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WEEKEND
Adam Raz

“T

hey silenced it,” the
former combat soldier Moshe Diamant
says, trying to be
spare with his words.
“It mustn’t be told, it could cause a
whole scandal. I don’t want to talk
about it, but it happened. What can you
do? It happened.”
Twenty-two years have passed since
the furor erupted over the account of
what occurred during the conquest by
Israeli troops of the village of Tantura, north of Caesarea on the Mediterranean coast, in the War of Independence. The controversy sprang up in
the wake of a master’s thesis written
by an Israeli graduate student named
Theodore Katz, that contained testimony about atrocities perpetrated by
the Alexandroni Brigade against Arab
prisoners of war. The thesis led to the
publication of an article in the newspaper Maariv headlined “The Massacre at Tantura.” Ultimately, a libel
suit filed against Katz by veterans of
the brigade induced him to retract his
account of a massacre.
For years, Katz’s findings were archived, and discussion of the episode
took the form of a professional debate
between historians. Until now. Now, at
the age of 90 and up, a number of combat soldiers from the Israel Defense
Forces’ brigade have admitted that
a massacre did indeed take place in
1948 at Tantura – today’s popular Dor
Beach, adjacent to Kibbutz Nahsholim.
The former soldiers describe different
scenes in different ways, and the number of villagers who were shot to death
can’t be established. The numbers arising from the testimonies range from
a handful who were killed, to many
dozens. According to one testimony,
provided by a resident of Zichron Yaakov who helped bury the victims, the
number of dead exceeded 200, though
this high figure does not have corroboration.
According to Diamant, speaking
now, villagers were shot to death by a
“savage” using a submachine gun, at
the conclusion of the battle. He adds
that in connection with the libel suit
in 2000, the former soldiers tacitly understood that they would pretend that

A buried war crime
is unearthed
More than seven decades later, in a new documentary film, the veterans of the 1948 battle at Tantura
village finally come clean about the mass killing of Arabs that took place after the village's surrender

Tantura residents flee their village, May 1948. Dozens of others may have been killed.
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nothing unusual had occurred after the
village’s conquest. “We didn’t know, we
didn’t hear. Of course everyone knew.
They all knew.”
Another combat soldier, Haim Levin,
now relates that a member of the unit
went over to a group of 15 or 20 POWs
“and killed them all.” Levin says he was
appalled, and he spoke to his buddies to
try to find out what was going on. “You
have no idea how many [of us] those
guys have killed,” he was told.
Another combat soldier in the brigade, Micha Vitkon, talked about an
officer “who in later years was a big
man in the Defense Ministry. With his
pistol he killed one Arab after another.
He was a bit disturbed, and that was a
symptom of his disturbance.” According to Vitkon, the soldier did what he
did because the prisoners refused to
divulge where they had hidden the remaining weapons in the village.
Another combat soldier described a
different incident that occurred there:
“It’s not nice to say this. They put them
into a barrel and shot them in the barrel. I remember the blood in the barrel.” One of the soldiers summed up by
saying that the his comrades-in-arms
simply didn’t behave like human beings
in the village – and then resumed his
silence.
These and other testimonies appear
in an impressive documentation project of the director Alon Schwarz. His
documentary film “Tantura,” which
will be screened twice this weekend
online as part of the Sundance Film
festival in Utah, would seem to undo
the version that took root following
the libel suit and Katz’s apology. Even
though the testimonies of the soldiers
in the film (some of them recorded by
Katz, some by Schwarz) were given in
broken sentences, in fragments of confessions, the overall picture is clear:
Soldiers in the Alexandroni Brigade
massacred unarmed men after the
battle had concluded.
In fact, the testimony Katz collected
was not presented to the court during
the libel trial, which was settled midway through the proceedings. Listening to those recordings suggests that if
the court had probed them at the time,
Katz would not have been impelled to
apologize. Often what the soldiers told
Continued on page 12

Victims of history
A German historical institute acknowledges its own dark history with an
online exhibition honoring the memory of seven Jewish medievalists who
were expelled from its ranks during the time of the Third Reich

MGH founder Baron Heinrich Friedrich Karl Freiherr vom Stein. 


