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Palestinian Hijackings

15. Leila Khaled was a member of the
Popular Front for the Liberation of
Palestine who successfully hijacked a
TWA aicliner in 1969 from Rome to
Damascus, where all passengers and
staff were released unharmed. Her
s§cond operation, against an Israeli
airliner, was foiled by El-Al security
officers who killed her partner and
overwhelmed Khaled before making
an emergency landing in London,
where Khaled was taken into custody
by British police. She was released
by the British on October 1, 1970,
as part of a prisoner exchange.
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CHAPTER 9

The Palestine Disaster and
Its Consequences

alestine declared war on Great Britain.

In January 1944, Jewish extremists in P’
“There is no longer any armistice between the Jewish people and the British Ad-

d of Israel] which hands our brothers over

ministration in Eretz Israel [i.e., the Lan
d. “Our people is at war

to Hitler,” the underground resistance movement asserte
with this regime—war to the end.”!
It may seem incredible that Jewish settlers would go to war with the British gov-
ernment, which had turned the Zionist dream of a Jewish national home in Palestine
into a reality. However, over the course of the Second World War, Britain had come
under increasing attack by the Jewish community of Palestine. The 1939 White
Paper, which bad imposed strict limits on Jewish immigration and called for Pales-
tinian independence under (Arab) majority rule by 1949, had infuriated the Zionist
leadership.
With war looming between Britain and Nazi Germany, David Ben-Gurion had
pledged to help the British army fight fascism as if there were no White Paper, while
opposing the terms of the White Paper as if there were no war. Most of the Zionists
in Palestine fell in line with Ben-Gurion’s policy and grudgingly supported the British
in their war against the Nazi regime in Germany. But other, more radical Zionist par-
ties saw Britain as the greater threat. They launched an armed insurgency with the
stated aim of driving the British out of Palestine.

Two Jewish terrorist organizations, the Irgun and the Stern Gang, were responsible
for the worst of the violence. The Trgun (short for Irgun Zvai Leumi, or Nartional
Military Organization) had been formed in 1937 to protect Jewish sextlements from
attack during the 1936-1939 Arab Revolt. After the White Paper was approved by
the British Parliament in May 1939, however, Irgun members came t0 view Britain
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as the real enemy. The Irgun launched a serics of bomb attacks on British government
offices and police stations in Palestine before suspending hostilities in June 1940,
With Britain at war with Germany, the Irgun leadership decided to comply with Ben-
Gurion’s policies of working with the British to fight Nazism.

One faction in the Irgun dissented and continued its attacks on the British. The
splinter group, which came to be known in Hebrew by the acronym Lehi (for Lohamei
Herut Yisracl, or Freedom Fighters of Tsracl), are better known in the West as the Stern
Gang, after the leader of the faction, Abraham Stern. Stern and his followers believed
that the Jewish people had an inalienable right to the land of Israel and that it was
their duty to redeem the land—by armed force, if necessary. For Stern, the 1939 White
Paper cast Britain in the role of an illegitimate occupier. Rather than siding with Britain
against Nazi Germany, Stern actively approached the Nazis to make common cause
against the British. Like some Arab nationalists, Stern hoped to work with the Germans
to liberate Palestine from British rule—Nazi anti-Semitism notwithstanding, In Stern’s
view, Nazi Germany was but a persecutor of the Jewish people, wheteas England was
an enemy who would deny the Jews statchood in Palestine.

Toward the end of 1940, Stern sent a representative to meet with German officials
in Beirut to argue for a convergence of interests “between the aims of the ‘New Order’
in Europe as interpreted by the Germans and the true national aspirations of the Jew-
ish people.” Through his envoy, Stern offered to use Jewish forces to drive Britain
out of Palestine in return for unrestricted Jewish emigration from Germany to Pales-
tine and German recognition of Jewish statchood. He argued that such an alliance
would resolve the Jewish question in Europe and Jewish national aspirations while
dealing their common Brirish enemy a crucial defeat in the Eastern Mediterranean.?

Stern never received a response from the Third Reich, He clearly miscalculated
the genocidal nature of Nazi anti-Semitism. For his overtures to the Germans, Stern
was roundly condemned by both the Irgun and the Jewish Agency, which provided
intelligence to the British to assist them in their crackdown on the Lehi. The man-
date authorities were in hot pursuit of the Stern Gang for a string of attacks and
bank robberies in Palestine. In February 1942, British officers killed Stern in a raid

on a Tel Aviv apartment. Its leadership in disarray after Stern’s death, the Lehi lapsed
into inactivity. A fragile truce prevailed between the Yishuv and the British between
1942 and 1944, while the Sccond World War raged.

The Irgun began to reorganize itselfas a resistance movement against British rule
in 1943. The movement was headed by a dynamic new leader named Menachem
Begin. Born in Poland, Begin (1913-1992) joined a Zionist youth movement before
flecing the country during the German invasion of Poland in 1939. He later volun-
teered for a Polish military unit in the Soviet Unjon, In 1942 his unit was sent to
Palestine, where Begin was recruited to the Irgun. He rapidly rose to lead the orga-
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ization and made contact with the new leadership of the Lehi, including Yitzha.k
rSlh mir. Both men would become prime minister of Isracl toward the end of their
a ) - . . .
lives, though they began their political careers in Palestine as terrorists. Continued
restr’ictions on Jewish immigration to Palestine, combined with growing knowle(‘igj

f the Nazi death camps and the Holocaust, exacerbated tensions between the radic !

0 . . .

Zionist movements and the British authorities in Palestine. By 1944, the Irgun ank
Lehi were no longer willing to be bound by the general truce and resumed attacks

he British in Palestine. ' . . .

” ”tfhee Trgun and the Lehi used very different tactics in their common ccl)r}ﬂlct aget(;nst
the British. Begin’s Irgun carried out attacks against the ofﬁce.s of the British mzn atce‘
and communications infrastructure in Palestine. Shamir’s Lehi, in ?onfrast, C(‘)n ducte
targeted assassination attacks against British officials. The orgamzatl(.)n. gained g)ar»

i i i bers assassinated the British minister resident
ticular notoriety when two of its mem ; : : '
in the Middle East, Lord Moyne, outside his home in Cairo on Novexzb;r dG, 1?1414({

i i itish official in the Middle East and had uphe
Moyne was the highest ranking Britis l in the ! - : ;
thz }1 939 White Paper’s restrictions on Jewish immigration to Palestlfle. H%shas;ass{n;
i i ly hanged for their crime. The Jewis
ught by Egyptian police and subsequently : .
VAV;::lz fnd it}s, p:;gr}':lmilitary wing, the Haganah, distanced themsclves from the Lehi

nd its acts, for fear of British retaliation. .

' It was only after the end of the Second World War that the Irgun, the ]_.,ehl, a.nd
the Haganah combined forces to fight against the British in Palestine. Tllle l1bera¥(})ln

i d the monstrous crime of the Holocaust. The
f the Nazi death camps had reveale . : : ‘
Feaders of the Yishuv were determined to bring Jewish surv1vorj of the genoc}lldel'froir:
i i Palestine. They refused to respect the lim
displaced person camps in Europe to ‘
oil%ewishpimmigration imposed by the 1939 White Paper ar;ld I({Ieclarei1 a reV(t)llt
iti i iod in 1945-1946, the Haganah secretly
inst the British mandate. For a brief perio laganal s
2§Zrdinated operations with the Lehi and Irgun, to force a change in British policy
hrough violence. ' N .
t r;lcf ten months the Haganah cooperated with the Irgun ancli 'Lehl ina serllfi; lof
bank robberies, attacks on infrastructure, and kidnappings of Brmslh persoilr}e t he:z
’ i i i ent in
i Ben-Gurion, consistently denied any involvem Xt
e icipati The British authorities, how-
i Haganah’s participation secret. The
operations and kept the Hag; oS e
i hole of complicity in the violence
ever, suspected the Yishuv as a wi cane eponie
i i 29 and July 1, 1946, over 2,
with a massive clampdown. Between June . et
i i i I Jewish Agency leaders. The Britis
of the Yishuv were arrested, including severa _
thorities also seized the papers of the Jewish Agency and t.ook thelrn back to the man
date secretariat, then housed in a wing of the King David Hotel. R
The British seizure of its documents amounted to more t.han an a lnllil
problem for the Jewish Agency. Among the papers were items implicating the agency
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and the Haganah in attacks on the British.> Were the mandate authorities to find the
evidence of Haganah and Jewish Agency involvement in terror activities, it would
only stiffen British resolve to prevent further Jewish immigration to Palestine, and to
concede to Palestinian Arab demands. From the moment these incriminating docu-
ments were taken into the mandate secretariat, the fate of the
sealed. The Irgun already had detailed plans for an attack on the high-rise hotel in
West Jerusalem, headquarters to both the civil and military administrations of Pales-
tine, but the Haganah had previously restrained it, arguing that such an atrocity
would “inflame the British excessively.,” On July 1, immediacely after the British
seizure of the Jewish Agency's files, the Haganah sent a command to the Irgun or-
dering it to carry out the operation against the King David Hotel as soon as possible.
Preparations for the King David Horel bombing took three weeks, On July22a
group of Irgun operatives delivered a number of milk cans filled with 500 pounds
of high explosives to the basement of the hotel, The “milkmen” w

ere surprised by
two British soldiers, and a fire fight ensued. But the terrorists had already managed

to set the timers to detonate the explosives thirty minutes later,

“Each minute seemed like 4 day,” Menachem Begin later wrote, “Twelve-thirry-
thirty-two. Zero hour drew near. The half-hour was almost up. Tiwelve-
Suddenly, the whole town seemed to shudder,™

