were not known in advance 

or entirely clear to the West. T h e Israeli move appeared to be 

the materialization of the "worst-option" scenario that the Brit-

ish had been warning about for months. T h e Israeli invasion of 

Egypt was likely to precipitate British military action against 

Israel in defense of Britain's treaty ally. T h e consequences for 

the Anglo-American entente were potentially disastrous. A n d 

peace in the Middle East as a whole appeared at the brink of a 

precipice. 

These considerations and apprehensions finally exhausted 

Truman's reticence and tolerance. Following representations to 

the State Department by Sir Oliver Franks, the British ambas-

sador in Washington, on December 30 Truman directed James 

MacDonald in Tel Aviv to communicate immediately with Is-

raeli Foreign Minister Moshe Shertok and Prime Minister David 

Ben-Gurion.21 MacDonald was to inform the Israelis that the 
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United States was "deeply disturbed" by reports of the Israeli 
invasion of Egyptian territory and by the notification from the 
British government that unless Israeli forces withdrew the Brit-
ish would be bound to take steps to fulfill their obligations to 
Egypt under their treaty of 1936.22 

Truman warned that his government, the first to recognize 
Israel and "a sponsor of Israel's application for admission to 
[the] UN as a 'peace-loving state,'" might be forced to recon-
sider its sponsorship as a result of Israel's "ill-advised action." 
Israel's immediate withdrawal from Egyptian territory would 
be the minimum required of Israel as proof of its peaceful 
intent.23 

Finally, Truman stated that if reports of Israel's "threatening 
attitude" toward Transjordan were confirmed, the United States 
"would have no other course than to undertake a substantial re-
view of its attitude toward Israel."24 

MacDonald met Shertok first, in Tel Aviv on December 3 1 . 
According to MacDonald, when the Israeli foreign minister 
heard the American warning, "his fingers tightened around his 
pen and his face [became] white with tension."25 Ben-Gurion 
was holidaying at Tiberias on Lake Galilee in northern Israel. 
So urgently was the issue regarded that MacDonald traveled to 
Tiberias that same evening (New Year's Eve); he and Ben-
Gurion talked for two hours, in the first hours of the new year. 

When Ben-Gurion heard the American warning, he ex-
plained away the border crossing as a "tactical operation." He 
claimed that Israel had no intention of invading Egypt and that 
the Israeli forces had already been ordered to return to the 
Negev frontier. (Earlier, on December 31 at 6:45 P.M., Ben-
Gurion had ordered his chief of staff to withdraw26—perhaps 
because he had already received a telephone report from Sher-
tok on his meeting with MacDonald in Tel Aviv.) Ben-Gurion 
insisted further that Israel was on the best of terms with Trans-
jordan and that no threats had been issued from either side. 
MacDonald returned to Tel Aviv by 3 : 1 5 A.M. on January 1 and 
cabled his report to Washington immediately.27 

In a private part of their conversation, not reported back to 
Washington by MacDonald, Ben-Gurion had said that he was 
surprised at the tone of Truman's note, coming as it did from a 
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friendly power. MacDonald admitted his own surprise and said 

he was sure that the British had dictated it.28 

T h e Israeli administration was profoundly shocked by the 

American warning, which was interpreted universally as yet an-

other American reversal, a return to toeing the British line. 

T h e Israeli attorney general asked MacDonald what was the 

legal difference between the Israeli attack on Al-'Arish and re-

peated Egyptian bomb attacks on Tel Aviv. President Weiz-

mann asked why the Egyptian invasion of Israel had not been 

condemned and complained that Al-'Arish was a forward Egyp-

tian air base that the Israelis had intended merely to neutralize, 

not to occupy.29 

O n January 2, 1949, Weizmann addressed a personal letter 

to Truman in which he deprecated the inequitable treatment 

received by Israel, in contrast to that of Egypt: "It cannot possi-

bly be denied that Egyptian forces invaded Palestine with the 

object of destroying the State of Israel, while Israeli forces have 

not invaded Egypt with the intention of destroying the king-

dom of Egypt." With "candour and frankness" he continued: 