Yitzhak Hen

O

n April 16, 1939, Prof. Wilhelm
Levison and his wife, Elsa,
secretly fled their home in
the western German town of
Bonn. Levison, who was in his early
60s, was already a world-renowned
medieval historian. Following the passage of the Nuremberg Laws, in 1935,
Levison had been forced to resign from
his job at the University of Bonn. But,
unwilling to acknowledge the new reality emerging around him, he did not
leave Germany, despite the pleas of his
brother, who lived in Britain.
He suffered another blow in 1938 with
the adoption of laws prohibiting Jews
from visiting public libraries. Even then

Johann Christoph Rincklake

Levison did not give up easily. He continued with his research work from home in
Bonn, while his students, who remained
faithful to their beloved teacher, read
and summarized for him the books and
articles he did not have direct access to
himself. Eventually, though, Levison
surrendered to his bleak fate and left his
homeland. He spent the rest of his life as
a visiting professor at the University of
Durham, to which he was invited by colleagues, continuing his research there
until his death in 1947, at age 70. A year
after his death, his groundbreaking book
“England and the Continent in the Eighth
Century” was published, and was framed
by its author as a gesture of gratitude toward his British hosts. It is still considered a milestone in the modern historiography of the early medieval West.

Levison, however, did not forget his
homeland, and in the preface to his
book he praised the students and colleagues who had not abandoned him
during difficult times. Upon his death
he bequeathed his sizeable collection of
books, which he had managed to smuggle out of Nazi Germany, to the University of Bonn Library, which had suffered
significant losses during the war.
Wilhelm Levison is one of seven
Jewish medievalists commemorated in
a recently launched online exhibition
in Germany. The exhibition showcases
the stories of Philipp Jaffé (1819-1870),
who committed suicide following an
antisemitically motivated academic
dispute; Harry Bresslau (1848-1926),
who was denied tenure as result of being Jewish; Henry Simonsfeld (18521913), whose academic career was
blocked because of his Jewish heritage;
Ludwig Traube (1861-1907), who had a
torturous time finding an academic position because of his ancestry; Ernst
Perels (1882-1945), forced to resign
his position at the University of Berlin only later to perish in Flossenburg
concentration camp; and Erika Sinauer
(1896-c. 1942), the sole woman commemorated in the exhibition, who was
murdered at Auschwitz-Birkenau.
All seven were employed as research fellows at the prestigious Monumenta Germaniae Historica research
institute, which was established in 1819
with the aim of editing and publishing
primary sources dealing with German
history. The establishment of the MGH,
with the support and encouragement of
the Prussian statesman and reformer
Baron Heinrich Friedrich Karl Freiherr vom Stein, was part of the wave
of nationalism and Romanticism that
swept over Europe in the late-18th and
early-19th centuries. It is not by chance
that the founders of the MGH chose
the motto “Holy love of the fatherland
gives the spirit” (sanctus amor patriae
dat animum), which sums up the intellectual mood of the period. The initiative soon became the most important
historical research enterprise in Germany, and was imitated in England,
France and Italy.
In 1935 the Nazis seized the MGH
and changed its name to the National
Institute of Ancient German History.
The Jewish scholars, who had been
employed in the editing of texts and
Continued on page 12
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him was only hinted at and partial, but
together it added up to an unequivocal
truth.
“What do you want?” asked Shlomo
Ambar, who would rise to the rank of
brigadier general and head of Civil
Defense, the forerunner of today’s
Home Front Command. “For me to be
a delicate soul and speak in poetry? I
moved aside. That’s all. Enough.” Ambar, speaking in the film, made it clear
that the events in the village had not
been to his liking, “but because I didn’t
speak out then, there is no reason for
me to talk about it today.”
One of the grimmest testimonies in
Schwarz’s film is that of Amitzur Cohen, who talked about his first months
as a combat soldier in the war: “I was
a murderer. I didn’t take prisoners.”
Cohen relates that if a squad of Arab
soldiers was standing with their hands
raised, he would shoot them all. How
many Arabs did he kill outside the
framework of the battles? “I didn’t
count. I had a machine gun with 250
bullets. I can’t say how many.”

