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Yom Kippur War. Though the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) eventually
emerged as the clear victor in the war, it suffered serious reverses at the
outset of hostilities, as well as substantial losses in men and equipment.
This book revisits the Yom Kippur War by exploring a number of issues
that have not previously received the attention they deserve or that would
benefit from a fresh evaluation. Among the issues examined are: the
American—Israeli and Jordanian—Israeli relationships during the war; the
roles of Israeli nuclear weapons and airpower; the IDF’s practice of
combined arms warfare; the reasons why the IDF turned the tide of the
war more quickly on the Golan front than on the Sinai front; the impact
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Introduction
The Historiography of the
Yom Kippur War

During the afternoon of October 6, 1973, Egypt and Syria launched
massive simultaneous assaults against Israel in the Sinai and on the
Golan, respectively, thus triggering the Yom Kippur War, the fifth
major round of interstate hostilities in the long-standing Arab—Israeli
conflict.! Initially caught off guard on both the northern and southern
fronts, the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) suffered painful reverses in the
early days of the conflict, while the Syrian and Egyptian armies regis-
tered some impressive accomplishments. Within the first week of the
war, however, the IDF had not only stopped the Syrian army in its
tracks, driving it back to the prewar border, but the IDF had also
launched a counteroffensive of its own into Syria proper that would
quickly bring it to the gates of Damascus, the Syrian capital. By the end
of the second week of the war, the IDF had smashed the Egyptian
army’s attempt to break out of its bridgeheads in the Sinai in order to
reach the narrow mountain passes and had crossed over to the Egyptian
side of the Suez Canal. And, by the middle of the third week of hostil-
ities, the IDF had completely surrounded one of the two Egyptian army
corps involved in the fighting, advancing to within a hundred kilome-
ters of Cairo, the Egyptian capital.

Diplomatically speaking, the Yom Kippur War constituted a
turning point in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Despite experiencing yet
another military setback at the hands of Israel, the Arab world had its
“honor”—lost in the utterly humiliating defeat of the 1967 Six-Day
War—restored as a consequence of the opening days’ achievements in
the war, especially the Egyptian army’s crossing of the Suez Canal.
This salving of the Arab ego, combined with postwar exhaustion on
both sides, allowed the United States to broker disengagement agree-
ments between the major protagonists. The fulfillment of these
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INTRODUCTION

agreements, Egypt’s desire to solidify its relationship with the United
States, and the fear of renewed Soviet meddling in the Middle East on
the part of both Egypt and Israel, in turn, led directly to
Egyptian—Israeli peace negotiations, which culminated in the signing of
a peace treaty in 1979. The often tense Egyptian—Israeli relationship
notwithstanding, not only has the peace treaty survived to the present
day, but it also eventually served as an example to encourage other Arab
states and nonstate entities to negotiate with Israel. Jordan and Israel
signed a peace treaty in 1994, while the latter has intermittently held
talks to settle its disputes with Syria and the Palestinians, albeit without
much success to this point in time.

Militarily speaking, the Yom Kippur War ended in a clear victory
for Israel, a quite remarkable achievement in light of the circumstances
that obtained at the outset of the fighting. But its victory had been a
very expensive one. The IDF lost over 100 aircraft, at least 700 tanks,
up to 75 artillery tubes, and more than 2,500 soldiers, including a large
number of officers. Arab losses—mainly Syrian and Egyptian, but also
Iraqi, Jordanian, and other—were much greater. Collectively, Arab
forces lost 400-500 aircraft, 1,500-2,000 tanks, about 500 artillery
tubes, and more than 15,000 soldiers.? Indeed, American military offi-
cers expressed shock and dismay at the rate at which fighting machines
had been destroyed in the Yom Kippur War, noting that North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO) forces could not long sustain a conven-
tional war effort against Warsaw Pact (WP) forces in central Europe if
faced with similar expenditures.?

Rather predictably, then, the Yom Kippur War has attracted a
significant amount of attention over the years from a range of informed
observers. Descriptions and analyses of the war itself, as well as of its
diplomatic and military antecedents and results, are not in short supply.
Soldiers, diplomats, journalists, historians, political scientists, and so on
in Israel and the Arab world have produced a constantly expanding list
of volumes about the war in Hebrew and a somewhat smaller corpus
in Arabic in the decades since 1973.* The present literature review,
however, focuses specifically on the books that are available to an
English-speaking audience—and it makes no claim to be comprehen-
sive even in this regard. The point here is not to catalogue all of the
many volumes thus far written about the origins, course, and conse-
quences of the Yom Kippur War, but instead to survey a range of the
most important and informative works in order to get a sense of what
has been researched to date. Such a review serves to illustrate how this
book will help to fill certain lacunae in the literature about the war.
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HISTORIOGRAPHY OF THE WAR

The Diplomatic Historiography of the Yom Kippur War

Journalists published the first books to tackle the diplomacy sur-
rounding the war. Edward Sheehan’s The Arabs, Israelis, and Kissinger
and Matti Golan’s The Secret Conversations of Henry Kissinger are rep-
resentative of this species.’ Both books, as announced by their titles,
purport to tell the story of American diplomacy, especially in the
aftermath of hostilities, when the United States fulfilled the role of
“honest broker” between Israel and the Arab states, leaving the Soviet
Union out in the cold. Shechan, an American, essentially endorses the
thrust of that diplomacy, while Golan, an Israeli, portrays it as largely
anti-Israeli and pro-Arab. Mohamed Heikal, who served as an official
spokesman for the Egyptian government for many years, supplies his
country’s point of view about diplomatic developments before, dur-
ing, and after the war in The Road to Ramadan and The October War.®

Beginning in the late 1970s, historians, political scientists, and diplo-
mats began to add their own voices to the chorus. Historian and
diplomat William Quandt surveys American policy during the Yom
Kippur War in Decade of Decisions, while political scientist Michael
Brecher, who pioneered the analysis of Israeli foreign policy, scrutinizes
Israeli decision making before, during, and after the fighting in Decisions
in Crisis.” Written long before the declassification of Israeli and
American documents about the Yom Kippur War, Brecher’s analysis
has stood the test of time quite well. Similarly, the analyses offered in
political scientist Alan Dowty’s Middle East Crisis and political scien-
tist Steven Spiegel’s The Other Arab—Israeli Conflict, both of which
concentrate on the American perspective, as well as political scientist
Shlomo Aronson’s Conflict and Bargaining in the Middle East, which
examines events from the Israeli perspective, have also stood the test of
time nicely.® While none of these five books looks exclusively at the Yom
Kippur War, all of them manage to cover the war in substantial depth.

Diplomats brought out at least two important books about the Yom
Kippur War in the 1990s and early 2000s. Soviet diplomat Victor
Israelyan presents unique insights into Soviet decision making during
the war in Inside the Kremlin During the Yom Kippur War, illustrating
his country’s confrontational policies vis-a-vis the United States.’ In
The October War, Richard Parker, an American diplomat with much
experience in the Middle East, compiles contributions by American,
Soviet, Israeli, and Arab diplomats, military officers, historians, and
political scientists, essentially allowing them to discuss the back-
ground, course, and consequences of the war from their individual
perspectives.!©
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INTRODUCTION

Historians, political scientists, and diplomats alike have usually
tended to perceive the Yom Kippur War as an outgrowth of the results
of the Six-Day War in particular and the 1967-73 interwar period in
general, and the opening of national archives has only accentuated this
line of reasoning. The opening of archives in the United States, Israel,
and, to a lesser extent, Russia has permitted historians and political
scientists to probe the origins of the war as never before. Notable in this
regard are In Search of a Peace Settlement by political scientist Moshe
Gat, The Nixon Administration and the Middle East Peace Process,
1969-1973 by political scientists Boaz Vanetik and Zaki Shalom, and
1973 by political scientist Yigal Kipnis.!' All three of these volumes
make extensive use of American and Israeli archives in an effort to
determine whether the United States could have brokered some sort of
peace agreement between Egypt and Israel during the interwar years
that would have averted hostilities between them in 1973. Historian
Craig Daigle also makes extensive use of government documents in 7%e
Limats of Détente to show how the Yom Kippur War can be attributed,
at least in part, to the functioning of the American—Soviet relation-
ship.!? On the topic of official documents, mention must also be made
of the Foreign Relations of the United States volume that covers the Yom
Kippur War.!® This collection of documents is indispensable to an
appreciation of American policy during the war. Henry Kissinger,
Secretary of State at the time, reproduces some of the same documents
in Crisis to reflect his (somewhat slanted) take on American diplomacy
during the war.

A few other works that touch on the diplomacy of the Yom Kippur
War are worth noting here as well. Though the contributions in
Revisiting the Yom Kippur War are not mainly focused on diplomacy,
political scientist P. R. Kumaraswamy incorporates a couple of medi-
tations on Israeli and Soviet policies surrounding the war.!> Like
Kumaraswamy’s volume, political scientist Asaf Siniver’s The Yom
Kippur War is not dedicated entirely to the diplomacy of the war;
however, it contains contributions on American, Soviet, Israeli, Arab,
and European policies, as well as a contribution on the role of Middle
Eastern oil in the war.'¢

The Military Historiography of the Yom Kippur War
Like many armed conflicts of the past, the Yom Kippur War has given
rise to a slew of battlefield histories of varying quality over the years.

Among the first wave, two by Israeli observers deserve special mention:
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October Earthquake by Z.e’ev Schiff and The War of Atonement by Chaim
Herzog.'” Schiff, long the doyen of Israeli military correspondents,
effectively weaves together general commentary about hostilities on the
Golan and Sinai battlefields with personal accounts of individual IDF
soldiers caught up in the maelstrom. Herzog, a former head of Israeli
military intelligence (A’MAN) and, later, president of the State of
Israel, meticulously traces the progress of the war on both fronts, and
devotes a separate chapter to the fighting in the air and at sea. Herzog’s
volume in particular has stood the test of time with respect to its general
accuracy about and insight into the war. While a number of other,
lesser-known Israeli observers also penned works about the Yom
Kippur War in the years following the hostilities, their counterparts in
the Arab world remained curiously silent, at least in English.

Shortly after the publication of this first wave of books about the
war, soldiers on both sides of the divide began to get into the act.
Avraham Adan’s On the Banks of the Suez describes his division’s part
in the fierce battles on the Sinai front.!® The always controversial Ariel
Sharon, a fellow division commander on the Sinai front, tells his (and
his men’s) story in Warrior.' Both Adan and Sharon rather candidly
lay out—each from his own point of view—the command problems on
this front that beset the IDF throughout the war. In Dado, 48 Years and
20 Days, journalist Hanoch Bartov recounts IDF Chief of Staff David
Elazar’s management of the Israeli war effort.?® Though Elazar
received much of the blame for the IDF’s unpreparedness prior to the
outbreak of the war, Bartov’s work makes clear that his subject typi-
cally proved to be a level-headed wartime manager who guided Israel’s
armed forces to ultimate victory. A tank battalion commander during
the Yom Kippur War, Avigdor Kahalani offers a gripping account of
how his unit completely stymied the Syrian army’s assault in the
northern sector of the Golan in The Heights of Courage.?!

Like their nonmilitary counterparts, Arab soldiers have been less
productive than their Israeli peers. Nevertheless, Arab generals have
published a few accounts of the Yom Kippur War from their points of
view. Mohamed el Gamasy describes his experience in the war in 7The
October War, as do Saad el Shazly in The Crossing of the Suez and
Hassan el Badri and co-authors in The Ramadan War.?*> Naturally
enough, all of these volumes concentrate heavily on the Egyptian
army’s undeniably well-executed crossing of the Suez Canal upon the
outbreak of hostilities. All then go on to “explain” why Egypt eventu-
ally lost the war. Three books by non-Arab authors that nevertheless
chronicle the war from the Arab perspective are worth mentioning
here, too. In Return to the Sinai, Indian general D. K. Palit examines
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the Arab attack, with particular emphasis on Egyptian moves on the
Sinai front.?* Dani Asher, an A’MAN officer during the war, analyzes
the Egyptian army’s operations and tactics in The Egyptian Strategy for
the Yom Kippur War.?* He pays particular attention not only to the
Egyptian army’s innovative plan to cross the Suez Canal, but also to its
novel use of antiaircraft and antitank weapons. And Kenneth Pollack’s
Arabs at War takes an in-depth look at both Syrian and Egyptian oper-
ations and tactics during the Yom Kippur War.?*

Foreign—that is, non-Israeli and non-Arab—observers were quick
to add their voices to postmortems of the war. A group of reporters
from the prestigious London Sunday Times cobbled together a com-
petent “instant” history of the Yom Kippur War from both sides of
the line in The Yom Kippur War.?® British military historian Edgar
O’Ballance’s volume is mainly concerned with the operational- and
tactical-level moves carried out by the Syrians, Egyptians, and
Israelis, tracing the movements of individual battalions, brigades, and
divisions, in No Victor, No Vanquished.?” The noted American military
historian Trevor Dupuy provides a thorough account of the Yom
Kippur War in Elusive Victory.?® Anthony Cordesman and Abraham
Wagner, in The Lessons of Modern War, examine specific dimensions
of the war, such as the employment and effects of airpower and
armor, in considerable detail.>® Though neither of these last two vol-
umes concentrates exclusively on the Yom Kippur War, both of them
furnish much in the way of technical data culled from Arab, Israeli,
and American sources.

A second wave of books about the hostilities emerged at the start of
the present century. American military historian George Gawrych’s
The Albatross of Decisive Victory was the first of them.3° His thesis is that,
while Egypt’s crushing defeat in the Six-Day War spurred it to look for
ways to overcome its inferiority in air and tank warfare, Israel’s spec-
tacular victory instilled in it a sense of complacency. Consequently, the
Egyptian army proved able to surprise the IDF at the outset of the Yom
Kippur War, inflicting serious losses before the latter developed effec-
tive countermeasures. American journalist Howard Blum’s The Eve of
Destruction hews toward the sensational end of the spectrum, though it
does contain some interesting information.?! Israeli journalist Abraham
Rabinovich’s The Yom Kippur War, to the contrary, offers perhaps the
most thorough account of the war to date.?? It is certainly one of the
most sober and readable extant. Simon Dunstan, a prolific author of
popular military histories, furnishes a solid introduction to the battle-
field events of the war in The Yom Kippur War.?®* Two important
volumes that have recently become available in English are Dani Asher
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et al.’s Syrians at the Border and Emanuel Sakal’s Soldier in the Sinai.>*
The former is an exhaustive treatment of the war on the Golan front,
while the latter offers a stinging critique of the IDF’s performance
during the opening week of hostilities on the Sinai front from the view-
point of an armored battalion commander. Ori Orr’s These Are My
Brothers provides an interesting personal account of the fighting on the
Golan from the perspective of an armored brigade commander.?®
Though not a book per se, one more publication certainly deserves
mention here. Declassified in 2012, a lengthy Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) report, titled The 1973 Arab—Israeli War, cogently
summarizes the American assessment of the fighting, drawing on a
wide range of still classified military documents to achieve this goal.?®
This report, which contains copious amounts of technical data gath-
ered from American and Israeli military personnel, is indispensable to
an appreciation of how the United States armed forces responded to
the results of the war.

A few books about specific military dimensions of the Yom Kippur
War are worthy of consideration. Naval special forces commander
Ze’ev Almog’s Flotilla 13 tells the story of the Israel Navy (IN) special
forces who prevailed in the Red Sea arena during the war, while
Rabinovich’s The Boats of Cherbourg traces the rise of the missile-armed
fast patrol boat (FPB) that gave the IN a decisive advantage at sea,
allowing it to dominate the Mediterranean arena during the war.*’
Israeli aviation historians Shlomo Aloni, in Ghosts of Atonement, and
Ra’anan Weiss, in The Israeli AF in the Yom Kippur War, make effec-
tive use of declassified facts and figures to shed light on the air war.?®
Walter Boyne’s The Two O’Clock War, while not offering very much
in the way of commentary about the battlefield events of the war, is
useful, because it supplies details about the American airlift of arms to
Israel.®® Itzhak Brook’s In the Sands of Sinai furnishes a personal
account of a doctor’s experience on the battlefield.*° Perhaps the most
controversial military aspect of the war, A’MAN’s failure to predict the
outbreak of hostilities in early October 1973, has been examined in two
books in the years since the partial opening of Israeli archives on the
matter. In The Watchman Fell Asleep, intelligence historian Uri Bar-
Joseph puts the onus squarely on the faulty thinking and complacent
attitude pervasive throughout A’MAN.* Aryeh Shalev, the deputy
director of A’MAN during the war, while not absolving military intel-
ligence of blame in Israel’s Intelligence Assessment Before the Yom Kippur
War, also holds the political leadership accountable for the IDF’s
unpreparedness on the eve of the Yom Kippur War.*?
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INTRODUCTION

How This Book Fits into the Historiography of the War

Many other books about Israel, the Arab states, the Arab-Israeli
conflict, superpower relations during the Cold War, and so forth, of
course, review the diplomatic and/or military side(s) of the Yom
Kippur War in greater or lesser detail. Moreover, when one takes into
account the huge reservoir of journal, magazine, and newspaper arti-
cles, as well as think tank and government reports, the literature on the
war is by now truly enormous. And, with the opening of more and more
archives over the years, much more will undoubtedly be written in the
future.

In light of this vast corpus of literature, one might be tempted to
conclude that there really is nothing new to be said about the Yom
Kippur War, at least until new facts emerge from government
archives. One would be wrong, however. Some diplomatic and mili-
tary issues beg for a fresh reassessment now, while others require
initial treatment. In the first category, for example, the functioning of
the American—Israeli relationship during the war or the influence of
Israeli airpower on the battlefield are diplomatic and military issues,
respectively, that would benefit from a new examination. In the sec-
ond category, neither the quietly negotiated Israeli-Jordanian
agreement to limit hostilities between themselves, a diplomatic issue,
nor the impact of American arms transfers to Israel during the war on
the outcome of hostilities, a military issue, has garnered much atten-
tion to date.

Rather than review the broad diplomatic and military strokes of the
war, both of which are well covered in the extant literature, this volume
is intended to address the sort of stale or neglected issues referred to
above. To this end, the book is divided into three parts: the first offers
reflections on a number of diplomatic issues during the war, the second
on a number of military issues during the war, and the third on basic
battlefield lessons derived from the war.

Part I probes three diplomatic issues. Chapter 1 examines how the
all-important (for Israel) American—Israeli patron—client relationship
functioned during the Yom Kippur War, maintaining that develop-
ments are best understood in light of a “security-for-autonomy”
bargain between the two states. Chapter 2 traces the diplomatic efforts
of Israel and Jordan to limit as much as possible the scope of a battle-
field collision between them, a collision desired by neither state. And
chapter 3 addresses the extent to which Israeli and American nuclear
arms influenced the course of the war, concluding that their impact was
essentially nonexistent.

8
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Part II tackles three battle-related issues. Chapter 4 assesses the
IDF’s approach to combined arms warfare during the Yom Kippur
War, asserting that critics of its performance focus too intently on the
opening days of hostilities and not enough on the fighting thereafter.
Chapter 5 grapples with the question of why Israel recovered from its
initial shock more quickly on the Golan than in the Sinai, arguing that
the combined effects of a number of variables account for the IDF’s
performance on each front early in the war. And chapter 6 revisits the
effect of Israeli airpower on the outcome of the Yom Kippur War via
a comparison with its effect on the outcome of the Six-Day War,
concluding—perhaps in opposition to most informed observers—that
it actually played a more crucial part in the IDF’s former victory.

Part III considers some of the lessons of the war. Chapter 7 weighs
the extent to which American arms transfers to Israel during the Yom
Kippur War affected battlefield events, stressing that these weapons
deliveries were not nearly as critical to the IDF’s victory as is commonly
thought. The final two chapters ponder how the American and Israeli
defense establishments understood the war. Chapter 8 examines the
American reaction to the battlefield events of the Yom Kippur War by
unpacking the aforementioned CIA report—a report that demonstrates
clearly that, in the opinion of the American military establishment, the
war represented an evolution, but not a revolution, in military affairs.
And chapter 9 takes a look at how the IDF rebuilt itself in the wake of
the war as a result of the lessons it drew from the fighting, placing an
increased emphasis on quantity and balance in its postwar order of
battle.

Finally, the chapters in this volume need not be consulted in any
particular order, because the book is organized thematically rather than
chronologically. One caveat is in order here in this regard: overlap in
content across chapters has been unavoidable, in order to ensure that
each chapter is complete in itself and not dependent upon any other(s).
The issues explored in this book, after all, are related in many respects
and are based upon the same set of underlying facts. This decision has
been taken in order to accommodate readers who may not be fully
conversant with the basic facts of the Yom Kippur War, but who intend
to limit their perusal of this volume to one or two issues. The author
apologizes in advance to any reader who may find this repetition a bit
tiresome.

[0
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The American-Israeli Relationship

The relationship between the United States and Israel is frequently
called an alliance. This label has been applied in analyses of both
alliance systems in general and the American—Israeli partnership in
particular.! The term “alliance,” of course, has been defined in
different ways by observers of international politics over the years;
however, most of them would agree that an alliance is a formal agree-
ment “between [or among] sovereign states for the putative purpose of
coordinating their behavior in the event of specified contingencies of a
military nature.”? Each state in an alliance, in other words, is bound to
every other state in that alliance through a web of contractual entitle-
ments and obligations.

The relationship between the United States and Israel has never
constituted an alliance, because neither side has ever been bound to the
other through a formal agreement, such as the one that ties together
members of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Rather,
since the 1960s, when it began in earnest, the American—Israeli part-
nership has been an informal one between a patron, the United States,
and a client, Israel. The difference between an alliance and a
patron—client relationship is not simply semantic (formal versus
informal), as the potential costs and benefits associated with each
arrangement are not the same. The United States and Israel have delib-
erately opted for a patron—client relationship, because each state thinks
that its national interests are better served by an arrangement in which
it has no formal obligations to the other state. The United States has
favored this sort of relationship primarily because it has not wanted to
be too closely identified with Israel, while Israel has favored this sort of
relationship primarily because it has not wanted to be under the
American thumb in a contractual sense.

At the heart of this patron—client relationship has been what may be
termed a “security-for-autonomy” bargain. Israel, as the weaker state
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in the relationship, has informally ceded a measure of its freedom to
pursue its own foreign policy to the United States, the stronger state in
the relationship, in exchange for vital military, diplomatic, and
economic assistance. The United States, on the other hand, has infor-
mally extended this assistance in order to enhance its ability to pursue
its national interests in the Middle East.?

The Road to the War

The American—Isracli patron—client relationship experienced a period
of unusual tranquility from the end of the 1969-70 War of Attrition
until the outbreak of the 1973 Yom Kippur War, principally because,
in American eyes, the Arab—Israeli conflict took a back seat to radical
Arab and Soviet troublemaking in the Middle East during these years.
The United States even began to regard Israel as a “strategic asset” that,
under certain circumstances, could serve as a bulwark against radical
Arab and Soviet expansionism in the region, especially after the Israel
Defense Forces (IDF) had assisted in the survival of Jordan’s pro-
Western regime in the September 1970 Jordanian civil war by
intimidating Syria into curbing its support of the Palestine Liberation
Organization (PLO), which unsuccessfully sought to topple the
Jordanian government through an armed insurrection. Consequently,
the United States transferred significant quantities of arms to Israel
without attaching any real strings during these years. This rosy (for
Israel) situation would come to an abrupt halt with the outbreak of the
Yom Kippur War.

“No war, no peace” aptly summarized the condition of the
Arab—Israeli conflict after the War of Attrition. The Arab world
rejected the postwar status quo, which found Israel still in complete
control of the territories that it had captured in the 1967 Six-Day War.
Unable to wrest these lands away by force, the Arab world remained
unwilling to pay the price—peace treaties with Israel—that would have
been necessary to recover them peacefully. Israel, to the contrary,
approved of the postwar status quo, and therefore showed little incli-
nation to part with territory in exchange for anything less than peace
treaties with its neighbors. All diplomatic efforts to break this stalemate,
including a major push in 1971, came to naught.

Consequently, Egypt and Syria concluded that another round of
full-scale warfare would be necessary for them to achieve a resolution
to the Arab—Israeli conflict consistent with their national interests.
These states believed that, if their armies could inflict heavy losses on
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the IDF, seize and hold pieces of the Sinai and Golan, respectively, and
involve the United States and the Soviet Union in the fighting, then
they could fulfill their strategic aims, even if they were ultimately to
suffer defeat on the battlefield.

But Egypt and Syria still required the military means to implement
their design. They recognized that they would neither be able to exact
a significant toll in men and machines nor capture territory unless they
could counter the IDF’s overwhelming tank and air superiority.
Massive Soviet arms transfers in the form of the most modern antitank
and antiaircraft weapons systems available at the time, however, gave
them these means. By the fall of 1973, then, Egypt and Syria had a
viable war option.

Despite the fact that Israel’s military and civilian intelligence services
had gathered copious amounts of high-quality data about Arab arms
acquisitions, operational plans, troop movements, and so forth, both
the IDF and the Israeli government remained convinced until the day
war actually erupted that Israel did not face an imminent prospect of
hostilities.* The problem lay not in the realm of information gathering,
but rather in the sphere of information processing and governmental
decision making.

The Arab world, especially Egypt, had spoken on more than one
occasion in the early 1970s about engaging in war “to restore Arab
rights,” but had not acted on its words. Rhetoric of this sort unaccom-
panied by any action served to lull both the IDF and Israeli government
into a sense of complacency. The Arab world, they believed, would not
challenge Israel on the battlefield so long as the latter remained the
strongest power in the region. They did not conceive of the notion that
the Arab world might be willing to endure a military setback in order
to achieve a diplomatic triumph.

The Patron-Client Relationship in the War

Blinded by this set of assumptions, collectively known as “the
concept,” both the IDF and Israeli government misinterpreted fresh
information in the days before the outbreak of war that pointed clearly
in the direction of hostilities. When Egypt and Syria mobilized their
armies and deployed them along the cease-fire lines in the Sinai and on
the Golan, Israel considered this development to be nothing more than
routine military exercises or, perhaps, saber rattling (in response to a
humiliating air defeat in mid-September in which 13 Syrian fighter-
bombers had been shot down in a dogfight). And, when Soviet citizens
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departed Egypt in large numbers, Israel chalked this development up
to a feud between the Soviet Union and its client.

Only at the last moment, literally hours before the beginning of the
Arab offensives, when they received irrefutable proof of Egyptian and
Syrian intentions from an unimpeachable source, did the IDF and the
Israeli government acknowledge their terrible mistake. Nevertheless,
Israel still had sufficient time to prepare and execute a preemptive air
strike at the outset of the Yom Kippur War.> IDF general headquarters
(GHQ) sought immediate authorization for a preemptive strike,
arguing that, though it might not be as devastating as Israel’s opening
attack during the Six-Day War, such a strike would put an unready
IDF, which needed a minimum of 24—48 hours to mobilize and deploy
its reserve forces, the core of its combat power, in a far better position
to withstand the initial Arab onslaughts.

The Israeli government, though, refused to sanction a preemptive
attack, a decision that President Richard Nixon’s administration,
particularly in the person of Secretary of State Henry Kissinger,
encouraged in an emphatic manner.® Prime Minister Golda Meir
herself remarked via a letter that:

You know the reasons why we took no preemptive action. Our
failure to take such action is the reason for our situation now. If
I had given the chief of staff authority to preempt, as he had
recommended, some hours before the attack began, there is no
doubt that our situation would now be different.”

Indeed, the secretary of state had long cautioned Israel against a
preemptive strike in conversations with Israeli officials. Simcha Dinitz,
Israeli Ambassador to the United States, remarked that, “Dr. Kissinger
had always told me, whatever happens, [do not] be the one that strikes
first. He told this to [former Israeli Ambassador Yitzhak] Rabin too.”®
And, on October 6, the day the war began, Kissinger sent a cable to
Nixon saying that:

We are urgently communicating with the Israelis, warning them
against any preemptive action. . . . | then called Israeli Chargé
[Mordechai] Shalev [and] | emphasized to him the essentiality of
restraint on the Israeli part, and said there must be no preemp-
tive strike. . . . Shalev called back shortly thereafter and said his
government assured us there would be no preemptive action.
Shortly thereafter we received a message from Prime Minister
Meir confirming this.®
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Caught between IDF GHQ and the United States administration, the
Israeli government chose to follow the position of Israel’s patron rather
than the advice of its own military command.

Instead of potentially wresting the initiative away from the Egyptian
and Syrian armies, consequently, the IDF had to absorb the first blow,
resulting in serious reverses during the early days of the fighting. Not
only did it suffer heavy losses among men and machines, but it also
gave ground in the Sinai and on the Golan. By the second day of the
war, the IDF appeared to be in dire straits on both fronts.

From the moment the war broke out, Israel asked the United States
to provide arms. In the same meeting in which Shalev had delivered
Meir’s letter to Kissinger, he presented a second message:

The Prime Minister requests that the equipment urgently
requested of the United States Government be supplied. This is
especially important because of the quantitative superiority of
the enemy, and because we have been forced to adopt a defen-
sive strategy.'

Israel had already put in requests for tanks, fighter-bombers, various
types of ammunition and electronic systems, and other items.

