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The Middle East has always been correctly identified as a veritable powder keg, partly because of the power and military belligerence of Israel, which, having to live surrounded by Arab countries, has been forced to a long and difficult coexistence consisting of continuous skirmishes, border clashes and reprisals. A land without peace but of continuous fighting, misery, hunger, poverty, and fanaticism that is not only religious but also has deep cultural and mystical roots, with rigid immobility and truces always too fragile to endure and with unjustifiable violence, which continues even today in the boundless and unspoiled deserts. This is still the Middle East today, which is very rich in oil but is at the same time incredibly poor because no one has ever been able to exploit it, this land of the eternal struggle between three million Jews on one side and three hundred and fifty million intransigent Arabs on the other. 

Everyone knows the formula that succinctly sums up the thesis of the Italian politician and philosopher Machiavelli: "Every war is just if it is necessary!" The wise Florentine secretary appeared then, as he does now, to be a modern supporter of preventive war before that term had been invented, the only kind judged unreasonably "necessary." 

The Israelis are a people who have always managed to achieve brilliant military victories but have never been able to grasp the true value of peace. Militarily strong and proud, they even managed to lose everything they had won in the military campaigns at the political level. The Sinai alone has been conquered militarily three times: in 1956, during the First Suez War on the side of UK and France, in 1967 during the "Six Day War", and in 1973 with the Yom Kippur War, but always had to be sacrificed on the altar of peace, giving it up for the sake of a lasting peace with Egypt, which had held it for centuries. In the 1973 War, Israel paradoxically succeeded in obtaining what the Arab states had never been able to achieve for themselves in half a century of negotiations: the achievement of a community of intentions, with a single common goal: the hated struggle of the whole Arab world against them. The Yom Kippur War alone cost Israel countless victims, the annihilation of its best military units, and the technical and, in particular, the human re-equipping of its armed forces. The losses, especially those of human lives and highly trained specialist cadres such as pilots and technicians, proved to be high and difficult to overcome, at least in the immediate future. 

The Arab world has always been a universe broken down into its thousand interests, unable to form a real union or to present itself united in face of a common danger or against military aggression. The sad phenomenon of terrorism, which is viewed negatively and criticized as atrocious and which was fomented by some extreme factions mainly against Israel and USA and covertly supported by some Arab countries in order to complicate relations, was introduced in order to reduce and complicate the tightness of the Arab alliance. The striking series of terrorist attacks against Israel in the early 1970's, including the media-hyped airplane hijackings and the Black September massacres, culminating in the tragedy of Israeli Olympic athletes in Munich in 1972, left scars that are difficult to heal. 

If we exclude the example of the birth of the UAR, the United Arab Republic between Egypt and Syria in 1958, and then again the unity talks of 1963, during which enthusiastic crowds carried the Four-Star Flags presenting the countries that would form North Yemen in the streets of Cairo, a symbiosis of Arab communities was achieved in only a few cases in an atmosphere in which it was possible to mobilize huge masses, attracted by simple nationalist and anti-colonial slogans, in the Arab world. All other attempts to find agreements and common visions between countries remained a dead letter. 

Lebanon of the1970's lived torn by an internal war that almost put an end to the state itself, which was understood as a national and unitary entity. Even today, the country is militarily contested by its neighboring countries. Endowed by now with little offensive capacity, it nevertheless remains founded on a certain tenacious anti-Israeli determination by its numerous warring factions. 

The real problem of Lebanon, once presented as the Switzerland of the Middle East, is the persistence of an internal civil war within the territory, which has Muslim factions opposing the Christian Maronites, and often even fighting one another. The main community is made up of Maronites, who are more numerous than the Greek Orthodox, Catholics and other smaller groups living with as many Muslims. Among the Muslims, there are in turn the Shiites and the Sunnis, who are always in eternal struggle against each other. It should be remembered that, among the Arabs, there is another small people in the region that is non-Arab but close to them: the Druze, who also have their own religion. In short, the achievement of union by the Arabs and the many pan-Arab theories in the Nasserite mold were not only unlikely to stick in the Middle East, but, even if shared, overcoming internal rivalries between the various factions would have been a very difficult hurdle to overcome. 

Jordan, which was originally called Transjordan but then renamed in 1946, has always had reasons for contention with its neighboring countries, including mainly the belligerent Israel, but also because of the long-standing problem of the management of Palestinian refugees. Supported by a Western-oriented monarchy, it has in recent times greatly reduced the risks to the Jewish state. Jordanian policy was to avoid military escalation with neighboring countries if possible. Unlike Iraq and Saudi Arabia, it is among the poorest and most backward of the Arab countries: it does not have immense oil fields, and only a portion of its agricultural land is cultivable, with the rest being arid desert. In addition, the Jordanian population has almost tripled since 1948 due to the arrival of the thousands of Arab refugees who escaped from Israel and Palestine. In military terms, Jordan had a very well equipped air force, although of limited size, with 8,000 volunteers and a hundred aircraft, but at the outbreak of the Six Day War could employ only 16 pilots qualified for the 18 available Hunters. 

