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Translator�s note 

 

A few minor factual errors that have been identified in the text, such as incorrect dates, 

have been corrected in this translation. In addition a major error was identified by the 

authors in Chapter 3: the �Rockefeller letter� that  was purportedly sent to US President 

Eisenhower in 1956 has subsequently been revealed to have been in fact a forgery 

manufactured by the East German intelligence agency. That is also acknowledged in a 

footnote appended to the text on the relevant page in the text.  

 Many of texts quoted in the book were originally written in English or have been 

published in English translation. Wherever possible, I have consulted and quoted from 

those English texts instead of re-translating them back into English from Hebrew. For 

only two of many examples: Chaim Weizmann�s memoir Trial and Error, and Jorge 

García-Granados� The Birth of Israel: The Drama As I Saw It. However, unless otherwise 

indicated (e.g. by a parenthetical or footnote or bibliographical reference to an English-

language sourse), it should be assumed that everything in the text has been translated 

from Hebrew. The most frequently-cited source in the book, Knesset Records (Divrei 

haKnesset), is in Hebrew only. It is sometimes also referred  to as �Knesset Reports�, 

�Records of the Knesset� and �Knesset Minutes� in E nglish-language sources � 

presumably  only the Hebrew title is official in Israel.   

 Appendices 6, 7, 14, 15 and 16 are new to this translation. 

 A word about Hebrew-language sources and the transliteration of their names: Al 

Hamishmar, Davar, Haaretz, Kol Ha�am and Yedioth Aharonoth are Hebrew-language 

newspapers, of which only Haaretz and Yedioth Aharonoth are still being published 

today. Haolam Hazeh was a Hebrew-language weekly news magazine. You will notice 

that many transliterated Hebrew words in this text begin with �ha�. �Ha� is the definite 

article in Hebrew. �Haaretz�, for example, means �t he country� (ha = the, aretz = 

country). �Haolam Hazeh� means �this world� � liter ally, �the-world the-this [one]�. 

�Hashomer Hatzair� means �the young guard� � litera lly, �the-guard the-young [one]�. 

Sometimes the �ha� is separated from the substantiv e by a dash in transliterated terms 

appearing in this text, and sometimes not. I have been guided in transliteration in part by 

the occurrence of certain well-known Hebrew words or names that frequently appear in 
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English transliteration in print or the Internet. The Israeli newspaper Haaretz, for 

example, which has a very popular English-language edition on the Internet, is the most 

obvious example.  

 �Mapai� is the Hebrew acronym for �Mifleget poalei  eretz yisra�el�: the Party of the 

Workers of the Land of Israel � i.e. the Labour Par ty. �Mapam� is the Hebrew acronym 

for �Mifleget ha-po�alim ha-me�uhedet� � the United  Workers� Party. �Maki� is the 

Hebrew acronym for �ha-Miflega ha-komunistit ha-yis ra�elit� � the Israeli Communist 

Party. �Aliyah� � literally �ascent� � is the Hebre w word used in Israel to refer to the 

immigration of Jews to Israel. 

All the Appendices were added in the 1999 Hebrew edition of this book, except for 

Appendices 6, 7, 14, 15 and 16, which were added to the English translation, done in 

2009.  

 

Mark Marshall 

Toronto 

July 2009 

(Updated October 2011) 
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Second introduction, after an interval of thirty-eight years 

 

This book was written in the years 1957-1961 and was first published in 1961. We were 

mathematics students at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and we wrote it in our spare 

time. We decided to republish it now as a historical document � with no changes, apart 

from corrections of typographical errors and the addition of the appendices � even though 

today our views on some subjects are different from those reflected in the book. 

At the end of 1962 we participated in the founding of the Israeli Socialist Organization 

(�Matzpen�). In the framework of this organization we developed, together with our 

comrades, a principled critique of Zionism that was far more extensive than the one we 

had formulated in the book. We no longer see the 1948 war as an Israeli liberation 

struggle against British imperialism, as the book suggests, but as a continuation of the 

colonizing enterprise of Zionism. Our position on the Soviet Union also became, after 

1962, much more critical than the one reflected in the book, but the roots and basic 

direction of our critical position on Israeli policies and Zionism are clearly discernable in 

this volume. 

 Our original plan was to show that Israel�s participation in the British and French 

invasion of Egypt in 1956 was not a �war of no choi ce�, as the Israeli government � and 

most of the public in Israel � insisted, but rather  a contrived war and an integral part of 

Ben- Gurion�s policy: he preferred alliances with colonial powers over compromise with 

the Arabs. As we gathered material for the book, additional facts became clearer, 

especially in relation to the importance of the secret accord between Ben-Gurion and 

Abdullah in 1948. This accord violated the UN�s Partition Resolution of 29 November 

1947, which had called for establishing two states in Palestine � one for Jews and one for 

Palestinians � and which led to the creation of the  State of Israel. 

 By signing that accord, Ben-Gurion robbed the Palestinians of half of the area 

allocated to them by the Partition Resolution. Abdullah robbed them of the other half. 

The Palestinians were left with nothing. The Ben-Gurion�Abdullah accord was intended 

to prevent the creation of a Palestinian state. Israel was in violation of the UN Partition 

Resolution, and with this accord became a direct dispossessor of Palestinian lands and 

Palestinian independence. 
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 The Israeli-Arab conflict did not begin in 1967, or even in 1948. It started in 1897, at 

the moment when Zionism claimed Jewish sovereignty over a land in which the majority 

of inhabitants had been � for more than a thousand years � Arabs. 

 This is not a conflict between Jews and Arabs; nor is it a conflict between Judaism and 

Islam. For hundreds of years Jews lived in Jerusalem, Hebron, Safed and Tiberias, 

without any serious friction with the Muslim Arab majority in the country. It is a conflict 

between a political movement � political Zionism � and Arab nationalism. Ahad Ha�am 

(Asher Ginsberg) in his article �Truth from the Lan d of Israel� (1891) had foreseen this 

conflict even before Herzl established political Zionism. 

 Ze�ev Jabotinsky, in his article �The Iron Wall� ( 1923), remarked that the Arabs in 

Palestine were reacting to Zionism as would any people in the same circumstances. The 

Zionists immigrated to a country inhabited by a majority of Arabs with the goal of setting 

up a state for the Jews. Were the Palestinians (who in 1920 numbered 600,000 as 

opposed to 60,000 Jews) supposed to accept with cheers of joy a movement that openly 

aspired to create in Palestine a state for the Jews, in which the Palestinians would be 

relegated at best to the status of a tolerated minority, and at worst to that of refugees 

evicted from their lands and their country? What people would agree to such a thing? 

Even though the conflict between Zionism and the Palestinians was inevitable, there were 

a number of opportunities for compromise. One opportunity came in 1956, following 

Egypt�s decision to nationalize the Suez Canal. The British and French governments 

responded with plans to invade Egypt and re-occupy the Canal by military force. World 

public opinion opposed such an invasion. The governments of Britain and France, 

however, colluded to deceive the public. They signed a secret agreement with Ben-

Gurion, according to which Israel would invade Egypt and provide a pretext for French 

and British armies to invade the Suez Canal, supposedly in order to separate Israeli and 

Egyptian forces and to guarantee freedom of navigation in the Canal. 

 Nasser feared that possibility and was prepared to reach a peace accord with Israel. He 

was the first Arab leader who proposed peace with Israel (at the Bandung conference in 

1955) � provided Israel complied with the UN Partit ion Resolution of 29 November 1947 

and restored to Palestinians the territory allocated to them by the UN. 
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 Ben-Gurion rejected Nasser�s peace proposal and labelled it a �sanctimonious 

accusation�. Nasser was held in high esteem in the Arab world, and an accord with him 

could have led to a resolution of the conflict. But Ben-Gurion preferred military 

collaboration with France and Britain and rejected Nasser�s peace proposal. Ben-Gurion 

continually denied that he had signed an accord for Israeli-French-British military 

collaboration, even though it was an open secret that French armour was unloaded at the 

port of Haifa and French warplanes landed at the Lydda airfield a full week before Israel 

invaded Egypt, on 29 October 1956. 

 Originally the aim of this book was to explain why in 1956 Ben-Gurion preferred an 

invasion of Egypt in alliance with France and Britain over peace with Nasser. The 

intention was to provide an explanation without recourse to secret information; our sole 

source would be material published in the Israeli press between 1948 and 1956. The 

reader will judge to what extent we were successful. 

 The majority of the Jewish Israeli public continued to deny the existence of an Israeli-

French-British collaboration, even after the publication of the memoirs of French and 

British generals and politicians, who reported that on 23 October 1956 Ben-Gurion went 

to SŁvres, near Paris, and there concluded a secret accord for Israeli-French-British 

collaboration according to which Israel would launch a war (which in Israel was dubbed 

�Operation Qadesh�) against Egypt on 29 October 195 6 and afterwards the armies of 

France and Britain would invade Egypt, depose Nasser, and return the Suez Canal to 

British/French ownership. In return Israel received from France aircraft, tanks, artillery, 

and air defences for Tel Aviv.* 

Ben-Gurion also planned to annex the Sinai Peninsula to Israel; he claimed that Sinai 

was not part of Egypt. This was also the view of most Israelis after the military victories 

of the wars of 1956 and 1967. When our book was published in 1961 it was greeted with 

silence. Journalists, academics and historians all refrained from reviewing it.  

 Most Israelis responded to the book according to the principle, �facts won�t change 

my mind�. They insisted that �Operation Qadesh� was  a war of �no-choice� that was 

imposed on them because of Nasser�s ambition to destroy Israel. Ben-Gurion denied to 

                                                 
* It later transpired that France also agreed at SŁvres to build a nuclear reactor in Israel and supply it with 
fissible material. This eventually led to Israel becoming the world�s fifth nuclear power. See Yedioth 
Aharonoth, 23 December 2005 � added by authors for the Engli sh translation 
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his dying day that he had visited France on the eve of the war and signed an accord for 

military collaboration with France and Britain. Even Shimon Peres, who served in 1956 

as Ben-Gurion�s envoy for his contacts with France, continued to deny the collaboration 

for 30 years. But in October 1986, on the 30th anniversary of the Israeli invasion of 

Egypt, at a public ceremony at Ben-Gurion University in Beersheva, and accompanied by 

his French comrades from 1956, Peres celebrated the collaboration that he had been 

denying for 30 years. 

 In order to explain Israel�s invasion of Egypt in 1956 we had to explain the 

background to the invasion, the Israeli �reprisal o perations� in the 1950s, as well as the 

1948 war. In the course of gathering the material, it became clear to us that the root of the 

Israeli�Arab conflict lay not in a conflict between  Israel and Arab states, but in a conflict 

between the Zionist settlement movement and the Palestinians over the lands and 

independence of Palestine. This basic fact was vigorously denied from 1950 up to the 

Intifada of 1987 by nearly all the leaders, teachers, journalists, historians and academics 

of the Israeli establishment, as well as by the majority of the Jewish public in Israel, 

including many of those who fought in 1948. 

 It took six years of Intifada and a great many fatalities before the majority of Israelis 

were ready to acknowledge the existence of the Palestinian people and the justice of their 

demands. For 40 years the majority of Israelis insisted that �there is no Palestinian 

people�, and thus no political cause for the Israel i-Arab conflict. Because of this 

assertion, many concluded that the �cause of the Is raeli-Arab conflict is Arab hatred of 

the Jews.� This led to the conclusion that Israel h ad no choice but to continue to defend 

itself against destruction. Many Israeli youths were ready to sacrifice � and did sacrifice � 

their lives, in their belief that they were protecting themselves from annihilation because 

there was �no choice�. The truth is that from 1936-  1939 there was the choice of 

supporting the Arab Revolt against the British and forging an alliance with the 

Palestinians. In 1948 there was the choice of remaining within the UN partition lines and 

not grabbing the part of Palestine that the UN had allocated to the Palestinians. In 1956 

there was the choice of signing a peace accord with Nasser and not invading Egypt 

alongside France and Britain. In 1967 there was the choice not to attack Egypt, Jordan 

and Syria. In 1971 there was the choice of giving back Sinai in return for a peace accord 
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with Egypt and thereby preventing the Yom Kippur war of 1973. In 1982 there was the 

choice not to invade Lebanon, and there was the choice after the outbreak of the Intifada 

of 1987 to discuss with the Palestinians a compromise arrangement and not to �break 

their arms and legs�, as Rabin ordered. 

