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Praise for Crisis


“In a surprisingly gripping account . . . what emerges is a vivid portrait of one of the 20th century’s most influential statesmen operating at full tilt and in the full flow of his power—in rapid kaleidoscopic sequence and in various mixtures cajoling, reassuring, flattering, delaying, smoking out and threatening Soviet, Israeli, Egyptian, British and United Nations diplomats, soothing the concerns of senators, parrying bureaucratic intruders, and periodically updating a distracted and detached president Richard M. Nixon embroiled in the constitutional crisis of Watergate.”


—The New York Times


“Crisis is captivating in a novel way: This highly suspenseful minute-by-minute account of the Arab-Israeli war of October 1973 and the fall of Saigon in April 1975 consists largely of the phone transcripts of then-Secretary of State Kissinger. The phrase “fog of war” refers to the difficulty of making intelligent decisions in combat. . . . This book shows how similar diplomacy can be to combat, and gives the reader a fly-on-the-wall perspective on the nerve-wracking process of how crises are met and, if all goes well, contained.”


—National Review


“Crisis is exciting because of the necessity to reach quick decisions by phone.”


—Richmond Times Dispatch






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: images]





To my grandchildren, Sam, Sophie, Will, and Juliana





Introduction



While I served in the Richard M. Nixon and Gerald R. Ford administrations as National Security Adviser and then Secretary of State, holding both positions simultaneously from 1973 until the end of 1975, my secretaries transcribed the overwhelming majority of my telephone conversations. The original transcripts were never edited at the time they were typed. The purpose of making them was to enable me to follow up on promises made or understandings reached and to incorporate them into memoranda to the President or other records. In 1977, I deposited these working papers at the Library of Congress and, in 1980, made them available to review by the Department of State. Since 1997, these conversations have been used by the State Department’s historical division for publication in its foreign policy series. In 2001, I turned over all the National Security Council conversations to the National Archives and the conversations as Secretary to the State Department to enable these agencies to process them with a view to their general availability.


These conversations convey the mood in which major decisions were made and the attitudes from which national policy was compounded. Since decisions on the telephone reflect the urgency of the moment, they do not always contain the full range of underlying considerations. A complete history would require a record of the various interagency meetings and transcripts of personal conversations with the President. Nevertheless, these conversations give an accurate picture of the imperatives driving decisions—especially during the fast-moving events described in this volume. Each section is introduced by a summary narrative, which is continued where there are gaps in the telephonic transcripts. Where necessary to achieve continuity, I included summaries of appropriate interdepartmental meetings.


This book deals with two crises that were handled importantly on the telephone: the Middle East War of October 1973 and the final withdrawal from Indochina in 1975. The Middle East War involved frequent use of the telephone because I was in New York when it broke out, attending the United Nations General Assembly, and afterward because time pressures complicated the use of more formal means of communication. The final extrication from Vietnam had to be accomplished under emergency conditions requiring frequent telephone contact.


The two crises covered in this volume were accompanied by domestic crises in the United States. The Middle East War occurred in the midst of the Watergate crisis; indeed, its two culminating events spanned the entire period of the war. During the opening of hostilities on October 6, President Nixon was obliged to deal with the resignation of Vice President Spiro Agnew. During the second week, Nixon was negotiating a procedure for releasing the White House tapes. This led to the resignation of Elliot Richardson as Attorney General and the dismissal of Archibald Cox as special prosecutor. The so-called Saturday Night Massacre occurred while I was in Moscow on October 20 negotiating a Middle East cease-fire. It led soon after to the start of impeachment proceedings against President Nixon in the House of Representatives. As a result, while these efforts were taking place, Alexander Haig was—as the conversations show—a principal contact to Nixon even for me.


The withdrawal from Vietnam was the end of one of the most bitter divisions in American history, and the position of all the key actors was shaped by the positions they had taken previously, even though by the time of the actual withdrawal these divisions had been overtaken by events. Nevertheless, the basic categories of the debate continued during the last month even as Indochina was engulfed by catastrophe.


The reader should keep in mind that the conversations reflect the mood of moments of crisis. Thus the congenital day-to-day differences between the Department of State and the Department of Defense appear more dramatic than their final outcome. On fundamental issues, Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger and I generally wound up on the same side even if we arrived there by circuitous routes influenced importantly by the bureaucracies we headed. A good illustration is the airlift to Israel, the evolution of which is traced in these pages.


The National Security Council has cleared these conversations for publication, and I want to thank Dr. Condoleezza Rice for the meticulous review by her staff. I have made the deletions they have requested and indicated their placement in the appropriate manner by ellipses enclosed by brackets, shown as: [. . .]. The conversations have been slightly edited to omit repetitions. These edits have been indicated by ellipses, shown as: . . . Conventional courtesies such as greetings and good-byes at the beginning and end of conversations have also been omitted.


All times shown are Eastern Time.





The Middle East War of 1973





The Middle East crisis that erupted into war in 1973 had many components: the Arab-Israeli conflict; the ideological struggle between Arab moderates and radicals; and the rivalry of the superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union. These ingredients had separate origins that had grown intertwined; a solution to one could not be accomplished without grappling with the others.


Creation of the state of Israel with American (and, at the time, Soviet) support in 1948 had inflamed Arab nationalism and led to a war at the end of which borders were based on the armistice lines. Established as a nation by force of arms, Israel lived thereafter unrecognized, ostracized, and bitterly resented by its neighbors. In 1956, Israel moved into the Sinai Peninsula as an adjunct to the Anglo-French Suez operation. Forced back by the United Nations to the 1947 border, Israel achieved a demilitarized Sinai and freedom of navigation to its Red Sea port at Eilat. In June 1967, Israel erupted across the armistice lines after Egypt, under President Gamal Abdel Nasser, spurred on by Soviet disinformation, declared a blockade of Eilat and ominously moved its army into the demilitarized Sinai toward Israel. The war ended in six days with Israel in possession of the Sinai Peninsula from Egypt, the West Bank of the Jordan River, and the Golan Heights from Syria, compounding Arab frustration with humiliation.


Israel, never having lived within accepted frontiers, saw no essential difference between locating its boundaries in one unaccepted place or another; condemned to Arab belligerency, it sought the widest possible security belt and held on to its conquests. The Arab nations, in the aftermath of that defeat, resumed a defiant posture under the leadership of Egyptian President Nasser. At an Arab summit in Khartoum they adopted the principle of “No peace, no negotiation, no recognition of Israel.” A war of attrition started, as part of which the Soviet Union established an air defense system of surface-to-air missiles along the Suez Canal. In 1970, there was an upheaval by the Palestine Liberation Organization in Jordan. Syria invaded Jordan in support of the PLO, United States forces were placed on alert, and the crisis ended with the PLO’s expulsion from Jordan.


Afterward, the Arab countries were torn between their ideological and religious objection to the existence of the Israeli state and the practical reality that they could not alter the status quo except through some form of diplomacy. Moderate Arab governments like Jordan and (under Nasser, ambivalently) Egypt felt their way toward a formula that accepted Israel on its prewar (1967) borders (that is, the armistice lines of 1947). But, pending a settlement of the status of the Arab Palestinians, they would grant no more than an end to the state of belligerency—another form of armistice—rather than the full peace that Israel demanded.


And the Palestinian issue was deadlocked further by the attitude of the Palestinian nationalists who refused to accept Israel’s legitimacy on any terms. Syria refused to negotiate for any conditions; it objected to Israel’s existence, not its borders. Iraq strenuously added its weight to that of the radicals, as did Libya and Algeria. The PLO, whose claim to represent all Palestinians was not yet recognized by the Arab states, called for the creation of a secular state in Palestine—that is to say, the disappearance of Israel. And Israel came more and more to identify its security with its presence on the West Bank. This impasse blocked Middle East diplomacy for all the years between the wars of 1967 and 1973.


The symbol of the deadlock was United Nations Security Council Resolution 242 of November 22, 1967. It spoke of a “just and lasting peace” within “secure and recognized boundaries” but did not define any of the adjectives. Rejected by some Arab states, interpreted by those that accepted it as well as by Israel to suit their preconceptions, it became more an expression of a stalemate than a means of its resolution. Those Arab leaders willing to negotiate at all construed it to require total Israeli withdrawal to the pre–June 1967 frontiers. Israel professed that none of its prewar borders was secure; it insisted on retaining some of the occupied territory of each of its neighbors. To make doubly sure that its interests were safeguarded, Israel put forward a demand as seemingly reasonable as it was unfulfillable: that the Arab states negotiate directly with it. In other words, Israel asked for recognition as a precondition of negotiation.


The Arab states, not to be outdone, demanded acceptance of their territorial demands before they would consider diplomacy. No Arab leader, however moderate, could accede to Israel’s demands and survive in the climate of humiliation, radicalism, and Soviet influence of the period. No Israeli Prime Minister could stay in office if he relinquished the claim to some of the occupied territories as an entrance price to negotiations. Israel chased the illusion that it could both acquire substantial territory and achieve peace. Its Arab adversaries pursued the opposite illusion—that they could regain territory without offering peace.


