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Dedicated to my grandson Yevgeny Primakov Jr. (Yevgeny Sandro), who has embarked on his own “Middle Eastern journey.”
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As you get older, you find yourself looking increasingly not to the future, but to the past. You become less and less concerned with the world of work. And as your children—then your grandchildren—start to lead their own lives, your part in their future ever more noticeably starts to diminish. What is more, your memory of the distant past comes into sharper focus. You start to see things that you did not see before; the hindsight of the years you’ve put behind you allows you to make sense of what you once failed to understand or mistook for something else. Nothing makes me more aware of this than looking through the dozens of notebooks that I kept for many years and have not gotten around to sorting out.1


For a long time I have been nursing the idea of writing a book about the Middle East.2 It is a region I have followed for half a century as a journalist, academic, and politician—as a correspondent for  Pravda; as deputy director (and later director) of the Institute of World Economy and International Relations at the USSR Academy of Sciences; at the Academy’s Institute of Oriental Studies; as head of the SVR (Russia’s foreign intelligence service); as Russian foreign minister, as Russian prime minister, and as a deputy in the Duma, Russia’s parliament.

There are events in the Middle East—many of them subject to false rumors—that have unfolded before my very own eyes. Some of these events either are not known about or have been forgotten. Meanwhile they have played a huge role in making the region what it is today— diverse, multihued and complex; a region that is dangerously obstinate, naïve at times, and all too often betrayed. It is far too easy to get the wrong idea of a region so crucial to world politics and the global economy today—worse still, we can come to associate the Middle East with the Islamic extremist threat hanging over the “civilized” world. Unless, that is, we unravel the peculiarities of Arab nationalism and get to the essence of the main players on the Middle Eastern political stage: Gamal Abdel Nasser, Yasser Arafat, Anwar Sadat, Saddam Hussein, Hafez Assad, Muammar Gaddafi, King Hussein of Jordan, and others; unless we examine the root causes of the evolution that Arab regimes underwent in the second half of the twentieth century; and unless we thoroughly analyze the policies of other states towards the Middle East, along with the impact of the Arab-Israeli conflict and that of the cold war.

This book is not a chronological account of events in the Arab world, nor is it a systematic description of their history in the latter half of the last century. Rather it focuses on the basic processes that emerged in the Arab world after the end of colonialism, and describes individual episodes from history that I not only had the chance to observe but in some cases even participated in.

I am truly grateful to my friends and colleagues who took the trouble to read my manuscript and made a series of comments—which I have of course taken into account—Yuri Stepanovich Gryadunov, Irina Donovna Zvyagelskaya, Yuri Vasilyevich Kotov, Namik Hamidovich Yakubov, and to numerous SVR and foreign ministry staff, both past and present. And without the painstaking technical work of my loyal assistants Maria Yuryevna Osipova and Yelena Vyacheslavovna Popova, this book could never have seen the light of day.
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IN THE MIDDLE of the twentieth century, colonial rule disintegrated, leaving new nation-states to appear on the map of the world. The collapse of imperial power also meant that regimes in supposedly sovereign Middle Eastern states found their days were numbered. In many newly independent countries, such as Egypt, it was abundantly clear that the leaders who had just gained power would not last long.

Of all these leaders, the one who stayed in power longer than the rest was Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt. More than any other newly independent Arab country, Egypt had all the characteristics of Arab revolutionary nationalism: a concerted push to eradicate the colonial powers’ residual military and economic presence; the absence of strong links between the state apparatus and Islam or terrorism; and an adherence to a progressive socialist agenda. Domestic policy was anticommunist in tone while foreign policy was pragmatic, as shown by Egypt’s qualified cooperation with the Soviet Union and the twists and turns of its relations with the United States; and there was a viscerally hostile attitude to Israel.

In the Arab world today, the global ambition of revolutionary nationalism has waned, even vanished. Yet it makes up an entire chapter of Arab history, and without a grasp of its specifics we cannot make head or tail of the Middle East as it is now.




 A NEW BREED OF LEADERS COMES TO POWER 

Despite all they have in common, there are differences both among Arab countries and among the ways their new leaders won power after the end of colonial rule.

In Iraq, Prime Minister Nuri al-Said was savagely murdered and his corpse dragged for hours through the streets of Baghdad; one officer from the Iraqi army, which had rebelled against its government, cut off a finger from Said’s corpse and took it to Egypt, thinking it would make the best present to give to Lieutenant Colonel Nasser. Nasser, leader of the Free Officers who came to power in Egypt following the deposal of King Farouk, was shocked by the offering. In 1952, Farouk had been driven out of Egypt by the Free Officers but was allowed to sail off on his yacht to Italy, where he spent his remaining years in debauched parties and casinos. A very different fate befell not only Nuri al-Said but also the young King Faisal of Iraq: he was killed by rebels who cared nothing that the king belonged to the Hashemite dynasty, direct descendants of the prophet Muhammad.

In Algeria and Tunisia, the colonial powers withdrew in the face of armed struggle by their peoples; in Libya and Yemen, monarchies were deposed; in Syria and Sudan, pro-Western rulers were ousted. None of this happened all at once. But the point is that it did happen, and that sovereignty came to the Arab world as a whole. The West retained influence over the politics of individual Arab countries, but the ways it exerted influence changed so much that its actual impact was a patchy, uneven affair.

For all their differences, the upheavals across the Arab world in the mid-twentieth century had something in common: colonial and semicolonial regimes fell because it had become untenable for their former leaders to cling to power. Of course, the situation in the rest of the world had a huge impact, too. The balance of power had shifted after Hitler’s Germany, Fascist Italy, and a militaristic Japan were crushed in the Second World War; the Soviet Union took its place alongside the United States as a superpower; nationalist liberation movements triumphed in China and elsewhere; and colonial rule  had run aground everywhere you turned. But the events at the heart of the radical changes in the Arab countries happened closer to home.

It is widely speculated that Moscow lent a hand in bringing anticolonial forces to power, but this does not remotely stand up to scrutiny. This conjecture was fueled most of all by the coup in Iraq, where the monarchy was deposed and a republic proclaimed on July 14, 1958. The Western media persistently spread rumors of Soviet involvement, as did a succession of sadly mistaken politicians. Yet the diplomats based in Iraq tended to get it right about the cause and nature of events there: ten days after the monarchy fell, Sir Michael Wright, the British ambassador to Baghdad, reported to the Foreign Office that, as in Egypt six years earlier, the coup in Iraq was triggered by rising dissatisfaction with the policies and actions of King Faisal and his sidekick, Prime Minister al-Said. In 1954 another British ambassador to Iraq, Sir John Troutbeck, had warned London in a diplomatic telegram that there was growing “indignation at the corruption and greed of the ruling classes, the tough living conditions of the poor, the lack of career opportunities for young people leaving education, and an ideological vacuum that grows wider each year as the influence of Islam diminishes.”1 Ambassador Wright pointed out that to the Iraqis, the policies that had provoked the upheaval against al-Said and the ruling dynasty were identified with Britain.

Waldemar Gallman, the U.S. ambassador in Baghdad, told his superiors that “Moscow was not behind the coup.”

The Soviet Union did not stay at the sidelines of events in Egypt, Iraq, or Syria. It built links with their new leaders—or rather the new leaders built links—but this was after their revolutions. These leaders seized power not because of any plots orchestrated by Moscow but because of the collapse of the policies of Britain and France, imposed either directly or by their corrupt Arab representatives.




 RELIANCE ON MILITARY FORCE 

In most Arab countries, armies played a pivotal role in overthrowing colonial and quasi-colonial governments. This was because, in the  absence of political parties capable of opposition, armies were the most disciplined force. One of Egypt’s political groups during Farouk’s reign was al-Wafd (the Delegation party). No political party in any colonial-era Arab country could compare with it in size and influence. Al-Wafd would sometimes take a stand against Farouk’s court, but its leadership was mired in intrigue and locked in collusion with the interests of big landowners and some of the feudal lords.

At first, the army only toppled a hated regime; it had neither the will nor the experience to govern the country. The officers who led the coup against the old order were middle-class intellectuals. It is no coincidence that some time before they launched the coup, on the night of July 23, 1952, they wanted to restore al-Wafd to power. Colonel Ahmed Anwar was sent to meet Fouad Sirag al-Din, the party’s general secretary, and it was proposed that al-Wafd impose its authority on the king by force. Al-Wafd refused, not wishing to enter into any alliance with the Free Officers. Its leaders feared a popular revolt at a time when armed conflict was brewing in the Suez Canal zone. In fact, they did not want to see Farouk deposed, and they were anxious to avoid confrontation with Britain. But it fell to the army to take charge of the country.

