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The date: 13 September 1993. The place: Washington. 

The world watches in amazement and hope as Yasser 

Arafat, the Chairman of the Palestine Liberation 
Organization, stretches across President Clinton to offer 

his hand to Yitzhak Rabin, the Prime Minister of Israel. 

This exclusive, timely and revealing book begins with 
Arafat’s own story of the breakthrough symbolized by the 

Washington handshake. 

On the human level the true story of Arafat’s secret love 

and secret marriage to Suha Tawil is as incredible as the 
political event in Washington. In this book the story of 

that extraordinary relationship — and the pain and the 
heartache that keeping the secret caused — is told 
exclusively, for the first time, and with astonishing 
frankness, by Suha Arafat herself in conversation with 
the author. 

Arafat is a man of secrets. He could not have survived the 
many attempts on his life to date if he had not wrapped 
himself in mystery. in his Introduction to this book Alan 

Hart explains how and why it was that he became the 

first Westerner to secure enough of Arafat’s trust to 
enable him to unravel the mystery, which involved the 

author in hundreds of hours of taped conversations over 
thirteen years. 

Who, really, is Arafat? He was born in Cairo. At ten he was 
marching and drilling the children of his neighbourhood. 

At seventeen he was smuggling weapons froi Egypt to 
Palestine. At nineteen he was fighting in Palestine. When 
Palestine became Israel, and when more than three- 

quarters of the Palestinian people became refugees 

outside their homeland, Arafat was in total é2spair. He 
says: ‘If you want to know a secret | was in such despair 

that I made an application for a visa to go to America.’ In 
this book he explains why. 

This book is also the dramatic inside story, written with 

the co-operation of the top leadership of the Palestine 
Liberation Organization, of how the liberation movement 
was born, and how Arafat struggled to keep it alive as first 
the Arab regimes, then Israel, and then both together 
tried to liquidate it, often in collusion with the big powers. 

Arafat’s real crime was not that he was a terrorist; but 
that he refused to allow Israel, and the political and 
military Establishments of virtually the whole world, to 
close the file on the Palestine case. 

With the regeneration of Palestinian nationalism, Arafat 
repeatedly risked his credibility and his life to persuade 
first his senior leadership colleagues, and then a maiority 
of his people, to make unthinkable concessions to Israel 
for the sake of peace and ‘something concrete’ for the 
Palestinians. And here, says the author, is the key to 
understanding the true significance of Arafat as one of 
the most remarkable (and misrepresented) leaders of 
modern times. 
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Prologue 

‘The Peace of the brave’ 

‘Actually the real breakthrough did not start in Oslo or what we call 

the Norwegian Channel. The real breakthrough started outside.’ 
So said Yasser Arafat when we met in early January 1994 for 

the last conversations for this book; conversations which have taken 

place over fifteen years. 
When I flew to Tunis for my last meeting with the Chairman 

of the PLO I was more than a little concerned about what I might 

find on arrival. My concern had been triggered by- what I was 

reading in the newspapers and hearing on radio and television as 

the peace process set in motion by the Washington handshake 

seemed, to some, to be on the verge of collapse. The general 

impression created by much of the media’s coverage of events was 

that the business of making peace was proving to be too big a 

challenge for Arafat, the great survivor, and that he was cracking 

up. One report with a Jerusalem dateline, which was given promi- 

nence in Britain and no doubt elsewhere, had a depressed and 

desperate Arafat begging Israeli negotiators to save him — by throw- 

ing him some crumbs from their table. And when they had refused 

him Arafat, according to this same report, had broken down and 

wept. Some Israeli newspapers were even questioning Arafat’s 

mental stability. But the real paranoia was where it had always 

been: in Israel. 

The Arafat I met in Tunis in early January 1994 was more 

relaxed, more calm, more confident and more obviously in control 

of himself and the politics of peacemaking on his own side — 

altogether more the leader — than I had ever known him to be. (As 

his attractive and young wife, Suha, was later to reveal to me in 

the most astonishingly frank conversations about their love and 
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ARAFAT 

their life together, including the ‘hell’ she went through when the 

Chairman insisted on them being married in secret and keeping 

the secret, there were things that made Arafat depressed to the 

point where he was unable to sleep; but, as we shall see, the cause 

of this depression was not politics or the cut and thrust of engaging 

Israel’s leaders in a political battle of wills.) 
As told to me by Arafat himself the story of the real break- 

through that led to the Washington handshake and the signing of 

the Declaration of Principles on Interim (Palestinian) Self-Govern- 

ment Arrangements starts with three men. Two Arabs and an 

Israeli. 

The Arabs were Hosni Mubarak, the President of Egypt, and 

Arafat himself. The Israeli was Yitzhak Rabin, the Prime Minister 

of Israel. 

Arafat said: ‘When the complete history of these times can be 

written it will be seen that the real breakthrough started when 

Prime Minister Rabin agreed to receive from me, via the hands of 

President Mubarak, a map of the occupied territories on which I 

had marked, in my own hand, the boundaries of the Jericho area 

I wanted, in addition to Gaza, for the establishment of a 

Palestinian Authority.’ 

He added: ‘You have not to forget that it was as far back 

as 1974 — twenty years ago! — that our highest decision-making 

institution, our PNC, declared in principle its willingness to accept 

a National Authority (in those days the code for a Palestinian mini- 

state) on any land, even the smallest amount of land, that could 

be liberated from Israeli occupation. And you have not to forget 
that it was as far back as 1979 - fifteen years ago! — that I was 
authorized by our PNC to work and negotiate for peace with Israel 
on the basis of its acceptance of our right to establish such a 
National Authority.’ 

The PNC, the Palestine National Council, is the Palestinian 
parliament-in-exile. In session it is the most democratic institution 
in the Arab world and far beyond. The point Arafat was making 
by reference to the PNC’s decisions of 1974 and 1979 was that 
he is no latecomer to the idea of compromise and peace with the 
Jewish state. The truth that emerges with clarity from the dramatic 
story this book has to tell is that when Arafat and an Israeli Prime 
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PROLOGUE 

Minister changed the course of history by shaking hands on the 

lawn of the White House on 13 September 1993, it was an event 

that could have taken place many years earlier — if only Israel had 
been wise enough to put the PLO and its leader to the test of 

negotiations instead of trying to destroy it and him with bullets 
and bombs. 

Arafat continued: ‘President Mubarak was the mediator 

between Rabin and myself. On 14 April 1993 Rabin met Mubarak 
in Ismailia. It was Rabin’s first visit to Egypt as Israel’s Prime 

Minister. I had prepared my map for that meeting. Rabin’s agree- 

ment to receive the map from me via President Mubarak was the 

psychological breakthrough at the highest level on the Israeli side.’ 
How so? Until that event, and for some time after it, Rabin 

was still insisting in public, in order to protect his back from Israel’s 

extremists, that he would ‘never’ negotiate with the PLO and 

would ‘never’ do business with Arafat. Strictly speaking Rabin was 

not doing business with the Chairman of the PLO when he took 

the map from Mubarak. But Rabin did obviously say to Mubarak, 

in effect, and perhaps actually, ‘OK, I'll take a look at what Arafat 
wants.’ By implication the Israeli Prime Minister was sending a 

signal to Arafat, via Mubarak, that he might after all be prepared 

to do business with the PLO and its leader on the basis of an Israeli 

withdrawal from both Gaza and Jericho. 

But now a question, a most intriguing question, for readers 

who like to do their own detective work. Was that the signal Rabin 

intended to send to Arafat — was he, in fact, intending to send any 

message of any kind to the PLO leader; or did he, Rabin, accept 

Arafat’s map merely to avoid offending his Egyptian host? On the 

basis of what Arafat told me later, including Rabin’s first considered 

response to his Jericho map which was also by definition a proposal, 

it is possible to speculate that at the time he accepted Arafat’s map 

from Mubarak, Rabin did not himself realize that, by accepting it, 

he was crossing the Rubicon. If that was so there would be a case 

for saying that Arafat, with Mubarak’s assistance, outwitted Rabin 

and, in the context of all that was happening on the secret diplo- 

matic front, forced the Israeli Prime Minister further and faster 

down the road to peace than he intended to go. Put another way 

the question is: did Rabin jump or was he pulled into the peace 
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process by Arafat with some pushing from behind by Shimon Peres, 

Israel’s foreign minister? If Rabin did not jump it would have to 

be said that Arafat, with the assistance of the Norwegians, was 

the real father of the peace process that was set in motion by the 

Washington handshake. 

When Arafat and Rabin did start to do business in secret, 

the Norwegian Channel became important for the conduct of the 

business because it was the only one of several (secret channels) 

that had not been blown by leaks. 

Arafat said: ‘As you know, we had connections over many years 

with some Israelis who were serious about peace on terms we could 

accept with honour and dignity, and which could not pose a threat ° 

to Israel’s security; but from the moment the Labour Party came to 

power after Israel’s election in June 1992, we opened a number of 

secret channels to it — I will tell you about them; but they were all 

exploded [blown] by leaks. Each time there was a leak the Israeli 

media unmasked what we were trying to do; and the opponents 

of peace in Israel made their attacks; and it became impossible for 

those Israelis who were exploring with us to continue. Actually, 

for your information, it was only by chance that the Norwegian 

Channel was not exploded. It was very nearly discovered. Many 

times. But I had a strategy for deflecting the attention of the Israeli 

media away from it. Each time they were smelling that there might 

be something happening in Norway, I made statements which 

directed them to the other channels which were already exploded!’ 

Our conversation was briefly interrupted by the sound of three 

gunshots. I judged the weapon, whatever it was, to have been fired 

within a distance of not more than a hundred metres or so from 

where we were sitting. I was familiar enough with the efficiency 

of Arafat’s bodyguards to know that they were not the type of 

gentlemen who would take pot-shots at passing cars for fun. If 

Arafat’s reaction had not been as calm as it was, I would have 

entertained the thought that an attempt on his life was under way 

or had been foiled. Arafat showed no hint of concern. In truth the 
sound of the shots brought a wry smile to his face. But he did 
cause an inquiry to be made. ‘It’s OK,” he said when he had the 
answer. “The Tunisian authorities are shooting the stray dogs.’ 

When we resumed our conversation Arafat said on reflection: 
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PROLOGUE 

‘I do not want to give you the impression that it was only me and 

my people who were taking secret initiatives to try to get a real 

peace process moving. The Israelis, some Israelis, were also knock- 
ing on our door.’ 

While the PLO and some Israelis were searching for a way 

forward in secret there was, in fact, an institutional and public 

peace process under way. It was known (and it still is) as the Madrid 

process after the city where the first round of talks took place, 

before the show was moved to Washington. The Madrid process 

was launched with great fanfare by its architects — President Bush 

and his Secretary of State, James Baker — on 30 October 1991. In 

the aftermath of the Gulf War with Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, the 

Bush administration had to be seen to be going through the 

motions of trying to advance the Arab-Israeli peace process — 

because the Gulf War had exposed the US and its allies, Britain 

especially, to the charge of double standards. A charge on which 

they were found guilty by at least a significant section of inter- 

national public opinion, in Europe particularly. The Gulf War had 

shown that there were no limits to what the US and Britain were 

prepared to do, and do quickly, to force an Arab country to comply 

with UN Security Council Resolutions. That was on the one hand. 

On the other was the fact that for more than twenty-three years 

Israel had been allowed by the international community, the US 

and Britain especially, to show contempt for UN Security Council 

Resolutions in particular and for international law in general. 

(Israeli settlements in the Arab territories occupied in the 1967 

war were and are illegal, but Israel was allowed to go on building 

them and, by so doing, creating a bigger and bigger obstacle 

to peace.) 

To give the Madrid process the best possible chance of getting 

off the ground Arafat, as ever, went to the outer limits of what he 

could do to make concessions without seriously undermining his 

credibility with his own supporters. The Israeli government of 

Yitzhak Shamir, the leader of the Likud party, which even some 

Israelis described as ‘neo-fascist’, told the Americans that Israel 

would not attend the Madrid conference if the PLO was involved. 

Shamir insisted that he and Israel’s representatives would meet 

only Palestinians from within the occupied territories and who 

XV 



ARAFAT 

were not members of the PLO. For good measure Shamir also 

insisted that Palestinians from East Jerusalem could not be included 

in the Palestinian delegation. Shamir was effectively saying to the 

Americans, ‘There won’t be a peace process if you don’t accept 

my conditions.’ The Bush administration replied, in effect, ‘OK. 

You win. We don’t intend to challenge you.’ Arafat accepted these 

outrageous conditions and went along with the fiction that the 

PLO was not involved — even though the whole world knew that 

the Palestinian delegation in Madrid, and then Washington, was 

taking its brief from him. Of course Shamir knew this, too; but he 

had to have it on the record that he had not given even the smallest 

shred of recognition to Arafat and the PLO. 

‘But it was all a waste of time,’ Arafat said to me. ‘The Madrid 

process was going nowhere. I agreed to do what was necessary on 

my part to make Madrid happen because I was assured [by the 

Americans presumably] that the process would be completed with 

an agreement on something concrete for the Palestinians within 

one year. That was the understanding. After one year we had 

achieved nothing. As a matter of fact we had achieved nothing 

after twenty months. You have not to forget that when Shamir lost 

the Israeli election in June of 1992 he admitted, in public, that his 

strategy was to drag out the Madrid process, to prevent there being 

any progress. At the same time he admitted that if he had been 

returned to power, he was going to continue his manoeuvring to 

waste time, to bring in more settlers to complete the colonization 

of the occupied territories, to make a solution to the Palestine 

problem impossible... It was when we began to be convinced 

beyond a doubt that the Madrid process was going nowhere that 

we started very seriously, once again, to explore the way forward 

in secret with our Israeli contacts.’ 

For Arafat the turning point was the election victory of Israel’s 

Labour party led by Rabin. Arafat said: ‘If you want to know the 

truth, the real reason why Rabin and I were able to shake hands 
in Washington was because on 23 June 1992 the Israeli people 
voted to reject the disastrous policy and philosophy of Shamir.’ 

Though he probably would not have admitted it, because he 
likes and perhaps needs to be seen as a man with no limits to his 
optimism, Arafat was, I am certain, absolutely convinced that the 
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Israeli election of June 1992 was the make or break moment for 

the prospects for peace. Over the years there had been much talk 

of this or that initiative being ‘the last chance’ for peace. Even 

President Reagan had used the term. But I am sure that Arafat was 

convinced, in every fibre of his being, that if the Labour party did 

win Israel’s 1992 election, and if he was not then able to make 

progress with it, the real last chance for peace would have been 

and gone. In that event everything Arafat had worked for all his 

life would have been reduced to nothing. ‘And not only that,’ as 

Arafat often says, the region would have been set on a course for 

catastrophe with consequences for the whole world. And that, I 

think, explains why Arafat took the biggest of many gambles in his 

incredible life when he effectively challenged Rabin, in Ismailia, 

and through the good offices of Mubarak, to meet him on the 

political battlefield. 
Though many of my readers will be surprised by it (and some 

will no doubt think I have taken leave of my senses for saying so), 

the truth about the real Yasser Arafat is that he has a genuine 

affection for the Jewish people. And many of those Jews who have 

met him over the years know that to be true. What Arafat has 

always rejected, and what he will continue to reject until his death 

if necessary, is the arrogance of Jewish military power as it was 

used by the few (to advance their own mad ambitions for the 

creation of a Greater Israel) in the name of the many who were 

traumatized by the Holocaust; and who, because they were trauma- 

tized, became easy victims of the propaganda of their own leaders, 

the Sharons, the Begins and the Shamirs in particular. As a writer 

who is not Jewish, and who himself has a great affection for both 

peoples, I dare to make such a statement in this book because I 

know there are Israelis — including some of the best and the 

brightest in the Jewish state, who are also great human beings and 

who have occupied the highest offices - who share, mainly in 

private, the view I have expressed about the people of Israel and 

many Jews of the Diaspora becoming the victims of their own 

(mainly Revisionist Zionist) propaganda. In this context I believe 

it is worth saying that as a result of Israel’s 1992 election, Arafat’s 

affection for the Jewish people was strengthened; he told me so — 

because they, or enough of them in Israel, voted to give peace a 
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chance. They were proving, as Arafat saw it, that they had the 

courage to rise above their real but baseless fears that were in part, 

and even largely, the product of the propaganda of their own 

leaders of the past. When Arafat said to me that what he and Rabin 

were making was ‘The peace of the brave’, he was not imagining 

himself and Rabin as the only brave ones. He was saying and 

meaning that all who were prepared to give peace a chance in the 

light of the legacy of the past were brave: Palestinians, other Arabs 

and Jews. 

Arafat monitored the progress of Israel’s election campaign 

with his antenna tuned to receive even the most subtle signals. 

And he just happened to be in Amman — where he could see and 

hear what was happening on Israeli television — for the climax to 

the whole campaign, the debate between Shamir and Rabin. 
Arafat recalled: ‘I can still remember this debate as though it 

was yesterday. With all of Israel listening and watching Prime Minis- 

ter Shamir accuse Rabin, to his face, of deceiving the people, 

Shamir said, for all of Israel to hear, that Rabin was talking to 

Arafat and the PLO. And that Rabin was not telling the truth 

when he denied it. The clear and obvious message of what Shamir 

was saying to the people of Israel was that Rabin would deal with 

the PLO if he won the election and became prime minister. 

Shamir’s strategy was to frighten the people. Rabin was asking to 

be elected on a political programme for peace and Shamir was 
trying to finish Rabin by these scare tactics.’ 

Arafat was speaking in a way which suggested that at least a 

part of him was still finding it difficult to believe that what hap- 
pened next really did happen. ‘When the people of Israel still voted 

to make Rabin the prime minister I was impressed. And I knew 
we had the chance to move forward.’ 

In his early months as Israel’s prime minister the second time 
around (he had succeeded Golda Meir as PM after the Yom Kippur 
War of 1973) Rabin himself did not seem to be interested in 
exploring the prospects for peace outside the Madrid process which 
he inherited. In fact those Israelis who were hoping for rapid 
movement on the peace front, including some in and around 
Rabin’s cabinet, were disappointed by his early performance as a 
peacemaker. But Rabin’s apparent lack of enthusiasm for exploring 
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the way forward with the PLO did not stop some of those around 

him from getting stuck into the business of secret diplomacy with 

a number of Arafat’s representatives. In some instances contacts 

which had been established before Israel’s 1992 election were used 

but a number of new secret channels were opened. 

Arafat said: ‘One channel was between Shulamit Aloni and, for 

us, Dr Hanan Ashrawi and Mohammed Darwish. These meetings 

were in Paris but they were blown. [Arafat accepted my suggestion 

that it was better to say ‘blown’ when that was what he really 

meant rather than using his own term ‘exploded’!] Then we had 

two channels through Cairo. On the Israeli side these involved 

Dedi Zucker and Youssi Sareed. Both of these channels were 

blown. We also had another channel; the meetings took place in 

Washington, between Nabil Sha’ath for us and Yossi Beilin on the 

Israeli side. This channel was blown.’ (Beilin, who was to become 

Israel’s deputy foreign minister under Shimon Peres after the elec- 

tion, was instrumental on the Israeli side in the pir of the 

Norwegian Channel.) 

Arafat continued: ‘I had a personal channel bough Carl 

Kahane, a wealthy and well-connected Austrian Jewish businessman 

who was a friend of mine going back to the days of Chancellor 

Kreisky, who, as you know, was also a friend of mine. But this 

channel was stopped when Carl died. But you can see .. . We were 

trying, trying, trying. Both sides.’ 

When Mubarak received Rabin in Ismailia to pass on what was 

effectively Arafat’s challenge for the Israeli prime minister to engage 

the PLO leader on the political battlefield, the Norwegian Channel 

‘had been in existence for less than three months. Its only signifi- 

cance up to this point was that it was secure. But this, of course, 

was of great importance because all the other secret channels had 

been blown. Under the loving care of Terje Larsen and his wife 

Mona Juul, and with the assistance of the Norwegian foreign 

ministry, the Norwegian Channel was to become the midwife for 

the agreement between the PLO and Israel that led to the Washing- 

ton handshake which opened the door to peace. But the truth, 

which can now be revealed for the first time, is that this midwife 

would not have had a child to bring into the world if Rabin himself 

had not responded positively in principle, eventually, to Arafat’s 
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proposal for, and actually his insistence on, an Israeli commitment 

to withdraw from the Jericho area on the occupied West Bank as 

well as the Gaza Strip. 

In the published accounts to date which offer the inside story of 

what really happened in the Norwegian Channel, the credit for an 
exploration becoming a negotiation is given to the Israeli foreign 

ministry and to Shimon Peres in particular after a nod from Rabin. 

According to these accounts the PLO participants, who were led 

by Abu Ala (and who enjoyed a direct connection to Arafat), were 

understandably worried because they knew that the two Israelis 

they were meeting had no official standing or authority whatever. 
The two Israelis had cheerfully said so. They were Yair Hirschfeld 

and his younger colleague, Ron Pundak. Both were academics but 

Hirschfeld had a connection with Beilin. Abu Ala then said there 

was no point in taking the exploratory dialogue further without 

proof that the government of Israel was aware of what was happen- 

ing and was committed to encouraging and developing the initiat- 

ive. According to the published accounts to date, what then 

happened is that Beilin alerted Peres and he, on 15 May —a month 

after Rabin received Arafat’s map from Mubarak — had a meeting 

with Rabin. At this meeting the decision was taken to send Uriel 

Savir, the director-general of Israel’s foreign ministry, to Oslo — to 

give Abu Ala the proof he had asked for. Savir subsequently became 
Israel’s chief participant in the secret talks, and his first meeting 

with Abu Ala goes down in history as the first ever meeting between 

a high-level Israeli official and the PLO. Jane Corbin in her book 

— Gaza First, The Secret Channel To Peace Between Israel and The 

PLO, published by Bloomsbury — says that Rabin’s first condition 
when he authorized Savir’s involvement was that the Palestinians 
should not use the upgrading of the Norwegian Channel as an 
excuse to back out of the Madrid process. (By this time, and as we 
have seen, Arafat had long decided that the Madrid process was 
going nowhere.) Jane Corbin goes on to say that it was Savir’s 
arrival and involvement that turned an exploration into real nego- 
tiations. As I can now reveal the story of what really happened is 
much more dramatic. 

Savir’s involvement and what it symbolized did not give Arafat 
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the proof he needed to conclude that the Norwegian Channel was 

appropriate for the development of his strategy. And because Arafat 

was calling all the shots on his side, the exploration that was 

taking place in the Norwegian Channel would not have become a 

negotiation if he had not received the proof he was demanding. 

To me Arafat said: ‘I was insisting that I had to have something 

concrete to prove beyond a doubt that Rabin himself was aware 

and involved. It was not enough for me to know that the Israeli 

Foreign Ministry and even Mr Peres himself was involved. I had 

to have proof that Rabin himself was involved. Eventually Rabin 

proved this by sending his own official legal adviser to Oslo. When 

he arrived I was convinced.’ And that was the moment when the 

possibility of the exploration in the Norwegian Channel becoming 

a negotiation became a reality. 

Once the negotiations started there was, in Arafat’s thinking, 

one issue above all others that would determine whether or not a 

breakthrough could be made. As Arafat put it to me: ‘Would Rabin 

accept or reject my insistence on an Israeli withdrawal from Jericho 

as well as Gaza?’ 

The notion of an agreement between the PLO and Israel on 

the basis of an initial Israeli withdrawal from Gaza only was very 

old hat. As all serious students of the Arab-Israeli conflict know, 

or should know, not a few of Israel’s senior Labour party politicians, 

including Peres himself, had been speaking for years, mainly in 

private, about Israel withdrawing from Gaza first in order to make 

the space for a Palestinian entity. But Israeli thinking on the subject 

had less to do with any pressing desire to honour UN Security 

Council Resolutions calling for its withdrawal or recognize the 

Palestinian right to self-determination; it had much more to do 

with Israel’s need to get rid of the Gaza Strip. It was and is a hell- 

hole, and Israel’s continuing occupation of it was causing the 

Jewish state many more problems, in all ways, than the occupation 

was worth. In an aside to me Arafat said: ‘You might be surprised 

to know that even some members of Shamir’s Likud Party 

wanted to get rid of Gaza.’ 

Over the years, and through various secret channels, Arafat had 

made it clear to Israelis of all political persuasions that there was 

no way he could do business with them on the basis of ‘Gaza 
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First’. And yet... From what Arafat went on to tell me in January 

1994, it is clear that when the secret negotiations were under way 

in the Norwegian Channel, it was the ‘Gaza First’ option that 

Rabin (through Israel’s negotiators) was pressing him to accept on 

a take it or leave it basis. 

I asked Arafat what Rabin’s first reaction to his Jericho proposal 

was. He replied: ‘In the beginning Rabin did not accept to with- 

draw from Jericho. “‘Not even in principle,” his negotiators told 

us.” 

And that, in July, was the moment when it seemed to all those 

involved that the Norwegian midwife would not be able to deliver 

the promise of peace. There had been, and there were to be, 

many moments of crisis in the secret negotiations. Arafat said: “My 

telephone line to Abu Ala was very hot. Many times we stopped 

the negotiations.’ But the July crisis caused by Rabin’s refusal to 

accept even the principle of an Israeli withdrawal from Jericho 

seemed to be the one that would wreck the negotiations. The 

negotiators for both sides believed they had failed and that it was 
all over. It was later reported that Abu Ala had resigned. To me 

Arafat said: ‘No, no. Abu Ala never resigned. That was a completely 

wrong story.’ Perhaps what Arafat meant but did not say is that it 

was a wrong interpretation, which would imply that Abu Ala’s 

resignation was a tactic to put pressure on the Israelis. 

The necessary change of mind (if not heart) by Rabin was 

brought about by Peres with perhaps some assistance from Muba- 

rak. As I reveal in the Introduction to this book, I was not unaware 

of Peres’s true feelings about Israel’s desperate need to make peace 

with the Palestinians. Fourteen years before the Norwegian Chan- 

nel was opened, I had served some time as the linkman in a secret 

and exploratory dialogue between him and Arafat. I have no idea 

about what Peres (or Peres and Mubarak) said to cause Rabin to 

change his mind, but I can imagine how difficult the Peres 
exchange with Rabin must have been. As all of Israel knew, Peres 
and Rabin were not merely rivals in the same party over the years 
— they loathed each other. In the light of everything it would not 
surprise me if Peres had to threaten to resign in order to cause 
Rabin to change his mind on the subject of Arafat’s insistence on 
an Israeli commitment to withdraw from Jericho as well as Gaza. 
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Arafat said: ‘At last Rabin accepted that there had to be an 
Israeli commitment to withdraw from Jericho as well as Gaza. And 

that was the real breakthrough in the secret negotiations.’ When 
the negotiations in the Norwegian Channel were resumed the 

problem then became the extent of the Israeli withdrawal from 

Jericho that Arafat wanted. 

As Rabin had in fact known from the moment he had taken 
delivery of Arafat’s map from President Mubarak in April, Arafat 

was asking for an Israeli withdrawal (this to be the initial phase of 

a total withdrawal from the occupied West Bank and Gaza) from 

about 320 square kilometres. In conversation with me Arafat put 

this figure into the same overall perspective that he had sketched 

on his map for Rabin. 

He said: ‘When the Province of Jericho was under Jordanian 

administration before the 1967 war it was an area of 386 square 

kilometres. Under Israeli occupation the Province of Jericho was 

extended to an area of 712 square kilometres. So I was telling 

Rabin that for the initial phase I was prepared to accept an Israeli 

withdrawal from something less than the Province of Jericho as it 

was under Jordanian administration, and something less than half 

what it is under the administration of the Israeli occupation.’ 

But, as Arafat agreed, these figures in isolation do not tell more 

than a fraction of the true story (in figures) of the concessions he 

has required the Palestinians to make for peace. An Israeli with- 

drawal from 320 square kilometres would represent, in fact, a 

withdrawal from only 5.8 per cent of all the occupied West Bank. 

And if the Israeli withdrawal from Gaza is included in the calcu- 

lation, that would represent a withdrawal from only 6.8 per cent 

of all the land occupied by Israel in the 1967 war which the 

Palestinians are now claiming for their state at the end of the nego- 

tiating process. 

But as Arafat also agreed, and as we shall see later in this book, 

even these figures do not tell the complete story (in figures) of the 

true scale of the Palestinian concession to the reality of Israel’s 

existence as the military superpower of the region. 

I asked Arafat how Rabin’s negotiators responded to his 

requirement for 320 square kilometres when the secret nego- 

tiations in the Norwegian Channel resumed. He replied: “They 
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said, “‘No, this is a big area. Much too big. We cannot agree to 

withdraw from such a big area in the first step.” ’ 

In the end Arafat was wise enough to instruct his negotiators 

to go along with Savir’s suggestion that Jericho and all other 

‘sticking-point’ issues should be put to one side to allow the PLO 

and Israel to conclude and initial an historic agreement of prin- 

ciples, in order to prepare the way for an exchange of mutual 

recognition letters. In accordance with this approach Israel was 

committed only to the principle of withdrawing from the ‘Jericho 

area’. The extent of the withdrawal was to be the subject of further 

negotiations when the PLO and Israel had recognized each other 

and the agreement of principles was in force. Arafat was well aware 

that by not getting the Israelis committed to withdrawing from a 

defined area of Jericho before then, he would be setting up serious 
negotiating problems for himself in the future. (As all in the diplo- 

matic world know, American diplomats especially, the Israelis can 

be the most impossible people to negotiate with when their hands 

are not tied by specifics. From a starting point of agreement in 

principle only, their negotiating strategy is often to drag things out 

so that those they are negotiating with become weary, or frustrated, 

or exasperated, or desperate enough, or all of these things, to take 

whatever they are offered.) But Arafat knew he had no choice. If 

he had dug in his heels and insisted on Rabin committing Israel 

to withdrawing from a defined area of Jericho, the secret nego- 

tiations in Norway would have ended without agreement of any 
kind. 

Put another way, Arafat understood, as some of his senior 

leadership colleagues did not, this was the one time in its history 

when the PLO could not afford to give an Israeli leader, Rabin 
especially, an excuse to withdraw from the political battlefield. (As 
we shail see much later, in Chapter 23, the seriousness of Rabin’s 
commitment to the spirit of the agreement of principles was fairly 
called into question when he put his Jericho offer on the table. It 
led Arafat to tell me: ‘If Rabin thinks I am going to accept a 
Bantustan — I am not.’) But as the secret negotiations in Norway 
were drawing to their conclusion, Arafat’s assumption was that an 
agreement of principles and mutual recognition would be historic 
enough to generate an unstoppable momentum for peace on terms 
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he could accept and sell — however much the Israelis sought to test 
and frustrate him by delaying tactics. 

When the secret Israel-PLO agreement was made public on 

Sunday 5 September, it was inevitable that both Arafat and Rabin 

would find themselves in trouble in their own constituencies; but I 

think the extent of their real problems was exaggerated by the media. 

Two days after the political bomb had dropped, some fifty 

thousand Israelis demonstrated their opposition to the agreement 

and any thought of an accommodation with Arafat and the PLO. 

They laid siege to the Prime Minister’s office in Jerusalem and 

accused Rabin of being a ‘coward’ as well as a ‘liar’. 

I asked Arafat if he had been worried by this demonstration of 

Israeli opposition. To my surprise he said he had taken comfort 

from it. ‘It was a very important signal because it was only the 

settlers who were protesting. It was not the people of Israel, not 

even the Likud followers. We know what is going on in Israel. We 

know how to read events and this was a very encouraging sign.” 

For reasons that have not yet been given a completely satisfac- 

tory explanation, Rabin hit the panic button and made demands 

of Arafat which caused a crisis that put the whole deal at risk and 

threatened to prevent the signing of the mutual recognition letters. 

(The exact wording of them had still to be finalized.) Rabin was 

demanding, among other things, that Arafat issue an order calling 

for an end to all violence in the occupied territories and confirm 

in writing, to Rabin, that he had done so. Even if it had been 

politically possible for the Chairman of the PLO to do such a thing 

~ and it was not politically possible — it would have been counter- 

productive. From his headquarters in far-away Tunis there was no 

way that Arafat could guarantee to impose his writ on the ground 

in (Israeli-occupied) Gaza or the West Bank. He could only do 

that when he was on the ground himself, after an Israeli withdrawal 

and with a sufficient police force at his disposal. So if Arafat had 

done what Rabin was demanding, his perceived failure to impose 

his writ would have been taken by many Israelis as proof that 

Arafat could not deliver, and that would have strengthened Israeli 

opposition to what Rabin was in the process of doing! 

There are two possible explanations why Rabin made imposs- 

ible demands of Arafat at this critical moment. One is that Rabin 
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did panic because he felt he was too weak politically to recognize 

the PLO without some more assistance from Arafat; but in this 

case it would have to be said that Rabin did not think through the 

implications of what he was demanding. The other is that Rabin 

was hoping for an Arafat rejection of his demands which would 

have given him, Rabin, the pretext to call the whole thing off. 

For good reasons — including the fact that very difficult nego- 

tiations are still under way — Arafat has thoughts about these 

dramatic days that he wants to keep to himself. So I did not ask 

him for his own explanation of Rabin’s demands. 

The crisis was managed by those Palestinians, Israelis and 

Norwegians who had been responsible for negotiating the agree- 

ment of principles. On this occasion, and as the letters of recog- 

nition make clear, it was Arafat who gave away more than he 

intended. In response to Rabin’s demands for the impossible he 

produced, with help from the Norwegians, a form of words about 

how the PLO would assume its responsibilities for dealing with 

Palestinian perpetrators of violence. And when that was done it 

was up to Rabin to accept or reject what was on offer. How close 

the Israeli prime minister came to saying ‘No thanks’ is probably 

something we will never know. 

Arafat signed his letter to Rabin recognizing Israel on the 

evening of Thursday 9 September — fewer than four days before 

the official ceremony that President Clinton had scheduled to get 

himself a slice of the credit but, more important, to give this peace 

process an unstoppable momentum. Rabin signed his letter to 

Arafat recognizing the PLO the following day. The letter awaiting 

his signature ended ‘Sincerely, Yitzhak Rabin, Prime Minister of 
Israel’. Rabin crossed out the word ‘Sincerely’. 

I asked Arafat if he had been offended by that Rabin gesture. 
He replied: ‘No, not at all. This little gesture did not offend me 
because Rabin was not my friend.’ I said that the implication of 
his answer was that he would have been offended if Rabin had 
been less than his enemy. Arafat replied: ‘Definitely, but he was 
not my friend. So what he did was logical. As you know I am a 
very pragmatic man.’ 

When the secret of what had been negotiated in the Norwegian 
Channel was revealed to the world, there was a great deal of 
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speculation about whether or not Arafat could get enough support 
from his leadership colleagues to enable him to play, in the name 

of all Palestinians, the only card of real value they had ever pos- 

sessed, and the only thing that Israel wanted but could not take 

from them by force: formal recognition of the Jewish state. (The 

reason why this card was of such value to the Palestinians, and why 
it was the only one they had, is a part of the story to come.) 

Some of Arafat’s most heavyweight and trusted leadership 

colleagues, including two who are among the prime sources of 

material for this book, Khalad Hassan and his brother Hani, were 

outraged by what Arafat had done and was proposing to do; and 

this despite the fact that nobody had worked harder than they had 

done, or risked so much, to help Arafat sell the idea of unthinkable 

compromise with Israel to their people. The view of Arafat’s serious 

internal critics, especially those in his own Fatah organization, was 

that he had not secured enough in the way of specific and guaran- 

teed commitments from Israel to justify the playing of the recog- 

nition card. Arafat was in effect saying to them: “The agreement 
of principles is the mechanism and the process is an evolutionary 

one that should lead to a complete Israeli withdrawal from Gaza 

and the West Bank and the establishment of a Palestinian state.’ 

His critics in the leadership were effectively saying to him: ‘You 

assume too much. In your agreement of principles there is no 

guarantee of a complete Israeli withdrawal and the emergence of 

a Palestinian state. And because there is no guarantee you have put 

the future of our cause into the hands of the Israelis.’ 

The only short way to tell a long story — as I must do in this 

Prologue — is to reduce it to a brutal truth. It is that Arafat was so 

convinced that he was right in his judgement that the PLO had no 

choice, and that this was its very last chance to achieve ‘something 

concrete’ for the Palestinians, that he was going to continue down 

the road he was on — with or without the support of his leader- 

ship colleagues. 

I asked Arafat if he would resign if his faith in the value of the 

agreement he had negotiated was not justified by time and events. 

He replied: ‘Yes, no doubt.’ And then, quietly and without even a 

hint of arrogance in his voice, he said: ‘At certain historical 

moments it is the duty and the responsibility of leaders to lead. In 
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critical moments the decisions must be taken. And when the 

decisions have been taken it is up to the collective leadership to 

wait and judge the leader on the basis of his results.’ 

The first result — Arafat’s acceptance as a statesman on the most 

influential stage in the world with the President of the United States 

as his master of ceremonies — impressed even some of his leadership 

colleagues who had declared their opposition to his strategy. 

From all the available evidence it is clear that Rabin had no 

intention of going to Washington for the ceremony and that he 

would not have gone if Warren Christopher, the US Secretary of 

State, had not more or less required him to go. If the Israeli prime 

minister had stayed away, Arafat could not have gone. Only Rabin 

himself knows why, really, he was not intending to grace the Wash- 

ington stage. But his attitude of the time invites speculation. One 

possible explanation is that he loathed Arafat so much that he 

simply could not bear the thought of being in his presence, let 

alone shaking his hand. Another possible explanation is that Rabin 

— the man who ordered the bombing of Arafat’s headquarters in 

Tunis and who urged Israeli troops to ‘break the bones’ of Pales- 

tinian demonstrators — was intending to deny Arafat his finest hour. 

A third possible explanation is that Rabin did not want to be 

instrumental in making the Washington ceremony a history-making 

event, one that would help to generate an unstoppable momentum 

for peace which, if it did become unstoppable, would take the 

peace process further than Rabin intended it to go. But as Arafat 

is fond of saying when he does not want to answer a particular 

question — who (but Rabin) knows. 

In the event it was a veto that Rabin delivered soon after his 

arrival in Washington that created another crisis which caused the 

ceremony that captured the imagination of a watching world to 

come within thirty-four minutes of not happening. 
Arafat was the first to arrive in Washington and was installed 

by his host, the Clinton administration, in the Presidential Suite of 
Westin ANA Hotel. But he was denied the opportunity to relax in it. 

As prepared by the Americans the text of the Declaration of 
Principles that was to be signed by Israel and the PLO at the 
ceremony the following morning contained no reference to the 
PLO. In the two places where any normal, rational human being 
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would have expected to see such a reference there were only the 

words ‘Palestine team’. Thus the opening sentence of the docu- 

ment as prepared by the Americans started as follows: ‘The Govern- 

ment of the State of Israel and the Palestine team . . . representing 

the Palestinian people...’ And on the page for the signatures, 

Mahmoud Abbas, a very senior PLO official and leader was signing 

not for the PLO but for the ‘Palestine team’. 
The PLO’s recognition of Israel and Israel’s recognition of it 

was now a fait accompls; but still, it seemed, the Americans were 

not anxious to offend an Israeli prime minister. 

When Arafat was shown the American-prepared text he was 

astonished and he insisted that the term ‘Palestine team’ be 

replaced by ‘Palestine Liberation Organization’. The Americans 

said they would discuss the problem with Rabin when he arrived. 

Rabin vetoed any change in the text. 

I asked Arafat if it was true that wrestling with the problem of 

what to do had caused him to lose sleep. He said: ‘Yes, yes, but as 

you know I am used to not sleeping. I have had lots of practice!’ 

It was said with a laugh that could not have reflected his mood at 

the time. ‘But yes, I did not sleep for more than two hours.’ What 

happened next? ‘At five o’clock in the morning (the ceremony was 

scheduled to begin at 11.00 a.m.) I called Ahmed Tibi, my adviser 

on Israeli affairs, and I told him I was not prepared to authorize the 

signing if Rabin continued to refuse to have the PLO mentioned.’ 

And that was Tibi’s instruction to get on to Peres to see if he 

could persuade Rabin to change his mind. Peres tried and the word 

came back. ‘No.’ Rabin would not budge. 

Arafat then made his decision. ‘I said OK. In this case we will 

not sign and we will return to Tunis. And I gave instructions for 

my delegation and the plane to be ready to leave.’ 

Tibi relayed this decision to Peres and continued to urge him 

to work on Rabin. 

At 10.00 a.m. Peres called for Tibi to join him. Their short 

meeting was said to be ‘harsh.’ At 10.26 a.m. — thirty-four minutes 

before the ceremony was scheduled to start and when most if not 

all of the 3,000 VIPs were in their places — Peres told Tibi that he 

was ready to authorize ‘PLO team’. 

Tibi called Arafat and asked if that was good enough. Arafat 

Xxix 



ARAFAT | 

said, ‘Yes... but are you really sure they are serious?’ Tibi said he 

was. Arafat then said: ‘I send you three kisses, two for yourself and 

one for the man next to you.’ 
I asked Arafat if he had been bluffing. He said: ‘Definitely I 

was not joking.’ I believed him but I wanted to be sure. So I asked 
him if he had informed President Clinton of his decision to leave 

because of Rabin’s veto. He replied: ‘Yes, I informed the adminis- 

tration officially.’ 

Then I asked Arafat what he made of Rabin’s performance on 

this occasion. Was Rabin bluffing to test Arafat’s will, to see how 

far Arafat would bend? Or was Rabin serious and had he buckled 

under the pressure? Arafat did not respond for some time. Then 

he said: ‘Both.’ Pause. ‘Maybe he was testing me to see how far I 

would bend.’ Pause. ‘But I think it was both.’ As I write I am still 

puzzled by that answer. How could Rabin have been ‘both’ — 

serious and bluffing? Perhaps Arafat’s use of ‘maybe’ is the clue. 

If it is, the implication is that what Arafat really thinks is that Rabin 

was serious and buckled. 

The crisis caused by the Rabin veto resulted in the ceremony 

being delayed by about thirty minutes — the time taken by staff in 

the White House or possibly the State Department to produce 

amended documents for the signing. The plan was for President 

Clinton, Rabin and Peres and Arafat and Abbas to assemble in the 

Blue Room of the White House. 

‘When we arrived Rabin and Peres were there waiting,’ Arafat 
said. 

‘Did they greet you or did you greet them?’ I asked. 

“No,” said Arafat, ‘we did not exchange any words at all.’ 
President Clinton arrived. 

‘Did he make the introductions?’ I asked. 

‘No,’ Arafat replied, ‘there were no introductions.’ 

I said: ‘Abu Amar, I am finding this difficult to believe. There 
you are, the five of you in the same room, about to make history 
and give hope and inspiration to your peoples and the world — and 
you say nothing to each other . . . not even small talk . . . not a word?” 

‘Not a single word,” Arafat said. ‘We were following what had 
been agreed — that nothing would be said or done before the 
signing of the agreement.’ 
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‘So what about the looks?’ I asked. ‘Did you and Rabin 
exchange meaningful glances?’ 

‘No,’ Arafat replied. ‘We did not.’ 

“But you did look him over, you did take your measure of him?’ 

‘Yes I did.’ 

‘And did Rabin look you over?’ 

‘I don’t know,’ Arafat said. 

But eventually the silence in the room was broken. 

Arafat said: “The only comment Rabin made was when he and 

I and President Clinton were alone, the last three waiting to go 

out. Rabin said to me, “‘We will not speak together until after the 

signing.” I did not reply.’ 

The audience assembled on the lawn of the White House, mainly 

diplomats and senior foreign policy officials of the Clinton adminis- 
tration and several of its predecessors, had been warmed up by a 

parade of celebrities which had included two former presidents, 
George Bush and Jimmy Carter (who have their places in the 

story this book has to tell), and Norway’s Foreign Minister, Johan 

Joergen Holst. (After Mr Holst’s untimely death in January 1994, 

his funeral was to be the sad but convenient occasion for Arafat 

and Peres to meet in Oslo for another attempt, at leadership level, 

to resolve the problems which were then delaying the implemen- 

tation of the agreement about to be signed in Washington. ) 

When Warren Christopher, the US Secretary of State, and 

Andrei Kozyrev, the Russian Foreign Minister, had made their 

entrances and taken their seats — they were there to witness the 

signatures of Peres and Abbas — the stage was set for the arrival of 

the two main stars and their host. 

‘Ladies and gentlemen... Mr Arafat, the Chairman of the 

Executive Committee of the Palestine Liberation Organization, 

His Excellency, Yitzhak Rabin, the Prime Minister of Israel, the 

President of the United States.’ Arafat was smiling as they walked 

to the dais on which the speech-making and the signing was to 

take place. Rabin did not appear to be unhappy but he was not 

smiling. The applause was warm but restrained by awe. 

When I discussed these moments with Arafat I asked him if he 
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had felt the need to pinch himself in order to be convinced that it 

was really happening. ‘No,’ he said, in a way that implied I had 

asked a question that had not needed to be asked because the 

answer was, or ought to have been, so obvious to anybody. ‘I had 

been expecting this moment on many previous occasions. I was 

prepared. So many times in the past we had earned the right to be 

taken seriously as negotiating partners.” From what he went on to 

say in his own way I got the impression that Arafat had not in any 

sense been overwhelmed by the occasion, and that he had regarded 

it, more or less, as just another day in the life of the Chairman of 

the PLO. But a day on which he was collecting what he felt had 

long been owed to him and his people. 

As he always seems to do, President Clinton found just the 

right words in his opening statement to sum up what the world 

was bearing witness to — ‘an extraordinary act, one of history’s 

defining dramas’. 
Peres spoke of yesterday’s dream of peace and ‘today a commit- 

ment to it’. Abbas spoke of peace as ‘the only means to security 

and stability’. 

Then came the signing of the formal birth certificate for what 

had been delivered by the Norwegian midwife. After Peres and then 

Abbas had put their signatures to the Declaration of Principles and 

copies of it, Abbas reached out to shake hands with Rabin and Peres. 

It was the first ever official, high-level handshake between a senior 

PLO official and Israeli leaders. As such it was an important moment 

of history in its own right. But it was not the moment the world 

was waiting for. Kozyrev and then Christopher signed as witnesses 

for the Russian Federation and the US. Christopher shook hands 

all round and finally with Arafat. And then it happened. 

Arafat reached out to Rabin. For a split second there was a 

flicker of doubt in the minds of some who were watching. Was 
Rabin going to accept the offered hand of the man regarded 
for so long by most Israelis and most Jews everywhere as the 
personification of all evil in the second half of the twentieth 
century? He did. I watched the moment in a BBC studio in Broad- 
casting House in London. And I was not the only one who had 
to struggle to hold back the tears. 

* 
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In far-away Tunis CNN had a live camera focused on a face that 

was new to most viewers around the world. It was the face of Suha 

Arafat, the Chairman’s wife. What had she been thinking when 
Rabin accepted her husband’s hand? 

She told me: ‘My true feeling was one of enormous psychologi- 

cal relief. I was thinking of Yasser Arafat in human terms. As his 

wife I was thinking that from now on his life would be more safe. 

The main threat to his life was always from the Israelis and their 

agents. So I was telling myself that the handshake had greatly 

reduced this danger. When he travels now I am so much more 

relaxed. I don’t have to call and call to find out if he has arrived 

safely .. . I will not lie to you and say that when they shook hands 

I was thinking about our cause and our people. I was thinking 

about him. My husband. And how his life will be no more 

threatened by the Israelis.’ 

One of the many ironies of the new situation was that from 

here on, and provided the peace process could be sustained, Israel’s 

intelligence agencies would be playing their part in helping to keep 

Arafat alive. 
Why had Suha Arafat stayed at home? ‘I was invited and I had 

my visa to go, but I thought it was premature. With our people still 

under occupation and with so much suffering everywhere, including 

the refugee camps outside the occupied territories, I thought it was 

not the right time for me to be sitting there with Mrs Rabin dis- 

pensing my smiles. It’s not the moment that counts, it’s after the 

moment. Our people understood that Abu Amar had to go to 

Washington. But they were pleased that I did not go. People were 

coming here to ask me, “What does it mean?”’ They wanted reassur- 

ance and it was difficult for me because I am not completely con- 

vinced myself. By not going I was trying to reassure them. And 

many, many of our people, especially those in the occupied territories 

and those in prison there, expressed their appreciation to me.’ 

What was Arafat himself thinking as he offered his hand to 

Rabin? 

‘I was determined to do it. With whom do you make peace if 

not your enemies. What was in my mind? It was our destiny. The 

making of history. And I am doing it, playing my part, for the sake 

of my people.’ 
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In his speech Rabin had drawn deeply on the memories of 

the Holocaust; and he had come close to being overwhelmed by 

conflicting emotions as he declared: ‘We say to you in a loud and 

clear voice: enough of blood and tears. Enough!” 

I recalled that Rabin in various capacities had been the director 

and moving force of so much of the suffering that had been caused 

to the Palestinians, and so much of the brutality that had become 

a part of their everyday life under occupation; and I asked Arafat 

if he had been able to dismiss all of that from his mind as he 

offered his hand to Rabin. 

He said: ‘Yes, I dismissed these things completely. It needed 

courage and I had indicated this from the beginning when I said 

that what we had to make was the peace of the brave.’ 

As this book shows there is a terrible conflict inside every 

Palestinian. The heart says, ‘I cannot agree to make all of these 

concessions to the Jewish state.’ The head says, ‘I must because I 

have no choice.’ I asked Arafat if he was still torn by this conflict 

and if he had experienced it as he was reaching out to Rabin. 

He said with great emphasis, ‘No! I am understanding exactly 

our situation and I know precisely what I am doing!’ 

After the ceremony Arafat’s Presidential Suite in the Westin 

ANA Hotel became something of a shrine for a pilgrimage by 

many of the great and good (and the not so good) from the 

American political Establishment. Even the leaders of the American 

Jewish Lobby came to call — a lobby which at many moments in 

the past was more powerful in its influence on events than even 

Presidents of the United States. 

In the light of the story this book has to tell these events were 

extraordinary in the extreme. Unbelievable. But they happened. 

I asked Arafat if he met Henry Kissinger. Outside Israel nobody 

in high office did more than Kissinger as America’s Secretary of 

State to encourage the destruction of the PLO and to frustrate 

and sabotage its emergence as a party to negotiations — even when 

it was committed to compromise and peace with Israel. 
Arafat said: ‘I saluted Kissinger and we shook hands. But we 

only shook hands. No words.’ 
‘Did he smile?’ I asked. 

‘No,’ said Arafat. ‘He was not in a good mood.’ 
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And what, really, were Arafat’s thoughts about Rabin in these 

moments? 

Arafat said: ‘I knew it was not easy for him to come. But 

he came.’ 

In my view that simple statement is one that says so much 

about Yasser Arafat. He has a generosity of spirit that seems to be 

completely lacking in Rabin. 

It is too soon, much too soon, for any writer or commentator to 

have a truly informed view of who the real architect of this peace 

process was. But I will not be surprised if future historians conclude 

that it was Yasser Arafat, and that Yitzhak Rabin was pulled into 

the process with some pushing from behind by Shimon Peres. 

As I have noted, my conversations with Arafat for this book 

have taken place over fifteen years. I have been able to talk with 

him and observe him as he grew as a leader and changed as a man. 

And this is reflected in the book. In some important respects the 

man of the opening pages is not the man of the closing pages. And 

the leader of the Preface is a more complete and more impressive 

leader than the Arafat of the early and perhaps even the middle 

years of his incredible struggle. In a sense we see and we hear 

Arafat changing and growing before our eyes as he takes on not 

only Israel, the military superpower of the region, but also the 

political and intelligence Establishments of just about the whole 

world, including the Arab world. I have been fascinated to observe 

the changes in the man and the leader, and I hope my readers will 

feel that the time spent with me and Arafat on our journey is time 

well spent. 

To his wife, Suha, I owe a debt of thanks that no author could 

ever repay. Without her willingness to talk with such astonishing 

frankness about their love and their innermost feelings, I could not 

have come as close as I did, eventually, to understanding the real 

man; a man who never has, and never will, talk in any detail about 

his private life. Fifteen years ago I could not have imagined that I 

would ever write a powerful and moving but true love story which 

had Yasser Arafat as one of the two principal characters; but the 

story did get written; and it, too, is a part of this book. 
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Introduction 

Once upon a time there were some dispossessed Palestinians who 

entertained the hope that their Arab brothers would one day assist 
them to annihilate the state of Israel and drive the Jews into 

the sea. 

This book is the story of two journeys. 

One, the main journey, is Arafat’s journey into the reality of 

the existence of Israel as the military superpower of the region 

and the need for the Palestinians to come to terms with it, by 

making unthinkable concessions to it, if they were ever to achieve 

even a minimum of justice. 

The other is my own journey into the reality of Yasser Arafat 

and the discovery that there were two men with the same name. 

One was the Yasser Arafat who was a character in Israeli myth- 

ology. According to that this Yasser Arafat was a man ‘with 

bottomless hate in his heart’ who would finish the job started by 

Adolf Hitler if he was given the opportunity. The other Yasser 

Arafat was the real-life Chairman of the PLO. 

' The story of my own journey, told for the first time in this 

Introduction, has its place in this book because it answers a question 

that many readers may ask. Given that Arafat was, and remains, a 

prime target for assassination by some who claim to be his friends 

as well as his enemies, why did he allow me to get so close to him, 

close enough, that is, to learn the secrets of his and his organization’s 

survival, and this at a time when there was a ‘conspiracy’ in the 

making to destroy both the man and his organization. (The word 

conspiracy is Arafat’s, not mine; but I think he is justified in using 

the term. Readers will no doubt draw their own conclusions.) 

My own journey began in New York. It was there, in a 
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fashionable but discreet restaurant not too far from the United 

Nations headquarters building, that I met the man whose assist- 

ance I needed if I was to get to Arafat in Beirut without having 

to explain my purpose to a chain of PLO officials. It was late 

1979. By this time, and as my detailed account of events will 

show, Arafat had succeeded in persuading the Palestine National 

Council (the Palestinian parliament-in-exile) to accept his policy 

of politics and compromise. As of 1979 the PLO was committed 

to making peace with Israel on the basis of the two-state 

solution. My purpose in going to Beirut to meet Arafat was to 

invite him to begin a secret and exploratory dialogue with 

certain Israeli leaders, with me as the linkman for the opening 

conversations. 

The idea for this informal peace initiative was mine but it was 
inspired, perhaps I should say provoked, by conversations I had 
with a number of senior diplomats, including and especially Ivor 
(now Lord) Richard and Brian (now Sir Brian) Urquhart. At the 

time Richard was Britain’s Ambassador to the UN and the sitting 
President of the Security Council. Urquhart was the UN’s chief 

trouble-shooter. His formal title was Under-Secretary-General. His 
main task was to keep an eye on the world, the Middle East 
especially, and to try to prevent little conflicts becoming big ones. 
In the diplomatic world Urquhart was known with affection as 

‘Mr Middle East’. As far as I know he was the only non-Jew 
who refused to be intimidated by Menachem Begin, Israel’s Prime 
Minister at the time and, in another time, the most ruthless and 

effective terrorist leader the Arab-Israeli conflict has produced. 
On one celebrated occasion when Urquhart arrived at the prime 
minister’s office in Jerusalem hot-foot from a meeting with Arafat 
in Beirut, he was reprimanded by Begin and told that he should 
not speak with Arafat. Urquhart replied: ‘Mr Prime Minister, I 

am a servant of the international community. Don’t tell me who 
I can and cannot talk to!’ 

In late 1979, and despite the fact that Egypt and Israel had 
signed a separate peace treaty, many diplomats believed that insti- 
tutional diplomacy was incapable of making the breakthrough 
that was necessary to give real life to the Middle East peace 
process. Though they were not free to say so in public, most 
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diplomats understood that no sustainable peace process was poss- 
ible without the involvement of the PLO as the authentic represen- 

tative of the Palestinian people. In the summer of 1979 President 
Carter had tried to find a formula for involving the PLO in 
the negotiating process. Arafat had responded positively. But this 
attempt at an institutional diplomatic breakthrough was sabo- 

taged by a combination of Begin’s rejection of it and the pressures 
generated, in support of this rejection, by the American Jewish 

lobby. For daring even to think about involving the PLO in the 
peace process, Carter had to be punished. He was required to fire 
Andy Young, America’s Ambassador to the UN and also the 

President’s best and closest friend in the Cabinet. Young had 
had a brief meeting with the PLO’s representative at the UN to 
discuss nothing more than the postponement of a UN debate. It 
all ended in tears, literally. Carter wept as he read Young’s letter 

of resignation. 
It was this humiliation of an American President who had 

tried to do what was necessary to advance the peace process that 

caused many diplomats to conclude that institutional diplomacy 

was incapable of making the breakthrough with the PLO. 

The problem was that the Israeli government of Menachem 

Begin had absolutely no intention of ever dealing with the PLO 

even if it accepted UN Resolution 242, recognized the Jewish 

state and explicitly renounced the use of terrorism. The PLO was 

regarded by Begin’s government as nothing but ‘a syndicate of 

murderers’ (the words quoted are those of Yitzhak Shamir, Begin’s 

Foreign Minister at the time he spoke them). The intention of 

that Israeli leadership was to liquidate the PLO by force. In fact, 

and as the record shows, the more Arafat demonstrated his will- 

ingness to make peace with Israel, and the more the PLO became 

committed to a policy of politics and compromise, the more the 

Israel of Begin, Shamir and Sharon tried to solve the Palestinian 

problem with bombs and bullets. 

At the time I volunteered for active but informal diplomatic 

service Israel was a year to eighteen months away from its next 

election. Few people believed that Mr Begin would win a second 

term as Prime Minister. The expectation was that Shimon Peres, 

the leader of Israel’s Labour party, would be his country’s next 
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Prime Minister. And the hope on the horizon was that he would 

be more open to the idea of bringing the PLO into the peace 

process — if he could be convinced that Arafat was serious and 

could deliver. 

My mission was to try to establish and then maintain a secret 

channel of communication between Peres and Arafat. If they were 

willing to talk to each other, initially through me, and if we did 

succeed in building a bridge of confidence, my hope was that we 

could prepare the way for a public breakthrough shortly after 

Peres became Prime Minister. 
My first task was to raise some money to pay for my travel 

and other expenses. If my initiative acquired a life of its own I 
would need to make frequent visits to Tel Aviv and Beirut, going 

from one to the other via Cyprus. It was also my intention to 

keep King Hussein of Jordan and Egypt’s President Sadat briefed 
on a need-to-know basis. And from time to time I would need 

to visit New York for the advice and counsel of one or two 

trusted friends. 
Who could my benefactor be? 
On reflection I decided that he would have to be not only 

wealthy, but also very enlightened and Jewish. And if I were to 

be taken seriously by Peres my benefactor would also need to be 

a man who commanded great respect in Israel. For some years I 
had enjoyed good professional and personal relationships with a 

number of Israel’s most celebrated leaders of the pre-Begin era, 

but I was not connected to the British Jewish Establishment. So 

in seeking to identify an appropriate benefactor I was flying blind 
with not much more than my gut instincts for a compass. 

The man I decided to approach with the assistance of an 

intermediary was Marcus (Lord) Sieff, the President and, for many 

years, the driving force of Marks and Spencer. When I set off for 

ray first private meeting with him in his large but tasteful office 
on the top of St Michael House in Baker Street, I knew three things 
about him that were relevant to what we would be discussing. 

The first was that his uncle, Edward, had been the victim of 

an assassination attempt by Carlos ‘The Jackal’, the man later 
described as the most dangerous and the most wanted of all the 
terrorists with whom Arafat was said to be associated. In early 
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January 1974 Carlos had knocked on the door of Edward’s 

London home. When the butler opened the door Carlos rushed 
in, located Edward Sieff, thrust a pistol into his face and pulled 
the trigger. The bullet hit Edward in the top lip and grazed his 
cheek. Carlos pulled the trigger twice more but on each occasion 
the gun misfired. Carlos fled into the night. If the gun had not 
misfired Edward Sieff would have been dead with his face blown 
to pieces. My recall of that incident caused me to entertain the 
thought that Marcus Sieff would throw me out when I stated 

my purpose. 
The second thing I knew about Sieff was that he was an 

enormously successful fund raiser — for Israel mainly but also for 

other causes he considered to be worthy of his support. According 
to legend he raised £50 million for Israel in twenty minutes of 
telephone calls when the 1967 war started. So I also entertained 
the thought that he could easily raise the very modest sum needed 

to launch and sustain my informal peace initiative. 
I was also comforted by the third thing I knew about Sieff. In 

private he was very concerned by, and fiercely opposed to, Begin’s 
policy of stuffing the occupied territories with Jewish settlements. 

Like many other Diaspora Jewish leaders, and not a few Israelis, 

Sieff was well aware that the settlements were illegal in inter- 

national law and an obstacle, perhaps the major obstacle, to 

peace. At one point Sieff had become so concerned by Begin’s 

settlement policy that he took the unprecedented step of cutting 

off funds to Israel. And he apparently told Begin that he would 

not provide further funds until the building of new settlements 

was stopped. (Begin was worried, but not enough to change his 

policy. Today I ask myself the following question. How different 

might things have been if, from the moment of Israel’s occupation 

of more Arab land in 1967, American policy had been to make 

economic assistance to Israel conditional upon Israel agreeing not 

to go ahead with the building of illegal settlements?) 

So Sieff was a man who could be tough with Begin. How 

tough, I wondered, would he be with me? 

When we got to the point of why really I had come to see 

him, I put the proposition in the most explicit way possible. If I 

could convince him that Arafat was serious about peace on terms 
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that a rational government and people in Israel could and should 

accept with relief, would he, Sieff, be prepared to raise the funds 

to allow me to try to draw Peres and Arafat into a secret dialogue, 

hopefully to prepare the way for a public breakthrough when 

Peres became Prime Minister. 

Sieff did not take too much time to consider his response. It 

was positive in principle, but he said he was far from certain I 

would be able to convince him that Arafat was serious and could 

deliver. That was a challenge for which I was quite well prepared. 

I leaned forward and put my hand over the telephone on his 

desk. ‘If you like,’ I said, ‘I can call Ivor Richard in New York. If 

I ask him, he’s willing to catch the next Concorde and come here 

to brief you on what he knows about how serious Arafat is.’ I 

think Sieff was quite impressed. 
Over a gin and tonic I told him what I knew of the inside 

story of the dramatic events that had climaxed with President 
Carter’s humiliating defeat at the hands of the Begin government 
and the American Jewish lobby. The main point of the story was 
that in response to Carter’s effort to involve the PLO in the peace 
process, Arafat had signalled in writing his willingness to accept 

Resolution 242 and all that went with it — implicit but obvious 

de facto recognition of the Jewish state inside its borders more or 

less as they were on the eve of the 1967 war. It was true that 
Arafat wanted a little something in return, but the fact was that he 
had signalled, in writing, that he was prepared to cross another 

Rubicon. The text of Arafat’s formal offer was given to the sitting 
President of the Security Council by Abdullah Bishara, Kuwait’s 

Ambassador to the UN. The sitting President of the Security 
Council at the time was Ivor Richard. 

In due course Richard did make a quick trip to London to 
brief Sieff. And in due course Sieff did provide the funding for 
my initiative. (Every story has its funny side. Sieff did not put up 
all of the money himself. He telephoned a few of his friends and 
asked each of them to make a contribution to a project which, he 
told them, was so secret that not even they could be informed 
about what it was. Later, and in great good humour, Sieff told 
me that one or two of his friends might have been horrified if 
they had known what he wanted their money for!) 
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Now I had to find out if Peres and Arafat were willing to use 
me to do some bridge building. As a matter of policy I decided 
that there was no point in going to Arafat unless I could tell 
him that Peres did want to establish a channel of communication. 
So Tel Aviv was my first stop. 

As ever I stayed in the Dan Hotel. Big. Boring. But especially 
convenient for this assignment. The Labour Party’s headquarters 
was just a block away on the other side of the street. I arrived 

early for my first meeting with Peres and I asked the receptionist 
if I could wait in the main conference hall. Though I am not 
Jewish, the Jewish state was and is the keeper of some of my most 
precious memories as a reporter. And this particular hall was the 

keeper of one very special memory. 
Here, eleven years ago, the Labour Party’s Central Committee 

had met to chose a new leader and Prime Minister. (The much 

maligned Levi Eshkol had died.) On this occasion the hall was 
full. Some 350 delegates were assembled to cast their votes and 

scores of reporters and perhaps a dozen television news teams 
were on hand to record the event. When the speeches had been 
made and the votes were counted I told my ITN cameraman I 
was not interested in a picture of the announcement of the result 
from the platform. I was sure that Golda Meir had got the nomi- 

nation. She was sitting, just one of 350 delegates, in the main 

body of the hall. When the result was announced I wanted the 

camera tightly focused on her, head and shoulders only. 

Golda’s place in the history of the Jewish state and the world 

was already secured. Without the money she had raised to buy 

weapons in 1948 the Jewish state might not have been born or, 

when it did come into being, it might not have survived the first 

week or two of its first war with the Arabs. Later she served as a 

formidable Foreign Minister for her country. But now she was an 

old lady. In two months she would be seventy-one, older than my 

own grandmother. And she was ill. In truth she was dying from 

a form of cancer. Only her iron will was keeping her alive. And 

she had already made so many sacrifices. Her commitment to. her 

work had long ago destroyed her marriage. And she had never 

had enough time to be with her children when they were young 

and growing up. : 
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When Golda was named and the applause started I watched 

as she closed her eyes as though in disbelief. And I saw her 

shoulders sag under the weight of the burden she was taking on. 

The formal transfer of power would not happen for some days. 

But the actual burden was already upon her. And it occurred to 

me that too much was now being demanded of her by a young, 

virile nation. 

On my way into the Dan I stopped to talk to the concierge. 

‘Albert,’ I said, ‘do me a favour. Order two dozen red roses for 

Golda and have them here in an hour.’ 

When I had written and recorded my commentary for the film 

of Golda’s nomination I wrote a short note to go with the roses. 

In it I told her of the thoughts that had flashed through my mind 
while I watched the burden of office descending upon her; and | 
wished her luck. The roses and my note were delivered by taxi 

and that was the start of my special relationship with Golda which 

survived until her death in December 1978. Each time I visited 

Israel I sent Golda roses and usually I could guarantee to get the 

first interview with her when the big story was breaking. On one 

occasion when I was chatting with a group of Golda’s ministers I 
was asked how I explained my special relationship with her. With- 

out thinking I said: ‘Surely it’s obvious. You lot are tough guys 

and you treat her as though she was just another tough guy. 
(Which, of course, she was in many ways.) I am the only one who 

treats her as a woman.’ The only woman in the room at the time 

was the wonderful Lou Kiddar who had been Golda’s assistant 

and confidante for more years than she cared to remember. With 

good humour Lou said: ‘Alan, you’re right: but these tough guys 

are real male chauvinists and they won’t understand what 

you’re saying.’ 

But special though my relationship with Golda was I did not 
become a sycophant. I thought she was as blind as a bat on the 
subject of the Palestinians and I said so. It was to me in a filmed 

interview that she made her infamous statement: ‘The Palestinians 
do not exist.’ And it was her response to what I once said to her 
on the subject of Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and Gaza 
that caused me to think my friendship with her was about to end. 
We were in the middle of one of a series of interviews I was doing 
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with her for my Panorama profile of her life. We had paused for 
a cigarette while the cameraman and the sound recordist were 

changing film and tape. I said to Golda: ‘If you don’t withdraw 
from the occupied territories there will come a day when reporters 
including me will be writing and talking about the tramp of Jewish 
jackboots over the soil of Palestine.’ Golda froze. The look on 

her face was what I imagined it would have been if I had taken a 
knife and stabbed her in the heart. Eventually, and in a voice not 
much above a whisper, she said: ‘Alan... You... Even you can 
say such a thing.’ I said: ‘Yes, Prime Minister, and I mean it.’ 

When Golda died I flew to Israel as a private citizen (not as 

a reporter) to pay my last respects to her. After the funeral I went 
home with Lou Kiddar, to her apartment in Jerusalem. Lou was 

her usual self — serene and not overwhelmed by sadness. She 

was the only person in the world who really knew how much 
Golda had suffered in her long struggle to cheat death. ‘You 
know,” Lou said, ‘they once gave her only three months to live, 
and that was many years ago.’ When Lou handed me a drink she 
was smiling. It was what I would call a conspirator’s smile and 
she obviously had something quite important to tell me. Even- 
tually she said: ‘I’ve got a last message for you from Golda. She 
made me swear I would not give it to you until she was dead.’ 

Lou paused for dramatic effect. 
‘You remember when she told you the Palestinians did not 

Cxiat. #2 
‘Not only do I remember,’ I said, ‘the whole world does.’ 

Lou continued, ‘Golda wants you to know that as soon as she 

made that statement, she knew it was the silliest damn thing 

she had ever said in her life.’ 

Dear Golda. In the way that Arafat is Mr Palestine, she was 

undoubtedly Mother Israel. But she could never have made an 

accommodation with him. Never. When Israel withdrew from the 

Sinai desert to make peace with Egypt, Golda told me that Israel 

would not have given up even a few grains of sand if she had still 

been Prime Minister. As I sat in the empty hall waiting for my 

appointment with the man who would be Prime Minister, I could 

not help thinking that Golda would probably be turning in her 

grave if she knew why I was here in Israel on this occasion. 
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‘Mr Hart, Shimon Peres will see you now.’ 

The great thing about Israeli politics behind closed doors is 

that you can get straight down to business without respect for 

rank or status. And that is what I did with Peres. Though I had 

talked with him on a few previous occasions over the years, I did 

not know him well; but he was aware that I had enjoyed the 

confidence of some of his leadership colleagues. So I suppose it 

was not that difficult for him to give me the trust I needed. 

To my surprise (and delight) Peres was very responsive to my 

proposal. Throughout our conversation he was very open, very 

honest and very depressed about the future. One of many 

impressions I formed was that even he had come to regard the 

American Jewish lobby as nothing more than a Likud (Begin/ 

Shamir/Sharon) lobby that was no longer serving the best interests 

of Israel. That also was my own view. 
At one point Peres said he feared that it might already be ‘too 

late’ (for peace). I said, “You mean the settlements.’ 

He replied: ‘Every day sees a new brick on a new settlement. 
Begin knows exactly what he is doing. He is creating the con- 

ditions for a Jewish civil war. He knows that no Israeli Prime 

Minister is going down in history as the man who gave the order 

to the Jewish army to shoot large numbers of Jewish people.’ 
Not even the best friends of Shimon Peres would accuse him 

of being a great or even a good public speaker, especially when 
he is performing in English. But I was profoundly moved by what 
the private man, the real man, had to say. I was left in no doubt 

that he had examined the future and had concluded that there 
would be a disaster for Israel, the region and probably the world, 

if the Jewish State continued down the road it was on. Peres 

would have been among the few to know that in the opening 
hours of the Yom Kippur War in 1973, a desperate Moshe Dayan 
(or a desperate somebody) had ordered the arming of two nuclear 
missiles and had them targeted on Cairo and Damascus. 

I was convinced that Peres had at least the potential to be 
much more than just another self-serving politician who would 

abandon all of his principles if doing so was what was required, 
or seemed to be required, for the advancement of personal 
ambition. More to the point, I now had reason to believe that 
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Peres, given the opportunity, might well go to the outer limits of 
what was politically possible to make peace on terms that most 
Jews and most Arabs could accept. 

Peres was ready in principle to give me the green light to go 
ahead but I had to wait for confirmation until he had consulted 
two of his associates. He told me who he was intending to consult 
and involve. Both were former Directors of Military Intelligence. 
One was a man | had known as friend and mentor from the time 

of my first visit to Israel, way back in 1964, as a naive twenty- 
two-year-old reporter with no knowledge (of the Arab-Israeli 
conflict) worth having. In due course two other Israelis were 

involved. One was another former Director of Military Intelli- 
gence. The other, believe it or not, was, at the time, a very senior 

Minister in Begin’s government! In a moment of crisis, and on 

behalf of the others, I had to ask him for some help. He did not 
give us the assistance we needed but he turned us down with 

style. What he actually said was: ‘You must be fucking joking. If I 
did what you want, and if Begin found out, he’d have me hanged.’ 

The green light came. 
My concern now was about Arafat. Was he really a pragmatist 

and a potential peacemaker? And even if he was, could he, given 
the splits in his organization, deliver compromise and make it 

stick? 
I had come face to face with the man only twice in my life to 

date; and that was a decade ago in Jordan in the countdown 

to civil war there. 
As I have said, my problem ten years on was how to get 

to him in Beirut, for a one-to-one conversation, without having to 

explain my purpose to a chain of PLO officials. 

The man who came up with the solution to my problem was 

Abdullah Bishara. And that is who I met in the fashionable but 

discreet restaurant in New York. In one important respect Bishara 

was a most unusual Arab. He was not only an action man, he 

did what he said he would do, when he said he would do it. 

Bishara’s suggestion was that I should go to Kuwait, with a letter 

of introduction from him, to meet Khalad al-Hassan. As I was 

shortly to discover, he was the intellectual giant on the right of 

Fatah. It was by far the biggest and the most influential of the 
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various groups which make up the PLO. Bishara promised to get 

me that far. After that, he said, it was up to me and Khalad. If I 

could convince him that Arafat ought to be given an opportunity 

to consider my proposal, he, Khalad, would see to it that I got to 

Arafat with no questions asked. 

After lunch His Excellency the Ambassador for Kuwait per- 

sonally attended to my needs for a visa to enter his country. He 

did in a matter of minutes what in other circumstances would 

have taken days and could have taken weeks. And I was on 

my way. 
As readers will discover Khalad Hassan is a prime source of 

the information in this book. For now it is enough for me to say 
that I did persuade him to send me on to Arafat with a letter of 
introduction. Khalad gave me the letter after two days of exhaust- 

ing conversation. I asked if he had made any recommendations. 

Was he advising Arafat to take advantage of the opportunity to 

build a bridge with Peres? ‘No’, said Khalad, ‘I have not given 
any such advice. Such things cannot be discussed in writing. I 
have not even said why you want to see him. This is a matter 

that could cost Arafat his life. The decision must be for him and 
him alone. My letter says only that I trust you and wish him to 

make the time to meet you.’ 

To make sure that I was delivered safely to Arafat without 

having to explain who I was or what I wanted, Khalad provided 
me with a bodyguard. On the flight from Kuwait to Beirut he 
taught me how to make a letter bomb. (In fairness it has to be 
said that it was the Jews and not the Arabs who introduced this 
device to the conflict.) 

On the drive from Beirut airport to Arafat’s headquarters I 
was tempted, by despair, to close my eyes. Beirut was, or had 
been, my favourite city in the whole world. But after five years of 

what was called a civil war, it was well on the way to being 
destroyed. But not by a civil war. As we shall see, Beirut and 

the whole of Lebanon had become a designated killing ground, the 

place where all parties to the Arab-Israeli conflict, and the puppet 
masters — Henry Kissinger especially — sort to cut each other down 
to size and settle old scores. What was being fought in Lebanon 
was an international war, even a global war, by proxy. 
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Arafat’s headquarters was a tenement block of the kind to be 
found on the wrong side of the track in most cities. So far as I 
could see there was only one small, narrow entrance leading to a 

flight of stairs. The evidence of Arafat’s presence somewhere in 
the building was on the doorstep — an open truck in which was 
mounted a heavy machine-gun and a number of very-well-armed 
gentlemen. Some were leaning against the vehicle, others were 
hovering around the entrance. Because I was accompanied by a 
bodyguard who was obviously an associate of the others, my 
arrival provoked nothing more than a friendly greeting, a casual 
salute or two and a few handshakes. 

We climbed several flights of stairs, passed quickly along a 
corridor — I noted that most of the offices were empty, and sud- 

denly I had arrived. His door was open and I understood why 
most of the other offices were empty. Arafat was sitting at his 

desk and what appeared to be a staff meeting was in progress. 
He glanced up, turned on a smile, and said, ‘Welcome... How 

are you? ... Sit.’ He did not need to say, ‘Don’t speak.’ That was 
implied and I got the message. He took delivery of Khalad’s 

letter but it remained unopened on his desk while the meeting 

continued. For another hour. 

When eventually Arafat opened and read the letter there were 

only four of us in the room. Given that it was one page and that 

Khalad had told me it did not contain even a hint of what it was 

I wanted to talk about, Arafat seemed to be taking a long time 

to digest its contents. To add to whatever it was Khalad had said 

about me I recalled that I had met the Chairman twice before in 

Jordan, once in 1969, the second time in the summer of 1970 

when the stage was being set for civil war. ‘You were there in the 

fighting?’ he asked. I said I was there when the People’s Front for 

the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP) had hijacked the three planes 

to Dawson’s field and then blown them up; and that I was one of 

the few correspondents who had stayed for the duration of the 

first round of the fighting. I also told him that I had been reported 

missing, presumed dead, and that it had not been a good war for 

my long-suffering wife. Arafat warmed to that and asked me 

questions about my home and family life. 

Then, quite suddenly, he was on his feet. He came from behind 
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his desk to take both of my hands into his. ‘We will talk later. 

You must take some rest and I will send for you,’ he said. I asked 

him if he could give me an idea about when the appointment 

would be. He ignored my question and repeated that he would 

send for me. It was to be some time before I realized what a 

naive, stupid question I had asked. Arafat did not give fixed- 

time appointments to anybody — not even the most senior of his 

leadership colleagues. The key to Arafat’s survival was his secrecy 

of movement. He never gave advance information that would or 
could enable a potential assassin to pinpoint where he would be 
at any defined moment. (The lengths to which Israel’s intelligence 

agencies went to try to pinpoint Arafat’s whereabouts at certain 

defined moments — i.e., when they were really trying to kill him 

— are a part of the story to come. The most dramatic and also the 
most bizarre of these assassination attempts occurred in Beirut in 
the summer of 1982 when Israel’s Defence Minister of the day, 
General Sharon, executed an incredible plan to use Israel’s jet 

fighters as snipers!) 
It was about two o’clock in the afternoon when my PLO 

escort delivered me to the small, shabby but still functioning hotel 
where I was to rest and wait for the call. When I had checked in 
I observed two of the golden rules that had served me well in my 

time as a foreign correspondent. Eat when you can. Sleep when 
you can. The lunch, homous, radishes and chicken, was fine; the 

wine, Lebanese, was not so good, but it did assist me to sleep. 

I woke to the sound of my alarm clock a few minutes before 
six in the evening. I listened, as I always do, whenever I can, and 

wherever I am, to the news on the BBC’s excellent World Service. 

Then I showered, dressed and waited. And waited. The hours 

ticked by. Seven o’clock. Eight. Nine. Ten. Eleven. With the 
approach of the midnight hour I said to myself, ‘Shit. It isn’t going 
to be tonight.’ And I entertained the thought that I was not 
going to be given the priority I believed my mission deserved. But 
that, too, was a stupid thought. So far Arafat had no idea of what 
I wanted to talk to him about. 

The call came at 11.40 p.m. The voice on the other end of 
the telephone line belonged to Mahmoud Labadi, the man then 
responsible for Arafat’s relations, such as they were, with the 
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foreign media. ‘I shall pass by in a few minutes,’ he said. ‘Be ready.’ 
As I waited downstairs for Labadi’s arrival I recalled what 

had been said to me by one of the two former Directors of Military 
Intelligence who were advising Peres. We had been speculating 
about my first serious meeting with Arafat. The Israeli had said, 
‘I have doubts that the necessary conditions for secrecy exist on 
Arafat’s side.” When I asked my Israeli friend what he meant, he 
replied: ‘They won’t let you get close to him on a one-to-one 

basis. You’ll never be alone with him. At all times he’ll be covered 

by eight, nine, ten bodyguards. You may not always know they 

are there, but they will be. Behind the curtains perhaps. And 

they will hear everything you say.’ 
It was close to midnight when Arafat received me in the 

boardroom of his headquarters. It was a big room with a large 

conference table and chairs. There were maps and pictures on the 
walls but no curtains — I mean no curtains from floor to ceiling 
that could have concealed bodyguards. Arafat was alone. He gave 
me the traditional Arab greeting — a hug and a kiss on both 
cheeks. (Actually it is not a kiss. The lips play no part. It is 
cheek to cheek and more often than not there is no flesh-to- 

flesh contact.) 

Arafat took his place at one end of the long table and invited 

me to sit opposite him. I thought that Labadi was going to close 

the door and disappear. But he came to sit with us. In the most 

delicate way possible I told Arafat that I was here on a secret 

mission and that what I had to say was for his ears alone. I also 

told him that there were other people who needed to be protected 

and whose political reputations and careers would be destroyed 

if we did not keep matters secret. Arafat said that he needed 

Labadi to be with us because his own English was ‘not so good’. 

And he assured me that any secret we might share would be 

secure with Labadi. (As things turned out our secret was secure 

with Labadi but he did not remain an Arafat loyalist. There was 

to come a time when Labadi concluded that Arafat’s policy of 

politics and compromise with Israel was going nowhere, and that 

as a result more and not fewer Palestinians were being slaughtered. 

In the moment when Labadi allowed his heart to rule his head he 

defected to one of the Palestinian rejectionist groups that was 
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controlled by Syria’s military intelligence service. In due course 

Labadi discovered that Syria’s President Assad was only playing 

with the Palestinian rejectionists for his own ends and would have 

them killed if they became surplus to his requirements. When 

Labadi realized that he had made a mistake he tried to negotiate 

his way back to Arafat. But Arafat was not interested.) 
And then we got down to business. I suggested to Arafat that 

he should give me a few minutes to present my proposition with- 

out interruption. He agreed. I told him that an opportunity now 
existed for him and Peres to build a bridge of understanding that 
could lead to a real peace process once Peres was installed as 
Israel’s Prime Minister after the next election. I told him that the 
initiative was being funded by Lord Sieff and some of his Jewish 

friends. I told him the name of the man Sieff had consulted 
before deciding to commit the resources. (The family name of this 
particular gentleman commanded respect and awe around the 

world. When I gave Arafat this name his eyes widened in genuine 
surprise.) And I told him the truth about my own connections 

with the Israeli political and military establishment of the pre- 
Begin era. Under this heading I told him that my friends had 

included Golda, Moshe Dayan, Ezer Weizman and several former 

Israeli Directors of Military Intelligence. I named each one of 

them. I also named those who were acting as advisers to Peres. 

Arafat’s first comment was about the standing (political 
weight) and stature of the diaspora Jews who were either funding 
the initiative or who had given it their blessing. He was very 
impressed and he said, “That means this initiative is serious.’ 

Arafat then told me how serious he was. With some 
excitement in his voice he said: ‘We have turned our people 
around. No more this silly talk of driving the Jews into the sea. 
Today our people are prepared to live in a small state of their 
own with Israel as their neighbour. It is a miracle! How far we 
have travelled in five years.’ 

In the context of the whole story this book has to tell, Arafat’s 

use of the word ‘miracle’ was not an exaggeration. From the 
moment of Israel’s birth in 1948 the dispossessed Palestinians had 

demanded the return of all their land. One way or another this 
demand implied the disappearance of the Jewish state. But by 
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1979, and as approved and proclaimed by the PNC, the highest 
Palestinian decision-making authority, PLO policy was to make 
peace with the Jewish state in exchange for a small Palestinian 
state on less than one-third of the land the Palestinians had pre- 
viously claimed. (In fact a state on the West Bank and Gaza, 

occupied by Israel in the 1967 war, would give the Palestinians 
only twenty-three per cent of the land that was once theirs.) That 
the mainstream Palestinian leadership was now prepared to make 
this unthinkable concession to the reality of Israel’s existence was 

indeed a miracle. And the miracle worker was Arafat himself. 
In some detail Arafat described to me how, over the five 

years from 1974 to 1979, he had persuaded first his mainstream 
leadership colleagues, and then the PNC, to accept and adopt a 
policy of compromise with Israel. The more I listened to Arafat, 
the more I was convinced that he was absolutely serious about 
wanting to make peace on terms that any rational government 

and people in Israel would accept with relief. And the more I 

understood why his decision to lead from the front had greatly 

increased the risk of him being assassinated - by some who 

claimed to be his friends (or at least his allies) as well as his 

enemies. I was on my way to concluding that within the limits of 

what was politically possible on each side, no leader, Arab or 

Jew, had done more than Arafat to prepare the ground for a 

comprehensive settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict. 

When Arafat had concluded his account of how he had 

struggled to sell compromise to his own people, I recalled my 

favourite Golda quote. She, I told him, had once said to me: ‘The 

impossible takes five minutes. Miracles a little longer.’ Arafat 

smiled. I said: ‘Now we know how long it takes to perform a 

miracle. Five years.’ Arafat beamed. 

‘Now tell me something,’ Arafat said. ‘Do Israel’s leaders 

really believe that this little Palestinian state could threaten the 

existence of the Jewish state?’ From the way he asked the question 

it was obvious he thought that Israelis who did so believe were 

not of the real world. 

In reply I said that a distinction had to be made between, on 

the one hand, what all Israeli leaders said in public for internal 

political reasons and propaganda purposes and, on the other 
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hand, what a surprising and growing number of them really 

believed and sometimes said in private. Then I told Arafat of the 

conversation I had had with one of the DMIs who was advising 

Peres. I had put to this Israeli my view that it was nonsense to 

suggest that a Palestinian mini-state could pose an unmanageable 

threat to the existence of the Jewish state. Israel was, after all, the 

military superpower of the region and likely to remain so. The 

Israeli had replied: ‘Alan, you are right. The trouble with us 
Israelis is that we have become the victims of our own propa- 

ganda.’ As I went on to tell Arafat, the same Israeli had actually 

taken the argument several stages further. Suppose there was a 
Palestinian mini-state in existence. Suppose also that its govern- 

ment lost control to extremists and, as a consequence, attacks 

were made on Israel from the Palestinian mini-state. What would 

happen then? Answer: Israel would move with speed and massive 
force and would if necessary crush this little state out of existence, 

and it would do so with the understanding of world opinion. 

I asked Arafat if he could find fault with that logic. He said, 
‘No.’ It was so. ‘Exactly so.’ In that case, I said, the government 

and the security services of the Palestinian state would have every 
possible incentive to do whatever was necessary to keep the peace? 
Again Arafat said, ‘Exactly so.” He added: ‘We are not stupid.’ 
What he meant and said in his own way was this. The Palestinians, 
having struggled for so long and suffered so much, would not be 
stupid enough to give a future Israeli government the excuse or 

the justification to take away the fruits of the struggle and the 
suffering. (Later I asked my Israeli friends if they could find fault 
with that logic. They said, ‘No.’) 

We talked for more than three and a half hours. Eventually I 
said: ‘What am I to tell Peres?’ 

Without hesitation Arafat replied: ‘You can give him my good 
wishes and you can tell him that I am ready to try to build this 
bridge with him.’ 

Arafat’s last words of substance to me on this occasion were, 
in effect, a caution. When we faced each other to say goodbye he 
said, ‘This is a very dangerous play for me.’ What he meant, and 
went on to say, was that even some of his most senior leadership 
colleagues believed that he had manoeuvred the PLO into making 
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too many concessions to Israel for nothing in return from Israel. 
He was not authorized to enter into any kind of secret dialogue 
with Israel. If he did, and if it became a matter of public knowl- 
edge without him being able to demonstrate that he had gained 
something concrete, he could lose everything, his credibility and 
even his life. But still he was prepared to take the risk. 

From Beirut I flew to Cyprus. My next stop would be Tel 
Aviv, to inform Peres that I had the green light from Arafat. 

The more I thought about what I had learned from my opening 
conversations on both sides, and from Arafat in particular, the 

more I realized that a solution to the Palestinian problem was 

actually there for the taking — assuming that Peres did win Israel’s 

forthcoming election. 
This book is not the place for me to tell the inside story of 

my own small effort to assist Arafat and the forces of reason in 

Israel to build the foundations for a bridge of understanding. It 
is enough to say that if Peres had won Israel’s election in 1981, 

the door to peace would have been opened. It stayed shut — it 

was actually locked and bolted —- when, against all expectations, 

and by the narrowest of margins, Begin won a second term in 

office. Thereafter the obstacle to peace was not Arafat, or the 

PLO or ‘the Arabs’. Thereafter the obstacle to peace was an Israeli 

government led by extremists who gave new meaning to the term 

‘state terrorism’. And these extremists were assisted in their mad 

endeavours by the refusal of the governments of the international 

community to say to them, ‘Stop. Enough is enough.’ When the 

door to peace was finally opened by Peres and Arafat in 1993, it 

was, as we know, an opening made possible by the informal and 

secret assistance of the Norwegians. I am inclined to the view that 

if the task of kick-starting a real peace process had been left to 

institutional diplomacy, the door never would have been opened. 

It was my involvement in the peace process that enabled me 

to get to know the real Arafat as opposed to the Arafat of Israeli 

mythology. And when it was first published in 1984 this book 

was my attempt to tell his side of the story. The first editions of 

this book were dedicated ‘To my many Israeli and other Jewish 

friends... in the hope that the story this book has to tell will 

encourage them and their friends to give peace a chance.’ My 
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hope is that this updated and revised edition of my book will help 

to promote the understanding that is vital if the momentum for 

peace is to be kept going. 

I have to say that when it came to gathering the detailed 

information for this book, Arafat and his senior leadership col- 

leagues did not make my job easy. They did not say, “Come, sit 

down, we are ready to reveal our secrets.’ From the beginning the 

question of how much of the inside story I would get was depen- 

dent on my ability to talk it out of them. There were times when 

I had to be content with clues rather than a detailed account of 

what was really happening at a particular moment of crisis. On 

these occasions I had to use my own judgement in order to try to 

make two plus two equal four. For readers not familiar with the 

names of PLO leaders there are, on page 552, thumbnail sketches 

of those who, in addition to Arafat himself, are the prime 

sources of the insight provided by this book. 

This book is divided into three main sections. The first part, 

‘The Man and His Cause’, opens with a profile of Arafat the man. 
It is followed by a brief account of why there is a Palestinian 

problem. 
The second part, ‘The Underground Years’, tells the story of 

Arafat’s early life and his confrontation with the intelligence 

services of the front-line Arab states as he set about creating, with 

others, the underground network of cells from which he hoped 
his own independent liberation organization would emerge. For 
their part the front-line Arab states did not want a resurgence of 

Palestinian nationalism. Despite what they said in public to the 
contrary, the Arab leaders who mattered had no intention of 
fighting Israel to liberate Palestine because they knew that was a 
mission impossible. The other confrontation during the under- 

ground years was between Arafat and a majority of his colleagues 
in the collective leadership of Fatah who were opposed to his 
military strategy. Did Arafat really believe Palestine could be liber- 

ated by armed struggle? If not, why did he insist on military 
action and how did he succeed in imposing his will on others? 

The third part, ‘The Struggle’, is the epic story of how Arafat 
fought not so much to liberate Palestine, but more to keep the 
Palestinian cause alive as first the Arab regimes, and then Israel, 
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tried to liquidate it. Here, too, is the story of the miracle of 
Arafat’s leadership — how he persuaded a majority of his col- 

leagues and people to make unthinkable concessions to Israel for 
the sake of peace and something concrete for the Palestinians. 
Two of the men who assisted me to tell the dramatic story of the 
struggle, Abu Jihad and Abu lyad (widely regarded as the second 
and third leaders after Arafat), are now dead. Both were assassi- 

nated. “The Struggle’ concludes with the story of Arafat’s resurrec- 
tion from political death after his crucifixion in the Gulf War and, 
when he challenged Israel’s leaders to meet him on the political 
battlefield, of his own leading role in the peace process set in 

motion by the Washington Handshake. 
Here, too, is the story of Arafat’s secret love and secret 

marriage. 

The book ends with my assessment of Arafat’s place in history 

and a revelation about how it is that Arafat the peacemaker is 

assisting Israel to save itself from itself. 
What I set out to research and write fifteen years ago was a 

biography of Arafat in which, so to speak, the human story would 
dominate the political drama and the action. In a sense I failed. 
When I started to write the book I discovered that it was quite 

impossible to make sense of Arafat without pausing from time to 

time to explain the complexities of inter-Arab and international 

politics with which he has had to grapple. Because the difference 

between the myth and the reality of Arafat is so great the book 

took on a life of its own, and I found myself rewriting virtually 

the entire history of the Arab-Israeli conflict. In 1986 I was invited 

to lecture at a number of America’s leading universities. At one 

of them, Harvard, I was told, in public, that my work on Arafat 

contained such an amount of new insight that it would change 

the way history was taught. But my real joy was to be told by 

not a few of my earlier readers that I had written a book that had 

enabled them to understand, for the first time, what was really 

happening in the Middle East, and why. 

AH 
January 1994 



Ge negeae camp tee SS 

| et So oe iadsbnatinnsgridaniteatis ef uyianm Na 

. orpediwe } seam « ol cote sdb bes srpwrb laaiilog sft amcinob 

paso sdisergest Lqresger thot ayitet detbendhiwkeysibg 

» Ales srpeapde ato. tczeh ed ellie 

«ei aed ieitgceanlanne 

oan lye ov engiemmasgo stele 
rile octet ER grants 

= sebse Cue ste eds Gerdes: 

+> bepaeiaces yao btAcgs aie 

1 AEP UREA tere e mls theter 

dota Tei tha ods-nt oonettioon nail wore t 

Vanpete germ tencteae casi j emsd-nutw 

he macasstary sated: a dev qnibesl nosh dthehbdtieed © 

fn e-hass ern — fetstAr to qin cab abeiean quale : 

tani of PLD s there ary cet pepe S92, deugnbeend ageheme> 
obpoeasa cbimicie rutat de secant Yih sand shes ied gabiFoe 
ele yop aera ae pst 93 rat ‘nih ersicvedavods apaalove: «bre - 

This. Ls cd ~wsaieenenent doen avec Ime ieiqggioecs 
‘Te abkenigeibllis omit soenbrmnts matteo erate Raadile, 
iy Chuo! vend reruerl ttt iesqs ot o¢ thilghw sot Pulebgmtgeld 

oder wow po pb bowl t dood wit ony crbaeeiedy 
oes ead yeaa eedhtottesado seats dien oneliiisogel 
ienostertian Thin the cnte> eo eecqenn alt aiekgeg ce sine 

aon ace Seety nue suk in spew: suierb cei edagnsiened 

ecw Qa sites, eter Ga) { bhtexsrewet Goakiheeser tess 

> desig @ £482 Dal oie tiated ders adebocrwuldikoriebieds 

ae 4, ae nya -Qetbaskt er rosetede ath beeetat | 1) & asomuneealioi. 

oe iehend, oe abi WH Ven! cM leneg bi < vole awe A ewathtardinio - 

gentt eta ww — ie gpa orver her yecemeeiery are . 
2 wt Slot ed va kar’ of daca? hes soul JAyuet apt 

t 

lat ret doest saunttine batt] lea pistizars 



The Man 

and 

His Cause 



Ca 
s 

por — 
— 
a 

Fay 

~ 

| we ~~ ; ’ he 

1¢ aot’ Ser 

s 

Pe he 

a 

viel eiee 

SE ST 

Ht. 



1 

The Man 

‘When you don’t know Arafat you can’t like him.’ 

The speaker was Hammadi Essid, a Tunisian-born writer and 

diplomat who acted as a trouble-shooter for the Arab League. His 

point was that people in general, and Westerners in particular, 

could be forgiven for having an unfavourable impression of Arafat 

when they were obliged to rely for their information about him 

on fleeting and superficial media images. What did they add up to? 

Beneath his protruding, rolling eyes is a strong nose that seems 

too big for his smallish face. His elf-like ears are also a bit on the 

large side. And that double-thick, almost deformed, lower lip is 

without a doubt the least attractive of all of Arafat’s physical fea- 

tures. When he is angry, and the lower lip is pushed forward, his 

whole face is a caricature of ugliness. His general appearance is 

equally unfavourable. He is frequently unshaven with several days 

of stubble, not yet a beard, around his chin. He looks as if he 

needs a bath. His clothes are a mess. And his spirit is defiant. His 

gestures are dramatic, exaggerated and aggressive. And his tone, 

more often than not, is belligerent. In all, an unattractive, unim- 

pressive and uniikeable little man. Or so it seemed, especially across 

the years when he never slept more than two nights in the same 

place to minimize the risk of being captured or assassinated. 

Arafat is a small man, about five foot four inches, possibly 

shorter; and were it not for his pot belly, now much less of a 

prominent feature on the Arafat landscape than it was a few years 

ago, he seems more or less the right weight for his height and age. 

He is sixty-four. 

By choice, and when time and circumstances allow, Arafat is 

nothing less than impeccable in his outward appearance. His vari- 

ous uniforms are pressed to perfection — in several Arab capitals I 
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have bumped into one or another of his bodyguards either deliver- 

ing or collecting the Chairman’s clothes from a hotel laundry. His 

boots and shoes would pass inspection by the most demanding 

British or Indian sergeant major. And he takes great care of his 

hands and fingernails. 

Underneath his chequered kaffiyeh, the traditional Arab head- 

dress — ‘red for the desert, black for the country and white for the 

town’ — Arafat is completely bald except for a halo of black hair 

now turning to grey. Without either his kaffiyeh or his combat cap, 

the Chairman of the PLO looks like a monk. And in fact Arafat’s 

personal lifestyle could not be more simple if he were confined to 

a monastery. 

The most striking thing about Arafat is what all Palestinians 

describe as his ‘activities’. No matter where he is, what he is doing 

or who he is with, Arafat cannot be still. His eyes never stop 

roving. This constant searching is an essential part of his survival 

mechanism. His hands are nearly always busy. And when he is 

sitting he seems forever to be flexing and waggling his knees and 

beating out a coded message with his feet. ‘He cannot spend one 

minute being still,’ said Khalad Hassan. ‘He cannot.’ 

But it is the deep brown eyes, the eyes of a human ferret, which 

command the most attention and hold the greatest fascination for 

those who have the opportunity to observe him in close-up. 

Together with his nose or smell for danger, Arafat’s eyes are his 

number-one intelligence and security system. According to Hani 

Hassan, Arafat’s most trusted adviser, Arafat never sits down until 

he has calculated the most difficult and, preferably, impossible line 

of fire for a potential assassin. ‘And he is not always satisfied the 

first time,’ said Hani. ‘We can be sitting, deep in conversation . . . 

suddenly Arafat will stop us and ask that we change our positions. 

We never ask why. We don’t need to. We know he has decided 

that he was too easy a target in the place where he was sitting.’ 

On matters affecting his personal safety and security Arafat 

insists on letting his own instinctive feelings be his only trusted 

counsellor. ‘Sometimes,’ said Hanni, ‘we tell him that he is not 

wise to trust such-and-such a person. Usually his reply is the same: 
“T feel I can trust him. It’s okay.” ’ 

The proof that Arafat’s instinctive feelings rarely let him down 
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is quite simply the fact that he-is still alive. And the supporting 

evidence was provided by Abu Iyad, with whom I discussed the 

details of some of the fifty or more attempts on Arafat’s life. Abu 
Iyad was the mom de guerre of Salah Khalaf. At the time of my 

conversations with him, Abu Iyad was the PLO’s executive respons- 

ible for security and counter-intelligence. (He was assassinated in 

1991.) ‘Tell me,’ I said to him, ‘why is Arafat still alive? How has 

he survived?’ 

Abu Iyad smiled. ‘I will tell you the truth and a secret,’ he 

said. ‘Sixty per cent is Arafat himself — his nose or smell for danger. 

Thirty per cent is good luck. Ten per cent we can put down to the 

effectiveness of our own security agencies.’ 

To the eyes of a human ferret are added the instincts of the 

hunted animal. 

In its attempts to assassinate Arafat, the Mossad never used its 

own Israeli agents for the final act. According to Abu Iyad the 
Mossad preferred to ‘turn’ Palestinians — usually by blackmail — 

and work through them. The Mossad’s speciality was poison. 

Because a number of Arab intelligence services have played the 

same games with selected Palestinians, it is hardly surprising that 

Arafat finds it very difficult to give his trust. ‘It’s not easy for him,’ 

said Hani Hassan. ‘When a trusted man is killed he cries. When 

Arafat feels he can trust you he is so loyal in return. He is not a 

man who can change persons easily. When you are loyal to him it 

is not easy for him to sacrifice you.’ Hani went on to say that with 

loyalty at such a premium Arafat is inclined to overlook or tolerate 

faults and failings in some of those who serve the cause — provided 

they are loyal to him. 

Another main reason why Arafat has survived to date the many 

plots and attempts to kill him is his secrecy of movement. Said 

Abu Iyad: ‘When the Chairman is travelling from A to B, by car 

or by plane, not even those of us who are closest to him know 

when he intends to make his move.’ 

Once during the preliminary research and interviewing for this 

book I had the opportunity to make a long journey with Arafat by 

air. He was on his way to Sana in the Yemen Arab Republic for a 

meeting with the PLO Military Council. For the arrangements 

concerning the trip my link with Arafat was Khalad Hassan. It was 
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Khalad who had finally persuaded a reluctant Arafat to allow me 

to travel with him. And it was Khalad who put me on standby for 

departure. Khalad and I met at six o’clock in the evening. “Now 

you must be patient,’ he said. ‘The call may come in the next 

twelve minutes or the next twelve hours.’ 

It came at twenty-five minutes past midnight. Somebody had 

planned and timed my journey to the airport down to the last 

second. My PLO car came to a stop at the VIP lounge just as 

Arafat, covered by six bodyguards, was getting out of his — a black, 

armour-plated Mercedes. Not thirty metres away, engines running 

and ready to roll, was a medium-sized Saudi passenger jet. In less 

than two minutes we were all aboard and the Saudi plane was 

eating up the runway. I had the impression that we began to taxi 

before the door was fully closed. 

According to one of the many, many myths about Arafat and 

the PLO, he and it were supposed to own a fleet of five, six or 

seven airliners. It was not so. Arafat travels by courtesy of a number 

of Arab governments which put aircraft at his disposal when he 

requests one. His two main benefactors on this account were Saudi 

Arabia and Algeria. When he is planning his air travel, Arafat 

observes two rules. He flies over certain areas only by night; and 

he never flies into, or out of, Beirut. Since 1982 he has not, in 

fact, had the possibility of using Beirut airport. But in the years 

when it was his most convenient departure and arrival point, he 

never took advantage of its facilities for fear of being hijacked or 

shot down by Israeli war planes. In February 1973, the Israelis did 

shoot down a Libyan airliner killing all 100 people on board. Arafat 

told me: ‘I have no evidence but I would not be surprised if the 

Israelis thought that I or some of our other leaders were on board.’ 

How many times Arafat has come close to being hijacked or 
shot down is a matter for speculation; but what I did discover, 

from Arafat himself and from Abu Iyad, is that it was the practice 

of Israeli fighter pilots to fly close enough to allow a visual inspec- 

tion of aircraft in which Arafat and other top PLO leaders were 

thought to be travelling. Said Abu Iyad: ‘I can only presume the 

Israelis were never satisfied that Arafat or I was on board. Many 
times we were but after the shooting down of the Libyan airliner 
the Israelis could not afford to make another mistake.’ 
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Ironically, the closest Arafatever came to being killed was not 

the consequence of one of the many attempts on his life. It was in 
January 1969, on the road between Amman and Baghdad, when 

he was indulging his passion for driving fast cars fast. 

He was on his way to a meeting with the President of Iraq. 

Three people were in the powerful Mercedes. The official driver 

was asleep on the back seat; Arafat was at the wheel. Beside him was 

Abu Daoud, who at the time was the commander of all Palestinian 

militias in Jordan. It was six-thirty in the morning, the light was 

bad, and it was raining so hard the wipers could hardly cope. But 

Arafat was late, and he accelerated. Ahead of them and travelling 

in the same direction was a huge lorry. Arafat pulled out to over- 

take. A car was coming fast in the other direction and Arafat 

swung back behind the lorry. He touched the brakes. As the 

Mercedes crashed into the rear of the lorry its roof was severed 

from its body. 

Abu Daoud, by several inches the tallest man in the PLO, takes 

up the story. ‘In the split second before the impact we threw 

ourselves to the floor of the car. I was bleeding from my nose but 

I could move to free myself. Arafat was lying like a baby in the 

womb with his hands over his head. He did not move. He did not 

make a sound. I thought he was dead.’ 
About twenty minutes later Arafat’s escort car arrived on the 

scene. It was a small Volkswagen loaded with bodyguards. Some- 
how they made room for Arafat and Abu Daoud and drove to the 

nearest hospital. It was more than 200 kilometres away. 

Arafat’s only injury was a broken hand but he was confined to 

a hospital bed for two days of observations. While he was in hospital 

the President of Iraq was among his visitors. 

Most of Arafat’s colleagues can tell a hair-raising tale or two 

about their own experiences on the road with Arafat at the wheel. 

Hamid Abu Sitta is one of several PLO executives who will not 

travel with the Chairman unless he promises to drive or be driven 

at a safe speed. It was on the same road from Amman to Baghdad 

that Abu Sitta once forced Arafat to stop the car. ‘I said “Look, 

Abu Amar, if you continue to drive at this high velocity we will 

not reach Baghdad. We will both be killed. I want to go back to 

Amman and I will follow you in another car.” By this way I 
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obliged him to drive smoothly.’ I asked Abu Sitta if Arafat had 

been involved in many road accidents. ‘Oh yes,’ he said. ‘Many.’ 

I asked Arafat for his own explanation of why he had survived 

a number of road accidents in which he ought to have been killed, 

and the many attempts to assassinate him. He agreed that his nose 

or smell for danger was a very important factor. So was good luck. 

But there was more to it. ‘I am a believer,’ he said in a very matter 

of fact way, ‘and I believe there is something unseen.’ 

Arafat’s ‘activities’, his congenital inability to be still and his 

need always to be doing something, are the most visible manifes- 

tations of one of his several great assets — his incredible and appar- 

ently inexhaustible energy. For this he is described by friends and 

enemies alike as a ‘phenomenon’. 

As a matter of routine Arafat works between eighteen and 

nineteen hours a day, and that has been his way seven days a week, 

365 days a year for the past twenty-five years and more. ‘In all that 

time,’ Arafat told me, ‘I have not even thought of taking one or 

two days for a holiday.” On average he sleeps not more than five 

hours a day and often less. When circumstances allow he prefers 
to sleep in two shifts: between four and seven o’clock in the 

morning — Fatah and PLO meetings usually start at nine or ten 

o’clock in the evening and almost never end until the approach of 
dawn — and between four and six o’clock in the evening. The late 

afternoon nap probably explains why Arafat always seems to be on 

his best form at midnight. In my experience that is when he is 

at his most thoughtful and reflective. 

When I had completed the preliminary research for this book 

it was apparent that available information about Arafat’s personal 

and private life could be written on the back of a postage stamp. 

For amusement I did write it on the back of one. My note read: 

‘Arafat: non-smoker, non-drinker, bachelor. Very emotional. 

Terrible temper.’ And that was it. The mystery in which the man 

had wrapped himself was such that even the place of his birth — 

the country not the city or village — was a matter of speculation. 

As I discovered from Arafat himself, the description of him as 

a non-smoker is not strictly accurate. ‘I have never smoked a 

cigarette or a pipe for pleasure,’ he told me, ‘but I did smoke 

cigarettes and pipes as part of my disguises in the old days.’ 
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Of all the leaders who have “at one time or another dominated 

the Middle East stage, Israel’s Golda Meir was the most celebrated 

non-drinker. When she asked, ‘What would you like to drink?’ she 

was offering tea, coffee or water — the latter with soda if you were 

lucky. Arafat’s personal choice of drink is even more limited than 

hers was. He drinks only tea and water. According to his friends 
Arafat drinks water only when he must, usually to help his food 

down; and he drinks tea only at times of his choosing. Said Khalad 

Hassan: ‘Our Chairman is not even a social tea drinker!’ But tea, 

or rather what he takes with it, is Arafat’s one little luxury in life. 

He drinks it with honey. When we were alone together in his 

private office in Sana the only thing on his desk was a jar of honey. 

I got the impression that honey is to Arafat what jelly beans were 

to Ronald Reagan. 

Arafat is very reluctant to talk about his personal and private 

life. I decided that the time was right when we were alone in Sana 

with only the honey pot between us. 

‘Is it true that you were once engaged to be married in Kuwait?’ 

I asked. 

‘It happened so.’ 

‘You really were intending to get married?’ 

‘It was so.’ 

‘Were you very much in love?’ 

For a brief moment I thought he was going to explode and 

tell me in his own way to go to hell. But there was no explosion. 

‘You are squeezing me,’ was all he said. Very quietly. 

‘I know,’ I said, ‘but these questions are important if I am to 

understand you as I want to.’ 
Arafat gazed into the distant past and then, eventually, at me. 

The mask was off. His eyes were moist. “Io answer your 

question . . . Yes, I was in love. For me the decision not to marry 

was very hard. Very hard.’ 

‘Your colleagues tell me that your decision to remain a bachelor 

and not to have children of your own was the greatest sacrifice you 

have made for the cause.’ 

‘It was so.’ 

‘Why did you make such a great personal sacrifice?’ 

‘I am a normal man, I would like to have a wife and children; 
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but I did not think it was fair that any woman should be asked to 

share the troubles I knew I would be facing in my long struggle. 

It was not fair at all. This is one point. Second, I considered that 

I was making my sacrifice for all of my people, all of our children.’ 

‘Tell me about the woman you were going to marry — did 

she understand?’ 

‘She was very understanding, yes.’ 

Unexpectedly Arafat changed the mood. The sadness in his 

face gave way to a mischievous smile. 

‘You know I was once married,’ he said. ‘It was in 1967, after 

the war, when I was fighting in the West Bank. The Israelis came 

to the place where I was and we were surrounded. They made for 

me a trap. Many traps. In those days our security was not so good. 

What to do? How to escape? Close by me was the wife of one of 

my colleagues. I took her as my wife. Another of our friends had 

a baby. We took the baby. I carried the baby and I passed through 

the Israeli lines pretending to be a loving family man with his wife 

and child. We were so happy — holding hands and laughing. Of 

course I made some changes to my appearance, too. Perhaps that 

was one of the times when I smoked a cigarette.’ 

At about the same time Arafat was also flirting with the idea 

of marriage again. By all accounts his feelings for a woman called 

Nadia were such that her close friends were asking on a regular 
basis if Yasser had proposed. She replied that he had not done so 

and that she did not expect that he would. The relationship was 

greatly complicated by the fact that Nadia was already married. 

She was, apparently, unhappily married and living apart from her 

husband. But Nadia was right. Her husband was killed when a bag 

of cement fell on top of him as he walked through a building site; 

but still Arafat did not ask her to marry him. 

Arafat always denied that his lack of a wife and a family of his 
own was the cause of the great inner sadness he tried so hard to 

disguise. But his friends and colleagues believed that his joy at 
being among children told another story. The woman who knew 

Arafat best for many years is Um Jihad, the attractive and dynamic 

wife of Abu Jihad, the co-founder with Arafat of the resistance 

movement. Um Jihad speaks for all when she says that Arafat is 
‘drawn to children like they are magnets’. 
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For the PLO’s representatives around the world the first item 

on the agenda of any meeting with the Chairman is usually their 

children. Zahedi Terzi, who represented the PLO at UN head- 

quarters in New York, speaks for most of his colleagues on this 

point. ‘It’s almost like an inquisition. Arafat wants to know every- 

thing about my children. What are they? What school are they 
attending? What class? What progress are they making? And so on. 

Once I came from New York to Beirut when we were in the middle 

of a very big crisis. Arafat as usual started with questions about my 

children. I said: “My God, Abu Amar, I’ve come here to discuss 

important political matters and all you want to know is how are 

my children doing!”’ Arafat replied: ‘No, no, you are wrong. Our 

children are our life. They are not less important than our 

politics.” ’ 

According to one of Um Jihad’s stories the signs are that Arafat 

would have been strong on the matter of discipline with children 

of his own. In 1966, shortly before the first Syrian-backed attempt 

to kill Arafat and control Fatah, he was living with the Jihads in 

Damascus. Their third-floor apartment was more or less Fatah’s 

operational headquarters at the time. 
‘One day,’ said Um Jihad, ‘our son Jihad was missing. When 

he did not come home we were frightened. Some of us feared 

that he had been kidnapped by Israeli agents. Abu Amar ran down 

the stairs calling for the others to follow him. They got into their 

cars and went searching for Jihad. It was Abu Amar who found 

him. He was very angry with Jihad and he told him: ‘Your father 

will not punish you — but I will. I am going to hit you.” And 

he did.’ 

In the first edition of this book in 1984 I noted that some of 

Arafat’s senior leadership colleagues were still urging him to marry. 

And I quoted one of them as saying: ‘He needs a wife to take care 

of him. We know it and he knows it, but he says it’s too late.’ At 

the time I did not believe that Arafat had ruled out the idea of 

marriage. And I was not surprised when he did get married. He was 

sixty and his bride, Suha, was twenty-six. We shall meet her later. 

Over the years Arafat’s status as a bachelor was used and abused 

by those in Israel’s intelligence services and the foreign ministry 

who specialized in the art of black propaganda. The Arafat of 
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Israeli mythology was a homosexual. If the effort that went into 

promoting this lie was an indication of how desperate some Israelis 

were to discredit Arafat by any means — they were very desperate 

indeed. It was fed to reporters by some Israeli embassies and 

Zionist organizations around the world. It was also given pride of 

place in a number of books that were written to portray Arafat as 

the personification of all evil. There was a clear and obvious pattern 

to the timing of the publication of such books and feature articles 

based on them. They appeared within months, and sometimes 

weeks, of Arafat scoring a major political victory that had the effect 

of improving his image in the world — his appearance at the UN 

in 1974, for example. And the more Arafat gained respect and 

credibility on the world stage, the more desperate some Israelis 

and other Jews became in their efforts to discredit him by means 

of black propaganda. (According to one account Arafat, the cele- 

brated non-drinker in real life, guzzled champagne and whisky 

while a trusted aide toured the streets of an Eastern European 

capital in search of boys for his master to bugger.) When the first 

book containing the stories of Arafat’s alleged homosexuality was 

published Arafat was both hurt and angry. He consulted one of 

America’s leading and most prestigious libel lawyers. Arafat wanted 

to sue but was properly advised against legal action on the grounds 

that it would be counter-productive. If he ignored the book prob- 

ably no more than a few hundred copies of it would be sold. But 

if he took legal action and gave the book the oxygen of publicity, 

it could become a best seller, in which case the lie would be spread 

far and wide and Arafat, in effect, would be assisting those who 

were seeking to discredit him. Arafat accepted his lawyer’s advice. 

Over a period of time and for the record I put the question of 

Arafat’s alleged homosexuality to all of those of his senior col- 

leagues who had known him from his early student days. They all 

expressed contempt for the creators and promoters of the myth, 

but mainly they fell about with laughter. One of them said: ‘If you 

knew the truth about our Chairman’s love life you would know 

how silly the allegations about him were!’ It is also a fact that 

down the years there was regular speculation in Arafat’s circle 

about which particular lady he might one day marry. On one 

particular occasion when I was present Khalad Hassan asked why 
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it was that some of the world’s most beautiful women were desper- 

ate to sleep with some of the world’s most ugly men. And he 

answered his own question. ‘It’s all to do with power,’ he said, 
‘not money.’ 

By religion Arafat is, of course, a Muslim. But he is not a 

zealot. One of the myths about the Chairman of the PLO is that 

he was a member of the fanatical Muslim Brotherhood. With its 

origins in Egypt in the 1920s, the Muslim Brotherhood was the 

first modern manifestation of the kind of Islamic fundamentalism 

that swept the Shah of Iran from power in 1979. After the State 

of Israel was formed in 1948, some of those who were to become 

Arafat’s senior colleagues did join the Brotherhood for a while. 

Arafat did not, though he did make use of it. 

It was in Sana that I witnessed an amusing demonstration of 

Arafat’s pragmatism on religious matters. In the Fatah base there, 

Arafat had planned to brief his fighters on the latest developments 

in his showdown with Assad. It had been Arafat’s intention to 

address a mass gathering of his men at about midday, But shortly 

before he was due to speak the camp was hit by thunderbolts and 

torrential rain. The meeting was postponed. Some four hours later, 

when the weather had changed, Arafat gave the word for the troops 

to assemble. He was not more than a few seconds into his opening 

remarks when the afternoon call to prayers started. The wailing of 

the mullah, on tape and relayed through loudspeakers, was deafen- 

ing. At first Arafat tried to compete. Then, when the mullah paused 

for breath, Arafat slipped in a joke about God being in agreement 

with him. But the competition was too much. The assembled 

troops could not listen to both. It was Arafat or the mullah. 

Arafat whispered to a senior officer. The man hurried away. A 

few seconds later the mullah was cut off in mid-sentence. Arafat 

continued with his address. 

Muslims are required to pray five times a day. For Arafat, as it 

is for many other busy, modern men of the faith, that obligation is 

an inconvenience. His approach to this problem is also pragmatic. 

Said Um Jihad: ‘He always prays in the morning and usually he 

gathers the five times a day into one.’ 

Distant and casual observers of Arafat could also be forgiven 

for believing that he is a man without humour. It is not so. Arafat’s 
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ideas about what is funny are simple, almost child-like. And he 

does laugh. In private his favourite jokes are those which portray 

Libya’s Colonel Qadafy as an idiot. In recent years, and when time 

has allowed, Arafat has also become an addict of television cartoons, 

Looney Tunes and such. Once in Tunis one of his more academically 

trained colleagues suggested in fun that watching cartoons meant 

for children was hardly a suitable thing for the Chairman of the 

PLO to do. In response, and only half in fun, Arafat rattled off 

the names of six or seven of the world’s most eminent psychiatrists. 

‘You should read them,’ he said. ‘They all say that watching car- 

toons is the best possible form of relaxation for people who live 

under a stress. They are right. You should try it!’ 

Arafat’s relationship with his people is very simple and very 

human. He sees himself as the father of the nation and that, 

generally speaking, is how he was perceived by most Palestinians 

for many years. Unlike many of the kings and presidents who rule 

the Arab states in the style of feudal lords, Arafat does not hold 

court. He is the proud father presiding over family gatherings. And 

like all good fathers he seems to be well aware that respect has to 

be earned. Among his leadership colleagues, and despite the fact 

that they are all more or less his age, he is usually referred to as 

the ‘Old Man’. To most of his people he is, and will remain, Abu 

Amar. That was his nomme de guerre in the underground days 

when most of the Arab regimes of the time were at one with Israel 

in wanting to prevent the regeneration of Palestinian nationalism. 

(Abu means ‘father of’ and Amar comes from the Arabic verb ‘to 

build’. Arafat qualified as an engineer.) 

Nobody knew the real Arafat better than Abu Jihad, who, at 

the time of his assassination, was the Chairman’s deputy and most 

likely successor. Abu Jihad said: “The secret of Arafat is that he is 

living all of our emotions. Arafat is not just a political symbol. We 

sense and we know that he is living all of our fears, all of our 

dreams and all of our sufferings. When any Palestinian is suffering, 

Arafat is feeling the pain. When one of our fighters is killed, a small 

part of Arafat is killed. When one of our children dies, even from 

natural causes, a small part of Arafat dies. This is the real Arafat. 
He is not just our leader. In one person he is all of us, all of our 

emotions, all of our strengths, all of our weaknesses, all of 

our contradictions ... Do you understand?’ 
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A story that illustrates one of the reasons why many Palestinians 

are overwhelmed by what they regard as Arafat’s outstanding 
human qualities was told to me by Zahedi Terzi. 

“In the summer of 1982 my wife was in hospital here in New 

York. She had cancer and she was going through radium therapy. 

It was at the time that the Israelis had turned Beirut into hell on 

earth and were trying to kill Arafat and finish the PLO. Naturally 

I did not inform the leadership of my personal problem. But one 

of my New York colleagues did. The next thing that happens is 

that I get a telephone call from Arafat. He was angry because I 

had not told him about my personal sufferings. He said something 

like, “By God, don’t you think you should have told me what is 

happening to you and your family!” I said, ““Look Abu Amar, I 

am here, you are there—” He interrupted me. “‘You must tell me 

these things. I am available all of the time.” I said again that my 

problem was a personal one and that really I did not have the right 

to burden him when he had so many other problems. He was no 

more angry but he said: “You are wrong. Your wife js our sister. 

You should have told me.” Then he made me tell him everything. 

Then he wanted to know what he could do to help. Then he 

insisted that I keep him informed about my wife’s condition. 

Arafat’s kindness and his humanity is something unbelievable.’ 

A criticism of Arafat which is endorsed by all of his colleagues 

is that he ‘wants to do everything himself’. If he was another 

kind of man his total involvement would have been regarded as 

interference and would have been resented from the beginning. 

Said Khalad Hassan: ‘The problem with Arafat — perhaps I should 

say our problem with Arafat - is that he is a man who gives 

everything he has to the cause. Arafat is a normal man like the rest 

of us. What does this mean? He has a body, a brain, a heart and a 

soul; and he has energy, emotions and a great capacity to love. 

Arafat gives one hundred per cent of all of these things to the 

cause. Perhaps it is easier for him because he is a bachelor. But 

that is the reality. You can say that the cause is his wife and his 

mistress. He is devoted to this wife and this mistress from A to Z. 

And he is devoted in a way that makes you feel you want to follow 

him. In this respect none of us can compete with Arafat. We cannot 

catch him. I need not to be convinced that life would be easier for 

Arafat and the rest of us if he did not try to do everything himself. 
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It is a problem, no doubt about it. But if you understand the man, 

you understand the problem.’ 

Recognition of Arafat’s outstanding human qualities does not 

come only from those who are his natural political allies. Of the 

heavyweights, George Habash has been the most consistent and 

the most radical of Arafat’s internal political opponents, widely 

recognized as the intellectual giant of the left in Palestinian politics, 

in much the same way as Khalad Hassan was regarded as the giant 

on the right. But on the subject of Arafat the man, Habash speaks 

the same language as Khalad Hassan. ‘In some ways Arafat is as 

simple as a child. He weeps and really we feel he is so passionate, 

so caring and so faithful. On our side we have many political 

differences with him as you know. We have always believed that he 

is a man of tactics and not strategy — and that is one of his biggest 

weaknesses. But as a human being how can we not love him?’ 

Habash also agreed with Khalad Hassan that Arafat’s greatest 

strength is that he is a ‘man of cause’ and thus a leader who will 

never allow the PLO to become the puppet of any Arab regime. 

On the subject of Arafat’s determination to preserve the inde- 

pendence of Palestinian decision-making, Khalad said this: “In 1975 

Sadat told me he feared that Arafat had sold himself to the Syrians. 

At this time I was very close to Sadat and I told him that he was 

making a fatal mistake if that was what he seriously believed. I 

remember also that I said the following to Sadat: ‘‘Arafat is a man 

who cannot by nature sell himself to anybody but himself. If he 

was to look into a mirror, and if he thought the image in the 

mirror will dominate him, he would break the mirror. This man 

could not be dominated by anybody.” ’ 

Putting to one side, for the moment, the matter of his cele- 

brated and terrible temper, another attractive aspect of Arafat’s 

human nature is his unfailing courtesy. When you are a guest in 

any place where Arafat happens to be, and even when he is in the 

tightest of corners, he is never so busy or so involved that he 
cannot find the time to make sure that your needs are being 

attended to. And if you have a problem with his staff, he will solve 

it. At meals Arafat is personally attentive. It is he himself who 

makes sure that your plate and your glass are never empty. 

When he is among his own people Arafat is the last to insist 
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on formality and protocol. But the opposite is the case when he 

or he and his colleagues are dealing with heads of state and the 

representatives of governments and international institutions. On 

these occasions, in public and in private, Arafat is a fanatic in his 

observance of protocol and diplomatic etiquette. 

Late one evening in Sana I was chatting with the Chairman and 

some members of the PLO Military Council. Most were dressed in 

slacks and open-necked shirts. Only Arafat, clad in his olive green 

field uniform, looked the part. His combat cap was on his desk by 

the honey pot. There was a knock on the door which was opened 

from the outside to reveal the head and shoulders of the Chair- 

man’s signals operator. His message was to the effect that the 

Saudis has made radio contact and were requesting that Arafat 

stand by for a conversation with King Fahd. 

Arafat nodded and then went through an elaborate routine to 

check his appearance. He stood up and adjusted his uniform. I had 

the impression that he was making the creases of his trousers run 

in parallel. The cuffs of his jacket had to be just so. Then he put 

his cap on and took time to adjust it. Unconcerned that he was 

being observed with amusement by some of his colleagues and 

myself, he brought himself to attention. Still not satisfied, he pro- 

ceeded with his hand to brush some imaginary hairs off his 

shoulders. And all this for a conversation by radio with King Fahd. 

To anyone but Arafat himself it would not have mattered if the 
Chairman of the PLO had sat at the radio transmitter in his vest 

and pants. But to Arafat it did matter. The King of Saudi Arabia 

was to be accorded the respect which protocol demanded — no 

matter what the circumstances. 

If Arafat had remained a construction and contracting engineer 

in Kuwait, he would today be a very rich man, ‘probably a multi- 

millionaire’ said Khalad Hassan. But apart from financing his pas- 

sion for fast cars, Arafat put all of the money he made in Kuwait 

at the disposal of the embryo liberation movement. During the 

underground years, when most of his colleagues to be were not 

earning enough money to keep their families, Arafat paid the bills 

for such things as printing, publishing and foreign travel. “In the 

end,’ said Khalad, ‘he put every penny he had into the revolution. 

When he was asked to give his full time to the struggle he left his 
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business without settling his accounts with his partner, and because 

of that he lost a lot of money.’ 

The suggestion that Arafat is personally corrupt draws equal 

contempt from both the right and the left of the PLO. Khalad 

Hassan put it this way: ‘Arafat is a totally clean man. When you 

work with him you cannot doubt this for one second.’ George 

Habash was just as firm. ‘In my opinion, and on the subject about 

which we are talking, Arafat is incorruptible.’ 

It was because of his total dedication to the cause and his 

unsullied reputation that Arafat was asked by the majority of 

his colleagues to be responsible for PLO finances when he became 

the organization’s Chairman in 1969. 

Though few of them are free to say in public what they know 

to be the truth, many Arab journalists who live and work in their 

own homelands are fascinated by the greed and corruption they 

see all around them. In private conversation one of the most 

informed and outspoken critics of the corruption of the Arab 

regimes is Egypt’s Lotfik El-Khouli. He was imprisoned seven 

times by Nasser’s regime, but he still admires Nasser. I asked El- 

Khouli how he compared Arafat with Nasser, and he replied: 

‘If we make allowances for the fact that Nasser had a home 

and a family, and that he enjoyed the material privileges that came 

from being the President, we can say that he was a clean man. And 

for that alone he was very rare among Arab leaders. But compared 

even to Nasser, Arafat is a saint. Arafat has nothing but his cause. 

I think that Arafat has physical, mental and moral courage of a 

kind that we modern Arabs have not seen before. I am quite sure 

the Arab world, and perhaps even your world, will come to recog- 

nize this truth in time... but probably not until it is too late.’ 

The joker in the pack of Arafat’s many and obvious human 

qualities is his terrible temper. When he is really amused his face 

seems to contract. He half closes his eyes, he wrinkles his nose and 

his smile runs from one ear to the other. When he is angry his 

whole face expands like a balloon being inflated. And the warning 

of the storm to come is what many of his colleagues describe as 

the ‘glitter’ in his bulging eyes. According to Terzi, ‘It’s like the 
lightning before the storm.’ Those who know Arafat best detect 
earlier warning signs that an explosion is coming. ‘You can tell 
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from all of his activities,’ said Um Jihad. ‘His anger is an energy 
which takes control of his whole body - his hands, his legs, 

everything.’ 

From all that I heard about Arafat’s temper I got the impression 

that a demonstration of it would be sufficient to convince a 

stranger that the Chairman of the PLO was a ranting tyrant. He 

shouts, curses and shoots the air with his index finger. Said one of 

his colleagues: ‘It’s not hysteria. Arafat is never hysterical. What 

pours out of him when he is blowing his top is pure, naked anger. 

It comes from the deep like a mixture of oil and gas when the drill 

makes its first strike.’ 

On one celebrated occasion Arafat’s Chef du Cabinet resigned 

in protest at the master’s temper. Friends quote him as saying: ‘I 

couldn’t take any more of the shouting. I was exhausted just by 

having to listen. After two weeks the Chairman asked me to return. 

He promised me he would try not to shout so much. I knew he 

would try — but I also knew he would fail. I came back and here 

Iam... still fed up with the shouting. In my opinion it is not so 

necessary.’ 

Perhaps because they do not spend all of their time within 

earshot of Arafat, most of his senior colleagues are more charitable 

than his senior staffers. ‘In the first place,’ said Khalad Hassan, ‘the 

man is what he is. His explosive temper is another part of his 

human nature and that is something we can’t change. He can 

change it and perhaps he should. But we can’t. Also it is not so 

simple. When you are a man like Arafat who gives everything of 

himself to the cause you need an emotional outlet or at least a 

safety valve. I see very little of my own wife and children, but I do 

have my family, my books and my writing. Abu Jihad, Abu Iyad 

and the others — they have wives and children. Our families are a 

source of comfort to us. And when necessary we can take out our 

frustrations on our wives and children. That’s normal. That’s life. 

That’s the way it happens. Arafat’s problem is that he has denied 

himself a normal life for the sake of our cause. Don’t underestimate 

the sacrifice he has made and what it is costing him as a human 

being.’ 

I asked if this meant that Arafat was unable to control his 

emotions. Khalad considered the question. ‘I can see it may look 
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like that to outsiders,’ he said, ‘but really it is not the case. To tell 

you the truth there are times when Arafat demonstrates that he 

has a greater power of self-control than all the rest of us put 

together. It is on these occasions that I admire him most of all.’ 

It is clear, however, that by no means all of Arafat’s angry 

outbursts are spontaneous or the result of what he would regard 

as a provocation of the moment. According to one Fatah person- 

ality who did not wish to be quoted by name on this subject, 

Arafat sometimes uses his anger as a weapon to intimidate others. 

I wondered if the fact of Arafat’s terrible temper was a clue to 

a dark side of his character. I told myself that if there was a vicious 

and vindictive side to Arafat’s character I would get some real clues 

of its existence by asking how he disciplines or punishes Palestinian 

traitors when their treachery is discovered. Over the years Israeli, 

Arab, Western and Soviet intelligence agencies recruited hundreds 

of Palestinians to act for them as informers and spies and, in the 

case of Israel’s agencies, assassins. And it is no secret that Fatah 

and other PLO organizations were penetrated at all levels. The 

most successful of the Palestinian traitor-agents who were con- 

trolled by the Mossad got themselves into positions from which 

they could easily have killed Arafat and other top PLO leaders 

if they had not cracked and confessed at the last minute. 

According to the PLO’s constitution, no Palestinian can be 

executed without a written order signed by the Chairman. In 

consultation with the PLO’s legal department, the man with the 

executive responsibility for preparing execution orders and for sub- 

mitting them to the Chairman for approval was Abu Iyad. I asked 

him to tell me how many such orders he had presented to Arafat 

for signature since 1967, the year Abu Iyad assumed responsi- 

bility for Fatah’s security services. 

Abu Iyad’s reply was the following: ‘To be exact I cannot tell 

you because I truly do not remember. But let me say for the record 

that the answer to your question is many.’ 

My next question was the obvious one. ‘How many execution 

orders has Arafat actually signed?’ 

Abu Iyad answered without hesitation. ‘Three or four.’ 

‘Three or four? What does that mean?’ I asked. 

Abu Iyad’s explanation of the ‘or’ was that in the period up to 
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the end of 1983 Arafat had signed four death warrants, but only 

three Palestinians had been executed. The name on the outstanding 

death warrant was that of Abu Nidal, whose breakaway Fatah group 

has assassinated some thirty or more of Arafat’s colleagues who 

advocated, or engaged in, dialogue with Jews. Abu Nidal was tried 

and sentenced to death in his absence. But because he enjoys the 

protection of the diplomatic and intelligence services of at least 

two Arab regimes, he had not to date presented a target for Abu 

Iyad’s men to hit. 

During the same conversation Abu Iyad volunteered the fol- 

lowing information. ‘If you want to know what I really think... 

Arafat’s weak point is his refusal to execute traitors. And that’s the 

main reason why we have these internal troubles.’ This is a point 

of view that is shared by many of the Chairman’s closest colleagues 

in Fatah. 

To underline his own thoughts on the matter, and his frus- 

tration, Abu Iyad told me that in bombing Beirut in 1982 one of 

General Sharon’s main objectives was to kill Arafat. Some seventy 

Israeli agents, many of them Palestinians, were equipped with the 

very latest transmitters, each of them about the size of a packet of 

cigarettes. Their mission was to observe, follow and report Arafat’s 

movements. Israeli aircraft were then given the co-ordinates for 

their attacks. By chance Abu Iyad’s intelligence people discovered 

the Israeli network. After one agent confessed, twenty-seven more 

were captured. One of Abu Iyad’s most trusted aides finished the 

story: ‘Abu Iyad was so fed up with Arafat’s opposition to 

the execution of traitors that he did not seek the Chairman’s 

approval on this occasion. We had the confessions. Abu Iyad told 

us to take them away and shoot them. We did.’ 

Abu Iyad added: ‘I do not complain because Arafat is a good 

human being. This is also one of his great strengths. I complain 

because he is more good than he needs to be on some occasions.’ 

A little lower down the leadership ladder there was a man called 

Hamid Abu Sitta, whom Arafat describes as ‘my teacher’. Abu Sitta 

was an independent member of the PLO Executive Committee. 

He lives in Amman, the capital of Jordan; and he was responsible 

to the Executive Committee for the day-to-day management of 

Palestinian political affairs in the occupied territories of the West 
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Bank and Gaza. During my conversations with Abu Sitta I raised 

the subject of Arafat’s reluctance to execute traitors. 

Abu Sitta confirmed that he and local PLO officials had made 

a number of requests for traitors to be executed. “But Arafat never 

signs the papers,’ he said. ‘Always the Chairman proposes some 

other solution. Sometimes he asks us to confine the person. Some- 

times he moves the person to a far-away place where he can make 

no trouble. But Arafat never gives the permission for us to 

make examples by execution. To tell you the truth, Arafat hates 

bloodshed. 

‘Once when I was really angry with Arafat I said, ““Look, we 

have many Israeli agents in our ranks. We must make some 

examples. We must execute this particular man. We have given him 

a fair trial and everybody knows he is a traitor.”” Arafat said to me 

the following: “It is not my way and really you should know it 

because I have given you the reasons many times. Also this man 

has sons and cousins. Three of his relatives are working with me. 

If we kill this man it will not serve our cause. If we kill this man 

his sons and their sons will become our enemies. I will not sign 

the paper.” ’ 
Of the four execution orders that Arafat did sign, and leaving 

aside the one with Abu Nidal’s name on it, two were concerned 

with Palestinians who supplied Israeli agents with maps and infor- 

mation which enabled Israeli forces to locate and hit PLO bases 

and kill large numbers of civilians. The other was Israel’s most 

successful agent, a Palestinian playboy who reported on Arafat’s 

movements with a radio transmitter disguised as a hairbrush, and 

who came close to killing the Chairman with poisoned rice. 

According to Father Ibrahim Iyad, an elderly Catholic priest in 

whom the Chairman has confided at moments of personal crisis, 

Arafat ‘wept like a child’ when the man who came so close to 

assassinating him was executed. ‘To this day Arafat makes sure that 
the man’s family is taken care of.’ 

It can be argued that the Palestinian people could have been 

spared many of the disasters which have overtaken them if Arafat 

had used Fatah’s military strength to impose discipline on the 
Marxist and leftist groups within the PLO, and on the radical 

elements within his own Fatah organization. Among those who 
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support this argument are a nuniber of Arafat’s colleagues, includ- 

ing Khalad Hassan, who have given the Chairman their total sup- 

port in his dangerous struggle to sell the idea of compromise to 

his own people. But as Arafat later explains, there are good reasons 

why he has consistently refused to use force to settle internal PLO 

problems. 

Arafat has more than once intervened to save the lives of 

political opponents who would otherwise have been killed by his 

own supporters. One man who owes his life to Arafat is Ahmad 

Jibril, the leader of a very small faction within the PLO which, for 

many years, commanded no popular support of any kind. Jibril 

became the focus of some international media attention in 1983 
when the Syrians and the Libyans assigned to him the task of co- 

ordinating the rebellion against Arafat. 

When Jibril joined the Palestinian underground in the early 

1960s he did so as an agent for Syrian Military Intelligence, which 

he has faithfully served, to the detriment of the Palestinian cause, 

ever since. In 1966 he was the frontman for Syria’s first attempt 

to seize control of Fatah. The plan was for Jibril to take the 

leadership after Arafat had been murdered. From the moment that 

first anti-Arafat coup failed, the Syrians determined to bend Arafat 

to their will: and Jibril, as he was to prove time and time again, 

was ever willing to do their dirty work. After 1974, and still as an 

agent for the Syrians, Jibril’s main function was to sabotage Arafat’s 

political moves within the PLO. And when he failed by political 

means, he organized terror attacks on Israel for the purpose of 

embarrassing and discrediting Arafat and those of his colleagues, 

the majority, who were working for a political and compromise 

settlement with Israel. Israel’s political and military leaders were 

fully aware of the set-up, but it suited them to regard and project 

the PLO as a monolithic organization. That way they could blame 

Arafat and justify their refusal to test by diplomatic means the 

reality of Arafat’s ideas for compromise. 

In 1976 Jibril was arrested by Fatah forces who intended to 

kill him. Arafat sent some of his own bodyguards to rescue him 

and escort him to safety in Damascus. On the second occasion 

Jibril was the victim of a conspiracy within his own organization. 

Cornered and trapped by his own associates, his life was again at 
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stake. Again, too, Arafat sent his own bodyguards to rescue Jibril. 

They also gave him some money to allow him to escape from the 

Lebanon. 

Hani Hassan was one of several Fatah executives who cited the 

stories of Arafat’s treatment of Jibril as evidence that the Chairman 

of the PLO is not a vindictive man. Hani added: ‘In the Arab 

tradition a man can kill his blood brother if the brother is a traitor. 

This is not Arafat’s way. He cannot think, even for a few seconds, 

to liquidate a person who has worked with him. His nature will 

not allow him to do it.’ 

In 1993 there was a case for saying that all who were working 

for peace on terms that most Arabs and most Jews could accept 

might come to regret that Arafat had allowed Jibril to live. As 

Arafat was shaking hands with Rabin in Washington, Jibril, in 

Damascus, was vowing that Arafat the ‘traitor’ would suffer the 

same fate as Sadat. Jibril could not have made his threats without 

at least the approval of his controllers in the Directorate of Syrian 

Military Intelligence. By those who know how to read the signals 
Jibril’s threats were seen as Assad’s way of giving notice that he 

was reserving his right to have Arafat assassinated. (The only com- 

fort for Arafat on this account is that Israel had, and probably still 

has, agents in place in Syria’s intelligence services. It may well be 

that these Israeli spies will get advance warning of Syrian-backed 

plots to kill Arafat. On this basis, and so long as Israel has a vested 

interest in Arafat’s continued survival, I speculate that Israel’s intel- 

ligence services will pass to him every scrap of information they 

receive about possible attempts on his life.) 

‘The Palestinian cause has always needed a leader who is a great 

actor’ Hammadi Essid commented to me, and without a doubt 

the Chairman of the PLO is a great actor. As with his anger, he can 

turn on the smiles and the tears to order. And his demonstrations of 

this talent have led some observers who know him quite well to 
describe him as a ‘computer’. Hammadi Essid goes much further. 

He said: ‘Arafat has become so much of a computer that there is 

nothing any more genuine about his reactions. He has pro- 
grammed himself to respond to any event or situation at the touch 
of a button.” Arafat certainly calculates his options with the speed 
and precision of a computer; but the machine has not taken over 
the man. ) 
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Arafat’s greatest strength by far is his ability and will to come 

out fighting after he has been knocked down and counted out. 

Allied to this, and obviously a product of his own unfailing opti- 

mism, is Arafat’s ability to lift others out of their depression and 

despair. As one who has given comfort and spiritual guidance to 

Arafat at critical moments in the past, even Father Ibrahim Iyad 

was consumed by doubts about the future when he arrived in 

Tunis a few days after the Chairman’s expulsion from Syria. ‘I am 

a Palestinian and a priest,’ Father Iyad told me, ‘but even I was 

without hope in those days when it was so clear that Assad was 

determined to finish us if he could. Then I spent some time with 

Chairman Arafat. Really it was my job to comfort him, but it was 

Arafat who gave me new hope. It is amazing what simply being 

with Arafat can do to your own morale.’ 

Many Palestinians can tell similar stories. Khalad Hassan, at 

times the most severe critic of Arafat the politician, had this to say: 

‘Sometimes when I am far away from Arafat and he makes what I 

think are stupid mistakes I get very angry. Sometimes I say to 

myself, ‘What are we doing with this man as our leader!” Then, 

when I am with Arafat, I wonder how it was that I had such 

thoughts. Arafat’s secret is the effect of his personality when you 

are alone with him or in a small group. It’s magic.’ 

Westerners who only know the Chairman of the PLO from his 

media image often say that his great problem is that he lacks 

charisma. Although he can make effective speeches on the Palestin- 

ian stage he is not a great or even a good public speaker. But as 

Khalad Hassan says, Arafat has his own very special brand of char- 

isma and the magic of it works through his relationships with 

people on an individual basis. He is at his best and his most effective 

behind closed doors, when he is talking with individuals or small 

groups in private, and when he does not have to play to dozens of 

different galleries. The fact is that every time Arafat opens his 

mouth in public he has to take account of how his remarks will be 

interpreted in each of twenty-two Arab capitals; in Washington, 

Moscow, Peking and each of the capitals of Europe — West and 

East; in the rival camps of the PLO; and in divided Israel. That 

does not leave a great deal of scope for Arafat to be a convincing 

public speaker! His achievements behind closed doors, however, 

- tell another story, and the best illustration of Arafat’s quite remark- 
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able powers of persuasion and leadership is the fact that he per- 

suaded Palestinian decision-makers that they had to be prepared 

to make peace with Israel in return for a Palestinian mini-state, 

even though this meant that the Palestinians would effectively 

be making peace in return for less than thirty per cent of their 

original homeland. 
Among top PLO leaders there is no disagreement about 

Arafat’s great qualities and strengths as a human being. There is, 

however, much debate about what is seen by some in the PLO as 

the Chairman’s greatest weakness. That, in the words of some of 

his leadership colleagues, including some who have been his most 

loyal supporters and defenders over the years and who have rescued 

him from disaster, is his ‘individualism’ — his insistence on being 

free, without consultation, to take personal initiatives when he sees 

even a remote possibility of making progress. As Hani Hassan put 

it: ‘Arafat is a man of initiatives. It is the way he is made. He will 

go into any dark tunnel if he sees even the smallest light at the 

end of it. And when he has made up his mind to do something, it 

is very hard, and usually impossible, to make him change it.’ 

There was and could be no greater demonstration of Arafat’s 

individualism than his decision first to sanction the secret diplomacy 

that led to the Norwegian breakthrough, and then to cajole enough 

of his leadership colleagues into accepting the results of it. 

The issue of Arafat’s individualism, his style of leadership, is at 

the heart of the story this book has to tell. The PLO is, or is 

supposed to be, a collective decision-making body. So decision- 

making is, or is supposed to be, by consensus. So the more Arafat 

took initiatives without consulting his leadership colleagues — first 

to keep the cause alive, and then for peace — the more he was 

accused of becoming, if not actually being, a dictator. If what those 
who make the charge really mean is that Arafat has frequently made 

a mockery of collective decision-making . . . well, they have a point. 

But it raises some questions which readers may like to keep in 
mind as the events unfold. 

Was a collective decision-making leadership the most appropri- 
ate form of leadership for the struggle? 

Did Arafat the pragmatist come to believe that collective 
decision-making was a recipe for indecision that would prevent the 
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Palestinians from ever achieving’a minimum of justice? And if so — 
did Arafat come to regard collective decision-making as a prison 
from which he had to escape if ever he was to deliver ‘something 
concrete’ for his people — given that Israel is the military super- 

power of the region? 

Is there not a case for saying that what some call Arafat’s 
dictatorship could also be firm, true and at times really inspired 

leadership? 

On this last question the Palestinian jury is still out. 

Yasser Arafat was just about twenty-one when he committed 

his life to the cause; a cause which has its roots in what happened 

in Palestine more than 3,000 years ago. 



D 

The Cause 

The essence of the Palestinian problem can be found in the 
answers to three fundamental questions. Who are the Palestinians? 

Where and what was their original homeland? Why, as a conse- 

quence of the coming into existence of the State of Israel in 1948, 

did the majority of the Palestinian people — nearly ninety per cent 

of them at the time — find themselves outside their homeland as 

unwanted refugees in the Arab countries surrounding the new 

Jewish State? The Palestinians are Arabs, the word Arab being a 

generic term which includes all the peoples who live in the Middle 

East whose mother tongue is Arabic, regardless of their religion. 

The majority of Arabs were converted to Islam by the followers 

of the Prophet Muhammad in the seventh century AD. But the 

Arabs are a pre-Islamic people, originally pagan, who have lived 

in the Middle East, including Palestine, since what we call the 

dawn of human history. The Palestinians are the descendants of 

the Arabs who were the first and original inhabitants of the land 

that is today called Israel. And these ancestors of the Palestinians 

were in possession of that land, as its first and original owners, 

some 2,000 years or more before the arrival of the first of the 

ancient Hebrews. 

Implicit in Jewish mythology, and actually stated in some Zion- 

ist propaganda, is the notion that the Arabs first came to Palestine 

in the seventh century, at the time when they were being converted 

to the Muslim faith. This is simply not true. As Cattan says: ‘The 

Muslim Arab conquest of Palestine did not involve any mass immi- 

gration from the Arabs of the Arabian Peninsula into Palestine or 

any colonization of that country. In fact, the number of invaders 

was very small and they were assimilated by the indigenous popu- 

lation. Many of the original inhabitants were converted to Islam 
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and, as a consequence, the predominantly [Arab] Christian popu- 

lation became predominantly [Arab] Muslim.”! 

When the Jews began to trickle back to Palestine in the 1880s, 

the descendants of those of their faith who had remained in the 

country since the first Jewish infiltration in about 1200 Bc or 

maybe earlier numbered only some 12,000. About the same 

number returned over the course of many centuries. Thus by 1880 

there were some 24,000 Jews in Palestine. And some of those left. 

The number of Palestinian Arabs at the time was close to 500,000. 

The first Israelite occupation of Palestine was only an episode 

in the history of an Arab country which has been occupied at one 

time or another by most of the major powers of world history. As 

Cattan states: ‘The Palestinians are the original and continuous 

inhabitants of Palestine [the land now called Israel] from time 

immemorial.” 

In 1919, America’s President Wilson appointed the King-Crane 

Commission to investigate the Zionist claim that the first Israelite 

occupation of Palestine gave the Jews a right of title to the land. 
It said: ‘The initial claim, often submitted by Zionist representa- 

tives, that they have a “right” to Palestine based on an occupation 

of two thousand years ago, can hardly be seriously considered.”* 

An overwhelming majority of the 24,000 Jews in residence were, 

in fact, strongly opposed to the creation of a Jewish State on 

Arab land. 

A year later, during a debate on Palestine in the British House 

of Lords, and echoing the view of many before and since, Lord 

Sydenham said: ‘I sympathize entirely with the wishes of the Jews 

to have a national home, but I say this national home must not be 

given if it cannot be given without entailing gross injustice upon 

another people. Palestine is not the original home of the Jews. It 

was acquired by them after conquest, and they have never occupied 

the whole of it, which they now openly demand. They have no 

more valid claim to Palestine than the descendants of the ancient 

Romans have to this country.”* 

In making the point that the Palestinians are the original and 

rightful owners of the land that is today called Israel, I am not 

suggesting that the clock of history either could or should be 

turned back. Nor am I seeking to deny that in the name of 
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humanity the Jews of the twentieth century had a claim to a 

presence in Palestine given Judaism’s historical links with the land 

and the circumstances in which the Jews of Europe found them- 

selves as a result of centuries of persecution which climaxed with the 

Nazi holocaust. My purpose is simply to give the historical record. 

The founders of Zionism — originally a movement for the 

return of the Jews to Palestine — began to work for the support of 

the big powers of the day in the last years of the nineteenth century. 

They achieved their breakthrough in November 1917, when the 

British Foreign Secretary, Arthur James Balfour, wrote his famous 

letter to Lord Rothschild. The letter, which became known as 

the Balfour Declaration, announced that the British Government 

viewed with favour the establishment in Palestine of a ‘national 

home’ for the Jewish people, and that the British Government 

would use ‘their best endeavours to facilitate this objective, it being 

clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice 

the civil and religious rights of the existing non-Jewish communi- 

ties in Palestine’.® 

The Balfour Declaration seemed to contain two promises — 

one to the Zionists, the other to the Palestinians. Down the years 

there has been a lively debate about them. Did the promise to the 

Zionists not contradict the promise to the Palestinians, and vice 

versa? The question is academic. At the time the declaration was 

made, the British had no intention of honouring the promise to 

the Palestinians. 

The real objective of British policy was never openly stated or 

publicly announced; but the best clue to it — apart from what 

actually happened in Palestine after the Balfour Declaration, in 

particular Britain’s early refusal to control Jewish immigration — 
was contained in a memorandum that Balfour wrote on 11 August 

1919. He said: ‘In Palestine we do not propose even to go through 

the form of consulting the wishes of the present inhabitants of the 

country ... The four great powers are committed to Zionism. And 

Zionism, be it right or wrong, good or bad, is rooted in agelong 

traditions, in present needs, in future hopes, of far profounder 
import than the desires and prejudices of the 700,000 Arabs who 
now inhabit that ancient land.”® 

Here, or so the Palestinians believe, is the key to understanding 
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why the State of Israel was created. What were the unmentioned 

policy objectives to which Balfour was referring when he spoke of 

‘future hopes’ which were far more important than the wishes and 
the rights of the Palestinians? 

