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The Tantura ‘Massacre’

Historian Benny Morris has published an updated version of his
landmark 1988 book on the origins of the Palestinien refugee
problem. The new material he has uncovered, he says, indicates thar
Israeli soldiers were involved in more massacres of Arabs and other
war crimes in the 1948 War of Indepenidence than previously believed.
In the article below, Morris details his vesearch regarding one alleged
mussacye site, ar what is oday Kibburz Nahsholim, in May 1948, In all, Morris says he
hes found evidence of about two dozen cases of massacre and numerous other acts of
arbitrary killing, and about 12 cases of rape. ) e .
However, in a recent interview with the Ha'arety daily, Morris argued that the total ‘ . GRDE |
of fewer than 800 Arabs killed in war crimes was ‘peanuts’ in comparison to atrocities i '
committed by other people, even in recent decades, in similar civil wars: "When you
take into account that there was a bloody civil war here and that we lost an entire
1 percent of our popiiation, you find that we behaved well.’ Morvis also claimed that
David Ben-Gurion covered up forthose involved in the massacres and added thar
Ben-Gurion was ‘a transferist,' someone who recognized that it was ‘necessary’ to
uproat 700,000 Palestinians from the incipient sovereign Israel — because ‘without
the uprooting of the Pulestinians, a Jewish state would not have arisen here,” Indeed,
Morris argued that Ben-Gurion erred in not forcibly removing all the Arabs from the

West Bank, Gaza and Israel itself, and that should Israel again find itself under
existentinl threat, such expulsion “will be justified.’

Despite espousing such sentiments, Morvis, who was jailed for refusing army
service in the territovies, insists fre abvays has regarded himself as lefi-wing.
But he says that those who have claimed to find proof of this in his histerical writings
have failed to appreciate his objectivity and detachment, For many, though, Morris’s
scholarship — as exemplified in this article on the events at Tantura — may
henceforth be perceived in an entirely new context,

Benny Morriz

ETWEEN KIBRBUTZ NAH-

sholim and Maoshav Dor, on the

Meditermanean coast some 30

kilometers south of Haifa, a dirt

patking lot serves visitors to the
adjacent beach. Beneath its off-white,
dusty surface, by some palm trees, lies an
unmarked mass grave, where troops of the
nascenl Liraeli Ariny in May 1948 buried
the dead of Tantura.

The grave, says Teddy Katz, who took
me there, contains the remains of as many
as 200-250 Arab villagers. A small minor-
ity, he says, died in the fighting, when the
troops of the Alecxandroni Brigede con-
quered the village on May 23, a week after
the State of Israel was declared and the
Arab armics invaded Palestine; most were
muassacrad after the battle.

This is also what Katz, a 59-year-old
peace activist — ho was speaking to me just

18

after distributing food n West Bank Arab
villages — argued in an MA thesis sub-
mitted to Haifa University in 1998,
Alexandroni vetcrans passionately in-
sist therc was no massacre and that the
grave holds only the remains of 70-75
villagers who died during the baitle. The
veterans sued Katz, a member of Kibbutz
Magal, for libel, charging — and proving
~— that he had falsified evidence, During
the trial — *in a moment of weakness,” as
Katz now puts it — he recanted and apol-
ogized. The court adopted his recantation
as its verdict. Haifa University, which had
given him an A+ for the thesis, suspended
his degree and invited him to revise and
resubmit it. He complied — but repeated
the massacre allegation. Five specially ap-
pointed examiners failed the revised thesis
by & margin of 3:2. Tn a supreme gesture of
appeasement and ambiguity, the university
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then awarded Katz a “second-class” de-
gree, which effectively bars his patli to PhD
candidacy in Tsrael. On the legal track, Katz
recanted his recantation and appealed the
lower court’s verdict to the Supreme Conrt
— but it turned him down.

Katz and some of his supporters charged
that the university and even the courts were
pelitically motivated, intent on suppressing
dissident historiographic voices and up-
holding Israsl’s image. University author-
ities, off the rccord, say smmilar things
about Katz's motives, pointing out that he
received 58,000 from the PLO to cover his
legal fees and that his most vocal supporter
is the anti~Zionist revisionist Haifa Univer-
sity historian Ilan Pappe, who has strongly
supported the boycott of Israel’s univer-
sitics by western academia during the past
three years.

