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FOR EZRA LIFSHITZ,
SOL AND FAYGE COHEN,
MY COUSIN BENJY,
AND THE OTHERS WHO
MADE ALIYAH





For two thousand years our people dreamed. For two thousand years Jews remembered Zion and prayed for deliverance. In song, in prose, in their hearts and thoughts, Jews kept alive the dream of the Return to Zion — and the dream kept them alive. For two thousand years Jews piously hoped that the Return would take place “quickly in our time.”

It has happened and is happening in our time. Ours will be the time written of, sung about, talked about as long as the Jewish people will live. Ours will be the generation of the Third Temple.

How fortunate we all are! How happy we all are!…We call upon all Jewish youth in America, but upon the members of Habonim first and foremost. Let us rise and accept the challenge of history! Ours is the chosen generation! We dare to believe that a new code of ethics will blaze forth from Zion, a new life based on the principles of equality and social justice, the code of the prophets themselves.

The new Eretz Israel calls upon us. Let us go and rebuild Zion. Our help, our support, our selves are needed.

Let us arise and build!

Resolution published by
Habonim’s National Executive Committee,
November 1947

I would much rather see reasonable agreement with the Arabs on the basis of living together in peace than the creation of a Jewish state … my awareness of the essential nature of Judaism resists the idea of a Jewish state with borders, an army and a measure of temporal power, no matter how modest. I am afraid of the inner damage Judaism will suffer — especially from the development of a narrow nationalism within our own ranks.

Albert Einstein, 1938
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IN 1944, I WAS AWARE OP THREE YOUTH GROUPS committed to the compelling idea of an independent Jewish state: Hashomer Hatza’ir (The Young Guard), Young Judaea, and Habonim (The Builders).

Hashomer Hatza’ir was resolutely Marxist. According to intriguing reports I had heard, it was the custom, on their kibbutzim already established in Palestine, for boys and girls under the age of eighteen to shower together. Hashomer Hatza’ir members in Montreal included a boy I shall call Shloime Schneiderman, a high-school classmate of mine. In 1944, when we were still in the eighth grade, Shloime enjoyed a brief celebrity after his photograph appeared on the front page of the Montreal Herald. Following a two-cent rise in the price of chocolate bars, he had been a leader in a demonstration, holding high a placard that read: DOWN WITH THE 7¢ CHOCOLATE BAR. Hashomer Hatza’ir members wore uniforms at their meetings: blue shirts and neckerchiefs. “They had real court martials,” wrote Marion Magid in a memoir about her days in Habonim in the Bronx in the early fifties, “group analysis, the girls were not allowed to wear lipstick.”1 Whereas, in my experience, the sweetly scented girls who belonged to Young Judaea favored pearls and cashmere twinsets. They lived on leafy streets in the suburb of Outremont, in detached cottages that had heated bathroom towel racks, basement playrooms, and a plaque hanging on the wall behind the wet bar testifying to the number of trees their parents had paid to have planted in Eretz Yisrael, the land of Israel.

I joined Habonim — the youth group of a Zionist political party, rooted in socialist doctrine — shortly after my bar mitz-vah, during my first year at Baron Byng High School. I had been recruited by a Room 41 classmate whom I shall call Jerry Greenfeld.

Jerry seemed blessed. Only a few months older than I was, he already had to shave every day. Rubbing his jaw as he shot out of school late in the afternoon, bound for an hour or two of snooker at the Mount Royal Billiards Academy, he would wink and say, “Four o’clock shadow,” and I would burn with envy. School days he usually wore a sharkskin windbreaker with JERRY embossed in gold letters across his broad back and a hockey-team crest over his heart. Jerry appeared effortlessly gifted in all those pursuits in which I longed, unavailingly, to shine. He had fought in the Golden Gloves for the YMHA, eliminated in a semifinal bout against an Irish boy out of Griffintown only because, he explained, the referee was an obvious anti-Semite. He was a high scorer on our school basketball team. He also pitched for a baseball team that actually wore uniforms — the North End Maccabees, sponsored by a local scrap dealer. At the occasional late-afternoon “tea dance” in our school gym, Jerry, his manner breezy, could entice pretty girls in grade ten, maybe three years older than he was, to jitterbug with him. His mother had died when he was six years old and his father didn’t care what time he came home. Saturday nights he would strut down St. Urbain Street, wearing a one-button roll jacket, and trousers rakishly pegged, if not quite zoot. If he condescended to stop at the corner of Fairmount Street, immediately outside Wilensky’s store, where we used to hang out, he might grant us a peek at the condom he kept in his wallet. “Just in case,” he’d say.

