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Introduction
A tale of two cities

He is indeed a wonderful man. We thought of naming a street . . . after him, 
leading from the Damiani house to Abu Mikhar’s house, in recognition of his 
part in the defense of our neighborhood.1

So wrote Khalil al- Sakakini of Qatamon, a neighborhood in southwest Jerusa-
lem, in his diary on April 9, 1948. The man this Palestinian educator and author 
so admired was the commander and defender of Qatamon, Ibrahim Abu Dayya, 
who came from Surif, a village in the Hebron highlands. Less than three weeks 
after making this entry, Sakakini and his family had to leave their home forever. 
Abu Dayya and his remaining fighters retreated from Qatamon, or as Sakakini 
put it, “Ibrahim Abu Dayya redeployed with his heroic men to another location, 
close by, in order to resume combat.”2

 During the period between the United Nations General Assembly resolution 
to partition Palestine, passed on November 29, 1947, and the end of the British 
Mandate on May 14, 1948, the Palestinian Arab community and the Yishuv—
the pre- state Jewish community in Palestine—fought an inter- communal, or 
civil, war. The fighting encompassed the entire country, urban and rural. The 
three large cities with mixed populations—Jerusalem, Jaffa, and Haifa—quickly 
became principal battlefields.3 This book addresses Palestinian Arab society, 
institutions, and fighters in Jerusalem and Jaffa during the inter- communal con-
flict, which ended in Jaffa when the city surrendered on May 13, 1948, and in 
Jerusalem when the Arab Legion, the army of Transjordan (officially known as 
“the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan” since 1946), entered the campaign on May 
19. I have chosen these two cities as the focus of my study for several reasons. 
Most important are their centrality, size, and their symbolic importance for the 
Palestinian Arab community and national movement. Another reason has to do 
with characteristics that played out during the course of the war—both cities 
found themselves under attack by the Jews, and their fighting forces in turn took 
offensive action against the Jews. Furthermore, local residents took up arms in 
both cases, most of them organized under the banner of the Holy War (al- Jihad 
al- Muqaddas), a militia loyal to the mufti of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin al- Husayni. 
Alongside these local forces fought volunteers from other Arab countries and in 
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some cases from non- Arab countries, most of them as part of the Arab Libera-
tion Army (Jaysh al- Inkadh) that was sponsored by the Arab League.4 In many 
cases there was no clear distinction between the locals and the foreigners, so 
when I address the fighting, I look at all the Arab forces active in both cities. 
Each city displayed a different set of relationships between the fighters and local 
Arab society and institutions.
 Rashid Khalidi has called on scholars to uncover the internal reasons for the 
Palestinian defeat in 1948, rather than focusing solely on the well- known exter-
nal reasons—the principal of these being the superiority of the Yishuv’s military 
forces.5 Taking up that challenge, this book depicts the process of social collapse 
of the Palestinian Arab communities in Jerusalem and Jaffa, and examines its 
causes and its impact on the military debacle, through the intensive use of Arabic 
sources in the first place, unlike previous studies on the 1948 war. The Arabic 
sources are, naturally, most invaluable for a better historical understanding of 
the Palestinians in that period.

Figure I.1  Ibrahim Abu Dayya marching in front of his men with other commanders, 
probably late December 1947 (first row, carrying a rifle on his shoulder) 
(Palmarch Archive).
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Mountain city versus coastal city
Despite their similarities, Jerusalem and Jaffa of the late 1940s were fundament-
ally different in their geographies, economies, and societies. Among the first 
writers to stress the historical importance of geographic, physical, and climatic 
factors were the French historians of the Annales school, starting with Lucien 
Febvre, who was followed by Fernand Braudel. These two scholars traced the 
development, in the Mediterranean basin, of different social models in moun-
tainous and lowland regions.6 They advanced a model of mountain versus coast, 
or mountain city versus coastal city, that has been much used in the field of 
Middle Eastern studies, particularly in the study of the Levant. This dichotomy 
parallels the distinction between the orthogenetic city, based on venerable tradi-
tions, and the heterogenetic city, which is a melting pot with “rational” economic 
norms and a higher predilection for modernization.7
 How can the mountain city versus coastal city model be applied to Palestinian 
Arab society in Jerusalem and Jaffa in the twentieth century? Salim Tamari cate-
gorized the disparities that came into being, beginning in the late Ottoman 
period, between developing cosmopolitan coastal cities like Alexandria, Port 
Said, Beirut, Tripoli, Haifa, and Jaffa, and interior cities such as Cairo, Fez, Jeru-
salem, Nablus, and Damascus, under the title “The Mountain against the Sea.”8 
Baruch Kimmerling and Joel Migdal, who used this model in their survey of Pal-
estinian history, viewed Jerusalem as a city with a heterogeneous structure, as 
opposed to Nablus, Hebron, and Ramallah, which were, they maintained, exten-
sions of village society and therefore typical mountain cities.9 Yet, while Jerusa-
lem was indeed, in terms of its population and culture, no less heterogeneous 
than the coastal cities, other elements of the city’s economic and social profile fit 
the mountain type better. According to Ruth Kark, Jerusalem owed its increasing 
importance and development in the late Ottoman period (1840–1917) to religion 
and politics, whereas Jaffa’s development was in part a byproduct of Jerusa-
lem’s, but also of global, regional, and local economic changes that boosted the 
fortunes of coastal cities of the eastern Mediterranean. According to Kark, geo-
graphy was neither the source nor the motor of these changes, which were due 
rather to political, cultural, demographic, and economic development. Yet the 
physical background did indeed affect these processes. The presence of a natural 
harbor at Jaffa, the only one on the Palestinian coast south of Mt Carmel, and the 
availability of level land, an abundance of fresh water, and a relatively well- 
developed agricultural hinterland encouraged the growth of crafts, commerce, 
and the first glimmerings of industry. In contrast, Jerusalem’s location in the 
highlands, on the marches of the desert, its shortage of water, and constricted 
and undeveloped surrounding agricultural land burdened the growth of com-
merce and manufacturing.10

 During the British Mandate, the sources of the economic, political, and social 
power of the old Jerusalem elite—the notables (a‘yan)—continued to derive from 
the ownership of farmland, including lands outside the Jerusalem vicinity; their 
control of Waqf (religious endowment) properties; and the government and local 
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offices their members held. The latter two, along with the professions, were also 
the foundation of a growing middle class. In contrast, during this same period 
most Arabs in Jaffa made their living off citrus farming, light industry, and inter-
national commerce through the port. They also maintained closer reciprocal rela-
tions with the Jewish community. As such, Jaffa was, as a coastal city, more 
economically and socially vulnerable to violent conflict than was Jerusalem.11

 This book examines how the different characteristics of these two urban 
centers manifested itself during the inter- communal war. Jerusalem was a moun-
tain city, a religious center, and the political capital of the Palestinian Arab 
national movement of the time; Jaffa, the coastal city, was a port typified by 
higher social mobility than Jerusalem. These differences would prove critical in 
determining the fate of the Arab military forces and societies during the 1948 
war in each city.

Methodology, research methods, and sources
This study belongs to the field of microhistory, which Giovanni Levi has defined 
as the close examination, within a limited geographical area, of specific phe-
nomena, for the purpose of drawing inductive conclusions regarding a larger 
context. Microhistory is aware of different narratives, but rejects absolute rela-
tivism about the reality of the past. It recognizes the importance of minimizing 
the historian’s natural biases as the basis for common compilation of informa-
tion and scholarly discussion.12 Despite its manifestly historical character, some 
see an affinity between this type of research and the social sciences and their 
social theories.13 In recent decades, microhistory has become an accepted method 
of research, and several schools of microhistory have come into being around 
the world.14 According to Brad Gregory, microhistories can be divided into the 
episodic and the systematic. The former offer meticulous surveys of an event, a 
small unit (usually a village), or the biography of an individual of the type who 
would previously have been considered historically insignificant. Sometimes the 
microhistorian bases his work principally on a single source, with the intention 
of discovering new aspects of a past society or culture. Systematic microhistory, 
in contrast, seeks to recreate systems of social relationships within a limited geo-
graphical area, aiming to exploit all available archival sources. This approach 
may be seen as a branch of social history, whereas episodic microhistory lies 
closer to cultural history.15

 Consequently, this study is based on the compilation of historical data, of 
archival and other natures, with the purpose of using every available store of 
information about the geographical units under study, Jerusalem and Jaffa. The 
empirical chapters are of the systematic type of microhistory, while the personal 
documents left by the residents of Qatamon enable me to offer an episodic 
microhistory of this neighborhood and its inhabitants, as a test case.16

 The problem of sources in the study of the Arab side of the 1948 war is 
well known. On the one hand, the lack of an organized central Palestinian 
archive, and the inability to access archives covering this period that are located 
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in totalitarian countries, confront the historian of the period with significant 
impediments. To this must be added the loss of important archives, collections, 
and documents as a result of the Palestinian defeat in the war and Nakba (liter-
ally “catastrophe,” the term the Palestinians use for the war and its consequences 
for their nation). One example is the loss of the Jaffa municipal archive.17 On the 
other hand, the variety of sources that are nevertheless available also confronts 
the historian with problems and contradictions. The relevant primary sources for 
the 1948 war include Arabic archival material, Jewish and British intelligence 
service documents that address the Arab side, newspapers, memoirs, and testi-
monies in Arabic.18 The accessible Arab sources include captured documents 
located in Israeli archives, in particular material in the Israel State Archive in 
Jerusalem, including the correspondence of the National Committees in Jerusa-
lem and Jaffa, in addition to other sources such as the Jerusalem municipal 
historical archive. These documents are obviously of tremendous value for 
historical research, but unfortunately cannot offer a comprehensive picture alone, 
partly because of the low level of the documentation, its insufficiency, the loss 
of records, and in part because of the relatively amorphous nature of the Arab 
fighting forces and institutions.
 Another important source are Jewish and British intelligence documents. 
From a methodological point of view, the problem with using intelligence 
material for historical research is the many biases that are common in such 
material. Most of it comes from human sources, that is informers who have a 

Figure I.2  King George Avenue, Jaffa, 1940s (Library of Congress).
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vested interest in pleasing their operators. This bias is already in place prior to 
the processing of the information by those operators, who add their own biases, 
adding a second problematic level to that of other documents a scholar may use. 
Yet intelligence documents often illuminate events and processes that other 
sources disregard, or which those sources present in such a way as to conceal 
flaws and facts embarrassing to their writers and their communities.
 I believe it to be of great importance to use and cross- check different kinds of 
sources in a process of synthesis and integration, in order to form a picture that 
is as close as one might reasonably get to “what really happened.” In order to 
add the perspective of other Arab sources, vital to a full understanding of the 
processes at work, I have made use of the plethora of contemporary Palestinian 
Arab press accounts, diaries, memoirs, and individual testimonies now available 
in print and on the internet, mostly in Arabic. Such testimonies are, in every 
sense, a type of oral history.19 Oral history is central to Palestinian memorializa-
tion of the Nakba. But the distance in time between the events and their recount-
ing that affects the testimony, and the technical difficulty of interviewing many 
of the witnesses, has led me to decide that, rather than conduct more interviews, 
I would be better off focusing principally on the documentation produced at the 
time of the events. That evidence is sufficiently rich and comprehensive when 
supplemented by the existing testimonies.

The reasons for the Palestinian defeat
Historiographically analyzing the reasons why the inter- communal war of 
1947–1948 turned out as it did, proposes a number of internal factors such as 
explaining the Palestinian Arab community’s defeat by the Yishuv. Joseph Nevo 
has pointed to the absence of efficient central control, the lack of accurate evalu-
ations of the scope of the war effort and the quality of the manpower, as well as 
a lack of money and arms, and internal rivalries.20 Avraham Sela has stressed the 
disparity between the Palestinian Arabs’ level of political competence relative to 
the Yishuv. He also cited the influence of the outcome of the Arab Revolt a 
decade earlier, after which the Palestinian Arab political leadership was 
deported. Sela explained the mostly low- level and local nature of Palestinian 
Arab participation in the fighting in 1948 by reference to deep political and 
social fissures, the weakness of the national leadership, and a tendency to assume 
that the neighboring Arab states would fight the war for them. The collapse of 
Arab society and fighting forces in the face of Haganah offensives could be 
attributed, according to Sela, to military weakness, the fact that senior leaders 
resided outside Palestine, and the short reach of the emergency institutions estab-
lished in the cities. In his view, Arab aversion to the prospect of life under 
Jewish sovereignty, rather than creating motivation to fight, impelled many civil-
ians to flee the country, or at least to take what they believed would be tempo-
rary refuge beyond the range of the fighting in Palestine.21

 Of the few Palestinian scholars who have recently begun to address the 
internal reasons for the Palestinian defeat in 1948, two are worthy of particular 
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attention—Issa Khalaf and Rashid Khalidi. The latter has stressed the defeat of 
the Palestinian Arabs in the Revolt of 1936–1939 as a central factor in their 
political and military failure in 1948. He has noted that they embarked on war 
with a divided leadership, limited economic resources, and without a central 
organizational and military structure.22 Khalaf has cited the social and factional 
fractures in Palestinian Arab society as having weakened it and harmed its ability 
to withstand military pressure. He also delves into the factors that, in his view, 
were detrimental to the Palestinian Arab community’s military readiness—the 
lack of effective self- government and administrative institutions, political and 
military inferiority as compared with the Yishuv, and substandard social and 
technological organization.23

 One of the Palestinian commanders in Jaffa wrote that “[t]he collapse of Jaffa 
did not come in surprise, [since] a variety of complex processes paved the way 
to it, and heralded its arrival.”24 My comparison of two cities, using the model of 
mountain city versus coastal city shows that Jaffa underwent social change and 
was more modern than Jerusalem, and that this led to a more rapid then utter col-
lapse of society in that city, which in turn led to military defeat. The areas in 
Jerusalem that also underwent a large measure of social change and process of 
modernity—especially those in the city’s south, which was the center of the 
city’s Arab middle class—were the first to crumble socially, bringing military 
defeat in its wake. In contrast, the Old City and its adjacent, more conservative 
northern neighborhoods stood fast under attack between the British evacuation 
and the arrival of the Arab Legion, and remained Arab. Social collapse thus 
stands out as the central factor in the fate of cities of mixed population. The 
fundamental role played by the rise of the middle class in setting the stage for 
the collapse also emerges from this study. This is consistent with what is known 
about Palestinian Arab military inferiority to the Jewish Yishuv, caused by polit-
ical, social, and economic factors. However, this microhistorical study also 
underlines the cases of military victories won by the Palestinian Arabs and the 
Arab Liberation Army during the inter- communal war. True, the military chal-
lenges faced by the Arab forces were much greater than those confronted by the 
rebels of 1936–1939, but in 1948 they had much more manpower and better 
organization, and thus had greater military competence. A similar picture 
emerges with regard to local institutions such as the National Committees and 
the Jaffa municipality, which also faced situations more difficult than those pre-
sented by the Revolt, but which met them with a much higher level of organiza-
tion and achievement.
 Rashid Khalidi called for a study of the internal reasons for the Palestinian 
defeat in 1948. This book shows that the most important internal factors were 
social, in the form of the changes that took place in Arab society during the 
British Mandate—internal migration from rural areas to the cities, the shift from 
farming to wage labor, and the rise of the middle class.
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Part I

Jerusalem
The battle for the Holy City



Map 2  Jerusalem Old City area, 1:10,000 (Cropped from original, Survey of Palestine, 
1939. All Rights Reserved by the Survey of Israel © 2015. Printed with Survey of 
Israel permission.).
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Map 4  South Jerusalem, 1:10,000 (Cropped from original, Survey of Palestine, 1939. All 
Rights Reserved by the Survey of Israel © 2015. Printed with Survey of Israel 
permission.).



1 Jerusalem at war

Introduction
In 1946 Jerusalem had some 165,000 inhabitants. Of these, nearly 100,000 were 
Jews (who had been in the majority since the end of the nineteenth century), 
34,000 were Muslims, and 31,000 Christians.1 But the city was home to only 
about 50,000 Arabs, because the Christians included some 13,000 non- Arabs. 
Several thousand of them were Eastern Christians, mostly Armenians and 
Greeks, who maintained their own communities and ties with the lands of their 
origin. Many, however, assimilated into the Christian Arab community. The rest 
of these non- Arabs were British subjects and other European Christians.2 About 
half of the Arab population, some 27,600 persons, lived in the walled Old City. 
Conditions were crowded there but less so than, for example, in Jaffa’s poor 
neighborhoods. The Old City’s Jews, living in the Jewish Quarter, amounted to 
about only a tenth of the number of Arabs residing within the walls.3 Jerusalem’s 

Figure 1.1  Old City of Jerusalem, aerial view, 1931. In the front: Temple Mount/ 
al-Haram al-Sharif (Library of Congress).
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inhabitants generally lived within the confines of their ethnic- social-
neighborhood enclaves. Arab society was characterized by social polarization 
between the families of Muslim notables and the lower strata of Arab society. 
The notables took care, however, to shore up and expand their influence by 
maintaining patron- client relations with both Muslims and Christians. Some-
times they even had social relations with members of other classes, whether 
Muslims, Christians, or Jews.4
 The Arabs who lived outside the walls resided in two principal clusters. One 
lay to the north of the Old City, and comprised the neighborhoods of Musrara, 
Sa‘d wu- S‘id, Bab al- Zahra, Wadi al- Joz, and Sheikh Jarrah. The other lay to the 
south, reaching from Qatamon in the west, via the Greek Colony, the German 
Colony, and Baq‘a to Abu Tor in the east. Arabs also lived in a belt of neighbor-
hoods to the west and southwest of the Old City—Mamilla (Ma’man Allah), 
Jurat al-‘Inab (now Hutzot HaYotzer), Shama‘a (today the site of the Jerusalem 
Cinematheque; the name was also applied to the new commercial area in south 
Mamilla), and Nabi Da’ud (Mt Zion). Arabs also lived in the Romema- Sheikh 
Badr area on the city’s western margins.5
 The Arab neighborhoods outside the walls were founded at the end of the 
nineteenth century on the basis of religious and kin groups. The Christian Arabs, 
the dominant group in Qatamon, Talbiyya, and Musrara, established their neigh-
borhoods, for the most part, as religious- philanthropic or commercial initiatives. 
The Muslims who left the Old City, in contrast, founded new neighborhoods 
around structures of religious significance or near the long- standing summer 
homes of prestigious families. These neighborhoods developed around nucleuses 
and sub- neighborhoods named for the families who founded them, such as 

Figure 1.2  Talbiyya neighborhood in the 1930s (Library of Congress).
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al- Husayni in Bab al- Zahra (the area of the American Colony), Nashashibi in 
Sheikh Jarah, Dajani (Dajaniyya) on Mt Zion and in the German Colony, and al- 
Wa‘ri (Wa‘riyya) and al- Nammari (Nammamra or Namriyya) in Baq‘a. During 
the British Mandate the development of the Arab neighborhoods accelerated 
with the expansion of the city’s Arab middle class. Members of different fam-
ilies and religions settled in the existing neighborhoods—including dozens of 
Jewish families. Arabs also moved into neighborhoods established by European 
Christians, such as the German Colony (whose German residents were expelled 
during World War II) and the Greek Colony. Most of the Arab neighborhoods 
outside the walls were well- off, the exceptions being the tiny Shama‘a and Jurat 
al-‘Inab, Wadi al- Joz, and parts of Abu Tor and Musrara. The middle- class 
neighborhoods featured spacious single- family homes.6 The Arab neighborhoods 
to the south of the Old City (not including Talbiyya) had a total population of 
about 22,000 in 1947, consisting of 9,000 Muslims, 13,000 Christians, and 550 
Jews, most of the latter living in the German Colony, Abu Tor, and in Upper 
Baq‘a, close to the Jewish neighborhood of Talpiot.7
 Despite being a minority in the city itself, Arabs held an advantage over Jews 
in the city’s rural and semi- rural hinterland. The population of the Jerusalem dis-
trict, comprising the subdistricts of Jerusalem, Ramallah, and Hebron, included 
270,000 Arabs, among them 40,000 Christians. A total of 135,000 Arabs lived in 
the Jerusalem subdistrict itself. This contrasted with the district’s 100,000 Jews, 
only 2,500 of whom lived in the hinterland.8 About 20,000 Arabs resided in the 
villages that bordered on the Jerusalem municipal territory—Lifta and Dayr 
Yasin to the west, ‘Ayn Karim, al- Maliha, and Bayt Safafa to the south and 
southwest, Sur Bahir, Silwan, and ‘Isawiyya to the east, and Shu‘fat to the 
north.9 These villages underwent a process of suburbanization, and some of 
them gradually lost their rural character. Many of their inhabitants had jobs in 
the city.10

 Arab society in the Jerusalem area, as in the country as a whole, was under-
going a transformation. The transition from an agricultural to a proletarian 
society in which farming became but a secondary occupation, a characteristic 
feature of the Palestinian Arab village in the twentieth century, accelerated in the 
1940s, during and after World War II. The two largest employers of Arab wage 
laborers in Palestine during this period were the Mandate administration and the 
British military. Almost as many worked for the latter as there were Arab 
farmers. Both these employers were proportionately larger in Jerusalem than in 
other parts of the country. The transition to salaried labor caused, in the absence 
of sufficiently strong central institutions, the weakening of traditional social ties, 
on which the Palestinian Arab national movement had also been based. On the 
other hand, Palestinian Arabs in Jerusalem, as in the rest of the country, were 
still in an intermediary stage and were still far from consolidating new social 
institutions or solid class consciousness. One cohesive social group that was an 
exception to this rule, even if it lacked class consciousness in the Marxist sense, 
was the upper middle class that began to take form during the late Ottoman 
period and which flourished under the Mandate. Most members of this class 
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were Christians, and the largest number were in Jerusalem, home to most Pales-
tinian Arab white- collar workers, including civil servants and professionals such 
as doctors, architects, lawyers, and teachers. As already noted, the established 
Jerusalem elite—the notables—derived its economic, political, and social power 
from the ownership of farmland (some of which lay outside the Jerusalem area) 
and religious endowment (Waqf ) properties and, like the middle class, from posi-
tions in the Mandate and local administrations.11

 The non- Jewish population in Jerusalem grew rapidly under the Mandate 
regime, from about 29,000 in 1922 to some 39,000 in 1931 and 56,000 in 1942. 
Nevertheless, this was a slower growth rate than in both Jaffa and Haifa, which 
surpassed Jerusalem in the number of Arab inhabitants during these three 
decades.12 Throughout this period, about half the non- Jewish population was 
Muslim and half Christian, although an official estimate of 1945 counted only 
17,000 Arabs, or people whose main language was Arabic, among the Chris-
tians. Many Arabs from nearby villages entered the city daily as commuters, but 
some moved from the hinterland into the city, causing its Arab population to 
grow beyond the rate of natural increase.13 Jerusalem stood out for its relatively 
high level of health services. It was home to several hospitals that served the 
Arab population, among them the government hospital in the Russian Compound 
and European mission hospitals. As a result, the mortality rates for Muslim 
infants and young children were the lowest in the country—a fact that testifies to 
relatively good socioeconomic conditions, as well as a relatively low population 
density.14

 One group of Arab newcomers to Jerusalem whose presence was clearly felt 
were internal migrants from Hebron. This migration was the product of rapid 
demographic growth in their home region, accompanied by the ongoing decay of 
that area’s traditional rural occupations of farming and grazing and urban ones 
of commerce and traditional crafts. The Hebronite community in Jerusalem was 
characterized by social cohesion and coordinated action, through which they 
sought to overcome their migrant status and make their way into local commerce 
and trades. Beginning in the 1930s, Hebronites were appointed to positions on 
the Supreme Muslim Council and its staff, after the Hebronite leader, Muham-
mad ‘Ali al- Ja‘bari, joined the Husayni- affiliated Palestinian Arab Party. This 
gave the Hebronites a foothold in the Waqf, the Muslim religious endowment. 
The Waqf owned most of the buildings in the Old City, including those in the 
suq, or bazaar, and rented them out to merchants and families. With a voice in 
the Supreme Muslim Council, the Hebronites could now rent these properties 
and open stores and businesses. Having done so, they tried to force their com-
petitors out of the markets by coordinating prices and creating an internal credit 
system. The mufti seems to have welcomed the influx from Hebron, which he 
viewed as a vehicle for gaining a demographic advantage over Jerusalem’s Jews. 
He may also have seen it as a way of shunting aside his rivals, the other promi-
nent Jerusalem Arab families.15

 Jerusalem, which served as a marketplace for goods and services from the 
region, enjoyed a commercial surge in the 1940s. At the same time, the families 
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of the notables, who held Waqf property, saw the share of businesses they owned 
decline as the number owned by immigrants from Hebron rose.16 Before they 
made their numbers felt in commerce and the crafts, the Hebronites had been a 
palpable presence in the lowest social stratum, in particular as unskilled labor-
ers.17 As Husayni loyalists, they also played a prominent role in the Arab Revolt. 
Some of them set up their own covert organization, al- Huriyya (Freedom), which 
continued to be active throughout the 1940s, during and after World War II, and 
specifically in 1947.18

 Alongside the Islamic echelons that gained strength in Jerusalem during the 
Mandate period, the Hebronites fortified the city’s social and cultural conserva-
tism, and to a certain extent retarded processes of social modernization that had 
begun during the late Ottoman period and continued into the early Mandate 
period. Hebronite influence almost certainly contributed to polarization between 
Muslims and Christians.19 Jerusalem’s relative conservatism as a mountain city, 
in contrast with Jaffa, could be seen in the absence of night life and nightclubs 
(even though it had many cafés and restaurants). Only two of the city’s cinemas 
were Arab- owned, the Rex on Princess Mary Avenue (today’s Queen Shlomtz-
ion Street) and the Orient in the German Colony (today’s Semadar Cinema), 
which was rented to Arabs only at the end of the Mandate period. Jaffa, in con-
trast, had six Arab- owned cinemas serving a population of approximately similar 
size. (Jerusalem had three Jewish- owned movie theaters. The number of cinemas 
in Tel Aviv, which served both the Arab and Jewish populations, was much 
larger.)20

 Jerusalem’s importance as the center of Palestinian Arab politics, which 
developed during the Mandate period, and as Islam’s third- holiest city, whose 
religious importance was stressed during this period by the Palestinian Arab 
national movement, was discussed in the first part of the previous section of this 
book. Ironically, despite its position as the country’s center of Arab political 
power, the Arabs lost control of the municipality toward the end of the Mandate 
period. For most of this time, despite the fact that the Jews constituted a majority 
of the city’s voting public, the mayoralty was reserved for a Muslim Arab. The 
Muslim and Christian members, who together always constituted a majority 
because council seats were apportioned on a sectarian basis, consistently 
opposed the appointment of a Jewish mayor, and the Jews had to make do with 
the position of deputy mayor. In fact, municipal elections were held only twice 
during the Mandate period, in 1927 and 1934, and the city was divided into 
electoral districts of unequal population, which prevented any change in the 
balance of power in the city council. Nevertheless, Jews and Arabs, and different 
groups among the Arabs, constantly vied for the mayor’s chair. The death of the 
last Muslim mayor, Mustafa al- Khalidi, on August 27, 1944, led to a crisis. The 
British did not appoint a replacement, so the Jewish deputy mayor, Daniel Oster, 
became acting mayor. The leading opponent of the appointment of a Jewish 
mayor was the Arab Chamber of Commerce, which demanded that the acting 
British high commissioner appoint a Muslim mayor “because of the city’s sanc-
tity and because of long tradition.” In response, the British authorities proposed 
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that the mayor’s position be rotated among the three religions. The Arabs, both 
Muslim and Christian, fiercely opposed this idea. In protest they called a nation-
wide strike on March 25, 1945. Three months later, on June 26, the Arab 
members of the city council resigned. In July the Mandate administration 
assumed control of the city, appointing a board of British technocrats. The last 
head of the British municipal administration, Richard Graves (brother of poet 
and novelist Robert Graves), was appointed in June 1947 and served until just 
prior to the British evacuation of Palestine.21

The eruption of armed struggle
In the wake of the Jews’ crimes, it has been decided to assign a group from 
the National Guard to patrol the streets [of Jerusalem] to foil these plots. 
The members of the Guard wear special identifying ribbons. They require 
suspects to identify themselves and check bags. This morning, the [British] 
police arrested two members of the National Guard on Ma’man Allah 
[Mamilla] Road and released them on bail of P£200 each.

(Filastin, December 27, 1947)

Earlier, on November 29 of that year, upon receiving the news that the United 
Nations General Assembly had decided to partition Palestine between the Jews 
and Arabs, the members of the Arab Higher Committee who were in the country 
at the time resolved to oppose partition and to fight it by all means available to 
them. They decided, in coordination with the mufti, to declare a three- day strike 

Figure 1.3  Jerusalem City Hall and Barclays Bank, at Allenby Square, just north of the 
Old City and Mamilla Road, and east of Princess Mary Street (Library of 
Congress).
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beginning on December 2 and, in the longer term, to tighten the economic boycott 
of the Yishuv and launch civil resistance against the British.22 Some 2,000 Arab 
schoolchildren staged a non- violent demonstration in the Old City and northern 
neighborhoods on December 1, and many Arab adults joined them.23

 The following day, the first of the strike, an Arab crowd armed with clubs and 
knives, rioted in the area of Princess Mary Avenue and Mamilla Road. They 
attacked Jewish vehicles, then broke into and ransacked Jewish stores in the 
Shama‘a shopping center near the walled Old City’s Jaffa Gate. The Arab news-
paper Filastin reported that one Arab was killed and five wounded by Jewish 
defenders, and that 25 Jews had been wounded. The riots continued the next day 
and spread to other cities.24 On December 4 the Arab Higher Committee issued a 
call to end the strike and to “begin the struggle.” The violent contest in Jerusalem 
took the form of an exchange of fire between Jewish and Arab areas. Jewish trans-
port to and from the city was henceforth conducted in guarded convoys. Arabs 
opened fire on one such convoy on the Jerusalem- Tel Aviv road, injuring one of 
the drivers. Gunfire also struck a convoy of Jewish buses as it passed through 
Upper Baq‘a. Guards on the buses returned fire and a young Arab was critically 
wounded. As a result of the tense situation, government offices, with their Arab 
and Jewish employees, moved into the security areas the British had established in 
central and southern Jerusalem in early 1947 in response to IZL (Irgun Zvai Leumi, 
a Jewish right- wing splinter organization) and LEHI (Lohamey Herut Yisrael, 
known also as the “Stern Gang,” another Jewish splinter organization) attacks.25

 The British administration’s first impression was that the Arab rioters were 
largely teenagers armed with non- lethal weapons. The members of the Arab 
Higher Committee in Jerusalem, Dr. Husayn Fakhri al- Khalidi and Ahmad Hilmi 
Pasha ‘Abd al- Baqi, tried to calm the situation, stressing that the time was not yet 
ripe for organized resistance. But Arab informers working for Shai, the Haganah 
(the main Jewish pre- state paramilitary organization) intelligence service, claimed 
that the riots were being orchestrated by Amin al- Husayni and his Arab Higher 
Committee associates Emil al- Ghuri, Hasan Abu al- Su‘ud, and the Jaffite Rafiq 
al- Tamimi. These men seem to have tried systematically to supply weapons to the 
rioters, and then to have made every effort to organize fighting. Low- ranking 
Arab Higher Committee officials took part in this effort. Shai agents came to the 
conclusion that the ostensibly spontaneous riots had been set off by the mufti and 
his supporters in order to create pressure on the Arab League, which was slated to 
convene for a discussion on Palestine on December 8. They wanted to force the 
League to take immediate action. Jewish intelligence reported at this early stage 
that the Arab Higher Committee planned to starve Jewish cities, especially Jeru-
salem, by attacking transports and preventing the sale of Arab produce to Jews—
this in addition to the boycott already in force.26

 It should be noted that British and Jewish intelligence agencies both believed 
that the only way the mufti had of maintaining his status in the Arab world was 
to launch a rebellion immediately, even though preparations for such an act 
ideally required a long time. The mufti had a political need to move before the 
other Arab countries did, and to lead the Arab war effort in Palestine. For this 
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reason, apparently, he had no choice but to act immediately contrary to his ori-
ginal plan, which had been to begin the fight in the spring of 1948. That time 
frame was intended to take account of the needs of farmers, who needed the 
winter to sow their fields and to pick and market citrus fruit. The mufti had also 
reasoned that the Arab League would act only after the British evacuation.27

 The Arab Treasury, the economic arm of the Arab Higher Committee, had 
had little success in trying to raise money through a general tax, a method it 
instituted before the partition decision. It had managed to collect only P£32,000, 
whereas it projected a need for P£220,000. Form letters issued by the Treasury 
called on the wealthy to donate to a special fund. Hajj Amin gave a personal 
example, contributing his home in Jerusalem, valued at P£25,000. This act, 
whether real or intended for public consumption, elicited some response from 
the wealthy men of the city. Big donors were given a letter of gratitude signed 
by the mufti. On December 1, merchants and wealthy figures gathered at the 
offices of the Treasury in the Tanus building, in the Mamilla commercial area. 
According to Jewish Agency sources, the amplified appeal had raised P£25,000 
in Jaffa and P£15,000 in Jerusalem by December 21. In other places the appeal 
was unsuccessful, and it looks as if the money raised did not reach its destina-
tion. In Jerusalem, Emil al- Ghuri took, without coordinating with anyone, 
P£1,500 of the special funds for the National Guard. In other cases, the Arab 
Higher Committee was required to publish a notice in the press warning against 
“swindlers who are demanding money in the name of the struggle.” By January 
31, the special appeal had raised only P£68,000, a sum much lower than the 
target of P£150,000.28

 Local organizing for the war began only on December 5, at the end of the 
strike declared by the Arab Higher Committee. An assembly was held that day 
in the building of the Arab Youth Organization, Filastin reported, attended by 
more than 400 young men from the Old City. The next day, on December 6, a 
similar assembly, this one for young people of the outer neighborhoods of Wadi 
al- Joz, Musrara, Sheikh Jarah, and elsewhere in the city’s northeast, was to be 
held in the in the Muslim Brotherhood building. On December 7 a third assem-
bly was scheduled for the largely Christian neighborhoods of Upper and Lower 
Baq‘a, Qatamon, Talbiyya, and Abu Tor, this time at the Orthodox Club. The 
Arab Youth Organization issued a call, published in Filastin, to the young people 
in all the northern and Christian neighborhoods to attend these meetings.29

 Other organization activities were of a community- wide and inter- 
confessional nature. These highlighted managing communal life in this turbulent 
time and support and care for combatants. The Muslim Brotherhood in Jerusa-
lem announced, as early as December 3, “the opening of a center for general 
humanitarian issues, primary needs, and all other social services.” The Red Cres-
cent flag was raised over the building.30 The Christians also began to put their 
affairs in order. The Orthodox Executive Committee held on December 21, in 
Jerusalem, a meeting of its members from Palestine and Transjordan.31

 On December 5 a meeting of the Palestinian Arab Women’s Association 
declared that “the women stand beside the men.” The women’s organization 
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reported to the press that it had received hundreds of telephone inquiries from 
women in Jerusalem who offered to serve as first- aid volunteers. By December 
16, the press claimed, the number of women offering to volunteer had reached 
1,000.32 Efforts were made to organize a system of medical care for the 
wounded. On December 10, the Palestinian Arab Medical Association put up 
placards announcing the opening of ten emergency clinics, each with a doctor 
and support staff. The clinics were in the Old City at Herod’s Gate, Damascus 
Gate, and Jaffa Gate, as well as in Musrara, Sheikh Jarah, Upper Baq‘a, 
Qatamon, Abu Tor, and on Mamilla Road. On December 16 the opening of four 
more clinics was announced—two in the Old City, one each in Talbiyya and 
Qatamon. The support staffs consisted of volunteers from the Women’s Union 
and from the Arab Scouts. The emergency clinics were situated in existing 
clinics such as the Women’s Association’s clinic at Herod’s Gate, the Islamic 
Clinic in the Old City, and the Orthodox Club clinic in Upper Baq‘a, as well as 
in other private clinics. They were established and operated with the consent and 
support of the Arab Higher Committee, which was asked to help the Medical 
Association rent a building for the founding of a hospital in Bayt Jala. In the 
meantime the wounded were treated in the French Hospital in Jerusalem and in 
the hospital in Bethlehem. The Medical Association also asked the Arab Higher 
Committee to provide financial support for its general activities.33

 Despite these organizing efforts, the state of first aid and medical care for the 
wounded was far from satisfactory. There was a severe shortage of equipment 
and materials. The Medical Association’s leaders, Dr. Tawfiq Cana‘an (a well- 
known physician and ethnographer) and Dr. Mahmud Tahir al- Dajani, sent 

Figure 1.4  Meeting of the Palestinian Arab Women’s Association, 1944 (Library of 
Congress).
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requests for assistance and also for some of the material they lacked to the 
medical associations in Cairo, Baghdad, Damascus, Beirut, Amman, and Tripoli 
in Lebanon. We do not know whether the help was forthcoming, or whether any 
assistance at all arrived from these places.34 Because of the growing need for 
first aid for the wounded, training courses were offered during December by 
doctors in the different parts of the city, in cooperation with the Medical and 
Women’s Associations. It is not clear whether the classes were meant just for 
women, or whether both sexes participated.35

 In December and January regional- neighborhood committees were organized. 
These assumed tasks in the civilian and military areas.36 In Bab al- Zahra about a 
hundred men gathered in the al- Ibrahimiyya High School, which was owned by 
the Abu Gharbiyya family. They elected a committee headed by Anwar Nus-
seibeh, an attorney and a member of one of the most ancient Arab families in 
Jerusalem. The school’s gym teacher, Bahjat Abu Gharbiyya, whose family 
came from Hebron and who was a veteran of the Revolt’s secret Huriyya organ-
ization and a member of the committee, was named to head the neighborhood’s 
defense. The committee set up subcommittees to oversee financial affairs, arma-
ments, food supplies, social affairs, and defense.37

 An account from Musrara during this preliminary period of organizing tells 
of an attempt to mobilize a neighborhood. The National Defense Committee of 
the Musrara Neighborhood issued forms that were to be filled out by men of 
military age. It included questions about their experience and willingness to 
participate in guard duty. Jiryis Anton Jiryis, a 20-year- old Christian electrician, 
single and without combat experience, recorded on his form that his work made 
it impossible for him to do guard duty. The questionnaire was sent by the Com-
mittee to Tahsin Kamal, a Muslim attorney who served as Musrara’s military 
commander at the beginning of the conflict. According to a report received by 
Shai, Kamal was at loggerheads with the neighborhood’s residents, and “in par-
ticular had extorted money from Christians.” In another case, when Christian 
residents voiced to Kamal their objections to his plan to travel to Transjordan 
and take some of the neighborhood’s guards with him, Kamal shot and injured 
one of the protestors.38

 The directorate of the Arab Orthodox Club in Baq‘a, where the above- 
mentioned meeting of young people was held on December 7, convened further 
meetings on December 28, 1947 and January 18, 1948. A member of the com-
mittee, Raja’i al- Ghuri, reported that his brother, the Arab Higher Committee 
member Emil al- Ghuri, had appointed two guards to protect the club between six 
in the evening and six in the morning. The worried committee members decided 
to authorize Raja’i to thank his brother and inquire as to whether the guards 
might be able to begin their duties as early as two in the afternoon.39

 Guards for the Orthodox Club were not sufficient in number to make the resi-
dents of Baq‘a feel safe. Three brothers, George, Raymond, and Gabi Dib, sons 
of the Buick importer in Palestine, Shukri Dib, attempted to organize a local 
guard contingent. They claimed to have enlisted 75 volunteers from the neigh-
borhood’s 5,000 inhabitants. Most of the area’s other able- bodied men demurred, 
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offering a variety of excuses, while some of its wealthiest residents had sent their 
sons to school in Beirut or Amman. At one point the Dib brothers applied to the 
Arab Higher Committee and hired 28 guards from villages north of Jerusalem, 
each of whom was paid P£10 per month. These guards were housed in attics and 
garages and ate in the kitchens of local families. A commander for this force was 
also hired—‘Abd al- Nur Khalil Janho, a 22-year- old Christian who had served 
as a sergeant in the British army and as a prison guard commander at the central 
Jerusalem jail. The Dib brothers later recalled that the presence of Janho and his 
men quickly turned into a nightmare for them (much as Tahsin Kamal had 
become for Musrara’s inhabitants). The first people injured in the neighborhood 
were victims of a hand grenade set off carelessly by the hired force. Janho and 
his troops, looking for liquor, ransacked houses abandoned by their owners, and 
their cavalier use of their guns frightened not only inhabitants of the nearby 
Jewish neighborhoods but also the residents of Baq‘a.40 Such local military 
actions were typical in Jerusalem’s Arab neighborhoods. The neighborhood 
committees served as the basis for city- wide action and would later, after the 
National Committee was established, functioned under its aegis.41

 At this point, however, no National Committee had been formed in Jerusa-
lem, as it had in other cities, a body that would represent all the city’s Arabs. 
The Arab Higher Committee, whether for partisan and family reasons or because 
it wished to preserve the standing of its Jerusalem members on the municipal 
level as well, preferred to appoint, as reported in Filastin, “an Emergency Com-
mittee, on which will sit respected people, and they will be responsible for pro-
visions, first aid, and general order in the city.”42 The Emergency Committee 
commenced its operations on December 12. As an arm of the Arab Higher Com-
mittee it was located in the offices of that body’s National Economic Committee 
on Latin Patriarchate Street in the Old City. The group held meetings with repre-
sentatives of bakery owners, reaching an agreement with them on arrangements 
for distributing bread to consumers. It also scheduled office hours when residents 
could come by to get help with their problems. The Emergency Committee was 
identified with the Husayni party, and consisted of officials seconded from the 
Arab Higher Committee and the party, mostly of second rank, unlike the original 
initiative. When it first went into action, it hoped to extend its influence beyond 
the Jerusalem district, but it quickly had to restrict its activity to the city and its 
environs. It tried to manage all the affairs of the Arab public, from health to 
finances and arms. It made arrests and established an emergency court. A tax of 
P£1 was imposed on every sale or purchase of a ton of wheat, and P£0.25 on 
every ton of salt. All Arab stores were required to pay a monthly fee of P£5. 
These taxes were intended to fund the National Guard (see below). Taxation and 
the consequent interference in the lives of the populace soon made the Emer-
gency Committee unpopular.43

 In addition to arranging defense for Arab neighborhoods, the group estab-
lished a National Guard (Hars Watani), which in some places merged with 
the neighborhood guards. National Guard members manned roadblocks where 
passersby were checked, and it patrolled major thoroughfares, as reported in 
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Filastin.44 In one case ‘Isa Majaj, a 21-year- old Christian clerk and member of 
the National Guard, on the night of December 21, tried to block a British police 
contingent from patrolling on St George Road. The policemen arrested Majaj 
and found in his pocket a pistol and a magazine for the Sten submachine gun 
that lay on the ground next to him. During the arrest one of the policemen was 
shot and wounded by a sniper firing from the nearby Muslim Brotherhood build-
ing. Despite such incidents, the police generally gave the National Guard 
leeway.45

 The British authorities viewed the new National Committees, including the 
Emergency Committee in Jerusalem, as responsible organizations that did not 
encourage violence. The British assessment was that the National Committees 
were aimed at building, in Arab areas, organized, law- abiding, and independent 
communities that would be capable of holding up after the British evacuation. 
The Mandate authorities noted that the National Committees were involved not 
only in setting up guard units but also in guaranteeing the supply of food and 
preventing speculation. The British hoped, in time, to bring the Arab military 
organization that was coming into being under official oversight. They con-
sidered appointing Arab temporary auxiliary policemen who would be charged 
with responsibility for preserving order in Arab cities and in large villages, 
somewhat like the Jewish settlement police. It is noteworthy that the Arab auxil-
iaries who served in the Palestine police force were subject to social pressures 
following the partition decision and began, as a result, to desert in large numbers, 
taking their weapons with them. Some auxiliaries took part in thefts of guns and 
ammunition and attacked Jewish civilians. Many of the deserters went to Syria 
with the intention of joining the Arab Liberation Army (ALA), which was train-
ing to enter the war in Palestine. Desertion also occurred among Arab civilians 
employed by the British army, who numbered 35,000 in March 1947, a record 
high. Some of these civilians, such as drivers, who numbered 1,300 at their high 
point, were responsible for expensive equipment. When hostilities broke out, 
many of them deserted with their vehicles.46

 Contradictory orders from the mufti in Cairo caused confusion and consterna-
tion inside the Arab leadership in Palestine. When Emil al- Ghuri returned from a 
visit to the mufti, he brought with him instructions to pursue a tough and belli-
cose policy. The mufti had told al- Ghuri to encourage violent acts and to work 
together with and accept orders from Husayni loyalists. On the other hand, unbe-
knownst to al- Ghuri, the mufti sent, via ‘Isa al- Bandak, mayor of Bethlehem, a 
letter to Husayn al- Khalidi, who was trying to pursue a more conciliatory line. In 
the letter he claimed that the attacks were meant only as harassment, and ordered 
that there were not to be any large- scale offensives. According to other informa-
tion, al- Ghuri returned from Cairo dissatisfied, after his powers were curtailed 
and after he was told that he could not allocate funds without the approval of 
Khalidi and Ahmad Hilmi.47

 Presumably, the mufti’s ambivalent policy was a product of the inconsistency 
between his political needs and the reality in the field, where the Arabs lacked 
the resources that all- out conflict required. Another reason seems to have been 
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al- Husayni’s divide- and-rule strategy within the Arab public. He thought it in his 
interest to keep the belligerent forces, even those close to him like those of al- 
Ghuri, at loggerheads with more moderate figures. These moderates were local 
leaders and institutions of various kinds who tried to keep tempers low and to 
prevent “lawless elements” from gaining control of events (the mufti had 
extreme centralizing tendencies and distrusted even his closest associates, like 
al- Ghuri). This explains why the British viewed the National Committees as a 
force for restraint. In Jerusalem, however, that role was played by Khalidi and 
Hilmi, who sat on the Arab Higher Committee, while the Emergency Commit-
tee, of which al- Ghuri, also on the Higher Committee, was nominally a member, 
took a more combative line.48

 Civilians, even supporters of the Husaynis, complained bitterly about the 
tenuous state of public safety. On January 1, 1948, Jamil al- Husayni, one of the 
family’s aging and revered members and a veteran functionary, visited al- Haram 
al- Sharif (the Temple Mount). He confronted the official in charge of the Holy 
Compound, his relative Tawfiq Salih al- Husayni, as well as Sheikh Yasin al- 
Bakri, one of the commanders of the Old City. According to a Shai report, Jamil 
tried to find out who was responsible for the violence against the Jews. Tawfiq 
Salih tried to calm down this elderly member of his family and direct him to 
Husayn al- Khalidi and to Emil al- Ghuri. It was these two men, he said, who 
were responsible for the recent attacks. Although Jamil opposed sporadic attacks, 
his son Mahmud al- Husayni served as commander of the Wadi al- Joz and Sheikh 
Jarrah neighborhoods, and participated in attacks on Jews traveling to Mt 
Scopus.49

The exodus begins
The confusion in the national leadership, along with disorganization on the local 
level, which did not improve matters, made it impossible to create a sense of 
stability, safety, and high morale. In addition to the matters noted above, such as 
security fears and the desire to post guards, along with the low level of response 
to the call to enlist in these guard units and to pay the Arab Treasury’s levy, 
Jewish and British intelligence took note that Arabs were beginning to leave the 
country in large numbers, with their families. There was also internal migra-
tion—they abandoned mixed Jewish- Arab cities and moved to villages. The 
Bedouin left heterogeneous environments in preference for homogeneous, all- 
Arab surroundings.50

