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The Assassination of Walter Guinness, 1st
Baron Moyne: A Turning Point in the
Palestine Conflict
On November 6, 1944, the streets of Cairo became the stage for a shocking act of political
violence that reverberated across the Middle East and beyond. Walter Edward Guinness,
1st Baron Moyne, the British Minister Resident in the Middle East, was assassinated by two
members of the Jewish militant group Lehi (also known as the Stern Gang). This audacious
act not only claimed the life of a prominent British statesman but also derailed a potential
path toward a Jewish state, intensifying the already volatile conflict in Palestine. The assas‐
sination of Lord Moyne remains a pivotal moment in the history of British colonial policy,
Zionist militancy, and the struggle for control over Palestine.

The Man: Walter Guinness, 1st Baron Moyne
Walter Edward Guinness, 1st Baron Moyne (1880–1944), was a prominent British politician,
businessman, soldier, and member of the Anglo-Irish Guinness brewing family. Born on
March 29, 1880, in Dublin, Ireland, he was the third son of Edward Guinness, 1st Earl of
Iveagh, heir to the wealthy and influential Guinness dynasty. Educated at Eton College, he
excelled in leadership roles, serving as head of the prestigious “Pop” society and Captain of
Boats. In 1903, he married Lady Evelyn Hilda Stuart Erskine, daughter of the 14th Earl of
Buchan. The couple had three children, including his successor, Bryan Guinness, 2nd
Baron Moyne, who would later become a poet and novelist.

Moyne’s upbringing in privilege did not dull his sense of duty. Described by contempo‐
raries as intelligent, scrupulous, and public-spirited, he devoted himself to military and po‐
litical service throughout his life. His immense family wealth—estimated at around three
million pounds—afforded him both influence and independence, which he used to pursue
reformist interests in agriculture, housing, and colonial policy.

Military Service
Guinness’s military career began during the Second Boer War (1899–1902), when he volun‐
teered for service with the Imperial Yeomanry, was wounded in action, and earned the
Queen’s South Africa Medal. In World War I, he fought in Egypt, Gallipoli, and France, ris‐
ing to the rank of lieutenant-colonel. Twice awarded the Distinguished Service Order (DSO
with Bar) for bravery, he developed a lifelong attachment to the Middle East. His wartime
diaries, published in 1987, reveal a reflective soldier with a keen sense of humanity and his‐
tory—a man who viewed empire as both a duty and a burden.



Political Career
After returning from the front, Guinness entered public life as a Conservative politician. He
served on the London County Council (1907–1910) and as Member of Parliament for Bury
St Edmunds from 1907 to 1931. Over a career spanning nearly three decades, he held sev‐
eral influential posts: Under-Secretary of State for War (1922–1923), Financial Secretary to
the Treasury (1923–1925), and Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries (1925–1929), where he
promoted sugar beet cultivation and rural modernization.

Elevated to the peerage in 1932 as Baron Moyne, he continued to serve in the House of
Lords. He contributed to major public inquiries, including the 1933 Committee on Slum
Clearances, the 1934 Royal Commission on Durham University, and the 1938 West Indies
Royal Commission. During World War II, Moyne rejoined the government as Joint
Parliamentary Secretary to the Ministry of Agriculture (1940–1941), Secretary of State for
the Colonies and Leader of the House of Lords (1941–1942), and finally as Minister Resident
in the Middle East (1942–1944). In that capacity, he oversaw British strategy across territo‐
ries from Libya to Iran and served as Winston Churchill’s senior representative in the
region.

Business and Other Pursuits
As a director of the Guinness brewery, Moyne played a role in expanding the family busi‐
ness globally. He co-founded British Pacific Properties in Vancouver and commissioned the
construction of the Lion’s Gate Bridge, which opened in 1939. A philanthropist, he also
helped fund housing trusts in London and Dublin to improve conditions for working
families.

Moyne’s curiosity and adventurousness led him beyond politics and commerce. A passion‐
ate yachtsman and explorer, he owned several converted yachts—Arpha, Roussalka, and
Rosaura—and undertook expeditions across the Pacific and Indian Oceans. In 1935, he
brought the first live Komodo dragon to Britain, and his zoological and ethnographic col‐
lections were later donated to museums. He authored “Walkabout: A Journey between the
Pacific and Indian Oceans” (1936) and “Atlantic Circle” (1938), books that reveal his interest
in anthropology and cross-cultural understanding.

