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DEDICATED TO

The seven who fell:

זיכרונם לברכה

AND FOR

Marcia and Lena—and all

the brave, brilliant women

shining in every generation




    
Blessed is the match consumed

in kindling flame

Blessed is the flame that burns

in the secret fastness of the heart

Blessed is the heart with strength to stop

its beating for honor’s sake

Blessed is the match consumed

in kindling flame

—Hannah Senesh




We must parachute into Europe—like a mother breaking into a burning house to rescue her children.

—Haviva Reik

If we want to live, we must be ready to die, to go towards the looming dangers…. Even in death, there are signs of life.

—Enzo Sereni







AUTHOR’S NOTE

Crash of the Heavens is a work of nonfiction. All the characters are real; the events depicted true. Any conversations I’ve placed in quotation marks come from primary-source documents and interviews. References to gestures and physical actions are based on accounts by someone either participating or witnessing the events. Since most primary sources about the Yishuv parachutists’ mission are Hebrew memoirs, I’ve occasionally retranslated from the original when the previously published dialogue seemed a bit stilted or unnatural in contemporary English.

When rendering Hebrew words and names, I’ve used the English transliteration style set forth by the Encyclopedia Judaica. Anglicizing gets particularly complex with the letters khet (ח) and khaf (כ) that can appear as kh, ch, or h. I’ve generally opted for ch—spelling, for example, the Haganah’s elite strike force companies as Palmach instead of Palmah.

Hannah Senesh’s most famous poem, “A Walk to Caesarea” (or “Eli, Eli”), is transliterated as “Halicha L’Kesariya,” but readers may find it published in many other English variations. The ancient Roman capital of the province of Judea is spelled in Hebrew with the letter kof (ק)—a hard k sound—and Hannah’s original handwritten manuscript is titled:


הליכה לקיסריה



Nonetheless, most English speakers refer to the city as seez-ah-REE-ah (sɛzəˈriːə), and in Israel today both pronunciations of Caesarea are accepted as correct.

Whenever an individual chose to spell his or her first name in English differently than the conventional manner—Arye as opposed to Ari; Haim as opposed to Chaim—I’ve opted for the form preferred by that person.





Prologue

Spring 1943

Tel Aviv, Mandatory Palestine

They gathered late in the heart of the White City under the darkening ink blue Mediterranean sky. They strolled down the wide, tree-lined street: alone, sometimes in pairs, careful not to attract the attention of any British authorities or their informants.

The British had no inkling that the home at 23 Rothschild Boulevard, a whitewashed gem of Tel Aviv’s Eclectic architectural style, had become the nerve center of an underground paramilitary organization. The Haganah—Hebrew for “defense”—had been established in 1920 from an earlier loose network of armed patrols protecting Jewish settlements, but by the 1930s its ranks had swelled to include nearly all the men and women of the kibbutzim as well as thousands of volunteer fighters from the cities. The British had since outlawed it; any use of armaments, even defensively, was deemed illegal, for they feared that it was only a matter of time until the Jews of Mandatory Palestine rebelled against the Crown and fought for an independent Jewish state.

Arriving at the three-story house belonging to the founder and commander of the Haganah, Eliyahu Golomb, the visitors slipped inconspicuously inside. They represented the leadership of the Yishuv, the Hebrew name for the 600,000-strong Jewish community in Mandatory Palestine. The Mandate allowed the Jews to have an executive body to represent their political interests and promote immigration for a future Jewish state. Although the Yishuv was governed by Great Britain’s Colonial Office in London, the Jewish Agency Executive, based in Jerusalem, served as the de facto internal government.I

David Ben-Gurion, the head of the Jewish Agency Executive since 1935, was indisputably the most powerful political leader in the Yishuv. His closest friend, the intellectual pillar of Labor Zionism, Berl Katznelson, worked as the editor of Davar, the highest-circulation Hebrew-language daily paper in Mandatory Palestine. Reuven Zaslani led the Yishuv’s Intelligence Division. Eliyahu Golomb’s brother-in-law Moshe Sharett oversaw the Jewish Agency’s foreign policy and led negotiations with senior government figures in London. The lone woman in this inner circle, Goldie Meyerson—born in Kiev, Russian Empire (now Ukraine), raised in Milwaukee, Wisconsin—served as the Yishuv’s indefatigable fundraiser.

In the years ahead, all would make history as iconic figures in the fledgling Jewish state. Ben-Gurion would declare Israel’s independence in 1948 and serve as its first prime minister. Zaslani would be appointed the first director of the Mossad in 1949. And Meyerson would become the first female head of government in the Middle East in 1969 as Prime Minister Golda Meir.

Bypassing the building’s columned portico with its street-front double doors, dipping through the canopy of royal poinciana and ficus trees into a narrow side alley, they entered through a kitchen door, where Eliyahu Golomb’s mother-in-law, Fanny, whom they all called Mamochka, often stood at her ironing board, pressing shirts, skirts, and trousers. Ada Golomb, Eliyahu’s wife, offered every guest a steaming hot glass of tea.

Since the outbreak of the war in September 1939, the lights had never gone off inside 23 Rothschild Boulevard, nor did the buzz of political and military strategizing ever quiet.

The guests may have arrived with breezy expressions, making small talk in Hebrew, Yiddish, and Russian, but once the group convened in Golomb’s office, the mood turned grim. The news that had brought them together was unprecedented in the three-thousand-year history of the Jewish people.

The Jews of Europe were being annihilated at an unimaginable pace. Throughout the early years of the war, reports of atrocities had shocked the Yishuv, but the arrival of the first seventy-eight civilians from Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Poland in mid-November 1942 had been a turning point. The refugees, mostly women and children released from Nazi ghettos and concentration camps, were taken to the port of Haifa in a series of prisoner swaps for German citizens, members of a fundamentalist Christian sect known as the Templars, who’d been living in colonies in Jaffa, Haifa, and Jerusalem and interned by the British as enemy nationals. When the first group of newly arrived Jewish refugees was debriefed in Haifa, they provided grisly never-before-heard details of the worsening situation in Europe.

They gave the first eyewitness accounts of the Aktionen (“actions”), as the Nazis euphemistically referred to the liquidations of the eastern European ghettos. Though the geographical details varied, the pattern was always the same: Jews were required to wear yellow stars on their clothing and were crammed into disease-filled ghettos from which any attempt at escape meant death. Roaming German soldiers, often drunk, shot mothers with babies in their arms for sport. Early-morning roundups of screaming women, children, and the elderly were clubbed or whipped into train boxcars meant for livestock. The Jews were always told that they were being resettled “in the East,” where they’d be productive workers for the Reich, when their true destinations were killing centers in eastern Poland named Chełmno, Sobibor, Treblinka, Majdanek, and Auschwitz.

Ben-Gurion had traveled to Haifa to meet with one of the refugees, Halinka Goldblum, a seventeen-year-old from the ghetto of Sosnowiec, Poland. For three hours, she told him stories of “horrors and misery,” he later wrote, “which no Dante or Poe could have ever invented.” After she finished speaking, Ben-Gurion sat and wept.

Those seventy-eight refugees, from diverse locations and backgrounds, had experienced near-identical brutality. The testimonies they gave left no doubt: A crime beyond comprehension—a crime without a name—was being perpetrated.

Virtually every member of the Yishuv had family trapped in Europe. Kibbutzniks and capitalists, socialists and Communists, atheists and theultraorthodox—no segment of society was untouched. There’d already been official days of mourning and fasting, massive rallies in the streets of New York and London, Tel Aviv and Jerusalem.

International outrage reached its peak on December 17, 1942, when British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden read a Joint Declaration by Members of the United Nations Against Extermination of the Jews to the House of Commons. Speaking on behalf of Great Britain, the United States, the Soviet Union, and eleven other nations, he described the “appalling horror and brutality” with which the Nazis were implementing “Hitler’s oft repeated intention to exterminate the Jewish people in Europe.”

