ENEMIES
AND NEIGHBOURS

IAN BLACK







Ian Black

ENEMIES AND NEIGHBOURS

Arabs and Jews in Palestine and Israel, 1917-2017




Contents

List of Illustrations




15.1982-1987

Selected Bibliography

Acknowledgements

Follow Penguin




List of Illustrations

1. Theodor Herzl in Palestine, 1898. (Copyright © Imagno/Getty Images)

2. Chaim Weizmann and the Zionist Commission, 1918.

3. Palestinian Protest Meeting, 1929.
4. Mufti Haj Amin al-Husseini, 1930. (Copyright © National Photo
Collection of Israel)

5. Jaffa Port, 1933. (Copyright © Zoltan Kluger/National Photo Collection

of Israel)
6. Kibbutz Hanita, 1938. (Copyright © Zoltan Kluger/National Photo
Collection of Israel)

7. Jewish settlers and Arab neighbours. (Copyright © Zoltan
Kluger/National Photo Collection of Israel)

8. Funeral procession of Abdul-Qader al-Husseini, 1948. (Copyright ©
National Photo Collection of Israel)

9. Israel’s Declaration of Independence, 1948. (Copyright © Zoltan
Kluger/National Photo Collection of Israel)

10. Palestinian refugees, 1948. (Copyright © Bettmann/Getty Images)

11. Jewish immigrants in Jaffa, 1949. (Copyright © Zoltan Kluger/National
Photo Collection of Israel)

12. Israeli soldiers pose with souvenir, 1956.

13. Moshe Dayan with the Arab Keeper of the Tomb of the Patriarchs in
Hebron, 1967. (Copyright © Moshe Milner/National Photo Collection of
Israel)

14. Arabs detained in Nablus, 1969. (Copyright © Moshe Milner/National
Photo Collection of Israel)

15. Yom Kippur War, 1973. (Copyright © Ron Frenkel/National Photo
Collection of Israel)

16. Yasser Arafat addresses the UN General Assembly, 1974. (Copyright ©

"""""" Bettmann/Contributor)



. Israeli settlers celebrating, 1975. (Copyright © Moshe Milner/National

Photo Collection of Israel)

. Funeral of Israelis killed in a terrorist raid, 1980. (Copyright © Herman

Chanania/National Photo Collection of Israel)

. Ariel Sharon during the invasion of Lebanon, 1982. (Copyright ©

Bettmann/Getty Images)

. Rioting in Nablus, 1988. (Copyright © Nati Harnik/National Photo

Collection of Israel)

. Palestinians arrested in Hebron, 1990. (Copyright © Nathan

Alpert/National Photo Collection of Israel)

. Hamas leader Sheikh Yassin on trial in Gaza, 1990. (Copyright ©

Yonathan Torgovnik/National Photo Collection of Israel)

. Funerals of two Palestinian villagers, 1990. (Copyright © James

Lukoski/Getty Images)

. Yasser Arafat negotiates with Yitzhak Rabin and Hosni Mubarak, 1994.

(Copyright © Barry Iverson/Alamy)

. Jerusalem bus bombing, 1996. (Copyright © Avi Ohayon/National Photo

Collection of Israel)

. Ehud Barak with Yasser Arafat at the Erez Checkpoint, 1999. (Copyright

© Avi Ohayon/National Photo Collection of Israel)

. Ariel Sharon visits the Temple Mount, 2000. (Copyright © AWAD

AWAD/AFP/Getty Images)

. Tanks in Jenin, 2002. (Copyright © National Photo Collection of Israel)
. Marwan Barghouti on trial, 2002. (Copyright © Moshe Milner/National

Photo Collection of Israel)

. Palestinians detained in Jenin, 2002. (Copyright © National Photo

Collection of Israel)

. Hamas take control of Gaza, 2007. (Copyright © Hatem Moussa/AP

Photos)

. Olmert, Abbas and Bush in Annapolis, 2007. (Copyright © Avi

Ohayon/National Photo Collection of Israel)

. West Bank separation barrier, 2010. (Copyright © Rostislav

Glinsky/123RF)

. Israeli soldiers at Qalandiya, 2012. (Copyright © Ryan Rodrick

Beiler/Alamy)

. Destruction in Gaza, 2015. (Copyright © Thomas Coex/AFP/Getty

Images)



Qawasma/Reuters)



List of Maps



The Ottoman Empire, 1878-1914
RUSSIA

AUSTRO-
HUNGARIAN
EMPIRE

Black Sea

Cons

.
CRETE CYPRUS

Jerusalem

o 500 miles

o I5cl)okm

[ ] Ottoman Empire I

© o
Persian

Gulf

ARABIA




The Middle East after World War 1
N

Mediterranean Sea

e Alexandria Port Said
.

Suez Canal

SAUDI

EGYPT ARABIA

- French mandate
- British mandate Red Sea [ e
100

100 miles
J




-~
r N

UN Partition Plan, 1947, LEBANON = ‘
known as the Green Line), 1949 REPUBLIC
Nahariya GOLAN
HEIGHTS
Acre
\ Lake
Tiberias

-~

P '--.'\.

L.

"\
~.
\J
\0
\‘
b SN
Mediterranean Sea
® Amman
Gaza Ci Dead Sea
GAZA ST
Rafah
JORDAN
°
El Arish
SINAI
EGYPT
————— boundary of former Palestine mandate
PLAN OF PARTITION
- Arab state
|- Jewish state
D Jerusalem
o 30 miles Eil D |- armistice demarcation lines, 1949

(shown where at variance with mandate boundary)

Tt
o 50 km Gulf of Agaba




o}
Pt

[e}

- Israeli territory until 4 June 1967

territories occupied by Israel,

during the June 1967 war

Israel fully withdrew from the
Sinai between 1979 and 1982.

Parts of the Gaza Strip and the

West Bank came under Palestinian
self-rule in 1994, following the signing
of the Oslo Accords. Israel fully

withdrew from the Gaza Strip in 2005.

30 miles

50 km

o

R
LEBANON/,.”

~
 Quneitra

~ SYRIA

h Shemona

Dead Sea

JORDAN

SAUDI ARABIA




Greater Jerusalem and the old city

WEST
BANK

1000 feet
F__T_LT__J

o] 200 metres

ISRAEL

WEST
JERUSALEM

WEST BANK

—_———

| Arab neighbourhood

Jewish neighbourhood
- mixed neighbourhood

\ Pq

SHUA'FAT

i AL-JOZ MT. OF
{ OLIVES

SILWAN pas /'
AL—AMU'D‘\l ABU DIS

D
1
]
’\
B
)
ARAB -
ES-SAWAHRA,/
-

UMM i

"\ LEISUN {
. 5 UMM i
~7 TUBA SURBAHER;'

!

!




Israel and the West Bank separation wall, 2016

e Main city '

----- 1949 Armistice Line
Separation Wall

Existing

Under Construction
= Planned

- Israeli Settlement

[ AreaA
_I Area B
[] AreaC

........... Nature Reserve
3
QL
n
§ @ Tel Aviv
g e Jaffa
&
N
)
3
;?‘ Lode
Q Ramle ®
Fe
o
‘\
e Ashdod
Jerusalem:'
ISRAEL ey /
4 /
y
o clal .
PGy ;
, o1 " l'
» Q !
I
3 S
A Y
Hebron -;: C;J !
1
,__.-—“—'-.i
: [
.......... i
J
!
I &
P I. . I.S mlles
5 / 1‘5 km




Language Matters

A Note on Terminology and Transliteration

The terminology used in this book generally reflects contemporary usage. In
Ottoman times it was common to refer in Arabic, Hebrew and English to
Muslims, Christians and Jews, reflecting the primary identity of the
communities living under the imperial millet system of religious autonomy.
The term ‘Arab’ became more widely used in Palestine and beyond in the
first years of the twentieth century. The word ‘Zionist’ first appeared in the
late nineteenth century but only became common currency during the British
Mandate era. Before 1948 the term ‘Palestinian’ was far less widely
employed than it is today and it made no distinction between Arabs and Jews.
‘In those days people didn’t use the word “Palestinian” so much’, as the
economist Yusif Sayigh explained. ‘There were many things that were called
Palestinian, but official names usually had the word “Arab” — for instance al-
Hay’a al-Arabiya al-‘Ulya, the Arab Higher Committee, not the Palestinian
Higher Committee. Because the Jews were Palestinian too.’ The country’s
leading English-language newspaper was the (Zionist) Palestine Post,
founded in 1932. (It was renamed the Jerusalem Post when Palestine ceased
to exist.) Its leading Zionist institution was named The Jewish Agency for
Palestine but in Hebrew the country was always referred to as Eretz-Yisrael.
The use of the words ‘Israel’ and ‘Israelis’ followed the creation of the state
in 1948, but the word ‘Jews’ (Yahud) continued to be commonly used,
especially in colloquial Arabic. The refugees who were driven out, fled and
dispersed in the Nakba (catastrophe) were widely referred to as ‘Arabs’ in the
1950s and 1960s. In English the term ‘Palestine Arabs’ was common. Usage
changed gradually after the creation of the Palestine Liberation Organization
in 1964, while Arab recognition of the PLO as the ‘sole legitimate
representative’ of the Palestinian people in 1974 reinforced that trend. Israel’s



post-1948 Arab minority were usually described in Hebrew as ‘Israeli Arabs’,
though this term was later rejected by many in favour of the modern phrase
‘Palestinian Israelis’ in line with the growing salience of a Palestinian
national identity. The Palestinian National Authority was set up after the Oslo
agreement in 1993. By the 2000s even right-wing Israelis referred routinely
to Palestinians, which was not the case twenty years earlier. Arabic-language
Palestinian media in the West Bank and Gaza Strip nowadays often describe
Israel simply as al-ihtilal — the occupation.

TRANSLITERATION

Arabic and Hebrew names have been transliterated in line with standard
practice but without diacritical marks, and usually following the way a person
chose or chooses to spell their name in English. Place names also reflect
common English usage: Jerusalem, not al-Quds or Yerushalayim; Nablus
rather than Shechem; Acre, not ‘Akka or ‘Akko; and Gaza, not Ghaza or
‘Aza.



Preface

Anniversaries are occasions for celebration, mourning, commemoration, re-
telling — and reflection. This book was planned to mark key events in the
history of the Israel-Palestine conflict in the centenary year of the British
government’s Balfour Declaration of November 1917 and the half-century
since the Middle East (‘Six Days’) war of June 1967. Other significant
events, described in the pages that follow, took place (by coincidence, unless
perhaps the seventh year of nearly every decade has some mysterious, occult
quality) in 1897, 1937, 1947, 1977, 1987 and 2007. Enemies and Neighbours
looks back to the establishment of the first Zionist settlements in Palestine,
then made up of several provinces of the Ottoman Empire, in the early 1880s,
and proceeds chronologically, with thematic diversions, up to the present day.
My hope is that this long overview, based on up-to-date research, will bring
the big picture of what is widely considered to be the world’s most intractable
and divisive conflict into sharper focus. It tries to tell the story of, and from,
both sides, and of the fateful interactions between them.

Unrest, violence and peace initiatives are its inevitable milestones. But to
concentrate too narrowly on wars, diplomacy or terrorism is to overlook the
ordinary Arabs and Jews, Israelis and Palestinians, who have encountered
and confronted each other on the ground — on front lines, at refugee camps, at
checkpoints and in daily life, language and culture. Politicians, strategists and
soldiers in London and Washington, as well as in Amman, Beirut, Cairo and
Damascus, have all played roles in this drama, but closer attention is paid
here to Jerusalem, Jaffa, Ramallah, Tel Aviv, Haifa, Nablus, Hebron and
Gaza and the bitterly disputed landscape around them.

Underlying structures, attitudes and routines matter as much as the endless
‘newsworthy’ events that erupt from them — a conclusion I have reached in
my work both as a journalist and historian. Important themes include the
creation of a separate, autonomous Jewish society and economy before 1948
and, especially, the extent to which the Zionists were aware of Arab



opposition — which was evident far earlier, in my view, than is often
understood. Other big themes are Palestinian flight, expulsion and
dispossession — and the subsequent yearning to return home; the massive
impact of the 1967 war; the steady expansion of Jewish settlements in the
territories occupied that year; the driving forces behind two intifadas
(uprisings), the shift to the right in Israel, the rise of Islamist views among
Palestinians, the vast asymmetry between the sides, and the slow demise of
the two-state solution to the conflict — and what that may mean for the future.

Israel’s Palestinian minority, too often overlooked or treated as an
afterthought, receives close attention because its unique circumstances from
1948 to the present day offer important insights, and because it forms a
slender human link between two peoples who have all too often simply
ignored each other. The main thread running through this book, from the
reign of the Ottoman Sultan Abdulhamid II to the Donald Trump era, is the
troubled relations between them.

The Israel-Palestine issue has a strong claim to be the most closely studied
conflict on Earth. ‘Voluminous’ does not even begin to capture the sheer
quantity of the material about it. The range and depth reflect its importance,
complexity and contentiousness. Back in the mid-1970s, when I began
studying the British Mandate period, it was already a well-ploughed field.
Now the topsoil has gone and battalions of researchers are hacking away at
the bare rock underneath.

This book is intended for the general reader. Keeping it to a manageable
length has meant that choices have had to be made throughout about what to
include and what to leave out. It is based on a synthesis of existing
scholarship and secondary sources: primary research covering the entire 135-
year history is far beyond the capability of any one author. Specialized
publications like the Journal of Palestine Studies, Israel Studies and the
Jerusalem Quarterly are vital resources. Nowadays material originally
published in Arabic and Hebrew often finds its way quickly into English, but
important older material has not.

Academic interest has grown enormously and is closely related to political
positions. Several universities in the US and Britain now have dedicated (and
separate) centres for Palestine and Israel studies. In the last decade or so the
fundamentals of the conflict have been illuminated by the paradigm of settler
colonialism — based on the experience of the US, Australia, Canada and
South Africa — when native populations are replaced rather than exploited by



Europeans. That approach struggles, though, to encompass the Jewish
religious—national connection to Eretz-Yisrael that is so central to Zionist
ideology and Israeli identity. And Mizrahi (Eastern or oriental) Jews who
came to Israel from Iraq, Morocco and elsewhere in the Arab and Muslim
worlds are another specific element with no exact parallel elsewhere. In a
way this heated contemporary debate reflects a familiar truth about how the
conflict is perceived: Zionists have tended to focus on their intentions in
immigrating to Palestine; Arabs on the results, and especially, in the words of
Edward Said, of ‘having their territory settled by foreigners’.

Anthropological and ethnographic research — conveying the texture of
remembered experience — can be very valuable. Political science, sociology,
geography and cultural studies have all enriched understanding too, though
the terminology used can often be dense. I greatly enjoyed an article entitled
“The ingathering of (non-human) exiles: the creation of the Tel Aviv
Zoological Garden animal collection, 1938—-1948’ — an unusual angle on
cultural aspects of state formation.?

Journalism remains an indispensable ‘first rough draft of history’ that can
sometimes turn out to be impressively close to later, more polished versions.
Arguably I learned as much reporting from the streets of Nablus and Gaza
during the first intifada as from poring over declassified files or old
newspapers in archives in Jerusalem and London — as well as from simply
talking to people on both sides of an often impassable national divide.
Working out how to cross that divide, back and forth, had its lessons too.
Palestinian and Israeli journalists covering the occupied territories face
special challenges and dangers, sometimes from their own society as much as
from the other.

In recent years journalists, social scientists and historians have all had to
take account of the immense amount of material published on social media.
Facebook, YouTube and Twitter have become rich sources of facts, opinion,
propaganda and disinformation about the conflict. Hashtags now matter as
much as — if not more than — learned journals. The ephemeral has become
both permanent and easily retrievable. ‘Passing the test of time’ is an
outdated notion in a digital age when students of the US presidency are
reduced to instantly analysing global policy pronouncements in hastily
composed messages of 140 characters. Palestinians and Israelis fight their
wars in cyberspace these days, as well as on the soil of their contested
homeland.



Introduction

NARRATIVES AND HISTORY

In June 2013 the popular television competition Arab Idol was won by a
Palestinian named Mohammed Assaf, a handsome twenty-three-year-old with
carefully gelled jet-black hair, a shy smile and a beautifully modulated voice
who belted out old favourites to an audience of thousands who voted for him
by text message. Assaf was born in Libya but raised in Khan Yunis in the
Gaza Strip, the densely populated coastal enclave sandwiched uncomfortably
between Israel and Egypt and a permanent, festering — and often violent —
reminder of the unresolved conflict between Arabs and Jews in the Holy
Land.

Assaf’s grandparents were among the hundreds of thousands of
Palestinians who became refugees during the 1948 war, when the State of
Israel gained its independence and Palestine experienced its Nakba
(catastrophe). His winning performance — beating an Egyptian and a Syrian —
was at the cutting edge of contemporary mass entertainment, courtesy of the
Beirut-based MBC, which had adapted the concept pioneered by the British
series Pop Idol. The show was streamed live to millions of viewers across the
Arab world, including in Gaza and the West Bank town of Ramallah, which
erupted in ecstasy when the result was announced. ‘Revolution is not just
about the rifle,” Assaf told an interviewer afterwards, his dinner jacket draped
festively in the green, red and white colours of the Palestinian flag." ‘Raise
the Keffiyeh’ — Assaf’s signature song — centres on the eponymous
Palestinian headscarf, the instantly recognizable emblem of the country and
its cause.”

Another of Assaf’s popular songs commemorated an event that had taken
place over eighty years earlier. ‘From Acre Gaol’ (‘Min Sijn Akka’) is a
ballad of patriotism and sacrifice’ recalling Mohammed Jamjoum, Fuad
Hijazi and Ata al-Zir, who were tried and hanged by the British for their part
in the violent unrest that shook Palestine in 1929. That episode was described



by the Mandatory authorities as the “Wailing Wall riots’. Palestinians called it
the ‘al-Buraq’ revolution — an Arabic reference to the winged steed which
carried the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca to Jerusalem. In Zionist and
Israeli memory (terminology for the same events is usually different for both
sides), the violence is referred to as ‘the 1929 disturbances’ in which 133
Jews were killed by Arabs, mostly in cold blood. Jamjoum, Hijazi and al-Zir
were convicted of killing Jews in Hebron and Safed. ‘From Acre Gaol’,
written and sung in colloquial Arabic, tells their story.

In 2012 a writer in Gaza hailed the trio as ‘three of the most important
martyrs in the history of the Palestinian struggle’ who ‘were publicly
executed by the British mandate forces for protesting against Zionist
infiltration into Palestine’ — a description which clearly stretched the
conventional meaning of protest and skirted over significant details.*
Palestinian Authority TV characterized the hangings as a ‘beacon in the
history of our people’, prompting a swift complaint about ‘glorifying
terrorism’ from an Israeli monitoring organization called Palestinian Media
Watch.”> Later that year stamps were issued by the Palestinian Authority to
commemorate them — portrayed with obligatory rifles and keffiyehs — on the
anniversary of their execution.® It was one of many examples of the way in
which history is an extension of the battleground on which Israelis and
Palestinians still fight — and perhaps more equally than on any other front.

Assaf’s song is of course a classic illustration of the saying that ‘one man’s
terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter’. But there are many others. Jews
who were executed as terrorists by the British in the 1930s and 1940s — some
of them on the same gallows in Acre Prison — are still officially
commemorated by the State of Israel. In February 2017 the country’s
president, Reuven Rivlin, used his Facebook page to mark the seventy-fifth
anniversary of the killing of Avraham ‘Yair’ Stern, leader of the group
known in Hebrew as Lehi (Lohamei Herut Yisrael, the Fighters for the
Freedom of Israel) or the Stern Gang in English. Stern was shot dead by a
British policeman who tracked him down to his hiding place in Tel Aviv in
1942. In the same vein, Israel’s National Library refers to the Irgun (Irgun
Zvai Leumi, the National Military Organization), which first launched attacks
on Arab civilians in 1938 and killed ninety-one people when it blew up
Jerusalem’s King David Hotel in 1946, as a ‘Jewish resistance group’.” The
full name of Hamas, the Palestinian group that carried out numerous suicide
bombings against civilian targets and fired primitive rockets from the Gaza



Strip into Israel, is the Islamic Resistance Movement (Harakat al-muqawama
al-islamiyya). For those who are resisting their own people’s worst enemies,
terminology is always loaded and the ends invariably justify the means they
use.

Palestinian and Israeli narratives diverge over far more than the words that
are commonly used for their respective national heroes, not least over the
nature of the long and unresolved struggle between them over the same small
territory on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean. Both are reflected
throughout this book. Each is authentic, even if dismissed by the other side as
propaganda or lies. Neither can be ignored. The conflict between these two
peoples can only be understood by paying attention to how they see
themselves and their history as well as each other. Narrative, in its simplest
definition, is ‘the story a nation tells itself about itself’.?

Israelis describe a quest for freedom and self-determination after centuries
of anti-Semitic persecution, and the ‘ingathering of the exiles’ who ‘return’
from the Diaspora to Zion to build a sovereign and independent Jewish state
in their ancient homeland, finally achieved in the wake of the extermination
of 6 million Jews by the Nazis during the Second World War. That story of
national liberation is succinctly captured in the Hebrew phrase ‘miShoah
leTekuma’ — ‘from Holocaust to rebirth’. Self-respect and dignity are restored
after centuries of powerlessness, suffering and humiliation. The presence of
another people in that homeland (however that people and land are defined)
is rarely noted beyond its violent opposition to Zionism. Land is ‘redeemed’
and the desert made to bloom. Israel’s dominant narrative emphasizes its own
readiness to compromise and to make peace while the other side has
repeatedly missed opportunities to do so. The ‘dove’ is forced to fight.
Unrelenting and pervasive Palestinian, Arab and Muslim hostility is blamed
far more than Israel’s own actions — whether in 1947 and 1948, or over
decades of settlement in the territories it conquered in 1967 and the military
occupation it has maintained in ‘Judaea and Samaria’ (the West Bank) and its
unilateral annexation of East Jerusalem, now part of the country’s ‘united and
eternal capital’. (Under international law Israel remains responsible for the
Gaza Strip despite its 2005 withdrawal, as it does for the West Bank partially
controlled by the Palestinian Authority.) It is common for Israelis to claim
that they have no Palestinian ‘partner’ for peace and that their enemies are
motivated by hatred and prejudice, not a quest for justice and an end to
conflict. Terror continues.



Palestinians describe themselves as the country’s indigenous inhabitants
who lived peacefully for centuries as a Muslim majority alongside Christian
and Jewish minorities. Theirs is a story of resistance to foreign intruders,
starting in Ottoman times but since 1917 under a perfidious British Empire
that betrayed the cause of Arab independence and put its own interests first.
Three decades of Mandatory rule, which promoted Jewish immigration and
land purchases, were followed after the crimes of the Nazi era (for which they
were in no way responsible) by an unjust UN partition plan that Palestinians
rejected and fought. Then came war and ethnic cleansing in 1948 and,
nineteen years later, the occupation of the rump of the country between the
Mediterranean and the river Jordan. Israel’s independence was the
Palestinians’ catastrophe. The right of Palestinian refugees to return to their
homes was recognized by the UN but never by Israel. ‘The essence of the
encounter’, in the words of the Palestinian scholar Nadim Rouhana, ‘took
place between a group of people living in their homeland and a group of
people who arrived from other parts of the world guided by an ideology that
claimed the same homeland as exclusively theirs.”” Yet Palestinian leaders
still agreed to accept a state on only 22 per cent of the territory — a historic
compromise described as ‘unreasonably reasonable’.!” The Nakba continues
as memory and ‘present history’. That is marked by ongoing occupation, land
confiscation, expanding Jewish settlements, the threat of annexation, house
demolitions and an ‘apartheid wall’ built to protect Israel’s security — a
disaster without end.*! Sumoud (steadfastness), the preservation of national
identity — and resistance — carry on in the service of a struggle for freedom,
dignity and human rights.

These master-narratives are not so much competing as diametrically
opposed — and utterly irreconcilable: justice and triumph for the Zionist cause
meant injustice, defeat, exile and humiliation for Palestinians. They have
developed and been reinforced over the decades by selectivity, repetition and
unshakeable self-belief. Sir Alan Cunningham, Britain’s last high
commissioner for Palestine, made the point well just weeks after the
Mandate’s inglorious end. ‘One of the most remarkable phenomena in the
handling of policy in Palestine was that neither Jew nor Arab in their
approach to the problem ... would ever refer to the other,” he recalled. ‘And it
would seem as if they ignored each other’s very existence.’*? Common
ground has been hard to find since the beginning. Textbooks that attempt to
reconcile or to integrate the rival narratives have to print them on alternate



pages.’? An Israeli—Palestinian debate about an innovative project

ambitiously entitled ‘Shared Histories’ quickly concluded that the two sides’
versions in fact had very little in common — and that was before they had
even reached the twentieth century!'* Efforts by Palestinian and Israeli
educators to compose a ‘bridging narrative’ acceptable to both had to be
abandoned after the second intifada because ‘the mutual suspicion, hatred
and poisoning of minds among both peoples in relation to the “other” [had]

become so intense’.!>

CONVERGING FACTS

Nevertheless, in recent decades there has been growing agreement about the
facts of what happened in significant periods. Starting in the late 1980s,
Israel’s self-styled ‘new historians’ drew on newly opened official archives to
rewrite the history of the 1948 war in a way that was closer — though not
identical — to traditional Palestinian accounts that had previously been
dismissed by Israel as propaganda. In different ways Benny Morris, Ilan
Pappé, Tom Segev and Avi Shlaim slaughtered the sacred cows of an earlier
national consensus when the heroic period of Israel’s ‘state-in-the-making’
was no longer a taboo and controversy was raging over the 1982 war in
Lebanon and the first intifada five years later. Palestinian scholars,
handicapped by a dearth of Arab documentary sources, a lack of access to
Israeli archives, and by their own statelessness, began to examine their
history more assertively, although with less dramatic results.*® In the 1990s
Walid Khalidi’s encyclopaedic study, All That Remains, laid the foundation
for recording the Palestine that was eradicated by Israel.”” Yezid Sayigh’s
meticulously documented account of the Palestine national movement and its
search for a state is still unsurpassed, two decades after publication.’® It is
also hard to improve on the penetratingly honest insight of the Palestinian-
American historian Rashid Khalidi that Zionism was not just another
European colonial enterprise but was simultaneously the national movement
of the Jewish people and one that achieved its goals at the expense of his own

No one now seriously disputes, for example, how many Palestinians died
in the Deir Yassin massacre in April 1948, or how many Arab villages were
depopulated or destroyed during or after that year’s war. Very few accept the
old Israeli claim that a “‘miracle’ or orders from invading Arab armies
triggered the Palestinian exodus. Oral testimony, once dismissed as



unreliable, has greatly enriched understanding of the Nakba. So have
autobiographical accounts of the period, motivated by the urge to bear
witness to traumatic events and avoid the erasure of memory. In that spirit
Palestinian genealogy, folklore and cultural studies have blossomed as data is
collected on old houses and scattered communities and published online.
Satellite TV channels have promoted and maintained interest. Palestine’s
future may be profoundly uncertain. But its past is being studied and
celebrated as never before.

Academic research has penetrated popular consciousness. Ari Shavit, a
prominent Israeli journalist, made waves in 2014 — especially in the US —
when he published an unvarnished account of a massacre and the expulsion
of thousands of Palestinians from Lydda in 1948, based on interviews with
Israeli veterans. He called it candidly (and controversially) ‘the price of
Zionism’, but argued that there had been no alternative and gave no evidence
of any contrition. ‘If Zionism was to be, Lydda could not be’, Shavit wrote.
‘If Lydda was to be, Zionism could not be.’2® In recent years Israeli leaders
have periodically expressed public sympathy for Palestinian suffering,
though, crucially, they have refused to admit responsibility for it. Historical
revisionism, however honest, has strict limits in the real world.

Shifting perspectives have meant that closer attention is now paid to the
irreducible Arab—Jewish core of the conflict. This is partly because of Israel’s
peace treaties with Egypt and Jordan, the (apparent) end of inter-state wars
(since 1973), discreet ‘normalization’ of relations with the conservative Arab
Gulf states and, since 2011, the upheavals and bloody distractions of the
‘Arab Spring’. It has also happened because, by the crude but significant
yardstick of body counts, the Israel-Palestine conflict has escalated, despite
(or perhaps because of) efforts to ‘manage’ rather than resolve it. In the
twenty years between 1967 and the start of the first intifada, 650 Palestinians
were killed by Israel in the West Bank and Gaza Strip. From late 1987 to
September 2000, the death toll was 1,491. From the second intifada to the
end of 2006, the figure was 4,046 Palestinians and 1,019 Israelis.? The Gaza
Strip, now home to 2 million Palestinians, has seen four fully-fledged
military campaigns since 2006. In the 2014 war, up to 2,300 Palestinians
died. The conflict remains an issue of global and regional concern, a source
of instability, misery, hatred and violence.

Understanding of the past always changes over time. For years after 1948
Israel’s version, the victor’s version, did dominate — though never entirely. In



its aftermath the Palestinians were traumatized, leaderless, dispersed — and,
indeed, often nameless too. They largely disappeared from public view in the
West and in Israel, where if they were remembered at all it was as ‘Arab
refugees’, ‘Israeli Arabs’, Jordanians or simply ‘terrorists’. Wider Arab
solidarity with the Palestinian cause was accompanied by discrimination and
intolerance. It was only after 1967 that the Palestinians began to ‘reappear’,
although two years later Golda Meir, then Israel’s prime minister, still
insisted, notoriously, that there was no such thing as a Palestinian people. By
1974, however, Yasser Arafat, the leader of the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO), was addressing the world in their name from the podium
of the United Nations — one side’s terrorist, the other’s freedom fighter. In
1988 Arafat declared Palestinian independence, implicitly recognizing Israel.
And just five years after that, in the Oslo accord, the PLO and Israel formally
and explicitly recognized each other, though that pragmatic landmark said
nothing about Palestinian rights or statehood and did not lead to a final peace
settlement. Indeed, it did not mark any kind of genuine reconciliation, and it
came in time to be seen by many on both sides as an abject failure. The
subsequent collapse of negotiations and unprecedented violence deepened the
chasm between them and their sense of mutual grievance and alienation.

VICTIMS ... AND VICTIMS

Agreement on some aspects of the past does not mean that the overarching
narratives or the arguments that flow from them have moved any closer
together. On the contrary, when Binyamin Netanyahu, Israel’s prime minister
since 2009, described demands to evacuate illegal West Bank settlements as
supporting the ‘ethnic cleansing’ of Jews, Palestinians accused him of
cynically appropriating ‘their’ narrative,** reinforcing the impression that
both sides are clinging to their own sense of victimhood. Netanyahu and
supporters complain that Israel is the object of anti-Semitic hatred. Official
Palestinian spokesmen reject such criticism and insist they are fighting for
their legitimate rights and self-determination and are protesting about
breaches of international law. In 2017 the formal goal of the PLO remained
the end of the occupation and the establishment of an independent Palestinian
state alongside Israel. The Islamist movement Hamas, by contrast, was
prepared only for a long-term truce with Israel. Netanyahu was committed at
best to what he called a ‘state-minus’ for the Palestinians. Ending the conflict
still looked like a very tall order.



It has become a truism of many rounds of unsuccessful peace talks to say
that history must be left to academics and cannot be dealt with on the

to the virtually insurmountable political obstacles that already existed’, as the
Israeli historian Asher Susser has written.2* Experts in conflict resolution
counter that acknowledgement of the other’s point of view, which does not
constitute acceptance of it, can help promote practical compromises and thus
win popular support for peace on both sides.*>

History and politics cannot, however, be easily separated when the conflict
is so raw and oppressive, and when one party so outweighs the other,
militarily, economically and in many other ways. Netanyahu is correct to say
that Palestinians have not recognized the legitimacy, as opposed to the
existence, of the Jewish state, as he and many other Israelis demand they do —
and as leading Palestinians freely admit they cannot. In the words of the
Palestinian intellectual Ahmad Samih Khalidi:

For us to adopt the Zionist narrative would mean that the homes that our forefathers built, the

land that they tilled for centuries, and the sanctuaries they built and prayed at were not really

ours at all, and that our defence of them was morally flawed and wrongful: we had no right to

any of these to begin with.28

Nor, crucially, has Israel recognized, in any formal or legal sense, the right
of the Palestinian people to the sovereign, viable and independent state it
desires, and so much of the world now believes it deserves, in what remains
of historic Palestine. In 1993 Israel recognized the PLO as the representative
of the Palestinians. But what it called a ‘generous’ offer at the Camp David
summit in 2000 was rejected as inadequate by the other side. Whether that
was really a ‘missed opportunity’ remains a contentious question. In any
event, agreement on how these two peoples are to live peacefully, freely and
equitably as neighbours, not enemies, has never been reached. The story so
far should help explain why such an agreement is so elusive — and may
provide pointers for the way ahead.

Neither party has a monopoly on truth or morality. Happily, though,
neither is monolithic either. If the master-narratives still exert their paralysing
hold it is nevertheless possible to hear voices and strategies that deviate from
them. Portraying one side as colonialists, settlers and racists and the other as
terrorists, fanatics and anti-Semites only reduces the already slight chances of
reconciliation. Significant numbers on both sides are realistic enough to
acknowledge the ineradicable existence of the other — that, like it or not (and



many do not), they are there to stay. Joint polls show that while contact
between Palestinians and Israelis in the West Bank (other than soldiers or
settlers) is limited, majorities of both find their interactions ‘pleasant’. Less
optimistically, trust between them is extremely low and majorities of both
agree that theirs is a zero-sum relationship in which ‘nothing can be done that
is good for both sides’ and ‘whatever is good for one is bad for the other’.#
Fear, hatred, apathy and self-interest, as well as domestic, regional and
international attitudes and constraints, are powerful forces too — combining to
sustain what has looked for too long like an unsustainable reality. Events in
East Jerusalem in July 2017 — the killings of Israeli policemen by Israeli Arab
gunmen on the Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif; Israel’s security crackdown;
mass Palestinian protests; the killing of Israeli settlers; high tensions and a
subsequent Israeli climbdown — were a stark reminder of how very quickly
and easily matters can escalate out of control.

Historians inevitably reflect the preoccupations of the present: 2017, with
its resonant anniversaries, is a period of unprecedented gloom about the
prospects for easing, let alone resolving the permanent crisis in the Holy
Land. In recent years debates have raged about the death of the two-state
solution, the desirability and likelihood of a single state emerging by
agreement, or the continuation and likely deterioration of an unjust, volatile
and dangerous status quo. There is no sign that this conflict is about to end,
so understanding it matters more than ever. But that also means that both
peoples should heed the wise words of the Palestinian-Israeli writer Odeh
Bisharat: ‘If there is no shared narrative for the past, then at least let us write
one for the future.’#



1917

‘I did not like the boy at first. He was not the one I expected. But I knew that this was a great
event.’
Chaim Weizmann

VIEWING WITH FAVOUR

Early on the cold, damp morning of 9 December 1917, two British army
cooks lost their way while looking for water not far from Lifta village, its
flat-roofed houses ranged on stone terraces on the south-western outskirts of
Jerusalem. They encountered a group of civilians who told them that the holy
city’s Ottoman governor wanted to surrender. The men did not feel equal to
the task and returned to their unit, the 2/20th Battalion, London Regiment,
part of a force under Major-General S. F. Mott that was moving north from
Bethlehem. Mott’s detachment had just experienced a grim few hours. “The
troops’, recorded the official history of the Palestine campaign,

passed a wretched night in cold, driving rain. Whole teams of gun horses came down together on

the slippery road to kick and flounder in the darkness and block the struggling traffic. Camels

fell with their legs splayed outwards, split at the quarters and had to be bundled off the road after
their loads had been taken off. Several of their Egyptian drivers died of exposure.

The next British soldiers to meet the surrender party, waving a white sheet
attached to a broom handle and led by the Arab mayor of Jerusalem, Salim
al-Husseini, were sergeants Frederick Hurcomb and James Sedgewick of the
2/19th Battalion. The two NCOs felt unable to accept a letter of surrender



from the governor, Izzat Pasha. But according to one Jewish eyewitness, the
mayor delivered the news verbally on a patch of waste ground while the
sergeants tried to get hold of matches to light their cigarettes — and posed for
a photographer who captured the event for posterity. In the confusion several
other surrenders, to increasingly senior officers, followed in the course of the
next few hours. The official surrender ceremony took place two days later
with General Edmund Allenby, the commander-in-chief of the Egyptian
Expeditionary Force, just inside the Jaffa Gate of Jerusalem’s walled Old
City.* The weather, happily, had improved. It was a ‘perfectly glorious day,
cold bright sun, and not a cloud’.” Allenby was under instructions to
dismount and enter the city humbly, on foot. It was a deliberate contrast,
deemed important for propaganda purposes, with the ‘swagger’ of the
German Kaiser Wilhelm II, who had ridden a gorgeously decked white horse
through the gate on his visit in 1898. In London, government censors warned
the press not to suggest that military operations were in any way a ‘holy war’,
a new Crusade, or a quarrel between Christianity and Islam.’

Britain’s conquest of Jerusalem ushered in a new phase in the history of
Palestine, though it would be another ten months before Allenby’s army
routed the last of the Turkish forces. Important changes were already in the
air. The biggest was the approaching end of four centuries of Ottoman
imperial rule over a land which had a powerful resonance for Muslims,
Christians and Jews, in and beyond a region where Arab nationalism had
been stirring as European interest grew.

Palestine — Filastin in Arabic and Eretz-Yisrael in Hebrew — owed its name
to the Romans. It was imprinted on Western consciousness as the Holy Land,
the place of Christ’s birth, crucifixion and resurrection; and as the biblical
homeland of the long-scattered Jews. To the Islamic world it was the home of
Jerusalem’s al-Agsa mosque — the third most sacred site after Mecca and
Medina — from where the Prophet Muhammad had ascended to heaven.
David Lloyd George, Britain’s Liberal prime minister, spoke of Palestine as
extending ‘from Dan to Beersheba’ — an evocative memory from the Old
Testament he knew so well.? Jerusalem, Nazareth and Bethlehem were
household names; the Crusades, Richard the Lionheart, Saladin and the
Saracens all familiar references.

Locally, Palestine was perceived simply as part of Bilad al-Sham (Greater
Syria) — roughly today’s Syria, Lebanon and the Levant. In classical times it
had been known as Jund Filastin (a military district) but it had not been a



separate administrative unit since Sultan Selim I had defeated the Mamluk
rulers of Syria and Egypt in 1517. It was divided into sanjags (districts) ruled
variously from the provinces (vilayets) of Damascus or Beirut. In 1872
Jerusalem was given a higher status and governed directly from the imperial
capital, Istanbul.> In the late Ottoman period Jerusalem, together with the
sanjags of Nablus and Acre, formed the region that was commonly referred
to as Southern Syria or Palestine. The principal Christian denominations
treated Palestine as a distinct entity.® In Arabic it was often called al-ard al-
Mugqaddasah — the Holy Land — the phrase used in the Quran. The Hebrew
Eretz haKodesh had precisely the same meaning.

Palestine was bordered in the east by the river Jordan and the Dead Sea; in
the west by the Mediterranean and, after a British—Ottoman agreement in
1906, by a marked frontier with Egypt. On the eve of the First World War the
primary identity of its majority, Arabic-speaking Muslim population was still
local — family names and dialect often revealing geographic origins — as well
as Palestinian, though not in a manner that demanded independence from the
sultan. ‘Arabism’ — in the sense of an Arab nation united by a common
language — was the outlook of a small elite which initially advocated
autonomy within the Ottoman Empire. Christians were influenced by notions
of nationalism and patriotism that were disseminated in missionary schools.
The small Jewish population was largely religious. The threat posed by the
Zionist movement, which had been growing slowly since its first settlements
were founded in the 1880s, was another factor promoting a sense of a distinct
Palestinian identity.”

NO CONSENT

On 2 November 1917, five weeks before Allenby walked through the Jaffa
Gate, the government in London had issued a document that was to have a
fateful and lasting impact on the Holy Land, the Middle East and the world.
The foreign secretary, Lord Balfour, wrote to Lord Rothschild, representing
the World Zionist Organization, to inform him that:
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 communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed
by Jews in any other country.



The sixty-seven typewritten words of the Balfour Declaration combined
considerations of imperial planning, wartime propaganda, biblical resonances
and a colonial mindset, as well as evident sympathy for the Zionist idea. With
them, as the writer Arthur Koestler was to quip memorably — neatly
encapsulating the attendant and continuing controversy — ‘one nation
solemnly promised to a second nation the country of a third’.? Lloyd George
highlighted sympathy for the Jews as his principal motivation. But the
decisive calculations were political, primarily the wish to outsmart the French
in post-war arrangements in the Levant” and the impulse to use Palestine’s
strategic location — its ‘fatal geography’ — to protect Egypt, the Suez Canal
and the route to India.!’ Other judgements have placed greater emphasis on
the need to mobilize Jewish public opinion behind the then flagging Allied
war effort. As Balfour told the war cabinet at its final discussion of the issue
on 31 October: ‘If we could make a declaration favourable to such an ideal
[Zionism], we should be able to carry on extremely useful propaganda both in
Russia and in America.’!! Historians have spent decades debating the
connections and contradictions between Balfour’s public pledge to the
Zionists, the secret 1916 Sykes—Picot agreement between Britain, France and
Russia about post-war spheres of influence in the Middle East, and pledges
about Arab independence made by the British in 1915 to encourage Sharif
Hussein of Mecca to launch his ‘revolt in the desert’ against the Turks. The
truth, buried in imprecise definitions, misunderstandings and duplicity,
remains elusive.

Arab views of British behaviour were, nevertheless, blunt from the start,
with shock and dismay reported in Palestine by early 1918. The Balfour
Declaration, argued George Antonius, author of the influential work The
Arab Awakening, betrayed the earlier agreement between Sharif Hussein and
Sir Henry McMahon, the British high commissioner in Egypt. And that in
turn was contradicted by Sykes—Picot, under which much of Palestine was to
be subject to international administration. Britain’s promise, Antonius wrote
in 1938, ‘lacks real validity, partly because she had previously committed
herself to recognising Arab independence in Palestine and partly because the
promise involves an obligation which she cannot fulfil without Arab
consent’.’? If the first point — often summarized as ‘the twice-promised land’
— was debatable, the second was manifestly not. Arabs, and Palestinians, had
not consented; they felt they had been duped and cheated.



Chaim Weizmann, the charismatic Russian-born chemist and Anglophile
who led the Zionist movement in 1917, was elated if not overjoyed at the
outcome of the war cabinet’s deliberations, as it was not quite as favourable
as he had hoped. ‘It’s a boy,” he was told on 2 November, a week before the
declaration was published in the Jewish Chronicle, the organ of Anglo-Jewry
(although the story was overshadowed by news of the Bolshevik Revolution
in Russia). ‘I did not like the boy at first’, Weizmann recalled. ‘He was not
the one I expected. But I knew that this was a great event.’*> The most
powerful country in the world had formally and publicly committed itself to
the Zionist cause. It was a ‘towering milestone’ in the movement’s brief
history, just twenty years since the first Zionist Congress had been held.**
True, ‘national home’ was a vague phrase, especially without the definite
article, and it fell short of hopes for mention of a Jewish state. ‘Facilitate’
was perhaps not a binding commitment while the phrase ‘best endeavours’ a
trifle nebulous. But it did clearly recognize Jewish national rights in
Palestine. The idea of a declaration had been intended, in the words of
Nahum Sokolow, Weizmann’s colleague, to be ‘a general approval of the
Zionist aims, very short and as pregnant as possible’.:> Detailed
implementation would come afterwards.

Balfour’s promise did include what sounded like an important reservation:
‘that nothing shall be done to prejudice the civil and religious rights of
existing non-Jewish communities’ — who at that time comprised some 90 per
cent of Palestine’s population. Jews, notably, were defined as a ‘people’,
while others, not even identified, were referred to only as ‘communities’. It
was an extraordinary phrase that echoes down the decades and explains why
Balfour is remembered a century later by Arabs as the architect of perfidy
and disaster.® Zionists, for opposite reasons, revere his memory; Balfour
Street in Jerusalem is still the site of the official residence of the Israeli prime
minister. The reservation had been inserted in the text to meet the strong
objections raised by Lord Curzon, the former British viceroy of India and, as
lord president of the council, an influential member of the war cabinet.
Curzon — reflecting contemporary perceptions about the map and identity of
the region — had referred to the ‘Syrian Arabs’ who had ‘occupied [Palestine]
for the best part of 1,500 years’, and asked what would become of them.
“They will not be content either to be expropriated for Jewish immigrants or
to act merely as hewers of wood and drawers of water to the latter’, he
predicted with the help of another then familiar biblical reference.*’



The declaration’s second reservation — about the rights of Jews in other
countries — was a response to the opposition of Edwin Montagu, the secretary
of state for India, even though he was not in the war cabinet. Montagu was a
Jewish grandee who feared that an official expression of sympathy for
Zionism in fact masked anti-Semitic prejudice and would undermine the
hard-won position of British Jews and their co-religionists elsewhere in the
world. However, it did not weaken his vehement opposition, any more than
the words about ‘non-Jewish communities’ assuaged Arab fears. Over time,
Jewish attitudes to Zionism would change significantly; Arab attitudes, by
and large, did not.

THE SIGNPOST OF A DESTINY

The capture of Jerusalem marked the beginning of the end of three grim years
of suffering for Palestine. Ottoman reinforcements had been deployed in
September 1914 under the command of Cemal Pasha, the governor of Syria.
Conscription took a heavy toll, especially on the 700,000-strong Arab
population. Food, animals and fuel were in short supply due to the
requisitions of the Turkish military. ‘Revenues accruing from the pious and
the curious’ had stopped. ‘Starvation rations’ were the norm.** Disease and
privation were rife. In 1915 poor harvests and a devastating plague of locusts
added to the impact of the Allied naval blockade of Palestinian and Syrian
ports. The Jewish population, some 59,000 on the eve of war, was depleted
by emigration and the deportation of enemy nationals, especially Russians,
thousands of whom were shipped to Alexandria. Some took Ottoman
citizenship — despite the compulsory military service that entailed. Leading
Zionist officials were gaoled. In Jerusalem, as in Damascus and Beirut, Arab
nationalists were hanged. The Turks also executed two members of the
Jewish ‘Nili’ spy ring who were keeping British intelligence abreast of
enemy troop movements. ‘Three years of war have reduced Palestine to a
deplorable condition’, reported an American living in Jerusalem. Beggars
roamed the streets, soup kitchens catered for the hungry and prostitution
flourished. Villages were ravaged by ‘military drafts, devastated by cholera,
typhus and recurrent fever’.’” The monthly salary of an Ottoman soldier was
85 piastres, barely enough to buy a regular supply of tobacco, which became
a staple of survival.%

The Egyptian Expeditionary Force had initially protected the Suez Canal
from the Turks. Its first assault on Gaza in March 1917 marked the start of an



Allied invasion of enemy territory. In April the entire civilian populations of
Jaffa and Tel Aviv were ordered to leave ‘for their own safety’. Beersheba
and then Gaza were captured after heavy fighting in late October and early
November. Jaffa fell on 16 November. Australian troops who entered Tel
Aviv shouted ‘Europe, Europe’. Those victories paved the way for the
advance on Jerusalem.

Palestine’s ultimate fate was still unknown at the end of 1917, ‘though the
Balfour Declaration made its incorporation into a presumably French Syria
less and less probable’,2* as Ronald Storrs, Jerusalem’s first military
governor, wrote later. The liberal Manchester Guardian newspaper, an
enthusiastic supporter of the Zionist cause, hailed the declaration as ‘the
fulfilment of an aspiration, the signpost of a destiny’. Without a national
home the Jews would never have security, argued the editor, C. P. Scott,
citing a recent case of the fateful vulnerability of another minority in a
Muslim land. ‘“The example of Armenia and the wiping out of a population
fiftyfold that of the Jewish colonies in Palestine was a terrible warning of
what might be in store for these.” Scott saw no contradiction between the
declaration’s central promise and the rights of the country’s native Arabs —
and thus reflected widely held contemporary Western views. ‘The existing
Arab population of Palestine is small and at a low stage of civilisation’, he
wrote. ‘It contains within itself none of the elements of progress, but it has its
rights, and these must be carefully respected.’ Balfour told Curzon in 1919, in
the same vein, that ‘Zionism, be it right or wrong, good or bad, is rooted in
age-long traditions, in present needs, in future hopes, of far profounder
import than the desires and prejudices of the 700,000 Arabs who now inhabit
that ancient land.’# This brutally candid display of partiality, ‘dripping with
Olympian disdain’, in the words of a leading Palestinian historian,* would
still arouse Arab anger a turbulent century later.
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‘If the time comes that our people’s life in Eretz Yisrael will develop to a point where we are
taking their place, either slightly or significantly, the natives are not going to just step aside so
easily.’

Ahad haAm

LOVERS OF ZION

On the ground in Palestine, far from the corridors of power in London,
Zionist-Arab tensions pre-dated the epochal events of 1917. The following
year the British military administration counted a population of 512,000
Muslims, 66,000 Jews and 61,000 Christians. The Arabs were largely
peasants and artisans, and, in the countryside, where Bedouin tribes still
roamed, overwhelmingly illiterate. Large tracts of land were the property of
absentee owners. Urban notables had played an important role in the just-
departed Ottoman administration. Jerusalem, where signs of modernization
were spreading beyond the walls of the Old City, was still dominated by
wealthy, patrician families such as the Husseinis and Khalidis; Nablus by the
Touqans and Abdel-Hadis. Jaffa, known as ‘the bride of the sea’, was the
country’s gateway to the outside world, while Haifa, further north, was also
undergoing rapid development. Beyond the replacement of the Turks by the
British, the most significant novelty was that by 1918 some 15,000 Jewish
newcomers were living in 45 rural colonies (moshavot)* that made up the



‘new’ Zionist camp — and were quite distinct from the 50,000-strong ‘old’
Yishuv (Jewish community).

Palestine’s Arabs were well aware of their presence, and of the differences
between the two groups. Jews had been part of the landscape for as long as
anyone could remember. Over the previous century Ashkenazi Jews had
come to study and pray, subsisting on halukah or charitable contributions in
the holy cities of Jerusalem, Hebron, Tiberias and Safed, where they mourned
the destruction of the Temple and awaited the coming of the Messiah. Most
were Russian or from other Eastern European countries. The majority had
come after 1840, when the Ottomans defeated a rebellion by the Egyptian
pasha Muhammad Ali. A minority were native-born Sephardi or Mizrahi
Jews, whose ancestors were from Spain, North Africa, the Balkans and as far
afield as Yemen and Bokhara in Central Asia. Many spoke Arabic or Ladino.
Their identity was religious, not national in any sense. Most were Ottoman
citizens and were referred to in Arabic as abnaa al-balad (sons of the
country/natives) or yahud awlaad Arab (Jews, sons of Arabs). Relations
between Muslims, Christians and Jews were largely untroubled, each
community living within its own traditions under the Ottoman millet system
of communal religious autonomy under the sultan in Istanbul. Inequalities
existed in status and taxation but there was tolerance in mixed
neighbourhoods. In Jerusalem, Ashkenazis formed a majority, speaking a
Palestinian variety of Yiddish, the vernacular of the Russian ‘Pale of
Settlement’ (where East European Jews were concentrated), but replete with
Arabic words.? Sephardim were culturally closer to Muslims than to
Christians.? In Jaffa, Jews made up a third of the population. In Haifa there
was ‘no more friction than is commonly found amongst neighbours’.*

Palestine’s connections with the wider world had deepened in the mid-
nineteenth century thanks to Ottoman reforms, the penetration of European
capital and the expansion of trade and communications. In the years after the
Crimean War (1853-56) European consulates were established in Jerusalem,
Jaffa and Haifa, partly to deal with Christian pilgrims and growing
missionary activity. Economic growth, driven by exports of wheat and citrus
fruits, boosted the population in the coastal cities and widened the gap with
the countryside. Farmers in Gaza grew barley for the breweries of Europe. It
was against that background that the French Alliance Israélite Universelle, a
philanthropic organization which ran Jewish schools across the Middle East,
founded the Mikveh Yisrael agricultural school near Jaffa in 1870. In 1878



Ashkenazi Jews from Jerusalem’s overcrowded Old City founded the colony
of Petah Tikvah on the coastal plain near Jaffa, on lands acquired from an
Arab village. Their motives combined the traditional belief in the sanctity of
Eretz-Yisrael with a modern emphasis on the regenerative value of a
productive life ‘to produce a sentimental yearning for the agrarian life in a
land whose soil was inherently fruitful’.> Conditions were harsh and the site
was abandoned and only re-established later. Its Hebrew name (‘gate of
hope’) had a biblical echo. It became known as Emm haMoshavot — ‘Mother
of the Colonies’.

The Zionist chapter proper in the country’s history began in 1882, after the
outbreak of large-scale pogroms in the Russian Empire (although the term
was only invented a few years later). The first settlers called themselves
Hovevei Tzion (Lovers of Zion), a network of groups which aspired to forge a
Jewish national life in Palestine and, in a significant novelty, to use the
reviving Hebrew language rather than Yiddish. In August that year a two-
hundred-strong group from the Romanian town of Galatz landed at Jaffa,
where they were locked up for weeks before enough cash could be raised to
bribe the Turkish police to release them.® Their goal was a plot of stony land
that had been purchased south of Haifa. Laurence Oliphant, an eccentric
British traveller and enthusiastic philo-Semite, described the scene shortly
afterwards at Zamarin, a malaria-infested hamlet on the southern spur of
Mount Carmel overlooking the Mediterranean. It is a remarkably vivid
portrayal of two very different sorts of people who were warily making each
other’s acquaintance as future neighbours — and enemies:

It would be difficult to imagine anything more utterly incongruous than the spectacle thus

presented — the stalwart fellahin [peasants], with their wild, shaggy, black beards, the brass hilts

of their pistols projecting from their waistbands, their tasselled kufeihahs [keffiyeh headdresses]

drawn tightly over their heads and girdled with coarse black cords, their loose, flowing abbas

[cloaks], and sturdy bare legs and feet; and the ringleted, effeminate-looking Jews, in caftans

reaching almost to their ankles, as oily as their red or sandy locks, or the expression of their

countenances — the former inured to hard labour on the burning hillsides of Palestine, the latter
fresh from the Ghetto of some Roumanian town, unaccustomed to any other description of
exercise than that of their wits, but already quite convinced that they knew more about

agriculture than the people of the country, full of suspicion of all advice tendered to them, and

animated by a pleasing self-confidence which I fear the first practical experience will rudely

belie. In strange contrast with these Roumanian Jews was the Arab Jew who acted as interpreter
— a stout, handsome man, in Oriental garb, as unlike his European coreligionists as the fellahin

themselves.”

Oliphant, drawing on the full range of contemporary European Christian
prejudices, was witness to the foundation of the colony that became known as



Zichron Yaakov, in remembrance of the French Jewish philanthropist Baron
James (Yaakov) de Rothschild, whose son Edmond became the benefactor of
that and other new outposts. In the following few years half a dozen more
settlements — Rishon LeZion and Gedera on the coastal plain, and Rosh Pina
and Yesud haMaala in Galilee — were established. In theory the Zionists
faced the opposition of the Ottoman authorities. But in reality the
administration’s inefficiency, corruption and the advantages of foreign
nationality — especially the intervention of consuls who enjoyed
extraterritorial privileges under the ‘Capitulations’ system — helped overcome
obstacles. Bribery — baksheesh — was universally used. ‘Turkish officials to a
man are open to bribery’, wrote one settler. ‘Money is the oil that turns the
wheels ... and blinds everybody.’? The labour of Arab fellahin was
indispensable. The Jews depended on them for transport, supplies and the
manure they used for their vineyards and plantations. In July 1883 Oliphant
found more Romanians and a few Russian Jews in Rosh Pina working their
potato patches and living in ‘perfect amity’ with their Muslim neighbours. It
was ‘the most hopeful attempt at a colony’ he had seen in Palestine. Jewish
farmers used the traditional Arab nail plough drawn by oxen, and grew local
crops. Overall there was a ‘typical pattern of colonial plantation agriculture
and the reliance on employment of a large, unskilled, seasonal Palestinian
Arab labour force’, similar to the experience of European settlers in French-
ruled Algeria and Tunisia.? Still, Zichron Yaakov and other settlements
struggled to survive and were only saved by Rothschild’s largesse.

These pioneers were shocked by the rough-and-ready ways of the Arabs
they encountered. And Palestine was evidently not ‘a land without a people,
for a people without a land’, in the phrase made famous by the Anglo-Jewish
writer Israel Zangwill, via the millenarian Christian Lord Shaftesbury.
(Zangwill, ironically, came to support the idea of Jewish settlement in
Uganda rather than Palestine.) The saying is best understood as meaning not
that the country was literally empty, but rather reflecting the contemporary
European nationalist, and Zionist, perception that people without a state of
their own had no national identity — and certainly not a specifically
Palestinian one.* It also embodied the values of a colonial era when white
Europeans assumed superiority over the indigenous population: mostly
Muslim peasants who lived in what looked like indolence and squalor.**
“Emptiness” ... did not denote, except for the most ignorant, the physical
absence of the native population’, argued the Ottoman scholar Beshara



Doumani. ‘Rather, it meant the absence of “civilized” people, in the same
sense that the Americas and Africa were portrayed as virgin territories ready
for waves of pioneers.’** Palestine’s new colonists ‘knew neither the country
nor the language and customs of the native Arabs while their means as well
as their technical preparation were absolutely insufficient’, a Jewish
economist recorded a few years later. ‘In many settlements malaria was
endemic and menaced the health of the colonists.”*> Many were horrified by
the harsh conditions. ‘I was shocked by the Arab village I saw’, wrote Hemda
Ben-Yehuda, who arrived from Russia in 1892. ‘Houses made of mud,
without windows, housing both men and animals. Piles of garbage
everywhere and half naked children ... Old blind women and dirty girls sit in
front of the houses working, grinding wheat as was done a thousand years

ago.’

NEIGHBOURS

The colonists encountered problems over the demarcation of boundaries with
former tenants dispossessed by the sale of lands they had worked for absentee
owners. Disputes were common over harvesting or grazing rights.'> In 1886
rioting erupted in Petah Tikvah after a Jewish farmer confiscated Arab-owned
donkeys grazing on his land. The background was a disagreement that
escalated when Arabs were asked to vacate fields to which they still claimed
ownership.'® By 1889 Zichron had 1,200 Arab agricultural workers serving
200 Jews. In Rishon LeZion 40 Jewish families attracted nearly 300 Arab
families to work as migrant labourers. Colonists were quick to ‘reach for the
whip and beat the offender for every transgression’.*” Arab workers were
available, cheap and far hardier than Jewish immigrants who had just arrived
from Europe. The Arab labourer, wrote one Jewish observer, ‘is almost
always a submissive servant who may be exploited without opposition and
accepts lovingly the expressions of his master’s power and dominion’.**
Zionist memoirs recorded an Arab fascination with modern agricultural
machinery — and laughter when the inexperienced colonists of Rishon LeZion
‘tried to coax camels into pulling carts like horses’.*?

The overall numbers of settlers were still very small — just over 2,000 by
1893 — but local problems occasionally had a wider resonance. In 1890 a
group of Bedouin protested to the sultan that they had been expelled from
land purchased by the agent Yehoshua Hankin for the new settlement of

Rehovot. ‘The farm, which was ours since the times of our fathers and



grandfathers, was forcefully taken from us by the strangers who do not wish
to treat us according to the accepted norms among tillers of the soil, and
according to basic human norms or compassion’, they wrote.2’ Nearby
Gedera, founded in 1884, was known for especially bad relations with its
neighbours. The Arab villagers of Qatra lost their land because of debts but
continued to cultivate it as tenants until the arrival of the Jewish colonists,
who had bought 3,000 dunams (1 dunam = a quarter of an acre) from a
Frenchman. The villagers still perceived the land as theirs, and complained to
the Ottoman authorities about building work.

Arab objections took on a more overtly political character, though some
failed to distinguish between the influx of Jews and generally growing
European influence, whether of Christian pilgrims, the German Templer
movement or others living under the protection of foreign powers as the
country developed.* Travel from Jaffa was made easier by a new highway to
Jerusalem, just over thirty miles away, in the mid-1880s. The railway line
between them opened in 1892. In June 1891 Arabs urged an end to Jewish
immigration and land purchases — demands which were to remain constant
for the next half century.* Yet Arab notables sold land to Jews — a far less
sensitive issue then than it became just a few years later. Prices rose steeply
in this period, driven by land speculation and poor administration.2 In the
same year the Hebrew writer and Zionist thinker Asher Ginzburg, known by
his pen-name as Ahad haAm (‘one of the people’), published a famous essay
entitled ‘The Truth from Eretz Yisrael’. It contained a prescient warning:

We who live abroad are accustomed to believing that the Arabs are all wild desert people who,

like donkeys, neither see nor understand what is happening around them. But this is a grave

mistake. The Arab, like all the Semites, is sharp minded and shrewd. All the townships of Syria
and Eretz Yisrael are full of Arab merchants who know how to exploit the masses and keep track
of everyone with whom they deal — the same as in Europe. The Arabs, especially the urban elite,
see and understand what we are doing and what we wish to do on the land, but they keep quiet

and pretend not to notice anything. For now, they do not consider our actions as presenting a

future danger to them ... But, if the time comes that our people’s life in Eretz Yisrael will

develop to a point where we are taking their place, either slightly or significantly, the natives are
not going to just step aside so easily.

Ahad haAm’s article has often been quoted because it provided the first
serious recognition that relations with the Arabs would be one of the Zionist
project’s hardest tests. Yet there is a risk, with hindsight, of endowing his
comments with more significance than they had at the time. The article was
criticized when it appeared, not because of his brief comments about Arabs
but rather because of his attacks on Jewish ‘charlatans’, who had been



promoting the holy land as ‘a new California’ with an easy life, producing ‘a
motley mixture of gold-diggers and indigent exiles’.?* Arabs simply did not
loom as large for the Zionists in those early years as they were to do only a
decade or two later.

Unlike Ahad haAm, Theodor Herzl, the Viennese journalist who founded
political Zionism, knew little about the reality of life in Ottoman Palestine.
His quest for a Jewish homeland began in the wake of the Dreyfus Affair in
France and the shocking evidence of anti-Semitism that it revealed. In 1896
he published his classic work, Der Judenstaat (The Jewish State), which
referred to both Palestine and Argentina as countries where ‘experiments in
colonisation’ had taken place. Argentina had ‘vast open spaces and [a]

temperate climate’. Palestine, however, was ‘our unforgettable historic

Zionist Organization, whose goal was a publicly recognized, legally secured
home in Palestine ‘for the Jewish people’. By then, thanks to Hovevei Tzion,
there were already eighteen new colonies in the country.?® It was around this
time that the Ottoman authorities appointed an official committee to examine
land purchases, and sales were effectively halted for the next few years.?” In
August 1898, at the second Zionist Congress, one delegate, Leo Motzkin,
made clear that the Arab presence could not just be ignored: ‘In large
stretches of land, one constantly comes across big Arab villages, and it is a

well-established fact that the most fertile regions of our land are occupied by

months later, at the same time as Kaiser Wilhelm, but his diaries contained
not one reference to Arabs.

In 1899 Herzl received an impassioned message that was passed on to him
via the chief rabbi of France, Zadoc Kahn. It was from Yusuf Diya al-
Khalidi, the former mayor of Jerusalem. Khalidi acknowledged the historic
rights of the Jews in Palestine but said they should look for an uninhabited
land elsewhere. ‘In the name of God’, Khalidi implored, ‘let Palestine be left
alone.’? Herzl replied to Khalidi that Zionism had no intention of harming
the interests of the Arab population; on the contrary, the country’s non-Jews
would only be enriched by Jewish wealth (an argument that was widely
employed in these years, though it never convinced the other side).