 But from the 1930s on, Zionism preferred the use of force against the Palestinians 

rather than compromise. The compromises that Zionism made with the Arabs did not 

come on its own initiative; rather, they were imposed on it by foreign powers. The 

withdrawal from Sinai in 1956 and the peace with Egypt in 1978 were imposed on Israel 

by the USA. The Oslo Accord was an Israeli response to American pressure to continue 

the Madrid talks. The implementation of the Oslo Accord is being carried out as a result 

of American pressure on Israel. A fair agreement with the Palestinians is possible, but it 

requires concessions that Zionism is not prepared to make. 

 As long as Israeli policy is based on the principles of Zionism, genuine peace with the 

Palestinians will remain impossible. A necessary condition for a peace accord � one that 

the two sides are not coerced into accepting but rather support willingly � is that Israel 

change from being the state of the Jews of the world to being the state of its inhabitants, 

both Arabs and Jews. Anyone who is opposed to this concept cannot complain about the 

continuation of the conflict.  

 The Oslo Accord is not real peace but an �aparthei d� solution, a fraud intended to 

enclose the Palestinians in a political Bantustan-like corral in order to bypass a just 

solution to the conflict. Sooner or later this experiment will end, as did the Bantustan 

experiment in South Africa. In South Africa a prolonged and bloody conflict was 

resolved with the establishment of a shared state. This demonstrates that here too there is 

a reasonable chance for a shared life under equality.  

 Appendices have been added to this edition, which include information that was 

concealed at the time we wrote the book and was revealed only decades later.  

 We felt then that our analysis would eventually be confirmed. And indeed, the facts 

that have been revealed since then, some of which surprised even us, back up our 

analysis. This does not mean that all the concealed information from that period has been 

disclosed. 
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Akiva Orr and Mosh� Machover, 1999 
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If His Majesty the Sultan were to give us Palestine, we could in return undertake to 

regulate the whole finances of Turkey. We should there form a portion of a rampart of 

Europe against Asia, an outpost of civilization as opposed to barbarism. We should as a 

neutral State remain in contact with all Europe, which would have to guarantee our 

existence. 

 

Theodore Herzl, The Jewish State, 1896. Translated from the German by Sylvie 
D�Avigdor. Translation published by the American Zionist Emergency Council, 
1946.  

 

 

On 12 July [1920] there was a vast gathering at the Albert Hall in London, attended by 

12,000 people. Present at the gathering were Mr. Balfour, the Marquess Crewe, Lord 

Robert Cecil, other members of the English government, Members of Parliament, and 

other politicians. After the Ministers delivered ambiguous statements of sympathy and 

encouragement for the Jewish people, Messrs. Weizmann and Sokolov gave their 

speeches. They used the same words they�d been reiterating for three years: inflated 

phrases spoken with eloquence, of which nothing was memorable. 

Then my turn came to speak. Turning to the Ministers who were present, I said: In a 

moment of danger during the World War you thought that we, the Jews, could be useful 

to you, and you appealed to us, making promises [the Balfour Declaration] that were very 

general, but which could be interpreted in a satisfactory way. We considered your views 

and were loyal to your proposals. We want only to move forward. We made a pact with 

you. We are well aware of the dangers and commitments involved in this pact. We know 

very well what you hope to receive from us. We are to stand guard over the Suez Canal 

for you. We will be the sentry on the route to India, which passes through the Near East. 

We are willing to provide this difficult military service, but it is vital that you permit us to 

become strong enough to fulfill our mission. Loyalty for loyalty! Faithfulness for 

faithfulness! 

 

Max Nordau, Testament to Zionism [Hebrew: tzava�a le-tzionut], in Max Nordau, 
Zionist Writings, published by the Zionist Library beside the head office of the 
Zionist Organization, Jerusalem, 1961/62, book 4, p. 203) 
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Because from the least of them even to the greatest of them, everyone is given to 

covetousness; and from the prophet even to the priest, everyone deals falsely. They have 

also healed the hurt of My people slightly, saying, �Peace, peace!� When there is no 

peace. Were they ashamed when they had committed abomination? No! They were not at 

all ashamed; nor did they know how to blush. Therefore they shall fall among those who 

fall; at the time I punish them, they shall be cast down,� says the LORD. 

 

Jeremiah 6, 13�15 

 

Thus says the LORD concerning the prophets who make my people stray; who chant 

�Peace� while they chew with their teeth, but who p repare war against him who puts 

nothing into their mouths: �Therefore you shall hav e night without vision, and you shall 

have darkness without divination; the sun shall go down on the prophets, and the day 

shall be dark for them. So the seers shall be ashamed, and the diviners abashed; indeed 

they shall all cover their lips; for there is no answer from God.� But truly I am full of 

power by the Spirit of the LORD, and of justice and might, to declare to Jacob his 

transgression and to Israel his sin. 

 

Micah, 3, 5�8 
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Introduction [to the first edition] 

 

There is a saying attributed to Ben-Gurion: �What a re newspapers? You read and you 

forget!� This is true, all the more so when it conc erns the central problem of the State of 

Israel: the problem of its relations with the Arabs. Many facts regarding this problem that 

have been published in the press in Israel have dropped out of the readers� memory. This 

book is intended to refresh that memory. 

 Isolated details that are published in the press in bits and pieces, over various time 

intervals, do not come together to form a unified and meaningful picture in the mind of 

the reader. This book is intended to put the jigsaw of details together to create a coherent 

picture. This is not a history book in the usual sense, for it deals only with facts that have 

already been published in the press. Israeli foreign and defence policies are like an 

iceberg � nine-tenths are submerged under the surfa ce, concealed from the eyes of the 

citizen. When the material that is now concealed in secret files is permitted to be 

published, it will be possible to give a more detailed description of the history. But even 

the little that has been published so far suffices to shed clear light on the broad outlines of 

the picture. 

 In this book there is no disclosure of astounding secrets. Everything has already been 

printed, published, read � and forgotten. If nevert heless the reader is surprised, that is 

only because the details assembled together reveal a clear and surprising picture. 

 We refrained from touching upon the important problem of the Arab population in 

Israel. In our view this problem is beyond the scope of this project and requires a 

separate, in-depth analysis. 

 If the following pages rouse readers to reconsider their attitudes to the problem � that 

for us will be sufficient compensation. 

 

Tel Aviv, August, 1961 
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Note: occasionally we found it necessary to insert our comments into the cited texts. 

These comments are placed within square brackets and should not be attributed to the 

person being quoted. 



Chapter 1 

�Following Clayton�s Participation in the League�s Meetings� 

 

�The harshest act of hostility�  

 

The Israeli�Arab conflict is, in substance, an outc ome of �the problem of Palestine�, 1 but 

its special current form was shaped during the 1948 war and its aftermath. �The problem 

of Palestine�, that is, the totality of the relatio ns between Jews, Arabs and the British 

authorities in Palestine, was transformed in 1948 into the problem of relations between 

the State of Israel and the Arabs. 

 It is impossible therefore to understand this conflict properly � let alone propose ways 

to solve it � without knowing what was the politica l nature of the 1948 war, which � like 

every other war � was first and foremost an armed c onfrontation between two camps with 

opposing political aspirations. Who made up the camp that stood against the Jewish 

Yishuv in Palestine in the year 1948? From whom did the war of liberation liberate the 

Jews of Palestine?  

 Let us see how this question is answered now, and how it was answered at the time of 

the war and immediately after it. 

 

The first year of the existence of the State of Israel was the period of the War of 

Liberation and Independence. The Arab states sent their armies to conquer the State 

of Israel, but the IDF and the entire Yishuv stood firm with a heroism that amazed 

all the nations of the world and repelled their enemies. (Dr. M. Avidor and Y. 

                                                 
1 In the original Hebrew text of this book, the authors usually referred to Palestine as Eretz Yisra�el , which  
literally means �the Land of Israel�. That was simp ly the term Israeli Jews used to refer to Palestine in 
Hebrew at the time when they were writing the book. It was not a controversial or politically-loaded term, 
and even Israeli Jews who were hostile to Zionism and sensitive to the plight of the Palestinian Arab 
refugees used it when they were speaking or writing in Hebrew. For the English version I have chosen to 
translate the term as �Palestine� or �the Land of I srael� in contexts in which they would respectively  be 
used in English normally. Accordingly the word �Pal estine� is usually used, but the term is translated  
literally as �the Land of Israel� in contexts where  it seems natural to do so: i.e. when the Jewish religious or 
historical tie to the land or the Zionist political claim to the land on behalf of the Jewish people is being 
emphasized � trans.   
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Spivak, �Am yisra�el be-artzo u-ve-nekhar [The people of Israel in its land and in 

foreign lands] 1954, p. 219. Hebrew) 

 

These words are taken from a textbook for eighth-year pupils, one of whose authors was 

for many years the Director General of the Ministry of Education and Culture. He was 

thus in a position to know the history and what to instruct the pupils. 

 

Immediately upon the publication of the UN Resolution, the Arabs launched a 

concentrated attack on the Hebrew Yishuv all over the country. Large bands led by 

trained commanders and armed with firearms openly assailed the Hebrew 

settlements and blocked the roads. The Hebrew security forces were forced to go on 

the defensive in the harshest conditions, while being impeded by the British regime. 

Upon the proclamation of the State of Israel on the day the British Mandate ended 

(14 May 1948) the invasion of our country by the armies of the neighbouring Arab 

states began � To these were added the Arabs of Pal estine and volunteers from 

Saudi Arabia, Yemen and other countries. (D. Shiffman, Moldati yisra�el [My 

homeland Israel], textbook for primary schools, Yavne, 1958, p. 17. Hebrew) 

 

The day after the proclamation of the establishment of the State, seven Arab 

countries, both near and distant neighbours, rose up � and invaded the country in 

order to destroy the hopes of Israel and exterminate by force of arms the enterprise 

of the rebirth of our people. (N. Razieli, Artzi yisra�el [My country Israel], textbook 

for primary schools, Karni, 1956, p. 14. Hebrew) 

 

On 15 May 1948, immediately following the proclamation of the birth of the 

State of Israel, the armies of Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Transjordan and Iraq invaded 

the country � With marvellous heroism the soldiers of Israel repelled the Arab 

rioters who treated the Jewish fighters with cruelty and did not recognize 

international laws of war. (Dr. Kirschenboim, Toldot �am yisra�el be-dorenu  [The 

history of the people of Israel in our generation], textbook for secondary schools, 

1957, p. 373. Hebrew) 
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That is what the textbooks teach. 

 

A critic of Israeli policy concerning relations with the Arab countries, U. Avnery, 

writes: 

 

The simple truth is that the war of 1948 was a national war � a war between two 

nations who lived in one country. Each believed wholeheartedly that its national 

aspirations could be realized only after the decisive defeat of the other nation. 

(Haolam Hazeh, 19 August 1959, editorial) 

 

In the foreword to the Government Yearbook (Heb. Shenaton ha-Memshalah) 1960, 

Prime Minister and Minister of Defence D. Ben-Gurion writes: 

 

The United Nations Organization � did not do its du ty when Arab states attacked 

Israel immediately after its establishment. � The h arshest act of hostility, which 

had uniquely fortuitous consequences [!?], was the attack of the Arab rulers on the 

State of Israel on the day it was founded. Following battles that lasted, with three 

pauses, for 61 days, the fledgling IDF subdued all the Arab armies and expanded 

the borders of the State.  