Britain had formally granted Egypt independence years earlier, in 1922, although this sovereignty was watered down with stipulations that made it nearly worthless. Britain retained the right to protect its “routes of empire” on Egyptian soil, which meant primarily the Suez Canal, but also the safeguarding of its foreign interests.

Things changed a little in 1936, when Britain signed the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty, which softened these restrictions but stopped short of granting Egypt genuine political independence. Britain retained a military presence there, and its ambassador continued to meddle in the country’s domestic affairs. But as the British sought to free up more of their soldiers to be redeployed in Europe, they ordered Egypt to increase its army from 11,500 men to 60,000. Before that, the officer corps of Egypt’s small army had traditionally been made up of the sons of rich families. A clause in the pact forced King Farouk to increase troop strength by recruiting officers from the middle class. Egypt’s military academy began to accept and train the sons of middle-income families, who would become the backbone of the underground group known as the Free Officers.

But I do not think this class uniformity is any part of the reason that the Egyptian regime established in 1952 turned out as stable as it did, despite upheavals like the joint British-French-Israeli invasion of 1956 or the Six-Day War of 1967, or even the internal economic measures affecting the interests of major foreign and Egyptian property owners. The chief factor that guaranteed Egypt’s government such a long life was popular support for Nasser’s leadership. This did not come overnight. The 1952 coup was led by a small group of people. But as its reforms bore fruit and it built up an overseas policy seen by many as patriotic, Nasser’s regime gained widespread support that allowed it to weather its mistakes.

The constant turnover of those in power—not always through violent revolutions—came largely because Middle Eastern countries lacked an evolved party political system, and the army filled the vacuum. Military coups came one after another in Syria, Iraq, and North Africa. Salah Jadid, who had led the Syrian coup of February 23, 1966, that brought down the right-wing Ba’ath Party administration, died after years in prison. A similar fate awaited Yusuf Zuaiyin, prime minister in Syria’s post-coup government. Both men had been cast out by another left-wing Ba’athist group, led by Hafez Assad. In Iraq, Abdul Karim Qassem was gunned down in a Baghdad television studio by his former brothers-in-arms; in Algeria, Ben Bella, leader of the revolution against French colonial power, was sentenced to long years in prison by his own revolutionary comrades.

After Nasser’s death in 1970, the tide of change reached Egypt too. One of Nasser’s close cohorts, Anwar Sadat—whom the Russians wrongly thought of as an interim figure—took advantage of the laxity of those loyal to the deceased leader; these people held practically all the power in the land, and Sadat ordered his guards to arrest them all. For years he was the unchallenged master of Egypt. Although he started out with Nasser in the first phase of the Free Officers, Sadat managed to steer Egypt away from a Nasserite path in both domestic and foreign policy. He too met a sorry end: he was assassinated by Islamic extremists.




 A DIFFICULT COEXISTENCE WITH ISLAMIC EXTREMISTS 

The struggle for power is the likeliest explanation for most of the coups in the newly independent Arab countries. Differences existed, of course, between those who were ousted and those who seized power, yet all professed a common ideology: nationalism. But there was more to the nature of the forces supplanting one another, and nationalism varied from one Arab state to the next. Regardless of who was overthrown by whom, some adherents got no further than advocating a purely nationalist worldview; others introduced aspects of social reform. Nasser was of the latter camp, as were Syria’s Hafez Assad and Algeria’s Houari Boumédienne.

Above all, it is important to note that the nationalism espoused by the new postcolonial Arab leaders had no ideological ties to Islam. None of the Arab states went through a revolution under the banner of religion, even though the populations of these republics had always consisted of practicing Muslims, some of them fanatics. Moreover, leaders in many countries came into conflict with Islamic groups seeking to fill what they saw as a power vacuum left by the colonial rulers’ departure. Besides, confronting Islamists was no easy matter. In Egypt, for example, the Muslim Brotherhood, a mass Islamic organization founded in 1928 and one that had opposed British rule, could count up to 2 million members at its peak. In its early days, the Free Officers had to reckon with the popularity of the Brotherhood, especially after its “supreme guru,” Hassan al-Banna, was killed on the king’s orders in 1949, crowning the Brotherhood with the halo of martyrdom.2


After Farouk was deposed, the Free Officers banned all political parties and organizations, except the Brotherhood. But its new supreme guru, Hassan Ismail al-Hudaibi, published a statement calling for a referendum in Egypt on creating an Islamic republic governed by Sharia law. It was then that the Free Officers’ crucial battle with the Brotherhood was joined. In 1954, two Brotherhood leaders who had organized an attempt on Nasser’s life, deputy supreme guru Abdul Qader ’Udda and Ibrahim al-Taib, a commander of armed terrorist groups, were publicly hanged in front of reporters; al-Hudaibi was sentenced to life in prison.

The Brotherhood enjoyed considerable popularity; the students protesting at Cairo University in early 1954, for example, had voiced their support for it. This did nothing to stop Nasser and his disciples, nor did the Brotherhood’s close ties to General Muhammad Naguib, who at that time officially chaired the Revolutionary Command Council and held the post of President of Egypt. A popular figure in Egypt, Naguib was asked by the Free Officers to join them in order to boost the prestige of their organization. The Brotherhood’s support was one of the reasons Naguib was later removed from his position.

Far from being an obstacle, Nasser’s fight with the Islamic extremists can be seen as helping him secure his place not only as the sole ruler of Egypt but also, crucially, as a leader recognized across the Arab world. Some scholars of this period of Egypt’s history have concluded that Nasser’s undisguised and bitter confrontation with the Muslim Brotherhood was provoked by its attempt to assassinate him. I do not agree. It was perhaps the final straw, but the rift itself was the logical outcome of the Free Officers’ rise to power.

After the king was ousted it took only a year for the Free Officers and the Muslim Brotherhood to descend from consensus into out-and-out conflict. The Brotherhood pinned its hopes on winning over a wide cross section of the population in the countryside, where the young officers’ support was weak. Brotherhood leaders decided to exploit the fact that theirs was the only legal organization, and made a calculated gamble that the Officers would be forced to deal with them so as not to end up completely isolated in Egyptian politics. At first the Brotherhood demanded a place in the government; when this was refused, it declared that it would seek to set up a committee with the power to ratify all laws passed in Egypt to ensure their compatibility with Islam. So the founders of a similar committee in Iran after the Iranian revolution get no prize for originality. But events unfolded quite differently in Egypt: Nasser’s Free Officers categorically refused the Brotherhood’s requests and launched an agrarian reform program that made inroads into the countryside.

Nasser was not merely hostile but a ruthless adversary of the Brotherhood. This could be seen in his attitude toward its spiritual leader, Sayyid Qutb, who was jailed more than once. Finally, when it  became evident that Qutb would not give up on his condemnation of Nasser’s “secularism”—he compared the state of the country under Nasser with jahiliya (“the dark ages” that Arabs see as the period before Islam)—he was arrested once more, sentenced to death, and executed in 1966.

More than mere rivalry divided Nasser from the Islamists. This was not a confrontation between two uniform forces competing for power: Nasser consciously ruled out using Islam as an instrument of authority. He was not alone in being at odds with those seeking to impose an Islamic state or society by force. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, two Syrian factions of the Brotherhood, operating in Aleppo and Hama, joined forces to fight Hafez Assad’s regime. Brotherhood militants, who happened to be followers of Qutb, mounted an attack on Aleppo’s artillery school, killing thirty-four students. Reprisals were swift: Assad sent in army divisions that wiped out thousands of Islamic extremists. Troops were also used to crush advocates of an Islamic state in Algeria and Tunisia.

It is clearly wrong to depict the nationalist revolutionaries who seized power in many Arab countries as having rejected Islam or even Islamic fundamentalism; nor were they oblivious to how religious their populations were. Yet they waged open war against Islamic extremists and against “politicized Islam.” In his 1973 biography of the Egyptian leader, Jean Lacouture examines the ideas and motives behind Nasser’s falling-out with the Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamic groups. He writes that although Nasser was himself a Muslim, he was convinced it was impossible to run a modern nation on the basis of the Koran. This conviction was shared by the revolutionaries who came to power in Syria, Iraq, South Yemen, Algeria, Tunisia, and Libya.




 BEHIND THE RALLYING CRY OF ARAB SOCIALISM 

In a succession of Arab countries throughout the 1950s and 1960s, new postcolonial powers announced they had chosen a socialist path. Islamic organizations, meanwhile, were hardly untouched by the widespread enthusiasm for socialist ideals. Many Muslim clerics declared kinship between the roots of Islam and socialism, and even preached “Islamic socialism,” which attracted a fair number of disciples from the intelligentsia in Arab countries. But acute ideological differences between Islamic extremism and Arab nationalism worked to prevent the two forces from merging into one. “Arab socialism” was not “Islamic socialism” in either origin or spirit, although these two socialisms did have some superficial features in common.

