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T HE most recent Arab-Israeli
major clash, commonly identi-

fied se the “Yom Kippur Wary began
on 6 October 1973 and lasted 18 daye.
During thii brief period, the eombinad
Arab armies lost about 476 airerafk
2300 tanks end probably over 10,000
killed. Israeli eaeualtieeincluded about
2400 dead. Moreover, the Israeli De-
fense Foreee (IDF) lest 115 aircraft
and at least 200 unsalvageable tanks.

The Arabs lost four times as many
tanks as the US Marine Corpe owrre
and committed over aix armored divi-
eiona (plus many brigades) to combat.
On 7 October alone, the IsraeK Air
Force flew 20 times as many sorties se
the US Sixth Fleet ie capable of, with
virtually identical aircreft.

These numbers clearly indicate tbs
msgrdtude of the combat that occurred
during this period. In feet, either of
the two eetwrata cemlmisne, on the
Golen Hsishfs or rdonitthe Suez Cene!
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would rank among the great land-air
battles of all time. Furthermore, the
rival armies were armed with the lat-
est weapon systems available, both So-
viet and Western in origin, mSUYof
which had not previously beerrexposed
to large-male combat. Not surprirr-
ingly, therefore, these hostilities are
of major interest @ most military arr-
alyeta.

On 6 October, at approximately
1400, Egypt and Syria launched syrr-
chroniaed fulkeerde attaeke on Israel.
These eehieved virtually parfent etra-
tegic eurpriee, es the IDF were only
six houre into a partial moMtizstion—
a process that requires 72 houra. That
Ostober Saturday wee Yom Kippur,
the Day of Atonement of the Jawiah
people, end the IDF wee ehmrly un-
prepared paychologieelly for 8 blow at
tlds aeered hoIiday time.

Israeli frontlirrea were manned at
very low IevelmIn the nortth along the
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Golan Heights, three Syrian mecha-
nized infantry and two armored divi-
sions, with 1000 tanke and 600 guns,
assaulted a front held by an Israeli
force which consisted of two armored
brigades, both understrength and one
in virtual cadre status, with about 70
operational tanke. These backed up
several infantry positions, each of pla-
toon size-equal in total strength to
much 1sss then a brigade. The Ieraelis
were outnumbered 12:1.

Nonetheless, the Israelis were on
alert and a series of tank-to tank bat-
tles developed abnost immediately.
Tbe single operational tank brigade
was reinforced by the bulk of the
power of Israel’s largely regular air
force. This consieted of about ,1S0F.k.?i’
Phantonw,’ 165 A4 Skghawks, 100 lfi-
ragee of various types, 25 Super’ Mys-
tdres and several hundred additional
second-line transport and helicopter
aircraft.

Since the sortie-length ranges were
short, and pilot-plane ratios were
great, exceedingly high plane utilisa-
tion ratios were developed by the Is-
raeli Air Force. Overall, the air force
flew over 2000 sorties on a daily aver-
age throughout the war.

By Sunday night, the armored
forces of the Syrian Army were spent
although they had penetrated deep
into the Gokm Heighta. The IDF ar-
mor, outnumbered 12:1, had achieved
a 12:1 kill ratio and, together with the
air force, had decimated the Syrians.

In the south, tbinga bad gone laze
well for Ierael. Five Egyptian maeh-
znimd infantry divisions, rcinforesd
by paratroopers and cmnmandoa, had
launched en attack on tbe Bar-Qw
Line. TMe line-really a eeriae of po-

nsisted of about 30 fortsaitiona—co
with average eomplementaof 60 men
each. The bulk of the dive Ieraeli ar-
mor in Sinai, a reinforced division,
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was well back at Bir Gifgafa. The
Egyptians were able to cr~se easily
eince there was little Israeli armor
available up front where it wae needed.

Ierael had aesumed its embankment
along the Suez Canal would require at
leaet 24 to 48 houre of effort to breach.
However, the Egyptians bad devised
a clever eystem using high-pressure
water jets which did the job far
quicker. Thus, Egypt had 500 tanka
across the canal sooner than the IDF
anticipated and before IDF armored
reserves could reach Sinai. Through a
remarkable engineering effort, by
dawn on Sunday, 7 October, Egypt had
10 operational bridges acrose the ca.
nal, plus 50 motorized ferriee busy
reinforcing the bridgehead—all tKle
under the protection of over 60 SAM$2,
9 and 6 batteries.