No British or American denunciation to date had resounded with such fury or urgency. In “the principal Nazi slaughterhouse” of Poland, he said, “ghettoes established by the German invaders are being systematically emptied of all Jews except a few highly skilled workers required for war industries. None of those taken away are ever heard of again. The able-bodied are slowly worked to death in labour camps. The infirm are left to die of exposure and starvation or are deliberately massacred in mass executions. The number of victims of these bloody cruelties is reckoned in many hundreds of thousands of entirely innocent men, women and children.”

Eden warned that the perpetrators responsible for planning and executing that “bestial policy of cold-blooded extermination” would not escape retribution once the Allies were successful in overthrowing “the barbarous Hitlerite tyranny.” All Members of Parliament stood and observed a spontaneous moment of silence. The speech was reprinted on the front pages of major newspapers such as The New York Times.

The Joint Declaration did not, however, propose any military steps to rescue Jews trapped in Nazi-occupied Europe. Nor did it offer any new hope of asylum. No Jew who managed to escape Europe would be welcomed as a war refugee in the United States, nor in any corner of the British Empire—including Mandatory Palestine.

The Yishuv leadership knew that with each passing day, another thousand-year-old Jewish community vanished. More than two million Jews in Poland had already been slaughtered. In September 1942, between eighteen thousand and twenty-three thousand Jews were being gassed daily in three death camps—Treblinka, Belzec, and Sobibor—while thousands died of disease and starvation in the largest ghettos—Warsaw, Łódź, Vilna, and Białystok.

Behind the closed door of his book-lined office, Eliyahu Golomb was adamant: The surviving Jews of Europe needed to be reached and warned. They needed to be urged to rise in defiance, wield whatever weapons they could find or make—old military rifles and pistols, Molotov cocktails, hatchets, and butcher’s knives—in order to avoid boarding those eastbound trains. Those who couldn’t fight—those too young, too old, too weak—needed trained Jewish rescuers to guide them to safety, to the resistance-held territories in the mountains and forests.

“We knew that if we could only penetrate enemy territory and send our boys into the heart of Europe, they would form concentrations of Jewish youth, especially of young Zionists, and organize them into fighting units,” he later wrote. “We were certain we could create cadres of Jews who would resist the Nazis, and upon whom, whatever their ultimate fate, would be bestowed the privilege of dying in combat.”



For over a year, the Haganah had strategized ideas for infiltrating Nazi-occupied Europe on a rescue operation. Some were outrageous in their ambition—such as sending a thousand commandos into Poland who’d smuggle weapons to the resistance fighters in the ghettos.

After months of planning and debate, only one viable approach emerged. The Haganah had already trained over two thousand young, elite volunteers to fight as guerrillas if the Nazis conquered British Palestine. Those fighters were known as the Palmach, an acronym from the Hebrew Plugot Machatz (Strike Companies). Why not use their passion to rescue Jews, their eagerness to exact revenge, by creating small commando units to conduct covert missions behind enemy lines?

On paper, the idea was daring and brilliant. But there was a hitch: The Jews of Mandatory Palestine did not own planes, ships, or submarines. For military assistance and transport, they were wholly dependent on His Majesty’s government in London. But would the British authorities—Englishmen who, with a few notable exceptions, had shown little empathy for Jewish causes—agree to help?

The answer, for over a year, had been no. Great Britain’s political and military leaders reiterated that the Allies’ tactical objectives didn’t include saving Jewish civilians. But in the early spring of 1943, in a series of late-night meetings in the stately home on Rothschild Boulevard, the Yishuv leadership began hearing of a breakthrough. After much bureaucratic wrangling, the Jewish Agency and the British authorities were on the verge of reaching an agreement.

Moshe Sharett, the Jewish Agency’s chief diplomat—erudite, polished, with impeccable London School of Economics credentials—had been pressing his political contacts in London to approve Jewish combat units. Reuven Zaslani, meanwhile, a veteran of numerous covert Zionist missions, had been negotiating behind the scenes with the few high-ranking officers in British Intelligence who were sympathetic to the Jewish cause.

The proposal was unwritten and remained top secret: Volunteers in the Palmach—though it was technically an outlawed militia—would be carefully screened, given ranks in the Royal Air Force, and granted permission to work with three branches of British Intelligence: the Special Operations Executive (SOE), Secret Intelligence Service (MI6), and British Directorate of Military Intelligence Section 9 (MI9).

The British would acquire a cadre of passionate young paratroopers who had unique skills to assist thousands of Allied pilots and aircrew shot down in Nazi-occupied Europe—valuable airmen lost behind the lines, unable to speak the local languages—to return to flying combat missions. The Palmach would in turn receive British intelligence training and access to Royal Air Force planes.

Whether the British understood it or not, however, the focus of Ben-Gurion’s Jewish Agency and Eliyahu Golomb’s Haganah remained solely rescuing Jews. They would need to find volunteers for the most daring mission of their lives: the only military operation of the Second World War designed for the preservation and salvation of the Jewish communities of Europe. Millions of civilians trapped in ghettos, refugees hiding in forests, were waiting, on the verge of being consumed by the flames.

But who would be willing to jump back into the inferno?


	I. Yishuv is the Hebrew word for “settlement.” Historians often make a distinction between the “Old Yishuv,” dating back to the Jewish-Roman Wars, including small communities in Jerusalem, Hebron, Tiberias, and Safed, and the “New Yishuv,” the influx of Jewish immigrants into Palestine after the advent of modern Zionism.







PART ONE A VOICE CALLED
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Winter 1943

Kibbutz Sdot Yam, Mandatory Palestine

She was a chalutza, one of a bold new breed: members of left-wing Zionist youth movements, pioneers, revered to this day for their idealism and sacrifice in building up the Land—Eretz Israel.

“In the days of the chalutzim.” It’s an expression you often hear today in Israel, used almost as Americans refer to the Greatest Generation. The word chalutzim summons up images of tanned agricultural workers in khaki shorts draining swamps, planting orange groves, dancing horas, and singing around campfires after long hours of fieldwork. They were the young pioneers who built Israel out of a wasteland, who famously “made the desert bloom.”

But for Hannah Senesh, the quotidian reality of Kibbutz Sdot Yam was a rude awakening. In 1939, when she’d made aliyah, she’d been wide-eyed and idealistic, set to study the science of agriculture for two years, imagining herself toiling in groves of olives and grapes as she did so, or filling straw baskets with ripe pomegranates and date palms.I Instead, she found herself doing nine-hour mindless shifts in the communal laundry, hand-washing, as she’d recall in her diary, one hundred fifty pairs of socks daily.

She couldn’t mask her frustration and disappointment. She had been raised a privileged bourgeois girl in cosmopolitan Budapest, and now she was a self-described “proletarian” woman, building Kibbutz Sdot Yam from scratch alongside her fellow chalutzim. They’d been on the site only since 1940 and were still living in tents and a few rickety shacks by the stormy Mediterranean coast, barely protected from the elements. At night, with hands nearly too chapped and frozen to hold a pen, she would record her thoughts by the light of her kerosene lamp.



Nothing in Hannah’s early years could have prefigured this transformation.

She was born Anna Szenes in Budapest on July 17, 1921, into an assimilated Hungarian Jewish family. Her father, Béla Szenes, was an acclaimed playwright, author, and journalist who’d changed his surname from the Jewish-sounding Schlesinger at the start of his career. Her mother, Katalina “Katherine” Salzberger, was from a middle-class, assimilated, cultured Jewish family in the village of Bősárkány, northeast of Budapest.

