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Lydda, 1948 

HOW DID ZIONISM ARRIVE IN THE VALLEY OF LYDDA? JUST AS IT 

ARRIVED in some of Palestine’s other valleys and plains. 

In the autumn of 1903, after the Sixth Zionist Congress, the Anglo-Palestine Bank 

purchased 2,330 dunams of land in the village of Haditha for 80,730 francs. Of that area, 1,946 

dunams were fertile and flat, while the remaining 384 dunams were hilly and barren. Together 

they formed a long strip of land that stretched from the silvery olive orchards of the Arab city of 

Lydda to the low ridge of hills rising from the gray fields of the Lydda Valley toward Jerusalem. 

The Beit Arif estate became the Ben Shemen estate, one of the first plots of land purchased by 

Herzl’s Zionist movement in Palestine. 

Two years later, after exploring several other sites across the country, the civil 

engineer Nahum Wilbosh decided to establish his Ati4^(Hebrew for “future”) factory in the 

Lydda Valley. With an investment of 150,000 francs, he bought 100 dunams from the Anglo-

Palestine Bank and erected a modem plant to press oil from its orchards and manufacture fine 

soap from the olive refuse. In its first four years, Atid was a disappointment. The oil was 

murky, the soap was inferior, and expenses were high. But in its fifth, sixth, and seventh years, 

Atid prospered. It provided its owners with respectable profits, its workers with decent livings, 

and its Arab neighbors with extra income from the sale of raw materials to the new Jewish 

industrial enterprise. But before the Great War broke out, Atid collapsed, leaving behind in the 

Lydda Valley nothing but the gloomy, deserted ruins of what was meant to be. 

A year after Wilbosh established his factory, a teacher named Israel Belkind built 

Kiryat Sefer, an agricultural school, on fifty dunams of the Ben Shemen estate, for the orphans 

who had survived the gruesome Kishinev pogrom three years earlier. On the top of the hill, not 

far from the factory, Belkind erected two-story buildings surrounding a spacious courtyard 

where the pogrom survivors would train to become skilled farmers. 

Yet after spending 43,000 francs to purchase the land and build the classrooms and 

dormitory, Belkind was short of funds needed to run the school, and Kiryat Sefer 

collapsed. 

In 1908, several years after the death of Theodor Herzl, the Zionist movement decided 

to commemorate its founder by planting a thousand olive trees in the Valley of Lydda. 

Choosing the olive tree for the orchard of Herzl-Wald was both practical and symbolic. The 

aim was to demonstrate that the new Jews could plant olive trees that were as beautiful and 

deep-rooted as the ancient olive trees of the orchards of the Arabs of Lydda. As early as 1908 a 

nursery had been set up between the Atid factory and the Kiryat Sefer school, but an 

unexpected incident had taken place there: Jewish workers rallied one day and uprooted the 

olive trees planted by Arab workers, replanting them with their own hands in order to make a 

national Jewish statement. So in 1909, when Herzl-Wald was planted, all work was solely 

Jewish. The new Jews of Palestine planted more than twelve thousand olive trees on the gentle 

slope overlooking the minarets of the city of Lydda. And as the trees grew taller, it seemed that 

Herzl-Wald was indeed becoming a real, deep-rooted olive orchard in Palestine. But then came 



war, locusts, and despair. The Atid factory failed. Some of the olive trees were damaged, some 

perished, some were uprooted. ׳As quickly as Herzl’s olive forest had appeared in the Valley 

of Lydda, it disappeared. 

In 1910, after a wave of immigration from Yemen reached Palestine, Boris Schatz, an 

art professor and the founder of Jerusalem’s renowned Bezalel art academy, decided to settle 

Yemenite artisans skilled in silver-smithing in the Lydda Valley. His intention was to establish 

a modest artisan colony whose residents would make a living by combining twentieth-century 

agriculture and traditional crafts. For that purpose he built a small neighborhood of humble 

homes adjacent to the Ben Shemen courtyard and the Herzl-Wald forest to which he brought 

twelve families of impoverished Yemenite Jews who were rich in artistic tradition. For three 

years the families struggled to take root in the Lydda Valley, but they were ultimately defeated 

by the harsh conditions, the shortage of water, and the high infant mortality rate. Like Atid, 

Kiryat Sefer, and the olive forest, the artisan colony vanished. 

In 1909, the agronomist Yitzhak Vilkansky, who first came to Ben Shemen to work in 

the olive tree nursery, turned Belkind’s courtyard into an exemplary agricultural enterprise. In 

Ben Shemen, Vilkansky established Palestine’s first modem cowshed, where he bred strong 

German bulls with resilient Damascus cows. Vilkansky experimented in beekeeping, almond 

growing, and wheat harvesting. He developed new methods of irrigation and came up with the 

idea of mixed farming, which would enable every family of Jewish settlers in Palestine to 

have a homestead run on a system of rations that would make the most of every small plot of 

land year-round. He trained work groups of skilled farmers, one of which settled in the 

deserted homes of the departed Yemenites, and established a tiny but flourishing working 

village. For sixteen years Vilkansky performed wonders in the Lydda Valley, proving, as the 

Zionist leader Chaim Weizmann had said, that in the Land of Israel, Hebrew hands can 

perform miracles. 

But in 1926 Vilkansky moved his experimental farm to the thriving orange grove 

colony of Rehovot. After five attempts and four failures, Zionism was faced with the questions 

it had faced twenty-three years earlier: how to settle the Valley of Lydda, and what to do with 

the strip of land descending from the rocky hills to the deserted courtyard of Ben Shemen to 

the ruins of Atid and the minarets rising from the Arab city of Lydda. 

Siegfried Lehmann was bom in Berlin in 1892. He studied medicine and served as a 

doctor in the German army. Although he was the son of a wealthy family of assimilated 

German Jews, during the Great War he rediscovered his Jewish identity and found meaning in 

the endeavor of rejuvenating Judaism. In 1916 he established a center for homeless Jewish 

children in an East Berlin slum. In 1919 he opened a shelter for Jewish war orphans in the 

Lithuanian city of Kovna. Inspired by his mentors Martin Buber, 

Gustav Landauer, Albert Einstein, and his own brother Alfred, Lehmann believed that there 

was no future for Jews in Germany, and that Western Jewry must renew itself by reconnecting 

with the masses of Eastern Jewry, with their traditions and rituals. 

By 1925 the doctor turned teacher realized that a rising wave of anti-Semitism would 

prevent him from maintaining his Kovna children’s home. There was no place to go but 

Palestine. First Lehmann intended to rebuild his unique institution on the very spot on which 

the Ein Harod white tent camp had been pitched in the Harod Valley in the late summer of 

1921. But after learning that the swarms of Anopheles mosquitoes in the marshes might 

endanger the lives of his students, Einstein’s protege changed course. On a rainy winter day, 

Lehmann arrived with his wife and a dozen Kovna orphans at the courtyard built by Israel 



Belkind for the Kishinev orphans some twenty years earlier. 

Where others had failed, Lehmann succeeded. In 1927 there were only fifteen students 

in Lehmann’s youth village; in 1931 there were two hundred twenty; in 1946, some six 

hundred students. The village’s ten dunams of cultivated land grew to over five hundred 

dunams. There was a fine cowshed now, a large sheep pen, a horse stable, an orange grove, a 

vegetable garden, wheat fields, chicken coops, apiaries, a vineyard. On the gentle slope 

descending from the courtyard of Kiryat Sefer to the ruins of the Atid factory, long red-roofed 

dormitories were built. A school was founded, a swimming pool dug, sports fields constructed. 

Flower gardens were planted along footpaths. The bright living quarters that Lehmann insisted 

upon for the children gave the school an air of familial warmth. Within ten years, the German-

Jewish humanist succeeded in developing in the Lydda Valley one of Zionism’s most 

endearing enterprises. 

Lehmann’s village was unique. For a reasonably long period of time it fulfilled the 

utopian values of its founder. The Berlin doctor, who was supported by Berlin’s liberal Jews, 

was no narrow-minded Zionist. Though he dedicated his life to the salvation of homeless 

Jewish children, he viewed his humanitarian mission in a broad historical context. He realized 

that the life of the Jewish people had become unbearable. He acknowledged that the 

displacement and detachment they experienced threatened the Jews physically, mentally, and 

spiritually. But Lehmann believed that in the twentieth century, displacement and detachment 

were not solely a Jewish malady. He saw that a sense of rootlessness was also threatening 

contemporary Western civilization. Lehmann wanted Zionism to suggest a cure both for the 

modem Jewish people and for modem man; he wanted it to fulfill an urgent national task in a 

manner that would benefit all of humanity. He wanted Zionism to be a settlement movement 

that was not tainted by colonialism, a national movement that was not scarred by chauvinism, a 

progressive movement that was not distorted by urban alienation. He believed that Zionism 

must not establish a closed-off, condescending colony in Palestine that ignored its 

surroundings and native neighbors; it must not be an Occidental frontier fortress commanding 

the Orient. On the contrary, Lehmann believed that Zionism must plant the Jews in their 

ancient homeland in an organic fashion. It must respect the Orient and become a bridge 

between East and West. Though he never said so explicitly, Lehmann saw his Lydda Valley 

youth village as an example of what Zionism should be: a salvation project giving home to the 

homeless, providing roots to the uprooted, and restoring meaning to life. Lehmann’s Ben 

Shemen would offer harmony to the children and to the era that had lost all harmony. 