The British authorities claimed that they had received no advance warning of the
attack. The Irgun insisted it had given telephone warnings to both
other institutions. Whatever the truth of the claims on either side,
been made ro evacuate the King David Hotel. The explosives, detonated beneath a
public café at the height of the lunch hour, sheared an entire wing from the hotel

and collapsed all six stories into the basement. Ninety-one people were killed and
over one hundred wounded in the explosion—Britons, Arabs,

and Jews alike,
The atrocity shocked the world and was denounced by the Jewish Agency as a

“dastardly crime perpetrated by a group of desperadoes.” Yet the British government
knew full well that the Haganah was implicated in the terror campaign, and it made
the point in a White Paper on terrorism in Palestine published only two days after
the King David bombing,

The British recognized they were fighting more than just a radical fringe. The
Jewish Agency and the Haganah mighe differ with the Irgun and Lehi on tactics and

methods, but they were united in purpose: the expulsion of the British to achieve
Jewish statehood in Palestine,

King David Horel was

one,
thirty-seven. . . .

the hotel and
no attempt had

In the aftermah of the Second World War, Britain had neither the resources nor the
resolve to remain in Palestine, The differences between Jews and Arabs in P

alestine
wete irreconcilable. If the Brirish made concessions to the Jews, they feared the Arabs
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uld start a revolt like that of 1936-1939. If they made concessions to the Arabs,
. as now clear what the Jews would be capable of. British efforts to convenea mfeet—
{t wof Arab and Jewish leaders in London in September 1946 failed when both sldels
ln . . - _
ref{';used to attend. Subsequent bilateral meetings in Lo.ndon in February 19é7 Zlo
lapsed under the weight of contradictory Arab and Jewish demands for statehoo .
PThc British had reached an impasse, and the fallacy of the Balfour 'Declarani;)r’l)
was now clear: Britain could not deliver a “national home 1:"0.1' tl.1e ]ew1s}.1 pe:)g;‘le
without prejudice to “rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Pulcsurfe. he
British government was out of solutions and had no more le\rfarag‘e over the dtsp}mng
pir:il*:s ;sn Palestine. And so, on February 25, 1947, British Foreign S.e:c:rc'mr);l l:;nesm
i i i he newly created United Nations in the hope
Bevin referred the Palestine question to t . anicEtep
i i i ight have more success in solving the pro .
that the international community mig) . ‘ . i
i i leven-nation Special Committee on Palestine,
The United Nations assembled an ! . ‘ .
l-umw: by the acronym UNSCOP. Aside from Iran, none of the UNSCOP mc;nhlers
had any particular interest in Middle Eastern affairs: Australia, Canada, Cz.ec (;-; T
vakia éuatcmalu India, Tran, Mexico, the Netherlands, Peru, and Yu???k;:l;“ dc -
; - in Palestine i d July 1947. Arab political leaders
5 t five weeks in Palestine in June an :
tg: [::dsfsnmcet with the UNSCOP delegates, whereas the Jewish .Agcncy took t.he
::;:;:thuniry to put the most persuasive case forward to the international community
i i in Palestine.
i f the creation of a Jewish state in . o
N s:ﬂz'lpifcﬂt;e UNSCOP delegates were in Palestine, waves of illegal ]ew.mh immi
i i i ith Jewish Agency assistance, in
from Europe into Palestine, wit
e T iti ffort to bar entry to these
i iti horities made every effort to
derelict steamers. The British aut e
i The most famous of these ships
, most of whom were Holocaust survivors. .
ref: gtf:;sExoa'm whose 4,500 passengers reached the port of Hallfa 0;1 July 1:. The
M : ; i i ance the very
ip i to Palestine and shipped back to Fra
ship’s passengers were denied entry ‘ ipped backto Fraace D ey
nt i German camps. Britain face p
t day for subsequent internment in : ¥ ;
?eer);atiznal condemnation for its handling of the Jewish refugee crisis, and for the
Exodus affair in particular. . ‘ _
xo\/:fl:nce between Britain and the Jewish community escalated while tt}:: I;IN
SCOP delegates conducted their investigation. The British had condcmn. dt ce
[reun men to death for terror crimes in July 1947. On July 12 the Irgun seize ;:::
Bfirish sergeants, Cliff Martin and Marvyn Paice, and held them .hc;lstage [}(: pre
’ i hen the British carried out the execu-
itish from hanging the Irgun men. W - B he excou
:?:nrsinttl:se Ir;uun hanglcdgMartin and Paice in retaliation, on July 29(.11 h; ]El:!'ll?l E
; ; ies i - / itis
i is o the dead men’s bodies in a macabre parody of Br :
pinned a list of charges to ¢ s thot s ppacus bobipeny
j i i .re “British spies” condemned fo .
legal jargon. Marcin and Paice were Ko ]
1thebriwgacrivitia" such as “illegal entry into the Hebrew homeland .md. mcr‘nbei’
hip of a British criminal terrorist organisation known as the Army of Occupation.
§ E
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Worse, the men’s bodies were booby-

was designed to provoke maximum oy
the fight in Palestine.

y TI:: haf‘lgi ng of the two sergeants made front-page news across Britain, Tabloids
: |rrr;:nanr=v-éelzlwlwsslh l‘isnhty with banner headlines screaming “Hanged Britons: Pic
ure Lhat Will Shock the World.” Instant] i-Jewi Simg
. ] ¥ @ wave of anti-Jewish demonstrati
gave way to riots that spread across England and Scotland : wigh the
d and raged th
first week of August. The worst i ook place o sy
; of the violence took place in th i i
pool, where in the course of five da - e e
_ ys more than 300 Jewish properties were at
. : . tacked
xizzm:: :Ehty-erght townspeople arrested by the police, The Jewish C'brmic;:-e
attacks on synagogues in London, Glas ,
' » Glasgow;, and Plymouth, and th
temples in other towns, Only two iberati : camp,
! ; years after the liberation of the Nazi death
swastikas and slogans such as "and “Hi PR
s gans such as “Hang All Jews” and “Hitler Was Right” stained British
N Pziw UNZCOhP c‘ieiegatcs were thus all too aware of the complexity of the situation
e c:s[;:]ned y the time they drew up their findings for the Unired Nations in August
- til e delegates (;w(:ire }imanimous in calling for the end of the British mandate,
€y recommended the partition of Palestine into Jewi ;
rec ; ewish and Arab states |
strong majority of cight to three. Only Ind; i | parition,

: - Only India, Iran, and Y; iti
preferring a unified federal state of Palestine, e ogetavisopposed parion,
dat;l“he B?tt}llsh [c]ill\cIiSré)t even wait for the United Nations to deba te the recommen

ons of the OP proposals. The Exodus scand i !
NSCOR ! al, the han iti
sergeants, the anti-Semitic riots that followed, and the UNSCOP i;grﬁfajT?nBé:tt:
succession, completely undermined Britain’s reso| s i «
s OIve to remain in Palestine. On Sep-
) ! government announced its intenti i i
laterally from Palestine and entrust ; bilie 1o e e
: ust its mandatory responsibiliti i
Na;:ns. The .da.te for the British withdrawal was set Faf May Idi[ “']559;; i
. :; ;er;nrlsr;al}ad lachic\::d their first objective; they had forced th-c British to
raw trom Palestine. Though their methods bli
e were publicly denounced by the
gency, the Irgun and Lehi had pl: i i
450 : ) ad played a key role in remoy
a major impediment to Jewish statchood, By using terror tactics to achieve politil{:?

objectives, they also set a dan i
A gerous precedent in Middle E; i
plagues the region down to the present day. S

trapped to explode when cut down. The act
trage and undermine Britain’s will to continue

Ilc UNSC() I'EP(}NI was presente o the ( ;ench }\.SSCIIII.!IY ii)l I!Cl)a[e mn Novem-
| ]) ! [ .
ber ] 94; . ].he terms DF deba[e W N

ere shaped by the majori i
e ofd : Jority recommendation for
partition of Palestine into a Jewish and an Arab state. The Partition Resolution

d:vidcld Palestinelinto a checkerboard of six parts, three Arab and three Jewish, with
Jerusalem under international trusteeship, The plan allotted some 55 percent 0;""[';
i €
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area of Palestine to the Jewish state, including all of the Galilee panhandle to the

northeast of the country, as well as the strategic Mediterranean coastline from Haifa

through Jaffa, and the Araba Desert down to the Gulf of Aqaba. o
Zionist activists lobbied UN members assiduously to secure the two-thirds majority

ired to carry the Partition Resolution and the promise of Jewish statehood. Amer-

requ tate]
ion’s support for

ican Zionists played a major role in securing the Truman administrat
the resolution. In his memoirs, Harry Truman later recalled that he never “had as much
pressure and propaganda aimed at the White House as I had in this instance.” Il? the
eleventh hout, the United States reversed its position of nonintervention and actively
pressured other members to lend their support to partition. On November 29, 1947,
the Partition Resolution passed by a vote of 33 to 13, with 10 abstentions. .
Having secured international authorization for the creation of a Jewish st'ate. in
at least part of Palestine, the Zionists had taken another major step towarfi z.1chlevmg
their goal of statehood. However, the Arab world generally, and the Pale.stmxan Arabs
in particular, remained implacably opposed to both partition and to Jewish statehood
in Palestine.