From childhood, Hannah had watched as her father wrote with the furious intensity of an artist who knows his days are numbered. Rheumatic fever had left him with a damaged heart from a young age, and even the best cardiologists in Budapest couldn’t give him any hope of longevity.

In 1921, he began writing a weekly humor column under the pen name “The Coalman”—Szenes means “coal” in Magyar—for Pesti Hírlap, one of Hungary’s most widely circulated newspapers and, under his own name, became celebrated as an author and playwright. His 1924 young-adult novel, Csibi, about a street urchin turned football star, was one of the bestselling books in the Kingdom of Hungary and was translated as Der Schandfleck der Klasse in Weimar Germany. He found his greatest success, however, on the stage. Beginning in 1921, he penned eight hit plays—including I’ll Never Marry, Houseguest, Rich Girl, and The Sleeping Husband—all of which premiered at the Vígszínház, the Comedy Theatre of Budapest—making him the talk of the city’s café society.

Often rehearsals at the Comedy Theatre ran until nearly dawn, and he kept a Bohemian schedule, writing late at night and staying in bed all morning. Before school and on weekends, Anna and her older brother, Gyuri,II would jump onto the pillows next to their father, and he’d summon up whatever stories popped into his imagination—adventures about pirates, medieval knights, or cowboys in the American Wild West. Those spontaneous yarns, never written down, were told for his pleasure as much as theirs. Béla loved to watch Anna and Gyuri smile, giggle, or laugh so hard they’d tumble off the bed.

In May 1927, when Anna was six, Béla Szenes died of heart failure in his sleep. He was thirty-three. Though she was scarred by the premature loss, she nonetheless continued to thrive with an outwardly happy childhood: She had piano and tennis lessons, learned amateur photography, took ski vacations to the Alps and summer trips to Italy. She documented it all eloquently in her journals, which she began keeping at age thirteen.

As she was coming of age, Europe was descending into turmoil. For a sensitive girl who followed world affairs closely, the headlines were terrifying. Anna wrote in her diary almost daily about Adolf Hitler’s rise to power and his increasing territorial demands; she was especially anxious when Germany’s bloodless conquest of Austria brought Nazi troops to the border of Hungary.

Anti-Semitism had always been present in Budapest, but by the mid-1930s, it was exploding as never before. A homegrown Hungarian fascist militia, the Nyilaskeresztes Párt—Hungarista Mozgalom (Arrow Cross Party), wore uniforms that mimicked those of the Nazis and adopted the pseudoscience of “racial” anti-Semitism, categorizing Jews as Untermenschen (subhumans), foreign, and a parasite on the “true Hungarian” nation. Anna’s brother, Gyuri, had planned to attend university in Vienna, but once the city was absorbed into Hitler’s Greater Reich, that was no longer an option. Instead, on July 10, 1938, he left to study textile design in Lyons, France.

Only at that point did Anna begin to think of herself as a Jewish Hungarian. Watching Hitler’s influence spread across western Europe had brought a new perspective to the fifteen-year-old’s sense of faith and identity and had significantly impacted her understanding of her place in the world.



At age nine, she had been accepted by the Baár-Madas Református Gimnázium, a prestigious Calvinist girls’ boarding school that had opened new quarters in an Art Nouveau building on the western slope of affluent Rózsadomb (Rose Hill), a short walk from home. Its students had previously been exclusively Protestant, but Roman Catholic girls could attend if they paid double the tuition fees; the very few Jewish pupils paid triple. The school made a rare exception in Anna’s case in light of her outstanding grades (straight A pluses in every subject) and the fame of her father. (Baár-Madas told Katherine Szenes that it would, magnanimously, charge only double fees, treating her daughter as if she were Roman Catholic.)

Anna was taught Hungarian literature by the school’s principal, the distinguished poet Lajos Jékely, who wrote under the pen name Lajos Áprily. He’d known Béla Szenes well and was impressed enough by Anna’s early poems that he encouraged her to pursue a future as a writer.

Anna enjoyed being part of the school’s Literary Society and was nominated by the girls in the senior classes to be its secretary, a high honor. There was only one problem. “A lot of things happened today, among them one that is very unpleasant,” she wrote in her diary on September 16, 1937. “At the statutory meeting of the Literary Society I was nominated for office, along with several of my classmates. I was elected. The Literary Society generally accepts officers elected by the class, but in this case, they called for a new election and nominated two other girls to stand with me as candidates. This clearly indicated that they did not want a Jew—me, that is—to become an officer, which hurts me very much.” She added, “Had I not been elected I would not have said a word, but this way it was a decided insult. Now I don’t want to take part in, or have anything to do with, the work of the Society, and don’t care about it anymore.”

She began to see in her rejection a crucial lesson: As a Jew, she could not be an officer of the school’s Literary Society; as a Jew, she would never be accepted by Hungarian society. It was a difficult realization, but she masked her hurt well, finding refuge in books by Fyodor Dostoevsky, Somerset Maugham, and Aldous Huxley. She read omnivorously, from War and Peace to Gone with the Wind. Then she found a unique way to reconnect with the father she’d lost at six. “I’m just finishing Daddy’s book The Eleventh Commandment and am completely captivated by it,” she recorded in another diary entry. “Thanks to this book, Daddy seems so close, even closer than before…. I want to read Daddy’s other books now. It’s really about time!”

Soon Anna’s personal humiliation at the Literary Society was globalized—codified through a series of anti-Semitic laws passed by the Hungarian Parliament. The idyllic world she’d known in Jewish Budapest began to rapidly vanish.

In the prewar years, the population of the majestic capital, known as the Queen of the Danube, had been one-quarter Jewish. Unlike many other cities in Europe, Hungary’s Jews had assimilated thoroughly; they lived among their non-Jewish neighbors, socialized with them, and didn’t just speak Hungarian but felt Hungarian. Many of them—such as Béla Schlesinger—changed their names to sound more like Magyar ones.

By the early 1900s, Jews formed the backbone of Budapest’s middle class; before the First World War, 59 percent of the city’s doctors and 61 percent of its lawyers were Jewish. The city’s economy was reliant on Jewish merchants—over 60 percent—and the powerful industrialists Manfréd Weiss, Sándor Hatvany-Deutsch, and Leó Goldberger were Hungary’s Rockefellers, Vanderbilts, and Morgans. Jews also made up a majority of Hungary’s cultural exports: Joseph Pulitzer; Arthur Koestler; Robert Capa; Adolph Zukor; László Bíró, journalist and the inventor of the ballpoint pen; Erik Weisz, better known by his stage name, Harry Houdini—all were assimilated Hungarian Jews. (So dominant a role did Jews play in Budapest’s economic, cultural, and sporting life that Karl Lueger, a mayor of Vienna under the Austro-Hungarian Empire, regularly referred to the city as “Judapest.”)

But on May 29, 1938, the Hungarian Parliament passed the Law for the More Effective Protection of Social and Economic Life, placing a quota of 20 percent on Jews in various professions. Overnight, thousands of Jewish doctors, lawyers, journalists, and engineers found themselves out of work. The restrictions extended to the cultural realm: As Béla Szenes was a comedy writer, his plays could no longer be performed at the Comedy Theatre; his novels could no longer be sold in bookstores. After his death, Hollywood had released two hit comedies adapted from his plays: Don’t Marry (1928) and Last Stop (1935), the latter produced by the Hungarian Jewish mogul William Fox—born Wilhelm Fuchs—the founder of Fox Film Corporation.

Without the royalties from her father’s books and plays and their American film adaptations, Anna’s family lost its primary source of income. Like hundreds of thousands of other Jews in Budapest, Anna suddenly felt like a stranger in her own land.