While the United States approved, albeit rather grudgingly, the
dispatch of small amounts of arms to be carried in Israeli cargo aircraft
within a couple of days, it dragged its feet on the issue of a large-scale
American supply effort.!' The Nixon administration consented to the
supply of some “consumables,” such as air-to-air missiles, tank and
artillery ammunition, electronic systems, and so forth; however, it
balked at the supply of “hardware,” such as tanks and fighter-bombers,
items that could not be concealed from Arab eyes. Moreover, discord
between the State and Defense Departments held up even this trickle
of arms. During the first week of the war, therefore, the only American
arms that reached Israel consisted of those consumables that could be
loaded onto a handful of Israeli cargo flights.!?

The American policy of deflecting the Israeli government’s arms
requests ended abruptly on October 13, when Nixon personally autho-
rized a massive airlift—Iater augmented by a sealift—of arms to Israel.
On October 14, the first American cargo aircraft arrived in Israel.
Almost a week had gone by since a similar Soviet airlift of arms to its
Arab clients had got underway. The Nixon administration approved
the airlift only after it became clear that Egypt and its Soviet patron had
rejected an American attempt to arrange a cease-fire. Kissinger put it
thusly:
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We [the United States] did not put [any arms] into the Middle East
[during the first week of the war], except to permit El Al [i.e.,
Israeli cargo flights] to pick up I think six planeloads of stuff here
that was carried in converted [aircraft], and was very minor. The
Soviets put in 284 planeloads [of arms during the first week],
amounting to 4,000 tons. And moreover, they dragged their feet
on negotiations to bring about a cease-fire. . .. So we felt we had
no alternative except to start an airlift of our own. ..

The American resupply effort would easily outpace the Soviet resupply
effort, a development that undoubtedly contributed to the eventual
Arab decision to seek a cease-fire.

Though American arms were not forthcoming at the start of the
Yom Kippur War, the IDF nevertheless quickly recovered from its
initial reverses. Its qualitative superiority vis-a-vis its Arab opponents
soon manifested itself on the northern and southern battlefields. On the
Golan, the IDF smashed the Syrian army and drove it from Israeli-
controlled territory by October 10. The IDF then advanced into Syria,
seizing a sizable chunk of territory, which brought its artillery within
range of the Syrian capital of Damascus no later than October 14,
before the first American cargo aircraft had even landed on Israeli soil.
In the Sinai, the IDF halted the Egyptian offensive across the Suez
Canal, defeating a major tank thrust toward the peninsula’s mountain
passes on October 14. The IDF then counterattacked across the canal
into Egypt proper beginning on October 15—that is, before American
arms started to reach its forces in meaningful quantities (though the
promise of those arms may have affected to some degree the pace,
scope, and intensity of the Israeli counteroffensive).

Once the IDF crossed the Suez Canal into Egypt proper, the Yom
Kippur War moved into its final stage. In contrast to the opening week
of the war, Egypt now actively sought an end to the fighting, in order
to avert the total collapse of its army, as the IDF steadily advanced
toward the Egyptian capital of Cairo. IDF forces would eventually
finish the war a mere 100 kilometers from the city. Consequently, the
United States and the Soviet Union worked to hammer out a durable
cease-fire; however, several attempts to stop the hostilities proved
abortive, as both the Egyptian army and the IDF continued to fight in
order to improve their respective military positions.

The IDF took advantage of Egyptian cease-fire violations to move
steadily deeper into Egypt, eventually surrounding the Egyptian Third
Army. The Nixon administration quietly approved of the IDF’s
advances in the face of Egyptian violations.!* But it would not counte-
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nance the destruction of the Third Army itself.!* Despite getting into
something of a nuclear showdown with the Soviet Union, as both
superpowers sought to back their clients in public, the United States
placed great pressure on Israel to spare the Egyptian Third army.
Kissinger issued the following blunt warning to the Israeli government:

First, he [Nixon] wanted to make it absolutely clear that we
cannot permit the destruction of the Egyptian [Third] army under
conditions achieved after a cease-fire was reached in part by
negotiations in which we participated. Therefore it is an option
that does not exist. . . . Secondly, he would like from you . . . an
answer to the question of non-military supplies permitted to
reach the army. If you cannot agree to that, we will have to
support in the [United Nations (UN)] a resolution that will deal
with enforcement [of earlier UN resolutions]. We have been
driven to this reluctantly by your inability to reach a decision.
... You will not be permitted to destroy this army.®

The American administration even suggested to the Israeli government
at one point that the United States would stand aside while the Soviet
army joined the fighting to save the Third Army.!”

Israeli Foreign Minister Abba Eban phrased his country’s dilemma
this way:

Should we attempt the destruction of Egypt’s Third Army at the
risk of Soviet intervention, or should we ensure American support
... by allowing the Third Army to be saved?'®

After some difficult haggling with the American administration over
the precise terms of a cease-fire agreement, the Isracli government ulti-
mately chose to loosen the IDF’s grip on the Third Army, thereby
reducing the magnitude of Israel’s victory in the Yom Kippur War.

Disagreement between the United States and Israel did not come
to an end when the guns fell silent. During postwar disengagement
negotiations, the Nixon and, later, Ford administrations placed con-
siderable pressure on the Israeli government to make concessions to
Egypt and Syria, especially in the form of withdrawals from portions
of the Sinai and Golan, respectively.’ To get Israel to make the
desired concessions, the United States once again used a carrot-and-
stick approach.

On the one hand, the Nixon and Ford administrations promised to
bolster the American—Israeli relationship, including the arms pipeline,
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if the Israeli government were to give back chunks of the Sinai and
Golan. On the other hand, implicitly at times and explicitly at others,
the United States threatened to punish Israel, holding out the possi-
bility of a disruption in assistance, particularly arms transfers, if the
Israeli government were to reject American demands. Indeed, the Ford
administration even initiated a “reassessment” of the entire
American—Israeli relationship, implying that the United States could
drastically reduce its military, economic, and diplomatic support of
Israel if the Israeli government did not satisfy American wishes.

For its part, Israel resisted American pressure for as long as it could
do so without actually harming the bilateral relationship; however, in
the end, it gave in to American demands. It eventually withdrew from
a large portion of the Sinai and a small part of the Golan in exchange
for increased American backing.

Analysis of American and Israeli Conduct in the War

The conduct of the United States in the Yom Kippur War grew out of
the same set of national interests that had driven American policy
during the Six-Day War and the War of Attrition. First, the United
States sought to contain radical Arab and Soviet influence in the
Middle East, primarily in order to protect pro-Western Arab states and
their oil resources. Second, the United States did not want to get into
a conflict in the region, because its armed forces still remained bogged
down in Vietnam. Furthermore, a military confrontation with the Arab
world or the Soviet Union could lead to the direst consequences for the
United States, including the possibility of a full-scale war between the
superpowers. And, third, the United States sought to make sure that
Israel’s basic security was not put in jeopardy.

In contrast to the Six-Day War and the War of Attrition, however,
when the United States sought merely to prevent a deterioration in the
regional status quo, the Nixon administration spied a golden opportu-
nity near the end of the Yom Kippur War to alter the status quo to
American advantage. Both Nixon and Kissinger concluded that the
United States could significantly roll back Soviet influence—and
greatly expand American influence—in the Middle East, particularly
in Egypt, if the administration played its cards right at the end of the
war.

A regional realignment, though, would not occur if Israel were to
win an overwhelming military victory like it had in the Six-Day War.
The Nixon administration, therefore, wanted to engineer a battlefield
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stalemate, particularly between Israel and Egypt, in order to promote
postwar negotiations, which the United States would then mediate to
its own benefit. Nixon’s words plainly reveal the administration’s
intention:

| believed that only a battlefield stalemate would provide the
foundation in which fruitful negotiations might begin: Any equi-
librium—even if only an equilibrium of mutual
exhaustion—would make it easier to reach an enforceable settle-
ment. Therefore, | was convinced that we must not use our
influence to bring about a cease-fire that would leave the parties
in such imbalance that negotiations for a permanent settlement
would never begin.®

Israel’s dependence on American arms would be manipulated by the
administration in an attempt to achieve this objective.

Before the shooting began, the United States firmly believed that the
IDF would swiftly crush its Arab opponents on the battlefield. Hence,
the Nixon administration strongly discouraged an Israeli preemptive
attack, implying that Israel should not expect to receive so much as a
bullet from the United States if it opened hostilities, because such a
strike, it thought, would only add to the IDF’s ability to smash its Arab
foes. The same thinking led the United States to drag its feet for over
a week in dispatching arms to Israel. Not until after it had become
evident that the IDF had suffered some early reverses on the battlefield,
not until after a massive Soviet airlift had been under way for days, and
not until after Egypt had rejected the notion of a cease-fire did the
United States authorize a matching airlift to Israel. Kissinger summa-
rized the American position as follows:

We pursued this [a cease-fire] until Saturday of the first week—
that is to say until 13 October. On 13 October it was clear that the
Soviets could not deliver the Egyptians to what was in effect a
cease-fire in place, and to which we had obtained Israeli acqui-
escence, more or less. When that occurred we felt we had no
choice except to go another route. . . . And this is the reason why
we started the airlift. . . . It is the principal reason why we started
the airlift. . .2

The United States, to put it another way, only began an airlift once its
first attempt to engineer a battlefield stalemate had wrecked itself on
the shoals of Egyptian and Soviet intransigence, leaving Israel at a
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potential military disadvantage in the face of continuing Soviet arms
shipments to the Arab world.

Egypt’s refusal to agree to a cease-fire early in the war meant that
the Nixon administration could not in the end bring about the battle-
field stalemate that it envisioned originally; however, the United States
could still limit the scope of the Israeli triumph in the war by using arms
deliveries to gain leverage over Israel. Nixon himself made this very
point in both harsh and more temperate language on at least a couple
of occasions:

[We have] got to squeeze the Israelis. . . . [We have] got to
squeeze them [very] hard. And [that is] the way it is going to be
done.??

In order to have the influence we need to bring Israel to a settle-
ment, we have to have their [sic] confidence. That is why [the]
airlift. . . . [W]e have to do enough to have a bargaining position
to bring Israel kicking and screaming to the table.?

Thus, the United States permitted Israel to surround the Egyptian
Third Army (in order to improve America’s bargaining position vis-a-
vis Egypt and the Soviet Union), but it would not allow the IDF to
destroy this army (in order to acquire Egyptian favor). The Nixon
administration, in short, spared Arab “honor,” making it possible for
the United States to mediate postwar negotiations without meaningful
Soviet participation. This diplomatic agenda also accounts for the
administration’s carrot-and-stick approach to Israel during postwar
negotiations.

Israel’s conduct in the Yom Kippur War is not comprehensible
unless it is examined in the context of the American—Israeli
patron—client relationship. Unquestionably, the Israeli government’s
fear of a negative American reaction constituted the decisive reason
why it dismissed the IDF’s advice to launch a preemptive attack. The
Israeli government believed that, if the IDF struck the initial blow, the
United States would not assist Israel during the war.?* Defense Minister
Moshe Dayan summed up his government’s attitude:

[IIf American help was to be sought, then the United States had
to be given full proof that it was not we [the Israelis] who desired
war—even if this ruled out preemptive action and handicapped
us in the military campaign.®



THE AMERICAN-ISRAELI RELATIONSHIP

Had the Israeli government been certain of American support in the
wake of a preemptive strike, it would almost certainly have consented
to such an attack; however, faced with a powerful Arab war coalition
that had the unshakeable support of the Soviet Union, Israel simply
could not risk the loss of American goodwill.

Likewise, Israel’s dependence on American arms convinced the
Israeli government to accept, albeit tentatively, a Nixon administration
cease-fire proposal during the first week of the war. Similarly, the
administration’s threat to abandon Israel compelled the Israeli govern-
ment to loosen the IDF’s grip on the Egyptian Third Army later in the
war. Indeed, in order to explain this decision, Meir herself made explicit
reference to the American—Israeli relationship:

There is only one country to which we can turn and sometimes
we have to give in to it—even when we know we shouldn’t. But
it is the only real friend we have, and a very powerful one. We
[do not] have to say yes to everything, but [let us] call things by
their proper name. There is nothing to be ashamed of when a
small country like Israel, in this situation, has to give in sometimes
to the United States. And when we do say yes, [let us] for God’s
sake not pretend that it is otherwise. . . .26

Finally, the Israeli government felt that, in the aftermath of a very
destructive war, one in which its internal capabilities had been heavily
drained by the fighting, it had no alternative but to trade the postwar
concessions desired by the United States for continued American
support, particularly in the area of arms acquisitions. A firm
American—Israeli patron—client relationship, the Israeli government
reasoned, took precedence over the retention of chunks of the Sinai and
Golan in regard to its national interests.

Summary

If the United States and Israel had been enmeshed in an alliance during
the Yom Kippur War, the obvious discord between them during the
three weeks of fighting would have been either entirely absent or, at
least, quite muted. Each country, presumably, would have fulfilled its
obligations toward the other under the terms of the alliance without the
need to haggle over every item of mutual concern. The difficult—even
acrimonious at times—relationship between the United States and
Israel stemmed precisely from the fact that they were in a patron—client
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relationship. The lack of obligations to each other left each country free
to attempt to manipulate the relationship to its particular advantage.
The United States sought to influence Israeli policy in order to achieve
America’s diplomatic objectives, while Israel sought to acquire arms
from the United States in order to secure its military objectives. Here,
the security-for-autonomy bargain at the heart of the relationship came
into play. The arms that the United States furnished to Israel bolstered
the latter’s security, albeit mostly in the aftermath of the war. In
exchange for these arms, Israel surrendered a measure of its freedom
of action to the United States so that the latter could pursue its
perceived national interests in the Middle East and beyond.



2

The Israeli-Jordanian Relationship

During both the 1967 Six-Day War and the 1973 Yom Kippur War,
the Jordanian government faced strong domestic and foreign pressure
to unleash its armed forces against Israel. King Hussein’s subjects,
especially the very sizable Palestinian community, sought nothing less
than the disappearance of Israel from the map. Hussein could not
afford to dismiss entirely the view of the masses, as their volatility repre-
sented a chronic threat to his reign. And, in the eyes of the Arab world,
he risked being seen as a traitor to the Arab cause if he did not join
Egypt, Syria, and Iraq in their war against Israel, a development with
the potential to place his throne in jeopardy.

Yet Jordan behaved quite differently in the two wars. In the events
leading up to the Six-Day War, the Jordanian government adopted an
openly belligerent stance. It joined with Egypt and Syria in a war pact
against Israel, and it put its armed forces under Egyptian command.'
Once the fighting between Israel and Egypt got underway, the
Jordanian government ignored the Israeli government’s entreaties,
delivered via the United Nations (UN), to the effect that Israel had no
desire to engage in battle with Jordan, and that it would not do so unless
fired upon first. King Hussein’s decision to open a second front against
Israel in spite of this offer of nonaggression not only cost him his air
force, as well as much of his tank and artillery strength, but also all of
Jordanian territory west of the Jordan River—that is, all of Judea and
Samaria.

During the Yom Kippur War, to the contrary, Jordan did not partic-
ipate in either the planning or execution of the initial Egyptian—Syrian
surprise attack against Israel.? Nor did it open up a third front against
Israel in the Jordan Valley. The bridges spanning the Jordan River
continued to carry civilian traffic between the two banks, as they did
during peacetime.®> Not until the second week of the war did the
Jordanian government dispatch forces to fight on behalf of the Arab
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cause—and then only one tank brigade to the Golan that later reluc-
tantly took part in two abortive Syrian—Iraqi attacks on Israeli positions
in the southern part of the region, both of them easily repulsed by the
Israel Defense Forces (IDF).

Though the Jordanian armed forces in the fall of 1973 possessed a
modest order of battle by Middle Eastern standards, Jordan still had
enough military resources and the tactical skill to at least attempt a
crossing of the Jordan River with tank forces. Furthermore, Amman
commanded the resources necessary to mount air strikes and artillery
barrages against Israel from the east bank of the river. Alternatively, the
Jordanian government possessed the military resources necessary to
dispatch additional brigades to fight alongside Syrian forces on the
Golan—and all of them at an earlier stage in the war. Had the
Jordanians either opened up a third front in the Jordan Valley or moved
resolutely to assist the Syrian attack at the outset of hostilities, the IDF
might not have been able to halt one—perhaps both—of the initial
Syrian and Egyptian offensives. Even without Jordanian participation
during the early days of the fighting, after all, an unprepared IDF just
barely prevented Syrian and Egyptian breakthroughs on the Golan and
in the Sinai, respectively.

For its part, Israel never evinced much concern about the prospect
of a third front in the Jordan Valley. Aside from mining some of the
major roadways in Judea and Samaria, the IDF apparently took no
special precautions here, nor did it siphon off significant forces from
either the Golan or Sinai front to reinforce its positions in Judea and
Samaria.* Likewise, Israel never displayed intense concern that Jordan
would participate heavily in the fighting on the Golan, and the IDF did
not reinforce its positions here after the deployment of the Jordanian
tank brigade.

Why did Israel respond rather nonchalantly to the prospect of
Jordan intervening in the war in a consequential way? Part of the expla-
nation lies in deterrence. Prime Minister Golda Meir’s government
reasoned that the Jordanian government—knowing full well that the
Israel Air Force (IAF) could pulverize not only Jordan’s military forces,
but also the kingdom’s infrastructure—would not be so reckless as to
antagonize Israel by opening up a third front in the Jordan Valley or by
engaging wholeheartedly in the Syrian offensive on the Golan. The rest
of the explanation is to be found in the fact that Israel and Jordan quietly
cooperated during the war to limit hostilities between them.

That Israel and Jordan were “friendly enemies” by the outbreak of
the Yom Kippur War is certainly not a revelation. Israel had already
helped Hussein’s regime to survive a combined Palestine Liberation
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Organization (PLLO)—Syrian attack in the summer of 1970.° IDF air
and ground maneuvers in full view of Syria, combined with public
warnings from Israeli officials, convinced Damascus to restrain the
extent of its intervention on behalf of the PLLO in the latter’s effort to
overthrow the king’s regime, permitting the Jordanian armed forces to
eject both Palestinian and Syrian units from the kingdom. Indeed,
Egypt and Syria deliberately kept Jordan in the dark about their surprise
attack on Israel in October 1973, because they did not trust the latter
to keep its mouth shut, so to speak.

Nevertheless, even if Israeli-Jordanian cooperation during the Yom
Kippur War is no real surprise in itself, recently released United States
government documents shed light on its modus operandi during the
fighting. The present chapter is intended to chronicle this cooperation;
however, two caveats must be kept firmly in mind. First, it is almost
certain that some American documents that bear on the issue (e.g.,
documents in Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and National
Security Agency (NSA) archives) have not been declassified yet.
Second, and equally important, Israeli and Jordanian documents rele-
vant to the issue—which are not available for public scrutiny yet—have
not, of course, been consulted here, either. Collectively speaking, these
American, Israeli, and Jordanian documents would undoubtedly add
much to an understanding of the cooperation between Israel and
Jordan during the war. The present chapter, then, represents nothing
more than a tentative first stab at reconstructing Israeli-Jordanian
cooperation in the conflict.

Before the Yom Kippur War

Israeli and Jordanian leaders met face-to-face on no less than four occa-
sions in the months before the Yom Kippur War.® In the late fall of
1972 or the early winter of 1973, Prime Minister Golda Meir and the
king discussed the possibility of achieving an Israeli-Jordanian peace
agreement. In the early spring and early summer of 1973, they spoke
twice about the Arab—Israeli conflict in general terms, as well as the
potential for renewed Arab—Israeli hostilities. The tone of these meet-
ings seemed to be relaxed. The fourth meeting occurred in early
autumn, less than two weeks prior to the outbreak of war, and it had a
somewhat more urgent tone.” Hussein informed Meir that, in Jordan’s
opinion, Egypt and Syria might be preparing to embark on a coordi-
nated war against Israel. The Meir government and the IDF, however,
dismissed Hussein’s concerns for two reasons: (1) their own intelli-
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gence assessment determined that war remained a low probability
event (i.e., until the last hours before fighting actually broke out) and
(2) the king had not provided concrete information about an imminent
attack, only vague conjecture based on knowledge of Syria’s military
buildup on the Golan.

From Nonbelligerence to Damage Control

The Yom Kippur War erupted in the mid-afternoon of October 6, and
it dragged on until October 24, when a more or less stable cease-fire
agreement finally took hold on both fronts. For the purpose of tracing
Israeli-Jordanian cooperation during the fighting, the war is best
divided into two distinct phases: the first week, from October 6-12,
when Jordan refrained from taking an active part in hostilities, and the
following two weeks, from October 13-24, when the Jordanian armed
forces participated in several attacks on the IDF in conjunction with its
Syrian and Iraqi “allies.”

From day one of the war, Jordan came under intense pressure to
engage Israel in battle. Interestingly, the initial pressure did not come
primarily from Egypt and Syria. So long as they perceived themselves
to be making progress on the battlefield, they felt no special urgency in
seeking Jordan’s assistance. Rather, other Arab states were more insis-
tent at first. No later than October 8, for example, King Faisal, the
Saudi Arabian monarch, demanded that Jordan not only join the war,
but also that it allow those of the kingdom’s troops then stationed on
Jordanian soil to depart for the Golan.® On October 9, a Soviet envoy
met with Hussein in an effort to cajole Jordan into entering the fray.’
Only after the tide began to turn against them did Egypt and Syria start
to put real pressure on the king to dispatch Jordanian forces to the
battlefield. By October 10, Egypt’s President Anwar Sadat sent a
message to Hussein urging that he either allow PLO irregulars to
resume attacks on Israel from Jordan or deploy Jordanian forces to the
Golan.'° And, by this date, Syria’s President Hafez Assad asked Jordan
to send an armored division to the Golan.!

Israel and the United States, to the contrary, put pressure on Jordan
to stay out of the war. To make certain that Jordan did not “make
waves’—that is, did not open a third front or dispatch large forces to
the Golan—Israeli military officers and cabinet ministers made “well-
rehearsed” threats to their American interlocutors in the early days of
the war to the effect that the IDF would crush Jordan if it dared to take
on Israel, knowing full well that these threats would be communicated
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to Jordan via American channels.!? Israel was also in direct contact with
Jordan during the war, so it is safe to assume that the Meir government
placed direct pressure on Hussein’s government to keep Jordan out of
the fighting, though probably in somewhat more circumspect and deli-
cate language than it employed in conversations with American
officials.’® For its part, the United States not only relayed Israel’s threats
to Jordan, but also added its own voice in support of Jordanian
restraint.!* Hussein’s American interlocutors impressed upon him the
grim mood in Israel, and they urged him not to do the bidding of his
Arab rivals and the Soviet Union.

Jordan considered itself to be caught between a rock and a hard
place. On the one hand, Jordanian officials perceived that the potential
costs of fighting Israel far outweighed the potential benefits. But, on the
other hand, Jordan could not stand aloof, especially if the war went
badly for Egypt and Syria, and especially if other Arab states, such as
Iraq and Saudi Arabia, sent their troops into battle. To stand aside at
such an hour would be to court disaster for the regime, as Hussein
would be branded a traitor at home and abroad.

The king’s first inclination, therefore, was to plead with the United
States to arrange as quickly as possible a cease-fire, which would then
be followed by negotiations leading to a comprehensive settlement of
the Arab-Isracli conflict.!> Concomitantly, Hussein stalled on Arab and
Soviet requests to deploy his own troops to the Golan, refused to permit
Saudi Arabian troops in Jordan to leave for the area, refused to aid Iraqi
forces in their movement to the Golan front, and turned down Egypt’s
request to allow his country to be used as a base by PLO irregulars.!¢
And, though he complained to the United States about repeated “viola-
tions” of Jordanian airspace—Israeli aircraft sometimes flew over the
kingdom’s territory on their way to attack targets in Syria—Jordan took
no measures to impede these overflights.!” Finally, Jordan firmly
rejected the idea of opening a third front against Israel.'®

By October 10, with no cease-fire agreement in sight and with the
war now going very badly for Syria, however, Hussein despairingly
concluded that Jordan could no longer afford to be seen to do nothing
in support of the Arab cause. In addition to a general mobilization of
the Jordanian armed forces, the king told his American interlocutors
that he had no choice but to dispatch a tank brigade to the Golan. He
added that he hoped that this deployment could be coordinated with
Israel, so that the IDF and Jordanian armed forces would not come to
blows. The idea was to send the tank brigade to a quiet sector on the
southern Golan, where it would relieve Syrian troops for redeployment
to the battlefield.!®
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Once Hussein decided to move a tank brigade into Syria, he
communicated his reasoning and intention to Israel. He did so indi-
rectly, through American and, especially, British channels, as well as
directly, via a lengthy written memo addressed and delivered to Meir
herself. For its part, the Meir government naturally refused to give the
king a blanket guarantee that the IDF would not engage the Jordanian
tank brigade, but also made it very clear that Israel was not interested
in a fight with Jordan if the latter’s forces did not advance onto the
battlefield.?® With this quiet agreement in hand, Jordanian forces
reached the Jordan—Syria frontier on the night of October 12-13, and
at least part of the tank brigade was inside Syrian territory no later than
October 13.%

The second phase of Israeli-Jordanian cooperation—what might
best be termed the “damage limitation” phase—now got underway.
Within days of the Jordanian deployment, Hussein informed the Meir
government that Syria had begun to put tremendous pressure on
Jordan either to fight or to withdraw its forces back to Jordanian terri-
tory. The king added that he now had no choice but to commit his
troops against Israel, under the auspices of the Iraqi expeditionary
force. The Meir government responded that the IDF would defend
itself, but it also hoped that the confrontation with the Jordanian tank
brigade could be limited, urging Jordan not to engage heavily in battle
and not to augment its existing deployment in Syria.>?

In the event, Jordanian forces participated in two Syrian-Iraqi
assaults on Israeli positions, on October 16 and 19, as well as in some
minor skirmishes on other days.?* The Jordanians possessed the most
skilled of all Arab military forces engaged in the Yom Kippur War, but
their troops nevertheless turned out to be no match for the IDF, partic-
ularly when attacking into the teeth of stout Israeli defenses. In the
course of these two engagements, the IDF destroyed a few dozen
Jordanian tanks and armored personnel carriers (APCs), apparently at
scant cost to itself. The Jordanian effort was not helped by the utter
disorganization of the Syrian—Iraqi assaults, which saw Jordan’s forces
mistakenly fired upon by Syrian and Iraqi troops, adding to the
former’s losses and drawing the scorn of the king.>*

On October 21, after the Golan front had quieted down consider-
ably, Hussein sent elements of a second tank brigade to the area,
principally in order to be able to claim at home and abroad that he had
sent substantial forces to assist the Arab cause before a cease-fire agree-
ment came into effect.?> At their peak, the Jordanian forces in Syria had
180 tanks, 120 APCs, and 40 artillery tubes.?®* Concomitantly, the king
told his American interlocutors that, while Jordan would commit itself
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to the cease-fire agreement then under discussion by the United States
and the Soviet Union, and while Jordanian forces would not allow Iraqi
units to move through their positions to attack the IDF, he would have
no choice but to allow his troops to participate in a renewed offensive
against Israel if Syria rejected an end to hostilities, as they were under
Syrian command.?” This scenario, however, did not materialize in the
event, as Syria ultimately decided to observe the call for a cease-fire.

Summary

Though Israel and Jordan did come to blows in the Yom Kippur War,
the timing, scope, duration, and intensity of these encounters were such
that neither side suffered crippling losses. Militarily speaking, Israel had
been spared the nightmare of fighting on three fronts simultaneously,
and it had been given the opportunity to stabilize the Golan and Sinai
fronts before Jordanian troops entered the fray, while Jordan had
preserved its armed forces largely intact, an important consideration
for a state that relied very heavily on them to keep the regime in power.
Diplomatically speaking, Israel had avoided a situation in which it
would have been compelled to threaten the very survival of a regime
that routinely conducted itself as a tacit partner against Palestinian and
radical Arab adventurism, while Jordan had maintained its quiet rela-
tionship with Israel without alienating its own populace or the rest of
the Arab world. The fact that Jordanian forces had engaged in battle
with the IDF—and that at least a few Jordanian troops had become
“martyrs” (i.e., had been killed in battle)—spared Hussein the conse-
quences of being labeled a traitor to the Arab cause at home and abroad.
Even though the Arab League would later recognize the PLO as the
“sole legitimate representative” of the Palestinian people against the
king’s will, the legitimacy of his own regime was not seriously ques-
tioned by his Arab “brothers.” Both Israel and Jordan, in short, reaped
significant benefits from their wartime cooperation.
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Nuclear Arms, Deterrence, and
Compellence

Though Israel has never formally admitted to the possession of nuclear
arms, informed observers contend that the country has had a nuclear
option for a number of decades now. The date on which Israel actually
crossed the nuclear weapons threshold remains unknown with any
certainty. The leading historian of the country’s nuclear arms program
believes that Israel assembled its first bombs on the eve of the 1967 Six-
Day War.! Not all observers may agree with this particular assessment,
but most of them would concur that Israel had the capacity to produce
nuclear weapons before the 1973 Yom Kippur War.

Israel, of course, did not employ nuclear arms in this war. Nor did
it publicly threaten to employ them. Nevertheless, some observers
maintain that the country’s nuclear arsenal had a significant impact on
how the war unfolded. Two distinct lines of thought exist with respect
to this conclusion. The first insists that Israel’s nuclear arsenal affected
Arab conduct, while the second claims that it influenced American
conduct. Neither of these two lines of thought, however, offers
compelling evidence or argumentation on behalf of its assertion, as will
become clear after a very brief detour into the history of Israel’s nuclear
weapons program and its role in shaping the American—Israeli
patron—client relationship.

