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For Melanie





CHAPTER 1






A New President


Picking a fight was an odd way to say good-bye. In January 1953, Prime Minister Winston Churchill crossed the Atlantic to bid farewell to President Harry Truman, who was just two weeks away from retirement. At a dinner in Truman’s honor at the British embassy, the guests included Secretary of State Dean Acheson, Secretary of Defense George Marshall, and a handful of other top American officials. No sooner had dinner begun than Churchill launched into a passionate diatribe in favor of Zionism. According to his right-hand man, Jock Colville, Churchill’s position aroused “the disagreement of practically all the Americans present, though they admitted that the large Jewish vote would prevent them disagreeing publicly.”1


The choice of subjects was impolite. It forced Truman to relive a bitter dispute that had placed him at loggerheads with some of the men around the table—George Marshall in particular. Back in May 1948, Marshall, then secretary of state, nearly resigned in protest over Truman’s intention to recognize Israel. In an especially heated exchange in the White House, Marshall accused the president of pandering to the Jewish vote, and of endangering U.S. national security as a result. If the United States did recognize Israel, Marshall said, then he would cast his vote against Truman in the upcoming election.2 The president, of course, did not follow his secretary of state’s advice, and Marshall somehow made his peace with it, but raw feelings persisted.


After dinner, the argument continued, but Truman drifted away from the group, sat down at the piano, and began playing. When Churchill noticed, he instructed Colville to corral everyone around the piano. Truman performed for the group for about a quarter of an hour, and then made an exit, followed swiftly by Marshall. All the others remained behind, and the debate kicked up again, continuing uninterrupted until one in the morning.


In sidelining his guest of honor, Churchill had not acted alone: an invisible accomplice helped him usher Truman out the door. Dwight D. Eisenhower, the president-elect, was spending the evening in New York, planning his new administration, but even from afar he managed to dominate the party. He had already tapped three of Churchill’s dinner guests for jobs in his administration. One of them, Walter Bedell Smith, the director of the CIA, had served as Ike’s chief of staff during the war. Churchill, who had been on familiar terms with “Beetle” for years, could confidently assume that he would enjoy easy access to the new president. Truman may have had two more weeks in the White House, but his power was already gone.


Saying farewell was a good excuse for Churchill to come, but his true purpose was to begin influencing the new team, not to honor the old. Picking a fight was his way of doing it.


Fatuous Churchill


Once Truman had gone off to bed, the argument focused on two main issues, the European Defense Community (EDC) and the Middle East. On the surface, the issues seemed utterly disconnected, but for Churchill they were two parts of the same challenge: persuading the Americans to accept his vision of the special relationship between Britain and the United States. In both Europe and the Middle East, he argued, the United States should put the alliance with Britain ahead of all other interests. His American guests, however, were not having any of it.


Originally proposed by the French, the EDC was a plan for an integrated, pan-European army—an idea that Churchill hated. In its place he proposed a grand coalition, like the one that had defeated Germany and Japan in World War II. The Cold War alliance should be a pyramid, with the Anglo-American partnership at its apex. Emphasizing the Anglophone bond, he dismissed the multilingual EDC as nothing but “a sludgy amalgam.”3


In the Middle East, the primary threat to Churchill’s vision was the growing friendship between the United States and local nationalists. Particularly disturbing to Churchill was the warm attitude of the Americans toward Egypt’s young military rulers, who had toppled King Faruq in a bloodless coup on July 23, 1952. The Free Officers, as they called themselves, had come to power in the midst of a breakdown in Egyptian-British relations, and they were now publicly demanding nothing less than an immediate and unconditional evacuation of the 80,000 British forces who occupied the base along the Suez Canal. Outwardly, General Muhammad Naguib was in charge of the movement, but behind the scenes, a young colonel, Gamal Abdel Nasser, was the one truly calling the shots. Shortly after taking power, Nasser had quietly reached out to the Americans, whose welcoming response was unsettling to the British. The Americans believed that Egypt, as the largest and most influential Arab country, was the key to delivering the entire Arab world to the West in the Cold War. Moreover, they saw nationalists like the Free Officers as the wave of the future.


“Our last hope” was how Acheson described Naguib to Churchill that night. The phrase was poison to Churchill, who believed that the abandonment of the British position in Egypt would spell the end of empire. Courting the Free Officers was not on his agenda; cutting them down to size was—and he sought American support in doing so. But the Americans were disinclined—so unreceptive that Colville feared his boss had pressed the point too hard for his own good. “I had an uneasy feeling,” he wrote in his diary, that the “remarks—about Israel, the E.D.C. and Egypt . . . had better have been left unsaid in the presence of the three . . . who are staying with Ike and the Republicans.”4


This was not the first time on his trip that Churchill had encountered strong resistance to his message. Only the day before, in New York, he had held a series of meetings with Eisenhower himself. Hoping to build on their wartime association, Churchill described his notion of the special relationship and, in the process, floated the idea of an early bilateral conference. He was prepared, he said, to return to Washington two weeks after the inauguration. What better way for Eisenhower to jump-start his foreign policy than to remind the world of the wartime summit conferences that Churchill had conducted with Roosevelt and Truman?


Eisenhower pretended to mull over the idea. He told Churchill that he certainly agreed that the two leaders should use their warm personal relations for mutual benefit, but on the specific question of whether to convene an early summit, he deferred to the man whom he had tapped to be the next secretary of state, John Foster Dulles. He suggested that the three of them—Eisenhower, Dulles, and Churchill—discuss the issue over dinner that night. Churchill left the meeting ecstatic. Eisenhower was entertaining his plan!


