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         Many officials in Downing Street, the Foreign Office and beyond have been kind enough to talk to me more recently in order to provide contemporaneous accounts. Some I have been able to quote directly; many others have been obliged to wear a cloak of anonymity. My long experience of British civil servants – that as well as being smart, overwhelmingly they are also generous and anxious to promote the truth – has been confirmed. They are also loyal to their political mistresses and masters, even at moments when they despair at some of the decisions they are asked to implement. They have my sincere thanks. So too do the diplomats and officials in Berlin, Paris, Brussels and Washington who have drawn a picture for me of Britain through the eyes of its friends. I am grateful also to the Robert Bosch Academy for sponsoring a sabbatical in Berlin.
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            Prologue

         

         The alarm was sounded by a distinguished Whitehall scientist. Sir Henry Tizard had served during the war as a special emissary to Washington for Winston Churchill. His task had been to supervise the exchange of advanced military technologies, from airborne radar to nuclear fission, with Franklin Roosevelt’s administration. Tizard once made an Atlantic sea crossing carrying in his case the blueprints for every one of the nation’s secret weapons systems. By 1949, as the chief defence scientist for Clement Attlee’s government, his focus had shifted to Britain’s* place in the new postwar order. Victory, it turned out, had carried a heavy cost. The defeat of Hitler had also marked the end of the Pax Britannica. Four years after VE Day, the British Empire was on the edge of dissolution and the government seemingly in permanent economic crisis. The Iron Curtain had reframed great-power relations as a competition between the United States and the Soviet Union. And yet in the corridors of Whitehall and Westminster it seemed almost treasonous to admit that Britain had slipped into the second rank of nations. Tizard was among the few urging that realism should rule emotion. ‘We persist in regarding ourselves as a great power, capable of everything and only temporarily handicapped by economic difficulties,’ he wrote in an official Whitehall minute. ‘We are not a great power and never will be again. We are a great nation, but if we continue to behave like  a great power we shall soon cease to be a great nation.’1 A great power or a great nation? Tizard’s prescient observation weaves its way through the history of post-war Britain. Britain Alone is a story of inflated ambition and diminished circumstance. Some called it ‘managing relative decline’. The Conservative foreign secretary Douglas Hurd preferred to talk about a nation ‘punching above its weight’ in global affairs. 

         For all Britain’s enduring strengths – its deep-rooted democratic traditions and culture, its language, geography and natural creativity – the journey has been painful. Much of the time it has resembled a fight with history, a struggle to hold on to the past. The dissolution of an empire that in 1945 was still home to 700 million citizens left Britain in search of a new identity, in a world where other great powers made the rules. Political leaders were from time to time brave enough to present the country with the unvarnished choices offered by relative economic decline. More often, they sought to cling on to the illusions until they were overwhelmed by circumstance. To track the big shifts in Britain’s international standing has often been to note the unhappy coincidence of desperate attempts to prop up the value of sterling on international financial markets and an enforced retreat from political and security responsibilities overseas. Joining in 1973 what everyone called ‘the Common Market’ might have promised a workable compromise between the pull of the past and the realities of the present. Hugging America close while claiming a powerful voice in the councils of Europe was a precarious balancing act, but it provided leverage in both Washington and Brussels. The decision in 2016 to leave the European Union means Britain has to start again.

         Anthony Eden’s failed Suez expedition in 1956 and the referendum on Europe sixty years later are the natural bookends to this story. Both represented a lament for the past, albeit in different  ways. They both asked whether Britain’s identity should be set by its geography – by its Europeanness, as an island at the western edge of the continent – or by the global reach of a remarkable imperial history. In both Suez and Brexit, there was an appeal to nostalgia over reason – to a national identity moulded by past greatness rather than by the redistribution of power during the decades since 1945. Eden hoped Suez would restore the nation’s standing as a world power. Sixty years later, leading Brexiters were equally insistent that Britain should not be constrained by its proximity to Europe. Boris Johnson’s choice of ‘Global Britain’ as an epigram was no accident, though it has yet to be given much in the way of meaning. He borrowed his lines from Eden’s explanation as to why Britain should stand aloof from Europe. ‘Britain’s story and her interests lie beyond the continent of Europe,’ Eden had remarked in January 1952. ‘Our thoughts move across the seas to the many communities in which our people play their part in every corner of the world. These are our family ties. That is our life.’2 Then came Suez. In 1962, Harold Macmillan set out the less palatable reality: ‘In the past, a great maritime power, we might have given way to insular feelings of superiority over foreign breeds … but we have to consider the world as it is today and will be tomorrow, and not in outdated terms of a vanquished past.’3 Johnson preferred Eden’s illusions. The severing of ties with the European Union now invites another reckoning.

         Above all, and how often this was said and written, Britain had won the war. The Allies, popular imagination had it, had played secondary roles in the great drama. It was all there in the six volumes of Churchill’s memoirs. The rest of Europe might plan a new future, but Britain would cling nostalgically to a glorious past. Victory in 1945 fixed fast in the national psyche a self-image that set the country apart from its neighbours. Britain was a maritime  power, its interests traced by global trade routes. Its political institutions and traditions had come through the war unscathed. After such courage and sacrifice, it seemed natural to assume that the nation would soon be restored to its former glory. The Victorians had been diligent in the making of Britain’s national myth; the Empire was proof of global vocation. Call it manifest destiny. Conveniently, the nation had forgotten that for centuries French had been the language of the aristocracy, that the Knights of the Garter rode into battle with their standard declaring ‘Honi soit qui mal y pense’, and that the House of Windsor had until the Great War been that of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha – the name change in deference to public sensitivities. Churchill remarked that Britain might be with the Europeans, but it was not of them. Yet the frontiers of empire were receding fast. The Commonwealth, a home for former colonies, was no substitute. Here was the problem – touching all the neuralgic emotions of self-image, historical memory and identity – with which Harold Macmillan and his successors in Downing Street would be obliged to grapple in the years after Suez. Too small for the world, psychologically Britain struggled to see itself as a regional power. During the sixty years from Suez to Brexit, the sense of superiority born of past glory joined battle with the insecurities that came with watching a new, economically vibrant Europe march ahead. Britain would have to find itself before it could find a role.

         The possession of what successive governments have insisted is an ‘independent’ nuclear deterrent has been central to British illusions. Harold Macmillan’s success in persuading John F. Kennedy to supply Britain with the Polaris submarine-based nuclear weapons system was claimed as a triumph. The Americans recognised the elevation of symbolism above substance. Richard Neustadt, a presidential adviser, remarked that the British deterrent was all  but irrelevant to the East–West balance: ‘British ministers (and services) had no intention of striking independently. To strike first was to invite the end of Britain. As for a second strike, they long since had tied all their plans to ours.’4 Neustadt quoted the sharper observation of another official: for the British, nuclear weapons were ‘the most expensive status symbols since colonies’. No subsequent prime minister has dared to question Macmillan’s judgement that Britain could not hold its head high unless it had nuclear missiles sufficient to threaten the destruction of Moscow.

         The post-war story has high as well as low points. At the start of the third decade of the twenty-first century, Britain remains a significant power – sixth or seventh in the economic rankings, with, most of the time, a willingness to take on the international responsibilities that come with a permanent seat on the United Nations Security Council. It can count itself among the lead architects of a multilateral liberal order that has underpinned the spread of democracy and prosperity. It was staunch in its opposition to Soviet communism. By and large, it approached the unravelling of its empire with dignity and diligence. Even now, Britain often plays an outsize role in international affairs, whether in the conduct of diplomacy, through an overseas aid budget whose generosity shames most of its peers, with intelligence services that are, in many respects, peerless, and with a military that can still fight. The persistent drumbeat, however, has long sounded a stubborn unwillingness to embrace an influential but secondary role. As Tizard feared, the attempt to hold on to the past has too often obscured the contribution Britain could make to the present.

         The original sin belonged to Winston Churchill. He had sat down with Stalin and Roosevelt at Tehran and Yalta and with Stalin and Truman at Potsdam as one of the ‘Big Three’ world statesmen. Together they had redrawn the map of the continent,  and Churchill could never allow himself to imagine Britain joining a second tier. He refused to accept that independence for India and Pakistan marked the end of the Empire. Britain, in the mind of its great wartime leader, remained uniquely placed at the intersection of three concentric circles of power – the United States, Europe, and the Empire and Commonwealth. Others shared his defiant optimism. Ernest Bevin, the brilliant foreign secretary in Clement Attlee’s administration, was as hard-headed a politician as anyone could ask for. He also fell into the trap of thinking that the privations of post-war life were just a passing phase. Britain’s great industries, its scientific and technical mastery and its natural ingenuity would see it returned to the first rank. Fortunately, Bevin also claimed a pivotal role for Britain in the panoply of international institutions – from the UN Security Council to Bretton Woods and NATO – that would set the rules for the Western order.

         The restoration of British power was often viewed as a moral as much as a selfish imperative. The defeat of Hitler may have been a joint endeavour, but it would not have been possible had Britain not shown the courage to stand alone in 1940. Here were the roots of the exceptionalism that saw future generations closing their eyes to the shifting balance of power and clinging on instead to the baubles of national prestige. It is this mindset that explains why Britain still has a hugely expensive nuclear deterrent in the form of Trident – a system that is supposed to be ‘independent’ yet relies completely on American technology to keep it in service – and why the cash-starved Royal Navy is putting two large aircraft carriers into service with too few destroyers and frigates to protect them.

         Relative decline is nothing to be ashamed of. The Second World War had crystallised a decisive shift in global power: an  island nation of Britain’s size was never going to match the economic and military might of the United States and the emerging power of the Soviet Union. What really hurt was the evidence of absolute decline, particularly after Britain excluded itself from the early decades of European integration. This pain was poignantly expressed in the dispatches British diplomats sent back to the Foreign Office from continental capitals – observations on the superiority of German manufacturing processes and the punctuality of that country’s trains, and questions as to why Britain’s best engineers were crossing the Channel to work for French companies. What had things come to when de Gaulle could cite Britain’s chronic economic weakness as cause for France to wield a second veto on membership of the European Community?

