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Abstract

Thisarticle draws on the archives ofthe
British Mandatory administration’s
Department of Antiquities to consider
archaeology not as an increasing
body of literature does, as a source
of discursive power for the colonial
regime, but instead as an employer of
working-class Palestinians. Through
a close study of the correspondence
between the department and its
antiquities guards, men employed
to look after important sites, protect
archaeological finds and government
premises, and guide  visitors,
Irving examines the conditions of
ordinary Palestinians employed by
the department, highlighting the
situation of ‘Abdullah al-Masri, an
antiquities guard at ‘Atlit castle.
The author examines the abuses of
colonial power that occurred within
this relationship, but also the ways in
which Palestinian workers at times
managed to manipulate their working
environments, using a variety of
narratives to subvert and push back
against exploitative practices, and
derive pride from their role in caring
for their historical patrimony. As such,
this study provides a rare glimpse into
the details of working conditions for
manual laborers in Mandate Palestine,
and how these were affected by the
wider political and social situation
surrounding them.
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On 17 September 1938, ‘Abdullah al-Masri, the resident guard at ‘Atlit Castle, south
of Haifa on the Mediterranean coast of Mandate Palestine, reported that two nights
earlier he had been kidnapped from his bed by five armed men. According to his letter,
written to the regional Inspector of Antiquities, Na‘im Makhouly, they had woken
him from his sleep and threatened to kill him if he did not hand over the gun allocated
to him by his employers. They then accused him of being a spy for the government
and claimed that the gun had been given to him “to kill the rebels when they came
to me.” The men tied al-Masri up, taking his gun, license, and ammunition supply of
twenty-five shotgun cartridges, and kidnapped him. Twenty-four hours later, with the
warning that he would be shot if they heard that he was spying for the government or
“the Jews,” he was returned, shaken but unharmed, to the village of Tantura.!

In recent years, the scholarship of Nadia Abu El Haj, Albert Glock, Amara Thornton
and others has started to show the importance of archaeology to multiple aspects of
our understanding of Mandate Palestine.? Abu El Haj and Glock have highlighted its
ideological role in British and Zionist colonial endeavors, while Thornton and others
have catalogued the institutions and structures that entwined archaeological research
with imperial domination. My own work has also considered the role of Palestinian
professional archaeologists in the Mandate antiquities authority.” These works deal
mostly, however, with the institutional and the elite in Palestinian society and Mandate
politics, something that can also be said of, for instance, D.M. Reid and Elliot Colla’s
works on Egyptian archaeology. In another way of viewing archaeological labor in
colonial settings, Stephen Quirke has tracked the presence of Indigenous and local
workers in the Egyptian excavations of W. Flinders Petrie, noting that Petrie’s daybooks
and diaries contain important information on who engaged in archaeological labor
and the kinds of relationships they had with European bosses, visitors, and officials.*
Allison Mickel’s combination of archival work with ethnography among present-day
excavations also yields valuable insights into the skills and knowledge accumulated
by so-called unskilled workers in archaeology, and the ways in which they interact
with and are viewed by the professionals employing them.’

In most cases, however, the nature of archaeological labor, with its short-term
seasons and casual pay, makes it difficult to trace the long-term careers of subaltern
workers in archaeology. One exception is Yusif Kana‘an, who worked for the Palestine
Exploration Fund for twenty-three years before World War I and part of whose life story
I have traced elsewhere through the scattered references to him in the PEF archives.®
The archives used for this article offer a similarly rare opportunity to follow a single
individual over a comparatively longue durée. I perhaps step over a disciplinary line
from the history of archacology to a more general social history for an examination
of the changing experiences of a so-called unskilled laborer in a colonial setting. The
ways in which I interpret and understand the documents which tell a partial story of
a decade of ‘Abdullah al-Masri’s life owe as much to broader considerations of mass
labor under colonial rule as they do to works in the history of archaeology.’

This article therefore takes a different approach, emphasizing the role of
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archaeology’s embeddedness in the everyday life of Mandate Palestine — not
its significance for Western and Israeli scholars living in Palestine or for the
growing Palestinian middle classes, including those working at the higher levels
of archaeological institutions — but for ordinary, working-class Palestinians. It has
been recognized in the historical literature that, at levels below the educated, highly
literate, culturally cosmopolitan staff of the Department of Antiquities, the Mandate
government’s archaeological wing employed hundreds of museum and site guards,
manual laborers, delivery staff and other workers, usually unnamed and voiceless,
and that the vast majority of these were Palestinian (usually referred to in the files as
“Arab”).® However, the archives of the Mandate Department of Antiquities, partially
digitized by the Israel Antiquities Authority,’ represent a valuable source for social
historians as well as those researching the history of archaeology itself. Although
fragmented and patchy, these documents include personnel files and other material
from the day-to-day workings of the Department of Antiquities, and the letters in
them — while mediated by translators and, in the case of letters from manual workers,
probably also by paid letter writers — offer rare insights into working conditions for
some ordinary Palestinians during the Mandate period.