Or was he? At dinner, Dulles was a wet blanket. He called Churchill’s suggestion “most unfortunate.” The American people, he explained, believed that Churchill had the ability “to cast a spell on all American statesmen.” The new administration, therefore, had to find its footing before organizing a summit conference. Churchill, according to Colville, “sat up and growled.” That night in the privacy of his hotel room, he unleashed a tirade “about the Republican Party in general and Dulles in particular. . . . He said he would have no more to do with Dulles whose ‘great slab of a face’ he disliked and distrusted.”5


Churchill blamed Dulles, but in truth he had fallen victim to an old Eisenhower trick. Ike preferred to have his subordinates deliver bad news. During the war, it was Bedell Smith who served as his hatchet man. Late in life, Beetle looked back on the role with bitterness. “I was just Ike’s prat boy,” he complained to Vice President Richard Nixon over a whiskey in 1959. “Ike always had to have a prat boy, someone who’d do the dirty work for him. He always had to have someone else do the firing, or the reprimanding, or give any orders which he knew people would find unpleasant to carry out.” Tears were streaming down his face. “Ike always has to be the nice guy.”6


Eisenhower played the nice guy with Churchill, but afterward he recorded his true feelings in his diary. “Much as I hold Winston in my personal affection and much as I admire him for his past accomplishments and leadership,” he wrote, “I wish that he would turn over leadership of the British Conservative party to younger men.”7 Churchill was, Eisenhower continued, “trying to relive the days of World War II,” when “he had the enjoyable feeling that he and our president were sitting on some rather Olympian platform with respect to the rest of the world and directing world affairs from that point of vantage.” The British statesman’s vision of World War II leadership was a myth, but even if it had been accurate, it was no model for the Cold War. “In the present international complexities,” Eisenhower explained, “any hope of establishing such a relationship is completely fatuous.”8


Felix Leiter


Eisenhower’s reservations about Churchill’s ideas were well founded, and he was hardly alone in entertaining them. If there was anyone who shared his belief that the prime minister should make way for younger men, it was Anthony Eden, the British foreign secretary and Churchill’s heir apparent.


Dapper and polished, Eden was known in his early days for his “Noel Coward glamour and style.”9 But he was also an experienced professional. He first became foreign secretary in late 1935, at the age of thirty-eight. After just two years in office, in February 1938, he clashed with Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain over British policy toward Mussolini and resigned. Six months later, when Chamberlain reached the Munich Agreement with Hitler, Eden took a stand against it, putting himself on the same side with Churchill, who soon became prime minister. In 1940, Eden again became foreign secretary, remaining in office at Churchill’s side for the next five years.


Having managed the international relations of Britain during World War II, he was a seasoned diplomat, a highly experienced politician—certainly one who was prepared to become prime minister. But Churchill was not ready to quit. When the duo returned to power in 1951, they fell back into old patterns, with Churchill taking the lead on the issues that mattered to him—relations with America, first and foremost. On that score, Eden was often closer in spirit to Ike than to his own prime minister. In contrast to Churchill, who still believed in the British Empire, Eden was a modernist, believing, like Eisenhower, that it was important to find an accommodation with the rising generation of Middle Eastern nationalists. But agreeing with the Americans on general principles was one thing; devising policies that harmonized the interests of the two countries was another one altogether.


In June 1952, Eden had presented the Cabinet with a paper, titled “British Overseas Obligations,” which presented his basic ideas about how to forge a common Anglo-American approach to the Middle East. It opened with a stark admission of economic weakness. “It is becoming clear,” the paper stated, “that rigorous maintenance of the presently-accepted policies of Her Majesty’s Government at home and abroad is placing a burden on the country’s economy which it is beyond the resources of the country to meet.” Consequently, some British obligations had to be “transferred to others’ shoulders”—meaning, of course, those of the United States. The goal of British policy was to create international structures, such as a Middle East Defense Organization, which the Americans would bankroll, “while retaining for ourselves as much political control—and hence prestige and world influence—as we can.”10


Call it the James Bond strategy. The Americans would provide the money and the muscle, while the British would supply the savoir-faire. This vision of Anglo-American partnership had a deep impact on the first novel in the Bond series, Casino Royale, which author Ian Fleming completed just a few months before Eden presented his paper to the Cabinet. The success of Bond’s mission depended on defeating the Soviet agent, Le Chiffre, at a single game of high-stakes baccarat. A series of unlucky hands, however, stripped Bond of all of his money. As he stood at the table stunned, with no options left, his American friend, CIA agent Felix Leiter, miraculously appeared with a solution. Leiter passed Bond an envelope “as thick as a dictionary.” Inside was a wad of cash and a note: “Marshall Aid. Thirty-two million francs. With the compliments of the USA.” Resuscitated with American funds, Bond continued to play and, of course, trounced Le Chiffre.11


Bond’s creator, Ian Fleming, was a personal friend of Anthony Eden, and he successfully channeled the emotions of the British elite into a satisfying myth. In the view of Eden and his colleagues, the British were hardly coming to the Americans cap in hand. Like James Bond, they were bankrupt, but they were placing uniquely valuable assets at the disposal of the United States. This, they believed, was especially true in the Middle East, where they brought to the table an established regional security system and years of deep experience in the region. The hub of their network was the base along the Suez Canal, which contained workshops, supply warehouses, and training grounds that serviced British forces not just in the Middle East but in East Africa as well. Britain also maintained bases in Aden, Iraq, Jordan, Cyprus, and Malta. The sheikhdoms of the Persian Gulf were protectorates, whose foreign relations were conducted entirely by a British official, “the Resident,” who sat in Bahrain. The commander of the Jordanian army, the Arab Legion, was British, as were most of his top commanders. Thanks to this informal empire, American strategic planners could confidently assume that, in the event of a war with the Soviet Union, the British would be prepared to take the lead in defending the region.