Part of Khalad Hassan’s answer to that question was the 

following: 

‘The British and the others who thought the world was theirs 

to rule and exploit for their own ends did not give a damn about 

the Arabs or the Jews as people. What the British saw in the idea 

of a Jewish State —- and what they were encouraged by the Zionists 

to see — was the opportunity to plant a European colony in the 

heart of the Arab world, a colony of European Jews which would 
serve the interests of Britain and her allies. - 

‘At the time of the Balfour Declaration it was obvious to British 

and other foreign policy strategists that Arab nationalism, then in 

its infancy, would become a major force and factor in world affairs. 

It was a fair bet that the slow-burning fires of Arab nationalism 

would lead, in time, to Arab revolutions which, if they were success- 

ful, would produce governments which would not allow Britain 

and the other big powers to dominate the region for their own 

ends. Thus, and if there were successful Arab revolutions, Britain 

and the other big powers would not necessarily be able to control 

the economic resources and strategic assets of the Arab world. If 

you think about oil in the context of what I am saying you will 

quickly get my meaning. As you say in English, the proof of the 

pudding is in the eating. For many, many years you people in 

the West robbed the Arabs of their oil. You took what you wanted 

and you paid peanuts for it. You thought you were being very 

clever — but you were very stupid. If you had allowed the price of 

oil to go on rising slowly as the Arabs wanted, the global economy 

would not have been destabilized by an oil price explosion. 

‘What Britain and the other Europeans needed — in time the 

Americans also — was a mechanism to disrupt the Arab revolution. 

This mechanism was the Jewish State. Let me now tell you how 

Britain and the others believed this mechanism would work for 

them. And how, in fact, it did. 

‘The mere existence of the Jewish State and the injustice it 

represented would be a massive distraction to the Arab regimes. _ 
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The question of how to deal with the Jewish State and the humili- 

ation it represented to all Arabs would keep the regimes and 

peoples divided . . . and while the regimes were divided they could 

be manipulated and played off one against the other. It was the 

classic game of divide and rule. That was one calculation made by 

those who supported the creation of the Jewish State. 

‘Another was that the question of how to deal with the Jewish 

State, and the inter-Arab division provoked by that question, would 

make a massive call on the intellectual, political and economic 

resources of the Arab world. As a consequence of that the Arab 

states would require more time than would otherwise have been 

necessary to realize their development potential. The longer the 

Arab states remained backward and underdeveloped, the more easy 

it would be for foreign powers to play their divide and rule game. 

The inter-Arab divisions provoked by the question of how to deal 

with Israel would be too great for there to be any meaningful 

Arab unity. If Arab unity could be prevented there would be no 

substantial challenge to big power control of the politics and eco- 

nomics of the Middle East. Instead of being free to take their own 

decisions, the Arab regimes would find themselves becoming more 

and more dependent on the goodwill of the big powers. And 

because the big powers could control the development of the Arab 

world, they could also decide when they wanted it to become a 

market for their goods and services... Do you begin to see the 

whole picture? 

‘If you examine all the available evidence from an objective 

point of view, you will see that the plot was not just against the 

Palestinians — although it was we Palestinians who were required 
to be expendable, the plot was against the whole region, the whole 

Arab world. And this is why I always said that our struggle should 

not start in Palestine — that was only where it had to end. Our 

struggle should have started in the capitals of the Western world 

and in Moscow ... in the capitals of those who were instrumental 

in creating the Jewish State to serve their own ends at the expense 
of the Arabs.’ 

In its essentials, and in many of its details, the Palestinian 

analysis of why the State of Israel was created is correct. Official 

documents and the published diaries and accounts of those who 
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played leading roles in the drama of Palestine are littered with 
evidence which all points to the same conclusion. 

The Palestinians attempted a full-scale revolt against the British, 
mainly to force Britain to stop Jewish immigration. The Palestinian 

rebellion, which took place in stages between 1936 and 1939, was 

ruthlessly suppressed. By the autumn of 1938 Britain had some 
20,000 troops in the country. In effect, Britain had to reconquer 

Palestine. The Palestinians not only lost the fight, they also lost 

their leaders. Some 200-300 were detained and many were 

deported. Others were liquidated by British intelligence agents 

who used as their cover the internal struggle for power between 

rival wings of the Palestinian nationalist movement. By the out- 

break of the Second World War the Palestinian nationalist move- 

ment had virtually ceased to exist. After the war Britain did allow 

some Palestinian political émigrés to return to their homeland, but 

it was clear that most of them were under surveillance and were 

not free to organize. 
Before the State of Israel was proclaimed, perhaps as many as 

20,000 Palestinians from the upper classes left the country with 

as much of their wealth and as many of their possessions as they 

could take. According to the authorized Israeli version of the story, 

there were two main reasons why the Palestinians fled. One was 

that they simply followed the example of their departing leaders who 

had no stomach for the fight. The other was that the Palestinian 

people were ordered to leave by their absent leaders in Damascus. 

Although there were occasions when absent Palestinian leaders did 

advise particular Palestinian communities to leave, the main reason 

for the Palestinian exodus was the panic and fear inspired by Jewish 

terrorism on a scale which the Palestinians have not yet come close 

to matching. Jewish terror took two forms: actual violence against 

the Palestinians; and a ‘whispering’ campaign of threats which the 

Jews described as ‘psychological warfare’. Both were clearly 

designed to drive the Palestinians from their land. 

The most awesome act of Jewish terror was committed at the 

Palestinian village of Deir Yassin. There, on 10 April 1948, some 

260 or more Palestinian men, women and children were slaugh- 

tered. Some were slashed to death and one pregnant woman had 

her stomach cut open with a butcher’s knife. That the attacking 
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Jewish forces resorted to such savagery was partly explained by the 

fact that they encountered stiffer resistance than they had expected 

and that their homemade Sten guns were jamming and they were 

running out of ammunition. 

This particular attack was a combined operation by the two 

main Jewish terror groups: the Irgun, whose Commander-in-Chief 

was Menachem Begin; and the Stern Gang, one of whose leaders 

was Yitzhak Shamir who was eventually to succeed Begin as Prime 

Minister of Israel. Objectively speaking, both men were more auth- 

entic, more ruthless and more successful terrorist leaders than 

any Palestinian. > 

The official underground army of the Jewish State-in-the- 

making was the Haganah. One of the first of its officers to arrive 

on the scene at Deir Yassin after the slaughter described the work 

of the Irgun and the Stern Gang as ‘a premeditated act which had 

as its intention slaughter and murder only’.? Another Haganah 

officer told the Stern Gang commander: ‘You are a swine.” 

Britain’s last High Commissioner in Palestine was so outraged 

by what happened at Deir Yassin that he was in favour of using 

British forces to punish those responsible. When he was informed 

that no British ground forces were available —- a phased British 

withdrawal from Palestine had been under way since February — 

he considered the possibility of an air strike against Irgun and 

Stern Gang positions. There were, however, no light bombers 

immediately available; and, anyway, London would not have autho- 

rized the strike. It should be added that Cunningham’s anger was 

not simply the consequences of what had happened at Deir Yassin. 

In the last years of Britain’s occupation of Palestine, Cunningham 

and many British officers and men were furious that London would 

not allow them to fight the Irgun and the Stern Gang with the 
gloves off. The British did, however, put a price on Begin’s head. 
Underneath the Irgun leader’s photograph on the ‘Wanted’ list™ 
was the following description: ‘Height: 173 cms. Build: thin. Com- 
plexion: sallow. Hair: dark. Eyes: brown. Nose: long, hooked. 
Peculiarities: wears spectacles; flat-footed; bad teeth. Nationality: 
Polish.’ It is interesting to note that many official Jewish leaders 
wanted Begin dead because he was too extreme. In Arafat’s case, 
a few of his former colleagues wanted him dead because he was 
too moderate. 
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Jewish terrorists had turned against the British with a venge- 
ance after London had announced in 1939 that it was not Britain’s 
policy to allow Palestine to become a Jewish State. Britain’s motives 
for this apparent turn-about were mixed. One calculation was 
entirely cynical. Britain could not afford to have the Arabs as 
enemies in the coming war with Nazi Germany. Another factor 
was that some British ministers were beginning to comprehend, 
much too late, the inevitable and disastrous consequences of the 

Palestine policy that had been set in motion by the Balfour Declar- 
ation of 1917. 

In 1983, and quite by chance, I bumped into a very senior 

former British officer who was in Palestine at the time. On the 

condition that I did not quote him by name he told me the follow- 

ing: ‘You will never know how angry we were at not being allowed 

to fight the Jewish terrorists. We were close to mutiny. It is a part 

of the story of Palestine that will be censored for ever and a day. 

But I will tell you this much. When my boys were murdered by 

the Irgun and the Stern Gang we used to go hunting their killers 

in our civilian clothes. We usually knew who the bastards were. 

And when we found them we knocked them off.’ 

On the subject of Deir Yassin and its profound implications for 

the Palestinians there is no better authority to quote than Mena- 

chem Begin himself. He was later to write with pride that “This 

crude atrocity story had a good result.’ It was that ‘Arab propa- 

ganda spread a legend of terror among Arabs and Arab troops who 

were seized with panic at the mention of Irgun soldiers. The legend 
was worth half a dozen battalions to the forces of Israel . . . Panic 

overwhelmed the Arabs of Eretz Israel. Kolonia village, which had 

previously repulsed every attack by the Haganah, was evacuated 

overnight and fell without further fighting. Beit-Iksa was also 

evacuated ... In the rest of the country, too, the Arabs began to 

flee in terror, even before they clashed with Jewish forces... All 

the Jewish forces proceeded to advance through Haifa like a knife 

through butter. The Arabs began fleeing in panic shouting “Deir 

Yassin’’.’? 

In retrospect it is easy for everyone, including the Palestinians 

themselves, to say that broadcasting the full horrific story of the 

slaughter at Deir Yassin was a fatal mistake. The publicity was 

bound to lead to much greater panic among the Palestinians and 
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a speeding up of the exodus. So why did the Palestinians broadcast 

the news? The sad truth is that those who took the decision were 

afraid that the Arab armies were not coming to Palestine’s rescue. 

With good reason, it was feared that Arab leaders, despite their 

promises and their boasts, would find some excuse to stay out of 

the fighting when the crunch came. After much agonizing the 

Palestinians responsible for what was broadcast decided to tell 

the full story of Deir Yassin in the hope that it would shock public 

opinion in the Arab world and, by so doing, force the regimes 

to act. 

In their attempts to minimize or even dismiss the significance 

of Deir Yassin, some Israeli propagandists have pointed out that 

about one-third of the Palestinians had fled before the slaughter 

there. That much is true; as a general rule civilians do flee from - 
fighting. 

Deir Yassin was not the only place where Palestinians were 

massacred. Nasr Al-Din, Ain Al-Zeitouneh, Al-Bina, Al-Bassa and 

Safsaf were also places where Palestinian communities suffered at 
the hands of Jewish terrorists. 

Another Israeli leader who was later to reveal more of the truth 
about the main cause of the Palestinian exodus was Yigal Allon, 
Deputy Prime Minister by the time of his death. In 1948 Allon was 
the Commander of the Palmach, the strike force of the Haganah. 
His account of the history of the Palmach includes the story of 
how he practised what he called psychological warfare in the Upper 
Galilee. He was anxious, he said, to ‘cleanse’ the area of Arabs 
without using his own exhausted troops. ‘I gathered all the Jewish 
Mukhtars [local religious leaders] who had contacts with the Arabs 
in different villages, and asked them to whisper into the Arabs’ ears 
that a great Jewish force had arrived in Galilee and that it was 
going to burn all the villages of the Huleh. They should suggest 
to those Arabs that they flee while there was still time.’ 

The plan worked. The Arabs of the Upper Galilee did flee. 
Similar whispering campaigns were conducted in other parts of 
Palestine with the same effect. They were in fact a feature of Zionist 
military policy from the time of the UN Partition Resolution 
because the Palestinians were not only the majority in the territory 
assigned to the Arab state under the Partition Plan, they were also 
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close to being the majority in the territory allotted to the Jews. As 
an absolute first priority the area of the Jewish State-to-be had 
therefore to be ‘cleansed’ of its Arabs. 

There is also good evidence that some Palestinians were fright- 
ened out of their homes and their country by telephone and bomb 
threats. Such threats were a speciality of the Irgun and Stern Gang. 
It was the Jews who introduced the letter-bomb to the conflict. 

In 1947, unwilling and perhaps by then unable to solve the 
problem it had done most to create by failing to control Jewish 
immigration to Palestine, Britain gave up trying to reconcile the 

conflicting but far from equal claims of the Palestinians and 

the Jews to the same piece of land. In short, Britain washed its 

hands of the problem of Palestine and asked the United Nations 
to deal with it. 

On 29 November the UN General Assembly approved a plan 

for the partition of Palestine. It allotted fifty-seven per cent of the 

country to the Jews, despite the fact that they were less than one- 

third of the population and owned less than six per cent of the 

land. The UN’s decision had no validity in international law. I can 

do no better than quote Cattan: 

‘The legal position is quite clear in this regard. The UN is an 

organization of states which was formed for certain purposes 

defined in the Charter. At no time did this organization possess 

any sovereignty or any other right over Palestine. Accordingly, the 

UN possessed no power to decide the partition of Palestine, or to 

assign any part of its territory to a religious minority of alien 

immigrants in order that they might establish a state of their own. 

The UN could not give away what it did not possess. Neither 

individually, nor collectively, could the members of the UN alien- 

ate, reduce or impair the sovereignty of the people of Palestine, or 
dispose of their territory or destroy by partition the territorial 

integrity of their country.” 
The Partition Plan would not have been approved if a number 

of the smaller nations who were members of the UN had been 

allowed to vote freely. It was approved only because the US, with 

the tacit support of the Soviet Union, intimidated a number of 

small states whose votes were needed for the necessary majority. 

The US in turn was influenced by the Jewish lobby. On this subject 
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the US Secretary of Defense, James Forrestal, was later to write: 

‘I thought it was a most disastrous and regrettable fact that the 

foreign policy of this country was determined by the contributions 

a particular bloc of special interests might make to party funds.’!? 

When the Palestinians and their Arab brothers rejected par- 

tition, war in Palestine was inevitable. One of the Palestinian 

students who threw himself into the struggle was Yasser Arafat. He 

was nineteen. 

Eight hours before British rule in Palestine came to an end at 

midnight on 14 May 1948, the Jews in the country declared their 

independence and the State of Israel was proclaimed the following 

day. The leader of the Jews in Palestine was David Ben-Gurion, 

quietly delighted that the Arabs had rejected partition and were 

going to fight. If partition had been implemented, the Jews, at 

least to start with, would have been obliged to settle for only fifty- 

seven per cent of Palestine. In war, and as Ben-Gurion said, they 

would take what they could get. For some time Ben-Gurion had 

been predicting that the Arabs ‘would not really put up any kind 

of a fight’. From here on the borders of the State of Israel would 

be determined by force and without regard for the rights of the 

Palestinians or the wishes of the international community. 

Though desperately short of weapons, the Palestinians esca- 

lated their own struggle against the Jews as soon as the Partition 
Plan was approved. The Arab regimes — with the arguable exception 
of Egypt’s corrupt King Farouk none of them really wanted to 
fight — did not commit elements of their own forces until the State 
of Israel actually came into being. Israel’s War of Independence 
began officially on 15 May when forces from Egypt, Jordan, Syria, 
Iraq and the Lebanon entered Palestine. 

According to Israel’s version of events, which passed into his- 
tory as truth, and which was to condition how most of the world 
would think about the Arab-Israeli conflict for decades to come, 
the self-declared Jewish state was in danger of annihilation from 
vastly superior Arab forces. This version of events is pure mythology 
— one of the biggest and most effective propaganda lies of all of 
history. The Jewish forces were superior in equipment, manpower 
and training vis-a-vis the combined Arab forces. On the eve of this 
war, and on the basis of the reality known to Western governments, 
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US Secretary of State Marshall predicted that the Arab armies 
would be no match for the Jewish forces. But he also noted: ‘If 
Jews follow counsel of their extremists who favor contemptuous 
policy toward Arabs, any Jewish state set up will be able to survive 
only with continuous assistance from Abroad.’ (The reality is fully 
documented in Stephen Green’s book, Taking Sides.) 

When the fighting was eventually stopped by a series of Armis- 
tice Agreements in 1949, Israel was in possession of all the land 
allotted to it by the Partition Plan and more than half of the 
land allotted to the Palestinians. The other half was claimed by 
Jordan and Egypt. Palestine had ceased to exist. That was one 
consequence of the fighting. The other was the creation of what 
is called the Palestinian ‘refugee problem’. By mid-1949 nearly one 

million Palestinians were outside their own homeland in the Arab 

countries surrounding the new Jewish State. The Arab population 
of Israel was down to 139,000. 

The vast majority of Palestinians did not expect to become 

permanent refugees. In their innocence and their ignorance most 

thought they would be back in their homes when the Arab armies 
had defeated the Jews. In Cairo, the Commander-in-Chief of the 

Egyptian army, Mohammed Haidar, had boasted that there would 
be no war with the Jews. ‘It will be a parade without any risk 

whatsoever. The army will be in Tel Aviv in two weeks.’}? It was 

said that Haidar owed his position to the fact that he was a fool 

who made King Farouk laugh. Egypt’s Prime Minister, Mahmoud 

Nokrasy, did not believe Haidar. Nokrasy knew the true state of 

the Egyptian army. The money that should have been used to re- 

equip it had been spent by Farouk and his relations and friends on 

pleasure. Originally Nokrasy had advised Farouk to keep their 
country out of the war. But in the end, and to retain his job, he 

had gone along with the wishes of his corrupt sovereign. 
The belief that the Jews would be defeated in two weeks was 

also proclaimed in other Arab capitals, and the Palestinian people 
allowed themselves to be fooled. The problem was not so much 

that the Palestinians were excessively naive. Their real tragedy 

was that they were leaderless. 
In May 1948, the UN had appointed Count Folke Bernadotte 

to mediate between the Arabs and the Israelis. In Jerusalem on 16 
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September his first progress report was ready for presentation. It 

contained the recommendation that the UN should affirm ‘the 
right of the Arab refugees to return to their homes in Jewish- 

controlled territory at the earliest possible date’.’* The following 

day Bernadotte was murdered by Jewish terrorists. In Israel it was 

widely believed that Mr Shamir’s Stern Gang was responsible. In 
December UN Resolution 194 did affirm the right of the Palestini- 

ans to return to their homes or be compensated. 

President Truman was later to demand that Israel should give 

up the additional territory it had captured during the fighting and 

return to the borders as defined by the Partition Plan. The Israelis 

not only rejected the President’s demands, in their own quiet way 

they also warned him that they could and would turn the American 

Jewish community against him if he did not drop his demands. It 

was the blackmail card that successive Israeli governments were to 

use on each and every American President in turn. - 

The essence of the Palestinian struggle since 1948, what it is 

that the Palestinians have really been up against, is that in 1949, 

when the majority of the Palestinian people were homeless and 

stateless as a consequence of Israel’s second coming, the govern- 

ments of the West and the regimes of the Arab world shared, for 

different reasons, the same unspoken hope. It was that the Pales- 

tinian problem would disappear. There was not supposed to be a 
regeneration of Palestinian nationalism. 

The State of Israel came into being because Britain and the 

great powers of the day saw its existence as the best possible 

guarantee that the Arabs would remain weak and divided and 

unable to mount a successful challenge to big-power control 

and exploitation of the region’s resources and strategic assets. It 

was for that cause that the Palestinians were required to be expend- 
able. Their real crime is that they refused to disappear. 

It is true that after 1948 the Arab regimes proclaimed the total 
liberation of Palestine to be a sacred cause and duty as well as the 
goal to which they said they were committed. It is true, too, that 
the Arab regimes would have destroyed Israel if they could have 
done so. But the truth is also that they knew they could not, and 
that is why they never had any intention of fighting Israel to 
liberate even a part of Palestine. 
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The fact that the Arab regimes knew they could not defeat 
Israel on the battlefield emerges with clarity from the pages which 
follow. For now it is enough to say that most Arab leaders knew 
the real fight was not with the two to three million Jews of Israel. 
If any part of Palestine was to be liberated, the real fight would 
have to be with the big powers who had created Israel to serve 
their own ends, and who would protect and defend the Jewish State 
as long as its existence was serving their overall policy objectives in 
the region. 

Another reality the Arab regimes had to take account of was the 
fact that the Soviet Union was as committed to Israel’s existence as 
were the Western powers. It was well known that Soviet leaders 
had supported the creation of the Jewish State because they had 
calculated that its existence would provoke an Arab reaction which, 
over the years, Moscow could exploit for its own ends. But immedi- 
ately after 1948 the fact of the Soviet Union’s commitment to the 
Jewish State was more important than the reasons for it. 

After 1948 Arab leaders drew, in private, the only possible 

conclusion: liberating Palestine meant confronting and, in effect, 

defeating the foreign powers who, by virtue of the military, eco- 

nomic and political levers in their hands, controlled the world. 

Liberating Palestine was therefore a mission impossible as long as 

the big powers wanted the State of Israel to survive. The essential 

problem for the Arab regimes was that they could not tell their 

masses the truth. And the more impotent the regimes were made 

to feel by demonstrations of Israel’s growing military might, the 

more they talked about fighting and defeating Israel. It was Arab 

words not Arab actions that gave credibility to Israel’s propaganda 

claim that the country faced the prospect of annihilation. 

In the context of the Palestinian struggle for at least a measure 

of justice, the significance of the impotence of the Arab regimes 

as summarized above cannot be exaggerated. It meant that the 

Palestinians were totally alone in their struggle. Because of their 

impotence the Arab regimes became, in effect, more the allies 
of the Western powers and Israel than reliable supporters of the 

Palestinian cause. It was, as we shall see, Arab regimes and not 

Israeli forces who made the first attempt to liquidate the Palestinian 

resistance movement of which Yasser Arafat became the leader. 
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Very many Palestinians believe that successive Arab regimes, 

from before 1948 to the present, have been consistent in their 

betrayal of the Palestinian cause. But Khalad Hassan is one who, 

generally speaking, refuses to condemn the regimes as traitors. And 

on this subject he speaks for a number of his equally perceptive 

colleagues in the leadership of the PLO. Cynics will say that Khalad 

Hassan and his colleagues cannot afford to condemn the regimes 

as traitors because they need and must work with them. But such 

a charge would be unfair. Khalad summed up his own feelings in 

the following way: 

‘You can say almost anything you like about the Arab regimes 

and it will be true. They were and are corrupt. They were and are 

incompetent — they do not know how to play their cards. Almost 

all Arab leaders are the prisoners of their intelligence services and 

are, aS a consequence, out of touch with the feelings of their 

masses. Most Arab leaders rule by repression. Essentially the Arab 

regimes are illegitimate. And so on. But you cannot say the regimes 

were traitors. To be a traitor you must take a concrete decision. 

You must want to betray. It was never the case that the regimes 

wanted to betray us. They have acted in the way we know because 

they perceived themselves to be impotent in the face of what they 

and we regard as a big-power conspiracy to dominate and control 

the strategic assets and resources of the Middle East. If you want 

to know the truth, the real problem of the Arab regimes is that 

they have the psychology of defeat and defence. And that is the 

product and the consequence of the impotence they feel.’ 

In time and as conceived by Khalad Hassan and the others of 

his generation who came together to form the leadership of Fatah, 
one objective of the renewed Palestinian struggle was to break the 

Arab psychology of defeat and defence. Israel’s strategy was to 

reinforce it. But in the 1950s Fatah’s leaders-to-be were barely out 

of their teens. Most of them, as Khalad says, were idealistic, naive 

and ignorant about the true nature of the struggle that lay ahead 
of them. In the beginning they did not appreciate that there was 
such a thing as an Arab psychology of defeat and that it would 
prove to be the biggest obstacle in their way. They had much to 
learn. 
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“Touched by Treachery’ 

Mohammed Yasser Arafat was born in Cairo on 24 August 1929, 
He was the last but one of the seven children from his father’s first 
marriage. The first-born was Inam, Yasser’s eldest sister. His two 
other sisters were named Yosra and Khadiga. They were the third 
and fifth of the children. The second and the fourth were boys, 
Gamal and Moustapha. The last of the seven was Fathe, Yasser’s 
younger brother. 

Though the first name on his birth certificate was Mohammed, 

Inam said that her brother was called Yasser from the beginning. 

Yasser means ‘easy’ or, more generally speaking, ‘no problem’. 

Yasser’s mother was a large, big-boned woman with a round 

but happy face. Her name was Zahwa — it means ‘pride’ and 

‘beauty’; and she was from the Abu Saud family of Jerusalem. It 

was one of the Holy City’s most distinguished and respected 

families and claims a direct line to the Prophet Muhammad. 

Abder Rauf Arafat, Yasser’s father, was from the Qudwa family 

of Gaza and Khan Yunis. It was related to what Khalad Hassan 

described as the ‘poor side’ of the Husseini clan, which means that 

Yasser Arafat was a relative of Haj Amin Husseini who was, in the 

eyes of the Jews, the personification of evil on the Palestinian side. 

Despite the fact that he was not greatly admired by Palestine’s 

educated elite, Haj Amin was the effective leader of the Palestinians 

after his appointment as Mufti of Jerusalem by the British in 1922. 

Britain occupied Palestine during the First World War. Against the 

wishes of Palestine’s own Muslim notables, the British gave Haj 

Amin the job of Mufti because they hoped it would make him 

their man. For a while he did co-operate with the British, and 

he did try to restrain those of his people who argued that only 

by violence could British and Zionist designs for Palestine be 
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thwarted. But when force became the chosen way of a majority of 

the ordinary Arab people of Palestine, Haj Amin and other leaders 

had the choice of leading from the front or losing their credibility. 

By the time of the Palestinian rebellion against the British in the 

second half of the 1930s, Haj Amin was the number-one enemy 

of Britain and the Zionists. In exile he moved to Nazi Germany 

where, from 1941 to 1945, he had the ear of Hitler. When that 

became known it was easy for Zionist propagandists to imply 

that the Palestinian leadership was virtually a co-instigator of the 

holocaust. The charge was ludicrous but inevitable in the circum- 

stances. What is true is that Haj Amin was one of very many Arab 

leaders who hoped for a Nazi victory in the belief that nothing less 

could prevent the British from controlling the Middle East at the 

expense of the Arabs in general, and the Palestinians in particular. 

Abder Rauf Arafat and his family took up residence in Cairo in 

1927, two years before Yasser’s birth. Why he moved out of Pales- 

tine remains a mystery. Some suggest that he was one of hundreds 

of Palestinians with strong nationalist feelings who were quietly 

exiled by the British. Those who believe he was exiled say this is 

the implication of the fact that he sold all of the land he owned in 

Palestine. According to Hamid Abu Sitta, Yasser Arafat once said 

with despair and a touch of anger: ‘My father didn’t leave me even 

two metres of Palestine.’ It was as a wholesale trader dealing mainly 

in foodstuffs that Abder Rauf Arafat earned his living. His most 

successful enterprise was a factory for making cheese which was 

canned and distributed throughout the Arab world. 

By all accounts he was a man with great physical strength 

and an iron will. According to Inam he walked between fifteen and 

twenty miles a day - ‘three miles from our home to his office 

and back and the rest calling on clients’. Inam also remembers her 
father as an excitable and passionate man who was ‘always shout- 
ing’. But he seems to have been a kind man, too. Said Inam: ‘I 
think he made quite a lot of money from his business but we never 
saw much of it as a family. He was always receiving calls for help 
from the poor people in Palestine and he never said no. He was 
not a man who lived for himself.’ Inam added: ‘It would be true 
to say that we were not wealthy in the material sense — but we 
were very rich in our minds.’ 
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Yasser Arafat himself is unwilling to talk about his family life 
because, I think, he does not want to reopen old family wounds. 
All I could extract from him on the subject were two pieces of 
information. The first was his grudging confirmation that his child- 
hood days were unhappy ones. ‘It was so,’ was all he would say. If 
Inam had not been willing to answer my questions, Arafat’s early 
life would have remained a complete mystery. 

The event which most determined the unhappy course of 
Arafat’s early life was the death of his mother in 1933. Said Inam: 
‘She had trouble with her kidneys and one week after the problem 
started she was dead. In those days the doctors were not so 
advanced.’ 

At the time Yasser was four and his brother Fathe was eighteen 
months old. ‘When my mother died Fathe and I were sent to live 
with our uncle, Salim Abu Saud, in Jerusalem.’ That was the second 
and last piece of information given to me about those early days 
by Yasser Arafat himself. 

The four years in which Yasser and Fathe lived in Jerusalem 

are a blank. The only reminder of them is a photograph taken of 

Yasser when he was about five. One of Arafat’s colleagues said it 

showed an obviously miserable young boy. From Inam I learned 

that Uncle Salim was not wealthy, a comment which I took to 

mean that he was actually poor. 

When Abder Rauf married his second wife, Yasser and Fathe 

returned to the Arafat home in Cairo, and to disaster. The step- 

mother was cruel to the Arafat children and the house became 

more or less a battlefield. The shouting and the rows, mainly 

between the females of the household, hurt and scarred Yasser. 

From that moment on and for nearly twenty years he became, to 

an extent, anti-women. Some fifteen years later he was to say to a 

fellow student at university that he had not so much as shaken the 

hand of a woman. 

In response to the protests of the Arafat children, Abder Rauf 

dismissed his second wife within months of the marriage. Before 

long he married again and new arrangements within the Arafat 

household helped to limit the scope for further domestic strife. 

His third wife had her own quarters, and Inam was given the 

responsibility for bringing up her younger sisters and brothers. 
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That is Inam’s version of what happened. On the rare occasions 

that Yasser has discussed his family life with his closest colleagues 

he has always denied that he was brought up by his eldest sister. 

The contradiction is perhaps explained by the fact that the young 

Arafat resented and resisted Inam’s attempts to control his life, 

partly because she was a woman, and partly because his own fiercely 

independent spirit was asserting itself. Earlier I quoted Khalad 

Hassan as telling President Sadat that Arafat was a man who could 

not be dominated by anybody. I believe that was the case from 

1939 or thereabouts, when the future Chairman of the PLO was 

ten years old. 

When Yasser was nine or ten it was clear to Inam that her 

brother was ‘not like other children either in playing or his feelings. 

Soon after the outbreak of the Second World War, Yasser was 

gathering the Arab kids of the district. He formed them into groups 

and made them march and drill. He carried a stick and he used to 

beat those who did not obey his commands. He also liked making 

camps in the garden of our house. And he always joined in Egyptian 

demonstrations. Many times I ran after him to bring him back 

home... to try to keep him out of trouble.’ 

From the age of ten it seems that Arafat was both a natural 

leader and a bully. But he also demonstrated that he had inherited 

his father’s kindness as well as his temper. Said Inam: ‘Yasser shared 

everything with everybody. Even the smallest piece of chocolate 

was shared with others. He never cared about himself. One day I 

brought new suits for Yasser and Fathe. Yasser made a scene and 

refused to wear his unless the poor kids of the area had new suits 
too!’ 

According to Inam, Yasser’s energy was the subject of comment 
by some of the Jewish mothers in their neighbourhood. ‘I remem- 
ber being stopped by one of our Jewish neighbours,’ said Inam. 
‘She said to me: “Your Yasser is so active and so clever. I think it’s 
fish that makes boys bright. Do you feed him on fish?” ’ 

It was after his return to Cairo from Jerusalem that Yasser, 
then eight years old, began to take a conscious interest in the Jews 
and their ways. Said Inam: ‘He had been back in Cairo only a 
short time when he started to go to the places and the clubs 
where the Jews gathered. He told us that he wanted to study their 
mentality.’ 
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At this point in our conversation Inam smiled and said, “There 
is a funny story — but I am not sure if I should tell it to you... 
Yasser had his own special way of annoying the Jews of our neigh- 
bourhood. When the official morning prayers were over he used 
to go into the streets and shout at the top of his voice “God is 
Great! God is Great!” His only purpose was to wake the Jews who 
were still sleeping!’ 

Inam’s confrontation with her brother as she struggled to play 
the role of mother became more acute in Yasser’s teenage years. 
Throughout them the cause of a good deal of friction between the 
two was Yasser’s poor record of attendance at secondary school. 
‘On this matter,’ said Inam, ‘he gave me many troubles. Our 
relatives used to telephone me and say “You must make Yasser go 
to school!” The trouble was that Yasser did go to school. Often I 
used to escort him myself. But he would slip away from the class- 
room. And often when I went to school to escort him home he 
was not there. The only time he seemed to be seriously interested 
in study was at home in the evenings with his friends. But he was 
acting. I used to take tea to his room, and as I approached Yasser 
would say, ““Here comes the general!”? When I entered the room 
Yasser and his friends would pretend to be doing their homework 
— but really they were discussing political and military matters.’ 

What was Arafat up to on the many occasions when he slipped 

away from school? The answer seems to be that he was getting 

himself a political education. According to one story that I heard 
he was working as a tea-boy in the Majlis, Egypt’s parliament, at 

the age of thirteen or fourteen. When I asked Arafat if the story 
was true, he replied: ‘It was not exactly like that but I was very 

close to politics as a boy. I had this opportunity partly through my 

relatives and partly through my own ways.’ 

In 1946, shortly before his seventeenth birthday, Arafat became 

a key figure in an operation to smuggle guns and ammunition to 

Palestine from Egypt. 

To those exiled Palestinian leaders who had hoped that the 

Second World War would see the end of British influence in 

the Middle East and thus, also, the end of Britain’s support for the 

Zionist cause, the defeat of Nazi Germany and the Axis powers 

meant only one thing — the Palestinians would have to fight if they 

were not to lose part and perhaps all of their homeland. In May 
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1946, Haj Amin Husseini returned to Cairo to organize the second 

round of the struggle against the Zionist presence and British 

policy. It was said that the French had helped him to escape from 

Nazi Germany in return for a promise that he would not denounce 

their efforts to maintain their influence in Algeria, Morocco and 

Tunisia. 

The Arab nationalists inside Palestine did not need Haj Amin 

to tell them they had to fight. They knew that. Their problem was 

that they did not have nearly enough weapons. The Jews on the 

other hand were well armed in comparison to the Palestinians. 

The British had allowed the development and the arming of the 

Haganah, the underground but official Jewish army in Palestine. 

And during the Second World War the British had commissioned 

the Jews of Palestine to make some small-arms ammunition — 

grenades and mines in particular. Not surprisingly a proportion of 

these supplies intended for British forces in the Middle East was 

diverted to Jewish stores. And the ability of the Jews to go on 

manufacturing other small arms and ammunition did not end with 

the war. On the other side the Palestinians were prevented by the 

British from organizing and arming. Abu Jihad and Khalad Hassan 

told me that Palestinians were hanged for being in possession of 

bullets and knives. 

By early 1947 the Palestinians had become quite proficient at 

smuggling arms from Egypt to Palestine. Arafat’s job was to acquire 

weapons — rifles were the priority - when agents brought the 

money to Cairo from Palestine. In the early days of the operation 

Arafat’s main task was simply to guide those who came seeking 

weapons to the places where they were available in Cairo and 

Alexandria. Because he spoke Arabic with an Egyptian accent, 

Arafat also negotiated the price. The locals assumed he was an 
Egyptian and that greatly reduced the chance of the Palestinians 

/ being overcharged. 
When the supplies in the cities began to dry up, the job of 

acquiring arms became a dangerous one. The next best source was 
the tribes of the desert. And getting through to them meant 
running the gauntlet of bandits and thieves who would kill for 
much less than the money carried by those seeking to purchase 
arms, or the rifles that their money did buy. It was the young 

50 



“TOUCHED BY TREACHERY’ 

Arafat who volunteered for the-most dangerous of these missions. 
And it was Arafat’s success as a gun-runner in what he himself 
described as ‘these very difficult times’ that earned the future leader 
of the PLO his early reputation as a man of courage. Abu Adeeb 
became the PLO’s chief representative in Kuwait and also a close 
friend of the Chairman. He told me: ‘When I arrived in Cairo as 
a student in the early 1950s, I remember meeting an old man who 
said that he and many others had been frightened to go where 
Arafat had gone to purchase guns. The same old man also predicted 
that Yasser Arafat would become the leader of our people.’ 

On his return to Cairo from one of his gun-running 
expeditions, Arafat paid a visit to a scrap-metal dealer. He was 
intending to buy a broken and battered armoured car that he had 
previously noticed in the dealer’s yard. As Arafat stood gazing at 
the wreck the dealer approached him. ‘Surely you are not interested 
in that?’ he asked. ‘It’s no use. It’s finished.’ 

‘Oh yes, I am interested,’ Arafat replied. ‘I want to buy it.’ 
‘Then you must be stupid,” said the dealer. 
‘In that case, you must take pity on me,’ Arafat replied, ‘and 

you should let me have it for very little money.’ 
The next day he returned to the dealer’s yard with thirty or 

forty of his friends. Under Arafat’s direction, and with much curs- 
ing, they pushed the armoured car to the Foreign Ministry. There 
it was draped with banners and became the focus of a demon- 
stration which called on the Egyptian Government to make arms 
available to the Palestinians. Arafat apparently had not the smallest 
hope that the Egyptian authorities would respond to his request. 

He had planned the demonstration more as a boost to morale after 
the UN vote on the Partition Plan. 

The confirmation that Palestine was to be partitioned led to an 

escalation of the fighting between Zionist forces and the Palestinian 

guerrillas whose capacity to fight had been much improved by 

Arafat’s gun-running activities. By early 1948, and despite the fact 

that most Arab regimes were refusing to send them weapons, 

the Palestinians were not unhappy with their performance on the 

battlefield. But on 8 April there came news that made many Palesti- 
nians weep with despair. Abdul Khader Husseini had been killed 
in the battle for the control of Jerusalem. Abdul Khader was by far 
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the greatest Palestinian fighter. Even Jewish military commanders — 

and later, Israeli historians and commentators — had a profound 

respect for his courage and his understanding of tactics and strategy. 

This legendary Palestinian fighter had made his name in the 

rebellion against the British. Then, in 1938, he was sent by Haj 

Amin Husseini to Nazi Germany for training. In 1941 Abdul 
Khader returned to Cairo where his home became the operational 

headquarters for the next phase of the military struggle against the 

Zionists. He returned to Palestine to lead the fight at the end of 

1947. 
One of Abdul Khader’s disciples was Hamid Abu Sitta. When 

the news of Abdul Khader’s death reached Cairo, Abu Sitta was a 

third-year engineering student at the University of Fuad the First. 

Yasser Arafat, then nearly nineteen, was in his first or preparatory 

year at the same university. He, too, was studying engineering. 

Abu Sitta called a meeting of the Palestinian students at the univer- 

sity. They gathered in the meeting place of the Muslim Brother- 

hood. When they were all assembled Abu Sitta made a short but 

dramatic speech. ‘This is not the time for study,’ he said. ‘Our 

country is being taken away from us. What purpose will our study 

serve if we have no country? We must go to Palestine to fight!’ 

During the applause and the chants of approval that followed, Abu 

Sitta took a box of matches from his pocket and set light to his 
books. 

In 1983 when he was recalling that moment, Abu Sitta said 

this: “The first to follow my example was Yasser Arafat. He was 

holding a book and some papers. He put those on the fire. He 

was very enthusiastic. Very passionate. Our fathers had been friends 

for many years and I had known Yasser since 1946. But never had 
I seen him so excited.’ 

As many books and papers were added to the flames, Abu Sitta 
made another statement. He told the assembled students that he 
was intending to move to Palestine without delay. ‘But most of 
you are without experience of fighting,’ he said. ‘You must get 
yourselves trained and then you must follow.’ Abu Sitta had 
received his military training at one of Abdul Khader’s bases in 
Syria the previous year. He had also been taught how to make 
bombs in the kitchen of Abdul Khader’s house in Cairo. On one 
occasion they caused an explosion and a fire in the kitchen. ‘It 
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happened,’ Abu Sitta recalled with a smile, ‘while Abdul Khader 
was teaching how to use nitric and sulphuric acid to melt bridges.’ 

When the book-burning ceremony was over, Arafat took Abu 
Sitta to one side. ‘I am going to Palestine with you,” he said. ‘I 
am ready to fight. When do we leave?’ 

Abu Sitta put an arm round Arafat’s shoulder. ‘My dear 
Yasser . . . you are too young and too inexperienced. We are going 
to fight real battles. We are not playing games. You get yourself 
trained, then follow me.’ 

Arafat pulled himself free of Abu Sitta’s embrace. He was close 
to losing his temper. ‘I know how to fight. I have completed my 
training. I am going with you.’ 

Like many other people, Abu Sitta has assumed that Arafat 
received his first military training from the Muslim Brotherhood 
and that he was, for a time, a member of that organization. It was 
not so. When I asked Arafat himself about his first military training, 
his answer was short and to the point. ‘I was trained secretly by a 
German officer who returned to Cairo with my relatives.’ I also 
asked Arafat if he had spent a great deal of time in the company 
of Haj Amin Husseini. His reply was, ‘Not so much.’ The man 
Arafat looked to as the leader was Abdul Khader Husseini. And it 

was probably Abdul Khader who had the greatest influence on 
Arafat’s early thinking. 

So it was, on a day in April 1948, that Abu Sitta, Yasser Arafat 

and a third man set off for Palestine. The third man was a Major 
in the Egyptian army, and probably a member of the Muslim 
Brotherhood. 

* They travelled by train from Cairo to El Qantara. But having 

no visas or Official papers of any kind they had to avoid customs 

officers and the border police at the official Suez Canal crossing 
point. While Abu Sitta and Arafat went to ground, the Major used 
his influence to acquire a small boat. When night came they rowed 

across the canal. 

Said Abu Sitta: ‘Today when I think about it I have to smile. 
When we got into the boat, Arafat and I were without weapons. 

Arafat whispered to the Major: “‘Here we are, three men going 

to fight the Jews. Three men with only one weapon. We must 

be crazy.” 

‘The Major laughed softly. ““Don’t worry,” he whispered back. 
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“T have a small surprise for you. Feel down there.” There were 

some rifles and pistols in the bottom of the boat.’ 

When they had crossed the canal they made their way to Gaza. 

And there they separated. The Major and Arafat went south-west 

to join a unit of Muslim Brotherhood fighters which was besieging 

the Jewish settlement of Kfar Darome. Abu Sitta went to the south- 

east, to Beersheba. He was of bedouin stock from that area and 

he had decided to fight in the part of his country he knew best. 

According to Abu Sitta’s memory, a Jewish force supported by 

some ‘twenty-four tanks’ — they were probably armour-plated 

vehicles or homemade tanks — launched an attack close to Beersheba 

on 10 May. After some fierce fighting, the Jews broke through the 

Palestinian lines. ‘Then,’ said Abu Sitta, ‘I noticed that half of 

the Jewish tanks were moving away in the direction of Kfar 

Darome. They were going to try to break the siege there. I sent a 

messenger on horse to warn the Muslim Brothers and to tell them 

to prepare an ambush. And that’s what happened. The Brothers 

had some artillery pieces and some mortars. As the Jewish tanks 

descended the slope of Kfar Darome the Brothers knocked out the 

first and the last and the rest were trapped. All the Jewish tanks were 

destroyed and the Jewish soldiers who were still alive retreated.’ 

On 14 May, the last day of British rule in Palestine and the eve 

of Israel’s declaration of independence, Abu Sitta was ordered by 

his father to return to Cairo. ‘Tomorrow,’ said his father, ‘the Arab 

armies are coming. They will do the job quickly. You must return 
to your studies.’ 

Later that day, Abu Sitta started out for Cairo but he went via 

Kfar Darome. ‘We had taken a beating at our place and I wanted 
a taste of victory before returning to Cairo. Arafat was pleased to 
see me. He thought I might have been killed. We embraced and 
the Brothers told me that Yasser had fired the mortar that had 
knocked out the first Jewish tank.’ 

Abu Sitta’s main memory of that day was the way in which 
Arafat took control when the Brothers, all of them Egyptian volun- 
teers, started to take bits and pieces of the knocked-out Jewish 
tanks for souvenirs. ‘Arafat was very firm. He told them it was not 
the way for soldiers to behave on the battlefield, even if they 
were volunteers.’ 
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When the two friends parted on the eve of what came to be 
called Israel’s War of Independence, Arafat was confident that 
the Palestinians could defeat the Jews, provided they received the 
necessary arms and ammunition. The Palestinian leadership of 
the day, headed by Arafat’s relatives, had not wanted the Arab 
armies to intervene. They agreed with King Abdul Aziz of Saudi 
Arabia that if the Arab regimes committed their own forces this 
would internationalize the conflict and it would then become 
impossible to resolve. The King’s idea was that the Arab regimes 
should supply the Palestinians with the necessary weapons to fight 
their own war. It is Arafat’s opinion that the Palestinians could 
have defeated the Jews if the regimes had taken the advice of the 
Saudi King. 

But it was not to be. Hours after Abu Sitta and Yasser Arafat 

parted — Abu Sitta to return to Cairo, Arafat to continue the fight 

— Israel declared its independence and was attacked by elements of 

five Arab armies with the results we know. 

When we talked about this period of his life and the making of 
the Palestinian tragedy, Arafat told me that in the years immediately 

following the war he had the opportunity to study and analyse 

many of the secret documents of the Arab League, which had its 

headquarters in Cairo. ‘I was still very young but because of my 

family relationships I was very close to the Palestinian policy- 

makers, and I had the opportunity to discover the real cause of 

our tragedy. So many unbelievable things I discovered.’ I asked 

Arafat what conclusion he came to as a result of his studies and his 

own experience on the battlefield in Palestine. He replied with one 
sentence. ‘The truth is that we were betrayed — by the Arab regimes 

and, I am sorry to say it, by the British who worked so hard to 

create the Jewish State.’ 

In Arafat’s view the turning point in the fighting was the first 

truce which came into effect, for thirty days, on 10 June. Said 

Arafat: ‘That was the real beginning of our tragedy. Until the first 

truce we were controlling the whole country. It is true that the 

Jews had some good or strong positions but we were controlling. 

It was, after all, our country and we were still the overwhelming 

majority of the population despite the big increase in the number 
of illegal Jewish immigrants during and after the Second World 
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War. The Jews had declared their state but it was not established 

by the time of the first truce. How within one month was the 
situation changed?’ 

Arafat gave me several answers to his own question. An obvi- 

ously decisive element in the whole and very complicated equation 

was the fact that the Jews were allowed to use the truce to bring 
in fresh volunteers and an abundant supply of weapons and ammu- 

nition while, on the other hand, the mainline Arab forces and the 

Palestinian guerrillas received nothing from their Western suppliers. 

‘But that’, said Arafat, ‘was not the main item on the agenda 

of our tragedy. That was a consequence not a cause. The main 

item was that the Arab regimes were under the influence of Britain 
and some other foreign powers — but mainly Britain. And the more 
corrupt the regimes were, the more they were manipulated.’ 

I asked Arafat if he was suggesting that the regimes which then 
made up the Arab League — Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, Jordan, 
the Yemen and Saudi Arabia — accepted the truce, and then did 
not fight seriously when it ended, because of pressure, including 
intimidation, by Britain and other foreign powers. 

“That is exactly so,’ Arafat replied. ‘If you study what happened 
on the battlefield you will see the consequences of this betrayal. In 
some places the Arab forces could easily have captured Jewish 
positions if they had advanced. When our people asked the Arab 
commanders why they were not advancing they always said the 
same thing: “We have no orders.” This is one point. Another is 
that Jews could not have captured many of our places if the Arab 
forces had not withdrawn without a fight. I can tell you, for 
example, that Haifa would not have fallen without a fight if the 
Arab forces had not opened the way by retreating according to 
their orders. It was a very dirty business. Perhaps one day we will 
have the time to tell the whole story. When we do I think the 
public opinion of the world will be shocked and disgusted. What 
happened to us and why is unbelievable.’ 

To Yasser Arafat and all Palestinians who know the whole truth, 
the most cynical act of betrayal was the decision of the Arab League 
leaders to disarm the Palestinian fighters. The decision was taken 
in secret, presumably by men under great and intolerable pressure 
from Britain and other foreign powers, long before 15 May. It was 
implemented the moment the Arab armies entered Palestine. Upon 
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arrival in the places where the Palestinians were fighting or were 
preparing to defend themselves, the first act of the Arab com- 
manders was to confiscate the weapons of the Palestinians. This 
incredible but true fact was emphasized by every PLO leader to 
whom I talked. Abu Jihad, Khalad Hassan and Abu Iyad were 
three of many who witnessed the disarming of their people with 
their own eyes. Arafat actually was disarmed by his Arab brothers. 

‘I can’t forget,’ Arafat told me. ‘When the Arab armies entered 
Palestine I was in the Gaza area. An Egyptian officer came to my 
group and demanded that we hand over our weapons. At first I 

could not believe what my ears were telling me. We asked why. 

The officer said it was an order from the Arab League. We protested 

but it was no good. The officer gave me a receipt for my rifle. He 

said I could get it back when the war was over. In that moment I 

knew we had been betrayed by these regimes. I was myself touched 

by their treachery.’ There was a long pause. ‘I can’t forget,’ he 

repeated. 

Arafat added that the combination of Jewish terror and the 
disarming of the Palestinians by the Arab armies was the principal 

reason for the panic and the exodus of the Palestinian people and 

thus the creation of the refugee problem. 

One of the many Arab League documents which confirms the 

extent of the conspiracy against the Palestinians was drawn to my 

attention by Abu Jihad. He himself was too young to fight in 
1948, but he still had the receipts for the weapons that were taken 

from his father and his uncle. Said Abu Jihad: ‘You will know that 

the Arab League formed its own special army of volunteers to fight 

in ‘Palestine. What you may not know is that there were secret 

instructions from the Arab League to the commanders of that army. 

They were ordered not to let any group or unit be commanded by 

a Palestinian; and they were ordered not to let Palestinians be the 

majority in any group or unit. 

‘We can say, because it is true, that the Arab regimes of the 

day put on a show to pretend that they supported our cause. But 
really their intention was to neutralize us. Perhaps it was not their 

choice. They were corrupt and they were under the hand of Britain 

and the other big powers. But the record of what they did speaks 

for itself.’ 

When the Arab League leaders decided to accept the first 
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truce, Abdurrahman Azzam, the Secretary-General of the League, 

commented privately: “The Arab people will never forgive us for 

what we are about to do.’!® 

After the humiliating experience of being disarmed by his Arab 

brothers in Gaza, Arafat made his way to the Jerusalem sector 

where, he says, he fought for several months with the forces that 

Abdul Khader had led before his death. By the time Arafat returned 

to Cairo the scale of the catastrophe that had overtaken the Palesti- 
nians was clear. 

By early 1949, more than three-quarters of the Palestinian 

people were citizens of a country which had ceased to exist. They 

were not merely homeless, they were stateless. They were existing, 

most of them, as unwanted refugees in the Arab countries sur- 
rounding the new Jewish State. 

Arafat’s own story is dramatic proof of how totally broken in 

spirit the Palestinians were. He told me: ‘If you want to know a 
secret . .. I was in such total despair that I made an application for 
a visa to go to America.’ 



++ 

The Student Leader 

The cause of Arafat’s despair was not only the fact of the catas- 
trophe. It was his discovery that the official Palestinian leadership, 
still under the control of his relative, Haj Amin Husseini, had no 
plans to engage in further military struggle with the new Jewish 
State. 

Arafat made this discovery during a meeting with Haj Amin 

which took place in Lebanon, probably towards the end of 1949. 

Inam recalled that her brother had to save his pocket money to 

finance the trip. ‘He saved more money by eating less,’ she added. 

According to Inam, Arafat’s objective in meeting with Haj 

Amin was to find out if there were funds available to buy weapons 

and generally to support a new military struggle. Haj Amin’s advice 

to the twenty-year-old Arafat was that he should forget about a 

new military struggle and go to America to continue his studies. 

Arafat said to me: ‘I was in such despair that I agreed to go. I 

made an application for a visa and started to plan my travel to 

America. For several months I was waiting only to hear that I had 

been granted a visa.’ 

- If the authorities had not taken so long to process Arafat’s 

visa application, there is no doubt that he would have gone to 

study and live in America. And he would not have become the 

leader of the Palestine liberation movement. 

Arafat was not the only one of his generation to discover from 

the horse’s mouth that the Palestinian leadership of the day had 

concluded that further military struggle against Israel was a mission 

impossible. In Damascus, and unknown to Arafat, Khalad Hassan 
was trying to form a guerrilla organization to strike at Israel. Said 

Khalad: ‘In those days, and because we were so young and so 

naive, we were under the impression that if only we could make 
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the Arabs fight, really fight, Israel would be defeated. So immedi- 

ately after the catastrophe we were dominated by one idea — we 

had to push the Arabs to another war. We thought that if we Palesti- 

nians attacked Israel on her borders, Israel would retaliate and this 

would force the Arab regimes to fight. At this time we did not 

begin to understand that the reverse was actually the case... . that 

the Arab regimes had the psychology of defeat and defence... 

and that the more they were hit by Israel the more that psychology 

was reinforced. The only people who knew that were Israel’s mili- 

tary and political leaders — but they told their people and the world 

the opposite of what they knew to be the truth.’ 

Within a month of his decision to form a guerrilla organization, 

Khalad Hassan had the support of more than 100 fighters who 

had proved their courage in 1948. They called themselves the 

Palestine Cultural Club. Khalad explained: ‘When we were in our 

own country and dominated by the British we were not allowed 

to form political or para-military organizations. The Jews, of 

course, were allowed to organize themselves. They had the 

Haganah, their underground but official army; they had the Jewish 

Agency, which was more or less their government-in-waiting; and 

they had a host of political and labour organizations. All allowed 

by the British. We Palestinians had to organize ourselves under the 

cover of societies and clubs — clubs for scouts, clubs for sports, 

clubs for cultural activities and so on. And when we were outside 

our country we found that the same rules applied to us Palestinians 

— only this time it was the Arab regimes who did not want us to 

organize ourselves.’ 

The Palestine Cultural Club had a number of meetings to 

discuss tactics and strategy. ‘But we found we were not able to do 

anything,’ Khalad said. ‘We had no weapons and no money. We 

did not even have money to buy food. We were starving. In the 

winter we had no water because everything was frozen. We used 

to wash with ice because we did not have the means to heat the 

ice to melt it.” Khalad was on:the point of giving up in despair 
when Haj Amin arrived in Damascus. 

‘In the past,’ Khalad said, ‘our two families had not agreed on 
many things. But some friends arranged for me to meet with Haj 
Amin. He welcomed me very warmly. I told him what I had done. 
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He slapped me on the back and said, ‘‘Very good.” Then I told 
him we needed money. ‘‘Please,” I said, “‘can you give us some 
money so that we can organize ourselves properly and buy some 
weapons?” He didn’t give me an answer... and that was that. I 
returned to my fighters and told them we had to cancel everything. 

And that’s how the first of my own attempts to organize a guerrilla 
group ended.’ 

Arafat said his own period of dark despair lasted for a few 

months. ‘Then, while I was waiting for my American visa, I began 

to analyse the whole situation. I saw a new way forward and I 

said to myself, ‘‘No, I will not leave.’’’ 

The year was 1950. Arafat was just twenty-one, and he had 

resumed his study for an engineering degree at the University of 

Fuad the First. His thinking was simple and logical. Palestine had 

been lost because of the incompetence and corruption of the 

regimes of the old and still existing Arab order. It was because they 

were so corrupt and so weak that the regimes had been easily 

manipulated and controlled by the big powers — Britain especially. 

The situation could only be changed by a revolution which would 

overthrow the regimes of the old order. It was, or so Arafat 

imagined, the new regimes of the future, led by a revolutionary 

Egypt, who would fight and defeat Israel. Logic therefore dictated 
that Arafat should give his total support to the forces of Egyptian 

nationalism. 

By 1950 Arafat was already demonstrating that he had few 

equals as a political operator. He was extremely well connected to 

Gamal Abdel Nasser’s Free Officers’ Movement which was plotting 

a coup to overthrow King Farouk, the most corrupt of all Arab 

leaders. Arafat was now to make good use of the contacts he had 

so shrewdly cultivated while he was still a teenager and when he 

should have been at school. 

Four of Nasser’s closest colleagues with whom Arafat was in 

regular contact are worth mentioning by name. One was Abdel 

Hakim Amer who had fought in Palestine in 1948 and who was 

to become Commander-in-Chief of Egypt’s armed forces in 1953. 

Amer was also a member of Nasser’s Revolutionary Command 

Council (RCC). Another was Kemal Hussein, an artillery officer, 

a former member of the Muslim Brotherhood, a member of the 
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RCC, and, after 1954, a Government minister. Amer and Kemal 

Hussein were, in fact, the two men who, with Nasser, drew up the 

plan for the coup. Amer had also worked with Nasser on setting 

up the Free Officers’ Movement. A third contact was Khaled 

Mohieddin, who was also a member of the RCC. In 1954 Mohied- 

din was exiled for opposing Nasser during a struggle for power, 

but he was rehabilitated two years later. Another of Arafat’s top 

contacts was the man who eventually succeeded Nasser as Presi- 

dent, Anwar Sadat. He, too, was a member of the RCC who had 

contacts with the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Arafat did not meet Nasser himself in the early 1950s. Perhaps 

if they had met Arafat would have discovered that Nasser had no 

intention of fighting Israel to liberate even a part of Palestine. 

Nasser knew that defeating Israel meant defeating its Western spon- 

sors. Arafat did not make this discovery until after he had commit- 

ted the Palestinians to a military struggle which put him on a 

collision course with Nasser. a 
After the humiliating defeat of the Arab armies in 1948 and 

1949, the anger which motivated Nasser as he planned his coup 

was not directed at Israel but at the corrupt Arab rulers, his own 

King in particular, who had sent soldiers to die in battle with 

defective and inadequate equipment, and without co-ordinated 

planning; and who had acted out of weakness as agents and puppets 

of foreign powers. 

In 1950, when Arafat was casting off his own dark despair, 

Nasser’s Free Officers’ Movement was not the only nationalist 

force working for the overthrow of Farouk’s regime. The Muslim 

Brotherhood had the same objective. Although Arafat was never a 

member of that organization, he did have lines open to its top 
leadership. He took full advantage of the support the Brotherhood 

were prepared to offer when it suited him to do so. ‘You have to 

remember,’ Arafat told me, ‘the Brothers fought alongside us as 
volunteers in Palestine.’ 

It is also possible that Arafat was hedging his bets. At the 
time there was a question about how much influence the Muslim 
Brotherhood was likely to have in any new Egyptian regime. Some 
of Nasser’s top colleagues were at least former members of the 
Brotherhood. And some were secret sympathizers. 
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From the end of the war with Israel until Nasser and his Free 
Officers staged their coup in July 1952, it was, in fact, the Muslim 
Brotherhood that dictated the course of events in Egypt. And it 
was a consequence of its pressures and activities that Arafat had his 
second experience of combat, this time in action against the British. 

In 1936, a few months after Farouk had succeeded his father, 
King Fuad, the British had obliged Egypt to sign a new Treaty of 
Alliance. It gave Britain the right to station troops in the Suez 

Canal Zone for twenty years with an option to renew the alliance 

at the end of that period. In the view of Egypt’s nationalists the 

Treaty was a humiliating sell-out to the British. But the nationalists 

were divided and therefore impotent. In the vacuum created by 

that impotence, the Muslim Brotherhood turned from being a 

purely religious organization to a political one and led the oppo- 

sition to the British presence. In 1950, when the Brotherhood was 

again making the running, King Farouk decided to make use of 

the nationalists. His only interest was his own survival. When an 

election brought the veteran Mustapha Nahas back to power as 

Prime Minister, Farouk instructed him to give the nationalists, 
including the Brotherhood, more or less a free hand. 

The result was a campaign of sabotage and harassment of 

British troops in the Canal Zone. Arafat played a leading role in 

what he described as ‘this struggle against the British occupation’. 

It was while he was making hit-and-run attacks on British positions 

that he had the idea to establish a military training base at his 

university. 

Abu Adeeb was a fellow student at the time. ‘I don’t know 

how Arafat did it, he told me, ‘but he persuaded the Egyptian 

authorities to let him set up a military training camp in the com- 

pound of our university. He even talked the Egyptians into letting 
him have the appropriate facilities. And Arafat became our senior 

military instructor.’ 
Arafat told the Egyptian authorities that his aim was to train 

any student who volunteered for a mission against the British. But 

Arafat’s real intention was to use the facilities to train the elite of 

a new generation of Palestinian fighters. Arafat got away with it 

until 1954. In that year the Egyptian authorities closed down the 

camp and banned all para-military activities at the university. “We 
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lost our military facilities,’ said Abu Adeeb, ‘but that wasn’t the 

end. Arafat became our PT instructor and under his tuition we all 

became very fit! In fact we carried on our training as before but 

without weapons.’ 
Inam Arafat recalled the new spring in her brother’s step that 

was apparent when he emerged from his period of despair. ‘At the 

front of our apartment we had quite a large gate which was always 

kept shut. I suppose it was about one and a half metres high. Every 

morning Yasser used to wait for the sound of the approaching train 

which would take him into the centre of Cairo. He never looked 

at his watch. He always waited for the sound of the train. We lived 

close to the station and he had calculated to the second the time 

it would take him to get from our apartment to the station. As soon 

as he heard the train coming he would run from the apartment and 

jump over the gate. He never once opened the gate. He always 

put his hand on the top of it and vaulted over.’ 

It was early in 1951, while he was training Egyptian and Palesti- 

nian students for hit-and-run missions against the British, that 

Arafat made the acquaintance of Salah Khalaf who, as Abu Iyad, 

was to become the executive responsible for the PLO’s security 

and counter-intelligence agencies. 

On the day of their first meeting the young Khalaf had turned 

up merely to observe Arafat in action. Unknown to Arafat at 

the time, Khalaf was actually investigating him for the Muslim 

Brotherhood, of which Khalaf was an enthusiastic member. Arafat 

had let it be known that he intended to run for the Presidency of 

the Union of Palestinian Students. To win the forthcoming election 

Arafat needed the support of those of his fellow students who were 

members of the Brotherhood. And this in turn had created a 

problem for its leaders. They had reservations about Yasser Arafat, 

partly because he had himself refused to join the Brotherhood, 
and partly because of his relationship with some of Nasser’s most 
influential colleagues. At least some leaders of the Brotherhood 
suspected Arafat of being an agent for the military men who were 
soon to seize power. But as later events were to prove, nothing 
could have been further from the truth. In the very fluid and 
potentially explosive political situation then existing in Egypt, 
Arafat was simply doing his best to preserve his independence when 
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circumstances obliged him to be on good terms with all and any 
who would support the Palestinian cause. His real problems began 
when the Muslim Brotherhood turned against Nasser. 

The best evidence that Arafat was aware of the dangers of being 
seen to be dependent on the Muslim Brotherhood is the way in 
which he threw himself into a campaign to win votes on his own 

account. He called at the home or lodging house of just about 
every Palestinian student in Cairo. And he gave particular attention 

to those who were newly arrived from Palestine. The latter usually 

received a visit from Arafat before they had unpacked their bags. 

Said Abu Adeeb: ‘I was one of about fifty students who went 

from Gaza to Cairo to have their higher education. Every five or 

six students used to rent and share one apartment. I remember 

how surprised we were when Arafat called on us. He introduced 

himself and then said, “I am here to serve you. What can I do to 
help?” And he did the same with each group that came to Cairo.’ 

What does Abu Iyad remember about that first encounter with 

Arafat? ‘From a purely Palestinian point of view I did not like his 

Egyptian accent. I did not like it at all. That is the first thing I 
remember. But I was impressed by his obvious leadership qualities 

as I watched him training the students. He was very dynamic. Very 

tough. Very passionate. And I liked the way he used to talk to the 

students. I remember him saying: “If you walk like this and do 

like this you will make the ground tremble under your feet, and 

you will cause an explosion like a volcano.” ’ 

From the moment in 1948 when he came to the conclusion 

that the Palestinians had been betrayed by the weakness and cor- 

ruption of the Arab regimes, Arafat vowed that he would do 

everything in his power to preserve the independence of Palestinian 

decision-making. At the time, the Palestinians were without insti- 

tutions to make decisions. Arafat had one guiding principle: if the 

Palestinians relied on others to make decisions for them, they 

would never recover any of their lost land and rights. 

So it is not difficult to imagine that Arafat’s fiercely independent 

spirit was troubled by the prospect of having to rely on the support 

of the Muslim Brotherhood in the election for the Presidency of 

the Union of Palestinian Students. There was a danger that the 

Brotherhood would demand a price once the election was won. It 
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could be that the Brotherhood would seek to bend Arafat to its 
will and ways. And that, in the long term, could only be bad 

for the Palestinian cause. Related to that was another and more 

immediate danger. If the Brotherhood were to turn against Nasser, 

Arafat could find himself in confrontation with the man who was 

preparing to present himself as the champion and new saviour of 

the Arab world. In his search for a position in which he could 

influence events, Arafat was playing a very dangerous game. That 

he did not have a choice was probably no great comfort to him 

when the true and terrible cost of his relationship with the Brother- 

hood later became apparent. 

The election for the Presidency of the Union of Palestinian 

Students was held in 1952. Each of the candidates submitted a 

list. On Arafat’s there were eight names in addition to his own. 

According to Abu Adeeb there was strong competition for the 

Presidency. ‘But the nine persons on Arafat’s list won the biggest 

number of votes and Arafat himself got as many votes as the eight 

others put together.’ The second name on Arafat’s list was Salah 

Khalaf. He became Arafat’s assistant. And being an influential 

member of the Muslim Brotherhood he was frequently in prison 
for short periods. 

How much, if at all, Arafat was actually indebted to the Muslim 
Brotherhood in general and Salah Khalaf in particular is debatable. 
In the light of subsequent events Arafat did not appear to consider 
that he owed the Brotherhood any favours for its support at the 
election; but he seems to have considered himself bound to Salah 
Khalaf by a debt of honour for his personal support and his influ- 
ence on those Palestinians who were members of the Brotherhood 
at the time, and those who were opposed to Arafat’s leadership on 
the grounds that he was a relative of Haj Amin Husseini. By 1952 
Haj Amin was without credit in the eyes of the new generation 
of Palestinian radicals. That Arafat considered himself bound by 
loyalty to Salah Khalaf is perhaps one of several reasons why in later 
years the Chairman of the PLO refused to confront his old friend 
and colleague on those occasions when they found themselves on 
opposite sides of internal debates about policy and strategy. 

As President of the Union of Palestinian Students Arafat quickly 
demonstrated that he possessed all the talents of leadership and that 
he would dominate any organization of which he was a member 
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if he was given half a chance to do so. Said Abu Adeeb: ‘Of course 
we had an Executive Committee. But the truth is that Arafat did 

ninety per cent of the work.’ 

If Arafat had been less than remarkably successful at solving 

the problems of his fellow students, it is likely that some of his 

colleagues would have openly resented and perhaps challenged 
his autocratic style of leadership. But it was difficult for any of 

them to be at odds with a young man who proved he could deliver 

the goods. 

According to Abu Adeeb and other Palestinians who were 

students in Cairo at the time, the biggest problem facing most of 

them — mainly on account of their status as refugees — was money. 

Many did not have the necessary funds for their tuition fees and 

their board and lodging expenses. ‘Because they were unable to 

pay their tuition fees in advance,’ said Abu Adeeb, ‘many were 

prevented from starting their courses on time.’ Within one month 

Arafat solved that problem by persuading the Arab League to pay 

the tuition fees of all Palestinian students. ‘It was a very big victory 

for Arafat,’ Abu Adeeb added. 

On that and many other occasions Arafat’s colleagues were 

amazed at the apparent ease with which their leader bulldozed his 

way through the bureaucracy of the Arab League and the official- 

dom of the Egyptian Government. Said Abu Adeeb: ‘As well as 

being a brilliant negotiator, Arafat had ways known only to himself 

of contacting the highest people. He frequently talked with minis- 

ters, prime ministers and even presidents and kings. And nothing 

would stop him from doing that.’ 

Arafat’s election to the Presidency of the Union of Palestinian 

Students took place shortly after Nasser’s coup. Mainly because 

they themselves were young and unknown, Nasser and his col- 

leagues chose General Mohammed Neguib to be their figurehead. 

As soon as the General was installed as Egypt’s President, Arafat 

pulled some strings to get himself and a delegation of Palestinian 

students an invitation to visit him. Neguib had served as a brigade 

commander in Palestine and, as subsequent events were to show, 

he had a certain sympathy with the Muslim Brotherhood — to 

which he was to turn for support during his struggle for power 

with Nasser. 

At the meeting Arafat presented Neguib with a petition. It was 
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dedicated to the memory of the Palestinians and the Egyptians 

who had fought and died in Palestine. And its message to the new 

President, whom everybody knew to be a figurehead, was, ‘Do not 

forget the Palestinians.’ But the most unusual thing about the 

petition was that it was written in blood. 

Abu Adeeb confirmed that it was as early as 1952 or 1953 that 
Arafat first began to talk about his ideas for an independent Pales- 

tine liberation movement. The response of his student colleagues 

was mixed, according to Abu Adeeb: ‘We were all of us impressed 

by Arafat’s achievements as a student leader. The student union 

that existed before his election victory was useless. It was in a state 

of frozen inactivity. Arafat changed all that. We also admired his 

dedication and his obvious leadership qualities. But if you want to 

know the truth I can say that not all of us took Arafat so seriously 

when he talked about an independent Palestine liberation move- 

ment. I do not mean to say that any of us were opposed to the 

idea. The point is that some of us did not think it would be possible 

for the Palestinians to shape their own destiny. And we thought in 

this way because the conspiracy against us, by the Arab regimes 

and the big powers, was so great.’ 

While Arafat was admired by virtually all of his student col- 
leagues for his achievements on their behalf, he was not universally 
respected as a man. In the years before his election to the Presi- 
dency of the Union of Palestinian Students, Arafat was not, appar- 
ently, averse to settling arguments with his fists. After his election 
there remained for some the problem of his violent temper. 

Although he did not tell me the story himself, Abu Adeeb was 
one of those who quietly but strongly disapproved of Arafat’s 
explosive temper and his love of confrontation in debate. When, 
nearly ten years later, Abu Adeeb was asked if he would consider 
becoming a member of Fatah’s first Executive Committee, he 
apparently said: ‘In principle I am ready — but not if Yasser Arafat 
is to be our leader.’ Abu Adeeb was, in fact, one of very many who 
decided to accommodate Arafat’s temper and to accept it as a small 
price to pay for his many qualities and strengths. 

In Arafat’s opinion his most significant achievement during his 
days as a student leader in Cairo was his success in persuading the 
Egyptian authorities to let him launch and distribute a student 
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magazine. It was called The Votce of Palestine. Said Abu Adeeb: 

‘The fact that we had our magazine meant that Arafat had per- 

formed another miracle. We knew the Egyptian authorities did not 
really want us Palestinians to have an effective voice of our own... 

and yet the magazine was exactly that. To this day I don’t know 

how Arafat persuaded the Egyptian authorities to give him the 

necessary permissions.’ 

It was Arafat himself, with a conspirator’s chuckle, who 

explained to me the real significance of The Voice of Palestine. ‘To 

Palestinians it was so clear and obvious that our magazine was not 

for the student union. It was much more serious than that. In later 

years, and when we were better organized, we addressed ourselves 

to our Palestinian masses. But in The Voice of Palestine I was 

really speaking to those of our Palestinian brothers who could be 

organizers of secret cells in other countries. The magazine was 

distributed in many places — in Gaza, Jordan, Syria, Iraq, the 

Lebanon and so on. It was, in fact, our first underground way of 

making contact with those who could organize.’ I suggested to 

Arafat that the magazine was actually his first recruiting sergeant 

in the Palestinian diaspora. ‘Yes,’ he said with a twinkle, ‘it was so.’ 

Of those Palestinians who sensed that the magazine was more 

than it appeared to be at first glance, none — apart from Arafat 

himself — were to have more influence on the course of future 

events in the region than one of its young readers in Gaza. His 

name was Khalil Wazir. He was to become Abu Jihad, and with 

Arafat he was the co-founder of Fatah. Arafat and Wazir formed 

the first Fatah cell. Between them they organized and set up the 

underground network of cells from which Fatah emerged. And in 

the teeth of strong opposition from a majority of their colleagues, 

they were the two leading advocates of Palestinian military action. 

Arafat first met Wazir shortly after the latter was gaoled by the 

Egyptians in Gaza during the early summer of 1954. Within a few 

months, and partly as a consequence of his connection with Wazir, 

Arafat himself was imprisoned by the Egyptians in Cairo. If a camel 

had not gone lame when its foot struck a metal box that young 

Wazir had buried in the sand, it is possible that the two men would 

not have met when they did. 

The son of a small shopkeeper, Khalil Ibrahim Wazir was born 
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in Ramleh on 10 October 1935; he was not thirteen at the time 

of the climax to the struggle for control of Palestine. Ramleh was 

some ten miles to the south-west of Tel Aviv and Jaffa and very 

close to Lod. The story of how Wazir and his family were forcibly 

ejected from their homeland is a very dramatic one. 

‘I remember as if it was yesterday the day the Zionist forces 

attacked Jaffa,’ Abu Jihad told me. ‘The Arabs of the city sent 

some cars and trucks to us in Ramleh. ‘“‘Help for Jaffa,” they cried. 

“Help for Jaffa.” I remember the men and women of Ramleh 

getting into the cars and trucks. One man had a very old pistol 

and a few knives and sticks. In this time we were helping each 

other. We knew the Jews would come for Ramleh and Lod if they 

captured Jaffa. And that is exactly what happened. In one night 

they surrounded Ramleh and Lod and they were able to do it 

easily because the Jordanians withdrew without a fight. We were 

surrounded and alone. 

‘Our people could not fight — they had nothing to fight with. 

The Mayor and a delegation from the Municipality visited the 

Jewish commanders. The Mayor said to them: “‘OK, you can enter 

the city but you must not harm the people or take prisoners, and 

you must allow the people to stay in their homes and live their 

normal lives.”” The Jews said ‘“‘No.”? They wanted us to leave our 

homes — to leave our city. 

‘When we decided not to leave, the Jews put Ramleh and Lod 

under their artillery fire. I can’t forget what happened. The top of 

our house was hit and we lived in the bottom. Then another shell 
exploded in the street and our door was destroyed by the blast. 
The shells were falling in every part of Ramleh and the Mayor told 
all of the people to take shelter in the mosques and the churches. 
We lived in a Christian part of the city and we went to the Roman 
Catholic Church. On the way some of our neighbours were killed 
by the shells. 

“We lived in the church for two days before the Jews entered 
the city. Men, women and children sleeping side by side. There 
was not the space to put a foot between the bodies. We had to put 
our legs on the bodies of others. When the Jews came I went to 
the fifth floor. I looked through the shutters and with my own 
eyes I saw Jewish soldiers shoot and kill some women and children 
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who were still in the street. I can’t forget. Then I watched as the 
Jewish soldiers entered our houses, kicking and breaking the doors 
and shooting. Sometimes they pulled people into the street and 
killed them. 

‘In the church people were crying. They were saying, “Deir 

Yassin, Deir Yassin.”” We were sure we were going to be massacred. 

The priest made a white flag and when the Jewish soldiers entered 
the street of the church he went out to meet them. The priest 

and the soldiers entered the church. They said to all of the people, 

‘““Hold up your hands.” Everyone held up his hands. Then the 

Jews began to separate us. They said they wanted all of the youths 

and the men from fourteen to forty-five. And they took them away 

to prison and detention camps. Those of us who were left were 

the kids, the women and the very old men. 

“The next day the Jews allowed us to return to our homes and 

I can’t forget what happened. In the night the Jewish soldiers came 

not less than ten times to our house. They pushed their way in 

and made a mess of everything. They said they were searching for 

weapons but really it was part of their policy to make us feel 

insecure and frightened. It was their tactic to make us run away 

from our homes and our country. My grandmother in that time 

was very old and very sick, and each time the Jews came into our 

house that night they pulled the covers from her bed. When the 

Jews realized we were not going to leave our homes they became 

more and more angry. 

‘Two days later the Jews made an announcement over their 

loudspeakers. They ordered us to leave our homes and assemble at 

certain points on the road. They said they were arranging for some 

buses to take us to Ramallah. We lived for three days on the 

roadside. At night they fired over our heads. On the second day, 

when the buses had still not arrived, they ordered the old men to 

walk to Ramallah. I was left with three of my brothers — one was 

still a baby — my three sisters, my mother, my grandmother and 

my aunt. 

‘On the third day the buses arrived. We had some bags with 

us. In one there was some bread and cheese and also a new pair 

of pyjamas of which I was very proud. When the Jews told us we 

could not take our bags on the buses, I made an attempt to get 
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the bread and the cheese and my new pyjamas. With the innocent 

voice of a very young boy I spoke to one of the drivers. In Hebrew 

I said, ‘Mister, mister, I want to get some food,” and I pointed 

to one of our bags. He said, ““OK, OK.” When I put my hand 

into the bag there was some angry shouting in Hebrew. In that 

instant my mother pulled me to her chest — she had seen that a 

Jewish soldier was taking aim at me. He fired several shots. I would 
have been hit and probably killed if my mother had not seen what 

was happening. The bullets just missed me and entered the leg of 

one of our neighbours. He was from the family of Al-Marsala. 

Today he lives in Amman. If you go to see him he will tell you 

the bullets in his leg are the sacrifice he made for the life of 

Khali! Wazir!’ 

Eventually the women and children of Ramleh were put aboard 

the buses and sent on their way to Ramallah. But their ordeal was 

far from over. The worst was still to come. 

‘When we were more than ten miles short of Ramallah the 

Jews stopped the buses and told us to get out and walk the rest of 

the way. They pointed and said, ‘‘Ramallah is over there, you must 

pass through those hills and valleys.” So we started to walk. We 

had to move slowly. Some of the women were very old and sick 

and they had to stop every few minutes to catch their breath and 

rest. Some of the other women who were more able to walk 

became exhausted from carrying their children. 

‘On the second night the Jews shelled us with their artillery 

and mortar bombs. At first we took cover behind some rocks, 

then, when the shelling continued, everybody started to cry and 

panic... and we were running, running, running all the way to 
Ramallah. I can’t forget what happened. Some mothers abandoned 
their children — they were just too exhausted to carry them further. 
Even my aunt told my mother to leave some children behind. My 
mother was carrying three children. My aunt said to her: “You 
can’t run while you are carrying three children. You will be killed. 
You must leave two children behind and we will send help when 
we get to Ramallah.” My mother refused. She said to me: “Khalil, 
you are only twelve and you are not very strong — do you think you 
can carry one of your sisters and run?” I said “Yes” and I did. 
Some children were left behind because there was nobody to carry 
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them. Some were left because their mothers were killed. Till now 
I cannot forget. 

‘There were no Arab forces in the area — no regulars, no 

volunteers, no Arab forces of any kind. The Jews knew who we 

were and where we were. It was a deliberate and calculated attack 

with only one objective. They were making sure that we arrived in 

Ramallah in an obvious state of panic and distress. They were 

hoping that our condition and the stories we would tell would 

cause others to be frightened and flee from their homes. It was all 

part of a very clever and a very successful Zionist strategy to force 

us to leave our homeland in fear.’ 

From Ramallah, and in the bigger panic that followed, Khalil 

Wazir and some fifty of the women and children from Ramleh 

managed to find places in a truck bound for Hebron. From there 

they crossed into Gaza. Under the UN Partition Plan, Gaza was 

to have been a part of the Palestinian Arab state. The Egyptians 

held on to it during the fighting and it became effectively a part 

of Egypt when the armistice agreements were signed in 1949. In 

the same way the other portions of Palestine that had been allotted 

to the Arabs, and which were not conquered by the Israelis, became 

part of Jordan. 
At the end of his story Abu Jihad smiled sadly and then said 

this. ‘I know you are finding it hard to believe, but that is what 

happened. And if you care to do some research in Israel you will 

find the evidence to confirm that what I have said is the truth. In 

their books and their newspapers some Israelis are beginning to 

admit what they did. Just a few months ago some Israeli newspapers 

were very critical of Mr Rabin when he told how he and others 

had pushed the Palestinians from Ramleh and Lod in 1948.’ 

I discussed the events described above with Abu Jihad’s mother. 

When I met her in Damascus, Abu Jihad was many miles away, 

under siege in Tripoli. She had not, in fact, seen her son since I 

had talked with him. Her story confirmed point by point all that 

Abu Jihad had said. Very many of the 940,000 Palestinians who 

fled could, if asked, tell similar stories. 

By 1949 there were nearly a quarter of a million refugees in the 

Gaza Strip. For most of them it was to become ‘a vast concentration 

camp’. General Burns, the Chief of Staff of the UN’s Truce Super- 
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vision Organization from 1954 to 1956, described the Gaza ae 

in his book, Between Arab and Israeli: 
‘The Strip is about forty kilometres long, and averages Bight 

and a quarter kilometres in width; thus it contains about 330 

square kilometres. Only two-thirds of this area is more or less 

arable; the rest is sand-dunes spreading inland from the coast for 

varying distances. There are about 310,000 Arabs resident in the 

Strip, 210,000 of them refugees from the southern parts of Pales- 

tine now occupied by Israel. Thus there are 1,500 persons to the 

square kilometre of arable soil — about 3,900 to the square mile. 

There is water enough from deep wells for usual domestic needs, 
and some irrigation. The available fertile soil is intensively culti- 

vated, with crops of wheat, barley and millet; tomatoes, onions 

and okra; oranges, plums, grapes and melons. But, of course, it is 

impossible for the food thus produced to feed more than a fraction 

of the population. The 210,000 refugees are fed by the United 

Nations Relief and Works Agency. The standard ration provides 

1600 calories a day, mostly carbohydrates. By Western standards 

1600 calories is a reducing diet. The cost of maintaining the refu- 
gees is about $27.00 per capita per annum. 

‘They live in little huts of mud and concrete blocks, corrugated- 
iron roofs, regimented row after row. Fairly adequate medical 

service is provided, probably better than they enjoyed before they 

were expelled from their native villages. It is especially good in the 

maternity and child-care clinics, with the result that the infant 

death-rate is low. Children swarm everywhere. There are primary 
schools for nearly all of them - little girls in cotton dresses with 
fine black and white stripes, little boys in khaki shirts and shorts. 
There are secondary schools for a good proportion of the ado- 
lescents; and a great number of youths can always be seen, around 
examination times, strolling along the roads memorizing their 
lessons: where else could they concentrate to study? And what will 
all these youths and girls do when they have finished their second- 
ary school training? There is no employment for them in the Strip, 
and very few can leave it to work elsewhere. 

‘Besides the 210,000 refugees there are about 30,000 inhabi- 
tants who can earn a living from farming or the small trades and 
merchandising of the area; the balance of the 310,000, not refugees 
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by UNRWA definition, are poverty-stricken, and are supported by 

a dole from the Egyptian Government. One does not see people 

starving or dying of disease in the streets; nevertheless the Gaza 

Strip resembles a vast concentration camp, shut off by the sea, 

the border between Palestine and the Sinai near Rafah, which the 

Egyptians will not permit them to cross, and the Armistice Demar- 

cation Line which they cross in peril of being shot by Israelis or 

imprisoned by the Egyptians. They can look to the east and see 
wide fields, once Arab land, cultivated extensively by a few Israelis, 

with a chain of kibbutzim guarding the heights or the areas beyond. 

It is not surprising that they look with hatred on those who have 

dispossessed them.’!® 

In Gaza the Wazir children, their mother, grandmother and 

some aunts lived for a few months with an uncle. Then, when it 

was obvious that the Palestinians would not be returning to their 

homes in the near future, the Wazirs moved into rented accom- 

modation of their own. Said Abu Jihad: ‘It was very poor accom- 

modation, actually one room measuring some two by five metres 

in which fourteen of us lived. It was made of very poor stones and 

it had some temporary roof. I can’t describe to you the winters. 

One time the sink was taken away by the wind. Another time my 

mother was injured when the roof was blown away and the stones 

which had been keeping it in place fell on top of her. She was 

bleeding very badly from her face.’ 
Khalil Wazir’s first priority was education. He was desperate to 

continue it. For eight months or so, and because of the crush of 

refugees in the Gaza Strip, he found no place in any of the schools. 

' During that period he helped his mother to earn a little money by 

selling bits and pieces. ‘Sweets and some novelties, mainly for 

children.’ Then he got the chance to attend one of the schools 

opened by the UN’s Relief and Works Agency. 

Because he was six years younger than Arafat and had not had 

Arafat’s first-hand experience of the Arab betrayal, it was a year or 

two before Khalil Wazir began to understand what had happened 

to the Palestinians and why. He learned mainly by listening to 

those who had fought in 1948 and earlier. By the time of his 

sixteenth birthday Wazir was thinking along much the same lines 

as Arafat. ‘After the catastrophe, and while we were waiting for the 
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day when we could return to our country, we were confident that 

the Arab regimes which had betrayed us would be replaced by new 

leaders who would make the Arab armies strong and who would 
really fight.’ There had already been four military coups in Syria. 

‘Then came Nasser and Neguib,’ said Abu Jihad. ‘In Gaza and 

everywhere the Palestinians were very happy. Very excited. We were 

sure the changes in Egypt and elsewhere in the Arab world would 
be the way of our return to our homeland. We looked upon Nasser 

as the new Saladin.’ 

At this historical moment in their stories Abu Jihad, Arafat, 

Khalad Hassan, and many others all made and emphasized the 

same point. During the political upheaval that followed the Arab 

military defeat of 1948, the Palestinian intellectuals of two gener- 
ations — the old and the new - were not sitting on their hands. In 

every Arab country where they had taken what they hoped would 

be only a temporary refuge, the Palestinian intellectuals threw 

themselves into politics. They became socialists, conservatives and 

revolutionaries; they became Muslim Brothers and Ba’athists; they 

even became communists; they became, in short, whatever it was 

necessary to be to play an influential role in the politics of Arab 
change. And their objective was to persuade the emerging Arab 

regimes that the return of the Palestinians to their homeland should 

be the number-one priority of all Arabs. To say that Arafat and his 

colleagues were and are supreme opportunists is to state the obvi- 

ous. But opportunism is the name of the only game they can play. 

According to legend Arafat once said that being the Chairman of 

the PLO was like being the only male visitor to a brothel on a bad 
night for business. The obvious implication of his remark, which 
was directed at his fellow Arab leaders, was that the Chairman of 
the PLO had to screw or be screwed. 

Abu Jihad continued: ‘So Nasser came to power. And we waited 
patiently. We waited and nothing changed. In those days,.and 
because of our youth, we were without experience and we were 
politically naive. As a consequence we didn’t know why Nasser and 
the other new Arab leaders were doing nothing to help us return 
to our homeland. We didn’t know that they also were frightened 
of Israel and the big powers which supported her. We knew only 
that nothing was happening and we began again to have our 
despair.’ 
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What Khalil Wazir witnessed in Gaza helped to convince him 
that the real intention of the new regime in Cairo was to tighten 

its controls on the Palestinians to prevent them taking any actions 

of their own. ‘If you want to know the truth,’ Abu Jihad said, ‘the 

refugee camps in Gaza were prisons. And it was the same situation 

in the camps in Jordan, in Syria, in Iraq and in the Lebanon. Our 

people in the camps were totally isolated. They were not allowed 

any freedom of movement. They were not allowed to speak or 

write any word about our problem. They were not allowed to 

organize. They were not allowed to demonstrate. And those of us 

who did try to organize were treated as spies. I could tell you 

hundreds of stories about how all the Arab intelligence services 

intimidated and tortured our people in order to have their agents 

among us.’ 

Of all the Egyptian measures against the Palestinians in Gaza, 

one in particular added a great deal of fuel to the flames of Wazir’s 

anger: ‘It was the habit of many Palestinian refugees, at the week- 

ends especially, to slip secretly over the border to Jook at their 

homes and their farms and their land in Israel. Usually they only 

looked from a distance — you can imagine what a sad experience it 

was for them. In those areas where the Jews were not settled the 

Palestinians sometimes went into their homes to see if everything 

was OK. And sometimes at night they used to bring fruit and 

vegetables from their gardens. I remember one man who returned 

with the motor from the pump of his well. This was the habit of 

the Palestinian refugees in Gaza and also in Jordan. But when the 

Israelis started to punish Egypt and Jordan for the activities of 

‘some few Palestinian fighters, the Egyptian authorities — and also 

the Jordanians — said that crossing the border into Israel for any 

reason was a serious crime. So it happened that hundreds of Palesti- 

nian refugees who crossed the border just to look at their homes 

and their land were gaoled for five, seven and ten years by the 

Egyptian and Jordanian authorities.’ 

The fighters mentioned by Abu Jihad were a very small number 

of Palestinians who fought in 1948 and who had managed to retain 

a weapon. ‘The Arabs did not succeed in disarming every single 

Palestinian,’ Abu Jihad observed. The efforts of these few fighters 

who were conducting what amounted to a private and often indi- 

vidual war of their own were pathetic, but as was to be the case 
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time and time again in the future, the most puny Palestinian mili- 

tary effort gave Israel’s leaders what they wanted — the excuse to 

mount massive reprisal attacks against the front-line Arab states in 

which the Palestinians happened to be. 
From the very beginning the main objective of the reprisal 

attacks — which were always out of all proportion to the provocation 

— was to convey a simple message of Israel’s military superiority to 

the leaders of the front-line Arab states. The first serious warning 

of this kind was delivered to Arab leaders by a young Israeli officer 

on 14 October 1953. His name was Ariel Sharon. On that day he 

and his special force, Unit 101, attacked the Jordanian village of 

Qibya. The attack was a reprisal for the murder of an Israeli woman 

and her two children. They were killed by a grenade thrown by a 

Palestinian. In reply Sharon and his men dynamited dozens of Arab 

houses and buildings and slaughtered sixty-six men, women and 

children. Most of their bodies were riddled with bullets but there 

was evidence that some of those killed had been forced to stay in 

their homes while they were blown up around them. At Quibya 

the kill ratio was twenty-two to one — twenty-two: Arabs killed 

by the Jews for every Jew killed by the Arabs. In later years, and 

according to my own rough estimates, the kill ratio was probably 
hundreds to one in Israel’s favour. 

With their reprisal strategy and policy, and while they were 

telling their own people and the world that Israel was the 

threatened party in danger of annihilation, Israel’s leaders suc- 

ceeded more often than not in reinforcing what Khalad Hassan 

described as the psychology of defeat and defence of the Arab 

regimes. The proof of it is that Arab leaders did take fright and 
also took measures to contain and control the Palestinians, as 
described by Abu Jihad. 

Events were also to prove that the Israelis were much better 
than the Palestinians at reading the minds of Arab leaders. While 
Israel’s leaders knew that their reprisal attacks were intimidating 
the Arab leaders, the Palestinian leaders to be, Abu Jihad and Arafat 
in particular, were planning their strategy in the totally mistaken 
belief that they could force the Arab leaders to initiate a war of 
destiny with Israel. This was the idea that was forming itself in 
Wazir’s head as he observed what was happening in Gaza. 

78 



THE STUDENT LEADER 

Wazir’s specific idea, one already fixed in Arafat’s mind, was 
that the Palestinians could, so to speak, turn the tables on the 

Israelis by provoking bigger and bigger Israeli reprisal attacks. The 

more the Israelis could be provoked into attacking the Arab states, 

the more the Arab regimes would have to arm themselves; and the 

point would come when the Arab leaders would have to go to war 

if only for the sake of their honour. And then Israel, surely, would 

be defeated. That was the theory. To put it into practice the 

Palestinians needed to create commando organizations which could 

mount a sustained and co-ordinated campaign of sabotage in Israel 

— to provoke bigger and bigger Israeli reprisals. 

Convinced that this was the way forward, Khalid Wazir, in 

1953 and at the age of eighteen, decided to take a lead by forming 

his own commando organization in Gaza. ‘I was trained in secret,’ 

he said. He did not tell me how he was trained, or who trained 

him; but it seems clear from what he and Arafat told me about 

those early days that he was trained for the leadership of a com- 

mando organization by a Major in the Egyptian army, who was a 

secret member of the Muslim Brotherhood, and who was in good 

contact with Arafat in Cairo. Arafat told me that he did not meet 

Wazir in person until 1954, but it seems likely that the name of 

Khalil Wazir was on a secret training list in Arafat’s possession in 

1953 — from the moment Wazir indicated that he was ready to 

organize a commando group. 
As soon as his own training was completed, Wazir began to 

recruit volunteers for his group. ‘The first problem was to make 

sure they were innocent,’ Abu Jihad said. 

' ‘You mean that they were not spies or agents for Egypt’s 

various intelligence services,’ I commented. 

‘Yes,’ Abu Jihad replied, ‘that is what I meant.’ 

Because the Palestinians were not allowed by the Egyptian 

authorities to participate in any kind of para-military activities, 

Wazir’s training programmes had to be planned with great care. 

‘In Gaza under the Egyptians I had to use the same tricks that my 

father’s generation had used under the British in Palestine. I had 

to pretend that I was organizing a sports club. To get my boys fit 

I used to run them from Gaza to Deir El-Balah, a distance of some 

ten to fifteen miles. We left before it was light in the morning and 
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we did not return until it was dark in the evening. Our really secret 

training with mines and explosives took place in the jungles close 

to Gaza.’ Abu Jihad’s jungles were mostly dense clusters of palm 

trees. ‘When we were well prepared we began our secret operations. 

We were planting mines on the roads and tracks used by Israeli 

patrol vehicles.’ 
For the last few months of 1953 and the first few weeks of 

1954, Wazir had an adequate supply of mines and explosives. The 

Major and his associates were stealing them from Egyptian army 

stores. But early in 1954, and as the result of a gathering crisis 

between Nasser and the Muslim Brotherhood, this supply line 

dried up. Nasser, then Minister of Internal Affairs, was locked into 

a power struggle with the man who was supposed to be his puppet 

— President Neguib. The Muslim Brotherhood was demanding a 

much bigger say in government. Partly for the sake of his own 

survival, Neguib was pushing the demand of the Brotherhood. 

Using a small incident as a pretext, Nasser disbanded the Brother- 

hood and imprisoned many of its leaders. 

The Major, the key link in the chain that supplied Wazir with 

mines, was somehow a casualty of this first round of Nasser’s 

showdown with the Brotherhood and Neguib — which Nasser came 

close to losing. It is possible that the Major was discovered to be 

a member of the Brotherhood and was arrested. Another possibility 

is that he was transferred to an Egyptian army unit far from Gaza. 

A third possibility is that the Major simply decided to keep a very 

low profile. In any event Wazir was once more in a state of some 

despair. He had put together a reasonably effective group of sab- 
oteurs but now he had no mines. 

Not a young man to be stuck for the want of an idea, Wazir 
decided to experiment by making a mine of his own. He needed 
a heavy metal casing of some description which meant that he also 
required the services of a blacksmith. Who to trust? Because it was 
much too dangerous to rely on a local man for such a job, Wazir 
travelled to Rafah at the southern end of the Gaza Strip. There he 
found a blacksmith to make a metal case to his design. In due 
course Wazir packed his metal box with dynamite and fitted a 
detonating device. Wazir than planted his box in the sand at a point 
on the border which, he had calculated, was due for a visit by an 
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Israeli patrol in the next few days or so. Perhaps he had a contin- 
gency plan to draw the Israelis to the spot. 

And then along came Abdel — I do not know what his real 
name was — riding on his camel. As one of its feet struck the metal 
box, the beast let out a cry of pain. The camel went lame and 
Abdel cursed. When he had extracted the offending metal box 

from the sand he took it to the police in Gaza. They passed it 
to their Egyptian Military Intelligence colleagues, and two of 

them were instructed to trace the blacksmith who had made the 
box. 

The two intelligence agents inquired in Gaza. They were under 

instructions to visit every blacksmith in the Strip if necessary. They 

were slow but very methodical. Eventually they found themselves 

in Rafah and confronted the blacksmith who had made the metal 

box. The poor man truly did not know the name of his customer. 

But as the two intelligence agents were deciding what to do next, 

the blacksmith’s son spoke. ‘I know who it was,’ he said. ‘I was at 

school with him. His name is Wazir. Khalil Wazir.’ 

Within a matter of hours Wazir was arrested and imprisoned. 

The Egyptians shaved his head and told him to prepare for a long 

stay. Wazir pleaded to be allowed to take his examinations in two 

weeks’ time. His gaolers laughed and told him they could guarantee 

that he would not be returning to his studies. 

When word of Wazir’s arrest reached Arafat in Cairo he was 

agitated but not altogether surprised. With caution he lobbied his 

top-level contacts for help to get Wazir released. He was evidently 

successful. A month after his arrest, Wazir was set free. Some weeks 

later, when Wazir had done his best to persuade Egyptian Military 

Intelligence agents to lose interest in him, Arafat went secretly to 

Gaza to meet him. 
I do not know in detail what Arafat and Wazir discussed during 

their first meeting, but subsequent events suggest they agreed a 

strategy to provoke Israel into making bigger and more frequent 

reprisal attacks on the front-line Arab states. If Israel had not been 

committed to a policy of maximum force in the shape of massive 

reprisal attacks, it is likely that Arafat and Wazir would have totally 

failed to advance their cause. At the time the alternative was for 

Israel to recognize the truth - that Nasser and the other Arab 
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leaders who mattered were not interested in military confrontation 

with Israel. 

The main point of agreement between Arafat and Wazir was 

the need for Wazir’s commando group to be more effective. If the 

object of the exercise was to guarantee that Israel would be pro- 

voked into making bigger and more frequent reprisal attacks, Wazir 

would have to hit targets more vital to the Jewish State than 

military patrol vehicles. In the new strategy worked out by Arafat 

and Wazir, an obvious priority was the water sources which were 

the lifeblood of Israel’s new settlements. The decision to sabotage 

these was to have consequences which even Arafat and Wazir could 

not have imagined at the time. 

In Cairo, meanwhile, events were moving to a climax of their 

own. To put pressure on Neguib to stand down from the Presi- 

dency, Nasser had appointed himself Prime Minister — for the 

second time — in April. The following month, to tempt London 

into negotiations, he had called off the commando attacks on 

British forces in the Suez Canal Zone. That was when Arafat lost his 

military training camp and facilities at the University of Fuad the 

First. Then, in October, Nasser approved a new Anglo-Egyptian 

Treaty. Nasser got what he wanted — all British troops were to be 

withdrawn from Egypt by 18 June 1956. And the British got what 

they said they wanted. For seven years the Canal Zone bases were 

to be shared by British and Egyptian civilian technicians and, in 

private, Nasser indicated that he did not much care if the British 

technicians were military personnel — provided they were in civilian 

clothes and behaved like civilians. But the biggest of Nasser’s 

concessions was his agreement to Britain’s demand that British 

troops could return to Egypt to help repel aggression if, during 

the seven years, Egypt or any other Arab country and Turkey was 

attacked by an outside power —- excluding Israel. It was Nasser’s 
hope that his conciliatory attitude would convince the West that 
he wanted Egypt to be its friend and ally. At the time Nasser was 
also hoping that the West in general, and America in particular, 
would become his arms supplier. In private he had frequently 
assured London and Washington that he was not interested in a 
military confrontation with Israel. 

Predictably, the Muslim Brotherhood regarded Nasser’s new 
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agreement with Britain as a sell-out to the imperial powers. On 26 
October, a Muslim Brother tried to assassinate Nasser. Among the 
hundreds who were arrested and charged with being members of 

the Brotherhood and with complicity in the plot to kill Nasser was 

Yasser Arafat. Some of his chickens were coming home to roost. 
He was not himself a member of the organization, but he did 
use it; and in Gaza he had used it to promote an interest — con- 

frontation with Israel —- that was contrary to Nasser’s wish and 
policy. 

It was the first but by no means the last time Arafat was to be 

imprisoned and tortured by his Arab brothers. ‘They kept me in 

prison for several weeks,’ Arafat told me. ‘I said I was not a member 

of the Muslim Brotherhood and I was not. Some of those who 

tortured me knew I was speaking the truth — but they wanted 

something else. They wanted me to give them all the information 

I had about the Muslim Brothers — names, places where I made 

contact with them, and so on. But they did not succeed in breaking 

me.’ é 

The day came when he turned the tables on his torturers. ‘I 

said to them, “‘Look, if you really want the truth, if you really want 

proof that I am not a member of the Muslim Brotherhood, then 
go and ask Abdel Hakim Amer, go and ask Kemal Hussein.’ By 

the time he had finished talking Arafat had named virtually all of 

Nasser’s closest colleagues as friends and contacts who would vouch 

for him. 
‘In the end,’ said Arafat, ‘it was Kemal Hussein himself who 

came to the gaol to release me.’ The same Kemal Hussein who had 

helped Nasser to plan his coup. 
What Arafat did not know as he savoured his first few moments 

of freedom was that some very senior members of Egypt’s intelli- 

gence community were vowing to get even with him. They were 

angry and bitter that they had not been allowed to break him, to 

kill him if necessary, and they felt cheated. Their continuing insist- 

ence that Arafat was a member of the Muslim Brotherhood and, 

later, their ridiculous assertion that he would one day attempt to 

assassinate Nasser, were an indirect but major cause of the Arab 

humiliation in the war of 1967 and the fact that there was a war 

at all. 
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By the time Arafat was released a number of the leaders of the 

Muslim Brotherhood had been hanged and Nasser was the Presi- 

dent of Egypt. Events were soon to force Nasser down roads he 

did not wish to travel — to reliance on the Soviet Union for his 

arms supplies and confrontation with Israel. The men who did 

most to influence those events were Khalil Wazir and Yasser Arafat 

— with not a little help from Israel. 



5 

No Go with Nasser 

The Arafat-Wazir strategy of provoking Israel to make bigger and 

more frequent reprisal attacks produced quicker and better results, 
initially, than either of the two men had expected. 

On the night of 28 February 1955, Israel launched a two- 

pronged attack on the Gaza Strip. The attacks turned a regional 

conflict into a potential global confrontation by bringing in the 

Soviet Union — not so much, in reality, on the side of the Arabs, 

but as the supplier of arms to Egypt and later Syria. The Gaza 

Raid, as it became known, was, in fact, one of several occasions on 

which Israel’s leaders inadvertently gave Arafat a helping hand. In 

the late 1960s Moshe Dayan told me that the Arab-Israeli conflict 

could be resolved if only it was taken out of the arena of East-West 

politics, if the Arabs and the Israelis were free to strike their own 
bargains. At the time it was a fair point; but it was Israel’s Gaza 

Raid that forced Nasser to turn to the Soviets for weapons. 

Israel’s stated objective for the attack was to teach Nasser a 

lesson, and thus to force him to prevent saboteurs entering the 

Jewish State from the Gaza Strip. But the Israelis were demanding 

the impossible. Before the attack on Gaza, Nasser and the Egyptian 

authorities were doing at least as much as could reasonably have 

been expected of them to stop the movement of Palestinians across 

the unmarked sand border. Up to ten-year prison sentences for 

refugees who did cross just to look at their lost land and homes 

were surely evidence of that. If the necessary allowances are made 

for the geography of the Gaza Strip, the fact that Nasser was not 

master in his own house until the end of 1954, and the circum- 

stances of the time, it has to be said that short of building a Berlin- 

type wall with watch-towers right round the Gaza Strip, Nasser 

and the Egyptian authorities were taking all possible and practical 
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steps to prevent the movement into Israel of Palestinian saboteurs. 

And after the Muslim Brotherhood had been smashed, Arafat and 

Wazir had to operate without its secret collusion. 

According to Abu Jihad, the main cause of Israel’s Gaza Raid 

was the sabotaging of a huge Israeli water storage and pumping 

facility near Faluja. ‘We used a lot of TNT and the explosion made a 

big flood. The next day I went myself to see some of the results. The 

flood waters came to Beit Hanun which was about fifteen miles from 

Faluja, then they passed into the Mediterranean. I saw seeds and 

plants from Jewish settlements being swept along by the flood 

waters. We were very happy.’ Arafat and Wazir had previously agreed 

that the water storage and pumping facility was a priority target. 

On the night of 28 February, the Israeli reprisal attack was led 

by two platoons of paratroopers. They stormed and destroyed the 

Egyptian army’s headquarters building in Gaza itself. Abu Jihad 

said that one of the main functions of the Egyptian garrison was 

to protect the city’s well. The fighting was fierce. On the Arab side 

fourteen Egyptian and Palestinian soldiers lost their lives — the 

latter were full-time and regular soldiers in the Egyptian army; and 

three Arab civilians including a small boy were also killed. On the 

Israeli side the casualties were eight killed and nine wounded. But 

there was more killing to be done that night. 

When the garrison at Gaza was overrun, a signal calling for 

reinforcements was sent to Rafah. In answer to it an Egyptian 

lieutenant and thirty-five soldiers, mostly Palestinians, scrambled 

into a truck and set off for the city of Gaza at top speed. The 

second Israeli attack group was expecting the truckload of 

reinforcements and had prepared an ambush, which suggests that 
it was probably an Israeli paratrooper, speaking in Arabic, who sent 
the call for reinforcements. 

The ambush was simple and effective. The Israelis stretched a 
wire across the road. Attached to it were cans of petrol which, as 
the truck hit the wire, were pulled against its sides. They exploded 
and within seconds the truck was in flames. The Israelis then 
attacked it with machine-guns and grenades. Only two or three of 
those inside the burning truck managed to jump clear to make a 
fight of it. Twenty-two of the reinforcements were killed. The 
other thirteen were wounded, most of them seriously. 
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Nasser was totally humiliated. He had visited the Gaza garrison 

shortly before the Israeli attack and he had told his men they could 

relax. He told them specifically that he was not intending to allow 

the Armistice Line to become a battlefront, and that he did not 

believe the Israelis would attack. He obviously thought he had the 

Palestinians under control. In the event, some of those killed in 

the attack on the Gaza garrison were shot in their beds. 

The Palestinian demonstrations that followed, brilliantly 

exploited by Wazir and Arafat, were the second and main cause of 

the humiliation Nasser was made to feel. Said Abu Jihad: After the 

Israeli attack I gathered the students and we dipped our handker- 

chiefs in the blood of those who had been killed — they were mostly 

Palestinians. And when the morning light came we began to make 
our demonstrations. We had two slogans which were our message 

to Nasser. “If you want to save us, train us. If you want to save 

us, arm us.” It was the biggest demonstration I had seen in Gaza 

in my life. All of the people joined in. Then, because of the feeling 

of the people, we had clashes with the Egyptian authorities. We 
burned their offices. It was a very great shock for Nasser. But we 

had more activities planned.’ 
While Arafat, in Cairo, waited for his cue, Wazir despatched 

representatives from Gaza to a number of Arab countries, including 

Jordan, Syria and the Lebanon, to tell the story of the Israeli attack 

and the Egyptian army’s defeat. Up to this point Arab newspapers 

had been banned from giving space to the Palestinian point of 

view. But Arafat and Wazir had correctly calculated that Arab 

newspapers would be unable to resist first-hand accounts of the 

‘most serious clash between Israel and Egypt since the Armistice 

Agreements in 1949. Said Abu Jihad: ‘For the first time since our 

tragedy, our voice, the voice of the Palestinian people, was heard 

everywhere in the Arab world. And the story we had to tell made 

a big scandal for Nasser. He was humiliated.’ 

On cue, and still as the leader of the Union of Palestinian 

Students, Arafat staged a demonstration at the Arab League head- 

quarters in Cairo. He demanded that Nasser receive him and a 

student delegation to consider the situation in Gaza. Anxious to 

placate the Palestinians, Nasser quickly agreed to the meeting. 

During it, and according to Arafat’s memory, “Nasser said not less 
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than forty times that he was greatly shocked, and that he had 

learned many things for the first time — including how much the 

Palestinian people were suffering.’ To buy time while he considered 

his options, Nasser agreed to let Arafat and his delegation visit 

Gaza to study the situation and make a report. 

‘Arafat came officially to Gaza for three days,’ said Abu Jihad. 

‘We stayed together for the whole time and he made a very big 

impression on our people, not just the students but all of the 
people. We felt and we knew that he was living our emotions.’ 

On his return to Cairo, Arafat submitted a report to Nasser. It 

said the main problem was that Egypt and the other Arab regimes 

had left the Palestinians without arms to defend themselves. It 

would seem that Arafat was trying to persuade Nasser to let him, 

Wazir and others set up some kind of official Palestinian defence 
force which Arafat hoped eventually to turn into a commando or 

strike force — with Nasser’s blessing. 

Nasser was not only shocked and humiliated, he was also 

trapped. Arafat’s request that he arm the Palestinians added greatly 
to the burden of his agony about what to do. 

On the one hand the President of Egypt had to demonstrate 
to his soldiers, his general public and the Arab world that he would 

not take Israel’s attacks lying down. He had also to find a way to 

cool and appease the Palestinians. The problem was that Nasser 
could not afford to have his own men directly engaged in even 
minor clashes with the Israelis. The simple truth was that Egypt’s 
armed forces were no match for Israel. They were weak, ill- 
equipped and still badly organized. And morale could not have 
been lower. That was the case for using the Palestinians to retaliate 
against the Israelis. On the other hand Nasser could not afford to 
set up Arafat and Wazir as leaders of an independent Palestinian 
military organization. 

Nasser’s answer was an unhappy and unfortunate compromise. 
He decided that some Palestinians should be trained and armed 
and then let loose against Israel. But he insisted that the training, 
the arming and the selection of targets should be controlled by 
Egyptian army intelligence officers who would not officially exist. 
In short, there was to be no role for Arafat and Wazir or any other 
aspiring Palestinian leader. Nasser wanted the best of both worlds. 

88 



NO GO WITH NASSER 

By unleashing the Palestinians against Israel he hoped to win 

respect in Egypt and the Arab world. But because he would also 

be claiming that Egyptian forces were not involved, he hoped 

to be able to persuade the West to restrain Israel. 

Arafat and Wazir were not fooled. They knew that Nasser was 

using the Palestinians for his own ends, and that he would call off 

the attacks by his Palestinian commandos, or fedayeen, when it 

suited him. Arafat and Wazir were naturally disappointed because 

Nasser had denied them a role and, more important, the oppor- 

tunity to create a military organization of their own with Egyptian 

blessing. But they had the compensation of knowing that their 

activities had brought about the Israeli reprisal attack which had 

forced Nasser’s hand. To this point their strategy was working well. 

Abu Jihad told me that his secret organization ceased to func- 

tion when Nasser decided to use the Palestinians. He did not say 

that Nasser told Arafat and himself to stand aside, but that is the 

obvious implication. Abu Jihad also said that Nasser’s man in Gaza 

was a Major Mustapha Hafez. It was his job to recruit and train 

Palestinian volunteers for hit-and-run missions in Israel. And 

according to Abu Jihad the Israelis were the Major’s best recruit- 

ing sergeant. ‘Soon after Major Hafez arrived to take charge, the 

Israelis shelled and bombed Gaza city and Dier El-Balah. A few 

weeks later the Israelis bombed Gaza again and many civilians were 

injured. The hospitals were full of the wounded. Major Hafez took 

some of his volunteers on a tour of the hospitals and then he told 

them: ‘Now you know why you must be prepared to sacrifice 

your lives.” ’ 

' Though he was playing with fire, Nasser was aware that even 

if the West did have the will and the wish to restrain Israel, the 

fedayeen attacks that he was preparing to sponsor would lead to 

massive reprisal attacks against Egypt eventually. So it was that he 

became engaged in a desperate race against time to acquire the 

necessary weapons and equipment to strengthen his armed forces. 

An examination of the record — including Nasser’s own conver- 

sations with visiting foreign leaders, diplomats and senior UN 

officials — supports only one possible conclusion. It is that Egypt’s 

scramble to buy arms and weapons was for defensive purposes, and 

specifically to deter Israeli attacks. In 1955, after the Gaza Raid, 
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Nasser’s main intention was to make the price of attacking Egypt 

so high that Israel would not be able to afford it. In 1965, writing 

about 1955, Moshe Dayan said: ‘When an Israeli force operated 

inside Arab territory without the local army’s being able seriously 

to challenge them, the Arab military failure was openly demon- 

strated to their own people.’!”? Dayan was right. That was precisely 

what Israel’s Gaza Raid on 28 February had demonstrated. And 

that, in turn, is why Nasser went shopping for arms. 

The record is also very clear on a related matter. Nasser and 

the overwhelming majority of his fellow officers wanted the West, 
and America in particular, to be their arms suppliers. There can be 

no doubt that Nasser would have called off the fedayeen raids 
against Israel if the West had even hinted that it was prepared 

seriously to consider his requests. 

When the West refused to supply Nasser he had no choice. 

He did what the Zionists before him had done — he turned to 

Czechoslovakia and thus the Soviet Union for his weapons. In 

September 1955, Nasser announced a huge arms deal with Czecho- 
slovakia. From here on the Soviet Union was directly involved. 
Moscow was now in a position to do the same as the Western 
powers — to exploit the Arab-Israeli conflict for its own ends. And 
from that day on, most Arabs who are politically conscious, and 
even many who are not, were sick in their hearts. Arafat speaks for 
them all when he says: ‘Your Western leaders were very blind and 
very stupid. The Soviet Union would not have been able to put 
one little finger in the Middle East if the West had not forced 
Nasser to turn to Moscow for help. It is true that a few Arabs, 
mainly a few Christian Arabs, say they are Marxists. But we Muslim 
people cannot be communists. To be a communist is against our 
religion. We are also anti-communism because of our traditions, 
our culture and our way of thinking. Those in the West who say 
we Arabs are allies of the communists are either very ignorant 
people or they are fools.’ 

Israel’s official and public reaction to Nasser’s arms deal with 
Czechoslovakia was predictable. The line was that Nasser had just 
one objective — to destroy the State of Israel. And the arms deal 
was the proof. Later Dayan was to write: ‘The decisive intimation 
to Israel of an approaching Egyptian attack was the arms deal 
concluded between Czechoslovakia and Egypt. . . .”8 
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After studying all available’and relevant information, and on 

the basis of my private conversations over the years with many 

Israelis who ought to know the facts, I am convinced that most if 

not all of Israel’s leaders of the day knew that what they were 

saying about Nasser’s intentions added up to a propaganda lie. But 

from their own point of view there was a good reason why they 

had to tell it and promote it. 

Israel’s way of dealing with the Arabs was based on one simple 

idea and strategy. It was that the Arab regimes would only come 

round to accepting the Jewish State on its own terms — which 

included the suppression of the Palestinian people and the denial 

of their rights and identity - when they had been gunned and 

bombed into submission. For such a policy to be implemented 

with success, Israel needed to be, obviously, the strongest military 

power in the region. Unless it was, it could not dictate its terms 

for a settlement. Thus the real fear of Israel’s leaders as far as the 

Arab regimes were concerned was not so much that they would 

one day be strong and efficient enough to defeat Israel on the 

battlefield, but that the day could come — unless Israel maintained 

her military supremacy — when the Arabs would acquire enough 

military strength to deter the reprisal attacks which were Israel’s 

principal means of teaching the Arabs the necessary lessons. If that 

day came Israel would have to negotiate its continued existence. 

In those circumstances the Israelis would have to come to terms 

with the Palestinians; and that, in turn, would raise profound and 

valid questions about the legitimacy of the Zionist enterprise and 

the existence of the Jewish State. 

' Nasser’s arms deal was no more than a potential threat to 

Israel’s ability to impose her will on the Arabs by force. The reason 

why Israel worked so hard to promote the idea that what it actually 

faced was the threat of annihilation was to convince the West that 

it should supply the Jewish State with whatever weapons it asked 

for. An indication that Western leaders knew the Israelis were 

exaggerating and even lying about the nature of the threat they 

faced was President Eisenhower’s refusal to supply Israel with fifty 

fighter aircraft and tanks and other heavy equipment. Israel had 

told the Americans it required them to balance the hardware that 

Nasser was shortly to receive. 

There was one item on Nasser’s shopping list that was cause 
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for genuine alarm in Israel, however. He had asked for, and had 

been told that he would receive, Ilyushin jet bombers. These would 

be able to bomb Israeli cities from a height at which they could 

not be intercepted by Israel’s Meteor jet fighters. It was also true 
that the Meteors would be outclassed as fighters by the MiG 15s 

which Nasser was also to receive. But the overall military balance 

was still in Israel’s favour — as every Western expert knew. Even in 

terms of manpower the Israelis were ahead. The total manpower 

strength of the Arab League armies was 205,000, of which 100,000 

were Egyptians. Israel could mobilize 250,000 men and women 

in forty-eight hours. All that the Israelis could claim with truth 

was that Nasser’s Ilyushins and MiG 15s could pose a problem for 
them. But even this was solved within a few months when Israel 

persuaded France to supply it with Mystere Mark IV fighters. From 

then on Israel was, in reality, the military superpower of the region. 
If those who were preparing to lead the Palestinians, Yasser 

Arafat and Khalil Wazir in particular, had appreciated this fact, 
events would certainly have taken a different course. y 

In July 1956, Arafat completed his studies at the University of 
Fuad the First. He emerged from it as a qualified civil engineer. 
When I asked him why he had chosen to be a civil engineer, he 
said: ‘I was advanced in mathematics. My speciality was figures and 
calculations. Engineering was also the most useful subject for me 
to study. It would not prevent me from continuing with my military 
march — it would even help me.’ 

At the end of his university life, Arafat naturally ceased to be 
the President of the Union of Palestinian Students, which he had 
used as cover for his political activities. Without delay he invented 
a new cover. He created and became the Chairman of the Union 
of Palestinian Graduates. ‘In this way,’ said Arafat, ‘I was able to 
develop official links and contacts with Palestinian graduates in 
every Arab country and even in Europe.’ The future Chairman of 
the PLO had also to earn a living. As soon as he left university he 
got a job as an engineer with one of Egypt’s biggest construction 
companies. 

In his last year at university, and because Nasser had insisted 
that his own intelligence people would organize and co-ordinate 
the fedayeen attacks on Israel from Gaza, Arafat had been more of 
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a spectator than an instigator of the events which were pushing 

Israel and Egypt to war. But he was soon to be in action again. 

Left to go their own way, Israel’s leaders would probably have 

escalated their reprisal attacks against Egypt to the point of war — 

albeit a limited war. They were anxious to teach Nasser a lesson he 

would never forget to persuade him to call off the fedayeen attacks 
which were hurting Israel; and they were eager for an early oppor- 

tunity to destroy as many as possible of the new Soviet weapons 

which were now arriving in Egypt. But Israel’s leaders were given 

the opportunity to fight a major war when the British and French 
Governments invited them to join a conspiracy to destroy Nasser. 

On 26 July, Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal through which 

the oil imports on which Britain was almost entirely dependent 

at the time passed. Nasser’s grand gesture of defiance was inspired 

mainly by America’s decision, announced a few days previously, to 

withdraw its support for the financing of the project which Nasser 

considered to be the key to Egypt’s development — the building 

of the Aswan High Dam. He was also bitter because.of what he 

regarded as a Western manoeuvre to sabotage the prospects for 

Arab unity. In believing there was such a manoeuvre Nasser was 

probably more right than wrong. The Baghdad Pact, signed in 

1955 by Turkey, Iraq, Britain, Pakistan and Iran, and with the US 

participating in its committees, was not just an alliance to keep 

communism at bay in the Middle East. It was also a backdoor way 

of allowing Britain and the US to influence events in the region 

through important allies who would do more or less what they 

were told to do by the big powers. 

’ When Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, the British Prime 

Minister of the day, Anthony Eden, decided that the Egyptian 

leader had to be removed. The problem for Eden and his Govern- 

ment was finding the pretext for an invasion of Egypt. Nasser had 

not stopped the flow of oil through the canal and he had made it 

clear that he did not intend to do so. A pretext was invented during 

secret discussions between Britain, France and Israel. The basic 

plot was for the Israelis to attack Egypt on 29 October. The next 

day the British and French Governments would issue twelve-hour 

ultimatums, which would require Egyptian and Israeli forces to 

stop fighting and withdraw their troops from the immediate vicinity 
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of the Suez Canal. Anglo-French forces would then be stationed 
on the canal to keep the Egyptians and the Israelis apart and to 
safeguard shipping. The assumption of the British and the French, 

and the hope of the Israelis, was that Nasser would be totally 

humiliated and toppled. (Thirty years later it was revealed, officially, 

that British agents were licensed to kill Nasser.) 

When Egypt rejected the ultimatums, the British and the 
French launched attacks on Egyptian airfields and other military 

targets. This was followed by paratroop and commando landings 

in the Canal Zone. When the fighting started, Arafat immediately 

volunteered for service in the Egyptian army. As a second lieutenant 

he led the first Egyptian bomb-disposal squad into Port Said. When 
I asked Arafat about his experience he laughed. ‘You know,’ he 

said, ‘working with bombs on the ground is simple and more safe. 

For dealing with bombs and mines on the ground there are rules. 

If you follow the rules you can survive. But when the bombs come 

from the air survival is a matter of chance — there are no rules.’ 

Arafat seemed to have enjoyed his part in the war. 

When the fighting was stopped at midnight on 6 November, 

mainly by US pressure, it was Britain and France who were humili- 
ated. On the significance of what had happened Khalad Hassan 
offered this thought: ‘The Americans were not really doing the 
Arabs much of a favour by stopping Britain and France. Of course 
that is what the Americans wanted the Arabs to think. But really 
the US was playing a clever game. The Americans were pleased 
that Britain had been humiliated and they believed they could now 
replace Britain as the major Western influence in the region — which 
is exactly what happened. Many things were changed by the war 
of 1956.’ 

Nasser was now a hero. He was the undisputed leader of Egypt 
and, generally speaking, the Arab world. He was hailed as the new 
saviour by the Arab masses, including the Palestinians. But as the 
Palestinians were soon to discover, Nasser was not about to change 
his view that no part of Palestine could be liberated by force of 
arms. The speed of Israel’s advance in the war just ended had only 
served to reinforce Nasser’s belief that the Jewish State would not. 
be beaten on the battlefield in any future he could see. 

During the fighting the Israelis had captured the whole of the 
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Sinai Peninsula including the Gaza Strip, and they had also taken 

over Sharm El-Sheikh and the island of Tiran at the entrance to 

the Gulf of Aqaba. For Israel it was, in fact, a stunning military 
victory. On 15 November, after the arrival of the first contingents 

of the United Nations Emergency Force (UNEF), British, French 

and Israeli forces started to withdraw. For the Israelis the sticking 

points were Sharm El-Sheikh and Gaza. There the Israelis intended 

to remain in occupation until Egypt made peace with the Jewish 

State. And so began a battle of wills between Israel and America. 

President Eisenhower was determined to make the Israelis give 

back every inch of Egyptian territory they had conquered, but it 

took him several months to do it. 

While the Israelis remained in occupation of Gaza, Arafat and 

Wazir were busy. Wazir had moved to Cairo in September to 

continue his studies. And it was from Cairo, in consultation with 

Arafat, that he directed actions against the Israelis. Said Abu Jihad: 

‘When the Israelis occupied Gaza, I reactivated my underground 

organization. They needed some arms and ammunition. but in this 

time the circumstances were favourable to us. My commandos 

carried out some operations against the Israelis. It was good for 

them to have the experience of occupation. But mostly I was 

directing operations to liquidate spies and those who were co- 

operating with the Israelis.’ 

One of Wazir’s secret agents in Gaza was a very young and 

very beautiful woman. Her name was Intissar — it means ‘victory’. 

She was just fifteen. She was Wazir’s cousin and she was to become 

the keeper of many secrets for Wazir and Arafat; but at this time 

in Gaza she had a secret of her own — she was in love with her 

cousin Khalil. Under the cover of her love affair, and then later 

her marriage to Wazir, she was also to become Fatah’s secret 

weapon. 

When the Israelis occupied Gaza in 1956, Intissar was already 

an experienced courier. From the age of thirteen she had been the 

bearer of many of Wazir’s secret messages. During the Israeli occu- 

pation her job was to pass on Wazir’s instructions and distribute 

propaganda leaflets calling on the Palestinians to resist the occu- 

pation. ‘Sometimes,’ she told me, ‘I used to carry weapons from 

place to place. I remember one time when I was carrying some 
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grenades in a basket of oranges. My mother discovered them. She 

was very frightened. She said that if the Israelis caught me with 

the grenades I would be killed. I said to her: ‘‘Mother, most of 

these Israeli soldiers are young boys. I am a young woman. I know 

how to deal with them. Please, do not worry!” ’ 

Intissar’s most vivid memory of the Israeli occupation of Gaza 

is the precautions that were taken by many Palestinian families, her 

own included, to prevent their daughters being raped by the Israeli 

soldiers. ‘We all knew that Israeli soldiers were coming to the 

houses at night to take the girls and have sex with them. But we 

became very anxious and frightened after an incident when one 

Israeli soldier killed the husband of the woman he wanted to take. 

Then he killed the woman. If you quote me I don’t think the 

Israelis will try to say that I am telling lies because everybody 

knows about that incident. 

‘After those killings we organized ourselves to defend the girls. 

The families agreed that they would cry out to warn others if Israeli 

soldiers came to their houses. We were frequently woken up by 
these cries. In some places where the entrance to several houses 
was a narrow street, the families used to build barricades with iron. 
They used to put them up in the night and take them down in the 
morning. My father had his own special plan. Although I was 
fifteen and my sister was one year older, my father made us sleep 
in the same room with him and our mother. And my father had a 
ladder which he put against the bedroom wall. It went to the roof. 
If the Israelis came my father’s idea was that my sister and me 
should go up the ladder and escape to a neighbour’s house. And 
from there we were to run away if it was necessary. My father was 
so anxious that he told us every night what we should do.’ 

When the war was over Arafat was asked if he wanted to stay 
in the Egyptian army. He was told that his skill as a bomb-disposal 
expert was highly valued and he was offered a promotion. ‘They 
wanted me to train others,’ Arafat said. ‘I told them I had another 
job. I knew that if I stayed in the army I would have to follow 
rules and regulations and I would not be free to organize.’ 

Arafat’s organizing had already taken him to student confer- 
ences in Prague and Stuttgart. Although he did not know it at the 
time, the network of Palestinian student organizations he helped 
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to create in West Germany was to prove to be a good insurance 

policy for the future. But it was in Cairo, at the end of 1956 and 

the beginning of 1957, that Arafat and some of those who are 

today his most senior colleagues began to ask a fundamental ques- 
tion: where should they go from here? Fatah has its origins in the 
debates of that period. 

Because he had a living to earn, Arafat was back at work as an 

engineer. But his life and his love were politics. ‘I was excited,’ he 

told me, ‘because our Palestinian student organizations were taking 

root everywhere — throughout the Arab world and in Europe. But 

what was the purpose of our organizing?’ 

The talking in Cairo was dominated by Arafat and Wazir. Both 

men had no doubts at all about the way forward. But a demand for 

independent Palestinian military action, which they both favoured, 

would not have won majority support at the time. When Fatah’s 

leaders did eventually confront the question, the division provoked 

by it very nearly destroyed their organization. 

‘Our first decision —- you can say it was only a decision in 

principle,’ said Abu Jihad, ‘was that we had to organize and arm 

ourselves.’ 

The second decision in principle was that the Palestinians 

should not be members of any Arab political party or movement 

~ including the Muslim Brotherhood. Abu Iyad, then Salah Khalaf, 
was a leading participant in the Cairo debates. ‘It was very clear 

that Arafat and Wazir hated political parties,’ he told me. ‘Wazir 

said they were a “‘joke’’. Arafat said, and he was right, that Pales- 

tinian families were being divided because fathers and sons and 

brothers were members of different parties, one supporting this 

regime, one supporting another regime and so on.” But there was 

more to it than that. Arafat and Wazir were convinced that an 

independent Palestinian movement, even a political one, would 

not be allowed to survive in the jungle of Arab politics unless the 

Palestinians could demonstrate that they were not intending to 

interfere in the internal affairs of the Arab nations. 

Although the Cairo debates did not define objectives, the idea 

that there had to be an independent Palestinian movement of some 

kind was firmly planted. The task to which Arafat and Wazir were 

now to commit themselves was organizing it. In every country and 
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place where there was a Palestinian community, and using the 

student organizations as a cover for their activities, they planned 

to create underground political cells and unite existing ones. They 

had to be underground because no Arab regime wanted to see the 

emergence of an independent Palestinian movement. 

In March 1957, the Israelis ended their occupation of the 

Gaza Strip after President Eisenhower had threatened to support 

sanctions against Israel if they did not withdraw. When the situation 

in Gaza was more or less back to normal, Wazir left Cairo to take 

a teaching job in Saudi Arabia. He needed the money but he was 

much more attracted by the opportunity to organize an under- 

ground network there. At about the same time Khalaf returned to 

Gaza where he was to spend several years teaching in the schools 

of the refugee camps. 

Arafat himself had planned to make Cairo his headquarters. 

The place he called home, his family and his job were there. And 

with Nasser now the undisputed leader of much of the Arab world, 

Cairo was obviously going to be the powerhouse of the promised 

Arab revolution. It was there that many of the important decisions 
about future Arab policy and strategy would be made. Arafat 
intended to travel as much as his job and his employers would 
allow, but Cairo was the place for his base. Or so Arafat thought. 
But it was not to be. He was shortly to learn that his presence in 
Egypt was not wanted. 

If Arafat had known all of the reasons why the Israelis ended 
their occupation of Gaza, he would probably have left Egypt in 
disgust before he was more or less obliged to go. He was aware 
that President Eisenhower had read the riot act to Israel’s leaders, 
but he did not know that they had driven a very hard bargain. 
Through the offices of the UN, and in order to give Eisenhower 
what he needed to get tough with the Israelis, Nasser had been 
required to make two secret promises. One was that he would not 
instigate any Egyptian military action against Israel for a period of 
ten years — unless he was provoked. The other was that he would 
prevent the Palestinians launching attacks on Israel from Egyptian 
soil and the Gaza Strip. 

Soon after the Israelis withdrew from Gaza, Arafat said his nose 
detected ‘a different smell’ in Cairo. He also sensed a coolness in 
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some of Nasser’s colleagues whom he had previously regarded as 

friends and collaborators. But the first real sign that he was in 
trouble with his enemies in Egypt’s intelligence community came 

when he returned from a ‘secret’ visit to Iraq. ‘It was not really a 

secret visit as such,’ Arafat told me. ‘The real problem was that I 

was supposed to tell the Egyptian authorities where I was going 

and who I was going to see. I did not do so for obvious reasons.’ 

The ‘obvious reasons’ were that at the time of his visit to 

Baghdad, Iraq was Nasser’s enemy. It would not be unfair to 

describe its ruler, King Feisal, and its Prime Minister, Nuri es-Said, 

as British puppets. Nasser had long believed that they were allowing 

themselves to be promoted by the British as the alternative to his 

leadership of the Arab world. 
In fact the purpose of Arafat’s visit was not what Egypt’s 

intelligence people assumed it to be. Arafat did not go to Iraq to 

speak with Feisal and his Prime Minister. He went to talk with the 

men who were planning to kill them — Brigadier Karim Kassem 

and Colonel Salem Aref. ’ 

‘When I returned to Cairo they began to squeeze me,’ Arafat 

said. ‘My employers told me that I should not have gone to Iraq. 

I told them it was none of their business because I had taken 

unpaid leave that was due to me. Then I learned that it was some 

Egyptian intelligence officers who were squeezing me through my 

employers. I decided that it was time for me to leave Egypt. Day 

by day it was becoming more clear that I would not be free to 

organize if I stayed in Cairo. 

When he left Egypt Arafat’s destination was Kuwait. But that 

was not his first choice. ‘I had a job waiting for me in Saudi Arabia 

but the official paperwork was delayed. While I was waiting I had 

the offer of another job, this one in Kuwait. I decided to take it.’ 

The obvious implication is that he thought it was too dangerous 

to wait in Cairo for the paperwork that would allow him to enter 

Saudi Arabia. It actually arrived very soon after he landed in 

Kuwait. 

Before the confrontation with Nasser, Arafat was to find himself 

at odds with the intellectual elite of his generation. And the setting 

for that drama was Kuwait. 
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A Candle in the Darkness 

Within weeks of his arrival in Kuwait, Arafat was again setting the 

pace he wanted others to follow. In September or October he 

formed what can be called the first of Fatah’s underground and 

secret cells. It had five members — Yasser Arafat, Khalil Wazir 

and three others. 

Wazir had survived only three months in Saudi Arabia. Without 

elaboration he told me there were ‘many reasons’ why he left 

that country. The Saudis were probably deeply suspicious of his 

underground activities and asked him to leave. Wazir went directly 

to Cairo where he intended to discuss his next move with Arafat. 

On arrival there Wazir was shocked and disturbed by his discovery 

that Arafat had been obliged to seek refuge in Kuwait. It was not 

a good sign. By mutual and secret agreement the two of them 

were supposed to be organizing a network of underground cells 

from which their independent organization was shortly to emerge, 

or so they hoped, yet here they were being driven from one Arab 
country after another. 

Khalad Hassan said, ‘If Kuwait’s rulers had not allowed us 
the freedom to organize, there may not have been a Palestinian 
regeneration.’ 

Wazir left Cairo for Kuwait without delay. But he moved with 
extreme caution. He planned for the possibility that he would be 
tailed by Egyptian intelligence agents who were anxious to add to 
their dossier on Arafat and his activities. On his arrival in Kuwait, 
which remained a British Protectorate until June 1961, Wazir went 
to great lengths to avoid attracting the attention and interest of 
British security agents. As a consequence of the precautions he 
took it was nearly one month before he decided he was ‘clean 
enough’ to risk a rendezvous with Arafat. 
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When they met in August or September, it was apparently 
difficult for Wazir to decide which of the two of them was the 
more frustrated. Um Jihad was later to tell me that her husband 

was, in fact, even more emotional than Arafat; but that unlike 

Arafat he fought hard to ‘keep his feelings inside of him’. She 

added: ‘But this self-control is very dangerous for him. Sometimes 
he just collapses at home and I think he is having a heart attack. 

He is not. It is the price he pays for keeping his emotions to 

himself.’ 

The cause of the frustration was not simply the difficulties 

of trying to organize an underground movement in the hostile 

environment of the Arab world. Their real fear was that time was 

against them. Said Abu Jihad: ‘We believed, Arafat and I, that it 
was only by military actions that we could fix the Palestinian ident- 

ity. That was our slogan. What did we mean? We were convinced 

that our first task was to prove to the Arab regimes and the 

world that we Palestinians still existed and that our problem could 

not be swept under the carpet. I agree with you that we were 

young and naive about many things in those days... but we knew 

that guns spoke louder than words in the world of the big powers. 

You can say we decided that we had to speak the same language 

as those who wanted us to disappear.’ 
When Arafat and Wazir talked in Kuwait in August or Septem- 

ber 1957 they knew there were powerful arguments against the 
quick military action they wanted. They knew there was a strong 

case for taking time to build their organization and to raise money 

to equip it and then more time to train their fighters. But it was 

the time factor that worried them most. The more time passed 

without some military action to prove that some Palestinians had 

not given up the struggle, the more likely it was that the Palestinian 

spirit would be completely broken. 

Abu Jihad continued: ‘We decided, Arafat and I, that it was 

the moment for the talking to stop and the action to start. We did 

not believe the Palestinians could afford the luxury of discussions 

about the philosophy of how to liberate. I can say we were guided 

by two points. We did not need to be convinced that we Pales- 

tinians had to depend on ourselves. We had waited so long for the 

Arabs to help us regain our country and they had failed us. That 
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was the first point. The second was that we were inspired by the 

revolutions that were taking place in the world. The revolution in 

Algeria was burning like a strong flame of hope in front of us. 

When the Algerians started their revolution in 1954, they were 

only some few hundred Arabs against 20,000 French troops and 

well-armed settlers with much combat experience. The revolution 

in Algeria was to us the proof that a people can organize themselves 

and build their military power during the fighting.’ 

Such was the thinking of Wazir and Arafat when they formed 

the first of Fatah’s underground and secret cells. The other three 

members of it were Adel Karim, Youseff Amira and a man called 

Shedid. 

‘At the time we were not concerned about a name for the 

organization we were creating,’ said Abu Jihad. ‘Later there was 

much discussion about what we should call it, and at one point we 

had a list of twenty names. But in the beginning, and even after 

we had chosen the name of Al-Fatah, there was a great need for 

total secrecy. We had to protect ourselves from the intelligence 

services of the Arab regimes. We knew they would try to put their 

agents inside us. So in the beginning we were an organization 
without a name.’ 

As conceived by Arafat and Wazir, the first Fatah cell was to 
be the nucleus of a rapidly expanding network of similar cells 
throughout the Arab world and beyond. Each new cell was to be 
responsible for raising money to buy weapons. And within a short 
time the leaders of the cells would come together to form the 
leadership of the new organization. That was the theory. Arafat 
and Wazir began to feel that the day when they could launch 
military actions against Israel was drawing near. But their optimism - 
was not justified. It was to be seven long years before Fatah 
emerged from the underground. 

Part of the reason seems to be that Arafat and Wazir had 
a massive credibility problem. To the majority of activists and 
intellectuals in the Palestinian diaspora as a whole, the proposition 
that the Palestinians could liberate their homeland through armed 
struggle by themselves was ludicrous. In fact Arafat and Wazir were 
not nearly so ambitious as they had to pretend to be in order to 
promote their ideas. As Abu Jihad said, their essential idea was that 
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military action was necessary to fix the Palestinian identity. Beyond 
that their actual intention was to keep the pot boiling, and to 
provoke a war between the Arabs and Israel which, they believed, 
the Arabs were bound to win. And that was the end point of their 
thinking in 1957 and for the next decade - until the Arabs lost 
the war that had to be won if the strategy was to be justified. Arafat 
and Wazir could not afford to say they saw independent Palestinian 

military action as a means to an end and not an end in itself, and 

that their real strategy was to push the Arabs into a war which the 

regimes did not want. So most of the Palestinian activists concluded 
that Arafat and Wazir seriously believed that the Palestinians could 

liberate their homeland entirely by their own efforts. Hence the 
credibility problem. 

But there was another and related reason why Arafat and Wazir 

were to find themselves representing a minority point of view 

during Fatah’s underground years. An easy majority of Palestinians 

— the masses and many who were to become leaders — were content 

to leave the task of liberating Palestine to Nasser and.the revolu- 

tionary Arab regimes. Like Arafat and Wazir, most Palestinians 

were by now aware that they had lost their homeland because of 

the impotence and the corruption of the Arab regimes of the old 

order. Most Palestinians understood that it was because the regimes 

of the old order were so corrupt that they had become the pup- 

pets of the British and the other big powers who had brought the 

Jewish State into being for their own ends. When Nasser came to 

power, and particularly after his victory over the British and the 

French in 1956, most Palestinians simply assumed that everything 

would change, and that liberating Palestine would be a priority of 

the pan-Arab revolution Nasser was claiming to lead. 

Of all of those who were to become PLO leaders, and whose 

actions were to force Western public opinion to spare a thought 

or two for the plight of the Palestinians, none at the time was 

more supportive of the idea that the Palestinians should put their 

trust in the new Arab regimes, and in Nasser in particular, than Dr 

George Habash. 

The future leader of the Popular Front for the Liberation of 

Palestine (PFLP) — the organization which pioneered the hijacking 

of international airliners —- was born in Lydda (Lod) in 1926. He 
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was the son of a Greek Orthodox grain merchant. At the American 

University in Beirut where he studied medicine, Habash was 

regarded by all as an outstanding and brilliant student. In 1953 

and with others — including Wadi Haddad, who was to become 

the mastermind of the PFLP’s terror operations — Habash 

formed the Arab Nationalist Movement (ANM). It was an alliance 

of Arab radicals who firmly believed that Nasser would succeed in 

changing and uniting the Arab world. The ANM pledged itself to 

support Nasser’s efforts. At the time, in fact from 1953 until 1967, 

Habash was convinced that Nasser held the key to the liberation 

of Palestine through Arab unity, and that he would use it. 

I asked Habash why, in the late 1950s and the early 1960s, he 

was opposed to the underground ideas about the need for an 

independent Palestinian liberation organization or movement. He 

replied: ‘If you are saying that I was against the Palestinians taking 

their own role in the liberation of their country, our country, then 

that is not the case. What I opposed was the point of view which 

said that only the Palestinians were concerned with facing Zionism 

and liberating their homeland. I believed the problem of liberation 

was so complicated that we had to work with the revolutionary 

Arab regimes and the Arab masses. We had to have a co-ordinated 

strategy. I used to say to our colleagues in Fatah that they were 

wrong to believe that Algeria was a model for us to follow or copy. 

What was happening in Algeria was a simple or classic colonial 
struggle. Our situation was not the same. It was so much more 

complicated because of the vested interests of the big powers. It 

wasn’t just a question of the Palestinians against the Israelis, or even 

the Arabs against the Israelis. We had to consider the American 

involvement, the Soviet involvement and so on. And that is why 

I insisted in those days on co-ordination with Nasser and the 

revolutionary Arab regimes. We can say they did not live up to our 

expectations and this, as you know, made us change our thinking.’ 

In the late 1950s and the early 1960s there is no doubt that 
the views expressed by Habash were shared by an easy majority of 
Palestinians. 

Less than twenty-four hours after Arafat and Wazir had formed 
their first underground and secret cell, they were shaken by some 
bad news from a totally unexpected quarter. Shedid, the fifth 
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member of the cell, announced that he would not be attending 
any further meetings. He was quitting. After a sleepless night he 

said to Wazir: ‘My circumstances are such that I cannot continue 

with you.” In other words, as Abu Jihad told me: ‘He decided he 

could not support us in the way we intended to go.’ 

Shedid’s decision did not please Arafat and Wazir. It also made 

them realize how difficult it was going to be to win support for 

their concept of an independent Palestine liberation organization 

which, if they had their way, would launch military actions against 

Israel with the minimum possible delay. And there was more bad 

news to come. In the discussions that followed, Arafat and Wazir 

learned that their other two partners in the cell, Karim and Amira, 

shared many of Shedid’s doubts. Seven years later Karim and 

Amira were to follow Shedid into the political wilderness. They 

chose to leave Fatah at the moment when they would have caused 

it to split if they had pushed their opposition to the line favoured 

by Arafat and Wazir. But in 1957 they were content to have their 
reservations noted. . 

Within a matter of days, and perhaps to demonstrate to Karim 

and Amira that they were pragmatists and not romantics, Arafat and 

Wazir had revised their expectations and were ready with a new 

strategy for assaulting what they saw as the main obstacle in their 

way. In their view the main obstacle was the ignorance of those 

Palestinians — in fact the vast majority —- who believed, in good 

faith, that they could depend on Nasser and the revolutionary Arab 

regimes of the new order to liberate their homeland. Arafat and 

Wazir were convinced, and they were right, that the ignorance 

existed and persisted merely because the Arab regimes had banned 

all discussion of the Palestinian problem. What was therefore 

needed was an underground Palestinian publication, a newspaper 

or at least a regular magazine of substance, that would seek to 

convince its readers that the Arab regimes did not intend to fight 

to liberate Palestine and that the Palestinians had to rely on them- 

selves by supporting the independent liberation movement that 

Arafat and Wazir were struggling to create. 

Said Abu Jihad: ‘Our opinion was that our people were living 

in darkness. The magazine we intended to publish was to be a 

candle in the darkness.’ 
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That was the theory, but there was much work to be done 

before they could light the candle. With help from Karim and 

Amira, Arafat and Wazir had to find a publisher whom they could 

trust with their lives. They had also to organize an underground 

distribution network. They knew they could count on the various 

student organizations, but they had also to penetrate the refugee 

camps which were tightly controlled by the intelligence services of 

the Arab regimes. And above all, they had somehow to raise the 
money to pay for the venture. That year, 1958, was mainly spent 

in preparation. 

The magazine was to be called Our Palestine: The Call to Life. 

It was Arafat himself who provided most if not all of the money 

to make it possible. ‘I was financing it because, let me say, my 

circumstances were convenient,’ he said. Of the remaining four 

members of the first Fatah cell Arafat was, in fact, the only one 

who had the opportunity to make money. Kuwait was about to 

experience a sensational development explosion. There were for- 

tunes to be made. From the moment of his arrival Arafat had set 

himself up as a construction and contracting engineer, working 

first for the PWD (Public Works Department). In the period from 

1957 to 1964 he did make a great deal of money; and as Khalad 

Hassan has said, there is no doubt that the future leader of the 

PLO could have become a millionaire several times over if he had 

stayed in Kuwait as a businessman. ‘But I was not interested in the 

money for myself,’ Arafat said. ‘I knew I would have to finance 

our activities until we had established our organization.’ 

It was shortly before the publication of the first edition of Our 

Palestine in 1959 that Arafat, Wazir and their associates chose the 

name Al-Fatah. Said Abu Jihad: ‘It came about in this way. We 

said we were a movement — not a group, not a front and not an 

organization. But a movement for what? A movement for national 
liberation. Therefore we fixed our name. We were the movement 
for the national liberation of Palestine — Harakat Al-Tahrir Al- 
Watani Al-Filastini.’ Fatah came from reversing the initial letters. 

Abu Jihad punctuated his story with chuckles and laughter. 
‘Many of the editorials were written under the signature of Fatah. 
Sometimes it was the name in full. Sometimes it was F.T.H. And 
everybody was asking the same question. ‘Who is this Mr Fatah??? 
they were saying!’ 
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Arafat himself put the first monthly edition of the magazine to 
bed. When the articles were prepared he travelled to Beirut. It was 

there that they had found a backstreet publisher whom they felt 

they could trust. With the first edition there were no problems. 

They had more than enough material. ‘But it was not always so,’ 

Arafat said. ‘On many occasions we did not have enough articles 

and pictures to fill the thirty or more pages. When that happened 
I or Abu Jihad, or both of us, would sit in the printing shop 

writing more words to fill the space. And when we were short of 

ideas we called on our friends in Beirut to help us.’ 

The content of Our Palestine was crude propaganda. When it 

spoke about the future it was totally uncompromising. Right was 

defined as ‘everything that hastens the disappearance of Israel’. 

Good was ‘that which leads to the collapse of the usurper state’. 

And peace was ‘vengeance against the butchers of Deir Yassin and 

the criminals of Qibya’. But making policy was not the name of the 

game. Our Palestine had only two real objectives. The first was to 

convince as many Palestinians as possible that they were deluded 

if they believed that Nasser and the other Arab leaders were serious 

about liberating Palestine by military or any other means. The 

second was to persuade as many Palestinians as possible that the 

only alternative was for the Palestinians themselves to play the lead- 

ing role in the liberation struggle. 

On how to deal with Israel, Arafat, Wazir and others who 

wrote the copy for Our Palestine did not pull their punches. But 

most of the anger and the contempt in the columns of the magazine 
was directed at the Arab regimes of the new order ‘which have 

‘stopped the Palestinians’ mouths, tied their hands, deprived them 

of their freedom of action in what is left of their own country and 

resisted the idea of their regroupment’. 

To the Arab regimes of the front-line states, Our Palestine was 

deeply subversive literature. And according to Arafat and Wazir, 

the intelligence services of Egypt and Syria were ordered to take 

all necessary measures to prevent the distribution of the magazine. 

Said Abu Jihad: ‘As a consequence of the activities of many Arab 

intelligence services we had a feast of problems. In Egypt and Syria 

Our Palestine was banned. In Jordan it was sometimes banned. 

In the Lebanon and the Gulf States it was OK. We were also 

sending the magazine to Palestinians in Europe and America.’ 
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Many Palestinians, particularly those in the refugee camps 

which were under constant surveillance by the Arab intelligence 

services, discovered that reading Our Palestine was a dangerous 

occupation. ‘There was a man called Sarraj who was a military 
governor in Syria,” said Abu Jihad. ‘I will not forget him. He was 

in charge of the spies inside the camps in his area. When refugees 

who were caught with Our Palestine were brought to him, he had 
his own special way of torturing them. He would put his boot on 

their throats and he pressed down harder and harder as he asked 

his questions. In Syria, Egypt and other Arab countries, many 

Palestinians were tortured for reading our magazine. And always 

they were asked the same questions: ‘‘What is the name of the 
organization to which you belong?” and “‘What are the names of 

the people you know in the organization?”’’ Most had no infor- 

mation to give. 

To Arafat and Wazir the fact that Palestinians were being tor- 

tured just for reading Our Palestine had its positive side. It was 
proof that the Arab regimes and their intelligence services were 

convinced that an underground and independent Palestinian 

organization was already in existence. In reality it was not, but if 

that was what the Arab regimes and their intelligence services 

believed, it was a safe bet that many Palestinians had drawn or 

were drawing the same conclusions. Said Arafat: ‘It was this appear- 
ance of power — a power, in fact, that we did not have at the time 

— that enabled us to form more cells and build the wide base for 
our organization.’ 

‘Yah,’ smiled Abu Jihad, ‘that is the way it was. Without the 

appearance of power which Our Palestine gave us, it is possible 
that we might have been finished.’ 

As Fatah’s recruiting sergeant, Our Palestine was a success. 

And it was Wazir, in consultation with Arafat and others who had 

formed cells, who co-ordinated the recruiting drive. His cover for 
that assignment was his duties as the editorial executive responsible 
for the ‘Letters to the Editor’ section of the magazine. 

‘Now I will tell you the secret of how we organized ourselves,’ 
said Abu Jihad. ‘In every edition of the magazine we gave an 
address for those people who wanted to write letters to the editor. 
In time we began to receive correspondence from Palestinians all 

108 



A CANDLE IN THE DARKNESS 

over the Arab world. Many wefe writing not as individuals but as 
the leaders of local groups — political groups — which they them- 
selves had organized under the cover of clubs and societies. Of 
course they took some care about what they said in writing, but 
they all found their own ways to hint what their real purpose was. 
They would say, for example, “We are smelling something good 
in your magazine.” It was their way of telling us that they knew 

we were organizing and that they were interested in joining us. 

And then they would say, “We have an important matter that we 

would like to discuss with you. Please send somebody to contact 
us at such and such an address.” 

‘Directly we would send one of our people to make contact. 

Of course we had to take many precautions. At the first meeting 

with each new person or group there was suspicion on both sides. 

We had to be certain that they were not agents for an Arab intelli- 

gence service. And they also had to be convinced that we were not 

the agent or puppet of some Arab regime. Then, when we were 

confident, we would whisper into their ears: “Yes, you are right. 