Dr. Lehmann believed that Zionism would prevail only if it was integrated into the 

Middle East. In July 1927, the young doctor rushed to the traumatized Arab city of Lydda to 

attend to the survivors of a devastating earthquake that demolished much of the old town and 

killed scores of its residents. In the 1930s, because of the profound impact his work had had 

on the community during the disaster, Lehmann made friends among Lydda’s gentry and 

among the dignitaries of the neighboring Arab villages of Haditha, Dahariya, Gimzu, 

Daniyal, Deir Tarif, and Bayt Nabala. He saw to it that the villagers 

walking to and from Lydda in the scorching summer heat would enjoy cool water and 

refreshing shade at a specially designed welcome fountain that he built for them at the gate of 

the Zionist youth village. Lehmann instructed the youth village clinic to give medical assistance 

to Palestinians seeking it. He insisted that the students of Ben Shemen be taught to respect their 

neighbors and their neighbors’ culture. Almost every weekend the youth of Ben Shemen went 

on trips to the villages. They also frequently visited Lydda, its market, its schools. Arab 



musicians and dancers were invited to participate in the youth village’s festivals. An Orient fair 

was held, at which Arab rural civilization was studied, displayed, and celebrated. 

When the Hollywood-produced film Land was shot in Lehmann’s youth village just 

after World War II, the scenes it captured portrayed a humanist utopia. In black-and-white 

frames, the director, Helmar Lerski, and his cinematographers registered an unreal reality. Here 

were boys and girls who had barely escaped Germany living in a progressive, democratic 

educational establishment, a kind of convalescent home for the uprooted youth of an uprooted 

people in the land of the Bible. Here were young Hebrew shepherds herding sheep on the 

craggy, ancient hills between Haditha and Dahariya. Here were young weavers spinning yam 

on spindles as if they were French or German villagers who had been living on the land for 

generations. Here was a community of orphans living a Euro-Palestinian village culture that is 

in peace with the land it had just descended upon. On the eve of the Sabbath, the children, 

wearing white shirts, gathered around white-cloth-covered tables to light candles. Although 

they had no parents, they had faith. Some played Bach, some sang hymns, some told Jewish 

legends and tales from Tolstoy. But everyone in the halls of Ben Shemen, from age eight to 

eighteen, took part in an exceptional ritual of secular youngsters reaching for the holy in the 

Holy Land. 

Lydda suspected nothing. Lydda did not imagine what was about to happen. For forty-

four years, it watched Zionism enter the valley: first the Atid factory, then the Kiryat Sefer 

school, then the olive forest, the artisan colony, the tiny workers’ village, the experimental 

farm, and the strange youth village headed by the eccentric German doctor who was so friendly 

to the people of Lydda and gave medical treatment to those in need. 

The city of Lydda had two mosques and a large cathedral called St. George. But though 

by Christian tradition, Lydda was the city of Saint George, the people of Lydda did not see that 

Zionism would turn into a modern-day dragon. They did not see that while Dr. Lehmann 

preached peace, others taught war. While Dr. Lehmann took his students to the neighboring 

Palestinian villages, Shmaryahu Gutman took them to Masada. While the youth village taught 

humanism and brotherhood, the pine forest behind it hosted military courses training Ben 

Shemen’s youth to throw grenades, assemble submachine guns, and fire antitank PIAT shells. 

The people of Lydda did not see that the Zionism that came into the valley to give hope to a 

nation of orphans has become a movement of cruel resolve, determined to take the land by 

force. 

In the forty-four years that Lydda watched Zionism approach, Lydda prospered. From 

1922 to 1947, the population more than doubled, from eight thousand to nineteen thousand. 

The leap forward was not only quantitative but qualitative. Modernization was everywhere. 

After the devastation caused by the 1927 earthquake, many of the old clay dwellings were 

replaced by new solid stone houses. By the Great Mosque and the cathedral, a commercial 

center and a new mosque were built. On the west side of town a new modem quarter of ruler-

straight streets appeared. Lydda was a central junction of 

Palestine’s railway system, and the train company’s executives resided in the new English-

style garden suburb, which was the city’s pride. There was electricity on some streets, running 

water in some houses. Two state schools and one Anglican school educated the boys and girls 

of Lydda separately. Two clinics, five doctors, and two pharmacies guaranteed decent medical 

service. The mortality rate was down to twelve out of a thousand, while the fertility rate was 

drastically up. A genuine social revolution had taken place in Lydda in the first half of the 

twentieth century. 



Lydda’s economy did well, too. The British Mandate, the indirect impact of Zionism, 

and a prime location enabled it to gallop ahead. Situated at the very center of Palestine, Lydda 

became a main transportation hub in the years of British rule. The train station in the south of 

town and the international airport in the north offered abundant employment opportunities to 

its residents. The cross-country roads passing nearby contributed to local commerce. And with 

its 3,200 dunams of orange groves, Lydda also benefited from the citrus boom. In the old 

town, hydraulic oil presses replaced manual ones. Three factories manufactured the oil and 

soap that Atid once produced. The town had a successful tannery and many spinning mills that 

made kaffiyehs and abbayahs. The cafes were crowded, and the stores were full of the best 

modem wares. On Mondays and Thursdays, thousands traveled from near and far to Lydda’s 

famous cattle market and bazaar. Alongside the wealthy landowning class rose a flourishing 

commercial middle class that turned Lydda into a lively, prosperous town. 

But in 1947 the question of Palestine reaches its moment of truth. In February, 

His Majesty’s government has had enough of the conflict between the Arabs and the Jews and 

decides to leave the Holy Land and let the United Nations determine its fate. In June, an 

eleven-member UN inquiry commission arrives in Palestine and while touring the country 

visits Ben Shemen and the Lydda Valley. In August the committee comes to the conclusion 

that there is no chance that Jews and Arabs can coexist in Palestine, and therefore suggests 

dividing the land into two nation-states. In November, the UN General Assembly endorses the 

partition plan and calls for the establishment of a Jewish state and an Arab state. As the Arab 

League and the Arabs of Palestine reject Resolution 181, violence flares throughout the 

country. It is clear that Arab nationalism is about to eradicate Zionism and destroy the Jewish 

community in Palestine by the use of brutal force. It is clear that the Jews must defend 

themselves, as no one else will come to their rescue. From December 1947 to May 1948, a 

cruel civil war between Arabs and Jews rages. After the British leave, the State of Israel is 

founded on May 14, 1948. The next day, the armies of Egypt, Jordan, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon 

invade and a full-scale war erupts. 

In December, a seven-car convoy en route to Ben Shemen is viciously attacked. 

Thirteen of its Jewish passengers are brutally murdered. In February 1948, some four hundred 

students of the youth village are evacuated from the Lydda Valley in a sad convoy of buses, 

escorted by British armored vehicles. Dr. Lehmann is heartbroken. By April, the youth village 

is a besieged military post. In May, the mayor of Lydda recommends that Ben Shemen 

surrender, but it refuses. Still, the mayor begs the commander of the Arab Legion not to attack 

the isolated compound, as it does not threaten Lydda in any way. When Arab fields adjacent to 

Ben Shemen are set ablaze, some of the youth village graduates who have remained msh to put 

out the fire. Even as war rages in most parts of Palestine, both Arabs and Jews regard the 

Lydda Valley as a 

zone of restricted warfare. 

But on July 4, 1948, Operation Larlar, designed to conquer Lydda, is presented to 

Israel’s first prime minister, David Ben Gurion. On July 10-11, the 8th Brigade of the IDF takes 

the northern parts of the Lydda Valley: the villages of Deir Tarif and Haditha, and the 

international airport. Simultaneously the elite Yiftach Brigade takes the southern parts of the 

valley: the villages of Inaba, Gimzu, Daniyal, and Dahariya. Within twenty-four hours of the 

Israeli Army’s first division-scale offensive, all the villages Dr. Lehmann so loved and taught 

his students to love are conquered. And as Zionism closes in on the valley of Lydda from the 

south, east, and north, it now prepares to conquer the city of Lydda itself. 



