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British Army and Palestine Police Deserters and the Arab-Israeli War of 1948 

 

British servicemen and policemen who had been stationed in Palestine towards the end of the British 

Mandate and deserted their units to serve with either Jewish or Arab forces have only received cursory 

academic attention.1 Yet, this is a relatively unique occurrence, in the sense that in no other British 

withdrawal from colonial territories did members from the security forces desert in notable numbers 

to remain in the territory to partake in hostilities. In making their decision these deserting personnel 

left their employment, the chance to return home to Britain untainted, and criminalised themselves 

in the process. Regardless of whether these men had pro-Arab or pro-Jewish leanings, they saw 

greater value in remaining to fight in Palestine than returning home to Britain irrespective of the 

consequences. 

It is difficult to be certain of their number, and reported figures have varied. For the pro-Jewish group 

of deserters, one aƌƚŝĐůĞ ƉƵƚ ƚŚĞ ŶƵŵďĞƌ Ăƚ ƚǁĞůǀĞ͕ ǁŚŝůĞ Ă JĞǁŝƐŚ ǀĞƚĞƌĂŶƐ͛ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ estimated the 

number at around 20.2 We have identified 17 deserters by name, all of whom joined the Israel Defence 

Forces (IDF). The pro-Arab deserters were more dispersed, with individuals joining the irregular 

Palestinian Arab militia al-Jihad al-Muqaddas (Holy War Army), led by Abd al-Qadir al-Husseini and 

Hasan Salama, as well as the Arab Liberation Army (ALA), a force established by the Arab League, with 

Fawzi al-Qawuqji as its main commander.3 DĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĂůƐŽ ǁŝƚŶĞƐƐĞĚ ĨŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ TƌĂŶƐũŽƌĚĂŶ͛Ɛ 

                                                           
1 See, for example: Larry Collins and Dominique Lapierre, O Jerusalem! (New York: Simon 

And Schuster, 1972), 192-193; Haim Levenberg, Military Preparations of the Arab 

Community in Palestine 1945-1948 (London: Frank Cass, 1993), 90; Benny Morris, 1948: A 

History of the First Arab-Israeli War (London: Yale University Press, 2008), 108; Joseph Nevo 

͚TŚĞ AƌĂďƐ ŽĨ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ͕ ϭϵϰϳ-48: Military and PolŝƚŝĐĂů AĐƚŝǀŝƚǇ͕͛ Middle Eastern Studies, vol. 

23.1, (1987), 16; Norman Rose, ͚A SĞŶƐĞůĞƐƐ͕ SƋƵĂůŝĚ WĂƌ͛͗ VŽices from Palestine, 1890s-

1948 (Pimlico: Random House, 2010), 187. 
2 AƌŝĞŚ O͛“ƵůůŝǀĂŶ͕ ͚DĂĚ͛Ɛ AƌŵǇ͕͛ Jerusalem Post, ϭϴ MĂǇ ϮϬϬϭ͖ JŽĞ WŽŽůĨ͕ ͚MŝŬĞ FůĂŶĂŐĂŶ͕͛ 
World Machal, 

http://machal.org.il/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=766&Itemid=1175&l

ang=en [date accessed: 27/8/2016].   
3 Morris, 1948, 89-91; Haganah Archives (HA) in TĞů Aǀŝǀ͕ ϭϮϰͬŐĞŶĞƌĂůͬϴ͕ ͚YĞĚŝƵƚŚ TĞŶĂ͕͛ ϮϮ 
March 1948 [Hebrew]. 

http://machal.org.il/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=766&Itemid=1175&lang=en
http://machal.org.il/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=766&Itemid=1175&lang=en
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professional and effective force, the Arab Legion, commanded by the seconded British officer, John 

Bagot Glubb.4 A low estimate of this pro-Arab group of deserters was put at 53,5 while the highest 

estimate set their number at around 200.6 After analysing numerous reports on and mentions of these 

pro-Arab deserters, a figure between 100 and 200 spread across all three forces seems correct. 

This article draws parallels and highlights contrasts between both groups of deserters, analysing their 

motivations, contributions, experiences and how they were remembered after the war ended. In 

doing so, it illuminates prevalent attitudes among British forces at the end of the Mandate. We argue 

that this willingness to stay on and fight was a result of the ideologically-charged nature of the first 

Arab-Israeli war as well as the pre-1948 experiences of deserters, either during the Second World War 

or in the British counterinsurgency campaign in PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǇĞĂƌƐ ůĞĂĚŝŶŐ ƵƉ ƚŽ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ͛Ɛ 

withdrawal. We begin with a contextual analysis of the environment in which decisions to desert 

were made, whether in the British Army or Palestine Police. The effects of the Jewish insurgency on 

British personnel created widespread prejudices against the Jewish community - the Yishuv - and a 

degree of sympathy toward the Arab community.7 The article goes on to examine individual reasons 

for deserting. Commentators, past and present, have assigned various motivations to the deserters: 

                                                           
4 John Roy Carlson, Cairo to Damascus ;AůĐĞƐƚĞƌ͗ CĂƌůƐŽŶ PƌĞƐƐ͕ ϮϬϬϴͿ͕ ϯϮϰ͖ ͚HŽŵĞƐŝĐŬ 
DĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ͕͛ The Sunday Post, 12 “ĞƉƚĞŵďĞƌ ϭϵϰϴ͖ ͚PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ LŽƐĞƐ GůĂŵŽƵƌ FŽƌ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ 
“ŽůĚŝĞƌƐ͕͛ The Advocate (Australia), 2 October 1948. 
5 DĂůŝĂ KĂƌƉĞů͕ ͚TŚĞ IƌŝƐŚ ‘ŽǀĞƌ͕͛ Haaretz, 17 December 2010, 

http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/the-irish-rover-1.331149 [date accessed: 

28/10/2015].    
6 Rose, ͚A SĞŶƐĞůĞƐƐ͕ SƋƵĂůŝĚ WĂƌ͛, 187.  
7 For studies on the British administration in Palestine, its reaction to the insurgency and the 

final days of the Mandate, see: Avi Shlaim, ͚BƌŝƚĂŝŶ ĂŶĚ ƚhe Arab-IƐƌĂĞůŝ WĂƌ͕͛ Journal of 

Palestine Studies, vol. 16.4, (1987), 50-76; David A. Charters, The British Army and the Jewish 

Insurgency in Palestine, 1945-47 (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1989); Ilan Pappe, Britain and the 

Arab-Israeli Conflict (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998); “ĂƵů )ĂĚŬĂ͕ ͚JĞǁŝƐŚ AƌŵĞĚ “ƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ŝŶ 
PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ϭϵϰϬƐ͗ IƚƐ IŵƉĂĐƚ ŽŶ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ MŽƌĂůĞ ĂŶĚ PƵďůŝĐ OƉŝŶŝŽŶ͕͛ Israel Affairs, vol. 

5.4 (1999), 181-197; Motti GoůĂŶŝ͕ ͚TŚĞ ͞HĂŝĨĂ TƵƌŶŝŶŐ PŽŝŶƚ͟: The British Administration and 

the Civil War in Palestine, December 1947-MĂǇ ϭϵϰϴ͕͛ Middle Eastern Studies, vol. 37.2 

(2001), 93-130; Motti Golani, Palestine Between Politics and Terror, 1945-47 (Waltham, MA: 

Brandeis University Press, 2013).  

http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/the-irish-rover-1.331149
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money, love and youthful adventurism.8 While the deserters in opposing groups differed 

fundamentally in their sympathies and antipathies towards the local communities, we contend that 

there are striking similarities between the two groups in terms of common motivations and 

characteristics. The article shows that the wartime and post-war fortunes of both groups were largely 

tied up with the fortunes of the forces they joined. It concludes with a reflection on how these British 

deserters fit into the emerging literature on transnational military service.  

The picture presented here is incomplete. Although every effort was made to source material in 

several archives, a range of primary and secondary literature as well as from the press, the actions of 

these deserters has been difficult to piece together. Some potentially relevant sources, such as 

proceedings of court martial cases against servicemen, have been destroyed by the War Office, while 

additional information has been withheld by veterans in the oral history testimonies they have given.9 

Information on the deserters who served in Arab units is particularly patchy, not only because they 

deserted, but also because they fought for a cause that was subsequently defeated.   

In this respect, the deserters differ from other, more intellectual or publicity-oriented transnational 

soldiers who took part in this war and in other conflicts. While foreign volunteers such as George 

Orwell (Spanish Civil War) and Harold Livingston (Jewish-American volunteer for the Israeli Air Force 

in 1948) showed no embarrassment in retelling their experiences, and although some of ƚŽĚĂǇ͛Ɛ 

Islamist ͚ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ fighters͛ brazenly boast on social media outlets about their actions, not a single one 

                                                           
8 Collins and Lapierre, p. 192͖ KĂƌƉĞů͕ ͚TŚĞ IƌŝƐŚ ‘ŽǀĞƌ͖͛ ‘ŽŶĂůĚ MŽŶƐŽŶ͕ ͚AƌĂďƐ AƌĞ FŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ 
WĂƌǇ WĂƌ͕͛ Argus, 18 May 1948.  
9 Since 1945 all court proceedings of court martial cases against servicemen have been 

destroyed by the War Office except in seven cases of interest. Only one of these is relevant 

to this article, involving the charge against a British soldier who deserted to fight in the 

Haganah. The National Archives (TNA) in London͕ WO ϳϭͬϭϭϴϵ͕ ͚“ƉƌŝŐŐƐ͕ ͚W͘ J͘ OĨĨĞŶĐĞ͗ 
DĞƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ TŚĞĨƚ͕͛ 29 November 1949. Some oral accounts given by police and army 

veterans made clear that they were withholding information on deserters. See, for instance: 

ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ WŝƚŚ WĂůƚĞƌ GŝďďŽŶƐ͕ “ƚ͘ AŶƚŽŶǇ͛Ɛ MŝĚĚůĞ EĂƐƚ CĞŶƚƌĞ AƌĐŚŝǀĞ ;MECAͿ͕ OǆĨŽƌĚ͕ 
GB165-0388; Imperial War Museum Sound Archive (IWMSA), Gerry Power, 19030/1; and 

John Joseph West, 12367/1. 
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of the pro-Arab deserters felt compelled to give an account of their service.10 One of them, Peter 

Madison, attempted during the war to sell his story to a journalist but was rejected.11 There is 

fragmentary evidence that can be drawn from letters written by Arabs during the war and captured 

by Jewish forces or intercepted by the British postal service and transferred to the Yishuv 

intelligence.12 Historian Shay Hazkani, for instance, has located a small number of letters written by 

Arab fighters, mentioning British deserters. These letters express ƚŚĞ ĨŝŐŚƚĞƌƐ͛ surprise at encountering 

pro-AƌĂď ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂƚƚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĐŽŶĚƵĐƚ ŝŶ ďĂƚƚůĞ͘13 However, the absence of more 

detailed sources means that the history of the deserters to Arab units presented here does not reveal 

the full picture. 

None of the deserters who joined the IDF published memoirs or diaries from their service either. Two, 

however, gave interviews to Dan Kurzman for his book Genesis: 1948.14 Additionally, some gave 

interviews to John Burrows Jr, the son of a deserter, who contributed to an article for the Jerusalem 

Post.15 Although there were significantly fewer deserters in the pro-Jewish group, more material is 

available and their motivations and experiences can be understood to a greater degree. 

