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Living in Landsberg, 
Dreaming of Deganiah

Jewish Displaced Youths and Z ion ism  
after the Holocaust

Avinoam J. Patt

Some five months after the liberation in Germany, a group of young 
Holocaust survivors, barely removed from years o f persecution and 
torture at the hands of the Nazi regime, moved to the estate of the vir
ulently anti-Semitic Nazi propagandist Julius Streicher. As Streicher 
awaited trial in nearby Nuremberg, this group of young Zionists set 
about transforming his estate into an agricultural training farm, or 
hakhsharah, in preparation for what they hoped would be their future 
lives in Palestine. In the December z i ,  1945, issue of the Landsberg 
displaced persons (DP) camp newspaper, Baruch Cheta, leader of this 
group, summarized the accomplishments o f Kibbutz Nili:

Not long ago, Pleilchershof was the estate and seat of one 
of Hitler’s highest associates, the editor of the sadly famous 
“Stunner," Julius Streicher. In the office, where for many years 
the great Jew-hater sat and wrote his blood-thirsty anti-Jewish 
articles. . .  where Streicher wrote to the German people “The 
Jews are our misfortune” [Dijidn zajnen unzer umglik], can 
be found today the secretariat of an agricultural pioneering 
school, of Jewish boys and girls, coming from all corners of 
Europe, learning to work the land, agriculture, cattle-herding,

c,8

etc., that which is in the first line necessary in the building up 
o f the Land of Israel. This is one of the greatest Jewish satis- 
factionsf,]. . .  to be able to see Hebrew writings and slogans, 
like the People o f Israel live [Am Jsroel chaj], the strength of 
Israel will not lie [Necach Jsroel lojjeszaker, in initials, NILI], on 
Streicher’s palace; thus we have named our new kibbutz, the 
first agricultural school in Bavaria.1

The members o f the new kibbutz were thus making use o f the so- 
called modern Jewish Haman’s own personal land to prepare them
selves for life in the Jewish state, beginning each day at 4:00 a.m. 
with the milking of cows, learning by heart the Hebrew words for 
cow, horse, agricultural tools, and other essential terms of farm labor.2 
The symbolic nature of the revenge exacted by the young survivors on 
Streicher’s estate was unmistakable. However, the powerful political 
value o f young Zionists working to build their futures in Palestine 
would have profound implications beyond the satisfaction experi
enced by the members o f Kibbutz Nili.

By the middle of 194S, thousands of young kibbutz members rep
resenting all strands o f the Zionist movement inhabited forty such 
training farms (hakhsharot) and animated political and cultural life 
in the DP camps of postwar Germany. Farms and kibbutzim such as 
Kibbutz Nili acquired widespread visibility among the DP population 
as a whole, to the point where military and civilian officials and work
ers often represented the kibbutz and hakhsharah populations as en
compassing the overwhelming majority o f  Jewish youths.3 Even so, 
most o f  the youths who joined such kibbutz groups had little prior ex
perience o f  Zionism and next to no understanding o f Zionist ideology. 
This chapter will address three related aspects o f  this phenomenon; 
(t) How was a situation so amenable to the Zionist project created in 
such a short period following the war? (2) Why did so many Jewish 
youths choose such a course so quickly, and why did the course they 
chose come to characterize the conduct o f  young Jewish Holocaust 
survivors as a whole? (3) Finally, what was the appeal o f Zionism for 
these youths, and what did it mean to them in practice, on the every
day level, as they awaited a resolution to their stateless condition after 
the war?

These are not idle questions; their answers bear heavily upon the 
history o f the establishment o f the State o f Israel in 1948. Following 
World War II the seemingly overwhelming Zionist enthusiasm of  
the Jewish DPs, witnessed in part by the gravitation o f a significant 
portion o f  Jewish DP youths to kibbutzim and hakhsharot, was, vi
tal in informing the diplomatic decisions that led to the creation o f
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the State of Israel as international observers representing the United 
States, Britain, and the United Nations weighed the desires of the 
large Jewish refugee population in Europe.4 Likewise, the founders 
of the newly created State of Israel pointed to a clear relationship be
tween the Holocaust and Israel, with survivors actively participating 
in the founding of the state. In fact, between 1948 and 1949, some 
twenty-two thousand DPs (seventy-eight hundred from Germany 
alone) were enlisted in the Haganah and sent to Palestine/Israel from 
the DP camps in Germany, Italy, Austria, and Cyprus to aid in the 
fighting there.5 The elected bodies officially representing the Jewish 
DPs in Germany endorsed the conscription of young DPs enthusi
astically, calling upon all able-bodied men and women between the 
ages of seventeen and thirty-five to fulfill their “national duty.”6 Israel’s 
Declaration of Independence, read by David Ben-Gurion on May 14, 
1948, asserted that the remnant that survived the Holocaust contin
ued to migrate to Palestine, undaunted by difficulties and dangers, 
and “never ceased to assert their right to a life of dignity, freedom and 
honest toil in their national homeland.”7 Some framed the two semi
nal events in twentieth-century Jewish history as inextricably linked, 
as a “fateful historical reaction” that led the DPs to claim their place 
in a Jewish state.8 For this reason it seems essential to understand the 
sources of that enthusiasm especially among young people, who bore 
a significant portion of the burden in the battles for Israel’s indepen
dence.9

While there has been general historiographical consensus over 
the fact that the Jewish DPs presented an enthusiastic Zionist posi
tion in the years following the war, there has been considerable de
bate as to the source of this enthusiasm. Most scholars have accepted 
the dominant Zionist representation offered at the time, namely that 
the active steps that Jewish DP youths took to prepare themselves for 
migration to Palestine by joining kibbutzim and hakhsharot were a 
natural outgrowth of their experience under Nazi rule.10 This thesis of 
an intuitive Zionism born directly from the war was affirmed in 2002 
in Zeev Mankowitz’s comprehensive study of Jewish DPs in postwar 
Germany. As Mankowitz argued, “the creation of a Jewish state in the 
Land of Israel was taken to be the last will and testament bequeathed 
by the dead to the living. . . .  It signified the only real hope for the 
rescue and rehabilitation of the little that remained of European Jewry 
and, in the longer term, the promise of the Jewish future.”11 Fifty years 
after the end of the war, however, a group of Israeli scholars threw this 
chain of historical inevitability into question. In fact, some suggested 
that the Holocaust almost prevented the creation of the State of Israel 
by depriving the Yishuv (the prestate Jewish settlement in Palestine)
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of the European manpower reserve it so needed, making the DPs the 
last hope of the Yishuv to establish a state.12 Idith Zertal and others 
questioned the nature of the relationship between the Yishuv and the 
survivors and the clandestine immigration movement at its center, 
concluding that the Zionists in the Yishuv had cynically manipulated 
the dispirited and demoralized survivors for their own political ends.13

A third group of scholars has similarly emphasized the impor
tance of the postwar context but has identified features other than the 
activities of Zionist organizations as crucial to the development of DP 
Zionism. These scholars have pointed to the role of diplomatic and po
litical developments in the mid-i940s in shaping a collective national 
identity among Jewish DPs. Changes in Allied policy to categorize the 
Jews as a distinct national group rather than as citizens of their former 
home countries played into Zionist hands. If Jews were indeed a na
tion, then they were, as Zionists had long claimed, entitled to national 
independence and territorial sovereignty. Thus, according to this logic, 
Zionism came to appear to Jewish DPs as the ideology most in tune 
with contemporary international political thinking.14

These assessments of the DP situation and the origins of DP 
Zionist enthusiasm have a number of shortcomings, however. They 
tend to describe the Jewish DPs as an undifferentiated mass with uni
form wartime experiences, although it is apparent that the She’erit 
Hapletah (Surviving Remnant) was a population with a distinctively 
youthful demographic makeup that influenced its political and cul
tural choices.15 From an early point following liberation it was evident 
that as much as half of the surviving population was under the age of 
twenty-five, and some 80 percent were under age forty. These young 
people, who were more likely to have survived years of persecution 
because of hardiness and selection for work, were for the most part 
orphaned and alone. The decisions made by young Jewish DPs have 
to be understood in relation to both their particular background as 
Jews and their universal background as young people struggling to 
move on with their lives in the aftermath of the Holocaust. For those 
youths who had survived the Holocaust in concentration and forced 
labor camps, in hiding, fighting with the partisans, and elsewhere, 
this was especially true. They were forced to confront adult decisions 
both during and after the war but were left without parents or family 
in order to make such decisions.

