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    Further praise for Six Days:

  

  ‘[Bowen] reveals a compelling yarn behind the myths . . . Perhaps Six Days can help us both remember and heal’

  Independent

  ‘Jeremy Bowen is a war reporter for whom contentment begins when bullets fly . . . Bowen knows the Middle East. For five years he was the BBC’s main correspondent
  there . . . That kind of experience has taught him that simple judgments of right and wrong, good and evil, are never possible . . . Bowen tells the story of the war with an hour-by hour account of
  each of the six days. What come across is a sense of tragic inevitability’

  Scotland on Sunday

  ‘Unflinching . . . Bowen’s straightforward style is backed up by meticulous research . . . lending both balance and authority to his conclusions’

  Catholic Times
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  For Julia, Mattie and

  Jack – and my parents.




  ‘Euphoria after victory is dangerous.

  But what’s even worse is arrogance.

  You stop thinking and learning.’

  
    Uri Gil, fighter pilot, Israeli

  

  
    ‘I want peace – but how can I teach my children to

  

  extend their hands to others when I carry so

  much pain in my memory?’

  
    Fayek Abdul Mezied, archivist, Palestinian
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  Introduction

  Roads into war zones feel the same wherever you go. It is something to do with the way that tanks churn up tarmac and verges and flatten parked cars and buildings. When it is
  wet, mud gets everywhere. If it is dry, you breathe and eat dust. Normal civilian traffic is stripped away by war, and roads turn into something more alien and primitive. Weeds grow where people
  walked and talked and did their shopping. And there are always jumpy, armed men. The road into Jenin in 2002 had all of that. The Israeli soldiers on the checkpoint were aggressive and hostile.
  When I got out of my car to talk to one of them he pointed his gun and threatened to shoot me. I did not think he was joking. Lines of cars belonging to Palestinians were kept for hours in a queue
  that did not move. Armed Israelis who lived inside the West Bank on Jewish settlements raced by, unchecked.

  In the end my press pass from the Israeli government worked and the soldiers let me cross into Jenin. They had just been into the town themselves, on a raid to destroy the house of a man they
  had assassinated the previous night. A refugee camp stands in the heart of Jenin. Or used to. Now there is a great wide space instead. Children in school uniforms were trudging across it. It used
  to be a poor, densely populated district. The Israelis flattened it with armoured bulldozers after they entered Jenin on 3 April 2002 in the biggest and most ambitious military operation, until
  then, against the Palestinian uprising. They were after Palestinian militants who they believed had been behind the deaths of more than seventy civilians in Israel in the
  previous month or so.

  The biggest Palestinian attack in a bloody and frightening few weeks was on 27 March 2002. Two hundred and fifty guests were sitting down to their Passover dinner at the Park hotel in Netanya, a
  seaside town north of Tel Aviv. A man came in wearing a long-haired wig and a big black overcoat. He seemed to be going from table to table looking for his place. His name was Abdel-Basset Odeh and
  his last act was to detonate the bomb that he had strapped to his body. The explosion blasted back off the walls and ceiling. It killed 29 people and injured 140. Most of them were elderly, many
  were couples, some had come to Israel after their families were slaughtered by the Nazis in the Holocaust. The attack caused terrible shock and outrage in Israel, because it killed so many innocent
  people and because it desecrated one of the most important Jewish nights of the year. Passover is a religious festival, commemorating the exodus of Jews from Egypt in the days of Pharaoh, but it is
  also a night when families, even if they are not religious, try to be together, like Christians do at Christmas. The bomber came from the Palestinian town of Tulkarem, which is around ten miles
  east of Netanya, not too far from Jenin.

  After the Netanya bomb it was clear that the Israeli government would carry out its threat to mount big punitive operations in the West Bank, parts of which had been administered by Palestinians
  since 1995. In the end they reoccupied it completely. When the Israeli army entered Jenin, Palestinian fighters were ready. They put up a hard fight. After they killed thirteen Israeli soldiers in
  an ambush on 9 April, the armoured bulldozers went to work. The Israelis said it was a military necessity, and that minimum force was used.

  Unwisely and inaccurately, the Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat claimed there had been a massacre. An investigation by the widely respected American group Human Rights Watch found no evidence
  for the allegation. But they also found that Israeli soldiers had carried out serious violations of international humanitarian law, which if proved in court would be war
  crimes. According to Human Rights Watch, at least fifty-two Palestinians were killed. Twenty-seven or so were armed men who fought the Israelis. At least twenty-two were civilians, including
  children, the elderly and the physically disabled. One 37-year-old man, who was paralysed, was killed when the Israelis bulldozed his home on top of him. Human Rights Watch found that Kamal
  Tawalbi, the father of fourteen children, was kept with his fourteen-year-old son in the line of fire as human shields during a three-hour gun battle. Israeli soldiers used Tawalbi and his
  son’s shoulders as rests for their rifles while they fired.

  The conflict between Jews and Arabs started when the first Zionist settlements were established in Palestine more than a century ago. But it took on its current shape after the Middle East war
  of 1967, when Israel captured large swathes of Arab land, much of which it still holds. The Israeli government that prosecuted the war in 1967 said that it had no territorial ambitions, that it was
  fighting for security, not land. But since then hundreds of thousands of Israelis have been settled on the land that Israel’s forces seized. The occupation that started in 1967 has become the
  driving force behind the violence that Israelis and Palestinians are inflicting on each other. I wrote this book because during the years I lived in Jerusalem as the BBC’s Middle East
  Correspondent I found that the best way to understand the conflict now is to understand 1967.

  The dangers the war was creating were spotted very early on by President Lyndon Baines Johnson, one of the staunchest friends of Israel ever to occupy the White House. On the third day of the
  war, as Israel completed its capture of Jerusalem and the West Bank, he warned that by the time the Americans had finished with all the ‘festering problems’, they were going to
  ‘wish the war had not happened’. The war’s legacy has now been festering for more than thirty-five years. Four days after the war ended, Johnson’s Secretary of State, Dean
  Rusk, warned that if Israel held on to the West Bank, Palestinians would spend the rest of the twentieth century trying to get it back. At the beginning of the twenty-first, nothing has
  changed.

  The Six-Day War swept up a generation of Israelis and Arabs whose children still cannot live peacefully in the world the war created. Israelis deserve peaceful, safe lives.
  Palestinians who were dispossessed and exiled if they became refugees, humiliated and abused if they stayed, deserve justice. Israel’s overwhelming victory turned into a curse. It has never
  been able to digest the land swallowed in 1967. It has poured money into colonising the Occupied Territories, defying international law and splitting its own people. Thirty-six years after the end
  of six days of fighting with Jordan, Egypt and Syria, after thousands more deaths and the failure of six years of negotiations, Israelis and Palestinians are fighting again over the future of the
  West Bank and Gaza. It is still a low-intensity war. But if another full-blown Middle East war breaks out, its roots will lie in those six days in 1967. The Middle East will have no peace until
  Israelis and Palestinians, as equal partners, settle the future of the land that was captured in 1967 and unwind the consequences of the war.




  
Pre-War

  Israelis

  Mount Zion is a grand name for a small hill. It dominates the southwest corner of the walls of the Old City of Jerusalem. Christians venerate Mount Zion because they believe it
  was the place where Jesus and his disciples ate their last supper. Running east from Mount Zion outside the city walls is the Himnon Valley, a narrow, rocky canyon where Canaanites once carried out
  human sacrifices to their god, Moloch. So many funeral pyres burned in the valley that the sky was turned black with their smoke.

  On 28 May 1948 smoke was rising over Jerusalem again. A young Jewish commander, Yitzhak Rabin, one of Israel’s top soldiers, stood on Mount Zion, looking down at houses and synagogues on
  fire inside the Old City. The Jewish quarter was burning and there was nothing he could do about it. His men had tried. The nearest entrance to the city, the turreted Zion Gate, was blackened and
  blasted by explosions and pitted with bullet holes. Twenty-six-year-old Rabin was the commander of the Har’el Brigade of the Palmach, the strike force of the Haganah, the Jewish army. It was
  two weeks since Britain had pulled out its last troops and given up the mandate under which it had controlled Palestine since the First World War. Jewish leaders immediately
  declared Israel independent. The new state was recognised and admitted to the United Nations by world leaders who believed that the Jewish people deserved a state after the horrors of the
  Holocaust. Arab armies invaded to try to kill off the new state. A civil war in one of Britain’s colonial territories between its native Arabs and Jewish settlers blew up into the first
  all-out Middle East war of modern times.

  Below Mount Zion, inside the walls, was a ‘shattering scene’ that stayed with Rabin for the rest of his life. The Jewish quarter was surrendering. A procession led by two rabbis was
  walking towards what Rabin knew were the positions of the Jordanian Arab Legion. The young Jewish state was losing its last toehold inside the walls of the holy city. Nine days before, on the 19th,
  men from the Palmach captured Mount Zion and held it against a fierce Jordanian counterattack. Some of them were ‘so bone-tired’ that even though they expected a counter-attack at any
  moment they kept dozing off.

  Failing to capture the Old City, which contains places holy to Jews, Muslims and Christians, was the biggest Israeli defeat of the 1948 war. One of Rabin’s senior officers was a
  23-year-old Jew from Jerusalem called Uzi Narkiss. He had led the counter-attack through Zion Gate that reached the Jewish quarter. But his unit was exhausted, under strength and without
  reinforcements, and Jordanian troops drove them out. Like Rabin, the failure haunted him for years. On the eve of war in 1967, Uzi Narkiss was a general, still suffering ‘from guilt that
  Jerusalem was divided, that no Jew remained in the Old City . . . for one night I held the gate to the city in my hands – but it was torn out of them’. He had one war aim – to go
  back.

  Palestinians

  In July 1948 tens of thousands of exhausted Palestinian civilians were forced out of their homes and into territory controlled by the Jordanian army on the foothills of the West
  Bank. An Israeli intelligence officer called Shmarya Guttman watched them go: ‘A multitude of inhabitants walked after one another. Women walked burdened with packages
  and sacks on their heads. Mothers dragged children after them . . . warning shots were heard . . . occasionally, you encountered a piercing look from one of the youngsters . . . and the look said:
  “We have not yet surrendered. We shall return to fight you.”’ They had been expelled by the Israeli army from the towns of Ramle and Lydda, on the orders of Rabin. During the
  assault on the towns the Israelis killed around 250 people, including dozens of unarmed Palestinian detainees who were being held in the church and the mosque. Yeruham Cohen, an Israeli
  intelligence officer, reported: ‘The inhabitants of the town became panic-stricken. They feared that . . . the Israeli troops would take revenge on them. It was a horrible, ear-splitting
  scene. Women wailed at the top of their voices and old men said prayers, as if they saw their own deaths before their eyes.’ All but around 1000 of Lydda and Ramle’s population of
  50–70,000 was expelled in the next few days. Some of them were robbed of their valuables along the way. On the long and hot walk to the Jordanian lines, many refugees were killed by
  dehydration and exhaustion. ‘Nobody will ever know how many children died,’ wrote Glubb Pasha, the British commander of the Arab Legion. Ramle and Lydda, which was renamed Lod, are now
  medium-sized Israeli towns. Rabin was not proud of what he did, but regarded it as necessary: ‘We could not leave Lod’s hostile and armed populace in our rear.’