         This weakness, often expressed in speculative attacks on sterling, forced retreat overseas. Those looking for the instant when Britain finally gave up on its pretensions to remain a global rather than a European power will find it in Harold Wilson’s announcement in January 1968 that Britain would withdraw from all military bases east of Suez. It was no coincidence that the final curtain came down after the humiliating devaluation of sterling the previous autumn. Politicians refused to lower their sights until they were overwhelmed by countervailing forces. Attlee’s government devalued the currency in 1949 only when it had exhausted all other choices; sterling’s weakness forced Eden’s retreat from Suez; and Wilson wasted years in a vain effort to prop up the pound.

         As the decades passed, there were one or two other Tizards. Few explained Britain’s dismal performance versus other European states during the immediate post-war decades better than Nicholas Henderson, Her Majesty’s Ambassador to France. His valedictory dispatch from Paris in 1979, deploring the hubris of the post-war decades, should have a particular resonance in post-Brexit Britain. A still more wounding assessment was offered by the American statesman Dean Acheson in 1962. What was intended as a gentle warning detonated a political explosion in London. His famous observation that having lost an empire Britain had not found a role struck home because it was a truth that politicians struggled to deny.

         Macmillan’s casting of Britain in the role of a wise Greece to America’s less sophisticated Rome substituted the power of empire for a ‘special relationship’ with Washington – a balm to reconcile relative national decline with global pretensions. Like Acheson, however, Macmillan knew that fealty to the United States would not be enough. Geography has placed Britain at the edge of the European continent, and centuries of history should have taught it that it cannot be indifferent to the fortunes of its neighbours. Acheson touched a raw nerve. It was already clear that the Franco–German project to create a common market was leaving Britain behind.

         The Americans got the answer they wanted when Britain joined the European Community in 1973; Atlanticism was henceforth to be balanced by Europeanism. The nation’s security would be underpinned by a privileged position as America’s closest ally, but the ‘special relationship’ was to be fused with political and economic engagement in Europe. In 1975, the newly elected Conservative leader Margaret Thatcher told the House of Commons that Europe had opened windows to the world that would otherwise be closing with the end of empire.5 Other prime ministers deployed different words, presenting Britain as a ‘bridge’ between Europe and the United States; or, as Tony Blair once put it, a ‘pivotal power’.6 They mostly agreed, however, that a leading voice in Brussels enhanced Britain’s stature in Washington, and vice versa. 

         America or Europe? Britain’s struggle with the competing currents of the Atlantic and the Channel are at the heart of the postwar story. Atlanticists lined up against pro-Europeans – supporters of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) against those who favoured a bigger place for the European Union in setting the continent’s political and foreign, as well as economic, policies. Should we be with the Americans and make sure that the British prime minister was always the first to meet a new president in the Oval Office? Or should we lend our weight to shape policy on our own continent? From the beginning, this was recognised by diplomats as a false choice: as early as 1945, the Foreign Office had concluded that Britain would only be able to keep a place at the top table with the Americans and the Soviet Union if it secured the leading role in Europe.7 The greater the influence in Europe, the more likely it was that it would win respect elsewhere. Yet the temptation was to treat these pivotal relationships as separate – one being about power and security, the other about neighbourhood, trade and economy.

         For prime ministers ever in search of a sprinkling of stardust, a photo call outside the Berlaymont building in Brussels would never match the click of camera shutters outside the White House. Polaris, and then Trident, was a vital status symbol. No matter that Neustadt’s doubts about the ‘independence’ of an American-supplied deterrent were – and still are – widely echoed by British officials. John Major, Tony Blair, Gordon Brown and David Cameron – even after the Cold War, no prime minister would consider giving up such an emblem of national power.

         In the tapestry of myths that inform Britain’s view of its past, none is woven so brightly as the heroic years from 1940 to 1945. They began with Britain standing alone against the Nazi menace, and ended in victory. Britain was one of a handful of European  nations not to have been invaded or occupied by foreign forces. This escape from subjugation – the fact that its political system, its democratic institutions and traditions and its economic and social assumptions emerged intact from the conflict – supplied the impulse for British exceptionalism. Nations that had seen their fabric torn apart by marauding invaders – some for the second time in thirty years – might well decide that exceptional measures were needed to break the cycle of history, but Britain assumed that it could carry on as before. British politicians acknowledged, of course, the role of European integration in promoting peace and reconciliation – above all between France and Germany. But only the most ardent of pro-Europeans grasped the force of the emotion in other capitals. European engagement, in the British calculus, was a question of measuring pros against cons – a subject of hard-headed cost–benefit analysis. Where Westminster has recoiled against intrusions on sovereignty, its partners have seen engagement in the European ‘project’ as offering a guarantee of peace and security – for these nations, the essence of sovereignty. Even for those that came late to the club – Spain and Portugal after fascism, and the countries of eastern and central Europe after the collapse of the Soviet Union – the organising emotion has been political. Greece, Portugal and Spain were willing in 2012 to take the bitter economic medicine prescribed by Germany to guarantee a continued presence in the eurozone because the European enterprise underwrote their emergence as modern democratic states. Edward Heath was alone among British prime ministers in his willingness to elevate Europe above America; for the rest, the European relationship has been transactional. Thus, Margaret Thatcher backed an acceleration of the pace of European integration through sponsorship of the European Single Market, but then railed against the federalist ambitions of Jacques Delors.  Tony Blair thought he could square the circle by being as influential in Paris and Berlin as he wanted to be in Washington – until the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001, when he made the choice he had previously eschewed by backing George W. Bush’s Iraq War.

         The closer the relationship with the occupant of the White House, the easier it seemed to sidestep the issue of Britain’s waning power. Wilson was heard boasting about the influence he would wield in the Oval Office even before he won the 1964 general election. Thatcher bathed in the glow of her relationship with Reagan. Even in 2017, as they put their heads in their hands at the prospect of a Donald Trump presidency, officials in 10 Downing Street pulled out every diplomatic stop to ensure Theresa May was the first foreign leader to meet him in the White House. Too often ‘special’ has resembled ‘servile’.

         For its part, the United States was brutally unsentimental – it was always about serving the American national interest. Truman cancelled the Lend–Lease programme, the financial lifeline that had kept Britain afloat throughout the war, without warning. During Suez, Eisenhower ordered the US ambassador at the United Nations to vote with Moscow, against its ally. The American Treasury blocked British access to international finance to prop up the pound – this as Soviet tanks rolled into Budapest to put down the Hungarian uprising. When Macmillan and Wilson sought to act as mediators between Washington and Moscow, the reaction in the White House travelled along a spectrum from indifference to irritation. Even during the Reagan–Thatcher dalliance of the 1980s, the American president felt no obligation to consult Britain before sending marines to invade the Commonwealth island of Grenada or proposing a deal with Mikhail Gorbachev that would have bargained away Britain’s nuclear weapons. George  W. Bush was genuinely grateful for Tony Blair’s backing over the war in Iraq, yet a contribution of 45,000 British troops did not buy Blair a say in what happened after Saddam Hussein had been toppled. Promises made by Bush were ignored by his vice president Dick Cheney and defence secretary Donald Rumsfeld. ‘Call it a special relationship if you like,’ one high-ranking US diplomat told me just before the Iraq War, ‘but just remember we have lots of other “special relationships”.’ Churchill liked to summon up all manner of historical, cultural and emotional connections, but the Americans, by and large, thought the British should wake up to the new distribution of world power. Neustadt expressed the hard-headed view in Washington that Britain was ‘a middle power, neither equal nor vassal, which history, geography or economics rendered specially significant to us for the time being’.8

         In Europe, the formula agreed by John Major in Maastricht in 1991 – a vote in the European policy areas that most counted, along with opt-outs from those (the single currency most obviously) in which Britain wanted to retain freedom of action – might have proved a workable equilibrium. It sat easily alongside a close alliance with Washington. The permanent seat on the Security Council, a leading role in NATO and a voice heard in both Washington and Brussels held up a mirror to Britain’s vital interest in preserving a rules-based international system. The mistakes were made when cool calculation fell prey to nostalgia, when eagerness to please Washington obscured independent judgement, and when the pursuit of Britain’s interests in Europe was lost to political timidity at home. From the French, German or Belgian perspective, political and media convulsions in London about alleged continental plots were a mystery. They saw the British scoring significant successes in Brussels, and yet at the same time complaining about the threat of an imagined ‘superstate’. The single  market and the enlargement of the European Union to include former communist states of the Soviet Empire were British successes; the failure was of British leaders to claim them as such.

         In the brilliant description of the journalist and historian Hugo Young,9 Europe became the point of impact between a past Britain could not leave behind and a future it could not avoid. Jean Monnet, one of the founding fathers of the European enterprise, thought this was the ‘price of victory’10 – the price Britain paid for the version of history that said it had ‘won’ the war. Three-quarters of a century later, during the debates about Brexit, Tory MPs were still evoking the Dunkirk spirit. Smugness shared space, however, with spasms of fear – or you might say inferiority – about being left on the sidelines. The Tory Euroscepticism that drew the party’s route map to Brexit added to the mix a paranoia about the erosion of national sovereignty through the primacy of European law and supranational institutions. Britain, ran the story, from Thatcher’s famous speech in Bruges in 1988 to David Cameron’s decision to hold a referendum, was being dragged into a ‘United States of Europe’.

         Cameron argued that the balancing act had become politically unsustainable and that the demand for a referendum on Britain’s European Union membership was irresistible. In truth, the decision to call a plebiscite was self-serving. In early 2013, when he promised to hold a vote, fewer than 10 per cent of the electorate counted Europe as an issue of pressing concern. Eden’s Suez expedition had been a vainglorious attempt to prove that, when it so determined, Britannia could still rule the waves. Cameron’s gamble had lower motives. The prime minister wanted to snuff out a Tory rebellion to give himself a quieter life in 10 Downing Street.

         There were many reasons why a small majority of those who voted in June 2016 backed Britain’s withdrawal from the European  Union. Stagnant incomes, government-enforced austerity after the global financial crash, the loss of jobs to digital technology, coastal communities left behind by economic progress, and rising immigration from an expanded European Union all have a place on the list. It was striking, however, how the arguments about sovereignty were, in essence, echoes of those raised when leaders of the six member states of the European Coal and Steel Community had gathered in Messina in 1955. The elderly voted for Brexit, and the young voted against it. ‘Take Back Control’ reached deep into rose-tinted memories and offered an invitation to reclaim the days when Britain decided its own fate. Donald Trump caught the same tide in the 2016 presidential election, when he promised to ‘Make America Great Again’.