Syriais a classic example of generational and ideological conflict, and is still contested between various Arab societies. In Syria, the French maintained public order, built roads and railroads, as well as an efficient administrative infrastructure, accelerated the process of sedentarization of the Bedouins, increased cultivated land and attempted to transform them into farmers and shepherds and their leaders into landowners. Weak politically and tormented by 10 coups d'état in the space of fifteen years, Syria has always been able to rely on an air force constituted and equipped entirely by the Soviets, with a number of personnel that by the end of the 1980's reached 70,000 men. However, the losses due to the various wars were very high, both in terms of men and especially of resources, the latter being promptly reintegrated with other available resources, always of Soviet origin. Its armed forces, which also included border units, customs personnel and military schools, were numerically very large and always geared to war. Although equipped with modern weaponry, it has never been able to demonstrate significant military results in actual use, however. Some historians have affirmed that the Syrian army was, from the military point of view, far from being an army, was only an "organizational structure." 

Kuwaitis an independent state, with an area of 17,000 square kilometers and the capital, Kuwait City, comprises more or less the territory of a district. Almost entirely desert and ruled by an emir, the sheikh, with a population that reached 1,250,000 inhabitants in 1975, the year of the last public census, without taking into account the substantial number of foreign immigrants present in the country. The fundamental problem of the country was and has always been its water supply, which is only partially mitigated by modern desalination plants. The climate is torrid and desert, dry all year round with great variations in temperature and a very high percentage of sunshine, which is always difficult for the human organism to tolerate. 

The territory is desolately arid up to the seacoasts. Kuwait's economy has historically been based on maritime activities, pearl diving and pastoralism, and thus only marginally productive. After the miracle of oil, which occurred with the discovery of inexhaustible deposits of crude oil, the country became very prosperous within a few decades. Kuwaiti merchants turned from the trade in pearls, the only resource of the country exercised in a monopoly system, and became oil merchants, then new financiers and businessmen. There is no country in the world where the age of oil, not the atom, has inflicted such radical and heavy changes as in Kuwait. Oil has also changed the geostrategic balance of countries in the region and the Middle East. 

Iraq. After removing the Baath Party from power in 1964, the new leaders in Baghdad showed a keen sympathy for Nasser's pan-Arab projects and attempted to establish a socialism in Iraq similar to the Egyptian one that would replicate its success. But after the nationalization of some sectors such as banking and some large industries, the government decided to tackle the creation of a national oil company, Inoc, which inevitably clashed with the substantial and delicate interests of international oil companies. The pressure against the ruler was so strong that he eventually had to relinquish power. 

In the newborn Algeriaof the 1960's, which was still struggling to achieve independence from the dominant France, Nasser was regarded very highly, also due to the aid and current supplies of weapons granted to the NLF or National Liberation Front arriving by sea or directly through caravans in the desert. At that time, Nasser's voice had become the voice of the Arabs, also because it was the one and only voice on the political scene that could give hope to the miserable living conditions of the Arab and African peoples. 

Finally, Saudi Arabia has, for historical and religious reasons, always been the main enemy of almost all Arab countries; despite being much wealthier than the other Gulf countries, it has always been at odds with the countries of the region, just because the Saudis come from a different lineage than the young Arab kings. Openly opposing Nasser's hegemony, for example, there was no lack of criticism from the then-President of Tunisia, Bourguiba, who had never recognized the supremacy of the Egyptian leader over the Arab world so that relations between the two heads of state therefore remained tense. 

The Cold Warwas a way of naming the situation of continuous tension between the two blocs, between the two superpowers, although neither of them ever did anything to attack the vital interests of the other side, so that the situation always remained tense but cold and never became a shooting war. The expression has long been used to represent a geopolitical situation of tension involving the two great powers of the two hemispheres, the Western bloc of the USA and the Eastern bloc of the USSR, in the period from the end of the Second World War to the fall of the Berlin Wall, with the consequent crumbling of the Soviet communist regime. The definition emphasized how each of the two powers never directly threatened each other and did not threaten the global interests of the adversary; they were in fact careful not to do so in order to avoid a risky and consequent escalation of crises; but the political climate was so suffocating and oppressive that each of the two countries saw the other as its antagonist and enemy at all levels. The only fields in which they left ample space for action were their powerful and implacable spy agencies, the CIA and the KGB, which bled themselves dry in a fratricidal and endless war, often for the possession of simple information on the adversary, which was considered to be more or less vital. 