On July 11, two 3rd Regiment platoons advance from the conquered village of 

Daniyal toward the olive orchards separating Ben Shemen from Lydda. Strong machine gun 

fire from the outskirts of Lydda halts them. In the meantime, Moshe Dayan’s Regiment 89 

arrives in Ben Shemen. By the water fountain Dr. Lehmann built for his Arab neighbors, 

Dayan forms the regiment into an armored column. One behind the other, they stand at the 

ready: a giant armored vehicle mounted with a cannon, menacing half-tracks, and machine-

gun-equipped jeeps. In the late afternoon the column leaves Ben Shemen and speeds into the 

city of Lydda, firing at all in its way. In forty-seven minutes of blitz, more than a hundred 

Arab civilians are shot dead—women, children, old people. Regiment 89 loses nine of its men. 

In the early evening, the two 3rd Regiment platoons are able to penetrate Lydda. Within hours, 

their soldiers hold key positions in the city center and confine thousands of civilians in the 

Great Mosque, the small mosque, and the St. George’s cathedral. By evening, Zionism has 

taken the city of Lydda. 

The next day, two Jordanian armored vehicles enter the conquered city in error, setting 

off a new wave of violence. The Jordanian army is miles to the east, and the two vehicles have 

no military significance, but some of the citizens of Lydda mistakenly believe they are the 

harbingers of liberation. Some of the soldiers of the 3rd Regiment mistakenly believe them to 

mean that they face the imminent danger of Jordanian assault. By the small mosque, Israeli 

soldiers are fired upon. Among the young combatants taking cover in a ditch nearby are some 

of the Ben Shemen graduates, now in uniform. The brigade commander is a Ben Shemen 

graduate, too. He gives the order to open fire. The soldiers shoot in every direction. Some 

throw hand grenades into homes. One fires an antitank PIAT shell into the small mosque. In 

thirty minutes, at high noon, more than two hundred civilians are killed. Zionism carries out a 

massacre in the city of Lydda. 

When news of the bloodshed reaches the headquarters of Operation Larlar in the 

conquered Palestinian village of Yazzur, Yigal Allon asks Ben Gurion what to do with the 

Arabs. Ben Gurion waves his hand: Deport them. Hours after the fall of Lydda, operations 

officer Yitzhak Rabin issues a written order to the Yiftach Brigade: “The inhabitants of Lydda 

must be expelled quickly, without regard to age.” 

Over the next day, negotiations are held in the rectory of St. George’s Cathedral. 

Present are Shmaryahu Gutman, who is now the military governor of Lydda, and the 

dignitaries of the now occupied city. The bewildered dignitaries are anxious to save the lives 

of their flock, whereas the cunning Gutman is eager to expel the lot without giving an explicit 

expulsion order. When negotiations end in the late morning of July 13, 1948, it is agreed that 

the people of Lydda and the refugees residing there will exit Lydda immediately. By noon, a 

mass evacuation is under way. By evening, tens of thousands of 

Palestinian Arabs leave Lydda in a long column, marching south past the Ben Shemen youth 

village and disappearing into the East. Zionism obliterates the city of Lydda. 

Lydda is our black box. In it lies the dark secret of Zionism. The truth is that Zionism 

could not bear Lydda. From the very beginning there was a substantial contradiction between 

Zionism and Lydda. If Zionism was to be, Lydda could not be. If Lydda was to be, Zionism 

could not be. In retrospect it’s all too clear. When Herbert Bentwich saw Lydda from the 

white tower of Ramleh in April 1897, he should have seen that if a Jewish state was to exist in 

Palestine, an Arab Lydda could not exist at its center. He should have known that Lydda was 

an obstacle blocking the road to the Jewish state and that one day Zionism would have to 

remove it. But Herbert Bentwich did not see, and Zionism chose not to know. For half a 



century it succeeded in hiding from itself the substantial contradiction between the Jewish 

national movement and Lydda. For forty-five years, Zionism pretended to be the Atid factory 

and the olive forest and the Ben Shemen youth village living in peace with Lydda. Then, in 

three days in the cataclysmic summer of 1948, contradiction struck and tragedy revealed its 

face. Lydda was no more. 

When, twenty years ago, I realized that Lydda was our black box, I tried to decipher 

its secrets. I found the brigade commander and spent long hours with him. I located the 

military governor and spent long days on his kibbutz with him. I spent time with soldiers from 

the 3rd Regiment and interviewed students from the youth village. To write this chapter, I dug 

out the audiocassettes I had recorded at that time and listened to them as they told the story of 

the death of Lydda. 

The brigade commander was bom in 1923 in Kovna, where his father worked with Dr. 

Lehmann. He was raised in a socialist household in Tel Aviv, but at the age of fifteen he was 

sent to the Ben Shemen youth village, where he immediately became the favorite of his 

father’s old friend. On Shabbat mornings he was invited to the Lehmanns’ cottage to listen 

with them to rare recordings on the gramophone: Haydn, Mozart, Bach. On holidays he 

escorted Dr. Lehmann as he made courtesy calls in the neighboring villages. Occasionally he 

went with Dr. Lehmann to visit friends and schools in Lydda. 

He took to Lydda, its market, its olive presses, its old town. At Ben Shemen he worked in the 

cowshed, the vineyard, the orange grove; he played handball and developed a taste for the 

arts. But most of all, he loved music: classical music, popular music, folk music. One of his 

favorite memories of Ben Shemen is of hundreds of students sitting in silence in the great 

courtyard listening to an orchestra and choir perform Bach’s Peasant Cantata. 

But in addition to the humanistic, music-loving world of Ben Shemen, the seventeen-

year-old lived in an alternate reality. At night, he and his friends would go to the forest 

beyond the youth village, where they learned to assemble and dismantle an English rifle, to 

shoot a machine gun, to throw a grenade. And when the music lover graduated from Ben 

Shemen, he joined the first platoon of the Palmach Strike Force. In the winter of 1942 he 

climbed Masada. In the summer of 1942 he went south to stop Rommel’s Nazis with Molotov 

cocktails. At the age of twenty-one he became a company commander. At twenty-three he 

became a commander in a nationwide training course. At twenty-four he was a regiment 

commander. When war breaks out at the end of 1947, the Ben Shemen graduate commands 

one of the elite units of Zionism. 

Is the brigade commander aware of the contradiction between his two worlds? 

Can he combine the Lehmann disciple with the warrior? He has no clear answers to these 

questions. When he speaks of the fighting up north he is surprisingly open. The voice coming 

out of the tape recorder says plainly that the mission was the cleansing of the Galilee before 

the invasion of Arab armies. The Jewish state about to be bom would not survive the external 

battle with the armed forces of the Arab nations if it did not first rid itself of the Palestinian 

population that endangered it from within. So first they sweep away all the Arabs from the 

Tiberias-Safed region. Then, in April 1948, they conquer Tiberias, whose Arab population 

departs under military pressure from the superior Israeli Army. Then they conquer and 

demolish the Arab villages around Safed. In May they conquer Safed, whose Arab population 

flees under fire. Then they drive away the villagers of the Hula Valley. By the end of May 

1948, the Hula Valley is cleansed of Arabs. The entire Safed-Tiberias region is cleansed of 

Arabs. All of the eastern Galilee is cleansed of Arabs. Under the command of Ben Shemen’s 



graduate, the eastern Galilee becomes an Arab-free zone, and an integral part of the new 

Jewish state. 

But when the brigade commander speaks of Lydda, his voice changes. Now he sounds 

quiet, almost agonized. He sounds cautious, perhaps not quite candid, as if when talking about 

Lydda he is suddenly aware of the contradiction and the tragedy. He speaks slowly as he tells 

me how he conquered the villages to which he used to accompany Dr. Lehmann on his Shabbat 

visits: Gimzu, Dahariya, Haditha. He speaks quietly as he tells me how he conquered the valley 

and the city of Lydda. He describes the morning he was informed that Jordanian armored 

vehicles had broken into the city and learned, shortly afterward, that some of the 3rd Regiment’s 

Ben Shemen graduates had been attacked. He tells me he was the one who gave orders to shoot 

anyone walking along the streets of the city, the one who gave orders to evacuate the city. He 

and the military governor were the ones who sent the people of Lydda out of Lydda in a long 

column heading east. 

The brigade commander is clearly tom. The voice coming out of the tape recorder is 

unconvincing. It’s not that he is purposely hiding anything from me. He himself does not know 

what he feels. His talk of Lydda is vague; it lacks colors, smells, details. While he remembers 

his Ben Shemen years vividly, he only vaguely remembers the conquest of Lydda. He does not 

mention the schools he visited, the families he knew, the community he was so fond of. He does 

not speak at all about the city he loved and destroyed. Only his muted tone surrenders what he 

holds back. His first apology: We were surrounded. 

His second apology: We were under imminent threat from within and without. His third 

apology: There was no time, I had to make an immediate decision. His fourth apology: 

Horrible things happen in war. But not one of his apologies seems to convince him, or to 

begin to explain the suppressed three days of Lydda’s death. 

