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THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 10

Iraq Orders Arafat to Release the Hostages

The previous day, the Soviet Union, through one of its diplomats in Baghdad, warned Iraq not to get involved in the developments in Jordan. “The Soviet Government appeals to the Governments of Iraq and Jordan to demonstrate farsightedness and reasonable restraint so that an end can be brought to the dangerous developments in Jordan. A further aggravation of the situation should not be allowed since this would only worsen the general situation in the Middle East which is already complicated enough.”

Today, Iraqi Major General Abdulla a-Sayid came to Jordanian army headquarters and telephoned Arafat. A-Sayid shouted gruffly at him: “Arafat, listen to me. Pick up a paper and pen and write down these words: ‘For humanitarian reasons and the call of friendly countries, we [PLO and PFLP] have decided to release all of the hostages.’” Arafat was taken aback and asked why. A-Sayid roughly repeated his order and demanded that Arafat announce it within two hours. Otherwise, he warned, “we are not responsible for anything that happens to you afterwards.”

Iraq made a point of informing France, Switzerland, and Britain that it was applying pressure on the PFLP and was prepared “to intervene energetically” to obtain the release of all passengers and crew, irrespective of nationality.

While purportedly acting “out of humanitarian motives,” Iraq’s true motive was to not “give any excuse for foreign intervention.” The U.S. chargé in Amman ventured that the “government of Iraq is nervous about [the] deep water into which PFLP adventurism might drag it.”

The Iraqi initiative was met with skepticism, however. According to an American diplomat in Amman, “Iraq’s sudden concern for humanitarian values amused many Jordanians for whom brutality and bloodthirstiness of Iraqis were proverbial.”
  

New Terms Set by the PLO

Reacting to the Iraqi intervention, the PLO engaged in the process and set new terms for the release of the hostages:

1.
To transport all passengers to Amman, which has already been done. [emphasis added]

2.
To release all passengers of various nationalities with the exception of Israelis “with military status” (thawi al-siffa al-askaria), when an official declaration is made by the foreign governments concerned pledging the release of the Palestinian fedayeen imprisoned or under arrest in West Germany, Switzerland, and Britain.

3.
To release the three aircraft and their crews when the above-mentioned fedayeen arrive in Jordan or any other Arab country. Along with the body of the fedayi killed in the El Al plane that landed at London Airport.

4.
To keep the Israeli passengers “with military status” in Amman until an agreement has been reached in talks with the Red Cross for the release by Israeli authorities of a number (to be agreed upon) of male and female fedayeen imprisoned in Israel. The release of the above-mentioned Israeli prisoners will be carried out as soon as the fedayeen whose release has been agreed upon have been released.

5.
The Palestinian Red Crescent will take part with the PFLP in the discussions with the Red Cross to implement all these measures.

The next morning, the PLO would announce that it was now in charge, “supervising the detained passengers.” It claimed “humanitarian motives” “to insure the safety and comfort of the passengers and to release them” and a desire to avoid giving the United States an excuse to intervene.  But, it warned, it would “violently resist any attempt to invade our country.”

Israel’s Continued Stance

In reality, Israel continued to not view the hostage situation as a major Israeli issue. It was far more concerned about “the potential disintegration of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan…King Hussein’s stability is to a certain degree in Israel’s interests…The disintegration of Jordan would cause serious dangers to the entire Middle East.” Under certain circumstances, surmised Chaim Herzog, former head of IDF Army Intelligence and a commentator on security affairs, Israel would have to become interested “from very up close.”

In a speech that night, Golda Meir made the point caustically. “The whole world now stands facing a horror, the kind of which it had never seen before. All they can think of doing is paying a bribe to free criminals…What are they asking us to do? To organize an official ceremony of some sort, to release the criminals we have with us so that they can cross the borders and then return to repeat the crimes they have already committed against our people?” And, she admonished, “If something is done to the Jews, it is bound to mushroom and strike at others too.”
 