  Palestinians use the Arabic word nakba, which means catastrophe, to describe 1948. A society that had grown up over more than a thousand years was destroyed and scattered across the
  Middle East. Palestinians fled for the reasons that civilians do in all wars, to save their lives and protect their children and also because, in some places, Israel practised what is now called
  ethnic cleansing. In Deir Yassin, a village on the outskirts of Jerusalem, Jewish extremists carried out the most notorious massacre of the war. They boasted that they killed 250 people.
  Afterwards, it was enough for Jewish psychological warfare units to broadcast the village’s name for traumatised Palestinian civilians to head for the border. The truth
  about Deir Yassin was bad enough, but the versions that went out on Palestinian radio stations made brutal slaughter sound even worse. Hazem Nusseibeh, a young man from one of Jerusalem’s
  leading Palestinian families, sat at the microphone at the Voice of Palestine radio station and rebroadcast grisly details of murder, mutilation and rape. He concentrated on the rapes, hoping that
  it would strengthen Palestinian resistance, which was collapsing. It had the opposite effect. More Palestinians decided their only chance of survival was to get out. Nusseibeh realised he had made
  a mistake when group after group of refugees coming into Jerusalem’s Old City through Jaffa Gate told him the thought of death was one thing but the prospect that their women would be
  dishonoured was even worse.

  Between 600,000 and 760,000 Palestinians were refugees by the summer of 1949. A few had enough money left to relocate their families and start businesses somewhere else. Most of them were poor
  peasant farmers or labourers who became utterly destitute. The vast majority ended up in miserable camps in the surrounding Arab states. Their property was seized by the Jewish state. The
  Palestinians’ old homes were either bulldozed or occupied by new immigrants to Israel. By the 1960s the refugees’ resentment was one of the main engines of Palestinian nationalism. What
  Shmarya Guttman saw in the eyes of the refugees being expelled from Lydda came to pass. The Palestinian refugees’ children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren became foot-soldiers in the
  Middle East’s long war.

  Egyptians

  At the end of 1948, what was left of the Egyptian army that had entered Palestine to destroy the new Jewish state was besieged southeast of the port of Ashdod in what was known
  as the Faluja pocket. In a lightning campaign the Israelis broke a United Nations truce, seized the Negev desert, delivered a crushing blow to the Egyptian army and captured hundreds of square
  miles of territory along with Beersheba, the only real town in the desert. But the Egyptians left behind in the pocket were fighting back hard. A meeting was arranged between
  the two sets of commanders to discuss a truce. Among the Egyptian officers was a young major called Gamal Abdul Nasser. Yigal Allon, the Israeli commander of the southern front, and Yitzhak Rabin,
  his head of operations, led the Israelis. Both sides were courteous, complimenting the bravery of each other’s soldiers. The Egyptians refused to surrender. They went back with their jeeps
  and white flags to their own lines, and the siege of the Faluja pocket continued. Four years later, in the aftermath of the humiliation of 1948, Nasser led a group of young officers who seized
  power in Egypt. He became president. After he defied Britain, France and Israel in the 1956 Suez crisis, Nasser was seen as the leader of the Arab world. Allon left the army and went into politics.
  In 1967 he was one of the leading hawks in the cabinet. Rabin continued his military career. In 1967 he was chief of staff, the Israeli army’s most senior officer.

  Jordanians

  King Abdullah of Jordan had a grandson, a prince called Hussein. On 20 July 1951 Abdullah invited Hussein, who was sixteen, to go with him to Jerusalem. Hussein was delighted.
  He idolised his grandfather, who had just appointed him captain in the army to celebrate a fencing prize he had won at school. On Abdullah’s orders he wore his new uniform for the trip.
  Abdullah was going to Jerusalem for a secret meeting with Jewish officials, with whom he had been quietly negotiating for thirty years. Between them, they made sure that the Palestinians had no
  chance of creating their own state. Even though his army fought Israel fiercely in 1948, especially in and around Jerusalem, many Arabs regarded Abdullah as a traitor for colluding with the Jews
  and not fighting harder. The king also wanted to pray at the Aqsa mosque, Jerusalem’s great Islamic shrine. The British ambassador to Jordan, Sir Alec Kirkbride, a man some people said was as
  powerful in the land as the king, warned Abdullah not to go. There had been talk that he might be assassinated. The king brushed the warning aside. He was a descendant of the
  prophet Mohammed. He was not going to be scared out of Jerusalem. Besides, he had important business.

  Sir John Glubb, ‘Glubb Pasha’, the British officer who commanded Jordan’s Arab Legion (for which Britain paid the bills and issued most of the orders), sent extra troops to
  line the streets and flood the 2000-year-old compound that encloses Jerusalem’s two great Islamic shrines. The soldiers milled around the Aqsa mosque, the holiest place in the world for
  Muslims after Mecca and Medina and the great golden Dome of the Rock, the oldest, most striking building in the Islamic world. As he went into al-Aqsa, Abdullah told his guards to drop back. They
  were crowding him. A young man called Shukri Ashu stepped out from behind the door with a revolver. He shot the king behind his right ear. The bullet came out through his eye. He died instantly.
  The assassin kept on firing until he was cut down by Abdullah’s bodyguards. One of his bullets ricocheted off a medal on Hussein’s chest. In the confusion twenty more people were killed
  and hundreds wounded. Prince Hussein was hustled away and flown back to Amman. ‘The next day,’ he wrote, ‘I carried a gun for the first time.’

  War without end

  Peace was possible just after 1948. The United Nations brokered armistice agreements between Israel and Jordan, Syria, Lebanon and Egypt, which were signed in the early part of
  1949. Yitzhak Rabin took part in the negotiations in Rhodes. He was given a khaki tie to wear with his uniform, the first one he had owned. Despite lessons from his driver, he never mastered the
  art of tying it. He kept it permanently knotted, loosening it and pulling it over his head when it was time to take it off. At night he hung it up with his trousers. The UN hoped that the
  armistices would lead to proper peace agreements. Diplomatic contacts took place between Israel and all its neighbours. It was a real opportunity. But both sides, blaming each
  other, squandered their chance.

  With no peace agreements, they slid into a series of vicious border wars. In the first few years after 1948 the quality of the Israeli army deteriorated. David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s prime
  minister, disbanded the Palmach, its highly effective but independent minded strike force. Early cross-border operations of the new Israel Defence Forces (IDF) were embarrassing fiascos until, from
  the early 1950s, Israel started to develop the strategic doctrines and forces that fitted its own unique challenges. The armistice lines after 1948 left Israel with long borders that, in places,
  were extremely vulnerable. The centre of the country was not much more than ten miles wide. There was another narrow ‘neck’ connecting Jerusalem with the rest of Israel and the south.
  It would not have taken much for Jordanian and Egyptian forces to link up to cut off Eilat.

  Israel decided to ignore its lack of strategic depth by fighting on Arab territory with flexible, highly mobile armoured ground forces backed up by air power. Intelligence, surprise and
  aggression were vital. They would not wait passively in static defences for their enemies to attack. From around 1952 Israel started a long project to build a modern army, a plan that came together
  spectacularly in 1967. First, though, came another full-blown war. It was launched in 1956 after Israel made a secret alliance with Britain and France to attack Nasser’s Egypt. Israeli tanks
  moved fast across the Sinai, showing what the rapidly evolving Israeli army could already do. Yet this was a work in progress. The most important air operations in the 1956 war were flown by the
  British and the French. But the diplomatic ground had not been prepared properly. Israel and the two declining imperial powers were treated as aggressors by the USA and the USSR, the two rising
  superpowers. Britain and France were humiliated and Israel had to give up the Egyptian territory it seized. In return, Egypt had to allow ships bound for Israel through the Straits of Tiran into
  the Gulf of Aqaba and on to the Israeli port of Eilat. Blue helmeted peacekeepers from the United Nations Emergency Force (UNEF) were deployed on the border, in the Gaza strip
  and at Sharm al Sheikh, an Egyptian village overlooking the Straits of Tiran.

  After 1956 it suited Egypt and Israel to keep their border quiet. Both had a lot to do. The Israelis wanted to develop their economy, absorb more than a million immigrants and build the army.
  Nasser used his position as the Arab hero who vanquished the imperialists to lead a pan-Arab nationalist movement that his supporters fully expected would recreate Arab greatness. Nasser’s
  followers had huge faith in Egypt’s military power. The fact that its soldiers were roundly beaten in 1956 was quickly forgotten. The Soviet Union provided weapons and Nasser’s
  propaganda machine trumpeted his army’s prowess. Throughout the Arab world, listeners to Cairo Radio (which meant almost everyone) thought that Egypt could take on not just Israel, but the
  world.

  But the truth was very different. The problems started at the top, with Field Marshal Abd al-Hakim Amer. Although he was a five star general with the post of commander-in-chief, his main
  qualification for the job was not his military achievements but the fact that he was the man Nasser trusted most. As a young officer he fought bravely in 1948. Soon, though, he became better known
  for his love of hashish and the good life, which remained a life-long interest, than for his martial prowess. His military knowledge did not progress after 1950, when as a major he attended Staff
  College. After that, he did nothing to master the art of preparing soldiers for the battlefield and leading them to victory on it. His real job, which he did very well, was to make sure that the
  army stayed loyal by stamping out plots and keeping the officers happy. Nasser wanted the Free Officers’ coup, in which he deposed the king in 1952, to be Egypt’s last military
  rebellion. Major Abd al-Hakim Amer was promoted to major-general overnight. His field marshal’s baton was not far behind.

  In 1967 Amer led the Egyptian army to disaster. The warning signs were there in 1956, when he lost his nerve badly, begging Nasser not to resist the British and French. During the fighting,
  Nasser found him paralysed with indecision in his headquarters, tears pouring down his face. After the war Amer offered his resignation, which Nasser, presumably out of
  loyalty, refused to accept. He then allowed Amer to persuade him not to sack Sidqi Mahmoud, the air force commander. In 1956 he left his aircraft lined up at their bases to be destroyed on the
  ground by the British and French. In 1967 he did exactly the same thing for the Israelis.

