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ABSTRACT 

~his thesis is essentially a study of New Zealand's 

attitude, both official and unofficial, towards the 

partition of Palestine from November 1947 until January 

1949, when the New Zealand Government extended de facto 

recognition to the state of Israel. 

It examines the view that New Zealand's support for 

the partition of Palestine was based on an equal concern 

for both the Arabs and the Jews, and on a desire to maintain 

Commonwealth interests in the area. This is said to be the 

basis of the current Government's policy of "evenhandedness". 

However, my research has shown that there was nothing 

even vaguely "evenhanded'' in Peter Fraser's Palestine policy. 

Fraser was ardently pro-Zionist and had little sympathy for 

the Arabs. Moreover, instead of cho~ing to be guided by the 

British, (who were opposed to the partition of Palestine, and 

who wished to maintain Arab goodwill), Fraser was prepared 

to defy both the United Kingdom, and the United States (when, 

the Americans temporarily opposed partition) in his support 

for the Jews and Resolution 181, which recommended the 

partition of Palestine. 
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INTRODUCTION 

When the British abandoned their mandate in Palestine 

and handed the territory over to the United Nations (UN) 

in April 1947, the New Zealand Government became directly 

involved in Palestine's political future via its UN member

ship. The debate following Britain's decision heralded 

the beginning of the Arab-Israeli conflict, and it was the 

first time the New Zealand Government had direct dealings 

with the indigenous peoples of the region, through their 

representatives at the UN and an opportunity to formulate 

iti own Middle East policy. 

Prior to this event, the Middle East was only of int

erest to New Zealand as an area of vital strategic and 

economic importance to Great Britain, and by association 

the Commonwealth. And it was in defence of Imperial 

interests that New Zealand servicemen fought in the Middle 

East during both World Wars. However, in the controvers

ial UN debate over Palestine, 1947-49, the New Zealand 

delegation, led by Sir Carl Berendsen, emerged as a lead

ing campaigner and supporter of UN Resolution 181. This 

recommendation called for the partition of Palestine into 

an Arab state and a Jewish state, with economic union; it 

was welcomed by the Jews but condemned by the Palestinians -

and the Arab world - who sought to maintain Palestine as a 
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unitary state. 

By supporting Resolution 181, the New Zealand Govern

ment came into conflict with the British, whose Foreign 

Secretary Ernest Bevin was opposed to partition on the 

grounds it would destabilize the area, invite Russian 

adventurism, and threaten Britain's strategic and oil 

interests in the Middle East by alienating the Arabs. In 

the course of the debate, New Zealand also clashed with 

the Americans who temporarily deviated from their initial 

support for partition for reasons similar to those of the 

British Government. However, the USA later became the 

first state to accept Israel by granting it recognition 

in May 1948. New Zealand's divergence with the United 

Kingdom over Palestine/Israel came to an end when both 

countries extended de facto recognition to Israel in 

January 1949. 

This thesis is essentially a study of New Zealand 

policy on Palestine from November 1947, when the part

ition proposal was first presented to the General Assembly, 

until January 1949, when New Zealand recognised the new 

state of Israel. It is an examination of the attitudes 

in New Zealand, official and unofficial, towards those 

most directly involved, namely the Arabs, the Jews and 

the British, and the pressures from both the external and 

internal environments the Prime Minister was subject to 

when formulating a policy that brought him into conflict 

with the United Kingdom, and less significantly with the 

USA. 
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To date, little has been written on this episode of 

New Zealand's foreign policy history, apart from a few 

lines or paragraphs referring to the event. 1 However, 

the New Zealand Government's current policy of "evenhand

edness" is said to have originated during the debate over 

t . . 2 
par 1t1on. "Evenhandedness" has been defined in two 

differing ways. Firstly, as a policy of "concerned 

neutrality", in that it has avoided making a commitment to 

either the Jews or the Arabs. Rather, it enables New 

Zealand to seek a solution through the UN fairest to both 

parties. It has also been described as a bi-partisan 

policy, in that both Labour and National tend to adopt a 

similar attitude towards the Arab-Israeli conflict. 3 

Secondly, it has been described as a carefully articulated 

policy to avoid taking sides, while allowing New Zealand 

flexibility to pursue its own interests in the Middle East 

whatever they may be at any given time. 4 And in 1947-49 

they would have been those of the British Empire. 

While the above definitions may adequately describe 

present-day policy towards the Middle East conflict, they 

do not bear any resemblance to New Zealand's position 

during the partition debate. The assumption that New 

Zealand was in any way "evenhanded" or "neutral" towards 

the Arab/Israeli conflict, or pragmatic in the sense that 

it sought to safeguard its own, i.e. British interests 

through support for partition, has not been borne out in 

this research. Nor was New Zealand policy bi-partisan. 

Quite the contrary occurred. Not only was Peter Fraser 
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ardently pro-Zionist, with little interest in the Arabs, 

Palestinians or otherwise, but, like Australia's Foreign 

Minister Dr Herbert Evatt, he was determined not to be 

guided by strategic or economic considerations. Instead 

he based his support for partition on his own interpret

ation of what constituted a morally just solution to 

Palestine's civil unrest and Jewish homelessness. Hence 

his acceptance of the UN's authority to partition Palest

ine against the will of Arab majority. Moreover, my 

research will show that Fraser's Palestine policy was not 

supported by the National Party in Opposition. National 

leader Sidney Holland, would have preferred New Zealand to 

pursue a policy more in line with that of the United 

Kingdom. This would have required New Zealand to oppose 

or abstain on the question of partition; Holland did not 

share Peter Fraser's enthusiasm for either the Jews or 

the UN. 

To gain the above information on Peter Fraser's 

Palestine policy, it was necessary to refer to primary 

sources. These include newspapers, magazines, parliament-

ary debates, and most importantly the Prime Minister's 

files on Palestine. I also interviewed three of the 

Prime Minister's former colleagues, Messrs Jock Mathieson, 

Robert McFarlane, and Terence Mccombs. Although they 

could not recall a great deal about the partition debate, 

they provided an insight into the personality of Peter 

Fraser which I believe to have been an important factor 

regarding New Zealand policy on Palestine/Israel. 
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Others interviewed include Yaldhurst MP Mick Connelly, 

who knew Peter Fraser, and several returned servicemen 

who had been stationed in Palestine during the Second 

World War and were witness to Palestine's civil problems 

under the British. 

Although the actual debate at the UN over Palestine 

lasted from April 1947 until May 1949 when Israel was 

granted UN membership, for the purpose of this thesis I 

have been selective in the choice of resolutions and issues 

under discussion. For example, I have omitted those pert-

aining to the status of Jerusalem and the many resolutions 

calling for a cessation of hostilities between Arabs and 

Jews following Israel's declaration of_ independence in May 

1948. Instead, I have concentrated on the primary resol-

utions in the debate as it was conducted at the UN and 

which illustrate the divergence between NZ and the UK, and 

NZ and the USA, and the 11 unevenhandedness' of Fraser's 

policy. 

Apart from the various resolutions that arose at the 

UN, I shall be analysing the attitudes and pressures both 

within and outside New Zealand regarding Palestine during 

the period under review. In particular, the attitude of 

the Prime Minister himself, which I believe was highly 

significant given his dominance in the Cabinet. Also 

that of his colleagues - from both political parties,

interested pressure groups such as the churches, the 

R.S.A., and finally those individuals who felt sufficiently 

motivated to write to the Prime Minister or to the press. 
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The most important external influence was the British 

Government and from May 1948, the Israeli Government. The 

Americans did not attempt to influence Peter Fraser 

directly in Wellington officially, but unofficially the 

American Zionists were very active. They campaigned 
I 

a1ressively and persistently for partition and for Israel 

during this debate. 

Each chapter will deal firstly with a relevant aspect 

of the debate to arise at the UN, and, secondly, New 

Zealand's official and unofficial reaction to the develop-

ment. Chapter one contains an outline of the Palestine 

problem and·a background of New Zealand's attitude towards 

the problem and internationalism. Chapter two is concern-

ed with the partition proposal when differences became 

evident between New Zealand and the UK regarding the best 

political solution for Palestine. The extent of the 

Zionist lobbying is also discussed ~nd illustrated, as 

New Zealand, like most small states at the UN, was target

ed in their campaign to have partition accepted by the 

General Assembly. In chapter three, the two most 

significant issues to emerge during the partition debate, 

which were the question of Jewish immigration into 

Palestine, and enforcement of the partition proposals, 

are discussed. Once again, New Zealand found itself at 

variance with the United Kingdom on both these issues and 

Fraser was also disappointed with the Americans' unwilling

ness to become involved in a UN enforcement plan. 
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Chapter four deals with the American proposal that 

Palestine should not be partitioned, but instead become 

a temporary trustee of the UN. This initiative led to a 

clash between New Zealand and the USA in the General 

Assembly. Sir Carl Berends~n dismissed the US proposal, 

and instead called for a return to the concept of partit-

ion. In chapter- five the Americans became the first 

state to recognise Israel. This move caused an Anglo

American rift, as did the Arab-Israeli war that followed 

Israel's declaration of independence. This new develop-

ment further complicated New Zealand's position as, 

although New Zealand was now once again in agreement with 

the Americans over Palestine, the rift in which the UK 

and USA supported opposing sides was of some concern to 

the entire Western world. Moreover, while Britain supp

orted and supplied the Arabs with armaments, New Zealand 

continued to support the Jews at·the UN. 

Chapter six deals with the question of recognition. 

Once again New Zealand and the United Kingdom could not 

reach agreement on the question of Israel's right to 

statehood and the legal right of the UN to partition 

Palestine against the will of its Arab majority. How-

ever, in spite of his continued opposition to British 

policy in Palestine/Israel, for the first and only time 

during the debate, Fraser agreed to a form of compromise. 

Following several requests from London, he agreed (albeit 

reluctantly) to forestall his original intention of grant

ing immediate recognition to Israel in May 1948. Instead 
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he waited until the British changed their policy and were 

prepared to recognise Israel, which they did in January 1949. 

And, finally, my conclusion will show that the split 

with the British occurred primarily as a result of diff

ering perceptions and sympathies regarding the conflict

ing claims of the Arabs and Jews. Moreover, my thesis 

will demonstrate the independence and flexibility a small 

state can display on an important foreign policy issue at 

the UN when it has confident leadership and a secure 

familial type of relationship with its major ally. New 

Zealand's relationship with the UK enabled a greater 

degree of tolerance to differences over any one issue, 

while not in any way threatening the overall relationship 

between the two countries. Moreover, New Zealand's 

membership of the British Commonwealth increased its 

prestige and confidence at the UN and enabled Fraser to 

disagree with the USA when their policies differed; as 

occurred in the debate over the USA's trusteeship proposal. 

Throughout this affair Peter Fraser displayed a dominance 

in the formulation of New Zealand policy and chose to be 

influenced by what he regarded as moral considerations. 

This led him to support the Jews and the UN. Such a 

policy could not be described as "evenhanded". As for 

the caution Fraser displayed on the question of recognition, 

I will argue this was prompted by the unpopularity open 

defiance of Britain would have elicited within New 

Zealand where there was widespread but low-key opposition 

to a policy that put the interests of the Jews and the UN 
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before those of Britain and the Commonwealth. This form 

of domestic pressure can best be described as the informal 

or unofficial face of New Zealand's familial relationship 

with the UK. It was an important variable as it did set 

limits on Fraser's Palestine policy when the question of 

recognition arose, and was the most significant reason 

for his delay in extending de facto recognition to Israel. 
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4The assumptions that Peter Fraser's policy during the 
partition was evenhanded appears to be based on some 
of the carefully worded speeches made by Sir Carl 
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looking more closely into New Zealand's role during 
the partition debate, it soon became clear that this 
assumption is in fact incorrect. 

5A Zionist is one committed to the establishment of a 
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of small states within the international system. But 
after a survey of the various "theories" I decided 
against their use in this thesis. This was because 
none of them could adequately explain the seemingly 
altruistic nature of Fraser's Palestine policy, and 
New Zealand's familial type relationship with the 
U.K. This linkage gave Fraser a great deal of 
independence in the external env.±rnnmen:t but served as 
a restraining influence at home because of the strong 
bonds that existed between the two countries. 
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CHAPTER I 

NEW ZEALAND AND THE EVOLUTION OF THE PALESTINE TROUBLES 

Communalism in Palestine 

The problem of Palestine and the subsequent partition 

plan of November 1947 had its origins in the Balfour 

Declaration of November 1917, which stated that Britain 

would view with favour the establishment of a national home 

for the Jewish people, on the understanding that nothing 

would be done "which may prejudice the civil and religious 

rights of the existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine". 1 

This document, however, was in conflict with others issued 

by the British during the same period. For example, in a 

letter written on October 22, 1915, the British High 

Commissioner in Cairo, Sir Henry MacMahon, promised the 

Arabs independence "in all regions lying within the front

iers proposed by the Sharif of Mecca", as a reward for 

helping the British in the w,ar against the Turks. 2 Arab 

independence was also confirmed in the Anglo-French Declar

ation of November 1918, in which the Arabs were guaranteed 

self-government that would "derive its authority from the 

free exercise of initiative and choice of the indigenous 

population 11 •
3 Hence the Jews received an ambiguous 

promise regarding the provision of a national home, whereas 

the Arabs were clearly promised self-government. 
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Britain first acquired Palestine as a League of 

Nations mandate at the end of the First World War, and 

its twenty-five year rule proved to be a difficult under

taking that ended in failure. During the inter-war years, 

Palestine was beset by communal unrest involving the indig-

enous Arab population and the Jewish immigrants. British 

fact-finding commissions were periodically sent to 

Palestine in an attempt to find a solution to the communal 

dilemma. The most important of these was the Peel Commiss-

ion of 1936, whose report recommended that Palestine be 

partitioned into an Arab state and a Jewish state, with the 

mandatory authority retaining control of the Holy Places. 

However, this proposal was rejected by the British White 

Paper on Palestine in 1939, which instead recommended that 

Palestine be maintained as a unitary bi-national state and 

given independence within ten years. 

Hostilities between the Arabs and Jews relaxed as both 

sides aided the Allies during, the Second World War (although 

the Jewish terrorists remained active), but once this was 

over,fighting broke out anew. The situation in Palestine 

was exacerbated by the increasing number.of Jews who flocked 

into ?alestine in their thousands in the wake of Hitler's 

anti-Semitic policies in Europe. The Arabs felt increas

in9ly thre~tened by Jewish immigration and land occupation. 

In response to this increasingly volatile situation, the 

British unsuccessfully attempted to halt the flow of Jew-

ish immigrants into Palestine. But illegal immigration 

t,lourished and was encouraged by America's President Harry 

Truman. 
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The greatest threat to Britain's authority during 

this period was that posed by the activities of the two 

Jewish terrorist organisations operating in Palestine, the 

Stern Gang and the Irgun Zvei Leumi, the latter of which 

was under the leadership of Israel's Prime Minister 

Menachem Begin (1977 - ?). These two gangs declared war 

on the British in Palestine and were responsible for a 

considerable loss of life and property. Failure to 

secure a workable formula between Jews and Arabs, and 

problems with the downturn in the post-war economy, forced 

the British to quit Palestine and hand the problem over to 

the United Nations with the recommendation that Palestine 

be granted-independence as a unitary state. On April 2, 

1947, the British Government approached the Secretary 

General of the UN, Trygvie Lie, and asked him "to place 

the question of Palestine on the agenda of the General 

Assembly at its next regular session''. 4 

Palestine becomes a UN Responsibility 

On May 14, 1947, an eleven-member United Nations 

Special Committee on Palestine5 (UNSCOP) was set up and 

promptly left for Palestine to make a study of the problem, 

and its work was completed on August 31. A majority of 

eight members proposed the partition of Palestine into 

independent Arab and Jewish states and an international 

city of Jerusalem, with all three entities bound together 

by economic union. A minority report of three members 

called instead for an independent federal government with 

Jerusalem as its capital. 
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On October 21, an ad hoc Committee on the Palestine 

question was set up under the chairmanship of Australia's 

Foreign Minister, Dr Herbert Evatt, to consider both these 

reports. The ad hoc Committee rejected the proposal for 

a unitary state in Palestine, and by one one vote, a prop

osal denying the competency of the UN to enforce or recomm

end the enforcement of partition without the consent of the 

Palestinian Arabs who represented the majority. On 

November 25th the Committee adopted the majority report for 

partition which was then forwarded to the General Assembly. 

