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Preface


________


Very little has been written about the history of Trans-Jordan between 1929 and 1939, although this decade is significant in the history of its struggle for independence and sovereignty, its progress and development and its relations with Palestine and neighbouring Arab countries. This decade also witnessed the awakening of Arab nationalism.


During the 1930s, whilst still under the mandate of the League of Nations, which was entrusted to Great Britain, Trans-Jordan began to gain its own identity on the international stage. The people of Trans-Jordan remained very poor, and the government was sustained by a Grant-in-Aid from the British Government. The British Resident in Amman, Colonel Henry Cox, used that Grant-in-Aid to justify financial and political control over the new mandated state, which limited its sovereignty.


By the early 1930s the world economy had suddenly slipped into a severe depression and the threatening face of insecurity loomed large. The League of Nations was weakened by the lack of interest in its future by Britain, France and the United States. Thus in 1931, when the expansionist Empire of Japan occupied Manchuria, the League of Nations’ protest met with little response from the great powers. In 1933, the beginning of the disturbance of the balance of power in Europe started with Hitler’s rearmament of Germany. In 1935, Mussolini invaded Ethiopia unchallenged by the rest of Europe. Hitler and Mussolini, the two fascist dictators, supported the fascists in the Spanish Civil War. By the middle of 1939, Europe, indeed the world, stood on the brink of the Second World War.


Great Britain was the largest empire on earth. Her wealth and power, as well as the survival of her Empire, depended mainly on her ability to defend her trade routes with her overseas colonies, protectorates and mandated territories. Her attitude towards the political competition in Europe was described by Admiral Sir Ernle Chatfield in 1934: ‘We are in the remarkable position of not wanting to quarrel with anybody because we have got most of the world already, or the best part of it, and we only want to keep what we have got and prevent others from taking it away from us.’


The Amir Abdullah ibn al-Hussein wanted to take Trans-Jordan from that Great Britain of the 1930s and to develop it into an independent state. This book describes the second decade of that struggle.





Maan Abu Nowar










1


Introduction:


A Decade of New Nations


________


It is reasonable to assume that the human mind, from the time of Plato and his political society to the time of NATO and its new political alliance, has always been active in stirring new political ideas, and that the human spirit has always been restless for political change and new forms of government. The face of our world has been and continues to be changed by the creation of new political societies, such as Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, and the disappearance of others, of which the USSR is the latest example; in other words by the fragmentation of great empires into smaller national states and the federation or confederation of national states into larger empires, alliances and other political forms. The history of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan is marked as much as any other by that continuous change.


This book is the second volume of the history of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan and describes the events and developments that took place in Trans-Jordan between 1929 and 1939. Although a mere fragment of the debris of the former Ottoman Empire in 1918, Trans-Jordan became part of the Hashemite King Faisal ibn al-Hussein’s Kingdom of Syria, which was destroyed by the French Empire in 1920. Between 1920 and 1929 it developed from a stateless no man’s land on the fringe of nowhere, which was inhabited by ungovernable tribal societies, into nationhood and an independent state under the British Mandate. Although Trans-Jordan was artificially created during the implementation of the peace settlement after the First World War (as a result of a series of major political accidents), its land was inhabited by some of the most ancient pre-Christian peoples: the Moabites, Edomites, Ammonites and Nabataeans.


Trans-Jordan was never directly occupied or administered by Great Britain, which during 1920 attempted to rule it indirectly through local government administrations. With only five British political officers in place, that system failed miserably. It did not emanate from the consent and free will of the Arab inhabitants of the territory and it lacked the political organisation, central authority and coercive power vital for its cohesion. The various local governments which were established on advice from the British political officers were bereft of the tools to transform a stateless society into a state, such as, ‘men of light and leading’, finance, technological input, essential organs of justice, power of coercion and the provision of vital services. Before the occupation of Trans-Jordan by the Amir Abdullah ibn al-Hussein in March 1921, disorder, crime, and indeed chaos prevailed.


The Amir Abdullah ibn al-Hussein occupied Trans-Jordan in response to the appeal made by the majority of its Arab inhabitants represented by their shaikhs and notables, and the Arab nationalists of the Istiqlal Party, who had taken refuge in the country after fleeing from French oppression in Syria. On 3 March 1921, and in accordance with Arab and Muslim customs and traditions, the Amir Abdullah ibn al-Hussein was proclaimed the Amir of Trans-Jordan by the people. That proclamation was the clearest expression of self-determination and common will, founded on the basis of common language, culture, history, and political interests. However, to be accorded the status of a true national state, the inhabitants of Trans-Jordan needed a government, an international identity and presence and a recognised delimited territory.


Evidently there were some differences and more often contradictions between the British Government policy towards Trans-Jordan and its implementation by the British officials on the spot. While the British Government concluded an agreement with the Amir Abdullah to rule Trans-Jordan, intending and requiring him to stay in the country, the Zionist and pro-Zionist British officials keenly endeavoured to remove him from the country and annex it to Palestine. Their main aim was to open its land for Zionist immigration and colonisation.


Palestine was never Trans-Jordan and Trans-Jordan was never Palestine. The name Palestine was first coined by the ancient Greek and Roman historians, to describe the fertile coastal areas owned by the old Philistines. This name was extended from time to time to include the whole of Palestine as it was known during the British Mandate, but never across the River Jordan to the land east of Palestine. The Jordan line which extended from the Yarmouk to the Dead Sea and south along Ghur al-Safi and Wadi Araba to Aqaba, gradually became known as a political or administrative boundary during the periods of the Moabites, Edomites and Ammonites, as well as those of the Assyrians, Babylonians, Persians, Nabataeans, Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, and Muslim Arabs. In AD 640 the Arabs named Palestine ‘Jund Filistin’, and Trans-Jordan ‘Jund al-Urdon’. In fact ‘Jund al-Urdon’ included some parts of Palestine. The Crusaders made no changes in the administrative boundary of the Jordan line, and during the Mamlukes’ period it became a district rather than a provincial boundary. Thus all through history, although Palestine and Jordan were under the same successive foreign occupiers, they were always separate, and the territory which became Trans-Jordan was never part of Palestine.


On 28 July 1920 Bonar Law, the British Prime Minister, confirmed this historical fact in the House of Commons when he declared that the authority of the Palestine Government did not extend east of the River Jordan. Another assurance was given to the Amir Abdullah on 28 March 1921 by Winston Churchill, on behalf of the British Government, that Trans-Jordan would not be included in the current administrative system of Palestine and that the Zionist clauses of the Mandate would not apply to Trans-Jordan. Even the Zionist British High Commissioner for Palestine, Sir Herbert Samuel, speaking in Amman on 18 April 1921, declared: ‘The British Government welcomes the opportunity of co-operating in Trans-Jordan with His Highness the Amir Abdullah in whose goodwill and friendship it has every confidence.’1


On 16 September 1922, and in response to a British demand, the Council of the League of Nations, in accordance with international law, confirmed the international status, the separate entity and the independent existence of Trans-Jordan, when it passed a resolution declaring that all the Zionist clauses in the Mandate for Palestine did not apply to Trans-Jordan, and that the British Government accepted full responsibility for a separate Trans-Jordan. On 27 April 1923, the British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs Sir Gilbert Clayton declared:




Subject to the approval of the League of Nations, His Britannic Majesty’s Government will recognise the existence of an independent Government in Trans-Jordan under the rule of His Highness Amir Abdullah ibn al-Hussein, provided such Government is constitutional and places His Britannic Majesty’s Government in a position to fulfil their international obligations in respect of the territory by means of an agreement to be concluded between the two Governments.2







By 1929, the three conditions in that declaration were fulfilled with the ratification by Britain and Trans-Jordan of the 1928 Treaty, and the approval of the League of Nations.


During the early stages of its development, Trans-Jordan was handicapped by Zionist attempts to annex it to Palestine to serve the purposes of Zionist immigration and colonisation. The view from the British establishment – notably Churchill, T. E. Lawrence, Major Young and Sir Gilbert Clayton – was clear: British policy and interests in Trans-Jordan must not be made subservient to Zionist aims in Trans-Jordan. However, the British Zionist and pro-Zionist officials in Palestine all too often subordinated British policy and interests to Zionist aims. They endeavoured by every possible means to remove the Amir Abdullah from Trans-Jordan and annex it to Palestine. Meanwhile, the French Government urged Britain to exercise stricter controls over Trans-Jordan in order to prevent the Arab nationalists it harboured from raiding Syria, especially after the attempt made from Trans-Jordan to kill the French High Commissioner in Qunaitrah.


Harry St John Philby, who replaced Abramson as British Representative in Amman, made British aims and interests in Trans-Jordan subservient to Saudi Arabian aims and interests. Not only did he create some of the reasons for the rebellion of the Adwan tribe in 1922, he also caused the introduction of stricter British financial control over the government of Trans-Jordan, and went as far as accusing the Amir Abdullah of squandering public funds. (Yet it was he who spent money from the British Grant-in-Aid to entertain the Zionist High Commissioner, his family and his staff in Petra, and awarded gifts to his friends in the desert.) The ensuing financial crisis, caused mainly by Samuel and Philby, crippled Trans-Jordan and the first massive Wahhabi Ikhwan raid which followed nearly destroyed the infant state.3


The first British Labour Government had little experience in the international arena and none in Arab affairs. In particular the Colonial Secretary, J. H. Thomas, showed a lack of vision towards Trans-Jordan and a simplistic approach to international relations. With Churchill and Lawrence out of the way, there was no one in the Colonial Office to withstand Colonel Meinertshagen’s Zionist schemes. Shuckbourgh and Young were already converted to pro-Zionism, and after King al-Hussein ibn Ali’s abdication they realised that the Trans-Jordan card had lost its value. Abdullah and the poor people of Trans-Jordan were alone.