Eden, then, hardly considered himself to be a beggar. And if ever there was an American president open to playing the role of Felix Leiter, it was Ike—or so Eden hoped. In 1945, the British made General Eisenhower an honorary citizen of London. The address that he delivered on the occasion is as moving an expression of Anglo-American unity as any American leader has penned. Eisenhower presented himself as a product of Abilene, Kansas, a place as distant as one could imagine from sophisticated London. Yet he and the Londoners were united by their common values. “To preserve his freedom of worship, his equality before the law, his liberty to speak and act as he sees fit . . . ,” Ike proclaimed, “the Londoner will fight! So will the citizen of Abilene!”12 His audience melted.


But the very love of liberty that Eisenhower celebrated in his speech made it impossible for him to accept the idea of forging a common Anglo-American front in the Middle East. Like many of his fellow Americans, Eisenhower was uncomfortable with imperialism. He had registered his qualms clearly when Churchill visited him in New York—if only to his diary. With respect to problems like the Anglo-Egyptian conflict, he explained, Churchill had taken an “old-fashioned, paternalistic approach.” Because Britain and the United States were “required to support and carry the heavy burdens of decent international plans, as well as to aid infant nations towards self-dependence,” Churchill felt that “other nations should recognize the wisdom of our suggestions and follow them.”13


In Ike’s view, the problem was not so simple. Churchill’s approach, he believed, would only benefit the Soviet Union. “Moscow leads many misguided people to believe that they can count on communist help to achieve and sustain nationalist ambitions.” It was vitally important, therefore, to avoid policies that made it seem as if the West, as a bloc, had set its face against nationalism. The implications for the James Bond strategy were dire. There was a “great danger,” Eisenhower wrote, “in the two most powerful free nations banding together to present their case in a ‘take it or leave it’ fashion.”14 Eisenhower was no Felix Leiter.


The Honest Broker


But who was he, exactly? Eisenhower saw the United States as an honest broker—a mediator helping nationalists seek fair redress from the British. In no way idiosyncratic, this view of the American role was by far the dominant perspective in Washington—and it was a perspective that the American elite’s attitudes toward Israel strongly reinforced. Like Britain, Israel was a country inextricably linked to the United States but which also stirred up deep hostility among the Arabs. The desire to escape the stigma that American officials believed came from an association with the Jewish state led them to distance the United States from Israel and to establish the United States as a mediator between Arab nationalism and Zionism.


In short, Eisenhower and his top advisors, especially Dulles, saw Israel as a liability. The strategic goal of American policy was to reclaim as much Arab goodwill as possible by demonstrating, in the terminology of the Eisenhower administration, “impartiality”—a word that implied tacking away from Israel. This attitude expressed itself in the flowering, under the Eisenhower administration, of the American Friends of the Middle East (AFME), a CIA front organization, whose goals included countering the support for Zionism in domestic American politics. The organization had direct ties to the president and secretary of state through Reverend Edward L. R. Elson, who, in addition to being a leading officer in AFME, was the pastor of the National Presbyterian Church, which both the president and the secretary of state attended.15


It is impossible to exaggerate the impact that the image of America as an honest broker had on Eisenhower’s thought. Words like idea, concept, and strategy mischaracterize the nature of the vision. Terms like paradigm, worldview, or belief system are more apt. The notion that the top priority of the United States was to co-opt Arab nationalists by helping them extract concessions—within limits—from Britain and Israel was not open to debate. It was a view that shaped all other policy proposals. In fact, the concept was so pervasive that Eisenhower and his colleagues regarded it not as an intellectual construct but as a description of reality itself.


This book examines the influence of the honest broker paradigm on American relations with the Arabs. It is a tale of Frankenstein’s monster, with the United States as the mad scientist and the new regime in Egypt as his uncontrollable creation.


From among the young officers around General Naguib, Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser would soon emerge publicly as the true leader of the Free Officers and as a charismatic figure in the wider Arab world. In keeping with the honest broker approach, Eisenhower identified him as a strategic partner, as the only leader capable of ushering in a new era of cooperation between all of the Arabs and the West. With this goal in mind, Eisenhower helped Nasser oust the British from Egypt. While doing so, he also allowed the CIA to equip Nasser with a powerful, state-of-the-art broadcasting system, which beamed his radical pan-Arab ideology, in all its anti-Western and anti-Zionist glory, into every Arab household. The Americans assisted Nasser in the expectation that, in the end, he would use this equipment to help unify the Arabs behind the United States in the Cold War. Instead, he gravitated toward the Soviet Union and worked assiduously to undermine the Western position in the Middle East.


What went wrong? The literature on the question is vast, but a major theme runs through much of it. Eisenhower and Dulles, so the tale goes, came into office with the right ideas and good intentions, but, in the end, they followed in the footsteps of empire. Against their better angels, they alienated Nasser and, along with him, much of the rest of the Arab world; by the time that they realized their mistake, it was already too late. The precise cause of Nasser’s alienation differs from account to account—in some versions, a ham-fisted America undermines itself; in others, it is a belligerent Israel that drives Egypt into the arms of the Soviet Union. In still others, both factors conspire together.


