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    “We need first of all to be thoroughly frightened.”




    —Harold Urey, winner of the Nobel Prize in Chemistry, in a speech on the atom bomb, December 1945




    “Mr. Kennedy and Mr. Macmillan are the wickedest people in the story of man.”




    —Bertrand Russell, winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature, September 1961




    “I have just finished watching you on television. There is nothing in all these last long years that has moved me so much, or made me so proud.”




    —Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, writing to Macmillan, November 1972
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    This is not a book in any way authorized by the estates of John F. Kennedy or Harold Macmillan, nor is it a biography of either man. Anyone interested in reading more about one or both of them will find some suggestions in the bibliography at the end of the book. Instead, I've tried to write a comparative study of the two men, in some ways the odd couple of the Atlantic alliance, whose brief shared time in office (just thirty-three months) saw some of the great set-piece dramas of the postwar era, including the Berlin Wall, the Bay of Pigs, nuclear proliferation, the Cuban missile crisis, a whole host of regional clashes from British Guiana to the Congo, and the start of the long American ordeal in Vietnam. Many historians have touched on the special relationship between Kennedy and Macmillan, but no one, so far as I know, has attempted to place their lives, and the lives of their friends and family, alongside each other and to follow them together in those uniquely charged days. Other than the sweep of the story itself, I can offer only the modest credential of sharing with Macmillan the distinction of an American mother and a British father and of having gone on to divide my life almost equally between the two countries. As a child in Washington, DC, I can remember the excitement of Kennedy's inauguration on a day of truly Siberian cold, and, back in the hot English summer of 1963, like millions of others, I thrilled to the long run of sex-and-spy scandals that seemed to engulf Macmillan's government on a daily basis, and which, along with the coming of the Beatles and one or two other factors, was surely among the birth cries of what we now think of as “the Sixties.” More than this, I have tried to pursue the story in a spirit of honest inquiry. Some of the individuals or organizations who helped in the research are shown here, and a fuller list of sources appears at the end of the book. I only wish I could blame any of those named for the shortcomings of the text. They are mine alone.




    For archive material, interviews, or advice, I should thank the following: Abacus; the American Conservative; the Avon Papers at Birmingham University, United Kingdom; Andrew Baird; the Bodleian Library, Oxford; Bookfinder; the British Library; British Newspaper Library; Kia Campbell; Chronicles; the CIA; Companies House, London; the Devonshire Collection at Chatsworth House; Patrick Dowdall; the Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, Kansas; Paul Elgood; the FBI—Freedom of Information Division; General Register Office, London; Tess Hines; the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Boston; Hansard; Barbara Levy; Antony Lewis; the Library of Congress; the Massachusetts Historical Society; Millbanksystems.com; the Missoulian; Steven L. Mitchell; Mariel Bard; National Security Archives; Renton Public Library; Jill Rolfe; the Salisbury Papers at Hatfield House; Sam Satchell; Seaside Library; the Seattle Times; the Seeley Library, Cambridge; the Spectator; Andrew Stuart; UK National Archives; the US National Archives and Records Administration; the University Library, Cambridge; University of Montana, Missoula; University of Puget Sound, Tacoma, Washington; Vital Records; James Waters; Emily Watlington; and Peter Wigan.




    And on a personal basis: Rev. Maynard Atik; Pete Barnes; Hilary and Robert Bruce; Jane Camillin; Paul Camillin; Don Carson; Common Ground; Tim Cox; Celia Culpan; the Davenport; Monty Dennison; the Dowdall family; John and Barbara Dungee; Explorer West; Malcolm Galfe; the Gay Hussar; Gethsemane Lutheran Church; James Graham; Tom Graveney; Grumbles; Masood Halim; the late Judy Hentz; Alastair Hignell; Charles Hillman; Alex Holmes; Hotel Vancouver; Jo Jacobius; Lincoln Kamell; the late Tom Keylock; Terry Lambert; Belinda Lawson; Todd Linse; the Lorimers; Les McBride; the Macris; Lee Mattson; Jim and Rana Meyersahm; Sheila Mohn; the Morgans; John and Colleen Murray; Chuck Ogmund; Phil Oppenheim; Valya Page; Robin Parish; Peter Perchard; Greg Phillips; Chris Pickrell; Roman Polanski; the Prins family; the late Robert Relyea; Scott P. Richert; Ailsa Rushbrooke; Debbie Saks; Sam; the late Sefton Sandford; Sue Sandford; Peter Scaramanga; Seattle C. C.; Fred and Cindy Smith; Rev. and Mrs. Harry Smith; the Spaldings; the Stanley family; Thaddeus Stuart; Jack Surendranath; Diana Turner; Ben and Mary Tyvand; Diana Villar; Lisbeth Vogl; the late Chris West; the Willis Fleming family; Heng and Lange Woon.




    And a low bow, as always, to Karen and Nicholas Sandford.




    C. S.
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    The weather in southern England was warming up; the sky above rural Sussex was cloudless. The British and American flags fluttered over the prime minister's country house, Birch Grove, which had seen a riot of activity over the previous days. Rooms had been hurriedly painted, the lawn re-turfed, and banks of flowers laid out in mutually patriotic shades of red, white, and blue. Workmen had descended from London to assemble a huge canopied bed built to the visiting president's specifications and to help ease his chronic back pain, a special rocking chair was found for his use during the talks. Caterers had followed, bearing trays of cakes with colored sugar, and a butler was commandeered from Government Hospitality in Whitehall. Upstairs in his childhood bedroom, the sixty-nine-year-old premier, Harold Macmillan, awoke each morning that week to the sound of hammers and saws, the shouted orders and grumbles of builders, and all the animation that marked the refurbishment of his family home into the setting of a great transatlantic summit. It was a peculiarly British affair, with many last-minute improvisations. On the morning of the visit, the butler—already in full regalia—and a party of gardeners, chauffeurs, and junior civil servants were still hard at work erecting a marquee on the back lawn. Restaurants and pubs in the neighboring villages had been requisitioned to house and feed the president's 120-strong retinue, while large crowds of the curious or the obsessed began to form outside the estate's front gates, some with flags, others with banners protesting the visit. Macmillan himself wrote of the “fantastic, even romantic atmosphere that prevailed during these thrilling hours…. Inside the house it seemed more like a play or rather the mad rehearsal for a play, than a grave international conference.”1 Shortly before six on a then-overcast Saturday evening, amid new frenzies of excitement, an enormous olive-green helicopter descended onto the nearby park. Macmillan's memory of the event was rhapsodic:





    I can see [the president] now, stepping from the machine, this splendid, young, gay figure, followed by his team of devoted adherents. Never has a man been so well or so loyally served. Until he left, the whole of our little world was dominated by the sudden arrival and equally sudden departure of leading figures in the drama.2




    It was June 29, 1963, and the seventh meeting between Macmillan and his American counterpart, forty-six-year-old John F. Kennedy, since the president's inauguration twenty-nine months earlier. Between them they had rescued the transatlantic Special Relationship after the rupture of the Suez Crisis, and done so at a time of uniquely high tensions around the world. Among other political or military challenges, their brief shared time in office had seen the coming of the Berlin Wall, the apparent risk to world peace posed by the Soviet Union and its territorial ambitions everywhere from Laos to British Guiana, the very real threat of the Cuban missile crisis, and a bitter internecine dispute about Britain's possession of an independent nuclear deterrent. These were just the set-piece dramas. Through it all, the two leaders had exchanged not only formal messages but also a steady flow of handwritten notes, Christmas and birthday cards, personal gifts, congratulations, and, on occasion, condolences—Macmillan felt a “genuine personal warmth” for his younger colleague and sent what the First Lady later wrote back to and described as “the most tender of letters” when the president and his wife lost their newborn son in August 1963. The premier's decision to address his boyish-looking counterpart as “Friend” or “Dear Friend” seems to have been a conscious step in the gradual assumption of a more human “special relationship,” something like that between an Oxford don and an exceptionally gifted undergraduate. At Birch Grove, Macmillan wrote, “There was none of the solemnity which usually characterises such meetings. After all, we were all friends; and the whole atmosphere was that of a country house party, to which had been added a garden party and a dance…. The President seemed in the highest spirits and was particularly charming to [my wife] and the children. None of [his] disabilities seemed to have the slightest effect upon his temperament. Of our party, as doubtless of many others, he was what is called ‘the life and soul.’”3