One day Jerry approached me in the schoolyard and asked, “Can you help me out this Saturday aft?”

“Sure. How?”

“You own a baseball mitt?”

“Sure.”

Starting that Saturday afternoon, Jerry allowed me to catch for him in the lane behind our cold-water flat as he worked on his fastball, low and just nibbling the outside of the plate, which he assumed would one day attract the attention of Labish “Lefty” Mandelcorn. Labish had survived a season playing left field for a Class C team in the Carolinas, and had a photograph of himself and several other players chatting with Connie Mack. If not for his asthma, he would have made the majors. Never without his pencil, its end chewed out, a spiral notebook, and his wrinkled brown bag of sunflower seeds, he now claimed to be a local scout for the Brooklyn Dodgers, parent team of our Montreal Royals of the Triple A International League. It was on his recommendation, he said, that two indigenous French Canadian infielders, Roland Gladu and Stan Bréard, had been signed by the Royals. But I had my suspicions. He often dropped the name “Branch,” and I had read in Dink Carroll’s column in the Montreal Gazette that everybody, even Leo Durocher, called the Dodgers’ general manager “Mr. Rickey.”

Following one Saturday afternoon workout, Jerry bounced a mock punch off my shoulder, as was his habit now, and asked, “What are you doing tonight?”

“Eff-all.”

“Let’s go to supper at Dinty Moore’s.”

That was not a neighborhood delicatessen but a real restaurant. Downtown. Beyond the pale. “Are you kidding?” I asked.

Jerry paid for our corned beef and cabbage, and apple pie and ice cream, with American dollars. Real money. He left the waitress a big tip and told her she was a looker. And then, swearing me to secrecy, he revealed that his father had been married once before, and that he had a stepbrother who was flying a P-38 with the U.S. Fifth Air Force in the Pacific right now, and already had five Japs to his credit. Gary sent Jerry a few bucks from time to time, and when the war was over he was going to fetch him and the two of them would settle in Palestine.

“Why does it have to be such a secret? Gary, I mean.”

“Hey, I’ve already blabbed too much. Why don’t you come to Habonim with me on Friday night? If you like it, maybe you’ll join.”

So Jerry, chewing on a matchstick, picked me up after supper on Friday and then we went to collect two other chaverim (comrades), whom I shall call Hershey Bloom and Myer Plotnik. Hershey, six foot even then, was a member of our high-school student council executive, an admirer of John Gunther’s books and of movies with social content (Watch on the Rhine, The Corn Is Green), an awfully serious boy with puffy red cheeks and a weakness for chocolate éclairs, his big belly bulging out of his trousers. His father had died of a heart attack at the age of thirty-seven and Hershey was convinced that he was destined to do the same, which added to his aura of importance in our eyes. “It’s in my genes,” he often said.

Myer, with his tight curly black hair and quick laughter and bouncy carefree walk, radiated good will and was popular with the girls, who warmed to his nonthreatening nature. His father was a barber whose favorite routine depended on having a new customer in his chair, the man’s face swaddled in hot wet towels. Then Mr. Plotnik would sharpen his straight razor on the strop and ask, “Hey, you ever seen Sweeney Todd?”

“Who?”

Gleefully lathering the man’s face, he would tell him about it. “You know, that play about the meshuggener barber who used to slit men’s throats. Some people say it was based on a true life story. Anyways.…”

Mr. Plotnik’s specialty for teenagers was the pompadour, and for an additional twenty-five cents he would also squeeze out unwanted blackheads with a special tool.