Most studies of the Jewish DP population have also tended to rely 
on sources created by either the DP camp leadership or by outside 
groups (such as Zionist emissaries from Palestine, the U.S. Army, and 
international relief agencies) to explain the choices made by youths. 
This is surprising considering the volume of source material creat-

lewish DP Ynu+h? A



ed by young DPs themselves, including articles in the DP and youth 
movement press as well as letters, correspondence, diaries, journals, 
and testimonies created by kibbutz members. While sources created 
by outside groups who worked with the DPs may provide contempo
raneous descriptions o f DP youths, only through an examination of 
sources created by the young survivors themselves is it possible to 
fully understand the challenges they faced after the war and the cal
culations they made in determining the course o f their lives after the 
Holocaust. Furthermore, Zionism in the DP camps has for the most 
part only been examined from the Yishuv perspective, asking what 
role DPs played in the creation of the State of Israel. Regardless of 
whether the state would have been created or not, Zionism filled a cru
cial function for the Jewish DPs and proved appealing to a number of 
groups in postwar Germany, who all supported the Zionist project for 
different reasons. This support would lead to the creation o f a flourish
ing Zionist network in the American zone of Germany whereby sur
vivor youths could continue the process o f Zionist immersion within 
the framework o f kibbutzim and hakhsharot, and this did in fact ulti
mately aid in the creation of the State o f Israel.

The Jew s  in  Ge r m a n y  after  L ib e r a t io n

Immediately following liberation, while most of the ten million DPs, 
prisoners o f war (POWs), and forced laborers in Germany after the 
war made the decision to return home with ease, the fifty thousand 
or so Jewish DPs did not face such a clear decision. Unsure of what 
awaited them at home, often fairly certain that their families had been 
destroyed during the war, those who decided to stay in a DP camp also 
had to face the fact that this meant continuing to live with collabora
tors who also refused to return home. In general, Polish and Baltic 
Jews were the least likely to return to their home countries (although 
many did), while Jews from countries such as Hungary, Romania, 
France, and Greece were far more likely to return to their countries 
following liberation.'6 Jewish DPs who had made the decision to re
main in Germany thus faced a choice: they could remain in the DP 
camp (generally German military barracks, former POW and slave la
bor camps, tent cities, industrial housing, and the like), or they could 
leave the DP camp if  they chose to settle in Germany permanently, a 
choice that some fifteen thousand German Jewish survivors made in 
the summer o f 1945.17

Some o f the first Jews to encounter the surviving Jewish popu
lation, apart from the occasional Jewish Brigade soldier (a division 
from Palestine serving with the British Army) were Jewish chaplains
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serving with the American military.’8 One particularly active chap
lain, Abraham Klausner, who first helped survivors catalog who had 
actually survived and aided in the early political organization of the 
She’erit Hapletah, reported to his superiors in the United States on 
the situation of the Jews in postwar Germany. In conducting a sur
vey of conditions faced by Jewish DPs in Germany, Klausner visited 
approximately fourteen thousand Jews living in seventeen DP camps 
one month following liberation. He found deplorable conditions, poor 
accommodations, no plumbing, no clothing, rampant disease, con
tinuing malnourishment, and a lack o f  any plan on the part o f the 
American military. “Liberated but not free, that is the paradox o f the 
Jew,” Klausner concluded in a report detailing the condition of the 
Jewish survivors.'9 And indeed, o f the approximately fifty thousand 
to sixty thousand Jewish survivors at the time o f liberation, within the 
first weeks following liberation many thousands perished from com
plications arising from disease, starvation, and the camp experience."0

It had also become evident that a disproportionate segment o f  
the surviving Jewish population was composed o f young people. One 
month after Allied forces defeated the Third Reich, M. Winogrodzki, a 
Jewish Holocaust survivor freshly liberated from Dachau, composed a 
report on conditions for Jews such as him self in the newly created U.S. 
zone of occupation. Concern for the large number o f young people he 
found among the liberated Jews in Bavaria was a prominent feature 
of his report. "Here in the Munich region,” he wrote, “there are both 
large and small concentration camps with a Jewish population o f ca. 
50,000, o f which a great number are young, for the most part without 
parents and therefore without existing supervision.”2' His observation 
was borne out by a series o f reports and surveys presented by various 
agencies representing a broad spectrum of interests from the earli
est weeks following liberation and for years thereafter in which the 
proportion of Jewish DPs between the ages o f fifteen and thirty was 
consistently estimated at more than half and often above 80  percent o f  
the total Jewish population.22

For those at the time who were familiar with the broadest outlines 
of the experience o f European Jewry under Nazi rule, these statistics 
should not have been surprising. Every Jew within the Germans’ reach 
had been marked for death. Avoiding the death sentence demanded 
quickness of foot and wit, audacity, adaptability, physical stamina, and 
the ability to blend inconspicuously into often hostile surroundings 
(in addition to no small measure of luck). Those qualities generally 
tend to be present in greater measure among the young than among 
their elders. Chances for survival were also often enhanced by absence 
of concern for dependent children, again a situation more common
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among teenagers and young adults than among those beyond the cus
tomary age o f marriage. It is no wonder, then, that Jewish survivors 
numbered disproportionately in those age ranges. Similarly, it stands 
to reason that a relatively large number of Jewish DPs should have 
been orphans; parents whose children were teenagers during the early 
194 os were already of an age where the physical and mental demands 
o f survival were increasingly likely to prove too much to bear. Nor is 
it surprising that many who observed these young, largely orphaned 
Jews during the first weeks following liberation commented promi
nently on their seeming lack of direction, perhaps even their paralytic 
confusion, concerning how they might begin to resume normal lives. 
Winogrodzki summed up the situation succinctly when he wrote, 
“These children, who no longer have parents, do not know when and 
where they should go.”25

While organizing among themselves, the DPs and chaplains 
such as Klausner continued to describe the poor conditions facing 
the DPs in letters to military authorities and world Jewish organiza
tions (such as the World Jewish Congress and the American Jewish 
Joint Distribution Committee). Some former members o f Zionist 
youth movements, such as Winogrodzki in Dachau, turned to Nathan 
Schwalb in the He-Halutz office in Geneva 24 They reported poor treat
ment o f Jewish DPs at the hands o f their liberators, with Jewish DPs 
being denied rations, housed in camps with former collaborators, and 
denied freedom of movement from camps. Jewish DPs pleaded for as
sistance from the  U.S. military government and United Nations Relief 
and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA) to rectify their miserable 
situation.25

For those Jewish DPs who  chose the temporary existence of the 
DP camps, liberation was far from all they had hoped for. Beyond the 
wish for food, clothing, shelter, and security, Jewish DPs expected 
some validation o f their survival, a sign that the outside world had 
not completely forsaken them. Expecting to be welcomed by the world 
with open arms, Jewish DPs found liberation to be a rude awakening, 
as they still struggled to obtain bearable living conditions and yearned 
for contact from the rest o f  the Jewish world, which had still largely 
been denied access to the DP camps due to the chaotic postwar situ
ation. As Klausner had noted, the American military seemed to lack 
any plan for the Jewish refugees who had chosen not to return to their 
hom e countries.