    Just twenty-four hours later, the Secret Service having reconnoitered, the president left as he came, by helicopter. “Before he said goodbye,” wrote Macmillan, “we discussed once more our plans for frequent communication, by telegram or telephone; with another meeting before Christmas or, at the latest, in the New Year. Hatless, with his brisk step, and combining that indescribable look of a boy on a holiday with the dignity of a President and Commander-in-Chief, he walked across the garden to the machine. We stood and waved. I can see the helicopter now, sailing across the valley above the heavily laden, lush foliage of oaks and beech at the end of June.”4




    After more than six years in office, Macmillan found himself just then governing Britain in as turbulent a period as the nation had known outside of wartime. The early part of 1963 had seen a series of security scandals, culminating in the defection to Moscow of Kim Philby, formerly the head of the branch of MI6 specifically charged with investigating communist activity. Meanwhile, Britain's long-running application for membership of the European Economic Community had been summarily vetoed by President de Gaulle of France. At around the same time, some seventy thousand antinuclear protesters had taken to the streets of London, demanding a change of government. To cap it all, thick, Dickensian fog had regularly settled on southern England, leaving spectacular rime deposits on streets and houses, followed by the coldest, and certainly most protracted, winter in two hundred years. There was no desolation more complete than Britain in the grip of repeated winter storms prior to the arrival of widespread domestic central heating. One way or another, these were trying times for the apparently decrepit prime minister known for his shuffling gait and capacious plus-four trousers. Speaking in the House of Commons earlier in the week of Kennedy's visit, Macmillan had been asked by the Labour MP Marcus Lipton whether “he does not feel that the President should be given the opportunity of exchanging views with a new Prime Minister, and not one who is under notice to quit, and whose political status at home and abroad is inevitably impaired?” Macmillan replied that no, he didn't think so.5 In the wake of the sex scandal involving John Profumo, the British war minister, and certain other difficulties that summer, much of the country as a whole had begun to wonder if the PM might not finally resign or at least test his popularity in a general election. A Gallup poll brought to Kennedy's notice shortly before he arrived for his meeting at Birch Grove showed 71 percent of the British public favoring a change of leadership. To no avail: A month after the president's visit, Macmillan faced a meeting of his party parliamentary colleagues where “I was received with great applause and banging of desks. I spoke for 40 minutes, on broad policy, home and abroad…. When I sat down, after simply saying about myself that my sole purpose was to serve the Party and the Nation and to secure a victory at the Election, there was great applause…. Altogether it was a triumphant vote of confidence.”6 From a public approval rating of minus seventeen in July, Macmillan rebounded to the relative prosperity of minus five in August. The worst of the Profumo business was already behind him, he told Kennedy, and he once again “confidently looked forward” to their next meeting, and to many more after that.




    For once, the subtle Macmillan touch failed him. The Western world's two most powerful leaders would not meet again. Well before Christmas, the prime minister had left office, and the president had been cut down by an assassin's bullet.
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    In what Macmillan called “my responsible and rather lonely position,” he was sustained by a particularly close—if not untested—friendship with two successive American presidents. There is almost always a human factor in a politician's relations with other politicians. In Macmillan's case, this was especially true. What often seems to have been overlooked in the analysis of policy, economics, and shared cultural values that constituted the Atlantic alliance of the day was that the strongest and most enduring link between the two countries was a warmly personal one. For each leader, appearing on the other's home stage was a badge of honor, a pilgrimage back to the scene of his most character-forming family history. For Kennedy, there was the seminal year he spent at the age of eighteen studying under Harold Laski, the firebrand political theorist at the London School of Economics, where he developed not only a taste for high-born British society, and more particularly for her young women, but also a clearer understanding of the part played in a public figure's life by social and religious inequality. “In speaking of Boston, he [Laski] said, ‘Boston is a state of mind’—and as a Jew, he could understand what it is to be an Irishman in Boston,” Kennedy wrote in his diary. “That last remark reveals the fundamental, activating force of Mr. Laski's life—a powerful spirit doomed to an inferior position because of race—a position that all of his economic and intellectual superiority cannot raise him out of.”7 These words would resonate a generation later, when Kennedy sought to be the first Roman Catholic to occupy the White House. In May 1959, a quarter of all respondents said that they would not vote for a Catholic as US president, no matter how well qualified he might otherwise be for the job.





    Two years after leaving Harold Laski's tutelage, Kennedy was back in London to spend the summer working at the US embassy. He returned once more in the spring of 1939, “having a great time,” he wrote, as Europe drifted into war. Although notionally researching a thesis about international law and diplomacy, he admitted he was not “doing much work, but have been sporting around in my morning coat, my ‘Anthony Eden’ black Homburg and white gardenia.” Kennedy was thrilled to have met the king “at a Court Levee. It takes place in the morning and you wear tails. The King stands and you go up and bow. Met Queen Mary and was at tea with the Princess Elizabeth with whom I made a great deal of time. Thursday night—am going to Court in my new silk breeches, which are cut to my crotch tightly, and in which I look mighty attractive.”8 Six months after he wrote this, the twenty-two-year-old Kennedy was with his parents and his sister Kathleen in the strangers’ gallery of the House of Commons to hear the British prime minister Neville Chamberlain explain his country's decision to declare war on Nazi Germany. Immediately following this, he had his first taste of practical diplomacy when he was sent to Scotland to help console the distressed American survivors of the SS Athenia, which had been sunk by a German submarine while on her way from Glasgow to Montreal, with the loss of 117 lives. These were not, perhaps, the standard experiences of a young man who was yet to graduate from Harvard. The twin results of Kennedy's early adventures in Britain were a lifelong fascination with that country's social and cultural elite and, more immediately, his publication of a thesis on Chamberlain's appeasement policy, titled Why England Slept. The author Paul Johnson suggests in his book A History of the American People that “Old Joe [Kennedy's father] and his men turned Why England Slept into a bestseller, partly by using influence with publishers, [and] partly by buying 30,000–40,000 copies, which were secretly stored at the family compound at Hyannis Port.” Adding to this intellectual and emotional connection, there was also a personal Kennedy connection to the old country. In May 1944, John's younger sister Kathleen, or “Kick,” married William Cavendish, heir apparent to the tenth Duke of Devonshire, who as a captain in the British army died in action in Belgium only three months later. Since Harold Macmillan's wife was herself the daughter of the ninth duke, this made him Kathleen's uncle by marriage. The living relationship was to be tragically short-lived. Just four years after her husband's death, Kathleen was killed in a plane crash while on her way from Paris to the French Riviera. She was twenty-eight. In the perhaps fanciful pop-psychological account of one Kennedy biographer, Macmillan thus became “the alternate father whom in death Kick had bestowed on her brother Jack.”




    Macmillan also had profound personal links underpinning the political Special Relationship. He was very proud of his ancestry, which he could trace back for dozens of generations and frequently did. Although often portrayed as the model of an English gentleman, not least by himself, Macmillan was actually part of a colorful Scots-Canadian tapestry. American blood, too, flowed in his veins. His mother, Helen Artemisia Tarleton Belles, was born in Indianapolis in the middle of 1856 (precise local records weren't kept at the time), and Nellie, as she preferred to call herself, grew up there and in the nearby hamlet of Spencer, a community of some 1,500 souls nestled on the banks of the White River. In January 1876, at the age of nineteen, she sailed to France in order to study music and pursue an understandable wish to see something of the world beyond rural southern Indiana. On November 22, 1884, Nellie married a thirty-one-year-old publisher named Maurice Macmillan, whose people came from the remote regions of Kintyre in Argyle, an area settled almost entirely by sheep. Their third son, Harold, born in February 1894, was later to skillfully portray himself for public consumption as the product of generations of simple Scottish crofters. In fact, Maurice had led a slightly more cosmopolitan life than the legend of a bonneted, claymore-wielding highland laddy insists: after taking a first-class degree in Classics at Cambridge, he had taught at St. Paul's School in London and then joined the family publishing firm, for whom he traveled on extended book-buying tours of Europe. It was while on a visit to Paris that he met Nellie Belles, whom he described in a note to his brother as “a dark-eyed beauty who wore exquisitely made shoes on her tiny feet, and spoke exuberant French in a gay American accent.”