The affair raises the stark issue of
whether there was a massacre at Tantura
and if s0, was it exceptional or, as some
have alleged, one of many perpetrated by
Jewish forces, including the Haganah/-
Israel Defense Forces, during 19487 I1 also
raises some important academic questions:
What is the value of omal testimony in es-
tablishing historical facts? How do the
motives of historians affect their re-
construction of the past?

To tackle the first 1ssuc, a proposal has



EBTEBA M.TEAN
been made to dig up the grave to
determine how many villagers died
and how. Katz and Tantura refugees
living in Istael as well as Alexan-
droni veterans — according to their
lawyer — support exhumation. But
residents of Nahsholim and Dor are
opposed; it would inevitably he a -
media circus and would uaderline
the tact that they live on conliscated
Tantura lands. (MNahsholim was
founded four weeks after Tantura
was conquered). Atyway, some witnesses
say bodies were also buried elsewhere, and
pathologists may not be able to determine
whether the persons were killed in battle or
murdcred. ‘

ANTURA IN 30ME WAYS EPIT-
omizes moral issues at the core of
the Zionist experience in general
and 1948 in particular. The village was
conguered # week after the state was de-
clared. Dozens (if not hundreds) of vil-
lagers, including many non-combatants,
were killed and the rernaining population,
mostly women and children, were ex-
pelled. (Most of them ended up in West
Bank refugee camps.) And the village was
razed and the site almost instantly settled
by Jews. '
Teddy Katz says Tantura became his

subjeet “by chance.” He intcnded
to write about the Arab exodus
from Haifa it his supervisor,
Druse historian Kais Firro, sug-
gested that he focus on a cluster of
nearby villages, Born and raised in
Haifa, he was a Sea Scoul in his
carly tcens and he kmew the Tan-
tura beach. “We used to land our
boats there and play,” he says, “1
had no idea that T would uncover a
massacre, and [ had no political
motive in pursuing the subject.”

He scoured the archives and
conducled over 130 intervicws
with refugees and soldicrs, taping
many but not all. He uncarthed no
document from 1948 that even
mentioned & “massacre” in Tant-
ro. But the witnesses were sorne-
thing else. “I first spoke to vil-
lagers in the Wadi Ara area [about
20 kilometers east of Tanturaj, and

ECHOES OF A EHSPUTED PAST:
The beachfront, and surviving
Tantura structire, at Moshav Dor
today: (below) Lhe parking lot
where the trath may tic hidden

ESTEBAN ALTERMAN

1 noticed that whenever 1 sald ‘Tantura’
they made a face, I asked why. And they
sald “A big massacre.” Then | mterviewed
Tantura retugees, and 1 heard story after
slory.” Most Alexandroni veterans denied
the allegations of massacre; a few hinted at
dark deeds; others refused to tall,

In March 1998 Katz submittad the 211-
page thesis, “The Fxodus of Arabs from
Villages at the Foot of Scuthern Mount
Carmel in 1948." Pappe, a Middle East
histonian, acted as Katz's unofficial super-
visor, and i3 warmly thanked in the
acknowledgments.

The bulk of the paper 15 devoted Lo
Tantura, and its conquest by Alexandroni’s
33rd Battalion. Village clders, under
pressure from militants, had relused o sur-
render. Tantura was seen by the Haganah
command as a threat to the main Tel Aviv-
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Haifa road, and a maritime entry point for
arms from Lebanon.

Katz asserted “on the basis of more than
20 interviews,” that lor hours aficr the bat-
le ended, the (roops conducted “a lethal
hunt afier adult males, in order to kill them,
wherever they were found, in the houses, in
the courtyards and in the streets.” Later, he
wrote, the killing contlinued after prisoners
were concentrated in the village cemetery,
“No mare than 10 or 20 of the men of the
village feil in the battle, but by the end of
that day there were no fower than 200 to
250 dead adult males, m circumstances in
which the villagers were without arms and

" completely defenseless,” Katz wrote,

Katz quotes Alexandroni veteran Micha
Vitkon describing how his company com-
mander, Nahman Kaplansky (Karni), inter-
rogated prisoners to find out where weapons
were hidden, and then shot them with his
pistol, “one after another.” He quotes Abd
al-Hafiz Muhsein (Abu Nabil), a Tantura
refugee, aged 7 at the time, who spoke of
seeing “the Jews take six or seven young
men or maybe more, and shooting them in
sight of everyone, without eause, and this is
something [ can never forget. Maybe before
thep they had been combatants.™

Some Jewish witnesses, according to
Katz, recalled a different order of killing, A
number of Alexandroni soldiers of C Cotn-
pany had been killed or wounded in an in-
cident in which Arabs opened fire after sur-
rendering. lo response, € Company’s
Iroops, according to Yoscf Gmaf, “wcnt
through the village and slaughtered wha-
ever they saw... at least 140 or 150 persons
were killed.”