 

I. Service in Palestine Before the 1948 War 

                                                           
10 George Orwell, Homage to Catalonia (London: Penguin Books, 2000); Rachel Briggs and 

TĂŶǇĂ “ŝůǀĞƌŵĂŶ͕ ͚WĞƐƚĞƌŶ FŽƌĞŝŐŶ FŝŐŚƚĞƌƐ͗ IŶŶŽǀĂƚŝŽŶƐ ŝŶ ‘ĞƐƉŽŶĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ TŚƌĞĂƚ͕͛ 
published by the Institute for Strategic Dialogue ;ϮϬϭϰͿ͕ ϭϴ͖ JǇƚƚĞ KůĂƵƐĞŶ͕ ͚TǁĞĞƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ 
Jihad: Social Media Networks of Western Foreign Fighters in Syria aŶĚ IƌĂƋ͕͛ Studies in 

Conflict and Terrorism, vol. 38.1 (2015), 1-22. 
11 John Phillips, BůĞĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ GƵƚƚĞƌ͗ A PŚŽƚŽ ‘ĞƉŽƌƚĞƌ͛Ɛ Story (London: Weidenfeld & 

Nicholson. 1962), 246-249. 
12 See, for instance: Central Zionist Archives (CZA) in Jerusalem, S25/9209, Haganah 

summaries, letter from Yusra Salah (Nablus) to A͛ŝĚĂ Audi (Ramallah), 14 April 1948. 
13 Shai Hazkani, ͚ϭϵϰϴ ĨƌŽŵ BĞůŽw: A transnational history ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁĂƌ ĨŽƌ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ͛ (PhD 

thesis, New York University, 2016). We are grateful to Dr Hazkani for sharing this 

information with us.  
14 Dan Kurzman, Genesis 1948: The First Arab-Israeli War (London: Mitchell. 1972)  
15 O͛“ƵůůŝǀĂŶ͕ ͚DĂĚ͛Ɛ AƌŵǇ͛͘  
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All of the deserters in question chose to leave their British units between November 1947 and June 

1948. This period saw intensifying communal violence that began following the UN vote to support 

the partition of Palestine in late November 1947. It ended when the last units stationed in the country 

were withdrawn from Haifa over a month after the formal British Mandate ended in mid-May 1948.16 

This period came after two years of heightening insurgent violence conducted by Jewish paramilitary 

and terrorist groups. During the period 1945-1948 the dissident organizations, the Irgun and the Stern 

Group, unleashed a bloody campaign against British military and civic targets. The more professional 

paramilitary organisation of the Haganah, the precursor to the IDF, mainly focused on infrastructure 

attacks and aiding illegal immigration, and were less violently anti-British than the dissidents. In 

studying British security personnel during the period, a number of aspects become clear. Firstly, a 

substantial change occurred in the opinions of British servicemen during the insurgency, resulting in 

hostility towards the Yishuv and prevalent anti-Semitism in the ranks. Feelings towards the Arab 

community were less passionate but many expressed sympathy, with some believing that, as a result 

of BƌŝƚĂŝŶ͛Ɛ withdrawal, the Arabs were being let down.17 This helps to explain the significantly larger 

figure of deserters who fought for the Arabs. Two issues of indiscipline are also significant for this 

study. Firstly, soldiers and policemen taking matters into their own hands, engaging in reprisal attacks 

on the Yishuv, once again highlighting the hostility against the latter. Secondly, the development of a 

black market for army and police surplus goods during 1948 put British personnel into direct contact 

with the Jewish and Arab underground, forging relationships in the process.  

                                                           
16 ͚TŚĞĨƚ ŽĨ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ TĂŶŬƐ AŶŐĞƌƐ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ GOC͕͛ Daily News (Perth), 30 June 1948, 3. 
17 See, for instance: IWM͕ ͚NĂƌƌĂƚŝǀĞ OĨ EǀĞŶƚƐ FƌŽŵ FĞďƌƵĂƌǇ ϭϵϰϳ UŶƚŝů WŝƚŚĚƌĂǁĂů OĨ Aůů 
British Troops By Lieutenant General G.H.A. Macmillan, WSC/46; IWMSA, Alan Peter 

Humphries, 21736/3, IWMSA, Francis Robert Charles Johnson, 23204/2 IWMSA, George 

Richard Richards, 9860/1; IWMSA, Peter Roome Thomas, 15485/1; Eric Lowe, Forgotten 

CŽŶƐĐƌŝƉƚƐ͗ PƌĞůƵĚĞ ƚŽ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ͛Ɛ “ƚƌƵŐŐůĞ ĨŽƌ “ƵƌǀŝǀĂů (Bloomington, IN: Trafford Publishing, 

2006), 63; MECA, Interview with Gerald Green, GB165-0404; Rose, ͚A “ĞŶƐĞůĞƐƐ͕ “ƋƵĂůŝĚ 
WĂƌ͛, p. 120; )ĂĚŬĂ͕ ͚JĞǁŝƐŚ AƌŵĞĚ “ƚƌƵŐŐůĞ͛, 182-184. 
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On arrival in Palestine, the evidence suggests that soldiers and policemen were either supportive of 

the plight of the Yishuv and Jewish immigrants, or ambivalent. In a letter to his father, Lieutenant Jack 

Harris spoke about Jewish immigrants, saying: ͚OƵƌ ƚƌŽŽƉƐ ĐŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ďĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ƐǇŵƉĂƚŚĞƚŝĐ 

towards them. We had seĞŶ BĞůƐĞŶ ŝŶ GĞƌŵĂŶǇ ďĞĨŽƌĞ ĐŽŵŝŶŐ ŚĞƌĞ͛͘18 Yet the insurgency brought 

terror and threats to security personnel, resulting in a polarisation of attitudes. This created disdain 

for the Yishuv amongst British ranks, and alienated moderate elements of the Yishuv against the 

AĚŵŝŶŝƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛Ɛ ƌĞƉƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞƐ͘ Indeed, military intelligence at the time commented that 

soldiers faced frequent denunciations ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ YŝƐŚƵǀ͕ ƌĞƐƵůƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ͚ĨƌŝĐƚŝŽŶ͕ ŝƌƌŝƚĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ 

ĨƌƵƐƚƌĂƚŝŽŶ͛͘19 

The effects of terror cannot be understated, as military personnel were the prime targets and the 

dissidents successfully carried out effective and high-profile operations such as the King David Hotel 

bombing in July 1946 and the hanging of two British sergeants in July 1947. In total, during 1945-1948, 

388 British subjects were killed in Palestine.20 The effects on morale were noticeable. In the autumn 

of 1946 the UK Government received reports from the Army Headquarters in the Jaffa-Tel Aviv district 

ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŵŽƌĂůĞ ďŽƚŚ ǁŝƚŚ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ ŽƌĚŝŶĂƌǇ ƐŽůĚŝĞƌƐ ŝƐ ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌůǇ ůŽǁ͛ ĚƵĞ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĐƵƌĨĞǁ ƉůĂĐĞĚ ƵƉŽŶ 

Tel Aviv and it being out of bounds for servicemen.21 This decline continued into 1947 with servicemen 

spending a great deal of time either in barbed-ǁŝƌĞ ͚BĞǀŝŶŐƌĂĚ͛ ĐĂŵƉƐ Žƌ ŽŶ ŽƉĞƌĂƚŝŽŶƐ ǁŚĞre they 

encountered hostility, being shouted at, spat on as well as seeing aggressive posters labelled with 

ƐůŽŐĂŶƐ ƐƵĐŚ ĂƐ ͚DĞĂƚŚ to tŚĞ BƌŝƚƐ͛͘22 

The subsequent effects on the attitudes of British servicemen were substantial. Many veterans 

ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ ĐŽŶĨƵƐŝŽŶ Ăƚ ďĞŝŶŐ ƚĂƌŐĞƚĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ ƐƵƌǀŝǀŝŶŐ Ă ͚ƉƌŽƉĞƌ͛ ǁĂƌ ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ƚŚĞ GĞƌŵĂŶƐ ŽŶůǇ 

                                                           
18 Lowe, Forgotten Conscripts, 55. 
19 Zadka, ͚JĞǁŝƐŚ AƌŵĞĚ “ƚƌƵŐŐůĞ͕͛ 183. 
20 Eric Silver, Menachem Begin: A Biography (London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 1984), 85. 
21 WO 261/647, in Zadka, ͚JĞǁŝƐŚ AƌŵĞĚ “ƚƌƵŐŐůĞ͕͛ 181-182. 
22 Lowe, Forgotten Conscripts, 70; IWMSA, Leslie Scott Hatt, 22343/1; Kenneth Herbert Lee, 

4795/1; Humphrey Edgar Nicholson, 12139/8; Zadka, ͚JĞǁŝƐŚ AƌŵĞĚ “ƚƌƵŐŐůĞ͕͛ 181. 
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to be shot in the back in Palestine.23 The initial sympathy for the Yishuv quickly dissipated, to be 

replaced by prevalent attitudes of anti-Semitism within the Army and Police. For instance, in October 

1946 another internal British report noted how the attitude of the Army toward the Yishuv was 

ďĞĐŽŵŝŶŐ ͚ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůy anti-JĞǁŝƐŚ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚ ǁĂƐ ĂŐĂŝŶ ƐŚĂƌĞĚ ŝŶ ĂŶ AƌŵǇ IŶƚĞůůŝŐĞŶĐĞ 

Report in 1947.24 Numerous personal testimonies also attest to this development within both the 

Army and the Palestine Police, making clear that hostility against the Yishuv was expressed throughout 

the security services.25 There were exceptions to this general attitude, but such instances only re-

emphasise the widespread hostility towards the Yishuv. One veteran felt he had a duty to the Jewish 

immigrants but admits he was in a minoritǇ ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ ƚŽ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ǁŚŽ ǁĞƌĞ ͚ǀĞƌǇ ĂŶƚŝ-JĞǁ͛͘26 Over the 

course of 1945-1948 an attitude expressed by soldiers, policemen and administrators alike was that 

the British had their hands tied, were vulnerable to attack and could put an end to the insurgency if 

ŽŶůǇ ƚŚĞǇ ĐŽƵůĚ ͚ƚĂŬĞ ŽĨĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŐůŽǀĞƐ͛͘27  

Occasionally, these sentiments were acted upon by elements within the Army and Police. In November 

1946, for instance, members of the Palestine Police left nine civilians in hospital after terrorising 

residents and smashing store fronts after three of their colleagues were killed.28 The diary of Captain 

W. C. Brown also noted extra-ũƵĚŝĐŝĂů ĂĐƚŝǀŝƚŝĞƐ ĐĂƌƌŝĞĚ ŽƵƚ ďǇ ĞůĞŵĞŶƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ AƌŵǇ͗ ͚ǁŚĞŶĞǀĞƌ Ă 

ƐŽůĚŝĞƌ ǁĂƐ ŬŝůůĞĚ͕ ǁĞ ƐŚŽƚ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌƐ͙ ĂŶ ĞǇĞ ĨŽƌ ĂŶ ĞǇĞ͛͘29 Furthermore, after the hanging of the 

two British sergeants in July 1947, British personnel ran amok in Tel Aviv and Haifa firing on civilian 

                                                           
23 IWMSA, James Common, 22364/2; Henry Ronald Esler, 12527; Charles Richard Warrens 

Norman, 8973/3; John Waddy, 21036/4. 
24 WO 261/526 & WO 261/647, in Zadka, ͚JĞǁŝƐŚ AƌŵĞĚ “ƚƌƵŐŐůĞ͕͛ 182, 184. 
25 IWMSA, James Common, 22364/2; Charles Richard Warrens Norman, 8973/3; Dennis 

Richardson, 9795/5; George Richard Richards, 9860/2; Peter Roome Thomas, 15485/1; 

MECA, GB165-0390, interview with Martin Duchesne; GB165-0404, interview With Gerald 

Green; GB165-0395, interview with Roy Rodrick. 
26 IWMSA, Alan Peter Humphries, 21736/3. 
27 IWMSA, Gordon Ross Mitchell, 14996/4; David French, The British Way In Counter-

Insurgency, 1945-1967 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 153; MECA, CM III/III/1080, 

Sir Alan Cunningham Papers, Telegram to Secretary of State for Colonies, 15 March 1948.  
28 French, The British Way, 153. 
29 Rose, ͚A SĞŶƐĞůĞƐƐ͕ SƋƵĂůŝĚ WĂƌ͛, 147. 
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transport and assaulting residents.30 Examples of such acts persisted into 1948. On 12 February, four 

Haganah men were arrested by an army patrol and released into the Muslim quarter of the old city of 

Jerusalem, only to be found beaten to death three hours later.31 The theme of vengeance can be 

traced in the motivations of a number of British deserters later in the conflict. 