    There was to be a moving scene in September 1956, when the sixty-two-year-old British chancellor of the exchequer traveled to Spencer to read the lesson in his mother's Methodist church and talk about her life. “I owe her everything,” Harold Macmillan said, in a stirring speech that was full of family pathos. “I found it rather difficult to get through, without breaking down,” the normally unflappable politician later wrote in his diary. “I really felt that my mother was there watching us and enjoying the satisfaction of so many of her hopes and ambitions for me. When I remember all that I owe to her, it's difficult to express what she did for me.”9 It did not go unnoticed that Macmillan selected as his text Matthew 25:14–30, the Parable of the Talents, traditionally seen as an exhortation to Christians to use their God-given gifts wisely. Accompanied by the British ambassador, Macmillan later attended a number of local events to celebrate the centenary year of Nellie's birth. She had passed onto her children a “rudimentary culture,” he went on to tell a political colleague, and, far more than the diffident Maurice, she had been “the motivating force…the dynamo whose ambition [for] me never stopped ticking” in his early life. The dictum that “a man who has been the indisputable favorite of his mother keeps forever the feeling of a conqueror” was undoubtedly true here. Following the church service in Spencer, Macmillan laid a wreath on the grave of his grandfather, Dr. Joshua Belles, “an overwhelming rite” during which he wept openly.




    Adding further poignancy to these events, they came as a sentimental prelude to the gravest crisis in Anglo-American relations since the Second World War. From Indiana, Macmillan flew through a somehow appropriate thunderstorm into Washington, DC. According to his diary, on the morning of September 25, he was smuggled into the White House by “an ordinary car (not the Rolls), and taken to a little used and private entrance,” so as not to alert the press, for a meeting with President Eisenhower. The crucial issue at stake was what action to take against the Egyptian dictator Colonel Gamal Nasser following his nationalization of the Suez Canal Company, which was not only in apparent breach of the 1888 Treaty of Constantinople but also, of more practical concern, a serious threat to Britain's oil supplies. Macmillan wrote that Eisenhower's manner “could not have been more cordial,” and he came away convinced that the United States would not oppose—in fact, would discreetly support—the use of force against Nasser. This was a serious misapprehension. Five weeks later, when Anglo-French bombing raids all but destroyed the Egyptian air force, Eisenhower's anger was sufficient for William Clark, Prime Minister Eden's press secretary, to recall picking up the transatlantic phone and hearing a flow of presidential language at the other end “so furious I had to hold the instrument away from my ear.” Nor was this just personal rancor: the US administration was soon moved to join with the Soviet Union in tabling a UN Security Council resolution calling on all fellow members to refrain from the use of force in Egypt. Following that, the Americans convened an emergency meeting of the UN General Assembly to secure an immediate ceasefire in the region. The motion was passed by sixty-four votes to five. Only Britain, France, Israel, Australia, and New Zealand opposed it. Somewhat disarmingly, Macmillan was to acknowledge, “We certainly made a profound miscalculation as to the likely reaction in Washington to the Franco-British intervention…. We altogether failed to appreciate the force of the resentment…. For this I carry a heavy responsibility. I knew Eisenhower well…. I believed the Americans would issue a protest [in] public, but that they would in their hearts be glad to see the matter brought to a conclusion.”10




    It's worth dwelling on the tragicomic humbling of the British government at Suez a moment longer, if only to show that it was not a foregone conclusion the Special Relationship would even still exist in the 1960s. The details of the fiasco are a reminder of how volatile the whole alliance was during Eisenhower's second term in office and Macmillan's first. In July 1955, the United States and the United Kingdom had cohosted a summit in Geneva that saw the first major public appearance as Soviet head of state of Nikita Khrushchev. Macmillan was not initially impressed. “How can this fat, vulgar man, with his pig eyes and his ceaseless flow of talk, really be the head—the aspirant Tsar—of all these millions of people and this vast country?” he asked in his diary.11 Confronted by the simultaneously ludicrous and terrifying Khrushchev, the Western delegations had come together in like-minded alliance. Britain would always find the United States “like family” and “sympathetic,” Eisenhower had assured Macmillan and Eden, even if their joint discussions with the Russians in Geneva on matters such as German reunification and nuclear-arms inspections yielded little of substance. All parties had at least agreed on “the futility of armed confrontation in the atomic age,” since any nation that used its new weapons of mass destruction faced the certainty of being destroyed itself. Translating these remarks for the press on his return to London, Macmillan made headlines by announcing, “There ain't gonna be no war.”12




    This core conviction was enough, Macmillan felt, to “sustain and fortify” the Anglo-American alliance into the nuclear era. Put more bluntly, Britain could no longer afford to deviate significantly from American positions. But only fifteen months later, the “family” began to tear itself apart, and Eisenhower went on to make a series of blistering attacks on the British and French “idiocy” in Suez. In the measured words of Winthrop Aldrich, the US ambassador in London, the administration was “not pleased” with her principal allies, “not only [for] not letting us know, but actually deceiving us as to what would happen…the President just went off the deep end.”13 In a sign of how the grass roots of friendship had suddenly withered, Macmillan complained that there was now a conspiracy by the American authorities to undermine the British economy. In his memoirs he wrote of the United States resorting to a form of financial blackmail by “selling of sterling by the Federal Reserve Bank.” Attempting to draw on British gold reserves with the International Monetary Fund, Macmillan “received the reply that the American Government would not agree to the technical procedure until we had agreed to a ceasefire [in Suez].” One large nation had effectively frozen the bank account of a friendly, smaller nation. On November 6, it was left for Macmillan to bitterly tell his cabinet colleagues, “There [has] been a serious run on the pound, viciously orchestrated in Washington.”14 It was all a long way from the communal goodwill and family spirit of just a few weeks earlier in Spencer, Indiana.




    On October 30, as the clock ticked down toward the use of force in Egypt, the British cabinet had “proposed to send notes [to Nasser] in order to guarantee freedom of transit through the Canal…. It was proposed that if, at the expiration of 12 hours from the delivery of these notes, [he] had failed to undertake to comply with the requirements stated in them, British and French forces should intervene in order to enforce compliance.”15 (With the collusion of the British and French, Israel had attacked the Egyptian army in Sinai the day before, quickly occupying the whole peninsula up to the eastern edge of the canal.) Even then, it was recognized that such action might not be well received by an American president who was just a week away from a closely contested national election. “We should do our utmost to reduce the offence to US public opinion which [is] liable to be caused by our notes,” it was recorded by the British cabinet. “Our reserves of gold and dollars [are] still falling at a dangerously rapid rate; and in view of the extent to which we might have to rely on American economic assistance, we [can]not afford to alienate the US Government more than absolutely necessary.”16




    Since some thirty-five books—not to mention fifty-eight years’ worth of scholarly articles, self-serving memoirs and interviews, and a continuing lively Internet exchange—are all available on the subject, it's perhaps best to be brief on the specific events that followed in November and December 1956 and that led directly to the resignation of Anthony Eden and to his replacement by Harold Macmillan.




    On November 3, in a rare Saturday session, the House of Commons broke up amid what the Speaker called “the worst uproar in modern parliamentary history” while debating Suez. At first light on the fifth, British and French paratroopers landed at Port Said and swiftly advanced on the Canal area, amid Soviet threats to launch retaliatory attacks on Western Europe. On the sixth, Eisenhower was duly reelected by a popular majority of 58 percent to 42 percent. This was by no means to effect a sudden new alignment of interests in the Middle East. Nor was it the end of the personal and political fallout from the Suez escapade. At the height of the crisis, Eisenhower's secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, a stereotypical 1950s public official to look at and listen to, with some of the same general demeanor of an Old Testament prophet (and cordially loathed by the British), had been rushed to the hospital for emergency cancer surgery. In London, Anthony Eden was running a fever of 105° and living on a diet of stimulants and tranquillizers. Within twenty-four hours of the decision to invade Suez, Macmillan was warning his colleagues that “in view of the financial and economic pressures we must stop”17 the action, a U-turn characterized as “first in, first out” in the caustic words of Labour's Harold Wilson in the House of Commons. On the seventh, Eisenhower acknowledged that recent tensions in the alliance had been “a family spat,”18 and that it would likely be poor judgment for the British to seek an early summit with him. In the week of November 12, the United Kingdom lost a further $80 million in gold reserves, and Macmillan told the cabinet it “might shortly face the grave choice of deciding whether to mobilise all our financial resources in order to maintain the sterling/dollar rate, [or] let it find its level.”19 On the twenty-second, Anglo-French troops began to pull back from the canal zone in a phased withdrawal continuing through December. Since control of the canal then reverted to Nasser, who soon refused passage to most Western ships, which led in turn to fuel rationing in Britain, the operation could not be called a strategic success. Grotesque though it is to use the word only in relation to casualties, it might be applied on a relative basis here. The British and French lost sixteen and ten men, with ninety-six and thirty-three wounded, respectively. There were approximately 330 Israeli deaths. The Egyptians suffered roughly three thousand casualties and won a considerable propaganda victory. Among other lessons of Suez, it seemed to Macmillan, was that Britain should ideally “not again be allowed to find [itself] on the wrong side of a major policy dispute” with Washington.20




