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The Birth of Israel  

U.S. Envoy McDonald’s Tireless Efforts 

by Shlomo Slonim 

To the Gates of Jerusalem: 
The Diaries and Papers of 
James G. McDonald, 1945-
1947. Edited by Barbara 
McDonald Stewart, Severin 
Hochberg, Richard Breitman, 
Norman J. W. Goda. Blooming-
ton: Indiana University Press 
and U.S. Holocaust Museum, 
2014. 297 pp. $30.  

Envoy to the Promised Land: 
The Diaries and Papers of 
James G. McDonald, 1948-
1951. Edited by Norman Goda, 
Richard Breitman, Barbara 
McDonald Stewart, and Severin 
Hochberg. Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press and U.S. Holocaust Museum, 2017. 1,048 pp. $60. 

n May 14, 1948, exactly eleven minutes after David Ben-Gurion proclaimed 
the establishment of the State of Israel, U.S. president Harry Truman 
announced U.S. recognition of the new state. The president was defying the 

firm advice of his State Department and its head, Secretary of State George 
Marshall, who contended the move was premature. At an earlier meeting, Marshall 
had told Truman that the rush to recognize was pure politics, and if it were done, he 
would not vote for the president in the November elections.  

Truman was not deterred. He had promised Zionist leader Chaim Weizmann that he 
would recognize the Jewish state without delay. The president was also outraged by the 
State Department, which in March 1948 had publicly humiliated him by reversing his  
  

O

Special U.S. representative James G. McDonald (left)
meets with Israeli prime minister David Ben-Gurion, 1949.
President Harry Truman selected McDonald as special
envoy against the wishes of the State Department.
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stuff.” McDonald was close to the president 
but not close enough to convince him to 
modify his policy on refugees. 

The two volumes reviewed here, To the 
Gates of Jerusalem and Envoy to the 
Promised Land, record McDonald’s 
relationship with Truman and his work 
promoting the Zionist cause. The editors 
have done an outstanding job in sifting 
through the diaries and countless documents 
that McDonald preserved regarding his 
public service.  

It was in 1946 that McDonald first came 
to Truman’s notice in connection with the 
formation of the Anglo-American Committee 
of Inquiry on Palestine. Shortly after the war, 
in August 1945, Truman had called upon the 
British to admit 100,000 Jewish Holocaust 
survivors into Palestine. This led to the 
creation of the committee to be composed of 
six British appointees and six Americans. 
McDonald’s experience with refugees in the 
1930s was a key factor in his appointment. 
He was also well known to several prominent 
Jews who worked vigorously for his in-
clusion on the U.S. list. Among those was 

David Niles, Truman’s right-hand man, one 
of two presidential advisers kept over from 
the Roosevelt administration. His closeness 
to Truman was a crucial factor in resolving 
differences that arose in the president’s 
relations with leading Zionists.  

Two episodes reveal the crucial role 
McDonald fulfilled helping Truman avoid 
pitfalls that might have undermined his stand 
as a firm supporter of Jewish statehood, and 
once the state was created, in ensuring that 
Washington did nothing that would com-
promise its independence. The first critical 
issue related to the Morrison-Grady Plan for 
autonomous Jewish and Arab provinces 
under British sovereignty. McDonald’s 
campaign in opposition to that plan is charted 
in To the Gates of Jerusalem. The second 
episode, described in Envoy to the Promised 
Land, was his fight against the Bernadotte 
Plan, which demanded, among other things, 
that Israel give up the Negev in contravention 
of the November 1947 partition resolution.  

In the first case, it was McDonald’s 
direct intervention that saved the future 
Israeli state from emerging as a tiny canton 

under British tutelage, and in 
the second, after Israel’s 
establishment, from having the 
Negev detached from its 
territory. Both schemes 
originated in the British 
Foreign Office and received 
State Department blessing.  

As a member of the 
Anglo-American Committee 
of Inquiry, McDonald worked 
assiduously to ensure that the 
committee endorsed two goals: 
The first was to alleviate the 
plight of the Jewish refugees 
languishing in European camps 
by gaining the committee’s 
endorsement of Truman’s 
proposal for the immediate 

Israeli prime minister David Ben-Gurion (right), with Israeli
ambassador to the United States Abba Eban (center), presents a
gift to U.S. president Harry Truman. Truman recognized the
Jewish state minutes after Israel was established, May 14, 1948.
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governments.4 The essence of the 
plan, announced officially on 
September 16, was that the Negev 
should be detached from Israel 
and transferred to Transjordan. 
Initially, Bernadotte also called 
for Jerusalem to come under 
Transjordanian authority but later 
proposed that the city be 
internationalized.  