The reports o f  continuing deprivation in the liberated camps and 
poor organization o f recovery issued by the survivors and the Jewish 
chaplains serving there did eventually succeed in prompting American 
officials to take a greater interest in the problem o f  the DPs. On June
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22,1945, President Harry S. Truman dispatched Earl Harrison (dean 
o f the University o f  Pennsylvania Law School) to Europe to prepare 
a report regarding the “needs o f  stateless and non-repatriable refu
gees among the displaced persons in Germany and to determine the 
extent to which those needs are being met by military, governmen
tal and private organizations.”26 Once Harrison arrived in the camps 
in Germany, the Jewish DPs, along with Klausner and soldiers from 
the Jewish Brigade, worked to make sure that he was aware o f the 
miserable conditions facing the Jews.27 In his scathing report back 
to Truman, published in August 1945, Harrison stated that we are 
“treating the Jews as the Nazis treated them except that we do not 
exterminate them.”28 He proposed that Jews be separated in their own 
camps—-until then they had been forced to live with other national 
groups and former collaborators— and to resolve their refugee sta
tus, he proposed that one hundred thousand immigration certificates 
to Palestine be granted immediately to the Jewish DPs. Following 
Harrison’s report, American authorities worked to ameliorate condi
tions for Jewish DPs, moving Jews to separate camps and agreeing to 
the appointment o f an adviser for Jewish affairs. Harrison’s sugges
tions served to link the resolution o f the Jewish DP situation with the 
situation in Palestine, thereby elevating the diplomatic implications o f  
the Jewish DP political stance. Still, Jewish DPs had the distinct sense  
that their many calls for assistance continued to fall on deaf ears both 
in Germany and in America.

K ib b u t z  Bu c h e n w a ld  a n d  the  Ha k h s h a r a h  
in  Po s tw a r  Ge r m a n y

Feeling abandoned by lack o f contact from the rest o f the Jewish world 
after liberation, many among the Jewish DPs resolved to help them 
selves. Among the liberated young Jews in Buchenwald were three 
former He-Halutz members who had remained active during the war 
in organizing groups o f Zionist youths in Buchenwald and Auschwitz. 
Arthur Posnanslcy and Yechezkel Tydor, who were in the death march 
from Auschwitz to Buchenwald in January 1945, joined Eliyahu 
Gruenbaum in Buchenwald and, in the tumultuous last few months 
before liberation, began to plan for the postwar period.29 The three 
would be central in  the organization o f the first kibbutz hakhsharah in 
postwar Germany, Kibbutz Buchenwald.

The diary o f  the  collective group that began to come together in 
Buchenwald following liberation reveals the early considerations that 
entered the minds o f  the young survivors already faced with the ques
tion o f  where to go next. Since liberation, Posnansky had sought as-
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sistance from Nathan Schwalb at the He-Halutz office in Geneva in 
organizing “the hundreds of Jews, parentless, homeless, without any 
relatives,” in Buchenwald who had remained alive and desired to go 
to hakhsharah but were frustrated at the lack of contact from Jewish 
organizations,30 Once they had made the realization that the world 
seemed to have no plans for the Jews, however, Posnansky, Tydor, and 
the Buchenwald group proposed an option that could remove survi
vors who had begun to recover from the war from the squalor of the 
DP camp. As noted in an early diary entry,

Perhaps for tire thousandth time the Jewish committee in Bu
chenwald was holding a meeting on the question: Where to?
A Polish Jew, a German, a Czech, a Hungarian— each faced 
the same burning problem: Where should the few surviving 
Jews of Buchenwald go? How could we ever have believed that 
at the end of the war the surviving Jews would have no more 
worries, that everything would be fine! The world, we had 
thought, would welcome our few survivors with open arms!
We, the first victims of the Nazis. They would love us! Quicldy 
enough, we saw that the world had other things on its mind 
than Jewish suffering. So where to? Comrade Posnansky put 
forth an idea: into our own kibbutz. To build a group of Bu- 
chenwald’s youth, and find a farm where we could prepare 
for Palestine. A wonderful idea. There would be no lack of 
candidates for the kibbutz, for energy was reawakening in the 
survivors and seeking an outlet. From that idea sprang Kib
butz Buchenwald.3'

The founders o f  Kibbutz Buchenwald pointed to the dual function 
o f  the kibbutz: on the one hand, it would assist in avoiding the temp
tations of black market activity and the desire to exact revenge on the 
German populace;32 on the other hand, it could help train youths for 
the pioneering lifestyle o f Eretz Israel through shituf (sharing), social
ization, and vocational training.33

The early political leadership of the She'erit Hapletah, composed 
o f many former members o f Zionist youth groups who had chosen to 
remain in Germany rather than return to Eastern Europe, was over
whelmingly attuned to the needs o f the youths in the DP camps.3'1 
From an early point in time, the Jewish DP leadership espoused a 
strong Zionist position. In many cases it was the surviving members 
o f  Zionist youth m ovem ents  and political parties who undertook the 
self-help work and in turn became most active among those seeking 
to convince survivors to avoid a return to Eastern Europe. These were
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generally youth movement leaders who had experience leading and 
organizing Jewish youths both before and, in som e  cases, during the 
war. This experience made them well suited to lead the younger Jewish 
population that had survived life in German concentration camps. For 
the young Jewish survivors in the DP camps (primarily under  the age 
o f thirty-five), regardless o f whether they had experience in a Zionist 
youth group before the war, such kibbutz groups emerged as attractive 
options, providing them with the camaraderie, support, and  replace
ment family they so desperately craved.

The emerging popularity o f  the alternative living experiment near 
Buchenwald demonstrated the value ofthis option to DP youths and the 
Jewish DP leadership. Despite reservations over farming the accursed 
German soil and entering into relationships with German locals, the 
young farmers believed that the end goal— that is, the building o f  the 
Land o f  Israel— justified the temporary transgression of working in 
Germany. At the first meeting o f  the Conference o f  Liberated Jews 
on July 25, 1945, the representatives o f Kibbutz Buchenwald argued 
that their kibbutz could serve as a model for the thousands o f  Jewish 
youths in Germany. With ninety-four delegates representing the ap
proximately fifty thousand surviving Jews in Germany and Austria, 
the meeting was an opportunity for the Jewish DPs to state their con
cerns and come together as a cohesive political group.35 While all were 
in agreement that dijugnt (the youth), as the future o f  the Jewish peo
ple, needed to be occupied productively to prepare for life in Palestine, 
others on the newly form ed  Zionist-oriented Central Committee were 
concerned that by encouraging Jewish youths to settle on farms in 
Germany, they could be induced to remain in Germany long term. 
Still, the popularity o f  the newly organized kibbutz groups within the 
camps and the belief that some productive use of time needed to be 
provided for the many Jewish youths in Germany demonstrated the 
need to expand the farm ing project. Thus, the Central Committee and 
the Zionist groups in the DP camps came to focus their efforts in the 
sphere o f youths on vocational and agricultural training, which would 
largely be organized under the auspices o f  the kibbutz groups o f  the 
Zionist youth movements.