Bulldozer is very different from the brigade commander. Although he, too, is 

traumatized by the war of ’48, his mental injury is not the same. Rough and coarse, he tends to 

raise his voice too much. He’s tense and quick-tempered, restless. He admits that in the 

damned war he lost his peace of mind. In the many years since, he has not been able to find 

inner calm. 

Bulldozer was also bom in Eastern Europe but was raised in Tel Aviv. At seven, he 

was returning from school one day when an Arab threw a bomb from a passing train onto busy 

Herzl Street, wounding dozens and killing an eight-year-old boy standing nearby. That day it 

became clear to him that there would be an all-out war with the Arabs. Although as a teen he 

walked to Arab Jaffa and made Arab friends, he always knew that between us and them there 

was a sword. He always knew that eventually the land would be decided by war. 

He was exceptionally strong. He boxed, rode horses, excelled at sports. The size and 

strength of his body gave him his nickname and made him the boys’ leader and the girls’ 

favorite. At the age of fourteen he became a member of the secret Haganah. At the age of fifteen 

he began grenade training. At sixteen he trained at a firing range with live bullets. At seventeen 

he climbed Masada. When Bulldozer joined the Palmach at the age of eighteen, he did so not 

because he believed in some sort of kibbutz utopia, but because he wanted to be with the best 

of the best when war arrived. 

The first months of 1948 are easy: village raids, roadside ambushes. But after he is 

trained to be an antitank missile operator, warfare becomes intensive. The 3rd Regiment needs 

his bazookalike antitank weapon in most operations. April, May, and June are impossible, 

inhuman. A close friend is killed, then another, and another. Pain becomes rage, and rage 



becomes apathy. There is no time to comprehend, no time to mourn, no time to weep. They 

have to drive the Arabs from the Galilee and thwart the Syrians and Lebanese forces invading 

the Galilee. Conquer the Galilee, cleanse the Galilee, defend the Galilee. Ensure that the Galilee 

is Jewish. 

The raid on Ein Zeitun is the first time they go down into an Arab village not to take 

revenge but to conquer. Bulldozer vividly remembers the midnight anticipation. He remembers 

the assault, the firestorm, and the surprise: how easy it is to conquer a village. When the 3rd 

Regiment boys break into the stone houses they find only burning lanterns, warm blankets, milk 

boiling over from pots. They walk into homes abandoned by their inhabitants who had taken 

fright and run away into the night. He recalls the eerie feeling of witnessing a living village 

become a ghost village in one night. 

The first brutal deed Bulldozer remembers carrying out is the prisoner-of-war 

interrogations. For a moment his self-assured voice is hesitant: May one tell? But after a pause 

comes the flood, and the need to talk overpowers the imperative not to talk. 

Because he is big and strong, Bulldozer is assigned to assist the intelligence officer as he 

interrogates seven of the young men captured in Ein Zeitun. One by one he ties the terrified 

prisoners to a low bench, so that their foreheads touch the ground at one end and their feet at 

the other. Once he hits the head of a prisoner with a short stick, and then he hits the prisoner’s 

legs with a long stick. And once he starts beating the prisoners of war he begins to enjoy 

beating them. He feels he is avenging the dead, that he is doing what his fallen comrades 

would have wanted him to do. He makes the seven prisoners tell the intelligence officer all 

that they know. He makes them bleed so much that they cannot stand up. 

Next is the conquest of Safed, the first time the 3rd Regiment conquers a city. The 

beginning is difficult. Bulldozer finds himself nearly alone as an armed Arab mob storms the 

building he is in. The mob shouts “Slaughter the Jews.” Ammunition is running out. 

He feels the cold shudder of approaching death. But by morning there is a dramatic turn of 

events. Jewish reinforcements arrive and the Arabs retreat. With his Canadian rifle and fresh 

rounds of ammunition, Bulldozer hunts down the Arabs seeking refuge between the old stone 

houses of the ancient city. He feels delight in hunting. Delight in killing. The almost sexual 

pleasure of laying men down. 

After the battle subsides, Bulldozer goes to the local hospital, where he finds three of 

his buddies lying on the floor in a cold corridor—their faces alien in death, frozen in horror. As 

tough as he is, he is frightened. A week later, because he is the last to return from a late-night 

operation in some Arab village, he boards the last truck at the collection 

point. Half an hour later, he realizes that the boys he is with are lifeless. Once again, he feels 

fear. He has a sudden, rare moment of understanding of what these few months of war have 

done to him, what a nightmare he is living. 

In late May, he is in the Jordan Valley. He experiences one of his worst hours when he 

is sent with his PIAT rocket launcher to stop the invading Syrian tanks that are approaching 

Kibbutz Degania. He stands alone watching the first tank head toward him, watching it target 

him. At the very last moment he fires his PIAT first, halting the tank while wounding himself. 

He experiences another bad hour when he sees the survivors from two Jordan Valley 

kibbutzim who have escaped their incinerated homes. The shock of seeing kibbutz members 

turned refugees makes him think for the first time that defeat is possible. He realizes that the 

war he is participating in might end with the death of Zionism. And if Zionism dies, what will 

happen in the Land of Israel will be what has happened time after time in Europe. Jews will be 



Jews again: they will be helpless. 

By the time Bulldozer arrives in the Lydda Valley, he is exhausted. He has seen too 

much, done too much, killed far too much. This time he is not trigger-happy. But when the 

orders come, he obeys. He marches with the 3rd Regiment platoons from the silvery olive 

orchards into Lydda. And when the sun rises, he wanders the streets of Lydda looking for a 

camera shop he can loot—he so loves cameras. Suddenly, there is shooting. There are rumors 

of invading armored vehicles, of friends trapped in the ditch by the small mosque. When 

Bulldozer approaches the small mosque, he sees that there is indeed shooting. From 

somewhere, somehow, grenades are thrown. He instructs one of his subordinates to fire an 

antitank PIAT into the small mosque. When the shell-shocked soldier refuses and departs, 

Bulldozer takes the PIAT into his own hands. Although he knows that shooting a PIAT in the 

narrow alley means that the PIAT operator himself will be hurt, he decides to shoot anyway. 

He dismantles the door of a public lavatory situated in the narrow alley and tries to hide his 

huge body in the lavatory as best he can. He does not aim at the minaret from which the 

grenades were apparently thrown but at the mosque wall behind which he can hear human 

voices. He shoots his PIAT at the mosque wall from a distance of six meters, killing seventy. 

The training group was made up of 120 youth movement graduates from Tel Aviv, 

Jerusalem, and Haifa whose mission was to establish a new kibbutz on the shores of the Red 

Sea, close to Eilat. In the summer of 1947, the eighteen-year-old boys and girls trained for 

kibbutz life in an older kibbutz by the Sea of Galilee. They cleared fields, built communal 

housing, mended fishing nets, worked in the banana plantation and in the cowshed, took sheep 

out to pasture. Ten days a month, they studied topography and navigation and learned how to 

handle a submachine gun and assemble explosives. But for the rest of the month they 

maintained their communal lifestyle: they held a literature class, an arts seminar, a political 

economy workshop, and a course on Zionist thinking. They analyzed the inherent contradiction 

of capitalism, that it tramples the dignity of man; they wondered whether man makes history, 

or whether history makes man. They read Tagore, Zweig, Hesse, and Rosa Luxemburg; 

Koestler’s Darkness at Noon, 

Gandhi’s The Story of My Experiments with Truth, Buber’s I and Thou. They played and 

listened to music: Mendelssohn, Paganini, and Domenico Cimarosa, to whom they took a 

special liking. In the woods by the Sea of Galilee, sitting in a circle around a gramophone, 

the boys and girls of the training group listened again and again to 

Cimarosa’s tragic oboe, whose sad sound was echoed by the rustling of the eucalyptus trees and 

the lapping of the lake’s waves. 

In December 1947, a few of the training group boys join their first retaliation operation 

in a small Arab village in the Upper Galilee. Because women and children are accidentally 

killed, they decide they might as well blow up the two village homes that contain the corpses of 

the dead. In January 1948, the training group suffers the loss of its first boy. The girls place 

candles around his body, and all night they sit beside it, as if in vigil. Then another boy is killed 

in action. And another. Two more are killed. Some of the boys become cynical and morbid. 

Others leave the girls letters of last will and testament. 

In mid-January, eight of the boys carry out their first roadside ambush: they open fire 

with a machine gun on an Arab taxi, killing all of its innocent passengers. In mid-February 

some of them participate in their first commando-style raid: they blow up sixteen stone houses 

in a remote Galilee village, killing sixty. The mind-set changes. Values and norms begin to 

devolve. There are still gramophone concerts in the evenings, but the talk now is of revenge. 



Literary discussions and ideological debates still take place, but just before a military operation 

there is now a war dance. Like painted Indian warriors, like lustful Arab assassins, the Hebrew 

boys go round and round with daggers held high, knives between their teeth. And on the eve of 

May Day, they descend the mountain of Kna’an to conquer a village for the very first time. 