On November 27th the question of Palestine was discussed 

and by a two-thirds majority on November 29 the Assembly 

adopted Resolution 181 recommending the partition of 

Palestine. 6 

New Zealand's Reaction 

Sir Carl Berendsen was advised to abstain at the 

first ad hoc vote because the Prime Minister was concerned 

over the lack of provision regarding any form of enforce-

ment. But at the plenary session of the General Assembly 

New Zealand voted in favour of partition, as it was the 

only way of securing a sovereign state for the Jews in the 

land of their choice. Moreover, it was hoped that the 

creation of a sovereign Jewish state would solve the post-

war problem of Jewish homelessness. Peter Fraser also 

accepted the competency and authority of the UN to part

ition Palestine with or without Arab approval and, if 

necessary, to enforce its decision upon the Palestinian 

Arabs. For Fraser the Palestine question was a "test case" 
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for the General Assembly, whose authority he had long 

advocated and fought for. (See below) 

Internationalism 

To understand Fraser's commitment to partition and 

ipso facto the Jews and the UN, in spite of Britain's 

disapproval, it is necessary to examine the Prime Minister's 

earlier commitment to internationalism and to the Jewish 

"cause". Peter Fraser's commitment to internationalism 

and his determination that New Zealand should act as an 

independent state in the formulation of its foreign 

policies, can be traced back to 1936 when New Zealand 

opposed Britain at the League of Nations over the Italian 

invasion of Ethiopia. Although the British granted de 

facto recognition to Mussolini, New Zealand refused to 

recognise Italy's rights to that country. Peter Fraser,then 

Deputy - Prime Minister, defended this act of "defiance" 

as follows: 

It was time someone spoke. The country 
has to make up its own mind on inter
national problems as a sovereign country 
... though we work in the closest co
operation with the British Government, 
that does not mean to say that we are 
prepared to swallow everything the 7 
British Government cares to put forward. 

New Zealand's support was duly acknowledged by Emper0-r 

Haile Salassie in a telegram he sent to New Zealand's 

representative at the League of Nations (Mr Jordan) upon 

his return to his throne in 1941; 



You will, I know, wish me joy at my 
entering my capital today. I send 
you this telegram in remembrance of 
the sympathy which I and my country 
have received in the·past. 8 

16. 

Fraser also displayed the same independent outlook 

when dealing with the Americans, with whom New Zealand 

had established diplomatic relations at the close of World 

War II. The USA was now virtually the sole arbiter in 

the South Pacific region and the Government realised the 

desirability of American support to offset the decline in 

British power. However, the USA was viewed rather as an 

enforcement and not as a replacement for British Common-

wealth defence arrangements. And according to George 

Laking, New Zealand was only considered useful to the USA 

because it was thought to have some influence with the 

U 't d I'' d g ni e ,ing om. 

In an effort to reassert their own interests in the 

Pacific, New Zealand and Australia signed the Canberra Pact 

in 1944, which regulated a post-war settlement in the South-

West Pacific and established a regional zone. However, 

Fraser did stress that this regional pact was "within the 

framework ot a general system of world security 11 •
10 Not-

withstanding, the Pact was seen in some American eyes as 

an agreement directed against the US. Such was the charge 

made in the Chicago Tribune. 11 Fraser replied that while 

New Zealand and Australia had never displayed anything of 

the Uriah Hee~ type of humility, they had no wish to 

quarrel. The agreement made provisions for co-operation 

and contained nothing that would weaken the existing 
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co-operative relationship with the US. There was 

another reason for New Zealand's uneasiness: US financial 

12 
domination due to the land-lease agreement. And on a 

trip to Washington in 1943 Deputy Prime Minister Walter 

Nash was told by the American Press that New Zealand policy 

"was subservient too, and almost obliged to follow London 

dictates". Nash denied this and replied that "New Zealand 

will never do what she is told 11 • 13 

Later, Fraser became an ardent supporter of the United 

Nations where he served on many committees - making his 

greatest personal contribution when he drafted most of the 

Charter on Trusteeship. He was described by Time magazine 

as "a socialist in the tough idealist Clydesdale tradition 

. " f h . h b 11 bb » 14 . . t f t' who oug twit u stu ornness in pursui o ne 

rights of the small and middle-sized states at the UN. He 

believed that the interests of the smaller UN members could 

be more adequately served through collective/global 

security and majority rule within the General Assembly where 

each state is theoretically equal, than rule by the power

ful few within the Security Council, or within a regional 

alliance. Both Peter Fraser and Dr Herbert J. Evatt 

earned the title of "the small states rampant 1115 during 

the early days of the UN for their outspoken opposition to 

the power of veto enjoyed by the large states within the 

Security Council. 

The other guideline regarding New Zealand's support 

for partition was Peter Fraser's support fo~ the Jews, 

whom he felt morally obliged to assist. Speaking at the 
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New Zealand Zionist Conference in July 1943, The Prime 

Minister said: 

Whatever can be done to help the 
persecuted Jewish People shall and 
must be done to the utmost of the 
ability of all right thinking men. 
There should be no antagonism or mis
understanding between the Jewish and 
the Arab peoples, as everyone would 
naturally benefit. The Jewish people 16 
have made the desert bloom like a rose. 

Again in 1946 the Prime Minister spoke of bringing an 

end to the Jewish tragedy by giving the survivors an opport

unity of finding a new home in Palestine. 17 Peter Fraser 

also visited the concentration camps at the end of the 

Second World War, and this experience undoubtedly strength

ened his resolve to aid the Jews in their quest for a 

sovereign state in Palestine. Conversely, Peter Fraser 

has not gone on record for having expressed any admiration 

or concern for the Palestinian Arabs and their feelings 

regarding the notion of a Jewish state within their territ

ory; or indeed if they wished to see their deserts "bloom". 

Domestic Pressures 

Church groups appeared most concerned over the fate of 

the Jews and the future of Palestine. However, some church 

srokesmen were not in sympathy with the aims of Zionism and 

believed that the Jews had brought anti-Semitism upon them

selves by wishing to possess a sovereign Jewish state. 

;For example, Bishop Campbell said that the Jews were "pay

ing bitterly for their ill advised Zionist aims 11 • 18 
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Others, however, were more sympathetic. The Methodist 

Synod, Anglican Church leaders and the Dominion Council of 

the League of Nations approached the Government in 1938, 

and asked the Prime Minister, Michael Joseph Savage, to waive 

existing financial and occupational.requirements that were 

preventing the immigration of Jews into New Zealand. 

The Prime Minister gave a non-committal and vague reply by 

saying that New Zealand was taking in as many as possible 

11 without over-stepping or losing sight of our obligations 

• • 11 19 to Britain. 

Refugee committees were set up, and public meetings 

were held to "stir up" the public's conscience and to 

pressure the Government into accepting a more liberal 

immigration policy. In 1939, the Government was urged to 

follow the liberal lead given by the Australian Government 

which allowed for 50,000 persons to be admitted over five 

20 
years. But when the Chairman of the European Relief 

Emergency Committee, Dr T.L.C. Sutherland, visited 

Wellington he was told that 

... although certain individuals were 
sympathetic,the Cabinet did not consider 
that New Zealand could absorb any large 
number of refugees and that they were 
afraid lest any relaxation of ordinary 
immigration laws in respect of the refug
ees should arouse opposition in that 
country. However, the Government 
agreed to consider accepting abandoned 
children .21 

Overall the New Zealand public was disinterested and 

this attitude was explained in terms of New Zealand's 

distance from Europe. According to one observer, "New 
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Zealanders tended to sink into oblivion and self deception 

(sentimentality, perhaps a perversion of Christian charity), 

22 
facile debunking scepticism and plain enemy propaganda". 

Bishop Holland also took up this theme and criticised 

fellow New Zealanders for "their tendency to gather their 

skirts away from the nauseating subject, fearful of its 

1 . . 1 . 1. . 11 23 po itica imp ications . 

There was, however, another group of New Zealanders 

who took an interest in the question of immigration and 

that was the Returned Services Association (RSA), which 

was during this period, the largest non-political organis-

ation in the country. Unlike the churches, the RSA asked 

the Government to tighten the existing immigration laws 

regarding aliens and called for the repatriation of all 

East European refugees at the end of the war. 24 Overall 

approximately 750 Jews entered New Zealand in the ten-year 

period, i.e. 1937-1947. 

By the mid-forties the church groups took up a new 

theme, and were now demanding that the Government assist 

the Jews to enter Palestine by putting pressure on the 

United Kingdom to lift its restrictions on Jewish immigrat-

ion to Palestine. 

lead: 

Again Church and Community took the 

rt is an appalling thing to have no country 
of one's own. At the same time, while 
backward and insignificant peoples (the 
Arabs?) have a place at the UN, the Jew
ish people, one of the most brilliant 
peoples in the world and one which has 
made the highest contribution to human life, 
is barred ... because it has no state. 25 
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Indignation was expressed over the fact that the Jews 

should be 11 foisted upon" the United Kingdom, Australia and 

New Zealand, in an attempt to deny them the right to 

settle in their own "promised land". In September 1946, 

the New Zealand Zionist Council sent a telegram to New 

Zealand's representative in Paris asking him "to raise your 

voice and help save remnant European Jewry by permitting 

them to enter Palestine 11 •
26 

Hence, there is evidence that the Government was 

lobbied through the thirties and forties on behalf of the 

Jewish people; first to allow them entry into New Zealand, 

and later to pressure Britain to allow them into Palestine. 

New Zealand did not have a significant Jewish population 

and the lobbying was conducted by what could be described 

as a 11 concerned vocal handful". 

Support for the Arab viewpoint, or indeed any refer

ence to the Arabs, was conspicuous by its absence. The 

only reference was in a 1941 edition of the Church News 

when a minister spoke about a recent trip to the Holy Land. 

He described the Arab sector of Jerusalem in terms of 

"myriads of flies, filthy street drains, and struggling 

streams of humanity squatting precariously on a minimum of 

pavement, all talking, shouting and arguing together 11 •
27 

Hardly a flattering picture when one compares it with that 

of the Jews above. Overall, one could_say that the vast 

majority of New Zealanders were not really concerned about 

either the Jews or the Arabs with the exception of church 

spokesmen, who were possibly influenced by the religious 
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and humanitarian overtones regarding the "return to Zion". 

With regard to New Zealand's relationship with the 

United Kingdom, there is no question that New Zealand's 

membership of the Commonwealth was this country's most 

important external commitment. This was particularly true 

during the 1940s and the relationship was essentially 

familial in nature, being based on shared ideology, culture, 

language and race; both peoples sharing the same origins 

in the United Kingdom. And while America's power and 

influence was acknowledged as important, it remained 

secondary to New Zealand's commitment to Britain. 

With this background of interest in international 

organisations dating back to the days of the League, it is 

not surprising that Peter Fraser had much to say and became 

deeply involved in the question of Palestine and the 

subsequent debate over partition, trusteeship, and the 

recognition of Israel, from 1947-49. He was deeply 

sympathetic towards the Jewish victims of the fascist 

dictatorships and was determined to give them New Zealand's 

support. Moreover, partition could well have been viewed 

by ~raser as a challenge for the UN, as it pitted the 

General Assembly against the Security Council. 

By 1947, one can see the prominence Peter Fraser's 

Government was giving to internationalism in its attempt 

to assert New Zealand independence - a stance that was 

matched by an anxiety on the part of the National Party, 

that the Labour Government should not go too far in this direct

ion and create a distance in New Zealand's familial 

relationship with Britain •. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE UN RECOMMENDS PARTITION 

Tension with the UK 

Now that Palestine was a UN respohsibility, New Z~aland 

became directly involved in the search for a solution to 

its problems and it was not long before differences arose 

with the United Kingdom regarding both the UN and the Jews. 

This occurred in spite of London's attempt to achieve a 

degree of Commonwealth solidarity on this issue of great 

importance to the British and indirectly, to members of 

the Commonwealth 

To this effect, the British Government circulated a 

top secret report regarding the position of British and 

Commonwealth oil supplies to the Dominion Governments in 

March 1947, which stated that the British oil position was 

considerably more vulnerable than that of the USA or the 

USSR. Both these latter two countries had large indigenous 

supplies,both of whose domestic consumption, it was estim

ated, could be met for some time by their internal resources. 

The British Commonwealth was, however, almost totally lack

ing in oil resources of its own; British companies'control 

and use of oil supply in foreign countries depended on the 
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goodwill of those foreign governments; particularly in 

the Middle East, a market that the British Commonwealth 

considered the most important, particularly as it was 

estimated that their other source, the South American wells, 

would soon be depleted. Hence, should Britain or the 

members of the Commonwealth be "deprived of access to these 

sources (in the Middle East), whether by war or any local 

or international unrest, the position would be very 

serious". 1 The situation was further compounded by the 

fact that the other old "white" Dominion leaders shared 

Peter Fraser's support for partition, while the new 

"coloured" Commonwealth leaders supported the Arabs and 

were totally opposed to Resolution 181. 

In Sir Carl Berendsen's address to the ad hoc committee 

in October 1947 he explained the reasons for New Zealand's 

position on partition: 

... The New Zealand Government had come to the 
conclusion that there was no acceptable alter
native to the principle of partition, but, 
the Special Committee must, and I repeat must, 
equally at the same time concern itself with 
the question of how partition is to be brought 
about ... The New Zealand Government has serious 
and grave apprehensions ~s to the adequacy of 
the proposals if respect of enforcement and 
implementation. 

Sir Carl further argued that violence should be met by an 

international police· force made up of UN members which would 

implement partition with a minimum of bloodshed. He said 

it was imperative that all members of the United Nations, 

most particularly the large states, do their share of 

shouldering responsibility in Palestine. 
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British reaction to the ad hoc committee's recommend-

ation was predictably hostile. British Colonial Secretary, 

M. Creech-Jones, said that although the British Government 

would not obstruct the United Nations in its attempts to 

implement partition, neither would it assist. They 

did not consider themselves under any obligation to enforce 

3 
a solution devised by others. Moreover, London had to 

take into account "the inherent justice of the settlement 

and the extent to which force is required to give effect 

t 't 114 0 l • The British Government would not use its armed 

forces to support any proposals that were against either 

Arab or Jewish wishes. Neither would they agree to any 

form of power sharing with the United Nations in Palestin~, 

as such a venture would, in their opinion, serve only to 

11 create confusion and disorder. 115 

The Arabs also stressed their opposition to partition 

and the fact that they had no quarrel with Jews per se, 

but were bitter over what the Egyptian delegate, Fawzi Bey, 

called "the advance of Zionism", and "those who expect the 

Arabs to bear other people's sins. 116 The more moderate 

Zionists, led by Dr Chaim Weizman and David Ben Gurion -

who were later to become the President and Prime Minister 

respectively,of the new Jewish state - expressed their 

approval of the ad hoc committee's recommendation, and 

hoped to see the scheme accepted by the General Assembly 

and implemented. 7 

In Wellington, the matter was duly discussed at an 

External Affairs committee meeting on November 22nd, 1947. 



28. 

The Prime Minister said that although he could understand 

why the British Government wanted to quit Palestine, he 

did not feel it could be excused from supporting the 

United Nations and "should not divest itself of the 

responsibility of finding a solution and if necessary 

enforcing a settlement." Although he recognised that 

Britain would be "very much weakened if she left Palestine 

and Egypt" he rnain.tained that partition was still the best 

solution, and 

... if the question was to be considered on 
its merits, it had to be remembered that 
the Jews had turned the desert into a garden 
and represented the best force towards 
civilisation in the area ... Palestine is only 
the same size as Canterbury, and it would 
not hurt8the Arabs to give the Jews a piece 
of it ... 

Fraser's main reservation appeared to be that of 

enforcement, and in view of Britain's refusal to become 

involved, he hoped the Americans would fill this breach. 

However, the Americans also refused to commit themselves 

to any enforcement policy. But, in spite of this 

unwillingness on the part of the UK and USA, Sir Carl 

was instructed to vote in favour of partition on November 

29th. 

. .. if we must choose between a considered 
plan for partition on one hand and on the 
other, the end of the mandate and its replace
ment by nothing but chaos and confusion, we 
must choose partition.9 

Other proposals had been made at the UN by the Arabs 

and their supporters in an attempt to find an alternative; 
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to partition. These were that the whole Palestine question 

be referred to the International Court of Justice at the 

Hague, and/or a plebiscite be held, which would enable the 

inhabitants of Palestine to decide their own political 

future. Peter Fraser's position seemed to suggest that 

the only rights the Palestinians possesse? were those the 

UN was prepared to bestow upon them. Neither Sir Carl 

Berendsen nor the Prime Minister appeared to have given 

any consideration or even made reference to the Arabs' 

alternative suggestions; although Berendsen did express 

some uneasiness regarding the legality of a UN Resolution. 

The majority decision of the UN was in no small part 

brought about by the aggressive lobbying campaign conducted 

by Zionists in their bid to secure UN acceptance of 

Resolution 181. Their attentions were mainly directed 

at those states that had either abstained or rejected 

partition when it was proposed in the ad hoc committee. 

They also pressured the US Administration to "persuade" 

many of the smaller, undecided states to vote for partition. 

According to Syria's Dr Faris El-Khoury, in conversation 

with Ernest Bevin, he had first hand instances in which the 

USA put pressure on the delegations from the Philippines 

and Haiti; to support Resolution 181. 10 This allegation 

was later borne out by the Mexican delegate who claimed 

that many states had voted £or partition only because of 

Arn . . . t 11 erican 1ns1s ence. This heavy-handed lobbying led the 

Pakistani representative to ask "What is going on behind 

the scenes in pressures and promises for votes? Was there 

any room left for honest judgement, and a free uninfluenced 
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. , .,12 
vote on any important issue? . 