Arab witness Rizik Ishmawi (Abu
Sa'id), who was 13 in 1948, recalled walk-
ing about the village accompanied by an
Isracli soldier lovking for bread and secing
& group of 10-12 Israeli soldiers line up 235
Arab men against a wall and shoot them, as
well a5 one woman.

Katz quotes Alexandroni engineers of-
ficer Shlomo Ambar as saying: “The pic-
ture ¢lohed in my memory 15 of the adult
raales gt the cemetery, There I saw many
men being killed... 1 left the place when |
saw they were killing and killing and
killing. That's why I don’t know how many
exactly were killed there.” Faiz Ahmad
Tanji (Abu Khalid), is quoted as recalling:
“Afterwards, they took seven to 10 men
and brought them near the mosque, shot
them and returned and took another group.
Thus, perbaps, about 20.. men [were
killed]... "

Katz also ¢ites witnesses who said Jew-
150 troops raped one of two women atd
robbed villagers of jewelry and money,

Late on May 23, several hundred adult
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males were packed off to POW camps; the
remaining ithabitants, a thousand women
and children, were trucked to nearby Furei-
dis, which had surrendered to the Haganah
two weeks earlier, In mid-June, according to
IDF documents, almost all (he refagees
from Tantura wers bused out ol Fureidis,
under Red Cross supervision, to Tul Karm,
in the Tragi-held area of the West Bank,
where many of them, and their descendants,
still live in the Wur Shams refugee camp.

Katz firmly placed the conquest of Tan-
tura and the expulsion of it inhabitants
within the context of the Haganah’s Plan D,
whose purpose was to clear inland areas,
especially along main arteries, and the bot-
der areas, ahout to be assailed by the Arab
armnies, of militia forces and hostile or po-
tentially hostile villagers that harbored
thern. (Palestinian and pro-Palestinian his-
torians, such as Walid Khalidi and Ilan
Pappe, view Plan D, in my view wrongly,
as the Jewish “master plan” of expulsion.)
Katz does not specifically link the alleged
massacre 1o Plan D — but attributes itto a
thirst for revenge among soldiers whose
relatives and comrades had been killed and
mutilated by Arab militiamen,

In September 1998 Katz's supervisor,
Firro, and two cxaminers --— Yair
Hirschfield (who was invelved in the secret
Tsraeli-PLO talks that resulted in the 1993
Oslo agreement), and Tsraeli Arab historian
Muhammad Yazhek — gave Kuatz 97 per-
cent, In June 2000, the university awarded
Katz a first class MA (with a 93 average),
qualifying him to continue for a PhD.

On Jaruary 21, 2000, journalist Amir
Gilat published a magazine piece in the
Ma'ariv daily based on Kate’s thesis and
interviews he himself conducted with Tan-
wura refugecs and Alexandromi veterans.
The refugees all maintained there had been
a succession of atrocities and massacres,
the wveterans, and residents of Zikhron
Yu'akov all denicd it, but threw out some
troubling hints. The article left readers with
the sense there had been a massacra or, at
least, that the Alexandromni veterans were
hiding something, The vetcrans protested
to Ma'ariv, and Gilat wrate a follow-up, in
which the ex-soldiers again uniformly de-
nied a massacre, but they were not mol-
lified. For most, 1948 had boen & golden
moment, the point at which their lives in-
tersected heroically, triumphantly, with his-
tory: their decds in that war are the stories
they tell their grandehildren, Now in their
70z and %0s, they weren’t going to let any-
one tarnish that memory.

“My soul knew mo peace,” wrote
Amatds Amrami, now 81, in his deposition
to the district court. A platoon commander,
he was wounded twice at Tantura. “T called

other veterans and said we must do some-
thing.” The veterans retamed Amrami's
son-in-law, Giora Erdinast, 46, a Peace Now
activist and a lawyer, 1lis mother, Rachel
Liebman, was a medie in Alexandroni’s
32nd Batralion. “I asked her about the mas-
sacre story, says Erdinast. “She said: ‘It
never happened. Iwould have known.™

In April 2000, the Alexandroni Veterans
sued Katz for libel in the Tel Aviv District
Court, arguing that Katz's charges “were
deliberate lies published under the cloak of
scientific Tesearch.” The plamtiffs de-
seribed themsclves as “behaving toward
their enemies according to the severest cth-
ical standards during thosc difficult days.”