Figure 1. “Northern views. Athlit [sic]. Rock-hewn moat,” 1920-33; a Palestinian man (at left) in
the ruins of the Crusader castle at Atlit. Matson (G. Eric and Edith) Photograph Collection, Library
of Congress, Washington, DC, online at www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/matpc/item/2019693539//
(accessed 27 September 2022).
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Using the employment files of some of those employees, often dismissed as
“unskilled,” I explore some of the ways in which ordinary Palestinians interacted with
archaeology as a social institution and how this overlapped with daily concerns such
as family and village life, and with the changing dynamics of daily life in Palestine
during the Mandate and the Palestinian revolt of the late 1930s. ‘Abdullah al-Masri’s
file presents a rare opportunity in this respect: he worked at ‘Atlit for over a decade and
its contents reveal details about the experience of Mandate employment for ordinary
Palestinians, including questions of sick pay, annual leave, relations with management,
and dismissal. Similarrecords for staffat other archacological sites, including Sabastiya,
Jerusalem, and Khirbat al-Mafjar (Hisham’s Palace) in Jericho, broaden the picture.'
Using colonial records to reconstruct such experiences has obvious drawbacks: the
majority of the documents involved are written by colonial officials, mainly British
although occasionally Palestinian. The working-class Palestinians who are the direct
subject of this article were unlikely to be able to write; variations in the handwriting
on letters from employees suggest that at least sometimes these were written by
local scribes, friends, or colleagues. In other cases, the original letters have not been
preserved, so that the employees’ words are recorded only in the official translations
made for their British managers. In the worst cases, we can only track events via
internal notes and memoranda,
which eliminate the voices
of Palestinian workers
completely. Nevertheless, at
a temporal distance which
makes oral history approaches
impossible, and given the
rarity of personal records from
working-class Palestinians
in this period, I argue that
colonial records, read against
the grain and supplemented
and contextualized using a
range of other information,
still represent valuable sources Figure 2. “Athlit. Various including excavations. Ruins frlom]
from which to wunderstand the beach. Buttress wall close to the sea,” 1934-39; note the
aspects of the lives of usually man in local dress standing in the doorway at left. Matson (G.
Eric and Edith) Photograph Collection, Library of Congress,

V01cel.es's mem]?ers l?f Mandate Washington, DC, online at www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/
Palestinian society. matpe/item/2019696491/ (accessed 27 September 2022).

Guarding ‘Atlit

‘Abdullah al-Masri, born in 1900, probably in Tantura, was employed by the
Department of Antiquities in December 1930 to work as a resident guard at the
Crusader castle of “Atlit.'”> The imposing ruins of this thirteenth-century fortress —
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known in French as Chastel P¢lerin or Pilgrims Castle — are still prominent on the
Mediterranean coast south of Haifa, and today are part of an Israeli military base.
During the Mandate period, the Department of Antiquities’ field archaeologist Cedric
Norman Johns led excavations of the castle and its surroundings, including a Crusader
cemetery, between 1930 and 1934, and authored a guide to the site; the publication
became generally available only in 1997, the original print run having been destroyed
during the British evacuation from Palestine in 1947-48."* Al-Masri was one of the
laborers on these excavations, and later took on the job of site guard.

Figure 3. “Northern views. Athlit. Excavating the city wall,” 1920-33; ‘Abdullah al-Masri worked as
a laborer on these or similar excavations. Matson (G. Eric and Edith) Photograph Collection, Library
of Congress, Washington, DC, online at www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/matpc/item/2019706148/
(accessed 27 September 2022).

‘Abdullah al-Masri’s job consisted of two main elements: being present on-site
around the clock to ensure that the impressive ruins were not damaged and findings
from excavations not stolen, and acting as a tour guide to visitors wanting basic
information about the site. In terms of the former, al-Masri generally lived on-site,
providing twenty-four-hour cover for the important archaeological site, warding off
people who might want to take objects from the buildings or dig for finds to sell
in Palestine’s substantial illicit antiquities trade. The Department of Antiquities also
owned a house on the ‘Atlit site for the director to live in during excavations and for
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storing valuable tools and finds during the low season, and al-Masri was also tasked
with securing and maintaining this. Although his job title was guard, al-Masri also
spent his days at ‘Atlit repairing parts of the buildings, weeding and cutting the grass,
and painting and whitewashing walls; he was also “an expert pot-mender,” helping to
reconstruct bowls and jars from the potsherds unearthed on the excavations, apparently
as a voluntary extra." Letters to and from other antiquities guards across Palestine
suggest that many of these men applied for their jobs because they represented steady
wages and the respectability of government employment; correspondence from
Jericho suggests that for some it was seen as a route into the Mandate police force.
Others, though, and ‘Abdullah al-Masri seems to have been one of these, developed a
genuine interest in the archaeology itself, developing skills and knowledge on the job,
as we see in the case of his expertise in reconstructing ancient ceramics.

In terms of the latter part of this job — acting as some form of tour guide — the
content of al-Masri’s letters suggest that he had probably not acquired an in-depth
knowledge of the archaeological background and history of ‘Atlit, but he certainly
possessed an outline understanding of the castle and, coming from a nearby village
and as a former laborer on the excavations there, he presumably had local knowledge
or stories and could describe the progress of and finds from earlier digs. It is not clear
from the archive whether ‘Abdullah al-Masri could write in Arabic or English and
what languages he spoke, but the many interactions he describes over the ten-year
period of the correspondence suggest that as well as his native Arabic he must have
commanded some English and perhaps even a little Hebrew. The relative accessibility
of “Atlit, and its impressive appearance, made it a popular destination for British
soldiers and other Mandate visitors, so Saturdays and Sundays could be busy for al-
Masri, especially around public holidays; the visitors were not always interested in the
archaeology so much as duck-shooting on the shore and marshes around the castle.