 

In response to a speech by the British Foreign Minister A. Eden, D. Ben-Gurion said in 

the Knesset on 15 November 1955: 

 

The only state in the Middle East that is entitled to seek recompense for the 

criminal attack of the Arab states in the year 1948 is the State of Israel. It was 

attacked by its neighbours. Egypt, Transjordan, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Saudi 

Arabia were the aggressors, and these states still continue their war against Israel 

by other means � by boycott, by embargo and by recr uiting bands of terrorists and 

assassins who are sent from time to time into Israel. The fact of the attack on Israel 

by the Arab states is still retained in the memory of our generation in all countries 
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of the world. (Shenaton ha-Memshalah [Government Yearbook] 1960, p. 8. 

Hebrew) 

 

�Why raise matters that are long known?�, the Israe li reader will ask. �After all, it is 

known that the Arabs of Palestine and the neighbouring countries opposed the UN 

Resolution regarding the establishment of the Jewish state, and the Arab armies invaded 

Palestine, aiming to conquer it and thereby prevent the implementation of the 

Resolution.� 

 

�I shall never understand�  

 

And what about Britain, which ruled the Palestine from the end of the First World War to 

15 May 1948? What role did Britain play in the battles of 1948? 

 

Two versions are widely current among the public on this question: 

 

1.  The 1948 war was a war between Jews and Arabs, and Britain had no part in it. 

2.  It was a war between Jews and Arabs, and Britain supported the Arabs and attacked  
the Jews. 

 
 

The aforementioned quotations incline mostly towards the first version. And what was 

written on this subject in 1948? 

 

The Mandatory Power refused the United Nations Committee entry into Palestine, 

refused to permit the organization of a Jewish militia to take over defense, refused 

to comply with the Assembly�s recommendation to open a port of immigration, 

refused to hand over any of the Government services to an incoming Jewish 

successor; it expelled Palestine from the sterling bloc, dismantled the equipment of 

administration without handing any of it over, and simultaneously allowed the 

Government services to disintegrate. But while Palestine was closed to the 

Committee of the United Nations, its frontiers were open to the invasion of 



 5 

irregular Arab forces, which came across the Allenby Bridge on the Jordan River, 

an easily guarded point. Under these circumstances it is not to be wondered at that 

Arab attacks multiplied. (C. Weizmann, Trial and Error. New York: 1949. Harper 

& Brothers. p. 470) 

 

I was profoundly convinced that not only were the Jews thoroughly capable of 

defending themselves, but that the much-touted danger of complete administrative 

chaos in Palestine, following on the British withdrawal, was an illusion, chiefly 

created by the British course of action, but belied, in fact, by the soundness of the 

structure of Jewish life. (Ibid., p 472) 

 

Is there need for any better testimony than that?  

 

Ch. Weizmann, the first president of the State of Israel, was harshly criticized by many 

Jews in this country for his pro-British position. �Down with PØtain Weizmann� the Etzel 

(Irgun) and Lehi (Stern) undergrounds wrote on many walls in the years before the birth 

of the State, comparing Weizmann�s collaboration with the British to PØtain�s 

collaboration with the Nazis. 

 

If Weizmann, the cornerstone of whose political outlook was collaboration of the Yishuv 

in Palestine with Britain, wrote these words in his memoirs, surely they cannot be 

doubted. 

 

I shall never understand how the Mandatory Government could allow foreign Arab 

forces to cross freely by bridge and road into Palestine and prepare in leisure and 

with impunity to make war against the Jews and against the settlement adopted by 

the United Nations. I have always paid high tribute to the great act of statesmanship 

of Great Britain in inaugurating the international recognition of our right to 

nationhood. 



 6 

 But in exposing everything and everybody in Palestine to destruction by foreign 

invaders the Mandatory Government has acted against its own best tradition and 

left a tragic legacy to the country�s future.  � (Ibid. p. 473) 

 

It is also tragic that a central political leader, who was elected as first President of Israel, 

was unable to understand the position of Britain in 1948. In view of the clarity of the 

facts at the time, Ch. Weizmann should have said: � I will never understand how I could 

always uphold the political practice of Great Britain on the question of the Jewish Yishuv 

in Palestine.� But precisely at the most critical m oment for his nation, he could not admit 

to himself and to others that the foundation of his political outlook had collapsed. 

 

But for our part, we are not concerned with Weizmann here. Another politician wrote: 

 

The [British] government has violated the UN resolution and breached its promise 

[to leave the country without causing difficulties], and it is no longer a secret that 

that government is trying every scheme and path to nullify the UN Resolution on 

the creation of the Jewish state. It is doing so in two ways. First, it is placing more 

obstacles on the path of the Implementation Committee [of the UN] � Secondly, it 

is encouraging the violent Arab attacks, if not directly then indirectly, by giving 

arms to neighbouring countries, by effectively permitting the invasion of the 

country by armed gangs from Arab countries, by impeding the creation of a Jewish 

militia, by preventing the provision of arms for Jewish defence and by feigned 

neutrality regarding Arab attacks on Jewish communities. (D. Ben-Gurion, Davar, 

8/1/48) 

 

Britain had, then, a specific role in the 1948 war. This raises the question: was the role of 

the British restricted to support and encouragement, or did the initiative also come from 

their side? 

 

One of the basic facts of the situation, and perhaps the decisive one, is that we have 

no quarrel with the Arabs of Palestine, and all the more so is the conflict between 
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us and the neighbouring Arab states � but an artifi cial one. There is a third party 

that has an interest in the conflict and is doing everything possible to incite discord 

and to fan the flames. The world evidently knows who that third party is, but in 

these days of ceasefire without cessation of fire, this fact is being banished from 

minds in the outside world. London is succeeding to a great and growing extent in 

dissociating itself, by means of propaganda, from the entire conflict in [the eyes of] 

the world and in representing it to world public opinion as a conflict between Jews 

and Arabs. (Haaretz, 29/6/48, editorial) 

 

The liberal newspaper was friendly to Britain before the War of Liberation and also after 

it; the war of 1948 and the period of struggle is now regarded by it as an unpleasant and 

isolated interlude in the continuum of good and friendly relations between the Jews of 

Palestine and Britain. It is to be regretted, therefore, that the author of the article did not 

have at his disposal the textbooks which today are available to every schoolchild. 

 

�A covert and two-faced war�  

 

In the War of Liberation it is possible to discern three stages in the opponent�s conduct of 

the war: 

 

The first stage, which was launched immediately after the publication of the UN 

Resolution on Palestine, was run by the Arab Higher Committee of the Palestinian 

Arabs. During this stage attacks were carried out by local Arabs on Jewish 

transportation as well as on individual Jews and on Jewish settlements.  

 

The second stage, which started about two months later, was guided by the Arab 

League � an umbrella organization of the Arab state s. At this stage the Liberation 

Army, composed of Arab volunteers under the command of Qawuqji, invaded from 

Syria and attacked Jewish settlements (Tirat Zvi, Mishmar Ha-�Emek and others). 
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The last stage, which was launched the day after Britain left the country, on 

15/5/48, was also coordinated by the League; the regular armies of Iraq, Syria, 

Transjordan and Egypt invaded Palestine. What then was the nature of the Arab 

League that led the last two stages of the war? 

 

Following the accord between Salah Jaber [the Iraqi Foreign Minister] and Bevin 

and following Clayton�s participation in the League�s meetings, the borders were 

opened for the invasions of Syrians, Iraqis and others. For the first time we are 

facing a serious effort by the rulers of neighbouring countries to fight by force 

against the creation of Israel. There assuredly is someone who is whispering to 

them: Don�t worry! You will have defenders! You can be members of the UN and 

wage war on its resolutions. The war on the Jews � as Churchill put it � is 

despicable; and it is despicable because it is covert and two-faced and is being 

waged by mercenary forces. 

  Those who control British policy must use mercenary forces against us. It is 

doubtful whether the Arab League alone � which has not demonstrated any 

capacity to act on small or large matters of importance to Arabs, neither in the 

development of their countries nor in curing their diseases nor in the elimination of 

ignorance � had the strength to rebel against the U N and go to war against us. We 

are faced with a campaign conducted by a great power, whose capacity to inflict 

harm is still great, and it is best if we realize what we are up against. (D. Ben-

Gurion, speech at a rally of the Mobilization Fundraising drive, Davar, 18/2/48) 

 

Blunt words: the war against the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine is conducted by a �great 

power�. �Those who control British policy must use mercenary forces� against the Jews,  

because they cannot afford to appear before the world as violators of the UN Resolution. 

They use the armies of the Arab states and wage a � covert war�. The Foreign Minister of 

Britain�s government conducts personal talks with the Iraqi Foreign Minister, and not 

only with him. The meetings of the Arab League are attended by one of the most 

influential and mysterious key figures in the Middle East at that time, Brigadier Clayton, 

who is the liaison between the British Foreign Office and the Arab League. The League, 
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which serves (as Ben-Gurion put it in the same speech) as Britain�s �pawn�, is organizing 

a ragtag invasion of the country. 

 British colonialism is appearing before us in its classic form: as an instigator of 

conflict among the colonial peoples; not as a neutral party or as one �aiding� the Arabs, 

but as the puller of strings. It is not Britain that is behind the Arab initiative, but the 

Arabs are serving as a pawn of the British initiative. 

 

One day before the Arab invasion of Palestine Dr. Herzl Rozenblum wrote: 

 

What has changed? Tonight the [High] Commissioner leaves Jerusalem in order to 

sail from Haifa to his country, and the question is: what has changed? Why is this 

night different from all other nights? This is the difficult question, and the answer is 

this: that on �all other nights� the Arabs have wag ed war against us with the 

encouragement of the English whereas now it is the other way around. Now the 

English will wage war against us with the encouragement of the Arabs. Abdullah�s 

Legion has become � even legally � a British army: General MacMillan has been 

ordered by Britain to urge the British officers in the Legion to go on doing their job 

(in the war against the Jews) � so it has been repo rted today from London. Open, 

simple and undisguised. The Egyptian forces that are heading in our direction are 

British armed forces too, and they are forces that Britain�s commanders hired from 

King Farouk � explicitly and overtly hired them aft er King Farouk was about to 

dissociate himself from the whole Palestinian business. At the head of the Egyptian 

battalions marches Brigadier Clayton. And here in this country appears MacMillan, 

he too an English general as we know, and the role of his �zone of occupation� in 

our country is to help them. We are facing military England, which is trying to do 

what civilian England could not do. And it matters little that the soldiers are mostly 

�Arabs�. 

