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Abstract
The early and steadfast support of the United States of America helped the State

of Israel during its tenuous first days of statehood. The American president, Harry S.
Truman of Missouri, authorized de facto recognition of Israel by the United States just
minutes after David Ben Gurion read the Israeli Declaration of Independence. Truman
had been lobbied in many directions concerning issues in Palestine. One of the more
powerful voices was that of Truman’s friend, army buddy, and former business partner
Eddie Jacobson.

The relationship between Truman and Jacobson has been mythologized in some
quarters while denigrated in others. Many have credited Jacobson with convincing
Truman to act, while some—including Truman’s own daughter—have questioned
whether Jacobson’s activities affected Truman in any way whatsoever.

This thesis illuminates Eddie Jacobson’s life and his life-long friendship with
Harry S. Truman, and looks at the role Jacobson played during the critical years leading
to American recognition of Israel. By analyzing their army service, business partnership,
family lives, and political involvements, the thesis attempts to provide a full account of
the friendship shared by these two men over nearly 50 years. It also explores Jacobson’s
invelvement with Israeli affairs in the years following that nation’s founding in 1948
until his death in 1955.

Using archival material, newly acquired oral histories, primary and secondary
literature, the thesis provides a complete accounting of Eddie Jacobson’s life and the

Truman-Jacobson friendship. Shedding light on this important chapter of American




Jewish History, this thesis seeks to fill a gap in Truman scholarship and Israeli history

concerning Eddie Jacobson and his activities on behalf of the Jewish State.
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INTRODUCTION

Background

In many ways, the story of Harry Truman and Eddie Jacobson epitomizes an
American friendship. Theirs is the story of two young men of modest means who fought
together, failed and succeeded together, and enjoyed a lifelong relationship. Loyalty,
trust, patriotism, morality, and honesty framed their friendship. Through the ups and
downs of life, the challenges and the accomplishments, the two men related to each other
as the simple Midwesterner each professed to be. Theirs is an American tale of the rise
from humble roots to the heights of the national and international scene, though at its
core, the story remains the simple saga of a lifelong friendship.

Harry Truman left the presidency in January 1953 with unusually low levels of
public approval.' His tenure as president included the end of World War II, the beginning
of the Cold War, a war on the Korean Peninsula, and any number of skirmishes around
the world. Truman was viewed by many as a simpleton, an uneducated, failed small
businessman from Missouri who lacked eloquence and gravitas.? But for all of the
criticism faced by Truman in 1952 and 1953, history has been far more kind to the man
from Independence.’ Among Truman’s more lauded attributes, his willingness to do
whatever he saw as “the right thing” to do, without regard to political expedience or other
pressures, continues to garner praise.*

Truman’s presidency has evoked much interest from scholars. Chief among the

works on Truman is David McCullough’s 7ruman, an eloquent and exhaustive history of

! See McCullough, Truman, p.891 and 914.
2 Ibid., p. 525.

* Ibid., 989-992.

* Ibid., 992.




the man and his life and times. Robert Farrell’s Truman provides a positive, though not as
thorough portrait of Harry Truman. Merle Miller, who specialized in oral history, paints a
laudatory and earthy picture of Truman and his actions in his Plain Speaking by
interviewing many of the people who knew him and worked with him. Michael
Beschloss’s history, The Conquerors, the most recent to be published, looks at Truman’s
actions at the close of World War II and the beginning of the Cold War.°

For many American Jews, one of the most memorable acts of Truman'’s
presidency was his nearly instantaneous de facto recognition of the State of Israel.®
Coming minutes after David Ben Gurion read a declaration of independence, Truman’s
act began a close relationship between the United States and Israel that continues to this
day.” The decision to give de facto recognition to Israel was not an easy one, nor was it a
choice without real drawbacks.® Negative results were predicted by members of
Truman’s state department, and by the then Secretary of State, Gen. George Marshall.
Yet, Truman made a clear and bold decision, and never wavered in his support of Israel.’

Truman’s actions regarding Israeli statehood have been studied and analyzed by
many historians.'® Some have argued that Truman’s support of Israel stands as an
example of moral leadership, while others have suggested that Truman’s act was much

more a political decision.'! In all of the discussions on Truman and Israel, relatively few

* See McCullough’s Truman, Farrell’s Truman, Miller's Plain Speaking, and Beshloss’s The Conguerors.
¢ See Truman’s statement of recognition in the Truman Presidential Papers, Truman Library, Independence,
Missourt,

7 See Benson, Harry S. Truman and the Founding of Israel, 195-196. For a different view, see Michael
Ottolenghi’s “Harry Truman’s Recognition of Israel,” in The Historical Journal, p. 963-988.

¥ See McCullough, p. 619. Opposition to American support of a Zionist state was so strong at the State
Department that some feared a mass resignation upon Truman’s announcement of recognition.

® McCullough, 620.

"% See Benson, Cohen’s Truman and Israel, Ganin’s Truman, American Jewry, and Israel, 1945-1948 and
Snetsinger's Truman, the Jewish Vote, and the Creation of Israel.

"' See Benson, 196 for a discussion of the former point of view, and Snetsinger, 137-138 for the latter.




have dealt in detail with the role played by Eddie Jacobson beyond Jacobson’s contact

with Truman in the spring of 1948.

Historiography and Source Base

Among those who have studied Truman, four scholars have written extensively on
the 33" President’s involvements concerning the matter of Isracli statehood. Michael
Taft Benson, now the president of Snow College in Utah, published Harry S. Truman and
the Founding of Israel, in 1997. Benson’s work traces both American involvement with
the cause of Jewish statehood and Truman’s increasing interest in the matter. While his
book discusses the role Eddie Jacobson played at a significant moment in this saga,
Benson’s book does not explore the role of Truman'’s former business partner in the years
leading up to or following Israeli statehood in 1948. Michael Cohen’s Truman and Israel,
while also offering a detailed description of both Truman’s statements, machinations, and
Jacobson’s involvement, likewise lacks a full account of the Truman-Jacobson
relationship. Two other notable books mention Eddie Jacobson and his involvement with
Truman: Zvi Ganin’s Truman, American Jewry and Israel, 1945-1948 and John
Snetsinger’s Truman, the Jewish Vote and the Creation of Israel. But both focus more on
the political ramifications of Truman’s actions. Perhaps the most complete account of
Eddie Jacobson’s involvement can be found in the centenary history of Kansas City’s
Temple B’nai Yehudah, Roots in a Moving Stream. Written by Frank Adler, who spent
more than thirty years as the executive director of the temple, Roots in a Moving Stream
gives an outline of the Truman-Jacobson friendship and provides a glimpse into the life

story of Eddie Jacobson. The volume also includes mention of those who worked with




Jacobson and Truman during the months and years leading to Israeli statehood. Though
each of these works offers the reader a view of Eddie Jacobson’s activities, none offers a
full account of the Truman-Jacobson friendship or a full record of Jacobson’s
involvements with Israel.

Eddie Jacobson’s relationship with Harry Truman has been the subject of two
journal articles. In 1945, Rabbi Samuel Mayerberg of Kansas City wrote “President
Truman’s Buddy” in Liberal Judaism. The piece served to introduce Eddie Jacobsonto a
wider audience. While recognizing Mayerberg’s influence, Jacobson’s daughter, Elinor
Borenstine, suggests that the article was more about Rabbi Mayerberg than about
Jacobson’s longstanding relationship with the new American president.'? While the
article does detail the friendship between Truman and Jacobson, its date of publication
precludes any mention of the influence Jacobson may have enjoyed on President Truman
or of the entire matter of Israeli statehood.

A second article dealing with Eddie Jacobson, “Two Presidents and a
Haberdasher--1948" appeared in the American Jewish Archives in April of 1968. Not a
scholarly article per se, this article reproduced two significant letters concerning the
Jacobson-Truman relationship. The first piece, an autobiographical letter written by
Jacobson to Josef Cohn, a close aid to Dr. Chaim Weizmann, detailed Jacobson’s
involvement in the months leading to Israeli statehood and American recognition of the
new Jewish state. This letter is followed by a second letter, from Truman to Jacobson
written shortly after Weizmann’s death. The two letters provide a fascinating, if brief,

view of some of the interactions of Jacobson and Truman. To date, no author has

2 See interview with Elinor Borenstine conducted by the author in November, 2004, Borenstine suggested
that Mayerberg’s ego and his need for attention propelled the publication of the article.

10




produced a complete reconstruction of Eddie Jacobson’s life as well as the lifelong
friendship that linked Truman and Jacobson. Filling this gap represents the primary goal

of this thesis.

Main Arguments and Chapter Divisions

In some Jewish circles, Eddie Jacobson is remembered as an unsung hero who
was willing to lean on an old friend to help the Jewish people in a time of great need."
For others, Jacobson is viewed as a bit player in history who deserves nothing more than
a passing reference in the history books.!* For the historian interested in Israeli statehood,
American politics, or American Judaism, the role of Eddie Jacobson cries out for a more
accurate analysis. Many recognize that Jacobson’s actions helped to advance American
support of the Zionist cause at a precarious moment.'* Few know that Jacobson was an
active Reform Jew who regularly attended Temple services and heard sermons by a rabbi
with a reputation for being anti-Zionist.'® Few know anything about the nature of the
Truman-Jacobson relationship before 1945. Providing a more complete picture of Eddie
Jacobson and the Truman-Jacobson friendship represents the main focus of this thesis. In
attempting to fill this gap in historical knowledge, archival materials including extensive
correspondence between the two men, newly acquired oral histories obtained by the
author, and critical analysis of existing literature will be used to document the story of

Eddie Jacobson’s life and the story of the Truman-Jacobson friendship.