Egypt became the key to Middle East diplomacy. Tactical necessity reinforced what Egypt had earned by its size, tradition, cultural influence, and sacrifice in a series of Arab-Israeli wars. Egypt was the most populous Arab country, the cultural hub of the area. Its teachers were the backbone of the educational system of the Arab world; its universities attracted students from all over the region. It had the longest continuing history of any nation, with the exception of China. And it had borne the brunt of the Arab-Israeli conflict. As both monarchy and republic, it had engaged itself in a struggle that went beyond narrow Egyptian national interests. It had sacrificed its young men to the cause of Arab unity and of Palestinian self-determination. In the process, it had lost the Sinai Peninsula and repeatedly risked its national cohesion. Egypt had earned the right to make peace.


But so long as Nasser was President, he paralyzed Egypt by ambivalence. On the one hand, he indicated a general willingness to participate in the peace process—albeit in the name of an unfulfillable program. He demanded Israel’s withdrawal to the 1967 borders in return for Egyptian nonbelligerency; peace would depend on an Israeli settlement with the Palestinians, then demanding the destruction of the Jewish state. Nor would Nasser negotiate directly with Israel. Rather, America was asked to bring about the Israeli withdrawal, in return for which Nasser would confer on us the boon of restored diplomatic relations. In the meantime Cairo radio remained as the center of anti-American—indeed, anti-Western—propaganda throughout the Middle East. In short, Nasser wanted to lead the Arab world from an anti-American position, to present whatever concessions he obtained as having been extorted by Arab militancy, backed by Soviet arms and Soviet diplomatic support. The United States had no interest in vindicating such a course.


In the resulting stalemate, the role of the Soviet Union oscillated between the malign and the confused. Its supply of arms encouraged Arab intransigence. But this achieved no more than to increase the dangers of the deadlock; it could not remove it. Moscow never managed to choose among its dilemmas. So long as it one-sidedly supported all the positions of its Arab clients, it could not advance either the negotiating process or its own role. For we had no motive to support the program of the Arab radicals who were castigating us; in the unlikely event that we would change our view, we did not need the Soviet Union as an intermediary. In other words, Moscow could contribute effectively to a solution only by dissociating itself to some extent from Arab demands and thus jeopardizing some of its friendships in the Arab world. But if it did not do so, it risked backing objectives it could not bring about and thus earning disdain as being impotent. Moscow could stoke the embers of crisis, but once they exploded into conflagration, it could use them for its own ends only by courting a great-power confrontation, something from which the Soviet Union had until then carefully shied away.


Like the other parties, the Soviet Union temporized. It acted as the Arabs’ lawyer but could not advance their cause; it bought time through the supply of weapons, but this only escalated the level of possible violence without changing the underlying realities.


There was no American interest in imposing a settlement on Israel under radical pressure, for that would reinforce the conviction that America was best dealt with by extortion. Within the Arab world, we needed to strengthen the moderates as against the radicals, the governments associated with the West as against the clients of the Soviet Union. We therefore refused, as a matter of principle, any concessions to Egypt so long as Nasser (or his successor, Anwar Sadat, for that matter) relied on anti-Western rhetoric, buttressed by the presence of Soviet combat troops. And we saw no point in proceeding jointly with the Soviet Union so long as Moscow’s position was identical with the radical Arab program. Sooner or later, we were convinced, either Egypt or some other state would recognize that reliance on Soviet support and radical rhetoric guaranteed the frustration of its aspirations. At that point, it might be willing to eliminate the Soviet military presence—“expel” was the word I used in a much criticized briefing on June 26, 1970—and to consider attainable goals. Then would come the moment for a major American initiative, if necessary urging new approaches on our Israeli friends.


In 1970, Nasser died, and Anwar Sadat began to move in that direction, though in an ambiguous way. He continued to rely on Soviet military equipment, while cautiously exploring diplomatic alternatives. In 1971, there was an attempt to bring about a disengagement agreement along the Suez Canal, under the auspices of a U.N. representative, Swedish diplomat Gunnar Jarring. It deadlocked because Israel saw no benefit in making concessions in the aftermath of the deployment of up to twenty thousand Soviet military “technicians” along the Suez Canal; the United States had no incentive to use pressure, and the Soviets were not prepared to challenge the United States directly.


In 1972, Sadat expelled the Soviet military technicians, after the Soviet failure to achieve diplomatic progress on the Middle East during the Richard M. Nixon–Leonid Brezhnev summit in Moscow. But conditions were still not ripe for a breakthrough. A presidential election in the United States and the need to deal with the conclusion of the Vietnam war precluded progress in 1972. In 1973, there were Israeli elections, and Nixon had committed to Israeli Prime Minister Golda Meir to delay any diplomatic initiatives until after these were held on November 1. Nevertheless, he had made clear that the United States would undertake a major diplomatic effort afterward. In preparation, I met twice with Mohammed Hafiz Ismail, Sadat’s security adviser, in 1973, and I also spoke in that vein to Egyptian Foreign Minister Mohamed el-Zayyat on October 5, 1973, the day before the war broke out.


Sadat nevertheless surprised all parties by going to war on October 6, 1973. The surprise was a failure of political analysis. Every American and Israeli assessment before October 1973 had agreed that Egypt and Syria lacked the military capability to regain territory by force of arms. What no one understood at first was that Sadat was aiming not for conquest but to change the equilibrium in negotiations he intended to start. The shock of war, he reasoned, would enable both sides, Israel as well as Egypt, to show a flexibility that was impossible while Israel considered itself militarily supreme and Egypt was paralyzed by national humiliation. Separately we reached the same conclusion.


Political assumptions color intelligence estimates. As late as noon on October 5, less than twenty-four hours before the attack, the CIA reported to the President:


It appears that both sides are becoming increasingly concerned about the activities of the other. Rumors and agent reports may be feeding the uneasiness that appears to be developing. The military preparations that have occurred do not indicate that any party intends to initiate hostilities.


Against this background the Middle East War erupted unexpectedly in October 1973.



Setting a Strategy



At 6:15 A.M. on October 6, 1973, I was asleep in my suite at the Waldorf Towers in New York City, my headquarters for the annual session of the United Nations General Assembly, when Joseph J. Sisco, the energetic and brilliant Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs, barged into my bedroom. As I forced myself awake, I heard Sisco’s gravelly voice insisting that Israel and two Arab countries, Egypt and Syria, were about to go to war. He was confident, however, that it was all a mistake; each side was really misreading the intentions of the other. If I set them right immediately and decisively, I could get matters under control before the shooting began. It was a flattering estimate of my capacities. Unfortunately, it turned out to be exaggerated.


What had triggered Sisco was an urgent message from the United States Ambassador in Israel, former Senator Kenneth Keating. Two hours earlier, Prime Minister Golda Meir had summoned Keating to her office in Tel Aviv. It was extraordinary for an Israeli leader to be at work that day—for it was Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the holiest day of the year for Jews. It is a day spent in fasting, prayer, and reflection; it is supposed to remind man of his insignificance in relation to God and climaxes a High Holy Day season in which, according to tradition, God decides the destiny of all mortals for the coming year.


Golda’s startling message was in effect that Israel’s encounter with destiny had already begun: “We may be in trouble,” she told Keating. Egyptian and Syrian troop movements, which both Israel and the United States had assumed to be simply military exercises, had suddenly taken a threatening turn. Keating reminded her that not twelve hours previously he had been assured by Israeli defense officials that the situation was not dangerous. This was no longer accurate, Mrs. Meir replied; the Israelis were now persuaded that a coordinated Egyptian and Syrian attack would be launched late that afternoon. Since the Arabs were certain to be defeated, she suggested, the crisis must result from their misunderstanding of Israeli intentions. Would the United States convey urgently to the Soviet Union as well as to Israel’s Arab neighbors that Israel had no intention of attacking either Egypt or Syria? Israel was calling up “some” reserves, but as a proof of its peaceful intentions was stopping short of general mobilization. Keating asked whether Israel was planning a preemptive strike. Golda emphatically reiterated that Israel wished to avoid bloodshed; it would under no circumstances initiate hostilities.


When Sisco awakened me there were only ninety minutes of peace left for the Middle East. So skillfully had Egypt and Syria masked their war preparations that even at this stage the Israelis expected the attack to come four hours later than the time actually set. I knew that no diplomacy would work if an Arab attack was premeditated. But my view was still colored by the consistent Israeli reports, confirmed by U.S. intelligence dispatches, that such an attack was nearly impossible. I therefore plunged into a frenetic period of intense diplomacy to head off a clash, more than half convinced that Egyptian and Syrian actions grew out of a misunderstanding of Israeli intentions.


My first move was to call Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin, as had been requested by the Israeli Prime Minister, obviously waking him up:


SOVIET AMBASSADOR ANATOLY DOBRYNIN–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


6:40 A.M.


K: Where did we get you?


D: At home.


K: Are you in Maryland?


D: I am in the Embassy.


K: We have information from the Israelis that the Arabs and Syrians are planning an attack within the next six hours and that your people are evacuating civilians from Damascus and Cairo.


D: Syrians and who?


K: And Egypt are planning an attack within the next six hours.


D: Yes.


K: And that your people are evacuating some civilians from Damascus and Cairo.


 . . .


