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Wilson Center Digital Archive Translation - English

124/1  
Beirut 7/6/1949  
  
Al-Za’eem (Ḥusnī al-Za’īm)  
I never saw him so full of himself as this time; he refuses to believe that someone in
the Arab world does not love him. He told me as he welcomed me:  
  
‘What is happening in Beirut?'   
  
When I told him that some people are wary of his actions, he said: 'No; no one is
criticizing me save your Government; you want and see... it would soon have cause to
be pleased with me.  
  
I said to him: 'If someone besides me hears your words and repeats them, uproar will
ensue and it will be said that you are threatening the Lebanese Government.  
  
My words irritated him, his face reddened, and he exclaimed loudly: 'I am powerful,
and powerful people are afraid of no one; not their soldiers, supporters, or fifth
columnists in Beirut.'  
  
I tried to calm him down a little, and said: 'The people love you and liken you to
Mostapha Kemal who came to Syria's assistance; others even say that you are the
greatest man ever born after the Prophet Mohammad.'  
  
He calmed down at this, and he sat down and started talking to me; the time
allocated to my visit, from 11.30- 11.45 am on Sunday 5 June, was extended by a half
hour to 12.15, although he was scheduled to meet with the Iranian Minister, Mr
Rahmana, at noon. When Lieutenant Siam came in to announce the Minister's arrival,
he said to let him wait.  
  
The above is an indication of the man's mentality; he likes to be lauded and hates to
be criticized or anything negative said about him. He also likes to extol the virtues of
great and admired men like Mostapha Kemal Pacha, Franco, Tito, and great leaders
from Islam's heyday.  
  
Observations:  
  
These are my remarks:  
  
First: The man intensely hates Riad al-Solh (Riyaḍ al-Ṣulḥ) and bears him ill will. His
words to me 'your Government will soon be pleased with me' are a veiled threat that
he intends to solve the issue of our mutual interests in a way that will not please
Lebanon. For he also told me:  
  
'Our Syrian traders, both exporters and importers, are facing difficulties with customs
in Beirut; your Government requires that all licenses obtained in Syria be legalized by
Lebanese Economic and Agricultural Departments. In other words, they want
Lebanese departments to monitor us ... This is something I will never accept; there
are four million citizens in Syria and barely one million in Lebanon, and although our
share of joint interests is 55per cent, the total number of our employees barely
reaches 30per cent. This is why we cannot accept to work on this basis and should
solve the problem to our advantage, whether the Lebanese Government likes it or
not.'  
  



Second: Al-Za'eem is displeased because not enough pressure is being brought to
bear on the Jews; he said to me: 'I am convinced that if the conflict worsens between
us and the Jews, we will be in danger from Lebanon because the Jews have friends
and supporters in the Lebanese Government. We therefore have to be vigilant and
watch the Lebanese as well as the Jews.'  
  
Third: While I was with al-Za'eem, the telephone rang and Adeeb Beik al-Shishakli
(Adīb Shishaklī), Director of the Sûreté Générale, was on the line. I heard al-Za'eem
tell him: 'send one of your men, preferably Mamdouh al-Maidani (Mamduḥ Mayḍanī),
and give him a letter to Emir Farid Chehab asking for his assistance in raiding the
al-Nahda Printing Press in Beirut where I am told communist newsletters are being
printed.'  
  
When the telephone conversation ended, he turned to me and I said: 'I think this
information is wrong because there is no printing press by that name in Beirut.’  
  
He got angry again and said: 'Yes there is; and it is the communist's printing press.'  
  
I replied ‘The printing press you are referring to is al-Najah, but communist
newsletters are not printed there.’  
  
It seemed as if he wanted to cut me off, for he said: 'Mamdouh will go there and deal
with it with Emir Farid.’  
  
Fourth: al-Za’eem believes that Riad al-Solh is encouraging elements hostile to him to
operate from Lebanon, and although I assured him that the opposite was true, he
said:  
  
‘Information reaching me indicates that there are heightened Jordanian and Russian
activities against me in Beirut, an instead of helping me avoid these angers, your
Government is following my men and obstructing their work. This leaves the door
wide open for communists to operate and publish newsletters. When I told him that
the situation was quite different and that Emir Farid and his department were actively
combating communist activities, including those against him, he said:  
  
‘Many tribal chiefs are coming to Beirut these days and contacting the Jordanian
Legation, so I had them followed; as a result, the Lebanese Government is now
following my men.’  
  
Fifth: Mamdouh al-Maidani is the source of the information about the above
movements (item four). The proof is that when he learned about my appointment
with al-Za'eem he asked me to tell him about the threats against him in Lebanon and
the need to establish a secret office in Beirut, under the Deuxième Bureau, with
branches in Tripoli and Sidon. He also wanted me to tell al-Za'eem that the best
candidate to run this office is himself - Mamdouh al-Maidani - but I did not do that.  
  
Sixth al-Za’eem is suspicious of most Palestinian refugees; he believes that part of
them are Lebanese agents, another Jewish agents, and another yet, agents for King
Abdullah.  
  
2. I learned the following:   
First: There is no truth in what the newspapers have published yesterday concerning
the possibility of a Syrian government reshuffle if Mohsen al- Barasi formed a new
government. Al-Za'eem will wait until after he is elected President of the Republic,
because he is certain that no one dares challenge him for the presidency.  