1% See interview with Frank Adler, conducted by the author, on July 29, 2004.

' This view is espoused by Truman’s daughter Margaret in her book, Harry S. Truman.

15 Most notably, Chaim Weizmann’s wife, Vera, noted the significance of Jacobson’s action in a letter to
Jacobson, December 1, 1952, in Jacobson Correspondence File, Truman Library, Independence, Missouri,
16 See interview with Elinor Borenstine, conducted by the author on November 8, 2004 for a full discussion
of Jacobson’s religious observance and his relationship with Rabbi Samuel Mayerberg.
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The first chapter provides a detailed look at Eddie Jacobson’s involvements with
matters of Jewish statehood during Harry Truman’s first three years as president. The
chapter chronicles Jacobson’s increasing involvement, as well as Truman’s evolving
position in regards to Zionism and Jewish statehood. The chapter also looks at the
interactions of Truman and Jacobson during those years, and provides a fuller picture of
the role that Jacobson was able to play because of his friendship with Truman.

Chapter two looks at the lifelong friendship between Harry Truman and Eddie
Jacobson. Details of their shared service in World War I and short-lived business
partnership are explored and analyzed. In addition, the chapter illustrates the nature of the
Truman-Jacobson friendship during the twenty years between the failure of their
haberdashery and Truman’s becoming president of the United States. The chapter also
provides biographical sketches of the families of both men.

The third chapter explores the Truman-~Jacobson friendship from just after Israeli
statehood in 1948 until Jacobson’s death in 1955. This chapter describes the ongoing
activities of Eddie Jacobson on behalf of Israel, and the continuing close friendship
between Truman and Jacobson. Additionally, the final chapter offers an enhanced view of
both Jacobson’s involvement in Truman’s election campaign of 1948 and the loss felt by
Truman at Jacobson’s death.

Finally, this thesis will offer a critical analysis of Eddie Jacobson’s activities on
behalf of the Zionist cause even as it looks critically at the Truman-Jacobson friendship.
This thesis will argue that Jacobson’s involvement played a critical role in the months
leading to Israeli statehood, and continued to be valuable throughout the Truman

administration. I will also argue that the Truman-Jacobson friendship was unique among

12




presidential friendships, for it represents a significant friendship between a president and

a Jew. In analyzing the key lessons of the life story of Eddie Jacobson, this thesis will

attempt to evaluate the overall significance of the Truman-Jacobson friendship.




CHAPTER ONE:

The Force of a Famous Friendship

Eddie Jacobson recognized the sign.'” As President Truman began to drum his
fingers on the desk, Jacobson realized that the president was changing his mind.'® It was
the sort of act only a good friend could recognize and accurately comprehend. But by the
time this meeting took place, Truman and Jacobson had already enjoyed a relationship of
more than forty years. Though one man occupied the Oval Office, the two dealt with each
other openly and directly.'® The years and the status changes that came with career
changes and life changes had not altered the deep trust they shared for one another.?

The meeting on Saturday, March 13, 1948, had begun regularly enough, with
Jacobson and Truman exchanging pleasantries, the president inquiring about Jacobson’s
family and store, and Jacobson responding and also asking about the president’s family.ZI
Jacobson came to the White House without an appointment but with a purpose, though,
and soon turned to his reason for being there: the struggle for a Jewish state in
Palestine.” Matt Connelly, the president’s assistant, had warned Jacobson as he entered

the West Wing to avoid the topic, knowing that Truman was in no mood to deal with the

17 See Jacobson letter to Dr. Josef Cohn, March, 1952 in Jacobson Correspondence File, Truman Library,
Independence, Missouri. Pages 2, 3, and 4 tell of the Truman-Jacobson meeting in the Oval Office on
March 13, 1948. Jacobson recalls the entire sequence of events in this letter to Dr. Cohn, an associate of Dr.
Chaim Weizmann.
* Ibid., page 4.
' The correspondence between the two men suggests a warm and trusting relationship. Over and over
again, the two wrote of their admiration of the other. And in a number of letters Truman wrote to Jacobson,
he noted that he would explain whatever issue was at hand more fully in person, but that he did not want to
put into writing his particular view. This practice indicates not only a cautious politician, but also a deep
trust in Jacobson, and his willingness to be open and candid in personal conversations.
2 Truman would call Jacobson ‘the closest thing 1 have to kin,’ while Jacobson wrote that he had great
faith in his friend the president and deeply believed in Truman’s ability to keep his word.
;; See Jacobson’s letter to Cohn, March, 1952, page 2.

Ibid.
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thorny issue.?? But Jacobson persisted. The issue was fast approaching its climax, and

Jacobson believed the president needed to act.”*

Dr. Chaim Weizmann, a leader of the Jewish cause in Palestine, was in New York
City, waiting to meet with Truman. Weizmann, elderly and sickly, had been working
with the international community at the United Nations (UN) and with the American
government to help the Jews realize the 2000-year-old dream of statehood. But Truman,
angry over the treatment he had endured from American Jewish leaders, flatly refused to
meet with Weizmann. Frank Goldman, the national president of B’nai B’rith, had called
Jacobson to ask him to personally intercede on behalf of Weizmann.? Jacobson agreed
and flew to Washington immediately to talk to his old friend.?

The discussion with Truman had been tense, and Jacobson felt he was not making
progress.”’ Finally, noticing Truman’s statue of Andrew Jackson on a corner of a desk in
the Oval Office, Jacobson tried one more time to convince the president to meet with
Weizmann. Jacobson began to discuss Truman’s hero-worship of Jackson, and all that
Truman had done to honor Andrew Jackson. Then, Jacobson said that he too had a hero, a
man named Chaim Weizmann, who, though trained as a scientist, had become a major
leader of the Jewish cause.?® It was this dialogue that caused Truman to start tapping his
fingers on his desk, pull away from his desk, and turn around to face the windows

looking out on the Rose Garden.

% Ibid.

* Ibid., p. .

% See Jacobson letter to Cohn, March 1952, page 1.

% Jbid, pages 1 and 2. It is not known how Jacobson funded such a last-minute trip, or for that matter, how
he funded all of his trips to meet with the President. But as he did in this instance and many others,
Jacobson traveled on short notice to meet with Truman.

7 Ibid, page 3.

% Ibid.
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After a short silence, the president turned around and said to Jacobson, “Fine you
bald-headed son of a bitch, you win. I will see him. Tell Matt [Connelly, the president’s
aide and scheduler] to set up a meeting.”*® Jacobson later said that those words were the
sweetest he had ever heard from Truman’s lips.30 Less than a week later, Truman
welcomed Weizmann to the White House for a private meeting, and the basis for a strong
relationship between the Truman White House and the new Jewish state began.

Eddie Jacobson and Harry Truman enjoyed a lifelong friendship. When they met
as young men, neither could have predicted that their relationship would be anything
other than ordinary. The two men retained their jovial, trusting relationship even as life
sent them in different directions, with Truman landing in the Oval Office and Jacobson
ultimately finding success as a haberdasher, the same business in which the two failed as
young men. Each respected the other. Jacobson saw in Truman an honest man who had a
deep interest in the public weal and worked to improve life for others.>! And Truman saw
in Jacobson a loyal and honest friend and businessman who was both patient and
tenacious. The men shared a deep and abiding trust in each other. And when the issue of
a Jewish state in Palestine appeared, the longstanding relationship between these two men
of Missouri provided a foundation for major national and international political action.

Harry S. Truman assumed the presidency facing controversy and crisis in nearly
every direction. The death of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt on April 12, 1945 left
a relatively little-known vice-president to face the daunting tasks of ending a world war,
transforming a nation from a war footing to peace time, and confronting countless flair-

ups around the globe. Truman, who had served as vice-president a mere 82 days

i: Ibid, page 4. See also McCullough, Truman, p. 606 for a description of this meeting.
Ibid.
3! As recalled by Elinor Borenstine in interview with the author, November, 2004.
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commented that he felt “like the moon, the stars, and all the planets had fallen” upon his
shoulders.* While Truman’s immediate concerns involved atomic weapons and closing
out the war in Europe and Japan, those first months in office also saw Truman’s entry
into the issue of Palestine and the question of a possible Jewish state.

While the crisis over recognizing the Jewish state did not reach a boiling point
until late 1947, the controversy surfaced early in Truman’s tenure as president. Just six
days after becoming President, Secretary of State Edward Stettinius informed Truman
that a group of Zionist leaders wanted to meet with the new president.>? Two days later,
Truman met a delegation of the American Zionist Emergency Council led by Rabbi
Stephen S. Wise. The meeting lasted just 15 minutes, and Truman’s comments to them
that he would follow Roosevelt’s plans indicated that Truman had not yet fully engaged
in the issue in his own right.>* But relatively quickly, the phalanx of issues concerning the
Jews and Palestine became a prominent theme and endured throughout Truman’s tenure
as president. The need to learn the details became clear and just weeks later, Truman
received a memo from the state department.

The memo received from the state department on June 16, 1945 outlined actions
for Truman to take at his upcoming meeting with Winston Churchill. The memo restated

the state department view that the new United Nations should handle Palestine and that

32 See McCullough, Truman, p. 353. Truman was characteristically open about his dread and fear as he
assumed the Presidency. The nation, used to a stoic leader as president, was stunned by Truman’s words.

