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SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 20

More on the Syrian Invasion of Jordan

An Iraqi informer named Khalil told Col. Khaled Aphthan-Echraisha, commander of the 3rd mechanized Battalion (Princess Basma) of the 2nd Division, that the Syrians would attack at three points along the border. The first would come across at Sama as-Sarhan and move south to Mafraq. The second would come across at Jabir and move to Akeidr and Abrega and on to Jarash. The third would come in at Tura and move to Umm Qays in the West and to Shatana, Ajloun, and then the Jordan Valley. This strategy would have essentially cut off the northern portion of Jordan. Aphthan-Echraisha cabled this information to army headquarters, but they did not believe it. Then some Syrian advance units occupied a police station in Rumeith in early afternoon. The Syrians had come through Iraqi lines. Aphthan-Echraisha responded with 155mm guns and repelled them. The leader of the Iraqi brigade came to Echraisha and asked why he was shelling his unit. Aphthan-Echraisha answered because he was letting the Syrians come through him. The Iraqi said he would destroy Aphthan-Echraisha’s unit. Aphthan-Echraisha responded: “You can say that in Iraq, but you cannot say that here. I will destroy you.” When headquarters replied that they did not believe the intelligence Aphthan-Echraisha had cabled, he responded that he was witnessing it with his own eyes. That night the Syrians actually invaded. They did penetrate at the three points. When they attacked, the Jordanian Brigade Commander was killed.

Syrian Denial of Invasion

A few hours after the invasion, Radio Amman broadcast the names of thirteen Syrian officers, NCOs, and soldiers it had captured, refuting Syria’s professed innocence. Not to be out-maneuvered, a Syrian spokesman then accused Jordan of having invaded Syria and capturing the Syrian soldiers before quickly returning to Jordanian territory. The next day too, Syria would persist in its charade. Its ambassador in Rome informed the Italian Foreign Ministry “categorically” that Syria had not intervened and would not do so. Italy’s Foreign Ministry accepted the denial “with gratification and relief.” The French ambassador in Damascus too would be told by Syria that it had not intervened and he would report that he visited the frontier but “saw no sign of Syrian military movements.” The Quai d’Orsay did acknowledge that there had been “intervention from Syria,” but did not indicate whether it believed actual Syrian troops and equipment had crossed.

Egypt’s Mohammed Heikal, on the other hand, told the U.S. ambassador in Cairo that he believed that the Syrians were “making a grandstand play of limited military value” and urged the United States “not to exaggerate.”

Israeli Reluctance to Intervene

The Israeli Cabinet seemed uniformly reluctant to embroil itself in the warfare as long as it remained an internal Jordanian affair.
 Deputy Prime Minister Yigal Allon asserted that “our basic principle is not to interfere…regardless of who will rule in Jordan.” He even went so far as to say that “if the Palestinians succeed in establishing a regime in [Jordan], they can definitely consider themselves potential participants in the peace negotiations.” Hussein, after all, had fought in the Six Day War and had allowed—and, by his own admission, would probably continue to allow—the fedayeen to attack Israel from his country. So it didn’t matter to Allon who won, as long as it remained an internal Jordanian affair. At the same, he added, “According to the course of fighting up to…the last hour, I do not see that the terrorist and sabotage organizations have a chance of gaining control in Jordan…I do not believe, in this stage of the fighting, that we have to adopt an operative decision.”
 

Shimon Peres concurred. At a United Jewish Appeal fundraising dinner in Tel Aviv back in February he had told that audience that there was a strong possibility that Yasser Arafat would take over in Jordan from King Hussein. “If this happened,” he said, “the Israeli army was ready to take whatever action was necessary.” However, now his position was that, “Israel must desist from intervening in Jordan…I would not shed a tear if Jordan would take on a Palestinian visage.” Abba Eban too asserted that “Israel does not have the ability, and it is doubtful that it has the interest, to determine the fate of [Jordan].”

