The Discussion Guide




Introduction

“In Our Own Hands — The Hidden Story of
the Jewish Brigade in World War II” recovers a critical piece of history enshrouded in
the shadow of the Holocaust and lost in the fateful years leading to the birth of
Israel. As a story of personal conviction, conscience and enterprising spirit it stands
alone as an expression of individual heroism and an uncommon humanity.

The voices in the film are those of ordinary people in extraordinary times —
Johanan Peltz, Shlomo Shamir, Hanoch Bartov, Maxim Kahan, Israel Carmy, Aharon
Hoter-Ishay and others — men whose actions are writ large in the history of their
people. Here memories are retrieved: fighting a symbolic battle; exacting a personal
brand of justice against Nazi officers in hiding; finding, caring for and bringing hope
to Holocaust survivors; and helping give birth to the state of Israel.

The following discussion guide expresses the thoughts of educators in a
variety of overlapping fields and different academic levels who have found

In Our Own Hands a uniquely powerful tool for the teaching of history, evoking
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discussions in many subject areas, including:
= Jewish Identity: History and Heritage

= Modern World History

= Zionism and the Creation of a Jewish Homeland
= Jewish Participation in World War Il

= The Holocaust and its Aftermath

= The History of Israel
= The Current Arab-Israeli Conflict

The film also raises more philosophic
questions about identity, personal resistance, conflicting loyalties, justice and
revenge, and the consequences of moral decision making. As such, whether you
are a public, private or religious school teacher, college-level educator or adult
forum leader, the film offers compelling and adaptable subject matter for diverse
groups, and applies to Jewish and non-Jewish audiences alike.

In Our Own Hands is available in two versions. The first is 85 minutes in length,
and is available on 16mm film or video. A shorter version, specifically created
for education, runs 55 minutes, and is available on video only. For more effective
classroom use, the latter can be shown in two 27-minute segments.

Answers to most of the study questions can be found in the film. There are,

however, several questions on broader themes that may require background
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research. To that end, the attached bibliography will aid students and teachers alike.
Preview the film carefully. Study the guide. Adapt it to your own needs. By
choosing from among the many suggestions and questions offered in it, we the

producers hope you will find unique and creative ways to use In Our Own Hands.

Chuck Olin, Chuck Cooper and Matthew Palm

SYNOpPsis

armies were advancing across Europe, soon to gain control of the continent. Eager

The year was 1939. Hitler’s

to face the Germans in battle, Jews in Palestine, living under British rule, sought
permission to form an all-Jewish fighting force. The British War Office, fearful of
offending the Arabs, and knowing the Jewish leadership secretly wanted military
training for a future Jewish Army, refused.

For nearly five years the Jews in Palestine continued to ask, and to wait.
Finally, with the horrors of the Holocaust well-known, British Prime Minister Winston
Churchill overrode the objections of his War Office and in September, 1944, His
Majesty’s Jewish Brigade was formed. Within the Brigade, the Jewish Agency
and the Haganah had their own secret leadership and a separate agenda that
would not be revealed until after the war.

In the early spring of 1945, the Brigade went into action against the German
Army in the Senio River Valley near Bologna, Italy. After two months of fighting,

taking heavy casualties, the Brigade emerged victorious.

“After the Holocaust, and after the fact that so many million Jews went to their
death without fighting, I think this is the most important facet of the
Jewish Brigade. We broke a taboo. We proved to the world that we
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can fight. We proved to ourselves that we can fight.”

Johanan Peltz, Jewish Brigade

Within weeks of their victory, the war in Europe was over. Stationed on the Italian-
Austrian border, individual Brigade soldiers, often going AWOL, fanned out

across Europe to look for surviving family members. In camp after camp, they
learned the worst. Saddened but also full of rage, these young Jewish soldiers

returned to base and soon began forming secret vengeance squads. Though
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The migration
of Jews from Europe
to Palestine,

1920’s and 1930’s.

The Brigade’s position
along the front line,
Spring, 1945.