D: They asked you to tell us this?


K: They asked us to tell this. I have just received this message from the Israelis.


D: This is what they said?


K: That is correct.


D: [Unable to hear]


K: The Israelis are telling us that Egypt and Syria are planning an attack very shortly and that your people are evacuating from Damascus and Cairo.


D: Yes.


K: If the reason for your evacuation—


D: For our—


K: Yes. The Soviet evacuation, is the fear of an Israeli attack, then the Israelis are asking us to tell you, as well as asking us to tell the Arabs.


D: The Israelis?


K: Yes. They have no plans whatever to attack.


D: Yes.


K: But if the Egyptians and Syrians do attack, the Israeli response will be extremely strong.


D: Yes.


K: But the Israelis will be prepared to cooperate in an easing of military tension.


D: What?


K: Cooperation in an easing of military tension.


D: Yes.


K: All right. From us to you. The President believes that you and we have a special responsibility to restrain our respective friends.


D: Yes.


K: We are urgently communicating to the Israelis.


D: You?


K: Yes.


D: Communicate to the Israelis?


K: If this keeps up, this is going—there is going to be a war before you understand my message.


D: I understand. You have communicated with the Arabs and Israelis.


K: Yes, and particularly to Israel, warning it against a precipitous move.


D: I understand.


K: And we hope you might do the same thing and use your influence to the greatest extent possible with your friends.


D: Just a minute. This is the end of the message?


K: That is right. I would like to tell you as you no doubt—that this is very important for our relationship, that we do not have an explosion in the Middle East right now.


D: What is our relationship?


K: Until an hour ago I did not take it seriously, but we have now received an urgent phone call from Jerusalem saying the Israelis believe it will happen within six hours and they are mobilizing.


D: Who? Israelis? Don’t you think the Israelis are trying to do something on their own?


K: If it is, we are telling them not to do it. I cannot judge it. As of yesterday, our evaluation was that the Egyptians and Syrians were making military preparations but we thought [it was] another one of those bluffs. You understand?


D: I understand.


K: As of yesterday, Israelis had made no preparations that we had picked up but as you know they can move fast.


D: I understand and I will transmit this message. I will do it and take all measures necessary.


K: You can assure Moscow we are taking most urgent messages with Israel.


 . . .


My next call was to Mordechai Shalev, the Deputy Chief of Mission at the Israeli Embassy in Washington (the Ambassador, Simcha Dinitz, was in Israel for the Jewish holiday).


ISRAELI DEPUTY CHIEF OF MISSION MORDECHAI SHALEV–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


6:55 A.M.


K: We have a report from Keating [U.S. Ambassador to Israel] that you people are expecting military operations in about six hours.


S: Yes.


K: First of all I must tell you [you] should have come in with your message yesterday. You should not have relied on doing it in Washington when I am here. [The message asked the United States to reassure Egypt and Syria that Israel had no intentions to attack.]


S: I did not have it at that time. They told me you would not be able to see me anymore.


K: You must be kidding. Let’s not worry about that.


S: Did you not get the message?


K: Yes, but very late at night.


S: We announced fifteen minutes ago that we have taken precautionary measures and [are] instituting alert of the army, which includes mobilization of some troops.


K: I want to say the following. We are in touch with the Soviets and the Egyptians, urging the utmost restraint. Dobrynin has said they will cooperate with us. We are setting up special communications. We would like to urge you not to take any preemptive action because the situation will get very serious if you move.


S: Yes.


K: If you could communicate this.


S: I will do this immediately.


K: We will keep you informed of any responses and of any conversations we have. You stand by your phone.


Five minutes later, I contacted the Egyptian Foreign Minister, who was in New York.


EGYPTIAN FOREIGN MINISTER MOHAMED EL-ZAYYAT–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


7:00 A.M.


K: Mr. Foreign Minister, sorry to disturb you. We have had a report, which does seem very reliable, and an appeal from the Israelis to the effect that your forces and the Syrian forces are planning attacks within the next several hours.


Z: Several hours?


K: Yes. We have been in touch with the Israelis. The Israelis have asked us to tell you of the seriousness and that they have no intention of attacking, so that if your preparations are caused by fear of an Israeli attack, they are groundless.


Z: Yes.


K: And on the other hand, if you are going to attack, they will take extremely strong measures. This is a message I am passing to you from Israel. I want to tell you I have just called the Israeli Minister [Deputy Chief of Mission Shalev] and I have told him that if Israel attacks first we would take a very serious view of the situation and have told him on behalf of the United States that Israel must not attack, no matter what they think the provocation is. Now, I would like to ask you, Mr. Foreign Minister, to communicate this to your Government.


Z: I will do that.


K: Urgently. And to ask them on our behalf to show restraint at a time when we are at least beginning to—


Z: I will do this immediately, although I am very apprehensive that this is a pretext on the Israeli part.


K: If it is a pretext, we will take a strong measure against them.


The rest of the conversations, designed to find out what was going on, are self-explanatory. The next call was to my deputy, Brent Scowcroft.


DEPUTY SECURITY ADVISER GENERAL BRENT SCOWCROFT–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


7:15 A.M.


K: Does Dobrynin have the message in front of him while he is talking [to Moscow]?


S: It is on the way out, but probably has not reached him yet.


K: Are they actually on the way?


S: Yes. I told them.


K: Okay.


OLEG YEDANOV, ASSISTANT TO AMBASSADOR DOBRYNIN–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


7:25 A.M.


K: I know the Ambassador is talking to Moscow. I want him to have some information. Make sure he does not get off the line until we are through. We have just been given an assurance by Israel that at our request they would not launch a preemptive attack.


Y: Yes. I see.


K: And we would like Moscow to know this, and we would like Moscow to use their influence with Egypt and Syria in this same direction.


Y: Okay.


K: We have assurances behind which we stand.


Y: Yes.


ALFRED L. (ROY) ATHERTON, DEPUTY ASSISTANT SECRETARY OF STATE FOR NEAR EASTERN AND SOUTH ASIAN AFFAIRS–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


7:30 A.M.


A: Received a report from Ambassador Keating, speaking to Mrs. Meir a few hours ago. The central thing is she asked that we pass the following message to the Egyptians and to the Soviets: Israel is not planning to attack Syria and Egypt and is deploying its forces in case of foreign attack and on a contingency basis has called up some reserves. Israel is well aware of the militant feeling of the Egyptians and Syrians. If they attack, they will lose, although the attacker can cause damage, which Israel wishes to avoid. Israel will not—repeat not—launch an attack; noting that Israel would successfully defend itself if attacked, she emphasized that the Israeli government wishes to avoid bloodshed.


K: When did we get that?


A: It just arrived on the basis of a meeting the Ambassador had with her at a meeting earlier today.


K: That is the most important part of it. Get it over to Scowcroft right away. And, Roy, can you hush the thing up as tight as we can?


A: Yes, we will do that.


K: And I will get the piece shut up in my shop. Okay, thank you.


FOREIGN MINISTER ZAYYAT–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


7:35 A.M.


K: Sorry to bother you again. I want to keep you informed. I have had a reply from the Israelis to my request not to initiate any military operations. They have given formal assurance they will not launch [an] attack nor initiate military operations. I want to tell you if they break this promise to us we will take the most serious view.


Z: Thank you. This seems like what happened in 1967 [an Israeli preemptive attack on Egypt]. Because Russians were telling us there was a concentration on the frontier.


K: Are the Russians telling of this concentration?


Z: Yesterday someone from the delegation told us that there was concentration on the Syrian front.


K: That is why we should learn from 1967. We now have an Israeli promise they will not launch a preemptive attack and we are giving you all the information we have. We are doing the utmost to get restraint by them.


 . . .


Z: May I ask how you are contacting. Is [Israeli Foreign Minister Abba] Eban here?


K: The Israeli Ambassador in Washington. His communications are better. . . .


 . . .


MINISTER SHALEV–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


7:45 A.M.


K: We have passed the word to the Soviets that you are not planning any preemptive moves, and that we have your assurances. We have certain responsibilities if the Israelis cave.


S: Yes.


K: We are facilitating communications with the Egyptians to Cairo. The Soviets have talked to Moscow on some of our lines.


S: What about the Syrians?


K: We have no means of communicating with them. The Soviets will have to do that. I may send someone to the Syrian Embassy.


S: Good. I have passed on the other message. I am at your disposal.


K: Good. You can be certain you will be informed of all we do.


AMBASSADOR DOBRYNIN–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


7:47 A.M.


D: I have talked to [Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei] Gromyko and I sent your message.


K: Have you seen the messages we gave you?


D: Not yet.


K: Not in your hands?


D: No.


K: If I kill some people and get the bodies to you can you get them out of the city?


D: Ha ha ha.


K: You got the message we have Israeli assurance—no preemptive attack?


D: Yes. I already have passed that along.


K: The messages that are coming to you are overtaken by events.


D: I have already passed your message and Scowcroft’s to Moscow.


K: So you are up-to-date. I have talked to the Egyptian Foreign Minister and passed on the Israeli message to him. I have also told him about the Israeli assurance that there would be no preemptive attack and that we will see to it that that is carried out. He told me he would communicate this urgently to Cairo. We have not been in touch with the Syrians. That is the weak point in this situation.