The Zionist pressure on the American Administration 

was considerable. According to one New Zealand observer, 

John Reid, Charges d 'Aff a ires in New York, 

... the pressure on the administration is 
tremendous, and the public is al.Lowed to 
hear, through the newspapers, radio and 
other mediums, no other side of the 
question, as usual. 13 

In his memoirs President Truman also spoke of the pressure 

applied by the Zionists during this episode, 

I do not think I have ever had as much 
pressure and propaganda aimed at the 14 
White House as I had in this instance. 

The President, in turn, exerted pressure on the State Depart-

ment. In a press statement, US Senator Laurence Smith 

claimed that only few people were aware of the active role 

played by President Truman during this debate. 15 As the 

vote drew near, the President reputedly cracked down harder 

on his State Department than ever before, to swing the UN 

votes in favour of partition. 

There is little doubt the New Zealand delegation in 

New York was exposed to the Zionist and American efforts 

to secure partition. The American Government did not 

seek to directly influence Peter Fraser in Wellington, but 

individual Zionists did. For example, on the eve of 

voting, the Prime Minister received a phone call from an 

ardent and influential Zionist, Freda Kirchway, President 

of the magazine Nation, who sought to secure New Zealand's 
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. . 16 
vote for partition. This phone call prompted Senator 

Smith to accuse the New Zealand Government of allowing 

itself to be influenced by American Zionists - one in 

particular. Fraser denied the charge, but acknowledged 

the call. He was also contacted by the British Jewish 

Legion and asked to support partition and to pressure the 

British Government into allowing more Jews into Palestine. 17 

The Prime Minister was later rewarded by British Zionists 

for his support and "assistance rendered in securing the 

adoption by the UN of the resolution in favour of the 

establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine1' by having his 

name entered in the "Golden Book" of the Jewish National 

F d .18 
un. 

In a wider context, any genuine quest for justice 

based on the UN Charter pertaining to the rights of indig

enous peoples to self-determination, was forgotten as the 

opposing sides rallied support. There was little hope of 

"fair play" as those for and against partition were hope-

lessly unequal. Despite their eloquent speeches laced 

with sound argument, the Arabs lacked the financial support 

and organisational skill of the Zionists .and were completely 

out-manoeuvred-~ . 

Although New Zealand voted for partition, not all New 

Zealanders were satisfied with Peter Fraser's support for 

this resolution, nor did they share his apparent disregard 

for Britain's position on this question. At an External 

Affairs meeting in Wellington19 several MPs, representing 

both parties, insisted that New Zealand should not become 
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involved in a policy that was at variance with the United 

Kingdom. National MP Ronald Algie went further and said 

that there should have been a retraction of the Balfour 

Declaration and, in his opinion, the partition resolution 

was "a fundamental injustice". Others agreed that the 

rights and wrongs were far from clear, and Britain's 

refusal to become involved was felt by many to be fully 

justified. Concern was also expressed regarding the 

reaction of the public should New Zealand insist on follow-

ing a policy in opposition to the UK. 20 Several MPs were 

convinced that the New Zealand public would strenuously 

oppose any attempt to involve New Zealand in any UN Police 

Force in Palestine. 

From what could be ascertained through the media, the 

general public were largely in sympathy with Britain and 

its intention to quit Palestine in May 1948. Partition, 

however, was generally viewed as the lesser of two evils; 

but sometimes for reasons quite different from those of the 

Prime Minister. For example, a Press editorial said that 

if the UN did not have a plan, agreed upon by a UN majority, 

the Jews would have felt free 11 to set up a state of their 

in as much of the country they could hold". 
21 

The own as 

Editor saw the resolution as one that would not necessarily 

advance Jewish aims, but rather hold them in check. The 

Listener also supported Britain's difficult role in this 

affair but saw no way out of the difficulties save partition, 

with the proviso that there should be some arrangement made 

regarding enforcement, or "the alternative is war with the 

control of Palestine passing to the strongest battalions 11 •
22 
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Letters to the Editor indicated support for the 

British. Most correspondents were highly critical of the 

Jewish terrorists' activities and in particular those of 

the Stern Gang and Irgun. Much anti-Jewish sentiment was 

aroused by the mob hanging of the two British sergeants, 

Plaice and Martin, near Haifa in August 1947. This 

incident was often referred to throughout the debate. Ror 

example, one correspondent, advocating support for Britain, 

said- "We have not forgotten the murder bt Jews of two 

23 innocent British sergeants". According to religious 

spokesman Russell Allerton, most New Zealanders felt this 

way and were also sympathetic to the Arabs' cause. 

I have yet to meet any British serviceman who 
has visited Palestine, and who does not sympathise 
with the Arabs, and there is an unorganised 
public opinion which will express itself 
strongly and bitterly if New Zealanders are 
called upon to die in a Third World War to 
promote a Zionist state and to please American 
Z , · 24 ionists ... 

Allerton believed most New Zealanders were "against 

Dr Weizman and the murderers of S~rgeants Plaice and Martin, 

and more favourably disposed towards the idea of an 

independent unitary state in Palestine for both Arab and 

Jew, than one "based on racial discrimination, and backed 

and controlled by the terrorist thugs of the Stern Gang 

and Irgun, and alien money". 

This claim of Allerton's regarding servicemen's 

sympathy for the Palestinians has been confirmed in inter

views with returned servicemen who served in Palestine 

during the Second World War. They spoke of how they 
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experienced hostility from the Jews whenon,leave in Tel 

Aviv but were received with great hospitality by the 

Arabs. Many indeed were sympathetic towards the Arabs, 

having witnessed the plight of dispossessed Palestinians 

filling the towns. The soldiers also spoke of the dis-

parities of wealth that existed between the two communities. 

As one commented: "We felt sorry for the Arabs, even then 

we knew the poor devils never had a chance against the 

, 25 
Jews". 

Another interpretation of the anti-Jewish sentiment 

that reputedly existed in New Zealand at this time, was 

a form of race-hatred or anti-Semitism. Such was the 

opinion of a visiting American academic, Professor Knight. 

He claimed to have found evidence of what he called the 

"green plague" in this country. He based this claim on 

his observation that several New Zealanders he met knew 

"all the Nazi half-truths about Jews by heart••, 26 in 

spite of never having met a Jew. He admitted that there 

were terrorist elements operating in Palestine, and while 

he did not think that they and their activities should 

necessarily be applauded, their actions, however, distaste

ful, should be "understood and sympathised with". 

However, the theory that New Zealanders were anti-

Semitic has not been borne out in this research. Nor has 

the view that New Zealanders were predominantly in favour 

of the Arabs in this struggle; with the exception of 

former servicemen who had served in the Middle East. 

Concern was primarily for the British and their struggle to 
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maintain some semblance of order in Palestine, and control 

over the terrorists. The New Zealand public were kept 

well informed of events in Palestine as they occurred. 

Palestine dominated the overseas news page of most news

papers for almost two years, and ~eports included accounts 

of the Britons' risi~ death toll and of the Irguns' threats 

to keep this figure rising. For example, on 22nd 

February 1948, Menachan Begin, "Commander in Chief" of the 

Irgun,. issued a statement declaring that "any uniformed 

Britons entering a Jewish sector would automatically be 

t -"11 27 execu eu . Earlier that month the threat had also been 

extended to foreign diplomats by the Stern Gang. Diplomats 

suspected of using their immunity to assist the Arabs would 

be shot "as foes and spies" 28 Executions were not 

restricted to foreigners, and Jews so suspected were also 

shot. For example, a Jewish girl, Chaya Siedman (21) was 

shot for "treasonably co-operating with Arab bands 11 •
29 

Such stories would have done little to endear the New Zealand 

public to Zionism. 

In this struggle, the Jews were no longer the under

dogs as they had been in Europe during the thirties and 

early forties, Begin and his "associates" represented a 

new breed of Jew and this new aggressive image took many, 

Jews and non-Jews alike, some time to accept. Although 

the Arabs also engaged in acts of terrorism they did not 

elicit such a bad press, and their exploits did not arouse 

any discernible hostility or anger. This is possibly 

because they operated on a much smaller scale and unlike 

their Jewish counterparts, their attacks were not chiefly 
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directed against the British. This was illustrated in 

December 1947, when a group of Arabs attacked two British 

armoured cars passing through the town of Tulkarem. Upon 

discovering the occupants of the car to be British and not 

Jewish, the Arabs ceased fire and apologised profusely. 30 

So although one could say there was less anti-Arab 

feeling than anti-Jewish sentiment in New Zealand, there is 

no evidence of any widespread support of the Arabs in their 

efforts to fight partition. This was demonstrated by the 

many protestations over the deaths of the two British 

sergeants, while there was no comment or outcry following 

the raid Begin led against the Arab village of Deir Yassim 

in which 254 civilians were massacred, the details of which 

were fully reported in the news media. 31 

In conclusion, one could say that the partition debate 

was a source of division within the Commonwealth and between 

the US and the UK. New Zealand and fellow old "white" 

Dominions were clearly more closely aligned to the USA and 

the "new" Commonwealth countries with the United Kingdom. 

Lobbying at the UN had been extensive and aggressive, and 

reached Peter Fraser in New Zealand, whose co-operation 

was sought by the Zionists. The Prime Minister's support 

for the Jews did not appear to have been based on popular 

domestic support. In fact it could be argued that the 

opposite occurred. There did, however, appear to be some 

unofficial support for partition, not because it would aid 

the Jews, but because it was seen by some as a mechanism 

for restraining their ambitions in the area. Judging from 
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Fraser's statements regarding the Jews' ability to "make 

the desert bloom'' it would appear that he considered the 

Jews as a more superior and deserving people than the 

Palestinian Arabs. 

The next chapter deals with the two most significant 

issues that arose out of the partition debate, namely 

immigration and enforcement. New Zealand's policy on 

these questions in relation to the UK and USA is examined, 

along with the unofficial domestic reaction to Fraser's 

position on both issues. 
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CHAPTER III 

IMMIGRATION AND ENFORCEMENT 

The question of immigration was clearly one of the 

most conscientious questions to arise at the UN and one 

which highlighted the apparent hypocrisy of New Zealand 

policy, and indeed that of most European states, towards 

the problem of displaced Jews. Britain, the Arabs and 

members of the new Commonwealth urged fellow UN members, 

especially New Zealand, Australia, Canada and the United 

States, to accept more refugees. The situation in which 

thousands of Jews were urged to descend upon Palestine was 

felt by the British to be "intolerable, unjust and an 

enormous financial burden on Britain and Palestine". 1 

Moreover, the British felt with some justification that 

they could lay much of the blame at the door oft.he American 

Government which had not only encouraged, but assisted 

illegal immigration to Palestine. 2 They also argued that 

this was a global problem and ought to be accepted by the 

world community as such. This was a valid criticism when 

one considers that of the 57 UN members in 1948, only two 

signed the International Refugee Organization Constitution; 

twelve ratified it, and only thirteen offered any form of 

financial support. 3 
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In a memo to Commonwealth leaders, London requested 

their assistance in this matter and insisted that Palestine 

was not the answer to the Jewish problem, as the area was 

insufficient to accommodate all the Jews who were seeking 

4 refuge from Europe. The Dominions were accordingly urged 

to do their share, and reminded of the stirring speeches 

their representatives had all previously made at the UN 

expressing a great concern for displaced persons; a 

concern which apparently stopped short of allowing Jews 

admission into their respective states. 

Britain's pleas did not fall entirely on deaf ears, as 

in 1948 Canada agreed to take 60,000 displaced persons, and 

Australia 30,000 with the aim of increasing this number to 

50,000 in the following years. Even in the United States 

the passage through Congress of the long delayed Stratton 

Bill meant that 100,000 refugees would be admitted to the 

USA in 1948, and the same number during the next three 

5 years. 

New Zealand's record during this period regarding the 

admittance of European Jews and non-Jews was niggardly. 

During 1947 the Government set a target for 1500, but only 

1300 arrived. This tight policy prompted a visit from 

Britain's Lord Hihingbrooke with the express purpose of 

persuading Peter Fraser to increase New Zealand's intake of 

refugees. In March 1948, there were still 1,500,000 

refugees in Europe, at least 500,000 of whom were Jewish. 6 

During this time New Zealand was still accepting immigrants 

from the United Kingdom, but had not shown any interest in 
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taking the Europeans since Peter Fraser's speech at the UN 

in the days of its formation, when he "told the civilised 

nations exactly what their duty was to the victims of war 

7 
and political oppression and how it should be performed". 

According to a series of editorials in the Christchurch 

Press and elsewhere, New Zealand's immigration policy was 

"shameful 11 • 8 The Government was accused of hypocrisy and 

of having done 

nothing ... to aid the orphaned and homeless 
children of Europe ... there is still prejudice 
to be overcome - mainly it is suspected 
among the Government's own supporters. 9 

The Editor acknowledged the Government's concern regarding 

a housing shortage but argued that by increasing the man

power, the hydro-electric schemes and other major projects 

would be more readily completed. 

The proposed figure for 1948 was 3,000, and according 

to one observer was "a scheme tailored by the dressmakers 

of the Cabinet 11 • 10 New Zealand's efforts in this field 

were unfavourably compared with those made by the Austral

ian Government, whose Minister of Immigration, Mr Caldwell, 

personally combed the UK and Europe for immigrants and then 

battled for the shipping to bring them out to Australia. 

New Zealand was urged to follow the Australian example, as 

there did seem to be a general feeling that New Zealand 

ld . th 1 1 t · ll wou prosper wi a arger popu a ion. 

It was against this domestic climate that. 

Berendsen made a speech at the UN in April 1948 on 
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instruction from Peter Fraser, who wrote: 

Though most of the displaced Jews in 
Europe seem to desire to go only to 
Palestine, we feel that there might 
be some chance of reducing the emotional 
force of the Jewish demand for a state 
they can control, if we were to offer 
to welcome our proportionate share of 
these unfortunates, and urge other states 
to do the same. 12 

This speech drew fire, and exposed New Zealand's 

immigration policy to even further criticism. For example, 

the Editor of the Southland Times said that immigration 

policy was one on which, unless New Zealand was prepared to 

make some contribution, "Sir Carl could not speak on the 

question of displaced persons with any moral authority 11 • 13 

At the UN the Egyptian delegate pointed this out to Sir 

Carl Berendsen when he said he wished he had 

the eloquence of the Jewish Agency's 
spokesman and the inciyisiveness of New 
Zealand's representative to persuade 
the New Zealand Government to take in more 
displaced persons now in Europe and else
where. New Zealand's population is not 
larger than the population of Palestine 
arid New Ze~land territory is·~ble to take 
a more reasonable portion of displaced 
persons than Palestine. But no, they are 
very generous when it comes to telling 
others to be good and they forget to give 
similar advice to themselvesf 4 

This statement by Fawzi Bey was commented on in the Legis

lative Assembly by former MP Fred Waite, who said "It is a 

little worrying to find an Egyptian getting up and saying 

something for which a New Zealander could not.find a _suitable 

answer", adding that New Zealanders seemed to feel that 

they had some kind of "special dispensation" and asked if 
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there was room in Palestine to hold millions of Jews and, 

if not, "was New Zealand prepared to do its share?" He 

concluded that the Government was happier giving un

solicited advice to the Arabs and other UN members while 

doing nothing itself. 15 Councillor Duncan likewise "could 

not help being impressed by the reply given to Sir Carl 

Berendsen by the Egyptian" and expressed the belief that 

unless New Zealand relaxed her immigration controls, "an 

. . . 1. · 11 b . d " 16 immigration po icy wi e impose upon us. 

In reply to these criticisms the Government referred 

to New Zealand's housing shortage. In an earlier press 

statement Deputy PM Walter Nash had spoken of how it was 

"inopportune to bring refugees to New Zealand during this 

period'1 •
17 New Zealand's policy reflected Peter Fraser's 

belief that the Jews' ability to "make the desert bloom", 

along with the Zionists' desire to "return to Zion'', somehow 

gave them intrinsic rights to Palestine over and above those 

of the indigenous Arab population. This view was contested 

at the UN by Syria's Faris El-Khoury, who said that the Jews 

had been able to cultivate the desert areas of Palestine 

only with the aid of millions of dollars which the 

colonizers had received from the USA. He asked if the 

Japanese would be "justified in moving into Northern 

Austra1ia simply because there were deserts there? 1118 

The other notion of Peter Fraser's that appeared to 

shape New Zealand policy was his conviction that all Jews 

wished only to go to Palestine. This was his justification 

for New Zealand's restrictive immigration policy when he 
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was questioned by the British representative in Wellington, 

Mr Snelding. Fraser claimed that his policy "was of much 

less importance than settling the matter of Palestine 

19 
where, in his view, all Jews looked for a home". 

This interpretation of what the Jews wanted was also 

contested by Fred Waite. He was familiar with Palestine, 

and had recently visited both Palestine and the refugee 

camps in Europe. As a result of his observations he did 

not find the PM's version of Jewish preferences correct. 