The Israeli armored division in the
eoutb did launch a major counter-
stroke etartbw the first evening of
combat. However, this force wee am-
bushed on roada by cemmandoa ueing
RPG7 bamokaa and man-portable Sag-
ger antitank guided miesilae (ATGM).
The Ieraeli armor was badly ebewed
up. Combat againet Egyptian armor
and the massed antitank weapona of
the five Egyptian Infantry divieions
continued into daylight Sunday. By
late aftermoon,the Ieraeli division had
lost 150 of ita 240 tanka. With only 90
Israeli tanks left operational and the
IDF reaervee not yet deployed, the
Egyptians might have had an oppor-
tunity to attack tbe major Sinai
passes, 20 to S0 milae back from the
canal. However, they hesitated and tbe
front became stabilized with tbe ar-
rival of large Israeli reserves, includ-
ing over 700 tanks. The Egyptiane
now held a Ieng, ehallow beachhead
from which they could move east only
through four paeeae, each kea than
100 yarde wide.
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Thus, by Sunday night, a virtual
stalemate had developed. Both Syria
and Egypt had made substantial gains,
They bad already inflicted heavy cas-
ualties on Israel, while that nation
wee still in the midst of a hurried, dis-
organized mobilisation. Had a truce
been meshed at that point, the war
might have ended es a distinct Arab
tectiral victory. However, the Arabs,
flushed with their early sueeeaece,con-
tinued to ttght.

Israsl bed deeided to make ite
major etYort in the north, which ia
closer to ite vital population centere,
and offered the IDF fewer good de-
fensive options than did the south. A
two-pronged north and south offeneive
was ruled out to permit the air force
to concentrate on one area at a time.
while fighting etatic attritionel bet-
tlee in tbe eoutb, the IDF went on the
offcneive in the Golan,

On Monday, Israeli reeerve unita ●

started the destruction of the pinned
down SyrifmWearheade. Methodically,
brigade after. brigade was emeehed.
on Iifondav nighti the lest Syrian ar-
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mored division was thrown into tbe
battle end was, in its turn, demolished.
Of the total of 1260 tanks which
crossed intn Israeli-oeeupiedterritory,
nearly 1000 were deft behhd by the
Syrians, captured or destroyed, A
quick Israeli counteroffensive at this
point might well have broken the Syr-
ians completely. Howaver, bemuse of
logistical and organisational problems
with newly mobilized reserves, this at-
tack could not be launched until much
later in the week. Using slow, conven-
tional tactiee to keep their own” cas-
ualties to a minimum, tbe IDF moved
forward. An Iraqi divieion end a Mo-
roccsn brigade, thrown into battle to
protect Dameeeue, were rendered in-
eff~ive through carefully pbmned Is-
raeli meneuvere wldch were marked
by very low IDF caeualtiea.

Within eeveral daye, tie Israelis
were in artillery range of Damaacue
end were near the Ammao-Dameacus
Itoa& Having increased ita J161din
this ~ the Il)F.eettled.into th9 beet
defeneivepoeitiohe it could+lnil and
stopped moviug forward. There ie a
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combination of reasons why this oc-
curred. First and foremost, Israel had
received clear signe from the Soviet
Union with respect to Damascus being
off-limits. Cutting the Amman-Damas-
cus Road would have also put King
Hussein of Jordan in an awkward PO-
sition and, until then, the Jordan front
had been quiet. Most important, how-
ever, wea that Israel’a relatively slow
advance bad given Syria a chance to
catch ita breatb. Damascue could be
reached, but now only at an unaccept-
able cost to tbe IDF.

For the remainder of the war, thh
front was largely static. The combined
Arab armies did launch a series of
counterattacks which coet them sev-
eral hundred additional tanks to gain
but small amounts of territory.

Just before tbe ceasefire, the IDF
launched a large-scale attack againat
the Syrian positions on Mount Her-
man, the dominant terrain feature of
this area. The mountaintop positions
were taken, but only with substantial
IDF cwmaltiea. This waa ona of the
most expensive operations of tbe en-
tire war.
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Meanwhile, at sea, a series of bat-
tles took place in Arab territorial
waters between Israeli Sacw and Re-
shef and Arab Osa and Korrwr class
miesile boats. These actions pitted the
Soviet Styz surface-to-surface missile
against the much smaller range Is-
raeli Gabrz”tdmissile. The advantage
of increased range ehould have been
decisive. Nearly 50 Soviet missiles
were fired, but not one bit waa ob-
tained, probably because of superior
Is r a e 1i electronic countermeasure
equipment. On the other hand, at least
eight Osa and Komar craft were de-
stroyed by Gabn”et missiles. In addi-
tion, at leaet three neutral merchant
ships got caught in the sea battles and
were eunk. Additional Arab craft were
sunk by guntire from IDF motor mis-
sile boats (PGPds). The Gabn”el was
eo successful that the Arab navies
ceased leaving port. As a result, Is-
raeli boate bombarded coastal targets
in Syria and Egypt almoat at will.

