
j ERUSALEM WAS SURELY ONE O F T H E 

g litte ring prizes of the Grea t War, 
won by the 's tout hearts and sharp 
swords' w hich Lord Birke nhead 
would la ter commend to the under­
g radu a tes of Glasgow Univers ity. 
When Gene ral Alle nby ca ptured the 
city in December 1917, he dispelled 
much of the gloom of the war's grim­
mest year. The humility of his enb·y 
into the o ld city through the jaffa 
ga te, on foot, trumped the ea rlie r 
ga ud y process ions of European 
e mperors for w hom the wall had 
been barbarously breached. Allenby 
was a C hri st ian co nqu ero r, and 
U1o ug h he was to p rove a sage gov­
e rnor in Egypt a fte r the war, the 
sa lient fac t for Palestine of his march 

to Dnmascus was conquest. Britain 
occupied Pa lesti ne by force of a rms 
and e ercised a conqueror's rights. 

The ch iei o f these wa the distribu­
tio n of the conquered - or, as the 
leaders of the Arab national move­
ment hoped , libe rated - territory. 
The discrepancy be tween conques t 

a nd liberation was ultimate!\· to 
prove disastro us. For the Arab fight­
ers w ho advan ced out of the He jaz 
w ith T.E. Lawrence, the goal was 
Syria. Pa lestine as a concept scarcely 
fi gu red in their mental map o f the 
new Arab state. Though je ru alcm 
was one of the three most sacred sites 
of ls lam, negotiations between the 
Arabs and the British centred o n the 
g rea t Syrian cities, Aleppo, Hamu, 
Homs and Damascus. Sherif Hussein 
a lmost casually agreed to the exclu­
sion of ' portions of Syrin ly ing to the 
west of' these cities from the planned 
ki ngdom. 

It was Brita in w hi ch, in tryi ng to 
lim it the French ~phcre of intluence 
in the Levant, and to protect the Sue!( 
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Cana l, crea ted modern Pa lestine. 
Fi rs t, Britain detached the Holv Land 
from the French zone by decl~ring it 
an area of ' inte rna tio nal' rcspon ibil­
ity. Next, it secured contro l of the 
a rea o n both banks of the jordan as a 
League of Nations Mandate. Finally 
it di vided the Mandate into two, 
Pa les tin e on the west bank and 
Trans jo rda n o n the eas t. Simul­
taneou. ly it confirmed the specia l 
s ta tu s of Palestine through the policy 
a nnounced in the Balfour Decla ra­
tio n, of u in g Britain'::. ' best e n­
deavours to facilitate the establis h­
ment in Palestine o f J n<tti onal home 
for the jewish pel>ple' . rhe motives 
for th is fateful u ndt.>rtal-..ing, cmd the 
ambig ui ty of it::. lL'l m::., ha e been 
ceasele s ly d eba ted L'\ c• ~l lllc; ""hu t 
i certain is tha t lhL 81i thh go,·ern 
ment be licn·d that ll had the powe1 
as well a the righ 1 to Lan; 1 t ou t It 
sa"' Pal s lme a::. a wbu/t, m~a n.:<td ) 
to be made nc\\· In addmg tts cqud lly 
resonant prU\ 1 o thclt nu tl1111g ::.hall 
be done "hi h mu\ prc1ud1L th e 
civil and religlUu~ nght::. ul e:>..J::.bn g 
n on-Jewish wmmumt1 e::. 111 Pa les 
tine', it pldinly dbLuunted thl.' po~::.i­
bility tha t such nghb m1ght Lume to 
include that of Palestmian nation al 
identity. 