  Montgomery too, in his time, commanded Indians and Poles in Italy, but all 

understood very well that they were a British army. And as of today a British army 

is in action in the Near East. (Yedioth Aharonoth 13/5/48) 
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On the day the regular armies invaded Palestine, Foreign Minister M. Sharett said: 

 

Last night at midnight the British regime ended the era of its presence in the 

country, but it did not end its existence throughout the Middle East. The account 

between us and England has not been settled. England is still a force in the Middle 

East and it has means of action and influence. The Arab Legion is still a military 

tool of Britain, it is a British officer who heads the Legion that overran Kfar Etzion, 

the Legion still subsists on money from England and under the terms of his military 

alliance the King of Transjordan is obliged to consult with Britain before he goes to 

war. The promise of British representatives that the Jordanian Legion would leave 

the country before the end of the Mandate � has bee n broken. But even if it was 

fulfilled, England�s responsibility continues as long as the treaty exists and as long 

as it pays the subsidy. And it is not only a question of the Legion. The Arab League 

is an instrument of British influence in the East. All the threads of the extensive 

web of England�s political support in the East are tied to the League, which is after 

all our mortal enemy, and which has waged war on us. England cannot evade 

responsibility for the Arab attack on us as long as its ties to the League remain as 

they are. (Davar, 16/5/48) 

 

And his successor as Foreign Minister said:  

 

We assert that the British are responsible for every drop of blood that has been 

shed in this country. They are responsible for all the reinforcements that the Arab 

bands are getting. It is in the power of the British army immediately to stop the 

ongoing invasion, but the British want for the forces hostile to us to grow stronger, 

that the territory of the country allocated to us be reduced and that we implement 

the Morrison Plan with our own hands. (G. Meyerson, Davar, 28/3/48. Emphasis 

ours) 
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�Actually, I wanted to leave�  

  

After the end of the war, at the time of the signing of the armistice agreements with the 

Arab countries, the Foreign Minister argued with representatives of the Herut Movement 

about the question as to who expelled the British from the country, and while doing so he 

explained the cynical calculations of British policy: 

 

Finally the foreign regime turned to the UN. Why did it go to the UN? Indeed it 

announced when it went to the UN: �I am not obliged  to accept your opinion, I am 

only asking for advice and we shall see what the advice is.� It was certain that there 

would not be a decision at the UN, either by two-thirds or by less than two thirds, to 

partition along East�West lines. It assumed that no  one would present a 

recommendation, and so for lack of any alternative they would say: �We have no 

recommendation, you must administer that country.� It would then reply, 

�Actually, I wanted to leave the country, but if I am imposed upon to administer, I 

will do so as I see fit.� And then there would be a nother White Paper, or Morrison 

Plan, or some other incarnation of the same system, and then finally the rebellious 

Yishuv would flinch and capitulate. (M. Sharett, 20/6/49, Knesset Records, Vol. 1, 

p. 761) 

 

A year later, when King Abdullah announced the annexation to his kingdom of his 

conquests in the West Bank of the Jordan River, Knesset Member M. Begin, leader of the 

Herut Movement, attacked the policy of the government and while doing that revisited 

the War of Independence: 

 

Abdullah, on the command of Glubb and Clayton, sent his forces against us, 

destroyed Gush Etzion, stormed Jerusalem and wanted to conquer it and destroy it, 

to cross the mountains of Judea, to join up with the Legion forces that stood on the 

Ramle�Lydda line, afterwards to join up on the appr oaches to Tel Aviv with the 

Egyptian armoured column and inflict annihilation on us, so that afterwards Bevin 

could �intervene� in order to rescue the surviving remnant of Israel after the 
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campaign of extermination and put it into a ghetto. (M. Begin, 3/5/50, Knesset 

Records, Vol. 5, p. 1282) 

 

So, Britain took the Palestine question to the United Nations because of the pressure of 

world public opinion, which was outraged after the extermination of Europe�s Jews, and 

because of the actions of the underground movements in this country, assuming that the 

UN would return to it the mandate to rule in Palestine. To its surprise a majority of two-

thirds was created in the General Assembly in favour of the creation of two states � 

Jewish and Arab � in Palestine. It was the first ti me after the Second World War in which 

the Soviet Union and the United States voted for the same resolution. Because of the 

large number of abstentions (10) the required majority of two-thirds was created (33 in 

favour against 13 opposed). Then Britain began to conduct a covert war against the 

Jewish Yishuv. First it incited the Arabs of this country, using the �Higher Arab 

Committee�; then Brigadier Clayton, the British gov ernment�s official representative in 

the �League�, proposed the invasion of Palestine by  irregulars, and when Qawuqji�s 

invasion failed, Clayton worked out at the conference of the Arab Chiefs-of-Staff in 

Bludan in Syria the details of the plan for the invasion of the country by the Arab armies, 

the main features of which were an assault by the Legion on the Jerusalem�Ramle�Lydda 

line from the east, an assault by an Egyptian armoured column on the Gaza�Jaffa line 

from the south and the meeting of the two columns at the approaches to Tel Aviv for the 

purpose of occupying it. At that stage Britain, the kind �saviour�, was to appear in order 

to save the Jews of Palestine from the clutches of the �Arab barbarians� and to renew its 

rule in the country. In this assessment there is no disagreement among political rivals 

such as D. Ben-Gurion and M. Begin. 

 

�British arms, British command, British money and B ritish diplomacy�  

 

Nevertheless, the reader may ask, was it not a war of Arabs against Jews? No.  

 

1. Because starting a war is above all a political measure, decided upon not by 

soldiers but by politicians. The nature of any war is determined not by the 
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nationality of the soldiers participating in it, but according to the political 

attitudes of the politicians on the two warring sides. It is true that Arabs fought 

Jews in 1948, but the Arab soldiers acted according to the instructions and 

interests of British politicians. In 1948 the governments of Egypt, Transjordan, 

Syria and Iraq were not able to make any important decision without the approval 

of the British Foreign Office, and the decision to invade the country was one of 

supreme importance.  

 

2. Not only the politicians, but also a substantial part of the technical officer corps in 

the communications centres, in the artillery, in the regional commands etc. was 

British � particularly in the Legion, but also in t he armies of Egypt and Iraq. 

 

For all of our bitter experiences in the past, we had no idea how malignant and 

obdurate is the wickedness of the British government. All the wickedness that was 

revealed in the [McDonald 1939] White Paper, everything up to then pales in 

comparison with the malicious campaign that is being conducted now with the 

purpose of destroying our independence and our existence by the force of British 

arms, British command, British money and British diplomacy. (M. Sharett, Davar, 

20/6/48, speech at the Mapai [Labour Party] Council) 

 

How can it be forgotten that on 22 February 1948 British policemen with their own hands 

brought cars loaded with explosives to Ben-Yehuda Street in Jerusalem, and caused an 

explosion that resulted in 50 dead and hundreds of wounded? It was the British too, who 

in that period blew up the presses of The Jerusalem Post. 

 It must also be mentioned that Britain froze the sterling reserves of the Jews of 

Palestine and sabotaged and restricted the supply of petroleum to Jews. These were overt 

measures of economic warfare, which caused great hardships to the new state. Britain and 

the USA imposed an embargo on the supply of arms to the Middle East and prevented 

with all their might the supply of arms to Jews while Transjordan, Egypt and Iraq were 

provided with vast amounts of arms �for the purpose  of defence against Communism.� 
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Out through the door, back through the window 

 

It is of interest to see how the nature of the war was grasped not only by the politicians, 

but also by civilians and soldiers. A correspondent of the London Observer who 

interviewed Israeli wounded in 1948, writes: 

 

I asked a swarthy and angry-looking youth on what front he had been wounded. �In 

the Negev,� the youth replied. �In a battle against  the Arabs?� I went on to ask. 

�Yes, this time against the Arabs, but we would not  have been astonished if we had 

run into the English during the battle.� The words of the wounded young man 

reflect the state of mind prevalent in the Hebrew Yishuv � hatred of Britain 

alongside boundless devotion to their tiny state. This hatred is all the greater 

because it is love that turned into hate. Sometimes it is expressed in words of 

contempt spoken by those wounded soldiers, on whose faces no smile appears. 

Nearly everything that happens in this country feeds these feelings of hostility. For 

example: the fact that the Arab pilots who bombed Tel Aviv spoke English in their 

wireless conversations; the fact that Britain provided Transjordan in advance, 

before the end of the Mandate, with military supplies for eight months; the fact that 

General MacMillan did not fulfil his promise to take the Legion out of Palestine 

before the end of the Mandate; that Britain handed over the Sarafand camp to the 

Arabs despite its commitment to hand it over to the Jews; or that it does not allow 

olim to disembark at the Haifa port and they are sent to the Tel Aviv port where 

they are endangered by bombing. It is hard to ascertain whether there is any truth to 

all these facts; the main thing is that the Jewish public believes their truth and 

responds accordingly. However on rare occasions one hears from the mouths of old 

people that it is not the British people who are to blame for all this but their leaders. 

(Davar, 22/6/48) 

 

Apart from the fact that many people in this country distinguished well between those in 

charge of British colonial policy and the British people, and that not all experienced �love 

that turned into hate�, these words well describe t he state of mind on the Jewish street at 
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that time. �The British went out through the door [ the port of Haifa], and they want to 

come in through the window [the land borders]� was then a common expression on the 

tongues of all, which faithfully reflected the political reality. 

 J. Granados, who in 1948 represented Guatemala at the UN and later in Israel, tells of 

a party hosted on 26/4/48 by Senator Warren Austin, the US representative at the UN, in 

which the senator tried to explain the withdrawal of the US from the Partition Plan and 

tried to recruit support for its new position: 

 

�Mr. Senator,� I said, �you are a man of the world.  You are aware of the course of 

political events these last months. I am ready to bet you, ten to one, that on May 15, 

Great Britain will relinquish the Mandate, and on the specified date withdraw its 

armies from Palestine. The situation is quite clear. The British Government cannot 

continue this state of affairs � Why should Britain  continue this tragedy when it 

has an easy way out with nothing to lose and much to gain? I am not so foolish as 

to say that Britain will abandon Palestine entirely. If I can venture to guess Britain�s 

plans, it will withdraw openly from Palestine, only to return through the back door 

on the skirts of Abdullah, who will try to seize as much territory in Palestine as he 

can. Britain will have gained all the tactical and economic advantages it seeks and 

have achieved this without responsibility, without spending great sums of money, 

and without further jeopardizing the lives of its citizens.�  (The Birth of Israel: The 

Drama As I Saw It. Jorge García-Granados. New York: 1948. Alfred A. Knopf. P. 

277) 

 

The very fact that a foreign diplomat in New York and the ordinary person in 

Israel defined British policy in very much the same terms is testimony that the state of 

affairs at that time was beyond any doubt. 

 When the British army evacuated the country, rumours spread that the evacuation 

ships did not sail to Cyprus, but waited in the open sea a number of days, in order to 

return quickly and �save the Jews�. True or not, th ese rumours show that the British 

political game was very well understood on the Jewish street. 
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�You have fallen victim to an imperialist scheme�  

 

It would be an offence against the truth if we did not examine what was going on in that 

period in the Arab world, and how the situation there was described by both Jews and 

Arabs. 

 

The extent of the hatred for Zionism that was nurtured over the years by all the 

tendencies is well known (and only hatred of England competed with it). But 

whoever follows the descriptions of the workers� demonstrations in Iraq in the 

recent period will find out that the �great war� on  Zionism, as a means of diversion 

from the local internal situation, was a complete failure. The war on imperialism on 

the one hand and on class exploitation on the other is what captured the hearts of 

the oppressed and suffering people of Iraq, because the socio-economic situation 

there is very grave indeed. (M. A., Davar, 7/5/48) 

 

The author of these words, Michael Asaf, a Mapai man, is one of this country�s veteran 

official experts on Arab affairs. 

 Incidentally, the terms �imperialism�, �colonialis m�, �foreign rule�, �British 

subjugator� were in very widespread use in Israel i n 1948, in various contexts and 

without quotation marks. 

 

[On 15/1/48] a new accord between the governments of Iraq and Britain was signed 

in Portsmouth in Britain (the Salah Jaber�Bevin Acc ord), the practical meaning of 

which was the continuation of British rule in Iraq. Demonstrations were staged in 

the capital and in provincial cities, reaching a climax on 19 January in Baghdad, 

and in the confrontation four members of the police and four demonstrators were 

killed and many were injured. The demonstrators tried to attack the British legation, 

and the office of the Baghdad Times; the (British) Arab Information Agency and 

the American Information Service were damaged. Students of higher and middle 

schools went on a three-day strike. The National Democratic Party, the Liberal 

party and the al-Istiqlal party published joint communiquØs against the new treaty. 
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On the night of 21/1/48, the Regent held consultations in his palace with former 

prime ministers, presidents of the parliament and members of the government. 

After consultations the Regent�s declaration was published, stating that there was 

nothing in the new treaty to secure the national aspirations of Iraq and that no treaty 

would be signed that did not secure the rights of the country. The anger subsided, 

but in demonstrations in Baghdad, al-Najaf and in other places the demand to 

dissolve the House of Deputies and set up a national government was voiced. 