 In Jerusalem, Arabs first left mixed areas like Romema, or Arab neighbor-
hoods bordering on Jewish ones, such as Sheikh Jarrah and Jurat al-‘Inab. The 
same occurred among the Jews, who left homes in Talbiyya, Qatamon, and the 
Jewish Quarter of the Old City. Nahalat Shimon (“Shimon HaTzadiq”), a Jewish 
enclave neighborhood in Sheikh Jarrah, was entirely abandoned.51 On January 
10, the Haganah sent warning letters to those residents of the Arab neighborhood 
of Sheikh Badr who had not left, as their neighbors in Romema and Upper Lifta 
had done. Coincidentally, apparently, LEHI operatives that same evening blew 
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up the home of Sheikh Badr’s mukhtar. The next day, Haganah personnel 
reported, the neighborhood’s inhabitants all left, by way of the neighboring 
village, Lower Lifta.52

 One of the explanations for the Arab exodus from Jerusalem at this initial 
stage, aside from general feelings of insecurity, might have been the situation in 
government offices, which were major places of employment. On December 24 
it was reported that these were operating at half the usual pace, and by the end of 
the month some had shut down entirely. In his letters to London, Henry Gurney, 
chief secretary of the Mandate administration, described what was going on in 
his usual sardonic way: Jewish officials refused to report to work because of the 
presence of Arab Legion soldiers who were stationed in their offices, under 
British army command. Then their Arab colleagues, presuming that the offices 
would become targets of attack if there were no Jews present, also stopped 
showing up.53

 While the wealthy and the predominantly Christian upper middle class were 
the first to begin leaving, Arab flight soon spread to lower socioeconomic levels. 
The Arab leadership took a severe view of the phenomenon. Articles condemn-
ing it appeared in the press, and Jewish intelligence organizations heard about 
pressure tactics being used to force people to remain. In the framework of the 
emergency levy underway for the Arab Higher Committee and the Arab Treas-
ury, which was also meant to fund guard contingents for neighborhoods, higher 
taxes were imposed on Arabs whose families had left the country, or who had 
resided outside it even before the outbreak of hostilities.54

 Arab flight under Jewish pressure continued and spread to additional areas. 
During the Yemin Moshe engagement, a part of the Arab force had circled 
around and came in from the direction of Talbiyya. On February 11, the day 
after that battle, a Haganah detachment entered Talbiyya from Rehavia and was 
fired on by two youths whom it attempted to search. Two men were wounded; 
the contingent retreated. This seems to have been the first instance of fighting in 
Talbiyya, but many residents, both Arab and Jewish, had already left. Later that 
day a Haganah vehicle equipped with a loudspeaker entered the area and called 
on the inhabitants to leave their homes, warning that a Haganah retaliatory 
operation was in the offing. Arabs began to flee in large numbers. When they 
learned of this, Arab governing institutions began to pressure the inhabitants to 
remain in their homes and demanded of the British that they station forces in the 
neighborhood. A police patrol arrived and captured the Haganah personnel in the 
car. According to the Arab press, members of the National Guard who had not 
previously been deployed there entered the neighborhood at this time, apparently 
because Talbiyya lay between two British security zones. The British either 
agreed or turned a blind eye to these new forces, but only for a short time. The 
efforts of the Arab leadership led, within a few days, to erection of a barbed- wire 
fence around the neighborhood and its inclusion in the British security zone, 
guarded by British and Arab municipal police, as well as Jewish “municipal 
police” who in actuality were Haganah men. Encouraged by this new arrange-
ment, some of the inhabitants returned.55 The flight from Talbiyya caused much 
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consternation and anger in the Arab camp. Arab wrath was directed both at the 
Jews and at the neighborhood’s residents, upper middle class Christian Arabs 
who were charged with collaborating with the Jews. The fear was that the latter 
would advance southward and take control of the entire Baq‘a- Qatamon Quarter, 
where hostilities were already on the rise.56

The fighting begins
During the first half of December 1947, the Old City became the central battle-
field. On the second day of the strike, December 3, Jewish and Arab forces fired 
at each other on the edge of the Jewish Quarter after a Jewish patrol encountered 
a group of armed Arabs. That same day a Jewish vehicle on its way to the 
Quarter was beset at the Jaffa Gate. Arabs threw up roadblocks there and at the 
Zion Gate, the two entrances that served the Jewish neighborhood. From this 
point and until the British evacuation, the Jewish Quarter’s only link to the 
Jewish new city was by means of convoys accompanied by British forces. Inter-
mittent gunfire continued through December 11, and during this time the local 
population began leaving under the protection of the British police. Jews who 
lived on the margins of the Jewish Quarter found themselves surrounded by 
Arabs and abandoned their homes. At the same time, Arabs who lived on the 
Quarter’s boundaries also fled. A Haganah report called the exodus from the 
Jewish Quarter “mass flight.”57

 Bahjat Abu Gharbiyya claimed that Arabs living on the perimeter of the 
Jewish Quarter began fleeing after several of their compatriots were wounded 
and killed there in attacks by Jewish forces. A Jewish source relates that 
“Najjada members in official uniforms” were telling Arabs to leave the Jewish 
neighborhood. Abu Gharbiyya’s account indicates that from the first days of the 
fighting, the Arab military forces in Jerusalem, in which he served, focused their 
efforts on setting up fixed positions manned by armed fighters around the Jewish 
Quarter. It seems as though at least one of the reasons they established these 
positions was that the Arabs who lived around the edge of the neighborhood 
were leaving. This deployment of fighters helped raise morale on the Arab side. 
Hebronite migrants played prominent roles in the Arab military effort on the Old 
City. They included Sheikh Yasin al- Bakri and Hafiz Barakat Abu al- Filat, the 
two top commanders in the Old City, as well the Abu Gharbiyya brothers. Al- 
Bakri organized a night- time guard of 40 men, equipped with automatic 
weapons, deploying them on the Old City walls and on roofs overlooking the 
Jewish Quarter.58

 According to Abu Gharbiyya, the Arab offensive against the Jewish Quarter 
on December 11, in which his brother Subhi, one of the leaders of the attack, 
was badly wounded, came in response to gunfire from the Jewish Quarter dir-
ected at nearby Arab houses, at the nearby Arab villages of Silwan and Ras al-
‘Amud, and at al- Haram al- Sharif. Subhi Abu Gharbiyya suffered permanent 
brain damage. His injury at such an early stage of the campaign shook the confi-
dence of the Arab forces. A veteran of the Arab Rebellion, he was one of the 
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most prominent military figures in Arab Jerusalem. The Arab forces had suffered 
a number of other casualties as well; on the Jewish side there were two dead and 
two injured. Following this battle, the British sent two platoons to take up posi-
tions between Arabs and Jews in the Old City. Thereafter, until the British evac-
uation, there were sporadic outbreaks of gunfire but, by and large, the Old City 
remained quiet.59

 During this same period, Bahjat Abu Gharbiyya set up defenses in Bab al- 
Zahra, which had been assigned to him. He received a few rifles and some explo-
sives from the Arab Higher Committee and from the Waqf for the purpose of 
securing the Waqf building that lay in his sector. Now he established a head-
quarters and a line of positions facing the Jewish neighborhoods of Mea 
She‘arim and Beit Yisrael, manned by 36 regular troops. Another eight men 
were available as a regional intervention or quick response force. This contin-
gent was later armed with light Bren machine guns, mid- sized Browning 
machine guns that had been harvested from World War II Spitfire combat planes 
and mounted on World War I- vintage Austrian Schwartzlose tripods, and a light 
2-inch mortar, sent by the Arab Higher Committee from Egypt. Abu Gharbiyya 
organized 170 young men from the neighborhood as an emergency force. It 
was divided into squads of 24 men each that guarded and patrolled their respec-
tive neighborhoods once a week, in rotation. This force first used weapons 
owned by its members, but was later equipped with its own arms, which were 
transferred from one squad to another. According to Abu Gharbiyya, it was only 
the lack of weapons for this entire force that kept him from switching from a 
defensive strategy to the offensive. Even so, he defined four offensive goals. The 
first two were expulsion of the Jews who lived in the Nahalat Shimon neighbor-
hood and from the Dar al- Halaq building on the border between Bab al- Zahra 
and Beit Yisrael. These two were achieved. The other two were to block the 
convoy from the Dead Sea potash factory that came through under British guard 
each day, and the convoys to the Hebrew University and Hadassah Hospital on 
Mt Scopus, a Jewish enclave surrounded by Arabs. Despite Arab harassment and 
repeated attacks on these convoys, Abu Gharbiyya’s force was unable to stop 
them.60

The division of the country into combat sectors
On December 8, 1947, the Arab League’s Political Committee convened in 
Cairo to discuss the Palestine question. Its members had before them a report 
that the Iraqi general, Isma‘il Safwat, a senior member of the League’s Palestine 
Military Committee, had submitted on November 27 to the Iraqi army’s general 
staff and to the League’s General Secretariat. Safwat’s principal finding was that 
only the regular armies of the Arab states could defeat the Yishuv. He recom-
mended assembling such forces on the borders of Palestine prior to the British 
evacuation. In the meantime, he proposed, the Arabs of Palestine should be 
organized and their young men trained so that they could take action in sub-
sequent stages of the conflict:
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To defend themselves against Jewish attacks; to cut off the Zionist forces’ 
transport lines, to attack their convoys, and to disrupt their movements; to 
attack Jewish farming villages and kibbutzim. In this way many Jewish 
forces will be kept occupied, which will help the Arab armies and make 
their mission easier.61

Safwat was invited to participate in the Political Committee’s meeting, but that 
body did not accept his recommendation to deploy the Arab armies for war. 
Instead, it was decided to assign the defense of Palestine to irregular volunteer 
forces. This decision was a compromise between the demand of the Hashemite 
rulers of Iraq and Transjordan to send in regular Arab forces after the end of the 
British Mandate and the demand of the Arab Higher Committee and its leader, 
Mufti Hajj Amin al- Husayni, that Palestinian Arab forces alone bear the burden 
of the entire campaign, from beginning to end. The mufti wanted the Arab coun-
tries to offer only material assistance.62

 On January 1, 1948, Safwat, who had in the meantime been named general 
commander of the fighting forces in Palestine, issued an order dividing Palestine 
into three sectors. These were the Northern Front, which extended at its southern 
end to about 50 miles south of Nablus; the Southern Front, the northern end of 
which reached up to Jura (today’s Ashkelon coastline) on the Mediterranean, to 
Faluja, and to Hebron, but not including the latter city; and the Central Front, 
which lay between the two others. Fawzi al- Qawuqji was appointed commander 
of the Northern Front, with a force composed of units of what would later be 
known as the Arab Liberation Army (ALA). No commander was appointed for 
the Southern Front; all that was decided regarding this sector was that volunteer 
forces of Egyptians, Saudis, and Moroccans would deploy there. Only the 
Central Front was given to the mufti’s loyalists, who were to command the local 
Palestinians. The Central Front was divided into two subsectors, a western one 
under the command of Hasan Salama and an eastern one, which included Jerusa-
lem, Ramallah, and Bethlehem, and nominally Hebron, under the command of 
‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni. Safwat and the Military Committee tried to designate 
as the border between the two subsectors the road that ran down the spine of the 
central mountain range, from Nablus, through Ramallah, Jerusalem, and Bethle-
hem, to Hebron. But this ignored the regional unity of the Arab population on 
either side of the road. In practice, the eastern subsector included the mountain 
region and the western one the coastal plain and piedmont.63

 Safwat issued his order in accordance with the Political Committee’s decision 
at its December meeting in Cairo, which divided the country into three regional 
commands, north, central, and south, and appointed Qawuqji commander in the 
north and the mufti’s partisans Salama and ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni to lead the 
central sector. This decision was a compromise between the Political Commit-
tee’s desire to appoint experienced officers from Arab armies and the mufti’s 
demand that he receive sole responsibility for all the Arab forces in Palestine. 
It removed Qawuqji from his post as general commander of the volunteer forces 
in Palestine, the position he had been given in Damascus by the Military 
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Committee, under the influence of the Syrian government and with the consent 
of the Arab League’s secretary, ‘Abd al- Rahman ‘Azzam, on the eve of the 
Cairo meeting. The mufti’s candidate for this post was ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni, 
who was compelled now to make do with a promise of command of the eastern- 
central subsector. The mufti also failed in his attempt to push through a decision 
establishing a civilian administration in the Arab areas of Palestine. This initi-
ative also met with opposition from Transjordan and Iraq. Instead, it was decided 
that the General Command of the volunteer forces would also be responsible for 
administering the civil affairs of Palestine’s Arabs.64

‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni and the reestablishment of the 
Holy War forces
On December 27, 1947, ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni wrote to his wife Wajiha: “I 
am now in the village of Surif, next to a [Jewish] colony named Kfar Etzion. . . . 
Tomorrow I will set out from this village to carry out a few actions, inshallah.”65

 ‘Abd al- Qadir had returned to Palestine in late December, following a decade 
or so of absence in the wake of the Arab Revolt of 1936–1939. He first appeared 
in Surif, in the northwestern part of the Hebron subdistrict—although according 
to some reports, he also spent time in Jerusalem.66 Abu Gharbiyya wrote that the 
Arab League’s Military Committee initially opposed ‘Abd al- Qadir’s return to 
Palestine, but agreed to it in the end on three conditions, all largely consistent 
with the decisions of the Political Committee in Cairo. First, ‘Abd al- Qadir was 
required to coordinate his activity with the Military Committee and to subordi-
nate himself to its command. Second, he was assigned responsibility only for the 
Jerusalem region, and was not to extend his activity into any other area. Third, 
he and his men were forbidden to collect “donations” from civilians, as they had 
done during the Revolt.67

 When ‘Abd al- Qadir arrived in Surif, veterans who had served under him 
during the Revolt began flocking to the village, as did military figures from Jeru-
salem, and apparently, as well, from elsewhere in the country. They came to 
reaffirm their loyalty and to receive arms. According to Abu Gharbiyya, ‘Abd 
al- Qadir had brought with him from Egypt only a meager supply of weapons, 
some of them faulty. This disappointed his supporters, who had no choice but to 
continue to depend on private and commercial sources for arms. There were 
many complaints about the quality of the guns and ammunition that reached the 
Arab forces in Palestine.68 ‘Arif al-‘Arif reported that on the day ‘Abd al- Qadir 
reestablished the Holy War force, on December 25, 1947, it numbered 25 men. 
Only one of them, ‘Azmi al- Ja‘uni, came from Jerusalem. The rest were vil-
lagers, most of them from Surif, including Ibrahim Abu Dayya. ‘Arif noted that 
other forces using the identical name were founded at the same time in Jerusa-
lem, Haifa, Nazareth, Jenin, and elsewhere. He named Kamil ‘Ariqat as ‘Abd al- 
Qadir’s deputy, with Qasim al- Rimawi as his adjutant.69

 During his stay in Surif, ‘Abd al- Qadir set up a training camp for recruits 
from the area, who were housed in tents next to the village.70 The commander of 
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this facility was Abu Dayya, who was also responsible for Holy War’s principal 
stockpile of weapons, which was also in Surif.71 Holy War’s activity went into 
high gear with the establishment of its headquarters at Bir Zeit, north of Ramal-
lah, at the end of January 1948. The arms depot and training camp at Surif con-
tinued to operate, but the principal training facility and store of materiel was 
henceforth at Bir Zeit. The reason for the move seems to have been the tenuous 
support that ‘Abd al- Qadir and the Husaynis had in the Hebron highlands. But 
Bir Zeit offered a number of advantages that were also factors in the move. One 
was its location deep in the Arab hinterland, far from British and Jewish forces. 
‘Abd al- Qadir preferred to reestablish from this position his authority over the 
regional commanders in Jerusalem, most of whom had been his men during the 
Arab Revolt. He did this by making frequent visits to the city, and by requiring 
his supporters to come to see him in Bir Zeit.72

The bombings at the Damascus and Jaffa Gates
IZL operatives detonated a barrel full of explosives at Damascus Gate on 
December 29—for the second time, after carrying out a similar attack there on 
December 12. Seventeen Arabs and two British subjects were killed; 27 Arabs 

Figure 1.5  The Holy War Commanders. Standing on the first row, from the right: Qasim 
al-Rimawi, ‘Abd al-Qadir al-Husayni, Kamil ‘Ariqat. Kneeling third from the 
left: Ibrahim Abu Dayya (Palmach Archive).
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were injured. The casualties included men, women, and children from Jerusa-
lem, Hebron, and Nablus.73

 The two British casualties at the site were policemen, killed, apparently by 
enraged Arabs, after one of them was accused of helping the IZL bombers 
escape in their car. Reprisal attacks spread quickly. A hand grenade was thrown 
at Jewish employees of Barclays Bank who were, under guard, on their way to 
work. One was killed and two injured. As a result of the tension, Jewish doctors 
walked out of the government hospital in the Russian Compound, just outside 
the Old City. Arabs threw up a roadblock at the entrance to Sheikh Jarrah, and 
set on fire a Jewish car that arrived there. Another car was attacked near the 
Waqf building, which lay on the seam between Jewish and Arab Jerusalem, near 
Damascus Gate. By the end of December three Jewish vehicles had been 
attacked in this area, with one passenger killed and 21 wounded.74

 On January 1, 1948, an armored bus belonging to the Hebrew University was 
attacked as it drove through Sheikh Jarrah. Among the participants in the attack, 
which originated in the Waqf building, were Abu Gharbiyya and Mahmud, the 
son of Jamil al- Husayni. This was on the same day that the father had appeared 
at al- Haram al- Sharif to protest the random attacks being committed by Arab 
forces.75 In response, that night the Haganah blew up part of the Waqf building. 
Fighting at the site resumed the next day, and three Arabs and nine Jews were 
injured. British forces arrived in response to the gunfire. They conducted a 
search, arresting Abu Gharbiyya, who was wounded as he resisted capture.76

 His apprehension did not bring calm. At the end of the same day another 
convoy on its way to Mt Scopus was attacked, and a Hadassah Hospital nurse 
was killed. In retaliation, the Haganah attacked an Arab bus on January 3, 1948. 
The British intervened again, this time arresting Haganah personnel and Jewish 
inhabitants, and confiscating their weapons. On the night of January 3, the 
Haganah raided Sheikh Jarrah, setting fire to five houses. The area was quiet for 
a few days thereafter; Shai reported that the next day, January 4, many residents 
abandoned their homes. The commander of operations in the Arab neighborhood 
was Shukri Qutayna. He was a pro- Husayni journalist whose son, Walid, had 
been killed in the explosion at Damascus Gate, the blast that had led to the esca-
lation in the area.77

 Following that explosion Arabs stationed sentries at all the gates to the Old 
City and tightened the siege of the Jewish Quarter. A Jewish Agency official 
who met with the British at this time received the impression that the Mandate 
administration had for all intents and purposes ceded control of the Old City, and 
that the only law that counted there was that of the Arab Higher Committee. The 
road to the Jewish cemetery on the Mount of Olives was blocked for a short 
time, until the British agreed to secure it.78

 Fighting continued and spread throughout the city. On the night of January 5, 
Arab forces attacked the Jewish neighborhood of Meqor Hayyim, perhaps in 
response to the bombing of the Semiramis Hotel (see Chapter 2). Attackers pene-
trated the neighborhood and tried to blow up a Jewish position, but managed 
only to destroy the wall of a barn. The next day a Jewish truck was fired on as it 
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drove through the German Colony. In response, on the following night a 
Haganah force attacked the village of Bayt Safafa. Its local guard managed to 
repel the attackers. One Haganah soldier died; two were wounded.79

 Despite these relative military successes, the Arab civilian leadership was in a 
pessimistic mood as a result of the anarchy that prevailed and also the flight from 
Sheikh Jarrah, Qatamon, Romema, and Musrara. Emil al- Ghuri and Husayn al- 
Khalidi each continued to operate independently, while Tawfiq Salih al- Husayni 
managed al- Haram al- Sharif, stockpiled weapons, and trained fighters, not 
coordinating with the others. On January 1, al- Ghuri set out again for Cairo to 
submit to Amin al- Husayni a status report. According to information gathered by 
Shai, he also intended to give him an ultimatum of sorts. Since the leaders in 
Palestine were unable to continue to command and organize the war effort, al- 
Ghuri wanted the mufti to order a temporary moratorium on hostilities until such 
time as the Arabs could prepare properly. The alternative was to enlist help from 
outside Palestine and to bring in men like Jamal and Raja’i al- Husayni and 
Sheikh Hasan Abu al- Su‘ud, who had spent just a short time in the country 
organizing the National Committees.80

 On the day al- Ghuri left, Husayn al- Khalidi spoke by phone with the mufti, 
who asked him how things were going:

Awful. Emil will tell you everything. Sir, we cannot allow the present situ-
ation to continue. There is confusion and chaos here. If you don’t remedy 
the situation, in God’s name I won’t be able to do anything—the situation is 
dire—there is no order in a city like Jerusalem. Each one of you must return, 
from the highest to the lowest. We all intend to leave the city if things 
remain this way.81

The day after his colleague left, Dr. Khalidi continued to complain on the phone 
to the mufti. The civilian population was panicking, he said, especially at the 
front lines in Qatamon and Sheikh Jarrah. Khalidi complained also about the 
condition of the ammunition, and the shortage of hospital beds for the wounded. 
Shai transcripts of further such conversations during January paint a picture of a 
lack of arms, economic crisis, severe problems with provisions, mass flight, and, 
trumping everything else, a lack of organization. On top of all this came Khali-
di’s personal crisis, as he buckled under the burden.82 According to one Arab 
source, there was, during the fighting on January 2 in Meqor Hayyim, Bayt 
Safafa, and Qatamon, “horrible panic” in the Arab Higher Committee “and in 
the rest of the administrative institutions” (meaning, apparently, the Emergency 
Committee). Reinforcements from nearby Bethlehem were sent to nearby Bayt 
Safafa, while Qatamon received help from al- Maliha.83

 On January 7, IZL operatives robbed an armored car belonging to the Jewish 
Settlements Police and then, disguised as British personnel, arrived that after-
noon at the Jaffa Gate and cast a barrel of explosives into the crowded area next 
to the National Guard roadblock, near the Gate. Nineteen Arabs and one Arme-
nian were killed; 36 people were injured. Some of the dead had manned the 
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roadblock. One was a veteran of the Arab Revolt who, apparently, had been the 
commander of the roadblock. The casualties included the owners of nearby busi-
nesses and people waiting for a bus. Two women were among them. British 
policemen, who fired on the fleeing IZL men, killed three and wounded one.84

 In the wake of the explosion, Shai reported, Arabs began to walk through the 
Old City armed, without interference from the police. In retaliation for the 
attack, Arabs fired at Yemin Moshe, across the Ben- Hinnom ravine from the Old 
City walls, and gunfire came also from police and British army positions on Mt 
Zion. According to Jewish sources, contrary to headlines in al- Difa‘, there was 
no response. The newspaper claimed that on that same day a Jewish driver was 
killed and his vehicle burned on the way to Abu Tor, after the National Guard 
had signaled him to halt and he ignored them. Yemin Moshe, which overlooked 
Hebron Road, constituted a threat to Arab travel to the neighborhoods in south 
Jerusalem, and to the area from Jerusalem to Bethlehem, to Mt Hebron, and the 
rest of the country. Shai said that Arabs feared an attack from Yemin Moshe on 
the dam at the Sultan’s Pool, over which Hebron Road ran. Demolishing the dam 
would completely cut off the road, and cause severe damage to the Arab homes 
in Shama‘a, a neighborhood on the slopes of the Ben- Hinnom ravine.85

 On the morning of the Jaffa Gate explosion, Arab forces in Sheikh Jarrah 
resumed firing on Beit Yisrael and Sanhedria. Mahmud Jamil al- Husayni, in 
command of about 20 men from that area, was killed.86 He was the first of the 
Husayni clan to fall in the war. According to the press, thousands of people, 
including many notables, attended his funeral, which followed a memorial 
service on al- Haram al- Sharif.87 Following the death of his son, Jamil al- Husayni 
reversed his previous position about fighting the Jews, and began to work to 
organize the war effort. It is reasonable to presume that this personal blow he 
suffered was the principal cause of his decision to take up a role in the fighting. 
In this he resembled Shukri Qutayna, who organized the attacks emanating from 
Sheikh Jarrah following the death of his son in the explosion at the Damascus 
Gate.88

 The death of Mahmud al- Husayni came on top of those of a number of other 
prominent local military leaders who had been killed or wounded since hostili-
ties broke out in December. Subhi Abu Gharbiyya had been seriously injured, 
Subhi Barakat was killed in the explosion at the Jaffa Gate, and Bahjat Abu 
Gharbiyya was wounded and arrested. While this lowered the morale of the Arab 
forces and the city’s inhabitants, these men were replaced, largely from the 
available cadre of veterans of the Arab Revolt, who were known and loved by 
the populace. Furthermore, the sense of loss and the desire for revenge brought 
the armed struggle further recruits.89

 In the days following the Jaffa Gate bombing firefights between the two sides 
continued, especially in the Yemin Moshe, Qatamon–Meqor Hayyim–Bayt 
Safafa, and Sheikh Jarrah–Beit Yisrael–Sanhedria sectors. In this latter area, 
the Arabs entered the abandoned Nahalat Shimon neighborhood, where they 
demolished houses. Sheikh Jarrah itself had been largely abandoned. Members 
of the al- Husayni family, who had lived around the mufti’s residence in this 
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neighborhood, moved into houses in the nearby American Colony. A few 
returned to the Old City. The mufti’s house became a base for Arab combatants, 
perhaps also a weapons depot. Most inhabitants of the upper part of Qatamon, 
where it bordered on Kiryat Shmuel, also left, and guns were distributed to the 
few that remained.90

 At the end of January, firefights and sniping continued in the same sectors. 
Light arms smuggled in from the south, through Hebron and Surif, and from the 
east, via Jericho, caused the price of guns in the Old City to decline. The Arab 
Higher Committee sold rifles for P£25 and a commitment by the buyer not to 
resell it on the black market (where prices had also declined). Along with light 
arms, explosives also arrived. During January Jewish and Arab forces fought 
over the advance positions held by the Jews. As part of this struggle the Arabs 
blew up two posts on the edge of the Jewish Quarter. A third position was shat-
tered by British soldiers. All three posts were abandoned after the bombings, 
replaced by positions located further inside the Quarter.91 Arab morale, and the 
prestige of the National Guard in the Old City, rose following the capture, on 
January 18, of a cab filled with explosives, driven by an IZL operative, at the 
Guard’s roadblock at the entrance to the Jaffa Gate parking lot. The driver was 
tortured and killed. Now aware that cars were being combed over meticulously 
at Arab roadblocks, IZL stopped trying to send explosives through them.92

The establishment of the National Committee
The disarray evident in both the military and civilian spheres led many in the 
Jerusalem Arab community to conclude that the Arab Higher Committee, and its 
arm, the Emergency Committee, were not up to the task of running the city in 
wartime. It was, they believed, too concerned with national issues and too domi-
nated by the Husayni faction to deal adequately with matters such as food distri-
bution, medical care, and the defense of the neighborhoods. Furthermore, these 
bodies were not representative of the Jerusalem population. Jerusalem’s Arabs 
saw that administrative bodies called National Committees had been established 
in other cities to perform these functions, and they wanted one in Jerusalem as 
well. These bodies, composed of local representatives of neighborhoods, organi-
zations, and sectors, were designed to be more responsive to the public’s needs. 
Public pressure induced the Arab Higher Committee to call in Sheikh Hasan Abu 
al- Su‘ud and assign him the task of organizing a National Committee in Jerusa-
lem. Abu al- Su‘ud, a Jerusalemite member of the Arab Higher Committee now 
residing in Cairo, was the mufti’s special envoy in charge of organizing National 
Committees throughout the country, but so far Jerusalem had lain outside his 
purview. He ordered the neighborhood committees each to appoint two delegates 
to a council that would elect the new body. The council convened on January 26, 
1948 under his chairmanship. His attempt to dictate a slate of candidates 
with close ties to the Husaynis failed, and elections by secret ballot were held. 
The National Committee thus elected represented different groups within the 
Arab population—there were members from different neighborhoods, Islamic 
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clergymen, educated Muslims and white- collar Christians, representatives of 
immigrant families from the Hebron highlands, and relatively small representa-
tion for the prestigious families, perhaps because so many of their members had 
fled. With the election of the National Committee, Jerusalem had for the first 
time a body devoted to local organization, as opposed to political bodies with a 
countrywide orientation like the Arab Higher Committee and the Emergency 
Committee, which was for all practical purposes a branch of the former.93

 The National Committee set up headquarters at the Greek Orthodox monas-
tery in the Christian Quarter, near the Jaffa Gate, and formulated bylaws that 
placed most powers in the hands of the Committee’s secretary, Anwar Nus-
seibeh. The bylaws stipulated the appointment of a treasurer, auditor, and office 
manager, and established subcommittees for defense and security, food supply, 
first aid and social issues, and neighborhood organization. This latter subcom-
mittee was to serve as a liaison between the National Committee and neighbor-
hood committees. Initially, the former encountered opposition from the 
Emergency Committee, whose members sought to retain responsibility for 
military matters. As a result, the National Committee had to concentrate on the 
unpopular issue of provisions. At the beginning of February 1948 Shai reported 
that the Emergency Committee’s Sa‘d al- Din al-‘Arif was being invested with 
broader powers, including command of the National Guard and of distribution of 
arms to the neighborhoods outside the city walls. Liaison with the British army 
and police remained in the hands of the Emergency Committee. In the end, 
however, following several weeks in which they worked in parallel and in com-
petition, the powers of the Emergency Committee were handed over to the 
National Committee, which proved itself more effective. It did a better job col-
lecting taxes, which were imposed on all types of food and transportation, organ-
izing supplies, and rationing, which for the first time was accomplished in a 
systematic manner with the use of coupons. The provision of bread was assured 
via local supply committees in each neighborhood. The National Committee also 
tried to impose registration of weapons and the need for a permit to bear arms. 
Even in a situation in which guns and ammunition were freely sold in the Old 
City markets, the measure succeeded, at least in part. Furthermore, the National 
Committee helped Arab residents receive property and life insurance payments 
owed to them from overseas, despite the semi- anarchy in which insurance com-
panies were closing their local offices. On February 25, the National Committee 
announced regular office hours, advertised on a cautiously worded placard. It 
condemned highway and train robbery and called on Arabs “to preserve, in their 
struggle, their historic assets, and not to damage archaeological, historical, or 
spiritual sites as their enemies do.” Another role assumed by the National Com-
mittee was coordination with the regional commander, ‘Abd al- Qadir al- 
Husayni. It appointed one of its members to serve as liaison officer between the 
Committee and the regional command.94

 The National Committee struggled at first with financial difficulties, due to 
low allotments from the Arab Higher Committee. Most of the money available 
flowed through the latter’s coffers. The Arab Higher Committee did not like the 
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idea of another committee operating in close quarters with it, and the Husayni 
party resented many of the members of the National Committee. As a result, it 
handed over only tiny sums—P£500 on January 31, P£1,500 on March 16, 
P£500 on March 27, and P£1,000 on April 7. This was at a time when the 
National Committee’s budget, according to its plans, was P£36,000. Neither did 
a trip by Anwar Nusseibeh to Cairo help. But when ‘Izzat Tanus, Secretary 
General of the Arab Treasury, joined the National Committee, the economic 
situation improved. The new body was able to raise P£5,000 from donations and 
taxation of Jerusalem’s inhabitants. In order to compensate prominent members 
of the Emergency Committee, and also, apparently, as a gesture to the mufti and 
his party, these men were appointed, at the beginning of March, as officials in 
the service of the National Committee. Yet a lack of clarity still prevailed as to 
which body represented the Arab community in Jerusalem. This could be seen 
in a variety of complaints that continued to stream into the Arab Higher 
Committee.95

 March brought a significant rise in the power of the National Committee 
under Nusseibeh’s leadership. In the second half of the month the offices of the 
Emergency Committee and the Arab Treasury were moved into the building 
occupied by the National Committee, as part of a concentration of powers in the 
latter. The Arab Treasury became the fundraising arm of the National Commit-
tee, which called on the city’s Arabs to cooperate with tax collection. Taxes were 
imposed, collected by means of coupons required for the purchase of a number 
of goods—alcoholic beverages, cigarettes, gasoline, and sugar among them. 
Price controls were imposed on basic items, such as eggs, and the public was 
told to report price gouging to the National Committee. Arab Treasury stamps 
and donation cards were distributed on public transportation, at restaurants, in 
social clubs, and at neighborhood grocery stores. Once the Arab Higher Com-
mittee endorsed the Arab Treasury’s cooperation with the National Committee, 
the Treasury’s funding for the latter, and for the neighborhood committees under 
it, increased. The National Committee buttressed its authority, insisting that only 
its gun licenses were valid. It threatened to confiscate unlicensed weapons and to 
levy fines on violators. It imposed the same sanctions in an attempt to end 
wildcat gunfire, in which young men discharged their weapons simply to show 
off. It even began to issue identity cards to the Arab population, and to compel 
every male, from small children to the elderly, to carry them. An initiative to 
issue driver’s licenses was canceled after public transportation companies 
opposed it, and this area remained under the purview of the Mandate’s motor 
vehicles department until the British evacuation. On the other hand, the National 
Committee issued gun licenses to bus companies, along with an order from the 
Arab Higher Committee to armor their vehicles. In practice, this injunction was 
not always observed. The National Committee sought to fill the vacuum that had 
opened in the civilian sphere as the Mandate authorities contracted their opera-
tions with the approach of the evacuation. The vacuum had created an atmo-
sphere of lawlessness. The National Committee, following on the efforts of the 
Emergency Committee, sought to fill the legal void by establishing a court that 
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assumed the authorities of the Mandate’s court system. Arab institutions stopped 
cooperating with the Mandate’s institutions and went so far as to shove them 
aside and take their place. When the British acting mayor, Richard Graves, 
requested the Arab Higher Committee to tell the public to pay municipal taxes, 
he was turned down. The Committee told him that it viewed the city council as a 
body that “does not represent the will of the people, and which came into being 
in opposition to that will.” The attempt to take over municipal and, it seems, 
national tax authority was also manifested in an order that the public pay taxes 
only to the Arab Treasury. This order was also meant to prevent the collection of 
protection money by other forces in the Arab sector. Despite the efforts of the 
National Committee, local leaderships, organized as neighborhood committees, 
retained considerable power. The National Committee recognized this situation 
and authorized the committees to impose their own levies, and to provide Arab 
Treasury receipts for them.
 The National Committee also assumed authority over the National Guard, 
whose name was now changed to the City Garrison (Hamiyat al- Madina). The 
foreign troops flocking into the country at the time made up a large portion of its 
ranks. Its command structure was clarified and uniforms were standardized. In 
the week that ended on April 9, the Jerusalem Garrison received P£4,500 from 
the Arab Treasury, close to half of the Treasury’s outlays that week.96 Despite 
the National Committee’s attempts to put the fighting forces into shape, serious 
problems remained evident, deriving from disorganization and a lack of 
resources. In mid- March there were about 1,000 combatants in Jerusalem, 
including Arab Liberation Army troops but not of the municipal police force (see 
below). Another approximately 500 fighters in the Ramallah area belonged to 
the Holy War forces. The latter’s local commander, ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni, 
had available to him, at the end of March, 19 machine guns, nine located in Jeru-
salem, plus eight mortars. The National Committee’s liaison officer with the 
Holy War forces, Jawdat al-‘Amd, a Qatamon businessman who had been 
involved in the fighting, described the situation in a report he submitted to the 
mufti, who was then in Beirut. The fighters, he said, still lacked weapons and 
ammunition, and what they had was often of low quality and even unusable. 
Most of the men belonged to the neighborhood militias, and many of them were 
paid their salaries by the neighborhood committees, in contradiction of the 
mufti’s orders that all payments go through the Arab Treasury. Such salaries 
were funded by levies of varying rates that were set in accordance with the 
ability of civilians to pay them. The militiamen’s salaries were not paid regu-
larly, affecting their morale and discipline. The situation of the troops who had 
come from the Arab states was especially bad because there was no coordination 
between the regional command, the National Committee, and the neighborhood 
committees. Although ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni had fortified his authority, there 
was still no unified command and military organization that encompassed all the 
fighting forces in the city. A National Committee delegation that met with ‘Abd 
al- Qadir on March 14 complained to him about this situation and asked that his 
command assume responsibility for paying the salaries of all combatants. He 
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agreed to pay 800 of them, terming the rest “mobile forces from the area’s vil-
lages.” He meant that they were untrained reserve militias composed of villagers 
who did not require salaries, who were to be called up as needed. Likewise, he 
announced his intention of concentrating 500–600 men in the al- Rawda School, 
which had become the central base of the Arab forces in the Old City. It was 
agreed that his command would supply these fighters with arms and ammuni-
tion, but that their room and board would continue to be paid by the neighbor-
hood committees. Al-‘Amd viewed this as a positive step, but cautioned that if 
the city were not supplied with ammunition, machine guns, and mortars, Jerusa-
lem would face a “great disaster” (karitha).97

The National Leadership and the exodus
Even as the National Committee made these attempts to strengthen Arab military 
and civilian institutions, Arab civilians continued to flee the city. This was par-
ticularly notable among the well- off and upper middle class; in areas of conflict, 
however, everyone was leaving. The mufti was extremely disturbed by this, and 
he wrote to the National Committees throughout the country on March 8 in an 
attempt to prevent or at least limit it:

The [Arab Higher] Committee views this act of desertion from the field of 
honor and sacrifice as something that tarnishes the nobility of the holy war 
movement, besmirches the repute of the Palestinians in the Arab countries, 
weakens the morale of the Arab peoples with regard to the Palestine 
problem, and negatively impacts on the economic and commercial state of 
the Arabs in Palestine as a whole. . . . The Arab Higher Committee has 
studied this grave subject in all its aspects and circumstances, and has 
decided that the national interest requires the Palestinians to carry on with 
their affairs in their country and not to leave it, except in urgent and vital 
cases of clear need, such as political, commercial, or health affairs, about 
which the Arab Higher Committee will decide after consultation with the 
National Committees.98

The National Committees were ordered to warn the Arab population not to travel 
to other countries. The mufti ordered that anyone who wanted to go to an Arab 
country for a limited period or as a permanent move should submit a detailed 
request to the local National Committee, which would discuss the request and 
submit its recommendations to the Arab Higher Committee in Cairo or Jerusa-
lem. Only if the Arab Higher Committee were convinced that the trip was imper-
ative would it submit to the relevant consul an official request that his country 
issue a visa. Obviously, this plan required the cooperation of the Arab states. 
The Arab Higher Committee demanded of Arab governments that they take 
measures to send back home Palestinians who were residing on their territory. 
After being approached about the evacuation of women, children, and the 
elderly, the mufti adopted a compromise. He forbade sending families out of the 



42  Jerusalem: The battle for the Holy City

country, but affirmed in his letter to the National Committees that “in areas in 
which women, children, and the elderly are in real danger, they are permitted 
to leave these areas for other areas distant from the source of the danger.” 
He expected, however, all men of military age to remain where they were to 
defend their homes and property. This then became the background of an order 
issued by the Arab Higher Committee to confiscate any furniture that was moved 
out of homes without an acceptable reason. In Jerusalem, the National Commit-
tee went even further—just moving from one house to another in Jerusalem 
required the approval of the relevant neighborhood committee and the National 
Committee.99

 There was one exception to this policy of preventing young men—those who 
were potential fighters—from leaving. The Arab Higher Committee in Jerusalem 
cooperated with the high command in Damascus to identify candidates who 
could be sent to a six- month-long officers’ training course in Syria. On March 
15, Ahmad Hilmi wrote to the National Committees throughout Palestine, 
requesting that they locate young high school graduates between the ages of 
18–30 to send to Damascus. The National Committees in Jerusalem, Jaffa, and 
Nablus responded by publishing notices in al- Difa‘ calling on young people who 
met this description to report to their offices. The response was high, perhaps 
because the applicants were motivated by nationalism, or perhaps because it was 
an opportunity to leave Palestine. The Jerusalem National Committee set up a 
special subcommittee to process the requests and, on April 7, after conducting 
medical examinations, chose ten young men for the course. Most of them came 
from notable families or from supporters of the Husaynis.100

 Why was the Arab leadership so willing to send away, for half a year, several 
dozen educated and militarily fit young men with command potential—precisely 
the sort who were desperately needed in wartime in the field? The military 
command in Damascus, which was responsible for the combat forces in Pales-
tine, was undoubtedly aware of how critical the situation was. Nevertheless, it 
seems that rivalry with the Husaynis for influence in the Palestinian community 
led it to take this step, which was intended to strengthen its influence over the 
Palestinian command. Its cooperation with Ahmad Hilmi, one of the two 
members of the Arab Higher Committee who remained in Jerusalem, may have 
had its source in the fact that the mufti was far away, and in the growing prestige 
of the Arab Liberation Army, a company of which had recently arrived in Jeru-
salem. In any case, the command in Damascus did not simply work through the 
Arab Higher Committee. In at least one case it sent its own Palestinian repre-
sentative, Hazim al- Khalidi, directly to the National Committee in Ramallah. 
The National Committees, for their part, cooperated because none wanted their 
areas to lose prestige and standing within Palestine. This is clear from the fam-
ilies from which the cadets from Jerusalem hailed, and from their number, which 
was higher than Jerusalem was asked to provide. The behavior of both the local 
and national leadership shows that they had not internalized and comprehended 
the extremity they were in and the scale of the immediate military challenge that 
they faced.101
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 The response to the officers’ course also demonstrated the marginality, at this 
point, of Christians in the Palestinian Arab war effort. They constituted close to 
half of the population of Arab Jerusalem, but only one of their number was 
chosen as a cadet for the course in Damascus. The official position was one of 
unity. This was particularly true of the principal Christian community, the Greek 
Orthodox. Most of its adherents were Arabs and they supported the Arab 
national movement. However, as in the past, Christians voiced considerable trep-
idation about the impending end of the Mandate and life under the Muslim 
regime they expected would replace it.102

The establishment of the municipal police
Dr. Husayn al- Khalidi of the Arab Higher Committee had been trying, since an 
early stage, to organize local defense in coordination with the British authorities. 
They were willing to consider the idea in light of the general deterioration in 
security. It appeared that the intention was to establish a garrison like those 
already set up in Tulkarm, where the municipality employed 24 auxiliary police-
men who had been laid off by the Mandate government. The government sup-
plied weapons and ammunition, and policemen continued to receive their 
previous salaries, with the government and the municipality each paying half. A 
similar transfer took place in most Arab cities, with the boundaries between the 
municipalities and the National Committees sometimes growing blurred. This 
created, in practical terms, cooperation between the National Committees and 
the British authorities (in cities in which the civilian leadership, usually embod-
ied by the municipality, was effective and accepted, the National Committee 
operated, in practice, as one of its arms).
 In Jerusalem, where there was neither an Arab municipal administration nor 
(at first) a National Committee, negotiations over the establishment of an Arab 
municipal police force were conducted between the government and the Arab 
Higher Committee. The latter also demanded that the authorities refrain from 
searching for Arab weapons or otherwise interfering with Arab defense opera-
tions, such as roadblocks. Jewish intelligence learned that an agreement was 
reached to hand over defense of all Arab parts of Jerusalem, including the 
Old City, to the municipal police. But the force’s establishment was delayed. 
At a meeting of the Mandate administration’s Security Conference on January 
23, it emerged that the Jerusalem municipality, which was run by the British, 
was having trouble arranging for its part of the budget for this force. High 
Commissioner Alan Cunningham directed that the establishment of the force not 
be put off for financial reasons, given that it was urgently needed, but the holdup 
continued. On February 6 the Security Conference decided that the chairman 
of the appointed municipal council, Graves, would set a target date for its 
establishment.103

 During the month of February the final preparatory work was completed. The 
British authorities did their best to expedite the establishment of the force 
because of the deteriorating security situation, and they pressured Graves to 
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hurry. The task was assigned to two Arab police officers, Major Fa’iz al- Idrisi 
and Inspector Khalid Sharif al- Husayni. The former was a close associate of the 
Husaynis and acted in coordination with them; the latter was a first cousin of 
‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni.104

 Following the appointment of Idrisi as chief inspector of the district’s Arab 
police force, he was assigned to choose candidates for the force—300 policemen 
armed with rifles for Jerusalem, 40 for Hebron, and 50 for Ramallah and adja-
cent al- Bira. Husayni was appointed commander of the Jerusalem force. The 
selection of candidates began the second week in February but proceeded at a 
snail’s pace. In the first stage, 150 policemen were chosen. The principal diffi-
culty in enlisting them seems to have been the tiny salary that was offered, lower 
than that paid to fighters belonging to the other Arab forces. No less a problem 
was the fear that policemen might desert and take their rifles with them. The 
recruits included inhabitants of Jerusalem, the surrounding villages, and the 
Hebron and Nablus highlands. These local policemen replaced the Arab Legion 
at the guard posts around the municipality building on Allenby Square and 
manned roadblocks at the Jaffa and Damascus Gates and at a few points in the 
New City. They also conducted foot patrols in Talbiyya, the Greek Colony, and 
on Jaffa and Mamilla Roads. The fear of desertion turned out to be well- founded, 
in part—there was at least one such case in which four policemen absconded 
with dozens of rifles. At first the Arab municipal police force operated under the 
command of the British police force in Jerusalem, but the latter recognized these 
Arabs’ close ties to Arab governing bodies.105

Changes in the Arab command: The arrival of the Arab 
Liberation Army
On February 25, the Military Committee in Damascus instructed Fawzi al- 
Qawuqji, commander of the Arab Liberation Army in the northern region (from 
Samaria and northward) to send to Jerusalem a retired Iraqi officer, Lieutenant 
Fadil ‘Abdallah Rashid, along with a company of 120 men from the ALA’s al- 
Husayn Battalion. The purpose was to assign him to command the city’s defense. 
Most of the al- Husayn troops were Iraqis, but some were Syrians and Palestini-
ans. The Military Committee resolved on January 1 to establish urban garrisons 
and to appoint commanders for them. Jerusalem had been given third priority, 
after Haifa and Jaffa. When the Military Committee convened in Damascus at 
the beginning of February, it decided to appoint independent commanders for 
Haifa and Jaffa, directly subordinate to the Committee.106

 Jerusalem, the Husaynis’ power center, was different. Since it had been 
agreed that the Jerusalem region would be commanded by ‘Abd al- Qadir al- 
Husayni, meaning that it would be under the mufti’s direct control, an agreement 
was reached between the Military Committee and the Arab Higher Committee. 
Under its terms, the garrison in Jerusalem would operate under command of the 
Holy War forces, and be subject to the Military Committee’s orders pertaining to 
all the city garrisons. These orders required the corps to cooperate with local 
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forces and the National Committee and to obey the regional commander. Like-
wise, the Jerusalem Garrison was required to cooperate with Hilmi and Khalidi, 
the only members of the Arab Higher Committee in Jerusalem at this time. 
Rashid, the officer chosen to command the Jerusalem Garrison, had been close 
to the mufti’s party since he participated in the rebellion led by Rashid ‘Ali al- 
Kaylani in 1941 in Iraq. Amin al- Husayni had played a major behind- the-scenes 
role in that pro- German coup d’état. Yet Rashid and his men encountered dif-
ficulties in entering the city, and were forced at first to station themselves in Bayt 
Jala. It seems that the local commanders in the Old City, as well as ‘Abd al- 
Qadir al- Husayni, at first opposed the arrival of the foreign troops. The Arab 
Liberation Army entered Jerusalem only in mid- March, and took responsibility 
for the sector lying between the Jaffa Gate and Mt Zion up to the Abu Tor neigh-
borhood. Rashid established the company’s base at the al- Rawda School in the 
Old City’s Muslim Quarter. It became, from this point forward, the Arab 
command center in the city. The Arab Liberation Army entered the building, 
along with ‘Abd al- Qadir’s local forces, with the mufti’s sanction.107