Although the correspondence between al-Masri and the department mainly concerns
bureaucratic and everyday concerns, his letters do convey a sense of pride in his work
of preserving and presenting the antiquities at ‘Atlit — something found in the work of
Yusif Kana‘an and other indigenous archaeological workers without formal training."
As Ilana Feldman’s interviews with former Mandate employees show, many clearly
differentiated between their roles in government as service to their compatriots, and
the government as an institution or its policies on Zionist immigration or Arab rights.!
Al-Masri may not have been well-educated, but his voluntary acquisition and use of
skills specific to an archaeological job, combined with the tone of his letters, challenge
the assumption that an interest in history and archaeology are confined to the educated
middle classes or foreign professionals, or that manual workers do not care about or
take pride in their labor.

Despite the distortions, biases, and lacunae in the colonial archive, mentioned
above, the length of ‘Abdullah al-Masri’s staff record with the department gives us
the opportunity to witness the tensions and conflicts of the job and of a long-term
manual worker’s relationship with a government department. In the earlier years of his
employment the documents are few, reflecting what seems to have been a reasonably
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amicable working relationship. He was absent on paid sick leave for around a fortnight
in 1932, having been admitted to the isolation ward of the Government Hospital in
Haifa with “pyrexia” — a general term for a high fever or pneumonia, as a medical
certificate from the Government Hospital states. The cause is not specified on any
of the medical certificates entered in the file. He also took several days off as paid
holiday after his hospital discharge, perhaps to recuperate. These were deducted from
al-Masri’s annual holiday entitlement, which in most years seems to have been seven
days of personal leave plus a total of around two weeks of official holidays, made
up of Islamic religious feasts and government administrative holidays. It seems also
to have been normal for the family, including the growing number of children, to
be allotted free rail passes by the Mandate administration in order to travel within
Palestine. Until around 1938, ‘Abdullah al-Masri usually combined all of his leave
into a single bloc in the summer, something which was to become a source of tension
in his relationship with the Department of Antiquities.

In most years, al-Masri requested an increase in his monthly pay of four Egyptian
pounds due to the financial pressures of a growing family, and to account for the
inflation that affected Mandate Palestine.!” These requests were supported by Johns,
the department’s field archaeologist in charge of the ‘Atlit excavations, who cited
the help al-Masri provided him on the dig. In 1933, al-Masri’s pay was increased
to four Palestinian pounds and 250 mils per month, and in 1934 to five Palestinian
pounds per month, but after this his requests were routinely turned down by the
antiquities headquarters in Jerusalem. This was not a situation which ‘Abdullah al-
Masri passively accepted; in 1937 he wrote to the head of his department pointing out,
“I have had no increments since 1934, and I wonder why I do not get yearly increment
as is the Govt Regulation.”'® When his claim, based on an assertion of his honesty and
long service and a list of the many tasks he routinely performed, was ignored, al-Masri
turned to the Mandate administration’s own rules to back up his demands. When this
was unsuccessful, it seems that he may have taken matters into his own hands, as this
is the point in his personnel file where complaints of his absence from the site at ‘ Atlit
start to crop up on an increasingly regular basis.

By comparison, in 1933 the cook at the American Colony in Jerusalem was paid
ten Palestinian pounds, the woman who did the laundry nine pounds 500 mils, and
the nightwatchman — the job perhaps most comparable to al-Masri’s — seven pounds
per month."” Even allowing for the likely lower cost of living in a small village and
the home-grown produce supplementing the family’s diet, al-Masri’s pay was far
from generous. As with other working-class Arab staff of the British Mandate, the
administration’s wage policy depended on men such as al-Masri and his colleague ‘Ata
Milhim at Wadi al-Mughara feeding themselves and their families through subsistence
farming.?’ The February 1935 resignation of Hamdan Hassan Farah, antiquities guard
at Khirbat al-Mafjar (Hisham’s Palace) in Jericho, because “I am too busy with my
individual work,” suggests that antiquities staff often needed multiple jobs in order
to get by.?! Indeed, according to the personnel files of various guards in Jericho, pay
was often even lower than al-Masri’s, at two and a half or three Palestinian pounds per
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month, albeit with an additional cost-of-living allowance in some cases.

A further informative case is that of Moshe Ostrower, the guard at the antiquities
museum in Acre (‘Akka) between 1927 and 1930. He was also the gardener at the
site and designed and maintained the formal grounds, apparently drawing on existing
abilities which, after he left government employment, he used to establish and run
a plant nursery for at least three decades.”? His role was considered to be skilled,
although it is not clear whether tasks such as landscape design and gardening were
specified as part of the job or added when a skilled employee was engaged; al-Masri’s
role was deemed unskilled. Ostrower was initially paid eight Palestinian pounds
per month, which was increased to ten — more than double al-Masri’s salary, even
before inflation is taken into account. Given the racialized ideas about Jews and Arabs
embedded in British colonial thinking about Palestine, it seems probable that the initial
difference in pay was at least partly based on this, as was common in many sectors
at the time;® other factors may also have entered the equation, such as al-Masri’s
plot of agricultural land. The increase in Ostrower’s pay, however, appears to have
come about due to an appeal made by him to the high commissioner, over the heads
of his managers at the Department of Antiquities, as shown by a letter from the acting
director of the Department of Antiquities to the central government offices, which
bases the new salary on that advised by the Department of Agriculture as correct for
a “highly skilled gardener.”*