  Officers regarded Amer as decent, friendly and generous – especially generous. If they needed a favour, he would see that it was done. He made things happen. Smart flats in the best parts
  of Cairo were presented to trusted officers. Their families were looked after. When generals retired they were given well-paid jobs at the top of newly nationalised state enterprises. During the
  high point of pan-Arabism in the 1950s, when Egypt and Syria formed a brief union, Amer and his cronies illegally imported huge numbers of goods from Syria in military aircraft, which they sold off
  or presented to their wives and mistresses. Amer shouted down one of Nasser’s entourage who had the temerity to tell him to stop treating Syria as his private ranch. By the early 1960s Nasser
  and Amer were rivals as much as they were friends. Amer did not have a fraction of Nasser’s public presence and following. But Nasser never knew whether Amer would turn the army against him.
  In the early 1960s he made ineffectual attempts to reassert some control over the armed forces. But when Amer resisted him, he would not risk a showdown. After that, Nasser still needed Amer, for
  all the old reasons and they still had strange vestiges of friendship, but he did not trust him.

  The Syrian syndrome

  Syria had the worst army of all the Arab countries bordering Israel. The reason was that it was not designed to fight. Its speciality was politics. After independence from
  France in 1946, Syria had three years of shaky civilian government, followed by twenty years of equally shaky military government. Discontented young officers kicked out the politicians after the
  humiliation and defeat of 1948. The last straw was a scandal about the army’s cooking fat. It should have been a local staple called samnah, made from sour milk,
  as important to Arab warriors as apple pie was to American GIs. Instead it was discovered that the army fat was made from bone waste that gave off a terrible stink when it was cooked. But
  Syria’s first coup was not aimed at protecting the stomachs of its soldiers. Instead, the president made the mistake of trying to blame an officer for the scandal instead of the supplier. The
  chief of staff, more outraged by civilian interference than by the food his men were eating, seized power. By lunchtime, the officer who had been blamed for ordering the inferior fat was free and
  the merchant who supplied it was behind bars. There were two more coups in 1949.

  The military became the dominant force in the country. The Syrian officer class was highly politicised. Most of them were poor boys who had joined up because the military academy offered them a
  free education, regular hot meals and a way out of the poverty-stricken, almost feudal provinces. Unlike European aristocrats, Syrian landowners did not consider soldiering a respectable way to
  earn a living. It was their biggest mistake. Ambitious, nationalistic officers seized on a new political ideology called Ba’thism, which had been invented by a Syrian Christian from Damascus
  called Michel Aflaq. The word Ba’th means resurrection. Ba’thism’s followers believed they would rebuild the Arab nation, without Western colonialists and feudal landlords. The
  best organised people in Syria were the Ba’thists inside the armed forces.

  Training for a war with Israel came a very distant second. Army officers concentrated on the art of seizing and then keeping power. By 1966 every serving officer above the rank of brigadier had
  a political job. Almost half the leadership of the Syrian Ba’th party were officers. The British defence attaché in Damascus, Colonel D. A. Rowan-Hamilton, tried to compare the set-up
  to Britain. ‘If the same conditions existed in the United Kingdom as existed in Syria, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff and Chief of Air Staff would have been not only MPs but members
  of the executive committee of the Labour Party. GOC Southern Command and the military secretary would have been vociferous MPs. All four would have been subject to incessant
  interference and insubordination from a group of totally unqualified and irresponsible young officers, each with his own regimental following and each after a plum job.’

  Syria was in no shape to fight an enemy as well organised and determined as Israel. Colonel Rowan-Hamilton sniffily concluded that the morale of the ‘proletarian’ officer corps was
  quite high. But they were not capable of conducting a mobile or protracted war. Officers who had been on liaison visits to Western countries had ‘not taken the opportunity to advance their
  military knowledge nor absorb ideas new to them, but have treated the expedition as a free holiday’. The Syrian army had been reasonably well armed since the mid-1950s, mainly with
  second-hand weapons no longer needed by the Soviet army. Even though they were not the most modern weapons, learning how to use and maintain them was not easy. Some technicians were trained in the
  USSR. But the rank and file of the army had very little education. Rowan-Hamilton had something to say about that too: ‘Knowing well the problems facing even a Western army in training the
  soldiery to use and maintain sophisticated arms and equipment, I shudder to think of the difficulties which Syria has to face . . .’

  In the mid-1960s the border between Syria and Israel was the place where the conflict between the Arabs and the Jews was hottest. Israel was much stronger than Syria. Its aggressive behaviour
  along the border set the pace, and started the slide to war in 1967. As early as 1964, as a pattern emerged, the British Embassy in Damascus was commenting that ‘while the Syrians were wrong
  in opening fire, the Israelis were plainly provocative in sending patrols into an area they knew was in dispute, and also that they were disproportionately severe in their retaliation’. An
  edge of hatred crept into this particular Arab–Israeli front that did not exist elsewhere. Colonel Israel Lior, who was the Israeli prime minister Levi Eshkol’s military aide,
  identified what he called a ‘Syrian syndrome’ in the IDF. Suffering from it especially badly, Lior believed, were Yitzhak Rabin, who commanded the northern front in the 1950s and became
  chief of staff in 1964, and the general in charge of Northern Command, David Elazar. ‘Service on this front, opposite the Syrian enemy, fuels feelings of exceptional
  hatred for the Syrian army and its people. There is no comparison, it seems to me, between the Israeli’s attitude to the Jordanian or Egyptian army and his attitude to the Syrian army. We
  loved to hate them.’ Rabin and Elazar, Lior noted, were ‘very aggressive’ in combat operations over the two biggest flashpoints – the control of water and possession of the
  demilitarised zones.

  The feeling was mutual. Destroying Israel was the only strategic military objective of the Syrian armed forces. But, preoccupied as they were with internal politics, they spent very little time
  thinking about how they would do it. Colonel Rowan-Hamilton recorded a typical conversation with a Syrian officer about Israel: ‘His eyes become glazed and his face flushes. When invited to
  explain how the Arabs intend to defeat Israel with the US Sixth Fleet pledged to its support if attacked, the officer will say: “I don’t know, but we will throw them into the
  sea.”’ The Americans agreed with the British about the Syrian army. It was barely adequate for peacetime ‘and would be totally inadequate in a war environment’, with poor
  training, ‘highly deficient’ command and control procedures, extremely weak logistics, and ‘especially lacking’ in reserves of electronic and other technical equipment. The
  Syrian leadership knew how weak they had become. After an abortive coup on 8 September 1966, the army suffered yet another wave of dismissals and desertions. The leadership saw enemies everywhere.
  They thought the kings of Jordan and Saudi Arabia were plotting against them. They had no confidence that Egypt would intervene if it came to a fight with Israel. Most of all, they feared what the
  Israelis could do to them. In the autumn of 1966 the foreign minister, Dr Ibrahim Makhus, seemed to the British ambassador to be ‘chastened . . . affected by the hopelessness of it
  all’.

  But Israel saw danger lurking in Damascus. Syria had become a radical, politically aggressive state, which encouraged and sheltered the first Palestinian guerrillas. Its Soviet advisers helped
  it build impressive defences on the Golan Heights. Behind them Syrian artillery periodically shelled Israel’s border settlements, often because of Israeli provocations.
  Casualties were low but it was politically awkward for the Israeli government.

  Water and land

  The night of 2 November 1964 was cold on the high ground near Israel’s border with Syria. A group of Israeli soldiers sat shivering around their tanks. The next day they
  were expecting combat, the first that Israel’s Armoured Corps had faced in six years. Captain Shamai Kaplan, their commander, brought out his accordion. ‘Lads, let’s sing a bit.
  It’ll warm us up!’ He started singing. At first, no one joined in. ‘Men,’ the sergeant called out, ‘liven it up! Pretend you’re having a picnic on the
  beach.’ They started singing and their voices drifted out into the darkness.

  They were there because of water. Since 1959 Israel had been building its national water carrier, a system that sent water from the Sea of Galilee in the north through pipes and canals to
  irrigate the Negev desert in the south. In 1964 it was ready. The Arabs’ belated response was to sabotage it by diverting two of the three sources of the river Jordan that fed the Sea of
  Galilee. The men from ‘S’ Brigade of Israel’s Armoured Corps were going to attack the Syrian earth moving machines and the tanks that were protecting them.

  To get the Syrian guns firing, the next day the Israelis set up an incident. A patrol went down a dirt road, just over the border from a Syrian village called Nukheila. When, as expected, the
  Syrians opened fire from two old German Panzers that were dug into the hillside, the Israeli tanks were ready. They pounded the Syrian positions for an hour and a half. The Syrians fired back as
  hard as they could. Smoke, dust and the smell of gunpowder filled the air. Once the UN had managed to negotiate a ceasefire, Brigadier-General Israel Tal, the newly appointed commander of the
  Armoured Corps, came to see how they had done.

  ‘How many Syrian tanks were knocked out?’

  ‘None, sir . . . One may have been slightly damaged,’ replied a lieutenant-colonel.

  ‘Did their tanks fire all the time?’

  ‘We didn’t silence a single tank, sir. The Syrians were still firing after we stopped.’

  ‘How many shells did we fire?’

  ‘Eighty-nine, sir.’

  The attack was a failure. Kaplan, the accordion player, was blamed. Ten days later, after Tal had administered a general dressing-down to the Corps’ senior officers, the Israelis
  manufactured another incident at the same place. Once again the tanks were ready. This time they destroyed the two Syrian Panzers. The Syrians shelled Israeli farming settlements and, in a major
  act of escalation, the IDF sent in the air force.

  Using the Syrian border as a test bed Tal worked on the Armoured Corps until, by 1967, he had turned it into a ferociously efficient weapon. Tal was born in 1924 on a Jewish agricultural
  settlement in Palestine. As a teenager he designed a gun to kill moles and tried to build a submarine to explore a local waterhole. In the Second World War he joined the British army and fought in
  the Western Desert and Italy with the East Kents. He was demobilised as a sergeant and went home to pass his expertise on to the Haganah, the Jewish underground army.

  Tal instilled professionalism and discipline into the Armoured Corps. Traditionally the Israeli army is relaxed about uniforms and saluting. Tal was a martinet, not just on uniform but
  everything else. He stopped bullying, which had included forcing soldiers to bury a cigarette with full military honours in the middle of the night, or to carry around the ‘pocket
  wrench’ of their tank, which weighed eleven pounds. He was accused of trying to turn his soldiers into robots. He answered that it was fine for paratroopers to ignore what seemed like
  military routine, as long as they were brave. But dealing with tanks was a technical business, which was why they needed rules for everything from the right way to zero a sight to making sure that
  the oil and fuel were checked. Tal improved the gunnery of Israeli tanks to such an extent that they could hit targets eleven kilometres away. Sometimes he operated the guns
  himself. By 1965 the Arabs gave up trying to divert the rivers.