 Rashid, whose official title was “commander of the Jerusalem Garrison,” was 
in action by March 8. On that day he conducted observations of Yemin Moshe 
from Mt Zion and issued an order telling the Arabs who lived near Meqor 
Hayyim to evacuate their homes, since these were to be requisitioned for military 
purposes. Soldiers were sent to the evacuated houses to establish positions. 
Rashid also sent 50 members of the Arab Youth Organization to Upper and 
Lower Baq‘a as reinforcements. The arrival in Jerusalem of the Arab Liberation 
Army contingent enhanced the esteem in which it was held by the local Arab 
community, at the expense of ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni. The resulting personal 

Figure 1.6  Palestinian Arab leaders gathering at the Jerusalem al-Rawda School, 
1929 (Library of Congress).
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tension between ‘Abd al- Qadir and Rashid probably caused concern in Damas-
cus that, despite the agreement with the Arab Higher Committee, the mufti 
would send a rival commander to Jerusalem. As a deterrent, when Rashid visited 
Damascus on March 21 he was promoted to the rank of captain and was 
equipped with, in addition to light arms, a wireless two- way radio that enabled 
him to maintain ongoing contact with Arab Liberation Army commands in Pal-
estine and Damascus, and which further enhanced his prestige as a commander. 
But the foreign soldiers under his command sometimes beat local civilians, and 
Rashid’s personality and military talents were subjects of controversy. Resi-
dents’ views of the Jerusalem Garrison seem to have been influenced by their 
attitudes toward the foreign fighters of the Arab Liberation Army in general. One 
of Rashid’s Iraqi compatriots, General Isma‘il Safwat, described him as one of 
the best commanders he knew, but some individuals in Jerusalem disparaged 
him for the way he managed battles. Others viewed him as a weak man who was 
not up to the task of leading a heterogeneous multinational force. But others 
lauded his character and noted that he had been wounded in battle. Some charged 
that his main interest was pillage.108

 Gradually, over the course of March and April, some 80 members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood from Syria, who had been trained at the Arab Liberation 
Army’s Qatana camp, near Damascus, joined the Garrison. They were led by Dr. 
Mustafa al- Siba‘i, the Brotherhood’s leader in Syria and one of the organiza-
tion’s important ideologues. He made his position on the Palestine conflict clear 
when he declared, just before setting out for the country, that Zionism was an 
“abscess we wish to expurgate.” Two Syrian army officers, Jamal al- Sufi and 
‘Abd al- Rahman Maluhi, operated alongside him. Al- Sufi served as Rashid’s 
deputy, and thus the Syrian and the mainly Iraqi forces merged into one more or 
less unified force. It should be taken into account as well that some of the men of 
the al- Husayn Battalion were also Syrians and, ideologically and socially, the 
commanders of both groups (with the possible exception of Siba‘i), as seasoned 
army officers, had much in common. The united force was relatively well 
armed—it had Czech rifles, French light and medium machine guns, and light 
mortars. According to Bahjat Abu Gharbiyya, al- Sufi and Maluhi frequently 
complained to him about disciplinary problems. The Arab Liberation Army 
ranks included soldiers who had deserted or who had been dismissed from other 
Arab armies. The Muslim Brotherhood fighters included Damascus University 
students, but 15-year- old boys as well.109

The Palestine Post, Ben- Yehuda Street, and Jewish agency 
bombings
On February 1, in the evening, a huge bomb lodged in a British army truck, con-
taining hundreds of pounds of explosives, went off in front of the building that 
housed the Palestine Post, the Yishuv’s English- language newspaper. The build-
ing was located on HaSolel Street (today’s HaHavatzelet Street), in downtown 
Jewish Jerusalem. The explosion destroyed the editorial offices and the printing 
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press, as well as the Jerusalem district offices of the Hebrew Settlements Police. 
Four Jews were killed and 16 wounded. The two adjacent buildings went up in 
flames, and other buildings too were damaged. Dozens of families were left 
homeless and lost their property. Shai’s intelligence assessments agreed with 
the common wisdom among the Jewish leadership and public—the British 
police were responsible for the explosion. Israeli historians long accepted this 
judgment.110

 But, according to Arab sources, the truck bomb was put together by ‘Abd al- 
Qadir al- Husayni himself, in Bir Zeit or in ‘Ayn Sinya, north of Ramallah. He 
was assisted by the Holy War explosives expert, Fawzi al- Qutb. The truck with 
the bomb and an escape vehicle set out from ‘Abd al- Qadir’s camp in Bir Zeit 
with three passengers, British deserters from either the army or the police, who 
had joined ‘Abd al- Qadir’s forces. They were accompanied by ‘Abd al- Nur 
Khalil Janho, the commander of Baq‘a, who had been chosen for the job because 
of his fluent English. The job of the British men was to enable the convoy to get 
through British and Jewish roadblocks. Janho was assigned the job of lighting 
the fuse that would set off the explosive charge.111 This bombing was the first 
large act of sabotage carried out by ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni and his men. It 
caused consternation in the Arab camp because the Arab Higher Committee in 
Jerusalem did not want the Arabs to be held responsible. The Committee’s 
public relations department briefed the Arab newspapers accordingly. Yet ‘Abd 
al- Qadir issued statements taking credit for the bombing. The internal debate 
reached a point at which the public relations department ordered Arabic news-
papers not to publicize ‘Abd al- Qadir’s statements.112

 On February 22, at 6:30 in the morning, three army trucks blew up on Ben- 
Yehuda Street, a main artery in downtown Jewish Jerusalem. Four buildings col-
lapsed and others were damaged. A total of 49 people were killed and 140 were 
injured, extricated from the ruins, and taken to hospitals. The bombers escaped 
in a fourth vehicle, a British armored police car. The shock waves rocked Jewish 
Jerusalem, leaving behind them a sense of foreboding and depression. The crowd 
that gathered at the site blamed the British, whose police and army officers arriv-
ing there to investigate the bombing had to leave quickly. IZL and LEHI opera-
tives opened fire on British personnel, killing ten soldiers that day and the next. 
The British returned fire, killed three Jews and wounding seven. Tension 
between the Jews and the British climaxed and the British command declared 
Jewish Jerusalem out of bounds for all ranks. Israeli historians have also held the 
British responsible.113

 In this case, too, the bombing was the work of ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni’s 
command. It had established contact with the crew of a British armored car and 
persuaded them, paying them to desert to the Arabs and participate in the opera-
tion. The cars that held the bombs, originally stolen from the British, had been 
taken from the Holy War’s warehouses. The bombs themselves were constructed 
by al- Qutb, the Holy War’s explosives expert, and he may well have been 
assisted by ‘Abd al- Qadir himself. In the early morning of February 22, the 
convoy set out from Bir Zeit and drove via Ramallah, Beit Horon, Latrun, and 
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through Bab al- Wad by the main road from the coastal plain to Jerusalem. The 
roundabout route was chosen so as to obviate any suspicion that the cars had 
come from an Arab area. As in the case of the Palestine Post bombing, ‘Abd al- 
Qadir did not place all his trust in the British deserters. He sent along on the 
operation two members of his own inner circle. One was a veteran of Surif train-
ing camp, ‘Azmi al- Ja‘uni, a Jerusalem native whose fluency in English and fair 
complexion enabled him to disguise himself as a British policeman.114

 ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni left for Egypt on the day of the bombing or the day 
that followed, February 23. That same day, the Cairo daily al- Ahram printed the 
text of a statement he made via telephone. In it he took responsibility for the 
explosion on Ben- Yehuda Street, terming it retaliation for a bombing committed 
by IZL in Ramla a few days earlier. The General Command of the Holy War 
army issued a similar declaration to the Arab press in Palestine, also on February 
23. This statement was also broadcast on Arab radio stations and copies were 
distributed in Jerusalem. Basing itself on wiretaps, Shai reported a rise in Arab 
morale following the bombing, but also noted that some on the Arab side had 
condemned the action. Among the latter were the secretary of the Arab Higher 
Committee, Dr. Husayn Fakhri al- Khalidi, who called it “depravity unfit for the 
Arab spirit.” The Arab Higher Committee in Jerusalem tried to disassociate itself 
from the explosion. It issued a denial to the press, stating that ‘Abd al- Qadir had 
been out of the country for a number of days and thus could not have conveyed a 
statement to the press in Jerusalem. According to the intelligence gathered by 
Shai, ‘Abd al- Qadir left the country for the purpose of taking care of financial 
affairs, and to complain in person to the mufti about Dr. Khalidi’s denial. In 
response, the Arab Higher Committee in Cairo issued, at the mufti’s behest, an 
order that only the Holy War declaration, and not the denial, should be publi-
cized. In the end, the newspapers printed both declarations side by side. There 
seem to have been practical reasons for the denial as well—after the bombing 
there was fear of retaliation against Arab civilian targets, so Arab forces went on 
general alert. Additional roadblocks were set up, with police sanction, at contact 
points with the Jews, such as Princess Mary Avenue. Reinforcements were sent 
to critical points on Mamilla Road, at Damascus Gate, and at the bus depot 
behind the Rockefeller Museum.115

 On March 11, Holy War perpetrated its third large- scale bombing in Jewish 
Jerusalem. This time the target was the Jewish Agency building, which was 
heavily guarded by the Haganah. The explosion was the work of a driver from 
the U.S. Consulate, Anton Da’ud, a Christian Arab from Bethlehem. He used a 
consulate vehicle to smuggle a 550-pound charge into the building’s courtyard. 
The guards knew the vehicle and its driver. Da’ud used the excuse that he had 
come to sell arms in order to leave the car parked in the courtyard. He left. The 
bomb, fashioned by Fawzi al- Qutb in the Old City with ‘Abd al- Qadir’s know-
ledge, was set off by timer. It killed 12 and wounded 44. The building suffered 
considerable damage, but the Haganah command headquarters of the Jerusalem 
district, on the bottom floor of one of the building’s wings, was left unscathed. 
Like its predecessors, the explosion dealt a serious blow to Jewish morale and 
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raised spirits on the Arab side. This time the bombers had succeeded in penet-
rating the heart of Jewish civilian and military governing institutions. Unlike in 
the two previous instances, this time it was clear that the British were not 
involved, and that the attack had been planned and executed by the Arabs. Once 
again, defenses on the Arab side were augmented.116

 This string of mega- bombings was part of the urban terror and psychological 
warfare campaign that is typical of inter- communal wars. The attacks on these 
carefully chosen targets—the offices of an influential newspaper, the urban 
center of Jewish Jerusalem, and the Yishuv’s governing institutions—stunned 
and demoralized Jerusalem’s Jews. The morale of the city’s Arabs rose, giving 
them a sense that their side was winning and that momentum was in their favor. 
In Palestinian collective memory and historiography, these bombings are seen as 
the principal successes of the Holy War in particular and of the Palestinian 
forces as a whole in the 1948 war. The Arab public, both in Jerusalem and 
throughout the country, viewed the bombings as unavoidable retaliation for the 
attacks at the Damascus and Jaffa Gates, the Semiramis Hotel in Qatamon (see 
Chapter 2), and other Jewish actions throughout the country. At a press confer-
ence he held in Jerusalem in mid- March, ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni voiced these 
sentiments. “The Jews,” he said, “thought that they alone could use this weapon 
[bombs], and they used it dozens of times against the British and Arabs. The 
Arabs were also compelled to use it.”117

Escalation and flight, continued: February and March
In early February 1948 the hostilities continued unabated. Arabs blew up Jewish 
buildings in the Mamilla commercial area and attacked Jewish convoys on the 
Jerusalem- Tel Aviv road and on the road connecting Jerusalem with the Dead 
Sea. In response to the bombings, Jewish forces fired on Mamilla Road and 
launched 2-inch mortar shells onto the Damascus Gate plaza.118

 On February 3, the Arabs carried out a carefully planned attack on Meqor 
Hayyim, descending on the Jewish neighborhood from three directions—from 
Qatamon, Bayt Safafa, and Baq‘a. A total of 90 Arab fighters took part in the 
attack, under the command of ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni, Kamil ‘Ariqat, and 
Mahmud al-‘Umari, the commander of Bayt Safafa. Following the initial assault 
the Arab forces retreated, on ‘Abd al- Qadir’s orders, under fire from the neigh-
borhood’s Jewish defenders.119 Fighting continued in that sector in the days that 
followed, which included another Arab foray against Meqor Hayyim on the 
night of February 4. On the night of February 12, two Haganah platoons, covered 
by mortar fire, attacked Bayt Safafa and blew up three houses, among them the 
home of the local commander, al-‘Umari, who was killed. According to intelli-
gence reports, Bayt Safafa’s civilian population had already been evacuated to 
Hebron and other places, leaving only 40 members of the National Guard. Al-
‘Umari’s death was a heavy blow to Arab Jerusalem and the Arab Higher Com-
mittee, which flew black flags over its offices. He was given a massive public 
funeral, with Committee members Khalidi and Hilmi, delegations from the 
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region’s villages, fighters, and representatives of Arab public institutions in 
attendance.120

 Yemin Moshe, at the time a Jewish slum neighborhood, was an enclave 
nestled between the Arab neighborhoods that formed part of British Security 
Zone B and the Old City and Mamilla areas. It overlooked Hebron Road which, 
after the alternative route via St Julian Street was closed by the British, remained 
the only link between the Old City and the southern Arab neighborhoods and 
from there to the Arab agricultural and military hinterland in Bethlehem, the 
Hebron highlands, and further south. Yemin Moshe’s isolation from the Jewish 
part of the city and its topographic inferiority in relation to the Old City walls 
and Mt Zion gave the Arabs an advantage, including high points from which to 
observe the neighborhood. But its densely packed buildings and narrow streets, 
running parallel to the Old City wall, allowed Jewish forces to move unseen and 
under cover. A series of skirmishes began on December 3, among them a few 
Arab attempts to strike at the neighborhood. On February 10 Arab vehicles on 
Hebron Road were fired on from Yemin Moshe, apparently in reaction to Arab 
barrages against the neighborhood. An Arab bus passenger was killed and 
another wounded. In response, a large Arab force of about 150 men set out from 
Jaffa Gate to attack Yemin Moshe. It was commanded by senior operatives from 
the Old City, including Hafiz Barakat, Salah al- Hajj Mir, and Sheikh Yasin al- 
Bakri. After several hours of combat, during which the Arabs succeeded in pen-
etrating the margins of the neighborhood, and after both sides had received 
reinforcements, the British intervened and compelled the Arabs to retreat. All 
three sides suffered fatalities and injuries. Typically, the casualties included one 
of the Arab commanders, Bakri. Following the battle the British stationed a per-
manent garrison in the area.121 The attack on Yemin Moshe was part of an 
ongoing escalation of hostilities in the city in which both sides fired on public 
vehicles and mined roads, tried to take control of positions on the boundaries of 
Arab and Jewish areas, demolished firing posts and homes, sniped, retaliated 
against attacks from the other side, and reinforced the organized self- defense 
forces in each neighborhood.122 Yemin Moshe continued to be a focal point in 
the war. On March 21 the neighborhood was attacked once again from Jaffa 
Gate, Mt Zion, and Abu Tor. Still another attack came on March 23, this one in 
the form of a car bomb prepared by Fawzi al- Qutb. Two members of the Holy 
War detonation unit, which al- Qutb had founded earlier that month, pushed the 
car from the Mamilla area down into the neighborhood under covering fire from 
Mt Zion. The explosion was deafening, but the block of buildings it affected was 
half- abandoned and only a few civilians were wounded. This relatively complex 
operation made a huge impression on the Arab side, where it was reported that 
the blast had completely razed the Jewish neighborhood.123

 The Arab command in the Jerusalem region did its best to keep its troops dis-
ciplined and well- behaved. A rising tide of complaints flowed into the offices of 
the Arab Higher Committee, the Emergency Committee, and the National Com-
mittee at the end of January and beginning of February. Members of the National 
Guard, civilians claimed, were plundering stores (both those abandoned and 
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those still in operation) as well as homes, even breaking in through doors and 
windows. The Hebronites, who made up a considerable part of the National 
Guard, became particular targets of these complaints, some of which were 
referred directly to Hebron’s mayor, Muhammad ‘Ali al- Ja‘bari, and to that 
city’s National Committee. These bodies in turn passed the complaints on to the 
Arab Higher Committee in Jerusalem. The Arab governing bodies took the 
matter very seriously and made every effort to capture the offenders and bring 
them to trial. According to Shai reports, the Arab leadership used harsh interro-
gation measures, including floggings and torture, and some of the men who were 
caught in the act were imprisoned and brought to trial in Bir Zeit, before ‘Abd 
al- Qadir—who was known for his severe sentences. To avoid publicity, which 
was liable to lower morale among the fighters, local commanders took steps to 
prevent pillage. But corruption and theft by civilian activists seem to have been 
met with a more forgiving attitude.
 Tightened discipline and restoration of order in the city were evident in a 
notification issued by the Arab command in the Old City after Arabs killed two 
British policemen, stealing their guns, on February 17. Placards posted around 
the city, announced that the area within the walls would be under curfew 
between the hours of ten at night and six in the morning. It also forbade the use 
of arms without a “military order.” The command called on the inhabitants to 
provide any information they had regarding the murder of the policemen, and 
threatened that the murderer would be shot dead if he did not turn himself in, 
and that his family would be exiled to another city. It forbade attacks against 
British military personnel or civilians and stealing weapons from them, on pain 
of imprisonment for life to be funded by the prisoner’s family. Thieves and coin 
counterfeiters would be punished likewise. People who opposed the National 
Guard or who violated the order would be brought before a field court martial. 
These threats and draconian measures brought about an improvement in discip-
line and order, both among the troops and among civilians. This, along with the 
arrival of additional forces in the city and region, led to an improvement in 
morale.124

 At the end of February, fighting grew worse following the bombing on Ben- 
Yehuda Street by the Holy War forces. Battles, with mortar fire, raged along the 
front lines and on the main north- south roads. On February 23, in a Jewish offen-
sive accompanied by a mortar barrage, seven Arabs, including a couple and their 
infant, were killed in Musrara. The deaths of an entire family in the barrage 
shocked the Arab community. They believed, mistakenly, that the attack on 
Musrara had been meant as retribution for the Ben- Yehuda bombing (they appar-
ently did not know that the Jewish public and its governing institutions held the 
British solely responsible).125 In the early morning hours of February 26 a 
Haganah force numbering 143 troops armed with light arms, explosives, mortars, 
and machine guns struck at Wadi Joz. The plan was to capture and blow up a 
number of houses. The Arab Garrison in the neighborhood, some 70 men under 
the command of Muhammadd ‘Adil al- Najjar, spotted the invading force and 
opened fire. Several dozen reinforcements under the command of Bahjat Abu 
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Gharbiyya arrived from Bab al- Zahra and helped repel the assailants, but not 
before they had managed to blow up three houses. Despite this relatively suc-
cessful response by the Arab forces, most of Wadi Joz’s residents evacuated 
their homes after the end of the battle.126

 The Jerusalem- Tel Aviv road, the only one connecting Jewish Jerusalem to 
the coastal plain, was closed to traffic, except for large and secured convoys. The 
route was rendered largely impassable as a result of strenuous efforts by Arab 
forces which, on ‘Abd al- Qadir’s orders and in accordance with the plan that he 
had worked out with the mufti, managed to cut off the road at Bab al- Wad, 
where it enters the hill country.127 The attacks on the road were made possible 
when the British ceased, in February, to designate it an evacuation route. During 
March larger Arab forces staged more methodical attacks on Jewish vehicles 
traveling the road. In addition to giving priority to this tactic of attacking Jewish 
transport on the roads, the Arab leadership made a strategic decision to sever 
Jewish Jerusalem from the coastal plain. The policy was coordinated between 
‘Abd al- Qadir’s Holy War forces, the civilian leadership in Jerusalem, and the 
Arab Higher Committee. Three parts of the plan were to cut off provisions 
heading into Jerusalem from Tel Aviv, additional sniping against Jewish neigh-
borhoods, and cutting off the water supply (although this latter step was not 
taken until May 12). The goal was to force Jerusalem’s Jews to surrender. The 

Figure 1.7  Making plans – commanders of the Holy War Forces (Palmach Archive).
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plan may have been connected directly to the mufti’s intention of returning to 
Palestine immediately upon the end of the Mandate. Also, there was Arab hope 
that such a huge blow would prevent implementation of the partition plan and 
the establishment of a Jewish state.128

 British High Commissioner Cunningham, through his chief secretary Gurney, 
negotiated with Dr. Khalidi to allow food convoys to reach the city, under 
British oversight. Gurney believed that he had been on the verge of reaching an 
agreement, but that it was stymied by the Jewish conquest of Qastal, a village 
overlooking the Jerusalem- Tel Aviv road not far from Jerusalem. Khalidi, who 
had gained some authority during this period, was coordinated with the military 
leadership on this issue. He seems to have misled Gurney—he apparently had no 
intention of reaching an agreement, as he declared on the pages of Filastin on 
April 1, where he also rejected Jerusalem’s internationalization:

The campaign currently underway will bring the Jews to a peak of scarcity 
and convince them that their leaders deceived them when they told them 
that a Jewish government could be established in Palestine. The Arabs will 
fight any international force that tries to intervene and establish an inter-
national area in Jerusalem after the departure of the British. As for a cease- 
fire, the Arabs do not accept this solution, because it does not benefit them 
at all. Only the Jews want it, because they wish to guarantee the safety of 
100,000 Jews in Jerusalem.129

Despite their plans, the Arabs did not disrupt the supply of water from the 
coastal plain. It continued to arrive until May 12, even during the battles that 
raged over the pumping stations at Bab al- Wad. The reason seems to have been, 
in addition to a British military presence at the pumping stations, the fact that the 
British administration and army and many Arab residents in the southwestern 
neighborhoods depended on this water. Otherwise, the Arabs lacked any real 
motive for not cutting off the water supply from the plain. It would not have 
been an especially effective tactic since Arab Jerusalem, the Old City in par-
ticular, was full of wells and reservoirs, and water also came in through pipelines 
from the east and south.130

 Another event that took place on March 27 further exacerbated flight from the 
neighborhoods north of the Old City, Musrara in particular. Haganah forces 
commenced heavy bombardment and machine gun fire on key military, civilian, 
and transport positions in the Arab city—Musrara, Damascus Gate, Jaffa Gate, 
Mamilla Road, Sheikh Jarrah, the Sultan’s Pool (Jurat al-‘Inab), and Hebron 
Road. The barrage lasted for about a quarter of an hour. Most of the Arab casu-
alties were in the Damascus Gate area. According to ‘Arif, two Arab residents of 
Musrara were killed, as well as five others elsewhere, and 40 were injured. On 
the Arab side the attack, which took place in the afternoon, caused people to 
think that this was in retaliation for an Arab attack on a Jewish convoy near 
Dheisheh (known as the Nabi Daniyal convoy). In fact, the operation had been 
planned earlier.
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 In response, Arab forces opened fire at several points in the city, among them 
Yemin Moshe and Ramat Rahel, especially at Mea She‘arim and Beit Yisrael. 
The exchanges of gunfire continued the next day, and further fighting took place 
on April 1 and 4—when the British intervened. Mea She‘arim was targeted by 
an Arab force from Bab al- Zahra, reinforced by other contingents from the Old 
City, among them the militiamen of al- Haram al- Sharif, who brought a mortar 
with them. The Bab al- Zahra force responded vigorously, using a medium 
machine gun. Despite this determined Arab response, the Jewish attack, which 
had been preceded by others, prompted nearly all of Musrara’s inhabitants to 
leave. The neighborhood was emptied of women and children; apparently only 
fighters remained. Since most of the residents of Wadi Joz and Sheikh Jarrah had 
already fled, the majority of Arab neighborhoods north of the Old City had now 
been abandoned, leaving behind only the armed forces.131

 Abu Gharbiyya, commander of Bab al- Zahra, claimed in his memoirs that a 
British air force officer stationed at the Italian Hospital, between Musrara and 
Mea She‘arim, warned him that if Arab forces continued to fire mortars at civil-
ian targets in the latter neighborhood, the British would intervene with their own 
artillery. Abu Gharbiyya claims in his account that he told the officer that the 
Jews were the ones who started using mortars against civilians, at Damascus 
Gate, and that he warned that “I will respond with even heavier fire if they again 
attack Musrara.” His threat reflected Abu Gharbiyya’s rising star, as well as the 
increasing numbers of his troops. The British had arrested him when hostilities 
first commenced, but they were unlikely to do so now, given his newfound 
power and their own dwindling authority.132
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2 The collapse of the middle class
The case of Qatamon

The hostilities begin: The bombing of the Semiramis Hotel
The study of Palestinian society in 1948, though still in its incipient stages, has 
begun to address the emergence of an urban middle class—practitioners of the 
liberal professions, clerks, officials, businessmen—within Palestinian Arab 
society during the British Mandate period, together with the reasons for its col-
lapse in 1948.1 The educational, occupational, economic, and social profile of 
the residents of Jerusalem’s Qatamon neighborhood typified the Mandate- era 
Palestinian Arab middle class. They were bourgeois, generally well educated, 
and engaged in much the same range of occupations typical of the new classes 
that sprang up in Europe beginning in the late eighteenth century and in the two 

Figure 2.1  The Hanna Zananiri house, Qatamon area, 1940s (Library of Congress).
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centuries that followed.2 In addition to being a quintessential Arab bourgeois 
middle- class neighborhood, Qatamon is worthy of study because of its strategic 
location, which made it the major locus of the fighting in south Jerusalem. This 
caused its residents great hardship, though some of them stayed on and tried to 
maintain a semblance of civilian life in the shadow of the war.3
 Soon after hostilities erupted, exchanges of gunfire between Qatamon and the 
adjacent Jewish neighborhoods became commonplace. On the night of January 
2, 1948, two LEHI operatives blew up a number of abandoned buildings west of 
Qatamon. The explosions caused panic in the neighborhood, leading ‘Abd al- 
Qadir al- Husayni to pay his first visit to Qatamon. According to some accounts, 
‘Abd al- Qadir and his men met with residents at the Hotel Semiramis, a small 
family establishment in the center of the neighborhood, where they made plans 
to defend the area.4 Haganah intelligence, apparently getting wind of the event, 
prompted the attack of the hotel on the night of January 5. The operation was 
intended as a retaliation against the Arabs for causing the flight of Jews from 
Qatamon and other areas.5
 The Qatamon guard force received a report (perhaps a police warning) of an 
imminent attack. That night most of the force was sent to the neighborhood’s 
northern boundary, facing Jewish Kiryat Shmuel, from where, they believed—
correctly, as it turned out—the attack would originate. Seven guards were sta-
tioned on the roof of the hotel, which at three stories was one of the tallest 
buildings in the area. But, toward midnight, a thunderstorm broke out and the 
guards dispersed. They reasoned that the Jews would not attack in such weather. 
Shortly after they left, a Haganah force arrived in two vehicles, placed its 
charges, and withdrew without interference. Arab guards rushed out of their 
homes and opened fire wildly, to no effect.6 The explosion illuminated the sky 
above the neighborhood for several minutes, shaking the walls of houses hun-
dreds of yards away. Frightened residents leaped out of their beds and rushed to 
take cover in their cellars. Closer to the site of the explosion some people 
went into shock.7 The hotel’s eastern wing collapsed; 18 people were killed 
and dozens wounded. Most of the dead were from two Arab Catholic fam-
ilies, Lorenzo and Abu Suwwan, co- owners of the hotel. They had taken refuge 
there, believing it was safer than their homes in Nikophoria, a nearby Jewish- 
Arab neighborhood closer to Yemin Moshe, where fighting was already 
underway.8
 Few dared to leave their homes in the dead of night to see what had hap-
pened. Those who did saw a heap of ruins through which British soldiers were 
digging in a futile attempt to rescue survivors who might be trapped in the 
rubble. Hala Sakakini, who remained at home, heard about the event in the 
morning from a neighbor, Cocone Tlil, who had gone to the site during the night 
to offer first aid. Hala joined a group of women who went to the Catholic Club, 
where they prepared dressings and worked on medical equipment in a dispirited 
atmosphere. Throughout the day they watched as residents, carrying their 
belongings, entered the British security zone or left for places farther afield. This 
first wave of departure from Qatamon included Arabs, Armenians, and Greeks. 
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One resident of the neighborhood, Anton Albina, expressed his profound shock 
and fear in letters he wrote to the district commissioner, whom he asked, on the 
day after the Semiramis explosion, to incorporate Qatamon into the security 
zone. The commissioner, James H.H. Pollock, replied on January 15, assuring 
Albina that steps would be taken to ensure the security of the area and its resi-
dents. This turned out to be an empty promise.9
 On the day after the explosion a group of about twenty men from the imme-
diate vicinity met at the Sakakini house and resolved to organize to defend their 
homes. But only four owned rifles and three pistols, and most did not know how 
to use firearms. They decided to collect money to purchase additional weapons 
(which were exorbitantly expensive on the black market) and to hire guards. 
Afterward the group, along with their children and some of the women, erected 
roadblocks, consisting of barrels filled with dirt and stones, at the two entrances 
to their semicircular street. Three engineers who lived in the street went from 
house to house, pointing out vulnerable places and showing the inhabitants 
where to set up barriers. The group felt confident about first aid, as two 
physicians lived on the street, who were assisted by women volunteers. It was 
decided that everyone who owned a weapon would do guard duty that night. 
Khalil Sakakini summed up developments in his diary, in a note of merriment 
mixed with sarcasm: “We have turned our neighborhood, which is encircled by a 
road and is a kind of island, into an entrenched fortress, compared to which the 
fortresses of Sebastopol, Verdun, Gibraltar and Malta are as nothing.”10 Tension 
remained high during the days that followed the explosion. The slightest noise at 
night sent residents rushing into inner rooms of their homes, which were con-
sidered safer. The men stayed awake on guard, or to socialize with the fighters; 
many were afraid to go to sleep altogether. According to Ghada Karmi, daughter 
of Qatamon resident Hasan Karmi, the guard effort was abandoned soon there-
after, when one man was shot one night, probably from a Jewish outpost or by a 
patrol.11

 The attack on the Hotel Semiramis was the most extreme in an unfolding 
sequence of events that made normal civilian life in Qatamon increasingly diffi-
cult to maintain. The exchanges of sniper fire between Arab and Jewish neigh-
borhoods made travel to work or to shopping downtown and in the Old City 
dangerous, and in some cases the road was cut off. Similarly, the deteriorating 
security situation meant that villagers could no longer bring in agricultural 
produce. With basic commodities increasingly difficult to obtain, the neighbor-
hood committee decided at the beginning of January to distribute food in return 
for coupons. The distribution center was located in the house of an architect, 
Da’ud Tlil.
 Another event that had a profound effect on Qatamon’s inhabitants was the 
killing of the donkey belonging to Mahmud, the milkman, by a stray bullet. The 
result was that milk, too, was no longer delivered. The Karmi children, Ghada 
and Ziyad, witnessed the shooting of a Bedouin peddler by a sniper on the 
threshold of their house. This event compounded the trauma from which the two 
had suffered since the hotel incident and which was triggered anew by any loud 
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noise, even the slamming of a door. The anxiety felt by all the children in 
Qatamon was further heightened after they were forbidden to leave their homes, 
and when government schools did not reopen after the New Year’s holiday.12

Middle-classciviliansvis-à-visfighters
In February, ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni appointed Shafiq ‘Aways, a Christian and 
a former police officer, to the post of military chief of Qatamon. One of the few 
Christians in the Holy War army, ‘Aways commanded a force of about 60 com-
posed of Palestinian villagers and volunteers from Iraq and the Hijaz.13 Their 
deployment in Qatamon led to an escalation in gunfights with the Jewish neigh-
borhoods.14 Furthermore, ‘Aways soon found himself in conflict with the neigh-
borhood’s inhabitants, who opposed his attacks on Meqkor Hayyim. But the 
underlying cause of the immediately evident friction was apparently the entry 
into Qatamon of the foreigners and villagers, with their very different habits and 
way of life. In addition, at least some of the residents realized that the aggressive 
tactics pursued by the new commander were prompting Jewish retaliation and as 
such were endangering Arab lives and property. Directly after the Semiramis 
bombing, Anton Albina wrote to the district commissioner to say that “We do 
not want innocent people to be butchered in their sleep in the middle of the night 
and at the same time we are most anxious that no one whomever he may be 
should be assaulted in this quarter by irresponsible elements who are strangers to 
the place and do not care of the result of their action” [sic]. In his letters Albina 
reiterated his opposition to harming civilians, whatever their national identity.15

 On February 20, LEHI retaliated, with Haganah support. The Jewish force 
tried to blow up a house in northern Qatamon, adjacent to Kiryat Shmuel, killing 
a member of the neighborhood committee, Kamil ‘Awayda. Following this, 
Qatamon’s residents took their case to the Arab Higher Committee. Its secretary, 
Dr. Khalidi, sent the neighborhood committee a letter authorizing it to supervise 
the Holy War force stationed there, and to choose its commander. Khalidi seems, 
however, to have been aware that his letter would not make much of an impres-
sion on ‘Aways and his men. He advised the committee to send a delegation to 
‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni at his headquarters in Bir Zeit. ‘Aways, for his part, 
sought from ‘Abd al- Qadir an official letter of appointment as commander, and 
for some time apparently enjoyed the latter’s support.16

 The fighting in the Qatamon area continued, as did the attacks from there on 
Meqor Hayyim. LEHI carried out a further series of bombings in the north of the 
neighborhood in coordination with the Haganah, which provided mortar fire as 
cover. On the night of March 10, LEHI forces planted bombs in the Shahin, 
‘Anabtawi, and Budayri houses. The Arab force manned an outpost on the roof 
of the first of these, which was still under construction, but the bomb failed to 
explode. The other two bombs did detonate, however, demolishing the two 
houses and causing serious damage to several others nearby. Among these was 
the home of Dr. Fawti Frayj, a physician and a member of Jerusalem’s National 
Committee. On March 13, LEHI made another attempt to demolish the Shahin 
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house, this time succeeding in destroying the post and other parts of the building 
and another structure as well. The Arab fighters sustained casualties, but appar-
ently the demolished buildings were uninhabited and most of the damage was to 
property.17 The rift between ‘Aways and the civilian population again came to 
the fore during the battle at the Shahin house. The civilians opposed shooting 
back at the assailants for fear that their own homes would be destroyed as well. 
Shortly after the attack, ‘Aways demanded a list of the local non- Arab families 
(Greeks, Armenians, and others) and ordered them to sign a commitment to 
desist from commercial dealings with Jews. Anyone who refused to sign, he 
threatened, would suffer “the lot of traitors.” His demand attests to the profound 
alienation between his forces and the non- Arab Christian population, which 
found itself caught in a war alien to its own interests.18

 The Sakakini house continued to be a social magnet for the neighborhood’s 
residents. It became customary for a few neighbors, some of them relatives, to 
gather there each evening to pass the tense hours together while conversing, lis-
tening together to the radio, playing cards, or otherwise socializing. In some 
cases the gatherings were disturbed by the combat outside. In her diary, Hala 
Sakakini described the night of March 13 and the morning after:

We had just heard the nine o’clock news yesterday evening and were all 
sitting in the dining room when an explosion took place. It was followed by 
shooting, so we all ran for safety to the hall. The firing was so strong every-
body’s nerves were on edge and we all began ordering each other to take 
safer positions in the hall. Then two more loud explosions shook our house 
and we guessed that they were very near. Fadwa Sfeir was almost panic- 
stricken, so we hurriedly took our coats and some blankets and ran down-
stairs where we stayed cold and shivering until things began to quiet down 
around midnight. Sari, Uncle Najeeb and George Sfeir remained upstairs 
listening to the police station on the radio. . . . When it had calmed down a 
little, our neighbors Mr. Daoud Tleel, Mr. Fakhri Joharieh and Mr. Sruji 
joined us in Sari’s flat and shared our bottle of cognac with us.
 Shooting did not cease until morning. It was a terrible night. Today, from 
early morning, we could see trucks piled with furniture passing by. Many 
more families from Katamon are moving away, and they are not to blame. 
Who likes to be buried alive under debris?! The defense system of Katamon 
is just miserable and no one of the responsible people is doing the slightest 
thing about it. If strong security measures are not taken immediately, our 
turn of leaving our home will come soon. We cannot be expected to wait 
empty- handed for the Jews to come and blow us up.19

Following the bombings in March another wave of residents fled Qatamon, after 
much of the neighborhood had already emptied out in the two preceding months. 
Those who could afford it headed for Arab metropolitan areas outside 
Palestine—Beirut, Damascus, Alexandria, and Cairo—where they were accus-
tomed to vacation. Families with lesser means found shelter in the Old City or 
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made do, for the time being, with ensconcing themselves in the British security 
zone adjacent to Qatamon.20

 The community’s residents again sent a delegation to the Arab Higher Com-
mittee to complain about ‘Aways and his men, but Khalidi and Hilmi could do 
nothing under the circumstances.21 A second delegation, consisting among others 
of Frayj, whose house had been destroyed, went to see ‘Abd al- Qadir in Bir Zeit 
on March 14 and achieved far better results. ‘Aways and his men were removed 
from the neighborhood and transferred to Upper Baq‘a, to be replaced, on March 
15, by a force under Ibrahim Abu Dayya, one of the Holy War’s most experi-
enced commanders.22

 To facilitate Abu Dayya’s deployment in Qatamon, ‘Abd al- Qadir himself 
came to the neighborhood again a few days later, accompanied by his deputy, 
Kamil ‘Ariqat, by Abu Dayya and by his second- in-command, Abu ‘Ata. The 
delegation was received warmly at the home of Khalil Sakakini, who had long 
been on good terms with the Husayni family. Sakakini used the opportunity to 
ask them to uphold the ever- binding rules of war: to take care of the wounded, 
treat prisoners well, and turn over the bodies of the dead to their families. He 
cited to his Muslim guests a hadith attributed to Abu Bakr, the first Caliph, who 
enjoined his warriors not to kill elderly people, women, and children, nor to burn 
trees, destroy houses, pursue refugees, mutilate the bodies of the dead, or harm 
clerics (Sakakini had apparently heard rumors that Arab combatants were com-
mitting atrocities). He did not note his guests’ response in his diary, but he 
appended a pacifist thought: “Sheath your swords and do not fight anyone, there 
is enough room in this world for everyone.” Nor did he dare utter such a thought 
to ‘Abd al- Qadir and the others. He concluded the diary entry by invoking Jesus: 
“My kingdom is not of this world.”23

 Abu Dayya, the new Qatamon commander, was born in 1920 in Surif, a village 
at the edge of Mount Hebron. He completed elementary school, and after his 
father’s death replaced him as the village barber. He took an active part in the Arab 
Revolt. From late 1947 he served as commander of the Holy War training camp in 
Surif, responsible for one of that force’s main weapons depots, also located in the 
village. His prestige as a commander soared after he led the contingent that killed 
all 35 members of a Haganah force on its way to relieve besieged Kfar Etzion, 
south of Jerusalem, in mid- January 1948. ‘Abd al- Qadir assigned him to establish 
an offensive unit called the Third Company, whose well- paid members were care-
fully chosen from the ranks of army and police veterans. Its core group numbered 
a few dozen men from Surif and the surrounding villages who had been fighting 
together since December 1947, having trained with each other at the camp in Surif 
and afterwards in Halhul. There they were joined by Iraqis, five British army 
deserters, and ten Yugoslav Muslims who were fortification and mine- laying 
experts. Abu Dayya’s force in Qatamon was about 130-strong. Since he was also 
Holy War’s chief quartermaster, he enjoyed a steady supply of arms, including 
mortars and light and medium machine guns. He enforced strict discipline and 
punished violators severely, in some cases expelling them from the unit. He lived 
among his men, under the same conditions, and led them into battle.
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 As was the case with many commanders of irregular forces, Abu Dayya’s 
authority derived from his charisma and the enthusiasm he instilled in his troops. 
In Qatamon he set up a base at the St Simeon Monastery, on the outskirts of the 
neighborhood. It included a mess that provided his troops with plentiful food so 
that their needs did not become a burden on the civilian population. He estab-
lished a fortified line of outposts along Qatamon’s boundaries, reinforced by 
dominant positions within the neighborhood. Qatamon served as a staging 
ground for his unit’s participation in other battles, such as the one against the 
Jewish convoy at Nabi Daniyal, south of Bethlehem, in late March 1948, as well 
as the fighting at Qastal at the beginning of April.24

 Shortly after the arrival of the Abu Dayya force the residents’ sense of 
security improved somewhat, though exchanges of gunfire with the Jewish 
neighborhoods continued incessantly.25 Abu Dayya and Abu ‘Ata (the mukhtar 
of the village of Rafat, north of Jerusalem) were popular and admired by some 
of the residents, owing to their personalities and their spirited nationalism. Fol-
lowing the battle against the Nabi Daniyal convoy, Khalil Sakakini wrote in his 
diary:

He [Abu Dayya] is a young man in the springtime of his life, small and lean, 
but in an emergency is as strong as a lion. Nevertheless, the newspapers do 
not mention him, as though he is the Unknown Soldier. This young man 
imposed his conditions on the commander of the British police, who did his 
bidding. . . . If this young man were from a city, from this or that family, 
people would drum and sing and hold parties for him, in his presence or his 
absence, and ply him with huge sums of money. I am apprehensive that he 
will notice this himself, or that someone will draw his attention to it, and 
then we will return to the townsman versus peasant tune and all will fall 
apart, heaven forbid. . . . There is someone else, the mukhtar of Rafat, Abu 
‘Ata, who assumed command of the guard in Qatamon in the absence of 
Ibrahim Abu Dayya. This mukhtar is imbued with much wisdom, experi-
ence, and nationalism. When you talk to him you think he is a graduate of 
an institution of higher learning: he expresses himself well, his opinions are 
mature and he has noble ambitions, not only in comparison to other 
mukhtars, but also in comparison to several members of the AHC [Arab 
Higher Committee], who as compared to him are ignorant while he is 
educated.26

Abu Dayya’s popularity with the Palestinian Arab public reached its zenith in 
the wake of a stirring address he delivered in the courtyard of al- Haram al- Sharif 
on April 9, 1948, at the mass funeral of ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni, who had been 
killed the day before in the battle at Qastal. Khalil Sakakini wrote in his diary 
that Abu Dayya, who had been wounded in the battle, had insisted on attending 
the funeral despite his condition, after the doctors removed bullets and shrapnel 
from his body.27 The enthusiastic support for Abu Dayya by the Sakakini family 
and their circle in Qatamon is also apparent in a letter from Melia Sakakini 
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(Khalil’s unmarried sister, who was a member of his household), to her nephew 
Sari in Cairo:

Ibrahim’s [Abu Dayya’s] health improved and he is busy with his affairs, 
but he has few dirhams [old silver coins]. Please inform Raja’i [al- Husayni, 
financial director of the Arab Higher Committee] accordingly and tell him 
that Ibrahim deserves more [money] than all those who are active in Egypt, 
and here and there. After [the death of] ‘Abd al- Qadir, Ibrahim is all they 
have left, and it’s high time they woke up.28

On April 21, a few days before the fall of Qatamon, Hala Sakakini wrote in her 
diary:

I am determined to stay here as long as Ibrahim Abu Dayyeh [sic] is here to 
defend us. I adore that man. He is wonderful, overflowing with patriotism, 
working day and night tirelessly, not caring for food or comfort. He is intel-
ligent. He is genuine. Abu Dayyeh and Abu Ata drop in almost every 
evening. We drink coffee and have a little chat together. It is a pleasure to 
listen to these men talking.

Two days later, Abu Dayya was taken again to the hospital. In the wake of 
rumors of an impending Jewish attack on the neighborhood, Hala Sakakini made 
the following diary entry:

Around six o’clock in the evening, Mr Sruji came in and announced that 
Abu Dayyeh had run away from the hospital in pyjamas and slippers. It is 
typical of him. Uncle Najeeb sent him a woollen jumper and Father a pair of 
woollen socks. About nine o’clock Abu Dayyeh dropped in. His presence 
among us made the evening most pleasant. He is a character that I shall 
never forget so long as I live. When he talks he fascinates you. He uses short 
sentences, his words are powerful, his remarks original and just right. You 
feel he is capable of overcoming all obstacles.29

The ability of Abu Dayya, a relatively uneducated Muslim villager, to integrate 
into a sophisticated bourgeois urban Christian society was probably attributable 
not only to his charisma, but also his admirers’ romantically idealized notion of 
village life. Even the rural dialect he spoke, which urban Arabs often disparaged 
as crude and simple compared with their own speech, came in for praise—Khalil 
and Hala Sakakini enthused over Abu Dayya’s and Abu ‘Ata’s linguistic 
prowess. Similarly, the Sakakinis were willing to overlook the considerable dis-
parity of vocabulary between the colloquial Arabic of the uneducated and that of 
the educated, which drew on literary Arabic when discussing important matters. 
While adopting a patronizing, sometimes even hostile attitude toward villagers 
(which was reciprocated), bourgeois urban Arab society tended to take an idyllic 
view of village life. Thus, for example, townspeople who normally dressed in 
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European attire liked to have themselves photographed in stylized traditional 
rural dress.30 The idealization of the “noble villager” derived from a sense of 
national identity that pervaded much of bourgeois Arab society and which inten-
sified during the war. The village, with its “authentic” farmers, herders, and 
craftsmen became a central icon of the Palestinian national movement, much as 
it had in other national movements.31

 Though most of those who remained in Qatamon regarded Abu Dayya as 
their defender and savior and their last hope for being able to remain in their 
homes, others were highly critical of his belligerency and its consequences. A 
neighborhood physician, a Christian, wrote in a letter on April 24:

Yes, I am still in Qatamon; in fact I am the only one who has not yet evacu-
ated his apartment, and I have no intention of doing so. Jerusalem is now a 
war zone, and filled with irresponsible people carrying Bren machine guns 
and wearing the ‘abaya [village attire], who shoot at the moon at night and 
during the day at the horizon. They think they are having a good time.32

Hasan Karmi, whose family opposed the mufti—his brother had been murdered 
by the mufti’s henchmen in 1939 as a consequence of the political feud between 
the Husayni family and its rivals—held the Arab fighters responsible for the 
escalation of hostilities. Karmi received Abu Dayya in his house cordially, but 
after he left spoke sarcastically about the commander’s self- confident boasting. 
Such mistrust of the Palestinian Arab forces, together with their habitual reliance 
on the British, led many members of the middle class to lose their bearings and 
to expect that salvation would come from outside—from the Arab states, the 
Arab League, or even from the UN or the British, despite their record of disap-
pointing the Arabs.33

The fall of Qatamon
Despite the best efforts of Abu Dayya and his men, Qatamon’s Arab population 
continued to shrink. On the evening of April 13 mortar shells were fired into 
the neighborhood, a few of them falling near the Iraqi consulate. At the time, the 
majority of the remaining residents were gathered, as was their habit, in the 
Sakakini house, which was across the street from the consulate. Khalil Sakakini 
reacted to this event by noting that:

It is a good thing that our neighbor Islihit moved to Bayt Jala, and a good 
thing that Fakhri Jawhariyya moved to the Old City. If the two of them were 
here in the neighborhood with their families, they all would have been 
seized by terrible fear.

Over the next few days relatives of the Sakakinis visited them to bid farewell 
before leaving the country. Day by day the population of Qatamon dwindled. 
Sakakini had to close his private school, al- Nahda—the number of students had 
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plunged from 80 at the end of January to only 30. Hala Sakakini described the 
evenings in the family house during her final days in Qatamon:

We have a special slogan for the evening nowadays. Not a day passes 
without Mr Daoud Tleel asking in his sarcastic way, “What do you say, 
shall we flee tomorrow?” When we are in high spirits, and that is usually 
after Abu Dayyeh had visited us, we answer in the negative, but when there 
are explosions and shooting to be heard, we would answer, “Tomorrow 
we’ll leave, that’s final!”

