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TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 22

Leila Khaled’s Letter to her Mother

This is the full text of the letter that Leila Khaled wrote to her mother as we sat under fire and with little food and water in Amman.

My dearest mother,

Do not be anxious at my disaster – I am well, and everything is as one might desire here. My only wish is to return to carry on along the road I have taken.

I know well how hard it must be for you that one of your daughters is far from you in a place and in circumstances which you know nothing about. But to be honest I am in very comfortable circumstances here. Do not think I am in prison – even if I was it would not be important. The important thing is that all of you – every single person –carry arms today against the common foe. The only thing that grieves and hurts me today is that I am not now carrying arms and am not sharing with my people in the battle going on today against the enemy.

Everyone here pays attention to my requests. The place is comfortable and I find the people friendly and they treat me well – I did not expect such treatment – I am always talking to them and they talk to me.

I spend my day as follows: I get up in the morning and drink coffee. I then leave the room in which I sleep and go elsewhere to read. I read the daily papers which are published here. I follow all the news carefully. Then I go to another place for exercise. This I do twice a day in the morning and in the afternoon. Of course I get all the food I need and it is good. In short my life is like a dream here; it is as if I were an official state guest.

Nonetheless, I do not forget the important thing. I do not worry about myself. My attention is directed toward the constant thought about what is happening in our country until I come out to carry on along my task with my friends and the sons of my people.

I do not want to be long-winded. I ask you to accept all the circumstances surrounding us with a glad heart. The way is still long and we must endure every separation which comes our way. It is for the revolution, my mother, and only for the revolution that we live and work.

My best wishes to all my brothers and sisters. Do not worry – I shall return soon. I don’t know when, but I shall return.

My greetings to everyone on the harsh battlefield.

And finally all my good wishes, greetings and hopes to you.




Your daughter,





Leila
King Hussein’s Ominous Situation

“Qualified Israeli sources” confirmed that the Syrian thrust had indeed been stopped by Jordanian armor. The Israelis believed also that Syria is already having logistical problems and if action were to continue another three to four days, it would be in real trouble. In the evening, Majali was able to announce that, although the Syrians were still in Jordan and clashes continued, “Our forces have been able to stop their advance and force many of their units to retreat from the positions they had occupied yesterday.”
  

However, there were ominous developments as well. A battalion-sized Libyan force flew into Syria the prior day. Egypt’s Nasser too had begun to insert three battalions of Egypt’s PLA brigade into the mix. And, at 8am, twenty-four Iraqi tanks made their way westward on the Jarash road. Despite Iraqi assurances shortly afterward that its forces were merely securing their own flank within the “Iraqi zone,” continuation of the move could threaten Jordan’s entire defense alignment.
  

U.S. Preparedness

Sixteen hundred airborne and infantry troops were on four-to-eight hour notice in Europe. The 82nd Airborne Division at Fort Bragg had an airborne company rigged for drop on six-hour alert. Two additional battalions were about to be the same, and the remainder of division was on 84-hour alert. This was in addition to eighteen F-14s and four C-130 transports at Incirlik.
Egyptian Information minister Hassanein Heikal warned that U.S. intervention into Jordan would be interpreted as “a hostile act against all Arab countries and would have serious long-term ramifications in the region and throughout the world.”

General Zia al-Haq Role

In an interesting historical aside, it was General Zia al-Haq who ordered the Royal Jordanian Air Force in. Zia, future military head of Pakistan, was heading a Pakistani training mission to Jordan when the war broke out. Zia took de facto command of Jordan’s 2nd Division on September 18 after its commanding officer—an East Banker married into a prominent Palestinian family—deserted his command. Perhaps it was the American and Israeli commitments that gave Hussein the courage to take the risk.
Ambassador Phillips’s Plea
At 6:30pm, British ambassador in Amman, John Phillips, telexed that, “We have had a rather rougher day than expected after yesterday, but can only hope that the assault on snipers and pockets of resistance today—which was pretty terrific—will give us a calmer day tomorrow.” Then a plea: “We are almost out of beer, but I do not think you can help us by teleprinter.”