Meunwhile at Haifa University, a group
of professors begen lobbying for annulment
of Katz's MA, arguing that he had delib-
erately distorted tegtimony to prove his con-
clasion, itsell pelitically droven under
Pappe’s tutelage, The university appointed a
commitiee of four to examine Katz’s use of
evidence and 10 comparc the tapes of his
interviews with quotations in the thesis,

The committee found a series of dis-
tortions and inventions. Erdinast found
more. For example, in his thesis, Katz
quotes Ali Abd-al Rahman al-Arja’a (Abu
Fahmi) as saying: *While this was happen-

'ing, soldiers with Bren guns walked on

both sides and oceasionally fired, killing
and wounding [captured] adult males.”
Abu Fahmi also said: “They gathered all
the inhabitants of the village in the square,
lined thern up facing walls and murdered
therit in cold blood. I was witness to this
crime. Serme 95 persons were murdered; 1
wrote down the names of the dead.”

None of this, T can confirm, appears in
Katz’s tape of his interview with Ahu Fzh-
mi: To the contrary, Katz repeatedly press-
es Abu Fahmi: “Clearly, people were shot
after they surrendered” — to which Abu
Fahmi can be heard replying: “We did not
see them killing after we raised our hands.”

Katz quoted Shlomo Ambar as saying:
~Even the Germans didn’tkill unarmed and
defenseless prisoners. After all, those who
were (heir prisoners returned home alive.
Here in Tantura, Arabs were murdered.”
But the words, “Herc in Tantura, Arabs
were murdered,” aren’t on the tape of the
interview, } can confirm. Katz responds
that several of his interviewees said things
after his batteries ran out,

Under Erdinast’s cross-examination,
Katz broke down and signed a letter of
apology stating: “I did not mean to say that
there had becn a massacre in Tantura and
today, as well, I say there was no massacte
at Tantura. I believe the Alcxandroni
veterans who flatly denied that a massacre
had taken place.” But within days Ketz
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withdrew his recantation and he refused to
publish a letter of apology in the press, as
he had prommised.

The umiversily’s suspension of Katz’s
degree and offcr o let him revise the thesis

did not satisfy the cutraged anti-Katz lob-

by, which demanded annulment of the de-
pree, phis measures against Pappe.
With Firro still his supervisor, Katz rc-

submtitted his thesis, now 568 pages long, in

September 2002, He comected the misquo-
tations and distortions and reinforced the
text with an appendix of lengthy verbatim

BEEFORE THE WAR: Tantura as pictured
in the mid-1930s. The village

was conquoercd a week aller the

State of Izracl was established;

{inact) Teddy Katz

transeriptions from his interviews. He re-
muined adamant that Alexandroni troops
had massacred dozens, perhaps hundreds, of
Tunlura villagers after the battle,

The university appointed five examin-
ers who, by a 3.2 margin, failed the thesis.
The two who passed it gave Katz 83 and 83,
One of thosc who failed it awarded the
thesis a 74, and may not have known that
this was a failing mark. The ather two who
failed it, giving it 40 and 30, were Dr.
Avraham Sela (Hebrew University) and Di.,
Atnon Golan (Haifa University). Three
vears ago, together with-Hebrew 1. pro-
fessor Alon Kadish, those two scholars
authored “The Conquest of Lydda, July
1948, published by the Tsrael Defense
Ministry Press. The slim volume, apolo-
getic in focus and intent, argued that the
Isracli Army had carried out only a “partial
expulsion” of the populations of the Arab
towns of Lydda and Ramlah and dismissed

T T .



the charge that the troops had massacred
Lydda townspeople, some of them inside a
mosque, on July 12, 1948,

In Bact, according to [DF records from
1948, in the IDF archive, what was ordered
and carried out was a full-scale expulsion;
and Yiftah Brigade troops killed some 250
townspeople, Oral testimony of Yiftah vet-
crans, deposited in the Yigal Allon Archive
in Kibbutz Ginossar, posits that the troops
fired one or more bazooka rounds mio the
mosgue compound, where dozens of Arab
POWs were being held. The authors even
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failed to mention the expulsion order signed
by Lt Col. “Yitzhak R.” (Rabin), the op-
crations officer, which ordered the Yiftah
Brigade to expel “the inhabitants of Lydda.”

ten, and rewritten, a bad thesis; he

may have recanted and then recant-
ed his recantation. But does this prove that
thers wasn’t a massacre in Tantura? Mot
teally, T listened to some of Katz's taped
interviews with Alexandroni veterans, in-
terviewed some myself, and interviewed
onc of Katz"s more solid Arab witnesses —
and came away with 8 deep sense of
UNCAEE.