What baffled and finally bro ke the 
British endeavour to implement the 
Mandate was precisely th e emerg­
ence of Pales tinia n nationali s m . 
Why, one is driven to ask, did Britain 
fa il to recognise what see ms so 
obvious w ith hinds ight? The answer 
is that the e merge nce of natio nal con­
sciousness was a n e rra tic process. 
The fllly of Arab hostility to Z ionism, 
taking shape in the ularming riots of 
1920 and 1921, and spreading almost 
into gene ral civil wa r in 1929, now 
look like clear enough indica tions. Yet 
at the time they were not unmis tak­
able. Arab resis tance was sporadi c, 
incohe rent, and negative. As Britain 
cons tw cted Pales tine, so it created 
Pa lestinian nationalism. Palestinian 
identity was forged in fea r of the 
jewish do mina tion implied by the 
Mandate. The process was acceler­
ated , ironi ca lly, by the very caution 
w ith which the Ma ndatory power 
treated any possible infringement of 
Arab rights - caution which jews saw 
as anti-Zionis t, if not anti-Semitic. 
The re was indeed a striking s hift 
from the wild leap of the Balfour 
Decl a ration to the circumspection 
w ith which the government trod 
the reafter. He re was a n imperi a l 
power which had become acutely 
sens itive to the religious pre judices 
of its fifty million Moslem s ubjects. 
This sensitivity did no t, of course, 
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reflect empathy with Is lam: rathe r 
the reverse, fear of the la tent fanatic­
.ism of Moslem peoples and their 
propensity to mass violence or jihad. 

By the time Sir H erbert Samuel was 
installed as the First High Commis­
sioner in 1920, the strict limits on 
Britain's room for political m an­
oeuvre were already evident. Samuel 
looked to be an inspired ch oice: the 
very fact of his being jewish must, it 
was thoug ht, reassure the Z ionists of 
Britain' s goodwill, w hile hi s unim­
peachable probity as a British admi­
nis tra to r mus t reassure the Arabs 
that they would be treated fairly . But 
Samuel found that the communities 
were already so pola rised that hi s 
reputation was not enough for the 
second task, which seemed after the 
1920 riots to be the overriding prior­
ity. Within a year of his arrival, s till 
more serious riots impelled him to 
announce restrictions on Jewish im­
mig ration, henceforth to be governed 
by the 'economic absorbtive capacity' 
of Palestine- a fruitful seed of future 
contention. 

The a ttempt envisaged in the Man­
date to create bi-ethnic administra­
tive a nd legis lative in s titutions 
nonetheless failed . The re was no 
Arab e qui va lent to the Jewis h 
Agency, the officia lly recognised 
body w hich fostered the economic, 
educatio nal and medical infras truc­
ture of the Jewish com munity in 
Palestine (Yishuv). Arab leade rs re­
fused to accept the implication that 

1-lal•t'rl Sr111111el 
tlllrl (ri~ht) Sir 

Arllr11r Wallchope, 
Britain 's High 

Commissio11ers i11 
flu.> 1920s nllrl30s 
who failerlto stem 

the growi11g 
polnrisatio11 

between few a11rl 
Arab. 

the Arabs, as the majority, should be 
equated with the jewish minority. 
T h e Supre m e Mos le m Coun ci l, 
whi ch was established after the 1921 
riots as a conciliatory gesture, bore 
no resembla nce to the Arab Agency 
which Samuel h ad hoped to ins titute. 
Arabs joined the British adminish·a­
tion and police, but could never 
reach the highest ranks. By contrast, 



the jewish Agency quickly developed 
into a virtual s ta te apparatus, givin g 
the Yisl111v organisa tional capacities 
which the Arabs were never able to 
match. 

The precarious balancing act be­
tween promoting Jewish as pirations 
and protecting Arab rights paralysed 
the government in face of the worst 
crisis of the 1920s, the conflict over 
the 'Wailing Wa ll' in Je rusalem in 
1929. Communal vio lence reached 
ca tastrophic proportions. Ye t even 
then, the British belie f in the neces­
sity and lo ngevity of their presence in 
Palestine was scarcely if a t a ll under­
mined . Like India, Palestine fascin­
ated its Europ£'a n rulers. 'There is no 
promotion after Jeru salem', wrote its 
firs t British governor, Ronald Storrs, 
later s leepwalking as governo r of 
Cy prus in the J 930s. For Storrs it was 

(Lc_(/) Lonf Bnlfimrfill >:la~~e~), author of the 
1917 Dcc/amlioll, with feru~alem 's British 
goFl'nl{lr, R01wld Storr~. 01111 1925 visit. 
(Right ) Archilmld (Inter Lord) Wnve/1 
COIIIIIInlldertJfthe Rritishforcrs 1937-38 -
whose efforts to nmtro/tlre Amb relwllioHIIIet 
with ()Jiiy limitrtl ~>llcces~. 