         Brexit strikes a pose, a belief that Britain can take to the seas and go it alone. It brushes aside the facts of a world in which national governments cannot act alone to meet transnational threats and opportunities. It has put a serious question mark over whether Scotland – which voted Remain – will stay in the UK union and thrown doubt over Northern Ireland’s constitutional future. Real sovereignty is the capacity to rally sufficient friends and allies to the cause. The timing of the decision to pull up Britain’s European anchor could scarcely have been more unfortunate. Predictions of a stable post-Cold War order have been confounded. History has moved in the opposite direction. China and Russia have challenged Western power. Donald Trump’s administration in Washington discarded the responsibilities assumed by the United States in 1945, putting in question the Atlanticist mainstay of British foreign policy. Nostalgia bequeaths precious few choices. Britain cannot rebuild the global presence dismantled by Harold Wilson in 1968 and reverse the deep cuts made to its military and diplomatic capabilities during almost every decade since. For some, the  alternative is a submissive relationship with the United States. For others, it is a second Elizabethan age, with a buccaneering ‘Global Britain’ making its mark in every corner of the world. The reality looks a lot more like Britain, or perhaps England, alone.
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            Broken Dreams

         

         ‘I think champagne was produced, but there was little sparkle in the atmosphere,’ the British diplomat would say of the clandestine gathering at the large but anonymous villa on the rue Emmanuel Giraud in Sèvres, a south-western suburb of Paris. ‘The stars shone as brightly as I have ever seen them. It seemed wholly incongruous.’1 Donald Logan, in October 1956 a young high-flier at the Foreign Office, was conscious of the cloak-and-dagger nature of his mission as he was driven to Villacoublay Air Base for an RAF flight back to London. But the foreign secretary’s private secretary could not have guessed the magnitude of the duplicity that was to follow. Nor that history would regard him as the eyewitness to a calamity that would shatter Britain’s international reputation and lower the curtain on its imperial illusions. The document that Logan carried to the prime minister, Anthony Eden, in Downing Street on the evening of 24 October 1956,2 hastily typed in French, was posterity’s proof of a dark conspiracy between Britain, France and Israel. Three months earlier, Egypt’s president Gamal Abdel Nasser had nationalised the Suez Canal. The waterway between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea – Britain’s strategic link to the Middle East and beyond – had been under de facto British control for seventy years. Eden’s decision to retake it by military force would break the prime minister and leave Britain lost in a world over which it no longer ruled.

         This had been Logan’s third trip to Paris in as many days. On the first he had accompanied the foreign secretary, John Selwyn Lloyd, to the same house. On the second he had travelled back  to London with Selwyn Lloyd’s French counterpart, Christian Pineau. He had been careful, he later recalled, to merge into the background when the French delegation arrived in London, lest his presence be noted by the waiting photographers. On his third trip he travelled back to the villa with Patrick Dean, the assistant under-secretary at the Foreign Office, to meet a French team headed by Pineau and a high-level Israeli delegation led by its prime minister, David Ben-Gurion. Dean signed, on behalf of the foreign secretary, what became known as the Protocol of Sèvres. A week later, Israeli troops advanced rapidly towards the Suez Canal after launching an invasion across the Sinai desert. Within days, RAF warplanes were bombing Egyptian airfields and British and French paratroopers were descending from the skies in a carefully choreographed operation to seize the canal. The House of Commons was in uproar, as was the United Nations in New York. A story of political folly as well as diplomatic deceit, ‘Suez’ was destined to become a metaphor for Britain’s post-imperial decline.

         
            *

         

         Sir Anthony Eden finally claimed the keys to 10 Downing Street in April 1955. Events would show that this supremely qualified politician had served too long as an understudy. Winston Churchill had hemmed and hawed before surrendering power, torturing his anointed heir by reneging more than once on solemn pledges to make way. Wilfully blind to Britain’s shrinking role, he clung on to the hope that he could serve as broker between Washington and Moscow to secure a warming of East–West relations. In the winter of 1953, Churchill’s private secretary John Colville wrote in his diary that Eden’s ‘hungry eyes’, as Churchill called them, had become ever ‘more beseeching and more impatient’. By the summer of 1954, so desperate had Eden become that when Churchill decided to return to London by sea after a meeting with  President Dwight D. Eisenhower, he felt compelled to join him. The two men boarded the Cunard liner Queen Elizabeth in New York, and Eden confessed to Colville that he had come along only ‘to get a firm date for Winston to hand over to him’. How strange, Colville mused, ‘that two men who knew each other so well should be hampered by shyness on this score’.3 Eden secured a date, but within a month Churchill had reneged once again. Eden would have to wait until the following spring.

         Thirty-one years in the House of Commons and twenty-four years since his first ministerial post, with three spells as foreign secretary – no one could claim that Eden was unqualified for the job. At fifty-seven he was still significantly younger than the eighty-year-old Churchill. He had a reputation beyond Westminster as a politician who had been on the right side of the Tory party’s bitter pre-war arguments about appeasement. Later, he had been at Churchill’s side as foreign secretary at the Yalta Conference with Roosevelt and Stalin. Suave, self-assured and well-prepared, this was a politician who never doubted his suitability for the highest office. Within a month he had called a general election to secure a mandate. The government was returned with an increased majority of sixty against the previous seventeen.

         For all Eden’s confidence and experience, the wait had extracted its toll. Cabinet colleagues were soon noting he had become brittle, set in his ways and prone to secrecy. He was of a class and generation that imagined that the severe economic difficulties the country faced were a passing phase. In June 1953, the young Queen Elizabeth had been anointed at a coronation ceremony soaked in the nation’s imperial majesty. Presidents and prime ministers, emirs and sheikhs, princes and princesses had travelled from all corners of the globe to join the millions of loyal flag-waving subjects who came out to pay homage to the new  monarch. Special RAF flights carried canisters of newsreel across the Atlantic so that broadcasters in Canada could show it on the same day. There were carriages in glittering gold, the Household Cavalry in all its finery, and the grandeur of Westminster Abbey – this pomp and pageantry summoned up past glory, yet politicians such as Eden assumed this was also the future. India, the ‘the jewel in the crown’, may have been surrendered, but the Union flag still fluttered in dozens of British possessions across the globe.

         After choosing the ambitious Harold Macmillan as his foreign secretary, Eden changed his mind a few months later, when Macmillan showed that he had strong ideas of his own about the nation’s place in the world. He was shifted to the Treasury and replaced at the Foreign Office by the more biddable John Selwyn Lloyd – the prime minister would, in effect, be his own foreign secretary. Eden was let down by his health. A botched abdominal operation had left him weakened and vulnerable to fevers. This would matter when Nasser mounted his audacious challenge the following year. Embedded in the Suez crisis were inevitable collisions between past and future: waning imperial prestige set against rising Arab nationalism; a transatlantic relationship marked by rivalry as well as cooperation; and a world seen by Washington through the prism of competition with the Soviet Union. Each of these impulses would conspire against the prime minister, but it was Eden who set Britain’s course.

         
            *

         

         The Suez Canal was the nineteenth-century vision of the French diplomat Ferdinand de Lesseps, and it had taken ten years to build. Within a few years of its opening in 1869, it had become a vital artery of the British Empire. When the ruling Khedive went bankrupt, Egypt’s 44 per cent shareholding in the Universal Company of the Suez Maritime Canal was immediately snapped  up by Benjamin Disraeli’s government, and by 1882 it was a sufficiently vital international waterway to prompt William Gladstone to dispatch a military occupation force. Only in 1936 did the British formally quit Egypt, after half a century of effective occupation. Even then they left behind thousands of troops to defend the canal. The last of these departed by agreement only weeks before Nasser’s announcement.

         For a leader who styled himself as the champion of the Arab world in the fight against Western imperialism, the Anglo–French ownership and administration of the Suez Canal Company was an unacceptable symbol of past subjugation. Nasser had seized power in the aftermath of a military coup against King Farouk a few years earlier. In the interim he had successfully promoted himself as the leader of a new Arab nationalism, stirring up sporadic guerrilla attacks on the British forces guarding the canal and backing opposition to the Hashemite regimes in Jordan and Iraq allied to Britain. In July 1956, speaking to packed crowds in Alexandria, he launched a bitter attack on British imperialism and announced that Egypt would finally break free by taking control of the canal. British and French shareholders would be compensated, but henceforth Europe’s vital seaway to the Middle East would be under Egypt’s sovereign authority. For Britain, the canal’s strategic significance was indisputable. The ‘swing door of the British Empire’, Eden had once called it. Safe transit was essential to keep open trade routes to the Gulf and the Far East. Oil from Iran and Iraq was carried through the canal, supplying much of the rest of Europe, as well as Britain.

         The prime minister was dining in Downing Street when the news came through on the evening of 26 July 1956. His guest of honour was Iraq’s King Faisal and his prime minister Nuri es-Said, with the Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell and the foreign  secretary John Selwyn Lloyd among the other guests. Eden was doing his best to prop up Britain’s influence in the region; Faisal’s Iraq, along with Turkey, Iran and Pakistan, was a participant in the British-sponsored Baghdad Pact, a military and economic alliance calculated to counter Soviet influence. Nasser stood aside from the pact, playing East against West in the cause of building his own role as a pan-Arab leader. As his guests left Number 10, Eden was joined in his study by a group of ministers and the French ambassador and American chargé d’affaires in London. The prime minister was unequivocal: a failure to take back the canal, he judged, would have ‘disastrous consequences for the economic life of the Western powers and for their standing and influence in the Middle East’.4

         In Eden’s mind, national prestige counted for as much as trade and oil. He had made the same judgement a few years earlier when, as foreign secretary, he urged the Americans to mount a coup against the Iranian leader Mohammed Mossadeq, following his nationalisation of the Anglo–Iranian Oil Company. A CIA history of the coup, later published by the Washington-based National Security Archive,5 recorded the different motives of London and Washington. ‘The US State Department agreed with Eden that Mossadeq had to go,’ but for distinct reasons: ‘For Eden and his government, Mossadeq’s policies damaged “British prestige, influence, and vital commercial interest”,’ while the Americans were more worried that Mossadeq would open the door to ‘Soviet domination’. Britain had another perspective. Its vast, sprawling empire had been sustained by the understanding that it would act decisively if its interests were threatened. Eden feared that Nasser, if unchecked, would undermine the credibility of deterrence.