Sometimes British security policy was the cause of excessive violence against the Yishuv rather than 

vengeful episodes by rogue personnel. TŚĞ ŵŽƐƚ ŶŽƚŽƌŝŽƵƐ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ǁĂƐ ƚŚĞ ͚FĂƌƌĂŶ AĨĨĂŝƌ͛͘ In 

March 1947 the Palestine Police established ͚ƐƉĞĐŝĂů ƐƋƵĂĚƐ͛ ƚŽ ƚĂŬĞ ƚŚĞ ĨŝŐŚƚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ insurgents in 

Palestine. Among those drafted in from the UK was a decorated SAS Major named Roy Farran who 

saw himself as having ͚Ă ĨƌĞĞ ŚĂŶĚ͙ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ ƚĞƌƌŽƌ ǁŚĞŶ Ăůů ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ǁĞƌĞ ƐŽ ĐůŽƐĞůǇ ŚŽďďůĞĚ͛͘32 FĂƌƌĂŶ͛Ɛ 

mission to terrorise the terrorists with extra-judicial violence soon ended in disgrace. On 6 May 1947 

his squad of four snatched a very junior teenage member of the Stern Group named Alexander 

Rubowitz from a street in west Jerusalem. Over the next few hours, Farran took Rubowitz to a remote 

ŽůŝǀĞ ŐƌŽǀĞ͕ ƚŝĞĚ Śŝŵ ƚŽ Ă ƚƌĞĞ ĂŶĚ ͚ŝŶƚĞƌƌŽŐĂƚĞĚ͛ Śŝŵ ďĞĨŽƌĞ ŬŝůůŝŶŐ Śŝŵ ďǇ ƐŵĂƐŚŝŶŐ ŚŝƐ ŚĞĂĚ ǁŝƚŚ Ă 

rock and repeatedly stabbing him in the chest.33 Although Farran was arrested and charged with 

murder he was subsequently acquitted during his court martial, by which time the matter had 

attracted attention from American and British newspapers, embarrassing the authorities in Palestine. 

The Yishuv saw the scandal as a further rift between them and the British Administration, exacerbating 

ƚŚĞ ĂůƌĞĂĚǇ ƉŽŽƌ ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉ͘ TŽ DĂǀŝĚ CĞƐĂƌĂŶŝ͕ ƚŚĞ FĂƌƌĂŶ AĨĨĂŝƌ ͚ĂĚĚĞĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĞƌŽƐŝŽŶ ŽĨ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ 

authority and the delegitimation of the Mandate.͛34 

                                                           
30 French, The British Way, 148; Rose, ͚A SĞŶƐĞůĞƐƐ͕ SƋƵĂůŝĚ WĂƌ͛, 165. 
31 Arthur Koestler, Promise and Fulfilment: Palestine, 1917-1949 (London: Macmillan, 1949), 

172-173. 
32 DĂǀŝĚ CĞƐĂƌĂŶŝ͕ ͚TŚĞ WĂƌ ŽŶ TĞƌƌŽƌ ƚŚĂƚ FĂŝůĞĚ͗ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ CŽƵŶƚĞƌ-Insurgency in Palestine 

1945-1947 and the ͞Farran Affair͕͛͟ Small Wars and Insurgencies, vol. 24.5 (2012), 657. 
33 David Cesarani, MĂũŽƌ FĂƌƌĂŶ͛Ɛ HĂƚ͗ MƵƌĚĞƌ͕ SĐĂŶĚĂů ĂŶĚ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ͛Ɛ WĂƌ against Jewish 

Terrorism, 1945-1948 (London: Vintage, 2010), 96. 
34 CĞƐĂƌĂŶŝ͕ ͚TŚĞ WĂƌ ŽŶ TĞƌƌŽƌ ƚŚĂƚ FĂŝůĞĚ͕͛ Ɖ͘ ϲϲϯ. 
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In contrast, this acrimonious relationship was not replicated with the local Arab community in 

Palestine. In fact, a number of Army and Police veterans recall favourably the general pro-Arab 

ĚŝƐƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ƵŶŝƚƐ͘ PŽůŝĐĞŵĂŶ GĞƌĂůĚ GƌĞĞŶ ǁĂƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ďĞůŝĞĨ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ϵϱй ŽĨ ƵƐ BƌŝƚƐ ǁĞƌĞ ƉƌŽ-

AƌĂď͛͘35 However, these sentiments seem to be more the result of British appreciation for Arab 

passivity as opposed to any shared political sympathies. Policeman Terence Shand articulated this 

ƐĞŶƚŝŵĞŶƚ͕ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ǁĞ ŽďǀŝŽƵƐůǇ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ŵŽƌĞ ďŝĂƐĞĚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŚŽ ŚĂǀĞŶ͛ƚ ĐĂƵƐĞĚ ƵƐ 

ŵƵƌĚĞƌƐ͛͘36  

The final days of the Mandate saw the emergence of a widespread black market that developed 

between elements within the British Army and Arab and Jewish militias. The military had decided to 

destroy much of the equipment stationed in Palestine, as it was unable to return it to Britain and the 

situation made clear that it could not be left to the use of either the Arabs or Jews. As a result of this 

and the looming full-scale conflict, both Jewish and Arab agents made frequent efforts to entice 

servicemen who could be tempted into selling their equipment rather than destroying it. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given its illegal nature, no accounts by veterans have been found which admit 

to selling equipment to local forces, but a number have commented on being approached and also on 

the extent to which others in the army were engaged in the activity. The veterans Tim McElhaw and 

Peter Roome Thomas, for instance, commented on the Haganah offering them £8,000 for RAF spitfires 

and armoured cars respectively͕ ǁŚŝůƐƚ GĞŽƌŐĞ ‘ŝĐŚĂƌĚ ‘ŝĐŚĂƌĚƐ ƌĞĐĂůůƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶ ƚŚŝŶŐƐ ǁĞƌĞ ďĞŝŶŐ 

sold left, right and centre͛.37 In February 1948, Major General Sir John Nelson met the Arab Liberation 

Army commander, Fawzi al-Qawuqji. The latter lamented the skill of his force and offered Nelson 

money for equipment and also a job with a salary of £20,000 a year, a very substantial sum of money 

                                                           
35 IWMSA, Francis Robert Charles Johnson, 23204/2; Alan Peter Humphries, 21736/3; 

Richard Arthur Smith, 11077/3; MECA, GB165-0404, interview with Gerald Green.  
36 IWMSA, Terence Shand, 19027/1. 
37 IWMSA, Michael Burke, 10125/2; Tim McElhaw, 33837/2; George Richard Richards, 

9860/1; and Peter Roome Thomas, 15485/1. 
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in 1948, which he declined.38 Nevertheless, these examples demonstrate that, as British soldiers͛ 

discipline was waning, they were increasingly coming in contact with the Jewish and Arab 

underground who were both in need of expertise and equipment. While many simply sold weapons 

and made money, it is clear that elements of the armed forces and police made working connections 

with Arab or Jewish militias, highlighting another instance of British indiscipline which is important in 

understanding the environment from which the deserters made their decisions. 

 

II. Personal Motivations and Characteristics 

Analysis of the contextual atmosphere alone fails to account for the decision to desert and fight for 

either of the opposing sides in Palestine. In fact, many of the British soldiers who had served in 

Palestine declared that they were overjoyed to be returning home.39 Transnational soldiers, in the 

1948 War and in other conflicts, were often spurred into action by a combination of political and 

personal reasons. Therefore, the personal motivations of deserting soldiers and policemen are 

important to understand their dramatic decisions. Though the pro-Jewish and pro-Arab deserters 

fundamentally differed in their sympathies toward the local communities, the more personal 

motivations exhibited by deserters in both groups highlight a substantial degree of similarity. For these 

fighters, desertion was not just about political sympathies or prejudices. Desertion actually 

represented an opportunity, whether it was for love, money, adventure or a fresh start. These striking 

similarities between the groups continue if their characteristics are compared in relation to age, 

marital status and rank. 

Of the approximately 20 British deserters who fought in the IDF, their perspective on the conflict 

represented a minority view within the British Army and Palestine Police. For the deserters Johnny 

                                                           
38 Sir John Nelson, Always a Grenadier (London: Regimental HQ, Grenadier Guards, 1984), 

63. 
39 IWMSA, Alan Peter Humphries, 21736/3; Kenneth Herbert Lee, 9485/2; and John Robert 

Tremble, 12724/3.  
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Burrows, ThomaƐ O͛“ƵůůŝǀĂŶ ĂŶĚ MŝŬĞ FůĂŶĂŐĂŶ͕ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ŽĨ ůŝďĞƌĂƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ BĞƌŐĞŶ-Belsen 

concentration camp in 1945 instilled in them a strong sympathy for the Jewish people and their 

struggle for independence.40 Burrows, ĨŽƌ ŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕ ǁĂƐ ƐŽ ͚ĚŝƐŐƵƐƚĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ǁay the Jews were 

ďĞŝŶŐ ƚƌĞĂƚĞĚ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĚĞserted before the UN Partition vote and the British announcement of 

withdrawal.41 Similarly, British deserters Kit Wilkes-Chase and John Watson felt shocked by the way 

Jewish refugees were treated, compelling them to desert.42 This alienation was similarly expressed by 

JŽŚŶ ͚PĂĚĚǇ͛ CŽŽƉĞƌ after he witnessed an Arab massacre against a Jewish convoy en route to Mount 

Scopus in Jerusalem that left 78 dead, many burnt alive. Due to the hesitant reaction of his British unit, 

CŽŽƉĞƌ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƐĂŵĞ ŶŝŐŚƚ ĂŶĚ͕ ĂĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐ ƚŽ ŚŝƐ ƌĞĐĞŝǀŝŶŐ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌ͕ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ͚I ĐĂŶŶŽƚ ƐĞƌǀĞ ŝŶ ĂŶ 

ĂƌŵǇ ƚŚĂƚ ĂůůŽǁƐ ĂƚƌŽĐŝƚŝĞƐ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĂƚ͛͘43 For such soldiers, the insurgency had little effect on their 

sympathies, in contrast to the resentful attitude of much of the Army against the Yishuv. 

Alternatively, for the British deserters who fought for the Arabs, the limited source material available 

suggests that political sympathy for the Arab cause was less important, though for some it was a 

priority. A dĞƐĞƌƚĞƌ ŬŶŽǁŶ ĂƐ ͚FƌĂŶŬ͛ ǁŚŽ ůĞĚ ͚FƌĂŶŬ͛Ɛ BĂŶĚ͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ĞŝŐŚƚ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ 

a former German SS officer within the Arab Liberation Army, spoke in May 1948 to a Chicago Tribune 

ũŽƵƌŶĂůŝƐƚ͘ FƌĂŶŬ ĚĞĐůĂƌĞĚ͗ ͚I ĐŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ƐƚŽŵĂĐŚ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ƚŚĞ AƌĂďƐ ǁŚŽ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŽǁŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ 

ĂƌĞ ďĞŝŶŐ ƚƌĞĂƚĞĚ ďǇ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ƚŚĞ UN ďƵƚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ ŝŶ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ͙ I made my protest with the 

only thing that mattered to me ʹ ŵǇ ĐĂƌĞĞƌ͛͘44 Similarly, a soldier who did not desert recalled ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŽŶĞ 

                                                           
40 Mark Celinscak, Distance from the Belsen Heap: Allied Forces and the Liberation of a Nazi 

Concentration Camp (London: University Of Toronto Press, 2015), 115. 
41 O͛“ƵůůŝǀĂŶ͕ ͚DĂĚ͛Ɛ AƌŵǇ͛͘  
42 JŽŚŶ “ƵƚŚĞƌůĂŶĚ͕ ͚JŽŚŶ WĂƚƐŽŶ ʹ OďŝƚƵĂƌǇ͕͛ The Guardian, 29 March 2011, 

https://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/2011/mar/29/john-watson-obituary [date 

ĂĐĐĞƐƐĞĚ͗ ϭϰͬϭϭͬϮϬϭϱ΁͖ ͚Kŝƚ WŝůŬĞƐ-CŚĂƐĞ͕ OďŝƚƵĂƌǇ͕͛ The Telegraph, 22 November 2002, 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/1413909/Kit-Wilkes-Chase.html [date 

accessed: 3/3/2016]. 
43 KĂƌƉĞů͕ ͚TŚĞ IƌŝƐŚ ‘ŽǀĞƌ͖͛ MŽƌƌŝƐ͕ 1948, 128-129. 
44 CůĂǇ GŽǁƌĂŶ͕ ͚EŶŐůŝƐŚ AƌŵǇ DĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ JŽŝŶ ƵƉ ǁŝƚŚ AƌĂďƐ͕͛ Chicago Tribune, 21 May 1948, 

http://archives.chicagotribune.com/1948/05/21/page/2/article/english-army-deserters-

join-up-with-arabs [date accessed: 11/12/2015]; Phillips, Bled to the Gutter, 237. 

https://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/2011/mar/29/john-watson-obituary
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/obituaries/1413909/Kit-Wilkes-Chase.html
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Žƌ ƚǁŽ͛ fellow soldiers had joined ƚŚĞ AƌĂďƐ ƉĂƌƚůǇ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞǇ ĨĞůƚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ AƌĂďƐ ŚĂĚ ďĞĞŶ ͚ůĞƚ 

ĚŽǁŶ͛͘45 

In the main, however, for this pro-Arab group the common motivation was the chance to take revenge. 