I have yet to meet a Jew whose first 
choice was Palestine. They all wanted 
to go to Arnerica ... where they had 
Jewish friends ... but the USA placed 
restrictions on Jews entering America. 
Palestine was their second choice simply 
because they had no other place to goJO 

However, some degree of support for the Government's 

immigration policy came from the RSA, whose war veterans 

passed a remit in February 1948, advocating more effective 

Government control over immigration. But even this motion 

was barely carried, and not without much protest. Many 

RSA members felt that the New Zealand economy was in urgent 

need of alien manpower, as one member asked: "Had not 

American power been built on alien labour and ingenuity?" 

The remit was only passed when it was amended to read 

"undesirable aliens 11 • 21 

In 1948 the Christian churches once again urged the 

Government to bring more refugees to New Zealand instead of 

having them all sent to Palestine. The Methodist Conference 

of that year requested immediate Government action to allow 

the surviving relations of New Zealand's Jewish residents 

to enter New Zealand.· In- February- -1948 ,· Father' ·Joyce,/'~ = 



46. 

speaking on behalf of Bishop Lyons, pledged the support 

of the Catholic community for any scheme designed to aid 

European children. 22 However, the Government remained 

unmoved and few European Jews or non-Jews came into this 

country, and this restrictive policy was never adequately 

explained by the Government. 

This restrictive policy could not be dismissed as a 

form of anti-Semitism, as Peter Fraser was recognised at 

the UN as a champion of the Jewish cause. This fact was 

also acknowledged in.a letter to the Prime Minister from 

the World Zionist Council which said that "next to Field 

Marshall Smuts, there is none among the Dominion statesmen 

23 
who has shown a deeper understanding of our problems". 

It is feasible to assume that due to Zionist propaganda, 

the PM genuinely believed that the Jews did not wish to go 

anywhere else, and by restricting Jewish immigration to New 

Zealand he was, in a small way, helping to bring the state 

of Israel into existence. And although Fraser was not an 

overtly religious man and generally showed great tolerance 

on religious issues, 24 he was well versed in the Bible which 

he kept by his bedside and which he was fond of quoting, and 

he may have felt a sense of religious mission in aiding the 

Jews' "return". As for his Cabinet, it has been demons-

trated that they did not all share the PM's enthusiasm for 

either the Jews or the UN, and could have been concerned 

that if New Zealanders were rendered homeless following an 

influx of· refugees this would cost the Government at the 

polls in the next election. 
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There was also fear among some Labour members that the 

Jews would form ghettos if allowed into this country in any 

large numbers, and would not attempt to assimilate them

selves into New Zealand society. 25 New Zealand was not 

large enough nor did it have the density of population that 

would tolerate the existence of "ghettos". The Labour 

Government of the day was intent on creating a society as 

homogeneous as possible and the Jews with their tradition 

of "separateness" did not fit into the scheme of things. So 

in this sense there was some anti-Jewish sentiment which 

would have been compounded by the activities n~ ~h~ ~~wigh 

terrorists and their repeated attacks on the British in 

Palestine. 

The other major issue to come· out of the Partition 

Resolution 181 was that of enforcement. This question was 

of particular concern to Peter Fraser and Sir Carl Berendsen 

in New York, and was mentioned in every New Zealand speech 

to the General Assembly regarding Resolution 181. New 

Zealand's attitude towards this question also led to a 

difference with the British who refused to become involved, 

and with the Americans, who, after much hedging, also 

declined to commit troops to Palestine. However, the US 

did put forward an initiative calling for an international 

police force recruited on a volunteer basis among UN members 

including the UK. This suggestion, along with their 

support for illegal Jewish immigration, reflected the 

beginning of the Anglo-American rift that was to develop 

later over Palestine. {See below) 
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Fraser was initially very disappointed with the 

British for refusing to become involved in Palestine with 

the UN, but hoped that the Americans would fill this breach. 

In a communique to Berendsen he said, "It is only logical 

and indeed essential that the USA should carry the propor~ 

26 
tionate share of any such burden". In an attempt to 

discover American intentions he met with the American 

representative in Wellington, a Mr Scotten, to whom he 

expressed his dismay at the British attitude, and asked 

where the Americans stood on this question. He told 

Scotten that nNew Zealand for one would not shirk her 

responsibility 11 ,
27 but qualified this statement by adding 

that any such move would have to be approved by the general 

public before he committed any troops to the UN. He said 

that the safest plan for the West would be continued support 

;f:or partition with America taking the "lion's share of 

responsibility". However, the PM could not get any 

positive comment from the Americans and rightly suspected 

their reluctance to become involved. This sentiment was 

shared by Berendsen, who wrote that in his opinion "the 

Americans had shown a bad attitude" over enforcement, 

refusing to assume the responsibility themselves while 

28 expecting Britain to continue to carry the burden. 

The British also had their grievances which were enunciated 

by Creech Jones at the UN in February 1948: 

Since the General Assembly's decision we 
have suffered a heavy loss of life and 
we cannot prolong our commitment in so 
thankless a task. It is the turn of 
others now to take an active part.29 
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The PM now decided that although he had been among 

Britain's critics it was time to ease up, and told 

Berendsen that "despite the fact that Britain's lack of 

co-operation, which was clear from the beginning, there 

is no need to have another dig at the United Kingdom 11 •
30 

It was at this stage of the debate that one can detect the 

beginnings of the PM's disillusionment with the UN, and 

with the conduct of the large powers. And although 

Fraser would continue to evoke the prestige of the UN as 

part-justification for the establishment of the new 

Jewish state, privately he was less confident, as the 

following letter to Berendsen in New York suggests: 

It is not New Zealand's fault if the 
"prestige" of the UN is suffering from 
non-enforcement ... the time to think of 
UN prestige in regards to both this and 
perhaps even more fundamental matters 
was b~fore the decision was taken ... 
There is no need for New Zealand to g~t 
busy and make premature efforts regard31 
ing a police force in the Middle East. 

No doubt this cautious approach was also a result of 

the unpopularity the involvement of New Zealanders in the 

Middle East would provoke within New Zealand, particularly 

when the British were opposed to such an undertaking 

In spite of the apparent animosity that existed 

between the USA and the UK over Palestine, their policies 

were not quite as divergent as they appeared, i.e. between 

the State Department and the British Government. Such 

was the message in a letter to the PM from British PM 
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Clement Atttee in December 1947. Representatives from 

the USA and UK met to discuss the Middle East at govern

ment level and had "adopted virtually identical and 

parallel policies without having concluded an agreement 

of any kind 11 •
32 This agreement between the two countries 

had been arrived at "separately and without prior consult-

ation". Complete secrecy was urged by Atlee as no 

formal communication was to be written on this agreement, 

but, "if the USA is true to its word, Britain and the 

Commonwealth will be in a strengthened position in the 

Middle East", This news was received favourably by 

Fraser as both he and Berendsen believed that only these 

two countries, through co-operation, could bring stability 

to Palestine and in doing so safeguard Western interests 

in the region by keeping the Russians at bay. 

At-this stage of the debate one can see the problems 

confronting the Prime Minister. His policy of support 

for the Jews and their desire to statehood in Palestine 

brought him into conflict with the British position which 

in turn made his policy unpopular at home, even amongst 

some of his own colleagues. Although the general feeling 

seemed to be that New Zealand could have sustained larger 

numbers of displaced persons, Jewish and otherwise, the 

Government did not ease up its restrictions. Peter 

Fraser was not prepared to risk what his party believed 

would have been acceptable to the electorate. In 

this sense one can detect the influence of domestic 

opinion on foreign policy, hence his reluctance to make 
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any commitment on New Zealand's part to any UN force 

regardless of the speeches made by Berendsen at the UN 

announcing New Zealand's preparedness to "play her part" 

and the importance of all UN members combining to provide 

a force. 

Linked with enforcement was the question of the UN's 

legality in calling for the partition of a country against 

the wishes of the majority of its inhabitants. The Arabs 

were quite clear regarding their position which was 

enunciated by the Syrian delegate, Faris El-Khoury. He 

maintained that the General Assembly was not a world 

government and therefore not legally entitled 

to appoint Commissions and delegate to 
them powers which it did not possess 
under the UN Charter. The Assembly 
had no right to ask the Security Council 
to implement an illegal resolution which 
violates the basic principles of 
Palestinian integrity.33 

The Jews on the other hand did not accept this argu

ment as they and their supporters based their right to 

territory in Palestine on historical claims of a type 

difficult, if not impossible to quantify, - a demand that 

was given greater urgency and credibility by the recent 

holocaust in Europe and homelessness of many Jews at the 

end of the Second World War. And it was on this question 

that one finds the first and only disagreement between the 

PM and Berendsen. Berendsen expressed his doubts and 

stated that he did not think that partition was legal and 
34 

he had "grave doubts about its legality from the beginning". 

He was only able to suppress thesE;i doubts when voting .. in 
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favour of partition in November by the belief that the 

only other alternative would have been indecision and 

chaos. Peter Fraser, however, was highly critical of 

Berendsen for entertaining such doubts as he personally 

saw no conflict between the Charter and what the General 

Assembly were proposing for Palestine. 

This chapter has shown the ambivalence that existed 

in New Zealand's Palestine policy and the tension between 

Fraser's idealistic attitude towards the Jews and the UN, 

and the more pragmatic demands placed upon him within the 

domestic environment. For example, the Labour Party's 

concern regarding New Zealand's housing shortage and its 

desire to maintain a homogeneous society in New Zealand. 

Moreover, Fraser was already beginning to exhibit 

signs of discontent with the UN over its handling of the 

Palestine affair. He was not prepared to jeopardize the 

Labour Party's chances at the next General Election by 

either permitting unrestricted immigration or by committ

ing New Zealand troops to a UN police force in Palestine. 

However, the American State Department shared Sir 

Carl Berendsen's concern regarding the legality of 

Resolution 181, and these doubts resulted in a shift in 

American policy away from partition. In March 1948, the 

Americans' proposed that Palestine become a trustee of 

the UN until such times as a more acceptable solution 

could be found for Palestine's troubles. 

This American policy reversal caused a temporary rift 



53. 

between New Zealand and the United States. As my next 

chapter shows, the New Zealand delegation continued to 

display an independent approach to Palestine because 

Fraser was prepared to defy both the UK and the USA in his 

support for the establishment of a Jewish state in 

Palestine via Resolution 181. 

This new phase of the debate is significant as the 

New Zealand delegation demonstrates the ability of a small 

state to play an independent and leading role at the UN 

that its size and isolation would not suggest possible. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE TRUSTEESHIP PROPOSAL 

The duality in American policy was made public in 

February 1948, when James Forrestal of the State Depart

ment issued a press statement saying that partition would 

destabilize the Middle East and threaten the US with "the 

loss of strategically vital oil supplies and add a new 

gravity to the world situation". 1 And on March 22nd, in 

what was regarded as a 11 shock 11 announcement, the US 

Secretary of State, General Marshall, said that the US had 

now abandoned its support for partition. In its stead, 

he proposed the establishment of a temporary trusteeship 

in Palestine, which would allow both Arabs and Jews more 

time to work out an acceptable solution to their problems. 

He also drew attention to the lack of agreement among 

members of the Security Council. This new initiative was 

received by the Arabs with delight and horror by the Jews, scept-

icism by the British and with dismay in Wellington. 

Peter Fraser reacted by telling Sir Carl Berendsen that 

this proposal 

... could bring the authority of the UN 
into disrepute and demonstrate· its 
impotency. I am not at all happy about 
the abandonment of a policy which has 
endeavoured to satisfy the hopes and just 
aspirations of the Jewish people. 2 
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Australia's Dr Evatt also expressed his indignation in 

what he described as an "ambiguous" American proposal: 

The UN decision ha~ been gradually , 
undermined by intrigues directed against 
the Jewish people. I,t would be little 
short of a tragedy if the fundamental 
rights of self-gove~nment were to be 
denied .•• To throw this solution into the 
melting pot again ~ay be.very damaging 3 
to the authority pf the United Nations. 

Fraser was anxious to seek British opinion on this 

new development and in their reply, he was advised of 

London's continued policy of non-involvement: 

We do not intend to assume any respons
ibility for drafting terms of the trustee
ship, and consequently cannot see our way 
clear to sponsoring a draft either alone 
or in association with other powers. 4 

And in a later communique the P~ was advised that 

the UK's representative at the UN had been instructed to 

abstain from voting on all parts of any resolution based 

on the US proposal. Although they sympathised with 

American motives, support for such a scheme would have made 

it difficult for them to withdraw their troops from 

Palestine on May 14th 1948. The British Government also 

took pains to stress that they "did not seek in any way to 

influence the attitude of the New Zealand Government 11 • 5 

The PM drew up a list of reasons for his scepticism 

regarding the trusteeship plan as follows: 

1. The partition plan shouid not be abandoned for 

strategic reasons. 

2. Whatever solution is tried, force appears to be 
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necessary and in our view the US will have 

to provide the major portion. 

3. The new plan gives no clear indication of what 

authority and force the US will supply. 

4. The Trusteeship Council appears to be ill-equipped 

for such a task. 

5. The plan is likely to place too heavy a burden on 

New Zealand. The New Zealand Government is 

unlikely to conscript troops, but may allow 

for the sending of volunteers. Moreover, a 

New Zealand group would be so small that it 

would have to be fitted into a large group, 

and to date the Great Powers have not given a 

statement of their intentions. If forces 

are needed they will be needed immediately and 

recruiting and training takes time. 

6. The plan threatens to keep the United Kingdom 

involved. 

7. We doubt if the plan will really prevent Russian 

infiltration. 

8. In short, we doubt if a stop-gap plan is of any 

value. 6 

Peter Fraser felt that procrastination would only 

worsen the situation, and he instructed Berendsen to gain 

further information regarding America's intentions - part

icularly concerning their earlier refusal to send troops 

to Palestine. The American position was duly explained to 

Berendsen by Loy Henderson, Head of the Middle East Division 

of the State Department. Mr. Henderson pointed out•that 
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the Novewber resolution was only a recommendation, and one 

that most delegates presumed would eventually be accepted 

by both Arabs and Jews. But now it was clear that it was 

wholly unacceptable to the Arabs, and its enforcement would 

require measures that could occupy the whole of the Middle 

East. He would not comment on the US's willingness to 

7 supply troops. 

In his report to Wellington, Berendsen remained 

sceptical: 

I am sure that they USA will do their utmost 
to avoid taking the initiative themselves 
and will seek to find some stooge. The 
Army Department is pressing the administration 
to avoid any commitment to furnish military 
forces. 8 

Berendsen was convinced the real reason for American reluct

ance lay in their unwillingness to tie up forces in what 

for them was essentially a "side show". He regarded the 

American reversal as "shocking and irresponsible" and 

expressed the hope that he would be instructed to contest 

this initiative most strongly at the next Assembly meeting. 

According to Peter Fraser's woman-on-spot and self 

appointed advisor in New York, Freda Kirchway, the blame 

for what she described as "US bungling" lay squarely at 

the door of Loy Henderson: 

Mr Henderson is not only an outspoken partisan 
of the Arabs, but is so violent and prejudiced 
in his judgements, that in recent months even 
Secretary Forresta:1-has told friends that it 
is impossible to accept his judgement ... The 
President inevitably depended on the State 
Department for the execution of his policies on 
Palestine and this has meant that they were inter
preted according to Mr Henderson.9 
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And in yet another letter to the PM, she enclosed a document 

entitled Oil and the State Department's Policy on Palestine, 

in which so-called "disclosures" were made of State Depart

ment and British Foreign Office scheming and collusion to 

protect their oil interests in the Middle East at the 

expense of the Jews. She spoke of this "evidence" as 

"a shocking revelation of efforts to undermine the United 

Nations, and with it the hope for peace in the Middle 

East. 1110 One cannot help but wonder if her concern for 

the UN would have been as acute if the vote had gone the 

other way, that is, against the partition of Palestine and 

instead had adopted the Arab proposal for a unitary state. 

An extraordinary session in the General Assembly was 

called for by the Americans from April until 14 May, 1948, 

to discuss their proposal, and Sir Carl Berendsen was 

appointed Chairman of the Trusteeship Council. This 

appointment was protested against by the Arabs who accused 

New Zealand, along with Australia, of belonging to that 

11 group of countries "bent upon partition by hook or by crook". 

In reply to this charge Berendsen said: 

I have never been a member of an under
ground group, nor has any member of the 
New Zealand Government. We do our duty, 
not by hook or1 ~y crook, but in the open 
light of day. 

And as Chairman of the Trusteeship Committee, Berendsen 

did not mince words with the Americans who now represented 

the major obstacle to· partition. In a report to the 

?rime Minister he spoke of how lJe told the Americans 
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•••their plan of trusteeship was completely 
unreal; that their proposal was as dead 
as a dodo, and that I would put an end to 
this fiddling with just a few plain words 
which I proposed to do, unless they could 
show me good reason to the contrary. 
Jessup (who is temporarily in charge) 
while largely agreeing with my estimate 13 
of the situation asked me not to do this. 

However, American "pleas" to have their position understood 

did not deter Berendsen from roundly attacking their 

trusteeship proposal when he rose to address the General 

Assembly. He reaffirmed New Zealand's support for part-

ition and said that if Resolution 181 was right in November 

14 it was ipso facto right today. He argued that partition 

was the "best" solution and said that if the Assembly 

allowed itself to be bullied into abandoning a UN Resol

ution, it would be responsible for the chaos that he felt 

sure would result. He once more touched on the problem 

of implementation and said.that this incident was a test 

case for the UN, on which the future of the UN and indeed 

the world would hinge .. He ended his speech by saying 

"What the world needs today is resolution, not resolutions". 

