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The “Haifa Turning Point”

The British Administration and the Determination of the Civil War in Palestine, December 1947-May 1948

On May 14, 1948, the mandate which had been awarded to Britain by the League of Nations to govern Palestine expired. The run-up to the end of British rule was marked by long months of a Palestinian civil war between Jews and Arabs, which significantly affected the manner in which Britain concluded its mission in Palestine. The war, which lasted from December 1947 until May 1948, was inevitably influenced by the fact that British rule, including the civil administration, the police, and the army, continued to exist formally until the middle of May. The prevailing argument in the research literature on this period is whether the British policy during the civil war was a defined intention, and whether it was also preformed by the Administration in Palestine until the very day of the evacuation. Some have claimed that the British blatantly supported the Arabs, though others believe that they backed the Jews. A number of studies maintain that the British sought to bring about a situation of chaos, which would show up the irrelevance of the United Nations’ partition plan. Be that as it may, all agree that Britain exercised a crucial impact, which was deliberate and conscious, on the events.


The research, primarily Israeli and British, on Britain’s place in the Palestine war has come a long way, to the point where the question of whether the British supported the Jews or the Arabs is no longer addressed. Avi Shlaim is right when he says that during the war the British pursued a policy in Palestine that was neither anti-Zionist nor anti-Arab, but pro-British. British research (contrary to Israeli or Arab studies) also touches on the helplessness of Britain in the face of the war, although as a marginal issue, a kind of calculated risk, which was under control, that Britain assumed at the time. If a sense of helplessness manifested itself, Roger Louis, The prominent historian of the end of the British mandate of Palestine, mentions it as no more than a local weakness. Shlaim explains that it was an attempt to conduct a policy that assumed, in view of the unique circumstances, the possibility of pursuing an “exercise in damage control.”


Once the war broke out and, concurrently, the evacuation plan was signed, Britain lost its ability to act independently in Palestine. Britain’s problematic international standing in the aftermath of the Second World War, particularly in the Middle East, naturally affected its Palestine policy. This article seeks to understand the nature of Britain’s reaction to the civil war in Palestine itself. What generated the feeling of chaos in those final months of the Mandate? Why were the British accused by each side of aiding the other? The overall policy as determined in London – and here, too, it is legitimate to ask how independent Britain was to make policy at the time – will be examined only as a necessary framework that affected the actions of the High Commissioner and his staff in Palestine.


I will argue that whatever policy the British had formulated, the Mandatory Administration was not in a position to implement it owing to the surging war. Hence, the British reaction to events in Palestine has to be understood not in terms of how the Administration carried out the policy of the government in London, but precisely in terms of its inability to implement that policy – or, for that matter, any other policy. It was the Palestine civil war that affected Britain, rather than the other way round. Britain and its Palestine Administration, previously the fomenter of events in Palestine, now became, to a degree, subject to the unfolding situation there. This loss of control caused the British to conclude in a most unseemly manner a thirty-year period which the latest research evaluates very positively.
 

In this article I suggest the novel claim that the determining factor for the outcome of the “civil war” in Palestine, was the practical collapse of the British government in the country, rather than the collapse of the Palestinian Arabs—who were in an inferior military position throughout the fighting.  In making this claim, I am modifying the conventional view concerning the main stages of this war.  In the historiography of the 1948 war (the Israeli in particular, but also others) it is customary to view those actions of the “Hagana” conducted at the beginning of April 1948 on the way to Jerusalem (operation “Nachshon”) as the cause for the turn of events and for the Jewish victory.  Since, in my opinion, the British were the main factor that determined the nature of the war until May, I suggest that the critical turning point in the war was the overtaking of Haifa by the “Hagana”, which occurred under the silent consent of the British at the end of April (20-22).  In Haifa, everyone—Jews and Arabs—could see that the government was either unable or uninterested in getting involved.  That point was the beginning of the Jewish side’s momentum.

In this article I challenge the perception, which is accepted among most, perhaps all, Israeli historians, that the action, or inaction, of the Jewish leadership of the Yishuv was the reason for its success.  Instead, I propose to show that an analysis of the winner’s actions in a civil war is insufficient and that the war has to be portrayed through all who took part in it.  This attempt has encountered obvious difficulties in Israel.  Further, it seems to me that this view is also different from the British historiography, which neither perceives the Mandatory government as a central factor in the 1948 war, nor attributes to it an almost total collapse. 

The Vast Gap Between Desire and Ability

In February 1947 Britain decided in principle to evacuate Palestine. The British government decided that April to return the Palestine Mandate to the UN “with no recommendations.” With that, Britain seemed to have pushed itself out of its commanding position in Palestine – indeed, events quickly showed that Britain could no longer shape the country’s destiny. A rapid series of developments – the special session of the UN General Assembly in May 1947, the composition of the special commission of inquiry that operated from June to August 1947, the preparatory deliberations in the UN that fall, and the vote in the General Assembly at the end of November – made it perfectly clear that Britain’s status in Palestine was far from what it had been. Effectively, the formal decision by the British government to evacuate Palestine (September 20, 1947) and the concrete plan of withdrawal that followed in its wake (approved and signed on December 4, 1947) came as reactions to the resolutions adopted by the UN at the behest of the Great Powers, though with little consultation with the British government.


Until the end of November 1947, Britain could still have altered the course of events by means of a dramatic declaration of its ability to effect a solution to the Jewish-Arab conflict, or by an aggressive military move in Palestine that would have forced the sides to react as it wished. That this was not merely a theoretical possibility is seen in the reaction of the chief of the Imperial General Staff at the time, Field Marshal Montgomery. Montgomery advocated a military solution unencumbered by policy constraints to the problem of the persistent unrest in Palestine.
 However, following the partition resolution passed by the General Assembly (with U.S. backing) and the onset of the evacuation process, Britain could only endeavor to extricate itself from Palestine with as little damage as possible. Once the recommendations of the UN Special Commission on Palestine (UNSCOP) were made public, Britain retained a greater potential to say what it would not do rather than what it would. The repeated statement issued by London and by the Palestine Administration to the effect that Britain would not be able to assist in implementing the partition solution, and the readiness of the Great Powers to delay the end of the evacuation from the beginning of May 1948 until the beginning of August were poor compensation for the imperial power that had until then been omnipotent in Palestine.


The vacuum that Britain was creating was filled, willingly or not, by the United States. That basic fact was recognized even at the time by both Jews and Arabs. Indeed, it was also the working assumption of Britain and particularly of Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin. The latter grasped perspicaciously the fact that Britain was limited as the spearhead of Palestine policy by its dependence on the United States – an intolerable situation, as Bevin saw it, but an unalterable one. In fact, Britain’s haplessness in Palestine in the face of American intervention was evident ever since 1945.


The nadir to which Britain’s status in the Middle East had fallen since the end of the war, and more especially since the outbreak of the civil war in Palestine in December 1947, was reflected in London’ inability to arrive at an agreed approach with the United States over the defense of the region and in its growing reliance on its own creation, Trans-Jordan, with respect to events in Palestine. Beyond this, secrecy was counterproductive to British efficacy in Palestine. A policy of apprehension (at the reactions of the United States, the UN, the Arab states, the Palestinians, and, as will be seen below, also the Yishuv ​(the Jewish community in Palestine) engenders secrecy, and secrecy produces fog. The result was an inability by London to formulate a clear and open operative policy for its representatives in Palestine: the High Commissioner, the Civil Administration, and the armed forces.
 


The last fully coherent order, deriving from a clear policy, to emanate from London reached Jerusalem on November 11, 1947, when the British were putting the finishing touches on their evacuation plan. The message, which came from the chiefs of staff, was addressed to the commanders of the various branches in the Middle East, saying that the military forces in Palestine will take only the essential measures to safeguard their evacuation and the evacuation of equipment. The forces will not be responsible for maintaining law and order unless this becomes necessary for their own protection and security.

 Three points that underlie this stark note require clarification. First, this was November 1947, before the onset of the civil war, although signs of impending violence were already discernible. In other words, this was a policy that was worked out before, not in the light of, the Palestine civil war – though as far as is known it was not subsequently revised. Second, although the High Commissioner was one of the recipients of the message, his superiors in the Foreign Office and the Colonial Office never informed him directly and explicitly that he had ceased to be responsible for the maintenance of law and order in Palestine during the interim period until the expiry of the Mandate and the evacuation, as the message of the chiefs of staff implied. On the contrary, government spokesman emphasized after the decision of September 20, 1947 (the evacuation of Palestine), which was re-anchored in the decision of December 4, that Britain would not share responsibility for Palestine with any other power as long as its Mandate there had not terminated, and irrespective of the rate of evacuation of the armed forces and the Civil Administration, which in some parts of the country might precede the date of the Mandate’s termination. Third, it followed that the High Commissioner was left with powers in principle but without the concrete ability to enforce them. The rising violence only aggravated the problem, and it was with this problem hanging over it that the Administration confronted the civil war.
 


Did the British Army not foresee that the approaching partition resolution, or the waning period of the Mandate – the decision to end it had already been made in principle in November 1947 – would trigger a full-scale war or at least rampant violence in Palestine? And if not the Army, where were the Foreign Office and the Colonial Office, and the cabinet itself? The armed forces’ chiefs of staff thought in September 1947 that Britain would easily be able to impose a pro-Arab political program in Palestine. Even though the Arabs objected to both the partition proposal of the UNSCOP majority and to the federation plan proposed by the minority, the British Army maintained that the Arabs would accept the federation idea as the lesser evil. For the purpose of the present discussion, it is important to note the assessment of the chiefs of staff that Jewish resistance could be overcome with the existing forces in the Middle East as of fall 1947 (provided they were not reduced without any connection to the Palestine problem). The chiefs believed that an attempt to implement any UN plan other than the UNSCOP minority recommendation would generate serious violence in Palestine.
 


