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Remembering Levi Eshkol

The late Premier, the leader 'without charisma,’ who died
10 years ago today, grows in stature with the passing of
time, writes AVRAHAM AVI-HAI.

WHEN THE histories and definitive
biographies are written, Levi Eshkol
will probably be credited — first and
foremost — for something we all
tnke for granted today.

The legitimate transfer of power
from one head of government to
another, and even more difficult, the
iranafer of loyalty of the armed
forces from one minilster of defence
to his successor, are Increasingly
diffieuit and rare throughout the
waorld. Even Israel, lovdly proclaim-
ing its adherence to democracy, fail-
ed in 1853-54. First the armed forcea
could not find thelr way to follow
Pinhan Lavon, and the state and
labour establishment could not put
ultimate confidence In Moshe
Sharett. But in 1063, the towering if
diminutive father-figure and founder
stepped out of the Augean stablea of
piarty and personal intrigue, ran-
cour, whispers, rumours,

Ben-Gurion lefi office out of con-
trol of some areas of foreignm and
security polley, of some of the In-
telligence services, of his party; and
an occasion his usual wisdom and
far-sightedness yielded to short-
tempered impatience. Natlonal con-
fidence was shaken. Levi Eshkol
restored balances and confidence and
healed some of the more gaping
wounds.

But leaders fall victim to
themselves. The Eshkol who died in
1968 was not the powerful and
vibrant optimist and bullder who,
not without great trepidation, tried
to wear Ben-Gurion's shoes as prime
minister and minister of defence leas
than six years earlier.

THOUGH ESHEKOL sought peace, he
followed carefully and closely Ben-
Gurion's policy of enhancing Israel's
military power. Experta consider
him an excellent minister of defence,
who used the early Ben-Gurion-
Kennedy breakthrough, when Israzsl
for the tirst time recelved hardware
directly from the U.8, o create a
new and close rtlntli'unlhip with
FPresident Johnson.

In this, I -played a minor role,
Eshkol was not blessed with a super-
abundant self-confidence as a

apeikar of English (for that matter
#8 & publle speaker In any

language), and felt at great disad-
vantage when dealing with heads of
state. Eshkol's assumption of
leadership preceded Johnson's by
some months, One day I was reading
him & “"New York Times" vignette
on Johnmon, selected because it
showed thelr '‘similarities'':
pragmatic, men of the land and
farm, negotiators, humour...Eashkol
interrupted my reading to explain,
“That'as me!"*

Eshkol and Johnson hit it off. It
wes Eshkol more than anyone, as far
as this can be established, who loak-
ed Johneon in the eye and replaced
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the duplicitous French connection
with the American one. Not that he
put his *“trust in princes."’ He pushed
Israeli weapon development to a
state which Is the envy of larger
nations.

ANOTHER footnote, Spring, 1967, A
full-dress meeting of the High Com-
mand. Intelligence predicts that
Egypt. bogged down In Yemen,
wrapped up in anarls of maintenance
problems, “will not be in a posaition
to attack Israel for 5-10 years."
Eshkol: “You know that Egypt
can't atteck us. 1 know that Egypt
can't attack us. But (talmudically)
doea Nasser know that Egypt can't
attack us? Review and up-date your
plans.’' By June 1887, Moshe Dayan
had taken over as Defence Miniater,
but it was Eshkal who was partner to
every decision and especlally pushed
for the conquest of the Golan
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o kol was 30 far-sighted, why
was he so indecisive in the nerve-
stretching weeks of walting In May
and early June 19877 Why his reputa-
tion for compromise, for healtation,
for listening to the *'last person who
spoke to him?" The answer to this is
paychological, experiential,
diplomatle and political.

Eshkol claimed to have inherited
two contradictory tralts. His mother
embodied gentleness, some erudi-
tion and tact. His father, he felt,
gave him brusqueness, Ilmpatience
and the native shrewdneas of a
Jewish lumber dedlér in the hostile
environment of the Ukralne.

Experience rounded out his basic
“beth midrash’’ and gymnasium
education. His home was folkay and
hasaldic, his later education was In
Vilna, the heartland of Jewish in-
tellectualiam.

His experience as a “financler”
began as manager of the workers'
kitchen — & co-op In Peiah Tikva, to
where he had walked, shoes strung
around his neck, from Jaffa in the
winter of 1913-14. As founder of a
number of kibbutzim and treasurer
of his beloved Degania Bet, he learn-
ed to negotlate. "'l compromise until
ILachieve what I originally wanted,"
he would say with his heart-
capturing smile and deprecatory
shrug.