And according to Bruce Brown, "When Berendsen sat down, 

15 
the American trusteeship proposal was dead." 

Berendsen now emerged as the leading pro-partitionist 

figure at the UN, and as one of the organisatiorrs most 

able speakers. As a result, he attracted widespread 

attention and recognition. Reactions ranged from deep 

appreciation and admiration to expressions of contempt. 

The New York Times described his speech as "one of the 
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16 
most eloquent speeches ever heard at the United Nations". 

The American United Nations Association printed a memo-

randum containing the full text of his speech and 

distributed over one hundred thousand copies at the UN 

and throughout the USA. A copy was forwarded to Peter 

Fraser by Freda Kirchway as soon as it came off the press. 

She was full of praise for Berendsen and told the PM that 

she 

... was glad to be able to tell you that 
the outstanding voice at the UN is that 
of Sir Carl Berendsen, who on every 
occasion has spoken with superb moral 
authority ... the leadership of New Zealand 
will continue to be vital whatever decision 
is reached. 17 

In his reply (of the same day) Peter Fraser thanked 

her for her remarks regarding Sir Carl Berendsen and re

affirmed his support for the Jewish cause 

... because of the leadership of Ben Gurion 
and others and what I consider to be the 
inherent justice of the Jewish cause, I 
support the November ResolutionJ8 

Following his success at the UN, Berendsen reported 

back to the Prime Minister his conviction that the effect 

of the New Zealand delegation had been considerable on the 

outcome of the debate over trusteeship • 

...... not in the sense that it has advanced 
the prospects of gaining support for 
parti~io~, bUt in th~negative sense. 
We are, of course, very unpopular with the 
Arabs, and also with the British and 
Americans, each of whom, we are convinced, 
is endeavouring to defeat partition and 
each of whom is jockeying so that the 
other shall receive the public odium for 
such a defeat. 19 
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He also spoke of the good press he had received and 

gestures of support at the UN. As a result of the wide-

spread approval for New Zealand's stand on Palestine, Peter 

Fraser felt that New Zealand was committed to "a very 

definite policy" and he told Berendsen that it would now 

"be wrong to contemplate any substantial departure from 

our support for the principle of the November decision. 1120 

However, support for Berendsen was not universal, and 

outside America there were critics. For example, the 

Sydney Bulletin was highly critical of New Zealand and 

Australian support for partition, particularly when "the 

USA has abandoned it, and Britain, which would never have 

a bar of the thing, is pulling out fast." 

Berendsen was described as a 

Sir Carl 

..• career diplomat of sorts, having begun 
as a junio~ clerk in the Wellington 
Department, being always careful to polish 
up the handle of the office door. They NZ 
and their administration are now basking in 
the favour of the New York Post, a Zionist 
paper owned by a Jewish lady who has pub
lished all Ben Hecht's incitements to, and 
exultations"in-, th~-,bombings, shootings and 21 
hangings of Bri{aiI).1s by Jewish murder gangs. 

\ , 

Australia's representative at the UN, JOhn Hood, also 

came in for some bad press for stating that Australia would 

decide its course of action "regardless of strategical 

expedience, of power politics, and of groupings outside of 

the UN 11 •
22 The Sydney Bulletin was dismissed by the New 

Zealand Prime Minister's Department as "a rag of the worst 

23 
type, and no-one pays much attention to what it says". 

However, this 11 rag" did draw attention to two very import

ant points: national interest and Zionist influence. 
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There is little doubt that the New Zealanders, along with 

other delegates at the UN, were pressured considerably. 

Berendsen in particular was subjected to an avalanche of 

praise and flattery in New York by Zionists, as was Peter 

Fraser in Wellington. Freda Kirchway, for example, made 

several telephone calls, sent 'urgent' telegrams, and 

wrote many long, pleading and complimentary letters, 

which were often answered on the ·same day, in detail, by 

the PM. 

The other significant issue raised by the Bulletin 

was that of misplaced loyalty. In 1948 both New Zealand 

and Australia's most important external commitment was to 

Britain and the Commonwealth. Instead of standing by 

Britain, both New Zealand and Australia gave their support 

to the Jews, the UN, and the dubious November Resolution 

calling for the partition of Palestine. This policy was 

unacceptable to many Australi:lsians who believed that loyalty 

to Britain should supersede that to the UN and the Jews -

some of whom were responsible for the death of many British 

soldiers in Palestine. 

Back in New Zealand, Sir Carl Berendsen's speech was 

received with mixed reactions. According to the New 

Zealand Herald, his speech and attitude "were sheer 

nonsense - although no doubt taken on instructions from 

24 the Government". The Editor said that the trusteeship 

plan had more to recommend it than partition and emphasised 

the strategic and economic importance to the British 

Commonwealth of Haifa and its oil facilities, and asked if 
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New Zealand was prepared to offer troops for partition. 

The Press took a similar theme and suggested that 

Sir Carl Berendsen's words could have 
been heard with greater pride and 
confidence if he had been able to say 
there and then that New Zealand was 
ready to join in any action approved 
by the UN to sustain it. Without 
action, brave words about principle 
were hollow. 25 

The Editor said that the Arab forces had shown a greater 

degree of discipline than expected, and suggested that 

Jewish leadership should be made to see that the partition 

area had already been badly overextended. The Jews 

would be better served with a smaller, more homogeneous 

area as suggested by the American plan. Ernest Bevin 

was commended for saying that the best solution would be 

one worked out by the Arabs and Jews themselves, and not 

by the UN. The Auckland Star was less critical of New 

Zealand's role in this debate, but believed that partit-

ion was now dead and saw no possibility of averting a 

26 full scale civil war. The Evening Star was more supp-

ortive and said that Berendsen was "perfectly right'' but, 

like many of the papers, suggested that New Zealand 

should cease being so remiss about her own defence forces 

and stop leaving the burden to Britain. The problem of 

enforcement was, in this Editor's opinion, no nearer to a 

solution under the trusteeship plan than under the plan 

for partition. The Southland Times took a similar line 

but approved of Berendsen's speech, describing it as "a 

27 
reasoned and timely appeal". Overall, editorial 

opinion was concerned over implementation of some form of 
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enforcement policy, and the fate of the UN if it could 

not handle this problem effectively, and was generally 

sympathetic to the British position. 

Following the defeat of their trusteeship proposal 

at the United Nations, the Americans launched yet 

another iniative which went some way towards recognising 
/ 

the partition proposal; they suggested the appointment 

of a UN Mediator in Palestine. This move followed the 

replacement of Loy Henderson by Hillring in the US State 

Department. Berendsen believed that this new proposal 

was a direct result of New Zealand's role and influence 

during the debate, and he informed Peter Fraser thus: 

It does not seem to us an exaggeration 
to say that this variation in American 
policy (if it is such) may in part be 
due to our own initiative - we continue 
to receive approving messages in 
considerable numbers. 28 

In his reply the PM agreed with Berendsen's assessment of 

New Zealand's role and said that the American attitude 

could indeed have been "softened as a result of the stand 

we have taken and which others have followed". He was 

dubious if this initiative would be acceptable to both 

sides, but felt logically to be thrown back on his 

original support for partition. Moreover, he was not 

prepared to consider any alternative that the Jews felt 

"to be totally irreconcilable with their long-term hopes 

for a Jewish state." 

29 
vote for them. " 

If so, "we would not be ready to 

With the failure of the Trusteeship proposal, the 
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Assembly, including New Zealand, adopted a resolution 

authorising the appointment of a UN Mediator, whose task 

would be to use his good offices to promote a peaceful 

adjustment for the future peace of Palestine. This new 

resolution made no reference to the November resolution, 

nor did it define any specific boundaries for the two 

proposed new states. It left the Mediator, Count 

Bernadotte of Sweden, considerable scope for interpret-

ation. On the night of May 14-15 1948, the British 

mandate terminated, and the Jewish National Council in 

Tel Aviv proclaimed the pqr~hliqhmPnr nf the state of 

Israel, Simultaneously, the Arab armies of Egypt, Trans

jordan, Syria and Iraq, entered Palestine. 

New Zealand's earlier victory in helping to defeat 

the Trusteeship proposal was soured by the Assembly's 

adoption of the resolution appointing a Mediator. This 

final move was regarded as a defeat, not for New Zealand, 

but for the United Nations. In his speech to the 

General Assembly, Berendsen said 

... the Assembly's work has been pitifully 
inadequate and dismal ... I regret this 
situation more than I can say. We are 
forced back now to what wrestlers call 
"catch as catch can". I must express 
my deep and bitter disappointment that 
the Assembly has found itself unable to 
do more, and my grave apprehensions of 
the result of our failure to grapple with 
the realities of the situation. As a 
resultof:our failure - and let no-one 
pretend that this is not a failure - this 
is an urgent and compelling reason for 
continued and determined support of the 
UN Charter. We will do better when we 
have learned to keep peace and order in 
the world than by3ffaking speeches over 
the microphone. 
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Sir Carl Berendsen also drew attention to the quest-· 

ion of Israel's right to legal recognition and to defend 

its new territory. He expressed the hope that Israel 

would soon be admitted to the United Nations, and attain 

the legal right to defend itself with the protection of 

the Security Council. 

Throughout the Trusteeship debate, the New Zealand 

delegation displayed an independence and assertiveness 

that has yet to be equalled by succeeding New Zealand 

delegations to the UN. Sir Carl Berendsen in particular 

demonstrated a high degree of confidence and skill which 

was encouraged by Fraser and reflected the PM's idealism 

and wish to see New Zealand operate as an independent 

state. It also demonstrated Fraser's partisan support 

for the Jews and his preparedness to aefy both the UK and the 

USA on this issue. 

Hence this incident demonstrates the importance of a 

state's self perception, its perception of the internat

ional community, and its role within that community. The 

PM and Berendsen, like most New Zealanders of their time, 

regarded New Zealand as a prosperous, progressive state 

that led the world in many areas; most notably in the 

field of social welfare and reform. New Zealand's out-

spokenness was also undoubtedly aided by the security it 

enjoyed within the British Commonwealth and in its strong 

familial relationship with the UK. 

Following Israel's declaLation of independence in 

May the question of enforcement ceased to be a major 
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issue and was overtaken by events. The debate now 

centered on Israel's right to statehood, and the United 

Nations' right to pronounce on Palestine. The British 

and the Americans could not agree on either of these 

questions and in the fighting that broke out between the 

Arabs and Jews, a potentially dangerous rift developed 

between the two countries. The following chapter deals 

with the Anglo-American rift, the Arab-Israeli war, New 

Zealand's reaction to these events and the difficulty 

for New Zealand when both its major allies were at logger

heads over Palestine/Israel. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE ANGLO-AMERICAN RIFT AND THE ARAB-ISRAELI WAR OF 1948 

In what was regarded as a surprise move, the United 

States became the first state to accord de facto recog

nition to the state of Israel, closely followed by the 

Soviet Union. This change in policy caused much constern-

ation at the United Nations and was described by Sir Carl 

Berendsen in a despatch to Wellington: 

While I think on the whole it is a good 
thing that the United States should have 
accorded de facto recognition to the new 
Jewish state, I must confess that the 
P...merican somersault on this matter has 
left me dizzy, and I think everybody else, 
including their own delegation who were 
put in the ludicrous position of having to 
go to the rostrum and say that they did 
not know whether it was a fact or not. 1 

Moreover, some members of the US State Department only 

learned of American recognition through the Press. It was 

also through the Press they learned of the new Israeli 

President's(Chaim Weizman visit to the White House to 

request a loan, and of his installation at Blair House as 

head of a friendly Government. 2 

So although American recognition of Israel ended New 

Zealand's differences with the United States, it resulted 

in a serious breach between the USA and the UK. Ernest 
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Bevin was reputed to have been outraged at America's 

failure to notify his Government of their intentions, and 

said that as a result, "the possibility of joint action had 

now been seriously prejudiced. 113 The United Kingdom and 

the United States now found themselves supporting opposing 

sides in this conflict. And because the British were 

supplying arms to Transjordan, the American Administration 

came under considerable pressure to lift its arms embargo 

to the region and supply military hardware to the Jewish 

Militia. Britain, however, had treaty obligations to 

Transjordan, and the Arab Legion was trained and run by a 

British officer, Brigadier Glubb Pasha. To the Zionists, 

the Legion represented an extension of the British Army, 

and on the eve of Israel's independence Menachem Begin 

announced the establishment of "death squads" whose function 

1\Tould be. "to execute all British soldiers serving in the 

4 
Arab Legion." 

American Zionists accused the British of using American 

money, acquired through the Marshall Plan, to finance the 

Arabs, who would kill Jews and destroy the fledgling state. 

These allegations were denied by the Chancellor of the 

Exchequer,Sir Stafford Cri9bs, who said that this was 
./ 

impossible as Britain had not yet received any funds from 

the Marshall Plan. 5 

However, the American Press in its support for the 

Zionists chose to ignore this explanation and proceeded 

to whip up an hysterical anti-British campaign • According 
.. 

to one observer, "Britain received the wor.ie press drubbing 
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since the fall of Tobruk in 1942. 116 And when the new 

British Ambassador, Sir Oliv~ Franks, arrived in Washing-,

ton to take up his post, he was greeted by what was 

described as the most violent anti-British campaign for 

7 
twenty years. This wave of anti-British feeling swept 

the country and was exacerbated by "Don't Buy British" 

campaigns and calls to deny all aid to Britain. These 

were organised by prominent American Zionist Senator 

8 Emmanuel Celler and US Labour leader Eugene Connolly. 

A more moderate note was sounded in the New York 

Herald-Tribune by Walter Lippman, who felt that this 

9 "degrading quarrel" over Palestine was more of an "ugly 

consequence" and not the cause. In his view, the break-

down occurred with the death of Roosevelt, the defeat of 

Churchill, America' rise in the world, and Britain's 

decline; events that had left communication channels 

"badly blocked". He said that much of the blame also 

lay between the President and his advisers, and the State 

Department 

Whatever the reasons, the breach was not welcoming 

news for New Zealand. Agreement, tacit or otherwise, 

between these two states was regarded as imperative for New 

Zealand's, and indeed the Western World's,' security. 

Anxiety was voiced by Leader of the Opposition, Sidney 

Holland: 

... it is horrifying and unthinkable for 
the United Kingdom to be supplying arms 
to the Arabs and the United States to be 
considering lifting the embargo on the 
export of arms to the Jews. 1~ 
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Mr Holland saw great danger in this state of affairs and 

felt that world peace depended on Britain and America find-

ing a way to end their present misunderstanding. He urged 

the immediate calling of an Imperial Conference to deal 

with the crisis. The National Party discussed the problem 

at a caucus meeting and decided there "must be the closest 

co-operation between Britain and the Dominions, to avoid 

pronouncements on the subject without prior consultation 

with other Commonwealth leaders. 1111 Holland expressed 

his disagreement with Fraser and said that in the National 

Party's opinion the Jews had only been promised a "national 

home" in Palestine, not an independent state. He concluded 

by saying that American recognition of Israel without prior 

consultation with Britain was a step that horrified Britain, 

and "charges of a very serious nature were brought against 

the United States, and this brought about counter charges 

about the British financing the Arab world." 

Peter Fraser did not appear to share Holland's anxiety 

and felt it unnecessary to make a press statement. However, 

at an opening speech at the United Nations in June 1948, 

he said: 

Despite the dilemma between the allies, my 
government considers that the United Nations 
must be maintained at its full membership. 
New Zealand would support the United Nations 
and ensure th'l..~ its principles and purposes 
are observed. 

Hence by declaring his support for the United Nations, he 

was able to avoid taking sides publicly. At home he was 

questioned in the HOuse by MP P.H. Gillespie, who asked if 

the United States was not deliberately creating conditions 
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for a third world war? 

said: 

Fraser disagreeq, and in his reply 

Our future in the Pacific depends upon our 
relations with the United States, and while 
I would stand in with the Mother Country in 
the event of any attempt of financial or 
commercial aggression by the USA, against 
Britain, or any other country in the Common
wealth, my conclusion - and I am second to 
none in this country to judge - is that 
nothing of that kind has been attempted by 
the USA.l.3 

And when Walter Nash was in Washington on a visit he was 

asked about New Zealand's relationship with its major 

allies by the American Press. He stated that New Zealand's 

ties with Britain and the Commonwealth were as "enduring as 

11 14 d h' 1 ' ' 11 ever, an w 1 e America was an important a y, New 

Zealand would not compromise her attachment and affection 

for Britain. · Hence despite New Zealand's differences with 

the UK over Palestine, the relationship was such that it 

was strong enough to accommodate differences without in any 

way affecting the overall relationship between the two 

countries. 