We are a big underground organization with many people. We 

have a political and military programme for liberation. We are ready 

for you to co-operate with us. You must form a cell and collect 

money and prepare for the day when we become one movement.” 

And so it was that we developed the streams that became the river.’ 

It should be remembered that Arafat was still working as a 

construction and contracting engineer, and that Wazir was still 

earning his living as a teacher. But when time allowed they trav- 

elled, separately and to different destinations, to make personal 

contact with those who were organizing the new cells. Arafat paid 

the air fares and the other expenses. 

There were forty monthly editions of Our Palestine. By the 

time of the last one, the proof that the magazine had served its 

purpose was evident — the stage was set for Fatah to come officially, 

but still secretly, into being. But it was with the publication of the 

first edition early in 1959 that Arafat and Wazir had passed 

the point of no return. From then on they were committed to the 

idea of armed struggle against Israel, which came to mean that 

they were also committed to a bloody showdown with Nasser’s 

Egypt and the other front-line Arab states. The showdown was 
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inevitable given that the Arab regimes had no intention of fighting 

Israel to liberate Palestine. Forty months after the launch of their 

magazine the implications of the stand that Arafat and Wazir had 

taken were obvious to both men. If they were now to fail to get 

the necessary support for independent military action, they would 

be finished as leaders. They were to come much closer to failure 

than either of them had imagined in their darkest moments. 

In the early 1960s, before Arafat and Wazir were to find them- 

selves in confrontation with a majority of their colleagues on the 

question of military action, there were three developments which 

helped to swing the pendulum of Palestinian opinion in the direc- 

tion of support for those who were saying that the Palestinians 

could not rely on the Arab regimes. . 

The first, in September 1961, was the collapse of the union 

between Egypt and Syria. The two countries had decided to unite 

in 1958. To some Palestinian intellectuals who had committed 

themselves to Nasser and his view that Arab unity was the prerequi- 

site for the liberation of Palestine, the split between Egypt and 

Syria was an ominous sign. If these two important countries could 

not maintain their union, what price the greater and wider Arab 

unity that was the key to liberating Palestine? Many of the Pales- 

tinians who were content to rely on Nasser did not understand 

his real strategy. When Nasser talked about Arab unity being the 

prerequisite for the liberation of Palestine, he meant that it was 

only when the Arabs were united that they would have the neces- 

sary political and economic leverage to bargain successfully with 

the West and the US in particular. In short, it was only when the 

Arabs were united that they could persuade the US to oblige Israel 

to come to some arrangement with the Palestinians. The Arab 

unity Nasser sought was not for the purpose of a military confron- 

tation with Israel. It was this that many Palestinians did not under- 
stand in the late 1950s. 

The second development was a dramatic statement by Nasser. 
In Gaza, early in 1962, he announced that he and Arab leaders 
had no plan for the liberation of Palestine. Though it was not a 
matter of public knowledge at the time. Nasser was responding to 
secret signals from the Kennedy Administration in Washington. As 
all American Presidents do for a few weeks every four years, Ken- 
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nedy was listening to the Middle East experts in the State Depart- 
ment. And they were telling him, as they and their predecessors had 
been telling every American President since 1948, that American 

support for Israel’s refusal to give the Palestinians something would 

have disastrous consequences for US interests in the Arab world 

in the long term. Kennedy was not only listening to this advice, 
he was acting on it. And he decided to push for a comprehensive 
settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict. Kennedy knew that the Arab 

regimes that mattered would make peace with Israel, provided 

Israel was willing to reach some accommodation with the Pales- 

tinians. As a first step Kennedy was privately pressing Israel to allow 

at least some Palestinian refugees to return to their homes. And 

this, of course, was in tune with all of the relevant UN resolutions 

of the time. In their usual way, Israel’s leaders refused to co- 

operate. Kennedy’s first response was a tough one. He told the 

Israelis: no compromise, no missiles. At the time Israel was awaiting 

delivery of some Hawk missiles. 

While this particular battle of wills was going on, Nasser 

received word from Washington that he could help Kennedy and 

himself by making a public statement in which the Egyptian leader 

would indicate that he had no intention of fighting Israel. Kennedy 

himself did not need to be convinced that Nasser was not interested 

in war with Israel. The statement he wanted Nasser to make was 

for public relations purposes. Such was the background to Nasser’s 

famous speech. The fact that he delivered it in Gaza was almost as 

significant as the speech itself. By saying what he said there, Nasser 

was trying to tell Kennedy, and Israel, that he was also prepared 

to deal with any outbreak of Palestinian militarism if Egypt, 

America and Israel could do a deal which would satisfy the mini- 

mum demands of the Palestinians. In the end, and like every 

American President before and after him, Kennedy backed down 

in the face of Israeli and Jewish blackmail. At the time the President 

was reluctantly supporting the efforts of his brother Robert, the 

Attorney-General, to smash ‘organized crime’ — a euphemism for 

the Mafia. In the circumstances, the President did not need a 

crystal ball to tell him that he was making too many powerful 

enemies, including some who would be prepared to have him 

killed. Kennedy needed the support of the Jews. 
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The third development was the defeat of the French by Algeria’s 

liberation movement, the Front de la Libération Nationale — the 

FLN as it was known to the world. After more than seven years of 

struggle, the French lost the will to fight on. And in July 1962, 

the FLN’s leader, Ben Bella, proclaimed Algeria’s independence. 

As events were to prove, Arafat and Wazir were badly mistaken 

in their view that they could apply the lessons of Algeria’s experi- 

ence of armed struggle to the situation in Palestine. But they were 

right in their belief that a good relationship with an independent 

and revolutionary Algeria would enable them to promote their 

own cause on the world stage. Arafat was ready and waiting to 

seize the opportunity. 

‘I started my contacts with the Algerian revolutionaries in the 

early 1950s,’ Arafat told me. ‘I was, in fact, in very good dialogue 

with them before they began their long struggle in 1954. I stayed 

in touch and they promised they would help us when they had 

achieved their independence. I never doubted for one moment 

that they would win, and that their victory would be very important 
for us.’ 

On 3 July, Yasser Arafat, the construction and contracting 

engineer from Kuwait, was among the VIPs from all over the world 

who were gathered in Algeria to celebrate the nation’s indepen- 

dence from French rule. At the first possible opportunity, and with 

great tact and charm, Arafat reminded his hosts of their promise. 

‘My dear brother Yasser, we made that promise and we will honour 

it,’ said President Ben Bella. ‘In the coming days we will sit 

together and discuss how we can help your revolution.”!? 

It was a good start but Arafat was in a hurry. He had come to 
Algiers with a specific request for help, and he had vowed to his 
colleagues in Kuwait that he would not return without a favourable 
response from Ben Bella. What Arafat wanted was permission in 
principle for Fatah to open its first official office in Algiers. It would 
not bear the name of Fatah. It would be called the Bureau de la 
Palestine. But it would be Fatah in all but name. 

Fatah’s need for an official and above-ground or public pres- 
ence somewhere did not have to be spelled out to the Algerians. 
They were aware that Arafat and his colleagues were as good as 
prisoners in the Arab heartland. Officially they were not allowed 
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to speak or write about their cause. Officially they were not permit- 
ted to organize. And they were denied the opportunity to meet 
and talk openly with politicians, diplomats and journalists from 
outside the Arab world. An office in Algiers would end EFatah’s 
isolation and enable its leaders to be in touch with the world, in 

particular with Third World and revolutionary leaders, including 
the Chinese, who would be frequent visitors to Algeria. 

In time Arafat would ask his Algerian friends for support of a 

different kind — facilities for training Fatah fighters and then arms 
and ammunition. But on this visit to Algiers he had decided to 

cross one bridge at a time. His caution was dictated by the knowI- 

edge that his request for help had placed Ben Bella in a difficult 

position. On the one hand the Algerian leader had good reasons 

for supporting the Palestinians. He believed in their cause and 

helping them would underline his own revolutionary credentials. 

On the other hand there would be problems with Nasser. The 

Egyptian leader was bound to oppose any move that would 
improve the prospects for the emergence of an independent Pales- 
tine liberation movement. 

Arafat got what he wanted. In principle Ben Bella agreed to 

his request. Arafat was pleased, even excited. He had made a very 
dramatic breakthrough. But there was a nagging worry. How 

would Nasser respond when he learned that the Palestinians were 

going to be allowed to open a window on the world in Algiers? It 

was natural and obvious that he would regard the Bureau de la 

Palestine as a major threat to his policy of containing and control- 

ling the Palestinians. In his own mind Arafat had already decided 
that Khalil Wazir would be the man to open the bureau in Algiers 
and organize its activities. If Nasser created problems for them, 

Wazir was the man who would solve them. On the journey back 

to Kuwait there was another reason why Arafat was thinking about 

his most trusted colleague. 

At more or less the same time as Arafat was making the Algerian 

connection, Wazir was getting married in Gaza. His bride was the 

lovely Intissar, his childhood sweetheart. When he left Gaza for 

Cairo in 1956 they did not see each other again for three years. 

Then, in the summer of 1959, Intissar was asked if she wanted to 

meet one of the ‘very big leaders’ of the underground movement. 
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‘I said, “‘Yes, of course”, and I was taken the next day to a 

secret meeting place,’ Intissar told me. ‘There were quite a few 

people there. Most of them were talking in small groups. It was 

like a cocktail party without drinks. Some of the people I knew, 

and some I didn’t. Then I saw Khalil. We were pleased to be with 

each other again and we talked. After some time I whispered to 

him: ‘‘Who is this very big leader I am supposed to be meeting?” 

‘Khalil was serious and he began to search the faces. I followed 

his eyes. Then he said to me: “‘Don’t you see him?” 

‘I said, ‘“‘No, tell me.” 

‘Then he smiled. “‘It’s me, Khalil Wazir, that you have come 

to meet!” 

‘When we were alone he asked me a question. “‘Are you ready 

to continue with our secret work?”’ 

‘I answered him: ‘Yes, of course. You know me and what I 

have done for you in the past, when I was a kid. I have not 

changed, nothing has changed.” 

“He was happy but he became very serious. He said: ‘‘Intissar, 

we are no more playing games. We shall soon begin our long 

struggle. It will be very dangerous. The Arab regimes will try to 

liquidate us. Many of us will be tortured and killed. When we start 
the whole world will be against us.” 

‘I said, ‘“‘Yes, I know.”’ 

‘Then he took my hands in his. He was very gentle. ‘Intissar, 

I want you to do two things for me if you are ready. I want you 

to take care of my secret work. I want you to type my secret papers 
and keep them safe. That is the first thing.” 

‘I said, “‘I am ready. What is the second?”’ 

‘He said: “‘I want you to be my wife.” 
‘I didn’t need to think. “I am ready for that, too,” I said. 

And I kissed him.’ 
While Wazir continued to earn his living as a teacher it was 

only during school holidays that he was free to travel to make 
contact with the underground cells that were being formed in 
Palestinian communities throughout the Arab world. From the 
summer of 1959 Intissar travelled with him. In public she was his 
adoring fiancée. In reality she was his assistant and the keeper of 
all of his secrets. By the time of their marriage she knew as much 
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as Wazir about the underground network — names, people and 
codes. If Wazir had been arrested or killed she could have con- 
tinued his work. 

The couple had intended to be married in the summer of 1960. 
They changed their plans because of pressure from Arafat and a 
number of Wazir’s other colleagues. At the time, and with the 
main exception of Arafat himself, most of those who were emerging 
as Fatah leaders were already married. The plea for Wazir to delay 
his marriage was made on the grounds that the responsibility and 
the pleasure of married life would claim too much of his valuable 
time. In short, the cause would suffer. With good humour Wazir 

decided his colleagues had a point. By 1962 Intissar was probably 

fed up with the gossip that she was more Wazir’s mistress than his 

intended wife. 

After their marriage in Gaza, Khalil and Intissar set off for a 

trip around the Arab world. ‘We did the grand tour,’ she told me 

with a laugh, ‘but it was not what I would call a honeymoon. We 
went from one secret meeting to another. Meetings in the morning. 

Meetings in the afternoon. Meetings in the night. We did most of 

our sleeping in cars and planes.’ 

The working honeymoon came to an end on 8 September 

1962. On that morning Arafat drove the short distance from his 

office to Kuwait airport. Wazir had signalled that he was arriving 

with his ‘secret weapon’. 

Recalling her first meeting with Arafat, Intissar said: ‘He 

received me at the airport as if I was a visiting head of state. After 

we had embraced he carried our bags to the car. Then he escorted 

us to our cousin’s home.’ 

I asked Intissar about her very first impressions of the future 

Chairman of the PLO. With obvious affection for the man, she 

replied: ‘He was very courteous. Very friendly. Very kind. Very 

warm. That’s what I remember most — his warmth.’ 

It may well have been Arafat’s reflections about the love and 

the happiness his two friends shared that caused him to consider the 

prospect of marriage. It was about this time that he fell in love and 

became engaged. Later, after he had made his sacrifice, Arafat more 

or less adopted the Wazir/Jihad family as his own. To Khalil and 

Intissar he was as close as the most loving brother. To their children 
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he was a second father. It was this special relationship with the 

Jihads that helped Arafat to fill the emptiness of his own personal 

life. 
As 1962 was drawing to its close, Arafat and Wazir had reason 

to be satisfied. On the debit side it was undeniably true that many 

Palestinians, probably a majority, were still content to place their 

faith in Nasser and the so-called revolutionary Arab regimes. Nas- 

ser’s statement that he had no plan to liberate Palestine was taken 

to mean that he had no immediate plan. So Arafat and Wazir could 

not claim that they had turned the tide. But Our Palestine had 

generated light and heat. And as a consequence there were, by the 

end of 1962, a growing number of influential Palestinians who 

were convinced that the Arab regimes could not be relied upon. 

This fact alone was reason enough for Arafat and Wazir to be 

satisfied with the results of their efforts since 1959. They had also 

created an underground network of cells. And it was in good shape. 

The body of Fatah was, so to speak, waiting for life to be breathed 

into it. - 

In Kuwait the first item on the agenda for 1963 was the 

discussions that would lead to the formation of Fatah’s first Central 

Committee. What was about to begin was not so much a struggle 

for power, but a battle of wills about policy. Arafat was soon to 

find himself in confrontation with colleagues who were not fright- 

ened to say they disagreed with him. 



ri 

The Question of Leadership 

Until 1963 the effective leaders of the underground network that 

was Fatah in all but name and muscle were the original four - 

Arafat, Wazir, Karim and Amira. Arafat, because of his experience 

and his personality, was the directing head of the four. In 1963 it 

was Arafat’s hope that the institutional leadership of the organiz- 

ation he and Wazir had done so much to promote would be formed 

around himself, and that he would be not merely the first among 

equals but the undisputed leader. It was not to be. 

When Fatah’s first Central Committee was formed in February, 

Arafat was effectively demoted. He was reduced, so to speak, to 

being one of ten in a collective leadership; and on what for him 

was the most urgent matter of the moment — the need to launch 
military actions against Israel to fix the Palestinian identity — he 

was in the minority. 

Thus began a battle of wills between Arafat and a majority of 

his colleagues and friends in the collective leadership. It was a 

battle over matters of principle, however, and not a struggle for 

power in the normal sense. At issue was the question of which 
form of leadership was best suited to the needs of the Palestinians 

in their coming struggle. This battle of wills was to dominate the 

internal politics of first Fatah and then the PLO. 
From the beginning, and although he has never so much as 

hinted at his true feelings in public because he is totally loyal to 

his colleagues, Arafat was, I think, opposed to the concept of a 

collective leadership. He saw it as a recipe for disaster. In the 

situation as it was it seemed obvious to Arafat that individuals in a 

collective leadership would find themselves, often for the best of 

reasons, in alliance with a range of vested and conflicting political 

interests. On one level, and because the Palestinians had to be 
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opportunists to survive, some leaders would allow themselves to 

be influenced by Egypt, others by Syria, others by Jordan, others 

by Saudi Arabia, others by Iraq and so forth. On another level, 

some would be more influenced by the US and others by the 

Soviets. 

In Arafat’s opinion the problem, or rather the potential prob- 

lem, was in two parts. The first was that a collective leadership 

would be open to manipulation by Arab and foreign governments 

and their agencies. The second and much bigger problem was that 

a leadership which could be manipulated by outside and conflicting 

vested interests would be unable to take hard decisions at moments 

of crisis or maximum opportunity. In short, and in Arafat’s opinion, 

collective leadership would paralyse the decision-making process. 

Apart from the evidence of events, the only real clues to the 

strength of Arafat’s feelings about the weakness of the collective 

leadership system came in off-the-record conversations with two 

of his most senior and trusted colleagues. Both men were, and are, 

totally committed to the idea of collective leadership. But in 

another context they told me there had been a number of occasions 

when, behind closed doors, Arafat had pleaded to be given full 

decision-making powers. On each occasion the essence of Arafat’s 

argument was that he could make progress if he was free to take 

decisions in the name of the leadership. And on each occasion the 

inference was that he could have made progress in the past if he 

had been empowered to make decisions instead of having to do a 

balancing act that resulted in no decision being made, or a decision 

that was not an adequate response to the opportunity of the 
moment. 

In as much as the battle of wills over the question of leadership 

was a contest between particular individuals and personalities, it 
can be said that the main confrontation was between Arafat on 
one side, and Khalad Hassan on the other. It was Khalad who 
spoke most eloquently for the majority of Central Committee 
members who insisted on a collective leadership. And it was Khalad 
who led the opposition to Arafat’s plan for ‘premature’ military 
action. 

This confrontation came close to dividing and destroying Fatah 
before military operations were launched, and later caused Arafat 
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to suspect that Khalad Hassan would one day seek to replace him 

as leader. ‘On at least three occasions,’ Khalad said to me, ‘I told 

Arafat that if he really believed I wanted his job, I was ready to 

resign from my position to prove that he is wrong.’ 

Khalad Hassan was born in Haifa in 1928. His obsession with 

democracy and open debate, and therefore his loathing of dictator- 

ship and what he calls the ‘coup mentality’ of Arab and other 

Third World leaders, is the product of his upbringing and his own 

experience as a boy in Palestine. 

‘The first to bear the family name Al-Hassan was a judge,’ 

Khalad said. ‘Long after him the family divided into two branches. 

One owned land and was in the property business. It was very 

rich. Our branch of the family was in the clergy culture and my 

father administered the Islamic law. He was also responsible for 

cultural and political matters and I can say that he was very 

respected and very distinguished. We were not rich but we were 

all right until my father died. 
‘For hundreds of years our family was responsible for the Cave 

of Saint George which was holy to the people of the three religions 

~ Christians, Jews and Muslims. On Fridays, Saturdays and Sundays 

our house was the gathering place for the highly educated people 

of the three religions. Over the three days they used to come in 

their hundreds to discuss religious and political matters. Because 

they were so many they brought their own food, but our home 

became a sort of guest house and we used to provide all the other 

facilities. So this is the atmosphere in which I was brought up. 

Then, when I was six, my father became blind. As the eldest son I 

had to be responsible for serving the guests. It was also my duty 

to be at my father’s side and guide him from place to place. 

Although I was very young I used to listen to all of the debates 

and I suppose you can say it was this that put the political germ 

inside me.’ 

When Khalad was thirteen his father died, and as the eldest 

son he had to assume responsibility for the family — his mother, 

who was young enough to be his sister, his four brothers and one 

sister, and the maid. ‘So I had to study and work,” said Khalad. 

‘Because of my responsibilities and my age I was not involved one 

hundred per cent in the political and military struggle as many of 

119 



THE UNDERGROUND YEARS 

my older relatives were. But I did join the Haifa branch of the 
Islamic Scout Movement. As I told you, the British did not allow 

us Palestinians to organize ourselves, so we had to meet and train 

under the cover of clubs and societies.’ 

The story of Khalad’s contribution to the armed struggle of 

1947-8 is not without its funny side. ‘It was an open secret that 

when British army units came to the end of their tour of duty or 

were moved as part of a redeployment programme, some British 

soldiers and officers were prepared to sell their weapons to the 

highest bidder. So there was a competition between the Jews and 

the Palestinians to buy these weapons. To take advantage of this 

opportunity I got myself a job in the office of the Communications 
Section of the British army. My special task was to find out when 

various battalions were about to move. Then it was my responsi- 

bility to buy weapons from the men and officers who were prepared 

to sell. Unfortunately I was not so successful. Working in the same 

office as me, and playing the same game, was a very beautiful 

Jewish woman. Actually she was a Rothschild. And because she 

was rich and beautiful she had the upper hand most of the time.’ 

Khalad told the story with good humour. ‘Perhaps we will meet 
again one day,” he said. 

On a day in April 1948, Khalad returned from work to find 

that his family had fled. Haifa was occupied by Jewish forces. The 

previous week had seen the massacre at Deir Yassin. Said Khalad: 
‘Unless you are a Palestinian you cannot begin to comprehend 
how we felt after the massacre at Deir Yassin. Because of what 
happened there we really did believe we would all be killed when 
the Jewish forces entered our cities and towns. My mother left a 
message for me saying she had decided that it was better to save 
the lives of five than to lose six.’ 

For several days after the Jews took control of Haifa, Khalad 
did not know whether to stay or leave. While he was undecided 
he telephoned some Jewish friends. ‘They said they would help me 
if I went to them. I couldn’t bear that. I said: “No, I am leaving.” 
Then one of them said: ‘Look, not all Jews are the same. We are 
not Zionists. We are not the people who want to harm you or take 
your land. When your people come back they should know who 
were their enemies and who are their friends.”” I cannot say these 
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Jewish people wanted to protect me for entirely the wrong reasons. 

But I had no doubts that they were very frightened about the 

future. They believed we Palestinians would be returning to our 

homes and they were looking upon the protection they were offer- 

ing me as an insurance policy for their own future. Then there was 

nothing else to talk about. I said ‘“‘Goodbye” and put the phone 
down.’ 

After the first truce ended Khalad’s British friends told him 

there was no more hope. The Jews would win. Palestine was 

finished. Khalad decided to emigrate to Kenya. 

But his journey aboard the Empress of Australia ended abruptly 

at Port Said. He did not have a health certificate and he was placed 

in quarantine by the Egyptian health authorities. ‘The British 

Administrative Officer tried to help me. He pointed out that I was 

in transit. Like bureaucrats everywhere the Egyptians didn’t want 

to know. If I had had some money to bribe them it would have 

been different. Unfortunately I was penniless.’ 
A few weeks later Khalad was transferred to a temporary refugee 

camp in the burning sands of the Sinai Desert. ‘We were about 

16,000 people living in tents. It was not a refugee camp in anything 

but name. It was an Egyptian prison for Palestinians who happened 

to be refugees.’ 

During the year that he stayed in the camp Khalad kept himself 

busy with a variety of jobs. He organized a school and did much 

of the teaching himself. He volunteered for work in the camp 

clinic. He set up a committee to run the camp and make the best 

use of its limited facilities. And he appointed himself the camp’s 

Escape Officer. ‘My first priority was to organize the escape of the 

young men who were fit and ready to carry on the fight against 

Israel. 

Khalad made his own escape shortly after the Egyptian authori- 

ties announced that the inhabitants of the Sinai camp were to be 

transferred to Gaza. ‘I couldn’t go there,’ he said. ‘I needed to 

find my family and go to some place where I would be freed, 

For the next few months Khalad was virtually a fugitive on the 

run from Arab intelligence agents. ‘In Cairo and then in Jordan I 

discovered there was no place for Palestinians who wanted work 

and the freedom to organize for their cause.’ 
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Khalad did eventually find his family in southern Lebanon. ‘My 

mother was deeply ashamed of the conditions she and my brothers 

were living in. The room in which I slept was also the kitchen and 

the toilet. It was so small that when I slept I had to put my legs 

into the toilet... The food we received each month from the Red 

Cross was not enough to sustain us. But the poverty did not cause 

my mother or any of us to lose our dignity... One night my 

mother said to me: “‘Khalad, I have some gold things given to me 

by your father, but I must tell you what his instructions were. 

Before he died he said the gold was to be used for two purposes 

only — to pay for the education of his sons and to provide for the 

requirements of our guests. If we need food and clothes we must 
work for them.” ’ 

In Lebanon Palestinian refugees did not have the right to work. 

Said Khalad: ‘We couldn’t go on existing as we were so I decided 

to leave Lebanon. I had to earn money to sustain the family and I 

wanted to continue my studies.’ In Damascus he earned good 

money as a freelance teacher of English and mathematics. ‘I 
charged by the hour and most of my clients were wealthy.’ And 
then he went to Kuwait. 

At twenty-four, and qualified in many ways for better things, 
Khalad became a typist in the service of Kuwait’s Development 
Board. ‘At the time Kuwait was still a British Protectorate. In less 
than one year I became the Assistant General Secretary of the 
Development Board. Later I was the Assistant General Secretary 
of the Planning Board. Then it was decided that I should become 
the General Secretary of the Municipal Council Board. It was 
effectively the government.’ 

If it could be said that one man above all others was responsible 
for the development of Kuwait, that one man was Khalad Hassan. 
‘The British tried to stop me from having any real influence and 
power. They passed the word that I was a communist and a subvers- 
ive. What they said about me was bullshit, and fortunately enough 
responsible and decent Kuwaits knew it was.’ 

Before Arafat arrived in Kuwait, Khalad and others tried and 
failed to set up a political party on their own. In fact the party did 
come into being, but it was divided and destroyed from within 
because the founding fathers could not agree on how it was to be 
led and who was to make the decisions. 
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In 1960, after his first meeting with the four leaders of what 

was to be Fatah, Khalad began to write for Our Palestine. That 

Arafat and Khalad Hassan did not meet for nearly three years when 

they were living in the same few square miles of Kuwait is puzzling. 

It is, of course, possible that the underground operation Arafat 

and Wazir were running was so secret that Khalad did not know 

of their activities. But it is also possible — because of what each 

may have heard about the other on the grapevine — that the two 

men were not anxious to meet. They may have felt the differences 

between them were likely to be too great for there to be a meeting 

of minds. Khalad confirmed that it was not Arafat who took the 

initiative to involve him and his associates in the discussions about 

the formation of Fatah’s first Central Committee. 

I asked Khalad why he had insisted on a collective leadership 

when Fatah’s first Central Committee was formed. ‘In the first 

place you have to take my background and my upbringing into 

account,’ he said. ‘As I have told you, I was born into the tradition 

of open debate and that was my experience from childhood. So 

you can say I was for the democratic way from the beginning. But 

that is only a part. I was also anti the coup mentality. I had 

learned that coups only lead to more coups and to the bleeding of 

society. 

‘If you want a case study of what I am talking about, look at 

Syria. After Israel was born, and up to 1970, there were ten military 

coups in that country. The present regime has stayed in power till 

now by suppressing its own people. This is the reaction of dictator- 

ship. This is the coup mentality. And this is the sickness of the 

Arab world. It was not a road that I wanted my people to go 

down.’ 

The collective leadership was also, among other things, a device 

to prevent any Palestinian leader emerging as a dictator. And it was 

a device to contain Yasser Arafat in particular. With his reputation 

as a bully and a man who was prepared to shout and scream, wild 

eyes protruding, to get his own way, he was perceived by many 

who were to become his closest colleagues as a potential dictator 

who, given the opportunity, would build himself a military power 

base to impose his will by force. 

The first decision taken by Fatah’s Central Committee was that 

Wazir should go to Algiers as soon as possible to open the Bureau 
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de la Palestine. Despite the fact that President Ben Bella had 

assured Arafat there would be no unmanageable problems, it is 

evident that most of Wazir’s colleagues in the collective leadership 

thought there would be difficulties to overcome. For that reason, 

and also because Fatah had no funds, Wazir was instructed to send 

his wife back to her parents in Gaza. To avoid unnecessary expense 

she was to stay there until Wazir had actually opened the office. 

Since they had been married for only six months, Khalil and Intissar 

were not excited by the order to part. But the Central Committee 

had spoken and that was that. 

The second decision was concerned with what Khalad 

described to me as ‘the preservation order for Fatah’s virginity’. It 

stated that those wishing to join Fatah should first withdraw from 

any other political party or group to which they belonged — includ- 

ing the Muslim Brotherhood. ‘By this time the Central Committee 

needed no convincing that all Arab parties were the puppets of the 
regimes,” Khalad said. 

The virginity rule was thought to be essential for three main 

reasons. The first was the need to convince the Palestinians them- 
selves that Fatah was a truly independent organization. ‘I have to 
say that in the beginning we were very idealistic and very naive 
about this,’ Khalad volunteered. ‘In 1963 we really did believe 
that we could be truly independent in our decision-making. It 
was not until later that we discovered we couldn’t be completely 
independent in any way until we had a state of our own.’ The 
second reason for the virginity rule was the need to reduce the 
scope for mischief by the intelligence services of the regimes. It 
was taken for granted that they would all try to penetrate Fatah. 
The third was the need to convince individual Arab regimes that 
Fatah was not the tool of any other Arab regime. 

When the debate about strategy started, Central Committee 
members found themselves locked into what Khalad described as 
‘continuous, heavy and punishing discussions’. He added: ‘It was 
often the case that we would. go straight from our work to a 
meeting. The meeting would last through the night and we would 
return to our work from the meeting.’ 

The Central Committee did not define what it meant by liber- 
ation. While the articles in Our Palestine had not left much to the 
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imagination, it was a propaganda magazine, not a policy document. 

In the West it is often said that the Palestinians could have avoided 

many of the disasters they have suffered since the 1960s if those 

who became Fatah and PLO leaders had started out with a clear 

and realistic vision of what they could reasonably expect to deliver 

for their people. But this begs many questions and it ignores what 
Fatah’s real purpose was. 

The majority of those who formed Fatah’s first Central Com- 

mittee did not see themselves as the founders of a Western-style 

political party. As Khalad pointed out to me, it was never their 

intention to say to their people, ‘We have decided what is best for 

you, this is our objective, here is our policy, now vote for us.’ In 

1963 the objectives of the majority of Fatah’s leaders, who 

supported Khalad Hassan’s way of thinking, were, in essence, to 

prevent the Palestinian problem being swept under the carpet, and 

then to develop democratic institutions, including a Palestinian 

parliament-in-exile, which would allow the Palestinian people as a 

whole to determine the final outcome of the struggle. In 1963, 

and for many years after, if any Palestinian leadership had advocated 

even de facto recognition of the Jewish State it would have 

been disowned by an overwhelming majority of the Palestinian 

people. If individual leaders had done so they would have been 

assassinated. 

After 1959, and mainly because of the debate provoked by Our 

Palestine, a small but growing number of influential Palestinians 

began to see that the way to achieve these objectives lay in combin- 

ing the best from the two existing ways of thinking. They agreed 

with Arafat and Wazir that Nasser and the Arab regimes could not 

be relied upon, and that there should be an independent Palestine 

liberation organization or movement to persuade the Arabs to do 

their duty. But they also agreed with those who said the Palestinians 

had to co-ordinate their strategy with Nasser and the Arab regimes, 

because it was obvious, at the end of the day, that the Palestinians 

could not get back even a part of their homeland without the 

support of the Arab governments and peoples. In this context 

independent Palestinian military action could be an obstacle to the 

necessary co-ordination with Nasser and the Arab regimes. Those 

opposed to independent Palestinian military action, because they 
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feared it would be an obstacle to co-ordination, were the majority 

of Fatah’s first Central Committee. And their leader was Khalad 

Hassan. 

From my detailed conversations with Khalad it is clear that 

even he and the majority of Central Committee members accepted 

that the Arab regimes would not agree to participate in a serious 

liberation struggle unless they were compelled to do so. So the 

essential difference between Arafat and Khalad Hassan on the 

matter of strategy and tactics was about how to oblige the regimes 

to become involved. 

‘The first thing we did,’ Khalad told me, ‘was to examine 

Nasser’s declared strategy. As you know his slogan was that Arab 

unity was the key to the liberation of Palestine. Later we came to 

know that even if he had succeeded in uniting the Arabs, he did 

not intend to confront Israel by force. In his view as we came to 

know it, unity would give the Arab regimes the necessary political 

and economic bargaining power to force America to use its influ- 

ence on Israel — but that is another story. In principle we agreed 

with Nasser that Arab unity was the key to liberating Palestine. 

But we believed the unity Nasser was seeking would not come. 
Nasser was talking about the unity of Arab regimes, and it was 
obvious to us that the regimes were too divided to be united. 

‘Our conclusion was that unity had to come from the bottom 
up — from the people. So we asked ourselves a question. What was 
the issue or cause that no Arab could be against? Answer: the 
liberation of Palestine. For all Arab people liberating Palestine was 
a matter of honour and dignity. It was even a sacred duty. So we 
reversed Nasser’s slogan. We said that liberating Palestine was the 
key to Arab unity. And that gave us our strategy. 

“Through open debate, and using all the propaganda methods 
at our disposal, we intended to provoke and capture the imagin- 
ation of the Palestinian and Arab masses. We thought we could 
create a new atmosphere in which no Arab leader would dare to 
ignore the subject of liberating Palestine in his public speeches. 
Whatever they might think in private, we knew that Arab leaders 
could not speak against the liberation of Palestine in public. So 
that gave us our chance. Then, when the Arab leaders were coming 
under pressure for action from their own masses, we would engage 
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them in dialogue. We would ask them to join us in planning a co- 

ordinated strategy for the actual liberation of our homeland. We 

intended to ask for their support not simply because they had a duty 

to help the Palestinians, but also because they had a responsibility to 

prevent Zionism from dominating the whole Arab world in one 

way or another. If the leaders agreed to work with us there would 

be hope for all Arabs, including the Palestinians. If they turned us 

down we would lead a confrontation between the Palestinian and 

Arab masses and the regimes. And the aim of this confrontation 

would be to provoke a real Arab revolution that would end with 

the coming to power of regimes which would have the will to fight 

Israel. 

‘This was my thinking. I looked upon Fatah as the engine 

that would pull the Arab train towards the liberation of Palestine. 

Unfortunately, I discovered that the train was mostly rotten.’ 

Khalad appeared to be saying that he had been totally opposed 

to Palestinian military action until such time there were Arab 

regimes in power that had the will to fight Israel. “That was my 

view at the time,’ he confirmed. 

Wazir and Arafat were ‘very frustrated’ by the opposition to 

their plan for quick military action. The evidence of subsequent 

events indicates they were so frustrated that they at least considered 

the possibility of leaving the Central Committee and forming their 

own breakaway group. But that was an option of last resort. By 

hinting that they might be prepared to take such a dramatic step, 

they guaranteed there would be no early vote on overall strategy 

and policy. That done, their intention was to find ways to streng- 

then their own case and put pressure on their colleagues. 

In what seems to have been the first move in a campaign to 

do just that, Arafat and Wazir summoned Hani Hassan, Khalad’s 

brother, from Germany. In those days there was no Palestinian 

more eager than he to start the fight with Israel. For the first time, 

and not the last, Hani was about to find himself on Arafat’s side 

and against his brother. 

By 1963 Hani was what Arafat had been — the most powerful 

Palestinian student leader of his generation. Until the previous year 

his power base had been far from the battlefield. He was the 

President of the Union of Palestinian Students — and also many 
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affiliated workers’ unions — in Europe. In West Germany alone 

there were 3,000 Palestinian students and 65,000 Palestinian 

workers. In 1962 Hani consolidated his hold on Palestinian student 

power when the General Union of Palestinian Students elected 

him as its President at a congress in Gaza. From that moment on 

Hani was in a position to influence and dominate Palestinian stu- 

dent politics everywhere. He had also formed his own underground 

commando group in Germany. It was not armed but it was being 

trained in secret. 

Said Hani: ‘To tell you the truth my first meeting with Arafat 

was nearly a disaster. We had a big fight. He asked me to commit 

the students and my own commando organization to him and 

Wazir. I said I would but I told him there was a price. And the 
price was that Jordan had to be a part of the battlefield. The theory 
of my own organization in Germany was that we had to liberate 
Jordan. Arafat said: “‘No, no, no, no.” He was prepared to make 
any other concession to get our support but he was not willing to 
consider, even for one second, the idea of fighting Hussein. 

“Then I met Wazir and it was he who really convinced me. He 
said: “Look, you have a good organization and you are ready to 
fight, but you do not have the means to fight alone and you 
cannot fight alone. You must be part of a big military organization 
which is well equipped. We are that big organization. Join us.” ’ 

At this point Hani laughed. ‘Now I will tell you a secret. 
Because he was so anxious to have my support, Wazir gave me 
much false information about Fatah’s military strength. He said 
they already had a big secret army and many weapons. He even 
told me they had some helicopters. I should also say that Wazir 
and Arafat did not tell me they were having big problems in the 
Central Committee and that the majority was opposing the military 
way.’ 

Unaware at the time that he had been the victim of a confidence 
trick, Hani returned to Germany to crusade for military action. ‘I 
called a conference of my own organization and we decided to join 
Fatah on the understanding that it was ready to begin the armed 
struggle. Of course we didn’t know we were taking sides with 
Arafat and Wazir against the others.’ 

Wazir changed his appearance and his identity. He became Alal 
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Ben Amar, and under that name he travelled to Algiers to set up 
the Bureau de la Palestine and open Fatah’s window on the world. 

He ran straight into trouble. Behind the scenes Nasser was pressing 

Ben Bella to deny the Palestinians any freedom of action. At the 

time the Egyptian leader was working on his own strategy for 

controlling the Palestinians while appearing to be giving them some 

freedom. The Algerian President was having second thoughts. He 

wanted to honour his promise to Arafat, but he was not anxious 

to make an enemy of Nasser. The result of his dilemma was six 

months of uncertainty for Wazir. 

As instructed, Intissar was waiting patiently in Gaza for word 

that she should join her husband in Algiers. She said: ‘It was a 

very difficult six months for Khalil. He slept in many different 

hotels and he was very anxious. He did open the office but many 

times the Algerians would not let him enter it.’ 

After six frustrating months in Algiers, Wazir was informed 

that the Bureau de la Palestine was to be closed down. He was 

furious but cool. In reply to the bearers of the message he had a 

dramatic announcement of his own to make: ‘I am sitting here 

because President Ben Bella gave us his word. If I am now to be 

thrown into the street, the President must come here and do it 

himself!’ 

It was a desperate, all-or-nothing confrontation; but it was also 

one from which Wazir and Fatah emerged as the winners. Ben 

Bella gave the order for the Bureau de la Palestine to be given the 

same status and privileges as any other diplomatic mission in his 

capital. ‘It was an historic moment,’ said Abu Jihad. ‘We had 

tutned the first page in the story of our struggle for recognition 

as a people who were being denied their rights.’ 

Intissar left Gaza to join her husband in Algiers. By day she 

worked as a teacher. By night she was Wazir’s secretary and special 

assistant — as well as being a mother to his children. On the subject 

of her contribution to the success of the Bureau de la Palestine, 

Khalad Hassan said this: ‘Not many people knew it, but we could 

not have kept the bureau going without her. Without the money 

she earned as a teacher we could not have paid the expenses of 

running the office. In those days, and for some years to come, we 

were flat broke as an organization.’ 
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Until the opening of the Bureau de la Palestine, Fatah’s main 

problem was that the very idea of creating an independent Palestine 

liberation organization lacked credibility. ‘From the moment the 

Algerians gave us their official blessing we had the possibility to 

solve this problem,’ said Abu Jihad. ‘The fact that we were seen 

to have Algeria as our friend gave us a revolutionary credibility 

that was worth more than gold and guns at the time.’ 

Of all the freedoms Wazir now enjoyed to promote the Palesti- 

nian cause, none was more valuable than the opportunity to mix 

and talk with the resident foreign diplomats and, even more 

important, the delegations which accompanied various foreign 

leaders to Algiers. Wazir made the Chinese his top priority. And 

early in 1964 his persistence was rewarded with an invitation to 

visit China. 

On 20 March, Wazir and Arafat met in Iraq and flew from 
there to Peking. Said Abu Jihad: ‘For this mission I was the leader 

because the invitation was addressed to me in my capacity as the 

Director of the Bureau de la Palestine.’ The fact that the two 
men chose to rendezvous in Baghdad suggests that the Central 
Committee was not informed about the China visit in advance. It 
is possible that Arafat and Wazir were hoping the Chinese would 
agree to supply them with the weapons to begin the struggle, and 
that a surprise announcement to that effect would help them 
to turn the tables on Khalad Hassan and his supporters on the 
Central Committee. 

When they were asked to explain their military strategy Arafat 
and Wazir told the Chinese what they thought the Chinese wanted 
to hear — namely that they were committed to the liberation of 
Palestine through revolutionary armed struggle and guerrilla 
warfare. 

In reply, and to the astonishment of their Palestinian visitors, 
the Chinese told Arafat and Wazir they did not believe that Pales- 
tine could be liberated by guerrilla warfare. The conditions in 
Palestine and the circumstances in which the Palestinians found 
themselves were simply not favourable. ‘They told us that liberating 
Palestine by guerrilla warfare was a mission impossible,’ Abu Jihad 
said. Arafat’s version of what the Chinese said was even more to 
the point. ‘They were very frank. They told us: “What you are 
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proposing is unbelievable. You can’t do it. You have no bases in 

the territory to be liberated and no prospect of creating them. 

From where will you start? There are no conditions for guerrilla 

warfare.” I said to them, ‘‘OK, that is what you think. But still we 

will start.” ’ Was he disappointed? Surely what the Chinese had 

said was bad for his morale? ‘No, no,’ Arafat said. ‘What they said 

only made me more determined, more stubborn.’ 

If their visit had ended after that first and unusually blunt 

exchange of views, Arafat and Wazir would have left China with 

nothing at all to show for their efforts. The Chinese were not 

about to supply weapons to a lost cause. But the talks were resumed 

and Arafat explained how it was that the Arab regimes and the 

Western powers would succeed in sweeping the Palestinian problem 

under the carpet if the Palestinians did not soon resort to military 

action to prove that they still existed and were determined to insist 

on their rights. The Chinese apparently warmed to the idea that it 

was only by fighting that the Palestinians could fix their identity. 

They may also have concluded that Arafat and Wazir were not so 

naive as they had at first appeared to be. 
‘In the end the Chinese gave us a promise,’ Abu Jihad said. 

‘They told us they would supply us with some arms — but only 

after we had started our struggle by our own efforts. I suppose 

they didn’t want to commit themselves until we had proved that 

we were serious and could survive an expected Arab attempt to 

liquidate us.’ The Chinese could afford to adopt a leisurely attitude 

because the Soviets at this time were pro-Nasser and strongly 

opposed to independent Palestinian military action, so the Pales- 

tinians could not turn to the Soviets. 

Arafat returned to Kuwait. Wazir introduced himself and Fatah 

to North Vietnam and North Korea. On his return to the Middle 

East he launched a propaganda campaign against the Arab regimes 

and those of his Central Committee colleagues who were opposed 

to military action. As Alal Ben Amar, Director of the Bureau de la 

Palestine, he appeared on television in Kuwait, gave press confer- 

ences in Baghdad, Damascus and Beirut and made a speech or two 

in Cairo. ‘I had to choose my words with care,’ he said, ‘but in each 

place I managed to contrast the support we had been promised by 

revolutionary Asia with the lack of support from those closer to 
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home. Everybody realized that I was criticizing the Arab regimes 
without doing so directly.’ 

By all accounts Arafat and Wazir did capture some new debat- 

ing ground when they discussed the significance of China’s promise 

with their Central Committee colleagues. But in April 1964, the 

two men were very much aware that they were still in the minority 

camp. If they had pushed then for a vote on the military strategy 
they favoured, they would have lost. 

In a few weeks, however, Arafat and Wazir got what they 
wanted — a majority vote in favour of military action. They had 
Nasser to thank for this. He took a decision which effectively cut 
the ground from under Khalad Hassan’s feet and caused him to 
lose his grip on the Central Committee. Arafat, master of tactics, 
took full advantage of the new situation and threatened to split 
Fatah if he did not get his way. 



8 

The Decision to Fight 

The event that cut the ground from under Khalad Hassan’s feet, 

and which then created the opportunity for Arafat by degrees to 

impose his will and way on Fatah’s Central Committee, was the 

founding of the Palestine Liberation Organization under the 

leadership of Ahmad Shugqairi. Nasser was the chief architect of 
the original PLO. He intended it to be his puppet. But its real 

godfather was the American State Department which, at the time, 

was under the direction of Dean Rusk. 
Nasser was haunted by one great fear. It was that the Palesti- 

nians, left to their own devices, would drag him into a war with 

Israel, a war he knew he could not win. As Nasser himself was later 

to tell Arafat and other Fatah leaders: ‘My desk was littered with 

intelligence reports which kept me more or less informed of your 

underground activities.”° In 1964 Nasser was extremely worried 

by what Palestinian guerrillas could do on their own account to 

provoke a war between the Arabs and Israel. But he was even more 

frightened by the prospect of an alliance between those Palestinians 

who were preparing to fight and his rivals and enemies in Syria. A 

way had to be found to neutralize the threat posed by the Pales- 

tinian underground. Solution: the establishment of a Palestinian 

institution which would give the Palestinian people a forum for 

self-expression, the appearance of power and a degree of indepen- 

dence, but which would in reality be controlled by Nasser. 

Nasser was not alone in his fear. All Arab leaders, particularly 

those of the front-line states, were terrified of the likely conse- 

quences of allowing the Palestinians a free hand to provoke Israel. 

And to the extent that they were all frightened, they all connived 

at Nasser’s scheme to create a puppet PLO. 

The Americans have never officially admitted that their influ- 
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ence was a factor in Nasser’s decision to create a Palestinian entity 

which could be controlled by those Arab regimes who were pre- 

pared, in private, to face the fact that they would need all the 

American help they could get if they were ever to have a chance 

of obliging Israel to compromise. But according to various Fatah 

leaders, American influence, amounting to pressure, on Nasser was 

very great. The following was told to me by Hani Hassan and 

confirmed by his brother and by Arafat: 

‘From the many conversations that I and my Fatah colleagues 

had with Nasser after we made our peace with him, it is very clear 

that he was heavily influenced by what the Americans were saying 

to him in the early 1960s. I am not suggesting there was a deal as 
such between Nasser and Dean Rusk, but I am saying there was a 
very good understanding between them — even a meeting of minds 
about why the Palestinians had to be controlled and prevented 
from taking genuine political and military initiatives of their own. 

“The Americans told Nasser that if he really wanted peace with 
Israel he would have to accept there was not so much that could 
be done for the Palestinians — because Israel’s existence was a fact 
of life. And there was nothing the Americans would or could do 
to change that fact. The rights and wrongs of the matter were no 
longer relevant. The Americans said they were prepared to put 
some pressure on Israel, but the most they thought they could 
persuade the Israelis to accept was an agreement that some Pales- 
tinians could return to their homes. The rest, the majority, would 
have to be content with cash compensation and a new life in an 
Arab country. 

‘Now we come to the real point. The Americans already knew 
that Nasser, King Hussein, the authorities in the Lebanon and 
many other Arab regimes were prepared to accept the Zionist fut 
accompli, and make peace with the Jewish State — provided they 
could get something for the Palestinians... a bare minimum that 
would allow the Arab leaders to say they had not surrendered and 
that they had done their best for the Palestinians. For the Arab 
leaders it was a matter of face. They needed American help to put 
pressure on Israel to save their faces. And really what the Americans 
were now telling Nasser was the price he had to pay for their help. 
The price was, of course, action by Nasser and the other regimes 
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to prevent the resurgence of Palestinian nationalism. By implication 
the Americans told Nasser that if he was unable or unwilling to 

control the Palestinians, there would be no peace between the 

Arabs and Israel, and if there was no peace the Americans would 

be unable and unwilling to prevent an aggressive and probably 
expansionist Israel from imposing its will on the Arabs by force. 

‘When we in Fatah came to know and respect Nasser — unfortu- 

nately that was not until 1968, when it was too late — he told us 

these things very frankly. You should know that Arafat came to 

look upon Nasser as a father. I can remember one occasion, in 

1969 I think it was, when Nasser told Arafat everything that was 

in his heart. He said it had once been his hope that he could use 

his influence with the Americans to negotiate Israel back to the 

borders of the 1947 Partition Plan. But in 1969 Nasser said 

the following: “‘I tell you frankly that is impossible. The Israelis 

have learned to perfection how to blackmail the Americans, and it 

is now the Israelis who are making American foreign policy for the 

Middle East. One day when you and I are gone the Americans will 

pay for their stupidity. But that day is far away.” 

‘I also remember a particular conversation that I had with 

Shuqairi. He said to me: “‘Look, my son, you are still a young 

man, but you must be smart. If you want to do something for our 

people you must use this PLO. It is true the Arabs have created it 

because Dean Rusk asked them to do so. But it is all we have.” ’ 

It is not impossible that the visit to China by Arafat and Wazir 

was the cause of renewed pressure on Nasser from Rusk and his 

people at the State Department. During his time as Secretary of 

State, Rusk was obsessed by the need to contain China. With the 

Americans about to escalate the war in Vietnam, the prospect of 

the Chinese getting a tochold in the Middle East could not have 

been good for Rusk’s peace of mind. 

The decision in principle to create the PLO was taken at the 

first ever Arab summit meeting. It was held in Cairo in January 

1964. The main item on the agenda of the thirteen Arab heads of 

state who responded to Nasser’s invitation was what to do about 

Israel’s intention to divert water from the Sea of Galilee to the 

Negev Desert. No Arab needed to be told what the consequences 

of that would be. The diverted water would give life to new Israel 
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settlements and they in turn would make the Jewish State stronger. 

Not surprisingly Israel’s announcement of its intention to go ahead 

provoked great anger throughout the Arab world. How to defuse 
it was Nasser’s problem of the moment. And it was a problem 

because he had previously declared that he would regard Israeli 

work on the water diversion project as a cause for war. It was an 

empty and stupid boast, but at the time he made it Nasser con- 

sidered that he had only one alternative — to throw up his hands 

in despair and admit that the Arabs were militarily and politically 

impotent in the face of Israel’s strength and aggressive attitudes. 

Now Nasser had to find a way to climb down. He decided that 

the least humiliating way was to make his climb-down in good 

company. And that was the main reason for the first Arab summit. 

Three proposals emerged from the summit. The first concerned 

the Arab response to Israel’s intention to proceed with the water 

diversion project. The Arab leaders proposed to divert the water of 

the northern tributaries of the River Jordan in order to reduce the 

quantity of water Israel could divert. A far cry from Nasser’s war 

threat. The second proposal was for the setting up of a United 

Arab (Military) Command (UAC). Naturally Arab propagandists 

were free to promote this as evidence that their mighty leaders were 

preparing for an eventual war of destiny with Israel. In fact the 

Arab leaders were looking upon the proposed UAC as a means of 

improving their defences against Israeli attacks. But even as that 

it came to be regarded by most Arab people as a good joke in 

bad taste. The third proposal was for the establishment of a Pales- 
tinian organization which would allow the Palestinian people ‘to 
play their role in the liberation of their country and their self- 
determination’.?! The PLO was given its birth certificate. 

Four months after the summit, East Jerusalem was the venue 
for the first meeting of the Palestinian National Council. It was 
attended by 422 Palestinians who were, it was said, ‘elected’ by 
groups and communities throughout the diaspora. Among them 
were a number of Fatah members, including Khalad Hassan from 
the Central Committee, who presented themselves as indepen- 
dents. Many of the other delegates were members of various Arab 
political parties and movements. 

As a passionate and uncompromising advocate of the demo- 
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cratic way, Khalad was ‘horrified’ by what he witnessed. The dele- 

gates had not been assembled for any sort of real discussion about 
strategy, policy and objectives. Their presence was required for 

the rubber-stamping of the programme and the documents that 

Shugairi had drawn up. The two most important documents were 

the Palestinian National Charter and the basic constitution of the 

PLO. They were approved, the PLO was declared to be in exist- 

ence, and Shuqairi was elected its Chairman. A proposal that the 

organization should have its headquarters in Cairo was also 

approved. The original PLO was everything Khalad had sworn that 

Fatah would not be — an ‘elected’ dictatorship and a tool of the 

Arab regimes. As such, and despite the fact that the regimes had 

promised it would not be short of money, there was little this PLO 

could do to advance the cause of the Palestinians. 

But this was not how the original PLO was viewed by many 

ordinary and less sophisticated Palestinians at the time. Their 

imagination was caught by the fact that the PLO was to have its 

own military wing which was to be known as the Palestinian Liber- 

ation Army, or PLA. According to Shuqairi’s plan, which Nasser 

and the other Arab leaders had approved with varying degrees of 

enthusiasm — in Hussein’s case there was a total lack of enthusiasm 

— PLA regiments were to be raised in each of the front-line Arab 

states and further afield if possible. But the regimes had insisted 

on a control mechanism. All PLA units were to be under the 

supervision of the governments of the countries in which they were 

stationed. 

To Arafat and Wazir in particular, but also to the rest of their 

colleagues on Fatah’s Central Committee, the implications were 

obvious. Until the regimes could be forced to fight, the PLA would 

have no military significance whatsoever. It would be what it was 

intended by the regimes to be — the puppet army of a puppet PLO. 

Ahmad Shugairi was qualified on many counts to be the 

Puppet-in-Chief, but there was one reason above all others why he 

was willing to play Nasser’s game. Shuqairi was a political mercen- 

ary. Though a nationalist, he sold himself to the highest bidder. In 

the 1950s, and for a fee, he represented Syria at the UN. After 

that, and presumably for an even bigger fee, he represented Saudi 

Arabia. In the latter post he also earned Saudi Arabia’s increasing 
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displeasure for the way in which he went far beyond his brief when 

criticizing and abusing the West. The crunch came when Shugqairi 

refused to submit to the UN Saudi Arabia’s complaints of Egyptian 

aggression in the Yemen. At the time Nasser was engaged in a war 

to drive the British out of the Federation of South Arabia, including 

Aden, and King Feisal was trying to stop him. Feisal sacked Shugairi 

and Nasser thanked him by securing his appointment as Palestine’s 

representative to the Arab League. That was his ticket to the 

Chairmanship of the PLO, again thanks to Nasser’s sponsorship. 

For Nasser’s purpose Shuqairi had one big asset and one great 

talent. His big asset was his reputation among many Palestinians 

as a true and even fanatical nationalist. He had created this 

impression in the 1930s and 1940s. His great talent was his way 

with words. Shuqairi was a demagogue. To describe the orator in 

him as a sort of cross between Adolf Hitler and the Reverend Ian 

Paisley would not be inaccurate. According to the Israelis it was 

Shuqairi who first coined the phrase about ‘driving the Jews into 

the sea’: Whatever the truth of that, the first Chairman of the PLO 

did address the most dire threats to the people of Israel. It was 

this combination of the asset and the talent that made Shuqairi a 
perfect puppet. 

As 1964 approached, and as he was later to tell some of Fatah’s 

leaders, Nasser had faced an appalling dilemma. Unless the front- 

line Arab leaders were prepared to see their countries slowly 

destroyed as the price of maintaining the fiction that they were 

one day going to liberate Palestine, their best hope was for nego- 

tiations with Israel at which their main responsibility would be to 
get the best possible settlement terms for the Palestinians. Objec- 
tively speaking, it can be said that Israel could have had peace with 
the Arabs before the 1967 war if Israel’s leaders had been prepared 
to give the Palestinians enough to save the honour of the Arab 
regimes. 

For more than a decade Nasser had tried to live with the 
dilemma by resorting to deliberate and finely calculated ambiguity 
in his public speeches on Palestine. From what he occasionally said 
by implication, and provided. they were willing to stretch their 
imaginations, Palestinians could conclude that Nasser was indeed 
hinting that he would one day fight to liberate their homeland. 
But it was really a case of their wishful thinking being confirmed 
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by his ambiguity. At the same time, and knowing that Israel’s 

leaders would make propaganda capital from his ambiguity, Nasser 

had used every available secret and private channel to assure West- 

ern leaders and their emissaries that nothing he was obliged to say 

in public should be taken to mean that he had changed his mind 

and that he now believed Palestine could be liberated by war or 

armed struggle. 

To work, Nasser’s strategy of winning time for negotiations 

that would give the Palestinians something had needed two things 

from Israel’s leaders: an understanding of his dilemma, and a will- 

ingness on their part to do something positive for the Palestinians. 

Undoubtedly many of Israel’s military and political leaders did 

appreciate Nasser’s dilemma, but their strategy was to convince 

their people and the Western world that the Palestinians no longer 

existed. 
In late 1963 Nasser realized that his ambiguity was working 

against him on both fronts. It was causing a growing number of 

Palestinians to lose or at least question their faith in him. And it 

was giving some credibility to Israel’s propaganda claim that he 

was plotting the destruction of the Jewish State. That Israel was 

winning the propaganda war was worrying enough for Nasser. But 

as he was later to tell Fatah leaders, the alarm bells began to ring 

when he considered what Israel’s leaders would do when they 

convinced the West that the Jewish State was in danger of annihil- 

ation. Then, or so Nasser believed, Israel’s leaders would launch a 

major war in the sure knowledge that they could inflict a humiliat- 

ing defeat on Egypt. In Nasser’s view war was entirely logical given 

‘that Israel’s aim was to use its superior military strength to force 

the Arabs to make peace on Israeli terms. 

Nasser was reading Israel’s leaders very well. His secret promise 

to the UN and the US that he would refrain from aggressive action 

against Israel for ten years was due to expire in 1967, and the 

Israelis were in fact in the process of deciding that they would 

strike in 1967 or 1968. If the war they had in mind forced the 

Arabs to make peace on Israel’s terms, well and good. If it did 

not, the Arab regimes would require another ten years or so to 

rebuild their broken armies. And in that time Israel could work 

against the Arabs on the political front. 

As 1964 approached Nasser had to find a way to go on threat- 
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ening Israel by implication in order to keep his credibility with 

the Palestinians, while at the same time distancing Egypt from the 

threat. And this is where Shugairi came into the picture. Nasser 

could rely on him to make the necessary threats. Since the Palesti- 

nians knew Shuqairi to be an extreme nationalist and Nasser’s man 

they — or a majority of them — would conclude that he represented 

Nasser’s thinking. The Israelis would obviously draw the same 

conclusion, but Nasser could disown Shugairi or, if necessary, have 

him eliminated at a time of his choosing. In that way Nasser hoped 

to neutralize the Palestinian underground and deny the Israelis 

what they would present as justification for another war. But he 

knew he was playing with fire. 

That Shugqairi realized he was a puppet in Nasser’s scheme of 

things is illustrated by what he told Khalad Hassan when the two 

men met to explore the possibility of a deal between the PLO and 

Fatah. ‘He said to me: “You do know that I was brought in to 

screw you!”’ I asked Khalad if he was paraphrasing Shuqairi’s 

comment. ‘No,’ Khalad replied, ‘those are exactly the words he 
used.’ 

Khalad was one of several members of Fatah’s Central Commit- 

tee who was authorized to explore the possibility of reaching an 

accommodation with Shuqairi — before and after the PLO came 

into being. Another was Wazir. He told me: ‘When Shugairi con- 

fessed that the regimes would not allow the PLO any freedom, I 

said that we were ready to be his secret wing. Our idea was that 

we could prevent the regimes from robbing the PLO of its indepen- 
dence.” Wazir and the Hassan brothers were convinced that 
Shugairi did want a deal with Fatah. ‘Many times we thought we 
had an agreement with him,’ Katah said, ‘but he never delivered. 
He was not a free agent.’ 

A small part of the reason why Fatah tried so hard to reach an 
accommodation with Shuqairi was that it hoped to influence and 
change the PLO from within. More importantly, Fatah had no 
choice. Nasser’s calculations about the effect of the PLO on the 
Palestinian underground proved ta be extremely accurate. The 
coming into being of the PLO was a disaster for Fatah. The under- 
ground network of cells and cadres created mainly by Arafat and 
Wazir collapsed. Said Khalad: ‘There is no more any point in 
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minimizing the crisis we faced. We lost most of our military cadres. 

They said they had taken an oath of loyalty to Palestine, not to an 

organization. So they left Fatah to join the PLA in the mistaken 

belief that they would be allowed to make attacks on Israel. We 

managed to keep only a very few.’ 

Judging by subsequent events a reasonable estimate is that 

Fatah lost at least eighty and perhaps as much as ninety per cent 

of its cadres. Nasser followed up by asking the authorities in Kuwait 

to close Fatah’s office there. Though Fatah was still an under- 

ground organization, Nasser knew from intelligence reports that 

the Kuwait office was its headquarters. Khalad said: ‘Officially the 

authorities in Kuwait told us they could not allow two offices — 

one for the PLO and one for Fatah. Officially they closed us down, 

but unofficially they allowed us to have a secret office.’ 

As he monitored the disintegration of the underground net- 

work, Arafat knew that the moment for starting military actions to 

fix the identity of the Palestinians would soon be lost for ever if he 

did not seize the initiative. In the late summer of 1964, and 

probably in consultation with Wazir, he decided that the time had 

come to force a Central Committee vote on his military strategy. 

He also decided that he would form his own breakaway group if 

the vote went against him. 

Arafat was now determined that nothing and nobody would 

stop him launching military actions with the minimum possible 

delay. But it was easier said than done. He still had to find an 

answer to the question the Chinese had asked him. From where 

would he start? Since he could not operate from inside Israel he 

had to have a base in one of the front-line Arab states. Egypt? No 

chance. Jordan? No chance. Lebanon? No chance. That left only 

Syria. With the Ba’ath Party well on its way to absolute power in 

Syria, the prospects for an accommodation with it were reasonably 

bright. But when the crunch came, would even a full-blooded 

Ba’athist regime be prepared to soak up the Israeli reprisal attacks 

which Fatah’s military actions would provoke? That was the main 

question Arafat had to answer before he could confront with con- 

fidence those of his Central Committee colleagues who were 

opposed to his military way. 

‘Ba’ath’ means ‘resurrection’ or ‘renaissance’. It was the name 
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given to the progressive nationalist party founded in Damascus in 

1943 by Michel Aflik and his associates. As conceived by them, 

the Ba’ath Party was to be the leading advocate of a single Arab 

socialist nation. That was their dream of Arab unity. Under a 

succession of Syrian military leaders who were to use Aflik’s slogans 

as stepping stones to power for its own sake, the Syrian Ba’ath 

Party became Nasser’s main rival in the contest for the leadership 

of the so-called revolutionary Arab world. Fatah owes its existence 

to that rivalry and Arafat’s skill at playing one side against the 

other. There are today some important and influential Arabs who 

say that Arafat should not have exploited the divisions in the Arab 

world, and that because he did he has only himself to blame for 

the fact that he is not trusted by any Arab leader. Arafat was 

certainly to prove himself an opportunist without equal. But it 

was the Arab leaders, not Arafat, who determined that the only 

really effective bargaining power the Palestinians could employ was 

through opportunism. On the matter of trust, it also has to be 

said that most Arab leaders do not trust their closest colleagues 

further than they can see them — so Arafat is in good company. 

Arafat had met Aflik and other founder members of the Ba’ath 

Party in the 1950s. At the time he made the contact he had looked 

upon it as a sort of insurance policy for the future. In the second 

half of 1964 his objective on several secret visits to Damascus was, 

in effect, to claim the insurance. He was greatly helped by the 

eighth Syrian coup which took place in October, and which he no 

doubt knew about in advance. It resulted in a purge of the remain- 
ing pro-Nasser elements in the highest levels of Syria’s military 
establishment. The Ba’athists were in total control. 

But even before the coup, events in Syria were moving in 
Arafat’s favour. Or so it seemed. At the January Arab summit 
Nasser and the Syrians had engaged in a war of words. The Syrians 
told the assembled Arab heads of state that if they united they 
could defeat Israel in a relatively short time. An angry Nasser had 
replied by telling the Syrians they were ‘out of their minds’. When 
Nasser then made it clear that the PLO would be his puppet, the 
stage was set for a trial of strength between Cairo and Damascus. 
Shortly after the PLO came into being, the Syrians made a special 
point of informing Arafat about their differences with Nasser. Arafat 
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drew the obvious conclusion. He was being invited to knock on 
Syria’s door. 

Arafat’s two most important contacts in Syria were the Director 
of Military Intelligence, Ahmed Sweidani, and the Commander of 
the Air Force, Hafez Assad — later to be President of Syria and the 
most ruthless of all of Arafat’s Arab enemies. These two Syrians 
had entirely different motives for apparently wanting to give Arafat 
a helping hand. 

Sweidani was a militant Muslim who, in common with Nasser, 

did not believe the Arabs would ever defeat Israel in a conventional 
war. In his view the Arabs had only one military option, and that 

was to engage Israel in a protracted guerrilla war. Sweidani was an 

admirer of General Giap, who masterminded Vietnam’s victory 

over first the French and then the Americans. Sweidani wanted all 
the front-line Arab states to become involved in a guerrilla war; 

and he wanted Syria to set the pace and take the lead. Hence 

his interest in seeking a marriage of convenience with Arafat 
and Fatah. . 

Assad’s motivation was much more simple and much less sin- 

cere. He had set his mind on becoming the President of Syria, and 

he wanted the Palestinian card in his hand. Nasser had Shuqairi 

as his puppet, Assad would have Arafat as his — or he would 

destroy him. 

From the beginning Arafat had no illusions about the nature 

of his relationship with the Syrians. They would seek to use him 

for their own ends. He would use them to serve his purpose. It 

would be an arrangement that had trouble written all over it. But 

in the autumn of 1964, Arafat was desperate enough to take help 

from wherever he could get it. 

Arafat asked Sweidani for three things: the freedom to organize 
Fatah in Syria; permission to receive and store weapons that he 

was expecting from Algeria and China; and a base in which Fatah 

officers then under training in Algeria could train new recruits. At 

the time, the first twenty of Fatah’s full-time officers were attend- 

ing the Military Staff College in Algiers. After the formation of 

the PLO, Wazir had pulled off a coup of his own by persuading the 

Algerian authorities to make the places available. ‘Until that time 

all of our training had been done on a part-time basis during the 
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holidays,’ Abu Jihad told me. ‘To have places for twenty full-time 

officers at the College was something very dramatic for us.’ 

Sweidani’s first response was encouraging but no more. He 

told Arafat he was reasonably confident that he could persuade his 

superiors to give Fatah the facilities it wanted; but he also said 

there would probably be a condition attached to any help Syria 

might offer. His superiors would probably insist that no actual 

attacks on Israel would be launched from Syrian soil. Arafat was 

not surprised. He had anticipated that the Syrians would want the 

best of both worlds. They would want the credit and the glory 

that would eventually come their way for giving life to the first 

authentic Palestine liberation movement. But they would do every- 

thing to avoid being on the receiving end of Israel’s reprisals. The 

attacks on Israel would have to be mounted from Jordan and the 

Lebanon. Sweidani told Arafat he would try to give him some firm 

answers in December. 

Arafat was now as ready as he could be for the confrontation 

with his Central Committee colleagues. And he was in no mood 

for compromise. If a majority of his colleagues did not support his 

plan for military action without delay, he would split Fatah and go 

his own way. 

The Central Committee decision about whether or not Fatah 

would be committed to armed struggle was preceded by a debate 

which lasted for more than a month. In the course of it the 

issue which had previously divided Fatah’s leaders was resolved 

without a vote. It was agreed that Fatah would fight. 

On the question of why Khalad Hassan and other Central 

Committee members withdrew their opposition to the idea of 
military action, Khalad himself was very frank: ‘You can say, because 
it is the truth, that we were pushed down a road we did not want 
to take by the coming into being of the PLO. Because of its 
existence, and the fact that it was not the genuine article that so 
many Palestinians were assuming it to be, we decided that the only 
way to keep the idea of real struggle alive was to struggle.’ 

Khalad and other Central Committee members who had pre- 
viously opposed the idea of military action had no doubts that a 
day would come when their people would realize that they had 
been wrong to place their faith in the puppet PLO. But by then it 

144 



THE DECISION TO FIGHT 

would be too late and the Palestinians would have to settle for 
whatever the Arab regimes might manage to extract from Israel 
and its Western backers. A few Palestinians might eventually be 
allowed to return to their homes. The rest might receive some 
compensation. But they would be finished as a people with an 
identity, a culture and an existence of their own. Only by resorting 
to military action could Fatah demonstrate that the Palestinians 
could not be denied a real say in any decisions about their future. 

The question that now threatened to tear Fatah apart was when 

should the military operations begin? Those Central Committee 

members who had previously opposed the idea of military action 

now said they would not support the actual use of force until Fatah 

was something more than a joke as a military outfit. It was not 

unimportant that Fatah had twenty senior officers under full-time 

training in Algeria, but that in no way made up for the fact that 

Fatah had lost most of its underground cadres to the PLO and the 

PLA. It was not unimportant that Algeria, China and Syria had 

promised help, but promises were only that — promises. According 

to the opponents of quick military action, Fatah was simply not 

ready for battle. It needed time and money to recruit, train and 

equip the nucleus of a credible guerrilla force. 

The reality behind these arguments is best illustrated by an 

account of a meeting that took place in March or April 1965, in 

Beirut between Arafat and the Catholic priest Father Ibrahim Iyad. 

The Government of Israel had announced that it was holding 

the Arab states responsible for the activities of the Palestinian 

‘terrorists’. Frightened by the threat and the certainty of Israeli 

reprisal attacks, Egypt, Jordan and the Lebanon had ordered their 

intelligence services to seek out and destroy Fatah and liquidate its 

leaders. Nasser had put a price on Arafat’s head. In Kuwait those 

members of the Central Committee who had originally opposed 

the idea of military action were in a panic. They were trying to 

make contact with Nasser to explain that Fatah was not a Syrian 

puppet and that he was wrong to regard it as his enemy. And Arafat 

himself was torn by terrible doubts. Was fighting the only way? 

Was there really no alternative? Did he have the right to commit 

the Palestinians to an armed struggle which might claim the lives 

of many thousands? Arafat was not afraid to ask himself these and 
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other questions. He even had answers to them. But were they the 

right answers? To whom could he turn for reassurance? 

It was in that troubled state of mind that Arafat, accompanied 

by Wazir, travelled from Kuwait to a convent in Beirut for a talk 

with a very special Palestinian — Father Iyad. Why Arafat chose a 

Catholic priest to be his spiritual adviser is a mystery. The following 

is Father Iyad’s own account of his conversation with Arafat. 

‘He began by telling me the reasons why he believed the 

Palestinians had no alternative to fighting. His main concern was 

the refusal of the governments of the world to do anything for the 

Palestinians. He said, and he was right, that once every year the UN 

passed resolutions drawing attention to the injustice that had been 

done to the Palestinians and affirming their rights to return to 

their homes. But it was all talk. Nothing happened. I must also 

tell you that Arafat was not a naive man. He said to me: ‘‘Father, 

I know very well that even by fighting we cannot recover Palestine. 

We must fight to tell the world that we exist. We must fight to tell 

the world that there is a Palestinian people. We must fight in order 

to stir the conscience of the people of the world. If we fail to 

persuade the people of the world that our cause is just we shall be 

lost, finished.”’ 

“He asked me if I agreed with him. I said I did with all my 

heart. Then he told me what at the time was a very big secret. He 

said that when Fatah started its military operations it had just seven 

trained fighters — Arafat himself and six others, and that they had 

only five rifles between them! He also told me they started without 

any money. Apparently a friend gave Fatah a cheque for the equiva- 
lent of something less than £1,000 — but they were told they could 
not cash the cheque for two or three months because there was 
no money in the account! 

‘When Arafat told me that story I said: “It sounds as though 
you need help. Are you asking me to help?” I remember very 
clearly Arafat’s reply. He said: ‘Father, all I need from you is your 
blessing.”” And I gave it to him.’ 

It was the first but not the last time that Arafat turned to 
Father Iyad for moral support. 

I asked Arafat if he would confirm Father Iyad’s story that 
Fatah had started its military operations with only seven trained 
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men and five rifles. It was clear that he was not altogether happy 
about the question. In reply he said, ‘It was not quite as Father 
lyad told you.’ Perhaps he was thinking of the twenty Fatah officers 
being trained in Algeria and the help promised by Algeria, China 
and Syria. 

‘And what about the money?’ I asked. ‘Was Father Iyad’s story 
about that also true in its essentials?’ 

Arafat laughed. ‘Yes, it was exactly so,’ he replied. He added: 
‘But really my colleagues did not need to worry so much about 
that. They knew they could rely on me to cover the cheque.’ 

Arafat and Wazir were convinced there would be no armed 

struggle if they delayed their military actions until Fatah had 

recruited, trained and equipped a guerrilla army, and had raised 

the money to make it all possible. But that was not the main 

argument they used in what they had agreed would be their last 

attempt to persuade their Central Committee colleagues to vote 

for military action without further delay. Abu Jihad told me: ‘Arafat 
and I made two main points. We said first of all that we were not 

a government, not an army, and we were not on our own land. 

Therefore we could not organize in the way our colleagues wanted. 

We did not have the possibility of organizing before the start of 

the action. Then we said our circumstances were such that we had 

to adopt the revolutionary way of thinking and the revolutionary 

strategy. And the point of it was that revolutions begin not by 

preparing but by starting. Therefore we said we would begin our 

armed struggle and build our strength through struggle.’ 

In support of that argument Arafat and Wazir stressed that 

Fatah’s credibility was now at stake. They had made so much 

propaganda. They had raised expectations. If they did not now act 

they would lose the support of those in the underground network 

who had so far refused to join the puppet PLO and PLA. Said Abu 

Jihad: ‘We also had a credibility problem in the eyes of the Chinese 

and others who had promised to supply us with weapons. Nobody 

was going to back us until we had proved that we were serious. I 

told my colleagues that the doors on which we were knocking 

would not be opened to us until we were fighting.’ 

Though its leaders are still not ready to talk about it openly, 

Fatah came very close to splitting and probably destroying itself in 
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the days before and after the critical vote. But for the resignation 

of one Central Committee member, probably Youseff Amira, the 

vote on Arafat’s demand that military action be started without 

further delay would have stayed at 5-5. In that event Fatah would 

have split. Khalad Hassan confirmed to me that the final vote was 

5—4 in favour of Arafat’s way. 
Khalad Hassan co-ordinated the manoeuvres which resulted in 

Arafat’s victory. Although he was a late and reluctant convert to 

the idea of military action, and despite the fact that he was strongly 

opposed to it being started before they were better organized, 

Khalad’s head, if not his heart, told him there was no alternative 

to Fatah. If the Central Committee was now to split, the organiz- 

ation such as it was would be finished. And he very much doubted 

that any of them would get the opportunity to start again. If Fatah 

did not survive there would be no chance of creating authentic 

institutions which would allow the Palestinians to speak for 

themselves. 

But. Khalad’s battle of wills with Arafat was far from over. It 

was, in fact, about to enter a new and more dramatic phase which 

would see Arafat refusing to obey Central Committee instructions. 

The cause of the confrontation to come was a difference of opinion, 

possibly a genuine misunderstanding, about how far the collective 

leadership had committed itself to armed struggle. Those Central 

Committee members who had opposed Arafat’s demand for quick 

military action were under the impression that the commitment 

was not an open-ended one. After the vote they had argued that 

the decision in favour of military action ought to be reviewed 

once the action had started and in the light of the response of the 

Arab regimes. What would be the position, they had asked, if 

the Arab regimes decided to smash Fatah? Would Fatah then regard 
itself as being at war with the regimes? Or would Fatah then turn 
away from confrontation with them in the hope that having made 
its point it could come to some understanding with them about 
the need for a joint strategy? 

In the event, military operations were launched in the name of 
Al-Assifa — “The Storm’ — not Fatah. According to Khalad this was 
a ‘last-minute’ decision and there were two reasons for it. 

The first was that if the military operations provoked a totally 
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hostile Arab response Fatah could claim that it was not associated 
with Assifa, and if that claim was accepted, Fatah would still have 
a political option. Abu Jihad said: ‘We were too frightened of the 
Arab regimes to use our own name. We invented Assifa to test 
their reactions.’ The clear implication of this ploy is that at least 
some members of the Central Committee did not regard the com- 
mitment to armed struggle as an open-ended one but as subject 
to review. 

The second reason for the invention of Assifa was the need to 
provide Fatah with extra security cover. Said Khalad: ‘We were 
expecting the Arab regimes to make an attempt to stop our military 

activities and we didn’t know how long we would be free to 

continue them. We calculated that we could win time to establish 

ourselves by causing the Arab intelligence services to look for an 

organization that did not exist!’ 

The evidence that Khalad was expecting a confrontation with 

Arafat sooner or later is in the fact that he blocked his appointment 

as Fatah’s first military commander. That job went to Abu Youseff. 
Khalad’s public explanation is that since Arafat was born in Cairo 

and had spent most of his life there and in Kuwait he was a stranger 

to those areas from which it was anticipated that most of Fatah’s 

hit-and-run attacks against Israel would be mounted. Abu Youseff 

on the other hand was brought up in Palestine and therefore knew 

the area and its people as well as he knew himself. 

Perhaps that was one reason why Arafat was denied the leader- 

ship of Fatah’s military wing. But there was much more to it. 

Mainly because they had misread his personality, Khalad and others 

feared that, given the opportunity, Arafat would build a military 

power base to impose his will by force and that he could emerge 

as a dictator who might also use his military power to destroy 

any possibility of a political and negotiated settlement. This was 

confirmed by Khalad’s brother, Hani. With a chuckle he said: “They 

did see him as a potential military dictator and that truly is the 
reason why they were determined to prevent him from becoming 

the leader.’ As events were to prove, Arafat’s colleagues could not 

have been more wrong about him. 

In early December Sweidani informed Arafat that his masters 

in Damascus had given him the green light to collaborate with 
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Fatah for a ‘trial period’. Arafat was disappointed. All that he was 

really being offered was the benefit of Sweidani’s advice. And in 

return for that the Syrians would have a big finger in Fatah’s 

little pie. From Arafat’s point of view it was a most unsatisfactory 

arrangement, but it was also one that he had to accept. Without 

Sweidani’s help he had little or no chance of persuading the Syrian 

regime to let him have a base in which Fatah recruits could be 

trained, and where weapons and ammunition could be stored. And 

getting that base was the absolute priority. 

As Arafat reflected on the lack of substance in Sweidani’s report 

his disappointment turned to alarm. Initially he had contented 

himself with the idea that the Syrian regime was merely keeping 

its options open. But the more he thought about it, the more he 

realized what the Syrians were really up to. They were assuming, 

correctly in Arafat’s view, that the regimes in Egypt, Jordan and 

the Lebanon would seek to destroy Fatah as soon as it showed its 

hand. It followed that there would come a time, in months and 

perhaps weeks, when Fatah would have to seek sanctuary in Syria 

in order to survive. In such a situation Fatah’s leaders might be 

desperate enough to accept the conditions that Syria would present 

as the price of its help. And those conditions, if they were accepted, 

would result in Fatah becoming Syria’s puppet. As Arafat saw it, 

and he was proved to be right, the Syrians were baiting a trap for 

Fatah’s military leaders. If they agreed to become Syria’s puppets 

they would survive. If they insisted on their independence they 

would be eliminated. Although he did not know it at the time, the 

Syrians had already selected the puppet leader they intended to 

impose on Fatah if Arafat and his colleagues refused to do as they 

were told. His name was Ahmad Jibril. He was to be Syria’s 

Shuqairi and the Judas in the Palestinian pack. 

Then a strange thing happened. Very soon after his last conver- 

sation with Sweidani, and while he was moving some sticks of 

dynamite from the Lebanon to Syria in the boot of his car, Arafat 

was arrested and then imprisoned by the Syrians. The man who 
ordered his arrest was Colonel Mohammed Orki, head of the 
Palestinian Department of Syrian Intelligence. Arafat was accused 
of being an enemy of the state and charged with importing explo- 
sives for subversive purposes! 
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Abu Jihad offered an explanation for the Syrians’ action: ‘They 
released Arafat after eighteen hours or so. Since he was working 
with Sweidani at the time, they knew, of course, that the explosives 

were to be transferred to Jordan. In my opinion Orki arrested 

Arafat to give him a shock — to remind him that he was under 

constant surveillance and could not make a move without the 
Syrian authorities knowing it.’ 

That is one possible explanation. Another and more sinister 

one, supported by subsequent events, is that Hafez Assad wanted 

it on the record that Arafat had been arrested and charged with 
subversion. 

As 1964 drew to a close and Fatah prepared for military action 

there were four confrontations in the making. One was between 

Fatah and the Arab regimes in Egypt, Jordan and the Lebanon. 

Another was between Arafat and Khalad Hassan. Another was 

between Arafat and the Syrians. And another was between the 

Palestinians and Israel. 

On the eve of Fatah’s first military operation, the balance of 

power was broadly as follows: on the Palestinian side ‘Fatah was 

not much more than an idea, and the PLO was the puppet of an 

Arab leader who had no intention of fighting Israel to liberate 

Palestine; on the other side was the Jewish State. It possessed the 
strongest, the most efficient and the most effective army and air 

force in the region. It was also developing its own nuclear weapons. 

The struggle that was about to begin was indeed a fight 

between a David and a Goliath. But contrary to what the world 

believed at the time and for too long afterwards, the real Goliath 

was the Jewish State. 



tat t' coetiow ‘uta wil) Hhoiee 
pot oe towel abe cute eel o 

as are es ob: sath, Ypeteatio ssc: . 
bens dt hepa: one oh ichantines 

sates cater Swit ord Seplenyest tp ol>ariaad aided eh 
why yorrkinn wechen Ls Adare water oes hes sanuiiedicgpt nadiyaion 

ts > tec qu “orate oerutitue cee 

Toa tatty lias gettiocsAy vetaites firs — Senaag 9b0 wecdTiout 7 

wating poe sstelicuate at aires sation yd baneegque 2ao | 

tHiw Gogaets bre tetasrs several sabes esti dene: say ot eye od 
a ae “4 Joe 

Dw ¥ eto <4 ara \ le “4 oom oe OF hd ah ‘ot ) png 

mwa mex ae) a gmidarnesdt? Ge ectuieinodigan ‘oles sqotke 

means Lott bee rbd vegeta anges desk arte baad 
aw eothrc nea meen} osiatd hin ona everest asvecebondll 

273 petwtod wear stdems beAcenshe@locds dre ath Asrneesd 
3 4 ed thaw vould ¢ Jat? bes emprieilf 

er aeclanet 1 MeL? 2 rub biketi2 im ‘ities wre 6 

rr shee vids ruenieols scs a waa ag. diweart. sen rah wery 

amie aorycerquugii anv. C249 oft bea yorbeone nile motediiqerenn 

Sokal ih ot lotrel harold ed aortas ons hast opie ele, 

 peipomerseny 1] vest cares! a) tow Se rye oot eo cornell 
Ww Lee Yaa ots Seoow oi boas unendisctecerodt) seep 

eur newatsban eves grtyohwatodsecasiumipriads pope 
nige ~~ G28boe me Give ot ayods ew cteritosiggereieratfibes ) 
rove et erhen cu Poorman ae idm itt bes ussG< more 

Guan? lent oft sineeeriia bus! oan yor Set‘oout ortresrheediad ; 

no 

a 7 imewng alc? et Tem COoiier- 

a 44 wag” Wad rd ar athe ot 

© bom of ‘Sree, Ae S tie 1h G 

. eseet * ‘tone The man we © 

Comal. MR i Orta, howd: ofthe 
vibe Aztigt us stems 

Mes 



The Struggle 



_ ie 

aa oe Ur ons 7 

i. one 

i 2. ght -<E ans slgpuTGsde, 
ao eyelet 

es 

= : es md 
© 

_ an bp@un” 

7 7 7 

. @ = 

: > 9's gel ane ye rie 
» 

. oot elie 

» endl 
» Sate VA er Drom 4 

is ea bar aha nite ‘ 

ae 3 
7 
> 

_ : 

; ; é oa. 

~~ 2 
ae Ee ong 



9 

The Rebel Leader 

Israel’s military and political leaders could have done much to help 

the Arab regimes isolate and destroy Fatah in a matter of months. 

In retrospect there is a case for saying that it was an Israeli blunder, 

itself a product of the arrogance that was the hallmark of Zionist 

thinking, that guaranteed Fatah’s survival, the resurgence of Pales- 

tinian nationalism and, finally, the regeneration of the Palestinian 

people as a nation without land. 

Confirming what Arafat himself told me, Abu Jihad put it this 

way: “This is the point in the story when we have to say thank you 

to Israel. If Israel’s leaders had kept quiet about our first military 

operations, the Arab regimes and their intelligence services would 

have finished us very quickly. In the beginning the Arab newspapers 

were not allowed to publish our military communiqués. The edi- 

tors and the writers were under instructions, but also they did not 

believe what we were saying. To them the idea that some few 

Palestinians were attacking Israel without the support of the Arab 

regimes was too crazy for words. So nobody was hearing about us. 

Meanwhile the Arab intelligence services were making their plans 

to destroy us. There is no doubt that we were in big trouble. 

Without publicity we could not capture the imagination of our 

people and then the Arab masses. Without publicity we could not 

have survived the Arab attempt to crush us. But Israel’s Prime 

Minister, Levi Eshkol, made a speech in which he threatened the 

Arab regimes and confirmed our activities. That was the turning 

point. Israel saved us!’ 

Fatah’s first military operation was scheduled for New Year’s 

Eve 1964. On that night four Palestinian commandos were sup- 

posed to set out from the Ein el-Hilwe refugee camp in the 

Lebanon, cross into Israel and plant explosives at the Beit Netopha 
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canal and pumping station. In the event they did not get anywhere 

near the border before they were arrested by Lebanese security 

agents. The four had been under surveillance for several days. 

What went wrong? Abu Jihad’s explanation was simply that the 

four talked too much. ‘The Arab intelligence services had their 

agents in every refugee camp,’ he said. ‘I suppose it was very 

natural for these four people to tell their friends what they were 

going to do. And their friends told others. In those days our 
security was very poor.’ 

The arrest of the four was used by the Lebanese to cause 
maximum damage to the credibility of the emerging Palestine 
liberation group that went by the name of Assifa. Arafat did not 
know that the four had been arrested and that the first military 
operation had failed before it started. While the four were safely 
under lock and key in a Beirut prison, Arafat and his associates 
distributed ‘Military Communiqué No. 1’. On a midnight tour of 
the city in Arafat’s blue Volkswagen they dropped copies of their 
communiqué into the letterboxes of all Lebanon’s newspapers. 
Hours later the newspapers published front-page accounts of 
Assifa’s first operation. 

In the circumstances it is inconceivable that Lebanon’s editors 
would have published Assifa’s story before they had cleared it 
with the appropriate authorities. The Lebanese authorities must, 
therefore, have wanted Assifa’s claim to be given as much publicity 
as possible. Why? The answer came two days later. After a briefing 
by Lebanese security officials, the same Lebanese newspapers pub- 
lished the details of how the four from the Ein el-Hilwe camp had 
been arrested. Assifa was made to look very foolish. 

Arafat and Abu Youseff made preparations for a second strike 
at the Beit Netopha canal and pumping station. On the night of 
3 January 1965 a small group of Fatah commandos crossed into 
Israel from Jordan. They reached their objective and they planted 
their sticks of dynamite. Their mistake was in setting the timer 
device, an old clock, to delay the explosion until they had crossed 
back into Jordan. This gave the Israelis the opportunity to locate 
the dynamite and stop the clock. 

By first light on 4 January, the Fatah men were back on Jordan- 
ian soil. Mission accomplished — or so they thought. With the 
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border still in sight they were ambushed by a Jordanian army 
patrol. The Fatah men were ordered to surrender and hand over 
their weapons. In the fighting that followed when they refused, 

one of the commandos, Ahmed Musa, was killed. It was appropri- 

ate that Fatah’s first casualty — the organization’s first ‘martyr’ — 
should have been shot by a brother Arab. 

The shooting of Ahmed Musa was some proof that Hussein 

was as determined as he could be in the circumstances to prevent 

Fatah using Jordan as the launchpad for its attacks on Israel. Yet 

it was from Jordan that most of Fatah’s early sabotage raids were 

mounted. During the first three months of 1965, Fatah carried out 

ten sabotage raids — seven from Jordan, three from the Gaza Strip. 

But though it was at last in action, Fatah was being denied the 

publicity it needed to capture the imagination and thus the support 

of the Palestinian and Arab masses. The Arab ban on the reporting 

the actions of Fatah — or Assifa as it was then calling itself — 

was effective. 

It was Levi Eshkol’s threatening speech that let the Assifa cat 

out of the bag in which the Arab regimes were trying to keep it. 

On a more regular basis Fatah was also given a helping hand by 

Kol Yisrael (the Voice of Israel). Its Arabic news service carried 

reports about the activities of the ‘terrorists’. Israel’s confirmation 

that something was happening, and the silence in the Arab world, 

caused a growing number of Palestinians and other Arabs to ask 

questions. Who were these Palestinians who dared to attack Israel? 

Did they have the secret support of Nasser and other Arab leaders 

— or were they on their own? Even some Palestinians who had 

put their trust in Nasser were beginning to express admiration for 

those who acted while others talked. But who were these crazy 

Palestinians? 

The questions had to be answered if the Arab regimes were 

not to lose their grip on the situation. And they had to be answered 

in a way that would discredit Arafat and his colleagues. 

According to the propaganda published and broadcast by the 

newspapers and radio stations under Egyptian control, Assifa was 

set up and financed by Western intelligence agencies. Acting for 

them, and Israel, Assifa’s objective was to push the Arabs into war 

before they were ready for it. Assifa was therefore seeking to bring 
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about the defeat of the Arabs, and all associated with the organiz- 

ation were traitors. One of the most inventive pieces of anti-Assifa 

propaganda was written for Al-Anwar, Egypt’s mouthpiece in 

Beirut. Its author was Shafik Al-Hout, who was later to become 

the real PLO’s chief in Lebanon and one of Arafat’s most senior 

lieutenants. Shafik’s contribution to the propaganda war was the 

assertion that Assifa was an agent for CENTO, the Central Treaty 

Organization for economic and military co-operation between 
Britain, Iran, Pakistan and Turkey, established in 1959. Some years 
later Shafik entertained Fatah’s leaders with amusing stories about 
how Egypt’s intelligence chiefs had succeeded in fooling themselves 
with such nonsense. 

Jordan’s idea of good propaganda was to project Assifa as 
communist. This was the line suggested by the British Secret Intel- 
ligence Service and the American Central Intelligence Agency. Said 
Khalad Hassan: ‘The Jordanians did not confine their propaganda 
to the newspapers and the radio. I know for a fact that they sent 
their reports alleging that we were communists to all of the Gulf 

- States. In each Arab country we were presented as the number- 
one enemy of the regime — whoever that enemy was. The only 
thing the regimes did not say about us was the truth — that we 
were a genuine nationalist movement, struggling against impossible 
odds to maintain our independence. I can assure you that if we 
had been willing to become a tool of any intelligence agency our 
money problem would have ended.’ 

It was, in fact, Fatah’s desperate lack of money that led to 
Arafat taking over from Abu Youseff as military commander. Khalad 
said to me: ‘You may laugh if you wish, but that is the truth. Abu 
Youseff had eight children and the Central Committee simply could 
not pay him enough money to feed his family!” So Abu Youseff 
had to work for a living. When Arafat was formally asked to become 
Fatah’s full-time military commander he wound up his construc- 
tion and contracting business. As Khalad said earlier, the speed 
with which Arafat liquidated his business interests caused him to 
lose a great deal of money; but he still had enough to live on. He 
was also intending to use his own money to buy weapons and 
ammunition. But that, for the moment, was an idea he kept to 
himself. 
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Khalad and the other Central Committee members who feared 
that Arafat had the makings of a military dictator were not pleased, 
to say the least, by this latest turn of events. But with the possible 
exception of Wazir, there was no alternative to Arafat as Fatah’s 
military commander. Wazir would probably have turned down the 

job if he had been offered it over Arafat’s head. 

For those who had doubts about what Arafat might do with 

his new power, the problem was finding a way to control his 

individualism. Arafat made the point that he would be on the move 

in the Lebanon, Syria and Jordan and that it was ridiculous in the 

circumstances to expect him, or any military commander, to be 

constantly seeking the approval of the Central Committee in 

Kuwait for decisions that had to be made on the battlefield and 

made quickly. It would take between three and five days to send a 

message to Kuwait and get an answer back. That was no way to 

run a war. It was stupid. So Arafat asked for the freedom to make 

operational decisions as he thought best. That was too much for 

the doubters on the Central Committee. As a compromise they 

created a small Military Committee. It was empowered to make 

military decisions in the name of the collective leadership, and it 

would give Arafat his instructions. That was the theory. 

When it became obvious that Assifa could not be discredited 

and destroyed by propaganda means, Egypt, Jordan and the 

Lebanon turned to direct and brutal action. On Nasser’s instruc- 

tions, Field Marshal Abdel Hakim Amer, Arafat’s old friend and 

Commander-in-Chief of the Egyptian army since 1953, issued an 

Order of the Day to the United Arab Command (UAC). It 

required the armed forces of all the member states of the Arab 

League to regard themselves as being at war with Assifa. Said 

Arafat: ‘We knew about the Order as soon as it was issued because 

Sweidani showed us a copy of it.’ Said Abu Jihad: ‘Hakim Amer’s 

Order to the UAC was in two parts. It required the Arab armies 

to prevent the Palestinians attacking Israel. And it asked the military 

intelligence services to collect information about Assifa.’ Said 

Khalad Hassan: ‘The regimes wanted to liquidate our movement 

in 1963 and 1964. The only difference was that in 1965 they had 

a target to hit.’ 

That much was true, but the regimes did not find Fatah an 
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easy target. Its last-minute decision to launch military actions under 

the cover name of Assifa did succeed in fooling the Arab intelli- 

gence services for a few vital months. ‘By this device we protected 

our organization,’ Abu Jihad told me, ‘but unfortunately many 

Palestinians paid a high price. Over a period of some months 

hundreds were put into prison and tortured for information about 

us. Some had their fingers broken. Others were made to walk on 

glass. And some had the soles of their feet beaten with sticks until 

the nerves were exposed in the bleeding flesh.’ 

The majority of Palestinian refugees who were tortured in the 

prisons of Egypt, Jordan and the Lebanon had no information to 

give. Assifa was as much a mystery to them as it was to their 

torturers. . 

In the early stages of what was undoubtedly a co-ordinated 

and ruthless offensive to destroy Assifa, the only notable success the 

regimes enjoyed was in Gaza. There, and at the price of breaking a 

few fingers and cracking a few heads, Egyptian intelligence agents 

did uncover three of Fatah’s underground cells. 
In Jordan the action to liquidate Fatah cells uncovered by that 

country’s various intelligence agencies did not come until Israel 
forced Hussein’s hand with reprisal attacks on Khalkilia, Jenin and 
Shuna. The King was not opposed to his intelligence people being 
as ruthless as necessary to extract information from those suspected 
of being members or sympathizers of Assifa. And as the shooting of 
Ahmed Musa proved, he had not needed Hakim Amer’s directive 
to tell him that it was necessary to take all practical measures to 
prevent Palestinian saboteurs crossing into Israel from Jordan. But 
because the Palestinians were the majority in Jordan, the King was 
understandably reluctant to move in a way which could make him 
an enemy in their eyes. In the event, Israel left him with no choice. 
The message of Israeli reprisal attacks was as clear as it was crude: 
if he did not do what they wanted, they would use their superior 
military strength to destroy Jordan bit by bit. It was a cruel logic 
that was to take Israel all the way to Beirut in the summer of 1982. 
It was also a foolish logic. If Israel had secretly co-operated with 
the front-line Arab states, Fatah would have been destroyed 
before the year was out. And because Syria had no intention of 
promoting an independent Palestine liberation movement, the end 
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of Fatah would have spelled the end of any hope for the 
resurgence of Palestinian nationalism. 

From the early 1960s Israeli propagandists and many in the 
West who ought to have known better portrayed Arafat and all of 
his colleagues in the leadership of Fatah and the PLO as Marxists 

and puppets of the Soviet Union. Although Arafat did once try to 

play his negotiating cards through the Soviet Union, nothing could 
have been further from the truth. In 1965, when Fatah was fighting 
for its existence, the Soviet Union was firmly on the side of those 

who wanted the file on the Palestinians to be closed. Said Khalad 

Hassan: “The Soviets were strongly advising Nasser to crush us 

with speed and by any means. They told him that the idea of a 

Palestine liberation movement belonged to “folklore”. And they 

described us as “‘cowboys”’.’ I asked Khalad how he and other 

Fatah leaders had learned about the Soviet attitude. He replied: 

‘Some years later Nasser told us what the Soviets were advising 

him to do at the time. And later still the Soviets themselves con- 

firmed Nasser’s story.’ 

Fatah’s most important and best kept secret of 1965 was the 

identity of the individual who was effectively the Chief of Staff and 

Co-ordinator of Military Operations. Only two men were qualified 

for the job. Arafat himself and Wazir. If things had happened 

according to Arafat’s hopes and expectations, Wazir would have 

moved to Beirut to take the job as soon as he found a replacement 

for himself to manage the Bureau de la Palestine in Algeria. 

In March Wazir did take his leave of Algiers, and he travelled 

from there to Beirut, but not to become Fatah’s Chief of Staff. 
Within two days of his arrival in the Lebanese capital, and after a 

crisis meeting with Arafat, he was on his way to Europe. Fatah had 

been in action for three months but the Algerians and the Chinese 

were very far from being convinced that it had the makings of an 

effective and credible guerrilla organization. So they had not yet 

honoured their promises to supply arms and ammunition. The 

conclusion reached by Arafat and Wazir was the only one possible 

in the circumstances. If they did not soon find a source of arms 

and ammunition — mines and other explosives were the priority at 

the time — they would have to call off their military activities and 

admit defeat by the end of the year at the latest. 
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Wazir was well briefed by Arafat on the problems he would have 

to solve in Western Europe. There were two main ones. The first 

stemmed from the fact that Fatah had no contacts with Europe’s 

arms dealers. So Wazir would have to find his own leads to them. 

And while doing that he would have to take account of the second 

problem. It was the Mossad. According to Arafat’s information, 

Israel’s civilian secret service was enjoying more or less a free hand 

in the capitals of Western Europe. As Fatah was later to discover 

to its cost, Israel’s intelligence-gathering operation was so effective 

that by 1967 the Mossad had files, with photographs, on every 

Palestinian who was active in student politics anywhere in West- 

ern Europe. 

It was expected that Wazir would be away from the front line 

for several months at least. Before he left Beirut there was one 

question that had to be answered. Who would become Chief of 

Staff and Co-ordinator of Military Operations? Arafat had toyed 

with the idea of trying to do the job himself. But if he stayed more 

than two or three days in any one place there was a good chance 

that he would be identified and arrested. He also intended to 

participate in as many military operations as possible. 

When Arafat put the question, Wazir smiled. ‘No problem,’ he 

replied. “The person who can do my work is already here in Beirut. 
My Intissar. My wife. She can be our Chief of Staff!’ 

At first Arafat was reluctant even to consider the idea. He did 

not doubt for one moment that the remarkable and beautiful 

Intissar could do the job. As Wazir’s secret and special assistant for 
the past six years she had come to know all there was to know 
about the Palestinian underground. And it was surely the case that 
no agent of any Arab intelligence service would be smart enough 
to connect her to Fatah or Assifa unless he had concrete evidence. 
Muslim wives and mothers had their place, and it most definitely 
was not inside a liberation movement which had resorted to armed 
struggle against the will and wishes of the Arab regimes. What 
alarmed Arafat was the thought of how vulnerable Intissar would 
be in other ways. Since operational orders could only be passed by 
word of mouth, one of her many responsibilities would be to meet 
and brief those who were to lead sabotage missions in Israel. 
Inevitably some would be captured. And then it would be only a 
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matter of time before one was broken by torture and revealed all 

he knew about Intissar’s role and her whereabouts. And if she was 

captured and tortured the entire underground network would be 

destroyed in a matter of days. 

‘You do understand that she could never be taken alive,’ Arafat 

said. He meant that if Intissar was ever on the point of being 

captured, she would have the choice of taking her own life or 

giving her bodyguard a codeword that would be his order to 

shoot her. 

‘Is she ready to make such a sacrifice?’ Arafat asked. 

‘Yes,’ Wazir replied, ‘we have discussed it many times. She 

is ready.’ 

‘And what about you, my dear Khalil? The love that you share 

with your Intissar is something out of this world. You have two 

sons and one day, God willing, there will be daughters. Are you 

ready for her to make such a sacrifice?’ 

It was not a question that Wazir had expected. He paused to 

give it thought. ‘Yes,’ he said finally, ‘I am ready.’ Later the same 

day the two men visited Father Ibrahim Iyad. 
So it was that Intissar became Fatah’s first Chief of Staff and 

Co-ordinator of Military Operations. 

By this time Khalil was using his nom de guerre, Abu Jihad. 

Abu means ‘father of’. Jihad was his eldest son. Intissar became 

Um Jihad, mother of Jihad. Most of their colleagues in Fatah made 

use of the same, simple formula to provide themselves with cover 

names. Arafat became Abu Amar, Khalad Hassan became Abu 

Sa’ed, and Salah Khalaf became Abu Iyad. With the exception of 

Arafat and Khalad Hassan, I shall refer to the Palestinian leaders 

by their cover names from here on, which is how they are best 

known in the West. 

For six months Um Jihad’s apartment in Beirut was effectively 

Fatah’s military headquarters. ‘I did everything,’ she said. ‘I pre- 

pared the military communiqués. I received the leaders of the 

groups to give them their orders for each military operation. I was 

the contact between one group and another. You can say that I 

took care of all of the needs of our fighters. I was even the one 

who gave them their weapons.’ 

I asked Um Jihad if there had been an occasion when she had 
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worried that one of her visitors was an agent for an Arab intelli- 

gence service. ‘Not really,’ she replied. ‘Of course our people had to 

identify themselves with codewords. But really I had no problems. 

Because of my work with Abu Jihad I knew most of them by name 

and face. Mostly they were the people I met on my honeymoon!’ 

Piece by piece the Arab intelligence services were assembling a 

picture of Assifa’s organization and how it worked. By the late 

summer of 1965 Arab agents were closing in for the kill. And a 

day was coming when Arafat would have to make a dramatic 

journey to Beirut to snatch Um Jihad from danger. 

In Kuwait Khalad Hassan and a majority of Fatah Central 

Committee members were evaluating the results of Arafat’s military 

operations with a growing sense of alarm and panic. It was true 

that they were all committed to the concept of armed struggle. 

But it was also true that the Palestinian military effort would not 

contribute to the liberation of any land unless it was part of a co- 

ordinated Arab military strategy. In the view of Khalad and his 

supporters, the tragedy of the moment was that Arafat’s military 

operations were sabotaging the prospect of any accommodation, 

let alone co-ordination, with the regimes in general and with Nasser 

in particular. 

Through the summer months Khalad and others tried by vari- 

ous means to get to Nasser. By one route Khalad got as far as 

Mohamed Heikal who, as the Editor of Al-Ahram, was Nasser’s 

mouthpiece. On a personal level he was also one of Nasser’s best 

friends. By another route Khalad got as far as Fateh Hadib, the 

head of the Arab section of Egypt’s intelligence service. ‘With him 

I had a fight,’ said Khalad, ‘and he became our enemy for life.’ 

The results of the conversations with those who could have 

opened the door to Nasser were totally discouraging to Khalad 

and his Central Committee colleagues. ‘We learned only that 
Nasser was being fed two lies about us,” Khalad told me. ‘The first 
was that we were the Muslim Brotherhood in disguise and that we 
were intending to kill Nasser. Later Nasser told us that his intelli- 
gence people were insisting on a daily basis that Arafat was the 
secret leader of the Brotherhood, and that it was Arafat who would 
one day attempt to assassinate Nasser. The second lie was that we 
were a Ba’athist front and therefore agents and puppets of the 
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Syrians. It was Heikal who told me that Nasser was fighting us 
because he believed we were Syrian agents.’ 

While apparently rejecting the idea of any accommodation with 
Fatah, the Egyptians had also implied that they might be willing 
to reconsider their position if Fatah proved it was not a Syrian 

front or puppet. Fatah had no intention of becoming a puppet of 

any regime; but the longer the confrontation between Fatah and 

the other front-line regimes went on, the more Fatah would be 

driven to relying on Syrian support, and the more it would appear 

that Fatah was becoming a Syrian puppet. To Khalad and his 

supporters — on this matter they were the majority — the conclusion 

that had to be drawn was obvious. If they were to have a chance 

of reaching an accommodation with Nasser and other Arab leaders 

whose support they would need if Palestine was to be liberated, 

Fatah would have to call off the military action. There was no 

other way to prove that Fatah was not a Syrian puppet and that it 

was not intending to become one in the future. 

As Khalad and his supporters saw it, they were, in effect, being 

asked to decide which Arabs the Palestinians needed most. Super- 

ficially, it was a choice between Egypt and Syria — the two rivals 

for the leadership of the Arab world. But Egypt was historically 

the most important Arab country and also the strongest and most 

powerful of the front-line Arab states. Its present ruler was indis- 

putably the leader of the Arab world, for all his faults and failings. 

If Egypt was Fatah’s ally there was a good chance that Fatah could, 

in time, win the friendship and support of most of the other Arab 

states that mattered. Fatah had much to lose, and precious little to 

gain, from being seen as a Syrian puppet. 

It was also the case that Syria’s motives for wanting to control 

Fatah were much less worthy or honourable than Nasser’s. Syria 

wanted to replace Egypt as the leader of the Arab world, and the 

Syrians believed that control of Fatah would help them achieve 

that. Nasser was prepared to do anything to stop the Palestinians 

pushing him into a war with Israel, but he was not intending to 

abandon their cause. The essential difference between Nasser and 

Fatah’s leaders was over what the Palestinians could realistically 

expect to get in any settlement and how a settlement was to 

be achieved. 
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When the decision in principle to de-escalate the military action 

was taken by a majority of Fatah Central Committee members, a 

confrontation with Arafat was inevitable. While Khalad Hassan 

prepared for it, Arafat was in Damascus. 

There, and probably from Sweidani, Arafat learned that Um 

Jihad was in danger. The Arab intelligence services had apparently 

come to the conclusion that Assifa’s operational headquarters was 

in Beirut. After consultations with their counterparts in Egypt and 

Jordan, the Lebanon’s security chiefs were going for the kill. 

Before the sun was up on 2 September, scores of Palestinians 

were to be arrested. Those already in prison were to be tortured 

until they broke. It was only a matter of time, perhaps a few hours, 

before one did break and reveal all that he knew about Assifa’s 

organization — including Um Jihad’s role and the place where she 
could be arrested. 

Arafat took a taxi from Damascus to Beirut. The following is 

Um Jihad’s account of what happened in the next few hours. 

‘It was still dark when Arafat entered my apartment. As he 

closed the door he put a finger to his lips to tell me not to speak. 

He said, “We must leave. Quickly. Quickly.’ I asked him what was 

happening. ‘“‘No time for questions,”’ he said. “I will tell you on 
the way.” 

‘He was very anxious but also very calm. He said: “I will 
take care of the children, you must gather all of your papers and 
documents. Quickly. Quickly.” 

‘Jihad and Nidal were still asleep. Arafat woke them and helped 
them to dress. I heard him say to them: “We have time to pack 
only one bag with your clothes and toys — give me what you want 
to take. Quickly. Quickly.” 

“Twenty minutes later we left the apartment. Arafat carried the 
boys to the taxi. He said to the driver, ‘Don’t stop unless I say so!” 

‘As soon as we were on the road to Damascus I asked Arafat 
what was happening. “‘What is the matter? Has something hap- 
pened to Abu Jihad?” At the time Abu Jihad was still in Europe — | 
in West Germany. Many times I asked Arafat these and other 
questions but he refused to say one word until we crossed the 
border into Syria. Then he told me the whole story and why he 
was expecting me to be arrested at any moment.’ 
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At the end of her story Um Jihad said: ‘Now I must tell you 
something wonderful. Our comrades were tortured in unbelievable 
ways but they never told about me. They were burned with hot 
iron, they were beaten with leather straps, they were dropped into 
water, hot and cold, hot and cold, and they had salt put into their 
wounds. They suffered so much but they kept our secret. The Arab 
intelligence services will learn the truth about me for the first time 
when they read your book!’ 

By chance Abu Jihad returned to Beirut from Europe later the 
same day. He went straight to his apartment. Not surprisingly he 

was alarmed by the evidence that his family had left in a hurry. 

Said Um Jihad: ‘Fortunately I left a message with the caretaker. I 

asked him to tell my husband that I had gone outside with my 

““Uncle”’. In those days we used to refer to Arafat as our uncle. So 

Abu Jihad knew where I was. In the night he telephoned me at 

Arafat’s apartment in Damascus. I was frightened even to talk on 

the telephone. Then I asked him a very stupid question. ‘When 

will I see you?” I could tell from his reaction that he was surprised 
I should ask such a dangerous question. ‘“‘OK,” he said, “‘maybe 

tomorrow, maybe the day after.” I put the telephone down and 

went to sleep. Two hours later we heard the doorbell. It was 

Abu Jihad.’ 

That is how and why Fatah moved its operational headquarters 

from Beirut to Damascus. 

I did not discover when or how Arafat was informed that the 

majority of his Central Committee colleagues were in favour of 

reducing military action to give them the chance to open a 

dialogue with Nasser. All I know is that Arafat said he would 

refuse to comply with any formal instruction to that effect. He 

told his colleagues that he was, if necessary, prepared to go his 

own way. 
Arafat’s decision to lead what can be described as the first Fatah 

rebellion was not taken lightly. It was not an angry and instant 

reaction to the news from Kuwait. The evidence is that Arafat was 

tortured by doubts for several days. And he did not finally make 

up his mind until he had talked again with Father Iyad. 
‘On this occasion he did not come to me at the convent,’ the 

Father said. ‘Instead he asked some friends to invite us both to 
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dinner. When I arrived the host said to me: “You will be meeting 

a man who admires you very much and who wants to speak with 

you.” After the meal Arafat and I talked alone. He told me that 

his colleagues on the Central Committee were asking him to give 

up the military way and that he was refusing to obey their instruc- 

tions. He said he understood their fears that he would be pushed 

into becoming a Syrian puppet. But they did not understand him. 

“T will never, never, never become the puppet of any regime,”’ he 

said. He was very quiet but also very passionate, very emotional. I 

asked him about the situation in Syria. Was he expecting some 

trouble? ‘“‘Oh yes,”’ he said, ‘“‘many troubles. The regime is divided 

about whether to support me or not. There will be another coup 

soon. If certain people come to power they will try to kill me 

because they know I will not be their puppet.” 

‘We also discussed the possibility of something positive emerg- 

ing from further conversations with the Egyptians. I asked him 

what would happen if the military action was called off. He said: 

“Nothing will happen. None of the regimes will support us 

seriously until we have demonstrated by armed struggle that we 

are a people who cannot be ignored. If we give up now our cause 

will be lost.” 

‘After that he did not speak for some moments. Then he said: 

“Father, I have decided that I must continue with the armed 

struggle. Will you give me your blessing?” 

‘I said: “‘Yes’’; and I did. I told him the following: ‘‘God is 

love and love is justice. You will not be fighting alone.”’ He smiled.’ 

As far as his colleagues in Kuwait were concerned, Arafat was 

now in a state of rebellion. At more or less the same time as 

Father Iyad had been giving Arafat his blessing, Khalad Hassan 

was obtaining the Central Committee’s agreement to deprive 

Arafat and the Military Command of funds. It was the first of a 

number of sanctions designed to force Arafat to accept Fatah policy 

as determined by the majority on the Central Committee. The 

majority took their stand on the argument that they had approved. 

military operations only on the understanding that the decision 
would be reviewed in the light of the Arab response. 

For Arafat the Central Committee’s decision to deprive him of 
funds could not have come at a worse time. He had invested the 
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last of his personal money in Abw Jihad’s mission to Europe. That 
had been successful; Abu Jihad did finally locate an arms dealer 
who was prepared to sell him arms and ammunition; but there 
were delivery problems still to be solved. The shipment had first 
to go to Algeria and from there it would be sent on as a gift from 

the Algerians. But the Syrians had not yet given permission for it 
to be received. 

On 9 November, and mainly because Arafat was without the 

money he needed to keep his organization ticking over — most of 

the fighters had wives and families and they had to be fed — Fatah’s 

military operations came to a halt. Arafat was also down to his last 

reserves of mines and explosives. To make matters worse, the 

security services in Jordan and the Lebanon were putting to good 

use the information they had extracted by torture from those of 

Arafat’s men who had fallen into their hands. As a consequence 

of what they learned about Assifa’s operations, the authorities in 

Jordan and the Lebanon were now much more successful in their 

efforts to prevent Arafat’s men crossing their borders. For the 

next five months there were no attacks on Israel from Jordan 

or the Lebanon. 

It was Hani Hassan, Khalad’s brother, who did most to rescue 

Arafat from his financial troubles. He told me: ‘At first Arafat did 

not explain the real reason for his money problems. He just said 

that without more money the revolution would stop. So I began 

to collect funds from my student organizations in Germany and 

elsewhere. Then I had the idea to involve the Palestinian workers 

in Germany. There were, as I told you, some 65,000 in Germany 

alone. They were in the habit of working on Sundays because they 

got paid double. So I made the suggestion that they should work 

one Sunday of every month for the organization, for Fatah, and 

three for themselves. They agreed and we began to collect quite a 

large amount of money on a regular basis. 

‘You can tell how important the money was to Arafat because 

he sent Abu Jihad every month to collect it and to give the receipts. 

It was very dangerous for Abu Jihad to be showing himself in 

places where the Mossad was so well organized. It was Abu Jihad 

who told me about Arafat’s problems with Kuwait and how my 

dear brother had persuaded the Central Committee to cut off the 
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funds! I said to Abu Jihad: “If you and Arafat are fighting we will 

stay behind you. We had our political differences in the beginning 

but we are behind the gun!”’’” “ PP 

What one Hassan brother had taken heat, another was return- 

ing. Although he did not know it at the time, Hani was on his 

way to becoming Arafat’s chief crisis manager. 

The real importance of the money from Palestinian students 

and workers in West Germany was that it allowed Arafat to buy 

the time he needed to develop a strategy for keeping the military 

option alive. He had outmanoeuvred his Central Committee col- 

leagues in Kuwait for the time being; but he knew that Khalad 

Hassan would regard what had happened as only the first round 

in this particular battle of wills. The confrontation would continue. 

Arafat also knew that he would be on the losing side unless he 

could somehow persuade the authorities in Damascus to let him 

mount operations against Israel from Syria. 

Arafat’s tactics were as dangerous as they were desperate. He 

decided that his only real option was to play on the divisions which, 

at the end of 1965, were threatening to tear the Syrian regime 

apart. It was a strategy that required him to infringe, if not break, 

his own cardinal rule — no interference in the internal affairs of the 

Arab states. To himself at the time, and later to others, Arafat 

justified his action on the grounds that he was merely playing the 

Syrians at their own game. They were using him, he would use 

them. It was also a strategy that was nearly to cost him his life, 

twice, in the months to come, and which helped to determine that 

Hafez Assad would be his prime enemy as long as he lived. 

Ostensibly the ruling Syrian Ba’ath Party was divided on the 

question of how best to use the Palestinians. But as Arafat knew 

from his conversations with Sweidani and others, that was merely 
the cover for an otherwise naked struggle for power for its own 

sake. Those with the power were the President, General Amin 

Hafiz, and his supporters. Those who wanted the power were the 

so-called Young Turks of the Ba’ath Party — the intellectuals and 

the radicals of the extreme left and, more important, the military 

men who represented the Alawite community. The Alawites were 

a mystical, secretive and predominantly Shi’a Muslim sect which 
accounted for no more than fourteen per cent of Syria’s population. 
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The man who believed it was his destiny to rule Syria in their name 
was Hafez Assad. 

When Amin Hafiz came to power as a result of the 1964 coup, 
he was fiercely anti-Nasser and the leading advocate of the idea 
that the Arabs could defeat Israel on the battlefield if only they 
united and went to war without further delay. Hafiz was widely 
regarded, abroad and at home, as a pompous ass and a fool. He 

was both, but he was not so foolish that he refused to think about 

what Nasser was saying. At the third Arab summit in September 

1965, Nasser had said the Arabs would be no match for Israel even 

if they did combine their military resources. 
As 1965 was drawing to its close, Amin Hafiz was quietly 

convinced that Nasser was right. In that case the worst thing he 

could do was to back Arafat in a way that would cause Israel to 

hit Syria. At the end of 1965, Amin Hafiz was a worried and 

frightened man. He was beginning to regret that he had allowed 

Sweidani to talk him into giving Arafat any freedom. At the time 

it had seemed like a good idea. By declaring himself to be a 

supporter of guerrilla warfare, Amin Hafiz was able to renounce 

his commitment to quick and total war with Israel without losing 

too much face. Or so he thought. 

By the end of the year the Syrian President was groping for a 

new Palestine policy. What emerged was a continuing commitment 

to armed struggle through guerrilla warfare, but it was to be 

a struggle that would not begin until the necessary and proper 

preparations had been completed. It was, in short, a policy for 

doing nothing. And it was this that gave the opponents of Amin 

Hafiz their opportunity. They could now denounce him as a traitor 

and present themselves, once they had seized power, as the only 

real and true believers in the philosophy of revolutionary armed 

struggle. 
On the sidelines Arafat permitted himself a smile. Now was the 

moment for him to play his hand. 

Arafat and Sweidani reviewed the situation and their options 

in early January. By this time Arafat was in some despair. Nearly 

two months had passed since his last military operation. 

What they were really looking for, Arafat told Sweidani, was 

an argument that was good enough to persuade President Hafiz 
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to give permission for Fatah to strike at Israel through Syria. 

Naturally the President would be alarmed by such a suggestion, 

but he could be told, by Sweidani and in the proper way, that he 

really had no choice if he wanted to survive as President. What 

Sweidani should tell him was that the best way to neutralize the 

opposition was to steal its clothes. His opponents were claiming 

that he was taking too much notice of Nasser, and that his commit- 

ment to armed struggle was not a serious one. The President would 

prove his critics wrong, and rob them of an excuse to move against 

him, by allowing Fatah to use Syria as its launchpad. 

Sweidani told Arafat he thought it was an argument the Presi- 

dent might well buy — provided he was absolutely convinced that 

his own man, Sweidani, had the final say about when and from 

where the operations were to be launched. The President would 

insist on that because he would be frightened by the prospect of 

Israeli reprisal attacks. He would want to be sure that he could 

stop Fatah’s operations if the Israelis made the situation too hot. 

It was then Arafat’s turn to admit that he had no choice. In 

the circumstances it was the best deal he could expect to get. He 

gave his word that he would honour the terms of any agreement 

Sweidani could make with the President. 

In the third week of January 1966, Hafiz approved Sweidani’s 

plan of action. On the night of 23 January, a Fatah unit crossed 

into Israel to carry out the first sabotage mission from Syrian soil. 

Syrian control of Fatah’s movements was very tight. Arafat’s men 

had to pass through agreed Syrian army checkpoints on the Golan 

Heights and there was a different codeword each night. But Arafat 

was back in the business of proving that the Palestinians did 

exist. That was something to celebrate. So, too, was the fact that 

Sweidani had arranged for an Algerian transport plane to land in 

Damascus. Abu Jihad’s arms and ammunition had arrived. 

In Kuwait the news of Arafat’s success was not well received 

by Fatah’s Central Committee. The majority considered his action 

to be an intolerable and dangerous act of defiance. It was intoler- 

able because Arafat had demonstrated a complete contempt for the 
idea of a collective leadership. And it was dangerous because he 
was, apparently, throwing himself into Syria’s arms. On this point, 
and mainly because they were misreading his personality and his 
character, Arafat’s colleagues were badly wrong in their judgement 
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of him. As time was to prove, there was none among them who 
would fight more tenaciously than Arafat to preserve the indepen- 
dence of Palestinian decision-making. He was prepared, as he had 
just demonstrated, to be used if there was no alternative, and if 
the consequence of allowing himself to be used was a gain for the 
cause. But Arafat was not and never would be willing to allow 
any Arab regime or any foreign power to make decisions for the 

Palestinians. In time all of Arafat’s colleagues, including his critics 

and his enemies, would come to realize that this determination 

was his greatest strength, and theirs, too. But that was not how it 

appeared in 1966. 

Khalad Hassan was furious. He and his colleagues on the Cen- 
tral Committee had been trying for months to convince those 

around Nasser that Fatah was not a Syrian front or puppet, and 

that it was not Fatah’s intention to form an alliance with Syria to 

enable the Syrians to challenge Nasser for the leadership of the 

Arab world. Who in Cairo would believe Khalad Hassan now? It 

was apparent that the collective leadership was not in control. In 

Egypt’s eyes Khalad had been made to look a fool at best and a 

villain at worst. 

If the Central Committee had taken a decision about how to 

deal with Arafat in the heat of the moment, it is very likely that he 

would have been relieved of his military command and expelled 

from the organization. But Khalad and his colleagues agreed 

among themselves to allow time for passions to cool before a 

decision was taken. 

Quiet reflection revealed the full dimensions of the dilemma 

they were facing. If they did not control Arafat they were bound 

to fail in their attempt to establish a dialogue with Nasser and 

other Arab leaders. And if there was no dialogue there would be 

no political base for developing a joint Palestinian—Arab strategy 

which, at the end of the day, was absolutely necessary if one square 

metre of Palestine was to be liberated. That was on the one hand. 

On the other there was the probability that Arafat’s military 

actions would cause more Palestinians to rally to the cause. If that 

happened Nasser and the other front-line Arab leaders would take 

fright and might be more, not less, prepared to come to some 

accommodation with Fatah. 

And what if Fatah did split as a consequence of Central 
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Committee action to discipline Arafat? Who would gain from that? 

Khalad and his colleagues were working on the assumption that the 

door to Nasser might be opened if they proved Fatah was not a 

Syrian front. Supposing they were wrong? Could it be that Nasser’s 

people had implied certain things simply to cause Khalad to split 

Fatah? The Central Committee was divided on many issues of 

principle, but it was still the only authentic leadership the Pales- 

tinians had. Divided it could survive. Split it might not. 

Khalad told me: ‘In the end we decided to discipline Arafat by 

suspending his membership of Fatah for a period of three months.’ 

It was Khalad’s intention to use this time to persuade Arafat 

that long-term policy considerations dictated a halt to military 

operations. Khalad would say that he and the majority were not 

abandoning the idea of armed struggle. Far from it. What he and 

the majority wanted was a breathing space to give them the best 

possible chance to come to an understanding with some of the 

regimes. If they succeeded they would develop a joint Palestinian— 

Arab policy for confrontation with Israel. Then the real armed 

struggle would begin. At the time even Khalad was convinced that 

the Arab regimes lacked only the wi// to fight; and that when they 

did fight, Israel would be beaten on the battlefield. If they failed 

to carry the regimes, Fatah would lead a revolution to overthrow 

the existing Arab order. 

The essential difference between the two men was now obvi- 

ous. Khalad Hassan was a man of strategy. Arafat was a man of 

tactics. Whenever he saw an opportunity for movement he wanted 

to grab it. 

It was Khalad’s intention to try to convert Arafat to the 

majority’s way of thinking by quiet and reasoned argument. But if 

that failed he was going to tell Arafat there was no place for his 

individualism in the collective leadership. 

The stage was thus set for the final confrontation between the 

two men. Arafat would probably have lost if it had taken place. It 

did not because of dramatic events in Damascus, which were to 

see Arafat fighting for his life as he resisted a crude and heavy- 
handed Syrian attempt to take over Fatah. 



10 

From Prison to Prison 

At the end of the first week of May 1966, Arafat, Abu Jihad and 

the twenty others who made up Fatah’s military establishment 

had their first opportunity to meet under one roof — in a Syrian 

prison. They were arrested after a Syrian-backed plan to assassinate 

Arafat had failed. The Syrian authorities were now intending to 

hang Arafat on a trumped-up murder charge. They were about 

to charge him formally with being the instigator of a murder plot 

of which he was, in reality, the intended victim! 

If the Jihads’ youngest son had not been killed when he fell 

from the third-floor balcony of the family apartment, and if Abu 

Jihad had not been released from prison to bury his son, it is very 

likely that Arafat would have been hanged. 

Said Khalad Hassan: ‘From the historical point of view we can 

say that our troubles with Syria began when the military men who 

wanted power for its own sake took over and prostituted the 

slogans of the Ba’ath Party. They only pretended to be Ba’athists 

to give themselves a sort of legitimacy before they seized power. 

When they were in power they saw us, correctly, as a movement 

that was interested in winning the support and consent of the 

masses. In short they knew that we were for the democratic way. 

And that is the historical cause of the tension between Fatah and 

successive Syrian regimes in particular, and between Fatah and 

many Arab regimes in general. Syria’s military leaders never had 

the slightest intention of getting their power and their legitimacy 

from the people by democratic means. They took power by the 

gun and thereafter they had to maintain themselves in power by 

police-state methods.’ 

The tension Khalad described increased dramatically after the 

ninth Syrian coup in February 1966. For it opened the door of 
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the powerhouse to the military men of the minority Alawite sect. 

Khalad continued: ‘If you are a leader with the coup mentality, 

and if you represent only fourteen per cent of the people of your 

country, it follows that you live in fear of being overthrown. The 

only way to counter that fear, and prevent yourself from being 

overthrown, is to make the majority of your people more fright- 

ened of you than you are of them. And that is what began to 

happen in Syria after the 1966 coup. From this point on, and by 

definition, Syria’s military leaders had to smash or dominate any 

group or faction which believed in open debate. After they had 

closed the mouths of their own people, they turned on us. From 

their point of view, and because we truly wanted to follow the 

democratic way, we represented the only serious internal threat to 

them. That we also refused to allow them to possess and play the 

Palestinian card for their own ends was something else.’ 

As already mentioned, President Hafiz had hoped that his 

token support for guerrilla warfare would give the lie to the charge 

of his opponents that he was not serious about confrontation with 

Israel. Those who were plotting against him decided to act before 

he left them without any excuse to justify their grab for power. 

The coup leader was a former Chief of Staff, General Salah 

Jadid. He was an Alawite. The new President was a former Deputy 

Prime Minister, Nur Ed-Din Atassi. But as the whole Arab world 

knew, he was only a figurehead. The real power in the land was 

Salah Jadid and, in the wings, another Alawite, a man who knew 

that he was now only one more step, one more coup away from 

the Presidency: Hafez Assad. As an opportunist he was the only 

Arab who was a match for Arafat. 

Despite much propaganda and many outward signs to the 

contrary, the new Syrian regime was more determined than its 

predecessor and at least as determined as the other front-line Arab 

states to avoid a conventional war with Israel. The Syrian formula 

for avoiding war was an apparently rock-solid commitment to the 

liberation of Palestine through revolutionary armed struggle — 

guerrilla warfare. The trick was finding the right balance. The 
Syrians had to sanction a sufficient amount of guerrilla activity to 

give credibility to their hypocritical claim that they were serious 

about a confrontation with Israel, but at the same time they had 
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to make sure that the actual level of guerrilla activity was not such 
that it gave Israel the justification to knock the hell out of Syria. 
It was a very dangerous balancing act, but the Syrians thought 
they were clever enough to get away with it. In essence their 
strategy was to go one step further than Nasser in the hope of 
replacing him as the leader of the Arab world. Nasser had a puppet 
PLO which was not allowed to fight. Syria would have a puppet 
Fatah which would be allowed to fight, but on Syria’s terms. 

For a few weeks it appeared that Arafat had gained much from 
the change of regime in Damascus. He remained free to continue 
with his operations against Israel from Syria, and its new leaders 

went to great lengths to present themselves as the true champions 

of the Palestinian cause. President Atassi promised that the revolu- 

tion ‘will encourage the Palestinian forces and assist them in all 

fields, to enable them to liberate their homeland’.?? 

But Arafat was on his guard. He was expecting trouble. Now 

that he was officially suspended from membership of Fatah and 

facing the prospect of expulsion, he had two reasons to resist any 

Syrian move to dominate Fatah. In addition to his own unshakeable 

determination to protect what he described as Fatah’s ‘virginity’ at 

all costs, he also had to prove to his colleagues in Kuwait that they 

were wrong about him, that he knew what he was doing and that 

he could, with luck, beat the Syrians at their own game. 

The Syrians intended to replace Arafat as the military leader of 

Assifa with a Palestinian puppet of their choice. They wanted to 

bring about this change of leadership by non-violent means if 

possible. Their plan was to put their own man inside Assifa and 
then assist him to take over. Arafat was to be eliminated only if he 

refused to play second fiddle to Syria’s puppet. 

Syria’s man was Ahmad Jibril. He saw himself as Shuqairi’s 
natural successor but he had none of Shuqairi’s talents, and he 

wanted power for its own sake. Like Arafat Jibril was an engineer. 

He studied for his degree at the Syrian Military Academy. There 

he was recruited as an agent for Syrian Military Intelligence. In 

1961, Jibril formed the Palestine Liberation Front (PLF). It was 

nothing more than an intelligence-gathering organization for his 

Syrian masters. 

Soon after the February coup, Jibril approached Arafat with 
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the suggestion that they should merge their two organizations. 

Arafat agreed without hesitation to discuss the idea. He knew that 

Jibril was Syria’s man; but he calculated that he could more easily 

contain the threat of Syrian interference that Jibril represented if 

the PLE was part of Fatah. As President Lyndon Johnson once 

said, it is not clever to have your enemy ‘pissing on the tent from 

the outside’ when you could have him ‘inside pissing out’. 

According to Khalad Hassan and Um Jihad, Fatah and Jibril did 

reach agreement in principle on a merger. Jibril was not satisfied, 

however, with Arafat’s suggestion that he should have only a seat 

on the proposed joint Military Council. Jibril demanded nothing 

iess than the military leadership. He justified his claim on the 

grounds that it was he and not Arafat who would be delivering 

Syria’s total support for their struggle. When Arafat made it clear 

that he. had no intention of allowing a Syrian agent to run Fatah, 

Jibril turned to his controllers for fresh instructions. The result of 

Jibril’s talks with the Syrian Directorate of Military Intelligence 

was a decision and a plan to kill Arafat. 

The murder plot was built around the idea of using an innocent 

third party to lure Arafat to a meeting at which he would be shot. 

The innocent third party was Yousef Urabi. He was a Palestinian 

and a captain in the Syrian army. He was set up to play the role of 

mediator in the dispute between Jibril and Arafat. In good faith, 

and believing that mediation was necessary if a confrontation was 

to be averted, Urabi invited Jibril and Arafat to discuss their differ- 

ences at a meeting which he would chair. 

Abu Jihad said: ‘The truth about Urabi is the following. He 

was a Palestinian who was loyal to the Syrian army in which he was 

serving, but he was also a good friend of ours. I am the one who 

knows because Yousef Urabi was one of my best friends.’ Um Jihad 

confirmed her husband’s story and said that Urabi had done her 

‘many favours’. Khalad Hassan told me that Urabi was under 

consideration for election to Fatah’s Military Committee. 

The meeting was scheduled for 6.00 p.m. on 5 May, at a house 

in the Asakar district. At the last minute, but according to plan, 
Jibril suddenly discovered that he had a more pressing engagement 

elsewhere. In his place he sent the man who was to kill Arafat. He 

was a Syrian officer who went by the name of Adnan. Said Khalad 
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Hassan: ‘Our subsequent investigation showed that the Syrian 
National Guardsmen who were always on duty in the Asakar area 
were withdrawn just before the meeting was due to begin. They 
just disappeared.’ Obviously the authorities did not want any 
official witnesses to what they knew was going to happen. 

But Arafat did not show up. He also sent a representative. His 
name was Mohammed Hishme. And Hishme had a bodyguard. 
His name was Abdul Majib Zahmud. He was instructed to stay in 

the shadows and keep an eye on things. Hishme was under orders 

to discuss what had to be discussed and to say that Arafat would 
join them later if he could. 

The man called Adnan started to shout, and at the top of his 

voice he accused Urabi of being a traitor. The implication was, 

presumably, that Urabi had somehow warned Arafat to stay away. 

It is possible that Adnan had assumed, or perhaps had been told, 

that Urabi was in on the plot. It is also possible that Adnan began 

to suspect that he was the one who had been trapped. 

The shouting went on for several minutes. Then two shots 

were fired. The man called Adnan fled into the night. Urabi and 

Hishme were dead by the ttme Zahmud got to them. 

Jibril had not made any allowance for the fact that his plan 

could go wrong. He did not wait for confirmation of Arafat’s death 

before making his next move. Said Khalad Hassan: ‘At the time he 

presumed Arafat to be dead, Jibril was distributing a statement. It 

condemned Fatah as a Saudi puppet and it accused all of us, the 

leaders, of being agents for the enemies of the Palestinian revolu- 

tion. I can’t remember the exact text because it was a rambling 

and incoherent propaganda statement. But it gave the impression 

that something very important had just happened which would 

change everything. In fact, and as we later came to know, Jibril 

was preparing the way for an announcement that Arafat was dead 

and that he, Jibril, was taking command of all Palestinian revolu- 

tionary forces.’ 

I asked Arafat why he did not attend the meeting at which he 

was supposed to have been assassinated. Had he been saved by his 

famous nose or smell for danger? He replied: ‘No, truly, on this 

occasion it was not as you say my nose. It was by chance that I 

was not liquidated. I did not go to that place because Abu Jihad 
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and I were called to an important meeting with a very senior Syrian 

officer. He was later my witness that I was not in the place where 

Urabi was shot.’ 

Abu Jihad told me more about the meeting with the ‘very 

senior Syrian officer’. Said Abu Jihad: ‘The officer admitted that he 

and his superiors were surprised and confused by the fact that the 

Israelis had not attacked Syria to force the regime in Damascus to 

abandon its support for us — the Palestinian “terrorists”. Arafat 

and I agreed that there was something very strange about the 

absence of Israeli reprisal attacks. From the early 1950s it had been 

Israel’s policy to attack those Arab countries which, the Israelis 

said, were allowing Palestinian “terrorists” to cross their borders 

to attack the Jewish State. Many times the Israelis had made reprisal 

attacks on Gaza and Jordan when they really knew that Nasser and 

Hussein were trying to control us and prevent us from moving. 

Now here was Syria, openly and proudly supporting us . . . and yet 

the Israelis were not attacking Syria! Why? What game were the 

Israelis playing? Anyway, some Syrians were not only surprised and 

confused, they were worried and frightened. They believed the 

Israelis were playing a trick and that it would only be a short time 

before Israel did launch a very big attack on Syria. So, and this was 

really the purpose of our meeting, they asked us to send a patrol 

from the Lebanon to look behind the Israeli lines to see what 

was happening.’ 

From their meeting with the senior Syrian officer Arafat and 

Abu Jihad went straight to their base at the Yarmuk refugee camp. 

There they intended to organize the patrol for the reconnaissance 

mission behind Israel’s lines. When they arrived at the camp they 

were shattered by the news that Urabi and Hishme had been 

murdered. They grilled Zahmud about what he had seen and 

heard. The implications were obvious. Arafat was lucky to be still 
alive, but his real troubles had not yet started. 

The first indication that the Syrians were intending to frame 

Arafat was Zahmud’s arrest. The arresting officers left little room 

for doubting that Zahmud was to be charged with the murders. 

And it was clear that after a decent interval they would arrest Arafat 

and charge him with being the instigator of the murder plot. 
Arafat told me: “The man they arrested was completely inno- 
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cent. We had satisfied ourselves about that. He saw what he saw, 
and he heard what he heard. But he was completely innocent. 
Unfortunately some people were not concerned with the truth. 
They arrested our man to mask the truth.’ 

Um Jihad had just completed the exhausting ritual of making 
her youngest son, Nidal, go to sleep. Nidal was not yet three years 
old and he had the energy of several normal children. Sometimes 
crawling, something walking, he was here, there and everywhere. 
Living in a third-storey apartment, he could not be let out of sight 
for more than a second or two. Nearly every day Abu Jihad warned 

his wife: ‘If you take your eyes off that child he will go to the 

balcony and there will be an accident.’ It was only during the night 

hours, when Nidal was sleeping, that Um Jihad could relax in her 

own home. But on this night she was troubled. 

At about 7.00 p.m. several Fatah fighters had stormed up the 

stairs and banged on Um Jihad’s door. They were in a state of 

panic. ‘Where’s Abu Jihad, where’s Abu Amar?’ they had asked. 

Um Jihad said she did not know. They left in a hurry and without 

telling Um Jihad what they had heard — that Yousef Urabi and 

Mohammed Hishme had been murdered. 

Said Um Jihad: ‘At about eight o’clock another of our col- 

leagues arrived. He asked me, “‘Are you alone?” I told him I was. 

I asked him what was happening. He said, ““There is big trouble. 

The Syrians are searching over our camps and offices. I have come 

to protect you.” 
‘Three hours later he said: “I cannot bear it any more. If 

you don’t mind being alone I must try to find Abu Jihad and Abu 

Amar.” I told him to go. To tell you the truth I was glad. He was 

very nervous and he was making me more nervous. 

‘Half an hour later Abu Ali Iyad arrived. He was a very tough 

man but he was loved and respected by us all. He said: “‘Um Jihad, 

I am not leaving your side until we know what is happening. The 

situation is very bad.”’ He asked me to turn out the lights and he 

opened the doors to the balcony. We sat and we waited.’ 

Arafat or Abu Jihad had probably despatched Abu Ali Iyad to 

do whatever was necessary. If there was to be a showdown with 

the authorities in Damascus, Um Jihad had to be rescued. She 

could not in any event be taken alive. They all knew that. 
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Um Jihad continued: ‘At four o’clock in the morning we heard 

the car. We watched Arafat and Abu Jihad get out. They were 

alone and we waited for them to climb the stairs. They were very 

tired and very sad. Their eyes were red and I could see they had 

been crying. I asked them what had happened. Abu Jihad said, 

“Yousef and Mohammed have been killed and the authorities are 

going to blame us. We are in a trap.”’ 

They came for Arafat a few hours later. Two Syrian intelligence 

officers. ‘They said they were taking him to prison for his own 

safety.’ Um Jihad laughed as she told me. 

‘You knew they were lying,’ I said. 

‘Of course,’ she replied. 

Two days later Um Jihad was in the kitchen making an early 

breakfast for her husband. She had left him in the lounge reading 

some papers. The door to the apartment opened into the lounge. 

The kitchen was some distance from it. ‘When I entered the 

lounge with the coffee there was no Abu Jihad,’ she said. ‘I called 

to him. No answer. I searched the other rooms. Still no Abu Jihad. 

I waited about half an hour. And then I went down to the children 

who were playing outside the building. ““Have you seen Uncle 

Abu Jihad?”? I asked them. ‘“‘Yes, he went in a car,” they said. 

“What sort of car?”’ I asked. ‘‘A green car,”’ they said.’ 

On the assumption that it was a military car and that Abu Jihad 

had been arrested, Um Jihad visited the headquarters of Syrian 

Military Intelligence. Did they know anything about her husband? 

Had he been arrested? Was he in prison? ‘At every official place 

they gave me the same answers. Abu Jihad was not in prison, he 

had not been arrested and they didn’t know where he was.’ 

For the next six days, and working mainly on her own, Um 

Jihad turned Damascus inside out in her search for news of Abu 

Jihad’s whereabouts. Aware that she might herself be under surveil- 

lance, she did not try to make contact with any of Fatah’s military 

leaders. ‘In the beginning I was convinced that Abu Jihad was in 

prison. But I was asking myself why the Syrians were saying he was 

not. It didn’t make sense. I began to wonder if Abu Jihad had 

gone on a mission. And I started to think that he had been captured 
or killed by the Israelis.” At the time, and because the order sus- 

pending Arafat’s membership of Fatah was still in force, Abu Jihad 

was acting officially as the organization’s Military Commander. 
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She continued: ‘On the seventh day I decided to seek the help 

of the man who lived in the apartment below us. I was very friendly 

with his wife, and I knew that her husband was a senior official in 

one of the intelligence services. But I was not supposed to know 

that. I talked with him and he said he would make some telephone 

calls. Before half an hour had passed he told me that Abu Jihad was 

in prison, and that I could visit him if I went to the headquarters of 

the Military Police to get a pass.’ 

The prison turned out to be a military detention camp close 

to Damascus airport. Said Um Jihad: ‘A military policeman opened 

the door and I had a very big shock. Inside the room were Abu 

Jihad, Arafat and twenty more of our comrades. With the exception 

of Abu Ali Iyad, all the most important military men of Fatah were 

inside that room! Abu Jihad hugged me and I cried. He whispered 

to me to keep on crying, and while he was comforting me he put 

a folded piece of paper into my hand. It was the text of a message 

he wanted me to send to the Central Committee in Kuwait.’ 

Um Jihad was informed by the authorities that she could visit 

her husband every three days. On her second visit she was given 

the most dangerous assignment of her life. 

‘Abu Jihad told me it was absolutely essential for the military 

operations to continue while the leadership was in prison. It was 

necessary, he said, for the Syrian regime to be convinced that it 

would not control Fatah just because it had captured the military 

leadership. If the military operations continued the Syrians would 

be frightened. Then Abu Jihad gave me his instructions. He told 

me to set up a secret and emergency committee to be responsible 

for continuing the military operations. It was to consist of three 

people — Abu Ali Iyad, Ahmed Attrush and me. And I was to be 

the Acting Military Commander. Abu Jihad said: “You tell Ali and 

Ahmed those are my orders and they will obey you.” ’ 

Um Jihad proved to be more than a competent commander. 

The number of sabotage missions launched from Syrian soil was 

reduced, but for the first time in months Fatah units crossed into 

Israel from Jordan and the Lebanon. In military terms the action 

did not add up to much — it never did; but it was enough to make 

the point that the Syrian regime could not control Fatah simply 

by locking up its military leadership. 

There were, meanwhile, no signs that the Syrians intended to 
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release Arafat and his colleagues. Then, six weeks after their arrest, 

fate intervened. 

Through a senior Fatah official who was still free, Um Jihad 

made an appointment to meet secretly with a top Syrian leader. 

Said Um Jihad: ‘I will tell you his name [she did] but I think you 

should not publish it. He was a part of the leadership but he was 

in sympathy with us. He wanted to tell me what was going to 

happen to Arafat and the others in prison. 

‘On the day of the meeting Abu Ali Iyad and Ahmed Attrush 

were in my apartment. I was going to meet the Syrian leader in 

the home of our comrade who fixed the appointment. I was intend- 

ing to take my children, Nidal and Jihad, and stay with our com- 

rade. I was beginning to feel not so secure in our own apartment. 

Ali and Ahmed asked me to leave the children with them and to 

return very quickly with my report of the meeting. They were very 

anxious. I said OK. As I was leaving the building I looked up at 

our apartment and I saw the door to the balcony was open. I 

rushed back up the stairs. Ali and Ahmed said: ‘““What’s the matter, 

why do you return?” I told them to close the door to the balcony 

because I was afraid that Nidal would fall. 

‘So I had the meeting. The news was very bad. The Syrian 

leader told me first of all that Arafat, Abu Jihad and all of them 

had been moved to the biggest prison in Damascus. The military 

investigating committee had finished its work. The civilian police 

had now taken over the case and that meant Arafat would be 

charged with a criminal and not a political offence. The Syrian told 

me: ‘“They are determined to find Arafat guilty of ordering Urabi’s 

murder and they are making it a criminal offence so they can hang 

him. If you want to save Arafat you must mobilize all of your 

friends everywhere.” 

‘I returned to my apartment to discuss the next moves with Ali 

and Ahmed. I can’t say we were surprised. We had suspected it was 

Arafat the Syrians wanted to finish. But still we were very shocked. 

Ahmed became wild. He said we should take the dcision to explode 

bombs all over Syria. I told him he was crazy and that a demon- 

stration of that kind would result in the deaths of our colleagues 

in gaol and the end of Fatah. He insisted that he was right. I said: 
“Tam responsible for the decisions and you will obey my orders!” ’ 
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When Ahmed Attrush had cooled down, Um Jihad suggested 

they all needed time to think. The two men left. 

Um Jihad continued: ‘As soon as they had gone, Nidal said to 

me, “Mummy, Mummy, I want a drink of water.” I got him a 

glass from the kitchen. When he had finished the drink he dropped 

the glass. It smashed and immediately Nidal began to pick up the 

pieces. He cut his hands. I took care of them and then I put him 

on his bed and told him to rest. I went to the kitchen for a brush 

and some other things to clear up the broken glass. 

‘At the same time I was thinking about what could be done to 

save Arafat’s life. In the back of my mind I heard the click of a 

door opening and shutting. I rushed from the kitchen to the 

balcony — but it was too late. Nidal had fallen. 

‘I ran down the stairs. My baby’s body was broken and bleed- 

ing. Some friends called for the doctor and the ambulance came. 

But he died on the way to the hospital.’ 

From the hospital Um Jihad went to the home of a Syrian 

lady friend who was well connected with the regime. ‘She was 

entertaining some others and for half an hour I said nothing. Then 

she asked me why I was so quiet. I said: “My baby Nidal is dead. 

I want Abu Jihad to be released from prison to bury him. Please 

help me.” 
At one o’clock the following morning Abu Jihad was released 

for twenty-four hours. He said: ‘At first I thought it was a trick. 

They told me only that I was wanted at my home because there 

was some problem. They put me in a military car with another one 

following. I thought they were going to search our apartment for 

documents.’ Abu Jihad’s real fear was probably that his wife was 

about to be arrested. 

From a neighbour Abu Jihad learned that his son was dead 

and that his wife was staying with friends. 

Said Um Jihad: ‘When Abu Jihad arrived he asked me what 

had happened to Jihad. I said, “It’s not Jihad, it’s Nidal. What 

happened is what you were always frightened about.” We both 

cried but Abu Jihad was very strong. He said: ‘“‘My darling, we 

must not let this destroy us. We are young and we will have 

more children.” ’ 

Abu Jihad told me: ‘In the early hours of the morning I buried 
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my son. I didn’t have the money to buy a grave in a good place. 

I had to bury him in common ground. Um Jihad asked me where 

and I didn’t tell her. I didn’t want her to know that Nidal was not 

in a proper grave.’ 

Before the day was out Abu Jihad had talked his way to an 

appointment with the Minister of the Interior. That won him 

another twenty-four hours of freedom. Then he lobbied a number 

of very senior Syrian military officers with whom he had co- 

operated in the past and who either knew or suspected that Arafat 

and Fatah had not been responsible for the deaths of Urabi and 

Hishme. Those contacts won him yet another twenty-four hours 

of freedom. They also got him an appointment with the Minister of 

Defence — Hafez Assad. 

Abu Jihad told me: ‘Nobody will ever know how much effort 

went into arranging that meeting. When I entered Assad’s office 

he remained seated at his desk. His eyes didn’t move. They were 

hard and cold. His handshake was also very cold. The whole 

atmosphere was cold. It was like being in a refrigerator.’ 

Apparently the temperature did not rise during the three hours 

of their conversation. Said Abu Jihad: ‘Point by point, detail by 

detail, I explained to the future President of Syria why Arafat and 

Fatah could not possibly have been involved in the murder of 
Urabi and Hishme.’ 

Abu Jihad’s own efforts were supported and supplemented by 

his colleagues on the Central Committee. A number of them trav- 

elled from Kuwait to Damascus to plead for Arafat’s life. Abu Jihad 

did not return to prison. Over a period of two or three weeks all 

but one of the others were released. Arafat was the last to be given 

his freedom. The one the Syrians refused to release was Zahmud. 

Abu Jihad said, ‘He is still in prison — to this day.’ Apart from 

Jibril, Zahmud is probably the only Palestinian who can identify 

the real killer — the Syrian agent who went by the name of Adnan. 
It is not unlikely that Hafez Assad was the man who master- 

minded the attempt to frame Arafat, and that he had to admit 
defeat when he realized that too many influential Syrians and Pales- 
tinians were aware of the truth. When I put my speculation to 
Arafat he said: ‘It is not a question I will answer. It is for history 
to decide.’ 
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I asked Arafat if he had had any doubts that the Syrians, some 
Syrians, were intending to see him hanged. He replied: “That is 

what they were preparing for. There is no doubt about that.’ 

Then I asked if he had been confident all along that he would 

leave prison alive. He paused for perhaps as many as ten seconds 

before he replied. ‘Yes,’ he said finally, ‘I was confident.’ 

Why had he paused for so long before answering my question? 

Arafat smiled: ‘I had to think about your question. So many 

people played a part in saving my life.’ 

When Arafat was released from prison prudence dictated that 

he should take his leave of Syria — at least for a while. He did so 

but in his own way. Disguised as a corporal in the Syrian army, and 

at the head of a Fatah unit of fourteen men including himself, he 

crossed into northern Israel. 
The evidence is that the question of Arafat’s leadership of 

Fatah’s military wing was still unresolved. In the meantime he 

continued the military struggle in his own way. Since it was becom- 

ing more and more difficult for Fatah units to cross into Israel 

from the front-line Arab states, Arafat wanted to probe Israel’s 

defences. It was necessary to find out how long Fatah units could 

expect to operate inside the Jewish State if they were well organ- 

ized, well briefed and well supplied. 

Arafat said: ‘Over several days we carried out many reconnais- 

sance missions to identify future targets. Then we made some 

attacks. Two I remember. One was against an observation tower. 

We destroyed it. Then we blew up a store full of arms and 

ammunition.’ ’ 

Then the chase started. 

Arafat continued: ‘An Israeli patrol followed us for twenty-four 

hours. My aim was not to engage the Israelis in battle, but to find 

out how easy or how difficult it would be to shake them off. They 

were good but we were better. After twenty-four hours we lost 

them and we crossed into southern Lebanon.’ 

Then they were arrested by a Lebanese army patrol. Within 

hours Arafat was back in prison. This time in Beirut. 

Arafat gave a false name and denied that he was the leader of 

the group. And for the next three weeks he was tortured close 

to the point of death. Yasser Arafat himself is much too modest a 
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man to make any claim to being a hero. All he would tell me was 
that he was tortured in a ‘very hard and tough way’. Within himself 

he is still obviously proud that he did not break. ‘By this time in 

my life I was used to being tortured,’ he said. ‘I knew they could 

kill me, but I also knew they would never break me.’ 