"[When] Israel pursued the aggressive invader back to his base, 

the United States threaten[ed] to review its relations with Is-

rael. . . . Yet at a time when Egypt was invading, attacking and 

bombarding Israel, the United States not only refrained from 

questioning Egypt's membership in the United Nations, it posi-

tively encouraged and sponsored Egypt's membership in the Se-

curity Council." Weizmann protested to Truman: "I am forced 

to remark that it is wholly disproportionate and out of place for 

Israel's right of membership to be questioned merely because 

the momentum of its defence temporarily took its forces into 

Egyptian territory."30 

But the American warning, perceived by the Israeli govern-

ment, and by some historians since, as an ultimatum, was not in 

fact as grave a step as it seemed at the time, and it certainly did 

not mark any departure from official policy. T h e Americans 

were concerned most with eliminating what might become a 

pretext for British military intervention, which could easily es-

calate into an Anglo-Israeli conflict. T h e American concerns 

were actually not unfounded. Ironically, the Israeli crossing 

into Sinai, as its military denouement, would finally undermine 
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the anti-Israel forces in both the State Department and the 
British Foreign Office. 

The last Israeli forces were supposed to have pulled out of 
Sinai by 5:00 A.M. on January 2, 1949. But they were still in 
Rafa on January 7, when between six to eight British Spitfires 
flew over on a reconnaissance flight. The Israelis, suspecting 
hostile intentions, shot down four of the British planes and, 
when a second flight returned later on, brought down another 
Spitfire. The Israelis claimed that the planes had been carrying 
bombs and had been shot down over Israeli territory.31 

One plane was shot down over Israeli territory, and the Brit-
ish pilot was taken captive by the Israelis. Four other Spitfires 
were shot down over Egyptian territory. Ben-Gurion issued 
orders for the wrecks to be dragged back into Israeli territory, 
but this proved impossible before other British planes had pho-
tographed them.32 

The British reconnaissance flights were in fact part of a top-
secret British plan ("Operation Clatter") for military action 
against Israel in the event that Israel crossed the international 
border into Egypt. The two flights, protected by armed fight-
ers, had been sent to determine the strength of the Israeli air 
force and locate its forward bases. Attlee and Bevin, both re-
luctant to become involved in the war, had bowed to military 
pressure.33 

The Spitfires incident was a mistake, born of mutual suspi-
cion and mistrust. (In a conversation on April 25, 1988, Ezer 
Weizmann, an Israeli pilot who had shot down one of the Brit-
ish planes, recalled that he had been sure that the planes were 
Egyptian. When asked if the pilots had not checked markings 
first, he replied, "Who ever had the time to start checking 
markings?") 

The initial British impulse was to place the Royal Navy on the 
highest alert, reinforce the Royal Air Force in the Middle East, 
and advise British citizens resident in Israel to leave. But For-
eign Secretary Bevin, mindful of American opposition and the 
reticence of British public opinion, recoiled from the prospect 
of outright war against Israel.34 

The military option was in any case rendered academic by 
the cessation of hostilities between Israel and Egypt that same 
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day, J a n u a r y 7. ( O n J a n u a r y 6 R a l p h B u n c h e , acting U N m e d i a -

tor, had a n n o u n c e d at L a k e Success that E g y p t and Israel h a d 

accepted an unconditional cease-fire, to be fol lowed i m m e d i -

ately by direct negotiations. F i g h t i n g s t o p p e d the next day.) A s 

Bevin himself appreciated, the British public w o u l d not have 

u n d e r s t o o d , m u c h less s u p p o r t e d , a war against the valiant a n d 

victorious new State o f Israel ( m a p 2) in aid o f a dubious, dis-

credited, a n d s o m e w h a t reluctant ally, E g y p t . 

