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SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 12

Rochat’s Performance

“Rochat was losing his grip,” felt Britain’s David West. British Ambassador John Phillips echoed: “He is…not out of play, although he seems to be on the boundary.”

Jacques Freymond had arrived in Amman in the morning. Officially, he had come only to “beef up Rochat who, it was felt, might be becoming over-tired.” This was not the general impression, however. The Israeli government believed that Freymond had been flown in to “supervise” Rochat. The New York Times reported that Freymond had come to “take over negotiations as a result of Mr. Rochat’s unexpected difficulties with the Popular Front.”  Either way, Rochat was not pleased by his arrival and did not meet him at the airport.

The ICRC’s decision to send Freymond was a hasty one, taken under pressure from Freymond himself who claimed that Rochat was “not up to complicated political problems.” Nonetheless, Freymond would comment later that “to Rochat’s credit, one can say that he saved lives. All members of the Red Cross’s delegation are convinced of that.”

The Explosions

According to a BOAC passenger who claimed to have army training, the cockpit was blown up with half to three-quarters kilograms of plastique and the forward and rear wheelbases with three one-pound blocks of orange-colored TNT stacked one atop the other, all detonated electrically.  £2,400,000 was reportedly offloaded from the Swissair jet before it was blown up.

Germany’s Alarm after the Explosions

Germany was becoming increasingly alarmed by the day’s events and Wischnewski’s cable admonishing Bonn for underestimating the seriousness of the situation. Germany presumed that Switzerland was about to scrap the unified approach. The United States urged Germany to stay the course, unpersuaded that the security situation was as desperate as Wischnewski was reporting. Furthermore, it argued, cohesion had achieved “measurable progress” toward getting the hostages out unharmed and “must be maintained.” State Secretary Paul Frank agreed to “remain firm” pending a minister-level meeting the next morning.
 But Germany’s allegiance to the common front was on a short fuse.

British Anxiety after the Explosions

Unless Britain released Khaled within the next few hours, the British ambassador in Amman had just been warned by a “source he takes seriously,” the hostages would be in great danger.
  “Big concentrations of fedayeen” were assembling outside the embassy. “If we do not within a few hours at least give an assurance that we are prepared to [release her] something very serious will happen,” cabled Philips. “These people are quite capable of killing hostages or taking some other lethal action…They are not logical…This may sound melodramatic, but the atmosphere here and particularly at the PFLP headquarters…is very explosive.”

Clearly rattled by this report, the destruction of the planes, the ICRC’s withdrawal, the tensions in Amman, and the chaos and ambiguity surrounding the hostages, a ministerial-level meeting urgently convened at about 6pm by Prime Minister Heath yielded to Phillips’s plea and issued the statement he had requested. The statement read: 

To avoid any misunderstanding or possible loss of life, Her Majesty’s Government wish to let it be known that they are prepared to return Miss Leila Khaled to an Arab country as part of the satisfactory settlement of the problem of the detained passengers of the three aircraft.

The statement, issued just before 7pm, was broadcast shortly afterward on BBC’s World and Arabic services. British officials emphasized that no action would be taken until the five governments involved had worked out a deal through the ICRC. Nonetheless, the statement did not rule out separate agreements between the European countries and the PFLP if Israel did not contribute to a deal.

Great Britain had thus decided to allow momentary dynamics override its international commitments and legal processes. The “British Government feels [the] crunch approaching,” as U.S. ambassador Annenberg characterized it. The next day, the British press would pour a great deal of scorn on the alleged threat, and certain British ministers suggested that Phillips had panicked. Michael Adams, head of the Council for the Advancement of Arab-British Understanding and a supporter of the Palestinian cause who had arrived in Amman a few days earlier to urge the PFLP to spare the hostages and to be available to serve as a go-between, later told Prime Minister Heath that he perceived no threat.
  
Note from American Hostages to the American Embassy

The following note was handed to the U.S. embassy in Amman.