Rising Tensions

In the late 1930s, however, with the social disruption of the Palestinian revolt, the
rising Jewish population as refugees fled Hitler’s Germany, and perhaps growing
pressures on an income that was declining in real terms while he had to support a
wife and a number of children, ‘Abdullah al-Masri’s relations with his employers
started to decline. Certainly, the environment in which he worked must have become
increasingly stressful. ‘Atlit’s location on the coastal plain south of Haifa saw major
social and economic changes during the Mandate period. There had been a Zionist
Organization experimental agriculture station at ‘Atlit since 1910,% but after World
War I the Palestine Jewish Colonization Association sponsored a colony which grew
rapidly, soon overshadowing the existing Arab villages.?® The surrounding marshes
were drained and a large salt production company set up under concessions from the
Mandate government, the terms of which were challenged in legal and community
conflicts during the 1930s and 1940s despite administration claims that their lease of
state land would protect the rights of existing residents.”” These changes also led to
a proletarianization of some villages and the migration of Palestinians from the rural
interior in search of work at ‘Atlit quarry, where the racialized perceptions of the day
saw Palestinian workers allocated unskilled and heavy labor.?® As a result of British
concepts of Arabs and their society, Palestinians working for the quarries, operated
by the Mandate government, were paid less than the administration’s own stated
minimum wage or living wage levels.? In the late 1930s, the British also established a
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large prison camp near ‘Atlit, initially holding Palestinian insurgents from the country-
wide revolt (1936-39) and later incarcerating illegal Jewish immigrants. In later years
the camp was used by the State of Israel to hold Palestinian and Lebanese prisoners.*

Given these rapid changes in the society, economy, population and environment of
the coastal plain south of Haifa, particularly around  Atlit with combined militarization
and industrialization, it is not, perhaps, surprising to find that the area saw many
incidents during the 1936-39 Palestinian revolt. These ranged from small-scale events
such as the brief kidnapping of ‘Abdullah al-Masri with which I began this article, to
the massive raid which the uprising commander Yusuf Abu Durra launched against
the British internment camp in July 1937, when two hundred Palestinian fighters
attacked with the aim of releasing their fellow insurgents, and fought the guards and
police for three hours.*!

This, then, was the context in which ‘Abdullah al-Masri’s relations with his
employers at the British Mandate Department of Antiquities went into decline. As
noted above, by 1937 he was growing increasingly dissatisfied with his wages,
something visible in the frustrated tone of letters to his employers. Then, in January
1938, al-Masri’s daily routine at ‘Atlit castle and archaeological excavation
intersected with a murder case, when the lawyer for Mordechai Schwarcz came
to the site as part of the investigation he was mounting for his client’s defense.
Schwarcz, a Czechoslovakia-born Jewish migrant to Palestine, had joined the
Palestine Police Force and on the night of 1 September 1937, when he and a fellow
officer, Mustafa Khoury, were sharing a tent in the high commissioner’s summer
encampment, Schwarcz shot the sleeping Khoury dead.*? Schwarcz’s lawyer had
apparently heard that al-Masri had been burgled at the site the previous year and
wanted him to testify at the trial, presumably to build a case that robbers were
responsible for the murder. In such a politically charged environment, however,
al-Masri wanted to avoid the public exposure of giving evidence. The conversation
as al-Masri reports it sounds profoundly demeaning: the lawyer is quoted as telling
him, “I shall ask your Director to permit you to attend the Court and to tell all what
happened to you.” But al-Masri sought to use the notion that he could not leave
‘Atlit without his employer’s permission to avoid appearing as a witness in court.*
In February 1940, he used the same tactic, deploying a subaltern status in order to
evade being caught up in the violence of the times, when one of his relatives, who
had been involved in the armed revolt, surrendered himself to the superintendent
of police in Haifa. The Haifa authorities tried to ensure that al-Masri’s relation
would not return to the insurgency by imposing a collective financial guarantee of
the huge sum of two thousand Palestinian pounds onto the extended family, and
al-Masri asked the Director of Antiquities, Robert Hamilton, to “send me a letter
so that his relatives and the people could see that I am prohibited to guarantee.””*
In this instance, Hamilton refused, but in April 1938 he did respond rapidly to
al-Masri’s request for a letter to show to soldiers and police when they came to
Tantura, certifying that he was a government employee and that his house was
exempt from searches.
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In 1938, however, the most intensive year of the Palestinian revolt, the situation
around ‘Atlit became less and less bearable for ‘Abdullah al-Masri and his family. In
July, he wrote to the Department of Antiquities asking to be transferred to Jerusalem,
citing his health, but this could also be read as a desire to leave an insecure environment.
The pass system, under which a Palestinian such as al-Masri was not permitted even
to travel to Haifa to buy basic goods, appears in letters to his employers asking for a
government ID card and permission to use the local trains. The request for a transfer
was refused, but he did receive his identity card and travel pass.>> On another occasion,
an urgent request from ‘Atlit — the contents of which are lost — could not be answered
because the telegraph lines had been cut, and messages had to be sent via the prison
camp telephones.