Linterviewad Rizik 1shmawi in his Furei-
dis flat. He runs a suceessfil earth-moving
coquipment company and says that Jewish
firms have canceled conwacts with him
since he told Katz and then Gilat his Tantura
massacre story. His son, unhappy with the
consequences of his media statements,
shouted at him while I was there, but Tsh-
mawi nevertheless recounted his tale to me.,

The Alaxandroni veterans 1 interviewed
- Shlomo Ambar, Amatzia Amrami,
Moshe Ciershom, Ya'akov Erez — cleave 1o

T EDDY KATZ MAY HAVE WRIT-

the brigade’s official history, “The Alexan-
droni Brigade in the War of Independence™
(IDF Prcss, 1964), which devoled 11 pages
to Tantura, with no hint of mussaere or
atrocities: it even omits mention of the ex-
pulsion, though the veterans today sheep-
ishly acknowledge the forced exodus. Tt
cnds with an aceount of the troops taking a
swim before leaving the site,

The Kate-Tantura affair tcaches us that
one cannot base a reconstruction of events
on the testimony of witnesses decades al-
terward. Faulty memory, political interests,
flaws in transmission or translation —- all
impair credibility. In a case like Tantura,
played oul against the backdrop of the

Isracli-Palestinian conflict and Palestinian

demands for a “return,”
Arabs will “recall” Istaeli
monstrousness  and  Ts-
raelis their own blameless-
ness, Hislorians must rely
on contemporary docu-
mentary evidence.

Sp it there was a mas-
sacre at Tantura, why is
there no trace of it in the
available records, Israeli,
UIM_., British, American,
ar Arah?

A simple answer is that
mass murderers rarely
leave writlen Tecords of
their erimes, and the murdered can't. How-
cver, in my long study of the Israeli-Arab
conflict and, specifically, the 1948 war, my
experience has been that wheraver there
was smoke, there was fire: Almost invari-
ably, a document surfaces corroborating
oral traditions of massacre, Take Deir
Yassin: For decades, the Palestinions {os-
tered an oral radition of massacre while
veterans of the two Istacli groups Involved
in fighting in the Arab village on the out-
skirts of Jerusalem on April 9, 1948, main-
tained their blamelessness. But over the
decades, Brush and, more recently, Ha-
ganah records have surfaced corroborating
the core of this oral fradition — though noet
its exaggerations. The samc applies to
more than a dozen massacres (including at
Tlabun, Majd al Knrum, Arab al Mawasi,
lish and Safsaf) in May and Qctober 1948
in which, Isracli and U.N. documents at-
test, several hundred Palestinians were
killed, all told.

In the Tantura case, so far, no such ev-
idence has surfaced, Millions of army doe-
uments from 1948 have not yet been
screened and deolassified, and perhaps an
Tsraeli or Arab diary entry will yet surface.
But so far, there 1s nothing.

Or almost nothing, There is one 1943
document that gives off the rancid smell of

COURTEBY TERDY KATE
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atrocity. But it is not as explicit as a his-
torian would like. An Alexandroni man,
Tulik Makovsky, died in battle on June 1,
1948, Bul a week belore, he was in Tantura
and jotted down 1n his diary: “On the lull to
the left werc snipers who succeeded in hit-
ting too many people. Two squads were
sent 1o catch them, 1 was in one of them,
After advaneing according to the rule book,
we succeeded in catching six snipers. We
discovered their arms afier finng to fights
en them. What I learned here was that our
boys know the craft of murder quile well...
especially boys whose relatives the Arabs
had murdered... or those harmed by Hitler
[they are the same fascists]. They took their
private revenge, and avenged our comrades
who had died at their hands, against the
sidpers, [ felt that in doing this they were
unlcashing all the anger and letting oul all
the bitterness that had accumulated.”