With all the strife between the revolutionaries and radical Islamic organizations, Islam left its mark—and its influence—on Arab socialism. There was a tangible basis for this: no Arab leader could ignore the deep-rooted devoutness of his subjects. But this did not make Arab socialism, especially as interpreted by Nasser or the Algerian leaders, identical to Islamic socialism. The former largely confined Islam’s sphere of influence to spiritual life and left social and economic matters to be developed on a secular basis. Islamic socialism inferred that there was a socialist philosophy in Islam and called for it to permeate all aspects of life as taught by scriptures in the Koran. In none of the Arab countries that had pinned its flag to the socialist mast did Islamic ways of structuring society take root, nor did they come to control the state apparatus, the economy, or the judiciary.

Failing to see this and failing to dig any deeper into its history, Eastern bloc critics condemned the relationship between Arab leaders and Islamic extremists, while Western critics objected to Arab leaders’ “compliance with Islamic practice.” In the West, this kind of criticism was bound up with an attempt to show that the rift between nationalist revolutionaries and Islamists was narrowing, if it still existed at all. Blinkered by dogma, ideological advisers from the Soviet Union insisted—albeit only in closed meetings—that Arab declarations of socialist principles were hardly compatible with speeches that began, “In the name of Allah, the beneficent and the merciful!” These ill-starred ideologues excommunicated from “true socialism” not only Muslims but anyone who was not an atheist.

There were several reasons why a string of Arab countries chose the socialist route. First, Arab nationalism in the latter half of the twentieth century had at its core the struggle for independence against overseas rule—and yet the movement lacked any actual program for  national reconstruction. Second, this absence of a program grew all the more palpable when the center of gravity shifted to social and economic matters after independence had been won. Third, the call to build socialism was one of the most widely heard in the world—at the time, socialism reigned in many countries—and this could not fail to influence the countries, including the Arab states, where colonial rule had ended.

Arab socialist ideas thrived amid the disillusionment that a sizeable cross section of the Arab intelligentsia felt about Western prescriptions for “targeted economic development,” which ensured that postcolonial states remained adjuncts to their former rulers. The drive for equality and social justice overseas as well as at home clashed directly with prescriptions of this sort.

But devotees of Arab socialism regarded society as one big united family, without divisions into class and social groups, and this set their ideas firmly apart from Soviet scientific socialism, bringing them closer to Islamic socialism. It was in the interests of this united family that reforms in the socialist Arab countries were drafted and carried out. These countries still introduced a range of measures to improve the lot of the poorest in society, but they were not, as a rule, presented as a “redistribution of wealth.” For Nasser, class struggle, the dictatorship of the proletariat, and rejection of religion had no place in Arab socialism. Other Arab socialist leaders thought similarly, except perhaps those in South Yemen, whose interpretation of socialism more closely resembled that of the Soviet Union and other socialist bloc countries.

This specific interpretation arose because Arab socialism was seen as a category of Arab nationalism. Because socioeconomic affairs fell within the remit of Arab socialism, it set itself the task of nationalizing foreign-owned assets. This was a direct policy decision. In itself, the creation of a state-owned sector began life as a move against overseas influence, against attempts by foreign powers to maintain their control over the newly independent states in a new guise. Among the Free Officers’ first acts in Egypt was the state takeover of the foreign-owned Suez Canal Company; in Iraq the same happened with the Iraq Petroleum Company.

Another platform on which Arab socialism stood was agrarian reform—vitally important in all Arab countries, where the vast majority of people depended on the land and the inequality of land distribution was keenly felt.




 NASSER INVITES YEVSEI LIBERMAN TO CAIRO 

Egypt, like several of its neighbors, went further and strengthened the state sector of its economy by nationalizing large-scale business assets, Egyptian as well as foreign owned. Banks, insurance firms, and big manufacturing industries were all nationalized, and in 1958 the amount of land that could be owned was sharply curbed in a second round of agrarian reform. Up to 80 percent of industry and manufacturing was in state hands, as were the entire banking system, all of the transport network, and overseas trade. With the exception of prospecting for oil, the whole mining sector was declared out of bounds to foreign capital. There were some joint ventures, albeit with the Egyptian government as the majority shareholder.

Nationalization on this scale was a radical move influenced by the example of socialist countries. At the start of the 1960s, the Soviet leadership supported Nasser in his efforts at large-scale nationalization and put Soviet ideological advisers at Nasser’s disposal. But the Egyptian leader appears to have been too pragmatic to stick to an all-out program of nationalization. He did not turn his back on market forces and gave substantial attention to the development of small-scale enterprise, especially in the service sector. This was not to everyone’s liking in Moscow. At the time, dogmatic ideas of what socialism should be were on the wane in the Soviet Union, and even the party-controlled newspaper Pravda had published articles by Kharkov economist Yevsei Liberman about how important it was for the economy that industries make a profit. Even so, many in Moscow were unhappy when Nasser invited Liberman to Egypt.

Nasser talked one-on-one with Liberman for several hours, in English, without an interpreter. As the Pravda correspondent in Cairo at the time, I met Liberman, who told me Nasser had been keen to know  whether socialism could coexist alongside private enterprise. It was this pragmatism that steered Nasser’s thinking, not any inclination toward Islamic socialism.

Nasser gave Liberman an exceptionally warm welcome, inviting him to spend a few days’ vacation in Alexandria. During the trip, the presidential car in which Liberman was traveling (along with Sergei Tarasenko, his interpreter and future aide to Eduard Shevardnadze) skidded off the road and overturned. Fortunately, no one was hurt, but Nasser insisted that Liberman go to a hospital for checkups and sent one of his officials to visit him with an enormous bouquet of flowers.

Like the socialist project all over the world, Arab socialism turned out to be short-lived. By the end of the twentieth century, it survived only in Libya—and there only in an experimental form. Nevertheless, the efforts by Arab countries to embrace it and make it a reality add up to a noteworthy chapter in their history.




 THE GENESIS OF MIDDLE EASTERN TERRORISM 

So what is the connection between Arab nationalism and terrorism? This is a key question if we are to get to the heart of the nationalism espoused by those who took the place of colonial authority in the Middle East.

Middle Eastern terrorism has gained worldwide infamy, but there are no grounds to believe it originated in Arab nationalism or was ever a part of it. Consider the example of Egypt’s Free Officers. In theory, they never ruled out terrorism as a means of seizing power, especially against those in the service of the British. In their early stages, driven by a raw feeling of downtrodden national pride and unable to accept the yoke of foreign rule, the Officers even had a “terrorism committee.” But as they prepared to actually seize power, they rejected the use of terror tactics. They resorted to terror only once, when they tried to assassinate the reviled Sirri Amer, an army general mired in corruption and with close links to colonial authorities. Here is how Nasser describes his response to the assassination attempt in his book, The Philosophy of the Revolution:
During a sleepless night in a smoke-filled room, I asked myself: can we genuinely alter the country’s destiny by removing this person or that person, or is it a much deeper, more complex problem? . . . It was with the utmost conviction that the answer came to me: we have to take a different path . . . the roots are deeper, the problem is somewhat more serious.3






At issue were terrorist strikes against individual figures, mainly Arabs, who had collaborated with the foreign occupation. That Nasser opposed even this kind of attack is shown by the farewell ceremony for the deposed King Farouk, who sailed away to Italy on his yacht Al-Mahrousa. General Naguib and the entire Free Officers leadership turned out to see the king off from Alexandria—all except Gamal Salem. Nasser barred him from taking part in the ceremony because he knew Salem had been an advocate of assassinating Farouk.

After a cease-fire in the first Palestine conflict in 1948, Nasser met with two Israeli officers in Falluja; one of them, Yigal Allon, would later become Israel’s military chief of staff. Nasser took great interest in asking about tactics they had used to coordinate their fight against the British. Apart from anything else, the Israelis could have shared their knowledge of terrorist activity. But the Egyptian leader never put this knowledge to use in planning and executing the 1952 coup. Nor did terror become one of Nasser’s tactics afterward.

Islamic terrorist groups raised their heads in Egypt only after Arab revolutionary nationalism had begun to fade from the political scene. Groups such as al-Jihad, al-Gamaa al-Islamiya, and al-Takfir wal-Hijra sprang up in the late 1970s. In their efforts to overthrow Egypt’s secular regime, they unleashed a wave of terrorist activity across the country. One of their victims was Anwar Sadat; they also planned several attempts on the life of President Hosni Mubarak and carried out terrorist attacks on Egyptian ministers and foreign tourists. Rejecting even the Muslim Brotherhood as “too moderate” and “irrelevant to current circumstances,” groups from this “new Islamic wave” instead established links with al-Qaeda.