In response to the move o f Jewish youths into the Zionist groups, 
at the second meeting o f  the Zionist organization in Bavaria on 
August 20 in Landsberg, the Zionist leadership decided that in  addi
tion to the official formation o f  a United Zionist Organization (UZO), 
they would authorize the creation o f  No’ar Chalutzi Meuchad (United 
Pioneering Youth), more commonly known as Nocham.36 Such an of
ficial youth m ovem ent could systematize the loose clusters o f  youths 
who had already congregated in the various DP centers and guarantee
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greater membership for the UZO and Nocham, also facilitating the 
process of aliyah to Palestine from the DP camps.37 In  this initial peri
od, the various Zionist youth movements agreed to participate within 
the Nocham framework; over the course of 1946, however, divisions 
would emerge and each movement (aside from Gordoniah) erected an 
independent apparatus in the DP camps.38

According to leaders of the She’erit Hapletah, Jewish youths 
in the DP camps had a responsibility to be productive in order to 
guarantee the rebirth of the Jewish people. Furthermore, as Samuel 
Gringauz, head of the Landsberg DP camp, suggested on Yom Kippur 
in September 1945, “For you, our young people, are the agents of our 
revenge which ought to be a proud assertion to continue life. You must 
readily show the world and all our enemies that despite everything we 
are here to stay. Your revenge must be in working and toiling for your 
own land. You must create and build, dance and sing, open yourselves 
to life, to living and labor.”39 Jewish youths thus had a duty to be the re
vitalizing force in the rebirth of the Jewish people after the catastrophe. 
As Jewish youths emerged as the most vocal and desirable element of 
the Jewish DP population, such a focus could also serve to empower 
youth, who until that time had only been the victims of persecution 
and dehumanization. This language of productivization would prove 
appealing to various groups in postwar Germany who focused on the 
survivor youths (and those ages fifteen to thirty in particular) as the 
agents of Zionist productivity for the wider DP population.

The U.S. A rm y, UNRRA, th e  Jew ish  A gency, 
an d  th e  K ib b u tz  P r o je c t

While the youth movement leaders and the DP leadership viewed 
life in the kibbutz and farming as therapeutic activities for survivor 
youths, others in the Zionist movement (and in the American zone 
administration) viewed the kibbutzim from a far more functional 
and instrumental perspective. In a visit to Kibbutz Buchenwald at the 
end of July 1945, Eliyahu Dobkin, head of the Jewish Agency’s aliyali 
department and the highest-ranking Jewish Agency official to reach 
Germany until then, sought to convince kibbutz members eager to 
make aliyah that the kibbutz could have far more value as a symbolic 
protest through its continued functioning in Germany. As was noted 
in the kibbutz journal after Dobkin’s visit, “Now we asked what news 
he had for us. His reply disturbed us greatly. For he suggested that 
we should remain here as a kibbutz for the time being, since our ex
istence made us a symbol of vital political importance to the Jewish 
cause. . . . [EJven if we were given the means to proceed to Palestine,
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there were plenty o f others who would come into the kibbutz and 
maintain it in Germany as the next immigrant group.”40 (Ultimately 
the original m em bers o f  Kibbutz Buchenwald were granted the aliyah 
certificates they desired and immigrated to Palestine in August 1945.) 
Both during and after the war, however, the Yishuv continued to ques
tion whether the She’erit Hapletah could really be counted on to aid 
in the creation o f  the state. Leaders doubted both the character o f  the 
surviving population and the degree o f  Zionist enthusiasm among 
the DPs.41 Nonetheless, in his October 1945 visit to the DP camps, 
David Ben-Gurion became convinced of the Zionist enthusiasm o f  the 
She’erit Hapletah, w itnessing its early organization and initiative in 
the creation o f  training farms and kibbutzim in particular.

In October 1945 Ben-Gurion, in his capacity as head o f the Jewish 
Agency, visited the DP camps in Germany, where the Jewish DPs wel
comed him as “the personal embodiment of all their hopes for the fu
ture.”42 Major Irving Heymont, responsible for the administration o f  
the Landsberg DP camp, described Ben-Gurion's visit to Landsberg on 
October 22,1945, and the excitement that the visit engendered among 
the camp population. The cam p was already abuzz, for the day before 
the first election o f  the camp committee had occurred, with the Ichud 
Zionist slate o f Samuel Gringauz emerging victorious. A s H eym ont 
related, "To add to the excitem ent o f  election day, the camp was vis
ited by Mr. David Ben-Gurion— the head o f  the Zionist organization if 
Palestine. To the people o f the camp, he is God. It seems that he represents 
all o f their hopes o f  getting to Palestine. . . .  I don’t think that a visit by 
President Truman could cause as much excitement.’’43

Through his meetings with General Dwight D. Eisenhower and 
General Walter Bedell-Smith, Ben-Gurion learned that the U.S. Army 
authorities did not intend to stop Jewish infiltrees from Eastern Europe 
from entering the American zone; sensing an opportunity, he outlined 
a plan that was to bring as many Jews as possible into the occupation 
zones that were under U.S. command.44 In the wake o f the Harrison 
Report, in which  American authorities had been excoriated for poor 
treatment of Jews, American officials provided separate camps for 
Jews and were determined to improve conditions for Jews in the U.S. 
zone. Furthermore, Ben-Gurion submitted a number o f suggestions 
to Eisenhower on how to improve the morale o f  the Jewish DPs, which 
included allowing the Jewish DPs to govern themselves, subject to the 
ultimate authority o f  the U.S. Army, and providing agricultural and 
vocational training on confiscated Nazi farms,43

Other American officials were impressed by the early success o f  
Kibbutz Buchenwald and other farms in not only improving DP m o
rale and spiritual rehabilitation but also in providing for m any o f  their
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Major Irving Heymont converses w ith David Ben-Gurion during his visit to the Landsberg DP 
camp. Also pictured is U.S. Army chaplain Rabbi Abraham Klausner (left) and Abraham Glass- 
gold, UNRRAcamp director (farright). (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Photograph 
no. 80978A, courtesy o f Sara Huberfeld)

own food needs and preparing for their future in Palestine (and not in 
the United States) as well as serving as a possible form of punishment 
for former Nazis.46 At the time o f Ben-Gurion’s visit to the DP camps 
in  late October 1945, five agricultural training settlements were al
ready in existence, with their early success demonstrating the viability 
o f an agricultural plan on a larger scale. Kibbutz Nili, for example, was 
appropriated for Jewish DPs by the U.S. Army, which ordered the evac
uation o f Russian and Ukrainian DPs living on the farm in October 
and November 1945.47 Still, American officials had to balance their 
Jewish policy with the increasingly more important task o f German 
reconstruction.