To listen to the soldiers
now, while considering the
uniform stand they took
when they sued Katz, is
to grasp the power of the
conspiracy of silence and
the consensus that some
things aren’t talked about.
The Alexandroni Brigade soldiers’
testimonies join past written testimony
provided by Yosef Ben-Eliezer. “I was
one of the soldiers involved in the conquest of Tantura,” Ben-Eliezer wrote,
some two decades ago. “I was aware
of the murder in the village. Some of
the soldiers did the killing at their own
independent initiative.”
The testimonies and documents that
Schwarz collected for his film indicate
that after the massacre the victims
were buried in a mass grave, which is
now under the Dor Beach parking area.
The grave was dug especially for this
purpose, and the burial went on for more
than a week. At the end of May 1948, a
week after the village was conquered,
and two weeks after the declaration of
statehood, one of the commanders who
was posted at the site was reprimanded

Shiri Molot, 46; lives in
Netanya, flying to
Seychelles
Hi Shiri, when did you start surfing?
Five years ago. I always loved the
sea, I have a son called Yam [sea]. I’m
also from Netanya, which is a place
for surfing. But when I was young, it
wasn’t for girls, only the boys did it.
Five years ago I saw an ad for SUP
[standup paddleboarding] lessons,
and I went. It was nice. One day there
were plenty of waves and the instructor said it was dangerous, so instead
of doing SUP, she brought surfboards
and taught us how to catch waves.
And that’s it. That really had an impact on me – I never did SUP again.
Now I’m on my way to my first surfing trip.
What captivated you?
There’s this thrill when you’re on
the wave, a feeling of total freedom.
It’s the longest and shortest kind of
freedom there is. It’s as if there’s no
world there. It’s very tranquil. You
stand there with your face to the sea,
your back to the world. You forget everything. Everything is behind you,
and only serenity is in front of you.
What have you taken from the sea
into your life?
To persevere, to be stubborn, to
train. That’s something I didn’t know
before, I hadn’t experienced it firsthand. But now I’m trying to impart it
to my children, too.
Tomer (the photographer): What’s
it like when you fall?
I know why you’re asking. There’s
a calm sea, you fall, get wet – and
it’s fun. And there’s a very rough
sea, with powerful waves. And then
there’s something that’s called a
“washing machine.” When you put
your hands on your head and let the
wave roll over you. That’s the scariest part. That’s the point where you
need to learn how to rid yourself of
the fear. It’s a matter of a few seconds and it seems like it will never
end, and another second and you have
no air. You must breathe and not be
afraid. Very challenging.
What does this teach you about life?
How to breathe in a vortex. Not to
get excited. Look, I’m not a person
who gets excited. Really not. When
there’s a stressful situation at work,
I don’t get hysterical or anything
like that. I can see the horizon. But
within the vortex you’re pressured
even more. It’s like you’re really being pressed to the floor. And then you

for not having dealt properly with the
burial of the Arabs’ bodies. On June 9,
the commander of the adjacent base reported: “Yesterday I checked the mass
grave in Tantura cemetery. Found everything in order.”
In addition to the testimonies and
documents, the film presents the conclusion of experts who compared aerial
photographs of the village from before
and after its conquest. A comparison
of the photographs, and the use of
three-dimensional imaging done with
new tools, makes it possible not only
to determine the exact location of the
grave but also to estimate its dimensions: 35 meters long, 4 meters wide.
“They took care to hide it,” Katz says in
the film, “in such a way that the coming
generations would walk there without
knowing what they were stepping on.”