Colonel Henry Cox, who replaced Philby as British Representative in 1924, was a distinctly opinionated soldier and administrator rather than a politician or diplomat. He accepted Samuel’s and Peake’s plan to remove the Amir Abdullah from Trans-Jordan early in his term of office, before he understood how indispensable the Amir was to the country, its cohesion and its law and order. Ridha al-Rikabi, the Jordanian Prime Minister, was Cox’s and Peake’s protégé rather than Abdullah’s prime minister. Henry Cox’s mission coincided with an extremely critical period for Abdullah and the Trans-Jordanians. Within one month, between 8 August and 3 September, the financial crisis created by Philby and further aggravated by Cox crippled Abdullah’s freedom of action and made the poor of Trans-Jordan much poorer. There followed a succession of stunning blows that could have knocked out any man in Abdullah’s position: the sudden breakout of raids from Trans-Jordan against the French in Syria; the British Government ultimatum demanding financial control; the expulsion of certain members of the Arab nationalists’ Istiqlal Party from Trans-Jordan; the tightening of British control over the Arab Legion; the second and more devastating Wahhabi Ikhwan invasion which threatened Abdullah’s capital Amman; the arrival of British troops in Amman; and the Wahhabi invasion against the Hashemite Kingdom of Hijaz.


However, even in extremis Abdullah kept his head. Keeping his main aim of the survival and independence of Trans-Jordan within his sights, he consented to the British ultimatum. With wisdom, patience and political acumen, Abdullah was then able to turn the political tide by strict adherence to his political friendship with Britain. The Zionist and pro-Zionist British officials who (against the interests of their own Government) attempted to remove him from Trans-Jordan, failed yet again; and in the covert battle of political wills and principles, Abdullah won his and Trans-Jordan’s survival. He lost financial control over the budget, but gained the continuation of the Grant-in-Aid of about £80,000; he lost the presence of the leaders of the Istiqlal Party, which he did not need, but gained the removal of the British cavalry squadrons from his capital Amman, which he desperately wanted; he gave the right of inspection of the Arab Legion to a British officer of much higher rank and more experience than Peake (who, unknown to him, was plotting to remove him from Trans-Jordan); he gave an extradition agreement to remove criminals from Trans-Jordan, but gained immunity from extradition for political refugees; he abolished the Department of Tribal Affairs, but replaced it with a better system of tribal courts and Bedouin supervision, which kept him in control of the desert tribes; he gave the right of inspection of antiquities to a British expert, but only because he had no Jordanian experts, and he needed all the help he could get in that field. All that, and the assurance by the British Government of his status and that of his country, as well as their commitment to defend Trans-Jordan against internal and external attack, gave the Amir Abdullah the well-deserved confidence and loyalty of his people.


While endeavouring to maintain his presence in Trans-Jordan and protect his newly founded state against annexation to Palestine, Abdullah did not take his political aims for granted. An expert in tribal affairs, he applied the old doctrine of ruling through the shaikhs and notables, and while he allowed his cabinet to run the administration of the country, he directly communicated with the traditional leaders of the people. He kept the shaikhs and notables informed of his wishes and aims and convinced them that they were their own. His camp and later his palace and diwan were visited every day, including Friday, by delegations, shaikhs, notables, senior officials and officers of the Arab Legion. As well as his great hospitality, and his strong presence and personality, Abdullah’s political wisdom was rewarding and his company intellectually informative and entertaining. He also used his discretion in granting generous subventions to the shaikhs and notables who mattered most, without depriving those in need. He bestowed titles, awarded ranks, and controlled the appointments of directors, judges, senior civil servants and officers of the Arab Legion through his Royal Command (Iradah al-Saniyah). Although his powers were to a certain extent limited, he made sure that the main internal reins of power were and appeared to be entirely in his hands.


In contrast, successive British Representatives, with the very thin presence of British officials, not exceeding seven, did not and indeed could not communicate directly with the people, or their shaikhs and notables; their channels of communication were restricted to the Amir Abdullah, the Prime Minister, and certain ministers and civil service protégés. That is why their mission remained quasi-ambassadorial. Apart from the few Jordanians who secretly sought out British officials, no Jordanians were in direct communication with them, so they were nearly isolated from the people.




Needless to say that as far as the Jordanians were concerned, Samuel, Deedes, Abramson, Philby, Cox, and Peake were pro-Zionist foreigners who had no right to govern them, while Abdullah was the descendant of the Prophet Mohammad, a member of the most noble Arab tribe, and their Hashemite Amir. The end of the mission of the British High Commissioner for Palestine and Trans-Jordan, Sir Herbert Samuel, also saw the end, at least during that decade, of attempts to annex Trans-Jordan to Palestine for Zionist aims. Lord Plumer, who succeeded Samuel, was not pro-Zionist as far as Trans-Jordan was concerned; he strongly opposed any control by the Palestine Government over the people of Trans-Jordan and their country. Indeed he considered annexation totally unjust and fraught with danger. In Amman, Colonel Cox soon realised that he could not proceed without the Amir Abdullah’s good will and cooperation. As for the British Government’s policy, it could not be implemented across the whole country without the presence of more troops than the British wished to employ. The British Government could not have afforded the high cost of at least one whole brigade of the British Army in Trans-Jordan at that time. Thus Henry Cox saw no alternative and consented to make a U-turn in his attitude towards the Amir Abdullah.


During 1926, Lord Plumer dealt a gratuitous and severe blow to the development of the Arab Legion into a military force capable of defending the country against internal and external aggression. With the full agreement of Cox and Peake, and of the Commander of the Arab Legion, and in the face of strong protest from the Amir Abdullah, he reduced the strength of the Arab Legion from 1,472 officers and men to 855. He deprived the Arab Legion of its military character and reduced it to a police force responsible for crime prevention and detection and prison guard duties. Peake did not lift a finger to defend his command and was in fact in favour of supplementing the Legion with an imperial unit, the Trans-Jordan Frontier Force (TJFF). This disloyalty to the future of his command failed the men who were placed in his trust. Furthermore, the vast majority of the TJFF were not Jordanians. Those 617 disbanded men from the Arab Legion and their families, who suffered the loss of their income, were Jordanians. The disbanded men lost an annual income of £37,020 and Trans-Jordan was deprived of 36.7 per cent of the Arab Legion budget; 13.4 per cent of the total national budget was paid to foreigners.




It was not the Arab Legion, the four aeroplanes, the four armoured cars and the TJFF only, which maintained law and order in Trans-Jordan. The Arab Legion was very thinly deployed all over the country and could not provide more than 100 men for a major operation; the aeroplanes and armoured cars could only fight in daylight; and apart from their small number, the armoured cars had no access to the mountains from Um Qais to Petra. The TJFF was a newly established mercenary force with no heart to fight the Wahhabi Ikhwan, a Jordanian rebellion mounted with skill and courage. Without Abdullah and his ability to influence the tribes of Trans-Jordan, both Bedouin and Hadar, a popular rebellion against the British Mandate would have raised no less than 10,000 armed men from the Balqa tribes and Bani Sakhr alone, not to mention at least 20,000 from the rest of the country. It was loyalty and obedience to the Hashemite Amir Abdullah rather than the physical power of the Arab Legion which maintained law and order in the country.


So Cox and Peake relied upon Abdullah’s compelling presence and prestige and on the presence of a large British military force. Peake’s claim that the loyalty of the Arab Legion was to him, was a piece of bravado, considering that he was himself arrested by Shaikh Mithqal al-Fayiz of Bani Sakhr who humiliated him by locking him up in a barley store for 48 hours. Moreover, the British Government needed Abdullah for as long as they had the slightest hope of an agreement with his father King al-Hussein ibn Ali of the Hijaz. The abdication of King al-Hussein ibn Ali on 3 October 1924 and later the abdication of his son King Ali ibn al-Hussein on 24 October 1924 diminished Amir Abdullah’s political influence in Arab affairs, and all that remained for him was his own prestige in Trans-Jordan, as well as what moral and political support he could get from his brother King Faisal of Iraq.


By the end of 1926, the marginal and indirect control exerted by the British through financial assistance and under the Mandate was superseded by direct political, financial and military control with a substantial reduction in the Grant-in-Aid. Thus Abdullah’s political power was curtailed and a British colonial oligarchy, fully supported by Palestinian Arab officials seconded from the government of Palestine, replaced the Syrian oligarchy. The poor Jordanians had to struggle and compete for the very few minor jobs in the Arab Legion and the civil service of their own country. With the exception of the Department of Education, every other department was headed by a Palestinian or British official. The people of Trans-Jordan were incensed by their exclusion from their own Government. If lack of access to and representation in jobs in the Civil Service or the Arab Legion was one of the main causes of the Adwan rebellion of 1922, the situation was even worse in 1926.





An agricultural and pastoral country, Trans-Jordan was entirely dependent on variable rainfall. Thus the poor farmers, who constituted the majority of the people, suffered unpredictable fortunes. In good years (sanawat al-ghilal), their supplies were ample, with some reserve for their capital. In bad years (sanawat al-mahl), they ate their capital and borrowed from greedy moneylenders to survive. In contrast, rich merchants and middlemen, government civil servants, officers and soldiers etc. were not affected by bad years and their share of the economy was constant and invariable. Thus the wide gap of economic and political power between the indigenous people, who made their living from the land, and the Syrian and Palestinian immigrants, who occupied the vast majority of government posts and consequently had nearly full control over the economy, became wider.


1924 was a lean year; 1925 was not good enough to compensate for the losses of 1924; and early in 1926 hot winds destroyed more than 35 per cent of the crop. Two devaluations of the rate of exchange of the Ottoman lira inflicted great losses on the people in 1927, and the introduction of the Palestine pound, also in 1927, hit them hard for the third time within three years. If all that did not completely destroy the economic fortunes of the impoverished Jordanians, the earthquake which shook the whole country on 11 July 1927 for 30 seconds did; 60 people were killed, and 99 others were injured; 472 houses collapsed, and 769 others were seriously damaged. However, instead of helping the Jordanians with an increase in the Grant-in-Aid, Henry Cox, the British Resident, was heartless enough to recommend to the British Government that it be reduced from £66,000 to £45,000. Needless to say the deficit had to be made up from increased and more efficiently collected taxes.