Memorandum of Conversation between Kissinger, Rabin, et al.
Following is a memorandum of conversation between Henry Kissinger, Alexander Haig, Yitzhak Rabin, and Shlomo Argov regarding the Note Verbale that the United States had given Israel:

THE WHITE HOUSE

W A S H I N G T O N

TOP SECRET/SENSITIVE

MEMORANDUM OF CONVERSATION

Date: 

September 22, 1970 -- 4:50 p.m.

Place: 

The Map Room, The White House

Participants: 
Ambassador Yitzhak Rabin




Minister Shlomo Argov




Dr. Henry A. Kissinger




General Alexander M. Haig

Ambassador Rabin opened the meeting and, in substance, read the following message:


As a result of the decision of the Israeli Cabinet and a subsequent more restricted high-level consultation, the Israeli Government has decided on the following:



1. The U.S. answers as contained in the Note Verbal of last evening were presented to the Cabinet, and the Government of Israel considers them as authoritative answers which constitute an official U. S. request to Israel.



2. The Government of Israel is prepared, in principle, to carry out the military operations against Syrian forces in Jordan. Israeli operations would consist initially of air strikes but, if the situation requires it, ground operations will also be conducted. It is the Israeli Government’s view that the military operations must be decisive. Therefore, if air strikes alone are not enough, they will be followed up by ground attack. In either instance, the operations will be conducted against those Syrian forces located in Jordan. Israel cannot undertake operations against Syrian forces in Syria for the purpose of causing Syria to withdraw its forces from Jordan. Israel is opposed to this course of action from both the military and the political points of view. In the political sense, Israeli retaliation against Syrian forces in Syria could provide an incentive for Russian intervention.



3. Israel considers it essential that a meeting be arranged with authorized representatives of the King of Jordan for the purpose of coordinating the Israeli military operations. Such a meeting must take place prior to Israeli military action and as soon as possible.



4. Israel recommends that the United States send a representative to Israel for the purpose of working out the necessary details. However, this is not essential.



5. The Government of Israel needs additional clarification of the responses provided in the U. S. Note Verbal of last evening:




a. Concerning question 3 dealing with the U. S. containment of the Soviet Union, Israel wishes to have United States approval for the following interpretation by Israel:





“With reference to the answer to question 3, we wish to observe that we understand the tern 'Soviet intervention' as covering Soviet military action and measures undertaken on any of the fronts, including the Suez Canal front and the sea. Furthermore, we understand that the U.S. decision to prevent Soviet intervention would not be restricted to the time of operations undertaken by us with reference to the Jordan-Syrian situation, bearing in mind the possibility that Soviet reaction may be a delayed reaction.”




b. Concerning military equipment, the Israeli action may bring about the resumption of fighting along the Suez Canal, and Israel hopes that it will be able to obtain whatever military equipment is needed to cope with the resumption of conflict along the Canal. Israel also hopes that these arrangements will not be handled in the same manner as they have been to date.



6. Israel needs elaboration and clarification on the two preceding questions. After this clarification, the Israeli Government intends to send a message to the King of Jordan through the United States Government.

The foregoing represents the full agreement of the Government of Israel but does not constitute an operational decision of the Israeli Cabinet. 


Dr. Kissinger stated that he interpreted Ambassador Rabin’s remarks to the effect that Israel intends to start military operations with air operations alone and to assess their effectiveness. If they do not prove decisive, then Israel would initiate ground operations in Jordan and that in either event, Israel will not move unless the United States gives authority for both air and ground operations, even if the King of Jordan has not asked for ground operations. Ambassador Rabin replied that the Jordanians must also ask for Israel’s intervention. Dr. Kissinger then permitted Ambassador Rabin to read an excerpt from an afternoon reporting cable from Ambassador Brown in Amman which confirmed via Rifai that the King wished to have Israeli air support but did not want Israeli ground attack. Ambassador Rabin remarked that Israel knew Rifai very well. He added that the Jordanians had fought very well yesterday and today. It was his view that after a very strong Israeli air attack, the Jordanians might be able to turn the situation on their own.