D: I understand.


K: Our influence in Syria is not as good as it is in Jerusalem.


D: I understand.


K: You can pass that on to Moscow in case they don’t know it. That is about all we have done.


D: All has been done as you have directed me.


K: Except that we have talked to the Egyptian Foreign Minister about it.


D: You spoke with him on the telephone?


K: He is in New York. We had a good conversation in New York. Yesterday we had a friendly meeting, but inconclusive. As I told you, we are not going to play any games. You will be told what we do. You can reassure Moscow on that point.


COMMANDER JONATHAN HOWE, HANDLING COMMUNICATIONS IN THE SITUATION ROOM–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


7:51 A.M.


K: When I ask you to do something, it must be done that second. We have asked that two messages go to the Soviet Embassy and they have not gotten there yet.


H: I will look into it.


K: Get these people off their behinds. What conceivable reason [is there] not to have them sent there yet?


H: I don’t know unless they have to be sanitized.


K: That is a Xerox problem, as I understand it.


H: I will take care of it.


K: I want them there and in their hands and a report back.


FOREIGN MINISTER ZAYYAT–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


8:15 A.M.


Z: I could not get the President. He is in operations room. I got this following information: At 6:00 this morning there was some navy units and airplane units—Israelis took [i.e., instigated] some provocation on the Egyptian borders. We have actually tried to repel them and are doing so.


K: Did they try to cross the Canal?


Z: In the Gulf of Suez; a maritime action supported by planes. This is in our territory. It is far away from the Syrian borders and the Suez Canal. There is a first communiqué which has been published.


K: Are these Israeli naval units?


Z: He said naval action supported by planes. I don’t know exactly. I have asked for more information. Apparently this military contact is happening in Egyptian waters in Zafara and Sukhna. Far from the Suez Canal. South of Canal.


K: Okay.


Z: I see from the Israelis here, [they] are calling a meeting of Foreign Ministers.


K: As I told you, we will oppose any Israeli offensive action [or] by anyone else.


Z: I got your message.


K: I will work on this immediately. I would urge [you] in the meantime to show restraint as much as possible and to confine any action to the place where it has started.


Z: Inside Egypt is a bit difficult.


K: If inside Egypt, of course, you will want to repel, and we are not urging not to defend your territory but to try to confine, and we will get to [the] Israelis immediately. We will set up, if you want to, we will arrange communications to Cairo if you want to get in touch immediately.


Z: I have told them. What kind of communications?


K: Commander Howe will call you or call one of your assistants and tell you how to have very quick communications.


Z: He should call our Ambassador Meguid [Ahmed Esmat Abdel Meguid, Egyptian permanent representative to the United Nations].


K: We will contact him and tell him how to get fast communications. Give my warm regards, and we will do what we can.


ISRAELI FOREIGN MINISTER ABBA EBAN–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


8:25 A.M.


K: . . . Are you aware of the message given to us last night?


E: Yes. I received a message to the effect of this and what we fear they may be up to, both in the North and South. Three hours ago, I was told to stand by and there would be further details.


K: I want to bring you up-to-date on what I have done this morning. I received a call at 6:00 this morning from Ambassador Keating that he had been told there were these authentic reports and urging us to use our influence. I called first the Russians and told them to use maximum restraint and we established communications for them to Moscow. I have called the Egyptian Foreign Minister and urged maximum restraint on him. We received a message from the [Israeli] Prime Minister through Ambassador Keating, in which she assured him the Israelis were taking [i.e., mounting] no preemptive attacks. I passed this along to the Egyptians, as well as to the Soviets, and told them this was our very urgent recommendation to the Israelis and we were happy to have these assurances and in these circumstances even greater restraint is needed. We set up communications for the Egyptians to Cairo. He [Foreign Minister Zayyat] has talked to Ismail [Mohammed Hafiz Ismail, Sadat’s security adviser]. He tells me [about a] naval action in the Gulf of Suez. If that is the case, it would be very unfortunate; it is inside Egyptian waters.


E: What is the naval action?


K: Shooting. Israelis—air and naval attacks. Given the urgency of the situation, I thought I should talk to you about it. If your people are doing this, they will know where it is. I must urge you strongly not to have any Israeli operations in these circumstances.


E: That surprises me. We have assurances of no preemptive attacks. Where can I reach you?


K: You can reach me at the Waldorf. If those [lines] are busy, call the White House.


 . . .


MINISTER SHALEV–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


8:29 A.M.


S: Just had a call from Jerusalem that while Cabinet was in session news was received that hostilities were opened by the Egyptians and by the Syrians. Apparently mainly by aerial bombardment along the borders.


K: I have had a call from the Egyptians saying you were undertaking naval actions on the Gulf of Suez on the Egyptian side.


S: Well, I don’t know about that.


K: It has not in the past been your preferred method of operations.


S: No.


K: It is not how in the past you have started things. What are you doing?


S: I presume we are taking care about that.


K: Again I would like to urge the greatest possible restraint.


S: I think you have assurances from us that we are not going to open, but it looks that they have already opened.


K: Do you know what has happened?


S: No. This whole thing started only twenty minutes ago.


K: Will you please keep me informed?


S: I will do so.


I next spoke with General Alexander Haig, Nixon’s Chief of Staff, who was with the President in Key Biscayne.


GENERAL ALEXANDER HAIG, WHITE HOUSE CHIEF OF STAFF–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


8:35 A.M.


K: We may have a Middle East war going on today.


H: Really?


K: I want you to know what is happening. I am sending a report to the President and to you of the events this morning. We got a report at 6:00 this morning that Israelis were expecting Syrian and Egyptian attack within six hours.


H: Yes.


K: First I thought it was an Israeli trick for them to be able to launch an attack although this is the holiest day. I called the Israelis and warned them to restrain. I called the Egyptian Foreign Minister urging restraint. I called Dobrynin. I gave all of our communications to Dobrynin and he called Moscow. I got a return call from the Israelis giving us assurances that no preemptive Israeli [action] would be taken. The Egyptians called me back to say Israelis were launching a naval attack in the Gulf of Suez and fifteen minutes later a call came from the Israelis saying that the Egyptians and Syrians were bombarding all along the front and launching air attacks. Now, it is not conceivable that the Israelis would launch an attack with [a] single action in the Gulf of Suez. That has to be the prediction and all I want you to know is that we are on top of it here. You should say that the President was kept informed from 6:00 A.M. on and I will let you know what is going on.


H: Have there been any border crossings?


K: As of this moment I just know of a report from Jerusalem relayed to me by the Israeli minister—air attacks all along the Egyptian and Syrian fronts. I don’t know what [the] Israeli counteraction is. I have a report from the Egyptians that Israeli naval units are shelling them in the Gulf of Suez and they will be driving them off.


H: What is your view of the Soviet attitude?


K: My view is that they are trying to keep it quiet and they are surprised.


H: Do you believe that?


K: Yes. I think it is too insane for them to have started it.


H: You never know. A lot of difficulties here [refers to imminent resignation of Vice President Spiro T. Agnew].


K: That is the one factor. I think our domestic situation [i.e., Watergate] has invited this. I think what may have happened is the Soviets told the Egyptians . . . that there will not be any progress unless there is stirring in the Middle East and those maniacs have stirred a little too much. It looks to me now that the Israelis are certainly going to hit back hard. They have already partially mobilized. Probably, I will be going back to Washington and will decide in a few hours. I am having Scowcroft call a WSAG [Washington Special Action Group] meeting. We are locating the Sixth Fleet. No two ships are in any one place. It will probably take us a week to round up the sailors. We will have to move it by tomorrow if something is going on.


H: Okay, Henry.


K: Don’t let [presidential press secretary Ron] Ziegler shoot off at the mouth without our knowledge. Your position is that the President is on top of the situation and getting regular reports from the U.N. [New York] this morning. We have nothing further to say. If there are any announcements to be made I will check with you as to whether they should be made from here or the White House.


H: I will say the President received a report at 6:00.


K: Say 6:30. Say I have been in contact with all of these people, and we will give no comment. We have sent [a] message to Saudi Arabia and Jordan and urged them to restrain.


H: Okay.


K: You stay near the phone. If you are with the President, tell the switchboard to put me through.


UNITED NATIONS SECRETARY GENERAL KURT WALDHEIM–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


8:40 A.M.


K: Mr. Secretary General, I wanted to report to you about some events that have happened this morning that may conceivably get out of control. I received a call at 6:00 this morning from our Ambassador in Jerusalem that the Israelis believed that an attack by Egypt and Syrian forces was imminent, and since then I have been on the phone with the Israeli Foreign Minister [and] with the Egyptian Foreign Minister several times to urge maximum restraint on all parties, and I have received word from the Israelis that they would not launch preemptive action. The Egyptians called back and said there was an Israeli naval attack taking place in the Gulf of Suez—which was not the usual method of Israeli attack. As soon as I hung up from that, I received a message from the Israelis that Egyptian and Syrian air attacks were going on all along the fronts. No troops had yet crossed, at least. This is what I know as of this moment and I just wanted to talk to you and express our cooperation that we are attempting to establish.