Another characteristic of the Cold War era was the slow and inevitable loss of colonies by various European countries, such as Britain, France, Holland, Spain and Belgium, which often had to reluctantly grant independence after long rebellions and revolts. The loss of colonies, even small ones, which, through an unscrupulous exploitation of their resources, brought ample financial revenue to their own country, represented a low blow to economic revenue, as well as the end of hegemony in international politics. The fear was that the communist creed would spread in these countries that remained notoriously poor and under Third World conditions and that they would move closer to the Soviet bloc. This was a lesson that remained unheeded by the USA, which, in a vain attempt to counter Soviet expansionism in Indochina, initially managed to stay away from the conflict but later found itself catapulted into the bloody and disastrous epic of Vietnam. 

Another important character of the Middle East concerns religious identity. A modern state, at least in theory, is implicitly secular in the sense that laws are made by civil authorities, not religious ones, and are intended to apply equally to all members of the religious community, whether dominant or not. This rule does not apply in the Middle East, however. During the period under review, there were no public schools, classes were absolutely segregated by gender, and society offered an exclusively and solely masculine portrait. Education was minimal and given mostly only in Quranic schools, where children were taught to read, write and repeat the sacred verses by rote (the study of arithmetic has only been included in Egypt only since 1968), without any active participation of the pupils and under the iron discipline of the teacher, who even meted out corporal punishment in case of disciplinary infractions. Civil society was very repressive and this justified the excessive violence of many subjective behaviors, based on the belief that the balance of both society and family can derive from the meticulous and literal observance of religious prescriptions. The application of Islamic law in civil society involved the absolute prohibition on introducing any form of change or alteration of the canons of coexistence, practically condemning the same to immobility and the inability to undertake any form of innovation and even minor changes. 

In order to better understand the psychology of the Arabs, it is enough to quote a typical event: at the end of the Six Day War, it was King Hussein of Jordan himself who launched high-sounding declarations of war against the hated enemy Israel, with these words: "We will fight until our last breath, ... until we stand before God. ... we will wet the Holy Land with the last drop of our blood." Once the speech was over, no more than half an hour later, his Prime Minister Sad Juma intervened to announce the country's decision to unconditionally accept the ceasefire established by the agreements. The ceasefire and the end of the war with the Jewish neighbors came shortly after. 



Chapter 1.  The Sinai Desert

"... Drought absorbs all natural moisture, deeply burning the mouth and the viscera." 


[History of Alexander the Great]. 
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The Sinai 







The land of Sinai is the meeting point between two continents, a sort of bridge connecting two hemispheres. To the north lies a large desert plain crossed at that time by a few roads, which are steep and put a strain on even tracked vehicles. Further to the south, a band of rocky hills rises up, which is in many cases impassable for heavy vehicles, which give importance to passes such as the Mitla, which leads directly to Suez. Further to the south, there are mountain ranges, including the hills of Mount Sinai, which are steep and ruggedly rocky and lead to Sharm el-Sheikh and Aqaba. 

The plain of Sinai, which is bordered to the north and south by the Mediterranean Sea, the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aqaba, is an almost exclusively unproductive area, of little economic value if any because of its torrid climate. Its importance derives solely from its strategic position, since it serves as a buffer between two continents, Africa and the Middle East, and becomes a sort of demarcation land, an obligatory passage, the only point of conjunction between the two lands. 

The main framework of the peninsula consists of a plateau, variously fragmented by tectonic dislocations dating back to the Mesozoic eras and culminating with the peak of Jebel Catherine. The mountains range from 750 meters to 2,500 meters, with the peaks of Jebel Mus or Mount Moses, which reaches 2,285 meters and Mount St. Catherina (Jebel Katrin) which, at 2,642 meters, is the highest of the peninsula; the other major heights are Serbal, Umm Shomer, and Mount Tarbush. There are also 13 canyons and the main desert: Jebel el-Tih. The territory, which is very rugged and terribly arid, is dotted with small oases, where most of the native and nomadic population, which is mostly devoted to sheep herding, is concentrated. The only animals that inhabit it are reptiles: there are 46 types, including Innes' cobra, beetles, 150 species of migratory birds, and butterflies. The real soul of the Sinai lies in the bare reddish peaks and its unending sandy desert plains, where only the Bedouins continue to live while trying to resist the changing infiltration of the modern environment. 