These deserters, although taking the attitude to a violent extreme, displayed the resentment towards 

the Yishuv that was prevalent in British security forces. One of them was Eddie Brown, who led a brief, 

but deadly bombing campaign under Arab commander, Abd al-Qadir al-Husseini. His actions were 

motivated to an extent, by the death of his brother at the hands of Jewish terrorists.46 This vengeful 

zeal was also uncovered by Sam Souki, a correspondent for the United Press Agency, when he came 

across four BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ ŝŶ DĂŵĂƐĐƵƐ͘ OŶĞ͕ ŽƌŝŐŝŶĂůůǇ ĨƌŽŵ LŝǀĞƌƉŽŽů͕ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĞĚ ͚ŵĂƚĞƐ I ŚĂĚ 

down there (Palestine) were killed ʹ ƚŚƌĞĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŵ ǁŚĞŶ JĞǁƐ ĂƚƚĂĐŬĞĚ ƵƐ ŝŶ Ă ĐĂĨĠ͘ I ƐǁŽƌĞ I͛Ě ŐĞƚ 

ĞǀĞŶ͛͘47 Sam Pope Brewer͕ ǁŚŽ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁĞĚ ͚FƌĂŶŬ͛Ɛ BĂŶĚ͛ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ New York Times, commented that 

ƚŚĞŝƌ ŵĂŝŶ ŵŽƚŝǀĂƚŝŽŶ ǁĂƐ ͚ƚŽ ĂǀĞŶŐĞ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ŬŝůůĞĚ ďǇ ƚĞƌƌŽƌŝƐƚƐ ŝŶ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ Žƌ ƚŽ ƌĞƚĂůŝĂƚĞ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ 

ƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ ƚŚĞǇ ŚĂĚ ůŝǀĞĚ ƵŶĚĞƌ͛͘48 Desertion gave these men a chance to retaliate in a way that was not 

possible within the structure of the Army.  

A less violent explanation for deciding to stay on in Palestine was the influence on British soldiers of 

romantic relationships with local Jewish and Arab women. With the growth in the number of British 

personnel who were stationed in Palestine during the Arab Revolt (1936-1939), the Second World War 

and the post-1945 Jewish insurgency, the number of romantic encounters with local women 

increased.49 For some of the deserters, the importance of personal relationships trumped remaining 

                                                           
45 IWMSA, George Richard Richards, 9860/1. 
46 Collins and Lapierre, O Jerusalem, 173-175. 
47 “Ăŵ “ŽƵŬŝ͕ ͚LŝǀĞƌƉŽŽů AĐĐĞŶƚ ŝŶ “ǇƌŝĂ͕͛ Palestine Post, 7 May 1948, 

http://web.nli.org.il/sites/JPress/English/Pages/Palestine-Post.aspx [date accessed: 

2/2/2016].  
48 “Ăŵ PŽƉĞ BƌĞǁĞƌ͕ ͚BƌŝƚŽŶƐ͕ GĞƌŵĂŶ HĞůƉ AƌĂďƐ͕͛ New York Times, 18 May 1948, 

http://search.proquest.com/hnpnewyorktimes/docview/108179334/10C7F07317E94296PQ

/24?accountid=14664 [date accessed: 2/2/2015]. 
49 Motti GŽůĂŶŝ ĂŶĚ DĂŶŝĞůĂ ‘ĞŝĐŚ͕ ͚Emissary or Excommunicate: A Preliminary Look at the 

Charged Interaction between Jewish Women and British Imperial Soldiers in late Mandatory 

Palestine (1940ʹϭϵϰϴͿ͕͛ Zion, 73 (2008), 325-348 [Hebrew]. 

http://web.nli.org.il/sites/JPress/English/Pages/Palestine-Post.aspx
http://search.proquest.com/hnpnewyorktimes/docview/108179334/10C7F07317E94296PQ/24?accountid=14664
http://search.proquest.com/hnpnewyorktimes/docview/108179334/10C7F07317E94296PQ/24?accountid=14664
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in the British forces, even if it meant joining units that had been previously considered as enemies. 

Despite withdrawing with the police in 1948, John Joseph West reflected on why policemen he knew 

deserted: ͚UƐƵĂůůǇ ǁŽŵĞŶ ǁĞƌĞ ďĞŚŝŶĚ ŝƚ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞ ǁĂƐ ƵƐƵĂůůǇ ĂŶ Aƌab girl or a Jewish girl that had got 

Ăƚ ƚŚĞŵ ĂŶĚ ĐŽŶǀŝŶĐĞĚ ƚŚĞŵ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐĂƵƐĞ͛͘ A ƉĂƌƚŝĐƵůĂƌ ĂĐƋƵĂŝŶƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ďĞĐĂŵĞ ǀĞƌǇ 

fond of a local Arab woman, converted to Islam and joined their fight.50 After the war ended, a number 

of pro-Arab deserters made their way to Amman to be processed back to Britain. According to the 

British Minister there, Sir Alec Kirkbride, a number of those had been influenced to desert by their 

Arab girlfriends.51  

Another example of a romantic motivation is that of Regimental Sergeant Major Desmond Rutledge, 

who saw his Jewish girlfriend Miriam as often as he could in Tel Aviv. As the end of the Mandate drew 

closer in early 1948 and their future together was in question, Miriam suggested that he should stay 

and fight with her friends in the Haganah. He agreed, as long as they were to be married. Many years 

after the war, Rutledge gave an interview to historian Dan Kurzman in which he stated to have had 

some, but not passionate, sympathy for the Jewish cause. Deserting gave him the chance to marry his 

sweetheart and start a new life in Palestine.52 Evidently, romance and the opportunity for a fresh start 

were motivations for deserters on both sides in the conflict. 

Some deserters on both sides also saw desertion as an adventure. British Minister Kirkbride identified 

the three main motivations of the pro-Arab deserters he encountered as racial prejudice, romantic 

ƌĞůĂƚŝŽŶƐŚŝƉƐ ĂŶĚ ŵŽƐƚ ĐŽŵŵŽŶůǇ͕ Ă ͚ ůŽǀĞ ĨŽƌ ĂĚǀĞŶƚƵƌĞ͛͘53 The Military Attaché to High Commissioner 

Cunningham, MĂũŽƌ TŽǁĞƌƐ CůĂƌŬ͕ ĂůƐŽ ďĞůŝĞǀĞĚ ƐŽŵĞ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ŽĨ ͚ƌŽŵĂŶƚŝĐ ŵŝŶĚƐ͕ ǁŝƚŚ 

                                                           
50 IWMSA, John Joseph West, 12367/1. 
51 Alec Kirkbride, From the Wings: Amman Memoirs, 1947-1951 (London: Frank Cass, 1976), 

100. 
52 Kurzman, Genesis 1948, 114-ϭϱϱ͘ AŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌ͕ ŬŶŽǁŶ ĂƐ ͚PĞĂƌƐŽŶ͕͛ ǁĂƐ ĂůƐŽ ĂůůĞŐĞĚ 
to have deserted in order to be with his JĞǁŝƐŚ ŐŝƌůĨƌŝĞŶĚ͘ TNA͕ WO ϳϭͬϭϭϴϵ͕ ͚“ƉƌŝŐŐƐ͕ W͘J͘ 
OĨĨĞŶĐĞ͗ DĞƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ TŚĞĨƚ͕͛ ϯϬ NŽǀĞŵďĞƌ ϭϵϰϵ͘ 
53 Kirkbride, From the Wings, 100. 
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͚LĂǁƌĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ AƌĂďŝĂ͛ ĂƚƚŝƚƵĚĞƐ͛͘54 Journalist John Roy Carlson, who came across British deserters 

ĨŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ AƌĂď LĞŐŝŽŶ͕ ŶŽƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŽŶĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŵ͕ ͚“ŝĚŶĞǇ͕͛ ŐĂǀĞ Ă ůĞƚƚĞƌ Ăddressed to his parents 

ĨŽƌ CĂƌůƐŽŶ ƚŽ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌ͘ Iƚ ƐĞŶƚ ŚŝƐ ǁŝƐŚĞƐ ĂŶĚ ƐƚĂƚĞĚ ͚ I Ăŵ Ɛƚŝůů ĂůŝǀĞ ĂŶĚ ŚĂǀŝŶŐ Ă ǁŽŶĚĞƌĨƵů ƚŝŵĞ ĨŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ 

ƚŚĞ JĞǁƐ ŝŶ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ͛͘55 The thrill of action seemingly gave deserters an exciting alternative to 

returning back to Britain.  

Adventurism also featured as a motivation among those who had other reasons to stay on. Rutledge, 

who stayed primarily in order to be with his girlfriend, foresaw that returning to Britain would be a 

͚ŚƵŵĚƌƵŵ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ͕͛ ĂŶĚ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ůŝĨĞ ǁŽƵůĚ certainly be more interesting fighting for a 

cause, helping to shape history, than teaching it to a horde of bored children in a gloomy London 

ĐůĂƐƐƌŽŽŵ͛͘56 British deserter Albert Melville saw action with the IDF in Jerusalem. One of his comrades 

during the siege later commented that Melville had remained to fight with the Jews partly because he 

was an idealist but also because he wanted an adventure.57 

The third related motivation exhibited by deserters in both groups was financial gain. The contact that 

was made between the various underground groups and British servicemen provided opportunities 

for offers for the latter to desert. Although his political sympathies were formed during his 

participation in liberating Bergen-Belsen, it seems that the primary motivation for Mike Flanagan was 

financial gain, and the possibility of a new life that this could fund. Along with Harry Macdonald, he 

began selling equipment to the Haganah in March 1948. As the final British withdrawal drew ever 

closer, his contact enquired about purchasing two Cromwell tanks, offering £3,000 if the mission was 

ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐĨƵů͘ FůĂŶĂŐĂŶ ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ŚĂĚ ƉƌĞǀŝŽƵƐůǇ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĞĚ ƚŽ MĂĐĚŽŶĂůĚ͕ ͚ŽŶůǇ ƚŚĞ ƌŝĐŚ ŐĞƚ ĂŶǇǁŚĞƌĞ ŝŶ 

BƌŝƚĂŝŶ͘ I͛ŵ ŐŽŝŶŐ ƚŽ ĞŵŝŐƌĂƚĞ ƚŽ CĂŶĂĚĂ Žƌ AƵƐƚƌĂůŝĂ Žƌ ƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞ͘ MĂǇďĞ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛ůl be more 

ŽƉƉŽƌƚƵŶŝƚǇ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛͘58 Evidently then, before the offer was made, Flanagan was keen to leave Britain. 