T h e Foreign O f f i c e b e g a n to reconcile itself to political d e f e a t 

in Israel a n d drew the conclusion that it w o u l d be best to "cut 

[its] losses in the face o f an unbreakable Israeli -American c o m -

bination, t h o u g h o n e that h a d b e g u n to test A m e r i c a n indul-

gence." 3 5 A n y frontier rectifications h e n c e f o r t h w o u l d have to 

be achieved by diplomatic rather than by military moves. 

T h e Spitfires incident, coinciding as it did with the e n d o f 

hostilities between Israel a n d E g y p t , m a r k e d a watershed in the 

M i d d l e Eastern policies o f Britain a n d the U n i t e d States. T h e 

indisputable Israeli military t r i u m p h against the c o m b i n e d 

forces of the A r a b world now led to a strategic reassessment o f 

the new geopolitical reality in the area. Ironically, T r u m a n ' s 

s u p p o r t f o r Israel, c o n d e m n e d so f r e q u e n t l y as reflecting sheer 

political self-interest, w o u l d now be sanctified by the State D e -

p a r t m e n t with the halo of Western realpolitik. 

S T R A T E G I C R E A S S E S S M E N T : 

I S R A E L A S A M I L I T A R Y A S S E T 

T h e British still r e g a r d e d the N e g e v , especially the G a z a -

B e e r s h e b a - H e b r o n - J e r u s a l e m road, as a vital geostrategic re-

q u i r e m e n t f o r Western interests in the M i d d l e East. T h i s view 

was pressed on L o n d o n by, a m o n g others, the British military 

a n d civil authorities in Cairo: " I f we believe outbreak o f war 

with Russia in near f u t u r e to be almost inevitable . . . we shall 

no d o u b t n e e d T r a n s j o r d a n a n d N e g e b [ N e g e v ] immediately 

f o r military purposes, while the other A r a b countries e x c e p t 

E g y p t will be o f secondary importance." 3 6 

A f t e r the diplomatic a n d military tensions o f the previous 

m o n t h s (or e v e n years), the British were incapable of c o m i n g to 

terms o v e r n i g h t with the new Israeli state a n d were u n a b l e to 

brush aside the m u t u a l suspicions n u r t u r e d so intensively. T h e 
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British determined on one final, last-ditch effort to persuade 
the Americans of the vital need for the Negev to come under 
British control. 

Sir Ronald Campbell, the British ambassador to Egypt, even 
contemplated a unilateral British action to drive the Israelis 
back to the October 14 lines. On January 10, 1949, he wrote to 
London in apocalyptic terms: 

Nothing to my mind is more certain than that if the Jews are permit-
ted to seize and hold the whole of the Negeb not only will our strategic 
position in the whole region be hamstrung but politically we shall be 
pretty well bankrupt in this part of the world. 

. . . it will take force other than Egyptian or Arab to keep Jews out 
of Negeb, at least to keep line clear of Beersheba-Hebron-Jerusalem 
road: 

British and American interests identical in keeping this road open 
in event another war—but United States too preoccupied with other 
issues to see this, so we might have to do it alone. . . . 

. . . since our vital interests are so closely involved and our forces 
are on the scene, it will. . . almost certainly be up to us to take neces-
sary action, preferably with American backing, but possibly alone, if 
the Middle East is, in fact, to be saved.37 

On January 12, 1949, Ambassador Franks was received by 
President Truman. The British were of course preoccupied 
with the Negev. But Truman told Franks that he failed to com-
prehend British anxieties over "a small area not worth differing 
over." Truman saw no possibility of dividing up the Negev.38 He 
apparently refused to bother himself with such "minor" ques-
tions as its strategic importance. 

It had always been Truman's preference to secure a settle-
ment without external intervention, and now he evidently be-
lieved that the armistice talks provided just such an option. 

At a meeting the same day at the State Department (where 
Dean Acheson had replaced Marshall as secretary of state in 
Truman's new administration), Franks was confronted by a 
well-argued viewpoint that constituted no less than a revolution 
in the department's attitude toward Israel. 