Antiquities under Fire

At the end of August 1938, al-Masri again wrote to Hamilton, asking that the guard
from Wadi al-Mughara be allowed to come and stay at ‘Atlit during the night, because
he felt himself to be “in danger from the Jews and armed persons who might attack the
place and destroy the equipment in my custody.”¢ He placed a stress on the fact that
there was no moveable department property at Wadi al-Mughara, so nothing to guard
during the night. The request was sent to Na‘im Makhouly, the regional antiquities
inspector, who was on leave when Hamilton replied to al-Masri on 6 September.
Despite the fact that guarding antiquities in Mandate Palestine was often a dangerous
job, and it was not unusual for guards to run the risk of physical violence and even
death, al-Masri’s important request was stalled by Makhouly’s holiday. Events
overtook the proposed rearrangement of guarding duties: on 15 September, when al-
Masri was staying with his family in Tantura, the house was invaded by apparent
fighters in the Palestinian revolt who accused al-Masri of being a British agent and of
being armed to kill them if they approached ‘Atlit:

Five armed men entered the house and said hand us the gun or you shall
die. They told me that they know that I am a spy for the Government and
that the gun was given to me to kill the rebels when they come to me. I
told them that this was not true. They took the gun, the license and 25
bullets; then they tied me and took me with them. The second night they
returned me to the village (Tantura) and swore to shoot me if they hear
that I spy for the Government or the Jews. I reported the incident to the
police at “Atlit.>’

The handwritten comments of the British officials at the head of the antiquities
department on the typed translation of al-Masri’s report are revealing. Hamilton’s
response, ignoring the fact that one of his employees had been robbed, kidnapped,
and threatened with murder, was to note that he had been at Tantura, not at his post at
‘Atlit, when the crime occurred. Cedric Johns, the field archaeologist with whom al-
Masri had worked for many years at ‘Atlit, was more sympathetic and probably better
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informed about the conditions of life in al-Masri’s village: he pointed out that al-Masri
had not been paid his previous month’s salary and was probably in Tantura to arrange
to buy food on credit for his family.

The Department of Antiquities’ official reaction focused almost entirely on its
archaeological site and property. Hamilton instructed Na‘im Makhouly to go to “Atlit
to “let me have a report on the facts and a statement of any damage that may have been
done at our property.”® He also told Makhouly to “tactfully” extract from al-Masri a
sense of whether he thought he would be safe if he returned to his post at ‘Atlit, and
whether the guards at “Wadi Mugharah and Jebel Kafzeh” felt secure. Makhouly was
to assess whether department property needed to be removed from Atlit, but was not
to actively suggest the idea to al-Masri. The ensuing correspondence — with al-Masri
insisting that he felt safe at ‘Atlit, ‘Ata Milhim from Wadi Mughara refusing to sleep
there because it would leave his own young family alone at night, and the department
mostly worried about how to transport its property to Jerusalem — highlights the
casual attitude of Department of Antiquities officers towards their working-class staff.
Makhouly reported that al-Masri was mainly concerned about the safety of department
property and that he was keen to stay at “Atlit, but it is no stretch of the imagination to
think that — given the repeated denials of his requests for a pay rise or a transfer — that
al-Masri feared that if “Atlit no longer needed to be guarded, he would be out of a job
and that his employers would not hurry to find him a new position.

As noted above, the physical danger to al-Masri and the threat to the historical
remains at ‘Atlit were not an isolated incident for the Department of Antiquities. In
1929, during the Buraq Uprising, the guard at the Crusader site in ‘Akka, Moshe
Ostrower, had missed work when he and his family were trapped in Haifa after the
trains were halted due to riots in the town. A few months later, having been reported by
Makhouly as absent from his post and as having allowed the gardens and equipment to
deteriorate, he wrote to the Director of Antiquities stating that he had received a letter
threatening himself and his family with death if he remained in ‘Akka, and asking if
he could move to Haifa and travel daily to work.* The local police denied that there
was any danger and suggested that Ostrower was manufacturing an excuse to move
to Haifa. The department refused, and after further disagreements over the safety of
his position, and with the transfer of the museum premises to the police and prison
officials, Ostrower was fired. Makhouly directly related Ostrower’s dissatisfaction
with his job to the political situation, remarking that he “has become, since the recent
disturbances, absolutely negligent in his duties and careless of the government work
put into his hands.”*® As in al-Masri’s case, however, there was little sympathy shown
by senior staff at the Department of Antiquities.

Another detail highlighted by the kidnap of ‘Abdullah al-Masri described above
is the theft of the department’s gun and ammunition — ownership of which may have
made him an especially tempting target for the rebels. The fact that al-Masri was
allocated and accustomed to carry a firearm makes clear that the job of an antiquities
guard was viewed as dangerous. At least one of the guards in Jericho — Mufleh
Abdul Ghani at Khirbat al-Mafjar — was also granted a gun from government stocks
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(confiscated from the Palestinian population) “as the place he guards is a lonely one
and he is troubled by a hyena at nights.”*' According to the Antiquities Ordinance of
1935, even ordinary guards and attendants at the Palestine Archaeological Museum
in Jerusalem had power of arrest over anyone suspected of trying to steal or damage
objects on display, which could conceivably have involved violence from someone
resisting arrest. Such examples make it clear that the lowest paid and least valued of
the Department of Antiquities staff were expected to run considerable personal risk.

Colonial Attitudes

After the kidnapping incident, ‘Abdullah al-Masri’s working conditions at ‘Atlit seem
to have calmed down for a while, although in January 1939 he again asked for a transfer
to Jerusalem. This time, however, he wrote directly to Johns, the field archaeologist,
perhaps hoping that his former excavation boss at ‘Atlit might make a direct request
for him as an assistant in the capital and enable him to leave “a place which is like
a prison.”*? While this plea was unsuccessful, awareness of his dissatisfaction must
have become more widely known, as he was given permission to spend Thursday
nights at home in Tantura, with ‘Ata Milhim from Wadi al-Mughara guarding ‘Atlit
(despite the latter’s reluctance because his own family would be left alone). Makhouly
backed the idea, telling Hamilton that “[i]n my opinion the suggestion is reasonable
given that the guard is unable to bring his family from Tantura where his children
attend the school.”* Milhim complained about the arrangement on Makhouly’s next
set of rounds to sites in the area, and al-Masri was instead told to find a trustworthy
person from the village at ‘Atlit and the department would pay him.