Disqualified
The confession of the Alexandroni
Brigade troops casts a new light on the
dismal attempt to silence Teddy Katz. In
March 1998, while a graduate student at
the University of Haifa, Katz submitted
a master’s thesis to the department of
Middle Eastern history. Its title: “The
Exodus of the Arabs from the Villages
at the Foot of Southern Mount Carmel in
1948.” Katz, then in his fifties, received
a grade of 97. According to custom, the
paper was deposited in the university’s
library, and the author intended to proceed to doctoral studies. But his plan
went awry.
In January 2000, journalist Amir Gilat borrowed the study from the library
and published an article about the massacre in Maariv. It touched off a firestorm. Besides the libel suit initiated by
the Alexandroni veterans association,
the university also went into a tizzy, and
decided to set up a committee to reexamine the M.A. thesis. Even though the
original reviewers found that Katz had
completed the thesis with excellence,
and even though the paper was based on
dozens of documented testimonies – of
Jewish soldiers and Arab refugees from
Tantura – the new committee decided to
disqualify the thesis.
Katz’s paper is not fault-free, but
probably the primary target of criticism
is the University of Haifa, which accompanied the research and the writing in a
deficient manner, and after approving it
then reversed course and disowned its
student. That made possible the yearslong silencing and repression of the
bloody events in Tantura. For Katz, one
court hearing was all it took for him to
sign a letter of apology in which he declared that there had not been a massacre in the village and that his thesis
was flawed. The fact that just hours later
he retracted this, and that his lawyer,
Avigdor Feldman, was not present at the
nighttime meeting in which Katz came

under pressure to recant, was forgotten.
The apology buried the findings the thesis had uncovered, and the details of the
massacre were thereafter not subjected
to comprehensive scrutiny.
The historians who addressed the episode – from Yoav Gelber to Benny Morris and Ilan Pappé – reached different
and contradictory conclusions. Gelber,
who played a key role in the struggle to
discredit Katz’s paper, asserted that a
few dozen Arabs had been killed in the
battle itself, but that a massacre had not
occurred. Morris, for his part, thought
that it was impossible to determine unequivocally what happened, but wrote
that after reading several of the testimonies and interviewing some of the Alexandroni veterans, he “came away with
a deep sense of unease.” Pappé, who engaged in a highly publicized debate with
Gelber over Katz’s thesis, determined
that a massacre had been perpetrated
in Tantura in the straightforward sense
of the word. Now, with the appearance
of the testimony in Schwarz’s film, the
debate would seem to be decided.
In one of the more dramatic scenes in
the documentary, Drora Pilpel, who was
the judge in the libel suit against Katz,
listens to a recording of one of Katz’s
interviews. It was the first time she had
encountered the testimony collected by
Katz, whose speedy apology brought
the trial to a quick end. “If it’s true, it’s a
pity,” the retired judge tells the director
after removing her headphones. “If he
had things like this, he should have gone
all the way to the end.”

VICTIMS
Continued from page 5

were among the pillars of research at
the MGH, were initially permitted to
continue their work, but their ability to
function was gradually curtailed, and
they were forced to retire one by one.
The MGH in its new form became another tool in the well-oiled propaganda
machine of the Nazi Party. Competing
for control of the institution were the
philologist Karl August Eckhardt, who
was backed by SS head Heinrich Himmler, and Wilhelm Engel, who had the
support of historian Walter Frank,
the director of the National Institute
for the History of the New Germany
and a confidant of Nazi Party’s chief
ideologue Alfred Rosenberg. Frank
got the upper hand, and under Engel’s
leadership, Nazi ideology and rhetoric
dominated the institute’s publications.
All contact with Jewish scholars was
forbidden and their earlier contributions to the editing enterprise were
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need to move the fear aside. It’s very
challenging.
What do you do in life away from
the sea?
I am a programmer – I work at
Bynet [a software company]. I started with the support unit and gradually progressed.
And when there’s a good wave, you
dump everything?
In 80 percent of the cases, yes.
Sometimes the work weighs down on
me and everyone is out having a good
time, and I’m crying. And sometimes
I say, “Screw it all, see you in two
hours. Bye.” Yes, that happens. Because it’s a drug, and the habit can’t
be kicked. Ask all my friends here.
You even have a tattoo of a wave.
Yes, that’s the latest. I have six tattoos. Wait a minute, I’m going to show
off big-time.
Wow, what’s that one all about?
My brother became religiously observant, and he really tried to get me
to do the same. Well, I was always an
atheist, but I had to fight with him a
little. During the quarrels with him
I dug deep and looked for arguments
to make, and then I saw an interview
with Carl Sagan, the astronomer, who
said that we are actually stardust. I
really connected with that. It abso-