They drive away the eight hundred inhabitants, loot the village, and blow it up. They erase the 

village from the face of the earth. 

From the tape recorder on my desk rises the voice of one of the girls from the training 

group whom I know very well. She remembers the apprehension she felt as the boys went down 

to the village late at night. And how they returned at sunrise, riding looted donkeys, wearing 

looted kaffiyehs, carrying looted strings of beads. Instead of the tension they have been feeling 

for months, a sort of euphoria erupts. Suddenly war isn’t just serious and somber, it’s fun. The 

boys feel a new sense of power and liberation. 

Instead of khaki, spartanism, and self-discipline, they feel an unburdening, a throwing off of the 

yoke of morality. The rooms of the hotel they commandeer for their base are now filled with 

colorful cloth, strings of beads, copperware, and hookahs. On one of the doors is a handwritten 

sign that reads EAT, DRINK, AND LOOT, FOR TOMORROW WE DIE. It is as if not only a 

conquered Arab village was demolished on May Day, but with it the ethos of the socialist-

Zionist edict of being humble and doing right and serving a greater good. 

Some of the boys participate in the brutal interrogation of the village prisoners. Others 

take the bleeding prisoners to the wadi after the interrogation is over. As the prisoners are 

executed, some of the boys turn their eyes away, but others watch in glee. Meanwhile, in the 

city of Safed, one of the boys emerges as a talented sniper. His voice on my audiocassette is 

remorseless. Once he shot a woman, another time a priest, then a child. And every time he 

felled an Arab, he carved another groove on the wooden butt of his Canadian sniper’s rifle. 

Fifty grooves in all, he says. 

Then comes the great battle of Safed, the emptying of Safed, and the looting that 

follows. “Our yard is like the yard of an Arab village,” writes one of the girls in a letter. 

There is much commotion. Hens are everywhere, clucking away. The cattle break into 

the yard now and then ... but even in all the excitement, I see the wrong in all these looted 

possessions, and at the end of the day, it disgusts me, sickens me. I cannot recognize the guys 

anymore. All of them are drunk with victory and driven by the lust for loot. Each one of them 

took all that he could and in the joy of triumph they broke loose, expressing feelings of hatred 

and revenge, turning into real animals. They smashed, destroyed, and killed anything in their 

path. The thirst for revenge found its fountain and the comrades lost all humanity. I can’t 

believe that human beings are capable of such things: to kill dozens of people in cold blood. 

No, I cannot say in cold blood. With passion. Day by day, the human feelings in us become 

duller and duller. 

On July 11, 1948, the training group boys march on Lydda. The shooting from the 

eastern outskirts of town confines them to the olive groves bordering Ben Shemen. Mosquitoes 

buzz around them, the heat is scorching, and their new iron helmets sizzle on their heads. A 

few are wounded, others are shell-shocked. The group’s first daylight battle is not going well. 

But after Dayan’s storm of fire breaks Lydda’s spirit of resistance, the training group boys are 

among the 3rd Regiment soldiers who penetrate Lydda. They lead the long processions of 

Lydda’s inhabitants, their hands in the air, to the Great Mosque and confine them there, 

thousands of men, young and old. They hear the shrieking, the howling, the weeping. They see 

the horror in the eyes of women and children. 



The next day, after the Jordanian armored vehicles break into Lydda, one of the training 

group leaders is wounded when a hand grenade, apparently thrown from the small mosque, 

explodes and takes his hand clear off. This incident provokes Bulldozer to shoot the antitank 

PIAT into the mosque. And when the PIAT operator is himself wounded, the desire for revenge 

grows even stronger. Some 3rd Regiment soldiers spray the wounded in the mosque with 

gunfire. Others toss grenades into neighboring houses. Still others mount machine guns in the 

streets and shoot at anything that moves. After half an hour of revenge, there are scores of 

corpses in the streets, seventy corpses in the mosque. The corpses from the mosque are buried 

at night in a deep hole dug by some nearby Arabs, and a tractor is brought in before morning to 

cover the hole. 

“We were cruel,” writes another of the training group girls. “The damned war turned 

humans into beasts,” writes a boy. And a second boy writes, “I am tired, so tired. Tired in many 

respects, but especially mentally. I feel too young to carry the burden of all this.” But of all of 

the letters on my desk, the one that upsets me most is by another boy, whom I now know as a 

mentor and a friend: 

From day to day I see the devastation caused by this war to our generation, and to the 

next. From day to day my fear grows that this generation will not be able to carry upon its 

shoulders the burden of building the state and fulfilling the dream. I am all anxiety and 

concern. When I think of the thefts, the looting, the robberies and recklessness, I realize that 

these are not merely separate incidents. Together they add up to a period of corruption. The 

question is earnest and deep, really of historic dimensions. We will all be held accountable for 

this era. We shall face judgment. And I fear that justice will not be on our side. There is an 

impression that the quick transition to a state, and to a state of Hebrew power, drove people 

mad. Otherwise it is impossible to explain the behavior, the state of mind, the actions of the 

Hebrew youth, especially the elite youth. The moral code of the nation, forged during 

thousands of years of weakness, is rapidly degenerating, deteriorating, disintegrating. 

The military governor of Lydda after occupation is the Man of Masada. Although 

personally he is secular and rational, Shmaryahu Gutman’s approach to Zionism is almost 

mystical. He sees the revolutionary movement as the outburst of life of a people on the verge 

of extinction. He sees it as an inspired undertaking by a beaten nation that does not wait for 

the Messiah but takes upon itself the Messiah’s mission. He believes that for fifty years 

Zionism has been an outstanding success. Every time one wave of immigration subsided, 

another wave emerged. Every time one generation grew weak, another generation took the 

torch into its strong hands. But in the 1940s something changed. The Arab issue, which had 

always existed, suddenly put a question mark on the future. Throughout the country, Arab 

villages became more modem and Arab cities more prosperous. A new Arab intelligentsia 

developed a strong national awareness and began to crystallize a distinctive, highly dangerous 

Arab-Palestinian identity. So the old Zionist way of doing things was no longer relevant. 

There was no longer an option to buy land gradually, bring in well-trained immigrants 

gradually, and build the Jewish nation gradually, from the bottom up. There was a need for a 

different sort of action. War was inhuman, but it allowed one to do what one could not do in 

peace; it could solve problems that were unsolvable in peace. 

Six and a half years have passed since Gutman took his first forty-six cadets up to 

Masada. Since then he has taken up thousands more and single-handedly transformed a 

generation. Yet his work has gone beyond inspiring youth. In the intervening years, he has 

turned out to be a superb intelligence operator. A year after the first Masada seminar, using his 



Arabic, his cunning, and his sharp instincts, he began assisting in preparing intelligence files 

on the Arab villages. In each file he included an aerial photograph, a map, a demographic 

breakdown of the population and its leadership, its strengths and weaknesses, its roads and 

byways, its command points. Every village file contains the village’s demise. 

For years Gutman’s thinking has been clandestine. Only with his best friend, the 

Haganah’s chief of staff, Israel Galili, could he be candid. Only between themselves did they 

say what could not be said—what the mind understands, the heart whispers, and morality 

forbids. And when the great, inevitable war was being planned, it was clear to the two close 

friends that the first task in war would be to guarantee an Arab-free zone—a Jewish territorial 

continuum. Gutman believed the mission was possible. 

Knowing the Arabs well, he surmised that they did not yet have a coherent, internal structure 

or the spirit of a sovereign nation. Once they encountered Zionist organization, determination, 

and firepower, he believed, they would simply leave. 

When the 1948 war breaks out, Gutman is in charge of the Palmach’s special 

undercover intelligence unit. He debates fiercely with the old-guard Arabists of the Haganah, 

who rely on the peace treaties they signed with friendly Arab villages across the country. He 

claims that when push comes to shove, even the most loyal village leaders will not be able to 

withstand Pan-Arab pressure. They will break the treaties and turn against the Jews. While the 

old guard is still committed to its Arab allies who have been supportive of the Jews for years, 

the energetic educator and Arabist believes the conflict between Jews and Arabs in Palestine is 

a total one. The great war is a war of us or them. 

Gutman lives in Na’an, the kibbutz he helped to found not far from Lydda. Next to 

Na’an are the Arab village of Na’aneh and the Bedouin village of Sataria, established fifty-

eight years earlier, when the tribe of Sataria was expelled from the estate of Duran to make 

way for the orange grove colony of Rehovot. In the spring of 1948 the leadership 

of Kibbutz Na’an meets with the leadership of the Sataria tribe, and the Jews and Bedouins 

pledge mutual allegiance. Yet Gutman cannot stand the hypocritical innocence of both parties. 