a n enchanted ci ty, w hose awakening 
in to the twentie th century he over­
saw with a devotion and success un­
equalled until the reign of Mayor 
Kollek after 1967. For the rest of the 
admi nis tra tion, the e nch a ntme nt 
persisted; above all in the pe rson of 
Sir Arthur Wauchope, High Commis­
sioner from 1931 to 1938. Appointed 
by Rnmsay MacDonald as a general 

'who does it w ith his head no t his 
feet', Wauchope was an ardent be­
liever in the possibility of con ensus 
in Palestine. Though earlier efforts to 
cons tru ct a bi -ethnic constitutio n had 
fa iled, he persevered with the a im of 
giving the Arabs a real measure of 
the self-governme nt promised by the 
t.eague of Nations. 

In 1934 he set up municipal coun­
cils in the larger towns, and in 1935 
he launched his g ren test project, a 
legislative council wi th an Arab ma­
jority. The ignominious fate of this 
initiative was to be rejected not only 
by bo th communities in Palestine, 
but also by the House of Commons in 
London. This last rejection was fatal 
to the scheme itself, and also Lo the 
credibili ty of the Palestine govern­
ment, already unde rmined by fre­
que nt policy reversa ls over jewish 

immigration. Loca l resis tance might 
have been overcome by a more reso­
lute policy. Arabs at firs t re fused to 
countenance the proposa l, because 
the legi.slative council would have no 
power to question the tem1s of the 
Mandate; but their attitude softened 
as the extent of Zionist hostili ty to it 
became clea r. The scheme plainly 
offe red Arab leaders a bas is for creat­
ing a national politica l structure, and 
for containing Zionism. Its collapse 
left them in a state of unorganised 
arousal. A latent power s truggle be­
tween the representati ves of the two 
leading Arab famili es, Raghib Bey 
Nashash ibi (forme r Mayor of Jeru­
salem) and Hajj Amin al-Husseini 
(Mufti of Jerusalem and president of 
th e S upre m e Mos le m Counci l) 
sh owed that unity was s till a distant 

prospect. The fact that the Mufti, 
who was by fnr the most influential 
Arab politica l figure, de rived hi s 
autho rity from religious sources, 
clea rly showed that Arab politics 
were not following the British pat­
tern. 

O n April 15th, 1936, two jews were 
murdered by Arab 'bandits' (the offi­
cial term) on the road betwee n Tul­
karm a nd Nablus. Next day two 
Arabs were killed near the Jewish 
town of Pctnh Tikvah . The fune ral of 
the Jews in Tel Aviv on April 17L h 
produced, as ~uch events ofte n did, 
serious violence, and in neighbour­
ing Jnffa two days later dozens of 
Jews were nltacked in the streets. 
N ine were beaten, s toned or stabbed 
to death, and killings continued over 
the followi ng days. Police had to 
open fire to keep an Arab crowd out 
of Tel Aviv, and armoured cars were 
brought in . The situation was grim, 
but it did not yet seem unp rece­
dented: indeed , it seemed all too 
fa miliar. A new kind of Arab organ­
isation was, however, emerging. A 
'Nationa l Committee' met in Nablus 
on the 20th and decla red a general 
s trike. The s trike call was repeated by 
nationnl committees in other town s, 
and fin ally by a Highe r Arab Com­
mittee in Jerusalem on the 25th. 

The Higher Committee spe lled out 
the Arab demands: stoppage of Jew­
i.sh immigration, prohibition of land 
sa les to Jews, and establishment of 
re presentative government. The 
strike rapidly solidified; the port of 
Jaffa ceased to function, road trans­
port seized up (though rail workers 
did not s tri ke), and a tax boycott 
began. Viole nce becnme more syste­
matic: Jewish build ings, crops and 
plan tations were specia l targets. 
Most ominously, in May and June 
armed bands appeared in the hills of 
Samaria and started to carry out big­
ger ambushes and attacks. 

