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WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 16

King Hussein’s Plea to His People

At 8am, King Hussein broadcast a moving plea to his people:

Brother citizens: Our country has for a long time been gripped by confusion, uncertainty, chaos, and by a lack of confidence in this cherished homeland. Our disarray, weakness, and uncertainty…

[I]t has become our duty…to restore security and order; to preserve the lives of all citizens and their livelihood, property, security, confidence, and dignity; to preserve our people’s national unity; to safeguard the dignity of the noble fedayeen action and to protect it against all dangers; to preserve the dignity of our soldiers and armed forces; to defend our country and nation against the designs harbored for them by the enemy; and to preserve the dignity, name, and prestige of our homeland throughout the world…

I call on everyone—and you all form one family in the west, east, north, and south of the kingdom—to unify you ranks, your hearts, and your voice, as I have known you to be unified throughout my life. I call on you to extend to the government and its officials sincere cooperation and your fullest understanding…

I invoke God to preserve you all and to grant us constant success in realizing our country’s welfare and glory and our nation’s dignity and honor. Peace be with you.

PLO’s Response to the Military Cabinet

The military government consisted of CIA agents, hashish smugglers, “agents, traitors, and rancorous people,” the PLO claimed. It bemoaned, just as it would many times in future years, that just as peace was at hand, the other side had gone ahead and blown it. “Let us all struggle to topple the treacherous military authorities in Jordan,” it called. “Let our masses crush the CIA agents.” A PLO broadcast from Baghdad could not have been more graphic, warning Hussein:

We are today quite well prepared and ready to remind all the chess pawns in Amman palaces of the lesson the Cuban dictator [Batista] was taught when he imposed martial law on the masses…If the King of this regime has a weak memory regarding history, the rifles of our men are today ready, not only to remind him of his ilk, but also to make an example of him…The popular militia will not lay down its arms until its bullets pierce the chests of all the leaders in power…Our masses are invited to strangle the dying regime and slaughter all the departments which are committing the most heinous crimes and violations.

British Penchant for Direct Contact with the PFLP

Prime Minister Edward Heath summed up for his Cabinet at its 10am meeting that if Israel remained “even equivocal, we should have to consider, with the German and Swiss Governments, whether we should now attempt to reach a settlement with the fedayeen as regards our respective nationals on a three-power or country-by-country basis.” Skeptical that Israel would do so, however, Douglas-Home encouraged Phillips to maintain direct contact with the PFLP. “On the assumption that the Jordanian government and King Hussein do not object to your maintaining contacts with the PFLP, is this still physically possible and do you expect it to remain possible?”  It went on: “We assume that since King Hussein has not hitherto objected to your negotiating with the PFLP over the release of our hostages, he will not now, in light of the recent change of government, raise any objection. As seen from here, it would probably be best to take his acquiescence for granted and not put him in a difficult position by explicitly asking for it.”

Assessments of Arab Military Intervention

The new Jordanian Cabinet met in emergency session. The PLO, having rejected the government, had not withdrawn its armed guerrillas from Amman by 6pm as stipulated in the previous night’s agreement. The king now wanted to act vigorously but, wary of a possible intervention by Syria (or, more remotely, Iraq), he asked how the Cabinet would feel, in case of such intervention, about outside air support. 

Dean Brown, who learned of this discussion as it was going on, was skeptical of a Syrian threat, given the level of Syrian military resources currently in Jordan. (The possibility of an actual invasion did not seem to occur to him.)  Therefore, he was not sure “just how serious the king’s request is” and thus “I think the king wants his hand held.” Nonetheless, Brown hoped that “despite all the implicit dangers to the hostages,” the king would take “stern measures against the fedayeen.” If Hussein did not act, Brown worried, “Jordan will be weaker than ever before.”

King Hussein urgently requested the United States to use its influence to “ensure that the Israelis do nothing that would prejudice or aggravate the situation.” But at the same time, he said that he might have to call for assistance from the United States or Israel if other Arab states intervened.
  