The negotiations for the 1928 Treaty and Organic Law were conducted during a critical year for Abdullah. The brutal and treacherous exile of his father King al-Hussein ibn Ali to Cyprus by his supposed allies, reminded him constantly that he too could be exiled. His Cabinet was composed of men who toed Cox’s line; his senior civil servants were seconded from the Palestine Government, and although they paid lip service to him, he knew that their loyalty was to their British employers. The Arab Legion, though loyal to him, was reduced to a small constabulary very thinly deployed and the TJFF stood primed and ready for action against him if he attempted to struggle for his freedom and that of his new country. The Syrian revolt of 1925, which he secretly supported, was completely crushed by the French Army and Air Force towards the end of 1926, which reminded him of the same fate if he contemplated a Jordanian rebellion. He was under severe personal financial pressure, not only due to his perpetual generosity, but also because of his increased expenses owing to the arrival of his wife and children in Amman; his debts were such that his loyal wife, Um Talal (the mother of Talal), had to sell her jewellery to make ends meet.


Amir Abdullah was also aware and could not ignore the possibility that without him Trans-Jordan would have eventually been absorbed by Palestine and included in the Balfour Declaration. He knew that Great Britain, the strongest power at that time, which had excluded Trans-Jordan from the Zionist clauses of the Mandate for Palestine, could have imposed its reinstatement in the clauses. With all but one government department headed by Palestinian officials, many suspected that the absorption would have been an easy alternative for the Amir after his father’s abdication. The fear of Zionist immigration and colonisation persisted. With the Wahhabis’ increased threat to the peace of the desert, which started again with their raid against the Zabin tribe of Bani Sakhr and the killing of their shaikh, Hatmal al-Zabin in 1928, the pressures facing the Amir Abdullah and the Jordanians became extreme. It was in these compelling political and personal circumstances that the treaty between Great Britain and Trans-Jordan of 20 February 1928 was signed, and the Organic Law of 19 April 1928 was promulgated.


Perhaps one of the main reasons, among many, for the intense criticism of the 1928 Treaty, which followed immediately after its publication, was its poor wording and consequently the vagueness of its Arabic translation, which amplified the limitations placed upon the Amir’s and Trans-Jordan’s sovereignty. It obscured the real intention of raising military forces in Trans-Jordan, highlighted the negative nature of the political and financial relations between the two countries, and failed to make clear the real facts of British financial assistance to Trans-Jordan. Lord Plumer, who signed the original Arabic copy, retired in July 1928 and the corrected Arabic translation was signed by him, in his retirement, without the force of law. However, the treaty contained many political advantages and only a few disadvantages for the Amir and Trans-Jordan.


Among the advantages, Britain especially recognised Trans-Jordan’s independent government and the Amir Abdullah ibn al-Hussein as its Head of State. The treaty transferred the powers of legislation and administration from His Britannic Majesty to His Highness the Amir; it stated that Britain would not place obstacles in the way of the association of Trans-Jordan for customs or other purposes with neighbouring Arab States, thus recognising the right of Trans-Jordan to conclude international treaties; and it committed Britain to assisting Trans-Jordan with the ordinary expenses of government and the Arab Legion so long as Trans-Jordan’s revenues were insufficient. In several articles there were also implied commitments by Britain to defend Trans-Jordan. Provision was made for periodic revision.


By accepting the treaty, the Amir Abdullah had further immunised Trans-Jordan against Zionist immigration and colonisation, and removed even the slightest doubt regarding the absorption of Trans-Jordan by Palestine. For nowhere in the treaty was there the slightest hint of that danger. On the contrary, Article 18 stated that ‘No territory in Trans-Jordan shall be ceded or leased or in any way placed under the control of any foreign power’ and Article 3 stated that ‘No official of other than Trans-Jordanian nationality shall be appointed in Trans-Jordan’. Thus Palestine Government officials were excluded from appointments in the Government of Trans-Jordan.


Bearing in mind Trans-Jordan’s internal and external situation, and the political, economic and military threats it was facing during that critical period of its creation, the disadvantages of the 1928 Treaty were few and far less important than the survival of the country. Even the most literal interpretation of the treaty shows clearly that it stopped short of allowing Britain jurisdiction or authority over Trans-Jordanian subjects and government institutions, with one exception: Article 4 stated that the Amir agreed to adopt laws which allowed His Britannic Majesty to discharge his international responsibilities. From a British point of view, however, this was no more than a typical engagement of British policy between the world wars in the Middle East, which provided for what Kirk described as: ‘a gradual yielding up, by treaties negotiated with the moderate national forces, of such attributes of power as were not vital to Britain’s interests, and at the same time in attempting to entrench herself in those vital positions by means of safeguarding clauses in those same treaties’.4


As for the Organic Law of 1928, an article-by-article examination confirms that it sealed the independence of Trans-Jordan and more or less fulfilled the principles of constitutional government, given the new nation’s stage of political development and the administrative capabilities of its people. The rights of the people were well provided for; the sovereignty of the Head of State, his immunities, as well as the limits of his power and authority were clearly described; legislative power was vested in the Legislative Council with the Amir; the judiciary was independent and the courts were free from interference; the separation of powers, though faintly delimited, was conspicuous; and although government responsibility and accountability was vaguely implied, the ability of the Legislative Council to prevent the promulgation of laws and ordinances that it did not approve was evident. It is ironic to think that Trans-Jordan’s pluralism under the British Mandate in 1928, was far more advanced than the communist systems of Eastern Europe sixty years later.


Certain limitations, which were provided for in the treaty, were implied in the Organic Law. This was due to the fact that the British authors of both the treaty and the law were influenced by the English legal principle that international law forms part of the law of the land. But these implied limitations did not diminish the powers of the Legislative Council, although from a political point of view they curtailed the freedom of the Amir and the Executive. His Britannic Majesty had the power to accede when necessary, on behalf of Trans-Jordan, to any commercial or extradition treaty or general convention to which he was party for Great Britain and Northern Ireland; but the power of ratification remained vested in the Amir with the Executive and the Legislative Council. It later became evident that the treaties concerned – such as the Postal Union, Prevention of Slavery, etc. – were beneficial to Trans-Jordan.





Between the two wars, the emergence of the new Arab national states of Trans-Jordan, Egypt, Lebanon, Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia and the Yemen and the establishment of constitutional governments in some of these countries, gave the Arabs some experience of a limited form of pluralism, either under mandate, or bound by treaties indirectly limiting their sovereignty and independence. Britain and France, each in its sphere of influence or control, negotiated with moderate Arab nationalists to frame these countries’ constitutions, stopping at various points short of granting complete pluralism in terms of constitutional law.5


Not only was there a difference in the attitudes of the mandatory powers towards the countries in their trust, but each power differentiated between the countries in its trust. There was no doubt that Britain and France were guided more by national interest than by the principles of the Covenant of the League of Nations, or the spirit of ‘the trust of civilisation’ it embodied. While Britain was more liberal in her attitude towards Egypt, Iraq and Trans-Jordan, France attempted to control Syria and Lebanon directly. When it came to Palestine, however, Britain’s policy was coloured by Zionism. In the words of Lord Plumer, ‘backward as they [the Trans-Jordanians] are in all these matters, they have been accorded a degree of political autonomy and self government far more advanced than their neighbours in Palestine will attain for some years’.6


During that period, with the exception of Palestine, general elections were held, parliaments were established, national governments were formed, and the judiciary became the pride of these countries, particularly in civil, criminal, and Shariah affairs. More than a hundred newspapers, magazines, and periodicals flourished with some degree of freedom. Many political parties emerged. Some social and economic progress was achieved. Education was the main thrust for development as it spread from the main cities to the rural areas. Trade was reactivated after the peace settlement. A few small industries were created. New roads and transport systems were constructed and old systems were improved. Municipal services were extended to new areas, and such services as health, public works, post and telegraph, land registries and banking were introduced. The peoples of these countries were on their way to modernity and pluralism.


Throughout the twenties, during that period of development, the traditional and moderate Arab nationalists, the scions of the shaikhs and notables, reaped the main benefits of modernisation with their allies in the professional merchants, lawyers, doctors, officers, senior civil servants and landed classes. The vast majority of the people, small farmers, workers, junior civil servants and soldiers gained very little if at all. On the contrary, higher inflation and taxation, and the devaluation of the Ottoman lira by the introduction of the English pound, the French franc and the new Egyptian pound made them poorer. While capital cities flourished, small towns and villages stood still in their poverty. With the spread of education and political awareness from the cities to the countryside came economic and social awakening; grievances became apparent, discontent grew and political agitation followed, not only against the moderate nationalists, but mainly against Britain and France.


In Trans-Jordan in particular, the development of central government and district administrations gave the people few immediate benefits and inflicted on them the burden of highly increased costs of government. The growing authority and coercive power of central departments and local administrations which spread from the capital Amman to the countryside, was increasing felt, especially in the determined enforcement of law and order and in the strict collection of the much higher taxes. Before 1920 the highest authority was far away in Istanbul but in 1929 it was there amongst the people, right down to the Mukhtar (leader of the village) and policeman. This process created a new set of administrative, social, economic, and political activities. The people, accustomed to very little government before 1920 and no government during that year, reacted gradually to the new order, with a growing yearning for political power and self-government. The Kurah incident (1921), the Adwan rebellion (1922), the aborted National Party (aborted in 1923), the various delegations, the National Pact (1928), the opposition to the 1928 Treaty, the Karak petition to the League of Nations (1927), the aborted boycotting of the elections, and the opposition group in the Legislative Council were clear expressions of that yearning for political change.


Ten years of rapid development of Trans-Jordan, from a group of stateless tribal societies with no cohesion to a national state under the British Mandate, were not enough to transform the newly born political groups into organised political institutions. The shaikhs and notables and the leaders of the various political groups could not translate the popular sympathy they had among the people into effective and permanent political organisations. Thus tribalism remained vibrant and compelling within the infant nation. In spite of the support given by Cox and Peake to the Government to hold elections, and later to gain approval of the treaty from the Legislative Council, neither were achieved until the Amir intervened and persuaded opposition groups to cooperate. Such became the Amir’s power and influence in Trans-Jordan that nothing could be done without his help, although he himself was constrained by the financial limitations imposed upon him and Trans-Jordan.