Franks told Under Secretary Lovett that the British had no 
confidence in the future disposition of Israel, and therefore it 
was "vitally necessary that [the] southern boundaries of Israel 
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should be north o f [the] Gaza, Beersheba, Jericho road." Lovett 
said to Franks that the British were pursuing an unrealistic pol-
icy "of containing the Israelis even at the risk o f permanently 
estranging them." Lovett asserted that 

the best way of securing Anglo-American strategic requirements in 
the Middle East was to win the Israelis over into the Anglo-American 
camp and not to alienate them permanently.39 

T h e State Department was quicker than the British to draw 
fresh conclusions f r o m Israel's recent military triumphs. A s 
Lovett now saw it, Western interests in the future would lay in 
ensuring that Israel developed a Western orientation. If Israel 
was confined in a straitjacket, surrounded "with a circle of weak 
A r a b enemies kept in a r ing only by British armed assistance," it 
would inevitably turn hostile to the West and grow closer to the 
Soviets. 

It is interesting to note that on December 13, 1948, before 
Israel's last offensive in the Negev, John Foster Dulles had told 
James MacDonald (who had duly relayed Dulles's views back to 
the Israelis) that he had discovered three things that past year: 
first, the true nature o f the balance o f forces in the Middle East 
had e m e r g e d — t h e impotence of the Arabs and the strength of 
the Jews; second, the Americans could not rely on the British, 
w h o had been proven w r o n g in all their estimates and proph-
ecies; and third, whereas they must work together with the 
British, the Americans had to lead.40 

But the Foreign Off ice was not ready yet to forget old preju-
dices and preconceptions and was disillusioned with what was 
perceived initially as President Truman's obtuseness. T a k i n g 
scant encouragement f r o m the president's swift reaction to re-
cent events, the head of the Foreign Off ice wrote: 

The fact is that the President has so deeply committed himself that 
nothing but [events] are going to move him from the position he has 
taken up. That he is susceptible to new events is clear from the way in 
which he immediately reacted to the Jewish invasion of Egypt. . . . 

For instance the Jewish elections to be held on 25th Jan. may possi-
bly produce results which will open his eyes to the Russian danger in 
the M.E.41 
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The continued American refusal to back Britain in ousting 
Israel f rom the Negev was still seen as a symptom of Truman's 
narrow-minded support for the Jews. But a proposal that either 
Bevin or Attlee travel to Washington to persuade the president 
in person was dismissed out of hand: 

A weak, obstinate and suspicious man as is the President would I am 
certain bitterly resent such an attempt to influence him unduly. . . . 

. . . we cannot achieve this cooperation at the present time by nag-
ging at Mr. Truman either directly or by employing a neutral to do it 
for us. . . . there is . . . always the danger that the Jews, flushed with 
success, may force the issue so rapidly that events will get completely 
out of control before Mr. Truman has had time to react to them. Or 
else they may proceed so cautiously and cunningly that no "events" 
will happen to shock Truman out of his complacency before the whole 
position is lost as a result of clever diplomatic manoevering. . . . we 
must do our best to hold the position single-handed until President 
Truman begins to see straight and free himself from the Jewish pres-
sure to which he has succumbed.42 

But the new State Department logic filtered through gradu-
ally to the British establishment, even if the importance of Jewish 
influence on White House policy was never entirely discounted. 

Sir Oliver Franks, in reporting back to London on the mea-
ger results of his recent talks at the White House and the State 
Department, explained American policy as follows: "Their atti-
tude, at its firmest in the White House, is not due solely or 
mainly to Zionist pressure, though that is always there and is 
a powerful force. It is due chiefly to the fact that the Ameri-
cans feel that their intervention with the Jews over the incur-
sion into Egypt or the pressure they have put on the King of 
Egypt have together produced a situation in which agreement 
is likely."43 

Franks believed also that with the recent diplomatic defeats 
in China and Indonesia (where Communist regimes had taken 
over) the Americans now believed they were in sight of a dip-
lomatic success in the Middle East that would reverse their 
losses.44 

