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WE ARE ALL FEDAYEEN
A Brief History of the West Bank Prior to 1967

Since its conception at the end of World War I, Jordan had a complex and sometimes troubled relationship with Palestinian Arabs. In May 1916, British diplomat Sir Mark Sykes and French diplomat Georges Picot secretly drafted an agreement in principle on how Britain and France would carve up the Ottoman Empire once the war ended in their favor. This Middle Eastern empire was one huge territory divided into various administrative districts but not nation-states as we know them, each with its own government. Sykes and Picot agreed that, at the war’s conclusion, France would be assigned the areas now called Syria and Lebanon, while Britain would be assigned the entire Palestine region from the Mediterranean on the west to what is now Iraq’s western border (encompassing what are now Israel, the West Bank, and Jordan) and what is now Iraq. The following year, in 1917, the British government issued its famous Balfour Declaration which called for “the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people.” (The full Balfour Declaration read: “Her Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.”)  The term “Palestine” continued to refer to the entire region. 

In April 1920, the San Remo Conference—one of many conferences held after the war to finalize its political outcome—endorsed the Balfour Declaration and conferred on Britain a trusteeship over Palestine. In 1922, the newly-formed League of Nations formally approved a “British Mandate” over the area it called Palestine, encompassing what are now Israel, the West Bank, and Jordan. The Mandate included “the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people,” as called for in the Balfour Declaration.

Following Arab rioting, Britain soon reinterpreted “Palestine” to include only the area west of the Jordan River. The area east, Transjordan, about three-quarters of the original “Palestine,” it handed over to Emir Abdullah of the Hashemite family. From the outset, Abdullah hoped to reunify the “Greater” Palestine plus Syria under his suzerainty. He appointed men of Palestinian origin to head his governments and was ever mindful of developments west of the Jordan. Despite ongoing trade and shared interests, however, over time East Bankers started to see themselves as “Jordanians,” while west bank Arabs focused on confronting the growing Jewish presence there. The two Arab societies began developing separate identities. Abdullah walked a fine line, supporting west bank Palestinian aspirations—increasingly defined as creating their own entity from the Mediterranean to the Jordan—while maintaining that the Palestinian problem was a pan-Arab issue that he was preeminently qualified to solve.


On November 29, 1947, the United Nations approved the Partition Plan to end the British Mandate and enable the creation of two states in “western” Palestine: one Jewish and one Arab. The Jews accepted the plan and on May 14, 1948, founded the State of Israel in the areas allotted to it. The Arab world rejected the plan, and seven Arab armies invaded the embryonic Jewish state.
  

Israel prevailed, and the armistice line drawn at the end of the war differed dramatically from the Partition Plan. Abdullah fulfilled part of his dream, capturing sizable portions of western Palestine—what is now called the West Bank. In 1950, he formally annexed the West Bank to Transjordan, renaming the expanded country “the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan” and eliminating “Palestine” from the geographic lexicon. Despite consolidating the two banks, Abdullah tenaciously clung to his contradictory commitment to Palestinian aspirations.

King Hussein inherited his grandfather Abdullah’s conflicted position when he ascended the throne in 1952, a year after witnessing, at age 16, his grandfather’s assassination by a Palestinian protesting his policies. Hussein too supported Palestinian self-determination but still hoped to weld the two halves of his realm into one nation. Thus he administered both banks as a single country. The consolidation, however, dramatically impacted Jordan’s demographics. For every “Jordanian” there were now two “Palestinians.” And West Bank Palestinians were conflicted about their relationship with East Bank Jordan. They saw Jordan as an occupying power, with a heavy-handed army and officialdom. But, they also saw it as their protector against Israel, a bipolarism leading to a “relatively rapid Palestinian oscillation” between opposition to the Hashemite Kingdom and allegiance to it. They never demanded independence, though.

Arab Attitudes toward the West Bank after 1967

As the Summit Conference of Arab Leaders declared at a meeting in Khartoum three months after the Six-Day War, the Arab heads of state agreed to “unite their political efforts at the international and diplomatic level to eliminate the effects of aggression and to ensure the withdrawal of the aggressive Israeli forces from the Arab lands which have been occupied since the aggression of June 5.”
 And, despite its infamous Three Noes later in that same resolution: “no peace with Israel, no recognition of Israel, no negotiations with her” and its separate decision to take “all steps necessary to consolidate military preparedness,” it was clear that for the near term at least, conventional warfare with Israel was also off the agenda. 

Despite the loss, Hussein persisted in his belief that “Jordan on both her banks, land and people, is a unit single and indivisible.”
 On July 5, his Prime Minister spelled out the underpinnings of Jordan’s policy, including:

The Jordanian entity of the two banks is sacred. We believe in it as much as we believe in God and in our religion. We will never at any time relinquish this sacred unity.