A week later, on April 29, she wrote: 

We are now the only family left in Qatamon. The Sruji brothers sent away 
their wives and children a few days ago. Mr Daoud Tleel and his family and 
Mr Elias Mansour and his family left for Syria about a week ago. I think 
Mrs Anton Albina has remained with her husband in Qatamon. 

The Sakakinis themselves planned to leave the next morning for Egypt, in their 
school vehicle. Two of their relatives from the neighborhood decided to stay 
with them for one more night and bid their farewells in the morning, before 
leaving for the Old City. In the evening the Sakakinis invited Abu Dayya and 
Abu ‘Ata to their home and socialized with them until 11 a.m. They talked about 
the possibility of a fierce assault on Qatamon. Abu Dayya said that he expected 
such an attack imminently but that he was well prepared.34

 The first Palmach (Plugot Machatz, the Haganah elite squads) attack on 
Qatamon was staged on the night of April 26. About 150 fighters ascended from 
the Valley of the Cross toward the St Simeon Monastery. Another platoon, 
serving as a decoy and holding force, attacked from the northeast. From the 
beginning of their offensive the force encountered return fire. Fearing that a 
daytime attack would incur heavy losses, the commander of the Palmach battal-
ion ordered his men to retreat.
 Fearing a renewed attack, Ibrahim Abu Dayya immediately requested assist-
ance from the Arab Higher Committee, the National Committee, and the Holy 
War command in Bir Zeit. Two Arab Legion officers, Captain ‘Abdallah al- Tall, 
who headed the forces in the al- Nahda School on Hebron Road (which had until 
not long before been headed by Sakakini and owned by him and his partners), 
and Captain Sulayman Mas‘ud, commander of the Legion Company stationed in 
the el- Alamein camp south of Jerusalem, sent three armored cars equipped with 
turrets, on which two- pounder anti- tank guns were mounted, and 30 soldiers. 
Ostensibly, these were designated to defend the Iraqi consulate in Qatamon, but 
in practice they were sent to supplement Abu Dayya’s forces. A further rein-
forcement consisted of the guards at the Egyptian, Syrian, and Lebanese consu-
lates, which were located close by, on the other side of the fence that marked off 
the British security zone. At these were stationed 20 Egyptian soldiers under the 
command of Captain ‘Isam Hilmi.35
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 The Palmach force attacked again on the night of April 29, using the same 
plan. The principal force stormed the monastery and two adjacent buildings. The 
Arab forces deployed there retreated and took up new positions in residences 
that overlooked the monastery from the east. From there they opened heavy fire 
on the monastery area. A blaze broke out on one of the buildings adjacent to the 
monastery and illuminated the surroundings, helping the Arabs hit their targets 
accurately. The Palmach force took refuge in the monastery and the flanking 
buildings.
 A lull in the fighting came to an end when Abu Dayya launched an organ-
ized counterattack at 4:30 a.m., using two of the armored vehicles he had 
received from the Legion. These moved from the Iraqi consulate along al- 
Maliha Road and ascended to the monastery from the south. The Arab fighters 
moved in from the woods, terraces, and stone fences around the monastery, 
coming into very close range, and in a series of assaults caused the Jewish 
forces, now trapped inside the building, a large number of casualties. Abu 
Dayya and his men charged the monastery tenaciously and fearlessly despite 
incurring many casualties themselves. ‘Arif ’s explanation is that they knew 
that “if this neighborhood were to fall, so would the other neighborhoods in 
the New City.” This was also the belief, at the time, of ‘Abdallah al- Tall. At 
10 a.m. the Arabs began to use 3-inch mortars to shell the monastery, weapons 
sent by ‘Abd al- Hamid al- Rawi (commander of the ALA Garrison in Jerusa-
lem). A Palmach detail’s attempt to attack a building called the House of the 
Green Shutters failed. Soldiers serving as guards at the Arab consulates in the 
security zone also joined in the fighting. They and the Arab Legion forces 
wore overalls so as to conceal their military identities. Irregular, untrained 
Arab, Palestinian, and other fighters from the city flowed into the area (but vil-
lagers did not, apparently because they feared reprisals against their 
villages).36

 Hala Sakakini described the events of that night from the vantage point of the 
last Arab residents of Qatamon:

All of us were sleeping in Sari’s flat when at twelve o’clock (the usual 
hour), not long after our visitors [Abu Dayya and Abu ‘Ata] had left us, the 
attack on Katamon began. It was stronger than ever. The firing was heavy 
and continuous and it sounded so very near all of us thought that the Jews 
had reached our street. Every one of us deep down in his heart feared that 
before morning we would all be dead. When at last morning came the firing 
had not ceased. It went on and on, loud and strong. At about half past five, 
as I was standing on Sari’s porch (which is protected by sandbags) I saw 
Abu Ata who had come to use our telephone, as no other telephone in the 
whole [of] Katamon is working. We asked Abu Ata about the situation and 
he said that everything was all right and that they were only short of certain 
bullets. After a while, however, Abu Dayyeh himself arrived in our square. 
He was nervous and shouting. We understood from him that everything was 
not all right at all. The Jews had come in very large numbers and they were 
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trying to surround Katamon and besiege it. Already fifteen of our fighters 
had been killed and thirty wounded. The Arab soldiers in the Iraqi Consu-
late came running across the Consulate grounds to the fence along our street 
to offer their services to Abu Dayyeh. He began to give them orders. How 
great this young man standing there in his abaya and pointing out to those 
trained soldiers the positions they ought to take. His strong personality 
expresses itself in his every gesture and his every word. I saw some of the 
Arab soldiers putting away their jackets and taking off their caps and 
running towards the positions Abu Dayyeh had pointed out to them. I saw 
other soldiers in the Consulate giving handfuls of bullets to our fighters. All 
this was thrilling to watch.

To the Sakakinis’ surprise, their driver arrived at the appointed time of 6 a.m. 
They quickly loaded their luggage onto the vehicle (throwing themselves on the 
ground at one point when a bullet whizzed by) and, after a hasty farewell to the 
few neighbors and relatives who remained, they departed. After passing through 
the gate of the security zone they waved to Anton Albina and his wife, whom 
they saw entering a house beyond the fence in search of shelter. As they drove 
through the streets of Jerusalem they were still in danger of being hit by a stray 
bullet; not until they passed Kfar Etzion, on their way south to the Egyptian 
border, did they feel safer.37

 By the early morning, about half of the Palmach men had been killed or 
wounded. The force in the monastery was desperate, its radio connection with 
the battalion was temporarily not working, and its commanders planned to 
retreat, blowing up the monastery with the badly wounded soldiers inside, who 
could not be carried out. At about 1 p.m. preparations began, just as the Legion’s 
third armored vehicle joined the battle and began shelling the building.38

 Fighting on several fronts, Ibrahim Abu Dayya and his men also ran into 
trouble that morning. The lengthy battle had cost them many casualties during 
the early morning, as Abu Dayya told the Sakakinis before they fled. There is no 
way of knowing whether and in what way the Sakakini’s departure at the height 
of the battle affected Abu Dayya. By the family’s account, his nerves were fraz-
zled by then. Later he was lightly wounded himself, just three weeks following 
the more serious wound he had incurred at Qastal.
 A Palmach platoon advanced into the neighborhood from the north toward 
evening, in the area of Dr. Frayj’s house, blowing up houses on the way. Accord-
ing to ‘Arif al-‘Arif, 35 Arabs died on the monastery front, and 19 died and 21 
were wounded in the Frayj House sector—some of whom remained buried under 
the debris. According to Shai reports, the Arab dead included three Legionnaires. 
A mortar shell hit the Arab arms depot at the ice factory in southern Qatamon, 
causing an explosion in which more Arab fighters were killed. The explosion 
also destroyed arms and mortars. Ibrahim Abu Dayya resolved in the early after-
noon to seek a cease- fire and reinforcements. With this in mind he set out for al- 
Rawda, the main headquarters in the Old City. The senior civilian leaders still in 
the city at this point were Anwar Nusseibeh, secretary of the Jerusalem National 
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Committee, and Ahmad Hilmi, a member of the Arab Higher Committee. The 
latter took the initiative, and telephoned the mufti in Cairo to gain his consent. 
The mufti pressed Abu Dayya and Hilmi to carry on fighting. Hilmi then con-
tacted the British and asked them to arrange a cease- fire to allow the Arabs to 
tend to their dead and wounded. The cease- fire did not, however, go into effect 
that day. Abu Dayya himself was treated at the hospital in Bayt Safafa. Hilmi 
remained at al- Rawda on the night of April 30 and tried to fire up the troops that 
remained in Qatamon, but he was too late.39

 Shai had learned early on, through its surveillance of the telephone calls 
between Qatamon and al- Rawda, what was happening on the Arab side. The 
information was relayed, via the Palmach battalion commander, by a reestab-
lished radio connection to the men besieged in the monastery. (At the same time 
the district commander had the idea of sending a similar cable to the men in the 
monastery telling them of information received from Meqor Hayyim according 
to which people had been observed fleeing Qatamon. The information was his 
fabrication, but after the fact turned out not to have been far from the truth.) 
These two messages boosted the morale of the beleaguered Jewish fighters. Arab 
fire gradually diminished and the Legion’s armored vehicles fell back toward the 
Iraqi consulate. An armored force from the Etzioni regional Haganah Brigade’s 
Moriah Battalion entered Qatamon from the north and moved, along with an 
infantry force, through the neighborhood’s streets toward St Simeon. The com-
bined pressure of the three reinforcement forces shattered the remaining Arab 
resistance. At close to 5 p.m. the reinforcements reached the monastery, and the 
Etzioni fighters replaced the exhausted Palmach men.
 The next day, on May 1, Haganah forces began making their way into 
Qatamon itself, encountering almost no resistance. A force of between 50 and 60 
ALA fighters, commanded by Fadil Rashid, who had arrived at 10:30 the 
previous night, left in the morning, sensing that the battle was lost. The only 
significant response to the advancing Jewish forces came at 2 p.m., when the 
Arab Legion’s armored vehicles opened fire from the Iraqi consulate. The 
Haganah force returned mortar fire. Following this attack, an ultimatum was 
issued by the commander of the British forces in the area, Brigadier Jones, to 
‘Abdallah al- Tall, demanding that he remove his forces. Jones’s demand came in 
the framework of the abortive attempt to achieve the desired cease- fire, and 
spurred the retreat of the armored vehicles and the evacuation of the Iraqi consu-
late. A furious al- Tall sent a protest cable to King ‘Abdallah and asked that he 
intervene. By the evening and night of May 1, all of Qatamon was under Jewish 
control.40 In response the next day, May 2, the king cabled a protest to High 
Commissioner Cunningham. The king demanded that the Jews evacuate 
Qatamon and threatened that he would be “compelled to respond.” Cunningham 
responded that steps were being taken to achieve a cease- fire; he asked ‘Abdal-
lah not to intervene. 
 On May 2, the British chief secretary, Henry Gurney, entered the picture and 
undertook to rapidly achieve a cease- fire. The British feared that the Jewish forces 
would continue their advance until they reached Hebron Road. That, from the 
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British view, would have threatened the route they intended to use to evacuate 
their personnel southward in the direction of Rafah and the Suez Canal. Gurney 
met that day with Ahmad Hilmi and Anwar Nusseibeh on the Arab side and 
Eliezer Kaplan of the Jewish Agency. He demanded a 48-hour cease- fire in 
Qatamon beginning at 4 p.m. Kaplan later called Gurney to convey the Jewish 
side’s consent. Hilmi and Nusseibeh opposed a moratorium on hostilities, but 
Gurney seems to have presented them with a fact, and the cease- fire went into 
effect.
 Abu Dayya, who had in the meantime been discharged from the Bayt Safafa 
hospital, managed to organize reinforcements and set out for Qatamon. But he 
was blocked by the British in the security zone and was even detained for a short 
time. The Arabs found themselves cut off from Qatamon. Abu Dayya and the 
remainder of his fighters—about 15 of them—took refuge in al- Tall’s head-
quarters at the al- Nahda School on Hebron Road. According to information 
obtained by Shai, more than 100 Arabs were killed and wounded in the battle of 
Qatamon. Another report put the number of Arab dead at 84 and the wounded at 
150. The removal of the Arab dead and wounded from the neighborhood was 
accomplished, on behalf of the Red Cross, by Dr. Hanna ‘Atallah. The Jewish 
forces had suffered 21 dead and 83 wounded. The last of the neighborhood’s 
well- off inhabitants had fled during the fighting. Immediately thereafter Jewish 
fighters and civilians began looting the neighborhood. They broke into houses 
and took whatever they could lay their hands on. There were also cases in which 
commanders brought loot to their bases without receiving sanction to do so. 
After a few days of plunder, the district command took control of what remained 
of the neighborhood’s Arab property.41

 As for Abu Dayya, it is interesting to note that his behavior was interpreted, 
both by the Jews and the British, as desertion and the abandonment of his men. 
Even if his decision to go to al- Rawda contributed to the collapse of the Arab 
defense, and his request for a cease- fire was premature, Abu Dayya presumably 
was not aware of how badly off the besieged Palmach force was. There seems to 
be no reason to cast any doubts on the personal bravery of a man who was 
wounded multiple times during the war and who nevertheless returned again and 
again to the battlefield. Some of the civilians who fled Qatamon did not blame 
him for the neighborhood’s fall and continued to laud him as a hero in exile (as 
opposed to others who raged against the fighters). The Palestinians have tended 
to blame their overall defeat, and the loss of Qatamon in particular, on the 
British. The British, they claimed, prevented Abu Dayya from returning to 
Qatamon. But they disregard the fact that his attempt to return followed the 
Jewish capture of the neighborhood. The National Committee issued a statement 
that placed responsibility for the fall of Qatamon on the British. Abu Dayya 
enlisted more fighters from Bethlehem for his company, and on May 24 took 
some of his men, in cooperation with Egyptian forces, to attack Ramat Rachel, 
the kibbutz that overlooked Hebron Road on the way to Bethlehem. During that 
battle he was badly wounded and paralyzed below the waist. He was flown to a 
hospital in Cairo, where he was visited by the mufti and his men, as well as by 
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the Sakakini family, who remained loyal to him. Abu Dayya was transferred to a 
hospital in Beirut, where he died in 1952. Palestinian historiography venerates 
him as the Hero of Qatamon.42
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92; for his reputation as a hero, see Sakakini, Kadha Ana, Ya Dunya, 389, 392–393, 
compare with al-‘Arif, Al- Nakba, 292–293 and Abu Gharbiyya, Fi khidamm al- nidal, 
238–240; on the visit by the Sakakini family, see Sakakini, Jerusalem and I, June 20, 
1948, 125–126.



3 Jerusalem resists

The fall of ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni

In the early hours of April 8, ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni was killed in battle at al- 
Qastal, a tiny village just outside Jerusalem overlooking the road to Jaffa and Tel 
Aviv. The Haganah captured it on the night of April 2, but fighting continued for 
several days in the surrounding territory. The fall of this strategically located 
village, the first to be taken and held by a Jewish military force in 1948, stunned 
Arab Jerusalem, the Holy War forces and, it seems, Palestinian Arabs through-
out the country. Qastal’s fall should not have been seen as such a huge military 
debacle, since, up to that point, the Arab military effort at the approaches to 
Jerusalem had been centered on the Bab al- Wad area, to the west of al- Qastal. In 
fact, the Haganah took Qastal incidentally, while it was emptied of defenders 
during the fighting at Bab al- Wad, and it compelled the Arabs to divert their 
forces eastward in an attempt to retake the village.1
 In ‘Abd al- Qadir’s absence—he had gone to Damascus to obtain more arms 
and reinforcements—his deputy, Kamil ‘Ariqat, led the efforts to retake the 
village. But ‘Ariqat was wounded on April 6. ‘Abd al- Qadir returned to Jerusa-
lem on April 7, after headquarters in Damascus turned down his requests and 
refused to supply additional forces, weapons, ammunition, and in particular artil-
lery to the Jerusalem front. Although he was exhausted, ‘Abd al- Qadir quickly 
set out for Qastal and spent the night master- minding the continuation of the 
offensive.2 The Arab attack was partially successful in achieving its military 
goals, and regained some posts in the outskirts of the village. But in a failure of 
coordination with his troops as they withdrew to their base camp, ‘Abd al- Qadir 
entered an area that was still under Haganah control and was shot. In response to 
rumors that he had fallen prisoner or that he was surrounded, some 1,000 Arabs 
from the Jerusalem area (a huge force in this inter- communal war) responded to 
a faz‘a—a general alert calling on all able- bodied armed men to bring their own 
weapons and join in the battle to save Qastal and rescue their commander. This 
force attacked the village on the morning of April 8 and retook the village. But, 
upon discovering the body of the commander they so revered, their victory 
celebration turned into deep mourning and despair. They quickly transported the 
body to Jerusalem, accompanied by many of the fighters, leaving only a small 
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garrison behind. The next day the Palmach—the Haganah strike force—attacked 
the village again and forced the Arabs to beat a rapid retreat. Thereafter, Qastal 
remained under Jewish control.3
 Many Arabs, particularly in Jerusalem, anxiously followed the ups and downs 
of the Qastal campaign. The tension climaxed on April 8. No one knew where 
‘Abd al- Qadir was and what exactly had happened to him, and Arab trepidation 
intensified as rumors spread that Qatamon’s popular commander, Ibrahim Abu 
Dayya, had been seriously wounded. Armed men, among them untrained ones 
bearing their personal weapons, streamed to the St Simeon Monastery, and from 
there were sent westward to Qastal, via ‘Ayn Karim. Many Arab defensive posi-
tions in Jerusalem were left unmanned. In the early afternoon, when there was 
still no news of the hoped- for victory, gloom spread throughout Qatamon and 
Baq‘a. Later in the day the Arab Higher Committee and the National Committee 
announced that Qastal had been taken, and that hundreds of Jews had been killed 
or fallen prisoner. Pessimism turned into euphoria. Arabs danced in the streets 
and here and there men fired their guns—including machine guns—into the air 
in joy. In Baq‘a, a Christian woman, a member of the National Guard, and a 
storekeeper were all wounded by these ecstatic volleys. ‘Abd al- Qadir was for-
gotten in the rejoicing. The news that Qastal had been retaken by the Arabs came 
via the British police, since the Arab fighting force had no radio equipment. 

Figure 3.1  Armed villagers in the Jerusalem area, 1948 (Palmach Archive).
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In the midst of the confusion, as rumors spread that ‘Abd al- Qadir had been 
wounded and evacuated to the hospital in Ramla, the Arab governing institutions 
endeavored to find out what had happened to him. Shai’s intelligence operatives, 
who already knew that the body of a senior Arab commander had been found on 
the battlefield, concluded after listening in on phone calls between Arab leaders 
that the body was ‘Abd al- Qadir’s. In an act of psychological warfare, they 
broadcasted the news of his death in Arabic on the Haganah radio station, and 
word spread quickly. In the meantime, the Arab leadership learned that the com-
mander’s body had been brought to the home of his brother in Bab al- Zahra, and 
it issued an official announcement. Joy turned into communal mourning.4
 The next day, on April 9, ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni was given a massive 
public funeral attended by tens of thousands from Jerusalem and its environs. 
Following a memorial service at the al- Aqsa Mosque, he was buried nearby, on 
al- Haram al- Sharif, alongside his father, Musa Kazim al- Husayni. The Arab 
leadership in Jerusalem understood that the interment would be a massive public 
event, so they quickly formed an organizing committee consisting largely of 
members of the National Committee, the former Emergency Committee, and the 
Palestinian Arab Party, among them Anwar Nusseibeh, Ghalib al- Khalidi, Sa‘d 
al- Din al-‘Arif, and Dr. Fawti Frayj. Youths from the Arab Scouts were to keep 
order among the participants—men and boys only, as Muslim custom dictated. 
Stores in Arab Jerusalem and everyone from laborers to municipal and govern-
ment workers to members of the professions left their workplaces to attend the 
funeral. So did Arab fighters and their commanders from the Jerusalem area, 
Muslim and Christian religious leaders, members of the Arab institutions in Jeru-
salem, notables from the city and the region’s villages, members of social and 
cultural organizations, consuls from Arab countries, and a group of Arab Legion 
officers. Crowds packed the streets, roofs, and the Old City walls.
 Despite the efforts to preserve some sort of order, the funeral opened with an 
embarrassing incident. The procession was led by the coffin, which was wrapped 
in a Palestinian Arab flag—the flag of the World War I Arab Revolt, which was 
adopted by the Palestinian Arab National Movement under the Mandate and 
remains in use as the Palestinian flag. When it began, a group of fighters began 
to fire their guns into the air in honor of the fallen commander. The crowds pan-
icked, thinking that the Jews were taking advantage of the event to stage an 
attack. A few were injured by the gunfire, and others were trampled. After order 
was restored with the help of the Scouts, the municipal police, and the fighters, 
the funeral procession continued to al- Haram al- Sharif, where the public Friday 
prayer service was followed by a memorial service in al- Aqsa. Church bells 
rang, and in the absence of cannons, a mortar salute was fired. This was followed 
by eulogies in the al- Haram al- Sharif plaza, one read in the name of the mufti 
and others spoken by representatives of Arab institutions. The speech that most 
moved the crowd was that given by Ibrahim Abu Dayya in the name of the Holy 
War General Command. Abu Dayya, who had been wounded in the Qastal fight-
ing and who attended the funeral after the shrapnel he had got at Qastal had 
been removed from his body, made an effort to raise Arab morale. But the news 
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that the Jews had retaken Qastal that morning, and the nearby village of Dayr 
Yasin, too, arrived during the funeral, and plunged the crowd once more into 
despondency.5
 The Arabs of Jerusalem and the entire country entered a period of heavy 
mourning in which neighboring Arab lands also took part. The Palestinian Arab 
press offered lengthy accounts of ‘Abd al- Qadir’s death and his magnificent 
funeral. The headlines were replete with heroic language, for example, “A Most 
Holy End to a Most Glorious Life” (Filastin) and “The Heroic Commander ‘Abd 
al- Qadir al- Husayni Led the Gunfight in the Qastal Mountains: Glory and 
Victory Were His and He Had the Honor of Falling in Battle” (al- Difa‘). In addi-
tion to the acclamations that appeared in the days that followed the funeral, the 
newspapers published an unprecedented number of mourning announcements 
placed by people and organizations throughout the country, among them the 
Arab Higher Committee and National Committees around Palestine. According 
to press and eye- witness reports, there was “mass mourning” in and around 
Haifa, Jaffa, Lydda, Ramla, Nazareth, Nablus, Qalqilya, Tayba, Tira, and Bayt 
Jala. The grief seems to have struck on a truly national scale—it encompassed 
areas where the Husaynis had long enjoyed support as well as opposition strong-
holds. Especially notable was the case of Hebron, where ‘Abd al- Qadir had, in 
life, received a cool reception. That city’s National Committee declared a period 
of mourning, and after a public Friday prayer service at al- Haram al- Ibrahimi 
(the Tomb of the Patriarchs), memorial prayers were recited and sermons given 
glorifying the man and his deeds. Hebron sent representatives to the funeral and 
the mayor sent condolence telegrams to the mufti, to the Arab Higher Commit-
tee, and to the Arab League. Fawzi al- Qawuqji, who had feuded with the mufti 
and his men, responded to the news of ‘Abd al- Qadir’s death with the words 
“We have lost a general.” Opposition figures also offered eulogies at the funeral. 
The national nature of his loss was also evident in the Arab countries, where 
funeral services were conducted and whose leaders also conveyed their condo-
lences to the mufti, regardless of political or personal rivalry. Egyptian news-
paper correspondents in Palestine were swept up by the communal anguish, 
writing lengthy accounts, from a pan- Arab point of view, of ‘Abd al- Qadir’s 
death and funeral. Eventually this emotion transmogrified into the myth of 
“ ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni, hero of al- Qastal” in Palestinian national histori-
ography and national and collective memory. The all- encompassing nature of the 
grief seems to have stemmed from three sources: the disproportionate import-
ance that the Arab community attached to the Qastal engagements; the fact that 
this was the first time that such a senior commander (who had been recognized 
as commander of the central sector by the Arab League) had fallen in battle; 
and the occurrence of other significant events around the time of his death. It 
coincided with the retaking of al- Qastal by the Jews, the conquest of Dayr Yasin, 
and the defeat of the Arabs in the western- central sector and in the north at 
Mishmar HaEmeq during the Haganah’s Operation Nahshon. In Palestinian Arab 
collective and national memory, the fall of ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni became a 
harbinger of the defeat of 1948 and of the Nakba.6
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 His death left a vacuum in the Arab command in the Jerusalem region. The 
mufti named a succession of men from his inner circle to replace the fallen com-
mander, among them Hasan Salama, but his candidates were rejected by the 
Arab League Military Committee, which preferred to appoint an officer from the 
Arab Liberation Army. The mufti, for his part, refused to accept anyone associ-
ated with the Arab League as commander in Jerusalem. He was not on good 
terms with the Syrian government and the directors of the inter- communal war 
who operated out of Damascus on behalf of the League. This confusion in Jeru-
salem prompted the city’s Arab leaders to send a delegation to Fawzi al- 
Qawuqji, Arab Liberation Army commander in the northern sector, that asked 
him to send forces to Jerusalem and to accept command of that sector as well. 
News of Jerusalem’s plight reached Damascus, where the Military Committee 
resolved to carry out its original plan to send two new ALA battalions to the 
central region.7
 The mufti and his men were clearly dismayed. Emil al- Ghuri returned to Jeru-
salem and declared himself, on behalf of the Arab Higher Committee, com-
mander of the Jerusalem district. Al- Ghuri was experienced at organizing 
fighting forces and at purchasing and distributing arms, but he had no military 
training or combat experience. Also problematic was the fact that he was a 
Christian—and that even other Christians had reservations about his appoint-
ment to a military command, fearing what the Muslim reaction might be. He 
thus found himself struggling to gain recognition in Jerusalem and in short order 
decamped to the headquarters in Bir Zeit, where he was known from the visits 
he had paid to ‘Abd al- Qadir. The appeal to Qawuqji worried the Husayni party 
even more. Finally the mufti appointed another member of his family, Police 
Inspector Khalid Sharif al- Husayni, the commander of the municipal police 
force, to lead the Holy War forces. But Khalid al- Husayni was not recognized as 
district commander by the Arab League’s Military Commission, nor was he able 
to impose his authority on the fighters. Apparently, being a former police officer, 
he did not enjoy the same prestige and or even aura that ‘Abd al- Qadir had 
gained as a commander in the Arab Revolt. He established his headquarters in 
the Old City’s al- Ma’muniyya School building and tried unsuccessfully to 
compete with the ALA command in al- Rawda. In practice, the commander of 
the ALA’s garrison in Jerusalem, Fadil Rashid, now became the dominant 
military figure in the city.8

Dayr Yasin
In the early morning hours of April 9, 1948, the day of ‘Abd al- Qadir’s funeral, 
a joint force of 120 IZL and LEHI fighters attacked Dayr Yasin, an Arab village 
just to Jerusalem’s west, home to about 750 Muslims. The assault had been 
reluctantly approved by the Haganah’s Jerusalem district commander, David 
Shaltiel. Dayr Yasin was chosen as a target even though it had taken no 
active role in the hostilities, and despite the fact that it had, in January, signed a 
local peace pact with the adjacent Jewish neighborhood of Givat Sha’ul. The 
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agreement had been observed by both sides since then. All the same, the inhabit-
ants organized a local defense force equipped with about 60 rifles and two Bren 
machine guns. Four Jewish fighters were killed and another four wounded in the 
operation. After receiving a request for assistance, Haganah forces provided cov-
ering machine gun fire as a Palmach contingent penetrated the village from the 
north, for a short while, and overcame a pocket of resistance. Most of the 
inhabitants managed to flee during the fighting, but many, including women, 
children, old people, men, and youths, were apparently shot down indiscrimi-
nately in their homes or outside by IZL and LEHI forces. Between 100 and 110 
Arabs were killed. (The claim that the dead numbered 254, a figure touted in a 
report that IZL’s Jerusalem commander gave to the press and which was 
accepted for many years, has since been refuted by Palestinian scholars.) Most 
of the dead seem to have been non- combatants. In addition, several dozen 
women and children were taken prisoner and marched through Jerusalem’s 
streets in a victory parade to Arab positions in the city, where they were 
released.9
 The Dayr Yasin massacre shocked and frightened the Arab public and its 
leadership in Jerusalem and around the country. The Palestinian press played it 
prominently. On April 11, Filastin claimed that “the deeds at Dayr Yasin have 
no parallel in history.” The Arab leadership publicized at length in the news-
papers details of the killings, including graphic depictions of atrocities, hoping 
to infuriate the public, the fighters, and public opinion in the Arab world, and 
boost their willingness to fight. Arab Higher Committee Secretary Khalidi held a 
press conference in Jerusalem on April 11 in which he reported that 250 people 
had been killed at Dayr Yasin, most of them women and children. Agitated and 
shocked, Khalidi then left for Amman and Damascus, where he met with Trans-
jordan’s King ‘Abdallah and Syria’s President Quwatli to brief them on the mas-
sacre. The secretary of Jerusalem’s National Committee, Anwar Nusseibeh, met 
Brigadier Jones, British military commander of the Jerusalem district, and 
informed him of the “barbaric atrocities committed by the Jewish criminals.” 
The British brought bomber planes from Iraq to attack the IZL and LEHI fighters 
who had captured Dayr Yasin, but decided not to deploy them when it turned out 
that the village had been handed over to the Haganah. The Arab leadership’s 
maneuvers were reported on the front pages of the Arabic newspapers.10 But the 
effect of the Arab leadership’s campaign to rouse public opinion turned out to be 
mostly the opposite of what had been intended, both in Jerusalem and in the 
country. The rumors spread by the Dayr Yasin refugees themselves exacerbated 
the fear the attack had created. This came on top of the despair that had followed 
the death of ‘Abd al- Qadir and the loss of al- Qastal, and dealt a severe blow to 
the morale of the Arab public. The practice of evacuating women and children 
from combat areas spread. Plans to retake Dayr Yasin from the direction of ‘Ayn 
Karim quickly dissolved. While Arab commanders reasoned that such an opera-
tion would be easier than the reconquest of al- Qastal, they believed they would 
need 300 men to hold Dayr Yasin, an unattainable number under the circum-
stances at the time.11
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The Mt Scopus Convoy
On April 13, Arab forces mounted a reprisal attack to avenge the loss of al- 
Qastal, the death of ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni, and the massacre at Dayr Yasin. 
The commander of Wadi al- Joz, Muhammadd ‘Adil al- Najjar, planned to hit a 
convoy that was wending its way, in coordination with the British, to the Hebrew 
University campus and Hadassah Hospital, which were isolated on Mt Scopus, 
northeast of the Old City, surrounded by Arab territory. Al- Najjar prepared an 
ambush at a bend in the road in Sheikh Jarrah.12

 The convoy consisted of two armored cars, trucks, ambulances, and buses 
holding dozens of university and hospital employees. Najjar and his men set off 
a mine in the road and opened fire on the vehicles. Some of the passengers, 
trapped, were targeted for hours by Arab fighters who streamed there from all 
over the city. Many of the Jews were killed or wounded. In the end, the Arabs set 
fire to the two trapped buses, with the passengers still inside. Two managed to 
escape; others were taken prisoner. Their ultimate fate remains unknown. The 
Haganah tried to help the besieged victims with machine gun and mortar fire, but 
decided not to dispatch a rescue force on foot, on the grounds that it had no 
chance of saving the victims. A British attempt to rescue the trapped Jews also 
failed. Arab forces turned heavy fire at the British positions. Only when 
reinforcements arrived hours later were the British able to free seven Jews who 
had remained in the vehicles. A total of 78 of the 112 people who had traveled in 
the convoy were killed or presumed killed (the number includes the missing) and 
another 24 were injured. The dead included many doctors and nurses, including 
Dr. Chaim Yassky, the hospital’s director, and members of the university faculty. 
The massacre stunned Jewish Jerusalem and the Yishuv as a whole. Both Jews 
and Arabs grew more resentful of the British. The Jews accused the British of 
deliberately permitting the attack, intervening only after they had allowed the 
Arabs to carry out a bloodbath. The British rejected this charge, asserting that 
their soldiers had risked their lives to evacuate the trapped passengers, at the 
price of losing two men, with six more wounded. The British, however, in fact 
accepted the Arab claim that the ambush was a direct response to the Dayr Yasin 
massacre. Nonetheless, the Arabs accused the British of impeding the retaliation, 
and trumpeted the fact that, while the British had made efforts to rescue the Jews 
in the convoy, they had not lifted a finger to intervene in defense of Dayr Yasin 
and other Arab villages taken since then by the Jews. British and Arab reports of 
the number of Arabs killed in the convoy massacre varied from 12 to 16. The 
Arabs claimed that most of their dead had been hit by British bullets. 
The wounded men included the operation’s commander, Najjar, injured before the 
British intervened. One of the men killed was the journalist Shukri Qutayna, who 
joined the war effort following his son’s death in the Damascus Gate bombing and 
who, too, was an organizer of the Arab military effort in Jerusalem.13

 Some Arabs, however, subsequently had second thoughts about the attack. 
The Arab Medical Association published the following notice in Filastin on 
April 16:
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The Association appeals not to attack first aid personnel, doctors, female 
and male nurses, whether Jews or Arabs, since they are humanitarian emis-
saries performing humanitarian work. The symbol for medical vehicles and 
institutions is the Red Cross or Red Crescent or Red Star of David. The loss 
of every doctor or medic, Arab or Jewish, is a loss for all humanity.14

The Arab doctors were courageous, in the context of their time, to publish such a 
condemnation of the convoy massacre, even an indirectly worded one such as 
this. It would seem to indicate that some circles in Arab society were discom-
fited and, in certain cases, remorseful. ‘Arif would later, in his account, cite the 
names of Dr. Yassky and the faculty members who were killed, just as he did 
with the Arab fatalities, and made the apologetic argument that “the professors 
and physicians” would not have been attacked had they not been accompanied 
by combatants and had they not been traveling in armored cars. Alongside the 
above notice from the Medical Association, Filastin published a report charging 
that men of the “Haganah gang” who had driven through Sheikh Jarrah— 
meaning the convoy—had been on their way to capture Augusta Victoria Hospital 
on Mt Scopus. According to Shai reports, the Arab leadership was disturbed by the 
massacre and thus reported that weapons and Haganah personnel had been found 
in the convoy ambulances. Furthermore, Dr. Mahmud Tahir al- Dajani, director of 
the Bayt Safafa hospital and an operative of the Arab Medical Association, harshly 
reprimanded members of the Arab Higher Committee and the National Committee 
for targeting ambulances and medical personnel (although rumors had it that he 
had known of the attack in real time and had arrived to care for the Arab wounded). 
The next day, April 17, an Arab was wounded in Qatamon and an Arab ambulance 
was unable to reach him. The wounded man was evacuated by the British army. 
According to a Shai report, an Arab leader, apparently Dr. Husayn al- Khalidi, a 
pediatrician by training, declared that “an Arab crime was committed at Sheikh 
Jarrah when they attacked doctors and nurses traveling in ambulances, and no one 
should roar now if Arab ambulances are hit.”15

Confrontation between the commanders of the ALA and the 
collapse of civilian life
During his visit to Damascus on April 24–25, 1948, the General Command 
appointed Fawzi al- Qawuqji commander of both sectors of the central region, 
east and west. He received the promotion over the violent objections of his rival, 
the mufti. (Qawuqji, it should be recalled, was already commander of the north-
ern region.) With this appointment the General Command and Qawuqji himself 
apparently sought to shore up his power at the expense of the mufti. It was also 
aimed at filling the vacuum created in Jerusalem and the central region since the 
death of ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni and the deterioration of Arab military efforts 
in the wake of mounting Jewish attacks.
 At that same time, the principal force of the ALA’s Third Yarmuk Battalion 
joined the advance force that had already arrived in Jerusalem. It was originally 
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intended to serve as a reinforcement unit under the command of the Iraqi Colonel 
‘Abd al- Hamid al- Rawi, directly subject to the headquarters in Damascus. The 
battalion, made up of Iraqis, Syrians, Lebanese, Palestinians, and Transjordani-
ans, entered the city on April 27. Captain Fadil Rashid, leader of the Jerusalem 
Garrison and the senior Arab officer in the city since the death of ‘Abd al- Qadir, 
found himself outranked by al- Rawi. The Damascus command ordered Rashid 
to subordinate himself to al- Rawi, who now became the commander of the Arab 
forces in Jerusalem. His officers took up positions along the front line on Mt 
Zion, Abu Tor, Musrara, and Wadi Joz. But Rashid resisted the new command-
er’s authority, and the two men became bitter rivals. This contention between 
them exacerbated the confusion and lack of clarity that had already prevailed on 
the Arab side. When Qawuqji informed the command in Damascus of the con-
flict, the latter resolved, on May 4, to solve the problem by removing al- Rawi 
from Jerusalem and restoring the city’s command to Rashid. But when al- Rawi 
left, the battalion’s morale and organization collapsed to the point that Rashid 
sought to disband it and discharge its men. Some of them indeed seem to have 
left Jerusalem, but others remained and were redeployed according to Rashid’s 
orders. The conflict between Rashid and al- Rawi may not have been merely per-
sonal. It may also have been connected to the mufti’s opposition to Qawuqji’s 
appointment as central region commander and the rivalry between the latter two 
for preeminence. Local support for the Husaynis seems to have tipped the 
balance in favor of Rashid, an acquaintance and admirer of the mufti since the 
time of his exile in Iraq. Rashid emerged stronger from the clash and in his posi-
tion as leader of the ALA’s garrison of 500 men. For all intents and purposes, he 
was commander of the city.16

 Confusion and anxiety were evident not only in the military realm, but also on 
the civilian front. The lives of inhabitants lost all semblance of normality as the 
fighting grew worse. Gasoline and food shortages began on the Arab side in mid- 
April and exacerbated the situation. The Arab city was cut off from three sides, 
and commerce, supplies, and transport continued only via the east, by way of 
Jericho and Transjordan. The National Committee had no choice but to send 
emissaries to request that the railroad line from Jerusalem through Wadi Sarar 
(the Soreq River valley) not be sabotaged by Arab irregulars operating in the area, 
so that gasoline and kerosene for cooking could be supplied to the residents and 
to the ever- growing numbers of foreign troops. The appeals were useless—the 
tracks were cut off and the train stopped running.17

 By the end of April Wadi Joz, Bab al- Zahra, and Musrara, all to the north of 
the Old City, practically emptied of their inhabitants. The same was true of 
Upper Baq‘a and Abu Tor in the south, to the east and south of the railroad 
tracks. Those few residents of Talbiyya who had not left earlier now fled. Among 
those who abandoned the southern part of the city were officials and employees 
of Arab institutions and their families. Some 40,000 Arabs crowded into the Old 
City, local residents and refugees from the neighborhoods outside the walls and 
villages in the region. People were packed in eight to a room under worsening 
sanitary conditions. Many found shelter in churches, monasteries, and convents, 
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while others moved in with relatives. A certain sense of security for those shel-
tering there came from the defensive city wall, an overwhelming Arab majority, 
and the topographic superiority of the Arabs in relation to the Jewish Quarter in 
the Old City. And it was, of course, the base for the ALA, which was now seen 
as the principal Arab fighting force.18

 Another wave of refugees flowed out of Jerusalem. Laid- off government 
workers and officials left the city in large numbers. Many relocated in Bethle-
hem and Hebron, while others flooded the Egyptian consulate with visa requests. 
One of the applicants was a former member of the Emergency Committee, 
Ghalib al- Khalidi, who gave, as the reason for needing a visa, “I am weary.” His 
brother, Dr. Husayn Fakhri al- Khalidi, secretary of the Arab Higher Committee, 
left Palestine in the wake of the Dayr Yasin massacre on a diplomatic mission to 
the Arab states and did not return. The Khalidi family, deeply rooted in Jerusa-
lem for centuries, submitted more than 50 passports to the Egyptian consulate to 
be stamped with visas. Under the circumstances, the Arab Higher Committee 
softened its position and allowed the National Committee to grant permits to 
men so that they could “accompany their families who want to leave the 
country.” Officially, they were required to return within five to ten days and 
report to the National Committee. The Jerusalem National Committee did its 
best to stop the flow of refugees by force. It ordered, unilaterally and without 
coordinating with the Arab Higher Committee, that vehicles be halted on the 
roads so as “to return the escapees to Jerusalem.” It also ordered the “revocation 
of the rights of the fleeing villagers” in the Jerusalem area. But these measures 
were of little avail. Jericho’s hotels, which served as transfer points for weapons 
and fighters from the Arab states, filled with refugees from Jerusalem. Some 
waited for entry permits to Transjordan, while others, former employees of the 
Mandate administration, for responses from the Arab governments to whom they 
had offered their services. Hundreds of Jerusalem families from the neighbor-
hoods outside the city walls had arrived in Amman by the end of April.19

 But white- collar workers were not the only ones who had lost their jobs. 
Employees of the public works department, for example, were laid off at the 
beginning of April. By the end of the month civilian life was in such disarray 
that it was impossible to find an Arab electrician to do repairs. Some of the 
unemployed joined the fighting forces in the hope of making a living wage. The 
breakdown of public services and the supply of essentials at the end of the 
Mandate profoundly worried the Arab institutions and fighting forces, who 
feared that the burden of looking after the civilians would be detrimental to a 
military campaign that was likely to stretch on for a long time with no quick res-
olution. The Arab Higher Committee, meeting in Damascus in the first week of 
April, decided to call on government service workers to remain on the job in 
Palestine in anticipation of the British evacuation. The Arab Higher Committee 
office in Jerusalem, in most cases futilely, conveyed this message to senior offi-
cials and the National Committees.20

 As civil order broke down, armed theft and hijackings of automobiles became 
epidemic. Private and public property lay unprotected as the ability of the British 
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administration to enforce the law dwindled with the approach of the evacuation 
date, May 15. Another type of crime that skyrocketed was theft of guns from 
security personnel.21 Still another phenomenon, characteristic of the collapse of 
governing authority and of law and order, was kidnapping. Security forces on 
both sides, Jewish and Arab, abducted the other side’s civilians in order to 
demand ransom or exchange them for their own compatriots who had been taken 
prisoner.22

 The rise in the number and importance of ALA fighters worsened the friction 
between them and both local fighters and the civilian population. The “foreign-
ers” had received paltry salaries, P£3 per month, via the Holy War command, 
from the beginning of April at least. The National Committee had no choice but 
to include them in the municipal bread distribution program. But the program, 
plagued by irregularities, did not meet the needs of the fighters. They complained 
about the quality and quantity of the bread they received and resented the locals 
they had come to defend as “deserters.” Relations between ALA and Palestinian 
fighters also worsened. According to Shai reports, Iraqi troops complained that 
Palestinians were joining the force only to be able to plunder. They also accused 
local men of murdering wounded Iraqi fighters in battle in order to take their 
weapons. In contrast, when, in one incident, Palestinian fighters came to the aid 
of Fadil Rashid, he refused to accept their assistance and ordered them to return 
to their positions. When they refused, his men shot at the local fighters, killing 
one of them. There were also cases in which Palestinian and ALA fighters 
cooperated, but the negligence that typified both groups gradually led the Arab 
leadership in Jerusalem, and the Palestinians in general, to realize that their only 
hope lay in the regular Arab armies.23

On the eve of the British withdrawal
Two companies of Palmach fighters who had been brought to Jerusalem as part 
of Operation Yevusi attacked Sheikh Jarrah on the night of April 24. Between 20 
and 50 Holy War fighters were in the neighborhood at the time, under the 
command of ‘Adil ‘Abd al- Latif. So were 35 members of the ALA, the vanguard 
force of the Third Yarmuk Battalion, under the command of First Lieutenant 
Musa ‘Abd al- Hadi, who largely manned positions in the Nashashibi house and 
another building.24

 Faced with a superior force, the Arab fighters retreated southward to Bab al- 
Zahra. A small group of ALA fighters who fortified themselves on the roof of 
the Nashashibi building finally surrendered with the mediation of the British. 
This attack, along with two previous days of firefights between the Jewish neigh-
borhoods of Beit Yisrael and Mea She‘arim and the Arab neighborhoods of Bab 
al- Zahra, Sa‘d wu- S‘id, and Musrara, and the retreat of Sheikh Jarrah’s defend-
ers in the face of the Palmach operation, led even more residents to abandon 
those neighborhoods. Now only combatants remained.25

 The British viewed the capture of Sheikh Jarrah by the Jews as a threat to 
their evacuation route, which ran northward out of Jerusalem. The British army 
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delivered an ultimatum to the Palmach contingent that had occupied the 
Nashashibi house and to the Haganah command in Jerusalem—they had to with-
draw from the neighborhood. The British promised that they would hold it until 
the evacuation was completed and would not return it to the Arabs. When the 
Jews did not accede, a British force, aided by a tank and artillery bombardment, 
stormed the neighborhood, capturing it and the Nashashibi house. The British 
kept their promise—they allowed neither Jews nor Arabs into the area. Under 
British protection, Jewish transports to Mt Scopus resumed.26

 Conditions in Jerusalem grew ripe, at the end of April 1948, for a halt in hos-
tilities. The UN cease- fire commission, consisting of the American, French, and 
Belgian consuls (the Consular Commission), had been at work since April 23 
but had achieved little. But on April 28, talks mediated by the UN’s trusteeship 
council for Palestine achieved a draft agreement for a cease- fire in Jerusalem’s 
Old City. In these talks the Arabs were represented by a delegate from the Arab 
Higher Committee, Jamal al- Husayni, and the Jews by one from the Jewish 
Agency, Moshe Shertok (later Sharett). The principle of the agreement was pre-
serving the status quo, especially in order to protect holy sites from damage. On 
April 30, however, neither the Arab nor the Jewish institutions in Jerusalem had 
recognized the cease- fire, and ‘Abd al- Hamid al- Rawi, who commanded the 
Arab forces in Jerusalem for a short time, told the Egyptian newspaper al- Ahram 
that he had not received any guidelines on the matter from the Arab League. But 
Haganah forces were given, on May 2, an order to hold their fire in the Old City 
so long as the other side did. The cease- fire was supposed to continue until the 
completion of armistice talks. One of the Haganah’s demands was free passage 
to the Old City. For the most part, both sides observed the cease- fire until the 
British evacuation.27

 The conquest of Qatamon led to another wave of flight from the southern 
Arab neighborhoods, Qatamon itself and adjacent Baq‘a and the German 
Colony. While most of the latter areas were part of British Security Zone A, their 
inhabitants nevertheless feared that the war would reach them. On the morning 
of April 30 the three neighborhoods emptied rapidly; most of the refugees 
headed for the Old City. In the days that followed, despite the end of the battle 
for Qatamon and the temporary cease- fire, people continued to flee even though 
the relative calm allowed some government workers to return to their jobs. Tal-
biyya lost the last of its Arab residents, with the exception of a few members of 
the upper middle class who stayed on at the Jasmine House Hotel, a small estab-
lishment. Many escapees headed for Transjordan, most of them ending up in 
Amman. Arab fighters in Baq‘a took advantage of the situation to break into and 
plunder abandoned houses, seizing beds, mattresses, and other property. The 
Arab Higher Committee building in the German Colony was evacuated and left 
under guard, its offices transferred to Mamilla. On the night of May 11 the 
Haganah launched a psychological offensive in the Baq‘a area, using a loud-
speaker. A gunfight broke out, and even more inhabitants fled. The Haganah also 
conducted, during the days that followed, similar psychological warfare opera-
tions in the sector to the north of the Old City, broadcasting messages aimed in 
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particular at the Arab combatants. This enjoyed no little success, but here, too, 
Arab fighters responded to the loudspeakers with gunfire.28