It is not hard to understand the Palestinian Arab position. By 1947 the Arabs of
Palestine constituted a two-thirds majority with over 1.2 million people, compared
to 600,000 Jews in Palestine. Many of the Palestinian cities designated :?ls part of
the Jewish state by the Partition Resolution, such as Haifa and Jaffa, contained la{'ge
Arab majorities. Moteover, Arabs owned 94 percent of the total land area of Palestine
and some 80 percent of the arable farmland of the country.® Based on thest? fact?,
Palestinian Arabs refused to confer on the United Nations the authority to split their
country and give half away. N o

Jamal al-Husayni, a notable of Jerusalem, captured Palestinian frustrations in his
response to the UNSCOP proposals in September 1947. “Th.e case of the Arabs of
Palestine was based on the principles of international justice; it was that of a People
which desired to live in undisturbed possession of the country where Prov1denc.e
and history had placed it. The Arabs of Palestine could not unc.lerstand why th'elr
right to live in freedom and peace, and to develop their country in ac.corda.nce .wlt}:
their traditions, should be questioned and constantly submitted to 1rwe‘st.1gat10n.
Al-Husayni, addressing his comments to the UN committee on the Palestinian ques-

“One thing is clear, it was the sacred duty of the Arabs of Palestine

tion, continued:
9

to defend their country against all aggression.” .
No one had any illusions that partition would go unchallenged. The Jews in Pales-

tine would have to fight for the lands allotted them by the UN’s Partition Reso.lu-
tion, not to mention any other territories designated for the Arab state to .VVthh
they might aspire. The Arabs, for their part, would have to defeat the Jews if they

hoped to prevent them from taking any part of Palestine.
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to fight fascism in the Spanish Civil War, these Arab

The morning after the Partition Resolution was announced, Arabs and Jews began peans responded to the call ) .
defeat Zionism. They were called the Arab Liberation

) i i i g . - - i
o prepare for an inevitable war—a civil war between the rival claimants to Palestine, _-_ “Lincoln Brigades” came to ' 3
Army (ALA), and their most famous commander was Fawzi al-Qawugji.

Fawzi al-Qawugji had never missed the opportunity to fight against European im-
His every batte had proved a glorious defeat. He was

Fm six months Arabs and Jews fought for their rival claims over Palestine. The £ perialism in the Arab world. i
Jewish community of Palestine was well prepared for battle. The Hugsiah bad K k. among the forces who retreated from Maysalun on the day the French defeated Kl.ng
:gflined extensive training and combat experience during the Second World War. ; Faysal's Arab Kingdom in 1920. He led the revolt against the French in the Syrian
I'hey had also stockpiled extensive arms and ammunition, The Palestine Arabs had r . ow)i'n of Hama and played a key role in the Syrian revolt of 1925-1927. He was al?o
made no such preparations and placed their trust in the justice of their cause and ki a veteran of the Palestinian Arab Revolt of 1936-1939. He sided with the Iraqi mil-
the support of neighboring Arab staces. B, 1 "'_ itary against the British in the Rashid Ali coup of 1941 and, when that movement
The controversial leader of the Palestinian Arab community was Hajj Amin al- ! wasycrushcd, defected to Nazi Germany, where he married his German wife and
Husayni, the exiled grand mufii of Jerusalem. Flajj Amin was a very divisive figure 3 -. waited out the rest of the war years.
who provoked oppasition both in Palestine and abroad. He was reviled by the British :I } Al-Qawugji was impatient to return from Europe to Arab politics. After Gf:r-
and other Western powers for his defection to Nazi Germany during World War I1 ’ 8 many’s defeat, he fled to France, where he and his wife boarded a plane to Cairo
and he was mistrusted to varying degrees by Arab heads of state. Hajj Amin’s lcad-, | (5 under assumed identities with forged passports, in February 1947, That November
ershi p was contested by a number of Palestinian notables, dividing the Arab com- he made his way to Damascus, where he was hosted by the Syrian government and
munity juSl‘ as it faced its greatest challenge. As he tried to lead the Palestinian ! :: paid a monthly allowance. ; ;
movement from his exile in Egypt, Hajj Amin undermined the prospects for mean- “ i For the Syrian government, al-Qawugji was a godsend. Unwilling to commit their
ingful common action between the Palestinian Arabs themselves, and between the b t own small army to war in Palestine, the Syrians threw their full support behind the
Palestinians and the other Arab stares. 2 Arab‘Liberation Army, for which al-Qawugji was the ideal commander. He enjoyed
The Arab states, many of which had only just gained independence from Euro- ) 2 hero's reputation across the Arab world and possessed vast experience in commando
£ colonial rule, were similarly divided and demoralized. T hey had just suffered i watfare. Now aged fifty-seven, the grizzled commander set up camp in Damascus
tlchr _ﬁm diplomatic defeat with the passing of the UN Partition Resolution over 4 3 and busily recruited his irregular army. ) .
their impassioned opposition. Faced with the decision to divide Palestine, inter-Arab -.: : In February 1948, a Lebanese journalist named Samir Sougi published an inter-
riwfl :-ies rose to the surface, k. < view with al-Qawugji that captured the atmosphere in his Damascus headquarters
‘ The only Arab country to support the idea of partition, since it was first mooted | J during the lead up to war:
in 1937, was Transjordan, King Abdullah (the former amir had been crowned kin g o 1
» I\{lay 1946) welcomed the opportunity to append the Arab territories of Palcsting T This Arab leader, motivated by utmost resolve, has made of his home a military
to his own nearly landlocked kingdom. Abdullah’s support for partition provoked ;. headquarters guarded by irregulars in American military uniform. Not an hour
deep resentment from Palestinian political elites and the active hatred of the mufii b of the day passes without Bedouins, peasants and young men in modern Clotl'.les
Hajj Amin. Abdullah’s isolacion in the Arab world was almost complete, He coulci B turning up on his doorstep, demanding to enlist as volunteers in the Arab Lib-
only count on a modicum of support from his Hashemite cousins in Iraq. He suffered & ! eration Army. He also has headquarters in Qatanah, where volunteers are under-
rhc‘ active misteust of the Syrian government, who feared Abdullah’s ambitions in e oing military training, waiting to be sent to Palestine.'
their own lands dating back to the early 1920s; the long-standing hostility of the % : ’
Hashemites’ rivals in Arabia, the House of Saud; and the suspicions of the Egyptian ,- -."-. Working together in a new regional organization known as the Arab Lcagt}e, the
mmlmrch ¥, who feared any challenge to Egypt’s self-declared primacy in Arab affairs 1 Arab states hoped to rely on the ALA to defeat the Jewish forces in Palestine 'w1thout
Rather than coordinate their actions and commit their national armies, the ncigh.. ._ B having to send in their regular armies. They appointed the Iraqi general Ismail Safweft
boring Arab states preferred to call on irregular volunteers—Arab nationalists and > 8 as coimandér i chief of the ALA and charged him with implementing coordi-

Muslim Brothers determi . . i : ivi ine into three
Brothers determined to save Arab Palestine, Much as Americans and Furo- . nated war plan for the volunteer irregular army. Safwat divided Palest




26 The Arabs

main fronts to coordinate operations according to a master plan. He placed al-
Qawugji in charge of the northern front and the Mediterranean coastline; the south-
ern front would fall under Egyptian command. The central front—called the
Jerusalem Front—was to be under Hajj Amin’s authority, who named the charis-
matic Abd al-Qadir al-Husayni to lead his forces.

Though a member of the mufti’s Husayni family, Abd al-Qadir transcended the
factional fighting and was held in respect by Palestinians from all walks of life. Fd-
ucated in the American University in Cairo, he was a veteran of the Palestinian Arab
Revolt, where he earned a reputation for bravery and leadership, and was twice
wounded. Like al-Qawugji, he later fought the British in Iraq in 1941.

The greatest problem facing Arab commanders both in Palestine and the neigh-
boring Arab states was the shortage of arms and ammunitions. Unlike the Jewish
soldiers in the Haganah, who had enjoyed British training for over a decade and
had gained combat experience fighting with the British in World War II, the Pales-
tinian Arabs had not had the opportunity to build up an indigenous militia. Also,

whereas the Jewish Agency had been smuggling arms and ammunition into Palestine,
the Palestinian Arabs had no independent access to arms. With no source of resupply,
it would not take long for Palestinian fighters to run out of the limited ammunition

they held.

The logistical shortcomings did not constrain the Palestinian fighters, however. Spo-
radic attacks against Jewish settlements began on November 30, 1947, and spread
from the cities to the countryside. Arab forces tried to cut roads leading to settle-
ments and to isolate Jewish villages. For most of the winter months of 1948, the
Haganah dug in and fortified its positions, working to secure the territory allotted
to the Jewish state by the Partition Resolution in advance of the British withdrawal
scheduled for mid-May.

In late March 1948, Jewish forces went on the offensive. Their first target was
the Tel Aviv—Jerusalem road. The Jewish quarter of Jerusalem was encircled and be-
sieged by Arab forces. The Haganah was determined to open a supply line and relieve
Jewish positions in Jerusalem.