Abu Jihad added this: ‘Every day they beat him and kicked 

him. They did so many bad and cruel things to him. Perhaps one 

day he will tell the story himself.’ I asked Abu Jihad if the torture 

had included the use of electricity and if they had put wires to 

Arafat’s testicles. ‘It’s not for me to say,’ he replied. 

In the end the Lebanese did discover that Yasser Arafat, cover 

name Abu Amar, was the prisoner they had so nearly killed. When 

his torturers failed to break him, a senior Lebanese security official 

made contact with his counterpart in the Syrian Directorate of 

Military Intelligence. It was from the information that two intelli- 

gence services exchanged that Arafat was identified. Said Abu Jihad: 

‘That’s how we discovered where Arafat was. We got the tip-off 

from a friend in Syrian Military Intelligence. Until then we were 

thinking that Arafat had been captured or killed by the Israelis.’ 

Arafat told me: ‘When the Lebanese discovered that I was 

Yasser Arafat, I was taken to meet the very top intelligence people. 

I met them all and we had a very good conversation for five 

hours. I told them many things they did not know. Many things. 

I told them why it was that we Palestinians had no alternative but 

to struggle in order to fix our identity. I also told them why it was 

that those Arabs who could not see that Zionism was a threat to 

the whole Arab world were very foolish and very stupid.’ 
Arafat added: ‘I made some very good friends at that meeting. 

Later these same people, the Lebanon’s intelligence chiefs, told 
me it was from our meeting that they began to respect our move- 
ment and me as a person.’ 

A free man, Arafat returned to Damascus. 

What had happened was dramatic proof of the magic of Arafat’s 
spell-binding personality, and how the magic could work when he 
was face to face with enemies who were prepared to give him a 
fair hearing. 



11 

Playing with Fire 

In Damascus Arafat and Abu Jihad reviewed the situation. They 

had good reason to be satisfied. Fatah had survived. The security 

services of Egypt, Jordan and Lebanon had failed to destroy it. 

And the Syrians had failed to make it their puppet. As an organized 

strike force Fatah was still a small and puny outfit, its military 

operations were insignificant; but that was not the point. Because 

Fatah had survived, the idea of an independent Palestine liberation 

movement was alive. It was also capturing the imagination of a 

growing number of Palestinians — so much so, in fact, that the 

Palestinian tail was beginning to wag the Arab dog. Put another 

way, Nasser and the other front-line Arab leaders were beginning 

to lose control of events. The long countdown to the Six-Day War 

had started. 

The irony is that it was Nasser’s attempt to control the situ- 

ation, to prevent a war, that gave Israel’s military planners the 

opportunity to set a trap for him. 

By the middle of 1966, Nasser was a very worried man. He 

was alarmed by four developments. 

- The first was the coup in Damascus. Nasser was certain that 

Syria’s new leaders would talk the most about liberating Palestine 

but do the least. But the fact was that the new Syrian regime was 

putting on a very good act, and it was convincing a growing 

number of Arabs — Palestinians and others — that it and not Nasser 

was the true champion of the Palestinian cause. 

The second development was Shugqairi’s changing attitude. He 

was beginning to insist that Nasser and the other Arab leaders 

deliver on the promises they had made when they had set up the 

PLO. Of particular concern to Shuqairi was the lack of progress in 

the setting up of the PLA. Jordan and Lebanon had refused to 
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have any PLA units on their soil. In Egypt, Syria and Iraq some 

units had been established, but they were very much under 

strength. Only ten per cent of the posts established for the PLA 

command had been filled. And only about forty per cent of the 
equipment and arms had been supplied. What was happening 

in 1966 was therefore entirely logical. A growing number of Pales- 

tinians were realizing that Shuqairi was the puppet of the Arab 

regimes which, despite their words, were not intending to fight 

Israel. Shugairi had to do something to counter the charge that he 

was a puppet. He knew that if he failed to shake off that image, 

he and his PLO would lose out to Arafat and Fatah. In 1964 

Nasser had been aware that a day might come when Shugqairi would 

demand more than the Arab leaders could safely deliver. But Nasser 

had contented himself with the thought that he could deal with 

Shuqairi as and when the problem arose. Unfortunately for Nasser 

the circumstances were now such that controlling the first Chair- 

man of the PLO was not easy. Wisely, from his own point of view, 

Shuqairi had established a relationship with the new regime in 

Damascus, and that was his insurance policy. Nasser could not 

afford to lose Shuqairi to the Syrians. 

The third development was the changing attitude of some of 

those Palestinians whom Nasser had previously regarded as being 

among the most loyal and faithful of his supporters — those who had 

formed and joined the Arab Nationalist Movement in opposition to 

Fatah, and who had put all their trust in Nasser. Previously they 

had ridiculed Arafat’s idea that the Palestinians should resort to 
military action in advance of an agreement with Nasser and other 
Arab leaders on a co-ordinated liberation strategy. But now even 
some of the ANM’s leading thinkers were openly saying that the 
regimes — and by implication Nasser — could not be relied upon, 
and that the Palestinians should turn to guerrilla warfare. 

The fourth development was Algeria’s support for the new 
regime in Damascus and the revolutionary way it claimed to be 
representing. In June 1965, Algeria’s President Ben Bella was 
overthrown by Colonel Houari Boumedienne. The latter was 
clearly a man of substance and influence. By the middle of 1966, 
Boumedienne was courting the Syrians and promising real support 
for the struggle against Israel. 

When Nasser reviewed these developments and their impli- 
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cations his worry turned to fear.-It was bad enough that his own 
prestige was suffering because he could no longer disguise his 
inability to do anything about Israel — for the Palestinians in par- 

ticular, and for the sake of Arab honour in general. His dilemma 

was acute and appalling. On the one hand he knew the Arabs 

would be the losers in any military confrontation with Israel. On 

the other hand he could not begin the process of negotiations with 

Israel until its leaders gave some sign, secretly and through the 

Americans if necessary, that they were prepared to offer the Pales- 

tinians something at the end of the negotiating process. And on 

that, Israel’s leaders were more intransigent than ever. 

The loss of prestige Nasser was suffering was obviously a per- 

sonal blow, but it was also dramatic proof of how he was losing 

his ability to influence and control the overall situation on the Arab 

side. If he did not act, there was a real danger that the leadership 

of the so-called revolutionary Arab world would pass, by default, 

into the hands of the Syrians. And if Damascus was allowed to set 

the pace there could be a war with Israel. The Syrians knew they 

were playing with fire by allowing enough Palestinian military 

actions to enable the regime to pose as the true champions of the 

Palestinian cause and the real leaders of the revolutionary Arab 

world. But Damascus was seriously mistaken in its belief that it 

could control the fire by restraining the Palestinians whenever their 

activities seemed likely to provoke a massive Israeli reprisal attack. 

Israel would keep an account of Palestinian actions launched from 

and supported by Syria and, at a time of its choosing, it would use 

the open account as a pretext or excuse for war. As Nasser was 

aware, the Syrians and the Palestinians were playing into Israel’s 

hands. He would have to find a way to influence and restrain the 

Syrians. But how? 

In May, while Arafat and his colleagues were prisoners in 

Damascus, Nasser had discussed his fears with the Soviets. They had 

recommended that he should make a supreme effort to establish a 

new relationship with the Syrians — as a means of controlling them. 

Nasser had agreed to make the effort. In June, and probably 

because the Soviets leaned on them, the Syrians announced their 

interest in an accommodation with Nasser. In October, Cairo and 

Damascus exchanged ambassadors. 

Then, on 4 November, Egypt signed a Defence Agreement 

19] 



THE STRUGGLE 

with Syria. It stated that aggression against one of them would be 

regarded as an attack on both. Naturally Israeli propaganda pre- 

sented it as a belligerent step and yet more proof that the Arabs 

were preparing to destroy Israel. In reality it was nothing of the 

kind. By securing a measure of control over Syrian military dispo- 

sitions and policy, Nasser was hoping to prevent a war. But his 

gamble was as dangerous as it was desperate. 

The key to understanding what really happened on the Israeli 

side during the long countdown to the Six-Day War is the answer 

to the question I raised earlier: why did Israel refrain from hitting 

Syria with reprisal attacks when it was the only front-line Arab state 

to be giving shelter, comfort and some aid to Fatah and other 

Palestinian action groups? During the same period, and despite the 

fact that it was trying to smash Fatah, Jordan was punished by 

Israel. 

The answer is that Israel’s leaders refrained from punishing 

Syria on an incident-by-incident basis because they had decided on 

a policy of totting up Syria’s offences to give themselves an option 

on a pretext for their next war. That they were determined to go 

to war in the second half of the 1960s is not a matter for serious 

dispute. Their intentions at the time are clear from what Israelis 

themselves have written over the years since 1967, and also from 

what I learned from other Israelis, including a former Israeli Direc- 

tor of Military Intelligence who told me that they would have 

‘invented a pretext for war’ in the second half of 1967 or there- 

abouts if circumstances had not given them the opportunity before 

then. From the same source and others of similar quality I learned 

that from 1964 on, virtually all of Israel’s military planners and 

most of its political leaders — though not Prime Minister Eshkol — 

were hungry for war. They wanted the opportunity to knock out 

a vast amount of Egyptian and other Arab armour which had been 

supplied by the Soviets. That was their main and specific objective. 

They also wanted to teach the Arabs a lesson they would never 

forget. If the lesson resulted in the Arab regimes being willing 

to make peace on Israel’s terms — by acquiescing in the denial of 
the existence of the Palestinians as a people with rights to self- 
determination — that would be a bonus. 

By the late summer of 1966, and because Israel had been 
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content simply to take note of Syria’s offences, it could be said 
that the Jewish State had established its case for attacking Syria at 
a time of its choosing. As Israel’s leaders knew well, the govern- 
ments of the West would deplore an attack on Syria, but they 
would not seriously dispute Israel’s justification — two and more 
years of restraint in the face of continuing and growing Syrian 
support for the Palestinian sabotage missions. For those in Israel 
who wanted war it was a case of so far, so good. But there was a 

problem. It was not Syria, or Jordan or the Lebanon they wanted 

to attack. It was Egypt. So the question that exercised the brilliant 

minds of Israel’s military planners was how to play their Syrian 

card to give Israel the pretext for war with Egypt. How, in other 
words, could they set a trap for Nasser? 

The question was answered on 4 November, when Egypt and 

Syria signed their Defence Agreement. From that moment on 

Israel’s military planners knew they could bring about the war they 

wanted with Egypt. All they had to do was to develop their threat 

to Syria to the point at which Nasser would have to make a military 

move — to demonstrate that his Defence Agreement with Syria was 

worth at least the paper it was written on. And once Nasser had 

been forced to make a military deployment in response to a per- 

ceived Israeli threat to Syria, the Israelis would find a pretext to 

hit him. 

And that is exactly what happened. The Israelis put into oper- 

ation a brilliant plan of deception that convinced Nasser they were 

intending to attack Syria. To save his face and his credibility in the 

Arab world Nasser responded by declaring a state of alert in Egypt 

and ordering two divisions to cross into Sinai to take up ‘defensive 

positions’ along Israel’s frontier. (As I saw for myself when I was 

the first Western correspondent to cross into Sinai with Israel’s 

advancing ground forces, the Egyptians were dug into defensive 

positions. ) : 

As Nasser was making his deployments the world was informed 

by the media that the Arabs were preparing to annihilate poor little 

Israel. Nasser, it was alleged, had said so himself in a policy state- 

ment. ‘We will destroy Israel,’ Nasser was quoted as saying. As 

quoted Nasser was stating by implication that he was mobilizing 

in order to destroy Israel and that he would attack at a time of his 
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choosing. What he actually said was: ‘If Israel embarks on an 

aggression against Syria or Egypt [my emphasis added], the battle 

against Israel will be a general one and not confined to one spot 

on the Syrian or Egyptian border. The battle will be a general one 

and our basic objective will be to destroy Israel.’ 

Nasser was not a complete fool. He was aware that the deploy- 

ments he was making could give Israel’s leaders the pretext to 

attack him. But in his desperation he entertained a false hope. 

Since he knew that the world’s leaders knew that he was not 

intending to attack Israel, he hoped that they would be able to 

restrain Israel. But if war came Nasser was convinced that it would 

not be a long and decisive one. He was sure that the UN 

would insist on a ceasefire in a matter of days. So in Nasser’s mind 

it all came down to one question: could Egypt’s defence forces 

withstand an Israeli attack for a few days, probably a week at the 

most, without losing too much ground and too much face? It was 

the right question. But Nasser came up with the wrong answer. 

To this day most Jews and probably most people in the Western 

world still believe that Israel was in mortal danger in 1967. It was 

not so. The vision of the Jewish state fighting for its very survival 

was pure propaganda. Mythology. The first Israeli to admit the 

truth was Rabin. And he ought to know. As Chief of Staff he was 

in charge of planning the war. On 28 February 1968, in an inter- 

view with Le Monde, he said: ‘I do not believe that Nasser wanted 

war. The two divisions which he sent into Sinai on 14 May would 

not have been enough to unleash an offensive against Israel. He 

knew it and we knew it.’ (For the record I have to say that I 

was among the many, many journalists who, at the time, allowed 

themselves to believe that Israeli mythology and objective history 

were one and the same thing.) 

Over the years since Rabin’s statement not a few other Israelis 

who played a prominent part in the war have contributed to the 

debunking of the myth. General Matetiyahu Peled served as Chief 

of Logistical Command during the 1967 war and was one of the 

twelve members of the Israeli General Staff. In 1972 he told an 

audience in Tel Aviv the following. ‘The thesis according to which 
the danger of genocide hung over us in June 1967, and according 
to which Israel was fighting for her very physical survival, was 
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nothing but a bluff which was born and bred after the war.’ Peled 

also confirmed that Israel’s intelligence agencies knew that Egypt 
was not prepared for war. 

But by far the most revealing confession was that from Morde- 

cai Bentov in the Israeli newspaper A/-Hamishar on 14 April 1971. 

Bentov was a member of the Israeli coalition government during 

the 1967 war. He said: ‘The entire story of the danger of extermi- 

nation was invented in every detail, and exaggerated a posteriori, to 

justify the annexation of new Arab territory [my emphasis added]. 

The full inside story of Israel’s 1967 war effort is so shocking 

that it will probably never be told in any detail. But the outlines 

of it are discernible. 

The original Israeli war plan called for only the destruction of 

all front-line Arab air forces and the annihilation of Egyptian 

ground forces, armour and men, in Sinai. The Israelis hoped that 

the defeat they intended to inflict upon Nasser would be so great 

and so humiliating that he would be overthrown or forced to 

resign. (In the event Nasser did announce his resignation but 

changed his mind after what appeared to be spontaneous demon- 

strations urging him to stay.) So Israel’s Prime Minister of the time, 

the much maligned Levi Eshkol, was probably telling the truth as 

he believed it to be when he informed King Hussein, through the 

UN, that Jordan would not be attacked unless it initiated hostilities. 

Eshkol was regarded by many Israelis as a weak leader who was 

vacillating in the face of what they believed to be a massive Arab 

threat to Israel’s existence. To indicate their contempt for what 

was seen as Eshkol’s inability to make up his mind about whether 

or not Israel should attack, many Israelis told a joke about him. 

When Eshkol was asked what he wanted to drink, tea or coffee, he 

always replied, according to the joke, ‘half tea, half coffee’. 

Eshkol was cautious but wise. He was far from convinced that 

war was necessary and he had been much impressed by some 

unsolicited advice from de Gaulle. Several months before the war 

the French President said the following to Aba Eban, Israel’s 

Foreign Minister of the time. ‘Don’t make war. If you do you will 

create a Palestinian nationalism and you will never be able to get 

rid of it.’ 

So how was it that Israel’s original and limited war plan became 
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a master plan for seizing not only the Sinai from Egypt but also 

the West Bank from Jordan and the Golan Heights from Syria? 

The short answer is that there was, in effect, a quiet military 

coup in Israel a few days before the war. Eshkol remained Prime 

Minister in name in a newly constructed national emergency 

government, but the military hardliners were calling the shots. 

Their hand was strengthened by the inclusion in the new govern- 

ment of Moshe Dayan as Defence Minister. (Begin was among 

other hardliners who joined the new government.) 

Looking back I can see that the first clue to what actually 

happened when Israel went to war was in a rumour that the Israeli 
Chief of Staff, Rabin, had cracked under the strain of the fighting. 

As the war progressed this was the hot gossip in Israel. According 

to the most popular version of the story Rabin had cracked, was 

drinking heavily and had been confined to his quarters. Today my 

own guess is that this was an officially inspired story to discredit 

Rabin when he expressed to his colleagues in secret his reservations 

about, and perhaps his opposition to, the change in Israel’s war 

plan. When Israel had achieved its original war aims in a matter of 

hours, the super-hawks announced their intention to go ali the 

way and grab both the West Bank and the Golan Heights. As 

Chief of Staff Rabin had not planned for such a big extension of 

Israel’s war effort, and it is likely that he opposed it on the grounds 

that it was too risky without proper planning for which he needed 

more time. At a minimum he must have expressed his 

reservations. 

The proof that there were no limits to what Israel’s super- 

hawks would do to capture all of the West Bank and the Golan 

Heights was Israel’s attack, on the fourth day of the war (8 June), 

on the American spy ship, the USS Liberty. It was equipped with 

a most sophisticated system of radio antennae, including a ‘Big 

Ear’ sonar-radio listening device with a clear capability range of 

more than 500 miles. It was steaming off the Sinai peninsula. It 

was monitoring all Arab and Israeli war communications. Its main 

task was to prevent Israel from going beyond the containment plan 

that Israel and the US had secretly agreed for war with Egypt. In 
other words, the Liberty was there to make sure that Israel did not 

cheat. The CIA and key figures in the Johnson administration had 
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agreed that Israel could attack Egypt and humiliate Nasser, but 
these Americans, who were colluding with Israel, had obtained 

from Israel an assurance that no part of Jordan or Syria would be 

occupied. From its monitoring the Liberty had already established 
that Israel had drawn Jordan into the war, in order to have a 

pretext for taking the West Bank, by ‘cooking’ messages between 

Nasser and Hussein. If the Liberty had remained on station as a 

functioning spy ship, it would have been able to flash to Washing- 

ton (to the National Security Council and the Joint Chiefs of Staff) 

the news that Israel was re-deploying to occupy all of the West 

Bank and the Golan Heights. In that event the US would have 

required Israel to comply with UN ceasefire demands. Israeli forces 

attacked the Liberty in order to prevent Washington learning what 

Israel’s super-hawks were intending to do before it was too late to 

stop them. With the West Bank completely in Israel’s control the 

idea of a Palestinian state would be killed for ever. 
From daybreak on 8 June the Liberty was the subject of surveil- 

lance by Israeli planes. The Israeli attack started at 2.05 p.m. A 

sudden explosion shook the ship. For the next seven minutes three 

Israeli Mirages strafed the Liberty with rockets and cannon fire. At 

2.10 p.m. the Liberty broadcast an open-channel ‘Mayday’ distress 

call. ‘Mayday! Mayday! Am under attack from jet aircraft. Immedi- 

ate assistance required.’ Three motor torpedo boats then joined 

the attack. One of three torpedoes fired at the Liberty hit the 

communications room killing twenty-five of the technicians and 

crew. Up to this point thirty-four American naval personnel had 

been killed and seventy-five were wounded. Two Israeli helicopters 

loaded with troops then circled round and round the Liberty at a 

distance of about a hundred yards. They were clearly not on 

a rescue mission. In due course the helicopters disappeared just as 

mysteriously as they had appeared. It is more than reasonable to 

assume that the Israeli troops in the two helicopters were on the 

point of being ordered to board the Liberty to kill any survivors. 

After the two helicopters disappeared the torpedo boats again 

headed for the Liberty at great speed. At the same time two Mirages 

approached from the starboard side. Somebody, somewhere in the 

Israeli high command was still entertaining the idea of a final attack 

to finish off the Liberty and the remaining survivors. But that 
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somebody’s nerve failed him at the last moment. Or so it would 

appear. The Liberty was not finished off. Why? 

Detailed research by various parties who made good use of 

America’s Freedom of Information Act indicates that Israel’s final 

attack to sink the Liberty was aborted at the last moment because 

the open-channel ‘Mayday’ broadcast by the stricken vessel 

brought help in the from of rescue planes from the US carrier 

America. The Israelis picked up the approach of the rescue planes 

and realized that they had to abort while there was still time to 

make the only possible excuse if they were called to account — that 

their attack on the Liberty was a ghastly accident, a case of mistaken 

identity. Detailed research also indicates that if the Israelis had been 

successful in sinking the Liberty, they would have blamed Egypt. 

By far the most chilling piece of information to have come to 

light since the 1967 war is the fact that at 12.02 p.m. on 8 June, 

Richard Nolte, the newly arrived American ambassador to Cairo, 

sent the following cable to Secretary of State Dean Rusk in Wash- 
ington. ‘We had better get our story on torpedoing the USS Liberty 

out fast and it had better be good.’ That message was sent two 

hours and three minutes before the Liberty was attacked! The only 

possible conclusion is that some high-level Americans knew that 

Israel was intending to attack and sink the Liberty and were then 

parties to the whitewashing of Israel and the cover-up. 

According to a UPI report ten years later, a CIA document 

dated 9 November 1967 named Dayan as the Israeli who ordered 

the attack on the Liberty. The same document also quotes one of 

Dayan’s generals as being adamantly opposed to the action and 

saying, “This is pure murder!’ Could that general have been 
Rabin ...? 

To me the most incredible thing about the 1967 war, and 

perhaps of the Arab-Israeli conflict as a whole, is that the Israeli 
attack on the Liberty did not become the subject of mainstream 
media reporting or public debate. Surely this was the most amazing 
proof of how frightened the mainstream media and politicians were 
of offending the Jewish lobby. 

Some years later an American by the name of Leo Klinghoffer 
was murdered by PLO terrorists when they hijacked the Achille 
Lauro. The killing of this one American led to an explosion of 
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anti-Arafat, anti- PLO, anti-Palestinian and anti-Arab rage and hys- 
teria across America. I know because I was in America at the time. 
The mainstream media institutions and America’s politicians fell 
over themselves in the race to see who could condemn Arafat in 
the most damning way. 

The killing of thirty-four Americans and the wounding of 
seventy-five others by Israel was not fit to be reported and debated; 
the killing of one American by a PLO faction that was seeking to 
sabotage Arafat’s policy of politics and compromise was big news. 

There was not and could not be a more graphic illustration of 

the reporting double standards that for so many years prevented 

understanding of the Arab-Israeli conflict in general and Yasser 
Arafat and his cause in particular. 

The contribution made by Arafat and Abu Jihad to the war 

they had helped to provoke was modest, to say the least. 

When Israel went to war on Monday 5 June, Abu Jihad was in 

Frankfurt. He had just arrived from Belgium. He was on an arms- 

buying mission. At about 11.00 a.m. he was located by breathless and 

excited colleagues. ‘Come quickly,’ they said, ‘the war has started!’ 

In fact the Arabs had already lost the war. In eighty minutes 

the Israelis had broken the back of Egypt’s air force. But Abu Jihad 

was not aware of this sensational development as he prepared to 

leave Frankfurt. 

He told me: ‘Directly I went to the airport to search for a 

plane to Damascus. No plane. I flew from Frankfurt to Zurich, 

from there to Geneva and from Geneva to Ankara. I arrived at 

about 5.00 p.m. and I met the Syrian Minister of the Interior who 

had been attending a conference in Geneva. Together we travelled 

to Damascus in a special car provided by the Syrian Embassy. We 

arrived in Damascus at ten o’clock the following morning, and I 

went straight to our headquarters in the Yarmuk refugee camp for 

a meeting with Arafat.’ At this time Abu Jihad was still officially 

Fatah’s Acting Military Commander. 
The next day, 7 June, Arafat and Abu Jihad went to war — in 

Arafat’s tiny Volkswagen car. They stuffed it full of rocket-propelled 

grenades (RPGs) and headed for the Golan Heights. So far as 

they knew from information available in Damascus, Syria’s valiant 

fighting forces were locked in a struggle of destiny with the Jewish 
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State. According to Damascus Radio the Syrian army had overrun 

a number of Israeli border settlements and was advancing on Safad 

and Nazareth. 

Arafat and Abu Jihad intended to reconnoitre the Syrian front 

line and then direct their fighters, as they arrived, to positions from 

which they could make a contribution to the Syrian war effort. But 

as the two Fatah leaders drove on, they realized that there was no 

Syrian war effort to support. On this, the third day of the war, the 

appalling truth was that Syria’s ground forces were not in action. 

Nor had they been. They had not moved from their pre-war defen- 

sive positions. To all intents and purposes Syria was not at war. It 

was true that some Syrian artillery batteries were shelling Israel’s 

northern settlements, but that action was clearly no more than a 

token gesture. From the overall situation on the Syrian front it was 

possible to draw only one of two conclusions. Either the Syrians 

were frightened and had never intended to fight unless they were 

attacked — in which case, why were the Syrians inviting an eventual 

attack by shelling Israel’s northern settlements? Or the Syrians had 

made some sort of secret deal with Israel — in which case the 

shelling of Israel’s northern settlements from fixed artillery posi- 

tions was merely the cover for Syria’s betrayal of the Arab cause. 

Arafat and his senior leadership colleagues are convinced that 

Syria did make a secret deal with Israel in the countdown to war. 

The deal was, they believe, that the Syrians would put up no more 

than token resistance (while Israel was defeating Nasser) in return 

for an assurance that Israel would not attack Damascus. The only 

on-the-record comment I got was from Khalad Hassan. He said: 

‘We came to know a lot of secrets. What we learned horrified us 

very much. But it is too dangerous for us to say what we know.’ 

After a defeated Jordan had accepted a ceasefire, Arafat and 
Abu Jihad were waiting for their fighters to arrive at the Syrian 

front line. Said Abu Jihad: ‘Then we had a tragedy. The bus 

carrying our commandos had a crash with a Syrian tank in the 

darkness. Not less than fifteen of our men were killed or seriously 
injured.’ 

On 8 June, the day a defeated Egypt accepted a ceasefire, Arafat 

and Abu Jihad were joined by more Fatah volunteers. Some made 

their way from Damascus. Others crossed into Syria from Jordan. 
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‘It was really incredible,’ Abu Jihad told me. ‘On the road from 

the Golan to Damascus the Syrians were leaving their positions 

and withdrawing before the Israelis attacked. So we put some of 

our commandos into the positions the Syrians were leaving. We 

also sent small groups with mortars to attack the Israelis behind 
their lines.’ 

Arafat told me: ‘At this time it was for us a matter of honour. 

We felt we had to demonstrate that some Arabs were prepared to 

fight.’ 

On 9 June, the Israelis began their attack on the Golan 

Heights. The Syrians quickly accepted a ceasefire. The Israelis 

announced that they, too, accepted the ceasefire — but they went 

on fighting. They were determined to take the Golan Heights. 

The only consolation for Arafat and Abu Jihad was that their 

commandos performed well enough to delay Israel’s main attack 

on the Golan Heights. Or so they believe. Said Abu Jihad: ‘Moshe 

Dayan later admitted that Israel delayed its advance because their 

forces were being attacked from behind. It was our boys who 

caused the Israelis to delay.’ , 

By the end of the sixth day, Israeli forces were in occupation 

of Arab land that in area was four times the size of Israel before 

the war. They had captured all of the Sinai Peninsula including the 

Gaza Strip; the Golan Heights; and the West Bank of the Jordan 

including East Jerusalem. The loss of the West Bank and Gaza 

meant that all of the territory that had been allotted to the Pales- 

tinian Arab state by the 1947 UN Partition Plan was now under 

Israeli control. ; 

In many ways the catastrophe of 1967 was, for the Palestinians, 

even bigger than the catastrophe of 1948. In 1948 they had lost 

their homes and their land, but they had lived since then in the 

hope and belief that Israel could be defeated on the battlefield. In 

equipment and manpower the Arab regimes had all that was neces- 

sary to defeat Israel — or so the Palestinians had assumed; all that 

was missing was the Arab will to fight. But the truth was now 

apparent. Despite their rhetoric, the Arab regimes had never 

intended to fight. This, for the Palestinians, was the bitter lesson 

of 1967. The regimes of the so-called new Arab order were no 

different from those of the old order. 
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What was Arafat’s reaction to the scale of the Arab defeat? ‘I 

was turned completely upside down,’ he told me. 
Fatah’s strategy of creating an atmosphere of confrontation in 

which the Arab regimes would be forced to fight had backfired 

in the most spectacular way possible. 



12 

The ‘Popular War of 
Liberation’ 

Two days after the war ended, Fatah’s leaders and other top officials 

assembled in Damascus for the organization’s first congress. Said 

Abu Jihad: ‘We were in despair. Many of us could not discuss what 

had happened without weeping. I myself was crying. Because of 

the way in which the Arab armies had been broken, some of our 

colleagues were saying that everything was finished. Some were 

talking about giving up the struggle and making new lives outside 
the Arab world.’ 

Before the congress opened, a number of Fatah’s Central Com- 

mittee members went to lunch in the Abu Kamal restaurant. As 

they entered they saw George Habash seated at a table next to the 

one they had reserved for themselves. Arafat and Habash had not 

met before. Said Khalad Hassan: ‘When we began to speak with 

Habash he cried. He said, “‘Everything is lost.’ Arafat said to him: 

*“George, you are wrong. This is not the end. It’s the beginning. 

We are going to resume our military actions.’’’ At the time they 

were brave words; and as Arafat was shortly to discover, they did 

not reflect the thinking of a majority of his colleagues. 
At the top of the formal agenda for Fatah’s first congress was 

the question of policy. As Khalad put it: ‘Were we going to resume 

our military actions or not, and if so, when? The related question, 

which was not on the formal agenda, was concerned with Arafat’s 

position. Officially Abu Jihad was still Acting Military Commander. 

Officially Arafat’s suspension from membership of Fatah had 

expired. But from the moment of Arafat’s arrest in Damascus in 

May 1966, events had moved too quickly for the Central Commit- 

tee to resolve the problem of what to do about him. In the second 

half of June 1967, Khalad and the majority were determined to 

block Arafat’s re-appointment as Military Commander. 
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They were still afraid that he would emerge as a dictator. 

Though they could not afford to say so in public, they knew the 

war had proved that Israel could not be beaten on the battlefield. 

It followed that the Palestinian cause would have to be advanced 

by military and political means. A liberation struggle that relied 

exclusively on military action was doomed to failure. And there 

was the old fear that Arafat might use his military power to obstruct 

and sabotage any political initiatives that his Central Committee 

colleagues, the majority, might take. 
Those attending Fatah’s first congress were also deeply divided 

on the question of what form the military action, if any, should 

take. Some were totally opposed to its resumption on the grounds 

that it would result in more suffering for the Palestinians under 

Israeli occupation, without any gain for the cause. To others, the 

minority at the time, the fact that there were now nearly one 

million Palestinians under Israeli occupation suggested that con- 

ditions were right for a popular war of liberation. Those who 

entertained this idea believed they could now apply Mao Tse-tung’s 

thoughts about revolutionary armed struggle. The one million 

Palestinians under Israeli occupation would be the revolutionary 

sea in which Mao’s fish — in this case Palestinian guerrillas - would 

swim. On the West Bank and in Gaza the oppressed Palestinian 

masses would give aid and shelter to their fighters in the short 

term, and in the long term they would rise up against the Israelis. 

That was the theory. Its main attraction was that Fatah would no 

longer have to rely on Syria or any other front-line Arab state for 
its bases. 

But even those who were excited by the possibility of a popular 

war of liberation were aware that it would be many months, and 

perhaps even a year or two, before such a struggle could be 

launched. If it was to have a chance of succeeding, the Palestinian 

masses in the newly-occupied territories would have to be organ- 

ized and educated in the revolutionary way. So even those who 

were in favour of revolutionary armed struggle were against quick 

action. They wanted time to prepare the ground and the people. 

Arafat’s position was very simple, very clear and very consistent 

with the fact that he was a man of tactics and not strategy. He was 
in favour of an immediate resumption of military activity. ‘I could 
not afford to weep with the others,’ he told me. ‘I considered that 
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we now had a duty to the Arab nation as well as the Palestinian 
nation. It was not the Arab people who had failed, it was the Arab 
regimes. In my opinion we had to demonstrate that it was possible 
to deal with Israel’s arrogance of power. I knew that if we did not 
act quickly the whole Arab nation, Arabs everywhere, would be 
infected by the psychology of defeat. And that, of course, was 
exactly what the Israelis wanted.’ 

Until Hani Hassan’s arrival in Damascus from West Germany, 
Arafat was alone in this view. According to Hani, even Abu Jihad 
was in agreement with those who were arguing for time to organize 
the next round of the military struggle in a proper and disciplined 
way. 

Said Hani: ‘As soon as I arrived in Damascus, my brother, Abu 

Iyad and some of the others who were opposing Arafat came to 

see me. They tried in a very hard way to influence me not to support 

Arafat.’ As previously noted, the source of Hani’s power was the 

global network of Palestinian student unions. None were more 

firmly committed to the idea of armed struggle than the unions 

of Western Europe. And the most aggressive was Hani’s own 

organization in West Germany. If Khalad and the others had won 

Hani to their side, Arafat might have been finished as a leader. 

Hani continued: ‘My brother and the others were astonished 

by what I told them. I said first of all that those of us in Europe 

were so totally committed to armed struggle that we were not 

interested in calculating how much blood there would be. And I 

said that if Arafat was for resuming the fight without delay, we 

would be with him. Then I told my brother and the others some 

secrets of my own. 
‘I told them that when the war had started on 5 June, we had 

taken a certain decision in Europe. We told our students they could 
not remain members of Fatah unless they were prepared to go to 

Palestine to fight. Then I said this: ““Right now 450 students and 

workers are being trained in Algeria. They have left their studies 
and their jobs. We sent them to various ports in Italy, and from 

there they travelled to Algiers. Now they have been joined by fifty 

students from Cairo. At the end of July they will finish their 

training. Then they are coming to the West Bank and Gaza to 
fight! 9? 

After a pause for effect, Hani had asked a question: ‘How can 
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I now tell them we are against Arafat because he wants to continue 

the military struggle?’ No answer was called for, and none was 

offered. Hani had made his point. The Hassan brothers agreed to 

disagree. 

Hani’s stand effectively ended Arafat’s isolation; but it did not 

tip the balance of opinion in his favour. After several days of 

impassioned and at times acrimonious debate which saw Hani 

accusing Abu Iyad of wanting to take Arafat’s place, Fatah’s con- 

gress was adjourned to allow tempers to cool. Up to this point 

Arafat was convinced that he had lost his battle, and that the 

Central Committee would reject his call for a resumption of mili- 

tary action. 

Arafat used the adjournment to visit Jordan. He asked Hani to 
go with him and they travelled in Arafat’s Volkswagen. Hani told 

me: ‘His morale was very low. When we had been travelling for 

only a few minutes, he said, ‘“What shall I do?” And before I could 

answer he made a comment that worried me very much. He said: 

‘At least history will say that I tried.” I was then very hard with 

Arafat. ““Why are you talking like that?”’ I said. ‘““You have no need 

to say such a thing. My students are coming from Algiers and we 

shall fight with you.” 

‘My own idea was really a very simple one. Most of the students 

who were completing their elementary military training in Algiers 

were from the West Bank. The plan was for them to return to their 

homes and to appear to be living normal lives. Because they would 

be covered and protected by their families and friends, I assumed 
it would not be so easy for Israeli security agents to track them 

down ... but I was wrong.’ 

In Jordan, and from a source close to King Hussein, Arafat 

received some information which enabled him to turn the tables 

on his opponents when he returned to Damascus for the second 

session of Fatah’s first congress. He learned that the Government 

of Israel, probably under pressure from the US, was considering a 

very dramatic peace initiative. According to the story Arafat heard, 

there was a strong possibility that Israel would be prepared to 

withdraw from all the Arab territory it had captured in the June 
war in return for full and formal peace treaties with Egypt, Jordan, 

Syria and the Lebanon. If the information was accurate, the impli- 
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cations for the Palestinians were, as Khalad Hassan said ‘horrific’. 
The information, and the threat it was seen to represent, caused 

many of those attending Fatah’s congress to have second thoughts 
about their opposition to Arafat and his call for a resumption of 
military action. 

“We decided to put ourselves into Israel’s shoes,’ Khalad Hassan 
told me. ‘For the sake of discussion we imagined that we were the 
Government of Israel, and we asked ourselves what we would do. 
We came quickly to the conclusion that if we were Israelis, we 
would make a dramatic peace initiative. We would declare publicly, 
to the Arab regimes and the world, that we were prepared to 

withdraw from every inch of Arab land we had captured in the 

Six-Day War, in return for peace treaties with Egypt, Jordan, Syria 
and Lebanon. 

“Stull putting ourselves in Israel’s shoes, we calculated that one 

of two things would then happen. Either the Arab states would 

make peace with us, in which case the future of the Jewish State 

inside its pre-1967 borders would be guaranteed for all time, and 

the Palestinian cause would be finished. If there was peace none 

of the front-line Arab states would allow the Palestinians to con- 

tinue their struggle by any means. Or the Arab states would refuse 

to make peace with us, in which case Israel would still be the 

winner. In this case the world would say, “‘These bloody silly Arabs 

no longer deserve any support or sympathy.” Israel would then be 

regarded as the only party which wanted peace, and it would then 

be able to do no wrong in the eyes of the world — even if it 

continued to occupy the Arab land captured in 1967. 

‘When we put ourselves into Israel’s shoes, the mistake we 

Fatah people made was to assume that Israel’s leaders would be 

clever and wise and would do what was best from Israel’s point of 

view. So we became dominated, I can even say obsessed, by the 

idea that Israel might withdraw from the West Bank. At the time 

this was really a horrifying idea to us in Fatah. And that’s why we 

began to think that we should resume our military activities. If the 

Israelis withdrew from the West Bank for peace, they would con- 

tinue to enjoy the support of world opinion and we Palestinians 

would not be allowed to fight. We would have nowhere to fight. 
So we had to begin our confrontation with Israel before there was 
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any Israeli withdrawal. To keep the possibility of struggle alive, and 

also to keep the Arabs on our side, we needed a situation in which 

we could say that we were not defeated, that we had raised the 

banner of struggle and that it was as a result of our actions that 

the Israelis had been forced to withdraw!’ 

Arafat’s information about the possibility of an Israeli with- 

drawal in exchange for peace with the front-line Arab states was 

substantially correct. There was, however, one essential difference 

between Israel’s position as it was reported to Arafat and the reality. 

The difference was Israel’s insistence that it be allowed to keep 

troops along the Jordan River. And that was the problem for the 

Arabs. No self-respecting Arab leader could agree to a peace which 

gave Israel the right to station its troops on Arab soil. It was Israel’s 

insistence on that condition that proved to be the fatal mistake. 

For the record I asked all of Fatah’s leaders if they had believed 

at the time that the front-line Arab states would have made peace 
with Israel if Israel had been willing to withdraw from every inch 

of Arab land captured in 1967. They all said ‘Yes’. And Arafat was 

the most emphatic. My conversation with him on this point was as 

follows. 

‘Looking back, Abu Amar, do you think it can be said that the 

Israelis made a very big mistake by not withdrawing?’ 

‘In my opinion this was Israel’s big chance. They should have 

withdrawn. When they did not do so they made their fatal mistake.’ 

‘Do you think all of the front-line Arab states would have sat 

down and made peace with Israel as the price for getting their land 

back?’ 

‘There is absolutely no doubt about it. All of the regimes would 

have made peace on those terms if they had been offered it.’ 
‘Including Nasser?’ I asked. 
‘Yes, including Nasser. The regimes and the Arab peoples had 

so much to gain from peace. What do you think the Arab peoples 

would have done when their leaders told them it was no longer 

necessary to spend money on weapons, and that the money that 

had been spent on preparing for war could now be used to develop 

their countries to bring prosperity to all? Do you think the Arab 

peoples would have rejected that? They would have demonstrated 

their joy in the streets and their leaders would have been heroes.’ 
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‘If what you say is correct, and I believe it is, the Israelis could, 
in effect, have had a peace which would have killed Fatah and 
the Palestine liberation movement by political means — if they, the 
Israelis, had been sensible.’ 

‘There is absolutely no doubt about that,’ Arafat concluded. 
“We would have been finished and our cause would have been lost. 
But Israel’s leaders were very stupid. It is the consequence of their 
arrogance of power.’ 

On 23 June, fearing that Israel would be wise and sensible 
enough to make the necessary moves for peace, Fatah’s Central 
Committee and other top officials attending the congress in 
Damascus approved a plan for the resumption of military action. 
Because those who could not reconcile themselves to Arafat and 

the idea of a return to military action resigned, the vote was 

unanimous. Arafat’s position as Military Commander was con- 

firmed, and military operations were scheduled to begin in the last 

week of August. Shortly before then Arafat was to establish his 

operational headquarters on the occupied West Bank. _ 

If the decision had been left to Arafat, he would have travelled 

to the West Bank the same day and planted a mine or two in the 

path of an Israeli patrol vehicle the same evening. And in doing so 
he would have been acting in accordance with his own first law of 

struggle which was, broadly speaking, to take advantage of the 

opportunity of the day and the moment, and to leave the oppor- 

tunities of tomorrow to be taken as they came. 

There was, however, a good reason for the delay. On 23 June 

Fatah was in no shape to launch and sustain a campaign of sabotage 

and subversion. Its own reserves of trained military manpower 

were all but exhausted. Those who were called commandos could 

be counted on the fingers of Arafat’s two hands. When the decision 

to resume military operations was taken, it was made on the 

assumption that Hani’s student force would not be in place and 

ready for action until late August. In the meantime, and to sup- 

plement the number of fighters who would be arriving from West- 

ern Europe via Algiers, Arafat and Abu Jihad were instructed to 

organize a crash recruitment and training programme. 

Said Abu Jihad: ‘We sent our recruiting officers to all of the 

cities and the towns of the West Bank and Gaza. Their job was to 
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search for volunteers and to make arrangements for them to come 

for training at our camps in Syria. In those two months we received 

perhaps 500 volunteers and I must tell you that there was a very 

special feeling in the occupied territories which helped us very 

much. When our Palestinian youths were seeing the Israeli soldiers 

for the first time they were very surprised. They were saying to 

each other, ‘“‘Are these really the supermen who have broken the 

Arab armies? How can it be? They are small... mostly young 

boys... They do not take care of their appearance and they are 

not so well disciplined.”’ The point I am making is that our Palestin- 

ian youths did not see the Israeli soldiers as supermen and they 

did not understand how the Arab armies had been defeated by 

them. So there was an important psychological factor at work for 

us. Our youths were saying, “‘It’s not necessary to run away from 

these Israelis... We can face them... We can confront them.” 

And that’s why we had so many volunteers.’ 

On arrival at Fatah’s training camps, each volunteer was investi- 

gated by a security committee. ‘We had to make sure they were 
not Israeli agents,’ Abu Jihad said. In fact the Israelis were still in 

the process of consolidating their hold on the newly occupied 

territories, and they were not yet in the business of turning Pales- 

tinians into traitors. 

Abu Jihad continued: ‘In three weeks we trained them how to 

use not less than twenty-four different weapons - rifles, pistols, 

RPGs, mortars, mines, explosives and hand grenades. We also 

trained them in tactics — how to organize patrols, how to make an 

ambush; and we trained them under fire with live ammunition. All 

these things and more happened in the day. The nights were 

devoted to political lectures and debates. I must say we were very 

democratic. Many different points of view were discussed. Some- 

times Arafat gave the lectures. Sometimes Khalad Hassan. 

Sometimes others. All the leaders played their part. Then, at the 

end of each three-week training period, we were sending our 

people back to their towns and cities in small groups. “From where 

are you?” “These five are from Jericho.” ‘“‘OK, here are your 

weapons — go.” “These are from Jerusalem.” ‘“‘OK, here are 

your weapons — go.” “Hebron — go.” “‘Nablus — go.” “‘Gaza — 
go.”’ And so on.’ 

210 



THE ‘POPULAR WAR OF LIBERATION’ 

As Abu Jihad’s account makes clear, Fatah was not suffering 
from a shortage of weapons. Khalad Hassan explained: ‘We equip- 
ped ourselves very nicely with the weapons and the ammunition 
the Syrians had abandoned on the battlefield!” 

At the last minute the Syrians asked Fatah to drop its plan for 
a return to military action; and their demand was backed by a 
threat which Abu Jihad did not believe to be an empty one. If 
Fatah insisted on going ahead with its plan to confront Israel by 
military means, the regime in Damascus would confront and 
destroy Fatah. 

Arafat had fixed 28 August as the day for the resumption 

of military action. Hani’s 500 student fighters had arrived from 
Algiers and had been dispersed to their home-town areas on the 

West Bank and in Gaza. Most of them had entered Jordan disguised 

as Iraqi troops. (Iraqi forces were stationed in Jordan to bolster 

Hussein’s defences.) And the 500 or so volunteers who had com- | 

pleted crash training courses at Fatah camps in Syria were also in 

place and ready for action. Arafat himself had moved to the West 

Bank in the middle of August. Though he was not intending to 
sleep in the same place for more than two consecutive nights, he 

had established his headquarters in the maze of streets that made 

up the kasbah of old Nablus. 

On 27 August, the Syrians issued their stop order and ulti- 

matum. Said Abu Jihad: ‘Directly I sent a letter to Arafat asking 

him to postpone the start of our offensive. I told him the Syrians 

were putting some obstacles in our way. Unfortunately it was too 

late to stop some of our actions we had planned for 28 August, 

and our people did make some explosions in Gaza, Tel Aviv and 

one or two other places. But after that Arafat did succeed in 

stopping the action. You will appreciate that we could not use 
telephones or telegrams. We had to send our operational orders by 

messenger.’ By the summer of 1967 it was common knowledge 

that the Israelis had found ways to bug the telephone communi- 

cations between one front-line Arab state and another. 

Abu Jihad continued: ‘Within a few days I managed to get an 

appointment with Hafez Assad, the Defence Minister. I was very 
frank with him. I said it was our Palestinian people who were under 

the Israeli occupation, and the whole world recognized that people 
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under military occupation had the right to resist. I also told him 

that our operations would be launched from inside the occupied 

territories. We were not making our attacks from Syria, so no blame 

could be attached to him. Assad thought for some minutes and 

then he said: ‘“‘OK. You are right. You continue with your activities 

inside the occupied territories and I will speak to those who are 

putting obstacles in your way.” ” 

What Fatah and other Palestinian propaganda described as the 

‘popular war of liberation’ began in the first week of September, 

after Abu Jihad had persuaded Assad to remove the obstacles Syria 

had put in Fatah’s way. But it was all over by the end of the year. 

By the end of December, most of Fatah’s cells and networks 

in the occupied territories had been uncovered and destroyed by 

Israel’s security services. Hundreds of Fatah commandos had been 

killed. More than 1,000 had been captured. And Arafat’s own luck 

had just about run out. It seems that he would have been caught 

if Abu Jihad had not sent a snatch-squad to rescue him. And, 

most depressing of all from Fatah’s point of view, a majority of 

Palestinians living under Israeli occupation were glad to see the 

back of those who had claimed to be their liberators. 

What went wrong for Arafat and Fatah? 

How one answers that question depends on what one thinks 

Fatah’s real objectives were. To date most Western commentators 

and writers have been content to take Fatah’s propaganda at its 

face value. On that basis the question they asked was the following: 

why did Fatah fail to provoke a popular uprising in the occupied 

territories? The answer given was, more or less, that Arafat and his 

colleagues in the leadership had little or no idea of what they were 

doing. In particular it was said that Arafat and his colleagues had 

no strategy that was appropriate to the situation. They had failed 

to understand that it would take some years to promote a popular 

war of liberation and that the actual struggle or fighting would 

have to be preceded by detailed political, psychological and organ- 

izational planning. Arafat, it was said, wanted results too quickly. 

Such a verdict would be justified if Fatah’s real objective had 

been the same as its publicly proclaimed goal — if, in other words, 

Fatah was seeking to promote a popular war of liberation which 

would end with an uprising and the expulsion of Israeli forces from 
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the West Bank and Gaza. But that was not the case. As Khalad 
Hassan said, Fatah’s leaders voted for a resumption of military 
activity because they believed it was necessary to deny Israel the 
Opportunity to make an unforced withdrawal from the West Bank 
for the sake of peace with Jordan — a peace which, in effect, would 

have enabled Israel and Jordan (probably in concert with the other 

Arab states) to control and extinguish the slow-burning fire of 

Palestinian nationalism. Arafat’s own objective was less specific. He 

wanted to fight on simply to keep the idea of struggle alive. 

Fatah’s decision to continue the struggle from inside the occu- 

pied territories was not part of a well-planned or long-term liber- 

ation strategy. It was a tactical move in response to what was 

perceived to be the threat of the moment. If there had been no 

prospect of, or serious talk about, an Israeli withdrawal, Fatah’s 

leaders would not have supported Arafat’s call for a resumption of 

military action. 

The more appropriate question is why did Arafat fail to gener- 

ate enough popular support to keep him and Fatah in business on 

the West Bank and in Gaza? 
The first part of the answer is that a majority of the Palestinians 

living under Israeli occupation simply did not believe there was 

anything to be gained from continuing the struggle by military 

means alone. The majority, the West Bankers in particular, were of 

the opinion that there had to be a political and negotiated settle- 

ment with Israel — a settlement which would lead to the Arabs 

recognizing Israel in more or less its pre-1967 borders in return 

for an Israeli withdrawal to those borders and the establishment of 

some kind of Palestinian entity on the West Bank and in Gaza. I 

do not suppose there was a single Palestinian who contemplated 

such a prospect with any enthusiasm, for it meant that they were 

abandoning their hopes of ever returning to their land and their 
homes in Israel. But they did not have much choice. If the Arab 

armies could be so easily smashed by the Israelis, the Palestinians 

had no chance of advancing their cause by military means. If 

Fatah had had an attainable political programme at the time, it is 

possible that the Palestinians in the occupied territories would have 

given more support to Arafat and his fighters. But in 1967 Fatah 

was very far from having any political programme. 
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The second part of the answer is that what Arafat probably 

regarded as the negative and even defeatist attitude of the Pales- 

tinians in the occupied territories was reinforced by the efficient 

but ruthless way in which the Israelis set about destroying Fatah’s 

organization while, at the same time, deterring those who were 

living under occupation from supporting Arafat and his fighters. A 

glance at the tactics employed by Israel’s military and other security 

services to isolate and then smash Fatah is enough to make the 

point. 
There were: curfews, cordons and house-to-house searches; 

restrictions on travel and movement; long prison sentences for 

Fatah activists and sympathizers; detention without trial; deport- 
ations; neighbourhood or collective punishment, including the 

closure of schools, shops and offices, and the blowing up of houses 

belonging to those who gave, or were suspected of giving, shelter 

to Fatah activists. In December 1969, Moshe Dayan claimed that 

a total of 516 houses had been destroyed. Two months pre- 

viously a special report in The Times of London had said the real 

figure was 7,000. 

Nor was it only those Palestinians who were found guilty or 

were strongly suspected of being involved in sabotage operations 

who were punished. It was Israel’s policy to punish any form of 

disobedience to Israeli orders and commands. 

Israeli accounts of how Fatah’s organization in the occupied 

territories was smashed play down Israel’s ruthlessness and exagger- 

ate Fatah’s shortcomings. According to the authorized Israeli ver- 

sion of what happened, Fatah’s security was non-existent and Fatah 

commandos, once captured, were ready and willing to betray their 

colleagues. There is no doubt that Fatah’s security was very poor 

in those days — Arafat and Abu Jihad are the first to say so. But 

that was not the main reason why Israel’s various intelligence 

agencies captured more than 1,000 Fatah commandos in little 
more than three months. 

Part of the truth is that the Mossad had files on Hani Hassan’s 

student fighters from Western Europe. Said Hani: ‘The student 

organizations to which we belonged in Europe were naturally very 

democratic. And we were pleased about that. We wanted to be 

democratic. But it meant that we had to conduct our political 
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affairs in the open. So when we-stood for election to the student 
organizations Our names were reported in newspapers and maga- 
zines. And our meetings were, of course, open. And that gave the 
Mossad agents in Europe the opportunity to keep us in their sights 
and to make files on us. By the time my students moved from 
Europe to Algiers, the Mossad had files with photographs of most 

of us. And when suddenly we were no more in our places in 

Europe, the Mossad very quickly realized where we were and what 
we were doing. 

‘When they were making their files on us, Mossad agents also 

received a great deal of co-operation from the authorities in 

Europe, particularly from the authorities in West Germany. Many 

years later I had the opportunity to see what the Mossad had on 

us. It happened after Khomeini’s revolution in Iran. Until the 

revolution the Israeli Embassy in Tehran was a very important spy 

centre. After the revolution I entered the Israeli Embassy and there 

I found a book containing the names of many of our fighters and 

personalities. The names were listed in alphabetical order. They 

were followed by four or five lines of description — how dangerous 

we were and so on — and by most names there was a photograph. 

In my own case it was a copy of the photograph I had given to 

my university in Munich in 1959. And that’s how the Mossad got 

its photographs of most of us who were active in student politics 

in Europe. I still have the book I found in the Israeli Embassy and 

it is the proof of how much the authorities in Europe were co- 

operating with the Mossad. Germany was, of course, a special case. 

The Germans were naturally feeling very guilty and they were ready 

to provide any facility for the Mossad. I should also say the Israelis 

were very guilty of practising moral blackmail on the Germans. 

Once I was going to meet with Willy Brandt when I was the 

President of the PSU and he was the Mayor of West Berlin. In 

the end he decided he could not meet me because he did not want 

to give the Israelis the opportunity to condemn him as being a 

“Nazi” and ‘anti-Jew’’. I know from my own experience that 

many Germans are sick and tired of the moral blackmail which 

they feel the Israelis practise on them. 

‘So as a result of the Mossad’s work in Europe, the Israeli 

military authorities had a dossier on each of us at the time we were 
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ready to begin our military activities. They knew our names and 

addresses and they had photographs of us. And I must say the 
Israeli intelligence people were very thorough. We came to know 

that there were two photographs with each of our files. One was 

a copy of the original picture — that is to say the photograph of 
how we looked when we entered the universities and colleges in 

Europe. The other was the same picture but with a drawing of a 

haffiyeh on the head. By wearing the kaffiyeh you can easily trans- 

form your appearance. The Israelis were obviously expecting us to 

do that. Once the Israelis had all this information about us it was 

not so difficult for them to track us down when the action started.’ 
After a pause Hani added: ‘Nearly ninety per cent of my student 

fighters were killed or captured.’ 

The Israelis also forced some Fatah prisoners to identify and 

so betray their colleagues. According to Hani and others who were 

involved in the West Bank and Gaza campaign in the last four 
months of 1967, the Israelis sometimes employed ‘Gestapo tactics’. 

Some Fatah prisoners were taken to their village and home-town 
areas. There, with their faces covered by hoods with eye-slits, 

they were made to identify their friends and associates who were 

members of Fatah. Those who were reluctant to do what the 

Israelis wanted were threatened with death or harm to their families 

— their womenfolk in particular — if they did not co-operate. 

If the results were all that mattered, Israel’s security chiefs had 
good reason to congratulate themselves on the efficiency of their 

counter-insurgency operation. One thing they failed to do was to 

capture or kill Arafat himself. And that was not for the want of 
trying. 

How many times he was nearly captured is a matter Arafat 
prefers to keep to himself. He told me about only two of his 
escapes. The first was the time when he slipped through an Israeli 
cordon on the arm of the wife of one of his colleagues, carrying 
the baby of another. The other occurred in East Jerusalem. Said 
Arafat: ‘I was intending to pass the night in one of our safe houses 
there. I arrived at the place disguised as an old man. In the entrance 
I stopped for some few seconds. Then I said, ‘No, no, I don’t like 
it.” And I left immediately. Less than thirty minutes later Israeli 
soldiers surrounded the area and they entered the place where I 
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would have been staying. You -can say that was one of many 
occasions when I was saved by what you call my nose for danger!” 

From what Abu Jihad and others said my guess is that Arafat 
had at least a dozen lucky escapes in those four months. On one 
occasion he passed through an Israeli roadblock in a UN vehicle 

driven by a friend. That was one of several moments when the 

Israelis had him in the bag and did not know it. Another was when 

he was travelling on a bus disguised as a shepherd. Israeli police 

stopped and searched the vehicle and its passengers but they were 
not interested in the shepherd. 

Good luck certainly played a part in helping Arafat to evade 

capture. But so also did his own security precautions. He was a 

master of disguise and he travelled or moved about under a number 

of different names. He was at various times Abu Amar, Abu 

Mohammed, the Doctor, Dr Husseini and Abdul Rauf. 

Arafat’s West Bank days came to an end when Abu Jihad in 

Damascus was convinced that at least one of Arafat’s inner circle 

was an Israeli informer. Abu Jihad placed the evidence before a 

number of his Central Committee colleagues, including Khalad 

Hassan, and they decided to send a snatch-squad to pull Arafat 

out. It seems that Arafat was left with no choice. He was, in fact, 

ordered to leave. It also seems that he made his move only minutes 

before the Israelis surrounded the house in Ramallah where he was 

staying. According to Ehud Yaari’s account: ‘The Israeli security 

forces encircled the villa and broke into it. They found a warm bed 

and boiling tea but Arafat was not there.’?* Beaten by the Israelis 

and effectively rejected by the Palestinians living under Israeli occu- 

pation, he was on his way to Damascus. 
Seven years later Arafat was the leader of those who were 

cautiously advocating and trying to sell the idea of a political and 
compromise settlement with Israel — a settlement which a majority 

of Palestinians in the occupied territories would have accepted in 

the second half of 1967. This fact prompts a question that needs 

to be answered here. In the months and years following the Arab 

defeat of June 1967, was Arafat wrong to have insisted that the 

struggle be continued by military means when it was clear that a 

majority of Palestinians in the occupied territories were ready for 

compromise? 
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In my judgement Arafat was not wrong, for the reasons he 
gave me himself: ‘From the very beginning I was saying that it was 

only by fighting that we Palestinians could fix our identity. So far 

as I was concerned there was no point in discussing a solution to 

our problem until we had demonstrated that it was a problem 

which would not go away. After the Six-Day War the Arab govern- 

ments and the big powers were still of the opinion that the so- 

called Arab-Israeli conflict could be settled by ignoring the wishes 

and the rights of the Palestinian people. We had to prove they 

were wrong.’ 

That Arafat was right should have been obvious to any 

informed and objective observer when, on 22 November, the inter- 

national community accepted UN Resolution 242 as the basis for 

a just and lasting peace to the Arab-Israeli conflict. Though it did 

require Israel to withdraw from ‘territories occupied in the recent 

conflict’, 242 made no reference whatsoever to the Palestinians by 

name. It spoke only of the necessity for achieving a just settlement 

of ‘the refugee problem’. By reducing the Palestine problem to a 
refugee problem, the international community was effectively 

ruling out the prospect of the Palestinians ever being considered 

as a people with a right to self-determination. (On pages 536 

and 537 there is a detailed explanation of why the international 

community’s surrender to Israel over the wording of 242 may yet 

prove to be the dynamite that blows up the peace process set in 
motion by the Washington handshake.) 

In practice this resolution had one main effect. It gave a degree 
of international legitimacy to Israel’s refusal to come to terms with 
the real Palestine problem — except with bullets and bombs. 

The irony was that at the end of 1967 Arafat was in no position 
to challenge Israel’s arrogance and the indifference of the inter- 
national community because he had failed to generate popular 
support for the idea of armed struggle in the occupied territories. 
To say that the Palestine cause was more dead than alive at this 
time would be a considerable understatement. By all that was 
logical, Arafat and what he represented ought to have been 
finished. He probably would have been if Israel had not given him 
the opportunity to make a new start. 



13 

A Taste of Victory 

At the beginning of 1968 Arafat had his sights set on one objective 

— keeping the idea of struggle alive. 

Though the Arab leaders who met at Khartoum had rejected 

negotiations and peace with Israel, Arafat knew there was a world 

of difference between their publicly stated positions and their pri- 

vate ones. The Arab leaders who mattered would make peace with 

Israel as soon as they obtained a deal which they could present to 

their peoples as being something less than a total surrender. They 

were counting on the US to force Israel to make the minimum 

necessary concessions. Arab leaders were, in fact, working on the 

assumption that American decision-makers would be wise enough 

to understand that they needed the moderate Arabs at least as 

much as they needed Israel if long-term US and other Western 

interests in the region were to be secured. Arafat also knew that 

King Hussein was not waiting for the Americans. He had already 

established his own secret channel of communication with Israel. 

Arafat was deeply pessimistic about his chances of keeping the 

idea of struggle alive. Back in Damascus after his escape from 

the West Bank, he had his expectations confirmed. There was no 

way the Syrian regime was going to allow Fatah the freedom to 
make attacks on Israel from Syrian soil. That left Fatah with little 

choice. It would have to make use of the Lebanon or Jordan or 

both. Without too much discussion Fatah’s leaders quickly decided 

that the Lebanon should be used only as a launchpad of last resort. 

Lebanon’s status as a non-combatant had been accepted 

throughout the Arab world. Since 1948 the Lebanese had devoted 

their money and energies to developing their country. As a conse- 

quence Beirut had become the Geneva of the Middle East; and on 

the surface the whole of this beautiful land was close to being a 
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paradise on earth. It was also the playground for wealthy but 
frustrated Arabs, and many Europeans, too. So the Lebanon had 
no defence force to speak of. If Fatah made a habit of launching 

attacks on Israel from the Lebanon, the Lebanese would be utterly 

defenceless against Israel’s inevitable reprisal attacks. And that 

would mean, in time, that the Lebanese, Christians and Muslims, 

would turn against the Palestinians — the refugees in their midst 

and those who were fighting for Palestinian rights. That was not a 

situation Arafat and his colleagues wanted to provoke. As Khalad 

Hassan said: ‘We knew the Lebanon couldn’t take it.’ 

Another reason why Arafat and his colleagues were not anxious 

to involve the Lebanon was to do with the fact that the Lebanon 

was heading for civil war. The population balance was changing. 

The day was coming when the Muslims would be the majority. If 

the Christian minority did not then agree to share more of its 

power, a civil war would be inevitable. To Arafat and his colleagues 

the implications were profound. If they involved the Lebanon in 

their struggle, they might be responsible for triggering the civil 

war. In any event they would get the blame for whatever did 

happen. Said Khalad: ‘It was so clear to us ali that we Palestinians 

had everything to lose and nothing to gain from adding to the 

deep-rooted problems which we knew were threatening the 

Lebanon’s very existence. In Fatah we were also convinced that 
Israel would take advantage of any trouble in the Lebanon to grab 
more Arab land.’ 

In the middle of January 1968, Arafat and his colleagues 
decided that Jordan would have to be the launchpad for hit-and- 
run attacks against Israel. But to minimize the risk of an early 
and serious confrontation with Hussein’s regime it was agreed that 
Fatah would not attempt to create fixed bases. The commando 
units were to be small and mobile. Said Abu Jihad: ‘Our plan was 
to use a cave here, a house there and so on.’ At the time, Arafat 
probably had no more than 300 to 400 fighters (or fedayeen as 
they were called) at his disposal. The border area of southern 
Lebanon was to be used only when Fatah was being squeezed in 
Jordan by Hussein, the Israelis, or both. 

First Arafat and his men had to get access to Jordan. Said 
Khalad Hassan: ‘We made our infiltration disguised as Iraqi sol- 
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diers. We entered in Iraqi vehicles. We wore Iraqi uniforms. And 
we carried Iraqi identity papers. Once inside we became Fatah 
again — but we kept our Iraqi uniforms and identity papers ready 
to wear and to use if we were in danger of being captured!’ 

Hussein meanwhile was under great and mounting pressure 
from Israel to deny Fatah and other Palestinian liberation groups 
sanctuary in what remained of his kingdom. He had been left in 

no doubt that the Israelis were holding him responsible for any 

border violations, and that Israel was ready and willing to punish 

Jordan if he failed to control the Palestinians. As he later told me 

himself, Hussein was ‘sickened’ by Israel’s arrogance and its refusal 

to make any allowance for the precariousness of his own position. 

There were already signs that many Palestinians in Jordan’s armed 

forces, some of them senior officers, were in a mood to rebel. The 

problem at the time was not so much that they were in sympathy 

with Arafat and his way. The real cause of their disaffection was 

simply the fact they were treated as second-class citizens in the 

armed forces of a country to which they were totally loyal. 
From the beginning of 1968 Hussein was walking a tightrope, 

and he was desperate enough to do anything to avoid provoking 

the arrogant and aggressive Israelis. So in February, and to signal 

to the Israelis that he would try his best to contain Fatah and other 

Palestinian action groups, Hussein announced that he was taking 

‘firm and forceful’ steps to deal with the fedayeen, and that Jordan 

would regard the despatch of Palestinian sabotage groups from its 

soil as an ‘unparalleled crime’. . 

The King’s announcement was not quite a declaration of war, 

but it did mark the start of a Jordanian offensive against Fatah 

units wherever they could be found. Arafat and Abu Jihad were 

worried but not unduly alarmed by this latest turn of the screw. 

They had been expecting it and they knew they had two things 
going for them. The first was that Jordan’s armed forces were in 

no shape for a serious confrontation. It would be some time before 

they were reorganized and re-equipped following the beating they 

had taken in the Six-Day War. The second was that Fatah could 

count on its sympathizers within Jordan’s armed forces for certain 

kinds of help. 

An example of the help Fatah did, in fact, receive from this 
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quarter was given to me by Abu Jihad. ‘Soon after the King’s 

announcement a Palestinian officer in the Jordan army informed 

us that one of our temporary or mobile camps was to be attacked 

in the night. When darkness came we withdrew from our place 

and surrounded the area. Later in the night the Jordanian unit 

that was supposed to attack us walked into our trap. We said: 
“Why are you here? What do you want?” The Jordanian officer in 

command said, ‘‘We thought you were Israelis. You are fedayeen. 

It’s OK. We are friends.”’ And they left us. 

‘In February and early March we had a number of clashes with 

the Jordanian army and the border police, but it was clear to us 

that they didn’t really want to fight. The highest officers, the King’s 

uncle in particular, would have killed us on sight. But many of the 

ordinary Jordanian soldiers who faced us were not then of the same 

way of thinking. At the time they were not against us. They just 

didn’t want any trouble.’ 

Although it was not Arafat’s intention to establish fixed bases, 
a lesson he had learned from his disastrous West Bank campaign, 

by the end of February Fatah was in fact firmly established in its 

first fixed base on the East Bank. It was a refugee camp with a 

name that was shortly to appear in headlines around the world. 

The story of how Fatah came to be there was told to me by 
Abu Jihad. 

This particular refugee camp was like many others in Jordan — 

a useful transit stop for our fighters, a place where they could rest 

among friends between missions. At the end of February a special 

force of Jordanian soldiers entered the camp. They had a list of 
names and they arrested some of our fighters who happened to be 
there relaxing. Immediately some of the refugees began to organize 
a demonstration. They ran to every place calling on the people to 
come. Some went to the mosque and shouted from the loudspeaker 
there. Within a very short time the Jordanian soldiers were sur- 
rounded. The people were shouting, “‘Release our fighters, release 
our fighters.” ’ 

The previous November a number of children from this par- 
ticular refugee camp had been killed by Israeli mortar and fragmen- 
tation bombs in what Western military attachés who later visited 
the scene described as a reprisal attack, which had hit its intended 
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target with ‘scientific accuracy’. The mortars had fallen in the main 
street and had hit a police station, the ration centre and the girls’ 
school. The attack had started just as the girls were leaving their 
school building. As a consequence of that attack the people of the 
camp had ceased to believe that Jordan’s armed forces either could 
or would protect them; and they had come to look upon the 
fedayeen as their only defenders. 

Abu Jihad continued: ‘The people of the camp were very angry 
and very emotional but they were not violent. They just went 
on making their demonstration by shouting slogans. When the 

Jordanian commander saw there was nothing he could do, he 

released our fighters. Then he led his men out of the camp. What 
happened next was completely spontaneous. The people declared 

their camp to be a “liberated area”; and without any orders from 

Arafat or me some of our fighters started to bring their heavy 

weapons to the camp. They were no longer afraid to display them. 

The people of the camp said ‘“‘Come and defend us,” and the 
fighters responded.’ 

Later Arafat visited the refugee camp. He was moved to tears 

by the spirit of resistance he found there. The name of the place 

was Karameh. It means ‘dignity’. He decided to make his head- 

quarters there. 

I asked Arafat if some sixth sense had told him that a moment 

of destiny was approaching. He seemed to be amazed by my 

question. ‘That is exactly what I was feeling,” he said. 

On 18 March, several Israeli children were wounded when 

their schoolbus hit a Fatah mine. A doctor travelling with them 

was killed. According to the Israeli scorecard, it was the thirty- 

seventh act of sabotage and murder carried out by Palestinian 

terrorists based in Jordan. In all, six Israelis had been killed and 

forty-four wounded. 
That Israel would launch a big reprisal attack was taken for 

granted. Said Abu Jihad: ‘Many Palestinians passed by Karameh to 

tell us what they were seeing with their own eyes — Israeli troops 

and armour massing in Jericho and on the road from Jerusalem. 

In their newspapers and on their radio the Israelis were also deciar- 

ing that there would be an attack on terrorist bases in Jordan. We 

asked ourselves why the Israelis were making their intentions so 
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obvious. From the military point of view what they were doing 

was surely not good security. 
‘Very quickly we realized what Israel’s strategy was. In the first 

place the Israelis were sending a message to Jordan. By showing 

their hand so openly the Israelis were saying to Hussein and his 

forces the following: ‘“We mean business. We intend to smash 

Fatah. If you get in our way we’ll smash you, too.”’ By this tactic 

the Israelis were hoping to persuade Jordan to stay out of the fight. 

‘With us the Israelis were playing a much more clever game — 

or so they thought. They knew the rules of guerrilla warfare as 

well as we did. Rule number one is that a guerrilla force does not 

stand and fight a regular army. But the Israelis were challenging 

us to break the rules of guerrilla warfare and to stand and fight. 

With all the world publicity that was focused on the situation at 

the time, because of the Israeli build-up, they calculated that we 

could not afford to be seen as cowards who ran away. So they 

believed there was a good chance that we would stand and fight 

for the sake of our credibility. And that meant that they could 

finish us. They believed we were rabbits and that we were no match 

for the mighty and all-powerful Israeli war machine. As a matter 

of fact, Moshe Dayan told reporters in Israel that the fighting, 

when it started, would be all over in a very few hours. He promised 

to parade captured terrorist leaders in Jerusalem.’ 

Fatah did decide to stand and fight. 

Said Arafat: ‘While the Israelis were making their preparations, 

Abu lyad and I went to talk with the commander of the Iraqi 

forces in Jordan. He told us it was obvious that the Israelis were 

preparing a very big invasion force and that Karameh was to be 
the main target of their attack. I said we knew that. Then he 
advised us to follow the rules of guerrilla warfare and withdraw to 
the mountains. He said: “You cannot face them. It is impossible. 
Withdraw and let their ploy be in vain.” And he offered to help 
us make our withdrawal.’ The Jordanians later gave Arafat the 
same advice. 

Arafat continued: ‘I thanked the Iraqi commander for his 
advice and then I said the following: “After the Arab defeat of 
1967, there must be some group to give an example to the Arab 
nation. There must be some group who can prove that there are 
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people in our Arab nation who are ready to fight and to die. So I 
am sorry. We will not withdraw. We will fight and we will die.’ 

On the evening of 20 March, Arafat addressed his fighters. ‘We 
were some 297 persons to be exact,’ he told me. ‘Many were 
young boys. Really some of them were children still.’ 

It was one of the child fighters who asked if they could defeat 
the Israelis. Said Arafat: ‘I tried to laugh but really I wanted to 
cry. | answered: ‘“‘No, my brave one, we cannot defeat them. We 
are less than 300 and they will be many thousands who are equip- 
ped with the latest American tanks and other weapons. We cannot 
defeat them but we can teach them a lesson.” ’ 

By all accounts Arafat made the speech of his life. But it was 
not the speech of a commanding general or a politician. ‘He 
was speaking from his heart and as the head of the Palestinian 

family,’ said Abu Jihad. And that is when Arafat can move 
mountains. 

On the evening of 20 March, Arafat was asking his fighters to 

die for their cause. He told them: ‘The Arab nation is watching 
us. We must shoulder our responsibility like men, with courage 

and dignity. We must plant the notion of steadfastness in this 
nation. We must shatter the myth of the invincible army.’ 

Shortly before midnight Abu Jihad left Karameh. He told me, 

‘It was decided that I should go to Damascus to collect some anti- 

tank weapons and some RPGs.’ 

How was the morale of the defenders of Karameh on that 

night? ‘Really it was unbelievable,’ Arafat told me. ‘They were 
speaking as though we were the invincible army and that it was 
the Israelis who were the small and insignificant group.’ 

And what were Arafat’s own thoughts on that night? Was his 

decision to stand and fight really just another tactic, a response to 

the opportunity and the needs of the moment? Or did he believe 

he and Fatah could somehow survive the coming battle? 

I put these questions to Arafat. His reply was the following. 

‘Really I was not making any calculation of the kind you suggest. 

My only objective was to teach the Israelis a lesson and to give the 

Arab nation an example. To tell you the truth, I was not expecting 

that any of us would be alive after the battle of Karameh.’ 
There, I believe, is part of the real reason why Abu Jihad left 
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Karameh. I think Arafat believed he would die fighting at Karameh. 
And my guess is that he begged Abu Jihad to absent himself from 

the battlefield in order that he should survive to take over the 

military leadership. 
At five o’clock on the morning of 21 March, while Abu Jihad 

was asleep in Damascus, the Israelis struck. They crossed the River 

Jordan at various points along a fifty-mile front. But the main 

ground force headed straight for Karameh. Israeli helicopters had 

meanwhile landed paratroopers at Karameh’s back door. They were 

advancing from the rear. Israel’s battle plan was now clear. Karameh 

was to be surrounded. Fatah’s end was near. For once Arafat and 

the Israelis were thinking the same thoughts. 

One of the first Israeli paratroopers to set foot in Karameh 

later described it as looking like a ghost town. ‘On loudspeakers 

we called on the inhabitants to come out with raised hands to the 

square in front of the mosque, but we seemed to be talking to 

the walls.’?* At this point it is very likely that the Israelis were 

confused and not a little anxious. According to their latest intelli- 

gence information, Fatah and its military leadership were bottled 

up in Karameh. Had Israel’s famed intelligence services got it 

wrong? Had Fatah slipped away in the night? 

To his own battle plan Arafat had given a lot of thought. The 

Israelis were not to be engaged until they were inside Karameh. 

And the key to it all was hitting Israel’s armour. If Fatah could 

take out some of their tanks, the Israelis would have a psychological 

problem or two. Arafat had a theory, which time has proved to be 

more right than wrong, that on a man-for-man basis the Israelis 

were no better than any other well-motivated fighter once they 

were denied, or could not take advantage of, their superior military 

hardware — their tanks and fighter aircraft in particular. 
And then it happened. Said Arafat: ‘Our fighters, our children, 

they came up from their secret places and they threw themselves 
at the Israeli tanks. Some climbed on to the tanks and put grenades 
inside them. Others had sticks of dynamite strapped to their 
bodies.’ 

The impact of what happened next was to change the course 
of history. The Israelis leapt from the tanks which had been hit 
and ran for cover and their lives. 
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That was, of course, only the beginning of the battle of Kara- 
meh. The Israelis recovered from their shock and slowly they began 
to make their overwhelming superiority of numbers and fire power 
count. Then, at about eleven o’clock, when a third of Arafat’s 
fighters were dead, the Jordanians joined the battle. 

Under the cover of Jordanian artillery fire, Arafat and his fight- 
ers withdrew to new positions around a temporary field HQ which 
Abu Jihad had established on his return from Damascus via 
Amman. On hand were fresh supplies of ammunition — including 

the RPGs and anti-tank weapons Arafat had asked for — as well as 
water, food and blankets, and reinforcements. 

Abu Jihad said: ‘We started to receive our fighters from Kara- 

meh at about two o’clock in the afternoon. When Arafat arrived 

with Abu Iyad and Abu Lutuf we made plans to continue the 

fighting. We sent small groups to hit the Israelis behind their lines.’ 

Late in the day the Israelis decided to cut their losses and 

withdrew. Their casualties were twenty-eight killed and ninety 

wounded. The other evidence that the Israelis had been given a 

bloody nose was the eighteen tanks they were obliged to abandon 

on the battlefield. According to Arafat and Abu Jihad, Fatah’s 

losses were ninety-three killed and ‘many’ wounded. Um Jihad 

told me they were at the time afraid to announce the number of 

their dead. Jordan’s losses were put at 128 killed and wounded. 

Many Palestinians believe that the Jordanian involvement was 

completely spontaneous and came about because Jordanian officers 

with a grandstand view of the battle let their hearts rule their heads 

when they saw what was happening. According to this theory, 

which I think Abu Jihad wanted me to accept, the Jordanians were 

motivated by their admiration for Arafat and his fighters, and their 

own sense of shame that the Palestinians were fighting alone. My 

guess is that Abu Jihad talked the Jordanians into laying down an 

artillery barrage to give Arafat and his men the opportunity to 

withdraw, and that the battle simply developed a new momentum 

of its own once the Jordanians did open fire. 
In any event, Arafat and his fighters would very likely have 

been killed or captured if the Jordanians had not intervened. But 

such a conclusion in no way diminishes Fatah’s triumph. In the 

context of the whole story of the Palestinian struggle, no battle 
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was more important than the one that took place at Karameh. If 

Arafat had been defeated there the Palestinian cause would have 

been lost. That is certainly Arafat’s judgement. 

Instead, the fedayeen became the heroes of the Arab world. 

Overnight Palestinians everywhere hailed Fatah’s ‘victory’ at Kara- 

meh as the ‘resurrection’ of the Palestinian people. And Arabs 

everywhere were deeply impressed. They were also relieved and 

thankful. Karameh did not take away the burden of shame that all 

Arabs had carried since 1948, and to which a great weight was 

added in 1967; but Karameh did make the burden lighter and 

more easy to bear. 

Fatah was set to make a comeback. And it was Israel that had 

given it the opportunity to do so. 

Israel’s Karameh operation was not a total failure, however. 

What the Israelis did at Karameh was to establish a new and out- 

rageous norm for their behaviour. From this point on Western 

governments and media institutions accepted that invading other 

countries was Israel’s way. 



14 

The Dawn of Reality 

The Arafat who rose from what should have been his grave was 

much more powerful than the pre-Karameh man. For one thing 
his hold on Fatah was much more secure. Said Hani Hassan: ‘After 

Karameh we continued to say that we were a collective leadership. 

And in many important ways we were. But after Karameh it was 

accepted by all of the founding fathers, the historical leaders as 

we call them, that nothing could stop Arafat from becoming the 

dominating personality.’ 

‘You mean that after Karameh nobody could challenge Arafat 

for the leadership and expect to win,’ I said. 

He smiled. ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘that is what I really mean.’ 

Khalad bowed gracefully to the inevitability of Arafat’s swift 

rise to power as the first among equals in the collective leadership. 

He did so partly because it was inevitable; and partly because he 

was beginning to realize that his hatred of the ‘coup mentality’ 

and his dedication to democracy had caused him to misread Arafat’s 

character and personality. Arafat’s decision to fight and die at Kara- 

meh was dramatic proof that Arafat was a man of cause. If he had 

been the power-hungry dictator of Khalad’s private fears, he would 

not have prepared himself for martyrdom. Khalad was the first of 

the majority of Fatah’s leaders who had opposed Arafat to perceive 

that he was, in fact, a remarkable human being who just might 

have what it was going to take to inspire the Palestinians to pursue 

the struggle — alone if necessary and no matter what the cost. 

The first transfer of real political power to Arafat came after a 

conversation between Khalad Hassan and Abu Iyad. The conver- 

sation took place in Khalad’s house in Kuwait after the Central 

Committee had decided it was time to appoint an official spokes- 

man. ‘You have to remember that we were still a secret organiz- 
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ation,’ Khalad said. ‘Our faces and our real names were not known.’ 

The choice was between Arafat and Abu Jihad. The final 

decision was left to Khalad and Abu Iyad, the two men who had 

done most to block Arafat’s way after the Six-Day War. Khalad 

told me he did not express a personal preference for one or the 

other. Later the same day Abu Iyad issued a statement that the 

leader known as Abu Amar was Yasser Arafat, and that he was to 

be Fatah’s official spokesman. 

Arafat learned of his appointment from a radio news bulletin. 

He did not tell me about his feelings but I imagine he was relieved 

that the confrontation with Khalad and the majority of his col- 

leagues on the Central Committee might be over. 

The first fruits of Fatah’s triumph at Karameh were ready for 

picking before the celebrations were over. Said Abu Jihad: “The 

day after the battle, and for the next three days from seven o’clock 

in the morning until nine o’clock in the evening, I sat under a 

tree in Salt. I had only my notebooks and some pencils. My job 

was to take the names and addresses of the thousands of volunteers 
who came to join Fatah. In those three days we received close to 

5,000.’ Over the course of the next eighteen months or so, a 

further 25,000 volunteers joined Fatah to fight. 

The rush of recruits was too much for Fatah’s fledgling and 

still rather amateur counter-intelligence service. Said Abu Iyad: 

‘After Karameh the Israelis dumped hundreds of agents and spies 
on us — Palestinians they recruited on the West Bank and in Gaza 

mainly by intimidation and blackmail. They used our men, our 
women and even our children. The youngest one I interviewed 
was eleven years old. Undoubtedly some of the agents and spies 
who were among us did give vital information which enabled 
Israel’s air force to make very accurate attacks on our bases. But 
we also came to know that many of our people were being forced 
to act as traitors.’ 

I asked Abu Iyad how he came to know. He replied: ‘Very 
simple. They came and told us. They said, for example, that they 
had been taken to such-and-such a place and taught how to use 
invisible inks for preparing their secret messages. But as a result of 
Israel’s game we also had our opportunity. We told some of our 
people to continue to spy for the Israelis, but only to give the 
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information we prepared. So we created many double-agents. In 
this way we were able to feed the Israelis wrong information. And 
some of the information we received back from our double-agents 
helped us to anticipate Israel’s moves. We also opened a reform 
and rehabilitation school to deal with the problem of the Israeli 
agents and spies. It was for those who had been brainwashed by 
the Israelis. At the school we washed their brains again and it was 
a kind of intellectual fight.’ 

An early warning of how easy it was for Israel’s various intelli- 
gence agencies to reach out and touch Fatah’s leaders came soon 

after Karameh when a letter-bomb found its way to Abu Jihad’s 

desk. It was addressed to him and Abu Sabri, another Fatah Central 

Committee member. Said Um Jihad: ‘Abu Sabri was on the point 

of opening it when Abu Jihad shouted, ‘No, no, stop! Give it to 

me.”’ He made just a small opening and he saw enough to know 

it was a bomb. He was on his way to a meeting with the other 

leaders, so he gave an order for the bomb to be left under a tree. 

They defused it after the meeting.’ 
More evidence of how support for Fatah was growing in the 

Palestinian diaspora was given to me by Abu Jihad. ‘Within a day 

or two of the battle of Karameh many cars and trucks began to 

arrive at our new headquarters in Salt. They were bringing us 

presents of blankets, clothes and food from Palestinian com- 

munities across the Arab world. From these gifts we had enough 

food to feed our fighters, including the new recruits, for three 

months.’ 

It was from these spontaneous expressions of non-violent sup- 

port for the Palestine resistance movement that a whole range of 

ancillary services was developed as the Palestinian diaspora became 

involved in the struggle. There was a development explosion as 

Palestinian schools, Palestinian clinics, Palestinian hospitals and 

Palestinian orphanages were established. With these came a Palesti- 
nian bureaucracy. There was also a revival of Palestinian culture. 

The regeneration of the Palestinian people was under way. 

A key factor in the process was the dramatic change in Fatah’s 

standing and relationship with Egypt. Until the Arab defeat of 

1967 Egypt was more or less at war with Fatah. Every attempt 

that Khalad Hassan and other Fatah leaders had made to establish 
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a dialogue with Nasser was blocked by Egypt’s intelligence chiefs. 

The Arab defeat of 1967 gave Fatah the opportunity to try again. 

This time the circumstances were more favourable because 

many of Nasser’s political colleagues realized that a defeated Egypt 

needed Fatah. Khalad explained: ‘Immediately after the war I met 

with Mahmoud Riad, the Foreign Minister. I told him it was a 

tragedy that we had been prevented from getting to Nasser before 

the war; and I said it was imperative that we did now meet him to 

discuss a joint strategy. So I asked Riad to persuade Nasser to meet 

our leadership. Riad said he would do his best and he was also 

very, very frank about his own feelings. He begged us to make 

some military operations in the newly-occupied territories. Such 

action was necessary, he said, to distract the attention of the Egyp- 

tian and other Arab masses. If we didn’t focus their attention on 

the idea of continuing struggle, the masses would turn against 

their regimes.’ 

Riad failed to persuade Nasser to meet any of Fatah’s leaders. 

Because his intelligence chiefs were still telling him lies, Nasser 

continued to be convinced that Fatah was his enemy and that 

Arafat intended to kill him. 

The man who caused the door to Nasser to be opened was 

Lotfik El-Khouli. He told me: ‘At the time I was the editor of a 

magazine which was the organ of all the socialist forces in the Arab 

world, and I had just been released from prison. In those days I 

was in and out of prison like a yo-yo because the people around 
Nasser didn’t like what I was writing. 

‘I went to see Heikal and I begged him to persuade Nasser to 

meet Fatah’s leaders. Heikal raised the question of the intelligence 

reports. I said, ““These are nonsense.”’ And I told him I had known 

several of Fatah’s leaders since the days when the Bureau de la 

Palestine was opened in Algiers. I also said that I believed Egypt 
would lose very much if there was no co-operation with Fatah. I 

agreed with Heikal that there were big political differences between 

Nasser and Fatah; but I said I was confident they could be resolved 
by discussion. 

‘To cut a long story short, Heikal agreed to ask Nasser to meet 
Fatah. When Nasser had listened to Heikal he said, “But what you 
are saying is the opposite of what our intelligence people are telling 
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me.” Heikal then made a suggestion. He said to Nasser: “If I meet 

some of Fatah’s leaders, and if I am convinced that our intelligence 

reports are wrong, will you then meet Arafat?” After some thought 

Nasser replied, “Yes I will.”’ 

As a result of Heikal’s efforts a meeting between Nasser and a 

four-man Fatah delegation headed by Arafat was scheduled for 
November 1967. Arafat was to be accompanied by Abu Iyad, Abu 

Lutuf, who was to become the PLO’s official Foreign Minister, 

and Abu Hol, who was soon to be responsible for intelligence. 

Arafat arrived from the occupied West Bank still wearing his 

pistol. Nasser’s security people demanded that he part with it for 

the duration of the talks. Arafat refused. Nasser was consulted 

about what should happen next. He was also advised that under 

no circumstances should he agree to receive an armed Arafat. 

Nasser sent word that Arafat was his guest and should be allowed 

to keep his gun. 

Minutes later, Nasser’s first words to Arafat were about the 

pistol. He said: ‘My intelligence people are telling me that you 

insist on bringing your gun because you intend to kill me. At this 

very moment that is what they are saying.’ 
Arafat the great actor was more than equal to the challenge of 

the moment. Very slowly he unbuckled his gun-belt. Then, with 

both hands, he offered Nasser the belt and the pistol. ‘Mr Presi- 

dent,’ he said, ‘your intelligence people are wrong. I offer you my 

freedom fighter’s gun as proof of that fact.’ 

For the first time Nasser smiled. He replied: ‘No. You keep it. 

You need it, and more.’ : 

Said Lotfik El-Khouli: ‘I talked with Arafat and his colleagues 

straight after the meeting. They told me that when Nasser used 

the word “‘more’’, they knew he was going to support Fatah.’ 

According to El-Khouli and others, Nasser was ‘fascinated’ by 

Arafat. He was also furious with his intelligence chiefs. 

Even while he was meeting Arafat in November 1967, Nasser 

took steps to make sure that Fatah’s leaders would never again find 

his door closed to them. He told Arafat that Fatah could rely on 

Heikal if the official channels were blocked. And in Fatah’s pres- 

ence, Heikal was instructed to that effect. 

Though it had all the appearances of a political marriage of 
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convenience, Nasser’s relationship with Arafat was rooted in a 

genuine affection which each man had for the other. As Hani 

Hassan has said, Arafat came to look upon Nasser as a ‘father’. But 

it was not until Karameh that the relationship between Nasser and 

Arafat, and between Egypt and Fatah, really blossomed. After the 

battle Arafat was surprised and delighted by a request from Nasser. 

It asked Fatah to receive a delegation of Egyptian army officers 

who wanted to study what had happened at Karameh on the 

battlefield. The delegation came and went; and its visit was followed 

by an invitation to Arafat and others who had taken part in the 

battle to lecture at Egyptian military academies. 

Said Arafat: ‘I myself gave some lectures in Egypt, and I made 

some arrangements for many of our fighters to talk about their 

experience and to tell how it was possible to face the Israeli 

aggression. These were very proud moments for us.’ 

It was, however, in Jordan that Fatah’s immediate gains from 

Karameh were most apparent. The situation there was transformed 

overnight. Fatah’s presence in Jordan was accepted by the regime 

as a regrettable fact of life; and the fedayeen began to enjoy a 

freedom of movement that was entirely new to them. 

Abu Jihad explained: ‘Karameh opened the door for us to be 

free in Amman. And with this new freedom we opened many more 

doors. As you know, we didn’t have passports because we were 

officially citizens of nowhere. But after Karameh, and because of 

the popular support for the fedayeen, we were free to travel using 

only our Fatah identification papers. So without passports we were 

going from Jordan to Iraq, from Jordan to Syria and the Lebanon, 

from Jordan to Egypt, from Jordan to Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, 

from Jordan to Algeria and Tunisia and so on. We were above the 

ground and free to move. And that meant we were free to organize. 
, It was for us a major breakthrough.’ 

After Karameh, and because of the extent of popular support 

for the fedayeen, the fact that Fatah did have to be tolerated as 
a necessary evil, at least for the time being, was accepted even 
by those around Hussein who were well known for their anti- 
alestinian feelings and their willingness to dance to the CIA’s tune. 
(There has never been a pro-Western Arab leader without a CIA 
functionary among his ministers and top advisers.) 
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With no safe ground left on which to manoeuvre, Hussein 
decided to let events take their course. And while he waited to see 
what would happen, he entertained two hopes. The first was that 
he could come to some understanding with Arafat about the scale 
and conduct of Fatah’s military activities. It was now inevitable 
that Arafat would want to use his new strengths and his new 
freedom of movement to hit Israel harder. From Jordan. And it 
followed that Israel would escalate its reprisal attacks. Hussein 
knew he was powerless to stop these developments. But if he could 
reach an understanding with Arafat there was at least the chance 
that they could between them stop events from slipping totally out 
of control. 

Hussein’s second hope was that he and Nasser could somehow 
persuade the US to use it leverage to oblige Israel to withdraw 

from the Arab territory it had occupied in the Six-Day War. As 

Hussein saw it at the time, persuading the US to do the right thing 

ought not to be impossible because the US, along with the rest of 

the international community, was committed to Resolution 242, 

and it called for Israel to withdraw. 

Hussein was quietly confident that the peace Resolution 242 

seemed to offer would give him and the other front-line Arab states 

the opportunity to extinguish the fire of Palestinian nationalism. 

The King was sure an easy majority of West Bank Palestinians 

would be happy to see the end of Israel’s occupation, and would 
therefore welcome the peace which made it possible. In addition 

Hussein could promise constitutional changes which would give 
his Palestinian subjects a greater say in the running of their own 

affairs. A measure of autonomy, perhaps. But under the Jordanian 

flag, of course. The fedayeen might wish to fight on, but if they did, 

Hussein and the other front-line Arab leaders would be required by 

their peace treaty obligations to disarm and if necessary destroy 

them. 
Nasser for his part did not dispute the fact that formal peace 

treaties with Israel would require the front-line Arab leaders to use 

whatever force was necessary to crush those Palestinians who would 

still insist on the right to continue their armed struggle. For the 

sake of peace with Israel, Nasser himself was prepared to use all 

necessary measures to liquidate Palestinian militarism. But if it 
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came to a final showdown with the fedayeen, Nasser did not believe 
the regimes would win an easy or quick victory — as Hussein 

seemed to be assuming. The way the Palestinians had fought at 

Karameh was surely proof of that. In the end, of course, the 

regimes would triumph, and they would therefore be in a position 

to guarantee the peace with Israel. But for how long and at what 

price? 

By now Nasser had taken his own measure of Yasser Arafat and 

he did not need to be convinced that the Fatah leader was, indeed, 

a man of destiny, and that he and his colleagues in the Fatah 

leadership would not be stopped until they had obtained at least a 

measure of justice for their people. The more Nasser thought about 

it, the more he was convinced that peace on the basis of Resolution 

242 would not allow the fire of Palestinian nationalism to be 

contained. If Arafat and his colleagues and others like them were 

to be driven underground again, they would make an alliance with 

every dissident and disaffected element, with every radical and 

revolutionary group, and with the Muslim Brotherhood and funda- 

mentalists of every kind. That was what Nasser would do in Fatah’s 

place. The Palestinians twice betrayed would be the engine of a 

real revolution. The Arab regimes who had made their peace with 

the Jewish State would be swept aside and the Arab world would 

enter a new Dark Age of chaos and anarchy. That, Nasser feared, 

was the price the Arabs would eventually pay for a peace that totally 

ignored the Palestinian claim for justice. 

If the peace that came with the implementation of 242 was 

not to lead to an eventual upheaval in the Arab world, the leaders 

of the Palestine liberation movement would need to be convinced 

that the Arab regimes were not washing their hands of the Palestine 

problem. That meant that even as they were making their peace 
with Israel the Arab regimes would have to pledge their support 
for the Palestine liberation struggle. And they could do so only if 
its leaders were willing to abandon the idea of armed struggle and 
to continue their fight by political means. 

That being the case, there was only one thing Nasser could 
do. He had to make the effort to persuade Palestinian leaders that 
they, too, had to face certain realities. He decided to work on his 
new Palestinian friends in two stages. Stage one would see him 
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persuading Palestinian leaders to develop a political programme. 
Stage two would see him trying to persuade them to put away 
their guns and to continue their struggle by political means. 

After the Six-Day War Nasser had decided that Shuqairi’s days 
as Chairman of the PLO were numbered. His wild rhetoric about 
annihilating the Jewish State had once served Nasser’s purpose. 
Now it was nothing but a huge and damaging embarrassment to 
the Arab cause. After his November meeting with Arafat and his 
colleagues, Nasser had decided that Fatah should take over the 
PLO -— provided its leaders, Arafat in particular, showed themselves 

to be practical men who were prepared to come to terms with 
reality — under Nasser’s guidance. 

It was at the November meeting that Nasser made his opening 

move with the suggestion that Fatah’s leaders should sit down and 

work out a political programme which would define the objective 

of their struggle. It was their right to dream, but they had to live 

in the real world. And if they were truly to serve the interests of 

their people they had to be practical and draw a distinction between 
what was desirable and what was attainable. Politics, as the British 

had said, was the art of the possible. By all accounts Nasser did 

not offer his own ideas about how realistic Fatah’s leaders should 

be; he knew he could not make decisions for them. 

A few days later a number of Fatah leaders met at Lotfik El- 

Khouli’s house in Cairo. El-Khouli said: ‘Among those who came 

for the discussion were Arafat himself, Abu Iyad and Khalad 

Hassan. The idea for the meeting was Nasser’s — no doubt about 
that. And so far as I know it was the first time that any of Fatah’s 

leaders addressed themselves to the question of a political pro- 

gramme and what should be in it. I came to know that Nasser’s 

intelligence people bugged the whole discussion. That caused 

trouble for me because I was very critical of Nasser’s refusal to let 

Egypt be governed in the democratic way. But it was not harmful 

to Fatah. The transcript showed that Arafat and the others were 

taking Nasser’s advice very seriously.’ 
Fatah’s full response to Nasser’s challenge was delivered in 

Paris on New Year’s Day, 1968, in the form of an official state- 

ment outlining the organization’s ideas for the setting up of a 

Democratic State of Palestine. The concept was a formula for 
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dismantling the Jewish State by politics; but it was not what the 

Israelis claimed it to be — an invitation for them to commit suicide. 

The democratic state of Fatah’s vision was to be one in which Jews 

and Palestinian Arabs would live as equals and without discrimi- 

nation. Arabic and Hebrew would be the official languages of the 

state; and a Jew could be elected President. 

Arafat himself put it this way: ‘What we in Fatah were telling 

the world even in those days was so clear, so obvious. We were 

saying ‘““No” to the Jewish State, but we were saying “Yes” to the 

Jewish people in Palestine. To them we were saying, “You are 

welcome to live in our land but on one condition — you must be 

prepared to live among us as friends and as equals, not as domi- 

nators.”’ I myself have always said that there is one and only one 

guarantee for the safety and security of the Jewish people in Pales- 

tine, and that is the friendship of the Arabs among whom they live. 

It is so clear, so obvious.’ 

Because it required the disappearance of the Jewish State, the 

Fatah formula for a non-violent solution to the Palestine problem 

drew only contempt and ridicule from the Israelis. And the inter- 

national community took its cue from them. Fatah’s idea was 

dismissed out of hand as being not worthy of any serious consider- 

ation or study, which was a tragedy for all those involved; there 

was much that was extremely positive in Fatah’s thinking. But also 

raised was the question of who spoke for the Palestine liberation 

movement. Fatah’s proposal was rejected by the PLO, of which 

Fatah was not a member in 1968, and by virtually every other 

Palestinian action group or front, on the grounds that it was an 

unthinkable concession. Some of Fatah’s critics were willing to 

accept only those Jews who were living in Palestine up to the 

moment of Israel’s declaration of independence in 1948. Others 

wanted to put the clock back to 1917, and to accept only those 

Jews who were in residence on the eve of the Balfour Declaration. 

In July, four months after Karameh, the fourth PNC meeting 

was held in Cairo. It approved seven new articles for inclusion in 

the Charter. Article 6 stated: ‘Jews who were living permanently 

in Palestine until the beginning of the Zionist invasion will be 

considered Palestinians.’> So Fatah’s concept of the democratic 

state was officially rejected by the highest Palestinian decision- 
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making body. But this official rejection of Fatah’s vision did not 
reflect or represent the reality of what was happening in Palestinian 
politics, not least the fact that Fatah was the only liberation organiz- 
ation with substantial and genuine support among the Palestinian 
masses. Fatah was therefore more truly representative of the Palesti- 
nian people and potentially more powerful than all the delegates 
from the other organizations put together. 

Another fundamental truth about what was really happening 
in Palestinian politics was explained to me by Khalad Hassan: 
‘There were two to three million Israelis in Palestine. From the 
practical point of view it was stupid in 1968 to talk about kicking 
them out or throwing them into the sea. Those in the other 
Palestinian organizations who said they were opposed to Fatah’s 
concept of the democratic state knew in their heads that we were 
right, and that they also would have to accept the reality we had 
already faced — the fact that a// the Jews of Israel would be in our 

new state.’ 

At this point, and to make a point, Khalad told me.an interest- 

ing story: ‘One of Fatah’s critics at the time was a Palestinian writer 

who was a very good friend of mine. I asked him why he could 

not bring himself to write about Fatah’s concept of the democratic 

state. He said to me the following: ‘“‘Khalad, I know in my head 

that you and Arafat are right. In our heads we all know that we 

have no choice. In our heads we all know that we have got to live 

with the three million Jews who are in Palestine . . . but the prob- 

lem is not in our heads — it is in our hearts. And my heart will not 

let my hand write the words you speak.” 

‘The only real difference between Fatah and most of our Pales- 

tinian critics in the other organizations was that we in Fatah were 

prepared to acknowledge certain realities in public — our critics 

were not. So we knew that they knew certain realities did have 

to be faced. And that is why we were confident our concept of 

the democratic state would prevail if ever it was put to the test 

of negotiations.’ 

Events proved Khalad to be right. When Fatah took control 

of the PLO in 1969, its concept of the democratic state did 

prevail. It was not official policy. That was defined by Article 6. 

But it was the policy that Fatah was ready, willing and able to 
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deliver, given the opportunity to do so by Israel and the inter- 

national community. 

From the moment Fatah’s leaders presented their ideas for a 

political solution the international community ought to have 

seriously questioned Israel’s assertion that Arafat and his colleagues 

were committed to the annihilation of the Jewish people in the 

Jewish State. But the Western world, as ever, showed that it pre- 

ferred to believe Fatah’s intention was what Israel alleged it to be 

rather than what Fatah’s leaders stated it to be. 

With no prospect of any Western political support for their 

cause, despite the fact that they were beginning to face realities on 

the ground, Fatah’s leaders decided to knock again on Moscow’s 

door. Up to this point the Soviets had shown no interest in the 

Palestine liberation movement. As we have seen, they in fact urged 

Nasser to liquidate it; and they had assumed he would succeed. 

After Karameh, Fatah’s leaders were hoping the Soviets would take 

them more seriously, but Moscow was still not interested in the 

Palestinian cause and would not receive Arafat or a Fatah 

delegation. 
Said Hani Hassan: ‘The Soviets knew that Fatah came from 

the right. So they had a problem. They could not support us 

and the local communist parties in the Arab world. We were not 

communists and the Soviets knew it. That was one point. Another 

was that Fatah was much too independent for the Soviets. They 

knew that most of us with influence in Fatah would never compro- 

mise our independence by allowing ourselves to dance to Moscow’s 

tune. So they knew they could not exploit most of us for their 
own purposes. In the circumstances it would have been surprising 

if the Soviets had seen Fatah as a natural or useful ally.’ 
On the subject of why Fatah’s leaders were so anxious to 

establish a relationship with the Soviet Union in the summer of 

1968, Khalad Hassan said the following: ‘To get the support of the 

international community for our cause it was our wish and our 

policy to have relations with every country — in the West and the 

East. But because we were ourselves beginning to be educated 

about the reality of international politics, we realized that we 
couldn’t expect to advance our cause without the support of at 

least one of the two superpowers. We had knocked on the door of 
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the US and its Western allies and we had received no answer, so 
we wanted to try with the Soviets. We had no choice. We also 
knew that we could not expect to open any doors in Eastern 
Europe until Moscow gave its allies the green light.’ 

Nasser was pleased by the speed with which Fatah had 
responded to his suggestion that it should define the objective of 
the liberation struggle in order to get itself, with his backing, a 
share of the political action. And he was the first to appreciate that 
Fatah’s leaders had taken a huge step down the road to reality by 
acknowledging that the physical presence of three million Jews in 
Palestine was a fact of life that had to be lived with. He now had 
to persuade Arafat that there was nothing to be gained, and perhaps 
much to be lost, by continuing with the fiction that liberation — 
even as it was now defined by Fatah — could be achieved through 
armed struggle. Before Karameh, the task of persuading Arafat to 
accept such a proposition would have been daunting enough, as 
Khalad Hassan and others knew from experience. After Karameh, 
Nasser assumed it was going to be much more difficult. Evidence 
of growing support for the military way had been reflected in the 

decisions of the fourth PNC. As well as officially rejecting Fatah’s 
concept of the democratic state, PNC delegates had approved an 

amendment to the Charter, which was embodied in Article 9. It 

stated the following: ‘Armed struggle is the only way to liberate 

Palestine. Thus it is the overall strategy, not merely a tactical phase. 
The Palestine Arab people assert their absolute determination 
and firm resolution to continue their armed struggle and to 

work for an armed popular revolution for the liberation of their 
country and their return to it. They also assert their right 

to normal life in Palestine and to exercise their right to self- 
determination and sovereignty over it.’ 

And there was more. Article 21 stated: ‘The Arab Palestinian 

people, expressing themselves by the armed Palestinian revolution, 

reject all solutions which are substitutes for the total liberation of 
Palestine.’ Article 28 declared: “The Palestinian Arab people assert 

the genuineness and independence of their national revolution and 

reject all forms of intervention, trusteeship and subordination.”° 

Nasser did not need to be told that Article 28 was aimed at 

his developing relationship with Arafat. Nasser was convinced that 
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the PLO without Fatah was setting a course for disaster and he 

was now determined to execute all the necessary manoeuvres to 

make certain that Fatah did join the PLO and dominate it in the 

name of realism. But first he had to persuade Arafat to abandon 

the idea of armed struggle. 

Nasser knew he had to handle Arafat with great care. The Fatah 

leader would reject any interference in his organization’s internal 

affairs and any encroachment on the independence of Palestinian 

decision-making. Nasser also knew that if Arafat was to have a 

remote chance of persuading even his own supporters in the rank 

and file of the fedayeen movement that more could be achieved 

by politics than fighting, the arguments Arafat would need to 
employ behind closed doors would carry conviction only if they 

were the product of his own learning experience. Nasser had 

discovered Arafat’s real secret. It was that he could sell more or 

less anything to his people — provided he really believed in what 

he was selling. 

In that difficult summer of 1968, when the Israelis were 

escalating the conflict by using their fighter aircraft as flying 

artillery to hit fedayeen bases in Jordan, Nasser had to find a way 

of completing Arafat’s education by exposing him to the facts of 

international political life, but leaving him free to draw his own 

conclusions. 

Nasser was about to visit Moscow. He decided to take Arafat 

with him. But the Egyptian leader could not seek the permission 

of his Soviet hosts since they were bound to say they had no 

interest in meeting Arafat. So he arranged for Arafat to travel under 

the name of Muhsin Amin on an Egyptian passport, as an official 

member of the Egyptian delegation. Only when they were safely 

in Moscow would Nasser spring his little surprise on his Soviet 

hosts. Arafat had no objection to the scheme. He was pleased 

enough to have the opportunity to start a relationship with 
Soviet leaders. 

In the event the visit did not live up to Arafat’s hopes. But it 
did more than fulfil Nasser’s expectations. He had known exactly 

what the Soviets would tell Arafat. They would say, for openers, 

that the Soviet Union was committed to the existence of the State 

of Israel inside its borders as they were on the eve of the Six-Day 
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War. And before Arafat had time to recover from the impact of 
that bombshell, the Soviets would also tell him they had not the 
slightest intention of supporting or encouraging Palestinian 
militarism. 

And that, as Arafat himself confirmed to me, was exactly what 
he was told in Moscow. But not apparently by Soviet leaders. 
Chairman Brezhnev, Foreign Minister Kosygin and President 
Podgorny did not agree to receive Arafat. He told me: ‘At the 
time they were not interested to open a dialogue with me. They 
were dealing with the situation through Nasser and on the basis 
of 242. I said that 242 didn’t give the Palestinians anything, but 
the Soviets were all the time stressing their support for a negotiated 
and peaceful settlement on the basis of 242.’ 

It was through conversations with members of the Kremlin’s 

Afro-Asian Solidarity Committee that Arafat was informed of the 

Soviet Union’s official position and attitude. 

Three weeks later Khalad Hassan and Abu Jihad went to 

Moscow for follow-up talks with the Afro-Asian Solidarity Com- 
mittee. According to both men the discussion was ‘very tough’. 

Said Abu Jihad: ‘The Soviets were very suspicious about us. They 

wanted to know everything about our organization. In particular 

they wanted to know the details of our relationship with China 

and why and how the Chinese were supplying us with weapons.’ 

It was at this point that Abu Jihad either lost or came close to 
losing his temper with his Soviet hosts. ‘I was angry ard I was very 

direct. I said: ““We have knocked on your door not once, but twice. 

In fact, we have knocked on your door ten times in recent years — 

and never once have you answered. How can you not understand 

why we turned to the Chinese for our weapons!” ’ 

Like Arafat before them, Abu Jihad and Khalad Hassan left 

Moscow with the clear impression that the Palestinians would not 

receive Soviet support for their cause until they were ready to 

accept Israel’s existence inside the borders as they were on the eve 

of the Six-Day War. 
So in 1968, the Soviets were taking what could effectively be 

described as a pro-Israel and anti-Palestinian stand. I asked Khalad 
Hassan how disappointed he and his colleagues in the Fatah leader- 

ship were at the time. He replied: ‘Emotionally I can say that we 
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were very disappointed and very depressed. But we were also 

beginning to understand international politics. At one point in our 

conversation with the Soviets I said the following: ‘Please let me 

summarize what I think you are telling us. You are saying there is 

no way you are going to be drawn into a confrontation with the 

Americans for the sake of us Palestinians in particular and us Arabs 

in general.” The Soviets were very frank. They replied to the effect 

that I was understanding them perfectly. 

‘About our relationship with the Soviet Union as it developed 

over the years I must tell you something important. The Soviets 

were always very frank and very honest with us in Fatah. They 

never, never, never encouraged our armed struggle. And they 

always, always, always said that Israel should remain and that we 

Arabs and we Palestinians had to make a political settlement with 

the Jewish State. We came to respect Soviet leaders for the frank 

way in which they dealt with us. And we were completely honest 

with them. They once told me they would rather deal with Fatah’s 

rightists who said they were not communists than with the “‘adven- 

turer leftists’” of our liberation movement.’ 

Arafat’s visit to Moscow was, in effect, the end stop on a 

journey into reality that had started the previous November when 

he had travelled to Cairo for his meeting with Nasser. It was time 

to take stock. Given that both superpowers were committed to 

Israel’s existence and to peace between the Arab states and Israel 

on the basis of 242, as were Egypt, Jordan, the Lebanon, and 

probably Syria, too, it was clear that Fatah and the Palestine liber- 

ation movement as a whole would be called upon to make a choice 

between two evils as the peace process gathered momentum. 

The first was to work with the Arab regimes who were prepared 

to make peace with Israel. This option would require the liberation 
movement to abandon the idea of armed struggle and to continue 

its fight by political means should Nasser and the other Arab leaders 

succeed, or at least make headway, in obtaining a measure of justice 

/ for the Palestinians. This option required the Palestinian leaders to 

place an enormous and, at the time, totally unjustifiable faith in 

the goodwill and competence of the Arab leaders and regimes 
whose support they needed. 

The alternative was to oppose a negotiated settlement between 
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the Arab states and Israel on the basis of 242, and to confront 
those Arab regimes who were in favour of, and working behind 
the scenes for, just such a settlement. This would require the 
Palestine liberation movement to set itself up as the vanguard of 
the first real Arab revolution. The first objective of this revolution 
would be to overthrow those regimes that were contemplating or 
who made peace with Israel on the basis of 242. The second and 
much longer-term objective of the real revolution would be to 
create a new, radical and united Arab society. It would be led by 
democratic regimes which, in turn, would be prepared to marshal 
all their resources — military, economic and political - for a final 
showdown with Israel and those of its big power allies that sup- 
ported the Jewish State at the expense of the Arabs. Those who 

favoured this option argued that basically all that was needed for 

it to succeed was the Arab will for confrontation and Arab unity 

to make it possible; the military, economic and political means 
already existed. 

The Israelis would no doubt have argued that the Palestinians 

had a third option — to recognize Israel and its right to exist. The 

trouble with that proposition was that if the Palestinians were to 

recognize Israel before Israel recognized Palestinian rights to self- 

determination, the Palestinians would be renouncing their claim 

to the land that was once theirs; and they would be legitimiz- 

ing Israel’s possession of it. That was the position according to 

international law. And that was why the Palestinians could not 

recognize Israel until Israel recognized Palestinian rights to self- 

determination. 
’ As the end of 1968 approached, Arafat and his senior colleagues 

in Fatah’s leadership were secretly reconciled to the idea of putting 

their trust in Nasser and taking the first option. 

Arafat was greatly influenced by his affection for Nasser and 

his respect for his judgement about what it was possible for the 

Arabs and the Palestinians to achieve, given that the world was 

dominated and controlled by foreign powers with a vested interest 

in Israel’s existence regardless of the price the Palestinians and the 

Arabs were required to pay for it. Arafat’s own conclusions were 
more or less the same as Nasser’s. When I was talking with Arafat 

about the nature of his personal relationship with Nasser, I asked 
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him if it was true that he regarded the Egyptian President as a 

father. In a voice which told of his affection for Nasser, Arafat 

replied: ‘Oh yes. Oh yes. It was so. And I can say he was dealing 

with our cause as a Godfather.’ 

Arafat had not, in fact, changed his mind on the matter of 

armed struggle and what could be achieved by it. As Father Iyad’s 

evidence makes clear, Arafat had never seriously believed that 

the Palestinians alone could liberate their country by armed 

struggle. Though he could not say so in public, he had always 

looked upon the military way as the means of fixing the Palestinian 

identity to prevent the Arab regimes, and also the international 

community, from washing their hands of the Palestine problem. 

In the beginning Nasser had opposed the idea of an independent 

Palestine liberation movement and had tried to liquidate it. 

Now he was ready to back it. And if the price of Nasser’s support 

was a continuation of the struggle by political means — in the 

event of peace or the prospect of peace between the Arab states 

and Israel — then so be it. Nasser was a pragmatist and so was 

Arafat. 

Arafat’s calculation of the likely cost of taking the second 

option was another reason for rejecting it. Quite apart from the 

fact that his own first rule was ‘no interference in the internal 

affairs of the Arab states’, a confrontation between the Palestinians 

and the regimes of the existing Arab order was guaranteed to 

bring more death, more suffering and more misery to the Pales- 

tinian people. Arafat was not prepared to expose his people to 

more suffering than was absolutely necessary, especially when there 

was an alternative. From all that I have learned about Yasser 

Arafat, I am convinced that Hammond Abu Sitta was telling me 

nothing less than the truth when he said ‘Arafat hates bloodshed’. 
Arafat was by no stretch of the imagination a revolutionary or 
even a radical leader. The second option was not one that his 

conservative and middle-class values would allow him to take — 

except, possibly, as a policy of last resort. 

When Arafat and his Fatah colleagues decided that the Pales- 

tinian cause would not be well served by a confrontation with 

the Arab regimes to prevent them making peace with Israel on the 

basis of 242 — assuming the Israelis wanted peace on that basis — 
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the stage was set for a battle of-wills between the head and the 
heart of the Palestine liberation movement. It was to give its 

powerful enemies the opportunity to strike in the hope of cancel- 

ling for ever the Palestinian factor in the Middle East equation. 



15 
Conspiracy Everywhere and 

Catastrophe in Jordan 

On 15 September 1970 representatives of the High Command of 
Jordan’s armed forces, each of them fiercely anti-Palestinian, had 

an audience with King Hussein. The meeting was at the request 

of the generals. They told the King that unless he gave the order 

to smash the fedayeen, they would confine him to his quarters and 

do the job without his blessing. Hussein himself later confirmed 

to me the substance of this story. 

According to the way it was reported in the West, the two- 

part civil war in Jordan was fought to determine who ruled Jordan 

— Hussein or Arafat. In fact, as the crisis in Jordan was developing, 

Hussein and Arafat were actually on the same side. Both men 

were doing all they could to avoid an all-out confrontation, which 
was being provoked by their own extremists. And both men were 

aware that American and Israeli agents had their irons in the fire 

and were doing their bit to guarantee that a crisis within the 

ranks of the liberation movement became a catastrophe for the 

Palestinian people. 

If it has to be reduced to personalities, the real question at 

the heart of the confrontation that led to civil war was who 

ruled the Palestine liberation movement — Yasser Arafat or George 
Habash? But it was not that simple. Nor was it really a question 

of personalities. 

The division in the liberation movement was about policy. 
Arafat headed those in the leadership who believed the movement 

had to work with the front-line Arab regimes even though they 

were ready to make peace with Israel. Habash was the leader of 
those who favoured the revolutionary way, and who believed that 
the revolution had to begin in Jordan — by provoking a confron- 
tation to bring down Hussein. The confrontation that led to civil 
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war was not between a monolithic and homogeneous Palestine 
liberation movement and the regime in Jordan. It was between a 
wing of the movement — in terms of numbers a small minority of 
Palestinian activists — and the regime. The truth is that Arafat lost 
control of events on his own side soon after he became the Chair- 
man of the PLO. And the question that has to be asked is how 

much was his handling of the division and the crisis within the 

PLO to blame for a civil war which neither he nor Hussein wanted? 

Should Arafat have made use of Fatah’s vastly superior military 

strength to suppress the activities of those Palestinian radicals and 

leftists, a minority in terms of fedayeen numbers, who were provok- 
ing the confrontation with Hussein’s regime? 

When Habash recalled his first meeting with Arafat in the Abu 

Kamal restaurant in Damascus immediately after the Six-Day War, 

he said, ‘From the first conversation it was obvious that Arafat and 

I would have very different ideas about how to conduct our liber- 

ation struggle in the new situation as it existed after the Arab 

defeat.’ 

At the end of 1967, Habash and others who believed they 

could apply the teachings of Marx and Lenin to the struggle formed 

the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine. The PFLP was 

a merger of two small guerrilla groups which had been sponsored 

by Habash’s Arab Nationalist Movement and Ahmad Jibril’s PLF, 

which was a front for Syrian Military Intelligence. In due course 

the PFLP split — twice. On instructions from Damascus, Jibril 

broke away from the PFLP to form the PFLP-GC —- General 

Command; and Nawef Hawatmeh and his supporters broke with 

Habash to form the Popular Democratic Front (PDF). But 

Habash’s PFLP continued to be Fatah’s main rival and the leading 

champion of the revolutionary way. 

It was not until December 1968 that the PFLP demonstrated 

how different from Fatah it was going to be in so far as the conduct 

of the armed struggle was concerned. Fatah’s policy was to confine 

the violence to the land of Palestine. Arafat and most of his col- 

leagues in the Fatah leadership knew that if they struck at Zionist 

interests outside Palestine, they would make enemies of foreign 

governments and alienate the international public opinion they had 

to win if they were to advance their cause. The PFLP did not 
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agree, At the end of December, two of its gunmen opened fire on 

an Israeli passenger plane at Athens airport. It was the start of a 

PFLP terror campaign against Jewish interests inside and outside 

the Middle East, and which was to see the PFLP emerge as a hijack 

specialist. The organization’s terror chief was Dr Wadi Haddad. 

Frequently he set a pace which was too hot for Habash. When 

eventually Haddad died in Eastern Europe after being poisoned 

by a foreign intelligence agent in Algiers, Habash was not overtaken 

with grief. In his oration at Haddad’s funeral in Damascus, Habash 

was critical of his old comrade. To some Palestinians, including 

Fatah’s leaders, this was the proof of what they had long suspected 

— that Haddad had forced the PFLP to extremes which Habash 

had known to be harmful to the Palestinian cause but which he had 

been powerless to stop. 

In reply to the first Athens incident, the Israelis blew up thirteen 

Arab airliners which were parked at Beirut airport. Even the spokes- 

man for the US Administration was instructed to describe Israel’s 

reprisal as ‘an act of arrogance and disproportionate’. Quite apart 

from the fact that it totally failed to discourage further attacks on 

Israel’s civilian planes, mainly because Haddad felt he had been 

challenged by the opposition to show what he could do, Israel’s 

reprisal gave the PFLP what it most wanted at the time — publicity 

and, in the eyes of some Palestinians and other Arabs, a certain 

revolutionary credibility. 

To some extent Haddad and the men of violence in the PFLP 

were intent on revenge. But there was method in their madness, 

or so they thought. Unlike Fatah, the PFLP was not a popular 

organization in the sense that it had roots in the masses. It was, 

essentially, a small group of embittered intellectuals who discovered 
Marxism and Leninism in the way drowning men find floating 
wreckage to cling to. But they knew that selling Marxism to the 
Palestinian masses would be no easy job, since communism and 
Arabism are not natural allies. So their first aim was to capture the 
imagination of the Palestinian masses by attacks on Jewish interests, 
and then to educate and brainwash. In this way, generally speaking, 
the PFLP thought it could compete with Fatah for popular support 
and eventually build a mass organization of its own. 

But what was really driving Habash, the PFLP and other radical 
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individuals and groups who said-they favoured the revolutionary 

way was a fear that they were being outmanoeuvred by Arafat, and 

that if Fatah was allowed to dominate the liberation movement it 

would end up making so many compromises, in the name of facing 

up to reality, and the Palestinians would get nothing. The main 

objective was, in fact, to frustrate and sabotage the developing 

partnership between Arafat’s Fatah and those Arab states, Egypt 

and Jordan in particular, which were working for peace with Israel. 

For obvious reasons the PFLP and other leftist and radical 

groups were alarmed in February 1969 when Fatah joined and, 

with Nasser’s help, took effective control of the PLO. It happened 

at the fifth PNC meeting in Cairo. Out of a total of 105 seats, 57 

were allotted to the guerrilla organizations; and 33 of the 57 were 

given to Fatah. As a consequence Fatah was in a position to secure 

Arafat’s election to the post of Chairman. 

From one point of view it could be said that the leftist and 

radical groups had nothing to fear because Fatah’s freedom of 

action was now determined by the objectives and policies laid down 

in the Charter which was, in theory, the Bible of the liberation 

movement. The Charter, as we have seen, committed all who were 

members of the PLO to total liberation by armed struggle, and 

this could not be amended except (in the Charter’s own words) 

‘by a majority of two-thirds of the total membership of the National 

Council of the Palestine liberation organization at a special session 

convened for that purpose’.?” Because those likely to oppose 

Fatah’s way were over-represented in the PNC of the time, it was 

unlikely that there would be a two-thirds majority for amending 

the Charter in the foreseeable future. Arafat’s hands were therefore 

tied. That, at least, was the theory. But in practice, and because 

Fatah was the biggest, the strongest and by far the most popular 

of the various liberation organizations and fronts, there was 

nothing to stop Arafat and his colleagues from pursuing policies 

which were not in accord with the Charter. Although Fatah’s 

leaders never said so in public they did not, in fact, feel bound by 

the exact words of the Charter when its provisions were not, in 

their view, serving the best interests of their people. 

A few weeks after the fifth PNC there came dramatic news 

which confirmed the PFLP’s worst fears about the direction PLO 

251 



THE STRUGGLE 

policy would take with Fatah at the helm and Arafat the Chairman. 

The bearer of the news was Khalad Hassan. He was one of four 

Fatah leaders who had been elected to the PLO’s fifteen-man 

Executive Committee. He was now the head of the Political 

Department and was thus responsible for, among other matters, 

foreign policy. In April Khalad returned to Jordan with news that 
he had scored his first (and, in historical terms, his greatest and 

most important) diplomatic triumph. Against all expectations he 

had persuaded King Feisal of Saudi Arabia to support Fatah and 

through Fatah the Palestinian cause and claim for justice. The 
significance of Saudi Arabia’s support for Fatah cannot be exagger- 

ated. As time proved, with Saudi Arabia on its side Fatah was 
indestructible - as long as it was pursuing policies the Saudis 
could endorse. 

When they were arranging Fatah’s take-over of the PLO, Arafat 

and his colleagues had asked the Egyptian President about the 

possibility of Egypt providing some financial support for the liber- 

ation movement. In his conversations with me, Khalad Hassan was 

very frank about Fatah’s money troubles at the time. He said: ‘We 

were broke. We had some weapons and ammunition because the 

Chinese had been supplying us on a regular basis and for free since 

1964. As a matter of fact we offered to pay the Chinese but they 

always insisted we should accept their help as a gift. But when we 

took over the PLO we had no money to pay living expenses and 

administration costs. To tell you the truth we did not have enough 
money to feed ourselves.’ 

Nasser was in no position to help them with funds. He sug- 
gested they should turn to the Saudis for support on that front. 
When Khalad Hassan set off for Saudi Arabia, travelling by car and 
camel and intending to enter the country unofficially, he vowed 
that he would succeed where his colleagues had failed. Previously 
Abu lIyad, Abu Jihad and even Arafat himself had knocked on 
Saudi Arabia’s door. But all they had discovered was that it would 
not be opened to them until the King gave the word. And that he 
was not intending to do. Khalad knew that he had somehow to 
get to Feisal; and that was the purpose of his mission. 

Why was Feisal so unwilling to receive Fatah’s leaders? Why 
was he not even prepared to listen to their pleas for help? Feisal 
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was violently opposed to communism. There was no man alive, 
including the hardliners who walked the corridors of power in 
Washington, who was more fiercely anti-communist than this par- 

ticular Saudi monarch. Certain Western intelligence agencies — the 
CIA and Britain’s SIS in particular — had convinced the Saudi 

regime that Fatah’s leaders were communists. Said Khalad: ‘It was 

all a dirty lie to discredit us. Feisal was an exceptionally wise and 

shrewd man, and as a rule he could see through every Western 

attempt to deceive him. But on this matter, and because of his own 

strong views, he was ready to believe what he was told about us.’ 

Another cause of what Khalad described with a smile as the 

‘misunderstanding’ between Fatah and Feisal was Shuqairi’s 

behaviour and attitudes before and after he became the first Chair- 

man of the PLO. The Saudis had never forgiven Shugqairi for 

becoming Nasser’s man in the days when he was supposed to be 

working for them at the UN. When Shugairi, as the Chairman of 

Nasser’s puppet PLO, had called for the overthrow of all the 

reactionary Arab regimes, the possibility of a relationship between 

the Saudis and the Palestine liberation movement had ceased. But 

now that Shuqairi was out of the way, and the PLO was under 

new management, Khalad was hoping to be able to make a fresh 

start in Saudi Arabia. 
The only thing Khalad had going for him when he arrived in 

Saudi Arabia was a good friend with a useful name — Fahd AlI- 
Marak. This Saudi gentleman was a diplomat. Said Khalad: ‘Fahd 

Al-Marak fought in Palestine in 1948, and all his life he considered 

it was his duty to help the Palestinians. From the beginning he 

supported us with money.’ Apparently Fahd Al-Marak was also one 

of the very few in the Saudi kingdom who was prepared to help the 

Palestinians without first obtaining a nod of approval from Feisal. 

Khalad continued: ‘My friend took me to the Al-Yammamah 

Hotel in Riyadh. As you know, visitors are not allowed to have a 

room unless they are sponsored by the Government, a company 

or a Saudi citizen. The receptionist asked Fahd Al-Marak who was 

sponsoring me. My friend replied with one word, “Fahd”, which 

was, of course, his own name, and that of the Crown Prince 

[now King] and Minister of the Interior. As we had hoped, the 

receptionist assumed that I was a guest of the Royal Family! My 
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friend had chosen this particular hotel because it was one where 

many of Crown Prince Fahd’s guests did stay. 

‘So believing that I was a guest of the Royal Family, they gave 

me a luxurious suite. For the next eighteen days nothing happened. 

I made many telephone calls to various personalities and always I 

was given the same answer — ‘‘Nobody is here.” Then I received 

a cable from Arafat wanting to know what was happening. He was 

wondering if I had got lost in the desert!’ 

It was Arafat’s cable that gave Khalad his first bright idea. 

Without more ado the head of the PLO’s Political Department sat 

down and wrote a letter to the Chairman. In it he said he had not 

yet met the King, on account of the fact that His Majesty was 

much too busy, but that a meeting was expected soon. After paying 

warm but sincere tribute to Feisal, Khalad concluded his letter by 

saying he was sure ‘that a man like Feisal will never put me down’. 

As it happened Khalad had no intention of sending the letter. He 

left it open on the desk in his suite and went for a walk, believing 

it would be read and that its contents would be passed to the 

appropriate authorities while he was out. ‘But my little ploy didn’t 
work,’ Khalad said. ‘Still nothing happened.’ 

A day or two later, and by chance, Khalad learned that Feisal’s 

personal physician was a Palestinian who had been the Hassan 

family doctor in Haifa. Khalad and Fahd Al-Marak invited him to 

dinner. He came and Khalad told him about his mission and how 

desperate he was to get an audience with Feisal. Khalad said: ‘I 

was advised to tell the physician everything because it was known 
that he would report my every word to the King. He did, but still 
no response from His Majesty. After that I tried to meet some of 
the Princes of the Royal Family, but I was told in a very blunt way 
that unless I met the King there was nobody who could help me.’ 

I interrupted the flow of Khalad’s story to ask him if he was 
by this time beginning to feel that he had failed. ‘No,’ he replied, 
‘I was still looking upon my mission as a challenge. But you can’t 
believe how frustrated I was... twenty-four hours a day in my 
hotel room for more than twenty days with no radio, no Papers, 
nothing to read and nobody to talk to. It was horrible.’ 

Khalad was now desperate enough to take a risk. He had 
learned that the King held a weekly ‘non-protocol’ audience for 
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leaders of the tribes. Said Khalad: ‘With the people from the tribes 
it was quite impossible to practise protocol — the leaders just arrived 
without checking and waited for their turn to meet His Majesty.’ 

On the appointed day of the week, and dressed as a tribesman, 
Khalad joined 200 genuine sons of the desert who were assembling 

for the audience. He watched carefully as each in turn approached 

the King. Some gave him a petition and said only a few words. 

Others were more talkative. As each man took his leave, the King 
whispered instructions to an aide. 

Suddenly it was the turn of the impostor to face the King. ‘I 

said: “Hello, Your Majesty. I am Khalad Hassan of Fatah. I am 

staying in the Al-Yammamah Hotel and I am here to meet you. 

And I am not leaving Riyadh until I do meet you. Thank you very 

much.” Then I ran away!’ 

A very anxious Fahd Al-Marak was waiting for Khalad. The 

thought that he might not see his friend again had apparently 

crossed his mind while he waited. ‘Fahd asked me if I had met the 

King. I said, “Yes.” He said, “Did you shake hands with him?” I 

said, “‘Yes.”” Fahd asked: “‘Did he say anything against you?” I said, 

*“No, he was just looking at me and smiling.” ’ 

As fast as they could the two conspirators then spread the word 

that Khalad had been received by the King. Though not at all 

justified by the facts, the implication was that Khalad had also 

received Feisal’s nod of approval. Later the same day, and thanks 

to Fahd Al-Marak’s efforts, Khalad was invited to dinner at the 

home of Feisal’s brother-in-law. 

Khalad continued: ‘At sunset the King’s brother-in-law and his 

guests went to pray. I joined them and they were very surprised. 

They said, “You are a man with Western ways and you pray?” I 

said, ‘Why not?” Then they were astonished. They said, ““Do you 
mean you are not a communist?” I laughed and told them I was 

most definitely not a communist and never could be.’ 
Before the evening ended the brother-in-law’s brother disap- 

peared for a few minutes. Khalad said: “He returned with a Kalash- 

nikov rifle and a revolver and he asked me if I would accept them 

as a present. I said, ‘Do you want to see me in gaol? If I carry 

those weapons to the hotel I will be arrested.” The brother smiled. 

He said: ‘“‘OK, I will bring them to you at the airport when you 
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leave.” I thanked him but said even that was not possible because 

I would be arrested and gaoled by the Jordanians if I arrived in 

Amman with weapons. The brother was astonished. “Is that true?” 

he asked me. I said, ‘“‘Certainly.”” He was even more astonished. 

He said, ‘‘Do you mean to tell me you are fighting the Zionists 

and you are not allowed to have weapons?”’ I told him that was 

the case and part of the reason why I was in Saudi Arabia. And 

then he said the following: “‘I promise you these two guns will go 

with the first shipment of weapons from Saudi Arabia to Amman.” ” 

During the afternoon of Khalad’s twenty-third day in Saudi 

Arabia, the telephone in his hotel suite rang for the first time. 

The voice on the other end of the line informed Khalad that his 

appointment with the King was fixed for eight o’clock that evening. 

The bad news came at five minutes to eight when Khalad was 

told by the Head of Protocol that he had been allotted only 

fifteen minutes with the King because there were many other 

appointments. Khalad told me: “To the Head of Protocol I said: 

“All right, thank you.”’ To myself I said: ‘“This is ridiculous! What 

can I achieve in fifteen minutes? Answer — nothing.” I was very 

depressed, and then, as I was about to enter the King’s room, 

something wonderful happened. I looked back and I saw the 

guards were raising their hands in a form of prayer, wishing God 

to give me success with His Majesty. It was too much for me and 

I cried. And I was still trying to hide my tears when I shook hands 

with Feisal.’ 

By the time of this historic meeting the fact that Feisal and 

not Nasser was the effective leader of the Arab world was widely 

acknowledged in one way or another. Only Fatah’s political 

opponents in the Palestine liberation movement and a relatively 

small number of other Arab leftists and radicals denied this reality. 
Nasser was still the leader above all others who had a special place 

in the hearts of most Arabs. Without really understanding how 

Israel and the West had conspired to deny Nasser the opportunity 
to advance the cause of Arab nationalism, most ordinary Arab 
people seemed instinctively to know that he was a far better 
leader than circumstances had allowed him to be. So Nasser 
could still command the affection of the Arab masses. But it was 
the man Khalad Hassan was now preparing to engage who had 
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the power — the economic and political leverage that came from oil. 
In the few seconds that he permitted himself to reflect on these 

and similar thoughts, Khalad regained his composure. And with it 
came the realization of what was at stake. If Feisal could not be 
persuaded to support the Palestinian cause as it was represented 
by Fatah, the days when moderate and pragmatic men like himself 
and his colleagues could influence events on the Palestinian side 
would be numbered. 

Khalad continued: ‘We started to talk and the King left his 

desk to sit by me on the couch. With so much on my mind, and 

so much to say, I was anxious because Feisal was limiting our 

conversation to generalities and the time was racing away. Ten 

minutes passed. Then fifteen. After twenty minutes had gone the 

Head of Protocol came in to remind the King of his next appoint- 

ment. Then the prayers of the guards were answered. Without 

taking his eyes off me, Feisal made a small and hardly noticeable 

gesture with the fingers of one hand. It was the sign that he didn’t 
want any more appointments. I was so relieved.’ 

Four hours later the two men were still talking; but Khalad 

had no cause for celebration. He said: ‘After four hours I couldn’t 

see anything in his face or his eyes to tell me that I had convinced 

him. I was beginning to think I had failed. And still I had not 

made a specific request for help.’ 

As all with first-hand experience of Feisal know — including 

myself — talking with him at length was a testing and frustrating 

experience. Feisal never, or almost never, said what he meant in a 

direct way. He preferred to speak, as it were, in parables. Once 

after a long interview with him I dared to ask why he spoke in 

such a way. The King permitted himself a thin, enigmatic smile. 

And through an interpreter he said the following: ‘If I say the 

wrong thing, or if I say the right thing in the wrong way, the 

Middle East will go up in flames!’ 
Soon after midnight Khalad decided that he had to take the 

initiative. ‘I gathered all my courage and I said the following to 

Feisal: ‘Your Majesty, it seems to me that you don’t want to be 

the ruler and the saviour of the Middle East.”’ He replied: ““Who 

said I want to be that? It is enough for me to be the servant of 

God in Mecca.” I said: ‘Your Majesty, I didn’t mean yourself to 

257 



THE STRUGGLE 

be the ruler of the Middle East, or to dominate the region, I am 

talking about your faith and ideology.” The King replied: “What 

has this got to do with the reason why you are in Saudi Arabia?” 

And this was my opportunity to speak as frankly as the circum- 

stances would allow. 
‘I said the following: ‘Your Majesty, we Palestinians are going 

to fight for our rights by one way or another. And that means we 

are going to accept support from wherever it comes. Until now 

only the leftists are supporting us. [As Feisal knew, Khalad was 

referring mainly to the Chinese.] This is not what we in Fatah 

want. We do not want to be committed to any foreign ideology, 

to any government or any leader. We want to be truly independent, 
but we can be that only if we can take support from many sources. 

You can help us to be independent. If you do not we shall be 

obliged to go on with only those who are supporting us now.” 

‘The King remained silent, and still I couldn’t tell what he was 

thinking. I decided to summarize my case in a way that I knew 

would appeal to him. I said: “Your Majesty, let us suppose that 

you are in the desert on your camel with plenty of water. I am 

walking towards you and I am dying of thirst. If I ask for water 

will you give me some and let me ride with you on your camel?” 

The King replied, “Yes, of course, that is our tradition.” I said: 

“‘Now let us suppose that we have travelled some distance together, 

that I ask for more water, and that you tell me I can have more 

only if I am prepared to do something for you. Can I refuse what 

you ask, even if I don’t want to do it?” The King said, “Maybe.” 

I said: “With respect, Your Majesty, I cannot say no to whatever 

you ask because you will abandon me and I will die. So I have no 

choice.” The King said, ‘“That is logical.”’ I continued: ‘“‘Now let 

us suppose that when you are making your demand on me another 
man with a camel and plenty of water arrives on the scene. Would 
you agree that if I don’t want to do what you ask me I now have 
a choice because I can take water from the other man?” The King 
said, “Yes.” Finally I said: “Your Majesty, that is our position. If 
we have to take help from only one source we will be trapped. It 
is only when we have many willing to support us that we can 
be independent.” ’ 

Khalad was exhausted. But that no longer mattered. There was 
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nothing more that he could say to influence Feisal. In the silence 
that followed, Khalad watched as the third man in the room moved 

closer to his King. The third man was Rashad Faraon, one of 
Feisal’s most trusted counsellors. 

According to Khalad’s memory the last few moments of the 

conversation went as follows: 

Fetsal: ‘Rashad, give Khalad what he wants.’ 

Khalad: ‘No, Your Majesty. First of all I want something from you 

— then from Rashad.’ 

Feisal: “What do you want from me?’ 

Khalad: ‘1 want you to impose a liberation tax amounting to five 

per cent on the salaries of all Palestinians working in Saudi 

Arabia.’ 

Feisal: “Agreed. What else?’ 

Khalad: ‘We need some nominal financial support from you 

personally.’ 

Feisal: ‘All right. What else?’ 
Khalad: ‘We need also a nominal financial support from the 

Government.’ 

Feisal: ‘Is twelve million dollars a year enough?’ 

Khalad: ‘It is more than enough.’ 

Feisal: ‘What else?’ 

Khalad: ‘We need arms and ammunition.’ 

Feisal: ‘All right. Rashad, you will make the necessary arrange- 

ments. See that Khalad gets whatever he wants from what we 

can spare.’ 

Later that day Khalad met a senior Saudi army officer. For once 

the remarkable Palestinian was out of his depth. ‘I said to the 

officer: “Look, I am not a military man, I don’t understand 

weapons. But we are fedayeen and you know the type of arms and 

ammunition we need. Will you, please, make me a list showing 

what is available and from where the items can be collected?” The 

officer said, “‘Certainly.’” He made the list and I gave it to Rashad. 

The next day it was agreed.’ 

Khalad returned to Amman. ‘Two weeks later,’ he said, ‘twenty- 

eight big Saudi army trucks arrived with arms and ammunition. 
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The Saudis distributed them to our bases all over Jordan. The 

Kalashnikov and the pistol they had wanted me to have in Riyadh 

were presented to me personally.’ 

The next time Khalad met Feisal was at a meeting of Islamic 

Foreign Ministers. ‘As a mark of respect I was the last one to say 

goodbye to the King. I said to him, “‘Your Majesty, thank you for 

what you have done.” He put his hands on my shoulders and said: 

‘“Look Khalad, what I did is not for you personally. It was for the 

cause you represent. So don’t overestimate yourself.”’ He paused, 

then he added, “‘But I have to tell you something. People have 

the sign of success on their forehead. You are one of those.” ” 

Feisal lived for six more years. During that time no man had a 

greater affinity with him than Khalad Hassan. He made no deals 

and no bargains with the Saudis. As Khalad said, ‘That is not the 

way the Saudis work.’ But the unspoken agreement between 

Khalad and Feisal and then between Khalad and Feisal’s successors 

was that as long as a Fatah-dominated PLO advocated policies 

which the Saudis could support without wrecking their special 

relationship with the US, Saudi Arabia would do everything in its 

power to advance the Palestinian cause by political means, and 

would stand by the PLO no matter who tried to destroy it. 

The new Chairman of the PLO used Feisal’s gift of arms and 

ammunition to escalate the military confrontation with Israel, 
which he was committed to doing until and unless there was 
progress towards an acceptable compromise with the Jewish State. 
As logged by the Israelis (whose statistics were much more reliable 
than the fantastic claims of the fedayeen) there were 97 terrorist 
infiltrations and incidents in 1967; 916 in 1968; and 2,432 in 
1969. In the same period Israel’s casualties, killed and wounded, 
were 38, 273 and 243. 

On a scale of ten it could be said that Arafat escalated the 
conflict to point three. The Israelis replied by escalating it to point 
eight. (Point ten was Israel’s invasion of the Lebanon and siege of 
Beirut in the summer of 1982.) Until about the time Arafat became 
the Chairman of the PLO, the Israelis had been content to respond 
to fedayeen actions either on a one-for-one basis or, more often 
than not, by launching an attack as a reprisal for a number of 
fedayeen actions. Either way the Israelis were responding. In early 
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1969 that policy was abandoned. ‘To counter Arafat’s escalation, 
the Israelis adopted a new policy of ‘Active Self-Defence’. What it 

meant in practice was that the Israelis were no longer content to 

respond. From here on they were taking the war to the fedayeen 

wherever they were. 

As well as blasting fedayeen bases in Jordan — mainly from the 

air — the Israelis also struck at some of Jordan’s vital installations. 

In June, for example, Israeli commandos sabotaged the East Ghor 

canal, a fifteen-million-dollar showpiece of American aid to Jordan 

and its farmers. In August, as soon as the canal was repaired, the 

Israelis blew it up again, leaving fruits and vegetables rotting on 
500 square miles of Jordan’s best agricultural land. These acts of 

Israeli terror had one purpose — to force Hussein to control and 

smash the fedayeen. 

As the confrontation between the fedayeen and Israel escalated 

on one front, it spread to another. Early in 1969, Arafat sent 500 

of his guerrillas into southern Lebanon with orders to prepare for 
hit-and-run attacks from there. For reasons I have stated, Fatah’s 
leaders were reluctant to involve the Lebanon in the fighting; but 

in 1969 they considered they had no choice. As Abu Jihad 

explained: ‘With Israel hitting us so hard in Jordan we had to be 

flexible. We had to move as the circumstances dictated. When the 

Israelis were making it too hot for us in Jordan, we had to launch 

some operations from across the Lebanon border.’ After the Pales- 
tinian tail had wagged the Arab dog with such disastrous conse- 

quences in 1967, Nasser was never again to allow the fedayeen to 

mount attacks on Israel from Egyptian soil. 

‘On the scale of ten, Arafat escalated the confrontation along 

Israel’s border with the Lebanon to point two or thereabouts. 

With artillery barrages, air strikes and occasional mini-invasions 

which were called search-and-destroy operations, the Israelis esca- 

lated it to point six. As in Jordan, Israel was using its vastly superior 

military power to do more than hit the fedayeen. It was also seeking 

by military means to persuade the civilian population of southern 

Lebanon to refrain from giving shelter to the fedayeen. Israel’s 

other objective was to persuade the Government in Beirut to act. 

Israel’s decision to take the war to the fedayeen in southern 

Lebanon led to frequent and increasingly serious clashes between 
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Arafat’s fighters and the Lebanese army. Behind the scenes, and as 
he told Arafat and other Fatah leaders at the time, Nasser was 

begging the Government in Beirut to show restraint and to give 

him more time. According to Fatah leaders, Nasser told the 

Lebanese that he and Hussein were doing their utmost to persuade 

the US to force Israel to make the necessary withdrawals for peace 
on the basis of 242. Nasser told the Lebanese he was confident 

that Arafat and his Fatah colleagues would not obstruct such a 

peace and would agree to continue their struggle by political means 

in the event of peace. 

Some Americans were beginning to listen to Hussein and 

Nasser and other Arab leaders. So the Egyptian President was not 

exaggerating when he told the Lebanese there was a chance that 

their restraint might be rewarded. 

From early 1969, Nasser and Hussein had been performing a 

sort of double-act to put pressure on the Americans to bring about 

an Israeli withdrawal to the borders as they were on the eve of the 

Six-Day War. Nasser was doing the shooting and Hussein the talking. 

In March, Nasser had opened fire across the Suez Canal to 

launch what came to be called his War of Attrition. It went on for 

sixteen months and was essentially a static war limited to exchanges 

of artillery and tank fire. Naturally Israel’s leaders presented 

Nasser’s action as yet more proof that he was the enemy of peace. 

But the truth, as Israel’s leaders knew, was quite the opposite. By 

hotting up the Suez Canal front, Nasser was sending two messages. 

The first was to the Israelis, warning them that he could still hurt 

them and would continue to do so until they realized that they 

also needed peace. The second message was to the Americans. To 

them Nasser was conveying the desperation of the Arabs and warn- 

ing the US Administration that unless it used its influence on Israel 
to make peace the drift to war would continue. 

In April, Hussein went to Washington to convey the same 
message to the Americans but in the normal diplomatic way. As he 
later confirmed to me himself, the King emphasized that he and 
Nasser and most of the other Arab leaders who mattered were 
more than ready to make peace with Israel, but that he and other 
Arab leaders who wanted peace could do nothing in public until 
Israel was at least committed to a withdrawal to the borders of 4 
June 1967. 
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Top: ‘Don’t forget Palestine’ . . . the message of the petition signed in blood presented by 
student leader Arafat (right), at the age of twenty-three, to the Egyptian President, General 
Mohammed Neguib (Nasser’s figurehead), in late 1952 

Above: After the Six-Day War of June 1967, Arafat’s first meeting with Egyptian President 
Gamal Abdel Nasser. To the right of Arafat are Abu Hol and Abu lyad. Farouk Kaddumi has 
his back to the camera 



‘I was completely upside down — confused — for some hours’ . . . Arafat in his command 

bunker, contemplating military defeat and death, during the siege of Beirut in the summer of 

1982. After this he went to pray and then said, ‘I feel the winds of paradise are blowing’ 
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Top: ‘Arafat is only happy when he is among children’ — Um Jihad 

Bottom: Arafat addressing the United Nations in Geneva, 1983. Israel and the US and most 
Western powers were not ready to listen and did not attend. (UN photo 162 035) 



Married in secret — Yasser and Suha Arafat. (Suha Arafat’s private collection) 



Suha Arafat. Her husband’s favourite picture of her. (Suha Arafat’s private collection) 
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Immediately after Hussein left Richard Nixon, the President 
said: ‘We’ve got to help the King. We cannot let American Jews 
make policy.’?* Unfortunately five more years were to pass before 
Nixon realized just how much it really was in America’s interest that 
Israel and the Jewish lobby be prevented from dictating American 
foreign policy in the Middle East, but by then it was too late — 
Nixon was embroiled in Watergate. 

In 1969 the man who was supposed to be in charge of US 

policy for the Middle East was William Rogers, the Secretary of 

State. He was trying his best to devise a peace plan which Nasser, 

Hussein and other Arab leaders would accept, one that would give 

substance and meaning to 242. Unfortunately his position, his 

authority and his ideas were being undermined by Nixon’s National 

Security Adviser, Henry Kissinger. 

At the time Kissinger was opposed to any initiative which 

required the Israelis to give up occupied territory in return for 

guarantees of peace. Since it was obvious to anybody who could 

take a rational view of the situation that there could be no peace 

without at least an Israeli commitment to withdraw, it has to be said 

that Kissinger was opposed to peace itself at the time. Kissinger’s 

view was that an Israeli withdrawal, or even an Israeli willingness 

to talk about withdrawal, would be a victory for the Arab (mainly 

Palestinian) radicals and leftists, whose terrorist attacks would then 

be seen to be justified. It would also be a victory for the Soviets 

who had rearmed Egypt and Syria. Quite apart from the fact that 

Kissinger chose to ignore the Soviet Union’s commitment to 

Israel’s existence inside the borders as they were on 4 June 1967, 

he seemed unable to grasp that it was the absence of an Israeli 

commitment to withdrawal that was creating the conditions for 

the growth of Arab and Muslim extremism of all kinds. 
On 9 December Secretary of State Rogers outlined his plan. It 

required Egypt to make peace with Israel in return for Israel’s 

withdrawal from the Sinai Desert. Beyond that the Rogers Plan 

called for negotiations between Jordan and Israel to bring about 

an eventual Israeli withdrawal from the occupied West Bank in 

return for peace with Jordan, and to settle the future of Jerusalem 

and the ‘Palestinian refugee problem’. 

Because Rogers and most of his staffers at the State Department 

had long been convinced that Nasser was sincere in his privately 

263 



THE STRUGGLE 

expressed wish for peace with Israel, the gist of the American 

plan had been conveyed to Cairo a month previously. Nasser told 

Washington that while he welcomed the evidence that the US was 

at last coming to grips with the real obstacle to peace between the 

front-line Arab states and Israel — Israel’s occupation of the Arab 

territory captured in the Six-Day War — he could not make a 

separate peace with the Jewish State. In other words, and as he 

also told the Americans and later Fatah’s leaders, Nasser wanted 

an American plan for a comprehensive peace — total peace for total 

withdrawal. Hussein was disappointed because the Rogers Plan had 

not made Israel’s withdrawal from the West Bank a condition for 

peace with Jordan; but he was satisfied with Nasser’s personal 

assurance that Egypt would not go down the road to peace alone. 

Israel’s response was swift and predictable. Golda Meir called 

an emergency meeting of her Cabinet and the Rogers Plan was 

rejected. The only beneficiaries of Israel’s rejection of the first 
Rogers Plan were those in the Palestine liberation movement who 

favoured the revolutionary way — the PFLP and the other leftist 

and radical groups. They were now set to make great political and 
propaganda capital at the expense of the Fatah realists. 

Though Arafat and his colleagues in Fatah’s leadership had not 

said openly that it was their policy to work with the regimes who 

wanted peace with Israel, and that they were prepared to continue 

their struggle by political means alone in the event of peace 
between the front-line Arab states and Israel, it was obvious to 

those who favoured the revolutionary way that this was, indeed, 

Fatah’s policy, and that it did not intend to be bound by the 

Charter. Israel’s rejection of the first Rogers Plan meant that 

the leftists and the radicals were able to point an accusing finger 

at Arafat and his Fatah colleagues and to cause some embarrassing 
questions to be asked. They argued that all that the Arab regimes 

had managed to persuade the Americans to do was to produce a 
plan which paid lip-service to the ‘Palestinian refugee problem’ but 

ignored the Palestinian claim for justice. The Israelis had rejected 

it; the Americans, as always, had surrendered to Israel, and there 

was nothing the Arab regimes would or could do about it because 

they were the puppets of the West. Armed struggle and revolution 
was the only way to liberation. 
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Within days of Israel’s rejection of the Rogers Plan, it was 

obvious to Fatah’s leaders that the argument of those who favoured 

the revolutionary way was reaching the hearts of the fedayeen. Even 

many Fatah loyalists were beginning to say that the leftists and the 

radicals had a point. Was there not now a good case for starting 

the revolution in Jordan by overthrowing Hussein? 

