

















1967: A PERSONAL TESTIMONY | URI AVNERY

On the fifth day of the war, just after our army had conquered the West Bank and the
Gaza Strip, | wrote an open letter to Levy Eshkol, proposing that he seize the historic
opportunity and offer the Palestinian people the chance to establish a state of their own.
| had advocated this idea since 1949, but | was convinced that this moment, with the
whole region in a state of shock, was the right time to make peace with the Palestinians
by making them an historic offer.

Right after the war, Eshkol invited me to a private talk. He listened patiently while |
explained this idea. "Uri, what kind of a trader are you?" he said with a benign smile, "In
negotiations, one starts by offering the minimum and demanding the maximum. Then,
gradually, one raises the offer until a compromise is achieved somewhere in the middle.
What you propose is to offer everything even before negotiations have started.”

"That is true when one sells a horse," | answered, "not when one wants to achieve a
historic peace.”

Contrary to his image, Eshkol was really a very tough guy. This was disguised by a
friendly disposition, a Yiddish sense of humor and a syntax that drove the Knesset ste-
nographers up the wall. He had devoted all his life to the setting up of Jewish settle-
ments, and now all he could see was a vast expanse that could be used for new settle-
ments.

In the following months and years, | made dozens of speeches in the Knesset (in addi-
tion to my articles in "Haolam Hazeh") advocating the idea of a Palestinian state in the
newly occupied territories. In one of my speeches | reported that | had spoken with all
the prominent leaders in the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, including those who were
known as “supporters of Jordan", and that all of them had told me that they preferred a
Palestinian state to the restoration of Jordanian rule. Both Dayan and Eshkol denied that,
but Eshkol sent his advisor for the occupied territories, Moshe Sassoon, to ask me in pri-
vate about my information. On August 13, 1969, Sassoon wrote a report to the Prime
Minister (with a copy to me), in which he confirmed that his own information was iden-
tical with mine.

To my pleasant surprise, | found | had quite a number of supporters in the army high
command.

Generals, it has been said, always fight the last war. They also have in their minds the
last peace. In 1956, President Eisenhower and the leaders of the Soviet Union had com-
pelled Ben-Gurion to give back to Egypt all the territories occupied during the Sinai War.
Now everyone expected the same to happen. Faced with this possibility, many generals
preferred the idea of a demilitarized Palestinian state next to Israel to the prospect of
returning the territories to Jordan, a much bigger state that could serve as a staging area
for the armies of Jordan, Syria, Iraq and Saudi Arabia. In public opinion polls, support for
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the idea of a Palestinian state next to Israel reached an astonishing 37%.

That phase passed quickly. The US, which, on the eve of the war, had secretly informed
our government that it would not object to an Israeli attack, now did nothing to compel
Israel to withdraw. Gradually, the Israeli leadership became aware of a total absence of
international pressure to return anything. Moreover, the “three No's” adopted in
September 1967 by the summit meeting of humiliated Arab leaders in Khartoum ("No
peace, No recognition, No negotiations") played into the hands of Israeli annexationists.

Teams of people from the Kibbutz movement were already swarming over the West
Bank looking for favorable locations. They found them in the Jordan valley — flat, suit-
able for tractors and watered by the river. Inmediately after the war, huge numbers of
refugees from the 1948 war had been driven out of the Jericho refugee camps near the
river. The settlement drive, which was to change the map completely, was on its way.

Almost automatically, actions of ethnic cleansing were carried out. It was never ascer-
tained who had given the orders. Clearly, they were transmitted orally. Over all of them
hovered the spirit of Moshe Dayan.

Immediately after the fighting, the writer Amos Kenan came to me. He was in a state
of shock, and told that me he had just witnessed the expulsion of thousands of inhabi-
tants from three villages in the Latrun area. | asked him to sit down and write a report of
what he had seen. It was a revolting document. | immediately drove to the village Imwass
(perhaps the Biblical Emmaeus) and saw bulldozers leveling house after house. When |
tried to take pictures, soldiers drove me away.

From there | hastened to the Knesset and distributed copies of the report to several
ministers, including Begin and the Mapam ministers, as well as to the assistants of the
Prime Minister. It did not help. The work was finished before anybody could intervene.
Today, the "Canada Park" covers the site.

At that time, everybody still believed that Israel would be pressured to return the terri-
tories it had conquered. The Latrun villages were a kind of bulge in the Green Line, dom-
inating the main road between Tel-Aviv and Jerusalem. For that reason, somebody decid-
ed to create a fait accompli that would remove the pressure to return this area..

Almost at the same time, it was reported to me that the army had started to destroy
the town of Qalgilia. From the vicinity of that town, Jordanian artillery had tried to shell
Tel-Aviv, some 25 km away. | hastened there and saw that one neighborhood was already
almost completely demolished. Again | went to the Knesset, in order to induce the Prime
Minister and the other ministers to interfere. And indeed, the demolition was stopped
and the houses already demolished were rebuilt. | don't know what role exactly my inter-
vention played in this, but since then, every time | pass the place, | have a feeling of sat-
isfaction. (Though Qalqilia is now cut off by the monstrous wall.)
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Soon after, a soldier came to my office in an obvious state of nervous breakdown. He
told me that every night refugees were trying to cross the Jordan in order to return home,
and the order was to kill them on the spot, women and children included. | wrote a long
letter to the Chief of Staff, Yitzhak Rabin, and received an answer from his office chief,
Shmuel Gat, dated October 29, 1967, saying that the army had investigated the matter
and “drawn the conclusion that could be drawn”. As far as | know, the systematic mas-
sacre was stopped.

(Some days ago | met this soldier again. He was playing the flute on the street.)

On THE first day of the fighting, it was a defensive war. Dayan declared that we had no
intention of conquest. Almost all Israelis thought so, too. A day after the fighting was
over, it had become a war of expansion and annexation. Completely intoxicated by the
Biblical landscapes, the flood of “victory aloums”, the new patriotic songs and the mes-
sianic slogans, the public took the lead. The Eshkol government, which had first official-
ly decided to negotiate the return of the Territories, forgot about this when it realized that
there was no need to.

In an article soon after, | told a story about how to capture monkeys. One attaches a
bottle to the branch of a tree and puts a fruit into it. The monkey puts his hand into the
bottle, takes hold of the fruit and tries to pull it out, but his fist enclosing the fruit is much
too big. Thus he is captured. He could, of course, get free any moment by letting go of
the fruit, but, craving for the fruit, is unable to do so. In the same way, holding on to the
occupied territories, we were hostages of our own greed.

After the war, Professor Yeshayahu (Isaiah) Leibowitz, an orthodox Jew, foresaw that
the occupation would corrupt us and turn us into a people of “secret service agents and
managers of foreign labor”. (I called him “prophet Isaiah the third”, which made him furi-
ous. He said that a prophet voices the words of God, while he was speaking the language
of logic.)

In retrospect, it looked as if the whole scenario was the work of a talented director —
the anxiety, the crescendo of fear, the miraculous victory. This helps to explain what hap-
pened later on. In the Faust legend, Mephistopheles pays for the soul of the learned doc-
tor with every imaginable kind of pleasure. Something like that happened to us in June,
1967. The chain of events directed by a superior being, a temptation deliberately put in
front of us in order to test us. What looked like a gift from God was actually a tempta-
tion from Satan, an attempt to buy our soul.

Did he succeed? Did Israel lose its soul

| hope not. | hope that the intoxication is now finally wearing off. Many things said and
written this week seem to indicate this.

Forty years after the event, the question is still open.
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