lutely tells my story. And I wanted to
make a tattoo out of it.
That’s the answer to your brother?
It could be, but it’s also my answer
to myself – to reinforce the place I really believe in, and I want to show it.
You say you’ve lived your whole life
in Netanya. How has the city changed?
Not for the better. It’s an amazing
city, it’s developing, there’s lots of
tourism and the sea is incredible. But
it’s closed down on us a little on Shabbat, and we’re fighting that. It used to
be a city with fantastic tourism, you
could go out and wander around everywhere. Today, less. There’s more
of a religious population, and we have
a religiously observant mayor who’s
been in office more than 20 years. On
the other hand, I live in a great area,
very family-oriented, like a moshav.
So it’s fun. Who would have believed
that I, who perceive myself as a person of the big, wide world, in the end
find myself living my entire life in
the same place.
Did you do much traveling before
the coronavirus pandemic?
Life brought me to a place where
I didn’t travel enough. Now might be
a good time for that, the children are
grown, you can start traveling. I really want to see the world.

Aerial view of Dor beach and its parking lot, built over the mass grave of the Tantura victims.

Tomer Appelbaum

The Tantura affair exemplifies the
difficulty that soldiers in the 1948 war
had in acknowledging the bad behavior
that was on display in that war: acts of
murder, violence against Arab residents, expulsion and looting. To listen
to the soldiers’ testimony today, while
considering the uniform stand they
demonstrated when they sued Katz, is
to grasp the potency of the conspiracy
of silence and the consensus that there

are things one doesn’t talk about. It’s to
be hoped that from the perspective of
years, such subjects will be more readily addressed. A possibly encouraging
sign in this direction is the fact that the
film about Tantura received funding
from such mainstream bodies as the Hot
cable network and the Israel Film Fund.
The grim events at Tantura will
never be completely investigated, the
full truth will not be known. However,

there is one thing that can be asserted
with a great deal of certainty: Under
the parking lot of one of the most familiar and beloved Israeli resort sites on
the Mediterranean, lie the remains of
the victims of one of the glaring massacres of the War of Independence.
Adam Raz is a researcher at the Akevot
Institute for Israeli-Palestinian Conflict
Research. The Akevot Institute assisted the
filmmaker (without remuneration).

concealed, and in some cases completely erased. In 1945, with the end of
the war, the MGH returned to its prior
research format and continues to exist
today as one of the world’s most important institutions for the study of medieval history, literature and culture.
Judaism did not play a major role in
the personal or intellectual lives of any
of the seven scholars commemorated
in the new exhibition. Philippe Jaffé,
Henry Simonsfeld and Ernst Perls had
even converted, hoping it would help
them with employment or in integrating and assimilating into German society. And yet, for all seven, Judaism
was a present absence in their daily
lives, and especially in the attitude
of German society toward them, even
before the rise to power of the Third
Reich. The burgeoning antisemitism
did not spare even those who sought to
renounce their Judaism – and we know
all too well how it all ended.
The exhibition “Between Patriotism
and Exclusion: Jewish Scholars at the
MGH” reviews the biographies of seven
exceptional researchers, accompanied
by dozens of fascinating documents re-

lated to their lives, work and contribution to MGH. Its timing is not accidental.
Last year, Germany marked 1,700 years
of Jewish settlement in Germany. Why
1700 years? On December 11, 321, Roman Emperor Constantine the Great
issued a decree stating that Jews could,
and should, fulfill their public duties in
the city council of Colonia Agrippinensium (modern-day Cologne). This is the
first certain evidence of Jewish settle-

ment on German soil. Dozens of exhibitions, films, musicals and performances
dealing with Jewish life in Germany
past and present were produced last
year as part of an effort to reveal and
advance the study of Jews’ contribution
to German society and culture.
More than a decade ago, during a
visit to the MGH library, in Munich, I
paged through a book whose cover had
been stamped with a Nazi seal. When
I pointed to the symbol and gave an inquiring look to Rudolf Schieffer, the
institute’s director at the time, who was
sitting next to me, he said, “This is our
history! We must come to terms with it.
Not erase it.” Since the end of World War
II, Germany has invested a great deal of
effort in coming to terms with its past.
The fascinating online exhibition is but
one example of that, and it deserves all
manner of praise and respect.
The exhibition website: https://visit.mgh.de/en/
jew-em

Under Frank’s leadership,
Nazi ideology and rhetoric
dominated the institute’s
publications. All contact
with Jewish scholars was
forbidden and their earlier
contributions to the editing
enterprise were concealed,
and in some cases
completely erased.