It could be said that the ancestor of Middle East terrorism was Lehi, the group formed in Palestine during the Second World War and  led by Abraham Stern (killed by British police in February 1942). Lehi’s reins were later taken by a triumvirate, one of them future Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Shamir. In 1943 the group led an attempt on the life of the high commissioner to Palestine; some months later it assassinated former Colonial Secretary Lord Moyne in Egypt. When the 1948 war ended, Lehi assassinated the United Nations (UN) representative Count Bernadotte, the Swedish diplomat assigned to supervise the cease-fire.

Individual terror acts were not the whole story. Alongside Lehi there was another terrorist group, Etzel, whose leader in 1944 was also a future Israeli premier, Menachem Begin. On June 22, 1946, Etzel planted two milk churns packed with explosives in the kitchen of the King David Hotel, where British administrators were housed. The blast left ninety-one dead and forty-five wounded—Britons, Arabs, and Jews.

It is hardly surprising that the Israelis would use similar tactics to force the Arabs out of Palestine. In his memoirs, the British general John Bagot Glubb, founder of the Arab legion in Trans-Jordan, recalls a conversation between a British officer and an officer of the Zionist militant group Haganah that took place before the creation of Israel. When the British officer remarked that Israel’s population might be split down the middle between Jews and Arabs and that this would cause difficulties, the Haganah officer replied: “Difficulties can be overcome—a little bloodshed and we’ll be rid of them.” The events that followed echoed those words. In January 1948, an explosion in a square in Jaffa, a town then populated by Arabs, killed twenty-two people and left many more wounded. A far worse atrocity was the massacre on the night of April 10, 1948, when extremists from Lehi and Etzel slaughtered 254 inhabitants of this Arab village of Deir Yassin, on the outskirts of Jerusalem.

Bloody reprisals against the Arab population continued after the creation of Israel; it took a long time before there was any focus on integrating the Palestinian Arabs into Israeli society. Some of these acts triggered such an outcry abroad, and even in Israel itself, that criminal proceedings were brought against those who were killing Arabs. In October 1956, on the eve of the Anglo-French-Israeli invasion of Egypt, an Israeli patrol opened fire on inhabitants of Kafr Qasim, an Arab village on Israeli territory, supposedly for breaching a curfew that had been imposed without warning. A court found Major Shmuel Malinki and Lieutenant Gabriel Dahan guilty of slaughtering forty-three Kafr Qasim residents and sentenced them to seventeen and fifteen years in prison respectively; Sergeant Offer got fifteen years for killing forty-one Arabs. Other perpetrators were also tried and sentenced. But early in 1960, a little over three years after the massacre, all were out free. Meanwhile, Brigadier Issachar Shadmi, who gave the command to “show no mercy,” was tried separately and fined the equivalent of one cent—an insult to the memory of the dead. (Among the first terrorist acts against Egypt carried out by Israeli agents was the so-called Lavon affair [also known as Operation Susannah]. See chapter 2.)

After the state of Israel was founded, terror was widely used by Palestinian groups based in neighboring Arab countries. Their victims were not only residents of Jewish settlements on Arab land but also civilians in Israel proper. Frequent bombings claimed dozens of lives in crowded spots such as hotels, shops, and discotheques. Hizbollah rockets, fired from the group’s base in Lebanon, rained down on Israeli towns and villages in Northern Galilee.

Terrorist attacks, some of them carried out by suicide bombers, grew more and more frequent, especially during the second intifada, which was sparked by Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s visit to Jerusalem’s Temple Mount, the site of the Al-Aqsa Mosque, one of Islam’s holiest shrines. These violent terror attacks hampered the quest for a political settlement and proved counterproductive for the Palestinians by serving to isolate them in the world. They also provoked large-scale reprisals from the Israeli army, which claimed the lives of many Palestinians.

The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) was undergoing a painful evolution (for more on this see chapter 14). After the PLO agreed to recognize UN resolutions and entered into negotiations with Israel, it renounced terrorism in its battle for the rights of the Palestinian people. But other militias and groups still carry out attacks on Israeli civilians. The Palestinian Authority has condemned these acts, and under the chairmanship of Mahmoud Abbas (also known as Abu Mazen) antiterrorist operations have been intensified.

There is no great mystery to this. In my own nation of Russia, as in the Soviet Union, many people divided terrorists into those fighting for “just” causes and those who employed terror for “unjust” causes. Now our eyes have been opened by the terrorist acts of Chechen separatists. But even well before the bloodbath in Chechnya, both Russia and the former Soviet Union took a firm stance against the Palestinians’ using terrorism to fight for their rights. This subject was always raised—I repeat, always—whenever Russian officials held talks with Fatah, the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine (PFLP), the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine (DFLP), Hamas, or any other Palestinian groups. It still is.

At the end of 1970, for example, the Central Committee of the Soviet communist party (which was in charge of such matters at the time) sent me to Beirut with our future ambassador to Jordan, Yuri Gryadunov, who then headed the party’s international section (Arab affairs fell within its remit). Our mission was to persuade the leaders of the PFLP to call off the hijacking of planes. The talks were long and hard, and involved the entire PFLP leadership. George Habash and others told us that the reason they carried out the hijackings was to force the Israelis—their own government—to find accommodation with the Palestinians. We answered that terrorist activity was not only unacceptable but also counterproductive, as it had the effect of rallying Israelis around their government. The PFLP leaders subsequently confirmed that their moratorium on hijackings came about thanks to Soviet influence.

Another example: as director of Russia’s foreign intelligence agency, I flew to Tripoli at the behest of the Russian government and held productive talks with the Libyan leadership, including Colonel Muammar Gaddafi; my European colleagues were making similar efforts. In the mid- to late 1990s, the training camps in Libya used by the extremist Palestine Liberation Front and Islamic Jihad were razed to the ground. Gaddafi broke off all relations with them and expelled the terrorist group led by Abu Nidal.

In May 2005 I accompanied President Vladimir Putin on his Middle East tour, during which he bluntly told Palestinian and Israeli leaders alike that they had to call off both terrorist acts and the equally dangerous reprisals, which also made victims of innocent civilians.

But the terror inflicted by both sides in this Middle East conflict was not the breeding ground for the international terrorism seen at the end of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first. For starters, Middle Eastern terrorism was by its nature political, not religious. It has seldom, as a rule, spread beyond the region, although both sides have carried out “overseas” terrorist attacks on representatives of the other side: the attempt by Abu Nidal’s group to assassinate Israel’s ambassador to London, for example, or the gunshots fired at PLO activists in Europe. There have also been terrorist acts by individual Palestinian groups against others on their own side with whom they disagree. The group headed by Sabri al-Banna, best known as Abu Nidal, was distinct in this regard. Having branded as traitors the leaders of Arafat’s Fatah, the Abu Nidal Organization (ANO) set out to annihilate them. Often it did so on direct orders from Iraq’s secret services; then, when it had relocated to Syria, it was linked with the Syrian secret services, and in Libya with the Libyan services. On his return to Iraq in 2002, not long before the U.S. invasion, Abu Nidal was either killed or committed suicide.

The network known as al-Qaeda did not arise from the Palestinian movement. Al-Qaeda was a religious-extremist catalyst used by the United States during the cold war—with, as it turns out, no thought to the consequences. It came into being with the aid of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) for the purposes of fighting the Soviet army in Afghanistan. Osama bin Laden was given a green light to seek al-Qaeda recruits, even on American soil, and his bandits were secretly armed with Stinger missiles for use against Soviet military aircraft.

History had the last, bitter laugh on anyone who thought al-Qaeda would continue to do as it was told. After the Soviet pullout from Afghanistan, al-Qaeda turned its sights on the United States.




 RISING ANTI-WESTERN SENTIMENT, BUT CLOSER TIES WITH WASHINGTON 

Let’s go back to what was distinctive about these revolutionary nationalist Arab regimes. Anti-imperialism emerged from a sense of  wounded national pride; it was not a stance adopted by Arab nationalists. Politicians often overlook this heightened, even bombastic feeling of patriotism—characteristic of all Eastern leaders, not just Arabs—and thus pass up realistic chances to solve a whole range of problems, not least of which is the resolution of conflicts.

Even King Farouk, before he was deposed, felt a growing resentment at Egypt’s humiliation at the hands of foreign officials. The Egyptian people had no great love for Farouk, and while Nasser shared their feelings, he still regarded the king, whatever his standing, as Egypt’s head of state. So Nasser and his fellow officers were outraged to learn that British ambassador Sir Miles Lampson had gone to Abdin Palace on February 4, 1942, and demanded that the prime minister be replaced with someone more pro-British. Throughout Egypt there were rumors that Lampson would address the king not as “your Majesty” but as “my boy”—and this, remember, was a full twenty years after Egypt was granted independence from Britain. In a letter to a friend written at the time, Nasser said: “I am ashamed that the army did not react to this affront.” These were the words of a man who fully understood the hopelessness of an armed confrontation with the British forces based in the Suez Canal zone, let alone a wider conflict with Britain, whose military capabilities were in a different league from those of Egypt. But the sense of insult to Egypt’s national pride overcame other considerations.