Unhappy at ‘Atlit and with no pay rise for several years, ‘Abdullah al-Masri’s
relationship with his employers declined further over the next year. In a stroke of bad
luck for him, at the beginning of November 1939, he went home to Tantura between
3:00 and 4:00 PM on an evening when he did not have permission to be absent.
Ramadan fell in October and November that year and al-Masri had apparently become
accustomed to breaking his fast with his family and returning to ‘Atlit early the next
morning. But not long after he left, the high commissioner made a surprise visit to the
castle and, finding no one looking after the Department of Antiquities house or present
to guide them, his aide reported the fact to headquarters. This was a severe loss of
face for the Department of Antiquities, especially given that the aide had somehow —
presumably through poor translation from Arabic — got the impression that al-Masri
had been absent for a fortnight. An acting director was heading the department at
the time and, presumably concerned to perform well during his boss’s absence, he
overreacted. Makhouly’s more accurate report of events smoothed things over, and
al-Masri was docked one day’s pay and ten days of the next year’s holiday.

Although this brief clash was resolved, al-Masri was clearly unhappy at work
and responded with what the anthropologist James C. Scott dubbed “weapons of the
weak” — the everyday acts of non-compliance and disruption that often form a subtle
kind of subaltern resistance.* While he had previously put up with the inefficient

Jerusalem Quarterly 91 [19 ]



and inconvenient system under which he and ‘Ata Milhim were paid, now he started
to make complaints. An apparent misunderstanding over leave allowances led to an
exchange of letters which was ill-tempered on both sides. Then al-Masri’s wife lost
a baby — it is not clear whether this refers to a miscarriage or the death of a young
infant — and he asked for, and was granted, extra leave to look after her. But his
habit of combining all of his holidays into one long period came to the notice of
the director, who questioned this. Explanations from Johns suggest that the practice
had come about in the early years of al-Masri’s employment, when the department’s
excavations at ‘Atlit still took place every summer. For al-Masri to leave for several
weeks while Johns was on-site to head the dig made sense, because no replacement
needed to be hired, but after the excavations halted because of the 193639 revolt, the
system no longer worked and a lack of institutional memory meant that Hamilton (as
usual assuming the worst) thought that al-Masri was making unreasonable demands.
Relations between ‘Atlit and Jerusalem thus deteriorated further. The situation was
exacerbated by a figure dubbed as “Najib Effendi,” apparently an employee of the
Department of Antiquities and responsible for writing the Arabic versions of letters
sent by Hamilton. Al-Masri had complained about him as early as 1934, alleging
that Najib wanted to edge him out of his job at ‘Atlit so that it could be given to
Najib’s brother Mahfuz. Al-Masri had spent his first five or six years in the job in close
and regular cooperation with the field archaeologist Cedric Johns, and the effect of
linguistic and physical distance once excavations halted at ‘Atlit was taking its toll on
communications: “If Najib Effendi talks like that to me and I am unable [to speak that
way] to him, to whom shall I report?” al-Masri begged of Johns in 1940.4

Al-Masri then came down with backache, preventing him from doing much of his
job, particularly walking around the site, guiding visitors, and carrying out repairs.
Between July and November 1940 a series of letters and medical certificates went
back and forth between al-Masri, Makhouly and Hamilton. The latter was clearly
skeptical, although Makhouly reported that the government doctor had found that
the guard had a “serious case of trouble in his spinal column” and a later certificate
mentions lumbago.*® Al-Masri also asked if he might be permitted time off to go to
al-Hamma, a village in the Yarmuk valley, destroyed between 1948 and 1950 but in
the 1930s and 1940s popular with Palestinians, who went to the resort established by a
Lebanese businessman, Sulayman Nasif, for the hot mineral springs and their healing
properties.*” Al-Hamma was on the railway connecting Haifa to the Hijaz line, so
al-Masri also asked for railway passes to travel there when his requests were finally
backed up by a medical certificate prescribing five days at the baths as treatment.

Mixed in with the dates of the Muslim feast, of al-Masri’s trip to al-Hamma, and
of a call by the Mandate administration’s Land Settlement officer specifying that the
villagers of Tantura had to be on their land on a specific date, there seems at the
end of 1940 and the first weeks of 1941 to have been several occasions on which
Makhouly visited ‘Atlit and did not find the guard there. Given existing tensions, this
was bound to cause problems. Feelings ran even higher when al-Masri was docked
two days’ pay for one of his absences and ‘Ata Milhim, who had been with him and
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thus also away from his post, was not punished. In the ensuing correspondence, al-
Masri never received a clear reason why he had been picked out for harsh measures,
and he vehemently asserted his innocence, pointing out that both he and Milhim had
thought that they were due to collect their wages in Haifa (a system they had already
protested was troublesome) because they had confused the dates and lengths of the
British administrative months. In defending himself, al-Masri had no qualms about
telling the director of his department that his facts were “quite incorrect,” but to no
avail.®® By this point Na‘im Makhouly, the regional Inspector of Antiquities and al-
Masri’s first line of departmental contact, had decided that he had had enough of
this employee. “In my opinion, unless some arrangement of the sort will be made,
Abdallah who is head of a compound, a wife and several children, will continue to
absent himself from his post,” he wrote in a November 1940 letter to Hamilton, and
the following month: “As a matter of fact I feel very sorry for the great change in the
conduct of Abdallah so that he became nearly a man of no discipline.”® Finally, in
February 1941, Makhouly wrote again that, “Abdallah is a man of no principle and
does not like to be governed by rules; instructions or orders from his chiefs are of no
value to him. In a word I must say that I do not like Abdallah, owing to the trouble he
is making to me, to work under me any more.”*

