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What a lioness was your mother

Among the lions!

Crouching among the great beasts,

She reared her cubs.

—Ezekiel 19:2
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INTRODUCTION

“Call Me Golda”

Two wooden figurines stand side by side on my desk. One is of an austere woman, strong-jawed, long-nosed, in a suit with a high-neck blouse and well-below-the-knees skirt, her hair, made of black yarn, pulled back in a bun, her eyes staring straight ahead, her face unsmiling. I don’t remember when I acquired it, maybe during the 1980s, on a visit to Israel. The other, larger, cruder, hand carved, and painted, shows a big-busted woman in a long blue dress and yellow apron, her prominent nose and thick dark eyebrows setting off pink lips that are spread across her face in a broad closed-mouth smile. I bought that figure on eBay, where it was advertised as a “Yiddishe Mama.”

Both, of course, are of Golda Meir, the fourth prime minister of Israel, and both are true. Single-minded in her dedication to Zionism and Israel, Golda gained a reputation for her toughness, will of steel, and unwavering principles. Whether with a co-worker or the head of a foreign government, she carried herself with the air of someone who knows she is right. An irate stare from her could wither the strongest official and her disapproval send fear through the heart of the most seasoned politician. She was unyielding in defending her nation, a formidable foe to anyone out to harm her people. She was also everyone’s loving grandmother, or so she often presented herself. She hovered over her state, as though prepared at the first sign of trouble to gather its inhabitants under her ample apron. Her charm, when turned on, could disarm the most antagonistic adversary; her homey anecdotes and quick wit spread an aura of warm camaraderie. “Your grandson says you are the best gefilte fish maker in Israel,” a reporter called out at a news conference. “My grandson…I’m afraid he’s not very objective about me. I’m not very objective about him either,” she shot back. When someone publicly mentioned her chicken soup, thousands requested her recipe, and her office accommodated them all.

That combination of strength tempered by a grandmotherly demeanor and severity leavened by humor helped her gain and hold on to the power she wielded for decades.

The contradictions in the way she presented herself to the world typify many other contradictions about Golda Meir. The ultimate insider—she was the only prime minister to have held the state’s two other key posts, labor minister and foreign minister—she was also an outsider: a woman reaching for the highest leadership roles in a male-dominated society, an émigré from the United States in an Eastern European–oriented culture. An opponent of the organized feminist movement, she became a worldwide icon for what women could achieve and a poster figure for feminism itself. A dyed-in-the-wool socialist, she developed tight friendships with some of the wealthiest American Jewish capitalists, and they doted on her. Poorly educated, with a limited Hebrew vocabulary and a prosaic speaking style, she held audiences spellbound with her talks, most of them unwritten. One of the most famous women in the world, winner of numerous awards, she lived unpretentiously in a small house that she shared with her son and his family in a middle-class neighborhood. And a premier who claimed to know nothing of military matters, she made crucial military decisions that helped save her country during two wars.

She began life in the waning days of tsarist Russia, a repressed land pulsing with the first sparks of revolution. Her memories of that land were of pogroms and Cossacks (although she had never directly witnessed either) and, mostly, of a Jewish people hemmed in and held back, too weak to determine its own destiny. Like millions of Eastern European Jews, her parents moved the family to the United States, where they settled in Milwaukee. Her experience there became more than memories. It shaped much of her life’s thinking. The American democracy she learned about in school, the socialism she saw enacted in the Milwaukee of her day, the can-do atmosphere of the nearby western frontier, and the exuberant optimism of a still-young country stayed with her long after she left that land behind her.

Brimming with Zionist zeal, she left it for the unfamiliarity of mandatory Palestine. And although she came to the States regularly, sometimes for months at a time, she never again identified as an American. For almost sixty years, she devoted herself to constructing a homeland for the Jewish people, creating, among other things, a progressive system of legislation that helped meld hundreds of thousands of immigrants from a hundred different countries into a single nation. The socialist Labor Zionist Party she first joined as a young woman in Milwaukee became the predominant force in the land, representing its trade unions, running its medical clinics, and supervising its schools. As Golda rose in the party’s hierarchy, she rose also in the nation’s leadership, and as her role and reputation in Israel grew, she became known throughout the world: the intrepid leader of the Jewish state who smoked nonstop and didn’t hesitate to say what was on her mind, and the delightful old lady who never seemed too tired to meet with one more statesman or appear on one more television show to promote her viewpoint. She was especially adored by American Jews, many of whom knew her as “our Golda,” and by Americans in general. To this day, her name elicits comments about her charisma, intelligence, and idealism.

And herein lies perhaps the greatest paradox in Golda Meir’s life: outside Israel, she remains a revered figure. American libraries and political centers bear her name, philanthropies give Golda Meir awards, and children’s books about her appear regularly. Within Israel, large segments of the population—mainly the intelligentsia—dislike her, and much of the media rarely refers to her favorably.

From the height of popularity, with a rating of almost 90 percent when she took office in 1969 as Israel’s prime minister, she was, essentially, forced to resign after the Yom Kippur War in October 1973. The country was taken by surprise in that war, and many blamed Golda Meir and her government for its unpreparedness. Even more, she was and continues to be held responsible for not preventing the war by making peace with Egypt beforehand. With time, Israeli disapproval has spread retroactively to other aspects of her administration and personality. What had once been seen as her fearlessness in standing up to the big powers of her era—the United States and the Soviet Union—came to be viewed as arrogance. What had been regarded as conviction was branded self-righteousness. What had been called firmness became inflexibility. To a great extent, the labels represent a backlash against a woman who exerted enormous power in a society traditionally run by men. But the labels also reflect the enduring pain of the October War. Although in the end Israel won the war, more than twenty-five hundred soldiers lost their lives, and scores of others suffered grievous wounds. In that sense, the maternal Golda, protector of her people, became to her critics the mother who failed to forestall the disaster.

