
Introduction
This volume brings together for the first time an unpublished correspondence between two friends, and lifelong political partners – Hillel Kook and Samuel Merlin. It brings to light a unique friendship which conveys, through the subjective perceptions of hindsight, the story of the most turbulent years of the 20th century. In ways it mirrors the century itself; beginning with hopes for a new future of political change, continuing with a growing recognition of the barriers that potentially obscure the possibility of change itself, and ending deeply ensconced in reminiscences about the past against the backdrop of renewed uncertainty and the reemergence of old antagonisms and conflicts.    
Hillel Kook was born in Lithuania in 1915 and emigrated to Palestine with his family in 1924. Son of Rabbi Dov Kook and nephew of first Chief Rabbi of Palestine, Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook, Hillel grew up in Jerusalem to an orthodox family. In 1931 he was one of the founding members of the Irgun and quickly became a follower and admirer of Zionist leader Zeev Jabotinsky. In 1937 Kook was sent to Europe to supervise and promote the illegal immigration of Jews to Palestine. With the outbreak of World War II, he traveled to the US at the request of Zeev Jabotinsky to continue political activities aimed at building support for the establishment of a Jewish Army. 
Kook met Merlin in NYC in 1940. Merlin was born in 1910 in Kishinev. He studied history at the Sorbonne in Paris, and upon his return to Warsaw became an active member of Beitar, editor of the Beitar newspaper Die Tate and close affiliate of Jabotinsky. Kook and Merlin led what became known as the Irgun delegation to the US. From 1940-1948 they established a number of political action committees, most notably the Committee for a Jewish Army, The Emergency Committee to Save the Jews of Europe, and the Hebrew Committee for National Liberation. They promoted vastly successful public relations campaigns to advance their causes, recruiting leading members of the American cultural, intellectual and political elite. They staged pageants, printed full page advertisements in the leading newspapers and led marches to Washington. They wined and dined the political cultural and business elite of the United States and established close ties with many. The dramatic tactics they adopted were controversial and made them the target of intense opposition especially within the established Jewish community in the United States and beyond. In 1948 they returned to Israel and were both elected to Israel’s constituent assembly on the Begin-led Herut list. Kook served one term and did not run for reelection. Merlin left the party in 1953. By 1954 they had both retired from public political activity. Kook was thirty-nine, and Merlin was forty-four. 
By the mid 1950s, both were living back in NYC. Kook had married and became a successful businessman, while Merlin, married as well, and always the intellectual between the two, wrote and tried his hand at publishing. In 1958 they established the Institute for Mediterranean Affairs with Merlin as the acting chair. The Institute aimed to produce policy-oriented research. Kook continued with his various business ventures until 1966 when, following the death of his wife, he moved back to Israel with his two daughters. It is at this point that the correspondence with Merlin begins. The correspondence spans two decades from 1966 until 1986. It includes 154 letters written in both Hebrew and English. The correspondence was amongst the documents found in Kook’s personal library after his death in 2001 and is only now being published. It documents the enduring and deep friendship forged between two men who worked together and collaborated politically at a time of great political and ideological intensity. 
************
The correspondence tells many stories. It reveals a private, and hence usually hidden dimension, of the life stories of two public personae, narrating their efforts to negotiate a life outside of the public arena and away from public attention. They write each other often – at times once and even twice weekly. They communicate easily and with a deep sense of intimacy. They share the mundane activities that made up their daily life and routine; they report to each other of their ailments, their daily encounters, the subway rides and the weather, issues of finances and gossip – personal life challenges. Underlying the correspondence, however, are their continual efforts to make sense of this different stage of life; expressions of an almost quixotic sense of hope mixed with deep disappointment and despair. Merlin and Kook were no longer active men of history, yet they were unwilling and unable to abandon their hopes and aspirations for the state of Israel for which they had fought their entire lives.  
In this sense, the correspondence also tells a story of many people of their generation – a generation who had dedicated their lives to the achievement of Hebrew sovereignty in Israel, who were closely aligned with one political side or another, but with the establishment of the state and the party system and its institutional politics, were gradually excluded from the hierarchies of power. In the case of Kook and Merlin this sense of alienation was very strong – but they were not alone in it. Israeli society of the 1950s and 1960s included many people with a myriad of diverse political views and visions who failed to find a place in the newly established state. Kook and Merlin’s correspondence tells a different Israeli story – a gaze at Israeli politics told from the perspective of those who were once at its core and were now in the periphery. It also, however, sketches a different vision for Israel – the path not taken. Both Kook and Merlin have a clear and well-developed political worldview on what needs to be done, and how Israel should be constituted. They observe the progression of Israeli political identity and life from the sidelines, always with a deep sense of regret at what could have been.
In the first decade of this correspondence, when the correspondents’ involvement in public life was a close tangible memory, the letters resonate with the energy and sense of urgency which clearly characterized their lives decades earlier; the desire to influence public life, to set a national and political agenda. For Kook this is the desire that a new path for him would be forged. He would find the right person, establish the right venue. His political world view would come to fruition and he would be able to set Israel on the right course. 
I am not planning to speak much – I am planning to start traveling all over the country…. The most important thing – you won’t believe it – is that New York no longer exists in my mind…. I feel liberated. It is a miracle…. Despite everything I see no other option than to stay here for an unlimited time and to try and do something. One cannot find out other than through experience and one cannot do anything without first becoming real residents…… I do not know how or what I will do but no matter what the price (emotional and financial) whatever happens I will try to act. (13/8/1966 & 17/11/66) .