The evidence of how much Fatah’s leaders were worried by 

the charge that they had sold out to the regimes which wanted 

peace with Israel was evident at the Arab summit in Rabat shortly 

after Israel’s rejection of the Rogers Plan. The highlight of the 

meeting was a clash between Khalad Hassan and Nasser. 

Khalad told me: ‘Reading from an official statement, I said I 

did not believe there was any point in Nasser and other Arab 

leaders even trying to make peace with Israel. I said it was clear 

the Israelis were rejecting everything and preferred territory to 

peace. And I suggested to Nasser that he should abandon his search 

for a political settlement and unite the Arabs for war. Nasser was 

furious. He threw away his papers and left the chamber — but not 

before he told me I was a “dreamer” and that unity was something 

that would never exist in the Arab world.’ In fact, Nasser said 

much more before he stormed out. He asked a series of pointed 

questions about who was going to do the fighting. And his own 

unspoken but implied answers were to the effect that in the event 

of another war, his Arab colleagues would again make excuses or 

secret deals with Israel to stay out of the fighting. By obvious 

implication Nasser said that many of his Arab colleagues were 

gutless, loud-mouthed hypocrites. According to Fatah leaders it 

was at the same summit that Algeria’s President Boumedienne told 

Nasser that he was so ‘disgusted’ by Syria’s hypocrisy that he was 

withdrawing his opposition to Egypt’s attempt to reach a political 

settlement with Israel. 

Khalad added: ‘After the summit we came to know about the 

special reason why Nasser was so angry. The Americans had 

informed him that they were trying to improve the Rogers Plan. 

They had taken Nasser’s point that he could not make a separate 

peace with Israel, and they were intending to come up with a 

comprehensive formula which Nasser and Hussein could accept. 

In other words, the Americans had told Nasser that the second 
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Rogers Plan would call for an Israeli withdrawal from Egyptian 

territory and the West Bank. There was, however, a problem for 

the Americans. In the coming months they would have a terrible 

time persuading the Israelis to accept the second Rogers Plan. And 

the Americans had asked Nasser to help them by doing his best to 

make sure the Rabat summit did not take any radical or rejectionist 

decisions. Through Heikal, I myself saw letters from the US State 

Department to two American ambassadors in the region. They 

were asked to do everything to persuade Arab leaders to prevent 

Arab radicalism from expressing itself at the Rabat summit and if 

possible to postpone it.’ 

I think it is probable that Khalad provoked Nasser by arrange- 

ment, so to speak, with his Fatah colleagues, to give Fatah the 

opportunity to demonstrate to its own supporters that it had not 

sold its soul to the regimes which wanted peace with Israel. And 

Khalad had to be the one to do it because it was at him, and what 

he represented as Fatah’s leading rightist, that the radicals of the 

liberation movement were directing most of their verbal fire. The 

PFLP had earlier tried to wreck Fatah’s relationship with Saudi 
Arabia by sabotaging a Saudi oil pipeline in the Lebanon. 

For a short time it seemed that the explosion of anger at Rabat 

had damaged Fatah’s relationship with Nasser. But the rift was 

healed early in 1970. Fatah’s leaders explained to Nasser why they 

had been obliged to demonstrate that they were not his puppets. 

In return Nasser told them all there was to know about the on- 

going peace process. Khalad said, ‘Nasser was very frank, very 

honest. He said the following: ‘“The Americans have told me I can 

have Sinai back any time I like. But I don’t care about that. The 

problem is the West Bank and Gaza, and I will not make peace 

with the Israelis until they are out of there.” To prove to us that 

he was sincere, Nasser then told us something we didn’t know and 

which surprised us very much. He said that as far back as the 

Khartoum summit in 1967, he had authorized Hussein to do 

anything with the Americans in order to get the Israelis out of the 
West Bank.’ 

There was an unspoken understanding between Nasser and 

Fatah in early 1970 that if the PLO did not seek to sabotage the 
Arab attempt to make peace with Israel on the basis of 242, and 
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if in the event of peace the PLO agreed to continue its struggle by 

political means, then Nasser would make every effort to persuade 

Hussein to allow the Palestinians to exercise their right to self- 

determination on the West Bank. And naturally they could have 

Gaza, too. When I asked Khalad if he would confirm that this was, 

in fact, the understanding, he replied: ‘Yes, you are right. But I 

have to say for the record that even we in Fatah were not yet 

thinking in terms of a West Bank and Gaza state as the price of 

our recognition of Israel.’ 

By agreeing to work with Nasser, Fatah’s leaders were also 

committing themselves to co-operate with Hussein, since Nasser 

and Hussein were partners in the peace process. It was, therefore, 

quite impossible for Arafat and his Fatah colleagues to be, so to 

speak, pro-Nasser and anti-Hussein. It was not, and could not be, 

Fatah’s policy to confront the regime in Jordan and to overthrow 

the King. 

But even as Fatah’s leaders were telling Nasser that they were 

prepared to co-operate with Hussein, it was clear that the PFLP’s 

call for the King’s overthrow was supported, in principle, and on 

the emotional level, by a majority of the fedayeen — including 

now a majority of Fatah loyalists. And adding to Arafat’s obvious 

difficulties in managing this situation was widespread feeling that 

Hussein could be overthrown if only the Chairman would give the 

word. 

The first Fatah personality to draw my attention to this state 

of affairs was a man who (in 1970) was destined to occupy a top 

place on Israel’s list of most wanted Palestinian terrorists. His 

‘name, or rather his nom de guerre, is Abu Daoud. In this book, 

and as he put it himself, he is ‘speaking frankly for the first time 

in public’. When some in Fatah turned to terror after the PLO 

had been crushed and driven out of Jordan, Israeli and Jordanian 

intelligence sources asserted that Abu Daoud was one of the 

masterminds of what was called the Black September Organization. 

In fact, Abu Daoud was not a Black September terrorist. While the 

terror operations were taking place, he was actually organizing a 

plot to overthrow Hussein — which ended when he was betrayed 

and imprisoned in Jordan. 

In 1970, Abu Daoud was the commander of all Palestinian 
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militias in Jordan, which meant he was in the best possible position 

to know what the rank and file of the fedayeen were really thinking. 

‘But first let me tell you what my own feelings were at the 

time,’ Abu Daoud said. ‘I was of the opinion that we not only 

could but should knock off Hussein. Next I must tell you very 

frankly that this was the feeling not only of the leftists and the so- 

called radicals in the other guerrilla organizations, it was also the 

feeling and the wish of the majority of us in Fatah — the fighters 

and the young officers. Among ourselves — I am talking now about 

Fatah’s young officers — we discussed the question of overthrowing 

Hussein very seriously and very frequently. We also discussed our 

views with Arafat, and I told him on more than one occasion that 

I thought we were making a terrible mistake by not moving against 

Hussein. This, I think, is some proof that we were a democratic 

organization. Anyway, Arafat always said, ‘““No.”’ He told us that 

making war against Hussein or any Arab regime was not the way 

to liberation.’ 

I asked Abu Daoud why he and others had been so confident 

that Hussein could have been overthrown. 

‘It is a long and complicated story. And because of the situation 

as it is today there are many — including, I am sure, Arafat and 

Hussein — who would prefer the truth not to come out. But I do 

not myself believe there is any longer a point in hiding it. 

‘The essential fact is this: from the time of Karameh in 1968 

until June 1970, we in Fatah were enjoying the support of about 

fifty per cent of Jordan’s armed forces. After June 1970, and partly 

because of the foolish and criminal activities of the leftists in our 

movement, we began to lose that support. We can speak about 

these foolish and criminal activities later. So after June 1970, we 

lost our chance. But until then, and from the time of Karameh, 
we in Fatah, plus those in Jordan’s armed forces who Pid 

us, could have changed the regime in Amman.’ 

After a pause Abu Daoud continued: ‘I don’t think it would 

be wise for me to give you names, but this much I can also tell 

you. On several occasions between 1968 and 1970, Jordanian army 

officers approached Fatah to ask if we would make a coup with 
them. Once a very pro-Hussein officer. tried to make a deal 
with Habash and the PFLP, but this was a trap. When the anti- 
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regime officers approached Fatah they were very serious. But always 

Arafat and our leaders said, ‘‘No.”” To understand this you must 

know something of the real history of Jordan. In part it is a history 

of failed coups. After so many failures those who wanted to change 

the regime and the system in Amman were frightened to act alone. 

And that is why they wanted to co-operate with us.’ 

According to Abu Daoud the period of maximum opportunity 

for Fatah and its friends in Jordan’s armed forces was February to 

June of 1970. As he explained, this was the period when Palestinian 

and Jordanian attitudes were hardening because of the severity of 

Israel’s attacks and, following its rejection of the Rogers Plan, the 

first real evidence that Israel was on the West Bank to stay. The 

Israelis were going ahead with a scheme to requisition Arab land 

in Hebron and settle Jewish families on it. To many in Jordan’s 

armed forces this was a strange time for Hussein and Nasser to be 

begging the Americans to help him make peace with an arrogant, 

aggressive and totally uncompromising Israel. 

Given that an easy majority of Fatah loyalists were in favour of 

engaging Hussein’s regime in a fight to the finish, why was it that 

the leadership’s policy of no confrontation prevailed? I put this 

question to Abu Daoud. He replied: ‘The answer is not so compli- 

cated. Unlike the PFLP and the other leftist and radical groups, 

we in Fatah had some discipline. This is one point. Another is 

that we were a democratic organization. From the beginning we 

agreed we would not discuss our internal divisions in public, but 

at our secret meetings we were free to say what we liked. Even the 

least experienced of our fighters were free to criticize the leadership 

and to tell Arafat he was wrong. So after all the discussions we 

were ready to accept the decisions of our Central Committee. Then 

there was a third and very important point. In Fatah many of us 

knew that if we turned to the gun to solve our internal problems, 

we would be giving our enemies the opportunity to destroy us.’ 

So in Fatah, the biggest and the most powerful of the organi
za- 

tions which made up the PLO, a very difficult situation was under 

control. 

In the final countdown to civil war in Jordan, the more Arafat 

and his colleagues in the Fatah leadership demonstrated
 their deter- 

mination to co-operate with Hussein — even though he was pushing 
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for peace with Israel on the basis of 242 — the more the leftist and 

radical elements in the PLO were seeking to provoke a confron- 

tation with the King’s armed forces. Early June saw serious fighting 

between the fedayeen and Jordan’s armed forces. As on previous 

occasions, the shooting was started by the PFLP and the Nawef 

Hawatmeh’s Popular Democratic Front. As on previous occasions, 

too, Arafat and Hussein worked as one to defuse the crisis. Nearly 

three weeks later, when Habash was still blocking an agreement 

which Arafat had negotiated with Hussein to prevent further fight- 

ing, the Chairman of the PLO denounced his PFLP colleague in 

public. ‘Our masses can no longer tolerate an extremist demagogue 

who does nothing to change the status quo,’ he thundered. 

Though Arafat did not name the PFLP leader, it was obvious to 

all that Habash was the ‘extremist demagogue’ he had in mind. 

For Arafat to attack a PLO colleague in public was something of 

a sensation. It was a measure of the Chairman’s growing frustration 

and despair. 

In terms of numbers and as we have seen, those on the Palestin- 

ian side who were actually doing the provoking were the minority 

of those actively engaged in the liberation struggle. But it was this 

minority that dictated the course of events, and it was helped by 

Jordanian, Israeli and American agents provocateurs to sabotage 

Arafat’s policy of co-operation with Hussein. As early as November 

1968, Hussein had said that it was more than possible that Israeli 

agents had provoked shooting incidents in Amman ‘to create con- 

fusion and thus prepare an opportunity for Israel to strike’. 

By the time of the June fighting the various fedayeen organiza- 

tions were in occupation of enough of Jordan for the area under 

the PLO’s control to be called a state within a state. And from 

June the supporters of certain fedayeen organizations were behav- 
ing in an appalling and unforgivable way in what, when all is said, 

was a host country. In the towns and cities where the fedayeen and 

not the Government of Jordan were the authority, including parts 

of Amman, the leftists and the radicals did their best to promote 

anarchy and chaos. They set up roadblocks, hijacked vehicles and 

extorted money from local businessmen and traders. Supporters of 
Hawatmeh’s PDF took to broadcasting their Marxist propaganda 
from minarets and raping the local women. These were some of the 
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‘foolish and criminal activities’ to which Abu Daoud was referring. 

Fatah’s fighters and supporters were not models of acceptable 

behaviour either. Fatah also had its hooligan elements, fedayeen 

cowboys who swaggered around, heavily armed, as though they 

owned the place and could do what they liked. But generally 

speaking the fedayeen who served under Fatah’s banner were not 

an undisciplined rabble. 

Not surprisingly the PDF’s behaviour and activities caused the 

liberation movement as a whole to lose the support and then 

the sympathy of those Jordanians, including many Palestinians, 

who had previously admired the fedayeen. Instead of winning 

friends in the only front-line Arab state in which it had a reasonably 

secure base, the PLO was making enemies. But there were other 

forces at work, directed by equally foolish and ruthless men who 

were determined to discredit the PLO and wreck Arafat’s policy 

of co-operation with Hussein. 
After the June fighting, one particular fedayeen, or so-called 

fedayeen, organization began to make a quiet name for itself. 

Known as the Victory Battalions, its specialities were hijacking cars 

~ usually those belonging to high Government officials and senior 

army officers; kidnapping army officers; and generally harassing the 

families of those in the military and political establishments. It was 

soon obvious that whoever was directing the operations of the 

Victory Battalions had inside information about the movements of 

senior military personnel. When it was later discovered that this 

so-called fedayeen organization was a creature of Jordan’s High 

Command, nobody was really surprised. 

Those who directed the Victory Battalions had two objectives. 

One was to cause those officers known or suspected of being hostile 

to the regime and in sympathy with Fatah to change their feelings. 

Abu Daoud said, ‘Those around the King who wanted to crush us 

were working day and night to tip the balance of power against 

us.’ The other and more general objective was to discredit the 

fedayeen. Like the extremists around Arafat in the PLO, the ex- 

tremists around Hussein were pushing the country to civil war. 

In June the governments of the West expressed their outrage 

at a reported attempt on Hussein’s life. According to Abu Iyad 

there was no attempt. He told me: ‘It is true that shots were fired 
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at Hussein’s car — but the King was not in it. And the shots were 

not fired by Palestinians. They were fired by Jordanian army officers 

posing as fedayeen whose superiors then rushed to the King and 

told him that there had been an attempt to kill him, and what 

good luck it was that he was not riding in the car at the time! 

‘Those who had the idea to make the phoney assassination 

attempt were of the opinion that Hussein was not tough enough 

and not anti-Palestinian enough. They were pushing him to hate 

the Palestinians as much as they themselves did.’ 

Abu Iyad was well placed to know what was happening. Apart 

from the fact that he was the executive responsible for the PLO’s 

various intelligence agencies, he was also, before the civil war, on 

excellent terms with Hussein. Until the civil war Abu Iyad was; in 

fact, the most pro-Hussein member of Fatah’s leadership. He 

attended all or nearly all of Arafat’s meetings with the King; and 

when there was business to be done with Hussein when Arafat 

could not be in attendance, it was Abu Iyad who represented his 

Chairman. 

Hussein himself had no knowledge of who was behind the 

Victory Battalions until it was too late. He was in no way involved 

in the plot to discredit the fedayeen. And he was at least as anxious 

as Arafat to avoid a civil war. Sometimes Hussein was infuriated 

by Arafat’s apparent unwillingness to use force to curb his own 

extremists; but when Hussein was honest with himself, and when 

he compared his own situation to Arafat’s, he had to feel some 

sympathy for the PLO Chairman. Hussein was, after all, the King. 

He had a country and all the institutions of the state were at his 

command — in theory. But still he, the King, could not control 

his own extremists. So how much more difficult was it for Arafat? 

That thought was frequently in Hussein’s mind, and he discussed 
it more than once with Abu Iyad. 

According to Abu Iyad, other Fatah leaders and my own 

detailed research in Jordan, Israel and Western Europe, Israeli 

agents were responsible for some of the incidents which caused the 
fedayeen to be hated in Jordan and which helped to set the stage 
for the civil war. In most cases Israel’s agents were Palestinians 
who had been turned by blackmail of one kind or another, and who 
then joined a fedayeen organization. 

Abu Iyad explained: ‘On a few occasions in the past the Israelis 
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have used sophisticated and dangerous drugs to programme the 
minds of their Palestinian traitor-agents. Later, and if you like, I 

will give you the details of one such incident. It was actually a 

Mossad attempt on my life. But generally speaking the Israelis 

relied on three simple but effective methods of blackmail to turn 

Palestinians into traitors. I should also tell you that the Mossad 

recruited or turned most of its Palestinian agents in Western 

Europe. 

‘The first method was money. Mossad agents had dossiers on 

most and probably all Palestinians who were studying and working in 

Europe. And the Mossad kept a special watch on those Palestinians 

who were obviously living beyond their means and were spending 

on gambling, women and so on. I think I don’t have to tell you 

how these stories ended. Actually the Palestinian traitor-agent who 

came closest to killing Arafat was something of a small-time playboy 

who had his gambling debts paid by the Mossad. 

‘Another favourite Mossad trick was threatening Palestinians 

in Europe that they would not have their work permits or their 

travel documents renewed unless they co-operated with the Israelis. 

This was a blackmail technique the Mossad used a lot in West 

Germany because its agents were able to play on the German guilt 

complex. And by doing this they succeeded in getting from the 
German authorities all the necessary official information about 

the Palestinians... details about when their work permits were 

due for renewal and so on. 

‘The Mossad’s third way was threatening Palestinians in Europe 

that their families on the West Bank and in Gaza would suffer if 

they didn’t co-operate with the Israelis. When the Mossad agents 

made their approaches they usually had photographs and some- 

times film of the subject’s family. And from the information the 

Mossad agents revealed, it was clear that they knew everything 

there was to know about the families - names, habits, problems, 

weak points and so on. Sometimes the threat was that the family 

would lose its means of earning a living. Sometimes it was a threat 

of physical violence and death. But often the implication was that 

the women in the family would be raped. The Mossad agents knew 

how crazy we Arabs can become when the honour of our women 

is threatened.’ 

When Abu Iyad had finished telling me these things, there was 
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a thin smile of contentment on his fat, round face. I asked him to 

explain that. ‘I was thinking about how brave and loyal our Palesti- 

nian people are when you take everything into account,’ he said. 

He went on: ‘Over the years, and by using the blackmail and 

terror tactics I have described, the Mossad prepared many Pales- 

tinians to make attempts on the lives of our top leaders — Arafat 

and me in particular. But always their attempts failed. Do you 

know why? At the very last minute, no Palestinian was prepared to 

kill any one of us. At the last minute, when they could, in fact, 

have killed us, the Israeli traitor-agents always said, ‘“No, I can’t 

do it.”’ And then they confessed.’ 

To illustrate his point Abu Iyad told me the dramatic story of 

one of the first of many Mossad attempts on his own life. ‘I was 

working one day in my office in Amman. The telephone went. It 

was one of my most trusted secretaries calling from another room. 

She said to me, ‘“‘Abu Iyad, I have a very big personal problem. 

Please, can I come and discuss it with you.” I said, ““For you, my 

dear, anything. Come now if you want.” She arrived and very soon 

after the tea came. Before we started to talk about her problem 

the telephone went again. I turned away from her to answer it. 

When I put the telephone down I could see she was very tense. 

Very frightened. While I was studying her face I picked up my 

glass of tea. It was actually touching my lips and I was about to 

take the first drink. Suddenly she jumped up and knocked the glass 

away from my lips and out of my hand. ‘‘No, Abu Iyad!”’ she 

shouted. “Don’t drink! The tea is poisoned! I have poisoned your 

tea!” She had tipped the poison into my tea from a secret compart- 

ment in the ring she was wearing, a ring she was given by her 

Mossad controller. The poor kid put her arms around my neck and 

cried her heart out. She confessed the whole thing. The Israelis 

had discovered she worked for me and they had said her family 
would suffer if she didn’t do what they wanted.’ 

If Hussein could not somehow be obliged to do Israel’s dirty 
work and confront the PLO, Israel’s leaders knew they would 
sooner or later be forced to make a choice between reducing the 
kingdom to rubble, or occupying what was left of it. That was 
the logic of Israel’s military policy. But there were obvious prob- 
lems. From Israel’s point of view the first option would have been 
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too expensive in terms of lost prestige and international support — 

even Israel’s best Western friends and allies would not have been 

able to support and condone such Israeli ruthlessness; and the 

second option would have been too dangerous because of the risk 

of the Israelis being sucked into a Vietnam-type situation and trap. 
Hussein had to be forced to smash the PLO for them. 

When Israel’s intelligence chiefs set their Palestinian traitor- 

agents to work in Jordan, all the evidence suggests that they were 

not being mere opportunists and that they were proceeding accord- 

ing to a carefully prepared plan. The evidence, or so Arafat and his 

colleagues believe, is in the answer to the question: why really did 

Israel decide to use its air force against the fedayeen in early 1969? 

By the summer of that year Israel’s leaders were beginning to 

admit what every military expert knows — that guerrilla activities 

and infiltrations cannot be stopped with air strikes. When pressed 

to explain the real reasons for their use of air power, Israel’s leaders 

said it was ‘to give us a respite’, ‘to keep the enemy off balance’, 

‘to keep the initiative’ and ‘to achieve longer-term aims’. 

What were those unspecified ‘longer-term aims’? With the 

benefit of hindsight, Arafat and his colleagues are sure of the 

answer. As Arafat put it: ‘The Israelis were using their air power 

not to fight us, but to drive us into the towns and the cities where 

we could be more easily hit when Hussein was forced, by one 

means or another, to attack us.’ 

By July 1970, Israel’s military planners were going quietly up 

the proverbial wall. For more than a year they had been hitting 

Jordan very hard — and in the process they had tried the patience 

of Israel’s Western friends to near its limits — and their agents in 

Jordan were continuing to do all that was possible to provoke a 

confrontation between the fedayeen and the King’s armed forces; 

but Israel’s longer-term strategy was not working. The June fight- 

ing between the fedayeen and the King’s men had not, as the 

Israelis had hoped, led to an all-out confrontation. And contrary 

to Israel’s expectations, Hussein was still refusing even to contem- 

plate a final showdown with the PLO. From Israel’s point of view 

it was bad enough that the King was working with Arafat to prevent 

an explosion. Worse still was the fact that Hussein had let it be 

known that he would rather abdicate than do Israel’s dirty work. 
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In fact Hussein did decide to abdicate, but he was persuaded by 

Nasser to change his mind. From his conversations with Fatah’s 

leaders and with Nasser, the King knew there was no danger of 

Jordan being taken over by Arafat’s PLO. He was aware that the 

leftist and radical elements in the liberation movement had an 

infinite capacity to cause trouble, but he also knew they did not 

pose any military threat to his regime without Fatah’s support. In 

so far as there was a real threat to his throne, it came not from the 

Palestinians, but from the King’s so-called friends in the Military 

High Command who, like the Israelis, were angry that he would 

not give the order for an all-out and final offensive against the 

PLO. 
The Israelis were desperate, and in July they asked their Ameri- 

can friends to help them twist Hussein’s arm. It may be that the 

Israelis simply asked for help and were given it without question. 

It could also be that the Israelis effectively blackmailed the Ameri- 

cans into blackmailing Hussein. Since Henry Kissinger was at the 

time talking about expelling the Soviets from Egypt and the Middle 

East, and since Kissinger and the Israelis maintained that Arafat 

and his colleagues were Soviet puppets, it is not difficult to see 

why there was a meeting of minds. In any event, the Americans 

decided to help Israel. It was probably Kissinger who masterminded 

the operation to fix Hussein; and it is even more likely that the 

fixing was done through Kissinger’s famous back channels. Kiss- 

inger was later to boast that he put together what amounted to 

his own intelligence service — the ‘back channels’ — and that he 

used it whenever he did not want the institutions of government 

to know what he was doing. That Kissinger put himself above the 

due political process and above the law of his own and other lands 
is beyond doubt. 

The story of how certain Americans blackmailed Hussein into 

moving against the PLO was told to me by Abu Daoud as it was 

told to him, in the most extraordinary circumstances, by the King 
himself. 

The meeting at which Hussein revealed all to Abu Daoud took 
place in a prison cell in Amman. The date was 18 September 1973. 
With Egypt’s President Sadat preparing to launch his war for peace, 
Hussein had taken two decisions. The first was that he was not 
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going to fight. The second was to declare an amnesty for political 
prisoners. Abu Daoud was among the prisoners to be released. The 

following is Abu Daoud’s account of the King’s story. 

‘The King came in person to unlock the door to my cell. 

Considering I was in prison because I had organized a plot to 

overthrow him, you may think that is very strange. But that’s how 

it happened. Hussein is a man of great humility. He is also a good 

human being. I think perhaps he was sorry because I had been so 

badly tortured.’ It may also have been that Jordan’s intelligence 

chiefs refused to obey the King’s order to release Abu Daoud. 

‘Before I tell you what he said to me,’ Abu Daoud continued, 

‘there is some background information you must know. At the 

time the King was very dependent on American money. Each year 

they gave him the cash to pay the expenses of his court and the 

salaries of his army. It was supposed to be a secret but in the Arab 

world it was well known. The Americans paid this money to the 

King twice a year — in January and July. Now to what the King 

said. 
‘He told me the main reason why he moved against‘us in 1970 

was because the Americans threatened to remove him from power 

if he did not do what they wanted. And according to what the 

King said, it happened in this way. In July he received no money 

at all — in other words, the normal payment for the second six 

months was delayed. In early August he received payment for only 

one month and not six months as usual. Immediately the King 

spoke to the American Ambassador on the telephone. He asked 

the American, ‘“‘Why do you pay only one month?” The Ambassa- 

dor replied with just one sentence. He said: “Your Majesty, you 

should know the United States only backs the winning horse.” 

The King told me he was very angry, but he said nothing and put 

the telephone down. He realized, of course, that the Americans 

were telling him they regarded what was happening in Jordan as a 

race between two horses — the King and Arafat. 

‘Now the way I have told you the story so far makes it sound 

as though the King moved against us because of the money. But 

that was not the point. As Hussein told me, the money was only 

a symbol or code for the real American threat. What they were 

actually saying to him was, “If you are not prepared to move 
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against Arafat and the PLO, then we Americans don’t need you 

and we won’t pay you. In other words, Your Majesty, if you don’t 

do what we want, we’ll put one of your generals in your place!” 

Of course, the Americans did not make the threat in these terms. 

But that is the message they intended the King to get when they 

cut off his funds. And the King got the message. That is the story 

as Hussein told it to me himself in the course of our conversation 

in my cell.’ 

As a man of honour, Hussein’s instinctive reaction would have 

been to abdicate rather than give in to such an appalling threat. 

But he knew only too well that if he did abdicate any of his generals 

the Americans might put in his place would not stop until there 

was no more Palestinian blood to flow. 

In Arafat’s opinion Hussein would still not have allowed him- 

self to be forced into taking the offensive against the PLO if he 

had not believed that he had Nasser’s support for such action. And 

in Arafat’s view the biggest of many crimes committed by the 

leftists and the radicals within the PLO was a particular demon- 

stration they made which humiliated Nasser and caused him, in his 

anger, to send Hussein a message which the King wrongly inter- 

preted as backing from Cairo to move against the fedayeen at a 
time of his choosing. 

The occasion for the demonstration was Nasser’s acceptance of 

the second Rogers Plan on 23 July 1970. A few days later Hussein, 

and then the Israelis, accepted it too. The second Rogers Plan 

conceded the principle that the Israelis ought to withdraw from 

the West Bank as well as Egyptian territory, and it required Israel, 

Egypt and Jordan to accept the services of a UN mediator, Gunnar 
Jarring. Part of the package was a call for a ceasefire, which Nasser 
and Israel also accepted, thus bringing to an end the War of 
Attrition on the Suez Canal front. As it turned out, the Jarring 
Mission, and with it the Rogers Plan, was doomed — mainly because 
the Israelis were not intending to withdraw from the West Bank. 
But at the time of its unveiling the second Rogers Plan did repre- 
sent a ray of hope to Nasser and Hussein. 

Said Khalad Hassan: ‘I agree with Arafat. Our real troubles in 
Jordan started because of the way we Palestinians rejected the 
second Rogers Plan. Though when I say we Palestinians I really 
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mean the leftists. Nasser gave us advance warning of the Rogers 
Plan, and he said this: “I am going to accept it. You are free to 
reject it — that is your right. But whatever you decide, do not 

criticize me.” 

The PLO officially rejected the second Rogers Plan, and Chair- 

man Arafat went through the motions, in public, of saying that 

the liberation movement would continue its armed struggle. If he 

had said less in public, Arafat and his Fatah colleagues would have 

lost their credibility with the rank and file in their own organiz- 

ation. But unofficially and in reality, Fatah’s unspoken understand- 

ing with Nasser, and by extension Hussein, was still holding. If the 

Rogers Plan and the Jarring Mission led to peace between the front- 

line Arab states and Israel, Fatah would agree to continue the 

struggle by political means alone. 
Knowing this to be the real position of the Fatah leadership, 

the leftist and radical fronts within the PLO decided to stage an 

anti-Nasser demonstration. Arafat said, ‘I begged Habash and the 

other leftists not to make such a demonstration. I was completely 

against it. When they refused my request, I said to them, “At least 

let us go and talk with Nasser before making any demonstrations.” 

And they refused me again.’ 

So the leftists took to the streets in Amman with slogans and 

banners condemning Nasser as the ‘traitor’ and an ‘agent of Ameri- 

can imperialism’. And the demonstration was led by a donkey with 

a picture of Nasser on its face. 

Arafat told me: ‘It was very rude. Very offensive. Very stupid. 

It was also our fatal mistake. Nasser was our protector. Since 1967 

he had been saying to Hussein, “Do anything you like to make 

peace with Israel and get back the West Bank. I will support any 

move and any action you take for that purpose — but I will not 

support any attempt to liquidate the fedayeen movement.”” When 

I told you Nasser was dealing with us as a Godfather, that is 

what I meant.’ After a pause, and in a voice which betrayed his 

contempt for the leftists, Arafat said, ‘If they were trying to make 

trouble between me and Nasser they succeeded.’ 

According to Khalad Hassan, Arafat himself then made a mis- 

take which added insult to Nasser’s injury. ‘At a meeting of the 

PLO Executive Committee we decided to send delegations to 
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various Arab countries,’ Khalad said. ‘Really Arafat had to be in 

two places at once — Cairo and Baghdad.’ 

In the event of a Jordanian offensive against the PLO, Arafat 

was counting on the 17,000 Iraqi troops in Jordan coming to his 

aid. Iraq’s leaders had given the PLO a promise to that effect. So 

it was important for Arafat to maintain the best possible relations 

with the regime in Baghdad. 

Khalad continued: ‘The problem was that relations between 

_»Cairo and Baghdad were horrible at the time. As a compromise I 
suggested that I should head a delegation to Baghdad, and that 

Arafat should lead the main delegation in Cairo. It was so obvious 

that Nasser would be even more angry if Arafat went to Baghdad 

first. I begged, really begged, Arafat to go to Cairo first. That was 

what we agreed. I set off for Iraq. On the way we had a crash and 

my two bodyguards were killed. Anyway, I arrived in Baghdad 

and two hours later I was astonished to see Arafat there. I said to 

him something like, ““My God, Abu Amar, you are crazy! We 

cannot afford to antagonize Nasser more.” He said, ‘‘Yes, I know 

that. But I am also the Chairman and it is my responsibility to 

keep our organizations together. The majority insisted that I come 

here first.”’ ’ 

When Arafat finally arrived in Cairo from Baghdad, Nasser 

refused to meet him. ‘But twenty-four hours later our good friend 

Heikal again caused Nasser’s door to be opened,’ Khalad said. 
‘And Fatah’s relationship with Nasser was once more on a good 

basis.’ It was so, as Arafat is fond of saying; but the damage had 

already been done. In his anger and humiliation Nasser had told 

Hussein he would not object if the King thought it was time the 

fedayeen were taught a lesson. 

Said Arafat: ‘I came to know later that Nasser had only meant 
to tell Hussein to teach us a little lesson, to twist our tail. Unfortu- 

nately Hussein interpreted Nasser’s remark as the green light to 
move against us. And this was the price we paid for the way in 
which the leftists humiliated Nasser.” On the day Nasser died he 
told Arafat he blamed himself for not making his message to 
Hussein clear. 

In early August, Hussein began to redeploy his forces. Tanks 
and other armoured vehicles were being switched from the border 
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with Israel to locations around Amman and some other cities. 

When the pattern of what was happening became clear to Fatah’s 

field officers they requested a meeting with Arafat. 
Said Abu Daoud: ‘We told Arafat we thought it was necessary 

for us to take action to prevent the tanks from reaching Amman 

and the other cities. We said the Jordanians would not be able to 

mount an offensive against us if we could confine their main forces 

to the border areas. Arafat was very firm. He said, ‘“These are Arab 

tanks. We cannot attack them. We will defend ourselves if the 

time comes but the way to liberation is not by fighting our Arab 

brothers.” ’ Clearly, Arafat was not intending to take any offensive 

action against the regime in Jordan. But certain Palestinians did 

take the initiative, and in the most dramatic way possible. 

At their last meeting in Cairo, Nasser had warned Arafat that 

further provocations to Hussein’s army had to be prevented at all 

costs. Said Arafat, ‘When I returned to Amman I told everybody 

what Nasser had said. And once more I begged the leftists to stop 

their provocations. I told them very frankly they were creating a 

disaster for our people. But once more they refused me... and 

you know what happened.’ 

On 6 September, Habash’s PFLP mounted what can only be 

called a spectacular and sensational hijack operation. On the first 

day PFLP terrorists hijacked four international airliners. One, a 

Pan-Am jumbo jet, was blown up at Beirut airport after its pas- 

sengers had disembarked. Two others — one belonging to TWA, 

the other to Swiss Air — were eventually forced to land at Dawson’s 

Field, a strip of desert in Jordan, where more PFLP terrorists were 

waiting. The attempt to hijack an EI-Al plane in the air was foiled 

by Israeli security agents on board. They killed one of the terrorists 

and captured another. Her name was Leila Khaled. The EI-Al 

plane landed safely in London. Israel demanded Leila Khaled’s 

extradition. The PFLP demanded her release. And the PFLP 

backed its demand by hijacking a British BOAC airliner. It, too, 

was forced to land at Dawson’s Field. By now a total of three very 

expensive planes and about 600 hostages were in the PFLP’s hands. 

The hijackings led to clashes between the fedayeen and Hus- 

sein’s forces. With the lives of the hostages at stake, Arafat and 

Hussein — two very desperate men who had each lost control of 
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their own extremists — agreed a ceasefire. But the PFLP and the 

PDF rejected the agreement. 
Co-operating fully with the International Red Cross, Arafat’s 

first priority was to secure the release of the hostages. He demanded 

a meeting of the Central Committee of the Palestine Resistance 

(CCPR). This was the only committee on which all the military 

groups were represented, including those who were not members 

of the PLO. For once Arafat decided that he would not even try 

to get a unanimous decision. He said he wanted and would accept 

a majority vote on the release of the hostages. In the drama of the 

time, the PFLP were suddenly heroes in the eyes of the fedayeen. 

Some Fatah fighters had switched their allegiance and joined the 
PFLP out of admiration for the hijackers and those who had 

planned the operation. So, as ever, Arafat was swimming against 

the tide of popular and emotional opinion. 

Some say Arafat told the CCPR he would resign the Chairman- 

ship of the PLO if the vote went against him. In any event, he got 

the majority he wanted and the release of the hostages was ordered. 

The PFLP responded by releasing all but sixty of the hostages and 

by blowing up the three airliners before they took their leave of 

Dawson’s Field, using the sixty remaining hostages as their shield 

and guarantee of safety. 

After the release of most of the hostages and the destruction 

of the airliners, the PFLP was suspended from the CCPR, and it 

was warned that a strong stand would be taken against the PFLP 

for any future action which ‘harmed the revolution’. Then to many 

observers Arafat seemed to be backtracking when he said he would 

not allow the PFLP to become ‘isolated and vulnerable’. In fact 

this was Arafat’s way of asking for just a little understanding from 

the international community for his political problems with Habash 
and his extremist colleagues. 

The monster hijack was the last straw for Jordan’s High Com- 
mand. But still Hussein refused to give the order for an all-out 
offensive against the PLO. He was worried about the fate of the 
sixty remaining hostages (they were eventually released unharmed); 
and he was even more troubled by what might happen to his 
country if the Syrians decided to intervene on the side of the 
fedayeen. About the Iraqis the King did not have to worry, however. 
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As he knew by now, Iraq’s Defence Minister had taken a huge 

bribe to keep his forces out of any fighting! One of the sources of 
this information was a high-ranking Jordanian Air Force officer, a 

Palestinian who is today one of Arafat’s top advisers. He said: ‘I 

was at the Mufrak air base when the Iraqi Defence Minister arrived. 

He was personally carrying two large but light and obviously empty 

suitcases. His visit was unscheduled and completely secret. 

Officially the visit didn’t take place. He was having a whispered 

conversation with a very senior Jordanian officer and then he saw 

me. He was very surprised and he looked very embarrassed and, if 

I may say, very guilty. But he said nothing to me. Two hours later 

the minister left. He was carrying his own suitcases again but it 

was obvious they were now quite heavy. From what I saw with my 

own eyes, and from what I heard later, my guess is that the two 

suitcases were full of American dollars! I can’t prove it but that is 

what I think. It is also what they think in every defence ministry 

in the Arab world. Nasser’s contempt for many of his Arab col- 

leagues was absolutely justified.’ 

Hani Hassan added a postscript to the bribe story and the first 

round of the civil war. He said: ‘In my opinion Arafat was counting 

on the Iraqis, not the Syrians. He was so confident the Iraqis would 

fight with us if the Jordanians attacked that I don’t believe he had 

even considered the possibility that Hussein could crush him! I 

also think the way the Iraqis deceived him completed his education 

about Arab politics.’ 

Hussein was still in a state of indecision when his generals called 

on him to deliver their ultimatum. I think it is not unreasonable to 

assume that when they took their decision to force the King’s 

hand, Kissinger’s ‘back channel’ influence was decisive. 

The Syrians put on a token show of support for the fedayeen 

when the Jordanians launched their offensive. They made a ground 

advance without air cover across the border into Jordan; but they 

turned for home as soon as Damascus was informed that the 

Israelis, with Nixon’s approval, would engage them. 

Nixon and Kissinger appeared to be obsessed with the idea 

that the Soviets were behind an Arafat plot to take over Jordan. 

Said Khalad Hassan: ‘You know what was between us and the 

Soviets at the time — nothing. The only thing the Soviets did as 
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the crisis approached was to send a stream of urgent messages, 
mainly through Nasser, asking us all to cool it and to avoid a 

confrontation in Jordan at all costs. On this occasion, and on many 

more in the future, it was the Soviets who were behaving like 

statesmen and the Americans who were acting in a dangerous and 

reckless way. That is the judgement of Fatah’s leading rightist — 
me. And it is also the truth. As for the charge that we were 

attempting to take over Jordan — that was bullshit as I think you 

will agree now that you have heard our story.’ 

At the start of the year Arafat had warned that 1970 would be 

‘the year of international conspiracy’ against his people and their 

cause. How right he was. It was also a dangerous year for Arafat 

personally. It had opened with two attempts on his life. 

According to Abu Iyad both were the work of one of Israel’s 

two main intelligence agencies, either the Mossad or the Director- 
ate of Military Intelligence. When the Israelis decided to put some 

real effort into trying to assassinate Arafat — that decision seems to 

have been taken late in 1969 — they knew they had to overcome 

Arafat’s secrecy of movement if they were to be successful. By 

1969 the Israelis had a number of Palestinian agents around Arafat, 

but they never had the possibility of knowing when Arafat would 

move. Said Abu lyad: “The Israelis solved this problem by getting 

one of their agents to fix a bugging or homing device to Arafat’s 

Volvo car. The idea, obviously, was that Israeli fighter planes would 

lock on to its signal. Rockets would be fired and bang — no more 
Arafat.” 

I asked Arafat how the device was discovered. He laughed and 

said, ‘The first time an Israeli war plane followed me I thought it 
was bad luck or a coincidence. Maybe. Then I realized they had 
some means of knowing my movements. Remember I am an engin- 
eer. I knew what to look for and I found the device.’ 

Abu Iyad added, ‘After that Arafat changed his bodyguards. 
We never discovered the identity of the Israeli agent on this 
occasion, but the Chairman was taking no chances.’ 

For their second attempt the Israelis took the risk of exposing 
one of their deep-cover agents inside Iraqi Military Intelligence. 
This agent sent Arafat a letter-bomb. Said Abu Iyad: ‘Actually it 
was made to look like a package of documents. It was sent from 
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Iraqi Military Intelligence headquarters in Baghdad to the Chief 

of Iraqi Military Intelligence in Jordan. It was completely official 

and was addressed in the proper and normal way to Arafat person- 

ally — for his attention only. As was normal, the Chief of Iraqi 

Military Intelligence in Jordan sent the package to Arafat by special 

messenger and without delay. This was a routine procedure. You 

should not forget that we had been infiltrating into Jordan through 

the Iraqis since 1968. Well, the package arrived when Arafat, myself 

and others in the leadership were having a meeting. Arafat let the 

package stay on his desk for some time while we talked. He gave 

no indication that he was suspicious of the package. Suddenly he 

stopped our conversation and said quietly, ““Take it away. It’s a 

bomb. I can smell it.” ” 

How did the story end? Said Abu Iyad: ‘When we opened the 

package in the proper way there was a very big explosion. If it had 

been opened in the room where we were most of us would have 

been killed.’ 

When the civil war started on 17 September, Hussein’s generals 

vowed they would succeed where the Israelis, and before them the 

Syrians, had failed. They assigned a special force to the task of 

locating and killing the Chairman of the PLO. Arafat was not to 

be taken alive. 

Abu Iyad said: ‘The Jordanian special force did discover the 

house where Arafat was staying. You must remember there was a 

curfew. Movement was difficult to impossible. They surrounded 

the house and attacked from all sides. It was destroyed. At the 

time I was under arrest. They caught me while I was moving from 

one house to another during a short truce to allow people to get 

water and foodstuffs. They told me Arafat was dead. Unfortunately 

I believed them and they obliged me to make a broadcast saying 

that and calling on my people to stop fighting. Perhaps they did 

believe Arafat was dead. Perhaps they tricked me. But Arafat was 

still alive. He had slipped out of the house minutes before it 

was surrounded.’ 

Having failed to kill Arafat, Hussein’s generals refused to 

guarantee him a safe passage to Cairo to attend the emergency 

Arab summit that Nasser had convened to halt the fighting. At the 

time the King was effectively without power. The generals had 
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taken over in all but name. They refused to implement a truce 

which Hussein had accepted in answer to the call of the Cairo 

summit. To make their point the generals ordered the shelling of 

the place where Sudan’s President Numeiri was staying. He was in 

Jordan as the representative of the Arab leaders attending the 
summit. His job was to arrange the truce and to guarantee Arafat’s 

safety. He failed. 

It was at this point that Nasser told Hussein he would order 

Egyptian troops to impose a ceasefire if the King could not control 

his generals. The man who did outwit Hussein’s generals was 

Sheikh Saa’d Abdullah Assalim. Today he is the Crown Prince of 

Kuwait. At the time he was that country’s Minister of Defence and 

he was sent by the Cairo summit to succeed where Numeiri had 

failed. Khalad Hassan said: ‘When he arrived in Amman the Jordan- 

ians followed him. They were hoping he would lead them to Arafat 

and then, when they had located the Chairman, they were going 

to kill him — Arafat. Sheikh Saa’d stripped down to his underwear 

and gave Arafat his top robes. Arafat then travelled to Amman 

airport disguised as Sheikh Saa’d and in a Jordanian armoured 
personnel carrier!’ 

When I was conducting my own peace initiative a decade later, 

I had occasion to ask Arafat if he felt he could trust Hussein with 

his life. After only a brief pause for thought, he replied, ‘Hussein, 

yes... but not some of those around him.’ 

On 27 September 1970, the first phase of the civil war in 

Jordan came to an end when Arafat and Hussein shook hands 

in Cairo. Nasser did not believe that the truce he had forced 
jordan’s generals to accept would solve any problems. But he was 
hoping it would buy the time that he and Hussein needed to make 
something of the Rogers Plan. On that score Nasser and Hussein 
were aware that much would depend on the struggle for power 
that was taking place in Washington. If Rogers continued to have 
some influence on US policy for the Middle East, there was a 
chance that the American Administration would cause Israel to 
make the necessary withdrawals for peace. But if Kissinger’s influ- 
ence continued to grow and if, God forbid, Kissinger won his 
fight to become Secretary of State, then there would be no hope. 
Kissinger was against any peace that would leave the Soviets with 
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even the smallest vestige of influence in the Middle East. 
For his part Arafat had the consolation of knowing that he had 

been right to put his trust in Nasser. Although the Egyptian leader 

had in a sense been partly to blame for what had happened — by 

sending an angry and ambiguous message to Hussein — he had 

honoured his promise to do everything in his power to prevent 
the liberation movement being liquidated once the Jordanians had 

launched their offensive. Arafat now knew that within the limits of 
what was possible on the Arab side, the Palestinian cause was safe 

in Nasser’s hands — provided the Palestinians were free to make 

their own decisions about what they would and would not accept 

by way of a settlement to their claim for justice. So it is not difficult 

to imagine how completely shattered Arafat was when, twenty-four 

hours later, he learned that Nasser had died of a massive heart 

attack. 

Said Khalad Hassan: ‘We were in Damascus when the news of 

Nasser’s death came through. Arafat, myself and the Syrian Presi- 

dent were sitting in the Algerian Embassy. In words I cannot begin 

to tell you how empty and how lonely we felt. Arafat and the 

President wept. They cried and cried and cried. It was finally Arafat 

who spoke for us all — and I am sure most Arabs — when he said, 

‘We have lost everything.” ’ 

That Arafat and his colleagues in Fatah’s leadership did realize 

the Palestinians had lost their protector was one of two main 

reasons why they worked so hard to make the truce work. 

Said Khalad Hassan: ‘In the past, and as you know, I had 

had many differences with Arafat. On some important matters we 

continued to have differences. And no doubt in the future we will 

disagree again. But this much you must also know . . . In the period 

after Nasser’s death I was proud that we had such a man as Arafat 

for our leader. In their hearts if not their minds the majority in 

our liberation movement were bitter and wanted revenge. Up to 

3,000 of our people had been killed — most of them were civilians 

— and many more were wounded. So our people were talking 

openly about the need for revenge. But not Arafat. At all of our 

meetings he spoke only of the need for reconciliation with Hus- 

sein’s regime. This Arafat was not a politician. Politicians only say 

what the people want to hear. This Arafat was a statesman. He was 
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giving the lead in one direction when the majority wanted to go 

in another. And he was very honest with the leftists. To them he 

said, ‘“‘You refused my ideas. Here are the results. You are respons- 

ible for what has happened.” And he warned them that our move- 

ment would be “committing suicide” if they provoked another 

confrontation with Jordan’s army.’ 

From November the extremists on both sides — in the PLO 

and the Jordanian army — did their best to provoke another con- 

frontation. But according to Abu Iyad it was the Jordanians who 

did most of the provoking. He said: ‘They did it in a clever way. 

Instead of trying to enter the refugee camps in and around Amman, 

they hired houses close to the camps and fired from them.’ In 

January 1971 there was a serious outbreak of fighting between the 

fedayeen and Hussein’s forces. And Habash renewed his call for 

Hussein’s overthrow. After that, and on his own initiative, Abu 

Iyad negotiated an agreement with Hussein which Abu Iyad was 

hoping would deny the Jordanians the excuse to make a second 

and final offensive against the PLO. The agreement committed the 

PLO to withdraw all of its heavy weapons from Amman and confine 

them to the area around Jerash and Ajlun. If Hussein’s generals 

had been seriously interested in making an accommodation with 

the PLO, Abu Iyad’s agreement could have been the basis for it. 

In the event, all that Abu Iyad’s agreement did was to postpone 
the final showdown and to make it easier for the Jordanians when 
they went for the kill. This led Abu Iyad to conclude that he had 
been deceived by the King. 

The second main reason why Fatah’s leaders were anxious, 
even desperate, to co-operate with Hussein was that they knew 
they had no alternative. If Fatah was to lose its base in Jordan, 
where else could it put down roots? 

In theory Syria was as ready as ever to give the liberation 
movement, including Fatah, a home. But Syria was totally opposed 
to the idea of an independent Palestine liberation movement. 
Because Arafat and most of his Fatah colleagues were not willing 
to become Syria’s puppets, Syria was not and could not be an 
alternative to Jordan. In fact, the possibility of an accommodation 
between a Fatah-dominated PLO and Syria had ceased to exist in 
November 1970 when Arafat’s old adversary, Hafez Assad, came 
to power in a bloodless coup. 
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Assad was the only Arab leader who was as cunning and ruthless 

as the Israelis and Kissinger. He was also an expert at playing both 

ends against the middle. A man who relied on the Soviets for his 

defence and who was still able to do secret political business with 

the Americans and the Israelis had to be, so to speak, one hell of 

a good poker player. 
Over the years to come Assad and Arafat were to pretend they 

were on the same side. In reality they were not. There was no trust 

between them. If Assad had been prepared to allow the Palestinians 

to make their own decisions, within the framework of what was 

possible on the Arab side, the Syrian President could have had more 

or less the same relationship with Arafat as Nasser had had. Such 

a relationship might have changed the course of history. Assad plus 

Arafat plus Saudi Arabia’s wealth and political power would have 

been more than a match for the Israelis. If they had been willing 

to work as one, Assad, Arafat and the oil-producing Gulf States 

could have succeeded in forcing the Americans, by one means or 

another, to oblige Israel to make the necessary withdrawals for 

peace. But it was not to be, mainly because Assad wanted to play 

the Palestinian card for his own ends. 

Since Syria was not an alternative to Jordan as a PLO base, that 

left only the Lebanon as a place where the fedayeen could regroup 

and at least defend themselves if they were pushed out of Jordan. 

But that was not an option Fatah’s leaders wanted to take up. 

Said Khalad Hassan: ‘As I have told you, we in Fatah always 

knew that it would be a very big mistake for the liberation move- 

ment to entrench itself in the Lebanon. But it wasn’t simply a 

question of us knowing that the Lebanon could not take the Israeli 

attacks that would result from our presence, or that the Israeli 

attacks would succeed one day in turning the Lebanese against us 

even if we behaved like angels. There was much more to it. 

‘You see, we in Fatah had studied Zionist political literature in 

its original Hebrew, and we were completely aware of Israel’s long- 

term strategy regarding the Lebanon. At all costs the Israelis were 

committed to maintaining a Christian-dominated regime in the 

Lebanon. If you don’t want to take my word for this you should 

read, for example, the published conversations between Moshe 

Sharett and Ben-Gurion. Now, by the late 1960s the Israelis had 

a real problem — because of the demographic change that was 
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taking place in the Lebanon. The population explosion was such 

that the Muslims were on their way to becoming the majority, and 

it was obvious that a day was coming when the Muslim majority 

would insist on having most of the political power — according to 

their numbers and the democratic principle. Now what were the 

Israelis to do? The only way they could guarantee to keep a Christ- 

ian minority in power in the Lebanon was to intervene by force. 

But the Israelis needed a pretext to involve themselves in such a 

way. And it was clear to us in Fatah that if we moved into the 

Lebanon, we could give the Israelis exactly the pretext they needed 

to do what they liked there by force. To sum up, we in Fatah were 

perfectly aware that by entrenching ourselves in the Lebanon we 

would be playing right into Israel’s hands with disastrous and 

predictable consequences for ourselves, the Lebanese and the 

whole Arab world. Now do you see why we in Fatah were so 

anxious to reach an accommodation with Hussein?’ 

For all of that, because they did not have an alternative, it was 

to the Lebanon that the fedayeen fled when Hussein’s generals 

went for the kill on 13 July 1971. The offensive was directed with 

great enthusiasm by Jordan’s Prime Minister of the day, Wasfi Tal, 

a former chauffeur and a former part-time agent for Britain’s SIS. 

Wasfi Tal is a name to remember. His days were numbered. 

The Jordanians used everything they had — tanks, planes, artil- 

lery. It was a vicious, merciless onslaught to drive the fedayeen out 

of Jordan completely. Syria’s President Assad assisted the Jordani- 

ans by closing his borders to fedayeen reinforcements. 

One indication of what happened on the battlefield is the fact 

that one hundred or more of Arafat’s fighters surrendered to Israeli 

forces rather than be captured alive by Hussein’s men. On con- 

dition that I did not name him, a Fatah loyalist who came close to 

surrendering to the Israelis told me the following story: 
‘We were six altogether and we had seen with our own eyes 

how the Jordanians were torturing our people before they killed 
them. We ran in the direction of the border with Israel. As we 
made our approach to the Jordan River we raised our Kalashnikovs 
with both hands above our heads to indicate to the Israelis that 
we wanted to surrender. I didn’t see the Israelis but I heard them. 
In Arabic they were calling to us in friendly voices. “Hello, 
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fedayeen. Come, fedayeen. Put down your weapons and you will 

be safe. You are welcome.” I was just standing there, thinking. 
And then something very strange happened. I wanted to move 

forward. I had decided to surrender. But my legs would not 

advance my body. My brain said, ‘Put down your gun. Save your 

life. Move forward.” But my heart said, “Stop. You can’t do it.” 
And my heart won. Then I started to run away from the Israelis. 

I was crying and I was ashamed of myself. And my comrades were 

running with me. I suppose the Israelis could have killed us. But 

they didn’t fire a shot. Perhaps they felt sorry for us. Who knows?’ 

Another story about how really terrified many Palestinians were 

was told to me by a man who is today a senior Fatah engineer. He 

said: ‘As you know, many Palestinians who had become citizens of 

Jordan and who were serving in the King’s army defected to us 

during and after the September fighting. The regime then passed 

a law saying that any officer who joined the PLO and was caught 

would be hanged. As a consequence of that many officers brought 

their families with them when they joined us. A number of these 

officers and their families were based at the Gaza camp in the forest 

of Jerash in northern Jordan, where I was. On 13 July, when we 

were surrounded by the Jordanians, but just before the fighting 

started, I heard four pistol shots from close by and then a man 

crying. I rushed to see what had happened. One of these officers 

was kneeling on the ground. By him were the bodies of his wife 

and three children. He had just killed them. He was my friend and 

I said to him, “Why do you do this thing?” He was still crying 

and he said, “I could not leave them to be killed by the Jordanians. 

L know what will happen when they come. If I am finished in the 

fight they will still kill my wife and children because they are mine. 

I couldn’t let that happen.” Then my friend asked for God’s 

forgiveness and he killed himself. A few minutes later there were 

more pistol shots. And more. Two other officers killed their families 

and then themselves. This is what I saw with my own eyes. Later, 

I heard that a number of other officers did the same thing.’ 

On 19 July, Wasfi Tal announced there were no more fedayeen 

bases in Jordan. In six days it was all over. Hussein’s generals had 

finished what they had started in September 1970 — Black Septem- 

ber as it came to be called by the Palestinians. 
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Hani Hassan said: ‘One month after Black September Hussein 

summoned all PLO leaders to meet him. And he made to us a 

very dramatic statement. He said, ‘There is no more a reason for 

us to be fighting. The Americans have promised me I can have the 

West Bank back.”’’ 

To some of the PLO leaders present, Hussein’s statement was 

an indication that perhaps the Americans were serious about trying 

to implement the second Rogers Plan. 

Hani continued: ‘The implication was obvious to us all. The 

Americans had told the King they intended to put enough pressure 

on the Israelis to force them to withdraw. We were completely 

stunned and there was a great silence. Even Arafat did not speak. 

Finally it was me who broke the silence on our side. I said: “Your 

Majesty, you are right. If you get back the West Bank you will be 

our hero, we will salute you and there will be no need for us to 

fight — if you get the West Bank back. In the meantime we will 

want to see what happens.” 

‘The problem for Hussein was in Washington. He had just 

been there. At the time he was speaking to us, Rogers had still 

some influence on America’s policy for the Middle East. And it 

was Rogers or his people in the State Department who made the 

promise to Hussein. But by the early summer of 1971, Rogers had 

lost his battle and Kissinger was the dominating influence. And 

Kissinger was not interested in a comprehensive peace. At that time 

he was not interested in peace at all. Kissinger’s only objective was 

to get the Soviets out of the Middle East and out of Egypt in 

particular. Kissinger had studied all the files and information on 

Nasser’s successor, Anwar Sadat, and he had come to certain con- 

clusions. These conclusions were that Sadat was a vain man — 

Kissinger actually called him a ‘“‘clown” in private — who could be 

dominated by Kissinger if he, Kissinger, was prepared to flatter him 
enough. In short, Kissinger decided to put the real Middle East 
problem on ice, to kill the Rogers Plan and to work with Sadat — 
in the first place to get the Soviets out of Egypt. When that was 
done Kissinger believed he would himself have great influence and 
prestige and would then be in a position to talk Sadat into making 
a separate peace with Israel. Kissinger knew, of course, that with 
Egypt neutralized, the other Arabs would never be able to fight. 
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He also knew that when Egypt was neutralized, the Israelis would 

be free to do what they liked in the Middle East — for themselves 

and for America. And in that situation it would not be necessary 

for an American Administration to put pressure on Israel to with- 

draw from the West Bank. Once Egypt was neutralized Israel would 

be the superpower of the Middle East and those other Arab states 

who wanted peace, Jordan in particular, would have to make it on 

Israeli and American terms. 

‘Now Hussein knew what was happening in Washington and 

he was very depressed. And he came to certain conclusions of his 

own. The first was that the Rogers Plan and the idea of a compre- 

hensive settlement was dead — because Kissinger had effectively 

killed it. The second was that Kissinger didn’t give a damn about 

the West Bank, and that no American Administration of which he 

was a part would ever put pressure on Israel to withdraw from it. 

Hussein then came to a decision. In effect he said to himself the 

following: “Because of the Kissinger approach and policy it is now 

every Arab leader for himself. That being so I might as well take 

the necessary action to secure completely what is left of my country. 

There is no more any point in fighting with my own generals to 

avoid a final showdown with the PLO.” And in that frame of mind 

the King said to Wasfi Tal and his generals, “OK, do it!”’” 

There remains the question of Arafat’s responsibility for the 

suicidal confrontation with Hussein’s regime — a confrontation 

Arafat did not seek and which he tried by diplomacy to avert. Was 

there more he could or should have done to prevent a minority of 

leftists and radicals from dictating the course of events on the 

Palestinian side? 

The majority view among Fatah’s top leaders was and still is 

that Fatah should have used as much force as necessary to isolate 

and control the leftists and radical groups to prevent them provok- 

ing a confrontation with Hussein. To illustrate how keen Arafat’s 

colleagues were to use force, Abu Daoud told me the following 

story. 

‘On one of the many occasions when we were having a problem 

with Habash and the PFLP, Arafat was away in Cairo. In his 

absence the leadership gave me an order to use force to isolate the 

PFLP — and I refused to act on this order. I said to the leadership: 
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‘““As you know I am personally opposed to our policy. I believe we 

should be confronting Hussein in the proper way. But on this 

matter I am in agreement with Arafat. We cannot use the guns to 

settle our internal problems and contradictions.” ’ 

The two Hassan brothers were frequently on opposite sides in 

many arguments and debates about Arafat and his ideas. But on 

this question they were as one. Very candidly Hani said: ‘I think 

we lost Jordan because Arafat refused to discipline the leftists. I 

think we were right to debate with the leftists and the radicals 

without putting any pressure on them, but when we had decided 

our line, which was to co-operate with Hussein, we should have 

disciplined and punished those who did not follow it and who 

broke the many ceasefire agreements we made with the King.’ 

Khalad said: ‘I think we made a very big mistake by not using 

our superior military force to deal with the leftists and the so-called 

radicals. As a matter of fact we had two opportunities to contain 

them. The first was before the confrontation of Black September. 

We could have done it at any time in 1969 and before August 

1970. The second was after the fighting of September. That is 

when we really should have acted. The leftists were finished and 

we in Fatah brought them back to life again for the sake of national 

unity. But in my opinion those were only our second and third 

mistakes. The first and biggest was allowing the leftists to be a part 

of the PLO in the first place. When we took over the PLO in 

1969, most of the leadership, especially me, wanted to exclude the 

leftists. They had no popular base. They represented only them- 

selves. If the composition of the PLO had been decided on true 

democratic principles, according to popular support for each of 

the various groups, the leftists would not have got a single seat. A 

But Arafat insisted on all the organizations being included — for 

the sake of national unity. And Abu Iyad supported him. I said we 
already had national unity — the unity of the Palestinian people. 
We had lost our land and our homes and we wanted them back. 
You didn’t have to convince the people to be nationalists, they 
were nationalists by definition. But you did have to convince them 
to be Marxists and so on. I said that if we allowed the so-called 
Marxists to impose an irrelevant ideology on our struggle, it would 
cause confusion and lead, in fact, to disunity among the people. 
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But Arafat said all organizations had to be included.’ 

Khalad added a sort of philosophical footnote. ‘If we want to 

put our mistakes in Jordan into their true perspective, and if we 

want to be fair to everybody, including the leftists, we have to say 

it’s not only human beings who have to grow up and who must 

pass through childhood and adolescence before they are reasonably 

mature and a little bit wise. Political parties and even liberation 

movements have to go through the same growing up and learning 

process. And on their way they make mistakes due to inexperience, 

too. So you have to take account of how inexperienced we were 

in those days. In 1968, when we first started to infiltrate into 

Jordan, Fatah as a political organization was less than five years 

old. And for two of those five years we were an underground 

organization. You can’t conduct a real political debate when you 

are underground. And the PFLP and other leftist groups were not 

much more than twelve months old. So we were very inexperienced 

and we did have so much to learn. In Fatah, and thanks largely to 

Nasser, we did learn very quickly that we had to come to terms 

with reality. Don’t forget it was as early as January 1968 that we 

in Fatah conceded the principle that all Israelis who were prepared 

to live among us as equals were welcome in our democratic state. 

So early in our political life this was a very big step forward, a very 

big concession to reality if you like; but the world gave us no credit 

for this dramatic proof that we in Fatah were practical men who 

were adjusting to reality as we became more experienced. And I 

will tell you something else. It is not easy to be wise all the time 

when you are permanently angry because of the injustice that has 

been done to you. Every day we Palestinians have to face our 

humiliation. I look in the mirror and I know what I see. There is 

Khalad Hassan. I shave his face, I clean his teeth and so on. I am 

real. I am me. But the Israelis tell me I don’t exist. Really they 

know I do and they prove they know by dropping bombs on me. 

But they have to say I don’t exist in order to deny me my rights. 

What kind of madness is this? Can I really be wise all the time 

when I am required to be part of such madness? I am telling you 

these things not to excuse or justify our mistakes in Jordan and 

elsewhere, but to explain them.’ 

Part of the reason Arafat did not use force to control and 
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contain the leftists had its roots in what happened in Palestine in 

the years from 1936 to 1939, when the Palestinians revolted 

against the British occupying forces who were holding the ring 

while the Jews established their European colony in the heart of 

the Arab world. 
Arafat said: ‘During the revolt our Palestinian leadership was 

divided and the rival groups fought each other.’ 
The main split was between the uncompromising nationalists 

who were led by Arafat’s relative, Haj Amin Husseini, and those 

who supported the Nashasshibis and the idea of working with the 

Jordanians for the sake of an eventual compromise with the British 

and the Jews. 

Arafat continued: ‘Because of this internal fighting many of 

our leaders were assassinated. Now, when the history of those times 

came to be written, the British and the Israelis put their own cover 

on the story. They said what had happened was proof of the 

difference between the civilized Jews and the uncivilized Arabs. 

While the Jews were creating a homeland the stupid Arabs of 

Palestine were killing each other. That is what has been written in 

Western books — you can read them. As always there was a grain 

of truth in what the Israelis and their Western allies said — but it 

was only a single grain and a very small one. Essentially the story 

as it has been told by the Israelis and their supporters is a propa- 

ganda lie. The truth is that when our leaders turned to the gun to 

solve their internal problems, our enemies took advantage of the 

situation and launched a campaign of assassination to destroy our 

leadership. Many of the killings were done by British agents. As a 

young man and a student leader in Cairo I had the opportunity to 

study these matters. I was horrified. And I made a vow that my 

generation would never repeat the mistakes of the past. 

‘In Jordan, when we were having big problems with the leftists, 

my colleagues in Fatah came to me and said: ‘Look, Abu Amar, 

our situation is critical. We must follow the Algerian way and we 

must be prepared to liquidate those in our movement who are 

harming our cause.” Really I understood what they were saying. 
But I was very firm. I said to them: “Look, we cannot compare 
ourselves with the Algerians. We cannot compare ourselves with 
any liberation movement. Our situation is unique because we are 
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not in our own land. And because we are not in our own land our 

enemies are all around us and inside us. If we begin seriously to 

fight with each other our enemies will take the opportunity 

to destroy us as they did in the 1930s.” ” 

At about the same time as Fatah’s leaders were wanting Arafat 

to sanction the use of force, Hani Hassan was acting as an extra 

pair of eyes and ears for the Chairman. He told me: ‘I came to know 

that some of the leftists and even some of our Fatah colleagues were 

playing games with the Syrians. They were plotting against Arafat. 

I came to know these things because I followed them to their 

hotels and I had my own secret ways of knowing what they had 

discussed. One day I made my report to Arafat and I said to him: 

‘““Abu Amar, you must take action. These leftists and some of our 

colleagues will destroy our movement and they may even try to 

kill you. Please, Abu Amar, you must act! You must liquidate 

them!” Arafat said, ‘““No.”” I was astonished and I said to him, 

“You are crazy!” I will never forget his action. He smiled very 

sadly and put both of his hands on my shoulders. Then he said: 

‘Hani, you are a young man and you have much to learn. You are 

right to be against these leftists and those of our colleagues who 

are plotting against me. Truly I am more against them than you are. 

But we have to finish them by political means.” And then he told 

me the story of 1936 and 1939.’ 

Was Arafat right or wrong? When really pressed in argument, 

as they were by me, even many of those who were Arafat’s critics 

are prepared to concede that it is an open question. And indeed it 

is. If Arafat had sanctioned the use of force, and if the leftists and 

the radicals had meekly surrendered to Fatah’s will without firing 

a shot, then perhaps the course of history would have been 

changed. But if they had resisted a Fatah attempt to control them 

Arafat’s nightmare would undoubtedly have become a reality. Hit- 

men representing the intelligence services of the Arab regimes and 

Israel would have moved swiftly to take advantage of the situation 

and the Palestinian leadership would probably have been wiped 

out. The Arab regimes and Israel could then have told the world 

that the Palestinians had destroyed themselves. And the world in 

its innocence would no doubt have believed that to be the truth. 

But as Arafat himself said to me, “Who knows?’ I had put to 
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him the suggestion that his critics also had a good case when they 
said it would have been possible for Fatah to advance the cause 

more quickly by political means if the leftists had been controlled 

by force: ‘Maybe they are right,’ he replied. ‘Who knows?’ 

There was another important reason why Arafat refused to 

allow guns to be used to settle internal disputes about policy. He 

said: ‘If we had used the guns to solve such problems we would 

have made a nonsense of our democracy and our masses would have 

lost confidence in us. They would have said, ‘““You want to impose 

your views by force. You are no different from the other Arab 

/ regimes. You want power for its own sake. We are not prepared to 

struggle and to die for that.”” You see, democracy is not just a 

political slogan. It is a way of life. In a democracy the people must 

be free to say what they think and what they want — which is why 

I insisted that all of the liberation fronts and groups should be 

included in the PLO. And I have always believed that this freedom 

was essential to our struggle. My own slogan is that only free men 

will fight. Now let me tell you what I mean. 

‘From the beginning I knew that our struggle would be a very 

long one and that it would have to continue for many years, 

perhaps even beyond the lifetime of my generation. I also knew 

that we would be the defenders and the Israelis would be the 

attackers once we had demonstrated that the Palestinian problem 

could not be swept under the carpet. And this is where my slogan 

is important. Do you think my people would have continued this 

struggle for so long, and would have suffered so much pain and 

misery, if the only reason for continuing was the fact that I was 

dictating to them at gunpoint? Of course not. Our resistance con- 

tinues because it is the will of our people freely expressed. To tell 

you the truth it is not by our guns that we have survived against 

such impossible odds. If it was a question of guns and military 

technology we would have been finished many years ago. Israel is 

the superpower of the region and we are resisting it with the 
equivalent of bows and arrows. We have survived because of our 
democracy. We have survived because our democracy gives our 
people the freedom to say “Yes” or ‘““No” to the idea of resistance 
and struggle. And on this matter of democracy and how it streng- 
thens the will to resist we are giving all the Arab peoples and 

298 



CONSPIRACY EVERYWHERE AND CATASTROPHE IN JORDAN 

regimes a lesson. Even Nasser didn’t understand that only free men 

will fight. As a leader you can have the latest and best military 

equipment in the world, but if the people have not the will to fight 

or to defend themselves, you have nothing. And people who are 

not free have not the will to resist beyond a certain point unless 

they are fanatics. If you are an ordinary Arab and you live in a 

dictatorship under a regime which you know doesn’t care what 

happens to you, why should you give your life for such a regime? 

This was the lesson the Arab regimes ought to have learned after 

the 1967 war. So I repeat, we have survived because of our democ- 

racy. It is our lifeline and in Jordan and later I was not willing to 

cut it or even to risk cutting it.’ 

I asked Arafat to suppose that we could turn the clock back to 

1968 or thereabouts. ‘If we could do that,’ I said, ‘would you 

handle the crisis in Jordan in a different way?’ 

He replied: ‘No. I wouldn’t deal with that situation in any 

other way.’ 



16°— 

The Terror Weapon 

The truth about the Black September (Terror) Organization can 

be summed up as follows. It was a part of Fatah. The entire 

leadership, including Arafat, debated the playing of the terror card. 

But the decision to use terror was not taken by the leadership. 

With the exception of Abu Iyad all of Fatah’s top leaders were 

opposed to the use of the terror weapon. The decision to resort 

to it was taken by embittered individuals within the ranks of 

Fatah’s fighters. As one of them put it to me: ‘You can say the 

Black September Organization was the soul of the commandos 

who were ready to sacrifice themselves to keep the resistance move- 

ment alive.’ Abu Iyad himself said he believed the movement would 

have been finished if the terror weapon had not been used. In any 

event, it can be said that Fatah’s leaders lost control of their 

organization. 

I asked Khalad Hassan if he would object to such a conclusion. 

He said: ‘No, it’s fair, but it’s not entirely the truth. If leaders are 

wise they know there are times when they cannot control events, 

and that if they try to do so the attempt will backfire on them. 

The tragedy was so big. So many people were killed. So many lost 

fathers, husbands, brothers and cousins. Naturally there was great 

bitterness and anger on our side. Adding to it was the widespread 

belief — which was, in fact, the truth — that the Americans, certain 

Americans, had been largely responsible for pushing Hussein to do 

Israel’s dirty work. Our fighters also knew that the Iraqis had 

betrayed us, that the Syrians had closed their border to make it 

easier for Hussein, and that some other Arab regimes were secretly 

pleased by what had happened to the PLO. In Jordan and Syria 

and elsewhere in the Arab world the government-controlled news- 
papers were declaring with obvious pleasure that the PLO was 
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finished. In the circumstances as they were, an explosion of anger 

and despair was inevitable.’ 

What would have happened if Arafat and the majority of his 

colleagues in Fatah’s leadership had condemned the use of terror 

from the outset, and if they had then tried to stop it being used? 

I put that question to Khalad. He replied: ‘We would have lost 

our credibility as leaders; nobody in the rank and file of our move- 

ment would have listened to us; and the terror operations would 

still have taken place. And some of us would have been assassinated. 

Probably I would have been the number-one target because it was 

known within our movement that Khalad Hassan was the most 

outspoken critic of the use of the terror weapon. In the leadership 

our problem was to find a way to associate ourselves with the 

grassroots decision to play the terror card, in order to give ourselves 

the necessary credibility to act, when we judged the time to be 

right, to control and eventually shut down the terror machine. 

That was Arafat’s intention and objective from the beginning. Most 

of us in the leadership supported him one hundred per cent. I 

myself supported him one thousand per cent.’ 

If Arafat’s strategy for controlling and then shutting down the 

terror machine had been allowed to work, the Munich operation 

in September 1972 would have been Black September’s last. In 

the event, and because the Israelis insisted on a shoot-out at 

Munich airport, that operation ended in disaster and marked only 

the beginning of a vicious and dangerous escalation of the conflict, 

which was to take the Middle East and very nearly the world to 

war in October 1973. 

The story of the Black September Organization and Arafat’s 

struggle to put it out of business begins in Cairo. There, on 28 

November 1971, Wasfi Tal was assassinated as he was entering the 

Sheraton Hotel for a meeting of the Arab League’s Joint Defence 

Council. At the time of Hussein’s final offensive against the PLO 

and until his death, Wasfi Tal was serving as both Jordan’s Prime 

Minister and Minister of Defence. 

According to Black September’s claim at the time, Wasfi Tal 

was its first victim. And according to history his murder marked 

the official opening of its international terror campaign. But Black 

September’s claim was incorrect. It is certainly true that Wasfi Tal 
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was hit by shots fired at him from outside the hotel by one of 

three Black September terrorists. But as the Egyptian coroner 

revealed before he was instructed to keep his mouth shut in public, 

the bullet that actually killed Wasfi Tal was not fired by the Palestin- 

ians. According to witnesses, including two Arab leaders, Wasfi Tal 

got out of his car, was hit immediately by a bullet fired from inside 

the hotel, grabbed for his own gun, ran to the hotel for cover and 

then collapsed as more bullets from outside the hotel hit him. And 

as the coroner revealed, Wasfi Tal was dying from the first bullet 

when the Black September gunmen opened fire. 

So who really killed Wasfi Tal? According to Khalad Hassan, 

the most plausible answer is that he was assassinated by a Jordanian 

secret service agent whose controllers were part of a plot to prevent 

Arafat and his Fatah colleagues from advancing their cause by 

political means after their military defeat in Jordan. 

The most sensational of Khalad’s revelations concerns the 

motive for the killing. He told me: ‘At the moment of his death, 

Wasfi Tal was twenty-five minutes away from signing an historic 

agreement with the PLO. And the man who was to have signed 

for the PLO, in the presence of the Arab League’s Defence Minis- 

ters, was me.’ The actual agreement had been concluded the pre- 

vious day in secret talks between Wasfi Tal and Khalad Hassan. 

Wasfi Tal, the most powerful man in Jordan at the time, was acting 

alone; he had committed himself, as Prime Minister and Minister 

of Defence, to an agreement he knew would be ee by many 
around the King. 

As the fatal shot was fired at Wasfi Tal, Khalad was on his way 

to the Sheraton Hotel in a car. He said: ‘As soon as I got out of 

the car a man whom I would like to meet again — to thank him — 

came up to me and said, “‘Please, Khalad, don’t enter the hotel by 
the front. Go through the back door.” I said, “Why?” He said, 
“Please, just do what I suggest.”’ Then, as I was going to the back 
entrance, I saw a journalist friend of mine. As soon as he recognized 
me he started to call out, “Khalad, come here quickly, I’m in 
trouble, help me!” When we were close he said, “I’m not in trouble 
but I must speak to you in my car.” I still had twenty minutes 
before my meeting with Wasfi and the other Defence Ministers so 
I said, “OK.” As soon as we got into his car he started the engine 
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and we drove away. I said, “In God’s name what is happening?” 

He replied: “‘Khalad, trust me, we will talk inside my house.” We 

entered his house and I said, “‘OK, now tell me why you’ve hijacked 

me! What’s wrong?” He replied, “‘Are you a fool? Wasfi Tal has 

just been assassinated. If you had set foot in the Sheraton you 

would have been killed!’’ Possibly these two people saved my life 

— but we lost the agreement with Wasfi.’ 

The obvious implication is that Wasfi Tal was assassinated to 

prevent the agreement he was about to sign from being 

implemented. According to what Khalad told me — and he gave 

me a long and detailed account of the negotiations — the main 

point of the agreement was that the PLO would return to Jordan 

as a political organization. And the essence of the bargain that 

was struck between the two men was that in return for a PLO 

commitment to pursue the liberation struggle by political means 

alone, Jordan would recognize the PLO as the only legitimate 

representative of the Palestinian people. This recognition was, in 

fact, contained in Article 3 of the agreement. 

That a majority of PLO leaders were prepared to abandon 

armed struggle as the way to liberation, even at the cost of splitting 

the PLO was dramatic evidence of how desperate the majority of 

leaders were to avoid being forced to make a last military stand in 

the Lebanon. After the PLO’s expulsion from Jordan, and despite 

his belief in consensus politics, Arafat was apparently prepared to 

pay any price for a return ticket. When I put this observation 

to Khalad, he nodded gravely. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you are right. And 

in view of what has happened in the Lebanon in recent years, I 

_ cannot emphasize too much that we in Fatah were not naive. For 

the reasons I have explained to you before, we knew the Lebanon 

was a trap for us. We knew that if we were forced to entrench 

ourselves in the Lebanon, the Israelis would turn it into a killing 

ground and that we would have to continue with our military 

struggle simply to defend ourselves and our people. And that was 

the importance of my agreement with Wasfi Tal. It was not only 

giving us the opportunity to continue our struggle by political 

means in the most favourable environment, it was saving us from 

being pushed into the Lebanon trap. As it happened, and because 

of Wasfi Tal’s assassination, we were pushed into the trap. And 
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once we were caught it was inevitable that the Israelis would not 

stop until they had destroyed us — or at least until they had gone 

to the outer limits of what it was possible for them to do to destroy 

I asked Khalad if he thought that many of the disasters which 

have happened since 1971 could have been avoided if Wasfi Tal 

had lived. He replied: ‘In theory, yes; in reality, no. In theory 

there’s a strong case for saying the Lebanon would have been 

spared its agony — but I am not so sure even about that. If Wasfi 

had lived, and if we had made our agreement with him work, the 

Israelis and Kissinger would have found ways to destabilize Jordan 

in order the liquidate us there. So perhaps we would have ended 

up in the Lebanon anyway. My agreement with Wasfi would have 

given us all an opportunity to end the violence, but there is no 

reason to believe that Israel’s leaders had any intention of ending 

it until the Palestine liberation movement had been destroyed. If 

I am to be realistic I suppose I have to say the only real gain for 

us from my agreement with Wasfi would have been in the field of 

public relations. Our new realism would have been welcomed by 

objective and open-minded people in the West, and we would have 

won more understanding and support for our cause. But even that 

might have been counter-productive. As you must now be aware, 

honest study of the real history of our struggle shows one thing 

above all others: the more we Palestinians have shown ourselves to 

be ready to face up to reality and to solve our problems by political 

means, the more the Israelis have escalated their military actions.’ 

The man who was ultimately responsible for Wasfi Tal’s lone 

decision to come to terms with the PLO was Saudi Arabia’s King 

Feisal. Said Khalad: ‘It was on a train journey from Alexandria to 

Cairo that I convinced Feisal to be the mediator between us and 

the Jordanians. There were four of us in the special compartment 

— Sadat, Feisal, Arafat and me. The fact that Feisal agreed to be 

the mediator was very important for us. In our Arab tradition the 
party which causes the mediation to fail becomes the enemy of 
the mediator. So frankly speaking, that put Hussein and his people 
at a disadvantage to start with!’ 

Wasfi Tal did not involve himself until the last minute, when 
the negotiations were on the point of breaking down. 

us. 
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Khalad continued: ‘After our conversation on the train, Feisal 

was completely aware of what was at stake for us Palestinians, for 

the Arabs generally and for the world.’ On the train, Khalad and 

Arafat told Feisal that if he did not help them to secure a political 
base, they would lose control to the leftists and the radicals in the 

PLO - including those in Fatah who were now turning to terror. 

As Khalad put it: ‘We were pleading with Feisal to give us the 

opportunity to direct the anger and bitterness on our side away 

from violence and into support for positive political action. We 

didn’t need to tell Feisal that if we lost control there would be an 

escalation of violence which would give the Israelis the opportunity 

to cause havoc in the Lebanon and elsewhere, and which would 

lead in time to the collapse and defeat of Arab moderation and, 

eventually, the downfall of the pro-Western Arab regimes. That’s 

what was at stake. And Feisal knew it. He also knew that Kissinger 

was a fool, and that it was Kissinger’s approach which was pushing 

the region and the world to disaster by cutting the ground from 

under the feet of those of us in Fatah who were trying desperately 

to give the lead in a positive and political way.’ 
Throughout the official negotiations, the Jordanians stuck to 

their position — ‘No’ to the PLO and, by implication, ‘No’ to Feisal. 

I asked Khalad if he knew what Hussein’s own position was at the 

time. He said: ‘If I have to answer that question I would say 

Hussein himself didn’t know what to do. But for sure some of 

those around him, generals and civilians, were one hundred per 

cent against any agreement with us.’ 

With only a few days to go before the meeting of the Arab 

‘ministers in Cairo, there was still no agreement. Khalad continued: 

‘Feisal was getting more and more angry. When his patience was 

exhausted he sent Hussein a very tough letter asking him to say 

“Yes” or “‘No” by a certain time. Don’t ask me what Feisal was 

planning to do if Hussein’s answer was not the one he wanted. I 

really have no idea. It was a matter between the two Kings. All 

I can tell you is that Amman was subjected to enormous pressure 

by Saudi Arabia.’ 

At that point, and without consulting Hussein, Wasfi Tal 

decided to make himself responsible for Jordan’s decision about 

the PLO. He flew to Cairo to attend the meeting of Arab League 
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Defence Ministers. As soon as he arrived in the Egyptian capital 

he was subjected to great pressure from all of them. But it was the 

ministers from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait who applied the greatest 

pressure. As a result of it Wasfi Tal began his secret talks with 

Khalad Hassan. 
Apart from the Black September Organization and certain 

people in Jordan’s military, political and intelligence establish- 

ments, President Sadat had a very good reason for not wanting 

Wasfi Tal’s agreement to be implemented. To Sadat the unaccept- 

able part of it was Article 3 — Jordan’s recognition of the PLO as 

the only legitimate representative of the Palestinian people. By 

November 1971, Sadat was enjoying back-channel communication 

with Kissinger, and he knew enough about Kissinger’s approach 

and thinking to be certain that a deal with Kissinger’s America was 

possible. If Sadat would expel the Soviets from Egypt, Kissinger 

would reward him with the return of the Sinai in exchange for a 
separate peace with Israel. But Sadat by choice did not want 

a separate peace. He wanted any settlement to be comprehensive 

to the extent that Jordan would be included. And Jordan was the 

problem. If Hussein was free to represent the Palestinians, it was 

possible, Sadat thought, that Kissinger would be able to persuade 

Israel to withdraw from the Sinai and the West Bank — or at least 

enough of the latter to keep Hussein happy. But if Hussein was 

prevented from representing the Palestinians because of Article 3 

in Wasfi’s agreement, the Israelis would not negotiate about the 

West Bank. And that would leave Sadat with a choice of either 

going it alone, which was very dangerous, and did eventually cost 

him his life, or insisting on a say for the PLO, which would mean 

that the Israelis and Kissinger would not be interested in any 

deal. In short, if Wasfi Tal’s agreement was implemented, Sadat 
would have to settle for a dangerous separate peace or nothing. If 

Egypt got nothing at all from the so-called peace process, Sadat 
would be in serious danger on his home front. The country was 
on the boil. The living standards of the masses were appalling and 
falling. Without the money and other development resources 
that would come with peace, there was a big and growing risk of 
an internal explosion. Egypt needed peace, and to make peace 
Sadat wanted Jordan with him, and that would be impossible 

306 



THE TERROR WEAPON 

if Wasfi Tal’s agreement was implemented. It was a vicious circle. 

For Kissinger and those of his associates who had put so much 

effort into forcing Hussein to crush the PLO, its return to Jordan 

would have been an obvious and major setback — at a time when 

Kissinger was beginning to make the right people believe that he 

should be Secretary of State. In addition, a political PLO would 

start to win friends in the Western world and that, in turn, 

would make it more and more difficult for the US to support 

Israel’s continuing insistence on using military means to solve a 

political problem. There was also the question of Sadat’s reaction. 

When Sadat was told that Israel would not enter into negotiations 

with Jordan if it was not free to represent the Palestinians, would 

Sadat then have the courage to go for a separate peace? If the 

answer to that was no, Kissinger’s whole strategy for the Middle 

East might be doomed to failure. There was also the danger that 

Jordan would set a precedent. Once one Arab state had recognized 

the PLO as the only legitimate representative of the Palestinians, 

would not others do the same? If they did, and for as long as Israel 

refused to deal with the PLO, the US would have a credibility 

problem with the Arabs, and that would help the Soviets. From 

several points of view it is not difficult to understand why Kissinger 

and his associates would have regarded Wasfi Tal’s agreement with 

the PLO as a source of very real problems. 

So who killed Wasfi Tal? Who pulled the trigger of the revolver 

from which the fatal shot was fired, and who authorized the 

assassination? When I put these questions to Khalad the first part 

of his answer was the following. ‘If you are asking me to identify 

. the actual killer, I will not. I do know who it was and so, I may 

say, do two Arab leaders who were at the Sheraton and saw what 

happened with their own eyes. They were Arab Foreign Ministers. 

I also know that Wasfi’s widow was eventually informed of the 

whole truth. All that I am prepared to say is that the actual assassin 

was a Jordanian element.’ 

I let the silence run and then I said, ‘I suppose the obvious 

answer is that Wasfi Tal was shot by a Jordanian assigned to protect 

him.’ Khalad did not respond at first. Then he said, ‘I trust the 

record of our conversation as it will be set down in your book will 

quote you as saying that and not me.’ 
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Sadat’s role in the murder plot was a subject to which I 

returned on a number of occasions in the course of my many 

conversations with Khalad. 

According to Khalad’s account, which I later discovered to be 

the truth as it is generally accepted in the Arab world, Sadat’s 

personal contribution was in the form of an instruction that Wasfi 

Tal was not to be given any Egyptian security cover. When Sadat 

was asked about this at the time, his story was to the effect that 

Wasfi Tal was hated by many in Egypt, that he feared there would 

be an assassination attempt, and that he did not want to take the 

responsibility for Wasfi’s life. On these grounds Sadat apparently 

suggested that the Jordanians should protect their own man. 

Khalad said: ‘It is true that Wasfi was not well liked by many 

in Egypt, to say the least. But the rest of Sadat’s story was a 

fabrication. If he had really been worried about an attempt on 

_ Wasfi’s life — I mean an attempt that he didn’t know about in 

advance — it was his responsibility and duty as the President to give 

an order doubling and trebling the number of Egyptian security 

agents assigned to protect Wasfi. If Wasfi had been given even the 

normal and minimum Egyptian security protection I do not believe 

he could have been killed in the way he was.’ Shortly after Wasfi 

Tal’s death, Jordan’s Chief of Staff said, ‘A man like this should 

have been better protected.’ 

To Khalad I then said, ‘So what do we conclude — that certain 

persons unknown in Jordan conspired with President Sadat and 

others in Egypt to kill Wasfi Tal in order to prevent the implemen- 

tation of his agreement with you?’ 

Khalad replied, ‘We do.’ 

‘And what about the involvement of certain persons unknown 
in America?’ I asked. 

Khalad said: ‘On such a serious matter I don’t think it is right 
for me to speculate about things I cannot prove. There are certain 
conclusions to be drawn but I would prefer to keep them to 
myself.’ 

One last question remained. ‘If Wasfi Tal had lived, would he 
have succeeded in making the agreement work?’ 

Khalad’s answer to this was very revealing, and astonishing in 
its implication. He said: ‘First you must know that Wasfi was a 
very tough, very ruthless but very honest man. Second you should 
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not forget that he was the strong man in Jordan at the time. Third 

you should remember that he had reorganized Jordan’s armed 

forces. That is for background. Now I will tell you of something 

he said to me in our last secret talk on the day before he was 

killed. These were, in fact, almost his last words to me. He said: 

“Supposing the King does not accept this agreement. . . Will you 

support me in anything I may do?” I said, “‘Yes, anything.”’’ 

The clear implication is that Wasfi Tal was prepared to oblige 

King Hussein to go into exile if he opposed the agreement with 

the PLO. If that had actually happened, and if Arafat and his 

colleagues had proved themselves to be politically effective, it is 

very likely that Israel would have come under great pressure from 

international opinion to withdraw from the occupied West Bank, 

because it would have been clear that the Palestine problem was 

very close to a solution within the limits of what was possible given 

Israel’s military strength. 
As Khalad Hassan said earlier, it is very likely that the Israelis 

and Kissinger would have worked together to destabilize a new 

regime in Jordan — one headed, perhaps, by President Wasfi Tal — 

in order to create the pretext for Israel to finish the PLO by 

military means. But maybe the Israelis and Kissinger would not 

have had things all their own way. in the light of subsequent 

events, in particular the fact that the Deputy Director of the CIA 

was the linkman in a secret dialogue between Nixon and the PLO, 

it is possible that the new situation which would have been created 

if Wasfi Tal had lived could have seen Kissinger and the anti- 

Kissinger faction of the CIA engaged in a dramatic showdown of 

their own. As Arafat said in another context, who knows? 

Wasfi Tal’s assassination effectively sabotaged the efforts of 

PLO leaders who were trying to direct the anger and despair of all 

those engaged in the liberation struggle away from violence and 

into support for positive political action. And as Arafat and Khalad 

Hassan had predicted to Feisal on the train from Alexandria to 

Cairo, the leadership then began to lose control of events to the 

men of violence — the Black Septemberists of Fatah and extremists 

in the other guerrilla groups, principally the PFLP. For the latter 

the use of the terror weapon was not a new experience. For those 

in Fatah it was. 

Among those in the rank and file of Fatah’s fighters who helped 
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to bring the Black September Organization into being from the 

bottom up was a young man whose nom de guerre is Ben Bella. At 

the time of our conversation he was a special assistant to Abu Iyad. 

When I was discussing the coming into being of the organization 

with Ben Bella, he said: ‘I will tell you a secret. After Wasfi Tal’s 

death we had hundreds of applications from people wanting to 

join the Black September Organization. Many, of course, were 

from our brothers in Fatah; some were from our comrades in the 

other organizations; and some were from civilians in the diaspora 

who had not previously belonged to any fedayeen group. They 

were all saying the same thing: ‘“‘At last you have found the way 

to make our voice heard in the world.” ’ 

I asked Ben Bella about Arafat’s attitude to the Black Septem- 

berists. He said: ‘At the time Arafat could not afford to speak 

against us in public because he knew that what we were doing had 

the support of the majority in the rank and file of our movement. 

Our way was the popular way. But in our private meetings he took 

every opportunity to tell us we were wrong. I remember an 

occasion when he said to some of us, “‘You are crazy to take our 

fight to Europe.” I was very angry and I said, ‘“‘Abu Amar, maybe 

you are right, maybe we are crazy — but tell me this: is it not also 

crazy for us to sit here in the Lebanon, just waiting to be hit every 

day by Israeli fighter planes, and knowing that we will lose some 

ten or more fighters every day without advancing our cause — is 
that not crazy, too?” ’ 

It has often been said by reporters and writers who made some 

effort to understand the Palestinian side of the story that Black 

September was ‘more a state of mind than an organization as such’. 

In fact it was both. It was an organization within an organization; 

it had a command structure of its own; and it enjoyed the freedom 

of Fatah’s communication and intelligence-gathering facilities. Its 

leaders were Abu Youseff, Kamal Adwan and Abu Hassan Salameh. 

Those who were serving in Israel’s various intelligence agencies at 

the time soon came to know this. In the weeks following Wasfi 

Tal’s assassination, the Mossad penetrated Black September. 
Mossad agents, Palestinians who had been turned by blackmail and 
threats in Western Europe, were among the hundreds who applied 
to join the organization. And the day was coming when the Israelis 
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would demonstrate, in the most violent and dramatic way possible, 

that they knew all there was to know about Black September’s 

leaders — who they were and where they could be located and 

killed. 
About his Fatah colleagues who turned to terror, Khalad 

Hassan had this to say: ‘From the beginning, and as you know, I 

was opposed to the playing of the terror card. But I have to tell 

you something else. Those of our Fatah colleagues who did turn 

to terror were not mindless criminals. They were fiercely dedicated 

nationalists who were doing their duty as they saw it. I have to say 

they were wrong, and did so at the time, but I have also to 

understand them. In their view, and in this they were right, the 

world was saying to us Palestinians, ““We don’t give a damn about 

you, and we won’t care at least until you are a threat to our 

interests.”” In reply those in Fatah who turned to terror were 

saying, ““OK, world. We'll play the game by your rules. We'll make 

you care!” That doesn’t justify what they did, but it does explain 

their thinking and their actions. Perhaps one day Third World 

action groups will turn to terror to make you Westerners care 

about the poverty that is killing many millions every year. When 

that day comes you’ll call those who act terrorists, but you’ll have 

only yourselves to blame for what they do — because you didn’t 

care enough until you were made to care.’ 

Abu Hassan Salameh was the director and co-ordinator of 

Black September operations in Europe. His first headline-making 

operation was the hijacking of a Sabena airliner in early May 1972. 

Four of his terrorists caused the plane to land at Israel’s Lod 

Airport. There they threatened to blow it up, killing themselves, 

the ninety passengers and the crew of ten, if Israel did not release 

106 Palestinian prisoners. After waiting for nearly twenty-four 

hours, Israeli commandos dressed as white-overalled airport tech- 

nicians stormed the plane. It was all over in two minutes. Two of 

the four hijackers were killed and one of six wounded passengers 

died later. 

At the end of May, Lod Airport was again the setting for a 

terror operation. On this occasion the action was planned by the 

PFLP but was actually carried out by three members of the 

Japanese terrorist group known as the Red Army. The PFLP’s 
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terror chief, Wadi Haddad, had taken for granted the fact that no 

Palestinian would be able to do the job he had in mind. The three 
kamikazis arrived on an Air France flight from Paris and Rome. 

Being Japanese they did not come under suspicion and they passed 

into the customs hall to await the arrival of their luggage. As soon 

as their cases arrived they opened them, whipped out sub-machine- 

guns and grenades and opened fire on the crowd. The final casualty 

figures were twenty-five killed and seventy-eight wounded. Two of 

the terrorists committed suicide. The third was overpowered before 

he could take his own life. When the PFLP claimed responsibility 

for the attack, it described the operation as its ‘Deir Yassin’. It 

was also clear that it had wanted to show the Black September 

Organization that whatever it could do, the PFLP could do better. 

Arafat and those of his colleagues in the leadership who were 

opposed to the use of the terror weapon were horrified by the 

slaughter at Lod Airport — the violence of the attack and the loss 

of life, the harm that had been done to the Palestinian cause in 

the eyes of the world, and the prospect of an escalating terror 

campaign which would be fuelled by the rivalry between the two 
organizations. 

It was at about this point that Arafat and all of his colleagues 
in Fatah’s top leadership decided that they had, so to speak, to 
join the terrorists in order to beat them. What was about to be 
performed was an act of crisis management of a most unusual kind. 
But it was crisis management none the less. I asked Khalad Hassan 
if that was a fair way to put it. He said: ‘Very frankly, yes. We had 
to associate ourselves with what was happening in order to give 
ourselves the credibility to take control of the situation and then 
turn off what you would call the terror gap. And it is for this act 
of crisis management that Arafat, myself and others in the leader- 
ship who were against the use of the terror weapon are called 
terrorists.’ 

As the executive in charge of Fatah and PLO security and 
intelligence services, Abu Iyad assumed the responsibility for plan- 
ning and organizing one Black September operation which he and 
others hoped would enjoy the support of the collective leadership. 
And if the strategy worked, that operation would be Black Septem- 
ber’s last. 
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The objective of the operation — the taking of a number of 
Israeli hostages to secure the release of 200 PLO prisoners in 

Israel — was agreed without too much debate. It was Abu Iyad’s 

announcement of where the hostages were to be seized that 

shocked a number of his colleagues. The hostages were to be Israeli 

athletes and they were to be taken in Munich, at the Olympic 

Games, thus guaranteeing a live worldwide television audience for 

the drama. Some of Fatah’s leaders argued that the idea of disrupt- 

ing the Olympic Games was outrageous. Sport, they said, was a 

religion in the West and the East, and to interfere with it would 

be a mistake. From the public relations point of view the PLO 

would lose more than it gained. Other leaders argued that Fatah 

should stick to one of its original principles and confine the action 

to Palestine. So why not seize the hostages in Israel? And if that 

was not dramatic enough from the public relations point of view, 

why not change the objective as well as the venue and take Ameri- 

can hostages in Israel? Abu Iyad won the argument. 

Though Abu Iyad did have the executive responsibility for 

organizing the Munich operation, work on preparing and then 

implementing the detailed plan was done by many. In Munich, 

according to Hani Hassan, Palestinian students and workers played 

a ‘very critical part’ in the operation. ‘As a consequence hundreds 

of them were expelled from Germany when it was over,’ he said. 

From other Fatah leaders I learned that the operation would not 

have been possible without the support and facilities provided by 

one Arab Government. Presumably the facilities included help with 

the transmission of messages and the movement of weapons and 

men. 

At about five o’clock in the morning on 5 September, one of 

eight Black September terrorists tossed a piece of paper out of the 

first-floor window of the Israeli quarters in the Olympic Village. It 

announced that the organization was holding nine Israeli hostages 

who would be shot if Israel did not release 200 PLO prisoners. 

The German Government informed the Israeli Government of 

the situation. Israel’s reply was uncompromising. Israel rejected the 

ultimatum and any idea of negotiations with the terrorists to free 

the hostages. And Israel demanded an immediate counter-attack. 

In fact, the Israeli Government delayed its reply until its security 

313 



THE STRUGGLE 

agents had landed in Munich from Tel Aviv. Their brief, the Israelis 

said, was to ‘advise’ the German police. 

It was, so to speak, Germany’s show; but there is no doubt 

that the Israelis called the shots. The Germans allowed this to 

happen partly because it was Israeli lives which were at stake; 

partly because the Germans were prepared to acknowledge that 

the Israelis were the experts; and partly because the Israelis applied 

pressure amounting to intimidation on the Germans — pressure for 

a shoot-out, that is. From my own conversations with some who 

were in authority in Germany at the time, I am completely satisfied 

that Chancellor Willy Brandt favoured a non-violent end to the 

affair. He wanted to exchange the lives of the Israeli hostages for 

the lives of the Black September terrorists. In this event, Black 

September would have been able to claim that its action had 

resulted in worldwide publicity for the Palestinian cause, but it still 

would have failed, and would have been seen to have failed, to 
achieve its objective — the release of 200 Palestinian prisoners in 
Israel. 

A little more than fourteen hours after Israeli security agents 
effectively took charge on the ground in Munich, the nine hostages 
and five of the eight terrorists were dead. 

At about 10.00 p.m. the terrorists and their hostages had 
been taken in two helicopters to Fiirstenfeldbruck military airport. 
There, some 150 metres or so from the landing zone, a Boeing 
727 was waiting with its lights on to fly them to Cairo. Though 
they suspected a trap, the terrorists had been told that Egypt had 
agreed to hold the hostages until the Israeli Government released 
the PLO prisoners. 

When the helicopters landed, five marksmen, an unknown but 
substantial number of police armed with sub-machine-guns, plus 
600 men of the Frontier Guards, were in position. There was also 
ample floodlighting at the throw of a switch. 

The two helicopter pilots stepped down from their machines and 
were followed and covered by two terrorists. Two more terrorists, 
one from each helicopter, walked the 150 metres or so to inspect the 
waiting Boeing. They discovered there was no crew on board. As 
these two were walking back to the helicopters, the marksmen 
opened fire. The two terrorists started to run, one was hit and 
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took cover under a helicopter. The two who had been covering 

the pilots were dead or dying. From inside one of the helicopters 

another terrorist returned the fire and one marksman was killed. 

At 10.50 p.m. the police called on the terrorists to surrender. 

The call was repeated in Arabic by an Israeli security agent. For 

the next two hours and fifteen minutes nothing happened. Then, 

while the nine hostages and six of the terrorists were still in the 

two helicopters, the police opened fire. One terrorist jumped down 

from one of the helicopters and threw a grenade into it. Another 

fired shots into the second helicopter. And that is how what Abu 

Iyad described to me as ‘a tragedy for the Israelis and us’ ended. 

In the two hours and fifteen minutes while nothing was hap- 

pening at the Fiirstenfeldbruck military airport, Golda Meir and 

her senior ministers were agonizing about what to do. To avoid 

giving the impression in Israel that there was a crisis, the Cabinet 

was not convened. Instead, senior ministers called on Golda at her 

official residence in Jerusalem. The evidence that some and perhaps 

a majority of Israeli ministers wanted to give the highest priority 

to saving the lives of the hostages was the fact that Moshe Dayan 

made. one of his many threats to resign. Rumours that Dayan was 

at least considering resignation were rife in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. 

Hours after the hostages were killed, but before Israel and the 

world was informed that they were dead, The Jerusalem Post carried 

a headline which said, ‘Despite Rumours Dayan Stays’. 

Dayan’s willingness to risk sacrificing the lives of the Israeli 

hostages was brutal and callous. But in the event it did serve the 

wider Israeli interest and cause. Quite apart from the fact that it 

denied Arafat the victory he needed to restore fedayeen faith in his 

leadership, Dayan’s tough stand at Munich undermined further 

the low and poor morale of all those Palestinians who were involved 

in the liberation struggle. And as a result of that, Arafat was now 

to find himself struggling for his own survival as leader. 

After the failure of Fatah’s Munich operation, Arafat was so 

desperate that he had to buy time by pretending to be in favour 

of a plot to overthrow Hussein. And when the pretending had to 

stop the man with the responsibility for organizing the plot, Abu 

Daoud, was betrayed to the Jordanians. What follows is a very 

dramatic illustration of the dangerous games Arafat has had to play 
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in order simply to survive and fight another day for moderation 

and compromise. 

Israel’s response to Fatah’s Munich operation was a massive 

attack on fedayeen positions and Palestinian locations in the 

Lebanon. It was a combination of devastating air strikes and a 

land invasion in which Israeli ground forces ransacked Palestinian 

properties and destroyed whole villages. Between 300 and 500 
Palestinians were killed. As always happened when the Israelis used 

their jet fighters as flying artillery, most of the dead were civilians, 

mainly women and children, and it was entirely consistent with 

Israel’s policy of taking thirty to forty and sometimes many more 

Palestinian lives for each Jew killed as a result of Palestinian actions. 

But this attack, just three days after Munich, was only the 

beginning of a new escalation of Israel’s war against the PLO in 

the Lebanon. One result of the regularity and intensity of Israel’s 

attacks was that the fedayeen were finding it more and more difficult 

to mount guerrilla actions. The other result was increasing pressure 
on Arafat from the Lebanese authorities for agreements on the 
setting up of prohibited zones — areas of the Lebanon that would 
be off limits to the fedayeen. To prevent a serious confrontation 
with the Lebanese army, Arafat agreed to do more or less every- 
thing the authorities in Beirut asked of him. But as some Fatah 
field commanders saw it, Arafat was making too many concessions 
to the Lebanese at a time when the fedayeen were running out of 
territory in which they could be reasonably secure. The result, in 
the autumn, was a rebellion by some Fatah officers against Arafat’s 
co-operation with the Lebanese authorities. A potentially serious 
crisis was defused by the intervention and mediation of the Algerian 
Ambassador. The main rebel leader, Abu Yusef Al-Kayed, was exiled 
to Algeria. 

Throughout 1972, and to compensate for the curtailment of 
his freedom to launch attacks on Israel from the Lebanon, Arafat 
concentrated more of his fighters in Syria’s border regions, and it 
was from Syrian territory that most of the fedayeen attacks were 
mounted. In October and November, the Israelis responded with 
massive air and artillery attacks on fedayeen areas and infiltration 
routes in Syria. At the same time the Israelis admitted they were 
not confining their attacks to fedayeen targets. They were hitting 
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villages ‘just to make examples’ — in other words, to persuade local 
Palestinian and Syrian communities that it was not worth their 

while to give aid and comfort to the guerrillas. After that the 

regime in Damascus took action to deny the fedayeen access to 

Israel through Syrian territory. 
Abu Daoud summed up the feelings of the rank and file in the 

fedayeen movement as the end of 1972 approached as follows: ‘It 

wasn’t only Arafat and our top leaders who knew that we had no 

security and no future in the Lebanon and Syria. We all knew it, 

and we were telling ourselves that unless we could take Jordan our 

liberation movement was finished.’ 

If Fatah had been united Arafat might have been able to dis- 

sociate himself (and Fatah) from the renewed call for Hussein’s 

overthrow and then the plot actually to get rid of him. But Fatah 

was divided. The truth about what had happened and was still 

happening inside Fatah was told to me by Hani Hassan. 

He said: ‘After our expulsion from Jordan a leftist current 

developed inside Fatah. For the first time in the history of our 

organization there were those among us who so much wanted the 

Soviets to be on our side that they were prepared to some extent 

to let the Soviets use them. I must also tell you and, please, 

do not misunderstand me, that none of our Fatah leftists were 

communists or pro-Soviet in any way. They became self-styled 

leftists and radicals purely to make themselves attractive to the 

Soviets. And I have to say their thinking was very logical. They 

said: “It is the Americans who are really behind this attempt to 

liquidate our liberation movement and our cause. If we are 

to survive, we must therefore have the other superpower behind 

us in a practical way.” 

‘Then our Fatah leftists made a tactical alliance with the other 

leftist organizations — the PFLP, the PDF and so on. And Arafat 

saw this as a very big threat. To avoid a split in Fatah, and also to 

keep control of the PLO, he then made his own tactical alliance 

with the whole of the left. Myself, Khalad and the rightists in Fatah 

were very much opposed to this Arafat tactic. We said: “Yes, it is 

true that we must have the support and the backing of the Soviets 

— but not in a way that will compromise our independence.” 

‘Arafat said he agreed that nothing was more important than 
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preserving the independence of Palestinian decision-making. But 

he also said we had a need to play tactical games. His strategy 

as he explained it to us was very clever for the time. What he was 

saying, in effect, was this: ‘“There will come a day when we will 

have to have the support of the Soviets if we are to advance our 

cause by political means. However, there is a problem. Yasser 

Arafat, the Hassan brothers, Abu Jihad and most of the top Fatah 

leaders are much too independent for the Soviets. And that means 

Moscow will not support Fatah unless it feels it has its own men 

on the inside.” That also is a reason why Arafat was willing to 

make an accommodation with the leftist alliance.’ 

It was early in 1971 that the Soviets had made their first move 

to get a hand on the PLO. Hani said: ‘A man from the Soviet 

Embassy in Amman made contact with us. He asked for a meeting 

with Arafat. Since we had tried and failed to establish a good 

relationship with the Soviets, I told him, ‘‘OK,” and I took him 

to the mountains to meet Abu Amar. To tell you very frankly I 

was astonished by what this Soviet man said to Arafat. He said to 

the Chairman, “‘Now I think you will understand the lesson that 

without the co-operation of a superpower you cannot do any- 

thing.” He was meaning, of course, that it was the Americans 
who had been responsible for what happened to us in Jordan in 
September — which was true — and that we needed the Soviets if 
we were to protect ourselves against the Americans. By obvious 
implication he was also saying the Soviets would help us — but on 
their terms.’ 

It was as a result of that mountain-top meeting that Arafat was 
invited to make his first official visit to Moscow. But even then the 
Soviets held back the formal invitation until the PLO had been 
expelled from Jordan. They were obviously assuming, or at least 
hoping, that Arafat would be desperate enough to become, more 
or less, a Soviet puppet. But the Soviets were in for a surprise. 
Yasser Arafat was not willing to trade the independence of Pales- 
tinian decision-making for Soviet support. To make the point he 
gave his Soviet hosts a little lecture about how he looked upon 
Fatah and the PLO as his virgin. So the Soviets were disappointed 
with Arafat, and that was why Fatah’s leftists were given a warm 
welcome when they turned to Moscow for help. 
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Of Fatah’s top leaders, the one who decided to play at being 
a radical and a leftist for the sake of gaining some practical Soviet 

support was Abu lIyad. That was another reason why Arafat felt 

obliged to make an accommodation with the leftist alliance within 

the PLO. 

When the leftists in Fatah added their voice to the renewed 

call for a strategy to overthrow Hussein’s regime, Arafat and the 

Fatah rightists would have been in no position to exercise any 

control over events if Arafat had not associated himself with the 

plot. The demand for a strategy to overthrow the regime in Jordan 

had, in fact, been irresistible since March. In that month Hussein 

had announced his plan for a United Arab Kingdom. It was a 

proposal to give the Palestinians in residence on the West Bank 

full local autonomy, under Jordanian control, when the Israelis had 

withdrawn. (In essence the Reagan Plan of 1982 was almost a 

carbon copy of the Hussein Plan of 1972.) Even those like Khalad 

Hassan, the moderates or the realists as they prefer to be called, 

were under no illusions about Hussein’s intentions. ‘It was a plan 

to put the PLO out of business,’ Khalad said. ; 

That certainly was one of Hussein’s objectives; and he was no 

doubt motivated in part by his discovery that he could have been 

removed from power by his own Prime Minister if Wasfi Tal’s 

agreement with the PLO had been implemented. But there was 

another reason why he was anxious to win the support of the West 

Bank Palestinians for his peace efforts. Under pressure from its 

own hardliners and extremists, Israel’s Labour Government was 

pushing ahead with ever more ambitious schemes to settle Jews in 

the occupied territories. In the Gaza Strip, General Sharon had 

just evicted 1,500 bedouin families from 33,000 acres of their land. 

Their houses were bulldozed, their water wells were filled with 

sand and their trees were damaged. Under pressure the Israeli 

Government announced that it would resettle twenty per cent of 

the bedouin families. The rest? Well, they could find somewhere 

else to live. When moderate Israelis themselves protested against 

this theft of Arab land, they were met with a blast from Y Ben- 

Poret, an Israeli journalist who was widely regarded as a mouth- 

piece for the Ministry of Defence. It was, he wrote, “Time to rip 

away the veil of hypocrisy.’ And he asked his readers to remember 

319 



THE STRUGGLE 

that in the present as in the past, ‘there is no Zionism, no settle- 

ment of land, no Jewish State without the removal of Arabs, with- 

out confiscation!’?? Hussein got the message. Unless the Israeli 

colonization of the occupied territories could be stopped by peace, 

there would be nothing left for the Arabs to negotiate about. 

I asked Arafat if Hussein’s announcement of his United Arab 

Kingdom plan was another of those moments in history when the 

Israelis could have had the peace they said they wanted. He replied: 

‘No doubt. No doubt. If the Israelis had had any sense they would 

have said to Hussein the following. “‘Your Majesty, we like your 

plan. Tomorrow we will withdraw from the West Bank. The next 

day you will come to Jerusalem to sign a peace with us.”” Hussein 

would have replied. “‘I am ready, but we can do better. Tomorrow 

you withdraw from the West Bank and the Sinai Desert and Gaza. 

The next day President Sadat and I will come together to Jerusalem 

to make peace with you!”’ ’ 

The Israelis could not have withdrawn so quickly, but taking 

the point Arafat was making I said, ‘Do you really believe Hussein 

and Sadat would have responded in the way you say?’ 

Arafat replied: ‘Certainly. On my life. For an Israeli withdrawal 

they would have made peace and the PLO would have been 

finished. Absolutely finished. Sometimes I think we are lucky to 
have the Israelis for our enemies. They have saved us many times!’ 

Abu Iyad was given the executive responsibility for organizing 
the plot to bring down Hussein but Abu Daoud was in charge 
of the operation on the ground in Jordan. He explained: ‘I was 
the logical man for the conspiracy because of my experience as the 
commander of all the fedayeen militias before we were expelled 
from Jordan.’ 

For Abu lyad himself it was the opportunity to make good a 
promise and a threat he had made in public, and then to Hussein’s 
face, in the month before the PLO’s expulsion from Jordan. Abu 
Iyad, it will be remembered, was the one who had committed 
Fatah and the PLO to withdraw its heavy weapons from Amman 
and other cities in order to avoid a final and suicidal confrontation 
with the Jordanian army. In the middle of June 1971, Abu Iyad 
had begun to suspect that the Jordanians did not intend to honour 
the agreement he had made in good faith. There were signs that the 
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King’s men were preparing for a final offensive. On 15 June, at a 
fedayeen base in Jerash, Abu Iyad made a public speech in which he 

issued a warning and a threat to Wasfi Tal and Hussein. Jordanian 
intelligence agents made their reports and Abu Iyad was summoned 

to a meeting with Hussein and Wasfi Tal. 

Recalling the moment, Abu Iyad said: ‘The King had the intelli- 

gence reports of my speech in his hands. He said: ‘“‘Abu Iyad, we 

have been friends and we have worked together to defuse many 

problems... What is this? Are these reports true?” I looked 

directly at the King and I told him the following: “Your Majesty, 
there is no need for you to rely on your spies. I will repeat to your 

face what I said in Jerash. If any harm comes to my people in 

Jordan, I will chase those responsible to the ends of the earth and 

I will kill them!” ’ 

At the eleventh session of the PNC in Cairo early in January 

1973, the PLO was formally committed to a policy of overthrowing 

Hussein. The vote was a great triumph for the leftist alliance, and 

a great defeat for the rightists and the realists who were still the 

overwhelming majority of Fatah’s top leaders. But generals without 

troops are useless in battle. The vote was also dramatic confirmation 

of the direction in which the tide of popular opinion inside the 

liberation movement had been running, with gathering force, since 

the PLO’s expulsion from Jordan. 

Arafat had probably known for many months that a PNC vote 

in favour of such a foolish policy was inevitable; and that may have 

been one reason, perhaps the main reason, why he decided to 

associate himself with the plot to overthrow Hussein at an early 

stage. If he had opposed the popular will, it is possible that he 

would himself have been overthrown by reasonably democratic 

means at the eleventh PNC. At the very least he might have found 

himself in a position in which he had no choice but to resign. That 

was, in fact, precisely what happened to Khalad Hassan at the 

eleventh PNC! And the truth was that Khalad had voiced not only 

his own views, but those to which the real Arafat was committed. 

The highlight of the PNC meeting was a dramatic and highly 

charged confrontation between Khalad and Abu Iyad. Khalad said: 

‘Really I don’t want to talk about it in detail. There’s no need to 

open those old wounds. In our passions of the moment we both 
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said things we later regretted. My departing political message was 

very straightforward. I told my leftist colleagues they had learned 

nothing from our past mistakes — which were really their mistakes; 

and I said they were setting our movement on a course which 

would bring nothing but disaster for our people.’ Khalad told me 

that he resigned his seat on the PLO Executive Committee after 

his showdown with Abu Iyad. I imagine he would not have been 

re-elected at that PNC anyway. 

As the PNC was committing itself to Hussein’s overthrow, Abu 

Daoud was putting the finishing touches to his plan for the actual 

attempt to bring down the regime in Jordan. He had, in fact, been 

working on it for six months. Until the day he was betrayed and 

then arrested by Jordan intelligence agents, Abu Daoud was, he 

said, ‘ninety-nine per cent certain’ that Arafat was not playing 

games and that he was seriously involved in the conspiracy. The 

one per cent doubt was due to Abu Daoud’s knowledge that 

‘Arafat bets on everything and likes to have all the strings running 

through his hands to give himself as many options as possible.’ 

In support of his view at the time that Arafat was seriously 

backing the plot, Abu Daoud told me: ‘Normally I reported to 

Abu Iyad. But on several occasions I discussed my plans and needs 

with Abu Iyad and Arafat. On one occasion I asked Arafat for help 

to get some good men. On another I asked him for help with 
weapons. Truly he was putting on a good show of convincing me!’ 

The following is Abu Daoud’s own account of his betrayal and 
arrest. ) 

‘On this particular occasion I was in Jordan disguised as a 
bedouin in traditional robes and I was travelling with a Saudi 
passport. I spent three days in Amman talking with my essential 
people, and then I went to see a man called Jaber. It was not an 
important meeting. Apparently he could help us with places to 
hide our vehicles. The only reason why I went to see this man was 
because Abu Iyad asked me to. 

‘I met the man Jaber-and as soon as I looked into his eyes I 
saw a traitor. It was just an instinctive feeling from deep inside me. 
I took him to a room where we could be alone and I said to him 
the following, “I want you to know that if any man betrays me he 
will die. Be careful.” And then he left me. 
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‘In the evening Jaber came to see me and he invited me to his 

house. I went. It was outside Amman. On my return to the city I 

found an ambush waiting for me outside the Ministry of the 

Interior. The police asked for my passport and said, ““OK, we’ll go 

to the police station.” But I knew they were taking me to the 

intelligence centre. As soon as I entered there I found waiting for 

me the top five men in the Jordanian intelligence service. I gave 

them a big smile, and the Chief of Intelligence asked me, “Why 

do you smile?” I said, “Because you make such a good reception 

for me!” It was obvious they were very well prepared for me and 

that I had been betrayed.’ 

Who betrayed Abu Daoud and why? 

Those, I think, are the easy questions. Abu Iyad betrayed Abu 

Daoud to the man Jaber, who was clearly a Jordanian agent, for 

the purpose of aborting the plot to overthrow Hussein. That, 

today, is Abu Daoud’s own conclusion. 

But why did Abu Iyad decide that the plot had to be aborted? 

The answer, I suspect, is simply that Arafat told Abu Iyad that Abu 

Daoud’s operation had to be shut down somehow. But that begs 

further questions. Why did Arafat want the operation to be shut 

down? What was so compelling about his reasoning that caused 

Abu Iyad to act in the way he did? Why was it necessary for Abu 

Daoud to be betrayed? Why could he not have been stopped in 

some other way? 

The answer to each of these questions is related to the fact that 

Arafat was in possession of highly-secret information. The secret 

was that President Sadat said he was preparing to lead the Arabs 

into a war of destiny with Israel. And the word was out that the 

Palestinians should do nothing to provoke Israeli attacks on any of 

the front-line states, excluding the Lebanon, while the Arab armies 

were making their preparations. 

Although Arafat had never intended to give Abu Daoud’s plan 

an operational sanction, the PLO Chairman knew he was not by 

any means in total control of events. So there was a possibility that 

the plan could be activated without his knowledge once Abu 

Daoud was ready. If that happened, and if Jordan was destabilized, 

the scope for disaster was limitless. On a worst-case scenario it 

could lead to direct Israeli involvement in what was left of the 
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kingdom. In that event the armed forces of Egypt and Syria would 

have to be placed on the alert, and be prepared for any eventuality. 

That would set back, and perhaps destroy, the prospects for an 

Arab war based on the idea of an Arab surprise attack. Abu Iyad’s 

problem was mainly that he could not disclose the reason why the 

plot had to be aborted. 
Abu Daoud was arrested on 8 February 1973. He was tortured 

— I felt the pain as he described to me his experience — and 

sentenced to death. On two occasions he was prepared for 

execution. 

On the first day of March, the Black September Organization 

mounted another of its hostage-taking operations. This time the 

action took place in Sudan. Eight Black September terrorists 

entered the Saudi Embassy in Khartoum where a diplomatic recep- 

tion was being held for the American chargé d’affaires, Curtis 

Moore. A number of hostages were taken including Moore himself, 
his Ambassador Cleo Noel, the Belgian chargé d’affaires Guy Eid, 

the Saudi Ambassador, and the Jordanian chargé d’affaires. Black 

September then made its demand. In exchange for the lives of the 

hostages it wanted the release of Abu Daoud and sixteen of his 

fellow conspirators who were also under sentence of death. Two 

deadlines came and went. Moore, Noel and Eid were then taken 

to the Embassy basement and machine-gunned to death. 

Black September and the PLO were condemned and reviled 

around the world. And the stage was set for the Israelis to mount 

their most spectacular counter-terror operation. A week previously, 

and probably believing that Black September or PLO leaders were 

on board, the Israelis had shot down a Libyan airliner that had 

strayed over the Sinai. Between 40 and 100 passengers and crew 
were killed. But the world had forgotten that and much else. After 
the Khartoum killings the Israelis could do no wrong. 

Israel’s counter-terror organization went by the name of the 
Institute for Special Tasks — in Hebrew, Ha Mossad L?Tafkidim 
Meyuhadim. It was set up after the PFLP’s attack at Lod Airport 
at the end of May 1972 after a very honest and open debate in 
Israel about whether or not Israelis should resort to the methods 
of the terrorists in order to beat them. The Government decided 
that the ends justified the means. So Israel officially began to use 
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the terror weapon, and, as ever, the Israelis were more efficient 

than their Palestinian enemies. 

The Institute’s main task was assassinating PLO leaders, par- 

ticularly those known to have been involved in the planning and 

the execution of Black September operations. Most of the assassin- 

ations were quick and quiet jobs. Usually the PLO targets were 

shot at point-blank range with silenced guns. Occasionally a bomb 

would explode under a hotel bed. A number of assassinations took 

place in Western Europe. And more often than not the govern- 

ments of Western Europe turned a blind eye to what was happen- 

ing. The question of when was a terrorist a terrorist was much too 

complicated. 

The Institute’s biggest, most daring and most successful oper- 

ation was carried out with the help of Israeli commandos, some of 

them disguised as fedayeen, in the heart of Beirut on the night 

of 10 April 1973. The targets were Black September’s leaders and, 

if possible, Arafat. 
Of special interest to the Israelis were two apartments on 

Verdan Street. One of them was the home of Kamal Nasser, the 

PLO’s official spokesman, and Kamal Adwan, one of Black Séptem- 

ber’s top three leaders. Also known to the Israelis was the fact that 

Abu Iyad slept in a bed in Kamal Nasser’s apartment four to five 

nights a week. The other apartment was the home of Abu Youseff, 

another Black September leader. 
Abu Iyad told me that he personally was expecting an Israeli 

attack, and that a week before it came he had warned his three 

friends to arrange for a strong security guard. He also told me they 

all said, ‘It can’t happen here.’ 

On that day, 10 April, four men went to lunch at the Ali 

Samakara restaurant — Abu Iyad, Abu Youseff, Kamal Adwan and 

Kamal Nasser. Said Abu Iyad: ‘After lunch we went home and I 

slept on my bed in Kamal Nasser’s place.’ 

At six o’clock in the evening the four went off to a meeting of 

the PLO Central Committee. To the surprise of all it ended at 

8.30 p.m. The four decided to have an early night in. They returned 

to the two apartments on Verdan Street. 

Said Abu Iyad: ‘Abu Youseff went to his place and the rest of 

us were in Kamal Nasser’s apartment. After a short time, and 
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because we were the best of friends, Kamal Nasser asked me to 

leave. He said: “‘Abu Iyad, I have got to do some writing this 

night. If you stay I cannot. Please do me a favour and go some 

place to entertain yourself.” So I left the apartment.’ 

About thirty minutes past midnight, Abu Iyad heard shots 

coming from the Fahkani district where Arafat had his headquarters 

and where the PLO Chairman actually was at the time. Abu Iyad 

said, ‘Then, and for the next half an hour, I was not very concerned. 

I thought it was probably some minor clash between two of our 

organizations. Then one of our people found me and said, ““The 

Jews are coming.” ’ 

The Israeli move on Arafat’s Fahkani headquarters was held up 

by fedayeen resistance. That gave Arafat himself time to escape. He 

took refuge in the Christian (or enemy) half of the city. 

Abu lyad’s opinion after the event was that the Israeli attack 

on Arafat’s headquarters was a diversion. He said: ‘They wanted 

Arafat, but only if they could take him without too much trouble. 

I am sure the main targets were Kamal Adwan, Abu Youseff and 
myself.’ 

In Verdan Street the two apartments were covered by one 

armed guard. He never heard the shot that killed him. As he lay 

dead, the Israelis fixed mines with magnets to the doors. When 

they exploded, the Israeli hit-teams stormed the apartments, firing 

with sub-machine-guns as they went. 
Said Abu Iyad: ‘To give you some idea of the intensity of the 

Israeli fire power, they put 200 bullets into the bed where they 
assumed I was sleeping! I know because I counted them myself. I 
think they were very disappointed to find me not at home!’ 

Nobody who was in the two apartments could have survived 
the Israeli attack. And nobody did. To those Palestinians who came 
to know the details, the most sickening aspect of the Israeli attack 
was the way in which Kamal Nasser was killed. Abu Iyad said: 
‘It was a ritual killing. Because Kamal was our spokesman they 
finished him off by spraying bullets around his mouth. And before 
they left the Israelis laid out his body as though he was hanging 
on a cross.’ 

Arafat told me that the action around his headquarters was not 
the diversion Abu Iyad had assumed it to be. ‘Israeli special forces 
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were close to my headquarters in strength. Hundreds. But my four 
bodyguards engaged them before they made their deployment for 
the attack. And that gave me the opportunity to escape.’ Over the 
roofs, I think. 

The following month the Lebanese army moved against the 
PLO. Was it an attempt to smash the PLO? ‘No, not yet,’ said 
Hani Hassan who, at the time, was enjoying a good relationship 
with the Lebanon’s President Suleiman Franjieh. ‘At this time the 
Lebanese Christians wanted to confine us to the refugee camps to 
prevent us making an alliance with the Patriotic Front forces — the 
Muslims and the Druzes. It was never our intention to take sides 
in the civil war that was obviously coming to the Lebanon. And 
we faced a very big dilemma. In the end we decided to reject the 
idea that we should confine ourselves to the camps. We feared that 

we would be crushed by the Christians and the Israelis if we allowed 

ourselves to be confined and neutralized in such a way. So that’s 

why there was a confrontation between us and the Lebanese army 

in May.’ 
The fighting was stopped when those Arab leaders who were 

preparing for war with Israel asked for it to be stopped. They 

were worried that what was happening in the Lebanon could lead 

to complications which might harm their preparations for war. 

It was, in fact, the Yom Kippur War which saved the PLO from 

probable extinction, and which gave Arafat the opportunity to 

continue the struggle by political means. 



Waa 
The Olive Branch 

On the eve of the 1973 or Yom Kippur War, it was difficult to see 

that Arafat’s Palestine liberation movement had any future. 

As an organization capable of initiating serious military action 

against Israel it was finished. The terror machine had also been 

shut down, although there were continuing acts of terrorism by 

fringe groups. After Munich Arafat had begun to make progress 

in his effort to persuade those in Fatah who had turned to terror 

that its use was counter-productive and was seriously eroding 

support for the Palestinian cause. And after the Khartoum killings 

Arafat had Abu Iyad on his side of the argument. It also has to be 

said that the Israelis strengthened Arafat’s hand when they wiped 

out the two Black September leaders in Beirut. So in the count- 

down to the Yom Kippur War, the Chairman’s military strategy 

was entirely a defensive one. As the Israelis stepped up their war 

against the Palestinians in the Lebanon, the fedayeen under Arafat’s 

command had only one objective — survival. 

That was not how Israel’s leaders presented the situation to their 

own people and the world. They pointed to the fact that in July 1972 

Arafat had returned from Moscow with a promise that the Soviets 

were about to start sending arms and ammunition to the PLO 

direct — for the first time in the history of the conflict. The actual 
arrival of the first Soviet shipment was then said by Israel’s leaders 
to be the proof that the PLO were preparing for a new offensive, 
and that the Soviet Union was now openly on the side of those 
who were seeking to bring about the destruction of the Jewish State 
and people. In truth, Arafat was trying to improve his defensive 
capabilities at a time when, despite what they were saying in public, 
Israel’s leaders thought they probably needed only a few more 
weeks, months at the most, to finish the PLO by military means. 

A valuable insight into what was happening on the PLO side 
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was given to me by Shafik Al-Hout and confirmed by Arafat him- 

self. Shafik was the PLO’s chief representative in Beirut and the 

Lebanon. He said: ‘As a result of what happened in Beirut on 10 

April 1973, the entire population of the city went on strike. The 

Lebanese people weren’t protesting because three of our Pales- 

tinian leaders had been killed. They were protesting because the 

Israelis had been allowed to enter the capital, with no obstacles in 

their way, and had then been able to do what they liked for a few 

hours. So the people of Beirut were saying to President Franjieh, 

‘What the hell are you going to do to stop the Israelis coming 

again? We must be defended!” When it was our turn to meet with 

the President, we asked the same question, ‘‘How are you going 

to protect our Palestinian people in the refugee camps and their 

other places?” 
‘Franjieh was very frank with us. He said: “‘Look, in the first 

place you Palestinians are not here by invitation. In the second 

place there is nothing I can do to protect you.”” We were stunned. 

Then the President said: “If you decide to protect your people by 

your own means I cannot say no to that — but don’t count on 

me.”’ That’s what he actually said to us. “Don’t count on me. 

Protect yourselves.” And that’s why Arafat went to Moscow to 

persuade the Soviets to sell us some weapons. What happened after 

that was sadly inevitable. The more we improved the means of 

defending our people against Israel’s attacks and also those of 

Israel’s Christian allies in the Lebanon, the more the Israelis and 

their allies escalated their attacks on us.’ 

This escalation did not end until the summer of 1982, when 

- the Israelis invaded the Lebanon and went all the way to Beirut to 

finish the PLO once and for all by the most brutal military means. 

And it was this which exposed the limits of how far the Soviets were 

prepared to go to enable the Palestinians to defend themselves. 

Said Hani Hassan: ‘I will tell you a very big secret. Perhaps it 

should remain a secret, but I think it is important for you to know 

the truth. When we were about to face the Israelis in 1982, and 

when our dear Arab brothers had refused to let us have anti-tank 

weapons to help us slow the expected Israeli advance, we sent Abu 

Walid on a very special and top-secret mission to Moscow. He took 

a guaranteed cheque for one hundred million dollars. We wanted 
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to buy some Soviet rockets which would allow us to hit cities in 

Israel. It was our intention to say to the Israelis, “Look, we’ve got 

these rockets in place. They are for defensive purposes only but we 

will fire them if you come to Beirut.” The Soviets didn’t allow 

Abu Walid to finish making his case before they told him “‘No.” ’ 

The PLO’s situation in 1972 was not, however, the same as it 

was in 1982. If it had failed to survive by military means in the 

period between its expulsion from Jordan and the Yom Kippur 

War, the PLO would have lost everything. But the Yom Kippur War 

was a turning point in the PLO’s fortunes. It gave Arafat the 

freedom he had long been seeking to continue the struggle by 

political means. 

About the war itself, Arafat and his colleagues have many valid 

questions which still cry out for answers. From their knowledge of 

what was really happening on the Arab side, they are convinced 

that the Yom Kippur War had Kissinger’s blessing, if not his encour- 

agement. According to this theory, Kissinger’s objective (he was 

to become Secretary of State two weeks before the war) was to 

teach the intransigent Israelis a lesson that would give him the 

opportunity, and the leverage, to impose his will on the peacemak- 

ing process, mainly for the purpose of obliging Israel to give back 

to Egypt enough territory, in stages, to tempt Sadat into making 
a separate peace with the Jewish State. 

As Kissinger well knew, the danger of a full-scale Arab-Israeli 

conflict, plus the threat it posed to Western interests, would be 

removed once Egypt was seriously involved in the peace process. 

If Egypt could be neutralized in this way, the US would not then 

have to worry about putting pressure on Israel to withdraw from 
the West Bank and the Golan Heights. However much the Palestin- 
ians and other Arabs might object to Israel’s continuing occupation 
of these Arab lands, they could not make war without Egypt. And 
what this meant, in turn, was that Jordan, Syria and the Lebanon 
would have the choice of either making peace on Israeli and Ameri- 
can terms — terms which by definition required the Arab states to 
deny the Palestinian claim to justice — or living with no peace, and 
all that that implied — including attacks by the Israelis whenever 
they wanted to make a point. This was the essence of Kissinger’s 
strategy; and on the eve of the Yom Kippur War it could be said 
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that Israel’s intransigence was the obstacle in the way of its 

implementation. 

It is today a matter of record that Kissinger was involved in a 

number of highly secret discussions with Sadat’s emissaries and, 

through his own back channels, with Sadat himself. It is also a 

matter of record that the Nixon Administration was united in its 

anger at what was rightly regarded as Israel’s intransigence as far 

as Egypt was concerned. To a Kissinger memorandum, Nixon 

added the following note: ‘The time has come to quit pandering 

to Israel’s intransigent position. Our actions over the past have led 

them to think we still stand by them regardless of how unreason- 

able they are.’*° Despite Kissinger’s assertions that the US and its 

intelligence agencies had no idea that the Egyptians and the Syrians 

were going to attack Israel on 6 October, it is also a matter of 

Arab record that Kissinger was sending Sadat secret messages to 

the effect that a little heating up of the military situation would be 

appreciated in Washington. 

It was Golda Meir who first introduced me to the idea that 

Kissinger was in favour of Sadat’s war effort. Her revelations came 

during the course of my last private conversation with her. It took 

place just a few weeks before her death from cancer. The setting 

for our final talk was the lounge of her very modest home in the 

suburbs of Tel Aviv. Golda’s own best friend and special assistant 

throughout most of her life in politics was a witty and wonderful 

woman named Lou Kiddar. Three years before Golda’s death I 

had made Lou promise that she would call me when Golda’s end 

was near. Lou remembered and kept her promise. 

There was a third party in the room during my last conversation 

with Golda. He was there at my invitation. He wanted to meet 

Golda and I was, so to speak, doing him a favour. In return, and 

though I did not make a point of saying so at the time, he was 

also performing a service for me — he was my witness. 

My conversation with Golda lasted for more than four hours. 

During the course of it we smoked two packets of cigarettes — each. 

Nearly one hour was devoted to Golda’s blow-by-blow account of 

the Yom Kippur War and why the Israelis were taken by surprise. 

At an early point in her account of the fighting, Golda told me 

how she had excused herself from a kitchen Cabinet meeting, in 
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the same room where we were sitting, when Dayan had suggested 

that Israel should ‘surrender’ its front-line positions along the Suez 

Canal to prevent a further loss of Israeli life. Golda told me: ‘I said 
to my colleagues, “‘Surrender, what is this word surrender? It has 

no meaning in Hebrew!” Then I went to the lavatory to vomit.’ 

Golda also told me how she was constantly on the telephone 

to Nixon ‘begging’ him to begin the airlift of fighter planes and 

tanks to replace those Israel had lost in the opening hours of the 

war. At the end of her graphic account of these telephone talks, I 

asked her whether she suspected that Kissinger was blocking her 

requests. She replied, ‘I’m sure that is exactly what was happening. 

And that’s one of the reasons why I insisted on going to Washing- 
ton myself.’ 

When I asked Golda how much, if at all, she had ever trusted 

Kissinger, she gave me two answers. The first was a silent one. She 

raised her right hand to her eye level, and then she formed a circle 

by closing her thumb and index finger together. But it was not a 

complete zero. Her thumb and index finger did not quite touch. 

Then she said, ‘I’ll tell you a story. When Kissinger was in Israel 

my Cabinet colleagues used to call him Henry and slap him on the 

back. He responded by slapping them on the back and calling 
them by their first names. I never allowed that sort of relationship 
to develop. I always insisted that he called me Mrs Meir or Madame 
Prime Minister. And I always called him either Mr Secretary of 
State, or Dr Kissinger.’ Golda laughed. ‘I always told my colleagues 
that it was a mistake to be on first name terms with such a man.’ 

When Golda had finished her long and detailed account of the 
Yom Kippur War, I suggested to her that the only conclusion to 
be drawn was that Henry Kissinger in effect made use of Sadat 
to set up the Israelis for a limited war, to teach them a lesson, in 
order for him to begin a peace initiative on his own terms. Beyond 
that, the obvious implication of what Golda had told me was that 
Kissinger was responsible, in one way or another, for withholding 
the vital American intelligence information that would have 
enabled Israeli intelligence to draw the right conclusions. 

Without a pause for reflection Golda replied: ‘That is what I 
believe. That is what we believe. But we cannot ever Say sO... 
what I mean is that we cannot even say so to ourselves.’ 
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For their part, and because they were enjoying an excellent 
relationship with King Feisal, certain Fatah leaders, Khalad Hassan 

in particular, were very well informed about what was really hap- 

pening on the Arab side during the long countdown to the Yom 

Kippur War. And according to their insights, the story begins in 

July 1972, when Sadat kicked the Soviets out of Egypt. 

At the time the official American line was that the US had been 

taken by surprise. But if Sadat is to be believed, certain Americans 

not only knew what he intended to do about the Soviets, but had 

promised to reward him when he had done it. 

Khalad Hassan said: ‘Of all the Arab leaders, none was more 

pleased by Sadat’s action than Feisal. The Saudis had been urging 

him to remove the Soviets for some time, in order to give the 

Americans the incentive to become seriously involved in the peace- 

making process. But Feisal was extremely angry because Sadat had 

not apparently made any sort of bargain with the Americans. In 

other words, Sadat had done the Americans a mighty favour and 

had asked for nothing in return. So Feisal asked me to put some 

questions to Sadat. ; 

‘I met Sadat and quoting Feisal I said the following: ‘“‘Why did 

you kick out the Soviets for nothing? The Americans will never do 

anything for you without a price. And the Israelis will never give 

you anything without something very big in return and in advance. 

So why do you do everything without a price?” 

‘This was Sadat’s reply. “‘You tell Feisal he doesn’t know about 

everything that is happening. And you also tell Feisal that I have 

some very specific commitments from the Americans about what 

- they will do to help us now that I have expelled the Soviets.” ’ 

It may well be that Sadat was exaggerating and that he had 

not, in fact, received any specific American commitment. But in 

the circumstances, there can be little doubt that certain Americans 

had given Sadat good reason to believe that he would be rewarded 

if he ejected the Soviets. In this context it should be remembered 

that Kissinger, through his back channels, had been exchanging 

messages with Sadat for more than a year. 

In the weeks following his decision to expel the Soviets, Sadat 

discovered that his American friends either would not or could not 

deliver on their promises, actual or implied, and that the US was 
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not willing to put the Israelis under the sort of pressure that 

was necessary to oblige them to withdraw from the occupied terri- 

tories in accordance with Resolution 242. Sadat then started to 

mend his fences with Moscow. By November he was again buying 

arms from the Soviet Union. Sadat also went to Saudi Arabia for 

talks with Feisal. 

Khalad continued: ‘Sadat told Feisal he had come to the con- 

clusion that the Americans were not serious, and that the deadlock 

in the Middle East could only be broken by another war. Sadat 

then said he intended to lead the Arabs in a war of destiny which 

would push the Israelis back to the 1967 borders. As Feisal himself 

told me, he then said, ‘‘Brother Sadat, are you serious?” 

‘Sadat insisted that he was and he asked for three things from 

Feisal to make a long war possible: enough wheat to feed his 

people; a guarantee of spare parts for his industry and his military 

machine; and a guaranteed supply of oil. At the time Egypt was 

still importing oil. In addition, Sadat also said he needed a guaran- 

tee that Feisal would use the oil weapon against the Americans 

and other Western nations who helped to sustain Israel’s war 
effort. 

‘Feisal told Sadat he would give him all the help for which he 

had asked, and more, but on one condition. Feisal said: ‘“‘The 

condition is that you will fight for a long time and that you won’t 

ask for a ceasefire after a few days. You must fight for not less than 

three months.” Sadat said he accepted Feisal’s condition. 
‘On the basis of Sadat’s word, Feisal then began to take the 

whole war effort very seriously. I don’t think it is for me to reveal 
the details of Feisal’s strategy, but I can tell you the war Sadat 
promised to fight was to have involved the whole Muslim world. 
Because of the arrangements Feisal made to support Sadat, Muslim 
troops were going to come from as far away as Pakistan — as and 
when they were needed. 

‘Unfortunately, and as Feisal and all of us discovered when it 
was too late, Sadat had deceived Feisal. He never had any intention 
of fighting the big war he talked about. He was playing games 
with Feisal in order to strengthen his own hand in the game he 
was playing with Kissinger.’ 

According to the Palestinian version of the conspiracy theory 
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— which I later discovered to be the private view of other Arab 

leaders — Sadat was pretending to be committed to leading a major 

war effort in order to drive a hard bargain with Kissinger, and he 

needed Feisal’s backing to give his bargaining position credibility. 

Syria agreed to play the war game by Sadat’s rules. Jordan refused. 

Abu Daoud said: ‘When Hussein released me from prison he told 
me the Egyptians and the Syrians were going to fight a war for 

peace. He also said he had no intention of involving Jordan.’ 

There is ample evidence to suggest that Kissinger was having 

nightmares about the Arabs using their oil weapon. In April 1973, 

Feisal sent his Oil Minister, Sheikh Yamani, to Washington. 

Yamani’s brief was to tell Kissinger and others that Feisal would 

not increase oil production as required by the West if the US 

did not take genuine steps to bring about an Israeli withdrawal 

from the occupied territories. According to well informed reports 

at the time, Kissinger suggested to Yamani that he should not 

breathe a word about what Feisal had said to anybody else. Accord- 

ing to Yamani, Kissinger’s line was that it would not do the Arabs 

any good if they were seen to be making threats. Yamani said he 

believed Kissinger did not want public disclosure of what Feisal 

had said because it would make public opinion think too deeply 

about the price the US and other Western nations might have to 

pay for America’s continuing refusal to oblige Israel to withdraw 

from the occupied territories. 

Given that the Israelis were adamantly refusing to make even 

the token withdrawal from Sinai that was necessary to give Sadat 

the opportunity to negotiate, it is easy to see that Kissinger himself 

- was facing an appalling dilemma. He could throw up his hands in 

despair and admit, at least to himself, that Israel had got him 

beaten before he started. That meant he would take office as 

Secretary of State without a policy for the Middle East, knowing 

that continued Israeli intransigence was bound to provoke Feisal 

and other Arab leaders into using their oil weapon sooner or later 

— with catastrophic but predictable consequences for the global 

economy. Or he could make use of Sadat’s war to teach his Israeli 

friends a lesson, for the main purpose of creating the opening 

which would allow him to push Israel into negotiations with Sadat. 

In his book, Autumn of Fury: The Assassination of Sadat, 
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Heikal tells how the Egyptian President was receiving secret 

messages from Kissinger via a number of different channels, includ- 

ing the CIA. The messages were to the effect that the Americans 

would welcome some military action by Sadat. Heikal also quotes 

Saudi Arabia’s CIA liaison man as telling him that the Americans 

had even said they might be prepared to do a little heating up 
themselves, given that the Israelis were ‘showing signs of increasing 

obstinacy’. Heikal then adds this revealing sentence: ‘As late as 23 

September, when David Rockefeller met Sadat at Bourg El-Arab, 

he passed on the same message — a little heating up would be in 

order.’*! The date itself is of some significance. It was the day after 

Kissinger was sworn in as America’s Secretary of State, and fourteen 

days before Egypt and the Syrians launched their surprise attack 

on Israel. 

In his own book, Years of Upheaval, Kissinger says that the US 

was as much surprised as Israel by the Arab attack. He admits 

that everybody on the American side, including himself, was in 

possession of all the information which invited the conclusion that 

Egypt and Syria were intending to attack, but that every American 

expert and analyst totally failed to interpret the information cor- 

rectly. The real problem, according to Kissinger, was that he and 

others failed to cause the right questions to be asked. He says 

first of all that he and others were complacent about their own 

assumptions. Their main assumption was that Sadat would not 

launch an attack because he had nothing to gain from military 

adventures. That is simply not true. And nobody knew better than 

Kissinger what Sadat stood to gain. Kissinger’s other explanation 

is as astonishing as it is revealing. He says that America’s failure to 
interpret correctly the information which told of the coming Arab 
attack was, and is, ‘inexplicable’ .*? 

The moment of truth about Sadat and his real war aims came 
on the second day of the conflict. Among those present in the 
Egyptian War Room was one of the PLO’s senior military advisers, 
who was there as an observer, representing Arafat. He told me this: 

‘By the beginning of the second day of the war the Egyptian 
crossing of the Suez Canal had been completed. Egyptian forces 
had, in fact, established a firm line five ‘miles inside what was 
previously Israeli-occupied territory. At the beginning of this 
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second day I said to myself, ‘“This is really it. In two or three days 
we’re going to be in Tel Aviv! Sadat is actually going to achieve 

what Nasser said was impossible!” Really, for a short time that’s 
what I was telling myself. Then I began to see that nothing was 

happening. The Egyptian army was at a standstill. Very slowly I 

walked around the War Room, and one by one I looked into the 

faces of the Egyptians who were directing the war. I knew them 

all as former colleagues. Finally I asked the questions which they 

knew had been passing through my mind. ‘What is happening?” 

I said. “Why have you stopped? Why are you not continuing the 

advance when the gate to Tel Aviv is open?” They were very 

embarrassed. Poor chaps. I was angry in my quiet way, but really 

I felt very sorry for them. At first nobody answered me. They 

looked at the ground. They looked at the ceiling. Everywhere but 

at me. So I said again, “‘Why?” Then I got the answer. ‘No orders. 

We are not advancing because we have no orders. There is no plan 

and there will be no advance.” 

‘In that moment I knew what had happened. We all knew. As 

far as Sadat was concerned the war was over. He had made a deal 

with the Americans in order to turn himself into an instant hero, 

and he was waiting now for Kissinger to oblige the Israelis to 

negotiate. It was a moment of profound significance . . . not only 

for us Palestinians but for the whole Arab world. For the first time 

in my life I was ashamed to be an Arab. I left the War Room and 

I cried my heart out.’ 
On the same day, thousands of miles away in Washington, 

Kissinger was confident enough to assure his Washington Special 

-Action Group (WSAG) colleagues that Egyptian forces would not 

advance beyond the line they were establishing five miles into 

what was previously Israeli-occupied Sinai. The WSAG was a crisis 

management committee chaired by Kissinger and which included, 

among others, the Deputy Secretaries of State and Defense, the 

Director of the CIA, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 

In his book Kissinger notes that some of his WSAG colleagues 

were worried that Sadat would continue to advance. Kissinger says 

he told them his judgement was that Sadat would just sit there, 

on the other side of the canal, and that he did not believe Sadat 

would make any further advances.** Given that the whole world 
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was under the mistaken impression that Egyptian and Syrian forces 

were closing in for the kill, and that Israel really was fighting for 

its life this time, it is inconceivable that Kissinger would have been 

foolish enough to put his reputation on the line with such a 

prediction if he had not had advance information about the limits 

of Sadat’s war aims. 

When Sadat launched his attack, Kissinger also knew that cross- 

ing the canal would not pose too many problems for the Egyptians 

because the Israeli defenders were too thin on the ground. I dis- 

covered this truth for myself as early as 1970, when I toured Israel’s 

front-line positions. At the time I was surprised that Israel’s defence 

of the canal was in the hands of so few; and I was amused by the 

games the Israelis were playing to make the Egyptians think that a 

much bigger Israeli defence force was on hand. When I returned 

to Tel Aviv I said to Golda Meir, ‘Prime Minister, P’ve just dis- 

covered one of your state secrets.’ 

She said, ‘Which one of many?’ 

I said, ‘Well, I’ve just returned from a visit to your positions 

along the Suez Canal, and I went from one end of the line to 

the other.’ 

‘And what conclusions did you arrive at?’ Golda asked. 

‘Very simple,’ I replied. ‘You’re so thin on the ground, Sadat 

can take the canal any time he wants it.’ 

For a moment or two Golda froze in genuine horror. Then 

she relaxed. ‘I was under the impression we had a policy of not 

allowing foreign journalists to visit more than one front-line posi- 

tion at a time,’ she said. Then she smiled. Finally she said: ‘I regret 

to say you are right. But for God’s sake don’t tell the Egyptians!’ 

In his book, Kissinger cheerfully admits that once the fighting 

started he was expecting a repeat of the Six-Day War but in half 
the time.** It is this fact that gives the final clue to what Kissinger 
was actually thinking and what his real strategy was as he conspired 
with Sadat. The Egyptians would cross the canal. Sadat would 
become a hero throughout the Arab world overnight. The humili- 
ation of all previous Arab defeats in battle would be washed away. 
Sadat would at last be free to negotiate as a winner. The Israelis? 
Well, they would be shocked. But within a matter of days, probably 
two or three at the most, they would be knocking the hell out of 
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the Egyptians and the Syrians. Then, when Kissinger decided that 
honours were even, he would require the Israelis to accept a UN 

call for a ceasefire. Then the long negotiations for a phased Israeli 

withdrawal from the Sinai would begin, with Kissinger the peace- 
maker in the driving seat. 

Unfortunately for the newly-appointed American Secretary of 
State, it all went badly wrong. Kissinger lost his ability to control 

events and did not regain it until after President Nixon had put 

the world on a nuclear alert. Terrifying but true. 

There were two main reasons why the war escalated to the 

point at which an American President applied the first pressure to 

the nuclear button. 

The first was that Israel lost much more equipment than any- 

body had thought possible — dozens of aircraft and up to 500 tanks 

in the first day or so of the war. The Arab attack had really hurt 

Israel — or so it seemed. But the truth was even more sensational. 

When the Israelis were mobilizing their reserves for the counter- 

attack, many and probably most of those 500 tanks were found to 

be in an unfit state for action. The Israelis eventually admitted this 

to Kissinger in secret, but what they told him was probably much 

less than the whole story of their self-inflicted disaster. 

What the Israelis were really suffering from was not so much a 

surprise Arab attack — which was, anyway, very limited in its objec- 

tive — but the consequences of a monumental dereliction of duty 

by Moshe Dayan, their Defence Minister. Dayan hated paperwork 

and the administrative part of his job. And the truth was that he 

had not dealt with the routine administrative work adequately, 

-nor had he caused others, including his Chief of Staff, to see to it. 

As a result, Israel’s war machine was not ready for action when the 

first real crisis came. 