The view of Sir  Gen. Alan Cunningham, the High Commissioner of Palestine, was that the very announcement of Britain’s evacuation would spark unrest. Giving the Jews higher marks than the Army did, he argued that they would be in a position to take advantage of the chaotic situation that was liable to ensue in the wake of the evacuation and turn it to their advantage with the aid of the Haganah (The Yishuv’s semi underground military organization). The differing assessments of the Yishuv’s strength by the Army and the High Commissioner are noteworthy: the former generally underestimated Jewish might, the latter tended to magnify it. This discord would afterward be a contributing factor to the Palestine Administration’s failure to cope with the civil war.
 


In mid-November 1947, the High Commissioner, thought that in the coming unrest the Administration and the Army might lose control of the evacuation plan then being formulated and find themselves isolated in a number of unplanned enclaves. The commander of British forces in the Middle East, Sir John Krocker, warned that the armed forces would not be able to safeguard the Administration’s activity and oversee an orderly evacuation at the same time. Sounded just two weeks before the eruption of hostilities in Palestine by the two officials who bore the major responsibility for the concrete implementation of British policy in Palestine, these warnings nevertheless did not induce either London or the Administration and the armed forces in Palestine to take any unusual action.

An Impossible Mix

Even before the General Assembly vote on November 29, 1947, Bevin and indeed the entire cabinet were determined to terminate the Mandate and conclude the evacuation of forces no later than August 1, 1948.
 Clearly, then, their logical move would have been to try to gauge the reaction of the two national groups in Palestine to this unilateral measure. However, the British government, in what appears to have been its last completely independent move with regard to Palestine, decided on December 4, 1947, to adopt an ambiguous policy that would avoid irritating anyone. In accordance with principles that were set on September 20, the government decided that Britain would not interfere with the application of the UN partition resolution, but that its forces would not assist the implementation under any circumstances. There was no need to send new guidelines to the chiefs of staff, who as we saw had already briefed the forces in the Middle East in this spirit. At the same time, Britain declared that it would not share its rule in Palestine with any other partners as long as the High Commissioner continued to govern there under the terms of the Mandate, which would expire on May 15, 1948. The Army would complete the evacuation of its forces by August 1.


Both the Foreign Secretary and the Colonial Secretary helped bring about this impossible mix – Britain would not cooperate but would not allow others to prepare the ground for the post-Mandate period – and the cabinet gave its approval. The High Commissioner did not receive clear instructions as to what he was meant to do in the interim period between the cabinet’s decision and the termination of the Mandate followed by the conclusion of the evacuation. On the other hand, London told the High Commissioner what not to do.
 


The order of early December 1947, not to intervene but also not to allow the UN to do so, was issued against the background of a situation appraisal holding that Palestine was on the brink of bloodshed. Until the adoption of the partition resolution by the General Assembly this was a hypothetical assessment, although it could well have been derived from the intensifying tension in the Middle East overall, but after November 29, 1947, the government had to address the actual events unfolding in Palestine. Already on December 2 serious rioting broke out in Jerusalem.  Aware of the developments, the government adopted on December 4, the “policy of evacuation without intervention.”
 Although not stated explicitly, the import of the December 4 decisions was that Britain was no longer committed to organizing the relations between Jews and Arabs, not even in the event of war. Moreover, according to these decisions Britain forsook its responsibility for Palestine irrevocably. This, however, was not said outright; Bevin seemed to want to have his cake and eat it, too: both to divest himself of responsibility but at the same time not cede it formally, with an eye to Britain’s long-term interests. This posture would also affect the Administration’s ability to cope with the civil war.


Another significant step taken by London in the face of the looming war in Palestine was to try to implement a secret alternative partition plan. In early February 1948, Bevin and the Prime Minister of Trans-Jordan, Tawfiq Abu al-Huda, decided that the Arab Legion (the army of Trans-Jordan) would seize the section of Palestine which had been designated for the Arab state under the UN partition plan. The Foreign Secretary warned Amman not to send troops into the territory designated for the Jewish state. Yet this move, too, was a reaction to a situation which Britain had no part in bringing about. Bevin’s “partition plan” was no more than a faint echo of the UN concept. The Hashemite option had been adduced by the British ambassador to Amman, Alec Kirkbride, as early as October 1947. At that stage, Bevin rejected the idea. However, subsequent developments – the UN resolution, U.S. policy, and the onset of war – induced Bevin to reconsider the Hashemite option in February 1948. The effect was to aggravate the already tenuous position of the Palestine Administration. Britain hoped that by informally recognizing the future Jewish state a rift with the President Truman Administration would be averted, while at the same time its deteriorating situation in the Arab world overall and in Palestine in particular would halted. The Palestinians seemed unable to mount an effective reaction to the actions of the Jewish force in Palestine, but Britain also feared that its longtime foe, the Mufti Hajj Amin al -Husseini, would take control of the Palestinian-Arab area of Palestine.

“The Civil Administration Will Not Flee”

In Palestine, High Commissioner had to deal with instructions that derived from his government’s contradiction-ridden policy and with a growing disparity between the Administration’s needs and its capability. Moreover, he had to acknowledge his rapidly diminishing ability to react quickly to the spiraling Jewish-Arab conflict. A soldier by training, Cunningham did all he could to execute the policy of his superiors in the Colonial Office and in the Foreign Office (the latter’s informal status as final arbiter was clear). At the same time, he made no secret of the policy he thought Britain should pursue in view of the intensifying hostilities in the territory for which he was responsible.


The High Commissioner was given strong backing by the head of his civil apparatus, Sir Henry Gurney, the Chief Secretary of the Palestine Administration, and by the chief of the British Army in Palestine, Gen. Sir Gordon Macmillan. Unlike their superiors in London, Gurney and Macmillan saw events in Palestine eye-to-eye with the High Commissioner. The three agreed in general terms that partition was a necessity and that everything must be done to ensure that the UN assume responsibility as efficiently and in as orderly a manner as possible. Their approach, which was completely at odds with that of the government, was based on their rapidly emerging awareness that they could do nothing to restore order in Palestine, and from a certain stage (see below) that they were unable even to protect their own Civil Administration and military forces effectively.
 


The High Commissioner had to take two dates into consideration: the termination of the Mandate and the final evacuation of the British personnel and their equipment from Palestine. The two dates were not necessarily identical, although they were certainly subject to mutual influence. In practice the Mandate ended on the night of May 14-15, but the evacuation continued until late June, concluding two months earlier than originally planned. The British government had never maintained that the termination of the Mandate would be congruous with the end of the evacuation. A proper evacuation demanded a continued British presence beyond the expiry of the Mandate. At the same time, in certain conditions it would be possible to move all British forces into the Haifa enclave and evacuate them within two months, even before the Mandate ended. It was also clear that without military support the Civil Administration could not be maintained for even a day.


Following the adoption the partition resolution by the UN, and even before London approved its evacuation plan, violence erupted in Palestine. The first major incident occurred in Jerusalem, and not by chance. Jerusalem was not the only city where Jewish and Arab neighborhoods lay in close proximity; similar situations existed in Haifa, Tiberias, Safed, and Tel Aviv-Jaffa. In Jerusalem, however, it was difficult to define consecutive Jewish or Arab geographical areas: with the exception of the city center, every movement by Jews or Arabs entailed crossing hostile territory. Jerusalem of course also bore a distinctive religious and cultural character, but in addition it was the center of British rule throughout the period of the civil war and a national center for the two combatants. Compounding this was the uncertainty about the city’s future. The result was to make Jerusalem the flashpoint for the intensifying war in Palestine. At least until April, then, the situation in Jerusalem was a useful gauge for the condition of British rule throughout the country. It is in Jerusalem that we can examine the ability of the Palestine Administration to control the behavior of the warring sides and afterward to protect itself against them.


On December 2, 1947, a Arab mob streamed out of Jaffa Gate in the Old City and made for the nearby Jewish city center on Jaffa Road. After being blocked by the British Police, the crowd made for the new commercial center which then stood on Mammilla Street, west of Jaffa Gate. Here the businesses on the ground floor were mostly owned by Jews, while Arabs usually resided above. The rampaging Arabs set fire to the commercial center and attacked Jews. The British, who were endeavoring to push the mob eastward, back inside the Old City wall, had to cope immediately afterward with a Jewish mob, which descended on Mammilla from Jaffa Road to the west and did to Arab property what the Arabs had just finished doing to Jewish property. For a few days the British effectively lost control in Jerusalem. Their security forces imposed a curfew on the Arab neighborhoods and carried out searches for weapons among the Jews, who were the stronger side. In the last analysis, however, the British were dependent on the good will of the leaders on both sides, and they were able to bring about a temporary calm until December 6. At this stage the High Commissioner apparently did not grasp that he was no longer in control of the situation. He gave credit for the respite to the chief of police, but at the same time he had to explain to a concerned London how it was that the Haganah, whose operations impressed the British, was able to act freely in Jerusalem, and to state that the Administration did not recognize the organization and would intensify its arms searches.
 


Within days, the Administration was appalled to see order collapse in the city, to which the eyes of the entire world were turned, and to be aware that it could do nothing. In the first months of the war not only did attacks by the two sides on each other increase to the point where life in the city was paralyzed; they also deliberately targeted each other’s holy places. The violence also spread quickly to the roads leading to Jerusalem, as transportation came under attack by both Jews and Arabs. Nor did the violence stop there. On January 14, 1948, the Arabs made a first attempt to capture Jewish rural settlements around Jerusalem, attacking the Etzion Bloc of settlements south of the city. Later that month the Haganah launched a series of relatiatory raids aimed Arab villages in the area (Operation “Lamed-Heh”).