W: Thank you very much.


K: I don’t know what action is called for yet. I think we should try to calm the situation as much as possible, but it may get out of hand. What would be helpful [would be] if you could contact the Syrians before you contact the Egyptians.


W: I was sitting next to the Syrian Executive Minister and the Foreign Minister yesterday, but they did not say anything about this.


K: I was sitting next to the Egyptian Foreign Minister yesterday, but he did not say anything.


 . . .


FOREIGN MINISTER EBAN–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


8:50 A.M.


E: I got a message a quarter of an hour ago at least that the Syrians attacked at two o’clock with artillery and bombs in Golan and Schmona—from Syria then—and the next news was that the Egyptians also [mounted] an air attack at a place called [unclear] in Sinai, and [made] attempts to cross the Canal.


K: Do you have any reports on your reactions yet?


E: No, this was the first news I got.


K: I have a report from the Egyptians alleging that you started everything with a naval attack near Syria near some oil fields.


E: We have nothing on that.


K: I don’t myself believe that you would start a general war with a naval attack in one place, but you always do surprising things. Could you get me the facts?


E: They said the first move was a naval attack?


K: They claim the first move—


E: South of the Suez?


K: South of the Canal. The Egyptian Foreign Minister called me and gave me a name but it was an Arabic name. If you were attacking some place, you presumably knew where it was.


E: Yes. That is not at all convincing. The news preceding this—there was a very wild exodus of Soviets from [Syria]. Do you have that?


K: I have my news and I have called it to the attention of the Soviets.


 . . .


GENERAL SCOWCROFT–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


8:50[?] A.M.


 . . .


S: Have you talked to the President?


K: Yes. Have you gotten the messages to Dobrynin?


S: Yes. The messages are with him. There is a WSAG meeting in two minutes.


K: Tell them to stay quiet. Any discussion will be from Key Biscayne or [State Department spokesman Robert] McCloskey. Put the fleet into position; if we want them to move, they can move; and find out how long to get them together. What reinforcements are available. Get a plan from [Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Admiral Thomas] Moorer by noon to see what we can move if this gets out of hand and tell DOD [Department of Defense] to shut up about military moves or anything. If they need a presidential order, I will get one for them in writing.


S: Right. I have told DOD and CIA that.


K: CIA is no problem but tell the Chiefs also. From Moorer find out what forces are available for movement throughout the Atlantic and how quickly it could be done.


S: These two carriers probably cannot get the troops back since this is a weekend.


K: Find out by noon how long it will take. Also what additional forces are available. No one is to move anything, but they should get ready to move. I would not call troops back until noon. They should get themselves in a position to do it if they get the order.


MINISTER SHALEV–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


9:00 A.M.


S: The latest I have is, there is a full-scale battle along the Canal with the Egyptians trying to cross in our direction. They have bombed various places in Sinai. The story about a naval battle is a cover-up for their action.


K: Right. I need as many facts as you can give me on the naval battle, even if it did not take place. I am quite persuaded, Mr. Minister. It is clear the dominant action is in the Canal and along the Golan Heights. We would appreciate as much information as possible.


S: I am passing along all that I get. I will pass it directly to you.


K: Good. I have not decided whether to stay up here or go to Washington. I will probably go to Washington during the day. You will be kept informed.


S: Thank you.


FOREIGN MINISTER EBAN–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


9:07 A.M.


E: The P.M. asked me to tell you that the story of naval action by us at the Gulf of Suez is false. Her Hebrew vocabulary is very rich and she poured it out. I asked about our action so far. Our reaction so far has been defensive. I presume this means going on within our area.


K: Are you going to the Security Council?


E: She asked me to wait a little, but inform the Secretary General.


K: What is your view about going to the Security Council?


E: I will ask that. It is not unreasonable. If we did so, I think a point for us. I have recommended it and, if accepted, we should be the injured party.


K: You recommend that we do not do it.


E: So long as there is a possibility of our doing it quickly, I think it a more natural course.


K: Could you let me know? Find out about that.


E: Certainly.


SECRETARY GENERAL WALDHEIM–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


9:12 A.M.


W: I wanted to give you the latest information we got from our observer units. There is fighting in all sectors. The Egyptian ground forces have crossed the Canal in five places. The impression we have is, this is really a rather big-scale operation, and it goes on to say the Syrian forces have crossed lines near and south of Kanetra. This is about the cable we got a few minutes ago.


K: Thank you very much. I appreciate it and we will reciprocate by letting you know anything we learn.


By the time of my conversation with Waldheim, the Washington Special Action Group (WSAG) had met at 9:00 A.M. (This was the crisis management group of the Nixon administration, chaired by the National Security Adviser and comprising the Deputy Secretaries of State and Defense, the Director of the Central Intelligence Agency, and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Brent Scowcroft acted for me while I was in New York.) Even with the information available at the time, the participants found it impossible to alter the preconceptions with which they entered the crisis:


We [the intelligence agencies] can find no hard evidence of a major, coordinated Egyptian/Syrian offensive across the Canal and in the Golan Heights area. Rather, the weight of evidence indicates an action-reaction situation where a series of responses by each side to perceived threats created an increasingly dangerous potential for confrontation. The current hostilities are apparently a result of that situation, although we are not in a position to clarify the sequence of events. It is possible that the Egyptians or Syrians, particularly the latter, may have been preparing a raid or other small-scale action.


There was no dissent. There was also no explanation of how Syria and Egypt could have been triggered into a simultaneous attack on fronts over two hundred miles apart by the “action-reaction” cycle. CIA Director William Colby reported without disagreement that, according to Damascus radio, Israel had launched the attack. Defense Secretary James Schlesinger commented that while Syria’s reputation for veracity was not high, it would be the first time in twenty years that Israel had not started a Mideast war: “I just don’t see any motive on the Egyptian-Syrian side.” Admiral Moorer thought that Israel might have attacked in order to preempt the introduction of more sophisticated air defense equipment in Egypt and Syria. Only Alfred L. (Roy) Atherton, Sisco’s deputy, challenged the consensus: “This is the last day in the year when they [the Israelis] would have started something. And there were no signs of advance Israeli preparations.”


I had resolved any doubts about what was happening, as is shown by the following telephone conversation with Dobrynin.


AMBASSADOR DOBRYNIN–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


9:20 A.M.


K: Our information is that the Egyptians and Syrians have attacked all along their fronts and also—


D: Is it the Canal?


K: The Canal and the Golan Heights. Zayyat is claiming the Israelis launched a naval attack on some isolated spot in the Gulf of Suez and that triggered the whole thing.


D: I saw on a ticker, they claim that Israel began [the] attack. Zayyat told you.


K: He told me not along the Canal but in the Gulf of Suez. We are all going to have to be taking formal positions. You and I know that is baloney; if they are going to attack, they will not launch an attack in the Gulf of Suez and not at the key points. Not their style.


D: I understand.


K: How is it that the Syrians and Egyptians are starting at the same minute—all along the front? If it started with an Israeli naval attack, you and I are having a problem in how to get this stopped. We are using our maximum influence with the Israelis to show restraint. So far they tell me they have kept their response to their side of the line and that they have not made any deep penetration of Arab territory. But you know them as well as I do, and it [Israeli restraint] will not last much longer.


D: Okay. I will send additional message to Moscow. Really madness.


K: Total madness. I will probably come back to Washington during the day and we should meet urgently. We should, I think, use this occasion to, first, not to have everything we have achieved destroyed by maniacs on either side and, after quieting it down, to see what can be done constructively.


D: All right. Thank you very much.


THE PRESIDENT, RICHARD M. NIXON–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


9:25 A.M.


N: Hello, Henry. I wanted you to know I am keeping on top of reports here. The Russians claim to be surprised.


K: The Russians claim to be surprised and my impression is that they were supposed to be surprised, because apparently there has been an airlift of dependents out of the area going on for the last two or three days.


N: I agree.


K: And so our impression is that they knew about it, or knew it was possible. They did not warn us.


N: What is happening now? What is the status?


K: Fighting has broken out on the Golan Heights and along the Sinai. The Egyptians claim that the Israelis had launched a naval attack in the Gulf of Suez which triggered the whole thing. That I just can’t believe. Why a naval attack? The Israelis claim that so far the fighting is still mostly in Israeli territory and that they have confined themselves to defensive action. My own impression is that this one almost certainly was started by the Arabs. It is almost inconceivable that the Israelis would start on the holiest holiday for the Jews, when there is no need to, and there is no evidence that the Israelis launched air attacks, and they gave us an assurance—which we passed on this morning—that they would not launch a preemptive attack, and we told the Arabs that if the Israelis launch a preemptive attack we would oppose them and they should exercise restraint. My view is that the primary problem is to get the fighting stopped and then use the opportunity to see whether a settlement could be enforced.


N: You mean a diplomatic settlement of the bigger problem [the overall Middle East crisis]?


K: That is right. There is going to be a Security Council meeting almost certainly today and we are still debating whether we should call it or the Israelis should. Somebody has to call it in the next hour.


N: I think we should. We ought to take the initiative. Can’t we get the Russians to? I think we ought to take the initiative and you ought to indicate you talked to me.