 The tenuous position of the fighters, who abandoned their positions and con-
verged on the Old City, spread to the populace as a whole. In addition, the cease-
 fire in the Old City may well have attracted even more civilians seeking refuge 
from the fighting. Nevertheless, people were terrified that the Jews would attack 
and continued to fortify the city gates. With between 50,000 and 60,000 people 
inside the walls, overcrowding was so serious that people were living 12 to a 
room. Most of those packed into convents and monasteries were Christians, 
including refugees from ‘Ayn Karim and even residents from Bethlehem, scared 
that the war might reach them. Anxiety about the impending British evacuation 
seems to have induced people to seek international protection in religious insti-
tutions within the walls, which gave preference to members of their own confes-
sions. The Greek Orthodox patriarchate, for example, took in about 400 of its 
believers, both Greeks and Arabs. Most of the Muslim refugees, in contrast, 
sheltered in the homes of family members or friends. Other Muslims fled from 
the city and its nearby hinterland to villages in areas of homogenous Arab popu-
lation, far from the arena of battle. The National Committee’s food distribution 
operation ran into difficulties, one reason being the flight of the merchants and 
storekeepers on whom the program depended. This phenomenon, already famil-
iar from Haifa, now became palpable in Jerusalem. Fearing the anarchy that pre-
vailed on the Palestinian street—on the one hand, the huge numbers of refugees, 
and robbery by fighters (who demanded “contributions”) on the other— 
proprietors shut up their shops and left. Water was supplied largely from cis-
terns, mostly those on al- Haram al- Sharif. Poor sanitary conditions led to an 
outbreak of dysentery, and cases of typhus began to appear. The government 
health department provided vaccine to the National Committee, which set up an 
inoculation program in cooperation with doctors.29

 Many of the refugees in the Old City had arrived from villages close to Jeru-
salem, which had also been abandoned by large numbers of their inhabitants. An 
irregular Transjordanian force, the Abu ‘Ubayda Company, had deployed in 
‘Ayn Karim and al- Maliha, from which women, children, and the elderly had 
been evacuated to Bethlehem and Bayt Jala. The force included a unit of com-
batants who had already fought in Sur Bahir under the command of ‘Abd al- 
Latif Abu Qura, leader of the Muslim Brotherhood in Transjordan, and a 
Bedouin detachment, headed by Mahmud al- Fa’iz, which had previously seen 
battle at Bab al- Wad. Al- Fa’iz and Mamduh Sarayra, a civilian employee of the 
Legion who volunteered to serve in the war, were the deputy commanders of the 
Abu ‘Ubayda Company. The interlopers, who had been invited in by the local 
leader in al- Maliha, ‘Abd al- Fattah Darwish, now caused him to flee with his 
men and their arms.30

 Another irregular Transjordanian force, the Manku Company, under Captain 
Barakat Tarad, a retired Legion officer, arrived at al-‘Izariyya, a village just east 
of Jerusalem, where it received logistical assistance from a local resident, Kamil 
‘Ariqat, formerly ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni’s deputy. Irregular Transjordanian 
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forces, which went into action in the final stage before the British evacuation, 
while the Arab Legion hands were for the most part tied, were organized and 
equipped in Amman. They played, for King ‘Abdallah, a role parallel to that of 
the ALA for the Arab League and Syria. Jerusalem was not included in the ori-
ginal invasion plans of either of these forces. Both avoided planning a Jerusalem 
campaign for two reasons. On the diplomatic front, the region (where an unoffi-
cial cease- fire had been in effect since May 8) was slated to become a corpus 
separatum, a separate international zone under UN administration. There were 
military reasons as well. When Palestinian leaders asked ‘Abdallah for help in 
Jerusalem after the British left, he told them that his army was tied up at the 
front. He promised that “popular volunteer forces” would do the job. Another 
irregular Transjordanian force, the Usama Company, indeed arrived in south 
Jerusalem after the British departed. Once the Legion did, in the end, enter Jeru-
salem, these forces were integrated into the Transjordanian command. The aid 
that ‘Ariqat provided to the Manku Company seems to have been another sign of 
the flagging power of the Husaynis and the growing influence of ‘Abdallah as 
the evacuation date approached.31

 The National Committee continued to function as the Arab population’s prin-
cipal civilian institution. It established an Arab municipality on May 9, an 
administrative framework headed by Anton Safiyya, a relatively minor public 
figure who had worked for the municipality under the Mandate. The position of 
mayor was left unfilled for the time being. The National Committee sent emis-
saries to Transjordan to obtain food and fuel, maintained the telephone lines, and 
arranged mail deliveries to other cities. Beyond the typhus inoculation program, 
it sprayed central Old City institutions with DDT to prevent the spread of 
disease. During the fighting at Bab al- Wad, the Committee mobilized bakeries to 
bake bread and send it to the fighting forces.32

 On May 5 the National Committee appointed a former officer from the Man-
date’s Criminal Investigations Department (CID), Munir Abu Fadil, as chief of 
the Arab police force in Jerusalem. Abu Fadil was a Lebanon- born Christian 
who had become close to the Husaynis. The appointment seems to have been 
recommended by Emil al- Ghuri, who remained out of the country during most 
of the war thus far, and remained so for the time being.33

 Abu Fadil took over the command from police officer Sulayman ‘Azir of Bir 
Zeit, following the appointment of its first leader, Khalid al- Husayni, to head the 
Holy War force. This elevated Abu Fadil to the position of Arab Jerusalem’s 
second most important commander, after Fadil Rashid. He viewed his police 
force as military in every respect, and refused to take care of criminal cases, 
which he referred to the civilian police. His force took responsibility for the area 
around Jaffa Gate, which had been blocked with concrete positions shielded by 
sandbags, and the Old City citadel. He also took charge of the police station in 
the German Colony, which the British handed over to him on May 11. The chief 
of the Jaffa Gate sector was Sulayman ‘Azir, who remained, now under Abu 
Fadil’s command. At this time, apparently, the police force received Bren 
machine guns from Arab sources, in addition to the rifles given to them by the 
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British. Seeking to enlarge his force by bringing back men who had absconded, 
and to obtain additional guns and uniforms, Abu Fadil notified the deserters that 
they must return to work by May 13, or return their guns and uniforms, under 
penalty of arrest. He seems to have taken this step as part of his rivalry with 
Qawuqji, who promised policemen that they could continue to serve and keep 
their rank, privileges, and salaries, unless they deserted, and issued also a call to 
police deserters to return their arms and uniforms. Apparently, in his new posi-
tion he was also considered to be a commander with the Holy War forces. Given 
the weakness of Khalid al- Husayni, he became a dominant figure in that force as 
well.34

Operation pitchfork or the red days: From the British 
evacuation to the arrival of the Legion
On the eve of the British evacuation there were about 2,000 Arab fighters in 
Jerusalem, confronting some 3,000 trained Jewish combatants (although, accord-
ing to a Haganah source, there were guns for only about half this number). The 
Arab order of battle was as follows: the Holy War force of about 700 men, offi-
cially under the command of Khalid al- Husayni, in practice led by local com-
manders in different sectors; the ALA’s Jerusalem garrison of about 500 men 
commanded by Fadil Rashid; the municipal police force of about 300 men com-
manded by Munir Abu Fadil; the Manku irregulars from Transjordan who num-
bered about 150 men; and other forces and groups, Palestinian and otherwise, 
not fitting into any of the above categories, totaling from 200 to 500 fighters 
(Ahmad Hilmi tried, shortly before the British evacuation, to organize these men 
into clearly defined units). It should be noted that the number of fighters, espe-
cially those in the latter category, was fluid and subject to constant change. The 
totals varied because of deaths, injuries and, most of all, desertion. The arms 
available to the Arab forces were in no way inferior to that of the Jews. In addi-
tion to personal weapons—rifles and Sten submachine guns—as well as dozens 
of Bren machine guns and anti- tank guns, a few medium machine guns and 2- 
and 3-inch mortars were scattered through the different sectors. The Arab forces 
also had seven armored vehicles, a few captured from the Jews, others stolen 
from the British. All in all the Arab forces had grown considerably stronger 
since March 1948, before ‘Abd al- Qadir’s death, despite defeats in the city and 
its approaches.35

 The commanders were well aware that the hour of truth was approaching. 
They took the measures available to them, such as putting their men on emer-
gency footing and high alert, and forbidding them to leave their posts. These 
measures testified to an effort to maintain some form of operational order and 
discipline. They ordered fortification of the areas they still held and the construc-
tion of barriers to prevent enemy vehicles from breaking through. On May 6 the 
Jerusalem command held a meeting with local commanders to discuss possible 
courses of action following the British departure. Abu Fadil proposed a plan to 
take up a strategic line of positions in the British security zones that were about 
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to be evacuated—consisting of the Italian Hospital, Barclays Bank in Allenby 
Square (today’s Tzahal Square), the Terra Sancta School building, the David 
Brothers building, the al-‘Umariyya School, and the train station. The implica-
tion of the plan was that no defense would be mounted of the southern neighbor-
hoods, with the exception of Abu Tor. Even this modest plan was rejected by the 
other commanders, on the grounds that they were not strong enough to mount an 
offensive of any sort. A defeatist attitude had spread in the wake of the failures 
at al- Qastal, Qatamon, and elsewhere in the country. They believed that the 
Jewish forces were much stronger than they really were. Morale was further 
eroded by the rivalry for command of the ALA forces. By May 11 the Arabs had 
abandoned critical defensive positions in the area of the train station, on Hebron 
Road, and in Abu Tor, and most of the fighters who remained entered the Old 
City. They placed their hopes in the intervention of the armies of the Arab 
states.36

 Implementation of the single operative decision made at the May 6 meeting, 
that reinforcements be brought in from the Nablus area, the Hebron highlands, 
and Transjordan, and the issue of additional guns and ammunition, proceeded at 
a sluggish pace. A small contingent from Jenin under the command of Fawzi 
Jarrar arrived, and on May 12 a delegation set out to see King ‘Abdallah in 
Amman. It was composed of military and civilian leaders—Fadil Rashid, Munir 
Abu Fadil, Dr. Da’ud al- Husayni, and Dr. ‘Izzat Tannus of the Arab Treasury. 
They told ‘Abdallah that Jerusalem would be at risk if its defenders did not 
receive priority in the supply of ammunition, guns, and fighters. ‘Abdallah 
replied that, for military reasons, he preferred not to use his army in Jerusalem, 

Figure 3.2  King George Avenue, 1942. On the right: the Jewish Agency building. On the 
far left: the Terra Sancta School (Library of Congress).
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claiming that he planned to attack Tel Aviv instead. In need of support, the dele-
gation made a long- distance appeal to the mufti in Egypt, who managed to req-
uisition two airplanes. These aircraft made three flights from Egypt to Jericho on 
May 14–20, bringing guns and ammunition that were handed over to Ahmad 
Hilmi to be distributed in Jerusalem. The airlift was then halted at the order of 
the Legion’s British commander, John Baggot Glubb, who threatened to open 
fire on the planes. Further arms were purchased in the city’s markets, by the 
fighters themselves.37

 The British army left Jerusalem in the early morning of May 14, following 
the high commissioner and the top officials of the Mandate government, who 
had driven out at dawn. The exit was coordinated in advance with the Haganah, 
which immediately took action—in what it called Operation Pitchfork 
(Qilshon)—to take control of the British security zone. Forces from the Haganah 
brigade deployed in the Jerusalem region, the Etzioni, moved into Security Zone 
C, also known as “Bevingrad,” in the city center, which included the Generali 
Building, the Russian Compound, and the central post office. An Arab force 
penetrated the zone from the other direction and captured the government hos-
pital in the Russian Compound, but the Haganah ejected it the next day. Security 
Zone B, which extended from the east side of Rehavia to the King David Hotel 
and the YMCA building, was also occupied by the Haganah. Another force 
advanced from Rehavia along Mamilla Road to the edge of the Muslim ceme-
tery. A LEHI force reached the Barclays Bank building at Allenby Square. There 
it encountered the first sign of Arab resistance as it was fired on from the direc-
tion of the Old City wall and the Notre Dame building, which faced the wall 
from the outside. To the north, along the seam between Mea She‘arim and 
Musrara- Sa‘d wu- S‘id, Jewish forces captured the Italian Hospital, the Mea 
She‘arim police station, and several structures to the east of the Mandelbaum 
house. The Italian Hospital and the nearby radio studio afforded the Haganah 
positions from which they could see those of the Arabs in Musrara on the other 
side of St Paul (today’s Shivtei Yisrael) Road. The Jews opened fire and used a 
loudspeaker to call on the Arabs to surrender. A Lebanese ALA platoon that 
manned positions in this sector retreated to the Old City. A Haganah force 
captured the Sheikh Jarrah police school, which was handed over to IZL as a 
garrison, moving on to do reconnaissance in Sheikh Jarrah, which it found 
empty. In the Old City, defenders of the Jewish Quarter had taken control, 
without resistance, of the British positions that had previously separated them 
from the Arabs when the British army vacated them on May 13.
 In the south, the Haganah captured Talbiyya and began to penetrate the 
German Colony. But most of Security Zone A, and Upper Baq‘a to its south, 
remained in Arab hands. There an Arab force from Abu Tor even captured the 
Government Printing Office and the train station. The al-‘Umariyya School 
building, east of Talbiyya, was also captured by an Arab force that traded fire 
with the Haganah force that held the David building on the other side of the road 
(now Jabotinsky Street). ALA troops captured the Allenby army base between 
Talpiot and Baq‘a.38
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 Other than these few gains, the Arabs were performing very poorly. They had 
not known the timing of the British evacuation in advance—it had been set for 
the morning of May 14 after British jurists determined that the legal force of the 
Mandate would end that midnight. The Arabs, who expected the withdrawal on 
May 15, the official date of the Mandate’s termination, were thus not prepared 
for action the previous day. Khalid al- Husayni, commander of the Holy War 
force, left that morning for the Etzion Block, a Jewish small block of settlements 
south of Jerusalem that was under attack of the Arab Legion and locals, to work 
out its surrender arrangements.39 He was accompanied by a contingent of his 
men, who, it turned out, were sorely needed in the city.40

 On May 15 the Jews captured the Allenby barracks after bombarding it with 
mortars. The commander of the ALA force there tried to call for help by tele-
phone, but his interlocutor at the Rawda told him that the “dogs” were sitting in 
Yemin Moshe, on the road to south Jerusalem, and that there was no way to send 
in reinforcements. As had happened in the battle of Qatamon, this conversation 
was overheard by means of a Shai wiretap. With that knowledge in hand, the 
bombardment was intensified until the Arab force collapsed and fled. With 
Allenby in hand, the Jewish forces now proceeded to occupy, almost without 
resistance, the southern Arab neighborhoods—Upper and Lower Baq‘a, the 
German and Greek Colonies, and al- Nammamra. The road to Hebron was 
blocked. Arab forces in Abu Tor, the only Arab stronghold remaining in the 
south, engaged in a fierce firefight with the Haganah detachment that took 
control of the train station.
 In the north, Sheikh Jarrah was again seized by a Jewish force, inflicting 
many casualties on the Palestinian Arab defenders. With Sheikh Jarrah in hand, 
Jewish forces could now block the road from Jerusalem to Ramallah. The only 
artery that connected Arab Jerusalem to the outside world was the eastern road 
to Jericho and Transjordan. Two Haganah platoons captured Notre Dame and 
the adjacent French Hospital from the force of about 50 ALA fighters that had 
held them. A firefight commenced with 36 Arab combatants from different 
forces who gathered near the adjacent New Gate to the Old City, where they 
took up positions on the roof of the Latin monastery and the Collège des Frères. 
Haganah forces entered Musrara and advanced along Mamilla Road, almost 
reaching the Jaffa Gate. The last remaining Arab civilians fled from the New 
City, where civilian and commercial life came to a complete halt. Panic swept 
through the Old City, impelling refugees and locals to seek refuge in monaster-
ies, convents, and on al- Haram al- Sharif, where thousands huddled together.
 Fadil Rashid reached the conclusion that the city outside the walls was lost. 
He decided to concentrate his forces in the Old City, dispatching a written evac-
uation order to the commanders of his troops. For emphasis, it was also signed 
by his Syrian deputies, Muslim Brotherhood leader Mustafa al- Siba‘i and army 
officer Jamal al- Sufi. The ALA fighters obeyed. They shut themselves in behind 
the bolted Old City gates and reinforced the guards on the walls. The command-
ers of the Holy War forces in the Old City and to its north, Hafiz Barakat and 
Bahjat Abu Gharbiyya, refused to obey the order and even staged counterattacks, 
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each in his own sector. These efforts returned Notre Dame, Musrara, the Mea 
She‘arim police station, and nearby positions to Arab hands. The attack on Notre 
Dame was joined by a reinforcement of 40 ALA fighters. Arab morale rose a bit 
after the ALA shelled Mea She’arim, the Bukharan neighborhood, and Sanhedri-
yya from its newly formed artillery positions in Bir Nabala, north of Jerusalem. 
Reinforcements arrived from the villages to the east, awaiting the intervention of 
the Arab Legion.41

 In the meantime, the Arab leadership in Jerusalem pursued a waiting policy, 
taking advantage of the extended cease- fire negotiations. On May 15 in the 
evening, ‘Izzat Tannus conveyed to the Consular Commission the Arabs’ 
consent to participate in negotiations with Jewish Agency representatives the 
next morning at 11 at the French consulate—although not, of course, face to 
face. The Arabs were to be represented by Ahmad Hilmi, the only member of 
the Arab Higher Committee remaining in the city—in other words, the senior 
member of civilian leadership—and Fadil Rashid and Khalid al- Husayni of the 
military leadership. In the meantime both sides agreed to a cease- fire. Character-
istically, given the lack of coordination within the Arab leadership, it turned out 
that the military command opposed the truce, which it argued would allow the 
Jews to secure themselves in the places they had captured. Faced with this 
opposition, the Arab leaders notified the Consular Commission that the cease- 
fire proposal had been conveyed to King ‘Abdallah, “who wants to accept the 
mission of saving Jerusalem.” But the Arab military command did not hesitate to 
take advantage of the night- time lull. The Arab fighters, aware that the Jews 
enjoyed an advantage of better training in combat in the dark, habitually fell 
back to positions deeper within their territory at night, thus losing the gains they 
had made during the day. This time they stayed in place.42

 In the meantime, the military command saw that the Arab Legion was taking 
its time getting to Jerusalem. ‘Abdallah aspired to annex to his kingdom the Pal-
estinian Arab state to be established in Palestine by virtue of the UN partition 
resolution. But the Jerusalem region was slated to be an international zone, not 
part of the Arab state. The king of Transjordan was reluctant to invade a territory 
that was not meant to be part of the Arab state, let alone one slated to fall under 
UN administration. Faced with the delay, the commanders in Palestine sent tele-
grams and delegations to Amman. One of the channels to the king ran through 
the commander of the Manku Company, which had established itself on the 
Mount of Olives, just east of the Old City. One of the delegations was composed 
of Mustafa Siba‘i, a deputy of Fadil Rashid’s and a leader of the Syrian Muslim 
Brotherhood; National Committee member Hajj Fawzi al- Khayyat, and others. 
Another delegation included Anwar Nusseibeh, secretary of the National Com-
mittee, and Anwar al- Khatib of the Supreme Muslim Council—a Hebron- born 
leader who was gaining influence at this time. This delegation was charged with 
informing ‘Abdallah that Islam’s holy city was on the verge of being conquered 
by infidels. ‘Abdallah advised the two men that he had fully committed his army 
to the campaign but that he had no soldiers to send to Jerusalem. He promised, 
however, to send additional irregular forces. Upon their return to Jerusalem, 
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Nusseibeh and al- Khatib visited Qawuqji’s headquarters, which at this point 
were located in Ramallah. They found him furious and dejected—he had 
received orders to withdraw his army from Palestine in order to regroup. When 
Nusseibeh and al- Khatib reached the northern exit from the city, they found it 
blocked by a raging battle. Nusseibeh was hit by a stray bullet. He was taken to 
the hospital in Ramallah and from there to the hospital in Nablus, where his leg 
was amputated. The Arab community in Jerusalem thus temporarily lost another 
leader at a critical moment.43

 On May 16 the Arab fighters conducted several offensive operations. 
Reinforcements from Jenin under the command of Fawzi Jarrar arrived at the Jaffa 
Gate and took up positions in the Hotel Fast and the old post office (south of 
today’s Tzahal Square). This enabled them to put pressure on the Jewish forces at 
Barclays Bank, with the help of an Arab force that charged up from St Paul Road 
under cover from Notre Dame and captured the Dorothy Hotel, just behind the 
Bank. ALA artillery, stationed at Bir Nabala, again began to bombard the northern 
neighborhoods, and this time shells fell on the downtown area as well.
 The principal offensive, however, came in the Old City, where the Arabs 
exploited their numerical superiority. The Jewish Quarter went on the defensive 
on May 15; the next day it was the target of a two- pronged attack. Some 150 
troops advanced from the west and 50 from the east under covering fire from Mt 
Zion, which Fadil Rashid halted after learning that most of the mortar shells had 
fallen in Arab territory. The Arab fighters penetrated the Armenian Quarter and 
from there dashed eastward to the Jewish Quarter’s Habad Street. They set off 
explosives and firebombs fashioned by Fawzi al- Qutb’s detonation squad, cen-
tered in the Old City. The incursion set off a panic among the inhabitants of the 
Jewish Quarter, most of whom were traditional and ultra- Orthodox Jews. Some 
of these were evacuated during the fighting to the synagogues in the neighbor-
hood’s center. Arab fighters plundered, blew up, and set fire to homes. Rabbis, 
the leaders of the local residents, told the commander of the Jewish Quarter to 
surrender; he himself sent cables to the Haganah Jerusalem district headquarters 
asking for permission to do so. But when evening came the Arabs let up, and in 
keeping with their practice, at night they fell back. In a radio exchange inter-
cepted by Shai, Fadil Rashid threatened that, after the Quarter surrendered, he 
would “stand everyone up next to the wall in order to teach the Jews a lesson.” 
To the Consular Commission, in contrast, Rashid declared that he was prepared 
to guarantee the lives of the Jews if they yielded, and went so far as to present 
his conditions, which were quite similar to those that were accepted, in the end, 
when the Jewish Quarter surrendered to the Arab Legion on May 28. They stipu-
lated that the holy places, including the Western Wall and synagogues, would be 
placed under the oversight of a Muslim religious body, that men from the ages 
of 15 to 55 would be taken prisoner, and the rest of the population would be 
handed over to the Jewish part of Jerusalem.
 The offensive operations and bombardments helped boost Arab morale, as 
did the fact that the Jews did not advance that day. Nevertheless, Fadil Rashid 
and Ahmad Hilmi continued to send cables and place phone calls to ‘Abdallah, 
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pleading for assistance. When a stray ALA artillery shell fell on al- Haram al- 
Sharif, exploding near a large number of the refugees who had congregated 
there, Rashid claimed that the Jews were shelling the holy site and that the Arabs 
in the Old City were in danger of extermination. (Rashid may have sincerely 
believed that it was the Jews who had fired the shell on al- Haram al- Sharif.) 
‘Abdallah was galvanized and for the first time ordered Glubb, commander of 
the Arab Legion, “to preserve the status quo” in the Old City and on the road 
leading to it from Jericho. But Glubb did not rush to carry out this vague order.
 On the night of May 16 a Jewish force attacked the Mamilla commercial 
center and occupied the Tannus Building at its extremity, north of Jurat al-‘Inab. 
The Arabs who remained trapped in northern Mamilla, from Jaffa Road up the 
Hotel Fast, retreated, after a gunfight, to the Jaffa Gate, and the reinforcement 
detachment from Jenin took shelter in the Notre Dame building. For the first 
time the Arabs had been pushed back to the western perimeter of the Old City 
wall. But a Jewish attempt to break into the walled city through a small side door 
to take the citadel next to Jaffa Gate was aborted after the attack force arrived 
late, at dawn. The gate and citadel were defended by a large force of 175 men, 
most of them municipal policemen but also including Holy War fighters and vet-
erans of the British police under the command of police officer Sulayman ‘Azir. 
The plaza outside the gate and the roads leading to it were well- controlled from 
positions on the citadel and wall, and the attack force, arriving in armored cars, 
found itself under heavy fire. The men were compelled to take shelter during the 
day in the stores of the destroyed commercial center.44

 The next day, on May 17, to the displeasure of Glubb (who was present) and 
the British, the Jordanian cabinet endorsed ‘Abdallah’s decision to deploy the 
Arab Legion in Jerusalem. Later the king, without Glubb’s knowledge, ordered 
‘Abdallah al- Tall, commander of the Legion’s Sixth Battalion, which was 
encamped on the Jerusalem- Jericho road, to send a company to Jerusalem. That 
same night this unit took up positions in the village of al- Tur, on the Mount of 
Olives. On May 17 Arab forces again prepared to attack the Jewish Quarter, 
where the Jewish line of defensive positions had entirely collapsed. The Arabs 
opened fire on the remaining positions, to which explosive charges were attached 
again and again until they were demolished. They penetrated the Jewish Quarter 
from the west and east, with only 170 meters (186 yards) separating the two 
forces. The heavy gunfire took its toll on the morale of the defenders. Toward 
noon the Arabs held their fire for a short time, calling on the Jews over loud-
speakers to surrender. They were employing the same psychological warfare 
techniques that the Jews had used in other sectors. But the latter did not respond, 
so the offensive was resumed in the afternoon.
 Inhabitants of the Jewish Quarter were close to despair. They feared a mas-
sacre like that which had happened at Kfar Etzion, a kibbutz south of Jerusalem 
that was conquered by the Transjordanian Arab Legion and local fighters on May 
13. Representatives of the Consular Commission visited Khalid al- Husayni’s 
headquarters that evening. They had already conducted successful negotiations 
with him over the surrender of the three other Gush Etzion kibbutzim—Ein 
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Tzurim, Masu’ot Yitzhak, and Revadim. Husayni presented his demands: 
women, children up to the age of 15, and men above 55 would be exchanged for 
the Arab civilians who had been taken prisoner in Baq‘a and Security Zone A. 
Jews who surrendered would be forced to enter homes in the Jewish Quarter to 
see whether they had been mined by the retreating forces. The agreement would 
be signed by all the relevant bodies—the Jewish Agency, the Haganah, IZL, and 
LEHI. But the Jewish Agency would not and could not accept these demands.45

 On the night of May 17, Jewish forces outside the walls attacked the Old 
City, with the goal of breaking in and preventing the fall of the Jewish Quarter.46 
The principal attack, by the Etzioni Brigade, was directed at the Jaffa Gate 
sector. This time they used four armored cars, but machine gun fire, mortars, and 
hand grenades from inside the well- defended wall killed six Jewish fighters and 
wounded 24, once again repelling the forces.
 Two depleted Palmach companies from the Har’el Brigade’s fourth battalion 
had been brought back to Jerusalem, after previously taking part in Operation 
Yevusi in the city, to participate in the new operation. They moved toward Mt 
Zion, just south of the Old City in what was intended as a decoy, but which 
turned into a real attack. Two Arab forces were deployed on this hill—40 ALA 
fighters of the Third Yarmuk Battalion (Iraqi Kurds of low motivation, who had 
been stationed there after their short venture into and withdrawal from Qatamon), 
and 30 defenders who were neighborhood residents, mostly from the Dajani 
family, which had owned the area for generations. They were reinforced by four 
British deserters who had assumed the Dajani name as a decoy. By the end of 
the operation, the Palmach had conquered Mt Zion with relatively few casu-
alties; Arab casualties were much higher.
 That night the Etzioni Brigade also attacked Abu Tor, and because the road 
was cut off the Arabs were compelled to send ammunition to that neighborhood 
on donkeys. Arab defenders began fleeing. The next day, May 18, the Etzioni 
force seized most of the neighborhood. The attackers occupied the high western 
part, while the Arabs later once again took hold of the eastern slope. The con-
quest of western Abu Tor completed the Jewish takeover of the south Jerusalem 
neighborhoods. With the exception of a small number of Arab combatants to the 
north of the city wall, the entire Arab fighting force was now ensconced within 
the Old City.
 At the time of the attack on the Jaffa Gate and Mt Zion, rumors that the Jews 
had penetrated spread through the Old City. The Arab headquarters sent panicky 
cables to ‘Abdallah, Qawuqji, and the Arab Legion force at al- Tur. Just before 
morning, 75 Arab Legionnaires from the al- Tur force entered the Old City from 
the south through the Dung Gate, but the Legion’s command was still hoping 
that a cease- fire that would relieve it of the necessity of putting its main force 
into the fray. Alarm in the Old City climaxed as large numbers fled their homes 
to seek refuge on al- Haram al- Sharif. Others congregated around the National 
Committee offices pleading for travel documents to Jericho, the only refuge that 
lay open to them. In the confusion one official handed out permits without being 
authorized to do so, but for the most part the Committee proved itself a capable 
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body in this difficult situation. It refused to issue permits, sending fighters to 
detain the owners of private vehicles who sought to escape. Combatants were 
deployed in the streets to “take care of ” rumor- mongers, and messages of 
encouragement were broadcast over loudspeakers.47

 On the night of May 18 a small Palmach force broke into the Old City 
through the Zion Gate, on Mt Zion. It encountered little resistance and joined up 
with the Jewish Quarter defense force. In parallel, and without coordination, five 
platoons, one of them an IZL contingent, under Etzioni command, attacked 
Musrara and Bab al- Zahra with the purpose of capturing the territory up to the 
northern Old City wall. Another Etzioni armored platoon was assigned to take 
the Notre Dame building, just north of the Old City, which was manned by 69 
Arab fighters, most of them consisting of Fawzi Jarrar and his men from Jenin. 
Other than this detachment, the only Arab defenders in the area north of the wall 
were Bahjat Abu Gharbiyya in command of about 100 men. Abu Gharbiyya’s 
original network of positions, in an arc from the American Colony, via the Sa‘d 
wu- S‘id Mosque near the Mandelbaum House, up to Musrara, had survived all 
attacks since the beginning of Operation Pitchfork. He and his men, constituting 
the only Arab advance force relatively distant from the walls, felt isolated. But 
they remained determined to hold the territory. Since he believed that the prin-
cipal Jewish attack, if it came, would be from the area of the Mandelbaum house, 
he concentrated his heavy guns there, among them a Browning medium machine 
gun. The attack began late, at dawn, and the morning light revealed the attackers 
to the defenders. The Arabs fired their machine guns. The Jewish district 
command decided to cancel the operation and the Jewish force retreated, to the 
great satisfaction of Abu Gharbiyya and his men. In contrast, Arab commanders 
in the Notre Dame building were surprised by the armored force that penetrated 
the building through the gate on St Paul Road, which was guarded by a single 
sentry. In a room- to-room battle the Jewish force killed ten Arab defenders while 
the rest fled. The Arabs lost Notre Dame. This was the last action of Operation 
Pitchfork. In the process, because of the lack of coordination between the district 
and Palmach commands, the Palmach force also retreated through the Zion Gate, 
which remained abandoned, on the morning of May 19, without waiting for 
replacements.48

 In all of Operation Pitchfork, including the Mt Zion and Jewish Quarter 
battles, 44 Jewish fighters were killed (among them, 9 of the defenders of the 
besieged Jewish Quarter). Another 118 were wounded (including 37 in the 
Jewish Quarter). Another 16 civilians were killed, including one in the Jewish 
Quarter. The number of Arab casualties is more difficult to establish. Jewish 
sources report that 71 Arab combatants fell, with 77 wounded, in all these 
battles. Arab sources do not offer figures, but they indicate that there were many 
deaths, including those of civilians. In the conquest by the Jews of the area 
stretching from the Russian Compound to Notre Dame and the southern part of 
the city, the Arabs were cut off from hospitals, with the wounded evacuated to 
the Austrian Hospice in the Old City, which the Red Cross had converted into a 
makeshift clinic. According to Abu Gharbiyya, the Arabs called the five days 
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between the British evacuation and the entry of the Arab Legion the “Red Days,” 
because of the large number of casualties.49

 The conquest of most of the Arab neighborhoods outside the walls, in particular 
in the south, was accompanied by mass plunder, as had been the case in Qatamon. 
Of the 35,000 people who had lived in this area only 750 remained, most of them 
Greeks and only 200 of them Arabs, mostly Christians, who were concentrated in 
Baq‘a. Another group of Arabs, numbering about 150, had been captured in the 
same area. This was the first time in the war that such large numbers had been 
taken captive. The prisoners were transferred to a temporary POW camp near the 
small Jewish neighborhood of Neveh She’anan. Some reports stated that the 
prisoners included both combatants and civilians, among them those of middle 
age, as well as some women and children. It seems that the women, children, and 
even middle- aged men were released shortly thereafter. The 88 remaining 
prisoners were transferred at the end of June to a POW camp at Ijlil (today’s 
Gelilot), north of Tel Aviv, where they stayed until the end of the war.50

 On the evening of May 18, Glubb was persuaded that intervention in Jerusa-
lem was vital. The Transjordanians interpreted the conquest of Mt Zion not as an 
attempt to rescue the Jewish Quarter but rather as preparation for conquest of the 
entire Old City. Glubb was under heavy pressure—a cease- fire was not in sight; 
the king and his government pressured him to intervene; the fall of Jerusalem and 
the Jericho road threatened to cut off the Legion from its rear forces; and his Arab 
soldiers and officers, deeply influenced by the desperate calls for help, were on 
the verge of rebellion. He told ‘Abdallah al- Tall, commander of the Sixth Battal-
ion, to send another company to the city. Tall placed himself at the head of the 
company, which entered the Old City that night. Hafiz Barakat, the Holy War 
force’s commander in the Old City, asked Tall to secure the Zion Gate, now aban-
doned by Jewish forces. By the afternoon of May 19 the Legion had taken control 
of the area, thus renewing the siege on the Jewish Quarter. That same morning a 
Legion battalion moved into Jerusalem from the north, taking Sheikh Jarrah and 
continuing southward toward the Old City. Tall conferred with the city’s civilian 
and military leadership—Ahmad Hilmi, Fadil Rashid, and Khalid al- Husayni. 
They accepted his authority, agreeing to hand over the united command to him, 
as well as responsibility for defending the city. This ended the inter- communal 
war in Jerusalem. However, additional irregular forces from Transjordan arrived 
with the Legion. Tall integrated the Holy War and ALA fighters in the city side 
by side with his forces, for the most part in defensive and combat- supporting 
positions. The ALA force under Fadil Rashid’s command remained in the city 
until the period of the first truce (June 11–July 8, 1948). In this it differed from 
the rest of the ALA, which left the country to reorganize in Syria after the inva-
sion of the regular Arab armies (and returned to combat later in northern Pales-
tine). Rashid’s force, too, was transferred to Syria during the first truce. The Holy 
War forces were not finally dismantled by King ‘Abdallah until January 1949. 
But responsibility for both the war effort and the civilian population was taken 
out of the hands of the local and national Palestinian Arab leadership and trans-
ferred to the Arab Legion, the Transjordanian army.51
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Conclusion
Immediately following the UN partition decision of November 29, 1947, bloody 
disturbances and clashes broke out between Jews and Arabs. These quickly 
escalated, within just a few weeks, into an inter- communal war between the 
Arab and Jewish areas of the city. Both sides engaged in urban warfare, deploy-
ing guns, mortars, and explosives, and attacking border neighborhoods. The 
Arab forces in Jerusalem, which were deployed as local garrisons in the Old City 
and the Arab neighborhoods of the New City, were organized as part of the Holy 
War forces, which were loyal to the mufti. They were headed by ‘Abd al- Qadir 
al- Husayni, commander of the Jerusalem region. The city’s Arab forces were 
largely composed of men from there, who served under mostly local command-
ers, many of them veterans of the Palestinian Arab Revolt. Hebronite migrants 
were especially prominent among the fighting men and their commanders. There 
were also villagers who joined the defense of the city, some of them in command 
positions. The officer cadre thinned out as the war progressed, and its open posi-
tions, and sometimes the vacancies among the fighting men, were occasionally 
filled by volunteer forces arriving from Arab countries, the most prominent of 
these being the ALA’s Jerusalem garrison, which entered the city in February 
1948.
 Palestinian Arab society in Jerusalem, which had been relatively cohesive, 
displayed resilience in the area of the Old City but weakness in the middle class 
neighborhoods outside the walls. The test case of Qatamon clearly demonstrates 
the extent to which the Palestinian Arabs (like other national groups) should not 
be viewed as monolithic. The process that led to the conquest of Qatamon, the 
collapse of civil society there, and the displacement of its inhabitants was a 
complex one, and the people who lived there held a wide variety of opinions 
about the war. Qatamon may be viewed as a microcosm of the Palestinian Arab 
middle class as a whole. It proves just how disparate were the declared national 
identifications of some members of the Palestinian Arab bourgeois upper middle 
class Arabs and their willingness to actually fight and make sacrifices for the 
national goals that their identities implied. In the end, this population’s bour-
geois values and way of life, alongside its practice of relying on the British 
authorities to defend them, led to a lack of will and ability to take part in the war 
effort. Other groups and individuals displayed no national identification at all, 
even for public consumption, and self- consciously pursued personal, family, and 
regional interests. For some, long opposition to the Husayni party prevented 
them from fully identifying with the political and military struggle led by the 
mufti. It appeared as though these city dwellers were largely socially alienated 
from most of the fighters (in areas such as Qatamon), who were primarily of 
rural origin. There can be no doubt that the Christian affiliation of the majority 
of the bourgeoisie, along with the presence of a significant Greek and Armenian 
non- Arab population, had an important impact on the level of national identifica-
tion, participation in the national struggle, and the willingness of Qatamon’s 
civilian population to make sacrifices.52
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 As the date of the British evacuation approached, civilian life grew progres-
sively more perilous. The institution that was supposed to fill the vacuum created 
by the dismantling of the Mandate administration, the National Committee, was 
late in organizing—it did not begin to function until the end of January—because 
of political conflicts and the mufti’s efforts to maintain full control of the city via 
the Emergency Committee. In Jerusalem, where, unlike Jaffa and other cities, 
there was no Arab municipality, the National Committee played an especially 
important role. After enduring birth pangs, it operated effectively under the 
leadership of Anwar Nusseibeh and teamed up with the Arab Treasury, thus 
improving its financial position and enabling it to provide necessary services. 
But the stream of refugees heading from outside the walls and the region into the 
Old City, which redoubled after the Dayr Yasin massacre on April 9 and the 
Haganah’s victories that month, led to an unbearable state of affairs in the Old 
City. The flight from the new neighborhoods brought an end to Arab civilian life 
in the New City.
 The transition from localized clashes to broad offensives aimed at achieving 
victory, which took place as the British evacuation proceeded during April and 
May, ended in a defeat for the Palestinian Arab forces and the volunteer forces 
from the Arab countries that had come to their aid. Arab cities and villages 
attacked by the Haganah quickly collapsed and surrendered, and their popula-
tions fled. Recent research paints a picture of civil and military disintegration, 
caused by internal social frailty, the lack of an effective center of political 
authority, and military weakness.53

 The Arabs in Jerusalem likewise suffered from a military debacle in the New 
City on the eve of and following the British departure. Despite the negligible 
disparity in military strength between the two sides in Jerusalem, the military 
and civilian leadership did not believe it could withstand Jewish assaults. Yet, in 
contrast with other cities attacked by Jewish forces, forces in Palestinian Arab 
Jerusalem did not collapse. In part, this was due to the relative weakness of the 
Jews in Jerusalem and the divided command of the Jewish forces, as well as 
their failure to cut off the eastern approaches to the city. But the determination 
of the Arab leadership to defend the religiously and historically significant Old 
City was also a major factor. The local leadership broadcast cries of distress, but 
it never considered abandoning the city. It did its best to prevent mass flight even 
at the most difficult moments. Unlike other ALA garrison commanders at critical 
moments, Fadil Rashid remained in the city at the most difficult junctures 
and did his best to defend it. One of Rashid’s advantages was his ideological 
identification with the population and local leadership, which supported the 
mufti and viewed him as their leader. This advantage somewhat relieved the 
tension between the locals and the fighters from Arab countries. Rashid was 
aware what the implications would be for him, personally, of a failure to defend 
Islam’s third- holiest city. His relative successes, along with other achievements 
of the ALA, refute the claim frequently and unjustly found in Palestinian histori-
ography that the ALA’s negligence and corruption was a principal cause of the 
Nakba.54
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 Palestinian and Israeli historians have frequently claimed that ‘Abd al- Qadir 
al- Husayni’s death on April 8 created a leadership vacuum, particularly in Jeru-
salem and among the Palestinians as a whole, one that was not filled for the 
duration of the war. It led, in this view, to a chronic shortage of troops, materiel, 
and funds. The civilian institutions, represented by Husayn al- Khalidi and 
Ahmad Hilmi of the Arab Higher Committee, are in their accounts depicted as 
helpless and cut off from the military command.55 The evidence presented here 
contradicts much of that. There was indeed a command vacuum after ‘Abd al- 
Qadir’s death, but the Arab forces in and around the city in fact grew stronger 
with the entry of additional ALA units, and thanks to Munir Abu Fadil’s organ-
ization of the police as a fighting force. Despite ‘Abd al- Qadir’s gains during the 
initial period of his command, the ills that plagued the Arabs were apparent 
during his tenure. In fact, at the time of and following his death, the financial and 
administrative situation improved. When the National Committee and the Arab 
Treasury established common cause in April, they were able to outfit the Arab 
forces in a far superior fashion than had been the case just a month before. Con-
trary to the common wisdom, neither did Palestinian Arab Jerusalem lack a civil-
ian leadership. The shoes of the absent members of the Arab Higher Committee 
had, since the end of January, been gradually filled by young, educated, and 
energetic leaders, the most prominent of whom was Anwar Nusseibeh. These 
younger figures shunted aside the functionaries of the pro- Husayni Palestinian 
Arab Party, through whom the mufti attempted to run Jerusalem, and established 
a fairly effective local administration. The exception to the rule was the elderly 
Ahmad Hilmi, who remained in the city throughout this period. Notably different 

Figure 3.3  The Jerusalem Temple Mount/Haram al-Sharif, aerial view, 1930s 
(Library of Congress).
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from the other members of the Arab Higher Committee, he was a businessman 
who did not hail from one of the notable families, unlike most of the established 
Palestinian leadership of the Mandate period. The relative solidarity of Arab 
society in the mountain city of Jerusalem, which included a cohesive immigrant 
Hebronite community integrated with it, differed notably from what could be 
found in the coastal cities with their heterogeneous populations. The New City 
fell mostly because of the lack of organization, technological means, and military 
weakness of the Arab forces (before the arrival of the Arab Legion, Arab forces 
in the Old City had but a single radio, in the Rawda headquarters). This weak-
ness also manifested itself in a complete lack of intelligence- gathering at all 
levels, which led to an inflated fear of the enemy, far out of proportion to its real 
strength. And it led to an inability to carry out a coordinated large- scale opera-
tion of the type that the Jews implemented in Operation Pitchfork. The Jewish 
forces, by contrast, were far better equipped in means of communication, had 
well- developed military intelligence and intelligence services, and displayed in 
most cases better organization and hence, military performance even when fire- 
power was nearly equal. The principal reasons for the weakness were structural. 
The Arabs as a whole lacked the military knowledge and resources that they 
required in Jerusalem, as well as in the rest of the country.
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Part II

Jaffa
The bride of the sea in distress



Map 5  Central Jaffa showing ‘Ajami, Jabaliyya, and the Old City, 1:12,500 (Cropped 
from original, Survey of Palestine, 1945. All Rights Reserved by the Survey of 
Israel © 2015. Printed with Survey of Israel permission.).



Map 6  Jaffa – Manshiyya and the Old City, 1:12,500 (Cropped from original, Survey of 
Palestine, 1945. All Rights Reserved by the Survey of Israel © 2015. Printed with 
Survey of Israel permission.).



Map 7  Jaffa, municipal boundaries, 1:12,500 (Cropped from original, Survey of Pales-
tine, 1945. All Rights Reserved by the Survey of Israel © 2015. Printed with 
Survey of Israel permission.).