Danna Frank, Photos by Tomer Appelbaum

Tal Wagner, 24; lives in
Netanya, arriving from
Atlanta
What’s your story, Tal?
It’s a pretty simple one. One night
three weeks ago, at 1 in the morning,
I got a link from a WhatsApp friend
about an emergency mission going to
Kentucky after the tornado hit them
there, with a suggestion to volunteer.
So I went to Kentucky and did volunteer work there for two weeks. There
are towns there that were wiped off
the face of the earth. It’s like visiting
Chernobyl. We went via IsraAID [a
humanitarian NGO] and we did a lot
of evacuations, repairing of roofs and
so on. Offering help to the community.
Are you a professional rescue person?
No way [laughs]. I was an artilleryman in the army, so I’m used to working with machinery. I wrote that [on
the form], and somehow it was enough.
They needed volunteers so badly that
it really didn’t matter. We were eight
Israelis and another 70 Americans,
and that was a drop in the ocean.
Isn’t there state assistance for
events like that?
They have nothing. A lot of people

there have no safety net. Most of them
didn’t have home insurance policies,
and if they did, it didn’t cover what
they needed. There are whole communities that have nothing left to do
except to try to rebuild themselves,
because their lives were simply destroyed. On the other hand, the community was amazing. There were
people who came from all the states in
the region with trailers and trucks in
order to make and distribute food for
the population. And other people who
showed up just to help: They would
park at the farm of someone who’s
been affected, and stay with them for
a week to help out. There was a lot of
suffering, really a lot of suffering. It
puts all my troubles and those of everyone I know in perspective.
What did you see?
Flattened streets, buildings erased.
At the first house I got to, there was
an elderly couple who had been in bed
asleep, and then the tornado came
through the window and sucked everything outside. They found themselves next to the refrigerator in the
kitchen. There was another family that
held onto the bathtub together, because
they were told that the bathtub itself
was the only safe place to be. They just
flew with it 50 meters away from their

Yitzhak Hen is professor of Late Antique
and Early Medieval history at the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem, and director of the
Israel Institute for Advanced Studies.

house, across the road, but somehow
nothing happened to them, besides a
few broken ribs and arms. Totally surreal stories. In every house we heard
about people who had barely survived.
Did you learn anything about the
human race?
Yes. There was one house where
there was a man of 75 with an electric saw who was taking down a dangerous tree. It occurred to me that
the guy had worked his whole life to
reach retirement and at long last sit
in his rocking chair with a cup of coffee in the morning – and now he needs
to rebuild his life from scratch. So
I learned that you don’t have to feel
strong to be strong. These are people
who were completely broken, but that
didn’t stop them from doing what
needs to be done, from morning to
evening, in order to start getting their
lives back on track. And that made me
look for the human connection – to understand what they feel, how they feel,
where they’re coming from.
That’s a lot of learning for three
weeks.
Yes. Look, what really surprised
me there was the zero ego. Absolutely
zero ego in the work. I came from a
place, especially after army service,
especially in our culture – not only
Israeli culture, but Western culture in
general – where we are always creating
an image and trying to prove to others what we’re capable of doing. The
experience in Kentucky changed my
perspective about how I want to work
and be with people. It really shifted the
emphasis from what I want to do and
am capable of doing, to a place where
I really just want to work with people
toward a goal I believe in. My whole
perspective about ego changed.
Amazing we caught you at this moment. What did you do before getting
that WhatsApp message at 1 A.M.?
Just before that I had checked what
there was to eat in the refrigerator. I
didn’t find anything interesting, so I
thought I’d go out to buy something. But
in general, I completed army service
and am doing a year of traveling. I’ll be
entering Tel Aviv University next year,
to study industrial engineering and
management, and I want to use the time
until then to travel. I spent a few months
in Africa, and now I’m planning to travel
in the East or in America. Whatever’s
open. The volunteer work came between
trips, so I had to go for it.
Had you done volunteer work before?
I did a little volunteering with Magen David Adom [emergency medical
service] before my army service, but
I didn’t have anything regular. Now I
will, for sure.

