
Unit 8 

Background reading may be found online at http://onlinehartman.org.il 3. 

Benny Morris, Righteous Victims pp. 207-209

http://onlinehartman.org.il/


T H E  F I R S T  A R A B - I S R A E L I  W A R  1 0 7  

http://avaxhome.ws/blogs/ChrisRedfield 

 

 

about noon on April 8, they stormed the hill and eventually retook it. They 

found Husseini’s body and took it to Jerusalem, where, on the Temple 

Mount, he was buried in a mass funeral, next to his father, Musa Kazim, the 

late mayor. Most of the fighters who had retaken al-Kastal accompanied the 

body to Jerusalem or left their positions to attend the funeral, and in the 

early hours of April 9 a Palmah force found the village completely deserted 

and captured it once again. The original operational order of April 2 had not 

instructed the troops to raze the village, but the order of April 8 specifically 

mandated destruction, an indication of the radical change in the Haganah’s 

strategic thinking.200 

But in the long run, the most important event during Operation Nahshon 

was probably the conquest by the IZL and LHI, assisted by the Haganah, of 

the village of Deir Yassin, which lay roughly between Jerusalem and al- 

Kastal, and the slaughter of many of its inhabitants. During the first months 

of the war, the village enjoyed relatively good relations with the nearby 

Jewish neighborhoods of western Jerusalem. In March, the villagers had 

dissuaded Husseini’s men from attacking Giv‘at Shaul and, later, refused to 

host ALA or irregular units. It is possible that—as often asserted by Israeli 

historians—a group of irregulars did bivouac in the village and fight in the 

subsequent bat- tie, but the evidence for this is far from definitive.201 

The Haganah command in Jerusalem, which had a good working relation- 

ship with the local IZL, tried to persuade its commanders to join the battle 

at al-Kastal. The IZL men declined, saying they had no transport and were, 

in any case, interested in mounting a separate, independent operation. Deir 

Yassin was targeted. In the planning meetings between IZL and LHI officers, 

they agreed to expel the inhabitants. The LHI men proposed that villagers 

who did not run away should be killed in order to terrify the country’s Arabs. 

Most of the IZL and LHI officers present said they favored killing adult male 

pris- oners, but the IZL command rejected these suggestions.202 According 

to one IZL officer, the troops were ordered not to kill women and children or 

prison- ers203 

The attack, on the morning of April 9, was carried out with the prior 

approval of, and in cooperation with, the Jerusalem command of the 

Haganah. Some 130 IZL and LHI fighters took part During the battle, 

Haganah machine-gunners stationed nearby supplied covering fire, and two 

Palmah squads in armored cars joined in the actual battle. Palmah squads 

also helped evacuate the wounded, and the Haganah helped the combatants 

with am- munition. 

The advance through the village proved far more difficult than 

anticipated. By its end the IZL and LHI had suffered five dead and more than 

thirty wounded—or more than one-quarter of the attacking force. The units, 

pinned down by sniper fire, advanced slowly, throwing grenades through 

windows and dynamiting house after house. Much of the population, 
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including most of

the able-bodied males, fled.204 Soon after the start of the battle an TZL 

armored truck with a loudspeaker began calling on the villagers to lay down 

their arms and flee. But the truck got stuck in a ditch some 30 meters from 

the village and apparently went unheard. 

Deir Yassin is remembered not as a military operation, but rather for the 

atrocities committed by the IZL and LHI troops during and immediately 

after the drawn-out battle: Whole families were riddled with bullets and 

grenade fragments and buried when houses were blown up on top of them;205 

men, women, and children were mowed down as they emerged from 

houses;206 individuals were taken aside and shot.207 At the end of the battle, 

groups of old men, women, and children were trucked through West 

Jerusalem^ streets in a kind^of “victory parade״ and then dumped in (Arab) 

East Jerusalem. 

