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 This past July, the Office of the Historian was proud to publish the Foreign Relations of 

the United States (FRUS) volume covering the U.S. response to the October 1973 Arab-Israeli 

War.  The formal title of the volume, Arab-Israeli Crisis and War, 1973, indicates what we refer 

to within the Office of the Historian as a crisis volume.  Crisis volumes contain drama unlike 

other documentary collections, and they offer unique insights into the U.S. policy making 

process.  In this volume, there are two notable insights on display in the documents.  First, there 

is the impact of the bureaucracy on the implementation of foreign policy and second, U.S. 

policymakers’ conception and implementation of grand strategy, especially in the Cold War 

context.  

 Compiling a crisis volume is in many respects the equivalent of a movie editor cutting a 

film.  The film has been shot at various locations such as the White House, the State Department, 

and in the government offices of a few key officials, while off camera the war is raging in the 

Sinai and Golan Heights.  The actors have completed their scenes.  Dr. Henry Kissinger has led a 

cast of many supporting players for this particular story, including but not limited to President 

Richard Nixon, Soviet Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin, Israeli Ambassador Simcha Dinitz, Chief 

of Staff Alexander Haig, Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger, and Central Intelligence 

Agency chief William Colby.  The various documents collected during numerous research trips 

to archives and presidential libraries are similar to those completed scenes passed on from a 

director to a film editor.   

 At this point in the process, a compiler begins the selection of those documents that best 

tell the story of the development and implementation of U.S. foreign policy at the highest levels 

of government during a particular crisis.  In this volume, there are three key story lines that 

scholars have previously analyzed in the secondary literature.  These storylines very much 

highlight the two broader insights referred to previously- bureaucracy and strategy.  The U.S. 



airlift of military supplies to Israel a week into the war illuminates the ways in which the U.S. 

bureaucracy struggled to efficiently move the military supplies to Israel as well as the 

administration’s Cold War aims through resupply.  Additionally, there was a notable lack of 

preparation in the bureaucracy to deal with the oil embargo that began towards the latter part of 

the war and proved paralyzing for the United States and ultimately, the global economy.  In the 

third storyline, which focuses on U.N. ceasefire violations followed by an elevation of the U.S. 

defense condition to DEFON III, the volume demonstrates the culmination of Kissinger and 

Nixon’s Cold War foreign policy and grand strategy for weaning Arab states from its Soviet 

benefactor, most notably Egypt. 

 Fortunately for a compiler of U.S. policy in the Middle East during the second Nixon 

administration, colorful characters abound in illustrating these story lines and insights, especially 

the foreign policy team of Henry Kissinger and President Nixon.  From September 1973 to 

October 1975, Kissinger served as both Secretary of State and the National Security Adviser.  

This unprecedented concentration of power in one unelected official’s hands made Dr. Kissinger 

a focal point in U.S. foreign policy, and therefore, his presence dominates the documentation of 

FRUS volumes during the Nixon and Ford administrations. 

 In addition to addressing the personalities involved in a FRUS volume, a compiler must 

also deal with the context surrounding a crisis so the reader can understand how the crisis arose.  

Context is quite a challenge for the compiler as they cannot use traditional narrative techniques 

such as extensive written background, or in the case of film, a voice over. And the context in the 

case of the October 1973 War included many complexities, notably domestic politics.   

Domestic politics played its largest role in this volume with the Watergate scandal, which 

had evolved from a modest investigation by eager journalists to a full-fledged congressional 

inquiry, consuming President Nixon’s time and energy.  Thus, Kissinger maintained tremendous 

influence in the formulation of U.S. foreign policy during the fall of 1973.  Nixon and his 



handlers, however, tried to emphasize Nixon's role during the crisis in an attempt to distract 

attention from the scandal.  This is most evident in an October 22 cable from Chief of Staff Haig 

to Kissinger after a successful meeting in Moscow.  Haig warned Kissinger that he “will be 

returning to an environment of major national crisis.”  On October 20, Nixon had fired 

Watergate Special Prosecutor Archibald Cox, which precipitated the resignations of Attorney 