We the passengers of the hijacked planes TWA 741 and Swissair 100 have as of today, September 12, become political prisoners after a week of captivity due to the negligence and political paralysis of our government. The lives of women, girls, and men are literally in jeopardy every moment. We demand that human consideration transcend all other political considerations so that we may be immediately released and returned to our homes.

The names of the six Americans at Ashrafiyeh were signed on the note, which was delivered to the U.S. embassy three days later. However, the “handwriting appears…to be that of [an] adolescent [perhaps sixteen-year-old Barbara Mensch]. All signatures are done by [the] same person who wrote [the] letter.”
  

The Intercontinental Hotel

BOAC first officer Trevor Cooper described the Intercontinental Hotel:

Everywhere it is riddled with bullets, shell fire…I walked into my room and in the right hand wall was a shell hole the size of this ash tray. I had to look out on the balcony through a Perspex sliding door absolutely riddled with bullet holes.

Israel’s Stance

During the course of the morning, foreign ministry director general Gideon Rafael provided the United States and Great Britain with the names of the six men who had been taken off on Monday: “Two rabbis, one Hollingworth [sic], one Wood [sic], one Berkowitz, and one name unknown.” He reiterated Israel’s strong objection to any solution that would leave behind anyone due to his nationality or faith and that Israel had made “more than enough contribution” by acquiescing to the release of seven European-held fedayeen responsible for murderous attacks on Israelis, including, Rafael himself in Zurich. Israel still adamantly refused to offer up any fedayeen.

Not yet aware of Israel’s roundup the previous night of 450 Palestinians, an Israeli radio interviewer challenged Deputy Prime Minister Yigal Allon about Israel’s “non-negotiation policy.” After all, he claimed, in the end Israel gives in anyway, as it did with the hijacking to Algeria. Allon testily countered that Israel hadn’t in fact given in to demands but had acceded to the Italian government’s “special request” and, that, only after all other options had been exhausted. “Up to this moment,” he further asserted, “Israel is not involved directly in the plane hijackings in Jordan… We are not members of [the Bern] club.” Spinning the truth, he added that “it seems to me [that] the countries concerned are not interested in Israel appearing as a full partner in order to reduce as much as possible the political basis of this miserable affair.”

Allon ruled out military rescue “at this early stage” because “we are dealing with irresponsible people, with people I would describe as unruly and cruel.” Israel for the moment preferred to “give the countries concerned the chance to exhaust their influence in the Arab states and through the Red Cross in order to release all the passengers without discrimination. We shall wait and see how matters develop.”

In a separate radio interview, when asked if Israel was being asked to make a gesture by releasing some terrorists, Gideon Rafael skirted the issue. “No proposals have been made to Israel at all. Certain proposals which were reported in the press which were submitted by the representatives of the International Red Cross have been rejected by all concerned—by the governments concerned and by the International Committee of the Red Cross.” When pressed if Israel would nonetheless make such a gesture if asked, Rafael responded that “Israel cannot fulfill the role of a world banker of the redemption of hijacked persons. It is up to the governments concerned to…bring the perpetrators of these crimes back to reason.”

When Israel’s ambassador in London, Michael Comay, called on Foreign Secretary Douglas-Home later that morning to discuss the PLO proposal, he stuck to Israel’s official line. Besides, he added, there were only three Israelis and three [sic] men with dual citizenship. Plus, he said, no one knew how many Jews were among the U.S. nationals or how many fedayeen the Palestinians sought. As he was leaving, though, he made a “personal” observation that “a package involving all the hostages in return for seven Europe-held prisoners plus ‘some’ from Israel might in the end be possible” as Israel really did not want to “rock the boat.” Comay later called the Foreign Office to clarify that “under no circumstances” would Israel release any terrorists in its jails as part of a deal.
  

In Jerusalem, Rafael informed both Barnes and Zurhellen that he was authorized from “the highest level” to reiterate that Israel remained unwilling in any way to release fedayeen.  Zurhellen confided to Barnes that he presumed that the United States too was not yet convinced that an Israeli contribution was necessary. With world and even Arab opinion against it, the PFLP had put off its deadlines, reduced its asking price, and was transferring hostages to Amman and out of Jordan. If the Israelis were now to admit willingness even in principle to release fedayeen, it would open the door to raising the asking price, not only now but in the future if the fedayeen hijacked more aircraft. Barnes concurred: “as seen from here…I think he is right.”