The most immediate consequence of the situation was that the 

Israelis required much longer than Kissinger’s estimated two or 

three days to respond to the Arab attack. 

The other part of the reason for Israel’s delay in getting its 

counter-attack going was simply the fact that Israel’s leaders were 

temporarily paralysed by the psychological impact of what was 

happening. Despite what they had been telling their people and 

the world for so many years, they had never seriously believed the 
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Arabs would dare to attack all-powerful Israel. This arrogant and 

complacent way of thinking was also one of the reasons why Dayan 

had not bothered to keep the Israeli war machine in good order. 

He had truly believed it would not be needed except when the 

Israelis wanted to teach their Arab neighbours a lesson, this despite 

the fact that he was one of those who did much to promote the 

propaganda lie that Israel was in constant danger of annihilation 

by the Arabs. 

The second main reason for the escalation was to do with the 

fact that Golda Meir lost control of some of her generals when 

the tide of war turned and the Israelis were on their way to another 

magnificent military victory. The particular general who caused her 

the most problems was Ariel Sharon. . 

On 16 October, one of Sharon’s special task forces crossed the 

canal in the central sector and began to operate behind Egyptian 

lines. As it soon became clear, Sharon’s target was the Egyptian 

Third Army. He was intending to trap it and then smash it. And 

it was the prospect of that happening which caused the alarm bells 
to ring in Washington and in Moscow. 

For Kissinger the destruction of the Egyptian Third Army 

would have wrecked everything. Though he had lost control of 

events, he could still use the war to his advantage, to get nego- 

tiations going, if Sadat emerged from the war with something left 

of his early October reputation as a winner. If the Egyptian Third 

Army was destroyed, a totally humiliated Sadat would be unable 

even to think about negotiations with Israel. And all of Kissinger’s 
efforts would have been for nothing. 

The Soviets had their problems, too. They also could not afford 
to sit and watch as Sharon destroyed the Egyptian Third Army. 
What little real credibility the Soviets enjoyed in the region would 
be destroyed if they allowed Sadat to be humiliated. 

Kissinger sent messages to Golda Meir begging her to restrain 
Sharon. She tried and failed. Sharon continued with the prepara- 
tions for his offensive. On 20 October, Kissinger was so desperate 
that he went to Moscow. Then, on 25 October, it was announced 
that American forces around the world had been placed on a Red 
(Nuclear) Alert. 

There were two theories about why that happened. One is that 
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the world really was on the brink of a nuclear holocaust. According 

to this theory, the Soviets were intending to intervene directly to 

stop Sharon destroying the now trapped Egyptian Third Army, 

and Kissinger persuaded Nixon to order the nuclear alert to warn 

Moscow that there were no limits beyond which the Americans 

would not go to keep the Soviets out. The other theory is that the 

Soviet threat and the American response were the outcome of a 

deal Kissinger made with the Soviets. 

In my last conversation with Golda, I asked her which of those 

two theories she accepted. She said, ‘If you had asked me that 

question at the time, I’m not sure what answer I would have given 

you. Today I am inclined to the second view.’ 

I asked: ‘Does that mean you think Kissinger and the Soviets 

were playing games to frighten you?’ 7 

Golda said, ‘Yes.’ 

I asked, ‘Did they succeed?’ 

She said, ‘Yes.’ 

What happened next was told to me by Golda herself in the 

following way: ‘I climbed into a helicopter. I flew to Egypt — 

imagine that, Golda Meir in Egypt— and there I confronted Sharon. 

I said to him: “I am your Prime Minister, and I order you not to 

move against the Third Army.” ’ 

And that, more or less, is how the Yom Kippur War ended. 

Golda got some Egyptian sand in her shoes. The trapped Egyptian 

Third Army was saved, and with it Sadat’s face. A ceasefire agree- 

ment was signed and, in the end, Kissinger got his way. As he had 

always intended, the Yom Kippur War did create a new situation 

in the Middle East, which enabled the American Secretary of State 

to impose his will on the so-called peace process. In the coming 

months, and by means of his much publicized shuttle diplomacy, 

he was to persuade Israel and Egypt, and then Israel and Syria, to 

sign what were called Disengagement Agreements. Sadat got a 

little of the Sinai back, enough to persuade him that it was worth 

his while to go on working with the Americans, even when doing 

so required him to betray the Palestinians and the wider Arab 

cause. In the end his willingness to give Israel too much for too 

little in return cost him his life. 

What the Yom Kippur War did above all else was to set the 
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stage for an epic but ludicrously unequal struggle between two 
men. The struggle was about which of the two of them would 

most influence the course of events in the Middle East. One man 

was Henry Kissinger. The other was Yasser Arafat. To be faithful 

to the record of events I have to add that in the beginning it was 

a struggle between Kissinger on the one side, and between Arafat 

and Feisal on the other. But Feisal was assassinated. 

This struggle was, so to speak, the background theme to much 

of what happened between 1974 and 1977, when President Jimmy 

Carter and his Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance, restored some 

sanity and decency to American policy in the Middle East. The 

essential difference among many between Kissinger and Vance was 

that Vance was interested in a comprehensive and real peace. 

Kissinger’s objective was not so much to bring peace to the 

Middle East. His aim was to arrange matters so there could not 

be another war between the Arab states and Israel. War had to 

be prevented simply because it posed a threat to American and 

Western interests in the region. Beyond that, Kissinger the global 

strategist was not much concerned about the fate of the Arabs 

or even his fellow Jews in Israel. 

Within the context outlined above, and as previously noted, 

Kissinger’s first objective was to neutralize Egypt by giving Sadat 

the opportunity he so desperately wanted to start negotiations with 

Israel, and to force Israel to entertain the idea of negotiations 

with Sadat. Once Sadat could be involved in the so-called peace 

process, and once he was convinced he had something to gain 

from it, there would be no turning back. Egypt would be out of 

the business of war, and without Egypt the other Arab states could 

not fight Israel even if they wanted to. In that event the Arab 

states would have to make peace on Israeli and American terms. 

Kissinger’s conclusion was that the Arab states could have peace if 
Israel became more interested in peace than territory, but Israel’s 
condition would be that the Arab states abandoned the PLO. And 
that suited the American Secretary of State. 

Arafat’s response to the challenge and threat of Kissinger’s 
strategy was swift, bold and courageous. Four months after the 
Yom Kippur War ended, the Central Council of the PLO issued 
what was described as a ‘Working Paper’. It called for Arab and 
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international recognition of the right of the Palestinians ‘to estab- 
lish a national authority on any lands that can be wrested from 

Zionist occupation’.** The implications were profound but not 

well understood at the time. The phrase ‘national authority’ was 

the agreed PLO code for ‘mini-state’. 

The PLO’s Working Paper of February 1974 was a clear signal 

to Israel and the world that Arafat and a majority of his colleagues 

in the leadership were committed to working for not merely a 

political settlement, but one which would require the Palestinians 

to accept the loss, perhaps for all time, of seventy per cent of their 

original homeland in exchange for a mini-state of their own on the 

West Bank and in Gaza. Arafat and most of his senior colleagues 

in the leadership knew this was the nature of the compromise they 

had to make, but they also knew they needed time to sell it to the 

rank and file of the liberation movement. If in 1974 Arafat and his 
colleagues had openly admitted the true extent of the compromise 

they were prepared to make, it and they would have been repudi- 

ated and rejected by an easy majority of the Palestinians who were 

actually engaged in the liberation struggle. 

Arafat told me: ‘Our tragedy at the time was that the world 

refused to understand there were two aspects, two sides, to the 

question of what was possible. First there was the question of what 

it was possible for the Palestinians to achieve in practical terms — 

given the fact that the two superpowers were committed to Israel’s 

existence, and the fact that Israel was the military superpower of 

the region. But there was also the question of what it was possible 

for the Palestinian leadership to persuade its people to accept. 

- When a people is claiming the return of 100 per cent of its land, 

it’s not so easy for leadership to say, ‘‘No, you can take only thirty 

per cent.” ’ 

After a pause Arafat added: ‘You say to me, and you are right, 

that our public position on the compromise we were prepared to 

make was ambiguous for many years while we were educating our 

people about the need for compromise. But I must also tell you 

that our real position was always known to the governments of the 

world, including the governments of Israel. How? From 1974, 

even from the end of 1973, certain of our people were officially 

authorized to maintain secret contacts with Israelis and with 

343 



THE STRUGGLE 

important people in the West. Their responsibility was to say in 

secret what at the time we could not say in public. You know who 

these people were. You can talk with them...’ I did, as I shall 

shortly recount. 

It was, in fact, to be five long years before Arafat received an 

official PNC mandate to negotiate on the basis of the mini-state 

compromise. The mini-state formula was endorsed in principle by 
the PNC in 1977, and confirmed as policy by the PNC in 1979. 

When I first met Arafat at the start of my own secret peace 

initiative in the second half of 1979, he was still jubilant because 

of what he had achieved at the end of his five-year struggle to sell 

compromise. It was during this conversation that he made the 

statement I quote in the Introduction to this book. ‘No more this 

silly talk about driving the Jews into the sea.’ 

Arafat was of course helped by the lively Hassan brothers, the 

cool Abu Jihad, the Machiavellian Abu Iyad and others of his 

senior Fatah colleagues. Abu Iyad’s role was an interesting one. By 

agreement with Arafat he was all things to all men. When, for 

example, the Arafat players needed to pluck an extremist chord in 

order to placate the radicals in the PFLP and elsewhere, it was Abu 

Iyad who plucked it — but usually as part of a double act with 

Arafat. To outsiders, including myself at the time, it sometimes 

seemed that Abu Iyad was opposing Arafat. But it was all part of 

the game that Fatah leaders played to outmanoeuvre and outwit 

those who were opposed to the mini-state compromise. 
When we talked in the second half of 1979, Arafat told me 

that over the course of the critical five years, 1974 to 1979, he 
lobbied each and every individual member of the PNC. At the 
time there were 300. One by one, and when circumstances allowed, 
he summoned them to Beirut from all over the world for a private 
and personal conversation behind closed doors. For nearly two of 
those years the PLO was caught up in the first round of the civil 
war in the Lebanon in which, unknown to reporters, Arafat was 
playing the role of mediator and fighting for his own survival. For 
much of the rest of that period Arafat was organizing the PLO’s 
defences as the Israelis escalated their attacks on the Lebanon. And 
still he found the time to receive and lobby every individual 
member of the PNC. ‘I kept a record of the time I devoted to 
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those conversations,’ Arafat told me. ‘It was a total of 550 hours 

over the five-year period.’ He also kept a record of those who said 

‘Yes’ and those who said ‘No’ when he asked them to cast their 

vote, at the appropriate time, in favour of the mini-state compro- 

mise. As he came to the end of his story, Arafat extracted a small 

notebook from his hip pocket. It was obviously the last of many 
in which he had chronicled his conversations with PNC members. 

‘It’s all here,’ Arafat said with triumph. ‘Let me tell you the 

figures . . . 296 votes in favour of the mini-state formula, only four 

against. Imagine that. This was the miracle.’ 

I tried to get Arafat to tell me who the four objectors were. 

He refused. 
I said, ‘One of them has got to be George Habash.’ 

After a pause, and still with a huge smile on his face, Arafat 

said, ‘Yes, one of them has got to be George.’ 

I said, ‘He may be only one PNC vote but the PFLP can make 

a lot of trouble for you.’ 
Arafat was amused by my assertion. ‘You think so?’ he said. 
‘Well, put it this way,’ I replied. ‘In the past he has caused you 

no end of trouble. Perhaps, for example, you wouldn’t have been 

crushed and expelled from Jordan if Habash—’ 
Arafat cut me off and the smile had disappeared from his face. 

‘That is the past,’ he said, and then he paused. ‘I am talking about 

today and the future.’ Pause. ‘Don’t you worry about George. 

He’s a dreamer, an idealist, but he’s OK.’ 

I said, ‘You mean he’s no problem.’ 

‘That’s what I mean,’ Arafat replied. 

In fact, Habash and his PFLP did accept the mini-state formula 

at the 1979 PNC. And Habash himself told me that once the mini- 

state was established he would be prepared to work for the creation 

of a democratic state of Palestine by political means, provided the 

“Israelis were willing to engage in dialogue. He said: ‘If we can 

settle our complete problem with the Jews now living in Palestine 

by peaceful means — very good. Only a criminal would reject that. 

I am not a criminal. I just don’t believe the Zionists want to live 

with us as equals.’ 

I do not know how Arafat argued his case with each of the 

300 PNC delegates, but I think I can guess what his winning point 
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may have been in many if not all of those one-to-one conversations. 

Before I took my leave of Arafat to fly to Cyprus and from there 

to Israel, I told him there was something I had to know which we 

had not yet discussed. I said: ‘When I have conveyed the substance 

of our talk to my Israeli friends, they will ask me three questions. 

The first will be “Is he serious?”’ Their starting point will be that 

you are not, and that you’re only saying you want peace because 

you haven’t got a military option. Their second question will be 

“‘Can he deliver?” Their third question will be “‘Why, really, is he 

willing to make such a compromise?” It is this last question that I 

am not yet in a position to answer. I think much could depend on 

what your answer is.’ 

Arafat leaned back in his chair. He raised a hand to his shoulder 

and then let it fall slowly down his body. It came to rest on the 

pistol in his holster. ‘I will tell you,’ he said. His voice was quiet 

and flat and he was clearly struggling to keep his emotions under 

control. “This military uniform disgusts me. I want the killing to 

stop. In my eyes I try to smile. In my heart I am crying.’ 

Before the Yom Kippur War even Khalad Hassan, Fatah’s lead- 

ing realist, would have opposed the mini-state concept and 

compromise. He said: ‘That we Palestinians should make such a 

concession to Israel was not even in the outer reaches of my 

thinking. Never!’ So why was it that in a few weeks, and because 

of the Yom Kippur War, Arafat and a majority of his colleagues in 

the leadership went for the mini-state compromise, knowing they 

faced the prospect of being labelled as traitors for advocating such 
a policy? 

Said Arafat: ‘Really it was not so complicated. When we made 
our study of the new situation which existed after the war, we 
understood that Kissinger would not relax his pressure on the 
Israelis until he had forced them to make a token withdrawal from 
the Sinai — not much, just to return some few grains of Sinai sand, 
but enough to make Sadat commit himself and Egypt to the 
negotiating process. This was, as you know, Kissinger’s purpose 
when he negotiated the Egyptian-Israeli Disengagement Agree- 
ment which was signed in January 1974. And we realized, of 
course, that once Sadat was committed to the negotiating process, 
the Arab states, all of them, would make peace with Israel as 
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soon as the Israelis were willing to withdraw from the occupied 

territories. That is the first point. The second is that we also knew 

the Arab states would make peace without us if we did not express 

our demands in a realistic way... I mean if we did not produce a 

political programme which the Arab regimes could support. 

‘So the situation was very critical for the PLO. I can say it was 

a matter of survival. Why? What would have been the peace the 

Arab states would have made without the PLO if Israel had been 

wise enough to withdraw? The peace of 242. And what does 242 

offer the Palestinians? Some compensation for the refugees and 

perhaps, I say only perhaps, the return of some few refugees to 

their homes in Palestine. But what else? Nothing. We would have 

been finished. The chance for us Palestinians to be a nation again, 

even on some small part of our homeland, would have passed. 

Finished. No more a Palestinian people. End of story.’ 

Undoubtedly it was their fear that the PLO could be aban- 

doned by the Arab states which caused Arafat and his Fatah col- 

leagues to devise a political programme based on the maximum 

concession the Palestinians could make. But there was, as Hani 

Hassan told me, another pressure on the leadership. He said: ‘Our 

Palestinian people on the occupied West Bank and in Gaza were 

desperate, and many of them were demanding a political pro- 

gramme which would give the Israelis every possible incentive to 

withdraw in exchange for peace. So Arafat had to tell them, “I 

hear you.” ’ 

If Arafat had been free to spell out in public the full and true 

extent of the compromise for which he and his Fatah colleagues 

-were campaigning inside the PLO from the end of 1973, Israeli 

and other Jewish propagandists would have had a difficult time. As 

it was, and throughout the period from 1974 to 1979, they faced 

virtually no opposition as they set about the task of convincing a 

mainly indifferent and largely uninformed Western world that there 

was no such thing as a ‘moderate’ Arafat. He was what he had 

always been. A terrorist. And in the 1970s, as in the 1960s, the 

key to Israel’s propaganda effort was the assertion that the PLO 

was a monolithic organization. With such an approach Israeli and 

other Jewish propagandists were able to damn Arafat, Fatah and the 

whole Palestine liberation movement on the strength of isolated 
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terrorist actions by minority PLO groups and factions which were 

opposed to compromise and whose leaders were, therefore, Arafat’s 

political enemies. 

In these years Arafat had almost no room for manoeuvre. He 

had a choice of either showing his real hand in public, which would 

have led to splits and fighting within the PLO and thus to the 
creation of an atmosphere and a situation in which he could not 

have sold compromise, or keeping quiet and getting on with the 

job of creating the consensus for compromise by discussion and 

debate behind closed doors. To me Arafat said, ‘Do you call that 

a choice?’ He chose the latter even though it meant he could not 

discipline and punish the wreckers for fear of upsetting the delicate 

political balance within the PLO. And as a consequence he know- 

ingly set himself up for character assassination by the Israeli propa- 

ganda machine. So Israel won the propaganda war without a fight, 

and Western public opinion was, on the whole, easily convinced 

that Yasser Arafat was a terrorist when he was, in fact, doing more 

than the Israelis, the Americans and most Arabs put together to 
find a formula for a real and just peace. 

But as Arafat has said, governments in the West and Israel were 

not uninformed about what was really happening behind the scenes 

in the PLO. In secret, Arafat’s emissaries were telling the Israelis, 

the Americans and the Europeans what the Chairman could not 

say in public about the full and true implications of his commitment 
to a negotiated settlement based on the mini-state formula. 

Early in 1974, audiences were applauding a new star on the 
London diplomatic stage. His name was Said Hammami. As a child 
he had been evicted from his home in Jaffa. He remembered the 
Jews giving his family half an hour to pack its bags. The rest of his 
childhood was spent in refugee camps. At Damascus University he 
graduated in English Literature and Philosophy. The love of his 
private life, apart from his wife and two children, was English 
poetry. He was very much at home in London. The fine mind was 
also an open one. Hammami could, and frequently did, consider 
the Arab-Israeli conflict from both sides. To all who knew him, 
Hammami’s voice was that of sweet reason. He was by any standard 
a man worthy of respect and admiration. For all that, and because 
he was a Palestinian, his presence in the diplomatic community was 
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not officially recognized. He was.a citizen of nowhere and a known 

associate and friend of the terrorist leader Yasser Arafat. Because 

of his work for the PLO in general and Arafat in particular, he was 

targeted for assassination by the Mossad. 

Hammami’s official job, unofficially, was to represent the PLO 

in London. His general brief was to explain to anybody who would 

listen that Arafat and the mainstream leaders of the PLO were 

committed to, and working for, a mini-state solution to the Pales- 

tinian problem and thus, by definition, a political settlement which 

would see the PLO recognizing Israel at the end of the negotiat- 

ing process. 

But there was much more to Hammami’s work. He had been 

charged by Arafat with the responsibility for opening and maintain- 

ing a secret channel of communication to Israel. As Khalad Hassan 

confirmed to me, part of Hammami’s secret brief was to tell any 

Israelis who were prepared to listen what Arafat and his colleagues 

could not say in public. And the first message that Hammami had 

for Israel was of such profound significance that it ought to have 

changed the course of history, and would have done so if the 

Israeli Government of the day had been even remotely interested in 

making peace on the basis of an overall settlement which included a 

measure of justice for the Palestinians. 
The message came down to this: from that moment at the end 

of 1973 when they were committed to the mini-state formula, and 

making allowance for the fact that they still had much work to do 

to sell the compromise it represented to their supporters, Arafat 

and his colleagues had, in fact, given implied but obvious de facto 

recognition to the State of Israel, inside the borders as they were 

on the eve of the 1967 war. This acceptance of Israel was implicit 

in the fact that the Palestinian mini-state on the West Bank and in 

Gaza was to be Israel’s neighbour. As Arafat confirmed to me, the 

best he and his Fatah colleagues could do in advance of an actual 

peace agreement, one based on the PLO mini-state formula, was 

to give the Jewish State this implied but obvious de facto recog- 

nition; formal or de jure recognition would follow naturally at the 

end of the negotiating process. This was the essence of the message 

that Hammami had to pass on to Israel. 

For many years successive governments in America and Western 
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Europe insisted that the PLO could not become a party to nego- 

tiations until it recognized the existence of the State of Israel. In 

other words, recognition of Israel was the price the Palestinians 

had to pay for the privilege of being allowed to take part in 

negotiations about their own future. On the face of it this demand 

seemed reasonable to many people — in fact to the vast majority of 

people in the Western world. If the PLO really was prepared to 

give formal and de jure recognition to Israel at the end of the 

negotiating process, why could it not do so at the beginning? 

The problem of recognizing Israel was, as Khalad Hassan put 

it, ‘the very devil of a problem’, and the demand that the PLO 

should recognize the Jewish State at the start of the negotiating 

process was totally unreasonable. 

According to international law (and also the will of the inter- 

national community as it is represented by the General Assembly 

of the UN) the acquisition of territory by war does not give the 

conquering and occupying power the right to title to, or sover- 

eignty over, the conquered and occupied territory. What this means 

with regard to the Arab-Israeli conflict is that Israel’s occupation 

of Arab land beyond the borders of the UN’s 1947 Partition Plan 

is illegal according to international law and inadmissible according 

to UN resolutions. That, so to speak, is one half of the recog- 

nition problem. 

The other half is that according to international law, acquisition 

of territory by war can be legitimized only if other parties with a 

claim to the territory occupied recognize the occupying power. So 

according to international law, the Palestinians would be waiving 

their rights and their claim to their land the moment they recog- 

nized Israel. This is the reason why no Palestinian leadership can 

recognize Israel before or until Israel recognizes the rights of the 
Palestinians to self-determination. As Khalad Hassan put it: ‘If 
we recognize Israel before Israel recognizes our rights to self- 
determination, we will not only be waiving our claim to all of our 
land, we will be eliminating our right of existence!” 

Arafat made the same point in his own way. He said: ‘Our 
situation would be this: we would have survived the many attempts 
to destroy us in order to commit suicide: I confess we have some- 
times behaved in a very foolish way — but we are not completely 
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mad! Naturally the Israelis, some Americans and even some of our 
Arab brothers would like us to commit suicide in such a nice, 

unmessy way. But I am sorry to say we cannot oblige them!’ 
Arafat asked me a question. ‘Why is it’, he said, ‘that the people 

of the Western world refuse to understand this matter which is so 

fundamental to our case and our struggle?’ In reply I said: ‘Abu 

Amar, the problem is not that so many people refuse to understand. 

The problem is that most people simply don’t know these things 

— because nobody tells them.’ 

But governments knew these things. So why did they insist on 

the PLO recognizing Israel in advance of negotiations when they 

knew that by doing so they were asking the PLO to renounce the 

Palestinian claim to land and rights of self-determination? 

Part of Khalad Hassan’s answer to this question was the follow- 

ing. “We were required to commit suicide by recognizing Israel 

before Israel recognized our rights to self-determination because 

the US and therefore the Europeans were frightened of Israel. 

Once upon a time the question the Americans and the Europeans 

used to ask themselves was, ‘““Who do we need most to help us 

dominate the region and protect our interests there?”” But when 

we Palestinians demonstrated by our resistance that our problem 

could not be swept under the carpet, and once it was clear that 

the Arab states were supporting our realistic political programme, 

the question changed. Then the US and the Europeans knew they 

had to do something to help us, to help themselves, but the 

question they asked themselves was, “Who are we most afraid of 

— the Arabs or the arrogant, bullying, neo-fascist state that Israel 

is on its way to becoming? Who can make life most difficult for us 

— the Zionists or the Arabs?” 

‘When the question was posed in that way, it was not such an 

easy one to answer for the truth was that the West could not afford 

to have either the Zionists or the Arabs as enemies. So the question 

became, “‘Yes, but who can we least afford to have as our enemy?” 

The Americans decided, for themselves and the Europeans, that 

they were, on balance, more frightened of Israel and the influence 

of the Jewish lobby than they were of the Arabs. Of course the 

Americans and the Europeans - I am talking of governments — 

could not afford to admit that they were frightened of Israel and 
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that they were, as a consequence, allowing Israel to dictate what 

their foreign policies would be. So they came up with this clever 

way of putting the blame on us. In effect what the Americans said 

was: ‘“‘Of course we are ready to put the necessary pressure on 

Israel, but we can’t reasonably be expected to do that until the PLO 

recognizes Israel.”” So we took the blame for America’s refusal, 

out of fear, to do what is necessary to oblige Israel to make 

an accommodation with us. But really we were not to blame 

after 1974. 

‘That was such an important year. In the leadership we were 

committed to an accommodation with Israel, and as leaders we 

were already working to convince our people that there did have 

to be an accommodation with those who had taken our land and 

our homes. It is true that we could not afford to declare our real 

hand in public, but in politics, especially the politics of peace and 

war and life and death, the moves that matter never take place in 

the open. So there was nothing unusual about the fact that we 

were using secret channels to tell the world about our real position. 

In that context it is impossible to exaggerate the importance of 

Said Hammami’s work. If the Israeli Government of Yitzhak Rabin 

(in his first period as Prime Minister) had responded to the signals 

we were sending through Hammami, we could have had a just 

peace in a very few years. What were we hoping for from Israel? 
Pll tell you. 

‘In 1974 we were hoping the Israelis would say the following, 

or something like it. “We hear you, and we are interested. We 

don’t necessarily believe what we are hearing and we are not 

convinced you can deliver the unthinkable compromise you are 

talking about. But we are encouraged. Let’s keep in touch and, 
who knows, we might one day find ourselves talking about an 
accommodation with you.” Unfortunately Rabin’s Government of 
the time was not remotely interested. And in Kissinger the Rabin 
Government had a friend who was as committed as any Israeli to 
the destruction of the PLO. As a matter of fact, Kissinger was the 
architect of the attempt to liquidate us in the Lebanon after we 
had outmanoeuvred him in our own dealings with Nixon, and after 
we went on to score two big political triumphs — the first in 
October 1974, when the Arab summit at Rabat recognized the 
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PLO as the only legitimate representative of the Palestinian people; 

the second in November 1974, when Arafat made his dramatic 

appearance at the UN in New York.’ 

Hammami’s message got through to Rabin’s Government on 

a regular basis over a period of more than four years. Hammami’s 

contact in Israel was Uri Avnery, a former Member of Parliament, 

the editor of a weekly magazine, and the country’s most celebrated 

‘dove’. The Palestinian and the Israeli made their first contact with 

each other after Hammami, at the end of 1973, had published two 

articles in The Times of London. In one of them he called for 

mutual recognition between the PLO and Israel. Avnery has con- 

firmed that he did on a number of occasions speak with Rabin 

himself. Apart from passing on messages, Avnery also set up the 

Israel Council for Israeli—Palestinian Peace. 

At the time of the Hammami—Avnery dialogue it was assumed 

by most commentators that Hammami was to some extent a loner, 

and that he was setting a pace he wanted a reluctant PLO leadership 

to follow. That was not at all the case. Hammami was Arafat’s 

ambassador. 

In January 1978, a man who was assumed to be an Arab, and 

who gave his name as Adel on the telephone, was shown into the 

PLO’s basement office in London. Hammami stood up to shake 

his visitor’s hand. ‘Adel’ shot and killed Hammami. 

Said Hammami was not the first PLO representative in Europe 

to be assassinated. But he was the first of a number of special Arafat 

envoys, some twenty or more, to be murdered in the period from 

January 1978 to December 1983. All those who died had one or 

two achievements to their credit. Some, like Hammami himself 

and Issam Sartawi, had succeeded both in establishing good con- 

tacts with certain Israelis who were highly critical of what they 

rightly regarded as the folly of Israeli Government policy, and in 

capturing the understanding and even the support of certain non- 

Israeli Jews who had previously been pillars of the Zionist establish- 

ment. The other Arafat envoys who were murdered where those 

who had succeeded in establishing excellent relations with certain 

European governments and institutions such as the EEC Com- 

mission. Most if not all of those who were eliminated had one 

thing in common: they were generators of support for the PLO in 
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places where successive Israeli governments had previously enjoyed 

a complete and unchallenged freedom of influence. 

The identity of the leader of the organization responsible for 

the assassinations has never been a secret. His cover-name is Abu 

Nidal. His real name is Sabri Khalil Banna. Until the moment in 

1973 when Arafat and his colleagues in the leadership committed 

themselves to an accommodation with Israel, Abu Nidal was a 

Fatah loyalist. But at that point he broke with Fatah and set up his 

own organization in Iraq. And from there he became a fanatical 

opponent of the leadership’s policy of compromise with Israel. 

Abu Iyad said: ‘At the time there were many in Fatah who 

shared his views but they were against a split in the movement. So 

Abu Nidal was in despair and he turned to assassination.” In fact, 

Abu Nidal vowed to kill any Fatah official who had contact with 

Israel. Abu Iyad continued: ‘He put the names of some fifty Fatah 

leaders on his hit-list. They were not the very top leaders. They 

were those who were close to the top leaders and who were doing 

special work for them — for Arafat in particular.’ 

Abu Iyad disclosed that it was as early as 1975 that Fatah 

tried Abu Nidal im absentia and sentenced him to death. After 

Hammami’s assassination, the PLO’s Political Department made a 

request in Arafat’s name for Abu Nidal’s extradition. The regime 

in Baghdad refused even to consider it. After the next assassination, 

the murder in June of the PLO’s representative in Kuwait, Fatah 

made another request, this time in public, for Abu Nidal’s extra- 

dition. Again the Iraqi regime refused to consider it. At that point 

Abu Iyad ordered his own hit-men into action. They made two 

attempts to kill Abu Nidal in Baghdad. And both failed. Said Abu 

Iyad: ‘On both occasions the Iraqi authorities stopped us.’ In July 

and August newspapers around the world reported a shoot-out 

between Fatah and Abu Nidal’s group. The action took place in 
Paris, Beirut, Istanbul and Karachi. I asked Abu Iyad what all that 
was about. He smiled. ‘You can say it was a kind of rehearsal,’ he 
said. “We were drawing them out. We had to establish who they 
were and where they were. During the course of the next year, and 
without any publicity, we quietly liquidated a number of them, 
mainly in Europe.’ 

I asked Abu Iyad why Fatah had failed to kill Abu Nidal himself. 
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He said: ‘Abu Nidal is not a person, he is a state. When he was in 
Baghdad he lived inside a very secure area where many of Iraq’s 
leaders also live. When he travelled, which was not often, he 

enjoyed Iraqi diplomatic cover. And he enjoys the same protection 

when he is working with the Syrians and the Libyans. But I promise 

he’ll die as soon as he presents a target we can hit!’ 

Fatah’s leaders, including Arafat himself, are convinced that 

the Mossad had a hand in Abu Nidal’s operations and, more to the 

point, that the Mossad was the agency which actually selected some 

and perhaps many of Abu Nidal’s targets. 

Said Abu Iyad: ‘You will appreciate that we are still at war with 

Abu Nidal so there is much in the way of detailed intelligence 

information I cannot reveal to you. However, I will tell you enough 

to make you think. We know when, where and how Mossad agents, 

two or three to start with, penetrated Abu Nidal’s organization. It 

happened in Morocco where, as you know, there is a happy, thriv- 

ing community of Jews — including many who could pass them- 

selves off as Arabs and fool anybody. And I mean anybody. 

*To tell you the truth it was quite by chance that the Mossad 

succeeded in penetrating Abu Nidal’s organization. The Israeli 

intelligence people had what you might call a lucky break. At 

the time the actual operation to make the penetration was being 

organized by the Moroccan intelligence service and the CIA. And 

there is quite a story to that... 

‘So the CIA and the Moroccan intelligence service were co- 

operating on this mission to make the penetration of Abu Nidal’s 

organization. Why the co-operation? Two main reasons. One, there 

is a very good relationship between the two agencies. Two, Abu 

Nidal recruits most of his people from North Africa. 

‘But as you know, the CIA, or at least a part of the CIA, 

has a very special relationship with the Mossad. They exchange 

information on a regular and even round-the-clock basis. So the 

Mossad came to learn what the CIA was doing... and that was 

the Mossad’s opportunity to put its own agents inside Abu Nidal’s 

organization. In time, and with the co-operation of the Moroccan 

intelligence service, we discovered that definitely two and possibly 

three of the first agents to penetrate Abu Nidal’s organization were 

working for the Mossad. 
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‘I can tell that one of the agents who made the penetration for 

the Mossad got very close to Nidal himself. Very close. You can 

ask me — is that really so easy? The answer is yes, and I’ll tell you 

why. It is to do with the character and personality of Abu Nidal 

himself. You must know two things about him. First he is a very 

simple man, I mean he is not so well educated. Second, and more 

important, he is a very unstable man. He has a split mind and a 

sick mind. One minute he is up and one minute he is down. One 

minute shouting and the next minute calm. Now, it is a fact, 

and I know any intelligence expert will confirm it, that when an 

organization is run by such a personality, penetration is very easy. 

Let me put it another way. If Abu Nidal was a different kind of 

personality, if he was all the time balanced and calm, he would be 

more thoughtful and cautious... Then the Mossad would not 

have had such an easy job.’ 

I asked Abu Iyad to tell me what he thought was the main 

function of Mossad’s agents inside Abu Nidal’s organization. He 

said: ‘I am sure they had several functions, but the main one was, 

how shall I put it, to help choose the targets which Abu Nidal’s 

organization was going to hit. Target selection.’ 

I said, ‘Do you think Mossad agents sometimes did the killing?’ 

Abu Iyad replied: ‘In most cases we know who the actual 

assassins were . . . But this information is still, let me say, classified.’ 

Finally I asked: ‘Who really killed Said Hammami? We all know 

he was assassinated by the Abu Nidal organization, but was he 

targeted by Mossad agents on the inside? Is it possible even that 
the man Adel was himself a Mossad agent?’ 

Abu lyad replied: ‘On this matter you must draw your own 
conclusion — but I will give you one more piece of information 
which is not any more a secret. It was even reported in the British 
newspapers and it is true. A long time before he was assassinated, 
Said was warned by your British Special Branch that he was one of 
a number of PLO people on the Mossad’s hit-list. The Special 
Branch people told Said the information had been passed to them 
by the CIA. According to what Said told us at the time, and we 
believed him — why not? — the Special Branch also said the British 
authorities had warned the Israeli Embassy that all known Mossad 
agents in Britain would be kicked out if the Israelis started any 
shooting.’ 
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One conclusion from this, which I put to Abu Iyad, was that 
Israel stood to lose too much politically if its agents were identified 
as the assassins of Hammami and others like him, and that was 
why the Mossad penetrated and used Abu Nidal’s organization. 

For a moment I thought Abu Iyad was going to say no more 
on the subject. Then he became very angry. With great bitterness 

he said: ‘If you want to know what I really think — Ill tell you. If 
the Abu Nidal organization did not exist the Israelis would have 

invented it. That’s the way the Mossad works.’ 

In nine months, two of the world’s three most powerful and 

influential leaders were destroyed. On 9 August 1974, President 

Richard Nixon resigned in disgrace, broken by the Watergate affair. 

On 25 March 1975, King Feisal was assassinated. In the period 

between these two events, Yasser Arafat won two enormous politi- 

cal victories. At the Rabat summit in October 1974, Arab leaders 

recognized the PLO as the only legitimate representative of the 

Palestinian people. What that meant, among other things, was that 

King Hussein was no longer free to negotiate for the Palestinians. 

This was a shattering blow to Kissinger and Israel’s Government. 

Then, in November 1974, Arab recognition of the PLO was effec- 

tively endorsed by the international community when Arafat made 

his dramatic appearance at the UN General Assembly in New York. 

Neither of these two victories would have been possible without 

Feisal’s support for the PLO. 
President Nixon was among the very first people in the world 

to be fully and honestly briefed about the reality of Arafat’s com- 

mitment, from the end of 1973, to peace with Israel — a commit- 

ment which, as soon as it was made, implied de facto recognition 

of Israel’s existence. Nixon well knew that any Israeli government 

even remotely interested in peace would buy Arafat’s mini-state 

formula. He also knew that if an Israeli government agreed to 

negotiate on it, the Arab-Israeli conflict would be ended as soon 

as Arafat and his colleagues in the leadership had persuaded enough 

of their supporters in the rank and file of the liberation movement 

to accept the need for the compromise. 

It was Nixon himself who sent General Vernon A. Walters to 

the Middle East in March 1974 for a secret rendezvous with two 

PLO leaders. At the time Walters was the Deputy Director of the 

CIA. But it was clearly understood by Nixon and the PLO that 
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Walters was participating as the President’s special representative. 

The two PLO representatives were Fatah’s leading rightist, 

Khalad Hassan, and, for political balance, a prominent Fatah leftist, 

Majed Abu Sharar. Khalad Hassan was there in his capacity as the 

Chairman of the PNC’s Foreign Relations Committee and also as 

Arafat’s personal representative. Majed Abu Sharar was at the time 

responsible for Fatah’s information department. (In October 1981 

he was killed when a bomb exploded underneath his bed in a 

Rome hotel room. It was assumed that Mossad agents were 

responsible.) At the time of the secret meeting the PLO did not 

apparently know that Walters was associated with the CIA. 

Said Khalad: ‘First of all we told General Walters about the 

background to our thinking on the need for a political settlement. 

But the main business was to brief him fully and in detail about 

the reality of our commitment to peace with Israel. We were also 

very honest about our internal problems. We said we were leaders 

who were leading from the front, and that we had many obstacles 

to overcome before we could expect to convince our people of the 

need to make peace with those who would still be occupying 

seventy per cent of our homeland when the peace was made. 

‘For us, as far as I can remember, General Walters had three 

main questions. The first was about what he called “‘technology”’. 

He said, more or less, ““We Americans are the technology carriers 

in the region. What technology will you use?”” He was obviously 

referring to arms, machinery and so on. The real purpose of his 

questions under this heading was to find out if we were going to 

be Soviet puppets. I explained to him why it was that most of what 
he had heard about our relations and involvement with the Soviets 
was bullshit. And I said very frankly that it was not our intention 
to be the puppet of any foreign power. But I also drew his atten- 
tion to a number of facts. One was that Fatah was of and on the 
right. Another was that our leadership was the only one in the Arab 
world which believed in and was practising democracy. And then 
I said to him: “Yes, you are right. We have some so-called Marxists, 
some so-called radicals and some so-called leftists in our ranks. . . 
but do you know why some Palestinians and some Arabs are look- 
ing to Moscow?” And I told him it was because the US had left 
them with no choice. I said that was the folly of the Kissinger 
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strategy in particular, and the folly of American and Israeli policy 
since 1948 in general. I also told him very frankly that we found 
it difficult to take the US seriously in some ways. American Presi- 
dents and officials were always talking about the need to stop the 
commies blah blah blah. What we wanted to see, I said, was 
the coming of the day when the Americans would realize that it 
was their policies and their attitudes in many parts of the world 
which were making so-called communists out of peoples who were 
crying out to be the friends of America — if only the Americans 
would not insist on dominating their lives. So I said to him, “You 
Americans want to stop the advance of communism but you are 
actually promoting it.”” So you see we gave a good account of 

ourselves on this bullshit question about the PLO being a com- 
munist puppet. 

‘The General’s second question was about how a Palestinian 

mini-state would perform and project itself in the Arab arena. He 

said: ‘“‘Are you going to speak the Palestinian language or the Pan- 

Arab language?”’ We said we were Palestinians and Arabs and that 

we believed in Arab unity and would work for it. But we also said 

our voice would be our own, and that just as we were not willing 

to be the puppet of the East or West, so also were we not willing to 

be dominated by any Arab regime. And we told him frankly that 

we saw certain problems ahead for us in the Arab arena.’ 

Once when I was chatting with Arafat I ventured the sugges- 

tion that one of the main reasons why the Arab regimes had never 

really wanted there to be a Palestinian state was because it would 

be a model of democracy which the undemocratic and mainly 

- illegitimate regimes would regard as a dangerous threat. Arafat 

became very serious. He said: ‘It is so. You are right. And I tell 

you frankly it is a matter which worries me very much. In our 
mini-state our democracy will be a model which many Arab peoples 

will want to copy. Then perhaps they will demand the democracy 

that we Palestinians are enjoying. And how will the regimes react 

to that? There is no doubt the regimes are frightened of our 

democracy. Perhaps that is the number-one cause of many of our 

problems in the Arab world.’ 
Khalad continued: ‘The General’s third question was about 

Jordan. He simply said: ““What about Amman?” What he meant 
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was, “OK, let’s suppose you have your mini-state ... What about 

Hussein? Will it be your policy to overthrow him in due course?” 

And we told him all the reasons why this was another bullshit 

question. We also suggested that if he wanted to know what had 
really happened in Jordan and why, he should look into the dark 

corners of certain official American intelligence agencies, and that 

if he didn’t find the evidence there he should look into or up or 

along some of Kissinger’s back channels. In direct answer to his 

question we explained why it had never been our policy to over- 

throw Hussein and why it never could be.’ 

How did this most secret of secret meetings end? Khalad told 

me: ‘General Walters said three things. The first was that he was 

impressed by what we had said. The second was that he believed 

President Nixon would be impressed. But it was his third point 

which made us so happy because it convinced us that he was totally 

sincere and serious. It was not only what he said, but the way he 

said it. He told us: “If what you say is so, and if I am right to be 
impressed, then we Americans have lost a lot of time.” 

‘We had a firm agreement to meet again as soon as possible 

after General Walters had briefed Nixon. We also agreed that a 

third meeting might be necessary.’ 

What happened next? Khalad said: ‘The first message I got 

from General Walters said there could be a delay of one month 

before he could tell us when we would meet again. The second 

message said there would be no more talks and that the dialogue 

was over. Finished. I was informed in the most clear way, and I 

may say with regret, that General Walters had been forced by 
Kissinger to cut the contact.’ 

Now to a most interesting clash of evidence. In his own book 
Kissinger devotes less than two dismissive lines to a meeting 
between General Walters and the PLO in March 1974. Kissinger 
also says the March meeting was the second that Walters had with 
the PLO. According to Kissinger the first meeting took place in 
Rabat on 3 November 1973. On that occasion, and still according 
to Kissinger, the PLO person told Walters that the Palestinians 
could not be confined to a mini-state on the West Bank and in 
Gaza; and that Hussein would have to be overthrown in order for 
the Palestinians to have Jordan as part of a bigger homeland. In 
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addition Kissinger says that the PLO person refused to say under 

what, if any, conditions the PLO would recognize Israel; talked of 

the possibility of returning Israel to the borders of the 1947 Par- 

tition Plan; and refused to make any concrete proposals.*° 

The point at issue is not whether there was or was not a 

meeting between Walters and a PLO person on 3 November, or 

even whether a PLO person did or did not say what Kissinger says 

and implied he did. The point at issue is that Kissinger links the 

first meeting he describes to the second one in March which he 

does not describe by saying that it failed to advance matters beyond 

the point of the first one. 

Like most PLO leaders, Khalad Hassan has read Kissinger’s 

book several times. With it open in front of us, I asked Khalad to 

explain the enormous difference between his story and Kissinger’s. 

Khalad gave me a small, sad smile and then said: ‘Alan, I’ve told 

you many times before, and no doubt I'll have to tell you many 

times in the future, this man Kissinger is a big liar.’ 

If Khalad Hassan is right, the conclusion must be that Kissinger 

sabotaged what was effectively a Nixon—-PLO dialogue, a dialogue 

which Nixon authorized as part of his own effort to explore the 

possibility of a comprehensive settlement, and one which promised 

much for all who were interested in ending the Arab-Israeli conflict 

on the basis of a total Israeli withdrawal from territory occupied 

in 1967 in return for a total peace, and a measure of justice for 

the Palestinians. 
In their different ways Arafat and the two Hassan brothers told 

me, quite specifically, that they were convinced that the Govern- 

. ment of Israel and the Jewish lobby in America had made use of 

the Watergate affair to break Nixon before he forced Israel to 

make the necessary withdrawals for peace. 

Even if there was such a conspiracy, it could never be proved. 

But there is one question that has to be asked. Is there any hard 

evidence that Nixon was seriously committed to a comprehensive 

peace and, if necessary, a confrontation with Israel in order to 

bring it about? The answer is yes — quite a lot of evidence. 

In June 1974, about two months after Kissinger had sabotaged 

the Nixon—PLO dialogue, Nixon went to the Middle East. 

He visited Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Israel and Jordan. From 
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Kissinger’s own account of Nixon’s visit to Israel, and also from 

Israeli newspaper reports, it is clear that the President was very 

frank, even blunt and tough, with the country’s leaders. 

On 17 June, and right across its front page, The Jerusalem Post 

carried a headline which said, ‘Nixon Urges ‘‘Statesmanship for 

Peace” by Israel’. The reporters were Asher Wallfish and David 

Landau. The opening three paragraphs of their story were the 

following: 

‘US President Richard Nixon last night called upon the leaders 

of Israel to choose the “‘right way”’ of statesmanship and recognize 

that ‘continuous war is not a solution for Israel’s survival”. 

‘Mr Nixon was replying to a toast by Professor Ephraim Katzir 

at a state banquet given in his honour by the Israeli President at 

the Knesset’s Chagall Hall. 

‘The alternative was politically easier, said Mr Nixon — adhering 

to the status quo and resisting initiatives. But initiatives might 

lead to negotiation.’ 

According to the same report, Nixon also said, ‘Peace takes 

courage just as war does.’ 

In Years of Upheaval Kissinger says Nixon was even more 

emphatic in his private conversations with Israel’s leaders. Accord- 

ing to Kissinger, Nixon told them that continuous war was not 

only a wrong policy, it was also ‘not right’. And Kissinger quotes 

Nixon as saying the foliowing: ‘. . . some might say in this country 

and many of our very good friends in the Jewish community in 

the United States say it now: let’s go back to the old days. Just 

give us the arms and we can lick all of our enemies and all of the 

rest. I don’t think that’s a policy. I don’t think that is viable for 

the future ... time will run out!’*”. 

As far back as October 1973, Kissinger had warned the Govern- 

ment of Israel that Nixon might be preparing to cut off arms 

supplies as a form of pressure. During my last conversation with 

Golda Meir she told me something Kissinger had said to her when 
he visited Israel as the Yom Kippur War was ending, and as Ameri- 
can weapons were pouring into the country: ‘Very quietly Kissinger 
said to me, “‘Mrs Meir, do you mind if I give you some advice . . . 
Now that this airlift is under way, you must use the opportunity 
to take everything possible from Nixon - every tank, every plane, 
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every bomb — because the day may come when he will not any 
more be willing to supply you. The pressures from the Arabs are 
such that he can no longer resist them.” ” 

According to Khalad Hassan, Nixon made two secret promises 

to Feisal. Both were contained in personal, handwritten letters 

from the President to the King. The first was sent shortly after 
Nixon returned from his Middle East tour. 

Said Khalad: ‘This first letter I saw and read with my own eyes. 

Feisal showed it to me because of one particular sentence in it 

which was for us. I will tell you precisely what it said, and remember 

this is Nixon writing to Feisal personally: “Your Majesty, trust me 

that I will realize justice for the Palestinians.” ’ 

According to Khalad the bigger or wider promise of the letter 

was that Nixon would take all necessary steps to oblige the Israelis 

to withdraw to the 1967 borders in accordance with the spirit of 

Resolution 242. There was, however, one qualification. Nixon 

apparently told Feisal that he could not guarantee to deliver a 

quick solution to the problem of Jerusalem. 

The second letter was sent after Nixon’s return from Moscow 

at the beginning of July. It seems to have been a response to a 

letter or message from Feisal, in which the King asked what Nixon 

planned actually to do if Israel and its friends in America succeeded 

in denying the President the political support he needed to begin 

to apply real pressure on Israel. 
Said Khalad: ‘I did not see Nixon’s second message, but Feisal 

told me about it, and we discussed it at some length because what 

Nixon said was so sensational and, for him, so dangerous. He told 

. Feisal that if he found his way blocked by Israel and the Jewish 

lobby, he would throw away his prepared text when he made his 

next State of the Nation report, and that he would tell the people 

of America, live on TV and radio, the whole truth about how Israel 

and its friends in America were the obstacle to peace. In other 

words, Nixon was preparing to expose the way in which the 

Government of Israel and its supporters in America controlled 

American foreign policy.’ 

Nixon’s visit to Saudi Arabia had ended on what diplomats 

regarded as a sensational note. In his farewell speech Feisal made 

an explicit and therefore extraordinary and totally unprecedented 
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reference to Nixon’s Watergate problems and American domestic 

politics. In normal circumstances King Feisal of Saudi Arabia would 
have been the last man to break the convention that a leader of 

one country does not seek to interfere in the domestic affairs 

of another. But the following is what he said: 

‘What is very important is that our friends in the United States 
of America be themselves wise enough to stand behind you, to 

rally around you, Mr President, in your noble efforts, almost unpre- 

cedented in the history of mankind, the efforts aimed at securing 

peace and justice in the world . .. And anybody who stands against 

you, Mr President, in the United States of America or outside the 

United States of America, or stands against us, your friends, in this 

part of the world, obviously has one aim in mind, namely, that of 

causing the splintering of the world, the wrong polarization of the 

world, the bringing about of mischief, which would not be con- 

ducive to tranquillity and peace in the world.’* 

I asked Khalad how he interpreted Feisal’s remarkable state- 

ment. He said: ‘It was Feisal’s way of telling the Jewish lobby in 

America a number of things. The first was that he knew the lobby 

was using the Watergate affair to break Nixon. The second was that 

he, the King of Saudi Arabia, was prepared to support Nixon in 

any confrontation with the lobby. Feisal was hinting that he would 

if necessary be prepared to use the oil weapon in a way that could 

destroy the wealth which was the source of the lobby’s power.’ 

On 24 July, the United States Supreme Court ruled by a vote 
of 8 to 0 that Nixon must surrender subpoenaed Watergate tapes. 

As Kissinger notes, that was the beginning of the end of President 
Richard Nixon. 

Kissinger tells of a telephone call from Nixon on the evening 
of 6 August. Nixon told Kissinger that he had just received an 
Israeli request for long-term military assistance. According to Kiss- 
inger, Nixon said he would turn it down and that he was intending, 
with immediate effect, to cut off all military supplies to Israel until 
it agreed to a comprehensive peace. Nixon then asked Kissinger to 
prepare the papers which wouid be the order to cut off all military 
supplies to Israel. Kissinger then quotes Nixon as saying he regret- 
ted he had not taken such action earlier and that he was sure his 
successor would thank him.%? 

364 



THE OLIVE BRANCH 

Three days later, on 9 August, Nixon resigned in order to 
avoid being impeached. 

The above does not prove there was a conspiracy to break 
Nixon. But it does suggest that Arafat and his colleagues and other 
Arab leaders have grounds for their suspicions. 

1 am aware that many readers will feel that I have given too much 

credence toa number of the PLO’s conspiracy theories —in particular 

the theory of a Watergate connection. My reply is this: like it or not, 

most Palestinians and very many other Arabs, both people and 

leaders, sincerely believe the Watergate crisis was used (not created) 

by some of Israel’s supporters to break President Nixon and thus to 

prevent him from honouring secret promises to King Feisal, who 
was assassinated in mysterious circumstances shortly after Nixon’s 

resignation. The point is not whether there was such a conspiracy — 

even if there was it could not be proved. The real point is that most 

Palestinians and other Arabs believe there was a Watergate connection. 

And it is what they delzeve, as well as what they know and can 

prove, which shapes their thinking and their actions. At some risk 

to my own credibility I was not, therefore, prepared to censor what 

Arafat and others had to say about a number of highly controversial 

matters. If the way a people thinks and acts was determined more 

by what is actually the case and less by what is believed to be the 

case, there could have been a negotiated end to the Arab-Israeli 

conflict many years ago. From an objective point of view it can be 

said that the existence of the Jewish State was never seriously 

threatened by any combination of Arab military force — but most 

Israelis believed the contrary to be the case. From an objective 

point of view it can be said that Arafat was committed to peace 

with Israel as far back as 1974 — but most Israelis believed this was 

not so. 
With Nixon gone, Kissinger’s next move was to repeat in 

Jordan what he had done in Egypt. He was hoping to persuade 

Israel to give Jordan a little land back in order to lock Hussein 

into negotiations and Arafat out. Kissinger’s assumption, probably 

correct at the time, was that Arafat and the PLO would be finished 

as soon as Hussein was negotiating for himself and the West Bank 

Palestinians. So at this time Kissinger’s strategy was to kill the PLO 

by politics. But the US Secretary of State was in for a very nasty 
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shock. Arafat was about to trump Kissinger’s one King with two 

Kings of his own! 

To say that what happened at the Arab summit in Rabat at the 

end of October was a defeat for Kissinger and a victory for Arafat 

would be a considerable understatement. The summit approved 

two main resolutions. One recognized the PLO as the only legit- 

imate representative of the Palestinian people. In the Arab world 

this effectively gave the PLO the status of a government; the PLO’s 

future was thus guaranteed in so far as it was possible for the Arabs 

to guarantee it. The second resolution required Hussein to commit 

himself to handing over the West Bank, when it was liberated, to 

the PLO. From a practical point of view, the immediate conse- 

quences of the Rabat summit decisions were that Hussein was no 

longer free to determine the future of the Palestinians of the 

occupied West Bank or to speak for them; and that he was no 

longer free even to negotiate the return of the West Bank without 

the PLO as his negotiating partner — unless, of course, the PLO 

gave him a mandate to negotiate on its behalf. Kissinger’s strategy 
was in ruins. 

Arafat’s victory was won by two Kings — Feisal and King Hassan 

of Morocco. In the months preceding the summit, and even at the 

summit itself, Hussein was utterly opposed to the idea of the PLO 

being recognized as the only legitimate representative of the Pales- 

tinians. Khalad Hassan said: ‘I can tell you very frankly that Hussein 

would have said ‘“‘No” to us at Rabat if those two cians had not 
used all their powers of persuasion on him.’ 

A diverting sideshow of the summit was the arrest by Moroccan 
security agents of six of Abu Iyad’s men. They had been ordered 
by their chief to find a way of killing Hussein before he left Rabat! 
According to Abu Daoud, relations between Arafat and Abu Iyad 
were ‘very bad’ in the weeks following the Rabat summit. I said 
earlier that Abu Iyad played an important role in helping Arafat to 
sell the mini-state formula. That is quite true, but he did not 
become a believer in the need for compromise until the beginning 
of 1975. From then on Arafat had all of his senior Fatah colleagues 
with him in his struggle to sell compromise. 

The question for Israel’s leaders after the Rabat summit was 
how to deal with the PLO. From here on they had only two 
options. The first was to accept the PLO as a negotiating partner 
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at some stage in the future, when they had reason to be satisfied 
that Arafat could deliver the compromise they knew he was com- 
mitted to and was struggling behind his own lines to sell. The 
second was to liquidate the PLO and all it represented by military 
means. Israel’s leaders went for the second option. 

In the event, the decision to resolve the Palestinian problem 
by brute force was not taken until Israel’s own extremists were in 
power. Their leaders were Menachem Begin and General Ariel 
Sharon. Begin became Prime Minister in 1977. But the difference 
between his two administrations and the last Labour coalition led 
by Yitzhak Rabin was more one of style than substance. Rabin and 
his so-called moderate Labour colleagues wanted to finish the PLO 
and even the Palestinian people by military means, but they were 

wise enough to know that Israel would lose too much in terms of 

international sympathy and support if they did the job all at once. 

So Rabin’s preferred policy was to destroy the PLO and the Pales- 

tinian people by stages. The year 1977 was not a watershed in 

Israel’s history. As Arafat put it, ‘It was business as usual after 

Begin came to power. The only real difference was that Begin was 

honest about his intentions. Those who ruled before him were 

hypocrites and liars who deceived their own people first and then 
the world.’ 

I asked Arafat whether he drew a distinction between successive 

Israeli governments and the people of Israel. 

Arafat replied with great enthusiasm: ‘Yes, yes, yes. Certainly. 

This is why we have always said that Zionism will be defeated when 

the Jews of Israel reject it. You see it really is possible to be a Jew 

- in Israel or a Jew in Palestine without being a Zionist. What is 

Zionism in practice? It is a policy for liquidating the Palestinian 

people. By definition, and in practice, a Jew ceases to be a Zionist 

in the real meaning of the word when he agrees to stop liquidating 

the Palestinian people and to live with them in peace and on equal 

terms. This is fundamental to our case. We will still want to liqui- 

date Zionism as I have described it, and that will always remain 

our objective. In that sense you can say the destruction of Zionism 

is our ultimate goal... because when it is destroyed, when the 

Jews in Israel have rejected it, our two peoples can live together 

in real peace.’ 
When the news of what the Arab Jeaders had decided at Rabat 
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broke, Kissinger was in Yugoslavia. He was furious — so angry that 

he forgot to make an allowance for the fact that he was among 

people who were also friends of Arafat and some of his most senior 

colleagues, including the Hassan brothers. 

Said Hani Hassan: ‘I don’t want to compromise our friends in 

Yugoslavia, so I won’t tell you exactly what Kissinger said in his 

anger, but I can speak about his meaning. He left our mutual 

friends in no doubt that he was going to punish us, and punish us 

in a very big way, in the Lebanon. He didn’t use the word liquidate, 

but it was clear to our friends who heard what he said that he was 

intending to finish us, or rather cause us to be finished. Frankly 

speaking, I am the man who can give you the real inside story of 

this Kissinger conspiracy because Arafat and I were the two who 

worked together to try to stop the civil war in Lebanon. And it 

was my responsibility to have the secret contacts with the Lebanese 

authorities and even President Assad when we were all fighting 

each other. But we’ll come to this in time. The reason for Kissing- 

er’s anger was partly the fact that he had lost Hussein as a negotiat- 

ing partner. But there was much more to it. He said the Arabs had 

made the 1973 war and had emerged from it with just about 

enough honour to allow them to negotiate — and then the Pales- 

tinians were the ones who were taking the benefit!’ 

Khalad Hassan said: ‘I can independently confirm what Hani 

said. I was also told by our Yugoslav friends that Kissinger said at 

one point that he had got to find a tailor to make a new suit for 

the PLO, and he apparently implied in the most obvious way that 

it would be a suit for a funeral — ours, of course!’ 

What happened in New York two weeks after the Rabat summit 

could only have been bad for Kissinger’s blood pressure. On 

Monday, 13 November, Yasser Arafat made his dramatic appearance 
at the UN to open a General Assembly debate on ‘The Question 
of Palestine’. He was being honoured and treated as a Head of 
State for the day. As the PLO Chairman was preparing to make 
his entrance to the Assembly debating chamber, the nearest 
thing there is to a world parliament, Israeli Ambassador Tekoah 
was preparing to leave it. As Arafat entered the chamber the 
representatives of the nations of the world rose to their feet, almost 
as one, and gave him a standing ovation. They did the same 101 
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minutes later when he left. Only the Americans remained seated. 
For Arafat himself the world was not quite a perfect place on 

this November day. I said to him: ‘Abu Amar, in a perfect world 
you would have used that opportunity to spell out your true 
position without ambiguity - in other words you would have out- 
lined the reality of the compromise you were working for... is 
that not so?’ 

Again the sad smile. Then Arafat said: ‘Yes, of course. With all 
my heart that is what I wanted to say. But it was not politically 
possible at that time for the reasons we have discussed. So I had 
to send my signals in what you call my ambiguous way.’ At this 
point the smile disappeared and Arafat let some bitterness into his 
voice. Then he said: ‘But really I was not so ambiguous. Yes, my 
speech required my listeners to think for themselves and to make 

a connection between certain ideas . . . but I said enough for people 

of goodwill, even Israelis of goodwill, to understand that I was 
offering a very big compromise in the name of my Palestinian 
people ... Is that also not so?’ 

Given that there were limits to what he could say in public in 

an unambiguous way, Arafat’s speech was a masterpiece of clarity 

— provided his listeners were prepared to listen and to do, as Arafat 

said, just a little thinking for themselves. The cleverness of Arafat’s 
speech was the way it linked together two particular ideas. 

He spoke first of all about the Palestinian dream — the coming 

into being of the democratic, secular state of Palestine in place of 

the more or less exclusive Jewish State. And on this he said: ‘When 

we speak of our common hopes for the Palestine of tomorrow, we 

include in our perspective all Jews now living in Palestine who 

choose to live with us there in peace and without discrimination.’*° 

That was one of the two central ideas. The other was the PLO’s 

wish to establish a ‘national authority’ (still in November 1974 the 

code for the mini-state) on any land on the West Bank and in Gaza 

from which the Israelis could be persuaded to withdraw. He linked 

these two ideas with a question: ‘Have I not the right to dream?’ 

What he was actually saying for those with ears to hear was, as he 

put it to me: ‘Yes, I have the right to dream. We all have the right 
to dream... but as a practical man who is prepared to face the 

reality of Israel’s existence, I recognize and accept that dreams do 
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not always come true . . . and that is why we talk about our national 

authority — that is what we are prepared to settle for, a little 

homeland of our own, in order to have peace with Israel, until the 

day when the Israelis decide of their own free will to join with us 

in the creation of the democratic, secular state of our dreams.’ 

Arafat ended his speech with the two sentences for which he 

will always be remembered. ‘I have come bearing an olive branch 

and a freedom fighter’s gun. Do not let the olive branch fall from 

my hand.’ 

On 22 November the international community, with the excep- 

tion of Israel and the US, acknowledged that the Palestinians had 

rights. On that day UN Resolution 3236 recognized the rights of 

the Palestinian people to ‘self-determination, national indepen- 

dence and sovereignty’. Arafat’s victory was confirmed. It was 

official, so to speak. And Resolution 3237 granted the PLO 

Observer Status at the UN. 
This surely was the moment in the history of the Arab-Israeli 

conflict when wisdom demanded an Israeli response by some means 

other than the gun. The time was right for an accommodation 

because both sides, the Israelis and the Palestinians, had won. Israel 

had won the military war. Its military superiority, and its frequent 

demonstrations of it, had resulted in an Arab and Palestinian will- 

ingness to face the reality of Israel’s existence — making allowance 

only for the fact that Arafat still had some way to go before he 

could deliver compromise without splitting the PLO. And the 

Palestinians had won the political war by proving they existed 

and that their problems could not be swept under the carpet. 

Unfortunately Israel’s leaders simply did not have it in them to 

respond with anything but the gun. 

At the UN Israel’s response to Arafat’s speech was predictable. 

Ambassador Tekoah condemned the Arab states as being ‘in the 

vanguard of a fanatical assault on the Jewish people’. And he 

condemned the UN for inviting Arafat to address the world body. 
The PLO was nothing but a ‘murder organization’ and the UN 
had ‘capitulated’ to it. Israel, the Ambassador said, ‘will not permit 
the establishment of PLO authority in any part of Palestine. Israel 
will not permit the PLO to be forced on the Palestinian Arabs.’4! 
Even as Tekoah was speaking the Palestinians on the West Bank 
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and in Gaza, those who had previously lost faith in the liberation 
movement, were going wild with delight and were re-committing 
themselves to the PLO in general and to Arafat in particular. 

On the ground the Israeli Government responded by speeding 
up the development of its settlements in the occupied territories; 
and then on 1 December the President of Israel officially confirmed 
what everybody had unofficially known for years — that Israel pos- 
sessed the potential to produce nuclear weapons. In fact Israel 
already had nuclear weapons. 

On 19 November, just six days after Arafat’s appearance at the 
UN, four Israeli civilians, including two women, were killed in a 
PDF terror attack on an apartment building in Beit Shean. The 

PDF said it carried out its attack to demonstrate that Arafat’s 

waving of the olive branch did not mean he had dropped his gun. 

The fact that the Palestinians were ready for compromise did not 

mean they were militarily finished and were ready to negotiate 

because they had no alternative. The PDF was, it said, seeking 

to demonstrate that the Palestinians would be negotiating from 

strength. The logic was, I think, as sincere as it was ludicrous. But, 

as ever, Arafat and the whole PLO was damned by the action of a 

misguided minority faction. 

Arafat’s appearance at the UN General Assembly had four 

principal stage managers, two Saudis and two Algerians. The two 

Saudis were Feisal and Omar Saqqaf, the King’s Foreign Minister 

and his most trusted counsellor and friend. Saqqaf was also Khalad 

Hassan’s best friend and mentor. The two Algerians were President 

Boumedienne and the sitting President of the General Assembly, 

-Abdelaziz Bouteflika. 

Arafat had not at first been enthusiastic about the idea that he 

himself should be the one to go to New York. Khalad Hassan told 

me: ‘When we got the word that the way was clear, Arafat was full 

of doubts. He said to me. ‘‘Why don’t you go... you’re the 

Chairman of the PNC Foreign Relations Committee.” And he 

wasn’t joking. He really wasn’t. I said to him: “‘Abu Amar, you’re 

crazy. You’re our Chairman. You’re our symbol. You’re Mr Pales- 

tine. It’s you or there’s no show.”’’” 
Further evidence that Arafat was in an uncertain state of mind 

is the fact that some of his colleagues stole his Algerian passport, 
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rushed it to the Egyptian Foreign Minister and asked him to call 

the American Embassy to arrange for an American visa to be 

stamped in the passport with the minimum possible delay. Said 

Khalad: ‘I wasn’t there at the time, but I believe it was very 

amusing. Those who stole the passport returned in fifteen minutes 

— with the visa. And they said to Arafat, ‘“Now you’ve got to go!”’’” 

I asked Khalad why he thought Arafat was not so enthusiastic 

in the beginning. He said: ‘To tell you the truth I don’t know. 

I’m sure he was weighing many factors. But you must remember 

one thing . . . it was 1974, and in those days Arafat was not experi- 

enced in the conduct of international affairs. To me the United 

Nations was a game — I had been there so many times. To Arafat 

it was still a mystery.’ 

‘You mean Arafat was worried that he would be out of his 

depth and that he might not do such a good job as you or others?’ 

I asked. 

Khalad replied: ‘Yes, I think so. But you can’t blame him for 

that. In fact, I think you have to admire the way he was being 

honest with himself.’ 

Once the decision was made, Arafat, as usual, threw himself 

wholeheartedly into the drafting and re-drafting of the speech he 

was to make. Khalad said: ‘It was a real committee job. Drafts, 

drafts and more drafts. When we thought we’d got it about right, 

we asked one of our most celebrated poets to put the finishing 
touch to it.’ 

Obviously one major consideration in Arafat’s mind was the 

question of his personal safety. I asked Abu Iyad if he as the execu- 

tive responsible for Fatah and PLO security had been worried that 

Arafat might not leave New York alive. He said: ‘As a matter of 

fact — no, not at the time. It was my opinion that America could 

not afford to allow Arafat to be assassinated on American territory; 
and they had asked us to help by keeping the visit as short as 
possible. I’ve got a theory that in Western countries you must leave 
yourself to the protection of the local security agencies and put all 
the responsibility on their shoulders. Your safety then becomes a 
political matter and not a security issue. And that in my opinion is 
the best protection.” Abu Iyad had a relationship with the Soviet 
KGB, and it is reasonable to assume that he would have sought its 
opinion before giving his own to Arafat. 
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All who accompanied Arafat on his journey to New York were 
full of unqualified praise for the professional and courteous way in 
which the various US security agencies looked after them and their 
Chairman. And it was certainly not an easy job. Tens of thousands 
of Americans, by no means all of them Jews, were assembled for a 
rejection and protest demonstration at the Hammarskjold Plaza in 
the shadow of the UN headquarters building. The banners told 
their own story: ‘PLO is Murder International’; ‘UN Becomes a 
Forum of Terrorism’. A trade union leader called for an embargo 
of ‘poisoned Arab oil’. Most of the speeches were extreme in the 
extreme. The message of many was simply one of hate. Even 
Senator Henry Jackson, the champion of Soviet Jewry, told the 
mob that the UN decision to recognize the PLO ‘threatens the 
already pale prospect of peace’. Meanwhile the Jewish Defense 

League was promising that Arafat would not leave New York alive. 

The promise was made at a press conference by the JDL’s director 
of operations. He had a pistol on the table in front of him. The 
scene and the threat made the TV news bulletins. It was quite a 

reception for a man who was more seriously committed to peace 
than all of Israel’s leaders put together. 

On the Saturday before Arafat’s arrival the UN headquarters 

building and complex had been hermetically sealed off from the 

outside world. The Chairman of the PLO was landed by helicopter 
in its compound at 4.00 a.m. on Monday. From there he went to 

a suite in the main UN building. He did not leave it until noon 

when it was time for him to make his speech. After it, there was a 

lunch and reception at the UN. In the late afternoon Arafat and 
his party were transferred to the Waldorf Towers Hotel. Zahedi 

Terzi, the man who was about to become the PLO’s Observer- 

Ambassador at the UN, takes up the story: 

‘Apparently this hotel was one of the best places for security. 

They had mounted police around the place. They had snipers on 

the building. They had snipers in the building. They had machine- 

guns on the floor. They had police dogs on our particular floor. 

And we could not move from one room to another among our- 

selves without showing our special identity buttons. 
‘That night we all went to bed believing we were guaranteed 

a good long sleep and a relaxing new day. We knew the plan. It 

was, in fact, quite well known. Arafat was to have breakfast with 
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Mrs Marcos of the Philippines and lunch with President Franjieh 

of the Lebanon. I fell asleep quickly. At midnight there was a knock 

on my door. One of Arafat’s aides said, “Get ready. We’re leaving.” 

‘This time we travelled to the airport in cars. I expected a very 

fast convoy. In fact they wanted us to leave one car at a time and 

with different intervals of time between each departure. There was 

no panic but I felt there was trouble around — I mean trouble 

coming. Arafat’s car was the last to arrive — two hours after the 

rest of us. Then we took off for Cuba. It was the special plane 

belonging to Algeria’s President Boumedienne. Some of us specu- 

lated about the possibility of our plane being hit by a missile. I can 

tell you we were worried. But we made it.’ 

So why the change of plan at midnight? 

I asked Abu Iyad to tell me if Arafat changed his departure 

plan simply because he was taking his usual precautions or because 

there was a plot against him. He replied: ‘I think it was both. Even 

I don’t know. The surprise to me was not that he moved when he 

did, but the direction he went in when he did move. I think that 

is the clue. Everybody thought he would return to Africa or to the 

West — but he went to the South . . . because it was near, because 

it was secure.’ 

There is not enough evidence to support any firm conclusion. 

My own guess is that Arafat probably thought that he would be 

attacked in the air. 

On 25 March 1975, King Feisal, the man who had done most 

to bring about the PLO’s political victories, was murdered. The 

assassination happened in the throne room when Feisal was receiv- 

ing a delegation from Kuwait, and at the moment when the King 
and his visitors were surrounded by a small army of cameramen. 

Into their midst came Feisal Ibn Musa’ed. He was one of the 

King’s many nephews. He approached Feisal, took out a gun and 

shot the King dead. The assassin was arrested immediately, con- 

demned to death on 2 April, and decapitated in the public square 
in Riyadh on 18 June. 

The first official announcement of Feisal’s death said Feisal Ibn 

Musa’ed was ‘deranged’. But many people knew this was not true; 

and five days later the Ministry of Information announced that the 
theory had been discarded by the authorities. 
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One of many who knew the assassin was not insane was Abu 
Daoud. He said: ‘For some years I was a teacher in Saudi Arabia 

and Feisal Ibn Musa’ed was one of my pupils. I can tell you he was 

quite sane. This was the fact and it was well known to very many 

people because Feisal Ibn Musa’ed was something of a celebrity.’ 

Is there an explanation for why the Saudi authorities put out 

a cover story for five days and then refused to say anything further 

about the assassination in public? 

Said Khalad Hassan: ‘When they made the first announcement 

the Saudi authorities strongly suspected, and later proved to their 

own satisfaction, what the truth was. But if they had given a hint 

of what they suspected on the day Feisal was murdered, they would 

have lit a fire of Muslim and Arab anger which would have spread 

from one end of the Muslim and Arab world to the other in a 

matter of hours. You people in the West are fortunate that the 

Arab leaders, the Saudis in particular, are more responsible in many 

cases than your own leaders.’ 

What did the Saudis believe the truth to be? ‘I can tell you,’ 

Khalad said. ‘It’s no more a matter of what they suspect. It’s what 

they know . . . but they cannot talk about it in public. Ibn Musa’ed 

was the King’s nephew and the killer — but he was only a tool and 

a weapon in the hands of others. The assassination was planned 

and directed by American agents with the help of at least one 

Israeli agent — a woman.’ 
As it was told to me by Khalad and other PLO leaders who 

know the Saudis well, and also by Abu Daoud, the outline of the 

story of how King Feisal was set up for assassination is no longer 

a secret to many Arab journalists and a number of Western 

reporters who specialize in Arab affairs. 

- For a period of some years before the assassination, Ibn 

Musa’ed was living mainly in America. Khalad said, ‘He was on 

drugs and he was in debt — which made him a target for blackmail 

and manipulation.’ 

According to Khalad and other PLO leaders who claim to 

know the whole inside story from the Saudis, Ibn Musa’ed was the 

perfect candidate for the set-up as far as his American and Israeli 

controllers were concerned because he had two quite separate 

grievances against King Feisal. 
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He blamed the King for the death of his own father, who was 

killed shortly after Feisal introduced television to Saudi Arabia and 

allowed women to appear on the air. Ibn Musa’ed’s father was 

among demonstrators who occupied the first TV station and 

threatened to destroy it. Saudi police surrounded the building, 

shots were eventually fired and people were killed — including Ibn 

Musa’ed’s father. Ibn Musa’ed then swore in public that he would 

one day revenge his father by taking the King’s life. 

Said Khalad: ‘One of the most important facts in the whole 
story is that King Feisal forgave Ibn Musa’ed and more or less 

adopted him as his own son. And that is why the potential assassin 

continued to enjoy unquestioned access to the King.’ 

The other grievance was dynastic and is a matter of record: Ibn 

Musa’ed’s mother belonged to the Rasheed clan which had been 

defeated at the beginning of the century by King Feisal’s father, 

the founder of Saudi Arabia, and thereby lost its chance of becom- 

ing the ruling family of the kingdom. 

According to Khalad, Abu Iyad and others, the raw intelligence 

information about Ibn Musa’ed-and his background was gathered 

over a number of years, and as a matter of routine, by CIA agents 

in Saudi Arabia. This is entirely logical; but it does not necessarily 

indicate that those who set up Ibn Musa’ed for assassinating Feisal 
were CIA agents. There are a number of American agencies and 
many individuals with access to, or who can get access to, low- 
grade information in the CIA’s files. 

Khalad continued: ‘So Ibn Musa’ed was vulnerable on two 
points... and those who set him up played with him in a very 
clever way. They deepened the feeling of revenge within him and 
they did it by providing him with a girlfriend who was a Mossad 
agent. This beautiful girl was the key to him. It was she, with the 
help of drugs, who pushed the ideas into him. She was with him 
all the time he was in America until he left for Saudi Arabia to do 
the killing. Then she disappeared. Completely without trace. She 
did not receive the last letter Ibn Musa’ed wrote to her. In it 
he said, “By the time you receive this I will have achieved a 
great victory.” ’ 

I asked Khalad if he knew of any hard evidence which proved 
that the girlfriend was a Mossad agent. He replied: ‘How do you 
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prove such things? What I can tell you for sure is that Saudi and 
other investigations easily and quickly established that she was a 

dedicated Zionist. You should also not forget the Saudis had more 

than ten weeks to interrogate the assassin. In that time they built 

up a picture of what had happened and they reconstructed some 

of the dialogues between Ibn Musa’ed and his girlfriend.’ 
I asked Khalad if at any time in his many conversations with 

Feisal he had gathered the impression that the King suspected he 

might one day be assassinated by his American or his American 

and Israeli enemies. Khalad replied: ‘I know Feisal had that feeling. 

To tell you the complete truth, he once told me it was likely 

to happen.’ 

In New York, Zahedi Terzi, the PLO’s Observer at the UN, 

told me: ‘I can tell you from my knowledge, it was the common 

diplomatic assumption that the Americans killed King Feisal. As 

soon as the news came through that is what all the private diplo- 

matic gossip was saying. It was not unexpected.’ 

When the news of Feisal’s assassination broke, Israel’s Ambassa- 

dor in Washington was apparently so overcome with delight that 

he ‘danced a jig’ in his office . . . that, at any rate, is the story as it 

was reported to Israel by some Israeli newspaper correspondents 

in Washington. 

I asked Khalad to explain as he saw it the American and Israeli 

motive for killing Feisal. The following was his reply: 

‘They had two main motives — what we can call the long-term 

motive and the short-term motive. And in my opinion, in fact in 

the opinion of most if not all Arabs, the long-term motive was the 

more important one. The Americans and the Israelis had a very 

good understanding of Feisal. They knew he was the only living 

Arab leader who had the personality, the capability, the desire, the 

will, the determination and also the necessary power and influence 

to bring about Arab unity over a period of some years. Shortly 

before his death Feisal told me he thought he needed ten more 

years. So the truth, my dear, is this. If Feisal had lived we Arabs 

would have succeeded in putting our act together. In other words 

we would have had sufficient unity to deploy our collective eco- 

nomic and political strength to force America to force Israel to 

withdraw to the 1967 borders for the sake of peace with the Arabs 
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and the Palestinians. To put it another way, if Feisal had lived, the 
day was coming when an American President would be forced to 

do what Nixon was stopped from doing. When Israel and the 

Jewish lobby finished Nixon, Feisal vowed to himself that he would 

continue the fight so long as he had breath in his body to do so. 

So from the American and Israeli point of view, Feisal had to be 
liquidated at some point. 

‘The short-term motive was really we can say in two parts. 

What I mean is that there were two reasons why they decided to 

kill him when they did. One was concerned with the immediate 

past. The other was concerned with the immediate future. So far 

as the immediate past was concerned, Feisal was the man who had 

done most to keep the PLO alive, and to help us win our two 

great political victories at the Rabat summit and the UN. So to 

that extent Feisal’s murder was a revenge killing.’ 

Less than three weeks after Feisal’s assassination, civil war broke 

out in the Lebanon. Said Khalad Hassan: ‘Feisal was our protector, 

and Feisal had the power and influence within the Arab world to 

prevent Kissinger from turning the Lebanon into his private killing 

ground. I am not saying Feisal could have stopped the civil war 

from starting. I am saying that if he had lived, he would have used 
his influence with other Arab leaders to bring the situation under 
control, with our help...’ 

According to Kissinger’s account of the first phase of the civil 
war in the Lebanon — it gets one sentence in passing in his book 
— what happened was very simple. The PLO tried to take over the 
Lebanon, and President Assad of Syria wisely intervened to stop 
that happening. As it relates to the policy of the Chairman of the 
PLO and the Commander-in-Chief of its military forces, Kissinger’s 
assertion bears no resemblance to the truth. But as it relates to 
what some PLO leaders thought they could do, in alliance with 
their Muslim allies, Kissinger’s assertion is not too far from the 
truth. Some PLO leaders, including Fatah’s own leftists, thought 
they could take over the Lebanon in association with their Muslim 
allies. The leader of the Muslim crusade to change the political 
system in the Lebanon — to give the Muslims a fair say in govern- 
ment — was the Druze warrior chief, Kamal Jumblatt. 

Khalad Hassan said: ‘What was happening in the Lebanon was 
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in one way an extension of the on-going rivalry and struggle for 

regional power and influence between Sadat and Assad. When I 

said this at the start of the civil war, many of my Arab League 
colleagues laughed. But the proof of the pudding was in the eating 

— the fighting was stopped at the end of 1976 when the Saudis 

helped me to persuade Sadat and Assad to shake hands.’ 

When the civil war started, Sadat was supporting the Christian 

militias. Good Muslim though he claimed to be, Sadat did not 

want to see a Muslim take-over in the Lebanon. He feared that 

such an event would encourage the growth of Muslim funda- 

mentalism in Egypt. The fundamentalists were, of course, Sadat’s 

enemies, and it was they who killed him in the end. Assad’s interest 

in the Lebanon was, also contrary to what many people believed 

at the time, to prevent a Muslim take-over — partly because he 

knew the US and Israel would never allow it, and partly because 

he knew that he would not be able to control the Muslim factions 

for his own ends if they did ever become the dominating power in 

the Lebanon. Assad was mainly interested in maintaining the status 
quo in the Lebanon. The most he had to do was to make sure the 

Muslims did not lose any ground. In reality, therefore, Sadat and 

Assad were not on opposite sides, though the Egyptian President 

did not trust Assad enough to take a chance on that being the 

case. The Soviets did their meddling mainly through the Syrians 

and Fatah’s leftists. 
Next to the Americans, the most dangerous of the interfering 

foreigners were the Israelis. They were in the process of setting up 

their Lebanese puppet army in the south under the command of 

the renegade Christian officer, Major Saad Haddad. Israel’s main 

interest, apart from smashing the PLO, was to do everything neces- 

sary to prevent a Muslim take-over, even when the Muslims were 

the majority. 

Officially the civil war in the Lebanon began in April. There is 

general though not complete agreement that the fighting was 

triggered by a Christian ambush on a busload of Palestinians in 

Beirut. But that was not the beginning of the story. 

Said Hani Hassan: ‘The real story begins when Kissinger made 

the first move of his counter-attack after our victories at Rabat 

and the UN. Kissinger’s people asked President Suleimann Franjieh 
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to “‘do a Jordan” in the Lebanon - in other words, to crush the 

PLO as Hussein had done. I must tell you I have records of all 

the dates, times and places of the meetings between the Americans 

and Franjieh and his people. I also know everything that was said. 

It was my business to know. You should also not forget that I had 

the confidence of Franjieh because he knew that Arafat was play- 

ing the role of mediator in the Lebanon crisis and that I was 

negotiating with all the parties for Arafat. 

‘So anyway, Kissinger’s people asked Franjieh to finish the PLO. 

At first Franjieh said “No” and he was very angry. He said to the 

Americans: ‘‘Look, first of all we Lebanese are civilized and that is 

not the way we behave. Second, even if I wanted to do what you 

ask, I cannot. Our army is small, weak and divided on sectarian 

lines and I do not have the power.” 

‘The American reply was astonishing. The man who was repre- 

senting Kissinger said to Franjieh: “You must put to one side this 

question of being civilized, it’s not relevant.’’ As Franjieh knew, 

the American was really saying, ‘““Cut out this crap about being 

civilized!” Then the American said: “You say you can’t do it. OK, 

we accept you have a point there... but remember that’s also 
what Hussein said to us when we asked him to do the job in 
Jordan. We helped him and we can help you.” What the Americans 
mainly meant was that Israel would arm and support the Christians. 

‘At first Franjieh said “No” to the Americans. But he came 
under very strong pressure from hardliners in his own Maronite 
community — from the Phalange Party of Pierre Gemayel in par- 
ticular. So in time Franjieh said “Yes” to the Americans, not 
completely, but he agreed to co-operate. So began the serious co- 
operation between the Christian militias and the Israelis. And so 
began the civil war. 

‘Now I must tell you something very important. When the 
fighting started, and even before that, Arafat, Khalad, myself and 
all the rightists — really you can say the mainstream leadership of 
Fatah and the PLO - we decided that under no circumstances 
would we allow it to become a Lebanese—Palestinian conflict. We 
had learned the lessons of Jordan and, more important, we knew 
exactly what Kissinger’s game was. So the truth is that from the 
very beginning Arafat set out to be the mediator of the conflict. 
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‘In my opinion this is the period when Arafat became a real 
statesman. Of course he had his own Palestinian reasons for want- 
ing to put out the fire in the Lebanon as quickly as possible — and 
we'll come to those reasons later; but really Arafat was the only 
leader who was working to prevent the Lebanon from being torn 

apart and destroyed. Kissinger and the Israelis didn’t give a damn 
about destroying the Lebanon. If that was the price that had to be 

paid for crushing the PLO and keeping the Christians in power — 

well, that was fine by them. Kissinger and the Israelis were the real 

killers, the real murderers. As for Arafat the statesman, I think he 

was trying to handle the crisis in the same way that Feisal would 

have done if he had been alive.’ 

During the opening months of the fighting, when Arafat was 

in control of events on his own side, the mainstream Palestinian 

forces kept a low profile and generally did everything possible to 

avoid being drawn directly into the conflict on the side of the 

Muslims. This, to say the least, was not an easy policy for Arafat 

to enforce because the Muslims were the PLO’s natural allies. And 

the leftist organizations within the PLO, including Fatah’s own 
leftists, had formed a Patriotic Front alliance with Jumblatt. Then, 

in September, Arafat authorized Hani Hassan to undertake a secret 

and dramatic peace initiative. 

Hani continued: ‘With the support of President Franjieh I went 

by helicopter to one of the main bases of the Christian militias. 
Really it was very dangerous. I thought there was a good chance 

they would shoot me dead as soon as I stepped down from the 

helicopter. Anyway, we talked and talked. I told them we didn’t 

want to take sides and that we wanted to make an arrangement 

with the Christians. I said that was what I had come to negotiate, 

and I produced what I called my Lebanese—Christian—Palestinian 

paper. Eventually we had the basis of an agreement which could 

be signed. So far so good. Then I produced what I called my 

Lebanese—Lebanese—Palestinian paper. I said it was obvious that 

we had to have a similar non-interference agreement with the 

Muslims. At first the Christians were very angry. They said, ‘What 

business is it of yours to solve the Lebanon’s internal problems!” 

Then I became very angry and I said: “Look, there are certain 

facts on the ground. We Palestinians are here in the Lebanon and 
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we have to have an accommodation with both sides.’ Eventually 

they agreed to let me continue with the mediation effort. 

‘So I came to Jumblatt and I said: “Look, if you are ready 
to sign an agreement by which the PLO commits itself to non- 
interference in the Lebanon’s internal affairs, Arafat can bring this 
war to an end very quickly.”” And I told him the Christians were 
ready to agree. I said if we all acted quickly we could prevent the 
conflict from being internationalized. 

‘Jumblatt rejected me. He said: “‘Are you foolish? Are you a 
traitor? Do you not know the Syrians are backing us, and that they 
are going to back us all the way until we have changed the system 
in the Lebanon and have put an end to Christian domination!” 

‘I laughed. I said: “My dear friend, Kamal . . . you are wrong. 
You don’t begin to understand what is happening. The Syrians will 
never support the overthrow of the Christian regime in the 
Lebanon. Do you not know there was a secret agreement in 1973 
between the authorities in Beirut, the Government of Israel and 
the regime in Syria? Do you not know that under the terms of that 
agreement the Israelis said they would allow the Syrians to move 
inside the Lebanon, to protect their own interests, but on condition 
the Syrians did not enter Christian areas and did not seriously 
threaten the status quo? Do you really not know the Syrians have 
this secret agreement with Israel?” Jumblatt was astonished but he 
refused to believe me. So I told Jumblatt he was uninformed. I 
said the Syrians would support him — but only to the extent of 
bringing about some minor changes in the Lebanese system, which 
would give the Muslims a more fair and bigger voice in the Govern- 
ment in Beirut, but not a dominating voice. Still he refused to 
believe me. Then came a very dramatic change; in fact, two very 
dramatic changes. 

‘In January and February, Jumblatt and ourselves had talks 
with the Syrians about the formation of a new Government in 
Beirut. It was then that Jumblatt realized that what I had been 
telling him about the Syrians was true. So he was very angry. He 
came to me and said, “I’m sorry, Hani, you are right. The Syrians 
have deceived me. They are only playing games, using us as a way 
of keeping their influence in the Lebanon. Please tell Arafat to 
make the peace on a Lebanese—Lebanese basis. To hell with the 
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Syrians! Tell Arafat to do anything he likes to make the peace and 
I will support him!” 

“Naturally, Arafat was very happy. He now had all the cards in 
his hand to bring the civil war to an end before it was international- 
ized. But unlike Jumblatt, Arafat was very wise. Arafat did not say 
“To hell with the Syrians!”’ Arafat was the first to recognize that 
the Syrians did and do have a very big stake in the Lebanon, so 
what he wanted was a compromise between the Christians and the 
Muslims which was acceptable to the Syrians. Why was Arafat 
insisting On working with the Syrians? He knew that if the Pales- 
tinians found themselves in confrontation with the Syrians, the 

Christians and the Israelis would make an alliance which would 

end with the defeat of the PLO in the Lebanon. Truly, Arafat saw 
the catastrophe of 1982 coming and he did everything possible to 
try to stop it in 1976. 

‘So Arafat went to speak with the Syrians. In effect he said to 

them: ‘‘Look, as a result of our mediation efforts I can bring about 

an end to the civil war. But I understand and respect your interest 

in the Lebanon... can we now co-operate to make the peace?” ’ 

Unfortunately the Syrians rejected Arafat. They did not want 

Yasser Arafat, Chairman of the PLO, to be the peacemaker in the 

Lebanon. They knew that if he did make the peace he would 

strengthen the PLO’s political base in the Lebanon. In turn that 

would mean the PLO was less and less dependent on the Syrians, 

and that the Syrians would have less and less freedom to interfere 

in the PLO’s internal affairs. The Syrians were also beginning to 

like what they were hearing from Kissinger. He was sending signals 

-which implied that the US would find it much easier to help Syria 

in negotiating with Israel if the US did not have to deal with the 

Palestinians. The messages were not yet an invitation to Syria 

to move against the PLO, but they were preparing the way for 

the invitation. 
Hani continued: ‘At the time Kissinger and his people were 

very worried — and with good reason from their point of view. It 

was taking much longer than they had hoped to build the alliance 

of Israeli and Christian interests which was to be the weapon for 

smashing the PLO. And what was worse from Kissinger’s point of 

view was that Arafat was defusing the Lebanon’s internal crisis. 
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And if Arafat did succeed in making the peace, then the prospects 

for a strong alliance between Israel and the Christians might be 

destroyed — because the Christians would not need it. So Kissinger 

had to find a way of bringing the Syrians directly into the conflict 

against the PLO. He had a maximum and a minimum objective in 

mind. His maximum objective or hope was that the Syrians could 
be persuaded to crush the PLO. But if that was not possible, he 
believed that Syria’s intervention would have two positive results. 
First, by controlling and dominating the overall situation in the 
Lebanon, the Syrians would effectively deny Arafat the opportunity 
to score a political victory which would allow him to consolidate 
his political base in the Lebanon. Second, with Arafat effectively 
neutralized by the Syrians, and unable to make the peace between 
the Christians and the Muslims, the Christians and the Israelis 
would have all the time they needed to put together the alliance 
that would allow them to crush the PLO in the future . . . But first 
Kissinger and his people had to find a way of bringing the Syrians 
into the conflict against the PLO. 

‘They found their way through Jumblatt. Kissinger’s people 
came to him and won his confidence. Then they said to him the 
following: ““Look, we Americans have a really serious dilemma 
about what to do in the Lebanon. We want your help, so first let 
us be honest and tell you our problem. You know that we Ameri- 
cans regard the Lebanon as being in our sphere of influence. You 
know we are committed to keeping the communists out. And 
you know for these many years past we have been working with 
the Christians at the expense of the Muslims. So now to our 
problem. We are losing our ability to control the situation and to 
keep the communists out because the Christians have lost their 
power. So we have decided to solve the problem in a way which 
we don’t like, but which we must accept because we have no 
choice. We are ready to work with you and your fellow Muslim 
socialists — provided you can convince us you are not communists.” 

‘Jumblatt was very impressed by this apparent American hon- 
esty. And he said he was ready to work with them. The Americans 
then told him two things: one, that they were prepared to support 
his struggle to change the system of government in the Lebanon 
— to give the Muslims the dominating say in accordance with 
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their numbers; and two, that the Americans would use their very 
considerable influence with Damascus to prevent the Syrians from 
obstructing Jumblatt’s struggle. 

‘The Americans were, of course, lying. It was only a trick, a 
deception. But Jumblatt believed them! Worse still was the fact 
that all the leftists in the PLO, including our Fatah leftists, our so- 
called leftists, believed that Jumblatt’s agreement with the Ameri- 

cams was a serious one. As a matter of fact, the Americans, and 

then Jumblatt for them, were so convincing that even the local 
communists believed the story! 

‘So what did Jumblatt then do? Believing that the Americans 

were really with him, he committed himself to a renewed struggle 

against the Christians, and a fight with the Syrians if they tried to 

intervene. And all of our leftists joined him in making that 
commitment. 

“What were the Americans really up to? P’ll tell you. Previously 

they had asked Assad to do the job for them — to move against us 

in the Lebanon. But Assad had not given them the answer they 

wanted. He told them that in theory and in principle there was 

nothing he would like more to do than capture the PLO card to 

play it as his own, and to the satisfaction of the Americans in return 

for their help in negotiations with Israel. But Assad was a little bit 

frightened. According to his propaganda he was the champion of 

the Palestinian cause, and he was not anxious to expose himself as 

a hypocrite. He also did not like the idea of getting bogged down 

in the Lebanon. So at first, and like Franjieh in the beginning, he 

was not anxious to do what the Americans wanted. So the Ameri- 

cans decided to give him a little incentive. And that’s why they 

pretended to be willing to work with Jumblatt. It was really what 

we can call the Druze Factor at work. The Americans knew there 

was an historical bad feeling between the Druze and Assad’s min- 

ority Alawite tribe. So by pretending to be working with Jumblatt 

and the Druze, the Americans were sending Assad a message. They 

were saying: “If you won’t do the job, we'll support the Druze 

and you'll finish up with a Lebanon which is totally hostile to 

you.” It was a classic piece of political blackmail. Assad said: “OK, 

I'll do what you want.” 

‘Arafat and I tried to make Jumblatt and our leftist colleagues 
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see they were walking into a Kissinger trap, but they refused to 

listen. Myself I said to Jumblatt: “Look, the American knife is 

dripping with our blood! The Americans are making this war to 

finish us. How can you believe what the Americans are telling 

you!”’’ 

Arafat was also very tough with Jumblatt. What did he say to 

Jumblatt? This was the only question about these times that the 

Chairman was happy to answer on the record. He said: ‘I told 

Jumblatt that he might be the expert on internal Lebanese affairs, 

but that he knew nothing about the Arab and superpower con- 

spiracies against my people. I said, “I am the expert on inter- 

national conspiracies against us and you should listen to me.” ’ 

When it was obvious that Syria was intending to intervene in 

the Lebanon, Arafat made one last desperate attempt to halt the 

fighting between the various Christian militias and Jumblatt’s Patri- 

otic Front alliance of radical Muslim and leftist PLO forces. He 

was hoping that a ceasefire agreement might still be enough to 

keep the Syrians out. He went first to Damascus with a seven-point 

ceasefire agreement for Assad’s approval. Said Hani: ‘Assad told 

Arafat, ““OK, Dll give you forty-eight hours to arrange a ceasefire. 

After that I’m not responsible for what happens.” Arafat later said 

to Hani: ‘When I was leaving the President’s office I wondered 

why Assad had agreed to so much without argument. I am very 

suspicious.’ 

Back in Beirut, Arafat summoned all available PLO leaders and 

Jumblatt to an emergency meeting. Hani said: ‘As soon as Arafat 

started to talk about a ceasefire, Jumblatt got up to leave the room. 

He said he had no need of a ceasefire and he was going to talk to 

his American friends to get them to stop any Syrian move. Arafat 

shouted at him: “Stop and sit down! You cannot leave. We have 

to make a ceasefire agreement between you and the Christians and 

you must give your agreement now.”’ As a matter of fact the 

meeting agreed on a ceasefire, but it was only a game. Our Fatah 

and PLO leftists had no intention of honouring it. They were 

committed to fighting the Syrians when they came. They were 

about to walk right into the trap Kissinger had set for us and there 
was nothing Arafat could do to change the situation. He was the 
leader in name only. And that’s how the PLO was committed to a 
confrontation with the Syrians.’ 
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With the Syrian army ready to move on 3] May 1976, Arafat 

decided to leave the Lebanon. His intention was to lobby various 

Arab leaders. He wanted them to put pressure on Assad. The best 

Arafat could now hope for was Arab political intervention to limit 

the disaster he knew the Palestinians would suffer as a result of 

Syria’s military intervention. Said Hani: ‘Before he left, Arafat gave 

one last order. He drew a red line which he said PLO forces should 

not cross under any circumstances. The effect of the red line was 

to ban PLO forces from entering Christian areas. He still wanted to 

let the Christians know they were not in danger from PLO forces. 

Jumblatt was furious with Arafat’s decision but Arafat was right 

and very wise. What was his thinking? He was really protecting the 

south of Lebanon where we had eleven refugee camps which were 

now undefended because our forces were regrouping to oppose 

the Syrian intervention. Arafat knew that if PLO forces crossed the 

red line he had drawn, the Israelis would invade from the south. So 

he was trying to protect Palestinian lives and land in the south. He 

was wanting to deny the Israelis an excuse for invading. But he was 

thinking even further ahead. He knew we could hot stop the 

Syrians and that they would most likely disarm us in all the areas 

under their control when the fighting was over... so if we lost 

land in the south to the Israelis while we were fighting the Syrians, 

we would be completely finished even as a movement capable of 

defending ourselves. In my opinion it was this brilliant Arafat 

decision which kept us alive in the Lebanon until 1982.’ 

When Arafat left the Lebanon the fighting between the Syrians 

and the PLO had not started and Damascus airport was still open 

to him. From there he flew to Cairo for the start of what turned 

out to be a journey into despair. With the possible exception of 

the day in 1948 when he was disarmed by the Egyptians while he 

was fighting to prevent a Jewish takeover of Palestine, the days and 

then the weeks he was away from the Lebanon were the most 

miserable of his life to date. The Arab leaders promised much but 

did nothing. The message was clear. They were all secretly pleased 

the Syrians were cutting the PLO down to size. And the Arab 

leaders would do nothing until Assad had completed the job. The 

word which dominated official Arab commentaries about what was 

happening in the Lebanon as the Syrians set about imposing their 

will was tahjim. It means ‘cutting down to size’. With Feisal dead, 
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the spirit of Arab resistance was also dead. The Arab leaders, all of 

those who mattered, wanted peace at almost any price. Kissinger 

was forever telling them he could be more successful on their 

behalf if only there was not a PLO. 

I asked Arafat to tell me about his real feelings in the eight 

weeks or so that he was out of the Lebanon and was rediscovering 

that when the crunch came the Palestinians were all alone. There 

was much he wanted to say, but not a lot he was prepared to say. 

‘I know what I feel in my heart but it’s not wise for me to tell 

you,” he said. And then, as if he was talking aloud to himself and 

not to me, he said quietly, ‘This was the greatest conspiracy of 

them all.’ I asked him if he thought the situation would have been 

different if Feisal had lived. ‘Oh yes,’ he replied, ‘no doubt about 

it. If Feisal had been alive we could have ended the civil war in the 

Lebanon by early 1976. Kissinger and the others would not have 

been able to play their games.’ 

I asked Hani if he thought the Syrian intervention was, in fact, 

a part of a huge conspiracy to finish the PLO once and for all to give 

Kissinger every possible incentive to persuade Israel to withdraw to 

the 1967 borders for the sake of the peace that the Arab states so 

desperately wanted. He said: ‘Very frankly I do believe that and I 

will tell you why. It’s really very simple. We know it was the 

Americans who pushed the Syrians into doing the job. But we 

also know, do we not, the Soviets are in Damascus. I think the 

two superpowers were hoping we would be finished. I do not 

believe the Arab states wanted us to be finished, but I think 

they hoped we might be... do you understand what I am trying 

to say?’ 

The story of Arafat’s return to the Lebanon is a dramatic one. 

Since he could not fly to Damascus because Syria was at war with 

the PLO, and since Israeli naval vessels were patrolling in 

Lebanon’s coastal waters, the Chairman of the PLO was, in fact, 

trapped outside. And that is why he did not return for six to 

eight weeks. His actual return, at considerable risk to his life, was 

prompted by a report that Abu Iyad had been proclaimed General 
Commander of all PLO forces. 

Was it a coup? Said Abu Daoud: ‘It was not an attempt to 

depose Arafat. It was a reaction to the situation on the ground in 
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the Lebanon. When you are fighting for survival your leader must 

be among you.’ 

It was aboard an Egyptian corn ship that Arafat, heavily dis- 
guised, returned to the Lebanon. Sadat made himself personally 

responsible for Arafat’s safety. There are several different accounts 

of what happened during the voyage and I do know which one of 

them is the true story. According to one account, the corn ship was 

stopped and searched by an Israeli naval patrol vessel. According to 

this story, the Israelis had Arafat in their hands and did not know 
it. Abu lyad’s version is that the corn ship was stopped and 

challenged by the Israelis, but the captain was smart enough to 
convince them that his was a totally innocent vessel — only corn, 

no guns. According to Arafat himself it was a decoy ship that 

was stopped and searched by the Israelis and not the vessel he was 

aboard. Khalad Hassan said: ‘I don’t really know what 

happened . .. but I heard at the time that thirty-two of our people 

were captured by the Israelis when they stopped and searched the 

decoy ship.’ 

I asked Arafat to tell me what would happen if he was ever in 

real danger of being captured alive by the Israelis. He said: ‘It is 

very difficult for me to speak about such a matter in these times.’ 

He meant, ‘I would rather not tell you.’ And then in a very matter 

of fact way he said: ‘I will never be taken alive. In such a situation 

as you talk about, one of my bodyguards will shoot me dead.’ 

‘So you do have a personal Doomsday Plan?’ I asked. 

He nodded. 

Abu Iyad told me that most top PLO leaders have the same 

arrangement with their bodyguards. He said: ‘We have a secret 

word, many different words, but they all mean the same. You see, 

we have to consider the demoralizing effects on our masses of one 

of our top leaders being captured alive — Arafat in particular. To 

tell you the truth we never used to think about this so much... 

but we started to think seriously when the Israelis said that if they 

ever captured Arafat alive, they would suspend him in a net from 

a helicopter and fly him over our Palestinian masses on the West 

Bank.’ 

Arafat’s troubles were far from over when he returned to the 

Lebanon. Those in the PLO who had insisted on a confrontation 
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with the Syrians were for continuing with it to the bitter end, even 

though the Syrian army, on the ground in massive strength, was 

in total control. Arafat wanted the fighting to stop and he was 

ignored. Said Hani Hassan: ‘Arafat on his return was alone and 

without power. Even his bodyguards were not with him.’ Arafat 

would probably have lost the leadership, and soon after that the 

PLO would have been finished as anything but a Syrian puppet, if 

Hani and his brother Khalad had not performed some diplomatic 

miracles. 

Hani opened a dialogue with Assad, for which he was con- 

demned as a ‘traitor’ and a ‘prostitute’ by the Fatah leftists and all 

those who were for continuing the struggle against the Syrians. 

But Hani’s conversations with Assad did not produce a solution. 

The Syrian President was willing to come to an accommodation 

with the PLO, but he would deal only with Arafat, and on con- 

dition that no other Arab leaders were involved. Assad wanted 

Arafat to be his puppet. Without that, there was no deal. The 

bargain was never struck, and in the end it was Saudi mediation 

which saved Arafat and enabled the PLO to retain the freedom 

to make its own decisions. For this Arafat was to thank both 

Hassan brothers. 

Decisions taken at a mini-summit in Riyadh in October and 

then confirmed by a Cairo meeting of most Arab leaders trans- 

formed the Syrian army into an Arab Deterrent Force. What this 

came to mean, in effect, was that the Syrian occupation continued 

for the main purpose of controlling Palestinian forces. It is fashion- 

able to say that order was re-established in the Lebanon thanks to 

the intervention of the Syrian army; but it should not be forgotten 

that order could have been re-established some months before the 

Syrian intervention if Arafat’s attempt to mediate an end to the civil 

war had been allowed to succeed at the time when Jumblatt was 

ready to take the Chairman’s advice. Clearly the Syrian interven- 

tion, when it started, was about much more than re-establishing 

order. 

The PLO survived again, but even as he was picking up the 

pieces, Arafat knew that its biggest survival test was still to come. 

It was entirely predictable that the Israelis would try to succeed 
where Assad and Kissinger and others had failed. 

390 



THE OLIVE BRANCH 

In the course of 1976 the Mossad made its most determined 
attempt to kill Arafat. The Chairman of the PLO was to have died 
after eating pellets of poison which had been prepared to look like 
grains of rice. The Palestinian traitor-agent who was to have put 

the poison into Arafat’s food went by the cover name of Abu Sa’ed. 
He had been working inside Arafat’s office for four years. In the 

course of those four years he had apparently passed a great deal of 
useful information to the Mossad. 

Abu lyad said: ‘Abu Sa’ed was well equipped. The Mossad gave 

him, for example, a very small but powerful radio which looked 

like a hairbrush. As he demonstrated to us when we discovered it, 

he was able to transmit and receive messages on it.’ 

I asked Abu Iyad how they caught Aub Sa’ed. He said: ‘We 

didn’t catch him. He confessed. After four years of working for 

the Mossad he finally got his order for the big operation. ‘Kill 

Arafat.”” But when the moment came he was not able to do it. He 

was first of all a Palestinian and his conscience wouldn’t let him 

do it.’ 



£302 

Showdown in the Lebanon 

When Jimmy Carter entered the White House he said that 1977, 

the first year of his Presidency, was ‘the brightest hope for peace 

that I can recall’. 

On one side of the Arab-Israeli conflict, and as Carter and his 

admirable Secretary of State, Cyrus Vance, well knew, there was 

rock-solid evidence to justify such optimism. From 1973, and really 

since 1967, the Arab states which mattered had not only been 

willing to make peace with Israel, they were desperate for peace. 

And the Arab price for a full, formal and final peace with the Jewish 

State was also well known: an Israeli withdrawal from the Arab 

land conquered in the 1967 war, and something concrete for the 

Palestinians — a mini-state on the West Bank and in Gaza, to be 

established when the Israelis had withdrawn. There was also an 

Arab willingness to make minor and mutual border modifications 

to suit Israel. 

Arafat, as we have seen, was working to sell compromise to his 

own people. In March 1977 there was dramatic proof that he was 

making solid progress, and that the Palestinians were facing up to 

the reality of Israel’s existence. At its meeting in March the PNC 

approved the mini-state formula in principle. 

Shortly after that PNC meeting, Arafat sent a document of 

some twenty-five pages or so, which I have read, to President 

Carter. It set out the reality of the PLO’s compromise position, 

and it explained in detail why a Palestinian mini-state would not 

and could not be a threat to Israel’s security. Arafat’s document 

was delivered into Carter’s hands by Crown Prince (now King) 

Fahd of Saudi Arabia. Carter, like Nixon before him, was fully 

briefed about the reality of Arafat’s position. 

In his first weeks in office Carter had summoned up the courage 
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to speak in public about the need for a ‘Palestinian homeland’; 

and he assured Fahd that he was serious. At the time there was 

good reason to give Carter the benefit of the doubt. It was no 

secret that he and Vance had put enormous labour into preparing 

themselves for the effort needed to bring about a comprehensive 

peace in the Middle East. In his own book, Hard Choices, Vance 

was later to write: ‘Ejected from their homes, embittered, radical- 

ized, living in squalor and desperation, the Palestinians remained 

the central, unresolved, human rights issue of the Middle East. 

The president and I were convinced that no lasting solution in the 

Middle East would be possible until, consistent with Israel’s right 

to live in peace and security, a just answer to the Palestinian ques- 

tion could be found, one almost certainly leading to a Palestinian 

homeland and some form of self-determination.’ (The difference 

between Vance’s approach and that of his predecessor, Kissinger, 

could not have been greater. Out of office Kissinger was warning 

that, ‘A separate Arab state on the West Bank, whatever its declar- 

ations, whatever its intentions, must have an objective that cannot 

have compatability with the tranquillity of the Middle East.’ Unlike 

Kissinger, Vance also had the good sense to involve the Soviets in 

the peace process.) 

As Carter was expressing his optimism about the prospects for 

peace, there was only one question of importance waiting for an 

answer: would he have the guts to stand up to Israel and the Jewish 

lobby when the test came? The question was to be answered in 

the first few days of October. 

On 1 October a joint US-Soviet declaration was published 

__ which was, in effect, an outline plan for a comprehensive settlement 

of the Arab-Israeli conflict. It contained all the necessary ingredi- 

ents for peace, and it presented them in a way which ought not to 

have provoked offence or alarm in the mind of any rational Arab 

or Jew who was seriously interested in peace. The PLO was not 

mentioned; this was to make it easier for the Israelis to accept the 

declaration as a discussion document. And there was no reference 

to Resolution 242; this was to make it easier for the PLO to give 

its seal of approval. 

Essentially the joint US-Soviet declaration required the Arab 

states and the Palestinians to make peace with Israel, and therefore 
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to formally recognize Israel at the end of the negotiating process, 

in return for an Israeli withdrawal ‘from territories occupied in the 

1967 conflict’. Beyond that the two superpowers were jointly to 

guarantee the security of all borders in the region. Effectively, and 

in addition to real peace, Israel was being offered a superpower 

guarantee of its existence. The Israelis were required to recognize 

‘the legitimate rights of the Palestinian people’. The obvious impli- 

cation was, of course, that at some stage in the negotiating process 

the Israelis would have to agree to the establishment of a Palestinian 

mini-state on the West Bank and in Gaza. 

The idea was that ‘the representatives of all of the parties 

involved in the conflict, including the Palestinians’ would meet in 

Geneva to talk their way to a settlement of the Arab-Israeli conflict 

based on the principles set down in the joint US-Soviet dec- 

laration.* 
The Arab states and the PLO welcomed and accepted the joint 

US-Soviet declaration as a basis for negotiations leading to peace 

with Israel. Since acceptance of the declaration implied recognition 

of Israel at the end of the negotiating process, a minority of PLO 

leaders were unhappy because the PLO had not been mentioned 

by name, and because there was no specific commitment to the 

establishment of a Palestinian mini-state. But Arafat had not too 

many problems in persuading his leadership colleagues to accept 

the declaration as a basis for negotiations with Israel. 

I asked Arafat if he had truly believed that the Americans and 

the Soviets had between them opened the door to peace. He said: 

‘Yes, yes, yes. I was very happy, very excited. It was an historic 

moment. For the first time the two superpowers were committed 

to doing something for us Palestinians. Truly I believed there 

would be peace with some justice for my people. I was more 
optimistic than at any moment in my life.’ 

The Israelis rejected the US-Soviet declaration. By this time 

Begin was Israel’s Prime Minister and he sent his Foreign Minister, 

Moshe Dayan, to Washington to bully and blackmail President 

Carter into tearing up the joint US—Soviet declaration and substi- 

tuting for it a joint US-Israeli declaration, the terms of which 

Dayan more or less dictated to Carter and Vance. By the terms of 

the US-Israeli declaration — which was, in effect, the list of Israel’s 
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conditions for its attendance at any Geneva conference — the Pales- 

tinian problem was back to being a ‘problem of refugees’; the 

Palestinians had no legitimate rights to self-determination; 242 was 

back on the agenda — which meant the PLO could not accept it; 

the question of a Palestinian entity was removed from the agenda; 

and Israel would ‘discuss’, not negotiate about, the West Bank. 

Dayan also announced that Israel would walk out of Geneva if the 

question of a Palestinian state was brought up. 

In the weeks before and the days after the publication of the 

joint US-—Soviet declaration, there was much debate about how 

the PLO was to be represented at the Geneva talks. At one point 

after the publication of the declaration, Arafat was bending over 

so far backwards to be helpful that he even said the Palestinians 

did not have to be represented by PLO officials. But the debate 

and the search for a formula was an irrelevance. Israel was not 

prepared to withdraw from the West Bank or to recognize Pales- 

tinian rights to self-determination. 

Khalad Hassan said: ‘The sad truth is that Carter surrendered 

to Dayan’s blackmail and threats.’ 

Precisely why Carter surrendered is still today the subject of 

debate among some Middle East veterans, journalists and diplo- 

mats especially. The usual explanation is that Carter was reminded 

that the Jewish lobby could destroy his chance of being re-elected 

for a second term. But there might have been more to it. One 

story I heard from an excellent source was that Dayan said, more 

or less, that his Prime Minister was mad enough, if pushed, to 

show his displeasure by, say, bombing the oil fields of Saudi Arabia. 

(I was reminded of that story when, several years later, Ezer 

Weizman, then Begin’s Defence Minister, told me he thought that 

Sharon, who was to succeed him as Defence Minister, was ‘mad 

enough to nuke the entire Arab world.’) 

Soon after his surrender to Dayan and Israel, Carter wrote a 

sad letter to Sadat urging the Egyptian President not to over- 

estimate the ability of an American President to bring pressure to 

bear on Israel. It was as if Carter was saying sorry for his failure 

to stand up to the Jewish state and its American lobby. 

The stage was thus set for Sadat’s single-handed peace initiative 

with Israel. Up to this moment, Arafat’s relationship with Sadat 
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had been good on both the political and personal levels. By all 

accounts Abu Amar was the favourite uncle of at least one of Sadat’s 

children. But the friendship turned sour when Sadat launched his 

own dramatic initiative for peace. It was not, however, Sadat’s 

decision to go for peace that was responsible for the breakdown in 

their personal relationship. The cause of that — and some serious 

political trouble for Arafat — was the appalling way in which the 

Chairman of the PLO was treated by Sadat when he was preparing 

to launch his initiative. 

At the time Arafat was acting as the mediator in a dispute and 

simmering crisis between Egypt and Libya. On 9 November, Arafat 

received what he described as ‘an urgent message’ from Sadat. It 

was a summons for Arafat to attend the Egyptian Parliament to 

hear an important statement the Egyptian President was intending 

to make. Sadat’s speech was a call for an all-out effort to get the 

Geneva talks started. Then, as Arafat sat listening and nodding his 

approval, the Egyptian President dropped his bombshell: ‘I am so 

determined to have peace that I am ready to go to Israel.”** 

As soon as Sadat sat down, Arafat stormed out of the chamber. 

He was actually running for his car when he was grabbed by 

Vice-President (now President) Mubarak. Arafat shook him off, 

shouting, ‘Don’t you realize what Sadat has done to me!’ Mubarak 

was persistent and Arafat compromised, as he usually does. The 

Vice-President’s house was on the way to the airport. Would Arafat 

not agree to stop off there for thirty minutes or so? Arafat agreed. 

He stayed for thirty minutes to the second. And then, still in a 

black rage, he was on his way to Damascus for an emergency 

meeting of the PLO’s Central Committee. The cause of Arafat’s 

anger was not what Sadat had said, but the fact that the Egyptian 

President had tried to give the impression that the Chairman of 

the PLO was supporting his forthcoming visit to Israel. Arafat 

knew what would happen when he arrived at Damascus. Half of 

his colleagues, and perhaps more, would accuse him of being 

involved in a peace plot with Sadat. And they did just that. 

Said Khalad Hassan: ‘I felt very sorry for Arafat. They gave 

him hell. And really for a time it created some difficult internal 
problems for him.’ 

Arafat himself said: “There is no eisab that Sadat tricked me 
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and was using me. I was and still am very sure he did it to cause 

problems for me and, also, to cause splits and divisions among our 

Palestinian people. To me it was the first proof that Sadat was not 

being faithful to us Palestinians and to us Arabs. From then on I 

was convinced he was only playing games to disguise the fact that 

he was really working for a separate peace. If it wasn’t so, if he 

wanted to be faithful, he could have done the same thing — yes, 

even the visit to Jerusalem — in another way.’ 

I said, ‘What other way?’ 

Arafat replied: ‘In my opinion he should have called a meeting 

of Arab heads of state to discuss the whole strategy with them. It 

should have been done in consultation. It should have been a joint 

or collective initiative. If Sadat had gone about it so, the whole 

situation would have been completely changed... That is what I 

would have done in his place.’ 

With some astonishment I said to Arafat: ‘Are you telling me 

that if Sadat had asked the other Arab leaders for a mandate to 

visit Israel he would have been given such a mandate?’ 

Arafat replied: ‘I think so, yes; but for the putpose of a test 

case. And much would have depended on how Sadat presented his 

ideas to the Arab heads of state and me. If I had been him I would 

have said to my Arab colleagues the following: “Give me the 

chance. I will go and I will sacrifice myself. If I succeed the success 

is for all of us. If I fail the failure will be for me only.” If Sadat 

had done that he would have been a hero — win or lose. And it 

would have been a totally different story, with different results.’ 

I asked Arafat what he would have seen as the purpose of 

Sadat’s visit to Jerusalem had he had the approval of all Arab 

leaders. He replied: ‘Obviously the purpose would have been to 

challenge Israel to come to the Geneva conference to talk to every- 

body, including us Palestinians, about everything. To talk on the 

basis of the US—Soviet declaration. Probably the Government of 

Israel would still have said “‘No”’. But if it said ‘“‘No”’ after a Sadat 

visit to Jerusalem, then the whole world would have known for 

sure that Israel was the only obstacle to peace. You see, if Sadat 

had been faithful, if he had been willing to work to a co-ordinated 

strategy, we Arabs would have not been the loser either way.’ 

I asked Arafat whether he believed that Sadat did not ask for 
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an Arab mandate to visit Jerusalem because he did not think he 

would get it, or because he had already committed himself in secret 

to a separate peace with Israel. 

Arafat said: ‘The second for sure. No doubt about it. You must 

not forget it was on Dayan’s advice that Sadat dropped all refer- 

ences to the PLO in his speech to the Israeli parliament. That’s 

only a small point, but it is a point.’ 

When Sadat returned from his historic visit to Jerusalem, he 

invited the Arabs, the Palestinians and the Israelis to what he called 

a pre-Geneva summit in Cairo. The Arab states and the PLO 

refused to attend. Only the Israelis showed up. There were a 

number of Middle East experts who said that the Arabs and the 

PLO should have attended, if only to cause the Israelis to walk out 

— thus demonstrating again that Israel was the obstacle to peace. I 

put this point to Arafat. 

He said: ‘For the reasons I told you before, it was already too 

late. The moment had passed. When Sadat did not co-ordinate his 

strategy with the Arab leaders as I suggested, we knew he was 

playing games. Another minor point. When the Israelis arrived at 

the Cairo meeting they saw a small Palestinian flag on the confer- 

ence table with all the other Arab flags. The Israelis said they would 

leave if the Palestinian flag was not removed from their sight. The 

Egyptians said, ‘“‘OK, flag goes, you stay.” What Sadat ought to 

have said when he was consulted about a solution to this crisis was: 

“Look, this is an Arab country. We can decide what little flags to 
put here. Your right is only to insist on your own flag. If this little 

Palestinian flag so upsets you — then go!”’’ 

Arafat smiled: ‘I will tell you another little story to make the 

point. In the days we are talking about, many Western leaders and 

others used to say to Crown Prince Fahd, now His Majesty King 

Fahd, ‘‘Yes, but what about the problem of Arafat and the 

PLO?” Fahd used to say: “‘My problem is not Arafat and his 

problems. My problem is not even the Americans and the Israelis. 

My problem is that I can’t stop Sadat saying ‘Yes’ to the Americans 

and the Israelis.” ” 

Sadat signed his separate peace with Israel in March 1979. On 

6 October 1981 he was assassinated by Muslim fundamentalists. I 

asked Arafat if he had any sympathy for Sadat when he was killed. 
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He said: ‘As an old friend, yes. I am a human being. He was my 

old friend. Far away from this policy, far away from this plot against 
my people, he was my friend.’ 

There are people who believe that Sadat was worthy of sym- 

pathy because Carter did not back him by putting pressure on 

Israel when Begin demonstrated that he was not intending to 

honour the Camp David accords relating to autonomy for the 

Palestinians of the West Bank. I asked Arafat if this was a point of 

view he shared. He said: ‘No. Not at all. If Sadat was seriously 

interested in something of substance and value for the Palestinians, 

even just the Palestinians of the West Bank, he should have walked 

out of the Camp David process before he signed the separate peace. 

He could have said: “You see, my people, you see, my friends all 

over the Arab world, I have tried... but the Americans and the 

Israelis are not interested in real peace.”’ If he had done that he 
would have been a hero. And then, perhaps, the Americans would 

have been forced to deal with Israel.’ 
In theory, the agreement Sadat signed with Israel on the basis 

of the Camp David accords of September 1978 provided for more 

than a separate peace between Egypt and Israel. On paper there 

was provision for the Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza to 

enjoy a measure of autonomy. Unfortunately the Camp David 

accords were open to interpretation; and Israel’s interpretation 

gave the Palestinians of the West Bank and Gaza nothing that 

could remotely be called self-government. The Israelis were to 

keep control of even water and land resources. 

It was Arafat, his Palestinian people, and the Lebanese who 

_ were to pay the full and terrible price of Sadat’s separate peace with 

Israel. Within one month of the signing of the separate peace, and 

with Egypt officially neutralized by it, Israel began a five-month 

blitz on the Lebanon. Some 50,000 Palestinian refugees fled north- 

wards as their camps were bombed and strafed by Israeli jet fighters, 

and sometimes pounded by long-range artillery; 175,000 Lebanese 

fled from the south and became refugees in their own land; thou- 

sands, Palestinians and Lebanese, were killed. In Beirut Western 

diplomats openly admitted they were shocked and sickened by 

the scale of the Israeli attacks and the apparent indifference of 

their governments. 
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Arafat said: ‘You do realize what was happening... This was 

the beginning of Israel’s Final Solution of the Palestinian problem 

by military means. What happened in the summer of 1982 when 

Sharon came all the way to Beirut to finish us started here . . . one 

month after Sadat signed his separate peace. What was the Israeli 

strategy when they started their final offensive in April of 1979? 

What was the purpose of these murderous and indiscriminate 

attacks on our unarmed Palestinian and Lebanese civilians? I will 

tell you. Their purpose was not simply to terrorize and to kill, their 

main objective by terrorizing and killing was to turn the people of 

the Lebanon, Christians and Muslims, against my Palestinian 

people. With every bomb they dropped, and with every shell they 

fired, the Israelis were saying to the Lebanese: ““We wouldn’t have 

to be doing this to you, and we wouldn’t have to be destroying 

your beautiful country, if the Palestinians were not among you... 

really you should not blame us for what is happening... you 

should blame the Palestinians . . . really you should hate the Pales- 

tinians.”” _In such a way Begin, Sharon and the others were prepar- 

ing the ground for their invasion, the Jewish Final Solution to the 

Palestinian problem.’ 

A long pause followed this. Eventually Arafat spoke again. 

He said: ‘You know, Alan, it is not really my way to compare 

the Israelis or some Israelis with the Nazis. I don’t think it really 

serves any purpose to speak in such a way. But I have to tell you 

something from deep inside me. When I think over the tactics, the 

strategy and the firepower the Israelis have used to try to liquidate 

my poorly armed and mainly unarmed refugee people, a people 

‘with justice on their side, I think it is fair to say the Israelis, certain 

Israelis, have behaved like Nazis, are Nazis in their minds. Let us 

suppose for the sake of argument that you are Hitler. You give the 
order to liquidate a people who happen to be Jews by killing them 

in gas chambers. Now let us suppose that I am Begin or Sharon. 
I give the order to liquidate a people who happen to be Palestinians 

by bombing and strafing their refugee camps and by dropping 

cluster and fragmentation bombs among them. Am I really any 

different from you, any better than you, because I am liquidating 

a people by more conventional means, more acceptable means? 
What is the crime... it is liquidating a people or the means by 
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which a people is liquidated? Are we really saying it’s OK to 
liquidate a people by some means but not by others? I hope many 
Israelis will read your book and I hope some of them will think 
about their own answers to the questions I have asked.’ (Arafat 
was speaking to me on this occasion in 1984.) 

‘So we are talking about the beginning of Israel’s final offensive 

in April of 1979. Why did it take the Israelis so long — three years 

— to come all the way to Beirut? I think there were two main 

reasons. First of all the Americans were slapping the naughty little 

Jewish boy on the hand from time to time and were saying, ‘Tut, 

tut, you are making it too obvious. Do you want the whole world 

to know what you are doing to the Palestinians? You must ease up 

from time to time. If you don’t the world will get mad with us, 

and then we’ll have to put some pressure on you. Now we don’t 

want that, do we?” The second point is that the Israelis didn’t 

intend to take three years . . . but as you know there was a ceasefire 

and we kept it for nearly a year. Sharon and his generals were very 

angry because Yasser Arafat proved he could honour a ceasefire 

agreement ... so that also is what delayed them.’ 

Even as the Israelis were bombing and blasting the Palestinians 

of southern Lebanon in the summer of 1979, Arafat and other 

PLO leaders and top officials were continuing to take important 

and brave initiatives for peace. One of the most significant of 

these initiatives — the one that attracted President Carter’s personal 

support — started by chance in Washington. 

On a Saturday in June an American official, Jim Dekel 

lunched at the home of a certain Arab Ambassador in Washington. 

. Lenard had one of the toughest and most impossible jobs in the 

world. He was trying to advance the so-called Palestinian autonomy 

talks provided for in the Camp David accords. Since the Israelis 

would not talk to the PLO, the Americans and Sadat were hoping 

and praying they could find some West Bank and non-PLO Pales- 

tinians to be their negotiating partners. But Lenard had just 

returned from the West Bank and he knew that was not possible. 

He told the Arab Ambassador that the US had to find a way to 

talk to the PLO. 

Later that day the Arab Ambassador invited Hassan Rahman 

for a drink. He was the PLO’s representative in Washington. He 
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was told what Lenard had said, and was then asked to come up 

with a formula which would allow the Americans to talk with the 

PLO. Rahman said: ‘If the Americans are serious, it’s easy. Pll go 

to work.’ 

Rahman’s formula, which he cleared with Arafat in Beirut, was 

a PLO offer to accept 242, and thus to recognize Israel, if 242 

could be stretched to include four or five vague words which 

recognized Palestinian rights to self-determination. In its final 

form, the PLO’s offer was passed to Ivor Richard, Britain’s 

Ambassador to the UN and the sitting President of the Security 

Council. Richard told me: ‘In my opinion it was potentially the 

biggest breakthrough since 1948. Its importance was impossible 

to exaggerate.’ Richard then passed the document to his American 

counterpart, Andy Young, for transmission onwards and upwards 

to his superiors. 
When Carter saw the offer, his opinion of it was the same as 

Richard’s. In secret the various parties were consulted. Israel 

rejected the formula, and so also did Sadat, Hussein and Assad. 

Rahman told me: ‘The Israelis rejected it for obvious reasons. 

Sadat rejected it because he didn’t want to share his exclusive 

relationship with America. And Hussein and Assad rejected it 

because, at the time, neither of them could bear the thought of a 

direct relationship between the PLO and the Americans.’ 

Carter did not give up; he sent a special envoy to the Middle 

East to sound out the Israelis on the possibility of a new UN 

resolution which would include the PLO’s formula. The Israelis 

rejected the idea. Begin refused to deal with the PLO on any 
terms, and he was determined that nobody in the US Adminis- 

tration should either. : 

And that really was that . . . except that Begin and his ministers 

decided that Carter had got to be punished for daring even to 

think about talking to the PLO. As Rahman told me: ‘I am sure 

you know that Israel draws a red line for each and every American 

President — a red line that he must not cross. Carter crossed it. 
And he had to be punished.’ 

Carter’s punishment was a demand by Israel that he fire Andy 
Young. Of course the Government of Israel made no such demand. 

That is not how the system works. What happened, as usual, was 
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that the Jewish lobby was instructed to kick up an almighty fuss. 
Young’s crime was that he met the PLO’s man at the UN, Zahedi 
Terzi, for fifteen minutes in the house of Kuwait’s Ambassador to 
the UN, Abdullah Bishara, on 26 July. But as the Israelis knew 
from a copy of Young’s report of the meeting in their possession, 
Young had not been involved in any of the secret politics. He had 
met Terzi and Bishara to discuss the postponement of a UN debate 
to win time for Carter while he tried to interest Israel in a new 
UN resolution. 

Why did Begin and his ministers want Young’s head in particu- 

lar? Said Rahman: ‘They knew he was Carter’s best and closest 

friend in the Cabinet. Young’s resignation would hurt the President 

more than anything else. It did.’ Carter wept as he read Young’s 

letter of resignation. 

By 1979 Yasser Arafat had done the maximum possible on his 

side to prepare the ground for a compromise settlement with Israel. 

He had persuaded his people to be ready to make peace with the 

Jewish State while it retained more than seventy per cent of their 

homeland. And Arafat was free to negotiate openly on that basis 

after the 1979 PNC gave him a mandate to do so. But from 

here on Arafat’s credibility with his own Palestinian people would 

depend on his ability to deliver something concrete through politi- 

cal means, to prove that compromise could get results. 

In this context the high point of Arafat’s credibility with his 

own people was 1979. From the end of 1979, and with no evidence 

that compromise would produce results, it was inevitable that some 

Palestinians would begin to lose faith in Arafat’s idea that politics 

-was the only way. This consideration was no doubt in Arafat’s mind 

when, as I have described in the Introduction to the book, he 

agreed to become involved in a secret and exploratory dialogue 

with Peres. 

On 16 July 1981, and after a bruising Israeli general election 

campaign, Begin was given the first chance to form Israel’s next 

government. (His own Likud Party won fewer seats than the main 

opposition Labour Party led by Peres, but as the incumbent Prime 

Minister he was given the first opportunity to form a coalition with 

other groups and factions.) On the same day, 16 July, Begin 

ordered the biggest Israeli airstrikes on southern Lebanon to date. 
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The following day Israel’s Chief of Staff, General Eitan, ordered 

the bombing of the heart of Beirut. At least 134 Palestinians and 

Lebanese were killed. Hundreds were wounded. 

The next day, knowing that his credibility would suffer a 

damaging blow if he continued to hold his fire, Arafat gave the 

order for the PLO to shoot — and rockets rained down on Israel’s 

northern settlements. Arafat claimed that ‘Begin, like Hitler, is 

going for the Final Solution.’ 

According to highest-level UN sources, Arafat was right. Begin 

and Eitan had intended to go for the kill, and had not intended 

to stop until the PLO was finished. According to the same sources, 

Eitan’s plan was to reduce to rubble those parts of Beirut in which 

the PLO was known to be, and then to follow up with a swift land 

invasion in concert with the Christian militias. The general aim 

was to kill Palestinians wherever they could be found. It is assumed 

that Begin and Eitan stopped because of the pressure of world 

opinion and, perhaps, a message from America’s new President, 

Ronald Reagan. 

On 26 July, Arafat agreed to a ceasefire in the Lebanon after 

overcoming enormous problems in persuading the Fatah leftists 

and many of his field commanders to accept the idea of a ceasefire. 

In all probability there would not have been a ceasefire if 

Brian Urquhart, the UN’s Under-Secretary-General, had not been 

personally responsible for bringing it into being. He first obtained 

Arafat’s agreement. He learned about the Israeli stand when he 

was telephoned at three o’clock in the morning by Reagan’s special 
Middle East envoy, Philip Habib. He said that the Israelis had 

three demands that had to be met before they would agree to 

a ceasefire. 

Urquhart told me: ‘I said to Phil, ‘“‘Forget it. If you want the 
fighting stopped, I'll stop it. I have Arafat’s agreement. But I’m 

not going to put in any fine print and spend the next ten years 

arguing about it with our Israeli friends.”’ Basically what the Israelis 

wanted to do was to extend the ceasefire to Jordan and God 

knows where else. They were asking Arafat to guarantee that no 

Palestinian would ever fire another shot from anywhere, and that 

no Palestinian terrorist would ever cross into Israel from anywhere. 

Arafat couldn’t guarantee that and the Israelis knew it. Phil said 
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the Israelis were insisting on their demands. I said: ‘“‘Look, I can 
guarantee Arafat will stop the shooting in the Lebanon and he 
means it. But if you’re trying to include the entire Palestine liber- 
ation struggle — forget it. I’m not going to do it and I don’t think 
that’s what we should be talking about now. I mean, after all, who 
the hell invaded southern Lebanon? The Israelis. Who started this 
shooting match we’re trying to end? The Israelis. For Christ’s sake, 

do you want to stop the fighting or don’t you?” The Israelis 

dropped their demands and they agreed finally to a simple ceasefire 
covering the Lebanon. And they didn’t like it one bit. They said 

later the ceasefire covered other places. It didn’t.’ 
Two hours into the ceasefire UN forces discovered a rocket 

with a crude timer device. It was to send the rocket into Israel 

within a matter of minutes. Urquhart said: ‘Our boys simply cut 

the wire and hoped for the best. It was the worst thing they could 

have done but fortunately it was such an elementary set-up nothing 

happened. It was clearly designed to break the ceasefire and embar- 

rass Arafat. When I heard about this I phoned him and said, ‘““Now 

I know, now I really know what your problems are!” He said, 

“Are you serious?”’ I said, “Yes, I’m serious.” And then Arafat 

said, “If I make an agreement with the UN I take it extremely 

seriously. I think we regard you as people who understand us. You 

are our friends. You can’t do much to help us but we regard it as 

important to co-operate with you. We want the ceasefire and we’ll 

keep it.” ’ 
It was later discovered that Palestinian agents working for the 

Syrians had set up the rocket. Presumably Damascus would have 

preferred to see the Israelis pressing on with their attack. According 

to Abu Iyad the Syrians had tried and failed to kill Arafat in an 

ambush three or four months previously. 

On 5 August, Begin presented his new Government and 

announced that he would never deal with the PLO. Israel’s new 

Minister of Defence was General Sharon. 

According to a very senior UN official (not Urquhart on this 

occasion) Sharon, unlike Begin and Eitan, was very much in favour 

of the ceasefire — because it gave him, the in-coming Defence 

Minister, time to shape a much more comprehensive plan to smash 

the Palestinians by military and political means. Today it is, in fact, 
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a matter of record that Sharon did oppose the Begin—Eitan strategy 

of destroying the PLO in the Lebanon because he realized that 

finishing the PLO in the Lebanon would not by itself solve the 

Palestinian problem. 

There were three elements to Sharon’s grand plan to dispose 

of the Palestinian problem once and for all. The first was to be the 

destruction of the PLO in the Lebanon. The objectives when this 

invasion was launched were to be the complete destruction of the 

PLO’s military power, the complete destruction of the PLO’s 

military and political infrastructure, and the liquidation of Arafat 

and as many top PLO leaders as possible. The second element in 

Sharon’s comprehensive plan was the creation of a Palestinian 

puppet leadership on the West Bank and in Gaza. It is a matter of 

record that Sharon proceeded to implement this aspect of his 

plan in November 1981. In that month he charged the civilian 

administrator of the occupied territories, Menachem Milson, with 

the task of creating a puppet Palestinian leadership. The third 

element in Sharon’s comprehensive plan was the overthrow of King 

Hussein. At the end of the day, and if his plan had worked, Sharon 

was intending to say to the Palestinians that the Israelis were going 

to stay on the West Bank and in Gaza for ever, that Greater Israel 

was now a fact of history, but that the Jewish State recognized that 

Palestinians who objected to this must have a homeland of their 

own, and there it was, Jordan — take it and welcome. 

While Sharon was putting the flesh on the bones of his battle 

plan, the political action was focused on what came to be called 

the Fahd Plan, the Arab peace plan that was shortly to be presented 

in the name of Crown Prince (now King) Fahd of Saudi Arabia. 

In fact the Fahd Plan had started life as a five-point PLO peace 

plan which was unveiled by Khalad Hassan in Western Europe in 

April 1977. Khalad explained: ‘We realized that the peace process 

was getting nowhere because nobody could agree on the principles 

for peace. So we said OK, let’s put the principles to one side and 

let’s work on the problems from the other end with a plan for the 

implementation of withdrawal.’ 

The PLO plan called for the Israelis to withdraw from the 

territories occupied in 1967 and hand them over to the UN. In not 

more than one year, and in co-operation with the representatives of 
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the Palestinian people, the UN would arrange for elections to be 

held to allow the Palestinians to determine their own future. If the 

majority voted for an independent state on the West Bank and in 

Gaza, it would be established by a UN resolution. After that the 

PLO peace plan called for the legal representatives of all interested 

parties to sit down and discuss and resolve all outstanding prob- 

lems. Khalad said: ‘By all interested parties we meant the US, the 

Soviet Union, the European Common Market, the Arabs and, of 

course, the government of Israel. We were prepared for the dis- 

cussions to take many years; and we were ready to abide by the 

United Nations Charter and to have all disputes settled by reference 

to international law.’ 

Unfortunately the PLO failed to generate the necessary inter- 

national support for its practical plan because, as ever, the American 

Administration and the governments of Western Europe were not 

willing to make Israel be reasonable. In despair Khalad, Arafat and 

others in the leadership went to Crown Prince Fahd for help. In 

turn, and also in some despair, he discovered that it was impossible 

to interest the Americans and the Western Europeans. Eventually 

Fahd came up with his own eight-point plan. The principles of it 

were outlined by the Crown Prince in the middle of August 1981, 

shortly after the second Begin government came to power in Israel 

and, as previously noted, just as Sharon was putting the flesh on 

the bones of his battle plan. 

In essence the Fahd Plan was a variation on the theme of a 

total Israeli withdrawal from Arab territory occupied in 1967, with 

provision for a Palestinian mini-state, in return for a complete and 

- final peace and thus the recognition of Israel by all Arab States 

and the PLO at the end of the negotiating process. 

On 25 November, Arab leaders were due to meet at Fez in 

Morocco to approve the Fahd Plan. Point Seven recognized ‘the 

right of all countries in the region to live in peace’. As all the princi- 

pal players knew, including Israel’s leaders, this was the Fahd Plan’s 

commitment to peace with Israel at the end of the negotiating 

process. 

The significance of what was about to happen at Fez was 

therefore great. If the Arab leaders and Arafat approved the Fahd 

Plan as a basis for negotiations with Israel and America, it followed 
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that by approving it the Arabs would be giving implied but obvious 

de facto recognition to Israel with immediate effect and in advance 

of negotiations. And if that happened the US would no longer 

have a plausible excuse for its refusal to accept the PLO as a party 

to the negotiations and to put the necessary pressure on Israel for 

withdrawal once the negotiations had started. 

In advance of the Fez summit Arafat had indicated that he was 

in favour of accepting the Fahd Plan. Hani Hassan told me: ‘Arafat 

himself was not very happy about the Fahd Plan. However, the 

problem for him was not Point Seven — the implied but obvious 

de facto recognition of Israel. We had already given that with our 

mini-state formula. The problem for Arafat was that he was smell- 

ing some dirty international play.’ 

In circumstances which to this day have not been fully 

explained, the Fez summit collapsed. Allegedly the Arab leaders 

could not agree among themselves and were in a state of total 

disarray. All that was known for sure by the outside world was that 

the decision of Syria’s President Assad to stay away was the cause 

of the summit collapse. 

Khalad Hassan said: ‘What I can tell you for a fact is that Fez 

was informed that Assad was not coming only twenty minutes 

before his expected arrival. His room, security arrangements, every- 

thing was prepared.’ 

Why did Assad stay away? According to Hani Hassan, the 

Soviets, with the help of two of Fatah’s leftist leaders, talked him 

into sabotaging the Fez summit. The Soviets were apparently 

frightened that the US was serious in its professed support for the 

Arab peace plan; and they feared they were about to be excluded 

from influence in the Middle East. Soviet policy for the region was 

never a mystery. Moscow would support any peace initiative if it 

could have a share of the credit for peacemaking - in order to 

retain some influence in the region. If it was not invited to share 

in the peacemaking, it would wreck any peace initiative. 

Khalad Hassan has a different opinion about how the Fez 

Summit was wrecked. He believes the Americans were mainly res- 

ponsible for Assad’s last-minute changes of plan. Khalad said: ‘The 
Americans wanted the summit to coilapse because they could not 

bear the thought of there being an Arab peace plan on the table 
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before they were ready with what came to be called the Reagan 

Plan.’ 

Another possibility, a third theory, which has its supporters 

among PLO leaders, is that Khalad and Hani Hassan are both right 

— that for different reasons both the Soviets and the Americans had 

a hand in causing the Fez summit to collapse. Those who support 

this view say that neither of the superpowers wanted there to be a 

major political initiative before Sharon had been given his chance 

to finish the PLO. 

Perhaps that was the thought King Hassan of Morocco had in 

his mind when he announced the suspension of the Fez summit. 

He said, “The subject is dangerous and the consequences are grave.’ 

In the middle of January 1982, Sharon himself paid a secret 

visit to Christian West Beirut. His purpose was to brief his Christian 

allies on what was expected of them when the invasion started. He 

took the commanders of the Israeli-backed Christian militias on a 

tour of the vital points which he wanted them to seize when the 

war began. 
From the end of January, Sharon was ready to go. And wanted 

to go. But there was the question of the ceasefire which the whole 

world knew that Arafat was keeping. The Israelis continued to tell 

the world that the ceasefire was not confined to the Lebanon, and 

that Israel would be perfectly within its right to regard PLO action 

from Jordan or anywhere as a violation of the ceasefire. But the 

Israelis were lying. And the lying led to a dramatic confrontation 

between Urquhart and General Yehoshua Saguy, Israel’s Director 

of Military Intelligence. The showdown took place in Begin’s 

- office. It followed Israel’s capture of three Palestinian guerrillas 

who were infiltrating from Jordan. Sharon had wanted to use this 

as the pretext for his invasion. “ 

Said Urquhart: ‘I was in the process of telling the Prime Minis- 

ter the incident was not a breach of the ceasefire. Saguy interrupted 

to say it was. I’m afraid I lost my temper. I said: “Look, General, 

when I am talking to the Prime Minister you will oblige me by 

shutting up because you are deliberately misinforming the Prime 

Minister, and you know damn well that what you just said is 

untrue. And if you want to have an argument about it P’ll take you 

on in public, because I know and you know that what you’ve said 
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is a big, fat lie!” And Begin said: “You’re absolutely right, Mr 

Urquhart. I believe you and I’m very sorry for what General Saguy 

has said. I know those people came from Jordan.” ’ 

At the end of January there was a secret meeting of Gulf 

Defence Ministers. There were no aides and advisers present. Only 

the Ministers themselves. I asked Arafat to tell me what, if anything, 

he knew about the purpose of the meeting. At first he did not 

seem anxious to say what he knew or suspected. So I said: ‘Well, 

let me speculate and get you to comment. I think they knew 

Sharon was about to go for his Final Solution — I think they had 

known that since the wrecking of the Fez summit; and I think they 

were meeting to decide to take no military action to oppose Sharon 

and support you. And my guess would be that when the meeting 

was over they sent a message to Washington which said, in effect, 

“‘We are not going to make any military moves...” ’”. 

Arafat said: ‘I am happy you understand what we were really 

facing in those days. There is so much to say but now is not the 

time... but I will tell you something else. After that meeting I 

met a very important Arab leader. I will not tell you which one, 

but I will tell you what he said to me. He looked into my eyes and 

he said this, exactly this: ““We know there is going to be an attempt 

to liquidate you. You will ask us for help and it will not come. 

Be careful.” ” 

In April Reagan announced that he was thinking about a new 

and more even-handed approach to the Middle East. Arafat is 

among those PLO leaders who believe the announcement was a 

thank-you message to those Arab leaders who had indicated that 

they would not sanction force as a means of opposing Israel’s 

expected invasion of the Lebanon. The implication of what PLO 

leaders told me is not that there was a deal between Reagan and 

various Arab leaders; but that the Reagan Administration was 

saying, in effect: ‘We are grateful that you will not obstruct an 

Israeli invasion of the Lebanon and we will reward you with real 

pressure on Israel when the PLO has been destroyed.’ 

After a pause, Arafat said: ‘In the Carter and Vance years there 

was no major conspiracy against us. Vance was really a good man 

and he tried very much to help us. Perhaps we didn’t help him 

enough... I’m not sure. But when Reagan and Haig came to 
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power they were determined to succeed where Kissinger had failed.’ 

At about the same time as Arafat was learning that his Arab 

brothers were not intending to help him — they were not even 

willing to supply him with anti-tank weapons to slow down the 

expected Israeli advance — the Chairman had a meeting with 

Urquhart. In the course of it he asked the UN’s Under-Secretary- 

General to give a message to Israel’s leaders. Arafat said: ‘Please 

tell these stupid people in Jerusalem they will be sorry when I’m 

gone. I am the only one who can deliver the compromise to make 

the peace.’ 

To me in 1984 Urquhart said: ‘It is tragic. Arafat was speaking 

nothing less than the truth. From the beginning he has been the 

only Palestinian leader who could talk about dealing with Israel 

and not be killed the next day for saying so.’ That is also the 

opinion of all of Arafat’s senior colleagues in the leadership of 

the PLO. 
Throughout April and May the Israelis brazenly broke the 

ceasefire on a number of occasions by bombing PLO positions in 

southern Lebanon. Their objective was quite simply to provoke 

Arafat into returning the fire, to give Sharon the excuse he needed 

to go. Just once, on 9 May, the PLO did return the fire, and some 

rockets fell on Israel’s northern settlements. 

Abu Daoud said: ‘At this moment Arafat was in great danger. 

Some of our field commanders returned the fire without an order 

from the Chairman. If Arafat had had his own way we still would 

not have fired a single shot. But he also knew that if he gave an 

immediate order to stop the firing, he probably would have been 

- overthrown there and then. Really, I am not exaggerating. So what 

did he do? He said to the field commanders: “‘OK, you will fire 

some few rockets, but you will stop when I give the order!” In my 

opinion Arafat survived because of that.’ 

The only one who refused to obey Arafat’s order to stop was 

the leader of the PEFLP-GC, Ahmad Jibril. Since Jibril never makes 

a move without an order from his masters in Syria’s Directorate of 

Military Intelligence, it seems reasonable to suppose that President 

Assad approved Jibril’s action. Abu Daoud said: ‘Arafat told Jibril 

he would isolate him. This time the Chairman was very serious 

and Jibril stopped.’ 
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It appears that Sharon realized he had overplayed his hand. 

The world knew he had been provoking Arafat. So the PLO’s 

return of fire was not a good enough excuse to justify the invasion. 

On 20 May, Sharon had a conversation in Washington with 

US Secretary of State Haig. During the course of it, Haig gave 

Sharon the green light. From subsequent and obviously well- 

informed Israeli accounts of the meeting, all that seems to be in 

doubt is precisely how Haig gave Sharon the signal to go. To cover 

his own back, Haig seems to have conveyed the message more by 

what he did not say in answer to Sharon’s questions. Israeli 

accounts make it very clear that Haig’s main concern was that 

there should be an unquestionable breach of the ceasefire by the 

PLO if Israel was to have a chance of persuading world opinion that 

what it was about to do in the Lebanon was even remotely justified. 

That meant Israel’s Defence Minister had a real problem. And 

it was Arafat. In so far as he had the power to control events on 

his own side, the Chairman was simply not going to give Sharon 
the excuse he needed. 

On the night of Thursday, 3 June (Arafat was in Saudi Arabia) 

there was an attempt to assassinate Israel’s Ambassador to Britain, 

Shlomo Argov. He was shot in the neck as he was leaving the 

Dorchester Hotel, and he remained close to death after a two-hour 

brain operation at the National Hospital for Nervous Diseases. The 
attack was made by Arab students in London who received their 
orders from Abu Nidal’s headquarters in Iraq. 

The following morning wave after wave of Israeli aircraft rocke- 
ted and strafed Palestinian quarters in Beirut. It was, the Israelis 
said, not the start of their invasion, but merely a ‘retaliation’ for 
the attack on Argov in London. As Arafat was driving at top speed 
from Saudi Arabia to Lebanon, PLO military commanders hit back 
at Israel in the only way they knew how. And that gave Sharon the 
excuse he needed. 

The PLO leadership is united in the belief that the Mossad, 
through its penetration of Abu Nidal’s organization, was respons- 
ible for the order to kill Argov to give Sharon the pretext for the 
reprisal attack that was guaranteed to force the PLO’s hand in 
Arafat’s absence. (It is inconceivable that Israel’s intelligence agen- 
cies did not know that Arafat was in Saudi Arabia.) 
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A quick glance at the balance of forces in what Sharon intended 
to be a war of destiny tells its own story. Israel committed 90,000 
men, 1,300 tanks, 12,000 troop and supply trucks, 1,300 
armoured personnel carriers, as many helicopters and warplanes as 
required from a total strength of 634 combat aircraft. Israel also 
threw its navy into the attack. In addition it should be noted that 
Israel was fighting with the latest available military technology - 
some of it so new that the Americans had not had the time or the 

Opportunity to evaluate it under real battlefield conditions. The 

Christian militias were a killing machine in their own right. And 

they were on Israel’s side. So, too, was the Israeli puppet, Major 

Haddad, in the south. The fighting strength of the PLO, including 
the Lebanese who fought with it, was not more than 15,000 men 

and boys — with no air force, no navy and no mobile armour. 

And, generally speaking, little modern or sophisticated weaponry 
of any kind. 

Israel was also taking on Syria. But the Syrian war machine was 

neutralized after the Israelis quickly destroyed the entire Syrian air 

defence system in the Lebanon and shot down ninety-two Syrian 

warplanes. Then the main Israeli thrust was against the PLO. In 

truth Assad did not want to fight the Israelis, he just happened to 

be in their way. Just as thousands of diaspora Jews volunteered 

to go to Israel in 1967, so thousands of diaspora Palestinians 

volunteered to go to the PLO’s aid in 1982. Many arrived in 

Damascus and found their way to the battlefield blocked by the 

Syrians. 

For sixty-seven days of the eighty-six-day war, after the Israelis 

had raced northwards in true blitzkrieg style, Arafat and all of the 

inhabitants of Muslim West Beirut were under siege. And because 

of television the world had its first real opportunity to study the 

ugly side of Zionism’s face, a side which previously only the Pales- 

tinians had seen in close-up. Generally speaking the people of the 

world were shocked and sickened and horrified by what they saw. 

Their governments said they were equally shocked, but they did 

nothing. 
At an early point in this war the PLO was asked by one or two 

of its Arab ‘friends’ to consider the possibility of accepting UN 

Resolution 242 as a way of giving the Reagan administration an 
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incentive to stop Israel’s invasion and start a real peace process. 

Arafat’s judgement proved to be correct — there was no point 

because American policy was Israel’s policy. What both wanted was 

nothing less than the complete destruction of the PLO. Arafat did, 

however, allow some of his leadership colleagues to go through 

the motions of finding out what the American response would be 

if the PLO did accept 242 and give de facto recognition to Israel. 