Slouching toward Habonim meetings with Jerry, Hershey, and Myer, the four of us puffing on Sweet Caps, became a Friday night ritual that continued unbroken through almost four years of high school, by which time Jerry had to quit Habonim in disgrace. Our rambling, three-story meeting house was in the heart of Montreal’s old working-class Jewish quarter, on Jeanne Mance Street, which we used to mispronounce Jean Mance, provoking exasperated laughter from French Canadians.

Habonim, I discovered, had been founded in Eastern Europe in 1898. Near the turn of the century, socialists from the Pale of Settlement, shtetl progeny, and the Zionists — whose modern founder, Theodor Herzl, had sprung from the bourgeoisie of the Austro-Hungarian Empire — were at political loggerheads. The socialists, especially the Marxists with their international bias, were convinced that Judaism was a dying faith, a reactionary relic bound to expire with capitalism. The Zionists, determined nationalists, were dedicated to a revival of a Jewish state in Palestine, the Old Testament their deed, evidence of a God-given freehold.

In 1898, this philosophical incompatibility was resolved for some by Nachman Syrkin, a Russian-born graduate student in Berlin who advocated an ideological mixed marriage of a sort. The special destiny of the Jews, he argued, could only be fulfilled in a collectivist country. “The wheels of the Jewish republic will not turn without the strong arms of the Jewish worker,” he wrote. “The Jewish state must necessarily be socialist.”2 Before the year was out, dozens of socialist groups calling themselves Poale Zion (The Workers of Zion) began to sprout in Eastern Europe. In 1901, Syrkin published a broadside in which he encouraged Jews to do battle with two heresies: the assimilationism of the Marxists and the capitalist convictions of the largely conservative Zionist movement. In 1903, David Ben-Gurion, only seventeen years old and still answering to the name of David Gruen, joined Poale Zion in Plonsk, Poland. Three years later he settled in the Yishuv, as the Zionist communities in Palestine were known before the establishment of the state of Israel.

There were Habonim chapters active in both England and South Africa as early as 1928. The North American genesis can be traced to the opening of a primitive summer camp by Poale Zion in 1932: Camp Kvutza in Accord, New York. It was there that the idea of introducing children between the ages of ten and sixteen to scouting was first discussed. “The English word ‘scouting’ did not sit well with many members,” wrote Jacob Katzman. “It raised the image of the American Boy Scouts, whom many of us saw as a jingoistic, strutting band of not-so-innocent youth. In the labor movement, there had been allegations that the Boy Scouts had been scabs in some places.”3 So, rather than “scouting,” the Hebrew word tzofiut — which, as it happens, translates as “scouting” — was accepted. Then, after debates spun out over two years, it was allowed that “self-fulfillment through aliyah” (the ascent to Eretz Yisrael) need not be the sole objective of a member of Habonim. Those chaverim who did not immigrate by the age of twenty would not be banished from the movement. Instead, we would participate in “the struggle of the working class against capitalism, fascism and oppression, and for the establishment of socialism” in America.
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MOST OF the boys and girls in our Habonim chapters had been raised, like me, in homes where the pushke, the blue-and-white coin-collection box for the Jewish National Fund to buy land in Eretz Yisrael, squatted on the kitchen table. It also waited next to the cash register in just about every neighborhood store, including Mr. Palucci’s shoeshine and hat-blocking parlor on Park Avenue, but not at Debrofsky’s Dry Goods on the Main, which featured a tinted photograph of Stalin in the window, surrounded by garlands of faded red crêpe paper. All but a few of the chaverim had attended a parochial primary school, either the Folkschule or the Talmud Torah, before graduating to Baron Byng or, if they lived in Outremont, to Strathcona Academy. I had been to the Talmud Torah, where we studied modern Hebrew in the morning and managed the obligatory English and French curriculum in the afternoon. The other chaverim had, for the most part, sprung from secular or only fitfully observant homes that honored Jewish cultural traditions and cherished Yiddish literature, but were scornful of “religious mumbo-jumbo.” I, however, belonged to a Hasidic family and, after parochial-school classes were out, had to carry on, two afternoons a week, to the Young Israel Synagogue, to study Talmud with Mr. Yalofsky.