Brigade locations
after the war (high-
lighted). The move-
ment of Jewish
refugees, aided by
the Brigade, 1945-
1946 (arrows).



never official Brigade policy, within months the squads identified scores of Nazi
officers and collaborators in the area, and executed them.
Despite feelings of revenge, the Brigade’s paramount mission, carried out

illegally, was to look for Holocaust survivors...and bring them hope.

“We came as an angel of life, I would say, to the Jewish people.
Soldiers are supposed to fight, kill or be killed. And what we did as soldiers,
we found dead people and we helped them to go back to life.”

Hanoch Bartov, Jewish Brigade

“We cried. We screamed. We jumped. We kissed one another.
Can you imagine, from the ghettos and the fires, to see Jewish soldiers?”

Lisa Derman, Survivor

The Allied Command, not recognizing Jewish refugees as having their own identities,
was intent on returning them to their former countries where new and violent
anti-Semitism had already claimed hundreds of lives. Alarmed, David Ben-Gurion,
head of the Jewish Agency, designed a bold and secret plan to move Jews into
camps of their own.

The Jewish Brigade, under its Haganah leadership and under the noses of the
British, put the plan to work. They stole trucks, forged papers and bribed border
guards to bring survivors to Jewish camps where they were fed, clothed, cared for,

and made ready for a longer journey...to Palestine.

“We had a net over the whole of Europe which was then about five million
P
people of all nations and denominations who were moving from place to place,
and we directed our streams toward Palestine.”

Meir Zorea, Jewish Brigade

At the same time, increasingly concerned about their lack of weapons to effectively
fight a future war in Palestine against the Arabs or the British, Brigade soldiers,
under orders from the Haganah, began stealing arms and ammunition from military
ordnance depots throughout Europe.

The more the British found out about the Brigade’s activities, the less they
could tolerate the magnitude of the continuing illegal operations. Wanting
these troublesome young Jews out of Europe, in April, 1946, the British War Office

disbanded the Brigade, sending its soldiers home. Some men secretly stayed
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behind —and helped hundreds more refugees escape to Palestine.

Two years later, in 1948, when Israel fought its War of Independence, many
Jewish Brigade veterans, including thirty-five who later became generals, served
with distinction. Their military training within the British Army, their experience
under fire in World War Il, their help in rescuing the remnants of European Jewry,
and the role they played in Israel’s many struggles for survival have earned the

men of the Jewish Brigade a unique place in history.

“If there is a claim to the meeting of the remnants of Europe, the major
claim is survival. Survival of the people as people, survival as a group
in terms of a state, of a homeland of their own. Survival.”

Shlomo Shamir, Jewish Brigade

“We had the inner-feeling that we are able to do it, that we are able
to defend ourselves, that we are able to acquire this piece of land
for ourselves and the remnants...Could it not have happened? It could
not have happened. But it did happen, and we are here.”

Hanoch Bartov, Jewish Brigade

Jewish soldiers in the
British Army, Middle

East, 1941, carrying a
Torah to a religious

service in the desert.

Soldiers of the Jewish
Brigade, Italy, 1945,

with Jewish remnants.
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Study Questions

Introduction & General Orientation

Q: In the opening lines of the film, Hanoch Bartov and Johanan Peltz express
opposing views about the significance of what the Jewish Brigade accomplished:

Bartov: “Soldiers are supposed to fight, kill or be killed. And what we did as
soldiers, we found dead people and we helped them to go back to life.”

Peltz: “We broke a taboo. We proved to the world that we can fight. We
proved to ourselves that we can fight, that Jews can fight and they can win.”

Discuss the difference in these two perspectives. Which best captures the
significance of the Jewish Brigade?

Q: The narrator characterizes the Jewish Brigade as “young volunteers from...
Palestine who helped win a war and in a larger way changed history.” In what
sense did they achieve these two things?

Q: What does the title In Our Own Hands mean?

Q: As the subtitle to the film suggests, the story of the Jewish Brigade has indeed
been “hidden” for decades. Why do you think this is so?

Q: What impacted you most about the story?

Zionism

Q: Discuss Zionism and the dream of a Jewish homeland. What were the
European Jews who settled in Palestine looking for? What were they fleeing in
Europe, especially as Hitler came to power?