The Saudis talked with the US Secretary of State at the time, 

Alexander Haig, the man who had given Sharon the green light. 

Shortly before he was fired and replaced by George Shultz, Haig 

gave this response: ‘I would not recommend that the PLO recog- 

nizes Israel at this time. If it does Sharon will unleash the full 

power of Israel’s might on Beirut... and we will be unable to 

stop him.’ (Haig did not need to add, ‘And we don’t want to 

stop him.”) 

One of the most fascinating of Arafat’s revelations about these 

dramatic days was the fact that he personally was the main target 

of many of the attacks by Sharon’s warplanes. ‘It was sniping by 

jet fighter,’ Arafat said with a chuckle. 

As Arafat and his colleagues in the leadership were later to 

discover, the Israelis had a network of some seventy agents on the 

ground in West Beirut — Palestinians and Lebanese Muslims. Each 

on them was equipped with the latest and most sophisticated 

pocket transmitter no bigger than the size of a packet of cigarettes. 

The seventy agents were selected from among 1,200 potential 

collaborators whose names were in the files of Israel’s various 

intelligence agencies when Sharon got down to the job of planning 

the Beirut assault in August 1981. The seventy who were finally 

selected were trained for six months in Israel. Their task was to 

shadow the PLO’s top leaders and to report their positions as 

frequently as possible. And then the bombs would fall. Abu Iyad 

told me that probably forty of the seventy agents were assigned to 

cover Arafat. He was the priority target. The other priorities were 

Abu Iyad, George Habash and Abu Jihad — in that order. 

I asked Arafat when he had first realized that he was himself 

the prime target for Israeli bombs. He replied: ‘I had my suspicions 
on the second day of the war, and on the fourth day, or perhaps 
the fifth, I was convinced. But we didn’t discover the Israeli net- 
work and the truth until nearly the end of June.’ 
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How many times did Arafat come close to being killed? He 
said: ‘It depends on what you mean by “‘Close”’. If you mean how 

many times were the Israeli planes more or less on target, I can 

say dozens. If you mean how many times should I have been killed 

because of the accuracy of the Israeli attacks, I can say twelve... 

Yes, I had twelve lives from these Israeli bombs.’ 

What was the time lapse between Arafat’s arrival at a given 

location and the arrival of the bomb? He said: ‘Sometimes it was 

as long as twenty minutes or so. But usually it was ten minutes or 

less. Sometimes just a very few minutes.’ 

How did Arafat and his colleagues discover the Israeli network? 

‘By accident,’ Abu Iyad told me. ‘It happened exactly in this way. 

At the end of June, perhaps 27 June, one of our Palestinian girls 

came to me. She was very frightened but also very much in control 

of herself at the moment. She said: ‘“‘Abu Iyad, my family is dead.” 

I said, “I’m sorry.” She said, “I want to tell you why they are 

dead.” And then she took the small transmitter from her handbag. 

‘You know what this is.”” I nodded. She said: “‘I killed my family 

with this. I am an Israeli agent. I reported Abu Amar’s position . . . 

the bombs came... and my family is dead.” ’ 

As a result of the girl’s confession, twenty-seven Israeli agents 

were identified and arrested by Abu Iyad’s security people in forty- 

eight hours or so. Many of the others were identified because the 

first agent gave Abu Iyad the key to the whole operation. He said: 
‘The Israelis changed the code words once and sometimes twice a 

day. The agents on the ground only knew one half of the code. So 

each day, and sometimes twice a day, they had to go to Israeli— 

Christian checkpoints on the line dividing Beirut to get the other 

half. So naturally we had our people watching and, well... the 

rest you can guess.’ 

Abu Iyad gave instructions for the first twenty-seven to be 

taken away and shot. The others were executed one by one as they 

were uncovered and after they had confessed. 

On 3 July, the Israelis imposed a formal blockade on the 

Muslim half of the city. They cut off water and electricity, and they 

prevented other forms of fuel, food and medical supplies from 

going in. After that, Sharon’s strategy for finishing the PLO was 

obvious to everybody. The blockade, so Sharon thought, would 

force most of the 500,000 Lebanese to flee. When they had gone 
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only the Palestinians and a minority of Lebanese Muslims would 

be left. With his planes and his tanks Sharon would then reduce 

West Beirut to rubble. And nobody would remain alive. But the 

majority of Beirut’s Muslims refused to be bombed, starved and 

terrorized into leaving their homes and their city. And from the 

moment they refused to go, Sharon could not win. He sub- 

sequently showed his anger by ordering Israel’s air force to make 

some terrifying attacks on West Beirut. 

There were, however, two occasions when Arafat thought the 

end had come. The first was in mid-July, some two weeks after 

the Israelis imposed the blockade. 

Arafat said: ‘A delegation of leaders and notables representing 

the whole Muslim community came to see me. They came to plead 

with me to give up the fighting because, they said, the PLO’s 

position was hopeless and there was no point in causing more 

casualties and further destruction to the city. They said to me: 

“Why are you going on? The Arab regimes are not going to help 

you. The governments of the world are not going to help you. 

Has anybody promised you anything? No. If you had evidence that 

something was coming to help you, we would continue to support 

your struggle. But nothing is coming. There are no miracles... 

So please, Abu Amar, we ask you to give up the fighting now.” All 

this they told me. 

‘I said to them: “‘My dear friends, if that is what you really 

want I am ready now, this moment, to give the order to stop the 

fighting. You have the right to ask me to stop and I will respect 

your wishes. But first, please, listen to what I have to say.’? And 

then I spoke to them about the lessons of Arab history. It was a 

long talk and I made many points. In the end I said we owed it 

to future generations to stand and die if necessary. I said that if we 

gave up our struggle now, the spirit of Arab resistance would be 
crushed for ever. And finally I spoke of the sickness in our existing 

Arab world. I said the sickness existed because each new generation 

had been betrayed by its fathers. And I asked them a question. I 

said: ‘“‘Are we going to be just like all the other generations and 

betray our children, or are we going to be the first generation to 

set an example of how to be steadfast?”’ 

‘When I had finished they came close to me and their tears 
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were flowing. They said: “Abu Amar we are ashamed of what we 
said. You must fight on and we will die with you.” ’ 

The second occasion when Arafat thought the end had come 
was on a day early in August when Israeli tanks completed their 
encirclement of West Beirut and seemed to be closing in for the 
kill. 

Arafat said: ‘Although I didn’t tell my colleagues at the time, 

I was completely upside down — confused — for some hours. I 

couldn’t understand how the Israelis had completed their encircle- 

ment in just six hours. So I went and I prayed for thirty minutes. 

And when I finished my prayers, I said to my colleagues, “I feel 

the winds of paradise are blowing .. .”” According to our religion 

and our traditions I was saying two things. First that I was ready 

to fight and die as a martyr and so to enter paradise. Second that 

I expected to die. Then I issued my final battle order with 

that slogan: The Winds of Paradise Are Blowing’’. The change 

in the morale of our fighters was unbelievable, incredible, I can’t 

tell you how things changed. If the Israelis were really coming all 

the way into Beirut, we were ready for them.’ 

I said, “You really were expecting to die?’ 

‘Oh yes,’ said Arafat. ‘No doubts. No doubts at all.’ 

And so to Arafat’s favourite story of the war. Through inter- 

mediaries, Arafat and Sharon talked to each other from time to 

time. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say they sent each 

other messages. In the first week of August or thereabouts, Arafat 

did not remember the exact date, Sharon had one very special 

message he wanted to send to the Chairman of the PLO. 

At the time Sharon was demanding Arafat’s surrender. And he 

had summoned Philip Habib, Reagan’s special envoy, to his pres- 

ence. The Israeli Minister smashed the top of a desk with his huge 

fist and screamed at Habib, ‘Who are these Palestinians? They are 

not like Arabs... they don’t run from the fight... I’ve thrown 

everything I’ve got at them, and still they are there! Tell Arafat 

TPve only got my atom bomb left? 

As he was required to do, Habib conveyed Sharon’s message 

to Sa’eb Salam. A former Lebanese Prime Minister, Salam was 

Habib’s link with Arafat. He listened with patience as Habib 

painted a picture of Sharon’s ugly mood and then gave the message 
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which was, in fact, to underline another demand for Arafat’s 

surrender. When it was Salam’s turn to speak he said the following: 

‘I have no need to consult with Arafat. I can give you his answer 

now. Truly this Sharon does not understand the Palestinians. They 

have decided to die, and if they must die, how they die is of no 

consequence to them... so tell this stupid Sharon to drop his 

atom bomb - that is Arafat’s answer!’ 

Salam then made the short journey to Arafat to report the sub- 

stance of his conversation with Habib. When he got to the punch- 

line, ‘So tell this stupid Sharon to drop his atom bomb’, Arafat 

said nothing — he just smiled. But it was not this time the sad and 

weary smile of a man who had heard it all before. It was instead 

an open, full smile of a man who knew he had beaten Sharon. 

That the PLO would now have to withdraw from Beirut and the 

Lebanon was, in one way, a small price to pay for such a victory. 

In another way it was a high price. Arafat’s secret hope for some 

years past had been that he could negotiate his way out of the 

Lebanon and into a Palestinian mini-state. He had hoped, so to 

speak, to trade the PLO’s presence in the Lebanon for a mini-state 

on the West Bank and in Gaza. That option was now gone. The 

future, as ever, was a question mark. But at least there was a future. 

That much was now guaranteed. When an Israeli Defence Minister, 

Sharon of all people, was obliged to admit that he could finish 

the PLO only by dropping an atom bomb, that, surely, proved 
something. 

What, actually, did it prove? Arafat put it this way. ‘What we 

proved by our steadfastness in Beirut was again the lesson of 

Vietnam as well as the lesson of our own struggle from the 

beginning . . . You cannot kill or defeat an idea, in this case the idea 

of a Palestinian identity, with bombs and bullets. You cannot. That 

is why Israeli warmongers are so stupid. If they really want to solve 

the Palestinian problem by military means, they will not succeed 

until they have killed the last Palestinian man, woman and child.’ 
If Sharon had had his way there would have been no agreement 

to allow the PLO to withdraw from Beirut. When the moment 
came at the end of August, Arafat and his fighters were evacuated 
under the protection of a multinational force — mainly Americans 
with French, Italian and British support. Arafat was bound for 
Tunis where he intended to set up his new headquarters. His 
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fighters were to be dispersed to remote parts of the Arab world. 

In one important respect what they had actually achieved in 

Lebanon will be a source of pride for Palestinians everywhere until 

the end of time. And no matter what the future holds. In this one 

confrontation they had stood up to the Israeli Goliath for nearly 

as long as all the Arab armies put together in all the wars — 1948, 

1956, 1967 and 1973. A man who can inspire such steadfastness 

has surely got to be a most remarkable leader. 

Before Arafat withdrew from Beirut he sought and eventually 

obtained from the Americans guarantees for the security of those 

of his people, unarmed refugees in the camps of Beirut, who would 

be left at the mercy of the Israeli army and its Lebanese allies (the 

Christian Phalangists) after the PLO’s evacuation. Among other 

things the Americans guaranteed that Israeli forces would not be 

permitted to enter West Beirut. 

Soon after the evacuation of the PLO from Beirut had been 

completed the Americans started to withdraw their protecting 

troops. In New York Urquhart learned what was happening from 

a television news bulletin. He stared at the screen in disbelief and 

then telephoned the State Department. He asked what the hell 

was going on and reminded his listener that ‘we’ were supposed 

to be protecting the civilians Arafat and the PLO had left behind. 

The party on the other end of the telephone said there was no 

cause for alarm. The Israelis had given their word they would not 

enter West Beirut and the Lebanese authorities could be relied 

upon to look after the security of the Palestinian refugees in the 

camps. Urquhart’s response as he told it to me was: ‘You must be 

out of your tiny minds!’ 

Two weeks after Arafat and the PLO were evacuated Sharon 

sent Israeli troops into the heart of West Beirut to provide the 

cover for an operation by his Phalangist allies to ‘liquidate remain- 

ing PLO terrorists’. According to Sharon’s figures there were still 

some 3,000 at large. And according to Israeli accounts Sharon told 

Phalangist commanders, ‘I don’t want a single one of them left.’ 

While the Israelis were observing and hearing what was happening, 

up to 1,000 Palestinians - most of them old men, women and 

children — were slaughtered in the Sabra and Chatilla refugee 

camps. 

There is no doubt that the Phalangists did the killing; but the 
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slaughter would not have happened if the Reagan administration 

had not been ignorant of the situation on the ground, indifferent 

to the fate of the Palestinians and unwilling to oblige the Israelis 

to honour their commitments. 

Later Habib, Reagan’s negotiator, was asked whether the US 

had failed to keep its word to the PLO and whether Israel had 

violated the commitments it made to the US. He replied, ‘Of 

course.” 

Arafat’s next showdown was with his most powerful and ruth- 

less Arab enemy. 



19 

Confrontation with Assad, 

Partnership with Hussein 

The day after Arafat was evacuated from Beirut President Reagan 

unveiled his administration’s peace plan. It said ‘No’ to a Pales- 

tinian state, but ‘Yes’ in principle to self-government for those 

Palestinians already living in the occupied territories after an Israeli 

withdrawal in accordance with 242. 

In Israel Begin’s government rejected the Reagan Plan out- 

right. No surprise there. 
The surprise came from Tunis. Although the Reagan Plan fell 

far short of what the PLO could accept, Arafat urged his senior 

colleagues in the mainstream leadership not to reject it outright. 

He suggested they should explore US thinking for signs of flexi- 

bility. Was it possible, he wondered, that the limited self-govern- 

ment on offer could lead in time to full self-determination and the 

establishment of a Palestinian state in a confederation with Jordan? 

When Reagan unveiled the plan he seemed to be hinting that this 

was a possibility. He said, for example, ‘The final status of these 

(occupied) lands must, of course, be reached through the give and 

take of negotiations.’ And subsequent American statements implied 

-that the PLO could have a role in the peace process if it was 

prepared to work with Jordan on the basis of the Reagan Plan. 

Arafat’s decision to explore the possibilities of the Reagan 

Plan was tolerated rather than approved by most of his senior 

colleagues in the leadership of Fatah, but it was opposed by the 

other organizations which made up the PLO and by some of 

Fatah’s military commanders. And this opposition reached danger- 

ous levels for Arafat with the news of the massacres in the Sabra 

and Chatilla refugee camps. The logic of those who then opposed 

Arafat’s wish to give the Reagan administration the benefit of the 

doubt was as understandable as it was clear. The Reagan adminis- 
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tration had not only said ‘No’ to a Palestinian state, it had betrayed 

its promises to Arafat and that, really, was why the massacres had 

happened. In that light how could Arafat still be willing to have 

any faith in the Reagan administration. For the first time some 

former Arafat loyalists in the middle ranks of his own Fatah organiz- 

ation began to use the word ‘traitor’ to describe the Chairman. It 

was probably one of those moments in the history of the struggle 

when Arafat could have been overthrown if any of his most senior 

colleagues had wanted his job badly enough. 

When the PNC was convened in Algiers in February 1983 the 

main item on the agenda was the Reagan Plan. Was it to be 

accepted or rejected? It was no secret that Arafat’s intention was 

to try to stop the PNC sending a totally negative message to 

Reagan and Shultz. In the event, or so it seemed to outsiders, this 

was a political battle that Arafat lost. The PNC rejected the Reagan 

Plan as the basis for negotiations. 

At the time many Western diplomats and commentators said 

that Arafat had made a fatal mistake. What he should have done, 

they said, was to split the PLO on his own terms in order to get 

a PNC mandate to work with the Reagan Plan. And that, they 

said, would have given the Reagan administration the incentive to 

involve Arafat’s mainstream PLO in the peace process. 

The truth was that Arafat could have manipulated the proceed- 

ings in Algiers to get majority support for a positive PNC response 

to the Reagan Plan. It would have been a close vote but he could 

have won it. I was in Algiers at the time and was following the 

unreported drama behind the scenes. As a consequence of what 
was actually happening behind the scenes as the PNC meeting was 
proceeding, Arafat decided that he was not going to play to win 

on this occasion because he discovered that a PNC vote in favour 

of the Reagan Plan would have triggered a well-prepared rebellion. 

Syria’s President Assad and the Libyan leader, Gadafy, had 

prepared for the possibility that Arafat would persuade a majority 

of PNC delegates to give a positive response to the Reagan Plan. 

And if that had happened they were intending to trigger in a matter 

of days what would have appeared to be a Fatah rebellion. Assad’s 

co-ordinator of the rebellion-in-the-making was his faithful Pales- 

tinian puppet Ahmad Jibril. He was chosen to be the co-ordinator 
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of the rebellion because Assad’s intelligence chiefs did not trust 

the Fatah dissidents. They wanted Arafat removed from power but 

they might not have been willing to kill him. On that count only 

Jibril could be relied upon. Unknown to all but Arafat and his 

most trusted senior colleagues, Jibril had a secret and rather special 

guest in his apartment at the Algiers conference complex. Said 

Khalad Hassan: ‘Jibril’s special guest was a very senior member of 
Gadafy’s military intelligence service. His job, with Jibril’s help, 

was to monitor the proceedings and the mood of the PNC and to 

report regularly by radio to Gadafy. Our people listened in so we 

knew more or less how the plot was unfolding!’ 

To have split the PLO then would have played straight into 

Assad’s hands. Assad could have claimed that he was merely sup- 

porting a genuine Fatah rebellion. Arafat’s strategy was to force 

Assad to make the first move in public. When he did he would 

expose himself once and for all as the man who wanted to possess 

and play the Palestinian card for his own ends. And when he was 

forced to show his hand in public the rebellion he intended to 

promote would not win the support of the Palestinian masses -— 

because they would understand what Assad’s game was. 

When Arafat refused to give Assad the pretext he needed to 

trigger the rebellion, the Syrian president was obliged to bide his 

time. 

Though the PNC did reject the Reagan Plan the wording of 

its final resolutions left Arafat with just about enough scope to 

explore the way forward with Jordan — to see if Arafat and King 

Hussein together could make progress with the Reagan adminis- 

‘tration. Arafat lost no time in getting down to business with 

Hussein. 

One of Arafat’s most senior colleagues who did not wish to be 

identified on this occasion said: ‘When we began our contacts with 

Jordan we received a message from Assad. He said that if the PLO 

reached an agreement with Hussein, he would close Syria’s borders 

to us, withdraw recognition from Arafat and Fatah and set up a 

new PLO. Naturally Assad did not give us this message himself. 

He sent it through a certain channel, actually another Arab presi- 

dent, but it was official.’ 

Assad’s great fear was that a partnership between Arafat and 

423 



THE STRUGGLE 

King Hussein would not only rob him of the Palestinian card or 

that part of it that he had in his hand, but could lead to a settlement 

of the Palestinian problem. In that event, and from Assad’s point of 

view, there was a danger of an overall settlement of the Arab-Israeli 

conflict from which only Syria would be excluded. 

By April Arafat had a provisional agreement with Hussein. The 

King was apparently satisfied because it gave him the green light, 

in consultation with Arafat, to explore the Reagan Plan. But when 

both men signed the provisional agreement Arafat said to Hussein: 

‘I am not a king. I must get this approved. Give me forty-eight 

hours.’ 

Arafat then flew to Kuwait for a secret meeting with his leader- 

ship colleagues. He said the cost of not going to the limits to make 

politics work would be ‘more massacres’. But the Chairman lost 

the argument and his agreement with Hussein. The Hassan 

brothers and Abu Iyad told me that Arafat’s agreement with Hus- 

sein was rejected by an easy majority of the collective leadership — 

‘rightists and realists as well as leftists and dreamers’ — because they 

simply did not believe that the Reagan Plan provided enough to 

satisfy even the minimum aspirations and demands of the Pales- 

tinians. Khalad Hassan told me that Arafat could have won enough 

support for his agreement with Hussein if the Reagan adminis- 

tration had been willing to add an ‘evolutionary element’ to its 

peace plan — an indication that the limited self-government on 

offer would lead, in time, to real self-determination and a Pales- 

tinian state in a confederation with Jordan. But by the time of 

Arafat’s arrival in Kuwait the Reagan administration had made clear 

that it was not prepared to add an evolutionary element to the 

plan. On that basis most of Arafat’s leadership colleagues believed 

that his agreement with Hussein would give Assad the pretext he 

needed to trigger the rebellion. And there was no way they were 

going to allow that to happen. 

Hussein was angry. He took the view that Arafat could not 

deliver. 

In front of his leadership colleagues Arafat had accepted his 

defeat with good grace. But in private and alone he was furious. 

In his view his leadership colleagues had allowed Assad to exercise 

a power of veto over Palestinian decision-making. In that moment 
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of fury — perhaps alone, perhaps in consultation with Hani Hassan 

— Arafat decided that the time had come to provoke a final show- 

down with Assad, no matter what the cost. 

As he was taking his decision Arafat may well have recalled a 

humiliating confrontation with Assad behind closed doors. When 

Arafat was trying to give Carter the maximum possible assistance, 

Assad had summoned the Chairman to Damascus. The Syrian 

president was brief and brutal. He told Arafat that if he gave Carter 
what he wanted, he, Assad, could and would destroy the PLO. 

And from that day on Arafat was haunted by the thought that 

there was perhaps more he could have done to help Carter if he, 

Arafat, had not been to some extent frightened (perhaps intimi- 

dated is a better word) by Assad’s threats. To me Arafat said: 

‘Perhaps we didn’t help Carter enough . . . I’m not sure.’ 

Hussein’s anger at Arafat’s apparent inability to deliver was 

short-lived. Hani Hassan travelled to Amman to brief the King. 

He told Hussein that he should regard his agreement with Arafat 

as being ‘postponed’ not cancelled. Hani also explained that 

Arafat was intending to confront Assad in order to win the PLO 

the freedom to make its own decisions. From my conversations 

with Hani I got the impression that His Majesty was pleased by 

the news but doubtful about the prospects of Arafat emerging 

from a confrontation with Assad as the winner. 

At the time of his choosing, early May 1983, Arafat triggered 

the Fatah rebellion by making drastic changes in the command of 

Fatah forces in the north of Lebanon. His new appointments were 

Arafat loyalists who were despised by the dissidents for their alleged 

- cowardice during Israel’s invasion of Lebanon and the battle for 

Beirut. Ten days later the dissidents charged that Arafat had carried 

out a ‘military and organizational coup d’état in Fatah’. They were 

right. A week later Arafat stripped the dissident officers of their 

military powers. They replied by announcing that they would 

remain in their posts ‘to correct the line of the revolution’. The 

rebellion was now official. The next day Arafat cut off money, food 

and fuel supplies to the rebels. Effectively he was saying to them, 

‘Support ‘the legal leadership or go with Assad.’ The Chairman 

went through the motions of pretending that he was still interested 

in an accommodation with the rebel leaders, but in reality he knew 

425 



THE STRUGGLE 

they had gone beyond the point where they could accept a face- 

saving formula. If they were to retain their credibility in the eyes 

of their own supporters, 400 or 500 men at the time, the rebel 

leaders would have to fight. And, more to the point, Assad would 

be obliged to support them or lose much of his credibility. The final 

showdown between the Chairman of the PLO and the President of 

Syria had started. But it was Arafat and not Assad who was calling 

the shots. 

To Assad’s great surprise, Arafat went from his headquarters in 

Tunisia to Syria and confronted the rebels. By being in Syria and 

the Lebanon, Arafat more or less contained the rebellion for a 

time. But that was not his main objective. As he confirmed to me, 

his main purpose was to say to Assad, in effect, ‘Here I am, what 

are you going to do now?’ 

On 24 June, Assad responded by kicking Arafat out of Syria — 

having tried the previous night to kill him. 
That same evening I had spent some hours with Um Jihad. 

She had invited me to the family’s apartment in Damascus to share 

their evening meal and to meet Abu Jihad’s mother. In the course 

of the evening Um Jihad had tried a number of times to make 

telephone contact with one or two of Arafat’s aides. None of the 

numbers she called was answered. Through the evening she tried 

to hide her concern from her children, but when I left to return to 

my hotel she said to me: ‘I can feel that something terrible is 

happening. I know it.’ 

Late the following morning Um Jihad still had no news of 

what was happening or had happened. I had to decide whether to 

return to Tunis for an important interview with one of Arafat’s 

senior colleagues or to stay in Damascus. I decided to return to 

Tunis where I could guarantee access to information about what- 

ever was happening. At two o’clock in the afternoon I had been 

sitting for an hour in the rear cabin of the Tunis Air 737. I 

could not object to the delay in our departure but I wanted an 

explanation. The plane doors were still open and the steps were 

still in place. I went forward to speak to the captain. In the most 

gentle and polite way I asked if he had any idea why we were being 
delayed. He said ‘No’, and I thought he was telling the truth. I 

said: ‘My guess is that we are waiting for Chairman Arafat. I think 
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that President Assad is throwing him out.’ The captain gave me a 

strange but not hostile look. Perhaps he thought I was a British 

agent. I returned to my seat and glued my eyes to the small 

window. Ten minutes later a Syrian military jeep took up station 

some distance from our plane. More minutes passed and then a 

car, approaching at great speed, came to an emergency stop at the 
foot of the steps. A door was flung open and Arafat, accompanied 

by only three of his bodyguards, raced up the steps. And we were 

airborne in what seemed to me to be record time. 

Though I did not know it at the time the last Palestinian to 

say goodbye to Arafat at the airport was George Habash. He, 

apparently, was in tears as he embraced the Chairman; and he said 

in a whisper: ‘My God, Abu Amar, if this is the way you are going 

they will send me in a coffin.’ 

When I was allowed by his bodyguards to join him in the first- 

class cabin, the deported Chairman of the PLO was scribbling 

notes on a Tunis Air sick-bag. But he was in remarkably good 

spirits. And he was a picture of perfect happiness when a Palestinian 

woman came from the rear of the plane to ask Arafat to bless her 

baby. The mother obviously felt she was as close as she could be 

to a heavenly presence. With the expertise of an experienced and 

loving father, the bachelor Arafat took the baby in his arms 

and kissed it gently on both cheeks. To nobody in particular he 

said, ‘My children... they are all my children.’ Seconds later we 

were discussing Assad’s latest attempt to kill him. 

The previous day Arafat had been with his loyalist forces in 

their headquarters at Tripoli. In the late morning he was invited 

- to Damascus for talks with Assad’s brother, Rifaat. Arafat suspected 

that a trap was being set for him, but he still made the journey. A 

Soviet official was among those who told Arafat he would not be 

in any danger. 

Arafat said: ‘To tell you the truth the talks with Rifaat went 

very well. When we parted for the evening Rifaat said, “Tl tell my 

brother I think we can settle this problem between you.” Arafat 

believed that Rifaat was genuine and was not part of the plot. 

President Assad knew that Arafat did not as a rule sleep in 

Damascus because he suspected, with good reason, that he might 

not wake up alive. So the President assumed that Arafat would 
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travel back to Tripoli that night. In fact, Arafat went to ground in 

Damascus. But he did send a small convoy of cars back to Tripoli 

~ including one that could be taken for his own armour-plated 

Mercedes. What happened next? 

Arafat said: ‘Exactly what I predicted. Assad’s special forces 

attacked what they thought was my car with machine-guns and 

rocket-propelled grenades. I think we lost thirteen of our brave 

fighters.’ One of the few survivors later told Arafat that the first of 

the Syrian attackers to arrive on the scene said, ‘It wasn’t you 

bastards we were after.’ 

While Western commentators were speculating about the 

downfall of Yasser Arafat, various PLO delegations were engaged 

in protracted discussions with Assad and his ministers. The public 

story was that both sides were interested in finding a formula for 

uniting the PLO on terms which could lead to a reconciliation 

between it and Syria. In reality Arafat knew that a reconciliation was 

impossible; and it soon became clear that Assad was using the 

discussions as the cover for an attempt to get rid of Arafat by 

means other than the bullet. Over a period of months, and to each 

in turn, Assad offered the leadership of the PLO to three of Arafat’s 

most senior colleagues! The first to receive the offer was Abu Lutuf, 

the PLO’s official Foreign Minister. The second was Abu Iyad. 

The third was Khalad Hassan. In each case, and as Khalad Hassan 

revealed to me, the offer was the same. Assad would agree to a 

reconciliation if the PLO dumped Arafat. There was to come a time 

when certain Arab regimes would urge Khalad Hassan to do what 

Assad wanted and depose Arafat. 

Arafat meanwhile was plotting his next move. It was to be the 

greatest gamble of his life up to this moment. In September, and 

without consulting any of his senior colleagues, he returned by 

boat to Tripoli. Once there he was effectively trapped. The Israelis 

would not let him leave alive by sea. Assad would not let him leave 

alive by land. Arafat was throwing down the final challenge to 

Assad. As the Chairman himself confirmed to me, he was saying 
to the Syrian leader, ‘Here I am again — kill me if you can.’ 

Assad decided to accept the challenge. He ordered his generals 

to plan a final assault on Arafat’s last stronghold in the Lebanon. 

But he was careful, of course, to maintain the fiction that he was 

merely supporting a legitimate Fatah rebellion. 
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In December, as Assad closed in for the kill, Western and other 

commentators were writing Arafat’s obituary. This was one trap 

from which he could not escape. In a BBC radio interview Patrick 

Seale, The Observer's Middle East specialist, confidently predicted 

that Arafat would be finished in a matter of hours. In the same 

programme even the neutral and sympathetic Peter Mansfield con- 

cluded that the PLO would soon have a new Chairman who would 

probably be a Syrian puppet. 

Then Arafat threw down his challenge to Arab leaders, the 

Saudis in particular. In effect, and as he told me, he was saying to 

them: ‘You have influence with Assad. You can save me if you wish. 

I am asking you to choose. Who is to be the leader of the PLO -— 

me or Assad?’ 

One of the first Arab leaders to hear from Arafat himself was a 

senior and very influential member of the Saudi royal family. This 

personality was visiting Kuwait. Arafat asked the PLO’s representa- 

tive there, Awni Battash, to make arrangements for the Saudi prince 

to go to the PLO’s office to listen to a radio message from Tripoli. 

When the connection was made, and with the Saudi prince standing 

by, Arafat asked Battash how frankly he should speak. Battash 

replied: ‘Say what is in your heart, Abu Amar, and our friend will 

listen.’ When the prince was on the line Arafat held his radio- 

telephone to the sound of the fighting. Then he said, ‘Your Excel- 

lency, my refugee people are dying and they are being killed by the 

bullets your money has purchased . . . you can stop this slaughter!” 

It is, however, likely that Arafat would have been defeated and 

left to die fighting if all of his leadership colleagues had not used 

. the whole of their persuasive powers to make the Saudis and other 

Arab leaders put pressure on Assad. With Abu Jihad at his side, 

Arafat’s main contribution to his own survival was the inspiration 

he gave to his hopelessly outnumbered fighters. When Assad 

launched his final offensive he had counted on finishing Arafat in 

eight days — four days to overrun the refugee camps and four more 

days, if necessary, to blast Arafat out of Tripoli and into paradise. 

But another heroic military stand by Arafat’s fighters made a non- 

sense of Assad’s schedule and won the time for other PLO leaders 

to work another diplomatic miracle. 

There were a number of reasons why many Arab leaders were, 

to say the least, reluctant to save Arafat by putting pressure on 
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Assad to stop the fighting. One was simply the fact that all Arab 

leaders were, and still are, frightened of Assad. In the Arab world 

it is an open secret that certain of Assad’s intelligence chiefs are 

the terror masters of the region. Down the years, and through 

proxy agencies, they have blackmailed Arab leaders for money or 

political support or both. More often than not a death threat 

from some Syrian-controlled terror group was enough to produce 

results. Another reason why Arab leaders were reluctant to put 

pressure on Assad was to do with the fact that they needed him to 

be a restraining influence on the mad mullahs in Iran. 

Yet another factor was, obviously, the traditional and historical 

ambivalence of Arab leaders to the whole question of liberating 

Palestine. As I have tried to show, there is a part of every Arab 

leader which wishes there was no Palestinian problem to be solved. 

In a friendly but frank conversation with a senior PLO leader some 

years ago an Arab ruler said, ‘To tell you the truth there are 

times when I wish the ground would open up and swallow you 

Palestinians.” Though he did not say it in so many words, he was 

acknowledging that the Arab regimes could and would have made 

. peace with Israel a long time ago if there had not been a regener- 

ation of Palestinian nationalism. Once the regeneration had taken 

place the inability of the Arab regimes to right the wrong that had 

been done to the Palestinians, brother Arabs, was exposed. In that 

context Yasser Arafat was a daily reminder to the Arab masses of 

the impotence of their leaders. 

So Arafat was, indeed, taking the greatest gamble of his life by 

quite deliberately placing himself at the mercy of Arab leaders. In 

the end the arguments deployed by PLO leaders were good enough 

to persuade the Saudis and others to put pressure on Assad. In the 

end, and like Sharon before him, Assad was obliged to let Arafat 

escape. 

But it was only Arafat’s nose for danger, plus some secret help 

from Egypt’s President Mubarak and possibly the Americans, which 

at the last minute saved the Chairman and many of his 4,000 

fighters from being killed. Some Israelis were intending to do in 

Tripoli in 1983 what they had tried and failed to do in Beirut 

in 1982. There was, in short, an Israeli plan to liquidate Arafat 

and his fighters in Tripoli. When Mubarak learned about it he 
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quietly announced, through diplomatic channels, that he would 

respond to any obvious show of Israeli force by tearing up Egypt’s 

peace treaty with Israel. He also said Egypt would fight. In secret 

Mubarak and other Arab leaders persuaded former US Secretary 

of State, Alexander Haig, to use his influence on Begin. My own 

guess is that it was the Americans who tipped the balance by 

persuading the Israelis they had too much to lose from preventing 

Arafat’s escape or killing him. 

The evacuation itself was scheduled to take place between five 

and seven o’clock on the morning of Tuesday, 20 December. On 

that same morning, while it was still dark, high-flying Israeli planes 

dropped scores of mines into the water between the dockside at 

Tripoli and the waiting Greek ships. The mines were set to explode 

while the evacuation was taking place. On a hunch that the Israelis 

had ‘planned something dirty’, and much to the annoyance of his 

uncomprehending colleagues who were not trapped in Tripoli, 

Arafat delayed the evacuation by disputing the agreement about 

what his departing fighters could and could not take with them. 

He told me: ‘The mines exploded on schedule. We would have 

been cut to pieces if I had not changed the departure time.’ 

When Arafat was sailing away from Tripoli a BBC TV news 

reporter observed that a defeated Chairman of the PLO was on a 

journey into ‘obscurity’. There had been no call for the last rites 

but Arafat was finished. The same message went out to the world 

from correspondents around the Middle East. Experts in all the 

major capitals of the world were of the same opinion. Less than 

forty-eight hours later Arafat was again to demonstrate his genius 

- for turning disaster into triumph. If he had wanted to teach the 

media a lesson for constantly underestimating him, he could not 

have chosen a better or more spectacular way to do it. 

On 22 December the Greek ship carrying Arafat through the 

Suez Canal stopped at Ismailia. The Chairman of the PLO stepped 

ashore. There to welcome him, officially, was Egypt’s Prime Minis- 

ter, Fuad Mohieddin. Together they were whisked by helicopter 

to Cairo. And there, his face wrapped in smiles, Arafat embraced 

President Mubarak. It was a gesture of reconciliation that sent 

shock waves of astonishment and anger through the Arab world 

and far beyond. At the time Egypt was an outcast in the Arab and 
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Muslim world. Officially Arab governments and the PLO were still 

bound by the resolutions of the Baghdad rejection summit of 

1979. These resolutions — the Arab response to Sadat’s separate 

peace with Israel — stated that Egypt would not be admitted back 

into the bosom of the Arab family until it had admitted the errors 

of its ways, i.e. renounced its separate peace with Israel. Arafat had 

neither a PLO nor an Arab mandate for his visit. It was his personal 

diplomacy, his individualism, at its best. 

Apart from the Egyptians themselves, the Americans were the 

only ones to welcome Arafat’s gesture. Israel was angry and bitter. 

An official statement from the government of Israel said: ‘Egypt’s 

welcome for the head of the murderous PLO is a severe blow to 

the peace process ... The existence and activities of the PLO 

contradicts peace... The ultimate disappearance of this organiz- 

ation is a prerequisite for the achievement of stability and peace in 

the region.“ Sharon declared in public that Israel should have 

used military means to prevent Arafat being rescued. 

The reaction of the Fatah rebels and their Syrian sponsors was 

just as predictable. Arafat had proved himself to be as big a traitor 

as Sadat. The rebels warned Arab governments ‘not to deal with 

Arafat from this day forth’. For the first time the Fatah rebels also 

received a measure of support from other leftist PLO groups which 

opposed Arafat’s policy of politics and compromise. In the name 

of the PFLP, George Habash joined the Fatah rebels in calling for 

Arafat’s removal as Chairman. 

Most of the pro-Western Arab regimes maintained an embar- 

rassed silence. In private they had already acknowledged their need 

to have an Egypt at peace with Israel back in the Arab family, but 

they were not willing to take the necessary steps for fear of bringing 

the wrath of Assad upon themselves. 

For two weeks after his dramatic reconciliation with Mubarak, 

Arafat was, in fact, in real trouble. As his colleagues and friends in 

the leadership of Fatah assembled in Tunis the issue of Arafat’s 

future was very much a live one. Stretched to their emotional limits 

by the human cost of the conflict with the rebels and Assad, and 

exhausted by their diplomatic efforts to save the Old Man, most 

of Arafat’s colleagues were furious because he had taken such a 

step without consulting them. The only one of his senior colleagues 
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Arafat did consult in advance-of his visit to Cairo was Abu Jihad 

who was at his side in Tripoli. No one was more loyal to Arafat 

than Abu Jihad, but even his reaction when he learned what his 

leader intended to do was one of astonishment. He told his col- 

leagues in Tunis that he had begged the Chairman not to meet 

Mubarak until he had secured the approval of the collective 
leadership. 

During the two critical weeks when Arafat’s future seemed to 

be in the balance I maintained a regular contact with a number 

of PLO leaders, including Khalad Hassan. After one particular 
conversation with him I thought the odds were against Arafat 

surviving as Chairman. Later I came to the conclusion that 

Arafat could and would have been deposed if any of his senior 

Fatah colleagues had had the ambition to take over as Chairman. 

Arab pressure on some of them, on Khalad Hassan in particular, 

was strong. 
Arafat himself did not underestimate the anger his initiative 

would provoke. The reaction of his colleagues and friends in the 

leadership was exactly what he had calculated it would be. At 
the height of the leadership crisis he ignored a summons to return 

to Tunis to explain himself to his colleagues. When asked by a 

Palestinian friend why he was refusing to go to Tunis, Arafat 

replied, ‘If I go now they will lynch me!’ When asked by the same 

friend about his tactics for defusing the crisis, Arafat looked to the 

heavens and made a gesture with his hands. Then he said: ‘I 

have thrown a lot of pieces into the air. When my colleagues have 

collected them they will be calm and ready to discuss this objec- 

tively.’ 

Why, really, did the Chairman of the PLO go to Cairo? 

It was important for Arafat that he should take the first oppor- 

tunity to thank President Mubarak personally for the secret but 

crucial role he played in preventing the Israelis from sabotaging 

the evacuation and killing many of the departing PLO fighters 

including, probably, Arafat himself. It was also Arafat’s intention 

to give a kiss of life to Arab unity. As he told me, he was hoping 

that his example would encourage other Arab leaders to throw off 

more of their inhibitions about welcoming Egypt back into the 

Arab fold. But the main reason for his visit to Cairo concerned 
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the PLO’s survival. The truth was that Arafat desperately needed 

a reconciliation with the leader of the only Arab country at peace 

with Israel in order to give himself - and therefore the PLO - 

some way of playing his political cards. Without a relationship with 

Egypt, and after all that had recently happened, Arafat’s ability to 

influence events from distant Tunis would have been greatly 

limited. Hani Hassan put it this way: ‘The visit to Cairo guaranteed 

that we could continue to occupy our place at the centre of the 

Arab stage. Brother Khalad said: ‘Without the political cover 

the Mubarak visit gave him, Arafat would have had no cards to 

play. He did not want to go to the Arabs and kneel as a beggar. 

That is not his way.’ 
Arafat’s escape from Tripoli and the official leadership’s even- 

tual endorsement of his personal Cairo initiative marked the end 

of the first phase of the Chairman’s showdown with Assad. What, 
so far, had he achieved at the expense of more death and more 

suffering for his refugee people in the Lebanon? He had, in fact, 

achieved his first objective. He had drawn Assad into the open and 

forced the Syrian President to demonstrate that there were no 

limits beyond which he would not go to prevent the Palestinians 

from making their own decisions. Western reporters and other 

foreign observers were continuing to buy the fiction that the Fatah 

rebels and other PLO dissidents enjoyed a great deal of support 

among the Palestinian masses; and as a consequence of this Western 

public opinion (and Western governments, too) were constantly 

and grossly misinformed about what was really happening as the 

confrontation between Arafat and Assad entered its second phase. 

But after the Tripoli campaign, which had seen Assad demonstrat- 

ing that he was as willing as Sharon to kill Palestinians, the vast 

majority of Arafat’s people were aware of the truth — that Assad 

was using the cover of a minority rebellion to cancel the authentic 

PLO as a factor in the Middle East peace equation. Most Pales- 

tinians now realized that Assad was trying to succeed where Sharon 

had failed. When the Fatah dissidents had first voiced their oppo- 

sition to Arafat’s policy and their grievances about the corruption 

the Chairman tolerated in some around him, they enjoyed a 

measure of popular support. But the moment the rebels (and other 

PLO dissidents) were seen to be on Assad’s side and helping him 
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to do his dirty work, they lost all credibility and were finished in 
the eyes of the vast majority of Palestinians. 

In 1984 Arafat’s main objective was to prove that he enjoyed 

the support of an easy majority of the Palestinian people; that his 

PLO and not Assad’s Palestinian puppets represented and spoke 

for the majority; and that the majority backed the Chairman’s 

efforts to secure a political and compromise settlement with Israel 

— within the framework of a comprehensive peace. It has to be said 

that there were in the majority or loyalist camp many doubts about 

whether America and Israel were seriously interested in peace based 

on some justice for the Palestinians; but these legitimate doubts 

did not change the fact that the vast majority were with Arafat — 

all the more so when Assad had been forced to display his true 

colours. 

But the only way Arafat could prove these things was by con- 

vening a meeting of the PNC -— to endorse his leadership and to 

give him the mandate he wanted to formulate a joint strategy with 

King Hussein. It was Arafat’s announcement that he wanted the 

Palestinian parliament-in-exile to be convened that marked the 

beginning of the second phase of his showdown with Assad. For 

his part the Syrian President was determined to prevent the PNC 

meeting as long as Arafat remained the Chairman of the PLO. 

According to Arafat and his senior colleagues, Assad was confi- 

dently predicting to all Arab leaders and the US State Department 

that the PLO would have a new Chairman by the end of November 

1984. (Arab leaders did, in fact, believe that Assad’s confidence 

was justified. In the summer of 1984, and reflecting what they 

-were learning from official sources, a number of Arab journalists 

told me that Arab leaders were expecting to welcome a new Chair- 

man of the PLO before the end of the year.) The implication is 

surely obvious. At an early point in 1984, Assad was totally confi- 

dent that his hit-men would succeed in killing Arafat if he failed 

to persuade Abu Lutuf or Abu Iyad or Khalad Hassan to depose 

the Chairman. 

This second phase of the showdown between Arafat and Assad 

took place mainly on the diplomatic level and mostly behind closed 

doors. When the game started Assad believed he was holding two 

trump cards. 
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The first was his ability to use his influence to deny the seven- 

teenth PNC a venue. Because the Palestinians are without a home- 

land of their own they have to convene their parliament-in-exile 

on the sovereign soil of an Arab state. This meant (as it did every 

year) that until an Arab government agreed to act as host by 

offering its capital or some place in its country as the venue, no 

meeting of the PNC could take place. 

Through the spring and summer of 1984 Arafat’s own first 

choice for the venue was again Algiers. But the Algerians were 

horribly compromised. As one of the very few Arab regimes with 

genuine revolutionary credentials it wanted to host the seventeenth 

session of the PNC. But its leaders were under immense pressure 

from Assad. Eventually he used on them an argument which 

sounded very plausible but which in fact lacked substance — as 

future events were to prove. As things stood, Assad said, a meeting 

of the PNC would result in the PLO being split into two more or 

less equal and viable parts. Such a split would have disastrous 

consequences for the Arabs as well as the Palestinians themselves. 

Surely the Algerians did not want such a responsibility on their 

shoulders . .. They did not and it seemed that Assad had won. 

In September I was sitting with Arafat in Tunis. We were 

discussing the situation as friends. He knew I understood perfectly 

well that his PLO did represent and speak for the majority, but 

that, I said, was hardly the point. ‘Because the outside world 

doesn’t know what is really happening, the conclusion being drawn 

is that you can’t convene a meeting of the PNC because you no 

longer command majority support... and because of that what 

little credibility you enjoy in the West is being eroded fast.’ With 

no visible sign of concern in his face Arafat said: ‘Yes, I know. I 

understand what you say. It is so.’ In the pause that followed he 

exchanged a conspirator’s glance with two of his colleagues. When 

he faced me again I could see triumph dancing in his eyes. ‘I will 

tell you a secret,” he said. ‘His Majesty King Hussein has invited 

us to have our PNC in Amman.’ 

It was a sensational development. The issuing of the invitation 

by the King was an act of faith and courage. It was Arafat’s opinion 

that even as we were talking Hussein was under great pressure 

from Assad, and other Arab leaders, to withdraw the invitation. 
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But there were other considerations. If Hussein withstood the 

pressure, Arafat was going to have to match the King’s courage by 

selling Amman as the venue to his supporters. For emotional more 

than political reasons not all Arafat loyalists would find it easy to 

forget the past. But I left the Chairman convinced that the PNC 
would be convened in Amman. When we parted I said, ‘If you 

have the PNC in Jordan you will not only defeat Assad, you will 

change the course of history because the West will finally get the 

message that you are a man of peace and can deliver.’ Arafat smiled. 

“We hope so,’ he said. ‘We hope so.’ 

Assad showed signs of panic. He flew to Algiers to say he 

would withdraw his opposition to the convening of the PNC there 

on condition that Algeria would insist on the attendance of all 

PLO groups including, of course, Syria’s puppets. On that basis 

Algeria confirmed its invitation to Arafat. But the Chairman was 

not without options. He did not have to accept conditions. He 

had an invitation from Iraq in his pocket as well. (Earlier the 

mullahs of Iran had offered Tehran as the venue for the PNC. In 

reply to their spokesman, and as he told me himself, Arafat had 

said he could consider such an invitation only if Iran was prepared 

to agree to a ceasefire and negotiations with Iraq.) 

On 12 November, and as required by the PLO’s constitution, 

Arafat made a formal request for the seventeenth session of the 

PNC to be convened in Amman. Assad was then obliged to play 

what he thought was his second trump card. If by one means or 

another he could prevent at least one-third of the active PNC 

delegates from travelling to Amman, the Palestinian parliament-in- 

-exile could not be convened. If a meeting did take place without 

the required quorum of two-thirds of the delegates, it would be 

nothing more than a gathering of Arafat loyalists without the 

constitutional power to make legal and binding decisions. In that 

event Arafat would be the loser. Assad was confident of his ability 

to deny Arafat the quorum he needed. 

So it became a game of numbers. In theory the PNC was legally 

assembled when two-thirds of its 564 delegates were present. But 

181 of these seats or places were allocated to Palestinians living 

under Israeli occupation on the West Bank and in Gaza. And Israel 

were not about to let Palestinian delegates under its control attend 
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the PNC. Because of the Israeli ban on their participation, the 181 

delegates from the occupied territories were regarded as ‘non- 

active’ members of the PNC. That left 383 ‘active’ delegates. And 

that meant Arafat needed a quorum of 255. 

As late as 20 November, two days before the Palestinian 

parliament-in-exile was called to order, Assad was still confidently 

assuring Arab leaders and the West that Arafat would not have a 

quorum and that within a matter of days the PLO would have 

a new Chairman. Assad’s confidence was the result of three steps 

he had taken to guarantee that more than one-third of the active 

PNC delegates would not show up in Amman. 

Step one had required no effort. Assad simply warned the 

delegates from among the Fatah rebels and other dissident PLO 

groups under his control that they would be finished if they dared 

to attend the Amman meeting. Step two had required-some effort. 

Syrian authorities confiscated the passports of pro-Arafat and inde- 

pendent PNC delegates living in Syria and the Lebanon who were 

still at their places of residence after 12 November. Step three had 

required more effort. The sitting Speaker of the PNC was Khalad 

Fahoum. He lived in Damascus and had long been known for his 

pro-Syrian views. Arafat and his Fatah colleagues had previously 

accommodated them for reasons of political expedience. On 12 

November Fahoum, in his official capacity, rejected Arafat’s request 

for the PNC to be convened in Amman. In the normal course of 

events it would have been Fahoum as Speaker who sent out the 

invitations. When Arafat invoked alternative but constitutional 

procedures for convening the PNC, Fahoum went to work for his 

real master — Assad. He telephoned scores of PNC delegates in the 

Arab world and beyond. His message to each of them was the same: 

Arafat had no chance of getting a quorum and the PNC could not 

be legally convened. On that basis Fahoum advised delegates not to 

waste time by travelling to Amman. He also made a point of saying 

that it was President Assad and not Yasser Arafat who was enjoying 

the support of Arab leaders upon whom the PLO depended. The 

implication was obvious. Continued support for Arafat would alien- 

ate Arab leaders. Some to whom Fahoum spoke on the telephone 

said frankly that they were committed to Arafat and what he repre- 

sented and would be going to Amman. Others declared themselves 
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to be undecided. But many -more said that having listened to 

Fahoum they would take his advice and stay away. On the basis of 

these telephone conversations and the pledges he received, Fahoum 

presented Assad with a list of definite absentees. To this list Assad 

added the names of those whose passports had been confiscated 

and the PNC delegates from among the Fatah rebels and other 

PLO dissidents. The total came to more than the blocking third 

Assad needed. He convinced himself that the PNC could not be 

convened and that he had Arafat beaten. Said Hani Hassan: “There 

was one important thing Assad didn’t know. It was for security 

and tactical reasons that a good number of delegates told Fahoum 

they would not be going to Amman. Some had already obtained 

their air tickets. Others booked their seats as soon as they put 

down the phone — having told Fahoum they would not be going!’ 

And that, it seems, was the main reason why Assad’s second trump 

card turned out to be a joker. 

A week before the PNC was convened Khalad Hassan told me 

the official leadership was expecting ‘a quorum plus ten’. In the 

event Arafat got a quorum plus six on the first day with more 

delegates arriving later. The late arrivals had faced transit problems 

at Arab airports where Syrian ambassadors and intelligence agents 

could exercise their influence. 

At the PNC King Hussein outlined his own ideas about what 

had to happen if Jordan and the PLO were to work together and 

have a chance of persuading the Americans to support their efforts. 

The King called for an international peace conference at which all 

parties would be represented. (As agreed later this included the 

- PLO in its own right but as part of a joint delegation with Jordan.) 

That was the good news for most of his Palestinian listeners — the 

delegates and those watching the proceedings of the PNC live on 

television in the occupied territories, Jordan, Syria and beyond. 

The bad news, or so it seemed at the time to even many Arafat 

loyalists, was the King’s insistence that UN Resolution 242 had to 

be the basis of negotiations for a comprehensive settlement of the 

Arab-Israeli conflict. But the King was wise enough to give 

the Palestinians a choice. He said: ‘If you find this option convin- 

cing we are prepared to go with you down this path and present 

the world with a joint initiative for which we will marshal support. 
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If, on the other hand, you believe the PLO is capable of going it 

alone, then we say to you “‘God speed, you have our support. The 

decision is yours. Whatever it is, we will respect it.” ’*° 

For a few hours after the King had spoken it seemed that Arafat 

was once again in trouble, and that his task of persuading the PNC 

to give him a mandate to work with Hussein would be difficult 

and perhaps impossible. The problem for many delegates was the 

King’s insistence on the PLO accepting 242, and thereby giving 

de facto recognition to Israel, in return only for Hussein’s promise 

that he would do his best to secure a place at the conference table 

for the PLO. Many PNC delegates talked themselves into what 

Khalad Hassan described as a ‘negative mood’. Arafat responded 

to it with a pre-emptive strike. He resigned. In the course of the 

next few hours scores of people, PNC delegates and Palestinians 

not usually active in PLO politics, visited Arafat in his hotel suite 

to beg him to change his mind. To nobody’s surprise he did. And 

that is how he guaranteed that he would get a mandate to work 

with Hussein. 

Most foreign observers were easily convinced that what had 

happened was a piece of pure ‘Arafat theatre’. But there was more 

to it. Having talked about that performance with the star himself 

and most of his senior colleagues, I believe Arafat would not have 

taken up the burden of leadership again without an assurance that 

he would get his mandate to work with the King. 

On the figures alone it still looked as though Arafat had only 

just scraped home. In terms of the two-thirds majority required to 

convene the PNC, and to give legal authority to its decisions, that 

was the case. But the figures in no way reflected the true level of 

support for Arafat and the general thrust of his policies. If all of the 

564 places in the Palestinian parliament-in-exile had been filled — 
in other words, if all PNC delegates had been free to travel to 

Amman, not less than 500 of them, and probably more, would 

have endorsed Arafat’s leadership. One who would have travelled 

to Amman to take his seat if the Israelis had been wise enough to 
help promote Palestinian moderation and realism was Elias Freij, 

the Mayor of Bethlehem. Mayor Freij was one of the first Pales- 

tinians to call publicly for an accommodation between the PLO 

and Israel. On the eve of the seventeenth PNC he told reporters: 
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‘The vast majority of people in the occupied territories are in favour 

of holding the PNC in Amman. It is opposed by a small and 

extremist minority which will always reject whatever is on the 

table.’*° Mayor Freij was right. 

The climax to several weeks of discussions between PLO leaders 

and Hussein, and between the Chairman and his leadership col- 
leagues, came on 11 February 1985 in Amman. On that day the 

Chairman and the King signed an historic agreement to work 

together for peace. The agreement was based on the idea of ‘land 

for peace’ — a phrase which Abu Iyad had asked delegates at the 

seventeenth PNC to ponder. As Hani Hassan explained to me in 

detail, the essence of the PLO’s agreement with Jordan, and what 

the PLO was saying when it signed the document, came down to 

this: ‘For reasons the world ought to understand the PLO cannot 
accept 242 and by so doing recognize Israel until Israel recognizes 

Palestinian rights to self-determination . .. However, we are pre- 

pared to make 242 work in practice, and to negotiate on it, under 

the umbrella of an international peace conference, provided it is 
accepted that the aim of negotiations will be the following: one — 

an Israeli withdrawal from Arab territory occupied in 1967 as 

required by 242; two — the establishment on the West Bank and 

in Gaza of a Palestinian state in a confederation with Jordan; three 

— recognition by all states, including the Palestinian state in a 

confederation with Jordan, of Israel’s existence within secure and 

guaranteed borders; four — agreement by all parties involved to 

continue talking about all outstanding problems and to resolve 

them by peaceful and democratic means.’ The agreement demon- 

‘strated that Hussein had not been demanding that the PLO sud- 

denly reverse itself and say that accepting 242 was no longer a 

problem. What the King had demanded, and now obtained, was 

the PLO’s commitment to the principle and spirit of 242 — land 

for peace. For all practical purposes the PLO had therefore accepted 

242 as the basis for negotiations in the context of a// relevant UN 

decisions. 

In summary it could be said that on 11 February 1985, Jordan 

and the PLO together opened the door to negotiations on terms 

that no rational Israeli government and people could refuse. By 

the end of May, and with the help of other Arab leaders, Hussein 
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had convinced the Reagan administration that this was, indeed, 

the case. The spring of 1985 had seen a procession of Arab leaders 

to Washington led by King Fahd. Though they all refrained from 

making explicit public statements because they did not want to 

provoke Assad’s vengeance, they each carried the same message 

to Reagan: the West would lose everything in the Middle East if 

the US did not help to keep Arab moderation alive by doing 

whatever was necessary to oblige Israel to respond positively to the 

Jordan-PLO initiative. It was Hani Hassan who co-ordinated 

the Palestinian effort to secure Saudi Arabia’s unequivocal support 

for the authentic PLO after Arafat’s triumph at the PNC. When it 

was clear that Arafat was again enjoying the support of the Saudis, 

Syrian agents placed a 40 1b bomb outside Hani’s home. Fortu- 

nately it was spotted and defused by his bodyguards. 

What seemed to be a new sense of realism on the part of the 

Reagan administration was signalled by a senior but unidentified 

spokesman for it just three days after Arafat and Hussein had signed 
their agreement. On the condition that he was not named the 

spokesman told the Washington Post and other American news- 

papers that the Jordan—PLO agreement was a ‘milestone’ on a 

long road. He added: ‘Before there has never been a Palestinian 

commitment to the peaceful resolution of the problem. Now there 

is.’ The unnamed spokesman was probably Richard Murphy, Assist- 

ant Secretary of State and a good man. My guess is that he did 

not want to be named to avoid triggering a campaign of sabotage 

by the Jewish lobby before he had had the opportunity to try 

to advance the peace process on the basis of the Jordan—PLO 

agreement. 

Reagan’s first public response to Hussein’s news that Jordan 

and the PLO together were ready for negotiations came during an 

impromptu news conference which he shared with the King at the 

White House on 29 May. When Hussein was pressed by reporters 

to explain why he was calling his initiative the ‘last chance’ for 
peace, it was the President who answered. He said: ‘I think the 

conditions have never been more right than they are now to pursue 

peace. And who knows whether those conditions will ever come 

as close together as they have now. So that’s why I think the term 

“last chance” is used. And I think we ought to keep that in 
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mind, that perhaps it is the last chance.’*” Later, and knowing that 
Hussein had been speaking for Arafat, Reagan issued a formal 

statement. In it he said that he hoped the King’s ‘courageous steps 

forward’ would lead to direct negotiations between the parties by 

the end of the year. The statement added, ‘We will do our part to 

bring this about.’* 
The question waiting for an answer was — who would try to 

wreck the Jordan—PLO agreement and how would they do it? 



20 

Sabotage or Self-Destruction? 

Arafat declared himself to be happy with what Hussein had 

achieved in Washington. 
On his return to Amman the King told the Chairman that 

Shultz had agreed to a three-stage plan for advancing the peace 

process. Stage one was to be a meeting between Murphy and a 

joint Jordanian—Palestinian delegation. If that meeting took place, 

and was successful, stage two would be a statement from Arafat. 
In it the Chairman of the PLO would recognize Israel in its pre- 

1967 borders by accepting UN Resolutions 242 and 338 as the 

basis for negotiations. If Arafat made the statement in a form 

acceptable to the Americans, Murphy would be instructed to meet 

him in Amman. In other words, formal US recognition of the PLO 

seemed to be the prize which Hussein was now dangling in front 

of Arafat and his leadership colleagues. 

For the projected meeting between Murphy and the joint 

Jordanian—Palestinian delegation the Americans imposed a condi- 

tion which Arafat had to accept or reject: none of the Palestinians 

selected for the delegation should be members of the PLO. Arafat 

the pragmatist accepted. By the middle of July he had passed 

to the Americans, via Hussein, a list of seven names from which 

the Americans were required to choose and approve four. In view 

of what was about to happen, it is worth noting that the Americans 

had previously said that once they had approved the names of the 

Palestinians, Israel would not be allowed to veto them. 

Of the four selected and approved by the Americans only one, 

Nabil Sha’ath, presented a problem for the US in the context of 

its promise to Israel that it would not talk to, or meet, PLO 

representatives until the PLO had recognized Israel’s right to exist. 

Sha’ath was a Palestinian businessman based in Cairo. In all respects 
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he was, and is, a gentleman with grace, charm and warmth. And he 

had mastered the English language with ease and elegance. He was 

a former chief adviser to Arafat and one of the very first advocates 

of the need for the Palestinians to make an accommodation with 

Israel. He was also a member of the PNC. The Americans said that 

Sha’ath ‘fell within the parameters we’ve set for defining a non- 
member’ (of the PLO). Israel’s hardliners and the Jewish lobby in 

America did not agree. They said that for all practical purposes the 
PLO and the PNC were part of the same terror machine. And on 

that basis they argued that the US would be breaking its word to 

Israel if the Murphy meeting with the joint Jordanian—Palestinian 

delegation as named went ahead. 

For a week or so it looked as though the Reagan administration 

was going to break with tradition and not allow Israel and the 

Jewish lobby to determine American policy. In other words, 

Murphy was winning. He was anxious to get the talks started. 

Strongly supported by most senior officials and advisers in the State 

Department he urged his boss to give him the green light for the 

meeting. Murphy told Shultz that there was no chance of starting 

a peace process worthy of the name if they did not honour their 

commitment to Hussein and, by implication, Arafat. 

On 7 September the Washington Post carried a front-page story 

which fuelled speculation that Murphy was about to meet the 

joint Jordanian—Palestinian delegation. My own guess is that Shultz 

arranged for the leak to test the strength of Jewish lobby oppo- 

sition. The proverbial excrement hit the fan. More in private than 

in public Israel’s hardliners and their unquestioning supporters in 

‘America went to work with their usual skill and vigour. Shultz 

backed away from a confrontation and the Murphy mission was 

off. 
In places where diplomats and others with inside knowledge 

met to discuss the likely consequences of yet another American 

surrender to the blackmail pressure of the Jewish lobby, it was 

being said that Hussein and Arafat and other Arab leaders were 

not alone in their despair. According to an inside story from what 

was described as a ‘Jerusalem deep-throat’, Israel’s Prime Minister 

of the time, Peres, was also said to be very angry in private. 

(Another election in Israel had seen the formation of an extra- 
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ordinary coalition government. Peres was the Prime Minister for 

the first two years with Shamir, the Likud leader, as Foreign Minis- 

ter and Rabin as Defence Minister. For the second two years Peres 

and Shamir were to change places.) When the Murphy mission was 

aborted Peres was said to have told close friends that Shultz was a 

‘very stupid man’ who had ‘blown it’. What Shultz ought to have 

done, Peres was reported as saying, was to present Israel with a 

fait accompli. In other words, Shultz ought to have sent Murphy 

to Amman to meet the Jordanian—Palestinian delegation and held 

back on the publicity until the meeting had started. Helping to 

give credibility to the story of Peres’s anger was the known fact 

that in private he did consider the Jewish lobby in America to be 
his enemy. In his view the lobby had become nothing more than 

a Likud lobby and was no longer serving Israel’s real interests. It 

was also no secret that many hard-core activists in the American 

Jewish lobby had come to regard Peres as a ‘traitor’ — because they 

believed, with good reason, that he was prepared to make peace 

on terms which Hussein and Arafat and most Arabs could accept. 

As usual it was the Arabs who had to pick up the pieces after 

another failure of nerve by an American administration. And it was 

Hussein and Mubarak, with Arafat’s blessing and encouragement, 

who took the lead in trying to keep the peace process alive. To the 

surprise of many observers they were given a helping hand — or so 

it seemed at the time — by Britain’s Prime Minister, Margaret 
Thatcher. 

In the middle of September Mrs Thatcher made an official visit 

to Egypt and Jordan. Obviously the trip was arranged long before 

the Murphy mission was torpedoed, but the timing of her arrival 

was perfect so far as Mubarak, Hussein and Arafat were concerned. 

Close to total despair Mubarak begged the British Prime Minister 

to take a British initiative to put pressure on the Americans. In 
both Cairo and Amman Mrs Thatcher was told that as far as the 
Arabs could see, American policy was to erect a series of obstacles 
to peace. As soon as one was removed by Arab effort another was 
put in its place. 

At a press conference in Cairo Mrs Thatcher said more than 
enough to indicate that she believed the Reagan administration 
had been wrong to allow Israel’s hardliners and their American 
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supporters to veto the Murphy mission. On the subject of who 

should be included in the Palestinian part of any joint delegation 

with Jordan she went much further than any American had dared 

to go. She said it could include people who had been associated 

with the PLO as long as they rejected terrorism. And then she 

said: “There are a number of PLO members who have rejected 

terrorism as the way forward.’ But it was on her next stop in 

Amman that Mrs Thatcher demonstrated she was really serious 

about doing something to give life to the peace process on the 

basis of the Jordan—PLO agreement. 

At a state banquet in Amman she said that any peace settlement 

must take into account ‘the legitimate rights of all the people and 

states in the region including, of course, the Palestinians’. The next 

day, at a farewell press conference in Aqaba on the Red Sea, she 

dropped her bombshell. She announced that she had invited two 

members of the PLO’s Executive Committee to London for talks 

with her Foreign Secretary, Sir Geoffrey Howe. Explaining her 

decision she said: ‘I hope this will be seen as a fresh and constructive 

step to support King Hussein’s initiative. That is its purpose. I hope 

this will help the United States to take a similar step.’ (My emphasis 

added.) In diplomatic terms this was not far short of a gentle 

reading of the riot act to President Reagan. 

Most Israeli reactions were wonderfully predictable. The scripts 

for them could have been written in advance by anyone with a 

passing knowledge of the history of the conflict. How dare the 

British give encouragement ‘to an organization whose aim is 

the destruction of the Jewish state’. Shamir was in America at the 

‘time. He accused Britain of ‘undermining the peace process’. By 

inviting the two PLO executives the British had ‘struck a heavy 

blow against the chances for peace and against those working for 

peace’. If the situation in the Middle East had not been so tragic 

and so dangerous, the comments of this former Jewish terrorist 

leader would have been funny. Not even a majority of Israelis 

would have described Shamir as one of those who was working for 

peace. He had opposed Israel’s withdrawal from the Sinai as the 

price of peace with Egypt. (In October 1986 when Shamir took 

over from Peres as Prime Minister under the terms of the coalition 

agreement, Israel’s former and most celebrated Foreign Minister, 
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Aba Eban, described that event as ‘ushering in the tunnel at the 

end of the light’. ) 

Arafat was naturally pleased by Mrs Thatcher’s intervention 

but in private he was very worried. He knew better than anyone 

else that whenever the PLO was on the point of making a signifi- 

cant political gain his enemies struck — either to prevent the PLO 

from capturing new political ground or, once the gain had been 

made, to cancel it. 

The first warning of trouble ahead came less than a week after 

Mrs Thatcher issued her invitation to the two PLO executives. A 

spokesman for the Abu Nidal organization declared that both men 

would be assassinated if they did not announce their refusal to 

accept the invitation. The threat was taken seriously by all in the 

Arafat camp, but even more serious than the threat itself was what 

it implied. As Arafat and his leadership colleagues knew well, the 

Abu Nidal organization was then under the direction of a Syrian 

intelligence service — actually Syrian Air Force Intelligence. Its head 

was General Muhammed Al-Khouli and he was President Assad’s 

most trusted colleague and friend. Arafat told me later that the 

threat from the Abu Nidal organization was part of the evidence 

which suggested to him that Assad was planning ‘something very 

dirty’ to discredit the mainstream PLO and wreck the relation- 

ship with Jordan and what it represented. (Remember the name 

Achille Lauro.) 

But Arafat was also concerned by what Israel and its intelligence 

services might do to prevent the PLO being taken seriously as a 

party to negotiations. From about the time of Arafat’s accom- 

modation with Hussein and the re-opening of PLO offices in 

Jordan — including one for the Chairman - there had been a 

marked increase in the number of attacks against Jewish settlers on 

the occupied West Bank. Rabin and some other Israeli leaders were 

telling the world that Arafat and the PLO were to blame for this 

escalation. And Rabin warned Jordan that it should not regard 

itself as being immune from punishment for giving shelter, comfort 

and respect to the terrorists. The Israeli claim that Arafat and the 

PLO were responsible for the escalating violence was a propaganda 

lie. Even some Israeli reporters said in print that there was good 

reason to believe that more than three-quarters of the attacks on 

448 



SABOTAGE OR SELF-DESTRUCTION? 

Jewish settlers were random acts of violence by frustrated Palestinian 

individuals who were being driven to despair by the repression and 
humiliation of Israel’s occupation. 

I can reveal that Arafat and his senior leadership colleagues 

predicted exactly what Israel’s hardliners would do to try to cancel 

the PLO as a factor in the peace equation. 

A month before Mrs Thatcher issued her invitation, my wife 

and I had lunch with Abu Iyad in Tunis. During the course of a 

conversation lasting several hours I raised the subject of Rabin’s 
escalating threats to take heavy military action against the PLO. In 

order to draw Abu Iyad out I suggested that Rabin was going to 

use the escalation of violence on the West Bank as a pretext for an 

attack on the PLO in Jordan with the aim, perhaps, of killing 

Arafat. I asked Abu Iyad what he thought about such a scenario. 

He became very serious. ‘No,’ he said. “The Israelis will not 

attack us in Jordan.’ Pause. ‘They will come for us here.’ 

That was a possibility I had previously considered and rejected 

because I thought it was too fantastic. Tunis was, after all, a hell 
of a long way from the front line. ‘Are you being serious?’ I asked 

Abu Iyad. ‘Surely even the Israelis, even Rabin, would not go so 

far.’ 

Abu Iyad smiled. ‘Perhaps you don’t know your Israeli friends 

as well as you think you do.’ Pause. ‘Yes, they will come for us 

here. As a matter of fact we are expecting them.’ 

On 1 October, ten days after Mrs Thatcher issued her invi- 

tation, and two weeks before the two PLO executives were due 

to arrive in London, Israeli jets bombed and destroyed Arafat’s 

‘headquarters in Tunis. 

In the view of all Arabs and most of the world this was yet 

another spectacular act of Israeli state terrorism. If Arafat had been 

in his office — when he was in Tunis he usually was at the time the 

Israelis struck — he would have been blown to pieces. In the event 

Arafat was away from his office, but forty-five of his staff and 

twenty-five Tunisian civilians were killed. And more than a hundred 

were injured. Rabin denied that his intention had been to kill 

Arafat or any specific PLO leader. But almost nobody believed the 

Israeli Defence Minister was telling the truth. 

Arafat himself went public with a claim that the White House 
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had advance knowledge of the Israeli attack and was therefore ‘part 

of the plot to assassinate me’. 

It would take a book to tell the inside and amazing story of 

this Israeli attack and why it was that Rabin was so confident that 

Arafat would be in his office when the bombs fell. And it would take 

another book to tell the inside story of the Reagan administration’s 

complicity. What can be said for sure is that some in the Reagan 

administration did know that Israeli war planes were on their way 

to Tunis. It is inconceivable that Israeli war planes could have 

flown 1,500 miles and refuelled in the air without being identified 

by American (and Soviet) radar and satellite tracking stations and 

other devices. In fact the Israeli war planes would have been tracked 

by the Americans (and the Soviets) for most if not all of their long 

journey. Implicitly acknowledging this on 4 October, a statement 

from the American embassy in Tunis said: ‘Even if American units 

had detected the combat planes over the sea, their final destination 

could not have been known before they reached their target.’ (My 

emphasis added.) The idea that the Americans were unable to make 

even an inspired guess about Rabin’s objective does not deserve 

to be taken seriously. The truth is that the Americans could have 

ordered the Israeli planes to turn back if they had not wanted the 

attack to go in. President Reagan’s own first response was interest- 

ing. He said he thought the Israelis had the right to attack and 

had ‘hit the right target’. 

For perhaps the first time much of the world was beginning to 

feel some sympathy for Yasser Arafat. This apparently unattractive 

little man was obviously a great survivor. Perhaps he was not all bad. 

The idea of excluding him from the peace process was beginning to 

make less and less sense to more and more people whose attention 

had been captured for some years past by television and other 
images of Israeli brutality. 

Then came the hijacking by four Palestinian terrorists of the 

Italian cruise liner, Achille Lauro, and the murder on board of a 

sixty-nine-year-old American in a wheelchair, Leon Klinghoffer. 

After he was shot his body was thrown into the sea. 

Just about the last man in the world who could have wished 

for such an incident to happen was Arafat. Nothing was more likely 

to guarantee that Mrs Thatcher’s attempt to involve the PLO in 
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the peace process would be wrecked. In my judgement at the time, 

and still today, the suggestion that Arafat could have had anything 

to do with that operation was too silly for words. But Israel and the 

Jewish lobby went into action with their many, many unquestioning 

friends in the media and politics. In America especially, Arafat was 

tried and pronounced guilty in a flash. As Thomas L. Friedman 

reported in the New York Times, Israeli officials felt they had Arafat 

‘on the ropes’ and would soon be able to deliver a decisive blow 

to his prestige and credibility — one that would ‘knock him out of 

the peace process once and for all’. 

In fact it was as a result of Arafat’s mediation, conducted for 

him by Hani Hassan, that the hijack was ended quickly with the 

loss of only one life and the surrender of the four terrorists to 

the authorities in Egypt. The telling of the full, incredible story 

of the Achille Lauro affair would require yet another book. But 

some facts have their place in this one. 

Two months after the hijack Arafat told me his verdict was that 

the leader of the small PLO faction which had apparently plan- 
ned the operation, Mohammed Abu Abbas, was a ‘fool’. With real 

contempt in his voice Arafat said that Abbas had allowed himself 

to be used by former Palestinian associates who were controlled 

and directed by Syrian intelligence officers. And their job, as we 

have seen, was to plan and co-ordinate terrorist operations by 

Arafat’s Palestinian opponents to discredit the Chairman and his 

mainstream PLO. 

As the drama of the Achille Lauro unfolded there came a 

moment when Arafat thought he would be able to prove beyond 

-a doubt that he and the PLO had been set up by Syrian intelligence 

officers through the naivety and stupidity of Abbas. In a locked 

hotel room in Cairo, and on the instructions of Arafat, Hani 

Hassan bounced Abbas around the walls and forced him to reveal 

everything he knew including, and especially, the names of all those 

who had been involved in planning the Achille Lauro operation. On 

the basis of what Hani Hassan !earned, Arafat persuaded President 

Mubarak to send the four hijackers by air to Tunis. Arafat was 

intending to interrogate them until they broke and then put them 

on trial. 

In the White House President Reagan was caught on camera. 
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He was unprepared and the transmission was live. He was asked 

to comment on Arafat’s intention to put the hijackers on trial. 

Reagan said that if Arafat was serious, “That’s fine by me.’ What 

happened next was more than astonishing. And it demonstrated 

that American policy for the crisis was not being determined by 

Reagan or any of those who were briefing him. The real director 

of what was about to happen was Colonel Oliver North. 

The Egyptian plane carrying the four hijackers and Abbas took 

off for Tunis. Under pressure from America the authorities in 

Tunisia refused permission for it to land. At 34,000 feet over the 

Mediterranean the Egyptian plane, a civilian airliner, was then 

intercepted by American F-14 Tomcat fighters and forced to land 

in Sicily. There American troops were under orders to seize the 

four hijackers and Abbas, by force if necessary. It was only when 

Italian troops arrived in strength and made it clear that they, too, 

had orders to shoot if necessary, that the Americans backed off and 

allowed the Italians to take the Palestinians into custody. 

Arafat’s view about why the Americans hijacked the hijackers 

is, I think, worthy of serious investigation. His conclusion was that 

certain Americans did not want him to get his hands on the four 

terrorists because, if he had done so, he would have discovered 

who really masterminded the Achille Lauro affair and would have 

then been able to prove his innocence. 

Arafat and his senior colleagues were realistic in their assess- 

ment of the damage done to their credibility by the Achille Lauro 

affair. They saw it for what it was — a political and public relations 

disaster of the first magnitude. Through the naivety of Abbas they 

had been set up by the Syrians and there was nothing, absolutely 

nothing, they could do about it. And they had cause to be angered 

by the double standards of the American media institutions which 

had tried and sentenced them. On the same day that Klinghoffer 

was murdered, an American citizen, who happened to be a pro- 

Arafat Palestinian, was blown to pieces by a bomb when he opened 

the door to his office in Santa Ana on the west coast of America. 

His name was Alex Odeh. He had a wife and young children. He 

was killed by a well-known Jewish terrorist group. Despite the fact 

that Odeh was widely regarded as a man of peace — he often spoke 

publicly about the need for dialogue between the PLO and Israel 
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— his death and the manner of it was largely ignored by America’s 
mainstream media institutions. I was in America at the time. The 

murder of Alex Odeh was a matter of no consequence except for 

his family and friends. Just as, in 1967, the murder of so many of 

the Liberty's crew had been a matter of no consequence except for 
their families and friends. 

The first consequence of the Achille Lauro affair and, more to 

the point, the successful way it was exploited by the Israelis and 

Jewish lobby groups everywhere, was that the meeting between 

the British Foreign Secretary and the two PLO executives did not 

take place. The British Foreign Office went through the motions 

of pretending that the Palestinians themselves were to blame 

because they did not give ‘unambiguous assurances’ about what 

they would say. But everybody who needed to know was aware 

that the Foreign Office was being extremely economical with the 

truth. The meeting did not take place because President Reagan 

sent Mrs Thatcher a ‘Don’t do it’? message and, anyway, when 

the crunch came, Mrs Thatcher was not prepared to confront the 

British Jewish lobby. . 

The second consequence of the Achille Lauro affair was that 

Arafat was denied the opportunity to attend the celebrations mark- 

ing the fortieth anniversary of the UN General Assembly. More 

than eighty heads of state and government and a number of special 

envoys had accepted invitations to attend and make major speeches 

over ten days. Arafat was not originally invited but after the Security 

Council condemned Israel’s attack on his Tunis headquarters with 

only the US abstaining, seven nations from the non-aligned group 

- sponsored a resolution to invite him. At the time the resolution 

was drafted — before the Achille Lauro was hijacked — there was no 

doubt that it would be approved by a substantial majority in the 

General Assembly. But the resolution was not ready for presen- 

tation until after the event. Even so, and as Elaine Sciolino reported 

on the front page of the New York Times on 15 October, the 

resolution ‘would most likely have passed easily’ — if it had been 

put to the vote. But there was no vote. The resolution to invite 

Arafat was withdrawn. Why? The short answer is that American 

and other Western diplomats twisted the arms of the representatives 

of some of the sponsoring nations and a number of Arab states. 
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And American diplomats let it be known that President Reagan 

might cancel his participation in the session if Arafat attended. 

What really happened was neatly summed up by an Arab diplomat 

in a comment to the New York Times. He said: ‘The fact is that 

the UN needs the United States and we need the UN.’ As it had 

done in 1947 to secure the passing of the resolution to partition 

Palestine, the US had resorted to pressure amounting to blackmail 

to get its way. No wonder Reagan thought that Israel’s bombers 

had hit the right target. 

Arafat had intended to use his speech at the UN to make the 

statement confirming that the PLO was ready to negotiate a peace- 

ful settlement of the Palestinian problem ‘on the basis of all perti- 

nent UN resolutions including Security Council resolutions 242 

and 338’. (The statement he would have made to Murphy if the 

Murphy mission had not been aborted by pressure from Israel’s 

hardliners and the American Jewish lobby.) If Arafat had been 

allowed to make that commitment on the podium of the General 

Assembly, at a time when world attention was focused on its delib- 

erations and when many world leaders were in attendance, the 

argument for excluding the PLO from the peace process would 

have been robbed of any substance. And, in theory, the prospects 

for peace would have been transformed. 

The fact that those who called the shots in the international 

community did not want Arafat to have the opportunity to restore 

his credibility in the wake of the Achille Lauro affair spoke volumes. 

It was seen by the PLO as the best possible indication that the US 

was preparing to advance the peace process without it. 

As Israel’s Prime Minister for another year before handing over 

to Shamir, Peres did address the General Assembly. He gave the 

Arab states a hint that he was prepared to exchange some land for 

peace; but this was after a speech in New York in which he had 

called for the PLO to be excluded from the peace process. 

After the UN General Assembly meeting King Hussein came 

under tremendous pressure to dump Arafat and the PLO as a 

negotiating partner. The pressure was applied by the US, by Britain, 

by many of the governments of continental Europe and, of 

course, by some of Arafat’s Arab ‘friends’. 

The logic of the argument they all used to press Hussein to tear 

up his agreement with Arafat was one of straightforward political 
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expediency. Because of the nature of the deal Israel’s political 

parties and factions had struck to form a government, the moderate 

Peres was running out of time to deliver anything and would soon 

be replaced as Prime Minister by a man (Shamir) who was opposed 

to compromise of any kind. The Arab choice, Hussein was told 

time and time again, was therefore to negotiate with Israel, without 

the PLO, while Peres was Prime Minister — in order to get back 

some land with the hope, perhaps, of getting more over a period 

of years; or to accept that Israel’s illegal occupation of land taken 

in 1967 was an unchangeable fact of history. As ever, those who 

were doing most to persuade Hussein to see the logic of this 

argument — the political Establishments of the West who had no 
stomach for a showdown with Israel’s hardliners and their lobby — 

were not concerned with what was fair and just for all parties or 

even their own longer-term best interests. In the politics of expedi- 

ency there was, as ever, no place for what was legally or morally 

right. It no longer mattered that UN Resolution 242 required 

Israel to withdraw from all the land it grabbed in 1967, subject 

only to mutually agreed border modifications. Peres could deliver 

only a part of the 242 loaf and the Arabs should be sensible and 

settle for a few slices. 

As he was coming under this pressure Hussein had a secret 

meeting with Peres in Paris. Then he made friends with Syria’s 

President Assad. 

For Arafat and his senior leadership colleagues the clear impli- 

cation of Jordan’s accommodation with Syria was that Hussein was 

seeking to create an Arab consensus for negotiations with Israel 

‘which would see the Arabs making peace on the best terms they 

could get from Peres, terms which by definition would not be 

acceptable to the PLO and the vast majority of the Palestinian 

people it represented. Arafat was aware that the Americans had 

informed Assad that a Peres government would be prepared to 

withdraw from the Golan Heights in exchange for a signed peace 

with Syria. The other implication of the King’s accommodation 

with Assad was that a day could come when Hussein and Assad 

together would be willing to move against Arafat’s mainstream 

PLO - if the Americans and Israel made it worth their while to do 

so. 

The only Arab leader who really seemed to understand that it 
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would be madness to exclude Arafat’s mainstream and authentic 

PLO from negotiations was Mubarak. Like Nasser before him he 

knew that a final Arab betrayal of the Palestinian cause would lead, 

eventually but inevitably, to an upheaval in the Arab and Muslim 

world that would not end until the moderate and pragmatic 

regimes had been replaced by extremists and fundamentalists of all 

kinds. When Arafat was considering how to pick up the pieces after 

the disaster of the Achille Lauro affair, it was to Mubarak that he 

turned for counsel. This Egyptian President is one of those leaders 

who seems to be more effective behind the scenes than this public 

performance would suggest. Mubarak promised that he would use 

his influence with the Americans — to try to persuade them that a 

way had to be found to involve the PLO in the peace process. But 

Mubarak had a condition. Arafat had to make his position on 

terrorism clear beyond any doubt. And he did. 

On 10 November in Cairo, with Abu Iyad at his side, Arafat 

made the most explicit statement denouncing and renouncing ‘all 

forms of terrorism’. Arafat’s decision to have Abu Iyad at his side 

on this occasion was very dramatic proof of how serious he was, 

but few outside the ranks of the Palestine liberation movement 

understood why. 

As this book has revealed, Abu Iyad was the one mainstream 

PLO leader who did have a hands-on involvement with terrorism. 

The truth is that he enjoyed and cultivated his internal reputation 

as the Godfather of the Black September terrorists. And within the 

liberation movement it was no secret that Abu Iyad was on 

the record, behind closed doors, of saying that he had not ruled 

out the need for future use of the terror weapon — if the world 

needed another reminder that the Palestinians were a people with 

a legitimate claim for self-determination. Abu Iyad told me that 
was his position. Against that background Arafat insisted on having 

Abu Iyad at his side when he formally denounced and renounced 

terrorism in order to send an unspoken message to two quite 

different audiences. To the rank and file in the liberation movement 

he was saying, in effect, ‘Even Abu Iyad is supporting me on this 

matter, so understand that the leadership means what it says.’ 

To the intelligence services of the world, and through them the 

governments of the world, Arafat was saying, in effect, ‘You can 
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see that I have brought Abu Iyad to heel and that should prove to 
you that I really am serious.’ 

The relationship between Arafat and Abu Iyad was never an 

easy one and only a few Palestinians were aware of the prime source 

of tension between them. One of Abu Iyad’s roles was to be 

Arafat’s executioner in the event of the Chairman putting the cause 

at risk by compromising too much for too little of substance in 

return. In the course of my research for this book I had some 

astonishingly frank conversations with most of Arafat’s senior col- 

leagues. I once asked Abu lyad if he would have second thoughts 

about sanctioning the assassination of the Chairman if he con- 

cluded that his individualism was a danger to the cause. Abu Iyad 

replied: ‘In the circumstances you speak of — I would do it myself. 

By my own hand. With my own gun.” He added, ‘Arafat knows 

that.’ Abu Iyad was telling me the truth. Arafat did know that. I 

know because I asked him. 

Arafat’s statement denouncing and renouncing terrorism 

became known as the Cairo Declaration. Arafat said that violators 
of it would be severely punished. To reduce the scope for other 

parties to make propaganda at the PLO’s expense by deliberately 

misrepresenting its position on violence, the Cairo Declaration 

drew a clear distinction between terrorism and legitimate armed 

struggle as guaranteed by the UN Charter to be the right of all 

peoples under occupation. So the Cairo Declaration made clear 
that it was terrorism which was being renounced. The struggle 

against Israeli occupation would be continued by all legitimate 

means in the absence of negotiations. 

The all-important difference between terrorism and legitimate 

armed struggle was of no concern to Israel’s hardliners. They 

reacted with scorn and abuse. A spokesman for Shamir’s Foreign 

Ministry said, ‘What Arafat is saying is that he won’t kill Jews in 

Europe but that everybody in Israel is a target now.’ In a front- 

page headline the popular Israeli newspaper, Yediot Aharonot, 

declared that ‘Only a simpleton would believe Arafat.’ 

In the Western world neither the fact nor the significance of 

the Cairo Declaration was well reported, to say the least. But there 

was one man who took it very seriously indeed — Richard Murphy. 

He went on record to say he believed that Arafat had made the 
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statement and issued the Cairo Declaration in ‘good faith’. It was, 

Murphy added, ‘a very positive development’. With probably some 

gentle pushing by Mubarak, the US Assistant Secretary of State 

then set about the task, with renewed vigour, of trying to involve 

the PLO in the peace process. The question for which there is still 

no completely satisfactory answer is whether or not Murphy’s 

efforts were enjoying the full support of his boss, Shultz, and the 

Reagan administration as a whole. I am inclined to the view that 

Murphy was fighting an uphill battle with the administration he 

served but the early signs were that he was making progress. 

In January 1986 the Reagan administration informed Hussein 

that it was ready to convene an international conference to which 

the PLO would be invited if it was prepared, in advance, to make 

its position clear on certain defined matters. A 

The PLO’s first response to the American offer was in the form 

of three proposed statements, any one of which Arafat was prepared 

to make in the PLO’s name. The texts of the proposed statements 

were presented to Hussein and his advisers. As we shall see in a 
moment, the text of the second of the three proposed statements 

was by far the most explicit. On the subject of the PLO’s readiness 

for negotiations with Israel it gave the Americans more than they 

were demanding, and it went further still than Hussein had in 

committing the PLO when he had first briefed the Reagan adminis- 

tration on the significance of the Jordan—PLO agreement. It was 

truly what Arafat later described to me as his ‘maximum possible 

statement’ in advance of negotiations. 

On 19 February, to the astonishment of those of Arafat’s senior 

colleagues who had negotiated the Jordan—PLO accord with 

Hussein, the King announced that he was dropping the PLO as a 

partner in the peace process. In a speech lasting more than three 

hours he claimed that the PLO had broken its word by refusing 

to accept 242 as the price of an invitation to an international 

conference. But Hussein’s long speech was much more than a 

repudiation of the PLO. He strongly implied that Arafat and his 

leadership colleagues were unworthy of the Palestinian people, and 

he made a thinly-veiled call for the Palestinians on the occupied 

West Bank to find themselves a new leader. The obvious implication 

was that they should look to His Majesty for that leadership. (If 
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they responded, Hussein was clearly intending to negotiate with 
Peres.) 

As Hussein told it, the story of the breakdown was not without 
an element of truth. Arafat did change his position to the extent 

that he insisted on the Americans making a statement of their own 

when he made his. But this Arafat demand had a context which 

the King (and the media) did not give. The record of what really 
happened speaks for itself. 

The following is the text of the offer made in writing to Hussein 
by the Reagan administration in January: 

When it is clearly on the public record that the PLO has accepted 

resolutions 242 and 338, is prepared to negotiate with Israel, 

and has renounced terrorism, the US accepts that an invitation 

will be issued to the PLO to attend an international conference. 

The following is the text of the statement (the second of the three) 

that Arafat was prepared to make in response to the American 

offer: 

On the basis of the Jordanian—PLO accord of 11 February 1985, 

and in view of our genuine desire for peace, we are ready to 

negotiate within the context of an international conference with 

the participation of the permanent members of the Security 

Council, with the participation of all concerned Arab parties and 

the Israeli government (my emphasis), a peaceful settlement of the 

Palestinian problem on the basis of the pertinent United Nations 

resolutions, including Security Council resolutions 242 and 338. 

The PLO declares its rejection and denunciation of terrorism 

which has been assured by the Cairo Declaration of November 

1985. 

It was after Hussein had seen and approved the text above that 

Arafat added his condition. The Chairman would not make the 

PLO statement until the King had obtained from the US a written 

assurance that it would make a statement of its own supporting 

the Palestinian right to self-determination. The US would then be 

required to make its declaration simultaneously with the PLO’s 

statement. The text of the PLO’s statement, plus its demand for 

an American statement, was handed by one of Arafat’s colleagues 

to a very senior State Department official in Amman. The Ameri- 
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cans first reaction was ‘Who the fucking hell does the PLO think 

it is — a superpower?’ 

Arafat’s decision to add a condition was prompted by the - 

PLO’s discovery that the American offer was probably not what it 

had seemed and was assumed to be. The trouble started when 

Arafat, in response to questions from his colleagues, asked Hussein 

to confirm that an American invitation to the PLO to attend an 

international conference would amount to the US recognition of 

the PLO. The answer from the Americans was no. Understandably 

this changed much so far as many of Arafat’s leadership colleagues 

were concerned. Among themselves they then asked a number of 

valid questions. What, for example, would be the situation if the 

PLO made its statement and the international conference did not 

take place because Israel refused to attend? The answer was all too 

clear. The PLO would have played its only negotiating card — 

recognition of Israel — for nothing in return. The PLO leadership 

would then be finished, discredited in the eyes of most Palestinians 

and condemned as traitors by many. 

Against the background of the whole history of the conflict it 

was surely not surprising that many of Arafat’s leadership colleagues 

began to feel they were being drawn into a trap. Underlining their 

fears, and undermining their confidence, was the knowledge that 

some of the Reagan administration were still committed to a policy 

of cancelling the PLO as a factor in the Middle East peace equation. 

From very well-informed sources the PLO had learnt, for example, 

of a comment made by Admiral John Poindexter soon after he 

succeeded MacFarlane as President Reagan’s National Security 

Adviser in November 1985. (Before the end of 1986 Poindexter 

had resigned — the first casualty of the ‘Irangate’ or ‘Contragate’ 

affair.) When asked about his strategy for the Middle East Poin- 
dexter was alleged to have said in private that his aim would be ‘to 

divide and divide the PLO, to reduce it to a level of impotence 
which would allow Hussein to negotiate without it. 

In Poindexter’s reported view such a strategy had a good 
chance of working because of what he called ‘the new Russian 

factor’. This was apparently a reference to the fact that in the 
middle of 1985 the Soviets had informed the Americans that they 
were no longer interested in keeping the Middle East pot boiling 
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because the situation in the region had become too dangerous. 
On the strength of this message from Moscow some in Reagan’s 
National Security Council had concluded that they were now free 
to cut the PLO down to size by any means. It no longer mattered 
if the radicals took over because Moscow would not give them aid 
or comfort. If the PLO wanted to stay in business it would be on 

America’s terms, and there was nothing Arafat or any Palestinian 
leader could do about that. 

The real problem of the moment on the PLO side was that the 

collective leadership could no longer be certain about what Ameri- 

can policy was and who was making it. (As the world was sub- 

sequently to learn from the ‘Irangate’ or ‘Contragate’ scandal, the 

Reagan White House was a place of plots and intrigues with vital 

foreign policy decisions being taken behind the Secretary of State’s 

back, and with Colonel North often the man who was calling the 

shots.) So in the circumstances as they were in February 1986 

Arafat’s leadership colleagues wanted to take out an insurance 

policy. That explains their demand for an American statement in 

support of the Palestinian right to self-determination. The Reagan 

administration was being required to prove that it was serious 

before the PLO played its only negotiating card. 

It has to be said that the PLO’s demand for an American 

statement in no way reduced the significance of what it was pre- 

pared to say in its statement. This most important point was not 

lost on Murphy. He tried to persuade Shultz that the time had 

come for the US to indicate that it did support the Palestinian 

right to self-determination in order to trigger the PLO statement 

_ which did meet the US conditions, and which would open the 

door to negotiations... provided the Reagan administration 

would speak with one voice and was prepared to stand up to Israel’s 

hardliners and their lobby friends in America. The most Shultz 

was prepared to offer was an American statement supporting the 

‘legitimate rights’ of the Palestinians. Murphy then sent a message 

to Hussein saying there was no more he could do and that it was 

now up to the PLO to accept or reject America’s terms. 

That was the position when Arafat and his team sat down with 

Hussein and his advisers for what was to be their last meeting. 

From the PLO side there was an explanation of why the proposed 
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American statement, was not quite enough to solve the outstanding 

problem. The Camp David accords had paid lip-service to the 

‘legitimate rights’ of the Palestinians, but Israel’s Prime Minister 

of the day, Begin, and his successors, had been allowed by the US 

to strip the phrase of all meaning. Who, the PLO asked, could 

guarantee that Peres or any future Israeli (or Arab) leader would 

not do the same? If the US was serious, it could improve its 

proposed statement by giving some definition to the phrase ‘legit- 

imate rights’. Arafat, the pragmatist, was still seeking to avoid 

a breakdown. 

But it was too late. The King’s three-hour speech repudiating 

the PLO was already written and waiting to be delivered. It was 

in fact written, translated into English and French and printed for 

distribution in both languages and Arabic before the PLO and the 

Jordanians sat down for their last meeting, i.e. when there was still, 

in theory, the possibility of an agreement! 

One clue to what really may have happened in the days before 

the breakdown in Amman is provided by a dramatic exchange 

which took place during the last round of discussions. Abu Iyad 

banged the table and said, ‘If we accept what is on offer from 

the Americans, we will be finished!’ Abu Odeh, one of Hussein’s 

Ministers and senior advisers snapped back, ‘If you don’t accept, 

we will be finished!’ The implication of Abu Odeh’s unscripted 

remark, made in the King’s presence, is that the Jordanians were 

under great pressure from the Americans — pressure to negotiate 

with Israel while Peres was still Prime Minister, and pressure to 

blame the PLO for the breakdown if Arafat refused to accept 242 

without some form of US recognition of Palestinian political rights. 

Many of Arafat’s senior leadership colleagues were convinced 

that with the exception of Murphy the Reagan administration was 

not seriously committed to advancing the peace process with the 

PLO, and did actually want the final negotiations between the PLO 

and Jordan to end in failure. In support of this case is, in addition 

to history, the precipitate way in which the negotiations ended. In 

this context the exchange between Abu Iyad and Abu Odeh is of 

considerable significance. It is also true that long after the event a 

very senior Jordanian participant in the final round of the talks 

told a senior PLO leader that the Americans had ordered the King 
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to stop negotiating and make his speech blaming and denouncing 
Arafat without further delay. There is also a case for saying that 
the anti-PLO strategy implemented by Hussein and Assad after the 
breakdown in Amman had been planned - i.e. had required plan- 
ning — long before Hussein made the break with the PLO. 

But what if the Reagan administration at this time was serious 
about involving the PLO and, as an arrogant superpower, simply 

got fed up with waiting for the PLO’s leaders while they debated 
among themselves their need for an insurance policy? In this event 

it would have to be said that on this occasion it was the PLO 

which missed an historic opportunity to advance the peace process 

and guarantee itself a share of the political action. And in this event 

it would also have to be said that what happened was not the result 

of any conspiracy or sabotage — but an act of self-destruction on 

the part of the collective leadership of the PLO. The phrase ‘at 

this time’ above is emphasized because there was to come a 

moment when Shultz personally led what amounted to a crusade 

to have the PLO excluded from the peace process — but that, as 
we shall see, was when Shamir had taken over from Peres as Prime 

Minister. It is possible, I do only say possible, that while Peres 

remained Prime Minister, the Reagan administration was serious 

about trying to involve the PLO. The hope of the Reagan adminis- 
tration could have been that the PLO’s acceptance of 242 on 

Washington’s terms would have enabled Peres to call, fight and 

win an early election to prevent Shamir and Israel’s hardliners ever 

returning to power. If so the PLO did, so to speak, blow it on 

this occasion. 
What was Arafat’s own real position when this particular crunch 

with Jordan and the US was approaching? 
He was stunned and shocked to the core of his being by 

Hussein’s speech. ‘Unbelievable’ was his comment to me. As far 

as Arafat was concerned the meeting that turned out to be the last 

was not going to be the last. He had himself accepted that the 

Americans were not going to let the term ‘self-determination’ pass 

their lips. But he was convinced that he had more time — he 

certainly had the intention - to make one more attempt to get 

American agreement on a form of words in lieu of ‘self-determi- 

nation’ which would be acceptable to his colleagues. The formula 
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Arafat had in mind was one that would see the Americans indicating 

that legitimate rights included ‘political rights’. 

Those are the facts. What they suggest to me is that Arafat 

himself had not abandoned the view, or at least the hope, that 

the Americans were serious about seeking to involve the PLO in the 

peace process; that right up to the moment Hussein delivered his 

speech he, Arafat, was still determined to say whatever was neces- 

sary to put stated American policy to the test of delivery; and that 

he, Arafat, could have saved the Jordanian—-PLO agreement if the 

Americans were serious and had given him just a little more time. 

So it is also possible that what actually killed the Jordanian— 

PLO agreement was nothing more than American impatience — 

the arrogance of a superpower. Or, pique on the part of Shultz. 

On reflection, and in the light of Arafat’s go-it-alone diplomacy 

that led to the handshake with Rabin, my guess is that this could 

have been one of those moments when the Chairman of the PLO 

told himself that the collective leadership was a prison from which 

he would have to escape if he was ever to achieve something 

concrete for his people. 
As many Palestinians saw it, the strategy of Hussein and Assad 

after the breakdown in Amman was to push the PLO to the fringes 

of Arab politics — to make it irrelevant and to give Jordan and Syria 

the freedom to make peace on the best terms they could get from 

Israel and the US. 

Hussein’s role was to create an alternative leadership to the 

PLO - if not himself, Palestinian stooges who would betray their 

cause for money or power or both. To this end the King’s intelli- 

gence chiefs tried to promote an anti-Arafat rebellion. When it 

failed — most Palestinians were amused rather than angered by this 

demonstration of Jordanian foolishness — Hussein kicked Arafat’s 

people out of Jordan and closed down their offices. Among those 

expelled were Abu Jihad and senior Fatah officers including some 

with Jordanian passports and who were married to Jordanian 
nationals. 

Assad’s main role was to put an end to the PLO’s military 

presence in the Lebanon. That explains why the Shi’ite Amal group, 

Syria’s closest ally in the Lebanon, launched its attacks against 

Palestinian refugee camps around Beirut and to the south. As a 
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former Syrian intelligence officer said to me, Assad’s thinking was 
not hard to follow. If the PLO’s fighters could be driven from the 

Lebanon and confined to bases in faraway Yemen and possibly 

Algiers, Arafat would have no way of influencing the situation on 
the ground. In that event, and denied a political role, the PLO 

would be out of business. At best Arafat would be reduced to the 
status of a political beggar. 



. 

21 

Uprising in the Occupied 
‘Territories 

Without a role in the politics of peacemaking, and unable to influ- 

ence events by military means Arafat was in serious trouble. Again. 

It was, in fact, another of those moments in the history of the 

conflict when Israel — if it had been willing to offer Jordan and 

Syria land for peace in accordance with the letter and the spirit of 

UN Resolution 242 — might have been able to kill the PLO by 

political means. Despite the fact that all Palestinians out of nappies 

believed that it was Hussein and not Arafat who had broken the 

Jordan—PLO Accord, a majority of those in the occupied territories 

would have learned to live with their anger and would have given 

the King the opportunity to deliver — if he had been able to say to 

them, ‘Follow my lead because ve got guarantees that I can 

negotiate a peace which will end Israel’s occupation.’ 

To prevent the PLO being cancelled as a factor in the Middle 

East peace equation Arafat knew he had to play the ‘internal 

(occupied territories) card’. When the uprising in Gaza and the 

West Bank started on 9 December 1987, the world was led to 

believe that the PLO was taken as much by surprise as Israel. 

Nothing could have been further from the truth. The explosion of 

anger and despair which became an uprising or popular revolt 

against twenty years of Israeli occupation was spontaneous, but it 

could not have been sustained for days, then weeks, then months 

without advance and detailed planning. I can now reveal that the 

men who planned and co-ordinated the effort which guaranteed 

the uprising a long life were Arafat and, mainly, Abu Jihad. It was, 

in fact, Abu Jihad’s success in sustaining the uprising that provoked 

his assassination in Tunis by Israeli commandos. I can also reveal 

that one of the secrets of Arafat’s ability to inspire the revolt was 

that he talked directly to Palestinian demonstrators by satellite! 
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According to Hani Hassan, the Chairman started to think 
seriously about the need to play the internal card as far back as 
September 1982 — while the PLO was being evacuated from Beirut 
after Israel’s invasion. 

The countdown to the uprising in the occupied territories 

actually started in 1983 when Arafat ordered a ‘General Exercise’ 

in and around Nablus. ‘General Exercise’ was the Chairman’s code 

for a confrontation between PLO supporters and the Israeli army. It 

was Arafat’s way of testing the feelings and the mood of Palestinians 

throughout the occupied territories. According to Hani the 

response was precisely what Arafat had thought it would be. The 

confrontation in Nablus took place, but there was no support for 

the idea that it should be sustained and extended. A popular 

uprising was still the stuff of dreams. 

Thinking back over my conversations with Arafat at the time, 

I can remember how depressed he was. I recall, for example, the 

moment when I told him I was thinking about writing a novel 

based on the idea of a successful uprising in the occupied territories. 

He gave me one of his sad, knowing smiles and said, ‘It’s not so 

easy.” He was still haunted by his failure to provoke a popular 

uprising on the West Bank and in Gaza in the weeks and months 

following Israel’s capture of those territories during the 1967 war. 

Twenty years on he was also facing the fact that Israeli and Jordan- 

ian counter-intelligence services would stop at nothing to prevent 

an uprising being organized. But there was another, more profound 

reason for Arafat’s caution and his refusal to indulge in wishful 

thinking. He accepted that leadership outside the occupied territor- 

-ies did not have the right to demand sacrifices including death 

from its supporters inside. He went on to say that it was for the 

people under occupation to decide for themselves when they had 

had enough. 
Arafat did not however let the matter rest there. He instructed 

some of his most senior and trusted leadership colleagues — among 

them Hani Hassan — to make the most thorough and detailed 

study of why the ‘General Exercise’ in Nablus had failed to inspire 

even a token demonstration of widespread popular support for the 

PLO. 

‘We came to a very dramatic conclusion,’ Hani told me. ‘We 
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discovered that the silent majority of our people in the occupied 

territories had given their hearts if not their minds to the Islamic 

fundamentalists.’ 

What explained this enormous shift of popular opinion, a 

change of heart which suggested, among other things, that Arafat’s 

moderate PLO was in danger of becoming an irrelevance? In a 

word — despair. There was first of all, and obviously, the despair 

born of nearly twenty years of occupation and often brutal Israeli 

repression. But in the wake of Israel’s invasion of the Lebanon and 

its siege of Beirut in 1982 there were ‘two new factors of despair’. 

The first was the realization that Arafat’s policy of politics and 

compromise was getting the Palestinians nowhere. 

The second bitter lesson for a new generation of Palestinians 

was that they were on their own when the crunch came. The proof 

(if more was needed) was the way the Arab regimes had sat on 

their backsides and watched as Sharon tried for weeks to finish the 

PLO. On the Palestinian side in particular, and in the Arab world 

in general, it was never much of a secret that some Arab regimes 

were hoping that Sharon would succeed. 

Against that backdrop it was inevitable that more and more 

Palestinians in the occupied territories would begin to see Islamic 

fundamentalism as the only force capable of changing the status 

quo. What surprised and shocked PLO leaders was the number of 

Palestinians who had moved or who were moving in the direction 

of the fundamentalists. Hani said: ‘We discovered that not less than 

sixty per cent of our young people in the occupied territories were 

thinking that Islamic fundamentalism had more to offer than the 

PLO? 

In the face of that reality what was Arafat to do? 

The possible consequences of letting the fundamentalists make 
the running were too awful to contemplate. There was first of 

all the obvious danger that the PLO would become an irrelevance 

for a majority of Palestinians in the occupied territories. But that 

was not the worst-case scenario. If there was a popular uprising 

which did cause change, and the Islamic fundamentalists could 

claim most of the credit, Arafat — even if the PLO did retain some 

of its credibility - might not be able to deliver the compromise he 

struggled between 1974 and 1979 to sell to his people. 
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The conclusion was obvious. If the Chairman of the PLO was 
to stay in control of events on his own side, he had to give a new 
lead. So it was that Yasser Arafat threw himself into the task of 
constructing bridges to every politically active group in the occu- 
pied territories, especially those which made up the Islamic funda- 
mentalist current. Arafat’s primary objective was not so much to 

inspire or provoke a popular uprising, but to have in place an 

all-embracing network capable of supporting and sustaining an 

explosion of frustration and despair when it happened. Arafat’s 

slogan was ‘Friday the mosque, Sunday the church.’ For some 

years past Abu Jihad had been putting into place a new under- 
ground network of Fatah cells with special attention to youth 
groups. 

The fact that Arafat and Abu Jihad did succeed in putting 

together such a broad coalition without Shin Bet, Israel’s counter- 

intelligence service, getting even a faint smell of what was happen- 

ing under its nose is a considerable tribute to their organizing skills 

and the ability of others to keep their secrets. (In retrospect it 

seems reasonable to suppose that Arafat’s success was the main 

reason for the subsequent dismissal of Shin Bet’s chief.) 

While Arafat was constructing the framework for the broad 

coalition of groups and organizations which was to manage the 

uprising when (and if) it came, events beyond his control were 

raising the political temperature in the occupied territories to where 

an explosion of Palestinian frustration and despair would be inevit- 

able. Hani said it was the impact of three separate developments 

that fixed the Palestinians’ determination to revolt — no matter 

what the cost to themselves in further suffering and lives lost. 

The first, in 1984, was Israel’s decision to raise the taxes paid 

by the Palestinians in the occupied territories and, at the same 

time, to further reduce the amount of water they were allowed to 

draw from their wells. Hani said: ‘This was all part of Israel’s policy 

to make life so unbearable that many Palestinians would leave. On 

this particular occasion the Israelis were putting special pressure 

on the Palestinian upper classes.’ To this extent, Hani added, the 

Israelis were hoping for a repeat of 1948, when up to 30,000 

Palestinian notables fled with their possessions before the main 

fighting started. 
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I asked Hani if there could be a repeat of 1948 or something 

like it. His reply helped to explain much of what was happening 

in the occupied territories. ‘The Israelis will never again succeed in 

forcing our people to leave. For perhaps the first time, a// of our 

people in the occupied territories are truly understanding their 

situation and their options. Quite apart from the obvious reasons 

why they must hang on to their land at all costs, they know they 

are not wanted as refugees or citizens in other Arab countries. 

They know they would not be allowed to organize for their cause 

in other Arab countries. They know they will never have security 

except in their own homeland. They realized that they have 

nowhere else to go. And it was this realization which gave birth 

to the new and popular determination to resist and reject Israel’s 

occupation.’ 

From this moment on, every Israeli action to crush the spirit 

of the Palestinians in the occupied territories was totally counter- 

productive. 

The second development was the failure of Arab leaders to 

give the Palestine question anything like its proper priority at the 

emergency summit in Amman in November 1987. In his report 

to the Guardian at the time, David Hirst described their lack of 

will as ‘an eloquent yardstick of the low condition to which the 

Arabs have sunk’. The Palestinians themselves saw the summit as 

further proof that Arab leaders — out of a combination of impotence 

and subservience to the US — were continuing to water down their 

commitment to the Palestinian cause. 

During the preparations for the summit a very senior PLO 

official warned Hussein that there would be an uprising in the 

occupied territories if Arab leaders did not give a sign that they 

were seriously committed to liberating at least a small part of 

Palestine. Apparently the King laughed. Talk of an uprising was 

nonsense. It really was time, he said, for the PLO ‘to stop 

dreaming.’ 

The third development, in early December 1987, was the 

failure of the Reagan—Gorbachev summit in Washington even to 

consider what could and should be done to advance the Middle 

East peace process. The PLO was not surprised by the Reagan 

administration’s lack of interest or concern, but it had been led to 
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believe that the Soviets intended to raise the subject (Arafat himself 

had not expected much, if any, political support from the Soviets. 

A few months previously a very senior Soviet official had told him 

that the Kremlin had a Jewish lobby problem of its own.) 

Obviously, no outside power had the will to force Israel into 

being serious about exchanging land for peace. If there was to be 

change, the Palestinians in the occupied territories would have to 

force the issue themselves. The odds against them were alarmingly 

high, but for the first time in twenty years they were united and 

psychologically prepared for a confrontation with the Israeli army, 

whatever the cost. The messages from the mosques on Fridays and 

the churches on Sundays had been heard. Arafat and his senior 

leadership colleagues were asking themselves how many small inci- 

dents it would take to provoke the Israelis into an over-reaction 

that would help guarantee the uprising a long life. 

The first planned provocation was the stabbing death of an 

Israeli — a policeman according to the PLO - in Gaza City’s 

Palestine Square. That was followed by the assassination of a Shin 

Bet agent. But it was an act of Israeli revenge that gave Arafat’s 

network of organizers, the PLO-United Leadership for the 

Uprising, the chance to prove itself. Four Palestinians were killed 

when their vehicle was deliberately rammed by an Israeli truck. 

The funeral became a demonstration. The Israeli army over- 

reacted. Two Palestinian demonstrators were shot dead (one for 

throwing a petrol bomb) and dozens were injured. The rest — the 

stones and in reply the brutal beatings, shootings and deportations 

— is television history. 

The most pleasing feat for Arafat and Abu Jihad was having 

beaten Israel’s counter-intelligence service at its own game. It was 

six long weeks before Shin Bet even started to recover some of the 

ground it lost in the occupied territories. The delay was due in 

part to the virtual disintegration of its own network of informers. 

Many informers simply withdrew their services out of fear. Some 

just disappeared. 

It was inevitable that mass arrests and other more routine 

counter-intelligence work would give Shin Bet some victories in 

the underground war being fought; but the uprising continued 

because it was the will of the 1.5 million Palestinians in the occu- 
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pied territories. And, for the reason Hani gave, the support came 

from all social classes. On television we never saw how the Pales- 

tinians were sharing everything — water, food, fuel and provisions 

of all kinds — to enable communities to carry on more or less as 

normal in the face of Israeli curfews and restrictions of all kinds, 

as well as strikes by Palestinian shopkeepers. 

Then there was Arafat’s secret weapon. 

Shin Bet’s counter-attack was based on a tried and trusted 

strategy — first the midnight knock and mass arrests, then curfews, 

cutting telephone links, jamming Palestinian radio stations and 

closing down Palestinian presses. They assumed the uprising would 

run out of steam when the organizers of the demonstrations could 

no longer communicate with each other and, more important, 

when those who were inspiring the resistance in other ways could 

not be heard or read. Such a strategy was however predictable; and 

Yasser Arafat had planned to be one big step ahead of Israel’s 

counter-intelligence service. 

From a British company (Racal-Tacticom in Reading) Arafat 

had purchased some space-age radio equipment — a transmitter and 

scores of mini-receivers — which enabled him to plug into the Arab 

communications satellite (ArabSat) and talk directly to Palestinian 

demonstrators on street corners where they were confronting the 

Israeli army! 

About the impact of Arafat’s spiritual presence on the front 

lines Hani spoke with great excitement. ‘You can’t imagine it,’ he 

said. ‘The confrontations were very tough. Even when they were 

not being killed or seriously wounded our people took a lot of 

punishment. So naturally there were times when their morale was 

low. And that’s when Arafat lifted their spirits. Somebody would 

produce a receiver to link the demonstrators to the Chairman. The 
one who spoke with Arafat directly was overcome with emotion 

and enthusiasm. He would proudly tell the others, “I’ve just talked 

to Abu Amar. He says we must continue.” ’ 

When the Israelis realized the effect Arafat was having on the 

situation by remote control they moved quickly. The Jewish lobby 

in London made a fuss in Parliament and the media about a named 

British defence contractor having sold ‘military radio equipment’ 

to the PLO, a ‘terrorist organization’, through Arafat’s office. The 
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objective of that lobby exercise was, presumably, to prevent the 
sale of more receivers for distribution in the occupied territories. 

On 16 April Arafat was shattered by the news that Israeli agents 
had assassinated Abu Jihad at his home in Tunis. For this act of 

state terrorism the Mossad and Israel’s Directorate of Military 

Intelligence pooled their resources. (Two weeks previously Hani 

had expressed to me his fear that Prime Minister Shamir and 

Defence Minister Rabin would give their intelligence services the 

licence to kill top PLO leaders.) In his first public statement about 

the murder of his deputy, Arafat said the US was implicated. 

According to the family and others who knew him best, Abu 

Jihad’s last days were the happiest of his life. He saw the uprising 

as proof that a new generation of Palestinians was ready to continue 

the struggle. To some of his colleagues Abu Jihad said, ‘My work 

is just about done. Soon it will be time for me to pass the torch 

to others.’ He was also pleased that Palestinians inside and outside 

the occupied territories were at last speaking with one clear and 

loud voice about who should represent them at peace talks — the 

PLO. In his last days Abu Jihad’s favourite story was one which 

illustrated how the uprising had united all classes in the occupied 

territories. ‘In the old days,’ Abu Jihad would say, ‘some middle 

and upper class mothers would tell their sons not to make confron- 

tations with the Israeli military. Now if they find their sons at home 

these same mothers are saying to their sons, ‘““Why are you not 

outside throwing stones?” ’ 

At about 11.30 p.m. on Friday, 15 April, Abu Jihad arrived at 

his home in Sidi Bou Said, a suburb (to the north-east) of Tunis. 

. Home was a modest, whitewashed villa with bright blue shutters. 

Though it occupies an exposed corner position at a road junction, 

the property is enclosed by a wall about eight feet high. (It should 

also be noted that the villa is inside what many local people call 

the ‘Forbidden Zone’, so called because of its security status. The 

Presidential Palace and the American Ambassador’s residence are 

almost within shouting distance of the villa where Abu Jihad lived. 

When a year or so previously Abu Jihad had been looking for a 

family home, he was directed to this particular location. Tunisian 

officials told him there was no other place where his security could 

be guaranteed.) 
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On this night Abu Jihad planned to leave for Baghdad. So he 

asked Mustapha, his armed driver, to wait for him in the car. It 

was parked in the road by the gate, which is the only entrance to 

the villa. 

Abu Jihad the family man had come home to say goodbye to 

baby Nidal and Hanan — the youngest of his five children — and 

to the wife he adored. It would have been an emotional parting. 

As many Palestinians learned from earlier editions of this book, 

Abu and Um Jihad (Khalil and Intissar Wazir) were the great love 

story of the Palestinian regeneration. They were never really happy 

when they were apart. When in 1983 it had seemed that Arafat 

and Abu Jihad were going to die fighting in Tripoli, Um Jihad 

made a dangerous journey from Amman to northern Lebanon to 

be at her husband’s side. Unable to contemplate life without her 

childhood sweetheart she was determined to die with him. Two 

years later their life changed dramatically when Um Jihad became 

pregnant. It happened, Abu Jihad later told me with good humour 

and a broad grin, when they were ‘celebrating’ the PLO’s victory 

over Syria’s President Assad. (When Arafat, against most expec- 

tations, succeeded in convening the PNC in Amman to prevent 

Assad taking over the PLO.) When baby Nidal came into the world 

— he was named after their first-born who died so tragically while 

Abu Jihad was fighting to save Arafat’s life in 1966 —- Um Jihad 

decided that being a mother had once more to become the top 

priority in her life. As a consequence she was no longer so free to 

travel with Abu Jihad. And that made the moments of their partings 

even more tender. 

By one o’clock Um Jihad was drifting to sleep in her husband’s 

arms. Going round in her mind were the words of Abu Jihad’s last 

love letter. It was in the form of a poem and it was, she later told 

me, the most beautiful of all his many letters and poems. It was 

written as ever to inspire their love through the days they would 

be apart. She would read it every day until he returned. Baby 

Nidal had long been asleep in a cot close to the bed and not more 

than two inches from a window across which was drawn a 

ceiling-to-floor curtain. It is one of two such windows in the main 

bedroom. At ten minutes past one Abu Jihad got up to answer 
the telephone. He took the call at his desk in the bedroom. It 
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was a call from a colleague advising him that his flight was delayed. 

In what were to be the last ten minutes of his life, Abu Jihad 

decided to watch a video cassette of the latest confrontations in 

the occupied territories. While the video was running he returned 

to his desk. The sound was turned down low. Provoked and per- 

haps inspired by the images on the video monitor Abu Jihad then 
took up his pen to write to the local leadership of the uprising in 

the occupied territories... Outside, the Israelis were closing in 

for the kill. 

According to the Tunisian investigators’ reconstruction of 

events, the advance party of three Mossad agents, two men and a 

woman, had arrived in Tunis on Tuesday, 12 April. Posing as 

tourists, they travelled on Lebanese passports and apparently spoke 

perfect Lebanese Arabic. They had, it seems, three main tasks: to 

provide the transport for the Israeli commandos who were to land 

on the beach not far from Abu Jihad’s villa — for this they hired 

two Volkswagen mini-buses and a Peugeot estate car; to find the 

safest and fastest route to the villa; and to keep it, the villa, under 

surveillance. The Mossad did a brilliant research job on the route. 

The one its agents chose was for the most part secondary tracks — 

sand and dirt in some places — which cut across the well-lit main 

roads where the Israelis could have run into problems. (PLO secur- 

ity officials are convinced that there were more than three Mossad 

agents in place in Tunis and that the details of the plan to kill Abu 

Jihad were worked out over a period of several weeks. According 

to this view the three Mossad agents who arrived on Tuesday had 

only one main job — to provide the transport and to act as chauf- 

.feurs for the hit team.) 

The hit team and its backup — thirty or so commandos, accord- 

ing to unofficial Israeli sources — were transported from their base 

near Haifa in a fast missile boat. The commandos came ashore in 

dinghies. The spot chosen for the landing was perfect. A fifty- 

metre sprint across the beach put them under the cover of tree- 

like shrubs, where they could re-group without the danger of being 

observed. The hotel which the Mossad agents were using as their 

base is out of sight but not more than a few hundred metres away. 

My own timed run over the route the Israelis took to Abu Jihad’s 

villa suggests that the commandos made their landing at about one 
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o’clock. The three Mossad escorts and their vehicles were probably 

waiting in the shrubs when the commandos hit the beach. 

Meanwhile... In the sky above, an Israeli Boeing 707 was 

pretending to be a civilian aircraft on a flight path from Sicily to 

Tunis. Among those on board were — according to Marie Colvin’s 

reconstruction of events for the Sunday Times of 24 April — three 

top Israelis: the Deputy Commander-in-Chief, the Air Force Com- 

mander and the Director of Military Intelligence. The Israelis in 

the sky were co-ordinating the action on the ground and were 

ready with contingency plans for any emergency. It is reasonable 

to assume that they were in constant touch with Defence Minister 

Rabin in Tel Aviv. And it is very likely that arrangements were 

made for Prime Minister Shamir and other members of the inner 

cabinet to listen in. (That could explain why Shamir said that he 

first heard about Abu Jihad’s assassination ‘on the radio’!) 

It seems that the Israeli commandos were intending to pose as 

Tunisian Special Forces if they were stopped or challenged by Tuni- 

sian policemen. According to Um Jihad and Hanan, the Israelis 

were dressed in very dark blue, almost black, combat uniforms 

identical in colour and style to those worn by Tunisia’s Special 

Forces, whose duties include guarding the President. 

The three vehicles carrying the Israeli commandos arrived at 

the target zone just before 1.20 a.m. The journey from the beach 

would have taken them ten minutes or less. The commandos in 

the two mini-vans were the back-up teams. Their job was to 

secure the road junctions, to watch for unexpected arrivals and 

to be ready for any emergency. 

The first Palestinian to die was Abu Jihad’s armed driver. He 

was shot through the heart. He had been standing outside Abu 

Jihad’s car smoking a cigarette. The cigarette was still in his fingers 
when his body was found. 

The hit team, eight commandos, split into two groups of four. 

One group entered the grounds of Abu Jihad’s villa from the rear 

by climbing over the wall from a neighbour’s garden. This group, 

which was observed by the neighbour’s baby-sitter, covered all 

possible escape windows and doors with the exception of the main 

front door. Before taking up their positions this group shot and 

killed two sleeping Palestinians. One was Abu Jihad’s gardener. 
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(The night was warm and he was sleeping outside.) The other was 
an old man, Abu Sulaiman, a former bodyguard. (He was asleep 
in the basement, which was open to the garden.) When all possible 
exit windows and doors were covered from the outside the second 

group of four entered Abu Jihad’s villa through the main front 

door. 

Upstairs in the bedroom Abu Jihad was alerted to the danger 

by the sound of his front door being forced open. He crossed the 

room to grab his pistol. He had put it on the top of the wardrobe, 

out of Nidal’s reach. The sound of Abu Jihad’s desperate move- 
ments woke Um Jihad. She was out of bed and at his side by the 

time he got to the open bedroom door. There they came face to 

face with the Israelis, who had raced up the stairs, across the 

landing and into the corridor to the main bedroom. The corridor 

is so narrow that only two of the four Israelis had the space to 

shoot. Abu Jihad fired one shot. He took a dozen or more before 

he fell face down. Um Jihad screamed, ‘Almighty God! Almighty 

God!’ Then she watched, frozen with shock and grief, as each of 

the four Israelis stepped forward in turn to fire more shots into 

Abu Jihad’s body. ‘It was like they were performing a ceremony, a 

ritual,’ Um Jihad told me later. 

But that was not the end of the shooting. One of the Israelis 

stepped over Abu Jihad’s body and sprayed the ceiling-to-floor 

curtains with two bursts of machine-gun fire. The assumption was, 
presumably, that a bodyguard could be hiding behind the curtains 

and that he could raise the alarm and perhaps cause the Israelis to 
be intercepted before they could escape. (When they entered the 

villa, the Israelis pulled the main telephone connection out of its 

socket in the wall. It seems they knew exactly where to find it.) 

The first burst of machine-gun fire inside the bedroom woke Nidal. 

He screamed and Um Jihad thought he had been hit and was 

dying. Bullets did in fact thud into the wall less than two inches 

from Nidal’s cot. The Israeli then turned to leave the bedroom. 

As he stepped back over Abu Jihad’s corpse he fired more shots 

into it. Um Jihad pleaded: ‘Enough. Enough.’ To Hanan, who 

was weeping on the landing, one of the Israelis said: ‘Go to your 

mother.’ 

According to Um Jihad and Hanan the four Israelis were wear- 
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ing surgical masks over the lower part of their faces. Only their 

eyes were visible. Later Um Jihad told me that one of the assassins 

was in his early twenties. This one had short, curly, blond hair. 

Another, a much older man, was probably in his fifties. Um Jihad 

said this one had white or silver hair and was partly bald. 

The four Israelis fled down the stairs. Speed was so important 

that they did not grab the secret papers stacked on Abu Jihad’s 

desk, papers which would have been of great intelligence value. In 

his haste one of the departing Israelis dropped the earpiece through 

which he was taking instructions by radio from those who were 

directing and co-ordinating the operation. Um Jihad ran to the 

balcony. She said later that she counted no fewer than twenty 

Israelis running from all directions for their vehicles. 

When the Israelis were gone Um Jihad embraced Hanan and 

said: ‘You were privileged to know your father for some years of 

your life. Now you must think of the thousands of Palestinian 

children who never had the joy of being with their fathers.’ 

It was no secret that Abu Jihad the family man was a soft and 

easy target. It was obvious, for example, to the many journalists 

who visited him. Nor was there any mystery about why Abu Jihad 

refused to be surrounded by bodyguards and guns when he was 

at home with his wife and children. He believed it was important 

for him to demonstrate to that vast majority of Palestinians who 

have no security of any kind that he was sharing the risks of their 

existence. He also wanted to show by example that it was possible, 

in spite of everything, for Palestinians to live a normal life. This 

was the most effective way to give the lie to the old Israeli claim 

that the Palestinians did not exist. To that extent it could be 

said that his refusal to accept better protection was a noble but 

naive gesture of defiance. But there was something else. On one 

of several occasions when I suggested to Abu Jihad that he ought 

to be better protected, he said he feared that surrounding himself 

with security men and weapons at home would have the effect of 

reducing and perhaps destroying his humanity. 

The truth is that killing Abu Jihad posed no great problem for 

the Israelis. The real challenge for them was to make the hit and 

then escape without leaving behind proof of their identity. Even 

those Israeli leaders who rarely think twice about showing con- 
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tempt for world opinion knew-they would be in trouble if it could 

be proved that they had authorized an act of state terrorism. What 

this meant in operational terms was that the Israelis could not 

afford to become involved in a shoot-out with Palestinian and 
Tunisian security forces. They could not afford to leave one of 

their men behind, alive or dead. 

In the event, Israel did get away with it. Its leaders were able 

to keep silent, neither confirming nor denying that Abu Jihad’s 

assassination was the work of Israeli agents and forces. The job of 

briefing reporters about the mission was left to unofficial and 
unnamed Israeli spokesmen. 

What did Israel’s leaders expect to gain from killing Arafat’s 

number two? It may be they were hoping that Abu Jihad’s death 

would profoundly damage the morale of the Palestinians and assist 

Israel’s occupation forces to crush the spirit of Palestinian resis- 

tance. This act of Israeli state terrorism was not entirely counter- 

productive. The killing of Abu Jihad robbed Arafat of his most 

effective means of controlling events on the Palestinian side in the 

occupied territories. 

When I raised with Arafat the subject of Abu Jihad’s death 

some two months after the event, he surprised me by saying, ‘It 

was our fault.’ As I listened to the Chairman I became convinced 

that he was, in fact, blaming himself. He said, for example, that he 

had told Abu Jihad many times that his home was not secure, that 

he ought to move to another location and that he ought to be 

protected by a small force of bodyguards. ‘Sometimes I shouted 

at him,” Arafat said. At one point in our conversation I suggested 

-that since the Israelis were so determined to kill Abu Jihad, they 

would have succeeded even if he had been better protected. Arafat 

was astonished by my ignorance of such matters. ‘You are wrong,’ 

he said, ‘and I will tell you a story to prove that you are wrong.’ 

Arafat recalled the occasion in April 1973 when Israeli com- 

mandos assassinated two Black September leaders in the heart of 

Beirut. According to the account given to me by Abu Iyad the 

Israeli attack on Arafat’s Fahkani headquarters was a diversion. The 

main target was the house where the Black September leaders were 

sleeping. ‘It was not so,’ Arafat said. ‘I was the main target of that 

Israeli operation. From two big helicopters, they landed nearly two 
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hundred commandos not more than fifty metres from my office. 

We were eight. Myself and seven bodyguards. In theory we didn’t 

have a chance. We opened fire with automatic weapons. That had 

two consequences. It confused the Israelis and caused them to 

delay their assault. It also alerted a unit of Popular Democratic 

Front fighters and they joined in the battle. And this gave me time 

to escape.’ 

The point of the story as Arafat told it was that Abu Jihad 

would have been able to escape if he had had enough bodyguards 

to engage the Israelis and hold them up, and if he had lived in a 

house in a less exposed position — a house with a means of escape 

through or over another building. I am convinced that Arafat 

believes Abu Jihad would be alive today if he, Arafat, had somehow 

forced him to live in a more secure location with adequate protec- 

tion. (If that had been the case my guess is that Israel’s leaders 

would not have authorized the assassination. Abu Jihad was killed 

because he was a soft and easy target at home with his wife and 

children.) 

In early June Arafat gave the PLO’s estimate of the human 

cost to the Palestinians of the first six months of the uprising in 

the occupied territories. According to him 358 Palestinians had 

been killed, 9,800 had been wounded, and 3,470 more were dis- 

abled. The wounded were mostly the victims of Israeli gunfire; the 

disabled were mostly the victims of Israeli beatings. When the world 

was expressing outrage at Israel’s shoot-to-kill method of dealing 

with stone-throwing demonstrators, Rabin told his troops to give 

more emphasis to beating up Palestinians and ‘breaking bones’. As 

we saw on television night after night, many young Israeli soldiers 

obeyed their political master with enthusiasm. (The PLO’s figure 

for the number of Palestinian demonstrators killed was higher than 

the media’s estimate. What explained this discrepancy? According 

to the PLO the Israelis, when they could, were snatching the 

bodies of dead demonstrators to bury them quietly — to prevent 

funerals that would generate more emotional support for the 

uprising.) Arafat also claimed that about 700 Palestinian women 

had suffered miscarriages — mainly a consequence, he said, of Israeli 

‘smoke and gas bombs’. He put the number of Palestinians who 

had been arrested and detained at 20,000, and he said that 3,700 
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homes had been demolished. by dynamite. In addition, Arafat 
claimed, olive trees on thousands of acres of land had been 

destroyed by ‘burning, slashing and uprooting’. As he pointed out 

some of these trees had been growing for over two thousand years. 

‘Certain Israelis have no respect for anything,’ Arafat said. ‘They 

are even against trees.’ Shortly before he was murdered, Abu Jihad 

instructed Palestinians in the occupied territories to ‘fight fire with 

fire’. So it was that some Palestinians retaliated by burning Israeli 
crops. 

The question Palestinians inside the occupied territories were 

asking was this: had they done enough to make their point that 

the status quo could not be maintained? Palestinians everywhere 
were asking whether they could now expect the US to be serious 

about working with the Soviets to convene an international confer- 

ence negotiating an end to Israel’s occupation of all Arab land 

captured in the 1967 war, and the creation of a Palestinian state 

on the West Bank and in Gaza — this in exchange for peace with 

an Israel behind secure and recognized borders. 

The answer to the first question ought to have been yes. For 

the first time in twenty years world public opinion had seen for 

itself, in television close-ups, why there could be no solution to 

the conflict so long as Israel was allowed to occupy the West Bank 

and Gaza in defiance of the letter and the spirit of UN Resolution 

242. 
By June it seemed that even Secretary of State Shultz had 

come to that conclusion. In Jerusalem he said publicly that Israel’s 

occupation of the West Bank and Gaza was a ‘dead-end street’. 
‘Though he did not mention Shamir by name, he obviously had 

the Israeli Prime Minister in mind when he added that those 

who believed otherwise were ‘deluding’ themselves. But there was 

more. To the Arab leaders he met on his travels Shultz gave assur- 

ances that the US was now determined to see an end to Israel’s 

occupation of all Arab land captured in the 1967 war. 

When the substance of what Shultz said to various Arab leaders 

was relayed to Arafat and his senior colleagues, they suspected that 

the Secretary of State was playing games at the PLO’s expense. 

They feared he was offering the Arab regimes an inducement to 

abandon their support for the PLO as the only legitimate represen- 
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tative of the Palestinians. At the time the Arab regimes were con- 

sidering the stand they would take at the Algiers summit which 

was to open on 7 June. It had been called, at the request of the 

PLO, to give the Arab regimes an opportunity to express their 

support for the uprising in the occupied territories, and to take a 

position on Shultz’s efforts to advance the peace process by con- 

vening an international conference — which Shamir was blocking. 

The PLO’s fear was that Shultz was determined to exclude it 

from the peace process in order to reduce an American confron- 

tation with Shamir’s Israel to manageable proportions. 

In London, Shultz had a meeting with Hussein and Mrs That- 

cher. At this meeting the Secretary of State challenged the King to 

find the courage to move to the conference table without the PLO. 

Shultz said the uprising had convinced him that there was no 

alternative to a total Israeli withdrawal from the occupied territories 
in exchange for total peace. He was ready, he said, to assure the 

Arabs that the US was now seriously committed to such a policy 

— but he also had to be realistic. There was no way that he or any 

future Secretary of State could deliver Israel if the Arabs continued 

to insist on the PLO being a party to negotiations. It was therefore 

up to the Arabs in general, and the King in particular, to seize this 

opportunity. It might be their last. With America’s support the 

Arabs could have what they most wanted — an end to Israeli 

occupation. The price for America’s support was exclusion of the 

PLO. According to my sources the courteous King had to struggle 

to keep his anger in check. His reply was that there had been times 

in the past when he could and would have done what Shultz was 

asking him to do; but the Americans had never given him enough 

help, and now it was too late. At this point in the conversation 

Mrs Thatcher took Hussein’s side. She looked Shultz in the eyes 

and said: ‘His Majesty is right. You are asking him to commit 

political suicide.’ 

Shultz left London knowing that Hussein could not and would 
not negotiate for the Palestinians unless an Arab summit gave him 

the mandate to do so. To have a chance of fixing that Arab cover, 

Shultz needed Moscow’s help. He went to work on the Soviets. 

His objective was to persuade them to drop their insistence that 

the Palestinians be represented by the PLO at an international 
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conference. The extent of Shultz’s success was reflected in the 
working papers prepared for the Reagan—Gorbachev summit in 
Moscow. In their paper on the Middle East, the Americans said 
they did not favour inviting the PLO to an international conference 
because its presence would ‘cause other parties (Shamir’s Israel) to 

stay away’. The Soviets found a neat formula for passing the buck 

and giving themselves the best of both worlds. Their position 
paper said that the Arabs should determine who would represent 
the Palestinians. 

By all accounts Shultz was not too unhappy with the Soviet 

position because it gave him some room for manoeuvre. In effect 

the Soviets were saying to him: ‘We are committed to going along 

with whatever the Arabs decide at their summit; but if you can 

persuade them that they have much to gain by excluding the PLO 

from the negotiating process we will not object.’ And that set the 

stage for a trial of strength between George Shultz and Yasser 

Arafat — to determine which of the two would have the greater 

influence on the Arab summit in Algiers. 

Shultz decided to make a pre-emptive strike. He asked the 

Algerians if they would receive him on 6 June — the day before 

the opening of the Arab summit. (Quite a bold move for a man 

who many said was lacking in imagination!) As they were bound 

to do the Algerians put Shultz on hold and relayed his request to 

the Arab League’s headquarters in Tunis for discussion. The 

decision — yes or no to a Shultz speech in Algiers, pushing for the 

PLO to be excluded from the peace process — was for the Arab 

leaders themselves to make in their various capitals; but the political 

-infighting was conducted by their representatives behind closed 

doors at the Arab League’s headquarters. 

I was in Tunis at the time, and it was obvious from what I was 

hearing that the Arab regimes were torn by indecision. On the one 

hand there was Shultz’s assurance that the US was now determined 

to require Israel to honour UN Resolution 242 by withdrawing 

from all the Arab land it occupied in 1967. Shultz seemed to be 

serious. So if an Arab-summit decision mandating Hussein and 

non-PLO Palestinians to negotiate for the Palestinians in place of 

the PLO would help Shultz deliver, why not? The PLO would be 

offended to say the least, but Palestinian anger could probably 
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be contained, provided Shultz lost no time in proving that the US 

really was determined to end Israel’s occupation of the West Bank 

and Gaza. Conclusion: if saying no to PLO participation in the 

peace process was the best or the only way to get the Israelis out 

of the occupied territories, there was perhaps much to be gained 

by allowing Shultz to make his pitch in Algiers. But, on the other 

hand, what would happen if the Arab regimes did require the PLO 

to take a back seat and it then became clear that the Americans 

either would not or could not deliver Israel? In that event the 

Palestinians would accuse Arab leaders of betraying their cause. . . 

again; the charge would stick and the PLO would make common 

cause with Arab radicals and Islamic fundamentalists everywhere; 

and sooner or later, probably sooner, Arab leaders would ‘find 

themselves fighting for their thrones and their presidential palaces. 

So far as self-interest was concerned, this was the case for reaffirm- 

ing the Arab commitment to the PLO as the only legitimate rep- 
resentative of the Palestinian people. And if this was to be the 

outcome of the summit, there was no point in allowing Shultz to 

have his say in Algiers. To let him come to make a dramatic appeal 

for the Arabs to move without the PLO and then to tell him to 

go to hell would be to add injury to insult. 

While this dilemma was being discussed by Arab leaders and 

their representatives in Tunis, there was a great deal of tension in 

the PLO camp. In private some PLO officials were voicing their 

fears that another Arab betrayal was in the making. Hani Hassan 

told me the situation was ‘critical’. Only Arafat seemed to be 

relaxed. But even he worried about which way the Arabs would 

go when he learned that President Assad and King Hussein were 

among those pushing to have Shultz in Algiers on 6 June. 

I asked Khalad Hassan what he thought Assad and Hussein 

were up to. He had absolutely no doubt that Syria did not want 

the summit to reaffirm the PLO’s position as the only legitimate 

representative of the Palestinian people. Despite his apparent 

reconciliation with Arafat after Abu Jihad’s burial at a refugee camp 

in the Syrian capital, Assad still wanted to possess the Palestinian 

card and to play it for his own ends. His purpose of the moment 

was to help Shultz marginalize the PLO at the summit. As Khalad 

and I were talking, Syrian-controlled Palestinian dissidents led by 
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Abu Musa launched an offensive against Arafat’s last two strong- 
holds in Beirut - the refugee camps of Chatilla and Burj al- 
Barajneh. It was reasonable to suppose that this phase of the ‘camps 
war’ was timed to distract Arafat’s attention from pre-summit poli- 

tics. With Abu Jihad dead the Syrians probably thought they had 
an excellent opportunity to make life more difficult than usual 

for the PLO Chairman. (Arafat suspected that the suggestion for 

heating up the situation on the ground in the Lebanon came from 

the Americans — Shultz and his advisers.) About Hussein and his 

motivation, Khalad said this: ‘He is very frightened by the uprising 

and the possibility that it could be extended to the East Bank of 

the Jordan, so he keeps on saying that he will not move without the 

PLO; but he is no doubt hoping, in private, that the summit will 

give him the mandate to do so.’ I mentioned to Khalad that Hani 

had told me the situation was ‘critical’ for the PLO and I asked if 

he agreed with his brother’s assessment. ‘Oh yes,’ Khalad replied 

with great feeling. ‘You can say without fear of contradiction that 

this is the most important Arab summit in our history.’ After all 
that had happened was it really possible, I asked, that the Arab 

regimes would be tempted at the summit to say yes to Shultz and 

no to the PLO? There was, I thought, just a hint of despair in 

Khalad’s voice when he replied. ‘You have asked me a question for 

which I don’t have an answer. At this moment I am not even sure 

that the Arab leaders themselves know what to do for the best to 

protect their own interests.’ 
It was then that Arafat made his move. By the time most of 

his senior leadership colleagues were aware that he had left Tunisia 

-he was in Algeria. When he returned to Tunis a few hours later 

the Algerians had informed Shultz that he would be welcome in 

Algiers on 10 June — when the Arab summit was over. Behind 

the scenes those Arab leaders who were counting on a Shultz 

intervention — King Hussein and President Assad in particular — 

were furious; but they had to be seen to be part of the Arab 

consensus. King Fahd of Saudi Arabia had previously let it be 

known that he would not attend a summit in Algiers unless unity 

was guaranteed (fixed) in advance. I do not know what Arafat said 

to the Algerians and, through them, to other Arab leaders. It is 

possible that he threatened to stay away from the summit if Shultz 
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was allowed to appear and speak in Algiers on 6 June. No Arafat 

would have meant no Arab summit; and that was not a state of 

affairs the Arab regimes could live with. A decision to call off the 

summit at the eleventh hour would have exposed them to danger- 

ous new levels of ridicule and contempt. 

The full extent of Arafat’s victory (and Shultz’s defeat) at the 
Arab summit was confirmed by its resolutions. They reaffirmed 

the Arab commitment to an international peace conference ‘with 

the participation of the five permanent members of the Security 

Council and all the parties to the conflict in the region, including 

the PLO - the legitimate and sole representative of the Palestinian 

people — on an equal footing and with the same rights as the other 

parties.’ Also confirmed was the Arab commitment to Palestinian 

self-determination in the form of a Palestinian state. Arafat got just 

about everything he wanted, including pledges of hundreds of 

millions of dollars to keep the uprising going in the occupied 

territories. It was true that he did not, in fact, get as much money 

as he had hoped for — he had to settle for an immediate payment 

of 128 million dollars and a promise of a regular monthly allo- 

cation of about 40 million dollars; but he was ready to accept that 

even the Gulf States were, relatively speaking, facing hard times 
because of the decline in the price of oil. 

Soon after the Arab summit I spoke with Hani Hassan. I said, 
‘I assume you are happy.’ 

He chuckled and said, ‘For once the Israelis have got it right.’ 
I asked him what he meant. 

He said: ‘I am looking at an Israeli newspaper; let me read you 
the headline. It says, “The children of the stones have made 
Arafat the bride of the summit.” ’ 

I said I thought the time was coming, had to be coming, when 
the Americans, if they were serious about peace, would have to 
accept the PLO as a party to negotiations. I asked Hani if he 
was optimistic. 

He replied, ‘I am optimistic provided we survive.’ 

“You mean if the Israelis don’t kill Arafat.’ 
‘If they don’t kill both of us.’ Arafat’s chief adviser went on to 

say he had been warned by people he had to take seriously that it 
was no longer safe for him to travel to Western Europe. (The 
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warning that Hani should now regard himself as being on the 
Mossad’s hit-list was probably conveyed to him by Western Euro- 
pean intelligence agencies. They, or rather their political masters, 
have no interest in seeing the peacemakers on the PLO side elimi- 
nated. It would not be the first time senior PLO figures had 
received such warnings from these sources.) 

Assad’s response to Arafat’s political victory at the Algiers 
summit was swift and predictable. On his return to Damascus the 

Syrian leader ordered his generals to do whatever was necessary, 

using Abu Musa and his Palestinian dissidents as their cover, to 

eliminate the PLO’s military presence at Chatilla and Burj al- 

Barajneh. For three years previously Syria’s main Lebanese ally, the 

Shiite Amal militia, had laid siege to the camps. In those three 

years the two refugee camps became a living hell for their civilian 

inhabitants. Those who survived the fighting were reduced to 

eating rats. When the uprising in the occupied territories started 

the siege was lifted. Amal’s leaders said they were ending the siege 

as a gesture of solidarity with their Palestinian brothers; but that 

was an excuse to explain away Amal’s failure to break the spirit of 

resistance in the camps. When the siege was lifted most of the 

surviving and unarmed refugees left the camps. Within a month of 

Assad’s decision to eliminate the PLO’s military presence in Beirut, 

the defending forces — Arafat loyalists - had surrendered and were 

evacuated to Sidon. Throughout the last round of fighting for 
the ground on which the two camps had stood, most Western 

correspondents were content as ever to peddle the fiction that the 

battle was between one Palestinian faction and another. That was 

a long way from the truth. Though Abu Musa and his Palestinian 

dissidents gave their name to the offensive, it was massive Syrian 
firepower — rockets and artillery fired from behind Syrian lines in 
Syrian-controlled West Beirut — which forced the PLO defenders 

to surrender . . . in order to live to fight elsewhere another day. It 

was Abu Musa and his dissidents who claimed the victory, but 

without Syrian military support and Libyan money they were 

nothing. According to Arafat and his senior colleagues Abu Musa 

knew the Syrians would kill him when he was of no more use 

to them. 

The loss of Chatilla and Burj al-Barajneh was a big blow to the 
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PLO in general and to Arafat in particular; but it could have been 

much worse. Assad was intending to follow up by smashing the 

PLO in Arafat’s last military stronghold in the Lebanon, the Sidon 

area. Palestinians everywhere were certain they knew what was 

coming — Israeli air strikes to soften up the camps and the PLO’s 

positions and then, after a short but decent interval, a ground 

offensive by Abu Musa’s dissidents supported by massive Syrian 

firepower. The logic which ran through the thinking of Syrian, 

Israeli and American policy-makers was not hard to follow. In the 

other front-line states — Egypt, Jordan and Syria itself - the PLO 

could not establish a military presence unless there was first a 

radical change of government policy or, alternatively, a change of 

regimes. So if at long last the PLO could be finished in the 

Lebanon, Arafat would be unable to influence the situation on 

the ground by military means and would, as a consequence, lose a 

great deal of credibility with many of his own people. Assad would 

then be better placed than ever to supplant Arafat’s PLO with a 

puppet organization based in Damascus; and those most in favour 

of excluding the authentic PLO from the peace process (the US, 

Israel, Jordan and Syria) could drive a wedge between the real 

PLO and the Palestinians in the occupied territories. It might then 

be possible to persuade the Palestinians in the occupied territories 

that they had much to gain and nothing to lose by dropping their 

insistence that only the PLO negotiate for them. To put it another 

way... The hope of policy-makers in the US, Israel, Syria and 

Jordan was that a final offensive against the PLO in the Lebanon 

would cancel the gains Arafat had made at the Algiers summit. If 

that was achieved, Shultz could push the Israelis to be serious 

about negotiating land for peace without provoking the wrath of 

the Jewish lobby in America — because he would not be asking 

Israel to deal with the PLO or to recognize the Palestinian right 

to self-determination. 

These were critical days. Everything Arafat and the PLO repre- 

sented was threatened once more. 

But the final offensive against the PLO in the Lebanon did not 

materialize. While Assad and his Palestinian proxies were making 

their preparations for it, Arafat and his leadership colleagues sent 

a quiet but dramatic message to the other Arab leaders. If the 
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attack came the Palestinians in the camps of Sidon and their PLO 
defenders would fight to the finish. They had no choice. There 
would be a bloodbath. Were the Arab leaders going to sanction, 
by their silence, another massacre of the Palestinian people, or were 
they going to persuade Assad to back away from a final showdown 
with the PLO in the Lebanon? In response to this PLO message, 
which was both an SOS and a challenge, the other Arab leaders 

did put pressure on Syria’s President. According to my PLO 

sources even Libya’s Colonel Qadafy played a positive role behind 

the scenes on this occasion. For many years Qadafy and Assad 

were, in effect, the real terror masters of the region on the Arab 

side. Under the terms of their partnership, Libya financed and Syria 

directed the radical and extremist Palestinian groups which used 

terrorism as a means of opposing, discrediting and sabotaging 

Arafat’s policy of politics and compromise. Since 1983 Qadafy had 

been financing Abu Musa and the Fatah dissidents. So it must have 

come as a shock to them and their Syrian controllers when Qadafy 

said he would oppose with all the means at his disposal any attempt 
to liquidate the PLO in Sidon. In the face of Qadafy’s pro-Arafat 

stand and pressure from most other Arab leaders, Assad concluded 

that it was not the right time for him to be seen to be doing more 

dirty work for America and Israel. He was in danger of becoming 

too isolated. His unfinished business with Arafat would have to 

wait. 

Arafat had reason to hope that the Syrian threat to the PLO’s 

survival had been contained once and for all. But he was about to 

be challenged on another and perhaps even more dangerous front. 

At the end of July, King Hussein announced that he was cutting 

Jordan’s legal and administrative ties with the Israeli-occupied West 

Bank. A 1.3 billion dollar development plan for the territory 

was halted; the Lower House of Parliament, in which West Bank 

deputies had half the sixty seats, was dissolved; and thousands of 

civil service posts that were created when the territory was under 

Jordanian rule — ‘occupation’, the Palestinians would say — were 

to be scrapped. (Although Israel administers the West Bank 

through its military occupation authority, it had been content to 

allow Jordan to continue the day-to-day running of many public 

services, including schools, hospitals and religious institutions. The 
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loss of the wages and salaries that went with the jobs to be scrapped 

was bound to add to the economic hardship of the West Bankers 

unless or until the PLO could find a way to replace them.) 

In the days following Hussein’s dramatic and unexpected 

announcement there was a great deal of speculation on all sides 

about what it really meant. With the slogan ‘Jordan is not Palestine’ 

Hussein himself said he was acting out of deference to the PLO 

and to allow the eventual creation of an independent Palestinian 

state. ‘We respect the wish of the PLO, the sole legitimate represen- 

tative of the Palestinian people, to secede from us in an indepen- 

dent state.’ On that basis it seemed that Jordan was effectively 

renouncing its claim to the West Bank. If so that was in principle 

a tremendous gain for the PLO. 
But politics on both sides of the Arab-Israeli conflict are never, 

well hardly ever, that straightforward. Hussein’s withdrawal obvi- 

ously implied an assumption that the PLO was ready, willing and 

able to take up the burden of administering and liberating the 

Israeli-occupied West Bank. And this implied proviso could be 

the catch — or so Arafat and his leadership colleagues feared. The 

PLO was more than ready and willing to take up the challenge of 

administering the West Bank and negotiating a land-for-peace deal 

with all parties, including the Israeli government; but was it able 

to do so? 

The problem, as ever, was that Israel would not allow the PLO 

to play any role in the occupied territories or the peace process. 