Rogers’ Condemnation of the Syrian Invasion

“We have been informed that tank forces have invaded Jordan from Syria during the night and have moved toward Ramtha. We have also been informed that Jordanian army is resisting this invasion. We condemn this irresponsible and imprudent intervention from Syria into Jordan. This action carries with it the danger of a broadened conflict. We call upon the Syrian government to end immediately this intervention in Jordan, and we urge all other concerned governments to impress upon the government of Syria the necessity of withdrawing the forces which have invaded Jordan.”

U.S. Note Verbale to the Soviet Union

Clarifying who Rogers meant by “all other concerned governments” and sharpening the message further, Joseph Sisco handed Soviet Chargé Yuli Vorontsov a blistering “note verbale.”

The government of the United States notes that the Soviet government expressed concern over the sharp aggravation of the situation in Jordan on the message delivered by Mr. Vorontsov on September 19. At this moment, the situation is being further and dangerously aggravated by the intervention into Jordanian territory of armored forces from Syria and the concentration of further offensive forces in Syria along the Jordanian border. The U.S. government has condemned this intervention in Jordan and has called for the immediate withdrawal of the invading forces. This intolerable and irresponsible action from Syria, if not immediately halted and reversed, could lead to the broadening of the present conflict.

The U.S. government calls upon the Soviet government to impress upon the government of Syria the grave dangers of its present course of action and the need both to withdraw these forces without delay from Jordanian territory and to desist from any further intervention in Jordan. The Soviet government cannot be unaware of the serious consequences which could ensue from a broadening of the conflict. For its part, the U.S. government is urging restraint by all other parties in the area.

This was actually a toned down version. An earlier draft had concluded with the following sentence: “If the USSR does not take effective action in this matter, it will bear great responsibility for serious consequences which could ensue.”

The British Response to the Soviet Invasion

As first reports of the Syrian build-up and invasion filtered in to London the previous night, Denis Greenhill met with Prime Minister Edward Heath at about midnight. Tonight in London, at about 9pm [2000Z], Greenhill summoned Soviet Ambassador Smirnovsky to press the Soviets to urge upon the Syrian government “the wisdom of withdrawing” and ending what “clearly amounted to an invasion of an independent country.” Greenhill, in contrast to the United States, proceeded “on the assumption that the Syrian action had been undertaken without consultation with the Soviet Union and was contrary to their wishes.”

Smirnovsky asked how Britain was so sure that Syria had invaded, to which Greenhill responded that the large number of invading tanks convinced it that it was not just a Palestine Liberation Army operation. The Soviet ambassador then suggested that the situation was “less grave” than the UK thought it to be.

U.S. Dependence on Israeli Intelligence

Henry Kissinger urgently requested that military contingency plans be updated in light of the Syrian invasion and stepped up U.S. intelligence gathering efforts. Israel was the United States’ main source of intelligence, however. In fact, that day Kissinger told Nixon: “Our major drawback…is intelligence. We don’t have [our own]…But we are getting lot of intelligence from the Israelis that we are feeding into our carriers.”

Hussein Requests Cabinet Approval for Friendly Foreign Intervention

Believing that the Syrians were heading south and that his regime was in peril, King Hussein summoned his cabinet to Hummar Palace. The ministers had been bivouacked in a bunker at army headquarters and were transported to the palace this evening in armored personnel carriers. They stood in a circle as the king received them. He somberly updated them on the Syrian invasion and that Jordan’s commander in the north had been wounded. Hussein had already ordered forces down from the north to create an armored ring around Amman and protect the capital. But, now, he wanted cabinet authorization “to call for ‘friendly’ troops if we need it.”

The cabinet understood from Hussein that Syria intended to topple his monarchy. Even so, they murmured among themselves: it would be humiliating to depend on foreign forces to prop up the government, particularly since it would come on the heels of the army’s embarrassing performance against Israel only three years earlier. Plus, this would be the second time that outside forces would be summoned to save Hussein’s regime; twelve years earlier, British forces were called in following a coup in Iraq. 

