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SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 6

British Version Surrounding the El Al Security Guards

British police version of how El Al security guards got onto other El Al plane:

Meanwhile, the crew, who had been kept separate from the passengers, were seen by the Chief Superintendent at his control coach at the scene of the aircraft’s landing. Two persons, not in crew dress—their names were subsequently found to be Avihu Kol and Mordechai Barlevy [sic]—were standing with the crew and the Chief Superintendent asked whether they were members of the crew. He was told by Mr. Degani, the Chief Security Officer for El Al at Heathrow, that they were “observers.” Mr. Degani refused to elaborate on this, although it was apparent that “observer” in this context was a euphemism for “security guard.” He promised, however, that they would be kept with the crew, who were to be taken to the Airport Police Station. The Chief Superintendent was at this point called to deal with an urgent enquiry and left, having accepted Mr. Degani’s assurance. The two security guards did not, however, arrive at the Police Station and it is now believed that they never set off for it but were immediately put on board another El Al aircraft.

When the CID arrived at the Police Station to interview the crew, it was found the in spite of Mr. Degani’s assurances, the two security guards were no longer present. Despite initial obstruction by El Al officials, who seemed intent upon ensuring that the two men were not interviewed by the police, it was eventually established that they were on board El Al flight 416, which was due to leave Heathrow Airport at 1600 hours. An initial search of the aircraft failed however to reveal them.

It was at about this time that the Israel Ambassador and his First Secretary, Mr. Bar-Lev, appeared on the scene. The police tried through them to establish definitely that the men concerned were on the second aircraft and to arrange for them to be interviewed. The Ambassador told the police that he did not feel that he could properly intervene to demand that the captain of this aircraft should induce the men to leave. It was not until the police informed Mr. Bar-Lev that, until the men had been interviewed, the aircraft would not be permitted to leave that the Israelis agreed that they should be questioned. They said that the men could be interviewed and that written statements could be taken from them, on condition that all this took place on board the aircraft. The interviews took place with Mr. Bar-Lev acting as interpreter. It proved impracticable, however, to obtain written statements from the two men in these conditions and they were eventually permitted to leave on the personal assurance of the Ambassador that statements would be obtained from them in Israel and forwarded to this country. The Ambassador also promised that they would return to the UK if required. The aircraft carrying the two men finally left at 1830 hours.

The British Foreign Ministry version of what happened afterward: “When the aircraft landed, two Israeli security guards left it in great haste and boarded another El Al aircraft about to leave for Tel Aviv.” Michael Comay offered to “help find” the two. But he wanted and got the Inspector and police’s explicit promise to let them depart after giving their statement. Comay had to promise, though, that the two would testify later at any Coroner’s Inquest, if needed. The police insisted that the questioning take place inside the terminal building, assuring Comay that after questioning the two would be handed back to him. Responding that he wanted to get the plane with the two on its way back to Israel as soon as possible—but probably also concerned about being double-crossed—Comay insisted that the two be questioned aboard the plane. He claimed that, in any case, he did not have the authority to ask the two to deplane, and that if the British didn’t take the deal he was offering, he was just going to withdraw from the whole business and let them deal with the diplomatic mess on their own. The pilot of the second plane also informed the police that he would not take off without the two. The British authorities finally relented.

But the situation became “tense and irritable” when the first security guard told the investigators that he had been just one of the passengers, had seen nothing, and had suddenly changed his mind when they landed in Heathrow, deciding to return to Israel rather than proceed to New York. The second guard gave a very vague description of the events, but did not admit that he had held and used a firearm. He obfuscated over who had shot whom. Realizing that this was also going nowhere, Comay again spoke up. Even though it was clear that the two were security guards and that the facts of the case spoke for themselves, he said, “I am not prepared to permit the two to declare explicitly that they were carrying firearms and that one used his firearm.”  