K: Let me call Dobrynin right away on that. In the debate there are going to be a lot of wild charges all over the place.


N: Don’t take sides. Nobody ever knows who starts the wars out there.


K: There are two problems. . . . The long term, I think it is impossible now to keep maintaining the status quo ante. On the immediate thing, we have to avoid getting the Soviets drawn in on the side of the Arab group. If they join us in a neutral approach, in which both of us say we don’t know who started it but that we want to stop it, that would be best—if they make a defense on the part of the Arabs. But first we ought to see if they will join us in a neutral approach—that will be the best.


N: Let me know what develops.


K: We have sent you a report an hour ago, but that is already overtaken. I may return to Washington today.


N: Okay, thank you.


AMBASSADOR DOBRYNIN–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


9:35 A.M.


K: I have just talked to the President and he asked me to make the following suggestion to you. There will be undoubtedly a Security Council meeting today, don’t you think?


D: I think so. Because the situation is very dangerous.


K: We would be prepared to take a neutral position in the Council as to the facts of the matter asking that we don’t know who started what but we are in favor of [the] status quo ante.


D: Your suggestion is restoration of [the 1967] cease-fire line [that is, the prewar line].


K: Restoration of the cease-fire line and restoration of cease-firing and then have a fact-finding commission. We are prepared to proceed with the discussions which [Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei] Gromyko and I and the President agreed on on the settlement.


D: Outside the Security Council?


K: Yes.


D: Just between us?


K: Right. We are willing to look at the whole situation. Now if you take the position that you will have to defend the Arabs, we will be forced into the position of defending what we believe—of making clear we believed the Arabs launched the attack and we are then in a hell of a mess. It will affect a lot of our relationships.


D: I understand.


K: Moscow’s constructive approach would be if we both took the position of not [having] the time to discuss who started what. Let’s get the fighting stopped and restore the cease-fire line and call on all parties to observe the cease-fire line.


D: I think it is a constructive way to start.


K: We will hold up anything until we hear from you. Can you get us a quick answer?


 . . .



U.N. Minuet



A war had clearly broken out. But the United Nations organ designed to help maintain peace or to restore it was passive. The reluctance of its officials to be involved matched the reluctance of the parties to have the United Nations adopt a position. But as the war continued, the issue was bound to move to the United Nations, if only to ratify an outcome. This raised two issues: the appropriate forum, and the tactics within it. As to the forum, there were two choices: the General Assembly and the Security Council. We did not want the General Assembly as a forum because the Nonaligned (a group of some eighty nations) would support the Arab side, the Europeans would be at best ambivalent, and the Soviet bloc would have no choice but to go along with the majority of the developing nations even if the Soviet Union did not lead the charge. Thus, a balanced outcome would be next to impossible. The composition of the Security Council would produce a better opportunity and, in any case, we had the veto. Our strategy—as reflected in the 9:25 A.M. conversation with Nixon—was to use the then prevailing policy of détente to seek a joint approach with the Soviet Union. This was to prevent the Soviet Union from emerging as the spokesman for the Arab side, isolating us in the Islamic world, and dividing us from Europe. Above all, it would also gain time to permit the military situation to clarify, since we were still convinced that we would soon have to deal with the political consequences of a rapid Israeli victory.


SIR LAURENCE MC INTYRE, PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED NATIONS SECURITY COUNCIL–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


10:08 A.M.


K: I wanted to talk to you about our general state of knowledge of the Middle East problem, as you undoubtedly know.


M: Yes.


K: We received an urgent call this morning from our Ambassador in Israel that they thought an attack might be imminent and they were asking us to use our influence and also to assure other interested parties they would not make a preemptive attack. We did that and I called the Egyptian Foreign Minister and the Soviet Ambassador, etc. Events seem to have overtaken us. Now we are consulting with various parties and seeing what time is best for a Security Council meeting. We will keep you informed about whatever conclusions we reach. We would be grateful for any conclusions you reach. We would like to get a sense of what would emerge in a Security Council meeting before we go into one. I am speaking to you very frankly about what we are doing.


M: Thank you very much indeed. I might mention to you that the Israeli permanent representative has called me not to ask for a meeting but to simply give me an outline of what happened as he understands it and, too, he told me he had been speaking to your mission here and that some consulting was going on and he promised to keep me informed likewise of anything that developed. That is where we stand. I have not heard anything from the Egyptians or other Arab representatives.


K: I had a brief talk with the Secretary General to bring him up to date on what we have done. Of course, we believe this is a Security Council matter and not a General Assembly matter.


M: Yes. Where are you speaking from?


K: From the Waldorf. Where I was preparing a speech devoted to peace on earth—if you would like to make some suggestions as to appropriate themes.


M: I shall think about it.


K: It does not have my undivided attention. One thing I did want to say is, if there is a meeting and when there is we will do our utmost and we would appreciate any help we could get to keep it at as high a level as obtainable and avoid any cheap shots. You appreciate this situation, which is fraught with exaggeration and we are trying to avoid that.


 . . .


SECRETARY GENERAL WALDHEIM–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


10:22 A.M.


W: I wanted to tell you the following. We got confirmation from our observers in the Middle East saying about what you told me, that there is heavy fighting along the Egyptian and Syrian lines. There is no fighting along the Jordanian lines. They indicated they would send more detailed reports as soon as they get more information from our observers. I had a conversation with [Egyptian Foreign Minister] Zayyat and he is asking for a General Assembly meeting to be convened. I told him that I doubted if it could be—technically—done. I doubt if we could convene so quickly. I asked him about requesting a meeting of the Security Council. For the time being he has no instructions but will send a document to us and ask for circulating of these documents.


K: Our view is that it should go to the Security Council first.


W: Exactly. I don’t think the General Assembly has a chance. It is not technically possible before Monday. I do feel it is a matter for the Security Council. I asked him [Zayyat] this question and he said he had no instructions with this regard. I expressed my deep concern and told him they should do everything to calm down the situation. He got rather angry and said, “We don’t attack. The others do,” and so on.


K: Our information—our impression—is the opposite. For your personal information, and do not share it with others, we are talking with the Soviets to see if we can develop a common approach in the Security Council. Until we have that, I think if there could be a slight delay if anyone pushes for a meeting which has not been the case yet, until we get the Soviet reaction if we are dragging our feet a little bit, it is to get the Soviet reaction. I understand no one has asked.


W: Nobody.


K: Our point is [the] peace and security issue and it belongs in the Security Council, and a General Assembly meeting would be frivolous and we would oppose it.


W: I rather discouraged Zayyat.


K: We would oppose it even on Monday. I want to make that clear.


W: I’m glad you are telling me.


K: We are trying to come up with a constructive Security Council meeting, and for your personal information, what we are trying to do is to see if a common approach could be developed with the Soviets for restoration of a cease-fire and the cease-fire lines. If that can be done, someone would call a Security Council meeting.


W: That would be the best approach. Hope it works. If there is any question, I will call you.


K: If you call me—and this would give the two governments a chance to concert their action.


W: Right. I think it important to keep in close contact. Don’t you think the Soviets would be afraid to do that because of their relations with the Arabs?


K: They also have to worry if they are afraid of their relations with us.


W: I think the approach very good and I hope for the common approach.


K: Again, speaking privately, my estimate is the same as yours that they will not agree to it.


W: I know from my experience they are very much interested in not doing anything which would create the impression that they are working against the Arabs; or doing anything that would make their relations with the Arabs negative.


K: I think it is so important to try that we should give it a chance. So far no one has asked for a meeting, and we will not ask for one until we have the Soviet reply. If you can avoid it—I know your position. If you can delay a meeting until we have had a Soviet reply; if anyone should ask—


 . . .


GENERAL HAIG–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


10:35 A.M.


K: I wanted to bring you up-to-date on where we stand and to tell you my strategy. You may have to calm some people down.


H: Good. I am sitting with the President.


K: Okay. The Egyptians have crossed the Canal at five places and the Syrians have penetrated in two places into the Golan Heights. This we get from the U.N. observers. Our assessment here is re the facts; it is inconceivable that the Israelis’ attack [had there been one] would turn in two hours and have the Egyptians crossing the Canal.


H: No question about that.


K: Inconceivable. We have to assume an Arab attack.


H: I think the President feels that way.


K: The open question is, is it with Soviet collusion or against Soviet opposition. On that we have no answer yet. I have called, first, as far as our public position [is concerned], the Secretary General, who leaks like a sieve, to tell him about all of the efforts we have made and I have told him that I have been in touch with the Soviets. I have been in touch with Dobrynin and said we should jointly call a Security Council [meeting]. The Soviets and we. And we jointly offer a resolution calling for an end of the fighting and return to the cease-fire lines established in 1967. I have told them this would be a sign of good faith towards both of us and we would hold up calling for a Security Council [meeting] until we hear from them. I have informed the Secretary General of that. The Soviets said they would get an answer from Moscow. This is designed in part to smoke them out. If they want the fighting stopped, this will stop it fast. If they refuse to do this, then we have to assume some collusion. Now, if they refuse to do it, we have two problems. The first is to get the fighting stopped and the second is the long-term policy. In order to get the fighting stopped we cannot give the Soviets and the Arabs the impression that we are separating too far from the Israelis. That will keep it going.