Historical Context: The Middle East and the Palestine
Crisis
The assassination of Walter Guinness, 1st Baron Moyne, occurred amid escalating tensions
in the British Mandate for Palestine during World War II. As British Minister Resident in the
Middle East since 1942, Moyne was responsible for overseeing wartime strategy in a region
critical for Britain’s empire and oil supply. This included enforcing the 1939 White Paper,
which severely restricted Jewish immigration to Palestine—limiting it to 1,500 immigrants
per month.



Planning and Perpetrators
The idea of assassinating the British Minister Resident originated with Lehi’s founder,
Avraham “Ya’ir” Stern, who envisioned it as a symbolic strike against Britain’s imperial sys‐
tem. After Stern’s death in 1942, the plan was revived under new Lehi leadership, including
Yitzhak Shamir—future Prime Minister of Israel. Two young Palestinian Jews, Eliyahu
Hakim (age 19) and Eliyahu Bet-Zuri (age 22), were selected to carry out the mission. The
pair were chosen not only for their commitment but also for their ability to draw interna‐
tional attention to the Jewish cause through an attack outside Palestine—the first Lehi op‐
eration abroad. Lehi deliberately targeted Moyne as a high-ranking, Irish-born British aris‐
tocrat whose death would reverberate across the Empire. In planning, the group empha‐
sized the assassination’s potential to dramatize Jewish suffering, challenge British author‐
ity, and portray the Zionist struggle as part of a global anti-colonial campaign.

The Assassination: A Meticulously Planned Attack
On the early afternoon of November 6, 1944, Hakim and Bet-Zuri waited near Moyne’s resi‐
dence on Gezira Island in Cairo. At approximately 1:10 p.m., Moyne’s car arrived, driven by
Lance Corporal Arthur Fuller and carrying his secretary Dorothy Osmond and aide-de-
camp Major Andrew Hughes-Onslow. The assassins approached on bicycles. Bet-Zuri shot
Fuller in the chest, killing him instantly. Hakim opened the car door and fired three bullets
at Moyne: one struck his neck above the clavicle, another his abdomen—puncturing the
colon and lodging near the spine—and the third grazed his fingers and chest. Moyne was
rushed to a British military hospital but succumbed to his wounds later that day, aged 64.
The assailants fled but were pursued by Egyptian police. After a brief gunfight, they were
captured and nearly lynched by enraged bystanders before being arrested. Forensic analy‐
sis later linked their weapons to previous Lehi operations against British officials.

Immediate Aftermath
The assassination shocked the world and made front-page news. British authorities, fear‐
ing unrest, refrained from mass reprisals against the Jewish community but reinforced se‐
curity across the Middle East. In Egypt, contrary to Lehi propaganda, there were no imme‐
diate pro-Lehi demonstrations, though anti-Jewish riots erupted in Cairo and Alexandria a
year later, in November 1945, resulting in several deaths and extensive property damage.
British intelligence warned of possible copycat attacks—a concern realized when Egyptian
Prime Minister Ahmad Maher was assassinated in February 1945. Among those influenced
by the event was a young Egyptian officer named Gamal Abdel Nasser, who reportedly ad‐
mired the assassins’ courage and anti-colonial resolve.

Trial and Execution
Hakim and Bet-Zuri were tried in an Egyptian military court in January 1945. They used the
proceedings to deliver fiery speeches defending their actions as part of a global struggle
for national liberation. They requested literature on Egypt’s own revolutionary history and



compared their cause to anti-imperial movements in India and Ireland. Despite wide‐
spread appeals for mercy—from Jewish communities, international intellectuals, and even
an Indian Gandhian who likened them to John Brown and Irish republicans—they were
convicted and sentenced to death. Appeals were rejected, and both men were hanged on
March 22, 1945. British officials, including Ambassador Miles Lampson, insisted on carrying
out the executions swiftly, fearing any sign of leniency would embolden further attacks.