                                                           
54 IWM, Private Papers of Major Peter Towers-Clark, Diary Entry 20 March 1948, 14871. 
55 Carlson, Cairo to Damascus, 376. 
56 Kurzman, Genesis 1948, 114. 
57 John Phillips, Jerusalem: A Will to Survive (New York: Doubleday, 1977), 65. 
58 Kurzman, Genesis 1948, 115. 
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The duo subsequently accepted and, knowing that the agreement could only be achieved if they 

deserted, they duly did so in late June 1948.59 They were not the only two persuaded. Another soldier, 

ŬŶŽǁŶ ĂƐ ͚“ŵŝƚŚǇ͛, sold a Sherman tank for £2,000 and deserted to the Jews.60  

The race to purchase equipment and acquire personnel was replicated by Arab units.  A string of news 

reports from January to April of soldiers and policemen deserting to the Arabs with weapons and 

armoured cars indicates that this practice was taking place on both sides.61 In April 1948, while 

reporting on the ALA leadership, Life photographer John Phillips came across a flashy British deserter 

in an Amman bar who bragged about selling explosives to the Arabs.62 According to a Haganah source, 

a British policeman stole an armoured personnel carrier from Jaffa and passed it to Abd a-Qadir al-

HƵƐƐĞŝŶŝ͛Ɛ ŚĞĂĚƋƵĂƌƚĞƌƐ͘63 On the Arab side, aƐ MĂũŽƌ NĞůƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ƐƚŽƌǇ ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ͕ ŝŶĚŝǀŝĚƵĂů ĞǆƉĞƌƚŝƐĞ 

was sought as well as equipment. The deserter Eddie Brown gave the killing of his brother as the main 

reason for his desertion, but it is also important to note that he and fellow deserter Peter Madison 

sold their skills with explosives to Abd al-Qadir al-Husseini for £500 each.64 Former policeman Denys 

Hodson later recalled how, in the final days of the Mandate, Arabs were offering £100 for a night͛s 

ǁŽƌŬ ďǇ ͚ĂŶǇ ƋƵĂůŝĨŝĞĚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ ǁŚŽ ĐŽƵůĚ ŽƉĞƌĂƚĞ Ă BƌĞŶ ŐƵŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ƐƵƐƉĞĐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ Ă ŶƵŵďĞƌ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ 

police took the offer.65  

                                                           
59 ͚TŚĞĨƚ ŽĨ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ TĂŶŬƐ AŶŐĞƌƐ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ GOC͕͛ Daily News (Perth), 30 June 1948, 3. 
60 IWMSA, Gerry Power 19030/1. 
61 ͚CŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ LŽǇĂůƚŝĞƐ͕͛ Palestine Post, ϭϭ JĂŶƵĂƌǇ ϭϵϰϴ͖ “Ăŵ PŽƉĞ BƌĞǁĞƌ͕ ͚BůŽǁƐ Aƚ BƌŝƚŽŶƐ 
GŽ IŶ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ͕͛ The New York Times, Ϯϰ FĞďƌƵĂƌǇ ϭϵϰϴ͖ “Ăŵ PŽƉĞ BƌĞǁĞƌ͕ ͚HĂŐĂŶĂŚ 
AĐĐŽƌĚ OŶ IƌŐƵŶ ‘ĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ͛ The New York Times, ϵ MĂƌĐŚ ϭϵϰϴ͖ “Ăŵ PŽƉĞ BƌĞǁĞƌ͕ ͚BƌŝƚŝƐh 

DĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ “ĞŝǌĞĚ WŝƚŚ AƌĂďƐ͕͛ The New York Times, ϭϭ MĂƌĐŚ ϭϵϰϴ͖ ͚ϯ BͬC͛Ɛ DĞƐĞƌƚ WŝƚŚ 
AƌŵƐ͕͛ Palestine Post, ϭϱ MĂƌĐŚ ϭϵϰϴ͖ ͚TŚƌĞĞ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ “ŽůĚŝĞƌƐ DĞƐĞƌƚ͕͛ Palestine Post, 11 April 

1948;  Henry Gurney, The End Of The British Mandate: The Diary Of Sir Henry Gurney, ed. 

Motti Golani (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 26. 
62 Phillips, Bled to the Gutter, 237. 
63 HA͕ ϭϮϰͬŐĞŶĞƌĂůͬϴ͕ ͚YĞĚŝƵƚŚ TĞŶĂ͕͛ Ϯϵ FĞďƌƵĂƌǇ ϭϵϰϴ ΀HĞďƌĞǁ΁͘ 
64 Collins and Lapierre, O Jerusalem, 173-175; Phillips, Bled to the Gutter, 247. 
65 NŝĐŬ KĂƌĚĂŚũŝ͕ ͚A Measure of Restraint: The Palestine Police and the End of the British 

Mandate͛ (MPhil thesis, Oxford University, 2007), 73. 
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However, money was not important to all deserters. Perhaps to validate his sincere support for the 

AƌĂď ĐĂƵƐĞ͕ ͚FƌĂŶŬ͛ ǁŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ůĞƚ ĂŶǇŽŶĞ ŝŶƚŽ ŚŝƐ ŵŽƚůĞǇ ĐƌĞǁ ŝĨ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƐŬĞĚ ĂďŽƵƚ ƉĂǇ or food.66 

Similarly, John Burrows insisted only on being paid the standard salary, and the evidence suggests that 

for most pro-Jewish deserters, money was not the main incentive.67 Regular wages on the Arab side 

were lower than under British service. According to Haganah intelligence reports, there were ten 

British deserters serving under Abd al-Qadir al-Husseini in March, with each receiving a mere £40 per 

month. A number of deserters from the Palestine Police in the Jenin area received the same wages, 

alongside full board, free beer and two packs of cigarettes a day.68    

Motivations aside, there are also parallels in the general characteristics and profiles of both the pro-

Arab and pro-Jewish groups. Most deserters were aged between 18 and 25. The only exceptions to 

this, based on the available source material, ǁĞƌĞ ƉŝůŽƚ JĂĐŬ FƌĞĞĚŵĂŶ͕ ǁŚŽ ŚĂĚ ϭϭ ǇĞĂƌƐ͛ ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ 

before deserting to the Israeli Air Force (IAF), and a couple of older deserters who joined the ALA.69 

Although the general make-ƵƉ ŽĨ ͚ FƌĂŶŬ͛Ɛ BĂŶĚ͛ ǁĂƐ ŵŽƐƚůǇ ǀĞƌǇ ǇŽƵŶŐ͕ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĞƌĞ ůĞĚ ďǇ ƚǁŽ ƐĞƌŐĞĂŶƚ 

ŵĂũŽƌƐ ǁŝƚŚ ϭϮ ĂŶĚ ϭϴ ǇĞĂƌƐ͛ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ͘ OƵƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƚǁŽ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ ƐŽůĚŝĞƌƐ͕ ŽŶĞ ŝƐ ĂůƐŽ ƚŚĞ ŽŶůǇ 

deserter that is known to have been married and had children in Britain.70 These men therefore were 

young and had short military careers. In addition, they lacked the family commitments that many 

other soldiers in Palestine would have had. This emphasises clearly the reduced responsibilities of 

many of those who made the decision to desert. Furthermore, for those deserters who had met or 

hoped to meet Jewish or Arab women and remain in Palestine, the opportunity presented itself as a 

chance to start anew, and break with their previous lives in Britain.   

                                                           
66 Phillips, Bled to the Gutter, p. 237 
67 O͛“ƵůůŝǀĂŶ͕ ͚DĂĚ͛Ɛ AƌŵǇ͛͘ 
68 CZA, S25/9209, Haganah summaries, 5 May 1948͖ HA͕ ϭϮϰͬŐĞŶĞƌĂůͬϴ͕ ͚YĞĚŝƵƚŚ TĞŶĂ͕͛ Ϯϯ 
March 1948 [Hebrew]. 
69 Yaacov Markovitsky, MĂĐŚĂů͗ OǀĞƌƐĞĂƐ VŽůƵŶƚĞĞƌƐ ŝŶ IƐƌĂĞů͛Ɛ WĂƌ ŽĨ IŶĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ (Tel 

Aviv: World Machal, 2003), p. 23.  
70 GŽǁƌĂŶ͕ ͚EŶŐůŝƐŚ AƌŵǇ DĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ͛͘ 
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Out of the deserters who are known, it is also notable to highlight that most came from the non-

ĐŽŵŵŝƐƐŝŽŶĞĚ ƌĂŶŬƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ AƌŵǇ ĂŶĚ ǁĞƌĞ ŶŽƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŽĨĨŝĐĞƌƐ͛ ĐůĂƐƐ͘ TŚŝƐ ŵŽƐƚ ůŝŬĞůǇ ŝŶĚŝĐĂƚĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ 

men tended to come from unprivileged backgrounds and may have been less career minded than their 

superiors, again limiting responsibilities and their opportunities within the British Army. The 

background of those who fought in the Arab Legion is largely unknown. Considering that, at the start 

of hostilities in May 1948, around 40 British officers were serving in the Legion, it is possible that 

further British officers may have deserted and fought for the Legion but this cannot be ascertained.71 

Dov Joseph, the Israeli Military Governor of Jerusalem during the War, was certain that some British 

ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ ǁĞƌĞ ͚ĞĚƵĐĂƚĞĚ ŵĞŶ͛ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ŶŽƐƚĂůŐŝĐ ŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ KŝƉůŝŶŐ͛Ɛ EŵƉŝƌĞ͛͘72 

Religious background seems to have played a negligible role for deserters who fought on both sides. 

None of the deserters were Jewish or Muslim when they made their decision, though some later 

converted. However, Catholic and Irish servicemen seem to have had a disposition towards 

sympathising with the Jews in Palestine. Tank operator Flanagan saw the Jews as fighting the same 

fight against the British that his own people had fought a couple of decades previously.73 Similarly, 

TŚŽŵĂƐ O͛“ƵůůŝǀĂŶ ŽĨ “ŝǆƚŚ AŝƌďŽƌŶĞ ŚĞůĚ ĂŶƚŝ-British opinions because of his Irish background, and 

JŽŚŶ ͚PĂĚĚǇ͛ CŽŽƉĞƌ ůĂƚĞƌ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĞĚ ƚŽ ŚŝƐ ŐŝƌůĨƌŝĞŶĚ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞĚ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ͚I ŬŶŽǁ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƚ ŝs like 

ƚŽ ƐƵĨĨĞƌ ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ĂƐ ĂŶ IƌŝƐŚŵĂŶ I ƐƵĨĨĞƌĞĚ ĚŝƐĐƌŝŵŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ůŝŬĞ ƚŚĞ JĞǁƐ͛͘74  

 

III. Wartime Experiences 

The evidence suggests that whether desertion was pre-planned or spontaneous, it was easy to join 

their new units after absconding from their posts. While those who had planned their desertion had 

                                                           
71 Ron Pundik, The Struggle for Sovereignty: Relations between Great Britain and Jordan, 

1946-1951 (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), 103. 
72 Dov Joseph, The Faithful City: The Siege of Jerusalem (London: Hogarth Press, 1962), 116. 

For some circumstantial evidence, which may support JŽƐĞƉŚ͛Ɛ ĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ͕ ƐĞĞ͗ HĂƌƌǇ LĞǀŝŶ͕ 
Jerusalem Embattled: A Diary of the City under Siege (London: Victor Gollancz, 1950), 94.   
73 Kurzman, Genesis 1948, 115. 
74 KĂƌƉĞů͕ ͚TŚĞ IƌŝƐŚ ‘ŽǀĞƌ͛͘  
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arranged agreements for doing so, the more impulsive deserters also seem to have found enlisting in 

Arab and Jewish militias easy and did so within a day.75 ͚FƌĂŶŬ͛ ĨŽƌ ŝŶƐƚĂŶĐĞ͕ ĐŽŶƚĂĐƚĞĚ ƚŚĞ AƌĂď 

underground and was with them within 12 hours.76 In both groups a degree of integration followed, 

including deserters adopting new names. Desmond Rutledge became Zvi Rimer for instance, while 

John Kenny, serving with a band of Arab irregulars, became Hamid Sharkaf. According to John Roy 

Carlson, a journalist who had met Kenny, this was the fashion adopted by many pro-Arab British 

deserters.77 Other reports of those deserters who fought with the Arabs describe them wearing Arab 

dress with kuffiyahs draped around their head, eating Arab food and speaking basic Arabic.78 Unlike 

many other transnational soldiers in modern conflicts, the deserters were not complete newcomers 

to the warzone, slightly ʹ though not completely ʹ easing their ability to adapt.   