This book tells a different story. Imbued with the honest broker ethos, Eisenhower and Dulles prioritized the settlement of the Anglo-Egyptian and Arab-Israeli conflicts over all other issues—in order to eliminate the obstacles to strategic partnership with the Arabs. This approach suffered from a severe defect: it turned a blind eye to the conflicts between the regional, Muslim powers, and to the hegemonic aspirations of Egypt. Nasser used the American fixation on peacemaking as a means of deflecting the attention of Washington from his revolutionary pan-Arab program, which screamed about Zionism and imperialism, but which also sought to eliminate Arab rivals to regional leadership.


It was the long-term impact of the 1956 Suez Crisis that finally brought home to Eisenhower the deficiencies of the honest broker approach. The crisis came to a head when Britain, France, and Israel attacked Egypt simultaneously. Eisenhower took a strong position against the three attackers, even going so far as to side with the Soviet Union against his allies in the United Nations. He believed that if the United States would publicly demonstrate firm opposition to the Europeans and the Israelis, it would receive a strategic payoff in the form of widespread Arab goodwill. But the payoff never came. Instead, Eisenhower handed Nasser yet another political victory—the greatest of his career. He helped transform the Egyptian leader into a pan-Arab hero of epic proportions.


The consequences for the United States were profound. When Eisenhower took office in 1953, the Arab world was still tied to the West, thanks in no small measure to the continued influence of British and French imperialism. The Soviet Union had been successfully locked out of the region for three decades, and the American goal was to keep it out. By the end of his second term, however, a wave of revolution had swept the region. It did its greatest damage in Iraq, where revolutionaries, modeling themselves on Nasser, toppled the Hashemite monarchy. The new leaders quickly looked to Moscow for support, and the Middle East became a major arena of Cold War competition.


In the aftermath of the Suez Crisis, as Eisenhower watched these results unfold, he discarded, once and for all, his fundamental assumptions about the Middle East. He no longer believed that helping the Arabs balance the power of the Israelis and the Europeans was the key to a successful regional strategy. In fact, he dispensed altogether with the notion of making policy toward the Arabs collectively. The key challenge before the United States, he now realized, was to manage inter-Arab conflict, to help one network of Arab states balance the power of a rival network. In later life, he expressed regret for having treated his allies so harshly at Suez, and he came to see Israel as a strategic asset.


Then and Now


“History does not repeat itself but it often rhymes,” Mark Twain supposedly said. There is no period in twentieth-century Middle Eastern history that rhymes more powerfully with the present than the Eisenhower era. Today, as then, we are witnessing the fall of a discredited old order and the rise of something new. Transnational Islamist movements are shaking the region in a manner similar to Nasser’s pan-Arabism. While Nasser had Radio Cairo to spread his message, today’s revolutionaries have Facebook and Twitter.


To be sure, there are also big differences. Vladimir Putin’s Russia might be a thorn in the side of the United States today, but it does not pose as grave a threat as the Soviet Union did, and there is certainly no contemporary Arab figure analogous to Nasser. The role that Egypt played in the international system in the 1950s is somewhat analogous to the role that Iran plays today, but the differences between the two are almost as great as the similarities. Nevertheless, many of the key questions that plagued Eisenhower continue to challenge us. Should Washington make policy toward Arab and Muslim public opinion generally, or should it focus on the narrow interests of specific elites? Is Israel a liability or an asset? In a region so riven with conflict, how much support does America owe its allies? Indeed, what criteria should the United States use to distinguish between allies and enemies?


The story of Eisenhower’s relations with Nasser is nothing if not a lesson in the dangers of calibrating the distinction between ally and enemy incorrectly. Eisenhower was the first American president to formulate a comprehensive strategy for the Middle East, and he was one of the most sophisticated and experienced practitioners of international politics ever to reside in the White House. Thanks to his military experience, he was accustomed to reviewing his actions and assessing their effectiveness; when he made mistakes, he paused and thought deeply about them. The lessons he learned from the Suez Crisis were weighty, and they have an enduring quality. They may not provide us with a detailed route out of the Middle Eastern labyrinth today, but they will certainly make us wiser about how to negotiate it.





CHAPTER 2






Collision


What gift do you give an Egyptian leader? You can’t go wrong with a silver-plated Colt .38—especially when that leader, Muhammad Naguib, happens to be a general in the army. Eisenhower saw the gun as an innocent gesture, a token of respect from one military man to another. The last thing he expected was an international incident.


On May 11, 1953, a smiling Foster Dulles presented the pistol to Naguib on behalf of the president. A photographer snapped a picture of the ceremony, and the next day it appeared in newspapers across Britain. “What could Eisenhower possibly be thinking?” the British public wondered. At that moment, Egyptian forces were surrounding some 80,000 British troops in the Suez Canal Zone. Naguib and his top officials were publicly threatening to unleash rivers of blood. Behind the scenes, Egyptian military intelligence had launched a covert guerrilla campaign, recently killing or wounding some twenty British soldiers.1 Was Eisenhower signaling support for Egypt?


While officials in London knew the revolver was just a gaffe, it still symbolized a worrying trend in American policy. Before departing for Cairo, Dulles had warned London that, in fact, he was inclined to begin arming the Egyptian military—not in order to support attacks against Britain but to tie Egypt to the West in the Cold War. When Eisenhower learned of the bad impression the revolver had made in London, he sent a soothing letter to Churchill, assuring him that “one Colt .38 . . . did not presage a flow [to Egypt] of planes, tanks and guns.”2


That was certainly welcome news, but Churchill knew full well that Eisenhower was eager to solve the Anglo-Egyptian conflict—that he expected to see a spirit of compromise from the British. Churchill, however, was hardly in a position to make concessions. Defense of the empire ran through his life like a crimson thread in a tapestry. In November 1942, when announcing British war aims, he famously stated that he had “not become the King’s first minister in order to preside over the liquidation of the British Empire.” Electoral defeat in 1945 allowed him to escape responsibility for the grinding retreat from empire that ensued after World War II—retreat from Palestine, Malaya, Burma, and, most painfully, India. As the leader of the opposition, Churchill blamed the government of Clement Attlee for “scuttling” imperial positions of strength. “It does not matter where you look in the world,” he thundered in June 1948, “you will see how grievously the name and prestige of Britain have suffered since the British Nation fell flat upon the moment of its greatest victory.” In 1951, Churchill was returned to power.