Anna witnessed hatred of Jews being expressed more and more openly; many Hungarians now boasted of their anti-Semitic bona fides. “I have been an anti-Semite throughout my life,” wrote Admiral Miklós Horthy, the country’s ruler since 1920, in a letter to one of his ministers. “I have considered it intolerable that here in Hungary everything, every factory, bank, large fortune, business, theater, press, commerce… should be in Jewish hands, and… the Jew should be the image reflected of Hungary, especially abroad.”

“To my way of thinking, you have to be someone exceptional to fight anti-Semitism, which is the most difficult kind of fight,” Anna wrote in her diary on May 15, 1937. “Only now am I beginning to see what it really means to be a Jew in a Christian society. But I don’t mind at all. It is because we have to struggle, because it is more difficult for us to reach our goal, that we develop outstanding qualities.”

If Hungary was not her home, Anna would have to find one elsewhere. In the year following her rejection by the Literary Society, five months after the passage of the First Jewish Law, she made an announcement in her journal, almost offhandedly: “I don’t know whether I’ve already mentioned that I’ve become a Zionist,” she wrote on October 27, 1938. “This word stands for a tremendous number of things. To me it means, in short, that I now consciously and strongly feel I am a Jew—and am proud of it. My primary aim is to go to Palestine, to work for it.”



In truth, she’d been exploring an interest in Zionism for three years. Though she was fluent in German, French, and English, and was studying Italian, she had never learned Hebrew—synagogue had never held much interest for her—and like most assimilated Hungarian Jews, she couldn’t even read or write the Hebrew alphabet. She now dedicated herself to learning the language, working with a private tutor to make up for lost time. She joined Hashomer Hatzair—Hebrew for “The Young Guard”—the first and largest of the Socialist Zionist youth movements, with seventy thousand members worldwide.

That newfound passion excited and empowered her. “One needs something to believe in, something for which one can have whole-hearted enthusiasm,” she wrote. “One needs to feel that one’s life has meaning, that one is needed in this world. Zionism fulfills all this for me.”

The father of political Zionism was a man not unlike her own father. Theodor Herzl was born into a secular, acculturated Jewish family in Budapest and became a successful journalist, lawyer, playwright, and novelist in Vienna. Galvanized by the rampant anti-Semitism sweeping through western Europe, he had published his short manifesto, Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State), in 1896, which argued that the only solution to persecution in the Diaspora was Jewish self-determination in its ancestral homeland. “The Maccabees will rise again,” he wrote. “We shall live at last as free men on our own soil and die peacefully in our own homes.”

In April 1939, when Anna was seventeen, she stood up at a meeting of her Bible Society and read aloud an essay she’d written called “The Fundamentals of Zionism.” “When anyone in Hungary spoke of Zionism five or even two years ago, Jewish public opinion condemned him as a traitor to Hungary, laughed at him, considered him a mad visionary, and under no circumstances heard him out,” she said. “Today, due perhaps in large measure to the recent blows suffered, Hungarian Jews are beginning to concern themselves with Zionism. But the question least frequently voiced is, ‘What is the purpose of Zionism, its basic aim?’ If we had to define Zionism briefly, perhaps we could best do so in the words of Nahum Sokolow: ‘Zionism is the movement of the Jewish people for its revival.’ ”III

She succinctly spelled out her remedy for the centuries of Jewish persecution in the Diaspora: “One of the fundamentals of Zionism is the realization that anti-Semitism is an illness that can neither be fought against with words nor cured with superficial treatment. On the contrary, it must be treated and healed at its very roots. We don’t want charity. We want only our lawful property and rights, and our freedom, for which we have struggled with our own labors. It is our human and national duty to demand these rights. We want to create a Homeland for the Jewish spirit and the Jewish people. The solution seems so very clear: we need a Jewish state.”



Zionism was by no means Anna’s only political interest. Since childhood, trying to carry the journalistic mantle of her late father, she’d privately been documenting geopolitical events. Her diary entries in the late 1930s, with Europe on the brink of war, capture the anxiety of a young Jewish girl in Budapest during that tumultuous time, detailing day-to-day developments, much like William L. Shirer’s accounts from prewar Berlin.

On March 13, 1938, Anna had written about the Anschluss, the Nazis’ bloodless invasion of Austria, as Hitler and his troops entered Vienna’s streets, lined with adoring crowds giving the Nazi salute and throwing flowers. Fear and angst swept through Hungary, a relatively young nation that had, after all, been part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire just three years before Anna’s birth. All of the discussions at Hannah’s school and social gatherings centered on geopolitics and the threat of war. “What will happen to us in the shadow of an eastward-expanding nation of seventy million?” she wrote.

In September 1938, as Hitler set his sights on Czechoslovakia, claiming that the German minority in the Sudetenland was being persecuted, Anna wrote in frustration, “The devil take the Sudeten Germans and all the other Germans, along with their führer! Why ruin the world and turn it topsy-turvy when everything could be pleasant? Or is that impossible? Is it contrary to the nature of man?”

She was glued to the radio, scribbling diary entries that read like journalistic dispatches, as Hitler made more ultimatums and the entire world’s attention focused on Munich. “Today, at the last moment, Chamberlain, Hitler, Daladier, and Mussolini are making a final attempt to save the peace,” she wrote, fully realizing that the strategy of appeasement would prove futile. Her school classes were constantly interrupted by air raid drills.

In May 1939, with the world on the brink of war, the Hungarian Parliament enacted the Second Jewish Law, which prohibited Jews from holding government positions, drastically reduced the quotas permitted in numerous professions, and for the first time—clearly influenced by the Nazis’ Nuremberg Laws—defined Hungarians according to the spurious concept of race. Anyone with more than one Jewish grandparent, it decreed, was legally a Jew and therefore susceptible to systematic oppression. Jews could not be editors or journalists at newspapers—and the quota of Jews among actors, physicians, lawyers, and engineers was whittled down to just 6 percent.

The passage of the Third and Fourth Laws followed soon after, banning Jews from purchasing or owning land and stripping away their right to vote. Intermarriage with non-Jews became illegal, and for the crime of “race defilement,” any Jewish man caught having sexual intercourse with an “honorable” Christian faced five years’ imprisonment.

Anna could see that her future was sealed. Since childhood she’d aspired to be a writer—a poet, playwright, novelist, and perhaps even a “great soul”—as well as a schoolteacher. But pursuing either career—or any career—amid the climate of anti-Semitism in Hungary was now out of the question. She needed another option, a place where she would not be targeted or limited and where her pride in being Jewish would be accepted, not outlawed.

“The only thing I’m committed to, in which I believe, is Zionism,” she wrote on March 10, 1939. “Everything connected with it, no matter how remotely, interests me. I can barely think of anything else…. Until now I have had to cast my sights in many directions. Now I have the right to look only in one direction—the direction of Jewry, Palestine, and our future.”



On the eve of war in 1939, making aliyah was by no means an easy feat. Since 1923, the British had imposed strict quotas on the number of Jews allowed to enter Mandatory Palestine; an applicant needed to have an entry visa, a character certificate, a health certificate, and proof of financial means and was classified as capitalist, artisan, laborer, pupil, or refugee. Anna required an immigration visa from the British authorities and a certificate proving a reason for her entry—in her case, to study the science of agriculture and become a productive worker.

In March 1939, she applied to attend the Canadian Hadassah Agricultural School for Girls located on Moshav Nahalal in the Emek Valley. She received an acceptance letter from Hanna Meisel, the school’s principal, in April, offering admission under the condition that she show sufficient knowledge of Modern Hebrew. Anna was proud that she’d been able to complete the application entirely in Hebrew. But now she needed to wait for the certificate of immigration from the British Colonial Office.

Much of the Middle East had been under British rule since 1917. After the First World War, the League of Nations had established various territorial “mandates,” and Great Britain had defined the borders of what it now called Mandatory Palestine—an area encompassing modern-day Israel, the West Bank, Gaza, and Jordan.