Nasser raised this episode with the king during his first and only meeting with the then British foreign secretary, Sir Anthony Eden, at the British Embassy in Cairo in February 1955. Eden listened as the young Egyptian president gave his downbeat assessment of the Treaty of Baghdad. But Eden made it clear that he thought Nasser was out of his depth in world politics, and brushed aside the concerns he had raised; instead, he started asking about the Koran and Arabic literature. It made Nasser see how condescending the British government was towards the new Egypt.

American contempt was no less withering. At an official luncheon in 1955 the U.S. ambassador, Henry A. Byroade, protested that the Egyptians had beaten up an American in the Suez Canal zone, having taken him for a spy. At one point during his outburst, Byroade spluttered, “I thought I was in a civilized country.”

Nasser stood up and left the meeting, and did not come back even when the tactless American diplomat apologized.

But if the nationalist revolutionaries’ anti-imperialist stance was originally shaped by raw emotion, this was quickly superseded by politics, and their decisions came to be based on studying and comparing the options before them. Pragmatism began to take precedence over anti-imperialism. After these new leaders came to power in Egypt, Syria, and Iraq, it was some time before they hardened their stance against the former colonial powers or the Western European states that retained custody over their officially independent countries. It was on Nasser’s orders that Britain was warned two days before the coup in Egypt. The U.S. assistant military attaché, David Evans, was also informed via Ali Sabri, one of the Free Officers. Evans’s reaction was unequivocal: as long as they were not communists, he said, they could go ahead. He said the United States would seek to build an alliance with the Middle East in order to halt the growth of local communist parties and stop the Soviet Union from getting a foothold in the region.

But I think U.S. officials, and British ones even more, were kept in the dark about how far the Free Officers would go to depose King Farouk in 1952—and especially when they would take action. They may even have suggested to the British that they would do nothing more than pressure the monarchy to agree to greater democracy. But Miles Copeland, the CIA resident in Cairo, said the Americans not only knew that a coup was being planned but that Nasser had consulted them about it and had been given the green light. Meanwhile, as soon as the Free Officers seized power, they were contacted by another CIA official, Kermit “Kim” Roosevelt, grandson of former President Theodore Roosevelt.

One way or another, the very existence of this kind of contact shows that the Free Officers did not want to jeopardize relations with Britain, and still less with Washington. And the American response, passed on via Ali Sabri, actually inspired the young officers and raised their hopes of building ties with the United States.

It is further evidence of the Officers’ reluctance to jeopardize relations with London that they allowed the monarchy to continue for  some time after King Farouk was ousted. Having forced Farouk to abdicate, the Free Officers agreed to let the throne pass to his son Ahmad Fuad, who was less than one year old. They also agreed that the deposed king’s relatives would head the government as well as the regency council that ruled in Ahmad Fuad’s place. Not until June 1953, almost a year after the coup, was Egypt declared a republic.

Nasser made a series of compromises with Britain. On February 12, 1953, Cairo signed an agreement with London that would lead to the withdrawal of all troops, British and Egyptian, from Sudan. There was in Sudan a powerful movement advocating unification with Egypt, and similar sentiment was widespread in Egypt. However, Cairo made it a priority to recognize Sudan’s independence—in effect abandoning anti-British activity there. Immediately after taking power, Nasser and his inner circle began negotiations with the British government with the aim of securing a pullout of British troops from the Suez Canal. The young officers stressed the need to reach a peaceful political agreement that would end Britain’s seventy-four-year-old occupation of Egypt. And they succeeded: a treaty mandating the withdrawal of all British troops from Egypt was signed in Cairo in October 1954.

At about this time, the idea of cooperation with the United States was gaining favor among the Free Officers. It was an idea that sometimes bore fruit: the United States was trying to squeeze a weakened Britain out of the Middle East and reckoned that it would be able to use the new regime in Egypt for its own ends. The United States was not regarded in the Arab world as a colonial power, and great hopes rested on it being a counterweight to Britain and France.

The American secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, visited Cairo in May 1953, when U.S. diplomats were offering to act as intermediaries in the decommissioning of Britain’s Suez base. The Free Officers, in their quest to end Britain’s military presence in Egypt, were grateful for America’s patronage. A package of U.S. aid to Egypt worth $50 million was put in place, and a wave of U.S. officials, political aides, and businessmen flocked to Cairo.

Many people—including many in Cairo—understood that Dulles’s goal was to encircle the Soviet Union with U.S. military and political  alliances. In the words of the prominent Egyptian commentator Mohamed Hassanein Heikal, Dulles approached this mission with a “religious fervor.” After his Cairo trip, the Americans put forward a plan to build a military bloc composed solely of Muslim states—the Arab countries, plus Turkey and Pakistan—which the United States thought would be more attractive to Egypt and its Arab neighbors. This would have served American interests well in a standoff with the Soviet Union.

The fact that an Egyptian military delegation headed by Ali Sabri went to the United States at the end of 1953 seems to counter any notion that this plan was derailed by the Egyptians. They did, however, insist that their position was linked to being able to buy American weaponry. Sabri had a meeting with General George Olmsted, head of the Pentagon’s overseas military aid program, but Olmsted preferred to stick to abstract discussions about the usefulness of an Islamic bloc. What caught the attention of the Egyptian delegates was Olmstead’s frank account of the goals of such a bloc: “It could wield crucial influence over the Muslims of the Soviet Union and China.” The general was convinced that a Muslim “fifth column” had to be created in these countries. The Egyptians, of course, had had other expectations of their meeting.

It goes without saying that recommendations of this kind turned out to be vital even after the end of the cold war and the demise of the Soviet Union.
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CONTRARY TO WIDESPREAD BELIEF, the rise of revolutionary na tionalist regimes across the Arab world was not in itself to blame for escalating the Arab-Israeli conflict. The main player behind the scenes in the first Palestinian war, the one that followed the creation of the state of Israel in 1948, was in fact Britain, which was trying its best to hold on to its monopoly of power in the Middle East. At that time there was practically no armed Palestinian resistance; the losers in that war were the Arab countries that were, in effect, client states of Britain.




 HOW IT ALL BEGAN 

Defeat in that war had, of course, helped shape the outlook of patriotic army officers—many of whom subsequently came to power. But their wrath was largely aimed not at Israel, which had won the war, but at the corrupt Arab regimes associated with colonial powers that had lost it. In that post-cease-fire meeting in Falluja (see chapter 1) with two Israeli army officers, Yigal Allon and Mordechai Cohen, Nasser picked their brains about the Israelis’ tactics in their successful campaign against the British authorities.

The way this episode unfolded demonstrated the attitudes then held by Nasser and his inner circle. After the truce, Cohen had been  made a member of the joint Egyptian-Israeli commission; when he learned from his Egyptian counterparts that Nasser had had a baby boy, he congratulated him and sent him a present. In return, Nasser sent Cohen a box of candy from Cairo’s renowned Groppi Café, and also invited him to Cairo to meet with him. Cohen asked Israel’s foreign ministry for permission to travel, but was refused.

After the Free Officers came to power in Egypt, they took steps to keep their border with Israel trouble free; increased tension with Israel was not in the new leaders’ interests. There were rumors—not far from the truth—that Egyptian intelligence officers had been tipped off about planned cross-border raids by Palestinians and had arrested a number of fedayeen. One Palestinian who ended up in an Egyptian jail in 1954 was a little-known guerrilla named Yasser Arafat.

The Palestinian leadership, represented back then by the High Council headed by the Mufti of Jerusalem, focused on carrying out sporadic raids from across the border in Jordan. The people who carried out these raids were largely Palestinian refugees who had been herded into camps on Jordanian territory. For every raid there were Israeli reprisals; the specially formed Unit 101, commanded by Ariel Sharon, was particularly brutal, as evidenced by the October 1953 Israeli army operation that followed the killing of an Israeli family on a kibbutz near the border. The Jordanians used a meeting of the joint commission to condemn the killing and vowed to find its perpetrators, but this did not stop sweeping retaliation in the Arab village of Qibiya, in which Unit 101 killed dozens of civilians and blew up several houses. The UN Security Council condemned the Israeli action, but Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion tried to deflect criticism from the Israeli army by describing the attackers as “enraged landowners.”