In the critical gronnd warfare, Is-
raeli attention shifted to the eoutb
after the eight-day defeat of Syria
during the period 6-14 October. Dur-
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ing this time, three Egyptian armored
divisions were moved to the Eeet Bank
to reinforce the five mechessiced in-
fantry Aivieione still there. Perhaps
reacting to their ally’s diilicukiee in
the north, on Saturday end Sunday,
19 and 14 October, they bmnched
massive armored attacks agsdnet the
Israeli bottlenecks. The Egyptians lost
heavily in these attecke. Up tm 300
tanks were destroyed. Nonetheless, for
all practical purposes, the Egyptians
gained no ground. By this time, a
total of 1200 Egyptian tanks had

f

crossed over into the “ ‘ from Af-
rice. A substantial er were de-
stroyed or otherwise e nonoper-
ational, while the bu of Israeli ar-
mor wee still unca “ ad.

Iereeli tactics for the sort of eitua-
tion then existing bed never envi-
sioned broad frontal attacks. Rather,
Ieraeli doctrine called for a narrow
piercing of anticipated Egyptian lines

hldi l!i5mm howitsw

and crossing onto the west bank. This
attack could hsve taken place at any
time after 8 Oetiber when IDF forces
reached Sinai in numbers. However,
the general eteff Srst wanted to wear
down Egyptian armored strength. The
attacks of the IWh end 14th had gone
far to eccomplieh tbie. Furthermore,
virtually the entire armored end
mechenieed strength of Egypt WVM
now in Sinei. Once across the canal
intro EgypL there would be little to
oppose the advancing IDF forces.

Israel intended’ both to penetrate
the Egypthm lines end to croee the
canal in the same night, An over-
strengtb division-consisting of three
armored end two meehenknd (para-
trooper) brigades-wee ueed for this
operation. One mechanized unit acted
se a base of fire, two armored brigades
formed the spearhead and the rereain-
ing two brigades were to be used to
cross the canal-the tanks on snotor-
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izad barges, the pzratroopsra on pen-
toons. By 0730, 16 October, the two
brigades were safely acroas.

However, intense combat still ragad
on the Shai side where penetration
had bean made just north of tke Great
B]tter Lake. The division commander
had intended to uae his forces across
the canal for a iargc-scale rwki on
Cai_for poiiticzd end paychologhd
reaaona. Tke road was wide opaa and
Cairo undoubtedly could have been at-
taciosd that n i g h t. Ffowever, the
Southern Cmmumd and the gaaerai
staff believed that the division should
take a more conservative approach
cud simplv widen the bridgehead
north toward Iamailia. Tide was so
ordered. But the confusion in purpose
cost the IDF vitai houra. It took this
divieion about 96 edditionei houre to
widen the gap to Ismwtiia on both

68

sidea of the canai. Exceedingly heavy
combat wee required. When the gen-
eral staff judged the bridgehead se-
cure, two additional armored diviaionx
crossed the canal and ewept south tn-
ward Suea.

Initially, the Egyptian General Staff
badly misjudged the aim and inten-
tion of the IDF teak forse. They
thought it wee a smell force largely
orgeniaed for a raid on wcat baok
SAM aitae. Ae a result, they leunched
only amaii and unmordinated counter-
attacba against it. Furthermore, the
attach had coincidentsSy been made
near tha junction of the two Egyptian
corpe (or armies) in Sinai. The loca-
tion was actuaiiy chosen to coincide
with prc-prepared week epeta in the
embankment end protasted vehicle
marshaling areas.

The Great Bitter Lobe formed a
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neturaliy pro~;ve southern flank for
the eaeeulting Isreeii forces. The five-
division-strong Third A r m y was
tbrcntened by Ieraeli unita operating
against both ite Sanka while it fronted
against impossible bottlenccke near
the Giddi end Iditla Pessee.

Mesnwbil% the two Israeli armored
divieione which bed creeeed the cnnel
following the breakthrough unit swept
west and south-west up to a series
of natural defensive ridgee (wiich
they captured) and couth toward Sues
City and the logistical life line of the
Third Army. In this rapid advance,
they destroyed hundreds of Egyptian
tiankewith the aid of the Ieraedi Air
Force which threw the bulk of ita
atrcngth into the battle. BY 22 Ocb
her, they bsd advanced alreoet to Sues
Oity, but mveral traile farther south
were etffl open. Although a UN-in-
spired truce wee echedule& combat
end movement continued until the IDF

Meleh1s74

W (SAM9)mlwllcsmountedon a twin immher

had completely cut off tbe Egyptian
Tbi%d Army.

When the IDF launched its offen-
sive, the Egyptian Air Force, whlcb
had remained bidden in ite concrete
bunkerettee, took to tbe air, and a
meeeive seriee of air battles took place
over Suez. In this pboti period, over
200 MZGSand Sukheia were shot down
by the Israeli A& Force which lost
oniy three aircraft.