    As the recriminations continued in London, Anthony Eden took his doctor's advice and flew to Jamaica for a rest cure. The British gold reserves continued to plummet. Shortly after Eden's departure, George Humphrey, the US secretary of the treasury, placed a call to the caretaker prime minister “Rab” Butler. To do so, he “had shut himself with the telephone in the meat safe so as to avoid the intrusions of my family.” Humphrey's essential message was that Washington was now prepared to support the pound and “supply the ‘fig leaf’ which the British say they need to cover their nakedness in withdrawing from Suez…providing they [get] out of the area at once.”21 On December 12, Humphrey and a convalescing Dulles visited London and Paris for fence-mending meetings with the allies. Macmillan told them that “he, personally, was very unhappy with the way in which the matter was handled, [but] that he had had no real choice but to back Eden…. He said the British action was the last gasp of a declining power and that perhaps in 200 years the United States ‘would know how we felt.’”22 Two days later, Eden returned to England from his tropical retreat. He struggled on for a further three weeks, but on January 8, 1957, told colleagues “that he had had a bad report on his health…[His doctors] had advised that it was no use his trying to go on…. While the pain continued he could only sleep under dope.” Eden resigned his office the following day. During this same febrile time in international affairs, the Soviet Union had threatened Britain with atomic weapons unless she cease and desist in Egypt, and within twenty-four hours of that crushed the Hungarian revolution at the cost of some twenty-two thousand casualties. Between January 8 and 9, the fifth Marquess of Salisbury (“Bobbety”), as Lord President of the Council, interviewed the cabinet one by one and, with his much-parodied speech impediment, asked each one whether he was for “Wab” or “Hawold.” (There was thought to have been only one vote for Wab, and two abstentions.) In the early afternoon of the tenth, Salisbury and Winston Churchill went to Buckingham Palace to advise the queen on her choice of Eden's successor. The matter was quickly concluded. “The next event,” Salisbury wrote, “so far as I at 2.45 was concerned, was a message from Harold asking me to go and see him…. I walked along the passage and found him in very good spirits.”23 At his moment of supreme triumph, Macmillan himself wrote in his diary, “I thought chiefly of my poor mother.”
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    In the late summer of 1956, as tensions came to the boil in Egypt, Jack Kennedy was a thirty-nine-year-old first-term senator with ambitions to higher office. He made a significant impression that August at the Democratic National Convention in Chicago, where the New York Times became the first but not last of the major dailies to compare his appearance to that of a “movie star,” with an “instant appeal.” Although Kennedy was proposed for vice president on a ticket with his party's nominee, Adlai Stevenson, the honor eventually went to Estes Kefauver of Tennessee by a vote of 755½ to 589. Given the scale of Stevenson's subsequent defeat by Eisenhower, this was one of those political losses that was in fact a net gain. Kennedy campaigned tirelessly on behalf of the ticket, giving 152 speeches in twenty-six states over the course of the next twelve weeks. At a women's college in Louisville, a crowd of some two hundred screaming students, many wearing T-shirts customized with slogans indicating how positively they would react to any overture Kennedy might make to them, attempted to block his car as he left their campus, informing him that he was “a doll” and “better than Elvis Presley.”24 These were not the stock accolades of a 1950s presidential election. Appraising the orgy of upside-down faces mouthing endearments through his windshield as they drove off, Kennedy calmly turned to an associate and informed him that, while this was good, it would be even better next time. (Another colleague would remember him remarking that fall, “If I work hard for four years, I ought to be able to pick up all the marbles.”25) Kennedy had little to say on either Suez or any other substantive policy issues, but audiences found plenty to admire in his charm, his compulsive need for fun and action, and his finely tuned ear for a joke, often at his own expense. “Socrates,” he told an initially puzzled audience in Twin Falls, Idaho, “once said that it was the duty of a man of real principle to avoid high national office, and evidently the delegates at Chicago recognized my principles even before I did.”26 In both public and private life, he was clearly a man in a hurry. Kennedy fell in love, as he did most things, with amazing speed, announcing his intention to marry the attractive, baby-voiced Jacqueline Bouvier shortly after he met her at a dinner party in the summer of 1951. Even so, the intending bride was to remark on the “spasmodic courtship”27 that then intervened before their wedding two years later. It is a matter of record that Kennedy fell some way short of the traditional monogamous ideal. In the run-up to the Chicago convention in August 1956, the aspiring vice president managed to slip away on a sailing trip in the Mediterranean, where he enjoyed “a bacchanal, with several young women getting on and off the boat at its ports of call…. [Notably] a stunning but not particularly intelligent blonde who…referred to herself as ‘Pooh.’”28 At that time, Kennedy's wife was in Boston, in the final stages of a pregnancy that ended in a miscarriage.
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    The newly reelected president Eisenhower lost no time in welcoming Macmillan—colleagues since their mutual wartime service in North Africa—to high office.




    I assure you that the new [problems] will be to the old like a broken leg is to a scratched finger. The only real fun you will have is to see just how far you can keep on going with everybody chopping at you with every conceivable kind of weapon…. Remember the old adage, “Now abideth faith, hope, and charity—and greater than these is a sense of humor.”




    As ever,


    D. E.29




    It would be many years before the full story of Britain's shotgun wedding to the French and Israelis at Suez, and of Eisenhower's fury at the issue, was made public. In retrospect, it seems clear it was the end of an era. The crisis is often said to have marked the moment when the British political establishment fatally overreached itself, in the process handing its foreign and domestic critics an unprecedented propaganda gift. One short-term result was a postmortem debate in the House of Commons on May 15–16, 1957, which went better than Macmillan had feared—an opposition motion of censure, supported by Lord Salisbury (who, adding a personal layer of complexity, was also related to Macmillan by marriage), lost by a majority of forty-nine. The PM wrote in his diary, “How odd the English are! They rather like a gallant failure. Suez has become a sort of Mons Retreat.” Perhaps unsurprisingly, Salisbury would not again hold public office. The longer-term consequences of Suez included the bitter realization that Britain no longer had the military and economic resources to maintain a global presence, a fact borne out in 1968 when the Labour government of Harold Wilson announced the dismantling of all British Middle Eastern bases and ports. Foreign policy, under Macmillan and his successors, would henceforth largely be a matter of decline management.




    As we'll see, the seven years from Suez up until Macmillan's abrupt resignation from office saw periods of coolness in the Special Relationship, which was frequently tested by conflicting views on Berlin and the correct response to Soviet nuclear arms rattling, among a host of other fast-changing and constantly replenished regional crises, some of them slow-burning and others that erupted with blowpipe fury. But the essential through line of the Atlantic alliance between 1957 and 1963 was that Britain would in future adhere to US policy, even at its most exasperating. There would be no more unilateral colonial adventures or furtive tactical alliances struck behind America's back. Macmillan was not speaking purely for himself or narrowly of the particular issue of Laos when he wrote of events in March 1961, “Intervention [in Southeast Asia] was not an easy choice; there was a grave danger of provoking Russian or Chinese intervention…. On the other hand, it would be tragic to separate ourselves from the Americans. We had suffered enough in a previous crisis from an Anglo-American schism. At all costs, we must try and work with the new President and the new Administration.”30




    Macmillan's charm offensive to win back American friendship and support began in a meeting with Eisenhower in Bermuda in March 1957. The new prime minister perhaps didn't realize the full depth of the president's resentment about Suez until the two heads of government and their foreign ministers met alone after dinner on the first night. When Macmillan used the occasion to launch a spirited attack on Nasser, Eisenhower interjected that the British “could not at the same time seek his co-operation and combat him.”31 A heavy silence had followed this rebuke. When the discussion continued the next morning, Eisenhower “rather sharply” noted that American policy in the region had at least been consistent, before he complained about “particularly vicious and coordinated attacks” made on him in the British press. Clearly the transatlantic love affair was not about to be rekindled overnight. The following October, Macmillan and his officials appeared for talks in Washington. This time, the visitors’ chief goal was the repeal of the 1946 Atomic Energy—or “McMahon”—Act, which prevented American administrations from sharing atomic information with even friendly foreign regimes. During the discussions, Eisenhower remarked that he “personally felt ashamed” of the law as it applied to countries like Britain, and he went on to hand his guests a document titled “A Declaration of Common Purpose.”32 Among other steps, this modified the McMahon Act so that the allies could again freely exchange scientific intelligence. Macmillan's confidential account of this breakthrough was euphoric. The American proposal was “in effect, a declaration of inter-dependence,” he reported to the cabinet on October 28. “The government and people of the United States had been greatly impressed by recent Soviet successes and above all by the spectacular success, in their launching of an earth satellite, of Soviet achievements in science and technology. They now recognised that no single country, however powerful, could alone withstand the Soviet threat…. The prevailing mood in Washington had therefore been favourable to proposals for closer Anglo-American cooperation, and [this] had been achieved.”33