Anna’s timing was remarkable. In the wake of the 1936–1939 Arab Revolt, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s government recognized that the British Empire couldn’t risk fighting a war in Europe while also dealing with an uprising by Arab militias threatening control of the Suez Canal. In May, Great Britain abruptly and drastically changed its existing policy on immigration to Mandatory Palestine. The White Paper of 1939 dictated that over the next five years, only ten thousand Jews could immigrate annually, with an additional twenty-five thousand granted temporary refugee visas. That decision crushed the hopes of millions of European Jews, leaving them vulnerable to Nazi terror without a legal means to emigrate to Mandatory Palestine. Had Anna applied for an immigration visa even a few months later, her chances of gaining entry would have been remote.

“I’ve got it; I’ve got it—the certificate!” she wrote in her diary on July 21, 1939. Indeed, she was one of the lucky few. With the certificate from the Agricultural School for Girls and her immigration visa in hand, she needed to make plans to be in Nahal by September.

Katherine Szenes was far from thrilled. Her only daughter had just graduated summa cum laude from Baár-Madas, the most prestigious girls’ school in Budapest, and now she was going to become a farmworker? If Anna insisted on going to the undeveloped Mandate of Palestine, why not attend the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, where she could earn a degree in education and become a teacher, as she’d always wanted to do? Why not follow her passion, enroll in a literary program, and continue to write poetry and plays? Why choose to study something so foreign to her life’s experiences as agricultural work? “Mother, there are already far too many Jewish intellectuals in Palestine,” Anna told her. “The great need is for workers who can help build up the country. Who can do the work if not us—the youth?”

But the rapid pace of geopolitical events nearly prevented Anna’s departure. What they’d most feared had finally begun, she wrote in her diary on September 8, 1939, seven days after the Nazis launched their blitzkrieg into Poland. “There is now war between Germany and Poland…. and France and England, Poland’s allies, have entered the war.” How would all this affect her immediate plans? She wasn’t sure. “I received the certificate, and yesterday I also received the visa. I long to leave already, even though a sea journey now is not particularly safe.”



After a tearful farewell to her mother on the platform of the Budapest Déli train station, Anna set out on a seven-day journey: two by train from Budapest to Bucharest and then to the port of Constanța on the Black Sea. She spent five more days aboard the Bessarabia, a Romanian passenger ship, which set sail on September 13, 1939.

On September 19, the Bessarabia docked in Haifa. Slim and radiant, elegantly dressed in a simple black dress and black patent leather shoes, Anna stopped to pose for a photograph. It was the last image of her “before.” Within days, she was immersed in the Agricultural School for Girls at Nahalal.

“I have chosen to work on the soil,” she explained in her journal. “I want to be a part of the working class in Palestine. This is not theoretical, because it permeates all my actions.”


	I. “Making aliyah,” from the Hebrew word for “ascent,” refers to Jews returning from the Diaspora to the Land of Israel.

	II. Guryi is a popular diminutive for György, the Hungarian version of George. Many accounts of Hannah’s life refer to him by that English name. For purposes of consistency and clarity, I use “Gyuri” or “Gyura” rather than “George” throughout.

	III. Sokolow was a Polish-born Zionist leader, author, translator, and pioneer of Hebrew-language journalism. He translated Herzl’s 1902 novel Altneuland (Old New Land) into Hebrew, rendering its German title as Tel Aviv—literally, “Ancient Hill of Spring.” He had adopted the name of a Mesopotamian site mentioned in Ezekiel 3:15. Aviv in Hebrew means “the season of spring,” symbolizing renewal, and Tel is a mound or hill created over centuries through the accumulation of successive layers of civilization’s debris. So inspired was Sokolow’s choice that in 1909, Tel Aviv was adopted as the name of the first modern Hebrew-speaking metropolis.
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Fall 1940

Agricultural School for Girls, Nahalal

A life of hard physical labor was only the beginning. Anna wanted to make a total transformation. Instead of her given name—or her family nickname, Anikó—she decided soon after her arrival at school that, moving forward, she would use only her Hebrew name: Chana (or “Hannah” in English), and she rendered the Hungarian spelling Szenes as “Senesh.” In Hebrew characters the names, each three letters long, have a minimalist symmetry: חנה סנש.

Though it was a period of great self-actualization, Hannah’s transition to the agricultural school wasn’t easy. The girls woke up at 5:30 a.m. for classes in agronomy, botany, horticulture, and animal husbandry and then put in eight-hour workdays picking olives, milking cows, and tending to chickens. There was a strict curfew, with the girls locked in their rooms at 8:00 p.m. (though many, Hannah included, learned to sneak out the window to take clandestine walks with boyfriends or “prospective suitors”).

Hannah specialized in the poultry industry, and she wanted to combine her expertise with her passion for education. “One of my most beautiful plans is to be a poultry farming instructor,” she wrote on November 2, 1940, “to travel from one farm to another, to visit settlements, to advise and to assist, to organize, to introduce record-keeping, to develop this branch of the economy.” She could visualize herself roaming up and down the Land, and in the evenings, she would conduct seminars for kibbutz members, “teaching them the important facets of the trade.” Her second plan had been legally blocked in Budapest—“it seems I only want to teach children”—but perhaps here, in the Land, she could find “a position in a regional agricultural school…. The old dream,” she wrote, “is to combine agricultural work with child guidance and teaching.”

She graduated with top grades and was chosen to give the farewell address in the name of her class on September 1, 1941. She thanked the school’s director, Hanna Meisel, a pioneering feminist agronomist and Zionist leader, as well as the teachers, counselors, “and the entire region for unconsciously teaching us by the example of their daily lives and the Hebrew atmosphere” it had provided.

“Our road was not an easy one,” she wrote. “It was filled with obstacles, contradictions, misunderstandings. There were also differences of opinion. And we still don’t know how well we’ll stand the rigors of a life of work, a life which will demand our best possible efforts, and all the knowledge and preparation we acquired here…. We’ll prove to the school and to ourselves that we really benefited from our two years here. One thing we know already: We’re going out to do a peaceful kind of battle. To work. We’re armed with a valuable weapon: a knowledge of agriculture.”

In her diary the next morning, she recounted that after her speech she “could barely shake hands with all those who wanted to congratulate me because they thought my farewell address was very beautiful. There were some who actually wept when they heard it, and that certainly was not my purpose. In short, the day is over. And we are free. I’m starting to pack…. I’m leaving for a kibbutz, filled with energy and excitement.”

The only question now: On which kibbutz should she choose to work? Before graduation, she’d been touring the north, researching the various kibbutzim, each of which had its own distinct character and culture. The most logical choice would have been Kibbutz Maagan on Lake Kinneret—the Sea of Galilee—founded by a group of intellectual Hungarian Jews, many of whom Hannah already knew. But at Maagan she’d be tempted to speak in Hungarian every day—not immersing herself fully in Hebrew, a language in which she was now conversationally skilled but still struggling to find her literary voice.

She also didn’t want to live on one of the established settlements—such as Degania Alef, founded in 1910, or Degania Bet, founded in 1920—because they had fixed traditions and a distinct communal culture. That was quite typical of Hannah’s ambition: She wanted to blaze her own trail, to build something from scratch. In the end, she decided to join a group of young, idealistic chalutzim who had just founded a kibbutz on a barren stretch of the Mediterranean within walking distance from the ancient Roman ruins of Caesarea Maritima. They’d chosen a poetic-sounding name: Kibbutz Sdot Yam. Fields of the Sea.



In 1941, the Zionist movement sparked by Theodor Herzl and Max Nordau was still young, but its spiritual roots stretched back more than two millennia. Jewish liturgy has been filled with a longing to return to Mount Zion—the hill of Jerusalem—since the Babylonian captivity under King Nebuchadnezzar II in the sixth century BC.