As an American, I grew up with a positive view of Golda Meir. She was part of the landscape of an Israel I loved and visited many times and whose history I came to know well through years of study of Jewish life and Hebrew texts. When I began researching this biography, the attacks against her, particularly vociferous each year on the anniversary of the Yom Kippur War, came as something of a surprise. How could a woman so admired everywhere in the world be so disliked by people in her own country? I sought to answer that question and at the same time to fully understand the abiding trauma caused by a war fought more than forty years ago. Consequently, that war and the period leading up to it became an important part of my study.

But the Yom Kippur War does not define Golda Meir. She lived a long and remarkable life, which was intertwined with every aspect of the building and growth of the State of Israel. Many of the most controversial issues at the core of Israeli existence today had their origins in her day: the quandary of how to handle the territories captured during the Six-Day War of 1967, the establishment of settlements on the West Bank, the Palestinian question, the social and cultural divide separating Israeli Jews whose families emanated from different parts of the globe, the challenge of large-scale terrorism, and more. Yet although her basic story has been told many times, it has not been told in the kind of breadth and detail her complex life deserves.

There have been numbers of biographies in Hebrew and English written about Golda Meir, including her autobiography composed for her by the writer Rinna Samuel. I have read them all and relied on the best of them. But I was after something more in writing this book: a comprehensive narrative based on original Hebrew as well as English sources that would present an in-depth view of this multifaceted woman. Golda did not make it easy to uncover her life or private thinking. She kept no diaries, was a sporadic letter writer—neglecting to answer most letters or simply scribbling notes at the bottom of those received—and revealed little of her inner self in that ghostwritten autobiography. She warned her assistants and bodyguards never to divulge what they knew about her even after her death, when, she predicted, journalists and historians would hound them for information. She wanted her history known only as she chose to tell it.

Nevertheless, this has been a good time to undertake an expansive biography of Golda Meir. A large number of resources, such as the Israel State Archives, Israel Defense Forces Archives, British National Archives, U.S. National Archives, presidential libraries, and others have declassified files that had been top secret for decades. I have studied more than a thousand documents, telephone transcripts, minutes of American, Israeli, British, and Russian government meetings, political party records, magazine and newspaper reports, films, personal papers, oral histories, diaries, cables, and private family letters—some never published anywhere. I have read hundreds of books and articles connected to Israeli life and traveled to and from Israel to interview dozens of people, among them high-ranking American and Israeli government officials, national security chiefs, diplomats, politicians, and others who worked with Golda or knew her well. I spent considerable time with her son, daughter, daughter-in-law, and assistant for almost thirty years, all of whom have since passed away, and met with her grandsons and other relatives, former neighbors, and bodyguards.

This book aims to present a balanced portrait of Golda Meir and to examine her life as it unfolded within the context of her own times. My hope is that her story and the story of the Israel of that era will resonate for current-day readers, providing a deeper understanding of the roots of today’s Israel. I hope also that this telling will shine a light on some of the most dramatic and far-reaching moments in that nation’s history and illuminate the singular woman and leader so often at the heart of them.

—

A WORD ABOUT THE USE of her name: Men in public life are almost uniformly referred to by their last names, as in Washington, Lincoln, or Ben-Gurion, whereas women are frequently called by their first names, an informality that tends to diminish the woman’s status. But Golda Meir is different. Her first name identified her everywhere; she owned it and promoted it, allowing others to feel they knew her intimately even while she rose in stature and influence. When asked how she wanted to be addressed, she would answer, “Call me Golda.” And so the world did. And so she is named throughout this book.



PART ONE
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STUBBORN ROOTS


1

The Carpenter’s Daughter

The Eighth Constitutional Convention of the American Federation of Labor and Congress of Industrial Organizations (AFL-CIO) in 1969 took place at the Hotel Traymore in Atlantic City, New Jersey. Speakers during the convention week included the former vice president of the United States Hubert Humphrey, the African American civil rights activist Bayard Rustin, and the U.S. secretary of labor, George Shultz. On the morning of the third day of meetings, October 6, Golda Meir, prime minister of the State of Israel, addressed the plenary.

As Mrs. Meir walked slowly to the podium, audience members saw a familiar figure: square set, standing about five feet five inches tall, silver-streaked hair pulled back in a signature bun, thick brows, no makeup, and a protruding nose that was the delight of cartoonists. Golda, as she had come to be known everywhere, was dressed that morning in the same chevron-patterned jacket and skirt, collarless blouse, and large beads in which she had been seen three days earlier when visiting her hometown of Milwaukee. Her no-nonsense laced shoes supported thick legs, one swollen slightly out of proportion to the other. A big black leather handbag hung from her arm.

The more than three thousand delegates and visitors who filled the convention hall represented every major labor union in the United States and a considerable number of foreign ones. Some carried small placards, while others held up large banners, all bearing their union names—Associated Actors and Artistes of America, International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union, Amalgamated Meat Cutters and Butcher Workmen of North America, and many more. The audience waited expectantly while the speaker stood silently at the podium, shielding her eyes with one hand from the glare of television lights and calmly looking around the room, as though searching for someone she knew.

She turned to George Meany, president of the labor federation, who had introduced her. “My dear friend, Mr. Meany,” she began, then back to the hall, “my many good friends here on the dais, and friends in the audience: I have been looking around for the Carpenters’ sign. That is the one my father belonged to.”

The audience rose to its feet as wild cheers erupted. “The applause continued for fifteen minutes,” recalled Amos Eiran, a senior diplomat at the Israeli embassy at the time. “It wouldn’t have mattered what she said after that. She may have been a head of state, but her father was a union man, and they saw her as one of them.”

As she had many times before and would again, Golda Meir invoked her humble origins and strong ties to working people to capture her audience. This was not simple playacting or sheer political manipulation, although the prime minister was well versed in both. Her working-class roots evoked her deepest sense of self; she could identify with her listeners almost as much as they identified with her.

“Don’t forget that you are the daughter of a carpenter,” her elder sister admonished her whenever she was elected to a new office or received an honor. “Don’t forget that we knew hunger.” Golda didn’t forget. She spoke with pride of her modest beginnings and often credited them with having shaped her life, no matter how far from them life took her.