Peter Fraser did feel in need of some explanation from 

London in view of the American charges and sought clarific-

ation. The British replied that although they ceased to 

be responsible for the Arab Legion after May 15th 1948, they 

still had a moral obligation to aid the Legion because they 

"subsidised it, sent officers to it, and supplied it with 

war material. 1115 This they were obliged to do under the 

Transjordan Treaty. However, British officers serving in 

the Legion had instructions not to become involved in 

hostilities with the Jewish forces inside the frontiers 
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recommended by the November Resolution. The British 

intended to throw their weight behind the Mediator's 

attempts to achieve a ceasefire which, if successful, 

could prevent the Americans from lifting their arms ~mbargo to 

the Jewish forces. 

In an attempt to assure Peter Fraser and other Common

wealth leaders that the Arabs were not the only ones 

receiving arms, London forwarded voluminous intelligence 

reports in which they demonstrated that the Jews were in 

fact far more heavily armed than the Arabs. Armaments 

and trained personnel were arriving in Israel daily, even 

hourly, from America, Western and Eastern Europe, and 

particularly from Czechoslovakia. 16 Fraser, however, did 

not entirely accept the British interpretation of events 

in Israel/Palestine, and this was evidenced by differences 

of opinion with London regarding the rights of the Arabs 

and Jews to defend what both believed to be their territory. 

According to Fraser, the Arabs were the aggressors in 

this conflict, and the Arabs from the neighbouring 

countries had no legal or moral right to be in Palestine. 

The Jews, on the other hand, had every right to defend 

what they regarded as their land, even if this meant cross

ing the frontiers proposed by the November Resolution to 

do so. To this end the Prime Minister expressed the hope 

that Israel would soon obtain recognition, as this would 

enable it to legally desist the Arab "aggressors". He 

instructed Sir Carl Berendsen as follows: 



... If the Arabs invade either areas, 
including those which would have been 
Arab under the plan, both, in New 
Zealand's view, would constitute 
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breaches of the peace or acts of aggress
ion calling for action by the Security 
Council under Chapter VII ... New Zealand 
would, however, hesitate to take the 
initiative, as any contribution which 17 
we could make would be .relatively small. 

Not only would New Zealand's efforts in such a force 

defending the new Jewish state have been smal~ but they 

would have inevitably ended up fighting the British forces 

which were stationed in Jordan, Iraq and Egypt, as in 1948 

Britain was bound by treaty to help defend all three 

countries against outside aggressors. Such a possibility 

would have been totally unacceptable even to Fraser, 

despite his opposition to British policy in the area. 

London's interpretation of who the aggressors were 

was in sharp contrast to that of New Zealand's Prime 
~ 

Minister, as illustrated in this communique to Wellington: 

... If the Arab armies invade the territory 
of Palestine, but without coming in contact 
with the Jews, they would not necessarily 
be doing anything illegal or contrary to 
the United Nations. If they cross the 
frontiers recommended in the November 
Resolution for the Jewish state, they would 
not ipso facto be doing anything illegal, 
though in practice they would no doubt be ig 
laying themselves open to public criticism. 

However, when the Americans threatened to lift their arms 

embargo on the sale of arms to the Jewish forces, the 

British succumbed to pressure and in a telegram to 

Commonwealth leaders, announced that they "have suspended 

all supplies of war materials to Arab states'', and in a 
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postscript revealed that in a recent battle between the 

Egyptians and Jews. 11 the whole of the Egyptian flotilla 

consisted of American built ships sold directly by the US 

19 to Egypt. 11 This move cost Britain dearly in terms of 

Arab goodwill and also prompted criticism from members of 

the "new" Commonwealth. For example, at the High 

Commissioners' meeting in London in December, the Ceylonese 

saw this action as a sign of weakness and loss of prestige, 

which would result in a weakened Britain and a weakened 

2Q 
Commonwealth. The British were, however,not without 

their own misgivings and were concerned over Arab re

action in the event of a war with Soviet Russia - a fear 

that was increased by Begin's Russian sympathies, as they 

explained in a memo to Wellington. 

Begin's Irgun and Stern Gang are immature 
in political government, completely self
centred, anarchical and opportunist. 
They are drawn mainly from a class which 
has never known any form of discipline 
other than that of a police state, and 21 
would probably welcome a Russian victory. 

As Jewish victories over the Arabs in the area 

increased, the British began to reconsider their own 

embargo on arms to the Arabs. They feared that if the 

Arab Legion suffered a defeat it would result "in immediate 

danger to the R.A.F. bases in Amman and in Iraq. 1122 And 

in November a Haifa newspaper, Jedioth Chadashoth. 

carried a statement by Begin declaring that he saw no 

reason why Russia should not aid the Jews and their aims, 

which included incorporating the whole of Palestine into 

h f 23 . testate o Israel. · Fraser remained unconvinced that 
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the Jews were the aggressors and threat to peace and 

Western security in the Middle East. Even when the Jews 

declared that they no longer felt bound by the November Resol

ution for_ which the Prime Minister so often proferred 

his support, they continued to have New Zealand's backing. 

\'<; In September 1948 the UN Media tor, Count Bernadotte, 

was assassinated by the Stern Gang, but he had already 

written up his proposals for Palestine, which became known 

as the "Bernadotte Plan". This plan suggested that the 

Neg/v be returned to the Arabs, and Western Galilee to the 

/ 
Jews. Before corning to a decision on this latest proposal, 

Fraser met with Israeli representative, Moshe Shertook, who 

assured the PM that the Jews had no intention of giving up 

the Negav as it was capable of considerable development 

and contained oil. And as for Western Galilee, this was 

24 
a non-issue as the Jews had already taken it by force. 

In the debate that ensued at the UN (now in Paris) 

Fraser was predictably critical of the Bernadotte Plan, 

whereas the British wished to see it adopted. He just-

ified this position by saying that the Arabs should not 

have the Neg~v returned to them as, unlike the Jews, they 
/' 

had neither the inclination or resources to develop the 

area: the question of the Arabs' actual rights was again 

totally disregarded. 25 Once again he evoked the November 

Resolution and advocated the establishment of a conciliat

ion commission, but stipulated, as a precondition to any 

talks, Arab recognition of Israel. He also expressed the 

hope that once the issue was finally settled the UN would 

help the Arab refugees to "develop their own vast .areas". 
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Eventually Resolution 194 was adopted by the General 

Assembly. This Resolution called for reconciliation but 

made no reference to the November Resolution or to the 

Bernado~te Plan, but it did provide a permanent inter

national regime for Jerusalem and the Holy Places, and for 

the repatriation of Arab refugees. More significantly 

for New Zealand, it provided a basis on which New Zealand 

would eventually extend de facto recognition to Israel. 

To conclude, America.'s prompt recognition of Israel 

brought America back into the pro-partitionist camp, and 

thus ended the differences that had arisen between New 

Zealand and the USA. However, it resulted in a serious 

breach between New Zealand's two major allies. And 

although Fraser avoided making a public commitment to 

either country at the UN, his correspondence with London 

showed him to be highly critical of British policy in the 

area. He remained unmoved in his support for the Jews 

and their right to defend their new state, in spite of the 

radical elements in Israel led by Begin, who displayed 

strong pro-Soviet sympathies. 

However, in view of the strong support for Britain in 

New Zealand, particularly in Cabinet, and the urgent 

requests from London, he felt obliged to hold back on the 

question of recognition. This delay clearly irked the 

Jews, as both Berendsen and the PM had given the impression 

at the UN that New Zealand would be one of the first 

countries to recognise Israel. 
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The next chapter deals with the problem of recognit

ion and the pressure when Britain, Israel, members of the 

Commonwealth, Zionists and the National Party urged 

Fraser most strongly either to recognise Israel immediately, 

or to wait and be guided by Britain's decision regarding 

Israel's right to statehood. 
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CHAPTER VI 

A QUESTION OF RECOGNITION 

Peter Fraser's difference with Britain over Palestine 

continued over the question of recognition. The Prime 

Minister was now called upon to take a positive step and 

givPn ~hP rnnflir~ing npininnR, he could not do so to the 

satisfaction of all parties concerned. He described this 

dilemma to Sir Carl Berendsen in May 1948. 

We are faced with a conflict between our 
consistent past policy which involves 
virtually a moral commitment to recognise 
the Jewish state, and our desire not to 
embarrass the United Kingdom, and the 
Commonwealth, strategically or econom
ically. 1 

The British position on recognition was very clear, 

and consistent with their earlier Palestine policy: they 

were opposed to it. And in the wake of American recognit-

ion they circulated the following message to Commonwealth 

leaders: 

Recognition of the Jewish state at this 
stage would in our view amount to a declar
ation of hostility to the Arab world. The 
effect could impair our relations with the 
Arab world for many years to come. We could 
expect to have greater difficulty than before 
in securing our strategic requirements. 
The whole climate of opinion in this vital 
area would be hostile to us, and we could 
expect increasing difficulty in obtaining 



facilities for the extraction of oil 
which we feel is essential to the Common
wealth as a whole and to most individual 
members thereof. The effect of our 
policy will, of course, be considerably 
impaired if any Commonwealth state grants 
immediate recognition to the Jewish state 
of Israel ... 2 

8 6. 

The Dominions were reminded that Britain had to bear the 

brunt of the burden in maintaining the interests of the 

whole Commonwealth in the Middle East and requested their 

co-operation over the question of recognition. As New 

Zealand, Australia, Canada and South Africa had planned to 

offer Israel immediate recognition, this pointeO request 

from London was received with some ambivalence. 

In his reply to London, Fraser defended New Zealand's 

support for the new state. He said that the partition 

plan was "a judgement of the United Nations" and that the 

Jewish provisional Government appeared to be exercising 

effective control over the Jewish areas. Moreover, it was 

in his opinion,"a clear path for the assumption of 

sovereignty by the inhabitants in accordance with the 

principle of self-determination." He said that he did 

appreciate the desirability of uniformity of action within 

the Commonwealth and that his Government had considered 

the "grave strategic and economic issues" raised by 

London, but 

we feel that we cannot at this stage 
reverse a course of policy with which 
the name of New Zealand has come to be 
very definitely associated. It would 
in fact seem inconsistent with the 
concept of the Commonwealth as a free 
association of states for us to do so. 
Moreover, in view of the grant of 



recognition by the USA and the USSR, 
we feel that the Arab reactions to 
recognition by members of the Common
wealth might not be as serious as they 
would otherwise be - though of course 
we realise that there is a definite risk 
in this respect. For these reasons we 
have come to the decision that we should 
accord de facto recognition to the 
Provisional Government of Israel and 3 
propose to do so not later than May ... 
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However, the wording in this reply was not wholly approved 

by the Cabinet, and Fraser was urged to delete the sentence 

referring to the Commonwealth as a "free association of 

states" and his deadline for May. So while it remained a 

declaration of intent regarding the recognition.of Israel it 

did not state when New Zealand would actually take this 

step. This incident once again demonstrated the concern 

within Cabinet regarding Fraser's willingness to oppose 

the United Kingdom in his support for the Jews and the UN. 

On this occasion though, it would appear that Cabinet was 

successful.in restraining Fraser from following through 

with immediate recognition. 

The British did not accept Fraser's arguments, nor 

did they believe that a delay in the recognition of Israel 

reflected any disloyalty to the United Nations, as the 

General Assembly had passed the November Resolution without 

making any "proper preparation". Indeed, they argued that 

it was the United States that had departed from the Assembly 

plan by recognising Israel in such haste. Neither did 

London accept the view that the Provisional Government of 

Israel met the normally accepted criteria for de facto 

~ecognition. For example, the borders were undefined, 
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this isolated action and hoped that it would not cause 

Britain too much embarrassment, but he was convinced 

that Israel fulfilled the criteria for statehood under 

international law and was thus entitled to recognition. 

89. 

On May 25th, this decision was conveyed to Israel's Foreign 

Minister, Moshe Shertok. 5 

Fraser was informed by "reliable authorities" (via 

Australian diplomatic representatives in Pretoria) that 

this action was primarily an election manoeuvre, as there 

was considerable uncertainty over the outcome of the 

imminent elections. The move was designed to win Jewish 

support as the Jewish population represented approximately 

ten per cent of the total European electorate. However, 

there was widespread anti-Semitism in South Africa among 

an even larger section of the country during this period, 

and this "source" accurately predicted that recognition of 

Israel would cost Smuts the election, which it did. 6 

Recognition by the Union of South Africa was a cause 

for increased British anxiety and the remaining three 

Dominions were immediately contacted by the British 

Government. London "hoped" they would recognise that 

Smuts was "in a special position" and appreciate that this 

South African action should not be seen as a "go-ahead" 

for New Zealand, Australia and Canada. The British were 

now negotiating a ceasefire with the Arabs and it was 

teared that British prestige would be greatly lessened by 

Commonwealth recognition at this time. 7 Dr Evatt was 

now more anxious than ever to move, and once again he 

approached Fraser and suggested that they act together 
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Israel did not appear either able or willing to execute 

the international obligations of a sovereign state, and it 

had little prospect for stability. There was no precedent 

that could justify recognition under international law, 

and Fraser was reminded that as there were more Arabs than 

Jews in Palestine, his argument evoking the principle of 

self determination could more appropriately be applied to 

a case for the Palestinians . 

... we hope, therefore, that the New Zealand 
Government, without in any way reversing 
the course of policy with which it has 
hitherto adopted, may think it possible 
to delay recognition of Israel until 
there is some firmer foundation for that 
recognition. 4 

Fraser remained unconvinced but decided to await events. 

Australia's Dr Evatt had less patience, and called upon 

fellow Dominions to combine and recognise Israel, with or 

without Great Britain, before the end of May. He also urged 

Commonwealth support for Israel's application to the United 

Nations. Fraser communicated his full sympathy with 

Evatt's sentiments but declined to commit New Zealand to 

any deadline. 

It was South Africa's Field Marshall Smuts who took 

the initiative and broke this uneasy Commonwealth truce. 

On May 19th he informed London that, as a result of strong 

pressure from South Africa's large Jewish population, he 

had decided to recognise Israel. He justified this move 

by saying that he had already publicly wished the new 

state well, and that it was in keeping with South Africa's 

pro-partition position. He expressed regret at taking 
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and defy Britain. 8 However, the Australian Cabinet was 

divided so Evatt, with Fraser, was compelled to "await 

events". The Canadian Government also sent messages to 

Australia and New Zealand expressing impatience with 

London and a wish to grant recognition to Israel soon. 

But all three states agreed to await the results of the 
I 

latest ceasefire the British were negotiating with the 

Arabs through the UN Mediator. In his instructions to 

Berendsen, Fraser explained his position: 

As you know, they [UK] are pressing us 
most strongly to take no action while 
there is some prospect of a ceasefire. 
While I have not altered my views and 
while I do not share their optimism, I 
felt I could not do otherwise than hold 
my hand - an attitude with which Cabinet 
is in full sympathy. I am beginning to 
wonder whether we may not do more practical 
good by our bringing pressure to bear on 
the UK than on recognition at this partic
ular moment. If the Australians vote for 
recognition, this in turn may necessitate 
a decision by ourselves. In view of New 
Zealand's unequivocal support for the Jews, 
they are entitled to expect recognition 
by New Zealand ... moreover, we are morally 
bound by our consistent suppor~ of the 
General Assembly's Resolution. 

The Prime Minister also spoke of how he had begun to suspect 

British motives and wondered if they could be more sinister 

than their stated intentions. For example, he suspected 

that Bevin's i'ntention in defending and assisting the Arabs 

may have been to assist in the destruction of the new 

Jewish state, and that if he, and other leaders, delayed too 

long, "the Jewish state which is effective now, might be 

overwhelmed. Perhaps this is what the UK hopes from delay?" 
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The non-white members of the Commonwealth (in 1948), 

that is, India, Pakistan and Ceylon, felt quite differently 

over the Palestine/Israeli question than did the White Domin

ions: they were more in accord with·~~ Arabs and the United 

Kingdom. .These states had consistently expressed their 

opposition to the partition of Palestine, which they 

regarded as a fundamental injustice and a violation of the 

UN Charter. Moreover, they were critical of the Americans 

and the Zionist groups, whom they accused of manipulating 

the General Assembly to achieve their aims. And although 

there is no evidence that these governments directly 

approached the Prime Minister in Wellington, New Zealand 

(along with other pro-partitionist states) was often critic

ised at the UN and within these states' domestic environments. 

For example, when an erroneous newspaper report appeared in 

the Indian/Pakistani press saying that New Zealand had 

followed America's example and granted immediate recognition 

to Israel, New Zealand was strongly criticised. The 

Pakistan Muslim League Parliamentary Party expressed its 

government's strong condemnation of New Zealand - and like 

minded governments - and warned that their action was 

"utterly unfair and unjust, and is hostile to Arab and Muslim 

interests throughout the world. 1110 This condemnation of 

New Zealand alarmed the representatives of several New 

Zealand companies operating in Pakistan, India, Iraq and 

throughout the Middle East. The companies concerned 

included the New Zealand Insurance Co., the South British 

Insurance Co., and the National Insurance Co. Several 

company spokesmen approached New Zealand's diplomatic 
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representative in Bombay and sought clarification 

regarding this information. Having gained a strong hold 

on the insurance business in Asia and the Middle East, they 

feared repercussions and loss of business if the report 

were true, This fear was heightened by the large public 

demonstrations held in India, Pakistan and Ceylon in 

support of the Arab cause. However, the Prime Minister's 

Department was, at this stage, able to alay the insurance 

companies' fears, as New Zealand had yet to act on this 

question. 