Nuclear Arms and the American-Israeli Relationship

Israel’s nuclear arms program is almost as old as the state itself.? Heavily
outnumbered in fighting men and machines by its Arab foes, deprived
of strategic depth and defensible borders, and with no formal allies to
come to its assistance in a time of need, Israel naturally sought an “ulti-
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mate deterrent” as early as the 1950s. Israeli governments under Prime
Minister David Ben-Gurion and his successors considered a nuclear
bomb to be a “weapon of last resort” intended to deter the state’s foes
from overrunning Israel in case the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) ever
suffered a catastrophic defeat on the battlefield. With French industrial
assistance, which was almost certainly extended in return for Israeli
scientific assistance to France’s own nuclear weapons program, Israel
was able to put in place the infrastructure for a nuclear arms program
no later than the early 1960s.

The Israeli program, of course, soon caught the eye of the United
States. In light of America’s strong nonproliferation agenda, the admin-
istrations of both Presidents John F. Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson
attempted to entice Israel into signing the Nuclear Nonproliferation
Treaty (NPT) in exchange for the supply of conventional arms,
including antiaircraft missiles, tanks, and fighter-bombers.? Israel
desperately wanted American arms, but stubbornly refused to give up
its nuclear option by signing the NPT. Eventually, the United States
and Israel, as part of their informal “security-for-autonomy” bargain
(under whose terms the United States provided Israel with security
benefits in the form of arms, while Israel provided the United States
with autonomy benefits in the form of foreign policy concessions),
worked out a mutually acceptable compromise.

The United States would provide Israel with the arms it required for
its defense without asking the country to concede its nuclear option.
Israel, in return, would give the United States a degree of control over
its nuclear arsenal by consenting to keep its “bomb in the basement”—
that is, Israel would not openly flaunt its nuclear option, so as not to
undermine either American—Arab relations or America’s global
nonproliferation agenda. This deal was apparently sealed once and for
all during a 1969 face-to-face meeting between President Richard
Nixon and Prime Minister Golda Meir.*

Israeli Nuclear Arms and Deterrence in the Yom Kippur War

The first line of thought maintains that Israeli nuclear arms acted as a
potent deterrent during the war.” Merely be possessing nuclear
weapons, according to this line of thought, Israel inhibited Arab ambi-
tions in the war. The essential claim is that, because Syria and Egypt
feared the possibility of Israeli nuclear retribution, they did not threaten
Israel proper, limiting the focus of their war aims to the Golan and
Sinai, respectively. The following quote encapsulates this line of
thought:
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[Tlhe walls of Jericho did not fall in 1973. They were not even
close to falling, because the Arabs were rather careful. They
planned a limited war on the margins of the occupied territory
[i.e., the Golan and the Sinai], specifically not aimed at Israel’s
heartland and pre-1967 boundaries, in order to accomplish
limited ends through . . . attrition and superpower intervention
in their favor.¢

This nuclear-induced caution, in other words, explains why, at the
outset of the war, the Syrian army did not attempt to advance beyond
the Golan, as well as why the Egyptian army did not attempt to strike
more deeply into the Sinai, when the IDF did not possess sufficient
forces along the front lines to rebuff them.

The problem with this line of thought is that no authoritative
evidence, testimonial or documentary, has emerged to support it in the
decades since the Yom Kippur War. The claim that the Arabs curbed
their war aims out of fear of Israel’s nuclear arsenal rests entirely upon
inference, bolstered by the opinions of some American, Israeli, and
Arab observers, none of whom has ever been in a position to know what
was in the minds of Syrian and Egyptian decision makers in October
1973. This line of thought, in short, makes deductions about Arab
intentions on the basis of Arab actions.

Judging intentions on the basis of actions, however, is a risky busi-
ness. One can easily come up with a more plausible explanation for
Syrian and Egyptian caution early in the war than the existence of
Israeli nuclear arms. The Syrian army’s lack of zeal in exploiting its
initial gains on the southern Golan to advance into Israel proper almost
certainly had more to do with a rigid command structure that looked
askance at initiative from below than with any concern about Israeli
nuclear retribution. In the absence of clear orders from above to
continue the advance into Israel itself—a contingency that the Syrian
army is unlikely to have given any real consideration in its prewar oper-
ational plan—its momentum simply petered out on the southern Golan
as a result of heavy losses. Furthermore, in light of the stout resistance
put up by the relatively small IDF forces on the southern Golan, even
had the Syrian army given some thought to an offensive into Israel
before the war, the Syrian regime may have concluded that to invade
would have left the army strung out over long lines of communication
and vulnerable to a devastating IDF counterattack, particularly from
the air.

In the case of Egypt, it took the Egyptian army years of meticulous
planning and preparation just to get across the Suez Canal and to estab-
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lish shallow bridgeheads in the Sinai. A more ambitious prewar oper-
ational plan that included a deep strike into the Sinai from day one, let
alone an offensive into Israel proper, was clearly beyond the capability
of the Egyptian army. Indeed, later in the war, when the Egyptian army
attempted to advance toward the Sinai’s mountain passes, the IDF
routed it in one of history’s largest tank battles. And this defeat, in turn,
left the Egyptian army vulnerable to an IDF counteroffensive over the
canal, a counteroffensive that led to an Egyptian defeat in the war.

The bottom line here is that battlefield constraints, not Israeli
nuclear weapons, offer the most plausible explanation for any limits
placed on Arab war aims. In the absence of any authoritative testimo-
nial or documentary evidence to the contrary, therefore, the assertion
that Israeli nuclear arms curbed Syrian and Egyptian appetites in the
war is no more than wishful thinking, a conclusion strengthened by the
fact that adherents of this line of thought believe that nuclear prolifer-
ation in the Middle East would have a stabilizing effect on the region
and/or that Israel should declare itself a nuclear power in order to
buttress its deterrent posture.’

Israeli Nuclear Arms and Compellence in the
Yom Kippur War

The second line of thought asserts that, during the early days of the
Yom Kippur War, Israel compelled the United States to establish an
arms pipeline to the IDF by actually brandishing its nuclear arms.® The
Meir government, according to this version of events, discreetly placed
its nuclear forces on alert sometime between October 7 and October
9—accounts differ on the precise timing of the alert—in order to signal
to the Nixon administration that Israel had both the will and the where-
withal to use its nuclear stockpile to prevent an impending defeat at the
hands of Syria and Egypt if the United States refused to set up an arms
pipeline, one that would allow the IDF to reverse the tide of the war.
The Meir government, in the language of one of the most notorious
proponents of this account of events, literally “blackmailed” the Nixon
administration into supporting Israel in the Yom Kippur War.?

This line of thought—Ilike the first—is not backed up by any author-
itative evidence, testimonial or documentary, unless one considers
hearsay and idle speculation to qualify as such.!® Leaving aside the fact
that no verifiable evidence that Israel actually put its nuclear forces on
alert during the war has thus far come to light, the “facts” as laid out
by those observers who claim otherwise are inconsistent with the estab-
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lished facts. First, reliable recollections of the meeting at which the deci-
sion to place Israel’s nuclear forces on alert was supposedly taken
indicate that the only decision maker in favor of such a move was
Defense Minister Moshe Dayan. All others present, including Meir
herself, unanimously and categorically rejected this alternative.!!
Second, by October 13, the date on which the Nixon administration
initiated an arms air- and sealift to Israel, the Meir government had
accepted an American proposal for a cease-fire, while the Arabs and
their Soviet patron had not done so. Indeed, on at least two occasions
during the war, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger made it perfectly
clear to his own staff that the principal reason that the United States
decided to send arms to Israel was that the Arabs, with the support of
the Soviet Union, which had already begun a large-scale air- and sealift
to its clients, dismissed this call for a cease-fire.!? The United States, to
put it differently, simply refused to abandon its client in a time of need.

American Nuclear Arms and the Yom Kippur War

The one and only undisputed instance in which nuclear arms played
any sort of role in the Yom Kippur War occurred at the tail end of
hostilities—and it involved American, not Israeli, nuclear weapons.
Ostensibly in response to Soviet threats and preparations to intervene
in the war on behalf of Egypt, which allegedly involved the movement
of nuclear arms to the region, after the IDF had surrounded the
Egyptian Third Army, one of the two Egyptian army corps partici-
pating in the fighting, the United States placed its own armed forces,
including Strategic Air Command (SAC), which controls the country’s
nuclear-armed intercontinental ballistic missiles and its nuclear-armed
bombers, on a heightened state of alert, moving from Defense
Condition (DEFCON) 5, the normal peacetime state of readiness, to
DEFCON 3, a heightened state of readiness. The alert lasted from
October 25 until October 26, at least insofar as concerned SAC.

A senior Soviet diplomat later revealed that the Soviet Union never
intended to intervene in the war.!* The Nixon administration was
apparently aware of this fact at the time. Kissinger remarked that:

The crazy bastard [Nixon] really made a mess with the Russians.
. . . [Did not] you listen to his [October 26] press statement? . . .
[W]e had information of massive movement of Soviet forces. That
is a lie."
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For this reason, some Israeli observers contend that the Nixon admin-
istration’s real purpose in putting its forces on DEFCON 3 was to place
additional pressure on Israel to release its grip on the Third Army in
order to curry favor with Egypt and to reduce Soviet influence in the
Middle East.!> Whatever the truth here, the Nixon administration’s
move to declare DEFCON 3 almost certainly had no impact on Israeli
decision making, as the Meir government had already calculated that
it had no choice but to accommodate the Nixon administration as part
of the security-for-autonomy bargain.

Summary

The evidence that has surfaced to date does not support the conclu-
sion that Israeli nuclear arms had any tangible impact on the Yom
Kippur War. The limited ambitions of Syria and Egypt in the war were
almost certainly due to their evaluations of their conventional military
capabilities versus those of the IDF, not to fear of Israeli nuclear arms.
For its part, the United States did not set up an arms pipeline to Israel
as a result of Israeli nuclear blackmail. It initiated an air- and sealift to
Israel only after the latter had agreed to a cease-fire arrangement after
a week of hostilities, an arrangement that the Arabs and Soviets rejected
in order to continue to prosecute the war.

The assertion that Israeli nuclear arms deterred Syria and Egypt
during the Yom Kippur War seems to be a case in which a political
agenda—in this case, an agenda in favor of nuclear weapons prolifer-
ation in the Middle East—has influenced the analysis of historical
events. Likewise, the assertion that Israel employed its nuclear arms to
blackmail the United States into setting up an arms pipeline during the
war also appears to be an example of ideological bias winning out over
detached evaluation. Is it just a coincidence that those observers who
trumpet this perspective are, to put it politely, no friends of Israel?
Extraordinary claims, it is often said, require extraordinary evidence.
Not only have the proponents of both lines of thought failed to provide
such extraordinary evidence, but they have also failed to provide any
convincing evidence whatsoever.
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Israeli Combined Arms Warfare

The Israel Defense Forces (IDF) emerged from the 1973 Yom Kippur
War as the undisputed victor over the armies of its Arab foes. Despite
suffering serious reverses on both the Golan and Sinai fronts during
the opening days of the war, the IDF not only recovered quickly to
inflict on Arab armies losses in men and machines that far exceeded its
own, but it also captured considerably more territory than it had relin-
quished during the fighting. In the north, the IDF first swept the Syrian
army entirely from the Israeli-controlled portion of the Golan and then
proceeded to conquer a swath of territory inside Syria. In the south,
though the Egyptian army remained ensconced in a strip of territory in
the Sinai throughout the war, the IDF eventually crossed the Suez
Canal and seized a sizable chunk of land inside Egypt proper. By the
war’s end, the IDF had advanced to within striking range of Damascus
and Cairo, the Syrian and Egyptian capitals, respectively.

Nevertheless, the IDF has come under intense and widespread crit-
icism for its performance during the Yom Kippur War. Perhaps the
most frequent criticism leveled against the IDF asserts that it shunned
the practice of traditional combined arms warfare in favor of a nontra-
ditional force structure and war-fighting doctrine that relied
overwhelmingly on tanks and aircraft at the expense of infantry,
artillery, engineers, and logistics. The following are three rather typical
examples of this particular criticism:

[The IDF's] attempts to use tanks and air power [sic] without
strong support from the infantry or artillery branches . . . led to
many of its problems during the 1973 war and showed [it] the
need for a more balanced combined arms approach.’

Both the [Sinai Campaign] and the Six-Day War had left the [IDF]
with the impression that wars on the ground were won by armor
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[i.e., tanks] and armor alone. As a result, [it] failed to develop an
integrated infantry-armor doctrine, and effectively eschewed
the use of infantry. . . . Part of the IDF's problem was its overre-
liance on armor; another equally important component was its
underreliance on artillery. The latter was related to the fact that
... the [Israel Air Force] had gained air superiority within the first
few days of [previous] conflict[s].>

The IDF of 1973 was not built organizationally or mentally for an
absolute commitment to joint operations. The realization of the
paramount value of combined-arms [sic] combat was one of the
IDF’s bitterest lessons of the Yom Kippur War. . .3

Many more examples could be added to the list, of course, but these
three—the first two by American military analysts, the third by an
Israeli tank battalion commander on the Sinai front—suffice to reveal
the essence of the criticism with respect to the IDF’s force structure
and war-fighting doctrine during the war.

This criticism, the truth be known, certainly has much merit behind
it. As a consequence of its previous experience, particularly during the
1967 Six-Day War, the IDF built up its tank and aircraft orders of
battle at the expense of its infantry, artillery, engineer, and logistics
orders of battle in the years prior to the Yom Kippur War.
Furthermore, the IDF’s war-fighting doctrine before the war at both
the tactical (micro) and operational (macro) levels of warfare assigned
decisive roles to tanks and aircraft, foregoing a more symmetrical
approach to the integration of combat arms.*

Be that as it may, this criticism is based primarily on the IDF’s
performance during the first few days of the Yom Kippur War, espe-
cially on the Sinai front, when it scrambled to block the Syrian and
Egyptian assaults with the meager forces that were deployed in the
north and south at the commencement of hostilities. Indeed, many of
the IDF’s critics concede that its shortcomings in combined arms
warfare were the result not only of its faulty force structure and war-
fighting doctrine before the war, but also of the circumstances that it
faced at the outbreak of hostilities. Once the IDF recovered from its
initial shock and stabilized the fronts, its performance in respect of
combined arms warfare displayed marked improvement on both the
tactical and operational levels.

A balanced, sober assessment of the IDF’s practice of combined
arms warfare in the Yom Kippur War first requires that this concept
be defined and illustrated in general terms for the sake of clarity. Next,
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it is necessary to describe and analyze the IDF’s practice of combined
arms warfare on both the Golan and Sinai fronts. Cooperation (or lack
thereof) between the Israel Air Force (IAF) and IDF ground forces at
both the tactical and operational levels became a very contentious issue
at home and abroad after the war, so this dimension of Israel’s
combined arms warfare experience demands separate consideration.
Once these tasks are complete, it becomes possible to ascertain the
impact combined arms warfare had on the IDF’s fortunes during the
war.

The Concept of Combined Arms Warfare

The United States Army, which has probably done more thinking
about the nature of warfare than any other military organization, past
or present, defines combined arms warfare succinctly as:

[Tlhe synchronized and simultaneous application of arms [e.g.,
tank, infantry, artillery] to achieve an effect greater than if each
arm was used separately or sequentially.®

Combined arms warfare is intended to enhance an army’s performance
on the battlefield, regardless of whether that army is engaged in an
offensive or a defensive campaign and regardless of whether it is
engaged in a maneuver or an attrition campaign.®

Combined arms warfare has two distinct components: force struc-
ture and war-fighting doctrine. Force structure refers to the types of
units and weapons fielded by an army. The following are a few exam-
ples of the force structure component at different levels of unit
aggregation: an infantry company equipped with rifle, machine gun,
mortar, and antitank missile platoons; a tank battalion with an attached
mechanized infantry company; a tank brigade composed of tank and
mechanized infantry battalions; a tank division consisting of tank and
mechanized infantry brigades and artillery and engineering battalions;
and a corps or an army made up of tank and infantry divisions, artillery
brigades, engineering battalions, as well as air and naval units. The
force structure component, in other words, is relevant at both the
tactical and operational levels of warfare.

War-fighting doctrine refers to the way in which an army employs
its force structure on the battlefield. The following are a few examples
of the war-fighting doctrine component applied to hypothetical battle
scenarios at different levels of unit aggregation: an artillery battery lays
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down suppressive fire as tank and infantry platoons assault an enemy
strongpoint; a mechanized infantry company engages enemy antitank
missile teams while a tank battalion engages enemy tanks; an infantry
brigade screens an engineering battalion from enemy infantry as engi-
neers construct a bridge over a water obstacle; a tank brigade pins down
enemy infantry while an infantry division advances toward the enemy
infantry; artillery battalions lay down suppressive fire as engineer
battalions open gaps through an enemy defensive line for tank and
infantry divisions to exploit; and a corps or an army receives air support
as it defends its frontline positions. Like the force structure component
of combined arms warfare, the war-fighting doctrine component is
relevant at both the tactical and operational levels of warfare.

The keys to combined arms warfare at both the tactical and opera-
tional levels of warfare, in short, are symmetry and integration. The
practice of traditional combined arms warfare requires not only a
balanced mix of different kinds of units and weapons, but also a war-
fighting doctrine that coordinates their employment to mutual
advantage. If prepared for and implemented properly, the traditional
approach to combined arms warfare is an effective force multiplier on
the battlefield.

Combined Arms Warfare in the IDF Before the
Yom Kippur War

In the Six-Day War, the IDF not only crushed the Egyptian, Jordanian,
and Syrian armies in just a few days, but it also captured the Sinai in
the south, Judea and Samaria in the east, and the Golan in the north.
Israelis in general, and the Israeli defense establishment in particular,
concluded that this tremendous victory should be attributed almost
exclusively to the actions of the IAF and the IDF tank corps. The IAF
destroyed virtually the entire Egyptian, Jordanian, and Syrian air forces
at their bases during the first hours of hostilities, thus assuring itself of
air superiority throughout the war. IDF tank brigades swept all of the
Arab armies before them. Infantry, artillery, engineers, and logistics,
according to the Israeli assessment, had only minor supporting roles in
the triumph.

This view had consequences for the IDF’s force structure and war-
fighting doctrine. Already favored in the IDF’s procurement plans well
before 1967, tanks and aircraft received even more emphasis after the
war. The IDF’s tank inventory increased by roughly 100 percent and
its fighter-bomber inventory by more than 50 percent between 1967
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and 1973, not to mention that their quality improved dramatically as
well with the acquisition of the most modern American weapons.
Indeed, the IAF’s acquisition of state-of-the-art American fighter-
bombers, which replaced most of its antiquated French aircraft,
increased its striking power several times over.” Outlays on the IAF
alone ate up over 50 percent of the Israeli defense budget in the years
prior to the Yom Kippur War.?

Other IDF branches had to make do with what was left of the budget
after tank corps and air force needs were addressed by the defense
establishment. The capabilities of these branches, therefore, cither
remained stagnant or withered over time. The mechanized infantry
went to war in 1973 with only a limited number of modern armored
personnel carriers (APCs), and most of both the mechanized and
nonmechanized infantry entered hostilities with antiquated rifles and
antitank weapons. Furthermore, the quality of the mechanized
infantry’s manpower had deteriorated during the interwar period.’ The
artillery branch had roughly the same number of tubes in 1973 as it had
in 1967, even if their overall quality had improved somewhat with the
acquisition of small numbers of modern American self-propelled
guns.!® The engineering branch did not possess enough vehicles to
move its equipment around the battlefield, nor did the logistics branch
possess enough tank transporters to move quickly the required number
of tanks to the battlefield. And many of those tanks were not ready for
battle on the eve of hostilities, because the IDF’s logistics branch lacked
sufficient resources.'!

The IDF’s war-fighting doctrine evolved along a parallel track
during the years from 1967 to 1973. The Israeli defense establishment
concluded that tanks—whether the IDF was on the offensive or the
defensive, whether it was engaged in a maneuver or an attrition
campaign—did not need much in the way of infantry or artillery
support. Mechanized and nonmechanized infantry would be employed
mainly to mop up and secure the battlefield after the tanks had won the
day. Suppressive fire from artillery would not be necessary on a large
scale, because the defense establishment was convinced that the IAF’s
fighter-bombers would act as “flying artillery” in support of the tanks
as soon as air superiority had been won—and the defense establishment
took it for granted that the IAF would quickly achieve air superiority in
the next war. The roles of the engineering and logistics branches in the
IDF’s war-fighting doctrine received no in-depth consideration from
the defense establishment from 1967 to 1973.

This nontraditional vision of combined arms warfare was itself
based on a number of assumptions, collectively termed “the concept,”
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held by the defense establishment about the circumstances under
which the next war would break out.!? A first assumption held that the
Arabs would not initiate a war that they could not win. A second
assumption held that the Arabs would not begin a war until they could
neutralize Israeli airpower by striking at IAF bases in Israel proper. And
a third assumption held that Israeli military intelligence, A’MAN,
would in any case provide at least 48 hours of advanced warning of an
any attack.

All three of these assumptions turned out to be erroneous. The
Arabs were willing to suffer a battlefield defeat in order to achieve a
diplomatic victory; they were willing to sacrifice their armies in order
to spark a diplomatic process that they believed would lead to the return
of the Golan and Sinai. The Arabs had also devised a sophisticated
operational plan to neutralize Israeli airpower that did not involve
strikes against IAF bases. Instead, they would construct highly sophis-
ticated integrated air defense systems (IADS) composed of large
numbers of surface-to-air missile (SAM) and antiaircraft artillery
(AAA) batteries on both fronts to blunt the effects of Israeli airpower.
And, lastly, A’MAN would not in the event provide a clear war warning
48 hours in advance of the Arab attack. Though it monitored the
deployment of the Egyptian and Syrian armies along the cease-fire lines
for weeks before the attack, and though it informed both IDF general
headquarters (GHQ) and the Israeli government that the Arabs had the
ability to launch an attack given their present deployments along the
fronts several days in advance of the attack, it continued to insist that
the probability of an Arab attack in the fall of 1973 was quite low.

For their part, both IDF GHQ and the Israeli government, like
A’MAN, chose to focus on Arab intentions rather than capabilities.
Hence, they did not authorize a full-scale mobilization and deployment
of the IDF’s reserve formations, which constituted the bulk of Israel’s
fighting power, until literally a few hours before the commencement of
hostilities. Not until an unimpeachable intelligence source had
unequivocally confirmed that Egypt and Syria intended to launch an
attack very shortly did Israel take this step.

Consequently, at approximately 2:00 PM on October 6, when the
Syrian and Egyptian armies opened fire simultaneously on the Golan
and in the Sinai, respectively, the IDF faced grossly lopsided force ratios
on both fronts.!* On the Golan, the Syrians had a roughly 5:1 advan-
tage in tanks (an 8:1 advantage counting their second-echelon tanks),
a 10:1 advantage in infantry, and a 12—13:1 advantage in artillery tubes
along the forward line of contact.!* In the Sinai, the Egyptians had a
roughly 14:1 advantage in tanks, an 80:1 advantage in infantry, and a
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40:1 advantage in artillery tubes along the forward line of contact.!® The
IDF’s skewed force structure and war-fighting doctrine, combined with
its lack of readiness for the coming war, would result in disastrous con-
sequences for it during the opening days of the war.

Combined Arms Warfare on the Golan Front

The IDF’s war on the northern front can be divided into three distinc-
tive phases: a defensive phase from October 6 through October 10 to
clear the Golan of Syrian forces, an offensive phase from October 11
through October 14 to acquire additional territory in Syria proper, and
a second defensive phase from October 15 through October 24, when
a stable cease-fire came into effect, to hold onto this newly captured
territory. At the outset of hostilities, the IDF had the better part of two
high-quality tank brigades (the southern of the two was less one tank
battalion), a series of small hilltop strongpoints manned by high-quality
infantry, a handful of artillery batteries, and some mechanized infantry
and engineering forces to meet the Syrian onslaught of three infantry
divisions, three tank brigades, more than 100 artillery batteries, and
assorted engineering forces (with two additional tank divisions close by
in the rear).!®

The Syrian army launched a two-pronged offensive across the 1967
cease-fire line. Its main thrust was aimed at the southern part of the
Golan, with a more limited (but still very potent) thrust aimed at the
northern part of the plateau.!” IDF ground forces on the Golan were
better prepared to wage a defensive struggle against an invader than
their counterparts in the Sinai. The high-quality infantrymen on the
front line not only defended themselves and harassed Syrian columns
that bypassed them, but they also served as forward observers for
artillery barrages and air strikes against rear-echelon targets.'®* Some of
the strongpoints held out until relieved later in the fighting, while those
in danger of being overwhelmed by the Syrian army were evacuated in
an orderly manner. Only one would fall to the Syrian army.

On the northern Golan, the Syrian offensive got nowhere. A spec-
tacular mobile defense waged by the IDF tank brigade stationed in the
area stopped much larger Syrian ground forces in their tracks for
several days, destroying hundreds of tanks and APCs in the process.
On the southern Golan, to the contrary, the Syrians were able to break
through the IDF tank brigade in this sector. Though this brigade took
a very heavy toll of attacking Syrian tanks and APCs, the gross imbal-
ance in numbers between attacker and defender proved decisive here.
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A breakthrough into Israel proper—which had now become a very real
possibility, even if was not part of Syria’s prewar operational plan—was
only prevented by the delaying actions of the remnants of this brigade,
IAF air strikes against rear-echelon supply convoys, and the timely
intervention of the first reserve forces, which arrived within 12 hours
of the outbreak of hostilities, as well as Syrian hesitance.!®

By October 8, the IDF had amassed enough forces on the Golan—
significant elements of three tank divisions—to begin a counterattack
against the Syrian army in order to push it back beyond the “Purple
Line,” the title given to the 1967 cease-fire line. This multidivisional
effort on the southern Golan steadily drove the Syrian army out of
Israeli-controlled territory. Indeed, by October 10, the Syrian army
held only one position inside the Israeli portion of the Golan, a strong-
point on Mount Hermon, which the IDF would recapture late in the
war.

Though tanks spearheaded the defensive effort from October 6
through October 10, the IDF did practice traditional combined arms
warfare to a certain extent during the opening days of the war on the
Golan front. At the tactical level, the hilltop strongpoints acted as
forward observation posts in directing artillery barrages and air strikes
against targets in the Syrian army’s rear. Artillery engaged in suppres-
sive fire in support of IDF tank forces whenever possible, while
engineering forces created or demolished obstacles to slow the Syrian
advance.?® At the operational level, the tanks, mechanized and
nonmechanized infantry, artillery, and engineers of three divisions
engaged in a coordinated effort to drive the Syrian army from Israeli-
controlled territory. And air support, though acting only in loose
coordination with the ground forces, proved important in halting the
Syrian advance on the southern Golan.?!

On October 11, the IDF began a counteroffensive into Syria.?> The
principal purpose of this attack was to capture a swath of territory
inside Syria to act as a bargaining chip in postwar negotiations, partic-
ularly in light of the fact that Egypt had managed to conquer a chunk
of territory in the Sinai. Traditional combined arms warfare played a
prominent role in this counteroffensive, as the IDF “advanced in a
manner designed to minimize casualties by using heavy tank and
artillery fire to open the way rather than making costly armor
charges.”? Mechanized and parachute infantry, engineering forces,
and IAF fighter-bombers also performed prominent tasks in the IDF’s
attack. On October 14, the IDF halted its counteroffensive, when its
long-range artillery had moved to within range of the outskirts of
Damascus.
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From October 15 through October 24, the Syrian army, along with
Iraqi and Jordanian expeditionary forces, engaged in local counterat-
tacks against the Israeli enclave. The IDF repulsed all of these attacks
through the practice of traditional combined arms warfare. Tank,
mechanized and parachute infantry, artillery, and engineering forces
worked in unison to beat back assaults by Arab tank and infantry forces.
The only Israeli-initiated attack during the last 10 days of fighting on
the Golan front involved the recapture of the IDF intelligence-gath-
ering facility on Mount Hermon.?* Infantry forces advancing from
above and below, with artillery and air support, won a bloody triumph
over Syrian special forces ensconced there in a feat of traditional
combined arms warfare.

Combined Arms Warfare on the Sinai Front

The IDF’s war on the southern front can also be divided into distinct
phases: a largely defensive phase from October 6 through October 14
to halt the Egyptian penetration in the Sinai and an offensive phase
from October 15 through October 24 to cross the Suez Canal in order
to seize territory in Egypt proper. When the Egyptian army initiated its
assault on Sinai, the IDF had only a few hundred, low-quality
infantrymen, a few dozen tanks, and a handful of artillery tubes imme-
diately adjacent to the waterline to oppose the five infantry divisions of
the first wave, which included hundreds of tanks and APCs and which
were supported by about 2,000 artillery tubes.?*

The IDF’s infantrymen were holed up in a series of widely scattered
strongpoints alongside the Suez Canal, known rather grandiosely as the
Bar Lev Line (after the former chief of staff who had authorized their
construction). On the one hand, the Bar Lev Line was not built to with-
stand a large-scale, cross-canal attack. But, on the other hand, the
Israeli government demanded that the IDF prevent an Egyptian “land
grab” on the Israeli side of the Suez Canal that could result in a diplo-
matic setback for Israel. Thus, the Israeli defense establishment, rather
than permit the infantrymen in the strongpoints to withdraw to safety
in case of a large-scale assault, decided that they must remain in place
in order to harass the invading Egyptians and to act as forward
observers for artillery fire and air support until they could be relieved
by an IDF counterattack.