  After Israel won the fight over water the action shifted to small parcels of land lying between the armistice line of July 1949 and the old Palestinian frontier. In the armistice the two sides
  agreed that they would be demilitarised with the issue of sovereignty postponed until a final peace treaty. In practice both sides occupied and cultivated demilitarised zones. Israel went about it
  more aggressively and efficiently than Syria, working tirelessly and successfully to alter the status quo in its favour. Many of the United Nations military observers who were based on the frontier
  believed that while the Syrians ‘often lie to UN officers but subsequently admit their untruths, the Israelis, while professing to offer complete co-operation, lie even more of the time and
  do all they can to deceive UN officers’. A widely held belief among the military observers was that the Israelis would periodically ‘fabricate’ incidents. Israel evicted Syrian
  farmers from the zones it controlled and gave their land to Jewish settlements. Periodically the tension blew up into exchanges of fire. According to Matityahu Peled, who was one of Israel’s
  senior generals in 1967, ‘over 50 per cent of the border incidents [with Syria] before the Six-Day War were the result of our security policy of maximum settlement in the demilitarised
  areas’. (Peled went from being an especially hawkish general in 1967 to the leadership of a joint Arab–Jewish party that campaigned for peace.) By 1967 a British diplomat reviewing the
  two sides’ claims to the land grumbled that ‘no amount of pseudo-legality or case law can justify the fact that in what was basically an Arab populated area there is now not a single
  Arab living’. General Odd Bull, who commanded the United Nations Truce Supervision Organization (UNTSO) which did its best to make the armistice arrangements work, warned that Israel’s
  activities deepened the mistrust on the border.

  Only highly motivated people went to live in the Israeli border settlements. They were dangerous places. Families spent long periods in bomb shelters. Fathers could find themselves driving
  armoured tractors under fire to prove Israel’s claim to small pieces of land with strange names like de Gaulle’s nose, the beetroot lot, and the bean patch. The
  settlers believed that if the Syrians shelled a particular field, it was even more important to cultivate it. In their view, ‘Making concessions to the Syrians does not further the cause of
  peace. We would only invite them to challenge our rights to the next tract.’ These days the popular Israeli version is that the settlers of the mid-1960s were defenceless farmers. But they
  saw themselves as nation builders. Once when Levi Eshkol, who had succeeded David Ben-Gurion as prime minister, visited the settlements after they had been thoroughly shelled they gave him a
  statement saying, ‘This is our home. Every bit of destruction is painful for us. But we settled here in order to confirm the sovereignty of Israel along these borders. We therefore accept all
  the risks and ask the Government that the work be allowed to continue.’ For the Israelis, cultivating the demilitarised zones was about building the state, not agriculture. In April 1967 a
  local security official admitted that ‘the cost of the kernel we reap is higher than if we had imported it from the United States, each wrapped separately in cotton and cellophane’.

  According to Moshe Dayan, Israel’s most famous soldier who became minister of defence on the eve of the Six-Day War, Israel provoked ‘at least 80 per cent’ of the border
  clashes. ‘It went this way. We would send a tractor to plough somewhere where it wasn’t possible to do anything, in the demilitarised area, and knew in advance that the Syrians would
  start to shoot. If they didn’t shoot, we would tell the tractor to advance further, until in the end the Syrians would get annoyed and start to shoot. And then we would use artillery and
  later the air force also, and that’s how it was.’ Dayan said he provoked the Syrians, as did Rabin and his two predecessors as chiefs of staff, Chaim Laskov and Zvi Tsur. But ‘the
  person who most enjoyed these games’ was General David Elazar, who led the IDF’s Northern Command from 1964 to 1969. Dayan believed it was all about a hunger for land: ‘Along the
  Syrian border there were no farms and no refugee camps – there was only the Syrian army. The kibbutzim saw the good agricultural land . . . and they dreamed about it.’

  Israel set the pace, but the Arabs did their best to keep up with the violence. On the last day of 1964, Yasser Arafat, the leader of a Palestinian faction called Fatah,
  entered the life of Israelis for the first time. A small team of Palestinians tried to sneak into Israel from south Lebanon, intending to attack a pumping station on Israel’s national water
  carrier. Before they could reach the border fence they were arrested by the Lebanese secret police. The following night another team made it into Israel and planted a bomb which did not explode.
  Palestinian organisations celebrate New Year’s Day 1965 as the start of the armed struggle. When Arafat seized control of the Palestine Liberation Organization after 1967, his people put
  round a story that he had led the first cross-border raid. In fact, until he too was arrested, Arafat was in Beirut, busily circulating exaggerated details of the raid in Fatah’s Military
  Communiqué Number One, under the name of the so-called Asifah ‘Storm’ forces.

  Arafat and his friend Khalil al-Wazir were known as ‘the madmen’ in Palestinian circles. (Wazir, who was also known as Abu Jihad, remained one of the few people close to Arafat who
  was not a yes-man until Israeli commandos riddled his body with 150 bullets in front of his wife and child in Tunis in 1988.) The ‘madmen’ believed they could do for their people what
  the Vietnamese and the Algerian national liberation movements had done for theirs. Other groups appeared. The Palestinian Liberation Front, under Ahmad Jibril, was followed by ‘Vengeance
  Youth’ and the Heroes of the Return, who came together as the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine.

  According to Fatah’s communiqués they were fighting a bruising guerrilla war, killing scores of Israelis and causing serious damage to the infrastructure of the Jewish state. In
  fact when it came to the military punch, they were never more than a nuisance. But politically and psychologically, they made an impact. For Palestinians, they kept the idea of resistance alive.
  For Israelis, they were terrorists bent on the destruction of the state and the expulsion of the Jews, who had to be resisted.

  President Nasser had established the Palestine Liberation Organization in 1964 to control the activities of people like Arafat. The last thing he wanted were guerrillas
  carrying out freelance operations against Israel. Nasser planned to create a noisy and relatively harmless organisation, which would satisfy the desire shared by all Arabs to do something about the
  Palestinian catastrophe but which could be contained and controlled. He installed Ahmed Shukairy as leader of the PLO. Shukairy was a charlatan, who specialised in bombastic speeches threatening
  Israel with a bloody and savage end. Nasser ignored Shukairy’s windy rhetoric. He repeated many times that the Arabs were not strong enough to attack Israel. They should wait, building their
  strength until the time was right. He allowed the creation of a Palestine Liberation Army as part of the standing forces of Egypt and Syria, under firm political control.

  But by 1966 Nasser’s strategy of keeping the borders quiet started to fall apart. Syria had its ninth military coup in seventeen years. It was bloody. Several hundred people were killed.
  The mastermind behind the coup was General Salah Jadid, who installed Nureddin al Atassi as head of state. Jadid, like many officers, was an Alawi, an ethnic and religious minority that followed
  its own form of Islam. The easiest way for the Alawis to ingratiate themselves with Syria’s Sunni Muslims, who were the majority, was to work even harder to heat up their border with Israel.
  It was a labour of love for radical Arab socialists.

  The level of violence rose throughout the spring and summer of 1966. There were artillery exchanges, guerrilla raids, even a fight between Israeli patrol boats on the Sea of Galilee and Syrian
  shore batteries that ended up with an air battle. In Israel the government of Levi Eshkol came under more and more pressure to hit back. On 16 October the top Israeli military commanders talked
  about their plans for a major reprisal raid against Syria at a lunch for a visiting British air marshal. Rabin and Ezer Weizman, his number two, dropped heavy hints that they were planning a
  ‘large-scale operation to occupy the Syrian border areas, including all the high ground . . . with maximum destruction of Syrian military personnel and equipment’.

  But early in November Syria signed a mutual defence agreement with Egypt. For the Syrians, it was more than just an insurance policy. Now they had a chance of getting the
  Egyptians, who had said many times that they were not ready to confront Israel, to march alongside them whether they liked it or not. Nasser hoped the pact would restrain the hotheads in Damascus.
  But all it did was encourage them. An Israeli intelligence officer commented that Nasser was ‘the only Rabbi who can give the Syrians a kosher certificate of respectability as
  revolutionaries’. The Syrian junta did not trust the Egyptians enough to let them station troops in Syria. But they knew that Israel would be alarmed by an alliance between Egypt, its most
  powerful Arab neighbour, and Syria, its most hostile one. The new agreement made Israel think again about launching a major raid on Syria. They hit Jordan instead.

  Raiding Samua

  King Hussein started counting down to the next Middle Eastern war on Sunday 13 November 1966, the day that Israel raided the village of Samua on the West Bank. Life in Samua was
  never easy. For at least 2000 years peasant farmers had grazed sheep and goats and raised a few dusty crops on its bare, rocky ground. In the summer the heat blasts off the stones and the scrub.
  Though the winter is short, the wind and rain bite at the shepherds on the hills and flash floods can sweep away anyone foolish enough to walk along the deep wadis. Samua is on the edge of two
  deserts – the Judean to the east, and the Negev to the south. Since 1948 it was also on the border with Israel. Generations of Palestinians in Samua had worked out ways to deal with nature.
  Dealing with the Jewish state was much more complicated.

  The people of Samua were early risers. The men went to pray in the mosque at dawn. The women started clattering around their kitchens even earlier. They had big families. Water had to be fetched
  and there was bread to bake. That morning in November 1966 seemed like any other. The first rain clouds of winter were building up over the high plateau that comes down from Mount Hebron. Then,
  at about six o’clock, they started to hear tanks firing. The sound came from the border, which was only five kilometres away. The villagers grabbed their children and
  went as quickly as they could to the fields and the limestone caves around the village. From hard experience, they knew about Israeli reprisals.

  What they could hear were Israeli tanks destroying the Jordanian police post at Rujim El-Madfa, about a kilometre inside the border. A big force of Israeli tanks, supported by infantry mounted
  in armoured half-tracks had crossed the border and was heading towards them. Tank shells started whooshing over the top of the village. Ouragan ground-attack aircraft flew low over their heads.
  Higher up, supersonic Mirage fighters provided air cover, waiting for the arrival of the Royal Jordanian Air Force.

  Major Asad Ghanma, commander of the 48th Infantry Battalion of the Jordanian army, knew that the Israelis were coming and that he had to fight them. His unit was the only one in the area at the
  time. The border with Israel was more than 600 kilometres long. The Jordanian army was spread thinly along it. It was bigger than it had been in 1948, but less efficient since King Hussein
  dismissed its British officers in 1956.

  The major and his men drove fast out of their barracks and raced headlong down the road towards the Israelis. There had been rumours of a raid for a couple of weeks, since saboteurs had tried to
  blow up a block of flats on the Jewish side of Jerusalem and derailed an Israeli train. Nobody had died in those attacks. But the day before, on Saturday, a routine Israeli border patrol had driven
  over a mine. Three Israeli soldiers had been killed and six others injured. The Israelis believed terrorists from Samua had left the mine. Now they wanted revenge.

