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Another of the “first ones™ has given a vivid description of the land upon which
Rishon Leziyyon, the first of the BILU settlements, was to be founded: *“The site
was a bleak wilderness. Not a booth, no inn, no tree, no human being, nothing but
illimitable sand-dunes and thorn bushes. Everywhere jackals, their mournful howling
making the desert night hideous."

Despite the years of depair and desperation, a remnant of those first settlers
remained to become successful tillers of the soil together with those who joined
them as time went on. Then it seemed that their pioneering efforts had resulted
only in a few puny settlements struggling for viability. Yet, those first farming
villages — Petah Tiqwa. Rishon Leziyyon, Gedera, Rosh Pinna, Yesud Ha-maala,
Zikhron Yaaqov — were vital stepping stones that led to the foundation of the
State.

Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion has written of the **first ones™ in these words:
“Primacy is not just the good luck of the man that came first. It is the art of
looking beyond current reality. It is the moral strength to summon all the powers
dormant in man and steadfastly wield them to avert catastrophe and hasten
redemption, by undertakings of creativity and grandeur of performance.”
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Land belongs to those who till it, ideals to those who strive to make of them
realities. In this sense, the handful of young pioneers who in the year 1882 took
the first practical steps towards recreating the Jewish nation in its historic home-
land have a true claim to the title of the “founding fathers™ of the State of Israel.

It is generally difficult to unravel the beginnings of great historic movements.
During two thousand years of dispersion the link between the people of Israel and
the land of Israel has remained unbroken. Yet, it was only at the turn of the
nineteenth century that a momentous change took place in Jewish life which was
ultimately to transform the age-old longing for return into present-day reality.

In the fateful year of 1882 the Jews of Russia who had just begun to breathe in
the heady winds of emancipation were chilled by the renewal of persecutions and
pogroms. Out of these events a movement known as HoveEve Z1YYON — the Lovers
of Zion — came into being. The young men of this movement were charged with a
desire for rebellion: rebellion against the helplessness of the Jew and his paralysing
resort to martyrdom and self-negation. Groups of students and intellectuals began
to seek ways of giving meaning 1o their revolt. One such group was the BILU, a
society of earnest enthusiasts whose very slogan bespoke deeds rather than words:
O House of Jacob, come ye, and let us. walk .

Pledged to create model agricultural villages in Palestine that would ultimately
lead to national resettlement, the first group of pioneers arrived in Jaffa in August
1882. These young people who were determined to make the land their life initiated
a revolutionary approach to end the age-old problem of the rootlessness of their

people.

The path of the *“‘first ones’ was by no means strewn with roses. They fought a
desperate battle for their very existence; they lacked financial support and constant
obstacles were placed in their path.

The land, neglected for centuries, resisted their unskilled efforts at cultivation.
Malaria, cholera, and trachoma depleted their ranks. It is little wonder that many
of their golden dreams dissolved before the harsh realities of life.

Chessin, one of these early pioneers, wrote in his diary on August 21st, 1882, ten
days after settling on the land: *“My hands are covered with blisters and bruises.
I cannot straighten out my fingers,” and continued wryly, “and in Russia I used
to dream that I would be able to work eight hours a day and devote the rest of the
time to intellectual pursuits. How can the mind entertain any thoughts when your
back is broken 7",



mva owvnna Ty

g A A s
THE ARTIST

NNUN MYION

DY -NRHBNXY D TYR IO 1938
NP ONO¥2 9PN N3 PTIYY )
IMEY VN TVIYD vy S nva
MMNND 0P YNNI Iavn
NPV PO DY N2 NNDN MWHN

SYON MY MY

ELIEZER WEISHOFF, born in Jerusalem in
1938, started drawing in his early youth.
Upon finishing his studies at the Bezalel
School of Arts and Crafts in Jerusalem,
he joined the Israel Defence Force and
served as art editor on its weekly youth
magazine.

Having returned to civilian life, MR.
WEISHOFF is now a commercial artist and
lives at Bat Yam, near Tel Aviv.
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