The question for the govern ment, 
and also fo r the Yisltuv, was how to 
react to this Arab activity. Was it a 
genuine na tional movement, or a 
series of local disturbances, fomented 
by agitators and criminal bandits? 
Zionist leade rs divided on this: David 
Ben-G urion took the fo rmer view, 
Berl Katznelson the la tter. The British 
view was also confused from the 
s tart. Sympathy with Arab fears of 
Zionist domina tion went along with 
paternalistic assum ptions of Arab in­
capacity. Plentiful evidence of intimi­
dation could be found to confirm the 
ins tinctive belie f that the strike was 
not spontaneous. The culprits were 
as usual ' fanatics', 'crimina ls', and 
'p rofessional agitators'. The British 
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fou nd it ha rd to accept that such 
undesirables might re present popu­
la r sentim en t. Mos lem 'fanaticis m' 
was an especially a lien threat which 
seems to have poisoned, in British 
eyes, the cause with which it was 
inextricably linked. 

The result was a compl ace ncy 
which is aston ishing in retros pect. 
Though emergency powers (the 1931 
Palestine (Defe nce) Order in Council) 
we re invoked across the whole coun­
h·y as early as Apri l 19th, Wauchope 
cons is tently refused to pe rmit milit­
ary actio n agains t the armed bands. 
Troops were called in as guards or to 
replace the Britis h con tingen t of the 
police, w ho were re lieved of their 
o rdina ry duties - w hich often in­
volved an irksome s ubordin ation to 
Arab offi cers - so that thev could 
pursue the rebe ls, without noticeable 
e ffect. lne bands continued to multi­
ply throughout the umm er, a nd 
thei r ac ti vities increasingly resem­
bled guerrilla warfare. The te rm ' re­
be llio n' was o ften used within the 
admin b tratiu n to describe w hat wcts 
going on, bu t quite c.lsu., lly: murc 
oiten the violence was frc1gmcnted -
s niping, assc~ ult, abductiun, arson, 
and so un - and loosely lumped 
togethe r as ' disorde rs ' or 'dis turb­
ances' . Thi!:. negative view governed 
the official response until September 
1936, wi th one sped.lCular e ccption . 

In the last for tnight of June the 

army blas ted its way into the uld city 
of jaffa, the epicentre of the rebellio.n, 
wi th a massive series o f demolit ions. 
Two wide roads were driven throug h 
the ' rabbit wa rren' of na rrow s tree ts 
and blind-walled ho uses so t-ypiLal of 
middle-ea::.tern citie::. and so hostile to 
western notions of order. 1 here was 
almos t no rc~i stance : after some s nip­
ing had bee n s ilenu?d by J deluge of 
g unfire, the population •Na tched the 
demolitions with evid ent incompre­
hen~ion or fatali~m, and j<tffa re­
mained quie t fu r se\·era l mo nths. 
This crushing o pera tion followed cl 
lung tussle bel ween tlw civil and 
military authori ties about the need 
for firm mea~ure::. to restore public 
security . The army's view was tha t 
government m ust Jssert itself to w in 
p ubl ic confidence. The governmen t 
conced ed, but contri ved to wriggle 
out of the military pos ture by dis in­
genuou sly clllributing the demoli­
tions to public hea lth requirements. 
This compro mise wc~s to persis t as 
thl..' month~ of conflid d rc1gged into 
years . 

] aft a fo1 ct. had owed th e rough 
military me thod s w hiLh were fin<~ lly 
to be u sed v .. ·hen the rebelliun 
reat hed 1b peak in autumn 1938. 
Eve n then , howeve r, marliJII.n v Wcl~ 
never fonnnlly dedart>d, and the reln­
tion ship between the civil and milit 
ary i'lu th o ritie~ wa~ never w holly hM­
monious. Ave1s ion to rni l i t.:~ry rule 

£.\<Jdus? C/wmr W<!izmn•11r, (st'wmt from ltfiJ pr c,rdt'lll oJ tire ~Vorld Lrollhi Mtll't'll/!'111 , wrilr 
tJilra lt•adi11g Li.mists i11 Plymoullr, 1921. 
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was, of course, pa rt of British politic­
al culture - albe it less evident in the 
colonies - but it seems to have been 
m ost pronounced in Palestine. 
Wau ch ope' s dominance as Hig h 
Commissioner was heightened by 
the fact that as a gene ral he out­
ranked a ll the military s ta ff in Pales­
tine, even a fte r the Lond on govern­
ment forced the issue in September 
by announcing the imminent procla­
mation of martial law, and despatch­
ing Majo r-Ge ne ral j ohn Dill with a 
fu ll division of troops to enfo rce it. 