Sensing their hesitation, the king said, “I leave you to decide among yourselves” and left the room. After five or ten minutes, the cabinet agreed to support him, authorizing him “to take whatever measure he deems necessary to defend the kingdom, its sovereignty, and independence.” The cabinet, according to one member, believed that “friendly” meant either Britain or the United States. No one, he claims, imagined that the king meant Israel.

British Description of its Handling of Hussein’s Request for Israeli Intervention

Following is how the sequence of events would be described to the British Cabinet at its 10:30am meeting the next morning: “A series of messages had been received from King Hussein of Jordan, reflecting the extreme anxiety with which he now regarded the situation. The clearest of these, who content, in view of its extremely sensitive and dangerous implications, should on no account be disclosed, had not only appealed for moral and diplomatic support of the United Kingdom and the United States, coupled with a threat of international action, but had also asked for an air strike by Israel against the Syrian troops. We had received this last message at a moment when King Hussein’s normal channels of communications with both the United States embassy in Amman and the Israeli authorities had evidently been interrupted and he had therefore had no means of keeping in touch with the governments of the United States and Israel except through HM embassy. We had received confirmation that he wished us to convey his appeal to the Israeli government; and we had been faced with a difficult decision whether to do so. After discussion between the ministers most closely concerned, it had been decided to transmit the message to the United States government only, on the ground that they might most appropriately convey it to the government of Israel not merely because the Israeli prime minister, Mrs. Meir, was at the moment at the United Nations in New York, but also because the United States government, being closest to the Israeli government would be best placed to advise them whether to accede to King Hussein’s request or not. Shortly thereafter we had been informed that the United States government had already received a similar message from King Hussein, appealing for air strikes and air cover ‘from any quarter,’ and that the substance of this appeal had been forwarded to the Israeli representatives in Washington.”

Regarding British intervention: “We had to ask ourselves what the long-term objectives of such an intervention could be and whether they would be worth the risks entailed…There was general agreement that our limited resources and the damage to our interests in the Arab world which would inevitably result were conclusive arguments against…any British intervention [even] in conjunction with the United States….Since, in relation to our total resources, we had a larger stake in the Middle East than the United States, we were entitled to argue strongly that the damage which U.S. intervention might inflict on Western interests as a whole outweighed any advantages to be derived from prolonging, possibly for only a short time, the increasingly precarious regime of King Hussein….If we provided facilities for U.S. intervention in Jordan, the Arab countries would regard us as having thrown in our lot with the United States and Israel; and we should forfeit their goodwill no less surely than if we intervened actively ourselves. Nor could we underrate the risk that the fedayeen might react to any Western intervention by putting to death the hostages whom they still held.”

Odd Occurrence in Amman

Since its water tanks were riddled with bullets and water was in short supply, U.S. embassy marines would go out periodically to scour deserted homes nearby. Assistant U.S. Military Attaché in Amman, Norvell de Atkine recalls that “[o]n one occasion our marines ran into a group of heavily armed fedayeen in a deserted house who were there for apparently the same reason. The marines did not identify themselves and the fedayeen did not ask. It was a peaceful encounter. All of us were armed with M-1 carbines…Probably the carbines would have been of little use against a determined attack, but like prayer, they had a comforting effect.”

Layout of the Northern Jordan Battle Zone

The northern Jordan battle zone was a triangle with Amman at its southern tip. Irbid is about thirty-eight miles due north of Amman, with Jarash about half way in between. Fifteen miles north of Irbid is the Syrian border. The border from north of Irbid forms the second leg of the triangle. It takes a roughly-southeasterly course for about thirty-eight miles, with the Irbid-Mafraq road tracking it for about thirty miles. About ten miles down this road is the Ramtha junction intersecting the south-southwesterly road from the Syrian border, about seven miles to the north-northeast. (Irbid is about nine miles due west of Ramtha, placing it at about twelve miles west of the Syrian border.)  Continuing down the latter road for another five and a half miles, one links up with the Irbid-Jarash-Amman highway, about twelve miles north of Jarash near a village named An-Nuayyima. The third leg of the triangle is the southwest-northeast Amman-Zarqa-Mafraq road, with Zarqa about twelve miles from Amman, and Mafraq about thirty-one by car.