Na‘im Makhouly and the department were still showing some flexibility in January
and February 1941, when they discussed hiring a man from °Atlit to cover al-Masri’s
nights in Tantura. But any semblance of organization was breaking down. Annoyed
with Makhouly, al-Masri was now trying to bypass the official hierarchy, writing
directly to Johns and further irritating the director, Hamilton. He then tried to sort
things out in person by visiting Makhouly’s office in Nazareth, but the latter was not
in town and the incident further added to al-Masri’s tally of unapproved absences. On
14 March, Hamilton finally wrote al-Masri a few terse lines, giving him a month’s
notice to quit.

Situations Vacant

There was not, however, to be a clean break; in fact al-Masri continued to guard ‘Atlit
until well into the summer of 1941. On hearing that he was to be replaced, there were
two distinct reactions from the residents of “ Atlit itself. First, they asserted the village’s
right to be involved in picking the new guard, since they did not want a stranger living
among them; ideally, they believed, the new appointee should be from ‘Atlit and that
they had a moral right to this. This argument seems to have been a reaction to the
news that a man whose name is given as Kamil Ahmad Zandik (al-Zandiq), was to be
offered the job. Zandik, a resident of Tayba, near Tulkarm, was married to a woman
from ‘Atlit, which accounts for the fact that this news reached the village within days,
possibly before Zandik had even been interviewed for the post by Makhouly. He had
been enthusiastically recommended by the former governor of the prison at ‘Akka,
who had employed him as a gardener for some years. According to a letter signed by
one Hassan Ahmad al-Awad and claiming to be from all residents of the village, “He
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was imprisoned for 15 years
and we do not trust him on
our lives lest one day he might
beat or kill one of the villagers,
since his mean characters are
used to such mischiefs.”! We
kindly beg you not to send
him to our village as we all
disagree to his appointment.”?
The mukhtar of ‘Atlit reiterated
this when Makhouly visited
in mid-April. Another letter,
from  Muhammad Ahmed
Awad of ‘Atlit, objected to the
appointment of “Abdul Karim
al-Teebi of al-Taybeh village,
Tul Karm,” seemingly referring
to the same man. It also claims
that there would “be troubles
and great corruption in the
village if he comes because
he will seize the opportunity
through this job. All the
inhabitants of the village object

and oppose the acceptance of

this person.”” The authority Figure 4. “Northern views. Athlit. Salt works. The pier and pipes
£ thi d lett biecti for pumping sea water,” 1920-33. Matson (G. Eric and Edith)
o 18 S.econ © .er opjecting Photograph Collection, Library of Congress, Washington, DC,
to Zandik’s appointment was online at loc.gov/pictures/collection/matpc/item/2019706149/

undermined when a missive (accessed 27 September 2022).

arrived in Jerusalem from

Mordechai  Surdin, director

of the Palestine Salt Company’s operations at ‘Atlit, recommending “Mr Mohamed
Ahmed el Awad of “Atlit — Islam Village [sic]” for the job.>* That Awad’s letter gave
Surdin as an address for replies highlights the intertwining of this major Zionist
enterprise in the daily life of the villagers.”

Hassan al-Awad’s letter went on to say that the villagers believed “that we have
the right in the case more than a stranger,” but the Department of Antiquities did not
agree. ‘Ata Milhim, the guard from Wadi al-Mughara, was suggested as an acceptable
compromise.*® In the weeks that followed, recommendations also arrived for an Atlit
man called Mahmud Yasin, who told Makhouly that he had worked for Johns and
(incorrectly) claimed that the latter would give him a glowing reference. A Mahmud
Muhammad al-Husayn, again from ‘Atlit, also wrote to apply, although Johns noted
that he had been employed several years earlier on the excavations and had been
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dismissed from that role. Despite the comparatively poor pay, the competition for this
role highlights the value attached to steady work for an official employer, both for the
individual’s job security and the village as a marker of its authority over the local area
and relationship to the governing authorities.

Possibly as a result of the controversy over Zandik, some villagers backed al-
Masri himself, perhaps because he was well-known to them and occasionally passed
casual work to men from the village. This support came in an undated statement in the
name of “the Arab inhabitants of ‘Atlit,” stating that al-Masri was always to be found
at his post except for a brief period every five or six days when he went to Tantura
to check on his family’s food supplies, and that information to the contrary came
from a “treacherous enemy.” The document, ending with the assertion that al-Masri
was “faithful, true and of good character,” was signed by fifteen men, including the
mukhtar, mainly using thumbprints. A short addendum reiterating that al-Masri was
always to be found “at his place of business” was signed by “police No. 667, ‘Atlit”
on behalf of the constables at the ‘Atlit police station.”” The competition became yet
more acrimonious when al-Masri wrote to Johns and Hamilton to say that he was
willing to take a pay cut in order to keep his job, and that Muhammad al-Awad (also
named Muhammad al-Jazury) had been sentenced four years previously for illegally
digging antiquities at ‘Atlit — which perhaps explains why al-Masri had enemies in
the village.

