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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 14

Further British Impatience with Israel and the United States

Prime Minister Heath was growing angrier at Israel and the United States. Public resentment over why British citizens were being held as pawns in the Arab-Israel conflict, “which was of no direct concern to us,” would be uncontainable if Israel remained “obdurate” and the United States continued to refuse to pressure it. Douglas-Home, too, felt that the U.S. government did not appreciate the British “strength of feeling.”

Meanwhile, Ambassador John Freeman, was becoming “much concerned” over the unceasing pressure he was been asked to apply on Rogers, who was showing “signs of impatience very unusual in him.” Freeman argued to Douglas-Home that it was not a matter of America’s misread of the situation but of genuine policy differences.

[T]he real point…is that in the judgment of Rogers and his advisors, we should not allow the fedayeen to dictate the timing of our tactics and that to do so tends to weaken our negotiating position and to strengthen theirs. As to the Americans’ own problems, I know you realize only too well that most of the “Israeli” hostages are American dual-nationals; and both Rogers and the president are most urgently concerned…to secure their release at the first possible moment. The difference, in other words, is not a different sense of urgency about the agreed objective, but a different view of the tactics by which it is most likely to be quickly achieved.

Freeman suggested that Douglas-Home speak to Rogers directly. As he cabled London:

Frankly, I am beginning to be anxious about the possible consequences of continued personal pressure on Rogers while the facts of the situation remain as they now are. When I roused him late last night to give him your message, which covered the same ground that we had covered together earlier, he showed signs of impatience very unusual in him. I am all too conscious that we may have much to press him about over the next few weeks, and I think we should consider carefully how much the traffic will bear over the next few days.

If I may be permitted to state in blunt language the essence of the disagreement…I should put it as follows: You believe the Americans to be taking an unduly passive attitude to the present impasse; to be stringing along behind the Israelis and perhaps to be showing a less real concern about the immediate fate of the hostages than we are. You also make a less favorable assessment about the solidarity of the European members of the Five Powers and probably about the developing situation in and around Amman than the Americans.

The Americans, for their part, believe that the overriding concern about the time-factor over the next two or three days which is felt by you and your colleagues is not warranted by the situation; that the best weapon in the hands of the PFLP is the possibility that they may be able to frighten the Five Powers into premature concessions; that time can be used most effectively in our interests by forcing the PFLP to recognize that we shall not negotiate until we know precisely what we are negotiating about and with whom. Of the Israelis, they would say that, in the first place, the Israeli tactic of refusing to budge until the terms are precisely defined is the correct one in the common interest; secondly, that in any case they believe that inter-governmental pressure on Israel at this time is likely to harden the Israeli attitude and to be far less effective than the pressure of public opinion…On the solidarity of the Five Powers, the Americans are well aware of the anxieties felt, but appear to believe that they will be able to keep the Swiss and Germans in line…

The Americans may well be taking too complacent a view of the Amman situation and of the unpredictable behavior of the PFLP. They are presumably guided by their chargé in Amman and they are certainly trying to assess the situation with great care…

[T]he real point…is that in the judgment of Rogers and his advisors, we should not allow the fedayeen to dictate the timing of our tactics and that to do so tends to weaken our negotiating position and to strengthen theirs. As to the Americans’ own problems, I know you realize only too well that most of the “Israeli” hostages are American dual-nationals; and both Rogers and the president are most urgently concerned…to secure their release at the first possible moment. The difference, in other words, is not a different sense of urgency about the agreed objective, but a different view of the tactics by which it is most likely to be quickly achieved.

I have failed so far, despite my best efforts, to convince Rogers that your view of the time factor and of the precarious solidarity of the Five Powers at Bern is the correct one. Again and again in the last two days he has firmly told me that he simply does not agree. I am hopeful that the ominous terms of your personal message of Sunday night may move him when has had time to digest it.

German and British Positions

Sensing that public opinion was shifting—more inclined now to a separate deal for the German hostages—German state secretary Frank warned British ambassador Brooks Richards that, the Germans “would have to make their own arrangements” if the current standstill persisted. Richards believed that Germany was now “fairly close to the end of the road.” Douglas-Home concurred: “We cannot count on their cooperation for very much longer.” Israel too concluded that, since Wischnewski was not recalled, Germany “is keeping its options open for a critical moment.

As it had the day before, Germany this afternoon issued another tortured statement reflecting its conflicted position of maintaining a united front while keeping its options open.
  

The Federal Government…holds to a common front since this has shown itself up to now as the best means of securing the release of hostages and since bilateral negotiations naturally run the risk of not achieving the intended objective—that is, the liberation of all kidnapped passengers and aircraft crews. 

