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Note for the File

Mohamed Riad came to see me at 10 a.m. on morning of 11 July/. In

the course of our discussion, I raised question with him on a personal

and unofficial basis as to the explanation of the UAR moves preceding

the June 19&7 war, which I described as still extremely puzzling to us

here.

Riad said that Fawzi had once described something that had gone

wrong as having been due to "miscalculations on the basis of mis-

information" and that he felt this would be the proper description

of what happened last May and June in Cairo. On question of what

we assumed to be the inevitability of a vigorous Israeli reaction to

the withdrawal of UNEF and the declaration of intention to re-institute

the blockade of the Strait of Tiran, Riad said that President Nasser did

not believe that Israel would go to war, in part because of his belief

that without the partnership of Britain and France which they had at

the time of Suez they would not make the venture, in part because of

communications he had had from President Johnson, in part because he

assumed that the UN would intervene promptly and effectively as they

did at the time of the Suez war in 1956, and in part because he was

confident that the UAR forces had superior equipment and numbers.

Riad confided that there was a feeling in official circles in

Cairo that U Thant agreed BO readily to withdraw UNEF because he

"wanted to be rid of it owing to its financial burden". I assured

Riad that this was not the case and that the two determining factors

in U Thant *s decision were:

(a) El Kony*s warifiing to him that the state of mind in Cairo

was so disturbed that there was no possibility that there

would be a change. Thus, when U Thant informed El Kony

that he was about to send a direct appeal to President

Nasser to reconsider the demand for the withdrawal of UNEF,
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within an hour El Kony returned, saying that he had been on

the phone with Foreign Minister Riad who had instructed him

to urge U Thant on Riad*s "behalf most strongly not to make

an appeal to President Nasser because he was fully determined

on this matter and that any such appeal would "be certain to

meet with a "stern rebuff". Riad said that it was unfortunate

that El Kony had said this to the Secretary-General, and that

if he or Loutfi had been here it would not have been said, and

intimated that the Secretary-General should have sent the appeal

anyhow. Riad indicated that it was a mistake for El Kony to

inform Cairo in advance of the intended appeal by the Secretary-

General, and that El Kony was "too benest" in doing so and in

communicating Riad*s warning to the Secretary-General

(b) The information given to the Secretary-General, which he had

not theretofore had, of the meeting of the Advisory Committee

which was called immediately after the withdrawal demand was

received, from the Permanent Representatives of India and

Yugoslavia that they and the Representatives of other countries

having contingents in UKEF had been called into the Foreign

Office in Cairo that very morning and had been informed of the

demand for the withdrawal of UWEF and had in turn assured the

Foreign Office that their contingents would immediately be with-

drawn. In this regard, it was virtually certain that some

other contingents such as the Dan̂ rfe and the Swedes would also

take the same position, since their Governments had always

made the contingents available on the basis of their

acceptability to the country on whose territory they were

to be deployed.

11 July 1Q68
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If Russia and the Arab countries were denouncing Secretary-General
t

U Thant for having withdrawn United Nations troops from the U.A.R.-

Israeli border, it would be quite understandable, for after all the

removal of the buffer force was the beginning of the end for Nasser

and his allies.

In the light of what has happened, however, it is odd to find

Abba Eban, Israel's foreign minister, President Johnson, and other

western leaders keeping up a drumfire of criticism against U Thant for

a decision that paved the way for Nasser's downfall.

Post-mortems usually follow defeats. Singling out an individual

to blame success on is a new switch in international diplomacy. It may

be, as some of U Thantfs critics insist, that there would not have beon

hostilities if the Secretary-General had defied Nasser's ultimatum to

pull out the UNEF force, but in that case where would Israel be today?

Or the U.S. for that matter?

It can be fairly argued that it is all a matter of luck, and that

things could have turned out differently. They could indeed have

turned out differently if the UN troops had remained, for in that

eventuality Israel, the U.S., and the UN, might be in a grim corner

today.

First of all, there was the security of the small UNEF force.

Considering Nasser's ultimatum and the movement of his army to the

Israeli border, there was serious danger of a clash between the U.A.R.

and UNEF troops, or of UNEF being caught in an outbreak of hostilities*

Even as it was, UNEF suffered casualties before the pullback could

be fully executed.

- more -
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Second, if the continued presence of UNEF had immobilized the

Israeli army until the Arab nations completed their deployment and

were ready to attack, they -- not Israel — might have struck the first

blow, with radically different results.

Finally, if TJNEF had maintained the status quo for several more

weeks, as desired by the U.S. while it vainly tried to rally the mari-

time nations behind a joint effort to open the Gulf of Aqaba, the end

result might have been American armed intervention and a confrontation

with Russia*
4

Putting aside the legality or propriety of U Thant's decision, it

is hard to see how anything good could have come from keeping UNEF on

the border, even assuming it was possible to do this against Nasser's

will. Time was clearly not improving the chances of getting a solution

acceptable to Israel or the U.S* Even in defeat, Nasser is still

conceding nothing.

It can and has been said that U Thant exceeded his authority, that

any decision to remove UNEF should have been made by the General Assem-

bly, and that, on the basis of a Hammerskjold memorandum, Nasser could

not unilaterally demand the withdrawal of UNEF.

Much has been made of this long-forgotten 1957 memo, which Ham-

merskjold wrote and filed away many months after Israel defeated Egypt

in 1956. It constituted the late Secretary-General's interpretation

of his understanding with Nasser on the presence of UNEF on the U,A.R.

side of the Israeli border. In Hammerskjold's view, the UN troops

were put there by mutual agreement, and could only be removed the

same way.

The memo, however, was not signed by Nasser, and it now appears lie

knew nothing of it. In any case, as Nasser made clear to U Thant, no

foreign troops could occupy Egypt against its will, or prevent U.A.R.

forces from moving up to the border. After.all, an ex parte memo is

hardly a binding treaty.

- more -
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U Thant consulted the UN Advisory Committee for UNEF. Was he also

obliged to consult the General Assembly? Few UN experts think so.

Usually, Russia maintains the Secretary-General should not sneeze

without specific approval of the big powers, an Attitude usually

strongly opposed by the U.S. The conduct of U Thant was perhaps best

summed up when Israel's own UN delegate made the following statement

to the Security Council on June 3:

"The crisis in the Middle East erupted without tvarning when an

Egyptian general sent an ultimatum to the commander of UNEF. At the

same time he asked for the removal of UN forces, he moved his own

forces into the positions held by the UN. . .the Secretary-General

•t^ied to provt-ji-t: tHo crisis from 0ot-t.ing out o.f hand. He failed.

It was not his fault. , ."
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