Dill left England believing that he 
was II> be milita ry governor of Pa les­
tine; he arrived to find tha t the threat 
o f ma rtia l law, coupled wi th the 
pro mise of a roya l commissiu n to 
in vestigate Arab grieva nces, had en­
abled Wauchope to negotiate a com­
promise. The s tri ke was ca lled off, 
but the armed bands did nu t sur­
render themselves or their weapons: 
they simply disper:-.ed . Di ll 's iury 
was ba rely controlled . He castiga ted 
the sq uea mis hness of the j erusa lem 
govt•rnmen l which, he believed, h.1d 
nlluwed the rebell ion to sp read and 
w h ich nuw refused to fL1ce the reality 
o f a n intl>lcrable si tuation . The Chi~f 
of the Imperia l General Staff fumed 
pri v.:~ tcly that the Hig h Commission­
e r's me thods were 'entire lv indfec­
ti\ e ': ' u nfe tte red militar)1 to ntrol 
should have bC'en e c rcised fru m the 
fir:, I '. 

Milita rv ~ tri c lurc :-. d id indeed 
appear to' be jus ti fied when, after a 
yeM of relative ca lm, the ins urgency 
tt,ok s till more formidable ~hope in 
the autumn of 1937. Outing the six 
mon th s uf the rebellio u'. first phase, 
16 police and 21 soldiers hnd been 
killed, 102 police and 104 soldier 
wo unded . Amongst ci ili an s, 89 
jews <md 195 Arabs we re rcpUt ted 
killed, and some 300 jew~ nnd 800 
Ar.1bs wound ed, though the figures 
for 1\rab casua lties were con jectural, 
and well over 500 may have died . 
These totals would have been even 
larger but for the policy of non­
re ta lia tio n (lwvlagn) adopted by the 
Jewish Agency. In the mselves they 
give a t bes t a crude indicatio n of the 
coll a p se o f p u blic security e n­
gendered by the insurrection. When 
the second phase of the rebe llio n 
bega n, wi th the assassinatio n of the 
Dis trict Commissioner fo r Galilee, 
Lewis Andrews, in Nazare th o n 
September 27th, the governmental 
ca tas troph e was t!Ven more com­
ple te. Armed bands reappeared in 
greater numbers than ever before, 
and in addition to guerrilla activities 
bega n to exert systematic intimida­
tion of loca l communities. Rebel 



co urts we re es tabli s hed , ' taxes' 
levied, decrees enforced (such as the 
aba ndonment of traditional urba n 
f"~a l estinian headgear in favour of the 
desert knffiynh), and the Britis h ad mi­
nis tration paralysed . 

The first offi cial reaction was more 
aggressive than in th e previous yea r. 
The Arab Hig he r Comm ittee a nd the 
Na ti onal Commi t tees were pro­
scribed; the Mufti of Je rusa lem, Hajj 
Amin ai -Husseini - the mos t infl uen­
tia l Arab po liticil l figure, widely re­
garded as the instiga tor of the rebe l­
lion - was dismissed from his official 
posts as rre~ident of the Supreme 
Moslem CounLil a nd C hairman o f th e 
Genera l Wakf Committet> (whi ch had 
given him extensive fund s and pow-

'1-/ome/ess'- P111rclt ofjuly 'f<l38 cltnmclcriscs 
tire 'problem for Europe' irr resl'flfeuu!lrt posed 
by tire Fascist 111rd Na~i persecution of lire Jews. 

ers of pa tron<~ge); and more s tringent 
e me rgency powers were ta ken. 
Wau chope's ea rly re tireme nt was 
announced, open ing the way to a 
tougher line. The army occupied the 
old city of Jeru sale m, and w id e­
sprearl arrest were made, th ough 

A rorrmy l1j Bril isir /roaps orr 1/w jl'nirr Nnblus 
mad in the 1 93n~. 

-.. 

)LI Y. 19~9 

the Mufti escaped fro m the Haram­
ash-Sharif, w hich troops were forbid­
den to en ter. Yet these measures had 
littl e effect. Within six months 
Wauchope 's s uccessor, Sir Harold 
MacMichae l, was reporting that ' the 
situation in the rebel a reas is s tead ily 
deteriorating, and unless remedial 
measures can be taken, the drift will 
be toward rebe llio n'. By July 1938 
the re was a noticeable 'incredse in the 
number and size of the armed gangs, 
[which] were enjoy ing increasing 
s upport from the vi ll agers'. In 
September the dis h1rbances, he con­
fessed , ' more than eve r before 
assumed the ch ar<1 cter of open rebel­
lion' . 