“The rich man is asked, ‘Why did you not occupy yourself with Torah?’ If he answers that he was rich and worried about his possessions, it is said to him, ‘Were you more wealthy than Rabbi Eleazer ben Charsom, of whom it is related that his father bequeathed to him a thousand cities and a corresponding fleet of a thousand ships; yet every day he slung a bag of flour over his shoulder and went from city to city and from province to province in order to learn Torah?’ ”4

I had to endure a good deal of needling from schoolmates because I wasn’t allowed to switch the lights on or off, answer the phone, or listen to the radio on the Sabbath.

“Tell your father, you turkey you, that there were no radios — no Charlie McCarthy or Fibber McGee and Molly — when the laws were handed down at Sinai.”

My maternal grandfather, Rabbi Yudel Rosenberg, was a celebrated Hasidic scholar, as well as a writer of playful short stories, the author of more than twenty books (some in Yiddish, others in Hebrew), published first in Warsaw and then in either New York or Montreal. Born in the Polish shtetl of Skaryszew in 1859, he was sufficiently proficient in Russian by 1891 to acquire an official rabbi’s license from the government. He practiced in Lublin, Warsaw, and Lodz before immigrating to Canada in 1913, settling in Toronto and then, six years later, moving on to Montreal, where he preached until his death in 1935.

Rabbi Rosenberg’s major scholarly work was his multivolume translation from Aramaic into Hebrew of the Zohar, or Book of Splendor, the source of kabbalistic thought. But, arguably, he made a far more imaginative contribution with his book of stories about the Maharal of Prague, Rabbi Judah Löw, and the Golem. According to legend, the Golem was a monster of amazing strength who was brought to life in desperate times to defend the Jews from their gentile enemies. Before the Maharal of Prague created the Golem, others were supposed to have been made by the prophet Jeremiah and Rabbi Ben Sira, circa 170 B.C. Only a man of exemplary piety, a master of kabbalistic secrets, could construct a Golem, bringing him to life by slipping the Holy One’s secret name into his mouth, the letters in the correct order, and laying him to rest by reversing the letters. My grandfather’s book Sefer Nifla’ot ha-Maharal im ha-Golem, published in Warsaw in 1909, honored a traditional kabbalistic ploy by purporting to be the work of somebody else — in this case, the author of an old manuscript that had been discovered in the fictional “Royal Library of Metz”

It is a presumption of kabbalistic lore that the air about us is rampant with the tormented souls of the departed, which are constantly being goaded by evil spirits, and find their only respite by taking refuge in human beings. Anybody possessed by a dybbuk (an evil spirit) suffers abominations, becoming a multiple personality and speaking in alien voices until cleansed by a rabbi skilled in kabbalistic rituals. My grandfather, I was told, had been summoned more than once to exorcise a dybbuk.

In a more lighthearted mood, he wrote Sefer Heshen ha-Mishpat shel ha-Kohen ha-Gadol, which was published in Poland in 1913. This story, a variation on the theme of Arthur Conan Doyle’s “The Jew’s Breastplate,” had the Maharal of Prague travel to London to crack the case of the theft from a museum of the original breastplate of the high priest, which was embedded with a precious stone for each of the twelve tribes.

My grandfather also believed that desecration of the Sabbath enabled Satan to denounce the children of Israel before God. In 1924, he published a pamphlet, A Brivele fun di Zisse Mame Shabbes Malke zu Ihre Zihn un Tekhter fun Idishn Folk (A Letter from the Sweet Mother Sabbath Queen to Her Sons and Daughters of the Jewish People), in which he chastised Montreal Jewry for its transgressions against Sabbath observance. The Brivele explained why the latest diaspora had lasted longer than earlier ones and, furthermore, why Jews suffered more than other people: it was because too many of us had, by dint of dishonoring the Sabbath, lost the protection of the Shekhinah, the Divine Presence.