The situation deteriorated further after the Haganah on the night of January 4-5 blew up the Semiramis Hotel in West Jerusalem’s Katamon neighborhood. Forty people were killed in the blast, including the Spanish consul in Jerusalem, causing the Administration deep embarrassment and heightening fears of a loss of control. In February 1948 the Arabs adopted similar methods, but on a larger scale. On the night of February 1-2 an explosion ripped through the building that housed the Palestine Post and on the 22nd a car-bomb was detonated on bustling Ben-Yehuda Street in downtown Jewish Jerusalem, killing 54 people. 

Order throughout the country had in fact collapsed in December 1947. The British found themselves being shot at by both sides and having to play the ingrateful role of the “dividing barrier,” and not only in Jerusalem.
 The Administration’s ability to control the situation had already diminished significantly by December 1947. Even though the evacuation had barely begun, the Administration reacted to the events very hesitantly and ineffectually.


Because British policy held that the Administration must not be a party to the conflict, not even as a mediator, the British endeavored, in the initial stage of the war, to divide Jerusalem between Jews and Arabs. However, the effort proved unsuccessful, as neither the Jews in the Jewish Quarter or on Mount Scopus, nor the Arabs in the Old City, Baka, Katamon, and Talbiya heeded the British. The complete disregard of British orders was not confined to Jerusalem alone.
 


The British civil and military authorities in Palestine were apprehensive of growing Jewish strength. Greater Jewish military prowess, they feared, would endanger the evacuation plan and out at risk the safety of British soldiers and civilians in Palestine. The initiative, firepower, mobility, and organizational capability demonstrated by the Jews as hostilities intensified frequently placed the British security forces in a serious situation, both politically and physically. These developments on the ground conflicted with the assessment of the chiefs of staff in London, and it helps account for the growing gap between the Administration in Palestine and the government in Britain.


 It should be stressed here that these British fears were generated by the high quality displayed by the Haganah and the scenario of a rapid depletion of British forces in Palestine – they were by no means the cause of the evacuation itself (which had already been decided in September 1947), as some of the Jews who were active at the time think mistakenly. These fears also probably underlay the weapons searches conducted on Jews during the first months of the war. Against the Arabs the British employed mainly curfews and detentions, the typical measures used to quell popular resistance. However, so potent was the Jews’ military might that the High Commissioner wanted the UN to warn the Yishuv not to act without prior coordination with the Administration.


Already in December 1947 the Administration took note of a phenomenon that was highly worrisome from its point of view: the movement of fighters and weapons into Palestine from neighboring Arab countries, particularly Syria. The infiltrations became more extensive in January-February 1948 with the organization and dispatch of the Arab Liberation Army (ALA) into Palestine from Syria. By the end of February between 4,000 and 5,000 armed ALA troops had crossed the border illegally together with unorganized volunteers. These semiregular forces repeatedly embarrassed the hapless Administration. The High Commissioner issued orders to block the infiltration, but this proved impossible due to the ongoing evacuation and the need to protect British forces from Jews and Arabs alike. Cunningham’s failure here was absolute.


In an attempt to deal with the continuing failure in this sphere, Gen. Macmillan tried to explain that it was not necessary to employ military measures against the infiltrators, as King Abdullah was already doing everything in his power to close his border, and in any event these “wayward Arabs” dispersed every which way in Palestine and their presence was not felt. In the same spirit the chief of police said that former officers in Arab armies who were organizing the Arab force in Palestine were containing the internal violence and crime among the Arabs, so that all told, their presence was desirable. Consequently, Cunningham and Macmillan urged preventive diplomatic activity in the Arab capitals. But this also proved problematic. British embassies in Arab capitals reported that protests on this issue would only exacerbate the already sensitive relations between Britain and the Arab states. In any case, the ambassadors noted, the Arab governments had no intention of taking action to prevent either the organized or the unorganized infiltration of irregulars into Palestine.


Its authority badly undermined, the Administration could only continue to declare that it was committed to supervise the borders (a declaration of considerable importance, as will become evident later) and to act as openly as it could at least to prevent attempts by regular Arab forces to infiltrate Palestine before the termination of the Mandate. Hence the British Army’s energetic action along the border with Syria, where the Syrian Army was engaged in intensive efforts to invade eastern Upper Galilee. Similarly, the British took a strong line against units of the Arab Legion (which had the status of a seconded army) whose Trans-Jordanian commanders tried to involve them in the war on the side of the Arabs.
 


The problems with the Jews were of a different order. One possibility that was mentioned, for example, was a possible Jewish attempt to strike at British targets from the air using the Haganah’s light planes. In the face of the Arabs the British felt the insult of weakness, but in the face of the Jews they felt the weakness itself. Although the High Commissioner and his staff had probably grasped their inability to function properly since the first months of the war, they were apprehensive about saying so publicly, if only because they knew that such an admission would aggravate matters still more.
 However, in his internal reports to London, Cunnighman was forthright. In a report to the governmental committee that coordinated Palestine affairs he wrote that from now on (mid of January 1948) the administration would progress limply. Therefore, he proposed moving up the termination of the Mandate to April 1. Within the framework of the autonomous authority of the Administration in Palestine, the possibility was considered in February of advancing the closure of departments for which security could not be guaranteed. Aware of the disagreeable feeling that this approach produced and of the danger that he would be accused of cowardice, the High Commissioner added that The Civil Administration will not turn tail and abandon the army because of a few bombs and bullets.


The High Commissioner knew whereof he spoke. Already in mid-January the decision had been made to evacuate all the families of the military by the end of February; and it was recommended that the families of the Administration officials also leave as soon as possible. The Administration believed that The Irgon would try to attack the wives and children of army and Administration personnel who were in Haifa waiting for a boat in order to leave the country. Because the terrorist attacks perpetrated by The Irgon and Stern Gang were defined as falling within the purview of the Jewish Agency, fear mounted that the escalation of Jewish terrorism meant that Ben-Gurion and his supporters were losing control in the Yishuv. The High Commissioner therefore ordered that families awaiting their turn to leave be moved from Haifa to hotels in the Arab towns of Shfaram and Jenin. It was only natural that with the end of the Mandate looming, terrorism was even less tolerated than in the past. As the date for the termination of the Mandate approached, the Administration’s dependence on the ability of the Jewish Agency to maintain control of the “Jewish street” increased.
 

“Hysteria Mixed with Grandstanding”

Even before the eruption of the violence, Cunningham had a high opinion of Jewish strength in Palestine. This, together with his latent sympathy for the Zionist enterprise, gave him grounds for optimism about the partition idea, in contrast to his superiors in London. On the eve of the war the High Commissioner believed that the Jews were capable of establishing a state, but also that the Arabs would be able to limit its boundaries sufficiently so that it would not pose a significant threat.


However, the eruption of the violence changed his mind. His feeling of powerlessness, albeit unadmitted, undoubtedly played a part in his seemingly surprising reaction already after the first wave of unrest. The Jews, Cunningham wrote, in their current frame of mind of hysteria mixed with arrogant boasting, are more prone than the other side to cause problems in the near period. The Administration had the feeling, which was justified, that the Jewish Agency was also losing control. The Arabs in any event had no control over developments, but in the case of the Jews the situation was far graver because of their strength, their organizational capability, and their sense of mission. Clearly the High Commissioner and his staff were appalled by the reactions of the Haganah – based on an effective use of firepower – in the war’s first months. The Palestine Administration seemed unable to grasp the fact that what was unfolding before their eyes was in fact war.


It was precisely because he had appreciated the Jews’ ability to show restraint until then that the High Commissioner viewed the Haganah’s reaction as ”unmitigated folly”, an act that would perpetuate the Arabs’ hatred. Cunningham was aware that the Arabs had triggered the violence, but he was dumbfounded by what he thought was the Jews’ eagerness to retaliate. His incomprehension and his apparent anxiety at the scale of the violence that the Yishuv unleashed were reflected in the clearly exaggerated accusation he leveled at the Yishuv even before the war reached its peak. The Jews, he wrote, “are offence to civilization” by which he meant that they were harming the British government and its actions.


The Administration grew increasingly apprehensive of the rising strength and self-confidence of the Jews and of their sheer unpredictability. Some officials said that a military confrontation with the Jews could not be ruled out, which could prove highly problematic given their prowess with modern weapons and the reduced British forces. Thus, for example, the Haganah’s aerial capability was discussed several times by the Administration’s supreme committee for security. Although the British were certain they could ground the Yishuv’s small air force without any difficulty, the very fact that the issue was placed on the agenda indicates that the Jews’ strength was taken very seriously indeed.
 


In February and March 1948, as British military might was thinned out, the Administration became every more chary of the Haganah’s growing might. Cunningham felt increasingly uncomfortable in the face of Ben-Gurion’s surging, self-confidence, arrogant and boastful. At the same time, he was well aware of the relative quality of the Jewish force and of the increasingly weak position of his Administration. The day would soon come, he realized, when he would no longer be able to control the Yishuv.

The April Drama: Toward the Collapse of the British Force in Palestine

In Israeli historiography, the period of April-May 1948 is considered a dramatic upheaval in the war – little short of a miracle. There was no upheaval in April, but a considerable shift in the balance of forces did occur: the growing Jewish advantage jumped another notch during April, and was particularly marked in the Haganah’s successes in Tiberias (April 18) and Haifa (April 21-22). These victories derived both from a change in the organization’s combat tactics to a general offensive in the wake of “Operation Nahshon” (early April) and from the collapse of the Palestinian Arabs.


