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TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 15

Jordan’s Frustration with the Palestinians

During a morning visit to an army base, Hussein was implored to “let us do it ourselves if you can’t do it.”
 He had heard this refrain before.

According to a biographer, today’s meeting was requested by the generals, who told Hussein that unless he gave the order to smash the fedayeen, they would confine him to his quarters and do the job without his blessing.
  

Several weeks earlier, King Hussein had considered abdicating in order to prevent bloodshed, but had decided that this would resolve nothing. He also hadn’t acted after the assassination attempts. That, he felt, would have appeared too self-serving. He needed a noble reason. So, in fact, the hijackings occurred just in time, starkly illustrating just how badly the situation had deteriorated and providing the pretext he needed to act.

Britain vs. the United States

While the United States was less concerned, arguing that the PFLP had an interest to keep the hostages alive, the British found the situation precarious because the PFLP “were themselves somewhat jumpy.” They feared that one of the hostages might break down and attempt to escape or attack a guard and get shot. After all, “the Americans confirmed that they believed three of the U.S. citizens to be psychiatric cases, one of whom had already been showing distinct signs of strain.”
 Prime Minister Heath cynically quipped upon hearing this that the American psychiatric cases “must have been members of their foreign service.”

The FCO’s Peter Tripp intended to propose to his Secretary of State to, together with the Swiss and Germans, “warn the Americans and the Israelis that unless they can agree to opening serious negotiations with the PFLP on the basis of [an Israeli commitment] by, say, 6pm [1700Z] tomorrow, the three governments will open negotiations with the Red Crescent for the release of the European hostages in exchange for the seven fedayeen.”

That evening, British Ambassador Freeman had reported to Douglas-Home that Sisco had clarified that “there should be no doubt in your mind” that the United States would twist the Israelis’ arm at “the appropriate time.” Nonetheless, at this moment pressure on Israel would not succeed “however hard we tried.”
  

Earlier in the day, Douglas-Home had painted the Cabinet a bleak picture. “[Hussein’s] position had been seriously weakened; and it appeared that he could no longer count on the loyalty of some elements of the regular army. It was increasingly uncertain whether he could now take effective action to restore the situation or to establish his authority over the PFLP.” Douglas-Home advised against encouraging Hussein to act since “his prospects of success were doubtful.”

Stymied Negotiations

Even as the PFLP toughened its stance, Jordan’s government remained “not eager to shoulder responsibility” for extricating the hostages despite entreaties by the United States and the other governments. Jordan’s Chief of Protocol—whom the various foreign diplomats approached to insist on visits to the hostages “in keeping with international practices”—“seemed grossly uninformed” and “anxious only to not get involved.” Prime Minister Moneim Rifai himself, when asked by Jacquinet that morning to help obtain the hostage list from the PFLP, would only call the PFLP’s Abu-Omar and parrot back Omar’s empty promise that the list would be forthcoming in two days. He did not even question why it would take so long to prepare a list of fifty-four names.  

Given the PFLP’s pronouncements that day, Jacquinet advised the countries to “prepare for a long-term problem.” He was scheduled to meet in the evening with the PFLP, when, it was promised, he would receive photocopies of the hostages’ passports.

Britain vs. Israel

British ambassador to Israel John Barnes toughly told Israeli foreign minister Abba Eban this morning that Britain “had subordinated our national interests to the common interest, and while we recognized Israel’s national interests we had hoped that she would do likewise.” Eban responded that Israel’s national interest was that “nobody should be released who could kill more Israelis.” He believed that it was possible to conclude the affair with the release of the seven prisoners alone—and even that was hard for Israel to swallow. Patience was key, Eban counseled, especially since the situation was now “much less bad” than it was at the beginning. The correct approach was to hold King Hussein responsible for releasing the hostages, whether or not one believed he could succeed.