» Ganin, Truman, American Jewry, and Israel, 1945-1948, 22. The Zionist leaders were obviously aiming
to present their case to the new President, while the Secretary of State, following the cautious mood of the
State Department as regarded Palestine, was likely trying to pre-empt the meeting, thus attempting to lobby
Truman to follow their thought process on the issue,

*Ibid., 23. Truman’s statement shows that he did not yet fully grasp Roosevelt’s hedging to both sides of
the argument.
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Truman need not comment or act on the issue until then.>® This wait-and-see approach
became a hallmark of the state department’s policy on Palestine. Thus was President
Truman introduced to an issue that citizen and Senator Truman had studied but had not
been actively engaged: the return of the Jewish people to the ancient homeland of Israel.
Truman had a long history of friendship with Jews, and due to his reading of the Bible, an
understanding of the yearning of the Jewish people to return to Palestine. As a senator
had met with Zionist leaders, but generally refrained from voicing an opinion. Instead, he
followed the lead of Franklin Roosevelt who sought to appease both Jewish and Arab
leaders.*® However, Roosevelt’s middle-ground approach became nearly impossible for
Truman to hold, as both the Zionist and Arab positions gained attention and support in
the post-war world. While Palestine was just beginning to emerge as a key issue for the
new Truman administration, Truman’s strong connection to his Jewish friend, Eddie
Jacobson also began to take a new form.

Jacobson and Truman had remained friends throughout the years following the
demise of their haberdashery, playing poker and enjoying an occasional fishing trip. The
two also maintained contacts through their shared comrades-in-arms from World War 1.
While they remained friends, little correspondence between the two men can be found in
the 20 years between the demise of the store and the ascendancy of Truman to the

national stage.3 7 Truman’s rise, though, did not weaken the friendship. In fact, Truman

%% See memo from acting Secretary of State Joseph Bymes to President Truman, “Memorandum for the
President on the subject of Palestine,” in Israel File, Trumman Papers, Truman Library, Independence,
Missouri.

% Cohen, Truman and Israel, 29. Truman followed the Roosevelt administration’s position that all energies
should be geared to the war effort, and that other issues would come after the war was won.

37 While the two remained friendly, they seemed to both focus on their own lives and pursuits. In an
interview, Loeb Granoff suggests that the two were both concerned with making a living and supporting
their families. More, Granoff asserts that Jacobson was not the type to ask for favors, so the absence of
correspondence seems reasonable.
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gave Jacobson a copy of the telegram Franklin Roosevelt had sent to congratulate then-
Senator Truman on his nomination for the vice presidency. The copy given to Jacobson
includes a handwritten note from Truman, calling Jacobson a friend, buddy, and partner,
and notes that Truman “repose[d] the utmost confidence” in J acobson.?® As vice
president, Truman sent Jacobson a note congratulating him on his new store, welcoming
Jacobson back into the retail end of the profession the two had shared decades earlier. He
also warned Jacobson to not get caught in an inflation squeeze like they had in the
1920s.%® Shortly after the death of Franklin Roosevelt, as Truman assumed the
presidency, Jacobson wrote to offer support and prayers. Jacobson’s note reads like that
of a concerned and proud old friend.*® Truman responded quickly to Jacobson, writing
him on May 16 that he appreciated Jacobson’s words and that he would instruct any
clothing salespeople that he wanted to buy his clothing through Jacobson’s store.*!
Truman encouraged Jacobson to visit the White House, and in June, while on a buying

trip for his store, Jacobson brought two war buddies and a clothing salesman to meet with

Truman.*? The salesman, Charles Kaplan, operated a shirt company that Truman and

Jacobson had represented in their haberdashery together. Once again, Kaplan’s company
was supplying shirts to Jacobson, and in time, he too would come to be involved with the

situation regarding Jews and Palestine.

% See copy of telegram sent by Franklin Roosevelt to Harry Truman, dated July 21, 1944, in Jacobson
Personal File, Truman Library, Independence, Missouri.

% See letter from VP Truman to Jacobson, February 19, 1945 in Jacobson Correspondence File, Truman
Library, Indepenence, Missouri.

“® See letter from Jacobson to Truman, May 10, 1945 in Jacobson Correspondence File, Truman Library,
Independence, Missouri.

! See letter from Truman to Jacobson, May 16, 1945, in Jacobson Correspondence File, Truman Library,
Independence, Missouri.

%2 Jacobson and the others had been invited for lunch, but because of a late train, they instead had a short
meeting in the Oval office. They also watched as Truman pinned a military award, an oak cluster, on
General Dwight Eisenhower
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The friendship caught some public attention, as both the Kansas City Times and
the Daily Forward published articles discussing the friendship between President Truman
and Jacobson.* The rabbi of Jacobson’s synagogue, Temple B’nai Jehudah in Kansas
City, Samuel Mayerberg was aware of the relationship. He wanted to write an article
about the friendship, and met with Jacobson in early June 1945, Jacobson made it clear to
the rabbi that he would not ask his friend the president for any favors but that he would
“urge the president to use every influence he has to rescue and save as many of the
desperate and homeless Jews of Europe as possible.”** Jacobson’s words to Mayerberg
following the White House visit reflect the rabbi’s early encouragement of Jacobson’s
pursuit of Jewish issues with Truman. Following the visit, Jacobson wrote to Mayerberg
that, “we were in such a rush that I did not get to speak to him about the Jewish situation
in Europe, but you can rest assured that when I see him in Kansas City next week, I will
certainly appeal to him...” The following week, Truman paid a visit to Jacobson’s new
store, but the two did not speak of the Jewish matter. But as Truman spent more time in
the White House, Jacobson would become an active voice seeking support for the Jewish
cause.

As the war drew to a close, stories of Nazi atrocities against Jews increasingly
filtered back to the United States. These events seem to have registered with Truman as
he worked to deal with the thousands of Jews left homeless in displaced persons camps.
At the Potsdam conference in July 1945, Truman attempted to lobby the British to ease

immigration policies so that 100,000 Jews could enter Palestine. But he was rebuffed; the

% See “Truman, Former Partner Talk Palestine with Rabbi” in Kansas City Times, June 18, 1945, and
“President’s Partner” in The Daily Forward, June, 1945, in Jacobson Clippings File, Truman Library,
Independence, Missouri.

4 Adler, Roots ina Moving Stream, 203.

* Ibid., 198.
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British worried that such a move could create massive revolt among Arabs.*® Truman saw

in the Palestine situation not so much the realization of a centuries-old Jewish dream, but
rather a solution to the problem of refugees in Iilerpe.“7 Later, with pressure mounting to
act on the Palestine question, Truman announced the Anglo-American Committee of
Inquiry to further study the situation and find an adequate solution.*® This solution was
temporary at best; an investigating committee could not by itself solve the problem. In
fact, Truman saw the Palestine problem as actually two problems. The first problem was
the immediate issue of refugees, and the other was the long-term issue of what to do with
the land, an issue he thought best handled by the United Nations.*® But it did buy time for
all of the parties—for the British, who knew they had a crisis but were not quite willing
to act, for Truman, who was still figuring out what the United States should do, for the
Zionists, who still needed to convince more people of the need for a Jewish homeland,
and for the Arabs, who still sought to deny any Jewish state in Palestine.

At home, Truman was inundated not just by the Zionists and those in the state
department defending the Arab position, but by others as well. The American Council for
Judaism (ACJ) was also active in the debate over Palestine. In a proposal on December 4,
1945, Lessing Rosenwald offered Truman a seven-point solution to the Palestine

problem. Rosenwald, on behalf of the ACJ, suggested a state free of any religion to be

% Cohen, 51. Truman found himself caught in the uncomfortable position of being pushed in opposite
directions by multiple groups. Both the State Department and the British feared Arab revolts and saw the
need to appease Arabs for oil, while Zionists were pushing hard on the emotional reasons for supporting
Jewish return to Palestine.

7 See Benson, Harry S. Truman and the Founding of Israel, 59.

* See Presidential Statement on Palestine, November 13, 1945, in Israet File, Truman Papers, Truman
Library, Independence, Missouri. Truman announced American participation with the British in the Anglo-
American Committee of Inquiry. Truman’s statement speaks of the atrocities faced by Jews in Europe, and
the serious need to provide safe haven for the thousands of Jewish refugees. The statement also contains a
letter written by Truman to the British Prime Minister seeking the acceptance of 100,000 Jewish refugees in
Palestine.

*? See Benson, 67.
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overseen by all nations of the world. The proposal saw a land that gradually grew into its
own control, was funded by all nations of the world, with policies such as immigration
based on the opinions of those already on the ground in Palestine. The proposal
recognized the dire situation faced by the displaced refugees, and sought to ameliorate
their predicament while still refraining from supporting a Jewish state.’® Such varying
positions among American Jews must have been both confusing and challenging for the
new president.

At the same time, political pressure on Truman was mounting from the other end
of Pennsylvania Avenue. The Senate passed a resolution in favor of Jewish Statehood in
Palestine offered by Sen. Robert Wagner of New York and Sen. Robert Taft of Ohio in
December of 1945. The House of Representatives also passed the measure. New to the
realm of international diplomacy, Truman found himself in the midst of opinions flying
in nearly every direction: Jews in the United States were on both sides of the issue;
members of Congress applied pressure on both sides; the British position was nearly
intractable; and the State Department was nearly equally immovable..