Do you believe that an Arab who has a house or land in Palestine whose value is three or four

thousand francs will greatly regret seeing the price of his land rise five or tenfold? For that is
necessarily what will happen as the Jews come; and this is what must be explained to the



inhabitants of the country. They will acquire excellent brothers, just as the Sultan will acquire
loyal and good subjects, who will cause the region, their historic fatherland, to flourish.2°

Herzl’s view was at least consistent: in his 1902 novel Altneuland (Old
New Land), Jaffa in particular — the first sight of the country for anyone
arriving by sea — was described in unflattering terms:

Though nobly situated on the blue Mediterranean, the town was in a state of extreme decay ...

The alleys were dirty, neglected, full of vile odours. Everywhere misery in bright Oriental rags.
Poor Turks, dirty Arabs, timid Jews lounged about — indolent, beggarly, hopeless. A peculiar,

tomblike odour of mould caught one’s breath.2!

Herzl’s fictional Arabs were for the most part nameless, one exception being
the token Rashid Bey, who speaks for the natives and praises the benefits
brought by the Jewish pioneers.*

UNSEEN QUESTION?

Zionist progress was slow but Arab hostility was becoming harder to ignore
by the turn of the century. The eviction of peasants from land purchased in
Galilee by the Jewish Colonization Association (JCA), founded in 1901, led
to attacks on Jewish surveyors. An Arab official in Tiberias ignored the
orders of his Turkish superior in Beirut and opposed the transaction, against a
background of mounting Arab opposition to the Ottoman authorities.” By
1904, some 5,500 settlers were living in 25 agricultural colonies in 3 blocs: in
eastern Upper Galilee, south of Haifa and south-east of Jaffa. That year the
authorities forbade the sale of land to foreign Jews, a more direct method of
control than the old practice of registering transactions in the name of
Ottoman Jewish citizens, like those who helped the barons Rothschild and de
Hirsch (the founder of the JCA).2* Oliphant had encountered one of them on
his memorable visit to Zamarin. Still, in Zionist speeches and discussions,
‘the Arabs, their presence and their settlement in Palestine are belittled and
nullified, as if they did not exist’, one Jewish intellectual complained in 1905.
‘The Arabs ... were viewed as one more of the many misfortunes present in
Palestine, like the Ottoman authorities, the climate, difficulties of adjustment
—no greater or smaller than other troubles the settlers had to grapple with.’*
The theft of Jewish agricultural produce or livestock by Arabs was a common
complaint.

In 1907, in an article in HaShiloah, one of the earliest modern Hebrew-
language publications, the Odessa-born educationalist Yitzhak Epstein
returned to, and sharpened, the point that had been made by Ahad haAm in



1891. Epstein belonged to the Hovevei Tzion. He had witnessed the purchase
of the lands of Ras al-Zawiya and al-Metulla (known in Hebrew as Rosh Pina
and Metullah) from absentee landlords several years earlier, and he
remembered the anger of the dispossessed farmers from the Druze sect. ‘The
lament of Arab women ... still rings in my ears’, he wrote. “The men rode on
donkeys and the women followed them weeping bitterly, and the valley was
filled with their lamentation. As they went they stopped to kiss the stones and
the earth.” Epstein — ahead of his time — warned that relations with the Arabs
were the ‘unseen question’ that the Zionist movement had failed to address.
Only by taking care not to dispossess Arab farmers and generally sharing the
benefits of Zionist progress could their enmity be avoided. But his argument
attracted little response.*®

The year Epstein’s warning was published, an Ottoman official
complained about the growing presence of ‘foreign Jews’ in Jaffa where
immigrants disembarked, often shocked by their raucous reception. ‘You
must tell the passengers not to be impatient, not to be in a hurry to get off the
ship, and not to be overawed by the shouts and cries of the Arab sailors’, a
Zionist official urged a colleague who arranged steamship voyages from
Odessa. “Teach the travellers to Palestine the importance of the words
“Shwaia, shwaia” (slowly, slowly) and tell them that if they say this to the
Arabs suddenly appearing on the ship, they will calm down a bit and not
shout “Yalla, Yalla!” (hurry, hurry) — a cry that has something contemptuous
about it.’*” In March 1908 fighting broke out in the port city between young
Muslims and Jews, the violence blamed by the British consul on resentment
of the Jewish population.?® The growth of prostitution and alcohol
consumption caused serious problems. Arabs, warned a Jewish writer,
‘regard all the “Muscovite” women as cheap and promiscuous’, and behave
with ‘a sexual vulgarity that they would never dare to do in the case of
Sephardi women, and still less, of German or English Christian women’.* In
1909 an Ottoman deputy demanded that the port be closed to Jewish
immigrants.2’

In April 1909 a new Jewish residential quarter, called first Ahuzat Bayit
(‘Homestead’) and then Tel Aviv, was founded on sand dunes to the north of
Jaffa. Its Hebrew name, inspired by Herzl’s Altneuland, signified renewal,
combining the old (Tel: ‘hill or mound marking the remains of an ancient
site’) with awakening (Aviv: ‘spring’). This European-style ‘garden city’
with wide tree-lined boulevards and modern buildings was a world away



from the cramped, noisy and insanitary streets of Jaffa. It ‘embodied almost
in pure form the Zionist utopia of inventing a new culture and a new identity
from whole cloth’, in the words of a modern Israeli scholar. ‘Opposed both to
the Jewish shtetls of eastern Europe and to the Arab towns and villages
around it, it perfectly encoded the double Zionist rejection of the Diaspora
and the native culture — forgetfulness and separation.’*" In Haifa the small
Jewish community began to move out of the downtown area and up on to the
slopes of Mount Carmel, marking the start of segregation from the Arab
population.?? Another new neighbourhood was named Herzliya, in homage to
the father of Zionism, who had died in 1904.

The overall immigration and colonization effort began to be better co-
ordinated from 1908, the momentous year of the Young Turk revolution in
Istanbul which saw the overthrow of the Sultan’s autocratic power. The
Zionist Organization set up its first premises in Palestine, in Jaffa, to
supplement the Zionist office in Istanbul which ran the movement’s activities
throughout the Ottoman lands. Under the leadership of the German Zionist
official and sociologist Arthur Ruppin, the Palestine Office focused on the
purchase of ‘every available tract of land’. Progress was impressive, thought
a young Englishman who visited Palestine to do archaeological research on
the Crusaders. ‘The sooner the Jews farm it all the better’, T. E. Lawrence
wrote in 1909. ‘Their colonies are bright spots in a desert.”* Incidents in
which Jewish settlers were attacked and their farms and livestock pillaged
increased markedly that year, but these were seen as a ‘natural’ Arab
tendency to plunder whenever possible, rather than as a sign of political or
nationalist opposition.**

The Arabic (and Hebrew) press had been granted new freedoms under the
more liberal Ottoman constitution of the previous year and this encouraged
an escalation of attacks on the fledgling Zionist enterprise, as well as the
cultivation of a more distinctly Palestinian identity: that was emblazoned in

also based in Jaffa, and al-Karmil in Haifa were both owned by Greek
Orthodox Arabs whom Zionists identified as more hostile to them than the
majority Muslim community. In 1910 al-Karmil published translated extracts
from Herzl’s The Jewish State and some of the resolutions of the 1911
Zionist Congress. Al-Karmil’s editor, Najib Nassar, wrote a pamphlet about
the aims of Zionism, warning that its goal was not just immigration but to
take over Palestine, and he exhorted his fellow Arabs not to sell land to the



newcomers.?® Arabic newspaper comment on Zionism, in Palestine, Syria and
Egypt, increased markedly around the turn of the decade, many papers
elsewhere reprinting pieces that first appeared in Filastin.?” In March 1910
Abdullah Mukhlis described in the Damascus-based journal al-Mugqtabas
how Haifa’s new Atid (‘future’) soap factory was employing only Jewish
workers, and that Jews (then about one-fifth of the city’s population) were
starting to interact exclusively with members of their own community.
‘Establishing a Jewish state after thousands of years of decline ... we [the
Arabs] fear that the new settler will expel the indigenous and we will have to
leave our country en masse. We shall then be looking back over our shoulder
and mourn our land as did the Muslims of Andalusia.” Mukhlis expressed the
hope that Jews would remain part of Ottoman society and abandon their
separatist ways. ‘Palestine may be endangered’, he wrote with remarkable
prescience. ‘In a few decades it might witness a struggle for survival.’*

Not all Jews were unaware of these concerns. Sephardi public figures of
the old Yishuv were also alarmed by Zionist aspirations. ‘If I was a Muslim
Turkish deputy, I would take the first opportunity to agitate for restrictive
measures against Jewish activity in Palestine’, Eliahu Antebi argued in
1908.%2 Nissim Malul, the Safed-born son of a Tunisian family, was one of a
group of like-minded Jews who urged Zionists to embrace Arab rather than
European culture. Another was Shimon Moyal, who was born in Jaffa to
Moroccan parents, and who wrote a pioneering Arabic account of the Talmud
— the commentary on Jewish laws — in 1909. Both expressed concern about
the opposition to Zionism in the increasingly assertive Arabic newspapers. In
1911 Ruppin’s Palestine Office set up a bureau to monitor the papers and
Malul was employed to translate the material into Hebrew and German — an
early example of Zionist efforts to ‘know the enemy’ — and also to publish
articles on Zionism in Arabic. Otherwise, though, this group had little
influence.”

Arab—Jewish co-operation was still possible in this period of accelerating
change. David Yellin, a Jerusalem city councillor (the native-born son of an
East European father and a Baghdadi mother) and an enthusiastic Zionist,
was given a letter of introduction by the Arab mayor Salim al-Husseini, on
the eve of a trip to Europe to study municipal services.>! Yellin argued that
Jewish immigration would benefit the Ottoman Empire, the same reasoning
Zionists were to use to promote their cause when Britain ruled the country a
few years later. Ruhi al-Khalidi, a prominent intellectual and member of



another leading Arab family, held several meetings with the Jewish
philologist Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, who was busy reviving the Hebrew language
and basing many of its neologisms on Arabic words>* — though Khalidi also
became alarmed about the scale of Zionist ambitions. Patrician Sephardi
Jewish families like the Antebis and Eliachars maintained cordial relations
with their Muslim and Christian counterparts.

‘NOT AN EMPTY LAND’

Events in Palestine began to reverberate further afield. Shukri al-Asali, the
Ottoman governor of Nazareth, publicly opposed the decision of the absentee
Beirut landowner Elias Sursuq to sell the al-Fuleh lands, part of the fertile
Marj Ibn Amr valley between Haifa and Jenin, to the Jewish National Fund,
which had been established with Herzl’s support at the fifth Zionist Congress
in Basel in 1901. The Jews, claimed Asali, had come to Palestine ‘solely to
expel the poor Arab peasants from their land and to set up their own
government’.>? In a petition sent to the sultan in Istanbul, the purchasers were
referred to as ‘Zionists’ — one of the first times the term was recorded in this
context. In the autumn of 1911 this led to angry debates in the Ottoman
parliament which were widely reported in the Arabic press. Asali refused to
comply with the eviction order but the fellahin were expelled anyway, paving
the way for the establishment of the Jewish settlement of Merhavia. The land
transfer was legal, but it deprived the tenant farmers of their livelihood — a
frightening novelty of Jewish land purchases.>* It was increasingly clear that
controlling land was the central purpose of the Zionists. ‘There are some
simple truisms about Palestine, which, though obvious, require a long time to
become common property’, wrote Dr Elias Auerbach of Haifa in a Zionist
anthology published in German and English in 1911. ‘The first of these
truisms is that Palestine is not an empty land. The second is that the land
takes its character from the predominant element in its population ...
Palestine is an Arabic land. To make it a Jewish land the Jews must become
the principal element in the population.’> Parts of the book were translated
into Arabic in Filastin. In June 1913 the paper led a campaign against the sale
of state lands in Beisan to the Jews. It included telegrams sent by local
leaders to the sultan and the vali (governor) of Beirut.>®

Arabs noticed the contradiction between Zionist words and deeds. In 1914
Nahum Sokolow, now secretary-general of the Zionist Congress, told the
Cairo daily al-Mugattam that Jews were coming to Palestine not as foreign



colonizers but as people ‘returning’ to their homeland, and expressed the
hope that they would draw closer to the Arabs. Haqqi Bey al-Azm, leader of
the new Decentralization Party, seeking autonomy for the Ottoman provinces,
was not convinced. ‘Quite the contrary,’ he responded,

we see the Jews excluding themselves completely from the Arabs in language, school,
commerce, customs, in their entire economic life. They cut themselves off in the same way from
the indigenous government, whose protection they enjoy, so that the population considers them a

foreign race. This is the reason for the grievance of the Arabs of Syria and Palestine against

Jewish immigration.>’

Undeterred, Zionists continued to emphasize the benefits that would accrue
to the Arabs from an expanding Jewish presence, and used this line especially
when addressing foreign audiences. “The more our settlements grow in
number and area, the greater will be the number of Arab labourers who will
be able to find in them remunerative employment’, one economist argued.®
But Arab concerns deepened as it became clear that the newest settlers
wanted to avoid their neighbours as much as possible rather than offer them
work. And calls to replace Arab labourers by Jews, even at a higher cost to
employers, increased after the start of what is known in Zionist parlance as
the second aliya (literally ‘ascent’ or ‘wave of immigration’) in 1904. This
wave of arrivals included members of socialist movements from Russia who
had lived through the pogroms. David Gruen, born in Plonsk in Poland, who
Hebraized his name to Ben-Gurion, was one of them. He arrived in Jaffa in
1906, aged nineteen, and made his way to Petah Tikvah — the ‘mother of the
colonies’. Later he described his dismay at life in the ‘old’ colonies of the
first aliya. ‘The first settlers became middlemen and shopkeepers who traffic
in the hopes of their people, selling the aspirations of their youth for a
pittance’, he wrote. ‘“They introduced the idol of exile into the temple of
national rebirth, and creation of the homeland was desecrated by alien work’
— meaning Arab labour.?? Ben-Gurion would subsequently welcome Arab
‘hatred’ because it forced reluctant Jewish farmers to take on more expensive
Jewish workers and advance Zionist aspirations.®’ The first co-operative
settlement, Degania, was established at Umm Juni, where the river Jordan
flows into Lake Tiberias, in 1910.

In the same spirit, a group of Russian Jews from the Marxist Poalei Zion
movement formed a society called HaShomer (The Watchman or Guard). Its
goal was to replace Arab settlement guards, who were ‘notorious for their

collaboration with pilferers or thieves’.® Part of the problem settlers had was



an utter lack of familiarity with the Arabic language, culture and customs.
These radical youngsters became the standard bearers of a tough frontier
ethos, emulating the natives and acquiring an aura of wild romanticism — part
Cossack, part Bedouin. The slogan of HaShomer — ‘in blood and fire Judaea
fell; in blood and fire Judaea shall arise’ — gave eloquent expression to its
militant, irredentist spirit. Zionist writers were soon hailing a new breed of
Jew who was ‘at home in the saddle and a fair marksman, fluent in Arabic
and crowned with the distinctive headgear of the countryside, as proof of the
capacity of Eastern European Jews to take root in the land of their fathers’.
Not for the last time, the dictates of security were to have important
implications for Zionist-Arab relations. In July 1913, following an incident
involving Arabs from Zarnuga and Jews from the neighbouring colony of
Rehovot, the ‘Palestinian cowboys’ of HaShomer were accused of beating
Arab workers and intimidating Jewish farmers to stop employing them. The
guards were said to have endangered lives ‘for the sake of a bunch of
grapes’.®? Other ‘unpleasant’ acts were omitted from the official history of the
organization and later memoirs.** Earlier that year a well-attended sports
event in Rehovot impressed an Arab observer with speeches in Hebrew,
displays of Zionist flags and horse-racing in which both men and women
participated, most of them wearing Bedouin clothing so ‘you would have
thought they were Arabian warriors on horseback’.®

SURVIVING HATRED

Statistical evidence underlines the rising human cost of the confrontation,
though it was on a small scale. In the twenty-seven years between 1882 and
1909, thirteen Jews were killed by Arabs, but only two of them for apparently
‘national’ reasons. In the Jaffa riots of 1908, Jews were attacked during
Purim celebrations and one Arab was stabbed to death. In 1909 alone four
Jews were Kkilled for ‘nationalist’ motives, and between 1909 and 1913
twelve Jewish guards were killed. In 1911, after Arab sharecroppers were
evicted from the land Arthur Ruppin had purchased from the Sursuq family
near al-Fuleh, an Arab villager was killed in an altercation with Jewish
workers from newly established Merhavia and three Jews were gaoled by the
Ottoman authorities.®® Violence, however, was still rare. And most Jewish
immigrants lived in towns: between 1905 and 1913, 36 per cent of them
wanted to settle in Jaffa, 38 per cent in Jerusalem and Hebron, and just 16 per
cent in the agricultural colonies — whose novelty meant they attracted



disproportionate attention.®’ Still, the ‘blind spot’ of Zionism was getting

harder to avoid. The ‘hidden question’ was creating open conflict.%®
Arab hostility was also having an effect on Jewish opinion. In 1913 the
influential Hebrew writer Yosef Haim Brenner attacked as ‘idealistic’ and
‘immoral’ calls for Arab—Jewish co-operation, and made clear what he
believed had to be done:
In this small land there reside ... no less than six hundred thousand Arabs, who despite their
backwardness and lack of culture are masters of the land, in fact and in full knowledge of the
fact; and we have perforce come here to enter among them and live with them. There is already
hatred between us — so it must be and will continue to be. They are stronger than us in every

possible way and could crush us underfoot. But we Jews are accustomed to being the weak

among the strong and we must therefore be ready for the consequences of the hatred and must

employ all the scant means at our disposal in order to survive here.%?

Chaim Weizmann, the Zionist leader, continued to speak in public of the
prospects for co-operation with the Arabs but in private he expressed alarm
about the growth of their national movement, the weakening of central
authority in Constantinople (Istanbul) and an ‘intensive propaganda
campaign ... against selling lands to “Zionists”, the enemies of Turkey and
the usurpers of Palestine’. He predicted: “We shall soon face a serious enemy
and it won’t be enough to pay just money for the land.’”® Moshe Smilansky,
one of the founders of Rehovot, admitted in 1914 that Zionists had paid too
little attention to Arabs, and while he hoped that compromise could be
reached, he harboured no illusions. “We should not forget that we are dealing
with a semi-savage people, with extremely primitive concepts’, he wrote.
“This is their nature: if they sense that you are strong they will yield to you
and repress their hatred; if they sense that you are weak, they will dominate
you. They equate gentleness with impotence.’”

By the first years of the twentieth century, the trajectory for Jewish
separatism in Palestine was firmly set. Arthur Ruppin told the 1913 Zionist
Congress in Vienna — which was closely followed in Palestine’s now
flourishing Arabic newspapers — that it was vital to concentrate on settling
Jews at a few points to ‘achieve ... the creation of a Jewish milieu and of a
closed Jewish economy in which producers, consumers and middlemen shall
all be Jewish’. Ruppin complained too that Jews in Jaffa were less willing to
display national solidarity because they lived in mixed neighbourhoods with
Arabs.”2 On the eve of the First World War Arab critics of Zionism were well
aware of these arguments, though they often exaggerated the numbers of



Jews in the country and the amount of land they had purchased.” Khalil al-
Sakakini, an influential Jerusalemite, confided in his diary in February 1914:
What I despise is this principle which [the Zionist] movement has set up, which is that it should

subjugate another [national movement] to make itself strong, and that it should kill an entire
nation so that it might live because this is as if it is trying to steal its independence and to take it
by deceit out of the hand of destiny. This independence, which is acquired by cash, whereby the

opportunity of other nations’ lethargy, weakness and indolence is exploited, is indeed a feeble
independence, founded on sand. What will the Jews do if the national feeling of the Arab nation

is aroused; how will they be able to stand up to [the Arabs]?”*

Filastin echoed these fears a few months later, and made a clear distinction
between Jews and Zionists:
Ten years ago the Jews were living as Ottoman brothers loved by all the Ottoman races ... living
in the same quarters, their children going to the same schools. The Zionists put an end to all that

and prevented any intermingling with the indigenous population. They boycotted the Arabic

language and the Arab merchants, and declared their intention of taking over the country from its

inhabitants.”>

But the Jews at least, for the moment, felt confident enough of the way
ahead. Aaron Aaronsohn, born in Romania but raised in Zichron Yaakov (the
largest Jewish employer of Arab workers), boasted of their achievements as
the Allied victory over the Ottoman Empire finally neared in 1917: “We have
strictly avoided Arab infiltration in our villages and we are glad of it. From
national, cultural, educational, technical and ... hygienic points of view the
policy has to be strictly adhered to.’”® The Balfour Declaration and Britain’s
conquest of Palestine offered the Zionists dazzling new opportunities in their
promised land.
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1917-1929

‘Every native population in the world resists colonists as long as it has the slightest hope of being able
to rid itself of the danger of being colonized. That is what the Arabs in Palestine are doing, and what
they will persist in doing as long as there remains a solitary spark of hope that they will be able to
prevent the transformation of “Palestine” into the “Land of Israel”.’

Vladimir Jabotinsky

‘THE USUAL PALESTINIAN TYPE’

British rule quickly revealed both the scale of Zionist ambition and the depth
of Arab hostility, though the latter was muted until military operations
against Turkish forces ended with the capture of Damascus in October 1918.
In April Chaim Weizmann led a Zionist commission ‘to investigate present
conditions of the Jewish colonies’ on an official trip to the country, where it
demanded the use of Hebrew as an official language and the flying of the
blue and white Star of David flag. When the commission visited Hebron, an
accompanying Jewish journalist reflected the Zionists’ hopes for the future —
despite the obvious obstacles ahead. ‘Some day it will be a fine city’, he
reported.

But at present it is otherwise. The Arabs — there are said to be about 20,000 of them — are of the
usual Palestinian type, and though many of them are quite rich, they are content to spend their
days in dirty narrow streets and to go about clothed like beggars. The number of Jews is now

about 850.%



In this confident mood — redolent of encounters elsewhere between European
colonialists and natives — the Zionists marked the first anniversary of the
Balfour Declaration with a parade in Jerusalem. That was met by Arab
protests near the Jaffa Gate, demanding the withdrawal of the declaration? —
henceforth repeated on 2 November every year — and by the creation of a new
Muslim—Christian Association (MCA),” the first Palestinian nationalist
organization, with branches across the country. ‘Palestine is Arab’, declared
the MCA:

Its language is Arabic. We want to see this formally recognized. It was Great Britain that rescued

us from Turkish tyranny and we do not believe that it will deliver us into the claws of the Jews.

We ask for fairness and justice. We ask that it protect our rights and not decide the future of

Palestine without asking our opinion.?

It was a blunt message that heralded conflict in an atmosphere that was
changing ominously. Musa al-Alami, a young Arab lawyer, noted how his
old Sephardi Jewish friends in Jerusalem had severed contacts with Arabs at
the behest of the ‘tough and aggressive Ashkenazim’.>

High-level diplomacy was one response to Arab enmity. In June 1918
Weizmann travelled south to Aqgaba in Transjordan to meet Emir Faisal, the
third son of Sharif Hussein of Mecca and commander of the Arab forces that
had swept up from the Hijaz, with British support, to fight the Turks. The
Zionist leader believed he had created ‘the basis of a long-term friendship’
with the handsome and intelligent Hashemite prince; his admiration for ‘the
greatest of all the Arabs’, which never dimmed,® contrasted sharply with his
contempt for the truculent Palestinian variety. ‘It is in our interest,’
Weizmann explained to colleagues, ‘to localize the Arab question, to take it
from Jerusalem to Damascus. To take Palestine out of Pan-Arabia and to get
them to concentrate on Bagdad, Mecca and Damascus.’” Faisal believed that
Jewish money and influence in America would help the cause of Arab
nationalism and secure him the throne of Syria in the face of strong French
opposition — an approach that has been dubbed an ‘exchange of services’.?
The two men met again in London before signing their agreement in January
1919, ahead of the Paris peace conference. On paper it was a remarkable
achievement. Article 4 stipulated:

All necessary measures shall be taken to encourage and stimulate immigration of Jews into

Palestine on a large scale, and as quickly as possible to settle Jewish immigrants upon the land

through closer settlement and intensive cultivation of the soil. In taking such measures the Arab

peasant and tenant farmers shall be protected in their rights and shall be assisted in forwarding
their economic development.



It stipulated too that ‘the Mohammedan holy places were to be under
Mohammedan control’. Faisal, however, added an important caveat in Arabic
to the English text: the agreement would be null and void unless the Arabs
were granted full independence. When they were not, Weizmann continued
to believe the deal was valid. In reality, with the French and British in firm
control across the region, the agreement was a dead letter within a few
months.

It was not the last time that Zionists would seek to resolve the conflict over
Palestine by subsuming the issue in a wider Arab context. Years later,
Weizmann harked back to the 1919 agreement as a tragically lost opportunity
for mutually beneficial co-operation. It became an enduring staple of Zionist
propaganda — or self-delusion — that ‘Faisal’s dream was allowed to perish’.?
That ignored the fact that neither the Hashemite prince nor any other Arab
leader could, at least openly, oppose Palestinian interests. Nor was it the last
time that there was a jarring disconnect between the grand ambitions of
diplomacy and the reality of the confrontation taking shape on the ground.
Weeks after the Paris peace conference rejected Faisal’s demands for Syria,
Zionist officials met to discuss relations with ‘our neighbours’. Ben-Gurion,
by now the leader of the Ahdut haAvoda (Labour Unity) movement, was the
most eloquent and clear-sighted of the pessimists: ‘Everybody sees a
difficulty in the question of relations between Arabs and Jews,’ he said.

But not everybody sees that there is no solution to this question. No solution! There is a gulf and

nothing can fill this gulf. It is not possible to resolve the conflict between Jewish and Arab

interests [only] by sophistry. I do not know what Arab will agree that Palestine should belong to

the Jews — even if the Jews learn Arabic. And we must recognise this situation. If we do not
acknowledge this and try to come up with ‘remedies’ then we risk demoralisation ... We, as a

nation, want this country to be ours; the Arabs, as a nation, want this country to be theirs.---

GRIEVANCES, PROPAGANDA AND INSECURITY

It had long been impossible to entertain the illusion that Palestine was an
empty land. “The land-owning and commercial classes among the Palestinian
Arabs are genuinely afraid that the Zionist plan involves their land being
expropriated and ousted from taking any part in the industrial and
commercial development of the country’, the Zionist Review commented in
early 1920.

They are opposed, and justifiably opposed, to an exclusive Jewish domination either in the
political or in the economic sphere, and they are bound to oppose Zionism so long as they think



that such domination is among the aims of Zionism. But it would be a great mistake for Zionists
to conclude that this opposition is irremovable, and to base their policy on that hypothesis.---

That was an optimistic conclusion, and arguably a false one. It was already
clear that the Arabs rejected the Balfour Declaration along with Jewish
immigration and land sales, even if that genuinely meant greater prosperity
for all. That latter Zionist promise was unconvincing however, and not least
because of the land question: in Ottoman times, tenants had not been evicted
when land ownership changed, but simply answered to a new landlord. Now
they were evicted, and that ‘incomprehensible innovation’ naturally fuelled
fears about the future.** At best, the Zionists continued to argue, relations
with the Arabs would improve as the Jewish presence became stronger and
generated economic growth. If relations did not improve, then so be it.

Ronald Storrs, the British military governor of Jerusalem and author of the
most elegant memoir penned about the early years of British colonial rule,
described an atmosphere that was ‘always critical, frequently hostile,
sometimes bitterly vindictive and even menacing’!® as Arab resentment
spread. Storrs noted how ‘two hours of Arab grievances drive me into the
synagogue, while after an intense course of Zionist propaganda I am prepared
to embrace Islam’.** In March 1920, Jewish feelings of insecurity were
fuelled by attacks on the settlements of Metullah and Tel Hai in northern
Palestine, the result of tensions in French-controlled Lebanon and Syria. The
hero’s death of Joseph Trumpeldor, a Russian-born HaShomer member who
had lost an arm fighting for the Tsar in the Russo-Japanese war of 1904-5,
became the object of a cult of patriotic sacrifice: a Zionist version of ‘dulce et
decorum est’. Beyond Trumpeldor’s martyrdom, Tel Hai came to symbolize
the link between land, labour, sweat and blood, encapsulated in the slogan: ‘a
place once settled is not to be abandoned’.*>

Incidents of Jews being attacked by Arabs became more frequent.*®
Zionists complained that the British were not prepared to act, but Storrs
assured Jewish representatives that security would be adequate during the
Muslim Nebi Musa pilgrimage in the Judaean desert near Jericho, in April. In
the event three days of violence in Jerusalem left 5 Jews dead and 200
injured; 4 Arabs were killed with 25 injured. Jewish anger focused on the
British administration for not acting firmly. An official British report,
unpublished at the time, focused on Arab fears of Jewish immigration and
settlement, though the military’s response was criticized too. ‘All the
carefully built relations of mutual understanding between British, Arabs and



Jews seemed to flare away in an agony of fear and hatred’, Storrs lamented,
with the familiar exasperation of the ‘man on the spot’ found wanting by
distant peers in the imperial capital.
Our dispositions might perhaps have been better ... but I have often wondered whether those
who criticised us ... could have had the faintest conception of the steep, narrow and winding
alleys within the Old City of Jerusalem, the series of steps up or down which no horse or car can
ever pass, the deadly dark corners beyond which a whole family can be murdered out of sight or

sound of a police post not a hundred yards away. What did they know of the nerves of Jerusalem,
where in times of anxiety the sudden clatter on the stones of an empty petrol tin will produce a

The Palin Report described a ‘condition of affairs when the native
population, disappointed of their hopes, panic-stricken as to their future,
exasperated beyond endurance by the aggressive attitude of the Zionists, and
despairing of redress at the hands of an Administration which seems to them
powerless before the Zionist organisation, lies a ready prey for any form of
agitation’.** The militant right-wing Russian Zionist leader Vladimir
Jabotinsky, who had served in the British army during the war and who tried
to lead Jewish defence efforts in Jerusalem, was sentenced to fifteen years’
penal servitude. But after protests in the House of Commons his sentence was
reduced to a year and his legacy of activism lived on.

A MANDATE FOR CHANGE

Among the Arab community the idea of a distinct Palestinian national
identity had continued to spread since the end of the war, encouraged in part
by the gradually dawning realization of Zionist ambitions and the creation of
a separate British administration for the country.’® In February 1919 the first
congress of Muslim—Christian Associations declared unity with Syria, though
support faded when Faisal’s rule collapsed and he was expelled by the French
the following summer. Questions also started to be asked in Arab circles as to
exactly what Faisal had agreed with Weizmann.

In May 1920 the San Remo conference granted Britain the Mandate for
Palestine under the Covenant of the League of Nations. Syria, including
Lebanon, and Mesopotamia (Iraq) were to be provisionally recognized as
independent but meanwhile were to be assisted and advised by France and
Britain respectively. The intention was to govern these former Ottoman
territories ‘until such time as they are able to stand alone’. Arab leaders were
to argue from then on that the British were obliged on that basis to facilitate



the creation of an independent Arab state in Palestine — though that was
clearly not compatible with the commitment to establish a Jewish national
home. Transjordan was briefly a no-man’s-land until being attached to the
British Palestine Mandate, but was exempted from Balfour’s pledge under the
rule of Faisal’s brother, the Emir Abdullah bin Hussein. The Arabian
peninsula remained a battleground between Sharif Hussein and the Al Saud.

Britain’s first high commissioner for Palestine, Sir Herbert Samuel, a
leading Liberal Jewish politician, arrived by cruiser in Jaffa in grand
viceregal style in tropical whites, plumes and cocked hat. “The military
authorities were nervous, and had made the most formidable preparations
against any possible eventuality’, Samuel recalled. ‘But nothing happened at
all, and the leading men of all the communities joined in a courteous
welcome.’2 The terms of the Mandate incorporated the Balfour Declaration
almost verbatim. Article 6, crucially, pledged to promote Jewish immigration
and land settlement; English, Arabic and Hebrew were declared official
languages. A ‘Jewish agency’ was to be recognized to advise the
administration, but there was no parallel Arab agency. The word ‘Arab’ did
not in fact appear in the text, while the word ‘Palestinian’ was used only with
reference to the acquisition of citizenship by Jews. Arab hostility was
guaranteed from the start. The feeling was reciprocated: Weizmann’s
colleague, the Russian-born Menachem Ussishkin, refused to shake hands
with the mufti of Jerusalem, Kamal al-Husseini, at a reception Storrs
organized for the high commissioner.*

In December 1920 the MCA'’s third Palestinian Congress in Haifa dropped
its demand for union with Syria — and rejected the Balfour Declaration. It also
elected an Arab Executive (AE) committee led by Musa Kazem al-Husseini
of the eminent Jerusalem family. Palestinians began to focus more on the fate
of Palestine. Arabic educational works on geography and history that were
published in the 1920s reflected this clearly. And so, increasingly, did
political behaviour: ‘After the recent events in Damascus we must change our
plans entirely,” Musa Kazem told supporters. ‘Southern Syria is no more. We
must defend Palestine.’==

If official British policy was clear, there were grave doubts about it in
private. ‘It is indeed difficult to see how we can keep our promises to the
Jews by making the country a “national home” without inflicting injury on
9/10ths of the population’, one official confided to his diary. ‘But we have
now got the onus of it on our shoulders, and have incurred odium from the



Moslems & Christians, who are not appeased by vague promises that their
interests will not be affected.”* In August 1921, reviewing his first year in
the post, the high commissioner referred pointedly to those Zionists “who
sometimes forget or ignore the present inhabitants of Palestine’, and who
suddenly ‘learn with surprise and often with incredulity, that there are half-a-
million people in Palestine, many of whom hold, and hold strongly, very
different views’.2

Weizmann’s diplomacy had not succeeded in defusing Arab opposition.
Other less subtle methods were tried as well. In May he met a Nablus
notable, Haydar Bey Touqan, a former mayor and Ottoman MP, and
promised him £2,000 to conduct pro-Zionist propaganda. Touqan managed to
produce petitions from ten villages in support of British rule and Jewish
immigration and condemning the Jerusalem riots. In all some eighty such
petitions appeared.” Another tack was to exploit existing divisions and
encourage new ones. Chaim Kalvarisky, one of the most colourful figures in
the world of Jewish-Arab relations, was tasked by the Zionist executive to
promote the formation of Muslim National Associations to counter the
nationalist Muslim—Christian Associations. The Polish-born, French-educated
Kalvarisky, an agronomist by training, was considered the Yishuv’s leading
‘expert’ on Arabs (many others would follow). He had served as a land agent
in Galilee for many years, dispossessing Arab peasants, while professing
sensitivity to Arab feelings.2® Arab ‘farmers parties’ were established in
Nazareth and Jenin under his aegis to ‘maintain and deepen the divide’#
between the villages and the urban elite — a tactic that was to resurface
decades later. Newspapers were persuaded to adopt a pro-Zionist — or at least
a neutral — policy. Bribes were paid to secure the postponement of a
nationalist congress until after a sensitive holiday period when trouble
seemed likely.?® Kalvarisky’s boldest initiative was to ‘buy’ Musa Kazem,
president of the Arab Executive.?’ Other plans to buy Arab support, or
inaction, failed to materialize because of shortages of cash. And nor, felt
some Zionist critics, were these efforts effective: “The signature of the
professional petition-monger or the temporary benevolence of a venal editor
have no appreciable effect on the situation’, commented one official, ‘and in
general little can be done by the mere distribution of casual bribes, except,
perhaps, on a vastly larger scale than it is possible to contemplate.’*

Kalvarisky’s activities were by their nature discreet, but he hardly operated
under deep cover. Arab interlocutors regarded him with open contempt: Awni



Abdel-Hadi of Nablus, a prominent nationalist lawyer, told Kalvarisky
frankly that he preferred dealing with Zionists who did not claim to be
seeking rapprochement:
You always speak of a Jewish-Arab agreement or good relations between Jews and Arabs. I tell
you frankly that I would rather deal with Jabotinsky or Ussishkin than you. I know that they are
our declared enemies who want to crush us, take our lands and force us to leave the country —
and that we have to fight them. You, Kalvarisky, seem to be our friend but in the end I can see

no difference between your goal and Jabotinsky’s. You also support the Balfour Declaration, the

national home, unrestricted immigration and the continuous purchase of Arab lands — which for

me is a matter of life and death.>!

Abdel-Hadi would repeat his view of the inevitability of conflict in later
meetings with Zionist representatives.*

MAY DAY

Neither bribes nor diplomacy prevented the next wave of violence to hit
Palestine. In May 1921 rioting erupted in Jaffa. It was triggered by a May
Day clash between rival Communist and socialist Jewish groups in the
Manshiyeh quarter, bordering Tel Aviv. The main target was the hostel for
new Jewish immigrants, where ‘pioneer couples who walked arm in arm
through the streets were for the Jaffa Arabs the most tangible demonstration
of the moral and social ruin which Palestine faced from Jewish
immigration’.>* Ten thousand Jews had entered the country via Jaffa port
since the previous September alone — largely East European Zionists and
socialists who been born among the pogroms of Tsarist Russia and had spent
their youth in the turmoil of war and revolution. Arab press reports
complained of the spread of ‘Bolshevik’ ideas — a common theme; social
mores — the provocatively immodest appearance of Jewish women — were a
particular preoccupation. Mixed bathing was another.

Trouble spread across the country. Attacks on the Jewish colonies of Petah
Tikvah and Hadera (founded by Hovevei Tzion in 1891) were repulsed only
by the deployment of British cavalry and aircraft. Martial law was declared.
Over six days of violence forty-one Jews and forty-four Arabs were killed.**
Of the Jewish victims, the best known was the writer Yosef Haim Brenner,
who had become profoundly pessimistic about relations with the Arabs. To
Jewish fury, Sir Herbert Samuel also announced a temporary halt to Jewish
immigration. Fines and other collective punishments were imposed on Arab
communities. ‘It was my first encounter with the experience of terror, death,



the Arab as an enemy’, one Jewish youngster recalled later.2> The bloodshed
was the most alarming sign yet that Arab—Zionist tensions were likely to be a
serious problem for the British authorities. The Haycraft Commission, which
investigated the events, dismissed the view of Yishuv spokesmen that the
trouble was the work of ‘demagogues, agitators and effendis’ — anything but
the expression of growing Arab political opposition. ‘Feeling against the
Jews was too genuine, too widespread and too intense to be accounted for in
above superficial manner’, it reported.?® Samuel, echoing the commission’s
findings, told Weizmann: ‘I have come to the conclusion that the importance
of the Arab factor had been underestimated by the Zionist movement; unless
there is very careful steering it is upon the Arab rock that the Zionist ship
may be wrecked.’?” The report implied, Weizmann complained, ‘that the
Zionist desire to dominate in Palestine might provide further ground for Arab
resentment’.”” At the high commissioner’s urging Weizmann met a
Palestinian Arab delegation, led by Musa Kazem al-Husseini (the intended
recipient of sweeteners from Kalvarisky) in London that November to discuss
future constitutional arrangements, but there was little common ground. The
suspicious atmosphere was not conducive to progress. Weizmann asked a
student from Haifa, David HaCohen, to book a room in the Arab delegation’s
hotel under an assumed name and obtain copies of their documents.*> ‘Dr
Weizmann, while his speech was conciliatory, adopted an unfortunate
manner in delivering it’, reported a British official. ‘His attitude was of the
nature of a conqueror handing to beaten foes the terms of peace. Also I think
he despises the members of the delegation as not worthy protagonists — that it
is a little derogatory [sic] to him to expect him to meet them on the same
ground.’?’ In private, Weizmann was even harsher, telling a colleague that the
Arab delegation was ‘fifth-rate’."!

Like the more limited trouble in Jerusalem the previous year, the unrest
was a powerful fillip to plans for Jewish self-defence: another answer to
worries about how to ‘deal with’ Arab opposition to Zionism, or ‘the Arab
question’ as it was now routinely called by the Jews. In December 1920 the
newly established Histadrut (General Federation of Hebrew Labour in
Palestine) had resolved to set up a volunteer defence organization called the
Haganah (Defence).”? HaShomer, the Jewish settlement guards group that
had been established in 1909, was abolished. Under its founder Eliahu
Golomb, the Haganah held a first ‘officers training course’ in August 1921.
Arms-smuggling increased, with two hundred pistols brought into the



country. Intelligence-gathering, focused inevitably on Arabs, became better
organized. Jabotinsky, now out of prison, campaigned in vain for the revival
of the Jewish battalions of the Great War and their incorporation into the
British garrison in Palestine. Not long afterwards he was to call for an ‘iron
wall’ to protect the fledgling Jewish enterprise. That much-quoted phrase has
stuck as a succinct description of how, for all its talk of co-existence, the
Zionist movement really dealt with Arab opposition, despite significant
differences of emphasis between rival political movements. ‘Every native
population in the world resists colonists as long as it has the slightest hope of
being able to rid itself of the danger of being colonized’, Jabotinsky wrote.
“That is what the Arabs in Palestine are doing, and what they will persist in
doing as long as there remains a solitary spark of hope that they will be able
to prevent the transformation of “Palestine” into the “Land of Israel”.”*?
Discreet Haganah preparations helped avert more unrest in Jerusalem on 2
November, Balfour Day, by now a regular fixture in the secular calendar of
the accelerating conflict.

The Haycraft Commission noted another important change: shifting
perceptions by Arabs of their Jewish neighbours. ‘During the riots all
discrimination on the part of the Arabs between different categories of Jews
was obliterated’, the report commented. ‘Old-established colonists and newly
arrived immigrants, Chalukah [Haluka] Jews [living on charity handouts
from abroad] and Bolshevik Jews, Algerian Jews and Russian Jews, became
merged in a single identity, and former friendships gave way before the
enmity now felt towards all.”** The British, increasingly, rejected the standard
Zionist narrative about the fundamentally good relations between the two
communities: ‘It is all very well to say that there has been peace for a
generation between Arabs and Jews. It was the sort of peace that exists
between two bodies of men who have little or nothing to do with each

other.”®

BLURRING DIFFERENCES

On the surface, relative calm reigned for the next few years. In 1922 the
British Mandate was confirmed by the League of Nations and the country’s
boundaries, based on the three Ottoman provinces of southern Syria, were
fixed. Transjordan became a separate entity where Balfour’s promise did not
apply, to the fury of Zionists who claimed it as part of their biblical
patrimony and objected to what they denounced as ‘partition’ — a theme



which would reappear in years to come. The territory across the river was
ruled by Emir Abdullah, the younger son of Sharif Hussein of Mecca, under
British tutelage.

By this time the Zionist enterprise had already been under way for four
decades, though it had not yet brought about a significant demographic
transformation: Palestine’s 757,000 inhabitants consisted of an overwhelming
majority of Arabs, with a Jewish minority of 83,000 or 11 per cent of the
population. But immigration continued apace. The third aliya, dated from
1919 to 1923, brought in 35,000 largely Russian and Polish and mostly
socialist Jewish newcomers. These halutzim (pioneers) played an important
role in establishing kibbutzim and other collective Zionist organizations such
as Gdud haAvoda (the labour battalion). Its members built roads, drained
swamps and undertook other public construction projects, and did much to
mould the ethos of an autonomous society built by Hebrew labour — the word
Hebrew (Ivrit) deliberately replacing the word Jewish. ‘We came to this land
to build it and to be rebuilt in it’, went a popular song of the time, reflecting
the notion that a ‘new Jew’ — tough, dedicated, muscular and Hebrew-
speaking, who rejected the values of the Diaspora — was being created in the
ancient homeland.

Arabs were not part of that exclusive nationalist vision. Employing Arabs
was frowned upon in particular: in the early 1920s a Jewish farmer from
Rishon LeZion complained to a British official that he had been ordered by
the Jewish Agency to dismiss the local Arabs he had grown up with and
employed as herdsmen and ploughmen, and instead engage new Jewish
immigrants at higher pay.

If he dismissed the Arabs in the summary manner suggested, such bad feeling would be created

that, being a vindictive people, they might well burn his crops ... The Jews who had been

proposed to him as labourers knew nothing about farming and ... local conditions. The Arabs
would work to all hours of the night if it were a question of getting a crop in before the rain; the

Jews would down tools precisely at six o’clock, no matter what the weather.®

The next wave of mass Jewish immigration during the Mandate — the
fourth aliya — is dated from 1924 to 1929. The majority of these newcomers
were from Poland, hit by a severe economic crisis and a wave of anti-Semitic
persecution. (They were known as the ‘Grabski aliya’, named after the Polish
prime minister whose financial reforms had badly affected the country’s
Jews.) This influx was very different sociologically from the ideologically
motivated pioneers of the past, those Weizmann admiringly called ‘the men



of Degania and Nahalal’. It included substantial lower- and middle-class
elements who brought their savings — $2,500 was the minimum required for a
new ‘capitalist’ immigration certificate — to invest in workshops, businesses
and services. Weizmann was not best pleased. ‘Some of them were little
disposed to pull their weight in a new country’, he wrote later. ‘A few, in
their struggle for existence, showed anti-social tendencies; they seemed never
to have been Zionists and saw no difference between Palestine as a country of
immigration and, for instance, the United States.” Too many of the
newcomers smacked of the ‘life of the ghetto’.?” Large numbers settled in Tel
Aviv, which was now billed as the ‘white city’ on the Mediterranean sands.
As early as 1918, a new Hebrew geography book described it as ‘a European
oasis within an Asian desert’ and praised its straight, paved streets planted
with gardens and flowers, everything ‘new and shining’.** An influx of
capital and residents, some of them turning their backs on Jaffa after the 1921
unrest, triggered a construction boom.#> Cultural life flourished with a theatre
and orchestra, though less attractive aspects included prostitution. In the
words of a 1924 police report: ‘Suddenly we began to see ... cars of wealthy
Arabs and Christians from Jaffa arriv[ing] in Tel Aviv in the middle of the
evenings and parked alongside the houses [of] ... new female immigrants,
[and] the wild debauchery continued until the wee hours of the night.”>®

New newspapers and publishing houses gave a boost to the spreading
Hebrew language. Tel Aviv’s population grew from just 2,000 in 1920 to
34,000 by 1925, the year the Scottish town planner Patrick Geddes drew up a
master plan for the city. Jaffa was still bigger, but was gradually cut off from
the Arab villages in its hinterland by the creation of a contiguous zone of
Jewish settlement.>! “We saw the Arabs as our neighbours and cousins’, a Tel
Aviv native recalled.

We knew the baker and the greengrocer, the people selling strawberries, prickly pears and bouza

[ice-cream in Arabic]. When someone in Tel Aviv said: ‘I’m going into town’, they meant to

Jaffa. That’s where you went to have fun, shop, work, and above all to go [to] the port, the centre

of social life. Still there was a sense of anxiety and insecurity about wandering around in Jaffa.
The [Arab] shabab — young guys, louts and thugs used to swear at Jews and provoke them.

British officials and police often encouraged them.>?

By the spring of 1925 Palestine’s total Jewish population was 108,000.2
This was a landmark year: the first time the number of Jews who came to
Palestine exceeded the number who entered the US, after the imposition of
immigrant quotas there.>* To a visiting British journalist in 1927, Tel Aviv
was



a perfect freak in Palestine ... rather like Alexandria but without any flavour of the East. The
streets were crowded. Wide hipped German & Polish & Russian girls wheeling prams — an
endless file — & men looking as though they were using Sunbronze on their fat aquiline features.

Not a word of English & my questions for direction not understood.>>

Modernity and prosperity went hand in hand. British policy under the
Mandate gave open preference to Jewish development, providing ‘a
propitious environment for the growth of a larger and more homogeneous
Zionist enclave, which in turn led to the bifurcation of Palestine’s
economy’.2® In 1922 an electricity concession was granted to the Russian-
Jewish industrialist Pinchas Rutenberg, who built a grid which supplied
power to Jaffa, Tel Aviv, Jewish settlements and British military facilities,
and later constructed a power station at Naharayim on the Jordan. Winston
Churchill, the colonial secretary, told MPs that the bidding process had not
been unfair since ‘the Arabs of Palestine would not in a thousand years have
taken effective steps towards the irrigation and electrification of Palestine’.
The Palestine Potash works at Sedom on the Dead Sea was another enterprise
that depended on Jewish investment and technological prowess.>’

Politically, the question of ‘relations’ with the Arabs seemed less urgent to
the Zionists in the mid-1920s, but it had not, of course, gone away.
Kalvarisky’s attempts to ‘buy’ Palestinian moderates yielded few positive
results, and his profligate methods were discredited until he was ordered ‘on
no account to have any control over the expenditure of Zionist funds’. Arab
work by Jewish institutions was scaled back. The Arab question’ — never a
high priority for the Jewish mainstream — faded from view. Jabotinsky was a
lonely and candid voice protesting against what he saw as the illusion of Arab
acquiescence in Zionism, denouncing ‘Kalvarisky’s bribes and Weizmann’s
peace-lies’.>® In 1925 he went on to found the New Zionist Organization,
better known as the ‘Revisionist movement’ because it wanted to ‘revise’ the
terms of the Mandate to include Transjordan within its scope. ‘There are two
banks to the Jordan’ went its famous slogan. ‘One is ours, and so is the
other.’

On the Arab side, a more pro-British mood was encouraged for a while by
concessions over land and the creation of a powerful Supreme Muslim
Council headed by Haj Amin al-Husseini, the mufti of Jerusalem, who had
been given the brand new title of Grand Mufti.>? In 1923, however, British
proposals for a legislative council met with the firm rejection of the fifth
Palestine Arab Congress, which opposed anything that was based on the
hated Balfour Declaration. The Yishuv was unhappy with the idea of any



representative institutions, given the still small number of Jews. The Zionists
agreed reluctantly to take part in council elections, but an Arab boycott and
subsequent low turnout meant that the results were declared null and void.
High Commissioner Samuel’s efforts foundered on the irreconcilable clash
between Britain’s support for a Jewish national home and the refusal of the
Zionists to accept minority status. It was another example of the way that
Arab actions and divisions often ended up inadvertently helping the Zionist
cause.

‘NO COMMON LANGUAGE’

If the economic prosperity of the mid-1920s boosted the self-confidence of
the Yishuv, there was still little sign that benefits were trickling down to the
Arab population, as Zionist propaganda always claimed was happening. Land
purchases expanded, notably in the Marj Ibn Amr (Jezreel or Esdraelon)
valley where sales by the absentee Sursuq family of Beirut attracted notoriety
but also distracted attention, misleadingly, from numerous smaller sales by
Palestinian Arabs.? More Jewish settlements were established on the coastal
plain. Land sales peaked in 1925. In late 1924, the annual conference of
Ahdut haAvoda, held at Ein Harod — one of the first kibbutzim — provided an
opportunity to debate the question of Zionist ‘relations’ with the Arabs. Its
conclusion was that the answer lay in the joint organization of Jewish and
Arab workers, and that there was no Arab ‘national movement worthy of the
name and that, at the current stage of development of the national home, a
political agreement with the Arabs of Palestine was neither practical nor
desirable’.®! Looking back at the debates over the proposed legislative
council, the Ahdut haAvoda leader Ben-Gurion spoke out forcefully against
representative government: ‘We must not be afraid to proclaim openly that
between us, the Jewish workers, and the leaders of today’s Arab movement,
the effendis, there is no common language’, he argued. Ben-Gurion did not
deny the right of the Arab community to self-rule — but he would not, and
clearly could not, concede their right to rule the country. Zionism was an
authentic and progressive national movement, in his view, and Arab
nationalism, the plaything of self-interested, reactionary leaders who wanted
only to keep the ignorant masses under their control, was not.*

Even then, however, some leading Zionists were aware of a nagging sense
of false security. “What continually worries me is the relationship between
Jews and Arabs in Palestine’, fretted Arthur Ruppin, the lawyer who had



opened the Palestine Office in Jaffa back in 1908. ‘Superficially it has
improved inasmuch as there is no danger of pogroms, but the two peoples
have become much more estranged in their thinking. Neither has any
understanding of the other.” Arab views reflected this pessimism in a bleak
mirror image: ‘It is a gross error to believe that Arab and Jew may come to an
understanding if only each of them exchanges his coat of extremism for
another of moderation’, the Palestinian Arab Congress reported to the League
of Nations in 1924. “When the principles underlying two movements do
clash, it is futile to expect their meeting halfway.’**

In 1925 Ruppin helped found a new organization — Brit Shalom (Covenant
of Peace). It was designed to foster Arab—Jewish understanding and promote
the idea of a ‘bi-national’ state. Dominated by Central European, largely
German-born Jewish intellectuals and pacifists — ‘all these Arthurs, Hugos
and Hans’, in the dismissive words of one critic® — Brit Shalom met
considerable hostility from the Zionist establishment, which saw it at best as
idealistic and naive, and at worst dangerously out of touch with the harsh
realities of life in Palestine. Other well-known members included Martin
Buber, the charismatic philosopher, the historian Gershom Scholem, and a
number of Jewish professors of oriental studies at the newly founded Hebrew
University of Jerusalem.

Arab hostility was unmistakable when Lord Balfour, accompanied by
Weizmann and Field Marshal Allenby, attended the inauguration of the new
institution on Mount Scopus, on 1 April that year, and a general strike was
declared. Hundreds of telegrams of protest arrived at Government House but
he drew no conclusions from driving through nearly empty streets.> By
contrast, he was warmly welcomed by Jews in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, and
especially in Balfouriya, a settlement founded near Afula by American
Zionists in honour of this ‘new Cyrus’ (the Persian king who had liberated
the Jews from their Babylonian exile). Later the same day, in Nazareth,
Balfour and his entourage were pelted with stones and had to be rescued by
British soldiers.%® Balfour also faced mass demonstrations on an ill-advised
visit to Damascus, where French troops guarding him killed three protestors.
Co-existence remained a noble aspiration: Brit Shalom promoted private
discussions, published a magazine and launched a programme of Arabic
evening classes for Jews as part of an effort to encourage friendly relations
between the two peoples. Kalvarisky and a handful of Sephardi notables also
joined. Brit Shalom’s appearance was seen by many Arabs as a welcome sign



of weakness in the mainstream Zionist movement.®” Politically, however, it

got nowhere.

Arab rivalries helped the Zionists. Ragheb al-Nashashibi, the scion of
another powerful Jerusalem family — Ronald Storrs called him
‘unquestionably the ablest Arab in Palestine’ — led opposition to the grand
mufti. Nashashibi’s Palestinian Arab National Party favoured co-operation
with the British administration and was denounced as treacherous by the
Arab Executive. The Zionists did whatever they could to encourage this
mutual vilification, providing financial support even as their own resources
dwindled.*”® Many prominent Arab families, including nationalist activists,
continued to sell land to Jews — an embarrassing issue that has been little
addressed in Palestinian historical literature.®? Beyond their local impact, land
transfers affected the wider Arab economy. After the Marj Ibn Amr valley
was sold, modern production methods and stockbreeding replaced traditional
cereal cultivation and herding; nearby Nazareth and Jenin, market towns for
the grain trade, suffered, while Haifa, which was better placed to service farm
machinery and sell cash crops, benefitted.”

In 1926 there was little organized Arab political activity at all, with even
the now-traditional strikes on Balfour Day temporarily forgotten. Against the
background of a deepening local economic crisis, marked by unemployment,
labour protests and even net Jewish emigration in 1927, Zionism seemed less
threatening than before. The Husseinis and Nashashibis set aside their
differences to seek a measure of self-government. The seventh (and last)
Palestinian Arab Congress in 1928 did not even demand the abrogation of the
Mandate or express opposition to Zionism.” Its sessions, Kalvarisky
reported, had been ‘practical and moderate’, though he did observe the loss of
influence of the aristocratic feudal families and the rising strength of the
‘extremist and chauvinist’ intelligentsia, with whom it was far harder for the
Jews to come to terms.”? Arab interest in co-operating with the government
attracted support because of the progress achieved by neighbouring countries
under Mandatory regimes (Iraq, Syria and Lebanon) towards establishing
self-governing and representative institutions — institutions which were so
conspicuously absent in Palestine.

GOING TO THE WALL

If economic depression bred political quiescence, the rumbling of a new
crisis ensured that the confrontation between Arabs and Jews was soon back



on everyone’s minds — and with an especially volatile element. It began with
a dispute over arrangements at the western (‘wailing’) wall of the Herodian
temple compound in Jerusalem’s Old City, which Jews believed was the site
of the Temple of Solomon. It is also the western wall of the Haram al-Sharif
(‘Noble Sanctuary’ or Temple Mount), known to Muslims as al-Buraq —
named for the horse the Prophet Muhammad had tethered there before
completing his ‘night journey’ to heaven. Muslims had long feared that the
Haram, site of the Dome of the Rock and the al-Aqsa mosque (Islam’s third
holiest site after Mecca and Medina), might be threatened. Jews had prayed at
the wall’s massive stones for centuries. In Ottoman times they were not
permitted to place benches, screens or Torah scrolls on the site, or do
anything that might be interpreted as a claim to possession. In reality, these
restrictions were not always observed, custom and practice proving laxer than
the letter of the law. Little changed under the British, who had pledged to
respect the status quo. In 1922, the Supreme Muslim Council (SMC) opposed
any attempt to enhance Jewish access and Haj Amin, the grand mufti, raised
large sums of money from Muslims to renovate the Haram. Now propaganda
about an alleged Zionist threat began to circulate in the Muslim world. (It
may have been based on a photomontage or drawing of the Haram in Zionist
propaganda leaflets and postcards that were intended to attract Jewish
funding.) Occasional inflammatory speeches fuelled suspicions. Modern
research has unearthed sketchy evidence of a plot by a Jewish extremist to
blow up the mosque — and his execution by the Haganah defence
organization.”” But there was no official Zionist plan to take over the Muslim
holy places. Even Weizmann’s agreement with Emir Faisal had stipulated
that they would remain under Muslim control. In such a tense atmosphere,
however, rumour, propaganda and exaggeration mattered more than facts.
This highly charged dispute escalated on Yom Kippur (the Jewish Day of
Atonement) 1928, when Jews brought a screen to the wall to separate male
and female worshippers. It was removed by police. When the British
reaffirmed the status quo, the SMC began a campaign to impose restrictions.
“The Muslims of Palestine are determined to sacrifice body and soul in order
to safeguard their religious rights’, warned a newspaper loyal to the mufti. ‘It
is enough that their national rights have been stolen from them.’” Zionist
pressure brought Arab counter-pressure. Months of rising tensions, a
provocative flag-waving demonstration by the Jabotinsky-inspired Beitar
Revisionist movement and mutual denunciations came to a head in the



summer heat of 1929.7 Tit-for-tat attacks in Jerusalem, and more protests,
were the prelude to the worst violence since 1917. On 16 August a Kurdish
Jewish teenager was stabbed to death by Arabs on the border between two
neighbourhoods. Contemporary accounts differ as to whether Avraham
Mizrahi had kicked a football into an Arab garden or stolen a courgette. In
normal times a trivial local dispute of this kind could have been easily settled.
But these were far from normal times.”

The violence began on the Haram al-Sharif after Friday prayers on 23
August. Several Jews were killed in Jerusalem, where there were complaints
that the British police failed to use force or even to fire warning shots to deter
the attackers. Haganah men rebuffed assaults from Lifta and Deir Yassin, on
the western edge of the city, on the nearby newly built Jewish suburb of Beit
Hakerem with its modest stone houses and red-tiled roofs. Lifta was singled
out by police and the Zionists as ‘as bad a village as there was round
Jerusalem’.”” Arabs from Qaluniya attacked the neighbouring Jewish village
of Motza. The dead knew their killers intimately — a reminder that Palestine’s
neighbours and enemies were all too often interchangeable. Of the entire
Maklef family, the only survivor was nine-year-old Mordechai, who survived
by jumping out of a window. (In 1948 he would take part in the battle for
Haifa, and in 1952 he became the second chief-of-staff of the Israeli Defence
Forces.)

MASSACRE IN HEBRON

The biggest Arab attack, in response to the news from Jerusalem, took place
in Hebron, home to the Tomb of the Patriarchs and the Ibrahimi mosque, a
revered religious site for Muslims and Jews. The sixty-four victims from the
city’s Orthodox Jewish community included a dozen women and three young
children who were killed in horrific circumstances. Raymond Cafferata, a
British police superintendent, described what he witnessed:

On hearing screams in a room, I went up a sort of tunnel passage and saw an Arab in the act of

cutting off a child’s head with a sword. He had already hit him and was having another cut, but

on seeing me he tried to aim the stroke at me, but missed; he was practically on the muzzle of

my rifle. I shot him low in the groin. Behind him was a Jewish woman smothered in blood with a

man I recognised as a[n Arab] police constable named Issa Sheriff from Jaffa. He was standing

over the woman with a dagger in his hand. He saw me and bolted into a room close by and tried
to shut me out — shouting in Arabic, “Your Honour, I am a policeman.’ ... I got into the room

and shot him.”%



In Safed, the holy city in upper Galilee, twenty-six died. Jews had lived
peacefully there, as they had in Hebron, for centuries, long before the advent
of Zionism, though tensions had risen in the preceding years as they had
across the country. Still, the leaders of the Hebron Jewish community had
rejected an offer to have Haganah men sent from Jerusalem to protect them.
In all 133 Jews and 116 Arabs were killed, most of the Arabs by British
police; 339 Jews and 232 Arabs were injured. Ben-Gurion called the Hebron
massacre a pogrom, comparing it to the notorious Kishinev killings in 1903,
immortalized in a famous Hebrew poem by Chaim Nahman Bialik, entitled
‘The City of Slaughter’. Eastern European anti-Semitism and Arab violence
in Palestine — portrayed by Arabs as legitimate resistance to Zionist
expansion — were thus fused into an indissoluble whole. Hebrew newspapers
filled page after page with stomach-churning descriptions of the atrocities and
pictures of the innocent victims. The lesson drawn by many was that Jews
must fight back when attacked. Haim Bograshov, principal of the Herzliya
Gymnasium in Tel Aviv, an elite school where Zionist values were proudly
inculcated, articulated the point:

Over the course of an entire generation we educated our children and pupils that they should not

hold out their necks to the slaughter, that they should not die like the dead of Safed, perish like

the butchered of Hebron. It is over. The time of riots has passed for us and will not return, for we

shall not let ourselves be killed without resisting.zg--

Unlike the Russian pogroms, though, the slaughter in Hebron was not
organized by the authorities. Hundreds of Jews were sheltered and saved by
their Arab neighbours. Yet it remained a shocking — and enduring — example
of the human cost of Arab hostility, which showed no sign of abating. In
October Arabs declared a general strike in protest at ‘blindly pro-Zionist’
British policies. In Nablus, singled out by the authorities for punishment,
eighty pupils from the government school were flogged on their bare
buttocks. That was ordered by a British official who was known for his
contempt for Arabs, believing only one in thirty ‘so endowed by nature as to
merit the expenditure of public money on his secondary education’.?’ The
British Commission of Inquiry under Sir Walter Shaw, however, decided that
the violence was not intended to be a revolt against British authority.

The Arabs called the attacks the ‘al-Buraq rebellion’ — a reference to the
Prophet’s winged horse. Jews would remember the events as the ‘1929
disturbances’. In June 1930 three Arabs, convicted of murder in Hebron and
Safed, were hanged in Acre prison, a crowd of hundreds waiting silently



outside as the executions were carried out on what became known as ‘Red
Tuesday’ after the poem by Ibrahim Touqan. Vigils were held in Haifa and
Nablus. ‘May the blood of these Palestinian martyrs water the roots of the
tree of Arab independence’, ran an Arabic eulogy.® The song ‘From Acre
Gaol’ (‘Min Sijn Akka’), by the popular poet Nuh Ibrahim, remains a staple of
Palestinian collective memory. By contrast, the Jewish policeman who killed
an entire Arab family in Jaffa had his death sentence commuted.®

In time, the 1929 violence would come to be seen as an important
milestone. Pan-Muslim sentiment had been aroused over the fate of the
Haram al-Sharif and was to remain a significant factor in mobilizing public
opinion and governments far beyond Palestine. In Palestine itself, the Arabs
sensed that the old distinction between Jews and Zionists was no longer valid.
In Hebron in particular, the establishment of a new yeshiva (religious school)
in 1924 had brought in American and European Jewish students; they were
not Zionist settlers but were still likely perceived as such by the local Arabs.:
Sephardi Jews from the old Yishuv closed ranks with Ashkenazi newcomers
and began to do what they had refrained from doing previously — joining the
Haganah and adopting an openly Zionist ethos.®* The Arab—Jewish
confrontation, in short, was becoming a more explicitly national one.