“By the rivers of Babylon, we sat down, yea, we wept as we remembered Zion,” begins the lament of Psalm 137. After Emperor Hadrian crushed the Bar Kokhba revolt in AD 135, the Romans renamed the perpetually rebellious province of Judea “Syria Palaestina” in an attempt to erase the name from which the very word Jew (Yehuda) is derived. For the enslaved Jews scattered throughout the Roman Empire, the bond to Eretz Israel—the Land of Israel—was further woven into Jewish prayer, ritual, literature, and culture; the two thousand years of exile were perhaps most clearly expressed in the closing words said every year in the Passover Seder: “Next year in Jerusalem.”I

That sense of return, of prophecy fulfilled, drew travelers to the ruins of Caesarea, built by Herod the Great circa 10 BC—the Roman seat of power, the capital of Judea, where Pontius Pilate and previous governors had lived. The city had gained notoriety after the Bar Kokhba revolt, when (at least as Jewish tradition holds) the Romans tortured and executed ten martyrs, the greatest scholars of the era, including Rabbi Haninah ben Teradion, who was wrapped in a sacred Torah scroll and burned alive. The Talmudic account says that Roman soldiers put wet sponges on his chest to make sure he didn’t have a quick and easy death. His students gathered around and asked, “Our rabbi, what do you see?” Ben Teradion replied, smiling, with his last breath, “I see the parchment burning, but its letters are flying up to the heavens.”



xHannah found the seascape of Caesarea “beautiful and magnetic,” but the wind howling off the Mediterranean in February was bone-chilling. The majority of the kibbutz members—roughly eighty young men and women—were living in temporary quarters farther up the coast on the outskirts of Haifa, in a few wooden huts, but mostly in canvas tents. The coastal site the young pioneers had chosen was nothing but arid wilderness and jagged rocks, with soil unsuitable for growing any kind of crop. The only flora surviving in the salty ground of those “future fields” was Phoenician desert junipers, Palestine buckthorns, golden samphire shrubs, and, in the summertime, flowering Syrian broomrape and sea marigolds. Having arrived in midwinter, she found the conditions at the settlement harsher than she could have imagined. How could a band of inexperienced pioneers convert a few acres of rocky wilderness into a fertile, productive farm?

On February 4, she visited Caesarea and during the morning chill walked among the ancient stone ruins, while in the afternoon she gazed out at the fields—or to be more precise, the expanse of wilderness where the future fields would supposedly be planted. When she watched the waves storming the coast “with foaming fury,” then saw how silent and placid they became when they broke on the beach, she thought that perhaps the “enthusiasms and fumings” of the chalutzim were no different. When the white crests of the waves pounded against the rocks, they were full of “virility and vigor,” but when they reached the shore, they were “broken and tamed, and played in the golden sand like good little children.”



As she walked through the ruins of the concrete aqueducts, the remnants of the hippodrome, and the once great seaport, she thought of the Ten Martyrs. As a girl, she’d heard “Eleh Ezkerah,” the penitential poem about the ten royal martyrs, sung in synagogue every year on Yom Kippur. Those proud rabbis had never cowered, never broken under torture, never renounced their faith. Instead, they had chosen to die al Kiddush Hashem.II

In her mind she saw the meticulously inked letters of the Torah scroll turning from shimmering black to luminous gold—one by one, ascending to the heavens. Such Talmudic legends, fanciful or not, moved her. She thought about Emperor Titus’s destruction of the Second Temple and the tens of thousands of Jewish captives sold into slavery and scattered throughout the empire. Later, by kerosene light, she wrote:


To Caesarea

Hush, cease all sound.

Across the sea is the sand

The shore known and near

The shore golden, dear

Home—the Homeland.

With step twisting and light

Among strangers we move

Word and song hushed

Towards the future-past

Caesarea…

But reaching the city of ruins

Soft a few words we intone.

We return. We are here.

Soft answers the silence of stone

We awaited you two thousand years.




	I. Before Nathan Birnbaum coined the word Zionism in 1890, a more religious-based movement throughout Europe had called itself Hovevei Zion (Lovers of Zion), seeking a return to the ancestral Judean homeland in response to the pogroms decimating the Jewish communities of eastern Europe.

	II. To die al Kiddush Hashem: Sanctifying the Holy Name, a phrase that appears throughout rabbinic literature, referring to a sacred kind of martyrdom—giving up one’s life in the name of the Lord.
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“Everyone is discussing politics; everyone is positive that the front is getting closer,” Hannah wrote in her diary on April 23, 1941. “But no one dares ask: What will happen if the Germans come here? The words are meaningless—on paper. But if we close our eyes and listen only to our hearts, we hear the pounding of fear.” She continued:


I’m not afraid for my life. It’s dear to me, but there are things I hold dearer. Whether I want to or not, I must imagine what the fate of the Land will be if it has to confront Germany. I’m afraid to look into the depth of the abyss, but I’m convinced that despite our lack of weapons and preparedness, we won’t surrender without resisting strongly. Half a million people can face up to a force, no matter how greatly it is armed…

But will there still be an Eretz? Will it be able to survive? It’s dreadful to contemplate the possibility of its end at close hand. And though everyone wants to be hopeful, to reassure himself, deep within is submerged the thought… perhaps…



She didn’t finish the sentence. Three weeks later, she described the first terror bombings of the war in Mandatory Palestine, as the Port of Haifa and the heart of Tel Aviv—completely undefended targets—were attacked by Benito Mussolini’s Regia Aeronautica.

“Greece has fallen and so has Crete,” she wrote on May 5, 1941. “The war is now raging in Egypt and Syria. The British Army marched into Syria three days ago, so the war is now virtually on our doorstep. Haifa was bombed for two nights. We went outside and listened to the bombs exploding and the firing. Today we heard that Tel Aviv was bombed last night, too, leaving many dead and wounded. The city is defenseless—an easy prey. It looks now as if the war is starting here.”

As she composed her poem titled “Lamut?” (To Die?), Hannah felt trapped in a nightmare in which she wanted to scream, “but no voice comes from my throat; I’d like to run, but my legs lack the strength. I can’t come to terms with the thought that everything might be lost, destroyed…. I want to believe that the catastrophe won’t come to pass. But if it does, I hope we’ll face it with honor. And if we can’t hold out, that we’ll fall honorably.”

But then, she wondered, what could possibly make a death honorable? To die al Kiddush Hashem—to consecrate God’s name as the ten martyred rabbis of Talmudic myth had done? “Is it possible to consecrate God’s name in a manner divorced from life?” she wrote. “Is there anything more holy than life itself?”


To Die?

To die… so young to die… no, no, not I…

I love the warm sunny skies,

Light, songs, shining eyes,

I want no war, no battle cry—

No, no… not I.

But if it must be that I live today

With blood and death on every hand

Praised be He for the grace, I’ll say

To live, if I should die this day…

Upon your soil, my country, my Homeland.



For the Yishuv in Mandatory Palestine, the seven-month period from March through November 1942 would come to be known in Hebrew as matayim yamei kharada: the Two Hundred Days of Dread. Field Marshal Erwin Rommel’s Afrika Korps was sweeping east in the Desert Campaign, toward the Suez Canal and Mandatory Palestine. A newly formed SS extermination unit, Einsatzgruppe Ägypten (Task Force Egypt), was prepared to follow in Rommel’s wake and take “executive measures” on the Jews of Palestine.

SS Standartenführer Walther Rauff, a Nazi executioner with extensive experience in killing Jews in Poland and the Baltic states, arrived in Egypt in 1942 to make logistical plans for the extermination of the Jews of North Africa and British Mandatory Palestine.