For farms to be viable, however, they needed not only the approval 
of American officials but also the support o f a number o f aid agen
cies, which also sought to address the issue of overcrowding and DP 
demoralization, while providing shelter for the increasing numbers 
o f infiltrees being allowed to enter by American authorities. John 
Whiting, as UNRRA zone administrator, noting his belief that many 
o f the DPs ultimately sought to make their way to Palestine, also con-
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eluded that agricultural training could be an excellent way to make 
use of the Jewish DPs' time in Germany and thus justified the seizure 
o f German estates for Jewish farmers.48 Whiting in effect became a 
spokesperson for the merit o f these hakhsharot, arguing to military of
ficials that "it is, in my opinion, a fact that the use o f the properties by 
the Jewish displaced persons would increase the productivity and actu
ally contribute more to the local German economy than present usage 
does.’’49 Thus, he indirectly advocated a Zionist position, but not out o f 
an overwhelming love for the idea of a Jewish state. Rather, as he saw 
it, Zionism came to represent a solution to his immediate problem of 
overcrowding, which could lead to DP demoralization, crime, black 
market activity, and the spread of tuberculosis.

UNRRA’s support for training farms corresponded nicely with 
the Jewish Agency's diplomatic goals. UNRRA would be assisted in 
its efforts to secure land and instructors for farming projects by rep
resentatives o f  the Jewish Agency operating in Germany. Shlichim 
(emissaries) from the Jewish Agency attached to Haim Hoffman's 
delegation worked to ensure the expansion of the project. The first 
delegation of twenty Jewish Agency emissaries, technically working 
under the auspices o f UNRRA, had arrived in Germany in the middle 
of December 1945 and worked to organize aliyah, assist the Bricha in 
accommodating infiltrees from Eastern Europe, facilitate agricultural 
and vocational training, offer political instruction, and provide Zionist 
education.50 With the arrival o f more shlichim over the course o f  1946, 
the Jewish Agency team expanded its efforts to assist in the opening 
o f hakhsharot. For political reasons the Jewish Agency believed that 
such farms, while preparing youths for life in Palestine through agri
cultural training, could also prove valuable by increasing the visibility 
o f DP Zionism and isolating the pioneering avant-garde from the rest 
of the DP camp. For the m ost part, however, Jewish Agency workers 
adopted the largely instrumental view of the youths based on a con
tinuing belief in survivor youths as unsuitable for agricultural labor. 
Haim Hoffman corroborated this view of the survivor youth as less 
than ideal for the type of labor required of agricultural workers, al
though he believed that the farms could successfully transform their 
residents into suitable Zionist material: “after a short time, a different 
type o f person was created from the residents o f  the camps who was ■ 
even closer to the Eretz Israeli type of person.”51

Through the support o f these various groups, however, the num 
ber o f farms grew steadily well before the sizable influx o f Jewish refu
gees from Poland arriving with the Bricha. By June 1946 thirty-five 
farms were in existence with more than thirty-six hundred inhabitants. 
This suggests that while the stated rationale for the creation o f farms
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G r o w t h  o f  H a k h s h a r o t  in  t h e  A m e r ic a n  z o n e

Date of Survey Number of 
Hakhsharot

Number of 
Inhabitants

Total popula
tion in U.S.
Zone (Hakhshara 
Population as % 
of Total Popula
tion)

January 27, 1946 8 870 49,695 (1.75%)
May 31,1946 26 z.337 (or 2,236) 67.491 (3 -46%)
June 30,1946 35 3.661 75,517 (4 -8 4 % )

September 30, 
1946

36 3.515 138,551 (2.54%)

October 31, 1946 36 3.442 141,077 (2.4%)

Note. The calculations are based on the following JDC population surveys (available in the YIVO 
Archives): January 1946 (microfilm MK 488, Leo Schwarz Papers, reel 9, folder 57, frame 576); 
May 31, 1946 (microfilm MK 488, Leo Schwarz Papers, reel 2, folder 20, frames 835-41); June 
30,1946 (microfilm MK 488, Leo Schwarz Papers, reel 2, folder 21, frame 1024); September 30, 
1946 (microfilm MK 483, DPG reel 3, folder 29, frame 53); October 31,1946 (microfilm MK 483, 
DPG reel 3, folder 30, frame 200),

was to alleviate overcrowding, it is clear that the creation o f farms pre
ceded the large infiltration o f East European Jewish refugees with the 
Bricha, therefore indicating that diplomatic concerns may have been 
as significant as demographic ones.

Just as importantly, on the diplomatic level the high visibility of 
the kibbutzim and hakhsharot and their manifestations o f Zionist 
enthusiasm demonstrated to outside observers a perceived state of 
Palestine passion on the part o f the Jewish DPs. The apparent im
portance o f  Zionism for the increasing numbers o f arriving DPs con
firmed the necessity o f  the Zionist solution for representatives o f the 
Anglo-American Committee o f Inquiry (AACI). After beginning their 
work in Washington and London in January 1946, in February mem
bers o f the com m ission began visiting the DP camps in Germany 
and Austria as well as sites in Poland to assess the Jewish situation.52 
Notwithstanding som e concerns over Zionist propaganda and manip
ulation, on April 2 0 ,1 9 4 6 , the AACI recommended "(A) that 100,000  
certificates he authorized immediately for the admission into Palestine 
o f  Jews who have been the victims o f Nazi and Fascist persecution; (B) 
that these certificates be awarded as far as possible in 1946 and that 
actual immigration be pushed forward as rapidly as conditions will 
permit.” This was the conclusion that the committee came to not only
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A large crowd o f jewish DPs a t the Neu Freimann DP camp participate in a demonstration 
protesting British immigration policy to  Israel. (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 
Photograph no. 96435, courtesy o f Jack Sutin)

because o f a lack o f  any other options but also because the committee 
genuinely believed that this was the truest expression of the Jewish 
DPs’ desires. “Furthermore, that is where almost all o f  them want to 
go. There they are sure that they will receive a welcome denied them  
elsewhere. There they hope to enjoy peace and rebuild their lives.” The 
committee based these findings in part on surveys conducted among 
the DPs. However, the committee also firmly believed that based on 
what it had observed among the Jewish DPs, they were a group ar
dently preparing themselves for a Zionist future. While many among 
the DPs were seen as reluctant to work, “On the other hand, whenever 
facilities are provided for practical training for life in Palestine they 
eagerly take advantage o f them.”55

Despite the recommendations o f the AACI, however, over the 
course o f 1946 and into 1947 diplomatic efforts stalled, and it became 
dear that for the majority o f  the youths in the kibbutzim life would 
continue in Germany and not on the path to Palestine. As more and 
more infiltrees arrived from Poland, kibbutz groups in the DP camps 
moved to training farms in the American zone o f  Germany, where they 
would continue life within the youth movement awaiting selection for 
aliyah. The massive influx o f  Jews from Eastern Europe, with the ar-
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rival of Jews who had survived in the far reaches of the Soviet Union 
and many more families, also led to a major demographic shift in the 
DP camps. Over the course o f 1946, approximately one hundred thou
sand Jews from Eastern Europe were brought to the American zone 
o f  Germany by the Bricha, some one-third o f  them youths organized 
within the framework of kibbutzim o f  the pioneering Zionist youth 
movements.54 Who were these youths in the kibbutzim, and what did 
they get out o f  this experience? What was the initial appeal o f the kib
butz for those youths who chose to join the groups, and why did they 
choose to remain in the group rather than seek other options as time 
dragged on in Germany?