  Their plan was to enter Samua, blow up a lot buildings, then pull back. General Rabin calculated that it ought to take about an hour and a half to deliver what he thought was a clear and
  uncompromising message: that the people of Samua, and all the other 700,000 Palestinians on the West Bank, should not harbour terrorists, and that King Hussein himself should do more to stop them
  crossing the border to kill Jews. It was the biggest Israeli military operation since 1956. Two raiding parties crossed the border. The bigger one headed for Samua, led by 8
  Centurion tanks, followed by 400 paratroopers mounted in about 40 armoured, open-topped half-tracks. Ten more half-tracks followed with 60 combat engineers who were going to do the demolition. The
  second force was made up of 3 more Centurion tanks and 100 paratroops and engineers in 10 half-tracks. They had a separate mission, to blow up houses in two other smaller villages, Kirbet El-Markas
  and Kirbet Jimba. Five more Super Sherman tanks and eight field guns supported them from the Israeli side of the border. Behind them were powerful reserves, in case the raiding force ran into
  trouble. In the air the Ouragans were armed with rockets to attack Jordanian armour or artillery if it appeared.

  The smaller force cleared civilians out of Kirbet El-Markas and Kirbet Jimba and set to work blowing up houses. Then three companies of Major Ghanma’s men drove straight into an Israeli
  blocking position on the high ground to the north-west of Samua. Another two companies that tried to get in from the north-east were also intercepted by Israeli troops. But a platoon of Jordanians
  with two 106 mm recoilless guns entered Samua and attacked the Israelis. There was some fierce close-quarter fighting at the southern end of the village until Israel cleared the Jordanians out with
  tanks. The Israelis fought bravely, following their orders and adapting them efficiently as things changed. Individual Jordanians also fought bravely, but without a plan. Once they had been dealt
  with, Israeli paratroopers went from house to house to check the village was clear while the engineers laid the charges.

  By 0945 the Israelis were back on their own side of the border. During the raid three Jordanian civilians and fifteen soldiers were killed. Fifty-four other Jordanian soldiers and civilians were
  wounded. The Jordanian army, a proud force that believed itself to be the best in the Arab world, had been humiliated. On the Israeli side the commander of the paratroop battalion was killed and
  ten others were wounded. Four hours later, when a missionary called Eric Bishop arrived, the ‘dazed and frightened’ people were drifting back. The bridge into the
  village was blocked by three smoking, burnt-out Jordanian army vehicles. Bishop followed the villagers down off the road and across the dry river bed. Unexploded shells and twisted scraps of metal
  were all over the roads. The village’s only clinic had been reduced to a pile of rubble. So had the girls’ school. The town bus was crumpled under stones from a blown up building. In
  all, 140 houses had gone. So had the post office and the coffee shop. Bishop saw a couple and their four children ‘rolling rocks down from a mound where their home had been. Someone shouted
  that they should look out for unexploded shells but they paid no attention.’

  King Hussein was aghast. He had been having secret meetings with the Israelis. On the morning of the raid on Samua, he received an unsolicited message from his Israeli contacts that they had no
  intention of attacking Jordan. In what the White House considered ‘a quite extraordinary revelation’ he told American ambassador Findley Burns and the head of the CIA’s Amman
  station, Jack O’Connel, that for three years there had been secret correspondence and clandestine meetings with Abba Eban, Israel’s foreign minister, and with Golda Meir, his
  predecessor. They had talked about peace and he had assured them he was doing everything he could to stop terrorist attacks from Jordan.

  ‘I told them I could not absorb or tolerate a serious retaliatory raid. They accepted the logic of this and promised there would never be one.’ Burns and O’Connel saw tears in
  the king’s eyes as he told them that the attack was ‘a complete betrayal of everything I had tried to do for the past three years in the interests of peace, stability and moderation at
  high personal political risk. Strangely, despite our secret agreements, understandings and assurances, I never fully trusted their intentions towards me or towards Jordan.’ Bitterly, the king
  ended the conversation by saying ‘this is what one gets for trying to be a moderate, or perhaps for being stupid’.

  The ambassador had ‘never seen him so grim or so obviously under pressure. It was apparent that he had to use the utmost in self control to keep his emotions from erupting openly.’
  He asked that Hussein’s request to keep his contacts with Israel secret should be respected. The king’s grandfather, after all, had been assassinated for doing
  exactly the same thing.

  The king concluded that his throne was in serious danger and that Israel still wanted the West Bank, just as it had in its early years of independence. Hussein knew that many Israelis believed
  that Israel would not be secure until its eastern border ran down the river Jordan. He told the diplomats that he had always thought it was possible to live with Israel. But now the only option he
  had left was irrevocable hostility. Highly emotional, the king even talked about mounting his own attack on Israel, a threat the Americans, knowing the weakness of the Jordanian army, did not take
  seriously.

  The morning after the raid he summoned all the ambassadors accredited to his court to his palace in Amman. He told them it was the latest instalment in Zionism’s long history of aggression
  and expansionism. Samua, he said, could not be seen as a mere reprisal. It was ‘the first battle’ in Israel’s campaign to swallow the West Bank. He told them that if they did not
  ‘restrain the aggressor’ by moral and if necessary physical force, the crisis would drag in all their countries too. Britain and America believed Hussein when he said that he was doing
  everything he could to stop infiltration. One of the alleged organisers of the attack on the Israeli border patrol had been arrested before the Israeli reprisal happened. The United States was so
  concerned about the raid that even after it supported a resolution in the UN Security Council condemning Israel’s actions, National Security Advisor Walt Rostow still thought they had not
  reacted strongly enough. The US airlifted urgent military aid to Jordan, a move the White House decided was necessary to save King Hussein’s throne. They feared that if they did not send aid
  Hussein would call in Egyptian troops or even Soviet advisers and equipment.

  Hussein was very focused when it came to matters of his own survival. Not only had he witnessed his grandfather’s assassination; since becoming king he had faced a series of plots and
  would-be assassins of his own. Now the latest threat, he believed, was coming from Israel, his increasingly mighty neighbour. Hussein had learnt from his grandfather that he would always have to do
  business with Israel. In return, Israel had humiliated him. He was determined that he was going to survive, along with his regime.

  Since 1948 Jordan had two distinct halves. The East Bank, mainly desert, was Hussein’s power base. He could rely on the support of the leaders of its Bedouin tribes whose men were the
  backbone of his army. But since 1948 there had also been more than half a million Palestinian refugees. Another 700,000 Palestinians lived on the West Bank and in the Old City of Jerusalem.
  Educated Palestinian urbanites tended to look down on East Bankers as country bumpkins. Hussein put members of aristocratic Palestinian families in his cabinets. But the king and his close
  advisers, rightly, were deeply suspicious of the great mass of Palestinians. They were seen as a potential fifth column, ready to be seduced by the violent criticism of Hussein and the Hashemite
  dynasty that came from the regime of Gamal Abdul Nasser in Cairo. Anyone found listening to Nasser’s radio station Saut al-Arab, the Voice of the Arabs, could be arrested.

  Hussein did not think Israel planned to march on Amman and take him prisoner. Instead he feared that its actions would stir up trouble on the West Bank that would be exploited by ambitious army
  officers. If a coup established a radical, pro-Nasser regime in Jordan, Israel could use it as an excuse to step in. The CIA believed his analysis was realistic. Whichever way it went, the result
  would be that Hussein would lose his throne, and his dynasty, the Hashemites, would lose their last hold on power. Mecca, Medina and the rest of the Hejaz were lost to Ibn Saud after the First
  World War. In a coup in 1958 the Hashemite king of Iraq, Hussein’s cousin and friend, was slaughtered along with most of his immediate family. Hussein Ibn Talal, ruler of Jordan, descendant
  of the prophet, did not want to be the last Hashemite king.

  As Hussein feared, Palestinians on the West Bank seethed with anger after the raid. The people of Samua refused offers of emergency food, tents and blankets. Instead they demanded weapons. One
  of them asked a reporter from the Los Angeles Times when he reached the village: ‘What do they expect us to fight with – with women? With children? Or with stones?’ It felt
  like a return to the early 1950s, when Israel carried out a long series of brutal and almost wholly counter-productive raids on the West Bank. Two days after the raid,
  demonstrators took over the centre of Hebron, the big Palestinian town close to Samua. The governor sent the fire brigade to turn their hoses on the crowd, only for them to be sent back to their
  fire stations by the local police chief, who said they would make things worse. A policeman who brandished his revolver at demonstrators was beaten up. Slogans were chanted against King Hussein,
  against America for protecting Israel, and against Syria and Egypt for not sending planes to protect them. Demonstrations spread to East Jerusalem and Nablus. The king slapped martial law on all
  the Palestinian towns. He could feel his throne shaking under him.

  The government was accused of covering up the number of casualties and the size of the defeat. Jordanians were proud of their dead, but officers felt humiliated and shamed. A senior security
  official told the Americans that air force officers were especially bitter because they had been forced to go into action with ‘completely inadequate equipment’ – the ageing,
  subsonic, British-built Hawker Hunters. They thought they had been handed a choice – stay on the ground or commit suicide in the air. During the raid four Jordanian Hawker Hunter aircraft
  engaged Israeli Mirages in dogfights. One of them was shot down, after a long, low-level dogfight in which the pilot impressed the Israelis with his skill. At his funeral, army officers criticised
  the king violently. Instead of protecting the border, he had ‘squandered’ money on his own pleasures and cared more about hanging on to his throne than about the defence of his country.
  It was impossible to live in peace with Israel. Some of the officers thought Jordan should move against Israel now, whatever the consequences. King Hussein was told about the fury of his officers.
  He believed that only traditional Bedouin loyalty was keeping the army on his side.

  Hussein’s troubles pleased his enemies in the radical Arab regimes in Egypt and Syria. No message of support came from Cairo. Damascus was relieved it had got off so lightly. The Israelis
  regarded the guerrilla groups as Syrian proxies. The British ambassador in Damascus thought it was more complicated than that: ‘Even if the Syrian government do control
  one or more of these bodies, I doubt whether their control is sufficiently close for there to be day-to-day coordination between terrorist operations and military action on the border.’
  Still, no one in Damascus would deny that they encouraged and supported Palestinian attacks – and Israel had chosen not to attack them. The army chief of staff General Suwaydani ordered the
  cultivation of what Syria said was Arab land in the demilitarised areas. Let the Israelis shoot at us, he said. We’ll shoot back harder. Samua did not stop cross-border raids, although the
  Jordanians tried even harder to stop infiltration through the West Bank into Israel. The violence escalated. The Israeli army was itching for a fight and every Zionist bone in Prime Minister
  Eshkol’s body opposed making any concessions to Syria whatsoever over the disputed demilitarised zones. Added to that was growing political pressure, especially from the border settlements,
  to take tough action. It all came to a head on 7 April 1967.

  Leading the country to war

  Israelis who lived at Kibbutz Gadot, very close to the Syrian border, were standing in their yard, watching the action on the hills above them. All afternoon the air force had
  been bombing Syrian positions. A big battle had been brewing for the best part of a week. Now it was on.

  Two Israeli tractors started work at 0930. Within fifteen minutes tanks, howitzers and heavy machine guns were exchanging fire. The battle increased in intensity. Israeli aircraft dive-bombed
  Syrian positions with 250 and 500 kg bombs. The Syrians shelled Israeli border settlements heavily. Israeli jets retaliated with an attack on Sqoufiye, a civilian village, destroying around forty
  houses. UN observers believed Syrian casualties were much heavier than the five Damascus admitted.