The Foreign Office also took note of the views of its consul at 
Jerusalem, Sir Hugh Dow. He believed that the American atti-
tude was 
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based not only on internal political considerations but on a logical line 
of reasoning (whether mistaken or not) to the effect that a Jewish 
State in the Middle East is likely to prove a stronger bulwark against 
communism than can be formed by the Arab States. T h e American 
outlook on this pioneer immigrant State is bound to be different from 
the British, in view of recent American experience in assimilating 
large numbers of immigrants.45 

From London the recently appointed (mid-1948) chargé at 
the U.S. embassy, Julius C. Holmes, reported on a fresh ap-
proach in some British circles: 

Fact that US has reasoned point of view on Middle East problems as 
whole has begun to make its appearance in thoughtful British pub-
lications and conversations for first time without the overworked, and 
tendentious implications that US views re Palestine slavishly follow 
dictates of American Zionist pressure groups. It is source of surprise 
to some that underlying US policy there is hardboiled appraisal of ele-
ments of Middle East power and prospects for making best use of 
them in U S - U K defense planning.46 

As surmised by Holmes, Bevin had made his last attempt "to 
sell [the] US on UK Palestine policy." At the highest levels of the 
British Foreign Office, the Jewish factor was still considered 
paramount in White House calculations. And given the postwar 
reality of Britain's subordinance to its American ally, all further 
pursuit of a pro-Arab policy in Palestine was regarded as futile: 
"As long as America is a major power, and as long as she is free 
of major war, anyone taking on the Jews will be indirectly tak-
ing on America."47 

Bevin did make one further effort to bind Washington to 
what he saw as their mutual interests in the Middle East. On his 
instructions Ambassador Franks sought an American public 
statement declaring that the two allies had a common policy in 
the Middle East and that both governments would recognize 
Israel and Transjordan. The State Department tended to ac-
cede to the British request, and on January 24 Truman ap-
proved a departmental draft that included the following pas-
sage: "While at times there may have been differences of 
opinion in London and Washington as how best to deal with the 
Palestine problem, there has been no difference whatever in 
our main objective."48 
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The American statement was made contingent on British 
recognition of Israel. Bevin had been expected to grant recog-
nition during a debate in the House of Commons on January 
26. But when the British put off their announcement (until 
January 29), the State Department suspended its own.49 

On January 31 Truman granted de jure recognition to both 
Israel and Transjordan. Eddie Jacobson was invited to the cere-
mony, together with Frank Goldman and Maurice Bisgyer of 
B'nai B'rith. 

The State Department draft statement was apparently never 
issued. It may be surmised that Truman's grant of de jure rec-
ognition to Transjordan, Britain's main client in the Middle 
East, met the British desiderata in full. The New York Times as-
serted that the timing of the American joint recognition had 
been suggested by the British government but added that "if 
the arrangement implied an Anglo—United States approach to 
the problem of the Middle East, there was no other evidence 
of it."50 

But once forced by the Americans to shed their prejudices 
and entrenched stereotypes about the Jews, the British too, like 
their counterparts at the State Department, soon came to reas-
sess the extent of the Israeli military triumph in 1948 and its 
significance for future Middle East strategic planning. Once 
Britain realized Israel's value as a potential ally, the domestic 
political underpinning of American support for the Jews was 
no longer relevant. 



Conclusion 

In the post-Watergate era public interest in "honest Harry" 
Truman revived. His simple, down-to-earth virtues were con-
trasted favorably with the double-talk and dubious machina-
tions of some of his more polished, sophisticated successors. 
Yet Truman was arguably one of the most unpopular presi-
dents during his first term in office, considered a certain loser 
for reelection in the presidential campaign of 1948. He then 
became an instant folk hero when, as underdog, he went 
out, "gave 'em hell," and pulled off the political surprise of 
the century. 

It is well to bear in mind Truman's basic character traits 
when summarizing his record on Zionism and Israel. The 
straitlaced son of a small southern border town was completely 
at sea in the White House, as he readily confessed to reporters 
upon his unexpected arrival there. Determined to live down his 
party machine past, but browbeaten by the "striped-pants boys" 
(his term) of the State Department, Truman became the more 
dependent on his immediate, familiar entourage at the White 
House. 