This time, it was the Chief Inspector who threatened to stop the investigation and turn the whole matter over to the Foreign Office. Comay argued that he didn’t know the men and certainly couldn’t get involved and influence their statement to the Inspector. The British authorities got into a heated disagreement among themselves over what to do. Finally, they decided to suffice with this for now. Both marshals had said what they were going to say and weren’t prepared to sign anything. So another promise was extracted.

Additional Details Related to the El Al Hijacking

Leila Khaled claims in her book that four bullets were shot into Patrick Arguello’s back at point blank range after he was tied. A note in British Prime Minister Heath’s files also suggests that he was shot dead “more probably after” the struggle. But Khaled, in her statement to London police, never mentioned that Arguello had been shot after being tied. And two experts at his inquest testified that he had not been shot afterward.

On Monday, Israel’s Attorney General, Meir Shamgar, (who would one day become the Chief Justice of Israel’s Supreme Court), appointed a task force to determine whether there was cause to demand the extradition of Leila Khaled from the British Government. He assured the task force chairman that “the sky marshal depositions,” if needed, “will be just for our internal use because there is no intent of attaching their depositions to the material” that would be handed over to the British.

Shin Bet Version of how the Two Pan Am Hijackers were Transferred from El Al

Israel’s General Security Services, the Shin Bet, clearly red-faced over its security lapses that day—both the sky marshals and the Amsterdam security chief were Shin Bet employees—and its incomplete and certainly untimely disclosure to Pan Am about the two men transferred from El Al, reconstructs the events differently. Elements of its version, presented in a memo to the Israeli Foreign Ministry entitled “Suggested Response to the U.S. Embassy’s Inquiry Regarding the Transfer of Two Passengers from El Al to Pan Am,” sound a bit odd. Almost all of the evidence supports the Captain Bar-Lev’s description. 

On August 24, according to the Shin Bet memo, two First Class tickets were purchased under the names of Sémou Pathé Guèye and Sanghoné Diap in El Al’s Amsterdam office for travel aboard El Al flight 219 on September 8 to New York, continuing on to Santiago, Chile. On the 28th, the two asked to change the date of their flight to September 6. El Al security’s suspicions were aroused both by the purchasers and by the way they had changed their reservations. So, El Al informed them two days before the flight, on September 4, that there had been some mistake and that in fact there was no room aboard Flight 219 on Sunday. El Al suggested that the two fly to the United States on one of the many other flights from Amsterdam that Sunday. One of the two came to the El Al office and El Al offered to help with the new reservations, asking which airline the two preferred, but apparently got no firm response.

On the 5th, El Al reserved spaces for them for the next day on a number of different airlines, including Pan Am. El Al again asked the two to let it know which airline they preferred so that it could cancel the other reservations. The two did not respond. On the morning of the 6th, the two showed up at Pan Am’s offices, wanting to trade in their El Al tickets for the Pan Am flight. The head of Pan Am’s flight operations in Amsterdam called El Al’s office at the airport to ask what to do. El Al approved the transaction but said nothing to Pan Am about why the two were switching flights. Once word of the El Al hijacking attempt came through, El Al security in Amsterdam “immediately recalled” the two passengers whom they had directed to Pan Am. This information was then “immediately passed” to the Amsterdam airport, which contacted the pilot prior to takeoff.

This version of events is supported ostensibly by a report from the U.S. embassy in The Hague that El Al Amsterdam told it that it had “no record of [an] attempt by these suspects to board El Al 219 or any rejection on blacklist grounds.”
 But, there could be any number of reasons why the El Al person who spoke to the American embassy had “no record.” In fact, an article two days later in Israel’s Maariv claimed that El Al Amsterdam had in fact stopped the two from boarding.
 Also, a short while after the El Al hijacking, the Israeli Foreign Ministry contacted the U.S. chargé in Israel and informed him that “two passengers attempted to board [the El Al flight] but were turned away because they were on an El Al blacklist…These men are understood to have switched to a Pan American flight to New York and are now probably en route.” Israel recommended that an attempt be made “to locate these men, watch them, and interrogate them on [their] arrival re any connection with [the] El Al hijacking.”
 Bassam Abu-Sharif, a PFLP spokesman and one of the masterminds of the day’s events, also writes that the two had tried that day to board the El Al flight and were turned away.
 And, a few days after the hijacking and the interrogation of the hijackers, a U.S. official in Cairo wired that “we can confirm that the two hijackers had been refused passage by El Al, and, therefore, [the] two hijackers either had [a] fall-back plan to take over Pan Am 747 or, more likely, it was purely a target of opportunity.”