Sinai measures 60,000 square kilometers – more or less – and represents only 6% of the territory of Egypt to which it politically belongs, with gigantic mountains in the South and endless desert landscapes in the North, in desiccated ouadis or wadis, stony expanses where neither man nor animal survives. The sudden alternation of rocks and sand dunes is the characteristic landscape of the peninsula. This land has remained uncorrupted throughout its long and troubled history, however, a passive witness to the passage of time and its battles. 

In recent decades, a glimmer of hope has opened on the peninsula, which was considered a huge sandbox. A small source of oil was identified in a desert area near Ras Sudar, on the Gulf of Suez, small but sufficient to largely meet the needs of a small country like Israel. At the same time, there was also the discovery of oil wells in Abu Rudeis, the two discoveries initially seemed to free the small Jewish country from its dependence on foreign countries in the energy field, allowing considerable savings of foreign currency. But after the peace treaties, the oil went to Egypt, depriving the newborn Zionist state of the important source of energy during a period of dizzying growth in the price of black gold. For the rest, it has been an arid and impassable desert until the present, except for the tourist settlements in the South. 

Absolutely devoid of water and even of passable roads during the period under consideration, with the high grounds difficult and dangerous to cross because of the climate and the Bedouins. With the exception of a narrow coastal strip in the north of the peninsula, the remaining territory almost never sees rain, the only native inhabitants being some tribes of nomads, the Bedouins, who have always wandered in the hostile desert, plundering and stealing. The only activity practiced in the oasis is sheep herding, and the silence is only disturbed by the whistle of the wind that hisses on the hot sand dunes. Enormous uninhabited expanses, rocky mountains, arid deserts, stony immensities, wadis, and the very rare oasis. Here, man has tried since ancient times to find himself in the immensity of the landscape. This was, and has remained unchanged over the centuries, the Sinai. 

Entering the Sinai means entering into the secrets of Bedouin life, with its unchanging and simple existence marked by small things and daily routine for about three thousand years. The word "Bedouin" derives from the Arabic word "baa'adiya", men of solitude, from which they derive their lifestyle. They are all of Arab origin and are divided into tribes; they are constantly looking for water and their life is regulated by ancient customs, based on unwritten laws and handed down orally. Their activity revolves around the possession of camels and black goats, which provide them with milk for their families, transportation, manure for the fire and skins for the tents. Although it remains barely pursued because of the scarcity of pastures, the breeding of flocks remains their main activity, followed by the cultivation of small plots of land with grains. The women make flour and with it the finest traditional breads, while the men, by tradition, do nothing. Being organized according to the model of a tribal society based on clans and tribes, now marauders and then the plundered, spending a very hard and isolated life, they are essentially traders and transporters of goods in the desert. In open contrast to the modern demands of the state, the Bedouins preserve the traditional way of life, which is based on the sacredness of hospitality (providing a safe haven for the traveler lost in the desert), but also the values of the tribal warrior, the sense of honor, and the obligation to avenge any abuse suffered. 

The Bedouin must be seen as the true and authentic bearers of Arab culture in the region. However, this perception clashes with the modern world and the ancestral rivalries between the various tribes. The Bedouin are generally accused of lacking civic sense, education, social culture, and even ties to their country. Since 1958, the year in which its code was abolished, the community has been increasingly marginalized and only partially subjected to the laws of the State, because of the differences between these and tribal doctrines. They were accused of living in a primitive state, of weakening national production, of not conforming to the laws and precepts of the country, of not observing its norms, and of being an obstacle to progress and development. Not even the free allocation of land and the abolition of tribal rules turned them into citizens. During the various wars in the desert, the Bedouins were busy stealing weapons that they then sold for high prices. They proved to be enemies of and hostile to both sides, arriving at the point of not hesitating to shoot against anyone who tried to hinder them in the collection of individual weapons. After the Six Day War, huge quantities of weapons smuggled by the Bedouins – Kalashnikovs, landmines, grenades, guns – circulated in the desert for many years. Explosives were dangerously obtained from the dismantling of devices, taken from the old minefields, at rewarding prices. The Bedouins had a highly developed sense of commerce and have no political loyalties. In order to put an end to this embarrassing trade and to limit incidents, the Israelis offered a sum of money for each grenade delivered; the booty recovered was enormous and the turnout massive, with the recovery of machine guns, explosives and portable arms of all kinds. In recent decades, however, the few remaining Bedouins have in most cases adapted to the changing times, becoming a good and generally cheap workforce for common utility work, roads, pipelines and dams. 

––––––––
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The desert 

It is difficult to make believe that anything can survive in the desert, in those places where everything seems to be against life: the heat, the lack of shade, food and the impossibility of orienting oneself, which by itself causes most of the deaths. Summer is the worst time to venture into these regions: in addition to the high temperatures, summer is the season of the sirocco, a very hot wind that blows from the south for days on end, making the air unbreathable. 