Isracli 1948 documentation declassified
over the past decade indicates that Alexan-
droni’s commanders didn’t want Tantura to
surrender, as this might have entailed its
comtintued existence behind the Israeli lines
(like Fureidis, further inland). The May 22,
1948 operational order for the conguest of
the village, by the commander of the 33rd
Battalion, madc no mention of what should
become of the inhabitants.

The initial post-battle report, apparently
from May 23, by “Avraham,” the brigade
intelligenee officer, reported thal the en-
emy had suffered “about 20 dead” and that
300 adult males and 200 women and chil-
dren had been taken prisoncr. A follow-up
report, by A Company’s deputy comman-
der, written on May 26, said nothing about
the fate of civilians, though it mentioned
the need to put an end to the looting by
troops and civilians from nearby Jewish
settlements, No one mentioned a massacre
or alrocities,

But the conquest of Tantura did give rise
to a series of enigmatic documents, Nonc
of the three versions of a report on the Tan-
tura operation by Ya'akov Epstein —
Yakub al-Mukhtar (Yakub the Headman),
as the Tantra Arabs called him — who
setved as a lisison berween Zikhron
Yo'akov and the swrounding Arab wil-
lages, mentions a massacre. And nowhere
does he say that his arrival on the morming
of May 23 put an end to a massacre (as
several of Katz’s Arab witnesses alleged).
He does say that he found dead Arabs scat-
tered about “the approaches [to the vil-
lage], in the strocts, m the alleyways, in the
village houses and around it”; that Alexan-
dron] commanders asked him to look over
the adnlt males, who were sitting in two
long rows, and identify any non-locals; that
he organized the gathering and burial of the

21



dead in mass graves. And that he was “fear-
finl that this night there would be an un-
pleasant [event] in the village. In my heart 1
thought that there could be another Deir
Yassin.” He advised commanders (hat it
would be best that the remaining villagers,
mostly women and children, be trucked to
Fureidis, This expulsion, which he de-
seribed, duly followed.

During 1948, IDF intelligence moni-
tored Arab radio broadcasts and twice or
three times 8 week issued roports summa-
rizing them. The report for June 21-22 —
issued after most of the Tantura civilians
had all been expelled from Fureidis to Tul
Karm in the Wesl Bank — states: “An Arab
woman who fled from Tantura relates that
the Jews rape Arab women and are destroy-
ing the place.” A varant of this report
speaks of a wotman who related that Jews
had “raped woimen in addition to acts of
robbery, theft and arson.”

[f there had been a massacre, 1s it prob-
able that this woman would have failed to
mention that the Jews had slavghtered

th= chief of staff, when the state’s very ex-
istence hung in the batance, take an interest
in Arabs’ cows?

An alternative explanation might be that
the messages referred to damage to build-
ings. The sitc had been earmarked for im-
mediate Jewish scttlement so authorifics
tnay have wished the buildings be left in-
tact. But why would the Minority Affairs
Ministry take an intcrest in the destruction
of buildings in Tantura? In April-Jane
wholc villages were being leveled by Jew-
ish units as they conquered distrier after
district, And besides, the brief of the Min-
istry was inhabited Arab villages, not Jew-
ish settlemcnl sites,

Which leaves a last, disturbing possi-
bility: That the Alcxandroni troops indecd
committed 8 massacre or a series of atroc-
itics, that the Ministry heard about it — and
that they thought the matter worthy of in-
vestigation, But given the high-level sen-
sitivity to atroeities, all preferred o use a
euphemism, habalok, instead of the explic-
it tevah (massacre). Bul for lack of further

interviews. We have Makovsky's diary and
Micha Vitkon's statemncnts, both to Katz
and to Gilat, that there was execution of
prisoners by B Company’s commander,
Karni, and that there had been “killing.”

BOUT TWO WEEKS AFTER THE
A fall of Tantura, Haim Gvati, a young

left-wing settlement official (three
decades later, Lsrael’s agriculture minister),
visited Tantura and wrole his wife, Batyah:
“There is talk of scitling the site. Tt's a
beautifisl spot. Tt has all the features nec-
essary for a suceessful seaside economy
coupled with a good piece of fertile land. ..
Along the coast therc is a magnificent
beach with a great funure, once developed.
Indced, cverything is great. But there is one
drawback — it is not ours, The land is
Arab-owned and though the village has
emptied of ifs inhabitants we cannot yct
ragard the place as [suitable] for settlement
by us. But it appears that, nonetheless, we
shall set up a young kibbulz there to safe-
guard the village and shore.”