On September 21, U.S. 
secretary of state Marshall an-
nounced that Washington en-
dorsed the plan “as the best 
possible basis for bringing peace 
to a distracted land.”5 Israel was 
furious, as was Truman. The 
Democratic Party platform a-
dopted in the summer had de-
clared categorically that Israel’s 
borders shall not be modified 
without its consent, and the president had 
confirmed this stand. Truman was so 
horrified that he personally drafted a message 
to Marshall declaring that his statement 
“requires clarification … I shall have to state 
that my position as to boundaries has not 
changed.”6 No one outside the White House 
knew of this crisis. Truman was dissuaded 
from sending the telegram since the effect 
would have been disastrous for his election 
campaign: The president and secretary of 
state would be revealed as engaged in a 
public squabble, possibly leading the latter to 
resign on the eve of the elections. With the 

                                                 
4 Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS), 

1948, The Near East, South Asia, and Africa, 
1948, part 2, vol. V, pp. 1398,1365.  

5 FRUS, 1948, The Near East, South Asia, and Africa, 
vol. V, part 2, p. 1415.  

6 “Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, by the 
Acting Secretary of State,” ibid., p. 1430, ftnt. 2. 

president silenced, the State Department 
continued to promote the plan. 

Clearly, Israel was not about to 
surrender the Negev, about half its overall 
territory, at the behest of the U.N. mediator. 
How then did Bevin think he could compel 
Israel to withdraw? His plan was to invoke 
the force of a Security Council resolution. 
Fighting with the invading Arab states had 
been constant from the day of Israel’s birth, 
disrupted only by several U.N. ceasefires, to 
which Israel objected. The ceasefires, Israel 
contended, simply enabled the Arab states to 
avoid coming to terms with the reality of the 
Jewish state. Egypt controlled the road from 
Majdal to Beit Jibrin, cutting off twenty-five 
Israeli villages in the northern Negev. Given 
this situation, and in light of Bernadotte’s 
proposal for the Negev to be detached from 
Israel, the government decided to launch 
Operation Yoav. On October 15, Israeli 
forces swept most of the Egyptian forces out 
of the Negev, leaving only four thousand 
Egyptian troops surrounded in the Faluja 

Israeli soldiers in Beersheba, Negev, 1948. U.N. appointed
mediator Folke Bernadotte proposed that the Negev be
detached from Israel. In response, Jerusalem launched
Operation Yoav, sweeping Egyptian forces out of the Negev
and shutting the door on this British-U.S.-hatched scheme.
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subject of sanctions on November 3, 
resulting in modifications to the Security 
Council draft resolution adopted the next 
day. The threat of sanctions was eliminated. 
Instead, any failure of a party to withdraw its 
forces to the October 14 line would be 
reported by the acting mediator to the 
Security Council, which would then consider 
what measures under chapter VII of the U.N. 
charter would be appropriate. The crisis was 
averted and the British scheme was checked. 
Israel’s hold on the Negev was never again to 
be challenged. Truman’s victory in the 
presidential contest sealed the issue of the 
Negev.  

On November 29, 1948, exactly a year 
after the U.N.’s adoption of the partition 
resolution, Truman wrote a letter to President 
Weizmann of Israel. Thanking him for his 
congratulatory message, the freshly reelected 
U.S. president went on to say: 

I remember well our conversation 
about the Negev … I agree fully 
with your estimate of the 
importance of that area to Israel, 
and I deplore any attempt to take it 
away from Israel. … I have 
interpreted my re-election as a 
mandate from the American people 

to carry out the Democratic 
Platform—including, of course, the 
plank on Israel. I intend to do so. 
… We have announced in the 
General Assembly our firm 
intention to oppose any territorial 
changes in the November 29th 
Resolution which are not 
acceptable to the State of Israel.12  

The publication of McDonald’s diaries 
makes his major role in the formation of U.S. 
policy at this critical juncture fully visible at 
last. 

The cover of volume 3 of the McDonald 
diaries contains the following sentence: “It is 
entirely possible that [the birth of the modern 
state of Israel] would not have come about 
were it not for the determined efforts of 
James G. McDonald.” While this is possibly 
an overstatement, few non-Israeli individuals 
had as great a share in the creation of the 
Jewish state as did James G. McDonald.  

Shlomo Slonim is the James G. 
McDonald Professor of American 
History, Emeritus, at the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem. 

 

 

                                                 
12 President Truman to the President of the 

Provisional Government of Israel (Weizmann), 
FRUS, 1948, The Near East, South Asia, and 
Africa, vol. V, part 2, Nov. 29, 1948.  

 