Stress in Washington

Secretary Rogers remained at the department overnight, sleeping on a cot. All of the National Security Council principals too began sleeping in their offices, and Henry Kissinger began to exhibit signs of stress.

Isolation of U.S. Embassy in Amman

Dean Brown was becoming impatient. Even annoyed. Having arrived in Jordan almost a week earlier, he had not yet seen the King. Chief of Diwan Zeid Rifai continuously apologized for the delay, but Brown knew that the French ambassador had been to see Hussein and that the Russian ambassador had been picked up earlier in the day by a military escort, presumably to be taken to the palace. The problem, as Brown knew, was that the U.S. embassy was in a “bad” part of town. And, “to be blunt,” he cabled Washington, “the problem is that Jordanian forces have been unable to get through to this part of town. We are still under fire…and have just had another Bedouin guard wounded. Despite Rifai statements that the situation [is just] about under control except for a few pockets, it just ain’t so in this neighborhood.” “I report this because I’m not sure of Rifai,” he went on. He and other embassy officers could never tell whether Rifai was expressing the king’s view or just his own. “Just how much of panic—if I can use that word—is [the] king’s and how much is Rifai’s, I cannot say. That is why it’s so frustrating to be cooped up in this blockhouse.”

The embassy’s security situation was in fact precarious. “Our Bedouin guard is not thirty, but fifteen. Two of them are badly wounded and have been without care for a day or more. The Bedouins have no communications whatsoever. We are feeding them, as they are without rations. They are tough but feel very lonely at this moment. They are also exhausted and need relief.” But Brown could not even ask the palace for help. The phone lines were still down and the fedayeen monitored the embassy’s open radio communications. The American embassy staff continued to sleep in “fetid” quarters on mattresses thrown over the floor in the communications room. Water was scarce and rationed.
 

Pros and Cons of U.S. Intervention

The arguments for direct U.S. intervention were powerful. The time had come for the United States to show its capacity for decisive action in the Middle East. Plus, as the “Arabs in the end do respect force,” as a WSAG working paper asserted, U.S. willingness to use air power could reinforce perceptions of its determination to bring about a peace settlement in the region. Standing back, on the other hand, would be read as a sign that the United States had written Hussein off and could diminish the United States’ ability to influence future events in the area. A U.S. operation would enable the United States to control the operation and keep it limited. While even a U.S. “quick strike” would rally Arab governments to label Hussein a “Western lackey,” their response to an Israeli attack would be even worse.
But there were powerful arguments for Israeli intervention too. Israel was in a much better operational position, being on the ground there and with excellent reconnaissance capabilities. With a clear-cut national interest, which the Arabs wouldn’t like but would understand, it would have greater freedom to bomb the fedayeen. And, since air strikes alone would likely not be decisive in repelling the Syrian forces, if the United States were compelled to “make good via ground intervention,” it would soon find itself “on the way to another land war, probably more difficult to sustain than in Southeast Asia.” Even then, the United States’ supply route would necessarily have to transect Israel, defeating the objective of keeping Israel out of it in the first place. On the other hand, if the United States intervened in the air and then had to back off, it would appear that Israel had to bail out the United States, a “damaging sign of U.S. weakness.” Israeli action also reduced the possibility of a Soviet reaction and left American options open. And, finally, committing significant forces to this theater would stretch American strategic reserves; it would not be able to respond to another crisis that might develop elsewhere.