Israel believed that “Britain is the weak link in the chain whose other links are not steeled either.” Foreign ministry director general Gideon Raphael suspected that Britain would try to “wear down” the other governments and impel them to pressure Israel. Therefore, he instructed Israel’s ambassador to Britain, Michael Comay, “it is urgent that you speak with people of influence on the government in order to divert her from this path, which won’t just harm its relationship with Israel but, to a certain extent, with the United States too, because the hostages for whom the fedayeen are demanding ransom from Israel are all American citizens.”

Dean Brown Takes on the Europeans’ Positions

Dean Brown would riposte that it was not a matter of a better read of the situation in Amman. Rather, he wrote, local British and German diplomats, right from the start, were “eager to wash their hands…by concluding separate bilateral deals” and their reportage “may be colored.” Plus, he went on, since only U.S. nationals were being held as ransom against Israeli-held fedayeen, the United States should point out “to our allies” that they should all “be equally concerned” that if the United States forced Israel to give in to PFLP demands, their own citizens might be used one day to seek concessions from Israel.
 He might also have asked whether, in the reverse situation, Great Britain would ever agree to release murderers in order to set free Israeli hostages.

PLO Raises the Rhetoric

Raising its rhetorical pitch yet another notch, Arafat’s PLO, for the first time, fingered specific individuals as “agents” who needed to be eliminated.

While our heroes are falling from the bullets of treason and treachery in Jordan; while the [Jordanian] agents are intensifying division and enmity;…The [Jordanian] disciples of U.S. and Zionist intelligence are still enjoying the life in the palaces they built at the expense of our people’s misery. Crossword puzzle workers such as Wasfi at-Tall and Nasir bin Jamil are staying at the offices of the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency in Jordan and receiving orders from their masters. The agents in Jordan are living at the expense of our toiling, struggling masses…this cannot last. The masses will not settle for anything less than the heads of the clique of treason and agentry.

Germany’s Demand

At an urgent midnight session of the Bern group, the German representative, under “some very tough instructions,” insisted that by “mittag” [1100Z] Wednesday a chief ICRC negotiator be appointed with “a clear mandate” and that Israel commit to a contribution to give the ICRC “a reasonable chance of success.” If its two demands were not met, Germany warned, it would be compelled to look elsewhere for a solution. Germany had clearly come to its fork in the road.
 

Israel would not countenance such an ultimatum, Levavi retorted. Israel had contributed quite enough already. Plus, he argued, the Red Cross had never indicated that its current mandate was deficient in any way, the hostages’ situation was less dangerous now than at Dawson, and there was no longer any deadline. So why, he asked, was everyone “trying to increase our concessions without even beginning talks with the PFLP?”

The British, American, and Swiss ambassadors also found Germany’s noon deadline unreasonable. The Swiss Parliament’s Foreign Affairs Commission had in fact just unanimously endorsed its government’s commitment to a united front. Britain’s Midgley tried to get the Germans to at least extend their deadline.

The next morning, German State Secretary Paul Frank did back down, telling Israeli ambassador Eliashiv Ben-Horin that Germany, concerned by the ICRC’s “slowness of action,” had merely tried to inject a “healthy shock.” Germany would remain within the existing framework, he said, and did not mean to pose an ultimatum. Learning this, Levavi reacted angrily: “What chutzpah and abject stupidity!”

Britain’s Demand

In Bern, Midgley too was given “tough” instructions to insist that the ICRC announce Boisard’s appointment today, even before he reached Geneva. Otherwise, the British “are prepared to envisage ending the ICRC role.” “Puzzled by British adamancy and stubbornness,” the State Department asked the Swiss and Germans to oppose an announcement because it would undercut Jacquinet. ICRC president Marcel Naville also felt that a communiqué was the “wrong thing to do at this time” because it would suggest that countries were losing confidence in the ICRC.
 It would give the PFLP an excuse to “make good” on its threat not to deal with the ICRC just when it had agreed to meet with Jacquinet this evening.

