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INTRODUCTION


‘Ah Enoch, dear Enoch! He once said something to me I never understood,’ Anthony Eden admitted in retirement. The former British prime minister was recalling a conversation that he and Enoch Powell had had during the late 1940s. The Conservative Party was then in opposition; Eden, at that stage widely regarded as the best foreign secretary Britain had ever had, had been picking his formidably intelligent colleague’s brains about housing policy before giving a speech.


‘I’ve told you all I know about housing, and you can make your speech accordingly,’ said Powell. ‘Can I talk to you about something that you know all about and I know nothing?’ he continued. ‘I want to tell you that in the Middle East our great enemies are the Americans.’


‘You know, I had no idea what he meant,’ Eden reflected all those years later. ‘I do now.’


With his chilly stare Powell came across as slightly unhinged, an impression that his incendiary later prophecy about immigration would only reinforce. But on this, at least, there is no question that Enoch was right. Powell had spent the pivotal years of the war in the Middle East. He had witnessed the fraught Casablanca conference between Churchill and Roosevelt in 1943 where, the president’s chief of staff admitted, ‘There was too much anti-British feeling on our side.’ And he was by no means the only man to see Britain and the United States as rivals in the region. His political opponent Richard Crossman wrote that the Americans represented ‘the greatest danger to British rule in the Middle East today’ after visiting Palestine in 1946. Nor was the feeling confined to the British. Two years later the American spy Kim Roosevelt, who had also served in Cairo in the war, remembered ‘times when British representatives on the spot were, in defiance of London’s instructions, doing all in their power to knife their American opposite numbers and . . . Americans on the scene whose every act was inspired by a desire to “do the British in”.’ A further, post-war tour of the area reinforced his view that ‘actually Americans and British in the Middle East get along rather badly’.


All this is now forgotten history. During the Cold War Britain and the United States tried not to draw attention to their differences, and to this day the British government retains over 100m worth of files about its ally that it would rather not declassify. It is clearly best not to let too much light in upon the magic. This policy of secrecy and the Anglo-American coalitions in the Gulf in 1991 and in Iraq again after 2003 have helped obscure a fact that was once common knowledge: from 1942, until Britain’s exit from the Gulf in 1971, Britain and the United States were invariably competitors in the Middle East, and often outright rivals. As this book will show, the joint Anglo-American effort to oust the Iranian prime minister Mohammad Mosaddeq in 1953 – so often produced as evidence of Anglo-American collusion – was the exception, not the rule.


*   *   *


This is a fascinating chapter in a long-running story, because the Middle East has served as an arena for Great Power conflict since the beginning of recorded time. In the first half of the twentieth century, Britain and France were the great powers of the day. Midway through the First World War they carved up the Ottomans’ Arab territory between them and, once they had won the war, then subdivided it into mandates which they went on to rule for the best part of thirty years. The French left in 1946, chased out by Lebanese and Syrian nationalists who had had surreptitious British help. Any British sense of victory was short-lived, because a new contest, with the United States, then followed.


Britain’s original motive for wanting to control the Middle East was primarily strategic: by dominating a belt of territory stretching from Egypt to Iran she could control the route between Europe and India. Yet, by the time that Indian independence in 1947 rendered that rationale redundant, another justification had already taken its place – oil. British companies’ domination of Middle Eastern oil production generated vital revenues for the Crown, improved Britain’s perennially poor balance of payments, and would enable the country to defend itself in the event of a war with Soviet Russia. The belief that oil was, as one minister put it, a ‘wasting asset’ that would run out by about the end of the century – if it had not already been superseded by atomic energy (which many people at that time expected would be powering cars by now) – encouraged short-term thinking, and one hope in particular: the British might manage to resist mounting nationalist pressures for longer than the oil flowed out the ground.


Oil and the vast profits that it generated influence almost everything that happens after 1947 in this story: they were a constant source of tension between Washington and London. Compared to the British government – which owned a majority of the biggest oil company operating in the region and, through it, held a stake in another, the United States seemed far less organised. The goals of its government and oil industry were frequently at odds. Once the Americans had realised the sheer scale of likely regional oil reserves, the speculative concession won by a US company, Aramco, to hunt for oil in Saudi Arabia acquired a new, strategic significance.


Whereas short-termism led the British to defend their own interests aggressively, the Americans’ prime interest was initially commercial, which made them more realistic and flexible. Aramco came under pressure from the Saudis from the late 1940s onwards but, knowing it could count on the United States government’s support, agreed to split its profits fifty-fifty with the Saudi king. Not only did this suddenly increase the money that the Saudis could spend to advance their own regional ambitions – which caused huge political instability – but it also set a precedent that the American company’s British rivals refused to follow. That miscalculation triggered a series of events, starting with Iran’s nationalisation of Anglo-Iranian, that first stripped Britain of that crucial imperial asset, prestige, and left the region’s once great and now denuded power fighting increasingly desperately to cling on.