However, the differences between the two groups of deserters become starker when examining their 

experiences and contributions to the 1948 Arab-Israeli War. The contribution of the deserters who 

fought in the Arab Legion cannot be fully assessed. Although it is reported that several dozen fought 

with the Legion during victories in Jerusalem, the details are limited, restricting conclusions on how 

important their contribution was.79 

The most visible contribution by deserters to the conflict came from those who joined irregular Arab 

forces. In February 1948, while the conflict was still limited mainly to the warring local communities 

within Palestine, the detonation squad of Abd al-Qadir al-HƵƐƐĞŝŶŝ͛Ɛ HŽůǇ WĂƌ AƌŵǇ ĐĂƌƌŝĞĚ ŽƵƚ ƚŚƌĞĞ 

deadly bombing attacks on Jewish targets in Jerusalem. The first, on 1 February, blew up the offices 

of the pro-Zionist English-language newspaper, the Palestine Post, whilst the second, on 22 February, 

                                                           
75 Kurzman, Genesis 1948, 235-Ϯϯϲ͖ ͚Kŝƚ WŝůŬĞƐ-Chase ʹ OďŝƚƵĂƌǇ͛͘ 
76 GŽǁƌĂŶ͕ ͚EŶŐůŝƐŚ AƌŵǇ DĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ͛. TŚŝƐ ƐĞĞŵƐ ƚŽ ƌĞĨƵƚĞ IůĂŶ PĂƉƉĞ͛Ɛ ĂƐƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƉƌŽ-
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History of Modern Palestine: One Land, Two People (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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77 Carlson, Cairo to Damascus, 233-234; Kurzman, Genesis 1948, 717. 
78 ͚HŽŵĞƐŝĐŬ DĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ͕͛ The Sunday Post͕ ϭϮ “ĞƉƚĞŵďĞƌ ϭϵϰϴ͖ ͚PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ LŽƐĞƐ GůĂŵŽƵƌ FŽƌ 
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was the infamous car bombing on Ben Yehuda Street, which left 58 people dead.80 Almost immediately 

allegations were made against the British Administration as being complicit in the attacks. Whilst 

active personnel did not participate, it seems that a total of six deserters from the Army and Police 

took part.81 

The allegations had dire consequences for British servicemen and politicians alike. The dissident 

Jewish organizations Irgun and Stern Group took to the streets that night, killing 16 British troops. A 

British troop train was bombed near Rehovot a week later, leaving 28 soldiers dead.82 Furthermore, 

the alleged involvement of British personnel in the Jerusalem bombings was reported internationally 

and months of correspondence attest to the pressure that High Commissioner Cunningham faced to 

prove the claims false. The matter also received attention in the House of Commons, with 

representatives of the British Government facing questions from a number of MPs, including Anthony 

Eden, on the severity of the situation and the urgency of finding evidence to refute the allegations 

against British personnel. The issue of British deserters serving with Arab units was soon heard in the 

House on 3 March.83 

While the attacks generated substantial international publicity, the actual use of this group of 

deserters was limited in time. British deserters were useful for these attacks because they could pass 

through Haganah checkpoints without scrutiny and reach targets, to devastating effect. Yet, despite 

British deserters making some bombs for irregulars,84 on these occasions they were made by an Arab 

bomb expert named Fawzi al-Kutub.85 The actions of these deserters in this case amounted to driving 

to the location, parking the vehicles, lighting the fuse and making a getaway. 

                                                           
80 Morris, 1948, 107-108. 
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The subsequent contributions of most of this squad was minimal. Two within the group, George Ross 

and Godfrey Allan Stephenson, both former police constables, were arrested by British forces near 

Neve Yaakov, a Jewish settlement 10 kilometres north of Jerusalem, on 10 March. Along with another 

deserter, the two had taken part in an Arab attack on the Jewish settlement and were captured while 

driving a stolen British armoured car.86 Within a matter of days, the deserters William Alfred Harrison 

and George Anthony White, also alleged to have participated in the Ben Yehuda bombing, died as they 

attempted to dismantle a bomb in Nablus.87 Peter Madison and Eddie Brown reportedly fled to Cairo 

after the Ben Yehuda attack, to seek payment from the exiled Mufti of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin al-

Husseini, who sent them away empty handed. 88 At least one if not both of them subsequently 

returned to Palestine. Madison was back in Jerusalem and still participated in the fighting in late May. 

Beforehand, in April, it was reported that another deserter who had been involved in the bombing 

had been killed by a Haganah attack on an Arab force. It is possible that this ex-constable was Eddie 

Brown.89 The initial devastating impact of this group was therefore limited in time, with most of them 

no longer serving a month before the full-scale war broke out.   

Elsewhere, it is difficult to assess the contribution of the pro-Arab deserters, largely because of the 

absence of source material. A minor example of their utility can be seen when Arab forces captured 

Neve Yaakov between 14 and 16 May.90 The reports of three different journalists testify that, once the 

Jewish ĚĞĨĞŶĚĞƌƐ ŚĂĚ ǁŝƚŚĚƌĂǁŶ͕ ͚FƌĂŶŬ͛Ɛ BĂŶĚ͛ ƚŽŽŬ ĐŚĂƌŐĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂĚǀĂŶĐĞ ƉĂƌƚǇ͕ ŶĞƵƚƌĂůŝƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ 

mines which had been left by the Jews for the Arab irregulars. Yet, this was their only known 

engagement, and after de-mining Neve Yaakov they carted off a case of liquor to drink.91 One of the 

three journalists, John Phillips, had previously spoken of a British deserter who kept himself busy by 
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drinking and living the high life in Amman.92 Professionalism was therefore somewhat lacking in some 

of these instances. Generally speaking, the fortunes of British deserters who fought with Arab 

irregulars was tied up with the failure of their units. Indeed, eye-witness accounts and newspaper 

articles all suggest that those British deserters who fought with Arab irregulars faced high casualties 

and a number were imprisoned either by the Israelis or by British authorities.93 For most of this group 

of deserters, their service in the war was over by early September. 

The contributions of the deserters who fought in the IDF were somewhat different. Their impact 

exceeds their numerical size of around 20. One of the pro-Jewish deserters was Jack Freedman who 

ŚĞĂĚĞĚ Ă ƚĞĂŵ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ HĂŐĂŶĂŚ͛Ɛ Aŝƌ “ĞƌǀŝĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞƐƚŽƌĞĚ ϮϬ ĨŽƌŵĞƌ ‘AF Auster light planes that had 

been brought from British scrap, ĂŶĚ ďƵŝůƚ ƚŚĞ IƐƌĂĞůŝ Aŝƌ FŽƌĐĞ͛Ɛ ;IAFͿ ĨŝƌƐƚ ƐƉŝƚĨŝƌĞ͘ HĞ ĂůƐŽ ůĞĨƚ ĂŶ 

important legacy ʹ that of training young mechanics with technical expertise.94 

The most significant contribution in expertise was demonstrated by the small band of deserters who 

formed the basis of the Israeli Armoured Corps. The two Cromwell tanks stolen by Mike Flanagan and 

Harry Macdonald were the first in use by the IDF. Together with Johnny Burrows, Desmond Rutledge, 

Bill Brown and William Spriggs the British tank operators and their technical know-how proved 

valuable in several major battles. For instance, these tanks gave muscle to the 82nd Battalion in 

Operation Dani, during which Ramla and Lydda, two Arab towns on the important road between 

Jerusalem and Tel-Aviv, were captured.95 IƐƌĂĞů͛Ɛ PƌŝŵĞ MŝŶŝƐƚĞƌ͕ DĂǀŝĚ Ben Gurion, noted in his diary 

ŽŶ ϭϰ JƵůǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƚǁŽ CƌŽŵǁĞůů ƚĂŶŬƐ ͚ŝŶŚĞƌŝƚĞĚ͛ ĨƌŽm the British made possible the conquest of the 

airport near Lydda.96 
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TŚŝƐ ŐƌŽƵƉ͛Ɛ ƐƵďƐĞƋƵĞŶƚ ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ also proved valuable in autumn 1948. In October, the two Cromwell 

ƚĂŶŬƐ ǁĞƌĞ ƵƐĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĂƐƐĂƵůƚ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ǀŝůůĂŐĞ ŽĨ ͚ IƌĂƋ Ăů-Manshiya. Soon afterwards, Rutledge alongside 

another British deserter led the offensive which took the police fort at ͚Iraq Suwaydan.97 Both 

positions, roughly 30 kilometres north-east of Gaza city, were taken from Egyptian forces. Highlighting 

the adventurous aspect of his service, Rutledge later remarked that driving in these dangerous battles 

͚ǁĂƐ ďĞƚƚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ďĞŝŶŐ Ă small-town teacher in a stuffy, stratified English society that judged a man by 

ŚŝƐ ĐůĂƐƐ͛͘98 ‘ƵƚůĞĚŐĞ͛Ɛ ĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞ Ă ŐƌĞĂƚ ĚĞĂů ŝŶ DĂŶ KƵƌǌŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ďŽŽŬ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ǁĂƌ͘ AůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ƐŽŵĞ 

of the heroic language used seems to exaggerate his contribution, he remained a useful tank driver 

well into December, fighting against Egyptian forces on the southern front. In the final week of 1948, 

Rutledge drove a Cromwell tank that breached Arab defences around El-Auja, contributing to the 

capture of that village, and later took part in the conquest of Abu Agella on 29 December.99 By 

operating the first tanks to be used by Israeli forces, this band of deserters provided a valuable service 

to the war effort, effectively applying their expertise to operations, in sharp contrast with the limited 

contributions of some of the pro-Arab deserters. Other examples also show the effective contribution 

of the pro-Jewish group of deserters. John Watson and Albert Melville were both said to have fought 

bravely against Arab militias and the Arab Legion during the Siege of Jerusalem. Moshe Rousnak, an 

IDF veteran, would later comment that Albert Melville was one of the bravest soldiers.100 Additionally, 

ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ JŽŚŶ ͚PĂĚĚǇ͛ CŽŽƉĞƌ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ IDF ĂƚƚĂĐŬ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ͚Iraq Suwaydan police station in 

November 1948 was remembered fondly by his comrades. One of them, a South African volunteer, 

Mike Isaacson, later commented ƚŚĂƚ CŽŽƉĞƌ ͚ǁĂƐ ŽƵƌ ŚĞƌŽ ƚŚĂƚ ĚĂǇ͛͘101  

                                                           
97 Kurzman, Genesis 1948, 620.  
98 Kurzman, Genesis 1948, 582. 
99 Morris, 1948, 358; Kurzman, Genesis 1948, 659. 
100 Kurzman, Genesis 1948, 383͖ “ƵƚŚĞƌůĂŶĚ͕ ͚JŽŚŶ WĂƚƐŽŶ ʹ OďŝƚƵĂƌǇ͛͘ 
101 KĂƌƉĞů͕ ͚TŚĞ IƌŝƐŚ ‘ŽǀĞƌ͛͘  



23 

 

A curious aspect of the experiences of deserters during the 1948 War were those instances where 

Britons serving on opposite sides fought against each other. An April 1948 article by Time journalist 

Eric Gibbs reported on fighting along the Tel-Aviv to Jerusalem road: 

In the Kastel fighting there were Britons on both sides. The Arab forces included five 

deserters from the Palestine police. In the confused close-in fighting at the end, two of 

ƚŚĞƐĞ BƌŝƚŽŶƐ ŚĞĂƌĚ Ă ƐŚŽƵƚ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ JĞǁŝƐŚ ƐŝĚĞ͗ ͚CŽŵĞ ŽŶ ǇŽƵ AƌĂď ďĂƐƚĂƌĚƐ͊͛ TŚĞǇ 

ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ŵĂŶ ĂƐ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ƉŽůŝĐĞ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌ ĂŶĚ ƐŚŽƵƚĞĚ ďĂĐŬ͗ ͚ BĂƐƚĂƌĚ ǇŽƵƌƐĞůĨ͊ WŚĂƚ 

are you doing over there? As the Haganah Briton went to throw a hand grenade in reply, 

one of the Arabised Britons killed him with his Bren gun.102  

For these deserters, the former comrades they encountered on the opposing side were perceived as 

traitors. This sentiment is best illustrated through the example of Peter Madison. Some months after 

the Ben Yehuda bombing, Madison joined Arab forces in Jerusalem where he came across Life 

photographer John Phillips, to whom he tried to sell his story in the hope that the money would take 

Śŝŵ ƐŽŵĞǁŚĞƌĞ ͚ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞƌĞ ĂƌĞ ŶŽ JĞǁƐ͛͘ PŚŝůůŝƉƐ ĚĞĐůŝŶĞĚ, although he soon learnt of another 

ŽďũĞĐƚŝǀĞ ƚŚĂƚ MĂĚŝƐŽŶ ŚĂĚ ŝŶ JĞƌƵƐĂůĞŵ͘ MĂĚŝƐŽŶ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶĞĚ͗ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ Ă ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ “ƵĨĨŽůŬ 

‘ĞŐŝŵĞŶƚ ǁŚŽ͛Ɛ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ JĞǁƐ͕ ĂŶĚ I͛ŵ ŽƵƚ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ƚŚĞ ďƵŐŐĞƌ͘ HŝƐ ŶĂŵĞ ŝƐ AůďĞƌƚ MĞůǀŝůůĞ͛͘103 With no 

sense of fraternity shown towards his fellow ex-ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞŵĞŶ͕ MĂĚŝƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ŝŶƚĞŶƚŝŽŶƐ ǁĞƌĞ ĐůĞĂƌ ƚŽ 

Phillips, he wished to punish Melville for fighting for the Jews. When Jewish resistance surrendered 

on 28 May Madison had his chance. According to Dan KƵƌǌŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ, when Melville surrendered 

with his IDF unit he came across British officers in the Arab Legion. The officers suggested that Melville 

should join them, forgiving him for fighting on the wrong side. Melville is said to have rejected them 

heroically, opting to be taken to prison with his comrades in the IDF.104 YĞƚ PŚŝůůŝƉƐ͛ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŝƐ ůĞƐƐ 

ĨůĂƚƚĞƌŝŶŐ ƚŽ MĞůǀŝůůĞ͘ AƐ KƵƌǌŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ƌĞƚĞůůŝŶŐ ǁĂƐ ƐĞĐŽŶĚ-hand and informed by IDF veterans, it is also 
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likely to be less reliable. According to Phillips, when the Jewish fighters surrendered, Madison made 

straight for the prisoners and found Melville. Melville pleaded with Madison, ͚I ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ŵĞĂŶ ƚŽ ĚĞƐĞƌƚ͕ 

ƌĞĂůůǇ I ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ Ɛŝƌ͙I ƚŚŝŶŬ ƚŚĞǇ ƉůĂŶ ƚŽ ƐŚŽŽƚ ŵĞ Ɛŝƌ ĂŶĚ I ĚŝĚŶ͛ƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ ŵĞĂŶ ƚŽ ĚĞƐĞƌƚ͛͘ AƐ ƚŚŝƐ ǁas being 

expressed to Phillips, the journalist noticed that Madison did not take his eyes of Melville and smiled 

as Melville made his case.105 Although Melville was taken to prison in Transjordan, veterans who were 

imprisoned with him recall that on arrival he said his name was Avraham Cohen to avoid detection. 

This saved his life.106  

On one occasion a British deserter fired not on his counterparts on the Arab side, but on the British 

military proper. In the final days of the war on 7 January 1949, four British spitfires were shot down 

by the IDF ĂĨƚĞƌ ƐĞƚƚŝŶŐ ŽƵƚ ĂůŽŶŐ ƚŚĞ ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŽŶĂů ďŽƌĚĞƌ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ IƐƌĂĞů ĂŶĚ EŐǇƉƚ ĨŽƌ ͚ƚĂĐƚŝĐĂů 

ƌĞĐŽŶŶĂŝƐƐĂŶĐĞ͛͘ AůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŝƚ ĚŝĚ ŶŽƚ ƌĞĂĐŚ ƚŚĞ ůĞǀĞů ŽĨ ŵŝůŝƚĂƌǇ ŝŶƚĞƌǀĞŶƚŝŽŶ͕ in the following days the 

Israeli leadership feared military action from the British.107 According to a veteran of the 82nd Battalion, 

Norman Levi, the first plane, shot down by gunfire, was due to Johnny Burrows hitting it with fire from 

a 50-caliber Browning. Levi remembers Burrows expressing a quiet satisfaction with his actions, 

despite it being a British RAF plane.108 TŚŝƐ ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚ ĐĂƐĞ ƌĞŵĂƌŬĂďůǇ ƐŚŽǁƐ ŚŽǁ ĨĂƌ BƵƌƌŽǁƐ͛ 

sympathy for Israeli Independence had gone, willingly firing upon British personnel to defend his new 

allegiance. 

 

IV. Post-war Trajectories and Memory  

Clear differences in experiences are ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƚǁŽ ŐƌŽƵƉƐ͛ ĐŝƌĐƵŵƐƚĂŶĐĞƐ ĂĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ 

conflict had ended. Major Towers Clark, a Mandate official, foresaw in March 1948 some of the 

problems the pro-Arab deserters would ĨĂĐĞ͘ HĞ ǁƌŽƚĞ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ĚŝĂƌǇ͗ ͚ƚŚĞŝƌ ĨƵƚƵƌĞ ŝƐ ŽĨ ǀĞƌǇ ĚŽƵďƚĨƵů 
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quality and I will have no doubt that the majority of those who will survive will live to regret their 

ŝŵƉĞƚƵŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ͛͘109 This sentiment was shared by a British policeman in Palestine. In a private letter to 

the British consul in Damascus, which was gleaned by Haganah intelligence, he predicted that ͚ŝĨ ƚŚĞ 

Arabs win, then the British [deserters] will have to be bound to the Arabs for all their lives. If the Arabs 

lose, then the lives of English dĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ŵŝƐĞƌĂďůĞ͛͘110 Indeed, whilst many of the deserters 

who fought for the Jews saw their most valuable contributions during the autumn and winter of 1948-

1949, for those who fought in the Arab irregulars, their exciting adventure had ended in defeat by 

September 1948. 

OŶ ϭϳ “ĞƉƚĞŵďĞƌ͕ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ͛Ɛ Sunday Post ŶĞǁƐƉĂƉĞƌ ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ ĂŶ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ƚŝƚůĞĚ ͚HŽŵĞƐŝĐŬ DĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ͕͛ 

ǁŚŝĐŚ ŶŽƚĞĚ ŚŽǁ ͚ ŚŽŵĞƐŝĐŬŶĞƐƐ ŚĂƐ ĚƌŝǀĞŶ ŵĂŶǇ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ ĨŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ ƚŽ ŐŝǀĞ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůǀĞƐ ƵƉ 

to British legations in the Neaƌ EĂƐƚ͛͘ EŝŐŚƚĞĞŶ ŚĂĚ ƌĞƉŽƌƚĞĚůǇ ďĞĞŶ ƐĞŶƚ ďĂĐŬ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ĞŵďĂƐƐǇ ŝŶ 

Beirut alone.111 It seems likely, however, that it was the resounding defeat these deserters had 

ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ͕ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ ͚ŚŽŵĞƐŝĐŬŶĞƐƐ͕͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ůĞĚ ƚŚĞŵ ƚŽ ǁĂŶƚ ƚŽ ƌĞƚƵƌŶ ŚŽŵĞ͘ A ŵŽƌĞ sombre 

account was reported by the Australian newspaper The Advocate in October. It said that fighting had 

ůŽƐƚ ŝƚƐ ͚ŐůĂŵŽƵƌ͛ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ͕ ŝŶ ĂŶǇ ĐĂƐĞ͕ ͚ƚŚĞ ƵƐĞĨƵůŶĞƐƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ BƌŝƚƐ ŚĂĚ ĞƌŽĚĞĚ͛ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ 

Arabs.112 

Indeed, the combination of being defeated and then the consequences of feeling stranded and 

unwanted by their Arab units was observed by the British Minister in Amman, Sir Alec Kirkbride. In his 

memoirs, Kirkbride noted of the deserters who had hitchhiked to the British embassy in Transjordan: 

͚ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĨŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ŚĂĚ ůĞĨƚ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ĞŵƉůŽǇŵĞŶƚ Žƌ ŝŶĐŽŵĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞǇ ǁĂŶƚĞĚ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ 

ŚŽŵĞ͛͘ HĞ ĨƵƌƚŚĞƌ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ůŝǀŝŶŐ ĐŽŶĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ ͚ǁĞƌĞ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌƐƚ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ 

ƚŚĞ ďĂƌŐĂŝŶ͛, owing to a daily ration of Arab bread and raw onions. The consequences of defeat seem 

of far more significance than mere homesickness which was but one of the outcomes of being on the 

                                                           
109 IWM, Private Papers of Major Peter Towers-Clark, diary entry 20 March 1948, 14871. 
110 CZA, S25/9209, Haganah summaries, 5 May 1948. 
111  ͚HŽŵĞƐŝĐŬ DĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ͕͛ The Sunday Post, 12 September 1948. 
112 ͚PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ LŽƐĞƐ GůĂŵŽƵƌ FŽƌ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ “ŽůĚŝĞƌƐ͕͛ The Advocate, 2 October 1948. 



26 

 

losing side͘ IŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐůǇ͕ ŶŽƚ Ăůů ŽĨ ƚŚŽƐĞ ǁŚŽ ŚĂĚ ŵĂĚĞ ŝƚ ƚŽ KŝƌŬďƌŝĚĞ͛Ɛ ĞŵďĂƐƐǇ ǁĞƌĞ ƉƌŽƐĞĐƵƚĞĚ ĨŽƌ 

desertion. Those who had deserted from the Army were arrested and sent back to Britain to face court 

martial.113 In those cases where they were arrested, deserters from the Palestine Police, which was 

disbanded following the withdrawal from Palestine, seem to have been treated leniently. According 

to testimonies of other former policemen, these deserters were all released relatively quickly after 

their imprisonment back in Britain.114 

Other pro-Arab deserters faced imprisonment before they returned to Britain. It took until April 1949 

for seven British deserters who fought for the Arabs to be released by the Israelis, including one named 

John Reed. When he was released, he was transferred to the Arab Legion.115 In general, the post-

conflict experiences of this group of deserters was dire, even for those who left British service for love. 