         No one was more familiar than Eden with the dispute over the canal. Twenty years earlier, he had agreed the treaty with the newly  independent Egyptian government that saw the British withdraw from the rest of the country. As Churchill’s foreign secretary in 1954, he had negotiated an agreement with the new Egyptian regime on the future of Sudan and the subsequent withdrawal of British troops from the Canal Zone. This deal had carried political costs for Eden. Many on the right of the Tory party thought he had done too much to appease Nasser, and he had faced sharp criticism from dozens of backbench Conservative MPs, unapologetic champions of empire calling themselves the Suez Group. They included rising young figures on the right, among them Julian Amery, Enoch Powell and Fitzroy Maclean. Churchill signed the agreement, but he made no secret of the fact that his personal sympathies were with the rebels rather than his foreign secretary.

         With Nasser’s announcement such divisions fell away, and Eden had the cabinet behind him. As chancellor, Harold Macmillan might have been cautious. The previous few years had seen a succession of sterling crises, as the government struggled to generate the foreign currency earnings needed to meet the country’s overseas commitments. Financial constraints had loomed large in Clement Attlee’s decision to abandon Britain’s United Nations mandate in Palestine and had forced the British withdrawal from Greece and Turkey. In 1956, the country’s finances were once again in fragile condition, with the trade gap a constant source of pressure on the pound and the government’s reserves of dollars and gold drained by speculative attacks on sterling. Macmillan had devoted the early months of the year to scrabbling around to find public-spending cuts in the budgets of cabinet colleagues. Only by keeping a tight rein on the public finances could the Treasury hope to sustain sterling’s exchange rate against the dollar. In the circumstances, the chancellor might have cautioned against expensive foreign adventurism, but he took a different  view. ‘If Nasser gets away with it, we are done for,’ he wrote in his diary. ‘The whole Arab world will despise us … It may well be the end of British influence and strength forever.’6 The chiefs of the armed forces and the intelligence services had additional concerns. Three months earlier, a report circulated by the Joint Intelligence Committee warned of growing Soviet influence. ‘Egypt is already in a position of increasing dependence on Russia … Moreover, the Egyptians are developing habits of collaboration with Russia; and, by way of keeping their benefactors happy, have begun to use their influence to facilitate Soviet penetration into Libya and perhaps also Syria, Yemen, Saudi Arabia and the Sudan.’7

         When ministers met on 27 July, the atmosphere was one of shared outrage. Sir Norman Brook, the cabinet secretary, summarised the discussion. The cabinet agreed ‘that Her Majesty’s Government should seek to secure, through the use of force if necessary, the reversal of the decision of the Egyptian government to nationalise the Suez Canal Company’. The armed forces were instructed ‘to prepare a plan and timetable for military operations against Egypt should they prove unavoidable’.8 The task fell to Sir Gerald Templer. Templer held the position of Chief of the Imperial General Staff, a title that spoke eloquently to the time warp in which his political masters were operating.

         Ministers acknowledged that the legal position was ambiguous. The Suez Canal Company was registered under Egyptian law and Nasser had promised to compensate shareholders at a fair price. The canal had always been recognised as sovereign Egyptian territory, so Britain needed a casus belli. The cabinet decided that the case had to rest on the canal’s status as an international waterway, as recognised by the Constantinople Convention of 1888. Eden asked colleagues if Britain should be ready to act alone if France and the United States demurred, and the answer was yes: ‘Failure  to hold the Suez Canal would lead inevitably to the loss one by one of all our interests and assets in the Middle East.’9

         That day, Eden sought American support from Eisenhower in a personal note. ‘We are all agreed’, the prime minister began, ‘that we cannot afford to allow Nasser to seize control of the Canal in this way, in defiance of international agreements. If we take a firm stand over this now, we shall have the support of all the maritime powers. If we do not, our influence and yours throughout the Middle East will, we are convinced, be irretrievably undermined.’10 Eighteen years earlier, Eden had resigned as foreign secretary in protest at appeasement – he had kept his counsel when Hitler marched into the Rhineland, but Chamberlain’s refusal to check Mussolini’s Italian ambitions in the Mediterranean and East Africa was a step too far. Two years later, Chamberlain’s government fell and Eden joined Winston Churchill’s war cabinet – the dangers of appeasement by now printed indelibly on his worldview. Eden reminded Eisenhower of the parallel with Mussolini. ‘Neither of us can forget the lives and treasure he cost us before he was finally dealt with. The removal of Nasser and installation in Egypt of a regime less hostile to the West must therefore rank high among our objectives.’11

         A fatal asymmetry was visible here, at the very beginning of the crisis. While Britain and France, its partner in the canal, saw the crisis through the lens of empire, much of the rest of the world had an eye on the post-war institutions set up to preserve the international peace. For Eden, the threat was existential – the future of British power rested upon the outcome. It was also personal – an animus towards Nasser rooted in their past dealings. From this flowed his conviction that it would not be enough to regain control of the canal. Restoring British prestige required that Nasser be forced from office and replaced by a regime more respectful of  the former imperial power. The Egypt Committee, a small group of ministers established to manage the crisis, was unequivocal in its conclusion that ‘While our ultimate purpose was to place the Canal under international control, our immediate purpose was to bring about the downfall of the present Egyptian government.’12 France, already battling a ferocious nationalist uprising in Algeria that had destabilised the government in Paris, shared this view. Beyond London and Paris Nasser’s actions prompted a different reaction. Yes, the Egyptian action had been an outrage, and outside the Soviet bloc there was widespread agreement that the international community should mobilise to ensure open operation of the canal. But military force smacked of colonialism. The right answer was surely diplomacy. The appropriate forum, the United Nations.

         Eisenhower’s reply to Eden was firm. He had been informed of the prime minister’s decision ‘to employ force without delay or attempting any intermediate and less drastic steps’.13 While the United States accepted that there might come a moment when force was required to uphold international rights, diplomacy must come first. He suggested a conference of the signatories of the Constantinople Convention: ‘I cannot overemphasise the strength of my conviction that some such method must be attempted before action such as you contemplate should be undertaken.’14 Public opinion in the United States would be outraged by precipitate action; if every peaceful means had been exhausted, opinion could be marshalled in favour of stronger measures.

         Eisenhower’s response triggered a sharp riposte from Sir Ivone Kirkpatrick, the permanent under-secretary at the Foreign Office. Kirkpatrick wrote to the British ambassador in Washington to arm him for his exchanges with the White House. He expressed himself in terms verging on the apocalyptic: ‘If we sit back while Nasser consolidates his position and gradually acquires control of the oil-bearing countries, he can and is, according to our information, resolved to wreck us. If Middle East oil is denied to us for a year or two, our gold reserves will disappear. If our gold reserves disappear, the sterling area disintegrates. If the sterling area disintegrates and we have no reserves, we shall not be able to maintain a force in Germany or, indeed, anywhere else. I doubt whether we shall be able to pay for the bare minimum necessary for our defence. And a country that cannot provide for its defence is finished.’15

         Washington was no friend of Nasser. It feared he was leading Egypt – and Arab nationalism – into the Soviet camp. He had recently placed a large order with Czechoslovakia for the supply of Russian-made aircraft and tanks. But during the summer of 1956, other considerations also played in the minds of Eisenhower and his secretary of state John Foster Dulles. First and foremost was the presidential election in November. A British attack could trigger a wider Middle Eastern conflagration, and a crisis in the Middle East would be a serious distraction. Conveniently for Eisenhower, such expediency could be dressed up as principle. To British ears, the anti-colonialist lectures that Washington had pressed on its ally during and since the war verged on the sanctimonious. It could scarcely be a coincidence, ministers noted, that American influence in the Middle East had risen as British power had waned.

         And in any case, the trigger for Nasser’s move had been Eisenhower’s announcement a week earlier that he was withdrawing Washington’s promised financial backing for the construction of the Aswan Dam, a flagship project to irrigate the Nile Delta and modernise Egypt’s economy. The American pull-out was calculated to show Washington’s irritation at the Czech arms deal,  but it backfired. Without American money, Nasser claimed, Egypt needed the dues that flowed into the Suez Canal Company. The American president reached for an argument that vexed his British ally: were the West to be seen as siding too obviously with the former colonial power, it would risk pushing other newly independent nations into Moscow’s camp. The US needed Middle Eastern oil, and Egypt might lead the region into the embrace of Moscow.

         The two leaders were talking past each other. Eden had not been impressed by what he saw as Roosevelt’s anti-colonialist pose at the Yalta Conference. His enthusiasm for decolonisation, Eden had later observed, was ‘a principle with him, not the less cherished for its possible advantages. He hoped that former colonial territories, once free of their masters, would become politically and economically dependent upon the United States.’16 When Dulles arrived in London at the beginning of August, global opinion and the risk of Soviet intervention were front and centre of his case for diplomacy. And nothing should be done that might derail the president’s prospect of re-election on 6 November. There would be moments during the following months when Eisenhower and Eden and their teams seemed genuinely to misread each other. The president and the secretary of state sometimes seemed to be sending subtly different messages. The essential divide, however, remained that between London and Washington.

         If Eisenhower was worried about his election campaign, Eden felt secure that Britain would unite behind a military response. The first news of Nasser’s move brought almost universal outrage: even the Labour-supporting Daily Mirror was firmly on Eden’s side, splashing ‘Grabber Nasser’ across its front page, and the Tory press was gung-ho from the outset. Only the left-of-centre Manchester Guardian struck a restraining note. Comparisons with Hitler and Mussolini were widespread. In the House of Commons,  Hugh Gaitskell echoed the parallels Eden had drawn with the 1930s,17 while the Suez Group of Tory MPs who had condemned Eden’s earlier deal with Nasser now fell in behind him.

         Across the Channel, France, like Britain, was a colonial power under pressure, and the two nations shared a determination not to bow to Arab nationalism. The French prime minister Guy Mollet was more eager than his British counterpart to confront Nasser. France had sponsored the newly established Israel, supplying it with sophisticated weaponry, including fighter jets. It had also signalled its willingness to sell secret nuclear technology to Ben-Gurion’s government. The humiliation of its departure from Palestine had left Britain anxious to preserve its privileged relationship with Jordan and Iraq as head of the Baghdad Pact. A separate treaty with Jordan required the British to come to the assistance of King Hussein in the event that Israel sought to extend its territory into the West Bank. Eager as he was to act with France against Nasser, Ben-Gurion did not trust Britain. But the prize was too great to pass up. War would allow Israel to take control of the Straits of Tiran and the Gulf of Aqaba, ensuring access to the Red Sea. For Eden and Mollet, the prospect of defeating Nasser’s pan-Arabism transcended tensions elsewhere in the region.