The West Bankers should realize that their lives, souls, and future are all tightly and sacredly bound to this [East] bank. That bond will never be broken under the leadership of King Hussein.

But to prove his continued allegiance to the Palestinian cause, he afforded the guerrillas great freedom in his country.

The Battle of Karameh, Which the Fedayeen Claimed as a Victory

The guerrillas’ hit-and-run strategy against Israel was proving ineffective, as the Israeli army could usually prevent penetration or quickly nab successful infiltrators. So Fatah turned to shelling Israel with Soviet Katyusha rockets. Israel responded massively to these bombardments, attacking Jordanian targets. Jordanians who lived near the Palestinian bases were often hit during these reprisals and resented the Palestinians. The Jordanian Army too loathed becoming enmeshed unexpectedly in such reprisals.

In March 1968, following a series of such attacks and the blowing apart of a school bus by a Fatah mine, the Israel Defense Forces were ordered into the Jordanian town of Karameh, Arafat’s headquarters about three miles east of the Jordan. The IDF destroyed many of the commandos’ facilities and killed about 150 guerrillas. But, as Israel withdrew, Jordanian artillery entered the fray. The IDF suffered heavy casualties, including twenty-eight killed, eighty wounded, and two tanks wrecked and abandoned. (One tank was exhibited in Amman, its dead driver still in his seat.)  Yasser Arafat and the fedayeen movement claimed this as their victory.

Egypt’s War of Attrition with Israel, Which Led to the Rogers Plan

In March 1969, Egypt had begun shelling Israeli positions along the Suez Canal, which Israel had reached during the Six Day War. Over the next year, Egypt and Israel waged an escalating War of Attrition, bombarding each other along the canal. On July 20, Israel’s air force began strafing Egyptian cities along the canal, causing significant damage and prompting 750,000 Egyptian residents to run for their lives. In late January and early February 1970, the situation escalated further as the Soviets sent Egypt SAM-3 surface-to-air missiles, anti-aircraft artillery, large quantities of other arms, and, more importantly, fifteen thousand military personnel, including fighter pilots with their MIG jets. On April 20, Israeli and Soviet pilots confronted one another.

King Hussein’s First Close Call (June 1970)

The King sat in the front passenger seat of his Mercedes Benz, his driver next to him. In the back seat were Sherif Nasser bin-Jamil, Zeid Rifai, and the king’s body guard, Mohammad Kassab al-Majali. The rest of the motorcade, which ran about 300 yards, consisted of five armored cars and 2 Ford station wagons. The motorcade was supposed to have taken a well-protected road, but the lead car accidentally took a less-protected road toward Suweileh. The King instructed his motorcade to follow the lead car, despite its mistake.

As they reached the Suweileh junction and the advance vehicle stopped to remove a roadblock that had been set up, gunfire suddenly erupted from the hills on all sides. The king’s bodyguard, who had only the week before completed a course in England on protection, and the two others pulled the king out of the car, pushed him into an open rut at the side of the road, and the jumped on him to protect him. When the king got out from under them with an aching back, he quipped to Rifai, a heavy man, that “if the fedayeen don’t get me, you will!”  Then, spotting a large sewer pipe nearby, they crawled to it and pushed the king into it.

Shots were coming all around, but the shooters had bad aim. They were apparently people who had been given guns but no training. The king’s car was not even hit. At various points, Rifai, Nasser, Kassab, and even the King were returning fire. When things quieted down a bit, they crawled back to the car. Then reinforcements came and the King’s men turned the car around and fled the scene.

A Second Attempt on King Hussein’s Life (September 1, 1970)

As Mohammad Kassab al-Majali, King Hussein’s body guard at the time, describes it:  King Hussein, traveling in the same car as he was in the first attempt, was on his way from Zahran Palace (on Jabal Amman between the 3rd and 4th Circle) where he had just visited his mother to the airport at Marka to pick up his daughter, Princess Alia. The motorcade reached “Armored Triangle” and instead of turning right to follow a road that had a gradual incline, abutted military housing, and was otherwise well-protected, the lead car turned left. There, the road (now called Ghazi Arabiyat Street) passed through fedayeen-controlled areas. It took a sharp right turn and had a steep incline. As the motorcade made the turn and was making its way slowly up the hill and, gunfire erupted from the surrounding wooded areas. As soon as the shooting started, his bodyguard pulled him out of the car, thrust him against the wall of the customs house in the area, and had the car brought in front of the King. The King asked him “Why do they want to kill me? What have I done to them?”
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