Documents show a sophisticated approach used by State to pressure Truman into
supporting the Arab position. In a letter in December 1945, Loy Henderson, the director
of Near Eastern and African Affairs at the State Department, carefully avoided promoting
one position over another as the Anglo-American committee began its work. Instead,

Henderson chose to highlight the importance of the tasks faced by the committee and the

%¢ See the document entitled ‘Proposal Made by Lessing J. Rosenwald, President of the American Council
for Judaism, to President Harry S. Truman at their meeting in the White House, Tuesday, December 4™ in
Israel File, Truman Papers, Truman Library, Independence, Missouri. Rosenwald lays out the ACJ position
opposing a Jewish state or any other religiously based state in Palestine in the proposal.
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gravity of the situation faced both by those in Palestine and by the refugees in Europe.”’
The State Department also framed the work of the committee in terms of world affairs,
arguing that angering the Arabs could lead to their allegiance with the Soviets and thus
causing even more problems for the United States.*

The committee ultimately agreed that the British should immediately allow
100,000 Jewish refugees to enter Palestine and left the question of statehood for later.
However, the British did not agree and sought to ignore the committee’s report. Clement
Atlee, the new British prime minister, was not in favor of opening immigration to
Palestine. His foreign secretary Ernest Bevin was even more vociferous in his opposition.
Winston Churchill, unceremoniously turned out of office, seemed the only British voice
actively advocating open immigration of Jews and a Jewish state in Palestine.*

As Truman continued to push for the easing of immigration in Palestine, he also
moved forward, voicing his support for the Jewish cause. Just before Yom Kippur in
October 1946, Truman issued a statement supporting a Jewish state in Palestine. With
this statement, Truman became the first American president to publicly support the
Zionist cause.** Truman’s statement, however, did nothing to calm the situation. Instead,
the Zionist leaders increased their pressure on Truman, the British continued to stonewall,
and the Arabs became more irate.

Zionist leaders in America, while continuing to pressure Truman directly, also

looked for alternate means of connecting with the president. One such attempt occurred

5! See ‘Memorandum for Mr. Connelly,” December 11, 1945, in Israel File, Truman Papers, Truman
Library, Independence, Missouri. The lack of a clear position on the part of Henderson is noteworthy, as his
artiality in the Palestine situation ultimately led to his reassignment by President Truman.
2 See Benson, 67 for a description of this tack taken by the State Department.
53 See Benson, 68-69. The British saw Truman as hell-bent on Zionism, and thought his belief misguided
and dangerous for future relations with Arabs.
34 See Benson, 70-71 for a discussion of Truman’s Yom Kippur statement of 1946.
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less than a month after Truman’s oath of office. On May 9, 1945, Dr. Israel Goldstein, a
Conservative rabbi and the president of the Zionist Organization of America, visited
Kansas City.® The director of the Jewish Community Center in Kansas City, Max
Bretton, brought Eddie Jacobson to the speech, and later, to a private parlor meeting in
the home of the local Conservative rabbi, Gershon Hadas.*® At the meeting, the leaders
hoped to persuade Jacobson to intervene with the president on their behalf. However,
Jacobson was not one to be quickly moved or to easily use his lifelong friendship with
Truman in this manner.*’

This first attempt to bring Jacobson into the Zionist cause did not work, and a
second attempt occurred just a few weeks later. Just a few days before President Truman
returned to Kansas City for the first time since assuming office, Jacobson was present at a
meeting in a private living room. Hosted by Mr. and Mrs. Ernest Peiser, Jacobson met
Reform Rabbi Arthur J. Lelyveld, then the director of the Committee on Unity for
Palestine. As Jacobson’s meetings with Truman in June 1945 involved no mention of the
Jewish cause, these two attempts seem to have failed.

Yet another attempt to involve Jacobson in lobbying the president came later,
with a call from Frank Goldman, the national president of B’nai B’rith, to AJ Granoff in
Kansas City.’® Granoff and Goldman knew each other through Granoff’s involvements in
B’nai B’rith, as a president of both the local chapter and as a district president. Goldman

asked Granoff if he knew of “an Eddie Jacobs or Jacobson” who was supposed to be

55 Adler, p. 203.

* Ibid.

57 Recalled by Elinor Borenstine, Jacobson’s elder daughter, in interview with the author, November 2004.
%8 Recalled by Loeb Granoff, son of AJ Granoff, in interview with the author, July 2004.
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friendly with the president.”® Granoff replied that he did indeed know Jacobson, and that
Jacobson was his best non-paying client. Granoff and Jacobson met through their
children, who attended religious school together. The two families lived near each other
and had a regular carpool to religious school. Granoff did legal work for Jacobson, and
Jacobson, in lieu of payment, gave Granoff clothing from his store. Shortly thereafter,
Granoff called Jacobson and began a sort of private tutorial to help Jacobson better
understand the details of both the refugee crisis and the movement for Jewish statehood.
The first tangible evidence of any of these attempts to involve Jacobson can be seen in a
meeting in 1946, when Jacobson brought Rabbi Lelyveld to meet with President Truman.

On June 5, 1946, Jacobson brought two men with him to meet with Truman at the
White House. As with the meeting in June of 1945, Charles Kaplan of Baltimore again
accompanied Jacobson to the White House. Jacobson also brought along Rabbi Lelyveld.
The purpose of the meeting was clear: a discussion of the Palestine situation.®® As they
left the White House, Jacobson, always quick with a line, quipped that “Kaplan sells
shirts, I sell furnishings, and the Rabbi sells notions!”®' Thus, Eddie Jacobson entered the
national discussion on Jewish affairs and Palestine.

President Truman released another statement on Palestine in October 1946. In this
statement, the president again reiterated his support for increased immigration of Jews to
Palestine.®? He also suggested that the United States could itself loosen its immigration

laws thereby allowing Jewish refugees from Europe a new home.** More, the president

39 1
Ibid.

:‘: See, “Truman, Former Partner Talk Palestine with Rabbi” in Kansas City Times, June 18, 1945.
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%2 See Statement by the President, October 4, 1946, in Israel File, Truman Papers, Truman Library,

Independence, Missouri.

% Ibid.

25




suggested that should a workable solution be found for Palestine, he would encourage the
congress to provide economic assistance to those living there.*

Jacobson returned to Washington, D.C. in December 1946 to attend a national
B’nai B’rith convention. While there, he contacted his friend the president, and Truman
arranged for tickets for Jacobson to attend the National Press Club’s annual gridiron
dinner. The next day, the Cleveland News reported that the “biggest ovation of the
evening was given to Eddie Jacobson, clothing merchant and former partner of Mr.
Truman in the business, who was brought...as a combination reward and attraction.”®’

By spring 1947 the British had tired of dealing with the Palestine situation. Thus,
in April of that year, the entire matter was turned over to the United Nations. The matter
moved from being one dominated by Britain and the United States to one handled by the
global community at the United Nations.5

The United Nations formed a committee to study the Palestine problem, called the
United Nations Special Committee on Palestine (UNSCOP.) As the new commission
began its work, Truman also shifted his focus from diplomacy with Great Britain on the
Palestine matter to dealing with the United Nations and the leaders of the new world
body. The stress of the situation was starting to show on Truman. By May 1947, Truman
appeared to be tiring of the whole affair. In a note to his aide David Niles, Truman wrote,
“I surely wish God Almighty would give the children of Israel an Isaiah, the Christians a

St. Paul and the sons of Ishmael a peep at the Golden Rule. Maybe He will decide to do

* Ibid.
 Adler, 207.
% See Sachar, A History of Israel, 279-280.
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that.”®’ Truman saw that none of the parties were likely to be pleased, and yet, as the
leader of the United States, Truman had no choice but to continue forward working the
problem to find a solution.

Among the many influences on Truman, his own advisors were split on the
Palestine question. Gen. George Marshall was opposed to a Jewish state, and his deputies
at the State Department were equally keen to take the side of the Arabs % They saw
America’s growing dependence on oil, the possibility of Soviet influence over Arab
leaders and Arab countries and concluded that whatever moral or humanitarian claims
were made by the Jews, the best interest of the United States remained with the Arabs.
Two of Truman’s personal advisors, Clark Clifford and David Niles, stood as the only
vocal supporters of the Jewish cause in Palestine within Truman’s administration.

By 1947, Jacobson, who had no record of asking favors from his now-powerful
friend, began to lobby more forcefully on behalf of the Jewish cause in Palestine. Truman
reacted to this move of Jacobson’s writing later that,

... When the day came when Eddie Jacobson was persuaded to forego his
natural reluctance to petition me and he came to talk to me about the plight
of the Jews. .1 paid careful attention.*®

In a letter to Truman in October 1947, Jacobson sought Truman’s help for the
Jewish refugees in Europe seeking admittance to Palestine. Jacobson wrote of the
difficulties faced by the Jewish refugees still living in displaced persons camps in Europe.

Noting that the issue was before the United Nations, Jacobson wrote that *. . .if it were

%7 See Truman’s handwritten response to Niles’ memorandum of May 12, 1947, in Israel File, Truman
Papers, Truman Library, Independence, Missouri. Truman’s plainspoken midwestern speech stands out
from nearly all the statements made throughout the controversy.

% See Benson, 78.

¢ See McCullough, 599. These words came from an article in the Washington Star and Daily News,
December 31, 1972.
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possible for you, as leader and spokesman for our country, to express your support of this

action, I think we can accomplish our aims...””® More, Jacobson sympathized with the
tensions faced by Truman. He wrote,
I think I am one of few who actually knows and realizes what terrible
heavy burdens you are carrying on your shoulders during these hectic
days. I should, therefore, be the last man to add to them; but I feel you will
forgive me for doing so, because tens of thousands of lives depend on

words from your mouth and heart. Harry, my people need help and I am
appealing to you to help them.”*

Jacobson’s letter was astonishingly candid, and his use of Truman’s first name illustrates
the closeness of the two men and the comfort Jacobson felt in writing to the president.