  
Second: Nazeer Fansa left for Paris yesterday and I learned that a mosaic tableware
set and an expensive carpet will be shipped from Damascus as a present from
al-Za'eem to the French President.  
  
Al-Za’eem is trying to get close to the French in order to frustrate Lebanese attempts,
every now and then, to depend on the French.  
  
Third: Akram Tabbara and his colleagues were referred to the military court in
Damascus  
  
Fourth: Al-Za'eem is now acting in Damascus almost like a dictator; this is evidenced
by a series of arrests the last of which was that of Husni Beik, the latest Governor of
Aleppo, then of Michel Aflak, Salah al-Bitar, Jalal al-Sayed, Dr Wahib Ghanem, Hafez
al-Jamali, from the leadership of Hizb al-Baath, and by the establishment of the
Judicial Council to protect the coup, in the manner of Mostapha Kermal Pacha’s
Independence Courts.  
  
Fifth: Al-Za'eem is afraid for his life, as evidenced by:  
  
His motorcade drives very fast and they push people away from sidewalks and forbid
cars from driving on roads which he is scheduled to drive through.  
  
He is surrounded by very tight security whether at the military headquarters of the
Saraya; the proof is that when I came to meet him I had to show the permit allowing
me to see him to five different military policemen waiting at every corner.  
  
When I left after the visit and he stood at the door leading to the corridor to see me
out, four different pistols were aimed at me until al-Za'eem turned and went back in.  
  
In the evening of 3 June 1949, al-Za'eem telephoned military headquarters and found
the line cut; so he called the regular line and found it also cut. When he called the
regular line once again and realized that it was still cut, he panicked, feared a coup,
organized a defense force at his home, and sent one of his aides to get his coat. He
was only reassured when he learned that a passing high military vehicle had
inadvertently cut the telephone lines.  
  
Al-Za'eem relies on German officers to protect his life; two of them accompany him
wherever he goes alongside the local security detail, and the rest maintain the
Gestapo-style organization.  
  
Sixth: The following bear a big grudge against al-Za'eem:  
  
The old regime and political party circles.   
  
The PPS: because he annulled the Awqaf (Islamic religious endowment) (…), imposed
civil law, and fought the Muslim Brotherhood. The fundamentalists, and many other
Syrians, were angered by his policies and expressed their reaction in a newsletter
(behind which the Muslim Brotherhood was thought to stand) distributed on 5 June
1949, bearing a scathing attack against al-Za'eem.  
  
PPS circles: Al-Za'eem discovered that there was a group of PPS members in the
military; he arrested 21 soldiers in whose possession he found copies of secret
military orders they intended to send to Antoun Saadeh.  



  
My investigations revealed that there were no less than two thousand soldiers in the
Syrian Army belonging to the PPS.  
  
Prominent and feudal family circles unaccustomed to such stringent measures.  
  
3. Al Za'eem is organizing his intelligence services along Gestapo lines. This is why he
is surrounded by Germans and young Syrians who once lived in Germany, like Akram
Tabbara, Mamdouh al-Maidani, Hicham al-Mahaini, and others whom he trusted. He
housed the Deuxième Bureau, Friends of the Army Bureau, Supporters of the Front
Bureau, and the Counter Espionage Bureau, on the same street located at the corner
of Baghdad Street, and surrounded it with soldiers and security guards under the
control of the Germans whom the people call the Gestapo.  
  
4. Adeeb Beik al-Shishakli is the Director of the Sûreté Générale, but his assistant,
Ahmad al-Qasaibati, in in charge of intelligence on account of his past experience at
the head of the Deuxième Bureau and the News from the Front Bureau.  
  
I was invited through Mamdouh al-Maidani to meet him on Monday morning 6 June
1949 and he started firing questions at me in the same vein as al-Za’eem’s, about the
communists’ activities, the Jordanian Legation, and a number of Syrians, and I briefly
told him what I knew about some of them. So he said:  
  
Emir Farid Chehab has put some of his men to either spy on us or follow those who
work for us in Beirut. I am sure that some of them have contacts or a relationship
with the Emir, though there are three I neither knew nor was sure about, namely
Adham Mumtaz, Habib al-Khoury and Kheiro al-Homsy. When I told him that I also
neither knew nor had never heard of them, he asked me to check with my contacts at
the Lebanese Sûreté Générale and the Jordanian Legation and let him know. So I
promised to help.  
  
5. As for those who work for the Syrian Sûreté Générale and Deuxième Bureau, they
are Mohammad Ali al Bizri; Kheiry al-Ka'ky; Ibrahim Mneimneh, the brother of
Mohammad Mneimneh; Rachad al-Barbir; Basel Daqqaq; Ra'ef Zantout, employee at
the Kettaneh office, Mohammad Rustom Tabbara; 'Afif al-Tibi; Adeeb Hinnawi; and
Sheikh Dahham al-Sandal.  
  
6. In closing. I would like to say that the contacts I had with the Germans through
Mamdouh al-Maidani confirmed to me that al-Za'eem relies on the Gestapo system
which his German contingent has established. He would like to establish a similar
system not only in Lebanon, but also in other Arab countries in order to have a strong
intelligence network, on which he can rely in Beirut, and which maintains tightly
linked bases and operates under the supervision of the security forces. These have
not yet been established.


