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FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 18

Quandary over Leila Khaled

As battle raged in Amman, a bureaucratic ballet was being staged in London over Leila Khaled. Douglas-Home today reaffirmed to Attorney General Rawlinson that “[t]he situation in Jordan at the moment is very confused…we are not even certain where our hostages are now held…I am still of the opinion that to charge Miss Khaled would increase the danger to the lives of the hostages.”
 The FCO’s Peter Tripp argued for getting her to an Arab country as soon as possible.

We must recognize that if Leila Khaled remains in this country, she will remain a standing provocation to Palestinians to attempt further hijackings in order to secure her release. She would also be a perpetual source of friction in our relations with Israel, who will continue to press for her extradition, as of course they would be entitled to do…Were we to extradite her to Israel, our position in the Arab world would be bound to be damaged,…Thus, our political interest undoubtedly lies in arranging for Leila’s Khaled’s return to an Arab country, whatever the legal complications.

If the hostages did not emerge alive and unscathed, he admitted, this strategy was “unrealistic.” But if the hostages were released even without a deal, Khaled should be expelled despite the strong sentiment for “bringing hijackers to book.” There was only one problem: “[T]he Israelis would of course strongly oppose…we would have to brook their disapproval and accept that we would be in breach of the Extradition Treaty.” However, Tripp concluded, the deed would “appear very much better if we could persuade the Swiss and German governments to act with us” by releasing the six fedayeen they held.

The British also wondered what to do with her if “without much warning…we recover the hostages otherwise than as part of a bargain with the PFLP or ascertain beyond doubt that they have been killed” or if somehow the British hostages were saved, but others not. They also updated the contingency logistical plans for her release and were concerned about the safety of the plane and crew that would transport her. “We cannot entirely exclude the possibility of an attempt on the aircraft or its crew…while it is on the ground.” The government drew up a proposal, which Heath would agree to on the 21st, that half a dozen “carefully briefed RAF security police…drawn from specially trained personnel and discreetly armed with concealed revolvers…would be dressed as part of the ground crew and…act solely in the immediate vicinity of the aircraft and only in resistance to attack.”
  

Perhaps most interestingly, Britain asked King Hussein the previous evening whether it could somehow help him in the hostage matter. What it was actually hoping for was “that he might volunteer that it would be helpful if we would agree to release Leila.”
  
Avoiding Golda Meir

Relations between Israel and the United States were somewhat cool at the moment because of Israel’s refusal to attend the Jarring talks due to Egypt’s violation of the stand-still agreement and the U.S. administration’s reluctance to confirm the stand-still violation. So much so that there was almost a comic reluctance to meet or be left alone with Meir. In planning for the meeting, President Nixon had issued an “edict that he not be left alone with [Meir] at any time” and that William Rogers and Joseph Sisco remain in attendance throughout. White House chief of staff John H.R. Haldeman, who had passed on the message to Haig aboard Air Force One, asked that “Henry [Kissinger] not fight the President on this.” Israel had reportedly been “singing a bitter song about State.” Henry Kissinger assessed too that “what she really wants is to be alone with [Nixon].” To which Rogers responded, “Which is exactly what we don’t want.” Kissinger agreed, but told Rabin the next morning that “at the end, I will suggest he take her to the [Rose] garden to talk alone,” which he did. In the end, they did have a 15-minute private conversation. Alexander Haig recorded that “All female heads of state made Nixon uncomfortable. The matriarchal Mrs. Meir was no exception.”

Kissinger did not want to meet with Meir at all. “They (Golda Meir) had asked for a private meeting with me and I refused it.” And, he told Rogers, “You can be absolutely sure that I am not going [to the Nixon-Meir meeting]. If he [Nixon] does call me, I won’t want to go.” He went on to explain to Rogers: “I won’t permit the Israelis to play you and me against each other. I have refused to see Golda Meir at all tomorrow and there can be no possible change. Even if the President asks me, I will refuse.”

Soviet Note Delivered to the United States

The Soviet note to the United States read, in part, “[I]t is necessary for all states, including those not belonging to this region [e.g., Israel and the US], to exercise prudence in their steps in connection with the prevailing complex situation.”