—

SHE WAS BORN Golda Mabovitch in Kiev, Russia, on May 3, 1898. Six years before her birth, her father, Moshe Yitzhak Mabovitch, had left Pinsk in the region of Belorussia, where he and his family lived with his wife’s parents, to find work in the Ukrainian city of Kiev. After the illness and death of a baby girl, his grieving wife, Bluma, and their young daughter, Sheyna, joined him in the small flat where he had been staying.

For Russia’s Jews, Kiev was a city of conflicting messages, drawing them in with one hand and pushing them away with the other. Established in the ninth century amid the hills and ravines along the Dnieper River, it quickly became a major center of commerce between Europe and central Asia. Among the merchants who flocked to it were traders from the small, powerful kingdom of Khazaria. Tradition has it that a century earlier, the ruler of this kingdom, the nobility, and a large proportion of the population had converted to Judaism. Some historians believe that Khazars, including the Jews of that land, might have been among Kiev’s first settlers and influenced its growth as a trading post. During the next several centuries, the Jews of Kiev developed a community that boasted at least one Talmudic expert, known as Moses of Kiev.

By the thirteenth century, whatever benefits Kiev’s Jews might have derived from their connection to Khazaria were long forgotten. That odd little kingdom had all but disappeared, and as one principality after another won control of the city, a pattern set in that was repeated again and again. A ruler would expel the Jews, as the ruler of Lithuania did in 1495, pressured by Christian merchants, who felt threatened by Jewish competitors. Soon the Jews would be invited back, as they were eight years later, because the city’s economy suffered without Jewish businessmen. Kiev’s anti-Semitism, like anti-Jewish sentiments throughout Christian Europe, ran full and strong, but the city had additional justifications: its many monasteries and churches and its great Byzantine Cathedral of St. Sophia, inspired by the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople, made it a “holy city” to its Russian Orthodox residents. Jews did not belong there, except for the economic benefits they might generate.

When Catherine the Great of Russia annexed large parts of Poland and Lithuania into the Russian Empire in the late eighteenth century, hundreds of thousands of Jews who lived in those territories came under Russian domination. Catherine confined members of the Jewish population of the expanded empire to the areas they had been in at the time of the annexation—the Pale of Jewish Settlement, it was called—and forbade them by law to settle elsewhere. At first, Kiev, like most of Ukraine, fell inside the Pale, but bending to the complaints of Christian burghers about “the increase of zhidy,” Catherine’s grandson Tsar Nicholas I once again outlawed Jews. Under later tsars, the law was liberalized from time to time to allow various categories of Jewish artisans, merchants, or bankers to settle in Kiev, but the basic decree of exclusion remained in effect.

Yet for all the restrictions, Jews continued to flock to Kiev, seeking to make their homes in this thriving city. Most came to escape the stifling poverty of the villages and shtetlach, the small towns, that stretched through the Pale. Merchants attended the huge trade fairs held in Kiev every year and managed, legally or illegally, to remain. Students came to study at the city’s schools and stayed beyond graduation. Doctors, lawyers, and other professionals permitted to practice for a while found ways to establish themselves permanently. Aiding the deceptions were constant changes in residency laws that confused even the authorities. And then bribery flourished; the chief of police headed the list of officials who could be paid off to turn a temporary permit into a lasting one.

By 1892, when the carpenter Moshe Mabovitch and his family arrived in Kiev, it had a Jewish community of more than fourteen thousand members—about 11 percent of the city’s total population—several synagogues, a Jewish hospital for the poor, Jewish philanthropic organizations, and a Jewish cemetery. Moshe had more legitimate reasons than many to obtain a residency permit. His father, Meir Zelig Mabovitch, had served in the army of Tsar Nicholas I, a badge of honor that gave soldiers’ spouses and descendants the right to dwell outside the Pale. Moshe’s mother and sister already lived in Kiev because of that privilege. Although Golda was born long after Meir Zelig died, she’d heard enough about him to regard him in adulthood as “one of the personalities that people my childhood.” His background is a weave of fact and family lore, its strands impossible to separate.

The family narrative places him among thousands of Jewish boys kidnapped or torn from their parents to serve for twenty-five years in the tsar’s army. American Jews often have the mistaken notion that their forebears who fled Russia in the early twentieth century did so to escape just such a fate. In fact, the kidnapping of Jewish children for military service occurred in only one period, from 1827 to 1855, during the reign of Tsar Nicholas I, when Meir Zelig could have lived. The mass exodus of Russian Jews in later years might have stemmed in part from people fleeing military service—which, after Nicholas, extended for six years—but its key cause was the poverty and oppression Jews suffered. Still, the era of the kidnapped children had such a devastating effect that it remained etched into Jewish consciousness as a symbol of tsarist Russia.

Until Nicholas, Jews were not deemed capable or loyal enough for military duty. He changed that, determined to use the army as a means to integrate the Jews in his empire into Russian life and at the same time convert them to the Russian Orthodox faith. To this end, he established quotas for conscripts from individual Jewish communities, forcing community leaders to choose between drafting adult men or young boys to fill their quotas. Because Jewish men of the time tended to marry young and have babies quickly, the leaders preferred to take children rather than uproot fathers from their families. Known as Jewish cantonists, these children would be trained far from home in military cantons, or settlements, along with the children of Russian soldiers, before serving their conscription term.

The Jewish elders shamelessly protected the wealthy and influential in their communities by filling their quotas with children from poor and marginal families. Jewish khappers, or snatchers, grabbed boys off the streets or forced their way into homes to abduct children for the draft. So it was, as the family tells it, that “two men with long beards” nabbed Meir Zelig while he was walking outdoors and pressed him into military service. He was thirteen years old.

The family narrative continues: Meir Zelig resisted every attempt to convert him, even when he was made to kneel on a stone floor for hours. So devout was he that in all his years in the army, he refused to eat any food that was not kosher, limiting himself to bread and uncooked vegetables. Nevertheless, when he finally returned home, a man of twenty-six, he still worried that he might have sinned inadvertently and as atonement slept for years on a bench in an unheated synagogue using a bare stone for a pillow. Eventually, Meir Zelig married and had thirteen children with his wife, Tzippe, only three of whom survived into adulthood, Moshe and two younger daughters.