Wischnewski went to Amman on his own initiative, naturally with the knowledge and approval of the Federal Government, but not on assignment of the Federal Government. His talks there have, thanks to his esteem in the Arab world, been very valuable and helpful. Wischnewski was therefore asked to remain in Amman, if he considers this desirable, in order to be available should his assistance be necessary to bring the whole affair to a happy end. [emphases added]

Later in the day in Washington, the State Department’s Rodger Davies advised German chargé Noebel that U.S. public opinion would react harshly to a private German deal that discriminated against other hostages, especially American. Noebel confessed that his embassy had in fact received many letters and calls protesting the earlier reports of Germany’s separate deal.”

In Bern, Von Keller, a senior foreign office official, who had arrived the previous week to “reinforce” the German chargé in Bern while the German ambassador was on vacation, read a long statement that made explicit Germany’s demands of Israel and its readiness to go its separate way:

A. [The] German government did not share the view that negotiations were not of an extreme urgency. [It] believed the time factor was [critical]: (i) We should envisage the resumption of fighting in Jordan with unforeseeable results for the lives of the hostages, (ii) the fedayeen leaders might lose control of their men (iii) German public opinion might well ask why additional concrete measures for freeing the hostages had not been taken right away.

B. [The] German government continued to expect Israel to express her willingness to contribute to the ICRC’s negotiating position. This could be done at once, even before a list of fedayeen demands was received.

C. The German Government wished to make it absolutely clear that, if concrete measures were not taken within a very short time within the framework of common action, they might feel obliged to achieve the liberation of their nationals by means of separate negotiations.

The “concrete measures”, Von Keller made clear, meant at least an Israeli contribution. An announcement alone of a new senior negotiator would not be enough.

Justifying Germany’s demands at the Bern group meeting, Von Keller claimed that his government was in “considerable trouble” in public opinion. Klaus Jeschke’s interview delivering a “strong attack” on Germany’s “callous neglect” was to be aired this evening and could make matters untenable. Israel’s Levavi retorted that Germany would be releasing three murderers to save two people.  

British ambassador Eric Midgley, finding the situation “distinctly alarming,” echoed Von Keller’s sentiments. The time had come for Israel to indicate its willingness to contribute more than the two Algerians. Furthermore, he said, “public opinion would find it difficult to understand” how negotiations were now in the hand of the number four ICRC delegate. If only to satisfy public opinion, a senior ICRC representative needed to be named and “fly to Amman tonight or, at latest, tomorrow.” The UK would “feel obliged to move independently,” he warned, if the ICRC did not announce a new negotiator by tomorrow morning, latest.

Similarly, BOAC’s official in Amman, Buchanan, cabled company headquarters in London:  “From information in my possession, I must advise the mood of the PFLP is such that I am of the opinion that unless HMG makes a unilateral decision to release Leila Khaled, management must be prepared to accept the possibility of BOAC crews and passengers being held hostage for a considerable period at the possible risk of their lives.”

The U.S. representative “expressed his distress” that the British and Germans might break away despite the “positive role” that Jacquinet was playing. But Dean Brown, the new U.S. ambassador to Amman who would arrive the next day, would also find Jacquinet “timid” and “willing to do nothing without explicit authorization from Geneva.” He too urged State to propel the ICRC into “high gear with maximum publicity to dispel [the] illusion of [a] vacuum.” The “arrival of an able, repeat able, high level ICRC rep will help,” he advised.

Bilateral Deal Offer to the Swiss

Charles-Albert Dubois, the temporary Swiss representative in Amman, was in a quandary. The PFLP had publicly declared that it would no longer deal with the ICRC; the bilateral deal negotiated by Wischnewski, which the PFLP had considered final, had fallen through; the situation of the hostages seemed to him to have worsened; the morale of the Swiss hostages was declining, according to a Swiss Air representative so informed by a Red Crescent official, due to the more-severe detention conditions; and, permission that had been granted to Swiss Air and BOAC representatives to visit the hostages today had been cancelled. He had received a batch of letters from Swiss hostages addressed to Swiss and Zurich government officials begging for release of the three fedayeen “in order not to be sacrificed,” hostages “whose situation will get worse if negotiations drag for too long.” And, now he had been approached by the PRCS about establishing a direct channel to the PFLP. Almost pleadingly, he asked his foreign ministry: “Should I refuse any contact?”  

Later that night, after the Bern group meeting, Dubois would get his unambiguous answer: “Make it clear that we do not agree to a country by country solution.”
 The Swiss were standing pat.

Israel’s Stance

On the political front, Israel remained as adamant as ever. In a speech to the Knesset, foreign minister Abba Eban equated air pirates with the pirates of old, pointedly quoting a British jurist, Lord Stowell: “With professed pirates, there is no state of peace. They are the enemies of every country and at all times and therefore are universally subject to the extreme rights of war.”
 The only country to suffer if the European countries released the seven terrorists would be Israel, Eban declared at a press conference. Such a release would “be a sentence of death or mutilation on unknown Israelis in the future,”
 he said. “These terrorists will continue their efforts to kill Israeli citizens any time and any place. There is no question of talking about a contribution by Israel to the terrorist organizations. The actual release of the seven already constitutes a concession and damage to Israel.” Nonetheless, he said, apparently prepared for such a deal, if Britain released Khaled as part of a deal for the release of all hostages without exception, Israel would be “satisfied.”