The dispute with Egypt was one of the most emotive issues in British politics, and it mattered greatly to Churchill’s political base. It was a rallying point for “the Suez Group,” a band of Conservative members of parliament who vehemently opposed concessions to the Egyptians. The military base in the Canal Zone was the hub of the defense system in the Middle East, the last region where Britain was still dominant. The loss of the base meant the end of Britain as a great power—the definitive end of empire.


Churchill could not back down, and Ike could not support him. The two titans were not just on a collision course; they were already colliding. Eisenhower’s gift to Naguib was a fitting end to a strenuous effort by Churchill to forge a joint Anglo-American approach to the Egyptian question. That effort began three months earlier, in mid-February, when Churchill sent Eisenhower a very puzzling letter.


Churchill Asks for Help


The letter confidently asserted that the British had the situation in the Canal Zone fully under control. “There is no question,” Churchill wrote, “of our seeking or needing military, physical, or financial aid from you.” At the same time, however, it also implied that all hell could break loose at any moment. The British forces in the Canal Zone, he assured Eisenhower, “are in ample strength to resist any attack, and even if necessary, in order to prevent a massacre of white people and to rescue them, to enter Cairo and Alexandria.”3


Churchill proceeded to reference an understanding that the British government had reached with the Americans in the final days of the Truman administration. The agreement called for Washington to support the British on three key issues: the terms of the withdrawal of the occupying forces, the status of the Canal Zone base after the evacuation, and the establishment of a Middle East Defense Organization, which would tie the Arab world to NATO through the two organizations’ common partners, Britain and Turkey.4 The Truman administration had accepted the idea of a package deal: no agreement on any one component was valid until agreement on all three had been reached.


The package-deal concept was sacrosanct to Churchill. The moment Britain would evacuate the troops, it would lose its greatest source of influence over the Free Officers: coercive power. In addition, Churchill also understood just how eager the junta was to establish a strategic relationship with the Americans, the gatekeepers of Western economic and military aid. The British wielded a temporary stick, but the Americans held permanent carrots. If Washington and London were to work at cross-purposes, then Churchill would never get the deal that he needed from the Egyptians.


The Free Officers, for their part, understood Churchill’s calculations perfectly. They therefore sought to split the Americans from the British and to negotiate over one issue and one issue only: the evacuation of the British troops from Egypt. Once the British troops were gone, Churchill’s leverage would evaporate and Egypt would be free to ignore Britain and work directly with the Americans.


To Eisenhower, these details were not immediately obvious from the text of Churchill’s letter. At a meeting of the National Security Council in mid-February, Eisenhower turned to Dulles and asked what exactly “Churchill was concerned about and why a solution was so urgent.” Dulles was not at the top of his game. He said the matter was not urgent. He outlined the differences between the Egyptian and British positions, and noted that Churchill had made two requests: to affirm the agreement with the Truman administration; and to appoint an American military man to work as the partner of Field Marshal William Slim, whom Churchill had put in charge of the British negotiating team. Dulles closed his remarks by repeating that he “didn’t think the problem very important.”


The president flatly disagreed. It was, he said, “a matter of great significance.” He was concerned lest the urgent tone of Churchill’s letter “should be the means of securing this administration’s agreement to something more than had been agreed to last January.” He feared that Churchill “was trying to tie our hands in advance to something about which we were not very clear.”5


Eisenhower knew the wily Churchill all too well. They had worked together closely, during the war. As Supreme Allied Commander, Eisenhower had planned D-Day from Telegraph Cottage, located just outside London, and there Churchill would meet him twice weekly. As a man accustomed to being dressed by servants, Churchill did not hesitate to emphasize rank and status when it suited him. With Ike, however, he always played the amiable friend. His behavior toward Kay Summersby was typical. During the war, Summersby was Eisenhower’s driver, a trusted member of his wartime “household.” Rumors of an affair between Ike and his attractive driver spread among the British. While some clucked with disapproval, Churchill was not among them. He perceived an opportunity to forge a bond of intimacy with Ike. Whenever he came for dinner, he would ask that Summersby be seated at the table, too. “Now tell Kay to come,” he would say to Ike. “I want to see her.”6


In its own way, the letter about Egypt was also a way of establishing a more intimate bond. Churchill had requested that Eisenhower appoint a military officer to run the negotiations in order to cut out the diplomats on both sides. He distrusted Britain’s Foreign Office, the State Department, and, especially, Dulles. If Eisenhower would appoint an American general to work with Field Marshal Slim, Churchill calculated, then he and Ike could manage the negotiations on their own, executive to executive.


Once Dulles gleaned the depth of Eisenhower’s distrust of Churchill, he reminded the president that Anthony Eden was scheduled to visit in a few weeks. “[I]t was easier to deal with Mr. Eden than with Mr. Churchill,” Dulles observed.7 Eisenhower agreed. He resolved to tell Churchill that the new administration would honor the agreement with Truman. Any decision on the details, however, would await the foreign secretary’s visit. The devil, Eden would soon learn, was in the details.