Unlike many Americans who grew up in the Midwest, Tru-
man did have Jewish friends. But those few with whom Truman 
associated were Jews by religious conviction only. Their religion 
was a matter of private conscience, and they were hypersen-
sitive about anything that might cast any doubt upon their un-
divided loyalty to their adopted country. The United States, not 
Palestine, was their "promised land." 
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Truman's attitude toward Jews was always ambivalent, and at 

times it seemed even schizophrenic. His childhood predilec-

tions for Passover matzo balls did not alter his ingrained bigotry 

against foreigners, whether "Rooshans" or "kikes." His business 

associations and enduring friendship with Eddie Jacobson did 

not inhibit him from writing to his fiancée, Bess Wallace, about 

his "smart Hebrew." T r u m a n would undoubtedly have been 

surprised had anyone found this attitude sufficiently strange 

even to comment upon. H e was a product of his parochial en-

vironment. Notwithstanding the boisterous poker games with 

Jewish friends and the picnics with the Jacobsons and cozy 

meals at their home (never reciprocated, because of Truman's 

snobbish mother-in-law), Truman never entirely shook off the 

prejudices he grew up with. Naturally, he did not air them in 

public, and he learned circumspection once in Washington. But 

well into the 1940s his private papers are replete with barbed, 

gratuitous comments. 

Truman's Jewish acquaintances were mainly Reform Jews. 

Neither religion nor Zionism was ever discussed, and T r u m a n 

learned nothing from them about any Jewish concerns. H e 

could not ignore the Jewish tragedy during the 1930s or dur-

ing the war, if only because many of his constituents appealed 

to him for help in getting their relatives out of Europe. But 

even so, "Jewish problems" were never brought up on social 

occasions. 

It is impossible now for anyone to gauge Truman's feelings 

about the Holocaust or about those Jews who survived it, the 

displaced persons. But his correspondence and activity during 

the war do not indicate any deep, lasting concern with the Jew-

ish tragedy. Like his contemporaries, he had no apparent ap-

preciation of the historical significance of the Holocaust. 

Neither T r u m a n nor his Jewish acquaintances ever drew the 

same conclusions from the Holocaust as did the Zionists. Eddie 

Jacobson and A l e x Sachs, at the local level, and the American 

Jewish Committee, at the national level, all agreed on Palestine 

as a suitable refuge for the Jewish DPs. T h e influential Ameri-

can Council for Judaism did not even agree on Palestine as 

the optimal shelter for the Jewish DPs. But none of the above 

agreed with the Zionists on the need for a Jewish state in Pal-
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estine. Their whole Weltanschauung posited a pluralistic so-
ciety, whether in the United States or in Palestine. Further-
more, they suffered the traditional anxieties of large sections of 
Diaspora Jewry, who feared that the establishment of a Jewish 
state elsewhere would affect their status in their adopted 
countries. 

These were the views that Truman heard from his Jewish ac-
quaintances and that guided him when he became president. 
Truman too opposed the establishment of a Jewish state, which 
Alex Sachs and members of the American Jewish establishment 
warned him would become a theocratic, even racist entity. 

President Truman's record on the Zionist question is incon-
sistent, hallmarked by ad hoc, impromptu statements and sud-
den reversals of policy. The truth is that he never really knew 
his own mind on the issue and was therefore prone to be influ-
enced, at times against his own inclination, by whichever issue 
or crisis threatened or assumed paramount importance at any 
particular juncture. 

Truman's was basically a humanitarian approach, summed up 
appropriately as "refugee Zionism." After the war he was un-
doubtedly moved by the predicament of the DPs, languishing 
in makeshift camps during harsh European winters. Following 
the critique by Earl Harrison in August 1945, Truman ordered 
General Eisenhower to improve conditions in the camps. But 
there is little indication that Truman suffered any pangs of con-
science at the failure of the West to have intervened during the 
war to stop the killings. But whatever his personal feelings, as 
president he could not have failed to appreciate the political re-
percussions on polling day if he did not demonstrate to five mil-
lion American Jews his due concern and take vigorous action 
on behalf of the Jewish refugees. 