Dr. Kissinger stated that it was his own view that Israel could have an immediate full approval for air operations only, but that approval for both air and ground operations would generate heated discussions. He stated that Israel should understand that air attacks will succeed or will not succeed. If they do not succeed, Israel is right back where it started from. Ambassador Rabin countered that this was precisely why Israel had to have the option a priori to strike on the ground, adding that Israel would not undertake an action unless it were to be fully successful. Dr. Kissinger stated that he surmised that the U.S. affirmative response would require fu1l consultation before the initiation of ground operations. Ambassador Rabin stated that he personally liked the formulation that “the U.S. would like another consultation.”


Dr. Kissinger stated that many people expect Israel to attack if Jordan collapses, with or without United States agreement. Ambassador Rabin replied that he could not confirm that this was the case. Dr. Kissinger then asked Ambassador Rabin for his own personal appraisal of the value of air operations alone. Ambassador Rabin stated that he did not believe Israel could undertake the action based on air attacks alone. He estimated, however, that a good strong Israeli attack combined with prompt Jordanian ground action might be adequate. At the same time, however, Israel must have the option to insure success with its own ground action. It would, of course, be necessary to urge the Jordanians to move offensively in coordination with the Israeli air action. Dr. Kissinger asked Ambassador Rabin how soon after arrangements had been made would Israel be ready to move. Ambassador Rabin replied that for the air portion, it would take very little time.


Dr. Kissinger then recapped the following points:


1. The United States should give its response to Israel concerning the two points at issue as well as the substance of its views on future Israeli actions.


2. Israel would then coordinate with Jordan through the United States Government.


3. Israel would then launch air attacks.

Dr. Kissinger then asked whether this could be done as early as Friday morning. Ambassador Rabin replied that it could be done sooner and that timing was up to the United States.

The Harrowing Walk of TWA’s Wilson and Girard

TWA’s Richard Wilson and Claude Girard prayed that the U.S. embassy door would open. “Things were really hot at one time and there was not much we could do at the [Intercontinental] hotel,” recalls Girard. The men had had no contact whatsoever with Boisard and even their local PFLP and Red Cross contacts had been essentially cut off since the 17th at night. So the two elected to try to reach the embassy. The curfew in Amman had been lifted a couple of hours earlier, supposedly for twelve hours. But fedayeen snipers continued to take intermittent potshots at civilians who braved the streets to forage food and supplies. They were encouraged by PLO radio to continue the battle with promises that reinforcements were on their way. The curfew would soon be re-imposed.

Using a white shirt as a flag, with bullets flying overhead, and with Wilson limping up and down—he had difficulty walking—they had made it from Jabal Amman to the embassy on Jabal Luweibdeh. Eventually, the embassy door opened. The two briefed the embassy on the situation at the Intercontinental, where they had moved on Sunday under J escort after a Russian TV crew man had been shot through the head by sniper fire at the Shepherd Hotel. Many U.S. citizens and journalists remained cooped up at the Intercontinental. The French reporters had packed out earlier; all the rest wanted out too as sniper fire prevailed in the area. The hotel still had adequate food for a few days, but was down to serving only two meals a day.  

The two brought no real information on the hostages other than that a “knowledgeable Palestinian source” at the hotel asserted that some hostages were in Wahdat and (inaccurately) others were at Baqa, a refugee camp north of Amman. The men accepted the ambassador’s hospitality to stay the night in the embassy’s bunker, but the embassy staff did not share much information with them.

Hussein Unaware of British Reluctance to Pass Information to Israel

King Hussein was clearly unaware that the British had chosen not to pass his message on to Israel. He “continued to complain” to the British ambassador that the fedayeen were keeping up their fight only because Britain and United States had not persuaded Israel to go after the Syrians, although, Phillips commented, “it is difficult to tell from [one] moment to another what His Majesty really wants.” Nonetheless, Phillips estimated, as long as the Syrian threat remained real, the fedayeen would keep up their efforts in Amman.