Contrary to popular belief, deserts are not flat expanses: the Sahara (a dry, arid place), for example, is home to imposing mountain ranges south of Libya in Niger and Chad, where the highest point, at Emi Koussi, reaches 3,415 meters above sea level. The lowest point, on the other hand, is the historic depression of Qattara, northwest of the Nile, which is 133 meters below sea level. The desert has always been the place of myths and legends, of unreal silence and dangers. The Tuareg tribesmen of the Sahara say that the desert cannot be described: in order to understand it, one must only experience it. They say that what is found in the desert belongs to the desert, and therefore it becomes property of whoever finds it, thus justifying the behavior of marauders. This was one of the many ancient tribal laws. 

The desert sun is usually implacable for anyone who ventures into those territories: the temperature is around 45-50°C during the day, even reaching zero within a few hours or at night, because of the dry air. Pitfalls and dangers abound: vipers in the sand, scorpions, and a continuous coming and going of swarms of fierce flies. The worst enemies by far are the sandstorms, the tormenting and relentless ghibls. It starts as a simple hurricane and carries tons of fine, burning sand that penetrates everywhere. It sometimes lasts several days and, as it penetrates, it comes to paralyze any activity, jamming mechanisms and mechanical devices, so that even clocks stop. The desert puts a strain on all motor vehicles, endangering the progress of columns of vehicles, series of failures, and sudden breakdowns. The greatest danger is represented by the penetration of fine grains into mechanical devices and their interiors, which make their lubrication insufficient, damage the transmission of motion, thereby creating problems for axles and gears, which, along with the overheating of the engines, can often lead to their fusing. 

Aridity, blinding sunlight, sandstorms, absence of water and food, are just some of the problems that a military unit have to face to move or fight in the desert. There is the nightly cold, the very fragile and easily circumvented defensive posts, the total absence of any resources, and the hell for logistic trains and supplies that must reach the troops and the front lines. The conditions have not changed at all over the centuries, but have only been slightly improved by the presence of a road network that is passable, but still not safe and free of obstacles. Even in the last century, local populations were enlisted in European armies in order to better control the territories, as is the case of Italy's Saharan and Mehari units (the latter mounted on fast dromedaries), which were used until the eve of World War II. In spite of this, people still continue to fight and sometimes even die in the desert today. In spite of the inhospitable climate, the desert remains what it has always been: a place of solitary and immeasurable beauty but utterly without a master. Except for the few Bedouins, who are marauders and nomads, no one can long endure in that hell of heat and fire. 

For logistics, the desert is a real nightmare, securing supplies is no mean feat, the roads are difficult and potentially risky because of the presence of a whole series of insidious traps, so that they require a large number of vehicles and prepared tracks in order to be able to reach the front lines. The complete mechanization of the troops and the high integration between them, in addition to specific tailor-made equipment, is absolutely necessary. 

––––––––
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War in the desert 

War in the desert is very different from the common wars in European territory: the terrain is very sandy and the difficulties to be overcome are often numerous, and there is then the asphyxiating heat, the dust that penetrates everywhere and jams the mechanisms of firearms, the rugged rocky rises impassable to many vehicles that often cause damage, the steep wadis, the impassable depressions, the high temperatures, the problem of overheating engines and electronics, the absence of shelter. 

The desert nature of the terrain, on one hand, has always made use of highly mobile vehicles such as wheeled and tracked vehicles necessary and, on the other hand, the lack of real obstacles makes it difficult to mask and shelter them. The Israelis obviated these limitations, building special and prepared fixed structures such as nests, forts and emplacements that are not highly visible from which to defend themselves from possible attack. One simple example is the burying of the tank behind a small sand dune in order to make it barely visible but deadly in the use of its main gun as a means of offense. Positioned at strategic points, the turret of the tank represented a danger, but it was still a fixed position, and with the advent of the anti-tank missiles and the increase in the precision of the volleys, not very advisable, given the genuine danger of encountering a bad outcome. The presence of camouflage nets and desert camouflage reduced the risk of detection, but the impossibility of avoiding the enemy's precise fire still remained. 