Historians Dispute Nixon’s and Kissinger’s Read of Soviet Involvement

Patrick Seale, Hafez Assad’s official biographer, writes: “The designs attributed by Nixon and Kissinger to the Soviet Union are hard to substantiate.” Seymour Hersh, a Kissinger biographer, writes, “The most important misconception—or deliberate Nixon and Kissinger deception—concerned the Soviet position toward King Hussein and the Jordanians.” He quotes an “a Middle East expert,” as saying “I don’t think that the Soviets wanted to see Hussein overthrown…I’m not a believer that the Soviet Union goes around the Middle East pushing buttons and making people react.” And, Hersh goes on, “There was also evidence that the Soviets were advocating restraint on all factions throughout the crisis in Jordan.” Adam Garfinkle, in his PhD thesis, also writes, “The central Soviet interest in the crisis, once it had begun, was the same as the American interest: to contain the conflict…by discouraging all outside intervention…The President’s interpretation of the Syrian invasion and the Soviet role in it, though reasonable enough, was almost certainly in error.” Alan Dowty too, in his book on U.S. policy-making that month, writes that U.S. decision-makers credited Moscow, despite its denials and lack of real evidence, with an active role in instigating Syria’s intervention into Jordan.

Military historian Neville Brown alone concluded that, given the presence of a thousand Soviet military advisors with the Syrian army, it was indeed hard to imagine a Syrian initiative of such scale without Moscow’s foreknowledge.

Call to Move Hostages

Switzerland called the Bern group together to inform it that the Swiss ambassadors in Cairo, Damascus, Baghdad, and with the Arab League were about to request to have all the hostages transferred to a safe place, perhaps “a neutral Arab country” where “exchanges” could take place. “The Swiss idea…seems to me crazy,” reacted British ambassador to Israel, John Barnes, when he learned of it. “Quite apart from the risks of extracting the hostages in present conditions, the only countries to which they could conceivably be transferred are Syria and Iraq. Both of these would surely be very sticky in any further negotiations.” In any event, the PFLP would reject the Swiss initiative, promising to ensure hostage safety but insisting that its demands be met.
  

Situation in Amman

The Jordanian army intended to secure Wahdat by dusk. It also planned another push—of at least brigade strength—into Jabal Amman, having been repulsed there the day before. The fedayeen maintained their haphazard defense, fighting in ones and twos, flitting from house to house, firing off bursts of ten rounds or more at a time from a window in the general direction of army units, not really aiming, then lying low for a while and moving on again.

At 11am [0900Z], Hussein’s Palace reported that “most of the city has now been cleared up but there are some fedayeen strong points still holding out, notably at the Wahdat camp.” However, Ambassador Phillips was not so sure. “I can confirm that very heavy fire support is being given by tanks and mobile guns just under our (already broken) windows. Some of the fire seems to be directed a bit nearer than the Wahdat, namely between the 1st circle and the Suq. The army hope to clear up all Amman by this afternoon…I am of course not in the picture as is the King, but have a feeling that he may be a bit sanguine.” At 11:40am [0940Z], the French Embassy was sitting under an “incessant barrage of shell fire.” And, the fedayeen regained control of the western slopes of Jabal Ashrafiyeh. They were also bombarding areas in Jabal Taj and near the airport, on the eastern side of the city.

Battle raged throughout the afternoon, with heavy weapons dominating. The army shelled the refugee camps, Jabal Hussein, around the First Circle, and downtown. Several times during the day, Jordanian tanks and half-tracks tried to break through fedayeen-held quarters, but were repulsed.
  

As the war raged at the macro level, the following “small piece of local color” recounted by Ambassador Phillips illustrates the fighting at the micro level. “The little grocery, Abdinee’s, across the circle from the embassy, from which my staff frequently buy vegetables, etc...was discovered yesterday to be harboring not only a sniper who we think shot at one of our guards, but a total of 12 fedayeen and a store of arms. The fedayeen have been removed and the tank crews are now busy helping themselves to the goods in the shop. For good measure, they opened the place up with a tank. We still don’t know whose side Abdinee is on.”