That the Yishuv had the advantage over the local Arabs was clear even before the April offensive. The Haganah did not need the collapse of the Arabs to go on the attack, as Ben-Gurion had noted already in January 1948. More important, during the first months of the war the Haganah general staff drew up a comprehensive plan of assault, known as “Plan Dalet.” The condition for its execution was not the behavior of the Palestinian Arabs but the departure of the British. At the same time, the fact that the Arabs’ blockade of the road to Jerusalem was becoming increasingly more effective made an immediate offensive imperative. Nevertheless, it would not have been carried out if the British were still patrolling the Jerusalem-Jaffa road.


Ben-Gurion sought to avoid a clash with the Administration’s forces. The basic condition laid down for “Plan Dalet” was that it would be implemented immediately after the British completed their evacuation. In practice, however, the British disappeared from most parts of the country many weeks before the expiry of the Mandate, thereby leaving the Haganah leeway to launch an offensive. In principle, the Arabs could also have gone on the offensive, but their capability was limited, though not due to the British presence. The turning point, then, came not because of the collapse of the Arabs but because of the collapse of the British.


At the end of March the assessment of Gen. Macmillan was that the Jews’ provocations would aggravate the situation in the country over the weeks ahead. The British forces commander was on the mark about the problem of the roads, which in fact became more acute toward the end of March, but he thought the initiative lay with the Jews. The latter faced a serious situation on the Jerusalem-Tel Aviv road, which had to be kept open if Jewish Jerusalem were to survive. But a similar problem – with which the British were unable to cope – existed for Arab Jerusalem, as it, too, was cut off from its sources of supply. From the British perspective the Etzion Bloc south of Jerusalem and Neve Ya’akov to the north of the city were Jewish outposts with the mission of blocking supplies to Arab Jerusalem. In Neve Ya’akov this was in fact carried out quite impressively. The outcry of Arab Jerusalem was no less plaintive than that of the Jewish city as far as the British were concerned. Moreover, other Arab towns, such as Nablus and Jenin, were also effectively under siege, as the Haganah did not allow food and other supplies to be transported to them from their main supply source, Haifa.


Gen. Macmillan noted that the evacuation process, which was proceeding on schedule, prevented the army from responding to the escalating hostilities. The British commander claimed that “many of these [his] units are largely wasted and militarily ineffective while the reserve available for offensive action is almost infinitesimal”. Around the end of March Macmillan announced that he had neither the intention nor the ability to take the necessary measures to calm the situation, Realizing that this state of affairs could play havoc with the evacuation, he recommended that it be advanced.

The British Administration’s Reaction to the Events at Deir Yassin


On the night of April 9-10, 1948, a joint force of the Irgon (Etzel) and the Stern Gang (Lehi)  captured the small Arab village of Deir Yassin, on the western edge of Jerusalem. I will not deal here with what actually occurred in the village; this is not the proper venue to consider whether what happened there was murder and how many people were murdered. A thorough study of the episode has yet to be undertaken, and opinions are polarized. But aside from that, no one disputes that the capture of the village generated powerful repercussions because of the story that spread about an indiscriminate massacre of the village’s residents. The British authorities in Palestine accepted the story verbatim. Their attitude toward The Irgon and the Stern Gang was neither engendered nor even shaped by the events at Deir Yassin. Consequently, it would have been no surprise of the High Commissioner had made do with the following comment: that The world must be told about these people, the Irgun and the Stern Gang – the absolute dregs of degradation. As was its custom in such cases, the Administration laid the blame on the Jewish Agency, which the British considered a potent and effective umbrella organization that was capable of suppressing the groups on the fringes of the Yishuv if it so wished.


However, the British reaction went further. What was of cardinal importance for them was the fact that they had learned about the incident at Deir Yassin while it was still in progress but had been unable to do anything about it. Worse, the village was within walking distance of British headquarters in Jerusalem. The British authorities’ inability to prevent the massacre or the Arab reactions to it, or even to punish the perpetrators, drove them to react in a manner showing clear signs of having lost their heads. Gurney, the Chief Secretary, wrote about a heap of bodies which had apparently been shot in cold blood, and noted that the kind of bestialities that had been perpetrated at Deir Yassin were too horrific to express in words, and that Bergen-Belsen paled by comparison. The analogy may be noxious, but the point is that it shows the state of mind of the Chief Secretary in a situation where control had been lost. Incidentally, Gurney did not exempt the Arab side either. He added that there was no doubt that it would not be long before the perpetration of such atrocities turned into a competition here.


The High Commissioner himself, who as will be seen later attached much importance to his personal image and that of the Administration, tried to display a higher level of restraint. Still, his remarks about Deir Yassin also reflect severe distress. Cunningham told the Colonial Secretary that he had wanted to punish those who had captured the village, but was informed that the army lacked sufficient forces for that mission. Desperate to act, the Administration conceived the idea of bombing the village from the air – an unprecedented act – but the Air Force was unable to allocate planes for this relatively simple operation. Cunningham added: “This is only one example out of many where the Civil Government has to stand idle while its authority is flouted in all directions”.  Indeed, on the very next day (April 13) Jerusalem Arabs perpetrated a massacre on a Jewish convoy that was en route to Hadassah Hospital on Mount Scopus. The Administration’s haplessness drew no distinction between Jews and Arabs.
 


Gen. Macmillan, who made no secret of his forces’ inability to function, did not make reference to the quality of the events at Deir Yassin. He was preoccupied with his own problems – of logistics and image alike. In response to the High Commissioner’s comment that he intended “ to publish details of the of the atrocities at Deir Yasin”, the general said he would be well-advised to show him the content of the communiqué prior to publication, “as he was afraid that explanations of our inability to assist the Arabs [at Deir Yasin] might show up our military weakness”.

***Hasty Retreat in the Galilee

The Deir Yassin episode caused tremendous damage to the British image – an important development in itself. However, the true chaos did not set in until the week of April 15-22. On the 16th the High Commissioner was surprised to learn that his forces were abandoning their posts in the eastern Upper Galilee. The evacuation timetable called for the Administration and the army to leave the Galilee only on the eve of the Mandate’s expiry. When he asked for an explanation, Cunningham was told by the military commander that he intended to remain in the area until the eve of the Mandate’s conclusion, as has been agreed in the general evacuation program, but to concentrate his forces because it was no longer safe to leave them in small units in the field. The process, Macmillan said, would take place in four stages, for which dates had not yet been set. In the first stage the units in the Khalisa area (today’s town of Kiryat Shemona) would move to Beit She’an, and the forces in Safed would descend to Rosh Pina. In the second stage the Beit She’an force would be transferred to the Tsemah camp on the southern shore of the Sea of Galilee, while in the third stage part of the force would move to Tiberias and the rest to Nazareth, and from there, in the fourth stage, to the Jalama camp on the eastern outskirts of Haifa and to Haifa itself (with the Rosh Pina force). The order for the hasty withdrawal, which Gen. Macmillan preferred to call “regrouping,” was issued secretly. Not even the High Commissioner knew about it. The deteriorating situation affected the cooperation, which had generally been effective, between the Army and the Civil Administration, with the result that both were weakened still further.


However, the Army chief did not have on April 16 the information that had been provided to the High Commissioner that day by officials of the Civil Administration. The fact was that even as Macmillan was briefing the High Commissioner on the four-stage plan for which no dates had been set, the evacuation of the north was already in full swing. The Army had begun to execute the first stage of its redeployment on April 15, departing from Safed and from the area of today’s Kiryat Shemona. The British battalion commander who was responsible for the Galilee was fearful of a possible attack by a large force of 2,500 fighters of the Arab Liberation Army. Without bothering to authenticate the report, he immediately requested – and received – permission from the commander of the Northern District, Gen. Hugh Stockwell, who was based in Haifa, to move up the evacuation. According to the “rule of advantage (the side that has a majority in a specific area receives the sites that are vacated by the British),  which was a cornerstone of the evacuation process, the Jews receive the military and civilian facilities in the Hula Valley and the Arabs received those in Safed.


On April 18, again in a hasty, unplanned manner, the British Army evacuated Tiberias as part of its new redeployment plan. Thus, within four days all four stages of the redeployment about which Macmillan had apprised Cunningham on the 16th had been carried out. It was more of a flight than a withdrawal. The speedy retreat in the north set two patterns that would have a direct impact on what took place a few days later at the very nadir of the civil war from the British point of view, the “Haifa turning point.” The first pattern involved the considerable autonomy that was granted to the commanding officers in the north, from Gen. Stockwell to the battalion commander who was responsible for the eastern Upper Galilee. The second was the British approach to the weak population group at each place. The Army, at least, apparently harbored the belief, fomented by its ongoing sense of helplessness, that removing the weak population from areas prone to unrest would restore calm and bring the British Army relief. The events at Safed on April 16 were replayed on the 18th in Tiberias, where the threatened Arab population accepted the offer of the British commander to leave the city escorted by his forces. An identical offer had been turned down two days earlier by Haganah commanders in the Galilee, who were suffering from local inferiority in Safed. The same dynamics were repeated on a large scale a few days later in Haifa. The British assistance, in the form of transportation and protection, to the Arab population that was fleeing Haifa was very pronounced, at least in the first stage of this flight.
 

The Collapse of the British Administration: The “Haifa Turning Point,” April 21-22, 1948

The most significant event of the civil war took place not in Jerusalem or on the road to the city, nor in the Galilee but on its fringes, in Haifa. The special place occupied by Haifa in the British deployment in particular and in Palestine overall, the unprecedented Arab flight from the city after its capture by the Haganah, and what appeared to be close coordination between the Administration and the Jewish leadership in the city transformed the events of April 21-22 in Haifa into a clear turning point of the war – a fact that was recognized even at the time. 