  At 1519 shells started to fall on Kibbutz Gadot. One landed near the children’s house (children on kibbutzim lived communally, visiting their parents at set hours and
  sleeping separately in their own accommodation). Adults ran in to the building, grabbed the children and took them to the shelters. The children’s shelter was equipped for a long siege. It
  had cots, a kitchen for making food and lots of toys. Suddenly, it was very crowded, because the adults who had brought the children in were stuck there too. They started singing to try to take the
  children’s minds off the crash of the shells outside. In 40 minutes 300 shells landed within the kibbutz compound. One mother had to be physically restrained from running out into the open
  during the bombardment to find her child. When they emerged from the shelter, with all the children safe, they saw their homes in ruins. Offers of help came in from all over Israel, everything from
  cows for the dairy to a loan of labourers from the atomic reactor in Dimona to help them rebuild.

  Israeli Mirages routed the Syrian MiG-21s. Two were chased most of the way to Damascus and were shot down over the suburbs. The Israelis roared low over the capital to rub the Syrians’
  noses in what they had done. Four other Syrian MiG-21s were shot down, three of them over Jordan. The British air attaché, who examined the wreckage, was struck by how close they were to
  each other. He concluded that ‘either the Israeli aircraft had carried out an almost unbelievably skilful operation and shot down three aircraft almost simultaneously whilst still in
  formation or that the Syrian pilots had abandoned their aircraft, again while still in formation, rather than face up to the Israelis’. The absence of obvious bullet holes in the wreckage
  encouraged his view that the Syrians, who all ejected safely, had chosen discretion over valour. Privately, the Jordanians claimed the Syrians had admitted as much in hospital, complaining that
  they did not stand a chance against well-trained Israeli pilots with better ground control. Syrian military weakness was clearer than ever. At the height of the battle, Mezze Airfield, one of its
  main bases, was wide open to attack from the air. Its army garrison was standing to, with five tanks and five armoured personnel carriers. But its twenty-four MiG-17s were lined up on the tarmac
  and only four of its six 54 mm anti-aircraft guns were manned.

  The next morning young Palestinians in Jerusalem showed ‘a stunned awe at the Israeli competence and Arab helplessness in the face of it . . .’ and they asked
  ‘where were the Egyptians?’ Cairo had done nothing for Jordan after it had been humiliated at Samua. Now Syria had been humiliated, a country with which Egypt had a mutual defence pact.
  This time, Nasser had no choice. Something would have to be done.

  Israel basked in a mood of national self-congratulation. Film of the MiGs being shot down from the Mirages’ gun cameras played in newsreels in the cinemas to appreciative audiences. The
  army heavily reinforced the northern border, moving in thirty-five tanks, mainly Centurions, and at least fifteen 105 mm guns. In a corridor in the Israeli Knesset, Moshe Dayan, the former chief of
  staff and now member of parliament, bumped into General Ezer Weizman, the former head of the air force and now number two in the IDF. ‘Are you out of your minds?’ he said to Weizman.
  ‘You’re leading the country to war!’

  After the 7 April battle Syria and the guerrillas it sponsored tried even harder to provoke the Israelis, who obliged them by rising to every provocation. Wearily, the British ambassador in
  Damascus commented that ‘the Syrians are clearly in the wrong in not preventing infiltration. On the other hand, Israeli reaction to what after all are relatively little more than pinpricks,
  has been quite out of proportion.’ Rabin and Eshkol used interviews and broadcasts granted for Independence Day, which was coming up, to warn Damascus to expect more of the same and worse.
  The British government believed Israel’s threats were ‘the starting point of the chain of events that led to war’. The CIA picked up the threats and told President Johnson to
  expect a move against Syria. The Egyptians drew the same conclusions. Israel ‘is contemplating an attack on Syria . . . preparing world opinion for it and asking for assistance’.

  The toughest threat was reported by the news agency United Press International (UPI) on 12 May: ‘A high Israeli source said today Israel would take limited military action designed to
  topple the Damascus army regime if Syrian terrorists continue sabotage raids inside Israel. Military observers said such an offensive would fall short of all-out war but would
  be mounted to deliver a telling blow against the Syrian government.’

  In the West as well as the Arab world the immediate assumption was that the unnamed source was Rabin and that he was serious. In fact, it was Brigadier-General Aharon Yariv, the head of military
  intelligence, and the story was overwritten. Yariv mentioned ‘an all-out invasion of Syria and conquest of Damascus’ but only as the most extreme of a range of possibilities. But the
  damage had been done. Tension was so high that most people, and not just the Arabs, assumed something much bigger than usual was being planned against Syria. Israel’s English-language
  newspaper, the Jerusalem Post, took the threats and warnings as an authoritative ultimatum. A year later, Abba Eban, the foreign minister – who had been one of the first to weigh in
  against Syrian-sponsored ‘marauders’ that month – commented caustically: ‘There were some who thought these warnings may have been too frequent and too little coordinated .
  . . if there had been a little more silence the sum of human wisdom would have remained substantially undiminished.’

  The message received outside Israel was that Damascus was in the sights of the IDF. For Nasser, it became an article of faith that ‘the Israeli leaders had announced that they would
  undertake military operations against Syria to occupy Damascus and bring down the Syrian regime’. The Egyptians claimed to have seen an Israeli plan for a powerful force to occupy the heights
  overlooking the Sea of Galilee. Israel, they claimed, planned to withdraw only if peacekeepers from UNEF were brought in to replace them.

  The Syrians also believed they were about to be invaded. President Atassi, the head of state, sent messages to Cairo asking for military support under the terms of their mutual defence pact. The
  Syrian leadership did not mind provoking Israel, but they did not want all-out war. They had been taught a hard lesson in the air battle of 7 April. Members of the regime, like the air force
  commander General Hafez al-Asad, knew all too well that those who seize power in coups tend to have their power taken away in counter-coups, especially if they lose a war.
  Well before the 7 April battle, Asad already seemed ‘extremely nervous and appeared to dread the prospect of a major incident’. Yet icy reality did not cool down their rhetoric. Israel
  was ‘caught in the pincers’ of Egyptian, Syrian and Palestinian commandos. America could not protect ‘the foster child state of bandits’. The Grand Mufti went to inspect
  front-line positions and declared that religious leaders were ready to join the army in battle because Israel was ‘the enemy of Islam, Arabism and humanity’. Local rallies were held,
  where slogans were chanted and speeches made. It would, a newspaper editorial predicted, be ‘the last blow’ against Israel.

  At this point, as the British foreign office had it, ‘the Russians pricked the Egyptian donkey’. Moscow delivered a warning to Cairo that Israel was massing troops on the border with
  Syria and would attack within a week. On 13 May the President of the Egyptian parliament, Anwar El Sadat, was at Moscow international airport, being seen off by Vladimir Semyenov, the Soviet deputy
  foreign minister, and Nikolai Podgorny, chairman of the presidium of the Supreme Soviet. Sadat’s plane was late. They spent the extra hour talking, mainly about Syria. ‘They told me
  specifically that ten Israeli brigades had been concentrated on the Syrian border.’ He passed the message to Nasser who had also received it from the Soviet Embassy and the KGB. By the
  evening, General Muhammad Fawzi, the Egyptian army’s chief of staff, had received a similar message from Major-General Ahmad Suwaydani, his Syrian opposite number.

  Exactly why the Soviets delivered the warning is not clear. The Soviets seem to have believed they were passing on accurate intelligence. Perhaps they were misled by the Syrian regime,
  Moscow’s ideological soul mate in a way that Egypt could never be. The Soviets wanted to protect their clumsy protégés, who as well as provoking Israel had now provoked
  Syria’s Sunni Muslim majority with a newspaper article that was taken to be anti-Islamic. Tens of thousands took to the streets to protest. The Atassi regime was becoming so unpopular that it
  needed a good way to unite the country. The spectre of an Israeli attack was perfect.

  A ‘medium-level’ Soviet official told the CIA that the Soviet Union had stirred up the Arabs to try to make trouble for the United States. They hoped the US,
  already embattled in Vietnam, might become involved in another long war. Perhaps that seemed like a good enough reason among Soviet hawks – but there were limits to the mischief that the
  Kremlin was prepared to make. The consensus in the CIA, the State Department and the White House throughout the crisis was that the Soviets did not want war and did not encourage the Arabs to go to
  war either, nor did it promise to take military action if things started to go wrong. A KGB officer told a CIA informant: ‘I think this is difficult for the Arabs to understand, but everybody
  in the outside world believes that it is not worth it to have a world war over the question of Palestine.’

  The message from Moscow to Cairo worried the Eshkol government. Was there a leak? ‘Limited’ retaliation against Syria (an elastic concept – the Samua raid was
  ‘limited’) had been authorised by the cabinet on 7 May. Secret plans existed and had been discussed in the prime minister’s office and in the IDF General Staff. The real problem
  with the Soviet message to Egypt was that even though it was plausible, it was inaccurate. Israel was contemplating a big raid into Syria. But it had not concentrated a huge force on the border
  – Damascus had alleged fifteen brigades, which was not far off Israel’s fully mobilised strength.

  In Washington the White House, just like the Arabs and the Russians, had concluded that Israel was planning something big. President Johnson’s information was that ‘the Soviet advice
  to the Syrians that the Israelis were planning an attack was not far off, although they seem to have exaggerated on the magnitude. The Israelis probably were planning an attack – but not an
  invasion.’ Another official agreed. ‘It is probable Soviet agents actually picked up intelligence reports of a planned Israeli raid into Syria. I would not be surprised if the reports
  were at least partly true. The Israelis have made such raids before: they have been under heavy provocation: and they maintain pretty good security (so we might well not know about a planned raid).
  Intelligence being what it is, the Soviet agents may have not known the scale of the raid and may have exaggerated its scope and purpose.’

  Jerusalem

  Divided Jerusalem was a backwater between 1948 and 1967. Barbed wire, mines and machine gun posts marked the place where two hostile worlds butted against each other. UN
  Security Council resolution 181 that had partitioned Mandatory Palestine in November 1947 had declared that Jerusalem would be a separate entity under international control. Israel and Jordan
  ignored it, the big powers did not try to enforce it. The single crossing point was the Mandelbaum Gate, Jerusalem’s Checkpoint Charlie. Only foreigners with special permission could cross
  between the Arab world and the Jewish state. Occasionally, after long bureaucratic campaigns, divided Palestinian families were allowed through for reunions. The two sides sometimes shot covetous
  glances – and bullets – at each other, but in Jerusalem no one was killed trying to escape from one side to the other. Plenty of people would have been quite happy if the people on the
  other side vanished. But they wanted to be in their world, not their enemy’s.