    In June 1958, Macmillan survived the failure of one of his Royal Air Force Britannia's engines two hours out over the Atlantic to eventually land safely for further goodwill discussions in Washington. (While the plane doubled back to London for repairs, shaking violently and pouring clouds of smoke from its stricken left side, the sixty-four-year-old PM lay serenely on his bunk reading Walter Scott's 1822 novel The Fortunes of Nigel.) The talks began the practical process of a renewed exchange of scientific, and specifically nuclear, data. Prior to the meeting, the premier had sent the president a “Dear Friend” letter, discussing the urgent need to coordinate arrangements for a Western nuclear response to any Soviet attack. “Dear Harold,” Eisenhower replied. “I have read your note. I quite agree with your suggestion that our two governments study how to concert actions under the circumstances that you envision.”34 Seeming to personalize the Special Relationship, Macmillan again took the opportunity to travel to Indiana, where he received an honorary degree from his grandfather's university. The following day he was back in Washington, where he addressed a session of the US Senate. The PM winningly announced in his speech that his mother had once impressed on him that to be an American senator was the pinnacle of human achievement. He was loudly applauded. About the only discordant note came at a formal dinner presided over by Vice President Richard Nixon. Although characteristically tactful in public, Macmillan was more candid in the privacy of his diary. Nixon, he wrote, “poured out a monologue which extinguished any spark of conversation from whatever quarter it might arise…. This spate of banalities lasted for three to four hours…. I felt sorry for the Americans, who were clearly hurt and ashamed.”35




    Like a family feud patched up for the holidays, in the normal course of events the Special Relationship was still sometimes liable to tear apart at the seams. Macmillan's proposal that he fly to Moscow for bilateral talks in February 1959 reduced Eisenhower to a frenzy. The president did “not give much of a shit,” he told John Dulles. “Let him go if he is that good…they will come back with their tail between their legs.”36 Dulles relayed the message in more diplomatic terms, allowing Macmillan to note with satisfaction the “friendly” American reply. “They say,” he wrote in his diary, “that they have complete confidence in me and I must do what I think best.”37 On another trip to Washington a month later, Macmillan had the melancholy job of visiting the now terminally ill Dulles in hospital; it was their last meeting. Both then and in days to come, virtues were discovered in the voluble—some felt Anglophobic—secretary of state that had previously failed to surface. In a series of public and private remarks, Macmillan treated Dulles—who died that May—with a respect that was as exaggerated as, a month earlier, it would have been astonishing. After the reverence of the hospital room, there was more soldierly language from Eisenhower back in the White House. “With all his crudity, and lack of elegance of expression, he has some very reasonable ideas,” Macmillan wrote in his diary on March 22, 1959.




    The tables were turned in August 1959, when, having rebuffed British proposals for a three-way summit, Eisenhower announced that he had invited Khrushchev to the United States, a visit he hoped would “break the logjam” over Berlin and certain other pressing issues. Macmillan was not pleased. The president “has caused me great annoyance—alarm—and even anger,” he wrote. “It is not (as some of my colleagues seem to feel) the result of American bad faith, but rather of their stupidity, naiveté and incompetence…. Everyone will assume that the two Great Powers—Russia and USA—are going to fix up a deal over our heads and behind our backs.”38 Macmillan was at least able to persuade Eisenhower to visit London prior to his talks with Khrushchev. In a largely symbolic program, the two Western leaders played golf, walked around Oxford University, and toured the English countryside in a white Rolls-Royce convertible borrowed from Douglas Fairbanks Jr. Back in Downing Street, the soon-to-be-campaigning prime minister and his guest engaged in an apparently unscripted fireside chat for the television cameras—not quite evincing the folksy charm of today's politicians (both men wore dinner suits), but still something of a forerunner of modern election broadcasts.




    In the early weeks of 1960, Macmillan, returned to office with a healthy parliamentary majority of one hundred, sought to act as a broker between the United States and the Soviet Union. “We now [have] an opportunity to conclude an agreement which might be a turning point in the history of international negotiations on disarmament,” he told the cabinet on March 22. “The United States…must be brought to appreciate the significance of this opportunity.” A further visit to Ike in Washington appeared to satisfy both Britain's wishes to restrict future nuclear tests and her ambitions to own a missile system distinct from the Americans’. “We have got out of them,” Macmillan wrote in his diary, “a very valuable exchange of notes about Skybolt and Polaris…. This allows us to abandon Bluestreak (rocket) without damage to our prospects of maintaining—in the late 60s and early 70s—our independent nuclear deterrent.” (Macmillan's emphasis) Regrettably, a subsequent Paris summit between the Western powers and the USSR ended in some disarray amid Khrushchev's heated protests about an American U-2 spy plane that had been shot down over Soviet soil. Those who witnessed the Russian's fury would long marvel at the scene, speaking of it like old salts recalling a historic hurricane. Macmillan was sufficiently distressed at the collapse of the talks to contemplate resignation. “It was a terrible performance, reminiscent of Hitler at his worst,” he wrote in his diary on May 18, 1960. “[Khrushchev] threatens, rants, uses filthy words of abuse…” Four months later, when Macmillan blandly told the General Assembly of the United Nations that he regretted the failure of the summit, a crimson-faced Khrushchev leapt to his feet to shout, “You sent your planes over our territory, you are guilty of aggression!” and started banging his fists on the table. (The prime minister bided his time and then with exquisite courtesy asked the president of the assembly if he might please have a translation.) Immediately on his return to London, Macmillan entered the hospital for treatment of an old war wound to his leg and quite possibly also exhaustion. He would not meet Eisenhower again while in office. Macmillan was generous in a letter to the outgoing president, recalling their “deep unity of purpose and, I like to feel, a frank and honest appreciation of each other's good faith,” but the fact remained that between them they had broken with the Soviet Union, sparred over regional issues from Berlin to Central Africa, and, whatever Macmillan's impressions to the contrary, signally failed to achieve a long-term agreement on the matter of Britain's independent nuclear capability. This was an only mixed report card for the Special Relationship as it existed on President Kennedy's inauguration in January 1961.




    Although Macmillan had never met Kennedy, the personal omens for the relationship could scarcely have been less promising. Apart from their twenty-three-year age gap, there was a certain bedrock difference of character—the one bluff and self-confident; the other languid, formal, and capable of mandarin inscrutability. Although Kennedy and Macmillan were collaterally related by marriage, this was offset by the premier's view of the president's father, Joe Kennedy, while he was US ambassador in London before the war. “We regarded him with some contempt,” Macmillan told his official biographer. “It was generally thought he was unfriendly, and defeatist…. I had no particular reason to have any affection for the president.”39 In November 1960, Macmillan entertained Kennedy's vice president–elect, Lyndon Johnson, to dinner in London. He made an even worse impression than his predecessor had. “A Texan, an acute and ruthless ‘politician’, but not (I would judge) a man of any intellectual power,” Macmillan concluded.40
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    By January 1961 it was already late in the day for the sixty-six-year-old Macmillan to significantly adapt his personal or political style to Kennedy's with much hope of success. Born under Queen Victoria, wounded in the trenches of the Somme (“I felt no inconvenience until later,” he remarked of his injury41), the prime minister often seemed ludicrously archaic next to a president who confidently promised to put men on the moon. One spoke in a collegiate Boston accent (“yee-ahs” for years, “Cu-ber” for Cuba), the other in upper-crust Edwardian tones modified by age into a world-weary drawl, in which off became “orff” and girl, “gelle.” Kennedy's sense of humor tended to be both sharp and facile—“We'd rather be Ted than Ed,” he quipped of Ted Kennedy's 1962 senatorial race against Eddie McCormack, the Speaker's nephew—while Macmillan preferred the comedy of understatement and irony. The same was true of their views on art, architecture, theater, and music, subjects in which neither man showed much affinity for the other's taste, although they shared an almost promiscuous love of books and reading—with a penchant, in Kennedy's case, for James Bond spy novels that some saw reflected in his more exotic foreign-policy initiatives. When it came to sex, one of them quickly discovered and developed a lifelong talent for charming women, and the other sustained a forty-six-year marriage characterized more by mutual affection and shared experience than any grand passion, retiring into a long and celibate old age when his wife predeceased him. Macmillan seemed to be the stereotypical English “toff,” brought up in the old tradition of great houses, nannies, governesses, and noblesse oblige, and Kennedy the embodiment of the thrusting, 1960s New Frontiersman.