The desert is often described as the ideal scenario for battles, given its wide flat spaces and the absence of large geographical elements that hinder the rapid maneuvers. This is in theory true, but in actual practice, it is mainly those mechanized and armored vehicles that suffer, so that they require superhuman efforts to operate in those conditions. We must not underestimate the terrible difficulties and material stresses to which the mechanical means are subjected, apart from the intolerant climate, which has in the past brought entire armies to their knees. Another insidious aspect is represented by the roughness of the ground, since the surface of the desert is generally made up of two layers: a veil of very fine sand capable of blocking any vehicle immediately above a rocky and uneven ground. The first one rises with the wind, with the air moving the tiny grains that inexorably penetrate everywhere in the engine, in the barrels of guns and cannons, and in the distributor, clogging and damaging the cooling system and filters. Instead, where there is no sand, as in many areas of the Sinai, there is a rocky bottom that is often impassable and difficult to travel on, capable only of wrecking suspensions, gear trains, tracks and transmissions. 

In the morning, visibility is usually perfect, but under the hot sun, the flickering and reflections of the overheated air make target identification more difficult and shooting with weapons very inaccurate. Anti-sand goggles, which are usually distributed to units and drivers, are of little use. It is difficult to supply the troops, who must make do as they can with canned food and emergency rations. 

In desert warfare, training the unit becomes essential and of paramount importance for optimal conduct in battle. The coordination of orders, their deployment and the rapid movement of forces to the positions indicated and within the timeframe established by the plans assume fundamental importance. The same lessons from the African campaign of the last World War could be applied to the post-war clashes between the Arabs and Israelis. The technique of armored warfare in this context, found in one of its highest expressions, along with a strong need for high mobility, speed of maneuvers and retreat, favors deadly clashes with sometimes irremediable losses. The armored groups achieved excellent results, often exploiting the slowness and difficulties of their enemies by encircling them, in spite of often unfavorable numerical differences or causing confusion and panic in the enemy. A clear tactical and maneuvering ability that must be prepared in advance, with a high degree of coordination in the field. 

In the desert, the tank has, since the Second World War, immediately became the main weapon of modern warfare, supplanting the form queen of battle, the infantry, which has been relegated to a secondary role, and the tank driver, who has become the specialized fighter par excellence and the most celebrated, is obviously in concert. The tank became the essential element of mobile doctrine, the irreplaceable fulcrum of the offensive phases, since it could quickly make contact if the situation turned in its favor or abruptly break it off if the conditions turned to the worst. Special diagrams and updated maps, on which positions, fortifications, reliefs, corridors and obligatory passages were duly indicated, were prepared for its use after careful topographical study. As immediately became evident, the armored units needed an almost continuous logistical train of support and supplies of fuel and ammunition. The logistics must above all be able to follow them step by step and this is not always easy if the distances become too great. The risk of finding oneself in the middle of the desert without supplies and ammunition and at the mercy of an aggressive enemy is always high. In addition to this, it is necessary to ensure food for the troops, mechanical equipment for urgent repairs, relief, communications, evacuation of the wounded, and everything that is necessary to continue the advance. 

The crews of the vehicles were constantly engaged in maintenance operations, but the recovery units, whose task was to carry out repairs on the spot or to tow the vehicles that required more complex operations to the rear, were equally essential. The uncertainty that weighed on the efficiency of the units was so critical that divisional commanders often had no certainty about the number of vehicles that they would be able to employ in combat the following day. Besides, in simple terms, the desert is the desert: there is nothing, and every minimum contribution or item depends exclusively on the logistical apparatus. 

Remarkably low and practically invisible anti-tank emplacements, if well camouflaged, can inflict considerable damage on attacking forces, particularly if they are light and lack long-range weapons. The tanks remain very vulnerable to air attack and from armed helicopters and air-to-surface missiles. In many cases, a mobile repair shop with considerable technical capacity was needed after a day of travel or movement, in order to allow urgent repairs to be carried out overnight and to allow the damaged heavy armored vehicles to resume their journey the following day. In North Africa, it was estimated that the improvised and equipped workshops in the rear managed to repair 20% of damaged vehicles after each battle, a good result given the modest means available. Mechanical problems were, and perhaps always will be, a constant in all mechanical systems used in a difficult theater like the desert. 

The mechanized columns and infantry are often unable to keep up with the mechanized and armored units and a considerable distance is created between the units, which can isolate them in enemy territory, thus creating dangerous gaps and the risk of encirclement. The operational autonomy of the vehicles can prove to be an Achilles heel and make the units vulnerable if isolated in certain pockets. 

If the whole weight of the battle normally fell on the infantryman, the infantryman with light weapons suffered a great deal in the desert because of the obvious climatic and morphological conditions of the territory. The foot soldier became almost useless as a model for the modern warrior. Exhausted by the interminable fatigue, prey to heat and thirst, debilitated by the continuous and long movements, the infantryman found himself practically naked in front of the enemy when he reached the battle, which was almost always in the open, without shelter or shadows, on a terrain always too hard to be able to entrench or repair, without any shelter of fortune. On the contrary, the crews of the vehicles were always left with a certain euphoria and a good dose of enthusiasm, strengthened by the tons of steel that protected them, by the powerful cannons capable of crossing and quickly passing through wadis, brick walls, rows of trees and proceeding as long as fuel and logistical support lasted. 