Moreover, awareness of the significance of that change sharpened: Jewish
voices from left and right compared the situation to sitting on a volcano.®
Christopher Sykes, an astute British chronicler of the Mandate years,
identified 1929 as ‘a cross-roads moment when mistakes could not easily be
undone’.?® In one of several similar cases, Arabs from Lifta on the western
outskirts of Jerusalem attacked the Nahalat Shiva Jewish neighbourhood in
the city centre, built on land their own forebears had sold years before. Was
that a reflection of a dawning understanding that it had been a terrible
mistake to allow the Zionists to gain the firm foothold they now had??’
Shmuel Yosef Agnon, the great Hebrew writer, lived through the trauma in
Talpiot, a new Jewish suburb of Jerusalem, which came under attack, and
described afterwards how his feelings towards Arabs had changed. ‘Now my
attitude is this. I do not hate them and I do not love them; I do not wish to see

their faces. In my humble opinion, what we now need is to build a big ghetto

Palmon, a Jewish native of Jaffa who was to become an influential Arab
‘expert’, saw 1929 as a turning point in the conflict. The violence ‘taught me



that we had only two alternatives before us: surrender or the sword’, he
reflected later. ‘I chose the sword.”®

AROUSING APPREHENSION

In what was becoming a familiar pattern under British Mandatory rule, the
events of 1929 were followed by another investigation and new policy
recommendations. In March 1930 the Shaw Commission concluded that ‘the
claims and demands which from the Zionist side have been advanced in
regard to the future of Jewish immigration into Palestine have been such as to
arouse among Arabs the apprehension that they will in time be deprived of
their livelihood and pass under the political domination of the Jews’.%
Ominously for the Jews, the commission pointed to the ‘landless and
discontented class’ being formed by Zionist expansion as the main source of
trouble, and urged that ‘directions more explicit’ should follow. Another
investigation, conducted by Sir John Hope Simpson, then looked at the
economic capacity of Palestine, and concluded that there was insufficient
land to meet the needs of Jewish immigrants. Rural Arab areas were already
experiencing an economic crisis aggravated by a poor harvest that forced
peasants to sell their land and migrate to the cities and the shanty towns
spreading around them. He warned:

The principle of the persistent and deliberate boycott of Arab labour in the [Jewish] colonies is

not only contrary to the Mandate, but it is in addition a constant and increasing source of danger

to the country. The Arab population already regards the transfer of lands to Zionist hands with
dismay and alarm. These cannot be dismissed as baseless in the light of the Zionist policy.

Zionist opinion found this accurate assessment ‘patronising and hostile’.>*

The White Paper that followed, issued under the name of the colonial
secretary Lord Passfield (Sidney Webb), appeared in October 1930. It
implied that future Jewish immigration to Palestine might have to be
restricted. The Zionists, unhappy with what felt like their diminishing
influence in London, were horrified. Chaim Weizmann resigned as president
of the Zionist Organization and the Jewish Agency, its British-recognized
executive arm. Passfield was attacked by pro-Zionist Labour MPs as well as
by the Conservative opposition, and the White Paper was revoked after
intensive lobbying that played on the weaknesses of Ramsay MacDonald’s
minority Labour government.?? In February 1931 MacDonald read out to
MPs a letter he had sent to Weizmann — the Arabs called it the ‘Black Letter’
— repudiating Passfield’s policy. ‘It was under MacDonald’s letter to me’,



Weizmann wrote, ‘that the change came about in the government’s attitude,
and in the attitude of the Palestine administration, which enabled us to make
the magnificent gains of the ensuing years.’?® In the wake of the alarming
events of 1929 the Zionist movement obtained a ringing reaffirmation of
Britain’s commitment to the national home. But there was no reappraisal of
Jewish relations with the Arabs of Palestine.

Occasionally, more critical voices were heard. Hans Kohn was a supporter
of Brit Shalom who unusually — though appropriately for a future leading
scholar of nationalism — described the Zionist—Arab confrontation against the
wider background of resistance to colonialism elsewhere: ‘I cannot concur
with [official Zionist policy] when the Arab national movement is being
portrayed as the wanton agitation of a few big landowners’, he wrote.

I know ... that frequently the most reactionary imperialist press in England and France portrays

the national movements in India, Egypt, and China in a similar fashion — in short, wherever the

national movements of oppressed peoples threaten the interest of the colonial power. I know how
false and hypocritical this portrayal is. We pretend to be innocent victims ... Of course the Arabs
attacked us in August. Since they have no armies they could not obey the rules of war. They
perpetrated all the barbaric acts that are characteristic of a colonial revolt. But we are obliged to
look into the deeper cause of this revolt. We have been in Palestine for twelve years ... without
having even once made a serious attempt at seeking through negotiations the consent of the
indigenous people. We have been relying exclusively upon Great Britain’s military might. We

have set ourselves goals which by their very nature had to lead to conflict with Arabs ... We

ought to have recognised that these ... would be ... the just cause, of a national uprising against

us ... we pretended that the Arabs did not exist. 24

Judah Magnes, the American reform rabbi and pacifist who became the
first chancellor of the Hebrew University, had drawn similar conclusions in a
controversial address around the same time, during which he was heckled by
students. ‘If we cannot find ways of peace and understanding, if the only way
of establishing the Jewish National Home is upon the bayonets of some
empire, our whole enterprise is not worth while; and it is better that the
eternal people that has outlived many a mighty empire should possess its soul
in patience, and plan and wait.’?> Still, these were the arguments of a tiny
Jewish minority with very little ability to influence the hardening mood in the
wake of the bloodshed. In 1931 Arthur Ruppin left Brit Shalom, and the
organization ceased to exist two years later due to the desertion of many
members and a chronic lack of funds.

Ben-Gurion, by now a powerful figure in the Labour movement, had
spoken frankly about the irreconcilable aspirations of Zionists and Arabs for
years, and he concluded in November 1929 that the existence of an Arab



national movement was now beyond doubt. “The Arab in Eretz Yisrael
should not and cannot be a Zionist,’ he told colleagues. ‘He cannot want the
Jews to become a majority. That is the source of the true confrontation
between us and the Arabs. We and they both want to be the majority.’?
Those comments were made in private. At the same time in public, however,
he maintained the official line that the disturbances were the work of ‘a
crowd, incited and inflamed by the fire of religion and fanaticism’.?” In
October he had already emphasized the need to focus on mass immigration
and to increase the physical security of the Yishuv, and sketched out a plan
called Bitzaron (Fortification). Gaps between existing settlements would be
closed — ‘joining the dots’, he called it — and, in future, settlements were to be
planned to ensure territorial contiguity. Jerusalem, not hitherto a priority, was
to receive special attention.

On the ground, another important effect of the 1929 violence was to
increase the physical separation between the country’s two communities.
Jews left Hebron completely, though three dozen Sephardi families returned
in 1931. The few Jews in Gaza and other overwhelmingly Arab areas of
Palestine also left. Under the pressure of a short-lived Arab boycott
movement, Jewish merchants left the Old City of Jerusalem as well as Arab
parts of Haifa and Jaffa and moved to predominantly Jewish neighbourhoods,
or to Tel Aviv. Acre’s small community of Salonika Jewish fishermen
decamped to Haifa. Arabs also left Jewish-dominated areas. ‘Arab drivers are
afraid to go into Jewish quarters and Jews into Arab ones’, recorded the wife
of a British official in Jerusalem. ‘And then one takes a car with Hebrew
numbers, thinking one has a Jewish driver, and finds oneself with an Arab
who has put up Hebrew numbers to get custom. All the drivers take two hats,
to wear a tarbush or an ordinary hat according to the district.’*® Demarcation
became sharper. ‘In every respect the schism between the two people was
now open and undisguised’, a British report noted.”” The trend towards
economic segregation was boosted too. The aftermath of the disturbances
gave a boost to the campaign for Hebrew labour, especially in the
countryside. The old idea of a joint Arab—Jewish workers’ organization,
never very successful, suffered a near-fatal blow. In the vineyard at Motza,
outside Jerusalem, where the Histadrut had previously campaigned in vain

lines were getting clearer.



4
1929-1936

‘Zionism cannot, in the given circumstances, be turned into a reality without a transition period
of the organised revolutionary rule of the Jewish minority.’
Chaim Arlosoroff

‘THE WOES INFLICTED ON PALESTINE’

On 2 November 1932 the now traditional Arab protests were held marking
Balfour Day. Filastin illustrated its front page with an elaborate cartoon
portraying Lord Balfour dominating a crude map of the country, holding his
‘accursed’ declaration. Emanating from it — ‘the woes inflicted on Palestine’
— are lines linked to different scenes illustrating the achievements of Zionism
under the protection of the British military, represented by a haughty, pipe-
smoking officer in riding boots, and by tanks, cannon and a warship off Haifa
Bay.! Elsewhere in the tableau Jewish immigrants stride energetically
towards Tel Aviv, passing a glum-looking Palestinian peasant family evicted
from their land, mounted on a camel plodding towards the desert. The
scenery is dotted with modern Jewish factories, mechanized agriculture,
bustling public works and Jewish enterprises for electricity and potash — all
important economic achievements for the Yishuv. In the corner — or on the
margin — stands a group of Arab men wearing European suits and tarbushes
and arguing heatedly (though presumably ineffectively) about the
transformation they are witnessing. Balfour, for good measure, appeared in
yet another drawing on the back page of the paper.



The Filastin cartoon well captured the gloomy mood in Arab Palestine
early in a decade of profound and destabilizing change, fifteen years after the
declaration. Later that Wednesday 2,000 people packed the only cinema in
Nablus, decked out with an Arab flag and portraits of Sharif Hussein and
King Faisal, for a protest rally to mark the occasion. Other events were held
in Jerusalem and Haifa.? The aftermath of the 1929 violence and the
disastrous ‘Black Letter’ saw intensifying political activity that did very little
to stem Zionist progress under the Mandate, though by 1931 Jews (now
numbering 175,000) still constituted less than 17 per cent of the country’s
total population.” In December that year the grand mufti, Haj Amin al-
Husseini, convened an Islamic conference in Jerusalem to warn of the
purported Jewish threat to the Muslim holy places. Arab newspapers
repeatedly warned about the fate of peasants in the light of land sales, which
accelerated from 1933, and named and shamed those who speculated or
traded in this precious national commodity.*

Prolonged legal wrangling over the sale to the Jewish National Fund of a
large Arab-owned tract in Wadi Hawarith, on the plain between Haifa and
Tel Aviv, highlighted this increasingly sensitive issue, especially after the
Shaw Commission noted the existence of a class of embittered and landless
Arabs in its report on the causes of the 1929 disturbances. In 1930 the
Bedouin tenants, men and women, attacked both the British policemen who
were pulling down their tents and the Jewish settlers who had begun
ploughing. What became known as the Wadi Hawarith affair ended in 1933
with the eviction of 1,200 Bedouin (though some were resettled elsewhere)
and by the now standard practice of renaming the area in Hebrew, as Emek
Hefer (mentioned in the First Book of Kings). The purchase was the third
largest during the Mandate period, a significant milestone in the Zionist effort
to ‘redeem’ land.> However, an attempt to emulate the Jews and set up a
national fund (Sunduq al-Umma) to save Arab land failed, despite a
partnership with the recently established Arab Bank. It was another example
of how Arab efforts were invariably unable to match the financial resources
and organizational abilities of the Zionists. Traditional Arab leaders were
again exposed as weak and ineffective, together with damaging though
inconclusive evidence that nationalist politicians had taken bribes or been
secretly involved in land sales.® In 1934 the newspaper Alif Baa reported,
highly unusually, that economic conditions were in fact better in Arab areas



where land had been sold to Jews. But it later transpired that the editor had
received a large payment from the Jewish Agency.”

Frustration with Arab shortcomings, and mounting alarm about the
strength and confidence of the Zionists, led to the creation of the Istiglal
(Independence) Party. This Pan-Arab organization was founded by Awni
Abdel-Hadi in 1932, part of a trend which saw Palestinian political life move
away from the great aristocratic and merchant families to a younger
generation of nationalist activists, often journalists and teachers who had
enjoyed a European education and admired Mahatma Gandhi’s ongoing
struggle against the British in India. Akram Zuwayter and Izzat Darwaza,
both from Nablus, were other leading figures in this milieu. Haifa, where
Jews by now made up nearly half of the population, became a stronghold for
the party.? The Istiglal view compared the British Mandate to a tree: if it was
felled then its Zionist ‘branch’ would fall too.? The Istiglal, commented a
British report, “was calculated to appeal to the younger generation of Arab
nationalists by its uncompromising concentration on the demand for national
freedom’.™ The fight for economic sovereignty was a significant part of its
platform, while the independent status enjoyed by Iraq after its 1930 treaty
with Britain was a source of encouragement.*: The party’s first rally in Haifa
celebrated the Battle of Hattin in 1187, where the Crusader forces had been
defeated by Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi (Saladin in popular Western memory).*2

Zuwayter had already resigned his post as a teacher at a government school
in Acre. Mayors and other Arab officials now came under pressure to quit as
well. Radicalization, or at least mobilization, was evident too in a new
National Congress of Arab Youth, athletics and soccer clubs, and in an
independent Arab scout movement, whose members patrolled the
Mediterranean coastline to try to prevent illegal Jewish immigrants from
landing — and to make the point that the Mandatory government was not
enforcing its own policies. Yet legal immigration was increasing every year,
and more than doubled Palestine’s Jewish population from 175,000 in 1931
to 380,000 in 1936 so that Jews then made up nearly a third of the country’s
total. The scouts — their troops often named after early Muslim heroes like
Khalid bin al-Walid — led nationalist parades or forced shopkeepers to shut
down on strike days.* They also organized protests when the Histadrut
picketed orange groves and building sites to intimidate recalcitrant Jewish
employers to stop hiring Arab workers, whose numbers increased in the
prosperous late 1920s and mid-1930s.



In February 1933 a secret meeting of activists from northern Palestine
heard a stark warning from Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim, an Istiglal leader and the
manager of the Arab Bank in Haifa. “The Jews are advancing on all fronts’,
read the report of the meeting by the Haganah intelligence service.

They keep buying land, they bring in immigrants both legally and illegally ... If we cannot

demonstrate to them convincingly enough that all their efforts are in vain and that we are capable

of destroying them at one stroke, then we shall have to lose our holy land or resign ourselves to
being wretched second-class citizens in a Jewish state.

Asked how the Jews could be made to see this point, Ibrahim answered: ‘By
doing what we did in 1929, but using more efficient methods.’** The British
were also aware of what was stirring. In June a CID intelligence report
remarked on ‘the training of the younger generation in political agitation,
under cover of national culture’.”> Cumulating tensions led to a decision by
the Arab Executive, under pressure to act, to declare a general strike to
protest against British policy. The Haganah and the Jewish Agency were on
high alert, anxious to avoid a repeat of the surprise of 1929, and kept careful
tabs on Arab plans by listening to the telephone calls of key leaders.*® On 13
October 1933 a large Arab demonstration — in defiance of an official ban —
was held outside government offices in Jerusalem. It was dispersed violently
though there were no fatalities. In Jaffa two weeks later police opened fire
after demonstrators refused to disperse; twenty-six Arabs were killed and the
nearly two hundred injured included the elderly Musa Kazem al-Husseini,
who was clubbed by police and died a few months later. Protests followed in
Nablus, Haifa and Gaza. Ben-Gurion, for one, was impressed by the strength
and cohesion of Arab opposition, which strikingly had targeted the British,
not Jews. The latest unrest represented a ‘serious and worrying turning point’,
he told Mapai (Workers’ Party) colleagues. The victims had been disciplined
demonstrators, not rioters or murderers. He called them ‘national heroes’ who
would be admired, especially by young Arabs."’

ZIONIST MISSION IMPOSSIBLE

Pessimism about the prospects for the Zionist project in the face of Arab
hostility had been growing. It was expressed in a sensational way in 1932 by
Chaim Arlosoroff, a scholarly young Labour leader who had become head of
the Jewish Agency’s political department. In a private letter to Weizmann,
Arlosoroff concluded that



Zionism cannot, in the given circumstances, be turned into a reality without a transition period of
the organised revolutionary rule of the Jewish minority; that there is no way to a Jewish
majority, or even to an equilibrium between the two races (or else a settlement sufficient to
provide a basis for a cultural centre) to be established by systematic immigration and
colonisation, without a period of a nationalist minority government which would usurp the state
machinery, the administration and the military power in order to forestall the danger of our being
swamped by numbers and endangered by a rising (which we could not face without having the
state machinery at our disposal).

Arlosoroff’s letter has been described as ‘prophetic’ because of its frank
admission that Zionist goals could not be achieved by agreement with the
Arabs. It may also be seen as a statement of what was by now obvious, even
if not often explicitly stated. Weizmann, in any event, did not reply.*® (When
Arlosoroff was murdered on the beach in Tel Aviv in June 1933 his death
was widely blamed on right-wing Revisionists, who were deeply hostile to
the Labour movement — though the perpetrators were probably Arab
criminals with no political motive.")

Arlosoroff’s gloom had been prompted in part by the need to campaign
against the British proposal, revived by the 1930 Passfield White Paper, for a
legislative council in which Jews and Arabs would participate on the basis of
their respective proportions of Palestine’s population. The problem for the
Zionists was the same as it had been a decade earlier: the Arab majority that
would inevitably dominate any council would clearly oppose the further
development of the Jewish national home. But rather than reject the idea out
of hand or acquiesce in a minority role, the Zionists instead sought a ‘parity’
formula that would recognize the financially significant role of world Jewry.
Ben-Gurion linked this to another proposal: that once the Jews had become
the majority in Palestine they would offer their help in creating an Arab
federation. It was a throwback to the idea behind Weizmann’s much-vaunted
agreement with Emir Faisal back in 1919 — a sort of political ‘grand bargain’
that would subsume Palestine in a pan-Arab context. In July 1934 Ben-
Gurion and Moshe Shertok (the only senior Zionist official who spoke
Arabic) met Awni Abdel-Hadi, the Istiglal leader, and made clear that for the
Jews, ‘this land was everything and there was nothing else. For the Arabs,
Palestine was only a small portion of the larger and numerous Arab
countries.” He compared their situation to that of English people living in
Scotland, who ‘were not a minority because they were part of the United
Kingdom, where they constituted a majority’.2 A few weeks later Ben-
Gurion raised the issue again, in the first of a series of meetings with Musa
al-Alami, a member of a prominent landowning Jerusalem family and a



government lawyer. Alami, in the words of his biographer, ‘seems to have
regarded the Zionists rather as a Kenya farmer regards elephants: dangerous
creatures always liable to destroy his property and quite capable of being
lethal, which he expects the government to keep under control but against
which he feels no personal enmity’, and was thus able to maintain relations
with Jewish leaders.?* But when Ben-Gurion suggested that the Zionists could
help the Arabs develop the country, Alami responded trenchantly that he
would rather wait for a hundred years and leave the land in a state of
backwardness as long as the Arabs did the job themselves.2*

Expectations were low and trust even lower. Earlier that year Leo Kohn, a
senior official in the Jewish Agency political department, met George
Antonius, who was then working on The Arab Awakening. Kohn’s report
oozed disdain for this ‘typical Levantine’ who was anxious to present himself
as ‘a cultured man of the 20th century’.** Outside the shadowy realm of
intelligence-gathering and clandestine co-operation, encounters between
Palestinian Arab and Jewish officials, let alone leaders, were extremely rare.
Ben-Gurion and the mufti may have both attended a formal reception given
by Sir Arthur Wauchope, the high commissioner, but that was the sum total

of their interaction.

FIGHTING BACK

Alongside the demonstrations of October 1933, other less visible activities
provided similar indications of growing Arab determination to resist the
British and the Zionists. Several secret military organizations were founded,
including the Jihad al-Muqaddas (Holy War), led by Abdul-Qader al-
Husseini, the son of Musa Kazem and the mufti’s nephew. By 1934 it had
collected financial contributions and acquired some firearms. Other smaller
groups appeared around the same time and followed a similar clandestine
path, buying and smuggling weapons and undergoing military training.2 The
border between nationalist-inspired resistance and ordinary criminality was
blurred, famously in the case of Abu Jilda, a publicity conscious, one-eyed
bandit from a village near Nablus, known as Robin Hood or the ‘Dillinger of
the desert’, who was executed in 1934 for killing a policeman. But the best-
known group, sometimes known as the Black Hand, was led by Sheikh
Izzedin al-Qassam, a charismatic Syrian-born preacher. Qassam’s name first
surfaced in connection with an ambush in which three members of Kibbutz
Yagur, near Haifa, were killed in April 1931. Intensive inquiries by the



Zionists and British failed to reach a definitive conclusion at that time.%
Several other incidents followed, including a grenade attack on a house in
Nahalal, a model settlement in the heart of the Jezreel valley. Qassam, who
had fought the French in Syria and been sentenced to death in absentia, had
been a Sharia court official and marriage registrar in Haifa and in 1928 had
been elected president of the city’s Young Men’s Muslim Association. In his
sermons in Haifa’s Istitqlal Mosque and elsewhere, he encouraged Bedouin
to resist the police and Jewish land purchases and called for armed struggle.
In November 1935 he and a group of followers set out for the hills of the
Jenin area. Arab sources suggest he was prompted by the accidental
discovery in Jaffa of a shipment of Belgian weapons hidden in barrels of
cement that were apparently intended for the Haganah — confirmation of their
mounting fears of Zionist plans.

Qassam and his band killed a Jewish police sergeant near Ein Harod — and
let two Arab policemen go. In the ensuing manhunt they were tracked down
to a forest near Yaabed where Qassam and two associates were killed by the
British, preferring death — ‘martyrdom’ — to surrender. Others fled into the
hills near Nablus or were arrested later. The ‘Qassamiyoun’ were a novelty:
the group’s two hundred or so members — estimates vary — were peasants or
marginalized urban workers recently arrived in Haifa from the countryside,
drawn by work in the port and driven by the landlessness, rising debt and
social dislocation that were typical of the period. ‘I sell my land and property
because the government forces me to pay taxes on it while I cannot even get
the basic needs for my own and my family’s sustenance,” one peasant
complained. ‘So I am forced to go to the rich people for a short-term loan at
50 per cent interest.’%’ In Haifa’s ‘Tin Town’ alone, in 1935, over 11,000
Arab workers lived in ‘hovels made out of old petrol-tins, without any water-
supply or the most rudimentary sanitary arrangements’.?2 Qassam’s followers
were also inspired by conservative Salafi Islam to fight the British and the
Jews and to eschew the compromises of the traditional Palestinian leadership:
Qassam had tried and failed to persuade the mufti to back a call for rebellion.
His was also the first organized attempt by Palestinian Arabs to use armed
struggle to promote their cause. Qassam’s funeral in Balad al-Sheikh was
attended by thousands and a cult of heroism and self-sacrifice grew up
around him;# his name lived on in the pantheon of Palestinian national
heroes for many decades later. Even Ben-Gurion paid Qassam a perceptive —
if self-referential — compliment, comparing him to Joseph Trumpeldor, the



hero of Tel Hai. The term ‘Arab question’, Ben-Gurion felt, was a misnomer.
‘Its real meaning was, in his view, nothing other than the question of how to
fulfill the objectives of Zionism notwithstanding the reality of an Arab
presence.’>

The mood in the Yishuv in the first half of the 1930s was one of pride in
Jewish achievements, wariness about the strength of Arab opposition — as
well as determination to carry on. Hitler’s rise to power in Germany in 1933
provided a grim backdrop that was as real and menacing for Jews as it was
remote for most Palestinians, and of course it boosted German-Jewish
immigration. Viewed through Palestinian eyes, the persecution of European
Jews was a European problem. ‘Palestine needs neither fascism nor Nazism
to arouse the feelings of her sons against Zionism and its designs in the Arab
world’, commented an article in Filastin in 1934.* Everything in Jewish
Palestine was ‘fair, promising and progressive’, thought Shimon Persky (later
Peres), an eleven-year-old when he arrived from Poland to join his parents
that same year. ‘Of course there were dangers’, the then-seasoned politician
reminisced decades later.

We were aware of them too. Among Arabs whom we saw coming in from nearby Jaffa, and

those from Zarnuga, close to Rehovot, were people who wanted to destroy this wonderful

homeland we were building. They walked around with keffiyehs wound round their faces,

accentuating their piercing, threatening eyes. Some wore red tarbushes and baggy pantaloons

that could easily conceal a shabriya, a vicious curved blade made for murder. It was impossible

to compromise with them, as everyone knew. There was no point in even trying. There was no
choice for us Jews. We would have to keep up our guard and defend ourselves when need be,

until the Arabs accepted our stake on the Land.??



5
1936-1939

‘An irrepressible conflict has arisen between two national communities within the narrow
bounds of one small country. There is no common ground between them. Their national
aspirations are incompatible.’

Peel Commission report, 1937

REBELLION

On the evening of 15 April 1936, three armed Arabs rolled barrels onto the
road near Nur Shams in the hills between Nablus and Tulkarem. They forced
passing vehicles to stop and demanded money to buy weapons and
ammunition. In one truck, loaded with crates of chickens, they found two
Jews, Zvi Dannenberg and Yisrael Hazan. A third Jew was travelling in
another vehicle. The gunmen shot them in cold blood. Hazan, a recent
immigrant from Greece, died on the spot and the two others were wounded,
Dannenberg dying later of his injuries. The unnamed perpetrators, who were
described by the British and Jews as highwaymen or bandits, were followers
of al-Qassam. The next day two members of a dissident Zionist group killed
two Arab labourers, Hassan Abu Ras and Salim al-Masri, in a roadside shack
near Petah Tikvah. ‘If they imagined that that would put an end to the
bloodshed,” commented the official Haganah account of the incident, ‘they
were soon to be disappointed.’ It was the start of the pattern of attack, reprisal
and counter-reprisal that was to set the country ablaze. Three years later the
conflict over Palestine had passed the point of no return.*



Hazan’s funeral in Tel Aviv on 17 April triggered assaults by Jews on
passing Arabs. By nightfall on the 19th, rioting had spread to Jaffa and nine
Jews had been killed with sixty injured. Curfews were imposed by police and
troops. Strikes spread across Arab areas, led by local national committees,
clubs and unions. Under popular pressure, the Husseini and Nashashibi
families buried their rivalry and set up a new Arab Higher Committee (AHC)
under the grand mufti, Haj Amin al-Husseini. It called for a general strike,
civil disobedience and non-payment of taxes. Thus began what Palestinians
still call their ‘great rebellion’ — ‘al-thawra al-kubra’. Zionists referred at the
time to rioting, or simply to ‘events’ (‘meoraot’ in Hebrew), which falls
dismissively short of the heroic image conjured up by the Arabic
terminology.? Semantic differences masked recognition by both sides,
however, that what was happening was a significant new chapter in the Arab—
Jewish struggle.

Palestine was ripe for one of its periodic outbreaks of trouble. Security had
been a preoccupation for the British and Zionists since the killing of al-
Qassam the previous November, while new discussions about a legislative
council had gone nowhere slowly. Arabs felt a growing sense of grievance —
and menace. The previous year had seen the largest single influx of Jewish
immigrants since the Mandate began: 65,000 Jews had arrived, most fleeing
persecution in Nazi Germany. In addition, an economic downturn had hit the
vitally important citrus sector hard.” In the wider world, the Italian invasion
of Abyssinia had been welcomed by Arab nationalists as a blow to British
prestige. The Palestinians again demanded a halt to Jewish immigration and
land sales, and the creation of a national —i.e. Arab — government. The
British responded by announcing a one-off increase in immigration quotas.

Attacks included crop-burning, wire-cutting, sniping and grenades thrown
at Jewish vehicles on main roads. Plantations of trees were cut down. Armed
bands began to form. ‘We made the Jews afraid’, boasted Omar Shehadi, a
teenage fighter from Safad. “They couldn’t work their land, or even switch
their lights on at night or go about at night.”* Bombs exploded in Haifa and
Jaffa and the railway line to Egypt was sabotaged near Gaza. It was a
challenge, though hardly a formidable military threat. In the early days
British soldiers described rebels carrying ‘ancient muskets using rusty nails
as ammo’ or throwing ‘home-made grenades which were beer cans stuffed
with stones ... with an explosive in it and a bit of fuse which made more
noise than cause any damage’.> Worse was to come. By June the high



commissioner, Sir Arthur Wauchope, was describing a ‘state of incipient
revolution’. Another British official noted: ‘Nothing happens during the day,
which makes the nights and the shooting seem nightmarish and unreal.’® Arab
militancy — and unity — seemed to be paying dividends. Filastin invoked the
memory of al-Qassam, printing a cartoon showing a worried Chaim
Weizmann looking on as the dead sheikh watched the mufti and Ragheb al-
Nashashibi overcoming their differences and shaking hands.” Ben-Gurion
admitted frankly that the ‘economic blessings’ of Zionism had had no effect
on Arab leaders. ‘Even if they admit it — and not all of them do — that our
immigration brings a material blessing to the land, they say — and from the
Arab viewpoint rightly so: “None of your honey and none of your sting.” **
Every day Hebrew newspapers printed black-edged death notices. In August
1936 a renowned Arab guerrilla leader, Fawzi al-Qawugji, a Lebanese
veteran of the nationalist struggle against the French, arrived in the country at
the head of a five-hundred-strong band of Syrians, Iragis and Palestinians,
and tried to consolidate the rebel forces into a well-co-ordinated army. It was
a ‘moment of hope’ that gave the revolt an air of respectability.” Wauchope
was as gloomy as Ronald Storrs had been after the disturbances of 1920. ‘I
was up early this morning’, he wrote to a colleague, ‘and could have wept as
I saw the walls of Jerusalem turn golden under the cloudless sky and thought

of — what you and I think of every sorrowful day.’*

DEFINING REVOLT

Ben-Gurion at least grasped that this escalating violence was ominous. In
private, he took issue with colleagues who questioned whether these ‘events’
constituted an uprising, as now seemed clear to him. ‘Perhaps in some book
there is a scientific definition of a revolt’, he commented,
but what can we do when the rebels themselves do not act according to the laws of science and
revolt according to their own understanding, their ideas and their ability? The Arabs are fighting
with a strike, with terror, sabotage, murder and the destruction of property ... against the

government — including Jewish immigration, which depends as they see it on the government.
What else do they have to do for their behaviour to be recognised as a rebellion and an uprising?

11
Public discourse was again very different. Ben-Gurion, Weizmann and
Moshe Shertok, head of the Jewish Agency’s political department, urged
British officials to crack down decisively on what they dismissed as mere
‘rioting’. It was a familiar argument: discontent was not deep-seated and



Arab peasants had been ‘terrorized’ by malcontents into making trouble.
Jewish leaders played up the half-hearted aspects of the strike and the
heterogeneous composition of what they called the ‘gangs’. A book by a
leading British Zionist, written in consultation with Ben-Gurion, described
the Arab movement as ‘led neither by a dispossessed Palestinian fellah nor by
a disappointed Palestinian effendi, but by Fawzi Kawakji [sic], an ex-Turkish
officer of Syrio-Turkish extraction and of Syrian citizenship. He has collected
around him Druses, Syrians, Iragis and brigands who ... flock to any place
where there is chance for excitement and perhaps booty.’

Deeds proved more decisive than propaganda. The Arab strike, many Jews
realized, provided a golden opportunity to bolster their economic
independence — getting rid of Arab workers in the Nesher quarries near Haifa
and replacing Arab stevedores in the port. Shertok noted the gratifying
reaction in the old settlements of Zichron Yaakov and nearby Athlit — which
had stubbornly held out against the Histadrut’s campaign for Hebrew labour
— when Jewish workers replaced the striking Arabs. ‘One farmer worked out
that Jewish grapes cost him only 3mils more per ton than Arab grapes, and as
well as that he spares his health as he doesn’t need to stand in the sun all day
shouting “Yallah!” [Get on with it!] at the Arab women.’’® Arab employees
in government service were replaced by Jews. But the most eye-catching gain
was the opening of a port in Tel Aviv in response to the strike in Jaffa.
Attacks on the police in the alleys of Jaffa’s old city, overlooking the port,
were punished by the destruction of more than two hundred buildings,
ostensibly to improve health and sanitation but in fact to improve access for
the British military. Up to 6,000 Arabs were left homeless.** No longer would
‘this rancid town’, as an exultant Ben-Gurion called the old city, be the first
sight for Jewish immigrants as they reached the shores of the homeland. ‘If
Jaffa went to hell, I would not count myself among the mourners’, he noted.'
The mufti’s actions, it was said, had achieved what Zionist principles could
not.

Critics of the Palestine government accused it of using kid gloves and
making it hard for troops and police to suppress the unrest. ‘On one occasion,
a group of Arab women were seen seated on a rug near a village, apparently
refreshing themselves during a pause in their agricultural labours’, one
recorded.

Someone had the bright idea of looking under the rug. The ladies at first failed to understand,
and then combined protest with loud lamentation when they saw that bluff was useless. Under



the rug the earth had been newly dug. The earth was dug up again, and in a narrow trench was

found a little arsenal of arms and ammunition..°

In mid-May, a month into the strike and disturbances, the British announced
a familiar response to the Palestine conundrum: a royal commission, ‘the
highest form of enquiry known in the British empire, composed of people of
such eminence and authority that its recommendations must necessarily carry

IRREPRESSIBLE CONFLICT, INCOMPATIBLE ASPIRATIONS

The strike ended in October 1936 when British diplomatic efforts
orchestrated an appeal by the rulers of Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Transjordan and
Yemen, an early example of pan-Arab involvement in the Palestine question.
Economic pressures from Arab citrus growers and boat owners — the civil
war in Spain had eliminated competition from that country and fruit prices
were soaring — helped persuade the Arab Higher Committee to seek a face-
saving way out.’® The commission, headed by Lord Peel, a former secretary
of state for India, arrived in mid-November. Sitting in the elegant dining
room of the Palace Hotel in Jerusalem, Peel and his five colleagues heard
more than a hundred witnesses, chief among them the mufti and Weizmann.
The Zionist effort — aided by bugging the commissioners’ private meetings —
was co-ordinated and strategic. Weizmann eloquently described the broad
outlines of Jewish history, the scourge of anti-Semitism, the plight of the
Jewish masses in Eastern Europe, as well as his own efforts to reach
agreement with the Arabs: the 1919 agreement with Emir Faisal got a long
mention (it had been published in June for propaganda purposes).r? The Arab
side had declared a boycott of the hearings after the government announced a
new, though limited, labour immigration quota the day the commission left
for Palestine. Eventually, though, it did hear testimony from the mufti, who
described the ‘Jews’ ultimate aim’ as being to reconstruct the Temple of
Solomon on the site of the Haram al-Sharif. Jewish immigration must come
to a complete halt, he insisted; the question of whether the newcomers would
be allowed to stay in an independent Arab Palestine would, he said, have to
be left for the future.

The Peel Report, published in July 1937, remains a perceptive study of the
troubled history of Palestine since 1917, and it captured well how Arab-
Jewish relations had changed since then:



Arab antagonism to the National Home was never ignored by thoughtful Zionists; but, whereas
they used to regard it as no more than an obstacle, however serious, to be somehow overcome,
they now see it, we believe, though they do not always say so, as the danger that it is or might

become. Nobody in Palestine can fail to realise how much more bitter, how much more widely

spread among the people, Arab hatred of the National Home is now than it was five or ten years

ago.?’

Its conclusion was stark:

An irrepressible conflict has arisen between two national communities within the narrow bounds
of one small country. There is no common ground between them. Their national aspirations are
incompatible. The Arabs desire to revive the traditions of the Arab golden age. The Jews desire
to show what they can achieve when restored to the land in which the Jewish nation was born.
Neither of the two national ideals permits of combination in the service of a single State.

The terms of the Mandate were unworkable and could only be enforced by
repressing the Arabs. Both Arabs and Jews demanded independence.
Establishing an Arab state would violate the rights of the Jewish minority, but
creating a Jewish state in the whole of Palestine would both violate Arab
rights and generate wider Arab and Muslim opposition. The only workable
solution was the creation of two sovereign states. ‘Partition’, the commission
argued, ‘seems to offer at least a chance of ultimate peace. We can see none
in any other plan.” The proposed Jewish state would cover about 25 per cent
of Palestine, north from Tel Aviv along the coast including — overwhelmingly
Arab — Galilee. The Arab state could encompass the mountains and the
Negev desert, as well as Jaffa, and be linked to Transjordan. Britain would
continue to control Jerusalem, Bethlehem and a corridor leading to the
Mediterranean.

The Peel proposal provoked furious debate in the Yishuv and the Zionist
movement, not least because it did not include historically important areas:
neither Jerusalem nor Hebron, nor any part of the province of Judaea.
Opponents bemoaned the idea that any part of Eretz-Yisrael should be
surrendered. Jabotinsky called the plan absurd and insisted there was no
chance the Jews would fall into the trap. Weizmann, however, had signalled
flexibility to the commission, making

a sharp distinction between the present realities and the messianic hope ... a hope embedded in

Jewish traditions and sanctified by the martyrdom of thousands of years, a hope which their

nation cannot forget without ceasing to be a nation ... God has promised Eretz Yisrael to the

Jews. This was their Charter. But they were men of their own time, with limited horizons,

heavily laden with responsibility toward the generations to come.?!

He and Ben-Gurion accepted partition in principle, but argued for more
generous territorial terms. Ben-Gurion called it ‘not an end, but a beginning’



of the redemption of the ‘whole of the country’.%

The Arab Higher Committee dismissed any idea of carving up the land, but
dissenting representatives of Ragheb al-Nashashibi’s recently founded
National Defence Party resigned. Nashashibi supporters were then attacked
and some murdered by supporters of the mufti. Friday prayers in mosques
were used to preach against the evils of partition. The AHC repeated its
demands for an end to Jewish immigration and land purchases and the
replacement of the Mandate by a treaty between Britain and a sovereign and
independent Arab state of Palestine. Pan-Arab support for the Palestinian
position was expressed at a conference in Bludan, Syria, in September 1937.
Still, the solution sketched out by Peel remained — on paper if not in reality —
the most likely way to resolve the conflict.

Behind the scenes unofficial attempts were made to establish contact (if
not common ground) between the sides: Judah Magnes of the Hebrew
University, one of the founders of Brit Shalom, was involved in one initiative
in the summer of 1936, but the Jewish Agency was deeply suspicious and the
identity of the Arab interlocutors uncertain. In 1937 another proposal —
involving a ceiling of 50 per cent for the Jewish population of an independent
Palestinian state — was no more successful. Its basis was that every citizen
was to have ‘equal and complete political and civil rights’. The formulation
was scorned by the Jewish Agency. ‘This sounds eminently liberal, but what
does it mean in the reality of political life?’ one official asked. ‘That every
Beduin and illiterate is to count at the polling-booth with the most advanced
European Jews. The crudely majoritarian design of the agreement is very
skilfully covered under that sweeping liberal phraseology.’% The suspicion
was that the initiative was intended to torpedo implementation of the Peel
partition proposal by suggesting, falsely, that Arab—Jewish agreement was in
fact possible. Magnes, the former high commissioner Sir Herbert (now Lord)
Samuel and the Jewish authors of other ‘unauthorized’ peace initiatives were
condemned by the Zionist leadership and vilified as traitors and
assimilationists across the Hebrew press.

REPRESSION AND RESTRAINT

Uneasy calm returned in the summer of 1937, though unrest resumed in late
September when Arab gunmen killed a British district commissioner, Lewis
Andrews, with his police bodyguard, outside the Anglican Church in
Nazareth. Like the incident that sparked the first wave of violence in April



1936 it was blamed on al-Qassam supporters. Andrews was the highest-
ranking British official to be killed so far. This time the government response
was tougher. The Arab Higher Committee and national committees were
proscribed and dozens arrested. Haj Amin al-Husseini was removed from the
presidency of the Supreme Muslim Council and, after first taking refuge on
the Haram al-Sharif, where he was besieged by the British, he slipped away,
dressed as a Bedouin, to exile in Lebanon, where he remained under
surveillance by the French authorities. Other Arab leaders, including Hussein
Khalidi, the mayor of Jerusalem, were deported to the Seychelles on a Royal
Navy destroyer.

In October disorder erupted all over the country. It was far more extensive
than in 1936. Now Arabs attacked buses, railways, the strategically important
Iraqi oil pipeline that extended across the north of the country to Haifa, and
army posts. Armed groups formed into larger regional units which competed
for support from Damascus, where the AHC had established the Central
Committee for Jihad under Izzat Darwaza, which collected money and sent
supplies and weapons to the Palestine rebels. The French authorities, having
granted the Syrians greater autonomy the previous year, declined British
requests to interfere.”

Repression became the norm and there were many incidents of brutality by
British police and troops. ‘The military courts started off well’, one
policeman recorded in December 1937,

but as we expected are being too lenient and want too much evidence to convict on, so any

Johnny Arab who is caught by us now in suspicious circumstances is shot out of hand. There is

an average of a bomb a day thrown in Haifa now but few of them do much damage. One was

thrown in a Jewish bus last night and the culprit caught. We took him to his house but there was

no evidence so we let him try to escape in the garden, fortunately I will not have to attend the

inquest.

The same policeman described how ‘running over an Arab is the same as a
dog in England except we do not report it’.2 In November the British hanged
the elderly Sheikh Farhan al-Saadi, leader of the remnants of the
Qassamiyoun, and added outrage to injury by carrying out the execution
during the Ramadan fast — an event immortalized by Abdel Karim al-Karmi
in a poem which cursed ‘the Arab kings’ for ignoring the blood of the
martyr.?” Sir Charles Tegart, a colonial police expert with years of service in
India, was charged with reviewing security in Palestine. His
recommendations, which were quickly adopted, included constructing a chain
of concrete blockhouse-type forts across the country — along the frontiers and



elsewhere — as well as the introduction of Doberman dogs from South Africa
for use in searches, and the opening of an Arab interrogation centre in
Jerusalem. Waterboarding and other forms of torture were common.*
Nonetheless, violence resumed with greater intensity in the summer of 1938.
Rebels were soon in control of mountainous areas, running their own
improvised courts, collecting taxes and patrolling openly in the streets of
Nablus, the centre of the struggle. Police stations were attacked.

In late August, the peak of the revolt, the British military commander,
General Robert Haining, reported that ‘the situation was such that civil
administration and control of the country was, to all practical purposes, non-

perhaps 3,000 full-time fighters. British forces consisted of two army
divisions numbering some 25,000 servicemen. The British punished Arab
villages for aiding the rebels by imposing collective fines and blowing up
houses that were said to have sheltered guerrillas. If fines were not paid then
livestock was confiscated. Orange groves and vineyards were uprooted.
Arabs were made to act as human shields by sitting on inspection trolleys,
which drove on the rails ahead of trains, or they were forced to ride on lorries
with army convoys to prevent mine attacks. On the lorries, some soldiers
would brake hard at the end of a journey and then casually drive over the
Arab — ‘the poor wog’ — who had tumbled from the bonnet, killing or
maiming him.2® ‘If there was any land mines it was them [the Arab prisoners]
that hit them. Rather a dirty trick, but we enjoyed it,” said another soldier.
During searches, soldiers would surround a village (usually before dawn) and
hold the men in wire cages while others searched and often destroyed
everything; they burned stocks of grain and poured olive oil over food and
household effects. The men were screened by hooded Arab informers, who
would nod when a suspect was found, or by British officials checking their
papers. Massacres took place at al-Bassa, near the Lebanese frontier, and at
Halhul near Hebron, but these only came to light many years later.?! In
October 1938, the army lost control of the Old City of Jerusalem for five
days. By November Haining had to report: ‘The rebel gangs have now
acquired, by terrorist methods, such a hold over the mass of the population
that it is not untrue to say that every Arab in the country is a potential enemy
of the government.’** The atmosphere was charged and dangerous and the
stories and symbols of the period left a lasting imprint.



Initially, wearing an Ottoman tarbush — dark-red and tasselled — was a sign
of support for the rebellion. ‘It was to differentiate Arabs’, recalled a
Palestinian from Tiberias. ‘If you went bareheaded you would be like the
Jews. It was a question of identity. If someone wanted to shoot a Jew, he
would not shoot at you if you were wearing a tarbush. But it also meant
exposure, because the Jews would know whom to shoot at.’** Later, rebel
bands, known as mujahideen or thuwwar (holy warriors/revolutionaries),
ordered people to abandon both the tarbush and European headgear in favour
of the peasant’s traditional keffiyeh or hatta and aqgal cord to allow them to
blend in with locals and frustrate the efforts of British forces to track them
down. ‘The transformation was like magic’, recalled Khalil Totah,
headmaster of the Quaker school in Ramallah. Even judges complied.
Intimidation took place on a large scale.?* ‘They put a tarbush on a donkey
and said: “only the donkey wears a tarbush, buy a hatta” ’, a rebel fighter
from Acre remembered later.®

Until the winter of 1937 few instances were recorded of Jews attacking
Arabs. One notable exception was the killing near Petah Tikvah in April 1936
— the work of dissidents who had broken away from the Haganah. The view
of the Yishuv institutions was that a policy of self-restraint (havlagah),
‘following the highest traditions of Zionism’, as Weizmann put it, would help
persuade the British to crack down hard on the Palestinian disorder as well as
allow the Jews to occupy the high moral ground and gain political advantage.
The lack of significant Jewish military capacity or experience was another
weighty factor. Weizmann complained to Wauchope that a government
account of the disturbances contained ‘not a single reference to, still less a
word of praise for, the restraint which the Jews have shown during the long
months of violence directed against them by the Arabs’.”® The havlagah
policy was largely but not universally observed. In November 1937 the
murder of five Jewish workers near Jerusalem triggered a wave of reprisals.
A Zionist official was horrified to come across Jewish children dancing round
the corpse of an Arab in the Jewish Rehavia area. Anti-Arab attacks started to
be carried out by the Irgun Tzvai Leumi (National Military Organization), the
militant group inspired by Jabotinsky and shunned by the mainstream of the
Yishuv. In April 1938 a member of the Revisionist youth movement Beitar
named Shlomo Ben-Yosef fired at an Arab bus in Galilee in retaliation for the
killing of five Jews. When Ben-Y osef was hanged in Acre gaol by the
British, the Irgun kidnapped and hanged an Arab in Haifa and, using Mizrahi



Jews disguised as Arabs, began placing bombs in markets and public places:
at least thirty-five Arabs were killed in one devastating attack in July. It was a
reflection both of changing times and self-delusion that the Zionist press
appeared unable to believe that Jews were responsible for such an atrocity,
suggesting it must be the work of agents provocateurs intending to inflame
Arab—Jewish relations. The Jewish-run Palestine Post commented:

The ‘revolt’ is on the verge of collapse, and nothing short of a “war’ involving the whole

population could give it fresh impetus. What surer way of spreading the seed of inter-racial war

than to make each Arab believe that each Jew is his enemy, and what surer means can there be of
creating that belief than by manufacturing the type of crime which, in its sacrifices and resultant

panic, makes the credulous Arab point to the Jews as its author.2”

But the internal Jewish debate about havlagah was largely about maintaining
the crucial Zionist link to Britain; only a small minority — largely Brit Shalom
supporters — were thinking in terms of future relations with the Arabs of
Palestine.?® The mood was harsh. ‘As a native of the country who knew the
Arabs I knew very well that havlagah would be interpreted as weakness and
would encourage an increase of Arab attacks upon Jews’, argued Elie
Eliachar, a prominent Jerusalem Sephardi figure.*

RE-PEEL

In the heat of events, in a Europe more preoccupied by Germany and the
Sudentenland crisis than faraway Palestine, Britain’s calculations were
changing. In April 1938 another Commission of Inquiry, headed by Sir John
Woodhead, arrived in Jerusalem to examine the unrest and to review
prospects for implementing partition. Zionists sardonically called it the ‘Re-
Peel’ commission. Like the previous body, its deliberations were secretly
recorded by the Jewish Agency.?” Over the summer its direction became
clearer. In November the Woodhead Commission concluded that Lord Peel’s
proposal was not feasible. It produced three alternative partition schemes
with different boundaries and administrative arrangements — none of them
acceptable to the Zionists or to the Arabs — and recommended that the future
of Palestine be reviewed at a conference in London. The AHC had opposed
any co-operation with the commission. Hassan Sidgi al-Dajani, an Arab
member of the Jerusalem municipal council who planned to testify before it,
was assassinated and was assumed to have been another victim of the mufti’s
men. Dajani had been warned not to co-operate. “Those who go to the
partition commission should take their shrouds with them’, he was told.**



Now Fakhri al-Nashashibi (a cousin of Ragheb), who was backed secretly by
the Jewish Agency,** came out openly against the mufti and demanded that
the cleric’s opponents be allotted half the seats in the Palestinian delegation
to the London talks.? Fakhri was then sentenced to death — luckily for him in
his absence — by a ‘revolutionary court’.

In late 1938 support for the mujahideen began to fall off and reports
multiplied of villagers being coerced to support them. There was also a
marked increase in the killings of suspected collaborators, informers and
policemen, as well as much settling of personal scores: Fawzi, a Tiberias taxi
driver, disappeared suddenly, his body was found in an irrigation canal in a
Jewish area with a skewer through his head. He was condemned as ‘an
informer for the Zionists’.** Precise numbers are hard to come by and are
bedevilled by problems of sources. But one authoritative estimate suggests
1,000 Arabs were killed by rebels between 1936 and 1939.% In 1938, the
bloodiest single year, the toll was 69 Britons, 292 Jews and 486 Arab

‘peace bands’ (Fasail al-Salam) began to fight rebel forces. Fakhri al-
Nashashibi was the leading figure behind this short-lived counter-insurgency
campaign. An important role was played by Fakhri Abdel-Hadi, a former
rebel commander from Arrabeh who was on the payroll of the British consul
in Damascus and seemed to some British officials to be playing a double
game in pursuit of personal gain, waging feuds involving murder, abduction
and robbery.¥

But British military power — not least the deployment of RAF aircraft
against lightly armed fighters on the ground — was the overwhelming reason
for the defeat of the rebellion.*® Major-General Bernard Montgomery, for a
few months commander of the 8th Division in northern Palestine, was
described as ‘blood mad’ in his attitude towards the rebels.*? Anti-rebel
peasant formations sprang up in the Nablus area and among the Druze of
Mount Carmel around Haifa. Nashashibi organized peace bands in the
Hebron hills, gathering 3,000 villagers for a public rally in Yatta in
December 1938 which was addressed by the British army commander in
Jerusalem, Major-General Richard O’Connor. Working with the Jewish
Agency, Pinchas Rutenberg — the influential Jewish industrialist who ran the
Palestine Electric Corporation — paid for a consignment of weapons that were
delivered to Nashashibi by the Haganah. Nashashibi also mounted a
propaganda campaign that was paid for by the Jewish Agency. Its message —



timed for the run-up to the St James Conference in February 1939 — was that
most Arabs did not support the rebellion. ‘Fakhri’, a Jewish acquaintance
reported, wished ‘to prove to the public that there is a strong opposition to the
Mufti ... and that the majority of the Arabs of Palestine really want peace,
and, if they fear the Jews, they fear the Mufti more.” The Jewish Agency
arranged a meeting between a British intelligence officer and Arabs from
Abu Ghosh, a village on the main road west of Jerusalem that had long
enjoyed collaborative relations with its Jewish neighbours. The villagers duly
condemned the rebellion and urged the British to strengthen the moderates.
‘Such demonstrations of divergences of opinion between the Mufti’s clique
and other Arabs are all to the good’, a Zionist official noted.>’

GAINS ON THE GROUND

In these turbulent times, the Zionists made more important gains. From
March 1938, as the British moved to abandon partition and, as seemed likely,
to impose new restrictions on the growth of the Jewish national home, there
was a scramble to create new ‘facts on the ground’. Hanita, on a ridge
overlooking the Lebanese border, was the most famous of the ‘stockade and
watchtower’ (Homa ve’Migdal) type of settlement. The point was to build on
land that had been purchased but not yet settled. If a roofed structure could be
erected by nightfall, it would be considered legally permanent. Hanita also
lay on an infiltration route used by Arab rebels moving in and out of
Palestine, so the site served a dual purpose. Moshe Dayan, a young Haganah
man from Nahalal in the Jezreel valley, described hundreds of pioneers
setting out before dawn and scrambling up a rocky hillside with loads of
equipment. ‘On the hilltop site we began erecting a wooden watchtower and
the standard perimeter fence, a double wall of wood filled with earth and
boulders’, he wrote later:

We hoped to do all this during the day so that the tented compound within would be defended by

nightfall when we expected the first attack. But night came and we had not completed the

fortifications. There had been too much to do and we were also hampered by a strong wind. We
could not even put up the tents. At midnight we were attacked.

Arthur Koestler wrote a vivid fictionalized account of the back-breaking
work in his celebrated novel, Thieves in the Night. Hanita was portrayed as
embodying the Zionist nexus between territory, defence and identity. “The
Arabs learned once again, after the lessons of Tel Hai, Hulda and Tirat Zvi’,
other Jewish settlements that had been attacked and successfully defended,



‘that a place where the foot of a Jewish settler has trod, where the blood of a
Hebrew defender has been spilled, will not be abandoned by its builders and
defenders’, as the history of the Haganah put it.>! These outposts were
endowed with an aura of progressive pioneering; in 1937 a model of a
stockade and watchtower settlement was chosen for the Palestine Pavilion at
the World Exposition in Paris. In all, fifty-seven were established by 1939.22

Valuable military experience was acquired by the Zionists during the Arab
rebellion. Three thousand Jews had been recruited into the supernumerary
police by October 1936. By summer 1939 22,000 Jews were serving in it and
the settlement police, the majority effectively working for the Haganah.>*
Haganah men like Dayan and Yigal Allon joined a new British unit called
the Special Night Squads (SNS), set up after the Iraqi oil pipeline had been
sabotaged. It was commanded by an eccentric officer named Orde Wingate,
who was described by Weizmann as ‘strange and brilliant’.>* Operating under
cover of darkness in Galilee, the SNS took the war to the Arab rebels in a
brutal counter-insurgency campaign. Wingate was known as haYedid (the
Friend) by the Jews. Little was said in public at the time about the harsh
methods he employed, which were described as ‘extreme and cruel’ by one
official and which included abuse, whippings, torture and executions. On 2
October 1938, nineteen Jews, including eleven children, were killed in
Tiberias by the mujahideen in a well-planned attack that was compared to the
Hebron massacre of 1929.22 In its wake Wingate and his men rounded up ten
Arabs from the nearby village of Hattin and summarily shot them.>® Under
Wingate’s influence Allon and Dayan helped develop a bolder Jewish
military doctrine that was referred to in Hebrew as ‘going beyond the fence’,
i.e. moving from static defence to offensive operations against the enemy. In
all, 520 Jews had been killed since 1936.>’

MUNICH IN ST JAMES

In February 1939 the St James Conference in London was dubbed a new
‘Munich’ by the Zionists, who feared a change in policy even before it began.
Weizmann reminded his British and Jewish audiences that Zionist efforts to
come to an understanding with the Arabs were as old as the Balfour
Declaration. The 1919 agreement with Emir Faisal was again given
prominent mention. No direct contact took place between the two sides,
though, and back in Palestine violence continued. In March the British
tracked down and killed Abdul-Rahim Hajj Mohammed, one of the legendary



leaders of the rebellion.>® Like al-Qassam before him, Hajj Mohammed
entered the pantheon of Palestinian heroes whose names and reputations were
to be invoked in years to come. A famous saying attributed to him went: ‘The
shoe of the most insignificant mujahid is nobler than all the members of
society who have indulged in pleasure while their brethren suffered in the
mountains.’>? Arif Abdel-Razzaq, another senior commander (who was
renowned for his smart, British-style uniforms) surrendered to the French
authorities on the Syrian border. The Jenin commander, Youssef Abu Durra,
was detained on the border with Transjordan. Memories of the rebellion lived
on in Palestinian popular consciousness.®’

In May the British issued a new White Paper. It abandoned the idea of
partition and sharply restricted Jewish immigration into Palestine to 75,000
over the next five years, with subsequent figures to depend on Arab consent,
and placed severe restrictions on the rights of Jews to buy land. It also
provided for the establishment within ten years of an independent Palestinian
state and the immediate appointment, once peace was restored, of
Palestinians to head certain ministries. It left no room for doubt about the
magnitude of the policy shift that was taking place: ‘His Majesty’s
Government believe that the framers of the Mandate in which the Balfour
Declaration was embodied could not have intended that Palestine should be
converted into a Jewish State against the will of the Arab population of the
country’, the paper stated.

His Majesty’s Government therefore now declare unequivocally that it is not part of their policy

that Palestine should become a Jewish State. They would indeed regard it as contrary to their

obligations to the Arabs under the Mandate, as well as to the assurances which have been given

to the Arab people in the past, that the Arab population of Palestine should be made the subjects
of a Jewish State against their will.

The White Paper’s rejection by the Zionists was as unequivocal as it was
predictable. It should have been a moment of rare satisfaction for the
Palestinians. But the negative Arab response to such a stunning reversal by
the British made little sense. According to some accounts, a majority of
members of the AHC approved it but the mufti stood firm in rejecting it — on
the grounds that having fled to Lebanon he was now unable to return home
because of British opposition. Objections were heard too from rebel
commanders who opposed any compromise.®* ‘I thought it impossible that
the British government would go any further to accommodate the Arabs’,
wrote Awni Abdel-Hadi, the Istiglal leader. ‘In politics, the task is to
distinguish what is possible from what is not; the policy that consists of



taking what one can, even while demanding more, is preferable to sterile
obstinacy.’® Later Palestinian scholars judged the mufti harshly. ‘Zionist
opposition may have doomed the White Paper from the very start’, Yezid
Sayigh has written, ‘but the Palestinians had, through their own reactions,
lost the opportunity to enter the mandatory administration at higher levels and
prepare for their own postcolonial state. The price they paid was increased
social dislocation and political disorientation.’®? Rejecting the proposals was
‘short-sighted and irresponsible’, argued the mufti’s biographer.®

Palestine’s physical reality was changing too. The Jewish population had
nearly doubled in the preceding six years, from 234,000 in 1933 to 445,000
by 1939, rising from 21 per cent of the total to 30 per cent. And by the
outbreak of the Second World War Arabs and Jews lived even more
separately than they had before, continuing a trend that had begun in 1921
and accelerated after 1929. In 1936 and 1938 Jews again left Arab-majority
neighbourhoods, abandoning Haifa’s crowded lower town for the Hadar
haCarmel district, and so mixed communities were emptied of their Jewish

inhabitants and social relations were severed. Jewish areas looked after their

in a mixed city. This is not the same as life in a neighbourhood’, maintained
David HaCohen, the Haifa labour leader.
The home is indeed in the neighbourhood, but the business is located in the Arab street. People

spend 10 hours a day there, the port is there, the market is there, that is where those children live

who are liable to get illnesses and from whom my children in the Jewish neighbourhood will

contract the illnesses.%®

Tensions were especially evident in areas like Manshiyeh on the border
between Jaffa and Tel Aviv. In 1936, a British visitor observed ‘a contrast
that shouts’ between the neighbouring towns.®” Jews in Jaffa demanded that
their neighbourhoods be annexed to Tel Aviv. ‘At the present moment’, the
Peel Report noted, ‘the two races are holding rigidly apart.”®® Chaim Sturman,
a veteran of HaShomer, the settlement guards, founder of Ein Harod and a
renowned ‘Arabist’, worried that he would soon forget how to speak Arabic.
(Sturman was killed by a mine in September 1938.) Earlier that year Moshe
Shertok had lamented the poor standard of Arabic teaching in Jewish schools;
the reason was that more than ever the Yishuv consisted of contiguous
Jewish-only areas. ‘The number of Jews who need Arabic on a daily basis is

becoming smaller and smaller’, he noted.*”



In November 1939 Jewish residents of Tel Aviv’s Brenner neighbourhood,
adjacent to Jaffa, complained that Arabs were coming back: ‘the same Arabs
who only yesterday aimed the barrels of rifles and pistols at us are now
sauntering through the city. Who knows what our neighbours are plotting?
Will we leave the city wide open [to attack]? Will we forget the recent
past?’”® The establishment of Tel Aviv port — its traffic increasing steadily at
its neighbour’s expense”! — had been a direct response to the Arab strike and
unrest in Jaffa. So was the creation of the new Carmel market in the
Yemenite quarter of the Jewish city. Spatially, socially and psychologically,
Arabs and Jews were ever more distant.

The Zionist Congress which met in Geneva in mid-August 1939 took place
in an atmosphere of ‘unreality and irrelevance’.”? It was expected to be the
most significant congress since the founding one had been held in Basel in
1897. Resistance to the policy of the White Paper, it declared, ‘is not directed
against the interests of the Arab people’. Delegates reaffirmed

the resolve of the Jewish people to establish relations of mutual good will and cooperate with the

Arabs of Palestine and of the neighbouring countries. Despite four years of bloodshed and

destruction, the Congress expresses its opinion that on the basis of mutual recognition of the
respective rights of both races, a way can be found to harmonise Jewish and Arab aspirations.

A few days after the congress ended Hitler invaded Poland. Palestine’s two
peoples were braced for the next stage of the struggle that neither side
doubted lay ahead.



6
1939-1945

‘Ben-Gurion’s proposal completely disregards the fact that a million Arabs live here together
with us — as if they did not exist at all.’
Meir Yaari

PALESTINE AT WAR

Late in the afternoon of 9 September 1940, without warning, Italian aircraft
bombed Tel Aviv and killed 137 people. The CANT Z1007 medium
bombers, based in the Dodecanese islands, had been heading for Haifa, with
its port and naval base, oil refineries and other strategic targets, but were
intercepted by RAF fighters and dumped their payload on a residential area
far from any military or industrial installation. Most of the victims were Jews,
but seven Arabs died when a stray bomb hit Sumail village, then in the
process of being swallowed up by the rapidly developing city.! The Italian air
raid was over in minutes, and was a rare but shocking instance of the way the
Second World War — which did so much to decide both the fate of Europe’s
Jews and the future course of the Arab—Jewish conflict — directly affected
Palestine. Initially the war threatened financial disaster, with the disruption of
trade, a severe crisis in the citrus sector? and a sharp rise in unemployment.
Overall, though, Palestine’s wartime years were peaceful and, superficially at
least, relatively harmonious. In time the country enjoyed real prosperity,
serving as a vast camp and supply, munitions and logistics base for British
forces in the Middle East. Higher food prices and demands for manual



workers in Haifa and Jaffa ports were good for the Arab economy, though
Jews, with their skilled labour force and industrial base, were better placed to
secure government contracts.