The Arab situation in Jerusalem was far weaker than the Jewish commanders re-
alized. Palestinian fighters, commanded by Abd al-Qadir al-Husayni, did not have
the weaponry to retain their positions, The Arabs held the strategic town of al-Qastal,
which commanded the high ground on the Tel Aviv-Jerusalem road. As Jewish forces
advanced toward al-Quastal, al-Husayni made an emergency visit to Damascus in
carly April to secure the arms his men needed to hold their ground,

Inter-Arab disputes undermined al-Husayni’s mission from the outset. The Syrian
government was hostile to the mufti, Hajj Amin al-Husayni, and refused all support

e
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defenders and soon found themselves surrounded by Jewish reinforcements from
nearby settlements.

As dawn broke on the morning of April 8, word spread like wildfire among the
Arab fighters that al-Husayni and his men were surrounded by the enemy; the battle
of al-Qastal looked certain to end in defeat. However, Arab reinforcements rallied
to the call, and some five hundred men joined the besieged troops at al-Qastal. They
fought through the day and managed to retake the town by the late afternoon. Their
joy in recovering al-Qastal was shattered when the Arab fighters found the body of
Abd al-Qadir al-Husayn on the castern periphery of the town. The Palestinian fight-
ers vented their rage by killing their fifty Jewish prisoners. On both sides, the civil
war would prove a war of atrocity.

Abd al-Qadir al-Husayni was buried the following day. Ten thousand mourners
attended his funeral at the Agsa Mosque in Jerusalem. “The people wept for him,”
recalled Arif al-Arif, a native of Jerusaleny and historian of 1948, “They called him
the hero of al-Qastal.”"* The Palestinians never fully recovered from the loss of Abd
al-Qadir al-Husayni. No other local leader rose to command a national resistance
to the Jewish forces in Palestine, and his death was a tremendous blow to public
morale. Worse yet, his death proved entirely in vain. The demoralized Arab defenders

left only forty men to hold al-Qastal. Within forty-eight hours, Jewish forces retook
the town—this time for good.

The death of Abd al-Qadir al-Husayni and the loss of al-Qastal were overshadowed
by the massacre of the Palestinian villagers of Dayr Yasin on April 9. The massacre,
which took place on the same day as al-Husayni’s funeral, sent shock waves of fear
across Palestine. From that day forward, the Palestinjans had lost the will to fight.

Dayr Yasin was a peaceful Arab village of some 750 residents located to the west
of Jerusalem. It was a mixed village of farmers, masons, and merchants. There were
two mosques and two schools, one for boys and one for girls, and a sporting club. It
was the last village in Palestine to expect a Jewish attack, for the residents had con-
cluded a nonaggression pact with the Jewish commanders in Jerusalem. The Irgun
and Lehi gave no reason for their unprovoked attack on Dayr Yasin, Palestinian his-
torian Arif al-Arif believed the Jewish terror organizations targeted the village “to give
their own people hope and to fill the hearts of the Arabs with terror,”"

Theattack on Dayr Yasin began in the predawn hours of April 9, 1948. With only
eighty-five armed men facing a superior Jewish force supported by armored cars and
aircraft, panic spread among the villagers. One peasant woman was breastfeeding her
baby when the fighting erupted. “T heard the tanks and rifles, and smelled the smoke.
I'saw them coming. Everybody was yelling to their neighbours, ‘If you know how to
leave, leave!” Whoever had an uncle tried to get the uncle. Whoever had a wife tried
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safefy of the West Bank or neighboring Arab states.

*” That April, after Dayr Yasin,
the stream of refugees became a flood.

Some Palestinians chose to fight horror with horror. Four days after the massacre at
Dayr Yasin, on April 13, Palestinian fighters ambushed a
heading to Mount Scopus on the edge of Jerusalem. The two ambulances were
clearly marked with medical insignia, and the passengers werc in fact doctors and
nurses of the Hadassah Hospital and employces of the Hebrew University. There
were 112 passengers in the convoy, Only 36 survived.

The brutality of the ambush was captured in a series of grisly photographs in
which the attackers posed in triumph next to the bodies of their victims, These bar-
baric photographs were sold commercially in Jerusalem,
Arabs of Palestine thar they could destroy the Jewish ¢
atrocity could not dispel the air of defeat that
of Palestine in April 1948.

Palestinian morale had been shattered
Mount Scopus only heightened fears of fur
ing the collapse in public morale, the Haganah stepped up its operations in line with
a military plan known as Plan D for the depopulation and destruction of Palestinian
towns and villages deemed necessary to establish a viable Jewish state.

Jewish medical convoy

as if to demonstrate to the
hreat. Yet photographs of
permeated the towns and countryside

» and the massacre of Jewish civilians at
ther atrocity and Jewish retribution. Sens-

Haifa fell to Jewish forces on April 21
Palestine. Haifa was the economic hea
finery. The total Arab population came
istrative center of Northern Palestine.

Because Haifa had been allocated to the Jewish state by the UN Partition Reso-
lution, Jewish forces had been planning to take the city for months. Haifa had first
come under attack by Jewish forces in mid-December 1947. “The attacks set off
a fearsome emigration from the city,” wrote Rashid al-Hajj Ibrahim,
leader in Haifa. “A large part of the population saw the
as Jewish preparedness revealed how much the Arabs lacked to defend themselves,
which drove them to flee their homes,”20 Hajj Ibrahim, chairman of the Haifa Na-
tional Committee, worked with his colleagues in the municipality to restore calm

and restrain the attacks by local and foreign irregulars, many of them ALA volun-
teers. But their efforts were in vain, Violent exchanges between Arab irregulars and
Haganah fighters continued through the winter months and into the spring. By
early April, between twenty and thirty thousand residents had lefe Haifa.

The final onslaught began on April 21. As British tr
their positions in Haifa, the Haganah launched a mass;
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the possessions they could carry, flecing the terrors of war. One Arab eyewitness de-
scribed the human misery of the refugees: “People left their country dazed and direc-
tionless, without homes or money, falling ill and dying while wandering from place
1o place, living in niches and caves, their clothing falling apart, leaving them naked,
their food running out, leaving them hungry. The mountains grew colder and they
had no one to defend them.”?

By the end of the war, the Jews of Palestine had secured the main towns of the
coastal plain and the Galilee panhandle. In the process, they had driven between
200,000 and 300,000 Palestinians from their homes. The Palestinian refugees in-
tended to return when peace had been restored. They were never allowed back. As
David Ben-Gurion told his cabinet in June 1948, “We must prevent at all costs their
return.”?

The civil war ended on the last day of the British mandate. The Jews of Palestine
declared their statehood on May 14, 1948, and would henceforth be known as Is-
raclis. The defeated Arabs had no state to dignify their Palestinian identity. They
placed their trust in their Arab neighbors, whose armies were massing on Palestine’s

borders, awaiting the final British withdrawal.

On May 14, as they had promised, the British played the “Last Post,” took down

their flag, and boarded ship, turning their backs on the disaster they had made of
Palestine.

he day after the British withdrew from Palestine, the armies of the surrounding

Arab states invaded. On May 15, 1948, the civil war between Palestinian Arabs
and Jews was over, and the first Arab-Israeli war had begun. The governments of
Egypt, 'Transjordan, Iraq, Syria, and Lebanon each committed their armies, osten-
sibly to defend Arab Palestine and defeat Israel. In fact, the Arab League only decided
to commit the regular armies of the Arab states two days before the British with-
drawal from Palestine, on May 12, 1948. Had their intervention enjoyed a modicum
of coordination and advance planning, a glimmer of trust and common purpose,
the Arab forces might have prevailed. Instead, the Arabs entered Palestine more at
war with each other than with the Jewish state.

The Arab states were in complete disarray on the eve of the first Arab-Isracli War.
The conflict in Palestine had gone worse than anyone had predicted. For all his blus-
ter, Fawzi al-Qawugji had proved a disaster on the bartlefield, his ill-trained and
undisciplined troops forced to retreat from every action against the Haganah. The
Arab Liberation Army was by all accounts more of a burden than a relief to the be-
leaguered Palestinians, and the strategy of relying on Arab volunteers had proven an
ucter failure. As the date of British withdrawal neared, the ncighboring Arab states
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of date. The Syrian army did not exceed 6,000 men and was more of a threar than
an asset to President al-Quwwatli—hardly a month had passed in 1947 without ru-
mors of a plotted military coup. In the end, the Syrians committed fewer than half
their total military strength—perhaps 2,500 men—to the struggle in Palestine. The
[raqi army contributed 3,000 men. The Transjordanian Arab Legion was the best
trained and most disciplined army in the region, but it could only commit 4,500 of
its total strength of 6,000 men at the outset of the war. The Egyptians had the largest
force and sent 10,000 troops into Palestine. Yet in spite of these constraints, Arab

war planners were predicting a swift victory over Jewish forces within eleven days.

If sincere, such an estimate confirms how little the Arab side appreciated the seri-

ousness of the conflict that lay ahead.