Truman’s response shows an equally open relationship with Jacobson, and the
response shows the extent to which Truman trusted Jacobson. In his response, dated
October 8, 1947, Truman noted that the matter was before the United Nations, and that
Gen. Marshall was handling the issue. Then Truman concluded with a fascinating
sentence that sheds light on the relationship between the two men. Truman wrote, “I
don’t want to be quoted on the subject at all. When I see you I’ll tell you just what the
difficulties are.””

Truman’s quick response illustrates much about the Truman-Jacobson
relationship. On the one hand, Truman’s quick and direct response illustrates his respect
for Jacobson and his desire to act appropriately to a friend. And with the closing

sentences, Truman showed that he trusted Jacobson to a high degree. He knew that the

Palestine issue was volatile, and that any written record could cause a reaction. But still

7 See letter from Jacobson to Truman, October 3, 1947in Jacobson Correspondence File, Truman Library,
Independence, Missouri.

" Ibid.

2 See letter from Truman to Jacobson, October 8, 1947 in Jacobson Correspondence File, Truman Library,
Independence, Missouri. The letter’s signature illustrates Truman’s feelings towards Jacobson. Instead of
any sort of formal signature, the note is simply signed, ‘Harry.’
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he wanted to keep Jacobson in the loop. Thus, Truman wrote to Jacobson that he would
fill him in, but in person, and in private. Truman seemed more than willing to open up to
Jacobson, but was cautious in writing something that could cause problems. Jacobson’s
role in the Palestine crisis would increase significantly as the controversy intensified,
with Jacobson ultimately playing perhaps the pivotal role in Truman’s decision-making
process.

November 1947 saw significant action on Palestine by the United Nations.
UNSCOP, which had produced a majority position favoring partition of Palestine into
two states, a Jewish state and an Arab state, and a minority opinion favoring a federated
entity controlled by Arabs, turned the partition proposal over to the General Assembly for
a vote. On November 29, the vote was held, with the majority position favoring partition
into two separate states with the Jerusalem-Bethlehem corridor under international
control. The vote passed, 33 to 13, more than a two-thirds majority, with both the United
States and the Soviet Union in favor. The vote was viewed as a significant victory by the
Zionists, while the Arabs became more enraged, and in short order, more militant.” A
state of civil war developed, as battles between the Jews and Arabs, and the Jews and the
British became common. As the year drew to a close, Jacobson again traveled to
Washington, D.C., this time to thank Truman for his involvement with the successful
passage of the partition plan at the United Nations.”* As 1948 dawned, and the UN
deadline for turning over control of Palestine on May 14 loomed, Truman faced increased

pressure to support the Zionist cause.

™ See Sachar, 294-296 for a fuller description of the partition vote.
™ Adler, 207.
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On February 17, 1948, Truman received a draft of policy options for the United
States in regard to Palestine. The document offered four possible positions for the United
States: 1. Support the partition plan as passed by the UN, including a willingness to use
armed forces under the command of the UN; 2. Continue supporting the partition plan
with all measures except the use of armed forces; 3. Adopt a neutral or passive role in the
whole matter, acting neither for nor against the partition plan; 4. Change the current U.S.
policy of support for the partition plan and seek a new solution to the problem.” Each
possibility was explored in the document, with pros and cons given. The State
Department suggested following the second option: continued support of the partition
plan with no use of armed forces. However, the document noted that military members of
the State Department staff disagreed and instead endorsed the fourth option, throwing the
entire situation back into the hands of the Security Council and General Assembly of the
United Nations. Both sides of the State Department believed that the British should be
pressured to maintain control over the area past the May 14 deadline.”

Just as the State Department continued its lobbying efforts aimed at the president,
Zionist leaders also continued to push for support. In the early months of 1948, the
Palestine issue dominated the work of the United Nations. Truman had not moved
beyond his statements supporting partition and a two state solution. The State Department
continued to lobby Truman to delay any action and not commit any actions that could
anger the Arabs. Meanwhile, the American Zionists continued to push Truman for

support. As 1948 was also an election year, the Palestine crisis became a political issue

™ See ‘Draft of The Position of the United States with Respect to Palestine,” February 17, 1948 in Israel
File, Truman Papers, Truman Library, Independence, Missouri.

' Ibid. The State Department clearly wanted to avoid the issue as much as possible, and used this document
to try to influence President Truman.
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for candidate Truman. Democratic leaders in New York threatened to withhold support,
while others argued that Truman was supporting the Zionist cause only to appease the
large block of Jewish voters in New York and elsewhere. Thomas Dewey, the eventual
Republican nominee was quick to voice his support for the Zionist cause. The politization
of the issue only further infuriated an already annoyed president as he sought a solution.

The American Jewish Zionists so frustrated Truman that he ultimately refused to
meet with them. Chief among those Truman detested was Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver. In a
meeting in the Oval Office, Silver raised his voice at Truman and banged his hand on
Truman’s desk.”” In a later cabinet meeting, Truman became so frustrated dealing with
American Jewish leaders that he commented, “Jesus Christ couldn’t please them when he
was on earth, so how could anyone expect that I would have any luck!”’® Truman not
only disliked the manner of Silver, but because Silver was a close advisor to Sen. Robert
Taft of Ohio, Mr. Republican himself, Truman doubted Silver’s goals as well.”?
Throughout all of the pressure from American Jewish leaders, Eddie Jacobson remained
close to Truman, and in the end, was able to connect with Truman when all of the
organized Jewish leadership failed to do so.

Throughout the crisis, Chaim Weizmann filled the role of elder statesman for the
Zionists as they sought a state. Weizmann, by then already advanced in age and infirm,
moved adeptly from his life as a scientist to the halls of diplomacy in New York City,
Washington, London, and around the world. Weizmann arrived in New York City in late

February1948, waiting to meet with Truman. But Truman refused to meet with

;: See McCullough, 598-599 for a discussion of Truman’s frustrations with American Jewish leaders,
Ibid.
 Cohen, 63.

31




Weizmann or any other Zionist leaders, saying that he had heard all they had to say.*
This rejection by Truman caught the attention of American Jewish leaders, and again
Jacobson was called upon to intercede.

On February 20", late at night, Frank Goldman called Jacobson seeking his
assistance on behalf of the Zionist cause. Truman was refusing to meet with Weizmann,
and American Jewish leaders were looking for every possible angle to reach the
president. Jacobson could not make travel plans at the late hour, so instead he wired Matt
Connelly, the president’s aide. The cable asked Truman to meet with Weizmann, noting
that he knew that Truman

...had very excellent reasons for not wanting to see Dr. Weizmann.

No one realizes more than I the amount of pressure that is being thrown on
you during these critical days, but as you once told me, this gentleman is
the greatest statesman and finest leader that my people have. He is very
old and heartbroken that he could not get to see you. Mr. President, [ have
asked you for very little in the way of favors during all our years of
friendship, but am begging of you to see Dr. Weizmann as soon as
possible. I can assure you that [ would not plead to you for any other of
our leaders.®!

Jacobson waited for a reply, and on February 27, received a note from the
president, who was vacationing at the submarine base at Key West, Florida. Truman
responded to Jacobson’s telegram matter-of-factly, noting that the whole situation had
become a “headache,” with every side, the Jews, Arabs, and the British, acting

impossibly difficult.®? Truman reiterated his support for the UN partition plan passed in

November 1947. He added that he did not feel the need to meet with Weizmann, as there

% See note from Truman to Jacobson, February 27, 1948 in Jacobson Correspondence File, Truman
Library, Independence, Missouri. Truman wrote to Jacobson to explain why he had not seen Weizmann and
had no plan to do so.

8! See cable from Jacobson to Matt Connelly, February 21, 1948 in Jacobson Correspondence File, Truman
Library, Independence, Missouri.

%2 See letter from Truman to Jacobson, February 27, 1948 in Jacobson Correspondence File, Truman
Library, Independence, Missouri,
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was not anything he could say that he Truman did not already know.® Jacobson noted
that the president’s reply indicated that he was not likely to change his mind.¥ So, as
soon as the president returned from Key West, Jacobson flew to Washington, D.C. to see
him. Thus, on Saturday, March 13, Eddie Jacobson encountered Matt Connelly just
before his fateful meeting with Truman.

Truman, after some cajoling by Jacobson, agreed to see Weizmann, and at that
meeting, held on Thursday, March 18, 1948, Truman assured Weizmann that the United
States supported partition, and would do all it could to make it a reality. The meeting was
held after hours to avoid press coverage, and both men later remarked that they reached
an understanding during that meeting.®® But the State Department had other ideas, and
within days, Truman found himself in an even more difficult situation.