During the Two Hundred Days of Dread, when it seemed inevitable that Rommel’s Afrika Korps would conquer Palestine, the leadership of the Haganah had no illusions about what lay in store for the six hundred thousand Jews of the Yishuv should Einsatzgruppe Ägypten cross the desert sands.

An ambitious plan was laid out by Yitzhak Sadeh, a veteran Haganah commander, who, in May 1941, on orders from Eliyahu Golomb, had created the Palmach. Born Izaak Landoberg in Lublin, then in the Russian Empire, Sadeh had once been a wrestling champion in St. Petersburg. When the First World War broke out, he’d fought in the czar’s army and then, in 1920, had made aliyah to Eretz Israel. Like most chalutzim, he had Hebraized his name—Landoberg morphing into Sadeh (Field). But to the public, he was always Ha-Zaken (the Old Man), the seasoned commander who schooled an entire generation of Israeli military officers including Moshe Dayan, Yigal Allon, and Yitzhak Rabin.

Sadeh prepared for a scenario in which the British Army pulled out and abandoned the six hundred thousand Jews of the Yishuv to fend for themselves. He chose the plateau of Mount Carmel; its fertile land and natural defenses could shield the community without totally isolating it. Rising 1,700 feet above the Mediterranean coast, it favored defenders; even if Mount Carmel was surrounded, its eastern side was open to supply from the sea. Should the German Army capture Palestine, it might be possible to move the entire Yishuv population up to fortifications on Mount Carmel, deserting Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, Haifa, and all the kibbutzim and moshavim.

The idea was officially called the North Plan, though the Palmachniks referred to it as “Masada on the Carmel.” Protected by the Haganah, the Yishuv could hunker down, resist, and wage guerrilla warfare in nighttime raids against the Nazi occupiers. If the SS sent in its Einsatzgruppen to wipe out the Jews of Yishuv, Sadeh was determined to fight to death—holding out to the last man and woman. It would be a grim end, to be sure, but at least it meant dying with dignity. He estimated that it could hold out for many months—even years.

The logistical planning for Masada on the Carmel was short-lived: In early November 1942, radios throughout Mandatory Palestine broadcast news bulletins about a titanic battle occurring over three hundred miles southwest of Mount Carmel on the Egyptian coast, at a previously unheard-of railway station called El Alamein.

In the fourth stage of the battle, code-named Operation Supercharge, Lieutenant General Bernard Law Montgomery’s Eighth Army routed Field Marshal Rommel, destroying or capturing much of his Afrika Korps, chasing the Desert Fox out of Egypt and into Libya. After more than two years of war, El Alamein was the first British victory. Montgomery had stopped Rommel from taking the Suez Canal, thus keeping Great Britain’s shipping lines open, securing vital oil supplies, and preventing the Mediterranean Sea from falling under Nazi control.

For the Yishuv, the Two Hundred Days of Dread were over. As Montgomery continued to drive Rommel westward, out of Libya and into Algeria, capturing vital airfields and ports, North Africa provided the springboard for the Allied invasion of Sicily and Italy. But the significance of the Battle of El Alamein extended far beyond strategic aims; the battle symbolized a shift in both military momentum and British morale.

Prime Minister Winston Churchill instantly seized upon El Alamein as a turning point in the war. “We have victory—a remarkable and definite victory,” he proclaimed on November 10, 1942, in one of his most well crafted and widely quoted pieces of wartime oratory, addressing the Lord Mayor’s Day Luncheon at Mansion House in London. “A bright gleam has caught the helmets of our soldiers and warmed and cheered all our hearts…. The Germans have received back again that measure of fire and steel which they have so often meted out to others.” He then added, “Now, this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.”

So, too, was it for the Palmach. With no imminent threat of a Nazi occupation, the British authorities ordered the dismantling of the Palmach, which caused Sadeh and his troops to go underground. The Palmach became a fully mobilized voluntary force consisting of young men and women organized into six platoons, hidden on numerous kibbutzim. There, Sadeh’s companies continued to train as rigorously as ever, but the Old Man ordered a switch from defensive to offensive tactics, from protecting Eretz Israel to aiding the Allies in defeating Nazi Germany.

What the Palmach lacked in numbers—it had at most two thousand volunteers—it made up for in passion, high-quality training, and tactical nous. Palmachniks specialized in guerrilla warfare, demolition and sabotage, and intelligence gathering. As members of an illegal paramilitary force in the eyes of British authorities, Sadeh’s men and women had to camouflage their activities on the kibbutzim. Throughout 1942 and 1943, the Palestine Police conducted raids of various kibbutzim in order to seize Palmach weapons, though the strict British military censorship prevented the public from reading about them in the press.

Yigal Allon, a protégé of Sadeh who would become one of Israel’s most decorated generals, later wrote that “just as other underground armies like the French Maquis or Yugoslav Partisans needed to take cover in the dense woods of Europe, the Palmach—in order to deceive their British rulers—used the kibbutz movement as its forest.” On various kibbutzim, a Palmach member divided each month into eight days of military training, fourteen days of working in the orchards and milking cows, and seven days off. Those Jewish commandos, Allon wrote, “looked, dressed, and for half of their military service, functioned as fully-fledged members of kibbutzim. Stables, milking sheds, and orchards partly replaced the barracks of more conventional armies.”



With the Battle of El Alamein the Two Hundred Days of Dread had come to an end, but now the attention of the Yishuv shifted to the fate of European Jewry. Hannah, of course, was consuming whatever news she could about the fate of Jewish civilians trapped in Nazi-occupied lands, facing what the historian Lucy Dawidowicz would later define as a distinct war within a war: “The War Against the Jews.” Hannah well remembered the infamous “prophecy” Hitler had made in the Reichstag in January 1939—his threat that should another world war break out, one people would pay the ultimate consequence.

“If international finance Jewry inside and outside Europe should succeed in plunging the nations once more into a world war,” he had declaimed, “the result will be not the Bolshevization of the earth and thereby the victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe.”

On August 24, 1941, Winston Churchill gave a radio broadcast on the BBC in which the first reports were delivered of German troops systematically murdering civilians during Operation Barbarossa, the code name for Nazi Germany’s invasion of the USSR in June 1941. In Hitler’s “war of annihilation” against the Soviets, the specialized task forces—or Einsatzgruppen—followed the frontline troops, carrying out mass executions. Under the pretext of military necessity, they orchestrated the killing of over half a million people—mostly Jews—in just nine months. “Here is a devil who, in a mere spasm of his pride and lust for domination, can condemn two or three millions… of human beings to speedy and violent death,” Churchill said. “Since the Mongol invasions of Europe in the sixteenth century there has never been methodical, merciless butchery on such a scale or approaching such a scale…. We are in the presence of a crime without a name.”

Yet in inner Nazi circles, there was, indeed, a name—or at least a chilling euphemism. In July 1941, Hermann Göring had ordered SS Obergruppenführer Reinhard Heydrich to commence planning for die Endlösung der Judenfrage: the Final Solution to the Jewish Question.I

On January 20, 1942, Heydrich gathered key German state and Nazi Party officials at an elegant villa near Berlin for the Wannsee Conference. Next to him sat the meeting’s recording secretary, Obersturmbannführer Adolf Eichmann, the head of the Gestapo’s Referat IV B4, the office responsible for all “Jewish affairs and evacuation.”

Although hundreds of thousands of Jews had already been killed by the Einsatzgruppen—in the so-called Holocaust by Bullets—at Wannsee, Heydrich outlined plans for a coordinated Europe-wide Endlösung using a more efficient method than shooting hordes of naked civilians in massive pits. From now on, he explained, Jews would arrive by trains at a string of six camps in eastern Poland that were far different from the hundreds of concentration camps already dotting the Third Reich. Constant deception was crucial. The Jews would be deceived until the very last seconds of their lives—facades of train stations with realistic-looking timetables would greet them, giving the illusion that they’d actually come to places of work—and then, after undressing for mandatory showering and delousing, they would be gassed to death with carbon monoxide or the insecticide Zyklon B.

