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British Assessments of Hussein’s Long-Term Prospects

Having successfully repelled the Syrians, King Hussein was buoyant. Justifying the carnage in Amman as “a cancer operation that had to be performed to save Jordan’s life,” he felt that he had broken the back of the fedayeen movement. Hussein was confident that he could reestablish his reign easily. But someone in the British Foreign Office, probably Peter Tripp, was not so sure: “I find it hard to believe that after the events of the last ten days the king could hope to reestablish himself and hold a position for more than a fairly short period.” Even if the king had destroyed the fedayeen’s military organization, believed the FCO, 

…he will still only have aggravated the problem of living with the Palestinians. In the future, the focus of fedayeen activity in Syria, Iraq, and Lebanon, support from the UAR and the peripherals (Algeria, Kuwait, etc.) and the existence of a Palestinian majority in Jordan will all help to ensure that the civil war goes on, albeit spasmodically. It is hard to see how the king, cut off, presumably, from his subsidies or part of them, politically discredited in the Arab world, and more than ever the target of a sniper’s bullet, can long survive. Then, presumably, we must look forward to an eventual Palestinian regime, probably under Syrian influence…Incidentally, we don’t believe the Syrian regime will fall.

British ambassador to Amman, John Phillips, agreed that “given no external interference, [Hussein] could reestablish himself as the king of the Jordanians with the Palestinians held down in impotence. This could not go on for long.” Phillips gave Hussein at most a year.
 

Message of Thanks from King Hussein to Prime Minister Edward Heath

Following is the message:

Sir,

May I express to you my profound gratitude for the sympathy, understanding, friendship, and assistance which you showed during the difficult and crucial week through which Jordan passed. At a time of grave danger, we felt we were not alone. We appreciate all you have done for us. We know we can count on your help in our determination to rebuild a new, strong, and dynamic Jordan. With my repeated thanks, please accept my respect, regards, and best wishes.

Letters Sent from the Bern Group to Boissier

The text of the open letter, to be shared with Mustafa Zayn in Beirut:

Dear Mr. Boissier:

We have received your report on your efforts to obtain the release of the hostages. The governments concerned hereby authorize you to pursue your discussions on the following basis:

(a) Those holding the hostages will gather them all together in a secure place so that they can be visited by you or your representative.

(b) The governments of the United Kingdom, Germany, and Switzerland consent to the release of the seven prisoners held in Europe, together with the body of Miss Khaled’s companion, and the Government of Israel consents to the release of the two Algerian officials.

You may make whatever arrangements you deem necessary for the exchange of the group in point (b) above against the liberation of all the hostages without exception and the governments concerned will respect your decisions in this matter.

The text of confidential cover letter to Boissier:

For your confidential guidance.

We are most grateful to you for all you have done so far, and we are sure that the advance in the attitude of your contact is due to your efforts. We think it is essential that at this critical moment you should be left in no doubt about the attitude of the governments concerned.

1. First and foremost you should assure your contact that the governments concerned are sincerely seeking an agreement.

2. We know your contact is a man of standing in Beirut. But we still have some doubt about his links with those who are in physical control of the hostages. This is one reason why we must insist on being able to visit them. But in any case we have agreed to the letter which follows to enable you to continue the dialogue and to establish whether your contact is indeed a valid interlocutor.

3. We hope you will have no further difficulty over your contact’s wish for an Israeli statement of principle. If you do, you could point out that by accepting the language in point (b) of our letter to you, the Israeli government in effect accepts the principle of an exchange, as they had previously done on the occasion of the hijacking of a TWA aircraft to Damascus.

4. Our fundamental objective remains a global solution providing for the simultaneous release of all the hostages. This is why we have ignored in our letter your contact’s reference to dual-nationals and Israelis. If however he recurs to this, you should at once ask who is covered by this description and ask for a full list of the names and nationalities of the hostages. For your own information only: there are according to our records only two or three dual-nationals in the whole party.