Major General Hugh Stockwell, the British officer responsible for the early evacuation of Safed and the Eastern Galilee, of Tiberias, and afterward of Haifa was the first senior official in the British Administration in Palestine who not only thought that the British had lost control of events, but who also acted accordingly. As a professional, Stockwell expressed his distress in firm steps by which he intended to ensure his ability to implement the principal mission he had been assigned – to ensure what was to be, after the expiry of the Mandate, the British enclave in Haifa Bay.


The evacuation decision made Haifa, and more particularly its port, a critical location for the departing Administration. Hence the stationing there of the top unit available to the British in Palestine, the Sixth Airborne Division. Its commander, Stockwell, was placed in charge of the entire North sector. In early April the Sixth Division’s command HQ departed and Stockwell was left with a few aides and a third of his troops, including some without experience who had been brought to Palestine to safeguard the evacuation.
 


As early as February 20 the commander of the paratroop regiment that was in charge of defending Haifa and its port warned Stockwell that in view of the dramatic rise in the level of violence he would not be able to commit forces to any mission but safeguarding the enclave itself. He also proposed transferring the center of power from Jerusalem to Haifa and thus moving up the termination of the Mandate. That idea was rejected as it did not suit the policy of the High Commissioner. The Army, though, moved its HQ from Jerusalem to Stella Maris in Haifa.


Under growing pressure, Stockwell was forced to cut back missions. Not only was he unable to separate combatants (on April 14, for example, the battle for Mishmar Ha’emek was fought virtually under his nose, and there was also the constant Jewish-Arab sparring in Haifa) or protect weak populations (the Jews in Safed, the Arabs in Tiberias); there was some question as to whether he was capable of safeguarding his own departing forces. His decision to deploy his forces on the eve of the turning point in a manner that would not interfere with Haganah activity in the city but would guarantee the British interest in the enclave and on the way to it, the tacit coordination with the Haganah on the eve of the incidents and as they were unfolding (April 21-22), and the encouragement he gave the speedy Arab exodus were consistent with the Administration’s aims and were fully backed by his superiors, i.e., Macmillan and Cunningham. They acted in complete contradiction to the declared policy of London, but weredriven by the feeling that they could no longer withstand the pressure. Stockwell gave explicit expression to what was apparently clear even beforehand: that the Administration and the Army in Palestine could not cope simultaneously with the war and with the needs arising from the evacuation. Consequently it was necessary to give priority to the evacuation. In Haifa the British Army gave up the battle before the eyes of the world. Nor could there be any more mistaking how dependent the British Administration was on the good will of the Yishuv leadership.


What exactly took place in Haifa that brought about the turning point? Here, too, opinion is divided. The following is a description of the relevant events for the purpose of the present discussion based on British, Jewish, and Arab material. The British Army’s redeployment in Haifa began on April 19 in the morning and was completed at 6 A.M. on April 21. At about noon that day the Haganah launched its offensive. Stockwell had informed both sides about the redeployment that morning, but only the Haganah was able to make use of the information: first, because of the Haganah’s level of preparedness and capability, and its complete superiority over the Arab force in the city; and second, in the wake of prior meetings held by Stockwell with the Jewish leadership in the city, notably with the “strong man,” Abba Houshi, who was the chairman of the local labor council. A first meeting, in which a limited British redeployment was discussed, was held on April 16 between Houshi and a British intelligence officer. The decisive meeting took place on April 19, on the day the redeployment began. According to the Stockwell Report and Houshi’s testimony, everyone at the meeting understood that the Haganah was going to seize control of the city immediately upon the redeployment and that the British would not interfere. Hours before the Haganah attack began, Stockwell again met with Houshi to update him, and handed him a written paper setting forth the redeployment in detail. The Arab leadership received the announcement later that morning – in writing only, without a meeting. Clearly the British wanted the stronger side to restore order in the city. The Haganah completed its takeover of Haifa the next day, April 22. Following a brief and unsuccessful effort to conclude an orderly surrender agreement, the mass Arab flight began. The British forces gave comprehensive assistance to those who fled, from providing directions to transporting them via land and sea.
 


Yet the events themselves were overshadowed by the interpretation they were given in Jerusalem and London. In the perception of the Administration the Haganah constituted a danger but also a potential to restore order. Only its takeover of Haifa could guarantee the calm that Stockwell’s forces were unable to provide. Thus, British collaboration, not to say assistance, to the Haganah sought to reinforce a cogently British interest. The Army’s redeployment showed that it no longer cared about the city as such. The idea was to secure the British enclave in the bay area, its remaining outposts in the north of the country (such as the airports at Ramat David and Nazareth) and the evacuation convoys arriving from Jerusalem via Nablus and Jenin. Stockwell was not dismissed or even reprimanded for the events of Haifa and the hasty departures from the Upper Galilee and Tiberias that preceded Haifa. On the contrary, both Cunningham and Macmillan protected him in the face of  the surging anger in London. The outcome of the Haifa episode left the high officials of the Palestine Administration feeling quietly satisfied – but not for long.

Changes in the Patterns of the Reaction to the War by the Administration and the Army in the Wake of the “Haifa Turning Point”

The events at Haifa had a price. Within two or three days all seemed on the verge of collapse. On April 26 Cunningham and Macmillan, together with General John Crocker, the commander of the British forces in the Middle East sent a memorandum to the Colonial Secretary apprising him that the situation was grave and urging that all Army units be moved immediately to Haifa, otherwise the British would not be able to hold out there either. The next day Cunningham added his own assessment to the effect that very soon the British would not be able to fight back if attacked. On April 30 the High Commissioner wrote the following in a personal letter to the Colonial Secretary. He noted that the Jews’ recent military successes (if that is the right term for actions based on blowing up panic-stricken women and children) have generated exaggerated reactions in the Jewish press. According Cunningham the Jewish [radio] broadcasts, in both their content and their style of expression, very much recall the broadcasts of Nazi Germany... 

On the roads the Haganah armored vehicles are becoming increasingly brazen.. It would be simplistic to dismiss this as unadulterated anti-Semitism. Cunningham seemed to give unmediated expression to the feeling of the loss of control. I found no such panic-ridden statements by senior British officials in Palestine either before or after these dates. The Administration believed it had no other choice than to flee with its remaining strength into the Haifa enclave.
 


The events at Haifa and their aftermath brought about a torrent of sharp anti-British statements by the Arab population in Palestine and elsewhere. Concern mounted within the Administration that the kings of Iraq and Trans-Jordan as well as other leaders in the Arab world would no longer show consideration for Britain and would order an early invasion of Palestine. In the waning days of April the High Commissioner had no means to cope with such an eventuality. At the local level, the assessment was that the British Army would not be able to deal with attacks that might be mounted against the evacuation convoys as they moved through Arab areas. But the British were at least as fearful of the Yishuv. The High Commissioner and his aides were well aware of the debate within the Yishuv between the activists and the moderates. If the activists were to gain the upper hand even the Haifa enclave would cease to be secure, not to mention other areas, including Jerusalem. The High Commissioner’s conclusion left no room for misunderstanding: terminate the Mandate quickly, leave Jerusalem, and concentrate everything in the defense of the Haifa enclave.


However, the High Commissioner faced another problem, which was no less excruciating: the reaction by the government and the military in London. The British government was hardly pleased, to put it mildly, with what had occurred in Haifa. The Administration and particularly the Army had made a flagrant mistake in Haifa, Foreign Secretary Bevin and his staff maintained, and Britain would pay for it in the coin of its crucial interests in the Arab world. London rejected outright the request of the High Commissioner and the Army’s commanding officer to move up the termination of the Mandate, and also objected to their idea of protecting the remaining British forces in Palestine – and preserving Britain’s status there – by assisting the United Nations to replace it. London took a comprehensive view of British interests, which focused in the Arab world. The Haifa episode had harmed those interests; moving up the end of the Mandate, which was tantamount to Britain’s leaving Palestine with its tail between its legs, and collaboration with the United Nations, would only exacerbate the situation.
 


The reactions in London did not make matters easier for the government’s representatives in Palestine. Everyone realized that that the events in Haifa were a turning point. Foreign Secretary Bevin exaggerated the situation, Field Marshal Montgomery played it down, but both thought, unrealistically, that it was possible to regain control of events there. But after Haifa the two of them were locked in a quarrel over how to proceed in Palestine, and both of them were at odds with Cunningham. Bevin accused the Army of “betraying him” at Haifa, Montgomery said the High Commissioner and his policy were to blame for the debacle. A grievous outcome ensued.

 


Ultimately, after the “Haifa Turn,” without an orderly decision making process but in view of the severe constraints it faced, the British Administration in Palestine chose to terminate its rule by means of verbal and military aggressiveness and by demanding immediate reinforcements from London to secure the evacuation, together with intensive involvement in an effort to bring about a truce or at least a cease-fire, most urgently in Jerusalem.

Aggressiveness of the Weak: Impact of the “Haifa Turn” on the Administration’s Behavior on the Eve of the Mandate’s Termination

The British Administration badly needed to display aggressive behavior, both as a desperate attempt to preserve something of its disintegrating image in the eyes of the combatant sides, and in order to fulfill the directives of the Foreign Office and the Colonial Office, which insisted that it take action to restore Britain’s damaged status in the wake of Haifa. From this point of view, the attack by The Irgon on the Arab quarter of Manshiya in Jaffa on April 25, and the Palmach (the Haganah’s “shock troops”)  action on the same day in the Sheikh Jarrach quarter of Jerusalem, were for the British heaven-sent. The raids seemed almost to have been “coordinated” with the Administration in terms of their timing.