Outside the Commonwealth, Israel lobbied New Zealand 

for recognition in Wellington and at the United Nations. 

Michael Comay, representing the British Commonwealth desk 

of the Israeli Foreign Office, was appreciative of New 

Zealand's support for the Jews but said it was 

a matter of some regret to my government, 
that recognition has been deferred. New 
Zealand's insistence on the validity of 
United Nations Resolutions had led Israel 
to anticipate that New Zealand would be 
among the first to welcome it to the 
family of nations. 11 

He posed counter arguments to the British, by claiming 

that the UN had every right to grant sovereignty to the 

Jews in Palestine, and that Israel met the criteria required 

by international law; hence Britain had no grounds for 

maintaining otherwise. Fraser was urged to delay no 

longer, and to extend immediate recognition of Israel. In 

reply to this request, and many like it, Fraser said that 

although he agreed in principle with Israeli demands, he 

~elt unable to commit himself at this stage. 
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Fraser was also beleaguered from external unofficial 

sources, particularly the American Zionists. The leading 

protagonist was once again Freda Kirchway. As soon as 

Israel had declared its independence she contacted the 

Prime Minister. 

I wanted very much to speak to you 
personally, but after two days of 
futile trying gave up. 12 

And in a long telegram she praised Berendsen's able leader

ship at the United Nations in rallying support for partit-

ion; and co1nrr1ented on the "distressing awkwardness" of 

the American "sudden about face", but she hoped that -

New Zealand would accept the intrinsic merit of the US 

decision. She also stressed the need for stability in 

the Middle East: 

... which can only be brought about by a 
speedy recognition of the Jewish state 
by countries such as your own. Such 
action would indicate more strongly than 
almost anything the determination of the 
UN to live up to its pledges. I hope 
that recognition will be forthcoming 
promptly. 13 

As recognition was not forthcoming, Ms Kirchway wrote again 

expressing her disappointment. She asked why New Zealand 

was not amongst the first countries to recognise Israel? 

She found this delay hard to understand in the light of 

"the lofty moral tone" New Zealand had adopted in defence 

of partition and Israel's right to statehood. She argued 

that peace would only come about in the Middle East if 

the Arabs could witness a country like New Zealand giving 

its support to the November Resolution in a tangible 



94. 

manner. "I hope therefore that New Zealand's recognition 

14 
will be granted promptly." This was an extravagant 

claim to make, as it is inconceivable that the Arabs would 

have been even vaguely influenced by whatever a small, 

remote, pro-partitionist state like New Zealand did or did 

not do regarding the recognition of Israel. In his 

cautious replies to Ms Kirchway, Fraser stressed his 

continued support for the November Resolution and for the 

Jews, but said that he ne~ded more time to assess events 

in Palestine/Israel. 

Another influential American who sought to influence 

Fraser was Congressman Emanuel Celler, a co-organiser of 

the anti-British campaign that raged in the USA at this 

time (i.e. in the months following Israel's declaration 

of independence on 14 May 1948.) He wrote to the PM 

expressing great admiration for Berendsen's prominent 

role at the UN over the Palestine question and suggested 

that in view of New Zealand's leadership on the partition 

debates: 

... it must follow logically that New 
Zealand, having arrived independently 
at its conclusion, reaffirm its indep
endent conclusion by granting recognition, 
... I can think of no one act, such as 
your Government's recognition of the 
state of Israel, which would more effect
ively strengthen the position of the 
United Nations. It would be, I believe, 
the clearest and more convincing evidence 
of New Zealand's maturity in inter
national life. 15 

He said that sentiment ih. the United States was "over

whelmingly in favour" of the new Jewish state of Israel, 

and praised President Truman for its "realistic approach" 
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to the whole question of Palestine. These comments 

regarding Israel's popularity in America were confirmed by 

Berendsen, who in a memo to the Prime Minister said that 

•.. any objective enquirer who attempted 
to find the facts or arguments support
ing the Arab cause, or for that matter 
the British attitude, would have to look 
elsewhere than in the United States. 16 

Senator Celler's attempt to pressure the PM with a 

combination of flattery and a questioning of New Zealand's 

consistency and independence in international affairs, in 

the face of British opposition, was indicative of the 

technique employed by Zionists. In their bid to elicit 

support from the smaller states, they evoked the credibil-

ity and prestige of the UN. They maintained that the 

power of the General Assembly would be greatly diminished 

if its resolutions were not supported and upheld. And 

as the General Assembly was the only forum where the small 

and middle size states could make a contribution to any 

issue to come before the United Nations (apart from their 

work on the various committees), the Zionist argument 

did strike a responsive chord in states like New Zealand, 

as prior to this debate Fraser's Government was strongly 

committed to the UN; particularly to the General Assembly. 

However, the Zionists' concern with the "prestige" 

of the General Assembly would not have been as great had the 

voting gone the other way, as would have been the case if 

the same issue had come before the General Assembly some 

twenty years later, when the UN acquired a large Afro'Asian 

membership. If such a majority -had voted against 
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partition, no doubt the UN would have been condemned as an 

illegal organisation.as it is today when it denounces 

Israel's more recent acts of aggression in the Middle 

East. Along with the flattery, however, there were also 

some threats. For example, the Prime Minister was 

threatened with "hell fire" and "eternal damnation" by an 

Israeli Rabbi if by deed or omission he hindered the return 

of God's chosen people "for this meant hindering the 

Kingdom of God." Fraser was accordingly urged to "recog-

nise Israel or perish, for God will fulfil his promise to 

d h . . " l 7 C 1 th . us an is warnings to you. onverse y, ere is 

little evidence of any attempt by Arab governments to 

pressure New Zealand for support. This is not too 

surprising given Fraser's commitment to partition and to 

the Jews. However, the Arab Higher Committee did 

circulate two memoranda at the UN, which were forwarded 

to Wellington. They were entitled Why the Arab States 

Entered Palestine, and Jewish Atrocities in the Holy Land, 18 

both titles being self explanatory. The former contained 

arguments regarding the illegality of Resolution 181 and 

Jewish independence, similar to those enunciated by the 

British, while the latter dealt with the crimes committed 

against the Palestinian Arabs by Begin and his Irgun and 

Stern Gangs. These documents did not appear to have been 

handled and were stamped - file, no reply. The only 

evidence of an Arab writing directly to the PM was a letter 

from a young Palestinian student, who denounced New Zealand 

for supporting the Jews, saying that if the Germans had not 

been defeated in the Middle East by the British with the 
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help of Australia and New Zealand, there would be no state 

of Israel in Palestine; , the Arabs would have their 

independence, and "there would not have been the world 

problems that arose with the Allies' victory. 1119 In 

New Zealand the British position continued to receive 

popular support, most notably from the Opposition, whose 

leader, Sidney Holland, again expressed concern lest 

Fraser defy Britain over recognition, as to the National 

Party loyalty to the Commonwealth was of vital importance 

to New Zealand. Following a Parliamentary Opposition 

caucus meeting, Sidney Holland announced that 

New Zealand should avoid any pronounce
ment of its attitude concerning recognition 
of Israel, without the fullest co-operation 
with the United Kingdom. The essential 
feature of the New Zealand attitude towards 
the P~lestinian problem should be one of 
close co-operation and understanding of the 
British Government's point of view. 20 

This concern to base New Zealand's interests in the 

Middle East on those of Britain and the Commonwealth was 

to be clearly demonstrated in 1956 during the Suez crisis 

when Sidney Holland, as Prime Minister, had the opportunity 

of putting such a policy into practice. However, in 1948 

New Zealand's PM chose to be guided by considerations other 

than those of Commonwealth loyalty, as this thesis has 

clearly demonstrated. Other New Zealanders also felt 

concerned enough to write to the Press over recognition, 

and the majority appeared to support the National Party's 

position and not that of the Government. For example, 

there were many references made to Britain's difficult and 

thankless task, and the number of British lives taken by 
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the Jewish terrorist gangs. This support for Britain was 

summed up by one correspondent who said she was "gratified 

that Great Britain had not yet recognised the new state, 

and I hope she never does. 1121 This theme was also evident 

in an editorial in the Listener, which expressed confidence 

in British courage and foreign policy: 

If it would be humbug to say that we all 
go gladly, there is something seriously 
wrong with us if we go grudgingly. We 
should realise that Britain has never 
needed us more than she needs us today ... 
we must co-operate ••. we can only share 
the glory if we share the risksJ2 

The desire to side with Britain in this dispute appeared to 

represent a majority viewpoint with little indication to 

the contrary outside the Government. An exception was a 

letter Walter Nash received from one of his constituents, 

which spoke of "Israel's glorious future as revealed:;in the 

Holy Scriptures". Any aid New Zealand could give the Jews 

"would bring divine recognition and proportionate favour in 

the evil day rapidly approaching". While recognition 

"might estrange New Zealand from the Mother Country, many 

in England would welcome such a move, as they too revered 

the Bible. 1123 Thus Fraser's loyalty to Britain and the 

Commonwealth, along with his integrity as a member of the 

United Nations, we~e questioned. Even his beliefs as a 

Christian were evoked as a means of prompting him to make 

a decision on the difficult and complex question of 

recognition. 

However, in Palestine/Israel there were a series of 

Jewish victories over the Syrian, Lebanese and Egyptian 
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forces. As a result, King Abdullah of Transjordan 

appea2ed to the British for more arms, as now only the 

Arab Legion remained undefeated and able to defend Arab 

and British interests in the area. The British in turn 

became concerned for the safety of their RAF bases at Amman 

and in Iraq. 

In a top secret report from London to the Common

wealth leaders, Fraser was informed that 

the tone of the Jewish Press is becoming 
increasingly defiant and bellicose. If 
the Jews defeat the Legion with the aid 
of the aircraft and arms which they have 
bought in Czechoslovakia and elsewhere, 
the result might well be the extinction 
of our influence in the Middle East. 24 

And when the Israelis ignored a Security Council call for 

a truce, and moved deeper into Egypt, the British lifted 

their arms embargo, mobilised their forces in the area and 

dispatched troops to the Port of Aqaba. Tension mounted, 

and the Egyptians called upon Britain to honour the terms of 

-the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936 whereby Britain guaranteed 

Egypt's sovereignty against outside aggression. This was 

followed by the shooting down of five British ~pitfire 
I 

aeroplanes an January 1949. According to British sources 

they were shot down while on a reconnaissance flight over 

the Sinai, but the Israe.li::s claimed that they were brought 

down over Israeli territory while attacking Israeli trans-

25 port columns. Either way, the British were now directly 

involved in the Arab-Israeli war. Fraser was dismayed at 

this latest turn of events, but even when it appeared 

likely that Britain could become involved in large-scale 
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hostilities with the Jews, Fraser continued to retain his 

sympathy for the Israelis and his disapproving attitude 

towards British policy in the area. These sentiments 

were clear in a message to the UK following Britain's clash 

with the Israelis over the Sinai in January. 

You are aware that I have not seen eye 
to eye with the United Kingdom Govern
ment's policy in regard to Palestine, 
and that our delegations to the United 
Nation's Assemblies at both Lake Success 
and Paris have expressed viewpoints not 
merely varying from, but opposed to, that 
of the United Kingdom ... the fact that 
Australia and Canada share our point of 
view, makes the divergence more conspic
uously marked. 26 

The Prime Minister expressed his regret over the 

actions of the Jewish forces in shooting down the British 

planes, but he questioned "the necessity and wisdom" of 

having the planes "flying where they were". He consider-

ed the reported mobilisation of British troops in the 

area to be·"very much overdone" and completely out of 

proportion with the facts as he knew them. He accused 

the United Kingdom of being "unnecessarily panicky" and 

of getting ready to attack the Jewish forces "without 

proper justification". And although he considered it 

remiss on the part of the Israelis for refusing to apolog

ise or offer compensation, he indicated that the fault 

lay with the British for aiding the Arabs at the expense 

of the Jews. He said he did not condone Israel's 

invasion of Egypt but: 

I cannot overlook the fact that Egypt 
first of all unwarrantably attacked the 
Jewish forces as did the forces of Trans-

\ 



Jordan, Syria and Lebanon. The fact 
that they said they belonged to an Arab 
League did not justify their aggression. 
While the United Kingdom's Government 
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stood by the UN decision and refused to 
provide weapons of war to the Arabs, in 
spite of the acquisition by the Jews of 
such weapons, I do not recollect any 
expression from the United Kingdom Govern
ment on the flagrant act of aggression 27 
against the Jews by those Arab countries. 

/ 
By cen~6ring the British for not having uttered a 

I 
single censure against the Arabs and unnecessarily attack-

ing the Jews, Fraser sought to justify the actions of the 

Israelis and his support for them. 

The basis of this difference in attitude lay in the 

fact that since the beginning of the debate, Bevin and 

Fraser had been supporting opposing sides. While Fraser 

felt morally obliged to support the partition resolution, 

the UN and the Jewish people, the British were motivated by 

a concern for the maintenance of Arab goodwill and wider 

strategic and economic considerations. They also claimed 

a moral responsibility to the Palestinian Arabs, who were 

deprived of their rights to self determination by a UN 

resolution of questionable legality. Unlike Fraser, Bevin 

did not accept the legality of Israel's right to defend 

their new state by entering the territory of their Arab 

neighbours. 

However, in spite of his opposition to Britain's "get 

tough" policy with the Israelis, Fraser continued to display 

caution on the question of recognition. To have gone 

against Britain at this stage would have been very 

unpopular in New Zealand, and not have received Cabinet 

approval. However, there was another reason for Fraser's 
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patience, and that was the opposition Ernest Bevin was 

experiencing within the United Kingdom. Hence there was 

no need for him risk an upset at home as it soon became 

obvious that British policy would have to change. The 

domestic opposition Bevin was experiencing as a result of 

his pro-Arab anti-Jewish stand was reported in the Round 

Table of March 1949. 

In the House of Commons on January 26, 
the Government suffered a serious jolt 
through the coincidence of a rev.olt of 
their own supporters with an Opposition 
attack upon Mr Bevin because of the Gov
ernment's handling of affairs in the 
Middle East. For the first time in this 
Parliament the Opposition voted against 
the Government on an issue of foreign 
policy. This was mainly because of the 
indignation that had been aroused by the 
circumstances of the shooting down of 
British military aircraft during the RAF 
reconnaissance after the Jews had made 
their incursion into Egypt ... In a debate 
in December, both Mr Churchill and Mr 
Eden had joined with Liberals and with 
many Labour back-benchers in urging the 
Government to give immediate recognition 
to Israel .28 

In the Commons vote on recognition on January 26th, 

fifty Labour members abstained and the Government's 

majority fell from its usual 160 to 90. This "defeat" in 

the House lead directly to Britain's recognition of Israel, 

as just two days later, Bevin agreed that the time had 

come to recognise Israel. 

This news was received with relief in New Zealand 

and Australia as both countries prepared to reinforce their 

moral support for Israel with formal recognition. Thus 

thanks to the dissent within the British Parliament, Fraser 

was able to honour what he believed- to be his moral obligation 
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to the Jews and the UN, while keeping in step with British 

policy and thus avoiding opposition at home. On January 

29th 1949, New Zealand, Australia and the United Kingdom, 

along with Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg, 

extended de facto recognition to the state of Israel. 

The Canadians had not waited for the British to change 

their minds and had already granted recognition to Israel 

on December 6th, 1948. And in May 1949, Israel was admit

ted to the United Nations. 

New Zealand's recognition of Israel was based on the 

understanding that the settlement of the frontiers would 

soon be complete and that ''other outstanding questions 

would be affected in accordance with Resolution 194." (see 

above). Fraser said that this was no more than a logical 

development of New Zealand's policy of support for the 

November Resolution of 1947 and for the aspirations of the 

Jewish people. He expressed confidence in the Government 

and people of Israel, whom he thought would make a great 

contribution to the Middle East and to the international 

community. So, in spite of the opposition Fraser had 

experienced from the United Kingdom-and temporarily from 

the United States - and within the domestic environment, he 

was eventually able to achieve his objec~ives and those of 

his former critics. For the New Zealand Government this 

heralded the end of the Palestine problem until the resurg

ence of Palestinian nationalism in the 1960s under the 

leadership of Yasser Arafat, who once again raised the 

question of self determination in what was once Palestine. 
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CONCLUSION RETROSPECT AND PROSPECT 

This study of New Zealand's attitude towards the 

partition of Palestine and the recognition of Israel, 

has clearly demonstrated the "unevenhandedness" of Peter 

Fraser's Palestine policy. He undoubtedly favoured the 

Jews in this dispute, and never pretended otherwise. He 

had been profoundly moved by their suffering, as a result 

of Hitler's anti-Semitic policies, and accepted the 

justice of their claims to Palestine. He also felt a 

moral obligation both as a Christian and statesman, to do 

all in his power to aid them in their quest for sovereignty. 