Of all the Arab states, only Transjordan had a clear policy and interests in the
Palestine conflict. King Abdullah had never been satisfied with the territory the
British assigned him in 1921. He had aspired to restore his family's rule over Dam-
ascus (hence the call for a “Greater Syria”) and since 1937 had supported the idea
of a partition of Palestine in which the Arab tertitory would be annexed to his desert
kingdom (hence the animosity between the mufti and King Abdullah),

King Abdullah had enjoyed extensive contacts with the Jewish Agency dating
back to the 1920s. These contacts developed into secret negotiations during the UN
debate on the partition of Palestine. In November 1947 King Abdullah met with
Golda Meyerson (who later changed her name to Meir and rose to be Isracl’s prime
minister) and hammered out a basic nonaggression pact two wecks before the passage
of the UN Partition Resolution. Abdullah would not oppose the creation of a Jewish
state in the territory authorized by the United Nations; in return, Transjordan would
annex the Arab parts of Palestine that it bordered—in essence the West Bank.25

Transjordan needed Britain's approval to proceed with its plans to absorb the
Arab parts of Palestine. In February 1948, Abdullah sent his premier, Tawfiq Abu
al-Huda, to London, accompanied by his British commander, General John Bagot
Glubb (better known as Glubb Pasha), to secure British consent for th is plan. On
Febtuary 7, Prime Minister Abu al-Huda set out Transjordan’s plans to the British
foreign secretary, Ernest Bevin: u pon the termination of the Palestine mandate, the
government of Transjordan would send the Arab Legion across the Jordan to occupy
those Arab lands of Palestine that were contiguous to the frontiers of Transjordan,

“It seems the obvious thing to do,” Bevin responded, “but do not go and invade
the areas allotted to the Jews.”

“We would not have the forces to do so, even if we so desired,” Aby al-Huda
replied. Bevin thanked the prime minister of Transjordan and expressed his full

agreement with his plans for Palestine—essentially giving King Abdullah the green
light to invade and annex the West Bank.%
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Thus, alone among the Arab nations, Transjordan knew precisely why it was en-
tering th)e Palestine theater of conflict, and what it sought to gain. Tl-leA problez{n \;‘vas
that the other Arab states were all too aware of King Abdullah’s an?bmons,. anE they
dedicated more effort to contain Transjordan than to save Palestl;e: Syria, dgirlp‘t,

i i i lared bloc on Jordanian ambitions, and their

d Saudi Arabia constituted an undec
i:tions actively hindered the sound conduct of war. Though the Arab Leagu? n}zllrn.ed
King Abdullah commander in chief of the Arab forces, the commanders 9 t Z in-
divigual Arab armies refused to meet with him, let alone to acc?pt any of hlS. or CT
Abdullah himself questioned the Arab League’s intentipns, asklngd an Egypt;lan mr; .

i e Arab League appointed me as the com-
i delegation on the eve of war: “The :
ﬁ:r)l’def—ir%—chief of the Arab armies. Should not this honour be conférred on EgyPt
the largest of the Arab states? Or is the real purpose behind this appointment to pin
ibili i f failure?”?
blame and responsibility on us in case o i ’
theIf t;[:Arab states were hostile to Abdullah’s intentions, they were no'ne. thelz mjre
sympathetic to the Palestinians, given their animosity toward the Palestm:n ea etz
Hya'ijmin al-Husayni. The Iraqis begrudged Hajj Amin for thelsuppzrlt Izgav; ©
Rasjhid Ali al-Kaylani’s coup against the Hashemite monarcl}y in 19h : .1ngl A
j ince fallen out with Hajj Amin over their rival am-
dullah of Transjordan had long since . . .
bitions to rule Arab Palestine. Egypt and Syria gave Haj )'Amln.lonl()izli/t[lke\;rgzr;
upport, particularly after the collapse of Palestinian defenses in April an | May e .
S p"I[J‘he :Asrab coalition thus entered the Palestine War with largely negative goa};. )
i i ish state in their midst, to prevent Tran-
nt the establishment of an alien Jewis ' : i
;i::an from expanding into Palestine, and to keep the mufti iorj‘lx fogr?mg a ;1;; ° ;
i it | ise that the Arab forces fo
inian state. With such war aims, it is no surprise cesy
f}?::f;:ltsler;ifaes overwhelmed by Jewish forces driven by a desperate determination to

establish their state.

Jewish superiority in the battlefield was more a matter of manpowelzlr ajt\ld tf)irGel())(l)i\:te}:
than willpower. The image of a Jewish David surrounded by a hostile A;ab wolith
is not reflected in the relative size of Arab and Jewish forces. When ﬁr\lleMaa 1553 o
Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Transjordan, and Egypt—all went tc; warf o Fo)rrce (,a ot
Arab forces did not exceed 25,000 men, whereas the Israe [;e ense ree fo th
army of the new state was designated) numbered 35,000. Inht he i:urbsse ks Cam;
both the Arabs and the Israelis reinforced their troops, th.oug ' ; e 1 raand e came
near to matching Israeli forces, which reached 65,000 in mid-July, p
23

ove';l?leG ,I(s)i(leyn?eedC;n tii?rlr?jni'erical advantage. In the first p}flase c()if the; w}jr, Whtlh

until the initial truce of June 11, they were forced to fight a mul-
i?gof;:?alz/t[liyf: survival. The army of Transjordan, known as the Arab Legion,
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crossed into the West Bank at dawn on May 15. Though at first reluctant to enter
Jerusalem, which by the terms of the UN Partition Resolution was declared an jn-
ternational zone, the Arab Legion took up positions in the Arab quarters of Jerusalem
on May 19 to prevent Israeli forces from overrunning the city. Meanwhile, the army
of Iraq secured the northern half of the West Bank on May 22 and secured its posi-
tions in Nablus and Jenin without going on the offensive agains Israeli forces, Egyp-
tian units swept up from the Sinai into the Gaza Strip and Negev Desert, heading
north to meet up with the Arab Legion. Syrian and Lebanese forces invaded North-
ern Palestine. During this first phase of the conflict, all sides took heavy losses,
though the Istaeli position was perhaps the most vulnerable of all for having to take
on so many armies simultaneously.

With the ourbreak of fighting berween Israel and the Arab states, the United Na-
tions convened to restore the peace. The UN called for a cease-fire on May 29, which
came into effect on June 11. Count Folke Bernadotte, a Swedish diplomat, was ap-
pointed as official mediator in the conflict and entrusted with the mission of restor-
ing peace in Palestine. The first truce was set for twenty-eight days, and a total
embargo on arms was imposed on the region. The Arab states tried to secure arms
for their depleted forces but found the British, French, and Americans scrupulously
abiding by the terms of the embargo. The Israelis, in contrast, secured essential arm
shipments via Czechoslovakia and increased their troop numbers to over 60,000 sol-
diers. When the cease-fire came to an end on July
its adversaries for the resumption of hostilities.

In the second phase of the war, the Israclis used their superiority of troop numbers
and munitions to turn the tide against the Arab armies on every front. They mauled
Syrian forces in the Galilee and drove the Lebanese back across their own border,
They seized the towns of Lydda and Ramla from the Arab Legion and focused their
energies on Egyptian positions in the south, The United Nations, alarmed by the
humanitarian crisis in Palestine as tens of thousands of refugees fled the fighting,
resumed intensive diplomacy to secure a fresh cease-f re. The UN diplomats found
the Arab states—several of which had nearly run out of ammunition— all too willing
tosupport a truce. The second cease-fire came into effect on July 19 and lasted unil
Ocrober 14.

Whatever common aspirations the Arab states might have held before May 15
had been shattered by two disastrous months of war. The divisions berween the Arab
states, already deep before the start of the war, were seriously exacerbated by the
losses their armies had suffered in the first ewo rounds of the war. Instead of a quick
victory as the Arab League planners had o ptimistically foreseen, the Arab states saw
their armies pinned down in a conflict that looked increasingly unwinnable, Nor
did any of the Arab states see a clear exit strategy. Arab public o pinion looked on in

9, Israel was better prepared than
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shocked disbelicf as they saw their national armies subdued by a foe they had dis-
i “JerSIihiall)lfg:r‘ne for their own lack of preparation and coordinati.on,
R e a;cept to pin the blame on each other. The Egyptians and Syrl:m,s
ol 'egjnn E*Eidn": King Abdullah met in secret with the Jews? Was'n T
t‘fme(% h i Ze; Glubb Pasha fulfilling Britain’s promise to create a Jewish
o B'mlSh COfnnﬁlll"lhe fact that the Arab Legion held the West Bank ar‘ld Arab East
s PalCSt'mC' determined Israeli attacks was seen as proof of Jordanian t'reachcry
ol ?gams'tth the Zionists rather than valor. These squabbles had terrible con-
ot Wfi Arab war effort. The more the Arab states alicnatec'i each. other,
secfiuen::j ifrcl)is:ﬂZtion the easier it was for Isracli forces to pick off their armies one
and ac > .

by one.

i he Arab-Israeli crises during
led UN efforts to find a resolution to i .
Chour;: Berr?lzcrl:g: oef cease-fire. On September 16 he proposed a revnsi;d pz.ln:(;l:;l
e i d el
: le t ?(l;i Palestine in which the Arab territories would be an m.x;d Ito i:’mgzd -
Sl dda, which had fallen to the Israelis, a
i ing the towns of Ramla and Lydda, : . e
;lldudl]l;)%:sie:i twhinch had been allocated to the Jewish S[at((::\ b); lthe or(ligmal tljll\}l)la?lrl
ol : 1d comprise the Galilee and coas R
iti lution. The state of Isracl wou ; :
nn((lm Rc:a{iclrlr[ll?ould remain in international hands. Altlwufgh both the Ax Eb:;rlll
im Jl'en\lzvere' uick to reject Bernadotte’s plan, his diplon:mtlc.‘ effon:tsl were L o }j
Sraellls t h::ln terrorists from the Lehi assassinated the Swedish dip mnatﬁ - [;_
N ?) °r1 7wWith no prospect of a diplomatic solution, war resumed upon the exp
tember 17.

i he cease-fire on October 14. .
fatlIOnt;)li tth?rzeiound of fighting, between October 15 ar'ld. Novembe'r 5, i9§fn :See
| nl completed the conquest of the Galilee region, driving all S.yrlan,T ;ercaﬁer,