A Subplot in the Israeli Roundup of Palestinians

As the United States saw it, the Israeli roundup of Palestinian Arabs on Friday night was an internal matter to Israel and was unrelated to the hostages. The White House, according to its spokesman, had gotten no advance notice.

The British were highly agitated when they learned of the Israeli roundup of Palestinian Arabs on Friday night. “Cold diplomatic fury” at 10 Downing Street, in the words of a BBC reporter. While this characterization may have been exaggerated, Whitehall was clearly not happy. Douglas-Home felt that “matters have been complicated” by Israel’s action “without even a warning” to the Bern countries. “The PFLP are fanatical, impatient, and may be becoming desperate; the plight of the remaining hostages is thus no less and probably more dangerous than before.” Furthermore, Douglas-Home was upset that he had received no “sign of Israeli appreciation for the length to which we have gone in putting the general interest above the purely British interest of securing the early release of our hostages.”

Meanwhile, a fascinating sub-plot to the round-up emerged. An UNRWA official would later confirm the story “in detail and from personal knowledge.” The specifics are somewhat murky, but the broad outlines resonate as true. At 7pm, Israeli radio announced that three West Bank Palestinians had just returned from Jordan, terming their meetings with the PFLP “unfruitful.” One of the men, Dr. Zahi Qamhawi, claimed he and the others were rounded up Friday night, taken to Jerusalem, and instructed to contact the PFLP in Amman to pass on a warning: Israel would arrest PFLP relatives, blow up terrorist houses, and consider renewing the death penalty against terrorists. When the men tried to beg off, they were threatened with immediate, permanent deportation.
  

Once in Amman, the men were brushed off by the PFLP after a quick meeting.
 The PFLP did not care to hear what Israel wants, the men were told; negotiations were through the Red Cross only.
 The PFLP then publicly declared that Israel had “threatened retaliatory measures against the fedayeen in Israeli prisons and against their families.” It also claimed that Israel had tried to negotiate for the release of the “Israeli” passengers, but that the PFLP “categorically rejected” the Israeli overture.

Israel denied the entire story as “rubbish.” “Everything that has been published about this never happened,” an Israeli spokesman said. Israel admitted that it had kicked out Qamhawi and five others but claimed that he had not returned. The next morning, foreign minister Abba Eban too denied any “mission.” The six “were no emissaries,” he told British ambassador John Barnes. He rationalized that they had acted on their own, “alarmed” at the round-up and wanting “to bring this home to the fedayeen.” Israel “had encouraged them to go across and had facilitated their journey, but [it] had not sent them or conveyed any message.”
 

Eban also tried to reassure Barnes that Israel was not going it alone, that the weekend round-up was intended only to gather the “maximum information possible” on the PFLP’s condition and plans. On radio later that evening, Eban pointed to the speed of the inquiry and release as proof that Israel did not intend to hold counter-hostages.
  

An Embittered Rochat

An embittered Rochat entered the American chancery in Geneva. He wanted to vent, off-the-record of course, about the ICRC’s handling of the hostage situation, including his serious misgivings about Freymond’s weekend mission in Amman. Whatever the benefit of Freymond’s withdrawal tactic, Rochat asked, what will follow? He blamed his own extraction on “Israeli influence:” the Israelis had been down on him ever since the Athens affair. Conversely, he felt that his stock with the Palestinians had never been higher and, thus, he should have been left in Amman. He was even prepared to return there immediately, notwithstanding the risk to his own safety. While the situation was extremely complex, it could be solved satisfactorily, he felt, if it were understood and handled by someone (like him) who was acceptable to the Palestinian leaders. For example, he said, while the Palestinian list of those they wanted Israel to liberate had 625 names, he could probably get them to settle for ten to twenty percent of that. However, he believed that the PFLP leaders would not hesitate to kill in order to secure their objectives and might make examples of one or two hostages. “Clearly Rochat feels that he is the one person who could possibly succeed in [the] matter [and] wanted ‘his American friends’ to know his position,” concluded the American representative in Geneva.

Rochat was correct in his appraisal of Israel’s view of him. The Israeli representative in Geneva later encouraged his fellow Israeli diplomats to refrain from sharp critiques of Rochat, though. “That is not to say that we should not be voicing criticism of Rochat. Au contraire, all week I have been feeding the press with negative facts about his character and actions, and the results are starting to show themselves in the international press. But in the current situation, attribution of such things to Israeli sources or sources close to Israel should be avoided.” He feared that the ICRC—just to prove its independence, especially now that Freymond was no longer in the picture—might choose to return Rochat to Amman.
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