World War | begins November 2: Balfour Declaration WWI ends
pledges British support for a Jewish state
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Q: What were the claims of the Jewish community in Palestine to a homeland of
their own? Contrast this to the claims of the Arabs living in Palestine.

The Jewish Agency and the Haganah

Q: Explain the roles of the Jewish Agency and the Haganah. Why was the Jewish
Agency called “the government-in-waiting?”

Q: What were the motives of the Jewish Agency in pressing for
an all-Jewish fighting force? Why was it crucial to gain battle
experience in a “regular army in a full-scale war?” How was this
different from the experience of the Haganah?

Q: Discuss the significance of a distinct Jewish unit having a
flag of its own.

British Rule in Palestine

Q: Explain the British presence in Palestine following
World War .

Q: Why was the British White Paper of 1939 issued? How did
it change the situation for the Jews in Palestine? How did it

affect Jews living in Europe?

A Jewish soldier in

the British Army, Q: Netanel Lorch paraphrases Ben-Gurion’s statement that “we would fight
Middle East, 1942, against Hitler as if the White Paper did not exist, and we would fight against the
prior to the Brigade’s White Paper as if Hitler did not exist.” Explain.

formation. Hebrew

writing on shell reads: Q: Why did the British reject Chaim Weizmann’s proposal of an all-Jewish fighting
“Greetings to Hitler.” force, especially early in the war when England was short of manpower?

Q: How did the British War Office and Colonial Office feel about Jews? What was

July: British Mandate in Palestine begins The Jewish Agency created in Palestine Nazi Party comes to power in Germany

37,000 Jews immigrate to Palestine
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1935

Churchill’s position concerning Jews, and Zionism in particular?
Q: Why, nearly five years after the first request for a Jewish unit, and with
the war in Europe winding down, did Churchill finally allow the formation of His

Majesty’s Jewish Brigade Group?

Hitler’s Rise to Power

Q: Describe events in Germany in the 1930’s. How did the Jews in Palestine
feel about what was happening there?

Q: In the film, Netanel Lorch says that, with the start of WWII, the Jews in Palestine
now had to “choose between enemies.” What does he mean?

The Brigade in Action

Q: How did the British feel about allowing Palestinian Jews to serve in senior staff
positions within the Brigade?

Q: Explain the importance of the Brigade’s insignia. Why a yellow star of David
rather than the traditional blue?

Q: Avram Silberstein gives as his reasons for coming to Palestine from Poland
his desire to escape his status as a second-class citizen, to study and to
contribute to the new country. In what sense was he fulfilling these goals by serving
in the Jewish Brigade?

Q: How did the Brigade soldiers react to taking their first German prisoners at La
Georghetta? How did these feelings play out later in the story?

Q: As Shlomo Shamir acknowledges, the Jewish Brigade’s time on the front was
more symbolic than military in value. Why then was their presence in Europe during
the war so important?

1936 1938

Nuremberg Laws restrict Jews’ civil Arab Revolt in Palestine begins Nov 9 & 10: Kristalnacht in Germany

rights in Germany

69,000 Jews immigrate to Palestine
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Q: Consider the statement of Johanan Peltz that because “so many million Jews
went to their deaths without fighting, this is the most important facet of the
Jewish Brigade: we proved to the world that we can fight.” Discuss this in light
of the situation Jews found themselves in during the Holocaust, as well as the
ways they did resist.

After the War: Vengeance and Rescue

Q: Immediately following the war,
Jewish Brigade soldiers left their
unit at Tarvisio, often going AWOL to
look for family members. Was their
absence justified?

Q: When the truth about the exter-
mination camps reached the members
of the Jewish Brigade, some formed

secret vengeance squads to assassi-

nate Nazi officers in hiding. Does the

The Jewish Brigade heinous nature of the crimes against Jews during the Holocaust justify revenge?
on the Italian Front, What about due process? The right to a fair trial? The accused presumed
Spring, 1945. innocent until proven guilty?

Q: Oly Givon, a German-speaking member of the vengeance squad, confronted one
fugitive Nazi officer and interrogated him. “At the moment that | was a hundred
percent sure that he was the man who killed Jews, | said to him, ‘In the name of the
nation of the Jews, | kill you. And [ killed him.”” By what right did Givon speak and
act in the name of the Jewish people?