The delay in concluding the treaty and promulgating the Organic Law, as well as in the establishment of a constitutional government and a Legislative Council, had the unintended effect of helping to create a Trans-Jordanian identity. This was a time in which that identity could form and develop. In spite of the ties of religion, language, culture, historical experience and origin which bound the Arabs of Trans-Jordan with their immediate Arab neighbours, by 1929, after nine years of separate existence under the Amir’s rule, with a central government, one set of laws, one flag, one delimited territory, shared common advantages, disadvantages, interests, fears and hopes, a common response and sense of togetherness was created in the hearts and minds of the various tribal communities. Their common fear of Zionism drove them to erect a mental barrier against the British Palestine Government, and the threat of their annexation to Palestine evoked a sense of defensive nationalism against the British Mandate. Their concerns for the Arabs of Palestine against Zionism, and for the Arabs of Syria under French oppression, especially after the cruelty with which France crushed the Syrian revolt of 1925, created a protective nationalism. Their fear of Wahhabi raids, which continued to threaten their lives and future security, enhanced a common tribal feeling of Us and Them.


In their defensive unity of response to the exigencies of that period and the general situation, whatever feelings Trans-Jordanians had for the wider question of Arab nationalism were to some extent supplemented by local and immediate concerns for survival, freedom and independence for Trans-Jordan. In their national psyche, official boundaries, the imposition of which they had resented, began to separate them from the concept of unity with neighbouring Arab countries. Thus within the context of a larger Arab identity, an infant Trans-Jordanian identity began to develop. This was later termed Al-wattaniyah al-qutriyah (local patriotism).


The creation of the new Arab national states in the Arab provinces of the dismantled Ottoman Empire initiated local patriotism rather than Pan-Arab nationalism. By 1928 the kingdom of Iraq was well established; the Lebanese people accepted a chamber of deputies and the Lebanese constitution of May 1926; the Syrian people accepted a chamber of deputies with a nationalist majority in June 1928; the Seventh Palestine Arab Congress held in Jerusalem on 20 June 1928 demanded a Palestinian parliamentary government for Palestine; the Trans-Jordanians were more concerned with their own survival and endeavoured to achieve their own constitutional government. Arab unity seemed to have been shelved for some time to come. It is still gathering the dust of history.





NOTES


____


1     PRO. CO 733/3. Speech by Samuel in Amman, 18 April 1921.


2     PRO. CO 733/64. Text of Assurance, Clayton to Samuel, 12 May 1923.


3     Philby’s conduct in Trans-Jordan until 19 April 1924 remains an enigma far more entangled and perplexing than most accounts of it suggest.


4     Kirk, George E., Survey of International Affairs, 1939–1945. The Middle East in the War.


5     Complete pluralism would confer the rights of the people and individual citizens including basic freedoms and human rights, an elected legislative council, government responsibility and accountability, separation of powers, political pluralism, independence of the judiciary and freedom of local government.


6     PRO. FO 371/12989. Plumer to Amery, 29 February 1925.
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Democratic Infancy


________


With all the international frontiers of Trans-Jordan well established during the twenties, it was bounded on the north by Syria and Jabal al-Druze, on the west by Palestine, on the north-east by Iraq and on the south and east by Hijaz and Najd. The country has a desert frontier of about 900 kilometres stretching from north of Um al-Jamal to Aqaba in the south. It has an area of some 90,000 square kilometres of which 4,600 square kilometres are cultivable. The cultivable land is located in a strip of territory running wide in the north and gradually narrowing towards the south and it comprises three main cultivable areas and a desert area:


Ghor al-Urdon: the deep valley in which the River Jordan and the Dead Sea are located. This area consists of 550 square kilometres of which only 300,000 dunums are cultivable.


The hilly area and the high plateau: this rises sharply from the line of the Jordan Valley, the Dead Sea, Ghor al-Safi and Wadi Araba, running the length of the country from north to south. More than 14 streams flow westward from the plateau to the Jordan Valley and Wadi Araba. This area consists of 6,700 square kilometres of which only 2,000,000 dunums are cultivable.


The area which lies between the hilly area and the Hijaz Railway: this area consists of 5,250 square kilometres of which 2,300,000 dunums are cultivable.


The desert area: comprising some 72,000 square kilometres in which only two oases are found; one in Azraq 80 kilometres east of the railway line and the other, Jafer, some 45 kilometres from Maan in the south. The fiscal survey carried out by the Department of Land in 1934, which covered 10,000,000 dunums of land, is shown in Table 1.1.




TABLE 2.1


1934 fiscal land survey






	Cultivable land

	Dunums






	1.

	Irrigated land

	260,000






	2.

	Vineyards

	80,000






	3.

	Rain-fed cereals

	4,150,000






	4.

	Uncultivable land including forests

	2,800,000






	5.

	Shara

	440,000






	 

	Subtotal

	7,730,000






	6.

	Land bordering the desert and the Jordan Valley slopes

	2,270,000






	 

	Total

	10,000,000










During the first decade of the history of Trans-Jordan, nine changes of government and four changes of prime minister were made by the Amir Abdullah. He changed the title of the government three times: on 25 May 1923 he changed it from the original the ‘Council of Advisers’ (Majlis al-Mustasharin) to the ‘Council of Deputies’ (Majlis al-Wukala); on 5 September 1923 to the ‘Council of Directors’ (Majlis al-Nuzzar); and on 26 June 1926 to the ‘Executive Council’ (Majlis al-Tanfithi). The changes of government had very little effect on political or economic policies, and the changes in the title of the government did not affect the jurisdiction or authority of those in power.


None of the prime ministers or ministers appointed between 1921 and 1929 had a political background; they were without exception Arab revolutionaries who had never held office, civil servants, or former army officers from the Ottoman period and the time of King Faisal’s (brief) administration of the kingdom of Syria. None of them had experience in central government and every one of them had to learn through experience within the Trans-Jordan Government.


By April 1929, and after three reshuffles instigated by the British Resident, Colonel Cox, and Major General Peake, the Trans-Jordan Cabinet consisted of the following members:





1.   Hasan Khalid Abu al-Huda, Prime Minister


2.   Husam Jar Allah, Qadhi Qudhah


3.   Ibrahim Hashim, Finance




4.   Dr Halim Abu Rahmah, Health


5.   Tawfiq Abu al-Huda, General Secretary


6.   Adib Wahbah, Education





Adib Wahbah was the only indigenous Trans-Jordanian in the new Cabinet. He was born at Salt in 1892, educated in Jerusalem and Istanbul, and joined the Ottoman Army in Iraq in January 1916. He joined the Trans-Jordan Government as Director of Education in August 1921, and was appointed member of the Trans-Jordanian Majlis al-Tanfithi (Cabinet) after interference by General Peake, the Commander of the Arab Legion, who was Acting British Representative at the time. The Prime Minister Hasan Khalid Abu al-Huda, Ibrahim Hashim and Tawfiq Abu al-Huda were naturalised Trans-Jordanians, and the rest were Palestinian officials seconded from the Palestine Government. This fact, amongst others, made the Government unpopular and unacceptable to the political elite, the shaikhs and notables, as well as the vast majority of the people. For it was the ambition of every educated shaikh or notable to take part in the government of his country. Other things added to the Government’s difficulties. Between 20 January and 26 March 1929, the Prime Minister was ill and stayed at home, during which Tawfiq Abu al-Huda, Cox and Peake’s protégé, became the main player in Jordanian politics. Tawfiq Abu al-Huda was the most unpopular departmental director before he became a minister, and continued to be unpopular as minister.


When 19 shaikhs and notables from Karak submitted their petition to the British Government and the League of Nations regarding the exclusion of the indigenous Jordanians (‘sons of the country’) from positions of authority in their national institutions and from other important posts, Mr M. Orts of the Council of the League of Nations gave his support to the Karak petitioners. He wrote in a document of the Council: ‘This question would appear to be pertinent when it is considered that at the head of certain Departments, such as those of Finance and Justice, the Ministers are surrounded by British Advisers and themselves are foreigners. The national element is thus entirely excluded from the direction of these Departments.’


The following 13 British officials occupied the most important posts in the administration of Trans-Jordan in 1929:







•  Financial Adviser


•  Judicial Adviser


•  Director of Customs


•  Director of Lands


•  Director of Surveys


•  Inspector of Surveys


•  Commander of the Arab Legion


•  Second-in-Command of the Arab Legion


•  Inspector of Motor Vehicles


•  Inspector of Antiquities


•  Government Bacteriologist


•  Chief Accountant of the Arab Legion


•  Controller of Stores of the Arab Legion





By 1929 only 64.4 per cent of the officers and men of the Arab Legion were Trans-Jordanians (at least 15 per cent of them naturalised Trans-Jordanians), and 35.6 per cent were foreigners, in accordance with the Nationality Law, as can be seen in Table 2.2.


TABLE 2.2


Nationalities in the Arab Legion, 1929






	Trans-Jordanians

	553






	Palestinians

	156






	Syrians

	99






	Egyptians

	9






	Yemenis

	7






	Turks

	12






	British

	5






	Others

	18






	Total

	859










There was no moral, administrative, political or security justification whatsoever for the enlistment of foreign nationals in the Arab Legion. Although the political ideals of the vast majority of the Jordanian people were guided by Arab nationalism, their loss of jobs to foreign nationals created strong anti-Government feelings. A total of 306 Arab Legion vacancies went to foreign nationals who had no right at all to be enlisted in the Arab Legion according to the Organic Law. It was General Peake’s policy to enlist a certain number of non-Trans-Jordanians in the Arab Legion, as well as to exclude Trans-Jordanian Bedouins from enlistment. In this he was motivated by personal reasons, for he never forgot the fact that shaikh Mithqal al-Fayiz, the leader of the Bani Sakhr Bedouin tribe, had arrested him and locked him up in a barley store for 24 hours.