Golda Meir grew up with few religious sentiments, but she remained impressed with the stories her father told about the unflinching resolve of the pious grandfather she had never met.

Meir Zelig’s army service might have been Moshe’s ticket out of the Pale; his own skills as a carpenter would be his entrée to permanent residency in Kiev. Jewish artisans like him had the right to establish households in Kiev on condition that they qualified as masters in their field by producing an acceptable piece of work. While Moshe prepared for the master’s exam, he, Bluma, and Sheyna lived in grinding poverty and constant fear of the oblavy, police hunts that swept through every neighborhood, expelling Jews who did not have proper papers. He finally produced a fine chess table and received his permanent residency permit. With that, he had high hopes of establishing a furniture workshop and changing his fortune.

It would not happen. A quiet man who could be stubborn in his opinions, Moshe was also an inveterate optimist, “an innocent,” Golda said, “much given to believing in people,” a trait that made him an easy mark for one unscrupulous business partner after another and often left his family destitute.

When Moshe and Bluma set up house in Kiev, most of the city’s Jews lived in its poorest neighborhoods, the densely populated districts of Podol and Ploskaia near the port, or Lybed, which stretched from the upper city to the railroad tracks below. Houses in these areas fell victim to frequent fires and flooding, and rented apartments were often nothing more than one room without running water or a dank, airless basement. The Mabovitch family moved from one such hovel to another as Moshe struggled to find work. “Jewish craftsmen,” the newspaper Kievskii Telegraf wrote, “poke about anywhere they can, from house to house, just in case someone might have some work, but they find things little better here than where they came from.”

Decades later, Sheyna remembered the “cold and hunger” of Kiev, a cold that entered her bones and a hunger that never left her. She remembered the tiny, dark single room that served as the family’s bedroom as well as eating room and the chairs she slept on instead of a bed. She also remembered the sounds of her parents shouting at each other in the sorrows of their daily existence. Shrewd, quick-tempered Bluma had little patience for her husband’s failures. It didn’t help either that his mother, Bubbe Tzippe, came to live with the family from time to time. Golda later described this grandmother as a “tall woman with a tight, withered face.” A fanatical housewife, Tzippe cast a critical eye on her daughter-in-law’s household management, provoking angry arguments between the women that added to Bluma’s bitterness. This was not the life she had imagined when she and Moshe married after a love-at-first-sight romance almost unheard of among their relatives and friends.

Bluma reveled in telling the story of that romance to her daughters, who never tired of hearing it or questioned the veracity of any part of it. As the saga went, for some unknown reason Moshe, who was born in the Ukrainian town of Berdichev, had to report for military service in Pinsk, which might have been an army recruitment center. Bluma, living in Pinsk, saw the tall, good-looking youth and was instantly smitten. A lively, pretty redhead, she was the eldest of the six children—five girls and a boy—of Menachem Naiditch, a Pinsk tavern owner, and his wife, Pesse Feigel, and used to getting her way. (Menachem had two other living children, a girl and a boy, from his first wife, who had died in a household fire.) The parents, however, were less than happy about her choosing a mate, in an era when marriages were arranged through a shadchan, a marriage broker. They hired a shadchan anyway, to make inquiries about Bluma’s young man, and were pleased to learn that Moshe had studied for a while at a reputable yeshiva in the town of Slonim before apprenticing himself to a carpenter.

Nevertheless, Menachem Naiditch opposed the marriage. “There will be no artisans in our family,” he declared, refusing, with the pride of a tavern owner, to have his daughter wed a carpenter who could do no better than work with his hands. He finally agreed to the match after his mother, known in the family as Bubbe Golde, convinced him that the man was a mensch, and, besides, “it’s not a tragedy to be a carpenter…from a carpenter it’s possible to become a merchant.” Moshe never did become a merchant; he remained a carpenter all his life.

After the marriage, the couple lived with Bluma’s parents in Pinsk, the custom for newlyweds. So many younger sisters and other relatives filled the home that family members sometimes had to sleep three to a bed. They subsisted, as did others in the town, on weekday meals of potatoes and beans, with an occasional meat or fish dish for the Sabbath and holidays. Yet compared with the difficulties of Kiev, those years in Pinsk came to be seen by Bluma as almost luxurious. Sheyna, their first child, was born in 1889, about a year after their marriage, and some three years later they set out on their own for Kiev.

Compounding the hardships they endured in that city were the deaths of a string of babies. In addition to the loss of their daughter Sorele, in the course of their marriage Bluma bore and lost four sons. Two died from unknown causes within weeks of each other, one around the age of two, the other at six months. Another boy might have been accidentally smothered to death after Bluma tried to treat a cold by rubbing oil and turpentine on his body and swaddling him so tightly that the fumes probably caused him to suffocate. A fourth baby, born in Golda’s lifetime, seems to have developed an infection after an unsanitary circumcision. Bluma was not alone in these tragedies of childbirth. Unsanitary conditions and lack of a decent sewage system in the overcrowded Jewish areas of Kiev led to widespread epidemics and deaths.

—

NOT ALL THE JEWS in Kiev shared in the losses or the poverty. At the other extreme of the economic scale, and other parts of town, dwelled Jewish business magnates, some among the wealthiest inhabitants of Kiev. The writer Sholem Aleichem, who lived in Kiev for many years, gave it the fictitious name Yehupetz and referred often in his stories to actual wealthy Jewish families there. One of them, the Brodsky family, known throughout the Russian Empire for its vast sugar-refining enterprises, helped finance the city’s most important Jewish institutions. Other Jewish entrepreneurs made their fortunes in the liquor and tobacco industries, in shipping, or in trading on the Kiev stock exchange. Many owned large mansions in the upper city, an area graced by wide boulevards.