General Elliott Richardson and Deputy Attorney General William Ruckleshaus.  Haig lamented 

that “the ramifications of the accomplishments in Moscow have been somewhat eclipsed and 

their true significance underplayed.”  Haig urged Kissinger to help “refocus national attention of 

the President's role in the Middle East settlement” as Haig feared the development of an 

“impeachment stampede” in Congress.  However, he expressed hope that “cooler heads will 

prevail if the President's assets are properly applied.” (p. 668)       

When one considers this drama surrounding the crisis in addition to the remarkable 

impact of the October 1973 Arab-Israeli War on geopolitics, it is astonishing how little attention 

has been paid among historians to this topic.  There are some publications that look at specific 

areas of this crisis such as the Israeli and U.S. intelligence failure to detect the Egyptian and 

Syrian attack, the tactical military maneuvers by the combatants as well as other narrowly 

focused topics.  But few publications center the war and the ensuing oil embargo's impact on 

international finance, the long-term effect of the war on the Middle East peace process, and the 

role of the war in the Cold War context.  Perhaps some of the reason for this dearth of 

scholarship has been the lack of released documentation.  Hopefully, this volume will play a role 

in expanding the coverage and depth of this conflict.  At the very least, it can confirm or deny 

some of the famous controversies associated with the war.   

One of the most valued aspects of FRUS volumes, crisis or not, are the ways in which 

they illuminate these historical controversies.  Although the documentation may not fully resolve 

questions scholars or the general public have about a particular issue, it typically sheds some 

light on what happened, as is the case in this volume regarding the U.S. decision to airlift 



weapons to Israel.  Many rumors have swirled over the years as to whether Kissinger purposely 

delayed the transfer of weapons to the Israelis with the hope that Israel would become more 

pliable during post-war negotiations.  Others have suggested that the Defense Department played 

the key role in delaying the weapons shipments.  Or, could it have just been bureaucratic 

bungling? 

A few key documents in this volume provide significant insight.  During an October 6 

Washington Special Actions Group (WSAG) Meeting, Secretary of Defense James Schlesinger 

warned, “Our shipping any stuff into Israel blows any image we may have as an honest broker.”  

Later in the meeting, Kenneth Rush of the State Department interjected, “They have no real 

shortages.  They plan better than that.”  (p. 333)  This statement provides great insight into the 

thinking of many U.S. officials during this period.  The presumption of Israel’s exceptional 

intelligence and military planning convinced U.S. officials that Israel did not need an immediate 

resupply of weapons.   

In fact, at the outset of the fighting, some U.S. officials implied that the Israelis may have 

initiated the hostilities.  At an October 6 morning WSAG meeting, Schlesinger noted that Israeli 

claims of being attacked “could be part of an elaborate cover story.”  He posited, “On Yom 

Kippur, little Israel was set upon by Arab extremists.”  Schlesinger also acknowledged that he 

did not “see any motive on the Egyptian-Syrian side.” (p. 294) After Deputy National Security 

Advisor Brent Scowcroft cited the “unmistakable” build up of Egyptian and Syrian forces 

preceding the attack, Schlesinger responded, “That could argue either way.  The Israelis may 

have seized the opportunity.” (p. 296) 

Although it became clear early on that Israel had not initiated the war, President Nixon, 

among many U.S. officials, believed Israel would quickly repulse the Egyptian and Syrian 

attack.  In an October 8 telephone conversation between Nixon and Kissinger, Nixon worried 

that Israel would win too easily and not negotiate after the war.  He revealed to Kissinger his 



belief that “the Israelis will beat these guys so badly I hope we can make sort of a reasonable—

You and I both know they can’t go back to the other borders.  But we must not, on the other 

hand, say that because the Israelis win this war as they won the ’67 war, that we just go on with 

the status quo.  It can’t be done.”  (p. 389)  Just two days into the war, in which the Egyptians 

and Syrians were advancing on the Israelis, the Nixon administration remained convinced of a 

quick reversal by the Israelis and a relatively easy victory on par with the June 1967 Arab-Israeli 

War. 