Without Truman’s knowledge, the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Sen.
Warren Austin delivered a speech to the UN signaling a major shift in U.S. policy
involving Palestine. The speech, delivered on March 19, 1948, just one day after
Truman’s unpublicized meeting with Weizmann, noted that the U.S. no longer saw
partition as a viable option, and that the United States instead supported trusteeship for
Palestine.®® This turn in policy shocked all parties, not least of which was Harry Truman
himself. A month earlier, Truman had approved a draft of a State Department position
paper without reading the document carefully. State, wanting to delay any action on

Palestine, took Truman’s approval of the document as acceptance of a new policy of
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delay, and instructed Austin to speak accordingly.®” Still believing that the United States
should side with the Arabs, it did all it could to slow Truman's drive towards full support
of the Zionists. This apparent shift in American policy caused troubling reactions for
Truman in all directions, and was seen as a major setback for Zionist leaders. Some
Jewish leaders termed that day “black Friday,” for they feared it signaled the United
States’ unwillingness to assist in the establishment of a Jewish State.*® As Truman awoke
on Saturday March 20, he faced not only an international crisis, but also a new and
growing domestic political predicament over the Truman administration’s seeming about-
face on the Palestine crisis. Truman recorded his frustration in his personal diary:
The state department pulled the rug from under me today. I didn’t expect
that would happen. In Key West or en-route there from St. Croix I
approved the speech and statement of policy by Senator Austin to U.N.
meeting. This morning, I find that the state department has reversed my
Palestine policy. The first I know about it is what I see in the papers! Isn’t
that hell? [ am now in the position of a liar and a double-crosser. I've
never felt so in my life. There are people on the third and fourth levels of
the state department who have always wanted to cut my throat. They’ve
succeeded in doing it. Marshall’s [the Secretary of State General Geor%e]
in California and Lovett’s [undersecretary of State Robert] in Florida.®
The speech by Sen. Austin represented a major misstep for the Truman administration,
and portrayed an administration out of control, vacillating on one of the most important
issues of the day. Backlash came from all directions.
With the Austin statement at the UN, no one seemed to comprehend the U.S.

position on Palestine. In a letter to Undersecretary Levitt, Robert Nathan, an economist

working in U.S. intelligence and a supporter of the Zionist cause, wrote that he found the

%7 See Benson, 133-136 for a fuller description of these events.

%8 See Cohen, 188-198 for a full description of the events on March 19 and reactions following.

% See Margaret Truman, Harry S. Truman, 424-425. The President’s daughter writes of her father’s
frustrations with the State Department.
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U.S. move “disturbing and discouraging.”®® Nathan noted that the U.S. move had sent the
UN into chaos, and that the prestige of both the UN and the U.S. was hurt by Austin’s
statement. Truman, meanwhile, was cornered. If he acknowledged that he had been
hoodwinked by his own State Department, then he looked weak and ineffective. If he
announced an immediate change back to a course supporting partition, then he looked
indecisive and inept. And on a personal level, Truman hated the fact that he looked
deceptive to the likes of Chaim Weizmann.”' But Weizmann trusted what he had heard
from Truman, and kept silent in the aftermath of Austin’s statement. He made a
significant phone call late that Friday, to Eddie Jacobson in Kansas City. Weizmann
assured him that Truman was not behind Austin’s new move, and encouraged Jacobson
to continue his pressure on Truman.”” The call had been much needed, as Jacobson
himself wrote later to Josef Cohn.*® In that call, Weizmann reassured Jacobson, saying,
Mr. Jacobson, don’t be disappointed and do not feel badly. I do not believe
that President Truman knew what was going to happen in the United
Nations on Friday when he talked to me the day before. I am 72 years old,
and all my life I have had one disappointment after another, This is just
another letdown for me. Don’t forget for a single moment that Harry S.
Truman is the most powerful single man in the world. You have a job to
do, so keep the White House doors open.*
Jacobson’s deep faith in his friend the president had been shaken by Ambassador

Austin’s remarks, and Weizmann found a way to revive his spirit and remind Jacobson of

the enormity of the task at hand.”® Even with these new questions, Jacobson was not

% See letter from Nathan to Lovett, March 24, 1948, in Israel File, Truman Papers, Truman Library,
Independence, Missouri.
*! The aforementioned diary entry quoted by Margaret Truman shows Truman’s disgust with the situation.
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pushed enough to contact the president for clarification. Instead, he chose to continue to
trust his old friend.’

Finally, on March 25, the Thursday following Austin’s speech at the UN, Truman
released a statement trying to bridge the seemingly opposite positions the U.S. appeared
to support. Truman said that while he fully supported partition, “the plan cannot be
carried out at this time by peaceful means.””’ Thus, Truman suggested a modified
temporary trusteeship until partition could become possible. Publicly, Truman tried to
remain somewhat neutral, but privately, he had begun the final push that would lead to
American recognition of the new Jewish state.

Jacobson returned to Washington, D.C. on April 12, having met with Dr.
Weizmann in New York City the previous day.”® Truman reaffirmed his commitment to
the partition plan, and gave Jacobson permission to pass this information on to
Weizmann. Jacobson’s vague language describing the meeting indicates Truman’s
disgust with the events involving Ambassador Austin at the UN.% Nonetheless, Jacobson
was mollified, and Truman turned toward a major hurdle facing his decision to recognize
the coming Jewish state.

As the deadline for British withdrawal from Palestine grew closer, the pressure on
Truman intensified. Internally, David Niles and Clark Clifford continued to be the
strongest voices urging Truman to support the Zionist position, while nearly every voice
in the state department preached patience and non-commitment. The end of the British

mandate was scheduled for May 14, 1948. Truman turned to his close aid Clark Clifford

% According to Elinor Borenstine, in interview with the author, November, 2004,
7 See Statement by the President, March 25, 1948 in Israel File, Truman Papers, Truman Library,
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on May 7 to make one last effort at convincing Gen. Marshall that support for the Jewish
state was the correct move. The need for Marshall’s acquiescence was two-fold: on the
one hand, Marshall headed the State Department, the government’s entity for dealing
with foreign matters, and on the other hand, Marshall was clearly the most popular man
in the Truman administration and Truman knew he needed Marshall if he had any hopes
of being elected in the coming election. Truman instructed Clifford to prepare an
argument for recognition of the Jewish state as if Clifford were arguing a case in front of
the Supreme Court. The meeting was set to take place on May 12, two days before the
British mandate was set to end.

On May 12, Marshall arrived to meet with Truman. Accompanying the general
were the undersecretary of state, Robert Lovett, and two other aides, Robert McClintock
and Fraser Wilkins. Along with Clifford sat David Niles and appointments secretary Matt
Connelly. The gathering did not include two State Department members who had been
active in the Palestine issue but had had significant disagreements with Clifford: Dean
Rusk and Loy Henderson.'® As the meeting opened, as Clifford recalled, Lovett and
Marshall opened with criticism of the Jewish Agency’s military actions in Palestine. As
he spoke, Marshall was interrupted by one of his aides with a note stating that Moshe
Shertok, the political representative of the Jewish Agency, had delivered a note written
by Marshall to David Ben Gurion, the leader of the Jewish Agency. Marshall commented,
according to Clifford, that he had not written the note, and had not even heard of Ben

Gurion!'®!

1% See Clifford, Counsel to the President, 10.
9! Ibid. This assertion seems hard to believe. Marshall surely had to know who the Jewish leader was in
Palestine. His anger, and his attempt at distance, must also have caused a reaction inside Truman’s mind.
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After delivering his perspective, Marshall sat quietly as Clifford began to argue

the case for recognition of the new Jewish state. Clifford delivered a seven-point
argument supporting recognition. As he finished, Clifford recalled that Marshall’s face
reddened and he asked Truman why Clifford, a domestic advisor, was even present in the
room.'” Truman answered bluntly: “Well General, he is here because I asked him to be
here.”'” Marshall’s disgust was evident in his comments, which he restated for his own
personal records. He wrote:
I remarked to the President, that speaking objectively, I could not help but
think that suggestions made by Mr. Clifford were wrong. I thought that to
adopt these suggestions would have precisely the opposite effect from that
intended by Mr. Clifford. The transparent dodge to win a few votes would
not in fact achieve this purpose. The great dignity of the office of the
President would be seriously diminished. The counsel offered by Mr.
Clifford was based on domestic political considerations, while the problem
which confronted us was international. I said bluntly that if the President
were to follow Mr. Clifford’s advice and if in the elections I were to vote,
I would vote against the President.'®
Marshall’s visible disgust signaled defeat to Clifford, for he knew how important
Marshall was to Truman. But the president gave Clifford another chance, instructing him
to wait for the dust to settle a bit. Robert Lovett, one of the aides to Marshall who sat
through the Oval Office meeting of the 12" became a conduit for Clifford and Marshall.
Finally, around 4 o’clock in the afternoon on May 14, Lovett called Clifford to say that
Marshall still did not agree with recognition of the new state, but he would also not
oppose it. With this agreement, Clifford readied the statement of recognition, and barely

I'1 minutes after Israel declared its independence, Presidential Press Secretary Charles

Ross delivered the following statement to the press:

192 1bid, 12.
% Ibid.
14 Repeated in Clifford, Counsel to the President, 14-15.
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Statement by the President. This government has been informed that a
Jewish state has been proclaimed in Palestine and recognition has been
requested by the provisional government thereof. The United States
recognizes the lprovisional government as the de facto authority of the
State of Israel.’”®
With this statement, the United States became the first nation to offer de facto recognition
of the new State of Israel.

Eddie Jacobson’s actions significantly enhanced the relationship between Harry
Truman and the Zionist movement in Palestine. When no other leader could convince
Truman to act, it was Jacobson, Truman’s old friend, fellow soldier, and business partner
who convinced the president to see Chaim Weizmann and help the Zionist cause.
Jacobson, who would have been content to live the life of a Midwestern haberdasher,
understood that history had landed him in an unusual position. And while lesser men may
have recoiled from this realization, Jacobson comprehended his place, and acted to help
his people while maintaining utmost respect for his friend and his own country. The
values of loyalty, patriotism, faith, and friendship guided Jacobson and Truman in their

friendship and in their actions which contributed to the establishment of a Jewish state in

Palestine.