Israel remained prepared to consider specific proposals, however. Foreign Minister Eban acknowledged to a Congressional delegation to Israel that governments sometimes “may have to do something beyond what they should have to do.” It would be “hard to be dogmatic” about meeting ransom demands, he added. Eban also told the UK’s Joseph Godber that when Israel would receive “a clearly formulated demand from the hijackers,” it would consider it “very earnestly.”

Pressure on Israel

André Rochat declared it “out of the question” that Britain not surrender Leila Khaled merely because of “some legal issue.” British counselor in Geneva, David West, told the United States’ Shelby Davis after the Bern Group meeting that he would additionally “ask London to put pressure on Jerusalem for [a] speedy reaction.” Davis “strongly” hoped that the British and American ambassadors in Tel Aviv “might be instructed to ‘lean’ on [the] Israelis,” but doubted that the United States would do so. FCO Permanent Undersecretary Denis Greenhill in fact planned to find out in both London and Jerusalem whether Israel was prepared to “make a contribution.”

Hostage Situation

King Hussein remained reluctant to threaten the PFLP over mistreatment of the hostages. He lamented that he was “dealing with non-rational people who might respond unpredictably even when [their] own physical survival [was] involved.”
  

André Rochat was indeed generally aware that the “TWA plane and its passengers remain the most difficult problem at this stage” due, in large part, to the large number of women and children, twenty-five of whom were under fourteen. Several of the women, he knew, were pregnant, one being “fairly far along.” And, the ICRC in Amman had indeed reported that the passengers were “physically well although showing signs of strain and tension.”

Rochat remained convinced that the hostages in the hotels were not free to go. “Should [the] Government of Jordan or any other government attempt unilateral evacuation, [the] fedayeen would take measures to prevent [its] success.” He also remained convinced that any outside military interference would lead to the immediate destruction of the planes and remaining hostages.

Rochat had met with the PFLP again in the afternoon and was now completely convinced that the PFLP would release all women and children if the seven prisoners in Europe would be released. Now, he laid out the elements of the PFLP’s deal as he understood it:

Palestinians propose [the] return [of the] 7 commandos held plus corpse [to the] airport [in] Amman by [the] ICRC in exchange for which Palestinians authorize transfer [of] all women, children, and sick [to] Amman. All these persons will be considered henceforth available for evacuation outside Jordan sooner or later, this being guaranteed by return [of] Palestinians held in [Europe]. [emphasis added]

Last part [of the] negotiations for all male passengers held in [the] three planes conditioned on [the] acceptance of Israel to free Palestinians held in occupied territory according to list promised for September 11. Thus the overall negotiations will depend on success or failure according to [the] decision Israel will take.

“Sooner or later,” explained Rochat, meant that it was “to be a matter negotiated between Palestinians, the Jordanian government, and [the] ICRC along with the governments concerned.” In the meantime, these women and children would have to remain in Jordan. Furthermore, the remaining hostages would have to “remain at [the] site pending negotiations for [the] release of prisoners presently held by Israel.” The British and German representatives endorsed keeping all women and children in the area until the entire problem was resolved.

While telling the group that he wanted “at all cost” to get all women and children into Amman hotels, Rochat was “extremely reserved” about the PFLP proposal because it discriminated by sex, as all adult women would be released while selected males would be held.
  The ICRC, concurring with his opinion, would later call the proposal unacceptable.

The German representative hinted again that Germany might go it alone. Noting that few German citizens and no German aircraft were involved, “circumstances might force” Germany to withdraw from the multilateral effort, he said. He left “no doubt” that his reports to Bonn about the situation in Jordan “have been very dark indeed.”

Joe Sisco remained convinced at this point that “there was no better man anywhere than Rochat to handle this operation.” UK Ambassador Phillips too, when he contacted King Hussein the next day, offered that “while Rochat was difficult (like many other men of the highest principles), he was in my view the only person available who could deal with the thugs of the PFLP and prevent a tragedy.”
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