At this point, having ruled out Zandik due to local opposition and Mahmud Yasin
because of his bad reference from Johns,* the Department of Antiquities turned again
to ‘Ata Milhim, who at least had some support from the residents of ‘Atlit and was a
known quantity to Hamilton and Johns. Given his proximity, and the fact that he was
accustomed to filling in at “Atlit, it is not clear why it took some months for Milhim
to be confirmed in the post, with al-Masri apparently remaining until July or August
of 1941. The latter’s certificate of service, signed by Hamilton, is dated 29 August and
notes that he was “generally keen and active. Latterly became somewhat refractory
when duty and private convenience conflicted.”’ In September, however, al-Masri
made a somewhat pathetic journey to Jerusalem — something he could probably ill
afford, under the circumstances — to beg Johns to intercede with Hamilton and ask for
his reinstatement.®® The bullish insistence on his innocence and martyred willingness
to quit his job, abundant in previous letters, are gone. Instead he asks for forgiveness,
saying that he will take his children out of the school at Tantura and move to ‘Atlit, and
is willing to work for less money. He also mentions making a similar trip to Nazareth
to plead for Makhouly’s support. Hamilton replied that Milhim had already taken up
the position and that perhaps, if excavations recommenced at ‘Atlit, al-Masri could
find work then, a message which infuriated the recipient. His final communication
pointed out that as a man in his forties with back trouble he was incapable of working
as a laborer; he accused Milhim of being less competent than him and made oblique
comments which Hamilton took to be a threat, while also demanding a “gratuity” or
closing payment in recognition of his long service, “to which I am entitled.”®!

And here, ‘Abdullah al-Masri disappears from the colonial record, or at least from
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the personnel files of the British Mandate administration’s Department of Antiquities.
He may have gone on to find casual work, or he and his family may have had to rely on
their small piece of land. In 1948, as has been well documented, his village of Tantura
was the scene of a massacre by the Alexandroni Brigade of the Haganah. Among the
eyewitness testimonies published by researchers who interviewed residents of Tantura
are a number by people named Masri, including Mustafa al-Masri, Amina al-Masri
(Umm Mustafa), ‘Izz al-Din al-Masri, and Tamam al-Masri (Umm Sulayman). Several
others of the name are mentioned as among the dead that day, including Mustafa’s
father and twelve other members of his family, and brothers Sulayman and Ahmad al-
Masri.®? Given a population of around 1,500 people at the time of the Nakba, it seems
likely that some of these were part of ‘Abdullah’s extended family, if not more closely
related to him. Was he killed in May 1948? Did he live out his days as a refugee in
Yarmuk camp or in Damascus, like other Masris from Tantura? As mentioned at the
start of this article, ‘Abdullah al-Masri appears in the historical record only when his
life intersects with the activities of the British Mandate authorities; otherwise he, like
many ordinary Palestinians, could be found only in oral histories and family memories
which are often now lost. But this account of the decade of his life spent working for
the Department of Antiquities does permit a glimpse into how many working-class
Palestinians existed day-to-day in this period.

Conclusion

This article, drawing intensively on the correspondence between Palestinian antiquities
guards working for the British Mandate Department of Antiquities in Palestine and the
men who employed them, highlights the charged social history of archaeology. The
existing literature has focused on the narratives and images derived from archaeology
and ancient history in Palestine and how these have perpetuated particular visions of
the region’s past. As such, it has tended to concentrate on the activities and discourses
of the colonial occupiers of Palestine and how they used ideas of the past to claim
land and legitimacy. This article, however, has sought to consider archaeology as a
site of labor, and thus how it was experienced by the lowest-paid and least-valued
of the Department of Antiquities staff, an overwhelming proportion of whom were
Palestinian Arabs. As the personnel files of these men show, they did a hard job,
sometimes dangerous and frightening, with long hours and little respect from their
employers. Nevertheless, these archives also reveal glimpses of the varying reasons
they might have had for wanting these positions, ranging from the comparative
security and longevity of a government post to a genuine interest and pride in the role
of caring for and helping to present and display their material heritage.

This approach also highlights the ways in which archacology was not just a sphere
of elite academic discourses about Palestine, happening at a distance from the place and
people. It was also an everyday practice taking place in Palestine, involving ordinary
workers and the communities in which they lived and who, while usually silenced by
colonial archives and histories, can occasionally, briefly, be heard. Archaeology was
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a provider of jobs, sometimes sought-after and valued not only by the individuals in
them but also by the communities in which excavations and antiquities sites were
located, and for reasons as much to do with control over community space and access
to state resources as with basic issues of pay and employment. As we find in the
documents presented here, antiquities guards were men with families, land, legal
responsibilities, political views, and career paths before and after their jobs with the
department. All of these things affected their encounters with archaeology and the
scholars who saw themselves as in charge of it. Men like ‘Abdullah al-Masri may
have been exploited by the Mandate administration and their personal safety treated
negligently, but they were also intermediaries or middlemen, viewed by the rebels of
the 1930s as functionaries of the British administration and thus subjected to threats
and kidnapping, at worst collaborating with and at best benefiting from the colonial
regime. They were social actors in a changing setting of which colonial archaeologists
were only a part, and their experiences offer valuable insights into the relationship
between working-class Palestinians and the British occupiers of their land and history.

Sarah Irving is lecturer at Staffordshire University, UK, researching a social history
of the 1927 Jericho earthquake, and editor of the journal Contemporary Levant,
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