         Where Eden saw a threat to Britain’s status as a pre-eminent power in the Middle East, Mollet identified a more immediate danger for France. Egypt was supplying arms to the nationalists fighting against French rule in Algeria. If Nasser succeeded in Suez, the insurgency might well overwhelm the French forces. Mollet, like Eden, had not forgotten the 1930s. Appeasement was the certain route to defeat.

         Eden opted for a twin-track approach. British and French military planners were set to work to take back the canal in a joint operation, with the British taking overall command. The navy began  to assemble a task force based in Malta, and the RAF started to deploy fighters and bombers to Britain’s sovereign base in Cyprus. However, Eisenhower and Dulles were at the same time assured that Britain would allow diplomacy to run its course. In early August, Eden agreed to a London conference of the twenty-four principal users of the canal to draw up new international guarantees for freedom of passage, which the Americans saw as a possible route to a negotiated outcome. Eden accepted the importance of persuading the new Commonwealth nations – India above all – that Britain wanted a peaceful outcome, while privately taking the view that the diplomatic game could be played as a precursor to the eviction by force of the Egyptians. The joint military operation planned with the French already had a code name: ‘Operation Musketeer’.

         Nasser boycotted the conference, but Dulles would not easily give up the role of mediator. He proposed the establishment of a new Canal Users’ Association, which would oversee the interests of those nations dependent on free passage. If this American plan was tried and failed, foreign secretary John Selwyn Lloyd judged, Washington could be persuaded to back military action. Eisenhower showed no sign of changing his mind. ‘I must tell you frankly’, the president wrote to Eden, ‘that American public opinion flatly rejects the thought of using force.’18 Eden’s response was to set the challenge in a wider frame. Once Nasser had established his power over the Arab world, he told the president, he would hold the West to ransom and could offer and withdraw free passage through the canal at Moscow’s behest.

         In Britain, the initial public support for military action began to cool. A sizeable section of the population believed the Egyptian leader should be ‘taught a lesson’, but, overall, opinion was less certain. As the immediate shock of the nationalisation faded, Gaitskell’s Labour Party adopted a more nuanced position. When  users of the canal assembled in London in late September, there were calls for the matter to be resolved at the United Nations. Had not the organisation been formed to uphold the international rule of law, so as to remove the resort to war? Sir Oliver Poole, the chairman of the Conservative Party, reported that enthusiasm within the party for armed intervention was weakening, and there were ominous signs in the financial markets of renewed pressure on sterling. India led the almost universal opposition to military action in the Commonwealth. If Britain was to go to war, Sir Edward Bridges, the Treasury’s permanent secretary, told Macmillan, securing American support for the enterprise was vital. Selwyn Lloyd was sent to New York to make Britain’s case at the UN, but preparations for Operation Musketeer rolled on.

         
            *

         

         The plot was hatched at Chequers in mid-October. France’s Mollet had grown frustrated by what was seen as American obstructionism. By now he had concluded that the uprising in Algeria could be put down only if Nasser was removed. His government had moved ever closer to Israel, which had its own strategic interests in seizing Sharm el-Sheikh and securing unimpeded access to the Gulf of Aqaba. General Maurice Challe, the deputy chief of the French armed forces, and Albert Gazier, the acting foreign minister, arrived at Chequers with the outline of a new plan. Israel would invade, and Britain and France would send in their own forces in the guise of peacemakers. Eden was hooked: the plan could be executed before the presidential election in the United States, and Eisenhower would not risk losing the support of Jewish voters by condemning Israel’s action. Selwyn Lloyd’s concern was not the deception, but that the pretext was sufficiently credible.19 He joined the conspiracy, and within days was in Paris to confer with Mollet and Pineau. 

         The mistrust between Britain and Israel ran deep. In 1946, ninety-one people had been killed when the Zionist Irgun had bombed the headquarters of the British Mandatory Authority in the King David Hotel in Jerusalem. Policymakers in London instinctively took the Arab side in disputes with the new Jewish state. Even as France was preparing to help Ben-Gurion’s government to establish a reactor in the Negev desert, the British government was warning Tel Aviv to abandon its rumoured plans for an attack on Jordan. In such circumstances, Britain, bound by treaty to protect Jordan, would have been obliged to send military support to the Hashemite kingdom.20 Such were the complexities of the Middle East. Field Marshal Templer, preparing for the Suez operation, laconically remarked that ministers had to be told that ‘We could either go to the aid of Jordan [against Israel] with air and sea power, or we could launch Musketeer [with Israel]; we could not do both.’21

         The Protocol of Sèvres betrayed this mutual mistrust. Each paragraph was closely negotiated by Ben-Gurion to allay Israel’s doubts about British intentions. His aspiration for a complete redrawing of the map of the Middle East far outstripped Eden’s willingness to put to one side old animosities. However, mutual advantage outweighed past enmity and the document provided clear testimony of the three-way collusion. Eden had found his way to war. Israel too could claim a prize beyond the opportunity to degrade Nasser’s military capabilities. It was agreed that the document would remain forever secret, but Ben-Gurion had secured the written support of two great powers for a war with the Arabs – a significant diplomatic coup for the new Israeli state.

         
            *

         

         Donald Logan waited thirty years before setting out his account of the way the conspiracy had unfolded.22 He had been vaguely aware of the talks at Chequers, but had first been told of the plan  by Selwyn Lloyd when the two men travelled to Sèvres. They had been greeted by Pineau, before being ushered into a room to meet Mollet and the Israeli delegation: Ben-Gurion was accompanied by his chief of staff, Moshe Dayan, and the director general of the defence ministry, Shimon Peres. There were moments during the next two days when it seemed that the enterprise might stumble. When Logan returned for the second day, he found that Pineau was worried about Selwyn Lloyd’s commitment and had decided to travel to London to speak to the prime minister. By the third day, with the conspiracy back on track, Patrick Dean and Logan were ensuring that the final agreement reflected the terms of the discussions. The protocol complete, the three parties signed each of the copies.

         There is nothing startling about the Protocol of Sèvres,23 nothing in its rhetorical style to betray the scale of the deceit. But the crude intent is indisputable: it sets out how Israel will invade Egypt on the evening of 29 October and press forward towards the Suez Canal. Acting as neutral powers, Britain and France will demand an immediate end to hostilities and the withdrawal of forces to a distance of ten miles from the canal. Egypt will be told it must accept a temporary occupation of the Canal Zone by Anglo–French forces – an ultimatum Nasser could never accept. If the appeals are not accepted within twelve hours, the two outside powers will send in their own forces, and Israel will be obliged to stop fighting only if Egypt does likewise. The agreement notes that the plan will remain secret, but that it will enter into force as soon as it is signed by the three governments.

         Eden’s senior ministers heard nothing of this plan. As Selwyn Lloyd and Logan headed to Paris to finalise the details of the plot, Eden told a cabinet meeting that speculation about an Israeli attack on Egypt seemed unlikely to be true. One member of the cabinet,  the defence secretary Walter Monckton, had some weeks earlier raised a red flag, but in his single-minded determination to defeat Nasser, Eden had lost sight of how much was at stake. Beyond the threat to the relationship with Washington, unilateral military intervention would defy the Commonwealth and mock the government’s oft-declared commitment to uphold the rules-based international system enshrined by the United Nations. Monckton did not want to embarrass Eden, and it was agreed that he would quietly be moved to the low-profile role of paymaster general. The prime minister’s deal with Mollet and Ben-Gurion was to be a tightly held secret. When Logan and Dean returned from Paris with their signed copy of the protocol, Eden expressed alarm that everything had been so clearly written down. He ordered that if there were copies, they must be destroyed. Logan took up the story: ‘On the following day, 25 October, we were instructed to return to Paris to ask the French to destroy their copy of the document.’24 The mission failed. Kept waiting for hours in one of the grand reception rooms at the Quai d’Orsay, the two officials were told eventually by Pineau that Ben-Gurion had already returned to Israel with his copy, and the French government saw no reason to destroy the one it held.

         The military campaign went largely to plan. If there was a miscalculation, it was that it would take several days to secure control of the canal. The Israelis faced limited opposition as they advanced. The Franco–British ultimatum was duly issued and rejected by Nasser. On 31 October, British and French warplanes took to the skies to bomb Egyptian airfields and military installations, with paratroopers leading the advance force to seize physical control of the canal. However, Eden had underestimated the strength, both nationally and internationally, of the reaction. His insistence that the British intervention represented a ‘police  action’ did nothing to dampen angry protests at Westminster nor to dispel suspicion that the enterprise had been carefully orchestrated. The prime minister’s refusal to offer a detailed commentary on the course of the military campaign prompted Gaitskell to table a motion of censure in the House of Commons. He charged that by ‘a disastrous act of folly’, the government had launched an ‘assault upon the three principles which have governed British foreign policy for, at any rate, the last ten years: solidarity with the Commonwealth, the Anglo–American alliance and adherence to the Charter of the United Nations’.25

         Defeat for Eden came not on the battlefield but in the court of public opinion and the international financial markets. In Britain, a sizeable section of the population held on to Lord Palmerston’s faith in gunboat diplomacy, but the mood was shifting. The nation was still paying the costs of the Second World War and had little appetite for military adventurism. Some 100,000 British troops had been sent to Korea as part of an American-led United Nations force. The war against the communist-led north had ended only three years earlier, and the public was loath to see the nation’s young soldiers now dispatched to the Middle East. On the liberal left of politics, the confrontation between the West and the Soviet Union had lent strength to the argument that global peace was better safeguarded by diplomacy than by military aggression. Wasn’t that the purpose of the United Nations? The country was also witnessing a deeper, cultural shift. The age of deference was passing. 1956 was the year of Elvis as well as Suez. John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger challenged the old order. The Empire was coming home in the shape of the Caribbean workers needed to sustain the nation’s public services. Eden was stranded in a passing age.