Even for them, comfort was never enough, since steel becomes scorching under the African sun and the temperatures become unbearable due to the added heat produced by the engine and the weapons on board. Uniforms soon become soaked, so that many prefer to fight in shirtsleeves and shorts or even bare-chested. The crews of the vehicles grappling with the continuous failures engaged in continuous repair and maintenance operations at night, which were essential for the continuation of the marches and advances. These operations could not be postponed if you wanted to continue with your unit, since being abandoned in the desert was not an attractive prospect. With limited repairs being possible on the spot, the alternative, weather permitting, remained towing to the field workshops in the rear. This was an unknown that weighed daily on the commands and on the number of vehicles that could be available and used the next day. In this context, the logistics of the desert demanded maximum effort since, because they had nothing, everything was needed. Every request is necessary, on pain of the weakening or paralysis of the forces in the field. 

In the desert, the clashes were in many cases not limited to common skirmishes, but to real military operations, freely decided as if they were maneuvers carried out within a space of immense size, without limitations of any kind, in the total absence of inhabited centers and urban agglomerations, without natural obstacles except for some hills or areas that were difficult to traverse. 

From a strategic point of view, the risk of encirclement and ambush is a constant in the desert, infiltrations are always possible, and the importance of passes and obligatory passages became absolute, since whoever controls the passes controls the entire region. Everyone remembers the depression of El-Qattara during the battle of El Alamein, a 300 kilometer-wide expanse of fine sand, so soft that it swallowed any mechanical vehicle that arrogantly ventured there. It was impossible to encircle it because of its size, a carpet of fine but in fact impassable sand. Even in modern wars of movement, fighting in the desert is like fighting at sea, the distances are enormous, danger is always lurking, and there is the constant disorientation, with incessant use of compasses. Because of the very high visibility, clouds of dust can be seen even tens of kilometers away, so that the search for tactical footholds and shelters becomes a pure mirage. 

Some points of the Sinai desert were practically impassable to heavy vehicles, with only the lightest managing to pass, since the extremely sandy and yielding dunes, with little consistency, were poorly suited to the passage of heavy vehicles, causing them to sink into the sands. In other areas, the landscape is extremely rocky and steep, so much so that vehicles are damaged by the mere passage if not done slowly or with due caution. The Israeli Centurions, because of their large size and excessive weight, often remained irreparably buried, despite the width of their tracks. Soviet tanks, which were slightly less heavy but with much wider tracks, did better, but they too had to resort to mechanical towing in many cases. Many tanks remained high and dry in the desert and were then abandoned. Many Egyptian vehicles were abandoned by their fleeing crews, still practically unscathed, especially at the end of the campaigns. 

On the operational level, Soviet vehicles proved to be inferior to expectations but it is suspected that the actual efficiency of the vehicles was affected by the low level of training of the crews, the obsolescence of the fleet, and the poor maintenance conditions of the same. The crew suffered from the lack of any ventilation inside the narrow turrets, since the tanks had been designed to operate in the cold of the Russian steppe and not in any event in hot environments. Due to the lack of internal space and the lack of adequate anti-sand filters, it was mainly the engines that suffered, whence the frequent cases of breakdown. The cooling system and possibly the air conditioning of the interiors used by the crew had to be improved in order to withstand the high temperatures caused by the mixture of engines, weapons and extreme temperatures. 



Chapter 2.  Diplomacy and Politics

The United Kingdom, which was one of the winners of the Second World War as a military power, finally left the international stage of world powers within the span of a short decade. Despite the crumbling of their vast colonial empire, the British were still convinced that the various Dominions could not do without the British industrial and economic contributions; but they were very wrong. The vast majority of colonies and protectorates, once they had achieved their longed-for independence, independently turned to other European countries, and particularly the USA, for their needs and the provisions of products and goods they needed, apart from what had previously been purchased from the UK. 

The Suez Crisis of 1956, which passed into history as the second Arab-Israeli war, was a desperate attempt by the two victorious powers of the Second World War, the UK and France, to reaffirm their prestige in the Arab world and in particular the defense of strategic interests primarily represented by the Suez Canal, which was considered important for the economy of the two countries. The results were politically disastrous, with the disintegration and the difficult restoration of relations between the UK and the USA in foreign policy, with a Commonwealth already exacerbated by continuous disputes and claims; on the oil markets, with the deterioration of the national image abroad and in British public opinion, and in politics with a government that came out of the affair literally pulverized. 