It took time for the Arab community to recover from the bloodshed and
divisions of over three years of rebellion. Five thousand Palestinians had
been killed in a brutal British counter-insurgency campaign; 146 were hanged
and thousands detained. Thousands of homes had been demolished. The
leaders of the Arab Higher Committee were in exile or in detention — the
mufti and his relative Jamal al-Husseini (founder of the Palestine Arab Party)
at first in Baghdad, and then respectively in Berlin and a prison camp in the
British colony of Southern Rhodesia. They had rejected the 1939 White
Paper on the grounds that it did not completely halt Jewish immigration and
only proposed the establishment of a Palestinian state a decade hence. Still,
for the first time since the Balfour Declaration the argument about the future
of the country was going the Arabs’ way. Political life was largely quiescent,
dominated by petty battles over prestige and influence. Occasionally Zionist
pressure did bring about increased, though usually fruitless, Arab efforts to
forge a common front.*

On the Jewish side, the war years passed in the shadow of the White Paper,
with its restrictions on immigration, a ban on most land purchases, and the
prospect of an independent state in which the Jews would become a
permanent minority. David Ben-Gurion famously pledged to ‘fight the White
Paper as if there were no war and to fight the war as if there were no White
Paper’. He also declared that just as the First World War had given birth to
the Balfour Declaration, this new conflict should give the Jews their own
state. Even before news of mass killings of Jews began to filter out of Nazi-
occupied Europe, facilitating illegal immigration had become a preoccupation
for Zionist institutions. Running the British blockade became a national
mission. In November 1940, a rickety ship called the Patria sank in Haifa
harbour after Haganah operatives miscalculated the force of a bomb they had
planted. The intention had been to cripple the vessel and prevent the
deportation of its Jewish passengers, but in the event three hundred drowned.
Far worse was to come. In January 1942 the Wannsee Conference in Berlin
secretly drew up operational plans for Hitler’s ‘final solution’. In February,
an old cattle transport called the Struma was hit by a mine or torpedo and
sank in the Black Sea, where it had been sent by the Turkish authorities after
the British refused to transfer its Romanian Jewish refugees to Palestine. This



time the death toll was 768, a grim dramatization of the plight of Jews fleeing
for their lives and the impossibility of relying on British goodwill. “The
Zionists,” said Moshe Shertok, ‘do not mean to exploit the horrible tragedy of
the Jews of Europe but they cannot refrain from emphasising the fact that
events have totally proven the Zionist position on the solution of the Jewish
problem. Zionism predicted the Holocaust decades ago.’*

Zionist propaganda portrayed the British high commissioner as a mass
murderer. In 1941 the Fighters for the Freedom of Israel (Lehi, in its Hebrew
acronym), a smaller and more extreme offshoot of the Irgun, had already
stepped up its campaign against British rule, robbing banks, planting bombs
and assassinating policemen. Its leader, a Polish-born poet named Avraham
Stern, had become convinced of Britain’s ‘treachery’ by the 1939 White
Paper. In February 1942 he was tracked down to a Tel Aviv safe house and
shot dead by a British detective.> The ‘unknown soldiers’ of what the British
called the Stern Gang continued their ruthless fight under new leaders.

This was a relatively quiet period for relations between Arabs and Jews,
not least because the large and growing British and Allied military presence
meant that a new rebellion was out of the question. Moshe Shertok told
Mapai colleagues in August 1940 of local agreements on security between
Jewish settlements and Arab villages, though he was unsure how long they
would last. ‘Today they are sworn enemies of the Mufti and see their
salvation in links with us,’ he said.® The early war years did see
improvements, at least locally. Neighbours re-established ties in rural areas
like the Beisan valley and western Galilee. Kibbutz Ginossar, on Lake
Tiberias, signed an agreement with neighbouring Ghuwayr Abu Shusha.” In
January 1940 1,000 Jewish and Arab citrus growers met in Jaffa’s Alhambra
cinema to discuss co-operation.? The city’s Arab leaders publicly expressed
condolences for the victims of the Italian bombing of Tel Aviv.? Jews
returned to Jaffa and Arabs to Tel Aviv,? though with misgivings on both
sides. Nationally, however, there was no such rapprochement. In November
1941 Fakhri al-Nashashibi, who had organized the ‘peace bands’ with
clandestine Zionist and British support, was murdered in Baghdad, probably
by supporters of the mufti. Haj Amin al-Husseini himself fled the Iraqi
capital after Rashid Ali’s pro-Axis coup there, and went on to Rome and then
to Berlin — where, notoriously, he met Hitler and Himmler. The Baghdad
assassination was part of a concerted campaign against Arab opposition
figures, including those who maintained friendly relations with or sold land



to Jews. In Jerusalem Ragheb al-Nashashibi, who had supported the White
Paper, tried — and failed — to secure British recognition for his National
Defence Party as the sole representative of the Palestinian Arabs.

TAKING SIDES

Wartime life in Palestine was marked by rationing, shortages and a black
market — and profound uncertainty about the future. To foreign eyes the
country looked even more exotic than before.
To drive along the streets of Jerusalem is never boring — one sees Jewish men in flat, fur-edged
hats with their uncut hair falling over their shoulders; Arab women in tall, almost mediaeval
headdresses; Greek priests with buns and stove-pipe hats; officers of the Transjordan Frontier
Force with high black fur headgear slashed with scarlet to match their belts; Arab Legion,

Abyssinian clergy, Palestine police, Americans, Bedouin, and British uniforms — it is quite a
fashion show,

recorded a British woman who began working for the government secretariat
in 1941. Arab—Jewish violence was rare but the atmosphere was still heavy
with suspicion. ‘I am beginning to understand why one feels unhappy and
apprehensive in Jerusalem. Wherever you go, for work or fun there is an
unspoken mental undertow of suspicion. No-one asks, but everyone wants to
know which side you are on — Arab or Jew?’!! High society gathered in the
bar of Jerusalem’s opulent King David Hotel, which provided the finest
hospitality in the country and perhaps the Middle East. Katie Antonius, the
glamorous widow of the historian George Antonius who had died in 1942,
held celebrated soirées that were frequented by British officials, Arab
notables and non-Zionist Jews. ‘Mrs Antonius seems to have a political salon
in the true French style’, recorded the British MP Richard Crossman after
attending one. ‘It was a magnificent party, evening dress, Syrian food and
drink, and dancing on the marble floor.’*2 (Famously, the hostess was having
an affair with General Evelyn Barker, commander of British forces in
Palestine.)

Over the previous two decades Jerusalem had grown and prospered as a
colonial capital, but these were its final years as a relatively cosmopolitan
city, with the Arab middle classes relocated from the congestion of the Old
City to the newly fashionable suburbs of Qatamon, Talbiyeh — which was
largely Christian — and adjacent Bagaa. Some still lived in mixed
neighbourhoods, though few Jerusalem Jews, unlike their co-religionists in
Hebron and Tiberias, spoke Arabic. From the start of the 1940s daily life in



Arab villages west of the city, such as Ain Karim, Lifta, Deir Yassin and al-
Malha, became increasingly intertwined with that of the adjacent and
growing Jewish neighbourhoods of Bet Hakerem, Givat Shaul and Romema.
Social intercourse, though, remained strictly limited. The new ‘garden
suburbs’ of Rehavia and Talpiot were exclusively Jewish. In 1944 Jews made
up 97,000 of Jerusalem’s 157,000-strong population, with about 30,000
Muslims and a similar number of Christians.*

Events were driven by the course of the war. Fears mounted about what
would happen if the Germans broke through British lines in North Africa, as
they threatened to do, first, in the spring of 1941, and then for a few nerve-
wracking weeks in the summer of 1942, when Rommel’s panzer columns
advanced to 150 miles from Cairo. ‘The Arabs ... would have touched their
hats to any new conqueror,” commented one senior British official. “When
Rommel was very near Cairo I think a lot of the locals were getting ready
with the appropriate coloured flag to say hello.”** Chaim Weizmann, visiting
the US, was told that the Palestinian Arabs were ‘preparing for a division of
the spoils ... going about the streets of Tel Aviv and the colonies marking up
the houses they expected to take over’. Fearing German invasion, there was
talk of younger Jews planning mass suicide while ‘older ones would take to
the hills to fight their last battle’.!> Plans were drawn up by the Haganah for a
last stand in the Haifa area. British intelligence officers approached the
Jewish Agency and Arab opposition figures for help organizing resistance in
the event of a Nazi invasion that (it was assumed) would bring a vengeful
mufti back to rule Palestine. Planning the Palestine Post-Occupation Scheme,
the Haganah’s Ezra Danin set up a fund to supply weapons to a group led by
Fakhri Abdel-Hadi and Suleiman Tougan from Nablus. It was, Danin
reflected, the only agreement ever made between Arabs and Jews to fight a
common enemy.® Fighting that enemy saw Zionist and British interests
converge to mutual advantage in May 1941, when the Haganah command
created the Palmah (Plugot Mahatz — ‘striking forces’) — a highly trained elite
unit. Several hundred fighters, based in kibbutzim, were trained in sabotage
and communications by British instructors at Mishmar haEmek and gained
experience in operations against Vichy French forces in Lebanon and Syria.
It was in one of these operations, involving Australian troops, that Moshe
Dayan from Nahalal, who had served in Wingate’s Special Night Squads, lost
his eye. Another renowned Palmahnik was Yigal Allon of Kibbutz Ginossar.
Both were to play influential military and political roles in years to come.



NON-EXISTENT ARABS

In May 1942 Zionist plans for the post-war era were spelled out at an
‘extraordinary conference’ in New York. The Biltmore Programme, named
for the Manhattan hotel where the event was held, called for unrestricted
Jewish immigration to Palestine and the establishment of ‘a Jewish
commonwealth in the Land of Israel’. In the face of British restrictions, the
Zionists worked hard to influence the US administration and to mobilize the
American-Jewish establishment as reports intensified about the Nazi’s mass
murder of Jews."” Biltmore also implied a tougher Zionist line towards the
country’s native Arabs, of whom the programme strikingly made no mention
at all. The old compromise formulas were forgotten. In the angry words of
Meir Yaari, leader of the left-wing HaShomer Hatzair movement: ‘Ben-
Gurion’s proposal completely disregards the fact that a million Arabs live
here together with us — as if they did not exist at all.”*® Even after Biltmore,
HaShomer Hatzair and a small minority of other Zionists professed to believe
in the possibilities of co-existence with the Palestinian Arabs. Judah Magnes,
president of the Hebrew University, the philosopher Martin Buber, the
educationalist Ernest Simon and other veterans of Brit Shalom founded the
Thud (Union) movement, advocating a ‘bi-national’ solution to the conflict.
Magnes enjoyed enormous personal prestige, but close to zero influence
among his own community. In 1943, when evidence of the scale of Nazi
atrocities in Europe was already familiar, Simon lectured a group of Jewish
eighteen-year-olds: “We are entering a country populated by another people
and are not showing that people any consideration,” he warned. ‘The Arabs
are afraid we may force them out of here.” The youngsters’ response was
hostile, truculent and highly revealing: ‘“Which is more ethical?’ one of them
asked. “To leave Jews to be annihilated in the diaspora or to bring them in the
face of opposition to Palestine and to carry out a transfer, even by force, of
Arabs to Arab countries?’ It was an attitude that was increasingly prevalent
among the so-called ‘Sabra’ generation of Jews who were born or raised in
Palestine (named after the cactus-like plant that was prickly on the outside
but soft inside), and who were to fight and rise to public prominence in the
years to come. ‘Reference to the aspiration for peace and the desire for Arab—
Jewish friendship became a kind of ritualised convention, repeated without
any deep conviction’,” in the words of one mainstream Israeli historian. Thud
leaders held discussions with Arab leaders in Palestine and the neighbouring



countries. But these efforts were ‘unavailing as long as the official leadership
on both sides looked on them with disdain’.2

The idea of ‘transfer’ had always been part of Zionist thinking, though the
subject was treated discreetly given that it contradicted the claim that Arabs
benefitted from the Jewish presence. Back in 1895 Theodor Herzl had written
in his diary of ‘spiriting the penniless population across the border’ — though
that was not repeated in his major works. In the first decade of the century
Arthur Ruppin had considered a plan to buy land in Syria to resettle
Palestinian Arabs. Population transfer had a recent precedent and Ben-Gurion
had raised it in a meeting with Musa al-Alami in 1934. The Peel Report gave
an impetus to the idea by including proposals for an exchange of population
of up to 225,000 Arabs and 1,250 Jews based on the far larger numbers
involved in the brutal but successful Greek and Turkish exchange in 1923—
4.2 The issue was widely discussed in Jewish Palestine in 1937. The
Woodhead Commission, which examined scenarios for implementing
partition, concluded that voluntary transfer was not expected to work because
of the Arab population’s ‘deep attachment to the land’ and resentment of the
Jews. Population transfer, however, was still on Zionist minds. In early 1939
the Syrian Druze leader Sultan al-Atrash proposed to the Jewish Agency the
sale of 16 of the community’s villages in Palestine and the emigration to
Syria of their 10,700 inhabitants. Weizmann called it the ‘greatest
opportunity’ Zionism had had for fifty years — and a bargain at £3 million. ‘It
would relieve us of a great many of our political troubles for a long time to
come, and by consolidating our holdings in upper Galilee, Huleh and the
coastal plain we would be able to expand further when the time comes’, he
wrote. ‘It would also create a significant precedent if 10,000 Arabs were to
emigrate peacefully of their own volition, which would no doubt be followed
by others.’ In the end the plan came to nothing, but the thought — as well as of
a Zionist—Druze alliance — lived on.? In 1940, Yosef Weitz of the Jewish
National Fund confided to his diary — in a subsequently much-quoted
statement — that ‘there is no room for both people together in this country.
The only solution is a Palestine ... without Arabs. And there is no other way
than to transfer the Arabs from here to the neighbouring countries, to transfer
all of them. There is no other way.’** Weizmann discussed transfer in a
meeting with the Soviet ambassador to Britain, Ivan Maisky, in 1941. In the
light of subsequent events, the issue has been highlighted by Palestinian and

other critics of Zionism — one perceptively described it as a ‘wordless wish’.**



was not an operational plan in the mid-1940s, but nor was it forgotten.

KNOWING THE ENEMY

In the course of the war military preparedness took centre-stage in Yishuv
life. The Palmah’s co-operation with the British ended after the Allied victory
at El Alamein and the unit went underground. Valuable experience had been
gained. Intelligence work began to be co-ordinated nationally by the Jewish
Agency and the Haganah, drawing on all areas of contact with Arabs to glean
information that might prove useful in future.?® In Jewish settlements it fell to
the mukhtar (village or neighbourhood headman) to oversee security and to
maintain contact and promote ‘neighbourly’ relations with near-by Arab
villages. In Kfar Menachem, a kibbutz founded near Gedera in 1939, David
Karon, a Polish-born Jew who had recently returned from fighting on the
Republican side in the Spanish civil war, helped resolve a conflict when a
kibbutz watchman accidentally killed an Arab. Karon formed part of Ezra
Danin’s expanding network of operatives for the Shai (Sherut haYediot), the
Haganah intelligence service, and used his Arab connections to purchase
weapons stolen from British bases.?” In Kibbutz Eilon in Galilee — one of the
new ‘stockade and watchtower’ settlements — mukhtar Dov Yirmiyahu forged
close links with a Bedouin family and earned their lasting gratitude, and a
valuable source of information, first by laying a water pipe to their
encampment and then when their son was bitten by a snake, rushing him by
the kibbutz jeep to the nearest hospital.2® Palmah squads occasionally carried
out assassinations in retaliation for attacks on Jews ‘to punish and to deter’.
In March 1942 commanders approved the killing of Qassem Tabash, held
responsible for the death of the renowned settler Alexander Zeid (a founder
of the HaShomer guards) at the height of the rebellion in 1938. In another
case, an Arab rapist from Beisan was castrated, the story finding its way into
Palmah songs and folklore.*

In the mid-1940s Haganah planners came up with the idea of preparing
files with comprehensive information about Arab villages, including clans,
political affiliations and activity during the rebellion. Hikes — a mainstay of
Zionist activity — had long been organized across the country to familiarize
young Jews with Palestine’s geography, topography and history, a healthy
and educational way of confirming ‘Jewish proprietorship over the redeemed
land of the fathers’.?” This new discipline was called in Hebrew ‘yediat



haaretz’ — ‘knowing the country’, and data collected by Shai agents was used
in these ‘village files’.?! Yasser al-Askari, a native of Safad, described

encountering Jewish men and women in military-type uniforms, exploring

they had less innocent purposes. Later the Palmah and Zionist youth
movements focused on the Negev region and the Judaean desert — barred to
Jews under the restrictions of the 1939 White Paper. The ancient fortress of
Masada, with its legend of heroic Jewish resistance and mass suicide in the
face of the Roman siege, was singled out for attention in what became a kind
of secular pilgrimage.> Another destination was Tel Hai in Galilee, where
Joseph Trumpeldor had died fighting, becoming the prototype Zionist hero in
1920.2* These educational excursions-cum-reconnaissance missions lasted a
week or longer. The route from Bet haArava — the southernmost settlement in
the Negev — to Sedom and onwards became a tradition. In one celebrated
case, hikers from the Palmah and a socialist youth movement, including a
young Shimon Peres, were detained by the British for entering a closed
military area on the way to Umm Rashrash, adjacent to Aqaba. As part of
their training they had hidden revolvers and grenades under the false bottoms
of their water canisters.?> The Haganah also stole maps from British stores.
‘In May 1944’, one Palmah member recalled,

three teams of us went out ... to prepare ‘files’. For ‘cover’ we took with us books on botany in
Hebrew, German and French ... We were botanists ... When we arrived at one of the villages a
crowd would gather. And so we would prepare our sketches: at some interesting place, for
example by the mukhtar’s house, I would gather the people, bend down and pick some plant,
hold it up and show it to them: ‘Will you look at this plant?’ ... Then our people would go into
the house, ask for water ... At the end of the trip we would sit down and relax and while resting

— we would write up the summary of what we’d seen on the way or corrections of our notes.°

In 1945 the project was expanded to include information of a directly military
character, with files including sketches, maps and photographs of each
village and its surroundings, access roads, water-sources, and so on. Aerial
photography was also used, under the guise of the activities of a flying club.*”
Detailed knowledge of Arab areas was exploited for land purchases. In
1946 Palestinians in the south were aware of a ‘smooth-talking’ Jew speaking
Arabic and preaching co-existence accompanied by a man from Khan Yunis
who was looking for land to buy.?® Arabs helped the Jewish National Fund
acquire thousands of dunams despite the restrictions of the 1939 White

Paper.? Palestinians in the anti-mufti opposition acted as real-estate brokers



as well as informants, co-operating with subterfuges such as acting as
frontmen for the JNF and other buyers. Josh Palmon of the Shai explained:

We would tell the Arab, “We’re not the ones who will buy from you. Transfer it to the name of
an Arab that we will give you.” He would transfer the property into the name of the Arab. How
did we manage it so that the second Arab could turn the land over to us legally? We’d say to
him: ‘My good man, sign here that you took a loan from us. We’ll take you to court to get the
loan back; you won’t return it, you’ll be declared bankrupt, and then we have the right to take
whatever property is registered in your name, whenever. That’s something the White Paper

forgot about.’ It forgot that loophole, and through that loophole we bought a lot of land.==

Information was collected on Arab landowners who were in debt and
susceptible to offers they could not refuse.** Collaborators fomented feuds
which could be exploited. So-called ‘American’ methods (alcohol and
prostitution) sometimes played their part. ‘The Zionists’ hold on the land thus
grew in parallel with their greater intelligence penetration of the Arab
community.’*

In public, Jewish settlers liked to display their good relations with Arabs,
especially for foreign VIPs, as Richard Crossman of the Anglo-American
Commission of Inquiry discovered when he was shown the ‘turfed gardens,
fountains and beautifully-kept flower beds’ of Mishmar haEmek in 1946 and
the neighbouring Arab village — the ‘stenchiest’ the British MP had ever seen.
The settlement was a favourite showcase: an earlier visitor had referred to the
‘reality of the dirty Arab hovels and their wretched inhabitants, only a few
hundred yards beyond the kibbutz’s barbed-wire fence’.> Crossman got
beyond outward appearances: ‘Obviously the Jewish mukhtar and the Sheikh
got on well’, he wrote.

I asked the sheikh if he wasn’t envious for his children of the life in the school on the farm 100

yards away. He said ‘no’ in a way which showed that he couldn’t comprehend the question. I

was nearly convinced that Arab—Jewish cooperation was perfect when I asked: “What about

immigration?” Suddenly the sheikh’s son leapt to his feet and delivered a full-length speech

containing the whole Arab case including the return of the Mufti. ‘But you don’t mind the Jews

in this collective?’ He fiercely replied that any more Jews in Palestine would ruin the country.

The Jewish mukhtar then said: ‘But if you had had your way we shouldn’t have been here, and

you like us don’t you?’ At this point the sheikh and his son answered nothing, and the mukhtar

turned to me and said in English: ‘You see, they really like us and it’s all propaganda from above

on the Arab side.” Actually it was quite obvious that the sheikh was far too shrewd to criticise a

neighbour. The relations are perfectly OK socially when the country is quiet; but the sheikh and
his son would obey the orders of the Arab Higher Committee and shoot anyone for the sake of

their country. That’s the real problem.4—4-

In the autumn of 1943, when an Axis victory no longer seemed likely and
the tide of war had turned, growing Zionist confidence helped awaken



Palestinian Arab politics from its torpor. The mufti’s Nazi connections had
discredited him in British eyes and made him an easy target for Zionist

leaders, co-operated with Ahmad Hilmi Pasha to revive the Arab national
fund, Sunduq al-Umma. It raised nearly 100,000 Palestine pounds, a large
sum, and purchased nearly 15,000 dunams that otherwise would have been
sold to Jews.2° In 1946 the mufti’s move from internment in France to Cairo,
and Jamal al-Husseini’s release from detention in Southern Rhodesia, set off
a flurry of Arab activity. But factionalism persisted. ‘Palestinian politics
continued to be characterized by jealousy, mistrust, jockeying for power and
the fruitless movement ... of various emissaries and mediators carrying
proposals and counter-proposals’, according to a later study. ‘All practical
efforts at effective measures to challenge Zionist aims, such as in the area of
land, were also riddled with factionalism. Banks, constructive schemes and
national funds, initiated, organized and controlled by the dominant leaders,
became the arena for political struggles, contention, and control.’*” The
consequences of this disarray were to become painfully obvious over the
following few years.



7
1945-1949

‘Immigrants of ours will come to this Khirbet what’s-its-name, you hear me, and they’ll take this land
and work it, and it’ll be beautiful here.’

S. Yizhar, Khirbet Khiza'

OPENING SHOTS

On Sunday, 30 November 1947 armed Arabs ambushed a Jewish bus at Kfar
Sirkin en route from Netanya to Jerusalem, killing five passengers. This
incident, just hours after the United Nations voted to partition Palestine, is
generally regarded as marking the start of Israel’s war of independence and
the Palestinian Nakba or ‘catastrophe’. The motives of the perpetrators were
said to be clannish and criminal rather than ‘national’, though the distinction
was either lost or ignored at the time and has been forgotten since.” Later that
day another bus was attacked on the road from Hadera, leaving one Jew dead
and several injured. Other attacks marked the descent into all-out conflict that
was driven by an accelerating cycle of retaliation and revenge.

On 13 December a teenage Palestinian boy watched in horror as a black
car stopped outside the Damascus Gate to Jerusalem’s Old City and ‘the
occupants rolled two cylinders with burning wicks into the milling crowd’.
Twenty people died.? Two weeks later, fighters of the Lehi underground — the
‘Stern Gang’ to the British — targeted a coffee house in Lifta, killing six. On
30 December Irgun men threw grenades into a crowd of Arab workers



outside Haifa’s oil refinery, once notable for its cross-community trade union
co-operation: eleven died. In the ensuing fury thirty-nine Jewish employees
were killed by Arabs wielding metal bars, knives and hammers. Six Arabs
were also killed. On the first morning of 1948 Haganah units raided nearby
Balad al-Sheikh — burial place of Sheikh Izzedin al-Qassam. Several dozen
people, including women and children, lost their lives. Local incidents fuelled
a country-wide crisis. Full-scale war seemed inevitable as the new year
dawned.

Escalation on the ground matched the intensifying pace of international
diplomacy over Palestine after the end of the Second World War. In October
1945 the Haganah and Irgun launched a co-ordinated rebellion against
British rule by sabotaging the railway system. In April 1946 the Anglo-
American Committee of Inquiry recommended that the country be governed
under ‘bi-national’ principles and called for the immediate entry of 100,000
Jewish refugees. However, that failed to bring London and Washington to a
common position. In June another Haganah operation destroyed all the
bridges connecting Palestine to its neighbouring countries, ‘the crowning act
of the organised struggle against the White Paper administration’, in the
words of one Zionist official.® The British mounted a massive search and
arrest operation (‘Operation Agatha’) in which 2,700 Jews were detained,
including most of the Jewish Agency leaders and a large part of the Haganah
command, on a day dubbed ‘Black Sabbath’. Three weeks later the Irgun
blew up a wing of Jerusalem’s King David Hotel, headquarters of the British
civil and military administration, by smuggling milk churns packed with
explosives into the basement. That killed ninety-one people, nearly a third of
them Jews, and was immediately condemned by the Jewish Agency. News of
this spectacular atrocity echoed around the world; it fuelled growing outrage
in Britain and accelerated the end of the Mandate. In December David Ben-
Gurion took over the Jewish Agency’s defence portfolio. It seemed clear that
a peaceful solution to the Palestine conflict was not attainable.

By February 1947 the Labour government in London had effectively given
up an increasingly unpopular burden that was costing the lives of British
troops and police in a ‘senseless, squalid war’, as Winston Churchill, now in
opposition, put it.> It decided to submit the Palestine question to the UN and
in May the fledgling world body established a Special Committee on
Palestine (UNSCOP). During their visit to the country the committee’s
members witnessed the so-called ‘Exodus affair’, when 4,500 Holocaust



survivors on board an old American passenger ship were detained as illegal
immigrants and deported back to Europe. The favourable publicity that
ensued for the Jewish cause went some way to offsetting revulsion at Jewish
terrorism. That peaked the day the Exodus arrived in France, when two
abducted British sergeants were hanged in retaliation for the execution of
Irgun fighters. In a grisly sequel, their booby-trapped corpses were blown
apart as they were being cut down in an orange grove near Netanya. The
Arabs boycotted UNSCOP - their ‘cold malevolence’, as a Jewish official
put it, in sharp contrast to the ‘warm reception by the Yishuv’.®

In September, seven of the UN committee’s ten members recommended
partition into two states, with international status for Jerusalem. The minority
(India, Iran and Yugoslavia) proposed a federal state with Jerusalem as its
capital. The Arab Higher Committee expressed ‘amazement and disbelief’ as
this was ‘contrary to the UN charter and to the principles of justice and
integrity’.” Britain announced that it would leave Palestine in six months’
time if no settlement was reached. No one seriously imagined that it would
be. On 29 November 1947 the UN General Assembly voted to partition
Palestine into Jewish and Arab states, leaving Jerusalem under UN
supervision as a ‘corpus separatum’. Intense Zionist lobbying secured a
majority of thirty-three to thirteen with ten abstentions — a close-run thing
since a two-thirds vote was required. UN Resolution 181 was backed,
crucially, by both the US and USSR — the world’s great powers in the early
days of the Cold War. It was opposed by the Palestinians and by Arab and
Muslim states infuriated by American susceptibility to the Zionists. The
proposed Jewish state was to consist of 55 per cent of the country, including
the largely unpopulated Negev desert. Its population would comprise some
500,000 Jews and 400,000 Arabs — a very substantial minority. Jews, at that
point, owned just 7 per cent of Palestine’s private land. The Arab state was to
have 44 per cent of the land and a minority of 10,000 Jews. Greater
Jerusalem was to remain under international rule. The mufti, Haj Amin al-
Husseini, declared the UN vote ‘null and void’. Jamal al-Husseini, vice-
president of the Arab Higher Committee, had already warned that it was ‘the
sacred duty of the Arabs of Palestine to defend their country against all
aggression’. Now he rejected the proposed border as a ‘line of blood and
fire’.? The Palestinian view was that ‘partition did not involve a compromise
but was Zionist in conception and tailored to meet Zionist needs and
demands’.?



Arab anger was matched by Jewish jubilation. Hours after the vote at Lake
Success, the UN’s first home, Ben-Gurion stood on the balcony of the Jewish
Agency building in Jerusalem. ‘He looked slowly and solemnly around him —
to the roof tops crammed with people, to the throngs that stood solid in the
courtyard below him’, one witness recorded.

He raised his hand: an utter silence waited for his words. ‘Ashreynu sheh zachinu la yom ha zeh.’

[Blessed are we who have been privileged to witness this day.] He concluded with ‘Tchi ha

Medina ha Ivrith’ [Long Live the Hebrew State — it didn’t have a name yet] and called for

Hatikvah.™ A solemn chant rose from all sides. The moment was too big for our feelings. There

were few dry eyes and few steady voices. Ben-Gurion tossed his head back proudly, tenderly
touched the flag that hung from the railing and charged the air with electricity when he shouted

defiantly, ‘WE ARE A FREE PEOPLE.’ Y

Later that day, the Palestinian leadership proclaimed a general strike in
protest while the Haganah called on Jews aged between seventeen and
twenty-five to register for military service. The UN decision and reactions to
it were replays of what had happened a decade earlier, when the Peel
Commission recommended partition as a way round the ‘irreconcilable
aspirations’ of Jews and Arabs. Again the Jews accepted the decision, though
not without misgivings. The Arabs rejected it, refusing to cede sovereignty
over any part of Palestine and insisting that the UN had no right to enforce its
wishes in the face of the opposition of the majority of the population.
Palestinians believed that ‘the country was exclusively theirs and an
inseparable part of the great Arab homeland. Any diminishing of this ideal
was perceived as a conspiracy, mu’amara in Arabic, by those who would
shift the Jewish problem from European shoulders to the Arabs and at their
expense.’!! But conditions were now very different from 1937. The partition
decision had the weight of international opinion behind it, despite Arab legal,
moral and political objections that were overlooked both then and since.*2
Even more significantly, within months the British would be leaving for
good, no longer willing or able to ‘hold the ring’. No other solution was on
offer. The two peoples of Palestine were to be left to fight it out.

PREPARING FOR THE FIGHT

On the eve of war the Jews were far better prepared, militarily and politically,
than the Arabs, in Palestine or beyond. Their leaders had a high level of
confidence that they would prevail if it came to a fight, as they assumed it
would.”? The Haganah had a centralized command. It could field 35,000



men, including the 2,500-strong Palmah. The ‘dissidents’ of the Irgun and
Stern Gang accounted for a few thousand more, in total making up an
extraordinarily large percentage of the adult Jewish population.
Approximately 27,000 Jews had enlisted with British forces during the war.
In addition, the institutions of the Yishuv exercised national discipline. “The
Jewish Agency ... is really a state within a state with its own budget, secret
cabinet, army, and above all, intelligence service’, observed Richard
Crossman, the British Labour MP who had visited Palestine as a member of
the Anglo-American Committee of Inquiry. ‘It is the most efficient, dynamic,
toughest organisation I have ever seen.’'* If it came to war, he predicted, the
Haganah would trounce the Arabs. Crossman’s was an astute assessment
(and at odds with the view of the British military)."> Still, his confidence was
not widely shared. ‘We knew that 635,000 Jews were facing hundreds of
millions of Arabs: “the few against the many” °, Uri Avnery, a young
German-born Jew, wrote shortly afterwards. ‘We knew: if we surrender, we
die.’® Volunteering was the norm among Jewish youth: Tikva Honig-
Parnass, a seventeen-year-old Hebrew University student, enlisted in the
Haganah in November 1947. ‘It was well-known on campus who was a

member’, she recalled.

Most students were members and enlisting was the culmination of everything I had been brought
up to believe in. We had fought to achieve what we had, it was now in danger and it was up to
me to protect it. In that discourse there was no notion of attacking or being the aggressors, only

defending ourselves and what we had built.}”

In the wake of the Holocaust, which was seen by many as the ultimate moral
vindication of the Zionist quest for a homeland, the Jews also enjoyed wide
international sympathy — a crucial factor which many Arabs underestimated
or ignored, continuing to believe ‘that people entirely innocent of the crime
had been forced to pay for it’.:

No one now doubted that the fate of Palestine was at stake from a
combination of the end of British rule and growing Zionist assertiveness.
Jewish determination to win was a powerful if intangible motivating factor.
Independence for the neighbouring French Mandate territories of Syria and
Lebanon in 1946 had underlined the painful fact that Palestine, trapped in its
‘iron cage’, was still nowhere near to achieving self-government under its
Arab majority and that the Palestinians were still unable to develop their own

national institutions and identity.” It was a debilitating weakness.



The Arab Higher Committee, outlawed back in 1937, had been revived
under the exiled mufti’s leadership. In May 1946 Haj Amin al-Husseini
arrived in Egypt (after avoiding prosecution in France) under the protection
of King Farouk and sent a wave of excitement through Arab Palestine. ‘Men
smiled, shook hands and embraced each other while the women ululated and
offered songs of praise; fires of celebration burnt in every courtyard of every
village. Brooding despair gave way to a desire to fight, for the Mufti, for all
his colossal faults, embodied the Palestinian Arabs’ will to resist.’2® But
factionalism still held sway, a legacy of old rivalries and of the events of
1936-39. The Arab National Fund had not succeeded in halting land sales.
Nor had calls to boycott Jewish produce been heeded. The AHC’s critics saw
it as a partisan body which covered up the failings — even treacherous ones —
of its own members. ‘For twenty years we have heard talk against land
brokers and land sellers, yet here they sit in the front rows of every national
gathering’, one anti-Husseini figure (himself in clandestine contact with the
Jewish Agency) complained at a rally in Jaffa — before the loudspeakers were
turned off to silence him.* Haj Amin’s pro-Axis wartime role was exploited
in Zionist propaganda: photographs of him posing with Hitler or Bosnian
Muslim SS volunteers were worth thousands of words and did grave damage
to the Palestinian cause.?? (In May 1947, during a UN debate, the AHC
secretary, Emile Ghouri, objected to a Zionist reference to the mufti’s
presence in Germany: ‘The Jews are questioning the record of an Arab
spiritual leader,” he said. ‘Does this properly come from the mouth of a
people who have crucified the founder of Christianity?’#) The AHC was
divided between Jerusalem, Beirut and Damascus, hampering effective
communication, and its influence was dwarfed by that of the recently created
League of Arab States, whose seven members ™ had their own agendas — the
majority being opposed to King Abdullah of Transjordan, whose ambitions in
Palestine were well known.? All this meant that the Palestinians were
spectacularly ill-prepared for what has been called the ‘bitter endgame’ of the

Palestinian side matched the resources and organization of the Haganah. No
master plan existed for fighting the Jews, whose capabilities were
simultaneously underestimated and exaggerated. The Arab effort was also
beset by rivalry: it was not until January 1947 that two existing paramilitary



groups, the Futuwwa and the Najada, were combined into a single Arab
Youth Organization.?” Veterans of the Arab rebellion had military experience
but only a few thousand had joined the British army, and many had been

al-Muqaddas (Army of the Holy Jihad, AHJ) under Abdul-Qader al-Husseini
(the son of Musa Kazem) and ‘the ablest and most courageous of the Arab
commanders’.?’ National committees were formed in villages and towns as
they had been during the rebellion.?> Weapons were purchased in
neighbouring countries and Europe, but it proved difficult to distribute arms
and fighters as needed. Volunteering was not common; Hisham Sharabi, from
a well-to-do Jaffa family, reflected later on how he and other privileged
young Palestinians had gone abroad to study without thinking about the
looming conflict:

There were people, we assumed, who would fight on our behalf. They were those who had

fought in [the] 1936 rebellion and would fight again in the future. They were peasants who were

not in need of specialized higher education in the West. Their natural place was here, on this
land; as for us intellectuals, our place was at another level. When we fought, we fought at the

front of thought. We engaged in bitter battles of the mind.2!

The initial Arab military effort focused on Jewish communications and
transport, especially main roads and access routes to isolated settlements in
Galilee and the Negev. Jewish quarters in the mixed towns of Haifa, Jaffa,
Tiberias and Jerusalem came under attack. Leadership, though, remained
essentially local. Abdul-Qader complained of a shortage of weapons,
explosives and ammunition. Defence was a weak point. The lack of medical
care meant that treatable wounds often ended in amputations. Non-Palestinian
forces were deployed by the Arab Liberation Army (ALA or Jaysh al-Inqadh
al-Arabi), set up by the Arab League’s Damascus-based military committee.
It was made up of 5,000 volunteers and seconded Syrian and Iraqi military
personnel commanded by Fawzi al-Qawugji, ‘a popular Garibaldian officer
of Lebanese origin’,?* in northern Palestine, where Qawugji had also fought
in 1936. It was plagued by low morale, bad discipline and poor logistics.?
Qawugji and the mufti were also at loggerheads.** Fighters from the Egyptian
Muslim Brotherhood entered the country from the south as well. Overall co-
ordination of these disparate forces was extremely poor and ‘probably the
most important factor in the eventual Palestinian defeat and in the Haganah’s
relative ease in accomplishing it’.?> In some towns garrisons answered to the
Arab League, in others to the AHC. The Arab states behaved in a ‘patronising



and ... contemptuous manner’ towards the Palestinians. Residents of Jaffa
were appalled at the conduct of fighters from Hama in Syria, who arrived in
March, ‘went on a rampage of robbery and looting, and then quickly left’.*°
ALA officers accused Palestinians of being ‘traitors, cowards, spies and
speculators in land’. Indeed, many Palestinians did not want to fight, had
secret non-aggression pacts with their Jewish neighbours, opposed the

Husseinis or refused to harbour foreign forces.*

FATEFUL YEAR

Violence intensified after the New Year’s Day Haganah raid on Balad al-
Sheikh. In Jerusalem, on the rainy night of 5 January 1948 the Haganah blew
up the Semiramis Hotel in Qatamon, killing twenty-six civilians it mistakenly
believed were Arab ‘irregulars’, including the Spanish consul-general. Sir
Alan Cunningham, the high commissioner, called it ‘an offence to
civilization’ and asked Ben-Gurion how the Jews ‘expected to defend
themselves against world opinion for the crime of blowing up innocent
people’. Ben-Gurion replied that the attack was unauthorized.* The effect
was electrifying: ‘All day long you could see people carrying their
belongings and moving from their houses to safer ones in Qatamon or to
another quarter altogether’, wrote Hala Sakakini, a local resident.

People were simply panic-stricken. The rumour spread that leaflets had been dropped by the

Jews saying that they would make out of Qatamon one heap of rubble. Whenever we saw people

moving away we tried to encourage them to stay. We would tell them: “You ought to be ashamed
to leave. This is just what the Jews want you to do; you leave and they occupy your houses and

then one day you will find that Qatamon has become another Jewish quarter.3—9-

Everyone in the neighbourhood felt ‘vulnerable and alone’, recalled Ghada
Karmi. ‘The men decided to put up barricades at both ends of the roads and
to have them manned. But only five people had guns and the rest did not
know how to use weapons.’ The effort lasted until Jewish gunmen shot and
killed the man on duty.?’ Two days later Irgun fighters threw bombs at the
Jaffa Gate, this time with a death toll of twenty-five. Haganah attacks
followed on Arab areas on the western side of town — Sheikh Badr, Lifta and
Romema. On 31 January Ben-Gurion ordered the Haganah to settle Jewish
refugees who had been displaced from the Shimon haTsadik area in east
Jerusalem in newly abandoned Arab homes in the west. The next day
Palestinians and British army deserters bombed the offices of the Palestine



Post, the Zionist English-language daily newspaper, killing twenty Jewish
civilians.

The situation was deteriorating everywhere. In the first week of January
Lehi operatives wearing British uniforms detonated a truck bomb outside the
Grand Serail in Clock Square in Jaffa, HQ of the local Arab national
committee. It killed twenty-eight Arabs. On 8 January the first contingent of
330 ALA volunteers arrived in the north. The following day saw an attack on
Kibbutz Kfar Szold from across the Syrian border, in retaliation for a deadly
Palmah assault on the nearby village of Khisas. The second half of the month
saw fighting at Gush Etzion, the Jewish settlement bloc south of Jerusalem,
where the entire thirty-five-strong Palmah force sent to relieve the defenders
was wiped out. It was a devastating blow, but the ‘Lamed-Hay’ (Hebrew for
‘thirty-five”) became a byword for youthful sacrifice, which was still
remembered decades later.** The Haganah attacked Salama village near
Jaffa. Hundreds more ALA men crossed the frontiers from Syria, Lebanon
and Transjordan.

Palestinian civilians began to flee from the start of the hostilities. In early
December 1947 the Haganah reported that wealthy Arabs were moving
temporarily to winter residences in Syria, Lebanon and Egypt.** Others left
for inland villages. Around 15,000 Arab residents, a fifth of Jaffa’s
population, had left by mid-January.** By late January, 20,000 Haifa residents
were estimated to have abandoned their homes. Residents of Arab villages

tried to stem these departures by radio broadcasts, by appealing to
neighbouring governments not to grant entry to fleeing Palestinians and by
ordering local commanders to stop people leaving.*> From Cairo, the mufti
urged the national committees to halt ‘desertion from the field of honour and
sacrifice’.2® But the effort was confused and advice often contradictory. Fear
of attack, as in any war, was the main reason for the flight of civilians, at
least at this stage, and it did not go unnoticed by the Jewish leadership. In
early February Ben-Gurion remarked pointedly on the departure of Arabs
from West Jerusalem: ‘From your entry to Jerusalem through Lifta-Romema
... there are no strangers [Arabs],” he told Mapai colleagues. ‘One hundred
per cent Jewish. I do not assume that this will change. What has happened in
Jerusalem ... could well happen in large parts of the country — if we hold
on.’%



Until the end of February Jewish forces remained largely on the defensive,
partly out of fear of a possible British reaction. An ALA attack on an isolated
settlement near Beisan was repulsed, with the Arabs suffering heavy
casualties. But there were significant exceptions. On 15 February, Palmah
units attacked Sasa in northern Galilee, killing sixty villagers and destroying
twenty houses. The Palmah blew up Arab homes in Caesarea and expelled
their residents. In Jaffa houses were dynamited with people still inside
them.® The degree to which these actions were authorized by the Haganah
national command and political leadership, or were the result of initiatives on
the ground, is unclear. Their outcome, however, is not in doubt.

DALET FOR DEFENCE?

On 10 March 1948, Haganah commanders meeting in Tel Aviv looked ahead
to the next stage of the war in a document known as Tochnit Dalet (Plan D).
The plan was designed to secure control of Jewish-held territory — within and
beyond the UN partition borders — ahead of the approaching British
departure. In case of resistance, Arabs were to be expelled. If there was no
resistance, they could stay under military rule. Decades later opinions still
differed sharply as to whether this constituted a master plan for expulsions or
‘ethnic cleansing’ — a term borrowed from the Yugoslav wars of the 1990s
and the title of an influential work by the anti-Zionist Israeli historian Ilan
Pappé.® Israeli and pro-Zionist scholars had traditionally described Plan D as
defensive and the Palestinian exodus as unexpected. Walid Khalidi, the
leading Palestinian historian, took the opposite view.2 Benny Morris, the
pioneering ‘new’ Israeli historian of this crucially formative period, argued
that Plan D was implemented, but only in piecemeal fashion. The Palestinian
refugee problem, in Morris’s much-quoted assessment, was ‘born out of war,
not by design’.2! Still, a predisposition to population ‘transfer’ and tactical
military considerations in fast-moving circumstances inclined Haganah
commanders towards removing Arabs, given the opportunity. The language
employed was certainly highly suggestive. The Hebrew word ‘tihur’
(‘purifying’) was used repeatedly in internal documents. The codenames
chosen for operations — Matateh (Broom) and Biur Chametz (Passover
Cleaning) seemed inspired by this mindset.>* Pappé and others have argued
that the record shows that the removal of Palestinians was ‘more
premeditated, systematic and extensive’ than Morris acknowledged — even in
the face of his own evidence.>* No high-level Jewish political discussion is



known to have been held to explicitly discuss expelling Arabs, but many
expulsions unquestionably took place. And the results, in the end, mattered
far more than intentions — and the nuances of later historiographical
controversy.

In the ebb and flow of events, each side experienced periods of crisis. On
23 March the Iraqi head of the Arab League military committee, General
Ismail Safwat (‘old fashioned ... extremely brave and unutterably stupid’>?),
warned that the Arab garrisons in Jaffa, Jerusalem and Haifa were on the
defensive, with the initiative in the hands of Zionist forces held back ‘only by

wealthy and middle-class Arab families of those three cities had gone — for
good. Simultaneously, Arab attacks took a heavy toll on Jewish convoys:
forty-six Jews were killed on the road to Yehiam near the Arab village of
Kabri. Other losses were incurred in convoys at Hulda and Nabi Daniel.

April was the turning point of the first phase of the war. As the British
departure neared and supplies of food and water ran dangerously low in
Jewish areas of Jerusalem, the Haganah went on to the offensive, capturing
more territory that was not earmarked for the Jews under the UN plan. It
mounted Operation Nachshon to get relief convoys past Bab al-Wad and
through to the city, taking the hill-top Arab village of Qastel — the first to be
conquered by Jewish forces — expelling its inhabitants and destroying its
houses. Husseini, the commander of the AHJ, was killed there on 8 April and
buried the next day amid emotional scenes at the al-Aqsa mosque alongside
his father and Sharif Hussein of Mecca. It was a crushing blow to Palestinian
morale and a harbinger of wider defeat.>® Husseini was and remains one of
the few heroic figures of the Arab war effort.” Poor logistics were also an
increasingly obvious disadvantage for the Arabs: in the course of the battle
for Qastel a taxi arrived in Ramallah with fighters who bought bullets on the
streets to re-supply their comrades at the front.2® ALA forces suffered another
serious setback with the failure of an attack on Mishmar haEmek, the kibbutz
overlooking the road from Jenin to Haifa, despite using field artillery for the
first time in the war. That allowed the Haganah to occupy several nearby
Arab villages, which were razed after their inhabitants fled or were expelled
to the Jenin area.

On 12 April Qaluniya, near Qastel, fell to Palmah fighters. ‘Scouts went
ahead and more ... were on the hilltops’, reported an accompanying
journalist.



Everyone wore green camouflaged uniforms. They carried a medley of weapons, Sten guns,
rifles, machine guns and hand grenades; a few carried ‘walkie talkies’. They moved like wraiths
down the wadi ... Suddenly the village seemed to erupt. Our mortars started it, and at once came
a bedlam of answering fire ... Suddenly an explosion that seems to rip the hillside; shrieks of

terror. Our shock troops and sappers had reached the houses ... Arab resistance, feeble from the

start, soon crumbled. In half an hour it was over.2?

These were fateful days. On Friday, 9 April, the day of Husseini’s funeral,
the massacre of Deir Yassin played a decisive role in fuelling Palestinian fear
and flight. Residents of the stone-quarrying village on the western edge of
Jerusalem believed they were safe because of a non-belligerency agreement
their mukhtar had signed with the neighbouring Jewish quarter of Givat Shaul
— one of several such pacts.”’ ‘There was an agreement that if any of their
people attacked Deir Yassin, the Jews would stop them and catch them’,

recalled Muhammed Arif Sammour, a teacher. ‘If anyone from Deir Yassin

directly overlook the Tel Aviv road and it had not sheltered Arab forces
fighting for Qastel. It was not a priority for the Haganah, though the district
commander gave ‘reluctant approval’ for the attack.®* It was mounted by a
joint 120-strong Irgun—Lehi force, but when the ‘dissidents’ encountered
heavier than expected resistance a Palmah platoon was despatched with a
mortar and machine gun. Most residents fled, but survivors described
executions, rapes and looting. “The conquest of the village was carried out
with great cruelty’, Haganah intelligence reported. “Whole families —
women, old people, children — were killed ... Some of the prisoners moved to
places of detention, including women and children, were murdered viciously
by their captors.’®® Prisoners were paraded on trucks through the centre of
Jerusalem before being released. For many years, based on the original Red
Cross figures, the generally accepted death toll was 240-250. In the 1980s
Palestinian researchers revised the number of fatalities to 107, closer to what
was described in contemporary Jewish testimony.

Even at the time, though, the precise figures barely mattered. Immediately
afterwards Arab press and radio reported repeatedly on the massacre, fuelling
panicked flight from nearby villages and echoing far beyond. As the Irgun
commander Menachem Begin — who always denied that a massacre had taken
place — wrote later: “The legend was worth half a dozen battalions to the
forces of Israel.” The psychological impact can hardly be overestimated.
David Kroyanker, a young Jewish Jerusalemite, recalled the effect on the
Arabs of Talbiyeh, adjacent to his home in Rehavia. ‘The Arabs were scared



to death. They left their meals on the tables and the Haganah requested
people in our neighbourhood to clean the houses so that Jews could move
into them.’® Deir Yassin remains a byword for Zionist brutality that has
resonated down the decades and remains a rallying cry for the Palestinian
cause. Shortly afterwards, news came through of another massacre, this time
of twenty-two villagers in Khirbet Nasser ed-Din, south-west of Tiberias on
the shore of the Sea of Galilee.®® That was described as ‘a second Deir

Revenge was not long in coming: on 13 April Arab fighters ambushed a
convoy of trucks, ambulances, buses and armoured cars heading to the Jewish
enclave on Jerusalem’s Mount Scopus, home of the Hebrew University.
Seventy-eight lecturers, students, nurses and doctors as well as their Haganah
escorts, were killed as British forces looked on without intervening. The
attack caused disquiet among Arab doctors.®® The fighting intensified a
gathering Palestinian exodus from Jerusalem, with the evacuation of the
southern suburbs of Bagaa, Qatamon and the German Colony, the roads
clogged with lorries loaded with household goods.” Petrol shortages meant
that the cost of travel to Amman and Damascus soared so that it was
manageable only for the better-off and for government employees who had
received redundancy payments. Hundreds more Palestinians fled to
Bethlehem, Nablus and Jericho, which were still considered safe.”’

Over the next few weeks the war was effectively won by the Jews as
Haganah units continued offensive operations, helped by the arrival of rifles,
machine-guns and ammunition purchased from Czechoslovakia. Tiberias fell
on 18 April, its 5,000-strong Arab population, which was used to relatively
good relations with the Jewish residents, fleeing with people from nearby
villages terrified by the fate of Khirbet Nasser ed-Din. British forces helped

organize a relatively orderly evacuation.”* Haganah forces then looted the

Arab quarters.”?

Haifa — home to Palestine’s main port and second-largest Arab community
— was taken after a sudden British withdrawal from positions between Arab
and Jewish quarters; it had originally been thought that the British would
remain for three months after the end of the Mandate. Sporadic fighting had
taken place for two months: on consecutive days in March car-bomb attacks
caused mass casualties on both sides. Wealthier Arab families had long gone.
On 22 April Palestinians fled in their thousands to the port and boarded boats

to take them north to Acre and Beirut. In the ensuing panic, worsened by



Haganah mortar fire, some vessels became overcrowded and sank with their
terrified passengers. “‘We suddenly heard that the British Army in the harbour
area was prepared to protect all who took refuge there’, a local man
recalled.”?
Thus we all flooded the lanes that were still in our hands toward the harbour. It was a terrible
thing to try and make a passage for oneself. Hundreds of people blocked the narrow lanes and
pushed and heaved against one another, each trying to save himself and his children. Many
children, women, and old men fainted and were trampled by the surging crowds. It was like
Judgment Day ... A rumour spread that the Jews had cut off the roads ... We turned about in
utter terror. People around me were shouting, cursing, sobbing, and praying. In an instance
another rumour spread that the road was clear. Once again we began pushing in the direction of

the harbour ... At the entrance British policemen helped to carry our children. But there was a
wild rush for the boats and many people were drowned in the process.

Shabtai Levy, the Jewish mayor, urged the Arab members of an emergency
committee to stay put. But they declined to sign truce terms — perhaps fearing
the opprobrium of surrender — and opted instead to evacuate the city. Golda
Meir of the Jewish Agency, sent to Haifa to persuade Arabs to remain, found
a ‘dead city’ with Arab women, children and the elderly waiting to leave and
empty homes where coffee and bread were still on the table. She was
reminded of Jewish towns in Europe during the war.”* Inspecting abandoned
apartments in Wadi Nisnas with a Haganah commander, she encountered an
elderly Arab woman who burst into tears; Meir wept too. Ben-Gurion made
clear a few weeks later, however, that he did not want the refugees to return
until hostilities were over.”>

Haifa’s loss quickly swept up other nearby Arab communities. Jaffa
suffered a similar fate. Irgun fighters led the offensive on 25 April with an
attack on Manshiyeh, now surrounded by Tel Aviv. Mortar fire rained down
while Haganah units attacked nearby villages from the east and south.
Refugees fled south by road towards Gaza, and again by sea. Salah Khalaf
recalled the panic he felt as a fifteen-year-old boy: ‘I was overwhelmed by
the sight of this huge mass of men, women, old people and children,
struggling under the weight of suitcases or bundles, making their way
painfully down to the wharfs of Jaffa in a sinister tumult. Cries mingled with
moaning and sobs, all punctuated by deafening explosions.’”® Another man,
named Fayiz, left his home the day the Irgun assault began:

Everyone was wailing and weeping and there was total chaos. My brother and I ran all over the

town trying to find a truck but there weren’t any. They were all either full of people or burned

out. There were many dead donkeys too, with their trailers still attached to them, lying in the
road. Next we went to the sea but clearly there was no chance of escape there. In the end we



found a truck and our family with three others climbed on. We had one suitcase with us:
everything else was left at home ... It took us seven hours to get to Majdal [nearly 30 miles
away] where we slept the night. Early next morning we travelled on to Gaza. There we were: us

and a suitcase.’"

Shafiq al-Hout, a sixteen-year-old, crowded onto the deck of a Greek ship
bound for Beirut. ‘I remember watching Jaffa disappear from sight until there
was nothing but water all around,’ he reminisced. ‘It never occurred to me
that I would never see it again.””® By 14 May, when Haganah units entered
Jaffa, only 3,000—4,000 residents remained. The city was not conquered, but
rather surrendered. At first victorious Irgun fighters ‘pillaged only dresses,
blouses and ornaments for their girlfriends. But this discrimination was soon
abandoned. Everything that was movable was carried from Jaffa — furniture,
carpets, pictures, crockery and pottery, jewellery and cutlery. The occupied
parts of Jaffa were stripped ... What could not be taken away was smashed.
Windows, pianos, fittings and lamps went in an orgy of destruction.”” Even
though Arab Jaffa had relatively strong local institutions, social tensions
undermined their effectiveness in the panicky and traumatic circumstances of
all-out war.2

Safad, in eastern Galilee, was the next ‘mixed’ town to go, conquered by
10 May, its Arab neighbourhoods emptied as their inhabitants were driven
out in their thousands, Piper Cub planes bombing the surrounding wadis to
hasten the exodus. The fighting there was ‘an especially good example of the
state of weakness, anarchy, breakdown, and collapse that generally prevailed
among the Palestinians’.?! Yigal Allon, commanding the Palmah, organized a
‘whispering campaign’ to frighten Palestinians into leaving the area, telling
local Jewish mukhtars to warn their Arab contacts to flee while they still
could before Jewish reinforcements arrived. The ploy worked: tens of
thousands left their homes and abandoned villages were burned. In Beisan the
remaining inhabitants were expelled across the Jordan or to Nazareth. Acre,
besieged and demoralized by the fate of Haifa, fell too, its defenders divided
between supporters and opponents of the mufti. Only 3,000 of its 13,400
residents remained, and others left after the conquest.” Hava Keller, a young
Polish-born woman serving with the Haganah, went into an Arab apartment
that had just been abandoned and was disturbed to see a pair of baby shoes,
which made her wonder about the child’s fate years later.*

The Haganah took the offensive and made other gains in areas across the
country where the armies of the neighbouring Arab states were expected to

invade when the British left. In the south, on 11 May, the Givati brigade



raided Beit Daras and the residents fled to nearby Isdud. In an adjacent
village the mukhtar’s house was blown up and four people were executed.
‘Now it is a mass psychosis and an all-out evacuation’, Haganah intelligence
reported. ‘Arabs have abandoned hamlets before the Jews took any action
against them, only on the basis of the rumours that they were about to be
attacked.”® By mid-May, 250,000—300,000 Palestinians had already fled or
been expelled from their homes.

INVASION, INDEPENDENCE, CATASTROPHE

The second stage of the war began on 15 May. It was then, according to plan,
that the British finally quit. High Commissioner Cunningham departed by
launch from Haifa harbour, the formality of the occasion masking what was
an ignominious departure after thirty years, the country already engulfed in
war. The previous evening at a ceremony in the Tel Aviv museum, the
sovereign state of Israel was solemnly proclaimed — the crowning
achievement of the Zionist movement half a century after its founding
congress — as David Ben-Gurion read out the declaration of independence on
behalf of the provisional government, prompting feelings of ‘elation’,
recalled his colleague David Horowitz, ‘mingling with dread’.?> The new
Jewish state was recognized within hours by both the US and the USSR. Ben-
Gurion was declared prime minister and minister of defence.

Units of four Arab armies began to invade, having waited scrupulously for
the Mandate to end. The collapse of the Palestinians, the failure of the ALA
and swelling refugee flows had left the Arab states little choice but the
intervention by Jordan, Iraq, Syria and Egypt was chaotic in conception and
execution, the gap between rhetoric and reality embarrassingly wide. Abdel-
Rahman Azzam Pasha, the Egyptian head of the Arab League, had warned of
a conflict that ‘would be a war of extermination and momentous massacre’,
though his words were distorted or misquoted to occupy a prominent place in
the Zionist narrative of the conflict.® The Syrian president, Shukri al-
Quwatli, invoked the memory of the long Arab struggle against the
Crusaders. Egypt announced it was acting ‘to re-establish security and order
and put an end to the massacres perpetrated by Zionist terrorist bands against
Arabs and humanity’.?” The Jews, with ‘no real knowledge of the Arabs’ true
military capabilities ... took Arab propaganda literally, preparing for the
worst and reacting accordingly’.?” In the aftermath of the Holocaust, the sense

of existential threat was all too real.



Initial Arab plans focused on invading northern Palestine with a view to
reaching Haifa. Lebanon had been expected to take part but opted out at the
last minute. Far more significantly, King Abdullah announced that Jordanian
forces would head for Ramallah, Nablus and Hebron on what later became
known as the West Bank. This suggested that he was seeking to avoid war
with the Jews by refraining from entering areas allotted to them by the UN
such as Netanya and Hadera. It appeared to confirm suspicions about
collusion between the Hashemites, British and Zionists and, in turn, caused a
change of plan in Cairo. The Egyptians had originally planned to move forces
up the coast towards Gaza, Isdud and perhaps to Tel Aviv. But now,
concerned about Hashemite ambitions, they added a second invasion route
that would take their forces, via Beersheba, east to the Hebron area — an
obvious attempt to deny it to Abdullah. By the end of May, however, they
had run out of steam on both axes. The Israelis encountered only Iragi and
Syrian forces in the Jordan Valley — also outside the area allotted the Jewish
state by the UN — but no Egyptians at this stage. Iragi units based in Qalgilya
did nothing, telling puzzled Palestinians who asked why: ‘maku awamir’ —
Iraqi Arabic dialect for ‘we have no orders’.%2 Token Saudi and Yemeni
forces were also deployed.

Palestinian fighters were helped in Jerusalem by the arrival on 19 May of
Jordanian Arab Legion forces, who were greeted by jubilant crowds.
Armoured cars negotiated the alleys of the Old City and strengthened its
defences. Following the destruction of two of the Jewish Quarter’s ancient
synagogues, the Jews surrendered. The Haganah fighters were taken as
prisoners of war to Transjordan and the civilians were released. Looting
ensued. “The bombardment had destroyed the houses ... what was left was
still plundered, swarms of Arab children and women came into the quarter,
most of them from the surrounding villages and tore out window shutters,
half-burned doors, railings etc. and took them away either to sell them in the
Arab market or out of the city to their villages.”®

In Jerusalem and elsewhere the Arab invasion posed difficult challenges
for Jewish forces. But it did not save the Palestinians. On the contrary, it
worsened their plight because more territory was lost and more Arabs became
refugees. Understanding of the war has deepened as archives have opened
and old narratives have been challenged, but it is hard to better the conclusion
reached by the British author Christopher Sykes in the mid-1960s: “The
unpreparedness, disunity and even mutual hostility of the Arab forces, in



contrast with the single-mindedness of their enemies, ruled out the possibility
of their victory.”2 Musa al-Alami, Ben-Gurion’s Palestinian interlocutor from
the 1930s, put it even more succinctly: ‘It was obvious that our [Arab] aims
in the battle were diverse, while the aim of the Jews was solely to win it.’?? In
the words of the Palestinian scholar Bayan Nuwayhid al-Hout: ‘While the
Jewish forces fought, dreaming of their state, the Arab leaders ordered their
armies to fight a limited war, dreaming of and praying for a ceasefire.’®?

Israeli forces conquered more territory. In the month after 15 May the
Alexandroni Brigade cleared more than sixty Arab villages on the coastal
plain between Tel Aviv and Haifa.”* In Tantura on the 22nd, fourteen Israelis
and more than seventy villagers were killed.”> Later accounts reported
summary executions, with one researcher claiming that up to 225 Palestinians
had been murdered.?® On the 31st, the death of Ali Hassan Salameh, who had
replaced Husseini as commander of the AHJ, was another blow to Palestinian
morale.

On 10 June a four-week UN-supervised truce began.”” The next stage of
the fighting — dubbed the ‘Ten Days war’ — took place in mid-July. By then
there were 65,000 men under arms in the newly named Israel Defence Forces
(IDF), which had absorbed the Haganah and Palmah as well as the
‘dissidents’ of the Irgun and Lehi in the wake of the Altalena affair (this had
involved IDF troops firing on a ship that was delivering weapons to the Irgun
off Tel Aviv, resulting in the deaths of nineteen men). Ben-Gurion was hailed
for this brief but brutal assertion of power in the very first weeks of the new
state.

The Israelis made new conquests in Galilee and in the Tel Aviv— Jerusalem
‘corridor’ that the UN had allocated to the Arabs. In the north, Palestinians
who had fled were told they could not return to their villages. Nazareth was
taken on 16 July, though its inhabitants were not expelled, probably because
of Ben-Gurion’s sensitivity about its Christian holy places. Saffuriyah, a
large village nearby, fell the day before, its frightened population swollen by
refugees who had arrived from Shafa Amr to the west. Its inhabitants were to
long remember their terror when the Israelis dropped bombs from two Auster
crop-dusting planes.”” In Aylut, Israeli forces blew up houses where weapons
were found and killed sixteen young men in the olive groves.”

The most significant event of this period was ‘Operation Dani’. This was
intended to capture the Arab towns of Lydda and Ramle — allotted to the

Arab state — in the centre of the country, as well as to clear the last Arab-held



parts of the adjacent Tel Aviv—Jerusalem road. In Lydda on 12 July, Israeli
forces who had believed that the battle was over encountered a small Arab
Legion force entering the town, triggering what looked like an armed
uprising. During the ensuing firefight about 250 Palestinians sheltering in a
mosque compound were killed by men of the IDF’s Yiftah Brigade. It was ‘a
sign of panic, of a lack of confidence in the troops’ ability to hold the town,

of their inexperience in governing civilians’.*”? Later eyewitness accounts by

Israeli participants ensured that the incident gained lasting notoriety.**! It was
the biggest atrocity of the war.

Equally notorious was the subsequent expulsion of 50,000 Palestinians on
Ben-Gurion’s orders to the Israeli commander, Yitzhak Rabin, who later
described how the prime minister gestured with his hand and said brusquely:
‘Remove them.’'”? Ramle’s residents were bussed out, but their neighbours
from Lydda were forced to walk miles in punishing summer heat, in the
middle of the Ramadan fast, to the front lines, where the Arab Legion
struggled to provide shelter and supplies. Unknown numbers of refugees died
from exhaustion or dehydration. George Habash, a medical student from
Lydda’s Greek Orthodox community, never forgot what he witnessed:
“Thirty thousand people walking, crying, screaming with terror ... women
carrying babies on their arms and children clinging to their [skirts], with the
Israeli soldiers pointing their weapons at their backs ... some people fell by
the wayside, and some did not rise again. It was terrible.’*”> Rabin wrote in
his memoirs (which were initially censored, though the original version was
subsequently leaked):

‘Driving out’ is a term with a harsh ring. Psychologically, this was one of the most difficult

actions we undertook. The population of Lod did not leave willingly. There was no way of
avoiding the use of force and warning shots in order to make the inhabitants march the 10 to 15

miles to the point where they met up with the legion.—

It is estimated that a further 100,000 Palestinians became refugees in the
course of those ten days alone.* ‘The feeling was bad but we deceived
ourselves, thinking we would be back next week’, recalled Abu Naim, from

Ijzim, south of Haifa.