1% For a fascinating sidebar, see the original copy of the statement in Israel File, Truman Papers, Truman
Library, Independence, Missouri. Truman’s handwriting can be found on it as he changed a phrase to
include the name of the new nation in the statement.
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CHAPTER TWO:

The Early Years: A War, a Business, a Friendship

When Eddie Jacobson and Harry Truman met each other in 1905, one may fairly
assume that neither man could have imagined sitting in the president’s office at the White
House. Neither man’s life to that point gave any indication of greatness, nor could either
man have guessed which of them would one day sit behind the desk of the Oval Office
while the other coaxed, cajoled, and convinced the president to act. The two were young
men, both having left home to find employment and make their own way in the wider
world. And for both Truman, who had been raised on a family farm in rural Missouri and
then in the small town of Independence, Missouri, and Jacobson, who was born in New
York City and grew up in Leavenworth, Kansas, the bustling streets of Kansas City,
Missouri seemed the right place to find opportunity.

The lives of Truman and Jacobson became intertwined when both were young
men in the early days of the 20" century. By the midpoint of the century, however, the
two men would figure prominently in national and international affairs. Their story is the
classic American story: two men of average means, acquaintances who solidified a
friendship during the rigors of battle and upon their return from war sought to improve
their lot in life. The story of their lives and their friendship could be the story of any two
people. By looking at the details of their friendship, an extraordinary story comes to light.
World events were affected by the metamorphosis of the Truman-Jacobson friendship

from the mundane to the extraordinary. A close look at the details of their shared lives
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provides a glimpse of the transformation of a normal friendship into a unique relationship

that had profound resuits in world affairs.

Eddie Jacobson was born on June 17, 1891, and was the fourth of six children
born to David and Sarah Jacobson, immigrants who had traveled from Eastern Europe to
New York City.'® The young Jacobson family moved from their urban home in New
York to the small town of Leavenworth, Kansas in about 1893 as David and Sarah
Jacobson sought more success and security for their children, Harry, Rose, Florence,
Eddie, Abe, and Ben. Family members give reasons for the move—Sarah’s health was
not good, David was not finding financial success in New York, and life in the tenements
of the Lower East Side presented more problems than benefits.'"’

The move to Leavenworth may have helped Sarah’s health, but material success
was slow in coming. Within10 years or so, the family moved again, this time to Kansas
City, Missouri. According to Elinor Borenstine, elder daughter of Eddie Jacobson,
Leavenworth was not the best fit for the Jacobson family.'®® While the boys had left the
trouble-making streets of New York City, they continued to be somewhat rambunctious,
though none found major trouble.'” Borenstine recalls hearing of the Jacobson boys and

some of their more exuberant acts, and wonders how her grandparents, who spoke only

Yiddish, possibly explained the behavior of the young Jacobson boys to neighbors or

1% The birth order placing Eddie fourth was given by Gloria Shusterman in an interview with the author on
November 8, 2004. The interview can be found in the appendix to this thesis, and is on file in the Eddie
Jacobson holdings of the Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives in Cincinnati, Ohio.
In answering a question about birth order, Shusterman equivocated to the author, stating that she was not
100 % positive that this was correct. Herb Jacobson, a nephew of Eddie, corroborated this birth order.

17 Interviews with Herb Jacobson in July of 2004, Gloria Shusterman in November of 2004, and Elinor
Borenstine in November of 2004 provide some details on this matter. None of the three could identify
Sarah’s ailments. The interviews can be found as appendices to this thesis, and are in the Eddie Jacobson
holdings of the Jacob Rader Marcus Center of the American Jewish Archives in Cincinnati, Ohio.

1% gee Borenstine interview.

' Ibid.
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authorities.”'® The Jacobson family moved to Kansas City at the close of the 1904-1905
school year.'!!

Eddie Jacobson’s arrival in Kansas City marked the end of his formal schooling.
With an eighth-grade education, Jacobson quit school and began to work to help support
the family. "2 He found employment as a stock boy in a clothing store, Burnham, Hanna,
Munger Dry Goods Store on 8™ and Broadway streets.!™® It was during that first year in
Kansas City that Jacobson met a young man named Harry Truman, who was employed
by the Union National Bank.!" The two would meet when Jacobson would bring the
store’s deposits to the bank.''® The friendship faded in 1906 when Truman returned to the
family farm, where he lived for the next 11 years, leaving only to become a soldier in
World War I.

During the following twelve years, Jacobson continued to work in clothing stores
in Kansas City. He worked for the Palace Clothing Company, and for the Baltimore Shirt
Company.'*¢ In 1917, as war loomed in Europe, the 26-year-old Jacobson enlisted in the
Missouri National Guard as a private. Among the officers of the unit to which Jacobson
was assigned was Harry Truman, Jacobson’s acquaintance from his early days in Kansas
City.'

Raised on a family farm in Grandview, Missouri, and later in the small town of

Independence, Missouri, Harry Truman’s outlook was shaped not only by the

19 Ibid,

"! In Adler's Roots in a Moving Stream, Ben Jacobson gave this date in an interview in 1970. Elinor
E?renstine corroborates this information in her interview with the author.
Ibid.
13 See Adler, Roots in a Moving Stream, footnote four on pages 429-430.
'4 gee Adler, note four, page 429-430.
"3 Ganin, Truman, American Jewry, and Israel, 1945-1948, p. 20.
16 Adler, 429.
"7 Ibid, 199.
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socioeconomic conditions of his family, but by the Southern Baptist Church attended by
the Truman clan.''® After graduating high school in 1901, Truman moved to Kansas City
to begin his working life. He worked in Kansas City for five years, as a timekeeper for a
railroad and at two banks, returning home to the family farm in Grandview, where he
lived until America’s involvement in World War 1. For Truman, the 12 intervening years
between working in Kansas City and becoming a full-time soldier were greatly
influenced by two sources: his family of origin and Bess Wallace. These influences can
be seen in the letters Truman wrote to Bess during those years.

Bess Wallace, the woman who would become Truman’s wife, hailed from a
society family in Independence. Though Truman and Wallace met as young teens,
classmates in Sunday school, only Truman was immediately smitten, for Wallace thought
Truman to be beneath her.'"® Their courtship was unusually long; they finally married at
age 35, having known each other for more than 20 years. While much of the courtship
can be viewed in the letters Truman wrote to Wallace, Truman’s early provincial ideas
are also visible in those early letters. In a letter dated June 21, 1911, Truman professes a
prejudice against African Americans and Asians.'2’ He wrote,

“...Uncle Will says that the Lord made a white man from dust, a nigger
from mud, then threw up what was left and it came down a Chinaman, He
does hate Chinese and Japs. So do 1. It is race prejudice, I guess. But [ am
strongly of the opinion that negroes ought to be in Africa, yellow men in
Asia, and white men in Europe and America.”'?!

While Truman does express some racial prejudices, his letters to Bess do not contain any

direct anti-Semitic prejudices.

'"¥ See David McCullough, Truman. McCullough’s chapter on Truman’s roots contains a full explanation
of the influences on the young Harry Truman.

"' Ibid. McCullough also offers a full explanation of Truman's long courtship of Bess Wallace.

126 See Ferrel, ed., Dear Bess, 39.

2! Ibid.
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Truman, who had spent 12 years in futile attempts at material success, felt moved
by President Woodrow Wilson’s leadership and sought to become an active duty soldier.
He had been in the National Guard, but at the age of 33, had been out for nearly six
years.'?2 He decided to return to the military and reported for duty, only to be elected a
first lieutenant in the 2 Field Artillery of the Missouri National Guard. Among the men
in Truman’s new unit was Eddie Jacobson. By the end of the summer of 1917, both
Truman and Jacobson, though in different batteries—Truman in Battery D, Jacobson in
Battery F—were mustered into the 129" Field Artillery and sent to Camp Doniphan,
Oklahoma to prepare for war.'”*

Truman’s first mention of Jews in a letter to Bess came as Truman was at Camp
Doniphan.'* Truman wrote to Bess in October of 1917 that he had a Jew in charge of
the canteen who was a “crackerjack.”'?’ The Jew was Jacobson. In the same letter,
Truman also mentioned the Jewish barber in his unit. Truman wrote of neither man
derisively, though no other soldiers mentioned in his letters are identified by religion.
Later, in a letter in February of 1918, Truman commented on his successful canteen by
saying that he should have been proud of his “Jewish ability.”!*¢

His comments to Bess aside, perhaps no other event in Harry Truman’s life
shaped his views on Jews and Judaism more than his friendship with Jacobson.'?” Their
friendship became strong during their military service in World War I, as they faced the

challenges and uncertainties of war.'?® For both men, the war was a time of great growth,

122 Gee David McCullough, Truman, 102.
123 Ibid, 105.

124 1bid, 233.

125 1bid.

128 Ibid, 242,

127 See, Ferrell, Dear Bess, xi.

128 1bid.
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and while both seemed to have matured during their military service, Truman in
particular seems to have grown significantly during those years, discovering his own
abilities to lead, and the first realization of his desire for success.'?® The exposure to Jews
through Jacobson, and the personal challenges of life as a soldier combined to make
Truman'’s war experiences truly transformative. Although he was already a mature adult
at age 34 when he was shipped off to Europe, Truman’s mindset changed as a result of
his military experiences.