Sr?ie;i b Lik[))eration Army forces back into Syrian and Lebanese tel:ntoffy. ! Is,
a . | :
:}Ille Israelis concentrated all of their efforts on defeating (tiheh E@t1a;nr ;rc;:mmeled
. . o
i he isolated Egyptian units, and their air
raeli army surrounded t
Egypti itions for three weeks. TR
Eg}g’flan.?;’ Sllcz;z:: ir? Palestine would have serious political impl u.a:mns‘m E'gyl[;]t‘;
1 gypciz'achnwnt of Egyptian forces was under siege in southern I a]eljtmtl., ;;iulc
A’lldrg:oFFaiu}n some 20 miles northeast of Gaza. Pinned down for w?ch ;\:{;c e
Vila% the Egyptian soldiers felt betrayed. They had been sent to wa;:r wit o t}em}.
waini arﬁ:,s and ammunition. The more politically minded o Hoses .hP, =y
H;m;g;tunit; to meditate on the political bankruptcy of }lliyb;:it 'i ;wn:rn.?zkaria
o in Faluj Gama el Nasser, Z:

: he officers trapped in Faluja were .
BO";"_“E; ‘;r)l:nA::anga:a]: Salem—three of the Free Officers who l:.ucr would pjut th:
- tlh W of)the Egyptian monarchy. “We were fighting in Palestine but our dream
overthro
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were in Egypt,” Nasser wrote.? As a result of their experiences in the Arab-Israeli
War, the Free Officers would eventually turn defeat in Palestine into victory in Egypt,
vanquishing the very government that had betrayed them.

The Arab states continued to meet in a vain attempt at collective action to stave
off disaster. On October 23 the Arab leaders convened in the Jordanian capital,
Amman, to discuss a plan to relieve Egyptian forces, but mutual mistrust between
Syria, Transjordan, and Iraq prevented any meaningful collaboration. The Egyptians,
for their part, were loath to admir to their Arab brothers that they were beaten and
refused to coordinate military action even when it would have brought their own
besicged forces relief,

Arab division played to Isracl’s advantage. In December the Israelis not only suc-
ceeded in forcing a rotal Egyptian withdrawal from Palestine—aside from those
Egyptian troops still encircled in Faluja—but actually invaded Egyptian territory in
the Sinai. King Farouq's government had no choice but to invoke the 1936 Anglo-
Egyptian Treaty—much despised by nationalists for the way it perpetuated Britain’s
influence in Egype—to request British intervention to force an Isracli withdrawal
from the Sinai. On January 7, 1949, a truce was struck between Egypt and Israel.
The last Isracli offensive was in the Negev Desert, seizing territory down to Um
Rashrash on the Gulf of Aqaba, where the port of Eilat would later be built.

With the conquest of the Negev, the new state of Istael took final shape within
78 percent of the territory of Mandate Palestine. Transjordan had retained the West
Bank, and Egypt held the Gaza Strip, as the last territories of Palestine to remain in
Arab hands. With the defeat of the Egyptian, Syrian, and Lebanese armies, and the
containment of the Arab Legion and the Iraqi army, the Israelis won a comprehensive
victory in 1948 and could impose their terms on the Arab states. The UN introduced
a new cease-fire and opened armistice negotiations between Israel and its Arab neigh-
bors on the Mediterranean island of Rhodes. Bilateral armistice agreements were
concluded between Isracl and Egypt (February), Lebanon (March), Transjordan
(April), and Syria (July). The first Arab-Isracli War was over.

For the Palestinians, 1948 would be remembered as a/-Nakbz—the Disaster. Be-
tween the civil war and the Arab-Israeli War, some 750,000 Palestinians were re-
duced to refugees. They flooded into Lebanon, Syria, Transjordan, and Egypt, as
well as to the surviving Arab territories of Palestine. Only the Gaza Strip and the
West Bank, including East Jerusalem, remained in Arab hands. The Gaza Strip came
under Egyptian trusteeship as a nominally self-governing territory, The West Bank
was annexed to Transjordan, which, now spanning both banks of the River Jordan,
shortened its name to Jordan.

At the end of the first Arab-Istacli war, there was no place left on the map called
Palestine, only a dispersed Palestinian people living under foreign occupation or in
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the diaspora, who would spend the rest of their history fighting for recognition of

their national rights.

he entire Arab wortld was stunned by the magnitude of the Palestine di.saster.
Yet in this moment of crisis, Arab intellectuals proved remar.kably clear-sighted
about both the causes and the consequences of the loss of Palestine. '
Two critical works appeared in the immediate aftermath of the ﬁrsF Arab-Tsraeli
Wiar that set the tone for Arab self-criticism and reform. The ﬁrst.was written by Cor'1—
stantine Zurayk, one of the great Arab intellectuals of the twentlet}.l ceptury. Bo.rn mf
Damascus in 1909, Zurayk had completed his B.A. at the Amerlca.n University o
Beirut, his M.A. at the University of Chicago, and his doctoTate at Prmcc.eton—'all l.)y
the age of twenty-one. He spent his life between acad('amlc and public service a1ln
Lebanon and Syria, and wrote a string of hugely influential works on Ar’ab nfm.orfll -
ism. It was Zurayk who gave the 1948 war its Arabic narTle, al-,l’\Takba, .w1th llns m' u-
ential tract Ma ‘nat al-Nakba (or, “The Meaning of the Disaster ), pubhshed in Beirut
i the war in August 1948.%
: t};iil f':slf:gc};tn(zif landmark boogk was written by a Palestinian .notable named Musa
Alami. The son of a former mayor of Jerusalem, Alam? studled' law at Cambrldﬁe
before entering service with the mandate government in Palestine. He rose B the
rank of Arab secretary to the high commissioner and crown cour?sel before reslgmr}llg
in 1937 at the height of the Arab Revolt, to enter privalte practice and support the
nationalist movement. Alami represented Palestinian aspirations in the Lorlldon colxll-
ferences of 1939 and 1946-1947 and served as Palestinian re’present’atlv.e tg ;he
formative meetings of the Arab League. His March 19{19 essay Tbrat Filastin (. e;
Lesson of Palestine”), reflected on the Arabs’ total defeat and the route to nationa
o3
reggr;et;il;f;ors recognized that the loss of Palestine and the creation of.Israel1 op'enef}
a dangerous new chapter in Arab history. “The de.feat of. the Arabs. in Pa .estmer,
Zurayk warned, “is no simple setback or light, passing evil. I.t isa filsaste.r ;ln e}x:: });
sense of the word and one of the harshest of the trials and trlbulajﬂons wit lwdllc)
the Arabs have been afflicted throughout their long history——'a history marke lg
numerous trials and tribulations.”? Arab failure to confron.t this new da.nger w;)u
condemn them to a future of division and rule, zot so unlike the colonial era from
i ¢ only just gaining their independence. . .
Whgi;}rllet};xj:irmilari);iis ingtheir dgiagnoses of Arab ills, it is not sur'pr-is.mg t.hat Alamd1
and Zurayk recommended similar cures. The spectacle of Arab divisions 1mpr;:ss}e]
on both men the need for Arab unity. The post-World War I settlement, and the
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partition of the Arab world between Britain and France, had fragmented and weak-
ened the Arab nation. The Arabs, they argued, would only realize their potential as
a people by overcoming the divisions of the imperial order through Arab unity. They
recognized the contradictions between narrow nation-state nationalism (e.g., the
distinct nationalism of Egyptians or Syrians) and the broader Arab nation to which
they aspired. Zurayk believed formal union was impossible in the short term, given
deeply entrenched national interests among the newly emergent independent Arab
states. So, in the first instance, Zurayk called for “far-reaching, comprehensive
changes” to the existing Arab states in advance of the long-term goal of unity.*3
Alami placed his hopes in an “Arab Prussia” that might, through force of arms,
achieve the desired unity.?* The role of Arab Prussia would appeal to a number of
nationalists in the upper ranks of Arab armies, as the military men prepared to take
their place on the political stage in the aftermath of the Palestine disaster,

In their response to the Palestine disaster, Alami and Zurayk both called for noth-
ing short of an Arab renaissance as prelude to Arab unity, and as a prerequisite for
the redemption of Palestine and Arab self-respect in the modern world. Their baoks
enjoyed wide circulation and were hugely influential, precisely because their analyses
reflected the spirit of their times. Arab citizens had grown deeply disenchanted with
their rulers. The old political elites, who had led the struggle for national indepen-
dence, had grown tainted by association with their imperial masters. They had been
educated in European universities and spoke their language, they dressed in Western
clothes, they worked through the institutions imposed by colonialism—all in all,
they reeked of collaboration. They bickered over small gains, and their worldview
had been narrowed to the borders of the states the imperialists had imposed on them.

Politicians in the Arab world had lost sight of the greater Arab nation that still
inspired so many of their fellow citizens. The bankruptcy of their politics had been
revealed to all through the disastrous Arab performance in Palestine. Hence the
remedies proposed by Alami and Zurayk, of a greater Arab nation composed of em-
powered citizens facing the challenges of the modern age with the strength of unity,
struck so many Arabs as the obvious solution to their present weakness. The lesson

of Palestine was that divided, the Arabs were sure to fall, and only if united could
they hope to withstand the challenges of the modern world.