 On 26 January Salah Jaber, Fadel Jamali and Nuri Said returned from London. 

Jaber made a vague declaration (�The negotiations w ere conducted on steadfast 

foundations�, �The nation will examine the treaty a nd give its verdict�, �The 

Regent has already announced that no treaty will be signed unless it secures the 

demands of the people�) and he called on the people  to �return to normal life.� The 

next day demonstrations were renewed all over the country. The security forces 

were ordered to act with severity. In confrontations between the demonstrators and 

government forces dozens of people were killed. Jaber�s warning, broadcast on the 

radio and distributed as leaflets, was to no avail. The demonstrations continued and 

the number of casualties kept growing. The demonstrators set fire to government 

buildings, tried to get to Jaber�s house and attempted to kill two members of the 

government (who were not harmed). Newspapers that had previously supported the 

government crossed over to the opposition camp. Deputies who supported the 

government began to resign from the House of Deputies. Thirty two hours after his 

return from London Jaber was forced to resign. The following day a new 

government headed by Muhammad al-Sadr was set up � a coalition government, 

excluding the Democratic Nationalists and the Liberals. The session of the House 

of Deputies was postponed for two months, a committee to investigate the bloody 

events was set up (hundreds were killed and over 400 were injured). Party activities 

were permitted, censorship of the local press was lifted and 15 newspapers were 

permitted to recommence publishing. Salah Jaber fled Iraq. (A. Cohen, Temurot 

politiyot ba-�olam ha-�aravi [Political changes in the Arab world], p. 101. Hebrew) 
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This gripping description leaves no room for doubt that neither the �liberation of 

Palestine from the Zionists� nor �throwing the Jews  into the sea� preoccupied the Iraqi 

people in 1948. 

 

Thus far Iraq. And what of Egypt? 

 

The creation of the two independent states in Palestine is the guarantee for its future 

unity. Here in Egypt at present there continues the policy of diversion from Arab 

problems, which exist in abundance at a time when the prisons are filled up with 

those who call for struggle against imperialism, at exactly the same time when the 

cars of the fascists roar by under police guard, in a propaganda campaign to 

contribute not for the sake of war against imperialism in Egypt and Palestine, but 

for a racial war, which is against the interests of Egypt and Palestine. Just as they 

were disarming the Egyptian people, for fear that they would use the arms against 

imperialism, at the same time they hasten to send arms to Arabs and Jews in 

Palestine, in order to aggravate the conflict between them so as to strengthen the 

British imperialist base. (Al-Gamahir, 7/3/48, quoted in Kol Ha�am, 14/3/48) 

 

The Egyptian national movement for liberation from the British occupation started 

to gain strength and rapidly develop after the Second World War. The Egyptian 

people stubbornly insisted on the cancellation of the treaty of 1936 and the 

unconditional and unqualified evacuation of the British armies without any 

condition or qualification. The English tried to impose a new treaty on the country 

before they evacuated Egypt, by means of minority governments, but all their 

efforts were frustrated by popular struggle. So they planned, with the collaboration 

of their agents and their hirelings, the Palestine war among other things, so that the 

peoples of these countries, and in particular the people of Egypt, would be 

preoccupied with it and forget their national movements, which were demanding 

complete liberation from imperialist dependence. Is it not strange, after all, for an 

army to go outside the borders of its country, in order to wage war on a party that 

had not harmed it in any way, leaving behind it foreign armies who are occupying 
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its homeland and defending the interests of the foreign exploiters?! And indeed, it 

was a marvellous conspiracy, plotted very artfully! And here it is a historical duty 

to mention a noteworthy phenomenon. The Egyptian democrats, who headed the 

national struggle after the Second World War, proclaimed without fear or hesitation 

the right of a democratic and independent State of Israel to exist, alongside the 

independent and democratic Palestinian state. They also declared that it was a dirty 

war, whose purpose was to divert the national movement from its path and to 

decree emergency military regulations in order to suppress it. At that time the 

treacherous king and his political police, backed by the foreign intelligence 

services, decimated these democrats, and sent thousands of them to prisons and 

concentration camps. Shortly after this they were followed by additional thousands 

of Muslim Brothers, the same Muslim Brothers who had been led astray by the war 

propaganda and threw their units into it. This is how the Egyptian people 

understands the Palestine war, this was the understanding of those officers who 

staged the military coup, deposed the king, liquidated the regime of the Muhammad 

Ali dynasty and proclaimed a republic �  (Yusuf Hilmi, President of the Egyptian 

peace movement, in a leaflet �For Israeli- Arab pea ce�, quoted in Kol Ha�am , 

2/12/55) 

 

To reinforce these words uttered by an Egyptian leftist in 1955, here is the stenographic 

record of a conversation that took place during the War of Liberation between an 

Egyptian army commander who was surrounded in the Falluja Pocket, in the south of the 

country, and the commander of the Jewish force, Yigal Allon: 

 

Gen. Allon began by saying: �Colonel, permit me to express my admiration of the 
war-making ability of your courageous soldiers. The conquest of the Iraq Sweidan 
stronghold and half of the Pocket cost us great effort though not many casualties.� 
 �Many thanks, sir�, replied Col. Taha. I must poin t out that your soldiers, who 
excel in their bravery, did marvellously well, and put me in quite a difficult 
position.� 
 
 Gen. Allon: �Is it not tragic that two sides, who have no reason to quarrel, kill each 
other without mercy?� 
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 �It is indeed tragic,� replied the Egyptian, �but it is the way of the world. It is fate, 
Sir, and there is no evading it.� 
 
 Gen. Allon: �I hope that you have taken note of th e fact that the war was imposed 
on us against our will, and indeed it is taking place in our country and not in Egypt. 
I think the battle has already been decided and it would be best to put a quick end to 
the war.� 
 
 The Egyptian replied, �This is true, but as an off icer I have no choice but to carry 
out the orders of my government.� 
 
 General Allon: �You would do well to take note: wh ile most of your army is tied 
up in a hopeless war in the Palestine, your country is being ruled by the British 
army that we got rid of not long ago. Do you not think that you have fallen victim 
to a foreign imperialist scheme supported by its allies in Egypt?� 
 
 Colonel Taha, excitedly: �You did wonderfully well  in expelling the British. It will 
not be long before we remove them from Egypt as well.�  
 
 �But how will you expel them?� Asked General Allon , �if your entire army is stuck 
here after a big defeat and on the eve of a final defeat. Do you not think that it 
would be better for you to return to Egypt and take care of your own affairs instead 
of getting involved in adventures in a foreign country?�  
 
 Gamal [Abd al-Nasser], who was following with great interest the whole time, 
looked on with an attentive expression. Pushed against the wall, Colonel Taha, 
appeared to deliberate how to extricate himself from this dilemma, and indeed had 
no alternative but to resort to the Conventional reply, �As long as my government 
orders me to fight here, I will fight. As soon as it orders me to make peace, I will 
make peace. As soon as it orders me to return to Egypt and to fight the British, I 
will do so willingly and properly.�  (Toledot milhemet ha-qomemiyut [History of the 
war of independence], p. 332, Maarachot, 1959. Hebrew) 

 

These words are quoted from a book edited by the History Department of the General 

Staff, a book the introduction of which was written by the Prime Minister and Minister of 

Defence, who thereby gave it his seal of approval. 

 It transpires that in the field of battle, at the height of the military campaign, General 

Allon on one side, and Colonel Taha (the Sudanese � black panther�, whom IDF 

commanders praised highly as a soldier), on the other side, were of one mind regarding 

the political nature of the war. It does not appear from his words that the Egyptian 

commander �thirsted for Jewish blood�; but he was � pushed to the wall� and �deliberated 

how to extricate himself from this dilemma.� 
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 In 1948 there was a �dilemma� in the mind of an Eg yptian commander, and not of 

only one. A dilemma between his clear knowledge that he was serving as a pawn of 

British imperialism and his duty as a soldier to obey the orders of his government, a duty 

he fulfilled with obvious reluctance. 

 

Nasser wrote on the same subject: 

 

When I now try to recall the details of our experience in Palestine, I find a curious 
thing: we were fighting in Palestine, but our dreams were centred in Egypt. Our 
bullets were aimed at the enemy in its trenches, but our hearts hovered over our 
distant country, which we had left to the care of the wolves.  
 In Palestine, Free Officer cells found opportunity to study and investigate and to 
meet in the trenches and command posts. Salah Salem and Zakaria Muhyi ed-Din 
came to me in Palestine after breaking through the siege lines into Faluja. We sat 
there in our besieged positions, not knowing what the outcome would be, but our 
conversation dwelt only upon our country, which it was our soldiers� duty to 
defend. 
 
 One day, Kamal ed-Din Hussein was sitting near me in Palestine, looking 
distracted, with nervous, darting eyes.  
 
 �Do you know what Ahmad Abdul Aziz said to me befo re he died?� he said. 
 �What did he say?� I asked. 
 
 He replied with a sob in his voice and a deep look in his eyes, �He said to me, 
�Listen, Kamal, the biggest battlefield is in Egypt.��   
 
 In addition to the companions who discussed with me in Palestine the future of our 
country, and the experience which hammered out our ideas as to the possibilities of 
its fate, the enemy, too, played a role in reminding us of our country and its 
problems. 
 
 A few months ago, I read some articles written about me by an Israeli officer 
named Yeruhan [sic] Cohen, which appeared in the Jewish Observer. In these 
articles the Jewish officer relates how he met me during the armistice negotiations. 
 �The subject which Gamal Abdul Nasser always talke d about with me,� he wrote, 
�was the struggle of Israel against the English, an d how we organized the 
underground resistance movement against them in Palestine, and how we were able 
to muster world public opinion behind us in our struggle against them.�  
 
(Gamal Abdul Nasser. Egypt�s Liberation: The Philosophy of the Revolution. 
Washington, D.C.: 1955. Public Affairs Press. Pp. 21-24) 
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That is to say, Nasser agrees that �the biggest bat tlefield is in Egypt� and is interested to 

hear from the Israeli officer about how the Jews expelled British imperialism from 

Palestine. Is this not a bit different from the image of bloodthirsty Arabs assailing the 

fledgling State of Israel on the day of its rebirth, the image that is described in Israeli 

textbooks for schoolchildren? 

 A situation similar to that in Iraq and Egypt, albeit with differing levels of intensity, 

also existed in the other Arab countries, those same �seven Arab states that assailed the 

young State of Israel,� and it was that situation t hat contributed more than a little to their 

military defeat and later gave rise to widespread transformations in the Arab world. It 

should be recalled that Abd al-Nasser was one of the Egyptian commanders besieged in 

the Falluja Pocket and Brigadier Qassim was one of the commanders of the Iraqi army 

who was encamped in the Triangle in the Tulkarem area. 

 It is claimed that the Arab governments had an independent and specific interest in 

diverting the wrath of the masses from themselves and they did so by channelling it 

against the Jews. But how is it possible politically to distinguish between the interests of 

[Egyptian King] Faruq, Abdullah, Nuri Said and their like in other Arab countries, who 

ruled only by the grace of Britain, and the interests of Britain itself? 

 Britain had an interest in diverting popular anger in these countries away from itself 

and away from its agents towards a different target. When a puppet�s strings are pulled by 

a puppeteer, it is hard to speak of the independent interest of the puppet. Iraq, Egypt, 

Syria, Lebanon and Transjordan, and certainly Saudi Arabia and Yemen, did not have 

any border dispute with Israel. The Partition Plan did them no harm and robbed them of 

nothing. The main party to be harmed by this plan was Britain, which lost its political and 

economic rule in Palestine and a strategic base that it had held since the end of the First 

World War.  