The king would probably have been flabbergasted to learn that the British refused to pass on to Israel even a relatively innocuous piece of information. King Hussein had asked Phillips to inform the United States and Israel that he was scheduled to meet with the Soviet ambassador at 10am [0800Z]. The British Foreign Office replied to Phillips: “We shall pass the information received from the King to the Americans. I am not sure where we stand at the moment about passing information to the Israelis. But, we shall probably leave it to the Americans to do this.” To which Phillips responded: “the king has specifically asked that the Israelis be informed, so please tell the Americans this too.”

U.S.-Soviet Tensions on the Mediterranean

As early as September 9, when the Independence was ordered into the Eastern Mediterranean, it was conspicuously trailed by a Soviet Petya Class-2 escort. Now, according to historian Abe Shulsky:

A small [Soviet] gun destroyer or frigate would remain in visual contact with a U.S. carrier, while a [Soviet] destroyer or a cruiser equipped with surface-to-surface missiles would sail within firing range of the carrier. The SSM-equipped ships would generally have as an escort another Soviet ship with surface-to-air missiles to provide cover against the attack aircraft on the U.S. carrier.

American Position vs. British Position

At the Bern Group meeting, the British representative, Eric Midgley, asked the United States’ Shelby Davis point-blank whether, if only two or three dual nationals were at issue, it was the U.S. view that the remaining fifty-odd hostages “must be left to their fate.” Davis replied yes.

When the meeting reconvened later at 8pm [1900Z], Midgley had been instructed to “make it plain to your colleagues that if it should appear at any stage that the PFLP are in fact prepared to release all but two or three of the hostages, we should feel strongly that this was an offer which would have to be seriously considered and one which, on purely humanitarian grounds, it would be difficult to reject. This, because “approximately 52 out of 54 remaining hostages could be released forthwith.” Midgley was directed to urge the group to “indicate positive interest in a bargain and to do its utmost to confirm the offer with precision, particularly about the numbers of British, Swiss, Germans and Americans to be released.

Eyewitness Account of the Firing on Nimeiry

Mohammad Alian Olaimat was commanding a forward unit in the west-to-east thrust of the Jordanian army in Amman. The previous evening, after he and his troops had punched through to Jabal al-Qala, he was ordered to the airport to receive VIPs being sent by the Arab League. He made his way there in his Saracen armored personnel carrier with two other soldiers. He cleaned the vehicle and put his personal blanket down on the floor so that his guest would be comfortable. Sudanese President Jaafar Nimeiry became his charge and instructed Olaimat to take him to Hummar Palace where Nimeiry spent the night.

Now, in the morning, Olaimat took Nimeiry back to the airport. En route, his gunner told him that they were being fired at. Olaimat gave him permission to fire back. Nimeiry loudly scolded Olaimat for shooting at Palestinians: “You’re guilty!” he yelled, to which Olaimat angrily responded: “I’ll poke your eyes out if you don’t be quiet” and jabbed the air with his two fingers. Olaimat did not report the incident, but apparently Nimeiry, infuriated, did. When King Hussein saw Olaimat the next day, he asked what had happened. Olaimat claims that, after hearing his story, Hussein patted him on his back and said “Thank you. You did your job.”

Western Media Blame King Hussein
The Western media, too, were starting to lay blame on Hussein for the extent of casualties that had been caused. The International Herald Tribune suggested that, “Instead of the clean stroke that would break the holds of the commandos, his army was trapped in a murderous war of tanks and artillery” against the fedayeen in the hill cities of Jordan. “There appeared to be no way the army could get them out without slaughtering thousands of women and children.” A couple of days later, the New York Times too commented that “blame for provoking the war may be laid on some of the guerrillas, blame for prolonging it on the Syrians. But so far as can be judged, blame for the massacre must largely rest with the Jordanian army.”
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