    Both men were creatures of their time and upbringing. Macmillan never quite reconciled to the television, always referred to “the wireless” and not “the radio,” and thought the telephone an intrusive and on the whole vulgar contraption best left to butlers and secretaries. Although he had been occasionally seen at the wheel of a jeep during the war, he never acquired a driver's license. He did take some lessons with his wife in their family car but drove it into a wall of a garage. Set against this was a keen sense of political ambition that showed the steel beneath the Edwardian-clubman façade. Speaking of Macmillan's achievements as minister of housing, the Economist wrote in December 1955, “No one who sets about building 360,000 homes a year with such gusto and success, fully knowing…what harm he was doing to the national economy, can be regarded as quite the ideal man to do the unpopular thing just because it is right.” In fact, throughout his twelve years in high office, Macmillan displayed an often direct, sometimes brutal, and always results-based management style sharply at odds with the English ideal of gentlemanly diffidence and amateurish bumbling. As minister of defence in the winter of 1954–55, he took the unsentimental view that Winston Churchill, though a considerable wartime prime minister, was simply too old to lead the Conservative Party into another election. Churchill's doctor Lord Moran wrote, “Plainly there is a growing feeling among Winston's friends that the time has come for him to go, but only Harold Macmillan has had the guts to say so.”42 As Churchill had brought Macmillan out of the political wilderness with his first government job in 1940, this showed a sense of mission on the younger man's part that apparently insulated him from any feelings of compassion or guilt at undermining his benefactor. Anthony Eden later invited Macmillan to become chancellor of the exchequer as successor to Rab Butler, who was to step sideways to Lord Privy Seal. The move came both as a shock to the political pundits and as an unwelcome surprise to the two men most closely affected by it. Macmillan characterized the reshuffle as a “shattering blow” to his ambitions. Although mutual declarations of “warm goodwill” and “continuing collective responsibility” prevailed in public, this was not the case behind the scenes. In a letter to Eden, Macmillan made it clear that there were limits to his capacity for self-denial on behalf of the party. “If Rab becomes Leader of the House…that will be fine. But I could not agree that he should be Deputy Prime Minister.”43 It's been said that Macmillan particularly “despised Butler for not having fought in the First World War, sneered at [the Labour leader] Hugh Gaitskell for not having any medals to wear on Remembrance Day, and loathed Herbert Morrison, his first boss in the [1940–45] coalition, for having been a conscientious objector in the First War, calling him ‘a dirty little cockney guttersnipe.’”44 These were not wholly isolated cases of Macmillan's political wolfishness slipping out from behind a cloak of carefully feigned girlish probity. The surprising thing is the frankness with which he treated his colleagues, and his unerring ability, as prime minister, to swiftly dispose of them if circumstances dictated—most famously in July 1962, when he sacked a third of his cabinet, an act of carnage unprecedented in British domestic politics. According to one biographer, when his son, Maurice, an MP, once asked him why his own political career had fallen short, Macmillan said simply, “Because you weren't ruthless enough.”




    Where Macmillan was able to benefit from his rivals’ misreading of him, in Kennedy's case the drive and ambition were plain for all to see. His keen powers of perception were married with an almost pathological need for personal success. “Competition—that's what makes them go,” Joe Kennedy once remarked of his nine children. According to a Kennedy biographer, Joe's second son was “hell-bent on becoming the first Catholic president” from the moment he launched his political career as a twenty-nine-year-old US representative in January 1947. (Although Kennedy displayed tactical skills of a high order almost from the moment he entered Congress, it did not hurt the cause that Joe was able to throw money around during the various campaigns like King Farouk at a casino.) Adlai Stevenson spoke for many in the Democratic establishment when, in July 1960, he asked Kennedy why he had chosen the boorish Johnson as his running mate. The candidate replied that it was simply because he wanted to win. Six years earlier, Kennedy had recuperated from critical spinal surgery by lying on his back strapped to a board, with another board on top of him, writing what became the Pulitzer Prize–winning Profiles in Courage.




    Macmillan was the ultimate self-made man, or so it seemed; a middle-class boy whose people were “in trade,” who not only held three of the great offices of state, which might have been enough for another politician, but was also a war hero, viceroy, publisher, thinker, writer, and statesman whose peculiar fate was to lead his party in the dismal wake of Suez, and his nation at a time of irreversible economic and military decline. Like Kennedy, he grew up aware of the high expectations his family had for him. In the 1920s, Macmillan's ambitious mother rebuilt the family home into a sprawling, neo-Georgian compound she thought fit for a future prime minister and once loudly reprimanded a visitor to the house for kicking a door that belonged to “the most important politician in Britain”—a notable feat of prediction about a then-obscure backbench Tory MP whose speaking voice at the time was described as “a high-pitched drone.”45 The great-grandson of a crofter who became the son-in-law of a duke, Macmillan would eventually be accused of assuming “presidential” airs and graces in office. Kennedy, in turn, was sometimes damned by critics as “regal,” especially when the Hoover Commission revealed that the nation's chief executive was now responsible for “nine major departments, 104 bureaus, twelve sections, 108 services, 51 branches, 631 divisions, nineteen administrations, six agencies, four boards, six commands, twenty commissions, 19 corporations, 10 headquarters, three authorities, and 263 miscellaneous organizations”—and that was before the office multiplied under President Johnson.46 In broad terms, Kennedy was an Anglophile, with extensive British mannerisms and connections but with the virtues most prized in 1960s American culture: innovation, energy, daring. In October 1960, while in New York to address the United Nations, Macmillan happened to turn on the television in his hotel suite and watched a few minutes of the first Nixon-Kennedy presidential debate. He may have been out of a lost social era, when politicians in black tie occasionally deigned to utter a few words to the public over the wireless, but he was also perceptive enough to recognize the wind of change when he saw it. “Your chap's beat,” Macmillan told a startled President Eisenhower later that same night. “One of them looked like a convicted criminal and the other looked like a rather engaging young undergraduate…. Well, you know, Nixon [has] that curious sort of dark, furtive face.”47




    Kennedy was the first American president to treat the television cameras as an ally. In conversation he was first brisk, and, second, warm or combative, as the situation demanded. As one biographer said, “The President thinks of words as the shortest distance between two points. A man who puts things in a nutshell wins his respect. A rambler loses. In private Kennedy will talk for hours, ‘but only’, as a Harvard adviser puts it, ‘if there is real Ping-pong in the conversation.’”48 Macmillan may have had more of the dowager style, but under the mask, he was thought to be a surprisingly approachable supremo who enjoyed the difficult, irreverent question. He was also recognizably “modern” in some of his personal approach to power. The atmosphere at 10 Downing Street underwent a dramatic change when the Macmillans replaced the childless Edens, with “bicycles, tricycles, scooters, as well as an occasional perambulator” appearing in the marble hallways. The PM himself issued orders to his grandchildren that they were at liberty to play games with the duty policemen, with the proviso that these “not obstruct the arrival of ambassadors or Cabinet ministers.” Macmillan's most frequently used word to describe his time in office, whatever the domestic and global challenges, was that it was “fun.”49 In his later years, he liked to ramble around the grouse moors with a volume of Livy in his pocket or to entertain guests during the early 1980s by reminiscing about the funeral of Queen Victoria. It was a gentle twilight to a life of extraordinary achievement.




