PRITTIE ON ESHKOL
By DR. J. J. SLOTKI

Terrence Prittie is a courageous, brilliant and incisive exponent of the Jews and their problems.  An Oxford graduate, a valiant soldier in the British Army, with the Military MBE, in World War II, a Prisoner-of-war who made six escapes from German Prisoner-of-war camps, he has thought deeply and written widely and wisely about all aspects of Jewish existence – their identity, their history and their national aspirations.

Like a number of other great Christians, he has earned a niche in our hearts as one of the chasidei ummot haolam, “the pious ones among the national of the world”.  He has just added to his laurels by his latest book entitled ESHKOL OF ISRAEL.  This is a masterpiece, in which he skilfully paints not only a three-dimensional picture of Israel’s third Prime Minister, but also a vivid panorama of the early origins, birth, growth, establishment and subsequent struggles of the gallant State of Israel.

 As is pointed out in the blurb on the inside jacket of the book, and as, indeed, we know ourselves from other sources, Eshkol’s life, like those of his predecessors in office, is inextricably interwoven with the life of his people and his country.  He spans more than seven decades of the whole history of modern Israel; that is to say, from the time when a sovereign Jewish State was still an unformed Zionist dream, through its various vicissitudes, to its creation as an independent State.  To know Eshkol’s life, therefore, is to know modern Israel.  Eshkol (Hebraised by him in 1949 from the family name of Shkolnik) was born in 1895 in Oratowo, a small place near Kiev, in Southern Ukraine.  His family was very comfortably off and must have been specially privileged, since they dealt in property at a time when Jews in Russian were forbidden to do so.  He had an excellent Jewish and secular education, from the age of four upwards.  Unable to go to Odessa to complete his education, he managed to enter a Hebrew “Gymnasia” (Secondary School) in Vilna, the “Jerusalem of Lithuania”.  It was here that he was caught up in the ferment of thought about the creation of a Jewish State and it was here that he finally made up his mind, at the age of 19, to go to Palestine.  Besides Jewish Nationalism he also absorbed Bundist Socialism as well as the philosophy of “salvation in physical work”, as preached by Aaron David Gordon, according to whom work – Jewish farm labour – was a fundamental, revitalizing force in Jewish nationalism.  

His attitude to religion was one of toleration.  No fanatic himself, he regarded religion as a valuable part of the life of the family and the community, a bond between Jew and Jew.

Ben-Gurion had already been working since 1906.  On the Jewish-run farms only a handful of Jews were working, as against some thousand Arabs.  When war broke out in 1914, we are told, young Eshkol found himself in a very amusing (or perhaps not so amusing) situation.  He volunteered to establish contact with the advancing British Army comin gup for the South, by slipping through the Turkish lines and making his way southwards from Petach Tiqva.  He told the incident to Prittle:

“We say that the Lord preserves the simple, and I certainly had need of His protection.  I hadn’t much idea where I was going, and the first thing that happened was that I blundered straight into a line of Turkish trenches.  I was challenged and  I mumbled an answer that I was going on to Rishon for work.  They waved me on, as they could see I was unarmed.  Then came another set of trenches, and again I bumped into an Australian Cavalry Patrol.  They took me along for questioning ad let me go when some of the Jews of Rishon identified me as a fellow settler”.  He subsequently volunteered for service in the British Army.  

In tracing the development of the Jewish conquest of the land and the natural displacement of Arabs, Prittie makes mincemeat of the fallacious Arab claim that Jews were divorced from the land for 2,000 years and only began returning with the promulgation of the Balfour Declaration in 1917.  He demonstrates beyond doubt that the connection between land and people was continuous and that Jewish settlement was an incontrovertible fact in every age.  Eshkol was conciliatory towards the Arabs and refused to believe that all Arabs hated the Jewish State.  He also welcomed the ide of friendly relations with Russia, but there was no reciprocity, either from them or from their puppets.  To help the Jews of the Soviet Union to preserve their identity was next to impossible.  Soviet Jewry seemed in those days to be doomed.

RUSSIAN JEWRY
But time was to show otherwise.  Eshkol could not have foreseen the amazing resurgence of Jewish consciousness, the uncontrollable passion of Russian Jewry to return to their rightful Homeland, the astounding flow of tens of thousands of Russian Jews to the State of Israel and the relentless defiance of these heroes in the face of government restrictions and vicious repressions.  All these he could not have foreseen.  But for us who have witnessed the miracle it is an assurance for the future.  

Prittie consummately sums up Eshkol’s work in a few brief lines:  He had spent 55 years of his life in what was first Palestine and then Israel.  He saw Turkish rule swept away after five centuries.  He saw the brave beginning and miserable end of the 30-year experiment of the British Mandate.  He was involved in no fewer than 5 wars; two of them world wars; then the War of Independence in 1948, the Sinai Campaign in 1956, the 6-day War in 1967.  He played an epic role in the settlement of the land and in supplying of the whole country with water.  He helped to organise the nation’s means of defence, its trade union machinery and its principal political party.  He planned the nation’s economy over 12 of its first 15 crucial and formative years and led his country through its greatest crisis of all.

The book is well written, admirably documented and illustrated, and beautifully bound.  To be appreciated it should be read from cover to cover.
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