  The walled Old City was on the Jordanian side. Israelis were not allowed to visit any of the Jewish holy places. The Jordanians also had the Mount of Olives, which overlooks the Old City from
  the east. On its slopes is the Garden of Gethsemane, where Christians believe Jesus sweated blood on his last night before he was arrested by the Romans. A little higher up is the Jews’ most
  important cemetery. The Jordanians paved the road with some of its gravestones. In the 1960s well-off Jordanians would motor over from Amman to have lunch at the brand-new Intercontinental hotel
  that had been built on top of the Mount of Olives. For them, Jerusalem was a beautiful symbol rather than a capital or a place to live. It was an easy drive of twenty-five miles or so from Amman,
  across the river Jordan, up past Jericho and through the Judean desert. They could eat looking down across the holy city at the mysterious and sinister Israelis on the hills opposite.

  Jordanian Jerusalem was a quiet place. It was traditional, religious and poor. Helped by entrepreneurial Palestinian refugees, King Hussein was turning his capital, Amman, into a modern city.
  But after 1948 Jerusalem had lost its traditional hinterland in the rich farming land between the mountains and the Mediterranean coast. Palestinians grumbled not just because
  they were hard-up, but because they felt neglected and at times oppressed by Amman. A generation later, after more than thirty years of Israeli occupation, some Palestinians looked back
  sentimentally on what now seemed to have been golden years. One lamented: ‘We were masters in our own houses and of every inch of the good and holy earth of our Jerusalem. Yet we seem[ed] to
  be perpetual grumblers, unsatisfied and never content, always wanting more and better. We never appreciated the treasures in our possession.’

  Israeli Jerusalem was even quieter. It was centred on the New City, the commercial centre around Jaffa Street and King George Vth Street that had been built up during the British Mandate. Also
  in West Jerusalem were the impoverished ultra-religious Jewish communities centred on Mea Shearim and a belt of leafy suburbs that had been the home of the Palestinian middle class, which had
  either fled or been forced out in 1948. Israel declared Jerusalem as its capital city, an action that the rest of the world did not recognise. It did not matter to the visionaries on the Israeli
  side that shepherds still grazed sheep near their parliament or that most of its members took every opportunity they could to get out of the city. What mattered were the actions that had been taken
  and the point that was being made. Just as the only appropriate land for the Jewish state was the one given to the Jewish people by God, its only appropriate capital was the city about which they
  had prayed during all the centuries of exile.

  The fact remained though, that between 1948 and 1967 Jerusalem felt different, unfamiliar and a little uncomfortable to most Israelis. It was high in the mountains. It was cold, wet and
  miserable in winter – unlike the Mediterranean coast between Tel Aviv and Haifa where most Israelis lived. It was old, reeking of a history that belonged not just to Jews, but to others as
  well. For the Israeli writer Amos Oz who grew up in West Jerusalem in the 1940s and 1950s it was ‘the sad capital city of an exultant state’, wintry even in the summer and
  ‘surrounded at night by the sound of foreign bells, foreign odours, distant views. A ring of hostile villages surrounded the city on three sides: Sha’afat, Wadi
  Jos, Issawia, Silwan, Azaria, Tsur Bacher, Bet Tsafafa. It seemed as if they had only to clench their hand and Jerusalem would be crushed within their fist. On a winter night you could sense the
  evil intent that flowed from them toward the city.’

  In this half-city, Israel decided to hold a pageant and a military parade on 15 May 1967 to mark its nineteenth birthday. For a country that never had the chance to celebrate peace, Independence
  Day was always something special. It was a loud raspberry in the faces of the Arabs who had tried to strangle the Jewish state at birth and who, everybody knew, would try again if they were given
  the chance. Israelis in 1967 knew a lot about war. Many men under forty, even fifty, had done little else than fight. As teenagers they fought the British and the Palestinian Arabs. Thousands
  joined the British army in the Second World War. They had fought Arab regular armies in 1948 and 1956 and mounted raids in between. Well over a million immigrants had arrived since 1948, often
  after traumatic journeys from the ruins of Europe or from Arab countries, which kept the Jews’ property though not the Jews themselves. The youngest survivors of Nazi concentration camps were
  still barely thirty.

  The swinging sixties passed the Jewish state by. But for Independence Day 1967 there was going to be a special concert in the big stadium on the coast near Tel Aviv. Topping the bill were the
  Shadows, Nana Mouskouri and Pete Seeger. All over the country there were bandstands and dancing and fireworks. And in Jerusalem the army was putting on a parade.

  The UN believed that holding a parade in Jerusalem would only heighten the tension between Israel and Jordan. General Bull, the commander of the UNTSO military observers, and the senior UN
  representative in Jerusalem, was ordered not to attend. Most foreign ambassadors politely rejected their invitations. The CIA was worried about it too. It warned President Johnson that the parade
  ‘would be a clear violation of the armistice of 1949; a nasty incident in the divided city may result’.

  Two parades

  On 14 May, twenty-four hours after the Soviet warning, the officers at the Egyptian army’s operations command centre were thinking about lunch when they were jolted by
  entirely unexpected news. The supreme commander, Field Marshal Abd al-Hakim Amer, was putting the army on full alert for war. When Lieutenant-General Anwar al-Qadi, the chief of operations, asked
  why, he was told the Syrian border with Israel was about to explode. Amer issued the bellicose ‘battle order number one’. There were ‘huge troop concentrations on the Syrian
  borders’. Egypt was taking a ‘firm stand’. Al-Qadi was ‘astonished and alarmed’. He told Amer that the Egyptian army was in no state to fight Israel. The field marshal
  told him not to worry. Fighting a war was not part of the plan, it was just a ‘demonstration’ in response to Israeli threats to Syria. On 15 May General Fawzi, the chief of staff, went
  to Syria. He could not find any Israeli troops. ‘I did not find any concrete evidence to support the information received. On the contrary, aerial photographs taken by Syrian reconnaissance
  on 12 and 13 May showed no change in normal military positions.’

  Lt. Gen. al-Qadi was right. In May 1967 Egypt was no match for Israel. Economic problems meant that the defence budget had been cut earlier in the year. Training, never a religion, was now an
  even lower priority. In 1967 more than half the Egyptian army, including some of its best troops, were stuck in Yemen, where Nasser had intervened in the civil war. Yemen had the same corrosive
  impact on Nasser’s army that the Vietnam war had on the Americans. According to General Abdel Moneim Khalil, one of Egypt’s best commanders, ‘we incurred heavy losses in manpower,
  our military budget was drained, discipline and training suffered, weapons and equipment deteriorated, morale and fighting capability was seriously affected . . . It was a very bad way to prepare
  to fight the highly trained and well organised Israelis.’

  By 1967 the Egyptian high command had been concentrating on Yemen for five years. It had not done any serious training or preparation for a war with Israel. At the end of
  1966 the military planners realised how bad things had become, warning that no offensive operations against Israel should be contemplated while Egypt was still involved in Yemen. Chief of Staff
  Fawzi approved the report. But in May 1967 Amer ignored it. He assured Nasser that, if it came to it, the army could fight Israel.

  Troops were marched ostentatiously through the centre of Cairo on their way to the Sinai desert and the border with Israel. The public show of strength confirmed the CIA in its view that it was
  a response to Israeli threats to Syria. ‘Nasser is going all out to show that his mutual security pact with Syria is something which the Israelis should take very seriously . . . [He] must be
  hoping desperately that there will be no need for him to fight the Israelis. He probably feels, however, that his prestige in the Arab world would nose-dive if he stood idly by while Israel mauled
  Syria again.’ The British, too, thought the movement of troops was ‘defensive-deterrent in character and were designed to show solidarity with [the] Syrians in the face of Israeli
  threats of action’.

  In Jerusalem Israel’s top politicians and soldiers were on their way to the Independence Day parade. They met up at the King David, the smartest hotel in West Jerusalem. Its grand public
  rooms overlooking the Old City were packed. Rabin updated Eshkol about the Egyptian deployments. More troops had been on the move during the night. Israel would have to mobilise some reservists.
  ‘We cannot leave the south without reinforcements,’ Rabin warned. They were not too worried. Something similar had happened in 1960, when Egypt moved tanks into Sinai after trouble on
  the Syrian border. Israel deployed its own reinforcements and, honours even, the crisis blew over.

  It was time to move. Eighteen thousand people were waiting for them in the stadium at Givat Ram in West Jerusalem. Two hundred thousand more were lining the streets. Some of them had been there
  since dawn. Eshkol, his wife Miriam and Rabin were driven slowly along the crowded streets to the stadium. They settled themselves in the reviewing stand to watch a modest march-past of 1600
  troops. Colonel Israel Lior, Eshkol’s military aide-de-camp, thought it looked like a scout parade. Independence Day was usually an excuse to show off Israel’s
  strength. The streets would shake with the weight of armour. In deference to the international disapproval Israel had kept the tanks out of Jerusalem. Outside the stadium demonstrators waved
  cardboard tanks in protest.

  Telephones were installed under the seats of the Israeli top brass at the parade. The phone under the seat of General Yeshayahu Gavish rang, with the latest news about Egyptian troops moving
  into Sinai. As soon as he could, he left and drove to his headquarters in Beersheba.

  UNEF

  Two days after it gambled by mobilising troops, Egypt dug itself deeper into crisis. A courier was dispatched from Cairo to Gaza with news for General Indar Jit Rikhye, the
  commander of the United Nations Emergency Force. In just over a decade in Gaza, the officers of UNEF had made themselves quite comfortable. When they were not on patrol or in their observation
  posts there were sand dunes and Mediterranean beaches, squash and tennis, a decent mess and a comfortable bar. UNEF even had a golf course laid out on its airstrip near the Mediterranean. It was
  not a classic seaside links. They played off strips of doormat, which were carried by their Palestinian caddies. Nonetheless, on the afternoon of 16 May, Rikhye, who was a general in the Indian
  army, was looking forward to a few holes. It was hot, sweaty and overcast. He was hoping there might be some breeze coming off the sea on to the first tee when the telephone rang. It was Brigadier
  General Ibrahim Sharkaway, who was chief of staff of the Egyptian team that liaised with UNEF. A special courier was on his way. General Rikhye was to stand by for a meeting at short notice. Rikhye
  was proud of his force of 1400 lightly armed peacekeepers. Originally they had been deployed to monitor the withdrawal of British, French and Israeli troops from Egypt after the 1956 war. After they left UNEF stayed on with a new role as a symbolic buffer force on the border. Egypt promised to keep its troops 500 metres behind the armistice line in Gaza and 2000 metres
  behind the old international border between Egypt and Palestine. UNEF operated in the space in between. Israel would not let it on its side.

  Rikhye decided not to play golf. He should have done. It was his last chance on the Gaza links and the courier from Cairo did not arrive until ten in the evening. At Sharkaway’s office,
  which was in a khaki-coloured building behind the whitewashed UNEF headquarters, Rikhye realised something big was happening. The courier was a brigadier general called Eiz-El-Din Mokhtar. He
  handed Rikhye a letter.