In fact, the reference to ' rebe l 
(lreas' in May revea led that even then 
some parts of Palestine were beyond 
the government's control. Refusal to 
admi t the reality of rebellion w hile 
there w as stil l a chance of containing 
it in the hills of Samaria accele ra ted 
the s lide into catastrophe. By the 
time Dill left the cou ntry in August 
1937, to be replaced by Archibald 
Wa ve!!, the military ga rrison had 
been h<1l ved - two brigad es instead of 
two divisions. Wavell tried to meet 
the renewed insurgency with mobile 
columns: he had neither the s trength 
nor the authority to a tte mpt Cln inten­
sive combing-out of the rebel heart­
land, smal l though it was (the no tor­
ious ' triangle' between Nablus, Tul­
karm and Je nin measured bare ly 
thirty k ilome tres on each s ide) . 
Despite official optimism, the results 
were disa ppointing. Violence trickled 
down across the whole country over 
the summer of 1938; a celebrated 
Iraqi guerri lla leader, Fauzi al-Kaukji, 
suceeded in giving a new degree of 
cohesion to the actions of the armed 
bands; whils t a specially o minous 
aspect of this v irtl1a l civil war was the 
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increase in terrorist attacks on Arabs 
by Jewish revisionist groups, later to 
explode into the British conscious­
n ess as the 'Stern gang' and the 
lrgun . These had already drawn the 
conclusion that Arab violence had 
caused the Britis h to renege on the 
Balfour declaration, and that only 
violence cou ld now estabUsh Eretz 
Is mel. 

Well might Major-General Iron­
side, visiting Palestine in October, 
report that ' civil governmen t has 
completely broken down, and civil 
admi11islratio n is only in operation to 
a limited extent in certain towns'. He 
held that because civil adm inistration 
'restricts and causes delay to immedi­
ate action by troops so essen tial to 
dea li ng w ith an y rebell ion', ' any 
form of civil adm in istra tion is unsuit­
able for an emergency s uch as this, 
and military conh·ol mus t be intra-

duccd and the country adm inistered 
by a military governor'. lt was a 
fam iliar military con ten tion, driven 
by exasperation rather than ambi­
tion . As a War Office representa tive, 
Colonel Robert Haining had pro­
tes ted to the Colonia l Office man­
darins in 1936 that as long as the 
Hi gh Commissioner remained the 
arbiter of p ubli c sa fety, e ffective 
military action wou ld be stymied. 
Now he succeeded Wavell as Com­
mander- in-C hi ef. H e was g iven 
greatly increased powers, including 
operation al con trot over the police. 
But he still believed that friction be­
tween the mili tary and civ il author­
ities was a crippling h andicap. 

There was a sh·aightforward con­
fli ct of view between soldiers w ho 
believed th at dras tic m easures, in­
cluding collective punishments on 

18 

v illages s us pected of ha rbuuring 
guerrilla fighters, were the only way 
of restoring control, and civil officials 
who saw such punis hments as im­
moral when th e government could 
not gua rantee to protect villagers 
from intimidation . Haining privately 
accused the 'civil obs tructionis ts' of 
wa te ring down milita ry measures 
and passing the bud, for unpopular 
policies to the nrmy. He rega rded 
collective punis hments as ' the only 
method of impressing the peaceful 
but terrotised majority that fa ilure to 
assis t law and order may in the long 
run be more unpleasant tha n s ubmit­
ting to intimidation' . 

ln the win ter of 1938-39 a some­
what murky compromise, akin to the 

Good i11tt>11tiOJrs; tlw Royal Co111111 is~ion, ~el 
11p by the British Gm•emr1rentlo ilrpcsligale 
tire troubles, 111l'eling in ]erusalclll ilr 
Nouellrber 1936. 