Refugee Zionism, the quick dispatch of the Jewish DPs to Pal-
estine, was Truman's solution. But it must be stressed that this 
never led him to support the Zionist goal of a Jewish state. His 
aides in the White House and the march of events in Israel it-
self, not conviction, influenced his decisions on Palestine. 

It was Truman's concern to get the DPs into Palestine that led 
him to agree to the British proposal to set up a joint committee 
of inquiry. That committee's report, urging the migration of 
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the 100,000 to Palestine but not the establishment of Jewish or 
Arab states, was the apogee of refugee Zionism. Truman ad-
hered almost religiously to the report and was furious at the 
Zionists for rejecting it and its progeny, the Morrison-Grady 
plan for provincial autonomy. 

Truman never ceased to believe that the joint committee's re-
port had been the ideal solution. He referred back to it fre-
quently, even after his own recognition of the State of Israel. In 
May 1948, at a meeting with Judah Magnes, the pacifist presi-
dent of the Hebrew University at Jerusalem, Truman called the 
report a "great document" and told his interlocutor that he 
looked at it often and knew it almost by heart. He showed Mag-
nes a copy of the report that he kept in his drawer, complete 
with a large number of tabs marking off certain sections.1 

Why didn't the policy of refugee Zionism work? As I have 
shown above, Truman (and David Niles) pursued a two-track 
policy of trying to resettle the Jewish DPs in Palestine and, at 
the same time, ease American immigration laws to enable the 
Jewish refugees, alternatively, to find shelter in the United 
States. Those involved in the lobby to relax U.S. immigration 
restrictions—Truman, Niles, the American Council for Juda-
ism, and the State Department—all appreciated perfectly well 
that large-scale Jewish immigration into the United States would 
deflate the Zionist campaign for a Jewish state in Israel. But, as 
has been seen, the new immigration bill was not passed until 
June 1948, after Israel's declaration of independence and Tru-
man's recognition. Even then, the law passed by Congress actu-
ally discriminated against Jewish refugees. 

Second, and perhaps most important, refugee Zionism did 
not work because the British would not agree to a unilateral 
gesture allowing 100,000 Jews into Palestine. And Truman was 
not prepared to overrule them, much less share in, or take 
over, their obligations in Palestine. Once Britain abdicated its 
mandate and the United Nations became involved, events in 
Palestine assumed a dynamic of their own. Once the United Na-
tions opted for a Jewish state, it became impossible for Truman 
to oppose it without causing fatal harm to the new interna-
tional body. 
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And third, from 1947, when Clark Clifford assumed control 
of policy making at the White House (and appointed Max 
Lowenthal as his adviser on Palestine), Truman was persuaded 
that support for a Jewish state was the most pragmatic course, 
one that would be not only politically rewarding but also consis-
tent with the national interest. In particular, American support 
was needed to prevent the new Jewish state from becoming ori-
ented toward the Soviets. 

There can be no gainsaying the obvious fact that the Jewish 
vote was of considerable, potentially decisive importance in the 
American political system, especially during the "silly season," 
that is, election time. Added to this were Jewish donations to 
the Democratic party. For their part, the Jews worked under 
the conviction that they were exercising their legitimate rights 
as an ethnic minority, and as patriotic citizens. 

But it should also be stressed that no number of Jewish votes 
or sum of Jewish money could have persuaded Truman to 
adopt a policy that he believed ran counter to the national in-
terest. Here the White House aides turned the issue. As Tru-
man himself believed, the unsung hero of the campaign was 
Max Lowenthal. He was the "back-room boy" who supplied the 
argumentation to Clark Clifford, the "court-house lawyer." 