Winston Churchill’s Reaction
Walter Guinness had been one of Winston Churchill’s closest personal friends and political
allies. The two men co-founded “The Other Club” and shared holidays together, including a
yachting trip in 1934. Churchill was devastated by Moyne’s death, calling it “an odious act
of ingratitude.” In his address to Parliament on November 17, 1944, he warned that “the
smoke of assassins’ pistols” could not be allowed to dictate policy. He canceled a planned
Cabinet meeting to discuss the partition of Palestine and became markedly colder toward
Zionist leaders, declining to respond to Weizmann’s personal messages. Declassified corre‐
spondence reveals Churchill’s insistence that no clemency be granted to the assassins, a
position reflecting both grief and political calculation. Though Churchill did not abandon
his broader sympathy for Zionism, the assassination permanently altered his outlook. It
transformed a personal friendship into a political rupture and underscored the moral and
strategic costs of Britain’s position in the Middle East.

Long-Term Impacts and Broader Implications
The assassination of Lord Moyne had consequences that far exceeded its immediate mo‐
ment. It deepened mistrust between Britain and the Zionist movement, derailed a near-
term proposal for partition, and contributed to Britain’s eventual decision to relinquish the
Mandate. The ensuing escalation of violence culminated in the 1947 UN partition vote and
the establishment of Israel in 1948. In Israel, the assassins, globally condemned as terror‐
ists, were reimagined as martyrs of national liberation. In 1975, their remains were repatri‐
ated from Egypt in a prisoner exchange and reburied with full military honors on Mount
Herzl in Jerusalem.

A Lasting Shadow: British-Israeli Relations and the Royal
Connection
The legacy of Lord Moyne’s assassination extended far beyond the 1940s, casting a subtle
but enduring shadow over British-Israeli relations. One of its most enduring symbols was
Queen Elizabeth II’s absence from Israel throughout her seventy-year reign. Despite visit‐
ing more than 120 countries and receiving multiple invitations from Israeli leaders, she
never made an official state visit.

While the British government maintained an informal policy discouraging royal visits to
Israel to avoid alienating Arab allies and jeopardizing trade relationships in the region,
personal and historical factors also played a role. The memory of Zionist militant attacks



against British personnel during the Mandate—most notably the 1944 assassination of
Lord Moyne, a close friend of Winston Churchill—left a lasting imprint on the monarchy
and the British establishment. Moyne’s murder, part of a wider campaign of violence that
included the 1946 King David Hotel bombing which killed 91 people (among them British
officials and civilians), symbolized a period of betrayal and loss for many in Britain’s ruling
circles.

Some reports suggest that these memories shaped the Queen’s private perceptions. One
account claimed she believed “every Israeli was either a terrorist or the son of a terrorist,”
a reflection of how deeply such events were internalized by a generation of British elites
who had witnessed the violent end of the Empire in Palestine. Consequently, Israeli offi‐
cials were rarely granted individual audiences at Buckingham Palace, with contact con‐
fined mostly to multilateral or ceremonial events. The shadow of Lord Moyne’s assassina‐
tion thus extended into modern diplomatic protocol, illustrating how the traumas of em‐
pire can endure in subtle yet powerful ways across decades.

Conclusion
The assassination of Walter Guinness, 1st Baron Moyne, was more than the murder of a
British official—it was a seismic event that reshaped the trajectory of the Palestine conflict
and hastened the unraveling of Britain’s Middle Eastern empire. Moyne, a soldier, states‐
man, and reformer, represented a vanishing breed of imperial pragmatist who sought bal‐
ance amid competing nationalisms. His death silenced a potential mediator and hardened
attitudes on all sides.

Viewed through the lens of contemporary international norms, the killing of a high-rank‐
ing foreign diplomat on foreign soil would be unequivocally classified as an act of terror‐
ism. Modern definitions—such as those used by the United Nations and most national
governments—identify deliberate political violence against non-combatant officials to in‐
fluence policy as terrorism, regardless of motive or cause. While Lehi framed its actions as
anti-colonial resistance, the targeting of a civilian political leader abroad falls squarely
within today’s conception of terrorism, underscoring the enduring tension between revo‐
lutionary violence and moral legitimacy.
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