Sending in U.S. troops would be politically difficult too. Richard Russell, chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee, told Secretary of State William Rogers on the 18th that money and materiel were okay but that he would fight with “all the strength at his command” any involvement of American troops. Mike Mansfield, the Senate majority leader, also told President Nixon that he was strongly opposed to committing U.S. troops. It was only four months earlier that Nixon’s intervention in Cambodia had evoked a wave of protests around the country.

82nd Airborne Mobilization

Then-twenty-year-old combat engineer (airborne) Jim Skinner recalls today that he and about 120 fellow paratroopers from B Company, 307th Engineering Battalion of the 82nd Airborne Division were loaded onto a C-141 and actually took off on the 19th at night headed for Amman. Skinner’s was the lead battalion. This was not an exercise; they each had been given two hundred rounds of ammunition. Then-Lt. David Driskell recalls that their mission was to jump into Amman airport, circle around the main road to the northeast of town to the embassy, pick up the Americans, get them back to the airport, and fly them out. Knowing how densely militarized the area they were heading into was, they were expecting up to thirty percent casualties. After flying for about an hour, however, they inexplicably turned around and returned to Pope Air Force Base.

U.S. Preparedness Upgrade Plan

A White House list detailed further actions to ratchet up the state of preparedness and tension. It included the following items:

4.
Call in the Russians…inform them that ‘we must take necessary action’ to protect [the] lives of American citizens and hostages. 

5.
Prepare contingency hot line messages in case of Israeli or U.S. actions…

7.
Alert fleet to possible Israeli strike.

8.
Alert Commander, U.S. forces in Europe…

11.
Call Defense [Department] to insure [that] Guam and Kennedy are proceeding at maximum speed.

12. Position additional aircraft at Incirlik, if possible…

16. Insure [that US] intelligence committee is on maximum alert…

19. Consider best time for alerting U.S. Strategic Forces and increase U.S. military readiness worldwide. 

Hussein Appeal to Arab Heads of States

King Hussein sent a second telegram to all Arab heads of state following the great wave of Syrian tanks and forces that had entered Jordan: “I regret to inform you now that the Syrian forces have entered Jordan with large…armored units all along the northern sector and that they are moving in the direction of Irbid. This overt Syrian invasion of Jordan exposes [Syria’s] part in a hostile plot aimed at creating a suitable opportunity for a new Israeli attack and implementing Israel’s hostile plans in the Arab area at the expense of this country.” (This is very interesting language in light of the fact that Hussein was requesting assistance from Israel at the very moment, or shortly thereafter.) At midnight, King Hussein broadcast an appeal on Radio Amman to Arab leaders to act to stop the Syrian invasion into his country.

Psychological Warfare

The psychological warfare continued. The previous day, the fedayeen called upon the Bedouin to join them. They also broadcast a call to Jordanian soldiers to defect as well, listing the supposed names of officers and soldiers who had already joined them. They claimed that an entire armored unit had deserted and gone over to their side in the Jarash-Ajlun area. They even claimed that the daughter of Prime Minister Daoud had joined their ranks. Not to be outdone, the Jordanians claimed today that dozens of fedayeen commanders had given themselves up and joined the army, including two of Fatah’s prominent leaders, Salah Khalaf (Abu-Iyad) and Faruq Kadumi as well as the leader of the Popular Struggle Front, Bahjat Abu-Gharbiyya. The fedayeen denied these claims (although it said that they had been captured by the Jordanian Army) and broadcast the names of 40 soldiers whom, they claimed, had joined the fedayeen.

Today the Central Committee broadcast from Baghdad “order number 4 by the commander-in-chief of the Revolution Forces [Yasser Arafat] to the remaining officers, NCOs, and soldiers of the retreating 40th Brigade” calling for them to “immediately surrender and hand over all your arms and ammunition.” Then the threat: “Anyone who disobeys this order and does not surrender and hand over his arms and ammunition by 0300 on Monday, 21 September  [i.e., a few hours later] will be brought before the revolution court.”
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