The very next day, Kissinger was shocked to find that a quick Israeli victory was illusory.  

On October 9, Israeli Ambassador to the United States Simcha Dinitz stunned Kissinger when he 

reported that the Israelis had lost 500 tanks to that point.  Kissinger exclaimed, “500 tanks!”  He 

concluded later in the conversation, “So that's why the Egyptians are so cocky.” (p. 393)   

A week after the fighting first erupted, Israel found itself using its supplies much faster 

than it had anticipated at the outset of the war.  American officials, including Kissinger, had 

promised supplies would be made available for the Israelis.  Yet, several days into the war, the 

Israelis found obstacles to getting those supplies.  For Dinitz, Defense Secretary Schlesinger and 

the Defense Department bureaucracy appeared the culprit.  In a late night conversation on 

October 12, he reported to Kissinger “difficult conversations with Schlesinger.”  Kissinger asked 

Scowcroft if he thought Defense was “dragging their feet.”  Scowcroft replied that he had 

believed this to be the case until the night before, but as of that moment, “there are real 

difficulties.” (p. 460) 

Kissinger claimed during the same conversation that each day he went “to bed knowing 

twenty planes are authorized, and the next morning I find they’re not moving.”  Kissinger then 

followed up by calling Schlesinger with Dinitz in the room.  During this conversation, Dinitz 

interrupted the conversation, seemingly in anger.  According to the memorandum of 

conversation, at one point, Kissinger had to motion Dinitz to be quiet.  (p. 463) 



Kissinger then proceeded to call Nixon’s Chief of Staff, Alexander Haig, opening the 

conversation with “Al, you know we are now having massive problems with the Israelis because 

the sons of bitches in Defense have been stalling for four days and not one airplane moved.”  He 

continued “not one God--damned shipload--not one--has moved.”  He asked Haig to “call 

[Deputy Defense Secretary William] Clements and throw the fear of God into him.”  Haig 

responded affirmatively and Kissinger followed up by saying, “And also throw the fear of God 

into Schlesinger.”  (p. 465) 

  Even if the Defense Department had its reservations, it was not alone.  The Nixon 

administration’s goal of using private charters to airlift supplies met resistance from the 

commercial airlines, which feared association with a U.S. military airlift that could incite 

terrorist attacks both on their planes and their commercial facilities. (p. 511)  Ultimately, reports 

of Israel's military setbacks a week into the war led the administration to forgo the use of 

commercial aircraft and instead use military cargo planes for transport.  In fact, leaders of the 

Defense Department, once galvanized by the pressures of the White House and the reports of 

Israeli losses, led the push to use military aircraft to transport supplies to the Israelis.   

 On October 13, Clements made a clear statement as to the Israeli supply situation.  “We 

should now go in with a massive airlift.”  Kissinger disagreed, replying, “No, we will lose all our 

Arab friends.”  Later in the meeting, Kissinger moved beyond the bureaucratic issues and 

indicated how he saw the larger strategic vision of the airlift, especially as it related to the Cold 

War.  He stated, “Our interests are not identical with Israel’s.  We want Israel to win so the 

Arabs will turn to us.”  (pp. 484-485)  With the Defense Department seemingly on board with 

the airlift, Kissinger revealed his vision for how the airlift fit into the larger strategy.  It was not 

about the morality of saving an ally or domestic political pressure. 

 One of the more remarkable aspects of these documents is not just what they reveal about 

decisions and events, but also the way in which policymakers frame their larger strategic vision 



in discussions and meetings with each other.  By the beginning of the second week of the war, 

Kissinger repeated over and over his desire for a balanced outcome to the war.  In an October 13 

meeting with WSAG principals in which weapons shipments were being discussed, Kissinger 

moved into the larger strategic picture.  “Our problem is to get the war over in a way the Arabs 

have to come to us, and then turn on the Israelis.” (p. 484)  This, of course, would greatly 

diminish the Soviet role in the post-war environment.  In another example of Kissinger keeping 

his eyes on the prize, he responded to a concern expressed by Defense Secretary Schlesinger.  