This forward defense concept, combined with the Israeli ethos of
never abandoning men in the field, created a harrowing scenario for
the IDF at the outset of the war. The low quality of the infantrymen
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on the Bar Lev Line, as well as the immense volume of firepower
thrown at them by the Egyptian army, meant that the strongpoints
could neither effectively harass the infantry divisions crossing the
canal nor effectively call in artillery barrages or air strikes (even had
artillery or air support been a realistic option). Moreover, with many
of them surrounded and under siege, the strongpoints began to call for
assistance.

The IDF responded with small-scale “tank charges” toward the
canal in an effort to relieve the strongpoints. These tank charges were
not supported by artillery fire, as the few guns near the front were under
heavy counterbattery fire themselves, or by infantry, as most of the
infantry in Sinai had been drained off either to protect rear-area instal-
lations or to counter Egyptian special forces troops transported into the
Israeli rear via helicopters, or by fighter-bombers, as the IAF’s
squadrons were busy with other tasks. Attacking into the teeth of
extremely heavy and coordinated artillery, tank, and antitank missile
and rocket fire without any supporting arms, the three tank brigades
committed to battle on that first day lost approximately 150 tanks
(closer to 175 if mechanical breakdowns and accidents are counted as
well), with precious little to show for their efforts.?® Though tanks did
manage to link up with a few of the strongpoints and to evacuate some
of the wounded, all of the Bar Lev Line positions, except for one in the
extreme north, along the Mediterranean coast, eventually fell to the
Egyptian army, with most of the infantrymen in them either killed or
captured.

While the IDF’s regular tank division was fighting to relieve the
strongpoints and to contain the Egyptian bridgeheads along the canal,
two reserve tank divisions arrived in Sinai in less than two days, despite
a lack of tank transporters and other logistical problems. The mobi-
lization and deployment of tanks took priority over infantry and
artillery. Once IDF GHQ believed that a sufficient number of tanks
had been accumulated along the front, it authorized a multidivisional
counterattack on October 8. The IDF, after all, had been built primarily
for offensive maneuver warfare, and its war-fighting doctrine empha-
sized a counterattack at the earliest possible moment.

This counterattack, averred GHQ, would roll up the Egyptian
bridgeheads from north to south and, perhaps, capture a bridge, which
the IDF could then use to cross the canal into Egypt proper.?” This
optimistic assessment proved to be divorced from reality. The coun-
terattack quickly turned into a debacle. Though the IDF probably gave
as good as it got from the Egyptian army, two of its tank battalions were
more or less completely destroyed during the fighting, in part by
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infantry equipped with antitank missiles and rockets. When the IDF
finally halted its counterattack, the Egyptians had not been dislodged
from any of their positions in the Sinai.

The counterattack violated the most basic principles of traditional
combined arms warfare at both the tactical and operational levels:
symmetry and integration. Infantry, artillery, and air support were
sparse at best. The lead division in the attack, for example, had been
stripped of its mechanized infantry and had only a handful of artillery
tubes to engage in suppressive fire.”® Despite the battering that the
IDF’s tanks had absorbed on October 6-7, they once again charged
into the teeth of Egyptian defenses on their own, with predictable
results.

On the Golan front, the lack of infantry and artillery forces did not
constitute a major problem, because the challenge faced by the IDF
came mainly from Syrian tanks. The hilly, rocky terrain made it diffi-
cult for the Syrian army to deploy antitank missiles and rockets, so these
weapons played almost no role here. In the Sinai, with its largely flat
terrain, to the contrary, antitank missiles and rockets had a very promi-
nent role in Egypt’s operational plan. The paucity of infantry and
artillery during the opening days of the war, therefore, had grave conse-
quences for the IDF’s fortunes here, as infantry and artillery were the
most effective means for countering these weapons.

While not a failure of combined arms warfare per se, command and
control (C?) problems throughout the October 8 counterattack added
to the IDF’s woes. The two tank divisions involved in the fighting did
not coordinate their operations at any point in the battle, and one of
them essentially went around in circles for much of the battle as a result
of confused and contradictory orders issued by IDF GHQ and IDF
southern command headquarters (HQ).?°

Bruised by its setback in the counterattack, the IDF went back on
the defensive from October 9 through October 14. During this period,
its force structure and war-fighting doctrine accommodated them-
selves to the lessons of the first three days of battle: sufficient numbers
of infantrymen and artillery tubes were incorporated into the tank divi-
sions. Damaged tanks were repaired and returned to service. And, from
this point forward, the IDF would no longer engage in unsupported
tank charges. Rather, tanks would advance cautiously, and in tandem
with suppressive fire from infantry and artillery, mindful of the advan-
tages of traditional combined arms warfare.°

From October 9 through October 13, both the IDF and the
Egyptian army were largely content to hold and consolidate their posi-
tions, satisfying themselves with limited probes along the front line.
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The skirmishes that erupted as a consequence of these probes invari-
ably ended in the IDF’s favor, because of its clear superiority in
maneuver warfare.?! During this period, IDF GHQ decided to wait for
the Egyptian army to launch a large-scale offensive in an attempt to
break out of its canal-side bridgeheads, which GHQ expected to come
shortly, before initiating a cross-canal offensive of the IDF’s own.

The opportunity to engage in a major mobile tank battle occurred
on October 14. Partly in order to reach the key Sinai mountain passes
and partly in order to reduce the pressure on its faltering Syrian ally in
the north, the Egyptian army launched a multidivisional offensive along
a number of different axes. To make a long story short, the Egyptian
army suffered a crushing defeat that day, losing 200-250 tanks. IDF
tank losses stood at 10-20.%2 At the tactical level, suppressive fire from
IDF infantry and artillery countered the Egyptian infantry’s antitank
missiles and rockets, turning them into a nonentity during the battle,
while Israeli tanks dealt harsh blows to their Egyptian counterparts. At
the operational level, IAF fighter-bombers cooperated with IDF tanks,
infantry, and artillery to halt and scatter any Egyptian forces that
moved beyond the range of the Egyptian army’s IADS. In the October
14 tank battle, the largest in history, except for the Battle of Kursk
during the Second World War, the IDF performed a genuine feat of
traditional combined arms warfare.

If the October 14 tank battle constituted the first turning point of
the war on the southern front, the IDF’s cross-canal counterattack,
begun on October 15, constituted the second turning point. From this
date until the end of the war, the IDF would be on the offensive, the
Egyptian army on the defensive. The crossing operation itself was
another feat of traditional combined arms warfare at both the tactical
and operational levels. Tanks, mechanized and nonmechanized
infantry, artillery, and engineers all worked hand in hand, first, to break
through to the waterline and, second, to ferry tank and infantry forces
across the canal.?® Essentially, IDF tank brigades, infantry battalions,
and artillery battalions fought a bloody but ultimately victorious battle,
particularly at a place called the Chinese Farm (which had actually been
a Japanese agricultural station prior to the Six-Day War), to break
through to the waterline. This success initially allowed engineers to
ferry parachute infantry and a number of tanks across the canal on
boats and pontoons, creating a small bridgehead on the Egyptian side
of the canal. After several days of additional hard fighting, the IDF
expanded and solidified its bridgehead on both sides of the canal, even-
tually transferring the better part of three tank divisions into Egypt
proper over bridges that its engineers had constructed across the canal.
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Once across the Suez Canal, mixed tank and infantry columns
immediately began to fan out, especially to smash SAM and AAA
batteries.** IDF artillery fire from the Israeli side of the canal also hit
batteries located close to the waterline. These efforts resulted in the
destruction of large sections of the Egyptian army’s IADS, opening up
undefended flight corridors, which in turn allowed IAF fighter-
bombers to provide air support to advancing IDF columns. By the time
a more or less stable cease-fire came into effect on the southern front,
the IDF had advanced to within about 100 kilometers of Cairo, had
surrounded the Egyptian Third Army (one of the two corps involved
in the Egyptian offensive), and had captured more territory on the
Egyptian side of the canal than Egypt held on the Israeli side. The prac-
tice of traditional combined arms warfare at both the tactical and
operational levels had once again proven itself.

Combined Arms Warfare: Air-Ground Cooperation

In the months prior to the Yom Kippur War, the IAF concluded that
it would need 48 hours to take command of the air at the outset of
hostilities if given a clear war warning 36—48 hours ahead of time.** The
air force preferred to launch a preemptive strike to achieve this objec-
tive, but it asserted that it could still accomplish the objective if the
Arabs attacked first. The IAF’s main priorities at the start of hostilities
would be to ensure air supremacy over Israel itself, so that the IDF’s
reserve formations could mobilize and deploy for battle unmolested by
Arab airpower, and to achieve air superiority over the battlefield(s), so
that it could then provide air support as needed to IDF ground forces.
To accomplish these two tasks, the IAF developed intricate operational
plans to demolish the Syrian and Egyptian IADSs—operational plans
that included cooperation with IDF long-range artillery—as well as to
pin down the Syrian and Egyptian air forces through a combination of
air-to-air combat and air base attacks.

The IAF’s prewar thinking assigned a rather low priority to support
of the ground forces. Indeed, its intent to take command of the air at
the outset of hostilities meant that the ground forces would be largely,
if not entirely, devoid of air support during the first two days of war.
The IDF’s ground forces, reasoned both the IAF and IDF GHQ,
would be able to hold their positions against the Arab armies until the
air force could join the battle in a decisive way. The IAF had developed
an operational plan to deal with a worst-case scenario in which IDF
ground forces required immediate, large-scale air support to hold their
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positions, but it sat in a file cabinet somewhere gathering dust; the air
force never gave it much consideration.

Despite the fact that Israel had only a few hours of warning that war
was about to erupt in the north and south, the IAF still possessed the
capability to launch a preemptive strike, albeit one more modest in
scope than the one envisaged in its elaborate prewar operational plans.
Be that as it may, the Israeli government vetoed a preemptive strike for
two major reasons. First, and foremost, it feared the loss of American
military and diplomatic support if the IDF opened fire before the Arab
armies.*®* And, second, IDF GHQ had assured the government that
Israel would win the war even if the Syrian and Egyptian armies struck
the initial blow.

Opinions are mixed as to the impact an IAF preemptive strike might
have had on the IDF’s fortunes in the war. On the one hand, some mili-
tary analysts believe that even a limited strike would have completely
changed the complexion of the war by shifting the operational initia-
tive to the IDF. T'wo analysts, for example, calculated that, had Israel
seized the initiative, the IAF could have knocked out 90 percent of the
Syrian and Egyptian SAM batteries “in a period of three to six hours
for the loss of under [10] aircraft.” With air superiority over the Golan
and Sinai thus virtually assured as a consequence, according to this line
of reasoning, IAF intervention in the ground battle would have been
swift and massive, its fighter-bombers dropping “[3,000] tons of
bombs on enemy targets before the Arab attack reached full
strength.””?” Other analysts, in contrast, believe that a preemptive strike,
regardless of its scope, would not have made an appreciable difference
in how the war unfolded in the first few days.*® Which perspective has
greater merit, of course, must remain in the realm of speculation.

Regardless of the fact that the war began under the worst-case
scenario, the IAF devoted the lion’s share of its resources during the
opening days to its prewar priorities: securing Israeli airspace and over-
coming Arab IADSs. On the morning of October 7, the IAF initiated
a large-scale attack against the Egyptian IADS based on its prewar
operational plan. The attack initially made headway, but it was soon
canceled, because of the ominous situation on the Golan front.>®* The
IAF then attempted to attack the Syrian IADS, again based on its
prewar operational plan. This attack, which resulted in heavy aircraft
losses as a result of outdated intelligence information and uncoordi-
nated execution, failed to dent, let alone destroy, Syrian air defenses.*°
Hence, the Syrian IADS survived the war mainly intact and the
Egyptian IADS was only overcome late in the fighting, largely as a
result of the actions of IDF ground forces.
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The inability to knock out the Syrian and Egyptian IADSs early on
in the war seriously impeded the IAF’s ability to engage in traditional
combined arms warfare with the ground forces throughout much of the
war.*! On the Golan front, in order to avert a potential Syrian break-
through into Israel proper, the IAF did act as flying artillery out of
extremely dire necessity during the first few days of the war, engaging
in a high-tempo campaign against the Syrian army. Its strikes against
rear-echelon, soft-skinned supply convoys were helpful in slowing the
momentum of the Syrian offensive, but at a very considerable cost in
aircraft lost to air defenses. After the IDF advanced into Syria, the
IAF’s efforts on the Golan slackened considerably in order to conserve
the air force’s fighter-bomber fleet.

During the first days of war, IDF ground forces on the Sinai front
received less effective air support than those on the Golan front. The
support the IAF furnished here was aimed primarily at countering the
infiltration of Egyptian special forces, at relieving the Bar Lev Line
strongpoints, and at knocking out the Egyptian bridges. Cooperation
between the IAF and IDF ground forces succeeded in eliminating the
special forces threat, as the air force shot down many troop-carrying
helicopters and ferried IDF “commando-hunter” squads to deal with
those Egyptians who managed to land behind the front lines. In both
of the latter cases, however, not only did air support prove very inef-
fective, but it also entailed significant losses to the Egyptian IADS,
which is why these efforts were soon suspended. The IDF counterat-
tack on October 8, as noted above, received little air support.** After
the first few days of hostilities, the IAF limited its support to the ground
forces almost exclusively to areas that fell outside of the Egyptian
IADS, as in the October 14 tank battle. Only after IDF ground forces
crossed the canal and began to overrun Egyptian SAM batteries did the
IAF really enter the land war in a more significant manner, helping to
seal the fate of the Egyptian Third Army.

Overall, the IAF and IDF ground forces did not act as an efficient
combined arms warfare team at either the tactical or operational levels
throughout much of the war, a few instances to the contrary notwith-
standing. The inability to overcome the Syrian and Egyptian IADSs at
the outset of hostilities certainly goes a long way toward explaining the
deficiencies in cooperation between the IAF and IDF ground forces.
But other reasons obtained as well. Because the IAF assigned a low
priority to support of IDF ground forces before the Yom Kippur War,
it did not develop much in the way of a C? infrastructure to ensure close
cooperation with those forces.** And, for its part, IDF GHQ, convinced
of the IAF’s invincibility as a result of its performance in the Six-Day
War, did not grasp the true limitations of airpower.

55



CHAPTER 4

Summary

Critics of the IDF’s practice of combined arms warfare during the Yom
Kippur War tend to focus on how the war began rather than on how it
ended. Unquestionably, both the IDF’s force structure and war-
fighting doctrine before the war were heavily slanted in favor of tanks
and aircraft and against infantry, artillery, engineers, and logistics. And,
undoubtedly, this nontraditonal force structure and war-fighting
doctrine contributed significantly to serious IDF losses in tanks and
aircraft during the first days of war. Still, these tank and aircraft losses
were incurred largely as a result of the IDF’s general unpreparedness
for war, which meant that it had to hurl its tanks and aircraft mainly
unsupported at the Syrian and Egyptian armies in a desperate contain-
ment effort, because a few tank brigades and its fighter-bomber
squadrons were the only forces it had immediately available to counter
their offensives.

Whatever the case, to its credit, the IDF quickly improvised a force
structure and war-fighting doctrine that allowed it to engage in tradi-
tional combined arms warfare at both the tactical and operational
levels, at least insofar as concerned its ground forces. No less an
authority than the officer in charge of the United State Army’s Training
and Doctrine (TRADOC) Command at the time of the Yom Kippur
War remarked that:

The Israelis demonstrated [that] it is possible to operate success-
fully in the face of highly lethal weapons by effective use of the
combined arms team[:] that is[,] tanks supported by mechanized
infantry, self-propelled artillery, and self-propelled air defense
weapons.*

At the operational level, the IDF’s counteroffensives into Syria and
Egypt constituted impressive feats of traditional combined arms
warfare.

Furthermore, even when traditional combined arms warfare was
clearly absent in a direct sense, such as in the lack of close cooperation
between the IAF and IDF ground forces throughout much of the war,
it might still be argued that it existed to a certain extent in an indirect
sense. The IAF, after all, kept Israel’s skies clean, allowing the IDF’s
reserve formations to mobilize and deploy for battle swiftly. It also kept
the Arab air forces pinned down throughout the war—through a
combination of air-to-air combat and frequent air base attacks—so IDF
ground forces were able to function essentially unimpeded by Arab air
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strikes. And, strategic attacks against targets in the Arab hinterland
(e.g., fuel depots and port facilities)—in which the Israel Navy (IN)
also had a hand—served to divert at least some Arab forces away from
the front, especially on the Golan.

Finally, it must be noted that traditional combined arms warfare did
not constitute a panacea for the IDF. This practice, to be sure, cut
down on the IDF’s losses in men and machines, but it certainly did not
eliminate them. Even after it adopted a force structure and war-fighting
doctrine compatible with traditional combined arms warfare, the IDF
nevertheless still suffered substantial losses, particularly during the
early stages of its counteroffensives into Syria and Egypt. In contrast
to the Six-Day War, when the Syrian and Egyptian armies collapsed in
the face of IDF pressure, they held their positions in the Yom Kippur
War, often retreating in good order. This discipline, in tandem with the
firepower at their disposal, meant that the IDF paid a high price for its
victory in the war.






5

Israeli Resurgence on the Golan
versus in the Sinai

In the early afternoon of October 6, 1973, the Syrian and Egyptian
armies launched simultaneous offensives against the Israel Defense
Forces (IDF) on the Golan and in the Sinai, respectively. Due to a
combination of faulty intelligence analysis and poor government deci-
sion making, the IDF’s reserve forces, which represented the bulk of its
fighting power, had not been mobilized and deployed to the fronts in
anticipation of these offensives; therefore, Isracli forces on both fronts
were heavily outnumbered in tanks, infantry, and artillery at the outset
of battle. The lopsided force ratios, combined with the IDF’s general
physical and psychological unpreparedness for war, allowed the Syrian
and Egyptian armies to advance at the outset of the war.

On the Golan front, three infantry divisions, each of which had an
independent tank brigade attached to it, backed up by two more tank
divisions in the rear, slammed into the Israeli front line. In the northern
sector of the Golan, the Syrian army made little headway, stopped in
its tracks by the brilliant defensive stand of a single Israeli tank brigade.
In the southern sector, on the other hand, the Syrian army penetrated
to a depth of 20-25 kilometers before being halted by IDF forces.!
Nevertheless, by October 7, the second day of the war, the tide on the
northern front had already begun to turn in the IDF’s favor. By
October 10, the IDF had driven the Syrian army back to the prewar
cease-fire line and, on October 11, it launched a counteroffensive into
Syrian territory that brought it to within artillery range of the Syrian
capital’s suburbs by October 14.

On the Sinai front, five infantry divisions crossed the Suez Canal
and established bridgeheads on the Israeli side of the waterway during
the opening phase of the Egyptian offensive. These divisions would
later be bolstered by the transfer of tank divisions across the canal.
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Though Egyptian forces never penetrated very far into the Sinai—at
the their deepest, these bridgeheads extended no more than 10-20 kilo-
meters into Israeli territory—they survived largely intact until the war
drew to a close on October 24.2 While the IDF eventually won the war
on the southern front, the tide really did not begin to turn in its favor
until October 14, when it crushed the Egyptian army in a massive tank
battle.

The IDF, in short, righted itself more quickly on the northern front
than on the southern front. Its speedier recovery in the north can be
attributed in part to the fact that Israel granted precedence to this front
after the first few days of the war. A Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
summary of the Yom Kippur War cogently remarks that:

Strategically, the Israelis gave first priority to the Syrian front
because Arab gains there would have had an immediate adverse
effect on Israel even if the Syrians were prevented from occu-
pying any territory inside Israel’s pre-1967 [Six-Day War] borders.
The prospect of Syrian forces regaining the Golan . .. from which
they could resume shelling [northern] Israeli [towns and villages]
was intolerable to Israel.?

The IDF’s quicker turnaround on the northern front, however, cannot
be explained solely by Israel’s concern about the consequences of a
Syrian conquest of the Golan. A number of variables at the tactical and
operational levels of warfare also serve to account for the IDF’s more
rapid recovery on this front. These variables, in no particular order of
importance, include: the topography of the Golan and Sinai battle-
fields; the quantity and quality of IDF forces on the Golan and Sinai
front lines at the outbreak of hostilities; the functioning of IDF
command and control (C?) systems on the Golan and in the Sinai; the
speed and efficiency of IDF reserve mobilization on both fronts; the
application of Israeli airpower on the Golan and in the Sinai; and the
extent to which the principles of combined arms warfare were observed
by IDF forces on the Golan and in the Sinai.

The Topography of the Golan and Sinai Battlefields

Topographically speaking, the IDF seemed to be in a superior position
to defend the Sinai in comparison to the Golan before the Yom Kippur
War. To seize part or all of the former, after all, the Egyptian army first
had to cross a very formidable water obstacle, the Suez Canal, whereas
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to seize part or all of the latter, the Syrian army faced no similarly
forbidding natural obstacle. The Egyptian army, however, took the
Suez Canal out of play as a defensive barrier on the opening day of the
war by meticulously crafting and executing its crossing operation.
Indeed, the Egyptian army planned and carried out this operation so
well that it lost a mere 200-300 men in the effort (as opposed to its
prewar estimate of up to 10,000 dead).*

The terrain in the Sinai close by the canal is largely flat, sandy, and
marshy. The terrain on the Golan, to the contrary, is essentially hilly
and rocky. The natural obstacles in the Sinai, therefore, offered much
less in the way of high ground and concealment for the heavily outnum-
bered IDF forces to exploit to their advantage in their defensive stand
than the natural obstacles on the Golan provided to their counterparts.
To the natural obstacles that favored the Israeli defensive effort on the
Golan must also be added the man-made obstacles, which also favored
IDF forces in the north over those in the south.

In the Sinai, the IDF constructed the so-called Bar Lev Line—a
string of strongpoints along the length of the Suez Canal—in the years
before the outbreak of the Yom Kippur War. IDF engineers built a total
of more than 30 strongpoints, but half of them had since been closed
down for financial and other reasons, so only half were manned on
October 6.° Most of the active strongpoints were located far apart from
each other and, thus, could not offer fire support to each other. Though
the strongpoints were surrounded by minefields, and at least some had
prepared firing ramps for tanks, they were not intended to withstand a
full-scale offensive. Rather, their main purpose was to observe and
report the movements of Egyptian forces and to harass those forces that
approached them. Finally, IDF engineers constructed a sand wall on
the Israeli side of the Suez Canal, but Egyptian army engineers
punched holes in it with ease during the crossing operation.®

The system of man-made obstacles on the Golan bore a certain
resemblance to the system of man-made obstacles in the Sinai, but
turned out to be more formidable in practice. An antitank ditch, which
the Syrians experienced considerable trouble in crossing, accompanied
by extensive minefields, served as a sort of northern, man-made substi-
tute for the Suez Canal.” A string of hilltop strongpoints spanning the
length of the front backed up the antitank ditch and minefields. Like
their counterparts on the Bar Lev Line, these strongpoints were
intended mainly to observe and report movements and to harass forces
headed toward them; however, their hilltop locations made them much
more defensible than their southern counterparts. Finally, especially in
the northern sector of the Golan, IDF engineers had prepared an exten-
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sive system of firing ramps for tanks, which would prove crucial to the
Israeli defense of this portion of the front.

The Quantity and Quality of IDF Forces on the
Golan and in the Sinai

The quantity and quality of IDF forces on the Golan and in the Sinai
differed in a couple of significant respects at the outset of hostilities.
The quality of the tank forces on both fronts was first-rate. On the Sinai
front, however, the IDF deployed the equivalent of only one tank
brigade—fewer than 100 tanks—in forward positions near the Suez
Canal, and some of these tanks were dispersed in small groups to
bolster specific Bar Lev Line strongpoints.® The IDF deployed two
other tank brigades of its standing tank division in the Sinai to the rear,
where they could not immediately contest an Egyptian army offensive.
On the Golan, in contrast, the IDF deployed almost two tank
brigades—about 175 tanks—in forward positions, ready to respond
instantly to a Syrian army offensive.® Moreover, these tanks remained
grouped into battalions and companies instead of being parceled out
in small groups.

A second crucial difference concerned the quality of the
infantrymen manning the strongpoints on the southern and northern
fronts. The Bar Lev Line was garrisoned primarily by low-quality
infantrymen who were not really fit physically or psychologically to face
an Egyptian offensive and who were either supposed to be replaced or
bolstered by elite infantrymen prior to the outbreak of hostilities.!®
Neither IDF general headquarters (GHQ) nor southern command
headquarters (HQ), however, ordered the swap or reinforcement to
take place in the days before the war. The Golan strongpoints, on the
other hand, were garrisoned by parachute and other elite infantrymen
who were prepared physically and psychologically to defend against a
Syrian offensive.!

These quantitative and qualitative differences had a profound effect
on how the war initially unfolded in the Sinai and on the Golan. In the
Sinai, the Bar Lev Line strongpoints, with a couple of exceptions,
proved unable to disrupt the Egyptian crossing.!? Nor could they fulfill
their function of observing and reporting Egyptian movements. And
most of them began to call for assistance soon after the commencement
of hostilities, as they came under attack by Egyptian forces.

The IDF responded by dispatching tanks in efforts to relieve strong-
points in distress. Unsupported as they were by infantry and

62



GOLAN VERSUS SINAI

artillery—little of either was at the front on the opening day of hostili-
ties—large numbers of these tanks fell prey to Egyptian fire as they
advanced to the relief of the strongpoints, especially to antitank missiles
and rockets, which could be easily employed over the Sinai’s flat
terrain. By the second day of the war, the Bar Lev Line was in tatters—
all but one strongpoint would either fall or be evacuated within a few
days of the commencement of hostilities—and approximately two-
thirds of the IDF tank force in the Sinai on October 6 had been put out
of action. Furthermore, the Egyptians had established firm bridgeheads
all along the length of the Suez Canal.

On the Golan, the Syrian offensive did not progress nearly as
smoothly.!® For starters, with one exception, an intelligence-gathering
post on Mount Hermon, Syrian forces did not capture the IDF’s hilltop
strongpoints. Collectively, not only did they put up stiff resistance to
the Syrian offensive, but they also called in effective artillery bombard-
ments and air strikes, particularly on supply convoys following in the
wake of the first-echelon attackers. Many of the strongpoints held out
until relieved a few days later, while IDF forces evacuated those whose
situations had become untenable in a swift and orderly fashion that did
not entail significant losses in men and machines.

With its tank brigades unencumbered by the necessity to go to the
assistance of the strongpoints, they could concentrate fully on parrying
the Syrian offensive. The IDF tank brigade stationed on the northern
sector of the front waged a brilliant mobile battle, making excellent use
of the terrain and the firing ramps in the area. Consequently, the Syrian
offensive made no real headway in this sector, and the Syrian army lost
hundreds of tanks, as well as hundreds of armored personnel carriers
(APCs), in five days of fighting. The IDF tank brigade stationed on the
southern sector of the front had fewer tanks at its disposal and faced a
more numerous foe. The Syrian army, therefore, pierced Israeli
defenses in this sector and advanced toward Israel proper.
Nevertheless, the rearguard skirmishes fought by the organized
remnants of this brigade delayed the Syrian advance long enough for
Israeli airpower and IDF reserve forces to stabilize this sector of the
front before the Syrian army reached Israel.

IDF Command and Control (C?) Systems on the Golan
and in the Sinai

C? problems at the operational level in the Sinai compounded the
IDF’s difficulties at the tactical level. Conversely, the lack of such
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problems at the operational level on the Golan contributed to the
IDF’s achievements at the tactical level on this front.!* Throughout
the war, but especially during the first week, IDF forces in the Sinai
were plagued by serious C? problems stemming from the dysfunc-
tional relationships among IDF GHQ, IDF southern command HQ,
and division commanders and their subordinates. Clear lines of com-
munication did not exist at the outset of the war. Nor had specific
areas of command responsibility been agreed upon at the outset.
Garbled, sometimes contradictory, orders, therefore, were issued by
different headquarters (GHQ, southern command HQ, and divisional
HQs), frequently based on incomplete and/or inaccurate information
as to what was happening in the field, leading to acrimonious
exchanges among senior commanders.

Perhaps at no time were these C? problems more in evidence than
during the IDF’s abortive counterattack against the Egyptian bridge-
heads on October 8.'° The plan envisaged a coordinated attack by two
reserve tank divisions to roll up the Egyptian bridgeheads from north
to south and, perhaps, to capture a bridge across the Suez Canal. In
the event, one division launched a couple of disjointed attacks against
Egyptian forces, resulting in the destruction of two tank battalions for
no tangible gain, while the other division essentially moved around in
circles, not taking an active hand in the fighting.