    As we've seen, Kennedy shared Macmillan's bibliophilia, even if his love of the printed word didn't always extend to the daily press. (Irritated by its coverage, the president once had his spokesman formally announce that the White House had canceled all twenty-two copies of its subscription to the New York Herald Tribune.) In April 1961, Richard Nixon called on President Kennedy, who not only seemed to his visitor to take more pride in his extensive library than any other aspect of his new office but also added that every public man should write a book “both for the mental discipline, and because it tends to elevate him in popular esteem to the respected status of an ‘intellectual.’”50 (Nixon responded with his 1962 bestseller, Six Crises.) Such a man would have instinctively warmed to a British counterpart who was a third-generation publisher. Over the years, both Kennedy and Macmillan would become painfully aware that grand strategic policy was often lost to the expediency of crisis management. An associate justice of the Supreme Court with the striking name of Felix Frankfurter once informed the president that, as chief executive, his job was to “direct funds, goods, and people to concerns that relate to the human welfare,” and to be a “molder of American life.”51 Kennedy's desk diary of his time in office reveals a preoccupation with rather more specific, and often narrowly pragmatic, tasks. Asked what he most feared as prime minister, Macmillan allegedly replied, “Events, dear boy, events”—a quotation no one seems able to authenticate, but which has taken its place alongside other imperishable lines like “A week is a long time in politics,” or “It's the economy, stupid.”
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    Politicians can broadly be divided into two categories: those whose public face is different from their private face, and those for whom they're the same; put another way, those who feel it necessary in public appearances to put on an act of inner composure and outer geniality, and those whose hearty, electioneering self is the real man. Generally speaking, Macmillan was in the former category, and Kennedy in the latter.





    One of the reasons for the president's serene self-assurance was surely the sense of security that came both from personal wealth and from a loving wife who tolerated his frequent explorations of the limits of his wedding vows. “There was something almost madcap about Kennedy's behavior,” his otherwise admiring biographer Robert Dallek has written. While in office, his womanizing included affairs with Pamela Turnure, his wife's press secretary; Judith Campbell Exner, who happened to also be the mistress of the mob boss Sam Giancana; Mimi Beardsley, a nineteen-year-old White House intern; Mary Meyer, the sister-in-law of his friend (and Washington bureau chief of Newsweek) Ben Bradlee; Marilyn Monroe; and two West Wing secretaries not conspicuous for their typing or filing skills and known locally as Fiddle and Faddle.52 The above list is far from exhaustive. So far as is known, Jacqueline Kennedy not once gave her husband anything but her undivided love nor was anything but a charming and considerate (if profligate) hostess on official occasions. No wonder, perhaps, that, when Newsweek’s James Cannon interviewed the president in April 1963—at a time when the administration was embroiled in issues including civil rights, healthcare reform, and nuclear-arms testing—he “was struck first by the serenity of the [Oval Office] surroundings, and the self-possession of the principal.” Cannon wrote in his notes of the meeting: “In this man, at this moment, there was no evidence that he was worn with the cares of office. He was casual. He was affable. He was unhurried, unbadgered…‘How are you doing?’ I said. ‘I must say you look fine. From all appearances, the job seems to be agreeing with you.’ ‘Well,’ he said, with a big smile, ‘I think it's going well.’”53 Kennedy's assistant (and, on occasion, sexual procurer) Dave Powers echoed Cannon's observation: “John F. Kennedy enjoyed being president. He loved being where the action was. He was always at his best under pressure.”54




    Macmillan, by contrast, put up a brilliantly constructed front of Edwardian hauteur and a sublime mastery of events while, he later admitted, “never show[ing] how nervous and awful the whole business is…. I think I did seem to have what was called unflappability—if only they knew how one's inside was flapping all the time, they wouldn't have said that.”55 It was perhaps this same dissembling ability the Tory MP Enoch Powell had in mind when he dubbed his chief the “old actor-manager.” Born into the respectable middle classes, Macmillan did not immediately seem to be a candidate to rise through the upper ranks of the Conservative Party of the 1920s. His health was precarious from his war wounds, and he had a full-scale physical and nervous breakdown, which sent him to recuperate in a German clinic for several weeks in 1931. Two years earlier, his wife, Dorothy, had begun an affair with Robert Boothby, a mercurially talented, reckless, and sexually undiscriminating Scot who also happened to be a parliamentary ally of Macmillan's for the next thirty-five years. The affair ended only with Dorothy's death in 1966. It never became public but was brought painfully home to Macmillan himself, whom his friend David Cecil once saw “banging his head against the wall of a railway compartment in sheer despair.”56 Years later, a family employee hinted at how desperate things had been by alluding to a suicide attempt. In 1933, Boothby wrote about Dorothy to a friend: “The most formidable thing in the world—a possessive, single-track woman. She wants me completely, and she wants my children, and she wants practically nothing else…. I am grandly, passionately in love with her. But if I take her, it's goodbye to everything else.”57 This grand passion survived even Boothby's marriage, in 1935, to one of Dorothy's cousins. Macmillan behaved immaculately throughout the long affair, evidently seeing it as a sort of chronic illness on his wife's part, and gave his name to Sarah, Dorothy's daughter born in 1930, reputedly fathered by Boothby. It was a tribute to a certain British resilience—as well as to the docility and decorum of the press—that these arrangements worked as well as they did, but they can only have papered over what was surely an emotional life of continuing disappointment and heartbreak. “If your wife is a great anxiety to you, it is pretty grim,” Dorothy's sister remarked of the Macmillans’ marriage.58 Rab Butler, who knew both men well, considered that “Harold did suffer greatly, [but] he would never admit it. The extraordinary thing about him was that he had such inner strength…. Boothby did have a depressing effect, but not on his moral character, which was so strong.”59




    Perhaps the key difference between the libidinous president and the monogamous and, later, by all accounts, celibate prime minister was best expressed by the moment when Kennedy turned to Macmillan at the end of a lengthy meeting ostensibly arranged to discuss nuclear arms and mildly asked, “I wonder how it is with you, Harold? If I don't have a woman for three days, I get a terrible headache.”60




    It's tempting to see Macmillan as a period character within a period piece. He came of age in that early part of the twentieth century that was still effectively Victorian. His only relaxations were shooting, golf, and reading. He presented an image of a tweedy, shuffling country grandee out of the pages of P. G. Wodehouse. It was not undeserved that in June 1961 the Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell witheringly accused him of “Edwardian nonchalance” during a heated parliamentary debate on the economy. (The barb evidently stung, because Macmillan drafted—but never used—a reply that ran, “If Mr. Gaitskell had a little more experience of life, he would know that sometimes in dangerous moments it is advisable [to] cultivate an outward show of confidence. I learned that in early youth under fire on the battlefield. Unfortunately, for reasons which I wholly understand, this experience was not vouchsafed to Gaitskell.”61) By the summer of 1963, it struck many commentators, including some on the political right, as verging on farcical that the Britain of the Beatles and the Rolling Stones should still be governed by an apparently tired and effete relic out of the twilight of the nineteenth century.




    Of course, this was the same Macmillan who enjoyed the company of the more raffish elements of academic and literary society—who, as a junior minister, had been one of the so-called Glamour Boys, a politically free-thinking, bohemian set who met over well-lubricated dinners at the Café Royal—and whose own family arrangements were far from conventional. In December 1961, David Bruce, US ambassador to Britain, had assessed Macmillan in a cable to the State Department. “I am neither an intimate nor a friend of the PM,” he wrote. “Few apparently are. His play, to use a gambling expression, is close; and his inmost thoughts are seldom open to penetration. He is a political animal, shrewd, subtle in maneuver, undisputed master in his Cabinet house…. This is no mean man. He has charm, politeness, dry humor, self-assurance, a vivid sense of history, dignity of character. To what extent he would bend conviction to comport with expediency one cannot say.”62




    In much the same way Kennedy's rhetoric defined the American New Frontier of the 1960s, Macmillan's major speeches long dwelled on the need for more progressive domestic policies and the futility of party-political ideological disputes, as suggested in the title of his 1938 book, The Middle Way. In a speech in 1946 he had even toyed with the prospect of a “New Democratic Party.” Macmillan, who represented the depressed northern industrial constituency of Stockton-on-Tees for nineteen of his thirty-eight years in parliament, summarized his political philosophy in a document printed and distributed by the Conservative Party in May 1947 titled The Industrial Charter as being “to maintain full employment, to sustain and improve the social services, and to continue the strategic control of the economy in the hands of the Government, while preserving wherever possible the tactical function of private enterprise.” He later advocated a form of electoral proportional representation favorable to the Liberal Party sixty years before this was put to a referendum. Macmillan's combination of the pragmatic and the speculative was not exactly unique in a politician, but it rather jars with his classic fuddy-duddy image. A Sunday Times profile from January 1950 called him “a political philosopher as well as a practical statesman…he talks convincingly in the language of an intellectual, yet an intellectual with much practical experience of national and international affairs, of public and private commerce, and a sympathetic understanding of the life and difficulties of the ordinary man.”




