                     Letters to Paula


                                 by Simon Griver





Paula Ben Gurion suffered a fate common to wives of public figures, frequently finding herself a grass widow while her husband was engaged in his political activities. It was a lonely role that she bore stoically, though as extracts from the following letters sent to her by Ben-Gurion show, he sorely missed her during his prolonged absences abroad.





These letters also reveal fascinating aspects of BG’s own character. He was a faithful correspondent, writing regularly, affectionately and in great detail. The letters expose a sensitive romantic, who was modest, determined and unstintingly dedicated.





In December 1917 David Ben-Gurion (known by many simply as BG) married Paula Munweis, a Russian born New York nurse. The following May he joined the Jewish Legion of the British Army to fight against the Turks in Palestine. Paula was five months pregnant at the time with their first daughter, Geula. They were not reunited until November 1919 when Paula and daughter reached Jaffa. The following passages from BG’s letters show the depth of his passion for both his wife and the Zionist cause:





“You are the only thing I miss,” he wrote on June 1, 1918, “and I won’t find anything as precious as you in the whole world, not even in the Land of Israel.”





Unlike most leaders, BG did not seek power but had it thrust upon him. The following letter dated June 13, 1918, epitomizes the story of his life: “Yesterday evening, out of the blue, they published an order that I had been made a corporal. I have not agreed to take this post and unless they force me to accept it because of military discipline I won’t do so. Meanwhile the camp is buzzing with the story of the promotion and my refusal.”





For most of this period BG was torn between his love for Paula and his desire to help build a Jewish state.  “I left you my dearest,” he wrote on June 15, 1918, “but not because I don’t love you enough. I did what I had to do for you as well. And I promise you my dear Paula that the time will come - and it is not far off - when you yourself will feel this and understand. Then you will realize that the greatest thing I could do for you now was to say goodbye and vounteer for the Legion, to leave you and our unborn child and go off to war, because what I have done will make our love holy and prepare the way for our happiness. When I fell in love with you and decided to join our lives together, I didn’t want to give you a small, cheap kind of happiness. I have prepared for you  the great, holy, human happiness that is bought with suffering and torment.”





In BG’s life great personal moments were fused with the historical fate of the Jewish people. The following letter was written on September 17, 1918 after the final capture of Palestine by the British and just before the birth of his daughter: 





“Great changes are taking place now which will bring us together much sooner than I had imagined until recently. Already one country is free, and the great liberated and independent morrow for our people is dawning over the hills of Judea and Galilee. The birth of our child is taking place at a happy moment, when our land has been redeemed.”





It seems that Paula was not anxious to rush out to the Land of Israel with her newly-born daughter as the following letter of May 8,1919, reveals: “You are worried that you won’t be able to find milk and eggs here. My dear Paula, do you really think I would bring my child here so that she would suffer? I will give you so many eggs and so much milk for her that you’ll be able to bathe her in milk, if you’ll feel like it. Why do you pay attention to the stories people tell in New York about life in Palestine? I promise you Paula that Geula will have everything here that she has in Brooklyn and the Bronx, at least until she wants to go to the Metropolitan Opera.”





And so, in November 1919, Paula joined her husband. Their next extended separation was between 1935 and 1939 when BG was in Europe, particularly in London, lobbying the British government.





The letters are not like the earlier ‘love letters’; they are the dry accounts of a powerful man, but not a man who has sold his soul for the sake of power. They reveal a man dedicated to the establishment of a Jewish state.





“Life, Paula, life is difficult altogether. My life in particular is very hard. I have never complained, and I am not complaining now. I know what life is all about, and I know that others suffer even more than I do. All my life I have tried to do my work and to do my share as best I could, whether this was easy or difficult, safe or dangerous. But I am very lonely. All my life I have been alone, although I have many comrades and friends. Perhaps my nature is to blame. But the fact is that I am a lonely man, and sometimes I find this almost intolerable. I stand alone and a heavy burden rests on me. Sometimes this burden becomes too heavy. Yet I carry it with love, and with all my power.”





As World War II loomed, BG became increasingly despondent, although he remained optimistic that the Zionist mission could be accomplished. He wrote on October 7, 1938: “The time we are living in is one of power politics. Moral values no longer have any force The ears of the leaders are closed, and all they can hear is the sound of the canons. And the Jews of the Diaspora have no cannons.





If, heaven forbid, we are betrayed, like the Czechs, there is only one prop we can rely on: the Jewish community of Palestine itself.”





The concluding letter in this collection entitled “Letters to Paula” (Valentine, Mitchell: London), was written by BG from New York in 1942 to Paula and their three children, Geula, Amos and Renana, after he had heard of the death of his father: “From him I obtained my love for the Jewish people, the Land of Israel, the Hebrew language. He was a rare father, full of love. He was a good and faithful Jew. He was an honest and good-hearted man, with compassion for others and an open heart. When I come home I shall not see him again. And this makes me sad.”





Ben-Gurion aspired to match his father’s qualities. That he too remained honest, good-hearted and compassionate while reaching the pinnacle of power is an admirable epitaph for the architect of the Jewish state.
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