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~ . o
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Defense of Haifa 1939-1940: The Origins of Jewish Artillery in Palestine
Itzhak-Tsach Moshe

Summary

The work describes the processes of planning, organizing and the operating of the
defense array built by the British in Haifa port and its surroundings during the years
1939-1940. The process of planning the defense of Haifa has begun long before the
preparations for World War I1. However, its breaking accelerated the transition from
planning to execution, something which involved cooperation with the leadership of
the Jewish "Yeshuv'. The work will describe the British plans for the defense of Haifa,
the cooperation for its implementation, and will look at a case study — the recruitment
of the Jewish coastal artillerymen to the British coastal artillery battery that defended
Haifa.

In the first decade of the twentieth century, when the British Empire made preparations
for a possible upcoming war against The Ottoman Empire, it identified Haifa as the
preferred landing beach for military forces in the eastern Mediterranean. The need for
such a plan arose from the British fear that the Ottomans and their allies would try to
move forces to take over the Suez Canal, based on the Hejaz railway. Haifa Bay was
chosen as the appropriate point to land due to the natural protection by the mountains
surrounding it, and the fast and convenient way from it, including via the Haifa branch's
railway, towards the main route Hijaz railway. After the First World War, when the
British received the mandate over the country, Haifa was chosen as the place to build a
deep-water port for coast between Alexandria and Beirut. The port was designated for
both military and civilian purposes. The original uses intended for the port of Haifa
were an anchorage for destroyers, an anchorage for merchant ships, a base for the Air
Force, and a civilian air infrastructure.

When it was established in 1933, the port was categorized into the lowest level of
protection: level 'C'. Following the beginning of the war in Abyssinia in 1935 and the
rise of the Italian threat, the defense of the port was elevated to level 'B' thus it was
equipped with four coastal guns, but with no standing operating personnel. With the
accumulation of assets in the vicinity of the port - the fuel reservoir, and the decision to
build the refineries in 1938, the Royal Admiralty initiated staff work to raise the port to
the 'A’ level of protection. This level necessitated the existence of standing defense units
throughout the year. In conjunction with military process, the High Commissioner to
Palestine, Sir Harold McMichael started a civilian staff work for organizing the defense
of Haifa. World War Il began before these works were carried out, and they were
partially completed by the end of its first year. A Coastal Defense battery and an Anti-
Aircraft gun battery were deployed to Haifa, the only location in Palestine that was
given a defense from air and sea attacks.

As early as 1937, in preparation for the publication of the conclusions of the 'Peel
Committee’, the leadership of the Jewish "Yeshuv' started planning a Jewish military
force. The Jewish leadership prepared for several scenarios: For the continuation of the
Avrab attacks on the Jewish settlements and transportation, and for defending the Jewish
territory, should it to be founded. In both areas the Jews had to lean on the British, both
in training and in equipment. The British for their part, refused to train a Jewish military



force, except for police duties, so as not to anger the Arab population in the country and
in the region. Even after the outbreak of the war, they initially agreed to recruit soldiers
only for auxiliary jobs only. "Yeshuv' leadership cooperated with the British recruiting
method, albeit in a reluctant manner, and opened negotiations with the government.

The British wanted to recruit every person who was qualified for their needs, the Jewish
leadership opposed to this. It is evident that the importance of supporting the British
was clear to the Yeshuv's leadership, however for the sake of appearance of opposition
to the 'White Paper' hardening of positions was needed. Recruiting by the terms of the
British was portrayed in large parts of the settlement as a surrender. Although both sides
wanted to recruit soldiers, by the first bombing of Palestine by the Italian Air force in
July 1940, only few members of the Yeshuv were mobilized. Some of the recruits did
not come through the leadership but enlisted directly to the British ranks. On some
occasions the Jewish leadership consciously sabotaged these British recruitment efforts.
Many of the recruits, contrary to the position of the leadership, also served outside
Palestine.

On September 7, 1939, the first Israelis enlisted to the 17th Coastal Defense Battery in
Haifa. By the end of January 1940, 42 out of 169 officers and other ranks (all the others
were British) were serving in the battery, this is the number of artillerymen recruited
until October 1940. The British were short of men, they needed local artillerymen so
they could relive the British ones to other arenas. The Jewish leadership knew that they
would need professional artillerymen for their future army. Despite this, the number of
recruits was low, and the Jewish authorities seemed to ignore them. The experiences of
the 42 gunners were very difficult. The artillery batteries of the colonial army were used
to recruit local "natives"” in various parts of the empire and to treat them as inferiors.
The Jews soldiers would not have this treatment. Both parties were anxious, to the point
of using physical violence. On top of that, the Jewish soldiers, who did not even
undergo basic training suffered from professional deficiencies, and naturally cultural
differences as well as language barriers, which were not addressed by either side.

The work ends with the description of the Haifa-Fortress's efficiency and readiness put
into the test: the bombings of the Italian Air Force starting in July 1940. The defense
array failed, as it was unable to prevent any of the nine air raids, in each of which
between five and ten bombers took part. The Italians inflicted damage, and for a short
period of time even reduced the production of the refineries, due to the fears that were
sown in their workers. However, only in July 1940, in the shadows of air raids, the
British and Jewish leadership began to work in an almost harmonies cooperation
regarding the recruitment issues.



Defense of Haifa 1939-1940: The Origins of
Jewish Artillery in Palestine

By: Itzhak-Tsach Moshe
Supervised by: Prof. Arnon Golan

THESIS SUBMITTED AFTER CONFERRAL
OF THE MASTER’S DEGREE

University Of Haifa
Faculty of Social Sciences
Department of Geography and Environmental Studies

November 2022



Defense of Haifa 1939-1940: The Origins of
Jewish Artillery in Palestine

Itzhak-Tsach Moshe

THESIS SUBMITTED AFTER CONFERRAL
OF THE MASTER’S DEGREE

University Of Haifa
Faculty of Social Sciences
Department of Geography and Environmental Studies

November 2022