The Americans knowingly abetted this process, a fact that Eden – despite his later claim of ignorance – knew full well at the time. Six months after the crucial battle of El Alamein – at a time when the British still directly ruled Palestine and occupied half of Persia, and whispered in the ears of the kings of Egypt, Jordan and Iraq – the foreign secretary wrote a memorandum in which he acknowledged how difficult the Anglo-American relationship in the Middle East had become. In it, he summed up the threat to Britain’s position in the region as being ‘a major nationalistic revival . . . of two contending forces, Arabism and Zionism’ stoked by ‘Zionist propagandists in the United States’. As Eden’s use of the word ‘revival’ implied, the British had seen both before. What was new – and ominous, in the foreign secretary’s eyes – was how the Zionists were now successfully courting the support of the United States. And in due course the leading Arab nationalist of the era, Eden’s nemesis Gamal Abdel Nasser, would as well.


The British intended to enlist the Americans to deal with both these threats. They hoped to thwart Zionist ambitions by persuading the US government to recognise their privileged position in Palestine. If they could also convince Washington to support the post-war economic system for the region that they had dreamed up, they reasoned that they might prolong their dominance of the Middle East as a whole.


Today this strategy seems obviously flawed, but in 1945 the British did not have the advantage of hindsight. They expected their counterparts to lapse into their pre-war state of isolation, just as they had done after the First World War. When this did not happen, the British found themselves in competition with a formidable rival – the very ally they had assumed would be their closest friend. This is the story of their struggle.





PART ONE



Heading for Trouble


1941–48





1



THE BEGINNING OF THE END


Flanked by the Lord Mayor of London and the archbishop of Canterbury, Winston Churchill stood up in the Mansion House on 10 November 1942 to deliver some good news: Britain had at last won a decisive victory in the Middle East. Rightly, the prime minister sensed that the war had reached a turning point, but he was determined that his words should not encourage complacency. ‘Now this is not the end,’ he went on to warn, before turning the phrase for which his speech is famous. ‘It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.’1


Whatever the moment represented, it had certainly been a long time coming. For three whole years the news had invariably been bad. ‘In our wars the episodes are largely adverse, but the final results have hitherto been satisfactory,’ Churchill reflected, before reminding his audience, ‘In the last war we were uphill almost to the end.’ Then he quoted a former Greek prime minister who had once observed that Britain always won one battle – the last. ‘It would seem to have begun rather earlier this time,’ he suggested, to laughter. It was the sound not of hilarity, but relief.


For ‘largely adverse’ was a typically British understatement, when used to describe a war in which disaster had pursued disaster. After Norway and Dunkirk in 1940, and Greece and Crete in 1941, there was no hiding the fact that 1942 had also been calamitous so far. In February the German pocket battleships Gneisenau and Scharnhorst had steamed through the Straits of Dover unopposed. A few days later Singapore surrendered, and the Japanese marched 85,000 British Empire troops into a captivity many of them would not survive. Churchill had depicted the 33,000-strong garrison of the Libyan port of Tobruk as the linchpin of British resistance to Hitler. But in June, while he was in Washington to confer with Franklin D. Roosevelt, it too had capitulated. He would not forget how the president had wordlessly passed him a pink slip of paper bearing the news before solicitously enquiring if there was anything he could do to help. ‘Defeat is one thing;’ Churchill wrote in his memoirs, ‘disgrace is another.’2


The beleaguered prime minister had returned from Washington to London to face down criticisms that his strategy was failing as well as calls to resign his role as minister of defence – a tactic that he reckoned was the first step along the road to forcing him out altogether. He was a man who ‘wins debate after debate and loses battle after battle’, claimed one sceptic during a parliamentary debate on his direction of the war. Although Churchill easily survived the vote of confidence that followed it, and set off soon afterwards to see the situation in Egypt for himself, it was hard to deny that his critics had a point, not least when the Dieppe Raid proved a fiasco that August.3


At the Mansion House, Churchill now finally had something he could brandish at his critics. ‘Now we have a new experience. We have victory – a remarkable and definite victory,’ he announced, to cheers. At the end of October a predominantly British force had attacked the Germans at El Alamein; a few days later, once the mid-term elections had passed, United States troops landed at the other end of North Africa. The German army, now in a headlong retreat to avoid being pinched between the Americans and British, had been ‘very largely destroyed as a fighting force’, the prime minister declared.