Yet on the Egyptian-Israeli border all was quiet. The new Egyptian leadership was preoccupied with domestic political and economic worries: consolidating their hold on power, eradicating the Muslim Brotherhood’s opposition, introducing land reform, and of course making sure British troops left Suez. The Arab-Israeli conflict took second or even third place. What better proof could there be of this than that the new Egyptian leaders—army officers, no less—cut the  country’s military spending in 1953, 1954, and 1955? The money saved was used to support small and medium-sized farms.

It was then that secret contacts with Israel were established in a bid to reach a set of agreements. In his memoirs, published after Nasser’s death, his fellow officer Khalid “Red Major” Mohiedin wrote: “Nasser never closed the door on peace. He always kept it wide open.” Nasser’s first contact was with the Paris-based Israeli Peace Committee; when he got a positive reaction from Tel Aviv, he decided to move this contact onto a permanent basis, and the man he put in charge of this was Abdul Rahman Sabiq, an attaché in the Egyptian embassy in Paris. When Anthony Nutting, a British Foreign Office minister, arrived in Tel Aviv after a visit to Cairo, he told Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion he had brought him “good news”: Nasser was so preoccupied with raising Egyptians’ standard of living that it was a higher priority than conspiring to wage war against Israel. The Israeli replied: “You call that good news?” Behind Ben-Gurion’s question was his anxiety that Egypt’s new policy could win the Free Officers even more favor from the United States, which had already shown its willingness to back the Egyptian leadership.

The contact that Egypt and Israel had established was being derailed. Ben-Gurion demanded a summit meeting with Nasser, who declined. Equally damaging were the endless leaks: Israel promptly informed the United States of the contacts that had been made. This could not have come at a worse time for Nasser, who was anxious for Washington to be sure that Egypt was doing nothing behind its back.




 NASSER’S SECRET CONTACT WITH SHARETT 

Nutting’s exchange with Ben-Gurion took place shortly before Moshe Sharett became prime minister of Israel. (Ben-Gurion had taken a five-month break, telling his colleagues he needed to “recharge his brain’s batteries,” but by December 1953 he had resigned.) Sharett was a very different figure from his predecessor: he did not enjoy the same popular support as Ben-Gurion, nor was he as hawkish. Sharett emphasized Israel’s integration into the Middle East region; he spoke  Arabic and had a reputation as an Arab culture expert. The Arab world saw him as probably the most realistic of Israeli politicians. A number of positive statements by Nasser himself, as well as those who had spoken to him, gave reason to believe that the Egyptian president was personally well disposed toward Sharett.

A correspondence began between the two leaders. Their messages were aloof but courteous, and usually unsigned—although both knew from whom they had come. Sharett wanted Nasser to lift the blockade on Israeli ships passing through the Suez Canal and the Gulf of Aqaba. Nasser, significantly, was concerned with the problem of the Palestinian refugees, and he did not rule out a compromise on the number of refugees who had to be repatriated.

Three factors attest to the importance of their exchange. First, the United States was involved in these contacts, which were arranged with help from the CIA and State Department, and it was in U.S. interests to pull the strings of the new Egyptian regime. After Sharett took office, the Egyptians and the Israelis held face-to-face talks in Washington. The Israeli side was represented by future president Chaim Herzog and the diplomat Gideon Rafael, the Egyptian side by Colonel Abdul Hamid Galeb. Second, there were no serious border incidents while the talks were going on: Nasser kept the fedayeen in check, while Sharett avoided any so-called revenge attacks. Third, Nasser’s relations soured with the Mufti of Jerusalem, Hussam Al-din Jarallah. As head of the high Arab council, the Mufti took a very tough line against Israel and did not hide his opposition to contacts between Cairo and Tel Aviv. There was reason to believe that he began to collaborate with the Muslim Brotherhood in order to form a substantial opposition to Nasser in Egypt.

A succession of intermediaries attempted to arrange a personal meeting between Nasser and Sharett. One was India’s ambassador in Cairo, the historian K. M. Panikkar, well known for his connections with Jawaharlal Nehru, independent India’s first prime minister. Until spring 1955, when the Israeli army entered Gaza, Panikkar had chaired negotiations on a Nasser-Sharett meeting. Another failed would-be mediator was the future Maltese prime minister Dom Mintoff.

Yet another mediation attempt involved Ira Hirschman, a former Roosevelt envoy who had negotiated a ransom to get a thousand Jews out of Nazi prison camps during the Second World War. Hirschman had close ties with the Zionist movement, and it is hard to imagine him finding common cause with the Free Officers. But after meeting with Nasser, he would write that the new Egyptian leader’s constructive attitude had greatly impressed him. That same day, Hirschman flew to Tel Aviv for a talk with Sharett and Ben-Gurion. When he suggested there should be contact between Israeli leaders and Nasser, Ben-Gurion replied, “Nasser won’t be in the saddle for long.”

By now no one had any doubt about who was in the driver’s seat in Israel. Before leaving office, Ben-Gurion had appointed Pinhas Lavon minister of defense and Moshe Dayan chief of military staff. Through them, he effectively continued running the country from his kibbutz in the Negev desert. Israelis said that as Sharett read the newspapers each morning, his hands would tremble in fear of what Dayan and Lavon might have done overnight. Perhaps this exaggerates how far removed Sharett was from anti-Arab activity, but many experts have written that the two Israeli military chiefs—who secretly hated each other—had free rein to conduct anti-Arab operations and did not even supply the prime minister with military or strategic intelligence.

Not without reason, alarm bells began ringing. On May 15, 1954, the Times of London reported that Israel was planning to attack Egypt; on June 7, the New York Times reported the same story. On June 12 the United States threatened to cut off military aid to any country that did not abide by the Middle East peace agreements signed after the first Arab-Israeli war. This warning may have served to cool the ardor of the Israeli hawks.




 OPERATION SUSANNAH 

It was about this time, on June 30, 1954, that Israeli special agents in Egypt launched a covert operation code named “Susannah.” The Lavon affair—possibly the biggest political scandal in Israel’s history—erupted after Operation Susannah was foiled.

A network of Egypt-based agents assembled by Israeli spymaster Abraham Dar (who passed himself off in Egypt as “John Darling,” a representative of a British electronics company) was given the mission of setting off bombs at British and American establishments in Cairo and Alexandria. The operation was carried out by Unit 131 (in charge of diversionary tactics) of Aman, Israel’s military intelligence directorate. The aim was to create tension between Egypt on one side, and Britain and the United States on the other, in order to give the “Suez lobby” in the British Parliament a pretext for revoking the agreement mandating the withdrawal of British troops from Egypt. Susannah could also serve the emerging “Israel lobby” in the United States, which was fighting Washington’s tendency toward flirtation with the new regime in Cairo.

There followed a series of bombings of American information centers in Cairo and Alexandria. Two Israeli agents were arrested during an attempt to take a bomb into a Cairo movie theater in December 1954. After they confessed to the crime, other members of the network were arrested as well. In the ensuing trial it was proved that Tel Aviv was behind the provocation. Two agents were given the death sentence, another committed suicide in prison and the rest were exchanged for Egyptian POWs after the Six-Day War of 1967.

In Israel, the entire trial was dismissed as “stage-managed.” Nevertheless, the unmasking of Operation Susannah resulted in Pinhas Lavon’s resignation as Israeli defense minister in 1955. He was made the scapegoat for the decision to order the anti-American bombings in Cairo. Lavon denied giving the order but was unable to prove that his signature had been forged, so he resigned, giving way to David Ben-Gurion as defense minister. Ben-Gurion’s return to this key cabinet post foreshadowed his de facto takeover as prime minister, which later became official.1


The Lavon affair sparked a debate that raged at all levels of Israeli society for years: who gave the order? Who was responsible for the operation? Was the director of military intelligence lying when he maintained that in mid-July Defense Minister Lavon had used a têteà-tête meeting (with no witnesses present) to give him similar instructions? Was the defense minister lying when he insisted that no such  meeting had taken place? Were the relevant documents forged? And what of Moshe Dayan, who for some reason had summoned one of the main witnesses for a confidential meeting before he was officially interrogated? Was Dayan a party to the forgery? And so on and so forth. This public debate distracted attention from the crucial point that the operation had been designed to stoke up tension.

It did not take long for events to confirm what course the Israeli leadership had taken. Once he was back in government, Ben-Gurion and Dayan started to plot an operation against the Egyptian army contingent in Gaza, which had been placed under Egyptian control as a condition of the 1949 truce. Just one week after Ben-Gurion returned from his kibbutz, a massive assault on Gaza was launched. Egypt’s military headquarters were destroyed in the attack, which left thirty-eight soldiers and officers dead and thirty wounded. Convinced that he could no longer exert any real influence on events, Sharett resigned.

Some commentators on the Middle East conflict have identified the Gaza offensive as an open declaration of war against Nasser and his brand of nationalism. This was of course clear to Nasser too.