We did not feel as bad as we should have because we thought we would be back in a week or
two. What happened? People imagined that this was temporary, as if it was an outcome of rain or
flood. We will move for a week and then the flood will be over. This was the feeling that led to

this catastrophe.—



Under UN pressure, a new, open-ended truce came into effect on 18 July.
Israel continued to launch operations but claimed they were not violations of
this truce. Several more ‘clusters’ of Arab population were expelled in late
August. In September the Israelis faced international embarrassment when
the Stern Gang — still operating independently from the IDF on the grounds
that Jerusalem was not part of Israel — assassinated the UN mediator, the
Swedish Count Folke Bernadotte, during a visit to the city, which under his
plan, as in the original partition scheme, was to remain under international
supervision.

THIRD ROUND

In a third round of fighting, from October 1948 to January 1949, Israel
expelled Egyptian forces from Isdud and Majdal on the coast and in the
northern Negev, and conquered more territory in Galilee. In the south
Palestinians fled along with the retreating Egyptians. Many had already left
Isdud but Zarifa Atwan and her family stayed until Israeli forces arrived:
It was so sad to see men, women, old people and children hurrying away, carrying everything
they could in handcarts or cloth bundles ... Suddenly we heard a lot of trucks coming into the
village and the sound of shots being fired into the air. We could hear loudspeakers and we rushed
to the village square to see what was going on. It was the Israelis and they were saying in Arabic,
‘Leave your homes and go to Gaza where you will be safe. If you don’t leave we will kill you.’
People started to panic. Nobody knew what to do ... Then we heard the gunshots — the Israelis
had killed two men from our village at point blank range. They were lying dead on the ground in
a pool of blood and their women and children were hysterical. The villagers were herded into the
Israeli trucks like cattle, the killings had made them silent and obedient, everyone was in a state

of complete shock. We got in the trucks too. We didn’t have time to pack, all we had were the
clothes we were wearing, and all around us was the sound of women wailing and the explosions

of Israeli mortar fire.—~

Israeli eyewitness accounts of expulsions of Palestinians are rare.
Strikingly, one of the most vivid is in a work of fiction, Khirbet Khiza, by the
writer S. Yizhar, who served as an IDF intelligence officer and presented an
emblematic version of the capture of a village near Majdal and the expulsion
of women, children and the elderly.*”® ‘Two thousand years of exile,” the
narrator reflects in brusque, colloquial Hebrew. ‘“The whole story. Jews being
killed. Europe. We were the masters now.’ It was a short story that left a long
trail of impassioned controversy.*” In later years, as taboos were eroded,
other veterans of 1948 went public and described their own real experiences.
Uri Avnery, who also fought on the southern front at this time, reflected later

on how ‘we moved from village to village without thinking about the people



who lived there hours or days before, their lives, their past ... Bayt Daras,
Bayt Affa ... for us they were all the same, poor, dirty alien villages.’**

Beersheba fell to the Israelis on 21 October, its remaining residents
expelled to Gaza, which now teemed with refugees huddled under trees and
sheltering in schools and mosques.*** Villages were abandoned before any
fighting or were emptied by firing a few mortar or machine-gun rounds to
trigger an exodus. Expulsions took place, though written orders were rare.'*?
Refugees who fled in October but returned home in November were rounded
up and expelled, their villages burned and razed. At Dawamiya in the Hebron
hills, Israeli forces massacred eighty to a hundred Palestinians, including
women and children, at the end of October, prompting a flurry of
inconclusive internal inquiries. Israeli documents leave little doubt about the
fact of the atrocity, though Arab sources claimed far higher figures. It was the
worst mass killing of the final stage of the war.

‘Operation Hiram’ saw new Israeli conquests in eastern Galilee — allotted
to the Arab state by the UN — in fighting against now demoralized ALA
forces. Several villages across the border in Lebanon were also occupied. In
Huleh, Israeli troops killed dozens of local men. Atrocities in Eilabun, Safsaf
and Jish helped precipitate the flight of about 30,000 more Palestinians,
mostly to Lebanon. It may not have been formal policy to expel Arabs, but
many were ‘encouraged’ to go, especially after a meeting between Ben-
Gurion and the local IDF commander, who then instructed his units: ‘Do all
in your power for a quick and immediate cleansing of the conquered areas of
all the hostile elements in line with the orders that have been issued. The
inhabitants of the conquered areas should be assisted to leave.’**

Outcomes varied according to local circumstances, including the nature of
relations with neighbouring Jewish settlements: Jisr al-Zarka and Faradis had
long supplied workers for the vineyards of Zichron Yaakov and Binyamina
and were not depopulated. Druze villages were all spared, while Christians
were generally treated better than Muslims. Abu Ghosh near Jerusalem,
known for links to the Haganah, was left largely unscathed while other
nearby villages were emptied. Fassuta in Galilee surrendered without
resistance. Its residents handed over their weapons to the IDF and may have
been saved from expulsion by the intervention of a Jew who worked for a

cigarette company and wanted to continue buying the local tobacco crop.

Nazareth district, the inhabitants of twenty out of twenty-four villages were



able to stay put; around Safad and Tiberias the majority did not. Overall
Palestinian casualties, complied by different sources, are estimated to have
been 13,000; the Egyptians 1,400, and the Iraqis and Jordanians several
hundred. Israeli fatalities were 4,000 soldiers and 2,400 civilians, around 1
per cent of the entire Jewish population.*>

Israelis felt little regret for the departure of the Palestinians whether they
were driven out or fled for their lives. Mordechai Bar-On, an IDF company
commander who fought on the Egyptian front that autumn, described
watching from a distance as thousands of refugees trudged across sand dunes
near Gaza, out of range.

Nevertheless, I positioned a machine gun on one of the hills and emptied a whole belt of bullets

in their direction. Nobody could have been hurt, not did I intend to hurt anyone. It was a
symbolic act, a message to the Palestinians: now that you have left there is no way back, you will

have to stay away.—~

The fate of the Palestinians in 1948 was a hotly disputed issue from the
start, entangled in propaganda, polemics and white-hot anger. But the facts
about the central event of the Nakba are less contested than ever, with figures
ranging from 700,000 to 750,000 for the number of Palestinians who were
expelled or fled. According to one modern study, relying largely on oral
testimony, expulsions took place in 225 localities.**” In many cases frightened
residents left believing that their absence would be temporary. In the south
the mukhtar of Kibbutz Negba advised the villagers of neighbouring Bayt
Affa to fly white flags. The mukhtar of Bayt Affa refused and the village was
then attacked and depopulated.*'* No evidence has been found to support the
long-standing Israeli claim that the invading Arab states called on the
Palestinians to flee, in radio broadcasts or otherwise.**? ‘In general,
throughout the war, the final and decisive precipitant to flight in most places
was [Jewish] ... attack or the inhabitants’ fear of imminent attack’, Morris
concluded.*® Even at the time, some Jews rejected the official claim that the
Palestinians were entirely responsible for their own fate, and pointed to
decisions made by the Israeli government. ‘Arabs remained in Nazareth and
in Majdal Ashkelon because we wanted them to stay’, observed Eliezer Peri,
editor of al-Hamishmar, the newspaper of the Marxist-Zionist Mapam
movement. ‘And if they didn’t stay put in other places, supporters of the idea
of transfer played a significant role — enough said.’*** In an important sense,
though, the precise circumstances do not alter the big picture of what had

become a zero-sum conflict by 1948. In Bar-On’s words:



Beyond the details on the manner in which Palestinians had to leave this or that village, one must
simply acknowledge that the tragedy would not have occurred had the Zionists never arrived in
Palestine. If the Jews at the end of the nineteenth century had not embarked on a project of
reassembling the Jewish people in their ‘promised land’, all the refugees languishing in the
camps would still be living in the villages from which they fled or were expelled. Second, one

must realise that when people flee out of fear and terror their flight is hardly voluntary.===

The key decision, however, was and remains the Israeli government’s flat
refusal to allow the refugees to return to their homes and land. That was the
defining characteristic of the 1948 war and its aftermath.

By July 1949, when Israel signed armistice agreements with Egypt, Jordan,
Lebanon and Syria, it controlled 78 per cent of Mandatory Palestine — a
considerable improvement on the 55 per cent it had been allocated by the UN
twenty months previously. The West Bank, including East Jerusalem with its
Jewish, Muslim and Christian holy places, was occupied by Jordan. The
ceasefire line, marked in green ink on UN maps, became known as the ‘green
line’. The Gaza Strip was administered by Egypt. Palestinian political
divisions and social and military weakness, at this desperately low point,
were exacerbated by the increasingly open rivalry between these two Arab
states: King Farouk backed the short-lived All-Palestine government run by
the mufti in Gaza, while King Abdullah convened the Jericho Congress to
call for the unification of the West and East banks of the Jordan. The map of
the Middle East had changed. Israel was a reality. Arab Palestine was no
more.
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1949-1953

‘The contemporary history of the Palestinians turns on a key date: 1948. That year a country
and its people disappeared from maps and dictionaries. “The Palestinian people does not exist,”
said the new masters, and henceforth the Palestinians would be referred to by general,
conveniently vague terms, as either “refugees” or in the case of a small minority that had
managed to escape the generalised expulsion, “Israeli Arabs”. A long absence was beginning.’

Elias Sanbar®

THE MEANING OF THE DISASTER

In the devastating aftermath of 1948, Palestinians found it hard to grasp the
dimensions of the catastrophe that had befallen them, their individual plight
masking the bigger picture, their voices barely heard. In the course of twenty
months about half the pre-war Arab population had fled or been driven out;
350—400 villages had been depopulated, and many destroyed or settled by
Jewish immigrants. In places, families were divided by the armistice lines,
which left a minority of 156,000 Palestinians in the new Jewish state, 15 per
cent of its population. Of these, 75,000 people were categorized as internal
refugees, or, in the bizarre terminology that began to be used, ‘present
absentees’? who had lost homes and land. ‘How can I not call it a Nakba?’
asked the historian Arif al-Arif — rhetorically — on the opening pages of his
monumental work on the subject, ‘when we Arabs and the Palestinians in
particular experienced a disaster of a kind we never faced down all the
centuries: our homeland was stolen and we were expelled from our homes



and we lost many of our sons.’? Others likened it to an earthquake or a flood.
But comparisons with natural disasters only worked so far: ‘After floods, the
waters recede’, reflected the Israeli anthropologist Efrat Ben-Zeev. ‘But after
war, the conquerors do not necessarily withdraw.’*

Outside Israeli territory, refugees were scattered in the West Bank,
occupied by Jordan, in the Egyptian-administered Gaza Strip, its original
population more than doubled, in makeshift camps in Lebanon and Syria as
well as further afield in Egypt and Iraq. The majority were uneducated
farmers. Initially they were cared for by the International Committee of the
Red Cross, and from May 1950 by the United Nations Relief and Works
Agency (UNRWA). In some places they ended up only a short distance from
the homes they had abandoned: Palestinians from the Jerusalem area found
themselves in tents in Dehaisheh, south of Bethlehem; people from central
Palestine in Jalazoun, near Ramallah. ‘Probably the most affecting sight in
the hills is at Bir Zeit, north of Jerusalem’, The Economist reported in
October 1948,

where about 14,000 destitutes are ranged on terrace upon terrace under the olive trees — a tree to

a family — and are forced to consume the bark and burn the living wood that has meant a
livelihood for generations. Here and at Nablus, there is at present so little milk for babies that

abortion seems the kindest way out.>

Refugees from Isdud and southern villages were a few miles away in
Jabaliya and Shati, on the site of former British army camps on Gaza’s coast.
Um Jabr Wishah, from Bayt Affa, lost her firstborn son in the harsh
conditions of the Nusseirat camp.® ‘East of Majdal many dwell in booths
made of sackcloth’, an Israeli agent reported in December 1948. ‘Elsewhere
they have erected tin huts. Some families sell their belongings but the
majority has nothing to sell. Fathers try to marry off their daughters. Prices
have decreased ... and often no bride price is paid since the parents are glad
to be relieved of feeding superfluous mouths. Many women and children go
begging.’” The Egyptian government provided hundreds of tents but large
numbers of refugees remained without shelter. Fuel was scarce so wood was
taken from any available source, including railway sleepers.? Palestinians
from Galilee were in three camps near Tyre in Lebanon, fifteen miles north of
the border. They lacked basic amenities — running water, electricity, sewage
systems — even when the tents were replaced by simple houses of mud bricks
and corrugated-iron roofs.? Matar Abdelrahim arrived in Syria in November
1948: ‘We felt subjugated and estranged, dependent on others for



everything,” he recalled. “We had to turn to others, even for our bread, which
had once been the staple of our meals and was baked daily by our families

from the wheat we had grown and harvested. Nostalgia dominated our minds
and longing burned in our hearts, but in the end hunger forced us to continue

NO RETURN

Israel had quickly made it clear that it would not allow the refugees back. As
early as June 1948 Moshe Sharett (formerly Shertok), now the foreign
minister, wrote that
the most spectacular event in the contemporary history of Palestine, in a way more spectacular
than the creation of the Jewish state, is the wholesale evacuation of its Arab population. The

opportunities opened up ... for a lasting and radical solution of the most vexing problem of the
Jewish state are so far-reaching as to take one’s breath away.

Reversion to the status quo was ‘unthinkable’.** Chaim Weizmann, who was

soon to take on the largely ceremonial role of Israel’s president, called it ‘a
miraculous simplification of our task’. In July it became official policy to
oppose refugee return. Sharett told Israeli diplomats that the question could
only be decided in the context of a peace settlement with the Arab states, and
in conjunction with the issue of the confiscation of Jewish property in Arab
countries. Shortly afterwards he explained the position to Weizmann:

With regard to the refugees, we are determined to be adamant while the war lasts. Once the

return tide starts, it will be impossible to stem it, and it will prove our undoing. As for the future,

we are equally determined — without, for the time being, formally closing the door to any

eventuality — to explore all possibilities of getting rid, once and for all, of the huge Arab
minority which originally threatened us [emphasis added]. What can be achieved in this period

of storm and stress will be quite unattainable once conditions get stabilised.?

In September Yosef Weitz of the Jewish National Fund was appointed to
chair a ‘transfer committee’. Weitz, anxious to block refugee returns, had
lobbied the Haganah to evict Arab farmers in the Beisan area and near Haifa,
and had pressed for the destruction of abandoned villages unless they could
be used for Jewish settlement. A second committee concluded that the
refugees were responsible for their own flight and must not be allowed back,
and drew up plans to resettle them in Arab countries.”® The official Israeli
narrative about the causes of the Palestinian exodus took hold quickly and
was reflected by influential foreign journalists such as Kenneth Bilby of the
New York Times.** In mid-September — the day before he was assassinated by



the Stern Gang — Count Bernadotte described the Palestinian exodus
accurately, as resulting from ‘panic created by fighting ... by rumours
concerning real or alleged acts of terrorism, or expulsion’. It would, he
argued, ‘be an offence against the principles of elemental justice if these
innocent victims of the conflict were denied the right to return to their homes
while Jewish immigrants flow into Palestine, and, indeed, at least offer the
threat of permanent replacement of the Arab refugees who have been rooted
in the land for centuries’.*> In December the UN General Assembly passed
Resolution 194, which made the return of the refugees a prerequisite for a
peace agreement and required compensation to be paid to those who opted
not to exercise that right. Wrangling over refugee return led nowhere. And
the argument about linking the issue to a comprehensive settlement was
partly disingenuous: Israel knew that peace would not be achieved with the
Arab states without some kind of resolution of the refugee problem.*

Refugees did manage to come back after the war but anyone who tried to
enter Israel without permission was labelled an ‘infiltrator’ — a novel use of
language to sanitize reality. In the years to come the Hebrew word
mistanenim (‘infiltrators’) was used to describe Palestinians who were now
seen as an external threat and subsumed under the general category of
unrelenting, undifferentiated Arab enmity. This perception was especially
true of the large number of Jewish immigrants who arrived after the war.
These newcomers were

unfamiliar with pre-state realities and regarded Arabs as an evil presence lurking beyond the

armistice lines, eager to undermine the new life they had laboriously begun to build. They did
not see a struggle between two peoples, Jews and Arabs, for the same turf; they saw an Arab—

Israeli conflict, a clash between Israel and the Arab states..”

War had hardened hearts. ‘For the Arabs who had gambled on destroying
our new state there could be no way back’,'® wrote Mordechai Bar-On, who
served in the IDF near Gaza in late 1948. Many Palestinians who risked their
lives trying to cross the ceasefire lines after 1948 were peasants trying to
reach their homes and harvest crops, driven by hunger, attachment to their
land and a burning sense of injustice.’” Returning Palestinians did carry out
acts of murder and sabotage, but smuggling and theft, driven by destitution
and despair, were far more common. ‘We came to Lebanon and life was not
what we expected it to be,” as one refugee in Beirut’s Shatila camp put it.
‘Conditions were bad. We had nothing to live on. I became desperate and one
night I decided to leave my family and go back to the village to get some



money [ had buried outside my house before the Jews attacked ... But I never
reached my village. I was caught by the Jews and put in jail.’%® Late in 1948
Palestinian women were being forced to earn their livelihood in brothels in
Beirut, while ‘more than 400 babies’ in the camps around Tyre and Sidon had
died of cold.? The Lebanese security service arrested many Palestinians,

future poet Mahmoud Darwish, who fled al-Birwa in western Galilee in June
1948, managed to return a year later and relocated to nearby Deir al-Asad. By
then al-Birwa had been destroyed and new settlements established on its
lands. The Nasrallah family, Christians from Shafa Amr, dodged Israeli
border patrols searching for ‘infiltrators’ and made it back safely across the
border from Lebanon, where they had stayed with relatives.?® Others returned
by fishing boat from Tyre and landed at a Jewish settlement north of Acre,

people were able to get home, particularly to Galilee, but many more failed.
Several thousand Palestinians lost their lives in the attempt.2

‘A DEFEATED MINORITY OF A DEFEATED PEOPLE’2°

Israel’s declaration of independence hailed the rebirth of the Jewish people in
its ancient homeland, and promised equality for all citizens. But the state had
been born in war and moulded by Arab hostility throughout the Mandate era.
Security was the main prism through which the government viewed the Arab
minority. Jewish immigration and economic development were its most
urgent priorities. Building this new nation meant primarily the ‘ingathering of
the exiles’ (kibbutz galuyot) in fulfilment of Zionist ideology. British
restrictions on immigration had been lifted immediately. In July 1950 the
Law of Return, a key piece of legislation, granted Jews the world over the
automatic right to live in Israel, privileging their rights over native non-Jews.
With the gates now wide open, the Jewish population rapidly swelled to 1.5
million by 1951, most of the first newcomers arriving from Arab countries
such as Iraq and Yemen, where animosity towards Jews and levels of
persecution had grown because of the Palestine disaster. The absorption of
Holocaust survivors and the memory of the recent war, with over 6,000
Israeli dead and thousands injured, served as an unshakeable justification for
Israel’s independence and the priority and privileges given to Jews. ‘There
are not two waves of immigration [aliyot] to this country’, as Ben-Gurion put



it bluntly. ‘There’s only one, of Jews. And there’s only one settlement
project, of Jews, on this land.’?” Citizenship for Arabs was emptied of much
of its content.

Israel’s government recognized that it was dealing with a traumatized
community. ‘“The people who remained were like a headless body’, wrote
Yehoshua (‘Josh’) Palmon, the Haganah intelligence operative who became
the prime minister’s adviser on Arab affairs.?® Forced exile had created more
than a demographic disaster. Palestine’s Arab social, political and religious
elite had gone. Associations, clubs, cafes and libraries — public and private —
had disappeared with the majority of the people who used them. By 1949
Israel’s National Library had collected 30,000 books, newspapers and other
items from the abandoned homes of Palestinians who had fled West
Jerusalem; they were eventually labelled ‘AP’ — ‘abandoned property’.2 Five
of the eleven cities that came under Israeli control — Safed, Majdal, Tiberias,
Beisan and Beersheba — were emptied of Arabs. Five others — Jaffa, Haifa,
Lydda, Ramle and Acre — almost completely so. It was the same story in
West Jerusalem. The near total departure of the more affluent and educated
urban population meant the loss of ‘the intellectual core of Palestinian
society’® and the destruction of the commercial and manufacturing bases of
the Arab economy. The only Arabic newspaper to survive the Nakba was the
Communists’ al-Ittihad. In the words of Sabri Jiryis from Galilee, who wrote
the first in-depth studies of the Palestinian citizens of Israel, ‘the Arab masses
who stayed behind and who had been changed overnight from a dominant
majority to a minority living under the rule of an alien people suddenly found
themselves without leaders or direction. The Israeli authorities exploited this
situation and based their policy on it.”?! The vast majority were illiterate
villagers and agricultural workers.

Like Palmon, Israeli Jews involved in Arab affairs were often security-
minded veterans of the Haganah, Jewish National Fund land purchasing or
the Jewish Agency, ensuring continuity at a time of epochal change. Jaffa-
born Ezra Danin, a key figure in the Shai intelligence service, sat on Weitz’s
‘transfer committee’ and dismissed criticism from the left about policy
towards the Arabs. ‘If we had pitied the inhabitants of Lydda and Ramle and
let them stay put, the [Arab] Legion might have been able to conquer Tel
Aviv, and you can imagine the picture,” he said.? Bechor Shitrit, minister for
minority affairs in the provisional government, was an Arabic speaker who
had been born to Moroccan parents in Tiberias. However, his arguments were



often overruled, and his ministry was quickly disbanded. Palmon described
himself as a “‘wolf in sheep’s clothing — harsh but outwardly decent’ towards
Arabs, and expressed regret that more infiltrators had not been expelled in the
immediate post-war period. ‘I opposed the integration of Arabs into Israeli
society,” he said. ‘I preferred separate development.’** The General Security
Service (Shin Bet) was established in 1949 to handle internal security and
counter-intelligence and was soon playing an important role dealing with
Arabs. Yehoshua Magidov, a Shin Bet officer in Galilee, was a native of
Yavniel, one of the area’s oldest Jewish settlements, and famed for his
knowledge of Arabic dialects and customs.** Colleagues included Giora Zeid
and Oded Yanai, who had persuaded Druze leaders to come over to the
Jewish side in 1948. It was said of Zeid — whose father had been killed by
Palestinian rebels in 1938 — that for ‘most of his adult life, he worked to curb
the freedom of Israeli Arabs, but ... he considered himself their friend’.®
The majority of Israel’s Arabs — in Galilee, the central ‘Triangle’ area
along the Jordanian border north-east of Tel Aviv, and in the Negev — lived
under military rule from the summer of 1948. In October, when the military
government was established, it employed two key provisions of the 1945
British Defence Emergency Regulations: the authority to declare any area
closed to the public and to impose a curfew. These draconian laws had been
fiercely opposed by Jewish lawyers in Mandatory times. A new regulation
allowed the minister of agriculture to allocate abandoned Arab land —
belonging to those defined as ‘absentees’ — to Jews. Other legislation
followed. A new post of ‘custodian’ of absentee property was created. Arab
movements in and out of closed areas were regulated under a system of
checkpoints, travel permits, curfews and other restrictions. Each permit,
printed in Hebrew — and thus illegible to the vast majority of Arabs —
required the approval of the Shin Bet, which used them as leverage and a way
of recruiting collaborators. In December 1948 and January 1949, the agency
issued permits for under a third of 773 applicants, rejecting the rest without
explanation.?® Anton Shammas, from Fassuta, poignantly described his father
‘learning Hebrew for beginners, as if he were an “Oleh Hadash”, a new
immigrant to his own country ... with the aid of books which were illustrated
with water towers and ploughed furrows, depicting a lifestyle in which he had
no share’.?” The ministries of education, welfare, interior and religious affairs
had special sections to govern the Palestinians as a separate category. Arab
teachers faced stringent security checks. Jewish education was supposed to



promote ‘nationalism, pioneering values, love of the country and loyalty to
the state’. These requirements did not form part of the Arab curriculum.*®
Overall, the circumstances were humiliating, and options limited: ‘The first
priority was to survive, even if it meant bottling up existential bitterness and
rage’, as a modern study described the atmosphere in those years. State
representatives were greeted with ‘alienated courtesy, fear and contempt, all
disguised in proper formal parlance. Behind closed doors different utterances
reflected hopes that the need for submission to this detested fate was only
temporary.’®

Shock and disorientation were common emotions for Palestinians on both
sides of the armistice lines. Many recalled a sense of dislocation and stunned
disbelief at the sheer scale of what had transpired, along with feelings of
injustice, betrayal and victimization. Shame accompanied the sense of loss
when refugees were accused by local people in Gaza and the West Bank of
having sold their land to the Jews.% ‘Like many of the men my father felt an
overwhelming anger and frustration’, wrote Abdel Bari Atwan, who grew up
in Gaza’s Deir al-Balah camp. ‘They had been the heads of families, the
providers who had status within their own community. Now ... they were
reduced to living on handouts from UNRWA. Many broke down under the
strain.’** It took time for it to sink in that the refugees were not going back.
Musa al-Alami, the Jerusalem lawyer who had held talks with Ben-Gurion in
the 1930s, asked a British diplomat in Beirut when the Palestinians would be
able to return. ‘He still remembers the shock of incredulity with which he
heard the reply, given gently but decisively, that the refugees should think not
of returning to their former homes, but of making a new life elsewhere’, his
biographer recorded. ‘The Arabs had been too blind to see the truth: that the
refugees would never recover their homes in what was now Israel.”** For
Salma Khadra Jayyusi from Galilee ‘the most telling feature of the 1948
debacle was the way people failed fully to apprehend its implications.
Everything happened so quickly that no one believed the loss to be definitive.
You cannot believe the unbelievable with ease.’* In later years a woman
from Lifta remembered her father telling her to cover up the family’s olive
trees. ‘It was as if we were leaving for one or two days and coming right
back.’** Um Jabr Wishah, living in Gaza’s Bureij camp, had expected to
return to her village within a week after leaving it during fighting in July
1948.%2



Life in Bureij and the other camps was hard and precarious, despite
UNRWA'’s efforts. The agency’s mission was defined as ‘the repatriation,
resettlement and economic and social rehabilitation of the refugees and the
payment of compensation’. But conditions were overwhelming. Ordinary
refugees were preoccupied with the struggle for survival.2® And not only
refugees were affected: the town of Qalqilya, self-sufficient before the war,
became destitute virtually overnight, cut off from its farmlands on the coastal
plain and cattle breeding and trade with Jaffa, Tel Aviv, Lydda and Ramla.
People risked their lives, and occasionally lost them, stealing oranges from
their own orchards, now on the other side of the barbed-wire fence that
marked the border with Israel. The state of abject poverty meant there was
little difference between the original townspeople and the newly arrived
refugees.” ‘Like Palestinians everywhere, people at first refused to believe
what was happening to them’, recalled one resident.

People who became refugees believed that within weeks the fighting would end and they would

return to their homes and their land. War always creates refugees, and refugees always go home

after the war. Why should it be any different for us? Palestinians tended to think of the ordeal as

a nightmare from which they expected to wake up soon.*®

PALESTINE INTO ISRAEL

In the aftermath of the war the physical and human landscape of the country
was transformed, in many places beyond recognition. The removal of
700,000-plus Arabs accelerated the long-standing trend towards segregation
between the two communities. ‘Henceforth the overwhelming majority of
Israelis would no longer meet Arabs in the immediate vicinity of their
homes’, wrote Meron Benvenisti, an astute Jewish observer of the interaction
between the two peoples. ‘The Arabs had departed the Jewish landscape. And
the violent, complex, but intimate relations between adjacent settlements or
neighbourhoods had ceased to exist.”*® In Tel Aviv there remained just one
Arab village, Sheikh Muwannis, which was later swallowed up by the
expanding campus of the city’s university — its finest surviving house serving
as the faculty staff club, along with a few rickety structures, some neglected
graves ‘and a few particularly robust date trees that just happened not to
interfere with the parking lot’.>° All twenty-six Arab villages in the Jaffa sub-
district were depopulated or destroyed. In Jaffa itself only the Arabic names
of its outlying pre-war areas — Ajami and Abu Kabir — survived. The few
Arabs who had stayed put in the adjacent villages of Yazur, Beit Dajan,



Yahud, Salama and Hiriyya were moved by the army into Jaffa proper, where
they were resettled in a guarded compound with a few hundred native Jaffans
who had not fled. Israel’s first census found that altogether they numbered

transformation into a theme park-cum-playground for Israeli Jewish artists
and bohemians.2? On the surrounding plain, thousands of acres of Arab citrus
groves were left untended in the winter of 1948 and much of the land was
earmarked for construction projects or used for more lucrative field crops by
Jewish farmers. Abandoned olive groves met a similar fate. The olive tree
was picturesque but it was identified with the ‘enemy’, and seen as primitive
and conservative.? In Acre, the remaining Arab population was moved into
the old city and new housing was built on the remains of an adjacent village.
The Ottoman citadel became a museum commemorating the fighters of the
pre-state Jewish underground movements — with no mention of the Arabs
who had been held and executed there.>* In parallel, on a much smaller scale,
the Jewish presence in Arab areas was obliterated, most strikingly in
Jerusalem’s Old City and in two settlements further north. The war had also
seen the loss of the isolated Gush Etzion, four kibbutzim founded between
Bethlehem and Hebron in the 1940s. In mid-May 1948 their defenders had
been overrun by the Arab Legion, whose forces, with Arab irregulars,
massacred those Jews who had surrendered — crying revenge, it was reported,
for the Deir Yassin killings.

In Jerusalem, 30,000 Palestinian refugees took refuge in the Old City.
Along with the rest of the eastern side of town, under Jordanian control, it
was cut off from the western side by no-man’s-land that was bordered by
barbed wire, minefields and concrete anti-sniper walls, breached by one
official crossing point — the Mandelbaum Gate — on the ‘seam’ between the
two sides. Once a fortnight a convoy of Israeli armoured buses was allowed
through to resupply the Israel-held enclave on Mount Scopus. Foreign
diplomats, clergymen and pilgrims were able to cross but ordinary Arabs and
Israelis could not. Many of the shops, clubs, cafes, schools and restaurants
that had been an essential part of Arab lives in Jerusalem were out of reach.
Jaffa and Haifa were now in another country — an enemy country. All but two
of the forty Arab villages in the Jerusalem sub-district that remained on the
Israeli side of the border after 1949 had their populations evicted. The nearest
sizeable Israeli Arab community to what had been declared the country’s
capital was Abu Ghosh, the village off the main road to Tel Aviv which had



long had a reputation for good relations — a thinly veiled euphemism for
collaboration — with the Jews. Beit Safafa, on Jerusalem’s southern edge, was
divided between Israel and Jordan, separated by ‘a shoulder-high barrier of
bedraggled barbed wire’.>> In Israeli West Jerusalem, the once-Arab
neighbourhoods of Qatamon and Talbiyeh kept their original names for
everyday usage — the grandiose official Hebrew replacements of Gonen and
Kommemiut never catching on. Sheikh Badr was occupied by Jews and
eventually surrounded by new buildings, its wheat fields transformed into a
city park named for a foreign Jewish philanthropist. Its name was changed to
Givat Ram and it finally disappeared without trace. Deir Yassin became
Givat Shaul, despite the objections of Martin Buber and other scholars who
urged Ben-Gurion to leave it desolate as a monument to the massacre that had
played such an important role in triggering the Arab exodus.>* The now
separate parts of the city turned away from each other. Tourist maps printed
in East Jerusalem — its importance downgraded under Jordanian rule —
showed the Israeli side as a blank white space, as if there was nothing there.>’
Haifa’s Arab population was reduced from 70,000 to 3,500, mostly
concentrated in Wadi Nisnas.

After 1948 the majority of Israel’s Arab population lived in a hundred or
so homogeneous villages. In April 1950 Jaffa was incorporated into Tel Aviv
municipality and formally subordinated to its larger neighbour. The following
year the five still ‘mixed’ cities of Tel Aviv-Jaffa, Lod (formerly Lydda),
Ramle, Acre and Haifa had a total Arab population of 20,000 — 12 per cent of
the total, though even there Arabs and Jews tended to live in separate
neighbourhoods.>® Only Nazareth, its pre-1948 population swollen by
refugees from Haifa, Acre and Galilee, was still an exclusively Arab town.
Not long afterwards a Jewish journalist observed that most Jews knew less
about it than they did about Rangoon or Saigon.>® The two peoples lost touch.
Sarah Ozacky-Lazar, growing up in a family of Holocaust survivors in the
Tel Aviv suburb of Yad Eliahu, knew her neighbourhood by its old Arab
name of Zablawi and saw traces of orange groves, fields and old wells hidden
among clusters of prickly pears before they were erased by new buildings and
roads. She studied Arabic at school but never met an Arab.%’ ‘I never spoke to
an Arab’, observed another Jewish woman of similar background.

I didn’t know any Arabs. I didn’t know what they feel, what their life is like, their reality, their

emotions. I mean I saw people, you know, building houses and doing all our dirty work, but I

wanted to meet somebody on a personal, on a social basis, and no-one in my family, in my
immediate or even wider circle — my neighbours, my acquaintances, my friends — no-one knew



Arabs. And I started feeling very very bad — you know, you live in a country, 20 per cent of the

population is Palestinian, and we have no contact whatsoever with them.!

Abandoned Arab villages were transformed into Jewish settlements, or
blown up and bulldozed, like Ajur, their ruins buried under newly planted
forests — later the theme of a famous and suggestive short story by the Israeli
writer A. B. Yehoshua.”? The systematic destruction of remaining structures
began in earnest in July 1949, often at night and usually attracting little
attention. Half a century later all that remained were ‘a few layers of
weathered stone, a half-buried arch, a broken millstone. In some places a few
structures still remain — neglected mosques, school buildings, imposing
houses renovated by Israelis — and seven villages completely escaped
destruction because Israelis found them picturesque enough to preserve.
Twenty-five of the twenty-seven Arab villages in the Tiberias area were
destroyed.** Others, like Ain Karim or Malha on the western side of
Jerusalem, or Ain Hawd near the coast, were preserved and taken over by
Jews soon after their original Palestinian residents had fled.> Arab houses in
Israel were to become, and remained, a byword for stylish, spacious living —
a rare compliment to a now minority culture.

263

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Between October 1948 and August 1949, 109 new Jewish settlements were
established. Most were set up on the lands, and many in the actual houses, of
former Arab villages. In many cases the Hebrew names they were given
followed the previous Arab ones because of the belief that the Arab name had
in turn preserved evidence of Jewish settlement in biblical times or later.
Thus Saffuriya, near Nazareth, became the Hebrew Tzipori, its Hebrew name
before the Arab conquest of Palestine in the seventh century; Suba near
Jerusalem became Sova; Beit Dajan, east of Jaffa — Bet Dagan; al-Zib near
the Lebanese border — Kibbutz Gesher HaZiv; Ain Karim became Ein
Kerem; Ain Hawd, Ein Hod. S’as’a in northern Galilee saw its guttural
double Arabic ‘ayin’ replaced by the softer Hebrew ‘aleph’ to become
Kibbutz Sasa; Lubya disappeared but became Lavi; Nuris vanished, to be
replaced by Nurit; and so on. Other new names were chosen by association:
Moshav Eilanit (‘tree’ in Hebrew) was built on the lands of al-Shajara (‘tree’
in Arabic).® Jaffa’s Qassam junction became the more mellifluous Kesem
(‘charm’) in Hebrew; nearby Salama, Kfar Shalem. ‘Modern Jaffa was born
again in 1948 like a reformatted computer or a reset watch’, one Israeli



cultural commentator has written.”” Hebraizing the names of people and
places had been an important element of the Zionist project from its start six
decades earlier. Now it could be done on a transformative scale that erased
the country’s Arab history and identity and emphasized Jewish continuity —
what Palestinians in a later, more confident and politically conscious age

Gurion told the archaeologists, historians and geographers who had been
appointed to the newly created Negev Names Committee: “We are obliged to
remove the Arabic names for reasons of state. Just as we do not recognise the
Arabs’ political proprietorship of the land, so also do we not recognise their
spiritual proprietorship and their names.’®

From spring 1948 looting and squatting co-existed with official
confiscations of Arab buildings, land and goods. ‘The urge to grab has seized
everyone’, complained the writer Moshe Smilansky. ‘Individuals, groups and
communities, men, women and children, all fell on the spoils. Doors,
windows, lintels, bricks, roof-tiles, floor-tiles, junk and machine parts.’”?
Hagit Shlonsky watched from the window of her home in Jerusalem’s
Rehavia quarter as Jews plundered abandoned homes in nearby Qatamon.
Danny Rubinstein, a ten-year-old, saw Jewish neighbours move into empty
Arab homes and his father being given a looted oriental rug. ‘We lived in the
middle of a sea of destruction’, recorded a resident of Baga.” Uri Pinkerfeld
of Kibbutz Revadim, re-established inside the green line after the original site
in Gush Etzion was destroyed during the war, was in a ‘dismantling team’
that collected useful material from nearby, now empty Arab villages.”?

In Israel’s first year about 120,000 new immigrants found homes in
abandoned Arab accommodation.”” Haifa’s Wadi Salib was given over to
new arrivals from Morocco and quickly became a byword for an
impoverished slum.” It was a similar story in Jaffa and Acre, as well as in
Ramle, Lod — and elsewhere. In nearby Agqir village, taken over by Jewish
immigrants from Bulgaria, Yemen and Romania, the newcomers found jars
of wheat, kitchen utensils and cans of petrol buried by the previous owners.”>
In Yazur an immigrant woman was upset to discover her children playing
with toys that had been left behind by the Arab owner of the house, and
pondered their fate.”> Another new immigrant refused to be housed in an
abandoned Arab home in Salama village because he had been expelled from
his own home in Ukraine a few years earlier.”” Arab parts of West Jerusalem
had been partially if not completely settled by Jews by the end of May 1948.



By December, all unoccupied houses in those areas had been totally
vandalized.” In April 1949 it was decided to allocate four hundred
abandoned homes, many with elegant high ceilings, wrought-iron railings and
arched doorways, to government officials.

THE ONLY DEMOCRACY IN THE MIDDLE EAST

Even as they were subjected to direct military rule, the demolition of the
remains of many of their homes, and with their kinfolk suffering, Israel’s
Arab citizens were able to take part in a democratic political system. The
dilemma for the Israeli government ‘was how it could secure its wartime
gains while sharing political power with the very people who — by virtue of
their desire to hold on to their land and bring home their relatives, friends and
compatriots — would want to reverse them’.”” The Arabists and security
experts strongly opposed enfranchising Arabs. ‘They will demand restitution
of property, many will return, claim freedom of movement — all these are
undesirable’, Josh Palmon warned. ‘No one but the communists wants to
vote.”® But they were overruled. In the first parliamentary elections in
January 1949, 3 Arab MPs entered the 120-seat Knesset. Arab lists, created
by the ruling Labour party, Mapai, thus formed ‘a link between those Arab
notables who remained in the country and the Jewish power structure’. Two
MPs represented the Democratic List of Nazareth. One of them, Sayf al-Din
Zoabi, had worked closely with the Jews and had been involved in land sales
and intelligence before the war.?! The system ensured the co-optation of Arab
political activity and the channelling of votes to Mapai.* In this way, as a
government memo explained, ‘the party could avoid having to form a
particular ideology for its Arab voters and also ensured that those lists would
not consolidate into an independent Arab bloc’.%2 The third MP, Toufiq Toubi
of the Communist Party, was combative and popular and did much to make
the party, known by its Hebrew acronym as Maki, the only organized
political force that represented Arab interests and offered ‘a solid alternative
to the collaborator class’.?* Maki was also the only party in which Arabs had
equal rights to Jews. In its pre-1948 configuration, echoing the position of the
Soviet Union, the party had accepted the UN partition plan of 1947 — rejected
by other Palestinians — and recognized Israel.

Overall, Israeli government policy towards non-Jews operated on the time-
honoured colonial principle of dividing and ruling, seeking out minorities
within the minority. The country’s 20,000-strong Druze community, whose



leaders had been cultivated by the Jews since the 1930s, was accorded a
special status, having reached a non-belligerency agreement in Galilee in
April 1948. Circassians (the descendants of Muslim immigrants expelled
from the Caucasus in the nineteenth century) and Bedouin in the south also
got preferential treatment. In January 1949 the IDF created a ‘minorities unit’
comprising 400 Druze, 200 Bedouin and 100 Circassians, commanded by
Jewish officers, and deployed it to ambush Palestinians trying to cross the
armistice lines. Druze later became subject, like Jews, to compulsory
conscription, gaining a reputation for cruel behaviour in the war on
infiltration. Their role was described by one Israeli official as a ‘sharp knife
in the back of Arab unity’. It was also deemed useful for propaganda

decade a government report noted with satisfaction: ‘The policy of communal
division bore fruit and succeeded in creating barriers, albeit somewhat
artificial ones, between certain parts of the Arab community, as in the case of

Sharett put it frankly: “We strive to weaken and crumble the Arabs who live
in Israel as a block and as a national minority, but to improve and advance
their situation as individuals ... We would like to reduce their number but we
shall not do it by unfair methods.”®’

Sheikhs, religious judges or other ‘notables’, were granted privileges and
special dispensations that strengthened traditional social relations and made
co-optation ‘a convenient, inexpensive and effective technique of gaining
access to the Arab population’.?® Collaborators were key to the control of
Arab areas, and some were long-standing acquaintances of the Israeli security
officials. Collaboration brought benefits and favours — work and travel
permits, firearms licences, an official blind eye to criminality, financial
reward and, at the higher level, even political office. Arabs in Jish, in Galilee,
were not allowed to use the nearest telephone, in Safsufa less than a mile
away, without written permission from the military government — whose
representatives came to the village twice a week to answer petitions.” ‘In
order to get business permits, or in the beginning, to get travel permits week
after week, you had to provide something in return,” explained a man from
Kufr Qara.

You had to give them information, to collaborate ... They wanted to know who in the village

still had guns and ammunition, who was politically active in a nationalist movement, who was

talking against the Jews. Also, they had a problem with infiltrators coming across the Jordanian
border into Israel. Some of these people were just unfortunate souls, poor refugees trying to



return to their villages. But others were armed fedayeen (fighters) who were trying to set up cells
and attack Jewish settlements. The Jews wanted to know who they were and where they were

hiding out. And for all this they needed the help of collaborators.2’

The military government, its transactions lubricated by bribes, ‘favours’ and
lavish Arab hospitality, acquired a reputation for being corrupt. In 1951 its
manpower was drastically cut and its control removed from Acre, Haifa,
Jaffa, Lod and Ramle, all with ‘mixed’ populations.”

It was hardly surprising then, that the government, as an Israeli expert
commented in 1950, ‘appears as a foreign regime, separated from the people
and supporting a class of intermediaries — a class which is concerned with
personal favours and which has no sense of public responsibility. The old
local leaders — those who did not flee — remain as the primary point of
connection between the government and the public.’?* Christian clergymen
and Muslim imams were used to convey pro-government and anti-nationalist
messages. Palestinians on both sides of what was becoming known as the
green line were recruited to work with the police, the army and Shin Bet to
foil infiltration and sabotage attempts. Palmon tried to use two well-known
public figures, the Greek Orthodox Archbishop Hakim, and Muhammad
Nimr Hawari — who had headed the Arab Youth Organization al-Najada in
1947 — to oppose Communist activities. It was a Levantine version of the
Don Camillo stories by Giovanni Guareschi that pitted a Catholic priest
against Communists in rural Italy of the early 1950s. (Hawari returned to
Israel from Jordan in 1949 but withdrew from public life.) Emile Habibi, the
Communist activist and writer, described the experience of a ‘suffocating
embrace’ by which Israel’s Arab minority were simultaneously contained and
excluded.

INFILTRATORS AND EXPULSIONS

Expulsions of Palestinian ‘infiltrators’ continued throughout 1949 but failed
to stem the flow. In May Yosef Weitz warned that refugee infiltration was
now common: ‘Every day our people meet acquaintances who were formerly
absent now walking about in complete freedom and also returning step by
step to their villages’, he told Sharett. ‘Refugees are returning! Nor does our
government offer any policy to prevent the infiltration. There appears to be
no authority, neither civil nor military. The reins have been loosed, and the
Arab in his cunning has already sensed this and knows how to draw the

conclusions he wishes.’®* Expulsions went on routinely until the summer of



1950 when Israel faced adverse international publicity and complaints over
the way Bedouin from the northern Negev had been forced across the border
as shots were fired over their heads and over thirty had died of thirst and
starvation.2 Israel exploited the infiltration issue to expel the inhabitants of
some villages that had not been destroyed during the war. In January 1949,
355 residents of Majd al-Krum, including many women and children, were
put on trucks and taken to Wadi Ara, then still under the control of the Iraqi
army.> Thousands of other Galilee villagers were sent into exile in the Jenin
area. Bedouin tribes deemed hostile by the IDF were expelled to Egypt and
96

Jordan.”> In 1950, the remaining Arab population of Majdal, some 1,600
souls, were expelled to Gaza.”” The town became part of Israeli Ashkelon.
After that the outward flow of Palestinian refugees came to an end, but
infiltration did not. In fact it was so persistent that in 1952 Ben-Gurion
expressed surprise in the Knesset at the continuing efforts of Arabs to reach
abandoned homes and lands, ‘even though we were shooting at them and
killing them’. Emile Habibi, then a new MP, interrupted him, in Hebrew, to
shout: ‘Don’t you know what the love of homeland is like?!’ In retrospect it
is more accurate to see the flight, expulsions, returns and the infiltrations of
the Nakba as a process that continued over three to four years, rather than as

a single, sudden event, let alone a ‘miraculous’ one.



9
1953-1958

‘Why should we complain about their burning hatred for us? For eight years they have been
sitting in the refugee camps in Gaza, watching us transforming the lands and the villages where
they and their fathers dwelt, into our property.’

Moshe Dayan, 1956

‘WE HAVE NO CHOICE BUT TO FIGHT’

Under cover of darkness on 12 October 1953, an IDF force quietly crossed
the green line and entered the West Bank village of Qibya. Unit 101 was
under the command of a young major named Ariel Scheinerman, who later
changed his name to Sharon. The mission was mounted in retaliation for a
Palestinian grenade attack that had killed an Israeli woman and her two
young children in Yehud, near Lod Airport, two days earlier. The
commandos, together with a larger paratroop force, perpetrated one of the
most notorious atrocities of the period and of Sharon’s long and controversial
military career. At least sixty-nine Palestinians, two-thirds of them women
and children, were killed. ‘Bullet-ridden bodies near the doorways and
multiple hits in the doors of the demolished homes indicated that the
inhabitants had been forced to remain inside while their homes were blown
up over them’, UN observers reported afterwards. Sharon claimed that he did
not realize that the village’s stone houses were still occupied when they were
dynamited by his men. The raid went ahead despite an assurance from the
Jordanians that they would do everything in their power to apprehend the



infiltrators. Ben-Gurion, who took part in the decision, initially stated in a
radio broadcast that the IDF had not been involved and that it had been
carried out by enraged civilians. That unconvincing explanation brought
criticism from Moshe Sharett, Israel’s foreign minister, who had to deal with
the diplomatic fallout. But the raid was praised by Israeli ‘hawks’, including
Menachem Begin, the former Irgun chief and now leader of the right-wing
opposition Herut (Freedom) party, who felt it had raised ‘Israel’s status
among both the Arabs and the great powers’. In its wake Moshe Dayan, who
shortly afterwards became IDF chief of staff, shifted the retaliatory strikes
from civilian to military targets. Unit 101 was disbanded.”

Qibya was the most infamous of scores of reprisal raids that took place in
the early years of Israel’s independence — two hundred in the first half of
1953 alone.? Between June 1949 and the end of 1952, fifty-seven Israelis,
mostly civilians, were killed by Palestinian infiltrators from the West Bank.
The Israeli death toll for the first nine months of 1953 was thirty-two. Over
the same time the UN-chaired Mixed Armistice Commission condemned
Israeli incursions forty-four times. For the two months prior to the Yehud
incident, conditions had been relatively quiet along the long and twisting
Jordanian—Israeli border, with no casualties reported by either side since
August.* According to one authoritative estimate, between 2,700 and 5,000
Palestinian infiltrators were killed by Israel between 1949 and 1956, the vast
majority of them by 1952.2 In the same period, 284 Israeli civilians were
killed and 500 injured by Palestinians.® The conflict had shifted from being
an inter-communal Jewish-Arab one within the country to one that took place
mainly on Israel’s frontiers and beyond. Jordan tried hard to halt infiltration —
despite Israeli claims to the contrary. The issue was a highly sensitive one
because so many of Jordan’s own people were Palestinians after King
Abdullah’s annexation of the West Bank in 1950. Abdullah’s assassination
by a young Palestinian at the al-Aqsa mosque in July 1951 had been a
shocking reminder of potential instability from that quarter. Qibya was
another.”

Israel’s attitude to the Palestinians in this period was memorably
articulated by Dayan, an instantly recognizable national hero and symbol in
his own right: the first-born native (Tzabar/Sabra) child of Kibbutz Degania
who had grown up in Nahalal in the Jezreel valley and who personified the
tough, can-do values of his generation of pioneers and fighters. In April 1956
he delivered the eulogy at the graveside of Roy Rotberg, from Kibbutz Nahal



Oz on the border with Gaza, who had been killed by fedayeen and his corpse
mutilated. The one-eyed general was not known for his eloquence, but he
found the words — admired even by his detractors — to convey some harsh
home truths about Israel and its enemies. First there was a rare moment of
candour about the fate of the Palestinians, without the usual propaganda
gloss. ‘Let us not blame the murderers today,” Dayan said at Rotberg’s
graveside. “Why should we complain about their burning hatred for us? For
eight years they have been sitting in the refugee camps in Gaza, watching us
transforming the lands and the villages where they and their fathers dwelt,
into our property.” And Dayan was equally frank when he described the
response required by Israelis: “We have no choice but to fight,” he declared.
This is our life’s choice, to be prepared and armed, strong and determined, lest the sword be
stricken from our fist and our lives cut down. We are a generation that settles the land, and
without the steel helmet and the cannon’s fire we will not be able to plant a tree and build a

home. Let us not be deterred from seeing the loathing that is inflaming and filling the lives of the
hundreds of thousands of Arabs who live around us. Let us not avert our eyes lest our arms

weaken.?

Another passage, less frequently quoted but no less important, referred to
‘millions of Jews, who were destroyed without having a homeland, watch us
from the dust of Israeli [sic] history and command us to settle and to build a
country for our people’. It was less a national security doctrine than the
essence of a widely shared Israeli-Zionist worldview in the country’s
formative years. It has been aptly described as an Israeli version of the
American doctrine of Manifest Destiny.”

Dayan’s Nahal Oz speech was rooted in a familiar reality. Palestinian
infiltration and Israeli reprisals continued after Qibya and through 1954,
though on a smaller scale for the twenty-two months when the more dovish
Sharett replaced Ben-Gurion as prime minister. The fedayeen threat was real
enough, though hardly a strategic one. In September, for example, the Israelis
captured a vegetable hawker who had crossed the border from Gaza,
exchanged fire with Israeli guards, blew up a tractor and stole donkeys, geese
and clothes off a washing line on the edge of a settlement.”* Retaliation was
the norm. In February 1955 ‘Operation Black Arrow’, also commanded by
Sharon, killed thirty-eight Egyptians in Gaza. Riots — described as an intifada
or uprising — erupted with the backing of the Muslim Brotherhood. Egypt’s
assertive and popular new nationalist leader, Gamal Abdel Nasser, became
more supportive of the fedayeen, delighting Palestinians like Khalil al-Wazir,
a refugee from Ramle who had grown up in Gaza, joined the Brotherhood as



a student in Cairo, and formed a group called Katibat al-Haq (Battalion of
Justice). Statements were sent to papers in Beirut and Damascus to magnify
the impact of their cross-border operations,** which were conducted in great
secrecy for fear that the Egyptian authorities, anxious about Israeli reprisals,
would get wind of them.2

In September 1955 an Egyptian-Soviet arms deal, a major turning point in
the early years of the Cold War, fuelled a war scare in Israel. Sharett called
for a national effort to purchase weapons, which led to a public campaign to
raise funds to buy helicopters and tanks.*? In November, soon after Ben-
Gurion returned to power, the IDF launched another big punitive raid on
Gaza, this time killing thirty-six. Protests and unrest again shook the coastal
strip, with Palestinians demanding to be allowed to strike Israel. Nasser
changed tack again, and the fedayeen carried out 180 operations — including
shootings, minings and ambushes — from December 1955 to March 1956. In
April a further Israeli attack left fifty-nine dead. In July, following Rotberg’s
grisly murder, the Israelis assassinated Mustafa Hafez, the Egyptian
intelligence chief in Gaza, with a parcel bomb, and Egypt’s military attaché
in Amman, Salah Mustafa, was eliminated the same way the following day.**
In Gaza new-born babies were named after Hafez. Nasser even paid tribute to
him in the historic speech announcing the nationalization of the Suez Canal a
few days later — heralding a major new crisis.>

SECOND ROUND AT SUEZ

The war that followed a few months later against Egypt was launched pre-
emptively by Israel, in collusion with Britain and France, the latter fighting a
bloody anti-colonial insurgency in Algeria where the National Liberation
Front (FLN) was being backed by Cairo. The governments in London and
Paris were infuriated by Nasser’s takeover of the canal and the wild
enthusiasm he inspired across the Arab world. British Prime Minister
Anthony Eden’s obsession with the man he called ‘Hitler on the Nile’ was to
lead to his own downfall. Israel’s principal official justification for what it
called ‘Operation Kadesh’ was to put an end to fedayeen raids from Gaza.
Opening the canal to Israeli shipping was another goal. The Egyptian leader
called the war the ‘tripartite aggression’ — the Arabic phrase neatly
encapsulating regional perceptions of imperialist machinations in tandem
with the Zionist enemy. The battle itself was confined to the Sinai peninsula,
which was captured by Israeli paratroopers and tank forces in a few days. The



Israelis were also on high alert in case Jordan entered the war: that was the
background to the massacre of forty-nine Israeli Arabs at the border village of
Kafr Qassem on the eve of hostilities. King Hussein, though personally
inclined to support Egypt, was dissuaded, ironically, by his pro-Nasser prime
minister, and took discretion to be the better part of valour.

Israeli forces occupied the desert peninsula for four months until heavy US
pressure forced Ben-Gurion, despite having histrionically proclaimed a ‘third
kingdom of Israel’, to order a full withdrawal and to drop any idea of
annexing the conquered territory, including the Gaza Strip. That stern
precedent was not followed by subsequent US administrations. Israel’s
occupation of Gaza during that period saw the military once more impose
itself on a Palestinian civilian population, two-thirds of them refugees, now
living in eight large camps. The prime minister was pleased with the IDF’s
victory but dismayed that the Palestinians had not fled, as they had in 1948,
and he ordered Ezra Danin, now working for the foreign ministry, to explore
options for resettlement.** Israeli troops were accused in two cases of
shooting a number of Palestinian men in their homes and having lined up
others and executed them. On 3 November 1956 Israeli forces reportedly
killed 275 Palestinians — 140 refugees and 135 local residents — during the
capture of Khan Yunis. Another thirty-six youths were killed in detention on
the 10th. On 12 November (after the fighting was over), Israeli forces were
said to have killed 110 Palestinians in Rafah.” Israel rejected the
accusations.’® An Arab study estimated that between 930 and 1,200
Palestinians had been killed by the time the Israelis withdrew in March 1957
after encountering little resistance.”? Occupying Gaza allowed the Israelis to
settle some scores. Rotberg’s killers, an Egyptian and a Palestinian, were
tried and sentenced to life imprisonment, and the capture of Egyptian
intelligence files yielded valuable information about Palestinian activists,
who were detained and interrogated. Lessons from the brief experience of
running a military government outside Israel’s borders would be dusted off
again just over a decade later.

The ‘second round’ that Arabs and Israelis had expected since 1948 sent
shockwaves across the Middle East and the world, spelling an end, in time, to
Britain’s presence in the region. The Suez war also had an impact closer to
home. On the eve of hostilities, on 29 October 1956, the Israeli authorities
imposed a 5 p.m. curfew on villages near the border with Jordan. In Kafr
Qassem border guards shot and killed forty-nine unarmed Arab citizens,



including women and children, who were returning from their fields and had
breached the curfew because they were unaware of when it came into effect.
Eyewitnesses described police repeatedly firing rifles and machine-guns at
villagers as they arrived back at the village on foot, on bicycles, by donkey or
on trucks. The victims were buried that night in a mass grave. The aftermath
saw the unit’s commander and seven other soldiers sentenced to prison terms
of between eight and seventeen years; damages paid to the families of the
dead and injured; and a new IDF rule obliging soldiers to refuse to carry out
any order they deemed to be ‘manifestly illegal’.

The massacre left deep scars on the Palestinians, innocent victims of a
conflict that overshadowed their lives. It also reflected profound divisions
within Israeli society, ‘a society in which Jews tend to see themselves as
“Jews” over and against “Arabs” whom they see not as “Israelis” but as
aliens’.?” In the words of a recent critical appraisal, the killings were
presented in Israel as a ‘tragic blip’ on the screen of the state’s otherwise fair
treatment of its Arab minority, and carried out by uneducated Moroccan
immigrants who did not reflect the wider population of citizen-soldiers or the
ethos and conduct of the army. But for most Arab citizens — who made up 11
per cent of the country’s population in 1956 — it

represented the inevitable (if most brutal) outcome of eight years of what was commonly labeled

Israel’s ‘policies of national oppression’ against them. Along with military rule and the

deprivation of their civil rights, these policies were expressed in the ongoing confiscation of their
land, their consistent portrayal in official discourse as a fifth column, and the cultivation of racist

attitudes against them in Jewish schools.2!

Annual commemorations of the killings served as a reminder — as did the
names of the victims inscribed on a stone column in the centre of Kafr
Qassem.?

NASSER, NAKBA, NAZARETH

In the years after Suez, Israel’s policy towards its Palestinian minority was
still based overwhelmingly on considerations of security. Not only were
Arabs kith and kin with the country’s enemies, but many lived on the
frontiers, close to those yearning to return to their lost homes a short distance
away. Two villages in the ‘Triangle’, Bartaa and Baqaa, were physically
divided by the green line. No more than nine miles separated Qalqilya on the
West Bank and the Mediterranean coast. The central Dan region was also

where the bulk of Israel’s Jewish population was located.?? ‘My job is not



defence, that is the task of the border police and the Jewish farming villages
along the border,” the IDF military governor of the Triangle area explained in
1958. ‘My job is controlling the Arab population of the area as long as there
is no peace. We know that the great part of the population is loyal. But we
also know that another part is not loyal, and they must be checked, patrolled,
and supervised.’*! The effect was stifling, as a disgruntled Nazareth resident
complained: ‘They take our land. Why? For security reasons! They take our
jobs. Why? For security reasons! And when we ask them how it happens that
we, our lands and our jobs threaten the security of the state — they do not tell
us. Why not? For security reasons!’* The authorities paid particular attention
to expressions of sympathy for Nasser. Stories were rife of people being
informed on for listening to broadcasts of the Egyptian president’s
electrifying speeches on Sawt al-Arab (The Voice of the Arabs) from Cairo.
“We were always close to the radio when Nasser made a speech and sat in
silence as though we were in a church or a mosque’, recalled Fawzi al-
Asmar, who had grown up in Lydda.Z® Isser Harel, head of the Shin Bet, had
opposed the military government system but changed his mind in the wake of
Nasser’s growing popularity among the Arab minority.

If Nasser was the focus of admiration for his defiance of the West and
Israel, awareness of the Nakba was also slowly growing among Palestinians
and other Arabs. Constantine Zurayek, a Syrian intellectual, had published
his famous work, The Meaning of the Disaster, in 1949, analysing the causes
of the defeat and blaming it on the ‘impotence’ of the Arab states and the
Palestinian leadership. Very few Palestinians wrote personal memoirs in
1948, or even in the 1950s and 1960s.% ‘“The defeated ones, living in fear and
insecurity within the refugee camps in a strange environment, did not want to
talk about their defeat’, argued a later Palestinian study. ‘In addition, they
were overcome by shame, guilt and torment, which only reinforced their
silence.’*> And there were good practical reasons too: in the chaotic
circumstances of flight and adjustment to a harsh new reality, notes and
papers would have been unlikely to survive.> Many Palestinians saw
themselves as tragic figures who had contributed to their fate by ineptitude
and passivity.?! ‘Leaving Tiberias was a great shock for my parents’, wrote
the economist Yusif Sayigh, ‘but they rarely mentioned it. People closed up
about the Nakba.’ Sayigh’s account of the defence of Qatamon in 1948 was
scathing about the half-baked Palestinian effort.>> Muhammad Milhem from
Halhoul, near Hebron, later described himself disparagingly playing chess



and cards in coffee houses while the fighting raged.* The term Nakba gained
wider currency after 1958 when the Palestinian historian Arif al-Arif began
publishing his famous six-volume work, Nakbat Bayt al-Maqdis (The
Catastrophe of Jerusalem). Its subtitle was ‘Paradise Lost’. Adel Manna, from
Majd al-Krum in Galilee, heard nothing about his family’s experience in
1948, including executions, until he was ten — when his father reacted
strangely to the news that his delighted son had been chosen to take part in
Independence Day celebrations. Israel’s independence (Istiglal), the boy
learned for the first time in 1958, meant ‘occupation’ (Istihlal) for the
Arabs.** Israeli Jews were sometimes reminded of the silence of parents or
grandparents who had lost relatives in the Holocaust but never wanted to talk
about it — out of guilt at having survived or in order to allow their children to
build normal lives unburdened by an intolerably painful past.

The impact of 1948, however, was present in everyday life wherever
Palestinians lived. In the refugee camps, residents organized themselves
according to their village or town of origin, using their place names instead of
those chosen by UN administrators. In the early 1950s people from al-Zeeb
and al-Bassa, neighbouring villages near Acre, occupied adjacent areas in the
Ein al-Hilweh camp on the outskirts of Tyre. In Nahr al-Bared, near Tripoli,
half the population was from Saffuriya.?® In the al-Bagaa camp outside
Amman there lived large numbers of Sibawis, from Beersheba. ‘For my own
generation ... our last day in Palestine was the first day that we began to
define our Palestinian identity’, wrote Fawaz Turki, who was born in Balad
al-Sheikh and grew up in Burj al-Barajneh in Beirut.

Like the olive trees and the land and the stone houses and the sea and the dabki [sic] dances and

the ululation at weddings. Everything was where it belonged. Everything coalesced into a

coherent whole. It had never occurred to anyone to define it, or to endow it with any special

attributes. Until we were severed from it.>/

Families treasured the rusting keys and fading title deeds of the homes they
had left behind as their most valuable possessions, ‘a promise of return, a
promise that history inevitably broke’.*

Images of olive trees, zaatar (wild thyme), pomegranates, wells, fields and
orange groves came to dominate Palestinian poetry and art, animating what
A. L. Tibawi labelled ‘visions of return’ in a pioneering study. ‘Having so far
failed to assert his right to national integrity and independence in his own
homeland through political and military means, and despaired of the efficacy

of international moral succour, the Palestine Arab has since 1948 been



rebuilding, among other resources, emotional strength with the declared
object of regaining the lost homeland.’*® Shared memories ‘of the traumatic
uprooting of their society and the experiences of being dispossessed,
displaced, and stateless are what have come to define “Palestinianness” ’,
another scholar wrote.*’

In Israel, the Nakba could not be taught in schools or mentioned in print
due to the constraints of military censorship and the fear of denunciation.*!
Even the use of the word ‘watan’ — ‘homeland’ — was banned. In the mid-
1950s a teacher was sacked for writing poetry about a mulberry tree in his old
village of al-Mujaydil — renamed Migdal HaEmek in Hebrew. Later in life a
refugee child from Haifa recalled being rebuked by a nervous teacher for
singing a nationalist song.** ‘In those days it was dangerous to mention the
word Palestine’, remembered Mohammed Ali Taha, an internal refugee. ‘In
schools anyone who said Palestine would be kicked out. They intervened in
everything, in every detail of our daily lives. There were no libraries, no
intellectuals left and most of the people were peasants who could not read or
write.”®2 The Israeli authorities feared that ‘present absentees’” would try to
return to abandoned villages and rebuild their homes. ‘Ben-Gurion always
reminds us that we cannot be guided by the subversion that the Arab minority
has not engaged in,’ the prime minister’s Arab affairs adviser told a
journalist. “We must be guided by what they might have done if they had
been given the chance. If we cancelled the restrictions the Communist Party
would invite Arab refugees to squat on their ruins, demanding their lands
back ... [and] the return of the refugees. They will form organisations,
parties, fronts, anything to make trouble.’* In 1954 the government fretted
about Communist Party (Maki) gains in municipal elections in Nazareth.
Attacks on party activists by members of the Zoabi clan, which was known
for its close relations with the authorities, aroused suspicions of official
complicity at a time when efforts were under way to build a new Jewish

quarter to dominate the Arab city.