         Had the prime minister acted in August, he would probably have had the nation behind him, but by early November, opinion  was evenly balanced. Opponents made the most noise. Gathering with his cabinet on Sunday 4 November, the day before British troops were due to land at Port Said, Eden could hear the roar of disapproval from demonstrators marching towards Downing Street from Trafalgar Square. It seemed obvious to all but the government’s most ardent supporters that Selwyn Lloyd’s talks at the United Nations had been a charade. There were astonishing scenes at Westminster, as MPs demanded to be told if Britain was formally at war. The Observer’s proprietor David Astor added a damning sentence to the newspaper’s condemnation of the invasion: ‘We had not realised that our government was capable of such folly and crookedness.’26

         The anger at home was nothing compared to the outrage in the Arab world, across the Commonwealth and, above all, in Washington. Eden and Macmillan had badly misread the United States, taking the administration’s slightly ambiguous signals as evidence that it would acquiesce in a military campaign. Macmillan, an old friend of Eisenhower’s from their time during the war in North Africa, had visited the White House at the end of September, and the president had not raised objections to the British handling of Suez. Macmillan wrongly concluded that silence could be taken for assent, returning to London to inform Eden that ‘Ike will lie doggo’.27

         The preparations for war had not gone unnoticed in Washington. On the eve of the Israeli attack, the State Department’s Intelligence Advisory Committee noted the build-up of Israeli troops, adding that ‘Highly sensitive information indicates that the British have brought up their air strength on Cyprus in the last forty-eight hours to sixty-three Canberras [medium bombers], doubling previous strength. French transport aircraft to the number of eighteen have arrived within the last twenty-four hours, making a total  of twenty-one and giving capability of airlifting 1,500 men.’28 But the US administration remained in the dark about the Protocol of Sèvres. Eisenhower’s blunt public response to the invasion understated his private anger: ‘The United States was not consulted in any way about any phase of these actions. Nor were we informed of them in advance … there will be no United States involvement in these present hostilities.’29

         Dulles set out the American position during a meeting of Eisenhower’s National Security Council. Washington wanted to hold on to old allies, but also needed ‘to assure ourselves of the friendship and understanding of the newly independent countries who have escaped from colonialism’.30 Within hours of the Israeli attack, the administration convened the United Nations Security Council and tabled a motion calling for an immediate ceasefire. Britain and France found themselves wielding their vetoes against their close ally. Eisenhower had not finished and the motion was submitted to the General Assembly. Unable to exercise a veto, Britain and France saw sixty-four of the UN’s member states line up against them. For the first time in the history of the organisation, the United States joined with the Soviet Union in censuring its European allies. Only Australia and New Zealand joined Britain, France and Israel in opposing the resolution. The Commonwealth was overwhelmingly hostile to the intervention, with Canada proposing the immediate dispatch of a United Nations force to supervise a ceasefire. Across the Middle East, demonstrators took to the streets to protest against British ‘imperialism’. After the war, the chiefs of staff would recognise that the world had changed: ‘The one overriding lesson of the Suez operation is that world opinion is now an absolute principle of war and must be treated as such.’31

         Even allowing for Washington’s anger at the subterfuge, Eisenhower’s response was extraordinary. Five years earlier,  Britain had sent its troops to fight alongside the Americans in Korea. Now, even as the world’s two superpowers were locked in a struggle between Western liberal democracy and Soviet communism, Washington sided with Moscow. Part of the explanation lay in events in eastern Europe. The Soviet Union faced popular uprisings in Poland and Hungary, with the new government in Budapest defiantly opposing its vassal status within the communist sphere of influence. As British paratroops prepared to seize positions around the canal and British ships carried troops from Malta to Port Said, Nikita Khrushchev sent six divisions of the Soviet army into Hungary to confront the demonstrators. Britain’s colonial adventurism had effectively disarmed the West. The Hungarian revolt was crushed. In censuring the Suez adventure, as well as Moscow’s repression, Eisenhower sought as best he could to take the moral high ground.

         Washington went further still. As the international uproar produced a flight from the pound among international investors, Macmillan reported a rapid drain on the Bank of England’s dollar and gold reserves. Doubts were raised in the Treasury as to how long the government would be able to retain sterling’s rate against the dollar. Previously insouciant about the economic consequences, Macmillan now became the cabinet’s leading dove. Nasser had blocked the canal with sunken ships, cutting off the route for Britain’s oil supplies, and Saudi Arabia had announced an oil embargo, but the hammer blow was delivered by the Americans. As the largest shareholder in the Bretton Woods institutions, the United States blocked British access to emergency funds from the International Monetary Fund. The US Federal Reserve stood in the way of any bailout by the West’s leading central banks, and Washington indicated that it would not help Britain secure alternative oil supplies. In the later description of  the presidential adviser Richard Neustadt, the Treasury secretary George Humphrey offered Eden a choice between ‘an immediate ceasefire and a war on the pound’.32

         British ground troops went ashore at Port Said on 6 November. The following day, at Macmillan’s insistence, Eden acquiesced to the United Nations’ call for a ceasefire. It was agreed that British troops would remain in Egypt only until they could be replaced with an international force. This was total defeat – an expedition mounted to enhance British prestige had ended in humiliation. Suez had forced a breach with Britain’s most important ally. Nasser had remained in power, and the Arab world, including Eden’s allies Jordan and Iraq, had turned against Britain. France, which had been willing to defy the Americans, felt betrayed by the speed with which its co-conspirator buckled so quickly in the face of pressure from the White House.

         Britain’s ambitions to remain the leading power in the Middle East had been shattered. Ironically, Washington soon realised that this left a vacuum in the region and an opportunity for Moscow. Here was a recurring paradox of US policy. Even as it pressed Britain to roll up its empire, the United States found itself obliged to step in as a counterweight to the Soviet Union. Its commitment to the independence of former colonies was soon tempered by its perception of its own national interest. At a meeting of the National Security Council in November 1956, Dulles admitted that Washington had been walking a tightrope. A year after Suez, the US president announced the ‘Eisenhower Doctrine’, a security guarantee to the West’s Arab allies calculated to replace British with American power.

         Eden refused to admit anything of the conspiracy, even as rumours of collusion hardened into charges that the three governments had carefully choreographed the crisis. The content of  the Protocol of Sèvres would remain secret until Ben-Gurion’s copy was made public more than three decades later. For all that, Eden’s statement to the House of Commons in December 1956 was breathtaking in its mendacity: ‘I want to say this on the question of foreknowledge, and to say it quite bluntly to the House, that there was not foreknowledge that Israel would attack Egypt. There was not.’33 Across the Atlantic, the US State Department carried out its own secret investigation into the affair, which was handed to Eisenhower in December. The report’s title, ‘Evidence of UK–French–Israeli Collusion and Deception in Connection with Attacks on Egypt’,34 betrayed the conclusion reached by top officials. The deliberate lies, the report noted sourly, had been directed as much against the United States as against the Egyptian dictator. The French had been more deceitful than the British, but all three co-conspirators had deliberately defied Washington. Eisenhower was puzzled why, having set out on such a dangerous path, the British prime minister had lost his nerve. The US diplomat George Kennan was more sonorous in his judgement, noting Washington’s mishandling of Nasser: ‘We bear a heavy measure of responsibility for the desperation that has driven the French and British governments to this ill-conceived and pathetic action.’35 Eden’s lie had hammered a final nail into a broken premiership. By January, he had shuffled from the stage and Macmillan had taken his place in Downing Street.

         Suez became a metaphor for the end of empire, but in truth it was a reflection as much as a cause of the geopolitical realities of the Pax Americana. When Eden and others had looked in the mirror, they had seen a Britain that could still get its way in the world. Retreat shattered the glass. Britain was still a significant power, but it was unable to flout international opinion or defy its American ally. Whatever the United States’ obligations to Britain,  the starting point for US policymakers would always be the contest with the Soviet Union. Chastened by the experience of Suez, British politicians would henceforth tuck themselves in behind the American superpower. Margaret Thatcher would later reflect on the lessons of Suez.36 One was that Britain could not embark on such enterprises without the support of the Americans. Another that, once undertaken, they must be seen through to their conclusion. A third was ‘He who hesitates is lost.’ The thought was at the front of her mind nearly thirty years later, when she dispatched a task force to retake the Falklands from Argentina.

         The crisis would also have a profound impact on Britain’s relationships with its European neighbours. The speed with which Eden had capitulated to Washington confirmed French politicians’ prejudices: the English would always set their relationship with the United States above that with fellow Europeans. The conclusion drawn in Paris was that France must press ahead with the process of reconciliation and integration with the old enemy, Germany. Like Britain, France still hankered after a global role, but its chosen instrument would be political leadership in Europe. Konrad Adenauer, the West German chancellor, did as much as he could to encourage Mollet: ‘There remains only one way of playing a decisive role in the world: that is to unite to make Europe. England is not ripe for it, but the affair of Suez will help prepare her spirits for it. We have no time to waste: Europe will be your revenge.’37

         Sickly and exhausted, Eden recuperated at the novelist Ian Fleming’s Jamaican hideaway, Goldeneye. A few years earlier, Fleming’s Casino Royale had introduced the dashing figure of James Bond, agent 007 of Her Majesty’s Secret Service. Suave and impeccably well dressed, as well as courageous, Bond was soon an emblem of Britain as it imagined itself. Suez turned the page. Graham Greene was soon presenting an updated perspective on  the nation’s standing in the world. In Our Man in Havana, Greene replaced the tuxedo-wearing 007 with the frayed Jim Wormold, a vacuum-cleaner salesman persuaded to moonlight for the spymasters in London.
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            Greeks and Romans

         

         Winston Churchill was at ease in Schloss Cecilienhof. Built for Crown Prince Wilhelm thirty years earlier, it stands in the royal park of the gilded Prussian town of Potsdam. When Kaiser Wilhelm commissioned the palace for his son, the architectural fashion of the time dictated a timbered residence in the English mock Tudor style. Britain’s wartime prime minister might have been spending a shooting weekend with wealthy friends in the English Home Counties. Instead, in the late summer of 1945, Churchill was sharing the wood-panelled schloss with Joseph Stalin and Harry Truman. It was one of the few substantial buildings within striking distance of Berlin that had survived the final Allied onslaught. Hastily refurnished with what could be found in the nearby villas of the Prussian aristocracy (though Stalin brought his own less ornamented furniture from Moscow), it hosted the last of the great-power conferences. At Tehran and Yalta, the three leaders had mapped the path to victory. Now they remoulded the contours of Europe as they shared the spoils. Boundaries were changed at the stroke of a pen, populations moved like chess pieces on a board to fit the new geopolitical realities.