Although Moshe and Bluma lived worlds apart from the likes of a Brodsky or the others, their lives crossed those of one well-to-do family in a way that would affect Golda’s well-being. Named Yanovsky, the family resided in a large, elegant house surrounded by a flowering garden. With the birth of their eleventh child, a girl named Simka, Mrs. Yanovsky’s strength gave out. She sought a wet nurse and found her in Bluma Mabovitch, who had recently lost one of her baby boys and had “enough milk in her breasts to nurse two children.” Mrs. Yanovsky interviewed Bluma, liked her, and not only paid her to nurse her baby but also had the family moved to a larger, lighter apartment on a respectable street so that little Simka would be looked after in a healthy and relaxed environment. Taking no chances, Mrs. Yanovsky sent an aide to teach Bluma how to care for an infant.

Simka remained with the Mabovitch family until she was about a year old. Because of the basics of cleanliness and hygiene that Bluma learned during that time, when Golda was born a midwife in a “crisp white gown” attended her, unlike the untrained old grandmother who had helped bring Sheyna into the world nine years earlier. And whereas Sheyna rarely received a full bath before she was a year old, the new baby was bathed two or three times a week. Nor was this child tightly swaddled as the others had been. She could grow freely and develop naturally.

From the start, family mythology surrounded little Goldie, as everyone called her. She bore the name of Bubbe Golde, the great-grandmother long regarded as the family matriarch. It was Bubbe Golde who influenced her son, Menachem Naiditch, to allow his daughter Bluma to marry Moshe the carpenter. It was Bubbe Golde, more than anyone, to whom Bluma turned for comfort when her babies died. It was Bubbe Golde whose counsel relatives and neighbors far and wide sought when they had a troubling problem. It was Bubbe Golde of whom people said, admiringly, she has “a man’s mind.” In the future, people were to repeat incessantly that Golda Meir was “the only man in the cabinet,” supposedly the words of Israel’s prime minister David Ben-Gurion. She hated the description. “What does it really mean?” she asked. “That it’s better to be a man than a woman, a principle on which I don’t agree at all…Men always feel so superior!”

In the great-grandmother’s day, and long afterward, attributing a “man’s mind” to a woman was considered a compliment. This woman had the will of an absolute monarch and the confidence of a trapeze artist. According to family lore, she habitually put salt instead of sugar in her tea so that she would take the taste of the goless, the Diaspora, and its salty tears with her into the next world. She lived in this world for many years, leaving it only at the age of ninety (some said ninety-four). Alert to the end, she pronounced the traditional confessional to a rabbi, blessed each family member, arranged for psalms to be read aloud upon her death, shut her eyes, and breathed her last at the close of the Sabbath.

—

AS GOLDIE MABOVITCH GREW UP, her parents often told her that she looked like the great-grandmother with deep-set eyes whose name she carried. Sheyna went further. “Whoever remembers Bubbe Golda, and knows my sister Golda,” she wrote in a memoir, “must believe that personality traits can be passed on from one generation to the next.”

Some of those traits showed up early in Goldie’s life. From Sheyna’s accounts, she was a lively, bright child, curious about her environment and set in her ways. In keeping with Bubbe Golde’s legendary stubbornness, a classic family story tells of a power struggle between Golda and her mother when she was about five years old. With no toys in the poverty-stricken home, Golda cherished a little notebook her mother had given her, in which she would try to copy letters from a book. One day, absorbed in her notebook, she failed to respond when her mother called her repeatedly. Irritated, Bluma tore the notebook to shreds. The distraught child cried for days. “Promise to obey me and I will buy you another notebook,” Bluma ordered. Golda would neither promise nor ask for a replacement. Finally, Bluma relented and bought her daughter a new notebook. Golda had made no concessions. “There’s a dybbuk in her,” relatives said.

But childhood did not begin with battles. After the many losses Moshe and Bluma had suffered during the years following Sheyna’s birth, they took great delight in the pretty, healthy new daughter who broke the chain of death. For a while at least, she experienced the warmth and indulgence of grateful parents. Sheyna never forgot how her mother would comb Golda’s long, curly hair dotingly, gathering it into a tuft at the top of her head, “like a little crown,” while the small girl stood in front of a mirror admiring herself. Golda’s hair would always remain a source of pride and comfort to her. “It was streaked and lined with white,” the journalist Ruth Gruber recalled about the adult Golda. “And you know she’d stand in the bathroom and there was a big mirror there and she’d brush and brush it in front of the mirror.” David Harman, a family friend who had lived in Golda’s house as a student, remembered that when mulling over a problem, she would often wash her hair, sometimes at one or two o’clock in the morning. “Somehow the washing of the hair and the brushing out of the hair, which was very long, was a way for her to think things over,” he said. And maybe on some level to evoke those fleeting childhood feelings of basking in her mother’s love.

Sheyna was jealous of her new sister, jealous of the hair combing and the kisses her mother lavished on this little girl, whom she called her “golden child.” Within a few years, however, Golda would suffer similar feelings when a new baby supplanted her in her parents’ affections.

Bubbe Tzippe, dying from typhus, had come to live out her final days with her son’s family. Gone now was the resentment Bluma once felt toward her mother-in-law, replaced by a veil of sorrow that spread across the household at the old woman’s suffering. Tzippe died a painful death, and on the day of her burial Bluma gave birth to a baby girl, whom she and Moshe named Tzipka, after her. (Both names are diminutives of the biblical Zipporah.) It was January 20, 1902, and Golda was three and a half. Pushed from her throne as youngest child, she soon acquired her own air of sadness and neglect. Her aloneness stirred Sheyna’s compassion. With no interest in the new baby, who seemed to cry all the time, she drew close to her little sister, becoming her guardian and mentor and, as Golda would later discover, extending her supervision throughout life as a self-appointed, and often self-righteous, voice of conscience.

During these years, from Golda’s birth through Tzipka’s, the economic situation at home often skirted on the dire. At times Sheyna, who attended a school she loved, went to classes without eating all day. And Golda would remember her mother cooking porridge on rare occasions as a special treat and her resentment once when her mother made her give up a part of her small portion to baby Tzipka, who had finished her own and was crying for more. Golda was always “a little too cold outside and a little too empty inside,” she said of those bleak days.