Je w is h  Yo u t h s  a n d  Z io n is m  in  th e  K ib b u t z  Gr o u p s : 
T he Ca se  of K ib b u t z  Lo c h a m e i Ha Ge ta o t  

a l  s h e m  To s ia  A l t m a n

While Kibbutz Buchenwald and Kibbutz Nili proved appealing to 
young survivors eager to remove themselves from the DP camp en
vironment in the first months after liberation, the majority o f the kib
butzim by the end o f 1946 were occupied by youths who had sur
vived the war in Poland or the Soviet Union. Unlike their counterparts 
in Germany, many o f these Polish youths had already had their first 
encounters with the Zionist framework o f  the kibbutz in Poland and 
were thus, to a greater extent, part o f a cohesive group upon their ar
rival in Germany. Nonetheless, their experience of Zionism was also a 
work in progress that had begun to be shaped first in Poland.

Among these groups infiltrating the American zone of Germany 
at the end o f 1945 were two Hashomer Hatzair kibbutzim organized 
in Sosnowiec and Bytom in Poland. Their experiences in postwar 
Germany would be fairly typical o f those for kibbutz youths. The two 
groups, which united to form one kibbutz with n o  members once 
they reached the Landsberg DP camp, took on the name Kibbutz 
Lochamei HaGetaot al shem Tosia Altman in December 1945. Like 
many o f  the Hashomer Hatzair kibbutzim in the DP camps, the kib
butz was named after a fallen resistance fighter from the movement.55 
The two madrichim  o f  the kibbutz, Miriam and Baruch Yechieli, who 
served as the guides, teachers, and spiritual leaders o f the kibbutz, had 
returned to Poland after spending the war in the Soviet Union. The 
group kept a collective diary, which was commenced while the kibbutz 
was still in Germany, detailing the history o f the kibbutz.55 Although 
the youths arriving in kibbutzim such as Tosia Altman may not have 
known it at the time, their presence in the American zone would have 
significant diplomatic ramifications.
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Cover page o f the collective diary kept by Kibbutz Lochamei HaGetaot al shem Tosia Altman. 
(Kibbutz Gazit Archive, Israel)



As was the case with the members o f Kibbutz Tosia Altman, while 
they had been filled with hope of an early arrival in Palestine follow
ing their departure from Poland, weeks in Germany soon dragged 
into months, and months dragged into years. After spending fourteen 
months in the American zone, eight o f which they spent farming the 
soil of Germany on a hakhsharah near Eschwege, the kibbutz left for 
Palestine in early 1947. They arrived there only in  the spring of 1948 
following a year-long internment in Cyprus. The length of the period 
within the DP camps raised the question o f whether the kibbutz could 
continue as a cohesive group or would remain the most appealing op
tion for the youths who had arrived in Germany. Still, through a focus 
on materials created by young Jewish DPs themselves living in the 
kibbutzim, it becomes evident that the time spent by the youths in 
the kibbutz groups was put to use in deepening Zionist enthusiasm  
and strengthening attachment to both the Jewish past and the Zionist 
future.

For many, however, the initial appeal o f the kibbutz in the summer 
o f 1945 had little to do with ideology; practical concerns were far more 
pressing. An early diary entry in Bytom described members who were 
steered to the kibbutz by the League for Labor Palestine (Ha-Liga le- 
m a’an Erets-Yisrael ha-Ovedet) and who “arrived young, without any 
ideological awareness and unable to understand the nature of kibbutz 
life. They saw the kibbutz as a practical means of aliyah to Israel.”57 
The new members in both kibbutzim in Bytom and Sosnowiec, un
aware o f many o f the meanings behind the Zionist activities in the 
kibbutz, had clearly not joined out o f  commitment to the socialist- 
Zionist ethic but instead saw the kibbutz as preferable to the meager 
options available in  Poland. As one early member, Inka Weisbort, later 
recalled, “the negative feelings were the primary reason for joining 
the kibbutz: fear o f loneliness, o f anti-Semitism, and the threats o f the 
outside world. . . . Positive feelings, like the better social atmosphere 
. . . ,  desire to make aliyah and . . .  achieve the Zionist ideal” came only 
m uch later.58

The creation o f kibbutzim and the choices made by Jewish youths 
to join them  were an important part o f a mutually beneficial relation
ship for Jewish youths and the Zionist movements in postwar Poland. 
While the movements viewed the kibbutzim as a method of enlisting 
followers and expanding the ranks of the Zionist parties, the youths 
who joined the kibbutzim tended to stay because of the psychologi
cal support they derived from the communal structure, which proved 
highly therapeutic for many of the survivors because it placed them  
with a similar community of youths who had undergone wartime 
trauma. The activity within the kibbutz, both in daily work and in edu-
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cation, could help to avert the depression, anxiety, and anger that were 
certain by-products o f the post-traumatic stress disorder that many of 
these survivors were perhaps facing.59 Although veteran movement 
activists may have been critical o f the pioneering quality of the surviv
ing youths, they were in fact dependent on these youths to reconstitute 
the decimated European movements.

While the Zionist ideological aspects o f the kibbutz were sec
ondary, by joining a kibbutz these youths were making a statement 
of membership in a Zionist organization. And membership in the 
kibbutz came along with the opportunity for education in Jewish 
and Zionist history as well as the ideology of the movement that they 
joined. (While many had abandoned the religion of their youth, the 
Jewish aspects o f the kibbutz continued to hold appeal as a mean
ingful part o f their identity.) The Zionist opportunity, however, was 
not merely defined by its end goal— the creation of a Jewish state in 
Palestine— but also came to be understood as the community pro
vided by the kibbutz, the education it offered, the structure, and the 
chance to work as well as the hope for departure from Europe.

Although the members did not necessarily join for ideological 
reasons, this did not preclude the growth o f Zionist enthusiasm. On 
the contrary, as members remained within the kibbutz, they learned 
more about their youth movement, the history o f the Zionist move
ment, the ideas and beliefs that their movement stood for, and their 
new partnership in a legacy o f wartime heroism. After their arrival in 
Germany with the Bricha, the kibbutz used the time spent in the DP 
camps to further their Zionist education and training. (Kibbutz Tosia 
Altman spent two months in  Landsberg before moving to Leipheim in 
January 1946.) The kibbutz also provided a cultural outlet for dramatic 
performances, music, dancing, and writing, all o f which were part o f  
the Zionist immersion. Both in the diary and in reports to the youth 
movement leadership, Kibbutz Tosia Altman detailed daily Hebrew 
lessons, courses in Zionist and Jewish history, the history o f the youth 
movements, and vocational and agricultural training designed to pre
pare the youths for their future lives in  Palestine.