Still, it would be wrong to suggest that the new Egyptian regime had been single-mindedly bent on making peace with Israel until the assault on Gaza. Even as he moved to ease the tension between Cairo and Tel Aviv, Nasser stepped up the blockade of the Straits of Tiran, blocking access to the Gulf of Aqaba and the Israeli port of Eilat. At the time, however, he felt there was no support for Sharett’s policy within Israel; only a minority advocated peace with the Arabs; and only a minority tried to back away from Israel’s policy of expanding its territory at the expense of the surrounding countries. Nasser, meanwhile, having taken on the mantle of pan-Arab leader, did not want a separate treaty with Israel. Nevertheless, he sought to set a course that would lead to a settlement.

There is no doubt that Israel’s isolation and the widespread support for the hawkish figures of Ben-Gurion, Dayan, Lavon, and others, were reactions to threats to wipe the new Jewish state off the face of the earth. This threat had been made openly by Ahmad Shukeiri, then leader of the Palestine Liberation Organization. It was a rallying cry used unthinkingly—to their own detriment—by Arafat and his  followers in the 1960s. In March 1977, however, a meeting of the National Council of Palestine in Cairo decided on a new official resolution setting out its goal: to create a Palestinian state, not in Israel’s place but alongside Israel, on the West Bank of the River Jordan and in the Gaza Strip. Arafat had spoken to me of this idea six years before this resolution. But we shall return to that later.

The calls of the extremists caused great damage to the Arabs. But I would venture to say that even during the 1973 war started by Egypt and Syria, leaders of the frontline Arab states did not aspire to the goal of destroying Israel. This is a conclusion I was able to draw after a round of frank talks with Anwar Sadat of Egypt, Hafez Assad of Syria, and King Hussein of Jordan.





 3

 THE INEVITABLE CONFRONTATION WITH THE WEST

 



 



 



 




FRANCE AND BRITAIN HAD their differences with the United States over the Middle East. They were not bitter disputes, just differences. The old colonial powers had begun to realize that nothing could restore their traditional position in the world, nor could they block the rise of American influence in the region. The French, who tried to use military force to maintain their dominance in North Africa, maybe took a little longer to grasp this than the British.

But for all their differences, the overall policy of the United States, Britain, and France was based on a common effort to draw sovereign Arab states into military blocs controlled by the West. This policy was fueled by the fear that several newly independent Arab states would gravitate toward the Soviet camp at a time when the cold war was gathering strength.




 MILITARY ALLIANCES FAN THE FLAMES 

Washington, bent on drawing Egypt into a military alliance, dangled the prospect of an arms deal but kept delaying any actual agreement. The “Islamic Union” having failed to materialize, the United States  instigated a two-way axis of Turkey and Pakistan, intent on turning it into the hub of a wider military bloc that the Arab states would be required to join. But Egypt remained on the sidelines; Nasser was not inclined to join any military coalition after the United States rejected an early effort to get Israel to sign up.

On February 24, 1955, Washington and London succeeded in bringing Iraq and Turkey together in a military alliance under the Baghdad Pact (subsequently known as METO, the Middle East Treaty Organization). Britain officially signed on, later joined by Pakistan and Iran. The United States, officially, stayed out.

Egypt opposed the Baghdad Pact and made its opposition known throughout the Arab world. But its inability to buy modern armaments from the United States was no longer the main reason for its hostility. Cairo could not have failed to notice that Iraq had acquired U.S. military assistance once it joined the pact. But Iraq, ruled as it was by the pro-British King Faisal and Prime Minister Nuri al-Said, could never serve as an example for Nasser’s Egypt. Indeed, Cairo’s hostility to the Baghdad Pact arose mainly because the bloc was being used to try to isolate Egypt from other Arab countries.

After Adib al-Shishakli’s pro-American regime was overthrown in Syria and replaced with a government headed by National party leader Sabry Asali, the United States became particularly anxious to stop Egypt and Syria from forming a counterweight to the Baghdad Pact. On February 26, 1955, the U.S. ambassador in Damascus handed the Syrian government a memorandum suggesting that Syria should refrain from signing a military pact with Egypt. When Syria rejected this suggestion, it began to experience a sharp deterioration of its relations with Turkey and Iraq. There were also attacks by Israel, and Adnan Malki, Syria’s patriotic deputy chief of military staff, was murdered. None of this was independent of U.S. influence.

Britain played the same game. Shortly before he became prime minister in April 1955, Anthony Eden offered Nasser a “carrot”: in a secret message, he promised Nasser he would not let any more Arab countries into the Baghdad Pact if Nasser would call off his campaign against the pact. The proposal suggested how effective Egyptian propaganda was becoming, especially after Voice of the Arabs radio,  which was heard across the Arab world, began broadcasting from Cairo. But pressure didn’t work, and neither did manipulation: on October 20, 1955, Egypt and Syria signed a defense alliance.

It evidently came as a great surprise to the Americans that Saudi Arabia also joined the new alliance—especially as the Saudi family had traditionally been enemies of Iraq’s Hashemite dynasty. At this point, Saudi Arabia suffered a downhill slide in its relations not only with Iraq but also with the Sultan of Muscat, a pawn of the British who had laid claim to the Buraimi oasis.

This tripartite alliance was not confined to defense. By the mid- 1950s, it was clear that Egypt found itself on the opposing side from the British as well as the French. In April 1955, Nasser addressed the conference of twenty-nine Afro-Asiatic states in Bandung, Indonesia, a conference that played a considerable part in shaping his anticolonial views. “Why must we consider it natural that the countries of North Africa, which for centuries had been independent centers of learning and ancient civilization, should be reduced to the status of peripheral districts, deprived of freedom and independence?” he said.

Egypt started backing the Algerian rebels against French occupation. The Cairo-based leaders of Algeria’s National Liberation Front (FLN), who had been kept under scrutiny by Egyptian intelligence and not allowed to conduct any anti-French activity on Egyptian soil, began secretly receiving financial aid, and Egypt stepped up its propaganda campaign in support of the FLN, especially through the Voice of the Arabs radio station.

All this time, Nasser and his associates persisted in believing that America’s position in relation to the Arab countries was markedly different from that of Britain or France.




 ARMS AND THE DAM 

Nasser’s most pressing problems at the time were buying weapons and securing assistance with construction of the Aswan High Dam. The Free Officers regime regarded both as vitally important. The arms question had largely arisen because of the conflict with Israel.

The High Dam, meanwhile, was considered by Cairo to be essential not only to solve Egypt’s grave economic problems but also to stop the catastrophic flooding of the Nile and boost the amount of land put to agricultural use by one-third. The Aswan dam was also central to the Free Officers’ effort to consolidate their power, which was not yet fully stable. After raising Egypt’s hopes on both issues, the United States ultimately refused to help with either one.

Eventually, Nasser and his cohorts realized the ever-shifting talks were going nowhere, as the United States was clearly stringing out its decision on supplying arms to Cairo. Washington, they concluded, was trying to keep Egypt weak, with the aim of “taming” the country.

I believe it was only after the West slammed the doors in its face that Egypt turned for help to the Soviet Union. At first it asked Moscow for arms supplies, and later for help with construction at Aswan. I could be mistaken: in May 1955, just back from Bandung, Nasser authorized that contact be made with Leonid Nemchenko, military attaché of the Soviet Embassy in Cairo. Maybe he wanted to test the reliability of the recommendations made to him in Bandung by Chinese premier Chou En-lai. But Egypt’s government was at the time still counting on American arms supplies; it was not yet 100 percent disillusioned with U.S. policy. It was no accident that Nasser decided to inform Henry Byroade, the U.S. ambassador to Cairo, of his contact with Nemchenko. Perhaps there was a reason why Byroade told CIA resident Miles Copeland that Nasser was bluffing. Nasser kept hoping, while Washington kept stalling.

Nemchenko later worked for the Institute of World Economy and International Relations in Moscow when I was its deputy director. The two of us met on many occasions and spoke of that time when he had been a key figure in talks over Egypt’s purchase of Soviet arms via Czechoslovakia. Nemchenko had no doubt that the first time Nasser approached him to sound out the possibility of an arms deal, his intent was to put pressure on the Americans. But even a conversation was a very serious matter, especially in light of what Nasser had told Pravda  editor in chief Dmitry Shepilov, and Moscow decided to go ahead with the deal. The Soviets were, if anything, more doubtful even than Cairo about the Americans’ willingness to supply an unknown quantity like  Nasser with up-to-date weaponry. The U.S., moreover, was bound by all sorts of obligations to its allies in Western Europe and Israel. In the end, things turned out just as the Soviets had supposed they would.