Before the economic depression of 1929, the economy of Trans-Jordan was severely hit by a combination of factors as discussed in the previous chapter. The poor Trans-Jordanians, who constituted the vast majority of the inhabitants of the country, continued to be reduced to poverty, while the merchants and moneylenders of Trans-Jordan, the majority of whom were Syrians and Palestinians, became richer. When the economic depression was spread worldwide during early 1929, economic collapse precipitated commercial failure and high unemployment. The depression did not discriminate between industrial and agricultural countries, and Trans-Jordan was badly affected. The lack of funds for the Health Service, and the poverty of the people, caused a substantial increase in the death rate in 1929, as Table 2.3 shows.


TABLE 2.3


Births and deaths, 1928–9



















	Year

	Population

	Births

	Deaths

	Death rate per 1,000

	Infant deaths (under 1 year)per 1,000






	1928

	300,000

	8,400

	5,009

	16.3

	184.8






	1929

	300,000

	9,845

	6,573

	23.0

	205.81











Although the British Government allocated £40,000 as a Grant-in-Aid to Trans-Jordan for the year 1929/30, only £9,450 was awarded to the Trans-Jordanian Government. Of the remainder, £6,888 was allocated to the British Resident, and £23,662 to the British Trans-Jordan Frontier Force, a total of £30,550. The rest of the budget was financed from the purely Trans-Jordanian revenue of £286,410, which was mainly derived from customs and excise, tithes, house and land tax and animal tax. The British Resident, Colonel Henry Cox, whose actions proved that he was nearly indifferent to the economic and social development of the country, strictly controlled government expenditure. He was insensitive towards the poverty of the people, for while he allocated £99,439, more than one third of the budget, to the Arab Legion, he allocated £186,961 to the various departments of government. (Appendix A shows the actual revenue and expenditure of the budgets of Trans-Jordan between 1925 and 1929.)


In the political field, the Jordanian People’s Party (Hizb al-Shaab al-Urdoni) faded away when the majority of its members joined the new party of the Executive Committee of the National Conference (Hizb al-Lajnah al-Tanfithiyah Lil Motamar al-Wattani) which was established on 10 April 1929 and consisted of the following:2





•  Shaikh Hussein al-Tarawnah, President


•  Hashim Khair, Vice President


•  Tahir al-Juqqah, Secretary


•  Salim al-Bakhit, Treasurer


•  Ayoub Fakhir, Accountant


•  Sulaiman al-Sudi, Member


•  Nimir al-Humud, Member


•  Mustafa al-Muhaisin, Member


•  Adil al-Azmah, Member


•  Dr Subhi Abu Ghanimah, Member


•  Ali al-Kurdi, Member


This party was mainly concerned with achieving the aims of the National Pact, and amending the 1928 Treaty. The fact that two of its members were Arab nationalists of Syrian origin (Adil al-Azmah and Dr Subhi Abu Ghanimah) gave the party a pan-Arab as well as Trans-Jordanian character. It was the only organised opposition in the country at the time, and was outspoken in its criticism of the Government as well as of the British and French Mandates. However, because only one of its members had a seat in the Legislative Council and because it was unable to enlist and organise a large number of supporters beyond the boundaries of tribal loyalty, its political strength was limited.


The real political power, though limited by the treaty and Organic Law, was in the Legislative Council, which was convened on 2 April 1929. A detailed study of the attitudes and political behaviour of the elected and ex-officio members of the Council shows clearly that the elite within the Council were those members elected to two committees: the committee charged with replying to the speech from the throne and the committee responsible for formulating the draft of the Legislative Council Internal Regulations (by-law).3 The former consisted of Najib al-Shraidah (Irbid), Najib Abu al-Shar (Irbid), Audah al-Qusus (Karak), Said al-Mufti (Amman), and Tawfiq Abu al-Huda (Ex Officio); members of the latter were Shams al-Din Sami (Amman), Said al-Mufti (Amman), Mohammad al-Unsi (Amman), Ala al-Din Tuqan (Salt), Audah al-Qusus (Karak), and Najib al-Shraidah (Irbid).


As early as the third meeting of the Legislative Council, a fundamental issue of democracy was raised by Audah al-Qusus, who suggested including in the reply to the speech from the throne an appeal to the Amir Abdullah for the transformation of the Legislative Council into a representative council (Majlis Niyabi). By his suggestion, al-Qusus endeavoured to establish the principle of government responsibility and accountability in Parliament. The debate which followed showed that Mohammad al-Unsi, Said al-Mufti and Najib Abu al-Shar supported the Government, which attempted to stop the appeal, while Najib al-Shraidah, Ala al-Din Tuqan, Attallah al-Suhaimat and Shams al-Din Sami supported al-Qusus’s appeal. However, when a vote was taken, the appeal was approved by the majority and the following text of the reply to the speech was accepted:




Your Royal Highness


We salute Your Highness as the scion of the Master of the Arabs, the symbol of the country and patriotism, and the bearer of the flag of the blessed Great Arab Revolt.


We thank Your Highness for your kind congratulations on the occasion of the establishment of the first Legislative Council for the Amarah, and we pray God to guide us to success in the service of the country, relying on the mutual confidence between the throne and the nation.


Our Legislative Council appreciates Your Highness’s great blessings of uniting the administration and the various local governments, and all your efforts and wise effective policies to raise the standards of your loyal people in the fields of progress and civilisation.


We also assure Your Highness that we will carefully look into the important issues mentioned in the speech from the throne. We hope that the nation will achieve its desire for a representative life in the next session. We consider this the best way to express the assurance of the nation’s loyalty in this Council to the high throne.


We pray God to help our hands to goodness and success, under the aegis of our Amir.4





The British authors of the Trans-Jordan Organic Law may have neglected, or even intended, to preclude provisions for the privileges and immunities of the Legislative Council and its members. They knew that the freedom of Parliament depended on the ability of its members to conduct their own proceedings and debates without interference from the Sovereign, the courts, the executive, or any other institution outside Parliament. They knew that providing Parliament and its members with certain privileges and immunities to maintain the principles of freedom of speech in debates, and freedom from arrest, were an integral and fundamental part of the principle of political freedom. Yet they precluded these principles from the Organic Law. During the debate on the Internal Regulations, Shams al-Din Sami, Najib al-Shraidah, and Najib Abu al-Shar demanded the inclusion of provisions for privileges and immunities in the regulations. In four debates they repeated that demand which was refused by the Government on the basis that there was no provision for them in the Organic Law. Thus the Legislative Council and the Amir approved the regulations on 29 April 1929.


Shams al-Din Sami, Najib al-Shraidah, and Najib Abu al-Shar persisted in their opposition and continued to appeal for the establishment of privileges and immunities in the Legislative Council throughout the long debates on the approval of the Treaty of 1928, from 30 April to 4 June 1929.5 During an audience with the Amir, Shams al-Din Sami appealed to him to grant the Council and its members the privileges and immunities required, and the Amir promised to amend the Organic Law. On 9 June 1929, the opposition won and inflicted the first defeat on the Government, when the Amir issued a proclamation in accordance with article 70 of the Organic Law,6 granting members of the Council the following privileges and immunities:




No member of the Legislative Council shall be detained or tried during a session, unless the Council declare by decision that there is sufficient reason for his trial, or that he was arrested while committing a crime.




Each member of the Council shall enjoy full freedom of speech within the limits of the Internal Regulations approved by the Council, and no legal action shall be taken against him in respect of any vote or opinion he may give, or a speech he may make during the meetings of the Council.


If a member is arrested for any reason while the Council is not in session, the Prime Minister must inform the Council, when it re-assembles, of all the actions taken with the necessary explanation.7


2 Muharram 1348 (9 June 1929)


Abdullah





On the same day, Shaikh Refaifan al-Majali, member of the Legislative Council for Karak, referred to several statements by the Prime Minister and the British Resident that after the approval of the treaty the Government would be independent. He then demanded that an appeal should be made to the Amir Abdullah to ‘transform the government from its temporary status to its legitimate constitutional status’.8 He insisted that in accordance with Article 3 of the treaty employment in the Trans-Jordan Civil Service should only be from ‘the sons of the country’. He reminded the Prime Minister of his assurance that Article 3 of the treaty would be applied as soon as it was approved by the Council. He urged that the issue be debated in the Council and that the policy should be strictly applied.


Although al-Majali did not mention names, he was obviously directing his demands at two members of the Cabinet: Husam Jar Allah and Halim Abu Rahmah, as well as at the seven directors of departments, and nearly one-third of the Arab Legion and the Civil Service who were not Trans-Jordanian. On 15 June 1929, during the twenty-third meeting of the Legislative Council, al-Majali’s demand was debated. Shams al-Din Sami supported the motion and called for the formation of a constitutional government responsible to the Council in accordance with the principle of government responsibility and accountability. Audah al-Qusus supported the application of Article 3 of the treaty, but suggested that the formation of a new government should be left to the Amir. Najib al-Shraidah insisted that the government should be formed from the elected members of the Legislative Council. However, as soon as the temperature of the debate started to rise, Mohammad al-Unsi, who was in two minds regarding the change of government, suggested an end to the meeting.9