    Kennedy, too, was distinctive in refusing to accommodate his presidency to narrow ideological goals. Asked once whether he was a liberal or a conservative, he quoted Lincoln: “There are few things wholly evil or wholly good. Almost everything, especially of Government policy, is an inseparable compound of the two, so that our best judgment of the preponderance between them is continually demanded.” Further pressed to say what executive ambitions he harbored, Kennedy replied, “I hope to be responsible.” His wife described him approvingly as an “idealist without illusions.”63 “Kennedy was temperamentally closer to most British Conservatives than to Labour,” his biographer Herbert Parmet has written. The man who got him right was his friend, and future Speaker of the House, Tip O'Neill. “Looking back on his Congressional campaign, and on his later campaigns, I'd have to say that Jack was only nominally a Democrat. He was a Kennedy, which was more than a family affiliation. It quickly developed into an entire political party, with its own people, its own approach, and its own strategies.”64 The presidency has quite often been called “the loneliest job in the world.” Without descending too far into the briar patch of psychiatry, it seems fair to assume that Kennedy might have felt a need—almost a compulsion—to periodically talk shop with the other ranking political master of the Western world. Speaking of the allies’ first summit, in March 1961, Parmet writes, “No foreign country was less foreign to Jack Kennedy [than Britain]. There was the additional, and obvious, point that Macmillan had also gotten his own fill of the seamier side of politics. Not much ice remained to be broken.” Even so, there was still some initial wariness between the two democratic-superpower chiefs. “It is curious,” Macmillan wrote later, “how all American statesmen begin by trying to treat Britain as just one of the many foreign or NATO countries. They soon find themselves relying on our advice and experience.” Within twenty-four hours of their first meeting, Kennedy had privately dispensed with the formal address of “Mr. Prime Minister” in favor of “Mr. Prime” or “Harold,” while Macmillan opted to call the president simply “My Friend.”




    Kennedy and Macmillan helped shape the world in which we now live. The decisions they took, often in personal exchanges, occasionally through more formal state apparatus, preserved a fragile peace in Berlin that would survive until eventual German reunification, rolled back the immediate threat of nuclear weapons aimed at the United States from within her hemisphere, and resolved other strategic uncertainties by means that included the signing of the Nuclear Test Ban Treaty, down to the establishment of a first transatlantic hotline. The real issue, however, as both leaders recognized, was the need for the urgent repair of the post–Suez Crisis Special Relationship in order to present a united front against Soviet, or, more broadly, communist territorial ambitions around the world—what Kennedy called the “touchstone” of his whole presidency. It was not always a perfect arrangement. Only a year or two later, differences in national strategy over Vietnam, for example, illustrated in hindsight just what Macmillan had meant when he complained about “not so much the duplicity as the duality of American policy.” He based his concern largely on his “great friend's” need to reach decisions not, like himself, alone or with one or two trusted advisers, but “through the strange complex of power that is distributed between the White House, the State Department and the Pentagon.”65 (Macmillan had been singularly unimpressed when, only three weeks after their first “full and frank” talks, Kennedy had ordered the covert invasion of Cuba without so much as mentioning it either to him or anyone else in the British government.66) Relations between Washington and London would be tested more than once in the years ahead, but the like-minded alliance forged by Kennedy and Macmillan proved strong enough to meet its most basic Cold War challenges while dispelling any illusions about the world being conspicuously safer as a result. In that and in other ways, their joint leadership of the West has a particular resonance today.
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    When Harold Macmillan addressed the United Nations General Assembly in New York on September 29, 1960, he did so at a time, in the guarded words of his memoir Pointing the Way, of “not a little global unpleasantness in a variety of spheres, some great, some small.” Among the major issues of the day were the continued Allied concerns over the security of Berlin; nuclear tests; the recent installation of US Polaris bases in Scotland's Holy Loch (a decision Macmillan admitted in his diary “turns on whether we are just to give our allies facilities, more or less as a satellite, or whether we can make it a joint enterprise”); and the Congo, where the horrors of colonial rule had been recounted as long ago as Joseph Conrad's 1899 novella, Heart of Darkness, and which had now fallen into anarchy following the Belgian decision to abruptly grant the area independence. With President Eisenhower's term in office about to expire and Nikita Khrushchev, according, respectively, to his son and foreign-policy assistant, “determined to take revenge for what had happened at [the] Paris summit” by “humiliating the Prince of Darkness [Eisenhower] by appearing uninvited at the UN,”1 the world stage was set for a certain degree of drama. After discussing it with the queen and the Commonwealth leaders, Macmillan made the decision to personally go to New York and “do something to counteract Khrushchev and his ilk—if only to rally the West.”2




    The subsequent 902nd plenary meeting of the UN General Assembly delivered in full on its theatrical potential. Khrushchev made an impassioned three-hour speech in which he demanded immediate “freedom” for all colonial territories, called for the abolition of the office of the post of UN secretary-general, and proposed that the assembly itself be relocated from New York to Vienna or Moscow. The formal address was merely the start of Khrushchev's remarks, and over the course of the next few days he took the opportunity to frequently jump to his feet to protest speeches by Western delegates and to give several chaotically ad hoc press conferences around New York, at one point embracing Fidel Castro in the lobby of his transients’ hotel in Harlem and later standing on a balcony outside the Soviet Mission to serenade the crowds below with “The Internationale.”




    Macmillan, by contrast, gave what could be called a classically “British” performance when his turn came to address the assembly, delivering a quietly controlled speech that accentuated the Soviet histrionics. Standing erect, hands clasped in a soldierly manner behind his back, the PM cut directly to Khrushchev when he said: “Gentlemen, where are the representatives of our former British territories? Here they are, sitting in this Hall…. Here are the representatives of India, Pakistan, Ceylon, Ghana, Malaya. Here, here in this Hall. In a few days’ time, Nigeria will join us…. Who dares to say that this is anything but a story of steady and liberal progress?”3




    At this point, Khrushchev intervened. The details of precisely what followed are unclear due to conflicting testimony, but it seems fairly certain that the Soviet chairman rose to his feet to shout some unappreciative remarks at Macmillan, which were possibly emphasized by banging on the desk with his shoe, and that Macmillan patiently waited for the storm to subside before turning around and saying in a level voice, “Mr. President, perhaps we could have a translation. I could not quite follow.”4 A purple-faced Khrushchev was then obliged to endure the boisterously loud laughter that followed. As Macmillan allowed in his memoirs, “For some reason [I] was thought very witty and effective. Naturally the world Press took up this episode, and British phlegm was contrasted with Russian excitability…. The effect of the speech was good both at home, in the United States, and throughout the world.”5 Six months later, it would be the first thing on which the new US president admiringly remarked when the two Western leaders met over a hamburger lunch at a navy base in Florida. Recalling that ice-breaking meeting in his memoirs, Macmillan wrote, “Before our conversation had gone on for many minutes I felt a deep sense of relief. Although we had never met and belonged to such different generations…we seemed immediately to talk as old friends.”6 Macmillan was particularly struck by the way Kennedy listened intently during an elaborate Joint Chiefs of Staff presentation that followed lunch and discussed the possibility of Western intervention in the simmering civil war in Laos, sitting politely “while bridges were flung across rivers, troops deployed on a great scale, and all the rest.”
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    Although Macmillan professed relief at the outcome of his first meeting with Kennedy, he had gone in to it with some misgivings on the state of the Atlantic alliance. On December 14, 1960, in Paris, Sir Frederick Millar, permanent undersecretary at the British Foreign Office, met with Livingston T. Merchant, his opposite number at the State Department. Merchant wired the following back to Washington:




    Sir Frederick was anxious to see me…. He said that the Prime Minister was concerned as to how best to assure reaffirmation by the new President of assurances given to the British Government during the past eight years concerning the use of nuclear weapons. He said that for obvious reasons these assurances were of great importance to the British…. [Macmillan] was anxious to send Pres. Eisenhower a private message referring to specific agreements and assurances with the request that prior to leaving office the President inform the President-elect of these engagements. The PM then would send a message to Mr. Kennedy shortly after his inauguration referring to these engagements, and in effect asking for confirmation that they remain in force.7




    Kennedy, for his part, was even then reading the voluminous State Department briefing book that gave Macmillan, his UN speech notwithstanding, only a fair report card for his dealings with the Soviet leadership to date. In particular, the late John Dulles had thought the prime minister's visit to Moscow of February 1959 “ill-advised…. I had considerable reservations about the wisdom of it.”8 Although Macmillan smoothly told the British press that he was “representing the Western interest” in Moscow, what Dulles actually said was that the PM was “campaigning,” and that while in the Soviet Union he spoke only for himself.9
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