Truman’s relative lack of success was a matter of concern for the future president.
In letters to Bess, his longtime sweetheart, Truman wrote of his lack of accomplishments
in life."*® He professed great dreams, but knew not how to achieve those goals.'*! His
service as an officer in World War I gave him the confidence to become a leader, and the
trajectory of his life changed dramatically in the years following his return from the
battlefields of Europe.

Among his duties as a first lieutenant, Truman was in charge of the canteen. To
help him run the canteen, Truman chose his old friend Jacobson. While other canteens
struggled to stay in business, the canteen run by Truman and Jacobson was succeeding,
due in part to a clever financing plan they created.

Truman and Jacobson needed capital in order to stock the canteen and make it
successful. So, they levied a two-dollar fee on all the soldiers in the regiment, which
produced an instant realization of $2,200. This new funding allowed the two men to fill

the canteen, and in a matter of months, the two were able to pay back all of the seed

12 See McCullough for a full discussion of the effects of World War I on Truman.
130 See Ferrell, Dear Bess, 39.
11 Ibid.
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money and realize a profit.'*? When their units were shipped off to Europe, they again
operated a canteen while also seeing battle. Both men received promotions while serving
in the war. Truman reached the rank of captain, and Jacobson became a sergeant,
however he was stripped of his rank late in the war and ended his service where he began,
as a private.'”® Jacobson never explained his demotion, acknowledging only that he was
“bucked down in the last ranks.”'** The success of Truman and Jacobson’s canteen led to
an agreement made on board their return ship to open some sort of business together in
Kansas City.

For both Truman and Jacobson, the experience of serving as a soldier at war
became a turning point. Jacobson recounted Truman’s courage and bravery during a
harrowing battle experience during the war. Said Jacobson:

...Battery D had been bracketed by enemy fire. German shells fell to one
side of the battery’s position and then, equidistant, to the other, in range.
The next round would find the battery. One of the sergeants went chicken
and hollered ‘every man for himself!” Captain Truman was standing near
by, studying fire-order reports and preparing to make counterbattery on
the enemy positions. He heard the sergeant yell, whipped out his
automatic and shouted, “I’ll shoot any L who leaves his

gun!” The men went back to their jobs, and we got the German battery in
the next few minutes.'**

With the lessons learned on the battlefields of Europe, both returned with a stronger sense

of self, 3¢

"2 Ibid, 107.
¥ §ee McCullough for Truman’s war record. Elinor Borenstine supplied the information about Jacobson’s
rise and fall in rank.
134 See Borenstine interview. Borenstine noted that he must have done something wrong, but that Jacobson
seemed proud to note that he was demoted and left the army with the same rank with which he entered.
3% See “Truman’s lntegnty an Outstanding Trait in Opinion of Old Companions” in the Kansas City Times,
January 14, 1949, found in Battery D file at the Truman Library, Independence, MO.

16 Both men returned to civilian life with zeal, as both quickly got married and made the bold decision to
enter into business. Truman decided to stay in Kansas City rather than return to the family farm, and
Jacobson, who had been on his own for some time, became closer with his new wife’s family.
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In fact, upon their return from the War in Europe, Truman and Jacobson both
experienced two major life-changing events. Truman married Bess Wallace, and
Jacobson married Bluma Rosenbaum. The two men, who as soldiers had found success
running a canteen, also entered into a business partnership. Because Jacobson had
experience in the clothing business, a haberdashery was chosen as their goal."*’ Truman
seems to have had no qualms about entering into a business partnership with a Jew. And
throughout their partnership and for years later, Truman spoke of Jacobson in trusting and
glowing terms.'*®

On May 27, 1919, Truman and Jacobson signed a lease for a prime downtown
retail space at the corner of 12™ Street and Baltimore Avenue, across from the Muehlbach
hotel in Kansas City."*® Rent for the store was set at $350 a month for the duration of the
lease, five years.'*® Because of delays in procuring finances and stock, the store opened a
bit late, on November 29, 1919."*! Truman and Jacobson saw early financial success, and
the store became a meeting place for the soldiers of Battery D, Truman’s unit in World
War 1.

The haberdashery thrived throughout all of 1920, and into the first part of 1921, as

Truman recalled in his memoirs.'*? Their initial investment in merchandise totaled

$35,000, and in their first year of business, Truman and Jacobson sold over $70,000

157 Adler, 200.

'*® Truman would refer to Jacobson as ‘the closest thing I have to kin.’

1 See lease agreement for Truman and Jacobson, in Haberdashery file at the Truman Library,
Independence, Mo.

10 Ibid.

14! Gee transcript of ‘I knew him when’ written by Eddie Jacobson about Harry Truman, in 1949. The letter
can be found in the haberdashery files at the Truman library, Independence, Missouri.

2 See Year of Decisions: Memoirs by Harry S. Truman, 133.
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worth of goods.'* The store stocked all kinds of men’s furnishings, including silk shirts,

a luxury item that sold well during the prosperous days of 1920.

Though they both worked as salesmen on the floor of the store, Jacobson was
mainly in charge of buying, while Truman kept the books. The store kept long hours,
staying open until 9 p.m. six days a week. The Battery D veterans were a regular fixture
at the store. Jacobson noted that he could tell by the words used to address Truman if a
sale would occur or if Truman would be giving a special deal or loaning money.

...If someone came in asking for Captain Harry, I knew it was a touch and
not a sale. When someone asked for Captain Truman, a cash sale was
likely. But an inquiry for C?Btain Harry invariably meant goods on the
cuff or a request for a loan.
As 1921 dawned, the store had $35,000 in inventory, and the outlook was so good that
the two businessmen turned down an offer to be bought out. In February of 1921, Truman
and Jacobson incorporated the business and even sold stock.'** The capital stock shares
were for a total of $30,000, with $20,000 as preferred stock and $10,000 to be sold as
common stock.'*® Shares in the company sold for $100.' In the articles of incorporation,
Truman and Jacobson each received 50 shares of common stock.'*® Truman received 30
shares of preferred stock, while Jacobson received 29.'*° And a silent partner, a soldier

from Truman’s Battery D, Harry Jobes, received 10 shares of preferred stock for his

investment of $1,000."*° All three men comprised the board of directors of the new

3 fbid.
“4See “Truman’s integrity...” in the Kansas City Times, January 14, 1949, found in Battery D file at the
Truman library, Independence, Mo.
::: See Articles of Incorporation in Haberdashery file, Truman Library, Independence, Mo.
Ibid.
“7 Ibid.
8 1bid.
9 Ibid.
%0 Ibid.
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corporation.'® While the company found success in its first year and a half, it also faced
typical problems associated with running a business. One such problem involved an
employee accused of stealing from the cash register.

In March 1920, a police stake out occurred at the Truman and Jacobson
haberdashery.'** Truman and Jacobson had sensed something wrong with the activities of
their clerk Oliver Solinger, so they requested that the police monitor his behavior. On
March 26, 1920, three police agents entered the store at different times to observe the
clerk. One reported purchasing goods worth $8.80, yet the register was rung for only
$3.80."* Truman and Jacobson confronted the clerk on the following day and fired him.
They also managed to have him sign an affidavit admitting to stealing $8 over the course
of a number of transactions on March 26, the day of the police activity.'** Truman and
Jacobson decided against pressing charges, instead allowing Solinger the chance to pay
back what he had taken. But by August 1920, having still not received any payment,
Jacobson wrote a letter to the former employee. The letter shows not only the anger and
pain felt by Truman and Jacobson, but also shows the confidence the two men were
gaining as businessmen. Jacobson wrote:

...your obligation to us is a deep one. The mere payment of the money is
about the least thing you could do. If you have any manhood left in you
come clean. This is a small world and Harry Truman and I are getting a
little bigger each day. Don’t be an ungrateful pup like you have almost

made me believe you are; you need us. God only knows how much more
than we need you. There is only one answer. Come Clean.'*®

! Ibid,

1*2 See police reports in Haberdashery file, Truman Library, Independence, Mo.

133 See police report of B.H.P, found in Haberdashery file at Truman Library, Independence, Mo.

134 See affidavit in Haberdashery file at Truman Library, Independence, Mo.

13 See Jacobson letter to Solinger, August 13, 1920, in Haberdashery file, Truman Library, independence,
Mo.
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Solinger apparently did not meet his obligation and instead asked for more leniency from
Truman and Jacobson, and he even asked them for a recommendation so that he could get
another job. Solinger did not pay, and another letter, written by Jacobson in January 1921
includes a threat to open the whole affair to Solinger’s mother, an act Solinger had
specifically asked Truman and Jacobson to avoid."*® Jacobson recounted his willingness
to forgo criminal charges, choosing instead to have Solinger repay the funds stolen.
Jacobson also noted that he gave Solinger bus fare so that Solinger could return to New
York to live with his mother and find a job. '*? Solinger responded a week later, and
again asked for more time. But time was running out on Truman and Jacobson, as the
first half of 1921 would be the end of financial success for their haberdashery. The year
1921 had begun with high hopes for the store, and the two men enjoyed success through
the spring and early summer. But by the second half of 1921 the economy slowed, and
the store faced significant financial challenges.

The haberdashery carried an inventory valued at $35,000 at the beginning of
1921, but within a year, that same inventory was worth only $10,000.'*® The economy
had taken a turn for the worse, a fact Truman would later blame on Republican leadership
in Washington."”® Deep in debt, Truman and Jacobson decided to close the store in early
1922 after attempting to persevere through the economic downturn. Facing major debts,
the two considered bankruptcy, but instead they both decided that they wanted to repay
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