 Indeed, right-wing circles in the Arab world participated enthusiastically in the British 

operation to �rescue Palestine�, and part of the ma sses inclined that way at first. But 

those who had been misled quickly understood that they were being used as instruments 

of British policy and that the leftist circles who had opposed the war from the beginning 

were right. 
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�A very important political fact�  

 

What part did the Palestinian Arabs play in the war of 1948? Here is the opinion of David 

Ben-Gurion: 

 

A double war has been imposed on us � one, an overt  bloody war declared by pro-

Nazi rulers and leaders of Arab states; the other a covert and two-faced political 

war by the Bevin government, and the two wars are connected. For over two 

months bloody attacks have been mounted on our transportation network, on our 

agricultural settlements, on our cities. This war was declared without consulting the 

Arab people, in whose name it is supposedly being waged; moreover, so far the 

majority and main sections of the Arab people in this country refuse to participate 

in the war, despite the increasing pressure, and despite the coercion that is being 

attempted, by all the tried and tested means of Nazism: by religious and racial 

incitement, by the spreading of lies, by calumnies, by atrocity-propaganda, by 

fanning the flames of base instincts, by promise of plunder, by threats and terror. 

Despite all this, the greater part of the Arabs of Palestine refuses to enter the battle, 

although it has been going on for over two 

months �  (D. Ben-Gurion, Davar, 8/1/48) 

 

After more than a month, again Ben-Gurion emphasizes: 

 

The representatives of the Arab League too admit that the Arabs of Palestine have 

not risen up, despite all the pressure, apart from a negligible number of gangs. Most 

of the Arabs of Palestine have refused to enter the battle, and that same British 

Foreign Office and the League that is a pawn in its hands [!] were forced to open all 

the borders wide so that covert gunmen would flood in to undertake the war against 

the UN and the Yishuv. This is a very important political fact � One prophecy 

which was used to scare us, an uprising of the Arabs of Palestine, proved false. 

From Jaffa, Haifa and Jerusalem they sought peace. The [Arab] village in its great 
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majority remained on the sidelines. (D. Ben-Gurion, speech at the Mobilization 

Fundraising Drive, Davar, 18/2/48) 

 

And when the battles were over the Davar Annual concluded: 

 

� It is a fact that most of the [Arab] village districts that were next to Jews or near 

them were absolutely quiet during the first two months (the Yazur-Salama-

Yahudiyya area was almost the only exception); it is a fact that in most places near-

normal contact with the Jewish neighbours was maintained; it is a fact that even the 

Bedouin district in the Negev, which had showed signs of great hostile restiveness 

in the first weeks, largely calmed down later on. Even the villages in the mountain 

district, which were far from Jews � and which in t he past were the first to mobilize 

for action and form gangs � contributed few people and showed little activity. (Y. 

Shimoni, �The Arab Fighters� Camp�, Davar Annual [Hebrew], 1948-1949, p. 171) 

 

And what happened after February 1948? 

 

If the picture changed in the spring of 1948, it appears that this development had 

four reasons � and a fifth, principal reason. 

 

1. The ongoing, gnawing, feverish incitement and activity of the Husseinis, in 
addition to the disintegration of the regular government apparatus and the general 
state of lawlessness. 

 
2. The fact that even those villagers who were not prepared to form gangs and 

commit aggressive acts stood armed and equipped for self-defence; and from this 
flowed more than a few attacks that were based on � error�, the villagers thinking 
that a Jewish patrol unit or a unit on its way to another place were coming to attack 
them. 

 
3. The fact that it was difficult even for a quiet Arab village that refrained from acts 

of aggression to exercise self-control and self-restraint when it was given the 
opportunity to show its heroism and its agility and to plunder and kill with 
impunity. 
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4. �Faza�� � an alarm call for help to the masses of v illagers, when a battle breaks out 
in a nearby place, or in a case in which someone shows up with cars and calls for 
help, even in a distant place; it is an ancient, firmly entrenched custom, that no 
love of peace and no desire to avoid entanglement in the war with the Jews can 
uproot. When the rumour spreads in the villages � a nd they spread with 
astonishing speed � that in a certain place a battl e has been joined between Arabs 
and non-Arabs (and the same applies if it is between members of the tribe or clan 
or fellow-villagers, or allies and their enemies), villagers from the whole 
surrounding area flock to the place of battle, in most cases without any order or 
plan or military coordination (a good example: the battle of Kfar Etzion). 

 

 And the fifth and main reason: the very development of the military situation in the 

country by the nature of things had to bring about a widening of the maelstrom. It 

was hardly possible that calm would prevail in one part of the country over a period 

of days while another part was caught up in a life-and-death battle. Even the most 

quiet and peace-loving villager � his brother or re lative is killed in the city, and the 

story of revenge begins; or he himself happens to be a place where Jews are 

responding [to an attack] and is wounded; the general breakdown of security in the 

country, of the police and the entire government apparatus, the semi-�legal� way in 

which the Husseini guards, and later the foreign Liberation Army, took control of 

the country, the targeting of transportation vehicles and routes; all this gradually 

pulled the Arab villagers into the whirlpool of blood, in spite of themselves and 

without desire or initiative on their part. And it should not be forgotten that even 

after all that, most of the villagers who have a choice are not actively participating 

in the war. (Ibid.) 

 

The author of these words, Y. Shimoni, was editor of The New East [ha-Mizrah he-

Hadash] (the quarterly of the Israeli Oriental Society, affiliated to the Hebrew 

University), and for several years he directed the Middle East Department of the Israeli 

Foreign Office. 

 Turning to evaluate the Liberation Army � those ga ngs organized by Clayton, 

instructed in Syria and led into Palestine by Qawuqji, Y. Shimoni asserts that in this 

force, numbering about 8,000 men, there were 2,500� 3,000 Syrians, 2,000 Iraqis, 2,000 

[!] Palestinians, a few hundred Lebanese, Egyptians, Druze and others (Ibid, p. 175). 
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 The Palestinian Arab people, which numbered, as has been said, about one million 

persons and was the only one that could perhaps claim that its interests were harmed by 

the UN Resolution, contributed only 2,000 men to the Liberation Army whose purpose 

was to liberate their own homeland! Every 500 persons contributed only one soldier! 

 

Uri Avnery explains this peculiar fact as follows: 

 

While the two sides were unprepared at the beginning of the war, the developed 

Hebrew society succeeded in overcoming this more quickly than the backward 

Palestinian society. So the Hebrew side won a complete victory � before the 

invasion of the Arab armies. (Haolam Hazeh, 19/8/59) 

 

This explanation is not convincing. The truth is that even though the majority of the 

Palestinian Arabs regarded themselves as being harmed by the partition resolution and 

opposed it, their bitterness was not so intense as to motivate a firm decision to wage war 

on the Jews, because after all they too had been promised political independence in the 

Partition Resolution. True, they were to receive 45% of the area of the country although 

they numbered about a million people, whereas the Jews were awarded 55% and their 

number was about 600,000, but nevertheless, national independence, albeit in a 

diminished territory, after 30 years of British colonial rule � is still a respectable 

achievement. It was not necessary that relations of hostility should prevail between the 

two peoples after the British were removed. 

 There were villages, such as Araba and Sakhnin, whose inhabitants came out in armed 

resistance to Qawuqji�s army. In Majd al-Kurum members of the �Liberation Army� beat 

up the headman for refusing to collaborate with them, and they could not stay in Abu-

Sinan, Yarqa, Boulus and Jatt, because of the villagers� opposition. The National 

Liberation League (the Communist Party of the Palestinian Arabs) distributed leaflets, 

one of which was read on Kol Israel [Israeli radio], condemning the invasion of Palestine 

as being in the interest of imperialism and called for the creation of a Palestinian Arab 

state beside a Jewish state, and for support of the Partition Plan. Qawuqji�s people 

threatened to hang the distributors of these leaflets, �in order to teach the inhabitants of 
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the Galilee a lesson�, and in Tarshiha these threat s were even carried out. The 

Communist Parties of Iraq, Syria-Lebanon and Palestine issued a joint declaration, 

calling on the soldiers of the Arab armies to return to their countries and there to fight 

against their leaders who were hirelings of Britain. To distribute this leaflet among the 

invading armies required extraordinary courage and some who did so paid for it with 

their lives. All these facts cannot be explained by the relative backwardness of Palestinian 

society. 

 There is no escaping the conclusion that the judgment that �the War of Liberation was 

a war between Jews and Arabs�, is inaccurate and mi sleading, because it depends on the 

external-military aspect rather than on the internal-political content. This formulation 

blurs the difference between the nationality of the soldier and the policy that he 

implements. 

 The War of Liberation was in its essence a war of the Jews of Palestine against British 

rule, and that is how it was understood in 1948 by both Jews and Arabs, and not only by 

those who had a tradition of struggle against colonialism. The Palestinian Arab people 

who had lived in the country for hundreds of years and inhabited hundreds of villages and 

dozens of cities and towns barely played an active role in the war. 

 How has it come about that facts and conclusions which were beyond any debate in 

1948 are surprising to many today? 

 How has it come about that both the leaders and the led, both supporters and 

opponents of the official policy, both teacher and student, were convinced as early as 

1950 (all the more so in 1960) that the war of 1948 was �a war between two nations who 

lived in one country�? 

 How has it come about that Britain�s role in that war has been so obscured that it 

almost disappeared from view entirely? 
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Chapter 2 

Borders and Refugees 

 

The Israel-Arab conflict has many faces: the issue of the fishery in the Kinneret, the 

distribution of the waters of the Jordan River, the status of Mount Scopus, the passage of 

Israeli ships through the Suez Canal, the Arab economic boycott, infiltration and 

retaliation raids (the largest of which was known as �Operation Qadesh�), bitterness and 

hatred between Jews and Arabs � all these, and many  others, are merely manifestations of 

that conflict. Nevertheless, two aspects of it are known to have primary political 

importance: the territorial issue and the refugee problem. 

 

Let us begin with the territorial issue. 

 

The resolution of the UN General Assembly (29/11/47) on the partition of Palestine into 

two states � Jewish and Arab � was accepted (whethe r enthusiastically or with 

reservations) by the vast majority of the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine. It was the British 

who hoped to thwart that Resolution and launched a war against it using the Arab states 

as pawns. But the Jewish leadership withdrew too soon from its stance of explicit reliance 

on the GA Resolution. The reasons for this will be detailed below. 

 In the preface to the book History of the War of Independence, D. Ben-Gurion 

describes a meeting of the People�s Administration (the institution that preceded the 

government), that was conducted three days before the declaration of the Independence 

of Israel: 

 

One member raised the problem of the borders � that  it is impossible to declare the 

State of Israel without specifying its borders � I opposed specifying the borders. 

 

�In the Declaration of Independence of the United S tates there was no indication of 

territorial boundaries. So why not say nothing about the borders? Because we do 

not know if the UN will be consistent. We will not wage war on the UN, but if the 

UN is not consistent in this matter and launches a war against us, and we frustrate 
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it, then we will get the western Galilee and both sides of the route to Jerusalem, and 

all that will become part of the State, if we have enough strength. So why commit 

ourselves �� By a majority of 5 to 4 it was decided  not to include the matter of the 

borders in the Declaration. (Toledot milhemet ha-qomemiyut [History of the war of 

independence], p. 58. Hebrew) 

 

That is to say, even before the Declaration of the State the government gave its view on 

the expansion of the borders. Elsewhere the Prime Minister writes: 

 

After battles that went on for 61 days with three pauses, the young IDF subdued all 

the Arab armies and expanded the boundaries of the State. (Shenaton ha-

Memshalah [Government Yearbook] 1959/1960 [5720], p. 2. Hebrew) 

 

What are �the boundaries of the State�? Who set the m, and at whose expense were they 

expanded? An indirect reply was later given by the Prime Minister himself, in his 

reaction to the revolution in Egypt: 

 

There is no doubt that there was not then (in 1948) nor is there today any reason or 

basis for conflict between Egypt and Israel. A broad and vast desert lies between 

the two states, and there is no cause for border disputes. Nor was there any alleged 

reason for political, economic or territorial confrontation between the two 

neighbours. (Ibid.) 