The Heir Apparent


Though Churchill was nearly eighty and had already suffered at least one stroke, he could not bring himself to retire. Three months before Eden flew to Washington, he spent an infuriating weekend with Churchill at Chequers, the prime minister’s country retreat. Upon his return, he confessed his frustration to his private secretary, Evelyn Shuckburgh. Aching to take power, Eden mustered the courage to ask Churchill about his retirement plans. The prime minister assured Eden that his time would soon come. He delivered, Shuckburgh wrote in his diary, “a solemn Winstonian speech to the effect that his intention was, when the time came, to hand over his powers and authority with the utmost smoothness and surety to Anthony.”


Eden asked when that time might be. Churchill sat silent for a full minute. “Often,” he said, “I think there are things I could say, speeches I could make more easily if I were not Prime Minister.” Another long and uncomfortable silence followed. Then Churchill moved on to other topics and never answered the question.8


Throughout 1952, Eden was the uncontested heir apparent, but his political fortunes were beginning to dip—mainly due to Egypt. In late 1952 and early 1953, the foreign secretary launched a negotiation with the Free Officers over the Sudan, whose disposition was intimately bound up with the fate of the Canal Zone base. The Suez Group feared that Eden’s Sudan initiative, which entailed concessions to Egypt, signaled an impending retreat from the Canal Zone. The newspapers of Lord Beaverbrook, a conservative press magnate and close ally of Churchill, harshly criticized Eden.


On occasion, Churchill himself would add his voice to the criticisms. On January 29, 1952, he met with Eden for lunch. While the two were dining alone, Jock Colville, Churchill’s private secretary, took a moment to confer with Shuckburgh. Colville feared that Churchill and Eden would soon be at each other’s throats. Only the day before, Churchill had worked himself into “a rage” over the Sudan, labeling Eden’s policy “appeasement,” and saying that “he never knew before that Munich was situated on the Nile.” Churchill described Eden “as having been a failure as Foreign Secretary and as being ‘tired, sick and bound up in detail.’” Colville warned that the prime minister “would never give way over Egypt. He positively desired the talks on the Sudan to fail, just as he positively hoped we should not succeed in getting into conversations with the Egyptians on defence, which might lead to our abandonment of the Canal Zone.” In the end, the lunch went smoothly, without the slightest hint of bad feeling. “These two,” Shuckburgh wrote in his diary, “always shy away from a quarrel at the last moment.”9


Eden and his staff in the Foreign Office saw Churchill as a magisterial figure, but one who was over the hill, stubbornly clinging to outmoded ideas—a wondrous relic. They saw themselves, by contrast, as realists and modernists. They were dedicated to bringing British policy into alignment with the main contours of the age: nationalism, anti-imperialism, and the global dominance of the Soviets and the Americans, neither of whom were favorably disposed to European notions of empire. On February 16, Eden distributed to the Cabinet a paper that encapsulated the Foreign Office viewpoint. “In the second half of the 20th century,” the document argued, “we cannot hope to maintain our position in the Middle East by the methods of the last century. . . . Our strategic purposes in the Middle East can no longer be served by arrangements which local nationalism will regard as military occupation.”10


Churchill detested these sentiments and he fought a vehement but haphazard campaign against them. Typical was an episode in January 1953. After traveling to Washington to bid farewell to Truman, Churchill took the Queen Mary to Jamaica for vacation. While relaxing in the sun, he suddenly and inexplicably became convinced that Eden was making unwarranted concessions to the Egyptians. According to Shuckburgh’s diary, he “started telegraphing and telephoning from his ship” in an effort to prevent the transfer of “four jet fighters, now due for Egypt under an old contract, from proceeding.” It later became clear that Lord Beaverbrook had sounded the alarm from London and spurred Churchill to action.


For Eden, to be second-guessed from the middle of the Caribbean was demoralizing. “If he has so little confidence in me,” the foreign secretary lamented to Shuckburgh, “I had better go.”11



Mr. Eden Goes to Washington


But Eden did not leave the government; instead, he left for Washington—as planned. In early March he arrived for five days of discussion with Dulles and Eisenhower, primarily over the Middle East. His first progress report to Churchill was disappointing. “We had a long and at times difficult discussion this morning about Egypt,” he wrote on March 6. The Americans had two principal reservations concerning the impending Anglo-Egyptian negotiations—one on process, the other on substance. Regarding process, they “feel reluctance to enter these discussions,” unless invited by the Egyptians to join. Eisenhower, himself, “was emphatic that he could not gate-crash.” Eden consoled himself, however, with Eisenhower’s attitude toward substance. The president, he wrote to Churchill, “is fully alive to the importance of having a base available in Egypt in time of war” and “for that reason he wants to get as near as he can to A.”12


“A” was a shorthand reference to the first of three possible outcomes to the negotiations—Cases A, B, and C. Case A envisioned a base along the Canal under British control, servicing imperial positions around the Middle East and in East Africa. Under A, British troops would remain on the base and run it. By contrast, Case B outlined a base that would not service the British defense system in the Middle East but would remain in a state of perpetual readiness, in case of another major war. It called for prepositioning supplies and maintaining military workshops that the British could reactivate in time of crisis. The Egyptians would be in charge of the base, but some number of British technicians would remain behind to ensure its readiness. Case C called for the complete surrender of the base to the Egyptians, who would maintain it themselves but guarantee the British the right to return in wartime.