Moshe entered into a new partnership, which lasted until he discovered that the partner had cheated him out of his share of the income. The family moved again, to Lukianovka, an area on the outskirts of the city, known for its fortresslike prison. Here Moshe managed a building in exchange for a rent-free apartment. Soon another opportunity arose. The government began to expand its educational system and to commission craftsmen to create furniture for new schools and libraries. Moshe submitted an anonymous bid, as required, and received a contract for library tables and benches.

With great optimism—a trait he never seemed to lose—Moshe moved the family to a larger apartment, where the three girls slept in the one bedroom and the parents in the dining room. He opened a workshop, borrowed money to buy supplies, and hired two workers for the project. He delivered the furniture on time, confident of his workmanship, only to have large parts of it rejected. When he returned home that evening, his family saw a broken man. He regarded himself the victim of anti-Semitism once he had revealed his name and the authorities realized he was Jewish.

By 1902, Kiev’s anti-Semitism was, in fact, becoming more open, and violent, with rumors of pogroms flying everywhere. Much later, whenever people asked Golda Meir about her early childhood in Kiev, she would tell them, in slightly different versions, about an image of that city that remained in her mind. She remembered her family living on the first floor of a building with a stairway in the entrance that led to a neighbor’s home on the second floor. Aside from this neighbor, the building held no other Jewish families. When word of a possible pogrom reached the two families, the fathers prepared to protect their homes however possible. In one of Golda’s descriptions, she and the neighbor’s daughter, a girl about her age, watched their fathers frantically at work. In another, several children stood by. In one, the fathers boarded the front door to barricade the entrance; in another, they boarded the windows while Cossacks on horseback galloped down the street toward them. Regardless of how the details varied, in the telling the memory of the terror remained the same. “I can hear the sound of that hammer now,” she would say, “and I can see the children standing in the streets, wide-eyed and not making a sound, watching the nails being driven in.”

The pogrom did not take place. Indeed, Golda would never witness a pogrom. But her childhood fear of pogroms was real, and it reflected a fear always present in Russian Jewish lives, especially in Kiev with its history of expulsions and anti-Jewish activity.

Those fears and his most recent business failures convinced Moshe that life in Kiev had nothing more to offer. Passover in 1902 was a dreary affair, with the family having to rely on the holiday clothing and food Bluma’s parents sent from Pinsk. At the next festival, Shavuot, fried fish and dry bread made up the only fare on the holiday table. With his wife and daughters sitting at that table, Moshe announced his decision: he would go to America to work and return with the money he earned, while the rest of the family would stay with the relatives in Pinsk.

In planning his exodus from the land of the tsars, Moshe was joining more than two million Jews streaming out of the Russian Empire at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries toward the promised land of milk and honey far across the seas. “In the early 1900’s,” Golda would say, “to the Jews America was a kind of bank where you went to pick up the dollars scattered on the sidewalks and came back with your pockets full.”

Bluma packed up the family’s few belongings and with her three girls, aged fourteen, four and a half, and one year, left Kiev for Pinsk early in 1903. For them, Pinsk was home, where Bluma had grown up and Sheyna lived as a baby. For Moshe, it symbolized defeat. He had left his in-laws’ protective nest to strike out on his own and had to return to it a failure, almost penniless. He sold his tools, settled his business dealings in Kiev, and arrived in Pinsk two weeks after his family. With some of the money from his sales, he journeyed to America, arriving in New York on December 2, 1903. The wife and children he left behind would have to manage as well as they could.

Ninety-five years later, on a freezing day in November 1998, the small Jewish community that had emerged in Kiev after the ravages of the Holocaust and Soviet occupation placed a commemorative plaque on a building at 5 Basseyna Street, proclaiming that Golda Meir had lived there. City records list that address for “I. Mabovitch” (probably for Izok, derived from Moshe’s middle name) in the years 1901, 1902, and 1903. Situated in the center of the city, considered then as now one of its better neighborhoods, the building might have held the family’s last apartment in Kiev, when Moshe still had dreams of success.

Not far from that building and facing it stands a statue of Sholem Aleichem, his hand lifting his hat, as though in greeting. City guides tell tourists that the famous Jewish author is tipping his hat to the famous Jewish prime minister, both warmly embraced among Kiev’s noted sons and daughters. It is an irony about a city that Sholem Aleichem left after witnessing a pogrom in 1905, and of which Golda Meir’s one lasting memory would be the sound of nails boarding up her home in anticipation of a murderous mob.

—

PINSK WAS DIFFERENT. This was a Jewish town, a shtetl, where in 1897 more than twenty thousand Jews made up almost three-quarters of the population and by 1914 the number had risen to almost thirty thousand. Jews did not need special permission to live here; located in Belorussia in western Russia, it lay in the heart of the Pale of Jewish Settlement. In this town, during the 1890s, “no one dared start pogroms,” a historian of the city wrote. “Jewish self-confidence was high.” Ten years earlier, when pogroms plagued much of Russia, Pinskers had banded together for self-defense so that “butchers, coachmen and porters” were able to chase off mobs of peasants from surrounding areas.

Unlike Kiev, which boasted picturesque hills and bluffs and broad boulevards with stately homes in its wealthier areas, Pinsk, with its squat wooden houses and many unpaved streets, had little to commend it physically. It “was not a pleasant town to live in,” wrote Chaim Weizmann, later Israel’s first president, who came to the city when he was eleven to study at a Russian high school. “Low-lying, malarial, it was…mud in the spring and autumn, ice in the winter, dust in the summer.” Built along the marshlands of two rivers, the Pripet and the Pina, Pinsk was known for its muddy swamps, the blotte, as they were called in Yiddish. Golda would remember those swamps when she became a young pioneer trying to maneuver her way through the unpaved, muddy paths in the kibbutz Merhavia, where she lived. But even those, she said, weren’t as treacherous as the Pinsker blotte during spring thaws and autumn rains. One day, walking alone in Pinsk as a child, she stepped into a mud hole with one foot. When it got stuck, she tried using the other foot to extricate herself and got doubly stuck. She had to stand in mud up to her knees until a passerby freed her.