Hussein’s Anger over the BBC’s Biased Reporting

“King Hussein is more angry than I have ever known him,” cabled Ambassador Phillips. Hussein had passed him an urgent message about the BBC’s Arabic Service reporting. The BBC, he complained, was quoting Fatah sources almost exclusively and this, Hussein said, was “tantamount to sabotage” since the Government was trying to jam Fatah broadcasts. It was worse than Kol Israel, he protested. “If there is a continuation of this BBC bias and sabotage in Jordan’s hour of need,” Hussein warned, “it will threaten the good relations prevailing between the two countries.” He threatened to ban the BBC from Jordan if the bias was not rectified.

The FCO promised to urgently address the matter “at the highest levels,” but recalled that it also “had trouble from Palestinians staffing the Arabic Service during the Six-Day War and had to make strong recommendations at that time.”  After being chastised by the FCO “in very uncompromising terms,” the BBC promised to “redress the balance” in its reportage. It also hoped that its reporting would improve “when their three reporters—presently believed restricted to the Intercontinental Hotel—can move about.”  Interestingly, a week later, when the United States would ask the British government to solicit the BBC to permit the parents of American hostages to transmit messages to their loved ones, the British ambassador “explained BBC’s independent position.”

New Hijacking Threats

An urgent cable went out from the State Department to U.S. embassies around the world. The United States, it said, has been “informed by various sources that [the] PFLP [is] planning additional hijackings using non-Arab personnel. Indications are [that the] attempt will be made in Europe, but other areas could be involved. Possibility also exists that [the] potential hijackers may have U.S. passports in [their] possession obtained from hijacked passengers in Amman.  And, in fact, a few days later, reports (eventually discounted by the Mossad) would circulate that Belgian authorities arrested three people holding passports that belonged to hostages.

Arab Criticism of Hussein 

King Hussein received Egyptian chief of staff, General Mohammad Ahmed Sadeq, who had arrived in Amman the previous evening in an attempt at a ceasefire. Sadeq delivered what was later called a harsh message to Hussein drafted by Nasser in his name and in the name of Libyan head Colonel Muammar Qadafi (who had met with Nasser the previous day) and Sudanese head General Jaafar Nimeiry (with whom Nasser consulted). In it, Nasser criticizes the Jordanian government for not having exercised greater restraint and called for an immediate ceasefire, as a continuation of the fighting “exposes hundred of thousands of Arab sons to terrible horrors and opens the door to national and international complications that we must avoid.” Nasser expressed his belief in the “importance of the Palestinian Resistance’s role” and asserted that “we will not allow the liquidation of the Palestinian Resistance…Instead of fighting the enemy, we will find ourselves in an Arab civil war. This is a great burden that I would not like to shoulder.” He conceded that there had been “unjustified provocations” by the fedayeen and that “certain behavior [presumably the hijackings, hostages, and plane explosions] has harmed not only the Resistance but the entire Arab nation and tarnished its prestige and righteous struggle.” However, we went on to say, Hussein was wrong for placing the responsibility for these provocations on the entire Resistance and that “protection of the Resistance is a duty, even if such a duty calls for protecting some of the Resistance elements from themselves.” However, Nasser was not bringing strong pressure on Hussein, which meant that Hussein could still act with a free hand today.

As the battle dragged on, official Arab public opinion begins to turn against Hussein. When it came down to it, no one liked Arafat—even Nasser had suggested to Hussein that he should do more to control him. But, many liked Hussein even less, although for different reasons. Once he began to take action, they began to isolate him politically. Algeria, Iraq and Syria supported the fedayeen with official statements and media campaigns. The Libyan Foreign Minister sends a blistering and threatening cable to Hussein:

The war of extermination waged by the Jordanian Army against elements of the Palestinian resistance evokes strong resentment and disappointment in an Arab army that is supposed to take its place at the front [against Israel]. While expressing out great disappointment over this massacre, we hope the Jordanian government realizes its responsibility and considers that seriousness of the stage through which our Arab nation is passing. We inform you that we will not remain mere onlookers at the killing and dispersion of sons of Palestine and Jordan. [emphasis added]
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