 

The same could be said about Iraq, which has no shared border with Israel, and also about 

Lebanon and Syria, whose ceasefire lines with Israel are nearly identical with the 

international border of Mandate Palestine.  

The situation between Israel and the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, however, is quite 

different. The border between Palestine and Transjordan was the Jordan River, but the 

ceasefire line between Israel and the Kingdom of Jordan crosses deep into the territory of 

Mandate Palestine, and in certain places it is only about 15 km from the Mediterranean 

Sea. 



 30 

 Does it follow from this that the Kingdom of Jordan is the main adversary of the 

State of Israel? How was the ceasefire line between the two states created?  

 Was it really only on the field of battle? 

 As we have said, the source of the Israeli-Arab conflict is the old �problem of 

Palestine�. Its essence was in the fact that the Je wish settlers did not come to a deserted 

area, but rather to a land that was populated by another people � the Palestinian Arab 

people. Tel Aviv was founded at the beginning of the 20th century next to Jaffa, which 

had existed for hundreds of years, like old Haifa, Jerusalem, Acre, Beisan [Beit-Shean], 

Beersheva and hundreds of other towns and villages like them. 

 When the UN General Assembly decided on the Partition Resolution, it allocated 45% 

of the country�s territory to over a million Palestinian Arabs and 55% of it to the 600 

thousand Jews. Two independent states united by an economic union were supposed to 

emerge in Palestine. The Hebrew state emerged as a consequence of the war of 1948; but 

its sister, the Palestinian Arab state, did not emerge.  

 

What happened to the independent state of the Arabs of Palestine? 

 

�After the meeting with Abdullah�  

 

Already during the battles in 1948 and immediately after them, Reuters, UP, the French 

news agency and others reported on secret negotiations taking place between the 

government of Israel and Abdullah the king of Transjordan, regarding the establishment 

of relations between the two sides and their conditions. The government of Israel 

vehemently denied these reports and repeated the denials until 1950, and the matter has 

not been raised since then and has become almost forgotten. 

 Incidentally, what was meant by that line in the anthem of the Chizbatron2 troupe�s 

anthem, �after the meeting with Abdullah ��? 

                                                 
2 The Chizbatron was the entertainment troupe of the Palmach, the combat force of the Haganah, the 
underground military organization of the mainstream political faction of the Jewish Yishuv in Palestine, the 
Labour Party, before the creation of the State of Israel � trans.  
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 Only ten years afterwards did the details of the secret negotiations between Israel and 

Jordan begin to be revealed, in Dr. W. Eytan�s book and also in articles and documents 

that were published in Yedioth Aharonoth. When the memoirs of Abdallah al-Tal � a 

former commander in the Jordanian Legion now in exile in Egypt � were published, 

Yedioth Aharonoth revealed facts connected to these memoirs by adding the observations 

of M. Dayan, one of the participants in the negotiations. 

 

During the war, and especially after the end of hostilities, Abdullah would often 

meet with various Israeli leaders. These meetings usually took place in Amman, or 

in the King�s winter palace at al-Shouneh, in the Jordan Valley. Among the 

participants in these meetings on the Jewish side were the Director-General of the 

Foreign Ministry, Dr. Walter Eytan, the current ambassador to Italy Eliyahu 

Sasson, Major-General Moshe Dayan, Colonel Yehoshafat Harkabi and others. The 

Israeli envoys would arrive at Amman in cars or in airplanes that were disguised as 

British aircraft. According to the testimony of Abdullah al-Tal, the presence of the 

Israelis in the palace was known to many residents of Amman, especially those 

who were in close contact with King Abdullah. (Y. Halmish, Yedioth Aharonoth, 

29/5/59) 

 

During one of the visits to Transjordan that I participated in, the king began to ask, 

as was his wont, about the health of the President, the health of the Prime Minister 

and the health of the Foreign Minister (M. Sharett), in order of seniority, and when 

he got to Golda Meir and was told that she was in Moscow (where she was then 

serving as Ambassador), he responded by closing his eyes and saying with a hand 

gesture �khalluha hunak, khalluha hunak� (�keep her  there, keep her there�)  � (M. 

Dayan, Yedioth Aharonoth, 29/5/59) 

 

We learn about the substance of the discussions from Abdullah al-Tal himself, whom M. 

Dayan and W. Eytan praise for his honesty in their disclosures about the negotiations. He 

tells about one of the meetings, which took place before the armies of the Arab states 

(among them Jordan) invaded Palestine: 
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The date set for that meeting was the night of 11/12 May 1948. The King sent 

Muhammad al-Zubati in a pickup truck to the Jordan Valley to transport Golda 

Meyerson [Golda Meir � trans] , who was waiting at an appointed spot among the 

trees, to Amman. Al-Zubati left Amman for the Jordan Valley and he arrived at his 

farm at nine at night. He found Golda Meir awaiting his arrival, a keffiyeh and aqal 

on her head. He sat her beside him in the car, and he put the interpreter who came 

with her in the back of the truck. They drove to Amman, without anybody knowing 

about it, except a few of the loyal farm guards � �  A prolonged discussion took 

place between the King and Golda Meyerson, after she presented him with the 

demands of the Jewish Agency, which appeared to the King to be harsh and hard to 

implement in the form that she advanced them. 

 Below is a summary of her demands, as they were told to me by those who were at 

that meeting: 

 
1. That the King proclaim peace with the Jews and definitely not send his 

army into Palestine. 
 

2. That the King send a governor to rule over the Arab part of Palestine in 
accordance with the Partition Resolution. 

 
3. In return for this, the Jewish Agency would agree to the union of the Arab 

part of Palestine with the Hashemite Crown. 
 
 The King rejected the first condition, because that would make him appear to be 

diverging from the unanimous decision of the Arabs and the Arab states, which 

were determined to send their armies to rescue Palestine. But the King agreed that 

two of the armies, the Jordanian and the Iraqi, would not enter the war against the 

Jews, and that these two armies would stop next to the border that was demarcated 

in accordance with the Partition Plan and would not cross it. After much 

argumentation and threats from Golda on the one hand, and a promise from the 

King on the other, Golda agreed with the King�s view and received from him a 

commitment to that effect. The meeting concluded at three in the morning, al-

Zubati drove Golda and her companion back to the farm near the border, at which 
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he arrived at six in the morning. Golda�s meeting with the King did not remain a 

secret, because the King himself revealed it. (Memoirs of Abdullah al-Tal, Yedioth 

Aharonoth, 29/5/59. Emphasis ours) 

 

The secret talks also continued while official talks on a ceasefire were being conducted in 

Rhodes. Dr. W. Eytan relates: 

 

They [the Jordanian delegation] seemed lost and hopeless. It looked as if they 

lacked confidence in the instructions that were in their hands. And indeed, it seems 

that they were not given any clear instructions. Not much time passed before their 

master and King hinted that he did not have confidence in them to conduct the 

negotiations in his name and that he was thinking of taking matters into his own 

hands. It was agreed that for the sake of outward appearance, the negotiations 

would continue in Rhodes, but that the substantive negotiations would take place 

secretly with the King himself in his winter palace in Shouneh. Only the closest 

confidantes of the King knew about this and people continued to watch the show in 

Rhodes. That was probably the King�s intention from the beginning, and that was 

what determined the composition of his delegation. (W. Eytan, Beyn yisra�el la-

�amim [ Between Israel and the nations], pp. 41, 42. Hebrew) 

 

That is to say, before the Arab armies invaded, during the war and even after it, during 

the official negotiations over a ceasefire that took place under the auspices of the UN, 

there were covert talks between Israel and Transjordan, the political content of which 

was: King Abdullah would make peace with Israel, and in return for this Israel would 

recognize the annexation of the Palestinian Arab state to Transjordan, would not 

intervene militarily and would not raise the matter at the UN. 

 The Palestinian Arab state had become a chip in Ben-Gurion�s and Abdullah�s 

bargaining over the conditions of the desired peace, in conspicuous contradiction to the 

Partition Resolution. 

 None of this prevented the Prime Minister, in his reply to Knesset Member T. Toubi 

(Israeli Communist Party) from saying in Knesset deliberations: 
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Knesset Member Tawfiq Toubi complained about the Government�s agreement to 

the annexation of the Arab part of the country to Farouk and Abdullah. That 

agreement is fictional. This Government, which is presented to you for 

confirmation or non-confirmation, has not yet discussed that matter at all, and in the 

provisional government there has been no such decision. Knesset Member Tawfiq 

Toubi has also complained that we are foregoing the creation of an independent 

Arab state in the other part of the country. That claim also has no basis in reality � 

if there is to be a government there � and I am not  now expressing my opinion � 

then surely that is the business of the Arabs who live there � because we believe in 

self-determination. Anyway, we will fight for our own self-determination, and we 

recognize that the right to self-determination exists for others, if others have the 

right to a state. (D. Ben-Gurion, 10/3/49, Knesset Records, Vol. 1, p. 13) 

 

It is likely that the Government did not discuss and did not decide on the matter, but who 

authorized Golda Meir, Moshe Dayan and others to speak in the name of the State of 

Israel? Surely they were not travelling to Transjordan on their own initiative � 

 

�Overcoming the partition�  

 

On 3/4/49 the official ceasefire agreement with the �Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan� was 

signed. The first government that called Transjordan by that name was the government of 

Israel, and it began doing that a full year before the annexation of the West Bank to 

Jordan was officially declared. Even the government of Britain, on whose initiative and 

under whose tutelage the annexation was carried out, took care to refer to Abdullah�s 

kingdom as �Transjordan� until the official declara tion of the annexation. The 

aforementioned measure taken by the government of Israel constituted a de facto 

recognition, as was claimed by the Opposition from left to right, of Abdullah�s rule over 

the West Bank and the abandonment of the UN�s Partition Plan even as a formality. The 

day after the signing (not before!), the matter was raised by the Prime Minister for 

discussion in the Knesset with repeated emphasis (anticipating the reactions of the 
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Opposition?) that �this accord does not settle anyt hing politically or territorially, and it is 

nothing but a military accord �� 

 The opposition attacked the government for not having raised the matter for discussion 

in the Knesset, and unanimously stressed the political nature of the accord, which 

indirectly conferred Israel�s agreement to the annexation to Transjordan of territories 

from Palestine, the recognition of the �Hashemite J ordanian Kingdom� on both sides of 

the Jordan River, and the acceptance of British forces in western Palestine, from which 

they had just been expelled, by virtue of the treaty between Transjordan and Britain. 

 The attack was naturally rationalized in different ways by representatives of the 

different factions in the Knesset. The Herut Movement emphasized the �abandonment of 

an enormous amount of the territory of the homeland to a vassal-king and to his British 

overlords�: 

 

The accord is not military in meaning; it is political in the highest order. The 

meaning of this accord is that we have in effect subjugated our State to Bevin, after 

a war of liberation that we waged against the subjugator. (M. Begin, Knesset 

Records, Vol. 1, p. 289) 

 

The United Workers� Party, which then included what is today Mapam and Unity of 

Labour (Ahdut ha-�Avoda), emphasized the missed opportunity to restore the �territorial 

integrity of the Land�. 

 

� This is recognition of an annexation that no stat e and no international body has 

yet recognized � whereas these annexations signify the control over part of 

Palestine by Anglo-American imperialism � whereas t his treaty represents the fact 

of the partitioning of the country, the Knesset annuls the ceasefire treaty that was 

signed at Rhodes on 3/4/49. (Motion by D. Bar-Nir, Knesset Records, Vol. 1, p. 