ESHHKOL had turned his back on the
pacificism of his original Hapoel
Hazalr group which opposed taking
sides in World War I. He made hia
way through British and Turkish
lines to join the Palestine regiment
of Boyal Fusillers. Both Eahkol and
B.-G. were corporals, and though
Eshkal lacked B.-G.'s temperament,
depth and historic vision, both
ministers of defence with two British
stripes seemed to have done better
ull;-.tn thelr :tu.r-utuﬁd‘:d F:::numu,

the Ministry o ance cast
heavy burdens on Eshkol, in lts
erushing cash-less days, It was
balanced for yeara by his continuing
leaderablp of the Land Settlement
Department of the World Zionist
Organization — Jewish Agency.
Never one to work from & deak only,
he combed the country, miting the
new moshavim and kibbutzim, see-
ing to the hasty erecting of the im-
migrant campa, urging the bullding
of the new development towns, of
factories, oll exploration. mining. He
was & dynamo whose work-day was
endless bui whose strength, ebbing
during the day, would flow back in
the afterncon for a second ashift,
followed by party consultations,
speeches, meetings.

But it was o background Ill-fitted
to the world of diplomacy. Eshkol,
seemingly so confident, never more
powerful or vigorous when facing
down an farmers or strikers,
never #o full of great debating paints
and winhing charm as In the rough
and tumble of the party or the
HKnesset, was uncomfortable in the
striped-pants circles.

He leaned on a few advisers. When
the ugly, lonely days of mid-May to
June 5. 1967, fell upon Israe], it was
to find the U.8. and the other
maritime powers which had
guarantesd the 1858 withdrawal, un-
able or unwiiling to help.

In this isolation, Eshkol was not
prepared to lead the country to war
with a cablnet hung in a 8-to-9 vote.
The axtra week's hesitation and the
ll-famed radio address (inte which
his pver-anxous staff had rushed him
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unprepared, unable to read the
penned-in  correctlons), capped a
wave of public frustration.

Ezhkol had fronted for a group of
die-hard Mapal machine politiclans.
In jate May 1867, they delivered the
coup de grace, but gracelessly.
“'Eshkol,” they are reported to have
said, "8 a good defence minister for
peacetime.’”” Dayan reaped the
harvest of Eshkol's and Zahal's ef-
forts; but the war was brilliant]y
worn.

The trofka of Golda-Bapir-Arranne
had evolved a policy of aligning and
eventually merging with Ahdut
He'avoda, and In this way blocking
the Ben-Gurionist suceessor genera-
tion, then known as *‘the yvoung
ones.'' Ideclogically, the old-lime
Mapainiks were closer to the more
doctrinaire, kibbutz-hased Ahdut
Ha'avoda, and could fit their
younger elements into the slots
vacated by the Rafl-Ben-Gurion
defection. Eshkol had rmoved in this
direction, to be jettisoned by his
friends at the moment of o
Ing truth.

The remaining two yvears in office
were marred by lll-health, well-
concedled disappointment, a moun-
ting distrust of Golda's personal In-
tentions and ambitions, and yet
creativity where he could yet create.
Onece more, Eshkol successfully pur-
sued the Johnson connection, and
brought about greater coordination
with the U8,

WITH THE help of his closest aide,
the late Dr. Ya'acov Herzog, he con-
vened & number of conferences of

leading Jewish Industrialists and
financiers (the Prime Minister's
Jerusalem Economle Conferences)
and of communal and organizational
leaders. The covenant sealed with
the Jewish people in the awesome
daya of “waiting™ in 1967 and ln the
blinding vietory and reunification of
Jerusalem came to some expression
In these eonferences, though thelr

[follow-up left much to be desired.

Was he a great man? He was a
muan with wide social vision, deep
personal warmth, real Jewish roota,
& bullder, an organizationa] leader.
Was he a great prime minister? He
was a4 good cablnet leader, 8 man
who could unite and heal wounds —
with the Revislonista, by
Jabotinaky's remaina to Mt Herzl,
with Ahdut Ha'aveoda and Mapam,
with the Orthodox whose Jawishness
he loved and whose legallam and
politica he disliked. But he could not
heal the wound with Ben-Gurion and
Rafl, which led to the decline and fall
of Labour. .

Nor did he have elther the

charisma or political know-how to
follow & Ben-Gurion. But perhaps no
ong really could. As time elapses,
Eshkol appears larger than those
who followed him, perhaps a giant
whose true stature waes dwarfed by
his unique predecessor, and whose
true size and strength was whittled
Aaway by the smaller men — and
women — who used him.
The author, who worked with Levi
Eshkol in a number of capacities for
15 years, is currently world chair-
man af United Israel Appeal-Keran
Hayasod,