H: Right.


K: Therefore, as to the facts of the issue, if the Soviets could cooperate with us, we will take a neutral position. We will say we don’t know the facts but they should stop fighting. You see what I mean?


H: Right.


K: If the Soviets do not cooperate with us and wholeheartedly back the Arabs on the immediate issue of the fighting we, in my judgment, have to lean toward the Israelis.


H: Right.


K: For these reasons: 1) In order to get the fighting stopped; 2) to prevent the Soviets from coming in at least with bluster and get a cheap shot; and 3) to put some money in the bank with the disassociation with the Israelis in subsequent efforts to get a settlement. All depends now on the Soviet reaction. Then after we get the fighting stopped, we should use this crisis as a vehicle to get the diplomacy started. Now there is no longer an excuse for a delay. The return to the cease-fire will have two aspects. If today the problem means the Arabs would have to give up a little territory—my estimate is that starting tomorrow evening the [Arabs] will have to give up territory [as a result of military defeat]. My view is if the Israelis make territorial acquisitions we have to come down hard on them to force them to give them up. You see.


H: Yes.


K: We have to do that in case of the Arabs but I think it is an embarrassment we won’t have very long.


H: Yes. Unless we have had a terrible erosion there.


K: That is the strategy that I am proposing. I think we have no choice. I think the worst thing we could do is to now take a sort of neutral position while the fighting is going on, unless the Soviets take a neutral position with us. If they take one with us, we should take a neutral position. That is ideal. If they don’t join us and go to the other side, we have to tilt.


 . . .


K: If the Soviets are all out on the other side we have a mischievous case of collusion and then we have September 1970 [when the Soviet ally Syria invaded Jordan] all over again and we had better then be tough as nails.


H: The President is seriously considering going back to Washington.


K: I think that a grave mistake. There is nothing we can do right now. You should wait to see how it develops. Wait until at least this afternoon. So far not even a Security Council meeting has been called.


H: He agrees with that. His problem is if it is an all-out war for him to be sitting down here in this climate would be very, very bad.


K: Let’s wait for the Soviet answer. If the Soviets refuse to cooperate with us, we will know we are in a confrontation and he should then take leadership.


 . . .


K: You will make sure that the President is comfortable with this strategy. I think it is our only possible course and it has to be seen in the general context of his ability to act and of what follows afterwards.


H: Is there any effort to get the fleet in a decent posture? The President is concerned about that.


K: That is right. The fleet has been instructed into a position just short of calling them back to ship. They are to locate their people and move on several hours’ notice.


H: He does want them assembled as soon as possible for appropriate action if needed.


K: That is being done but we wanted to wait until reports are confirmed and that will be issued within the hour. They need that much time to locate their people.


H: I will be back after discussing it with the President.


Several telephone calls implementing the strategy followed.


MINISTER SHALEV–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


10:55 A.M.


S: The Prime Minister wants to give you a personal assurance on the basis of the trust that exists between you and her that the attacks were initiated by others.


K: That is our assessment too and I have just said this to the President.


S: About the specific questions of a naval engagement the Egyptians talked about, there is no truth to that at all.


K: I cannot believe that you would start a naval engagement and have the Arabs cross the Suez Canal.


S: She will go on the radio in just a few minutes.


K: I want to inform you on a personal basis only for the Prime Minister that we have proposed to the Soviets that we jointly call—the U.S. and the Soviets—a Security Council meeting and [for a] return to the cease-fire lines. [This is] an attempt to smoke them out to see if they were behind it and give us a basis for leaning towards your position in the actual debate. This is only for the Prime Minister.


S: I will pass that on. You have had no reply on that?


K: No. I will call you the minute I get a reply.


S: One thing, I wish to raise—our military people have submitted a list of urgent items that they need very much in a hurry.


K: I am coming back tonight and we had better discuss that in person.


SENATOR JACOB JAVITS (R.-N.Y.)–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


11:01 A.M.


J: Quite a Yom Kippur. What is your report?


K: My personal estimate, which I don’t want you to repeat—it is clearly an Arab attack. . . .


J: What do you think brought this to a boil this way?


K: What we have to determine now, Jack, is whether there was Soviet collusion or not. We have offered the Soviets joint action in the Security Council to restore the cease-fire and the cease-fire lines with approval of the Israelis. This should smoke them out.


J: All will be nullified if these fellows—if they make any effort.


K: The resolution is to return to the cease-fire line.


J: I know the diplomatic thing would work that way but all could be very, very sharply affected if the Arabs have any success. It will be very hard to deal with them.


K: Our estimate is that unless the Israelis were totally surprised, which is not impossible because of Yom Kippur, they would be in their lowest posture ever.


 . . .


J: Has the President had any reaction?


K: I have talked with him and if he agrees that [if] it looks like Soviet collusion, we have to do September 1970 again [when the United States organized resistance to the Syrian invasion of Jordan]. If there is Soviet collusion, we will come down hard. If they pull away from the Arabs we will pull away and stay neutral from them. We are assuming that the Israelis can take care of themselves. If that is wrong, we have to go back to the drawing board.


J: What I have heard did not make me very happy.


K: We are keeping in closest touch with the Israelis. We are not making a move without discussing it with them.


AMBASSADOR DOBRYNIN–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


11:25 A.M.


K: I am checking about the Security Council. I was told that the Egyptians asked for the General Assembly meeting. But it is impossible to get the General Assembly until Monday and in any event it is a threat to the peace and security and we will not have it in the General Assembly.


D: I understand.


K: It is a grievous suggestion. We cannot accept it.


D: I understand.


K: I have talked to the President again and he wanted me to call you and to underline again his very grave concern that this not be used to destroy everything that it has taken us three years to build up.


D: By whom?


K: By any of us.


D: Who, really?


K: If you take the position of support all out for the Arabs, that would be in effect encouraging what seems clearly to us an Arab attack; no one in their right mind believes that the Egyptians could have crossed the Canal in five places. I would be glad to have your military analysis on that part. Since all of the fighting [is] on Israel territory, I think the facts are clear. We are prepared before the Security Council to take a neutral position if you do and we are prepared to make a joint resolution just calling for [a return to the] cease-fire line.


D: I understand and I have sent that.


K: Today the Arabs are on Israeli territory but we don’t believe this will last seventy-two hours and after that the problem will be to get the Israelis back to the cease-fire line. If we agree on this course, no matter what the military operations, no matter how successful the Israelis may be, we will stick to this proposal and we will be prepared to oppose them.


D: As you say, back to the cease-fire line. I understand.


K: Right.


D: This is essentially what you mentioned.


K: We have not responded to an urgent Israeli request for additional military supplies. If it gets out of hand, we will be forced to do that. For all of these reasons it will be important to our own relationship that it be handled as much jointly as we can and you should say this to the Secretary General on behalf of the President—he just got through talking to me. I am coming back to Washington this afternoon and I will be in touch with you then.


D: Okay.


K: The reason I am hopeful we will settle it is that you did not leave town.


D: If I did not receive your call until 9:00, I would have gone today. We planned to take quite a nice dinner at our Maryland estate and we were leaving for vacation. You see how it happens. I hope we can handle it.


K: Your Arab friends were terribly deceitful. Zayyat told me there would be at least the three months of quiet and he would meet me again in November and he wanted to come to Washington next week and, since our conversations and the President’s conversation with Gromyko, we thought we had this time period to make a reasonable approach.


D: My impression too.


K: We are taking this matter extremely seriously. If you will let your colleagues know, we would appreciate it—as quickly as possible.


SIR DONALD MAITLAND, BRITISH AMBASSADOR TO THE UNITED NATIONS–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


11:35 A.M.


K: I just received your message about your views on the Security Council. I wanted you to know that we have approached the Soviets to take with us a joint position asking them [the combatants] to return to the cease-fire line and a cease-fire and to take a neutral position.


M: Absolutely.


K: We wonder if you would agree, until we have heard from the Soviets, that we try to defer a meeting.


M: I see the argument.


K: There is one problem in our mind. As we do establish the facts, it may be more difficult to get that kind of resolution. There seems to be no question in our mind that the Arabs started this one.


M: Quite likely. Our government without cutting across any consultations or any bilaterals outside—


K: Our proposal is to do it in the Security Council. Our feeling is while we are doing this, if we could show ourselves in business and call for a cease-fire and return to the original line and go into recess to allow our real work to go on.


M: I am not sure the Soviets will go along with that. But when were you thinking of doing this?


K: We felt we should not let today pass.


M: I agree on this.


K: We are not rushing into anything this morning. I was thinking about something in the course of the afternoon.


M: I am in agreement with you on that if you could say—


K: I am trying to get back to Washington and I am trying to get a quiet two hours in which to do it. As a general proposition if you felt inclined, say two or three o’clock, to call for a meeting, [that] would not sound unreasonable to us.


M: That is what we had in mind.


K: We wanted a couple more hours today.


M: I would not interfere with that. We felt it would be wrong for the world to know these large-scale operations do go on and we have not shown our heads.


K: No problem with us on that.


 . . .


MINISTER SHALEV–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


11:55 A.M.