In September 1955, Nasser made a public announcement about the supply of arms to the Egyptian military—not merely that there had been dealings with the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia but that an agreement was already in place. He simply could not afford to wait any longer, now that Israel had said it would use force to try to reopen the Gulf of Aqaba to shipping. In a bid to persuade Nasser to renege on his deal with the Soviets, Robert Anderson, a personal friend of U.S. president Eisenhower, flew to Cairo. In order to give greater weight to his mission and perhaps in a genuine attempt to ease the tension with Israel, he engaged in shuttle diplomacy between countries. He returned to Egypt from Israel amid “active operations” by the CIA, which had sent Nasser a verbal proposal via “Kim” Roosevelt offering him a secret, unwritten deal to buy American arms. Nasser was not swayed.

After the failure of the arms talks with the Americans, Egypt’s relations with the West suffered yet another breakdown that hit the new regime exceptionally hard: the collapse of negotiations to secure Western credit for construction of the Aswan High Dam. Cairo had refused to agree to a series of demands that, according to Nasser, would impose de facto outside control over Egypt’s finances, budget, and economy. This refusal had led the U.S. and British governments and the World Bank to withdraw their respective offers to lend $55 million, $15 million, and $200 million for the project.

These refusals came as a surprise to Egypt’s government, which to a certain extent had been blinded by American gestures intended to sink its arms deal with the Soviets. In December 1955, Washington had declared that the United States and Britain were willing to finance not just the first phase of construction at Aswan but all subsequent phases too. The young Free Officers had also been inspired by President Eisenhower telling the United States Congress in the second half of 1955 that building the Aswan High Dam was “the key to Egypt’s future ability to safeguard its growing population.” All these statements, which came after Cairo said it was buying Soviet arms,  raised Egypt’s hopes. The sudden, coordinated rebuff was a stunning disappointment.

Egypt initially decided to keep knocking on the door after it had been closed. It first heard of the U.S. refusal to finance the dam from John Foster Dulles in July 1956. Britain’s announcement came the day after. Perhaps not quite realizing that Washington ruled the roost in the World Bank and that the U.S. refusal would be the factor that determined the bank’s decision, Nasser turned to the president of the bank. He asked him to take on 100 percent of the financing—the bank’s share had in any case eclipsed the loans on offer from Britain and the United States. But Nasser’s request was denied.

What made the United States turn so strongly against Egypt? Was it the decision to buy arms from the Soviet Union? Not quite. The CIA operation in Cairo had reported back that Egypt’s purchase of Soviet weaponry should not be taken as “an act of hostility against the U.S.” So was it Egypt’s recognition of the People’s Republic of China in May 1956? Again, not quite. The Egyptians could feasibly have explained this decision to the CIA’s Kermit “Kim” Roosevelt, pointing out that it was also not directed against the United States. Egypt had wanted other arms suppliers to fall back on because it feared that once the Soviet Union had tested the ground, it could reach a deal with the United States, Britain, and France to impose an arms embargo on the Middle East.1 Nor was U.S. policy necessarily affected by Egypt’s talks with Dmitry Shepilov, now the Soviet foreign minister; his visit to Cairo came at the same time as meetings with top officials from many Western countries.

In truth, the United States was already unhappy with Cairo’s policy of nonalignment—its balancing act, intended to preserve its independence, between the “free world” and the socialist camp in the cold war. It was a policy seen in Washington as Nasser’s unwillingness to put himself under Western control.

This shows that when the Free Officers took power, anti-imperialism was not their primary motive: it evolved gradually, with a few stops and starts, and gained momentum as Nasser’s Egypt came up against Britain’s real policy toward it. Growing tensions with the United States later turned into outright enmity.




 THE START OF OPEN CONFLICT 

Five days after the United States refused Egypt a loan for the Aswan project, Nasser addressed a rally celebrating the completion of a gas pipeline from Suez to Cairo. “The high dam will be built,” he declared, and then, intoxicated by the frenzied support of his crowd, he added: “May the West choke on its own anger!” This was his warning shot to the West.

On July 26, 1956, in a speech broadcast across the Arab world, Nasser addressed a rally marking the fourth anniversary of King Farouk’s abdication. The Egyptian president spoke on Mohammed Ali Square in Alexandria—an act laden with symbolism, this being the exact spot where the Muslim Brotherhood had tried to assassinate him. In the course of his speech, he uttered a code word several times in succession, which was a cue for groups that had been on standby to take control of all offices belonging to the Suez Canal Company, located in Port Said, Suez, and Ismailiya. “At this moment, as I speak to you,” Nasser announced, “the Suez Canal Company has been nationalized in the name of the Egyptian people.”

Britain and France immediately rejected the nationalization. Within twenty-four hours, British prime minister Anthony Eden had secured his cabinet’s approval to use military force against Nasser. President Eisenhower, who reckoned that such action could destabilize the entire Middle East, telephoned Eden on July 31 to ask that he “exercise restraint.” France, which took a stand similar to the British, entered secret talks with the Israelis.

From a legal perspective, Egypt’s nationalization of the company was beyond reproach. This is why Eden did not act on Eisenhower’s recommendation that he refer the matter to the International Court of Justice. Eden instead declared that it was a question of “Egypt not being fit to control this canal, which is so important to the whole world.” To begin with, it was a propaganda war: millions of people across the Arab world listened to Voice of the Arabs for every speech of Nasser’s. Not one Arab radio station spoke out against him even in countries whose regimes had close ties to the British. The only exception was the Muslim Brotherhood radio station in Cyprus, which had  been set up with British help and which regularly accused the Egyptian president of “dragging his country into chaos.” One of Nasser’s closest colleagues told me he feared the British were using the radio station to organize a plot against him in Egypt. Instead, events began to unfold along very different lines.

The canal operated normally, even though its former owners had severed the contracts of canal pilots from Western European countries and sent them home (their place was taken by Greek, East German, and Russian pilots); it seemed as if a peaceful solution could be found. The U.S. administration made its position clear to Nasser: Washington would not openly condemn its allies’ military preparations but would do so behind closed doors. In the UN Security Council, there was stalemate as the Soviet Union blocked an Anglo-French resolution that was blatantly anti-Egyptian. Britain and France, meanwhile, vetoed a resolution seeking a peaceful solution while allowing Egypt to retain control over the canal.

British and French plans to attack Egypt had already entered the practical phase. On October 14 and 16 there was an exchange of visits, with French envoys coming for talks in London and Eden traveling to Paris with British foreign secretary John Selwyn Lloyd. Israel, which had so far stayed in the background and had dealt only with the French, emerged as the frontline force in the armed assault on Egypt. Israeli prime minister David Ben-Gurion had been given a guarantee by the British that they would destroy the Egyptian air force on the ground; he asked UN observers to leave their base in Al-Awja.

October 29, 1956, was set as the invasion date. It had evidently been chosen with two factors in mind: the United States was in the middle of presidential elections, while the Soviet Union was caught up in the Hungarian uprising against the Communist regime. That day, an Israeli parachute battalion landed near the Mitla Pass in Sinai. On October 30, Britain and France issued an ultimatum demanding that the two sides withdraw their troops to a line ten miles from the Suez Canal. This meant that Egypt, which had sent its army into Sinai against the Israelis, had to retreat thirty miles within its own territory, while the Israelis could advance sixty miles toward the  canal. In line with their prior arrangement, the Israelis agreed to the demand while the Egyptians rejected it. It was then that Britain and France stepped in, launching bombing raids against Egyptian targets; on November 5 British paratroopers landed in Port Said, and French ones in Port Fouad.

There followed a demand from President Eisenhower that all nations halt military action and pull their troops out of Sinai. Meanwhile, Soviet premier Nikolai Bulganin issued an unprecedented statement, threatening to launch missiles against the countries that had attacked Egypt unless their troops left Egyptian soil. (I do not think this threat could have been carried out.) Even before the three-pronged assault on Egypt, Nikita Khrushchev had intimated to Nasser that Moscow would not let Suez escalate into a world war; it would appear that Nasser fully understood that message.

Soviet foreign minister Dmitry Shepilov offers some fascinating recollections of those events in an interview with my old Pravda colleague Aleksei Vasilyev, who later became director of the Africa Institute at the Russian Academy of Sciences. Vasilyev’s book on Russia’s place in the Middle East quotes Shepilov as saying that the Soviet government had “firmly decided not to let it turn into all-out war. But I did come up with some psychological tactics, which I then applied, and summoned the ambassadors of Britain, France and Israel at night.” Moscow’s move was also helped by Khrushchev’s eccentricity: “God only knows what trick he might play.” Additionally, it was announced via the Soviet news agency TASS on November 10 that “unless the aggressors withdraw their troops from Egyptian soil, the government will not stand in the way of Soviet citizens volunteering to travel to Egypt to do their bit in the Egyptian people’s armed struggle for independence.” This could not fail to be noted by those behind the invasion.
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