The daily schedule o f the kibbutzim was thus run on the time of 
the youth movement, as was the calendar of the kibbutz. The daily 
activities in the kibbutz and the new interpretation of familiar events, 
such as Jewish holidays, had the function of reorienting members’ 
conceptions o f the past, present, and future. Kibbutz members paid 
special attention to the celebrations o f Jewish and Zionist movement 
holidays in the sources they created as well as in the weekly com
memoration o f the Sabbath in an oneg shabbes (enjoying the Sabbath). 
As members o f Kibbutz Tosia Altman noted in their diary, the oneg
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shabbes, held on Friday evenings, was a time to have discussions of 
literature and readings of books and newspapers and was a chance for 
members to present plays and performances; a successful oneg shabbes 
could keep the kibbutz discussing it for several days afterward.60 These 
were common to the kibbutzim of all the youth movements regardless 
o f  the level o f  religious observance. In fact, Hashomer Hatzair, as a 
Marxist-leaning socialist group, was decidedly secular, yet the move
ment calendar continued to ran according to the familiar Jewish holi
days. The weekly oneg shabbes certainly did not imply observance; both 
Kibbutz Yosef Kaplan and Kibbutz Tosia Altman noted the Sabbath as 
a popular time to go to the movies in the DP camps.6'

The celebration o f holidays within the kibbutzim tended to blend 
Jewish and Zionist motifs; in many cases, Jewish traditions were ap
propriated by the movement in order to emphasize wartime heroism. 
On the last night o f Chanukah 1945 Kibbutz Tosia Altman held a party 
to celebrate the holiday (with guests from UNRRA and representatives 
of the camp) and to bid farewell to the first aliyah group from the kib
butz. The kibbutz sang songs from the ghetto, which “described the 
many graves in which our families were buried. The songs told the sto
ries of the Jewish child, on the Jewish hom e in Poland and Lithuania, 
on Janusz Korczalc, who went to his death without abandoning the 
children he taught. The songs told the stories o f the ghetto fight
ers whose deaths in bravery rivaled the deaths o f the Maccabees.”62 
Likewise, other holidays such as the n th  o f Adar, Yom Tel Hai, and 
Purim were used as opportunities to educate the kibbutz members 
about the heroism o f Zionist leaders. Yom Tel Hai, when the mem
bers learned about the heroism of Trumpeldor, was followed a few 
days later by a more light-hearted celebration o f the Jewish holiday of 
Purim with a comical rendition of the kibbutz’s play, “ Haganah."6i The 
Fohrenwald camp newspaper noted the celebration o f a “Purim-Ownt” 
(Purim Evening) with the Hashomer Hatzair kibbutz in which the 
“madrichim  o f  the kibbutz, Mirjam . . .  gave a speech on the heroes of 
the present-day Purim, the fighters from the Warsaw, Vilna, Bialystok, 
and Czestochowa ghettos, as well as the partisans and the front-line 
fighters, who with there blood defended the honor of the Jewish peo
ple just as once before did Mordecai and Esther defend Jewish honor 
before King Ahashuerus.”64

The youth movements also used holidays as opportunities to cel
ebrate in nature with hikes, picnics, scouting games, Haganah exer
cises and bonfires. Approximately six weeks after the celebration of 
Chanukah, Kibbutz Yosef Kaplan (another Hashomer Hatzair kibbutz 
named after one o f  the founders o f the Jewish Fighting Organization 
in the Warsaw Ghetto who was killed in September 1942) commemo-
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rated Tu Be-Shevat (the New Year for the trees) with a hike in the for
est, capped offby a party and a celebratory bonfire. The kibbutz decid
ed to make a contribution to the Jewish National Fund in order to plant 
two trees in  the groves o f Kibbutz Mishmar HaEmek in Palestine in 
their name.65 Although they were still living in Germany, the kibbutz 
members were able to observe these occasions as if  they were already 
in the Land o f Israel, if  not in body then at least in spirit.

The Hashomer Hatzair movement leadership also tried to m ain
tain a sense o f  belonging to a larger community by publishing its own 
movement newspaper, which was distributed to all o f the kibbutzim 
in the American zone. The newspaper, titled Hashomer Hatzair, was 
published in Munich in Yiddish (twenty volumes appeared between 
March 1946 and October 1947) and was dedicated to keeping m em 
bers informed o f current political debates in Eretz Israel, issues fac
ing the movement there and in Germany, ideological concerns, the 
history of the movement, and the past glories o f the movement dur
ing the war. In the first volume of the newspaper, Zelig Shushan, the 
Hashomer Hatzair emissary from the Yishuv, described his encounter 
with the survivors in Europe in an article titled “The Meeting with 
the Comrades in  the Diaspora.” According to Shushan, these youths 
carried the responsibility o f those who had died to continue along the 
path o f  halutziut (the pioneering way). He assured the young survi
vors who had “seen what it is to wander on the ruins of Jewish life, 
on the cemeteries o f your parents, sisters, and brothers,” that they 
were “not alone in your struggle. You are comrades in a large move
ment, ‘Hashomer Hatzair.’ Your shoulder joins together with all o f 
the shoulders o f  Hashomer Haztair in the entire world.”66 Such an 
approach pointed to the method of the movement in reframing the 
misery and destruction o f the war as a basis for the rebirth o f  the 
Jewish people. A passage such as this, read from the newspaper to 
kibbutz members at an evening asefa (assembly), may have helped to 
infuse their recent trauma with an uplifting and potentially productive 
source o f meaning.

In addition to noting the connection to Eretz Israel and making 
members feel a part o f the community there (in time if  not in space), 
a greater part o f  the newspaper continued to emphasize the heroism  
of Hashomer Hatzair in leading wartime resistance. As was noted in 
volume 2 o f  the newspaper (April 1946) dedicated to the three-year 
anniversary o f the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, "our movement was 
among the first to make the call for rebellion.” The cover was graced 
by a drawing o f  the m ins o f the Warsaw Ghetto, and the first page 
profiled Mordecai Anielewicz, including a selection from his last will 
and testament to the world; “How happy am I that I am one o f  the
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first Jewish fighters in the ghetto.” The volume also included part of 
Abba Kovner’s appeal to the Jews of the Vilna Ghetto “not to go like 
sheep to the slaughter”67 as well as the hymn o f the United Partisans 
Organization (Fareinigte Partizaner Organizatsye), "Zog Nit Keyn 
Mol.”68 Articles by ghetto fighters Ruzhka Korzcak, Abba Kovner, and 
Chaya Klinger detailed their wartime activity in the resistance. Later 
editions of the newspaper continued this emphasis with profiles of 
other resistance leaders after whom Hashomer Hatzair kibbutzim 
were named, including Yosef Kaplan and Tosia Altman (volumes 3 and 
4) as well as leaders such as Frumka Plotnicka and Abba Kovner. The 
Zionism o f the youth movements in the kibbutzim thus replaced the 
traumatic individual past o f the survivors with the shared experience 
of wartime heroism in the ghetto revolts regardless o f what members’ 
experiences had been in the war.

Zionism in this way not only reframed the past but also provided a 
new way for the youths to understand their present situation. Kibbutz 
members came into contact with Germans on the farms and in eco
nomic exchanges; the acquisition of estates for farming and the par
ticipation o f German farmhands reveals that Jewish DPs did not live 
in a German-free vacuum in the American zone. In April 1946 the 
members of Kibbutz Tosia Altman moved to a farm near Eschwege, 
where they engaged in agricultural training designed to prepare for 
their fu ture lives in Palestine. As was the case with a number of other 
farms, the young farmers in Kibbutz Tosia Altman took over what had 
shortly before been the property o f the German war machine. As they 
described in the diary,

Before we came here we imagined to ourselves that on a farm 
can be found cows, horses, fields, etc. as is normal on every 
agricultural farm. How much was our disappointment to find 
in this place a large airport with broken plane parts scattered 
about, different building materials, machine parts, and the 
like. The building was abandoned and dirty. We were asked to 
clean it and bring things in order and change the place around 
the abandoned airfield into a blooming agricultural farm.69