According to Jerusalem Shai commander Levy (reporting on April :12), 

“the conquest of the village was carried out with great cruelty. Whole fami- 

lies—women, old people, children—were killed, and there were piles of dead 

[in various places]. Some of the prisoners moved to places of incarceration, 

including women and children, were murdered viciously by their captors.״ 

In a report the following day, he added: ״LHI members tell of the barbaric 

behav- ior [hitnahagut barbarit] of the IZL toward the prisoners and the 

dead. They also relate that the IZL men raped a number of Arab girls and 

murdered them afterward (we don’t know if this is true) ״ The Shai operative 

who visited the site hours after the event, Mordechai Gichon, reported on 

April 10: 44Their [i.e., the IZL?] commander says that the order was: to 

capture the adult males and to send the women and children to Motza. In the 

afternoon [of April .9], the order was changed and became to kill all the 

prisoners The adult 

males were taken to town in trucks and paraded in the city streets, then taken 

back to the site and killed with rifle and machine-gun fire. Before they were 

put on the trucks, the IZL and LHI men searched the women, men, and chil- 

dren [and] took from them all the jewelry and stole their money. The 

behavior toward them was especially barbaric [and included] kicks, shoves 

with rifle butts, spitting and cursing (people from [the Western Jerusalem 

neighborhood of] Giv‘at Shaul took part in the torture).208״ 

The Jewish Agency and the Haganah leadership immediately condemned 

the massacre. Deir Yassin became the one Jewish atrocity that it was 

permissi- ble to write about—and to condemn. The Haganah made great 

efforts to hide its part in the operation, and during the following decades, 

Menachem Begin’s Herut Party and its successor, the Likud, were 

continually berated for Deir Yassin in internal Israeli political squabbling. 

And over the years, the incident came to be used in Arab propaganda to 

blacken the name of the Yishuv as a whole. 
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During the next three days a variety of outsiders—Israeli doctors, 

Haganah officers, a Red Cross representative named Jacques de Reynier—

visited the village to investigate. All saw bullet-riddled, sometimes charred 

bodies of 
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men, women, and children. In 1948 participants, observers, and 

journalists wrote that as many as 254 villagers were killed that day. Everyone 

had an interest in publicizing a high Arab casualty figure: the Haganah, to 

tarnish the IZL and LHI; the Arabs and British, to blacken the Jews; the TZL 

and LHI, to provoke terror and frighten Arabs into fleeing the country. 

Recent Arab and Jewish investigations, and supporting interviews, however, 

suggest that these numbers were an exaggeration and that the real number 

of Arab dead was ioo-iio.209 

Deir Yassin had a profound political and demographic effect. Despite a 

for- mal Jewish Agency Executive letter of apology and explanation to King 

Abdullah,210 the incident seemed to push Jordan into the arms of those press- 

ing for direct intervention by the Arab states, and to undermine the secret 

Yishuv-Abdullah agreement (see below). It may also have contributed to the 

decision of leaders of other nations—principally Egypt—to join the fray. Cer- 

tainly the news enraged Arab fighting men, and “Deir Yassin!” became a 

rally- ing ciy for combatants bent on revenge. 

At the same time, however, the news of what had happened—extensively 

covered and exaggerated in the Arab media for weeks—had a profoundly 

demoralizing effect on the Palestinian Arabs and was a major factor in their 

massive flight during the following weeks and months. The IDF Intelligence 

Service called Deir Yassin “a decisive accelerating factor” in fhe general Arab 

exodus 211 

The affair had an immediate and brutal aftermath. On April 13, Arab mili- 

tiamen from Jerusalem and surrounding villages attacked a ten-vehicle con- 

voy of mostly unarmed lecturers, nurses, and doctors on their way to the 

Hadassah Hospital-Hebrew University campus on Mount Scopus. (The con- 

voy was also carrying two IZL fighters who had been wounded at Deir 

Yassin.) Four vehicles, including two packed buses, were trapped. For hours 

the British refrained from intervening and warned the Haganah not to do so. 

Three Palmah armored cars arrived on the scene but were overwhelmed by 

the ambushers. The shooting continued for more than six hours, the Arabs 

eventu- ally dousing the armored buses with gasoline and setting them 

alight. When the British finally intervened, more than seventy Jews had died. 

Deir Yassin and the death of ‘Abd al-Qadir had been avenged.212 

Operation Nahshon had been only partially successful: Three large con- 

voys had pushed through to Jerusalem and a number of Arab localities had 

been taken and either permanently occupied or leveled. But other villages 

remained and continued intermittently to block passage along the Tel Aviv- 

Jerusalem road. The Haganah launched a series of operations designed to 

either lift or ease the siege, but without achieving a strategic result. The road 

to Jerusalem remained closed. 

While the Haganah was trying to break the back of the Arab forces in the 

Jerusalem Corridor, two battles took place in the north. Both were initiated 

by 