Jaffa d e m o litions of 1936, was 
reached . The military were given a 
more or less free hand, but no open 
avowal of military rule was made. 
Formal emergency powe rs rested 
with the High Commissioner, codi­
fied in a sequen ce of Defence Regula­
tions wh ich were to contin ue in force 
through the Jewis h insurgency after 
the Second World War and, indeed , 
have continued to be used by Israel 
in the 'occupied territories' since 
1967. As during the ilrtifadn wh ich 
broke ou t there in the w inter of 1987, 
the m·my was left to find a roug h­
and-ready way of putting p ressure 
on an a lienated population. Some of 
the mean s were very rough; collec­
ti ve punishments often bore the hall­
mark of reptisals and involved, as 
now, casual brutality beyond offi cial 
control. Much military vio lence un-

doubtedly wenl unreported, but in 
1939 at least it seems to have had a 
cumulative e ffect in isolating <1nd 
breaking up the guerrilla bands. The 
use of Arab hostages ('minesweep­
ers' in unofficial military pmlance) 
immunised military patrols a nd con­
voys agains t rebel mines. The most 
s triking successes were achieved by 
one of the army's most unconven­
tiona l officers, Orde Wingntc, w ho 
establis hed the Special Night Squad, 
th e o nl y s pec iali se d ca nter­
insurgency force the n in existen ce. It 
was an odd and potentially explosive 
mixture o f British a rmy volunteers 
and members of the Jewish Agency's 
unofficial army, the J-Jngnnn, des­
cribed none too decorously by the 
seni o r RA F officer in Pales ti ne, 
Arthur Harris, as ' local toughs'. They 
were able to lap sources of informa­
tion previously unreached by the 

secuti ty forces, though their activities 
were sus pected of s traying across the 
fine line betwee n prevention and 
pre-emption o r counter-terroris m. 

The impact of the SNS was consid ­
erable, but it was necessarily limited . 
General mil itary pressure g radually 
broke up the larger guerrilla bands, 
though the smaller remnants proved 
much harder to e(jmi.nate. Many n on ­
military observers thought that the 
rebellion died ou t largely because of 
th e politica l concessions made in the 
1939 Whi te Paper w hich set fina l 
limits to Jewis h immigra tion in to 
Pa lestine. The appearance of 'peace 
b a nd s' recruited fr o m pro­
governm ent village rs around this 
time s ignalled the fracturing of the 
preca rious Arab unity wh ich had 
made a deep impression on the Brit­
ish Cabinet. The White Paper was 



Nighl llt!ll't>S; Wi11gntc's irregular fcwislt figh ters with (second from rig!tl I /heir Bnlislt i1t~lmc:tor 
- n sucn·~4ul bul contlllPt'rsta! rcs/IOII!>C to tlw Arab tnsurgPnnJ. 

certainly a dra m<1 tic policy s hi ft. s ince 
it pro mised majo rity - the re fo re Arab 
- self-governme nt c.1fter five yea rs. 
Brita in 's a t tempt to JUSti fy a t the 
League o f Na t·ions this red e fi n itio n of 
the Mandate in volved recogn is ing 
the rebel l ion as an u p s u rge o f 
na tional consciousness: as the Colo­
nia l Secre tary put it to the Leag ue's 
Pe r ma ne n t Mand<~tes Commi t tee, 

' la rge number!> of Arabs have s hown 
the mselves p repared to l <~v d own 
the ir lives in de fence of their peoplP'. 

Major-General Berna rd Mon tgom­
ery, then a divisionil l commander in 
north Pa lestine, vigorou<>lv oppn<,cd 
this view. In hi eve<; the rebels re­
main ed mere g<mg; o f cnmm<~ l '>, p ro­
fessional band its not nationa l fig ht­
e rs; the agitation \Va~ the work oi a 

few 'young hot heads', while the ma­
jo ri ty of the people were ' in no way 
an ti-Bri t ish'. He be lieved th at the au­
tho ri ties co u ld wi n back the peop le 
by making clea r that they would 'get 
a fa ir d eal from us but be killed if they 
rebel' . The cardina l fa ilure of the 
Pa lestine government was its inabil­
ity to follow th is imple policy. For a ll 
its attrac ti ve lack of complexity, this 
in terpre tation was probably wrong. 
Montgomery would have a second 
chance to test it, du ring the Jewis h 
insu rgency a fte r JCJ45, w hen it looked 
even more inadequate. Th is, how­
ever, cou ld provide litt le comfort to 
the civil governme nt, fc1ced w ith the 
w reck of the hopes and promises on 
w h ich th<' Mandate had bee n 
founded. 
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