After Schlesinger warned, “if the Arabs are crushed, there will be lots of terrorists,” Kissinger 

responded, “The worst outcome would be if the Arabs appear to be impotent.  The best outcome 

would be if the Arabs come to believe that we are the only ones who can solve the problem.  It is 

a test of whether we can deliver.” (p. 511) 

 Nixon agreed with Kissinger’s vision in this case, but he also saw a need to put pressure 

on the Israelis to make it work.  In an October 14 telephone conversation with Kissinger, Nixon 

explained that “we’ve got to squeeze the Israelis when this is over and the Russians have got to 

know it.  We’ve got to squeeze them goddamn hard.  And that’s the way it is going to be done.”  

He then concluded with a remarkable admission, “But I don’t know how we can get across now, 

we told them before we’d squeeze them and we didn’t.”  (p. 496)  This was apparently a 

reference to threats made during Nixon’s first term to pressure the Israelis to make concessions, 

but Nixon never acted on these previous threats. 

 In addition to the airlift controversy and the way it demonstrated Kissinger's strategic 

vision for the post-war period, the oil crisis consumed a large amount of U.S. policymakers’ 

energy.  In this FRUS volume, readers get a chance to see how prepared, or unprepared, the 

Nixon administration was for an oil crisis, one that would shake the entire world economy for 

years to come.  Unlike the airlift, which once off the ground, featured a clear vision from 

Kissinger and Nixon as to its purpose and desired outcome, the administration remarkably 

underestimated the oil embargo, which Arab oil producing states had warned months prior would 



be used against the United States in another Arab-Israeli war.  Kissinger and Nixon had believed 

its impact would be limited and could be contained. 

 U.S. officials voiced concerns about an oil embargo as early as the first day of the war, 

when at a WSAG meeting, Schlesinger asked about the possibility of an oil embargo.  Roy 

Atherton, the Deputy Assistant Secretary for Near Eastern & South Asian Affairs, responded, 

“Very high.  I think they’ll embargo first, then possibly go after our communities.” (p. 298)  

Despite this ominous prediction, the conversation ended there.  Ultimately, the first substantive 

discussion of the oil issue occurred at an October 14 WSAG meeting.  Kissinger interrupted his 

own commentary about the fighting and asked the question that most attendees were likely 

waiting for, “What do we do if the oil is cut off?  What kinds of problems do we have?” (p. 503)  

These questions appeared to be aimed at John Love, the Colorado governor who had recently 

resigned his governorship to become the first ever Director of the Office of Energy Policy, also 

known as the “Energy Czar.”  He came to the meeting with a draft contingency plan, which he 

distributed to the group.  Kissinger made it painfully clear that the administration had not 

prepared for an embargo.  He openly admitted, “We are going to need a plan” and “we have no 

program.”  (pp. 504-505)  He even acknowledged, “An oil cut-off was not mentioned in any of 

the conversations I have had in the last three weeks.” (p. 505)  Kissinger went even further a few 

moments later when he called for a task force to start that day to study the problem.  He 

conceded, “We need concrete programs.  We need to pin point this for the President.  Here are 

the two or three major things that you can do.  He has got to know what he can do if the oil is cut 

off.  We also need to know what to do with regard to Europe and Japan.” (p. 506) 

 In addition to a lack of planning for an oil embargo, American officials grossly 

underestimated the potential Arab anger over the airlift as well as the will to implement an 

embargo against the United States.  At an October 16 WSAG meeting, CIA chief William Colby 

noted Saudi Arabian King Faisal’s anger over the airlift, but concluded “this is only temporary.”  

Kissinger asked why Colby believed this was a temporary response, to which Colby responded, 



“He is inclined to blow off emotionally about things, but he usually calms down.”  (p. 548)  Such 

presumptions proved a painful failure for the Nixon administration as the oil embargo would last 

until the spring of 1974 and only cease after Kissinger's shuttle diplomacy in the region led to 

two disengagement agreements that eased tensions. 