For the record, the Senegalese Surété Nationale interviewed both Diop and Gueye at their headquarters and were satisfied that the two were serious students, free of political involvement, and had not left Senegal since they had arrived on July 18 from Orleans for the summer holiday.

Additional Details on the Pan Am Hijacking

Inexplicably, Pan Am officials preferred that if the plane was truly headed to Amman, it land at Dawson Field and not Amman airport, even though there was no night-landing equipment at Dawson and two other planes were parked there.
  

Four days after the hijacking, the Egyptian government handed the U.S. embassy a nine-pound, four-ounce sealed package containing some secret NATO documents that had been on board and that had somehow managed to survive the explosion.
 (As a result of this incident, the United States banned the transporting of classified material aboard commercial flights.)  

The Lebanese government took great pains to deny that the dynamite used in blowing up the plane had been brought aboard in Beirut. “For one thing, there is no proof that the explosives used at Cairo were taken on at Beirut. Furthermore, there were no plans for the aircraft to land at Beirut and it only did so when its fuel ran low. It is only logical that the hijackers had the explosive with them at the start, particularly since the hijackers in their contact with the Beirut airport tower frequently threatened to blow up the plane in the air.” However, the Lebanese daily An-Nahar reported that the explosives were supplied to the hijackers in Beirut.
 In addition, a Jumbo jet with enough fuel to reach New York from Amsterdam could easily make it to Cairo without needing to refuel in Beirut. And, in fact, the plane circled Beirut for two hours, enough flying time to make it to Cairo. Also, it is implausible that the hijackers were carrying explosives, as they been geared just to take the El Al plane to Dawson Field, not blow it up. It is also unlikely that they could have succeeded in loading all that dynamite onto a plane that they selected on short notice in Amsterdam.

Reports of Other Hijackings that Day

In addition to the day’s four events, there were two other hijacking reports. The U.S. Air Force in Europe advised that “Pan Am Clipper 03 departing from Southend, England, is speculated to be hijacked and headed towards Beirut.” At about the same time, the White House Situation Room heard that another El Al flight had been hijacked shortly after takeoff from Cyprus.
 Both reports proved false.

PFLP Rationale for the Hijackings

PFLP head George Habash would rationalize that, financially and militarily inferior to Israel, the PFLP could attempt only initiatives that “involve no major expenditure and where we can count on a 100 percent success, such as plane hijackings.”

The September 6 hijackings were meant to underscore the PFLP’s rejection of Jordan’s and Egypt’s agreement to negotiate with Israel. “Of course we don’t want peace” and that is why the PFLP hijacked the planes. “In the future, too, we shall sabotage any peace negotiation.” “We carried out this [hijacking] operation because the area is witnessing the most serious attempts to liquidate the Palestine question…Two planes were brought to Jordan because it is the basic area of the Palestinian revolution. The third American plane was directed to Cairo and blown up there to protest the UAR policy of accepting the Rogers proposal.”

Some claim that the PFLP also intended to embarrass Hussein “acutely,” prompt his overthrow, or simply enhance its own prestige within the guerrilla movement. One pundit speculated at the time that if Habash were Muslim, he would be in a position to replace Arafat.
 

Over time, other high-minded reasons for the hijackings would be suggested. A PFLP spokesman said a few days later that the hijackings demonstrated that the PFLP was “pursuing the enemy everywhere …[and] that the oppressed peoples who rise in arms to liberate their lands can, with their limited resources triumph over the enemy’s technological superiority and break down the enemy’s bigheadedness.”
 Years later, Leila Khaled asserted that the purpose was “to put the Palestinian question in front of international opinion.”
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