You will understand from the above why it was not possible to send you a letter on the terms you proposed.
A Tenuous Situation Persists in Northern Jordan 
Despite the Syrian withdrawal, the situation in the north remained ambiguous and volatile, as the Jordanian army had not yet taken control. It had surrounded Irbid, but was not firing into the city, reportedly trying to coax the PLA out peacefully. The fedayeen were still being reinforced by PLA Hittin Brigade units, based in Syria, who moved in as the Syrians withdrew. Also, reconnaissance photos showed that the new Syrian formations back in Syria left the door open for a return to Jordan. Israel also suspected that some Syrian regulars had been left behind in fedayeen garb. And, with their supply lines to Syria still open, the fedayeen could still potentially consolidate their “liberated area.” Later in the day, however, the Jordanians captured the key Ramtha-Irbid-Mafraq junction and plugged up the fedayeen supply route from Syria. It also retook control of Zarqa.

Ambassador Dean Brown Finally Presents His Credentials

It may have been this morning that Dean Brown finally presented his credentials to King Hussein. As recalled by embassy official Hume Horan:

When the troubles broke, Dean had not yet presented credentials. Comsec [communications security] was bad: the fedayeen had one of our radios—taken from our assassinated military attaché. Sometimes the fedayeen would call on our frequency and boast about what they would do when they had seized Jordan, etc. But there was an abandoned police station near the Chancery. One night I sneaked over there—the [telephone] line was working. I called the Palace, and they said: “All right, we want to get your Ambassador up here. Some people will come to the Chancery tomorrow. Be ready to go fast when they show up.”

Anyway, the next morning, I was sleeping on the floor of my office and I heard the most God-awful racket coming. I mean there was firing all the time, but this was firing like I had never heard before. I remember crawling under my office table. Then the firing got even heavier and closer. I figured it was the Jordanians. I heard Dean say, ‘Horan, get your ass out here. I think this is the Union cavalry coming down the road.’  Down they came. They were not tanks, they were armored personnel carriers. They were firing with everything they had, suppressing fire. Dean said, “Move it. Move it!” And we ran downstairs. There was a Jordanian officer at the gate. Like many East Bank regulars, he looked like a real soldier. When they opened up that rear hatch, he actually threw Dean and me in. Off we went. Boom!  Boom!  Boom!  Keeping people’s heads down. The Chancery was in a “bad” part of town. But pretty soon we got to the Queen Mother’s Palace—out of Indian territory. Here, the commanding officer asked, “You want to take a picture of this moment, Mr. Ambassador?” So Dean stood chest high out of the turret, and the officer took a picture of us—my head was at Dean’s elbow. The photo became one of the next covers of State magazine. The officer, by the way, was Circassian and had relatives in Newark, New Jersey!

As we rolled on up to the palace, I kept thinking: “I hope we have a good breakfast.” It was excellent. I remember orange juice, and sausages, and scrambled eggs. The Ambassador then presented credentials to the king. It was totally informal…The king said: “Tell your government to stay with me, and I’ll stay with you. This is my country. I am going to win. The PLO is going to lose. My army loves me. Don’t worry.”
Requests to Visit Khaled

Prime Minister Heath and a number of his Foreign and Home Office officials were in a real quandary. The ICRC had made an “urgent request” to visit to Leila Khaled. Britain had previously agreed to such a visit as long as a reciprocal one was paid to its hostages. But now the Swiss and Germans had agreed to unconditional ICRC visits to their fedayeen prisoners. The Swiss felt they could not deny an ICRC visit; the Germans were less clear about their rationale, but equally adamant. In the end, Britain decided to stick to its demand for reciprocity.

Now too, a Lebanese lawyer claiming to represent Khaled’s parents put in a request to see her even though she herself had never requested a lawyer. An intermediary, one Sir Dingle Foot, claimed that if the Lebanese lawyer would be refused, habeas corpus proceedings would be initiated. Prime Minister Heath decided that he needed to urgently meet with Foot to dissuade him, not only because such proceedings would make an exchange more difficult—it would place Khaled into judicial custody and out of the government’s control and thus create a “grave risk” for the hostages—but because it would not be in her own best interests either since it would necessarily force the government to proffer serious charges against her. Foot would in fact back down.

Palestinian Denial of Humanitarian Aid to the Wounded

The ICRC in Amman assessed that the fedayeen were not prepared that medical treatment and relief reach the citizens of Amman. Its assessment was based “at least partly” on that fact that two of Red Cross ambulances had been “shot up” while trying to reach the Wahdat Camp. The British Foreign Office hoped that this “callous attitude to the wounded thousands lying in the streets and rubble in Amman will quickly give way to a more humane concern for their own people.”
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