European View of the New PLO Proposal

Peter Tripp, of the Foreign Office, continued to believe that the PLO’s proposals “open the way to an overall package deal,” and that, even though both the United States and Israel found them discriminatory, the British government should use them “as the starting point” for an overall deal. The terms, he felt, could be made “non-discriminatory” if, for example, there was a simultaneous release of all passengers and crew, Israelis included, in exchange for the seven prisoners from Europe and “some contribution” from Israel. Tripp recognized that “this course would involve persuading the Americans that it was the right course and that they should overcome their reluctance to use pressure on Israel to this end….We should make plain to the Americans that unless they and the Israelis are prepared to discuss this course of action seriously and soon, we shall be obliged to consider with the Swiss and the Germans whether the time has not come for us to work for an arrangement covering only our nationals.”

A few days later, the British delegate at the Bern talks, Eric Midgley, would respond that Switzerland did not seem keen at the moment to take a separate track. “The Swiss government have not associated themselves with German threats to act in this way, even when it looked as it we might be thinking of following the Germans. If it ever looked as if we ought to do a deal for the Swiss, German, and British hostages…leaving the Americans and Israelis to look after their own, we could not take it for granted that the Swiss would come into line without persuasion.”

Israel sent a strong message to Bonn that Germany should not contemplate that Israel might release terrorists, male or female. Germany’s Foreign Minister, Walter Scheel, assured Israel’s Ambassador Eliashiv Ben-Horin that for now Germany was holding to a united front, but if an immediate danger should arise to the hundreds of people there, Germany and Israel might diverge. Ben-Horin responded that “the value of human life is no less in Israel’s eyes than in anyone else’s. Nonetheless, we are holding our nerve and demanding the same of others.”

Iraq’s Continued Efforts at Hostage Release

As not all passengers had been released, Iraqi radio again appealed to the PFLP. Warning that “imperialism” might intervene “on the pretext of protecting its own citizens,” it admonished that holding foreign nationals “harms the Palestinian question and blackens the motives of the noble fedayeen action.” It also, according to the broadcast, exposed Jordan and its armed forces to foreign intervention opposed to Arab interests.

The Iraqi Ambassador to Amman met with Jordanian Premier Rifai and Commander in Chief Haditha for three hours to reiterate Iraq’s “decision” that all passengers and planes should be released. He also met with the PLO and the PFLP, and had met with Hussein “3 times in the past 48 hours.” Iraqi radio reported in early afternoon that the PFLP had promised to release “all hostages this evening.”
  

ICRC Departure

Freymond explained that he hoped that his pronouncement alone might jar the PFLP but concluded that only the drama of the ICRC’s actual departure might impress it. The United States and UK implored Freymond to stay on at least until their governments could send them new instructions or perhaps even until the five countries could come up with an alternative. The German representative, on the other hand, seemed only too anxious to receive a definitive statement about Freymond’s departure. Such a statement, the U.S. chargé in Amman estimated, would give Germany the out it sought to proceed independently.
  

Though he had just arrived on the scene, the new U.S. chargé in Amman Bill Brubeck was disappointed to see Rochat depart. “It is undoubtedly true that Rochat is extremely tired and shows sign of strain from responsibility [that he] has been under. However, he continues to be the one person who is able to carry on negotiations with fedayeen leaders. He is sensitive and informed of the extremely intense security problems.” Brubeck added, that Rochat had confided to him “on a very private basis” that he was “unsure if Freymond had the necessary touch to deal with the fedayeen.” Brubeck went on: “our initial impression of Freymond at least does not contradict that of Rochat. Moreover, [the] embassy’s opinion on the manner in which Rochat has been conducting negotiations with [the] fedayeen is most favorable…Rochat has been [a] tireless and constructive negotiator, and his straight-forward and objective manner, together with his obvious humanitarian feelings, make him well-suited for [the] delicate negotiations in hand.”
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