Within a matter o f  weeks, however— and with the assistance of 
German farmers— the kibbutz members managed to acquire live
stock, plant crops, and begin the operation o f a fully functioning farm. 
Although their contact with Germans may have been more limited 
than those who lived in cities, they were still confronted with the real
ity o f  continued existence among their former enemies. The agricul
tural department o f the Central Committee (established in the spring
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o f 1946) worked to instill a “love for the soil” among the youths; the 
“blood-soaked” German soil would have to serve as a surrogate for the 
soil o f agricultural labor in an abstract sense.70 Still, farming German 
soil ended up having meaning for Jewish DPs on a number o f  levels. 
The DP youths in Kibbutz Nili in Pleikhershof linked fanning to re
venge, finding satisfaction in working the land on Julius Streicher’s 
estate while he stood trial in nearby Nuremberg. As the leader o f  
Kibbutz Nili wrote in the Landsberger Lager Tsaytung, the work was dif
ficult, but it was done with humor, energy, and the singing of Hebrew 
“songs of building and struggle.” With the creation o f Kibbutz Nili in 
Pleikhershof, “the white and blue flag flies over Streicher’s farm.”7' 
There could be no mistaking the symbolic value o f  this gesture by a 
kibbutz named “Nili,” based on the acronym o f the initial letters o f  the 
Hebrew verse “Netzach Yisrael Lo Yeshaldcer” (“the Strength o f  Israel 
will not lie"; 1 Sam. 15:29). The young farmers symbolically exacted 
their revenge on the “great Jew-hater,” affirming the eternal presence 
o f the Jewish people on the appropriated Nazi land. The renaming of  
farm buildings and livestock with Hebrew names were part o f  a con
sciously symbolic revenge for youths empowered by membership in a 
kibbutz and the Zionist youth movement. While Zionism could allow 
them to transcend their current situation through a focus on the fu
ture, when they did face Germany and Nazism they were now armed 
with the tools to do so. At the same time, the young farmers could take 
pride in their collective accomplishments, as farming provided some 
tangible product to their time and efforts in Germany as they waited 
for departure on aliyah.

After more than a year in Germany, the members of Kibbutz 
Tosia Altman received the news for which they had been waiting for 
so long: they should prepare themselves for departure. “Our joy knew  
no bounds. We began our preparations for aliyah, but first we thought 
about our departure party.”72 On December 2 9 ,1946 , the members of  
Kibbutz Tosia Altman held their final departure party. Yosef (Tzunik) 
Richter, Miriam’s brother, spoke and said that “in the history o f  the 
Jews there is no example o f young people like us, who only yesterday 
. .  . left concentration camps, bunkers, and forests and now . . . have 
taken upon ourselves the responsibility for the future of the people.”73 
The Hashomer Hatzair movement shaliach (emissary) Yehoshua Bruk 
praised the kibbutz as “the last o f the first kibbutzim created after 
the war to leave for aliyah” and congratulated them as they received 
the symbol o f movement graduates, the Chazak ve-Ematz (literally 
“strong and brave,” from Deuteronomy 31:7).

On January 5, 1947, the kibbutz left the farm forever, the farm 
“which we established, developed, and invested great energy [in]. Here
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Carrying rakes and hoes, members of Kibbutz Nili hakhsharah (Zionist collective) pass through 
the entrance arch on their way to the fields. (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, 
Photograph no. 30025, courtesy of Ruchana Medine White)

we were educated and trained for different forms of work and there
fore this period will remain engraved in our hearts. She [the farm] 
sealed on us the signature of productive work.”74 Their efforts on the 
farm were temporary, but the members sensed that the work had 
left a permanent impression and in ensuring their departure from 
Germany had been worth any physical or emotional hardship. They 
took a train from Eschwege via Frankfurt to the south. It was far too 
cold (28 degrees F) to traverse the Alps for Italy (a common border 
crossing route for Bricha groups), so they joined their comrades in 
Kibbutz Shmuel Breslaw at Hochland and awaited their departure. For 
many of the kibbutz members, the ten days spent at Hochland prior to 
leaving constituted a long-awaited vacation where the working condi
tions were easy and they were allowed to sleep late. Finally, on January 
16, 1947, they left Hochland traveling via Leipheim. At dawn on the 
morning of January 17,1947, the kibbutz reached the Austro-German 
border on trucks driven by members of the Bricha. As was noted in 
the diary, “we left forever the cursed Germany, in which we resided for 
14 months, beginning in November 1945 until January 1947. Beautiful 
and rich experiences were our part during this period, but everyone 
was united in his/her thoughts on the difficult path that lay before us.” 
The kibbutz spent two months in Italy before leaving for Palestine. On
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the way, they were intercepted by British forces and were deported to 
Cyprus, where much of the kibbutz spent one more year before de
parting for Palestine in March 1948.75

Conclusion: The Functions of Zionism 
in Postwar Germany

For the youths in the kibbutzim, the ideological pronouncements of 
Central Committee leaders such as Samuel Gringauz and Zalman 
Grinberg mattered little. Nonetheless, ideology provided a significant 
foundation for a distinctive form of DP Zionism that supported the 
postwar political contributions of the DPs on the diplomatic level by 
appealing to various groups interested in ameliorating the DP situa
tion. On the ground, DP Zionism could succeed because it made sense 
both on the ideological level and the practical level; without pragmatic 
solutions to the most pressing needs of the young survivors, it could 
not have attracted and maintained the membership that it did.

It is clear that the DPs played an important role in the creation of 
the State of Israel so soon after the war. However, even without the 
retroactive knowledge that the State of Israel would ultimately be cre
ated, Zionism was highly successful in filling a positive function for 
DP youths in the aftermath of the Holocaust by providing a secure en
vironment for vocational training, education, and rehabilitation and a 
surrogate family that could ultimately restore their belief in humanity 
For the wider Jewish DP population, Zionism filled a symbolic need 
that had arisen for the Jewish people in the wake of tragedy even if not 
all would make the Zionist dream their personal reality In the words 
of one survivor who intended to live in Montevideo but responded to a 
survey by indicating that he would make aliyah to Palestine, “I may be 
able to live in Uruguay but the Jews . . .  the Jews must live in Israel.” 
Zionism in the DP camps was thus not merely a monolithic Zionism, 
geared solely to the requirements of the Yishuv; it filled the needs of 
many groups productively therapeutically, and diplomatically.

In February 1947 the British referred the problem of Palestine to 
the United Nations, and following the drama of the Exodus Affair in 
the summer of 1947 and the work and report of United Nations Special 
Committee on Palestine, the United Nations voted for the partition 
of Palestine on November 29, 1947. The announcement was greeted 
with great enthusiasm in the DP camps, and the Central Committee 
declared that "on the ruins of the Diaspora will arise the Jewish state, 
which will represent the most beautiful ideals of our people and will 
give the possibility to return the Jewish masses of the historical past 
and the coming future. With the help of the Jewish state the Jewish
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camps in Germany will be liquidated and the Jewish people will return 
to the family o f free nations after 2 0 0 0  years.”76

As hostilities broke out between the Haganah and Arab forces, the 
DPs were called upon to stand up in defense o f the homeland they had 
never seen. The youths, who had proudly demonstrated their Zionist 
enthusiasm in the kibbutz groups, were asked to do their duty to the 
people on behalf o f  the wider DP population. At the Third Congress of 
the She’erit Hapletah in  early April 1948, the Central Committee is
sued its call: “The Fatherland Calls: Do Your Duty to the People.” The 
Zionist movement, the Yishuv, and indeed the Fatherland was calling, 
and in the DP camps the youth were expected to answer this call.
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