He rises to his feet. “There is a great war coming,” he says to the Bedouin chiefs. “When it 

reaches us, Kibbutz Na’an will not be able to stand by you and guarantee your future.” The 

tribal chief of Sataria immediately gets the message. The next morning, the Bedouins of 

Sataria leave their homes and escape to Gaza. Several weeks later, the villagers of Na’aneh do 

the same. Without lifting a hand, without committing any act of war, Gutman succeeds in 

achieving his goal. The two villages whose people he has known well and has had close 

neighborly ties with for fifteen years disappear. 

Unlike the brigade commander or Bulldozer or the training group, Gutman gets it. He 

is fully aware of the strategic and moral dilemmas he is faced with. He has always known that 

his generation’s mission would be to rid the country of its Arabs. And he has always known 

how terrible it would be to rid the country of its Arabs. That’s why he has been looking for 

“sophisticated” ways to get rid of them. He does not want to kill them or expel them; he wants 

to induce them to leave of their own accord. 

Gutman is assigned to Lydda purely by chance. On July 11, 1948, he is looking for 

Yigal Allon and Yitzhak Rabin on some intelligence matter. He drives from Na’an to the old 

Herbert Bentwich estate near Tel-Gezer but finally finds the generals in the conquered, 

deserted village of Daniyal. As they watch from Daniyal the forces storming Lydda, Allon 

tells Gutman that he is to be the military governor of the city once it is taken. Gutman asks 

Allon, “What should I do with the Arabs? Do you have anything to say to me?” “I have 



nothing to say to you,” Allon replies. “You will see how things go, and as things go, you’ll 

act. Do what you think you must do.” 

At dusk Gutman arrives in Lydda and becomes its military governor. In the dimness of 

nightfall he sees a mass of thousands flowing in silence toward the Great Mosque in order to 

turn themselves in under threat that whoever is found outside after curfew will be shot. By 

nightfall thousands of terrified human beings are gathered in the high-ceilinged house of 

prayer. It is hot, crowded, and stifling, with no food, no water, no air—there is no room to sit 

or to lie down. Within hours the ill and the young will suffocate. 

At midnight the military governor releases the women and children. Then he releases 

the flour mill and flour shop owners to provide flour, and the bakers to bake pita bread. He 

releases the water well operators to provide water. Later on he releases two hundred refugees 

from Na’aneh and provides them with food, water, camels, and mules so they can escape the 

city before all hell breaks loose. By morning he releases most of the teenagers. Yet the 

mosque is still crowded. Things get worse again when the 3rd Regiment takes control of the 

entire city in mid-morning, and more men pour into the Great Mosque, their hands up in the 

air, their eyes full of dread. 

The sudden shooting at noon on July 12 finds the military governor in the rectory of 

St. George’s, where he is negotiating with Lydda’s dignitaries. The operations officer of the 

3rd Regiment is sent into town to see what the hell is going on. Minutes later, an agitated 

young soldier arrives, saying that grenades are being thrown at his comrades from the small 

mosque. The regiment commander turns to the military governor with a sarcastic smile. “What 

do you say, Governor? What are your orders?” he asks. The governor is neither sarcastic nor 

amused. He realizes that if he does not act quickly and firmly, things will get out of hand. He 

suggests shooting at any house from which shots are fired, shooting into every window, 

shooting at anyone suspected of being part of the mutiny. 

Gutman describes the next thirty minutes as the worst half hour in his life. Decades later 

he is still flustered when he recounts the events into the tape recorder. The horrific noise. The 

shooting that won’t stop. The wrath of God. And when the shooting does stop, the silence is so 

sweet. But then news comes of what has happened in the small mosque. The military governor 

orders his men to bury the dead, get rid of the incriminating evidence. 

Gutman now knows that the die is cast, the fate of Lydda is sealed. There is no going 

back. But as he has not received an expulsion order, he will not give one. He returns to the Arab 

dignitaries assembled in the rectory of St. George’s, gets hold of himself, and does what he 

must do. He tells the dignitaries that there is a great war coming to Lydda because of its 

international airport. He says that, as they have just seen, anything might happen in a great war. 

The terrified dignitaries ask what will happen if they ask to leave. “That is an ominous 

question,” the military governor responds; “I must give it some thought.” Retiring to the next 

room, he rests his head and thinks how much easier it would be if this mass of Arabs were not 

here. Yet he also decides that no matter what, he will not order the Arabs to leave. When he 

returns to the dignitaries, he exercises the utmost psychological pressure, then tells them he 

must consult with his superiors again. 

During their third meeting, the Arab dignitaries are in a state of hysteria. They ask to 

leave Lydda with their one condition being the release of all prisoners detained in the Great 

Mosque. For the third time, the military governor leaves for consultations. This time he returns 

escorted by two young officers whom he has asked to witness the fateful conversation. 

DIGNITARIES: What will become of the prisoners detained in the mosque? 



GUTMAN: We shall do to the prisoners what you would do had you imprisoned 

us. 

DIGNITARIES: No, no, please don’t do that. 

GUTMAN: Why, what did I say? All I said is that we will do to you what you would do 

to us. 

DIGNITARIES: Please no, master. We beg you not to do such a thing. 

GUTMAN: No, we shall not do that. Ten minutes from now the prisoners will be free 

to leave the mosque and leave their homes and leave Lydda along with all of you and the entire 

population of Lydda. 

DIGNITARIES: Thank you, master. God bless you. 

Gutman feels he has achieved his goal. Occupation, massacre, and mental pressure have 

had the desired effect. At the end of the day, after forty-eight hours of hell, he does not quite 

order the people of Lydda to go. Under the indirect threat of slaughter, Lydda’s leaders ask to 

go. 

Now Gutman walks across the street from the rectory to the Great Mosque. He faces the 

mass of prisoners and tells them they are free to go. According to the decision made by the 

dignitaries of Lydda, he tells them, within an hour and a half all the inhabitants of Lydda will 

leave Lydda. It is forbidden to carry weapons. It is forbidden to take cars and vehicles. But any 

other possessions may be taken as long as they leave Lydda immediately. 

The military governor can hardly believe his eyes. Thousands of men are leaving the 

Great Mosque, their heads bowed. No one complains, no one curses, no one spits in his face. 

With complete submission, the masses march out and disperse. He climbs the tall minaret of the 

Great Mosque. From the top he watches chaos engulf the town. The people of Lydda grab 

anything they can: bread, vegetables, dates and figs; sacks of flour, sugar, wheat, and barley; 

silverware, copperware, jewelry; blankets, mattresses. They carry suitcases bursting at the 

seams, improvised packs made from sheets and pillowcases. Everything is loaded on horse 

wagons, donkeys, mules. All is done in a rush, in panic: within an hour and a half, an hour, half 

an hour. 

Gutman descends the minaret and walks to the eastern edge of town overlooking Ben 

Shemen. The groups of civilians leaving town gather into a procession. The procession gathers 

into a long, biblical-looking column of thousands. And as the military governor watches the 

faces of the people marching into exile, he wonders if there is a Jeremiah among them to lament 

their calamity and disgrace. Suddenly he feels an urge to join the marching people and to be 

their Jeremiah. For one long moment, he who is their Nebuchadnezzar wishes to be their 

Jeremiah. 

The brigade commander withdraws into himself when he finally describes the 

marching column. Standing by his command car, he watches the people of Lydda walking, 

carrying on their backs heavy sacks made of blankets and sheets. Gradually, they cast aside the 

sacks they cannot carry any farther. In the heavy heat, suffering from terrible thirst, old men 

and women collapse. Like the ancient Jews, the people of Lydda go into exile. 

Watching the column, does the brigade commander feel guilt? Not guilt, but 

compassion, he says on tape. Then he immediately turns from the human experience to the 

overall strategic context. “Yitzhak Tabenkin supported the expulsion of the Arabs,” he tells me. 

“Tabenkin was perfectly clear. He was not in a position to give specific orders, but his general 

instruction to Palmach headquarters was that war presented a one-time opportunity to solve the 

Arab problem. Yigal Allon, too, said that this was the moment. He said they must not be. Allon 



was a humanist, but he said that the Arabs must not remain or else there would not be a state.” 

When Allon appointed the brigade commander, he told him explicitly: wherever you fight, 

Arabs should not remain. So it was in Tiberias and Safed, so it was in the villages of the 

Galilee, so it was in the villages of the Valley of Lydda—Iraba, Daniyal, Gimzu, Dahariya, and 

Haditha. “Only in the city of Lydda was there a mess, because the city was large and the troops 

closed in on it from the east, so the Arabs could not flee during the battle itself.” 

Was the column the outcome of an early expulsion plan or an explicit expulsion order? 