Where Are the Hostages?

With war about to break out, one truly knew where the hostages were. Israeli intelligence reported that the hostages were being held in at least three different locations:

(A) Zarqa, where there the PFLP had the particularly “sensitive” group…Their place of detention in Zarqa was prepared for demolition;

(B) Jabal El-Sufir (phonetic) near Amman;

(C) Wahdat Camp in Amman…

If (B) was a mis-hear of Ashrafiyeh, this new information was remarkably close to accurate, missing only the hostages in Irbid. But contradictory information would continue to flow. France’s ambassador in Amman reported that “contrary to differing reports, it appears that all the hostages are being held in various structures in Wahdat near Amman.”
 The United States believed that the hostages were safer now because the fedayeen were “tending to look on them as a guarantee against government action…and for this reason were moving them outside Amman for their own safety.”
 Later in the day the PFLP moved to bring all of the hostages into Amman. We would sit at an epicenter of the fighting, which would erupt shortly.

Informal British Pressure on Israel

After a visit to the Foreign Office, Archbishop George Appleton, the Anglican archbishop of Jerusalem, called Britain’s Chief Rabbi Immanuel Jacobowitz and told him that the British had reached their “exhaustion point” according to the prior British ambassador to Jordan. The Americans were the ones, according to the diplomat, holding up the resolution of the crisis by not forcing Israel to agree to release prisoners. Appleton asked Jacobowitz to put pressure on the United States. Jacobowitz responded in kind by encouraging Appleton to get church leaders in Britain to demand that Britain remain committed to the united front. Jacobowitz, in fact a week later privately made his view known to the Israeli ambassador in London that Israeli needed to express its willingness in principle to contribute.

Israel’s Stance

Upon her arrival in New York, Mrs. Meir reiterated that Israel would not release Arab terrorists and that a united front was the best way to secure the hostages’ release. However, Israeli radio reported that “Israel has reportedly stated her readiness to free the two detained Algerians as part of a package deal to free the 54 hostages held by the terrorists in Jordan.” The next morning, before his departure to join Golda Meir in the United States, Foreign Minister Eban did not deny the reports, saying only that they were unauthorized.

Germany’s Position

The Israeli Ambassador in Bonn noted that the public mood in Germany was decidedly opposed to dismantling the united front. The German government asserted once again that it was interested in a total solution to the hostage crisis. However, the tone of its statement and comments by certain officials showed an increasing impatience with the pace of the negotiations. The statement said that Bonn was not interested in protracted negotiations and it called on all governments concerned [Israel by implication] to carry their full weight in speeding the negotiations along. Unnamed German officials complained to reporters about the “inflexible approach” being taken by one of the governments involved.

In Washington, the message from Germany was later conveyed by German chargé Noebel to the State Department’s Rodger Davies. Noebel said that Germany strongly desired to maintain solidarity respecting all of the hostages. On the other hand, the Germany feared the situation in Jordan and what might consequently befall the hostages. Germany believed that positive results were possible only if Israel would be more forthcoming. To achieve the latter, Germany requested that the United States approach Israel. He noted that, like the British, Germany was under strong pressures to act on behalf of its citizens. Davies responded that the United States believed that Israel would make concessions when the time came, but that the fedayeen demands needed to be clearly defined. He added that the United States was working in Bern to try to get Israel to become a “backer and participant” of the ICRC mandate. He added that the United States thought that the hostages could be extracted, despite the situation in Amman, if solidarity was maintained and if “reasonable” demands are placed on Israel. Finally, he urged Germany and Britain against withdrawing from this position and abandoning the other hostages, which the United States would find difficult to understand.

Meanwhile, Chancellor Brandt assured Israel that Germany would not make a separate deal despite its sense that the situation was extremely perilous and that the hostages were in more danger than before. The Swiss, for the moment too, were not considering a separate deal.
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