A rabbinical legend says that before the Romans burned the Second Temple, all the patriarchs ascended to heaven and begged the Holy One to spare Jerusalem. He would not oblige them, but He did promise that his Divine Presence, which had constantly hovered over the Temple, would go forth with them into exile in the form of an angel with white wings as wide as the world.

My grandfather’s pamphlet concluded that the failure of so many to observe the Sabbath laws had also delayed the coming of the Messiah:


Do not listen to the sinful and poisonous speeches of the Reform “rabbis” who have the selfsame sinful souls as the prophets of Baal in olden times who brought on the destruction of the First Temple, or the selfsame sinful souls of the Hellenistic leaders who brought upon the Jewish people the destruction of the Second Temple.



A sly appendix to the Brivele took pity on “women who are entitled to the name Yiddishe tekhter (Jewish daughters).” It advised them how to circumvent an irritating Sabbath injunction against the use of perambulators (baby keridges), which had been adjudged a form of carrying and were therefore forbidden by halakhic (rabbinical) decree. If, wrote my grandfather, a perambulator was modified so that it stood at least forty-two inches above ground, it would no longer violate the law, for it was written that beyond a certain height the rule of “Sabbath boundaries” did not apply. This adjustment, he ventured, would cost no more than twenty or thirty cents.
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MR. YALOPSKY WOULD BLUSH AND ZIP THROUGH those rare juicy passages in the Talmud that made us giggle.

“The wicked man is asked, ‘Why did you not occupy yourself with Torah?’ If he answers that he was good-looking and troubled by his passions, he is asked, ‘Were you more handsome than Joseph?’ It is related of Joseph the righteous that Potiphar’s wife tempted him every day. The dresses she put on for his sake in the morning she did not wear in the evening, and vice versa. Though she threatened him with imprisonment, with bodily disfigurement and with blinding, though she tried to bribe him with large sums of money, he refused to yield.”1

Mr. Yalofsky was a devout Jew — unlike most of our Hebrew teachers at the Talmud Torah, who had to pay lip service to religious practices in deference to “certain families out of the Stone Age.” But our Hebrew teachers were staunch Zionists. One of them, Mr. Weingarten, had come to us in 1941 all the way out of Russian-occupied Poland, through Siberian exile, a hike into Manchuria, then Japan, and by timely freighter to Vancouver. At recess, we ridiculed his broken, heavily accented English.

In arts and crafts class, we built a huge relief map representing a chunk of the Galilee, claiming it for our people:


El yivneh ha- Galil,
An’u nivneh ha-Galil….

God will rebuild Galilee,
We shall rebuild Galilee,
We are off to Galilee,
We will rebuild Galilee.…



We erected a balsa-wood watchtower and instant stockade, establishing a kibbutz, populating it with Plasticine chalutzim (pioneers) and livestock made of pipe cleaners.

The swamps were being drained, we were told, and the desert reclaimed to yield melons, grapefruit, oranges, figs, dates, and tomatoes. We were taught about our heroes, and none loomed larger than the champion of Tel Hai, Joseph Trumpeldor, in whose memory that settlement set the statue of a lion.

Trumpeldor, who lost his left arm during a perilous mission in the Russo-Japanese War, rose to become one of the few Jewish officers in the army of the Czar. He made aliyah in 1912, and worked for a time at Degania, on Lake Kinneret, Israel’s first kibbutz. In the Great War he fought again, this time for the British at Gallipoli, leading the Zion Mule Corps — 650 Jewish muleteers and 750 mules.2 This corps was the precursor of the Jewish Legion, made up of East End Londoners, American and Canadian volunteers, and members of the Yishuv, who had enlisted in three battalions of the Royal Fusiliers (the 38th, 39th, and 40th) and joined General Allenby’s campaign to wrest Palestine from the Turks. Trumpeldor did not serve in the Legion but left for Russia during the revolution, and put together a group of young Jews pledged to make aliyah. He was back in Palestine in 1920, at a time when the Arabs, reacting to increased Jewish immigration, were attacking such settlements as Tel Hai in the Galilee. During the raid on Tel Hai, he was shot in the stomach. He ordered a comrade to stuff his protruding intestines back into his belly and bind the wound. Then he carried on directing the defense of the settlement. Trumpeldor died on a stretcher on his way to neighboring Kfar Giladi. His last words, according to legend, were “It is good to die for our country.”