“No, no/’ replies the alarmed brigade commander. “Operation Larlar was conducted by the 

State of Israel. In July 1948, David Ben Gurion was already the prime minister of a sovereign 

nation. The troops attacking Lydda were the troops of the just-born Israel Defense Forces. The 

Holocaust was in the background. Prime Minister Ben Gurion could not instruct the IDF to get 

rid of the Arabs. Yigal Allon, too, was a farsighted Jew. He understood that Ben Gurion could 

not give an expulsion order. As a state we do not expel. On the other hand, both Ben Gurion 

and Allon knew it was impossible to allow an Arab Lydda to remain by the international 

airport, not far from Tel Aviv. If we did so there would be no victory and there would be no 

state. Some things were said between Ben Gurion and Allon, but there were no written orders.” 

There are also no explicit orders between Allon and the brigade commander. But the 

training the brigade commander received in the Palmach makes any order redundant. He knows 

what he must do even when he’s not told. And when the Jordanian armored vehicles break into 

Lydda, there is even an excuse. The Jordanian Arab Legion, heading toward central Israel, does 

attack from the east. The 3rd Regiment is indeed under pressure from within and without. There 

is a large Palestinian population in Lydda, and there are considerable Jordanian forces massing 

east of Lydda. So when the Arabs of Lydda ask the military governor if they may leave, it 

makes strategic sense for them to be told to walk toward the Legion. “It was a favorable 

outcome,” says the brigade commander. “It worked one hundred percent. The column leaving 

Lydda pushed the Arab Legion eastward, clearing a vast territory without any combat.” 

And yet when I ask the brigade commander to go back to the place, the moment, the 

personal experience, he is taken aback. Allon and Rabin have left for another front, so the 

responsibility for the exodus of Lydda falls to him, and to his deputy, the regiment commander, 

and the military governor. These four officers have to contend with the dangers of renewed 

fighting in the east and the chaos caused by the soldiers’ wild looting in town. They have to see 

to the burial of ours and theirs. And the march. The terrible column of tens of thousands leaving 

Lydda. 

“Officers are human beings, too,” says the brigade commander. “And as a human being 

you suddenly face a chasm. On the one hand is the noble legacy of the youth movement, the 

youth village, Dr. Lehmann. On the other hand is the brutal reality of Lydda. You are surprised 

by your own surprise. For years you’ve trained for this day. You’ve prepared the village files. 

You’ve been told there is an inevitable war coming. You’ve been told that the Arabs will have 

to go. And yet you are in shock. In Lydda, the war is as cruel as it can be. The killing, the 

looting, the feelings of rage and revenge. 

Then the column marching. And although you are strong and well-trained and resilient, you 

experience some sort of mental collapse. You feel the humanist education you received 

collapsing. And you see the Jewish soldiers, and you see the marching Arabs, and you feel 

heavy, and deeply sad. You feel like you’re facing something so immense you cannot deal 

with, you cannot even grasp.” 

Bulldozer doesn’t remember the column because he was injured when shooting the 



antitank PIAT shell at the small mosque; he lost consciousness and was taken to the hospital. 

But when he awoke several days later, his comrades came to visit and told him that he’d done 

good, he’d killed seventy Arabs. They told him that because of the rage they felt at seeing him 

bleed, they had walked into the small mosque and sprayed the surviving wounded with 

automatic fire. Then they walked into the nearby houses and gunned down anyone they found. 

At night, when they were ordered to clean the small mosque and carry out the seventy corpses 

and bury them, they took eight other Arabs to do the digging of the burial site and afterward 

shot them, too, and buried the eight with the seventy. Because after the shooting by the small 

mosque, they were not hesitant anymore but tough as nails. “The guys stopped being noble-

minded,” says Bulldozer. “They knew what had to be done and did it. And what they did was in 

accord with the decision made high up to take the people of Lydda and walk them beyond the 

border of the Jewish state.” 

One of the boys from the training group remembers the column well. He remembers 

that in the morning after the small mosque massacre, his company’s 

assignment was to cleanse the quarter east of the small mosque. He remembers an explicit order 

to expel, to throw them out. All of them. The idealistic soldiers of the 3rd Regiment went from 

house to house along the ruler-straight streets of Lydda’s modem quarter, shouting in Arabic, 

“Yallah, yallah. ” (Go on, go on.) And they shot in the air to frighten and to hurry the Muslim 

and Christian families of Lydda’s new middle class. The affluent Arabs collected their children 

in a panic, along with their donkeys, horses, and belongings, and they walked in the scorching 

heat to the edge of town and then onto the road to Ben Shemen. 

Other boys remember less. Their memory is not quite sharp when it comes to Lydda. 

They cannot recall what they were doing during those decisive hours. All they carry with them 

from those three days of July are scattered pictures: an occupied city, shuttered windows, 

white flags. The thousands crammed into the Great Mosque. The shooting by the small 

mosque. Half an hour of inferno, followed by a deathly silence. And in the silence, the quiet 

procession of defeated Arabs, their hands in the air. So now the young soldiers can ride looted 

bicycles all over town and break into Lydda’s luxury stores to take cameras, gramophones, 

radios, carpets, hookahs, and fine copperware. They confiscate trucks, tractors, combines, and 

orange grove pumps for their future kibbutz. They fill the buses of the future kibbutz with all 

the goods of Lydda. Then, after an unexplained pause, the men I am interviewing mention the 

column. They sound shocked even all these years later as they describe the procession of 

elderly, women, and children who leave behind a long trail of household goods they cannot 

carry anymore. Sacks of flour, of sugar, of wheat. Bicycles. Mattresses. Children’s toys, 

clothes, shoes. 

The training group leader remembers the column exceptionally well. Before he is 

wounded he breaks into a barber shop to use the clean towels and alcohol to bandage Lydda’s 

children who were wounded during combat. But after being wounded in the ditch near the 

small mosque and losing the palm of his right hand, he is treated in an improvised military 

clinic in the town center. While the medics bandage him up and ease his pain with morphine, 

he hears the stem commands given to put down the Lydda revolt. And the boom of the PIAT, 

and the infernal rat-a-tat-tat of the machine gun. The next day, when a military ambulance 

evacuates him to the field hospital in Ben Shemen, it runs into the column leaving Lydda. 

Through the ambulance windows, the training group leader sees the surreal scene of old men 

and women and children walking among the donkeys and mules and horse wagons and baby 

carriages, expressions of calamity on their faces. The training group leader doesn’t know 



whom he pities more: his dead friends, himself, his generation, or the tens of thousands 

marching through the Lydda Valley. 

Gutman remembers, too. After he descends the minaret and marches among the 

marchers, the military governor is overtaken by emotion. He asks himself if he was right to 

encourage the regiment commander to shoot into Lydda’s houses, if there was a way to avoid 

all that has happened. Then he silences himself by answering that if it weren’t for what 

happened in Lydda, Zionism would be done for. As he watches the men and women marching, 

he is shocked to see the imperviousness on their faces, the loss of sovereignty, the loss of 

dignity. He finds it incomprehensible that a city, a civilization, can break down just like that. 

Outside town, the military governor sees hundreds, perhaps thousands of people gathered 

around a well to draw water to quench their July thirst. One person falls into the well; another 

is trampled to death in the panic. He sees a young woman kneeling to give birth amid the 

commotion. He sees a boy lost, and a mother shouting for a lost boy. He sees soldiers forcing 

those marching to hand over cash and wrist-watches and jewelry. And he stops the soldiers. 

He sees how between two lines of armed Jewish boys the great throngs of Palestinians leave 

the city and become a column. And the column grows longer and longer. The column exits the 

city of Lydda and crosses the Lydda Valley, passing by the endearing Zionist youth village of 

Ben Shemen. 

Ottman Abu Hammed of Lydda remembers the column best. His grandfather used to 

work with the Jews in the Atid factory and had helped the Jews with the planting of the olive 

forest. His father, who used to supply the youth village with vegetables, had befriended Dr. 

Lehmann and would escort him when he gave anticholera vaccinations in Lydda. He himself 

had visited the Ben Shemen youth village quite often as a child. He loved the modem cowshed 

and the swimming pool, and the girls in khaki shorts, with their tanned legs. 

Ottman is almost as old as the boys from the training group, but when war breaks out 

in 1948 he is far more innocent. Lacking a good education and any political awareness, he 

does not really comprehend what is going on. All he remembers is his father trying to prevent 

an attack on Ben Shemen; his father meeting the men of Ben Shemen in the fields; his father 

being charged with treason and escaping the firing squad at the very last minute. For Ottman, 

Lydda in the summer of 1948 is a booming city. The many thousands of refugees who have 

fled Jaffa and Sarafand and Na’aneh and settled there have brought money to the town. As 

food and vegetable prices soar, the locals’ profits double and triple. Cafes are open late into 

the night and belly dancers are everywhere. There is music and fun in town, and girls who are 

easy to get. 

Ottman remembers violence, too. A convoy of Jews on its way to Ben Shemen is 

attacked and its passengers murdered. The driver of a Jewish jeep is murdered on the main 

road. One day the corpses of two Jewish young men and one Jewish young woman are 

brought to town after they have been captured, raped, and murdered in one of the nearby 

villages. When the violated bodies are paraded in Lydda’s high street, Ottman is aghast. But 

neither the eighteen-year-old nor his family can imagine what is to come. 