On the night of April 24-25, the “Harel” Brigade of the Palmach commanded by Yitzhak Rabin captured Sheikh Jarrach quarter that was located on the British evacuation route northward from Jerusalem and, no less important, on the access route to the airport at Kalandia (Atarot), from which the senior personnel of the Administration intended to flee the country in an emergency situation. The atmosphere in the country was reflected in the conversation that took place on the same day in Jerusalem between Ben-Gurion and Cunningham: the High Commissioner almost pleaded that the Palmach would evacuate Sheikh Jarrach quarter. (“The British are still in the country and... it must be realized that we still count”) and the chairman of the Yishuv’s “Minhelet Ha’am” (People’s Executive) made demands and refused, at that stage, to evacuate  the quarter. An exchange of this kind would have been impossible before Haifa turn point. 

Immediately after Ben-Gurion-Cunningham’s conversation, Because the British could not afford to yield to the Haganah, they, in their weakened situation, had to make use of firepower – merely being present and issuing warnings, as in the past, was insufficient. But because the offensive in Sheikh Jarrach was, after all, backed up by the political connection of the Yishuv’s leaders with the British, it was quickly called off, to the relief of both sides.


At the same time, it is not clear whether Ben-Gurion grasped how weak the position of his interlocutor was, or what motivated the British decision to open fire in Sheikh Jarrah quarter. He had no idea how frightened the British themselves were at the necessity of engaging the Haganah in battle. It later emerged, although the Haganah did not know this, that if the decision had not been made to pull out the “Harel” Brigade, some of whose men were wounded by the British, so quickly, the British would have been forced to retreat. Because of their depleted forces they could not allow themselves either to remain silent or to continue the battle. They were also quick to promise the Arab quarter to the Haganah when the evacuation was completed. And they kept their word. The panicky reactions of Cunnighman and Macmillan at the end of April was caused in part by the events at Sheikh Jarrach.
 


In Jaffa things were simpler. The intensity of the British reaction to the attack by the meager forces of The Irgon was completely out of proportion to their response to the significant, large-scale operations of the Haganah in April. Moreover, as in Haifa, the fact that the Haganah controlled Tel Aviv gave the British a greater sense of security on the eve of the evacuation. The Colonial Office tried to calm the anger of the Foreign Office and the armed forces at the Palestine Administration, but its orders to the high Commissioner left no room for argument. In April 26 the Colonial Office apprised the High Commissioner that suitable reporting throughout the Middle East of the action taken by the armed forces against offensive operations by the Jews, such as Jaffa, could exercise a significant influence on Arab public opinion, which is outraged over the events in Haifa and is demanding the intervention of the Arab armies. It is up to you, he was told, to brief the local press whenever an appropriate opportunity presents itself.
 

The British action in Jaffa was a showpiece operation from start to finish. The Administration was well aware of the strength possessed by the assailant. Cunningham explained that Irgon had attacked in Jaffa, using only light weapons and mortars. However, London wanted an operation that would not only be felt but, more important, would be seen. This time Cunningham came through. The High Commissioner knew that even a symbolic victory by The Irgon, which might get Haganah backing, would outrage the Arab states “even more than Haifa.” Three days after the start of The Irgon offensive in Jaffa, the British Army showed its stuff. The High Commissioner informed the Colonial Office that the army and the air force were requested to take comprehensive action against the Jews in Jaffa and that the attack was carried out in the afternoon of April 28. The British over-reaction was also visible in the form of two destroyers and a patrol boat off the coast of Tel Aviv, fake air raids, 1and one actual bomb dropped by the Royal Air Force. Paradoxically, it was precisely the sense of security that was provided by the Haganah’s control of Tel Aviv that enabled the Administration and the Army to act with impunity against The Irgon at London’s demand.
 


To bolster the impression that nothing had changed and that the Administration was not leaning in favor of the Jews, Cunningham went to Haifa on April 29. There he surveyed the situation of his forces and met with the head of the emergency committee of the city’s Arabs, who were no longer a significant factor in the city. He deliberately did not meet with the representatives of the Jews. Bevin himself summed up the Jaffa affair in a manner that reflected his perception of the Palestine situation and his expectations after the “Haifa Episode” and the demonstration of strength in Jaffa. He explained that the army’s determined and effective intervention in Jaffa must surely prove to the Arabs that Britain is capable of dealing with every violation of the peace in Palestine with all the might at its disposal. 


The “show” in Jaffa was rounded off by reinforcements that began to arrive from Egypt, Cyprus, Libya, and Malta in order to support the faltering Administration on the eve of the evacuation. London had realized that the High Commissioner would not hold out without significant assistance. Reinforcements were therefore dispatched with the aim of backing up his request to remain in Jerusalem until the termination of the Mandate on May 14 and to leave Palestine in a manner that would not further harm the British image in the Arab world. Already on April 26 General Crocker arrived in Palestine to coordinate the reinforcements, who were send mainly to Jerusalem and Haifa, some of them taking part also in the Jaffa operation. On April 29 and May 2 two commando units, an infantry battalion, and a battalion HQ with two tank companies landed in the country. The influx of troops contrary to the direction of the evacuation totally confused both the Jews and the Arabs, who had already misconstrued the behavior of the Mandate government in the past.
 


The Haifa Episode also affected the termination of the British presence in Jerusalem. A “Haifa solution” in Jerusalem was not feasible: not only because there was no clear-cut Jewish majority in the city, as there was in Haifa, and the two sides were still engaged in a bitter battle for the approaches to Jerusalem, but primarily because to assist the jews in taking control of the Holy City was intolerable in terms of the adverse effect it would have on Britain’s standing worldwide and particularly in the Middle East. Jerusalem, after all, was not Haifa. Even if the Administration had wanted to implement a “Haifa ploy” there, realistically a different solution was needed, although in the spirit of what Stockwell had wrought in Haifa. That solution was found in the form of the reinforcements London dispatched in order to secure the evacuation. On May 11 paratroopers, gunners, reconnaissance forces and paramedics arrived in Jerusalem from Haifa. Their task was to ensure a quiet evacuation. The following day the tactical HQ that had served both Cunningham and Macmillan, left Jerusalem; the final pullout, on the 14th, went off without a hitch. Still, the lesson of Haifa seemed to have been learned. The British went out of their way to satisfy the wishes of the Haganah in Jerusalem to ensure quiet. Sheikh Jarrach, as we saw, was turned over to the Haganah, and the departure from the Security Zone in the city center was coordinated with Yosef Schnurman (Shani), the Haganah liaison officer, who was permitted secretly to move a company into the Security Zone already on the night of the May 13. In coordination with the British the Haganah hid weapons at key points, and it was agreed that the British would signal the Jewish forces a quarter of an hour before they began to move out. The Administration would thus enable the Haganah to seize control of these crucial areas quickly and effectively, allowing the British to move out unhindered. No less important, the British were incapable of coping with uncoordinated actions that the Haganah might execute parallel to their exit from the city. The upshot was that “Operation Kilshon,” mounted by the Haganah in Jerusalem to take over the Security Zones evacuated by the British was successful thanks in no small measure to the contribution of the departing Army.


Additional evidence of the situation in which the Administration found itself following the Haifa Episode can be found in its attempts to arrange a cease-fire, something that had become a high priority since Haifa. A truce was impractical at this period of the end of April. The desire to effect a cease-fire was in fact a continuation of the Administration’s manifestation of aggressiveness toward the end of April – the other side of the same coin. Clearly a respite in the hostilities would serve the Administration’s needs. The reinforcements that were dispatched to Palestine to secure the evacuation were ordered not to be involved in the fighting other than in extreme circumstances. A showcase operation like the one in Jaffa could only be staged once. A second effort of the same kind was ruled out by the British government’s problems on the international diplomatic front and the wobbly position of the Mandate Administration. The High Commissioner and his staff therefore intensified their efforts to achieve a cease-fire on two tracks: by means of a direct approach to the belligerents and through UN representatives.
 

Image as Weapon

The question of the image that was projected by the Administration and the Army has already been mentioned several times in this paper. The High Commissioner was deeply perturbed by the question of how the ongoing British haplessness would affect his status in London. Indeed, he was so anxious about this that he “extorted” a compliment from King George VI himself. It would not be an exaggeration to say that Britain’s honor and, no less, his own honor, were among the factors that dissuaded him from fleeing by the skin of his teeth as the city closed in on him. It would be wrong to make light of this motivation. At the same time, the image issue should not be ascribed solely to Cunningham’s personal worries and perceptions.


The major reason that the British regime in Palestine did not collapse at an earlier stage of the war was that the High Commissioner was able to preserve the British image that had been created during the Great Arab Revolt (1936-1939) and the Jewish Resistance Movement (1945-1946) – that is, if the Administration wished, it could take effective action against Jews and Arabs alike. Even though by the winter and spring of 1947-1948 this image was void of all substance, it served the Administration as an effective weapon and kept it from caving in completely even after the Haifa turning point. Two decisions by the High Commissioner enabled the preservation, however shakily, of the British image:

1. His decision to maintain an outer visage of self-confidence toward both Jews and Arabs. This was backed up by a propaganda campaign that emphasized Britain’s determination not to allow a collapse of order in Palestine or to allow either side to endanger the departing forces. Apart from a few days immediately after the Haifa Episode, the senior officials of the Administration generally put up a self-confident face.