The C?situation on the Golan constituted a mirror image of the one
in the Sinai. IDF GHQ, IDF northern command HQ, and division
commanders and their subordinates worked together as a well-oiled
team. Clear lines of communication existed among all HQs, and
specific areas of command responsibility were agreed upon early on.
Thus, when the first IDF reserve forces deployed to the Golan, they
were employed effectively to block the Syrian advance. And, when the
IDF began a dedicated counterattack to clear the area of Syrian forces
on October 8, after elements of three tank divisions had reached the
front, it made steady progress, to the point where the Syrian army was
ejected from the whole of the Israeli-controlled portion of the Golan,
except from the strongpoint on Mount Hermon, by October 10,
allowing Israel to begin a counteroffensive into Syria the next day.

IDF Reserve Mobilization on the Golan and in the Sinai

In the years before the Yom Kippur War, the IDF calculated that it
would need at least 24—48 hours to mobilize and deploy its reserve
forces to the fronts—and this estimate was based on the assumption
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that it would be provided with a generous amount of early warning of
the commencement of hostilities. Despite the fact that the IDF received
only a few hours of early warning, the mobilization and deployment of
the reserves in many respects actually proceeded more quickly on both
fronts than the prewar estimate, though the process was not without its
problems. Stocks of vital equipment at various arms depots throughout
Israel could not be found or were in a state of disrepair. Tank and APC
crews often had to be cobbled together from scratch. Still, given the
chaotic conditions under which the Yom Kippur War began for Israel,
the IDF did a very creditable job of mobilizing and deploying its reserve
forces.

In the Sinai, not surprisingly, the IDF assigned priority to the mobi-
lization and deployment of tank forces, in part to compensate for losses
suffered during the first day of the war. The IDF did not possess
enough tank transporters to ferry all of its tanks to the front, so many
tanks had to drive all the way from their depots in southern Israel to the
western edge of the Sinai on their own tracks. Consequently, many
broke down along the way.!'® Furthermore, because the IDF assigned
priority to tank forces, the mobilization and deployment of infantry and
artillery forces took a back seat. The paucity of infantry and artillery
forces would be strongly felt during the abortive October 8 counterat-
tack. Their absence from the battle meant that Egyptian antitank
infantrymen had a largely free hand to fire their missiles and rockets at
IDF tanks. Without being subjected to suppressive fire, these
infantrymen were able to inflict heavy tank losses.

On the Golan, the first IDF reserve forces arrived within 12 hours
of the commencement of hostilities.!” The speedy deployment of
reserve forces to this front is not all that surprising in light of the fact
that IDF arms depots in northern Israel were not too distant from the
Golan. By the end of October 7, substantial elements of three tank divi-
sions were on the plateau, where they were effectively positioned by
IDF northern command HQ and divisional commanders to halt the
Syrian offensive and to stabilize the front. By October 8, the IDF had
amassed enough forces to begin a counterattack, which drove the
Syrian army from the Israeli-controlled portion of the Golan by the end
of October 10.

Israeli Airpower on the Golan and in the Sinai

In the years prior to the Yom Kippur War, the Israel Air Force (IAF)
developed operational plans to destroy Arab integrated air defense
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systems (IADSs) at the outset of hostilities. The air force contended
that it would need 48 hours to complete this task. During this time,
according to IAF HQ, IDF ground forces would be not be able to count
on air support. Once the IAF had eliminated the Arab IADSs, thereby
assuring itself of air superiority over the battlefields, it would engage in
a high-tempo air support campaign on behalf of the ground forces.

The IAF preferred to implement its prewar operational plans in the
form of a preemptive strike, but the Israeli government refused to sanc-
tion this course of action, because it feared that, if the IDF struck the
first blow, the United States would abandon Israel to its fate.'® So,
rather than use the few hours of early warning at least to begin to imple-
ment its prewar operational plans, the IAF spent the first afternoon and
evening of the war defending Israeli territory by shooting down Arab
fighter-bombers and troop-carrying helicopters. It flew relatively few
air support sorties on either front.

On the morning of the second day of the war, October 7, the IAF
began to implement its operational plan to destroy the Egyptian IADS.
Known as Challenge 4, the operation made some initial progress, but
was soon called off by IDF GHQ as a result of the dire situation on the
southern sector of the Golan. The IAF diverted much of its strength to
the north. A hasty attempt to execute Model 5, the name of the oper-
ational plan to destroy the Syrian IADS, ended in defeat. Even though
the Syrian IADS remained intact, the IAF flew many air support sorties
on the Golan during the day into the teeth of this system. Many of these
sorties hit rear-echelon supply convoys, mauling them and disrupting
the Syrian army’s advance enough for Israeli reserve forces to reach
and to stabilize the front. The IAF’s accomplishments here did not
come without a steep price, however. It lost 13 fighter-bombers over
the Golan on October 7, the most aircraft it lost in a single day over
either front.'

On every day of the war, except for October 11, the first day of the
IDF counteroffensive into Syria, the IAF actually flew more air support
sorties on the Sinai front than on the Golan front.?® And, during the
first week of the war, from October 6 to October 12, it lost almost as
many aircraft in the Sinai as on the Golan, 35 versus 40 (though not
all of the losses, on either front, of course, occurred during air support
sorties).?! Yet, the IAF’s air support effort in the Sinai bore less fruit
than its effort on the Golan during the first week of the war, and the
IAF played less of a role in the IDF’s resurgence on this front. Perhaps
the principal reason is that its air support sorties were heavily focused
on knocking out Egyptian bridges over the Suez Canal, which were
hard to hit and easily reparable when they were hit. Moreover, many
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of the remaining air support sorties were flown in ultimately futile
efforts to save beleaguered outposts of the Bar Lev Line.

Combined Arms Warfare on the Golan and in the Sinai

Combined arms warfare refers to the practice of integrating different
kinds of forces—tank forces, infantry forces, artillery forces, engi-
neering forces, aerial forces, and so forth—on the battlefield in order
to accomplish military objectives.?? The thinking behind combined
arms warfare—and this thinking has been shown to be correct time and
again—is that a balanced mix of different kinds of forces offers a better
prospect of success on the battlefield than overreliance on one or two
types of forces at the expense of the others.

In the years before the Yom Kippur War, the IDF approach to
combined arms warfare had become decidedly distorted in favor of
tanks and fighter-bombers, especially as a result of the IDF’s spectac-
ular victory in the 1967 Six-Day War. The IDF concluded that this war
had essentially been won by the actions of the armored corps and the
air force. Hence, in the aftermath of the Six-Day War, the IDF not only
skewed its force structure heavily in favor of tanks and fighter-bombers,
but it also revised its war-fighting doctrine to confer upon them even
more prominent roles in its tactical and operational plans.
Concomitantly, the IDF reduced its emphasis on infantry, artillery,
engineers, and logistics. These forces had to make do with inadequate
quantities of men and machines, and the quality of these men and
machines often suffered as well. Moreover, the IDF reduced the role
of these forces in its war-fighting doctrine at both the tactical and oper-
ational levels.

During the first days of the war on the Sinai front, this distorted
force structure and war-fighting doctrine had serious consequences. A
paucity of mechanized infantry and artillery meant that the IDF
engaged in unsupported “tank charges” in the face of well-entrenched
Egyptian forces in order to relieve Bar Lev Line strongpoints in
distress, leading to heavy losses in tanks, particularly to antitank
missiles and rockets. Nor could the IAF act as “flying artillery” in
support of the tanks, as had been envisaged in the IDF’s prewar
thinking, because of the intolerable toll that would have been exacted
by the presence of the Egyptian IADS. Had mechanized infantry and
artillery been afforded a more prominent role in the IDF’s force struc-
ture and war-fighting doctrine before the war, perhaps more of these
forces would have been on hand to provide suppressive fire against
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Egyptian antitank infantry. Likewise, the IDF’s abortive October 8
counterattack might have turned out somewhat differently had tanks
had adequate support from mechanized infantry and artillery as they
advanced toward Egyptian positions.

To its credit, the IDF quickly learned from its initial encounters in
the Yom Kippur War, adopting a more traditional approach to
combined arms warfare. The tide of the war on the southern front
began to turn on October 14, when the IDF destroyed 200-250
Egyptian tanks in a massive battle at a cost of 10-20 of its own tanks.?
The IDF, not coincidentally, employed traditional combined arms
warfare at the operational and tactical levels during this battle. At the
operational level, the IAF cooperated with IDF ground forces in halting
Egyptian tank thrusts that moved beyond the range of the Egyptian
IADS. And, at the tactical level, mechanized infantry and artillery,
which had finally been cobbled together in adequate numbers, effec-
tively suppressed Egyptian antitank infantry, so the latter’s missiles and
rockets played no part in the fighting.?* From this point forward on the
southern front, the IDF would engage in traditional combined arms
warfare at the operational and tactical levels, leading to its eventual
victory 10 days later.

On the Golan front, the IDF’s prewar force structure and war-
fighting doctrine also caused problems, though they were not as severe
as in the Sinai. To help prevent a Syrian breakthrough in the southern
Golan, for example, the IAF had to act as flying artillery in the face of
an intact Syrian IADS, regardless of the cost to itself, because the IDF
did not possess sufficient artillery strength. On the other hand, tanks
could function much more easily with minimal or no infantry and
artillery support on the Golan than in the Sinai, because the hilly and
rocky terrain prevented the Syrian army from deploying its antitank
missiles and rockets, whose effective use depended on clear lines of
sight.?> Moreover, the smooth command relationships and the high
quality of all forces on the Golan created conditions for the early adop-
tion of traditional combined arms warfare at both the operational and
tactical levels. Thus, for example, the elite infantrymen in the hilltop
strongpoints acted as efficient forward observers calling in artillery
bombardments and air strikes against vulnerable Syrian rear-echelon
supply columns.
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Summary

The IDF won the Yom Kippur War on the northern front before the
tide had even turned in its favor on the southern front. This fact cannot
be explained entirely by the strategic choice at the beginning of the war
to give preference to the former, because of its proximity to Israel
proper. The combined effects of six variables worked to the IDF’s
advantage on the Golan versus the Sinai early on in the war. The inter-
action of terrain obstacles (natural and man-made), the quantity and
quality of forces on the front lines, the performance of C2, the smooth-
ness of reserve mobilization, the application of airpower, and the
practice of combined arms warfare made possible the IDF’s stout
defensive stand on the Golan and hindered its defensive stand in the
Sinai. Had these six variables complemented each other as well in the
south as in the north during the early days of the war, the IDF would
undoubtedly have won a swifter and less costly victory here.
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Israeli Airpower in the Six-Day and
Yom Kippur Wars

The 1967 Six-Day War and the 1973 Yom Kippur War began quite
differently for the Israel Air Force (IAF).! During the opening day of
the Six-Day War, on the basis of a meticulously planned and exhaus-
tively rehearsed operational plan, which it refined and updated in the
three weeks prior to the outbreak of hostilities, the IAF assumed the
initiative against the air forces of Egypt, Jordan, and Syria, taking them
by surprise on the ground. The first few days of the Yom Kippur War,
to the contrary, found the IAF scrambling to respond to an
Egyptian—Syrian surprise attack against Israel. Though the IAF had
carefully planned and thoroughly rehearsed operational plans, in this
instance aimed primarily at Arab integrated air defense systems
(IADSs) rather than at Arab air forces, the diplomatic and military
circumstances prior to the onset of hostilities prevented it from seizing
the initiative.

The conditions prevailing at the outset of each war determined the
IAF’s performance in the opening phases of these conflicts. In the Six-
Day War, the IAF essentially annihilated the combined Arab air forces
of Egypt, Jordan, and Syria in a few hours by launching several waves
of highly coordinated air base attacks. The virtually complete elimina-
tion of Arab airpower—and the concomitant early achievement of air
superiority over the battlefields—then left it free to concentrate on
other roles in support of the Israeli war effort. During the Yom Kippur
War, on the other hand, the IAF did not have the opportunity to secure
air superiority over the battlefields early in the conflict, because the
Israel Defense Forces (IDF) general headquarters (GHQ) insisted that
it fly close air support (CAS) and interdiction sorties on behalf of hard-
pressed ground forces. With sustained operations against Arab IADSs
not an option—and with these systems subjected only to intermittent
and hesitant IAF strikes—they exacted a significant toll on Israeli
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aircraft at modest cost to themselves during the first few days of the
war.

The immense victory scored by the IAF against the Arab air forces
during the Six-Day War, followed by the equally impressive triumph
registered by IDF ground forces against the Egyptian, Jordanian, and
Syrian armies, creates the distinct impression that airpower played an
overwhelming role in that victory. Contrariwise, the early setback
suffered by the IAF at the hands of Arab IADSs during the Yom
Kippur War, coupled with the much longer period of time that it took
the IDF to defeat the Egyptian and Syrian armies in comparison to the
Six-Day War (almost three weeks versus less than one), creates the
distinct impression that airpower did not make a major contribution to
the Israeli victory.

Admittedly, these impressions seem valid upon first reflection. With
Arab air forces quickly eliminated as a threat both to Israel proper and
to IDF ground forces, the IAF participated extensively in the ground
battles on the Sinai (Egyptian), Judean and Samarian (Jordanian), and
Golan (Syrian) fronts during the Six-Day War, inflicting substantial
damage on Arab armies on particular occasions. The long lines of
burned out Egyptian army vehicles in and around the Sinai passes serve
as mute testimony to this fact. The IAF’s inability in the Yom Kippur
War to neutralize the Egyptian and Syrian IADSs, especially in the
early phase of the conflict, hindered its capacity to support the IDF’s
ground forces. That the Egyptian army could move tens of thousands
of troops and thousands of vehicles across the Suez Canal during the
first days of the war with only minor losses caused by the IAF serves as
eloquent testimony to this fact.

A careful examination of the relative contributions of Israeli
airpower to the 1967 and 1973 war efforts, however, reveals a far less
clear-cut, much more complex tapestry. Though its significant contri-
bution to the IDF’s victory in the Six-Day War is undeniable, the IAF
did not win the war for Israel. Nor can the IAF’s performance in the
Yom Kippur War be deemed the principal reason why it took the IDF
so long to defeat its Arab opponents. Its initial problems with Arab
IADSs notwithstanding, the IAF played a rather substantial role in the
IDF’s eventual triumph.

Perhaps the best means with which to gauge the actual contributions
of Israeli airpower to the Israeli war efforts in the 1967 and 1973 wars
is to compare the IAF’s performance in each of its four main combat
roles—air superiority, CAS, interdiction, and strategic attack—as well
as in each of its four ancillary, “noncombat” roles—troop transport,
casualty evacuation, logistical support, and reconnaissance—across
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both wars.> But it is first necessary to define each of these roles in
general terms, as well as to describe in broad strokes the IAF’s accom-
plishments (or lack thereof) in each war, so that its relative performance
can be judged accordingly.

General Definitions of Combat and Noncombat Roles

An air force that has achieved air superiority in a conflict is one that
essentially controls the skies over the theater of operations. Such an air
force is able to carry out all of its assigned roles—for example, CAS
and interdiction—secure in the knowledge that its aircraft face only
minimal opposition from an opponent’s air force and IADS. Such an
air force is also able to deny its opponent’s air force the capability to
fulfill these same roles by ensuring that enemy aircraft cannot survive
in sufficient numbers to be effective.

Air supremacy is an extreme form of air superiority. An air force
that has obtained air supremacy over the theater of operations is one
that has gained virtually unchallenged command of the skies such that
its own aircraft can complete their assignments at almost no risk to
themselves and such that its opponent’s aircraft stand almost no chance
of survival, let alone of executing their assignments.

Both CAS and interdiction involve attacks on an opponent’s ground
forces (or other targets) situated on the battlefield. The distinction
between these roles is the proximity of the attacks to friendly ground
forces. CAS involves attacks against an opponent’s ground forces (or
other targets) in very close proximity to friendly forces. It requires
precise coordination between air and ground forces to assure the avoid-
ance of “fratricide.” Interdiction, in contrast, involves attacks against
an opponent’s ground forces (or other targets), which, while on the
battlefield, are not in very close proximity to friendly forces. This type
of sortie does not require the same high level of air-land coordination,
as the prospect of fratricide is not a consideration.

Strategic attack sorties are directed against military or nonmilitary
(but war-related) targets—for example, central headquarters (HQs);
munitions depots; petroleum, oil, and lubricants (POL) storage
dumps; and port facilities—that are not typically located on the battle-
field itself, but rather are generally situated in an opponent’s hinterland.
These attacks are often characterized, in other words, by the “deep
penetration” of an opponent’s airspace, and they are intended to serve
some strategic objective in a war.?

The four ancillary roles can be defined more succinctly. Troop
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transport concerns the movement of ground forces to, from, and
around the battlefield. Casualty evacuation involves the removal of the
wounded from the battlefield. Logistical support concerns the supply
of ground forces with consumables, such as vehicles, munitions, POL,
food, and water. And, finally, reconnaissance involves data collection
with respect to the location and strength of the opponent’s forces and
targets, on or off of the battlefield, and with respect to damage assess-
ment of forces and targets engaged previously.

A Summary of IAF Activity in the Six-Day War

Following three weeks of fruitless diplomacy to resolve an Arab—Israeli
crisis that had erupted as a consequence of border tensions between
Israel and Syria, the Israeli government gave the IDF a green light to
commence operations against the Egyptian armed forces on the
morning of June 5, 1967. The IAF immediately launched Operation
Focus, a full-scale preemptive strike on the Egyptian air force that had
been planned and practiced for years.*

Attacking at an unusual time—well after dawn—and from an unex-
pected direction—largely from west to east—the IAF caught the
Egyptian air force completely unprepared for battle. In a multiwave
assault that employed nearly its entire inventory, the IAF continually
struck 18 air bases in the Sinai and in Egypt proper throughout June 5
according to a predetermined ranking of targets that gave priority to
the destruction of long-range bombers and front-line interceptors.
Moreover, the air bases themselves were thoroughly worked over in
repeated bombing and strafing runs, and the IAF also struck some of
Egypt’s radar stations.’

Operation Focus devastated the Egyptian air force. Israeli figures
record the destruction of approximately 300 aircraft, including the
entire long-range bomber fleet and most of the front-line interceptor
fleet. Many of the air bases were rendered more or less inoperative,
because IAF aircraft had cratered their runways and demolished their
facilities, and the Egyptian air force possessed only a rudimentary
repair capability. The Egyptian air force, in sum, had been reduced to
a mere shadow of its former self in terms of aircraft, air bases, and
command and control (C?) infrastructure.®

The Syrian, Jordanian, and Iraqi air forces responded to the IAF’s
assault on the Egyptian air force by initiating a number of small-scale
air attacks against Israel. These strikes caused no appreciable damage,
but they did alert the IAF to the potential threat posed by these air
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forces. The IAF, therefore, embarked on a concerted campaign of air
base attacks against them. It promptly and repeatedly struck eight air
bases in Syria, Jordan, and Iraq as part of Operation Focus.

The results were much the same as those registered in the Egyptian
portion of the operation, though on a considerably smaller scale. The
IAF destroyed about half of the Syrian air force, including many of its
front-line interceptors. Jordan lost almost all of its combat aircraft, and
Iraq lost a number of planes. All together, the IAF destroyed about 90
Syrian, Jordanian, and Iraqi aircraft. Air bases were again pummeled
to the point where they became unserviceable, with runways cratered
and facilities smashed beyond easy repair.’

While Operation Focus exacted a considerable toll on the IAF,
which lost 18 of the approximately 250 combat aircraft (including
armed trainers) in its prewar inventory, it was now largely free to
support IDF ground forces.® The IAF’s CAS and interdiction effort
got underway in earnest on the second day of the war. Of the 2,591
CAS and interdiction sorties flown by the IAF throughout the war, a
mere 268 occurred on the first day.” Most of the ground attack sorties
throughout the war were interdiction strikes, as the IAF had neither the
C? infrastructure nor an adequate number of the proper type of aircraft
(i.e., low- and slow-flying straight-winged platforms) to engage in a
high-tempo CAS effort in close coordination with advancing IDF
ground forces.

On the Sinai front, the IAF typically launched strikes far in the
Egyptian rear, gradually working its way back toward an ever-shifting
front line.!° Most of the damage inflicted on the Egyptian army by air
attack occurred during its panic-stricken retreat through the Sinai
mountain passes toward the Suez Canal on the third and fourth days
of the war. And most of the vehicles destroyed by the IAF were “soft”
targets, such as trucks and jeeps, which composed the Egyptian army’s
logistical “tail.” Relatively few tanks and other armored fighting vehi-
cles were knocked out by Israeli airpower.!! The IAF, in other words,
did not cause heavy damage to the Egyptian army’s front-line units and
operational reserves, the “teeth” that engaged the IDF’s ground forces.

The Judean and Samarian front witnessed a similar story, even if the
IAF “softened up” this front for the IDF’s ground forces to a greater
extent at the outset of the fighting. The TAF placed much of its
emphasis on interdiction strikes against logistical and infrastructure
targets located in the Jordanian army’s rear. While the IAF did not pin
down or obliterate the army’s front-line forces, it did scatter or stall at
least some units from the operational reserves rushing to the front line,
and it did inflict substantial damage on other units retreating back
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toward Jordan proper. And the IAF also prevented an Iraqi expedi-
tionary force from reaching the front. While the IAF most likely had a
somewhat greater impact on the ground battles in Judea and Samaria
than in the Sinai, it by no means compromised the fighting ability of
the Jordanian army.

The situation on the Golan front differed from those on the Sinai
and Judean and Samarian fronts in that the IAF flew hundreds of inter-
diction sorties in the days prior to the commencement of the IDF
ground assault against the Syrian army. These air attacks had a negli-
gible effect on the heavily bunkered defensive positions on the
Golan—IAF munitions of the late 1960s could not penctrate them—
so the impact on the Syrian army’s front-line units turned out to be
principally psychological in nature. Interdiction strikes, on the other
hand, did disrupt road traffic, inhibiting the capacity of the operational
reserves to bolster the front-line positions. Airpower, though, again
made itself felt most intensely during the retreat phase of the fighting.

A rather small air force (by major power standards) in 1967, the IAF
consequently sought to maximize the number of combat aircraft in its
inventory. Hence, its transport and helicopter fleets got the short end
of the stick. Yet, the IAF did possess enough assets in these areas to
fulfill ancillary roles. It transported paratroopers behind Egyptian lines
on at least three occasions and behind Syrian lines on at least one occa-
sion.!? The IAF also removed wounded soldiers from the battlefields
on all three fronts. Logistically speaking, fuel drops allowed a number
of hard-charging IDF armored columns to continue virtually uninter-
rupted their advance toward the Suez Canal.'* And, finally, the air force
carried out regular reconnaissance flights, with combat aircraft serving
in a dual role, for both battle-damage-assessment and target-location
purposes on all fronts.

A Summary of IAF Activity in the Yom Kippur War

Unlike the Six-Day War, when the IDF had three weeks in which to
mobilize and deploy for war, the Yom Kippur War caught Israel by
surprise. The IDF’s ground forces, particularly the reserve armored
divisions that made up the bulk of its fighting power, were neither
mobilized nor deployed along the Sinai and Golan fronts. The IAF, on
the other hand, which has always been much less dependent on reserve
manpower than the ground forces, had enough advanced warning of
the impending Egyptian and Syrian assault to launch a preemptive
strike. Ideally, the IAF wanted to be given two days of advanced
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warning to prepare to implement Operation Challenge 4 (Sinai front)
and/or Operation Model 5 (Golan front), but it did possess the capa-
bility to execute either one with just a few hours of preparation. The
IAF also had a more modest plan—one that could also be executed after
just a few hours of preparation—known as Operation Ram, a contin-
gency plan that focused on the destruction of Syrian air bases. Under
intense American pressure, however, the Israeli government refused to
sanction any preemptive strike.'* The IDF had to absorb the first blow
in this war.

Consequently, contrary to its preference, the IAF never got a
genuine opportunity to implement its intricate prewar operational
plans to launch massive coordinated attacks against both the Egyptian
and Syrian IADSs, which it perceived to be the major obstacles to the
attainment of air superiority over the Sinai and Golan battlefields. The
IAF did attempt to implement Operation Challenge 4 on the second
day of hostilities, meeting with initial success, but IDF GHQ quickly
canceled the operation in order to divert the IAF’s full strength to the
Golan front in an effort to prevent a potential Syrian armored break-
through into Israel proper.’® Instead the IAF had to make do
throughout the war with hastily improvised, piecemeal attacks against
both IADSs at times when it had resources available for this task.

Not surprisingly, then, the results of its attacks against the Egyptian
and Syrian IADSs proved to be decidedly mixed. On the Sinai front,
in a series of combined operations with IDF ground forces that had
crossed to the Egyptian side of the Suez Canal, the IAF eventually
managed to pierce the Egyptian IADS, destroying about one third of
its surface-to-air missile (SAM) batteries, opening up undefended
flight corridors, but only during the final phase of the war.!® On the
Golan front, in contrast, the IAF could not punch holes in the Syrian
IADS, though it thinned out the number of SAM batteries stationed at
the front. Emblematic of the IAF’s troubles on this front, a much
scaled-down and very short-lived version of Operation Model 5, also
executed on the second day of the war, resulted in the loss of six aircraft
without causing appreciable damage to the Syrian TADS. Not only was
this operation based on outdated and inaccurate intelligence, but it was
also very poorly coordinated: most of the electronic countermeasures
(ECM) systems (mounted in helicopters), which were intended to jam
Syrian fire-control radars, were not available during the attack; the
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) that were supposed to serve as
decoys in order to mask the IAF’s strike aircraft during the attack were
fired off too early in the operation to play their role; and the long-range
artillery bombardment that was supposed to accompany the air attack
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never took place. At war’s end, less than 15 percent of Syria’s SAM
batteries had been destroyed by the IAF.!”

If the IAF had a rough time with the Egyptian and Syrian IADSs,
which accounted for the majority of the approximately 105-110 Israeli
aircraft (including helicopters) lost throughout the war, the same
cannot be said of its encounter with the Egyptian and Syrian air
forces.!® It shot down approximately 275-300 Arab aircraft in air-to-
air combat for the loss of perhaps 15-20 of its own.!” Whatever the
precise number of losses on each side, the IAF reigned supreme in air
battles throughout the war, even on the first day of the fighting, when
it not only downed many Egyptian fighter-bombers, but also a substan-
tial number of troop-carrying helicopters trying to drop Egyptian
special operations forces behind Israeli lines.

Moreover, the IAF flew hundreds of air base attack sorties during
the war, mainly against Egyptian airfields, despite knowing that these
sorties would destroy only a handful of aircraft on the ground and
would close down only a handful of air bases for short periods of time
(because Arab air forces had hardened their facilities and improved
their repair capabilities after the Six-Day War debacle).?° It flew these
sorties primarily in order to keep both the Egyptian and Syrian air
forces and IADSs on the defensive.

Of the more than 11,200 sorties flown by Israeli aircraft during the
Yom Kippur War, approximately 7,300 (or about two-thirds) were
devoted to CAS or interdiction.?! Because the IDF’s ground forces
were not ready to counter the Egyptian—Syrian surprise attack, the IAF
had to operate as “flying artillery” during the opening days of the war
in order to “fill the gaps in Israeli defensive positions,” especially on
the Golan front.?? Rather than begin a dedicated CAS and interdiction
campaign after delivering a sharp blow to Arab IADSs, as called for in
its prewar operational plans, the IAF had to conduct this campaign
throughout the war, often in the face of intense ground fire.

On the Sinai front, the IAF initially concentrated its CAS strikes
around the besieged IDF strongholds on the Bar Lev Line and its inter-
diction strikes against the Egyptian bridgeheads over the Suez Canal.*?
Though the IAF hit a number of the bridges that spanned the canal,
the Egyptians proved able to repair them very quickly. Once the IAF’s
focus switched to the Golan front, it reduced the number of CAS and
interdiction strikes on the Sinai front, especially in light of its heavy
losses to the Arab IADSs during the first few days of hostilities.>* Until
IDF ground forces counterattacked across the Suez Canal and began
to demolish SAM batteries on the Egyptian side of the canal, the IAF’s
CAS and interdiction effort concentrated almost exclusively on
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1 Before the Yom
Kippur War, the Israeli
defense establishment
assumed — incorrectly, in
the event — that the
might of the Israel Air
Force (IAF) would deter
Israel's Arab foes from
launching a war.

2 Israeli tanks and mechanized infantry generally fought well together as part of
combined arms task forces on the Golan front.

3 Alack of
coordination
between Israeli
aircraft and ground
forces constituted a
serious problem
throughout most of
the Yom Kippur
War.




4 A shortage of artillery hampered Israeli forces during the Yom Kippur War, especially on
the Sinai front.

5 Unsupported Israeli “tank charges” during the early days of hostilities on the Sinai front
resulted in heavy armor losses.



6 Israeli forces on the Sinai front suffered heavily in the first days of the war, partly as a
consequence of poor command and control (C?).

7 Israeli fighter-bombers
coped very well with
Egyptian and Syrian
aircraft, but performed far
less efficiently against
Egyptian and Syrian air
defense systems.

8 The creation of an Israeli bridgehead across the Suez Canal constituted a turning point
on the Sinai front during the Yom Kippur War.



9 Once Israeli
forces crossed over
the Suez Canal,
they destroyed or
captured many
. Egyptian surface-
to-air missile (SAM)
emplacements.

10 The excellent
performance of the
Israel Navy (IN) during
the war convinced
the Israeli defense
establishment that it
could undertake
additional
responsibilities in
future rounds of
hostilities.