Some fifteen Jewish families laid the foundations for the city in 1506, close to the castle of a Polish prince who could offer them protection. It grew slowly until it became part of the Russian Empire in the late eighteenth century. With its increasing numbers, the town spread eastward, turning the nearby community of Karlin into a suburb of Pinsk. Golda had an aunt in Karlin, which became home also to some of the city’s more well-heeled Jewish families, like the Weizmanns.

Although plenty of Pinsk Jews, like those throughout the Pale, suffered the relentless poverty of shtetl life and the community had a system of public support for those who needed it, the town boasted a better economy than many other shtetlach. Its waterways provided work for Jews as fishermen, porters, and stevedores in the summertime, and in the winter the frozen rivers could be chopped into massive chunks of ice to be sold to householders for storage in their ice cellars. With the growth of railroads in the region, wealthy Jewish entrepreneurs built factories that employed thousands of Jewish laborers to make matches, candles, soap, and other products that they shipped to all parts of the empire. The city had merchants who traded in timber and salt, and a variety of artisans who labored as carpenters, housepainters, watchmakers, and tailors. This was a town of Jewish workers, and some did well for themselves.

Zeide (Grandfather) Menachem Naiditch owned a tavern, a respected calling, several notches above manual laborer or artisan like his son-in-law Moshe. One of six taverns in town, it was situated near the waterfront alongside two others. All remained almost empty during most of the week but bustled with business on market days—Sunday and Wednesday—when Jews and gentiles from neighboring villages brought their wares to sell in town. Sundays were the best days financially. After attending church, the village farmers, often called mujiks (“little men” in Russian), crowded into the taverns to drink vodka and eat rolls and fried fish. By the end of the day, as the drinking outpaced the eating, tavern owners had to calm their customers to prevent violence, which might quickly turn against the local Jewish population. Tall, thin, straight backed, with a thick beard and soothing, reticent manner, Menachem Naiditch seemed suited to that role.

The tavern was part of a large brick building that housed the Naiditch family, far more spacious than any place Golda had lived in. A deep pit belowground held an ice cellar, where ice purchased from the river workers and covered with straw stayed frozen through the summer. The tavern room, on the first floor, had two long tables, shelves along the walls for food storage, and iron beams to hold the liquor casks. A small hallway led to the kitchen, dominated by its big Russian stove, which heated the house while serving a slew of other purposes. In its interior, women baked and cooked the family meals; in an enclosed space beneath it, they fattened geese, which they used on the holidays of Hanukkah and Passover; and on its top they dried fish and kept dishes warm on the Sabbath. On that broad, flat top also, children in the family slept close together for warmth on bitter winter nights. For Golda, that space became a hideout from which to observe family events.

Four small bedrooms branched off the central room, each packed now with Golda’s married aunts and their families. So packed, in fact, that Bluma soon rented a room for her and her daughters nearby in the house of a shochet, a ritual slaughterer, joining the rest of the family at the Naiditch home on Friday nights and Saturdays to celebrate the Sabbath.

Golda later remembered those Sabbaths with the sentimentality of someone who has moved far from religious observance but still feels affection for many of the traditions. The central room, she said, became a “palace,” filled with “Sabbath light.” Its long wooden tables, unwashed all week, were scrubbed clean for the large family that would gather around them. Bubbe Pesse Feigel, a “short, fat” woman with a hairnet on her head and soot on her face from standing at the stove all week, a woman who ordinarily barely opened her mouth except to complain about her lot in life, was suddenly transformed into a “Sabbath grandmother” with a spotless face and festive clothes. The burdens of work and worry dropped away for a time, neighbors came by to visit, and the room filled with the sounds of conversation and song. Years later, Golda Meir’s home, with its constant streams of guests on Saturday mornings and afternoons, would reflect those childhood days.

One of the taverns next to Menachem Naiditch’s belonged to Leibe Shertok, whose son Yaakov became one of the first pioneers to immigrate to Palestine from Pinsk and whose grandson Moshe Shertok (later Sharett) would work closely with Golda Meir through much of their lives. Menachem and Leibe shared a warm and unusual friendship considering their business rivalry and different backgrounds. Shertok was Jewishly educated with a sophisticated sense of humor; Naiditch serious and reserved, and word had it that he could barely read or write.

“There was another Naiditch family in Pinsk that was more famous,” Golda recalled. “I don’t come from that famous family.” Her Naiditch grandfather “was a simple man…an honest and good man.” People often called him “Menachem Goldes,” after his formidable mother, Golde, the powerhouse in the clan. Golda Meir named her son Menahem, for this grandfather, and commented that he, too, was a “Menahem Goldes.”

It might have been in keeping with that simple, mostly illiterate grandfather that Golda received no formal education during her Pinsk years, between the ages of five and eight. To be sure, she was a girl, and few Jewish families of that generation regarded education for girls a necessity. Had one of Bluma’s baby boys lived past infancy, at the age of four he would certainly have started attending heder, the traditional Jewish school. As notorious as many of these schools were for their ill-trained teachers and squalid classrooms, they still managed to implant in their young students a lifelong familiarity with Jewish texts. Had this imaginary little boy been lucky, he might have studied at the modern heder that had gained ground under the influence of the Haskalah, the Jewish Enlightenment. In it, teachers taught in Hebrew instead of Yiddish, and courses included secular subjects such as Russian literature, along with religious ones.

Golda had none of those opportunities for study. Nor, as she advanced in years, did she attend a primary school in Pinsk as many young girls did. Her mother “was a good woman,” she would say, “but she didn’t want me to have any education; she thought that was for men only.” She was referring to her high school years, but the words also suited her early ones. Aside from issues of gender, little in Golda’s immediate environment encouraged study. When she wanted to copy the letters of the Hebrew alphabet from a book, one of the only books she could find in her grandfather’s home was a siddur, a prayer book. Yet this was a time in Jewish life when thousands of people in the shtetlach were reading the works of the great Yiddish storytellers Mendele Moykher Sforim, Sholem Aleichem, and I. L. Peretz and when, on a more everyday level, romance novels in Yiddish and Hebrew had become widely popular. Pinsk itself was a vibrant cultural center noted for its rabbis, scholars, and political thinkers. When Jews in small communities pictured a larger world than any they had known, they described it as “even beyond Pinsk.”