2. The decision to leave the government in Jerusalem until the very eve of the evacuation. Cunningham understood at an early stage of the civil war that the situation in Jerusalem was worse than it was elsewhere in the country. Nevertheless, and contrary to the position of the Administration and the Army – and even after he himself realized that there was no logic to the demand – he continued to insist that the governing agencies must not leave the capital city before the termination of the Mandate. On the eve of the Haifa Episode, and certainly afterward, when the Administration secretly tried to persuade London that Jerusalem must be evacuated immediately as part of an early departure from Palestine altogether, the High Commissioner and his spokesmen continued to assert publicly their commitment to remain in Jerusalem until May 15.


A third factor that assisted in maintaining this essential pretense was the continuing vagueness that enshrouded the policy of the government in London, which affected the ability of the High Commissioner to explain British policy to the Jewish and Arab residents of Palestine. Whether deliberately or not, the resulting sense of uncertainty reinforced the assumption that the Administration was capable, should it wish, of forcing the sides to do its bidding – nor was it certain that the British would actually depart. Even the attempt to mediate between the sides until the eve of the evacuation helped create the impression that the Mandatory Power had something concrete to offer.


The result was that both the Jews and the Arabs wrongly assessed the intentions of the British, a fact that in itself restrained all those involved in the war: Jews, Arabs, Palestinians, and the Arab states. The perception of British power probably had the greatest impact on the Yishuv, the dynamic side, which generally dictated the developments in the civil war. Although Ben-Gurion sensed that the Administration was disintegrating, he and his subordinates constantly tried to gauge how far the British would tolerate independent action by the Yishuv, not to mention direct action against the Administration itself. However, Ben-Gurion never managed to understand fully the reaction of the British, and because of this he decided that the manifest British weakness was actually a scheme “to establish an Arab state in all of Palestine.” This of course was completely without foundation. A certain wariness of the British continued to be maintained even after the collapse of the Mandate Administration following the events at Tiberias and Haifa in the second half of April. Although the authorities suffered mightily from the decline in the previous level of obedience displayed by their subjects, they still maintained something of a deterrent capability. That they did so was perhaps Cunningham’s major achievement in the face of the escalating war, when he was forced to cope with hostility from the Jews, the local Arabs, and the regional Arabs, and to deal with the contradiction-ridden policy of his own government and its lack of backing for him.

 In retrospect, the semblance of strength that preserved the remains of the British presence and honor also proved useful for the Jewish forces, which were able to operate, after Haifa turning point, in relatively convenient conditions against the weak Palestinians without interference from the neighboring Arab states, which were also deterred by the image projected by the British.

The End

As early as the end of March the High Commissioner was already dealing with the small details of his personal evacuation: flying to Haifa, getting on to a boat that would wait until midnight (of May 14), sailing to Malta, and from there a flight to London – as, indeed, the journey unfolded in reality. There was something reassuring about this promised end. Although aware of the symbolism attaching to his personal departure, and despite the courage it took to remain in Jerusalem until the termination of the mandate, the early and nearly obsessive preoccupation with the question of the last day reflected the atmosphere that prevailed at the upper levels of the Administration.


Cunningham’s last day in Government House in Jerusalem mirrored the manner in which he, and Britain, ended the Mandate in Palestine. No one came to bid him farewell or to ask for last-minute advice. An internal ceremony was held in the courtyard of the mansion, and Cunningham left Jerusalem almost in secret (ostensibly due solely to security reasons) for the airport at Kalandia, north of the city. A considerable effort had to be made in order to vest this moment with something of the solemn dignity that the High Commissioner and his government would have wished to see. That effort was undertaken by the British Consul in Jerusalem, who accompanied the High Commissioner’s convoy. The British diplomat seems to have engaged in some wishful thinking. He described few Arabs who happened to pass by Damascus Gate cheered weakly. As for their reasons, he wrote, it is difficult to say whether they were expressing gratitude to the last representative of the British Mandate or relief at his departure. As a sentimentalist, he inclined toward belief in the former.  According the Consul it was a bit of a sad ending to nearly thirty years of bother and sacrifice.


The government was not transferred, it was left on the doorstep of Government House, in the Security Zones along the municipal boundaries of Jerusalem, and in Tel Aviv-Jaffa, Haifa, Nablus, and Hebron – on a first-come, first-served basis. The opportunity was not created on May 15, it had been there since the Haifa turning point of April 22. The Administration had been teetering throughout February and March, and with the events of Haifa it collapsed, though not entirely. It still retained some ability to extricate itself by the skin of its teeth from Palestine: the image projected by the British, the last-minute reinforcements, the demonstration of strength at Jaffa, and, more critically, the wrongheaded analysis of the situation by both the Jews and the Arabs stood between the High Commissioner and an even more shameful end to British rule in Palestine.


The principal benefactor from the British collapse was the Yishuv. Its forces were usually first to pick up the “keys” left behind by the British. “Plan Dalet” to seize control of Palestine was never executed, as its implementation was planned for the moment the British would depart. But British rule gradually faded throughout April. After the Haifa Episode its presence was marginal. The Haganah’s offensive in the spirit of Plan Dalet was made possible by the collapse of the British in the Galilee, Tiberias, and particularly in Haifa. “Operation Nahshon-Harel” (April 6-20) was, after all, a failure that was adopted later by Ben-Gurion for reasons that were not necessarily related to the war itself. Ben-Gurion did not understand, or did not want to understand, the place of the British in the civil war. The failure of “Nahshon-Harel” was muted, as is known, by the British image because of which, supposedly, the Arab offensive on the road to Jerusalem was contained. The Haganah’s success at Mishmar Ha’amek (April 14) was, above all, success in defensive battle and cannot be ascribed to a general initiative of the Yishuv leadership.


The turning point came after the Haifa Episode: Haganah forces conquered what remained of the Arab neighborhoods in West Jerusalem, the road to Jerusalem (which was open on May 15), Jaffa and its satellites, Acre and the Western Galilee, Safed and the Eastern Galilee, and Beit She’an, creating territorial continuity from the Beit She’an Valley in the east to Haifa in the west. The Palestinian Arabs were never a factor that could have blocked the Haganah; they lacked the means to cope with the Jewish forces’ transition to the offensive. It was British ineffectuality that made the transition possible and brought the Haganah to the peak of its success. Yigal Allon, the commander of the Palmach and afterward the head of the Southern Front, was one of the first who tried their hand at writing a history of Israel’s War of Independence. His analysis of the impact of the British Administration on the war, although marred by his total misunderstanding of the behavior of the British and of the balance of forces between Jews and Arabs, was accurate as regards the manner in which the Haganah’s successes were influenced by the British attitude: “Although the British evacuation was intended primarily to prepare the conditions for the operation of the superior Arab forces, at the same time, and unwittingly, it also freed the Haganah to develop an initiative that changed our situation radically.”


The British did not choose to leave the entire country (particularly not its northern area) so early and so quickly – they were forced to take this course because of their constantly growing weakness. This situation was well exploited by the high command of the Haganah. If chaos reigned on the eve of the Mandate’s termination, it was not deliberately fomented. The British government failed to address some of the aspects of the Mandate’s expiry and ignored others, which it found inconvenient. London’s major interest was the status of Britain in the Arab world and an orderly evacuation with as little property damage and as few casualties as possible. For Attlee and his government the principal arena of the struggle for Palestine now lay ​– correctly, from their point of view – between New York and Washington. The developing civil war was a kind of “fifth wheel,” to be disregarded if possible. However, the war could not be ignored. The failure of the Administration and of the High Commissioner as its chief lay mainly in the fact that they were unable successfully to explain to their government the situation in Palestine in the light of the mounting hostilities there.


Alan Cunningham was faced with the problem of executing a mission that rested on a contradiction, which he had to discover on his own, at a heavy cost in life and property and to Britain’s status in the Middle East. The policy London dramatically affected his ability to function properly. This ineffectuality was a major cause, albeit not the only one, of the British government’s inability to react effectively to the developments in Palestine as the civil war escalated. When all is said and done, then, Britain affected the civil war more by omission than by commission.


Until the end of 1947 the Administration did not suffer from an inability to act and certainly its survival was not threatened. The decline was so dramatic as the civil war unfolded that in its final days the Administration was clearly dependent on the good will of the strong side in the war, the Yishuv, a small and relatively limited political entity. Naturally we must differentiate between Britain’s potential and its ability to operate de facto as a result of political constraints and the general atmosphere of the time. It was not a question of force versus force. On paper the British Army could have cursed all the combatants together. But military force is not just the totality of weapons and troops. Manifestly, the state of the Empire affected Britain’s ability to act in Palestine, as did the lack of meaningful communication between Jerusalem and London, and the British refusal to admit their weakened straits. The Haifa turning point, then, placed Britain’s situation in Palestine “on the table,” as it were. In this connection it is highly instructive to read the remarks made by Bevin a few days before the end of the Mandate, in which he described the events at Haifa. He claimed that the events in Haifa were a blow to Britain’s prestige because it seemed for a time that the Jews were capable of doing whatever struck their fancy in a city that was a key point for Britain This would have been a more accurate portrayal of what occurred in Palestine as the Mandate waned if Bevin had omitted the expressions “it seemed” and “for a time”.
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� Cunningham to committee for Palestine affairs, January 13, 1948, quoted by Louis, “Cunningham and the End of British Rule,” p. 145; on closing down departments that could no longer be safeguarded, see MSC, February 13, 1948, CP, B4, F1.


� On the evacuation of the families, see ibid.; on the police assessment that  the Irgon would stage attacks in Haifa and on the reaction of the High Commissioner, see ibid., February 27, 1948. Clearly the terrorism perpetrated by the Irgon and the Stern Gang only heightened British nervousness, slowed down the evacuation, and forced the British Army and Police to act against the Jews, sometimes with their last remaining strength.