With the principle of freedom of speech in the Legislative Council well established, the Opposition was encouraged to raise new issues against Abu al-Huda’s Government. Shams al-Din Sami launched his campaign of criticism in order to discredit it and pave the way for its downfall. On 18 June, he raised the issue of the concession granted to the Palestine Electric Corporation and its Jewish Chairman Pinhas Rutenberg.10 In his speech during the twenty-fifth meeting, Shams al-Din Sami declared that the Rutenberg project was purely Zionist, and Trans-Jordan was in no way obliged to accept it. He insisted that the project did not need 6,000 dunums of land, and that the price of three Palestine pounds per dunum (1,000 square metres) attracted deep suspicion. He strongly objected to Zionist flags being raised on the corporation’s plant during Jewish religious occasions. He also repeated some of the rumours which were circulating in Irbid and was obviously referring to Tawfiq Abu al-Huda, without naming him, when he said: ‘One is bound to accept what was said about improper use of power, when one sees that some of those officials connected with the project are now building houses and palaces, considering that they came to this country a few years ago to work for the low salary of twelve pounds a month.’11 He then alluded to the issue of Cabinet approval for the Dead Sea concession to the Crown Agents on behalf of Trans-Jordan on 6 January 1929.12 (The concession was awarded to the British Crown Agents by the High Commissioner for Palestine and Trans-Jordan, and enabled them to produce potash from the Dead Sea.) He suspected that the owners of the project were Zionists, and that the Government knew very little about its details, and concluded: ‘The people must know that the country was ruined, and its fall to that level was because it did not defend its rights, but accepted to leave its destiny to persons who had nothing to do with it. We were told by Tawfiq Abu al-Huda yesterday that this government of Trans-Jordan was a phenomenon of British rule.’ He then suggested that an appeal must be made to the Amir to change the government. Later in the same day he submitted an application addressed to the Amir signed by eight members of the Legislative Council supporting al-Majali’s demand.13 At that stage of the debate a few members left the meeting and the Prime Minister, who was also the President of the Council, was able to postpone the debate. On the following day, Shaikh Mithqal al-Fayiz, Shaikh Salih al-Auran, Shaikh Hamd al-Jazi, Abdullah al-Kulaib al-Shraidah, Najib al-Shraidah, Adib Wahbah, Shaikh Husam Jar Allah, and Auqlah Mohammad al-Nusair were absent and the meeting was again postponed.


On 20 June it became obvious that Mohammad al-Unsi, Audah al-Qusus, and Said al-Mufti wanted to give the Government enough time to reply to Shams al-Din Sami’s accusations. Mohammad al-Unsi criticised Shams al-Din Sami for stirring the issues of the Dead Sea and Rutenberg projects, and Audah al-Qusus attacked him for raising the question of nationality in the Civil Service. Shams al-Din Sami responded by declaring that Halim Abu Rahmah, and Husam Jar Allah, who were members of the Cabinet, were not Trans-Jordanians. They were in fact seconded from the British Government of Palestine. He insisted that it was his duty to raise the problem of ‘selling part of the country to the Zionist Jews for a pittance.’14 He then walked out from the meeting which was postponed according to Said al-Mufti’s suggestion.


By 23 June, Tawfiq Abu al-Huda was ready to deliver his reply on behalf of the Government. He severely criticised Shams al-Din Sami for his ‘unfounded accusations’ and explained that he was not a member of the Cabinet which had granted the concession to Rutenberg, but, he said, ‘I was the main official who knew all the details of this case, and the director who implemented the Law.’ In his attempt to defend the Government and himself, Tawfiq committed a grave material inaccuracy and deceived the Council when he stated that: ‘The concession was granted in 1921, when Trans-Jordan was part of Palestine.’15 The truth was that the concession was granted on 5 March 1926 by Lord Plumer, the High Commissioner for Palestine, three years after the declaration of the independent government of Trans-Jordan, and that Trans-Jordan was never in its history part of Palestine. Entrenched in his attitude, Tawfiq repeated the Jewish and Zionist claim that ‘Trans-Jordan was part of Palestine’, even when the British Government had stated in 1920, 1921, 1922, and 1923 that it was not. In his dealings with the Legislative Council, Tawfiq Abu al-Huda attempted to avoid the political issues and concentrated his defence on purely administrative details. He highlighted the question of the price of land and neglected the fact of the Zionist buyer. On the issue of the Dead Sea concession, he claimed that it was granted to a Palestinian and said: ‘I do not know of a Zionist nationality, and many of the Zionists are of Palestinian nationality.’ Abu al-Huda deceived no one but himself.


It was well known during that period of political development in Trans-Jordan that Hasan Khalid Abu al-Huda, and Tawfiq Abu al-Huda acted as surrogates for the British Resident, Colonel Henry Cox, in the Cabinet and the Legislative Council. On several occasions, Tawfiq Abu al-Huda promoted British policy, rather than the interests of Trans-Jordan. He became as unpopular in the country and within the Legislative Council as Hasan Khalid was. In his treatment of Trans-Jordanians, he was considered extremely harsh.16


Hasan Khalid Abu al-Huda allowed the British Resident to interfere in the affairs of the Legislative Council. On one occasion Shams al-Din Sami pointed out that the British Resident attended a meeting of members of the Legislative Council in the house of the Prime Minister, where a law, which was being debated in the Legislative Council, was discussed. He objected against the meeting and considered it an interference by the British Resident in a matter which was essentially within the jurisdiction of the Legislative Council. While Shams al-Din Sami was extremely protective towards the independence of the Legislative Council, Tawfiq Abu al-Huda and Audah al-Qusus, who attended the meeting, dismissed the issue on the basis that the British Resident attended the meeting at the Prime Minister’s residence in his personal capacity. The Arab expression ‘an apology uglier than guilt’ justly describes Abu al-Huda’s answer.


On 30 June 1929, the Prime Minister submitted to the Legislative Council a draft law for the dismissal of foreign nationals employed in the Civil Service. The draft law was based on Article 3 of the treaty, which provided that: ‘no official of other than Trans-Jordanian nationality shall be appointed in Trans-Jordan without the concurrence of His Britannic Majesty’. Although the Amir had already approved the publication of the draft law in the Trans-Jordan Official Gazette, the British Resident interfered through Hasan Khalid and Tawfiq Abu al-Huda and prevented the publication of the draft law, on the basis that it was not in the public interest of Trans-Jordan. Hasan Khalid Abu al-Huda, being subservient to the British Resident, agreed with him rather than with the Amir, and withdrew the draft law from the Legislative Council.17 The British Resident had no right to interfere in that affair under the treaty or the Organic Law. By his action he contravened Article 3 of the treaty, and in any case the issue was not within his remit.


Shams al-Din Sami, angered by the Prime Minister’s decision, demanded a constitutional government. He insisted that the majority of the members of the Legislative Council approved the 1928 Treaty subject to the establishment of a constitutional government. Tawfiq Abu al-Huda, as usual, defended the British Resident’s interference on the basis that the treaty ‘was not ratified by Britain’. On 29 July 1929, the Amir prorogued the session of the Council until its next normal session, in accordance with Article 19 of the Organic Law.18


Meanwhile, pressure on the Government to seek amendments to the treaty continued from most members of the Legislative Council. Shaikh Hussein al-Tarawnah, who was in tune with the Amir’s political aims, sent a cable to the British Prime Minister on 21 June 1929. He said:




His Excellency the British Prime Minister


The vast majority of the Trans-Jordanian people decided to boycott the elections for the Legislative Council and declared on several occasions their protests against assembling that council through pressure and illegal actions carried out during the election with the full knowledge of the British Representative. Electoral success of that form is considered meaningless.


Because of the illegal means by which the approval of the treaty was obtained from the members of the council, by bringing them one after the other to the office of the Prime Minister and coercing them to approve the treaty through threats and promises; because one third of the elected members of the Legislative Council objected to this method of approval and withdrew from the meeting, and as two of the non-elected members who approved the treaty are seconded from the Palestine Government and had no right whatsoever to sign the approval; because the present Legislative Council did not assemble on a correct basis and the people decided that if their decisions were contrary to national aspirations, rights of independence and Arab national interests, they will not commit themselves to anything, we repeat our protest against the approval of the treaty, which was done under pressure and coercion against the will of the people, and we appeal in the name of humanity and civilisation to the present Labour Government to sympathise with the legal demands of Trans-Jordan, and to lift the nightmare of colonial and military rule from our poor country by amending that treaty in a way amiable to human justice and the promises of Great Britain to the Arabs.


9 August 1929


Hussein al-Tarawnah





A few days later he sent another appeal to the British Prime Minister:






His Excellency the Prime Minister


The Legislative Council, which had approved the British–Trans-Jordan Agreement, does not have the right to do so because it does not represent the Jordanian people. We, the opposition bloc in the Legislative Council, wish to declare our hope in the democratic ways of your party, which proved to be more constitutional and humanitarian. We greatly hope that you remedy the position by amending the agreement in a way that would guarantee the rights and independence of Trans-Jordan under the leadership of H.R.H the Amir Abdullah.


President of the Executive Committee of the Jordan League19





Al-Buraq incident


Although Trans-Jordan had no direct Jewish problem affecting its security and stability, its people were very sensitive to any incident or crisis in Palestine, which was more often the cause for tension in Trans-Jordan. After the riots in Palestine of May 1921, a quasi-peace existed for eight years between Arabs and Jews. This was severely broken by the violent conflict of August 1929. The first obvious sign of unrest was the tension created by Jewish protests on 24 September 1928 against Muslim rights to al-Buraq Wall in the Holy City of Jerusalem, named by the Jews the ‘Wailing Wall’.


The Zionists wanted to attract attention to their cause and used events recorded only vaguely in their religious history to strengthen their claim that they should have free access to what they believed to be the ruins of Solomon’s Temple.


The vast majority of historians agree that after the Babylonian captivity the Jews were in the habit of bewailing what they considered the departed glories of Judah on the site of the destroyed Temple. Nineteen centuries earlier, in AD 33, the pilgrim Bordeaux, who visited Jerusalem, reported that the Jews came to what they believed to be the site of the ruins once every year to weep and lament. Over this time, the Jews had no recognised legal right except their own habit of visiting the site. Al-Buraq Wall did not belong to the Jews, nor had its site been under their sovereignty for the previous 21 centuries.


From AD 638, when Jerusalem was surrendered in peace (and upon the most generous and just terms) by Patriarch Sophronius to Khalifah Omar ibn al-Khattab, until today, the sanctity and sacredness of the Western Aqsa Wall and the pavement in front of it, is maintained in the strong belief of all Muslims that it is the site where the Prophet Mohammad tethered al-Buraq on the occasion of Isra and Miraj. This is why the Western Aqsa Wall is still named by Muslims Haitt al-Buraq, not to mention that the Aqsa Mosque, Haram al-Sharif is the first Qiblah, and the third most sacred Haram in Islam.