Map 8  Jaffa, Survey of Palestine, 1945 (Cropped from original, Survey of Palestine, 
1945. All Rights Reserved by the Survey of Israel © 2015. Printed with Survey of 
Israel permission.).
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4 Jaffa on the eve of war

A society in flux
In 1947 Jaffa was home to 71,000 people. It was the largest Arab city in Pales-
tine,1 the major Arab port, and the Palestinian Arab community’s principal com-
mercial and industrial hub. It was also the center of the community’s social and 
cultural life, and a leading political center as well—although in politics it 
remained secondary to Jerusalem. Most of the citrus fruit grown by the country’s 
Arab farmers reached Europe via Jaffa’s wharves. The country’s two major 
Arabic daily newspapers, Filastin and al- Difa‘, were published there, as were 
other dailies and weeklies at various times. From a national and symbolic point 
of view, Jaffa was for Palestinian Arabs second only to Jerusalem in importance; 
they dubbed it “Bride of the Sea” or “Bride of Palestine.”2

	 By	May	1948	nearly	all	of	Jaffa’s	Arabs	had	fled.	Yet	their	feelings	about	the	
city have not faded since then. On a symbolic level, Jaffa still looms large in the 

Figure 4.1  Alhambra (al-Hamra) cinema, Jaffa, 1937 (Library of Congress).
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Palestinian consciousness. In fact, it has become the most salient symbol of the 
Nakba in that people’s collective memory. Suffused with an aura of idealized 
depictions, Palestinians envision it as a kind of lost paradise, an ideal that they 
often contrast with its woeful physical appearance today.3 It embodies Palestin-
ian Arab development, prosperity, and modernization, all cut short in 1948.4 Its 
centrality is hardly coincidental, given that a number of important Palestinian 
leaders,	 activists,	 and	 prominent	 figures	 were	 born	 and	 educated	 in	 Jaffa,	 or	
moved there—among them leaders of the Palestine Liberation Organization 
(PLO)	such	as	Salah	Khalaf	(Abu	Iyad),	Faruq	al-	Qaddumi,	and	Shafiq	al-	Hut;	
scholars such as Hisham Sharabi and Ibrahim Abu Lughod; and journalists like 
Mahmud Abu al- Zuluf, al- Difa‘ correspondent and later founder and editor of 
the most important Palestinian daily newspaper, al- Quds. The events of 1948, in 
the country as a whole and in Jaffa in particular, were decisive in the lives of 
these men, instrumental in molding their personalities as well as Palestinian col-
lective consciousness.5
 According to the UN partition plan approved on November 29, 1947, Jaffa 
was to become an enclave, part of a projected Arab state, but surrounded on 
three sides by a Jewish state and on the fourth by the sea. The Jewish cities of 
Tel	Aviv	lay	to	the	north,	with	Bat	Yam	and	Holon	to	the	south.	Only	through	a	
narrow corridor to the east, between the Jewish neighborhood of Hatikva and the 
Mikveh	Yisrael	agricultural	school,	where	the	Jaffa-	Jerusalem	road	ran	past	the	
Arab	village	of	Yazur,	was	 Jaffa	 connected	 to	 the	Arab	 countryside,	 but	 even	
this road was to remain in Jewish hands under the partition plan. The city was 
home to some 54,000 Muslims and 17,000 Christians. The territory on which 
another 40,000 Muslims lived in 50 villages in the Jaffa subdistrict was slated to 
become part of the Jewish state. The same was true of the Arab suburbs of Man-
shiyya and Abu Kabir. The city’s geographic weakness was reinforced by 
demography—in 1947, the Jews constituted a decisive majority in the Jaffa sub-
district, comprising 264,000 of the region’s 373,000 inhabitants. The large 
Jewish settlements included Petah Tikva and Rishon Letzion. The Lydda district, 
which included the Jaffa and Ramla subdistricts, also had a Jewish majority, 
with 293,000 Jews as opposed to 208,000 Arabs, of whom 185,000 were 
Muslims. The Lydda district and the Jaffa subdistrict were the only administra-
tive divisions in Palestine in which the Arabs were a minority. This geo- 
demographic situation was already imprinted in the consciousness of the region’s 
Arabs.6
 Jaffa is one of the world’s most ancient port cities. It has been razed and 
rebuilt, and has seen times of poverty and prosperity. Its unique geography 
ensured that after each defeat and destruction it was resettled—it is the only 
natural harbor on the Palestinian coast south of Mt Carmel—and the hill 
that overlooks the harbor confers a defensive advantage. The present- day city 
began to take form in the late seventeenth century and principally in the eight-
eenth. This new zenith followed centuries of neglect that began when the 
Mamluks destroyed the city, as well as the port, at the end of the Crusader 
period, in order to deny European armies an entry point into the country. At the 
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end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century Jaffa was 
captured and destroyed several times, including once, in 1799, by Napoleon 
Bonaparte, whose soldiers plundered and devastated it and massacred its 
inhabitants.7

 At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the city’s Ottoman governor, 
Muhammad Abu- Nabut, worked to rebuild Jaffa and its defenses. He oversaw 
the construction of new marketplaces and of the Mahmudiyya Mosque, which to 
this day serves as the city’s most important Muslim place of worship. He also 
built elegant drinking fountains that became urban landmarks. The city recovered 
during the nineteenth century, and in the period between 1882 and 1914 it 
experienced dramatic expansion and development. It grew from a town of 2,750 
inhabitants on an area of some 25 acres at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century to one of 50,000 inhabitants on an area of some 375 acres on the eve of 
World War I. The growth was due largely to immigration, from both within Pal-
estine	and	from	outside	it.	This	influx	made	the	city	a	particularly	heterogeneous	
one. It was home to Arabic- speaking Muslims from Egypt, the Levant, and 
North Africa, Central Asian Muslims, Arabic- speaking Christians from Syria 
and Lebanon, Armenians, Greeks, Germans, and a Jewish community number-
ing about 10,000. The city’s spread prompted its rulers to knock down its walls 
and	fill	 in	 its	moat.	The	 line	 the	 two	 followed	became	 ‘Ajami	 (today’s	Yefet)	
Street. This thoroughfare led from the city center—Clock Square, the location of 
the Great Mosque and the Saray building, the new seat of the Ottoman adminis-
tration—to the ‘Ajami neighborhood to the south of the Old City, a Christian 
area that sprang up during this same period. Population pressure induced expan-
sion to the south and north (most of the land to the east consisted of citrus 
orchards and farmland), along religious- ethnic lines. The Christians settled in 
‘Ajami in the south and the Muslims moved northward to the Manshiyya 
Quarter. The Jews, for their part, went northeast to the neighborhoods of Neveh 
Tzedek and Ahuzat Bayyit, founded in 1909, which became the nucleus of Tel 
Aviv. Saknat, farming settlements established around the city by Egyptian 
immigrants during the period of Egyptian rule from 1831 to 1840, such as Saknat 
Abu Kabir, Saknat Darwish, and Manshiyya, metamorphosed into suburbs. 
Jaffa’s position as the gateway to Jerusalem and the rest of Palestine, along with 
its geographical advantages, made it by the end of the Ottoman period the most 
important economic center in the country. Politically, however, it was the capital 
of a subdistrict, not of a district, as was Jerusalem, and thus it ranked second to 
the latter in political terms. Another factor in the city’s development was its agri-
cultural hinterland, which included Arab, German, and Jewish farming villages. 
It also saw the ongoing improvement in its infrastructure and in means of trans-
port. Jaffa’s residents were masters of commerce, crafts, and traditional industry 
(such as soap and fabrics), and modern industry was also beginning to appear.8 
The city owed a good part of its wealth to citrus fruit, which the inhabitants of 
the city and the surrounding villages began to export to Europe. Arab citrus 
growers were soon supplemented by Jewish ones living in the farming settle-
ments	 set	up	by	 the	first	Zionist	 immigrants	 to	Palestine	 in	 the	 late	nineteenth	
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century. The soil and climate of the Palestinian coast were excellent for citrus 
farming and, beginning in the mid- nineteenth century, improvements in sea 
transport	and	in	the	port	helped	make	this	crop	profitable.	Jaffa	served	not	just	as	
the port from which oranges, grapefruit, and lemons were exported, but also as 
the sector’s logistic and commercial hub.9
 The population’s exceptionally heterogeneous character militated against the 
establishment of a coterie of notable families of religious prestige and national 
consequence, as was the case in Jerusalem. This does not mean that there were 
not families in Jaffa who were important in the city and region. Members of the 
Sa‘id and al- Bitar families served as mayor under the British Mandate, and the 
Abu Khadra and Dajani (not identical to the clan of the same name in Jerusalem) 
families,	 among	 others,	 also	 wielded	 influence.	 These	 families	 acquired	 large	
tracts of land during the land registration period, thanks to the area’s relatively 
sparse	 population	 at	 the	 time,	 and	 later	 converted	 them	 into	 profitable	 citrus	
groves. Some of these families had lived in Jaffa since the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, or even before that. Others were collateral branches or annexes 
of prominent families from other cities, such as the mountain cities in the coun-
try’s interior, Jerusalem in particular, or cities on the coastal plain like Lydda, 
Ramla, Gaza, Acre, and Haifa. Other families arrived from neighboring coun-
tries	or	even	farther	afield.10

 Jaffa underwent a major metamorphosis under the British Mandate, after 
recovering from the crisis it suffered during World War I. Its rapid growth 
attracted migrants, especially Muslim Arabs, from rural areas, as well as a more 
limited number of immigrants from the surrounding countries. The city’s popu-
lation grew at a much higher rate than that of natural increase. In 1922, Jaffa’s 
Arab population numbered 27,437 (the population had declined during World 
War I). By 1931 it had reached 44,657, and by 1942 it was 62,600.11

 This rapid urbanization led to the appearance of shantytowns on the city’s 
margins,	rife	with	poverty,	densely	populated,	and	filled	with	flimsy	tin	or	even	
cardboard structures. These marginal neighborhoods lay adjacent to Jewish 
areas—Manshiyya and Abu Kabir next to Tel Aviv, and Tall al- Rish and Jabali-
yya	next	to	Holon	and	Bat	Yam.	Some	20,000	Arabs	lived	in	Manshiyya	(as	did	
10,000 Jews in that part of the neighborhood that bordered on Tel Aviv), and 
another 6,000 Arabs in Irshayd, a neighborhood that lay between Jaffa’s Old 
City and Manshiyya. Another 4,000 lived in south Jabaliyya and 5,400 in Abu 
Kabir. These poor neighborhoods were even more densely populated than the 
old quarters of the country’s cities, which were notorious for their overcrowded 
conditions. An average of 81 people lived on each dunam (quarter- acre) in Man-
shiyya, 93 in Abu Kabir, and 111 in southern Jabaliyya, as opposed to only 55 in 
Jerusalem’s Old City and 56.7 in Jaffa’s Old City, which had a total of about 
7,000 inhabitants.12 Most of the Arabic literature about Jaffa projects an idyllic 
tone that is sustainable because it omits depictions of these neighborhoods. A 
Tel Aviv municipal publication from 1938 offers a portrait of the Arab- Jewish 
“cardboard” shantytown that lay between Manshiyya and the Tel Aviv neighbor-
hood of Kerem Ha- Teimanim:
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There are no sidewalks or streets. Fetid slops are thrown into the public 
space, garbage piles up in heaps, waiting for the always belated sanitary 
service supplied by the Jaffa [municipality] to come collect it. Hundreds of 
children	play	in	the	filth	on	the	streets	and	in	the	garbage.	During	the	riots	
of 1936 about 200 houses and shacks burned down, but new rickety shacks 
are being built in their place, made of boards and pieces of planks, lacking 
all comfort. Instead of windows there are only shutters, reeking primitive 
latrines, and right next to them the arrangements for cooking—so- called 
“kitchens”—made	 of	 a	 few	 cinderblocks	 with	 a	 bonfire	 burning	 between	
them.13

This description, as patronizing and even Orientalist as it might be, apparently 
offers a more or less reliable account. A contemporary Jewish writer described 
Tall al- Rish, where 2,000 people lived, along with Jabaliyya, as a collection of 
structures	 built	 of	 metal,	 wood,	 and	 clay,	 along	 with	 some	 unfinished	 stone	
buildings. Tall al- Rish and Abu Kabir, which were initially rural villages, 
retained some of their agricultural nature. Many residents of Tall al- Rish, Jabali-
yya,	and	Abu	Kabir	worked	in	Holon,	Bat	Yam,	and	Tel	Aviv	respectively.	They	
sold produce and offered themselves as day laborers and domestic servants, and 
worked in Jewish- owned factories.14

 By the end of 1946, a full 70 percent of Jaffa’s Arabs lived in these poor 
neighborhoods or in the Old City. Many of them were internal migrants of rural 
origin who had found employment in the city as unskilled laborers. In many 
cases they resided there only on a temporary basis. Notable among those who 
had come from outside Palestine were Arabs from Hawran in southwestern 
Syria, who served as cheap laborers at the port, in industry, in construction, and 
at odd jobs. They developed a particularly negative reputation and sometimes 
were	involved	in	altercations,	growing	out	of	economic	and	social	conflicts,	with	
Palestinian Arabs. Like some other communities in developing countries around 
the world, in the Middle East in particular, the rural migrants in Jaffa lived on 
the margins of urban society, suffering from the structural weaknesses typical of 
a community in transformation. Traditional social institutions grew weak and 
ineffectual, but no modern institutions that could take their place had yet 
emerged. Many of the migrants felt threatened by the contradictions between the 
conservative and traditional way of life of the mountainous regions from which 
they came and the mores of the coastal city, which was more open to outside and 
cosmopolitan	 influences.	On	top	of	 this	came	the	dominant	Jewish	presence	 in	
the region and the sense of alienation from Jaffa’s established population, with 
the feeling that the latter discriminated against the migrants.15

 Despite the widespread poverty, Jaffa was considered one of the most pros-
perous cities in Palestine. It was home to a group of wealthy men who had made 
their fortunes in the citrus sector, in commerce, and in industry, and to white- 
collar professionals who offered services to the wealthy.16 The city had well- off 
quarters where the rich and educated middle- class populations lived. These 
neighborhoods, such as ‘Ajami and north Jabaliyya and the modern Nuzha 
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Quarter (the area around what was then King George Avenue, now Jerusalem 
Avenue)	 flourished	 during	 the	 Mandate.	 The	 first	 two	 consisted	 of	 spacious	
private homes built of stone and marble and adorned with inscriptions and 
wooden and metal decorations. Nuzha, in contrast, was an area of public build-
ings,	such	as	city	hall,	the	central	post	office,	cinemas,	hotels,	cafés,	and	social	
clubs.17

 During the Mandate, Jaffa was led by several mayors, elected or, since the 
1936–1939 Revolt, appointed by the Mandate authorities. In 1945 the British 
appointed	Dr.	Yusif	Haykal,	a	public	figure	and	one	of	the	city’s	leading	intel-
lectuals, to the post.18 Haykal demanded municipal elections and the British con-
sented, scheduling voting for the summer of 1947. Haykal and his city council 
won	by	a	large	margin,	making	him	Jaffa’s	first	(and	last)	elected	mayor,	since	
the Revolt. He acted to strengthen the municipality’s powers, reduce dependence 
on the British, clean up and beautify the city’s outdoor spaces, improve its water 
and sewage systems, and pave streets. He also fostered social and cultural activ-
ity and promoted modernization. In addition, Haykal hired an urban planner, the 
Egyptian architect ‘Ali al- Maliji Mas‘ud, who prepared a modern master plan. 

Figure 4.2  King George Avenue with Alhambra cinema, 1937 (Library of Congress).
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It included the construction of a grid of streets in the area of the citrus groves, a 
garden neighborhood south of Jabaliyya, and a program whereby the poor neigh-
borhoods would be evacuated and rebuilt. Ideologically, the mayor was a pan- 
Arabist with close ties to King ‘Abdallah of Transjordan, who was welcomed in 
the city during his frequent visits to Palestine, with all due ceremony. Members 
of	the	city	council	were	mostly	affiliated,	in	nationwide	Palestinian	politics,	with	
the opposition to the Husayni party.19

 Several large social clubs operated in Jaffa. The most important were the 
Orthodox Club and the Islamic Sports Club, which sponsored athletics and social 
activities,	libraries,	and	lectures.	The	two	were	rivals	on	the	playing	field	and	in	
cultural activities. Both founded successful theater troupes. One of the plays 
staged by the Islamic Sports Club was Cyrano de Bergerac (translated into 
Arabic	and	novelized	by	the	Egyptian	writer	Mustafa	Lutfi	al-	Manfaluti,	whose	
version	was	dramatized	by	Haykal	himself	).	 Jaffa	enjoyed	a	cultural	flowering	
on all fronts. As already noted, it was where the major Palestinian Arabic news-
papers were published, and it was home to six cinemas (in contrast with Jerusa-
lem’s two, serving an Arab population of about the same size), among them the 
Alhambra (Al- Hamra on King George Avenue), the Nabil (today’s Noga 
Theater), and the Apollo. Four large night clubs hosted theatrical performances 
and other forms of entertainment, including appearances by famous performers 
from around the Arab world, such as the singers Umm Kulthum, Farid al- Atrash, 
and Muhammad ‘Abd al- Wahab.20

 The city’s modernity distanced it from its Arab surroundings, and in some 
areas modern Jaffa seemed more like Tel Aviv than the Arab hinterland. For 
example, there was in Jaffa in 1937 one automobile for every 55 inhabitants, as 
opposed to 33 in Tel Aviv and 320 in the Palestinian Arab community as a 
whole.21 Jaffa had several hospitals, among them a government hospital, a 
French	hospital,	and	the	Dajani	Hospital,	the	first	private	Arab	hospital	in	Pales-
tine. This latter institution was founded during the Mandate period by Dr. Fu’ad 
al-	Dajani,	one	of	the	country’s	first	Arab	physicians.	Toward	the	end	of	the	era	
some 30 Arab doctors worked in the city and there were 23 pharmacies. The 
improvement in medical services led to a sharp 53.3 percent decline in infant 
and child mortality, the most dramatic improvement in any Palestinian Arab city 
under the Mandate and one of the largest in Arab cities anywhere. But these 
mortality rates were still high, both absolutely and relatively to other Arab cities 
in Palestine, even toward the end of the Mandate, due to the low socioeconomic 
level of most of the city’s Arab population. In comparison, infant and child mor-
tality at the beginning of the Mandate period in Jerusalem were more or less the 
same, even lower, than the rates in Jaffa at the end of the period.22

 The large disparity in social status badly impaired the cohesion of Jaffa’s 
Arab community. It caused unrest among the poor that manifested itself particu-
larly in times of crisis, such as during the Arab Revolt of 1936–1939. The poor 
did not vent their frustrations only against the British and Jews. They also har-
assed and sometimes even attacked well- off Arabs, especially Christians.23 
Those features of all walks of Jaffa society that were detrimental to its ability to 
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stand	up	to	the	British	and	Jews	were	amplified	at	times	of	crisis	and	hostility.	
Furthermore, many of Jaffa’s Arabs, especially the less well- off, were employed 
by Jews, a situation that did not prevail in the rest of the country. All these char-
acteristics	 had	 amplified	 Jaffa’s	 vulnerability	 in	 its	 confrontation	 with	 the	
Yishuv.24

Disengagement from Tel Aviv
Jaffa	first	became	a	focal	point	of	 the	Jewish-	Arab	conflict	at	 the	beginning	of	
the twentieth century. It was the major port of arrival for Jewish immigrants, 
many of whom ended up settling in or near the city. The city’s Arabs were 
thus sharply aware of the “Zionist threat,” and many were hostile toward the 
in-coming Jews. In May 1921 bloody riots broke out when Jews conducting a 
May Day parade entered Manshiyya. The incursion was misinterpreted by the 
neighborhood’s Arabs as an attack, and the Arab leadership seems to have taken 
advantage of the situation to incite the masses. Dozens of Jews were murdered, 
among	them	a	major	Hebrew	novelist	and	essayist,	Yosef	Haim	Brenner.	Some	
100 Jews were injured, much Jewish property was destroyed or stolen, and hun-
dreds	of	Jews	fled	to	Tel	Aviv.	Dozens	of	Arabs	were	killed	by	the	British	army	
as it restored order, and by Jewish avengers. Further riots, on a smaller scale (in 
Jaffa), broke out in 1929.
 On October 27, 1933, Jaffa’s Arabs, under the leadership of Musa Kazim al- 
Husayni, president of the Palestinian Arab Executive Committee, staged a 
massive demonstration against Jewish immigration. The rally emerged from the 
Great	Mahmudiyya	Mosque	and	headed	 toward	 the	offices	of	 the	district	gov-
ernor. The British police blocked their advance at Clock Square. A violent con-
frontation ensued in which 25 Arab demonstrators and one Arab policeman were 
killed and dozens injured, among them the elderly Musa Kazim, who was 
clubbed by policemen. He died the following March; his supporters claimed that 
the beating had hastened his demise. The curfew imposed following the protest 
and fear of more demonstrations led to a further exodus of Jaffa’s Jews to Tel 
Aviv.25

 The riots of 1921 touched off a process of disengagement between Jaffa and 
Tel Aviv and between Jaffa and the Jewish community as a whole. In May 1921, 
in part as a response to the riots, the Mandate administration recognized Tel 
Aviv as an autonomous entity within the Jaffa municipality and granted it de 
facto autonomy. Between 12,000 and 13,000 Jews lived in Jaffa prior to the 
riots; by 1922 only some 5,000 remained. In 1934 the process was completed 
when the British accorded Tel Aviv the status of a separate and autonomous 
municipality.	Thanks	 to	 immigration	 from	overseas,	 the	 Jewish	 city	flourished	
both demographically and economically. It became the center of a Jewish metro-
politan area and soon overtook Jaffa and Jerusalem to become Palestine’s largest 
city.26

	 The	Arab	Revolt	of	1936–1939	again	placed	Jaffa	at	the	center	of	the	conflict.	
One	 incident	 that	 stoked	 the	 fires	 prior	 to	 the	 Revolt	 took	 place	 in	 Jaffa	 in	
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October 1935, when a barrel being unloaded at the port, ostensibly part of a 
cargo of cement, fell apart to reveal to the astonished Arab longshoremen that it 
contained weapons and ammunition. The event was widely reported in the Arab 
press, reinforcing the common (and often correct) belief by the Arab public that 
Jewish military organizations were arming themselves. On April 19, 1936, 
severe disturbances broke out in Jaffa. Jews working or visiting the city were 
attacked	and	murdered.	Outlying	Jewish	settlements	were	attacked	and	fighting	
broke out in several places where Arab neighborhoods bordered Jewish ones, 
especially in Manshiyya, Abu Kabir, and Hatikva. The following day Jaffa’s 
Arabs declared a general strike that spread throughout the country; attacks on 
Jews continued. Within a short time 12,000 Jewish refugees from outlying 
regions	had	arrived	in	Tel	Aviv.	The	British	had	difficulty	regaining	control	of	
Jaffa from the rebels, especially in the Old City’s narrow, winding alleys. In July 
1936 the British army broke into the Old City and blew up a large number of 
homes. The soldiers forced out hundreds, perhaps even thousands of Arabs, 
some for a short time, some for good. (The claim that appears in Arab sources, 
according to which 6,000 Arabs were left homeless, seems exaggerated, based 
on the total number of inhabitants in the Old City, not all of whom lost their 
homes.) The British built three broad roads through the area, together forming an 
anchor-	shaped	 perimeter	 as	 part	 of	what	 they	maintained	was	 a	 beautification	
project. Their real purpose was, however, to enable military forces to control the 
area. The huge amount of destruction involved stunned Jaffa’s Arabs. From this 
point onward the city remained largely quiet, with large- scale riots not breaking 
out again until 1938, during the Revolt’s second stage.27

 When the Revolt was suppressed and World War II broke out, inter- 
communal relations improved. Jews again visited Jaffa and Arabs Tel Aviv, 
patronizing each other’s economic and cultural institutions. In January 1940 the 
Alhambra cinema even hosted a gathering of about a thousand Arab and Jewish 
citrus growers to discuss cooperation. But this did not change the basic fact that 
from 1936 onward the two communities had been decoupled, residing in sepa-
rate neighborhoods. The city’s Jewish population recovered and grew to about 
30,000 by 1940, but they lived only in their own areas bordering on Tel Aviv, 
and in practice received some of their municipal services from the Jewish city, to 
the chagrin of Jaffa’s own city administration. Relations between the two muni-
cipalities were tense, hostile, and competitive.28
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5	 Jaffa	as	a	battlefield

The	fighting	begins

In fact, Jaffa never surrendered, but rather fought in all sectors, in the south 
and in the north, and the Jews were not able to penetrate it. It had fighters 
from Turkey and Yugoslavia who came to Jaffa to defend it, and it held its 
own after the partition [resolution].

(Faruq al- Qaddumi)1

A short time after the partition resolution, Arabs and Jews once again began to 
clash on the seam between Jaffa and Tel Aviv. On November 30, the day after 
the UN vote, life still seemed to be proceeding normally. The marketplaces were 
open, Jewish vehicles continued to drive through Jaffa on their way to Jerusalem 
and the south, and Arab transportation to the surrounding villages and the north 
continued to wend its way through Tel Aviv and other Jewish settlements. But 
when news spread that Jewish buses had been attacked by Arabs, each com-
munity stopped driving through the other’s territory. Tensions grew high, espe-
cially where Jewish neighborhoods bordered Arab ones. In the wake of violent 
confrontations in Shuk HaCarmel, a large open- air marketplace on the seam 
between the two cities, Arab produce merchants and hawkers abandoned their 
stands and Jews fled. A bomb went off in Tel Aviv’s Neveh Tzedek neighbor-
hood, but no one was hurt. Jews and Arabs who lived on the boundary began 
leaving their homes. The three- day strike declared by the Arab Higher Commit-
tee on December 2 was interpreted by Jews—who remembered the (much 
longer) strike that had opened the Arab Revolt of 1936–1939—as a declaration 
of armed conflict.2
 In the days that followed Arabs continued to evacuate the border neighbor-
hoods of Manshiyya and Abu Kabir. Members of the Arab Youth Organization, 
founded by the mufti, encouraged some of this flight. The organization’s Jaffa 
branch was led by the former Najjada founder and commander Muhammad Nimr 
al- Hawwari. As soon as hostilities broke out, he sent armed patrols into the 
border neighborhoods to evacuate civilians from a belt of homes on the line of 
conflict. Hawwari seems to have done his best to calm tensions and prevent esca-
lation, instructing his men to avoid confrontations with the Jews and to preserve 
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the peace. In meetings with Haganah representatives he conveyed a message of 
restraint. His moderate approach and his opposition to the mufti’s supporters in 
Jaffa led him to cooperate with Mayor Haykal, who was also an opponent of the 
Husaynis.3 Haykal represented his city on the national and inter- Arab political 
fronts while Hawwari focused on military activity. In contrast, the Arab Higher 
Committee under the mufti’s leadership took a militant line and, when the strike 
ended, declared to the Arab public: “We have concluded our strike and we begin 
our [armed] struggle [nidalna].”4

 The initial escalation was at first haphazard and uncoordinated, inspired by 
the mufti but not guided by him. Jewish and Arab criminals, along with unem-
ployed men from the poor neighborhoods on the seam, seem to have carried out 
acts of robbery, plunder, and arson against inhabitants of outlying settlements. 
Filastin reported on December 13 that four “Yemenite Jews” (apparently resi-
dents of Tel Aviv’s Kerem Ha- Teimanim neighborhood) attacked and set fire to 
a café owned by Mahmud Adib al- Silawi (probably a migrant from a rural area). 
One of the attackers was seen making off with the café’s radio. Veteran Arab 
criminals and young hoodlums took advantage of the situation to rob and loot 
both Jewish and Arab homes and establishments. The rise in crime on both sides 
caused an escalation of hostilities and exacerbated tensions.
 In a report, Shai, the Haganah intelligence service, blamed the violence on “a 
number of armed men who lean toward the Husaynis.” Shai reported that both 
Jews and Arabs were congregating and sometimes getting into fights, setting 
fires to stores and stands (owned by both Jews and Arabs) in Shuk HaCarmel, 
stoning and shooting at vehicles, engaging in acts of robbery, and sniping. 
Further, it said, grenades were being thrown into Jewish neighborhoods, and 
there were Arab attacks on Jewish homes in outlying areas. An Arab brothel on 
Shlush Street in Neve Tzedeq was torched, as was the ‘Ali Sambo Café in Man-
shiyya—which the Haganah believed to be an armed Arab position. Many of the 
clashes took place in the Arab- Jewish “cardboard” neighborhood north of Man-
shiyya, next to Kerem Ha- Teimanim, where the inhabitants were especially poor. 
Similar reports appeared in the Arab press. Filastin claimed that the crowding in 
the confrontation areas was the major cause of death and injury, and it called on 
Arab civilians to stay away from these flash points. Dozens of men and women 
of all ages were wounded, and several were killed in clashes in those areas. 
British army and police units imposed a curfew in Manshiyya and Abu Kabir for 
several days in the hopes of halting the deterioration in the situation. But even 
during the curfew arson continued, especially in the “cardboard” neighborhood, 
where the many cardboard and wooden structures were prime targets. Jews and 
Arabs each established defensive lines, with the British in the middle. Manshi-
yya and Abu Kabir became no- man’s-lands. The daylight hours were generally 
quiet, but as soon as night fell the two sides exchanged heavy gunfire, mostly 
without injuring or killing people.5
 From the beginning of hostilities, Arab snipers had been shooting at Jewish 
passersby from positions on roofs and upper floors overlooking Tel Aviv in Abu 
Kabir and Manshiyya, as well as on Holon and Bat Yam. Snipers positioned in 
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the minaret of Hasan Bek Mosque in Manshiyya targeted Tel Aviv’s Hayarkon 
Street, and others were able to stop traffic on Ha‘Aliyah and Herzl streets. (Some 
of these snipers seem to have been Polish mercenaries who had deserted from 
the Anders Army, a Polish force established by the Soviet Union in World War 
II that eventually reached Palestine.) The sharpshooters hit not just pedestrians 
but also private and public vehicles traveling the unprotected roads. The 
Haganah built protective walls, blew up several buildings from which Arab 
snipers had been firing, and deployed snipers of its own who sought to take out 
the Arab riflemen, and who also shot at Arab civilians in the border region. 
These actions of both sides helped escalate the conflict, dealing a heavy blow to 
the morale of Jewish and Arab citizenry. When the Haganah demolished an Arab 
sniper post in Abu Kabir in the attic of a building containing private dwellings 
and a café, large numbers of Arabs congregated there. But the action’s main 
effect was to send a shock wave through the neighborhood that prompted some 
of its residents to leave. This was the first building in Jaffa to be destroyed 
during the war.6
 Most of the Arab attacks during this period seem to have been carried out by 
small bands of armed young men who acted on their own initiative and moved 
from one place to another without any central coordination.7 The forces in Jaffa 
had only small quantities of arms at their disposal. The city’s inhabitants seem to 
have owned several hundred guns, most of which were used, at first primarily 
for self- defense. They increasingly took part in attacks on Jews. As the demand 
for armaments grew, the city developed a lively market for guns and ammuni-
tion, and sales and purchases became common. Gun prices shot up until they 
were beyond the capacity of most of the population to afford—£P70–100 for a 
rifle, six to eight times the average monthly salary. As elsewhere in Palestine, 
most of the arms at the disposal of the organized Arab forces were brought in 
from Egypt, primarily by the mufti’s supporters. And, as elsewhere, they were 
handed over to people close to the Husaynis, in accordance with political and 
family criteria, rather than military need.8
 On the Jewish side, the most notable offensive initiatives came from IZL, 
which was particularly popular among the Jews in the border areas. IZL’s opera-
tions seem to have been a major cause of escalation.9 It staged ever more daring 
and violent attacks. On December 7, IZL forces attacked Abu Kabir, torching 
some of its homes. Jewish fighters disguised as Arabs or British personnel also 
operated in the Arab rear. In one notable operation on December 13, camou-
flaged IZL members rolled a barrel full of explosives out of a vehicle next to the 
Alhambra cinema, near the Jaffa municipal building on King George Avenue. It 
came to a halt next to the adjoining Café Venetzia. Some of the patrons noticed 
the approaching barrel and took cover in the kitchen or escaped through the back 
door. The ensuing explosion killed 16 and caused major damage to the cinema. 
That same day IZL fighters blew up houses in ‘Abbasiyya- Yahudiyya and Yazur, 
killing seven Arabs. On December 30, IZL again attacked behind Arab lines—it 
sent teams in boats to stage attacks on Arab cafés in the port. This operation was 
beaten back by Arab fighters stationed in the area, apparently with no Arab loss 
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of life. The next day IZL forces disguised as Arabs again penetrated Jaffa, where 
they hurled a bomb at another Arab café.10

 LEHI launched similar attacks. On December 11, members of this group 
threw a bomb into a café in Yazur, and in January 1948 a LEHI contingent blew 
up several houses that had served as sniper positions in Manshiyya. In another 

Figure 5.1  Market Place in central Jaffa, with al-Mahmudiyya main mosque in the back-
ground, just off the Saray building (Library of Congress).
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operation, they cut the railroad tracks to Jaffa and, for a short time, trains were 
unable to reach the city. On January 4, two LEHI operatives entered the city in a 
truck carrying a cargo of oranges—and half a ton of explosives. They parked the 
car next to the Saray, the Ottoman administrative building that now housed 
the National Committee, in Clock Square, the heart of Arab Jaffa. Apparently the 
building was unguarded at the time. Its five regular guards had walked off their 
jobs after not receiving their paychecks for a month. When the truck exploded it 
completely demolished the building, killing 28 people. Nearby buildings were also 
damaged and some collapsed, among them the Barclay’s Bank, the Ottoman Bank, 
and the Arab Bank. Most of the dead were not connected to the National Commit-
tee. They were passersby and staff at the Jaffa municipality’s social services 
department, which ran, in the Saray, a food distribution and a tutoring project for 
poor children. Fortunately, it was a Sunday and most of the children were not 
around. The National Committee moved into the Orthodox Club in the ‘Ajami 
neighborhood, then to an adjacent house that was renovated for the purpose.11

The	National	Committee	and	the	municipality
Jaffa’s National Committee was elected at a public meeting held on November 
22, 1947 at the initiative of supporters of the mufti and members of the Arab 
Higher Committee—Rafiq al- Tamimi, the only Jaffite member of that body, and 
Hasan Abu al-Su’ud (whom the mufti had sent from Egypt as his special envoy, 
charged with establishing National Committees). Despite the mufti’s well- known 
centralizing tendencies, he did not, and apparently was unable, to dictate the 
membership of the group. The mufti’s supporters and the opposition, led by 
Haykal and Hawwari, battled each other for control of the new body. They 
finally agreed on a slate of 18 candidates, out of which 15 were chosen by the 
members of the committee that oversaw the commercial boycott of Jews 
declared in 1946, and by representatives of the city’s clubs and other civic 
associations. It should be noted that, while the boycott committee was appointed 
and controlled by the Husayni party, the members of the other bodies that parti-
cipated in the election were public representatives, in many cases elected by the 
membership of the bodies they represented.12

 As it was constituted, the National Committee reflected the entire spectrum of 
political, religious, and social forces in the city. Its members included two 
Orthodox Christians and a Catholic, a member of the Muslim Brotherhood and a 
representative of the Islamic Youth Club. It included white- collar professionals, 
such as physicians and lawyers, a citrus merchant and a delegate from the Arab 
Workers Congress. Five of its members were clearly identified with the mufti, 
while another five were clearly identified with the opposition. These ten 
members were chosen by agreement between the two factions. Within a short 
time, five new members were added, one each from five nearby villages, most of 
them not associated with any party.13

 Some of Jaffa’s residents voiced dissatisfaction with the way the Committee 
was chosen, arguing that members should have been popularly elected. Yet it 
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was generally agreed that even had such elections been held, the final result 
would not have been much different (except that Haykal would no doubt have 
been elected had he decided to run). The Committee’s members decided not to 
choose a chairman. Instead, they appointed, from among their members, a city 
councilman, Amin ‘Aql, as secretary. Mustafa al- Tahir was chosen as his deputy, 
Mahmud al- Hindi as comptroller, and another city councilman, Ahmad Abu 
Laban, was made treasurer. The latter two were supporters of the mufti.14

 Within the space of a few days the Committee set up subcommittees to 
administer civilian affairs, the war effort, and defense of the city. Their members, 
too, were appointed according to a political key, in an effort to strike a balance 
between the Husayni party and the opposition. The subcommittees were as 
follows: a Villages Committee, chaired by a mufti supporter from the village of 
‘Abbasiyya- Yahudiyya; a Health Committee, chaired by physicians who were 
members of the National Committee, and assisted by the secretary of the Jaffa 
Arab Medical Association; an Economic Committee, chaired by the chairman of 
the Jaffa Commerce Chamber, responsible for civilian matters; a Licensing 
Committee, entrusted with overseeing the import and export of goods and food, 
and issuing travel permits; a Finance Committee, responsible for financing the 
war effort; a Fighters’ Supply Committee; a Defense Committee, charged with 
overseeing the construction of fortifications and furnishing combatants with guns 
and ammunition; an Armor Committee that succeeded in producing six armored 
vehicles during the war; and an Armaments and Mines Manufacture Committee, 
which set up workshops to manufacture light weapons, hand grenades, and 
mines.
 Most of these subcommittees seem to have been in operation by the end of 
December 1947.15 In addition to the National Committee and its subcommittees, 
local committees were set up in each neighborhood and in nearby villages. The 
latter were subordinate to the Villages Committee that operated under the 
National Committee, and were represented on the latter by their leaders and 
prominent activists.16

 While the Jaffa National Committee was nominally subordinate to the Arab 
Higher Committee, it in fact had no contact with the Jerusalem offices of the 
latter body, and its two active members, Husayn al- Khalidi and Ahmad Hilmi. 
The mufti himself preferred to issue orders directly from Cairo to his loyalists in 
Jaffa, those on the National Committee and those outside it. Even Tamimi, the 
only member of the Arab Higher Committee who resided in Jaffa, had no contact 
with his colleagues in Jerusalem.17 Funding for the National Committee arrived 
from Egypt through the Jaffa branch of the Arab Treasury, which gave the Com-
mittee a grant of P£2,000 as soon as it was founded, providing another P£16,000 
during its first two months of activity. But this channel proved to be problematic 
and at the end of January the Jaffa Committee made a new arrangement with the 
Arab Higher Committee according to which the monies collected by the Arab 
Treasury in Jaffa would be transferred directly to the Jaffa Committee rather 
than sent to Cairo. The Jaffa Committee promised to allocate some of the tax 
revenues collected in Jaffa, which was relatively well- off, to other parts of the 
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country. From this point onward the Jaffa Committee imposed taxes, such as a 
fuel tax, customs, an export tax, a port warehouse tax, and a travel tax. It col-
lected large sums and expanded its activities into the areas of food provision, 
armaments, and care for the wounded and the families of the dead. After reach-
ing the compromise between the mufti’s men and the opposition that enabled the 
National Committee to be established, it and the municipality tried to work in 
parallel, and even held joint meetings (there was some overlap in their member-
ships). But these quickly demonstrated that there were serious disagreements and 
conflicts between the members of the two bodies regarding the administration of 
the city and the war effort.18

 The National Committee supported civilian organizations, taking them under 
its wing. This was the case, for example, with women’s groups such as the Pal-
estinian Arab Women’s Association and several other women’s societies. The 
groups established a joint board, collected donations for the wounded and their 
families, and organized first- aid classes for women and men in cooperation with 
the Palestinian Arab Medical Association. This latter opened emergency treat-
ment centers at a number of locations in the city, principally in ‘Ajami and 
Nuzha, far from the front, and operated an ambulance that had been donated by 
a Christian Arab inhabitant of the city. Together with the Health Committee it 
converted the Anglican Mission Hospital into a facility for those injured in the 
fighting. To symbolize Muslim- Christian cooperation, it was renamed The Cres-
cent and the Cross; the same name was used for the city’s first- aid operations.19

 Despite its diverse membership, the National Committee as a whole took a 
militant line from the time of the strike, when it pushed for the deployment of 
fighters in the neighborhoods at the front. Nevertheless, some of the fighters, as 
members of the youth organization, were assigned, under Hawwari’s orders, 
primarily to defensive missions.20

 The National Committee had also, since the strike, assumed responsibility for 
civilian well- being, filling a vacuum being created as the British administration 
wound down. The Committee informed the Jaffa public of the end of the strike 
by broadcasting the message over loudspeakers. From then on it organized food 
supply. This activity was overseen by the chairmen of the Economic and Finance 
Committees, Hajj Zafir al- Dajani and Ahmad Abu Laban, as well as Mahmud 
Khayr al- Bahlul, chairman of the Soldiers’ Supply Committee. These three men 
seem to have acted as a provisions committee, in cooperation with the muni-
cipality and the Chamber of Commerce, which Dajani headed. The Chamber 
established an executive committee for this purpose. Its members included the 
city’s major businessmen: Rashed Cana’an, ‘Abd al- Hamid Bibi, Wahba Tamari, 
Kamal Tarazi, and Dajani himself. They demonstrated a flair for logistics and 
proved themselves able to ensure that the city’s residents were relatively well 
provided for throughout the war period. At the demand of the Arab Higher Com-
mittee, which wanted, by the time the British left, to build up a store of provi-
sions sufficient for six months, the municipality prepared central supply depots 
where basic goods such as flour, sugar, and rice were stored. The municipality 
instituted rationing, issuing cards to the populace, in particular to those who had 
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evacuated the border neighborhoods, and set up food allocation sites. The 
evacuees continued to be served by their longtime storekeepers, who moved to 
the new locations that appeared on the list; this relocation seems to have been 
organized and systematic. Those who remained in the border neighborhoods 
received basic necessities from the Economic Committee. The end of commerce 
with Jews led, ironically, to surpluses of vegetables, fruit, eggs, and meat pro-
duced by Arab villages, which had, before the war, marketed a large part of their 
production in Tel Aviv. Prices for these items, which had gone up during the 
strike, now fell below their previous levels.21

 But, despite the Committee’s efforts, the supply of food to the fighters on the 
front was inefficient. The daily rations for Arab combatants manning positions 
in Jabaliyya and Manshiyya consisted of cheese and a pita for breakfast, citrus 
fruit and a pita for lunch, and white cheese with a pita and olives for supper. 
Meat was not on the menu. The fighters complained to Rafiq al- Tamimi and 
threatened not to report for guard duty. Tamimi asked Khayr al- Bahlul, who was 
responsible for provisions, to enlarge the rations and include meat on occasion, 
but was sent away empty- handed. This happened at a time when there was plenty 
of meat available in the city. It seems likely that some of the food meant for the 
combatants found its way into private storerooms or was sold on the market by 
those responsible for provisions. This led to incidents in which bands of fighters 
took supplies from city warehouses by force.22

 Another difficulty confronting the National Committee was the high cost of 
ammunition. Operations along the front required an average of P£300 in ammu-
nition per night. The supply difficulties led the Committee’s secretary, ‘Aql, to 
propose at a joint meeting in mid- January that the municipality assume respons-
ibility for provisioning the fighters. This led to a conflict between the muni-
cipality and the National Committee about who was responsible for paying the 
militia’s operating costs. Some of the fighters belonged to the municipal police 
force that had been established in places evacuated by the British with joint 
funding from municipalities and the Mandate government. This force’s rapid and 
unsupervised expansion led to a situation in which some of its personnel, for 
example in Jabaliyya and Tall al- Rish, received food at the city’s expense, while 
in other places policemen continued to be dependent on the National Committee. 
The residents of some well- off neighborhoods, such as ‘Ajami and north Jabali-
yya, did not want to depend for their defense on guards provided by the National 
Committee (which, in fact, did not supply any for these neighborhoods in the 
rear). Instead the inhabitants held meetings, formed committees, bought arms, 
and organized their own guard forces. Some of them hired private watchmen 
who were responsible for protecting the residents from gangs of robbers. These 
men bore armbands that identified them as neighborhood guards, enabling resi-
dents to differentiate between them and thieves—a distinction that was other-
wise difficult to make.23

 It appears that LEHI’s bombing of the National Committee’s offices at the 
Saray on January 4 induced the public to identify more strongly with that body 
and to unite behind it. Following the bombing, the British army helped build 



144  Jaffa: The bride of the sea in distress

concrete barriers on the roads leading to Jaffa. This cut off all avenues into the 
city except for the Jerusalem- Jaffa road, which was open during the day under 
British responsibility, and Manshiyya Road, which continued to be under 
curfew. The barriers made the people of Jaffa feel more secure, but the cost and 
responsibility for guarding them became another point of contention between the 
municipality and the National Committee, despite their overlapping member-
ships. The conflict seems to have induced Hajj Zafir al- Dajani, head of the 
Chamber of Commerce and chairman of the Economic Committee, to resign 
from the National Committee. In mid- January Mayor Haykal went to Egypt in 
an effort to resolve the crisis and receive clear instructions on who governed the 
city, the municipal leadership or the National Committee. The mufti ordered him 
to accept the Committee’s authority, and Haykal had no choice but to make his 
peace with the rival body. After this trip Haykal ceased, for a time, to be 
involved in running the city; chaos spread as a result.24 In the wake of the 
chronic crisis into which Jaffa’s institutions descended in a short time, the 
mufti’s emissary, Sheikh Hasan Abu al- Su‘ud, arrived again in Jaffa at the end 
of January. He quickly tried to institute a number of reforms. At his recom-
mendation, Rafiq al- Tamimi was forced to leave the city in the same way that 
Hawwari had been—by being ordered to appear before the mufti in Cairo, then 
not being allowed to return.25

 It quickly became clear that the National Committee was incapable of running 
either the city or the war effort without the organizational infrastructure that the 
municipality provided. On February 9 the city council met and decided to estab-
lish subcommittees to oversee bread distribution, the food supply, and taxes. The 
council also decided to ask for British help on manifestly military matters, such 
as Jewish attacks on the cemeteries in south Jabaliyya. Two days later Haykal 
convened neighborhood mukhtars and discussed security issues with them. He 
announced that municipal taxes would be raised to pay for defense needs. In 
mid- February the municipality called on the city’s inhabitants to pay their taxes 
without delay because “the municipality bears a heavy responsibility beyond its 
routine responsibilities, including security.” On April 19 Haykal organized an 
assembly of the city’s notable citizens, where he reported on trips he had made 
to Amman and Damascus. He said that he had succeeded in obtaining the funds 
needed to double the ranks of the city garrison. The municipal police, he said, 
would have to be funded through taxes and tariffs on goods entering the city by 
sea or land. He urged the members of his audience to pay their assessments.26

 The municipal police force grew rapidly and assumed, for a time, principal 
responsibility for the sensitive Manshiyya sector. This perpetuated the rivalry 
between the National Committee and the municipality. The latter had the 
advantage of its organizational infrastructure, which had developed during the 
Mandate, and authority that derived from its legal status and democratic elec-
tions. On the other hand, the National Committee had the backing of the national 
institutions, the Arab Higher Committee and the Arab Treasury, which were 
entirely under the mufti’s control.27 As the municipality grew stronger, residents 
and merchants from Bustrus and King Faisal Streets (today’s Raziel and Yehuda 
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Hayamit Streets), as well as the shipyards, asked Mayor Haykal to increase the 
number of guards and offered to help pay for them. Fearing further car bombs, 
they also asked that the city’s commercial center be blocked to motor traffic.28

 The municipality made good use of its administrative reach to distribute basic 
supplies to the inhabitants when needed. This occurred, for example, toward the 
end of February, when a bread shortage led to long lines at bakeries. Bread was 
a basic and the principal food for the Jaffa population. The shortage was an arti-
ficial one—the owners of the bakeries were hoarding flour. In response, the 
municipality took control of the allocation of flour and sent its employees to dis-
tribute bread from the bakeries at a reduced price. It set up six regional distribu-
tion centers, on al- Mahata (Train Station) Street, at the al- Salahi market (today 
part of the flea market), and in the Old City, Nuzha, ‘Ajami, and Jabaliyya. 
Quantities were determined by the number of members in each family. In addi-
tion, bread was supplied directly to schools and distributed also to villagers visit-
ing the city. The municipality also looked after the non- Arab communities, such 
as the Greeks and Armenians, supplying them with bread via the storekeepers 
who served them. In this way the municipal administration managed to frustrate 
the food speculators who had made profits from shortages.29

Jaffa	society:	Between	Hammer	and	Anvil
Palestinian Arab Jaffa’s mood following the UN partition decision was largely 
listless, but there was also fear, tension, confusion, and uncertainty about what 
the future held in store.30 The British figured that most Palestinian Arabs recog-
nized the mufti as their leader, but that many, especially Christians and “moder-
ates,” in other words the upper middle class, were uncomfortable with the 
Husayni party’s militancy. This group was apprehensive of the approaching 
British evacuation. Their departure threatened to overturn the established eco-
nomic, social, and military order. Within this sector, support for King ‘Abdallah 
of Transjordan began to grow. They viewed the Hashemite monarch as the only 
man who could guarantee stability. But, fearing the Husaynis, their support for 
‘Abdallah remained largely passive.31

 As in elsewhere in Palestine, mainly in the large cities, Arab civil servants 
and police officers feared the loss of their jobs. As a result, they hoarded food, 
purchased weapons for self- defense, and obtained visas to nearby countries. The 
prevailing wisdom in the city was that in the case of inter- communal strife Jaffa 
would be, because of its location next to the principal Jewish city, the first to 
suffer. The border areas of Manshiyya, Abu Kabir, Tall al- Rish, and south Jaba-
liyya were considered extremely dangerous. Rumors spread that the Jews 
planned “to bomb all of Jaffa and demolish it.” The villagers from the surround-
ing area, which was slated under the partition plan to be part of the Jewish state, 
evinced confusion and foreboding. They said that they would refuse to accept 
Jewish rule or obey Jewish officials, even if they had to oppose them with force. 
Yet most of the villagers were apprehensive about fighting the Jews, who 
enjoyed both a numerical and military advantage in the district.32
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 Most of Jaffa’s inhabitants complied with the three- day strike called by the 
Arab Higher Committee. But many participated reluctantly and without enthusi-
asm.33 Fearing that it would drag on, they cleared the store shelves of provisions 
and kerosene. Opponents of the strike staged a demonstration on its final day, 
and people broke into the bakeries and food depots. Many Jaffites withdrew their 
deposits from the Arab Bank and the Nation Bank, both of them under Palestin-
ian Arab ownership.34 When the strike was announced on December 1, a day 
before it began, prices of basic items, like pita bread, kerosene, and sardines, 
tripled and even quadrupled. The spike in prices caused resentment, especially 
among the less well- off. Indignant residents of the city sent a petition to the Arab 
Higher Committee in which they called for the strike to be cut short, even before 
the date that had been set. People were also angry at the lack of clear instructions 
and coordination among institutions. Despite this, only street peddlers and a few 
cafés dared break the strike. Demonstrations against the partition plan were 
staged by Hawrani Arabs and schoolchildren, the latter bearing placards reading 
“Turn the schools into army camps!” The two demonstrations merged and the 
total number of participants was estimated at 1,500, about a third of them from 
Hawran.35

 During the strike and the days that followed it, Arabs and Jews continued to 
leave the border neighborhoods. The Arab evacuees took refuge in safer areas in 
Jaffa, or left the city to return to their native villages. Some inhabitants of the 
villages that lay within Tel Aviv’s municipal territory, like Sumayl and Jamasin, 
left their homes for Jaffa or al- Shaykh Muwannis, a village north of the Yarkon 
(al-‘Auja) River. The last of Jamasin’s inhabitants left the village on December 
9. In the absence of an organized response to the influx, most of the refugees in 
Jaffa slept unsheltered on the streets, their presence exacerbating the already 
heavy foreboding. The hostilities largely shut down Tel Aviv’s HaCarmel 
Market and the workshops and factories of south Tel Aviv, Holon, and Bat Yam. 
Construction largely ceased as well. The residents of the poor neighborhoods on 
Jaffa’s margins, among them many Hawranis, demonstrated in front of city hall, 
this time demanding bread. They were dispersed by members of the Arab Youth 
Organization, who were called in by Mayor Haykal to serve as a police force. 
The Hawranis, bereft of their jobs at the port, in factories, and without occa-
sional work either, had no means of supporting themselves and became an explo-
sive force within the city. Morale was very low—few people left their homes, 
and cafés and other places where people normally spent their leisure time began 
to close early. The preacher at the Great Mosque called in his Friday sermon to 
raise money to buy arms and to deploy more defenders in the marginal neighbor-
hoods and villages. Some worshippers condemned the speculators and the politi-
cians, “who are liable to bring catastrophe on the city.”36

 Life ostensibly returned to normal after the strike but, fearing for their safety, 
few people traveled outside the city. Manshiyya nearly emptied of its inhabit-
ants; close to 2,000 families left the neighborhood. It looked like a disaster site 
after homes and businesses were plundered by Jews and Arabs alike. Refugees 
filled the city’s hotels, took shelter in schools, and many remained on the street. 
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Manshiyya and other border neighborhoods became the preserve of contingents 
of armed youths. The Jaffa municipality did its best to hearten the refugees. In 
posters and personal conversations with area mukhtars and inhabitants, Mayor 
Haykal tried to persuade them to return to Manshiyya “for the good of the city,” 
and to help get the city back to normal. These pleas seem to have had little effect 
on the refugees, most of whom were penurious villagers who probably cared 
little about wealthy Jaffa. When the British forces lifted their daytime curfew a 
certain measure of normal life returned to Manshiyya—schools reopened, buses 
ran, and Friday prayer services were held at the Hasan Bek Mosque, under the 
protection of armed positions erected on the border with Tel Aviv. But at night 
arson attacks continued. Arabs who tried to return to the “cardboard” shanty-
town to collect their belongings were attacked by Jews in broad daylight. Insec-
urity, along with the economic collapse, led the civilian population to leave 
Manshiyya, turning it into the sole preserve of armed forces.37

 After the bomb attacks on Café Venetzia on December 13 and the Saray 
building on January 4, additional waves of inhabitants fled the city. The explo-
sions left a heavy imprint on the memories of Jaffa’s inhabitants for many years 
thereafter.38 In a telephone call intercepted by the Haganah’s wiretapping divi-
sion a short time after the Saray explosion, the speakers were alarmed and 
despairing. A lawyer, Sa‘id Zayn al- Din, Nimr al- Hawwari’s partner, spoke to a 
member of his family in Khan Yunis, near Gaza:

ZAYN AL- DIN: I can’t in any way offer a description [of how the explosion hap-
pened]. The situation here is very bad. All of Iskander ‘Awad Street [today 
the western part of Raziel Street] has been destroyed and there are many 
wounded and dead, more than a hundred.