POPULAR PASSIVE RESISTANCE

Maki played an important role in reviving Arab cultural and intellectual life
in the Israel of the 1950s. Al-Ittihad published Palestinian nationalist writers
like Ibrahim Touqgan and Khalil al-Sakakini as well as Arabic literature from
other countries. Poetry festivals organized by the party overcame censorship,
curfews and harassment to make creativity a form of ‘popular passive



resistance’. Al-Jadid, the party’s literary magazine, published articles
highlighting the legacy of Arab and Islamic civilization to counter European
and Zionist discourses about the Arab world. In October 1953, al-Ittihad’s
editor, Emile Touma, attacked a project by the Histadrut labour federation to
publish Arabic translations of Hebrew texts as chauvinism ‘that portrayed
Zionism as a messenger of civilisation to Arab countries’.?® Freedom, though,
was constrained by the suspicious atmosphere encouraged by the efforts of
the police and Shin Bet to recruit informants. If al-Ittihad described someone
as a collaborator with the military government he would be ostracized and
isolated within the local community. For some Palestinians Mapam, a left-
wing Zionist party with some Arab members, was preferable to Maki as ‘the
only Israeli Zionist party which attempted to establish some contact between
“Arab nationalism” and “Jewish nationalism” on a basis of mutual respect’,%’
even though, as its critics from the left always noted, Mapam kibbutzim had
been built on confiscated Arab land, for all their talk of solidarity and
equality.*®

Government media efforts were unimpressive: al-Yawm, the semi-official
Arabic daily, consisted of four pages summarized from the Hebrew daily
Davar ‘minus various items judged too sensitive to bring to the notice of the
Arab readers, plus a few usually dated short reports from stringers in the
larger villages, reporting mainly on visits from some government official, the
building of a road or school, and similar stories of a “positive” nature’. Over
time, as Israel’s Arab population achieved greater education and political
awareness, ‘[it] became increasingly unpopular, and was in fact treated as a
laughing-stock by the same intelligentsia that it was supposed to serve and
give expression to’.* Israeli policy towards the Arab population emphasized
the importance of the village and the clans which dominated them,
reinforcing orientalist stereotypes of backwardness and underdevelopment
and encouraging relations of dependence, co-optation and control.2’ This
remained the case even when most Arabs lived in towns. ‘The rural nature of
the Palestinians guaranteed that they were essentially different from the
Jewish population and therefore would not seek to integrate with it or
assimilate into it’, one Israeli scholar has observed. ‘Furthermore, their rural
nature guaranteed that they were traditional and therefore needed paternalist
government rather than democracy.’>* Electrification in the Arab rural sector
was seen as a developmental advance that would have both cultural and



security implications. ‘If we illuminate this darkness, we take them out of the
darkness and place them under our supervision,” one official said.>*
Language mattered too. In the mid-1950s concerns began to be expressed
that knowledge of Arabic among Jews, always very limited, was in decline as
it had lost much of its practical relevance after 1948. Occasional meetings
between Arab and Jewish writers lapsed into embarrassed silence because
although the Arabs generally learned Hebrew, the vast majority of Jews, with
the exception of native-speaking immigrants from Iraq and Egypt, knew no
Arabic, and showed little interest in learning it. In the Jewish school system
parents generally preferred their offspring to study English, and later French,
rather than a difficult language associated with a ‘backward’ culture and a
bitter enemy. Efforts by despairing teachers to improve the situation only
made headway when the issue was taken up by the prime minister’s Arab
affairs adviser, working with IDF intelligence and the ministry of education
to address a shortage that was seen as having serious implications for national
security. Promising Jewish high-school pupils were enrolled into special
‘orientalist’ courses which included field trips to Nazareth and Druze
villages, where they were given guided tours by a military government
official — though not by the locals. Students were supposed to practise
colloquial Arabic — disconcertingly different from the modern standard
written form — and learn about Arab customs, but they were under strict
instructions not to enter into political discussions with the Arabs who were ‘a
subject of study and, ultimately, control’. Relations in what one participant
described as a ‘hostile environment’ were supposed to be ‘sentiment free’.
The courses were typically followed by service in IDF intelligence and
advanced study at the Hebrew University. The difficulties in teaching Arabic
to Israeli Jews remained a long-term problem. Arabic teachers were treated
‘as if we were teaching Hottentot on the moon’, one complained. The
perception was ‘that everything that is Oriental is also Arab, and everything

that is Arab is also dirty’.>
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‘The strongest feeling, vocally and bitterly expressed by the great mass of refugees, is the
demand to return to their old homes.’
UNRWA, 1956

THE FIRST TEN YEARS

Ecstatic Israelis celebrated the tenth anniversary of their independence on 24
April 1958 (according to the Hebrew calendar). The military parade that was
held to mark the occasion in West Jerusalem, ‘almost under the sullen guns
of the Jordan army ringing the Israel-held sectors of the ancient city’,*
deliberately emphasized the armed might of the Jewish state — and its
defiance of international opinion. David Ben-Gurion, the prime minister, and
President Yitzhak Ben-Tzvi — who had succeeded Chaim Weizmann in 1952
— took the salute in the newly built sports stadium on the Givat Ram campus
of the Hebrew University, watched by a cheering crowd of 20,000 with many
thousands more lining the route. French tanks and artillery, US-made
Sherman tanks and British anti-aircraft guns were followed by paratroop,
infantry and naval units, their flags flying in spring sunshine that was
welcome after a chilly spell. Many members of the foreign diplomatic corps
stayed away for fear their attendance might be interpreted as recognition of
Jerusalem as the country’s capital (as declared by Israel in December 1948),
although some heads of mission came in their private capacity. The event
took place despite protests by the United Nations, which declared that the



concentration of Israeli forces in Jerusalem violated the 1949 armistice
agreement with Jordan. Israel insisted there was no violation because the
troops would be withdrawn immediately after the celebration. On the other
side of the city, King Hussein — who maintained indirect contact with the
Israelis via the US — inspected the reinforced units he had carefully deployed
to counter-balance the unusually heavy Israeli presence.

Israel’s conflict with its Arab enemies was nowhere near being resolved in
1958, and it was hard to see anything changing given the entrenched
positions on both sides, the divisions in the Arab world and the absence of
any recognized body representing the Palestinians and their interests. ‘Since
the death of King Abdullah [in 1951], no Arab ruler has been willing to
parley with Israel’, observed Walter Eytan, a senior foreign ministry official,
in a book he published that year that employed standard Israeli government
arguments.

The fact that the Arab states put themselves in the wrong by refusing to negotiate with Israel has

not weighed with them. They do not recognise Israel; consequently there is no one with whom to

negotiate. Their whole attitude is based on the thesis that Israel has no right to exist and that to

negotiate with her is out of the question because it would mean conceding her this right. Israel
has shown that she could ride out ten years of unrelenting enmity from the Arab side, and she

can live with it for decades and generations more if she must.?

Abba Eban, Israel’s famously eloquent ambassador to the US, marked a
decade of independence in a prime-time TV interview with Mike Wallace on
ABC News, describing ‘incomparable years of joyous creation, of
sovereignty restored, of a people gathered in, of a land revived, of democracy
established’. Yes, he admitted, there had also been ‘violence imposed by the
hostility of our neighbours’. However, he flatly rejected comparisons
between the Arab ‘refugee problem’ and the Nazi Holocaust that had recently
been made by the British historian Arnold Toynbee, a long-standing critic of
Zionism:

It is a monstrous blasphemy. He takes the massacre of millions of our men, women and children

and he compares it to the plight of Arab refugees, alive, on their kindred soil, suffering certain

anguish but of course possessed of the supreme gift of life. This equation between massacre and
temporary suffering which can easily be alleviated is a distortion of any historic perspective. But
the refugee problem isn’t the cause of tension. The refugee problem is the result of an Arab

policy which created the problem by the invasion of Israel, which perpetuates it by refusing to

accommodate them into their expanding labour market and which refuses to solve the problem

which they have the full capacity to solve. There is a basic immorality in this attitude of Arab
governments to their own kinsmen whose plight they could relieve immediately once the will to

relieve it existed.>



Israel’s refusal to take back Arab refugees was certainly supported by the
country’s Jewish citizens. The overwhelming majority subscribed to the
officially promoted belief that the Arabs were entirely responsible for the
1948 war; that the refugees had fled of their own accord or at the urging of
the invading Arab armies in anticipation of victory; that the Arab countries
were deliberately perpetuating the problem for political reasons by failing to
integrate the refugees despite ties of kinship, language, religion and national
sentiment; and that repatriation was simply not an option. In February 1956,
the government had released the report of an official inquiry into the military
government. It heard testimony from thirty-nine Jews and fifty Arabs, one of
whom was adamant that Arab citizens had not demonstrated loyalty to the
state. The Ratner Commission highlighted fears that Arabs could constitute a
fifth column as well as encroach on state land. It opposed the return of
refugees for security reasons and argued that since the refugees had left the
country voluntarily, they had relinquished any claims to return.? Another,
more heavyweight commission reached similar conclusions less than three
years later. Views did not change, but it was only in 1965 that the authorities
quietly ordered the destruction of those abandoned Arab villages that still
remained.>

The word ‘Palestinian’ was not used in either Hebrew or English discourse
in the Israel of the 1950s — except on the far left. In the same period, as
official spokesmen always pointed out, Israel had assimilated nearly 1 million
Jewish refugees, 450,000 of them from Arab countries. Selective quotations,
and false, partial or misleading contemporary testimony were employed to
support the case about the war of independence. Eytan, for example,
described the ‘astonishment’ in the Jewish Agency when the Arab population
of Tiberias decamped en masse in April 1948; it was not until the late 1980s
that newly declassified files in the Israeli state archives allowed historians to
paint an accurate picture of what had happened there (notably including the
influence of Haganah psychological warfare and a nearby massacre), and in
many other places during the war.”

Eban’s speech to the UN General Assembly in 1958 spelled out the Israeli
case on the refugees in detail. The bottom line was this:

Repatriation would mean that hundreds of thousands of people would be introduced into a state

whose existence they oppose, whose flag they despise and whose destruction they are resolved to

seek. Israel, whose sovereignty and safety are already assailed by the states surrounding her, is

invited to add to her perils by the influx from hostile territories of masses of people steeped in
the hatred of her existence.



Of nearly a million refugees, more than half were under fifteen: thus in 1948
many of those were under five and had no ‘conscious memory of Israel at
all’.? Eban’s eloquence did not make the issue disappear: in 1961 Ben-Gurion
instructed the Shiloah Institute, a government-backed think tank in Tel Aviv,
to report in detail on the reasons for the Palestinian exodus. The idea was to
use the material for public diplomacy in the face of calls from the Kennedy
administration in the US to make concessions on the refugee issue. Rony
Gabbay, one of the Shiloah researchers, had already concluded from his own
academic work on 1948 that in many cases ‘Jewish forces took Arab villages,
expelled the inhabitants and blew up places which they did not want to
occupy themselves, so that they could not be reoccupied by their enemies and
used as strongholds against them.’?

MINORITY RIGHTS, ISRAELI WRONGS

Independence Day 1958 was a good opportunity to showcase Israel’s
achievements in all spheres, including the sensitive issue of the Arab
minority. In the preceding months, after the first anniversary of the Kafr
Qassem Kkillings, considerable efforts were made to persuade Arab citizens to
take part in the festivities. The government offered to cover part of the costs
of bands, fireworks, loudspeakers and exhibitions: one in Acre’s old Turkish
bathhouse showcased the ‘folklore of the minorities’, complete with
traditional embroidery, Arabic coffee and sweets. It was ready to provide
generators for the occasion as few villages were connected to the national
grid, though local councils were expected to pay. When a boycott movement,
galvanized by Maki, gathered momentum, leaflets signed by previously
unknown groups called Sons of the Galilee and the Voice of the Arabs in
Israel attempted to counter it — the names suggesting a clandestine effort
orchestrated by the government. Pressure was brought to bear on individuals,
including the young poet Rashid Hussein, who was asked to pen a verse to
mark the holiday. Officials claimed a turnout of 8,000 in Nazareth on 26
April 12

Reality intruded a few days later on May Day. The mood in the country’s
only Arab city had been soured by the confiscation of a large tract of land
which already housed Jewish immigrants who were mostly employed by the
government. The early stages of the project were managed by an inter-
departmental committee dominated by ministry of defence personnel.* This
would eventually become the separate Jewish town of Upper Nazareth,



whose purpose was described as ¢ “to break” Arab autonomy in the region
and in this city, and later, to create a Jewish majority’.*? More generally, there
was resentment at continuing restrictions on movement — albeit lightly eased
in 1957 — which still applied to the 85 per cent of Israeli Arabs who lived
under the military government.”> Communist organizers were arrested and
placed in administrative detention and a planned May Day rally banned.
When the ban was ignored, clashes erupted, followed by beatings and three
hundred arrests, that the Hebrew media described as a ‘riot’, while Arabs
boasted of their collective strength in the face of ‘truncheons and vicious
abuse’.* Slogans included ‘Down with Ben-Gurion’, ‘End military rule’ and
‘Long live Nasser’. These events, observed a foreign visitor, were not typical
of Nazareth life and politics. “They brought out into the streets, for all to see,
what had hitherto been only argued about in cafes or recorded in the files of
the military government. They dramatised an obscure, all-pervading tension
between government and governed.’® Further efforts were made to forestall
trouble on 15 May, the Gregorian calendar date for Israel’s independence and
the Palestinian Nakba. Warnings of ‘forceful measures to punish incitement
against the state’ were issued, especially to teachers, but pupils in Nazareth
ignored them and followed the habit of the wider Arab world and observed
five minutes’ silence to mark the occasion. In one school students put up a
picture of Nasser.®

Later that year attempts to set up a non-Communist organization led a
small group of Arab intellectuals to form al-Ard (the Land) in the spirit of
Nasserism and the wider Arab nationalist movement. It represented the first
Arab challenge to the Jewish nature of the state. It called for a repeal of all
discriminatory laws and recognition of the rights of the Palestinian refugees
to return. These demands were articulated in a paper, edited by Salah Baransi,
which was refused a licence but still managed to appear thirteen times until
the group was formally outlawed. Al-Ard’s appearance signalled a parting of
the ways between Arab nationalists and the Communists, who were still the
only Arab grouping to have formally accepted the existence of Israel. It
reflected the rivalry between Nasser’s pan-Arabist view and the approach of
the Communist-backed Iraqi leader, Abdel-Karim Qasim, who had
overthrown the monarchy. It also reflected ‘more than anything else the
weariness with the ambiguity or the limbo imposed on the Palestinians’.*” It
did not however win automatic support from the Arab community. Al-Ard’s
call to boycott the 1959 Knesset elections was controversial because it



reduced Maki’s representation from six to three seats and thus, its critics
complained, weakened overall Arab representation in the Knesset. The Israeli
security establishment was still alarmed. Al-Ard was ‘accused’, among other
things, of helping to open independent sports clubs in Arab villages.*? In 1960
the prime minister’s adviser on Arab affairs, Shmuel Toledano — another
Arabic-speaking official who had served in the Mossad (the foreign
intelligence service) — warned publicly that al-Ard constituted a threat to the
very existence of the state. Toledano described the notion of ‘Israeli Arabs’
as a contradiction in terms as they belonged to ‘another nationality’.? Still,
one small new group could not overcome the general quiescence of the
Palestinians inside Israel, marginalized and carefully controlled as they were,

as Palestinian nationalism began to revive elsewhere.?’

AND ACROSS THE DIASPORA

Freedoms were in short supply for the majority of Palestinians who were
scattered across the Arab world at a time of ferment and regional rivalry. In
February 1958, Egypt and Syria had come together to announce the creation
of the United Arab Republic. In May civil war broke out in Lebanon. In July
the Iragi monarchy was violently overthrown, a blow to the West and an
ominous sign for its Hashemite cousins in Jordan, where the US and Britain —
as well as Israel — feared a Nasserist coup. Elsewhere, the Algerian rebellion
against France that had erupted in 1954 continued its bloody course, a source
of inspiration and solidarity for other Arabs who saw Western imperialism as
their main enemy. Palestinians in the front-line states, or further afield in the
Gulf, were neither immune from nor indifferent to these developments.
Overall, Jordan treated Palestinians far better than any other Arab country,
granting them citizenship and dropping the use of the term ‘refugee’ in
official documents. Even before April 1950 King Abdullah had decreed that
the territory now under his control, most of it allotted to the Palestinians
under the 1947 UN partition decision, would be known henceforth as the
West Bank. Use of the term ‘Palestine’ in any official document or
correspondence was banned. Associations with an obviously Palestinian
character — such as the Haifa Cultural Association in Nablus, the Jaffa
Muslim Sports Club in Ramallah — were not allowed to engage in any
political activity. Like Israel, Jordan offered Palestinians formal citizenship,
but like Israel it also delegitimized Palestinian identity. Both countries’
policies ‘emphasised control and co-optation rather than partnership and



equality’.% Palestinian separatism was presented as a blow to Arab unity.*

That approach was maintained by King Hussein when he succeeded his father
Talal in 1952. Jordan moved government offices from Jerusalem to Amman
and faced complaints from Palestinians that the city, now on the front line
with Israel, was being discriminated against and neglected. In 1961 the entire
municipal council resigned in protest. Palestinians joked that if Hussein could
have got away with demolishing the walls of the Old City, he would have
done that as well.

It was Lebanon which imposed the most severe restrictions on the
100,000-130,000 Palestinians who had arrived by 1949, a reflection in part
of the country’s own fragile sectarian balance. Prejudice and mistreatment
were common. Fawaz Turki, from the Haifa area, remembered how, as a
teenage refugee, he wept with humiliation when a Beirut street entertainer
ordered his pet monkey to ‘show us how a Palestinian picks up his food
rations’. Even Lebanese children taunted Palestinians, telling them to ‘go
back where you came from’, and accused them of having sold their land to
the Jews.#> Samira Azzam, an Acre-born writer living in Beirut, created a
hero who was frustrated because he was never allowed to forget that he is a
Palestinian and who makes desperate efforts to become a naturalized
Lebanese; when he finally succeeds in getting hold of the necessary passport,
for a high price, he discovers it has been forged.* The authorities tracked
down Palestinian activists, especially anyone suspected of being a
Communist, to prevent them visiting refugee camps. The situation was better
in neighbouring Syria, which took in 85,000—-100,000 refugees, though with a
far larger host population. Their affairs were administered by the General
Authority for Palestine Arab Refugees, set up in 1949. By 1960, through
natural increase, numbers had risen to 127,000.

The majority of the 300,000 Palestinians in Egypt lived under the military
administration and emergency laws in the Gaza Strip that lasted until 1962.
Most were no more able to enter the Nile valley than they were to return to
their lost homes and lands inside Israel.>> None of the refugees could go back
to a now non-existent Palestine, while full integration in the host countries —
with the exception of Jordan — was equally impossible. ‘The strongest
feeling, vocally and bitterly expressed by the great mass of refugees, is the
demand to return to their old homes’, UNRWA reported in the mid-1950s.
“They have remained opposed to the development of large-scale projects for



self-support, which they erroneously link with permanent resettlement and
the abandonment of hope for repatriation.’

Nasser’s popularity, at its height after the Suez war, helped galvanize the
new Arab Nationalist Movement, which provided Palestinians who were
pondering their fate a decade after the Nakba with a framework for action.
George Habash, a refugee from Lydda, had founded the ANM while a
medical student at the American University of Beirut, where he had been
influenced by Constantine Zurayek’s emphasis on the way the Arab states
had first failed in the war of 1948 and then effectively abandoned the
Palestinians, their leaders making fiery speeches but doing little else. Habash
went on to work in refugee camps in Jordan where he ran a clinic with
another doctor, named Wadie Haddad, a native of Safad. Both were forced to
flee Jordan for Syria in 1957. The ANM, in the words of an American CIA
report, ‘was motivated by the formation of Israel and the expulsion of the
Palestinians from their homeland’. Its basic ideology ‘reflected what its title
implies — a desire for the union of all Arab states, a wish to exclude foreign
influence from the Arab world, and the compulsion to eradicate the state of
Israel’. The organization was never cohesive and its national chapters formed

the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), which combined
revolutionary Marxism with a Palestine-first strategy.

FATAH IS BORN

Other Palestinians were also thinking about how to advance their people’s
cause, but, crucially, without relying too much on other Arabs. Yasser Arafat,
born in Egypt in 1929 to a Gazan father and a mother from a well-connected
Jerusalem family — he had lived there briefly as a child — had studied at Cairo
University and fought in the early stages of the 1948 war with a Muslim
Brotherhood unit in southern Palestine. He complained later that he had been
disarmed twice: first by the Egyptian army, and then again while serving with
Abdul-Qader al-Husseini’s Jaysh al-Jihad al-Muqgaddas near Jerusalem, by

guerrilla attacks on British forces in the canal zone in the run-up to the Suez
crisis. As a student activist, Arafat promoted a strong Palestine-first
awareness. By 1957 he was in the Gulf, along with a growing number of
Palestinian men who endured the sort of hardships described by Ghassan
Kanafani in his novel Men Under the Sun as they tried to make a new life and



support their families. Arafat failed to get a visa to Saudi Arabia and ended
up in Kuwait as an engineer with the ministry of public works. Strikingly, in
the light of his subsequent career and fame, Arafat was not strictly speaking a
refugee — he always spoke with a distinct Egyptian accent — but his closest
friends and colleagues bore the scars of the Nakba; Salah Khalaf, a literature
student who had fled Jaffa as a teenager in 1948, and Khalil al-Wazir, born in
Ramla and expelled as a thirteen-year-old with his family to Gaza, were with
him in October 1959 in Kuwait when they established the Palestine
Liberation Movement. It was named Fatah — a reverse of its Arabic acronym
(Harakat al-tahrir al-filastiniyya) — which alluded to victory or conquest in
the first glorious decades of Islamic history. ‘Arafat and I ... knew what was
damaging to the Palestinian cause’, Khalaf wrote later. “We were convinced,
for example, that the Palestinians could expect nothing from the Arab
regimes, for the most part corrupt or tied to imperialism, and that they were
wrong to bank on any of the political parties in the region. We believed that
the Palestinians could only rely on themselves.’*

Fatah was founded in conditions of great secrecy, the protagonists adopting
noms de guerre and oaths of allegiance suitable for a clandestine
organization. Funding was provided by wealthy sympathizers in the Gulf,
including the Kuwaiti and Qatari ruling families, while another founder
member, Khaled al-Hassan, from Haifa, used his Kuwaiti government job to
obtain visas for more activists.2” They soon began publishing a magazine,
Filastinuna (‘Our Palestine’), edited by Wazir, but did not reveal who was
backing it or the names of contributors and editors, using a Beirut post office
box number for correspondence. In November 1959 it set out its stall:

The youth of the Nakba are dispersed ... Life in the tent has become as miserable as death ...

[T]o die for our beloved motherland is better and more honourable than life, which forces us to

eat our daily bread under humiliations or to receive it as charity at the cost of our honour ... We,
the sons of the Nakba are no longer willing to live this dirty, despicable life, this life which has

destroyed our cultural, moral and political existence and destroyed our human dignity.3—1-

The front page of Filastinuna often carried photographs showing the harsh
conditions in the refugee camps. The desire to return was evident to anyone
who encountered refugees in person. ‘If you go among them in the hills of
Judaea, they will take you by the arm to a crest of land and point downwards,
across the rusty skeins of barbed wire’, reported one visitor to the West Bank.
‘ “Can you see it, over there, behind those trees? That is my home.” ’2= In
1963 the popular British writer Ethel Mannin published The Road to



Beersheba, a sympathetic portrayal of Palestinian refugees and a conscious
effort to respond to the stunning success of Exodus, the 1958 novel by the
American-Jewish author Leon Uris and the subsequent epic film starring Paul
Newman. (Mannin’s book was dedicated “To and for THE PALESTINIAN
REFUGEES, who, in all the Arab host-countries, said to me, “Why don’t you

feelings were not confined to those living in misery. In her comfortable house
in East Jerusalem, Nuzha Nusseibeh, born to a wealthy land-owning family
near Ramla, spoke to her son Sari of
the idyllic innocence of a magical dreamland ... oranges I envisioned as the sweetest on earth
growing on a plantation stretching all the way to the gently swelling waves of the Mediterranean,

a sea I’d never seen because of No Man’s Land but that, like the oranges, I pictured as the

noblest on earth. Then came the intrusion by the foreigners, the struggle with the British, the

depredations of the Zionists, and the terrorised flight on foot.>*

In the Palestinian ‘master narrative’ the pre-1948 village landscape had
acquired the magical aura of a golden age, of innocence and abundance —
often represented by the fine quality of baladi (local) fruit and vegetables —
before the disaster.®> Even inside Israel, in the mid-1960s, Arab voices were
growing bolder and more articulate as poets like Samih al-Qasim and Tawfiq
Zayyad wrote in al-Jadid of sumoud (steadfastness/perseverance) and
resistance, and Mahmoud Darwish, ‘patient in a country where people are
enraged’, of what it meant to be a Palestinian, most famously in his 1964
poem ‘Identity Card’:

Write down!

I am an Arab

And my identity card number is fifty thousand

I have eight children

And the ninth will come after a summer

Will you be angry?2°

The poem’s curious power, as Edward Said wrote later, ‘is that at the time it
appeared ... it did not represent as much as embody the Palestinian cause,
whose political identity in the world had been pretty much reduced to a name
on an identity card’.”’

Fatah’s goal was ‘to liberate the whole of Palestine and destroy the
foundations of what it terms a colonialist Zionist occupation state and society
... and restore Palestine as it still existed in the mind of most Palestinians, the
homeland that existed before 1948’. The Jewish community that pre-dated



elements of its programme were revolution, armed struggle and readiness to
establish a Palestinian entity. Frantz Fanon’s writings on the Algerian war,
the Mau Mau fight against the British in Kenya and the Black civil rights
movement in the US all influenced its thinking. But it was hard to get any
traction for the cause. ‘It was very difficult for us at the start because Nasser
was the great attraction’, al-Hassan recalled later. ‘Most of those who
accepted our views were teachers. And every time they went off to other
Arab countries for their three-month vacation, we found ourselves having to
start all over again.” By 1963, the movement still only had a few hundred

region proved favourable to the Palestinian cause. The break-up of the
Egypt—Syria union, the United Arab Republic, in September 1961 and the
civil war in Yemen — the Saudis and Nasser backing opposing sides (and the
Israelis secretly helping Nasser’s enemies) — were blows to ambitions for
Arab unity, though the victory of the FLN and Algerian independence in
1962 gave a powerful fillip to the notion of anti-colonial armed struggle. In
the context of the so-called Arab ‘cold war’ between ‘reactionary’ and
‘progressive’ states, both camps sought to play the Palestinian card. Syria
agreed to host Fatah and young men from the refugee camps were sent there
for military training. Iraq also provided facilities for a while and Algeria
became a loyal supporter. Israeli awareness of Fatah was limited until 1965,
when it was seen by IDF intelligence as a ‘nuisance’ rather than a real
military challenge.?’ The Israeli public paid it very little attention; newspaper
commentators deployed inverted commas to describe Fatah’s goal of
‘liberation’, refusing to see it as the representative of an authentic national
movement.*

ENTER THE PLO

Israel was raising Arab hackles at this time by the impending completion of
its project to divert water from the river Jordan, via its national water carrier
canal, to the Negev desert, which had led to armed clashes on the Syrian
border. In Arab eyes, this decade-old effort underlined that Israel was there to
stay — preparing the ground, literally, for the absorption of millions more
Jewish immigrants and settling the sparsely populated south of the country.
Israel’s plan to acquire a nuclear weapon was another fear that was
emphasized in Palestinian and Arab discourse during this period. Both
developments threatened to ‘turn the existing status quo into a permanent



reality’.?* Against this background, in January 1964 Nasser convened a

summit conference of Arab kings and presidents in Cairo, the first of what
was to become a regular if largely ritualistic fixture on the Middle Eastern
diplomatic scene. It declared, for the first time, that the collective goal of the
Arab states was the ‘final liquidation of Israel’.® It also spoke of ‘organizing
the Palestinian Arab people to enable it to play its role in liberating its
country and determining its future’. That difficult task was entrusted to
Ahmed al-Shuqayri, a middle-aged, patrician Palestinian lawyer who had
served as the Syrian and then Saudi representative at the United Nations.
Shugayri, who had a reputation for verbosity, was not a popular choice for
the new generation of Palestinian activists, who saw him as part of the
defeated and discredited old guard, ‘powerless opportunists who lacked
political integrity’.%

The fear was that this sponsorship by rival Arab regimes would recreate
the circumstances that had led to the catastrophe of 1948. Haj Amin al-
Husseini, who was still leading the old Arab Higher Committee from exile in
Beirut, was an especially vocal critic.*> Arafat was cautious too, fearing the
consequences of a decision which ‘formalised the maladies which had given
rise to Fatah’, as one of his biographers noted. ‘Above all it was Nasser’s
brainchild and had been created to work with the Arab countries to satisfy the
Palestinians while keeping them under control.’*® The Fatah leader
conspicuously did not join the 420 delegates at a large Palestinian assembly,
wearing ‘We shall return’ badges, in East Jerusalem’s Intercontinental Hotel
on the Mount of Olives in May 1964 but instead sent Wazir, who listened to
Shugayri declare that Palestinians had experienced sixteen years of misery
and that Palestine was ‘unique in its catastrophe and alone in its tragedy’.
King Hussein acted as a ‘reluctant and suspicious host’ while Jordanian
intelligence agents maintained an ‘intrusive and intimidating presence’.*
Jordan had first proposed that the conference be held in Amman, then at
Qalia on the shores of the Dead Sea. It flatly refused to allow it to take place
in the Old City of Jerusalem. ‘I embraced and kissed King Hussein’,
Shuqayri would write later. ‘And each of us spoke with two tongues about
the Palestinian entity.’*” The meeting announced the establishment of the
Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). It then reconstituted itself as the
Palestine National Council, the PLO’s ‘parliament’. The new organization’s
charter, or covenant (mithaq), called for the total liberation of Palestine and
self-determination within the borders of the British Mandate. It rejected the



Balfour Declaration, the Mandate system and claims of ‘historic and spiritual
ties’ between Jews and Palestine. Judaism was a religion not a nationality,
Zionism a colonialist movement, ‘aggressive and expansionist ... racist and
segregationist ... fascist in its means and aims’. On the crucial matter of
Israel’s current population, it stated that ‘Jews of Palestinian origin’ — defined
as those who ‘normally resided’ in the country until 1947 — were to be
considered Palestinians ‘if they are willing to live peacefully and loyally in
Palestine’.® It was a big moment: ‘I had the feeling that we were all endowed
with a spiritual, metaphysical strength which gave us the power to resist the
pressures of intimidation, to overcome all obstacles and eliminate all doubts
so that we could move forward’, wrote Shafiq al-Hout.>°

Anxious to maximize his independence, Arafat kept his and Fatah’s
distance from the new body, discreetly seeking more help and training
facilities in Syria, Algeria and Jordan. This did not escape the attention of
IDF military intelligence, whose agents in the West Bank were tasked to
report on Fatah and another group, called the Palestine Liberation Front,
which both stood out from the Lilliputian run-of-the mill ‘fronts’ and other
organizations that sprouted in the refugee camps and issued a few defiant
statements before disappearing.>* Towards the end of 1964 Fatah decided to
launch its first military operation against Israel. It was scheduled to take place
on 31 December, but the fedayeen squad was intercepted and arrested by
Lebanese forces before crossing the border. The bombastic communiqué
announcing the abortive attack was signed by al-Asifa (‘the Storm’), a
fictitious name chosen to conceal Fatah’s involvement and appease members
who feared the group was not yet ready to fight a vastly superior enemy.
Three days later, on 3 January 1965, Fatah did manage to infiltrate fighters
from the West Bank into Israel and planted an explosive charge in the
national water carrier canal in the Bet Netofa valley in lower Galilee. It did
not go off but the raid was still counted ‘a stunning propaganda success’.>*
Tracks were found by the IDF leading to Bet Shean (Beisan) and from there
to the nearby Jordanian border. Accounts differ as to whether it was then or
later when Fatah claimed its first ‘martyr’, a young man named Ahmed Musa
who was shot dead by Jordanian troops when returning from Israeli territory.
In fact other Palestinian factions had already lost fighters in operations
against Israel prior to his death.>® But a significant new chapter in the conflict
had begun.



COUNTDOWN TO WAR

Over the next year al-Asifa mounted three dozen or so attacks on Israel,
which were of little military significance but were announced to the world in
florid or mendacious communiqués. On 18 January, for example, the New
York Times reported that a ‘new and secret Arab fighting organization’
claimed to have killed twelve Israelis and wounded nineteen. The following
day the Israelis dismissed the story as ‘ridiculous’. The name of Fatah first
appeared in the Israeli press at that time, where it was described as a group
established by the Syrians under Palestinian cover.>* These pinprick raids
were a far cry from the group’s grandiloquent prediction that ‘at zero hour
and the moment of the emergence of the revolution, the throngs of
revolutionaries shall set off to their designated targets and strike astonishing
blows that will surprise the entire world’. And Fatah’s activities also attracted
the opposition of Shuqgayri’s PLO, as well as that of Nasser and other leaders
who feared that military action at the wrong time would mean a loss of their
control. Still, they magnified the glory of the fedayeen and served Arafat’s
purpose of keeping alive the idea of Palestinian resistance. And there was an
underlying strategy: using attacks to set off ‘successive detonations’ that
were intended to provoke an Israeli reaction and compel even reluctant Arab
governments to intervene to fight the enemy. It was also a form of
propaganda by deed. “To strike at a bridge or a culvert could not be a decisive
act in liberation, but we also knew that to strike a culvert could draw ten more
youths to join Fatah’, Salah Khalaf explained.>> In time decrepit sabotage
equipment was replaced by chemical delay fuses and electrical timers.>"
Fatah’s growing confidence was apparent when it acknowledged publicly that
it was behind al-Asifa. In June 1965 it came out of the shadows and appealed
to the UN secretary general, U Thant, to demand that one of its men,
Mahmoud Hijazi, a refugee from Jerusalem who was captured by the Israelis
in an early raid, be considered a prisoner of war. Hijazi, who was sentenced
first to death and then to life imprisonment, was released in 1971 in exchange
for an Israeli who was abducted by Fatah.>” At the Casablanca Arab summit
in September Fatah also called on the Arab states to stop their ‘persecution’
of liberation movement forces.>*

Palestinian raids continued in 1966, further angering Egypt, Lebanon and
Jordan, which all moved to arrest fighters and prevent further attacks for fear
of attracting Israeli reprisals. Tensions rose, especially on the border between
Israel and Syria, now Fatah’s main base and chief sponsor — despite



difficulties which included Arafat spending several weeks in prison in
Damascus. Jordan, where King Hussein had already warned of ‘impulsive
and extemporaneous activities’ after suffering two Israeli raids, was the state
most hostile to the Palestinians. In April the Jordanians arrested about two
hundred ‘subversives’, including most of the staff of the PLO office in
Amman. In July Jordanian forces clashed with a Palestinian commando squad
on the way to Israel, killing four of them. In October, after a bombing in
Jerusalem’s Romema district, close to the border with Jordan — strikingly, the
first such incident in the city since 1948 — Prime Minister Levi Eshkol issued
a famous warning: “The ledger is open and the hand is recording.’>? Jordan
accepted from Israel lists of West Bankers who were collaborating with the
fedayeen groups, and arrested them.?’ But it also bore the brunt of
unexpectedly heavy Israeli retaliation in November in a punitive attack on
Samu, south of Hebron in the West Bank. A daytime assault by two IDF
armoured columns, protected by Mirage fighter planes, left 18 dead, 130
injured and more than 120 houses destroyed. Israel had reported twelve
incidents in the preceding weeks — mine explosions, the derailing of a train
and attacks on water pipelines — in which seven Israelis had been killed,
while the immediate trigger was provided by a Fatah mine which blew up an
Israeli armoured personnel carrier and killed three soldiers in the Hebron
area. The only surprise was that when retaliation came it was against Jordan,
not Syria, which had been far more supportive of the guerrillas.
‘Responsibility for these attacks rests not only on the relevant governments
but also on the people providing shelter and aid for these gangs,” Eshkol told

the Samu raid, which exposed Jordanian military weakness and infuriated
King Hussein, and offered to resign.® Angry demonstrations in East
Jerusalem and the West Bank gave the king an alarming taste of anti-
Jordanian sentiment and of a Palestinian nationalist awakening.®”

By the early spring of 1967 a process of rapid escalation was under way
between Israel and the front-line Arab states. Syria was taking the lead but
Egypt and, eventually, even normally cautious Jordan competed with each
other, goading each other on, to raise the stakes dangerously. Fatah and the
PLO played a significant part in that process, but it was bigger than them and,
ultimately, beyond their control as well — another example of the Palestinians
losing control of their own destiny at a critical moment. In six extraordinary
days that June, just a few months short of half a century since the British



government had issued the Balfour Declaration, the Zionist-Arab conflict
took another fateful turn.
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1967

‘In 1967 Zionism won one victory too many; and in the twenty years that followed, it sealed its
fate by implementing the settlement project and undertaking the de facto annexation of the West
Bank.’

Meron Benvenistit

VICTIMS OF VICTORY

The short, sharp war that changed the Middle East ended on 11 June 1967.
By then Israel had more than tripled the territory it controlled and
significantly shortened its borders, from 611 to 374 miles. It was now ruling
over 1.1 million Palestinians. After three weeks of tension fuelled by
bellicose rhetoric from Arab capitals Israelis reacted with relief and
jubilation, along with mourning for those 679 soldiers who had died. In
private the country’s leaders had not doubted they would be victorious if it
came to a fight, but they had expected heavy losses. In Tel Aviv, braced for
air raids, people stockpiled food and filled sandbags, donated blood and dug
mass graves in parks while worrying about Russian secret weapons in Egypt:
Nasser’s use of nerve gas in Yemen in 1963 was an alarming precedent.*
‘The only analogy I can think of,” one leading politician said afterwards, ‘is if
Britain had found herself in occupation of Berlin just three days after
Dunkirk. The suddenness of the transformation from a situation of acute
danger to an unparalleled victory is too much for any people to absorb. It will
take time to get over it.”? In the run-up to the war there was a popular joke



circulating that urged the last Israeli to leave Lod Airport to please turn off
the lights.

The Israelis had performed a remarkable feat of arms. By striking pre-
emptively — impatient generals urging and finally persuading a notoriously
hesitant prime minister Levi Eshkol to act — they won the war within the first
few hours of 5 June with the destruction of most of the Egyptian air force
while it was still on the ground.? The meticulously planned operation began at
07.45 after the end of Egyptian dawn patrols watching for a possible Israeli
attack out of the rising sun.> Simultaneously the Israelis launched a ground
offensive into the Gaza Strip and Sinai, reaching the Suez Canal and Sharm
el-Sheikh, at the peninsula’s southern tip, by 8 June. On the 5th Nasser
induced Syria and Jordan to launch attacks. Israel, which had urged King
Hussein to stay out of the war (and was expecting him to do so), retaliated
with an offensive to encircle East Jerusalem. Israeli forces initially held back
from moving into the Old City for fear of sensitivities about the Muslim and
Christian holy places, but on 7 June Moshe Dayan, newly installed as
minister of defence, gave the order to attack. After heavy fighting, the Israelis
completed the conquest of the city later that day. The words ‘Har habayit
beyadeinu’ (‘the Temple Mount is in our hands’), reported over the radio by
Colonel Motta Gur, a paratroop battalion commander, acquired a mythical
status. Shlomo Goren, the IDF chief rabbi, carrying a Torah scroll, sounded
the shofar — the ram’s horn traditionally used to mark the start of the Jewish
New Year — in emotional scenes at the Western Wall. “We have reunited the
dismembered city,” declared Dayan. “We have returned to our most holy
places, returned, never to be separated from them again’ — striking words
from an avowed atheist.® Victory, relief, religious fervour, nationalism and a
sense of history-in-the making fused into a euphoric, almost messianic mood.

Later that day Israeli forces captured Nablus without a shot being fired:
IDF units were mistaken for Iraqi reinforcements that were thought to be
heading up from the Jordan Valley.” Bethlehem fell easily. When King
Hussein ordered his forces to pull back across the Jordan, the Israelis
occupied the rest of the West Bank unopposed. Israel’s retaliation against
Syria took the form of an air strike which destroyed two-thirds of the Syrian
air force — commanded by General Hafez al-Assad — and gave the Israelis
total air superiority. On 9 June, Dayan, although initially opposed, ordered a
ground assault on the Golan Heights. By the next day, Israeli forces had taken
the strategic plateau and the Syrians had retreated eastwards to protect



Damascus. On 11 June a ceasefire was agreed. Arab losses were over
20,000.°

In military terms, the third Arab—Israeli war was another unequal struggle.
On paper, the Arab armies had looked formidable but the Israelis enjoyed
qualitative superiority in almost every sphere, as US government assessments
recognized. The economy had been in recession since 1965, but the country
had advantages of organization, communications and, above all, motivation:
people felt, as in 1948, that their backs were to the wall, their existence
threatened. War had not been expected, and when it came the IDF was in the
midst of several re-equipment programmes. But it was well prepared in
intelligence and tactics — especially the Soviet methods used by the
Egyptians.? Its knowledge of the weaknesses in Egyptian air defences — the
‘Achilles heel’ of patchy radar cover — was crucial to the whole war plan.*’
Nasser claimed that the US and Britain had plotted with Israel and sent planes
to attack Egypt, as the British and French indeed had done in the notorious
‘tripartite aggression’ of 1956. The charge of collusion was not true this time,
however. Arab disarray and shame prompted agonized debates, at least
among intellectuals, famously in the work Self-Criticism after the Defeat by
the Syrian thinker Sadiq al-Azm, much of it focusing on issues of culture,
hierarchy, initiative and modernity.**

Israel’s victory triggered international sympathy and congratulations. ‘A
wave of warm friendship and understanding of Israel is washing over the
world,’ the minister of information, Yisrael Galili, told the Knesset. The
Economist magazine headlined its cover story: ‘“They Did It’.? But there were
critical voices too, and not only in Arab countries. “The Israelis are shrewd —
but it is the wisdom of Harvard Law School, not of Solomon’, was the
conclusion of a US observer who watched the fighting unfold from Jordanian
Jerusalem. ‘For all the biblical publicity puffs, they had fought ... in
Jerusalem, as everywhere, with all the cautious, long-range planning and
reliance on technology of any modern industrial state — their combat style and
manner of movement, however improvised the logistics, were reminiscent of
the American army.’* In later years senior military figures, led by General
Matti Peled, would fuel a brief ‘annihilation debate’, in which it was argued
that victory had always been certain and that Israeli leaders had deliberately
exaggerated the Arab threat to justify a pre-emptive strike.'* Israel
emphasized Nasser’s closure of the Straits of Tiran, the expulsion of UN
peacekeepers in Sinai and Egypt’s deployments. The Palestinians, who were



barely recognized internationally as part of the story and had not taken part in
the fighting, lacked spokesmen, let alone effective ones. Musa Mazzawi, a
London-based lawyer, explained to the BBC that the Arabs
are not going to negotiate when their nose is being rubbed in the mud; they’re not going to
negotiate while General Dayan and people like him say, ‘Well these million people on the West
Bank of Jordan are a nuisance to me and I want the Gulf of Agaba and I want the Gaza Strip and

I want this and that.” Why? ‘Because my aircraft got up a bit early on Monday morning and they

struck the Egyptian airfields and they blew them to smithereens and now we can dictate to these

people.” Well, you can only do that for a short time. You can’t do it for ever.l2

Military victory, it was to turn out, was indeed the easy part.

FACTS ON THE GROUND

By the end of the fighting the separate parts of Mandatory Palestine had been
reunited; the Jordanians and Egyptians had gone, replaced by Israeli military
governors. The conquest of Sinai and the Golan added to the feeling that
‘little’ Israel had acquired an empire. Emotions ran highest over East
Jerusalem, with its Jewish, Muslim and Christian holy places, which had
been inaccessible to Israelis since the fighting ended in 1948. The IDF central
front commander, General Uzi Narkis, talked of ‘erasing the stain’ of its loss
in the war of independence.® ‘Each of us knew in his heart that once we took
the Old City we could never give it up’, Teddy Kollek, the Israeli mayor of
West Jerusalem, wrote later. New facts were quickly created on the ground.
On the evening of 10 June the 650 Palestinian residents of the Maghariba
(Moroccan) quarter, extending right up to the Western Wall, were given two
hours to evacuate their homes, which were dynamited and bulldozed into
rubble, along with two twelfth-century mosques, to make room for a
featureless plaza that was intended to accommodate future crowds of Jewish
worshippers. ‘My overpowering feeling was: do it now,’ as Kollek put it. ‘It
may be impossible to do it later, and it must be done.” Kollek called the
buildings ‘hovel-slums’."” But the pro-Palestinian camp lamented the loss of
‘a pleasant and architecturally distinctive quarter of freshly whitewashed roof
terraces, gardens and neat unattached houses built in North African style’.:
David Ben-Gurion, still serving as an MP with the centrist Rafi faction, along
with Dayan and an ambitious younger colleague named Shimon Peres, also
proposed tearing down the sixteenth-century Ottoman walls surrounding the
Old City. On that point wiser counsels prevailed. Ben-Gurion demanded that

the street sign ‘Wailing Wall Road’ in English and Arabic be taken down.*?



And Rabbi Goren, it emerged later, had proposed blowing up the Dome of
the Rock.? On 14 June, when public access was allowed, vast crowds of
Israelis streamed into the Old City, marvelling at its sights and significance
while Palestinian residents watched silently from their windows.

On 27 June the government voted to unite the western and eastern sides of
Jerusalem, more than doubling municipal jurisdiction to include the newer
Arab suburbs as well as 12 villages, incorporating 69,000 Palestinians and

next day the Knesset passed the decision into law. Engineers and demolition
crews were sent out to remove the barbed wire, anti-sniper walls and the
debris of two wars. The famous Mandelbaum Gate checkpoint was
dismantled. The Israeli move, condemned by Palestinians as well as
internationally, was officially described as ‘integration’ or ‘municipal fusion’
rather than annexation, for fear of adverse reactions and pressure to
withdraw. Israeli embassies abroad were instructed to use the same
terminology.2* Separate roads, water mains, telephone and electricity
networks were reconnected but the mood was anything but mundane.
‘Jerusalem is beyond time, it belongs to the scriptures — that is to eternity’,
Eshkol’s adviser, Yaakov Herzog, explained. “We must prevent history and
geography from re-dividing it like another Berlin.’%

CLOSE ENCOUNTERS

In Jerusalem and beyond the Israelis came face-to-face with the masses of
Palestinians they had not encountered for the previous nineteen years, tens of
thousands of them still living in crowded refugee camps — Balata in Nablus,
al-Amari and Jalazoun around Ramallah, and others near Bethlehem and
Hebron — living reminders of a conflict that had just got much more
complicated. The majority of Jews under twenty-five had rarely encountered
an Arab, especially if they lived in the densely populated centre of Israel. On
the eve of the war only 42 per cent of the population had lived in the country
before 1948.2% In 1963, when a Jewish teenager from Ramat Aviv came back
from a rare joint summer beach and hiking camp for Jewish and Arab
children he was ‘surprised and sobered’ by what he had learned about the
military government under which his Arab counterparts then still lived.*>
“The education we had been given was nationalist, patriotic, and ethnocentric,
with no space for the “other” and certainly not the Arab, who was frightening
and distant, and who, along with the Germans, we had to hate’, the child of



Holocaust survivors recalled of her upbringing in Tel Aviv in the 1960s.°

Academic Yaron Ezrahi remembered a childhood game in an abandoned
citrus grove on the outskirts of that city in 1949, nine-year-old ‘commandos’
illicitly picking oranges until someone shouted: “The Arabs are coming’, and
then they would run for their lives.ZZ In 1967 most Israeli Jews had little idea
what life was like for Arabs even inside their own borders — let alone beyond
them. The nearest most Jews came to the wider Middle East was in
Jerusalem, at the end of a corridor that was all but surrounded by Jordanian
territory — the narrow, winding road to it flanked by the carefully preserved
remains of the armoured convoys that had supplied the besieged city in the
1948 war. ‘The Arab world on the other side of the border was a threatening
desert,’ recalled a Jewish Jerusalemite, ‘both empty and occupied by a hostile
population.’2® On the train that passed through the Judaean hills from Tel
Aviv passengers would peer out at the Arab villages of Battir and Bet Safafa
just over the green line. In periods of tension a guard would pull down metal
shutters over the carriage windows to protect the passengers from gunfire.
Older Israelis, of course, included immigrants from Morocco and Irag, who
enjoyed Egyptian films — then the finest in the Arab world. Many tuned into
Radio Ramallah, which played Arabic and Western music, lighter fare than
that of the ponderous Hebrew state broadcaster, Kol Yisrael.’

Now many felt an intoxicating sense of liberation from the constraints of
the old borders. ‘It was an incredibly intense experience’, another Israeli
wrote later, recalling the crowds of Arabs gaping at the traffic lights in the
centre of the western side of Jerusalem, and the Jews staring at the Jordanian
policemen in smart white gloves in the east.?’ ‘Now for the first time in
twenty years there was a feeling of freedom of movement, of open space’,
observed Walter Laqueur, a Polish-born Jewish historian who had lived in
Palestine as a young man and remembered the borderless pre-1948 reality.

Weekend after weekend streams of tourists poured into the Old City of Jerusalem, into Hebron

and Ramallah and even Gaza and Nablus. Israelis could not see enough of the Arab markets and

the minarets, the street scenes with which the older citizens had been familiar from the

Mandatory days: villagers offering grapes and figs, donkeys braying, sellers of black coffee and

cold lemonade, shoeshine boys and taxi drivers soliciting customers, middle-aged Arabs sitting

in the shade in front of their closed shops and viewing suspiciously the throng of curious Jews

whose very appearance seemed so out of keeping with the place. There were the specific smells

and noises of the market place and the commercial centre in the Arab cities which a young
generation of Israelis took in for the first time. They had spent their life half a mile away and yet

it had been a closed world to them. They were indefatigable souvenir hunters, if only for a

Chinese ballpoint or a cheap Japanese hand mirror. And for so many months the whole of Israel
seemed to be on the move and, as bus after bus rolled into Gaza and Bethlehem, the Arab man in



the street must have reached the conclusion that the number of Israeli Jews was far in excess of

two million.>!

Impressions were extremely vivid, but they could be misleading too. Three
days after the conquest of Hebron, Hanna Zemer, a journalist with Davar,
found shops and cafes open and cheap cigarettes on sale. ‘The people of
Hebron are already prepared to take Israeli pounds’, she reported. ‘“They
don’t have just a sound commercial sense but healthy political instincts as
well.”* Israeli newspapers highlighted ‘human interest’ stories about Jews
who were meeting old Arab friends for the first time in nineteen years:
Yaakov Elsheikh was given a touchingly warm reception at his old home in
Jerusalem’s Old City, as was Hanan Brozitski in Hebron, where he had been
a policeman in 1929. Excitement combined with wishful thinking about
improved Arab—Jewish relations. Yael Dayan, the general’s daughter,
pondered the meaning of victory in a hastily written memoir. ‘No one answer
or solution could be given ... but one thing was clear to all of us — the price
we were to demand for returning the new areas, or some of them, could not
be less than the one thing we were after — peace ... “Home” now was
something new, safer, larger, stronger and happier.’*

For Israelis, the soundtrack to these extraordinary events was provided by
that year’s hit song, ‘Jerusalem of Gold’ (‘Yerushalayim shel Zahav’), written
by Naomi Shemer, which had first been performed at the Israeli Song
Festival a few weeks before the war. Its Hebrew lyrics, rich in biblical and
literary allusions, described the ‘solitary’ Old City, with a ‘wall in its heart’,
where the market square was ‘empty’, the wells dry and no one visited the
Temple Mount or went down to the Dead Sea via Jericho. The Arabs who
lived, worked and prayed there did not appear anywhere in this romantic,
exclusivist fantasy. Later this was followed by an album named Jerusalem of

largely out of mind for a generation and more. Now, however, their presence
could no longer be ignored. The Arab equivalent of Shemer’s song, the
plangent ‘Old Jerusalem’ (‘Al-Quds al-Atiqa’) by the Lebanese diva Fairouz,
was not released until a few years later. It mourned the empty streets,
shuttered shops and ‘ownerless’ houses that remained of Palestine, saluting
the ‘waiting people’ in colloquial Arabic. It made no mention of the city’s
new masters.>>

RETURN TO NORMAL?



Until the last minute, hoping that Jordan would stay out of the war, the
Israelis had not anticipated conquering the West Bank, although contingency
plans had been drawn up in 1958 (when Hussein had faced a coup threat) and
Ben-Gurion had predicted gloomily that the Arabs would not flee en masse
for a second time. In 1963, against the background of new tensions in Jordan,
the IDF attorney-general launched a course for reserve officers on military
law in occupied territories.2® Now handbooks about international law and
civilian populations were dusted off, and officers involved in the brief
occupation of the Gaza Strip after the Sinai campaign in 1956 were drafted
in, along with veterans of the military government inside Israel, which had
been abolished at the end of 1966. ‘Improvisation was necessary’, wrote
Shlomo Gazit, an army intelligence officer,

because the IDF had no pre-established command posts ... no officers trained for such functions;

and no data about the new territories, the local populations or economy. Except for a very

general formula calling for the ‘return of life to normal’ there was no Israeli government policy
for the newly occupied territories, so every military commander acted according to his best

judgement.3—7-

Control was entirely in the hands of the military, which assumed the power to
abrogate Jordanian laws and issue new ones. Banking activities were
suspended and trade and financial restrictions imposed. Severe penalties were
announced, including detention without trial, curfews, house demolitions and
expulsion. Many of these were permitted under emergency regulations
inherited from the British Mandate — an argument used to justify their use by
the Israelis.

Early Israeli decisions, like the destruction of the Maghariba quarter, were
made on ad hoc bases but had lasting consequences. In the Latrun salient,
near the Trappist monastery where the Jordanian border had cut awkwardly
into Israeli territory, three Palestinian villages, Imwas, Yalu and Beit Nuba,
were destroyed a week after their inhabitants, expelled to Ramallah on 7
June, tried to return home. Held back at roadblocks, they watched as
bulldozers demolished their houses and the stones from the ruins were loaded
onto Israeli trucks. The site was turned into a large picnic and recreation area
and named Canada Park. Amos Keinan, a well-known writer, was serving in
the IDF unit deployed to secure the operation, and he wrote an account of it
that reflected his horror and dismay. Initially the document remained private,
in a letter to MPs, but it was published in the early 1970s and then echoed
around the world. ‘The chickens and the pigeons were buried under the



rubble’, Keinan wrote. ‘The fields were turned to desolation before our eyes,
and the children who dragged themselves along the road that day, weeping
bitterly, will be the fedayeen of 19 years hence. That is how, that day, we lost
the victory.’#® Israel maintained that the three villages had helped in the siege
of Jerusalem in 1948 and billeted Egyptian commandos in an attack on
nearby Lod.? The decision to demolish them was apparently based on the
assumption that the West Bank would have to be returned to Jordanian
control; their destruction would thus prevent their being reoccupied by
Jordanian forces close to the main road to Jerusalem.” Similar logic may
have applied when two more remote villages, Bet Awwa and Beit Mirsim, on
the green line near Hebron, were razed on the grounds that they had sheltered
Fatah guerrillas before the war, though residents were eventually able to
return to part of their lands and rebuild their homes. In Qalqilya, at the
narrowest point of the old border, where many residents had fled, 850 of the
town’s 2,000 houses were demolished, though they were also rebuilt. In
Sourif, a West Bank village near Gush Etzion, fifteen houses were dynamited
in apparent retribution for the killing of thirty-five Palmah fighters, the
legendary ‘Lamed-Hay’, in January 1948. The IDF commanders responsible
were Palmah veterans.?! It was one of many ways in which the 1967 war
finished business that Israelis felt had been left undone nineteen years earlier.

On the other side, the Palestinians experienced the blow of humiliating
defeat, though virtually without their participation. In Damascus Fatah
leaders huddled round a radio on 9 June to hear the devastating news of
Nasser’s resignation offer and the victory celebrations in Israel. Events had
moved at a dizzying pace. Saeb Erakat, then a twelve-year-old living in
Jericho, waved at a passing Iraqgi armoured column heading west from
Jordan, and then saw its charred remains after an Israeli air strike a few hours
later. Leaflets were dropped over the town ordering residents to stay at home
and raise white flags. Erakat’s mother hung sheets out of the windows. The
Israelis arrived a few hours later, checking houses and looting.*

Palestinians were stunned for weeks after the fighting ended. The head of
UNRWA described

the overwhelming sense of bewilderment and shock felt by the inhabitants ... as the cataclysm
swept over them. The disruption of the lives and careers of countless persons, the anxiety caused
by the sudden loss of earnings and remittances from abroad, the personal tragedies resulting

from the separation of husbands and wives, parents and children, are only some of the problems

which confront so many of the former Arab inhabitants of Palestine.**



It was not another Nakba — that emotive term still marked the great
catastrophe of 1948 — but a naksa, a setback, though a very significant and
grimly familiar one. Figures differ on the number of Palestinians who were
displaced in 1967. Israel estimated 150,000; Jordan 250,000; and independent
agencies around 200,000.% Of these many were refugees for a second time,
having first arrived in the West Bank after fleeing their original homes. Israel
actively encouraged them to move east, providing free transport out of the
West Bank.?> In Jerusalem, where the buses could be boarded at the
Damascus Gate, Arab residents were allowed to move about the city even
during the strictly enforced curfew if they could prove they were preparing to
leave.”® Uri Avnery later described meeting soldiers who said their role was
to expel Palestinians. No official documents have been released on this issue.

For weeks after the war, the scene at the Allenby Bridge across the Jordan,
blown up by the retreating Jordanians, was a miserable one, with refugees
forced to walk on half-sunken girders or wade through the shallow water. ‘By
the end of June, when the Arabs were still leaving in hundreds every day, the
Israeli authorities were making them sign a paper that they were leaving of
their own free will’, one journalist reported. ‘Going down to the bridge
frequently you had the impression that if the Arabs did see the Israelis they
did not register, they had closed their eyes to them. Here was a face to face
encounter for which neither party was then ready.’# Still, as an Israeli
described later: “When someone refused to give me his hand [for finger-
printing] they came and beat him badly. Then I was forcibly taking his
thumb, and immersing it in ink and finger-printing him ... I have no doubt
that tens of thousands of men were removed against their will.”*® The refugee
camps of Ein as-Sultan and Aqgabat Jaber in Jericho had been bombed by the
Israelis, leading to an exodus of tens of thousands of refugees. In line with
long-standing policy, most were not allowed back afterwards. The same was
true for the 100,000 Syrians who fled the Golan Heights. Refugees in Jordan
were settled in temporary camps in Amman and Jerash.*? Israel recorded
about 5,000 people a day crossing the Jordan in June, dropping to 500 in mid-
July and 300 in August.>”

Israel’s conquest of the Gaza Strip provided both new and familiar
challenges. Its brief occupation a decade earlier had left some traces — and
fears. Gaza’s most striking characteristic was the density of its population,
which was mainly urban and predominantly young, 65 per cent of them
refugees from 1948, many crammed into UNRWA-run camps. It was less



developed and more isolated than the West Bank as the occupation of Sinai
had cut it off from its hinterland so it became more dependent on the Israelis
for services and general assistance. It had weaker institutions. Unlike Jordan,
Egypt had not granted citizenship to Palestinians. Life was hard, especially in
the summer heat when the stench of sewage in the alleyways of the camps
was unbearable. Gazans, overall, had less to lose than their compatriots on
the West Bank. The Israelis established their headquarters in the Serail in
Gaza City, abandoned by the Egyptians. The mayor, Ragheb al-Alami, was
confirmed in his position by the Israeli governor, but Egyptian officials
working for UNRWA or the former administration were expelled. The UN
body estimated that 40,000 to 50,000 people had fled, perhaps because they
feared a repeat of the massacres of November 1956. Most went to Jordan.
Killings in Rafah on 11 June may have hastened the flight. For months
afterwards there was a steady exodus, helped by Israel’s policy of providing
free transport to the Jordan bridges. Within days of the war’s end, following a
mine explosion, 110 Palestine Liberation Army (PLA) men were expelled to
Egypt and eight homes were blown up by the IDF.>

NEW PROSPECTS?

On the face of it, new political possibilities beckoned. The war, after all, had
recreated the conditions of 1947 and catapulted the Palestinians back from
two decades of oblivion to centre-stage, albeit in a humiliating and
subordinate role. ‘Defeat’, one man mused later, ‘had given me back my
homeland.’>* It was, a foreign observer agreed, as if ‘one of the ancient bi-

national plans of high-minded Mandate personalities had come to life and

government ordered officials to explore prospects for the creation of some
kind of Palestinian government in the West Bank to replace Jordanian rule.
David Kimche was a junior officer in the Mossad; Dan Bavly, a reserve army
officer. The report they produced called for the immediate establishment of a
Palestinian state by Israel. Shin Bet security service officers were also keen.>*
But there was an obvious drawback: a survey conducted in Nablus, the most
nationalist city on the West Bank, concluded that while people did support an
independent Palestine, they flatly rejected the idea of its being an Israeli
creation or satellite.

On 18 June Anwar Nusseibeh, the former Jordanian ambassador to Britain,
who had lost a leg in the 1948 war, assembled twenty prominent Palestinians



in his Jerusalem home for a meeting with General Chaim Herzog, the West
Bank military governor. Herzog had arranged permits allowing the invitees to
venture out during the curfew. His HQ was in the Ambassador hotel, a few
minutes away. Ruhi al-Khatib, the loyalist Jordanian mayor, was in a bitter,
introspective mood. ‘I cannot understand how this could have happened to
us,’ he told the group. Another participant, a radical nationalist and no friend
of the Hashemites, replied acidly: ‘It happened because for 20 years we have
been building up a regime and destroying a nation — the Palestinians — while
on the other side [Israel] they have been building up a state, not a personal
regime. Now everybody can see the results.’>> Jordan and Syria, having got
wind of these discussions, issued stern warnings against any co-operation
with the Israeli enemy. ‘Operation Sadducees’, a clandestine Shin Bet
programme to cultivate Arab notables — mayors, former ministers, religious
leaders — and turn them into quislings by delivering personal favours, lasted
only a few months and brought little in the way of concrete results.>®

The Palestinian Fatah movement, which had taken no part in the fighting,
sought from the start to rally support and boost flagging morale. ‘Our
organisation has decided to continue struggling against the Zionist
conqueror’, al-Asifa announced from Damascus on 22 June:

We are planning to operate far from the Arab states so they will not suffer Israeli reprisals for

Fedayeen actions. It will therefore be impossible to hold the Arab people responsible for our

war. Our organisation is the organisation of the Palestinian people [and] we are united in our
resolve to free our stolen homeland from the hands of the Zionists.