Many an afternoon when my parents and elder brother were out, I would crawl on the floor all the way from the kitchen to the front door, propelling myself with my good arm, shoving my Red Ryder air rifle ahead of me, even as I dodged Arab bullets. Eventually the trail of blood from my abdominal wound would attract the attention of one of the many gorgeous nurses who revered me, but I would wave her off, saying, “It’s nothing, just a flesh wound. Look after the other chaverim first.”
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FOR FRIDAY evening meetings of Habonim, Jerry and I would start out from St. Urbain Street, where we lived, and pick up Hershey and Myer. Then the four of us would take a shortcut through a back lane that ended exactly where my paternal grandfather’s house stood, at the corner of Jeanne Mance. On long hot summer nights, my grandfather often sat on his front porch after supper, stroking his salt-and-pepper goatee as he read Der Kanader Adler, the long-since-defunct Yiddish daily newspaper.

When Canada declared war on Germany on September 10, 1939, Shmariyahu Richler had four sons of military age. The most reticent of them, my uncle Israel, didn’t wait to be conscripted into the “Zombies,” regiments eligible for service within Canada only, but volunteered for active duty overseas. This shocked my rigidly Orthodox grandfather, who feared his son would be obliged to desecrate the Sabbath and eat non-kosher food. Uncle Israel, a self-taught mechanic, had enlisted in the Army Ordnance Corps; the wags in our neighborhood, recognizing many an old YMHA buddy sporting the same shoulder flash, had already dubbed it “the Jewish commandos.”

During the early years of the war, when I was still welcome in my grandfather’s house, I used to gather there with some of the other grandchildren after sunset on Saturday nights for the havdala ceremony ending the Sabbath. My grandfather would pronounce the blessing over the spice-box, shaking it, allowing each of us to inhale its fragrance, and then he would hand the youngest among us the havdala candle, light it, and say, “Be praised, Lord our God, Ruler of the Universe, who creates the lights and fires.” Finally he would laugh and pinch our cheeks and present each of us with a quarter, which my father, the firstborn of his fourteen children, dubbed our weekly “Shabbes graft.”

Later, my grandfather pointedly ignored my passing by and I in turn never acknowledged his presence on the balcony. Shmariyahu Richler was an obdurate man, hot-tempered, who had removed his belt more than once in the past to punish me for a minor infraction of the laws. Since then he had learned that, hardly a year after my bar mitzvah, I no longer put on phylacteries to say the morning prayers, or even attended Sabbath services. I had become an apikoros, an unbeliever. It is written in the Mishnah, the codified rendering of Jewish law, that “All Israelites have a share in the future world [except] he who says there is no resurrection, he who says the Law has not been given by God, and an apikoros.”3

Our family name was actually Reichler. An immigration officer in Halifax had misspelled it on my grandfather’s entry papers and, rather than risk trouble in the new land, he had let it pass. I had been consulting The Baseball Encyclopedia for years before I discovered that its editor, Joseph L. Reichler, and I were related. Late one afternoon in 1985, we arranged to celebrate that fact by meeting for drinks at the Algonquin Hotel, in the company of other New York Reichlers. Joe’s family, like ours, had emerged from the Galician shtetl of Rawa Ruska, but not all of the Reichlers got out in time. “In the Galician ghettos the police were confronted by vast epidemics,” wrote Raul Hilberg in The Destruction of the European Jews. “In the ghetto of Rawa Ruska, the Jewish population had concealed its sick in holes in the hope of saving them from deportation. Before the Rawa Ruska Aktion was over [in 1942], the SS and Police had dragged 3,000 sick and dying Jews out of their hiding places.”4 Several hundred of Rawa Ruska’s Jews were herded into a barn that was surrounded by machine-gunners and then set on fire. When some of them broke out, fleeing the inferno, they were gunned down for sport.
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UNCLE ISRAEL came home safely from the war in Europe.