         The schloss, preserved as a museum, still exudes the awesome significance of the moment. In the great hall, Truman, Stalin and Churchill stare down at the conference table on which the maps were redrawn. ‘The Big Three’, runs the simple caption below the outsize photograph of the three leaders. This was the phrase above all others that warmed Churchill’s heart. Here was confirmation that the direction of world affairs would continue to be  set in Washington, Moscow and, yes, London. Churchill negotiated with Truman and Stalin as an equal. This, in its essence, was Britain’s sense of itself at the moment of victory.

         The self-image was blind to reality. The war had remade the world’s economic and political landscape. Europe, a continent that had come to see itself as the centre of world civilisation and the indispensable engine of prosperity and progress, lay, literally, in ruins. The United States, the industrial motor of the Allied war effort, in 1945 accounted for about half of all global output. Unscarred by the physical destruction of the war, it stood unchallenged as the world’s largest and richest economy. The war had been a boon to many of its industries, forcing the pace of technological advance and new mass-production techniques. The explosion of the atomic bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki attested to Washington’s undoubted military primacy. The United States alone was in possession of the deadliest weapon humanity had ever seen. For its part, Stalin’s Soviet Union had weathered untold hardship and the death of more than twenty-five million citizens to mobilise a vast military–industrial complex in the successful effort to halt Hitler’s drive eastwards. What it lacked in technological sophistication, Moscow made up for in unswerving determination and ideological conviction. Its troops occupied most of the eastern half of the continent. The Soviet Union would not loosen its grip on the new satellite states of communism. Instead it would reach out across the globe for converts. The world would soon be described by the Cold War contest between Washington and Moscow, West and East.

         At this moment of victory, Britain was exhausted, its empire precarious and its finances close to ruin. Three months before the German surrender, Churchill offered a premonition of the challenges of the peace at a private dinner. There was a fear abroad, he  said, that ‘We should be weak, we should have no money and we should lie between the two great powers of the United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.’1 The architect of victory, he was more popular than ever when the wartime coalition government dissolved barely three weeks after VE Day. The same could not be said of the Conservative Party. Invited on 5 July to elect a Tory government, the voters delivered a landslide victory to Clement Attlee’s Labour Party. ‘Let us face the future,’ Labour’s manifesto had declared. Attlee promised post-war economic and social reform – the free health care, housing and decent social benefits that would come with the creation of a welfare state. His campaign drew a contrast between the politics of post-war revival and the harsh economic policies pursued by the Tories during the Great Depression of the 1930s. Health, housing and poverty were the issues uppermost in the mind of an exhausted nation and its returning armed forces. Attlee took Churchill’s seat at Potsdam at the end of July.

         Britain’s place in the new order was to be half obscured behind a simple phrase – one that through the subsequent decades would be at once a proud boast of and a perennial burden on the nation’s prime ministers. Britain’s road to global influence would henceforth run through Washington, enshrined in a ‘special relationship’ between the world’s foremost English-speaking powers. The phrase, and its double-edged legacy for his successors, had been deployed by Churchill during the 1930s. During the war, Harold Macmillan served as Churchill’s representative at General Dwight D. Eisenhower’s military headquarters in Algiers. The British role in setting the Allies’ military strategy, Macmillan had remarked to his colleague Richard Crossman, was to act as Greece to America’s Rome. Crossman, Macmillan said, would likely ‘find the Americans much as the Greeks found the Romans – great big,  vulgar, bustling people, more vigorous than we are and also more idle, with more unspoiled virtues but also more corrupt’. The answer? ‘We must run AFHQ as the Greek slaves ran the operations of the Emperor Claudius.’2

         The Americans would supply the brawn, the British the brains. This was the reassuring conceit that henceforth underwrote the British view of the ‘special relationship’. The pact would be waved as a standard and, at times, carried as a boulder by future prime ministers. Waving the standard would act as a multiplier of influence: other nations, in Europe and beyond, would give closer attention to policies promoted in London if they knew the Brits had the ear of Washington. And the United States would be more easily persuaded by British arguments if it knew that its ally was shaping the debate elsewhere. But the boulder could not be ignored. Could Britain strike out on its own when to do so would incur the wrath of Washington? How was the prime minister viewed in the White House? These would become permanent neuroses. With every change of president would come an embarrassing scramble in London to ensure the prime minister was the first on the list of foreign leaders invited to the White House. The line between partnership and submissiveness was perilously thin. The Americans did not always make it easy. Macmillan noted as much after the Conservatives returned to office at the end of 1951, writing in his diary that during the war the British had been treated as being on an equal footing – a respected ally. ‘Now we are treated by the Americans with a mixture of patronising pity and contempt.’3 Perhaps it was a mistake to consider them Anglo-Saxons. Confirming his personal prejudices, Macmillan continued: ‘That blood is very much watered down now; they are a Latin–Slav mixture with a fair amount of German and Irish.’ On the other side of the Atlantic, Dean Acheson, Truman’s secretary  of state, was a self-declared Anglophile, but he barred the use of ‘special relationship’ within the State Department, lest it signal to other allies that Britain received special privileges.4

         Through the subsequent decades, some prime ministers managed this delicate balance between solidarity and submission better than others. Macmillan won the respect of John F. Kennedy. Harold Wilson’s refusal to send even a token military force to Vietnam produced famous rows with Lyndon Johnson, yet this decision ranks among the best in Britain’s post-war foreign policy. Margaret Thatcher got on well with Ronald Reagan, yet France’s François Mitterrand was the first to come to her aid after the Argentine invasion of the Falklands and Reagan saw no need to ask Britain’s permission before sending troops into Commonwealth Grenada. Tony Blair once remarked that it was his ‘duty’ as prime minister to get along with President George W. Bush. This put him on a path that led inexorably to the Iraq War, a misadventure ranking alongside Suez as among the most calamitous of modern times.

         It was too easy for British policymakers to delude themselves. The historian David Watt credited Winston Churchill with the ‘beneficent myth’5 of a unique transatlantic bond. Thrown out by the British voters in 1945, he remained as popular as ever with the American public. Early in 1946, he set out on an American tour, taking in his mother’s birthplace in New York’s Brooklyn, as well as making visits to Miami and Washington, before travelling to Fulton, Missouri. The measure of his stature was that Truman decided to accompany the British politician as he collected an honorary degree from Westminster College. The Fulton speech – the ‘Sinews of Peace’, Churchill had called it – is most often remembered for its dark predictions about the advance of communism in Europe: ‘From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic,  an iron curtain has descended across the continent.’ All the capitals of the ancient states of eastern and central Europe – Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, Bucharest and Sofia – were imprisoned in what Churchill called ‘the Soviet sphere’. Local communist parties and Moscow-backed fifth columnists were destabilising legitimate governments elsewhere in western Europe.

         Churchill’s bleak analysis coincided with the call for containment of the communist threat made by George Kennan, the American deputy head of mission in Moscow. Kennan’s ‘Long Telegram’, as it was called, fitted Churchill’s purpose. Communism, the wartime prime minister argued, could be countered only if the United States and the United Kingdom jointly assumed leadership of the Western democracies. America, of course, was a nation at ‘the pinnacle of world power’, he said, but no one should underestimate Britain’s capacity to come through the dark period of economic privation it faced in the immediate aftermath of the war: ‘Let no man underrate the abiding power of the British Empire and Commonwealth.’ The United Nations needed leadership. ‘Neither the sure prevention of war nor the continuous rise of world organisation will be gained without what I have called the fraternal association of the English-speaking peoples. This means a special relationship between the British Commonwealth and Empire and the United States.’6

         Churchill’s expansive view saw a partnership nurtured by shared history and cultural affinity, as well as a common language. The ties were as much about sentiment and emotion, kith and kin, values and ideals as about shared interests or threats. This was British myth-making at its most extravagant. True, Churchill (and Macmillan) could boast the familial bond of an American-born mother, but the century and more since British forces had sacked the White House in the War of 1812 had scarcely seen a  consistently warm relationship. The alliances during two world wars had been preceded mainly by indifference and occasional hostility. The most many Americans knew about Britain was that it had once been the colonial power and that its sympathies had tilted towards the Confederacy during the Civil War. Churchill’s legacy was a description of the ‘special relationship’ that would often buckle under the weight of competing interests. If sentimentalism was sometimes useful, firmer foundations were provided by networks of institutional cooperation established during the war and nourished beyond it. Collaboration in the military, intelligence and diplomacy spheres outlived periodic spats between presidents and prime ministers. The UKUSA Agreement, concluded in 1946, provided the basis for an extraordinarily close relationship between the Secret Intelligence Service and the Central Intelligence Agency, and the GCHQ electronic communications centre and America’s National Security Agency.7 Britain’s willingness to lease to Washington outposts of its former empire, such as Diego Garcia in the Indian Ocean, strengthened military ties. The bureaucracies in both capitals established a measure of trust and habits of cooperation beyond the bounds of most alliances.

         
            *

         

         Churchill commanded the stage. Attlee preferred the cabinet committee room to the limelight. And yet he was to prove among the most effective and consequential of Britain’s post-war leaders, redrawing the boundaries of the state and the government’s responsibilities for national welfare. As for Britain’s international role, he was with Churchill. The belief in the restoration of national power and prestige was shared across the political divide at Westminster. Attlee, no less than Churchill, was a champion of British exceptionalism. Why should the consequences of the war mark a step down in Britain’s global position? After all, against all  the odds, it had won. The writ of Empire, His Majesty’s Colonial Office reassured itself, still ran across large tracts of the globe. The military had nearly three million troops under arms. The great trading bloc of Empire and Commonwealth, buttressed by sterling’s role as an international reserve currency, would be revived.

         Britain still ruled, this exercise in self-deception continued, the imperial jewel that was India. It was the dominant power in the Middle East, with control of the Suez Canal and a vital strategic foothold in the oil-rich Gulf. Much of Africa was governed from London. The English-speaking dominions – Canada, Australia and New Zealand – still flew the flag of British power. The defeat of Japan would see lost possessions restored in the Far East, reversing the humiliation inflicted in 1942 by the fall of Singapore. Even where the Empire retreated, it would leave behind a Commonwealth of nations that looked to London for leadership. Why shouldn’t Britain believe in itself? The war had been testimony to the national character and to the resilience of the country’s institutions. In that late summer of 1945, Britain surely had the right to imagine itself standing tall again, in the front rank of nations? The United States was a newcomer. The Soviet Union seemed an unlikely competitor. When Churchill spoke of Britain being uniquely placed at the intersection of the three circles of global power – the Empire and Commonwealth, the US and Europe – he was doing no more than articulating the opinions of the nation’s political class. It was for France and Germany to build a United States of Europe.8 Britain had made great sacrifices in the cause of freedom: the United States would surely recognise this unique contribution? It seemed obvious to the politicians gathered in the new parliament that life would be just as it had been in Tehran, Yalta and Potsdam. British politicians would cling on to this dangerous delusion for another decade. 