  
    
      
        COMMANDER UNEF (GAZA)

        To your information, I gave my instructions to all U.A.R. [Egyptian] armed forces to be ready for action against Israel, the moment it might carry out any aggressive
        action against any Arab country. Due to these instructions our troops are already concentrated in Sinai on our eastern border. For the sake of complete security of all UN troops which install
        OP’s [observation posts] along our borders, I request that you issue your orders to withdraw all these troops immediately. I have given my instructions to our commander of the Eastern
        zone concerning this subject. Inform back the fulfilment of this request.

        Yours,

        Farik Awal (M. Fawzi)

        Chief of Staff United Arab Republic.

      

    

  

  Nasser and Amer first talked about getting rid of UNEF in 1964. In December 1966 Amer sent Nasser a coded message from Pakistan suggesting it again. They were being damaged by criticism from
  Hussein’s radio stations accusing Egypt of sheltering behind UNEF’s skirts, using it as an excuse not to take action to protect other Arab countries. Amer’s suggestion was public
  enough to be picked up by British diplomats in Jordan. Still, for Rikhye, when the blow came it was ‘shattering . . . [war] would be inevitable.’ He wanted to tell
  the two Egyptian brigadiers that they were heading for disaster. Instead, stiffly, he told them that he had to pass the message on to the secretary general of the United Nations, U Thant, before he
  could comment. Then, as common Arab courtesy demanded, they drank coffee together. Rikhye asked them if they realised what they could be getting into. ‘Oh, yes sir!’ Sharkaway replied.
  ‘We have arrived at this decision after much deliberation and are prepared for anything. If there is war, we will meet in Tel Aviv.’

  Rikhye went back to his headquarters to cable New York. Then he summoned his senior officers. It was well after midnight. ‘General, what’s the occasion?’ one of them asked.
  ‘Is there a war on?’ Not yet, Rikhye answered, ‘but there will be one soon’.

  The Syrians were delighted by what was happening. The British ambassador in Damascus thought they were trying to make sure that Egypt would ‘willy-nilly be dragged in’ if Israel
  attacked. Dr Makhus, the foreign minister, who had been in Cairo, came home claiming that the slogan of the unity of progressive forces was now a reality. That was code for Syria’s
  satisfaction that Egypt was now in the front line.

  Charade

  At first, the Israeli army was remarkably understanding about Egypt’s actions. Its Syrian syndrome bristling, it was still focused on Damascus. On 17 May Shlomo Gazit, who
  was head of analysis in military intelligence, sat back at the dinner table in Tel Aviv after the plates had been cleared. Yes, he admitted to the American diplomats who were his hosts, the IDF had
  been taken by surprise. But it was ‘an elaborate charade’. It would only get serious if Egypt closed the Straits of Tiran and thus cut off the Israeli port of Eilat. That would mean
  war. The Israeli press picked up the army line that Nasser was playing a psychological game, to reassure and impress the Syrians. The service attachés from all the
  major embassies in Israel went looking for the concentrations of troops that Egypt had said were threatening Syria. They could not find any.

  Abba Eban, Israel’s foreign minister, warned that whatever the original intentions were, ‘an unwanted chain of events’ was the real risk. Eban wanted to wait for London and
  Washington to work out a diplomatic strategy ‘before taking any unilateral action’. But other high-ranking Israelis were not that patient. For them, diplomacy had already failed. The
  Americans half expected Israeli military action and did what they could to head it off. Johnson wrote to Eshkol on 17 May telling him ‘in the strongest terms . . . to avoid action on your
  side which would add further to violence and tension in your area . . . I cannot accept responsibilities on behalf of the United States for situations which arise as the result of action on which
  we are not consulted.’ A long-delayed aid package was authorised as a sweetener.

  Propaganda

  Long before most of his generation, Nasser recognised the power of the media. His radio stations trumpeted his actions across the Middle East. By far the most influential was
  Saut al-Arab, the Voice of the Arabs, which broadcast from Cairo to the rest of the Arab world via four Czechoslovak-made 150,000-watt transmitters. Whatever it turned its attention to could
  suddenly become disproportionately important. The British, for instance, were worried and irritated by a programme broadcast every night attacking its control of the Gulf. A correspondent for
  Reuters reassured Anthony Parsons, the British political agent in Bahrain, that it came from ‘one scrofulous room with five chairs and a table in a seedy building in Cairo’. It did not
  matter. The fact that it was being broadcast by Voice of the Arabs made it powerful.

  In a country that was often chaotic, where important army units were under strength and badly trained, Cairo Radio was well funded and meticulously organised. Like Nasser,
  they had drawn lessons from their experiences in 1956, when the RAF had bombed their transmitters. A manual with detailed instructions about what they should do in time of war was updated every
  year. Contingency plans were in place if the ultra modern radio and television centre on the Nile Corniche was bombed. Five separate teams of engineers and announcers were ready to back each other
  up to keep the broadcasts going. Cairo Radio was the arm of Nasser’s regime that was most ready for war.

  Ahmed Said, the main political commentator of Voice of the Arabs, had the most famous voice in the Arab world after Nasser himself and the legendary Egyptian diva Umm Kulthum. In the Gulf,
  radios were nicknamed ‘Ahmed Said boxes’. By 1959 there were 850,000 radios in Egypt and half a million in Morocco. They were set up in cafés or in village squares. Dozens of
  people listened to each one. For the first time, Arab mass opinion was created.

  The problem for the Arabs was that Ahmed Said and his colleagues were just too convincing. As war came closer in 1967, Said’s broadcasts became even more jingoistic. His listeners believed
  an easy victory was coming. Said believed he was doing for the Arabs what the BBC did for occupied Europe during the Second World War: ‘You’re asking people to fight, not to dance. I
  had to keep the soldiers going. Many of them had radios. And we were also asking the Arab world to be with us . . . We believed the broadcasts were our most powerful weapon . . . many of our
  listeners were illiterate, so radio was the most important way to reach them.’

  Arabs often explain the broadcasts as exercises in sloganeering and rhetoric, not intended to be taken literally. But in 1967 most Arab listeners, even those with enough education to know
  better, were swept up in the excitement. The great mass of Arabs, especially the dispossessed Palestinians in their refugee camps, believed everything that Ahmed Said and his colleagues said. When
  reality crashed into their lives, their faith in their leaders only made defeat even more traumatic.

  The gamble

  Nasser was gambling for high stakes. It was, the Americans concluded, ‘a massive power play which, if successful, will be his biggest political victory since Suez, even if
  no shot is fired . . . if the Israelis do not retaliate, Nasser will have forced them to back down and will have won the first Arab victory over Israelis, and incidentally will have won another
  victory over US in Arab eyes . . . He is playing for keeps and we should make no mistake in this regard.’

  The next day, Monday 22 May, Nasser doubled the stakes. Israel had not called his bluff when he mobilised the army and reinforced the Sinai. So Nasser went one stage further. He banned Israeli
  shipping from the Straits of Tiran, the entrance to the Gulf of Aqaba, effectively reimposing the blockade of the port of Eilat that had been lifted in 1956. Nasser chose an airbase in the Sinai
  desert as the place to announce the news. ‘The Israeli flag shall not go through the Gulf of Aqaba,’ Nasser said. ‘Our sovereignty over the entrance to the Gulf cannot be
  disputed. If Israel wishes to threaten war, we tell her, you are welcome.’

  The wire services circulated a photo of Nasser, looking as debonair as ever, surrounded by equally happy young flyers. Some of them were wearing their cockpit pressure suits. White teeth flashed
  across the grainy black and white still. The image Nasser desired was pumped around the world – the leader of the Arabs challenging the Jewish state, surrounded by highly trained young
  experts ready for action. Nasser looks excited, almost like a child intoxicated by the enormity of the line that he has just crossed.

  Forty-two minutes after the report from Cairo, the White House dispatched a letter from Johnson to Nasser. Denying that the United States was unfriendly to Egypt, the letter tried half-heartedly
  to suggest that Washington understood some of Nasser’s preoccupations. The most important part of the letter dangled the prospect of a visit by Vice President Hubert H. Humphrey, ‘if we
  come through these days without hostilities’. Johnson did not want to waste space on pleasantries. He scratched out the words ‘with greatest respect’ from the sentence before he
  approved it.

  The announcement of the blockade embarrassed U Thant, the UN secretary general. He was in the air, travelling to Cairo on a belated peace mission when the news came
  through. By the time his Pan American airliner had taxied to a halt at Cairo International airport, the official welcoming party was swamped by a big crowd that rushed on to the tarmac, chanting
  slogans welcoming U Thant and glorifying Nasser. The press corps broke out of their pen to join them. The fastidious General Rikhye saw Mahmoud Riad, the Egyptian foreign minister, fighting his way
  over to them ‘through sweaty, heaving, arm-flinging bodies’.

  On the evening of 24 May U Thant and General Rikhye had dinner with Nasser at his villa in the Cairo military cantonment. Nasser had lived there since the early 1950s, when he was a
  lieutenant-colonel plotting to seize power. It was still the same relatively modest house, with an extension added to one side to give him an office and formal reception rooms. The UN delegation
  was received in a room furnished with golden chairs and sofas in the style of Louis XIV that was very popular among Cairo’s middle classes. Nasser deployed all of his considerable charm.
  Disarmingly, he explained he had to close the straits before the secretary general reached Cairo because he knew U Thant was coming to ask him to keep them open. Personally, he did not want war.
  Egypt just wanted to get back what it lost in 1956, when it was the victim of British, French and Israeli aggression. He did not believe American assurances that Israel would not attack Syria. The
  CIA were out to kill him, and anyway they were saying something very similar just before Israel attacked Egypt in 1956.

  Nasser led them past walls full of family photographs to the dining room. While they were eating he conceded that there was ‘some foolhardy bravado’ in the lower ranks of the army.
  At the senior level they were realistic. Egypt had been defeated in 1956. It was not a long time ago. But the army, if necessary, would do its job. He offered U Thant the same promise he had made
  to the Soviets and the Americans. Egypt would not fire the first shot. But if they were attacked, they would defend themselves. Back at his suite at the Nile Hilton,
  overlooking Egypt’s great, broad river and the lights of the capital, U Thant sat down with his advisers. Unless there was a way round the blockade, war was inevitable.

  General Yariv, head of Israeli military intelligence, telephoned Rabin in the small hours on the morning of 23 May to tell him that Nasser had reimposed the blockade of Eilat. Rabin felt sick
  with worry. The morning papers had the story. Any idea that Nasser’s actions were a charade had disappeared. The popular newspaper Maariv compared Nasser to Hitler and said he had
  declared war. For Yediot Aharonot, the other mass-circulation daily, the ‘decisive day’ had come, and just as they had done at Munich in 1938 when Hitler threatened
  Czechoslovakia, ‘the great powers are abandoning those who are considered weak and are encouraging those who are considered strong’.
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