But since AD 638 the Jews were allowed to visit what they believed were the ruins of the Temple. When the Aqsa Mosque was built in an area adjacent to the ruins, not on them, the Jews appealed to the Ottoman Sultan to allow them to carry out their devotions at a part of the Western Wall of the Aqsa Mosque, claiming that it was holy to them. Thus in 1840 an Ottoman decree confirmed the Jewish right to visit that part of the Wall ‘as of old’, but forbade the Jews to pave the passage in front of it, or to make any changes in its structure. Thus by customs and usage as well as law, al-Buraq Wall, which is an inseparable part of the Western wall of Haram al-Sharif, was and still is the property of the Muslims, and a sacred Muslim Waqf. The Jews were allowed to pray at that part of the Wall by sufferance, not by legal or religious right.


Under the League of Nations Mandate for Palestine of 24 July 1922, Article 13 provided:




All responsibility in connection with the Holy Places and religious buildings or sites in Palestine, including that of preserving existing rights and of securing free access to the Holy Places, religious buildings and sites and the free exercise of worship, while ensuring the requirements of public order and decorum, is assumed by the Mandatory, who shall be responsible solely to the League of Nations in all matters connected herewith . . .


Nothing in this Mandate shall be construed as conferring upon the Mandatory authority to interfere with the fabric or the management of purely Muslim sacred shrines, the immunities of which are guaranteed.20





The Palestine Government felt bound by the provisions of Article 14 of the Mandate for Palestine to maintain that status quo.21


There was no doubt whatsoever, then, that by international law al-Buraq Wall, or as the Jews named it, the Wailing Wall, did not belong to the Jews. The holiness of the Aqsa Mosque, including al-Buraq Wall, was legally recognised. Yet on 24 September 1928, after a worldwide propaganda campaign organised by the Zionist Organisation against the British Palestine Government, the Zionists of Palestine took the unprecedented step of erecting some innovations close to al-Buraq Wall on the eve of the Day of Atonement. The High Muslim Council strongly complained that the Jews were aiming at gradually extending the bounds of the limited rights granted to them by the Muslims, in order to destroy Haram al-Sharif and replace it with a new building of the Temple of Solomon on its debris. The incident engendered very high feelings all round, and the Palestine Government had to remove the innovations on the Day of Atonement.22


Although the Jews never put forward a claim of ownership to that part of al-Buraq Wall which they name the Wailing Wall, they asserted their right of access to the Wall ‘as of old’ as given to them under Ottoman rule. The High Muslim Council and its President, Haj Amin al-Husseini, never disputed the Jews’ right of access to the Wall. They asserted that the Jews were determined to provoke the Arabs by going beyond this right and constructing benches, a screen for separating men and women, an ark with the Scrolls and the Law and ritual lamps which together constituted an open synagogue on Muslim property.


On 15 August 1929, the issue of the Wall exploded again when the Jews held a demonstration organised by extremists from Tel Aviv claiming for the first time ever that the Wall belonged to the Jews. On 16 August, crowds of Muslims from Jerusalem, Nablus and Hebron ‘al-Khalil’ held a demonstration in the same place and reaffirmed Muslim rights. Subsequently disturbances started to spread all over Palestine. Violent confrontations between Arabs and Jews broke out in Jerusalem, Jaffa, Haifa and Hebron. When the violence ended on 30 August, the casualties were many: 133 Jews killed and 339 wounded, and 116 Arabs killed and 232 wounded. In the subsequent trials before the Court of Final Instance, 26 death sentences were confirmed, 25 of them upon Muslim Arabs, and only one upon a Jew. However only three Muslim Arabs were executed, and the remaining sentences were commuted to terms of imprisonment.23


The extremely delicate nature of the issue of al-Buraq Wall, the magnitude of the conflict, the number of casualties suffered by both sides, as well as the religious implications of the confrontation, compelled the British Colonial Office to announce on 14 September 1929 that the Commission of Enquiry headed by Sir Walter Shaw would proceed to Palestine. The aim of the Commission was to enquire into the immediate causes of the recent outbreak and to make recommendations as to the necessary steps to avoid a recurrence. Among its recommendations, the Commission asserted that it was essential to the peace and security of Palestine that a separate commission should be appointed to determine the rights of both parties at the Wailing Wall.


On 15 May 1930, the Council of the League of Nations decided to send out a Commission of Enquiry to Palestine, consisting of three non-British members, headed by a former Swedish Minister of Foreign Affairs Mr M. M. Lofgren, Mr. Barde from Switzerland and Mr Van Kempen from the Netherlands. The Commission investigated the whole question of rights and heard evidence from Arabs and Jews in Palestine. Their report, which was submitted to the League Council in December 1930, included the following conclusions:





1.   The Western Wall was an exclusively Muslim Waqf property and part of a Muslim holy place, Haram al-Sharif and its surroundings. The pavement in front of the Wall and between it and the Magharibah quarter was also a Muslim Waqf property and formed part of a legally constituted religious foundation.


2.   The Jews had the right of access to the Western Wall for devotions on the pavement, and should be permitted, on specified occasions, to bring specified articles pertaining to acts of Jewish devotion.


The report clearly stated that the Wall and its pavement belonged to the Muslims, but that the Jews had the right of access for religious services, on condition that they did not introduce such appurtenances as to constitute a synagogue. These findings were legally enacted and were enforced by the British Palestine Government throughout the existence of the British Mandate in Palestine.


The issue of al-Buraq Wall incensed Arab public opinion in the region. Particularly in Trans-Jordan, a neighbouring country to Palestine, it created high emotions and engendered fear of Zionist intentions as well as resentment against the British Mandate. The fact that the High Commissioner for Palestine sent some units of the imperial TJFF to support the British Army and the Palestine Police in their operations against Muslim Arabs enraged the Trans-Jordanians. Demonstrations were held in nearly every town including the capital Amman, and the shaikhs of several Bedouin tribes threatened to cross the river Jordan and join the struggle, ‘Jihad’, against the Zionists.


The Amir Abdullah, who was paying close attention to the situation in Palestine, wrote to the High Commissioner on 5 October 1929. He expressed his anxiety regarding the political situation in Palestine and Trans-Jordan, and regarding Muslim rights to al-Buraq Wall. He explained:




I think I would not be diverting from the subject and would be stating nothing but the whole truth if I say that the Jewish ambitions in Palestine are futile in view of the recent events which put an end to all hopes of the possibility of such aliens living in friendly and neighbourly relations with the Arabs in that country which has constantly been inhabited by Arabs for thirteen consecutive centuries.24





Abdullah also referred to the Zurich Zionist Congress of 1929, in which ‘extreme views, greed, and lack of consideration for the feelings of the inhabitants of Palestine were expressed’, and added:




My anxiety has been strengthened when the Jews attempted recently to transgress upon al-Buraq Wall with a view to its expropriation. I fear that should Jewish greed continue to be based on violence and on putting forward demands which exceed the limit of reason, and to arrange provocative demonstrations, a situation will be created which will demand the adoption of such permanent military measures as would make the promoters of the disturbances fear the consequences of their acts.’





In his reply, the High Commissioner stated that some of the speeches made at the Zurich Zionist Congress caused alarm and anxiety among the Arabs as to the ambitions and intentions of the Jews. He informed the Amir that he had issued regulations as to what the Jews were permitted or forbidden to do at al-Buraq Wall, the Wailing Wall. He continued:




It has been stated that these regulations are an infringement of the status quo, and that they make concessions to the Jews, but this is not so. I based them entirely on the White Paper of 1928, which I believe gave general satisfaction to the Muslims. I may tell you too, that the Jews have protested strongly against the regulations because under them they are forbidden to bring screens, benches, carpets, and other appurtenances to the Wall.25





On 15 October, anti-British and anti-Zionist feelings soared high. Pamphlets demanding action against the Zionists were circulated in Amman, Irbid and Salt; one, issued by the Trans-Jordanian people, was addressed to the Amir Abdullah:




The people of Trans-Jordan who disapproved of the actions carried out by the British Government of Palestine against the Arabs in enforcing regulations which would help the Jews to establish a synagogue at al-Buraq, are now anxious and agitated. Your Highness is aware that the people were not subdued until they received promises from Your Highness that the Muslims would be accorded their aims and the greed of the Jews would be dispensed with. People have been awaiting a good outcome of these promises and petitions and therefore were pacified until yesterday when they were overwhelmed by the news of the partiality of the Mandatory Power in establishing the said synagogue on the most sacred place of Islam. Public opinion is therefore greatly agitated and annoyed because this is believed to be intentional on the part of the Mandatory Power to instigate Muslims and to provoke them.


This is an extreme degree of partiality towards the Jews and Zionism and we fear that if things are allowed to continue in this manner the evil shall become very serious and the fire of rebellion will be kindled in the country and shall bring to the country very regrettable disasters which Your Highness will not be pleased with.


Therefore the people of Trans-Jordan consider that they ought to apply to Your Highness once more to signify their protests and disapproval of these encroachments upon the rights of Muslims in their sacred religious affairs and beg Your Highness to convey this their protest to the concerned quarters and to intercede for the last time in order to efface this wrong, and may God protect and preserve you.26





Another declaration, issued by the Muslim Young Men’s Society of Amman and the People’s Party was addressed to the British Prime Minister:




Supported by the power of justice and the legal rights of Muslims, we protest against the conduct of the High Commissioner towards the Arabs, and against his recent instructions which are contradictory to His Britannic Majesty’s proclamations in respect of the ‘Buraq’. We hold him responsible for all the consequences of rousing the religious and national Arab feeling by such unavailing actions which are prejudicial to the rights of Muslims at large and contradictory to the obligations of your Ministry which is wise and sincere to humanity.27





Colonel Henry Cox, though he thought that the vast majority of the people of Trans-Jordan were ‘exceedingly ignorant’, showed a somewhat sympathetic understanding of their attitude towards the British policy in Palestine. In his secret report to the High Commissioner of 27 October 1929, he confirmed that:




The Trans-Jordanians loathe the Balfour Declaration and all it means to them, just as much as do the Arabs of Palestine, and even though they themselves are clear of its provisions, they are only too anxious to do all they can to help free their brothers from what they regard as an injustice so gross that the British Government could not continue to support it; they may easily be inflamed and moved to definite action when they are persuaded that their Holy Places are being usurped as well.