This did not mean much on the ground, although rumours did start to
circulate of Fatah cells operating in secret — and in late August Fatah
announced the start of combat operations in the occupied territories. In
September or October Arafat and another Fatah commander, Abu Ali
Shaheen, managed to enter the West Bank and set up a secret HQ in
Qabatiyeh, near Jenin, recruiting fighters and smuggling them back via
Jordan for training at camps in Syria. Other accounts place Arafat’s
headquarters in Nablus.>” According to one version he spent three weeks
sleeping in caves or under trees while moving from village to village, and
once heard Israeli troops who were searching for him moving overhead when
he was in a cave near Ramallah.?® The Palestinian leader was not yet famous
but his name was known to the Israelis. In September Haaretz reported that a
captured Fatah operative had named Arafat or ‘Abu Ammar’ as the group’s

‘chief of operations’.>” In December Arafat was nearly captured by the Shin



Bet, who had traced him to a villa in Ramallah despite his using a disguise
and forged documents identifying him as a ‘Doctor Mustafa’ from Gaza. He
fled dressed as a woman. Stories of his exploits — evading patrols, visiting Tel
Aviv, travelling by bus — added to ‘the myth of heroism and survival’
associated with him.%2 Armed actions were rare, one exception being an
attack on an IDF patrol in the Gaza Strip shortly before the Khartoum Arab
summit conference at the end of August.® Intelligence files captured from the
Jordanian mukhabarat (secret police) helped the Israelis identify activists
from organizations that had been underground since the government
crackdown of 1957.% The leader of one Fatah network was arrested carrying
membership lists.”> Shin Bet officers accompanied the first IDF combat units
which entered the West Bank and Gaza. Fatah men returning to the West
Bank failed to take the most elementary security precautions and many were
easily identified and picked up.

In early August a general strike was called in East Jerusalem to protest
against Israeli ‘unification’ measures. At the end of the month the deposed
mayor, Khatib, and fellow municipal council members, spoke out:

The inhabitants of the Arab sector of Jerusalem and those of the West Bank resolutely proclaim

their opposition to all the measures which the Israeli occupation authorities have taken and

which those authorities regard as constituting a fait accompli not subject to appeal or reversal,

namely, the unification of the two sectors of the City of Jerusalem. They proclaim to the whole

world that this annexation, even camouflaged under the cloak of administrative measures, was

carried out against their will and against their wishes. In no event shall we submit to it or accept
.+ 64
1t.—

On 19 September a bomb exploded outside the old Fast hotel, just inside
West Jerusalem. Fatah claimed responsibility and hailed the start of ‘the
armed popular revolution’. It envisaged a ‘general insurrection’ in which
fighters would be supported by ‘a large clandestine network ... in conscious
imitation of the 1936-39 revolt’.®> Guerrilla bands, ten-to fifteen-strong, were
scattered in the Nablus—Jenin—Tulkarem area and the Hebron hills,
commanded by Fatah men who had undergone training courses in China and
Algeria. But neither the West Bank nor the Gaza Strip turned into an ‘Arab
Hanoi’ against an ‘Israeli Saigon’. In September Israeli sources reported a
total of thirteen guerrilla operations; in October, ten; in November eighteen;
and in December twenty.® September and October, Dayan said later, were
the most difficult months since the ceasefire.®” By the end of the year the
Israelis announced that sixty fedayeen had been killed and three hundred
gaoled since the war. In January 1968 between 1,000 and 1,250 activists were



in prison, three-quarters of them locals.®” In February alone the Israelis

arrested 115 Fatah men, killed 35 infiltrators and stopped another 10 on the
border — nearly all the 200 fighters Fatah said had entered the country in
January.®? By April 1968, the number of arrests had risen to 1,900, of whom
45 were Israeli Arab citizens. More than two hundred had been killed by the

IDF and border police.””

OPEN BRIDGES

Israeli policy on the ground in the occupied territories evolved ad hoc. In
high summer, a glut of agricultural produce — cucumbers, tomatoes,
watermelons — in the northern West Bank that could not be sold in Israel due
to farmers’ objections, risked going to waste. The IDF officer in charge took
the initiative and authorized Palestinian farmers to make deliveries by truck
across the Jordan. Dayan was at first alarmed but then declared what
subsequently became known as the ‘open bridges’ policy. It helped relieve
economic pressure on the Palestinians and also became a staple of Israeli
propaganda, though in reality the bridges were not always open, not to
everyone and not in both directions.”! Additionally, it enabled Jordan to
maintain significant though informal influence in the West Bank. The
Jordanian dinar continued to circulate and the government in Amman carried
on paying the salaries, and keeping the loyalty, of thousands of employees — a
handy way, for Israel, of keeping costs down and of promoting competition
with more nationalist Palestinians. This quiet collaboration between Jordan
and Israel, masked by pro forma expressions of hostility from the king’s men,
was hugely important and a dimension of the conflict that was normally
hidden from view. Hussein had been meeting Israeli emissaries since 1963.
On 2 July, barely three weeks after the end of hostilities, he secretly met
Yaakov Herzog, representing Eshkol, in London. If there were to be peace, it
would have to be with ‘dignity and honour’, he insisted. ‘Do not push us into
a corner.’’*

Dayan, the unchallenged viceroy of the occupied territories, wanted the
military government to keep a low profile, to keep interference in daily life to
a minimum while maintaining an iron grip on security. In reality though the
two were inseparable: the power to grant or withhold permission for a myriad
different activities — a habit honed on Israel’s Arab minority over the
previous nineteen years — was central to the ‘pervasive and highly intrusive
system of population control it maintained’ supported by the Shin Bet and its



network of informers and collaborators.”? As Dayan put it in an internal
debate: ‘Let the individual know that he has something to lose. His home can
be blown up, his bus license can be taken away, he can be deported from the
region; or the contrary: he can exist with dignity, make money, exploit other
Arabs, and travel in [his] bus.””*

Israeli leaders, conscious of international public opinion and worried about
pressure to withdraw from its conquests, as had happened after the Suez war
in 1957, liked to describe their occupation as liberal or enlightened. But
resistance of any kind was not tolerated. In early September a school strike
was declared after the Israelis banned a number of Arabic textbooks and
ordered passages erased from others. Curfews, arrests and searches, focused
on Nablus, broke the protest after a few weeks. The first of many prominent
Palestinians to be deported from their own country was Sheikh Abdel Hamid
al-Sayih, president of the Sharia court of appeal and head of a National
Guidance Committee, formed to co-ordinate resistance to the occupation.
Sayih was accused of ‘incitement’ for issuing a fatwa or religious ruling
ordering Muslims not to abide by Israeli law and calling for a general strike
to mark the opening of the UN General Assembly.

In the morning of 25 September 1967 — there was a knock on my door. When I emerged I was

told, “You have to go to see the authorities in order to answer a question, and then you can

return.’ I asked whether I should pack a bag, and they said no. I got a small bag, just in case, and

packed pyjamas and a towel. I was then taken to the Russian compound, where an official rose to

his feet to greet me respectfully and offered me coffee or tea. I declined, saying that I wished to
pray, as it was time for dawn prayers. After I finished my prayers he handed me the order of
deportation. Written in Hebrew, it stated that Moshe Dayan ... has decreed my deportation in

accordance with article such and such of the emergency regulations ... After they gave me the

deportation order, they took it back and replaced it with an Arabic translation, saying that since I

was going into enemy territory, I should not be carrying a document written in Hebrew.”>

Sayih went on to occupy a senior position in the PLO, like many deportees,
strengthening the links between those living under occupation and their
leaders outside.

REUNIONS

Palestinians, like Israelis, had to adjust to the renewed contact with people
they had not encountered for nearly two decades, and, in the case of young
people, never before. Anwar Nusseibeh’s son Sari, then a nineteen-year-old
student at Oxford, described gingerly crossing the few hundred feet of what
had been no-man’s-land from the family home by the Mandelbaum Gate into



Mea Shearim, the crowded ultra-Orthodox quarter of West Jerusalem, for the
first time in his life. Driving home from Lod airport, he was stunned by his
first sight of an Israeli landscape that looked to him more like southern
California than the Middle East, without donkeys, camels or Arabs, until
reaching Abu Ghosh on the outskirts of Jerusalem — alerting him for the first
time to the fact that the Nakba had left some Palestinians behind in the
Jewish state.”® Musa Budeiri, who was born in West Jerusalem but grew up in
the Jordanian sector, confessed to being ‘blissfully ignorant of Israel and
Jews’. As Israelis streamed into East Jerusalem, ‘thousands of Arabs, worried
but excited, went the opposite way, seeking their lost paradise’’”” — what was
now Israeli Jerusalem — to see what had happened in the intervening years to
their property, their homes and family graves.” Cars with Jordanian number
plates drove slowly round looking at the houses they had abandoned in
1948.2 Hala Sakakini, daughter of the writer Khalil, knocked on the door of

the family’s fine villa in Qatamon, now in a street with a Hebrew name.

Two ladies appeared — one dark young lady and the other an elderly European lady. We
addressed them first in Arabic, but they seemed not to understand; so we asked them if they
spoke English, but they shook their heads; so we started to talk in German and the elderly lady
understood. We tried to explain: “This is our house. We used to live here before 1948. This is the
first time we see it in nineteen years ...” The elderly lady was apparently moved, but she
immediately began telling us that she too had lost a house in Poland, as though we personally or

the Arabs in general were to blame for that. We saw it was no use arguing with her.%’

Tens of thousands of refugees visited their former homes in Jerusalem,
Jaffa, Haifa, Lod, Ramla, Acre, Safed and Tiberias, though the encounter
usually turned into what the journalist Danny Rubinstein called ‘a fantastic
voyage of delusion’.? In late June the Israeli press reported that no
compensation would be granted for property lost in 1948 ‘since ownership
rights have lapsed’.? Ali al-Khalili, a Nablus-born writer, described how,
when he visited Acre to see relatives, he was stunned and inexplicably moved
to find that the ‘Zionists’ he encountered in Netanya and Haifa were not just
‘brutal soldiers’, but old people and children too, just like the old people and
children in Nablus.% Travelling to the Mediterranean coast and swimming in
the sea was a special pleasure. Fadwa Touqgan, the poet from Nablus, was
furious when she was questioned by Israeli policemen in Jaffa shortly after
the war. “We felt the intensity of our connection [to the city] and the
pulsating blood of our Palestinian roots buried deep in this Arab land that had
been stolen by force and by violence — land that was now held prisoner by
foreigners who had no roots in it at all.”®



Israel’s Arab citizens were initially banned from visiting kinfolk or friends
on the other side of the green line. And even when blanket restrictions, for
‘security reasons’, were eventually lifted hundreds remained on blacklists
preventing them from entering the West Bank.?> Khawla Abu Baker, who had
grown up in Acre, spent weeks with her cousins in the orchards and tobacco
fields of Yaabed, where she leafed fascinated through unfamiliar Jordanian
textbooks and was taken to the spot where Sheikh Izzedin al-Qassam had
been killed by the British in 1935. Abu Baker heard accusations that the
Arabs of the ‘inside’ (dakhil) — a neutral way of describing those who had
stayed put after the Nakba — had been cowardly in not resisting the Israelis.”
Sami Michael, an Irag-born Israeli-Jewish novelist, was to fictionalize one
such tense encounter in an acclaimed book, Hasut (Refuge), published a few
years later. Palestinians saw their kinfolk inside Israel as ‘the lackeys of the
enemy, the defeated sector who were lorded over by their Israeli masters’.?

Atallah Mansour, an Israeli-Arab journalist, visited the West Bank,

‘feeling joy and sorrow’ as he drove on roads littered with burned-out tanks,
damaged houses and refugees. Israeli citizens had been ordered not to mix
with the local population, offer them lifts or accept invitations to drink coffee
in their homes. Palestinians Mansour met were suspicious but concealed this
behind ‘voluble flattery’, refusing to believe he was either a journalist or even

an Arab.® Rafik Halabi, an Israeli Druze, tried to pay a Ramallah hotel bill

Nicola, a left-wing activist from Haifa, travelled to East Jerusalem to meet
old comrades he had not seen in twenty years.”’ Others took pleasure in being
able to buy olive oil soap or kanafeh — a local delicacy of white cheese, wheat
and syrup — from Nablus, despite the unpalatable fact that this had only been
made possible by another crushing Israeli victory.? On the other hand,
Palestinians in the occupied territories and beyond were pleased to discover
the work of the writers of the ‘inside’ like Mahmoud Darwish and Samih al-
Qassem. ‘The challenge in their voices, the verve and the determination to
fight, to look hard into the face of the enemy, was not only an inspiration but
a reassurance that Palestine and its spirit were not dead’, wrote Salma Khadra
Jayyusi.??

Palestinians were happy to be reunited with family or friends, though it
could be awkward. ‘Well, at first, we enjoyed this,’ said a woman from Abu
Gosh:



My parents especially enjoyed it. Me, I found it strange. To be honest, almost all these relatives
who had been living over in Jordan seemed different from us. They seemed like strangers in
everything ... I had expected I was going to feel close to them, we were always hearing about
them ... And they had this way about them that made you feel ... they expected things out of us.
You know, one of them would say, ‘We don’t have this kind of cleaner, or this soap over there.’
And another would say, ‘That orange juice concentrate, where do you get that?’ Hinting, you

see. And we were expected to go out and buy these things for them. We did, sure. We bought

lots of presents, but they were always asking for more.?>

Naila Zayyad from Nazareth also met envious West Bankers who thought
‘you eat honey in Israel’. Exposure to Israel, she felt, had bred realism:
‘Having lived under Israeli rule for 18 [sic] years, we knew there was no
magic formula, no throwing the Jews in the sea or wiping Israel off the
map.’%

In Bartaa, divided down the middle by the 1949 armistice agreement, post-
war reunions revealed striking differences: in the colloquial Arabic mingled
with Hebrew words, higher living standards and a sense of isolation from the
wider Arab world on the Israeli side that brought a hunger for Arabic books
and periodicals on sale in East Jerusalem and Nablus. Unification, however,
was ‘virtual’ rather than real, with some residents living under military
occupation and receiving education and health services from the Jenin
district, while in homes nearby they held Israeli identification cards.® ‘In the
beginning we behaved rather condescendingly to our relatives [on the other
side]’, admitted Riyadh Kabha, an Israeli citizen, ‘as if we were more
advanced than them and we were the winning side ... but that didn’t last
long.”®® The Communist writer Emile Habibi likened Israeli Arabs to people
in prison who awoke one day to find that the rest of their family, from whom
they had been separated for twenty years, had suddenly been incarcerated
with them.?” Alarmed Israeli experts soon began to warn of the risks of the
‘Palestinization’ of a hitherto docile minority — a big theme in years to
come.? Aziz Shehadeh, a Jaffa-born lawyer who had fled to Ramallah in
1947, held a reunion with a relative in Haifa who offered his advice on what
to expect, on the basis of his experience of 1948, once a ‘honeymoon’ period
with Israel was over. ‘It will only be a short honeymoon’, the relative
predicted. ‘Afterwards the hardship will begin. First they will impose heavy
taxes, then land acquisitions will start, then what is left of the land will be

rendered out of reach through land-use planning.’®

THE SONS RETURN



Palestinians were right to be apprehensive about what Israel would do now.
Israelis remembered how Ben-Gurion had bemoaned the failure — ‘a cause of
lamentation for generations’ (bekhiyah le’dorot), in his famous phrase — to
capture the West Bank at the end of the war of independence. In Hebrew the
territory had always been referred to as Judaea and Samaria, the ancient
Jewish kingdoms that housed the Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron, Rachel’s
Tomb in Bethlehem and biblical sites near Nablus or Jericho. Israelis were
drawn by Jewish history, the land and the Lord, not necessarily in that order.
For many the Palestinian inhabitants were a secondary issue, and a clearly
problematic one. “We won the war and received a nice dowry of territory’, as
Eshkol put it with his characteristically folksy sense of humour, often
expressed in piquant Yiddish. ‘But it came with a bride whom we don’t

The 1967 war was a hugely significant turning point in the Israeli—
Palestinian conflict. But it was marked by continuity as well as change.
Discussions in Israel ranged back in time, not only to biblical sources and
archaeological remains but also to earlier debates at key moments in Zionist
history. In 1937, when the Peel Commission proposed partition as a solution
to the conflict, opponents objected on the ground that it surrendered historic
Jewish patrimony. Similar arguments raged around the UN partition plan a
decade later. Hopes of restoring the ‘wholeness’ (shlaymut) of the Land of
Israel all but disappeared from Israeli political life after 1948, even if, in the
absence of peace agreements with the Arab states, the ceasefire lines were not
transformed into recognized borders. Irredentism was confined to the lunatic
fringe.*® Still, Eretz-Yisrael remained a powerful magnet, especially for the
first and second generations of native-born Jews — Sabras — or those who had
arrived in the country as children. Influential political and military figures
had grown up in the kibbutzim and reached maturity in the 1940s, hiking their
way across, and spying out, a then undivided land, serving in the Palmabh,
winning the war of independence and crushing the Arabs. Now, it seemed,
with the country made ‘whole’ again, anything was possible. The old debate
on the territorial limits of Zionism was no longer just theoretical.

Within days of the war’s end newspapers were carrying large
advertisements demanding the annexation of the conquered territories. Many
supporters came from the right-wing of Israeli politics. The Herut party, led
by the former Irgun commander Menachem Begin, still clung officially to the
view that Jordan (which, as Transjordan, had been severed from the rest of



Mandatory Palestine in 1921) should have been part of the promised land, as
well as the rump of Palestine. (Begin had also protested at the IDF
withdrawal from Sinai and Gaza in 1957.) But there were annexationist
voices on the left as well. The Ahdut haAvoda wing of Mapai, the ruling
Labour party, hankered after those lost landscapes. Yigal Allon, the former
Palmah commander, minister of labour and Moshe Dayan’s arch rival, was a
leading figure in that camp — and the most hawkish figure in the cabinet.
Religious belief played a significant role, drawing on the teachings of the
influential rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kook, who had famously described the
establishment of the state of Israel as ‘the beginning of redemption’. Hanan
Porat, one of Kook’s students and a member of the Orthodox nationalist Bnei
Akiva youth movement, lobbied Eshkol to approve a return to Gush Etzion,
the settlement bloc south of Bethlehem where he had been born shortly
before it was conquered by the Arab Legion, its defenders killed and
buildings destroyed in the 1948 war. The outpost that was established there in
September 1967 — the first of the post-war settlements in the West Bank —
was seen as in keeping with mainstream Zionist tradition that land, once
‘redeemed’, could not be abandoned. That, it was argued, was a duty, not an
option. The same month saw the establishment of the all-party Land of Israel
Movement (Eretz Yisrael hashlayma) made up of individuals from Labour,
religious and nationalist backgrounds, some of whom had shunned each other
on political grounds for decades but were now enthusiastically making
common cause. Uri Zvi Greenberg, a renowned Hebrew poet of far-right
views, was one of its leading lights. Back in the 1930s, when controversy
raged over the Peel partition plan, he had written:

And there will be a day when from the River of Egypt to the Euphrates

And from the sea to beyond Moab my young warriors will ascend
And they will call my enemies and haters to the last battle

And blood will decide who is the only ruler here.-—=

In that kind of perspective, June 1967 represented a ‘return to history’. Faced
with the ‘pseudo-mystical arguments, fictitious “rights”, patently racist
theories and an assortment of irrationalities’*?? that surfaced in the post-war
period, some Jewish liberals were quick to question the wisdom of depending
on the legitimacy of ancient title to hold on to the newly conquered
territories. “With the sword in one hand and the Bible in the other, some of
the more fervent have argued that deeds contracted in the Late Bronze Age

are the legal and moral basis for present claims, whether for real-estate or



political control in general’, observed the Haaretz columnist Amos Elon.**
Nathan Alterman, another legendary nationalist poet, declared that returning
the West Bank to Jordan, even in exchange for a peace treaty, would be
‘another Munich’ — inflicted on Israel by the Israeli government. He called
the war ‘the zenith of Jewish history’.*%

Israel’s political leadership did not rise to the occasion. Eshkol, backed by
Dayan, favoured a pragmatic approach that combined improving security
with keeping as few Arabs as possible in the territories that were expected to
remain under Israeli control. Victory could be used to create more defensible
and permanent borders, with the natural barrier of the Jordan river an obvious
choice in the east. On 12 June Dayan told the BBC: ‘We are awaiting the
Arabs’ phone call. We ourselves won’t make a move. We are quite happy
with the current situation. If anything bothers the Arabs, they know where to
find us.”*®

Options were discussed intensively in several marathon cabinet discussions
that ended on 19 June. Proposals from the IDF were based on David
Kimche’s report of his meetings with Palestinians; one suggestion, by

Brigadier-General Rehavam Zeevi, was to name a Palestinian state ‘Ishmael’,

that ‘protracted Israeli military rule will enhance the hatred and deepen the
rift between the [Palestinian] inhabitants of the West Bank and Israel,
because of the objective steps it will be essential to adopt in order to ensure
order and security.’*”® Dayan proposed autonomy for the West Bank, while
Israel maintained full control over security. Allon called for a Palestinian
entity in the heart of the West Bank, along with Israeli annexation of the
Jordan Valley and the Hebron hills, where settlements should be built. “We
have never held territory,” he argued, ‘without settling it.”'*” That was a
compromise of sorts for an influential Israeli who had always regretted Ben-
Gurion’s failure to conquer the West Bank.'*

Ministers who opposed annexation warned — presciently — of the risk of
international opprobrium in an age of decolonization and of turning the
country into a ‘bi-national’ state, and urged the speedy return of most of the
territory to Jordan. The Gaza Strip, Eshkol suggested, should be annexed,
though the hope was that its 400,000 Palestinian refugees could be resettled
elsewhere. Efforts were made, in secret, to promote that.

On that basis it was decided to inform the US of Israel’s peace terms to

both Egypt and Syria — ‘a full treaty on the basis of the international border



and Israel’s security needs’. Crucially, however, it was agreed to defer
discussion with Jordan, meaning that the future of the West Bank and East
Jerusalem remained uncertain. In practice, Israel’s policy was ‘to preserve the
territorial status quo of 10 June at the expense of a peace settlement’.*'! It was
a fateful decision — not to decide. Allon’s plan was never formally adopted,
and he later adjusted his thinking to propose Jordanian annexation of the
heart of the West Bank, with access via a corridor through the Jericho area,
while Israel retained the Jordan Valley, East Jerusalem, Gush Etzion and the
Hebron foothills. Israel’s ‘Jordanian option’ was discussed in secret in

bilateral talks in the course of 1968, but in the end King Hussein rejected it —

other option was available. ‘Israel’s sin in the aftermath of the war lay in her
total misunderstanding of the conditions that were created by her victory’,
Shlomo Ben-Ami, an academic historian and future Labour party minister,
would write years later. ‘She developed, therefore, no reasonable strategy as
to the best way to turn her military supremacy into a political tool and use her
exploits [on] the battlefield in order to change the nature of her relations with
the Arab world. Instead she fell back conveniently on the politics of
immobilism and faits accomplis.’***

Within just a few weeks of the end of the fighting the Palestinians could
see the direction of travel, at least in Jerusalem. “The Jews are beginning to
unveil their projects for the construction of great buildings in the town and its
surroundings to increase the number of the Jewish inhabitants to 500,000,
warned a memorandum submitted to the UN by Khatib and other former city
councillors.*** “The Arabs are afraid that these projects may be carried out at
the expense of their properties and of their possessions by confiscation or
under pressure. Likewise they fear that Jews may become the majority of the
inhabitants of Jerusalem, thus appropriating the city, of which the Arabs
would retain only memories.’

CURSED BLESSING

Israel’s victory, some realized, was just too big: a ‘cursed blessing’ in the
words of one early chronicler,''> a victory ‘of bewilderment’ in the title of a
later study,*' a victory too many that posed complicated questions.**
Yeshayahu Leibowitz, a renowned scientist and philosopher, emphasized the
moral hazards of maintaining a military occupation, with an intrinsic

tendency to breed corruption and an inevitable reliance on secret police and



Arab ‘Quislings’, as he put it. ‘“There is also good reason to fear that the Israel
Defense Force, which has been until now a people’s army, would, as a result
of being transformed into an army of occupation, degenerate, and its
commanders, who will have become military governors, resemble their
colleagues in other nations’, he wrote in a much-quoted essay.*'® Leibowitz
also memorably scorned the plaza that had been cleared by bulldozing the
Arab houses in front of the Western Wall as vulgar — a ‘discotel’ (a play on
the words ‘discothéque’ and ‘Kotel’ — wall) and devoid of spiritual
significance.'*? Another stark warning, from a more conventionally political
perspective, came from the tiny Marxist anti-Zionist group Matzpen: ‘Our
right to defend ourselves against destruction does not confer upon us the right
to oppress others’, it declared:

Occupation brings foreign rule; foreign rule brings resistance; resistance brings repression;

repression brings terror and counter-terror; the victims of terror are usually innocent people. The
retention of the occupied territories will turn us into a nation of murderers and murder victims;

let us leave the occupied territories immediately.~=~

The Baghdad-born Israeli writer Nissim Rejwan lamented ‘the sheer size of
the victory, the humiliation it brought on the Arab world, and the certain
knowledge that the Arabs would never, ever contemplate peace and

it was not only public intellectuals or political activists who were concerned
about the national mood and its implications. ‘I think that in the next round
the Arabs’ hatred towards us will be much more serious and profound,’
mused an anonymous soldier who was interviewed in the aftermath of the
war, though the publication of his remarks was censored at the time. Another
fretted: ‘Not only did this war not solve the state’s problems, but it
complicated them in a way that’ll be very hard to solve.’**? In later years
many Israelis looked back and identified a moment of sudden understanding
of the new situation: Matti Steinberg, a young soldier, was with his IDF
armoured unit in the centre of Gaza City, deserted and under curfew,
reflecting on the stunning victory and the achievement of peace, when a burst
of gunfire suddenly targeted their convoy. It signalled that ‘one period in the
Arab-Israeli conflict had ended, but another had begun, no less turbulent and
demanding than its predecessors’.**

Reflections like these were the other side of euphoria. Amos Oz, a rising
literary star, gave powerful expression to the sense of menace and foreboding

generated by the post-war reality in his acclaimed novel My Michael,



published in 1968 when the experiences of victory and occupation were still
fresh. Oz’s heroine, Hanna Gonen, was troubled by dreams about the
demonic — and symbolically mute — Palestinian twins, Aziz and Khalil, her
childhood playmates until they disappeared from her neighbourhood on the
edge of Jerusalem’s Qatamon quarter in 1948, and were now, perhaps,
frighteningly close again in the West Bank:

Hard things plot against me every night. The twins practise throwing hand grenades before dawn

amongst the ravines of the Judean desert south-east of Jericho. Their twin bodies move in

unison. Submachine guns on their shoulders. Worn commando uniforms stained with grease. A

blue vein stands out on Khalil’s forehead. Aziz crouches, hurls his body forward. Khalil drops

his head. Aziz uncurls and throws. The dry shimmer of the explosion. The hills echo and re-

echo. The Dead Sea grows pale behind them like a lake of burning oil.}2*
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1968-1972

‘We have to prove to the Israeli enemy that there are people who will not flee. We are going to
confront him in the same way David confronted Goliath.’
Yasser Arafat, 1968

SETTLING IN

In the space of a few weeks in the summer of 1968, Palestinians marked two
gloomy anniversaries: the first of the 1967 war, and the twentieth of the
Nakba — both landmarks which had transformed relations between Jews and
Arabs. On the ground, the year began with the expropriation of 3,345 dunams
of mostly private land in East Jerusalem to build the new Jewish suburb of
Ramat Eshkol — named for the hesitant Labour prime minister who had
presided over the extraordinary victory of the previous year. It was the first
settlement built in occupied territory after the war, just beyond what had been
no-man’s-land. It was intended to create a land bridge to secure Mount
Scopus, so it could not be cut off again, as the university enclave had been
after 1948.1 Its apartment blocks and supermarkets, clad in obligatory pale
Jerusalem limestone, formed the first link in a chain of new Jewish residential
areas that were to change the topography and the demography of the city
beyond recognition over the coming decades.

The first — and explicit — principle of an urban masterplan drawn up that
year was ‘to ensure [Jerusalem’s] unification ... to build the city in a manner
that would prevent the possibility of it being repartitioned’.* Teddy Kollek,



whose mayorship had begun in 1965, saw the need to respond to the
‘staggering change’ of post-war realities, and justified building in former
Jordanian areas on grounds of urgent housing needs. Palestinians were
neither consulted nor considered. ‘It is never pleasant for anyone to have his
land expropriated, and although this was uncultivated land, the very fact that
compensation was offered by the people the Arabs regarded as “conquerors”
made for resentment’, Kollek admitted.? Later a smaller area was confiscated
to build Neve Yaakov, further north, the site of a Jewish settlement that had
been established in the 1920s and abandoned in 1948. Sari Nusseibeh, an
astute if unusually forgiving Palestinian observer, commented of the Israeli
mayor: “‘When he lobbied his government to build the neighbourhoods [of]
Ramat Eshkol, Neve Yaakov and Gilo he didn’t set out to harm our national
rights. He simply didn’t factor them into his plans.’# The other big project in
Jerusalem was in the Jewish Quarter of the Old City, from where Arab
residents, many of them refugees from 1948, were quickly evicted. In April
the finance ministry issued an order expropriating 116 dunams — 20 per cent
of the Old City — for ‘public purposes’.>

Settlements were slow to expand beyond East Jerusalem, partly because of
the political implications. Israel argued that the West Bank did not constitute
occupied territory since Mandatory Palestine had been divided in 1949 by
armistice lines that were military and temporary; furthermore, Jordan’s
unilateral annexation of the West Bank the following year had been
recognized only by Britain and Pakistan. The terms of the armistice, it
claimed, had been annulled by Arab attacks.® The Arab summit conference at
Khartoum strengthened the hands of those Israelis who saw little or no future
for peace talks. On 1 September 1967 the leaders who had assembled in the
Sudanese capital issued a famous declaration of ‘three noes’: no to peace, no
to recognition, no to negotiations. Israel’s official interpretation skated over
the salient fact, which was as clear to the IDF as it was to the PLO, that the
Arab states had resolved to employ political and diplomatic means, not war,
‘to eliminate the consequences of the aggression’. Back in 1964, the first
Arab summit had called for ‘the final liquidation of Israel’.” Still, both
Israel’s justice minister and the foreign ministry’s legal adviser advised that
implanting settlements in occupied territory would be in breach of the fourth
Geneva Convention, which was designed to protect civilians in time of war.

Nevertheless, Kfar Etzion, between Bethlehem and Hebron, was re-
established and officially described as a Nahal (paramilitary) outpost or



‘strongpoint’ to circumvent legal objections. That fiction — also used for
Merom Golan, the first settlement on the Golan Heights — was undermined by
the fact that these pioneers included men like Hanan Porat, who had been
born in Gush Etzion in 1943 and left five years later, and were exercising
what they saw as their ‘right of return’; a ‘right of return’ that was parallel to
the way Palestinian refugees dreamed of going back to Jaffa or Haifa but
were unable to do so. Eshkol’s decision reflected nostalgia for a settlement
that had been lost in 1948, lobbying by Orthodox nationalists, and uncertainty
about the future status of the West Bank. Many saw it as a one-off gesture,
not a precedent.® But even then Yosef Weitz, who had spent his life
promoting Jewish settlement before and after the watershed of 1948, thought
it was a bad idea that would ‘anger our few friends and provide our many
enemies with a stick to beat us’.” The US and Arab governments were indeed
quick to condemn the move.

It did turn out to be a precedent. In April 1968 another group of religious
nationalists, led by a rabbi named Moshe Levinger, secured permission from
the IDF to celebrate Passover in a Hebron hotel (at that time permission was
required if Israeli civilians wished to stay overnight in the occupied
territories). The town’s significance to Orthodox Jews, drawn to it by the
Tomb of the Patriarchs and the powerful memory of the 1929 massacre, was
as obvious as the hostility of its Muslim residents, who had a reputation for
religious conservatism. The day after arriving the group announced that they
had come to ‘renew’ the Jewish presence in Hebron. Their principal ally was
Labour’s Yigal Allon, who quietly arranged for them to be armed. Within a
few months the government had decided to establish — or re-establish — a
Jewish neighbourhood in the city. This landmark episode combined official
dithering, dubious legality, sympathetic nodding and winking and, above all,
determination by an ideologically motivated minority to create irreversible
facts on the ground. And subterfuge became official policy. In July 1970
Dayan and other officials discussed how land would be confiscated
ostensibly for security purposes, and decided that buildings on it would be
falsely presented as being for military use — and thus communicated to the
mayor of Hebron.!® The pattern was to be repeated again and again in years to
come. Israel may have acquired an ‘accidental empire’ in 1967% (an
argument akin to John Seeley’s famous notion that the British Empire was
born ‘in a fit of absence of mind’), but some very calculated actions were
nevertheless made from its earliest days. By January 1969 there were already



ten settlements on the Golan, two in Sinai and five in the West Bank. Several
more were approved the same month.*2

Israelis on the left were dismayed by these zealous right-wingers, and
discomfited by the implications of their appeal. ‘The Six Day war created the
conditions necessary for the transformation of the cult of the homeland into a
fundamentalist-religious-chauvinist mythology’, observed Meron Benvenisti,
a political scientist who later served as Kollek’s deputy for Arab affairs in the
Jerusalem municipality. ‘In the name of “love for Eretz-Yisrael”, fanatics set
out to complete the journey into the past by nationalising newly-occupied
territory, which necessitated the dispossession of anyone who did not belong
to the Jewish collectivity.’*> Benvenisti’s liberal Zionist argument was
correct, but it failed to address the large-scale dispossession and removal of
Palestinians that was — certainly for the Palestinians — the central feature of
Israel’s independence and the Nakba. The difference between two types of
settlers was captured in Hebrew usage that became common after 1967 —
almost without anyone noticing. Hityashvut — an unequivocally positive word
in the Israeli/Zionist lexicon — meant simply ‘settlement’. That was what took
place, uncontroversially, in the Negev or Galilee. But the word preferred by
partisans of Eretz-Yisrael — hitnahalut — carried an additional and
unmistakable connotation of ‘inheritance’ or ‘patrimony’. Hitnahalut only
took place in the occupied territories. Palestinians made no such distinction.
It was the start of what Israeli ‘doves’ came to refer to as a process of
‘creeping annexation’.

RESISTANCE AND RESPONSE

Israel’s grip on the West Bank and Gaza was firmly established by the end of
1967, thanks to aggressive counter-measures, denunciations by collaborators
and lax security by Palestinian groups. In December alone forty-two Fatah
men were rounded up by the simple expedient of observing who approached
a dead-letter box next to a soft drinks stall in Hebron. In February 1968 the
army surrounded the Nablus casbah and paraded thousands of men in front of
masked informers provided by the security service. Two arms caches were
found and seventy-four people identified as belonging to guerrilla
organizations. ‘Our great achievement was creating a distinct barrier between
the population at large and the terrorist organisations’, one Shin Bet officer
explained.



People knew that anyone who helped the terrorists would have his house blown up, be deported
or arrested. We also showed them that captured terrorists were the first to inform. We created the
impression that those who were supposed to be liberating the people were the most likely to
betray those who helped them. This was a deliberate decision. We’d go to a village, impose a
curfew and put all the men in the square and then file them past one of our prisoners — a captured
terrorist — sitting in a car with a hood over his head. Now, whether or not the prisoners actually
identified any suspects, we’d pretend that he had done. The cumulative effect of all this was that
when the terrorists came to a village the locals would say: ‘get out of here. We know that you’ll
inform on us.” We even tested this once by sending a group of soldiers, dressed as terrorists, into

a village to ask for help. And they got exactly that answer.-=

Yaakov Perry, a Shin Bet man stationed in Nablus, recruited a sheikh whose
wife was given permission to undergo gynaecological treatment in Israel. On
another occasion a Palestinian informant agreed to a clandestine meeting and
arranged for the Israeli contact to be ambushed by Fatah. But a second

Iyad), Arafat’s deputy, candidly attributed Palestinian setbacks to ‘the
efficiency of the Israeli secret services and the carelessness of our fighters’.'
Control of the Jordanian border, protected from Tiberias to the Dead Sea by
fences, mined strips, floodlights and surveillance devices, was another vital
factor: ‘Trying to get men and weapons across the Jordan is a waste of time
and effort’, concluded Wadie Haddad of the PFLP, for whose
professionalism and discipline Israeli security officials had a grudging
respect: it was far tougher to penetrate than Fatah.”’

If the Israelis proved that they were good at counter-insurgency operations,
they found it harder to deal with political and non-violent opposition. Sheikh
Sayih’s deportation was followed in March 1968 by that of his successor as
head of the National Guidance Committee, Ruhi al-Khatib, the deposed
mayor of Jerusalem, marking ‘a further emasculation of the independent-
minded leaders of the occupied Palestinians’.'® Organizations like the Union
of Palestinian Students and the General Union of Arab Women carried on but
were eclipsed over time by PLO institutions in exile, which always seemed
anxious not to allow too much autonomous activity. Fatah’s brief period of
armed resistance had effectively ended, though it had defeated any idea of
acquiescence in the occupation. Exploratory talks on the creation of a
Palestinian entity under Israeli auspices went nowhere, in part because of
threats and at least one armed attack on the people involved.

Outside the occupied territories the Palestinians were able to inflict one
painful blow on the Israelis — in propaganda if not in conventional military
terms. In March 1968 came long-threatened retaliation in the form of an



Israeli assault on Fatah and other guerrillas, backed by the Jordanian army, at
Karameh in the Jordan Valley — by coincidence its Arabic name meaning
‘dignity’. Arafat ignored the advice of the Jordanians to avoid a confrontation
after an Israeli bus ran over a mine near the border in the Negev and two
civilians were killed. The Fatah leader, by his own account, decided to make
a stand. ‘No, we have to prove to the Israeli enemy that there are people who
will not flee. We are going to confront him in the same way David confronted
Goliath.” The overwhelmingly superior Israeli force secured its objectives but
lost 28 dead, the Jordanians 61 and the Palestinians 120. The Israelis left
behind a tank, a half-track and several trucks — supporting the Palestinian
image of triumphant resistance. Fatah leaders and King Hussein were
photographed in front of these spoils. Fatah recruitment soared, as did
weapons flows from Egypt, Iraq and Syria, and boosted Arafat’s own
reputation, carefully cultivated by a slick PR campaign. ‘Unlike the
propaganda effort surrounding his infiltration of the West Bank’, his
biographer noted, ‘the difficult publicity task of turning defeat into victory,
this time he actually had something to celebrate.’’> The battle he called ‘a
second Leningrad’ was ‘the first victory for our Arab nation since the 1967
war’. Even the Israelis admitted that Karameh had been a ‘moral victory’ for
the Palestinians.?” King Faisal of Saudi Arabia granted an audience to
Arafat’s senior colleagues. Nizar Qabbani, the famous Syrian poet, praised
Fatah for raising the Arabs ‘from the mire of shame’.2

Four months later the Palestine National Council — the PLO’s ‘parliament’
— allotted seats to the fedayeen groups for the first time, giving a harder edge
to a body hitherto dominated by the rivalries of Arab states which prioritized
their own interests. The PLO’s national covenant also underwent significant
changes in July 1968. Reflecting the post-war situation, it emphasized the
nationhood of the Palestinians and highlighted the role of armed struggle as
an ‘overall strategy, not merely a tactical phase’, as the only way to liberate
Palestine. It also clarified that the only Jews who could be considered
Palestinians would be those ‘who had resided in Palestine until the beginning
of the Zionist invasion’. On the understanding that that meant 1917 — the start
of British occupation and the Balfour Declaration — the majority of the
Jewish population of Israel were excluded. That was a regression compared

December 1968 Time magazine chose ‘Fedayeen leader Arafat’ for its cover
story.? Fatah then issued its own seven-point platform stating that its goal



was an ‘independent democratic Palestine’ whose citizens would enjoy equal
rights regardless of their religion’. Arafat explained that alongside 2,500,000
Palestinian Arabs of the Muslim and Christian faiths there were ‘another
1,250,000 Arabs of the Jewish faith who live in what is now the state of
Israel’.# Israelis, unsurprisingly, were not impressed by that definition. In
February 1969 Arafat became chairman of the PLO executive committee — a
position he held until his death thirty-five years later.

COSTS AND BENEFITS

Israel’s control of the West Bank and Gaza depended on more than just
security measures and repression. Within months of the war’s end
Palestinians began to cross the green line to work in Israel, where the
economy was expanding. Palestinian unemployment had been severe before
1967 and was aggravated by the war, but it gradually declined in its
aftermath. Initially, West Bankers travelled to farms or building sites near the
green line, especially in Jerusalem, to be recruited by intermediaries and
labour contractors — many of them Arab Israeli citizens who were well-placed
to take advantage of a fresh supply of cheap labour. By the end of 1968 5,000
people were working in Israel, so the following year the government set up
labour exchanges in the main towns. This enabled workers to obtain benefits
such as holidays and health insurance, though the majority probably
continued to work unofficially — to avoid paying taxes and social security
contributions. Palestinians were in any case defined as day labourers, which
meant they did not qualify for the same level of benefits as Israelis; nor were
they permitted to join the Histadrut, Israel’s trade union federation. Israelis
also earned six times more than West Bankers, and eight times more than
Gaza’s inhabitants.> Workers were banned from staying in Israel between
midnight and 6 a.m. By 1974 the number of Palestinians working in Israel
had reached 68,000.2° Two Palestinian families in five were sending one of
their members to work in Israel. Most commuted daily, but a tendency grew,
especially among Gazans who lived further away, to risk arrest and stay,

time since 1948 Palestinians again became a familiar part of the Israeli
landscape, replacing Jewish workers in agriculture, construction work,
restaurant kitchens and other menial jobs. ‘Arab work’ acquired a negative
connotation of being cheap and shoddy. The massive influx of workers into
Israel and the virtual elimination of unemployment boosted growth in the



West Bank by nearly 60 per cent by 1973. The exception was in East
Jerusalem, where Israel’s annexation and the abolition of its separate
administrative status was a blow for Palestinian doctors, lawyers, civil
servants and the tourist industry — because of direct competition from Jews.
Between 1968 and 1972 GNP rose annually by 16 per cent in the West Bank
and 20 per cent in Gaza. Private consumption also increased rapidly.#

Exposure to Israel’s economy and society — not just to the relatively small
numbers of soldiers and officials who maintained the apparatus of occupation
— was highly unsettling. ‘With the June war’, observed Aziz Shehadeh in
Ramallah, ‘all previous modes of life were shattered. The whole social
structure was challenged. All previous values and convictions were put to the
test ... Everyone could see the progress the Jews had been able to make. The
organisation of ... society ... values ... ideals were all upset.’* For a visiting
American-Palestinian expert, the Israelis brought a ‘western-style
bureaucratic and legal system, rationalized by an ideology of the rule of law.
The indigenous Palestinian society, on the other hand, was organized on a kin
and highly personalized basis.’®” The growing numbers of Palestinians
working in Israel were sharply aware of the differences between the two sides
of an increasingly porous green line. Labourers from villages or refugee
camps ‘left a house in the morning that had no electricity, running water, or
sewage, and worked all day in an environment where these utilities were
taken for granted’, commented one analyst. ‘Unlike other political contexts
where such stark disparities also exist, the distinction between the haves and
have nots was based on national identity rather than class. The disparity no
doubt reminded the Palestinians that they were an occupied people. And that
the situation was not normal.’>!

The traditional West Bank political elite, Jordanian loyalists who
continued to receive pensions and run their businesses from across the river
while urging people not to co-operate with the Israelis,?? gradually saw its
influence decline as sympathy for the fedayeen grew, especially after
Karameh and the boost it gave to the PLO.> The foundation of three
universities in the West Bank in the first half of the 1970s — Bir Zeit near
Ramallah, al-Najah in Nablus and Bethlehem — not only advanced higher
education but also helped nurture a new generation of politically conscious
activists. In later years all three required their students to do community
work, combating illiteracy or volunteering in clinics and hospitals.>* Bir Zeit
in particular attracted attention as a centre of Palestinian nationalism,



elections to its student body providing an informal barometer of the political
mood among young people. The tone was set by a stirring quotation from
George Bernard Shaw (John Bull’s Other Island) that was posted
prominently on the campus: ‘If you break a nation’s nationality it will think
of nothing else but getting it back again. It will listen to no reformer, to no
philosopher, to no preacher, until the demand of the nationalist is granted. It
will attend to no business, however vital, except the business of unification

and liberation.’?>

RUTHLESS IN GAZA

It took longer for the Israelis to pacify the Gaza Strip. It was there, in the
second half of 1971, that the military struggle against the fedayeen reached its
violent peak, numbers swelled by fighters fleeing an escalating crackdown on
the PLO in Jordan. ‘Gaza’, a foreign journalist reported that August, ‘is the
only place where the Palestinian resistance, at a terrible cost and with suicidal
tenacity, is worthy of the name.” General Ariel Sharon of IDF southern
command disagreed with Moshe Dayan, who wanted only a minimal Israeli
military presence in Gaza. Killings of Palestinians accused of collaboration
were routine, seventy-five in 1970 alone, but a grenade attack by a
Palestinian teenager that killed two Israeli children and injured their parents
in January 1971 triggered a hardening of policy. Weapons stockpiled during
Egyptian rule and left behind by the PLA circulated freely. Others were
smuggled in from Sinai. Dense orange groves provided natural cover for
guerrilla fighters. From that July Sharon led a brutal counter-insurgency
campaign targeting 700—800 ‘terrorists’ by his own account. It was gruelling
work and required innovative methods and detailed local knowledge — and
the collaborators needed to identify strangers and likely fedayeen. The
Israelis imposed 24-hour curfews, interrogated all adult males and instituted a
shoot-to-kill policy. Battalion commanders were ordered to deploy bulldozers
in search of underground bunkers hiding fighters and weapons. Wide roads
were cleared through Gaza’s three biggest refugee camps: Jabaliya, Rafah
and Shati. Roads were paved and street lighting introduced to allow easy
access for the IDF and reduce the dangers from mines. An estimated 6,000
homes were destroyed.?” By mid-1971 about 100,000 people had been forced
to find new homes.?® ‘We used every kind of subterfuge’, Sharon wrote later:

We infiltrated our own ‘terrorists’ into Gaza on a boat from Lebanon, then chased them with
helicopters and search parties, hoping that eventually the real terrorists would make contact. And



eventually they did ... We had people selling vegetables in the market, drinking coffee in the
coffeehouses, riding donkeys. Our ‘terrorists’ would sometimes take a suspected PLO man out
of his house and accuse him of cooperating with the Jews. He would say, ‘No I’ve never
cooperated with them. Ask my commander.” So we would get the suspect and the commander
too ... At one point our fake terrorists even built bunkers and became bunker dwellers. Our
imaginations worked overtime at this sort of thing. We faced the terrorists with new situations

constantly, putting them off balance, bringing them out into the open.2?

By February 1972 104 fedayeen had been killed and hundreds more captured.
In the year up to April 1971 Israeli courts had convicted 5,620 Palestinians of
committing security offences in Gaza.”” In November the charismatic
fedayeen commander Ziyad al-Husseini committed suicide rather than
surrender in the cellar under the home of Gaza’s mayor, Rashad al-Shawwa, a
patrician businessman who had been appointed by the Israelis but who
maintained clandestine contact with the PL.O. Shawwa had had some of his
orange trees destroyed because a bunker and weapons cache were discovered
in one of his orchards.*! Husseini’s widow accused the Israelis of killing
him.?? The PLO, anxious about competition from Jordan in the West Bank,
directed fewer financial resources to Gaza. Sharon deployed the border
police, whose Druze personnel were renowned for their brutality, as well as a
newly formed IDF special forces unit named Rimon (‘pomegranate’ or
‘grenade’). The harsh methods they employed faced opposition from the
governor and the area military commander — facts that were seized upon by
the many critics of the controversial general. Rimon’s commander, Meir
Dagan, acknowledged later that ‘scores’ of wanted Palestinians had been
killed if they opened fire or refused to surrender. The unit worked closely
with the Shin Bet.*

Israel’s calculation from the start was that economic opportunity and the
lure of ‘normal’ life would blunt resistance. Dr Hayder Abdel-Shafi, the
nationalist president of the Gaza Red Crescent Society, recognized early on
that the imperative to work in Israel was hard to square with fighting the
occupation. In 1969, he recalled, Dayan complained to him that Gazans were
not crossing the green line to work.

It was just after the war, people were still enthusiastic and confident that the occupation would

not last long. Because of sheer economic necessity, however, workers — in the face of physical
injury — began going to Israel. It was absolutely impossible to try to preach against it when you

can’t support any other way. Once it started, there was no way to stop it

Dayan believed that improved living conditions would mean not only
acquiescence in the status quo but the abandonment of the Palestinian dream



of return. ‘As long as the refugees remain in their camps ... their children
will say they come from Jaffa or Haifa’, he argued. ‘If they move out of the
camps, the hope is they will feel an attachment to their new land.’*> Ordinary
Gazans did reap material benefits, though otherwise there was no change and
no obvious prospect of change in the status quo. ‘For the first inconceivable
time in their whole lives they are able to bring meat, tins of food, biscuits,
shoes, fresh milk, into homes where hitherto everything has been a matter of
scrounging and 1,500 UNRWA calories’, a visiting foreign journalist
reported in 1971. ‘Terrorism has failed to offer them any alternative. A few
grenades exploding into queues of labourers ... are not sufficient
deterrents.’*® In June that year thirty-four terrorist incidents were recorded; in
December, just one.*” The numbers of Gazan workers crossing into Israel

more than doubled in 1972 and rose every subsequent year.*

CONFRONTATION IN JORDAN ...

Military defeat, the stick of repression and the carrots of economic
improvements in the West Bank and Gaza all combined to push Palestinian
resistance to Israel abroad. The battle of Karameh had been a huge boost for
the PLO. But subsequent Israeli attacks forced the fedayeen to abandon the
Jordan Valley and find new sanctuaries. That increased tensions with the
Jordanian authorities, alarmed by the increasingly confident fedayeen
presence in Amman and elsewhere. Trouble erupted on 2 November 1968
during a demonstration marking the fifty-first anniversary of the Balfour
Declaration — always a potentially disruptive marker and link between past
and present injustice — when Palestinians attacked the US embassy in the
capital. That was followed by Jordanian army shelling of Palestinian refugee
camps. Over the following months the PLO presence increased to the point
where King Hussein, ever suspicious of Palestinian ambitions, began to fear
not only that he would never regain the lost half of his kingdom across the
river but that the very future of his regime was in doubt. In 1969 Fatah was
mounting two hundred operations a month from Jordanian territory and
drawing harsh Israeli retaliation.? In February 1970, the king announced a
new clampdown on the Palestinians but then backed down and agreed a
hudna — a truce or armistice — with Arafat. In June there was further
escalation when the PFLP took eighty-eight foreigners hostage in Amman
hotels.?’ Israel, with the US, watched the position of the ‘plucky little king’ or
PLK, as he was nicknamed by Western diplomats and journalists, with



growing concern, stiffening Hussein’s resolve to force a showdown. It began
in September 1970 and attracted global attention when the PFLP hijacked
three civilian airliners and landed them at a remote desert landing strip in the
kingdom called Dawson’s Field — renamed ‘Revolution Airport’ — and blew
them up. ‘Things cannot go on,’ the king declared. ‘Every day Jordan is
sinking a little further.’>! Hussein declared martial law. In fighting punctuated
by feverish inter-Arab diplomacy, PLO forces were routed and driven out of
the country. Between 3,000 and 5,000 Palestinians and 600 Jordanians were

common interests of Jordan and Israel had never been so clear. In October
1970 King Hussein met the Israeli deputy prime minister, Yigal Allon, in the
desert near Eilat and promised to work to prevent further fedayeen raids.>*
Scores of Palestinian fighters fled from the East Bank during the final
confrontation with the king’s men in July 1971. An estimated 3,000-5,000
fled to Lebanon, while another 2,300 were taken prisoner. Seventy-two even
surrendered to the Israelis rather than continue fighting the Jordanians.>* It
was, as the king put it, ‘a cancer operation that had to be performed to save
Jordan’s life’.>

The PLO’s violent expulsion from the Hashemite kingdom was to Israel’s
benefit since, until September 1970, most Palestinian operations against
Israel originated from there. By 1972 the number of such incidents had
plummeted by over 90 per cent. Hussein’s announcement of a plan for a
United Arab Kingdom in March 1972 was ostensibly to ‘reorganize the
Jordanian-Palestinian home’, but in fact it appeared designed to legitimize his
renewed control of the West Bank. It conspicuously made no mention of the
‘Palestinian people’ and met with immediate and furious rejection by the
PLO, which condemned Jordan for ‘offering itself as an accomplice to the
Zionist enemy’. Israel’s plans for municipal elections in the West Bank had
already created an alarming impression of collusion with the Jordanians, the
suspicions based on Allon’s 1968 plan for an Israeli line of defence in the
Jordan Valley and the return of densely populated Palestinian areas to
Jordanian rule. In the Knesset, however, the new prime minister Golda Meir
rejected the United Arab Kingdom plan. On this occasion there had in fact
been no collusion. Hussein’s plan was stillborn and disappeared without
trace.®

... AND IN LEBANON AND BEYOND



Palestinian forces in Lebanon — ‘a garden without a fence’ in the words of a
senior PLO official>” — had launched raids against Israel from the end of
1969. The organization acted according to an agreement concluded in Cairo
that November, and operated throughout 1970, especially from the rugged
Argoub area in the south, quickly dubbed ‘Fatahland’, where the PLO
assumed complete control. In one cross-border attack on a passing school
bus, twelve Israeli children were killed in May 1970 at Moshav Avivim.
Israel retaliated with air raids and artillery barrages, which intensified after
the PLO’s expulsion from Jordan. Attacks on Israeli targets abroad began
with the PFLP hijacking of an El Al plane (Israel’s national carrier) to
Algiers in 1968. In December another Israeli plane came under fire on the
ground at Athens airport. Three days later, IDF commandos landed by
helicopter at Beirut airport and blew up thirteen planes belonging to Middle
East Airlines, Lebanon’s national carrier. The PFLP hit back by firing
Katyusha rockets across the border, killing three people in Kiryat Shmona. In
1969 Leila Khaled — a refugee from Haifa — hijacked a TWA flight from Los
Angeles to Tel Aviv, or, as she put it, ‘expropriated an imperialist plane and
returned to Palestine’.2” Other attacks were mounted against Israeli embassies
and El Al offices. The PFLP, in the assessment of Hisham Sharabi,

upheld the principle of total war: if Israel used napalm to kill civilians, dynamited homes in

retaliation for commando activity, and engaged in collective punishment, then the guerrillas were
justified in refusing to distinguish between civilian and military targets or to limit themselves to

a single kind or field of action.2?

In 1971 foreign operations accounted for just over 3 per cent of all PLO
military activity, rising to 12 per cent in 1972 and peaking at 30 per cent in
1973. The bare statistics, however, mask some notorious incidents that were
magnified by the ensuing publicity. In May 1972 the PFLP hijacked a
Belgian Sabena plane to Lod Airport where it was stormed by Israeli
commandos who freed the hostages. Soon afterwards three members of the
Japanese Red Army who had been recruited by the PFLP killed twenty-four
people, mostly Puerto Rican nuns on a pilgrimage, at Lod Airport — in an
attack that was named ‘Operation Deir Yassin’ after the 1948 massacre so
often referenced by Palestinians. The PLO took credit for this. Kozo
Okamoto and other attackers were tried and gaoled for life.

The most notorious terrorist incident was the Munich Olympic Games
massacre of Israeli athletes that September, mounted by the shadowy Black
September organization, a group that was created in the wake of the 1970



Jordanian crisis by Ali Hassan Salameh, an aide to Salah Khalaf and the son
of the renowned 1948 martyr of the same name.” Eight Palestinian gunmen
infiltrated the Olympic Village and took 11 athletes hostage, demanded the
release of 234 prisoners held in Israel as well as the German-held founder
members of the far-left Baader-Meinhof group. Meir rejected the demand.
Two hostages were killed at once and the other nine in a firefight between
German police and the Palestinians at a military airfield, where five of the
gunmen also died; three were captured but released later.”* Arafat and the
PLO disclaimed all knowledge of it, though the Israelis and the CIA learned
that the operation had used ‘Fatah funds, facilities and personnel’.*? It was
named ‘Operation Ikrit and Biram’, after two Galilean villages depopulated
in 1948. Israelis were horrified. Arafat’s view after Munich was that ‘violent
political action in the midst of a broad popular movement cannot be termed
terrorism ... it is appropriate in certain objective conditions in a given
phase’.®® It and other attacks attracted approving comments in Fatah
publications and reinforced the perception in Israel of the unremitting
hostility of the PLO. Munich triggered internal debate within the organization
though, with some blaming Khalaf for the harsh global and Israeli reactions."*
In every case Israel retaliated with attacks on Syria and Lebanon, after
Munich reportedly killing up to two hundred people, many of them civilians,
but never attracting the same degree of attention as spectacular terrorist
incidents abroad and rarely much sympathy. ‘Palestinians think that western
perspectives of terrorism are absurdly distorted’, commented a sympathetic
foreign writer.
They believe that the West judges the issue with much emotiveness but with little understanding
of its context. Moreover, its view is almost entirely one-sided. A guerrilla with a gun is more
‘newsworthy’ than an air-force pilot spraying napalm over a refugee camp, but is he more of a

terrorist? The eleven Israeli athletes who were killed at the Munich Olympics are remembered all
over the world, but how many people recall the four hundred refugees who were killed in the

Israeli vengeance raid three days later?%>

Munich, observed Yezid Sayigh, ‘marked the turning point for the Palestinian
leadership as it ... threatened any diplomatic gains made by the PLO’. In the
months that followed, Israeli assassinations in the so-called ‘war of the
spooks’ conducted by the Mossad took a heavy toll. In February 1973 the
Israelis hit bases near Tripoli and killed forty Palestinians, mostly from the
PFLP. In April Israel launched one of its most daring operations yet, a raid in
the heart of Beirut that killed three senior PLO officials: Kamal Adwan,
Kamal Nasser and Muhammad Yusuf al-Najjar. Israel named the raid



‘Springtime of Youth’. The number of Palestinian operations dropped

international image of Palestinians suffered badly in this period, their cause
all too often being seen as synonymous with terrorism. But the reasons
behind their animosity to Israel were rarely addressed by Western
governments or reported in the mainstream media. Naji al-Ali, a refugee from
al-Shajara in Galilee who had fled to Lebanon as a child in 1948, made a
lasting contribution to humanizing his much-misunderstood people: Handala
(a bitter, wild gourd in Arabic), the barefoot, spiky-haired but faceless
cartoon character he drew for a Kuwaiti newspaper, came to symbolize
Palestinian suffering and patience. ‘Handala was born ten years old, and he
will always be ten years old’, al-Ali explained. ‘At that age, I left my
homeland, and when he returns, Handala will still be ten, and then he will
start growing up. The laws of nature do not apply to him. He is unique.

Things will become normal again when the homeland returns.’*

ISRAEL ADJUSTS

In the first few years after 1967, Israelis adapted with apparent ease to the
new reality of occupation, and continued to take advantage of what it had to
offer long after the first post-war months of frenzied tourism and shopping.
Jerusalem’s Old City — now energetically promoted by the government as the
heart of Israel’s ‘eternal’ capital — remained the most popular destination,
with its restaurants, colourful bazaars and historic sites. Unrestricted access to
the West Bank also meant regular trips to cheap and picturesque markets in
Bethlehem, Qalgilya and Nablus — what the writer Anton Shammas dubbed
‘hummus and falafel-land’.*® Hiking in the Judaean desert, especially near
Wadi Qelt off the Jerusalem—Jericho road, became a favourite weekend
pastime. In July 1967, when Gaza City was first open to civilians, 35,000
Israelis had streamed in for Saturday morning shopping. Numbers dropped as
armed attacks increased and it became a less attractive destination with its
squalid refugee camps and cramped conditions. The Hebrew media usually
referred to the ‘administered territories’. On the right the terminology was
‘liberated territories’. Over time, the more neutral simple ‘territories’
(shtahim) became common usage. In general, prospects for political change
seemed limited, with the famous three ‘noes’ of the Khartoum conference
fixed in the minds of most Israeli Jews, along with Moshe Dayan’s famous
line just days after the war about ‘waiting for a telephone call’ from Arab



leaders.” (The one most likely to make the call was widely assumed to be
King Hussein, reflecting the long-standing Israeli preference for a ‘Jordanian
option’ for resolving the conflict.) In August 1968 the playwright Hanoch
Levin produced a satirical show, You and I and the Next War: ‘Wherever we
walk, we are three: you and I and the next war.” Among Israelis, awareness of
Palestinians as a distinct national group was still limited, as crudely
illustrated by Golda Meir’s notorious and revealing statement in 1969 that
“There was no such thing as Palestinians ... It was not as though there was a
Palestinian people in Palestine considering itself as a Palestinian people and
we came and threw them out and took their country from them. They did not
exist.””” It was not at that time a controversial remark for the majority of
Israeli Jews. In October that year Meir’s Labour-led coalition was returned to
power with the largest number of seats ever won in an Israeli election — 56
out of 120 seats. And Meir was nothing if not consistent: she insisted there
could be no return to the pre-1967 borders, but brushed aside concerns about
the annexation of parts of the West Bank. ‘Israel wants only a minimum of
Arab population in the Jordanian territory it wishes to keep,’ she said in
September 1972, in the angry anti-Palestinian mood after the Munich
Olympics killings.”*

Unease about the future was given powerful expression in 1970 in Hanoch
Levin’s controversial play, Queen of the Bathtub. It played to packed
audiences in Tel Aviv — though some who watched were so outraged that
they threw stones and stink bombs during performances. It featured a dead
son speaking from the grave, sarcastically thanking his father for sending him

brought condemnation from Meir and Moshe Dayan — for giving comfort to
the enemy — as well as from bereaved families. (Dayan’s actor son, Assi,
made waves when he called for the return of all the occupied territories,
including Jerusalem, as ‘the price we must pay for a true peace’.) In one
scene, the eponymous queen grabbed the pompous-sounding Labour foreign
minister, Abba Eban, by the crotch at a cabinet meeting to prevent him from
putting forward any peace proposals. The play, Shlomo Ben-Ami wrote later,
was ‘the loudest and most articulate expression of the young generation’s
despair with a war that never ended and with the politicians and generals

incapable of departing from the logic of war’.”



13
1973-1977

‘The Palestine Liberation Organization is the sole legitimate representative of the Palestinian
people and its struggle.’
Rabat Arab summit conference

ISRAELI EARTHQUAKE, PALESTINIAN ADVANCES

In the early afternoon of 6 October 1973 the wail of sirens shattered the eerie
quiet of the Yom Kippur fast, heralding the outbreak of war to stunned
Israelis. Egyptian and Syrian offensives along the Suez Canal and Golan
Heights triggered air strikes, artillery duels and tank battles on a scale not
seen since the Second World War. Israel was caught unprepared by the
breaching of its Bar-Lev defence line east of the canal and initial Egyptian
advances in Sinai. Its aura of invincibility was dramatically shattered and
Arab pride restored. In just over a week, however, the tide was turned by the
mobilization of the IDF reserves and counter-offensives made possible by the
airlift of weapons and ammunition from the US. By 14 October, when a UN-
brokered ceasefire began, Israeli forces were fifty miles from Cairo and
twenty-five from Damascus. The entire Egyptian Third Army was encircled
by the IDF near Ismailiya on the eastern bank of the Suez Canal — in Africa,
as the Israeli press marvelled.

In the course of the war a general strike paralysed life in the occupied
territories. Palestine Liberation Army units were deployed in a limited role on
both fronts but the vast majority of Palestinians played no part in the latest



round of Arab-Israeli fighting. Jordan did not join in this time either — it sent
a token force to Syria but informed the US and Israel it was doing so — and
prevented the PLO from attacking from its territory. Israel’s losses of 2,650
dead were the country’s worst since 1948. Egypt and Syria together lost an
estimated 16,000 men. Six years since the victory of 1967 Israelis were
traumatized by what was immediately characterized as an ‘earthquake’ and
focused on blunders or oversights in intelligence, which were soon the
subject of angry protests and, eventually, of an official inquiry, the Agranat
Commission.?