YĞĂƌƐ ůĂƚĞƌ͕ JŽŚŶ JŽƐĞƉŚ WĞƐƚ͕ Ă PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ ƉŽůŝĐĞŵĂŶ͕ ƐĂŝĚ ŽĨ ŽŶĞ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌ ǁŚŽ ĂĚŵŝƚƚĞĚ ͚ŚĞ ǀĞƌǇ 

much regretted it and thought it was all a dreadful mistake. It was a love affair and he got very fond 

of this girl and became a Muslim and joined them. But all that broke up with the general 

ĚŝƐŝůůƵƐŝŽŶŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ůŽƚ͛͘116 Some deserters hoped to receive Arab passports, which were promised 

to them when they volunteered, only to be let down.117 

On the side of the pro-Jewish deserters only one was arrested by the British authorities. Captain 

William Spriggs decided to return to Britain soon after the war where he had served in the 82nd 

Battalion alongside other deserters. When he was picked up by the authorities he lied that he was 

͚ŬŝĚŶĂƉƉĞĚ͛ ďǇ ƚŚĞ HĂŐĂŶĂŚ ĂŶĚ ŚĞůĚ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌ ĨŽƌ ĂůŵŽƐƚ Ă ǇĞĂƌ͘118 His court testimony alleged that 

ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ůƵƌĞĚ ŽƵƚ ŽĨ ďĂƐĞ ďǇ DĞƐŵŽŶĚ ‘ƵƚůĞĚŐĞ ĂŶĚ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌ ŬŶŽǁŶ ĂƐ ͚PĞĂƌƐŽŶ͕͛ ǁŚŽ ƐƚŽůĞ 

his armoured car and took him prisoner. This false account was easily disputed at the time by another 
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soldier who testified that Spriggs had deserted out of choice, a view that was supported by the 

ĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ĂŶ ĞŶƚŚƵƐŝĂƐƚŝĐ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌ ŝŶ DĂŶ KƵƌǌŵĂŶ͛Ɛ ͚GĞŶĞƐŝƐ͗ ϭϵϰϴ͛ ǁŚŽ ŚĂƐ Ă Ɛtory very 

similar to that of William Spriggs. He was sentenced to four years imprisonment.119 

Unlike Spriggs, the majority of this group of deserters opted to stay in Israel after the war, highlighting 

the choices this group had that the pro-Arab deserters did not. Several continued to use their skills 

from their days in British forces. When Albert Melville returned from imprisonment in Transjordan he 

worked in the Israeli Police Force.120 Burrows and Wilkes-Chase were sent by the IDF to procure 

military surplus in Europe and Canada. Burrows later married a Jewish woman and settled in the 

northern kibbutz Kfar Blum, while Wilkes-Chase became a commissioned officer in the IDF, and was 

the personal bodyguard of David Ben Gurion between 1952 and 1954.121 After the war ended, John 

Watson also chose to stay in Israel and worked in farming for four years where he met his wife, Ora.122 

IŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁƐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ŽĨ JŽŚŶ ͚PĂĚĚǇ͛ CŽŽƉĞƌ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ǁĂƐ ƉƌŽƵĚ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ĚĞĐŝƐŝŽŶ ƚŽ ĚĞƐĞƌƚ 

for the rest of his life, and despite receiving notification in 1957 that he could return to Britain without 

having to face prosecution, he chose to remain in Israel until he died in 1969.123 

These deserters saw their service rewarded with new opportunities in the nascent State of Israel in 

contrast to the stranded and desperate deserters on the opposing side. After several years, however, 

the lure of returning to Britain became too much for some of these defectors. John Watson, Johnny 

Burrows, Albert Melville, Kit Wilkes-CŚĂƐĞ ĂŶĚ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌ ŬŶŽǁŶ ĂƐ ͚“ŵŝƚŚǇ͛ Ăůů ƌĞƚƵƌŶĞĚ ƚŽ 

Britain and were imprisoned for desertion, usually with sentences that were reduced to less than a 

year. After their release, Burrows went on to serve as a policeman in Malaya while John Watson 

continued in the Army and served in Northern Ireland during the 1960s.124 After serving his sentence, 
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Melville returned to Israel, married his girlfriend and continued his new life there.125 Indeed, for the 

soldiers who saw desertion as an opportunity to start a new life in Israel, their aims were realised. 

Mike Flanagan would marry his Israeli girlfriend, Ruth, and his fellow deserter Harry Macdonald 

ƌĞŵĂŝŶĞĚ ĐůŽƐĞ͕ ƐĞƌǀŝŶŐ ĂƐ ďĞƐƚ ŵĂŶ Ăƚ FůĂŶĂŐĂŶ͛Ɛ ǁĞĚĚŝŶŐ.126  

A number of accounts and depictions, in both Britain and Israel, have treated those who fought for 

the victorious IDF in a positive fashion. For instance, the film Hŝůů Ϯϰ DŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ AŶƐǁĞƌ (1955), an Anglo-

Israeli production directed by Thorold Dickinson, positively portrays an Irishman named James 

Finnegan who had served in the British police before joining the Israelis. Just like a number of real-life 

deserters, Finnegan has a passionate love affair with a Jewish woman.127 In contrast, those who had 

fought for the Arabs had largely gone without mention in the media until the 2000s. 

For many British Army veterans however, their attitude towards the pro-Jewish group of deserters is 

one of resentment, and towards the other group, it is ambivalent. From the late 1990s, one veteran, 

Eric Lowe, established Ă ǀĞƚĞƌĂŶƐ͛ ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƚŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ ďĞŐĂŶ ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŶŐ ǀĞƚĞƌĂŶƐ͛ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ŽĨ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ 

in Palestine to produce a newsletter, the Palestine Scrapbook. One of the articles featured in the 

ŶĞǁƐůĞƚƚĞƌ ǁĂƐ ĞŶƚŝƚůĞĚ ͚DŝĚ YŽƵ KŶŽǁ GƵŶŶĞƌ WŝůŬĞƐ-CŚĂƐĞ͍͛ It criticised the deserter Kit Wilkes-

CŚĂƐĞ ĨŽƌ ũŽŝŶŝŶŐ ͚ƚŚĞ ƌĂŶŬƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĞŵǇ͛͘128 Similarly, when discussing the matter of Flanagan and 

MĂĐĚŽŶĂůĚ ƐƚĞĂůŝŶŐ ƚǁŽ CƌŽŵǁĞůů ƚĂŶŬƐ ƵƉŽŶ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĚĞƐĞƌƚŝŽŶ͕ LŽǁĞ ůĂďĞůƐ ŝƚ ͚ƚƌĞĂĐŚĞƌŽƵƐ ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞĞƌŝŶŐ 

ĂĐƚƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƵŶƉƌŝŶĐŝƉůĞĚ ŵĞŵďĞƌƐ ŽĨ BƌŝƚĂŝŶ͛Ɛ ĂƌŵǇ ŝŶ PĂůĞƐƚŝŶĞ͛͘129  

In terms of general press coverage that the 1948 deserters received, only post-war articles relating to 

the group who fought in the IDF have been found, with little mention of those fighting on the side of 

the Arabs. In recent years both Haaretz and The Times of Israel ŚĂǀĞ ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞĚ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞƐ ŽŶ JŽŚŶ ͚PĂĚĚǇ͛ 
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Cooper and Mike Flanagan respectively.130 Both articles emphasise the political sympathy of these 

deserters as being the strongest motivation, and stress their bravery in the 1948 War. This group of 

deserters has also received positive coverage in the British press. In 2002, The Telegraph, featured an 

obituary for Kit Wilkes-Chase that commented on his motives positively, believing him to have acted 

correctly out of conscience, and quoting ƚŚĞ IDF͛Ɛ CŚŝĞĨ-of-Staff who stated that the deserter had 

ƐĞƌǀĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ͚ŵŽƌĂů ĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ͛͘131 Similarly, an obituary for John Watson featured in The Guardian, 

ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ͚ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ ǁŚĂƚ ŝƐ ďĞƐƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ BƌŝƚŝƐŚ ĂƌŵǇ͛, again emphasising that his decision 

was taken because of his belief in the cause.132 

Prompted by a letter from a veteran of the British counterinsurgency campaign in Palestine in the 

1940s, Peter Kosminsky decided to make the series The Promise that was subsequently broadcast on 

Channel 4 in 2011.133 The series features the stories of two deserters, which Kosminsky uses to support 

a position critical of Israel. In one of the final scenes of the drama, two British friends who both 

deserted, one to the Arabs and one to the Jews, come across one another during the British 

withdrawal from Haifa and its takeover by Jewish militias. The protagonist, Len, who deserted to the 

Arabs, is shown in a heroic fashion, fighting for the Arabs because of this support for their cause, even 

though he knows they will be defeated. The deserter who fought for the Jews is shown to have fought 

on the side of terrorists, and his attitude is incomprehensible to Len, and therefore to the viewer.134 

Kosminsky, in 2014, came out publicly to support a cultural boycott of Israel.135 While he did not use 
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the story of the deserters to support this position, the message in his series is implicit: the fictional 

Len was right to support the Arabs in 1948, and it is right to be critical of Israeli policy today.  

 

V. Conclusions 

It should not be surprising that Peter Kosminsky made use of British deserters in his series on the end 

of the British Mandate in Palestine. They are a unique case in British colonial withdrawals of personnel 

remaining behind to fight for local armed forces, instead of choosing to return home. That British 

soldiers and policemen, who had worked and lived in the same environment, facing the same enemies, 

fought for different sides in the 1948 War, adds a further fascinating aspect to this historical episode.  

British personnel became polarised by the violence of the insurgency and its consequences of 

restricting their movements in Palestine. This often resulted in resentment towards the Yishuv and a 

degree of sympathy for the Arabs. The evidence suggests that most pro-Arab deserters were extreme 

cases of the general attitude of British personnel. At the same time, desertion offered opportunities 

to pursue romance, money and adventure. For some it was spontaneous, but for others it delayed 

returning to a life of boredom of Britain. Importantly, for some deserters on both sides, it offered the 

prospect of a new life and a fresh start. It is these personal impulses which seem to make them 

different from others in the British security forces who held similar views, but nonetheless returned 

to Britain. It was the interplay between contextual factors and political and personal motivations 

which drove these deserters to join foreign units. For both groups it was never likely, due to their size, 

that their contributions would have been decisive or vital in the conflict. This was compounded by the 

fact that many of the deserters who fought for Arab irregular militias were fighting in poorly-trained 

and ineffective units. 

AƐ ƐŽůĚŝĞƌƐ ĨŝŐŚƚŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ Ă ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ ĨŽƌĐĞ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƐĞŶƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞŝƌ ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ Ăƚ ŚŽŵĞ͕ ƚŚĞ ĚĞƐĞƌƚĞƌƐ͛ 

participation in the 1948 War can be considered transnational. Research on transnational military 

service has thus far focused on colonial troops, mercenaries, private contractors, foreign war 
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ǀŽůƵŶƚĞĞƌƐ ;Žƌ ͚ĨŽƌĞŝŐŶ ĨŝŐŚƚĞƌƐ͛Ϳ͕ ĂŶĚ ƐŽůĚŝĞƌƐ ǁŚŽ ŚĂĚ ďĞĞŶ ƌĞĐƌƵŝƚĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ƉƌŝƐŽŶĞƌ ŽĨ ǁĂƌ camps.136 

To what extent can deserters be considered a new sub-category in the broader context of 

transnational violence? Cases of soldiers defecting from the ranks of the military force in which they 

served to join the enemy are not uncommon. To give but a few examples, soldiers in the US Army 

crossed over to the Mexican side during the USʹMexican War of 1846ʹ1847, Confederates joined the 

Union army during the American Civil War, 21 Americans as well as two South Korean companies 

defected to the North Korean side during the Korean War, Algerian insurgents defected to the French 

cause during the Algerian War of Independence while French colonial troops defected in both 

Indochina and Algeria.137    

The British deserters who fought in the war in Palestine in 1948 differ from the cases mentioned above 

in that they did not cross over to the enemy but rather stayed on to fight in a conflict that erupted at 

a time of colonial withdrawal. In terms of their motivations, they share a number of characteristics 

with foreign volunteers (solidarity with a community engaged in conflict or hatred toward one side in 

a civil war) as well as with mercenaries (particularly those soldiers who were offered substantial 

financial incentives for enlisting and especially for bringing armoured vehicles with them). Those 

soldiers who deserted and joined the conflict on either side for love bring to mind examples of soldiers 

of empire in the Victorian era ǁŚŽ ŚĂĚ ͚ŐŽŶĞ ŶĂƚŝǀĞ͛ ĚƵƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĐŽůŽŶŝĂů ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞ͘138 Like POWs who 

enlist to fight for their captors, the deserters did not necessarily choose to be posted to the warzone 
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in the first place. However, because of their diverse motivations, the British deserters do not fit 

comfortably into any of the established forms of transnational military service. Furthermore, unlike 

the overwhelming majority of the International Brigaders who fought in the Spanish Civil War but had 

not been to Spain before they enlisted, or the Western foreign fighters who travelled to join the 

present-day civil war in Syria without knowing much about the local conditions, the British deserters 

knew Palestine, its topography and climate. They had interacted previously with the local population 

to some degree, and had at least a rough idea of the relative strength of the warring sides. Hence, we 

can consider these deserters, whose motivation to fight was created by their prior presence in 

Palestine, as falling into a yet unexplored category of transnational military service. 


