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Martin Gilbert, the official biographer of Winston Churchill, has written more than 75 books, and at least 17 of them are about the great World War II prime minister of Britain. More than a dozen of them are about the Jews, Israel and the Holocaust. Nevertheless, in this new volume he has found still more to say about these two historical passions. "Churchill and the Jews," succinctly described in the subtitle as "a lifelong friendship," is a fascinating read. 
Churchill's friendship with Jews was both personal and political, and it played an important part in the modern history of the Middle East. He admired the Jews for their intelligence, energy and abilities to make the arid Palestinian desert bloom, in contrast to the Arabs, who did little to cultivate the land. He was both saddened and outraged that the Arabs were not more willing to learn from Jewish enterprise.

"The Jews have developed the country, grown orchards and grain fields out of the desert, built schools and great buildings, constructed irrigation projects and water power houses and have made Palestine a much better place to live than it was before they came a few years ago," he told an audience in San Francisco in 1929. "To Jewish enterprise, the Arab owes nearly everything he has. Fanaticism and a sort of envy have driven the Arabs to violence."

This fanaticism was exploited by Arab leaders who sympathized with European fascists and instigated violence against the Jews in Palestine, aided and abetted by the Mufti of Jerusalem, Haj Amin al-Husseini, who ultimately found refuge with Hitler during World War II. Churchill, all too aware of the persecution of the Jews in Germany and Poland in the 1930s, insisted that the British had an obligation to allow more Jews to immigrate to Palestine. 
The British have a long history of anti-Semitism, especially among the upper classes (which persists even today), and they were not always pleased by their prime minister's affection for the Jews ? or the fact that his father socialized with them. Gossip in the exclusive clubs of London included taunts that Lord Randolph Churchill suffered from having too many Jewish friends.

The father responded with the wit that was passed on to the son. When an aristocratic guest at Lord Randolph's country house snidely observed that his host's Jewish friends did not seem to be among the guests on the occasion, the crusty lord replied: "I did not think they would be very amused by the company."

Mr. Gilbert, who is himself Jewish, has been pondering the writing of this book since 1969, when he met with Gen. Sir Edward Louis Spears, who had been Winston Churchill's friend and a fellow soldier, historian and parliamentarian. When the young man convinced Sir Edward that he would write an authentic portrait of Churchill, "warts and all," the general nodded. "Even Winston had a fault," he said. "He was too fond of Jews." 
For 40 years Mr. Gilbert thought about the Spears remark, and this book is the result, showing once again how Churchill ran against the conventional thinking and the tide of prejudice. Churchill's interest in the Jews deepened through his strong friendships with Zionists, who he believed were right in their desire to establish a national homeland in Palestine. He remained steadfast in his desire to do whatever he could to further their "great cause."

He particularly enjoyed his friendship with Jews in conversations over elegant dinners with fine wines, attended by members of the Rothschild family, and he was impressed when he first met Chaim Weizmann, a British Zionist of Russian background, who would become the first president of the state of Israel. They maintained a long friendship and Winston compared him to "an Old Testament prophet."

Churchill was a strong supporter of the Balfour Declaration, the letter in which A.J. Balfour, foreign secretary in David Lloyd George's government during World War I, put the full force of His Majesty's Government behind support for a "national home for the Jewish people in Palestine." Jewish achievements registered with Churchill from many different directions over half a century.

He identified Moses in an article in the London Sunday Chronicle in 1931 as "one of the greatest of human beings . . . in the human story." He credits the wandering tribe of desert Jews, with their belief in one God and in the law as handed down at Mount Sinai, as contributing "an idea of which all the genius of Greece and all the power of Rome were incapable."

At the end of World War II, when he understood the full force of the Holocaust, he gave continued and vigorous support to establishing the state of Israel, even though many British politicians either opposed it or supported it in the hope that it might draw Jews from Britain. Martin Gilbert is first a historian in pursuit of original sources - speeches, parliamentary debates, correspondence, newspaper and magazine articles, personal interviews - but his appreciation for Churchill's relationship with Jews is obviously written with emotional as well as intellectual satisfaction. He shows how Churchill was deeply troubled over Jewish Bolshevism and critical of Jewish violence against the British in Palestine.

But the point of view of this book is stated unequivocally in Churchill's own words. In an article in the Illustrated Sunday Herald in 1920, describing the struggle for the soul of the Jewish people between Bolshevism and Zionism, he wrote: "Some people like Jews and some do not, but no thoughtful man can doubt the fact they are beyond all question the most formidable and the most remarkable race which has ever appeared in the world." He would not change his mind about that. 