It should be remembered also that the Zionists did not have a 
monopoly on lobbying. The Arab states threatened repeatedly 
that they would go over to the Soviets; the State Department 
deliberately inflated the Arabs' threat that they would cut off 
their supply of oil to the West or cancel concessions; and the 
American oil magnates (who employed several former State 
Department officials) had convenient access to the highest eche-
lons of the civil and military bureaucracy. The department also 
aided and encouraged the anti-Zionist Jewish organizations in 
their campaign to claim exclusive representation of American 
Jewry and coordinated efforts with the American Council for 
Judaism (and with David Niles) to solve the Jewish DP problem 
by securing them entry into the United States. 

It is difficult to determine who irritated Truman more—the 
Zionists or the State Department. In the summer of 1946 Tru-
man lost his patience with the Zionists and closed the White 
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House doors to all but Chaim Weizmann. In March 1948 it re-
quired the special mobilization of Eddie Jacobson to open them 
even for Weizmann. 

But the State Department establishment was social anath-
ema to Truman, too "bossy," and too transparent in its self-
perceived sophistication and superiority over the small-town 
provincial. Truman became convinced that State Department 
officials were trying to subvert his presidential prerogatives 
and that they did not balk at withholding facts or even at tell-
ing him outright lies. 

But the clashes between the White House and the State De-
partment over Palestine not only pitted national against domes-
tic political interests, as claimed by the department, but also 
jeopardized the continued tenure of Truman's revered sec-
retary of state, General George Catlett Marshall. This was a 
weighty factor, one that inhibited Truman from dismissing 
State Department arguments outright. 

But above all, two elements of force majeure defeated the 
attempts by Foreign Office and State Department officials to 
abort the establishment of Israel. First was the impact of the 
Holocaust on American Jewry. Following the liberation of the 
death camps and the publicizing of what had taken place inside 
them, most American Jews were converted to the Zionist thesis 
that Jews needed a sovereign state of their own, where those 
Jews who wished to might find shelter. 

Even then none of the Zionist campaigns in the United States 
would have succeeded if the Israeli defense forces had not es-
tablished Israel by the force of arms, thereby convincing the 
world that the Jewish community there was able and mature 
enough to stand on its own. The State Department was reduced 
to impotence in the face of Israeli military successes. By May 
1948 the department's trusteeship plan would have had to have 
been imposed by force, against a Jewish state that enjoyed the 
legal and moral sanction of a UN resolution. 

By the end of 1948, when against all the experts' prognoses 
Israel defeated the armies of five Arab states and extended its 
control to territories beyond those allotted to it by the UN reso-
lution, the State! Department itself changed tack. Israel's mili-
tary performance in contrast to that of the Arabs led to a strate-
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gic reassessment of the Middle East. With the signing of the 
cease-fire agreements between Israel and its Arab neighbors in 
January 1949, the White House and the State Department, if 
only ephemerally, came to a consensus on Israel's vital impor-
tance to the West as a strategic asset. 

Inherent in the Truman presidency was a unique set of cir-
cumstances that converged to determine the fate of Palestine: 
Truman's enduring friendships with Jews from Kansas City; a 
bankrupt party machine—baled out in part by significant Jew-
ish contributions; Zionist supporters at Truman's elbow in the 
White House; and a stunning military triumph by Israel over 
the Arab states. Obviously, the same set of circumstances do not 
pertain today, and like history itself, they should not be ex-
pected ever to repeat themselves. 

Truman's motives for supporting the rise of Israel were cer-
tainly mixed. But when the initial struggles were over and 
Israel was an established fact, Truman was evidently pleased 
with what he had done. We have no reason to doubt the sin-
cerity of his sentiments when he wrote the following to Chaim 
Weizmann, the first president of Israel, on November 29, 1948, 
the first anniversary of the UN resolution on Palestine: 

In closing, I want to tell you how happy and impressed I have been at 
the remarkable progress made by the new State of Israel. What you 
have received at the hands of the world has been far less than was 
your due. But you have made the most of what you have received, and 
I admire you for it.2 
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