For Churchill, Case A was the only acceptable option—but getting Eisenhower to commit to it was proving to be a thornier challenge than expected. If the British would accept the American refusal “to gate-crash,” Eden reported, then Eisenhower would immediately appoint General John Hull as Field Marshal Slim’s American counterpart. “Much more difficult,” Eden continued, “was the American reluctance to commit themselves in advance not in any circumstances to go beyond Case A.” Eisenhower said the British “must not doubt” the Americans’ “sincere determination to get A. . . . If, however, A was unobtainable, they did not wish from the start to exclude B, and later to be told by us that they were pressing us to concessions we did not want to make.” Eden explained to Churchill that they stood before a clear choice. Either they could go into the negotiations alone in a determined effort to get Case A, or they could partner with the Americans in pursuit of Eisenhower’s more flexible goals. “My own judgment,” Eden offered, “is that on balance we should be infinitely better placed with full American participation.”13


Churchill detested his options, and he penned a harsh note of protest to Eisenhower. He strongly implied that if the Americans refused to support Case A, then he would withdraw the British forces from the Korean War. He cabled the note to Eden, asking him to pass it on to Eisenhower. When Eden read the note, he called it “foolish and bad tempered”—but only to his trusted staff.14 To Churchill himself, he reacted more politely. He suggested that the British should approach Eisenhower in a less confrontational manner, and he had a concrete idea about how to do so. He proposed to ask the president to promise not to deviate from Case A unless both the American and the British military advisors agreed. Churchill assented, but also did not retract his threat regarding Korea, which, however, Eden refrained from delivering to Eisenhower.


Eden came away delighted from his next meeting with the president—but only because he was unfamiliar with Eisenhower’s habit of letting subordinates deliver bad news. The foreign secretary reported to Churchill that the president had agreed to strive for a base that was “workable in peacetime”—Case A. If that proved impossible, then he agreed that “we must have a base which can be reactivated as soon as possible after the outbreak of war”—Case B. Even if Case A could not be fully achieved, Eisenhower recognized the necessity of keeping some installations under direct British supervision. He also agreed that the military representatives, Slim and Hull, would work as a team and would have the latitude to make modifications to which they both agreed.15


The discussion with Eisenhower left Eden with the belief that General Hull would be fully in charge of the American team. The moment he returned to London, however, he learned that the State Department had informed the Foreign Office that Jefferson Caffery, the American ambassador in Cairo, would lead the negotiations. The news hit Eden like a punch in the nose. Caffery was the very embodiment of American anti-imperialism—and he reported to Dulles, not the White House.


Eden was certain this news was a mistake. “Caffery’s name was never mentioned,” Eden protested to Roger Makins, the British ambassador in Washington. “You know our lack of confidence in Caffery.”16 Makins double-checked, then confirmed that, indeed, Caffery was in charge of the American delegation, with General Hull serving only as his advisor. Eden was in a state of disbelief. He wrote to Makins again, saying “the President, I know, shares my view about Caffery. I should therefore like you to have another go with Bedell Smith,” who had proved helpful to Eden in maneuvering around Dulles.17 Makins followed his instructions and received the same answer from Bedell Smith: Caffery was in charge.


A Friend of Egypt


Before serving in Cairo, Caffery had been ambassador to France. Another man might have seen the posting to Paris as the capstone to a successful career, but Caffery had his sights set on one more job: Egypt. In terms of professional prestige, a posting to Cairo was a step down from Paris, but Caffery, as an amateur Egyptologist, relished the idea of scampering around the pyramids for a few years before retirement. His hobby was Britain’s misfortune. Eden found himself saddled with an American ambassador who was respected in Washington and who, being at the end of his career, didn’t care whether he made enemies. The British had no leverage over him.


Nor did they have influence inside Caffery’s team. William Lakeland, a young American political officer in the embassy in Cairo, had developed a close relationship with Gamal Abdel Nasser, who was the secret leader of the junta, the true power behind Naguib. Nasser was a regular visitor in Lakeland’s apartment, where he would eat hot dogs and watch Hollywood films that Lakeland would borrow from the embassy and project on his wall. (Nasser had a soft spot for Esther Williams.) The British were well informed about Lakeland’s special relationship with Nasser—and livid about it. Their dispatches from Cairo described the young American diplomat as “more Egyptian than the Egyptians,” and “notable for his youthful enthusiasm and idealistic, even sentimental, approach to the Egyptians, untempered by realism and uncoloured by any feeling of solidarity with us.” Lakeland, they claimed, gave Nasser and his colleagues the impression that they “could get what they wanted if they pushed the British a little further still.”18


Only thirty-four years old, Nasser had the experience of a man twice his age. He had led men into battle in the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, organized a clandestine revolutionary movement, and toppled a king. Soon he would be famous the world over, a leader of the Non-Aligned Movement in the Cold War. Recognizing that his youth, obscurity, and relatively low rank of colonel were political disabilities, he let Naguib serve as the face of the Egyptian revolution. It was a mark of Nasser’s genius that Naguib did not realize that he was more a figurehead than a leader. Nasser had a gift for making older men feel that they were counseling him, when, in fact, they were doing his bidding.


Nasser’s charms certainly worked on Caffery, who was thoroughly convinced that the Egyptians would settle down nicely in the American sphere of interest—if only the United States would first help them oust the British. Caffery, therefore, was highly displeased with the outcome of Eden’s meetings in Washington. On the basis of the Eden-Eisenhower understanding, Dulles instructed Caffery to proceed together with his British colleague, Ambassador Ralph Stevenson, to inform the Egyptian government of the American willingness to participate in the negotiations. Caffery chafed at these instructions. He cabled back to Dulles, arguing that it would be better if the negotiations proceeded in a strictly bilateral, Anglo-Egyptian, fashion. The United States, he explained, would have more leverage if he could “intervene ‘behind the scenes,’” which he had already done to wrest concessions from Britain for Egypt in the Sudan negotiations. If he were forced to work together with Stevenson as part of a formal team, his influence would be minimized. “If we are to get anywhere, it will be by my ‘behind the scenes’ talks,” he advised.