(Rabin was quick to announce that Israel would never allow the 

PLO to fill the vacuum left by Jordan. And representatives of 

the extreme right in Israel called for the formal annexation of the 

West Bank.) In this context the question of what Hussein was 

really up to had a menacing significance for the PLO. Many of 

Arafat’s colleagues and supporters feared they were witnessing the 

opening move in yet another strategy to squeeze the PLO out of 

business. If Israel’s veto on American policy locked the PLO out 

of the peace process, and if Israeli military opposition kept the PLO 

from asserting its management and administration on the West 

Bank, a substantial number of Palestinians on the West Bank could 

eventually conclude in despair that they were better off, relatively 

speaking, when they were tied to Jordan, and that it was Hussein 
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and not the PLO who could help improve their lot and end Israel’s 
occupation. Such a development would lead to deep divisions on 
the Palestinian side — divisions which Jordan, Syria, Israel, America 
and other powers could exploit to claim that the PLO should no 
longer be regarded as the only legitimate representative of the 
Palestinian people, and could therefore be safely excluded from 
the peace process. In that event the US and the Soviet Union 
might be tempted to convene an international conference without 
the PLO. The divided Palestinians would then be required to 
accept the crumbs from Israel’s table. 

Fears that Hussein was, in effect, setting a trap for the PLO 

were underlined in many Palestinian minds by two things in par- 
ticular. In Algiers the King had said that an Arab summit decision 

which endorsed the PLO’s right to negotiate on its own behalf 

might mean ‘that an international conference will never take place’. 

Though Hussein made this observation in the context of a strong 

attack on the US - which, he said, had no Middle East policy 

beyond support for Israel — it seemed to many Palestinians that he 

was putting down a marker for the future. As interpreted by many 

Palestinians his real message to the summit was the following: 

‘There is no point in mandating the PLO to negotiate for the 

Palestinians because Israel and therefore America will never agree 

to deal with it. However, for the sake of Arab unity, and because 

I am frightened by the uprising, I am prepared to accept the 

decisions of this summit. But I am also warning you, my Arab 

brothers. Those of you who insist that only the PLO can negotiate 

for the Palestinians are not being realistic in the circumstances in 

- which we Arabs find ourselves. When you discover that I am right 

I will be ready to lead the negotiations for an end to Israel’s 

occupation — but any accommodation I make with the Palestinians 
to bring this about will be on my terms.’ The second thing that 

underlined Palestinian fears about Hussein’s motivation was that he 

did not consult the PLO before announcing Jordan’s decision to 

cut its ties with the West Bank. Many Palestinians felt that if the 

King’s real objective was to give the PLO a helping hand, he would 

have discussed his move in advance with Arafat, in order to give 

the PLO the time to formulate a strategy for exploiting the new 

situation. 
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In my view these Palestinian fears were perfectly understand- 

able. I strongly suspect that when he made his announcement 

Hussein was indeed hoping that the PLO would not be allowed 

to deliver and that one day the Palestinians on the West Bank 

would ask him to pick up the pieces. I believe Hussein did what 

he did for one reason and one reason only — to protect the terri- 

torial integrity and sovereignty of what is left of his kingdom while 

ensuring the survival of his Hashemite dynasty. He was, I think, 

disgusted by America’s continuing refusal to require Israel to be 

serious about peace, and he was frightened that the uprising would 

spread to the East Bank of the Jordan if a majority of Palestinians 

continued to regard him as, more or less, an American and Israeli 

stooge. In short the King was fed up with the way he was being 

compromised by what passed for American policy in the region. 

He also knew that there was support in America and Western 

Europe for the view that the Palestinians, the Israelis, or both 

should be encouraged to destabilize Jordan — to turn Jordan into 

Palestine and to leave Israel in possession of the West Bank. Hussein 

was very well aware that those diplomats and others who were 

advocating such a policy behind closed doors believed it would 

spare them and their governments the agony of a showdown with 

Israel and its powerful lobbies everywhere. Political expediency was 

alive and well. Once upon a time the Jews were expendable. Then 

it was the turn of the Palestinian Arabs. Tomorrow the 

Hashemites ...? No said their King. (As I have previously said, it 

was never a secret that Israel’s General Sharon — if he had succeeded 

in destroying the PLO in Beirut — was intending to follow up 

by destabilizing Jordan, overthrowing the King and telling the 

Palestinians: ‘There’s your homeland Take it and welcome.’ At 

the end of July 1988, one of Hussein’s many fears was that a 

victory for the Likud in Israel’s November election would a 
Sharon the opportunity to try again.) 

Arafat and the leadership of the Palestine liberation movement 

responded to Hussein’s challenge in mid-November. At a special 

meeting of the PNC they declared the establishment of an indepen- 

dent state of Palestine in the Israeli-occupied territories of the West 

Bank and the Gaza Strip; they approved a new policy statement that 

implicitly but unquestionably recognized the Jewish State inside its 

borders as they were on the eve of the 1967 war — this implicit 
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but unquestionable recognition was conveyed by the PNC’s accept- 
ance of UN Resolutions 242 and 338 as the basis for negotiations 
at an international conference; and they reaffirmed previous PLO 
statements renouncing — and denouncing — terrorism. Arafat, now 
President Arafat to the Palestinians, was also given the green light 
to set up a provisional government when he judged the time to 
be right. 

The unilateral declaration of independence was mainly theatre, 

to give new hope to Palestinians everywhere and especially to 

those in the occupied territories. Though Hussein had effectively 

renounced Jordan’s claim to the West Bank and had vowed that 

he would never again succumb to Israeli and American pressure to 

represent the Palestinians, the declaration of independence was also 

seen as a means of preventing the King from changing his mind. 

But the main message from the PNC was addressed to 

President-elect Bush and the man he had already named as his 

Secretary of State, James A. Baker. By stating their willingness to 

accept UN Resolutions 242 and 338 as the basis for negotiations at 

an international conference, and by reaffirming the PLO’s previous 

statements condemning and renouncing terrorism, the majority of 

those Palestinian leaders and other representatives making up the 

Palestinian parliament-in-exile were in effect saying the following: 

‘In advance of negotiations we have now gone to the outer limits 

of what we can do to signal our willingness to make peace with 

the Jewish State. We have committed ourselves and our people to 

negotiations that will give the Jewish State the recognition, the 
legitimacy and the security it seeks — this in exchange for the estab- 

-lishment of a small Palestinian state on less than twenty-five per 

cent of the land that is rightfully ours. We Palestinians have earned 

the right to a seat at an international conference and it is not for 
other parties to determine who our representatives will be. It is 

now up to the US to do whatever is necessary to require that Israel 

be serious about peace.’ Shultz, the outgoing Secretary of State, 

responded to the PNC’s signals by refusing to grant Arafat a visa 

to allow him to address the UN General Assembly in New York. 

Most countries in the world were outraged by this attempt to deny 

Arafat a hearing. So the General Assembly moved to Geneva to 

allow the Chairman to speak there. 

In Geneva, and’ because of the presence of the television 
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cameras (there were scores if not hundreds), the world was able to 

see and hear for itself what happened. Arafat once more announced 

that the PLO accepted UN Resolutions 242 and 338 as the basis 

for negotiations; and he recognized the State of Israel as a fact of 

history and life. 

In a different world from the one we live in that would have 

been enough to require those leaders who mattered most to 

summon up the courage to do whatever was necessary to oblige 

Israel to be serious about peace on terms that most Arabs, including 

most Palestinians, had been ready to accept for many years. But 

powerful vested interests - military, intelligence, economic and 

political interests in America and Britain especially — wanted war. 

The stage was being set for the ‘Mother and Father’ of all Middle 

East wars. And it was to be a war that came close to completely 

destroying Arafat’s credibility in the West because he was seen by 

the West, and not a few Arab leaders who are little more than 

puppets of the West, to be on the wrong side. 



pape 

The Kiss of Death 

Arafat was one of three Arab leaders who did most to try to prevent 
a dispute between Iraq and Kuwait becoming a war. The other 
two were King Hussein and King Fahd. But their efforts were 

sabotaged by American interests which wanted war. The truth 

about operation Desert Storm, the Gulf War, seems to be that 

American interests set a trap for Iraq’s leader, Saddam Hussein. 

The bait was Kuwait. And Saddam Hussein, was foolish enough 
to take it. 

When my final conversations with Arafat for this book took 

place he was still very bitter on account of the way Western poli- 

ticians and the Western media had misrepresented his Gulf War 

policy and attitudes. He was portrayed as Saddam Hussein’s stooge. 

Yasser Arafat was once again evil personified. He said, ‘It was so 

unfair.” There was controlled anger in his voice, but my main 

impression was of a man who had been deeply hurt by what had 

been said and written about him during the Gulf crisis. Not the 

least of my reasons for having some sympathy for Arafat was my 

own experience of the cynicism and the hypocrisy that is the life- 

‘blood of international politics. At roughly the halfway point of 

the eight-year war between Iraq and Iran I had reason to visit the 

British Foreign Office for talks with a top official responsible for 

Middle East policy. When the main business had been completed 

I said to this official: ‘Why is the Iraq—Iran war being allowed to 

drag on?’ He replied: ‘Alan, with your experience, are you so naive? 

We (the British, the French, the Americans and others) are earning 

good money from selling weapons to both sides. When they are 

exhausted and have had enough killing, we will earn more good 

money from assisting with the rebuilding of their devastated 

countries.’ 
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The Iraq—Iran war ended on 20 August 1988. Saddam Hussein 

was then in need of financial assistance from his Gulf Arab brothers 

to repair his country and get the economy moving again. The 

trouble was that he owed them some $30 billion (US dollars) 

which they had loaned to Iraq to sustain its war effort. More than 

half, $17 billion, was owed to Kuwait. With some justification 

Saddam said he had fought the war to protect them all from the 

influence of the mad mullahs of Iran. He wanted his war debts to 

be cancelled and he asked for significant new assistance. But his 

Gulf Arab brothers were very wary. Iraq was now the most heavily 

armed and powerful military force in the Gulf. And his Arab 

brothers feared that if they assisted him to consolidate his position, 

they might one day become the victims of his ambition. So they 
dragged their feet. To put pressure on them Saddam then heated 

up his long-running border dispute with Kuwait. 

The focus of the dispute was the Rumaila oilfield to the west 

of Kuwait City. The oilfield stretched across the disputed border 

territory between Kuwait and Iraq and Saddam claimed that Kuwait 

had been pumping more than its fair share of the oil from this field 

and had thus robbed and cheated Iraq. Saddam also claimed that 

while he had been fighting Iran, Kuwait had developed farms and 

settlements beyond its legitimate border with Iraq. Saddam was 

also furious because Kuwait was selling oil for less than the agreed 

OPEC price. This was reducing the revenue that cash-starved Iraq 

could earn from its own oil exports. 

When Saddam started to apply pressure by deploying troops 

along Iraq’s border with Kuwait, King Fahd took the lead in secret 

negotiations to stop events getting out of control. Fahd secured, 

or thought he had secured, an agreement with Kuwait that was 

acceptable to Saddam. Under the terms of the agreement both 

Saudi Arabia and Kuwait were to make very substantial payments 

to Iraq. The agreement was to be signed at a Gulf Arab summit 

in Jeddah on 31 July 1990. Saddam told Fahd that Iraq would 

not attend the summit unless Fahd assured him that Kuwait 

would pay what it had promised. Fahd gave Saddam the assurance 

he needed about the money and also confirmed that all matters 

concerning his dispute with Kuwait would be on the table for 

discussion at the summit. The evidence that Fahd was satisfied that 
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Kuwait would deliver on its promise to him was in the fact that he, 
Fahd, announced that the summit would take place. As every 
student of Arab politics knows, the Saudis never sanction summits 
unless a successful outcome is guaranteed in advance. 

The summit in Jeddah was a disaster. From the moment of its 
opening it was clear to all the participants that Kuwait had attended 
for one reason and one reason only — to humiliate and provoke 

Saddam Hussein. It did this by offering him a derisory amount of 

money. The small amount was the biggest possible insult. Saddam 

Hussein was represented at the summit by Izzat Ibrahim, Iraq’s 

vice-president. He walked out in disgust and two days later Saddam 
gave the order for the invasion of Kuwait. 

There is one thing above all others that no Arab leader can 

tolerate: a loss of face. Back in 1967 it was, for example, Nasser’s 

refusal to suffer a loss of face that caused him to deploy troops in 

the Sinai; and this, as we have seen, was the gesture that placed 

him in the trap set by Israel’s leaders with some assistance from 

American intelligence and other agencies. In the Gulf in 1990 

history was repeated. The main difference was that the trap for this 

Arab leader, Saddam Hussein, was prepared not by Israel with 

some assistance from America, but by American interests with some 

assistance from Kuwait. When Saddam deployed troops along 
Iraq’s border with Kuwait he had no intention of invading. The 

loss of face he suffered as a consequence of Kuwait’s insult at the 

Jeddah summit made it inevitable that he would. 

From the growing amount of classified information that has 

found its way into print since the invasion, and from the accounts 

of many of the key players (including and especially King Hussein 

whose reputation for telling the truth about events is second to 

none), the outline of what America’s real policy was is clear. From 

the moment the Iraq—Iran war ended real American policy was to 

humble Saddam Hussein and cut Iraq down to size — to prevent 

it emerging as a serious threat to Western interests in the region, 

for which read oil and trade. In this context America’s real Gulf 

War strategy was not simply to destroy a large amount of Iraq’s 

military hardware; it was to put in place an American-designed 

regional security system — manpower and technology — to enable 

the US to control the region and its oil for decades to come. And 
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in this context the war was also needed to test the latest weapons 

technology in live war conditions. Once Saddam Hussein had been 

foolish enough to walk into the trap there was no way the Ameri- 

cans and the British were going to let him out of it. Once Saddam 

Hussein had invaded Kuwait there was no prospect of a political 

solution — Arab or international — to the crisis. So far as American 

and British policy-makers were concerned the long countdown to 

the Gulf War — operation Desert Storm was launched on 17 January 

1991 — was not about giving negotiations a chance. The five 

months between Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and the start of the Gulf 

War was the minimum time American intelligence and military 

agencies needed to put their control mechanisms in place. 

Arafat’s contribution to trying to prevent the dispute between 

Iraq and Kuwait becoming a war was significant. From what he 

told me on and off the record my guess is that the alarm bells in 

his own head started to ring loudly after a meeting that took place 

in Baghdad on 25 July 1990. On that day, and just before she left 

Baghdad for a long-awaited holiday, America’s Ambassador to Iraq, 

April Glaspie, had a last meeting with Saddam. The message 

Saddam extracted from the conversation — with every justification 

on the basis of the transcripts of it - was that the US regarded the 

quarrel between Iraq and Kuwait as a little local difficulty; and that 

the US could live with whatever Saddam decided to do. (This at a 

time when Saddam was massing troops on Iraq’s border with 

Kuwait.) In short, Saddam thought he had been given an American 

green light to teach arrogant Kuwait a little lesson if necessary. 

Arafat flew to Baghdad for a meeting with Saddam. I asked the 

Chairman if what I had heard was correct — that he tried to 

persuade Saddam not to invade even if he was provoked. Arafat 

said to me: ‘Yes, as a matter of fact I did advise him not to invade.’ 

Previously and privately Saddam had assured Mubarak that he had 

no intention of invading. But from what Arafat told me about 

what happened next, I think his meeting with Saddam convinced 

him that the Iraqi leader would. order an invasion if Kuwait did not 
deliver on its promise at the Jeddah summit. 

Arafat said: ‘From Baghdad I went to Kuwait to meet its rulers. 

I spoke with them very frankly. I said they had got to solve the 

financial problem with Saddam at the Jeddah summit and as agreed 
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with King Fahd. I begged them. But they were not interested in 
listening to what I had to say. They said there was no military 
threat and that they had been informed that Saddam was bluffing. 
I told them: “‘Look, nobody knows this situation better than me. 
Be careful.” And again I begged them. But they did not want to 
listen.” 

Nor did Kuwait’s rulers want to listen to King Hussein when 
he made a similar appeal to them on the day before the Jeddah 

summit. It was, in fact, to King Hussein that Kuwait’s rulers let 

slip the reason for their complete lack of concern about what was 

happening. According to the Jordanian accounts of this meeting 

Sheikh Sabeh al-Sabah, Kuwait’s foreign minister and the emir’s 
brother, said: ‘We are not going to respond to Iraq’s threats . . . If 

they don’t like it, let them occupy our territory... We are going 

to bring in the Americans.’ (My emphasis.) King Hussein was 

shocked. His private feeling was that if Kuwait’s rulers were con- 

spiring with the Americans they, Kuwait’s rulers, had taken leave 

of their senses and were betraying the Arab cause to protect their 

personal power and privileges. It was clear to King Hussein and 

his advisers that Sheikh Sabeh had not intended to let slip that the 

Americans would come and that he, Sheikh Sabeh, was embarrassed 

by his indiscretion. (It was later believed that Kuwait’s Gulf War 

collusion with the US started in November 1989 when the emir’s 

security chief visited the CIA’s headquarters for meetings with its 

director, William Webster.) 

In conversation with Arafat I said it seemed to be very clear 

that Kuwait was under instructions to insult Saddam Hussein at 

the Jeddah Summit in order to cause him to have a loss of face 

and provoke him to invade. Arafat said: ‘Yes, that was a part of it. 

King Fahd had agreed to pay. He had advised Kuwait to pay. And 
his understanding was that Kuwait would pay.’ I asked Arafat if he 

knew who had instructed Kuwait to play its hand the way it did. 

He said, ‘I don’t know.’ I think the Chairman of the PLO does 

know but it is not in his interest to say so. 

As the invasion was taking place Arab foreign ministers 

assembled in Cairo for an emergency summit. Its declared purpose 

was to find and find quickly an Arab diplomatic solution to an 

Arab problem, in order to avert the possibility, and actually the 
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certainty, of Western military intervention. Working separately and 

in their own ways, King Hussein and Arafat threw themselves into 

the task of finding a formula that would enable Saddam to with- 

draw from Kuwait. To me Arafat said: ‘We Arabs and me personally 

were not without experience of mediating Arab problems. I had 

successfully mediated between Libya and Egypt when the Egyptians 

invaded Libya during the time of Sadat. I did the same between 

North and South Yemen. And I mediated many difficult situations 

in Lebanon.’ 

It was King Hussein who secured Saddam’s agreement to begin 

withdrawing on Sunday 5 August and to attend a mini-summit in 

Saudi Arabia. Arafat told me: ‘Saddam declared on Iraqi television 

that he would withdraw and he did, in fact, make a token with- 

drawal even when the Cairo summit was going on.’ But Saddam 

had two conditions. The first was that Kuwait would deliver on its 

previous promise about the money, though King Hussein thought 

that he might be flexible on the amount. The second condition, 

the most important so far as Saddam was concerned, was that the 

Arab summit in Cairo would not condemn him. It was again 

the matter of face. In effect Saddam said to King Hussein, and 

through him his Arab brothers, ‘I am willing to get myself and all 

of us out of this mess by withdrawing, but I can only do so without 

losing face if the summit does not condemn me.’ 

King Hussein was convinced he had the formula that would secure 

Iraq’s withdrawal and avert the prospect of Western military inter- 

vention. At about 1.0 p.m. on 3 August he telephoned Mubarak 

to give him the good news. The king’s expectation was that the 

Egyptian president would understand the importance of not con- 

demning Saddam and would immediately inform the Arab foreign 

ministers that the crisis could be resolved. Mubarak was not avail- 

able to take the king’s call. And he did not return it. King Hussein 

then instructed a trusted aide to inform the Arab foreign ministers 

of his breakthrough formula. But this was not what the Americans 

(or the British) wanted to hear. They had absolutely no interest in 

any plan to save Saddam Hussein’s face, even if saving it would 

defuse the crisis. They wanted Saddam humiliated and they insisted 
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that the Arab summit condemn him without further delay. One 
telephone call was enough to get the Americans what they wanted. 
The call was made by President Bush to President Mubarak. When 
King Hussein heard that Mubarak and the Arab summit had con- 
demned Saddam he said, ‘Oh my God, now the conspiracy is 
complete.’ Later King Hussein said he had learned that Mubarak 
had been pressured to get the foreign ministers to pass a resolution 
condemning Saddam by 5.0 p.m. on 3 August, to coincide with 

the presentation of the US-drafted Security Council resolution 
calling for an economic boycott of Iraq. 

Arafat told me that while King Hussein was trying to make his 

breakthrough he, Arafat, was in Baghdad carrying a very important 

message from King Fahd to Saddam. ‘From Baghdad I went to 

the Arab summit with a very important initiative... to form an 

Arab committee to keep the mediating process going. But this was 

not allowed to happen.’ 

Like King Hussein, Arafat is convinced that if the Arabs had 

been left to themselves they could and would have brought about 

Iraq’s withdrawal from Kuwait by diplomatic means and averted 

the Mother and Father of all wars. Said Arafat: ‘That was my 

opinion at the time. It is still my opinion today.’ 

As the US and Britain went about imposing their will on the 

United Nations Security Council and building their great coalition 

for war with Saddam, King Hussein and Arafat, the two men who 

had actually done most by political means to try to defuse the crisis 

before it became a catastrophe, were condemned and even vilified 

by most Western politicians and many in the media; and by most 

Arab regimes and the media institutions they control. King Hus- 

sein, and Arafat even more so, were presented as being pro-Saddam 

and therefore, by definition, anti the West and anti the noble 

cause it claimed to be preparing to fight for. It was a grotesque 

misrepresentation of their actual positions. 

Arafat was an easy target for all who wanted to use the circum- 

stances of the moment to discredit him. From time to time he 

would pop up in Baghdad for a meeting with Saddam, and on one 

occasion he was photographed and filmed embracing or, as some 

would say, kissing the Iraqi monster. It was probably this imagery, 

on television especially, that did most to lend apparent substance 
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to Western propaganda claims that Arafat was Saddam’s stooge. 

When I discussed this with Arafat I said that the embrace with 

Saddam was effectively a kiss of death so far as his credibility in the 

West was concerned. As I write these words in January 1994, Keith 

Graves is reporting from Amman for the BBC’s World Service, and 

he is saying: ‘His [Arafat’s] public embracing of Saddam Hussein 

as Iraq’s leader defying much of the world was perhaps the most 

politically inept move of his long rule at the top of the PLO pile.’ 

When Arafat responded to my observation about the kiss of death 

he was more angry than I have ever known him to be. The anger 

was not directed at me personally and it was all the more impressive 

because he did not raise his voice. 

‘There was so much hypocrisy,’ he said. ‘Do you know why I 

went to Baghdad to meet Saddam Hussein from time to time? It 

was mainly because your governments were asking me to use my 

influence with Saddam. In particular they asked, begged, for 

my help to get the hostages released. On two occasions Gorbachev 

asked.me to accompany his personal representative to Baghdad to 

solve the problem of the hostages in accordance with the efforts 

in which I was participating.’ 

On the subject of his embrace with Saddam, Arafat said: ‘It is 

not only Saddam Hussein I embrace in greeting. I embrace every- 

body. It is my habit and it is an Arab habit and tradition. The 

whole world knows that.’ Arafat clearly has the greatest possible 

contempt for those who misrepresented his gesture and who 

sought to make political and propaganda capital out of his unfailing 

courtesy which, when he is greeting people, is symbolized by his 

embrace. In the circumstances of the time — i.e., when he was 

working to free Western hostages — mot embracing Saddam Hussein 

in traditional Arab greeting would have amounted to a deliberate 

and calculated insult. And that really would have been politically 
inept. What is it, I wonder, that my friend Keith Graves would 

have had Arafat say to Saddam Hussein? ‘Please, Mr President, have 

the cameras taken away. I can’t afford to be seen extending a 

normal courtesy to you while I am here to ask you to be 

reasonable.’ 

What, really, was Arafat’s position in the Gulf War crisis? His 

answer was short, simple and to the point. ‘They (the West and the 
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Arab regimes that joined the coalition) wanted me to participate in 

the war. I did not want to participate — either against Saddam or 

for Saddam. I was against the war. I am still against the war. In my 

opinion it did not have to happen.’ 

One of the big factors that Arafat had to take account of as he 

considered his impossible position in the countdown to war was 

the popular mood and feeling of his own masses, those in the 

occupied territories of the West Bank and Gaza and in Jordan 

especially. In the emotions of the time there was overwhelming 

popular Palestinian support for Saddam Hussein. This popular 

support was wot an endorsement of his invasion of Kuwait. Time 

and time again those Palestinians who were cheering Saddam Hus- 

sein made that much clear. The popular support for the Iraqi leader 

was from their hearts and it was inspired by their perception, at 

the time, that Saddam Hussein was the only Arab leader who was 

prepared to stand up to America, an arrogant superpower which 

supported Israel right or wrong, but was so eager to go to war 

with an Arab nation. If Arafat had come out against Saddam Hus- 

sein and for the American- and British-led coalition, he would have 

been in danger of isolating himself from his own masses. And that 

in turn could have effected his ability to deliver compromise if ever 

the time to do so came. To me Arafat said: ‘That was a part of the 

problem. I was feeling the pulse of my people.’ 

But he was also feeling the much bigger pulse of the Arab 

people, the Arab masses. Many Arab regimes are despised by 

‘ their people. Though they are not free to say so, most ordinary 

Arabs see many of their leaders for what they are — corrupt, repress- 

ive and, more often than not, puppets of the West; leaders who 

would rather do what the West wants in order to maintain Western 

support for their own power and privileges, even when doing it is 

effectively to betray the Arab cause. As Arafat well knew, the truth 

of the time was that probably an easy majority of ordinary Arab 

people would not have sanctioned Western military intervention if 

they had had any say in the matter. (This truth was, in fact, acknow- 

ledged behind closed doors in the policy-making institutions of 

the West.) And the implication of this truth was also a factor Arafat 

503 



THE STRUGGLE 

had to take account of when he was considering what his Gulf War 

stance should be. If he had joined the majority of Arab leaders 

who came down on the side of the West in a war against an Arab 

state, he would have been seen by the Arab masses as just another 

Arab leader who was looking after number one at the expense of 

all else; and, as the symbol of a cause, the Palestinian cause, which 

is alive and well in the hearts of the Arab masses, he could have 

lost a great deal of popular support; support which, over the years, 

has prevented many an Arab regime from finishing Arafat and all 

that he represents as the symbol of the regeneration of Palestinian 

nationalism; and support that could still be needed in the future if 

the peace process comes to grief. 

As the countdown to the Gulf War continued Arafat was once 

again being written off. The word from just about every Western 

diplomat, most Arab diplomats and the media was that Arafat was 

‘finished’. By not throwing in his lot with the American- and 
British-led coalition, including the corrupt, impotent and mainly 

repressive regimes of the existing and mostly rotten Arab order, 

Arafat had made, it was said, the biggest mistake of his life. But, 

as ever, it was a mistake to underestimate Arafat’s capacity for 

survival, both as the Chairman of the PLO and the symbol of the 

regeneration of Palestinian nationalism. 

There was, however, one respect in which the Gulf War was, 

because of Arafat’s neutrality, a disaster for the PLO and many 

Palestinians — especially those living under Israeli occupation and 

those existing as refugees in, mainly, the frontline Arab states. The 

Arab regimes on which the PLO relied for most of its funding 

punished Arafat for his Gulf War stance by turning off the money 

taps. Even before Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait the PLO was in serious 

financial trouble. What it now faced was an economic crisis which 

threatened not only its survival as a political organization, but also 

its ability to provide welfare services to those Palestinians whose 

need was greatest and who were suffering the most. As we shall 

see in the next chapter, it was.a particular aspect of the PLO’s 

financial crisis that tortured Arafat and prevented him from 
sleeping. 

There was also one important respect in which the Gulf War 

did serve the Palestinian cause well and, ultimately, the prospects 
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for an end to the Arab-Israeli conflict. As noted in the Prologue 
the war exposed for all the world to see, for the first time, was the 

appalling double-standards of the big powers, America and Britain 

especially. There were no limits to what the US and Britain were 

prepared to do, and do quickly, to force an Arab country, in this 

case Iraq, to comply with UN Security Council Resolutions. That 

was on the one hand. On the other was the fact that for more than 

twenty-three years Israel had been allowed by the international 

community, the US and Britain especially, to show contempt for 

UN Security Council Resolutions in particular and for international 

law in general. In the countdown to the Gulf War millions and 

millions of ordinary folk around the world began to understand, 
for the first time, the meaning of the term ‘double standards’ as it 

applied to big-power handling of the Arab-Israeli conflict over the 

years. The West’s leading spokesmen, President Bush himself for 

America and Douglas Hurd, the British Foreign Secretary, were 

constantly on their media soapboxes proclaiming that there was 

no link between the international community’s response to Iraq’s 

invasion of Kuwait and the Palestine problem. But this, as many 

of their listeners were beginning to understand, was pure humbug. 

The link was in the double standards. Once this cat was out of the 

bag, so to speak, it was not going to be so easy for the big powers 

to support Israel right or wrong. And that was a gain for Arafat 

and his people. To that extent I suppose it can be said that the 

Palestinians owe Saddam Hussein at least a thank you for success- 

fully exposing the double standards of the big powers. 

On 14 January 1991, three days before President Bush gave 

‘the order for operation Desert Storm to begin, Abu Iyad was 

assassinated in Tunis. He was shot in the back as he was entering 

the house of a colleague for an evening meal. At the time of his 

assassination, and following the killing of Abu Jihad by Israeli 

special forces, Abu Iyad was regarded by many in the rank and file 

of the Palestine Liberation Organization as the number two man 

—i.e., the next most important leader after Arafat. 

At the time the assassin was working for the PLO’s own security 

service. He was actually one of Abu Hol’s bodyguards; and it was 

to the house of Abu Hol that Abu Iyad had gone for dinner. The 

assassin was arrested on the spot and stated that he had carried out 

505 



THE STRUGGLE 

his mission for the Abu Nidal organization. As we have seen, 

the Abu Nidal organization was penetrated by Israel’s intelligence 

agencies and there was good reason to believe that Israeli agents 

inside it were selecting the targets for assassination. The PLO’s 

conclusion about the assassination of Abu Iyad was that it had all 

the signs of being an Abu Nidal job on the outside but an Israeli 

job on the inside. There is no proof but my own speculation is 

that the PLO is probably correct in its assessment. And I think the 

timing of the assassination is a good clue to what may well have 

been the logic of Israel’s intelligence chiefs. When the Gulf War 

was over, and not least because of the charge of double standards, 

the US would be under great and probably irresistible pressure to 

adopt a more even-handed approach to peacemaking in the Middle 

East. In that event Israel would face enormous pressure from the 

US to be serious about negotiating with the Palestinians. Perhaps 

even with the PLO. The three men who had played the most 

important roles in keeping the PLO more or less together were 

Arafat himself, Abu Jihad and Abu Iyad. Arafat was completely 

discredited in the West because of his Gulf War stance. Abu Jihad 

was dead. If Abu Iyad was taken out now, there would be little or 

no prospect of a discredited Arafat being able to hold the PLO 

together and present it as a credible negotiating partner . . . That, 

or something like it, could well have been the logic behind an 

Israeli decision to target Abu Iyad. 

To this point in his incredible life Arafat had been the victim 

of not a few conspiracies. But he was now involved in a con- 

spiracy of his own making. The story of it, and why she was 

prepared to go through hell to keep Arafat’s most precious secret, 

was told to me by the other party with whom he conspired. 



22 

Secret Love, Secret Marriage 

When Yasser Arafat, the world’s most notorious bachelor, married 

Suha Tawil in secret, he was sixty. She was twenty-six. They were 

married in the small sitting room of her very modest house in 

Tunis. There were only three other people present. Two were there 

as witnesses as required by law. The third was the duly authorized 

official who performed what passed for the wedding service. The 

event was so secret that Arafat travelled to Suha’s house protected 

by only wo of his bodyguards instead of the usual small army. As 

a target for would-be assassins, Israelis and Arabs, he was never 

more vulnerable. 

Arafat’s only public comment about his marriage was grudging 

confirmation, in answer to a reporter’s question which he regarded 

as an intrusion, that he was indeed married. And that confirmation, 

from the man himself, was nearly three years after the event! 

For Suha the burden of keeping her marriage a secret for so 

long was ‘terrible’. It was almost too big a burden to bear. She 

spoke about it with astonishing frankness. ‘I will tell you the truth,’ 

she said. ‘If I did not love Yasser Arafat for the man he is and the 

‘human qualities he has, I would have left everything.’ 

The Chairman of the PLO and his wife live their private life in 

one of two places in Tunis. ‘Sometimes when he has finished the 

political business of the day he comes here to my house to sleep,’ 

Suha said. More in sorrow than anger she expressed a degree of 

contempt for those who sought to discredit the Chairman and 

herself by writing stories about them living in luxury in a ‘palace’. 

As she spoke she swept the small lounge in which we were sitting 

with her eyes. It contains two sofas, a television, a desk, a corner 

table on which there is a display of framed photographs and a 

smallish coffee table in the centre of the room. And those items 
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take up most of the available space in the room. ‘I have done my 

best to make this place as comfortable as possible,’ Suha said, “but 

as you can see for yourself, and you are welcome to see Abu Amar’s 

bedroom, it is a very small and very modest home.’ I judged it to 

be about the same size as a standard European three-up and three- 

down house. 

Suha continued: ‘At other times I go to Abu Amar and we 

sleep — how do you say it in English? — above the shop.’ The shop 

is Arafat’s office, another very modest even drab town house that 

could do with a coat of paint and, on the inside, a woman’s touch. 

But Suha does not interfere. She said: ‘There are many things that 

are not to my liking in the office and around Abu Amar... but I 
pass and go.’ The business, including many of the PLO’s Executive 

Committee meetings, takes place downstairs. The private quarters 

are two small rooms on the second floor. Even the dining space at 

the top of the stairs is open to all — staff, bodyguards and invited 

guests. A visitor from another planet who compared the lifestyle 

of the Chairman and his wife with that of others of similar political 

rank and status in the Arab world would be bound to conclude 

that the Arafats live in poverty. 

From the material point of view Suha Arafat, née Tawil, sacri- 

ficed much to marry the man she loves. Her own background is 

one of wealth and privilege. She comes from a prominent Greek 

Orthodox family on the West Bank. Her father, Daoud, is a banker 

with a home in Paris. He was actually the founder of a bank in 
Jordan with branches throughout the country, including the West 

Bank before it was occupied by Israel in 1967. As a child, then as 

a student completing her studies in Paris, then as a free spirit going 

wherever her fancy took her — ‘Rome, Geneva, wherever’ — Suha 

did not want for any of the material things of life. If she wanted 

the best that money could buy — clothes, jewellery, perfume or just 

‘a good time’, she had it. ‘Some people used to say that because 

of my background, the wealth, I could not identity with our masses. 

That was a crazy, stupid thing for anybody to say and it always 

made me very angry. The exact opposite was the truth. Because 

we had money we were able to do more for the cause and to help 
the poorest including the orphans. Anybody who knows the real 
story of the Tawils knows that is true.’ 
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Though Suha did not say-so herself, she could have married 

into wealth of her choice. And though I did not raise it with her, 
there is a story, which I believe to be true, that she was on the 

point of becoming engaged to a very wealthy gentleman when 

Arafat made his move. When he did he was very frank with her 

about his own financial standing. As she recalled them his words 

on the subject were: ‘You may hear many things about me, Suha, 

but the truth is that I have no money. You are marrying a poor 

man.’ 

Suha Arafat — Suha means ‘the smallest star in the sky’ — has a 

roundish face with olive-grey eyes and long blonde hair. Some 

photographs do not do her justice. And those which do her the 

least justice tend to be the official ones and those grabbed by press 

photographers in a news-making environment. As we were looking 

through a selection of her own favourite and more informal pic- 

tures, including those taken by two or three of Europe’s leading 

portrait specialists, there was one particular photograph that caused 

me to say, ‘Wow’. It was a head-and-shoulders picture. The hair 

was draped across the mouth and the eyes had a definite come- 

hither look in them. ‘You like that one?’ Suha asked. Before reply- 

ing I sought her permission to say what I really thought and made 

her promise that she would not take offence at whatever I might 

say. ‘That, I said, ‘is a fantastic picture. The lady is very sexy.’ She 

laughed. ‘Now I will tell you a secret,’ she said. ‘You and Abu 

Amar think alike. That is the picture he keeps in his bedroom in 

this house.’ 

Suha remembered or thought she remembered that she and I 

‘had first met when she was four or five. As Arafat himself would 

say, it was so. And because it was so we were able to speak more 

as friends who had not seen each other for a long time. At an early 

point in our conversations for this book I asked her if it had been 

difficult to make the necessary adjustments to her lifestyle and her 

expectations. She became very serious and after a pause for real 

reflection she said: ‘Alan, I will tell you the truth. If I was not the 

daughter of Raymonda Tawil I think I could not have accepted 

this life with Yasser Arafat so easily.’ 

Raymonda Tawil, the banker’s wife and the mother of five 

children — Suha, her three sisters and their brother — became 
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something of a legend and an international celebrity in her own 

right. In the late 1960s and through the 1970s she probably did 

more than any other Palestinian to cause the brutality of Israel’s 

occupation of the West Bank and Gaza to be exposed to the world. 

The prominence of the Tawils was such that their home on the 

West Bank was a magnet for foreign journalists and distinguished 

political figures from all over the world. Suha said: ‘I remember, 

for example, how my mother and all of us used to argue with 

Caradon.’ I presumed that she was referring to Lord Caradon, 

who drafted Resolution 242 and later described Israel’s illegal 

settlements as ‘signposts to destruction’. Suha spoke with 

excitement as though recalling those days. ‘Yes, yes, the same. His 

lordship was a frequent visitor to our house and he became a good 

friend. But in the early days we argued with him all the time.’ 

In. the first phase of her crusade to expose the brutality of 

Israel’s occupation, Raymonda worked mainly through her con- 

tacts with the foreign media, briefing foreign correspondents and 

assisting therm to get their stories. Suha recalled: ‘As very young 

children my sisters and I were assistants to our mother in this task. 

Even though we were from the élite, the upper class, she insisted 

that we became involved. She insisted that we could not be passive 

about the occupation and the suffering of our people. On my 

mother’s instructions our job, even as small children, was to 

accompany the foreign journalists everywhere, to help them get 

their stories and to act as their translators. We attended so many 

funerals of those killed by the Israelis. In accordance with the 

Muslim religion the bodies of the martyrs were not covered and, 

as young children, we saw so many terrible sights.’ 

Suha added: ‘You knew my mother very well so you know that 

she was also a fierce critic of our Palestinian élite because it was 
passive. It did not have the courage to become involved and it did 

"not want to know about Yasser Arafat and his struggle. All that 

changed with the intifada, of course. And it changed even more 

positively after the handshake in Washington. Today, and from 

everywhere, the élite comes to Yasser Arafat asking for this contract 

and that contract. Sometimes I say to him, ‘‘Abu Amar, where 
were they when you needed them?” ’ She paused. “I am not bitter 

about these things. I am like Abu Amar in this respect — pragmatic. 
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But when we speak about history we must speak the truth.’ (To 

be fair to the most wealthy individuals of the élite of the Palestinian 

Diaspora, there were moments when they did dig into their pockets 

to provide funding for the PLO at Arafat’s request; but in general 

Suha is correct when she makes the point that the Palestinian élite 

was too passive and did not do enough for too long. Part of the 
reason — if the whole truth is to be told — is that many of the élite 

despised Arafat. Not least for his looks and his appearance and his 

apparent lack of sophistication in all ways. Many who lived in the 

West preferred to see Arafat as he was presented by the Western 
media rather than the reality of who and what he was and is. The 

idea that he could indeed be a man of destiny seems not to have 

occurred to them or, if it did, they dismissed it with scorn. My 

own opinion is that some of the Palestinian élite in the Diaspora 

did not have a real enough understanding of the enormous 

obstacles that Arafat had to overcome — first to keep the liberation 

movement alive and as independent as possible in its decision- 

making, and then to sell the idea of unthinkable compromise to 

those who had suffered most from Israel’s arrogance of power, the 

impotence of the Arab regimes and the double standards of the big 

powers. ) 
In the most difficult circumstances Raymonda Tawil did estab- 

lish and develop links with Arafat. And working as a volunteer to 

his brief she became the first prominent and leading advocate (in 

the occupied territories) of the need for dialogue between the PLO 

and Israel. In 1974, as we have seen, Arafat persuaded the PNC 

to commit itself to the principle of compromise with Israel on the 

‘basis of the two-state solution. In her role as an advocate for 

dialogue between the PLO and Israel, Raymonda was an inspiration 

for Israel’s ‘Peace Now’ movement and, with its help, she travelled 

from kibbutz to kibbutz explaining Arafat’s policy of politics and 

compromise. She was a powerful advocate and she began to con- 

vince a small but growing number of Israelis that the Jewish state 

should recognize the PLO and do political business with Arafat. 

Suha recalls: ‘My mother’s work in this direction created a 

whole new set of problems for her and us. The Israeli authorities 

responded to her activities by placing her under house arrest to 

prevent her moving. They did this many times. But some of the 
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Israelis were so believing in the need for dialogue that they came 

to our house to meet my mother. Can you imagine! My mother 

could not go to them so they came to her. The problem was that 

my mother could not speak openly about her work, and when the 

Israelis came to talk with her about how to advance the dialogue 

for peace some of our people began to question her loyalty.’ 

By 1978 Israel’s political, military and intelligence establish- 

ments regarded Raymonda Tawil as more or less their number one 

enemy in the occupied territories. And they were determined to 

_ stop her work for peace and to silence her. (By this time Menachem 

Begin was in power in Israel.) My guess is that her assassination 

would have been sanctioned if she had not been such a prominent 

personality, and if she had not been as well connected as she was 

to some of the great and good of the world. Among those to 

whom she was connected, and who admired and supported her 

work for peace, was no less a figure than Dr Nahum Goldmann, 

the President of the World Jewish Congress. He was among the 

first of the world’s leading Jews to understand that Israel’s occu- 

pation of the West Bank and Gaza was not only corrupting and 

destroying the character of Israeli society, but was also threatening the 

very foundations of Judaism itself. When Arafat persuaded the PNC 

to open the door to compromise with Israel in 1974, Goldmann 

was among the first to take the Chairman of the PLO seriously 

as a peacemaker. (The Jewish lobby and its powerful friends in 

the media then pulled out all the stops to try to have Goldmann 

dismissed as a senile fool who was out of touch with reality.) 

Suha said: ‘The Israeli strategy for dealing with my mother was 

to arrest her and keep her in prison for as long as it took by abuse 

and violence to strip her of her dignity and her humanity. If she 

emerged from prison alive she would be broken in spirit and too 
frightened to resume her activities or even to speak out. That is 

how the Israelis who ordered my mother’s arrest and treated her 

so badly hoped the story would end.’ 

Suha was fifteen when the Israelis came to arrest her mother. 

‘It was not the first time they arrested her. Throughout our child- 

hood she was in and out of prison, but usually they detained her 

for only a day or a few days. The Israeli intelligence services knew 

or came to know almost everything about my mother and her 
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activities. Our telephones weré bugged and all of our communi- 

cations by normal means were intercepted. You could be arrested 
just for mentioning Arafat’s name. But on the day we are talking 

about we knew it was something different when they came to arrest 

her. Something very serious. Very dangerous. The Israelis came in 

force. Many vehicles. When the Israelis were taking my mother 

away I said to them, “Please, please do not harm our mother. She 
is working for peace.” ’ 

The terrifying and true story of what happened to Raymonda 

Tawil in prison, of how her Israeli gaolers did seek to bréak her by 

abuse and violence, was eventually told by Raymonda herself in a 

powerful and moving book, My Home, My Prison. I did not have 

to wait for Raymonda’s book to learn of the details of what had 

happened to her. She gave them to me herself when she was 

recovering from the physical and the psychological damage that 

was done to her. As they always do when they resort to violence 

of all kinds, the Israelis went much, much too far with Raymonda 
Tawil. What turned out to be the last physical attack on her was 

carried out by the governor of the prison himself. In her cell he 

covered her body with his and then slapped, punched and kicked 

her all over. Then, again and again, he banged her head against 

the wall, turning her body this way and that as he did so. The 

blood was streaming from her nose and she was coughing up blood 

from internal injuries. But still the assault continued. It did not 
end until her attacker had exhausted his physical energy. It is 
reasonable to speculate that if she had not been who she was, 

Raymonda Tawil might have remained in prison and died there, 

‘either from injuries already sustained or from those caused by 

further beatings. But she managed to get word of what had hap- 

pened to the outside world. Some in the international media went 

to war for her. And after forty-five days of humiliation and hell 

in prison she was released. With extreme reluctance the Begin 

government was forced to bow to international pressure. 

The Israelis failed to break Raymonda Tawil’s spirit. Her 

daughter, Suha, is made of the same stuff; and that, really, is what 

Suha meant when she told me that if she was not the daughter of 

Raymonda Tawil she could not have accepted her life with Yasser 

Arafat so easily. 
= 
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Suha was born in Jerusalem on 17 July 1963. She was the last but 

one of the five children born to Daoud and Raymonda Tawil. 

‘Although I was not quite four at the time I can still remember 

the fear and the panic caused by the 1967 war. But my first real 

memory of our liberation struggle is of the time when Abu Amar 

came very close to being captured by the Israelis in Nablus. It 

was in 1968 and before the time that the name of Yasser Arafat was 

known. In those days he was using the cover name of Dr Abu 

Mohammed. But really it was Yasser Arafat, Abu Amar. He had 

just carried out a big attack on Israeli forces in Nablus. I think 

some twenty or twenty-two Israeli soldiers were killed. The Israeli 

defence minister of the time was Moshe Dayan and he was search- 

ing everywhere for Abu Amar. There were Israeli roadblocks and 

soldiers everywhere. And the sky seemed to be full of Israeli heli- 

copters. On the ground they searched every house and there was 

no night because of the number and the power of the Israeli 

searchlights. Dayan was probably convinced that he had Abu Amar 

surrounded with no chance of escape. We were following these 

events very closely because Abu Amar was being hidden by the 

Union of Palestinian Women and my mother was an important 

member of it. I think she probably knew where he was and how 

he was moving to avoid being captured. Of course he did escape 

and I can remember how excited we were.’ 

I asked Suha if she had demonstrated in support of Arafat when 
she was a child. ‘Yes, of course,’ she said with enthusiasm. ‘We 

carried big photographs of Abu Amar and we were happy to do 

so. But this got us into trouble with the school authorities.’ 

As Christians of the Greek Orthodox tradition Suha and two 

of her sisters had their first formal education in a convent school, 

the Rosary Sisters’ school in Beit Hannina. Suha continued: ‘The 
trouble was that the religious schools were very strict and they did 

not allow demonstrations of any kind. You could demonstrate in 

other schools and we were moving to have demonstrations in all 

the schools. We wanted to make united demonstrations with really 

big processions. But organizing was very difficult. The daughters 

of most of the notable people of Jerusalem (the Palestinian and 

mainly Muslim élite) attended the religious schools and their 

parents were absolutely against demonstrations. They instructed 

their daughters to continue their education and not to make dem- 
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onstrations in any circumstances. So there came the time when my 

sister Hala and I decided to take the initiative in our own religious 

school. We demonstrated with our pictures of Abu Amar. As a 

consequence Hala was kicked out of school. My mother was very 

angry. She came to the school and she told the nuns she was going 

to take her other two daughters away. And she meant it. The nuns 
were very upset. All the schools were competing for academic 

success and I was academically the best in my year at the Rosary 

Sisters’ school. The nuns said to my mother, ‘‘Please don’t take 

Suha away.’” My mother replied, “You don’t want one of my 

daughters so you can’t have any of them.”’ And that was that. We 

went to a school in the Ramallah region and it had the benefit of 

my academic success.’ 

When did Suha first meet Arafat himself? ‘It was actually not 

until 1985, in Jordan.’ Suha was then twenty-two. By this time 

she had been in Paris for three years completing her education. 

How did the meeting come about? ‘It was simple. Nothing compli- 

cated. My mother asked me if I would like to meet him and I said 

yes, of course. He was our leader, our symbol and I admired him. 

So we met and it was very nice.’ 

It was to be three more years before Suha met Arafat again. 

And this time it was in her role as a courier — not quite a secret 

agent, but almost. She was the carrier of secret messages from 

Raymonda in the West Bank to the Chairman in Tunis. ‘I will tell 

you how it came about,’ Suha said. 
‘At the time, it was 1988, my mother was continuing her 

dialogue with some of those open-minded and progressive Israelis 

‘who were serious about making peace with the PLO. So from time 

to time she had need to send secret reports and documents to the 

Chairman that were for his eyes only. The problem was that my 

mother was not allowed to leave the occupied territories. The 

Israelis banned her from travelling. Obviously she could not tele- 

phone or fax the Chairman in Tunis so she had to find another 

way to get secret material to him. 

‘Her idea was to send the secret messages and reports to Abu 

Amar via letters to me in Paris. Of course she asked me if I was 

prepared to go to Tunis from time to time to deliver the messages 

and reports, and of course I said yes.’ 

It is possible that when Raymonda invited Suha to meet Arafat 
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in Jordan in 1985 it was to find out if Arafat sensed that he could 

trust her daughter in the event of her being needed as the link 

between them. (As we shall see, Raymonda Tawil was not seeking 

to interest Arafat in her daughter as a potential marriage 

partner! ) 

Probably nobody who carried Raymonda’s letters from the 

West Bank to her daughter in Paris had any idea that they enclosed 

secret messages for Arafat. What could be more natural than a 

loving mother asking good friends to deliver letters to her daughter 

in Paris? 

Suha continued: ‘So it was that I started to take the reports to 

Abu Amar in Tunis. I was still a student, going and coming. And 

then I began to realize that there was something special between 

us. It was not love at first sight. But there was a chemistry. And it 

was beginning to work. I felt there was something in Abu Amar’s 

eyes for me.’ 

In May of 1989 Arafat was scheduled to make an official visit 

to Paris. He asked Suha if she would take care of all the details at 

the Paris end. Suha’s brother-in-law was then the PLO’s represen- 

tative in the French capital. She said: ‘I did. I took care of every 
single thing. Translations. Meetings. Protocol. And I was with him 

all the time when he was in Paris. So I suppose our relationship 

had already begun without either of us speaking about it. People 

sometimes ask their friends if they can remember the exact moment 

when they fell in love with their husband or their wife. I think you 

can’t ever say exactly. There is a chemistry and it just goes. And it 

doesn’t need an explanation. 

‘After Paris Abu Amar started to tell me that he wanted to get 

married. At this stage he didn’t say that he wanted to marry me! 

He was just saying that he wanted to get married. Then, on my 

next visit to Tunis, he said: ‘‘Suha, if I was a younger man I would 

kidnap you.” Can you imagine! I thought he was joking and I said 

so. He said: ‘‘No, Suha, I am not joking. I am very serious.” Then 

he said it was clear that things might develop between us and he 

asked me to come to Tunis and work with him as his assistant. So 

I came. As soon as I arrived here in Tunis to live he said to me, 

“Suha, I want you to know that I will never have any relationship 

with you without being married.” ’ 
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But now the Chairman ofthe PLO was a man in a hurry. To 
get married. 

‘On only his third or fourth visit to me in this house he said: 
“Suha, I want to get married to you. Say yes.”” Can you imagine! 
And then he said, it was very strange for me, “Can we keep it a 

secret?” I said, “‘ What? Keep it a secret? My goodness, what does 

this mean? My mother, my father, what will they say? How on earth 

can we keep our marriage a secret?”’ He said: “Please keep it a 

secret and we will find the right time to announce it.’’ And he 

gave me no choice. He brought the two witnesses and the 

official who was authorized to make the marriage and we were 

married.’ 

That was in 1989 but the official date of the secret marriage is 

17 July 1990, Suha’s twenty-seventh birthday. The formal marriage 

documents could not be completed until Suha had converted to 

the Muslim faith. 

As she was telling me the story Suha paused for reflection. I 

had the strong impression that a part of her was still amazed at 

the way it had happened. She said again, ‘He did not give me time 

to consider.’ But there was a big smile on her face when she added, 

‘You know, he is a Leo.’ 

When I returned to England I consulted one of my wife’s 

books on astrology. Under the heading ‘Characteristic Leo Type’ 

I read the following: 

The basic conflict in the nature is indicated by the active Fire 

element and the static Fixed quality. Through the latter it is 

essential that this type controls the self-assertive element which 

can force upon others the great sense of pride and authority and 

become overbearing. The Leo is generous, warm-hearted, a born 

leader, enthusiastic, dignified, broad-minded, outspoken, a good 

organizer, loves doing things in a ‘big way’ and can’t be bothered 

with details. Usually very self-assured. Love of pleasure. 

Outside his marriage Arafat has no ‘love of pleasure’ in the normal 

sense of the term. As Suha said, he has no use for money for its 

own sake and on his own account. ‘As you know he doesn’t smoke. 

He doesn’t drink. He doesn’t gamble. And he is not interested in 

the material things of life that money can buy and give pleasure to 
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many.’ And as all who have worked with Arafat know to their cost, 
he is the master of detail. But with those qualifications made Yasser 

Arafat would appear to fit astrology’s description of a true Leo. 

About a Leo in love the book says: ‘The Leo has power and 

sincere feelings, and is wholehearted in endeavours to bring sun- 

shine into the loved one’s life.’ 
For the best part of three years, and on account of the strain 

and the pain of keeping the marriage a secret, there was not so 

much sunshine in their lives. Suha said: ‘For me, keeping the secret 

was terrible. It was a real hell.’ And as she had already said, she 

might well have left everything if she did not truly love Arafat. 

‘But he also was suffering a lot.’ 

Part of the problem for Suha was, obviously, that she had to 

live what she called a double life. ‘It was so frustrating for me, so 

frustrating. Except when we were completely alone together I was 

not able to show him any affection. Not a loving smile or even the 

hint of one when other people were around. Can you imagine! I 

was his wife but I had to be treated as a counsellor. In his office; 

when we were travelling and meeting people on all levels; and even 

here in my own home when other people were present. Every day 

I wanted the secrecy to end. But I was telling myself, “‘I am not 

going to push him, the night time will come.” Then came the Gulf 

crisis. Then the Gulf War. And I was saying to myself, and also to 

Abu Amar, ‘‘The time will never come!” ’ 

Inevitably the gossip and the rumours started to spread. Suha 

Tawil was Arafat’s ‘mistress’. And much more was implied. 

The humiliation and the pain for Suha was all the greater because 

she knew, as only she and her husband could know, that she had 

married him for love. She had not married Yasser Arafat for prestige 

or because she wanted to boost her own ego by basking in the glow 
of his power. To me she said: ‘Some women have wanted and want 
to be photographed with Abu Amar just to say, ‘““Look, I am with 
him, so I am favoured, I am important.” Coming from the back- 
ground I do, and with the experience of life and people that I have, 
nothing impresses me. Nothing. Not wealth. Not power. Not 
bodyguards. Nothing. As a matter of fact I hate power. What is 
power? It comes and it goes. Only the man stays . . . I will tell you 
something from the bottom of my heart. If Abu Amar telephoned 
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now, this moment, and said, ‘‘Suha, I am finished with all of this, 

I am going to spend the rest of my life on a desert island” — I 

would pack my bags and go with him. He would not need to ask 
me. I would go and I would go happily. Because I love him.’ 

I told Suha that I had known one or two very beautiful and 

bright women who had married the leaders of their country out 

of a sense of duty and in the hope that love would come. And I 
asked her if duty had been any part, even the smallest part, of her 

considerations. She said with passion: ‘Absolutely not. There is no 

point in lying to yourself. Perhaps I could have lied to myself — for 

a week, a month or some months; but not for five years and not 

in the circumstances as they were. If you marry out of a sense of 

duty the marriage will not last or, if it does, it will be dead. Even 

if your husband is the best man in the world, if the chemistry is 

not right the marriage will not work. It can’t. It is enough to hug 

the person to know if there is chemistry or not. And you have to 

listen to your intuition. It’s very important.’ 

As if to underline her obvious distaste for those who crave to 

be photographed with Arafat to make themselves important, and 

those who seek by association with him to enhance their own 

power over others, Suha said: ‘I keep on telling Abu Amar that 

when he enters Palestine, when he goes to Jericho for the first 

time, he will enter alone, without me, because he has been waiting 

for the moment for forty years. Abu Amar is the symbol of the 

regeneration of Palestinian nationalism. His wife is not the symbol. 

I am married to the symbol but I don’t treat him as the symbol. My 

relationship is with the man. The person. The human being. And 

- this perhaps is why he thought we would make a good couple.’ 

I said: ‘You’re telling me that what Abu Amar saw in you was, 

apart from the obvious things, a woman who truly loved him for 

himself.’ Suha replied: ‘Yes, that was very important. That was the 

most important thing.’ 

But the gossip about Suha Tawil being Arafat’s mistress was 

spreading. ‘And he was suffering, too,’ Suha said. “My goodness 

how he was suffering. You know him and you know how sensitive 

he is. Really, he is very sensitive. And sometimes when the gossip 

was played back to us he would say, “Suha, I have wronged you. 

You don’t deserve this.” ’ 
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Despite everything Suha more than fulfilled her promise to 

keep the marriage a secret. ‘I was so discreet I did not tell even 

my mother. But eventually the gossip reached her in Paris. She 

refused to believe what she was hearing but she was very worried 

for me — for my reputation; and she was hurt and humiliated on 

her own account. And she was angry. My goodness, she was angry. 

She was saying: ““My daughter, Arafat’s mistress? How dare any- 

body say such disgusting things about my Maria Theresa?”” When 

I was a child I was known in the family and by others as Maria 

Theresa. It was a sort of affectionate nickname. It was given to me 

because I was the girl from the convent school and because I did 

a lot of work caring for the orphans of our martyrs. In English I 

suppose you would say there were some, including my mother, 

who regarded me as an angel! ... So you can understand even 

more why my mother was angry.’ 

Suha went to Paris to tell Raymonda the truth — that she was 

married. ‘I went to explain everything,’ Suha told me, ‘to calm her 

down and make her stop worrying.’ But the mission was not a 

success. Raymonda apparently found the idea of her daughter being 

married to Arafat too much to accept. “To tell you the truth my 

mother was completely against even the idea of me being married 

to Yasser Arafat. She did not want it at all. She said: ‘“‘Suha, we all 

love Yasser Arafat as our symbol. But you have not to marry him. 

The difference in your ages is too great.” ’ 

The proof that Raymonda Tawil had not come to terms with 

the idea of her daughter being married to Arafat was what hap- 

pened next. 

‘My mother came to Tunis and she came for one and one 

purpose only. To take me back to Paris — to take me out of the 

environment that was generating all these terrible stories about me 
and which were destroying my reputation and damaging my family 

name. But once she was here in Tunis everything changed, of 

course. Abu Amar and I explained everything together; but the 

most important thing was that we showed her the proof — the mar- 

riage papers. In the end she believed and she respected my 
decision.” 

‘For me,’ Suha said, ‘there was an up side. For example, I 

was free to go walking in the streets of Paris or Geneva without 
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bodyguards and without people saying, “There is the wife of Yasser 
Arafat.” As Abu Amar knows, many people pay me compliments 
about how I look and how I am. Well, naturally, he was jealous.’ 

If the thought of other men paying his wife compliments in 
his absence caused the secretly married Arafat to have moments or 
pangs of understandable jealousy, they were as nothing compared 
to the way he must have suffered in silence when they were travel- 
ling together — he as the Chairman of the PLO, she as Suha Tawil 
his assistant. She said: ‘In front of him and many, many times, 

people paid me compliments. Ambassadors and other diplomats 

especially. For me it was nice. I am a normal woman. I like to be 

admired. But imagine what it must have been like for Abu Amar.’ 

I did try to imagine. And the picture in my mind was of an 

Arafat struggling to suppress his irritation and just about containing 

the impulse to say, shout or even scream, ‘Yes, I know she’s beauti- 

ful. She’s my wife. Piss off!’ 

According to one of Suha’s best friends, who did not wish to 

be identified, there was one moment of pure, classical farce when 

the secretly married Arafats were at an important function in a 

European capital. The friend said: ‘I am not going to tell you 

where — that’s not important. And I’m sure that I should not tell 

you the story because Abu Amar might be upset... but really it 

was so funny — though not, of course, for him, and it will give you 

a good idea of how much the poor man really did suffer.’ For 

much of this particular evening it was the usual routine, so to 

speak; men paid Suha compliments within earshot of the Chairman 

and he suffered in silence. But there came a moment later in the 

- evening when the Chairman and his wife were at opposite ends of 

a quite large reception room. The friend said: ‘In this moment 

Abu Amar was approached by a very handsome, very wealthy and 

very influential gentleman who said to him: “Chairman Arafat, I 

am so impressed by your assistant, Suha Tawil. She has all of the 

qualities I admire in a woman and she is very beautiful. Could I, 

please, have your permission to seek her hand in marriage?” .. . 

This to her husband!’ 

Suha said: ‘Today I can laugh at some of the things that 

happened while we were keeping our secret, but really the whole 

thing was hell for me most of the time. And you should not 
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underestimate how much Abu Amar suffered.’ No doubt the big- 

gest cause of his own pain was the growing realization that he had 

imposed a terrible burden on the woman he loved. 

There was, in fact, no formal announcement of the marriage. 

As I think Suha had always feared would be the case, the moment 

for that never came. Suha said: ‘At the beginning of 1993 people 

were beginning to speculate openly about our marriage; and when 

that happened a reporter asked Abu Amar to confirm or deny that 

he was married. All he said was, ‘‘Yes, I am married.”’ For him it 

was a very private matter and he did not think the press had the 

right to interfere.’ 

So why, really, did the Chairman of the PLO insist on being 

married in secret and why, then, did he insist on the secret being 

kept for so long — when keeping it was the cause of pain and 

heartache for both of them and humiliation for the woman he 

loved? 

Suha gave me what I would call the headline answer. ‘Abu 

Amar said: “‘It’s not the time to announce our marriage. Now we 

have the intifada. Now we have a lot of problems. Problem after 

problem.” You have to remember that our people in the occupied 

territories were suffering so much. As the world was seeing for 

itself on television, our people were being killed and brutalized on 

a daily basis. When the uprising started our people were being shot 

in the streets for protesting with more determination than ever 

against occupation. Then, when the world told Israel to stop the 

shooting, Rabin gave his infamous order for Israeli soldiers to break 

the bones of our people who were demonstrating for their rights. 

You also have to remember that our people in the camps in 

Lebanon were still being killed because of an on-going Arab plot 

to finish the PLO as an independent liberation movement .. . Abu 
Amar said that if he announced his marriage our people would 

want to celebrate - you know our people and you know their 

celebrations would have been spontaneous; but Abu Amar believed 

it was not the time for celebrations.’ 

As far as it goes that explanation of Arafat’s motivation for 

marrying in secret is undoubtedly correct. But in my assessment it 
is only a clue, the best possible clue, to what Arafat was really 

thinking and fearing when he imposed his own schedule on his 
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willing but somewhat shell-shocked partner; and why, really, he 
insisted on a secret marriage. 

At the time of the marriage the future of the Palestine liberation 
movement and Arafat as its leader and symbol was in the balance 
like never before. 

From 1974 when Arafat opened the door to compromise with 
Israel by persuading the PNC to accept the principle of the two- 
state solution, he had in effect been saying to his leadership col- 

leagues and people: “Trust me. Trust me. Give me the authority 

and the freedom to explore the way forward by political means in 

order to get something concrete for our people.’ But as we have 

seen, Arafat was prevented by Israel’s intransigence (and big power 

support for it) from making any progress by political means. As 

we have also seen, the more Arafat’s PLO demonstrated its readi- 

ness for compromise, the more Israel replied with bombs and 

bullets. Arafat then invested a great deal of his own faith in the 

belief that the uprising in the occupied territories would alter 

the course of history in his favour. His hope was that it would 

bring enough Israelis, people and leaders, to their senses — the 

realization that occupation and brutal repression of the people 

occupied was not an option. Arafat was by no means convinced 

that enough Israelis would come to this conclusion themselves, so 

he was also hoping that outraged public opinion in the West would 

oblige the governments of the big powers, those in Washington, 

London and Paris especially, to require Israel to be serious about 

negotiations with all parties to the conflict including the PLO. But 

Arafat the master of tactics was more aware than anyone — except 

Israel’s political, military and intelligence establishments — that the 

uprising in the occupied territories would have to be sustained at 

a high level for a period of not less than three years, and perhaps 
five years, if it was to be the means of forcing the political break- 

through he hoped for. In the early months of the uprising I asked 
Arafat if he really believed it could be sustained at a high enough 
level for even three years. We were alone and he replied, ‘I don’t 

know.’ 

Time gave its own answer. As Arafat was thinking seriously 
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about getting married the uprising was not two years old and it 

was beginning to show signs of running out of steam. As events 

were to prove, the effort to sustain it had suffered a crippling blow 

when Abu Jihad was assassinated by Israeli special forces. (That 

was one of the rare occasions when an act of Israeli state terror- 

ism was not entirely counter-productive.) But there were two other 

and related reasons why the uprising was losing momentum at that 

time. The first was to do with the simple fact that there were limits 

to how much punishment those who were confronting the Israeli 

superpower with stones could take. Most Palestinian demonstrators 

and the population that supported them were not risking their 

lives and their limbs (and also their homes and their economic 

well-being) in some vain and stupid death or glory exercise. They 

were taking a calculated risk — that their willingness to sacrifice 

everything in a confrontation with the Israeli army would create 

the climate to assist the PLO leadership to force the pace of the 

politics of peacemaking. And that was not happening. So there was 

the beginning of a morale problem. And it became a serious prob- 

lem after Arafat (at the United Nations in Geneva) explicitly recog- 

nized the state of Israel — and still the Israelis refused to do business 

with him. 

At the time he got married the truth was that without a posi- 

tive, political response from Israel, Arafat had completely exhausted 

his options as a peacemaker. There was absolutely nothing more 

he could say or do to advance the cause of peace without an Israeli 

partner. These were, in fact, very, very dark days for Palestinians 

everywhere who were committed to the idea of compromise and 

peace with Israel. And it was in this darkness that I believe Arafat 

came to the conclusion that if he announced his marriage he would 

be sending not only the wrong signal to his people, but a signal 

that could undermine what Arafat himself would call their ‘stead- 

fastness’ — their commitment to continue the struggle for at least 

a measure of justice no matter what the odds against them were 

or how impossible their mission still seemed to be. 

This, I think, is what Suha was acknowledging in her own 

way, and perhaps without herself understanding the full political 
significance of what she said, when she gave me what I regard as” 

the second clue to the mystery of why, really, Arafat insisted on a 
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secret marriage. She said there was more to Arafat’s decision than 
the fact that the time was not right for celebrations. She said that 
a part of the problem was that Abu Amar was living his own 
legend. She did not put it in those words but she agreed that that 
was what she meant. What she actually said was that Abu Amar was 
‘being controlled’ by the answer he gave to a journalist many years 
ago when he was asked for the first time why he was not married. 

Suha said: ‘You know what his answer was: “I am married to the 

cause.” Over the years he went on repeating this answer — ‘“‘Married 

to the cause”, “‘Married to the cause” [in good humour Suha 

was mimicking her husband] — until in the end this answer was 
controlling him.’ 

I asked the obvious next question. Was the implication that 

Arafat was worried that if he announced he was married, many 

Palestinians would suspect or even conclude that his own commit- 

ment to the struggle was weakening? 

In her wonderfully crisp and confident way Suha replied: ‘Yes. 

Yes. Yes.’ And she went on: ‘I said to Abu Amar, “My goodness, 

de Gaulle was married to France but he did not divorce France 

when he married his wife! So you can tell our people you have 

married Suha Tawil but that you have not divorced, and never will 

divorce, the cause!”’’ 

The point, surely, is that if Arafat had not been extremely 

worried about the possibility of the wrong signal undermining the 

steadfastness of his people at a time when many were close to 

being without hope, he could easily have made an appropriate 

announcement about his marriage that combined two things — a 

_ request for no celebrations (or no more than token celebrations) 

because of the circumstances of the time, and an assurance that 

marriage would in no way dilute his commitment to the cause. In 

all the circumstances — including the pain and the suffering that 

was caused by keeping the secret for so long — the fact that Arafat 

did not wish to make an announcement invites from me the con- 

clusion that his insistence on a secret marriage was an intensely 

political decision, one calculated to serve the best interests of the 

cause. 

But what a conflict of interest there was. Arafat the man, the 

human being, wanted to be married. For reasons that Suha 
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explained to me as only she could, he had (as we shall see) an 

urgent and even desperate need to be married. But when he did 

marry Suha, Arafat the great survivor and symbol knew in his guts 

that there was still a political need for him to be seen to be living 

the legend — of the bachelor married to the cause. The real point, 

I think, is this. In all the circumstances of the Palestinian struggle 

for a measure of justice — a mission impossible if ever there was 

one — and if the struggle was to be won, the leader and symbol, 

whoever he was, had to be a man who was prepared not only to 

sacrifice everything of himself for the cause, but to calculate, and 

go on calculating, how even the most intimate of his desires could 

be satisfied with reference always to what was good or bad for the 

cause. That Yasser Arafat understood this from the beginning, 

and that he was prepared to make all the necessary sacrifices and 

calculations, and subject the woman he loved to hell on earth for 

nearly three years, is, I think, the reason why he and no other is 

the Chairman of the PLO. 

When I raised the subject of the marriage with Arafat himself — I 

did so only briefly and in passing because I knew he would not 

talk about it — he said, ‘You know, I tried [to get married] many 

times.’ My guess is that he remained a bachelor for so long because 

he did not find what he needed —- a woman who loved him for 

himself and not for his status or power, and a woman with the 

strength to take on the burden of being his wife. My guess is also 

that if Suha Tawil had not entered the picture he would still be a 
bachelor today. 

When Suha had described to me how the ‘chemistry’ between 

them had developed, I said I understood completely what she was 

saying but I put forward the suggestion that her husband had 

probably had in his mind, long before they met, a check-list, precise 

and exact, of the qualities he wanted and needed in his ideal partner 

for marriage. Suha considered the suggestion and then said, ‘You 

might be right.’ Then with a laugh she added, ‘Perhaps that 

explains the speed of things on his side when they started to 
happen!’ 

Is Arafat being changed by marriage? 

526 



SECRET LOVE, SECRET MARRIAGE 

When he is in an all-male environment with colleagues and 
cronies he seems to enjoy giving the impression that nothing has 
changed. And that the legend is still the legend. My last taped 
conversation with him for this book ended at about forty minutes 
past a midnight hour. For the bachelor I had known over the years 
the night would still have been young. And he would have thrown 
himself into more hours of work and conversation with colleagues 
or staff or visitors. As I was closing my briefcase he asked if I had 
had my evening meal. I said I had not. He said: ‘Come. Let’s go 
to eat.’ He took my hand in his and led me up the stairs to the 

open dining space. The table was set with a selection of Palestinian 
and Arab food that can be eaten around the clock, especially by 

those who enjoy cold fried eggs. At intervals we were joined 

by members of his staff and a few members of the PLO’s Executive 
Committee. The Leo in him proceeded to determine what I would 

eat. At about one-thirty in the morning I asked if Arafat the 

married man was about to call it a day. ‘No, no,’ he said, ‘T still 

have much work to do.’ I suggested that not much had changed 
and that in most ways he was still a bachelor. He was obviously 
pleased that I had made such an observation. He leaned back in 

his chair, cocked his head to one side and gave me a quizzical but 

friendly smile through half-closed eyes. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘I am still a 

bachelor.’ I had the strong impression that he was playing not just 

to me but the whole gallery. 
In fact Arafat is being changed by marriage. It is true that some 

of the fundamental changes are coming about very slowly, but 

change there is; and part of the evidence is an amusing but touch- 

ing story Suha told me. 

‘The only time I felt that he was a real husband — you are 

going to be astonished — was the day before yesterday, New Year’s 
Eve. [By which time they had been married for more than four 

years.] I told Abu Amar I was going to have New Year’s Eve in 

Dr Sammi’s house with some friends. My sister Leila was here from 

Rome. When I told Abu Amar where I would be I joked with him 

— in English I think you would say I was pulling his leg. I said: 

“Abu Amar, I am sure you are going to call a meeting of the 

Executive Committee ... Why don’t you take pity on these poor 

men and let them be with their wives for New Year’s Eve.” But I 
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was not nagging him. I was not saying, “You are not going to be 

with your wife and you should be.” So I told him I was on my 

way to Sammi’s place and that I would go to him in the office at 

midnight to give him a happy new year kiss only. And I said, still 

joking: ‘Can I do that? Have I your permission to interrupt you 

at midnight to give you a kiss?” Abu Amar was laughing and he 

said, “Yes, of course you can.” So I went to Sammi’s place with 

my sister. Ten minutes after I arrived Abu Amar called me on the 

*phone. ‘‘OK,” he said, “you are there.” Ten minutes later he 

arrived to join us. And he stayed for two hours. For the first time 

in our marriage I thought that he was making a gesture. I did not 

ask him to be with me. He felt that he should be with me! It was 

the first time in his life he did this.’ I said to Suha the word I 

would use was ‘historic’. She replied, ‘Yes. Historic. It was historic.’ 

But that was not quite the end of the story. 

‘It was very funny. He came at nine and he left at eleven. He 

was very happy and he kissed everybody a happy new year. When 

he was preparing to leave I said: ““But Abu Amar, it’s not yet 

twelve. There is one more hour to go.”’ He said: “No. You are 

wrong. In Palestine it is midnight!”” Can you imagine! Later my 

sister and I went to the office for midnight and we had a cake with 

Abu Amar and the people still working there.’ 

Suha Arafat insists that she has not done and never will do 

anything to try to make her husband change. ‘I am completely 

against this way of thinking,’ she said. ‘It is a very big mistake for 

any woman to try to force her husband to change.’ But as all men 

know — including, now, Yasser Arafat - women do have their ways. 

It was as Suha Tawil and not as Arafat’s wife that she set about 

trying to change what everybody knew to be the least attractive 

aspect of his character — his terrible temper and his habit of using 
it to intimidate others. ‘I will tell you very frankly,’ she said, ‘I 

could not stand it. When I started to work with him as his assistant 

I told him that I hated the shouting and the screaming.’ 

Suha laughed. She really does laugh a lot in the company of 

people she feels secure with and who, she hopes, will not abuse 

her frankness. She went on: ‘You have to know that Abu Amar is 
sO open-minded; and we are very honest with each other about 
everything. But not only that... I devised a strategy for dealing 
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with the problem of his temper. When I was his assistant I used to 
give him only the very important papers. And sometimes the news 
in them was not good. On these occasions I would stand in front 
of him with the papers in my hand and I would say: “Abu Amar, 
I am not going to give you these papers unless you promise me 
that you will not shout and scream when you read them.” So he 
began to relax, and now he is much more calm. Even the body- 
guards said to me, “‘Suha, thank you, he is more calm and he gets 

less angry with us.”’ But I don’t want to take so much of the credit. 
It is the institution of marriage that has given him the serenity that 
has helped to calm him.’ 

At this point I said I thought that with Suha’s help I was 

coming close to a true understanding of what had been missing in 

Arafat’s life for so many years and what, really, was the cause of 

the great inner sadness that had been so much a part of him, but 

which had defied explanation in something other than a trite way. 

Not least because Arafat would never talk about his innermost 

human feelings. 

Suha said, ‘Yes, I think so.’ 

‘A part of what was missing was love, true love?’ 

‘If we are talking about the friendship and the comfort of true 

love, yes. I think the presence of a woman next to him who loves 

him for himself and whom he loves is very important, especially 

when he is depressed. Sometimes he is so much depressed . . . You 

know, sometimes you can have ali the world with you and you are 

alone. All the world. Millions of people. And you go to sleep alone. 

This can be very, very sad for a man. And being alone in this sense 

_ was his sadness for so many years... But in Abu Amar’s case 

there was, as you put it, something else missing. Something also 

very important for him.’ 

*What?’ 

Suha took her time to respond. Eventually she said: ‘Look, I 

think I can tell you in a very simple way. We are a normal couple 

and sometimes we quarrel. Usually what we quarrel about is the 

state of me — my hair or how I am dressed. Sometimes, for example, 

Abu Amar will say to me, “Your skirt is too short. Please change 

it. Put on something longer.” And we quarrel. What we quarrel 

about is not important. The point is that he has at last something 
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that is natural, spontaneous and normal in his life. He always knew 

there was more to life than Kalashnikovs and politics; but now he 

is connected by experience to what is everyday and normal. It was 

the normality of life that was missing.’ 

I asked Suha how she would sum up her own contribution to 

the ‘normalization’ of Yasser Arafat. 

She said: ‘I don’t have to think about the answer to that 

question. I will quote to you what was said to me by a European 

head of state, a President. I won’t tell you which one because we 

were speaking in private. He said, ‘““Every man, a leader especially, 

needs for his wife a woman who can make the equilibrium.” It 

is so and that is what I do. I make the balance by giving him 

normality. With love.’ 

What was it, I asked, that made Arafat ‘so much depressed’? 

For the first and only time in our long conversation there was 

a hint of despair in Suha’s voice when she replied. 

‘Now we are speaking about the cause of my inner sadness,’ 

she said. ‘What makes him completely depressed is a particular 

consequence of the PLO’s economic crisis — his inability to support 

and assist the children and the wives of our fighters and all those 

who have been killed in our struggle. He considers that those who 

have been killed paid for our homeland with their lives and he 

does not have the money to take care of their children and their 

wives. It is this that depresses him most of all. And it is thinking 

and worrying about this that keeps him awake at nights. I tell you 

very frankly that some nights he is thinking and worrying so much 

about this problem that he does not sleep at all... Time and 

time again when I find him depressed I say, “‘No money for the 

orphans... ?” And he tells me, yes, this is the problem. I always 

know when he is so depressed because he is completely silent. He 

will not talk. Sometimes when I am frustrated and sad because I 

cannot help him in these moments he will say to me: “‘Suha, I am 

sorry I cannot say words to take away your sadness. But I cannot 

pretend.” These are the moments when it is most difficult to be 
the wife of Yasser Arafat — because I cannot help him.’ 

At the time we were speaking the peace process set in motion 

by the Washington handshake was reported to be in real trouble. 

Rabin was said by some to be on the verge of ending the nego- 
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tiations with the PLO and Israel was blaming Arafat for the delays 
and the lack of progress. I asked if that made the Chairman 
depressed. 

The question brought the smile back to Suha’s face and she 
laughed again. “There is one thing that does not make Abu Amar 
depressed. Politics. When Rabin is responding in a negative way 
and things on the political front are not going well — that does not 

depress Abu Amar. Not at all. About such matters he says: “This 

is history. It will go. Look at Vietnam. Look at South Africa. This is 

destiny.” Abu Amar is a realist. His feet are on the ground. He 

knows there will be set-backs but he believes, and so do I, that the 

peace process cannot now be stopped. We will have our homeland.’ 

I asked Suha if she was still assisting Arafat in his political work. 

She said: ‘Yes, I help him a lot with many things. But I don’t 

impose myself. I don’t show that I help so much. But I do help 

him a lot. And I will tell you something you may think strange .. . 

At the moment I enter his office — I do so only when I have 

something very important to give him or tell him — I still feel all 

the respect for him as our leader and symbol.’ 

Over the years some of Arafat’s most senior and trusted col- 

leagues who were well versed in international affairs said that one 

of their leader’s weaknesses was his lack of attention to, and there- 

fore his insufficient grasp of, what was happening in the world 

beyond the Middle East. In her own quiet way, and though she 

would not put it in so many words herself, Suha works on broaden- 

ing her husband’s appreciation of what is happening in the wider 

world. ‘As you know I have always travelled a lot and I still do. 

_ And I read all of the main international newspapers on a daily 

basis. It was long ago that I said to myself, ““My goodness, we 

Palestinians think we are the centre of the world, and we are not. 

There are so many other problems in the world.” I told Abu 

Amar that we are not the centre of the world and now we have 

conversations about what is happening everywhere in the world.’ 

I suggested that this was a new and valuable input for the Chair- 

man. Suha replied, “Yes, I think it is.’ 

Though she knows she may make enemies for saying so, Suha 

is out to undermine the sycophancy around the Chairman. When 

we discussed this problem I said it was common to leadership 

531 



THE STRUGGLE 

everywhere, and that all leaders were surrounded by too many 

people who told their masters only what they thought they wanted 

to hear, in order to protect their own positions. Suha said: ‘Yes, I 

know. I also knew it was more difficult for most people to tell the 

truth when they were being shouted and screamed at. But really I 

can’t stand it when people put on an act in front of him and are 

not honest in their opinions. Acting. Acting. Acting. Why this 

acting? He is our leader but he is also a human being and he makes 

the mistakes of a human being. Some have the tendency to put 

him in the frame of not making mistakes and having no faults. I 

will not act in this way and sometimes when I see others doing so 

I give him a signal. They put him into a frame and I am trying to 

help him get out of it.’ . 

Suha is not merely a breath of good, clean, fresh air in the 

environment around the Chairman of the PLO. She is a gale. Her 

youth and vigour are very substantial assets for her husband in all 

ways. But she is not in pursuit of power for herself. When the PNC 

declared the coming into being of the state of Palestine — a device 

to give hope to Palestinians everywhere when the outlook was 

bleak, Arafat became the ‘President’. That makes Suha the ‘First 

Lady’. To me, and she obviously meant it, she said: ‘If you want 

to know the truth — I hate the title.’ 

If Yasser Arafat had been able to take his pick of all the available 

women in the world, and if he had employed all the computers in 

the world to identify the woman who would make the most ideal 

partner for him, I think the name at the top of the list would have 

been that of Suha Tawil. 

I asked Suha if she ever entertained a concern about the differ- 

ence in their ages. She said: ‘No. Never. Some people tell me that 

I should be concerned but I have an answer for them. You can be 

married to a person of the same age or perhaps a little older and 

be bored. The wife of Abu Amar can never be bored. I am married 

to a man who is making history. And it is very exciting to be with 

him on his journey.’ 

When I heard that Arafat was married my speculation was that 

he had taken the plunge for the main purpose of having children 

of his own before it was too late. I confessed to Suha that I had 

been wrong about that. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘You were wrong. He 
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married for love but love in the complete sense as we have discussed 
it.’ 

Did she, did they, want children? 

‘We do want children but Abu Amar says: ‘‘Suha, if God does 
not want us to have children we will not have children. No prob- 
lem.” And that is also my feeling.’ 

Though it is pure conjecture on my part, it may be that Yasser 

Arafat is unable to have children of his own because of what was 

done to him when he was tortured (as described in Chapter 10) 

in a Lebanese gaol, when the intelligence services of most frontline 

Arab states were trying to liquidate his underground Fatah organiz- 

ation to prevent it becoming the engine of the regeneration of 
Palestinian nationalism. 

Shortly before midnight on 7 September 1992 Arafat was con- 

vinced that he was about to die. He was flying back to Tunis and 

his plane had been unable to make a re-fuelling stop in Libya 

because of a sandstorm. Recalling the moment Arafat said: ‘When 

we could not land at the designated airport to take on fuel, the 

pilots were directed to another landing strip about three hundred 

kilometres away. We had enough fuel to make that but the sand- 

storm was travelling faster than us. We were at about 10,000 feet 

and we could see it. So we were not able to land anywhere and we 

were running out of fuel. One of the pilots came back and told 

me that we had no choice but to make a crash landing. I said, 

“OK. Do what you must and we will follow your instructions.” I 

was understanding the situation completely and I was convinced 

that we were all going to die.’ 
When it was obvious that the plane had gone down in the 

desert, and as the hours ticked by without any word of its where- 

abouts or any signal from those who might have survived the crash 

landing, the media presumed that Arafat was dead. Even at Arafat’s 

headquarters in Tunis hope was fading. I was called by radio and 

television news organizations around the world which wanted to 

know my opinion on the future of the PLO without Arafat. (I said 

I was not confident that the PLO had a future without Arafat, and 

that his death would be a disaster for his people, the region includ- 

ing Israel and probably the world.) 

Then, fourteen hours after the crash, the news that Arafat was 
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alive. The first flash signal was received by his headquarters. But 

Arafat’s first call was to his wife. She recalled: ‘He was still in a 

state of complete shock and his voice was very weak, so weak that 

really he could not speak. But he was alive. I told him I loved 

him.’ 
I asked Suha if she had given up hope in the hours before the 

call came. She said: ‘Everybody around me was convinced that he 

was dead. And they were in a state of collapse. But I was not. I 

prayed through the night and I had a strange feeling. I remained 

convinced that he was alive. I suppose the truth is that I refused 

to let go of my belief that God would not leave the Palestinian 

people without their leader. It was not the time.’ 



24 

Resurrection 

Arafat was politically dead and buried before a shot (I mean a 

missile) was fired in the Gulf War. Or so it was assumed by all but 

his own people, and even some of them may have had their doubts 

on account of the way their leader had been crucified in much of 

the Arab media, and all of the Western media, for his alleged 

support of Saddam Hussein. Governments, foreign policy experts 

and commentators were convinced that they had seen the last of 

Arafat as a credible, or even half-credible, political figure. 
His political comeback after the Gulf War was spectacular, even 

by his own standards. Who would have predicted that within less 

than three years of the Gulf War starting, Arafat would have won 

the attention and respect of the world and been received and 

welcomed as an honoured guest in all the major capitals of the 

West, and that among those who came to call on him in Washing- 

ton, after the handshake with Rabin, were representatives of the 

official American Jewish lobby — in some respects the government 

of governments for much of the period of history that has been 

under review (and revision! ) in this book? The answer is that nobody 

_would have dared to make such a prediction. A scenario which had 

projected such events would have been regarded as being com- 

pletely beyond belief. Hence the title I have given to the last 

chapter of my story. 

When (as we saw in the Preface) Arafat insisted to his doubting 

leadership colleagues that the Agreement of Principles with Israel 

should give the Palestinians what the PNC had been reconciled to 

accepting since the 1970s — a Palestinian state on all of the West 

Bank and Gaza after a complete Israeli withdrawal, and compen- 

sation for those Palestinians (mainly the original refugees of 1948) 

who had been dispersed to refugee camps around the Arab world) 
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— he was right. In principle. And provided that he was taking 

full account of the fact that there are two interpretations of UN 

Resolution 242 which requires Israel to withdraw in exchange 

for peace. 

One interpretation of 242 is Israel’s own. According to this 

interpretation, Israel is free in any final negotiations to determine 

how much or how little of a withdrawal it will actually make from 

the West Bank and Gaza and other Arab territory it grabbed in the 

1967 war. The other interpretation is that of the rest of the world 

including the UN Security Council itself. Israel secured the free- 

dom to interpret a Security Council resolution as it wished by 

stating, when 242 was being drafted in November 1967, that it 

would not accept the resolution and would definitely not be bound 

by it, no matter that the acquisition of territory by war is a violation 

of international law, if the adjective ‘all’ or the definite article ‘the’ 

was placed in front of the collective noun ‘territories’ in the phrase, 

‘Withdrawal of Israeli forces from territories occupied in the recent 

(1967 war) conflict’. So as it is Resolution 242, which was passed 

in November 1967, requires Israel to withdraw from ‘territories 

occupied’, i.e. the extent of withdrawal is not defined. And thus 

it was that the Jewish state is able to claim, with the chutzpah 

(effrontery) for which it is famous, that it is not required to with- 

draw from all of the Arab territory it occupied in 1967. When the 

major powers which control the Security Council (the governments 

of America, Britain and France especially) realized what a terrible 

mistake they had made by giving in to Israel’s dictates on this 

occasion, they went out of their way, in public, to say that the real 

meaning of Resolution 242 was to be found in both the letter and 

the spirit of its wording. And the meaning of the letter and the 

spirit of 242 was that Israel was required to withdraw, in exchange 

for peace, from all of the Arab territory it occupied in the 1967 

war — give or take mutually agreed and minor border modifications 

in Israel’s favour. And each time they made this declaration, the 

major powers underlined the message of the letter and the spirit 

of 242 by emphasizing that 242 itself emphasizes the ‘inadmissi- 

bility of the acquisition of territory by war’ in accordance with 

international law. But it was too late. Not for the first or the last 

time the international community had allowed itself to be made a 
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fool of by Israel. I do not myself blame Israel for this state of affairs 
and nor, I think, does Arafat. I blame the governments of the 
major powers, America, Britain and France especially, for an abject 
surrender of political will in the face of Israeli pressure. (For those 
readers who may wish to follow the twists and the turns of the peace 

process over the coming year or two, and who are not familiar with 

the intricate details of Middle East peace negotiations, I suggest 

that the paragraph of explanation above be marked as an easy refer- 

ence — because the problem that is going to be caused by the two 

different interpretations of 242 has the potential to wreck the peace 

process if the international community, and the American govern- 

ment in particular, does not give Arafat the support he will need, 

when the time comes, by insisting that Israel honours both the letter 
and the spirit of 242.) 

After the signing ceremony in Washington and the handshake with 

Rabin had put the public seal on what had been negotiated by the 

PLO and Israel in secret, with Norway’s assistance, Arafat said to 

me: ‘It is clear and obvious that the agreement of principles 

between the PLO and Israel is the mechanism for bringing about 
a complete Israeli withdrawal from the occupied West Bank and 

Gaza and the creation of an independent Palestinian state. It is 

true that we have agreed to make only a modest start with Gaza 

and Jericho first, and in this respect I will tell you that what we 

are now seeking to achieve in the initial phase is what we were 

hoping to achieve from the Madrid process; but the mechanism 

for a complete solution is in place. No doubt. Look at the text of 

the agreement. It is all there. 

‘The agreement states in the very first article that the aim of the 

negotiations between the PLO and Israel, within the framework of 

the whole Middle East peace process, is to establish ‘‘a Palestinian 

Interim Self-Government Authority” for the Palestinian people in 

the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, “for a transitional period not 

exceeding five years, leading to a permanent settlement based on 

Security Council Resolutions 242 and 338.”’ (Resolution 338 

came in the wake of the 1973 war and called for the holding of a 

conference to negotiate a just and lasting peace.) 
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Arafat continued: ‘Point two of article five of the agreement 

states that permanent status negotiations will commence as soon 

as possible “but not later than the beginning of the third year of 

the interim period.” And in point three of article five it is stated 

that these negotiations will cover remaining issues including [he 

emphasized each item] Jerusalem, refugees, settlements, security 

arrangements, borders and relations and co-operation with our 

other neighbours ... The meaning of our agreement of principles 

with Israel is clear and obvious. Look at it.’ 

What is also clear and obvious is that Arafat has invested his 

good faith in the /ope that Israel will honour both the letter 

and the spirit of an Agreement of Principles which includes the 

implementation of Resolution of 242. 
Those of Arafat’s heavyweight leadership colleagues who had 

done most to support him over the years and who took issue with 

him when he revealed what had been agreed with Israel in secret, 

did so on the grounds — and here they were right — that the evidence 

of history was that Israel would not honour the spirit as well as 

the letter of any agreement of principles, particularly one calling 

for the implementation of 242, and that the international com- 

munity would not put the necessary pressure on Israel to do so 

when the time came. It was on this basis that some of Arafat’s 

most senior leadership colleagues told him, before he recognized 

the Jewish state and went to Washington for the signing ceremony, 

that he was making a terrible mistake by giving Israel what it 

wanted most and could not take by force — recognition, without a 

guarantee from Israel, or the international community, that Israel 

would honour both the spirit and the letter of 242. Arafat’s 

response was to this effect: ‘You may be right. I might be making 

a terrible mistake in putting my good faith in Israel and the inter- 

national community. But in all the circumstances as they are, I 

still insist that we have no choice but to put Israel to the test 
of negotiations.’ 

I asked Arafat if my reading of the situation was about right. 

He said quietly and with sadness: ‘Yes. Completely.’ 

The evidence that Arafat’s doubting leadership colleagues 
could be more right than he was about the wisdom, in any circum- 

stances, of putting Israel to the test of negotiations without a 
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guarantee from Israel, or the international community, was not 

long in coming. It came very soon after PLO and Israeli negotiators 

got down to the business of turning the principles of their agree- 

ment for interim Palestinian self-government into substance. In 

principle Israel was committed to begin withdrawing its occupation 

forces from Gaza and the ‘Jericho area’ on 13 December 1993. 

(At the time of writing, late January 1994, the withdrawal is still 

the subject of negotiation. ) 

As Arafat had already explained to me, and as I have recounted 

in the Preface, the secret negotiations with Israel in Norway were 

brought to a successful conclusion because, and only because, 

Arafat agreed to Savir’s suggestion that the difficult issues should 

be put to one side — to be resolved by negotiation after Arafat 

and Rabin had exchanged formal letters of recognition and the 
Agreement of Principles had been signed, in Washington as it 

turned out. Readers will recall Arafat telling me that when he 

passed his map to Rabin through the hands of President Mubarak, 

he, Arafat, had marked on it a Jericho withdrawal requirement of 

320 square kilometres. And this, as Arafat said, represented an 

Israeli withdrawal from only 5.8 per cent of the occupied West 

Bank. 
In early January 1994 Arafat said to me: ‘I am sorry to say that 

this (his consent in the secret negotiations to put the difficult issues 

to one side for later negotiation) was used by the Israelis to offer 

in the beginning a withdrawal from only twenty-seven square kilo- 

metres around Jericho...’ 

... When Arafat revealed this fact to me I was stunned into 

_silence by the implication, or even the possible implication, of it. 

Rabin, or so it seemed, was not all that serious about advancing 

the peace process on terms that Arafat could accept. As I later 

discovered, this was the conclusion, at the time, that many Western 

diplomats, including some Norwegians, came to in private when 

they learned what Arafat had been offered. In figures, twenty-seven 

square kilometres is less than nine per cent of what Arafat had 

asked for, and less than one half of one per cent of the total of the 

occupied West Bank that Israel is required to withdraw from, at 

the end of the negotiating process, in accordance with both the 

letter and the spirit of 242! 
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At this point in the negotiations to implement the Agreement 

of Principles, I think it is possible that any other leader of the PLO 

but Arafat (individual or collective), would have announced in 

public that he (or it) was telling Rabin to go to hell, and that the 

PLO would not be returning to the negotiating table until Israeli 

was ready to do serious business. 

On Sunday 12 December — the day before Israel was due to 

begin its withdrawal from Gaza and Jericho — Arafat and Rabin 

met for a crisis conversation in Cairo with Mubarak as the mediator 

for at least a part of the discussion. In the days leading up to this 

meeting the media everywhere were reporting that the future of 

the peace process was ‘in the balance’. 

As a result of the pressure he was under from Arafat, Mubarak 

and Western governments (and no doubt Peres, too), Rabin 

improved his Jericho offer. 

Arafat said to me: ‘I am sorry to say that he only doubled it — 

to 55 square kilometres...’ 
Then, and without making too much of an effort to hide his 

contempt, he asked aloud: ‘What is 55 out of the total of 712 that 

is the size of the Jericho Province as it is defined and administered 

by Israel under its occupation regime? It is 7 per cent.’ 

And in the wider context it is 1 per cent of the total of the 

occupied West Bank that Israel is required to withdraw from, at 

the end of the negotiation process in accordance with both the 

letter and the spirit of 242. 

In other words, and as Arafat was indicating, the offer of fifty- 

five square kilometres was far less than he could accept — even if 

he was prepared to compromise (he was) on his original demand 

for 320. It was simply not enough to allow him to convince his 

people, any of his people, that an agreement which promised 

interim self-government leading to full self-government was worth 
the paper it was written on. 

Arafat said: ‘If Rabin thinks we will accept a Bantustan, he is 

wrong. We cannot and we will not accept a Bantustan.’ 

The failure of the PLO and Israel to agree on the size of the 

Jericho area from which Israeli occupation forces were to withdraw 

was one of the two main causes of the delay in implementing 

the initial phase of the Agreement of Principles. The date for the 
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beginning of Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza and the Jericho area, 
Monday 13 December 1993, came and went without any sign of 

progress. On the ground in the occupied territories, and even as 

it was becoming clear that Israel would not begin to withdraw on 

the stated target date, popular Palestinian support for Arafat’s peace 

offensive began to be eroded. As a consequence the men of violence 

on the Palestinian side, mainly the fanatics of Hamas, the Pales- 

tinian current of Islamic fundamentalism, started to enjoy a more 

accommodating environment in which to demonstrate their oppo- 

sition to the PLO-Israel agreement. And this violent opposition 

on the Palestinian side was matched, and in some instances more 

than matched, by Israel’s own fanatics — the most extreme and the 

most zealous of the Jewish settlers in the occupied territories. The 

failure to keep the momentum for peace going was playing into 

the hands of all who wanted to wreck the PLO-Israel agreement. 

The other main cause of the delay in implementing the initial 

phase of the Agreement of Principles was the failure of the PLO 

and Israel to agree on security arrangements. 

The text of the Agreement of Principles (‘Article VIII, Public 

Order and Security’) says the following: ‘In order to guarantee 

public order and internal security for the Palestinians of the West 

Bank and the Gaza Strip, the Council [the self-governing Pales- 

tinian authority] will establish a strong police force, while Israel will 

continue to carry the responsibility for defending against external 

threats, as well as the responsibility for overall security of Israelis 

[my emphasis added] for the purpose of safeguarding their internal 

security and public order.’ 

On this basis Israel insisted that it should have exclusive control 

of the security arrangements that would determine who could and 

who could not enter the areas from which the Israeli occupation 

forces were going to withdraw, and in which the Palestinians were 

supposed to be self-governing after the withdrawal. In effect Arafat 

was being asked to accept a situation that would require him to 

say to his people: ‘We now have a little homeland of our own, 

and one which will become bigger as the peace process gathers 

momentum, but you can’t enter, not even for a visit, without the 

permission of the Israeli security forces at the gates.’ 

This was not a proposition that Arafat (and, I suspect, anybody 
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in his position) could accept. It was, as he said, an insult, calculated 

or not, to the ‘dignity’ of the Palestinians. Humiliation by another 

name. To a people longing for Israel’s occupation to end, this 

Israeli requirement, if accepted, would strip the Agreement of 

Principles of all meaning. But Arafat the pragmatist did more than 

simply reject this Israeli demand. He came up with a solution to 

the problem which took account of both Rabin’s need to under- 

line the fact that he was not compromising Israel’s security, and 

his own need to be seen to be not making a humiliating concession. 

In the Agreement of Principles, ‘Annex II’, the ‘Protocol On 

Withdrawal Of Israeli Forces From ‘The Gaza Strip and Jericho 

Area’, states in point three that ‘The above agreement will include, 

among other things... a temporary international or foreign pres- 

ence, as agreed upon’. (My emphasis added.) Arafat proposed that 

the security arrangements for controlling who entered the Pales- 

tinian self-governing areas for the interim period be under the con- 

trol of a security force with three elements — a Palestinian element, 

an Israeli element and an international element. Rabin rejected this. 

Why was Rabin not prepared to give enough to satisfy Arafat’s 

minimum political needs — in order to keep the momentum of the 

peace process going and deny its opponents on the Palestinian side 

the oxygen they needed to survive and grow in strength? 

There were three or even four possible answers to that 

question. 

One was that Rabin feared that by giving Arafat what many 

Israelis and Jewish settlers in the occupied territories would regard 

as too much, he could destabilize his own coalition government 

and open the door to a Likud-led government that would frustrate 

the peace process while working out a strategy to kill it. 

Another possibility was that Rabin was haunted and to some 

degree paralysed by the fear that if he gave Arafat enough for his 

needs, he, Rabin, could provoke a vicious backlash from the most 

extreme of the Jewish settlers in the occupied territories — a back- 

lash that could trigger a Jewish civil war; or an all-out confrontation 

between the Jewish settlers and the occupied Palestinians; or both. 

In either case the truth would be that the real obstacle to 

peace was the fait accompli of Israel’s colonization of the occupied 

territories. And in this event it would have to be said that the real 
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villains in the story this book has told were less the Israelis them- 
selves and more the big powers, America and Britain especially - 
for allowing Israel, in defiance of Resolution 242 and international 
law, to build settlements in the occupied territories. 

The real tragedy was that if the international community had 

obliged Israel to refrain from building illegal settlements in the 

occupied territories, the Jewish state and all its Arab enemy states 

and the Palestinians could have been on a very fast track to a 

comprehensive peace from the moment Arafat shook hands with 
Rabin. 

I asked Arafat if he agreed with that analysis and assessment. 

He replied: ‘It is now a theoretical [academic] question, but yes, 

it is true. The biggest mistake of all was the mistake of the inter- 

national community, the big Western powers especially, in allowing 

Israel to build illegal settlements.’ 

But was it, really, a ‘mistake’ in the normal meaning of the 

term? The Palestinian view (and also my own) which has been well 

represented in this book, is that it was not a mistake but strategy 

or, to give it its proper name, a conspiracy masquerading as policy, 

to control the region and its assets. In a word — oil. It was for this 

cause that the Palestinians were required to be the sacrificial lamb 

on the altar of political expediency when the Jewish state came 

into being. As Palestinian leaders have explained in this book, 

support for Israel right or wrong was the key element in the 

Western strategy to dominate and control the Middle East. As 

Arafat himself put it in our final interview for this book: ‘They (the 

big Western powers) wanted to strengthen Israel by all means. It 

was a part of their strategic plan to control the whole area. And 

there was no place in the strategy for the re-emergence of Pales- 

tinian nationalism.’ 

It is worth noting that Arafat himself does not appear to believe 

that there is any real danger of a phased Israeli withdrawal from 

the occupied territories provoking a Jewish civil war. When I said 

that there were some people, including some very serious Israelis, 

who thought there was such a danger, Arafat replied: ‘No. That is 

a wrong assessment.’ 

Though I did not say a word in reply, Arafat sensed that I 

thought he was dismissing the prospect of a Jewish civil war too 
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lightly. He then let slip a very interesting piece of information. He 

said: ‘Today, for your information, I have seen an official Israeli 

government report that as many as fifty per cent of the Jewish 

settlers in the occupied territories are now indicating that they will 

leave the settlements if the government will compensate them.’ 

When Arafat thought I had absorbed the implications of that 

information, he went on: ‘Another example. I have spoken with 

Israeli officials recently about the real number of Israeli settlers on 

the ground in Gaza. According to the official Israeli lists there are 

3,500 settlers there. But Israeli officials have told me the actual 

number of settlers is now down to 1,000. It is not me who says 

this. I am quoting Israeli officials.’ 

Long after I had taken my leave of the Chairman of the PLO 

it occurred to me, on the strength of what he had said, that Rabin 

was perhaps a more shrewd politician than I and many others, 

including not a few Israelis, give him credit for being. It could be, 

I told myself, that he was dragging out the negotiations in the 

hope that more settlers would come to the conclusion that it was 

time for them to leave and make their future inside the Israel of 

Resolution 242. In that event, Rabin might have said to himself, 

no doubt with the encouragement of Peres, the danger of an 

all-Jewish confrontation would be either removed or reduced to 

manageable proportions. 

The other possible reason for Rabin’s refusal to give Arafat the 

minimum to satisfy his own political needs was that he, Rabin, was 

not committed in either his heart or his mind toa peace process 

that would go all the way in accordance with both the letter and 

the spirit of 242. In other words he was intending, in this scenario, 

to try to oblige Arafat to settle for much less than a Palestinian 

state on all of the West Bank and Gaza. And in this logic, giving 

Arafat what he wanted — 320 square kilometres of the Jericho 

Province — would set far too dangerous a precedent. 

Only the history of the coming years, the next five years to be 

precise, will tell us the true extent of Rabin’s commitment to peace 
on terms that Arafat can accept in the name of his people. 

I asked Arafat what he could say to assist the many Israeli 

doubters to come to the conclusion that an interim self-governing 

Palestinian authority, and then a Palestinian state, would not pose 

544 



RESURRECTION 

a threat to the existence, or even the well-being, of the Jewish state 
and its citizens. 

He began his answer by reminding me of what he had said as 
far back as 1979 when he accepted me as the linkman in the secret 
and exploratory dialogue with Peres. What it all boils down to, and 

as we have seen, is the irrefutable statement that it would not be 

in the interest of any Palestinian self-governing authority or the 

Palestinian people, to allow incidents that would provoke the Israeli 

military superpower into attacking the self-governing Palestinian 

entity or state and destroying, and perhaps even taking away, the 

hard-won fruits of decades of struggle. 

Arafat said: “That is the most obvious fact: and I am sure 

that no Palestinian is going to make trouble (with Israel) for the 

Palestinian self-governing authority when it is established. Every 

Palestinian is looking to have a Palestinian state.’ I said, ‘You mean 

that when you yourself are on the ground in Jericho and can 

exercise control over events on your side directly, you will not be 

stupid enough to give Israel the pretext or the excuse to cancel 

your political gains and deny your people their state.’ Arafat replied, 

‘Yes, of course, that is what I mean.’ 

That raises the question of how effective, how really effective, 

Arafat’s control will be when he is on the ground in Jericho. When 

Arafat answered this question it was with a big smile on his face 

and great good humour in his voice. He said: ‘I ask the Israelis to 

remember how I kept the cease-fire in the Lebanon when Sharon 

was provoking and provoking me in order to have the pretext for 

his invasion that was to be his ‘‘Final Solution” by military means 

to the problem of the PLO! This was the biggest test of my 

ability to control events on the ground — when I am on the ground 

and in a position to control. As you know, and as the United 

Nations knows, I drove Sharon crazy because I kept my word and 

honoured the cease-fire . . . As you know [and as we saw in Chapter 

18] the cease-fire was not broken until Israel attacked in response 

to the dramatic event involving the Abu Nidal organization and 

the Israeli intelligence services.’ 

I asked Arafat if his vision of peace extended to a confederation 

of Palestine, Jordan and Israel. He said: ‘Why not, but with Israel 

it will be difficult. They are against it. With Jordan, no doubt, we 
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will have a confederation. We have no objection to a confederation 

involving Israel with co-operation on all levels — trade, security, 

everything. But this co-operation depends not only on me and us 

Palestinians. It depends also on the Israelis and what, truly, they 

want from peace and how they will deal with peace. Are they going 

to make peace with the whole area or not? It is very important 

that we have a comprehensive and lasting peace in the whole area. 

With the Palestinians. The Jordanians. The Syrians. The Lebanese. 

This means that Israel has to be a part of this region and not the 

spearhead for outside powers. I hope the signing of our agreement 

means that the Israelis are at last understanding that they must be 

a part of this region and not the spearhead for outside powers.’ 

Arafat made his first official and first ever visit to Britain, the 

home of the Balfour Declaration, on 14 December, the day after 

the date set for the beginning of Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza 

and the Jericho area. Because that important date had passed with 

no sign of when Israel would begin to withdraw, Arafat was asked 

by a British television reporter if he was worried by the lack of 

progress in the negotiations with Israel to implement the Agree- 

ment of Principles. After a quick struggle with his emotions to 

suppress the exasperation he felt, Arafat replied: “Look, I am not 

holding the cards. I am not negotiating from a position of strength. 

Israel is the occupying power. It holds the cards.’ 

It was a most candid statement from Arafat the peacemaker. 

But it was still in code and it said much more by implication than 

Arafat wanted to say in words at the time. To me he said: ‘If this 

peace process does not succeed we will have complete confusion 

in the whole region. There will be a regional explosion, a new 

Balkanization, with disastrous consequences for the whole world. 

None of us will be able to stop it, and that is why we must all 

make this agreement work. The Israelis must not be allowed to 

sabotage it. The whole international community, governments and 

leaders everywhere — from America to Europe, to Japan, to Russia, 

to China, Asia, Africa... the whole world has a vested interest in 

pushing the Israelis to implement this agreement honestly, com- 

pletely and in accordance with both the letter and the spirit of 
United Nations Resolution 242.’ 

And that in turn was Arafat’s way of saying it is no longer his 
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credibility as a peacemaker that is on trial. The issue now is the 

credibility of the world’s leaders as peacemakers. British and Ameri- 
can leaders in particular. Because it was their predecessors who 

required the Arabs of Palestine, the descendants of the original 

inhabitants of that land, to be the sacrificial victims on the altar of 

political expediency. Arafat has finally done everything that he 

can do to bring to an end the world’s longest-running and most 

dangerous conflict. My own view is that if the international com- 

munity does not give him the help he will need in the coming 

months and years — by insisting that Israel honours both the letter 

and the spirit of its agreement with the PLO - the peace process 

that was set in motion by the Washington handshake will probably 

not succeed. 

How will Yasser Arafat be seen in, and judged by, history? 

As is always the case, much will depend on who is making the 

judgement and writing the history. 

In my view no leader in modern times, and perhaps in all of 

human history, has faced a leadership challenge as big as the one 

that Arafat accepted when he committed himself to bringing about 

a regeneration of Palestinian nationalism. Given the odds against 

him, the fact that he had to take on the political, military and 

intelligence Establishments of virtually the whole world — it ought 

to have been a mission impossible. 

Could the regeneration of Palestinian nationalism have hap- 

pened without Yasser Arafat? On balance I think not. He is not 

one of those leaders who could have been invented if he had 

not existed. 
Without Arafat I strongly suspect that the Arab regimes would 

have captured the Palestinian card, and would then have used their 

power and influence to require the Palestinians to accept whatever 

crumbs the Jewish state and its big power supporters were prepared 

to offer them from Israel’s table. In this context it can be said that 

Arafat’s biggest contribution to the Palestinian struggle (and also 

the peace process) was his insistence as far as possible on the 

independence of Palestinian decision-making. And his stubborn- 

ness on this matter, even at the price of confrontation with Arab 

regimes that wanted to possess and play the Palestinian card for 

their own ends, points up the wisdom of the man and the leader. 
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Arafat knew better than anybody else that the vast majority of his 

people, including most of his leadership colleagues, would reject 

the idea of unthinkable compromise with Israel if the decision to 

compromise was not made by the Palestinians themselves. Put 

another way, Arafat could not have sold the idea of compromise 

to his people if they had perceived him as anything but a fiercely 

independent nationalist who was calling for unthinkable con- 

cessions from them on the basis of what he truly believed to be 

the best for them. If he had been seen as an agent or puppet of the 

Arab regimes, insisting on compromise to protect their interests at 

the expense of the Palestinians, he would not have been listened 

to and would probably have been assassinated. 

Though it is a terrible cliché, I have to say it: I do believe that 

Yasser Arafat is a Man of Destiny. I can think of no other explana- 

tion for his survival and his success against such impossible odds. 

If Yasser Arafat was not the leader of the Palestinians, I suspect 

that many Israelis and many Jews everywhere would be the first to 

pay him tribute as a great survivor of truly heroic proportions. 

And that brings me to the final paradox in the story of the 

conflict between the myth and the reality of Arafat. 
The Arafat who was a character in Jewish mythology was (until 

13 September 1993) the living personification of all evil and a 

leader committed, above all, to the annihilation of the Jewish state 

and the slaughter of the Jewish people in it. 

From the early 1970s the real Arafat was in the process of 

becoming what he is today — the man who is doing most to help 

Israel to save itself from itself. 

How so? 

The short answer begins with the statement of a truth that has 

been acknowledged in recent years by a number of enlightened 

and thoughtful Israelis who command attention and respect for 

who they are and what they say in Israel itself: an Israel that 

does not withdraw from occupied territories with a growing Arab 

population is an Israel with no future. 

The best complete statement of this truth is contained in a 

remarkable book, Israel’s Fateful Hour. In its original Hebrew 

version under the title of Hachraot Goraliot, this was the book that 

caused many Israelis to think seriously for the first time about the 
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true nature of Israel’s real survival problem. First published in 

1986, seven years before Arafat and Rabin shook hands, the book 

is an explanation of why Israel had to begin negotiations with the 

PLO to establish an independent Palestinian state. In the light of 

this message perhaps the most remarkable thing of all was the 

identity of the messenger. He is Yehoshafat Harkabi, Israel’s fore- 

most expert on Arab relations from his perspective as a former 

Director of Military Intelligence. He was also an adviser to Mena- 

chem Begin. The book was inspired by Harkabi’s realization, better 

late than never, that Begin’s policy of permanent occupation of the 

West Bank and Gaza in the name of Greater Israel was itself 

the prime threat to Israel’s future. 

But Harkabi was by no means the first Israeli of authority and 

stature to draw attention to the fact that Israel could not survive 

if it remained in occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. Others 

before him, including Peres as far back as the early 1970s, had 

identified the cause of the real threat to Israel — the demographic 

time-bomb produced by Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and 

Gaza and the growth of the Arab population under occupation. 

The truth was that if Israel remained in occupation, there 

would come a time when the Arab population of Greater Israel 

would outnumber the Jews. In this event Greater Israel would 

have three options. 

One, necessary if Greater Israel wanted to maintain its place 

among the democratic nations of the world, would be to give equal 

rights, including the vote, to all of its inhabitants. This was not an 

option because the Jewish state would be voted out of 

_existence! 
Another option would be for the Jewish minority of Greater 

Israel to deny the Arab majority its rights and continue for ever 

and a day with a policy of brutal repression. The trouble was that 

repression as a policy was already undermining the moral fabric 

of the Jewish state and threatening to undermine the moral 

foundations of Judaism itself. Clearly this was not a survival 

option. 

The other option (the one favoured by Shamir and Sharon - 

to name but two of Israel’s mad men, and which could still be 

implemented if the peace process now under way fails) would be for 
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Greater Israel to expel the Arabs from the West Bank. This would 
be done by creating a pretext for war and driving the Arabs under 

occupation into Jordan and Syria. (As we have seen, this was 

Sharon’s intention in 1982.) This also was not a survival option 

because the Greater Israel of this scenario would be cast out of the 

international community and denied all means of support. 

The only real survival option was to defuse the demographic 

time-bomb by withdrawing from the occupied West Bank and 

Gaza Strip in exchange for peace with the Palestinians. 

The most perceptive of all Harkabi’s observations was that 

Israel had to be careful that it did not reach a point (on the road 

to a disaster of its own making) from which there was no return. 

The point of no return would come when there was no longer 

a Palestinian leadership prepared to trade recognition of the Jewish 

state and peace for just a small amount of all the land the Pales- 
tinians had once upon a time claimed, with right on their side, for 

their state. (In that light I recalled an aside remark Arafat had made 

to me some years ago. “The Jews,’ he said, ‘are so good at doing 

business, all kinds of business with everybody. Why are they so 

blind that they cannot see it is in their best interests to do business 

with me?’ The cause of the blindness was the trauma of the Holo- 

caust, the indescribable obscenity that was the climax to two thou- 

sand years of persecution of the Jews. When Rabin accepted 

Arafat’s hand in Washington, it was a sign that the blindness is 
being cured.) 

From this perspective it can be said that Yasser Arafat — the 

first and the last Palestinian leader with enough credibility to deliver 

unthinkable compromise — is the man who is throwing the Jewish 
state its lifeline. | 

I asked Arafat if he would object to going down in history as 
not only the leader of the regeneration of Palestinian nationalism 
and the founding father of modern Palestine, but also the saviour 
of the Jewish state. 

Over the years Arafat and I have had many conversations in 
which he expressed his sadness at how the zealots among Israel’s 
leaders (the Revisionist Zionists) were undermining the moral 
foundations of Judaism and setting the stage, by accident or design, 
for a new explosion of classical anti-Semitism. In response to my 
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question Arafat smiled and then said with real affection: ‘The Jews 

are our cousins. Don’t you know that? That’s what we call them 

— our cousins...’ Though he did not say so, because it was not 
the time for him to give such a big hostage to fortune, he meant, 

‘I have no objection to going down in history as you say.’ 

The number one question for the future is: does Israel really 

want Arafat’s help in the task of saving itself from itself before what 
Harkabi called the point of no return is reached? 

This question was forced to the top of the agenda on Friday 

25 February 1994 by the massacre in Hebron’s Ibrahim mosque 

of more than forty Palestinians; an act of pure hatred by a Jewish 

settler who was subsequently proclaimed a hero by some of his 

fellow bigots. 
The events of 25 February 1994 have the potential to destroy 

Arafat’s credibility with his own people. If the government of Israel 

does not respond to the massacre by giving Arafat satisfactory 

guarantees for the security of Palestinians in the occupied territories 

while negotiations continue, the peace process will be over. Israel 

now has the power to make or break Arafat as a peacemaker. If he 

is broken we shall all be in trouble. 
When Israel’s president, Ezer Weizmann, spoke in Hebron 

after the massacre he said: ‘God forbid that this should now become 

a global conflict between the Jews and the Muslims.’ If Israel does 

not have the will to confront and suppress its own lunatics by all 

and any necessary means, the final countdown to catastrophe will 

have started. And Arafat will have risked everything for nothing — 

except perhaps the comfort of knowing that he went to the outer 

- limits of what was politically possible to try to stop the madness. 

A madness which was mainly the consequence of the attitudes of 

Jews traumatized by the Holocaust, and then the lies and decep- 

tions of the big powers that supported Israel right or wrong — a 

policy that allowed the Jewish state to go on building settlements 

in defiance of international law, thus creating a situation in which 

the Hebron massacre was a disaster waiting for its time to happen. 



Palestinian Leaders and 
Organizations 

Leaders 

In addition to Arafat himself the following top PLO leaders were 
the prime sources of material for this book. The story this book 
has to tell could not have been told without their insights. 

Hani Hassan — for many years Arafat’s most trusted political 

adviser and fixer. (And see below) 

Khalad Hassan - nom de guerre Abu Sa’ed: for many years the 
main architect of foreign policy and, behind the scenes, the 
PLO’s most important roving ambassador and trouble-shooter 
on the international stage, in the Arab arena especially. The 
PLO’s intellectual giant on the right. The relationship between 

the two Hassan brothers, and between each of them and 

Arafat, is complex, fascinating and an important part of the 
story this book has to tell. In policy debates the two brothers 
were frequently on opposite sides of an argument or confron- 

tation — Hani supporting Arafat more often than not and 
Khalad opposing Arafat more often than not. But without the 
support of both brothers and the influence they brought to 
bear on various Arab regimes, it is unlikely that Arafat could 
have survived as Chairman of the PLO. (A measure of Arafat’s 

difficulties today is that both Khalad and Hani Hassan are 
among those who believe he has made a fatal mistake in giving 

Israel too much for too little in return. Only the future will 
determine who was right — Arafat or the Hassan brothers.) 

Salah Khalaf - nom de guerre Abu lyad: executive responsible for 

PLO security and counter-intelligence; godfather to the Black 
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September terrorists 1971-74; and, until his murder by an 

Arab assassin, regarded by many in the rank and file of the 

liberation movement as the number three man after Arafat 
and Abu Jihad. Whether by agreement with others in the 
leadership or by self-appointment, one of Abu Iyad’s roles was 
to be Arafat’s executioner in the event of the Chairman going 
too far in the direction of compromise without something 
concrete in return. (Though it is now academic the following 
is a good and fair question: If Abu Iyad had been alive in 
1993, would Arafat have had the freedom to advance the 

peace process on the basis of the accommodation he made 

with Peres and Rabin?) 

Khalil Wazir — nom de guerre Abu Jihad: co-founder with Arafat 

of Fatah; deputy commander of PLO military forces; effec- 
tively Arafat’s number two; and, until his assassination by 

Israeli commandos in Tunis, executive director from afar of 

the intifada (uprising) in the occupied territories of the West 
Bank and Gaza. By temperament Abu Jihad, quiet and unas- 
suming, was in many ways the exact opposite of Arafat. While 

the Chairman often relied on confrontation with his colleagues 
to get his way, Abu Jihad was the conciliator. At times of 

internal crisis Abu Jihad’s support was the most critical factor 

in Arafat’s survival as Chairman. 

There are also three women whose perspectives and insights are 

part of the source material for this book. 

‘Inam Arafat — Yasser’s eldest sister. To her was assigned the role 

of bringing up the Arafat children in Cairo when their mother 

died when the future Chairman of the PLO was four. Inam 

was the first to be on the receiving end of Yasser Arafat’s 

enjoyment of confrontation. 

Suha Arafat — the Chairman’s wife. When they married he was 

sixty and she was twenty-six. 

Intissar Wazir — better known as Um Jihad, the wife of Abu Jihad. 

Their romance and their marriage was the celebrated public 

love story of the regeneration of Palestinian nationalism. But 

Um Jihad was much more than Abu Jihad’s adoring wife and 
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mother to their children. In the underground years she was 

his ‘secret weapon’. In the early days of the military struggle, 

and in order to fool the Arab intelligence services which were 

seeking to liquidate Fatah, she became the organization’s tem- 

porary chief executive when the entire military leadership was 

imprisoned by the Syrian regime of the day. When she thought 

her husband was going to be killed in battle she went to be 

at his side to die with him. She was with Abu Jihad in the 

bedroom of their home in Tunis when he was gunned down 

by Israeli commandos. 

Organizations 

Unless otherwise stated the organizations and groups listed below 

are members of the PLO. 

Assifa: the cover name under which Fatah launched its first hit- 

and-run operations in 1964. . 

Fatah: the biggest and most influential of the liberation organiza- 
tions and groups which make up the PLO. The co-founders 
of Fatah were Arafat and Abu Jihad. From 1957 to 1965 it 

was a network of underground and secret cells. Fatah became 
a functioning organization with a Central Committee in 1963, 
but it did not emerge from the underground until 1965. Fatah 
joined the PLO and took control of it in 1969. 

Hamas: the Palestinian current of militant Islamic fundamental- 

ism. From the early 1980s Hamas began to emerge as a rival 
to the PLO in the occupied West Bank and Gaza; but it 

would not have attracted enough popular support to become 
a significant force if a growing number of Palestinians had 

not been driven to complete despair — by Israel’s continuing 

occupation and the failure of the PLO and Arab governments 
to do anything about it. 

PDFLP (Popular Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine): 

headed by Nawef Hawatmeh and founded in 1969 when 
Hawatmeh and his supporters broke away from the PFLP. 
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PFLP (Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine): headed by 
George Habash, the PLO’s leading intellectual heavyweight 
on the left. The PFLP pioneered the hijacking (and blowing 
up) of international airliners. 

PFLP-GC (Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine—General 

Command): a pro-Syrian, anti-Arafat faction, headed by 
Ahmad Jibril; formed in 1969 when Jibril broke away from 
the PFLP. 

PLF (Palestine Liberation Front): headed by Ahmad Jibril and 

formed in 1961 as an intelligence-gathering organization for 
the Syrian regime of the day. It merged with the PFLP in 1967. 

PLO (Palestine Liberation Organization): formed in 1964 under 

the Chairmanship of Ahmad Shugairi. The Arab leaders who 

set up the PLO intended it to be their puppet. They saw the 
need to give the Palestinian people a forum for self-expression 
and the appearance of power, but the intention of the Arab 
regimes was to control the Palestinians through a puppet PLO. 

The main fear of the Arab regimes, which were not intending 
to fight Israel to liberate Palestine, was that an authentic and 
independent Palestine liberation movement would provoke 
Israel. The PLO became an authentic and more or less inde- 
pendent liberation organization when Fatah joined it and took 
control of it in 1969, with Arafat as its Chairman. In addition 

to the organizations named above other members of the PLO 
are the Syrian-backed Saiqa and the Iraqi-sponsored Arab 

Liberation Front (ALF). 

PNC (Palestine National Council): the ultimate decision-making 

institution of the Palestinian people; in effect their parliament- 

in-exile. The PLO is answerable to it. With justification Pales- 

tinians regard the PNC as the only real democratic institution 

of government in the Arab world. Most Arab regimes are 

authoritarian and repressive. No Arab leader has to answer 

to his people in the way that Arafat does. 
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compared with Nasser 18; terrible 

temper of 18-20, 68, 528-9; 

reluctance to execute traitors 20-22; 

Israeli 1982 attempt on life of 21; 

saves lives of political opponents 23-4; 

lack of charisma according to 
Westerners 25-6; PLO leaders’ view of 

26; and collective decision-making 

26-7, 148; enters the Palestinian 

struggle 38; birth 45; siblings 45; 

mother 45; father 45-7; unhappy 

childhood 47; death of mother 47; 

father’s second and third marriages 

47; early evidence of natural leadership 
48; interest in the Jews 48-9; truancy 

49; as arms smuggler 49, 50-51; 

demonstration with armoured car, 

against the Partition Plan 51; and 
book-burning ceremony 52; military 

training 52-4; leaves Cairo for 

Palestine 53-4; on the Arab regimes’ 

disarming of Palestinian fighters 55-7; 
and the Palestinian leadership in 1949 
59-61; despair of 59-61; as 

engineering student 61; supports — 

Egyptian nationalism 61-2; and 
British presence in Suez Canal Zone 

63; uses Egyptian facilities to train 

Palestinian fighters 63-4; anti-British 
activities in Egypt 63-4; meetings with 

Abu Iyad 64, 65, 69, 81-2, 100-103; 
and the Muslim Brotherhood 64, 

65-6; and presidency of the Union of 



INDEX 

Palestinian Students 64-7; Salah 
Khalaf as assistant to 66; and the Arab 

League 67; meets General Neguib 
67-8; leadership qualities 68; launches 
The Voice of Palestine 68-9; arrested 

by Egyptians as Muslim Brother 83; 
release from gaol 83; stages Cairo 
demonstration following Gaza Raid 87; 

meets Nasser 87-8; visit to Gaza after 
the Gaza Raid 88; requests Nasser to 
arm the Palestinians 88; recognizes 

duplicity of Nasser 89; and the 

Nasser—Czech arms deal 90; completes 

engineering studies 92; becomes 

Chairman of the Union of Palestinian 

Graduates 92; and the Suez Canal crisis 
94; service in Egyptian army 94, 96; 

works as engineer 97; and Cairo 

debates of 1956-57 97; plans to use 
Cairo as base 98; and end of Israeli 
occupation of Gaza (1957) 98-9; 

senses coolness in the Egyptians 99; 
‘secret’ visit to Iraq 99; decides to 

leave Egypt 99; goes to Kuwait 

99-101; forms first of Fatah’s 
underground cells 100; difficulties in 

organizing underground movement 

for Palestinian liberation 101-4; and 
Shedid’s decision to quit Fatah 104-5; 
and magazine Our Palestine: The Call 
to Life 105-10; works as engineer in 

Kuwait 106; seeks support of Algerian 
revolutionaries 112-13; relationships 
115-16; and Fatah’s collective 
leadership 117-18, 123; frustration 
with colleagues’ opposition to quick 

military action 127; seeks support of 
Hani Hassan 127-8; seeks support of 

China for Fatah 130-31; obtains 
majority vote of Fatah leadership for 
military action 132; reaction to 
disintegration of Fatah’s underground 
network 141; keen for military action 

141; 1950s meeting with Michel Aflik 
142; relationship with Syrians 142-4; 
seeks help from Ahmed Sweidani 143; 
confronts Central Committee 
colleagues on his plan for military 

action 144, 147-8; wins vote for 

military action 148; meets with Father 

Ibrahim Iyad 145-7, 167-8; denied 
military leadership of Fatah 149; and 
Syria’s limited offer of help 149-50; 

561 

Syrians’ arrest and imprisonment of 
150-51, 175, 182-6; individualism 
of 159; on Arab regimes’ move against 

Assifa 159; and Wazir’s trip to Europe 
162; and Intissar (Um Jihad) as Fatah’s 

Chief of Staff 162-3; learns that 

Intissar in danger 166; mounts rescue 

operation 166-7; refuses to accept 
Fatah’s declaraiton of military action 

167; prepares to go own way 167-8; 
lack of funds 168-9; Hani Hassan helps 

with financial problems 169-70; 
tactics with the Syrians 170-72; 
achieves Syria’s help in his cause 172; 

Fatah Central Committee’s reaction to 
his defiance 172-4; and change of 
regime in Syria 177; Syrian plot against 
177-81; and Syria’s plan to dominate 

Fatah 177; considers Jibril’s proposal 
to merge Fatah and PLF 178; meeting 

with Syrian officers 180; puzzlement 

over lack of Israeli reprisal attacks on 
Syria 180; on Syrian plot to kill him 

187; leads Fatah unit into Israel 187; 

captured and imprisoned in Lebanon 

187-8; gives false ndme to Lebanese 
captors 187; Lebanese discover his true 

identity and give him fair hearing 188; 

and the Achille Lauro hijacking 198-9, 
450-51, 454, 453; and the Six-Day 

War 199-201; favours resumption of 

military action 204-5; isolation in 
Fatah Central Committee 205; Hani 

Hassan speaks for 205-6; visits Jordan 

with Hani Hassan 206; hears of Israel’s 

planned peace initiatives 206-7, 
208-9; confirmed as Military 

Commander of Fatah 209; and Fatah’s 

failure in occupied territories 213-14; 

lucky evasion of capture 216-17; 
advocates settlement with Israel 

217-18; pessimism of 219; keen not 

to involve Lebanon in Palestinian 

activities 220; decides Fatah to operate 

from Jordan 220-21; and Fatah base 

at Karameh 223, 224-5; battle of 
Karameh 225-8; dominant position in 

Fatah after Karameh battle 229-30; 

relationship with Nasser 234, 241-2, 

245-6, 279-80, 281; and Fatah 
proposal for democratic secular state 
238; accompanies Nasser to Moscow 

242-4; options open to 244-6; rejects 
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confrontation with Arab regimes 246; 

and division in Palestine liberation 

movement 248, 249, 296-9; as 

Chairman of PLO 251-2; seeks 
financial help for Fatah from Nasser 
252; escalates military confrontation 

with Israel 260-62; sends guerrillas 

into southern Lebanon (1969) 261; 
and Israel’s rejection of Rogers Plan 
264; and George Habash 203, 249, 

270; and PLO rejection of second 

Rogers Plan 279; and PLO’s anti- 
Nasser demonstration 279; on 

Nasser’s approval of Jordanian action 

against fedayeen 280; and Jordanian 

threat to PLO 281; and PFLP hijack 
operations 281-2; and end of civil war 
in Jordan 286-7; learns of Nasser’s 

death 287; as a statesman 287-8; 

relations with Hafez Assad 289; and 

Fatah’s confrontation with Hussein 

293-5, 296; and the leftists and radicals 

in the PLO 294-7, 317-18; refusal to 
allow use of guns to settle internal 

disputes 296-8; against use of terror 

weapon 301; and Black September 

310; act of ‘crisis management’ to 
combat terrorism in his own 

organization 312; pretends to favour 

Hussein’s overthrow 315; makes 

concessions to Lebanese 316; and 

Israel’s attacks on PLO in Lebanon 

and Syria 316-17; relations with 

Soviet Union 318; on Hussein’s 

United Arab Kingdom plan 320; and 

the betrayal of Abu Daoud 323; in 

possession of secret information 

concerning Sadat’s war plans 323; 
Israeli attack on Beirut headquarters 

of 326; struggle against Kissinger 

342-3, 365-6; and PLO’s ‘Working 

Paper’ 342-3; mini-state formula 

343-9; victories at 1974 Rabat 

Summit 357, 366; appears at UN 

General Assembly in New York 357; 

on Watergate affair 361; suspicions of 

conspiracy to break President Nixon 
361-5; ‘very bad’ relations with Abu 

Iyad 366; on Zionism 367; speech at 
UN General Assembly in New York 

368-70; management of his 

appearance at the UN General 

Assembly 371-4; personal safety in New 

+ 

York 372-4; as mediator in the 

Lebanon conflict 381-8; meets with 

Syrians regarding Lebanon conflict 
383; meets with Assad 386; and PLO 
forces in Lebanon 387; leaves Lebanon 

387; on Lebanese civil war 388; 

returns to Lebanon 389; on his 

‘personal Doomdsay Plan’ 389; 1976 
Mossad attempt on life of 390-91; 
sends details of mini-state formula to 

President Carter 392; and Sadat’s lone 

peace initiative 395-8, 399; on Israel’s 
‘Final Solution of the Palestinian 

problem by military means’ 400-401; 

compares Israelis with Nazis 400; 

credibility with his own people 403; 

agrees to ceasefire in Lebanon 404; and 

Palestinian agents working for Syria 

against 405; on Reagan 
Administration’s Middle East policy 
410-11; Arab leaders’ failure to 

support 410, 411; under siege in 

Beirut 413; considers US policy to be 
Israel’s policy 413-14; as main target 

of Israeli warplanes 414-15; discovers 

Israeli network of agents in Beirut 

414-15; Muslim leaders plead for 
fighting to stop 416-17; and Sharon’s 

atom bomb threat 417-18; leaves 

Beirut 418-19; obtains US guarantees 

for security of unarmed refugees in 

Beirut 419; and the Reagan Plan for 

peace 421-2; foils Assad’s plan for 
Fatah rebellion 423; pursues 

agreement with King Hussein re 

Reagan Plan 423-5; triggers rebellion 

within Fatah 425-6; showdown with 

Assad 426; deported from Syria 
426-7; Assad’s atempt to kill 426, 

427-8; Assad closes in on 428-9; puts 
himself at mercy of Arab leaders 

429-30; Iraeli plan to liquidate, in 
Tripoli 430-31; saved by President 

Mubarak and the Americans 431; 

evacuated to Egypt 431; reconciliation 

with Mubarak 431-2; continuing 

struggle against Assad 434-43; 

achieves seventeenth session of PNC 

in Amman 435-41; signs agreement 
with King Hussein 441; and three- 
stage peace plan 444; projected 
meeting with Richard Murphy in 
Amman 444; US conditions 
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concerning delegation members 444-5, 
pleased by Margaret Thatcher’s ’ 
intervention in peace process 447; 
concern over Israel’s prevention of 

PLO partaking in peace negotiations 

448; Israeli jets bomb Tunis 
headquarters of 449-50; world 
sympathy for 450; credibility damaged 
by Achille Lauro affair 452; denied 
opportunity to attend UN General 

Assembly fortieth anniversary 
celebrations 453—4; thwarted intention 

to confirm PLO ready to negotiate 
peace in UN speech 454; denounces 
and renounces terrorism (Cairo 

Declaration) 456-7; and Hussein’s 
dropping of PLO as peace-process 
partner 458-64; prepared statement in 

response to American offer of 
international conference 459-60; and 

uprising in Gaza and West Bank 
466-7; constructs framework for broad 
coalition of groups and organizations 

469; uses space-age radio equipment in 

the occupied territories fighting 
472-3; and murder of Abu Jihad 473, 
479-80; on his April 1973 escape 
from assassination 479-80; gives 

estimate of Palestinian casualties in 

occupied territories uprising 480-81; 
fears loss of support for PLO from 

Arab regimes 481-2; trial of strength 

with George Shultz at Arab summit 

483-6; triumphs over Shultz 485-6; 

and critical situation of PLO 488-9; 
sends SOS message to Arab leaders 
488-9; and the PNC declaration of 

independence 492-3; and PLO 
recognition of Jewish State of Israel 

494; portrayed as Saddam Hussein’s 
stooge 495, 501-2; meeting with 
Saddam 498; meets Kuwait’s rulers re 

Iraq’s threats 498-9; as mediator 500, 

501; position in Gulf War crisis 502; 
and countdown to Gulf War 503-5; 

embrace with Saddam 507; secret 

marriage to Suha Tawil 507, 519, 522, 

524, 525-6; home life 507-8; wife’s 

childhood memories of 514; Suha 

Tawil first meets 515-16; proposes to 

Suha 516-17; no ‘love of pleasure’ 

517; as a ‘characteristic Leo type’ 517; 

opens door to compromise with Israel 

563 

523; and marriage 526-9; terrible 

temper of 528-9; depression of 529, 
530; normalization of 529-30; and 

politics 530-31; and the world beyond 

the Middle East 531; sycophancy 

around 531-2; unable to father 

children 533; plane crash experience 
533-4; political comeback after Gulf 
War 535; and the Agreement of 

Principles 537-8; doubting leadership 
colleagues of 538-9; meets with Rabin 

and Mubarak for crisis conversation 

540; on prospect of Jewish civil war 

543-4; on Israel’s illegal settlements 

in occupied territories 543-4; on the 
future 544-5; control on the ground 
in Jericho 545; vision of peace 545-6; 

first visit to Britain 546; as Man of 

Destiny 548 
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Arafat, Zahwa (mother) 45 

Aref, Colonel Salem 99 

Argovy, Shiomo assassination attempt 412 

Ashrawi, Dr Hanam xix 
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lii; and Syrian arrest of Arafat 151; and 

the Alawites 170; as an opportunist 
176; and Syrian plot to kill YA 186; 
meeting with Abu Jihad 211-12; 

comes to power at President of Syria 
288-9; relations with YA 289; struggle 
with Sadat over Lebanon 379; and the 

US 385; and civil war in Lebanon 385, 

386, 287; fails to attend Fez Summit 

408; and Israel’s invasion of Lebanon 

413; plan to trigger Fatah rebellion 

422; threats re YA’s and Hussein’s 

provisional agreement re Reagan Plan 

423-4; showdown with YA 426; 

deports YA 426-7; attempts to kill YA 

426, 427-8; discussions with PLO 

428; works to remove YA from PLO 

command 482; YA’s continuing 

struggle against 43443; plans to 
discredit PLO 448; accommodation 

with Hussein 455; task of ending 

PLO’s military presence in Lebanon 
464; and Arab summit in Algiers 484, 
485; response to YA’s political victory 

at Algiers Summit 487 

Assad, Rifaat 427 
Assifa: Fatah launches military operations 

in name of 148-9; propaganda against 
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157-8; Arab regimes declare war 

against 159-60; Arab agents close in 

164, 166 
Aswan High Dam 93 
Atassi, Nur Ed-Din becomes President of 

Syria 176, 177 
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Baghdad Pact of 1955 93 
Baker, James: and the Madrid process xv 

Balfour Declaration of 1917 30-33, 35 

Battash, Awni 429 
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Begin, Menachem: and President Carter’s 

involvement in peace process xxxix; 
settlement policy of xvii; as leader of 
the Irgun 34; Britain puts price on 

head of 34; on the implications of the 

Deir Yassin massacre 35; as Israeli 

Prime Minister 367; wins general 

election campaign 403; states he will 

never deal with PLO 405 

Beilin, Yossi xix, xx 

Beirut; author meets Arafat in xlviii-lv; 

Israelis blow up Arab airliners at 

airport 250; Israelis target Black 

September leaders in 325-6; heavy 

Israeli bombing of 404 

Beit Netopha Canal 155-6 

Beit Shean, PDF terror attack at 371 

Ben Bella, President of Algeria 112, 
123-4, 129, 190 
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September 310 

Ben-Gurion, David, as leader of State of 
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Ben-Poret, Y 319 

Bentov, Mordecai, on the Six-Day War 
195 

Bernadotte, Coun Folke 39-40 

Bishara, Abdullah xviii, xxiii, 403 
Black September 291, 294 

Black September Organization: use of 

terror weapon 300; YA’s struggle 
against 301; and assassination of Wasfi 

Tal 301-2; leaders of 310; Mossad 

564 

penetrates 310-11; Munich operation 
312-15; hostage-taking operation in 

Khartoum 324; leaders target of Israeli 

counter-terrorism 325-6; Israeli 

assassination of two members of in 
Beirut April 1973 479 

Boumedienne, Colonel Houari 190, 371, 

374 
Bouteflika, Abdelaziz 371 

Brandt, Willy 314 
Britain: goverment policy concerning 

Palestine problem 30-33; failure to 
control Jewish immigration to 
Palestine 33, 37; occupation of 

Palestine 50, 60; 1936 treaty of alliance 

with Egypt 63; new Anglo-Egyptian 

Treaty 82; to withdraw troops from 
Suez Canal Zone 82; and Suez Canal 

crisis 93-4; imposes will on UN 

Security Council 501; double 

standards 505 
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Hammami 356 
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123-4, 129-30 
Burj al-Barajneh, Syrian-controlled 

offensive against 484-5, 487-8 

Burns, General, Between Arab and Israeli 

73-5 
Bush, George: and the Madrid process 

xv; at Palestine—Israel peace-signing 

xxxi; PNC peace message to 493; and 

Gulf War 505 

Cairo: Palestinian debates of 1956/57 

97-8; murder of Wasfi Tal in 301-2 

Cairo Declaration of Yasser Arafat 456-7 
Camp David accords 399, 401, 462 
Caradon, Lord 510 

Carios ‘The Jackal’ xl—xli 

Carter, Jimmy: and Andy Young’s 

resignation xxxix; involvement in peace 
process initiative xxxix, xlii; at 

Palestine—Israel peace signing xxxi; 
and Palestinian problem 392-3; and 
Moshe Dayan’s US visit with Israeli 

peace plan 394-5; surrenders to 
Dayan’s threats 395; letter to Sadat 

395; and PLO’s peace proposals 402; 
Israel and the resignation of Andy 
Young 402-3; YA’s endeavours to assist 
425 
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Cattan: Muslim Arab conquest of 
Palestine 28-9; on the UN Partition ~ 
Resolution for Palestine 37 

CCPR (Central Committee of the 
Palestine Resistance), YA calls meeting 

of re hijack hostages 282 

CENTO, Assifa reported as agent for 158 
Central Committee of the Palestine 

Resistance see CCPR 

Chatilla refugee camp, Syrian-controlled 
offensive against 484-5, 487-8 

China: YA and Wazir seek support for 
Fatah 130-1; the US and 135; doubts 
concerning Fatah 161 

Christopher, Warren xxviii, 00d, 200i 

CIA, and Mossad penetration of Abu 
Nidal’s organization 355 

Clinton, Bill, and Palestine—Israel peace- 

signing .00d—00di 

Colvin, Marie 476 
Corbin, Jane xx 

Czechoslovakia, Nasser’s arms deal with 

90-2 

Daoud, Abu: on YA’s driving style 7; and 

plot to overthrow King Hussein 
267-9; on Victory Battalions 271; on 

US pressure on Hussein to move 

against PLO 277-8; on Jordanian 

threat to PLO 281; on Habash and 
the PFLP 293-4; betrayed to 

Jordanians 315; and call for Hussein’s 

overthrow 317; and plot to bring down 

Hussein of Jordan 320, 321; betrayal 
and arrest 322-3, 324; release from 

prison 335; on YA’s relations with Abu 
Iyad 366; and murder of King Feisal 

375; on Abu Iyad as General 
Commander of PLO 388; on Israel’s 

breach of ceasefire in Lebanon 411 

Darwish, Mohammed xix 

Dayan, Moshe: on the Arab-Israeli 
conflict 85, 90; on Nasser/Czech 

arms deal 90-91; as Israeli Defence 

Minister 196; and Israeli attack on 

USS Liberty 198; and Fatah 214, 224; 
and the Munich terrorist operation 

315; dereliction of duty by 339-40; 
and Yom Kippur 332; visit to 
President Carter with Israeli peace plan 

394-5 
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565 

Self-Government Arrangements, 

negotiations leading to xii-xocxdi; signed 

by YA and Rabin xxviii-xxxii, 535-6, 
537, 539, 540, 542 
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120 

double standards of the big powers 505, 
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East Ghor Canal, Israelis’ sabotage of 261 

Eban, Aba 195, 447 

Eden, Anthony, and Suez Canal crisis 93 

Egypt: claims part of Palestine 39; 1936 
Treaty of Alliance with Britain 63; 

Revolutionary Command Council 61, 

62; regime of Gamal Abdel Nasser 

61-3; Free Officers’ Movement 61, 62; 

army casualties sustained in the Gaza 

Raid 86-7; 1961 split with Syria 110; 

actions against Fatah 160; belief that 
Fatah is Syrian puppet 165; and YA’s 

dealings with Syria 173-4; Defence 

Agreement with Syria 191-2, 193; 

accepts ceasefire 200; Fatah’s 
improved relationship with 231-4; War 

of Attrition on Suez Canal front 262; 

relations with Iraq 280; Yom Kippur 

War 331, 333-8, 340, 341; 
Disengagement Agreement 341; YA 

evacuated to from Tripoli in 1983 

431-2; see also Nasser, Gamal Abdel; 

Sadat, Anwar 

Egypt/Israel peace treaty of 1979 xxxviii 

Egyptian Third Army, targeted by 

General Ariel Sharon 340-41 

Eid, Guy 324 

Eisenhower, Dwight: refusal to supply 

arms to Israel 91-2; and Israeli 

occupation of the Gaza Strip 95, 98 

Eitan, General 404 

El-Khouli, Lotfik: compares YA with 

Nasser 18; on Fatah’s relations with 

Egypt 232-3; Fatah leaders meet at 

home of 237 

Eshkol, Levi: death of xliii; threatens Arab 

regimes 155, 157; Israeli/Syrian 

relations 192; and the Six-Day War 

195, 196 

Essid, Hammadi 3, 24 
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Fadh, King of Saudi Arabia: radio 
conversation with YA 17; as YA’s 

envoy to President Carter 392; and 

Arab summit in Algiers 485; and 
Jeddah Summit 496-7, 499 

Fahd Plan (Arab peace plan) 406-8 

Fahoum, Khalad, and YA’s call for PNC 

to be convened in Amman (1984) 

438-9 
Faraon, Rashad 259 

Farouk, King of Egypt 38, 39, 61-2 

Fatah: leadership formed 42; first 
underground cells formed 100; 
difficulties in organizing 101-4; 
magazine Our Palestine: The Call to 

Life 105-10; Algiers office 112-13, 
129-30; first Central committee 

formed 117; collective leadership battle 
117-19, 123, 229; ‘preservation of 

virginity of’ 124; YA and Wazir obtain 
Central Committee vote in favour of 
military action 132; effect of creation 

of PLO 140-41; loss of underground 

cadres 145; lack of manpower and 
equipment 146-7; launches military 
operations under name Al-Assifa 
148-9; first military operation fails 

155-7; saved by Israel’s blunder 155; 

publicity 157-8; shortage of funds 
158; YA takes over as military 

commander of 158-9; Intissar 

appointed as Chief of Staff 162-3; 
operational HQ moved to Beirut 

162-3; Arab agents close in on Assifa 

164; Nasser fed lies about 164-5; 

choice between Egypt and Syria for 
support 165; operational HQ moves 

to Damascus 167; military operations 

come to a halt 169; commandos cross 

into Israel from Syrian soil 172; 
receives supplies of arms and 

ammunition 172; Syrians arrest 
military establishment of 175, 182-6; 

Syria’s plan to dominate 177; in Six- 
Day War 200-201; first congress of 
203-6; adjournment 206; second 

session 206-9; congress approves 

resumption of military action 209; YA 
confirmed as Military Commander 
209; necessity to build up manpower 

209; recruitment and training 

programme 209-11; Syrian request not 

to return to military action 211; 

566 

‘popular war of liberation’ begins 212; 
cells and networks in occupied 
territories destroyed 212-14; 
objectives questioned 212-13; and 
involvement of Lebanon in its activities 
219-20; sympathizers within Jordan’s 
armed forces 221-2; fixed base in 

Jordan at Karameh camp 222-8; rush 

of recruits to join 230-31; Israeli spies 
dumped on 230; growing support for 

in Palestinian diaspora 231; 
improvement in relationship with Egypt 

231-4; presence in Jordan accepted 

234; freedom of movement 234; to 

take over the PLO 237, 239, 242; 

Nasser suggests they define their 

objective 237; proposal outlining its 

ideas for democratic secular state 
237-40; proposal rejected by 

Palestinian liberation groups 238; 

Israel’s allegations against, concerning 

Jewish people 240; and the Soviet 

Union 240-41, 317-18; rejects 
confrontation with Arab regimes 246; 

rival organizations in the Palestine 

liberation movement 249-51; 

developing partnership with Arab states 

251; takes over PLO 251-2; obtains 

Saudi Araia’s support 252-60; and 

Israel’s rejection of Rogers Plan 

264-6; and Khalad Hassan’s clash with 

Nasser 265-6; relations with Nasser 

266-7; leaders agree to work with 

Nasser and co-operate with Hussein 

267; relations with Jordan 268-70; 

continues its struggle 279; anxious to 

co-operate with Hussein 288; Lebanon 

and 289-90; and confrontation with 

Hussein’s regime 293-5, 296; leaders 

opposed to use of terror weapon 
300-301; members turn to terror 

310-11; and Munich operation 

313-16; officers rebel against YA 316; 
leftist members of 317-19; and Abu 

Nida 354-5; Assad and Qadafy’s plan 

for rebellion in 422-3; leadership 
rejects the Reagan Plan 424-5; YA 
triggers rebellion in 425-6; rebels 
regard YA as traitor 432; reaction of 

YA’s colleagues to his presence in Egypt 
432-4; rebels lose credibility for 

helping Assad 434-5; expelled from 
Jordan 464; new underground network 
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of youth groups 469; see also Assifa 
and Fatah Central Committee 

Fatah Central Committee: formation of 

117; strategy debates 124-7; and YA’s 
desire for military action 144-5, 

147-8; displeasure at YA’s taking 
military command of Fatah 159; 

creates Military Committee 159; 

decision to de-escalate military action 

166; YA rebels against deceleration of 

military action 167; sanctions against 

YA 168; and YA’s defiance of 172-4; 

suspends YA’s membership 174; YA 

poses problem for 203 

fedayeen: attacks on Israel 89, 90, 93, 

220, 260; Jordan offensive against 

221-2, 248-9; as defenders of refugee 

camps 223; and Karameh 228, 234; 
and peace resolution 242, 235-6; 

Israeli attacks against 242, 260-61, 
275, 315-17, 326; support from Saudi 
Arabia 259; favour revolution in 

Jordan 265, 267-8; fighting between 
Hussein’s forces and 270-72, 275, 

278-81, 288, 290; and PFLP 282; and 
Syria 282, 283; regrouping of in 
Lebanon 289, 290-91; and Black 
September Organization 310; and YA 

315, 328; expulsion from Jordan 320; 

Israeli commandos disguised as 325 

see also PLO 
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President Nixon’s promises to 363-4; 
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Continued from front flap 

There have always been two Arafats. The Arafat of Israeli 
mythology. And the real Arafat. This book is the story of 
the real man (code name Abu Amar) and his epic struggle 
against impossible odds to achieve a minimum of justice 
for his people. 

During the 1960s and 1970s Alan Hart was one of 
Britain’s most widely travelled foreign correspondents, 
working first for ITN and then for the BBC’s Panorama 
programme. In the course of his coverage of the Arab- 
Israeli conflict he established good relationships with a 
number of leaders including Golda Meir, Moshe Dayan, 
King Hussein, President Sadat and Yasser Arafat. 

In late 1979, while working as a consultant on 
international affairs, Alan Hart became actively involved 
in the search for peace. For a period he was the linkman 

in a secret and exploratory dialogue between Shimon 

Peres, then leader of the opposition in Israel, and Arafat. 
The promise of progress was killed when, against all 

expectations, Menachem Begin won a second term as 

Prime Minister. 
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