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משרד ראש הממשלה

אגף התקשורת


Translation

March 20, 2007

Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s Speech at the Official Memorial Ceremony for Past Presidents and Prime Ministers

Today, the first day of the month of Nisan, the “New Year of Kings” according to tradition, we extol the memory and activities of the State of Israel’s presidents and prime ministers who passed away: of Chaim Weizman, the most prominent and important Zionist leader during the decisive period between the two World Wars, who was elected president of the temporary State Council, and later the first President of Israel; of Yitzhak Ben-Zvi, a member of the “Bar-Giora” group and president of the National Committee, researcher of the tribes of Israel, who was the second President; of the third president, Zalman Shazar, the author and intellectual; of Chaim Herzog – fighter, diplomat and military historian – who served as the sixth president; and of Ezer Weizman, who was one of the founders of the Air Force and who shaped its spirit, who filled an important role in achieving peace with Egypt and who was elected Israel’s seventh president.

During this official memorial service, we will remember past prime ministers: David Ben-Gurion, the architect of the Revival of Israel, the first of the State’s leaders; Moshe Sharett, who nurtured and developed Israel’s foreign relations; Levi Eshkol, man of agriculture, settlement and of the economy, who 40 years ago stood at the head of the national unity government during the campaign in which the IDF attained its glorious victory during the Six Day War; Golda Meir, the forceful leader who led the country with an iron first during the War of Attrition and during the hellish test of the Yom Kippur War; Menachem Begin, the outstanding parliamentarian who, after many long years in the opposition, was elected Prime Minister and was privileged enough to initiate and sign the historic peace accord with Egypt, and to whom we can also attribute the neighborhood rehabilitation project and the removal of the nuclear threat from Iraq; and Yitzhak Rabin, the Chief of General Staff during the Six Day War, who during his tenure as ambassador to Washington strengthened the alliance of strategic relations with America, and who, as Prime Minister during the 1970’s, achieved the temporary agreement with Jordan, Egypt and Syria, and later conducted the difficult and obstacle-laden political process with the Kingdom of Jordan.  We will remember and never forget that the murderous hand of a Jewish villain ended his life, to our misfortune and shame.

Madam Acting President,

Every year, this official ceremony is dedicated to one president and one prime minister, and this year we remember the sixth president, Chaim Herzog and the first prime minister, David Ben-Gurion.

Chaim Herzog arrived at the Presidents’ Residence with a long and impressive history of personal accomplishments and loyal service, as one who contributed immensely to the people and the country.  As a law student in England, Chaim Herzog joined the British Army at the outbreak of World War II, and served as an intelligence officer in the framework of the Allied Forces which defeated Nazi Germany and liberated Western Europe.  Upon his return to Israel after the war, he served in the Hagana and later helped establish the Intelligence Corps in the IDF.  He eventually served as head of the intelligence division in the General Staff.  During the tense days leading up to the Six Day War, 40 years ago, Chaim Herzog was called upon to broadcast commentary on “Kol Israel” radio, then practically the only station, which helped reduce the public’s anxiety about a comprehensive Arab attack and of an aerial “blitz” against Israel’s cities.  It is impossible to forget what Herzog said during the five days leading up to the outbreak of battle, something which is strongly etched into public consciousness:

“…From knowing the facts, without a hint of boastfulness, if I were faced with the choice between sitting in an Egyptian plane charged with bombing Tel Aviv and sitting at home in Tel Aviv, for purely selfish reasons, I would prefer, for the sake of my health, to sit in Tel Aviv…”

 It was one of Chaim Herzog’s finest hours.  It was one of Israel’s finest hours.  At one time, we knew how to conduct ourselves with composure, restraint and reserve.  Not with overexcitement and shouting, but with responsibility and seriousness – these were characteristics of Chaim Herzog and of Israeli society in those days.  Another of his finest hours was the opportunity he had years later, when he served as ambassador to the UN and bravely defended the justness of Zionism and the State of Israel in the face of a hostile majority which passed the appalling resolution equating Zionism with racism.  As his father, the Chief Rabbi of the Land of Israel, Yitzhak Herzog of blessed memory, did with the White Paper of 1939, so did Chaim Herzog: he ripped to shreds the draft of the resolution, in an unforgettable image, in front of the entire world.

As President of Israel, Chaim Herzog was an outstanding official representative.  He contributed greatly to the honor of the country and to the institution of president, and strived for national unity, strengthened democracy and the rule of law, and acted to bridge parties, sectors and faiths within Israeli society and between Israel and the Diaspora.

David Ben-Gurion was one of the greats in Jewish history, and one of the greatest leaders in the world during the 20th century.  The hand of providence brought this man of vision, daring and action to the defining crossroad of the people of Israel, between the Holocaust and the Revival.  He lead the campaign to establish the country, formulated the patterns of democratic rule, designed the IDF as a national army, led the young country to victory in the War of Independence, opened the gates to mass immigration, determined the principle doctrine of security and the policy of compensation and decided to send the IDF to war in the Sinai following the aggression and numerous acts of terror, as well as the strengthening and threats of destruction by the enemies of the State of Israel.

David Ben-Gurion made two historic decisions which deviate from any routine context, even with the perspective of tens of years.  One was the decision to hold the ceremony declaring the State of Israel on May 14, 1948 at the Tel Aviv Museum.  The second was to formally declare Jerusalem the capital of Israel during December 1949, following the UN resolution regarding the internationalization of the city.

In each of these cases, Ben-Gurion was alone and isolated, and in both cases he acted out of a profound feeling of obligation to the historic opportunities he foresaw as one-time only.

How brave he was, how firm, how strongly he believed in the eternity of Israel and its destiny, legacy and future – in order to be capable of making these decision and shouldering the terrible burden of the memories, yearnings, prayers, hopes and fears which everyone poured into that one lone moment in which he decided to declare the State of Israel and later to establish Jerusalem as the capital.

We could, of course, praise Ben-Gurion even more and praise his central role in the establishment of the country and in laying its foundations, and he is deserving of such.  However, I admit that in my youth, I was not his greatest admirer, and for a reason.  My late father was a Knesset member of a party which Ben-Gurion “pushed outside the fence” (“No Herut and no Meki”), and this upset me.  There is no doubt that despite his greatness, Ben-Gurion also could be a bitter political rival, vindictive and at times even petty.  However, even his most bitter of rivals and friends could not help but recognize the greatness and power of his personality and leadership.  It seems to me that the appellations attached to David Ben-Gurion by the poet, Natan Alterman, were the most precise:

“…A stiff-necked Jew ---

--- an awesome store of power,

A store of which there is none more powerful in the history of the new nation---

---There is no burden heavier than his burden, but there are no shoulders stronger than his shoulders

To carry the burden of which there is no equal

Of the dark responsibility which is beyond compare.”

No one can know as well as I do today, and as every prime minister in the State of Israel in the past knew, the full significance of the words of the poet, “the dark responsibility which is beyond compare”.

May the memories of the presidents and prime ministers who passed away be forever bound in the life of the people and State of Israel.
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