Those efficient, mechanized, modern killing centers were something new in the long history of human civilization and barbarity. The Nazis coined the words Vernichtungslager (extermination camps) and Todeslager (death camps), used interchangeably when referring to camps whose sole function was genocide.

Aktion Reinhard, named for Heydrich and commencing in March 1942, marked the most intensive and concentrated murder campaign of the entire Holocaust. Between January and December 1942, some three million Jews were murdered, the peak occurring from March to December 1942 by lethal gassing at Chełmno, Belzec, Sobibor, Treblinka, Majdanek, and Auschwitz-Birkenau.

On November 22, 1942, the Jewish Agency Executive released an official report detailing Nazi Germany’s systematic annihilation of European Jews. When the news spread among the Yishuv population, denial was replaced with what the leading Israeli historian Yehuda Bauer described as “stupefaction” and “helpless rage.”

The Jewish Agency proclaimed three days of “alarm, protest, and outcry” from November 30 to December 2, 1942. Hebrew- and English-language newspapers in Palestine ran with black borders. Signs in cities announced:


DECEMBER 2

INTERNATIONAL DAY OF MOURNING



Most of the Yishuv observed twenty-four hours of fasting and prayer, public transport was halted, and all workers not essential to the war effort went on strike. One hundred thousand people, nearly one-fifth of the Jewish population of Mandatory Palestine, took part in processions to mourn the murdered, the condemned, and the vanishing of a once rich civilization.

In an editorial for Davar, Berl Katznelson asked, “Why has there been no way to rescue the oppressed people from their murderers? Anyone who has the strength—take up arms!”

The collective rage accelerated the Yishuv’s efforts to aid the Jewish civilians in Europe militarily. Jewish leaders lobbied US President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Churchill to do something to save the Jews of Europe. Yet the Allied leadership steadfastly stuck to the policy position that the fight against Hitler could not be perceived as a Jewish war. The only way to save the Jews of Europe, the reasoning went, was to save the free world from Nazism. Allied war aims remained unchanged: to crush Hitler and his Axis militarily, to beat Nazism and fascism into unconditional surrender.

After the International Day of Mourning, walking once again through the ruins of Caesarea, Hannah wrote a two-verse poem she called “At the Crossroads”:


A voice called. I went.

I went, for it called.

I went, lest I fall.

At the crossroads

I blocked both ears with white frost

And cried

For what I had lost.




	I. The phrase Final Solution would not appear in English until long after the end of the war. Neither would Holocaust or Shoah, the ancient Hebrew word meaning “catastrophe.” When Churchill spoke of a “crime without a name,” he was being literal: The word genocide would not be coined until 1944. A Polish Jewish lawyer, Raphael Lemkin, a survivor of the Holocaust, describing the Nazi policies of systematic murder of European Jews, created the word genocide by combining the ancient Greek genos (race) and the Latin cide (killer). The word first appeared in Lemkin’s book Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, published in 1944 by the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace in Washington, DC.
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January 1943

Kibbutz Sdot Yam, Mandatory Palestine

Hannah lit her kerosene lamp and picked up her Biro ballpoint pen. Flipping the page in her notebook, she inked the date in the European fashion—1943.1.8—then boxed the date with a rounded rectangle. In neat, flowing Hebrew script, she began to take stock of what she had lost.

The world was entering the fourth calendar year of that cataclysmic war. She hadn’t seen her mother since September 1939 or her brother since July 1938. In fact, she had no idea if either of them was safe—or even alive. “I can think of nothing now but my mother and brother,” she wrote. “I’m sometimes overwhelmed by dreadful fears. Will we ever meet again? And one question keeps torturing and tormenting me: Was what I did intolerable? Was it unmitigated selfishness?”

She’d lost her family forever—or at least it felt that way. She’d lost her sense of joy, of purpose—she’d even lost her sense of self. A few days earlier, while she had been working at the Haifa shipyard harbor, one of the other kibbutzniks had playfully asked her whether she considered herself to be a “good” person. She later pondered the question. “Perhaps I’m not good. I’m cruel to those who are dear to me, who love me. I only appear to be good. The truth is, I’m hard-hearted with those I love, perhaps even with myself.”

She’d also lost her initial idealism about what a life of self-sacrifice and physical toil in the Land would entail. In fact, she’d go mad soon if she didn’t escape from the monotony of the kibbutz. Her high expectations had come crashing down into reality, like huge whitecaps against Caesarea’s rocks. She was isolated and lonely; the tedium of laundry duty and her latest position—kibbutz store clerk—was soul numbing.

“I hate my work. It’s a pity to waste more years of energy and strength on something I so dislike doing, and which will hinder my development in other directions,” she wrote. She then chastised herself for complaining—that was not in the socialist kibbutznik ethic of selfless sacrifice—but still couldn’t rid herself of the belief that some of the most precious years of her life were being wasted. She had so much more to contribute to the “upbuilding of Zion” than hand-washing socks and stocking shelves in the communal storeroom. “I feel like an empty vessel,” she wrote. “Or more precisely—like a vessel with holes in it, so that everything poured into it spills out.”

The robotic days of work often left her feeling so drained that she strained even to write in her diary. Writing—the one thing she felt she could not live without—escaped her. Some nights the ink in her ballpoint pen went dry; other nights her little lamp ran out of kerosene—and in the flickering darkness she found she could no longer even organize her thoughts. “I often recall Scarlett in Gone with the Wind. At difficult moments she would stall until ‘some other time.’ I’m that way: I’ll consider what life is about, the value of society, the purpose of man, the future—at some other time.”

Finally a letter arrived from her mother. Hannah recorded her thoughts in her diary on January 22, 1943:


“I’m well, only my hair has turned a bit gray,” Mother writes. It’s obvious, reading between the lines, why her hair has turned gray. How long will all this go on? The comedic mask she wears, and those dear to her so far away? Sometimes I feel a need to recite the Yom Kippur confession: I have sinned, I have robbed, I have lied, I have offended—all these sins combined, and all against one person. I’ve never longed for her the way I long for her now. I’m so overwhelmed with this need for her at times, and with the constant fear that I’ll never see her again. I wonder, can I bear it?



Her mother was safe, at least for the time being. Hungary’s Jewish community was the last haven in Central Europe and the Balkans, home to the largest Jewish community still untouched by the Nazis, having swelled to a million with the arrival of fugitives from Poland, Yugoslavia, and Slovakia. But what about the Jews who couldn’t go there, the ones trapped in those countries and possibly doomed to die there?

As if a thick gray sea mist had lifted over the ruins of Caesarea, revealing a brilliant blue sky, Hannah had an epiphany: She needed to return to Budapest. “I feel I must be there during these days in order to help organize the youth aliyah, and also to get Mother out,” she wrote. “Although I’m quite aware how absurd the idea is, it still seems both feasible and necessary to me.”

To return—yes, that was certain. But how?



Hannah found a few men on the kibbutz who’d already enlisted in the Palmach and a few others who’d served in the British infantry and fought in the Desert Campaign. They could see her passion but raised the obvious questions: Did she really think the British Army would accept a young Jewish woman with no military experience and then train her for some kind of special operations unit? Even if she did enlist—yes, it was true, many Jewish women in Palestine, if they were unmarried and childless, had volunteered for service—what British officer in his right mind would authorize sending her on a rescue mission back into the heart of occupied Europe in the middle of the chaotic world war?

A few weeks later, in February 1943, a twenty-three-year-old kibbutznik visited Hannah at Sdot Yam. After months of depression and isolation, Hannah was so thrilled to see Yonah Rosen that she rushed to hug him like a close family member
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