THE MAN IN KHAN YUNIS: Why don’t you come here?
ZAYN AL- DIN: We’ll come, we can’t suffer any more.

A journalist who spoke to the editorial offices of al- Difa‘ related:

JOURNALIST: They are still transporting the wounded in buses. They think that 
there are many people under the rubble. The veteran who owns the barber 
shop was found under a pile of debris at his shop, poor man. There is not a 
single store along the whole street in which the door was not blown off its 
hinges. All the storekeepers plan to transfer their merchandise [to secure 
places] because they have no doors and windows.

EDITOR: Oh my God! Two more explosions like that and nothing of Jaffa will 
remain!

A conversation between two other Jaffites testified to the depth of the trauma:

I’m really not afraid of shooting [by snipers], I can manage with bullets, but 
I am terrified by one thing . . . by what Stern [LEHI] does. I’ll tell you an 
interesting case, on the day of the bombing of the bank and the National 
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Committee I stood beside Hajj Ibrahim [Jabr], who was speaking to another 
man. They were arguing where it was safest to sit and conduct their affairs. 
Hajj Ibrahim insisted that the safest place was behind the Saray, where no 
bullets could reach, and they agreed to go there. And by [Prophet] Muham-
mad I swear that just a few minutes later Hajj Ibrahim was under the 
wreckage.39

A number of unfounded rumors began to spread after the bombings. According 
to one, the Jews were excavating a tunnel underneath Manshiyya with the inten-
tion of filling it with explosives and “blowing all Manshiyya up into the air.” 
Other people blamed the British for the explosions. As a result, some Arabs even 
interfered with British army and police forces working to rescue the wounded 
and extricate them from the rubble. Another rumor was that Arab collaborators 
with the Jews had set off the bombs.40

 Rumors and accusations about alleged spies, traitors, and collaborators, real 
and imagined, were rife among the Arabs during the inter- communal war. Some 
Arabs informed on others to further their own personal, economic, or other inter-
ests. In Jaffa, as elsewhere, the mufti’s supporters accused the opposition of 
“treason,” both in public and behind closed doors. Indeed, many of Shai’s Arab 
informers were motivated by political and personal rivalries with the Husayni 
party leadership.41

 Well- known figures in Jaffa were well connected with Shai agents and the 
Jewish Agency’s Political Department. Among them was Nimr al- Hawwari, the 
city’s first military commander. After he was sent away from Jaffa, others, 
among them leading journalists, continued to pass on information to Haganah 
intelligence. Shai’s informers included Palestinian Arabs of all walks of life, 
including veterans of combat with both the British and Jews.42 The National 
Committee’s Press and Propaganda office asked ‘Adil Najm al- Din, who was 
slated to arrive in the city to command the garrison, to conduct an investigation 
to uncover the spies.43 Hawwari, for his part, later attributed to a journalist of the 
mufti’s family, Munif al- Husayni, the statement that “We will not suffer any 
damage [even] if 30,000 speculators and land sellers [i.e. ‘traitors’] among 
Jaffa’s inhabitants are killed. With their blood we will save the country and 
prepare the way for casting the Jews into the sea.” In a speech he made before 
his men in Jaffa, Hawwari accused the Arab Higher Committee (in other words, 
the mufti) of deliberately not arming Jaffa and of “sacrificing its people so that 
they get massacred by the Jews.” The purpose, Hawwari claimed, was to induce 
the Arab countries to take action against the partition plan.44 Since the opposition 
was dominant in Jaffa, these accusations reinforced the general pessimism about 
the likelihood of success in the fight against the Jews and of frustrating the parti-
tion plan. For example, teachers at al-‘Amiriyya High School engaged in fierce 
debates with their nationalistic and militaristic pupils. One of them, a history 
teacher named Zuhdi Jarallah, from a well- known opposition family, predicted 
that the partition plan would be accepted by the UN General Assembly. While 
he did not dare say so in public, his pupils knew that he believed that the Arabs 
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should agree to the partition on the grounds that they would most likely lose a 
war against the Jews. His pupils, however, believed that this position represented 
his political and even personal preferences.45 Some Jaffites, though not many, 
seem to have argued that “the number of Jews in the country has equaled that of 
the Arabs” (this was not true, but the large number of Jews in the Jaffa region 
may have given that impression), and therefore “partition is a just solution.”46

 Public figures were charged with corruption and placing their personal inter-
ests before the public interest. In a telephone call intercepted after the Saray 
explosion, a Jaffite accused Mayor Haykal of having given himself 25 body-
guards, which he requisitioned from among only 50 municipal policemen active 
at that early stage. (In fact, most of these guards seem to have been deployed to 
protect municipal buildings, such as the water reservoir and pumping stations, 
the slaughterhouse, the farmers’ market, and city hall.)47 In another phone call, 
two women from a well- off neighborhood maligned the character and deeds of 
their neighbor, Rafiq al- Tamimi. They were deeply concerned about the lack of 
security and spoke cynically about the war, the national struggle, and the sacri-
fice both required:

THE WIFE OF [MuHAMMAD?] ‘ABD AL- RAHIM: Today I also saw Rafiq Tamimi 
coming home early, at 7:15, which proves that he didn’t sleep at home.

NEIGHBOR: I also saw him and his wife, too, coming to their home early in the 
morning. They don’t sleep in their home at night. They’re hiding 
something.

‘ABD AL- RAHIM’S WIFE: They’re those kind of people, their whole life is secrets 
and deception. Why doesn’t Rafiq Tamimi inform us that the house is in 
danger so that we can also leave here at night?

NEIGHBOR: Are you sure that the danger is only at night?
‘ABD AL- RAHIM’S WIFE: We are in danger during the day, too. It’s impossible to 

say that we are safe at night. Who are they afraid of?
NEIGHBOR: Of both. Of the Jews and the opposition Arabs. Can you imagine 

what a shock it was for us when a grenade was thrown at his house?
‘ABD AL- RAHIM’S WIFE: I heard that he plans to run away to Egypt, but that his 

passport was stolen along with all the other mail from the train.
NEIGHBOR: Right, and you know what? They set the fire and then run away.
‘ABD AL- RAHIM’S WIFE: And what do you have to say about the wife of [Raghib 

al-] Dajani, she doesn’t look upset at all over her son’s death? I didn’t know 
that she was such a nationalist. She’s always talking about the people, the 
homeland, and all that.48

The conversation mixed facts and emotions. The grenade thrown at the Tamimi 
home was apparently cast by Arab members of the opposition, in November 
1947. Tamimi asked one of the military commanders to place guards at his 
house, promising in return to supply more arms. But the main reason Tamimi 
was planning to travel to Egypt seems to have been that the mufti was pressuring 
him to do so, in order to keep him away from Jaffa.49 Raghib al- Dajani’s son, 
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Ghalib, was the city’s social services director and was killed in the Saray explo-
sion. His father was one of the leading members of the Dajani family in Jaffa, 
which unlike the family of the same name in Jerusalem, was known to support 
the Husaynis.50 Muhammad ‘Abd al- Rahim, a citrus grove-owner and member 
of the National Committee, whose wife was apparently a participant in the above 
conversation, was also a leading Husayni supporter in Jaffa during the Mandate 
period, and served too as the chairman of the Palestinian Arab Party’s Jaffa 
branch. But at the beginning of February he was dismissed from the National 
Committee under pressure from its more militant members, after he demanded 
action to restore calm, including a cessation of hostilities. As the conversation 
indicates, his wife probably agreed with him.51

 Citrus farmers, merchants, and dealers all tended to oppose war. As early as 
August 1947 figures in this business tried to exert their influence to halt hostili-
ties. Militant Arabs were attacking Jews in response to a retaliation operation by 
the Haganah in the Abu Laban citrus grove. (The Haganah’s retaliation was a 
response to a murder at the Gan Hawaii Café.) In November they again strove to 
cool tempers, following an attack on a Jewish bus on its way to Holon, in retali-
ation against the killing of five young men of the Shubaki family by LEHI 
gunmen (who were in turn taking revenge because one of the members of the 
family had informed to the British about LEHI activities). The citrus sector 
managed to stymie another round of retaliations against the Jews.52

 The citrus harvest began at the end of November 1947 and continued through 
the end of March. When the strike was declared, the citrus farmers demanded 
that it be postponed until after the harvest, and be rescheduled for March 5. Their 
representatives on the Jaffa National Committee supported them. But the mufti 
and the Arab Higher Committee decided to begin the strike despite the objec-
tions. Yet pressure from the growers seems to have been one of the reasons that 
the strike was scheduled to last for only three days, in contrast with the lengthy 
strike of 1936. The shooting war with the Jews blocked the access roads to the 
Jaffa and Tel Aviv ports from which the fruit was exported, and placed the 
harvest, packing, and marketing efforts at risk. The growers’ position received 
support at a meeting of the Jaffa Chamber of Commerce, where speakers voiced 
their fears that they would not be able to meet their financial obligations, and 
proposed postponing hostilities in Jaffa.53

 Arab and Jewish citrus farmers and exporters, who were accustomed to 
cooperate, endeavored to conclude, through British mediation, a “citrus treaty” 
under which both sides would agree not to damage the other’s citrus groves, 
shipping, and export facilities. An unwritten agreement of this sort indeed seems 
to have gained, thanks to pressure from Jewish farmers, the tacit consent of the 
Haganah command in Tel Aviv. But the Haganah’s national command took 
exception to the pact, as did the Arab national leadership. In the end, the contacts 
succeeded in keeping clashes in areas of citrus groves at a low level through the 
end of the harvest, but were unable to achieve a stable cease- fire.54

 Still, the Arab growers managed to complete the harvest and send their 
produce off to Europe, primarily to Great Britain (the British ruled that the 
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produce must reach them first; British mediation in the citrus issue was not altru-
istic). By the beginning of February 2.25 million crates of citrus fruit had been 
shipped out of the Jaffa port, as opposed to only 0.75 million from Tel Aviv’s 
port. (Another 3.5 million, both Arab and Jewish, went through Haifa.) The only 
halts in the harvest and in export were not due to war, but rather to inclement 
winter weather. The export from Jaffa’s port proceeded in an orderly fashion 
until the end of the harvest in April 1948.55 During the 1947–1948 harvest season 
a total of 3,657,000 crates of fruit were exported from Jaffa, more than in any 
other year since the outbreak of World War II, an impressive achievement given 
that an inter- communal war was raging and that Jewish farmers, who were now 
wholly dependent on the Tel Aviv port, had trouble getting their fruit out of the 
country.56

 Arab citrus growers and the upper middle class were the backbone of the 
opposition in Jaffa, which was led by Hawwari and Haykal. It was the economic 
interests of these groups, along with those of other businessmen, that led them to 
oppose hostilities. But working- class Arabs and day laborers, who lost their jobs 
as a result of the war, also opposed confrontation with the Jews. So did villagers, 
who feared Jewish retaliation that would wreak havoc on their farms, the source 
of their livelihoods. To this should be added the tacit resistance of most of the 
middle class, who were also in danger of losing their livelihoods as a result of 
the collapse of public order. Members of the opposition placed their hopes in 
King ‘Abdallah, but except for some occasional assistance provided by his army, 
Arab Legion, which was deployed in Palestine under British command until the 
end of the Mandate, ‘Abdallah did little but provide moral support.57

 Another important stage in the disintegration of Jaffa society was the flight of 
the city’s well- off residents to Arab areas that were considered safer, and even to 
neighboring countries. The travails of the middle class were exacerbated by 
animosity between them and the inhabitants of the poor neighborhoods, who 
during the strike had looted Christian- owned stores on Bustrus Street. The 
British army fired on the plunderers to disperse them and imposed a curfew. The 
looting prompted a large portion of the city’s middle class inhabitants to leave 
the city. Widad, the Anglican daughter of Judge Salim Shehadeh and the wife of 
a lawyer, ‘Aziz Shehadeh, recalled in December 1947 “walking up the street and 
counting the empty homes belonging to friends I used to visit.” According to a 
Shai report, 60 percent “of Jaffa’s wealthy Christians,” as well as many Muslims 
and most of the inhabitants of Jabaliyya, the northern part of which was well- off, 
abandoned the city during the first month of fighting. According to one source, 
some 15,000 Arabs had left Jaffa by mid- January, about 20 percent of the popu-
lation. Many of them left by sea, which was thought to be safer than the overland 
route that went by Jewish Mikveh Yisrael. Some went to Gaza or to Acre, while 
others traveled as far as Egypt or Lebanon.
 Another important element in destabilizing social solidarity was religious 
conflict. Relations between Muslims and Christians grew more strained as social 
tensions worsened, since many members of the middle class were Christians. 
According to a Christian Shai informer, the Muslims accused the Christians of 
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being less than enthusiastic about the national struggle, and of evading the war 
with the Jews. Someone even checked and discovered that only one of the dead 
from the explosions at Café Venetzia and the Saray was a Christian, even though 
Christians made up 23 percent of Jaffa’s Arab population. Of course, the 
bombing of the Saray occurred on a Sunday, and clearly the bomb did not dis-
criminate between people. But the very fact that someone thought it worth 
calling attention to the disproportionately low Christian casualties says some-
thing about Muslim- Christian relations. Similarly, the Christians were hardly the 
only ones to avoid the fighting. Many Palestinian Arabs, and Jaffa’s Arabs in 
particular, especially the well- off and those of the middle class, were indifferent 
about or even reluctant to fight the Jews. But their opposition was of the passive 
sort, limited, at most, to speaking their minds, and even this quite rarely. These 
opponents, among whom numbered a large portion of Jaffa’s notable citizens, 
found themselves caught between hammer and anvil. On the one hand the 
economy and the security situation were collapsing at the same time that extrem-
ists were pressing for the war to continue, and on the other hand the Jewish war 
effort was pressing forward.58

 At the end of January it turned out that, despite the efforts of the National 
Committee and the municipality, Jaffa’s economy had suffered a mortal blow. 
Businesses had been hit hard and unemployment was growing. The rise in prices 
of basic commodities led to a sharp plunge in the consumption of other goods, a 
decline of 30 to 50 percent in some areas. Industry suffered from a shortage of 
fuel. Light industry, which employed mostly Arabs, was one of the principal 
victims. Most of the textile shops were working at half their usual production, 
and some had laid off between two- thirds and three- quarters of their workers. 
Nur, a Jewish- owned factory located in an Arab area that manufactured matches, 
shut down, resulting in a general shortage of this product. The city government 
fell into financial crisis. Mayor Haykal notified schoolteachers that there was no 
money to pay their salaries, and that Jaffa’s schools might shut down forthwith. 
Groups of unemployed rural and Hawrani laborers loitered on the streets, and 
fear and panic reigned. The city’s street life came to an end before seven in the 
evening, even in central areas. At this same time, life in nearby northern and 
central Tel Aviv continued normally into the late night hours. The social and 
cultural life of the rich ceased. Leisure and entertainment institutions that, before 
the war, had been open until late now shut their doors. The streets became the 
preserve of armed bands of young men who stopped passersby and examined 
their identity cards.59

Attempts	to	reach	local	peace	agreements
Common economic and local interests engendered attempts to reach local peace 
agreements, or at least a cease- fire on the Jaffa front (as well as in other parts of 
the country). Tel Aviv’s mayor, Yisrael Rokach, contacted the National Com-
mittee’s treasurer, Ahmad Abu Laban, a supporter of the mufti, through the 
mediation of the British district governor, William Fuller, and asked for a truce. 
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But Abu Laban did not reply, or according to another account responded that 
only the Arab Higher Committee could agree to a truce, and that it was not 
within his own powers to conclude one. Rokach then, on December 7, 1947 
wrote to his Jaffa counterpart, Haykal, proposing that they issue a joint call for a 
cessation of hostilities and for the return of both Arab and Jewish refugees to 
their homes. News of Rokach’s proposal appeared in the Arab press, garnering 
no little support. On December 9 Haykal responded in the affirmative (although 
his letter blamed all the hostilities on the Jews). Rokach then set off for Cairo to 
urge the mufti to approve a cease- fire. Al- Husayni seems to have refused. He 
may have been ignorant of the harsh realities in Jaffa, or have been unconcerned 
about the city’s fate, or even have wanted the conflict to escalate. In any case, he 
vetoed the move to achieve a truce between the two cities.60

 Eliezer Perlson, Rokach’s deputy and, after Rokach’s departure on December 
23, acting mayor,61 vainly tried to arrange a meeting with Haykal. Fuller and the 
Jewish district officer, concluded that Jaffa would not survive without an agree-
ment, leading them to attempt to mediate between Perlson and Haykal, but both 
sides said that they needed authorization by their respective national leadership. 
When the Arabs proposed that the cease- fire include the villages Yazur and Beit 
Dajan, David Ben- Gurion told Perlson to demand that Ramla also be included—
which would largely have neutralized the Arab district commander, Hasan 
Salama. The Arabs, apparently, rejected that categorically. Evidently seeking to 
stay aligned with the National Committee, or perhaps under its direct orders, the 
Arab negotiators demanded the evacuation of a Jewish border neighborhood, 
Maccabee, which had been abandoned by its civilian inhabitants and was now 
occupied solely by Haganah fighters. The Jewish leadership rejected this con-
dition. The attempt to achieve a local truce failed, being inconsistent with larger 
developments on the countrywide level.62

 Similar attempts to reach agreements between Jabaliyya and Bat Yam and 
between Tall al- Rish and Holon ultimately went nowhere, although these did not 
need to be sanctioned by higher authorities. On December 16, Jabaliyya’s 
notable citizens asked to meet with the chairman of the Bat Yam local council. 
In his office they complained that “hotheaded youths are bringing catastrophe on 
Jaffa and destroying the peace between the cousins, Jews and Arabs.” The two 
sides signed an agreement that included the continued supply of water from Bat 
Yam to Jabaliyya. The neighborhood notables promised to use their influence to 
prevent gunfire from Tall al- Rish as well, and to return the body of a Haganah 
soldier, Ya‘akov Katz, who had been killed in the first battle between Holon and 
Tall al- Rish. The supply of water and electricity to Jabaliyya was resumed forth-
with, but 72 hours later the truce was violated when Arab combatants fired into 
Bat Yam. When the Haganah commanders in the field inquired why the agree-
ment had been violated, they received a hostile answer from the Arab partisans 
on Jabaliyya’s outer perimeter. These, apparently, were the “hotheaded youths” 
that Jabaliyya’s notables had referred to. At this same time, Haim Kugel, 
chairman of the Holon local council, set out for a meeting that the British 
had arranged with two mukhtars from Tall al- Rish. The mukhtars proposed 
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“to institute peace between Holon and Tall al- Rish.” Kugel proposed both a per-
manent peace agreement between Holon and the Arab neighborhood and a 
regional truce for the neighboring Arab and Jewish villages. The mukhtars, 
however, were prepared to agree only to a provisional truce, on the grounds that, 
in the wake of the UN partition decision, it would be impossible to establish a 
permanent peace. Two hours of negotiations led to a cease- fire agreement. The 
Arabs also agreed to allow a group of Ya‘akov Katz’s comrades to excavate in a 
search for his body. They were accompanied by Arab and British policemen, but 
the body was not found. This agreement was breached just a few hours later, 
when heavy Arab fire cut Holon off from Tel Aviv. Once again, the perpetrators 
seem to have been militants who, under pressure from Hasan Salama, dis-
regarded the agreement signed by the mukhtars.63

Nimr	al-	Hawwari’s	brief	command
Muhammad Nimr al- Hawwari was appointed commander of the forces in Jaffa 
by his rival the mufti on December 6, 1947. In the confusion that characterized 
the beginning of the war, the mufti sought internal stability, which led him to 
name Hawwari as chief of “general security in Jaffa.” The mufti’s representative 
in the city and member of the Arab Higher Committee, Rafiq al- Tamimi, 
delivered to Hawwari a letter containing instructions from the national leader. 
This seems to have been one more attempt, following the failed merger of the 
Najjada and Futuwwa youth movements, to enlist Hawwari and his supporters in 
the national war effort and to subordinate them to the Arab Higher Committee. 
The mufti apparently intended to grant Hawwari responsibility for internal 
security and public order, while leaving command of the defensive and offensive 
efforts on the borders in the hands of his loyalists. The mufti’s supporters in 
Jaffa’s National Committee viewed him as merely the chief of a domestic police 
force. But Hawwari interpreted the mufti’s missive as appointing him to be 
Jaffa’s military commander—and he acted accordingly.64 Hawwari and his youth 
movement loyalists continued to function as a stabilizing force, in contrast with 
the mufti’s largely militant supporters.65

 Hawwari’s first move as commander was to set up his own 20-member com-
mittee, which he called the Security Council (Majlis al- Amn), to serve as a 
counterweight to the National Committee. Like the latter, Hawwari’s Security 
Council also had subcommittees, which were responsible for security, guarding, 
first aid, finances, supplies, transport, and intelligence. The Council put up plac-
ards calling on the city’s inhabitants to preserve order and refrain from plunder-
ing Arab property, to obey the Council’s members, assist them, and focus on 
defense. The declaration hinted that, at a later stage, there might also be attacks 
against the Jewish side. Hawwari, who was a gifted orator, on December 10 
spoke at a public gathering, held to mark the founding of the Security Council. 
He called on all the city’s sectarian groups to unite behind a banner that was 
“non- partisan, non- sectarian, and non- family.” He also announced a decision by 
the Security Council’s finance committee to impose a “popular tax” on heads of 
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families and the owners of businesses and factories, for the purpose of funding 
military outlays. His speech was received with applause.66

 The Security Council divided Jaffa into defense sectors and mobilized several 
retired army officers, among them Hasan Hasuna, who worked to improve the 
guard operation, establish battle positions, put in place a training program, insti-
tute first aid and supply services for the front, create reinforcement units, and 
organize the registration of privately owned firearms.67 But Hawwari’s efforts to 
set up a tax collection authority independent of the National Committee collided 
with the agendas of the existing institutions. Tamimi told Hawwari that he had 
overstepped his authority as defined in the mufti’s letter.68

 The latter, who maintained contacts with the Haganah, was aware of the 
efforts of Rokach and Haykal to achieve a local truce. He was thus not surprised 
when, a few days after his appointment, he received from the Haganah a pro-
posal to meet to seek an understanding on a cessation of hostilities in Jaffa. The 
meeting took place in mid- December at the Qasr al- Bahr (Sea Palace) Café on 
the Jabaliyya beach, in full view of the café’s other clients and passersby. The 
Haganah’s representative at the meeting was a veteran Shai officer, Yehoshua 
“Josh” Palmon. Hawwari knew him well, and the two men agreed to a cease- fire 
that would quiet the area and restore normal activities.69

 The National Committee and the mufti’s supporters soon heard about the 
meeting. They accused Hawwari of treason, and even of providing the Haganah 
with information about Jaffa’s defenses. The National Committee had no com-
punctions about disseminating information it had about Hawwari’s past connec-
tions with the Haganah. In the wake of this publicity, Hawwari received implicit 
and explicit threats on his life. Through Tamimi’s mediation, he was summoned 
to Cairo. He left for that city on December 24 to report on his actions to the 
mufti. In practice, this meant that he went into exile—but it may well have saved 
his life. Immediately following Hawwari’s trip, the mufti dismantled the Security 
Council, giving a direct order by telephone to a meeting of that body. Hawwari 
himself was forbidden to return to Palestine. The mufti sent him to the western 
desert to collect weapons from Bedouin tribes, a mission where he would sup-
posedly use his organizational and rhetorical gifts, far from Jaffa.70

 When news of Hawwari’s agreement with the Haganah and his dismissal was 
published in Jaffa, a large part of the public viewed him as a traitor. His 
“treason” led to a crisis and the morale of many of his supporters declined. They 
thought that in going to Egypt he was running away, and this reinforced the 
rumors about his alleged treason. Hawwari quickly lost all of his influence in 
Jaffa. According to some accounts, he was apprehensive about returning to Pal-
estine after his meeting with the Haganah officer had become public knowledge. 
His men were unable to withstand the pressure from the National Committee, 
caved in on the independence of the Security Council and agreed to conjoin 
it with the Committee. In other words, Hawwari’s loyalists surrendered and 
the mufti’s supporters won a victory. It was a heavy blow for Hawwari’s and 
Haykal’s camp who lost much of their influence, or at the very least their ability 
to act independently. Hawwari’s short tenure ended in disappointment and 



156  Jaffa: The bride of the sea in distress

embarrassment. The “treachery” of this charismatic commander was much 
spoken of in Jaffa during the weeks that followed, and its reverberations lasted 
much longer.71

Hasan	Salama	and	the	Al-	Aqsa	defenders	army
On December 7, 1947, Hasan Salama arrived in the village of Salamah. It seems 
to have been his first public appearance during the war in the Lydda district, and 
in the Jaffa area in particular. Salama, a mufti loyalist who had served as the 
commander of the Lydda- Ramla-Jaffa region during the Arab Revolt of 
1936–1939, had been appointed by the military commission in Damascus to the 
command of the western sector of the central zone, comprising the Lydda dis-
trict, which included Jaffa.72

 Born in 1912 at the village of Qula, northeast of Jaffa, Salama came from a 
poor background. In his youth, he worked as a laborer in a workshop, at a stable, 
and had also engaged in criminal activity, according to rumors. During the Pal-
estinian Arab revolt (1936–1939), he became a band leader and commander of 
the Lydda- Jaffa area, known as a loyalist to the mufti. After the Revolt he 
traveled to Germany, where he received military training during World War II. 
In 1944 he was a member of a squad of paratroopers, who were landed by the 
Germans near Jericho. He managed to escape the British security forces, and 
found refuge in Syria.73

 Salama returned to Palestine from Syria, accompanied by two bodyguards 
and a small group of supporters who were to serve as the nucleus of the force he 
was charged with establishing. He presented himself as the regional commander 
on behalf of the mufti, and urged the inhabitants to organize a fighting force in 
the rural region and to launch an offensive against the nearby Tel Aviv suburbs. 
The next day Salama reached Jaffa itself, where he met with members of the 
National Committee and pro- mufti activists. Other figures were also there, 
among them Nimr al- Hawwari, Salah al- Nazir, and Mustafa Tahir. The meeting 
was conducted in Hawwari’s office. The latter had received his letter of appoint-
ment from the mufti that very same day. Salama seems to have tried to put 
Hawwari in his place and to assert his standing as the senior commander in the 
region and as having the mufti’s ear. During the meeting Salama proposed 
several plans, among them an attack on the Jewish settlements in the district. 
The purpose was to push the Jews back into Tel Aviv. He proposed that women 
and children should be evacuated from Jaffa in anticipation of a Jewish offen-
sive. Hawwari and Tahir, for their part, made it clear that the sole responsibility 
for Jaffa lay with them, by the mufti’s sanction. Salama realized that he would 
not be able to set up his headquarters or center his activities in Jaffa, but instead 
would need to locate these in Lydda. In fact, Salama did not even spend the night 
in Jaffa, where he felt threatened by his opponents. He went among the villages 
and slept in the homes of influential supports of the mufti, or in his home village 
of Qula, where he stayed with his family. Everywhere he went he demanded an 
offensive against the Jews.74
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 During Salama’s visit to Salamah, his host, Mukhtar Musa Abu Hashiyya, 
acceded to his plea to set out the next day to attack the adjacent Jewish neigh-
borhood of Hatikvah. Salama planned the action, which took place on December 
8. Hundreds of Arab fighters from near and far—Salamah, ‘Abbasiyya- 
Yahudiyya, Ramla, Lydda and, apparently, even Nablus—took part. The forces 
were commanded by Abu Hashiyya and leaders from ‘Abbasiyya and Lydda. 
Some of the assailants staged a decoy attack at a number of points along a 
kilometer- long sector, while the principal force stormed Beit Ya‘akov, an exten-
sion of Hatikvah that reached out toward Salamah. In this latter sector the attack-
ers managed to seize, loot, and burn several huts in this poor quarter, which had 
been largely vacated by its inhabitants in obedience to orders from the Haganah. 
Haganah reinforcements from Tel Aviv repelled the attackers, killing many of 
them. According to different accounts, the number of Arab dead ranged from 16 
to 23, with most of the dead from Salamah and ‘Abbasiyya.75

 In the villages near Tel Aviv, the mufti’s supporters, Salama in particular, lost 
much of their luster in the wake of the failure of the Hatikvah attack. In an 
assembly held a week later in Qula, attended by Abu Hashiyya and other repre-
sentatives of the villages, Salama tried to press for more attacks against Jewish 
settlements. He even demanded that Abu Hashiyya and his men attack Hatikvah 
once more. The villagers turned him down flat. They complained of a shortage 
of money, weapons, and ammunition, and noted that calm prevailed in other 
areas of the country. Salama retorted that the mufti was sending arms and money 
“in time of need,” and would continue to do so. In the final analysis, Salama 
seems to have had only limited influence, both because of the botched attack on 
Hatikvah and because of the villagers’ fear of retaliation from the Jewish settle-
ments, which had a clear advantage in the area. He could do no more than pres-
sure those who were vacillating to arm themselves, and engage in political 
propaganda against the opposition, in particular against the leader they sup-
ported, King ‘Abdallah of Transjordan.76

 Salama’s problematic personality was most apparent when he engaged in train 
robberies. He justified this activity by claiming that the cargo he was stealing 
belonged to Jews or was being sent to them. But it turned out that it actually 
belonged to Arab traders from Jaffa, who demanded that their merchandise be 
returned. Salama claimed that his men had already sold the goods. The Jaffa 
National Committee demanded that he desist from robbing trains because it was 
harming Arab merchants and disrupting the supply of food to the city. By the end of 
January Salama was on bad terms with the inhabitants of Salamah, Abu Hashiyya 
included, after they learned that he had been slated to receive a large shipment of 
guns and bullets from Egypt to be distributed to them. When he joined the revolt in 
1936, Salama was known as a criminal and thief. It was rumored that he had pock-
eted some of the money he had received from the villagers to purchase arms. He 
claimed that the inhabitants of Lydda had appropriated the shipment. Apparently it 
was this allegation that got him in conflict with them, and their neighbors in Ramla 
as well. They refused several times to take part in operations he organized. In the 
end he had to conduct a series of peace councils with the region’s notables.77
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 After his failure in the village region and following Hawwari’s dismissal, 
Salama was able to make Jaffa the focal point of his activity in mid- January 
1948. He became the dominant commander in the city, though he still had many 
opponents. He still avoided staying in Jaffa on a regular basis, and set up quar-
ters in ‘Abbasiyya- Yahudiyya.78 Salama continued the reorganization of the 
city’s defenses that had begun during Hawwari’s brief tenure. Jaffa’s city limits 
were divided into 13 sectors with a garrison assigned to each one: Jabaliyya, 
Karm Suwwan, Saknat Darwish, and Tall al- Rish in the south; Taso, Himo, and 
Karm al- Tut in the east; Abu Kabir, the slaughterhouses, al- Basa, the train 
station, and Manshiyya in the north, and the port in the center. These regional 
garrisons, each of them consisting of several dozen soldiers, together totaled 375 
troops. Their principal concentrations were in Abu Kabir in the north and on the 
Jabaliyya- Saknat Darwish- Tall al- Rish front on the south. The units were organ-
ized as a militia called the al- Aqsa Defenders Army (Jaysh Humat al- Aqsa), 
which had originated as a small group under a retired military officer, Hasan 
Hasuna. It was founded toward the end of the Mandate period, playing a central 
role in the attacks on Jews following the UN partition decision on November 29. 
The force consisted largely of former workers, both Palestinian Arab villagers 
and Arabs from neighboring countries, who upon finding themselves unem-
ployed enlisted in the war effort so that they could earn a salary. Salama tried his 
best to bring into the al- Aqsa Defenders Army all the other armed groups in 
Jaffa, such as 60 men loyal to ‘Abd al- Rahman Siksik, the 30 members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, and about 60 municipal policemen. All together, these 
auxiliary groups numbered 165 and were meant to serve as a reserve force. In 
practice, however, their allegiance to the al- Aqsa Defenders Army was only 
nominal, and this contributed to the militia’s instability. It suffered from deser-
tions, and fighters frequently moved from one garrison to another at their own 
initiative. By the end of December it was a force of 540 paid fighters. The Jewish 
forces in the Tel Aviv district had 1,107 paid troops and another 953 who were 
unpaid.
 The Jaffa forces had available to them, according to figures cited by ‘Arif al-
‘Arif, 284 guns—242 rifles, 6 machine guns, and 36 Sten and Thompson sub-
machine guns. Of these, 127 rifles, 3 machine guns, and 24 submachine guns 
were in the hands of the regional forces. An Arab in the post office department 
set up field telephone lines that connected outposts with headquarters. The sol-
diers were trained by three men with army or police experience—the head of the 
National Committee’s Defense Committee, Salah al- Nazir; Hasan Hasuna, who 
operated alongside al- Nazir, as he had alongside Hawwari during the latter’s 
command; and another commander, Muhammad Nimr ‘Awda. Later, Hasan 
Salama appointed al- Nazir, a Haykal supporter who had joined up with Salama 
after Hawwari’s dismissal, to the post of “inspector” of the al- Aqsa Defenders 
Army, which in practice made al- Nazir the military commander of Jaffa.79

 The mufti and the Arab Higher Committee viewed the al- Aqsa Defenders 
Army as a force under their command, ordering that the Committee’s seal be 
imprinted on the documents produced by the Jaffa militia’s command. Hasan 
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Salama maintained direct contact with the militia’s headquarters in Jabaliyya, 
and issued it daily instructions. The al- Aqsa force seems not to have been 
counted as part of the Holy War forces for reasons connected to the delicate 
balance between the mufti’s supporters and opponents in Jaffa. Nevertheless, it 
was under Salama’s control, and since Salama was one of the senior command-
ers of the Holy War forces, alongside ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni, commander of 
the Jerusalem region, it was clear that he himself, like the mufti and his associ-
ates, viewed the al- Aqsa Defenders Army as the Jaffa branch of their forces.80

 In mid- January the Haganah upped the pressure on Jaffa. The Kiryati Brigade 
in Tel Aviv and the Givati Brigade in the south transitioned gradually from a 
defensive to an offensive strategy, exploiting the Jewish advantage on the Jaffa 
front. Among other things, they dispatched intelligence scouts and sent out teams 
to blow up houses that served as sniper nests and combat positions in Salamah 
and Tall al- Rish. Following the failure to achieve local cease- fires with Holon 
and Bat Yam, Arab militants had taken the lead on the southern front. Many of 
the inhabitants abandoned the area and Tall al- Rish and southern Jabaliyya were 
virtually deserted except for the Arab militiamen, who fired regularly on Holon 
and Bat Yam. The Haganah carried out a series of retaliation operations, among 
them demolishing the “red house” on December 24 and the “white house” on 
January 17, two buildings in Tall al- Rish that had served as Arab positions. One 

Figure 5.2  Holy War fighters (Palmach Archive).
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of the most noteworthy combatants in that sector was Michel al-‘Isa, a Jaffa- 
born Christian Arab and a retired officer of the Transjordan Frontier Force. He 
was the nephew of Filastin’s publisher, ‘Isa al-‘Isa.81

 Michel al-‘Isa was active in ‘Abd al- Rahman Siksik’s organization. Siksik was 
a member of the city council who had declared himself Hawwari’s successor. Like 
Hawwari, Siksik was a lawyer. He tried to organize the city’s youth clubs under 
his command. Like Hawwari, he founded a “security council” of his own, com-
posed of ‘Isa and other men of military experience. He even opened a military 
training course in the Orthodox Club. Siksik, like Hawwari before him, seems to 
have successfully gathered hundreds of young and teenage admirers around him, 
but only a few dozen took part in the fighting. Hasan Salama demanded that Siksik 
not act independently. The latter agreed to cooperate on condition that Salama’s 
men refrain from operations detrimental to the middle class, to which he belonged, 
as had occurred during the Arab Revolt of 1936–1939. The city’s civilian institu-
tions and military command were weak and could not prevent the activity of mar-
ginal forces like Siksik’s organization, the Muslim Brotherhood, and independent 
neighborhood militias. The Brotherhood tried to exploit the situation to impose its 
values on the city’s inhabitants, and to rid the city of alcohol and prostitution. 
Armed bands stole merchandise from the port, claiming, falsely, that the goods 
were meant for the Jews. This semi- anarchy intensified the confusion and insec-
urity of the city’s civilians, as well as its fighters.82

 On January 22, a contingent of 40 Bosnian Yugoslavian troops arrived in 
Jaffa under the command of Hasan Salama, who accompanied them, remaining 
in the city for about ten days. The Bosnians were experienced soldiers and 
knowledgeable in laying mines, preparing explosive charges, and building forti-
fications. (They were probably veterans of the Muslim division of the Waffen-
 SS, enlisted in Yugoslavia with the mufti’s assistance.) Their arrival led to a 
resurgence of Arab military activity, but it also reinforced the city’s penchant for 
relying on outsiders—such as migrants from the Hejaz, Yemen, Syria, and Tran-
sjordan who had come to the city as laborers and were now unemployed. A short 
time after the force’s arrival, Salama issued two leaflets, one styling himself as 
the “general district commander.” He demanded that Jaffites who owned 
weapons register so that their arms could be requisitioned when needed. Only a 
small number of civilians who owned rifles and submachine guns responded to 
this call, as did a few dozen pistol owners. Salama told the city’s inhabitants that 
“Jaffa is the Zionists’ first target,” and urged them to enlist in the war effort, to 
refrain from congregating, and to avoid spreading panic during battles. He tried 
to create an impression that the city’s defense was being conducted according to 
a systematic military plan that justified placing trust in the existing military 
apparatus. It is difficult to know to what extent Salama and his declarations 
aroused the confidence of the Jaffite public, but his presence in the city seems to 
have strengthened the National Committee, and perhaps prevented the collapse 
of its authority. The municipality and the opposition, whose members looked 
askance at Salama’s political affiliation, were prepared to let him try to upgrade 
the city’s defenses.83
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6 The fall of Jaffa

The ALA arrives

At the beginning of February 1948, Hasan Salama left Jaffa for Damascus in order 
to attend a meeting of the Arab League’s Military Committee. The purpose of the 
meeting, which began on February 4 and lasted three days, was to determine, once 
and for all, who was in charge in Palestine. It reconfirmed Salama’s commission 
as supreme commander of the Lydda- Jaffa district, but in practical terms it 
divested him of direct command in Jaffa, and his influence there dwindled. Salama 
established his headquarters near Sarafand, west of Ramla, in a former British 
army facility. In operation “Nachshon,” on April 5, 1948, the building was blown 
up by the Haganah. Salama, who was absent, thus survived, but the explosion 
eroded his prestige and his status as the area commander. He reestablished his 
command post in ‘Abbasiyya, but his scope of activities dwindled, and it seems 
that he avoided Jaffa since then, even in its time of dire need. On May 31, 1948 
Salama was injured in battle at Ras al- ‘Ayn, northeast of Jaffa, and on June 2 he 
died from his wounds. Despite the controversy of his image, he is remembered as 
a prominent Palestinian military leader in 1948, second only to ‘Abd al- Qadir al- 
Husayni. His son, ‘Ali Hasan Salama, known as “the red prince,” continued in his 
footsteps as chief of operations for the Palestinian organization “Black Septem-
ber,” and was believed to be responsible for the massacre of Israeli athletes at the 
Munich Olympic Games in 1972. ‘Ali Hasan Salama is believed to have been 
assassinated by the Mossad, the Israeli intelligence agency, in Beirut on 1979.1
 Immediately following Hasan Salama’s demise from Jaffa in February 1948, 
an Iraqi ALA officer, Major ‘Abd al- Wahab al- Shaykh ‘Ali, was sent to the city 
along with 80 troops, also Iraqis, to serve as the nucleus of the city’s ALA 
garrison- in-formation. But al- Shaykh ‘Ali resigned his command a few days 
later. Once he learned of his problematic starting position he refused to take 
responsibility for the city. On February 15 the Military Committee appointed in 
his place Lieutenant Colonel ‘Adil Najm al- Din, also a retired Iraqi army officer. 
He arrived in Jaffa four days later along with another contingent of officers and 
troops, Iraqis and Yugoslavians, and took command.
 This last enlargement of the garrison seems to have come in part in response 
to the request made by Mayor Haykal to the Military Committee. From this point 
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on, until the city fell in April, foreigners rather than Palestinian Arabs com-
manded the city. The ALA’s garrison took control of the al- Aqsa Defenders 
Army and in fact replaced it for all intents and purposes, becoming the dominant 
military organization in Jaffa. Local commanders, such as Salah al- Nazir, were 
integrated into the new force in support and advisory positions. Through the end 
of March further foreign reinforcements arrived, among them Iraqis, Syrians, 
Yugoslavians, and even a small group of Germans who were considered experts 
in explosives and fortifications. The foreigners shunted aside the Palestinian 
Arab fighters. While individuals and groups of soldiers frequently deserted, the 
number of troops rose to 1,500. Yet, despite this considerable enlargement of 
the city’s armed forces, the Jews continued to enjoy a decisive advantage in the 
region—at this time, the Haganah had 4,500 active troops deployed on the Jaffa 
front, and more than 12,000 personnel, men and women, in the Tel Aviv 
district.2
 Jaffa’s inhabitants, in particular those who opposed the mufti, initially wel-
comed the ALA. ‘Abd al- Ghani al- Karmi, a journalist with close ties to King 
‘Abdallah, along with inhabitants of Salamah who had been at odds with Hasan 
Salama, drafted a letter of complaint to the ALA command. They demanded that 
Salama be expelled from Jaffa and the region, that the ALA Force in Jaffa be 
expanded, and that several members of the National Committee, whom they said 
had been interfering with Najm al- Din, be dismissed. Among them were the 
National Committee’s secretary, Amin ‘Aql, his deputy, Mustafa Tahir, Ahmad 
Abu Laban, and Muhammad Khayr al- Bahlul, originally a supporter of 
Hawwari.3 The daily press also displayed sympathy for the ALA, printing admir-
ing articles about Qawuqji when he entered the country, as well as about Najm 
al- Din and other officers.4
 But the ALA’s arrival in Jaffa was in fact a turning point in the relations 
between the city’s inhabitants and the combatants defending them. True, up to 
this point many Jaffites had evinced little interest in the armed forces, but the 
fighters had been members of the community, not foreigners. A short time after 
the ALA’s arrival, this attitude changed. The new forces were increasingly seen 
as corrupt, indifferent strangers who treated the locals with condescension and 
fleeced them of their possessions. At the beginning of April, Najm al- Din estab-
lished a military court that began to impose fines on civilians who bore arms 
without a license (the ALA carried on Salama’s registration of firearms held by 
the population) and used them unnecessarily. It even took action against unrec-
ognized forces. Some of this effort to impose order, including the dissolution of 
volunteer forces and the confiscation of unlicensed weapons from the city’s 
inhabitants, was interpreted by the latter as detrimental to the war effort. This 
was especially true after it was learned that some of the confiscated arms had 
found their way into the markets in neighboring countries. Combatants from al- 
Hama, in Syria, who arrived in Jaffa in March, made an especially bad impression 
—they robbed and looted and soon left Jaffa for the Wadi Sarar military camp, 
which had recently been evacuated by the British army. They continued to rob 
and plunder the local population under the leadership of one of Najm al- Din’s 
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Iraqi officers, ‘Abd al- Jabbar al- Shammari, who became notorious for his treat-
ment of the civilian population.
 In other cases fights broke out between locals and foreign fighters, occasion-
ally ending in injury and even death on both sides. Sometimes the fights were 
over provisions, despite the plentiful food available. On April 9, for example, 
when a group of about 50 Iraqi combatants stationed at headquarters did not 
receive meat, four of them went out to the market and stole four sheep from local 
butchers. A fight broke out that ended without serious injury only because a 
commander (apparently Najm al- Din) intervened. Not surprisingly, this and 
other such cases weakened morale among the foreign forces and lessened their 
motivation to defend the locals. Many of the foreigners viewed the Jaffites as 
“fifth columnists collaborating with the enemy,” as Najm al- Din himself put it in 
his press release announcing the establishment of the military court.5
 The arrival of the foreigners also produced a change in the nature of the fight-
ing, and led to an increasing number of attacks on the road leading to Jerusalem, 
as well as on the borders with Tel Aviv, Holon, and Bat Yam. At the end of Feb-
ruary Arab forces staged an organized and coordinated attack on three Jewish 
positions that threatened Arab traffic on the Jerusalem road—the HaYotzeq and 
Spirt factories at the Holon junction and the Keren Kayemet building (the 
Hazbun House) next to Beit Dajan. The offensive failed, but British forces 
evacuated the Jews from the HaYotzeq position after a British force was fired on 
from there. Ten Jewish fighters stationed there, whose arms were confiscated by 
the British, were left defenseless and were, as a result, killed by the Arabs. The 
Haganah then abandoned the Spirt position and Arab forces demolished the 
buildings there and erected their own positions on the ruins. The Keren Kayemet 
position held out against frequent attacks, even after the house itself was 
destroyed on March 19. The Jewish defenders had dug new positions in advance. 
The British demanded that these positions be abandoned as well, but in the end a 
compromise was reached and a British force was stationed adjacent to it and pre-
vented further hostilities.6
 The Arab forces first fired mortars at the beginning of March in the Manshi-
yya sector. They also staged organized attacks on Jewish positions along the 
border. In response, the Haganah attacked Abu Kabir on March 13 and al- Basa 
(today the area of Bloomfield Stadium) on March 24. The attacks caused few 
fatalities, but houses were demolished and the barrage of mortar shells dealt a 
serious blow to the morale of the civilian population. The exhilaration that ini-
tially followed the arrival of the reinforcements faded as the public mood grew 
dismal. The city’s inhabitants received the (mistaken, perhaps) impression that 
the Haganah forces that had attacked al- Basa could have, had they wished, 
reached the adjacent King George Avenue in the heart of Jaffa, and that the Arab 
forces could not have stopped them. As a result, many Jaffites fled their homes 
during the engagement—not just those in al- Basa and Abu Kabir, but also those 
living in the Nuzha area, around King George Avenue. Abu Kabir was aban-
doned by most of its residents, leaving the neighborhood largely empty except 
for soldiers. The Haganah’s home- made mortar, called the “Davidka,” terrified 
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the Arab civilians, even though the damage caused by these shells was much less 
impressive than the noise they made. The use of longer- range weapons prompted 
more and more Jaffites to flee to the center of town, where there was a shortage 
of public buildings to house them. Some who could not afford to rent apartments 
squatted in the homes of well- off Jaffites who had fled the city. Public services—
banks, mail, telephone, and public transportation—fell into disarray. Most of 
these services had stopped functioning during April. Fuel and medicines were in 
short supply. The flow of civilians out of the city increased. Most left by sea 
from the port, since the land routes were by that time considered too dangerous.7
 The National Committee tried to prevent people from leaving by sending 
young and educated volunteers who had just completed their high school gradu-
ation exams (which had been moved up by the British authorities because of the 
situation) to the port. These young people, who included Ibrahim Abu Lughod 
and Shafiq al- Hut, were instructed to harangue those who were leaving and try to 
persuade them to remain in the city. If they did not agree, the volunteers were to 
collect an exit tax to be assessed according to the number of family members 
and amount of luggage. But the volunteers tended to be considerate of the fleeing 
families, many of whom they knew or were even related to, and to set the tax as 
low as possible. The travelers were also required to present documents showing 
that they had paid the augmented municipal taxes. The municipality, for its part, 
tried to improve the supply of bread at the distribution centers that had been 
founded in February. On April 22, it even began to distribute white bread, which 
was considered more desirable, as part of its battle against speculation. The 
National Committee endeavored at the same time to ensure a supply of kerosene 
and gasoline that would end the crisis regarding these items. But it was not suc-
cessful and the shortages grew worse. The string of Arab defeats since the begin-
ning of April, the massacre at Dayr Yasin (Jaffa schoolchildren collected money 
for the victims), and the fall of Haifa on April 22 all lowered morale. In the end, 
the National Committee had to accept that the exodus was a fact. Since the 
Mandate administration had ceased to issue passports, the Committee began to 
issue laissez passer documents that would be accepted in Arab countries. On 
April 23 a delegation of Jaffa residents left Jaffa for Transjordan via the Lydda 
airport. The delegation was composed of some of the city’s top leaders, members 
of the National Committee and others—Muhammad ‘Abd al- Rahim, Francis 
Jallad, Sheikh Shakir Abu Kishk, Edmund Ruk, Kamil al- Dajani, and Commit-
tee Secretary Amin ‘Aql and his deputy Mustafa Tahir. The delegation’s mission 
was “to present the situation in the city to His Highness,” King ‘Abdallah. Once 
the citrus season had ended and the Citrus Council had been disbanded in prepa-
ration for the end of the Mandate, these leaders seem to have had no particular 
reason to remain in the exhausted city. Neither was Mayor Haykal in Jaffa, 
having set out on a similar journey to Iraq, Syria, and Transjordan. It looked as 
if everyone who had the means to do so was leaving the city. For example, the 
editor and owner of the weekly al- Sarih, Hashim al- Saba‘, announced he was 
leaving for Amman, “on account of the political events and meetings . . . to 
supply accurate reports.”8
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Social and military collapse
The entire garrison has deserted . . . the Jews control the Jaffa- Ramla road. 
Life in the city has ground to a halt, the inhabitants and the deserters from 
the garrison are looting houses and stores. There is no force that can prevent 
them. Only 20 percent of the doctors and hospital workers are still on the 
job. The sick are extremely miserable. We have difficulty finding anyone to 
bury the dead. I urgently demand to receive explicit and clear instructions.9