The times were changing, Arab rulers were gravely weakened by their failures in
Palestine. A new generation was rising to the call of Arab nationalism and took their
own governments as their first targets,

A rab defeat in Palestine and the emergence of the state of Israel completely desta-
bilized the newly independent Arab states. The months immediately following

= religious party, the loss o
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© {-Nakba were stained by political assassinations and coups in Egypt, Syria, Lebanon,

- and Jordan.

Following the Palestine disaster, Egypt was thrown into political chaos, For a new
£ Muslim land to create a Jewish state was nothing short of a

betrayal of Islam. The Egyptian Muslim Brothcr}_lood had been Futfndec}{in ‘h‘drarc:
1928 by Hasan al-Banna, a primary school teacher in t‘hc Suez Canal c:c?r(;: sm:n 1)?: :
‘Al-Banna was a charismatic reformer who fought against the Western in ences ¢ a(;
“he believed were undermining Islamic values in Egypt. Between European-inspire

- reforms and British imperialism, al-Banna argued, the people of Egypt had “departed

from the goals of their faith.”” What began as a movement for the ;‘f.jr:.lev.lral i::;::;
within Egyptian society evolved into a powerful [-)Olltl{:al force th;(: had, by

‘ 1940s, come to rival in power the established parties, ewin the Wa . —

The Brotherhood had declared the Palestine War a thlad and disp:.atc e a;j:;(

ions of volunteers into Palestine to fight against the creation of a th‘lsh St::;c. i E
the other Arab volunteess in the Liberation Army, they had underestimate ]e;wfz :
strength and organization. Unprepared for battle, they were eqlml!y‘unl?rezmc'. L
defeat. They saw the Arab failure in Palestine as a betrayal .of rchg::on and pis ¢
the blame on Arabhgovcmmcnts generally and on the [j‘.gypuan govund m:;nt in g:n-
ticular, They returned to Egypt o organize demonstrations and accused the gov
ment of}ésponsibiﬁty for the defeat.

"he Egyptian government took quick actior .
hot')ld}TLIf ?\Et:l:osslg months of 1948, the nganizarion was au.:.usc‘d J—F fr‘:me:;;r;f
riots and plotting the overthrow of the Egypuan_go\remmr:n.t. P:l lm:1 lm:;'i:dvi“
mud Fahmi al-Nugrashi, who had declared martial iztw, approve ; 1:crvz«: .'1 cri
the Muslim Brotherhood on December :3, :)4& r hedassets of the society wi

i ; seized, and many of its leaders arrested. .

fm:[?;l; ;2:1‘:;‘:? :hf;::;uslim Brothrhoud, Hasan al-Banna, was leftac !:berr)t, .and he
| own movement with the government. His efforts
both sides. Prime Minister al-Nuqrashi refused
to meet with al-Banna or to make any concessions to the Brorherh@d. Exrr.emnsatz
within the society resorted to violence. On Dece.mber 28, the Egypuag premier
gunned down while entering the Ministry of Interior, sl.mt at close range by a :’f?l’&l‘ll\l:il}'}t
student who had been a member of the Brotherhood since .l 944 Al-Nugqrashi was the
fiest Arab leader to fall in the tense aftermath of the P:}leStme dlsasmj; o

The government never arrested Hasan al-Banna for a]-ItJuq‘rashl s assasis(mmf):.'
The leader of the Muslim Brotherhood took lh’l:.le comfort 1!:[ his free.dorfl, ‘now;\ I&_’
that so long as he was at liberty he would be at risk of a retaliatory ;s‘sﬁssmanon. .
Banna tried to negotiate with al-Nugrashi’s sucoessor but found a ”gowfrnn::w
doors closed to him. He protested the Brotherhood’s innocence of all attemp!

overthrow the political system, but to no avail,

1 to suppress the Muslim Brother-

tried to reconcile extremists inside his
were undermined by intransigence on
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Q}LE‘EbjEErY 12, 1949, Hasan al-Banna was shot and killed outside the head-
quarters of the Young Men’s Muslim Association, It was widely assumed that the
assassination had been ordered by the government with the support of the palace.
The two political murders in the space of six wecks raised political tensions in Egypt
to unprecedented levels.

In Syria, the Palestine disaster provoked a military coup d’état. President Shukri al-
Quwwatli had long feared that his army would overthrow him, and on March 30,
1949, his fears were vindicated. Colonel Husni al-Za'im, army chief of staff, led a
bloadless coup described by veteran Syrian political Adil Arslan as “the most signif-
icant and strangest event in recent Syrian history.” In his diary, Arslan elaborared:
“The general public celebrated, and the majority of the students took the opportu-
nity to hold demonstrations in the streets. However, the political elites were struck
silent with anxiety over the fate of their country.”* Syria’s political elite were anxious
to preserve the young Syrian republic’s democratic institutions. They feared military
dictatorship, and with good reason. Though al-Za'im’s government lasted less than
150 days, his coup marked the entry of the military into Syrian politics. Except for
a couple of brief hiatuses, military men would remained in control of Syria for the
rest of the century.

One of the strangest aspects of al-Za'im’s rule, according to his foreign minister,
Adil Arslan, was his willingness to come to terms with Israel so soon after Syria's
defeat. The armistice between Syria and Tsrael was concluded by Husni al-Za'im’s
government on July 20, 1949. Behind the scenes, al-Za'im was willing to go far be-
yond an armistice, to pursue a comprehensive peace treaty with Israel. With the full
support of the U.S. government, al-Za'im relayed a series of proposals to Israeli
prime minister David Ben-Gution through the Syrian team at the armistice nego-
tiations. Al-Za'im offered full normalization of relations between Syria and the Jew-
ish state—an exchange of ambassadors, open borders, and full economic relations
with Isracl.

Al-Za'im’s proposal to settle up to 300,000 Palestinian refugees in Syria attracted
the attention of both American and UN officials. It was al ready clear that the refugee
problem would prove the greatest humanitarian issue and a major sticking point in
resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict. Al-Za'im sought U.S. development assistance for
the Jazira District, north of the Euphrates River, where he proposed to settle the
Palestinians. He believed tha the injection of Palestinian labor and American funds
would help modernize his country and develop its economy.?”

The Israeli prime minister had no interest in al-Za'im’s offer. Despite the best
efforts of the Truman administration, UN mediator Dr. Ralph Bunche, and che Is-
racli foreign minister, Moshe Sharett, Ben-Gurion refused to meet with al-Za'im or
even to discuss his proposals. Ben-Gurion insisted the Syrians sign an armistice first.
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He knew that al-Za'im wanted to adjust Syria’s boundaries to divide the Lake of
Tiberias between Syria and Israel, which Ben-Gurion rejecte(.fl out of hand..The Is-
raeli prime minister was in no hurry to conclude peace d.eals w1tb hl.S Arab nelghbors,
and he certainly did not want to set a precedent of making terrlto%'lal concessllons o
secure peace. If anything, Ben-Gurion worried that t.he boundaries of Israel, as r;—
flected in the armistice agreements with its Arab neighbors, fell well short of the
ish state.
nees(;}:)efndl;eer]:—:véurion refused to meet with al-Za'im, the U.S. administration sug-
gested a meeting between the foreign ministers of Syria 'anc’i Israel.. The US amb;;s.—1
sador to Damascus, James Keeley, approached al-Za'im s forelgn rmnlste.r, All
Arslan, to propose the meeting. Arslan was the scion of a p.n'nce]y L)I'l{zc‘ f:amﬂly wdm
had entered government under al-Za'im with some misgivings. In his t‘l iary he ::I
scribed the colonel as both a friend and a madmzmT rhmlg.h Keeley's pr:}png.ici
recorded by Arslan in his diary on June 6, 1949, convinced him that al-Za'im ha
lost‘g;hzezgr;(g; want me to agree to hold a meeting Zvith [Tsraeli foreigl;1 miIn}ilster
Moshe] Shertok,” Arslan asked the U.S. ambassador, “when you know that \ ave
never been fooled by the bluffs of the Jews, and I am the last among the Arabs to
ions to them?”
ma‘l'(;oct:l;:fsl:;on forces me to give you a candid repl?r," Keeley responded, “;h;ugl!
I am not at liberty to discuss the matter, which remains secret. However, as nm:r
you are an honourable man, T would ask for your word to’krcfp the matter Sec,r:i .
Arslan gave his word, and Keeley continued. “It was_Za im \?rim s:ugge:tf, [m.
meet with Ben-Gurion . . . who refused, so we [i.e., the U.S, ‘TII‘.‘I'I'IH‘IIS[I.':H'IUIIII tS;:ug tl:
a meeting might be held between the foreign ministers of Syrla. anddls”rae . Sherto
agreed, and put forward the suggestion which you have now rejected. N
The astonished Arslan tried to hide his emotions as Keeley exposedd' —1 a'im’s
secret diplomacy with the Israelis, and tried to dismiss the overtute as ad lgtc;lrclil:l:vc
ploy by the Syrian president. The American cild not force the point and wi g
Jeaving Arslan to contemplate his next move.* . b
Atslan stayed in his office late that night. He confe.rred with afne{n € B
Syrian delegation to the armistice talks, who was c'onvmced al-Za HT(; 13ten e i
meet with Shertok himself. Arslan considered stepping down but. deci ed to SEW E
office to keep the Israelis from achieving their objective of getting Syria tt)o real
ranks with the other Arab states by concluding a separate peace dial. He e}%an o
contact other Arab governments to warn them of “a great danger, though he was
reveal what it was. '
Carjf;ll;?st rt:action indicates how out of touch al-Za'im .had grown with-b.oth jyfrlan
public opinion and the views of the political el.ite. Coming out of a brulsui;gll e I_iii
the Syrians were in no mood to make peace with Isracl—the army least of all.
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al-Za'im gone public with his peace plan, he would have faced insurmountable op-
position at home. Even so, too many respected international figures, including U.S.
Secretary of State Dean Acheson, UN mediator Ralph Bunche, and a host of Israeli
political and intelligence agents, were sufficiently persuaded of the merits of al-
Za'im’s plan at the time for us to dismiss it out of hand today. What does emerge
from the story is that it was in fact Ben-Gurion who ruled out the first Arab peace
initiative. Faced with a peace plan that had both U.S. and UN backing, Ben-Gurion
said no.