Conversely, Fraser had no interest in, nor sympathy for 

the Arabs, whom he regarded as an inferior and less deserv

ing people. They only attracted his attention when they 

in turn became a large refugee problem in the wake of 

Israel's independence in May 1948. 

This thesis further demonstrated the lengths the Prime 

Minister was prepared to go to in his support for the Jews 

and the partition resolution. Fraser opposed the United 

Kingdom throughout the debate, clashed with the Americans 

when they temporarily deviated from their pro-partitionist 

policy, and even risked unpopularity at home. By taking 

such an independent stand on this issue, he further demon

strated the ability of a small state to play a prominent 

role during an important debate at the UN. 
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What also emerged in this study was the intensity of 

feeling that developed at the UN during this episode and 

how some of the smaller states appeared to temporarily 

identify their own interests with those of the General 

Assembly, particularly New Zealand and Australia. For New 

Zealand, this stance represented a departure from the 

country's traditional posture {or more precisely that 

which existed before the advent of the Labour Government 

in 1935), when New Zealand's foreign policy was virtually 

indistinguishable from that of the United Kingdom. 

The Labour Party's idealism and commitment to collect

ive security and internationalism, via the United Nations, 

was at its height during Fraser's final term as Prime 

Minister from 1946-1949. Much of New Zealand's assertive

ness and idealism can be accounted for in the personality 

of Peter Fraser, and his determination to have an independ-

ent voice on international issues. Moreover, he attempted 

to transfer his concern for the rights of the "small" man 

within the domestic environment, to the United Nations 

where he campaigned for the rights of the "small" states. 

Both Fraser and Evatt sincerely believed that international

ism was more conducive to global peace than the traditional 

balance of power system which depended on the maintenance 

of the status quo, and dominated world politics prior to 

World War II. Hence Fraser's assertiveness at the UN was 

often at the expense of the United Kingdom and the United 

States which lacked the smaller states' zeal for reform. 

And as the partition proposal was a General Assembly 

recommendation, and one most Jews welcomed, support for the 
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United Nations became synonymous with support for the 

Jews. 

New Zealand's alliance with Britain not only height

ened the divergence between the two countries over 

Palestine, but possibly increased New Zealand's standing 

at the UN, as it was commonly believed that access to 

London, and the potential for influence, was an important 

Commonwealth asset. Moreover, the degree of flexibility 

enjoyed by a small aligned state depends on the type of 

alliance it has with its major ally, and New Zealand's 

relationship with the United Kingdom was unique; not 

only due to the mutual economic benefits each state 

received, making both countries equally dependent upon 

each other, but because of the familial basis of the 

relationship. Such tolerance and the ability to absorb 

high tension on one issue while maintaining an intact 

and unchanged overall relationship, could not be found 

between a poor,racially different and unstable country 

such as Haiti and the USA. 

With regard to Fraser's patience on the question of 

recognition, in spite of his opposition to Bevin's policy, 

this can be explained in terms of familiarism within the 

domestic environment. There was undoubtedly some reluct-

ance on the part of ?eter Fraser to seriously embarrass 

Britain, but as he believed that the British were in the 

wrong, he was prepared to go ahead and grant recognition. 

However, he was "persuaded" by Cabinet to reconsider and 

to wait. So although London was urging Fraser and the 

other Dominion leaders not to recognise Israel, the mos_t 
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significant pressure came from within New Zealand. 

Fraser experienced opposition not only from the 

National Party, but also from many Labour MPs who felt 

that such a move would have been highly controversial and 

unwise, as the next general election was due to be held in 

November 1949. And although general elections are rarely 

fought on foreign policy issues, the Palestine affair had 

been given prominent press and media coverage for over two 

years, and most adult New Zealanders were presumably aware 

of the controversy regarding the question of recognition 

and of the British Government's opposition to it. The 

Labour ?arty was already experiencing some unpopularity 

over the shortage of housing and the continuation of 

rationing, hence their reluctance to provide the Opposition 

with yet another weapon to use against them during the 

election campaign. 

for Sidney Holland, the notion of siding with the 

Jews against the British was indefensible. He lacked 

Fraser's idealism and vision regarding the United Nations, 

and he did not possess Fraser's sympathy for Jewish 

aspirations. He was essentially an "Empire-man" who saw 

loyalty to Britain and the Commonwealth as the primary 

feature of New Zealand foreign policy . 

. Peter Fraser, however, was not a person to be easily 

swayed once he had decided where his duty lay. His style 

of leadership was such that he dominated New Zealand's 

foreign policy decisions, and throughout this episode he 

maintained a consistent position, agreeing only to wait 

on the recognition question because of the possible harm 
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such a move could do to the Labour Party; and because it 

was inevitable that Britain would soon alter its policy. 

Until the end of the debate he believed in the correctness 

of his position, and did not at any stage withdraw his 

support for the Jews, not even when the British were 

actually close to becoming involved in large scale host

ilities with the Jewish forces. 

The pro-Zionists were not necessary to convince Fraser 

where his sympathies lay, as this he had decided prior to 

1947. However, the Zionists no doubt reinforced his 

belief in the righteousness of his course, and possibly 

aided him in his determination not to abandon his support 

for Jewish intentions in Palestine. 

The Arab governments and organisations never contacted 

Wellington directly during the Palestine debate. This 

omission was probably due to New Zealand's widely recognised 

role as a leading advocate of partition at the UN, hence 

any attempt to convince New Zealand otherwise would have 

been felt to be a waste of time. Moreover, the Arabs 

undoubtedly felt that they were unlikely to succeed where 

the British had failed. They also lacked the resources to 

organise an effective public relations programme to explain 

and promote their cause. 

When differences arose between New Zealand and the 

United States over the Americans' trusteeship proposal, 

Sir Carl Berendsen not only challenged the US but, by 

drawing on h~s diplomatic and debating skills, he success

fully utilised the facilities of the UN and led the 
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opposition within the General Assembly which resulted in 

the trusteeship plan's defeat. 

Moreover, both he and the Prime Minister believed that 

New Zealand's role in this debate had been responsible for 

the American switch, back to pro-partitionist policy. 

By successfully tackling so large a state at the UN, Sir 

Carl Berendsen demonstrated the diplomatic flexibility a 

small state can enjoy within the confines of an internat

ional organisation. As an attempt to do so on a bi

lateral organisation would have been difficult, if not 

impossible, hence he was able to show the ability of a 

"mouse to roar" with some effect. Once again New Zealand's 

attitude was based on the rights and wrongs of the Palest

ine problem as ~raser perceived them and not on New 

Zealand's need for US protection in the South Pacific. 

However, the Palestine affair was to have a sobering 

effect on Fraser personally, and on the future of New 

Zealand foreign policy, inasmuch as it destroyed his, and 

the Labour Party's faith in the efficacy of the UN as a 

replacement to the Commonwealth as a peace keeping 

organisation. This disillusionment was primarily as a 

result of the UN's unwillingness to follow up its 

resolutions with a concrete plan of action. Apart from 

the USSR, no other large state volunteered to involve 

itself in Palestine on behalf of the UN. Once this 

reluctance became obvious to the PM he began to suspect 

the UN of having clay feet. 
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Fraser himself was not entirely guiltless in this 

respect, as in spite of his public utterances to the effect 

that New Zealand would play its part in any UN peace keep

ing force, he privately conceded his reluctance to send any 

New Zealanders to Palestine. This apparent hypocrisy was 

based on the realisation that New Zealand alone could do 

nothing, as only the USA and the UK had the resources 

necessary to enforce Resolution 181. He would have sent 

volunteers, who went with the approval of the general 

public, and as such a consensus would not have been forth-

coming, it was essentially a non-issue. Fraser's 

disenchantment, first apparent over the enforcement issue, 

later became more complete. In October 1948, he said in 

a press statement that the diplomacy of the UN was being 

frustrated by duplicity, and spoke of the impossibility 

of relying on UN enforcement against aggression. 

To look to the UN for security was blind 
and dangerous. It is trusting in words 
and not in deeds. Until the words 
express a reality they are like castles 
of cardboard and paint that princes enter 
and leave in playsJ 

Before leaving office in November 1949 (after losing 

the election), Fraser drew a curtain down on the Labour 

party's love affair with internationalism. The UN's 

handlin9 of the Palestine debate marked the end of an era 

of New Zealand's independence, as surel~ as the Suez crisis 

of 1956 marked the end of an era of dog-like devotion to 
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Great Britain, as advocated by the National Party. In his 

last few months in office Fraser became an advocate of the 

Cold War and now became concerned over the possible spread 

of Communism. He felt that Communism could not be control

led through the UN and so he turned to Britain and the 

Commonwealth as the vehicle through which New Zealand could 

best aid in stemming the tide of this newly perceived 

threat to world peace. To this end he introduced peace-

time conscription. This move was an indication of how 

drastically the PM had altered his views since his earlier 

days in politics, as in 1916 he had been jailed for 

sedition while protesting against conscription. But in 

1949 he chose to return to the earlier politics of Massey, 

and New Zealanders so conscripted were to serve in the 

Middle East·under the auspices of the Union Jack and not 

the UN. 

The flair, independence and assertiveness of Sir Carl 

Berendsen and Peter Fraser at the UN has yet to be equalled 

by a New Zealand diplomat or politician. There was a 

tentative return to internationalism during Norman Kirk's 

brief reign as PM, but following the National Government's 

return to power, New Zealand has shown a less idealistic 

and more pragmatic approach to international politics. 

However, the high profile of Robert Muldoon at the 1981_ 

Commonwealth Conference in Canberra was reminiscent of the 

days of the Fraser administration, but there is one 

essential difference. When Fraser and Berendsen were out-

spoken and highly visible, it was on behalf of the General 

Assembly and the rights of another people, namely the Jews, 
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whereas Muldoon has achieved prominence in defence of a 

New Zealand (or more accurately a National Party) policy 

against the collective judgement of the General Assembly 

and the Commonweal th ; an example being the unpopularity 

of the Springbok tour of New Zealand in 1982. 

An examination of Fraser's Palestine policy along 

with that of the Opposition, has enabled a clearer under

standing of the position taken by the National Government 

during the Suez crisis, when Holland defied the UN majority 

and stood solidly aligned with the United Kingdom, as did 

Australia. In doing so, Holland was in fact being 

consistent with the views he held during the partition 

debate. His party had never held a strong commitment to 

the United Nations and had been relatively indifferent to 

the fate of both the Arabs and the Jews•. What had 

concerned Holland and the National Party during the part

ition period was Fraser's apparent lack of loyalty to the 

United Kingdom. As Prime Minister in 1956, Holland was 

in a position once again to demonstrate New Zealand's 

unquestioned loyalty to Britain and the Empire, and he did, 

without reservation. 2 Much the same occurred in Australia. 

Robert Menzies was now Prime Minister and he, like Holland, 

put loyalty to Britain and the Commonwealth as Australia's 

first priority in the international arena. And in the . 

United Kingdom Anthony Eden headed a Conservative Govern

ment which had been committed to the state of Israel from 

the time of its conception. Hence, given the knowledge 

of how Holland, Menzies and Eden had felt during the 

partition debate, their stance in 1956 was entirely 
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predictable and consistent with their earlier views. 

Another interesting aspect of this episode was the 

unification of Eastern and Western Europe during the debate. 

Although bi-polarity was becoming discernible at the UN 

over other issues, for example the Berlin Blockade, and 

the collapse of Ben7Ys Government in Czechoslovakia which 

resulted in the establishment of a Communist regime in that 

country,, those in favour of partition were not concerned 

where support came from. The Russians, with their two 

votes, were welcomed by Sir Carl Berendsen when he was 

fighting the USA on the trusteeship question in pursuit of 

what both he and Fraser believed to be a just cause. 

Hence the highly unusual and emotive nature of the Palestine 

questLon transcended cold wat barriers and united all of 

Europe with the exception of Greece, Yugoslavia, and of . . . 

course the United Kingdom. 

Moreover, US-USSR agreement over Palestine - before 

and after the trusteeship proposal - set something of a 

precedent regarding super-power co-operation in the Arab-

Israeli conflict. Tension continues to exist today and 

has erupted into war in 1956, 1967, 1973 and 1982? In 

spite of the change in Soviet policy, which has resulted 

in a shift of support away from Israel to the Arabs, from 

the mid-fifties,the super-powers have continued to co

operate within the Security Council and have brought 

pressure on their respective friends whenever hostilities 

have broken out. This was particularly marked in 1956 

when in spite of British and French involvement, the 

Americans joined forces with the Russians and demanded a 
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ceasefire. To date both super-powers have scrupulously 

avoided becoming directly involved in the Arab-Israeli 

conflict. 

What also emerged was the importance of domestic 

opinion and the degree of internal discord many states 

experienced as a result of their involvement in the 

partition debate. As already illustrated, Fraser's 

policy was not popular in New Zealand. Within the United 

States, the White House and the State Department appeared 

to be running dual policies and the President's "victory" 

was clearly aided by the massive lobbying campaign 

conducted by the Zionists at the UN and throughout the USA. 

In the UK too there was enormous pressure placed on Bevin 

by the Conservatives and British Zionists and he was forced 

to bow to domestic opposition and finally recogriise Isra~l. 

The current New Zealand Government's policy of "even

handedness" is a far cry from the pro-Zionist policies of 

Fraser and is basically pragmatic. Not only because of 

the emergence of Arab power with regard to the control and 

supply of oil, but because the Middle East is now a valuable 

market for New Zealand sheep meats and wool. Moreover, 

following the emergence of the Palestinian Liberation 

Organisation in 1964, the Palestinians now have a channel 

for voicing their grievances·to the world community, and 

today can muster more support at the UN than the state of 

Israel. As a result of the pragmatism and increased 

awareness, the New Zealand Government is now sl10~,7ing some 

sympathy for the claims of the Palestinians for some form 

of independence, and is no longer viewing them purely as 
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a refugee problem. To this end the New Zealand Government 

has evoked Resolutions 181 and 194, and by showing support 

for Resolutions that the Arabs never accepted and which 

the Jews threw out in 1948, they are on relatively safe 

ground by claiming to be "evenhanded". 

1Listener (editorial) vol. 19, no. 485, 8.10.48, p. 5. 

2M. Noel Galvin, N.Z. and the Suez Crisis, unpublished 
paper, University of Canterbury, 1980. 
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APPENDIX A 

This letter, now known as the Balfour Declaration, 

was written on November 2, 1917, by Arthur James Balfour, 

then Britain's Foreign Minister to Lord Rothschild. 

My dear Lord Rothschild, 

I have much pleasure in conveying to you, on behalf 

of His Majesty's Government, the following declaration 

of sympathy with the Jewish Zionist aspiration, which has 

been submitted to, and approved by the Cabinet. 

"His Majesty's Government view with favour the 

establishment in Palestine of a national home for 

the Jewish people, and will use their best 

endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this 

object, it being clearly understood that nothing 

shall be done which may prejudice the civil and 

religious rights of existing non-Jewish communit

ies in Palestine, or the rights and political 

status enjoyed by Jews in any other country." 

I should be grateful if you would bring this 

declaration to the knowledge of the Zionist Federation. 

Yours, 

(Signed) 

A.W. James Balfour 

Source: Margaret Ara.Ide The Broken Sword of Justice: Israel 
and the Palestine Tragedy. (IDndon: Quartet Books, 1973) 
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APPENDIX B 

RESOLUTION 181 ADOPTED BY THE GENERAL ASSEMBLY ON 

NOVEMBER 1947 BY 33 VOTES TO 13. 

This resolution which recommended the partition of 

Palestine between a Jewish and an Arab state, was passed 

by a special session of the Assembly called at the 

request of Great Britain as the mandatory power in 

Palestine. It based its recommendations on a report 

submitted by a Special Committee set up to investigate 

all questions and issues relevant to the problems of 

Palestine. 

Three new political entities were due to come into 

existence: 

(1) A Jewish state with an area of 5500 square miles and 

a population of 397,000 Arabs and 538,000 Jews. 

(2) An Arab state with an area of 4500 square miles and 

a population of 804,000 Arabs and 10,000 Jews. 

(3) The enclave of Jerusalem with an area of 298 square 

miles and a population of 105,000 Arabs and 100,000 

Jews. 

The enclave would be under United Nations Trusteeship 

and the plan did not provide for enforcement. 
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Resolution 181 was adopted at the plenary meeting. 

In favour: 33 

Australia, Belgium, Bolivia, Brazil, Byelorussian 

S.S.R., Canada, Costa Rica, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, 

Dominion Republic,Ecquador,France, Guatemala, Haiti, 

Iceland, Liberia, Luxemburg, Netherlands, New Zealand, 
/,,, . f , , , , . I'··· '1. , · ,', (. \ ., . ,. 

Nicaragua, Norway, Panama, Sweden, Ukrainian S.S.R., 

Union of South Africa, USA, USSR, Uruguay, Venezuela. 

Against: 13 

Afghanistan, Cuba~ Egypt, Greece, India, Iran, Iraq, 

Lebanon, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Turkey, Yemen. 

Abstained: 10 

Argentina, Chile, China, Colombia, El Salvador, 

Ethiopia, Honduras, Mexico, United Kingdom, Yugoslavia. 
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The Israel of the United Nations, 1947 
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