 The administration’s unpreparedness for the oil embargo did not translate into an 

unprepared response for the Soviets during the crisis, however.  Kissinger has stated publicly 

many times before that the specter of the Soviet Union consumed much of the U.S. policymaking 

process.  During the second week of the war, Nixon and Kissinger made clear their belief in the 

necessity of the airlift to prove to the world that the United States backed it allies and that its 

allies would win with superior U.S. equipment.  Interestingly, one of the lesser known facts of 

the war was the Soviet airlift of supplies to its Arab allies at the outset of fighting.  The U.S. 

airlift was a response to that rather than a pro-active measure.  But Nixon and Kissinger were 

both determined to outdo the Soviets at the airlift game.   

 At the previously mentioned October 16 WSAG meeting, Kissinger demanded that the 

United States airlift 25% more supplies to Israel than the Soviets airlifted to its Arab allies: “The 

major thing is to bring home to the Soviets that they are in a losing game.  I want our input to be 

more than theirs.”  He continued, “Our only interest in this semi-confrontation situation is to run 

the Soviets into the ground fast.  Give them the maximum incentive for a quick settlement.  

Bring in more each day than they do.”  He concluded, “It should look to the Soviets 

unambiguously that we are putting in more than they.  That’s our only interest with the Soviets.” 

(p. 553)   

 For Nixon, the Soviet angle was paramount.  Nixon is something of a ghost during this 

crisis, his voice heard primarily through telephone conversations with Kissinger, but his presence 

is missing at the major meetings.  On October 17, however, he met personally with the foreign 

ministers of Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Kuwait, and Algeria.  After the spokesman for the Arab 



foreign ministers explained the group’s position, Nixon addressed what he believed to be the 

elephant in the room; domestic politics.  Nixon explained that for the previous two weeks, he had 

talked extensively with Kissinger about the importance of pushing the Soviets out of the Middle 

East.  He wanted the Arab foreign ministers to see his actions in that context rather than believe 

Nixon was operating under pressure from Israel's supporters. 

 He speculated that the Arab leaders believed “that U.S. administrations are politically 

influenced too much on the side of Israel.  That is what you think. As far as I’m concerned, I am 

not now, nor have I ever been, nor will I ever be affected by domestic politics in my search for 

peace in the world.”  He concluded that his decisions would “never be influenced by U.S. 

domestic political concerns.” (p. 567)  In a final comment to assure his guests that domestic 

politics had no role in his foreign policy, he addressed what he feared to be the weak link in his 

circle.  Nixon noted that although Kissinger was “a refugee from the Nazis” and “Jewish,” he 

and Kissinger would “not be moved by domestic pressures in this country.” (p. 571)   

 This meeting, which Nixon and Kissinger hoped would prevent a long oil embargo, failed 

to do so.  But Nixon seemingly believed that his presidency was not dependent on the American 

Jewish community's support and therefore, his aid to Israel had to do with his Cold War 

calculations.  These calculations would lead to another controversy addressed in this volume; the 

Israeli encirclement of the Egyptian Third Army and the ensuing elevation of its defense 

condition to DEFCON III. 

 By October 23, the Israelis had surrounded the Egyptian Third Army on the east side of 

the Suez Canal.  It appeared to the Soviets that the Israelis had accomplished this by violating a 

U.N. ceasefire agreement that had gone into effect the day before.  Kissinger believed this 

situation to be a golden opportunity to convince the Egyptians that only the United States could 

apply the pressure on Israel to save the Egyptian Third Army from annihilation.   This, he hoped, 

would serve to remove the last vestiges of Soviet influence in Egypt. 



 Kissinger went to work on the Israelis, pressuring them to spare the Egyptian Third 

Army.  He also let Israeli Ambassador Dinitz know that “we cannot make Brezhnev look like a 

Goddamn fool in front of his own colleagues.” (p. 705)  This proved the tricky part for Kissinger.  

He wanted the Israelis to have the Third Army in its grasp, but prevent them from destroying it.  

Additionally, he had to hope the Soviets would not overreact against the Israelis’ actions. 