Why would the chief of staff take an interest in Arabs’ cows?

dozens, if not hundreds, of villagers, and
that Arab radio stations would not have an-
nounced this? Of coursc, 1t 15 possible that
the woman spoke of a massacre and the
radio stations broadcast this — but the Ts-
raeli monitors excluded it from their report.
And there is a last enigmatic piece of
documentary evidence. A week after the
battle of Tantura, the [DF chief of staff,
Yancov Deori, no less, ¢abled the command-
ing officer of the Alexandroni Brigade,
Dan Even: “T have been told by the De-
partment of Arab Affairs [he probably
meant the newly created Minority Affairs
Ministry] that our soldiers who entered
Tantura carried out many acts of sabotage
after the conguest and needlessly, Plaase
inform me o what extent the things [ have
been told are wrue and what bave you done
io prevent such acls in the future.”™ The
Alexandroni Brigade commander respond-
ed the following day: “A certain amount of
damage was caused by our people imme-
diately after they entered the place. This
was duc mainly to ‘the enthusiastn of vie-
tory’ and explicit orders were issued for-
bidding a repetition of such ineidents.”
What was this exchange about? Two
33rd Battalion veterans I interviewed ex-
plained that the messages, in using the
word “sabotage” (habalah, in Hebrew) re-
ferred, in code, to the plunder by Zikhron
Ya'akov farmers of abandoned Arab live-
stock, To mc this makes little sense: Would

nn

evidence, this musl retnain speculation

%0 what happened in Tantura? As things
stand, there is no way to reach a clear de-
termmination; Tt is the word of several aging
Arab refugees against that of the solid pha-
lanx of aging Alexandroni veterans. The
refugees’ talc of a rolling massacre echoes
and may, indeed, derive from, the tale of
Tantura lold in the memoir by Moslem
preacher and politcian Nimr al-Khatib
lrom Haifa, “The Catastrophe of Pales-
tine."” ‘The account is based on the purport-
ed testimony of a sngle cyewitness. Khat-
ib's book, originally published in Befrut in
1950 or 1951, carmies the first published

“description of a large-scale, systematic

massacre at Tantura.

The [act that none of the refugees went an
record in 1948 itself, or anytime before the
905, stating that a massacre had taken place
is surely worthy of attention, Even Pales-
tinian historian Walid Khalidi’s encyclo-
pedic survey of the lost villages, “All That
Rcmains,” [Institute for Palestine Studies,
1992], in a sense the cmbodiment of the
Palestinian collective memory of 1948,
makes no mention of a massacre at Tantura.

But atrocities — war ctitnes, in modern
patlance — appear to have occurred. Muny
of the Tantura dead, even if they only num-
bered 70-75 as Alexandroni veterans
would have it, were unarmed civilians or
disarmed militiamen, A mimber of Alexan-
droni veterans said as much in undisputed
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His face twisting into a smile, Rizik
Ishmawi complains that when he and his
children want to stroll on Tantura’s beach
ot dip in its sea, they, like every other vis-
itor, must pay a 20-shekel ($4.30) entry fee.

But at the southemn end of the beach,
near a cluster ol modern, igloo-shaped bun-
galows, stands onc of three surviving Tan-
tura structures: most of a large lwo-story
stone housc which used to belong to
Ahmad al-Haj Yihya, Tantura’s headman.
Young Arab men sit about in jts portco,
drinking beer and smoking. They come
from Fureidis, they tcll me; some are
grandchildren of refugecs from Tantura.

The portico overlooks the shore, where
half a dozen boats with outhoard motors arc
moored. The youngsters, many of whose
grandfathers were fishermen, use them for
fishing, A few years ago, after moving into
the house and establishing their presence asa
Jfuit accompli, they reached an agrecment
with the lpcal authorities to use the Yihya
house as a storeroom for their equipment and
this section of beach for their boats. They
spend afternoons and most weekends there,

I a sense, for this particular group of
refugees, the Return has already begun.  #

Prof. Beriny Marrls teaches in the Department of
Midcile Eact Studies in Ben-Gurlen University and
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bridge University Press) and "Rightecus Victime: A
History of the Zionlst-Arab Conflict, 1881-2001."

TOTAL F.86