Overall, the Israeiis bed destroyed
about 975 aircraft end 40 helicopters
in the air, for a coat of under 10
Israeli $lghters. About 60 Arab and
100 Iaraeii aircraft were, in addition,
shot down by ground-bnced SAIds or
other antiaircraft wmpene. Israel bed
not been able to destroy Arab aircraft
on the ground in aignitkent numbers
due to iarge-scale uae of bombproof
bengarettee throughout Egypt And,
thu~ the Israeli Air Force bed to
echhe air superiority eohly in the
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air. This they dld handily.
Thus ended, at least temporarily, the

latest of the Arab-Israeli wars.
Already, some pundits are asserting

that the blitzkrieg, which emphasized
air-ground interaction, is dead, having
been etopped permanently by surface-
to-air miseilez and antitank guided
missiles. However, statistical reality
euggests that quite the opposite ie
true. Actual Israeli Air Force 10SS
rates per thousand sortke were less
in 1973 than in 1967. Although luasea
climbed from 40 to 104, the combat
leetedthreetimssas Iong and the air
arm was flying coneiderahly more sor-
ties per day. It ehould be noted that
the cumhination of Egyptian SAMS
and bunkerettca meant that the Israeli
Air Force had to uee a considerable
portion of ite daily effort for escort,
top cover and anti-SAM missions
which were otherwise unproductive.

Similarly, tank loesee were heavy
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in breakthrough actions, but that is
an expected reality of armored combat.
In 1967, the tank battalion first atop
the Golan Heights lost 33 of 35 tanks.
Tanks are generally salvageable, how-
ever, and relatively low personnel cas-
ualties are usually associated with
tank losses. In 1973, tanks did not
have the opportunity to exploit fully
their breaktbroughe because of politi-
cal limitations.

It should also be noted that Soviet
infantry antitank weapone such as
the RF’G7 and P?Xf64 Sagger use
sbsped charge or HEAT warheads.
In Vietnam, these proved to be rela-
tively poor killers of vehlclee such as
the M119A1, the JW8 and the Csn-
turion all of which are found in the
Israeli Army. In the Yom Kippur
War, these weapons proved effective
only when small numbers of Israeli
tanks made tactically suicidal frontal
attacks on large Egyptian infantry
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positions-as they did on 7 October.
After that date, when the Israeli
armored corps modified its tactics,
losses attributable to these weapons
dropped subet,entially.The large 10SSCS
generalty reported in the press repre-
sented the total number of armored
vehkles hit, includlng armored per-
sonnel carriers and self-propelled ar-
tillery-the totals given were not for
main battle tanks destrovsd.

Most of tbe Egyptian and Syrian
tanks destroyed were in fact demol-
ished by Israeli tanks. This tends to
corroborate the old adage “The best
antitank weapon is another tank.”
Overall, the Arab-Israeti tank 10ZS
ratio in actual combat was well over
10:1, peeking at an Israeli-claimed
25:1 on 14 October.

The small, but tactically significant,
see battles may have heralded a new
era of naval warfar+the simple sta-
tistics speak for themselves. One can
certainly question the survivability
of intermediate-size warships, such as
destroyers, in the face of the proven
guided missile craft concept. Thk is
the more so when guided missile boata
are supported hy adequate tactical air.

The relative Israeli/Arab casualty
ratio was lower than in 1967 because
there were few exploitation actions
in this latest war which wee cberac-
terized hy breakthrough battles where
unbalanced casualties can hardly be

expected. The rcaulte of tbte war
would, therefore, seem to indicate that
had the IDF launched a pr~ventive
attac~ as it bed always done previ-
ously, the results would probably have
been an overwhelming victory similar
to 1967.

Interestingly, even thou g h the
Arabs bad initiatty taken the initia-
tive and achieved surprise, the ratio
of Israeli deed b Arab tank Iossoewas
nearly tbe same es in 1956 and 1967.

In some respects, it appears that
the gap in tactical fighting quality
between Israeti and Arab remains
wide. However, at high levcls, the
Israeli Defense Forces had become
overconfident and contemptuous of
their enemy; qualities which, coupled
with an increese in Arab competence,
led to their oppe~ent’s brief sucecescs.
Furtbermorg the IDF had been slow
to develop countersystems for Arab/
Soviet weapon systems which, as a
result, proved so succeasful during thk
latest war,

The Yom Kippur War showed that
small countries no more populous than
an American or Soviet city have
proven capable of an immense defense
effort, fielding several corps and flying
thousands of sorties daily. This should
provoke some rather deep thought
among analysts concerning the role
of superpowers in a nonnuclear en-
vironment.
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