K: I have talked to the President again and to the Soviets. I want you to know what we are doing. We are getting our fleet together in the Mediterranean and [will] start moving it toward the eastern Mediterranean. This will take us about twelve hours. . . . We will almost certainly approve tomorrow the military equipment within reason that you may need, especially if the Soviets line up with the Arabs; then we will certainly do it.


S: You will do it.


K: If the Soviets line up in the U.N. with the Arabs, we will surely do it, and if not, we will probably do it, but we just want to see. But we would appreciate from you as much of the true military situation as you feel you can give us so we can make our evaluations, and also any plans you may have. We are going to propose when there is a Security Council meeting, whether or not the Soviets agree, that there should be a restoration of the cease-fire and a restoration of the cease-fire lines.


S: And you are doing that irrespective of their agreement or not.


K: We will wait a few hours to get their agreement. If not, we have concerted with the British and they will call a meeting and we will then propose this.


 . . .


S: Good.


K: We are not going to do it until about 2:00 or 3:00 this afternoon for a meeting 5:00 or 6:00 this afternoon. And all we will do is ask for a cease-fire and we ask for a return to the cease-fire lines. The British are prepared to say they think the Arabs started this.


S: I think it is quite clear. The U.N. observers have also reported that from both fronts.


K: To all practical purposes there is no question.


[. . .]


GENERAL HAIG–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


12:45 P.M.


 . . .


H: We are returning to Washington.


K: What is he going to do?


H: It is conceivable we will have an announcement about the Vice President. That is the first thing.


K: That is a slightly different problem.


H: You bet it is and what I am telling you is the two are going to be linked together. He cannot be sitting down here in the sun with what is going on in the V.P. thing. It is not firm yet but we will know very shortly.


K: If that other thing is happening then I can see a reason for coming back from the point of view of diplomacy. I would keep his return for later. Supposing the Soviets get tough and if he then returns that would be a good move. If he returns early it looks like an hysterical move. I am giving you my honest opinion. If the Soviets took a position of having kicked us in the teeth that would be a signal that [the President’s] return is a signal that things are getting serious. We will not have heard by 3:00. We probably won’t know until the first thing in the morning.


H: All right. I will try to hold this down here.


K: I would hold him until the first thing in the morning.


H: Okay.


K: We have put him into the involvement with all morning phone calls. Ron [Ziegler] can put that out too.


H: Right. Okay.


K: But don’t you agree, speaking personally?


H: I know, except I know about the other problem.


K: You are a better judge of that. The problem I am handling in my judgment is if we played this as a crisis—say nothing, act tough, without stirring up the atmosphere.


H: Right. I will be in touch. I will go back to him on this thing.


K: Thank you.


SECRETARY GENERAL WALDHEIM–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


1:20 P.M.


W: I want to keep you informed of the developments here. Zayyat came to see the President [of the General Assembly] and saw him in my presence. He asked him to convene an urgent meeting of the General Assembly. I mentioned this to you, that he had already suggested that to me. . . . The President reacted as I did. He said it was not technically possible— He cannot do it so quickly. After a lengthy conversation el-Zayyat agreed to send him a letter which he had prepared and signed in the office of the President and instead of having a special meeting of the General Assembly he asked to circulate this letter. It is a two-page letter which accuses the Israelis to have started the aggression and that they had to react and they accused the Israelis for having launched this aggressing along the Egyptian-Syrian border and continues the Israelis’ policy of occupation of the Arab territory and the increasing of the utilization of the Arab territories.


K: I guess we will see it eventually.


W: It is an accusation [against] Israel for not having accepted the U.N. resolution [242], etc. This is the situation and this letter will be circulated as a General Assembly document on request of el-Zayyat, and to speak on Monday morning in the General Assembly. He came to my office and told me that he had still no request for any Security Council debate. Is that right? I can imagine they don’t want it.


K: We feel there should be a Security Council debate sometime later this afternoon and we will oppose any General Assembly debate of the subject.


W: It is a case for the Security Council.


K: We do not think the General Assembly competent.


W: It has been declined to have a General Assembly meeting. We don’t have this problem, at least over the weekend. If el-Zayyat asks for the floor, the President has to give him the floor. When I asked him, he said he would ask for the floor only when he sees how things develop. I think he wants to see how the military operations develop.


 . . .


By 2:10 P.M., we received a preliminary reply from the Soviet leadership. Its tone was friendly, keeping open the possibility of coordinated action, but it did not foreclose any options. Its treatment of Soviet foreknowledge was equally ambiguous. The Soviet leaders claimed to have learned of the opening of hostilities at about the same time we did. This may have been technically true. But they withdrew their civilians from Egypt and Syria two days before, clearly in anticipation of imminent war.


DICTATED BY AMBASSADOR DOBRYNIN TO GENERAL SCOWCROFT


Saturday, October 6, 1973


2:10 P.M.


[Message to President Nixon and Secretary Kissinger from Soviet Government, dictated by Ambassador Dobrynin]


D: “The Soviet leadership got the information about the beginning of military actions in the Middle East at the same time as you got it. We take all possible measures to clarify real state of affairs in that region, since the information from there is of a contradictory nature. We fully share your concern about the conflagration of the situation in the Middle East. We repeatedly pointed in the past to the dangerous situation in that area.


“We are considering now as well as you do, possible steps to be taken. We hope soon to contact you again for possible coordination of positions.”


U.S. AMBASSADOR TO THE UNITED NATIONS JOHN SCALI–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


3:45 P.M.


K: I had a sort of nothing response [from the Soviets] saying we got the information at the same time we contacted them. They would like to coordinate action with them [the Arab side] and will contact us. I think we should hold off another hour or so until I can talk to Dobrynin.


S: That’s just the opposite of the impression we are getting here. The information here is that Malik [Yakov Malik, Soviet Ambassador to the United Nations] [unclear] Security Council.


K: That may be the direction. They don’t say coordinate action in the Security Council.


S: Right, and that we know definitely that Egypt doesn’t want a Security Council meeting.


K: We are going to call them. I just want to have one more reading from Dobrynin.


 . . .


AMBASSADOR DOBRYNIN–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


3:50 P.M.


K: Anatol, I have your message. I can’t say it is a model of solidity. It either means you are confused or you are cooperating with them.


D: With whom?


K: The Arabs.


D: Why?


K: What do you think it means? Will you explain it?


D: It was very clear that they [Soviet leaders] do not know exactly what is going on, but from their side they will compare it—we both will compare together—[but] as for their definite planning we will do that later.


K: How much later? We feel very strongly and let me have your reaction. The Egyptians want to put in the General Assembly and we consider this a frivolous act. We must say if it turns into a General Assembly debate, then we will let it take its course. We are certain it will turn out to be a military victory for the Israelis. Then everyone will come to us. If it turns nasty, we will shut off communications for a while [that is, let the Israelis run free]. We feel we should put it into the Security Council.


D: Yes.


K: But we have turned it off until we have heard from you. How much longer should we wait until we [have] heard from you?


D: One hour. They are having a meeting there.


K: I will wait until 5:00 to make a decision. Let me assure you, we want to cooperate with you.


D: That is our answer.


K: That is my impression from your answer. What I said to you is for the benefit of your friends. No one should think they can diddle us along.


D: No. No.


K: And have a great propaganda debate on Tuesday. What we are thinking is we’ll call the Security Council. We will propose without condemnation of either side a cease-fire and a return to the cease-fire line.


D: That is it.


K: I will send over to you a draft resolution.


 . . .


MINISTER SHALEV–KISSINGER


Saturday, October 6, 1973


4:00 P.M.


K: How are you?


S: Hungry [because Yom Kippur is a day of fasting].


K: Well, that I can appreciate. Can’t you get dispensation to eat in a crisis?


S: I have passed it on and they are preparing something.


K: What about the pilots? I hope they are eating.


S: Don’t you worry. Special rations for things of this sort.


K: Do you have anything more for me?


S: I hope I’ll have it at some later point. I just have some information based on some phone conversations.


K: Since we talked?


S: Yes—they are slowly pulling them out—two bridgeheads—we are able to establish. I think the number of planes we downed is about twenty on the Egyptian side and half of that on the Syrian side.


K: Okay. In terms of strategy, please pass this on to Mrs. Meir—doesn’t go any further, not the whole Cabinet.


S: It will—nobody here.


K: You know that the Egyptians have asked for a special meeting of the General Assembly. It will go into a debate on Monday. Our judgment is the General Assembly is a bad forum for you—extremely bad. . . . In order to make [our strategy] effective, we must call a Security Council meeting.


S: Yah.


K: We have had a response from the Soviets about the proposal—they are noncommittal at this point. Saying they are studying the matter and they are trying to find out. . . . I have already told the Soviets if the General Assembly turns nasty, into a propaganda battlefield, we will become very tough.


S: Yah.


K: I will be glad to have any—current information, but this is what we have decided to do.


S: I will pass [it] on to Mrs. Meir. I know from earlier conversation [that the] Soviet reply was not quite—


K: We don’t know exactly what the Soviet reply is.


S: [unclear]


K: What I have told you is the Soviets’ reply is friendly at this point but noncommittal. We would like some expression as to your strategy.
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