Q: Despite the intensity of the urge for vengeance, the Brigade’s focus soon
shifted from killing to saving. Explain.

1939 1940

May: British finally crush Arab Revolt Sept. 1: Germany invades Poland, May: British Colonial Office declares
World War Il begins opposition to a Jewish fighting force

May 17: British issue White Paper of 1939,
limiting Jewish immigration to Palestine Oct: 36,000 Palestinian Jews volunteer

Aug: Chaim Weizmann makes first to British army

offer of a Jewish fighting force to aid in
British war effort
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Q: As Hanoch Bartov says about meeting a group of survivors in Klagenfurt,
Austria, “Their reaction was as if they saw the Messiah.” What did these young
Jewish soldiers represent to the survivors? Why was their impact so profound?
(Consider the testimony of others in the film.)

Q: What was the status of Jews in the Displaced Persons camps

- —
(s after the war? What was the Allies’ position concerning the Jews and
| iﬁ& repatriation? How was repatriation an additional burden to Jewish

refugees? Why weren’t the refugees allowed to go to Palestine?

Q: What was the Haganah'’s secret agenda within the Brigade?
In what ways would the Haganah use the Jewish Brigade as an
instrument for the construction of a Jewish state?

Q: How do you feel about the fact that the Brigade engaged in
illegal activities on behalf of the refugees? Where did the authority
to conduct this work originate?

Q: While not the only group assisting Jewish refugees, Brigade
soldiers were distinguished by two qualities: their Zionism,

which persuaded them that Israel was the ideal destination for

The flag mutiny of the survivors; and their access to the materials and transportation of the British
the Palestine Army. How critical were these differences, and how essential was the Jewish
Regiment, 1943, Brigade’s contribution to the refugee effort in 1945-46?

Benghazi, Egypt.
Q: Many members of the Jewish Brigade were drawn from the Haganah, where
they became accustomed to their role as underground adversaries of British
authority. In what ways do you think this status helped the Brigade to conceive
and carry out its illegal efforts on behalf of the refugees after the war?

Q: How do you feel about the Brigade’s stealing arms from British ordnance
depots? Does the end — securing weapons for Israel’s future War of Independence
—justify the means?

Dec: Japan attacks Pearl Harbor, U.S. May/June: Rommel’s German Army Nov: British defeat Germans at El Alamein
enters WWII advances across North Africa, threaten- . . .
. . Nov: Jewish Agency receives first reports
ing Palestine

of the Holocaust
May: The Palestine Regiment formed by
the British
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Conclusions:

Q: How did the special role of the Brigade veterans in fighting Israel’s War of
Independence bear out the feelings of David Ben-Gurion and Chaim Weizmann
in wanting a Jewish fighting unit trained by the British?

Q: Military considerations notwithstanding, Shlomo Shamir sees a direct
cause-and-effect relationship between the creation of the Jewish Brigade and the
founding of the Jewish state. Do you agree?

Q: Hanoch Bartov states that “we changed, in a way, the direction of Jewish
history.” What does he mean?

Q: What is the significance of the story of the Jewish Brigade when set
against fifty years of Israeli history? Against the continuing struggle between
Jews and Arabs?

Q: The film’s epilogue states, “The men of the Jewish Brigade long ago realized
their youthful dreams of a homeland of their own. Having a country at peace
with its neighbors, a safe place for future generations, is yet to be fully realized.”
What does this mean in the context of present day Israel and the on-going
peace process?

Q: What in the end is the greatest legacy of the story of the Jewish Brigade? Why
is it an important aspect of Jewish heritage?

Jan: Germans surrender to Russians at Mar: Weizmann pleads with British to Oct/Nov: Brigade leaves for Italy, train-

Stalingrad

May: Total Axis surrender in Africa

May: Warsaw Ghetto uprising suppressed

by Germans

Sept: Allies invade Italy
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mobilize a Jewish fighting force to take ing begins in Fiuggi
part in the liberation of Europe

June: Allies launch D-Day invasion

Sept 20: Churchill announces formation
of His Majesty’s Jewish Brigade
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