So wrote Captain Michel al-‘Isa, now the ALA’s commander, on May 2, 1948. 
The Jaffa- born al-‘Isa, who left the city to enlist, train, and organize his troops in 
Syria and returned on April 28, was Jaffa’s last Arab commander. His cable was 
addressed to Fawzi al- Qawuqji, now commanding officer of the Central Front, 
and to the members of the Arab League’s Military Committee in Damascus. The 
Committee was powerless to save the crumpling city. On the eve of its surren-
der, the remaining population consisted, according to various estimates, of only 
35,000–45,000 Arabs, out of the 70,000 who had lived there at the beginning of 
hostilities in December 1947.10

 Jaffa’s final and rapid collapse began on April 25 when IZL forces attacked 
the northern Manshiyya neighborhood, which had been emptied of its civilians, 
and was occupied only by fighters. The offensive lasted for three days and ended 
with the Jewish forces overcoming stiff resistance to take the neighborhood. To 
break through the line of Arab positions, which had withstood the attack during 
the first two days, the IZL forces used an old- new tactic in urban warfare. They 
blazed access roads from house to house through the walls instead of fighting 
their way through alleys, doors, and windows, and thus were able to reach the 
seashore on April 28.11

 The IZL offensive was accompanied by mortar barrages into the central parts 
of the city, creating panic and wreaking havoc. As a result, huge numbers of Jaf-
fites fled from the port on rowboats and ships—4,000 on the first day of the 
attack. Yet it seems that there was no mass killing relative to the size of the 
population. By the morning of April 27, a total of 40 had been killed and another 
100 injured (combatants killed in the Manshiyya front and Jaffite civilians 
together), according to the Haganah reports, that on other occasions, such as in 
Dayr Yasin, had been augmenting in exaggeration the number of Arab casualties 
inflicted by the IZL.12 This caused Ishaq Khurshid, who experienced the attack, 
to estimate, in retrospect, that the shelling had been meant “more to frighten than 
to kill.” Also in retrospect, Menachem Begin, IZL’s commandant, confirmed that 
the shelling of Jaffa’s rear had been meant to demoralize the population.13

 The panic sometimes produced absurd sights. Ahmad ‘Abd al- Rahim 
described how he and his father Muhammad, the well- known citrus grower (who 
seems to have returned from his brief sortie to Amman), encountered a group of 
men, women, and children sitting inertly with their belongings on the beach, just 
a few meters away from their homes, looking desperately out to sea for a ship to 
come and take them away.14 Future Fatah leader Salah Khalaf, “Abu Iyad,” fled 
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Jaffa as a boy by sea together with his family during the bombardment. He later 
offered an account of the panic and flight, and the impression it made on him:

Not yet fifteen, 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 
turmoil. Cries mingled with moaning and sobs, all punctuated by deafening 
explosions.15

Other eye- witnesses provided accounts of the crowds of hundreds and even thou-
sands of frightened people packed into the tiny port. Hoping to reach any sea-
going vessel that might take them far from Jaffa, the refugees crowded into the 
rowboats that were normally used to bring goods in from cargo ships anchored 
outside the shallow harbor.16 Rumors spread that Egyptian ships were on their 
way to evacuate them, but in fact only two freighters anchored outside the port, 
one Swedish and one Egyptian, let the refugees on board, where they were 
packed in very harsh conditions. Many of the refugees set sail in improvised 
vessels, such as sailboats or the port’s cargo boats, which were tied two or three 
together to be towed by motor boats south to Gaza and Port Said or north to 
Tyre, Sidon, and Beirut. The sailors who piloted the boats demanded high pay-
ments. The craft were packed with refugees, often without water or food, and 

Figure 6.1  Aerial view of the Jaffa Harbor, 1937 (Library of Congress).
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there appear to have been cases of drowning. It seems that the majority of the 
25,000 refugees who fled Jaffa between April 25 and May 1 left by sea under 
these horrendous circumstances.17

 In Operation Hametz of April 28–30 the Haganah captured the Arab villages 
to Jaffa’s east. This rural region had served as the city’s hinterland and its loss 
meant that the city was completely encircled on land. Despite the intervention of 
the British, who halted the IZL advance from the north and imposed a cease- fire 
that went into effect on May 1, the shelling, the fall of Manshiyya, and the con-
quest of the villages caused civilian morale to collapse entirely. The mass exodus 
continued, by sea, on ships and boats, and by land on trucks traveling the Jaffa- 
Ramla road, which was now under British control.18

 As a result of the exodus, those local institutions and services that had still 
been functioning collapsed. Some of them were of nationwide importance. For 
example, the newspapers published in the city coordinated a shutdown in late 
April (and resumed publication in East Jerusalem in 1949). According to Mayor 
Haykal, who returned to the city on April 28 from his three- week effort to enlist 
assistance in Iraq, Syria, and Transjordan, the city’s streets were deserted and its 
homes bolted shut. The municipality ceased to function; city hall was aban-
doned. The few city officials who had not fled moved into the Cliff Hotel in the 
northern part of the ‘Ajami neighborhood, close to the port, and tried to run 
the crumbling city from there. Only a few members of the city council and the 
National Committee remained in Jaffa.19

 Haykal was not the only one to return to the city when the fighting ceased. A 
number of testimonies confirm that, in the days between the inception of the 
cease- fire and the surrender of the city, from May 1 to 13, a number of its 
inhabitants temporarily went back. These were largely men who left their fam-
ilies behind in their places of refuge. Principally, they returned to seek out their 
property and to retrieve what they could. Finding a desolate city that seemed to 
them a ghost town, they left as quickly as they could, sometimes not even both-
ering to take those belongings that they could have taken with them now that the 
British army had reopened the land route into the city.20

 Reinforcements, 250 troops from the ALA’s Ajnadayn Battalion under the 
command of Michel al-‘Isa, arrived on April 28 with the mission of averting the 
city’s impending defeat. They were mainly Palestinian veterans of the disbanded 
Transjordan frontier force, organized by ‘Isa and trained at the Qatana military 
base, near Damascus. Manshiyya had already been conquered, but ‘Isa’s force 
helped the garrison retake Tall al- Rish, the village- suburb and front position that 
had fallen to the Haganah just a few hours before. The Haganah’s plan had been 
to take Tall al- Rish and Saknat Darwish on the city’s southern outskirts, to estab-
lish itself there and then to launch an attack on the Arab headquarters, located in 
the Bibi family’s house in Jabaliyya. The plan failed thanks to the fortitude dis-
played by the garrison and its counterattack on Tall al- Rish. According to a 
British report, on April 28 ‘Isa and his men stabilized the line of positions south 
of Manshiyya after the IZL offensive was frustrated by the British army (a part 
of ‘Isa’s battalion may well have operated on both fronts, Manshiyya and Tall 
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al- Rish). Jaffa’s inhabitants cheered the reinforcements, although both civilians 
and combatants feared that it was not sufficient to save the city. The tension 
within the garrison, whose spirit had not been broken even during the IZL and 
Haganah offensives, subsided and the front lines stabilized.21

 Yet the impression that Jaffa’s inhabitants received from the fighting was that 
without British intervention the city would have been unable to defend itself.22 
Soon thereafter the garrison suffered a heavy blow when its commander, ‘Adil 
Najm al- Din, refused to accept Qawuqji’s order to transfer command of the city 
to ‘Isa, his inferior in rank. In reaction to the order, Najm al- Din left the city 
with many of his men.23 On April 30, ‘Isa notified Qawuqji and the Military 
Commission that the garrison had collapsed and that the rift between it and the 
civilian population had widened as never before:

‘Adil [Najm al- Din] is leaving the city without having given [me command 
of the garrison] and refuses to hand it over. The garrison has collapsed, and 
its arms have been scattered. The city and the garrison are in a state of total 
anarchy. ‘Adil’s approach to this is negative, and it may well be that he is 
actually pleased by it. Yesterday the soldiers [of the ALA] looted many 
stores. No one can control the situation without the help of a regular army. 
Eighty percent of the city’s population has left and the flood of departure is 
continuing tragically. The National Committee is not capable of continuing 
to operate because it no longer has any income.24

Najm al- Din was determined to leave Jaffa despite the pleas of Mayor Haykal 
and members of the city council and National Committee. According to Salah 
al- Nazir, ‘Isa himself was willing to accept Najm al- Din’s authority if he would 
only stay.25 On May 1, ‘Isa resumed his depiction of the city in another 
telegram:

‘Adil has left the city by sea with all the Iraqis and Yugoslavians [although 
‘Isa did not know this, Najm al- Din resorted to the sea route after the British 
had prevented him and his men from leaving Jaffa by the land route with 
their arms]. The city has been nearly deserted by its inhabitants following 
today’s departures. The city’s ability to provision the remaining garrison 
troops will end tomorrow. The British commander has ordered a cease- fire 
between the sides until the middle of the present month [and the end of the 
Mandate]. If the Jews refuse to comply, I do not have [sufficient forces] to 
face them. The plague of desertions has spread to the Ajnadayn [Battalion]. 
I await your urgent orders.26

Many of the garrison men left the city with their weapons, after receiving their 
salaries.27 On May 5, ‘Isa and his remaining troops who had not deserted also 
evacuated Jaffa, leaving the city defenseless.28 A day earlier Mayor Haykal had 
departed, after his hopes that King ‘Abdallah would send his Arab Legion to 
save Jaffa were dashed. Haykal was accompanied by his remaining loyalists, the 
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senior municipal officials who had remained in Jaffa. Only a few leaders stayed 
behind after the departure of most of the members of the National Committee 
and city council, with Christians like Amin Andraus and Nicola Saba prominent 
among them. The others were Salah al- Nazir, Ahmad Abu Laban, Ahmad ‘Abd 
al- Rahim, Hasan Barakat, and Sa‘id Abu Ziyyad. These men organized an Emer-
gency Committee that accepted the proposal of the British district commissioner, 
William Fuller, to declare Jaffa a neutral city that was not involved in the fight-
ing. As the Emergency Committee was organizing itself, all contact between 
Jaffa and the rest of the Arab world was cut off, as were the telephone lines to 
Jerusalem. The Committee thus operated in isolation and in fear for their very 
lives as the British evacuation approached.29

 In the end the Emergency Committee had no alternative but to commence 
negotiations with the Haganah command, which would, after the British depar-
ture, control the territory. The negotiations were conducted in Tel Aviv with the 
Haganah’s regional commander, Michael (James) Ben- Gal. The four members 
of the Emergency Committee who took part in the talks, Nazir, Abu Laban, ‘Abd 
al- Rahim, and Andraus, were left with no alternative but to sign Jaffa’s surren-
der. It was May 13, a day before the British evacuation and Israel’s Declaration 
of Independence.30

 The next day, on May 14, 1948, in accordance with the surrender agreement, 
Haganah forces entered Jaffa and took control of the city without encountering 
resistance. At the time of the surrender only some 3,000 people remained there.31 
The population was placed under military rule and transferred to the ‘Ajami 
Quarter. Jewish soldiers and civilians plundered the city on an individual and 
organized basis, and shortly thereafter tens of thousands of new Jewish immig-
rants were settled in Jaffa, changing its character and turning the Arabs into a 
minority. In June 1949 the military government was disestablished, and in April 
1950 Jaffa was annexed to Tel Aviv. In August of that year the Israeli Ministry 
of the Interior decided that the united city would officially be called Tel Aviv- 
Jaffa, in order that Jaffa’s historic name be preserved. Jaffa turned into a poor 
and underprivileged quarter of Tel Aviv.32

Conclusion
The truth is that after the battle of al- Qastal and the fall of ‘Abd al- Qadir al- 
Husayni [on April 8, 1948], there was a general collapse. The collapse was 
said to be in all of Palestine, but I felt that it occurred in Jaffa in particular.

This testimony, from the veteran Jaffite Ishaq Khurshid, reflects the impression 
that the critical events of April 1948 made on the city’s inhabitants.33 The picture 
offered here of the fighting, and of Jaffa’s Palestinian Arab institutions and civil 
society in the period from December 1947 to April 1948 is complex and full of 
contradictions. On the one hand, a National Committee was established and, for 
a time, proved impressively capable of organizing the city’s economy and 
logistics, in cooperation with the municipality and the Chamber of Commerce. 



The fall of Jaffa  177

Nevertheless, the war situation led to anarchy, confusion, and lack of coordin-
ation, progressively paralyzing commerce and intensifying the flow of refugees 
out of the city. Political institutions, in particular the city council and the 
National Committee, were plagued by internal conflict, and this became the most 
salient phenomenon in the city’s public life.
 The Jaffite civilians suffered in particular. Jaffa’s characteristics as a coastal 
city, and the social changes it was experiencing, seem to have contributed to its 
rapid downfall. In particular, it had attracted large numbers of villagers, who 
lived in alienation from the established urban society and remained unorganized 
among themselves. When hostilities began, this large population suffered from 
high unemployment. The wealthy and the middle class largely opposed the war 
for economic and apparently also social reasons. Their exodus from Jaffa 
considerably weakened the city and deprived it of its principal social and cul-
tural forces. The military picture was ambiguous as well. Hasan Salama and 
local activists like Salah al- Nazir succeeded in organizing the al- Aqsa Defenders 
Army, based on regional units deployed along Jaffa’s borders. But, in practice, 
the war effort was conducted in a decentralized manner by a number of different 
groups that often did not accept the authority of the central command and the 
National Committee.
 The incident of Nimr al- Hawwari’s appointment as commander of Jaffa’s 
forces was typical of the time and place. Founder of the Najjada youth move-
ment and leader of Jaffa’s Arab Youth Organization, charismatic and energetic, 
he had the potential to oversee the city’s defense and to succeed. His humiliating 
dismissal was emblematic of the extremism that overtook the political and 
military leadership, with nationalist forces loyal to the mufti shunting aside the 
moderate leadership and undermining the broad public legitimacy that it had 
enjoyed. Similarly, the mufti and local militants subverted all attempts to achieve 
local truces with the Jews. Hasan Salama, appointed regional commander by the 
mufti, played a central role in escalating the inter- communal war. The escala-
tion, however, was reciprocal and was urged on by a number of Arab and Jewish 
organizations. The range of opinions in Jaffa about the war with the Jews dis-
plays the heterogeneity that was characteristic of Palestinian Arab society, in 
Jaffa in particular. This society consisted of many groups with differing eco-
nomic, religious, social, and national interests. These differences hampered the 
Palestinian Arabs’ ability to mobilize from within the resources and sacrifice that 
the war effort required. This was not unique to Jaffa—the same thing happened 
in all the country’s large cities. These fissures widened with the arrival of the 
foreign military forces, Arab and non- Arab, that flowed into the city from Febru-
ary onward. They alienated a large portion of Jaffa’s population from the war 
effort and its leaders. The resulting weakness preceded and was a major cause of 
the city’s rapid collapse.
 The cables sent by the city’s last commander, Michel al-‘Isa, seem to testify 
to a parallel and mutually reinforcing social and military deterioration. But Jaffa 
society began to crumble following the eruption of the inter- communal war and 
disintegrated even before the breakdown of the military forces. Furthermore, the 



178  Jaffa: The bride of the sea in distress

combat units withstood the attack on the city despite the fall of Manshiyya, 
received reinforcements, and conducted a successful counterattack in Tall al- 
Rish. Jaffa was not conquered by Jewish forces—it surrendered, and the military 
collapse, which began on April 29 or 30, occurred only after civilian life had 
practically ceased to exist. ‘Isa himself mentioned as the main causes of collapse 
the mortar barrages “which caused panic and flight among the city’s inhabitants, 
who are not accustomed to shelling of this sort.” He also wrote that the mass 
exodus of the city’s residents, “devastate[ed] the morale of the garrison.”34

 Since ‘Isa was a Jaffite and well acquainted with Jaffa society, his testimony 
is most likely reliable. If so, social collapse preceded and catalyzed the military 
collapse. A similar conclusion was reached by Ahmad ‘Abd al- Rahim, who 
wrote that the arrival of ‘Isa and his men on April 28, “while the Iraqis are still 
here,” was largely useless, since Jaffa was already a “deserted city.” Mayor 
Haykal, who returned on April 28 from pressing the city’s case in Arab capitals, 
offered a similar account.35

 The profound distrust between the civilian population and the garrison clearly 
served as a factor in the deterioration of Jaffa society. Many residents of Jaffa 
had sought to avoid military conflict from the start. Now they found themselves 
between a rock and a hard place and responded by leaving the city, hoping to 
return after hostilities ceased. Because of the mass departure, social, municipal, 
and national institutions were no longer able to function. In collapsing, Jaffa’s 
society pulled the rug out from under the feet of the fighting forces, in terms of 
both logistics and morale, and paved the way for the failure of the military 
effort.
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Conclusion

Jerusalem, Jaffa, and other cities: A comparison

Some 450,000 Palestinian Arabs lived in cities in 1947. Nearly 120,000 of them 
were Christians, while 330,000 were Muslims. This urban population accounted 
for about a third of Palestinian Arabs as a whole. About 135,000, that is about a 
third of the total urban population, were evenly divided, more or less, among 
those living in Jerusalem and Jaffa. But the political, economic, social, and cul-
tural importance of these two cities for the Palestinian Arabs was disproportion-
ate to their populations. The Palestinian Arab viewpoint regarding events of the 
1948 war can thus not be comprehended without understanding these two com-
munities. By the end of the inter- communal war, in mid- May 1948, some 68,000 
Arabs had been compelled to leave Jaffa and 30,000 had fled western Jerusalem. 
The difference between the two numbers is a good indicator of the differential 
outcomes of the war in these two cities. In Jaffa, Palestinian Arab society and 
military defenses collapsed utterly and the Arab city for all intents and purposes 
dissolved. In contrast, the Arab military forces and local institutions in Jerusalem 
proved able to defend the Old City and some of the northern Arab neighbor-
hoods. They averted social collapse, thus forestalling the departure of the entire 
population prior to the arrival of the Arab Legion. In consequence, East Jerusa-
lem remained under Arab rule until 1967, and has in fact remained Arab to 
this day.
 A comparison of Arab society and institutions in these two cities during the 
inter- communal war shows that they were much alike. But they differed as well, 
inasmuch as one was a mountain city and the other a coastal city. National Com-
mittees were established in each at the behest of and under the direction of the 
Arab Higher Committee. These bodies were supposed to fill the vacuum created 
by the gradual cessation of the Mandate government’s activities. The National 
Committees were the leading institutions established during the inter- communal 
war; local neighborhood committees operated under their aegis.1
 Previous research has argued that the weakness of Palestinian Arab institu-
tions and leadership was one of the fundamental causes of that community’s 
defeat in the war. Palestinian Arab historiography has also branded local leader-
ship as weak and helpless.2
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 I have shown in this work that the reality was more complex. This book 
demonstrates that microhistorical research is vital to understanding events. The 
Palestinian Arabs were unquestionably less well organized economically than 
the Yishuv. Yet the National Committees in Jaffa and Jerusalem scored real 
achievements in the areas of taxation, provisioning, and rationing, as well as in 
their attempts to maintain civil order by, for example, registering privately 
owned guns.3 The committees took under their wing previously existing civil 
society organizations, in particular women’s associations, helping them to run 
first- aid operations in cooperation with the Palestinian Arab Medical Associ-
ation. The Jaffa National Committee assumed responsibility for the provision of 
basic food and household items in cooperation with the Chamber of Commerce 
and the municipality. Jaffa’s mayor, Dr. Yusif Haykal, the most prominent 
leader in the city at the time, used the municipality’s organizational infrastruc-
ture to set up food depots and distribution points, collect taxes, and set up a 
municipal police force. Despite competition and contention between the National 
Committee and the municipal administration, in most cases the two proved able 
to cooperate. They did so under the direction of the Economic Committee, com-
posed of the city’s leading businessmen, which was set up for precisely this 
purpose. Jaffa was an Arab city and the municipal government was thus under 
Arab control. And, since it was the economic nerve center of Palestinian Arab 
society, the city’s leading citizens had acquired considerable commercial know-
ledge and experience. Both these factors, along with the city’s modernizing tend-
encies, meant that Jaffa Arabs proved able to organize themselves relatively well 
to face the crisis of war.
 In Jerusalem, by contrast, the National Committee was dependent on and had 
to join forces with the Arab Treasury, the national Palestinian Arab financial 
institution. The head of the National Committee, Anwar Nusseibeh, displayed 
real leadership and set up a system that was able to continue to function during 
the final days before the British evacuation, when the Committee organized a 
typhus vaccination program in the crowded Old City. Nusseibeh and his col-
leagues kept up their efforts following the evacuation, when their concerted 
activity during the battles that preceded the arrival of the Arab Legion prevented 
mass flight from the city. The events in Jerusalem demonstrate the capabilities of 
the new leadership that emerged during the war and which continued to serve 
the Arab city for many years afterward. This leadership was able to take 
advantage of the fact that Jerusalem, as the Palestinian Arab political center, was 
able to mobilize institutional and economic (in the form of the Arab Treasury) 
support, as well as the political and military underpinning that prevented the city 
from falling into Jewish hands. The leadership also took advantage of the city’s 
central position for the Palestinian Arab community to enlist financial and 
military support, for which they exploited, too, its religious significance for the 
Arab and Muslim worlds.
 The National Committees’ achievements were owed primarily to the talents 
and exertions of some of its members. But they did not accomplish their prin-
cipal objective—organizing Arab communal life and filling the void left by the 
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shutdown of the Mandate’s governing institutions. There were many reasons for 
this failure. Some were external, such as the lack of resources and the political 
and military situation. But there were also internal factors deriving principally 
from the structure of Palestinian Arab society. About 70 percent of Jaffa’s popu-
lation (according to British figures) lived in poor neighborhoods. Many were 
internal migrants from rural areas of the country who made their living as 
unskilled workers. The economic crisis that accompanied the hostilities devas-
tated this population. Many of these Arabs lived on the borders with the Jewish 
cities of Tel Aviv, Holon, and Bat Yam. When hostilities broke out, they were 
the first to flee the border zone; later they abandoned their neighborhoods 
entirely. The municipality’s attempts to convince them to return to their homes 
as the military situation stabilized were fruitless because of these migrants’ 
alienation from the city’s established residents, whom the municipality 
represented.4
 The behavior of the remaining population was typical of the upper middle 
class that had emerged among Palestinian Arabs in the later Ottoman and, espe-
cially, Mandate periods. Christians, who made up 24 percent of Jaffa’s Arab 
population (as opposed to close to 50 percent in Jerusalem), were a majority in 
the bourgeoisie. These people tended to be alienated from and frightened of the 
Muslim majority, especially in time of crisis. There was a discrepancy between 
their declared national identification and their willingness to fight and make sac-
rifices for the national cause. Finally, the bourgeois lifestyle and values they 
wanted to maintain had depended on the sponsorship and protection of the 
British, who were now leaving. This is illustrated by the test case of Qatamon. 
There thousands of members of the upper middle class were in fact Greeks and 
Armenians. They were integrated into Christian Arab society but quite naturally 
felt little identification with the Palestinian Arab national cause. This exacer-
bated the breach between the middle class and the national movement. A similar 
pattern could be discerned in Jaffa during the early stages of the inter- communal 
war, most notably in the fact that Christians and members of the middle class 
there largely refrained from taking part in the fighting. This, on top of the alien-
ation felt by the impoverished strata of the city’s society, meant that a majority 
of Jaffa’s population sat out the national and military struggle. In Jerusalem, 
where the largest proportion of the Palestinian Arab bourgeoisie resided—many 
of them white- collar professionals and government workers—the middle- class 
neighborhoods in the city’s south fell apart relatively quickly. The Christians 
and middle class took little part in the combat, even in places like Qatamon, 
where the war literally reached their doorsteps.5
 These social and class interests were supplemented by commercial interests. 
The war curtailed business activity and threatened to prevent the harvest and 
export of citrus fruit, the city’s most important industry. Attempts to reach local 
peace pacts with the Jewish adversaries, of the type concluded in many other 
places in the country, failed. In some cases the national leadership refused to 
endorse the agreements, as with the pact between the Jaffa and Tel Aviv muni-
cipalities reached in December 1947. In other cases Arab militants violated 
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agreements in short order, as they did with the truces reached that same month 
between Bat Yam and Jabaliyya and between Holon and Tall al- Rish. The 
“citrus agreement” mediated by the British and initiated by Jewish and Arab 
citrus farmers and exporters stipulated that each side would refrain from attack-
ing the orchards and transports of fruit toward export. It collided with the reser-
vations of the national leadership and in the end was only partially implemented, 
toward the end of the harvest, late in March 1948. The end of the season 
removed one of the last impediments to departure for many of the better- off 
residents.6
 This flight highlights a significant difference between the two cities. Jaffa 
society, with its heterogeneous composition, displayed internal weakness. Half 
its members, some 35,000, left the city prior to the final offensive against the 
city, on April 25, 1948. No precise figures are available regarding the number of 
people killed in the city during the entire period of the inter- communal war. 
According to the figures cited by ‘Arif al-‘Arif, they numbered about 600, a 
figure that includes both fighters and civilians (at their maximum, the fighting 
forces in Jaffa numbered about 1,500 men). Of these, some dozen were probably 
killed in the IZL attack and that organization’s bombardment of the city center. 
More than 100 were wounded. There are no figures on the number of injuries 
sustained by Jaffites during this entire period.7
 The numbers are certainly high, but they amount to less than one percent of 
the prewar population (which was the proportion of losses sustained by the 
Yishuv and State of Israel during the 1948 war). Furthermore, the dead and 
wounded included non- native fighters who arrived in the city during the war. 
This hardly seems sufficient to explain the mass flight. According to these same 
sources, 600 people were killed in Jerusalem, although over a longer period.8 
Panic ensued in Jaffa at the beginning of the IZL offensive and shelling, leading 
to mass flight via the port, and the escape continued even after the British 
brought about a cease- fire. The goal of the shelling was to demoralize the popu-
lation, and it succeeded. The mass departure from the port became one of the 
emblems of the Nakba. So did the flight from the port of Haifa, another coastal 
city with a profile similar to Jaffa’s. There about half the Arab population left 
prior to the final attack on April 21–22.9 The principal cause of the rapid social 
collapse in Jaffa, in my view, was the particular makeup of Jaffa’s heterogeneous 
population and the impact of modernity. Deep fissures were exacerbated by a 
lack of social uniformity, created by modernity, that further split an already 
divided population.
 Jerusalem was, by contrast, closer to tradition and more conservative. Many 
Arabs in the Old City panicked when the Jaffa and Zion Gates were attacked by 
Jewish forces on May 18–19, but the large numbers who fled their homes did not 
try to leave the city on the road that lay open to the east. They massed rather on 
al- Haram al- Sharif, the Temple Mount, which they believed was secure against 
attack. The National Committee proved its mettle by refusing to issue travel 
permits (the very fact that Jerusalem’s Arabs applied to the National Committee 
under these circumstances is an indication of how its authority was accepted). 
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It also sent armed men to prevent flight and to deal with rumor- mongers, and 
used a loudspeaker to broadcast encouragement to the inhabitants. Jerusalem dis-
played the characteristics of a more united and traditional mountain city, espe-
cially with regard to its Muslim population. These traits, along with the city’s 
religious importance, helped its Arab population survive a harsh struggle. Jaffa’s 
modernity, in contrast, proved to be its bane under the same pressures, because it 
created a situation in which two principal population groups, inhabitants of the 
poor neighborhoods and the middle class, felt little identification with the Pales-
tinian Arab national movement’s leadership of notables. Jerusalem’s relative 
conservatism meant that its Arab population found it easier to unite behind the 
religious- national leadership of the mufti, Hajj Amin al- Husayni, a Jerusalem 
native whose prestige in the city remained intact despite his long sojourn outside 
the country and the fact that he spent the period of the inter- communal war in 
Egypt and Syria. In contrast, most of Jaffa’s influential personages, such as 
Mayor Haykal and the former Najjada leader Muhammad Nimr al- Hawwari, 
supported King ‘Abdallah of Transjordan, the mufti’s great rival for political 
hegemony among Palestine’s Arabs. Modernists like Haykal seem to have been 
inclined to support the king because their nationalism was of a pan- Arab hue, as 
opposed to the mufti’s exclusive Palestinian national approach.
 A comparison of the military situation in each city shows more similarities 
than differences. In Jaffa the fighting forces organized themselves more sporadi-
cally at first than in Jerusalem, a stronghold of the Holy War forces, who were 
loyal to the mufti. In December 1947 the mufti appointed his rival al- Hawwari 
as commander of Jaffa, but the appointee made the mistake of meeting openly 
with an operative from Shai, the Haganah intelligence service, in an effort to 
arrange a cease- fire. When the meeting became common knowledge, al- Hawwari 
lost stature and the mufti banished him from Jaffa. His place was taken by Hasan 
Salama, whom the mufti had previously named commander of the Lydda dis-
trict, and whose status was recognized by the Arab League’s Military Committee 
in Damascus. Salama was a well- liked commander, a veteran of the Arab Revolt 
of 1936–1939, but he had a problematic personality and had spent time in the 
criminal underworld. He reorganized the fighting forces in Jaffa under the rubric 
of the al- Aqsa Defenders Army, a local militia that operated under the aegis of 
the Holy War forces. Jaffa’s borders were divided into 13 sectors, with a militia 
unit assigned to each one. This deployment was preserved through further 
changes in military strategy until the city’s fall. Salama was partially successful 
in bringing into the militia, which numbered about 500 men, all the armed 
groups that were active in the city. But some of them joined the force only 
nominally. Salama, responsible for the entire district, appointed Salah al- Nazir, a 
member of the city’s National Committee, as his personal delegate and repre-
sentative in Jaffa, who supervised the al- Aqsa Defenders, and Nazir functioned 
in practice as the city’s military commander.
 Jerusalem originally organized its defenses on a neighborhood- regional basis 
under the leadership of veterans of the Revolt acting in concert. They worked 
under the umbrella of the Holy War force, which was reconstituted in Jerusalem 
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with the return to Palestine, in December 1947, of ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni, a 
beloved and charismatic commander from the Revolt who was also a close rel-
ative of the mufti. ‘Abd al- Qadir established his headquarters in Bir Zeit rather 
than Jerusalem, but he visited the latter frequently and was active there. The 
city’s regional commanders accepted his authority.
 The fighting in Jerusalem and Jaffa during the inter- communal war took 
similar forms—sniper shots and long- range exchanges of gunfire. (Sniping was a 
tactic used more between Jaffa and Tel Aviv, because of the flat terrain that 
made it possible to shoot at distant targets from high buildings. Jerusalem’s 
complex topography made this more difficult.) In both cities forces attacked iso-
lated enemy neighborhoods and blew up homes in border areas. Attempts to det-
onate booby- trapped vehicles or other bombs in enemy territory sometimes 
succeeded. All these tactics were used in cities of mixed Arab- Jewish population 
throughout the country up until April 1948, while the British army was seeking 
to preserve the territorial status quo.10

 In both cities the fighting escalated steadily, pushed to ever higher levels by 
the major bombings committed by both sides (at the Saray building and Café 
Venetzia in Jaffa, the Jaffa and Damascus Gates in Arab Jerusalem, the Palestine 
Post building, on Ben- Yehuda Street, and the Jewish Agency building in Jewish 
Jerusalem). ‘Abd al- Qadir proved better able than Salama to carry out such 
reprisal attacks. In Jaffa, in contrast, the escalation was characterized by ever 
greater disorder, and occurred largely as a result of the actions of extremist 
groups rather than of the will of the Jaffites as a whole. The city’s inhabitants 
abandoned the border areas, which remained in the hands of the fighting forces. 
Criminal elements were also active, and it was sometimes difficult to distinguish 
between the two (to a certain extent this was also true on the other side, in Tel 
Aviv’s border neighborhoods). Some similar phenomena were evident in Jerusa-
lem as well, as the case of Qatamon demonstrates, due to the entry of fighting 
forces that included outsiders and foreigners—Palestinian villagers and volun-
teers from Arab countries. Such was the case in other cities of mixed population 
as well.11

 Hasan Salama was removed from Jaffa at the beginning of February by the 
Military Committee of the Arab League, which reconfirmed his appointment as 
commander of the Lydda district (which it called the “western sector of the 
central region”) and named ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni commander of the Jerusa-
lem district (which it called the “eastern sector of the central region”). In prac-
tice, however, it removed Jaffa from Salama’s purview. The Military Committee 
sent an Arab Liberation Army garrison to the city under the command of Iraqi 
officers who reported directly to the Committee, in accordance with its original 
plan to defend the Arab cities in Palestine beginning on January 1, 1948. The 
relative ineffectuality of the al- Aqsa Defenders Army produced a situation in 
which the new unit took control of the forces in the neighborhood sectors. The 
new soldiers, most them from Iraq, Syria, and the Muslim parts of Yugoslavia, 
took the place of local Palestinian fighters. Their local commanders, Nazir 
among them, were integrated into the new deployment as supporters and 
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advisors. Further ALA reinforcements who arrived during the month of March 
brought the number of fighters in the Jaffa Garrison to 1,500, despite a chronic 
desertion problem. But this group was still vastly inferior in numbers to the 
Jewish forces on the Jaffa front, where the Haganah had deployed 4,500 men. 
This imbalance did not prevent the garrison from initiating attacks and bringing 
into use long- range weapons—mortars and machine guns—that led to further 
escalation. The Jews shelled Jaffa with their own mortars, causing even more of 
the city’s inhabitants to leave, this time people living further away from the 
front.12

 In Jerusalem, the Husayni stronghold, the garrison was placed under the Holy 
War command from the start. Fadil Rashid, an Iraqi officer acceptable to the 
mufti, was appointed its commander. Only in March did the ALA succeed in 
ensconcing itself in the Old City. Its commanders established their headquarters 
at the al- Rawda School, which became the site of the central Arab command in 
Jerusalem. This force was made up of an Iraqi company of 120 men and 80 more 
who were affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood in Syria. People had disparate 
opinions of Rashid. He was welcomed into the city, and some continued to 
admire him and his men. But others claimed that the ALA’s commanders used 
their men to further their personal interests by, for example, plundering the 
homes of Arab civilians. In the big picture, it seems that the commanders’ ideo-
logical identification with the Husayni party helped them to maintain reasonably 
good relations with the local population.
 In Jaffa, in contrast, after an initial warm welcome, the ALA found itself ser-
iously at odds with the local residents. The garrison’s officers, it turned out, 
lorded it over the locals, suspecting them of collaboration with the Jews (which 
was true in some cases). They pillaged civilian property and confiscated pri-
vately owned guns only to sell them on the black market. Some of the officers 
turned out to have particularly problematic personalities—one deserted the city 
at the head of a band of Syrian fighters. It is not clear whether Jaffa’s inhabitants 
were aware of the foreign troops’ role in escalating the conflict with the Jews. In 
Qatamon, however, some upper middle class Arabs complained about how 
fighters from outside the neighborhood were exacerbating the conflict. Some 
even opposed Ibrahim Abu Dayya, a native of the village of Surif and perhaps 
the most popular ALA commander after ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni. Abu Dayya 
and his rural fighters were deployed in the neighborhood in mid- March in the 
wake of the grievances voiced by Qatamon residents against the previous com-
mander. In general, the Muslim villager Abu Dayya succeeded in gaining the 
approbation of many of those who remained in Qatamon, including the bour-
geoisie, most of whom were Christians. One Qatamon woman wrote on April 21 
that, following the death of ‘Abd al- Qadir, “no one remains . . . but Ibrahim.”13

 ‘Abd al- Qadir’s death on April 8, 1948, in the battle of al- Qastal at the 
approaches to Jerusalem, has been perceived by Palestinian historians as a 
turning point that marked the beginning of the end for the Palestinian war effort. 
These historians have presented ‘Abd al- Qadir as a sterling commander who 
could not be replaced. According to this narrative, his forces crumbled following 
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his death.14 The massacre perpetrated the next day at nearby Dayr Yasin cast a 
pall over the Arab population and was perceived as part of the same turn for the 
worse. I have shown in this work that ‘Abd al- Qadir’s death indeed created a 
leadership vacuum in the Holy War force, as a result of the inappropriate 
appointment of another relative of the mufti, Khalid al- Husayni, as commander. 
But the fighting forces in Jerusalem continued to grow in strength, numbering 
2,000 fighters by the beginning of May. In Jerusalem, unlike Jaffa, the Arab- 
Jewish force ratios were close to even (the Jews had 3,000 men mobilized, but 
they had guns for only 2,000).
 Rashid, the ALA officer, became the dominant commander in Jerusalem after 
‘Abd al- Qadir was killed. Both Jaffa and Jerusalem Arabs thus reached the war’s 
decisive phase under foreign command. But there was one huge difference, 
deriving from the relations that each commander had to the local population. In 
Jerusalem, Rashid, a mufti loyalist, was accepted by a majority of the population 
and by most of the local fighters. But Jaffa’s inhabitants, in contrast, hated Lieu-
tenant Colonel ‘Adil Najm al- Din, the Iraqi officer appointed by the Military 
Committee in Damascus to command the city’s defenses. Both civilians and 
local fighters perceived him as condescending and abusive. This difference was 
also evident in the outcome of the contention over the top command that took 
place in both cities. At the end of April Lieutenant Colonel ‘Abd al- Hamid al- 
Rawi, also an Iraqi, arrived in Jerusalem at the head of the Third Yarmuk Battal-
ion and immediately assumed command, outranking as he did Rashid, who was 
a captain. But the two men vied for authority anyway, and when this was 
reported to headquarters in Damascus, it was decided to remove al- Rawi from 
the city and to restore the command to Rashid. When he departed, his battalion 
disintegrated and many of his men left with him. Others remained, however, 
under the command of Rashid. He gained greater authority over his fighters, who 
now numbered 500. Rashid demonstrated leadership during the decisive battles 
between the British evacuation and the arrival of the Arab Legion on May 19. 
Rashid’s judgment that the New City was lost and his order to retreat into the 
walled Old City may have been in error, but he was ever conscious of Jerusa-
lem’s religious significance and never entertained the thought of retreating from 
the city. In this he may be contrasted favorably with ALA commanders else-
where in the country, many of whom abandoned their posts at critical moments.
 Rashid’s conscientiousness stood diametrically opposed to the way Najm 
al- Din conducted himself in Jaffa. On April 28, following the conclusion of the 
IZL attack on Manshiyya and the Haganah offensive against Tall al- Rish, both 
of which ended with the Jewish forces occupying the Arab neighborhoods, ALA 
reinforcements from the Ajnadayn battalion arrived in Jaffa. They numbered 250 
men, most of them Palestinians from the Transjordan Frontier Force, which had 
been disbanded by the British at the beginning of 1948. Its commander was 
Michel al-‘Isa, a Jaffa- born Palestinian and a former officer in the Frontier Force. 
He had already seen combat and been involved in organizing Jaffa’s defenses. 
‘Isa and his men were sent immediately to attack Tall al- Rish, which they suc-
ceeded in retaking—one of the most impressive victories for the Arab forces 
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during the inter- communal stage of the war, and one in which both foreign ALA 
fighters and Palestinians (who in this case fought in the ALA ranks) stood shoul-
der to shoulder. In the wake of this success, the central region commander at this 
stage, Fawzi al- Qawuqji appointed ‘Isa commander of Jaffa. Najm al- Din, who 
outranked ‘Isa, refused to hand over the command, and the two men were soon 
at loggerheads, as Rawi and Rashid had been in Jerusalem. But in Jaffa the result 
was that Najm al- Din simply packed up and left the city with most of his men, 
leading to the collapse of the local garrison. Presumably the social breakdown 
that occurred in Jaffa at just this time influenced Najm al- Din’s behavior, leading 
him to conclude that the city could not hold out in any case. The enmity that pre-
vailed between him and the inhabitants was no doubt also a factor in his attitude. 
Unlike Rashid, who viewed Jerusalem as a city of national, religious, pan- Arab, 
and pan- Muslim importance, Najm al- Din seems to have considered Jaffa as 
being only of local significance. He was thus unwilling to sacrifice himself and 
his men to save it. His behavior was typical of that of ALA commanders in other 
cities in Palestine, adding to the negative impression that the ALA and its leaders 
made on the Palestinian population.15

 This negative view of the ALA was translated into the common view 
expressed in Palestinian historiography and memoirs, namely that the ALA’s 
negligence and corruption were a central reason for the Nakba.16 The relative 
success of Rashid and the Jerusalem Garrison, the Ajnadayn battalion’s retaking 
of Tall al- Rish, and other ALA victories in Nabi Samuel (also by Ajnadayn), in 
the Latrun- Bab al- Wad area, and against the Jewish settlements ‘Atarot and 
Neveh Ya‘akov, north of Jerusalem, refute this claim.17 The ALA played a 
central role in saving Arab Jerusalem during the inter- communal phase of the 
war. Its failure in Jaffa was principally due to difficult starting conditions, along 
with the social collapse that occurred while the garrison was still holding out and 
had even managed to stabilize a new line of defensive positions (under the pro-
tection of the British army) after the fall of Manshiyya.
 An overall view of the Arab war effort in both cities shows that it enjoyed 
successes throughout the conflict, the exceptions being the ones noted above. 
Arab fighters in Jerusalem and Jaffa were successful in establishing a line of 
defensive positions and held them until the critical battles. In north Jerusalem 
and at the Old City wall, they held fast until the Legion arrived. In Jaffa they 
held the line (except in Manshiyya) up until the city’s social collapse. From its 
own point of view, one of the ALA’s successes in Jerusalem was its ability to 
carry out three huge bombing attacks in the heart of Jewish Jerusalem. Another 
was its achievement in the campaign to control the road to Jerusalem at Bab al- 
Wad, in March 1948, turning it into a decisive battle (prior to the Arab defeat the 
following month). Still another achievement was the counteroffensive that main-
tained Arab control over some of the neighborhoods to the north of the Old City 
during Operation Pitchfork. The Arab forces also triumphed in the battle for the 
Old City’s Jewish Quarter, which was on the verge of surrendering even before 
the Arab Legion arrived.18 An examination of the conduct of the Palestinian 
Arab commanders shows that many were killed in battle, including two leading 
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figures, ‘Abd al- Qadir al- Husayni and Hasan Salama (who was wounded in the 
battle of Ras al- ’Ayn and died on June 2, 1948). Others were wounded and 
returned again and again to the battlefield. These fighters included Ibrahim Abu 
Dayya and Bahjat Abu Gharbiyya, the commanders of forces in Jerusalem’s Bab 
al- Zahra neighborhood. Of the latter, Filastin wrote that he was “a man who 
bore arms and was wounded, then [again] bore arms and was wounded, then 
[again] bore arms and continues to fight.”19 This surely reflected high motiva-
tion, firm belief in the cause for which they fought, and a readiness for self- 
sacrifice, at least on the part of those who were veterans of the Arab Revolt of 
1936–1939.
 Thus, we are presented with other dimensions of Palestinian history in 1948. 
Beshara Doumani has called upon researchers to “write Palestinians into 
history.”20 While Doumani did not refer to that period in the first place, by 
writing about the Palestinians in Jerusalem and Jaffa in 1948, this book has taken 
upon itself the challenge to write Palestinians into the most crucial and formative 
moment in their history.
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