290) 

 

I am sure that it is not only the Jewish Yishuv, the Jewish people and the world 

Zionist movement who will never forego the chance for the territorial integrity of 
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Palestine and see in the proposal for a pact between the State of Israel and an 

independent democratic Arab state a chance for the restoration of the territorial 

integrity of the country, but also the democratic Arab forces, who are our allies ... 

(Y. Riftin, ibid.) 

 

� Was there really any need for us to cancel plans and operations that could have 

moved our border to its suitable place and also brought about the liberation of large 

numbers of Arabs from the yoke of their subjugation? (Y. Ben-Aharon, ibid., p. 

292) 

 

The reader will have surely noticed the distinction between the meaning of the term 

�territorial integrity of the country� in the words  of Riftin, and the meaning of the same 

term in those of Ben-Aharon. 

 The member of the Young Guard [Hashomer Hatzair � a left-wing Zionist  

youth movement that initially believed in Jewish-Arab binationalism in Palestine � trans.] 

hoped to achieve the integrity of the country by means of a pact between the two states 

that were to have emerged according to the Partition Plan, whereas the member of Unity 

of Labour intended nothing other than the moving of Israel�s border to its �suitable place� 

� that is, eastwards, to the Jordan River. 

 The General Zionists exhibited a comprehensive understanding of the new state of 

affairs, but they nevertheless had difficulty adopting a position on the accord:  

 

� there is no doubt that the accord with the Transj ordan government, or the 

Hashemite one, or the government of Abdullah, is quite different in its nuances and 

nature from the other accords. From the perspective of our national and political 

future it is of great importance that, in that part of the country in which an Arab 

state was to emerge, according to the UN Resolution, an independent Arab state 

shall emerge. In my opinion, an independent Arab government would be much 

more convenient for us in many ways than the attachment of that part to 

Transjordan � it is to be doubted whether (despite the � I will permit myself to say 

� far-reaching fundamental considerations of our re cognition of the presence of a 
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foreign power, of a foreign state within the borders of the country), it by any means 

signifies the renunciation of any possibility of the creation of an independent Arab 

state in that part of the country � because we see the need for stability in our 

surroundings, we are not opposed to this ceasefire accord � from that standpoint, 

we will not express non-confidence in the Government, but in the light of all the 

facts that I have pointed out in my speech, neither do we see any possibility of 

expressing confidence in the Government. (Y. Sapir, ibid., p. 296) 

 

The Communist Party asserted the right of the Palestinian Arab people to its own state, a 

right that the two warring parties � Abdullah/Brita in on one side and the government of 

Israel on the other � deliberately sabotaged. 

 

This accord, known by the name of an accord on the �Hashemite Jordanian 

Kingdom�, recognizes in practice the rule of that B ritish colony over the Arab part 

of Palestine, in which an independent Arab state was to have emerged in 

conformity with the UN Resolution � the handover of  that part to Abdullah did not 

come about only as a result of this accord, rather it is a consequence of the policy 

that the Ben-Gurion government took during the War of Independence � a policy of 

active opposition to the creation of the independent Arab state in Palestine, and this 

accord with Abdullah is nothing but the jewel in the crown of that policy and a 

stage in its implementation. 

 � those who fought for the creation of that indepe ndent state � those very 

combatants who were imprisoned by the Egyptian authorities and by Abdullah as 

they were carrying out their duties to conclude the war and implement the UN 

Resolutions � are now sitting in Israeli concentrat ion camps, after they were 

released by the forces of the Israel Defence Forces (IDF) at Abu Ageila � the 

eschewal, therefore, of the obligation to help in the creation of an independent Arab 

state in Palestine, according to the recent accord with Abdullah, contradicts the 

interest of the independence of Israel and lasting peace in the Middle East �  

(T. Toubi, ibid., p. 302) 
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� The Arabs are fighting with growing force for the ir state in the other part of 

Palestine. The government of Israel � and this is o ur gravest accusation � did 

everything over the course of the past year to neutralize by any means the efforts of 

those Arab forces that were fighting for an independent Arab state. The problem 

was not and is not that we must shed blood for someone else; the problem is that 

the government of Israel prevented, suppressed, and created a situation in which a 

freedom-fighter against the Arab invaders was obliged to endanger his life by 

crossing the border-line twice: once on the Israeli side and once on the side of the 

invaders � the enemy. That is an absurdity that had  not occurred in history � not 

only because a democratic, independent and friendly Arab state is the best security 

buffer for the State of Israel. It should have been done (supporting the creation of 

that state), because if not, according to the present accords with Abdullah-Bevin � 

we will be forced to be in a state of constant war-preparedness and the State of 

Israel will be faced with constant danger �  (M. Vilner, ibid., p. 298) 

 

We find confirmation of these claims in A. Cohen�s book: 

 

When the IDF conquered Abu-Ageila from the Egyptians in 1948, they found in a 

concentration camp there a large group of leftist prisoners from the Old City of 

Jerusalem and its surroundings and from Jaffa, who were caught in Gaza and in 

Majdal �  (Cohen, Temurot politiyot ba-�olam ha-�aravi [Political changes in the 

Arab world], p. 105. Hebrew) 

 

The prisoners were nabbed as they were distributing flyers, as A. Cohen relates: 

 

On the flyers of the Arab left, which were distributed in the zones of Egyptian, Iraqi 

and Jordanian occupation in Palestine, it was stated that the Arabs of Palestine had 

not requested the Arab League�s intervention, and that the soldiers of the Arab 

states should return to their countries and turn their weapons against those who 

were instigating war in the country and those who did their bidding. Indeed the 

flyers called for a joint Arab-Jewish war to liberate the country from imperialism 
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and its henchmen and to build a new Palestine in partnership with the Jewish 

people. (Ibid.) 

 

However, the IDF, which occupied the concentration camp, did not hasten to liberate the 

detainees whose actions had also been in the interest of the State of Israel; but rather 

transferred them to an Israeli detention camp, where they were held for nearly two more 

years. 

 In reply to those in the Knesset who were attacking the Accord, Knesset Member 

E. Livneh, in the name of the Labour Party (Mapai), spoke in specific terms: 

 

What is the goal of all of us? The goal of all is overcoming the Partition; the 

shortcomings of the Partition; all the shortcomings of the Partition � what have we 

achieved politically from this period of negotiations? Regarding territory, we have 

achieved a very expansive hint from the invader that he will forego the borders of 

29 November 1947, at least for the purposes of a ceasefire. Is that not worth 

something to those who want to overcome the Partition? If they say that behind 

King Abdullah stands Britain, does this not make it more difficult for the backers of 

the original Partition among our adversaries to defend these partition lines? (E. 

Livneh, Knesset Records, Vol. 1, p. 297) 

 

Indeed, when dubious means are required, such as depending on Britain less than one 

year after the day it left the country, this is no testimony to the legitimacy and purity of 

the goals that were served by these means. Incidentally, a member of the Prime 

Minister�s faction tells us that there were political achievements (not necessarily military 

ones) from this period of negotiations.  

 We conclude with the words of Ben-Gurion, who claimed that the signing of the 

ceasefire accords (among them the accord with Transjordan) increased �the possibilities 

of coexistence, of peace and friendship with the Arabs� and moved us forward towards 

peace with them. 

 All the motions of non-confidence in the government were defeated. 
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�The decisive question�  

 

The question of what was preferable for Israel � th e existence of a Palestinian Arab state, 

or the signing of a peace treaty with Abdullah even at the price of giving up on the 

creation of the Arab state � is asked here, as well  as whether Israel was faced with such a 

choice. 

 We have already presented the positions of Hashomer Hatzair, the General Zionists 

and the Communist Party, who attacked the accord with Abdullah and favoured the 

creation of an independent Arab state. The Government too understood the importance of 

the choice. Here is what M. Sharett had to say on the matter: 

 

The most complex, intricate and also the most decisive of the questions about peace 

with our surroundings, is the one of the future of the Arab part of Palestine � what 

is now the Arab part � and in that regard we have s aid it more than once, and I will 

repeat it here as well, if we are asked what is desirable for us regarding that part, in 

the framework of the existing conditions, then what is desirable, what is most in our 

interest, is that that part shall be a political unit in its own right (A. Ben-Eliezer: 

Called Israel! Is that not indeed desirable?). I am not prepared to keep repeating 

myself from the beginning. In my speech I said that we have now turned towards 

peace. I know that there is in practice a proposal that we should now go to war to 

conquer that part. I reject it. I am speaking on the assumption that for the 

foreseeable future that part will remain an Arab part. The question before us is, will 

that part remain as it is, or will it be annexed to some other state. I am speaking on 

the assumption that that is the choice and we must decide which is preferable (A. 

Ben-Eliezer: Why are you manufacturing that choice?). Based on that assumption, 

it is desirable that that part constitute a distinct unit for three reasons. First: 

because if that part constitutes a distinct unit, there are more chances of fostering 

contacts and affinities between that part and the State of Israel. Secondly: because I 

assume that this offers more security to the State of Israel. And third: because we 

will be relieved in advance from the tangle of alliances � and we must not ignore 

them � that exist between a certain neighbouring st ate and a certain Power. This is 
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the solution that we must favour. But even if they ask us: is it in our power to make 

this a reality? I say, I do not know, I am doubtful � and that is why I said in my 

very much abbreviated review that now as before, this is the desirable thing, but we 

cannot present it as a condition. We did not present it as a condition for the 

ceasefire and we will not be able to present it as a condition for peace. We proposed 

to the mediation committee that a referendum be conducted in that part and we 

insist on that. A referendum will be conducted and the people living in that part will 

make their wishes known � we cannot ignore the poss ibility that the question of 

this separate political unit will not be a practical one and we will be obliged to 

discuss another possibility as well. We will be obliged to discuss it because the 

State of Israel is now committed to peace and stability. That was the decisive 

consideration regarding the ceasefire. When we signed ceasefires we were not 

selective about the character of the other side. On the agenda was the matter of the 

ceasefire and not the character of who will sign or who will not sign a ceasefire 

with us. (Knesset Records Vol. 1, p. 758, 20/6/49. Emphasis ours) 

 

If we add these words to the statements of those who were debating in the Knesset in 

April, which were quoted above, and to the fact of the existence of the secret negotiations 

with Abdullah, the following picture clearly emerges: reality presented the Government 

of Israel with a choice between adhering to the framework of the UN General Assembly 

Resolution, recognizing the right of the Palestinian Arab people to their own state and 

aiding in its creation; and abandoning the 1947 Resolution, ignoring the right of self-

determination of the Arabs of Palestine, and eschewing political measures in the face of 

the annexation of the Arab part of Palestine to Transjordan, in exchange for a promise to 

make peace and for Transjordan�s recognition of the Israeli annexations. The government 

of Israel chose the second possibility, which seemed to it more realistic and worthwhile, 

and thus it sealed the fate of the State of Israel and the fate of peace with the Arab states 

to this very day. Abdullah and Ben-Gurion divided the state of the Arabs of Palestine in 

nearly equal measures among themselves. Instead of 55% of the territory of Palestine 

which was allotted to the Jewish state under the UN Resolution, the State of Israel spread 

out over about 75%, and the remaining territory (apart from the Gaza Strip, which Egypt 
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occupies, but has not annexed to this day) was annexed by Abdullah, with the agreement 

of Ben-Gurion. 

 

*** *** *** 

Map: How the Palestinian state was divided 

 
[Legend for the map below, entitled �How the Palest inian state was divided � a map of 
the Partition Plan and the status quo�. The dark area is the part of Palestine that was 
allocated to the Palestinian Arab state under the UNSCOP plan that was annexed by 
Israel in the 1948 war; the large area with diagonal lines is the part that was annexed by 
Transjordan (later Jordan) during that war, known as the West Bank, and the small area 
with diagonal lines is the part that was captured by Egypt during the war, known as the 
Gaza Strip. Jerusalem, which was to have been a corpus separatum under the UNSCOP 
plan, was divided between Israel and Transjordan � trans.] 
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