11 The Israeli government asked the members of the Agranat Commission to uncover the
reasons why the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) had been unprepared for battle on the eve of
the Yom Kippur War, as well as the reasons why Israeli forces had experienced setbacks in
the opening days of hostilities.
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Egyptian forces operating outside of their air defense umbrella. Only
in the last phase of the war, with the penetration of the system, did the
IAF intensify its CAS and interdiction effort on this front, in order to
support the IDF’s counteroffensive into Egypt.

Out of necessity, the IAF operated according to a somewhat
different set of rules on the Golan front. Because IDF GHQ feared a
Syrian armored breakthrough into Israel proper during the first days of
the war, the IAF had to engage in a grinding CAS and interdiction
effort on this front at the outset of the war, regardless of the cost to
itself. Only after the mobilization and deployment of the IDF’s reserve
armored divisions allowed the IDF to clear the Golan of the Syrian
army and then to launch a successful counteroffensive into Syria
proper did the IAF’s effort slacken in intensity in order to conserve
aircraft.

Like the results of its campaign against Arab IADSs, the IAF’s CAS
and interdiction effort vyielded decidedly mixed results.
Notwithstanding the tremendous growth in the firepower of the IAF
between the 1967 and 1973 wars, its ability to destroy tanks and other
armored fighting vehicles remained quite modest.?* It possessed neither
the required C? infrastructure nor the required munitions to be very
effective in this regard. Still, the “shock effect” of CAS and interdic-
tion strikes sometimes served to stall or scatter Arab front-line and
operational reserve units on both fronts.

The IAF, as in the Six-Day War, had much more of an impact
against thin-skinned logistical vehicles. Indeed, on the Golan front, IAF
attacks on supply convoys disrupted the Syrian offensive, giving IDF
ground forces valuable extra time to mobilize and deploy for defense.
On the Sinai front, IAF attacks on supply convoys contributed to the
Egyptian Third Army’s inability to prevent IDF ground forces from
surrounding and besieging it at the end of the war.

In contrast to the Six-Day War, the IAF conducted a series of
strategic attacks in the Yom Kippur War, albeit of limited scope and
duration. In response to Syrian medium-range rocket attacks against
civilian and military targets in northern Israel, the IAF carried out at
least one bombing raid on the Syrian capital, Damascus, causing
damage to both the defense ministry complex and air force headquar-
ters. It also pulverized POL storage and port facilities deep within
Syria.

Between 1967 and 1973, the IAF upgraded its transport and heli-
copter fleets, thereby increasing its capabilities in the troop transport,
casualty evacuation, and logistical support roles. During the Yom
Kippur War, it employed helicopters to carry troops to the battlefield
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on a number of occasions, perhaps most notably during the last phase
of the war on the Golan front, when they landed paratroopers and
special operations forces on Mount Hermon in order to retake an Israeli
intelligence-gathering post that had been overrun early in the war.
Helicopters also evacuated thousands of wounded soldiers from the
battlefields over the course of the fighting. IAF transport aircraft not
only brought munitions directly from the United States to Israel, but
they also ferried supplies to the battlefields, particularly after IDF
ground forces captured airfields on the Egyptian side of the Suez
Canal.

The IAF also upgraded its reconnaissance assets in the interwar
period. During the 1973 war, it used both dual-role combat aircraft and
helicopters to gather intelligence. It employed the latter mainly to
monitor Egyptian and Syrian SAM batteries, while it used the former
to carry out battle-damage assessments and to collect information on
troop movements and rear-area targets.

A Comparative Assessment of Israeli Airpower in the
1967 and 1973 Wars

In both the 1967 and 1973 wars, the IAF achieved air supremacy over
Israel proper. Very few Arab aircraft penetrated Israeli airspace in
either conflict, and none of them inflicted any real damage on rear-area
targets. An Egyptian attempt to attack the Israeli defense ministry
complex in downtown Tel Aviv with air-to-surface missiles during the
Yom Kippur War also ended in total failure.?® The small number of
medium-range rockets that Syria fired into northern Israel in this war
caused more damage than Egyptian and Syrian air attacks during the
conflict.

The attainment of air supremacy over Israel constitutes the most
impressive contribution made by the IAF to both Israeli victories. In
the Six-Day War, neither Israel’s civilian populace nor its industrial
assets came under air attack. Had the Arab air forces not been
destroyed at the outset of the war, they might have been able to cause
considerable damage inside Israel’s borders before the termination of
hostilities. In the Yom Kippur War, air supremacy was even more
important to Israel’s triumph. First, Israel’s civilian populace and
industrial assets were again spared from death and destruction. Second,
because the IDF’s ground forces had not been mobilized and deployed
along the fronts weeks before the outbreak of hostilities, air supremacy
over Israel furnished them with the crucial 48 hours of breathing space
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that they needed to mobilize and deploy fully to the fronts. Had Arab
aircraft been able to penetrate Israeli airspace, they might have been
able to disrupt the Isracli mobilization effort by attacking key staging
areas, which in turn might well have changed the complexion of the
war.

In both the 1967 and 1973 wars, the IAF achieved air superiority
over the battlefields. In the Six-Day War, the early destruction of Arab
air forces—and the consequent air superiority enjoyed by the IAF—not
only allowed the air force to begin a dedicated CAS and interdiction
campaign on the second day of the war essentially free of concern about
interception, but it also meant that IDF ground forces never came
under effective air attack throughout the fighting. The few CAS and
interdiction sorties flown by surviving Arab aircraft merely pricked IDF
ground forces; these sorties in no way impaired the IDF’s offensives in
the Sinai, in Judea and Samaria, or on the Golan.

The air superiority story in the Yom Kippur War is far more
complex. From day one of the war, the IAF achieved air superiority
vis-a-vis the Egyptian and Syrian air forces. While it is certainly true
that these air forces were far more active throughout the war than they
were in 1967, it is equally true that they inflicted only minor damage
on IDF ground forces throughout the fighting. Even on the first day—
when the Egyptian and Syrian air forces launched their most intense
CAS and interdiction strikes of the war—they achieved only meager
results, as the IAF effectively disrupted their attacks. The impact of
these air forces on the battlefields went downhill from here, and no
evidence exists to support the notion that either air force inhibited IDF
defensive or offensive operations later in the war. Furthermore, neither
the Egyptian nor the Syrian air force was able to prevent the IAF from
engaging in CAS or interdiction strikes at any stage of the fighting.

The Egyptian and Syrian IADSs, though, did seriously impair the
IAF’s CAS and interdiction campaigns on the Sinai and Golan fronts.
Though the TAF achieved a rather tenuous air superiority vis-a-vis the
Egyptian IADS by the end of the war, it nevertheless still had far from
a free hand over the battlefield; and it had even less success against the
Syrian IADS, despite the fact that this network also had been thinned
out by the end of the war.

Indeed, the most important accomplishment of the IAF with respect
to Arab IADSs did not occur on the battlefields themselves, but rather
took place in the realm of deterrence. The obsessive fear of Israeli
airpower on the part of Egyptian and Syrian military planners encour-
aged them to load down their armies with antiaircraft defense units at
the expense of additional armored and infantry formations. Moreover,
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these planners limited the scope and pace of the initial offensives on
both fronts such that Arab ground forces would not advance beyond
the range of their slow-moving IADSs. The Egyptian penetration of
the Sinai did not exceed 10-20 kilometers, while the Syrians did not
get much further on the Golan. The skewed force structure of Arab
ground forces, the limited scope of their opening offensives, and the
slow pace at which they advanced at the outbreak of the war all
contributed significantly to the IDF’s ability to block them from
moving further into the Sinai or into northern Israel itself.?’

The attainment of air superiority over the 1967 and 1973 battlefields
also constitutes a very impressive contribution to Israel’s triumphs.
While the IDF, because of its indisputable qualitative superiority over
Arab armies, would most likely have won both wars even had the IAF
not achieved air superiority, the fighting, particularly in the Yom
Kippur War, would almost certainly have taken a much heavier toll on
1t.

The IAF’s own CAS and interdiction campaigns in both wars played
much smaller roles in Israel’s victories.?® In the Six-Day War, IDF
ground forces won the all-important “break-in” battles—that is, the
first battles of its offensives, the ones that ultimately decided the
outcome of the fighting—on the Sinai and the Judean and Samarian
fronts with little or no direct assistance from the IAF. When given a
choice to fight with airpower during the day or to fight without it at
night, IDF division commanders preferred the second option.?* Even
on the Golan front, where the IAF softened up the battlefield for days
before the ground assault, the IDF triumphed over the Syrian army
mainly because its ground forces ousted the Syrians from their stout
defensive positions in a grueling slugging match. The IAF CAS and
interdiction campaign, however, by compounding Arab confusion and
panic and by inflicting substantial damage on soft targets, did lead to a
swifter and more crushing Israeli victory in the war than would other-
wise have been the case.

During the Yom Kippur War, the IAF’s CAS and interdiction
campaign also produced limited results. Its most notable contribution
to the Israeli victory occurred on the Golan front, where it helped to
stem the Syrian offensive. Nevertheless, credit for the IDF’s ultimately
successful “blocking” battles on both the Sinai and Golan fronts
belongs primarily to the regular and reserve armored forces that fought
the Egyptian and Syrian armies to a standstill, despite being heavily
outnumbered in both arenas. Likewise, credit for the IDF’s successful
counteroffensives in the Sinai and on the Golan again belongs mainly
to the ground forces. CAS and interdiction strikes hammered some
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Egyptian and Syrian front-line and operational reserve units that
wandered outside the umbrella of their IADSs, but these strikes did not
alter the course of the ground war.

A contrast is often drawn between the allegedly devastating IAF
CAS and interdiction campaign in 1967 versus the allegedly anemic
campaign in 1973.3° But a close examination of the results of these
campaigns—in terms of the amount of physical destruction visited
upon the Egyptian and Syrian armies, though not necessarily in terms
of the amount of psychological devastation inflicted on them—reveals
that the difference between the two is not all that large. The TAF proved
unable to destroy significant numbers of tanks and other armored vehi-
cles in either war. While the shocking scenes of mangled convoys, so
prevalent in the Six-Day War, may not have been evident in the Yom
Kippur War, the IAF appears to have been equally successful at
knocking out soft and rear-echelon targets in both conflicts. And
aircraft losses in these campaigns were comparable when adjusted for
the numbers of CAS and interdiction sorties flown in each war.?!
Whether the CAS and interdiction campaign could have made a much
larger contribution to the Israeli war effort during the Yom Kippur War
had the IAF been afforded the opportunity to deal first with Arab
IADSs must remain an open question.>?

The TIAF’s strategic attacks against Syria during the Yom Kippur
War had only a marginal impact on the Israeli war effort. Though the
strikes themselves caused substantial damage to infrastructure targets
in the Syrian hinterland, they did not detract from Syria’s overall war-
making capacity, perhaps because of their restricted scope. They did,
however, reinforce Israeli deterrence with respect to the home front, as
the Syrians refrained from launching any further rocket attacks into
northern Israel once the IAF began to hit rear-area targets.
Furthermore, strategic attacks served to thin out Syria’s IADS on the
Golan, as the Syrian army had to move antiaircraft defense formations
to the rear in order to guard sensitive infrastructure targets. This rede-
ployment, in turn, made it easier for IAF aircraft to fly CAS and
interdiction sorties.

In terms of its ancillary roles, the IAF had about the same limited
impact on the Israeli war effort in both the 1967 and 1973 wars. Troop
transport to, from, and around the battlefields was confined almost
exclusively to the insertion of paratroopers and special operations
forces behind Arab lines. With one or two exceptions in each war, these
drops did not play a major part in ground force operations. Casualty
evacuation turned out to be a much more significant use of the IAF’s
airlift capability, probably saving scores of lives in each war. Likewise,
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logistical support in the form of IAF-delivered supplies proved impor-
tant at specific points during both wars. Finally, while the IAF
possessed high-quality reconnaissance aircraft, the information
collected by these platforms proved to be of scant value to the IDF in
both wars, because this data could not be processed and distributed to
the relevant commands in real time.??

Summary

That the IAF made substantial contributions to Israel’s victories in both
the 1967 and 1973 wars is not in doubt. Most importantly, it ensured
that Israel would not lose either war, which was—and still is—crucial
to a state whose opponents contested—and still contest—its very right
to exist. The IAF’s contributions to Israel’s victories with respect to its
direct impact on the 1967 and 1973 battlefields in support of the IDF’s
ground forces, on the other hand, were more modest in scope.

The attainment of air supremacy over Israel proper, as well as the
attainment of air superiority over the battlefields, not only spared the
state’s civilian populace and industrial assets, but also cleared the air,
so to speak, for the IDF’s ground forces to come to grips with their
Arab counterparts. Indeed, because of the radically different set of
circumstances under which the IDF began the 1967 and 1973 wars,
the TAF actually played a more important part in the latter victory, in
the sense that it provided the crucial time and space for the IDF’s
ground forces to mobilize and deploy for battle. In the words of the IAF
commander during the Yom Kippur War:

Air superiority enabled our forces to mobilize, move[,] and act
with no meaningful interference from enemy air. This is some-
thing not to be scoffed at under the situation we were in at the
beginning [of the war].?*

The IDF’s ground forces, not the IAF, however, ultimately defeated
the Arab armies in both wars.

The most fundamental conclusion to be drawn from the IAF’s expe-
riences in the 1967 and 1973 wars is that airpower cannot be relied
upon to be decisive on the conventional battlefield. If more proof is
necessary, one need look no further than Israel’s two most inconclusive
wars. The 1969-70 War of Attrition and the 2006 Second Lebanon
War are the two conflicts in which it relied most heavily on airpower to
accomplish its wartime objectives. Even though the IAF performed
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very well in both wars, the absence of “boots on the ground” in Egypt
and Lebanon, respectively, allowed Israel’s opponents to escape
crushing defeats.






Part 111
Lessons

By wise counsel you can wage your war.
Proverbs 24:6






7

The Impact of American Arms
Transfers to Israel

In reference to the American arms pipeline to the Israel Defense Forces
(IDF) during the 1973 Yom Kippur War, President Anwar Sadat
reportedly said that Egypt could not simultaneously fight both Israel
and the United States.! He no doubt made this remark primarily to pave
the way for Egypt to accept a cease-fire with Israel without losing face
before the complete collapse of the Egyptian army as a result of the IDF
counteroffensive across the Suez Canal. While Sadat’s statement
cannot be taken as a serious reflection on the military situation
obtaining during the Yom Kippur War—the United States, after all,
had not entered the war on Israel’s behalf and was simply matching
Soviet military assistance to Egypt and Syria—it does nevertheless
suggest a number of intriguing questions. T'o what extent did American
arms transfers assist the IDF war effort? Did the arms pipeline
contribute to Israel’s victory over the Syrian army on the Golan front?
Did arms transfers contribute to its triumph over the Egyptian army on
the Sinai front? Or was the arms pipeline of more political and psycho-
logical than military value to Israel during the Yom Kippur War?

Research into the war has thus far not squarely addressed these sorts
of questions. The present chapter, therefore, constitutes an initial effort
to do so. The first order of business is to lay out the basic facts
surrounding the American arms pipeline to Israel. The second order of
business is then to describe the major developments on the Golan and
Sinai fronts, with a view to determining what, if any, impact American
arms transfers during the war had on IDF operations on the northern
and southern battlefields.
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The Arms Pipeline

Though the Yom Kippur War caught the IDF by surprise, with most
of its ground forces nowhere near the front lines, Israel did receive
enough early warning of the impending Arab attack—a few hours—to
launch a preemptive strike against its opponents’ armed forces with its
air force; however, Israel did not launch such a strike, largely because
it feared that it would get no assistance from the United States during
the war if the IDF struck the initial blow.? In return for forfeiting this
potentially critical military advantage, Israel naturally expected the
United States to meet the IDF’s arms requests during the war. Thus,
immediately upon the outbreak of fighting, Israel asked the United
States to supply the IDF with substantial quantities of aircraft, tanks,
various types of ammunition and electronic systems, and other items.?

For its part, the United States sought to manipulate arms transfers
to Israel throughout the war in order to advance a diplomatic agenda
intent upon enhancing American influence in the Middle East at the
expense of the Soviet Union.* Such an agenda, reasoned American offi-
cials, would be best served by a limited Israeli victory—that is, a victory
against Syria and a stalemate against Egypt—followed by American-
brokered talks to resolve the Arab-Israeli conflict. A crushing Israeli
victory, concluded these officials, would undercut American efforts to
negotiate an end to the conflict.

Consequently, from October 6 through October 12, the first week
of the war, the United States essentially deflected Israel’s requests for
“hardware,” like aircraft and tanks, but approved, albeit somewhat
grudgingly, small-scale deliveries of “consumables,” like certain types
of ammunition, especially once it became evident that the IDF would
not rout its Arab opponents as it had in the 1967 Six-Day War.> Most
of these consumables, however, did not reach the IDF in a timely
manner. Private sector airline companies in the United States refused
to transport munitions to Israel, and bureaucratic infighting between
State and Defense Department officials further plugged the arms
pipeline.® The only American arms received by the IDF during the
early part of the war were those brought to Israel by a handful of El Al
cargo flights.

The American policy of restraint ended abruptly on October 13,
when President Richard Nixon personally authorized a massive
airlift—Iater augmented by a sealift—of arms to Israel.” The American
change of heart came about mainly as a result of a massive Soviet air-
and sealift of arms to Egypt and Syria, which had begun as early as
October 8, coupled with an Arab—Soviet refusal to consider a cease-fire
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arrangement. The United States concluded that it simply could not
leave its client in the lurch while the Soviet Union violated its commit-
ments under détente and unreservedly backed its Arab clients. To have
done so would not only have undermined American influence in the
Middle East, but would also have endangered the country’s standing
around the globe.

Hence, from October 14, when the first Military Airlift Command
(MACQC) aircraft arrived in Israel, to October 24, when the guns fell
more or less silent, the United States delivered about 12,000 tons of
arms to Israel.® In addition to copious amounts of ammunition for
tanks, artillery, and aircraft, Israel received arms not previously in its
arsenal, such as certain types of air-delivered precision-guided muni-
tions (PGMs). The United States also flew in fighter-bombers to cover
the IDF’s wartime losses. The combined air- and sealift continued until
mid-November, by which time the United States had delivered more
than 60,000 tons of arms, eclipsing the total supplied by the Soviet
Union to its Arab clients. Only in the category of tanks (and other
armored vehicles) did the American arms transfer effort lag behind its
Soviet rival.

Arms Transfers and the Golan Front

During the mid-afternoon of October 6, the Syrian and Egyptian
armies launched massive simultaneous assaults against IDF positions
on the Golan and in the Sinai.® T'o parry these twin thrusts, an unpre-
pared IDF could muster only meager forces. Its reserve formations had
not been mobilized and deployed to the fronts prior to the outbreak of
fighting, because of a faulty military intelligence assessment about the
likelihood of war, combined with poor civilian decision making. On the
Golan front, IDF forces were very heavily outnumbered in troops,
tanks, and artillery by the attacking Syrian army.

On the northern part of the front, the Syrian army made little
progress and suffered grievous losses as the result of an epic mobile
defense waged by a single Israeli armored brigade. On the southern part
of the front, to the contrary, in spite of suffering similarly grievous
losses, the Syrian army made substantial progress in the early hours of
the war, penetrating the IDF’s defenses in the area and threatening to
stream down into Israel proper. Only the speedy arrival of the first IDF
reserve formations and Israel Air Force (IAF) efforts, coupled with
Syrian hesitation, prevented the southern part of the Golan from falling
completely into Arab hands.
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Due to the proximity of the Syrian army to the state’s northern
border, Israel initially gave priority to the Golan front, sending many
of the IDF’s rapidly mobilizing reserve formations there. By the third
day of the war, October 8, enough Israeli reserve forces had entered the
battle not only to stabilize the front and stem the Syrian advance, but
also to begin pushing the Syrian army back toward the prewar cease-
fire line, the so-called Purple Line. By the fifth day of the war, October
10, the IDF had essentially cleared the Isracli-controlled portion of the
Golan of Syrian forces.

On the same day, the IDF was authorized to launch a large-scale
counteroffensive into Syria, to begin the next day. From October
11-14, the IDF steadily advanced in the direction of the capital of
Damascus, breaking through several lines of Syrian army defenses in
the process. The IDF halted its offensive once it had acquired enough
territory inside Syria for its long-range artillery to threaten the outskirts
of Damascus. From this date onward, the sole notable operation initi-
ated by Israeli forces involved the recapture of an intelligence outpost
on Mount Hermon that had fallen to the Syrians early in the fighting,
as the IDF shifted its attention to the Sinai front. The Syrian army,
along with its Iraqi and Jordanian allies, mounted a number of local
counterattacks against the Israeli salient inside Syria until the end of the
war, but the IDF repulsed these assaults without too much difficulty,
inflicting heavy losses on Arab forces.

Early on in the war, Israeli officials complained to their American
counterparts that ammunition shortages caused by the delay in sending
arms to Israel were hindering IDF operations on the Golan front. These
claims, however, appear to have been made primarily in order to place
pressure on the United States to set up an arms pipeline, not because
Israeli officials genuinely feared that the IDF would be hampered on
the Golan in the short run by a lack of munitions.!° For their part,
American officials noted that Israeli forces were indeed conserving
certain types of ammunition, but they did not think that the IDF was
experiencing any shortages at this stage of the war that could impede
its operations.!! Thus, it is rather doubtful that IDF operations on the
Golan front actually suffered as a consequence of insufficient ammu-
nition stockpiles. Whatever the case, itis quite clear that American arms
transfers during the Yom Kippur War did not contribute to Israel’s
victory on the northern front. The IDF had smashed and repelled the
Syrian army, and Israel had achieved its major objective on the Golan
front, the conquest of additional Syrian territory to be used as a
bargaining chip in postwar negotiations, before American arms began
to flow to Israel in any appreciable quantities.
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Arms Transfers and the Sinai Front

On the Sinai front, the Egyptian army experienced little trouble in
crossing the Suez Canal and penetrating 10-20 kilometers into the
Sinai, faced as it was by only small numbers of Israeli troops and tanks
manning the so-called Bar Lev Line, a rather inflated title for what was
in effect nothing more than a string of loosely connected observation
posts along the waterline. The Egyptians spent October 6 and 7 consol-
idating their positions in the Sinai, mopping up the remaining Israeli
forces in the area, and preparing for the expected IDF counterattack,
which came on October 8. While the Israeli attack failed to throw the
Egyptian army back across the Suez Canal and led to substantial losses
among two IDF tank battalions, it inflicted considerable casualties on
the Egyptian army and essentially stopped the Egyptians from moving
further into the Sinai for the moment.

For the next few days, the Sinai front settled down, as each side
tentatively probed the other’s defensive positions. This situation
changed dramatically on October 14, when the Egyptian army
attempted a major breakout from its bridgeheads in an effort to seize
the vital mountain passes in the Sinai, in part to relieve pressure on the
Syrian army then reeling as a result of the IDF counteroffensive into
Syria. In one of history’s largest tank battles, the IDF destroyed
200-250 Egyptian tanks at very little cost to itself. Israel, which had
been waiting for the right opportunity to mount a cross-canal coun-
teroffensive of its own, now deployed the IDF to attack Egypt proper.
From October 15 onward, IDF forces crossed the Suez Canal into
Egypt, establishing a secure bridgehead, while they simultaneously
overran crucial Egyptian positions in the Sinai.

Before a cease-fire agreement more or less went into effect on
October 24, the IDF continued to expand its bridgehead on the
Egyptian side of the Suez Canal, inflicting very heavy casualties on
Egyptian forces in the process. The IDF eventually surrounded one of
the two Egyptian corps, the Third Army, which had participated in the
initial offensive across the Suez Canal. By the end of the fighting, the
IDF had also advanced to within 100 kilometers of the capital, Cairo,
and it had occupied more territory in Egypt than the Egyptian army
had captured in Sinai.

The impact of American arms transfers on the Sinai front is not as
clear-cut as on the Golan front. On the one hand, the tank battle of
October 14 and the establishment of an Israeli bridgehead in Egypt on
October 15—the turning points in the war on the southern front—
occurred just as the American airlift to Israel got underway; therefore,

o3



CHAPTER 7

American arms transfers had no direct effect on these events. One of
the Israeli tank division commanders on the southern front later
concluded that:

the IDF [had vanquished] the Egyptian army . . . before rein-
forcements [of equipment] from the United States reached the
front."™

And another IDF officer, a tank battalion commander during the war,
was equally dismissive of the role of American arms, commenting that:

In practical terms, not a single U.S. tank arrived in time to take
partinthe fighting.. .. Air-to-air missiles; a few [fighter-bombers]
that, according to the IAF, were superfluous; and a few [antitank
weapons] arrived on October 14. The rest of the arms came . . .
after the cease-fire.”

On the other hand, the knowledge that significant quantities of
American arms had begun to arrive in Israel as of October 14 allowed
the IDF to expand the scope and intensify the pace of its cross-canal
counteroffensive beyond what would otherwise have been feasible. The
dean of Israeli military correspondents observed that:

part of the arriving [American] equipment [was] urgently [sent
to] the front. IDF forces [were] expending more ammunition than
planners had thought possible. . . . Ammunition [was] ... now a
high priority."

Nevertheless, despite the flow of American arms, the IDF chief of staff
complained rather bitterly to fellow general headquarters (GHQ) offi-
cers on October 19 that:

[The airlift] has to be doubled and tripled. . . . The airlift is not
working. Ludicrous amounts [of ammunition] arrived today—
enough for less than two hours!"

Though his remarks in this specific instance turned out to be
misplaced, as substantial quantities of American-supplied ammunition
were at that very moment on their way to IDF forces on the southern
front, the chief of staff was correct in his later assessment that the
United States exploited the leverage that it gained over Israeli policy
through arms transfers to limit the IDF’s victory against the Egyptian
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army.'® Indeed, American officials compelled Israel to release its grip
on the Third Army, thereby reducing the magnitude of the IDF’s
triumph on the Sinai front, saving Egypt’s “honor,” and permitting the
United States to dominate postwar Arab—Israeli peace negotiations.

On the tactical level of warfare, new American weapons systems,
such as the aforementioned air-delivered PGMs, certainly helped the
IDF to inflict more destruction on the Egyptian army than would have
been the case in their absence, but just as certainly did not cause enough
additional damage to affect the outcome of any specific engagement.
Air-delivered PGMs, for example, destroyed their targets approxi-
mately 80 percent of the time, but only about 80 of them were
employed during the war.!'” Moreover, replacement fighter-bombers
allowed the air force to play a more active role in the final battles on the
Sinai front than would otherwise have been the case. Again, though,
this replacement equipment did not fundamentally affect the outcome
of any particular engagement.

Summary

Echoing a sentiment widely held by ostensibly informed observers of
the Yom Kippur War, a prominent British historian has asserted that,
“[Israel] would have almost certainly suffered a crushing defeat but for
the rushing of American arms to the front.”'® The historical facts,
however, tell a very different story. Overall, American arms transfers
made a rather modest contribution to Israel’s military victory in the
Yom Kippur War. The establishment of the arms pipeline came too
late to influence events on the Golan front, as Israel defeated Syria (and
its Arab allies) before American assistance began to reach the IDF in
significant amounts. On the Sinai front, the tide of battle had turned in
favor of Israel before American arms transfers began to reach IDF
forces. While these arms bolstered the IDF’s cross-canal counterof-
fensive in the last days of the war, the United States ultimately stepped
in to limit Israel’s triumph on this front, using arms transfers as leverage
to achieve this goal. From a strictly military point of view, then, Israel
benefited most from the American arms pipeline after the end of the
war, when the IDF rebuilt and expanded its order of battle.

A former head of Israeli military intelligence summed up the impact
of the American arms pipeline as follows:

... perhaps its major significance was a political one. Its unequiv-
ocal nature, as seen by the Soviets and Arabs, who were unaware

o5



CHAPTER 7

of the hesitation and foot-dragging that had taken place . . . for
a full and fateful week of fighting, was undoubtedly a major
factor in bringing about a cease-fire. .. .™

Even though the United States prevented an overwhelming Israeli
victory in the Yom Kippur War, in other words, the political symbolism
of the airlift helped to ensure that the war came to an end at a point
where the IDF clearly held the upper hand on the battlefields.
Furthermore, the arms pipeline undoubtedly improved Israel’s morale
during and after the war, as it demonstrated to Israelis that they were
not entirely isolated in a hostile world. And, it surely bears mentioning,
the psychological importance of superpower support for a small, belea-
guered country with few reliable friends in the international system at
a moment of grave national peril should not be dismissed lightly.

Still, the main lesson that Israel drew from the events surrounding
the American air- and sealift is that the IDF must be in a position to
fight any future war without depending upon resupply from abroad.