Reluctantly, the British finally agreed to defer their demand again until evening. They would eventually back off entirely once it saw that Jacquinet was making some headway in Amman. The ICRC scheduled the announcement for the next day.

The Bern meetings were “being conducted with great tension day and night.”

Fears of an Israeli Incursion

Jordan feared an Israeli military incursion. It believed that Israel’s air force had conducted extensive reconnaissance overflights over the past two days. This morning, these missions were expanded substantially, and the Jordanian army also reported spotting several Israeli scouting expeditions. Damascus radio too reported that Israel was making “large military movements” toward the cease-fire line; troop carriers and a “large number of field batteries” were heading north. The PLO too claimed that “the enemy” was conducting “large scale military movements” concentrating “a large part of its army on the West Bank of the Jordan River.”

Jordan needed its border with Israel quiet because in very short order it would need every spare soldier. Chief of Diwan Zeid Rifai implored the United States to take “whatever action it felt appropriate” to deter Israel from military action. Separately, Prime Minister Moneim Rifai asked the Bern powers to get Israel to curtail other actions as well, such as mass arrests. If Jordan were to move against the fedayeen, it did not want to come across as acting either at Israel’s side or behest.

Israel responded to the United States that it had conducted nothing but routine activity; it could not account for the Jordanian reports. At 0200Z, the State Department urgently cabled Zurhellen, instructing him to tell the Israelis immediately at the start of business the next morning that despite Israel’s previous repeated denials, “such ostentatious military activity, if true, is incendiary in [the] present situation and makes [the] Jordanian government’s tenuous hold on affairs more difficult. We think it essential [that] Israel neither undertake military action against Jordan nor give [the] appearance [of] contemplating it.” Over the next day and a half, U.S. chargé J. Owen Zurhellen would contact the Israeli government twice more on this, receiving the same pushback each time. Not taking Israel’s word for it, the U.S. embassy mounted its own “extensive recon effort September 11-13,” all of which showed only normal activity.

Ambassador Dean Brown

Enter Dean Brown, the new American ambassador to Jordan, inserted into the midst of the gurgling cauldron. Brown had served as U.S. Deputy Chief of Mission in Morocco from 1962 to 1965. He was seen as one of the outstanding younger country directors in the State Department and had just completed a tour as ambassador to Senegal. The United States, Jordan, and Brown himself were enthusiastic over his new posting. However, even before he arrived in Jordan, the PLO labeled him “a Zionist in sentiment” who would de facto be “the ambassador of so-called Israel.”
 

Brown was a colorful character. “Irreverent and direct, always cheerful and often sardonic, a ‘happy warrior,’” he had a hearty sense of humor. He would shuttle through Amman in an armored personnel carrier and, at one point, was forced from his residence by gunfire. Brown even packed a pistol, determined not to complicate U.S. policy by himself becoming a hostage. “I may not be able to hit anything,” he told one interviewer, “but, if necessary, I do expect to shoot and make some noise.”

(Audacious) PFLP Request to Visit Khaled

One Miss Judy Kendall, calling herself the Secretary of the Palestinian Red Crescent Society, had phoned the Foreign Office earlier in the afternoon to request access for her and a women’s doctor to Leila Khaled. Her request, she said, was due to reports of Khaled’s “poor state of health” and because Khaled had been in detention for so long. The British Foreign Ministry responded that it would agree only “on a reciprocal basis,” i.e., only if the PFLP permitted the British “consul to visit our hostages.” (There was no mention of the other hostages.) The next day, the Red Crescent would call Kendall’s request “a unilateral initiative on her part, not an official Red Crescent proposal.” Nonetheless, Britain consented to mutual visits. The Red Crescent said that it expected Red Cross rules to apply, which, it said, included the right to be alone with the prisoner for ten to fifteen minutes. Then, in what the British considered an “outrageous” suggestion, and what we might call chutzpah, the Red Crescent asked whether, since the PFLP was a poor organization, BOAC might “be so kind as to help them over the air tickets.”
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