The people have been persuaded to believe ill of the English during the recent election campaign when the question of religion was not made use of, and it is obvious that this incipient distrust can easily be turned into hatred if the people are told that the British are arranging that their Holy Places be given to the Jews.





In another report Cox once again shows a degree of sympathy for, if not advocacy of, the Jordanian people’s point of view:




The Government and people of Trans-Jordan do not object to Jews on the ground of their race, religion or language and do not discriminate against them as nationals of any State Member of the League of Nations as compared with the Mandatory. They believe, however, that the Zionist’s aim is to establish a preponderance of Jews in Trans-Jordan as well as in Palestine. They believe further that every Jew shares this Zionist view and that therefore it is in the interests of the country that Jewish settlement in and penetration into Trans-Jordan should not be encouraged.28





On 16 October a general strike was held all over the country. Royal Air Force vehicles travelling within Trans-Jordan were stoned in Salt, and shouts of ‘Kill the English’ were heard. Anti-British feelings were so high that RAF vehicles were diverted from the main road through Salt, to avoid attacks by young men and students of the Secondary School. Stones were also thrown at Colonel Cox’s official car. Peake took action to ensure that the stone throwing was stopped, but could not stop the strong defiance of the children of Salt. Cox reported: ‘Lieutenant Colonel Shute told me on the 20th that when approaching Salt from Jerusalem on the main road, a few days earlier, he had seen boys of about 15 years of age standing by the road, pick up stones as if to throw them at his car but in fact they had not thrown them.’29


On 18 October, the Amir allowed the texts of the exchange of letters between himself and the High Commissioner to be published by Jordanian and Arab newspapers. The British Resident in Amman voiced objections to the Amir ‘broadcasting his personal views to the press’. But the Amir professed himself unable to explain how the letters came to be published, although he did not withdraw his permission for publication. Thus no official representation was made.


The British political image suffered a severe blow as a result of al-Buraq crisis and Cox was well aware of this fact. He reported to the High Commissioner that when he had arrived in Amman in 1924, the Amir was amongst those who were exasperated with the British Mandate in Palestine and felt that:




The best thing for him would be to rid himself of British interference, for he believed that if Trans-Jordan were allied with, or amalgamated in the Hijaz, the two countries would need no European assistance. I well remember him telling me that Westerners could not hope to show Orientals a better way even if they made the brims of their hats a yard wide.30





Cox’s reading of the situation was confirmed when a general strike covering the whole country was held on 31 October 1929 in support of the Arab struggle in Palestine and to mark the occasion of the visit of the High Commissioner to Amman.31


On 2 November the Amir opened the Legislative Council ordinary session with a speech from the throne. Early that morning four flags were hung out on the minaret of al-Hussein Mosque in Amman, bearing the slogan: ‘Palestine for the Arabs . . . down with Zionism’. Hasan Khalid Abu al-Huda, the Prime Minister, without shame and contrary to the strong feelings of the people of Trans-Jordan, ordered the removal of the flags. Peaceful demonstrations against the Balfour Declaration were held in Amman, Salt, Irbid and Jarash. The High Muslim Council in Jerusalem received messages of support for the struggle of the Palestinian people against Zionist aggression from Iraq, Syria and Lebanon. It soon became obvious that al-Buraq incident rekindled the spirit of Arab nationalism among the Arab masses. A new Arab awakening was on its way.





In the wake of al-Buraq incident, Hasan Khalid Abu al-Huda soon realised that the presence of seconded officials from the Palestine Government in the Cabinet was no longer acceptable to the vast majority of the members of the Legislative Council. Their continued presence was causing much resentment against him and against the Government and it was obvious that he would have little cooperation in the Legislative Council if he continued with his policy. On 16 October 1929 he asked the Amir to approve his plan of replacing Husam Jar Allah and Halim Abu Rahmah, both Palestinian officials seconded from the Palestine Government, with two members of the Legislative Council. The Amir approved the plan and on 17 October, he accepted Abu al-Huda’s resignation, and formed a new government headed by him as follows:





1.   Hasan Khalid Abu al-Huda, Prime Minister


2.   Ibrahim Hashim, Justice and Qadhi Qudhah


3.   Tawfiq Abu al-Huda, General Secretary


4.   Ala al-Din Tuqan, Antiquities


5.   Audah al-Qusus, Without Portfolio


6.   Said al-Mufti, Without Portfolio





There was no appointment of a minister of finance in the new Cabinet because of Colonel Cox’s policy of maintaining British financial control over Trans-Jordan through a British official. He recommended that the post of treasurer or minister of finance not be filled on the basis of saving £623 in the budget estimate of 1929/30. This was passed off to the Colonial Secretary Lord Passfield by the High Commissioner with the excuse that ‘the post of treasurer has not been filled because there is no suitable candidate available for the post, and the duties of the treasurer are being discharged by the financial adviser [British official] and the chief revenue officer [Trans-Jordanian]’. Thus Cox maintained complete financial control. Even the salaries of the ministers were decided by him as shown in Table 2.4.32


TABLE 2.4


Ministerial salaries, 1929 (Palestine pound)






	Post

	Year

	Month






	1. Prime Minister

	1,200

	100.00






	2. Justice & Qadhi Qudhah

	840

	70.000






	3. General Secretary

	697

	58.08






	4. Antiquities

	444

	37.000






	5. Without Portfolio

	300

	25.000






	6. Without Portfolio

	300

	25.000










Judging by their performance in the Legislative Council, Hasan Khalid Abu al-Huda and Tawfiq Abu al-Huda continued to work in close contact with the British Resident and toed his line, while they paid lip service to the Amir. Ibrahim Hashim was independent and one of the Amir’s men. Three members of the Legislative Council were indigenous Trans-Jordanians and loyal to the Amir; Ala al-Din Tuqan was independent; Audah al-Qusus was half-hearted in his opposition to the Government; and Said al-Mufti was a member of the Opposition until he became a member of the Cabinet. The formation of the Government created a certain balance between representation of the people and the Amir’s aims and ambitions. It also kept the door open for relations with Syria through the Prime Minister who was born in a village near Halab, with Palestine through Ibrahim Hashim and Tawfiq Abu al-Huda, with the Christians through Audah al-Qusus, and with the Circassians through Said al-Mufti. Although it seemed that Hasan Khalid Abu al-Huda intended to win maximum support in the Legislative Council by appeasing the indigenous Trans-Jordanians, the vast majority of the Trans-Jordanians were not represented in their own Government.


Ala al-Din Tuqan had to resign from the Legislative Council because he accepted the post of Director of the Department of Antiquities as well as his Cabinet post. On 17 October 1929, by-elections were held for Tuqan’s seat and Nazmi Abd al-Hadi, a naturalised Trans-Jordanian of Palestinian origin, was elected.


On 2 November 1929, in his speech from the throne, the Amir Abdullah responded to the popular demand of the people for giving preference to the ‘sons of the country’ in political as well as civil service appointments. He said:




You are no doubt aware that my aim in giving preference to the ‘sons of the country’ is to help them to attain the posts they are worthy of, in the service of their country and in supervising the affairs of their people. Three of your honourable members have been appointed to the Executive Council of the Government. Other administrative posts have been also entrusted to the ‘sons of the country’.


The well known agreement has become effective as both the contracting parties have ratified it. The wishes you have expressed, and the goals to which the country aspires, are always in my sight and I will work towards their achievement until the country gains these wishes. I am confident that you may fully rely on me in this and leave the matter entirely in my hands.


You are aware of the troubles which broke out in Palestine, and you know the attitude I adopted in face of the same. I received a letter from His Excellency the High Commissioner, the most important parts of which are embodied in my proclamation of 18 October, reassuring the people as regard the Aqsa Mosque and the rights of the Arabs in Palestine.33





Towards the middle of November 1929, Captain Gordon Comming, a former British Army officer who served in the Middle East, visited Palestine and Trans-Jordan. When in Trans-Jordan, he sent a telegram to the British Prime Minister praising the welcome he had received from the Arabs ‘with all their renowned inherent hospitality’. He said that they were ‘crying for the noted British Justice, noted through the ages’ and concluded:




As an Englishman proud of my country and her power, I say that the present state of affairs is disgraceful, it soils the clear brow [Shakespeare]. I believe it is vital to appreciate the present situation, and would add that it is within our power to ask for aid for all those pronouncers of the Dhadh, (i.e. the Arabs), by which means alone can peace reign, and failing which, peace will never be realised in the future, not even with war and ammunition.34







In Amman Captain Comming was accompanied by Musa Kazim al-Husseini and Hussein al-Dajani of Palestine. At a lunch given in his honour by the party of the Executive Committee of the National Conference, Najib Abu al-Shar expressed friendly feelings towards those like Captain Comming ‘among the sons of the noble British Nation, our ally of yesterday’. He reminded guests of British pledges and promises made to King al-Hussein ibn Ali, in their hour of need, to support the independence of the Arabs, and added:




The Allies have, in the name of the Mandate, divided the country into many small states in spite of the pledges and promises they made. Not only that, but they have further added to it, as another disgraceful and unlawful act, the Balfour Declaration, which lays down the establishment of a national home for the Jews in Arab Palestine.35





He asked Captain Comming to inform the British Government that: ‘Trans-Jordan can do without the British Grant-in-Aid levied on the shoulders of the British Taxpayer if they can see their way clearly to assist us in the formation of a local government of less colossal calibre, the expenditure of which shall not exceed its revenue.’36
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