8

The American Assessment

The United States displayed a keen interest in the nature, progress,
and results of the 1973 Yom Kippur War. Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA) analysts and United States Army Training and
Doctrine (TRADOC) Command officers thought that, in a number
of crucial respects, this war reflected the way in which a nonnuclear
military conflict between North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) and Warsaw Pact (WP) military forces would be most likely
to unfold on the plains of Central Europe. At the operational (macro)
level of warfare, an outnumbered Israel Defense Forces (IDF) had
waged a mobile campaign—first on defense, then on offense—of the
type envisaged by outnumbered NATO forces. The Egyptian and,
especially, Syrian armies, on the other hand, had launched Soviet-
inspired offensives in the Sinai and on the Golan, respectively, later
resorting to Soviet-inspired defensives in attempts to fend off IDF
counteroffensives. The Yom Kippur War, to put it differently, had
pitted a Western-style army employing maneuver warfare against
Soviet-style armies relying first and foremost on attrition warfare. At
the tactical (micro) level of warfare, some of the most advanced
Western arms had faced off against some of the most advanced Soviet
arms. State-of-the-art American aircraft in the Israeli arsenal had con-
fronted state-of-the-art Soviet antiaircraft systems in Arab arsenals.
Likewise, modern American and British tanks in the Israeli arsenal
had confronted modern Soviet antitank missiles and rockets in Arab
arsenals.

Militarily speaking, Israel won the Yom Kippur War, so the IDF
found itself largely in control of the postwar battlefields. American
intelligence analysts and military officers, therefore, had ample oppor-
tunities to visit the Golan and Sinai battlefields to assess firsthand the
nature, progress, and results of the fighting.! They also had ready
access to counterparts in Israel who shared their knowledge and expe-
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riences of the recent war.? One senior TRADOC officer at the time of
the war related that:

We talked to most of the battalion and brigade and all of the divi-
sion commanders who had fought. We went to the Golan ... and
to the Sinai. We walked on the ground where the battles had
been fought, usually with the guys who had fought them.?

Speaking about a group of senior IDF armored corps officers, and
echoing the sentiments of his American colleagues, he also commented
that, “We learned an enormous amount from all of them, and we really
owe them a great debt. With their experience and background . . . they
identified things about which we were unsure.”

These visits and talks gave birth to numerous classified intelligence
and military reports on various aspects of the war, some of them quite
massive, multivolume tomes filled with all manner of technical data.
Much of these data remain locked away in government archives,
making it difficult to know with complete certainty how American intel-
ligence analysts and military officers viewed the Yom Kippur War. But
sufficient information has now come to light to draw a reasonably well-
rounded picture of how they understood the war.

This claim, of course, requires some elaboration. In the summer of
2012, the CIA declassified a report titled The 1973 Arab—Israeli War:
Owverview and Analysis of the Conflict (hereafter simply referred to as the
“CIA report” or “the report™).> This document, a 125-page survey of
the war that was circulated to select high-ranking American officials in
September 1975, and which relies heavily on still-classified intelligence
and military reports for its data and conclusions, is remarkably intact
in its declassified version.® Insofar as concerns the substantive portions
of the report, the only lines of text struck from the declassified version
are those that identify particular confidential sources of information,
whether American or Israeli.”

The CIA report’s findings can be considered as broadly indicative
of the official American understanding of the Yom Kippur War for two
reasons. First, the report draws heavily on an extensive range of other
intelligence and military reports. And, second, its data and conclusions
dovetail nicely with the views expressed by prominent military officers
who evaluated the war for the Defense Department. The CIA report,
consequently, is the single most valuable source presently available for
elucidating the specifics of the official American perspective on the
war, some curious omissions and minor inaccuracies notwithstanding.
It is now possible, in other words, not only to speak about the lessons
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that intelligence analysts and military officers derived from the war with
greater authority than before, but also to open a window into their take
on the nature, progress, and results of the fighting itself.

The CIA report is organized around four central themes: the war in
the air, the war on the Golan front, the war on the Sinai front, and the
basic lessons of the war. This framework seems as good as any in laying
out the official American interpretation of the nature, progress, and
results of the Yom Kippur War.

The War in the Air

The duel between the Israel Air Force (IAF), on the one hand, and the
Egyptian and Syrian integrated air defense systems (IADSs), on the
other hand, intensely interested the United States, particularly in light
of the WP’s reliance on the same air defense weapons and doctrine to
thwart NATO airpower. In contrast to the claim of many observers of
the Yom Kippur War, who leaped to the conclusion—on the basis of
the TAF’s unprecedented (for it) losses in the fighting—that IADSs
would severely reduce the effectiveness of airpower on future battle-
fields, the CIA report adopts a more cautious and nuanced view of the
encounter between Israeli airpower and Arab air defenses.

It observes that, in terms of destroying IAF aircraft, Arab air
defenses were not especially potent, managing to shoot down about 80
fighter-bombers, approximately 55 percent falling to surface-to-air
missile (SAM) batteries and approximately 45 percent falling to anti-
aircraft artillery (AAA) batteries, either operating alone or in tandem
with SAM batteries.® The overall IAF loss rate to Arab IADSs—calcu-
lated by dividing the total number of aircraft lost to SAM and AAA
batteries by the total number of sorties flown in the face of these
batteries—was no higher—and may possibly have been even lower—
in the Yom Kippur War than in the 1967 Six-Day War, when Egypt
and Syria possessed far less comprehensive and sophisticated air
defense capabilities.®

The report also observes that Syria’s IADS proved to be consider-
ably more effective than Egypt’s, inflicting losses on the IAF at a rate
three times greater than its Egyptian counterpart.’® The reason for its
superior efficiency, according to the CIA report, stemmed not from the
superior professionalism of its operators, but rather from circum-
stances related to the geography of the battlefields. The Golan front
was much closer to Israel proper than the Sinai front, so the IAF was
called upon to support hard-pressed and heavily outnumbered ground
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forces in the north to a greater extent than in the south—where it exer-
cised considerable prudence after its initial exposure to the Egyptian
IADS—in order to prevent a Syrian breakthrough into Israeli terri-
tory.!

The most important effect of Arab IADSs on the battlefields, notes
the CIA report, lay in reducing the impact of IAF close air support
(CAS) and interdiction strikes on the Egyptian and Syrian armies
throughout much of the war. The report states that:

The Arabs had weapons designed to provide overlapping
coverage to [high] altitudes. . . . This meant that there was no
airspace over the battlefield within which the IAF could operate
free of threat. The electronic systems associated with these
weapons operated in many different bands of the radio spec-
trum. This meant that no fighter could carry enough gear for
electronic countermeasures (ECM) to defend itself against all
threats. Moreover, the Israelis had no ECM gear to cope with
some Arab systems. . . . Thus, despite the fact that the IAF had
learned how to cope with some air defense weapons rather well
... [it] had to recognize that the sheer size and variety of weapons
it would face over Arab[-held] territory would greatly hinder the
accomplishment of its ground support mission and threaten high
losses.™?

It also remarks that:

The Israelis found that if they stayed [at medium altitude,] they
could cope with [Arab] air defense weapons. At [medium alti-
tude,] they were above the effective range of AAA, their ECM and
tactics against [some types of SAM] were effective enough to
make the risks of operating at [these altitudes] acceptable, and
their pilots had sufficient warning of [the] launch [of a more
advanced type of SAM] to take evasive action. However, the
combination of altitude and evasive maneuvering severely
degraded the accuracy of IAF weapons delivery.*

The IAF often resorted to “loft” attacks, in which bombs were rather
ineffectively “tossed” in the general directions of their targets.!*

The IAF did at times ably assist IDF ground forces by flying into
the teeth of Arab IADSs, as it did on the Golan front during the early
days of the war, when its interdiction strikes mauled Syrian army
supply columns, thereby helping to contain the Syrian offensive;
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however, the TAF did so at substantial cost to itself. Only toward the
end of the war and only on the Sinai front, after IDF ground forces had
crossed to the Egyptian side of the Suez Canal, smashing much of the
Egyptian IADS in the process, did the IAF engage in effective CAS
and interdiction strikes at limited cost to itself. Throughout much of
the war, the IAF played a rather marginal role on the battlefields in
order to conserve its aircraft and prevent unacceptable losses, a devel-
opment that aided the Arab war effort.

Whether the IAF could have mounted a more robust and effectual
air campaign in support of IDF ground forces had it been able to
engage in sustained attacks against the Arab IADSs at the outset of
hostilities, as envisaged in its prewar operational plans, is not specu-
lated upon by the CIA analysts, who perhaps sought to stick to the facts
of the war rather than to engross themselves in “counterfactual”
analysis. Still, in light of the crucial importance NATO attributed to
the defeat of WP air defenses, omitting any mention of the manner in
which the IAF intended to tackle Arab IADSs versus the manner in
which it actually tackled them constitutes a significant oversight.

In the years prior to the Yom Kippur War, the IAF developed intri-
cate operational plans to knock out Arab IADSs at the outset of the next
war. The IAF preferred to implement Model 5 and Challenge 4, the
code names of the final iterations of the plans to destroy the Syrian and
Egyptian IADSs, respectively, in the form of a preemptive strike.
Though Israel had only a few hours of early warning of the Syrian and
Egyptian offensives, the IAF nevertheless had enough time to at least
begin to implement these plans before the Arab offensives got
underway. Under intense American pressure, however, the Israeli
government refused to sanction a preemptive strike.!®

Many informed analysts believe that an IAF preemptive strike would
have completely changed the complexion of the war. Emblematic of
this perspective, two analysts later calculated that the IAF could have
knocked out 90 percent of the Syrian and Egyptian SAM batteries “in
a period of three to six hours for the loss of under [10] aircraft.” With
air superiority over the Golan and Sinai essentially assured as a result,
according to this line of thinking, IAF intervention in the ground war
would have been swift and massive, its fighter-bombers dropping
“[3,000] tons of bombs on enemy targets before the Arab attack
reached full strength.”!®

The refusal to authorize a preemptive strike, coupled with the
desperate straits in which IDF ground forces on the Golan and in the
Sinai found themselves at the outbreak of the war, meant that the IAF
could not concentrate its full attention on Arab IADSs at the outset of
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hostilities. Rather, it had to attack these air defenses while simultane-
ously coming to the assistance of these forces, a scenario that it had not
taken seriously before the war. A hastily improvised attempt to carry
out operation Model 5 on the second day of the war failed to put a dent
in the Syrian IADS, while an initially successful attempt to execute
Challenge 4 earlier that day was canceled by IDF general headquarters
(GHQ) in order to divert the IAF to the north to help fend off a poten-
tial Syrian breakthrough on the Golan.!” Consequently, the IAF never
overcame the Syrian IADS and only punched holes in the Egyptian
IADS during the last week of the war, in a joint effort with ground
forces, seriously impeding its ability to support those forces throughout
much of the war. None of this information or argumentation made it
into the CIA’s report, though its authors were well aware that Israel had
contemplated a preemptive strike.

The report deals in a more perfunctory manner with Israeli air
defences.!'® It points out that, to counter the Egyptian and Syrian air
forces, the IAF relied primarily on air-to-air combat, in which its
aircraft reigned supreme. The report credits IAF aircraft with 334
victories as against six losses, for a 56:1 “kill ratio.”!” Based on more
recent and accurate information, these numbers overestimate the
number of IAF victories and underestimate the number of its losses.?°
Nevertheless, it is unquestionably the case that the IAF dominated the
skies in air-to-air combat throughout the war, preventing the Egyptian
and Syrian air forces, with rare exceptions, from executing effective
CAS and interdiction strikes against Israeli targets. Israel also possessed
an IADS of its own, which performed well during the war. The CIA
report credits it with the destruction of 100 Arab aircraft—22 by SAM
batteries and 78 by AAA batteries.?! Again, though these figures,
particularly the number of AAA victories, are exaggerated (the genuine
number of Arab aircraft downed by Israeli ground-based air defenses
is closer to 50), it would appear that the Israeli IADS actually outper-
formed those of its Arab counterparts, despite its considerably smaller
proportions.

Another airpower-related topic oddly overlooked by the CIA report,
but of significant interest to the American military establishment,
involved the performance of American precision-guided munitions
(PGMs) during the war, especially new types supplied to the IAF in
the final days of hostilities. Though used in small numbers—and
though not affecting the results of any ground battles—these PGMs
achieved a hit rate of 75-85 per cent.?> The military establishment
considered PGMs to be the wave of the future, so it took heart from
their performance in the Yom Kippur War.
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The War on the Golan Front

The Yom Kippur War opened with simultaneous Egyptian and Syrian
assaults in the mid-afternoon of October 6. Due to a combination of
faulty intelligence analysis and poor governmental decision making, the
bulk of the IDF’s ground forces were not mobilized and deployed to
the fronts prior to the commencement of hostilities. Consequently, the
IDF had to absorb the first blow in the face of overwhelming Syrian
superiority in men and machines. The Syrians had a roughly 5:1 advan-
tage in tanks, a 10:1 advantage in infantry, and a 12—-13:1 advantage in
artillery tubes at the outset of the fighting.>® To counter this numerical
disadvantage in tanks, infantry, and artillery tubes, the CIA report
comments, the IDF resorted to a mobile defense, constantly moving its
tank and artillery forces to meet the most menacing Syrian advances.?

On the northern Golan, a lone Israeli tank brigade, with minor rein-
forcements from other units, fought an epic “blocking battle,” which
not only prevented the Syrian army from making any real headway in
this sector, but also cost the latter hundreds of destroyed tanks (as well
as hundreds of other destroyed armored vehicles) in just a few days of
fighting.?> The Israeli defenders repelled wave after wave of Syrian
tanks by relying on their outstanding marksmanship and by exploiting
the rocky terrain to conceal themselves.

On the southern Golan, in contrast, the Syrian army—faced by
more thinly spread IDF forces—initially made some headway in pene-
trating Israeli defenses, overrunning chunks of territory lost in the
Six-Day War. The report mentions:

... [that] the scattering of [Israeli] tanks may have saved both the
[IDF forces in the area] and the Israeli hold on the [southern]
Golan. If the [IDF forces in the area] had been deployed as a
compact unit[, they] might have been overrun or shattered by the
initial Syrian rush. As it happened, small groups of Israeli tanks
maintained their organization and conducted a series of holding
actions, each of which by constant resistance sapped the strength
of the Syrian forces. . . .2

These small-unit actions, in other words, helped to buy sufficient time
for the lead elements of the IDF’s reserve forces to ascend the southern
Golan, join the fighting, and stabilize the front in this sector.

Though the CIA report astutely observes that Israeli small-unit lead-
ership was one of the keys to the IDF’s successful defensive stand on
the Golan, it does not reflect upon how the relationships among IDF
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GHQ, northern front headquarters (HQ), and division commanders
and their subordinates affected the fighting. In contrast to the Sinai
front, where IDF ground forces experienced all sorts of command and
control (C?) problems during the opening days of the war, C? of forces
on the Golan was exemplary, another key to the IDF’s victory here.?”
Why the report did not assess the IDF’s performance on the Golan
versus its performance in the Sinai in this respect is unclear. Regardless
of the reason, this omission constitutes another significant oversight on
the part of the CIA analysts. One would think, after all, that C? issues
were of immediate relevance to a potential NATO-WP military
confrontation.

Despite an overwhelming numerical advantage, the Syrian army’s
assault essentially petered out after less than two days of fighting.?® By
the third day of the war, October 8, enough Israeli reserve units had
reached the front for the IDF to begin a counterattack to clear the
Israeli-held part of the Golan. One senior TRADOC officer believed
that the IDF’s decision to concentrate its reserve units for a counterof-
fensive rather than parcel them out piecemeal for defense
demonstrated that boldness and aggressiveness count for much more
on the battlefield than sheer numbers.?° Whatever the case, by the end
of the fifth day of the war, October 10, the IDF had repulsed the Syrian
army from the area, with the exception of an intelligence-gathering
facility on the slopes of Mount Hermon, which Israel would retake in
the final days of the war. The IDF’s superiority in maneuver warfare
once again proved to be a “game winner.”

On October 11, the IDF launched a counteroffensive into Syria,
with the aim of capturing additional territory that could be used as a
postwar bargaining chip. The CIA report correctly mentions that the
Israeli advance was rather cautious, with the IDF moving “in a manner
designed to minimize casualties by using heavy tank and artillery fire
to open the way [instead of] making costly armor charges.”?° By this
point in the war, the IDF sought to conserve its forces for its planned
counteroffensive in the Sinai. The northern counteroffensive came to
a halt on October 14, when the IDF had advanced to within artillery
range of the Syrian capital, Damascus. Indeed, the IDF subjected
several targets in the Damascus suburbs to occasional bombardment
to drive home the notion that the Syrian capital was not beyond Israel’s
reach.

From October 15 to October 24, when a stable cease-fire went into
effect, Israel was mainly content to hold its positions on the Golan
front, shifting the focus of its war effort to the Sinai front. The Syrian
army, along with Iraqi and Jordanian expeditionary forces, attempted
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to mount several local counterattacks against the Israeli enclave inside
Syria from October 16 onward, but the IDF repelled these attacks
without too much difficulty. In so doing, the IDF was aided on at least
one occasion by the faulty coordination among Syrian, Iraqi, and
Jordanian forces, which saw the Syrian army heavily bombard its allies,
resulting in what the CIA report labeled a “tragic fiasco.”3!

The War on the Sinai Front

IDF forces on the Sinai front were even more heavily outnumbered
than they were on the Golan front at the outset of hostilities. Israeli
forces consisted of fewer than 500 infantrymen manning a string of
fortifications along the Suez Canal, collectively—and grandiosely—
known as the Bar Lev Line. This line, as the CIA report remarks, “was
not intended to be a desert Maginot Line. . . . The Israeli defensive
concepts [sic] did not envisage stopping the Egyptians at the canal’s
edge.”?? Rather, the line constituted a series of forward strongpoints
whose purpose was to report on Egyptian activity along the canal and
to harass any Egyptian forces that might cross to the Israeli side of the
waterway. A few score tanks, some scattered in small groups, backed
up the strongpoints, as did a comparative handful of artillery tubes.
Facing this small force, the Egyptians mustered two army corps—the
Second and Third—that had at their disposal more than 1,000 tanks
and at least 2,000 artillery tubes.*?

In light of the gross imbalance of forces along the canal, the five divi-
sions involved in the initial Egyptian assault had little trouble crossing
to the Israeli side all along the canal, capturing many of the Bar Lev
Line strongpoints, and penetrating 10-20 kilometers inland, where
they quickly fortified their bridgeheads. The Israeli response to this
assault consisted primarily of unsupported “tank charges” by small
units in ultimately futile efforts to relieve besieged Bar Lev Line posi-
tions. The IDF lost over 150 tanks—approximately 175 if mechanical
breakdowns are taken into account—during the first day of the war,
many to Egyptian infantrymen armed with antitank missiles and
rockets.**

Nevertheless—and once more in contrast to many observers of the
Yom Kippur War, who leaped to the conclusion that the tank would
no longer be dominant on the future battlefield as a result of the impact
of antitank missiles and rockets—the CIA report takes a more cautious
and nuanced view of the effectiveness of antitank weapons in the war.
It cogently states that:
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In the first two or three days of the war, the Egyptian antitank
system[s] inflicted heavy losses on the Israelis when they tried to
use their armor according to the 1967 pattern [i.e., unsupported
by infantry and artillery]. The most effective use of the antitank
[systems] was made from fixed defensive positions. Subsequently,
however, the Israelis learned to spot potential ambush sites,
recognized . . . firing signatures and likely launch points, and
began operating in conjunction with infantry teams to defeat the
antitank [systems]. By the end of the 1973 war, the Israelis’
armored forces had learned to operate effectively[,] despite
Egypt’s antitank [systems].>

The report also notes that antitank weapons were essentially ineffective
on the Golan, because the hilly and rocky terrain there made them diffi-
cult to deploy.?¢ A postwar survey of destroyed Israeli tanks carried out
by American military officers reached the conclusion that no more than
25 percent of IDF losses—and quite possibly a much smaller
percentage—could be attributed to antitank missiles and rockets.?” The
tank remained the king of the battlefield during the Yom Kippur War.

The CIA report ascribes these heavy IDF tank losses at the begin-
ning of hostilities to faulty tactics. The report is right to do so. The lack
of infantry and artillery support during the first days of the war certainly
rendered Israeli tanks very vulnerable when they attacked into the teeth
of Egyptian defenses; faulty tactics alone, however, are not enough to
account for the IDF losses. The IDF’s poor C? in the Sinai proved
equally responsible for these losses.?® Bickering and confusion among
IDF GHAQ, southern command HQ, and division commanders and
their subordinates resulted in poor decision making (e.g., in not autho-
rizing a rapid withdrawal of endangered Bar Lev Line strongpoints)
and disorganized, piecemeal relief efforts by isolated tank forces acting
largely on their own.

These same C? problems were in evidence when the IDF launched
a major counterattack on Egyptian positions on October 8, after two
reserve tank divisions had arrived in Sinai.?* The attack initially made
some progress, but quickly bogged down, as unsupported IDF tank
forces once more suffered substantial losses at the hands of Egyptian
antitank missiles and rockets. The CIA report makes no mention of the
crippling effect of C? problems on the Israeli attack—C? problems that
kept one of the two tank divisions moving around in circles throughout
the battle, while the other division engaged in uncoordinated thrusts
toward Egyptian positions.*°

Despite its defeat, the Israeli counterattack, whose purpose was to
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roll up Egyptian defensive positions from north to south and, perhaps,
to seize one of the Egyptian army’s bridges across the canal, essentially
checked any further Egyptian advances for the moment. From October
9-13, both the IDF and the Egyptian army were largely content to hold
their positions, occasionally probing the other side’s defenses, in what
the CIA report jokingly referred to as a “sitzkrieg.”*!

On October 14, the Egyptian army—in part in an attempt to relieve
pressure on the Syrian army on the Golan and in part in an attempt to
reach the Sinai mountain passes as dictated by phase two of its Soviet-
inspired operational plan—Ilaunched a major offensive into the teeth of
three IDF tank divisions.** Masters of the kind of mobile warfare neces-
sitated by this offensive, the Israelis had no trouble defeating every
Egyptian army thrust, destroying 200-250 Egyptian tanks at little cost
to themselves and setting the stage for the IDF to launch a cross-canal
offensive of its own.

From October 15, when the first IDF forces crossed over into
“Africa” (i.e., the Egyptian side of the Suez Canal), until October 24,
when a more or less stable cease-fire came into effect, the Israelis were
on the offensive, the Egyptians on the defensive.** The IDF simulta-
neously attacked Egyptian positions on both sides of the canal, as well
as repelled Egyptian efforts to choke off the Israeli bridgehead. One
senior TRADOC officer, undoubtedly employing a touch of hyper-
bole, described the fighting during this stage of the war as follows:

When the cross-Suez battlefield became fluid, the IDF . . .
destroyed 90 percent of the defending Egyptian tanks with no
IDF losses, sweeping up the canal banks, destroying Egyptian
[antitank missile] positions where crews had been destroyed or
driven from their positions by suppressive fires [sic] of artillery or
by infantry.*

On the Egyptian side of the canal, IDF forces quickly fanned out,
overrunning SAM and AAA batteries, opening up undefended flight
corridors, which in turn allowed the TAF to engage in effective CAS
and interdiction strikes on behalf of ground forces. By the end of the
war, the IDF had advanced to within 100 kilometers of the Egyptian
capital, Cairo, held more territory on the Egyptian side of the canal than
Egypt held on the Israeli side, and had surrounded the Egyptian Third
Army corps (though American diplomatic intervention ultimately
compelled the IDF to release its grip on the Egyptians).
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Basic Lessons of the War

American intelligence analysts and military officers drew a number of
fundamental conclusions from the Yom Kippur War.** First, the
results of the fighting, particularly on the Golan front, bolstered the
validity of NATO’s contemporary operational plan, which was based
upon a frontier defense of Central Europe. To counter a WP invasion,
in other words, NATO envisaged waging a mobile campaign at the
West German border, relying on the qualitative superiority of its forces
to stop their more numerous foe in its tracks, only then moving over to
a counteroffensive of its own. American intelligence analysts and mili-
tary officers took heart from the fact that:

. . . the tenacity and adaptability of small units and their imme-
diate leaders enabled the Israelis to stabilize the front and go
over to the offensive so quickly. This was especially evident on
the Golan, where Israeli forces, though [heavily] outnumbered

. in almost every category of equipment, were able to stop
the Syrian advance within 24 hours and eliminate it within 72
hours.*

In the Yom Kippur War, the IDF had shown that a Western-oriented
army—with the proper training, leadership, and tactics—could not
only quickly recover from an invasion by Soviet-oriented, numerically
superior armies, but could also defeat them in rather short order
without sacrificing large tracts of territory in the process.

Second, the results of the fighting reinforced in the minds of
American intelligence analysts and military officers the importance of
“combined arms”—the idea that, for an army to prevail on the battle-
field, all of its different components (e.g., its intelligence, tank, infantry,
artillery, engineer, and air forces) must work together in a seamless web
to overcome a foe. The CIA report sensibly remarks that “the battle-
field . . . is a complicated environment and no one weapon or arm of
service can function effectively on it without the active aid and coop-
eration of others.” One senior TRADOC officer commented
similarly that “the density—intensity—lethality equation will prevent
[future] domination of the battle by any single weapons system; to win,
it will be necessary to employ all battlefield systems in closely coordi-
nated all-arms actions.”*® And the head of TRADOC at the time of the
Yom Kippur War commented that, “The Israelis demonstrated [that]
it is possible to operate successfully in the face of highly lethal weapons
by effective use of the combined arms team[:] that is[,] tanks supported
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by mechanized infantry, self-propelled artillery, and self-propelled air
defense weapons.”*°

American intelligence analysts and military officers presciently
retained their faith in the efficacy of both tanks and aircraft. The CIA
report observes that:

The effectiveness of [Soviet antitank missiles and rockets] was
described in almost mythical proportions in the immediate after-
math of the 1973 war. The evidence now available supports a
much more realistic appraisal. Antitank weapons . . . took a heavy
toll of Israeli armor. But they did not render the tank obsolete.
The initial impression created by the Egyptian use of [antitank
weapons] was artificially reinforced by the inappropriate tactics
used by the Israelis in the first few days of the war.>°

The most destructive antitank weapon on the battlefield remained the
tank. At least 90 percent of Arab tanks destroyed in the Yom Kippur
War and at least 75 percent of Israeli tanks destroyed in the war were
knocked out by other tanks.>! As for aircraft, while they might no longer
be able to operate with as much freedom over the battlefield as in the
past, they could still deliver highly effective CAS and interdiction
strikes (especially with PGMs, as demonstrated by the IAF’s employ-
ment of these weapons in the last days of the fighting), so long as the
opponent’s IADS had been dealt with beforehand through a combined
arms effort.

Third, the sheer deadliness of the modern battlefield surprised intel-
ligence analysts and military officers. The head of TRADOC asserted
“that modern weapons are vastly more lethal than any weapons we have
encountered on the battlefield before.””>? He went on to point out that,
“Egypt and Syria lost approximately 1,500 to 2,000 tanks. That would
equate to all the tanks we have in Europe. [They lost] five hundred
artillery tubes . . .; [this number] is almost equal [to] the [total] amount
of artillery [we have] in Europe.”>® And he added that, “if the rate of
loss which occurred in the . . . war during the short period of 18 to 20
days were extrapolated to the battlefields of Europe over a period of 60
to 90 days, the resulting losses would reach levels for which the United
States Army is not prepared in any way.”>* Another senior TRADOC
officer noted that combined Israeli and Arab tank losses in just the first
week of the Yom Kippur War exceeded the total number of tanks that
the United States Army had in Europe at the time.>

The way to avoid these potential losses in a future war, determined
American intelligence analysts and military officers, was to enhance
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the training and tactics of the American army. “[I]t is essential,” wrote
the head of TRADOC, “[that] we have a highly trained and highly
skilled combined arms team of armor, infantry, artillery, and air
defense backed up by the support required to sustain combat opera-
tions.” He went on to say that, “[The training of the individual as
well as the team will make the difference between success and failure
on the battlefield. Well trained Israeli[s] . . . made the difference in
1973.7%¢ Another senior TRADOC officer expressed himself even
more emphatically on this theme when he said of the lessons of the
Yom Kippur War that:

In modern battle, regardless of which side outnumbers the other,
and regardless of who attacks whom, the outcome of battle at
the tactical and operational levels will be decided by factors other
than numbers and other than who attacks and who defends. In
the end[,] the side that somehow, at some time, somewhere in
the course of battle seizes the initiative and holds it to the end
will be the side that wins. More often than not|[,] the outcome of
battle defies the traditional calculus used to predict such
outcomes. It is strikingly evident that battles are yet won by the
courage of soldiers, the character of leaders, and the combat
excellence of well-trained units—beginning with crews,
platoons, companies, battalions, and squadrons and ending with
regiments, brigades, divisions, and corps. The best tank on the
battlefield is yet the one with the best crew. The best units on the
battlefield are those that are well trained and well led[,] and
those who have trained together to a high level of excellence
before the battle’s onset.”