Caffery also feared that working closely with the British would tar America with the brush of European imperialism. He urged Dulles to bear in mind the possibility that the negotiations might fail. In that case, he argued, the Egyptians and Arabs would identify the United States with the British demand to occupy the Canal Zone “against the wishes of the Egyptians.”19


Dulles was easily convinced. A former Wall Street lawyer, he found it easy to erase the substance of Eisenhower’s commitments to Eden while respecting their form. He explained to Caffery that the Eisenhower-Eden agreement required Caffery to participate in a joint Anglo-American approach to the Egyptians. However, it did not require him to work solely within that framework. “You have our authority,” Dulles explained, “to make such additional informal approaches as you consider wise. The President was very clear in his remarks to Eden that we would participate in the negotiations only upon Egyptian concurrence and invitation.”20


Put plainly, Dulles told Caffery to inform the Egyptians that the Americans were free agents, and that Eisenhower would not be offended if they rejected his offer to participate in the negotiations.


On March 14, 1953, Caffery complied with the letter of the Eisenhower-Eden agreement. Together with his British counterpart, he met with Naguib and the Egyptian foreign minister, Muhammad Fawzi, and conveyed to them Eisenhower’s willingness to participate in the Anglo-Egyptian negotiations. The next day, however, he informed Dulles that the Egyptians had angrily rejected the American offer. “I have previously on several occasions warned that the joint approach might be unhappily received,” Caffery wrote. He did not so much as hint that he told the Egyptians that their anger would be without consequence. Caffery also reported that he won for himself the coveted position of mediator. The Egyptians “particularly asked that I continue during the Suez negotiations the same role that I played during the Sudan negotiations. ‘We believe,’ they said, ‘that you can accomplish more in your behind-the-scenes role than you could have accomplished as an active negotiator.’”21


Relations Deteriorate


With Caffery now firmly in their corner, the Egyptians proposed to the British that the two sides begin talks on the phased withdrawal of British troops. “This is quite unacceptable,” was Eden’s immediate response. He fired off an indignant cable to Ambassador Makins in Washington, complaining about the American position. “To begin negotiations on this basis would be to abandon our package proposal and could only result in the defence vacuum which the President agreed with me could not be accepted. Moreover, it appears to be the Egyptian intention to use the Americans as mediators at a moment that suits them. This is exactly what I do not (repeat not) wish.”22


Eden failed to realize that Caffery enjoyed strong support from Dulles and, no doubt, from Eisenhower himself. “It seems to me fantastic,” he wrote to Makins on March 18, “that when we and the Americans are agreed upon what we want to achieve, how to achieve it and even upon the personalities for handling the negotiations, we should fail to get into the talks together. It is hard to believe that the Americans . . . cannot persuade the Egyptian Government to make some arrangement whereby they could take part in the negotiations.”23


Makins again turned to Bedell Smith for help—and again to no avail. “Caffery is a cross which we shall have to bear,” he informed Eden.24 The foreign secretary, however, was in a state of utter disbelief. A week later, he urged Makins to press the issue one more time, but the ambassador advised against another approach to the Americans. When all was said and done, he told Eden, the British faced a simple question: could they trust Eisenhower? “If we trust him, as he has asked us to do, we may be let down. But if we let him see that we do not trust him, we shall not get anywhere.”25


Meanwhile, Churchill adopted a more combative approach. Writing directly to Eisenhower, he expressed disappointment “that you do not feel that you can do much to help us about the Canal Zone.” Then he issued the threat to pull the British troops from Korea that Eden, during his Washington visit, had kept from Eisenhower.26 Eden’s moderating influence would probably have been useful at this moment of severe tension, but a botched medical operation had incapacitated him. While the foreign secretary was undergoing surgery for gallstones, the surgeon accidentally severed his bile duct. The injury required additional operations and a long convalescence. Eden never entirely recovered, and he remained incapable of performing his professional duties for some six months, during which Churchill seized the portfolio of foreign secretary, taking on the additional responsibilities while continuing his duties as prime minister.


The threat to withdraw from the coalition in Korea generated a testy exchange with Eisenhower, who countered with a threat of his own—to provide military aid to Egypt. Just after receiving this news, Churchill paid a visit to Eden, who was recuperating at home after his operation. The prime minister, Shuckburgh wrote in his diary, “was raging against the Americans. He said, ‘If they give lethal weapons to Egypt, I shall take the British brigade away from Korea.’”27


In the end, however, an act of pure petulance in Korea proved unnecessary, because Churchill soon identified a way to stick a more statesmanlike thorn in Ike’s side. At that moment, Eisenhower was in the final stages of drafting a major speech, titled “Chance for Peace,” which would define his policy toward the Soviet Union. When Eisenhower shared a draft of the address with Churchill, the prime minister strongly objected to Eisenhower’s hard-line attitude toward Moscow. Churchill recommended shelving the speech as written. Instead, he argued, Eisenhower should announce his intention to meet with the new Soviet leaders.


This was not the first time Churchill had made such a suggestion. Shortly after Joseph Stalin died, in early March, he began advocating outreach to Moscow, in order to test whether the change in leadership might lead to a change in policy. Eisenhower had consistently rejected the advice in the past, and this time was no different. In his “Chance for Peace” address, the president set unrealizable preconditions for a summit with the Soviets. The leaders in Moscow, he declared, must prove themselves first before the Americans would engage with them directly. “We care nothing for mere rhetoric,” he proclaimed. “We are only for sincerity of peaceful purpose attested by deeds.”28
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