In the exhilarating months following the end of the war, sprawled on the floor of our Habonim meeting room, we would gather round our group leader, Ezra Lifshitz, then an engineering student at McGill and, since 1952, a member of Kibbutz Urim in the Negev. In those days, Ezra was already fluent in modern Hebrew. His father, Pinchas Lifshitz, who had been my fourth-grade Hebrew teacher, spoke the language at home with his children. If Mr. Lifshitz had been a crabby disciplinarian, at least in the classroom, Ezra proved the sunniest and most warmhearted of young men, and a natural athlete as well. He was a terror on the volleyball court and a graceful swimmer. Friday nights he tutored us in Zionist mythology. It was from Ezra that we learned that Theodor Herzl (1860–1904) had been the worst sort, a typical Viennese assimilationist, a dandy, the scribbler of supercilious feuilletons, until — in his capacity as the Paris correspondent for the Neue Freie Presse — he had stood in the courtyard of the Ecole Militaire on January 5, 1895, and witnessed the badge and buttons being cut from the uniform of Alfred Dreyfus. Outside, the crowd chanted, “Death to Dreyfus! Death to the Jews!”

We were told that at the first Zionist Congress, convened at the Municipal Casino in Basel on the morning of August 29, 1897, Herzl had insisted that all the delegates wear formal dress, black tie and tails, if only to demonstrate to the goyim that not every Jew a generation or two out of the shtetl — like most of our own fathers, for that matter — was necessarily a peddler, tailor, or scrap-metal dealer.

Ezra did not leave for the hakhsharah (training camp) in Smithville, Ontario, until 1950. But others from Winnipeg and Brooklyn — older chaverim, some of whom we actually knew — were already in Europe. They were smuggling “illegals,” dazed survivors of the Holocaust, out of the Displaced Persons’ camps — including one dubbed “Kibbutz Buchenwald” — on to Italian ports, into dangerously overcrowded tubs, to run the British blockade. If successful, they would disembark their emaciated passengers onto the beaches of Tel Aviv and Haifa, where they would scramble away, disappearing into the night with those who had been sent down to shelter them.

In Builders and Dreamers, a Habonim anthology, David Glass-man described how, in 1947, he had become involved with an arms-purchasing mission in New York, acting for Haganah, the Jewish defense corps. Glassman had been recruited because of his drafting experience. His project was to help produce a small light machine gun, the Dror, and to ship the blueprints and tools necessary for its manufacture to Palestine. “When I arrived in Palestine,” he wrote, “I was involved in [the Dror’s] production. The gun never became fully operational in the Israeli Defense Force because it was too complicated to work easily in the desert. Eventually it was replaced by the Uzi. “Our mission also handled transporting arms and munitions to Palestine. One time, we secured twenty tons of dynamite at an army surplus sale in Denver. We said we planned to use it for blasting mines. We didn’t say where those mines were.”5

Although there were never more than three thousand members of Habonim in North America, they played a disproportionately large role in the smuggling of immigrants into Palestine, and later in the War of Independence. Another Habonim alumnus, Joe Boxenbaum, related how, a day after he was discharged from the U.S. Army, he met with Ze’ev Shind, head of Mossad operations in the United States, and became involved in acquiring ships for illegal immigration. Resorting to various subterfuges, Boxenbaum and Shind purchased two Corvette-class vessels that would be called the Wedgewood and Haganah. But these U.S. surplus ships were in need of repairs before they could be declared seaworthy again and were consequently shunted in secrecy — Boxenbaum thought — from one dry-dock to another. However, when they finally set sail from Staten Island, the captain of the tugboat escorting them out hollered, “Here goes the Jewish Navy!”6
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