         The American worldview, as the Attlee government soon learned, did not accommodate the delicate ego of a declining power. Pragmatism and self-interest ruled in Washington, and American politicians proved as hard-headed as the British voters who had turned their backs on Churchill. Roosevelt had been persuaded during the war that America’s security could not be detached from the balance of power on the other side of the Atlantic, but in 1945 this view was far from universal among American lawmakers. Most politicians on Capitol Hill wanted to bring the boys home. Even Roosevelt did not expect a long military entanglement. In wartime talks with Stalin he had suggested that Washington would disengage within a couple of years of German surrender. It looked like the Americans might repeat the mistakes of the 1920s, when the United States’ isolationism had played its part in the rise of Nazi Germany. The calculation only changed in response to the expansionist plans of the Soviet Union. It was not until 1947 – a year after the receipt in Washington of Kennan’s ‘Long Telegram’ – that the United States decided that its strategic interest lay in resisting the spread of Soviet communism.

         Britain and its empire had been sustained through the war by the US Lend–Lease programme – the ingenious scheme devised by Roosevelt in 1941 in order to ship across the Atlantic tens of billions of dollars’ worth of war materiel and essential supplies, while bypassing the wrath of isolationists. Described by Churchill as ‘that most unselfish and unsordid financial act of any country in all history’,9 it provided the cement in the alliance once the United States formally entered the war. Roosevelt had cloaked what was effectively American aid in terms of US security, giving help to America’s friends in their struggle against the Nazis in the name of an ‘Act to promote the Defence of the United States’. The money came from the military budget, and the isolationists  on Capitol Hill were assured that it was essential to protect the American homeland. For Britain, the arrangement was an essential lifeline and a source of the trust and intimacy that guided the two nations’ planning and prosecution of the war. Congress had never been fully convinced, and as the guns fell silent, voices were raised against the diversion of American taxpayers’ funds towards the reconstruction of Europe. American voters wanted their politicians to turn their attention to problems closer to home. The administration was itself at best ambivalent about how much help to offer its ally. Roosevelt and Truman both set the dissolution of the British Empire as a key post-war goal. Moral superiority and selfish interest spoke with one voice: Washington would not pay for the Empire’s upkeep.

         The sense of shock in London was laid bare on 12 December 1945, when MPs voted on the terms of a new financial arrangement with the United States. Four months earlier, Truman had called an abrupt halt to Lend–Lease, although after frantic representations from Attlee Britain had been allowed to keep goods that were already in transit. Amid near panic in London, a high-level delegation led by the distinguished economist John Maynard Keynes was dispatched to Washington to negotiate a peacetime deal. American dollars were vital if Britain was to hold on to its overseas territories and meet its foreign currency commitments – not least the cost of maintaining troops in countries seized from the Axis powers. A loan was agreed, but its terms saw the Americans treat the British as supplicants rather than friends or allies. Here was a glimpse of the future balance of power. The British, The Economist thundered in a scathing editorial, learned that ‘our reward for losing a quarter of our national wealth in the common cause is to pay tribute for half a century to those who have been enriched by the war’.10 

         The measure of the Truman administration’s ruthlessness was laid bare by Hugh Dalton, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, when the agreement was debated in the House of Commons in December. Dalton might have been expected to offer a robust defence of the deal. Instead he presented the terms as much in resignation as in celebration. The loan would rescue the country from the immediate prospect of economic collapse, but the chancellor could not explain why Britain should be obliged to bear so much of the burden of what had been a shared fight for freedom. The ‘great load of debt’ the country now confronted ‘is, indeed, a strange reward for all we in this land did and suffered for the common cause’.11 As to the financial details, Dalton admitted that talks had nearly broken down more than once. The British delegation had begun by asking for a straightforward grant from Washington in recognition of Britain’s contribution to the war effort. The end of wartime aid, Keynes pleaded, had confronted Britain with a ‘financial Dunkirk’. The Americans were unimpressed. Keynes’s second pitch had been for an interest-free loan, but still they would not budge. Finally, Keynes had no choice but to accept an interest rate of 2 per cent on a credit line of $3.75 billion. Repayment was to be made in fifty annual instalments, starting in 1951.

         The level of interest was consistent with market rates, but the Americans made the loan conditional on Britain agreeing to an array of new global economic arrangements that had been designed in Washington. The Bretton Woods system – the creation of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank – and the provision for multilateral trade liberalisation through a General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade would later be seen as the pillars of a new economic order, from which all rich democracies, including Britain, would eventually benefit. But the American plans were born of self-interest rather than altruism. The goal was to  safeguard and promote the interests of the world’s largest economy and to put an end to the advantages that Britain had gained from its empire. The most damaging condition demanded of Keynes was the full ‘convertibility’ of sterling into other currencies by the end of 1947. Technical though this change might have seemed, it would greatly loosen Britain’s economic hold over its colonies and dominions. They would no longer find themselves tied to the purchase of British goods and services and could swap sterling for dollars. This would intensify the financial strains on Britain while cementing the dollar’s role as the leading international reserve currency. Those across the Empire and Commonwealth who had previously ‘bought British’ could choose to shop American. Before the war, Britain had been the world’s largest creditor and earned significant sums from trade across the Empire and Commonwealth. Now it was a debtor, vulnerable to shifts in sentiment towards sterling. In addition, Washington insisted that all imperial trade preferences be scrapped. The rules of the Bretton Woods institutions were similarly skewed in favour of the Americans. Power was vested in nations that recorded trade surpluses, and above all the US, and countries such as Britain that were struggling with deficits would be supplicants. Years later, Dalton voiced the bitter sense of betrayal: ‘We retreated, slowly and with bad grace and with increasing irritation … to the most unwilling acceptance of strings so tight that they might strangle our trade and, indeed, our whole economic life.’12 As for the Americans, they would privately admit their ruthlessness. ‘We loaded the British loan negotiations with all the conditions the traffic would bear,’ the assistant secretary of state William Clayton confessed.

         Many at Westminster refused to bow to Washington. Dalton’s speech provoked outbursts of rage on the Conservative benches, articulated most violently by those on the Tory right who called  themselves ‘empire loyalists’. They were assured of the backing of the newspaper proprietor Lord Beaverbrook, the owner of the Daily Express, and other peers such as Brendan Bracken. The loan, Tory MP Robert Boothby charged, represented an ‘economic Munich’, and Britain would spend the money buying, among other things, American tobacco: ‘There is one mandate which His Majesty’s Government never got from the people of this country, and that was to sell the British Empire for a packet of cigarettes,’13 he thundered as he tossed a cigarette packet onto the floor of the House of Commons. Churchill, now leader of the opposition, shared his disappointment, admitting to fellow MPs that it was a ‘great pity’ that the loan had been mixed up with other arrangements, such as those for Bretton Woods. He thought the demand for sterling convertibility so perilous that it might prove impossible – a judgement that was proven correct in 1947, when convertibility was introduced and, in the face of a financial crisis, immediately suspended again. Churchill found the bar on imperial trade preferences ‘most objectionable’. Why should the opposition, he continued, ‘come forward to approve and welcome a proposal which fills every party in the House with great anxiety, and which is only commended to us by fear of an even darker alternative’?14 Ultimately, Churchill abstained, but some seventy other Conservatives joined Boothby in the No Lobby. One hundred MPs rejected the agreement, and another 169 abstained.

         
            *

         

         The arrival of Ernest Bevin came as something of a shock to the diplomats of the Foreign Office. Accustomed to serving the alumni of the finest public schools and universities – institutions they had themselves attended – Whitehall’s mandarins were taken aback by the rough-hewn manners of the former dockers’ union official appointed by Attlee as foreign secretary. Bevin, they would soon  discover, was a politician of intelligence, courage and wit. George Brown, Harold Wilson’s foreign secretary during the 1960s, was among his many admirers: ‘He was a man with little or no taught advantages, who relied wholly upon his own brain, his imagination and his capacity for envisaging things and people. In this capacity he was not surpassed and I think not even matched by anyone else I have ever met.’15 A convinced socialist but a fierce anti-communist and firm Atlanticist, Bevin was never naive about Washington’s pursuit of its own interests. His relationship with James Byrnes, the secretary of state, was cool at best. The condescending Byrnes, Bevin noted, was keen to diminish Britain’s role in shaping the post-war order. When, in the autumn of 1946, the Treasury objected to the cost of the secret British programme to build an atomic weapon, it was Bevin who carried the argument for a nuclear capability independent of Washington. ‘No, Prime Minister, this will not do,’ he remarked when others raised objections to the project. ‘I do not mind for myself, but I do not want any other foreign secretary of this country to be talked at by the Secretary of State of the United States as I have just had in my discussions with Mr Byrnes. We have got to have this thing over here whatever it costs. We’ve got to have a bloody Union Jack on it.’16 Bevin’s Atlanticism was rooted in pragmatism rather than emotional or political attachment. The government, he told the House of Commons, did not accept ‘the view submitted by the hon. Member for Devonport (Mr Foot) that we have ceased to be a great power, or the contention that we have ceased to play that role … The very fact that we have fought so hard for liberty, and paid such a price, warrants our retaining this position.’17 But he also understood the immediate facts of economics. Britain needed the United States. The peace settlement in Europe had left Britain with a garrison of 80,000 troops in Germany and carrying the burden of restoring authority in war-broken nations  on the continent’s southern margins, including Greece, Turkey and Libya. Sustaining troops, ships and warplanes abroad required foreign currency, and Britain was not earning enough from exports to balance the books. By early 1947, it was already obvious that it could no longer afford to keep forces in Greece, where the Athens government was fighting a communist insurgency, and nor could it continue to underwrite the stability of the Turkish government in Ankara. With some embarrassment, responsibility for both was handed to Washington.
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