Sheyna pitied the little sister she saw wandering about with nothing to do except household chores. She had arranged her life differently. In Kiev, she had discovered a progressive school for poor children and had been old enough and strong-willed enough to attend it despite her mother’s desire to have her learn a trade. She was able to help Golda learn to read and write in Yiddish and even master some arithmetic, the extent of the girl’s schooling until the family moved to America.

Golda Meir would become one of Israel’s most effective speakers; she could make an audience cry simply by reading aloud from a phone book, her colleagues said. Yet she never attained the reservoir of Jewish intellectual knowledge that came to the male founders of the state from their earliest days: David Ben-Gurion, who sat on his grandfather’s knees to learn new Hebrew words every day; Berl Katznelson, Labor Zionist hero, whose father’s library held stacks of Hebrew journals and books for the boy to rummage through; Moshe Shertok, who inherited a love of learning and languages from his tavern-owning grandfather and his father after that. Golda had no such models.

Growing into childhood in Pinsk, little Goldie acquired two nicknames. Sometimes she was called die alte kup, the old head or wise one, a reflection of her seriousness and common sense as a child; early photographs of her show an unsmiling, somber girl with eyes gazing steadfastly into the camera. Her other nickname, less flattering, was Golda der gilgul. A gilgul in Yiddish and Hebrew can mean something that rolls around and around, or, more likely in Golda’s case, a soul that has transmigrated into the body of a human, another way of saying that she had an uncontrollable spirit within, a dybbuk, that pushed her to strong-headedness.

“My mother…didn’t know psychology,” the adult Golda said. “How could she not understand what she did to me when she called me ‘Golda the gilgul’? As a child I was certain, and frightened at the thought, that when I grew up and improved my life, I would still always bear this dreadful nickname, ‘Golda the gilgul.’ ”

Golda had other fears that Bluma exacerbated. Across from the Naiditch house, a monastery rose from a hill near the river, and in front of it sat “wild-haired and wild-eyed” cripples, begging for alms and praying aloud with eerie melodies that remained with Golda for decades. The beggars terrified her, as did the monastery, the symbol of an unfamiliar Christian world, and as much as possible she avoided the area. Bluma capitalized on the terror by threatening the child that if she misbehaved, the fearsome beggars would haunt her dreams.

It was the kind of folklorish talk, like the gilgul nickname, that generations of Old Country mothers, hardly schooled in modern child-rearing techniques, utilized to keep their children in check. Bluma was far from an ideal mother, but for her, as for most shtetl women, daily existence demanded strength, toughness, and a level of aggressiveness. To support her daughters while her husband was away, earning next to nothing, she assisted her sisters in small shops they opened in town and started her own modest business baking bread and cakes that she sold door-to-door to wealthy householders. At some point, she and the children moved to an apartment in a poor, dirty alleyway close to a local police station. It had one room and a sooty kitchen with a large Russian stove built into the wall. Her life did not lend itself to insights into her daughters’ fears and feelings, even had she been so inclined. But the lack led to constant misunderstandings and angry arguments with them.

The conflicts intensified as the world around them became more dangerous. On Easter Sunday, April 19, 1903, the eighth day of Passover, a murderous pogrom erupted in the city of Kishinev that stunned Jews everywhere. Through the lens of post-Holocaust eyes, the number of dead may seem negligible; the violence limited. But in its time, Kishinev served as a turning point in Russian Jewish history, becoming a symbol of Jewish vulnerability and a catalyst for Jewish self-defense.

A few months before the pogrom, a young Christian boy had been found murdered in a village near Kishinev and a young woman died of unknown causes in a Jewish hospital. With those deaths, a fiercely anti-Semitic newspaper editor, Pavolachi Krushevan, launched a campaign of blaming the Jews with the old canard of “ritual murders” to acquire blood for Passover ceremonies. “Death to the Jews,” his headlines screamed, and bands of teenage boys joined by adults took up the slogan, murdering and mutilating the Jews of Kishinev. The attacks were bloody and savage—nails driven through heads, eyes gouged out, women raped and their breasts chopped off. By the time the violence ended, three days after it started, almost fifty people were dead, more than five hundred injured, and thousands of families left homeless. Most contemporaries accused the Russian government of instigating the horrors, and though later historians have shown this not to be the case, national and local forces were both inept and slow to quell the riots.

Russia’s Jews responded to news of the pogrom with despair. In the Mabovitch household, as in thousands of others, adult family members undertook an all-day fast in sympathy with the victims. Five-year-old Goldie insisted on joining them. According to her younger sister, Tzipka, drawing on family legend, she announced to her parents, “You fast for the adults, and I will fast for the little children.”

When word of the terror spread, it aroused outrage in the Western world. In Paris and London, Jews, joined by gentiles, held massive protest meetings, and in Germany the kaiser conveyed his personal concern to the tsar. In the United States, President Theodore Roosevelt agreed to send a petition to the tsar signed by thirteen thousand Americans (it never reached him). But the most powerful aftermath of the pogrom came in the form of a long poem written by Chaim Nachman Bialik, the greatest Hebrew poet of his time. Called “In the City of Slaughter,” it began by describing the obscenities of the Kishinev massacre and went on to depict, with bitter sarcasm, the weakness of the Jews themselves, particularly of the men who watched in terror and did nothing as their wives and daughters were violated.

Bialik’s burning accusations fired the souls of Russia’s Jewish youth and became a rallying cry for self-defense, a cry also for rebellion against Tsar Nicholas II. Scores of Jews had already been stirred by an anti-tsarist fever sweeping Russia’s liberal circles, and now they identified more ardently than ever with the revolutionary cause. In Pinsk, teenage Sheyna Mabovitch joined the frenzy
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