In the UK, the thesis – which had already been set forth and followed by the Labour Party but also accepted by conservative circles, and which had ideologically always supported anti-imperialist positions, in accordance with which, given the impossibility of continuing to maintain and defend the Empire, it was imperative to abandon the warlike aspirations of unconditional dominance over the colonized countries and to be animated by a more up-to-date and modern policy based on the adoption of moderate actions and focused exclusively on the defense of their commercial interests, often because the strategic ones often proved to be too exorbitant – came to prevail. In reality, the services that the British themselves had been offering for more than a century – the protection of a naval fleet, a large commercial network, a solid financial and insurance contribution at an international level, and access to financial markets – were now also available from other countries in Europe and especially in North America. The maintenance of military forces abroad became a cost too high to bear after the war for British finances, which were already tried and battered. In addition, the days of colonialism were definitely over and no longer socially acceptable. The proceeds of colonial exploitation and supply at very low prices of primary materials and resources, which had to be purchased on the markets at often non-competitive prices from that time, also ended for Britain along with colonialism. 

On January 16, 1968, the British Prime Minister Lord Harold Wilson announced to the House of Commons that the government would withdraw all its military forces from the Persian Gulf area by 1971, leaving an effective vacuum of military protection for the small independent states. For Wilson, the interest that had until then been considered to be of strategic and military importance, was in the future only to be considered commercial. In terms of costs, the decision was certainly profitable, but in fact many British companies and multinationals, including the powerful BP, were then abandoned to their own devices and had to fend for themselves. 

But there was another factor that took more and more hold in modern societies after the end of the Second World War: that war as an act of resolution of international diatribes was increasingly understood to be unnecessary and a last resort, since the pain of war generally erased the differences between winners and losers, making it devoid of any real meaning and defeat, but solely an event full of hatred and revenge. 

At the start of the Suez Crisis, MI6 had, as usual, studied a plan to assassinate Nasser by using a nerve gas. The service had an agent who could access within certain limits to Nasser's headquarters at that time. Anthony Eden initially approved the operation but he later cancelled it after securing the support of the French and the Israelis in the conflict. The operation of the reconquest of Egypt ended with a fiasco, and it was again Eden's responsibility to request the services to carry out an operation for the elimination of the inconvenient Egyptian statesman, but the arrest of the entire network of British spies in the country made the operation no longer feasible. A new operation was then devised that relied on some young Egyptian officers who were "disappointed" by the regime, forcing them to betray it, but, after the discovery of a cache of weapons on the outskirts of Cairo, this plan also failed miserably. The only contribution that MI5 was able to provide to the 1956 campaign was the reading of coded orders sent in coded form to the units by the Egyptian military commands. This is what Peter Wright later revealed in his memorable memoir, Spycatcher. 

Egypt had already distinguished itself and bled in other colonialist crises, such as its unconditional support to the Mau-Mau revolt in Kenya by nationalists in Tunisia and Morocco, always in the name of anti-colonialist defense against European oppressors. But the one that had the greatest effect was the war in Yemen, where it intervened in support of the Republican rebels against the legitimate government of the time. Right at the beginning of the 1950's, Nasser presented himself as the true charismatic embodiment of the new pan-Arab and nationalistic policy, while Saudi Arabia, on the other hand, was eager to extend its Arab influence far beyond its peninsula and into the river-endowed countries. Both leaders, Nasser and King Feisal, considered themselves invested with an identical mission, that of leading the people, and it was impossible to dissuade them. As the Yemen conflict showed, conflicts for the control of a small and tiny state were not lacking for both countries and the relationship between the two leaders would always remain tense and they were never willing to take a step back or to grant a minimum of autonomy. Nasser also advanced his designs on the immense and desert country of Chad, which had always been a French protectorate, but after heavy resistance, he had to desist and postpone the intentions of military conquests in 1965. 

In September 1958, the then-President of the French Republic, Charles de Gaulle, proposed, through his personal diplomatic initiative, a new type of model for a nuclear triumvirate for the defense of Europe, presenting a hypothetical alliance with the UK and the USA, which the USA obviously refused. In response to the American disappointment as a pretext, de Gaulle announced the exit of France from NATO and the imminent creation of a national force of autonomous and strategic nuclear deterrence, the forcedefrappe, or "Strike Force", to be composed of submarines and ICBM missiles; at the same time, he decided to recall all French personnel from SHAEF [Supreme Headquarters – Allied Expeditionary Force] and required the dismantling of NATO bases then present on French territory. 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
S. FERRARA

OF SINAI

‘he fiasco Suez
&: the Yom Kippur War






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image003.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