 In this case, the Soviets reacted forcefully.  On October 24, Brezhnev wrote Nixon, 

calling on the United States and Soviet Union to send both of their forces to enforce the U.N. 

ceasefire.  In the most controversial line in the message, Brezhnev stated that if the United States 

found “it impossible to act jointly with us in this matter, we should be faced with the necessity 

urgently to consider the question of taking appropriate steps unilaterally.” (p. 735)  It was this 

final line that set off alarm bells in Washington. 

 At 9:30 p.m. on the 24th, Kissinger called Haig to discuss the situation.  Haig believed 

the Soviets were “playing chicken,” but Kissinger replied, “I don't know.”  He wondered what 

would prevent the Soviets from sending paratroopers into the area.  In an interesting side note, 

Kissinger asked Haig if he should wake up the President to which Haig replied tersely, “no.” (pp. 

735-736)  This is where many scholars speculate that both Haig and Kissinger believed that 

Watergate had distracted Nixon to such a degree that he could not focus on such a major Cold 

War confrontation. 

 At 10:30 p.m., a NSC meeting convened at which various issues and contingencies were 

discussed.  Kissinger concluded, “The overall strategy of the Soviets now appears to be one of 

throwing detente on the table since we have no functional President, in their eyes, and, 

consequently, we must prevent them from getting away with this.” (p. 741)  At that point, the 

members agreed to raise the defense condition of U.S. Forces to level III (Defcon III).  This was 

intended for the Soviets to see.  Additionally, these officials agreed to send Brezhnev a response 

in Nixon's name.  In it, Nixon informed Brezhnev that his threat of unilateral action was viewed 



“as a matter of the gravest concern involving incalculable consequences.” (p. 748)  Nixon instead 

called for each side to send in observers to enforce the ceasefire. 

 The DefCon III alert as well as the strong letter to Brezhnev accomplished the American 

goal of convincing the Soviets to back off.  In an October 25 phone call from Kissinger to Nixon, 

Kissinger reported that Nixon had “won again.”  He indicated that the Soviets had accepted the 

letter's proposal for sending 70 observers from each side.  (p. 752)  With this Soviet retreat, 

Nixon and Kissinger believed they had successfully managed the crisis.  The fighting would 

stop, and the United States would be left as the key player for the Arabs to turn to in post-war 

negotiations.  Ostensibly, Israel’s reliance on U.S. military aid would compel it to yield to U.S. 

pressure, so it appeared to Nixon and Kissinger that they held the cards necessary to stabilize the 

Middle East and remove Soviet influence from the region. 

 Despite the initial setback with the confused responses both to the airlift and the oil 

embargo, this volume demonstrates how the Nixon administration found its footing and 

implemented a strategy that played out with a good deal of success for long-term U.S. policy in 

the region.  During the next two years, Kissinger would embark on several months of “shuttle 

diplomacy” in an effort to attain disengagement agreements between the Israelis and Egyptians 

as well as the Israelis and Syrians.  This resulted in two disengagement agreements between the 

Israelis and Egyptians, first in January 1974 and then another in September 1975.  This would 

also set the stage in many ways for the Carter administration to help negotiate a peace agreement 

between Israel and Egypt in 1979.  Additionally, in May 1974, Kissinger successfully negotiated 

a disengagement agreement between Israel and Syria.  To this day, it is the only negotiated 

settlement between the two countries.   

 In addition to these successes following the crisis of the war, the administration peeled 

the Egyptians away from the Soviet orbit and did much to limit Soviet influence in the region for 

the rest of the Cold War.  Of course, U.S. domestic politics played an ever growing role in the 



Arab-Israeli dispute during the ensuing years and new challenges arose, but this volume allows 

readers to see the bureaucratic machinery in all its complexities and deficiencies while 

concurrently providing readers an insight into the mindset of policymakers as they created and 

implemented a broader vision for U.S. foreign policy.  This is accomplished in a context of 

bureaucracy, domestic politics, and the Cold War, and it is a unique contribution of the FRUS 

series to the academic community and general public. 

 