� On Cunningham’s sympathy for the Zionist project and his opinion of the partition plan, see Louis, “Cunningham and the End of British Rule,” pp. 132, 140-141.


� High Commissioner to Colonial Secretary, December 9, 1947, quoted by Louis, ibid., p. 141. The High Commissioner’s feeling that the Jewish Agency was no longer in control of the situation was given sharp expression after the Haganah blew up the Semiramis Hotel in Jerusalem’s Katamon neighborhood, in the mistaken belief that it served as the Arabs’ district headquarters. See conversation of Cunningham with Ben-Gurion, Jerusalem, January 6, 1948, MSC, CP, B5, F1.


� High Commissioner to Colonial Secretary, December 15, 1947, PRO CO 537/2363; Louis, “Cunningham and the End of British Rule,” pp. 141-148, offers a good description of the High Commissioner’s frame of mind at the beginning of the war.
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� On the Bevin-Montgomery clash and on the quarrel of both of them with Cunningham, see a conciliation meeting convened by Prime Minister Attlee in the presence of the Foreign Secretary, the Secretary of War, and the Chiefs of Staff, PRO, CAB 127/341, May 7, 1948; and also The Memoirs of Montgomery, 1958, pp. 466-475. On the position of the High Commissioner in the debate, see also A. Cunninghman, “An Answer to Montgomery’s Criticism,” CP, B5, F4, probably dating from the late 1950s. R. Louis, who made a thorough study of the Anglo-American debate over the Palestine question at the time, shows that the British (those in London) believed they could, with American backing, quell the dispute, whereas the United States leaned toward a truce. In any event, the two Powers did not discuss the fact that the British forces in Palestine had ceased to be a meaningful factor and could barely defend themselves, Louis, The British Empire, pp. 514-531. Yet Louis himself, who provides such a cogent analysis of Britain’s stand on the Palestine question, seems not to have thought that the British Administration had collapsed; he cites without question Bevin’s remarks of May 7 to the effect that it only seems that the Jews are in control in Haifa, “Sir Alan Cunningham and the End of British Rule,” p. 155.


� On the battle for Sheikh Jarrach, see Yitzhak Levy, Nine Portions, p. 213; the testimony of Yitzhak Rabin, Book of the Palmach, vol. 2, Tel Aviv, 1957, pp. 913-914; Ben-Gurion’s conversation with Cunningham, CP, April 25, 1948, B5, F1; War Diary, ibid., p. 369.


� Ibid. It was not by chance that Macmillan himself rushed to meet with Eliezer Kaplan, the most senior Jewish Agency official then in Jerusalem, immediately after the fighting at Sheikh Jarrach had ended. Kaplan-Macmillan conversation, April 26, 1948, Central Zionist Archive (CZA) S25/5635. The tenor of Macmillan’s remarks in the talk suggested that he knew he was dependent on the Haganah. He said that “he wants to meet immediately with the heads of the Haganah HQ in order to explain his situation.”; See also report by C.V. Herzog, who was present at the meeting, in a cable to Ben-Gurion, April 27, 1948, Political and Diplomatic Documents, pp. 688-689; On the battle at Sheikh Jarrach, see the preceding note, and on the British perception of the battle, see the Crocker-Macmillan memorandum of April 26.


�  Colonial Office to High Commissioner, CP, April 26, 1948, B3, F4.


� Cunningham to Colonial Office, CP, April 28, 1948, B3, F4, ibid., April 30, 1948; An extensive analysis in this spirit of the Jaffa affair appears in Y. Bendman, “The Intervention of the British Army in the  the Irgon Attack on Manshiya,” Iyunim, 2, 1992, pp. 279-316 (Hebrew); The interpretation adduced by  the Irgon is that the concerned British came to the aid of Jaffa’s Arabs in view of the intensity of the attack mounted by the Irgun;  the Irgon maintains that it made the Arabs flee and thus brought about the capture of Jaffa. See, for example, H. Lazar (Litai), The Conquest of Jaffa, Tel Aviv, 1951 (Hebrew); The British were incapable of blocking the flight from Jaffa, just as they were incapable of doing so, at the stages when they had an interest in doing so, in Safed, Tiberias, and Haifa.


� Statement to the press on the visit of the High Commissioner to Haifa, CP, April 29, 1948, B4, F5; Bevin to ambassador in Amman, with copies to Jerusalem and to all the embassies in the Arab capitals, CP, April 30, 1948, B3, F5.


� On the reinforcements of late April and early May, see a report on the progress of the evacuation drawn up by the Chiefs of Staff covering April 7-May 7, May 12, 1948, PRO DEFE 5/10; and the report of the Palestine Subcommittee of the Cabinet Defense Committee, May 25, 1948, PRO CAB 131/6; Earlier, in view of the Administration’s growing weakness, it was decided to evacuate the units of the Trans-Jordan Arab Legion on April 15 instead of the 1st, as originally planned. The Legion ultimately remained until the termination of the Mandate, see CP, February 13, 1948, B4, F1; As for the misreading of British motivation, G. Cohen describes the political history of Palestine after World War II as “a confrontation between mistaken situation assessments [by the British as well],” “British Policy on the Eve of the War of Independence,” p. 132; This was all the more the case during the civil war and particularly late April and early May 1948. 


� See PRO WO 275/20; report by Yosef Schnurman, CZA S25/10526.


� On the order to the reinforcements not to intervene in the fighting other than as a secondary mission, see Colonial Office to High Commissioner, April 30, 1948, PRO FO 371/68370.  The efforts of the High Commissioner to bring about a truce in Jerusalem are described in M. Golani, Tzion Betzionut, Tel Aviv, 1992, pp. 115-125 (Hebrew); and see also a chronological survey of the High Commissioner’s attempts to obtain a cease-fire following the Haifa Episode, CP, April 27, 1948, B4, F5.


� On the compliment that Cunningham extracted from the King, see Cunningham to Sir Alan Lascelles, the King’s secretary, CP, February 20, 1948, F4, B5; and the secretary’s reply with the reassurances of the monarch, March 4, 1948, ibid.


� A perusal of the subjects that engaged the attention of the supreme security committee shows that the issue of propaganda emphasizing the determination of the Administration and the Army to take action loomed ever larger as the days waned and with them the Administration’s de facto ability to act.


� The High Commissioner’s assessment that the military situation in Jerusalem was the worst of any place in Palestine: MSC, February 13, 1948, CP, B4, F1; As for advancing the evacuation, the Army thought that the task of keeping the road to Jerusalem open after mid-April would Increased the embarrassment caused him because of the need to intervene. At the end of March the High Commissioner maintained that he should leave together with the Army at the end of April or by May 5 at the latest. He was well aware that the Army’s true fear was that it would be simply incapable of keeping the road to Jerusalem open. He therefore proposed moving up the termination of the Mandate and, as such, the departure from Jerusalem. See meetings of the supreme security committee in March and April, Ibid. 


� At the first session of the National Council, on May 4, 1948, Ben-Gurion explained that the British Administration was falling apart, see note 2, above. In retrospect it might have been more accurate to say “had fallen apart,” but the image got the message across. On Ben-Gurion’s notion of a “scheme,” see “With Strength and With Good Sense,” remarks to the Mapai Central Committee, January 8, 1948, When Israel Fought, Tel Aviv, 1952, pp. 27-28 (Hebrew). It was not by chance that the underlying assumption of “plan Dalet” was that it would be implemented only after the British had left. A clash with the British was perceived as a potential danger that should be avoided. Ben-Gurion espoused a similar policy after Israel Air Force planes intercepted British Army reconnaissance aircraft over Sinai in early January 1949. See War Diary, pp. 938-939. Documents of the British Administration in Palestine and of the High Commissioner in particular are filled with comments indicating that the question of image was viewed as an operational element that should be taken into account.


� On the plan for the personal evacuation of the High Commissioner, see, for example, CP, B5, F4 Cunningham to T. Lloyd, Colonial Office, March 27, 1948.


� British Consul in Jerusalem R. Beaumont to Foreign Secretary, May 29, 1948, cited by Louis, “Sir Alan Cunningham and the End of British Rule in Palestine,” p. 157. The author of this article takes the opposite viewpoint. Louis cited the quotation in order to invest the termination of the Mandate with an air of dignity. In Louis’s view, Cunningham brought off an organized and meticulously planned evacuation despite his impossible situation. It was this, he maintains, that permitted the British to leave Palestine with a certain measure of honor and a feeling of self-respect. Ibid., pp. 157-158. I certainly agree with the first sentence.


� Another player that entered the vacuum left by the British after May 15 was King Abdullah. Unlike the Yishuv, he was obliged to wait until the official termination of the Mandate; Y. Allon, Palamah Campaigns, Tel Aviv, 1965, p. 213 (Hebrew).


� The most comprehensive discussion of British government policy in the period of the civil war can be found, as noted, in the two essays by Louis. See note 1, above. 


� Lorch, though not referring to the British collapse, wrote in his first version of the History of the War of Independence that “The Mandate government and His Majesty’s forces, as long as they will remain in Israel, will exercise decisive influence on events. Their deployment and their movements, their actions or their blunders [emphasis by the author] will be an important factor in the plans of the combatant sides and may well determine who a is victorious and who is defeated...”, Ibid., 1958, p. 77 (Hebrew). In a sense different from that intended by Lorch, it was in fact the British blunders that determined the outcome of the civil war.


� Bevin in the conciliation meeting with the Chiefs of Staff and the senior officials of the War Office, at the Prime Minister’s residence, May 7, 1948, PRO, PREM8/862.
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