 	As the years pass however, in the second and third decade, the correspondence documents their gradual disillusionment and sense of alienation. For Hillel this is accompanied by a growing sense that he lacks a voice – a voice which had served him so well in the past:
“My feeling is most difficult. It is hard for me to express myself. Since I do not write, but rather speak to others – and when I do my thoughts come out garbled and confused – to the point where even I find them unconvincing. And fundamentally – there is no one to speak to.”
As the frustration mounts, so does their preoccupation with the past. Starting from the late 1970s, the correspondence reverts back to discussions of their activities during the 1940s; it conveys an urgency in regard to documenting their past, defining who they were and what they did, and their struggles for recognition. It seems that for Hillel at least, documenting their past activism during the Holocaust and the years leading up to the establishment of the state becomes the way to engage with the present. And his prescient warning about the dangers of forgetting still ring true: 
Without the history of our rescue activities during World War II, the world will never confront the response of the Jewish Zionist leadership and without that, there is no healing for the mental harm that the extermination did to the Jews of that generation – and which they are transferring to the coming generations. There is practically no chance for an Israeli national renewal. Israel will continue to see itself as a refuge for Jews who think they are candidates for a new Holocaust – instead of a national renewal there will be a ghetto with an army which will become more and more brutal with time. And despite this…. I believe there is still hope. (12.7.79)
By the 1970s, Kook and Merlin are aging, and the sense of disappointment and ennui is not only political but also deeply personal and existential.  For Merlin it is the growing recognition that the Institute will not serve as a vibrant political think tank – but if anything as a repository for the documentation of their past. And for Hillel, it is the continuous search for the “one person” to continue his legacy, to succeed where he has failed, to act where he feels he cannot - to   help him move forward. The continual failure to jumpstart the Institute for Merlin, and this search for the “one” for Hillel, leaves them marooned - each, in their own way -  in a state of limbo. A liminal position, in between, unable to stay put, unable to be satisfied with the present reality, but equally unable to move forward. 
In the final estimation, this is a correspondence that tells the story of two political exiles. Caught between belonging and alienation, they are at home neither here nor there. Both feel deeply connected to a geographic and historical “place,” and yet both seem to be anxiously anticipating the reimagining and reconstituting of that place to become something else; to become more like what they had once imagined it would be. They feel “stuck” in the reality of this place which they fail to relate to. As Hillel writes to Merlin in 1974: 
It is evidently clear to me that I need to act in the US and not here. But something prevents me…perhaps I too am infected with the general “illness” so common here – of feeling a part of  some kind of fortified ghetto, anticipating an apocalyptic struggle which is imminent and which we cannot escape, a feeling that we cannot exit from the Jewish community… in short- a purely emotional [irrational] feeling. (25/4/74)
Oddly, the two life stories that began in the general displacement of East European Jewry at the beginning of the 20th century, also ends in a deep sense of displacement – despite the fact that they had achieved their national aspirations. For Merlin – the exile is slightly more concrete, living in a small apartment in New York City, without ever shooting roots into the local soil, and traveling constantly between New York, Paris and Tel Aviv. In exile everywhere. In despair, everywhere:
“Apart from everything else, I am in such despair about conditions in Israel, both its government and the people, that my feelings of attachment and identification grow gradually weaker and dimmer. If you have anything to say about it, please do, and of course I will take it in due consideration. And to the aspirations, the vision, the aim of a Hebrew renaissance both achieved and yet wasted, distorted, and above all dishonored, parading in shame as a society of obscurantism, sick materialism, crazy messianism that brought about hallucinatory evil deeds, racialist attitudes, and prisoners of some distorted primitive and murderous memories of a most ancient past. The reality has nothing to do with the vision to which we dedicated our lives. With all this I don't mean to say that it ended in dust, but the rebirth of a new, normal, sane and creative Israel is not to be expected in my lifetime; perhaps in one or two generations hence.”
***************
The letters collected in this volume constitute a collection of documents – or together, constitute a single document. A document which tells multiple histories; a public official history of a particular strata of the pre-state Jewish Yishuv; a history of two men who played a prominent role in the struggle to gain independence; and a history of the early years of the Israeli state – its second-tier political figures, its civil society, its aspirations, struggles and identities. As a document it provides us with the subjective perspective of two personae as they ruminate and remember their own past. 
But this collection of letters is also, at the same time, a monument. The letters are very personal, physical documents, handwritten and typed, read and reread, that convey, through their words, a sentiment that speaks directly to the recipient, but which also speak directly of the writer. As letters, they were intended both to speak and not to speak – they are testimony to a personal, at times very private, conversation, that took place over the course of years. In this sense they are a memorial or monument to the past activity of Kook and Merlin – mediated through their present needs, desires, disappointments, and physical ailments. Almost each one of the letters opens with reference to the writing itself; an apology for not haven written earlier, an admonition for not having been answered, an apology for not having much to say, or for saying too much…. These musings attest more than anything to the physicality of the letters – to the piece of paper that constitutes a memorial to a time past. 
Finally, and perhaps not leastly, the correspondence is between two men one of whom was my father, and the other, his close friend. The correspondence, therefore, also tells my story. As a child I accompanied my father in his travels back and forth, from our home in Israel to New York City and back. Every few years we would pack up and move; for me, a child, the passage was marked by different schools, different friends, different languages. I was aware only superficially of the hopes and the angst that propelled these moves. Reading through this correspondence is like reading a map of my childhood and young adulthood; providing physical and political coordinates that contextualize the childhood memories and experiences enabling me to add more and more layers to reminiscences and memories. The letters also give meaning and depth to a friendship – between my father and Merlin - that was always there, a permanent background or backdrop to my father’s other life. While my understanding of my father’s world deepened as I matured, this correspondence adds an important dimension to this understanding, providing a wider and deeper context for my own development. 