Anwar al-Sadat and Hafez al-Assad launched what Arabs called the
Ramadan war with the limited goal of challenging the post-1967 status quo —
but with mutual suspicions about each other’s intentions. The Egyptian
president hoped to impose a peace settlement on Israel, while Assad, who
was anxious to liberate the Golan Heights, at least sounded more committed
to the Palestinian cause. In narrow national terms, Egypt succeeded
brilliantly, eventually regaining the territory it had lost to Israel in 1967. Syria
did not. The war set in train shifts that were to have far-reaching influence on
the Middle East’s most intractable conflict. At the Algiers Arab summit
conference in November 1973, and even more resoundingly at the Rabat
summit in October 1974, all twenty-one Arab states bowed to the PLO’s
increasingly strident demand to be recognized as the ‘sole legitimate
representative of the Palestinian people’. King Hussein of Jordan was
reluctant, but gave way under pressure and promises of generous cash
support from the Gulf States. That in turn paved the way for Yasser Arafat’s
extraordinary appearance at the United Nations two weeks later, when he
famously offered his Israeli enemy a choice between ‘the gun and the olive
branch’. His appearance was a huge boost for Palestinian morale, and for the
international standing of the PLO and its raison d’étre as a national liberation
movement. ‘Arafat got to the UN because he used the gun’, argued the
commentator Said Aburish. ‘The UN didn’t invite a member of the
Palestinian intellectual bourgeoisie who are always writing articles pleading
for understanding; they invited the head of the Palestinian armed resistance.’”

The US brokered disengagement of forces agreements between Israel and
Egypt, and between Israel and Syria, that were signed in January and March
1974 respectively. Both reflected the Arabs’ initial military achievements
more than Israel’s final victory. Immovable deadlock gave way to a new, if
limited, readiness for give and take.? For the first time since 1947, diplomacy



had joined armed struggle as a way of achieving Palestinian goals. ‘The Yom
Kippur war, more than any other event since the creation of Israel and the
Nakba, underlined the relative unimportance of the Palestinians in the Middle
East in general and in the conflict with Israel in particular’, an Israeli expert
commented. ‘On the other hand the war created the conditions that would
allow them to make the biggest political advance in their history.”>

Following on from the PLO’s expulsion from Jordan, the outcome of the
1973 war accelerated a strategic rethink by Palestinians. The debate now, in
the words of Yezid Sayigh, ‘was about the historic nature and purpose of the
Palestinian national movement, as the revolutionary and statist options were
now brought into direct conflict’.® In June 1974 the Palestine National
Council (PNC) met in Cairo and reaffirmed its commitment to armed
struggle. Crucially, however, it also pledged ‘to establish the people’s
national, independent and fighting authority on every part of Palestinian land
to be liberated’. This novel formula replaced the previous goal of a
‘democratic secular state’, though that was not explicitly renounced.” It
implied readiness for a partial or compromise solution, and reflected concern
that the PLO could be left out in the cold if Egypt and Syria were to negotiate
directly with Israel. It was explained as a tactical change but in fact it marked
a broader shift; it was a compromise between those Palestinians who
accepted Israel’s existence and those who held on to the vision of complete
liberation (thus the addition of the word ‘fighting’).? This approach did not
command universal support: within weeks the PFLP, led by George Habash,
now based in Damascus, quit the PLO to form a ‘rejection front’. That
ultimately undermined Palestinian unity and played into Israeli hands.

Nor, crucially, was the shift enough to convince Israelis that they had a
Palestinian partner for peace. Yehoshafat Harkabi, a former IDF intelligence
chief, had written influential assessments of Arab attitudes to Israel. His view
was that hostility was innate and unchanging and that Arabs were still bent on
the state’s destruction — an argument which fuelled angry recriminations in
the shocked aftermath of the war. Harkabi, along with other Israeli Arabists
and the security establishment — who were often the same people —
interpreted the PLO’s commitment to setting up a ‘national authority’ on any
liberated territory as a ‘programme of stages’ or, more crudely, as evidence of
‘salami tactics’ designed to slice away at Israel until it had been eliminated
completely. Few of them saw it as an unequivocal commitment to a two-state



solution, although dissenting voices argued that Israel’s own behaviour could
not be ignored.”

The debate, however, was not just an academic one. Shortly before the
PNC’s decision there were two big Palestinian attacks on Israeli civilian
targets: in April by Ahmed Jibril’s Popular Front-General Command on the
northern town of Kiryat Shmona (leaving eighteen dead, including nine
children) and in May at Maalot, also on the Lebanese border. In the latter
incident, three members of the Democratic Front for the Liberation of
Palestine (DFLP) took hostages in a school and demanded the release of
prisoners, including the Japanese Kozo Okamoto of the Lod Airport
massacre. The deaths of twenty-one teenagers who were on a school outing
ensured its lasting notoriety in Israel. Israeli air strikes then killed sixty
Palestinians in Ein al-Hilweh and Nabatiyeh in south Lebanon. In November
1974, a three-man DFLP squad killed four residents of Bet Shean and were
subsequently killed by the IDF, their bodies burned by an angry Israeli mob.

Overall, the performance of the Egyptian and Syrian armies, smashing the
humiliating status quo of 1967, was a boost to Arab self-esteem. ‘Our new-
found strength has taken us by surprise,’ said a Palestinian analyst in East
Jerusalem. ‘We are drunk with our triumph.’? Israelis observed the change
with concern. A poll conducted after the war found ‘extensive and alarming’
support for the PLO in the West Bank and Gaza.' Yehuda Litani, a Haaretz
correspondent, described a ‘revolutionary change in a [Palestinian]
population which ... will no longer cooperate with a military government, no
matter how liberal, unless such cooperation is imposed on them by force’.*?
That assessment was to prove premature, perhaps the result of wishful
thinking by Palestinians reported uncritically by an Israeli dove. Litani and
another Arabic-speaking Jerusalem journalist, Danny Rubinstein of the
Histadrut paper Davar, played an important role by reporting, in Hebrew, on
both ordinary life and political views in the occupied territories in a way that
was independent of the military-dominated version of events. Ordinary
Israelis — and the swelling foreign press corps in Israel, reading their articles
in English translation — were able to learn more about the Palestinians in their
backyard as they returned to the centre-stage of the conflict.

VOTING FOR CHANGE

The upbeat post-war mood was reflected in changes in the West Bank. The
creation of a new Palestine National Front led by activists of the Jordanian



Communist Party was intended to co-ordinate resistance to the occupation. It
organized jubilant rallies during Arafat’s UN appearance and accelerated the
decline of the old Hashemite loyalists. Israel responded with detentions,
curfews and deportations of the PNF’s leaders. In early 1976 demonstrations
erupted over plans to build a Jewish settlement near Nablus and proposed
changes to access to Jerusalem’s Haram al-Sharif. Young men burned tyres,
erected roadblocks and raised Palestinian flags — sometimes drawing deadly
fire from the IDF — in scenes that were repeated countless times.

Israel’s next move proved to be a serious miscalculation, calling municipal
elections in the West Bank in the hope that the pro-Jordanian mayors —
Sheikh Muhammad Ali al-Jaabari in Hebron and Haj Maazouz al-Masri in
Nablus, both elected in 1972 — would win new terms. But they refused to
stand. That was a blow to Shimon Peres, now the defence minister, who had
been exploring a ‘self-rule’ plan that Palestinians feared would be a sort of
phoney autonomy under an ‘alternative leadership’ which would acquiesce in
continued occupation. The PLO instead endorsed younger nationalist
candidates — two of whom were expelled by the Israelis — who swept the
board in the elections in April 1976. Voter turnout was an impressive 72 per
cent. Bassam Shakaa from Nablus was a Baathist from one of the city’s
wealthiest families. Karim Khalaf in Ramallah and Fahd Qawasmi in Hebron
also represented a desire for an end to occupation and backed the PLO as the
‘sole legitimate representative’ of their people — the endlessly repeated
mantra of the age. Elias Freij, the incumbent Jordanian loyalist in Bethlehem,
was the exception, but he was an unusually canny operator — a gravelly
voiced Palestinian Vicar of Bray — who manoeuvred deftly between the
pressures of Israel, Jordan and the PLO.

Recriminations followed the elections, with Yitzhak Rabin attacking Peres
for an erroneous assessment of the outcome. It seemed as if the Israeli
mindset was still based on a false distinction between refugees and pro-
Jordanians and that policy-makers had not absorbed the meaning of the
momentous Rabat summit decision and the rapid consolidation of the PLO’s
position.”? The new mayors reduced their financial dependence on the
occupying Israelis by soliciting donations and loans from the Gulf States.**
Other Middle Eastern developments meant that Palestinians living under
occupation could never forget that they were part of a wider community
whose suffering flowed from the very fact of their being Palestinian —
stateless and dispersed by the Nakba and too often powerless in the face of



reluctant hosts, fair-weather friends and ruthless enemies. In August 1976, in
the second year of the Lebanese civil war, the fall of the besieged Tel al-
Zaatar refugee camp in Beirut to Christian militiamen who were backed by
Syria was another catastrophic moment, leaving some 2,000 dead, many of
them civilians.®

LAND AND HONOUR

The new Palestinian assertiveness made itself felt inside Israel in the wake of
the 1973 war. ‘Arab has stopped being a dirty word,’ observed the journalist
Attallah Mansour. Tawfiq Zayyad, the Communist activist and poet, wrote
that old notions of superiority and inferiority had been destroyed overnight.
Another Palestinian writer believed that the Egyptian crossing of the Suez
Canal would break ‘Israeli arrogance’ and bring peace.’® The restoration of
Arab pride reinforced an accelerating trend: the coming together of the
different elements of the divided Palestinian people. In its early years the
PLO had paid little attention to Israel’s Palestinian minority, though in 1971
the Palestine National Council had broken new ground by electing Israeli-
Arab members — including the poet Mahmoud Darwish and writer Sabri
Jiryis. Jiryis went on to head a new PLO Research Centre in Beirut and
helped expand the organization’s limited understanding of Israel; that, he felt,
allowed PLO leaders ‘to accept the Jewish state as a fait accompli, rather than
as a transient Crusader state that would soon disappear’.”” Beyond that,
however, the Arab minority mattered ‘only in so far as they reflected Israeli
iniquity and immoral behaviour’, noted one study. ‘In this capacity they were
not only passive sufferers but also marginal ones compared to their fellow
Palestinians in the occupied territories.’!® The Israeli authorities, always
preoccupied by a potential ‘fifth column’, worried about security: in 1974 a
group of young men from Bartaa spent a whole month under Shin Bet
interrogation because a classmate who had gone to Lebanon claimed, falsely,
to have recruited them to Fatah. It was an unpleasant reminder, in the
poignant words of the Mapam MP Abdel-Aziz al-Zoabi, that ‘my people is at
war with the state that I belong to’.*? In 1975 the PLO called publicly for
support for the Communist-dominated Democratic Front in the municipal
elections in Nazareth; after its victory, under Zayyad, Fadwa Tougan, the
nationalist poet from Nablus, paid a visit to Israel’s largest Arab city.
Palestinian confidence was expressed most forcefully on 30 March 1976
when the National Committee for the Defence of Arab Lands, formed by the



Communist Party, called for a nationwide general strike for the first time. The
immediate cause was a government decision to expropriate 20,000 dunams of
Arab-owned or Arab-farmed land in Galilee, between Sakhnin and Arrabeh,
to construct Jewish settlements and a military training area — a grave blow in
its own right as well as a painful reminder of the massive land confiscations
of the 1950s. Curfews were imposed and violence ensued when crowds threw
stones and petrol bombs at police stations, shouting ‘Fatah, Fatah’. By the
end of the day there were six dead, scores of injured and hundreds arrested in
an event that underlined the anger and the second-class status of the Arab
minority, incensed by the ongoing policy of Judaization of the Galilee.
‘When did the police in Israel ever shoot at Jewish demonstrators?’ one
organizer asked.”” Israel’s security establishment saw the Land Day
demonstration as an alarming ‘act of civil disobedience’ motivated by PLO
calls to emphasize the ‘Arabness’ of the Galilee and the Triangle, the start of
a slippery slope leading to demands for autonomy or even secession. It was a
sobering reminder that reality was harsher than pious declarations about
promoting Jewish-Arab relations, especially on the Zionist left. Shuli Dichter,
of Kibbutz Maanit, described candidly how relations with the neighbouring
village of Umm al-Qutuf were strained by the confiscation of land and
disputes over grazing rights — and the behaviour of the kibbutz’s Arab
‘experts’ (Mizrahanim).
Their orientalism was based on research and study. They didn’t complain about the theft of lands
from the adjacent Palestinian villages. They would be furious with the plantation workers or the
field hands if they slapped an Arab kid who dared to come too close to the kibbutz lands. But
they didn’t challenge the power structure ... or demand genuine partnership or equality in the
allocation of resources with the Arabs. Their sense of justice and moral obligation was limited to
social, interpersonal, private relations with the Arabs. Moreover, they took it upon themselves to
absorb the anger and resentment of the neighbours as a sort of flak jacket for the kibbutz and the
movement. They presented the kind face of the new settlers and identified with every complaint
from the Arabs about the rudeness and insensitivity of the Jewish authorities ... Many times I
heard myself say to people from Umm al-Qutuf who were angry about the theft of their pastures:

‘There’s nothing to be done; it’s the government, not us.” I didn’t believe myself and they didn’t

believe me. They knew perfectly well that the government discriminated between us, and that I

was on the side that benefited from that discrimination.2:

Confirmation of the fears of Israel’s Arab citizens was provided soon
afterwards with the leak of a confidential government report. Yisrael Koenig,
the senior interior ministry official for Galilee, expressed concern about
control of the minority in the light of demographic, political and economic
trends. He called for the intensification of Jewish settlement in the north to



break up the contiguity of Arab villages; a more systematic ‘reward and
punishment’ policy, and a smear campaign against Communist activists. ™
Arab intellectuals were to be encouraged to emigrate and student
organizations undermined. The government condemned the recommendations
but the report still won wide support from local Jewish leaders.? Over time
Land Day was to transform the image of ‘the Arabs of 1948’, as they were
often referred to by other Palestinians.?? PLO interest in them intensified
further. Ever since then Land Day, like Balfour Day, has been marked
annually, a collective experience not just inside Israel but among Palestinians
everywhere. The 1976 victims are commemorated in a fine stone monument,
which calls for Arab—Jewish rapprochement, in the Muslim cemetery in

Sakhnin. Mahmoud Darwish penned a poem in their honour.

THE DAY OF THE HAWK

In May 1977, the ‘earthquake’ of the October 1973 war produced a massive
political shift that was to have a profound and lasting impact on the course of
the Israeli—Palestinian conflict. Menachem Begin’s Likud, an alliance of the
right-wing Herut party and the Liberals, emerged as the largest party in the
general election. The campaign was dominated by accusations of
incompetence surrounding Yitzhak Rabin’s Labour government, still tainted
by the failures of Yom Kippur. Begin was remembered internationally as the
leader of the Irgun, perpetrator of the bombing of the King David Hotel and
the Deir Yassin massacre. In Israel he seemed a marginal, old-fashioned
figure, commander of the ‘dissident’ group that had initiated terrorist attacks
on Arabs and challenged the authority of the new state in the Altalena gun-
running affair. He was not even mentioned in a best-selling book about Israel

demagoguery, combined with courtly manners that harked back to his Polish
origins. He had seemed destined to remain in opposition. But the Likud
victory reflected a populist mood born of far-reaching social changes, notably
the increasing weight of oriental Jewish immigrants who resented Mapai, the
‘natural party of government’ since 1948 and the Ashkenazi-dominated
establishment. Begin’s only experience in office was as minister without
portfolio in the national unity government of 1967-1970. He remained a
follower of the Jabotinsky school of ‘revisionist’ Zionism and a firm believer
in ‘Greater Israel’. His knowledge of Arabs was extremely limited. When he



came to power ‘the outcasts became the establishment’, as Begin’s
biographer observed.2

Highly significant changes were to take place under Begin’s rule, both
domestically and vis-a-vis the Palestinians, but above all in the expansion of
settlements. The settlement enterprise in the occupied territories had gathered
momentum in the preceding years. In 1974 a new movement called Gush
Emunim (Bloc of the Faithful), energized by the recent war, burst on to the
scene. Its supporters protested against Henry Kissinger, the US secretary of
state, as he shuttled between Jerusalem, Damascus and Cairo to negotiate the
disengagement agreements with Syria and Egypt. Crowds gathered outside
Jerusalem’s King David Hotel whenever Kissinger was in town, carrying
black umbrellas — a none-too-subtle reminder of Neville Chamberlain at
Munich in 1938. In June 1974, under the Rabin government, its supporters
had set up a ‘wildcat’ settlement at Hawara, south of Nablus. Weeks after
their initial eviction they tried again, with Begin cheering them on. The
Labour party sent out characteristically mixed signals. ‘After all, this isn’t an
enemy that has come to conquer the country,” Shimon Peres — Rabin’s
indefatigable rival — told more dovish colleagues who opposed appeasing the
settlers. ‘Our visa to Judea and Samaria is that they are Judea and Samaria
and we are the Jewish people,” declared Moshe Dayan, who had abandoned
Labour to become an independent MP.# Rabin, however, would later call
Gush Emunim ‘a cancer in the body of Israeli democracy’. Ariel Sharon
recalled later that Rabin had asked him around that time about Gush Emunim.
Sharon had replied: ‘They’re like we were 40 years ago, only more serious.’="

By the end of 1975 continuous lobbying, government vacillation and
rivalry between ministers had led to the establishment of a settlement housed
temporarily — pending another decision — in an army camp at Kadum near
Nablus. It was named Elon Moreh — mentioned in the Old Testament as the
place where God promised Abraham: ‘Unto thy seed I will give this land’
(Genesis 12:7). Another factor, Peres explained, was the resolution passed by
the UN General Assembly that November — a year after Arafat’s ‘gun and
olive branch’ appearance — defining Zionism as racism. Building settlements
in response to international pressure on Israel was a pattern that was often to
be repeated in the decades to come. By 1977 eight settlements around
Jerusalem housed 33,000 people, though there were only 4,300 settlers
elsewhere in the West Bank.2? These included Kfar Etzion and Kiryat Arba,
just outside Hebron, as well as several outposts in the Jordan Valley. There



were twenty-seven in the Golan Heights and the Gaza Strip. On the north
coast of Sinai, construction was under way for a city called Yamit. Labour
had already announced the construction of twenty-seven of forty-nine new
outposts scheduled to be built over the next fifteen years.*

MORE ELON MOREHS

Begin changed both Israel’s discourse about settlements and the pace of
implementation. Immediately after the election he travelled to Kadum,
temporary home of the Elon Moreh settlers. It was, he declared in front of the
TV cameras, not occupied but ‘liberated Israeli land’, and he promised ‘many
more Elon Morehs’. Within months the government had quietly given its
blessing to two other previously ‘unauthorized’ outposts — a ‘work camp’ at
Ofra, in the middle of a cluster of Palestinian villages in the hills near
Ramallah, and workers’ accommodation for an ‘industrial area’ at Maaleh
Adumim, north-east of Jerusalem. Begin’s election was a shock to many
Israelis, to Palestinians and the wider world — a sentiment that was reflected
in dramatic headlines like ‘THE DAY OF THE HAWK’ — but it ended much of the
ambiguity and double-talk surrounding land and peace. His views on Arabs
were neither complicated nor conflicted. He refused to use the terms “West
Bank’ or ‘Palestinians’ and spoke only of ‘Judaea and Samaria’ and the
historic rights of the Jewish people. ‘“The Likud was too absorbed in the
realisation of its own vision to fret about those Israelis who could not share it
— or Palestinians who opposed’, one observer noted.?! Expectations of any
moves towards peace were low to non-existent. Moshe Dayan, whom Begin
appointed foreign minister, suggested to King Hussein that he meet the new
Likud prime minister. The Jordanian monarch refused out of hand, saying
there was no point as Begin’s positions were well known.

Begin’s victory was greeted with jubilation by the settlers. Gush Emunim
saw itself as ‘an avant garde that would awaken and lead the entire nation,
and was imbued with a sense of total confidence in the justice of its path’.*
Its activists were disappointed to hear that outright annexation was not an
option and that their plan for twelve new settlements would have to be
debated in cabinet, rather than simply nodded through. But their dismay did
not last long. Begin’s choice of agriculture minister — the confident and pushy
Ariel Sharon — was a natural ally. Sharon’s reputation for bulldozing ahead
without formal authorization went before him. During his campaign against
the fedayeen in Gaza he had ordered the eviction of hundreds of Bedouin



from the Rafah area with a view to promoting Jewish settlement. Having quit
the army he had returned to fight as a reserve officer on the Egyptian front in
the 1973 war, enhancing his popularity as ‘Arik King of Israel’ by leading the
decisive IDF counter-offensive into the Nile Valley. In the mid-1970s Sharon
had advised the settlers in private, and cheered them on publicly as they kept
up pressure on Rabin. Having joined and then left the Likud, he ran in the
1977 election on his own independent list, his two Knesset seats a useful
addition to Begin’s coalition. In September he unveiled a new master plan for
settlement entitled ‘A Vision of Israel at Century’s End’ — which envisaged 2
million Jews in the occupied territories by 2000. In 1978 a shorter-term plan
to settle 100,000 Jews by 1982 was drawn up by Matti Drobless, a Begin
loyalist who ran the settlement department of the Jewish Agency.

Sharon looked at the big picture between the Mediterranean and the
Jordan: his strategy was to build a bloc of Jewish settlements to break up the
contiguity of the Arab population on both sides of the 1967 border, simply
ignoring the green line. New highways would link Samaria to the coastal
plain in the west and the Jordan Valley in the east. Military logic was at work
too, as it had been when Jewish outposts were established in Mandatory
times. ‘Individual settlements were located on strategic summits, thereby
allowing them to function as observation points: maintaining visual
connection with each other and overlooking their surroundings, main traffic
arteries, strategic road junctions and Palestinian cities, towns and villages.’
Tents, caravans and pre-fabricated homes on West Bank hilltops replaced
tanks as the basic battlefield unit. ‘Homes, like armoured divisions, were
deployed in formation across a theatre of operations to occupy hills, to
encircle an enemy or to cut its communication lines.’>* For Sharon the key
was the motivation to defend a place. ‘“The fact that you are present, that you
know every hill, every mountain, every valley, every spring, every cave; the
curiosity to know what is on the other side of the hill — that’s security,” he
explained.”* But all this required more than small numbers of Gush Emunim
activists equipped with religious fervour and a few caravans. It needed
ordinary Israelis taking a practical view of how to improve their standard of
living, given the opportunity of moving into a house rather than a cramped
apartment, benefitting from tax exemptions, cheap mortgages and other
incentives. Families could move to the West Bank and enhance their quality
of life and still be in short commuting distance from Tel Aviv and Jerusalem
— or ‘five minutes from Kfar Saba’ as the cheery advertising slogan went,



emphasizing ease of access and comforting familiarity. The old green line
was becoming a thing of the past. And as far as Sharon was concerned there
was nothing accidental about its gradual but steady erasure. ‘Sharon pushed
and I implemented,” said Drobless.>

THIS LAND IS OUR LAND

Other consequences flowed from the expansion: Palestinian land was
confiscated in ever larger quantities for what was usually defined as military
or public purposes. Water resources came increasingly under Israeli control.
In 1979 Israeli law was extended to five regional councils where Jewish
settlers were now concentrated. ‘Arrangements enacted to protect and
empower Jewish settlements are extraterritorial extensions of the law of one
country over the territory of another’, observed the Palestinian lawyer Raja
Shehadeh. “They constitute a system of apartheid in all but name, resulting as
they do in the creation of two communities living side by side subject to two
different and discriminatory sets of laws.’*® Numbers of West Bank settlers
rose steadily, to 12,500 by 1980. The new settlements were built by
Palestinian workers, driven by the same economic necessity that sent
increasing numbers to work inside Israel.”” The government’s intention was
that the West Bank be carved up ‘by a grid of roads, settlements and
strongholds into a score of little Bantustans so that [the Palestinians] shall
never coalesce again into a contiguous area that can support autonomous, let
alone independent, existence’, commented one Israeli analyst.®

At the same time the West Bank became Israel’s most important trading
partner.?”> Many ties bound them together in a pattern of mutual but unequal
dependence. West Bank industry remained stunted, contributing
progressively less to the territory’s GDP. Local investment and development
were stagnant. Economic growth was driven by remittances coming from
Israel and the Gulf States. Within the space of a few years Palestinians had
become an indispensable element of the Israeli labour force, almost without
anyone noticing. Yet social intercourse between them and Israelis remained
limited. “While Arab workers in the construction sector have numerous
contacts with Jewish contractors, they rarely work with Jewish workers on
the same site’, a Palestinian study observed.

In fact, most of their contacts, both in going to work and on the construction site, happen to be

with people from their own village, and often from their own clan. Buses transport villagers to
their work site in Israel and bring them back in the evening, thus reinforcing this village identity.



When they do have contacts with Jewish workers, politics are rarely discussed; social interaction
is amiable but is kept at a minimum. On the Israeli side, the villager’s contact is mostly with the
contractor, the boss, the police, the prostitute and the border guard. Despite his deep penetration

into the Israeli economy and his workable command of Hebrew, the Arab peasant-worker’s

conception of Jewish society remains that of a closed and undifferentiated mass.*’

That growing presence was nevertheless unmistakable. When an Israeli
sociologist embarked in the early 1980s on a project to document Palestinians
employed inside the green line it opened his eyes to what he and most other
Jews had long preferred not to notice:

Suddenly I see Palestinian workers everywhere in Tel Aviv, on building sites, in hospitals, at the

university of Tel Aviv, in my own department, at restaurants, shops ... suddenly I see that other

people, like myself before the survey, do not see all this; they do not see that at night the campus

[of TAU] is like a big dormitory for Palestinian workers spending the night in TA, and so are the

basements of hospitals, shops, warehouses, the food market areas of the city, the beach in

summertime, the space underneath Kikar Dizengoff — Tel Aviv’s central piazza; suddenly I
realise that people are not only blind to all this, but that they do not want to look at it, even when

their attention is drawn to it.*

The prevalence of Palestinian labour a decade after the watershed of 1967
gave rise to wry jokes about what this meant for Israeli society and its values:
one featured an elderly Jewish man, reminiscing to his increasingly wide-
eyed grandson about his youth as a pioneer, a Zionist Stakhanovite tilling the
fields, toiling on construction sites, draining swamps and making the desert
bloom from dawn till dusk. ‘Gosh granddad, that’s amazing,’ replied the
astonished child. ‘So when you were young, were you an Arab?’
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1977-1981
‘No more war, no more bloodshed.’
Anwar al-Sadat’
JOURNEY TO JERUSALEM

In November 1977 Anwar Sadat flew from Cairo to Tel Aviv and then
travelled on by road to Jerusalem. It was an extraordinary, controversial and
electrifying moment in the conflict between Israel and the Arabs. It provoked
Israeli ecstasy and Palestinian agony and outrage. The first-ever visit by an
Arab head of state led, in a relatively short time, to a peace treaty between the
Jewish state and its most powerful and populous enemy, removing it from the
circle of hostility around Israel that had existed since 1948. Agreement
worked on the principle of exchanging land for peace — the return to Egypt of
all the territory it had lost to Israel in 1967 except the Gaza Strip, which was
historically part of Palestine. Hopes, always very slim, that the Egyptian
initiative would somehow turn into a wider or even a comprehensive Middle
East peace settlement, proved short-lived. In the end it did nothing at all for
the Palestinians, locked into a bleak status quo of occupation and dispersal a
full decade since the Six Days war.

Israelis were delighted, though profound suspicions still had to be
overcome. The IDF chief of staff, Mordechai Gur, marred the festive mood
by warning of a ploy designed to catch Israel off guard, as it had been so



disastrously on Yom Kippur four years earlier. On 19 November, a Saturday
evening, excitement mingled with disbelief as the Egyptian president came
down the steps of the gleaming white Boeing jet that had brought him
directly to Ben-Gurion airport, and stood solemnly to attention as the two
countries’ national anthems were played by a military band. Menachem
Begin, looking stiff and nervous, waited on the red carpet with other
ministers, judges and religious leaders. Sadat kissed the former prime
minister, Golda Meir, the ‘old lady’ he had vilified in 1973 and during the
war of attrition and long-range Israeli bombing raids over the Nile Valley. He
even joshed with Ariel Sharon, who had mounted a daring counter-offensive
back across the Suez Canal and trapped the Egyptian Third Army. He went
on to visit the grim Yad Vashem Holocaust memorial in Jerusalem, as well as
the al-Agsa mosque. The psychological and emotional impact on Israel was
enormous. Sadat, went the lyrics of a poignant and popular Hebrew song, had
‘pyramids in his eyes and peace in his pipe’. In his speech to the Knesset the
next day, broadcast live around the world, Sadat declared that he was not
seeking a separate Egyptian peace with Israel. At the request of the Israelis,
he omitted a planned reference to the PLO in order, as Moshe Dayan put it,
not to ‘infect the atmosphere’,” but he did urge Israel to recognize the
Palestinian people and their ‘legitimate rights’. Begin’s reply expressed
appreciation for Sadat’s courage and invited the rulers of Syria and Jordan
and what he called ‘genuine spokesmen of the Palestinian Arabs’ (‘Arabs of
Eretz-Yisrael’ in the Hebrew phrase) to take part in peace talks. He also
ranged back into Jewish history, including the horrors of the Nazi era,
referenced the fundamental tenets of Zionism and, above all, gave no sign of
making any concessions. Despite the theatrics, the gap between the two
leaders yawned so visibly that Israeli ministers quietly expressed alarm.
‘Nothing I write about the yearning with which Sadat was received ... can be
exaggerated’, noted the Likud’s Yitzhak Shamir, the speaker of parliament,
‘nor about the subsequent apprehension and growing chill with which I
listened to him.’? Still, the ringing pledge of ‘no more war, no more
bloodshed’ enunciated by Begin and echoed by Sadat, resonated throughout
the forty-four-hour visit and for long afterwards.

Sadat’s unilateral move was a crushing blow for the PLO, especially since,
in the autumn of 1977, Yasser Arafat had felt that things were starting to go
his way internationally: Jimmy Carter, the new US president, had declared
his support for a ‘homeland’ for the Palestinians. In August the US joined the



USSR in announcing plans to reconvene the Geneva peace conference with
Palestinian participation, although in the end Arafat proved unable to meet
the conditions by accepting UN Resolutions 242 and 338, which implied
recognition of Israel. Arafat was also taken completely by surprise — and at
uncomfortably close quarters: he had been invited to the Egyptian parliament
in Cairo on 9 November where he heard Sadat announce his readiness to go
to ‘the ends of the earth’, even to the Knesset, to pursue peace with Israel. He
faced angry criticism afterwards for joining in the applause. ‘I was on the
mountaintop,’ the PLO leader told Palestinian students, ‘but Sadat threw me
into the valley.’ Eleven days later he wept in ‘grief and fury’ as he watched
Sadat’s Knesset speech on TV from his Beirut headquarters,* horrified that
the Arab country he always held in the highest affection had suddenly taken
this astonishing course. Shortly afterwards he signed a statement condemning
the Egyptian leader for ‘grand treason’ and urging a boycott of Arab League
meetings in Cairo. Privately, however, Arafat refused to join the radical Arab
bloc — Syria, Algeria, South Yemen and Libya — who formed a ‘steadfastness
and confrontation front’ and severed all links with Egypt.> He quietly stayed
in touch with Sadat, never slamming the door, but played no part as the peace
initiative developed.

Furious statements were issued by the governments in Damascus, Tripoli
and Baghdad and there were attacks on Egyptian embassies as well as angry
protests in Palestinian refugee camps across the Middle East. The mood in
the West Bank and Gaza was a mixture of anxiety, disbelief and shock. Still,
Karim Khalaf, the nationalist mayor of Ramallah, insisted that anyone who
wanted to discuss the fate of the Palestinians would have to deal with Arafat.
Elias Freij, his pro-Jordanian counterpart in Bethlehem, refrained from
joining the welcoming party for Sadat at Tel Aviv airport, although along
with Anwar al-Khatib, the former governor of Jerusalem, and Rashad al-
Shawwa, the mayor of Gaza, he did quietly meet the Egyptian leader two
days later. Freij then received death threats from PLO supporters.® President
Carter complained in December that by condemning Sadat the PL.O had
excluded itself from the peace process. Zbigniew Brzezinski, his national
security adviser, put it more bluntly: ‘Bye bye PLO’ — a phrase that was to be
gleefully quoted back for years to come at anyone who had dared to believe it
was true. But Brzezinski, quizzing Begin about his plans, also warned that a
Palestinian ‘Basutoland’ (later Lesotho, the autonomous Black ‘homeland’ in
apartheid South Africa) would not be an acceptable outcome.”



AUTONOMY AND DIVERSIONS

On 25 December 1977 Begin reciprocated by visiting Ismailiya on the Suez
Canal where he was given a low-key welcome (Cairo was deemed too hostile
an environment). It was there that he unveiled the idea of granting
‘autonomy’ to the West Bank and Gaza. Ezer Weizman, his defence minister,
recognized immediately that Begin saw this as a way of perpetuating Israeli
rule.? The atmosphere clouded in January 1978 when Israel announced the
construction of four new settlements in north-eastern Sinai, despatching
bulldozers and TV crews to film them at work. Sharon had felt under
pressure since Sadat’s visit to establish new outposts, but this time he backed
down in the face of uproar over this demonstration of duplicity and bad faith
in relations with Egypt.> Carter, on a visit to Aswan, had called on Israel to
recognize the legitimate rights of the Palestinians and resolve the Palestinian
issue ‘in all its aspects’. Begin countered by insisting that Israel would retain
complete and indefinite control of the West Bank and Gaza and complained
that Egyptian media had called him a ‘Shylock’. Egypt’s foreign minister
then withdrew from follow-up talks in Jerusalem, which continued in Cairo
between defence ministers. No progress was made.”

Shortly afterwards there came a bloody and headline-grabbing diversion
from the small print of peace negotiations. On 11 March 1978 a thirteen-
strong Fatah squad, led by an eighteen-year-old Palestinian woman named
Dalal al-Mughrabi — the Beirut-born daughter of a 1948 refugee from Jaffa —
landed in rubber boats on a deserted beach south of Haifa and murdered an
American woman tourist who was photographing wildlife. They then
hijacked a bus on the coastal road and en route to Tel Aviv took over a
second bus. At the end of a lengthy chase and shootout, thirty-eight Israeli
civilians, including thirteen children, were dead and seventy-six wounded.
The raid was masterminded by Khalil al-Wazir, known to all as Abu Jihad,
with Arafat’s approval. It had, the PLO leader said, shown ‘the ability of the
revolution to reach wherever it wishes’.2> And it too was named after the Deir
Yassin massacre.’ Three days later Israel sent 25,000 troops into south
Lebanon and occupied it up as far as the Litani river, except for the coastal
city of Tyre. The aim was to push Palestinian groups away from the border
and bolster Israel’s local proxy, the South Lebanon Army (SLA). Seven days
of fighting ended with a ceasefire (notably the first with Israel that was
endorsed by all official PLO bodies), the creation of a new UN peacekeeping
force, and an Israeli withdrawal that left the SLA in the front line of the



confrontation with Fatah. ‘Operation Litani’ served as a bloody reminder that
the Palestinians could not be ignored — and that Israel’s military might could
be unleashed to devastating effect. An estimated 1,100 people were killed,
mostly Palestinian and Lebanese. Israel said that at least half the fatalities
were Palestinian fighters. Estimates for the numbers displaced by the
offensive range from 100,000 to 250,000. Begin condemned a ‘Nazi atrocity’
that reinforced his long-standing view of the Palestinians. ‘It is inconceivable
that in Judaea and Samaria and in Gaza a state should be established that
would be ruled by Yasser Arafat and his murderers,’ he said. Not
surprisingly, this shook, though it did not derail, the nascent Israeli-Egyptian
peace process. And it was not the last time Lebanon would be the hapless
setting for an Israeli—Palestinian war.

Sadat and Begin both visited Washington during the summer of 1978 but
relations between them worsened. In early September, Carter took a high-risk
gamble, against the recommendation of his advisers, and brought the two
together at the Camp David presidential retreat in Maryland, amid rustic log
cabins, tennis courts, bicycle tracks, a golden-brown carpet of autumn leaves
— and strict instructions to dress casually in special wind-cheaters. Begin
called it a ‘concentration camp de luxe’."? Carter hoped that the enforced
seclusion would avoid performances for domestic consumption but both
Begin and Sadat had direct phone lines and leaked whatever suited them.**
Over thirteen famously ‘intense and discouraging’ days — which later inspired
a Broadway play — Carter shuttled between leaders who were ‘totally
incompatible’,> sulked, shouted, barely concealed their mutual dislike and
even had to be physically separated. In the end, despite repeated threats to
walk away — Carter physically blocking the door to stop Sadat leaving — they
resolved all outstanding bilateral issues. Those included the evacuation of
Israel’s military bases and settlements in Sinai, and so it was agreed to
conclude a peace treaty and launch normal relations within three months.
Sadat backed down on one vital point, dropping his initial strong insistence
on a link between bilateral issues and a full withdrawal from the occupied
West Bank and Gaza Strip. Mohammed Ibrahim Kamel, the Egyptian foreign
minister, resigned in fury. Sadat’s reward was $1.3 billion in annual US aid
to the Egyptian armed forces. Carter, declared Begin, had ‘worked harder
than did our forebears in Egypt building the Pyramids’.

Still, when the treaty was signed, it was the most significant breakthrough
ever made in the history of the Arab—Israeli conflict, though a very partial



one. It broke a thirty-year taboo on Arabs dealing with Israel and satisfied
narrow Egyptian national interests, but nothing more.*> A second Camp
David document, dealing with the Palestinians, agreed that future
negotiations would be based on UN Resolution 242 and that any solution
must recognize the legitimate rights of the Palestinians, who were to enjoy
‘full autonomy’ during a five-year transition period. In that period a ‘self-
governing authority’ would be elected by the inhabitants of the West Bank
and Gaza. Jordan was asked to join Egypt and Israel in agreeing how the
body would be established. But generally this part of Camp David was far
vaguer than the first, and open to different interpretations. East Jerusalem was
not mentioned at all and there was no Israeli commitment to withdraw. And
as in Sadat’s Knesset speech, the PLO was not mentioned either. Inevitably
there was disagreement too over the length of the moratorium on settlement
construction Begin had agreed to. ‘The Sinai was considered by Begin as a
quid pro quo for the Israeli presence in Judea and Samaria,’ said a close aide
to the prime minister.”” Arafat denounced the ‘Camp David plot’.

‘POWER TO EXTERMINATE MOSQUITOES’

Palestinian opposition hardened further. Jordan declined to join talks on the
self-governing authority, while Egyptian-Israeli negotiations on the powers of
the autonomous entity dragged on for eighteen months without result. West
Bank mayors — living the daily reality of Israeli occupation — were
dismissive, insisting that autonomy meant no more than legitimizing the
status quo. Palestinians were being offered the power to ‘collect garbage and
exterminate mosquitoes’, complained Karim Khalaf, the mayor of Ramallah.
Autonomy, in the words of the journalist Raymonda Tawil, was ‘a sham, a
lie, a gigantic hoax ... an attempt to bury the Palestinian cause for ever by
creating the impression that the Palestinian issue has been solved — while we
remain under Israel’s yoke’. Fahd Qawasmi, the mayor of Hebron, underlined
what autonomy would mean in practice: ‘Ali will replace Shmuel as the head
of the department of education. So what! Where’s my identity, my future?’®
Following an Arab summit in Baghdad — which allotted $150 million to the
occupied territories, to be administered jointly by Jordan and the PLO —a
new broad-based National Guidance Committee was formed in November
1978. Representing Palestinian trade unions and student bodies, voluntary
organizations, the religious establishment and the press, it helped formulate a
common position on the autonomy plan and co-ordinate opposition to



settlements. Fatah was part of the twenty-three-member body but did not
dominate it."° Its leading figure was an unassuming Jerusalem engineer
named Ibrahim Dakkak, who was referred to as ‘the mayor of mayors’. It
soon showed its worth: the signing of the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty on the
White House lawn on 26 March 1979 was accompanied by the biggest
protest strike in the West Bank and Gaza since 1967, with newspapers
mourning ‘a black day’ — a deliberate echo of Begin’s warning of the
implications of American recognition of the PLO. Autonomy never won the
backing of any significant Palestinian figures: Sheikh Hashem Khuzandar,
the imam of Gaza and a prominent Muslim Brotherhood leader, was one of
very few who did support it, hailing a ‘new dawn’. He was stabbed to death
outside his mosque in June, his assassination claimed by the DFLP. No
prominent public figures attended his funeral. Other attacks on alleged
collaborators followed.

Begin had no intention of retreating from the West Bank. One of his
favourite maxims was that he would never again countenance a situation
where Israeli women and children would die in Netanya or Petah Tikvah
because there were enemy guns in Qalqilya and Tulkarem — Palestinian
towns very close to the 1967 border. His view of autonomy was that it was
for people but not the territory they inhabited, a vague throwback to
discussions about minority rights in inter-war Poland. ‘Begin wasn’t
interested in Arabs’, recalled Avraham Shalom, a senior Shin Bet officer. ‘He
was interested in the Christians in Lebanon, in Sadat. Did he even know
where Nablus was? He never visited an Arab village, not even in Israel.’®
Years later Ariel Sharon gave a candid description of Begin’s autonomy as
nothing but a

fig leaf to enable Egypt to sign our peace treaty. The Egyptians needed this document in order to

demonstrate their ‘concern’ for the Palestinian cause. We for our part had the deepest interest in

signing the peace treaty and precious little interest in any change of the status quo in Judea,

Samaria and Gaza.2!

The settlers, alarmed at what had happened since the arrival in Israel of the
man they called ‘Hitler on the Nile’, remained suspicious; they neither trusted
the prime minister nor believed he would be able to resist US and Arab
pressure. Gush Emunim activists mocked up posters of Arab policemen
wearing keffiyehs and checking the ID cards of kippa-wearing Jews.
‘Autonomy’, they warned, was ‘the temporary name for a Palestinian state’,
while Jewish residents of the new East Jerusalem suburbs would be subject to



a special pass system.Z In one incident that March armed settlers from Ofra
drove into the centre of nearby Ramallah, rounded up Palestinian residents
and forced them at gunpoint to clear roadblocks. Two Palestinians were then
shot dead in Halhoul while throwing rocks at an Israeli car. It was suspected
that the perpetrators were from Kiryat Arba, stronghold of the most fanatical
settlers. The army imposed a two-week curfew on the town and prevented the
delivery of supplies by outsiders.

Among its other intoxicating effects, Sadat’s initiative led to the creation of
the Peace Now movement in March 1978, at a time when the Egyptian-Israeli
talks looked dangerously close to collapse. Nearly 350 reserve IDF officers,
motivated by ‘deep anxiety’, sent an open letter to Begin, urging him not to
squander an historic opportunity for peace. ‘A government that prefers the
existence of the State of Israel within the borders of “Greater Israel” to its
existence in peace with good neighbourliness, will be difficult for us to
accept’, they warned.

A government that prefers the existence of settlements beyond the green line to elimination of

this historic conflict with [the] normalisation of relationships in our region will evoke questions

regarding the wisdom of the path we are taking. A policy that will lead to a continuation of our
rule over a million Arabs will harm the Jewish-democratic character of the state, and will make it

difficult for us to identify with the path of the State of Israel.2>

Sentiments like these saw tens of thousands of Israelis maintaining pressure
on the government to sign an agreement, expressing solidarity with
Palestinians, demonstrating against collective punishments and planting vines
to replace those uprooted by settlers in Hebron.

Begin’s government naturally looked to its own constituency, and under
pressure from the settler lobby, tried hard to suppress pro-PLO sentiment.
Activists were detained or deported, and Bir Zeit and other West Bank
universities shut down for weeks on end. Any restraint worried the right
wing. Ezer Weizman, Begin’s defence minister, rejected a recommendation
by the Shin Bet that Bassam Shakaa, the mayor of Nablus, be deported on the
grounds of a leaked conversation in which he had allegedly justified the
Coastal Road massacre: every other mayor in the West Bank and Gaza
threatened to resign if Shakaa was banished. Following the decision,
Weizman phoned his Egyptian counterpart to tell him the good news — so that
the peace talks could continue. Dr Ahmed Natshe from Hebron, who had
been expelled to Jordan on the eve of the 1976 municipal elections, was
allowed to return. At the same time, the Israeli military began giving ‘discreet



support’ to Islamist groups — mostly inspired by the Muslim Brotherhood —
that had been encouraged by the Iranian revolution a few months earlier.
Social welfare associations, charities and student groups in Gaza began to
challenge secular nationalists. In January 1980 Islamists attacked the home
and office of Hayder Abdel-Shafi of the Red Crescent Society and a leading
PLO loyalist. In years to come these events would be identified as the first
significant appearance of an Islamist trend in Palestinian politics.

Alarm spread among the settlers at the increasingly political direction of
Palestinian resistance. ‘The new Palestinian commanders no longer bedecked
themselves in tiger-striped uniforms and loaded Kalashnikovs’, wrote Hagai
Segal, one of the founders of Ofra.

Rather, dressed in elegant suits and half-height shoes, they clutched microphones and incited

their supporters in city squares to resist the occupation. Instead of a handful of venomous

terrorists lurking in underground organisations and acting only under cover of darkness, tens of

thousands of local youths enlisted enthusiastically in the new campaign, which they waged

(almost) without any explosives.2—4-

But Fatah soon gave a spectacular demonstration of its enduring belief in the
efficacy of armed action. It struck a deadly blow in May 1980, when a four-
man squad gunned down six Israeli settlers at Bet Hadassah in the centre of
Hebron — one of the most effective Palestinian attacks since 1967 and, given
the city’s emotionally freighted history, one of the most sensitive possible
targets to choose. Israeli public reactions suggested a lack of sympathy with
the settlement enterprise, argued one influential commentator.2> The
government retaliated by expelling Qawasmi, the Hebron mayor, and his pro-
PLO colleague from Halhoul, Mohamed Milhem, an articulate and handsome
Palestinian spokesman. Weizman rejected a more drastic proposal to expel all
the members of the National Guidance Committee. It was in this charged
atmosphere in June 1980 that settler activists bombed the cars of Shakaa and
Karim Khalaf, his colleague from Ramallah. Shakaa lost both legs, Khalaf
both feet, and a police sapper was blinded trying to defuse a third device
planted in the car of the mayor of El Bireh, Ibrahim al-Tawil. Israeli media
dubbed it the work of the ‘Jewish underground’, a euphemistic phrase with
echoes of the ‘dissidents’ of the pre-state Irgun and Stern Gang — though its
activities clearly constituted terrorism by any normal definition.

Internationally the PLO made a significant gain with the European
Economic Community’s Venice Declaration, which recognized the right of
the Palestinians to self-determination and called for PLO involvement in



negotiations — though it did not describe the group, as Arafat had hoped, as
his people’s ‘sole legitimate representative’. That confirmed the scepticism of
the PFLP’s George Habash about the value of ‘suave’ diplomacy compared
to the achievements of armed struggle. Referring to the EEC leaders, he said:
‘Let Giscard [d’Estaing] and [Willy] Brandt and [Bruno] Kreisky understand
that the Palestinian rifle will remain raised, to launch itself from Jericho to
liberate Jaffa and from Nablus to liberate Haifa.’2®

BEGIN, AGAIN

Menachem Begin’s second term as prime minister began in August 1981, his
position bolstered by the sensational bombing of the Iraqi nuclear reactor at
Osirak near Baghdad. The election victory was also an endorsement of the
Likud’s platform of keeping control of the West Bank and Gaza Strip and the
Golan Heights. (The Syrian territory was effectively annexed to Israel at the
end of the year, but this unilateral move was not recognized internationally.)
[lustrating the drift to the right, a small dovish party, Sheli (Peace for Israel),
which had taken the radical step of advocating negotiations with the PLO,
lost the two Knesset seats it had won in 1977, while the new far-right Tehiya
(Renaissance) party won three seats with support from the settler lobby. With
Ariel Sharon promoted to run the ministry of defence, changes to occupation
policy reflected the new political map. The principal one was the
establishment of a separate civilian administration in the West Bank and
Gaza. The new body was subordinate to the military government, but the
division of labour was designed to pre-empt the outcome of the autonomy
talks with Egypt by implementing Israel’s interpretation of Camp David
unilaterally. The head of the new administration was Menachem Milson, a
Hebrew University professor whose speciality was modern Arabic literature.
Milson bolstered the Israeli-backed Village Leagues, which had been
established to challenge the growing strength of the PLO in the cities. The
idea was that the conservative rural sector — which still accounted for 70 per
cent of the West Bank population — would be easier to cultivate and
influence. The scale of the ambition was demonstrated when Sharon
presented the leagues’ leaders to the visiting US defence secretary, Casper
Weinberger. But Israeli critics complained of outdated thinking and cited the
fact that West Bank villagers were in fact just as nationalist as town dwellers

— as shown by the numbers in prison for security offences.?’



The leagues, first set up in the Hebron area, were run by mukhtars or other
individuals who were granted powers to control water, electricity and other
services, and received payment as well as weapons and training from the
Israeli military. They were also authorized to issue some of the many permits
needed for construction, exporting goods — or visiting relatives in Jordan.*
The intention was to ‘storm the radical towns with the reactionary peasants’.%
The reputation of many of those involved with the leagues was dubious. The
figurehead was Mustafa Dudin, a former Jordanian minister. Pro-PLO figures
accused him and others of being collaborators or land dealers, raising the
ghosts of the ‘farmers’ parties’ of the 1920s and the ‘treacherous’ Zionist-
funded opposition to the mufti in the 1930s. Israel TV’s Arabic channel
broadcast clips of IDF officers handing cheques to Dudin to finance
development projects. Others were illiterates or criminals.? Palestinian
hostility was strong but might not have proved decisive without a decision by
Jordan, now working in tandem with the PLO, to ban membership of the
leagues on pain of death and confiscation of property. Within a few weeks
key members had quit, while one of its leaders in the Ramallah area was
assassinated by the PLO.*

AN EVERYDAY OCCUPATION

By the early 1980s life in the occupied territories had settled into a sort of
dreary routine moulded by growing economic dependence, the patriarchal
nature of Palestinian society, a deference to authority, the sophistication of
Israeli control — and sheer habit. ‘The carrot’, in the words of the Palestinian-
Israeli writer Anton Shammas, ‘had become the stick.” Palestinians described
their state of mind as ‘sumoud’ — ‘steadfastness’ or ‘hanging on’. The Israelis
were practised at wearing people down, discouraging initiative and
organization, not hesitating to intimidate and to punish. Raja Shehadeh, a
perceptive chronicler of the dreary reality of Israeli rule, described how it
worked on an unnamed friend:

So far the military forces of occupation have left him alone ... But when they come to suspect

that he is being effective ... they will begin to pursue him ... They will begin to keep him under

surveillance. They will keep him waiting for half a day until an ‘expert’ with a frightening face

interrogates him ... They may even instruct their agents to spread rumours to make him lose his

credibility. They won’t give him the permits he needs to get any of his projects started. And then,

people won’t have anything more to do with him, because no project associated with him will

get off the ground ... But if he persists and is perceived as a real danger, something will be found

against him, and he will be taken in. No-one will be able to prove what happened to him inside,
but everyone will see how much weight he has lost and how subdued and defeated he looks



when he is released. And if he revives after this and takes up where he left off, they will come

one night, drive him to the border in a jeep, and the number of deportees will be increased by

OHE.B—Z

Deportation was only one form of pressure. Ahmed Ajwa, an East
Jerusalem journalist, was detained without trial in December 1978 for
possessing leaflets opposing the autonomy plan. Ajwa was held first in the
Russian Compound in Jerusalem (known to Palestinians as the Muskoubiya)
where a Shin Bet officer named Uzi beat him and abused him for alleged
connections with the PLO. Later he was questioned by another man who
spoke Arabic with an Iraqi accent and used the name Abu Nihad. Ajwa
alleged that he had been throttled and chained to a pipe with his arms pinned
behind his back and a hood over his head for seventy-two hours and was told

the systematic torture and mistreatment of Palestinians in detention centres
achieved wide publicity. In June 1977 a detailed report on the issue by the
Sunday Times in London was dismissed as a ‘slur’ by the Israeli government.
(Later revelations suggested that the allegations were broadly correct.)**
Palestinians were not surprised by the newspaper’s findings. ‘Every time the
PLO does something outside we suffer,” said a member of the Aburish family
from Bethany.

Israeli anger is directed at us. Israeli soldiers picked up a cousin — because they thought he was a

PLO sympathiser and tortured him for three days and it took him two weeks to be able to talk

again. Cousin — was picked up by an Israeli patrol after — and they kept him in jail for two
days without food and water. He didn’t have any place to hide; we can’t even protect ourselves;

we are helpless.=>

Legal challenges to the occupation, however, became increasingly common
in the late 1970s. Important work was done by Israeli Jewish lawyers, notably
the veteran Communist Felicia Langer, who acted for Palestinians in many
cases that involved land confiscation, house demolitions and torture. It was
Langer who managed to save Bassam Shakaa from deportation, though she
was barred by the Communist Party from representing Palestinians who were
implicated in attacks on civilians.2® Many were represented by Leah Tsemel,
who was associated with the anti-Zionist group Matzpen. Israeli Arab
lawyers, with their mastery of Hebrew, were well equipped to work in this
area. Palestinians believed that the Israeli lawyers were less intimidated by
the military and thus better able to defend their clients. ‘It’s a slave
mentality,” one Arab lawyer said. ‘People simply refuse to believe that they
can be helped by another slave in a conflict with the master.’*



By summer 1981 it was clear that Sadat’s initiative would achieve nothing
on the Palestinian front. Moshe Dayan held meetings with leaders from the
West Bank and Gaza, but given the absence of any Palestinian buy-in and the
slow pace of talks it was obvious that any benefits of Israeli-Egyptian peace
would be strictly bilateral. In March 1982 Israel outlawed the National
Guidance Committee on the grounds that it was an arm of the PL.O and
dismissed the mayors of Nablus, Ramallah and El-Bireh — all democratically
elected six years earlier. Milson tried to justify the move by claiming that the
1976 polls were not democratic but were influenced by ‘terrorism,
intimidation and bribery’. Bir Zeit University was shut, triggering unrest that
left at least seven Palestinians dead® — and sarcastic jokes about the Israeli
professor’s attitude to academic freedom. Strict censorship was imposed on
newspapers published in East Jerusalem, and they were banned from being
distributed in the West Bank.

In October 1981, Anwar Sadat was assassinated by Islamist gunmen at a
parade marking the Ramadan war. His murder was a profound shock to Israel
and immediately triggered worries about the durability of the peace treaty he
had signed. (When Yasser Arafat heard of the Egyptian leader’s death, his
first comment was reportedly: “This is what happens to people who betray the
Palestinian cause.’*”) But Sadat’s vice-president, Hosni Mubarak, quickly
reaffirmed Egypt’s commitment to peace with Israel. Viewed from Cairo, it
would have been short-sighted to do anything else: in just a few months Israel
was required not only to return Sinai to Egypt but also, under the peace
treaty, destroy the settlements it had built on Egyptian soil since 1967. In
April 1982, Yamit on the north-eastern coast of Sinai near el-Arish was
evacuated as Begin asserted his authority in the face of alarm on the Israeli
right about the implications. ‘In the struggle for Yamit I saw a struggle for

colleague Yitzhak Shamir — a former leader of the Stern Gang — was filled
with ‘regret ... and foreboding’.*' In the end, though, the promised battle was
a damp squib. In a show of resistance that some thought carefully
choreographed, residents barricaded themselves on the rooftops before being
dragged into buses by Israeli soldiers, but there was no bloodshed — despite
the dramatic TV coverage. Still, a significant precedent had been set —
removing settlements for peace — even though it would not be followed for a
very long time, and even then not where it mattered most.
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1982-1987

‘Our stay in Beirut is a part of the struggle over the Land of Israel, a war against the main
enemy that had been fighting us for over one hundred years.’
Rafael Eitan, 1982

THE ROAD TO BEIRUT

On 6 June 1982, Ariel Sharon ordered Israeli forces into Lebanon to destroy
the PLO. Sharon’s grand design was intended not only to reshape the political
and military map of Israel’s northern neighbour but also to ‘manage the
conflict with the Palestinians to its own liking’, as Sharon told Sam Lewis,
the US ambassador to Tel Aviv.* The fact that the invasion’s goal was ‘to
solve the problems of the West Bank and Gaza’ was hardly a secret. Sharon
had laid out his battle plans in a meeting with Lebanese Christian leaders the
previous January — the relationship with them managed by the Mossad.*
‘Behind the official excuse of “we shall not tolerate shelling or terrorist
actions” lies a strategic view which holds that the physical annihilation of the
PLO has to be achieved’, a well-connected Haaretz columnist wrote three
months before the war. ‘That is, not only must its fingers and hands in the
West Bank be amputated (as is now being done with an iron fist), but its heart
and head in Beirut must be dealt with.”? Comments in a similar vein were
heard regularly before, during and after the war. The declared initial aim of
‘Operation Peace for Galilee’ was to push PLO forces twenty-five miles
north of the border. In a three-pronged offensive IDF tank columns, one



landing on the coast north of Sidon, captured strategic positions from
Palestinian fighters, while F16 jets bombed refugee camps and other targets
in Beirut. Israel also shot down Syrian aircraft.

Begin histrionically described the purpose of the campaign as preventing
another ‘Treblinka’. Other emotive Second World War references followed.
He responded to President Ronald Reagan’s request that he end the siege of
Beirut by describing Arafat as ‘Hitler and his henchmen hiding in his bunker’
in Fakhani. ‘Our stay in Beirut,” declared the IDF chief of staff, Rafael Eitan,
‘is a part of the struggle over the Land of Israel, a war against the main
enemy that had been fighting us for over one hundred years.’* Statements of
this kind, combined with mounting IDF casualties, fed widespread unease on
the home front for the first time in the country’s short history. On 4 July a
rally by Peace Now — formed to pressure the government in the wake of
Sadat’s initiative — drew a crowd of 100,000 in Tel Aviv, condemning what
protesters described as Israel’s ‘war of choice’ and highlighting the yawning
gap between right and left. Speakers, including reserve army officers just
back from active duty in Lebanon, called for Sharon’s removal and an end to
the fighting. ‘Israel was waging war without the traditionally automatic
political consensus that had been a bedrock asset of every government that
had been involved in war — up to this point’, noted one opponent.>

In fact, many were surprised that the Lebanon war had taken so long to
break out. The previous summer Palestinian rocket and artillery fire forced
Israeli civilians into bomb shelters and triggered a demoralizing exodus from
border towns and villages. On 17 June 1981 Israel had bombed the PLO
headquarters in Beirut, killing between 120 and 300 people. Since then,
however, a ceasefire brokered by the US envoy Philip Habib — an Arab-
American who had grown up alongside Jews in Brooklyn — had more or less
held. To Israel’s alarm, however, the PLO had used the intervening period to
build up its military strength.® Warnings of impending trouble had come thick
and fast in the preceding weeks, though US attention had been distracted by
the war between Britain and Argentina over the Malvinas/Falkland Islands.

The immediate trigger for Israel’s action was the attempted assassination
of the Israeli ambassador to Britain. Israel knew that the shooting of Shlomo
Argov had been carried out by the Abu Nidal faction — the Fatah
Revolutionary Council, a small Iragi-backed enemy of Arafat’s PLO — since
the three gunmen, as British police quickly discovered, had operated with the
help of the Iragi embassy in London.” (The hit-squad leader claimed during



the subsequent trial to have been born in Deir Yassin, though he was in fact a
Jordanian from the East Bank.) The group’s most obvious motive was the
wish to strike at a high-profile Israeli target. Other, more nuanced,
explanations were that it was an attempt to create a crisis in Lebanon in order
to justify a ceasefire in Iraq’s bloody war with Iran following recent gains by
the Iranians; another was that it was Saddam Hussein’s retaliation for the
Israeli bombing of the Osirak nuclear reactor a year earlier. Begin and
Sharon’s immediate interpretation was that it constituted a breach of the
ceasefire with the PLO. Sharon argued that a major offensive in Lebanon that
destroyed Arafat’s power base would ‘loosen his hold on the Arabs living
under Israeli rule in the West Bank and Gaza Strip’.? PLO influence would
then wither, allowing ‘moderate’ Palestinians to negotiate their own future —
by accepting autonomy under Israel or finding an outlet for their nationalist
aspirations in Jordan. In a scenario favoured by right-wingers, when the PLO
had been crushed, Palestinians would flee en masse across the river,
overthrow the Hashemite kingdom and create a Palestinian state in its place.”
Meir Pa’il, a veteran military commentator and critic from the left, provided
an astute analysis of this vision:

The invasion carries with it a message of vital import to the Palestinians: ‘Beware you

Palestinians living under Israeli rule! All that we have done to the refugee camps, the cities and

towns and villages of south Lebanon, on the coast of the Mediterranean between Rashidiye, Tyre

and Beirut, we can do to you in Gaza, Judea, Samaria ... and even perhaps in Umm al-Fahm and

Nazareth. And we can do that now, especially, given that there is no PLO or any other legitimate

body that could be seen to represent the Palestinian cause. If you would bend down and follow

our rules it would be best that you accept the limited autonomy offered you as defined by Begin-
Sharon-Milson. If not, your fate will be that of Rashidiye, Ein Hilweh, or Beirut.” Was that the

real aim of the invasion?.’

CHEERING FOR PALESTINE

Palestinians in the occupied territories saluted the resistance to Israel’s
onslaught and reaffirmed their support for the PLO. Strikes and
demonstrations were held to express solidarity, not only with their ‘sole
legitimate representative’ but with relatives who were fighting or suffering in
Lebanon. In July several mayors, including Rashad al-Shawwa in Gaza, were
dismissed for refusing to co-operate with the Israelis. Bir Zeit University was
again ordered shut."> But in Nablus, Ramallah, East Jerusalem and Gaza the
mood was noticeably subdued. For those living under occupation the
Lebanon war was another reminder of Israel’s unassailable military



superiority. Its methods of control and counter-insurgency, honed over the
years in the occupied territories, were applied in Lebanon, where the Shin Bet
used hooded informers and intimidating interrogations to identify wanted
men. In a Sidon schoolyard an Israeli journalist stumbled on a group of men
with their hands bound, blindfolded and forced to sit in the hot sun. “When
summoned they were brought to the entrance of what was once a classroom.
There the blindfold was removed just in time to see two Israeli soldiers
dragging a corpse out of the room. The man up for questioning could not
know that the same corpse was used in this exercise over and over.’*?

In late August, after a three-month siege of Beirut, Arafat and 6,500 Fatah
fighters left for exile in Tunisia and seven other Arab countries, watched by
Sharon, Eitan and the senior IDF command. The PLO leader was even
photographed in the sights of an Israeli sniper. Sharon claimed victory: ‘“The

departure of the PLO from Lebanon clears the way for Israel to achieve a

responded that the PLO embodied Palestinian aspirations and that the Israeli
invasion had only strengthened the will of the Palestinian people to struggle
and resist.** But the unvarnished truth was that the PLO had lost ‘the
territorial base of its state in exile, its headquarters and the bulk of its military
infrastructure’.’> First Jordan and then Lebanon had not been prepared to pay
the price of serving as a front-line state for the Palestinian struggle. For the
first time since it was founded, the PLO had no direct access to Israel’s
borders.

Israel’s presence in Lebanon was to continue, albeit on a more limited
scale, for years to come. The war of 1982 was controversial from the start
and seen by many Israeli Jews as unnecessary. It was routinely characterized
by words like ‘quagmire’ and ‘morass’, a Middle-Eastern Vietnam, marked
by deception and brutality. In September 1982, the massacre of hundreds of
Palestinians in the Sabra and Shatila refugee camps in Beirut by Israel’s
Phalangist allies — while IDF forces stood by and did nothing — cast an even
darker shadow over the enterprise. Palestinians saw Sabra and Shatila as
another example of their powerlessness and suffering and compared it to Deir
Yassin, the Nakba and to the events of ‘Black September’ in Jordan. In one
small West Bank village, more than 10,000 people turned out for the funeral
of a woman who was killed by the Israeli army during protests against the
Beirut killings.'® In Tel Aviv 400,000 people attended a Peace Now
demonstration, th