American intelligence analysts and military officers, of course, drew
many other conclusions from the results of the Yom Kippur War, on
issues ranging from age-old supply and logistics concerns to the latest
developments in electronic warfare in the air, at sea, and on land.
Nevertheless, the belief that the higher-quality few could defeat the
lower-quality many, the belief that a combined arms approach to
fighting would be essential in the future, and the belief that modern
weapons would cause unprecedented loss rates on the battlefield were
certainly among the most important findings to come out of an analysis
of the war.
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Summary

An official who read the CIA’s description and analysis of the Yom
Kippur War scribbled “very interesting report” on its front cover.
Indeed, not only is the report fascinating in and of itself, but it also
exemplifies the sober, measured perspective adopted by American
intelligence analysts and military officers with respect to the nature,
progress, and results of the war, its omissions and inaccuracies notwith-
standing. Unlike many observers of the fighting, who claimed that the
Yom Kippur War represented a revolution in warfare, at least in the
sense that advanced antiaircraft and antitank weapons had rendered the
aircraft and the tank largely impotent (if not entirely obsolete) on the
modern battlefield, American intelligence analysts and military officers
wisely concluded that no such revolution had taken place. Rather, they
insightfully asserted that heavy IDF losses in aircraft and tanks in the
opening days of the war were not so much a consequence of advanced
technologies, but instead were caused primarily by the lopsided force
ratios faced by the IDF on both the Golan and Sinai fronts at the outset
of the war in tandem with faulty Israeli tactics, especially in regard to
unsupported “tank charges.” (They should also have added C? prob-
lems to the mix on the Sinai front.) Once the IDF recovered from its
initial shock, deployed its reserves, and improvised new tactics, they
noted, its aircraft and tanks not only suffered far fewer losses, but they
also spearheaded the Israeli victory in the war.

The results of the Yom Kippur War served to reinforce in the
mindset of American intelligence analysts and military officers some
long-standing and tried-and-true basics about warfare, particularly that
the superior few could defeat the inferior many, given the appropriate
training and leadership, and that a combined arms approach at the
operational and tactical levels of fighting offered the best prospect of
victory on the battlefield at a tolerable cost in men and machines. For
them, in short, the Yom Kippur War represented not a revolution but
rather an evolution in the nature of war.
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The Israeli Response

For the Israeli defense establishment, as for the Israeli populace, the
1973 Yom Kippur War constituted a profoundly unsettling experi-
ence. Beyond the initial shock caused by the Egyptian and Syrian
surprise attack, and beyond the enduring pain over the heavy personnel
losses suffered by the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) during the ensuing
three-week war, the defense establishment could not but acknowledge
the disturbing reality that some of the most strongly held assumptions
underlying Israel’s defense posture in the years prior to the Yom
Kippur War had turned out to be thoroughly misguided when push
came to shove.

The Agranat Commission—an investigative body composed of
prominent retired jurists and generals whose mandate included
probing the IDF’s mistaken intelligence assessment on the eve of the
war, its unpreparedness for battle, and the consequent battlefield
setbacks at the outbreak of the war, especially on the Sinai front—
offered perhaps the first in-depth critique of Israel’s defense posture
before the war. Released in its final form in January 1975, the commis-
sion’s report highlighted fundamental flaws in the IDF’s processing of
intelligence data and in its combat readiness on the eve of the war, as
well as serious command and control (C?) problems during the early
days of hostilities, again particularly on the southern front, and urged
a series of reforms to avoid a repeat of these mistakes.!

Based on the recommendations of the Agranat Commission report,
as well as on the lessons learned by the IDF itself as a result of its expe-
rience in the war, the Israeli defense establishment took a close look at
the IDF’s force structure and war-fighting doctrine in the years after
1973. While reaffirming its faith in certain elements of the IDF’s force
structure and war-fighting doctrine, the defense establishment also
initiated numerous reforms in an effort to prevent a repeat of the
mistakes made prior to the Yom Kippur War. Simultaneously, the
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defense establishment also grappled with the reorganization of Israel’s
intelligence community.

Intelligence Reforms

The Agranat Commission members, like all other informed observers
of the war, concluded that IDF military intelligence, A’MAN, bore
much of the responsibility for Israel’s setbacks in the early days of
hostilities. The problem lay not with its collection of intelligence data,
but rather with its analysis of that information.? A’MAN, after all, had
nearly complete and highly accurate data on the Egyptian and Syrian
armies’ capabilities: their orders of battle, the disposition of their forces,
their plans of attack, the quantity and quality of their weapons, and so
forth. And, several days prior to the outbreak of hostilities, A’MAN had
informed both IDF general headquarters (GHQ) and the civilian
government that the Egyptian and Syrian armies massed along the
borders were now in a position to initiate a war with Israel at any
moment. Rather, the problem lay in the realm of intelligence analysis.
Despite issuing a “war warning,” A’MAN continued to insist that
Egypt and Syria had no intention of going to war with Israel—that
hostilities remained a low probability event—an estimate upon which
IDF GHQ and the civilian government relied in making decisions
about how to handle the threatening situation on the state’s borders.
A’MAN only reversed this estimate a few hours before hostilities broke
out; by then, however, the IDF could not be mobilized and deployed
to meet the Egyptian and Syrian attacks in strength.

Many informed observers would later chalk up Israel’s intelligence
fiasco to hubiris, a feeling of overwhelming self-confidence that was said
to be pervasive not only throughout A’MAN and the IDF, but also
throughout Israeli society in general, in the aftermath of the 1967 Six-
Day War. One eminent historian, based on his personal observations,
summed up the problem succinctly this way:

But what was most injurious [about the outcome of the Six-Day
War] was the effect it had on the Israelis’ mind-set [sic], from top
to bottom. ... The disease of hubris infected the nation from top
to bottom.?

This hubris, according to these observers, bred a certain amount of
contempt for the capabilities of Israel’s Arab foes, a contempt that fed
directly into the state’s undeniable complacency on the eve of the Yom
Kippur War.
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Regardless of the deeper explanation for Israel’s unpreparedness
for war, aside from calling for the immediate dismissal of the officers
deemed most culpable for this fiasco—namely A’MAN’s command-
ing officer, his deputy, and a couple of mid-level officers attached to
the IDF’s southern command—the Agranat Commission made a
number of recommendations for reform in the intelligence sphere that
were accepted by the IDF and the civilian government. Within
A’MAN itself, analysis from this point forward would focus more
intently on a potential opponent’s capabilities to wage war against
Israel than on its intentions to do so. Moreover, a “devil’s advocate”
unit was created to inhibit the tendency toward “groupthink,” a psy-
chological tendency in which dissenting voices within an organization
are eventually brought around to the majority’s way of thinking
through subtle peer pressure. This unit would serve as a “reality
check” on the prevailing strain of thinking within A’MAN by offering
an alternative analysis of the intelligence data at hand. Outside of
A’MAN, the Agranat Commission urged the creation of a national
security council (NSC) to advise the prime minister, as well as the
strengthening of the foreign ministry’s research and analysis unit, both
in order to dilute AMAN’s traditional dominance over national intel-
ligence estimates. A former IDF chief of staff who took command of
the Sinai front during the Yom Kippur War summed up the reason-
ing for the creation of independent analytical voices when he said that
“the processing of intelligence estimates through a number of inde-
pendent agencies can prevent . . . misconceptions.”*

Israel has not suffered an intelligence fiasco similar to the one it
sustained on the eve of the Yom Kippur War in the decades since 1973.
Nevertheless, determining the extent to which reforms in the intelli-
gence community are responsible for sparing Israel from a repeat of
this kind of fiasco is not at all easy. The reforms notwithstanding, critics
claim, not much has really changed in the intelligence community over
the years since the Yom Kippur War. A’MAN remains the central voice
in respect of providing national intelligence estimates to the IDF and
the civilian government. Neither the NSC nor the foreign ministry has
enjoyed much influence over this endeavor. Indeed, a strong case can
be made that regional developments in the Middle East over the past
few decades rather than procedural improvements inside the intelli-
gence community should be credited for the fact that Israel has not
been subjected to another crushing strategic surprise since 1973. The
1979 Egyptian—Israeli and 1994 Jordanian—Israeli peace treaties, after
all, significantly reduced the capability of the Arab world to engage in
a full-scale war against Israel, a trend that has been substantially rein-
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forced over the past two decades by the virtual disintegration of such
key Middle Eastern states as Iraq and, later, Syria.

Force Structure Reforms

Vladimir Lenin is reputed to be the source of the quip that “quantity
has a quality all its own.” Regardless of whether he is the father of this
remark, the idea that underlies it contains more than a little merit
insofar as concerns the battlefield. Numbers in themselves might not
be a decisive element in warfare, but they can go a long way toward
offsetting any advantages possessed by a less numerous but qualita-
tively superior opponent. Numbers, in short, count. Prior to the Yom
Kippur War, the Israeli defense establishment had always steadfastly
adhered to the principle that the “few” could overcome the “many” if
the few were sufficiently superior to the many in quality. After the war,
the Israeli defense establishment continued to adhere to this principle;
however, it also decided to hedge its bet by drastically expanding the
IDF’s order of battle.

A few statistics will suffice to illustrate that the Israeli defense estab-
lishment clearly absorbed the lesson about the effectiveness of numbers
on the battlefield. The standing forces, composed of a mixture of
professional soldiers and conscripts, increased from about 75,000 men
(and women) prior to 1973 to about 170,000 in the decade following
the war, an increase of 130 percent. Similarly, the reserves ballooned
from approximately 275,000 men (and women) before the Yom
Kippur War to approximately 450,000 in the decade following the war.
The number of tanks in the IDF’s inventory doubled in the 10 years
after the war, while the number of armored personnel carriers (APCs)
increased fourfold. Furthermore, the IDF’s stock of “consumables”—
that is, munitions, spare parts, POL (petroleum, oil, and lubricants),
and so on—doubled in the years after the war, increasing from about a
two-week supply to about a four-week supply.® The defense establish-
ment’s decision to stock up on consumables stemmed from its desire
to ensure that the IDF could fight the next war to its conclusion without
relying on supplies from abroad, a decision taken in response to the
delayed American air- and sealift to Israel during the Yom Kippur War,
which meant that American arms shipments during the hostilities had
only a very limited impact on the IDF’s fortunes on the battlefield.

Lest it be thought that the Israeli defense establishment focused
solely on quantity in its force structure reforms, the quality of the IDF’s
acquisitions in the post-1973 years was equally impressive. The Israel
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Air Force (IAF) not only received the most advanced American fighter-
bombers, but also highly sophisticated electronic countermeasures
(ECM) equipment and precision-guided munitions (PGMs) from
both American and Israeli industry, not to mention unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAVSs), a field in which Israel quickly became a world leader.
The ground forces received advanced Israeli-designed and Israeli-
constructed tanks, the latest American armored personnel carriers
(APCs), self-propelled artillery tubes, and engineering vehicles, as well
as all kinds of modern American and Israeli infantry weapons, particu-
larly antitank missiles. And the Israel Navy (IN) expanded its inventory
of sophisticated fast patrol boats (FPBs) equipped with antiship mis-
siles.

Like its American counterpart, the Israeli defense establishment did
not endorse the conclusion that the arrival of sophisticated antitank and
air defense weapons signaled the demise of the tank and the aircraft.
Rather, like its American counterpart, the defense establishment main-
tained that the tank and the aircraft would continue to be hugely
important instruments on the post-1973 battlefield. At a symposium
dedicated to the lessons of the Yom Kippur War, the IDF chief of staff
during the war asserted that:

The air force and armor remain the decisive factors on the battle-
field. Their superiority and their success in battle are vital for
victory in war. . . . In my opinion, the decisive role of the air force
and the armor is true in defense and in offense.®

Hence, the Israeli defense establishment’s decision to build up the
IDF’s air and armored forces, both quantitatively and qualitatively, in
the post-1973 years.

Still, the Israeli defense establishment also absorbed the lesson that,
on a battlefield saturated with sophisticated antitank and air defense
weapons, tanks and aircraft would function more effectively and at
lower cost to themselves as part of a combined arms team that incor-
porated sufficient artillery, infantry, engineering, and logistical forces.
The internalization of this lesson is what spurred the Israeli defense
establishment to acquire large numbers of self-propelled artillery tubes,
large numbers of APCs equipped with mortars and machine guns, large
quantities of antitank missiles and other infantry weapons, and large
numbers of engineering and logistical vehicles in the wake of the Yom
Kippur War.”

The Israeli defense establishment did not simply content itself with
expanding the size and sophistication of the IDF’s combat units and
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weapons systems, however. It also made great qualitative improve-
ments to the IDF’s entire command and control (C?) system. The Yom
Kippur War C? system, which had proven to be problematic, particu-
larly on the Sinai front, was replaced with a far more sophisticated and
robust command, control, communications, and intelligence (C3I)
system that not only improved the links between various headquar-
ters—for example, between GHQ and area commands—but also
improved the links between the ground forces, the air force, and the
navy, the need of which constituted yet another lesson learned from the
IDF’s experience in the Yom Kippur War. Furthermore, the inclusion
of advanced intelligence-collection systems, especially UAVs, afforded
both senior and junior IDF officers with access to real-time, actionable
intelligence data for the first time in the IDF’s history.

War-fighting Doctrine Reforms

Like the IDF’s force structure reforms in the post-1973 years, the
IDF’s war-fighting doctrinal reforms in the same years displayed both
continuity and change. The Israeli defense establishment, on the one
hand, remained committed to offensive mancuver warfare based first
and foremost on the tank and the aircraft as the IDF’s principal modus
operandi at both the operational and tactical levels of war. On the other
hand, however, armor and airpower would henceforward operate
within the context of a traditional combined arms approach to warfare,
one in which the IDF’s artillery, infantry, and engineering forces would
have much enhanced roles in comparison to those they filled in the pre-
1973 years. At the aforementioned symposium, the IDF’s wartime
chief of staff summed up the Israeli defense establishment’s philosophy
moving forward:

Combined operations and the combined task force present what
| consider to be one of the major lessons to be learned on the
tactical and [operational] levels. . . . [D]uring [the Yom Kippur
War], we [i.e., the IDF] realized that combined operations have a
growing importance in modern warfare, and are becoming a
crucial factor for success in every single battle, in every
campaign[,] and in every war. The reason for this is the develop-
ment and variety of modern sophisticated weapons. For instance,
the efficiency of anti-aircraft [sic] missile batteries has been
proven during the [Yom Kippur] War. Because of the efficiency
of the missiles, the task of our aircraft was complicated to a great
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extent, and many new difficulties and problems were introduced.
It is therefore necessary to use different and combined weapons
systems.

Anti-tank [sic] missiles have also proved significantly effective
in battle, although less so than the myth broadcast during the
war. This does not in any way decrease the importance of tanks
on the battlefield. On the other hand, there is no denying the fact
that the missiles endanger tanks, and hinder their accomplish-
ment of missions on targets defended by infantry. It is therefore
mandatory to combine artillery support with every armor opera-
tion—this in order to neutralize anti-tank [sic] missiles and
infantry as much as possible. There is also need for massive
artillery support against the enemy’s artillery, which represents a
significant obstacle to the advance of armor.

An armor operation must be accompanied by infantry in order
to prevent anti-tank [sic] activity mainly in those areas where the
tanks’ visibility and fire are limited. To these should be added
engineering crews, to cope with minefields, ditches[,] and other
obstacles which, due to modern trends in the development of
engineering equipment, such as quick mine-laying, have become
quite numerous.®

Integration and symmetry among combat arms would be the hallmark
of IDF campaigns going forward.

Another important dimension of the IDF’s war-fighting doctrine
that displayed both continuity and change in the post-1973 years
concerned the priorities of the IAF. On the one hand, the air force
continued to stress the attainment of air superiority vis-a-vis both Arab
air forces and integrated air defense systems (IADSs) as its primary
endeavor; hence, its postwar build-up emphasized the development of
capabilities to shoot down aircraft, attack air bases, and suppress air
defenses, especially surface-to-air missile (SAM) batteries. Providing
assistance to the IDF’s ground forces, especially in the close air support
(CAS) role, continued to be rather low on its list of priorities. This
ordering of priorities had the backing of the IDF, despite its experience
in the Yom Kippur War. In the words of the IDF’s wartime chief of
staff:

The primary goal of the air force is to secure the skies throughout
the country [i.e., over Israel] and above the combat forces. . . .

| see the air force’s main role in the support of ground forces
in interdiction—to achieve destruction of the enemy’s military
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infrastructure, cause havoc among troop movements|,] and, in
one word, to paralyze the enemy forces. Even before 1973, |
considered the subject of [CAS] the last priority task of the air
force. | always believed that ground forces, secure from the
enemy'’s air activity, should defeat enemy ground forces unaided.
The [Yom Kippur War] reconfirmed my belief that [CAS] is costly
in casualties, and that there is no positive ratio between relatively
great losses and limited results.®

On the other hand, its experience in the Yom Kippur War made clear
to the IAF that, in a future war, it might have to assist the ground forces
before it achieved air superiority vis-a-vis Arab air forces and IADSs;
therefore, it improved its capability to do so in the post-1973 years,
particularly by establishing a substantial antitank helicopter force.'°
The IAF intended these helicopters to serve as “flying tanks” that could
respond very quickly to an opponent’s attack, using terrain-masking
techniques to minimize their exposure to air defense weapons while
knocking out tanks with their antitank missiles.

The status of the navy within the IDF’s war-fighting doctrine
evolved as well as a result of its experience in the Yom Kippur War.
Before the war, the Isracli defense establishment had viewed the IN as
little more than a coastal defense force whose contributions to the
state’s security were confined to preventing a seaborne attack and to
keeping open the maritime routes to Israel, particularly those in the
Mediterranean Sea, so that cargo could continue to flow into and out
of Israeli ports. During the war, however, not only did the IN prevent
attacks against targets on the Israeli coast and keep the Mediterranean
shipping lanes open by sweeping the Egyptian and Syrian navies from
the sea in a series of encounters between FPBs armed with antiship
missiles, but it also helped to tie down significant Egyptian and Syrian
army forces along their coasts, where they could not contribute to the
fight against IDF ground forces, by carrying out attacks against
strategic targets—for example, ports and POL facilities—along their
coasts in loose coordination with the IAF.!' Furthermore, in the Red
Sea area, persistent IN attacks against Egyptian anchorages in the area
helped the IDF’s ground forces to conquer more territory during their
cross-canal offensive than would have been possible without the navy’s
assistance. The IDF’s wartime chief of staff summed up the Israeli
defense establishment’s newfound attitude after the war toward the IN:

... I changed my mind about the tasks of the [IN] after the [Yom
Kippur War]. My belief [before the war] was that our navy,
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greatly outnumbered by the Arab navies, [had] only one task: to
defend the coast. . . . Due to [its] excellent performance, | came
to the conclusion that the [IN] can do much more in the event of
another war.™

His comments would be amply validated during the next Arab—Israeli
war, the 1982 Lebanon War.

The Test of War

Though not nearly as swift or spectacular as its victories in the 1956
Sinai Campaign, the 1967 Six-Day War, or even the Yom Kippur War,
the IDF unquestionably defeated its opponents, the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLLO) and the Syrian army, in the Lebanon
War. And its force structure and war-fighting doctrinal reforms in the
post-1973 years clearly made a significant contribution to this triumph.
If not for the fact that much of the fighting occurred in urban or moun-
tainous terrain, which imposed severe limits on how the IDF could
wage war in these areas, it would have undoubtedly won a speedier and
more lopsided victory.!?

The IAF recorded one of the two most impressive achievements in
its history when it destroyed the Syrian army’s IADS in Lebanon’s
Bekaa Valley in very short order early on during hostilities.'* Israel took
the initiative in the Lebanon War, so the IAF had the opportunity to
do what it had not had the opportunity to do during the Yom Kippur
War: launch a dedicated, large-scale operation against its opponent’s
IADS. This operation saw the highly coordinated employment of
UAVs as both real-time intelligence collectors and decoys, fighter-
bombers equipped with different types of PGMs, airborne electronic
warfare (AEW) and airborne warning and control system (AWACS)
aircraft, and long-range artillery (gun and missile), all knit together by
the most sophisticated C°I battle management system in the world at
that time. The IAF wiped out the Syrian IADS in the space of a few
hours, with no losses to itself. When Syrian air force interceptors rose
to challenge it, the IAF shot down up to 100, again with no losses to
itself. With air superiority attained quickly at the beginning of the war,
the IAF went on to furnish generally effective air support to the IDF’s
ground forces throughout the remainder of hostilities. The IAF’s attack
helicopter fleet proved itself to be a potent instrument in the antitank
and CAS roles. Urban and mountainous terrain, however, often limited
the amount of support that the IAF could deliver to the IDF’s ground
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forces, particularly in built-up areas, as Israel sought to minimize collat-
eral damage among the civilian populace.

The IDF deployed several division-sized combined arms task forces
made up of tanks, mechanized and nonmechanized infantry, artillery,
and engineers to fight PLLO and Syrian forces in southern and eastern
Lebanon, respectively. These combined arms task forces typically
overcame PLO resistance in southern Lebanon rather easily, advancing
to the outskirts of the LLebanese capital, Beirut, in about a week. The
fighting against the Syrian army in eastern L.ebanon proved more diffi-
cult and costly. Nevertheless, while driving the Syrian army back, the
IDF eventually destroyed the equivalent of two Syrian armored divi-
sions. Syrian tank losses were as much as 10 times higher than Israeli
tank losses. Many Syrian tanks were put out of action by IDF infantry
armed with antitank missiles. Though the IDF’s task forces experi-
enced occasional problems in coordinating their tanks, infantry,
artillery, and engineering forces in battle, as well as some C? flaws, the
generally efficient practice of combined arms warfare at both the oper-
ational and tactical levels contributed significantly to the IDF’s defeat
of PLO and Syrian forces in Lebanon.

Still, the Lebanon War is often viewed as a disaster in Israel, princi-
pally because of the prolonged and destructive siege of PL.O forces in
Beirut. It took several months of sustained IDF artillery bombardments
and IAF air strikes to compel the PLLO to abandon Lebanon altogether.
The static, attritional nature of the fighting, which ran counter to the
IDF’s dominant ethos, in which substantial injury was inevitably
inflicted on a civilian populace being used as a gigantic human shield
by PLO forces, despite Israel’s best efforts to minimize collateral
damage, served to undermine in the minds of many Israelis what was
otherwise a considerable military victory in the war.!s

The IN also made a meaningful contribution to the IDF’s triumph.
Not only did it impose a blockade on Lebanon, ensuring that no arms
reached its opponents via the sea, but it also provided effective naval
artillery support via gunfire and missile salvo to IDF ground forces
moving along the coast. And, most important of all, in a well-planned
and well-executed combined operation with IDF ground forces, it
landed an amphibious task force composed of tanks and parachute
infantry behind PL.O lines early in the war, facilitating the IDF’s speedy
advance toward Beirut.
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Summary

The post-1973 intelligence, force structure, and war-fighting doctrinal
reforms put in place by the Israeli defense establishment ensured that
the IDF would remain more than a match for its Arab opponents. By
the mid-1990s, however, Israel’s strategic environment began to
change dramatically from its strategic environment in the post-1973
years. Peace treaties with Egypt and Jordan, the virtually complete
destruction of the Iraqi army in the 1991 Gulf War, and Syria’s utter
inability to achieve “strategic parity” with Israel overlapped with the
steady rise of militarized nonstate actors like Hizbullah in L.ebanon and
Hamas in Judea, Samaria, and Gaza. The probability of interstate war
between Israel and Arab states began to fall dramatically, while the
probability of asymmetrical war between Israel and nonstate Arab
actors began to rise just as dramatically. These complementary trends
necessitated a thorough review of the IDF’s force structure and war-
fighting doctrine.

The Israeli defense establishment started to think in terms of a
“smarter and slimmer” IDF. While it retains a commitment to offen-
sive maneuver warfare to this day, as well as powerful mobile forces to
conduct such warfare if necessary, the IDF has also undergone some-
thing of a paradigm shift over the past two decades. Its force structure
and war-fighting doctrine have steadily shifted away from large-scale
maneuver warfare in the direction of smaller-scale attrition warfare
based on precision firepower, especially as a result of its experiences in
three recent asymmetrical wars: the 2006 Second Lebanon War against
Hizbullah, the 2008-9 Gaza War (commonly known as Operation Cast
Lead) against Hamas (and allied groups), and the 2014 Gaza War
(commonly known as Operation Protective Edge) against Hamas (and
allied groups). For the foreseeable future, it seems, the IDF is likely to
prepare itself primarily for battle against nonstate rather than state
opponents.
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Conclusion
From Defeat to Victory in the
Yom Kippur War

In the years after the 1973 Yom Kippur War, Israelis suffered from a
deep malaise whose origins lay in the war itself. One informed observer
writing as late as the early 1990s noted that:

The Yom Kippur War of October 1973 arouses an uncomfortable
feeling among Israeli[s]. Many think of it as a disaster or a
calamity. This is evident in references to the [w]ar in Israeli liter-
ature, or the way in which the [wl]ar is recalled in the media, on
the anniversary of its outbreak.’

In the years after Israel’s spectacular victory in the 1967 Six-Day War,
predictably enough, Israelis had come to believe that the Israel Defense
Forces (IDF) could not possibly be caught unprepared for war. Nor
did they envision a situation in which the IDF might actually face defeat
on the battlefield. Yet, these nightmare scenarios transpired at the
outset of the Yom Kippur War, shocking Israelis to the core. Add to
these traumatic events the fact that it took three weeks—and the loss of
over 2,500 soldiers and large quantities of fighting machines—for the
IDF to reverse its initial setbacks in the Sinai and on the Golan and to
once again best its Arab foes on the battlefield, and it is not hard to
fathom why Israelis relate to the war with a sense of gloom and doom.

This perception notwithstanding, a very strong case can be made
that the IDF performed better in the Yom Kippur War than in the Six-
Day War, especially in light of the very different circumstances under
which the two wars got underway. In 1967, not only did the IDF take
the initiative, but it also had three weeks prior to the outbreak of hostil-
ities to mobilize and deploy its regular and reserve forces, to give its
reserves some refresher training, to update its intelligence files, to
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prepare its fighting machines, and so on. In 1973, the IDF had none of
these advantages. The Israeli government refused to grant permission
for the Israel Air Force (IAF) to launch a preemptive strike, and the
reserve component of the ground forces had not been readied for battle
prior to the onset of hostilities. The IDF, put simply, went into battle
cold, with almost no prewar preparation to speak of.

These crucial differences are too often forgotten by Israelis, who too
often focus too intently on the mistakes that caused the setbacks of the
opening days of hostilities and too little on the timely and effective
improvisations that resulted in reversals of fortune on both fronts.
Israelis too often focus, in other words, on how the war started rather
than on how it finished, blowing these blunders out of proportion.

To be absolutely clear, the mistakes made prior to the Yom Kippur
War by the IDF—as well as by the Israeli government, for that matter—
were both very real and very debilitating. The IDF slanted both its force
structure and war-fighting doctrine too heavily in favor of tanks and
aircraft at the expense of infantry, artillery, engineers, and logistics.
The IDF and the Israecli government greatly compounded these
mistakes by not heeding numerous warning indicators, all of which
pointed toward the outbreak of war in early October 1973. The IDF,
consequently, had not mobilized and deployed its reserve forces, which
constituted the bulk of its fighting power, to the Sinai and Golan fronts
before the Egyptian and Syrian offensives got underway. The IDF’s
prewar operational plans for defending the fronts, therefore, immedi-
ately became moot, as its forces had to scramble to block the Egyptian
and Syrian offensives. The abandonment of these plans had grave
consequences for the IDF’s tank corps and the IAF, both of which
suffered heavy losses as a result and the latter of which could not
provide effective ground support throughout much of the war.

To its enduring credit, the IDF recovered very swiftly from its initial
setbacks. For reasons related to the natural and man-made topography,
the quality and quantity of deployed forces, the efficiency of command
and control (C?), the speed of reserve mobilization, the application of
airpower, and the employment of combined arms warfare, this turn-
around occurred more quickly on the Golan than in the Sinai. Indeed,
within two days of the outbreak of hostilities, the IDF had already
begun a counterattack in the north to clear the Golan. A week later,
after crushing an Egyptian advance toward the Sinai mountain passes
by effectively employing combined arms warfare, including the appli-
cation of airpower, the IDF began a counteroffensive across the Suez
Canal. A few weeks after hostilities had begun, the IDF found itself
within artillery range of the Syrian capital and a mere 100 kilometers
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from the Egyptian capital, the undisputed victor in the war. Its
outstanding ability to extemporize under fire had led to one of the most
spectacular battlefield reversals in the annals of warfare. And it accom-
plished this feat largely with the arms it had on hand before the war.
American arms transfers during the war, while of political and psycho-
logical comfort to Israel, had no impact on the course of the fighting
on the Golan front and only a limited impact on the Sinai front.

Israel did not fare nearly as well in the diplomatic arena during the
Yom Kippur War. With the crucial exception of the United States,
the world proved either openly hostile to its existence or, at best,
utterly indifferent to its fate. Still, aside from maintaining its
patron—client relationship with the United States, Israel did register a
couple of diplomatic achievements during the war. First, it managed
to arrive at an understanding with Jordan to limit the latter’s partici-
pation in the fighting; thus, Israel never faced the prospect of war on
three fronts simultaneously. And, second, Israel was able to refrain
from activating its nuclear option during the war. Had it publicly
brandished its nuclear arsenal, it is safe to assume, it would have suf-
fered harmful diplomatic consequences, perhaps not least in its
relationship with the United States.

During the Yom Kippur War, in sum, Israel moved from the
precipice of catastrophic defeat to the edge of total victory in a matter
of three weeks. That the IDF did not completely crush the Syrian and,
especially, Egyptian armies can be attributed primarily to the involve-
ment of the United States and the Soviet Union in the war, each in
support of its own Middle Eastern agenda. Had they not inserted them-
selves into events surrounding the war, the IDF might well have won a
more decisive victory in 1973 than it won in 1967. Any analysis of the
Yom Kippur War must not lose sight of this salient point.
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