Al-Za'im did not head Syria long enough to give peace a chance. His reforms (of
which peace overtures with Israel represented but a small part) alienated the different
social groups that had originally supported his rise to power, leaving him isolated.
Some of the officers who had supported his coup now plotted against him. On Au-
gust 14, 1949, they repeated the measures taken in the March coup, arresting leading
government figures and securing the radio station. A group of six armored cars sur-
rounded al-Za'im’s house and, after a brief shootout, arrested the deposed president.

Al-Za'im and his premier were taken to a detention center, where they were sum-
marily executed.

The man who arrested and executed Husni al-Za'im was a follower of Antun Sa'ada,
one of the most influential nationalist leaders in the Arab world. Sa'ada (1904—
1949) was a Christian intellectual who returned to his native Lebanon from Brazil
in 1932 to found the Syrian Social Nationalist Party. A lecturer at the American
University of Beirut, he opposed the French mandate and its efforts to break up
Greater Syria, and he militated for a union of the states of Greater Syria. His political
views provided an alternative to pan-Arab nationalism and, with his call for separa-
tion of religion from politics, appealed to a wide range of minority groups who
feared Sunni Muslim domination in a pan-Arab state.

In July 1949, Antun Sa'ada launched a guerrilla campaign to overturn the Leba-
nese government. His revolt was short-lived; he was caught by the Syrians within
days of launching his campaign and handed over to the Lebanese authorities, who
promptly tried and executed the would-be revolutionary on July 8, 1949,

Sa'ada’s zealous followers were quick to seek their revenge. On July 16, 1951, a
Sa'ada partisan assassinated the former Lebanese premier, Riyad al-Sulh (whose
government had executed Sa'ada) while he was on a visit to the Jordanian capital,
Amman,

Arab politics were growing increasingly violent as political coups, executions, and
assassinations marked the change of leadership in Arab states. Only four days after
the assassination of Riyad al-Sulh, King Abdullah of Transjordan was assassinated
as he entered the al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem for Friday prayers. His fifteen-year-
old grandson Hussein, the future king of Jordan, was with him when he was killed.
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“I wonder now,” Hussein wrote in his autobiography, “looking back across the years;
whether my grandfather had an inner knowledge of the tragedy that was 50 close..

Hussein remembered a conversation with King Abdullah on The morning of his
Jeath. The old king spoke words “so prophetic that I would }?esmate to re[:(c‘:at them
had they not been heard by a dozen men alive today,” Hussein recorfied‘. \X/',hen I
I would like to be shot in the head by a nobody,” he said. “That’s the

2]

have to die, x
siamplcst way of dying. I would rather have that than become old and a burden.

The old king would see his wish granted sooner than he expected. '

King Abdullah knew that his life was in danger. He was surrounded b).r e.nemles
in the Palestinian territories recently annexed to his kingdom. Many Pales.nmans ac-
cused him of striking a bargain with the Jews to expand his country at thfur expense,
and Hajj Amin al-Husayni blamed King Abdullah for' betrzliymg Palestme‘. Yetf no
one could have foreseen the new culture of Arab political violence reach right into
one of the holiest Muslim places of worship. .

The “nobody” who shot King Abdullah was 2 twcnty.—one-year—old tailor’s a}p}-l
prentice from Jerusalem named Mustafa 'Ashu. More a hired gun tl)lan a man wit
political motives, "Ashu himself was shot dead instantly by .tl’.le lfmg s guard: Sc?res
of arrests were made, and ten men were charged with con_nphaty in t})le assassination,
though the rial did little ro shed light on who lay behind the king’s murder. Four

of the ten were acquitred, two condemned to death in gbsentna (both had defected

to Egypt), and four men hanged for their role in the assassination. Three of themen _ 4 §
)

’, e

who were executed were common tradesmen—a cattle broke.r, a butchler, and a cz.,\fé
owner—with criminal records. The fourth, Musa al-Husayni, was a distant relative
of the mufii’s.?® Both the mufti and King Farouq of Egypt were suspected Uc;f
bankrolling the assassination, though the truth has now 31.1rcly .been lost forever. Ul-
timately, King Abdullah was another victim of the Palestine disaster.

frer the post—World War 1 partition of the Middle East, the Palestine disaster
Astands as the most important turning point in wwentieth century Arab history.
— dav.
We are still living its consequences today. . . '
Among the most enduring legacies of the war is the Arab-Israeli conflict tf.lat o
tinues today. Between Arab refusal to accept the loss of Palestine and Israeli aspira-

tions for more territory, further Arab-Israeli wars became inevitable and have

i adly frequency over the past six decades.
rea;l'l;zdhv:rl;};: f(::ostz of ?his co};ﬂict have been devastating. The Palestinian refugee
problem remains unresolved. The original 750,000 displaced persons now e)fcee'ds
4.3 million refugees registered with the Uhited Nations, the résult of fflrther territorial
losses in 1967 and natural growth over sixty years. Over the intervening decades, the
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Palestinians have created representative bodies to advance their goal of statehood, but
they have also pursued their goals through armed struggle ranging from border raids
on Israel to terrorist attacks on Israeli interests abroad, to popular insurrection and
armed resistance in the Occupied Gaza Strip and West Bank, and terror attacks
against Israel. In spite of-——some would argue, because of—these strategies, Palestinian
national aspirations have gone unfulfilled.

The Palestine disaster had a terrible impact on Arab politics. The hopes and as-
pirations of the newly independent Arab states were overshadowed by their failure
in 1948. In the aftermath of defeat in Palestine, the Arab world witnessed tremen-
dous political upheaval. The four states bordering Mandate Palestine were wracked
with political assassinations, coups, and revolution. A major social revolution was
taking place, as the old elites were overthrown by a younger generation of military
men, many from rural backgrounds who were more in touch with popular politics
than the foreign-educated political elites of the interwar years. Whereas the old-
guard politicians struggled for national independence within the boundaries of their
own states, the firebrand Free Officers were Arab nationalists who promoted pan-
Arab unity. The ancien regime spoke European languages; the new vanguard spoke
the language of the street.

In a very real sense, the Palestine disaster spelled the end of European influence
in the Arab world. Palestine was a problem made in Europe, and Europe’s inability

, to resolve the problem reflected its own weakness in the afiermath of the Second

World War. Britain and France emerged from that conflict as second-rate powers.
The British economy was in tatters after the war effort, and French morale was shat-
tered by years of German occupation. Both had too much to rebuild at home to in-
vest much abroad. Empire was on the retreat, and new powers dominated the
international system.

The young officers who came to power in Syria in 1949, in Egypt in 1952, and
in Iraq in 1958 had no ties to Britain or France and looked instead to the new world
powers—the United States and its superpower rival, the Soviet Union. It was the
end of the imperial age and the beginning of the new age of the Cold War. The
Arabs would have to adapt to a new set of rules.
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CHAPTER 10

The Rise of Arab Nationalism

he Arab world entered the new era of the Cold War in a state of revolutionary
. . . . .
ferment. The anti-imperialism of the interwar years gained renewed v1g(;r a
the end of the Second World War. Hostility toward Britain and France was rite 1in

the aftermath of the Palestine War. This complicated Britain’s position in Egypt,

Jordan, and Irag, where it still enjoyed preferential alliances with the monarchies it

had created. . .
The old nationalist politicians, and the kings they served, were discredited for

T . - new
their failure to make a clean break from British imperial rule. A hos:c of l"‘%dlcal n A
lamist Muslim Brothers to the Communists, vied for the

tion of nationalists. The young officers in the. military
| ferment of the age. The younger generation ques-
and the multiparty parliaments installed

parties, ranging from the Is
allegiance of a new genera
were not immune to the politica y
i itimacy of Arab monarchies —
E;[z(: ;t?tilseg,ltinstei,d showing more enthusiasm for rechluti()'nary rf:pu.bh.camfsm.
The transcendental ideclogy of the age was Arab nationalism. L1be1at1c;1n r}cl)nca1
colonial rule was the common wish of all Arab peoples by the 19495, but E ey ha
aspirations. Most people in the Arab world believed they were
and culture grounded in the Islamic pasF, a
Jims. They wanted to dissolve the frontiers
and build a new commonwealth
bs. They believed
h unity. And they

yet higher political .
united by a common language, history,
culture shared by Muslims and non-Mus
drafted by the imperial powers to divide the Arabs
based on the deep historic and cultural ties that bound the Aral

that Arab greatness in world affairs could only be restored throug

inst i fali criticize
took to the streets, in their thousands, to protest against imperialism, to

i " failings, and t d Arab unity.
their governments’ failings, and to deman, .
Egi'pt was in many ways at the forefront of these developments. Medical doctor

and feminist intellectual Nawal El Saadawi entered medical school in Cairo in 1948.
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