They are totally shocked when Lydda is bombed by a Jewish air force on the night of July 

10 and bombarded by Jewish artillery on July 11. They are flabbergasted when a Jewish 

armored column sweeps the streets of Lydda with fire on the afternoon of the eleventh, 

leaving behind dozens of corpses. The shock, the horror, the dismay. 

Ottman remembers that on the night of July 11, Jewish soldiers suddenly appear in the 

neighborhood. Loudspeakers mounted on jeeps call for all men to go to the Great Mosque. 



Ottman walks there with his father, joining thousands of others in the streets. Inside the 

mosque it is hot and crowded, with no room to sit or lie down. Ottman is terrified. He cries. 

He wets himself. When news comes of some sort of massacre in the small mosque, fear 

intensifies. No one knows what to expect. No one knows what else the Jews are capable of. 

His father shuts his eyes in prayer. Ottman fears the worst. But the next day, after thirty-six 

nightmarish hours, the Jews come to some sort of understanding with the dignitaries. At last 

the men are allowed out of the mosque. Although Ottman’s father notices the loose soil where 

the small mosque’s victims are buried, he believes life will now go back to normal. 

When they arrive home, his mother greets them as if they have returned from the dead. 

Minutes later, there is a knock on the door. Two soldiers stand there, shouting loudly, “Yallah, 

yallah. Pack your belongings and leave. Go to King Abdullah, to Jordan.” One of the soldiers 

is sensitive and shy. It’s clear he doesn’t like what he is doing. But the other one, with a thin 

mustache, enjoys every moment. Father takes a letter written in Hebrew out of his pocket 

saying that Dr. Lehmann vouches for this decent Arab and asks that no harm will come to this 

friend of Ben Shemen. But the mustachioed soldier couldn’t care less. He discards the letter, 

presses the barrel of his gun into the father’s chest, and says, “If you don’t go right now, I will 

shoot. Yallah to Abdullah.” 

Mother screams. She believes that Father is about to be shot. But Father remains 

speechless. He is in shock. Bowing his head, he asks Mother to pack quickly all that can be 

packed. Then he calls for Grandmother, the three aunts, his two sons. Under the barrels of the 

two Jewish soldiers’ guns, the Abu Hamda family hastily collects its belongings: flour, rice, 

sugar, jewelry, mattresses. They load their belongings onto a horse-drawn wagon and help 

Grandmother, who is half blind, to mount the donkey. 

What hurts Ottman most is the humiliating way the soldiers search the women’s bodies 

at the checkpoint on the outskirts of Lydda. One soldier takes Ottman’s cash, another takes his 

wristwatch. The jute sacks of the Jewish soldiers are now filling up quickly with necklaces and 

earrings, silver and gold. But it is the humiliation of the women—young and old—that proves 

how disgraced they all are now. 

Ottman holds the horse’s reins while Father pushes the wagon from behind. The road 

is narrow, the congestion unbearable. Children shout, women scream, men weep. A rumor 

circulates of a mother who has lost her baby boy. A rumor circulates of a mother who has 

thrown away her baby girl. A Jewish jeep appears out of nowhere, its soldiers blowing its horn. 

Onward, onward. The Jewish soldiers shoot over their heads. There is no stopping, no going 

back, no looking back. 

In the great rush people took flour and rice with them rather than water. So there is no 

water now, and the heat is unbearable. When someone falls into the well outside town, people 

suck on his wet clothes when he is pulled out. People suck watermelons found in the fields, 

eggplants, anything with moisture, anything that will give momentary relief to their animalistic 

thirst. Most women are dressed in traditional black gowns and carry sacks on their heads. Some 

of the men wear traditional djellabas, some fine European suits. Every so often a family 

withdraws from the column and stops by the side of the road—to bury a baby that could not 

bear the heat; to say farewell to an old grandmother who collapsed in fatigue. After a while it 

gets worse. Now a mother abandons her howling baby under a tree. Ottman’s cousin deserts 

her boy under another tree. She cannot stand to hear the week-old baby wailing with hunger. 

But Ottman’s father instructs the cousin to go back to the tree and get her son. Yet Father is 

desperate, too. He appears to be losing his mind. Pushing the loaded wagon he curses the Jews 



and curses the Arabs and curses God. 

Not far from Ben Shemen there is a surprise. A group of Jews in uniform stand by two 

command cars watching the march. One of them calls Father’s name aloud. Father raises his 

eyes and walks toward the commander. The Ben Shemen graduate and the Ben Shemen 

vegetable supplier stand face-to-face in the summer fields, both silent. Finally, the commander 

tells Father he can stay. Father says that if he stays he will be considered a traitor and will be 

executed. The commander walks back to the command car and brings a jerry can of water, 

which he puts on Father’s wagon. The commander watches as Father gives water to his mother, 

his wife, his sisters-in-law, his sons. And he watches as Father 

takes the family wagon and rejoins the column heading east. 

I drive to Lydda. It’s July, and the heat is as stifling as it was back in July 1948. A thick 

yellow haze chokes the Lydda Valley. The small mosque was recently renovated and is locked 

up, but the Great Mosque is open. I walk through the same stone gate the inhabitants of Lydda 

entered, through the same square courtyard they crowded into, beneath the same arches of the 

same high-ceilinged dome they stood under for thirty-six hours. A few yards away is the regal 

cathedral of St. George. Across the alley is the rectory in which the military governor, Gutman, 

held talks with the dignitaries of Lydda. 

The area in which stood the old stone houses and olive presses and alleyways of the old 

city was demolished in the 1950s. But in the square kilometer of what was once Old Lydda, one 

still feels that something is very wrong. There is a curious ruin here, an unexplained ruin there. 

Amid the ugly slums, shabby market, and cheap stores, it is clear that there is still an unhealed 

wound in Lydda. Unlike other cities where Israel overcame Palestine, here Palestine is still felt. 

Unlike other places where modernity overcame the past, here the past is present. 

Do I wash my hands of Zionism? Do I turn my back on the Jewish national movement 

that carried out the deed of Lydda? Like the brigade commander, I am faced with something 

too immense to deal with. Like the military governor, Gutman, I see a reality I cannot contain. 

Like the training group leader, I am not only sad, I am horrified. For when one opens the black 

box, one understands that whereas the small mosque massacre could have been a 

misunderstanding brought about by a tragic chain of accidental events, the conquest of Lydda 

and the expulsion of Lydda were no accident. They were an inevitable phase of the Zionist 

revolution that laid the foundation for the Zionist state. Lydda is an integral and essential part 

of our story. And when I try to be honest about it, I see that the choice is stark: either reject 

Zionism because of Lydda, or accept Zionism along with Lydda. 

One thing is clear to me: the brigade commander and the military governor were right 

to get angry at the bleeding-heart Israeli liberals of later years who condemn what they did in 

Lydda but enjoy the fruits of their deed. I condemn Bulldozer. I reject the sniper. But I will not 

damn the brigade commander and the military governor and the training group boys. On the 

contrary. If need be, I’ll stand by the damned. Because I know that if it wasn’t for them, the 

State of Israel would not have been bom. If it wasn’t for them, I would not have been bom. 

They did the dirty, filthy work that enables my people, myself, my daughter, and my sons to 

live. 

To the east, the silvery olive orchards are gone. The remains of the Atid factory are also 

gone. The fields of the long-gone Arabs of Lydda are now the withering sunflower fields of the 

Israeli moshav Ginton and the Israeli moshav Ben Shemen. Dr. Lehmann’s youth village is still 

here, but after the 1948 war and after the death of Dr. Lehmann in 1958, its spirit was lost. On 

the gentle slopes now stand the nondescript buildings of a nondescript educational institution. 



Only one group of long, red-roofed houses built for the orphans of Europe still stands in 

testimony to what Ben Shemen once was and what it wished to be. And the courtyard of Ben 

Shemen is still here. A major project is under way to preserve it. 

From the highest point of the Ben Shemen youth village, I look out at the Lydda 

Valley. I see the city of Lydda and the tall minaret of the Great Mosque. I see the vanished 

olive orchards, the vanished Herzl forest, the vanished Atid factory, the vanished Lehmann 

youth village. And I think about the tragedy that took place here. Forty-five years after it came 

into the Lydda Valley in the name of the Kishinev pogrom, Zionism instigated a human 

catastrophe in the Lydda Valley. Forty-five years after Zionism came into the valley in the 

name of the homeless, it sent out of the Lydda Valley a column of homeless. In the heavy heat, 

through the haze, through the dry brown fields, 

I see the column marching east. So many years have passed, and yet the column is still 

marching east. For columns like the column of Lydda never stop marching. 
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