If, in the first half of his speech, Churchill sounded cautiously optimistic, in the second half he bristled with defiance, because he knew what would come next. Having been a minister during the previous war, he knew from personal experience that the prospect of the end of the current one – no matter how long the final victory might be in coming – would again trigger a debate between Britain and the United States about the shape of the peace.


The signs were that history was repeating itself. From the safety of the other side of the Atlantic Roosevelt was already arguing that there was no room for empire in the post-war world, just as his predecessor Woodrow Wilson had done during and after the last war, resisted by the British all the way. When, at the armistice in 1918, Churchill’s private secretary declared that he was so grateful for the American contribution to the victory that he wanted to kiss Uncle Sam ‘on both cheeks’, Churchill had retorted, ‘But not on all four.’4


By November 1942 Churchill must have feared that, were Uncle Sam to present his other two cheeks to him, it might be difficult to say no. Over a year earlier, after Britain allied herself to Stalin following Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union, he had received a summons to a meeting off Newfoundland from Roosevelt: he crossed the ocean half-hoping that the president might declare war there and then. He was to be disappointed. For, over dinner on 9 August 1941, Roosevelt, who was wondering what secret deal the British might have stitched up with the Russians, instead asked him to commit to a joint declaration respecting the principles of self-determination and free trade for ‘all peoples’. Churchill knew that both concepts had ominous implications for Britain and her empire, but he did not dare annoy the man on whom his hopes of victory depended. He and his advisers hurriedly drafted the declaration, which Roosevelt then significantly rewrote, but Churchill managed to dilute it somewhat by deleting the president’s reference to trade ‘discrimination’ – an attack on the tariff system imposed across the British Empire – known as ‘imperial preference’ – that left American companies trying to sell goods in this enormous market at a significant disadvantage. But he had no choice but to agree to what would become known as the ‘Atlantic Charter’ and it was clear the issues that it broached were not going to go away, particularly once the United States started footing the bill for Britain’s war effort, and then – after Pearl Harbor – joined battle herself.


Knowing that he could not win the war singlehandedly, Churchill had tried from the outset to ‘drag the Americans in’. Now that he had managed to do so, he was having to confront the consequences of that strategy’s success. It was only at the Mansion House after the victory at El Alamein that he felt strong enough to mount a sturdy public defence of the Empire against the incoming American assault. Although he readily acknowledged that it was American weapons and equipment that had finally enabled a fight with the Germans at El Alamein on equal terms, he emphasised that the battle had been ‘fought throughout almost entirely by men of British blood’. For a year the British Empire had provided the only resistance to Hitler, he argued, and he had no plans to acquiesce to its break-up now. Britain was not fighting ‘for profit or expansion’, he insisted, rebutting an accusation that was regularly made – and not just by the enemy – and the time had come to make something else very clear. ‘We mean to hold our own,’ he stated, to cheers. ‘I have not become the King’s First Minister in order to preside over the liquidation of the British Empire . . . I am proud to be a member of that vast commonwealth and society of nations and communities gathered in and around the ancient British monarchy, without which the good cause might well have perished from the earth. Here we are, and here we stand, a veritable rock of salvation in this drifting world.’ It is often assumed that these pointed remarks were aimed at Roosevelt. But in fact Churchill had another American in mind.


*   *   *


Nine weeks earlier, when the victory proclaimed by Churchill was a distant and uncertain prospect, a four-engine American bomber had landed at Cairo airport with an important passenger aboard. Once it had taxied to a halt, its padded side door swung open to reveal a large, familiar-looking man dressed in a rumpled suit and pith helmet, who then half raised a hand to acknowledge the small crowd that had turned out to greet him.


Wall to wall press coverage of the US presidential election two years earlier made Wendell C. Willkie instantly recognisable: he was the Republican candidate, the dark horse from Ellwood, Indiana, with the booming voice and seismic handshake who had challenged Roosevelt for the presidency but lost. Now made a special envoy by the very man who had defeated him, he had come to Egypt on a 31,000-mile odyssey around the world.


This journey was to be a formative experience for Willkie – and that had dramatic implications for Britain. For when the American politician set out from the East Coast at the end of August 1942 he was one of the most energetic American supporters of Britain. But by the time he reached the West Coast, forty-nine days later, he had turned into one of her most outspoken critics. With hindsight it is clear that Willkie helped to trigger the beginning of the end of Britain’s empire in the Middle East.


After posing for press photographs beside his aircraft Willkie left for the American embassy where the ambassador briefed him on the fragile situation. Ten weeks had passed since the German general Erwin Rommel captured Tobruk and chased the British back to their prepared defences at El Alamein, just 75 miles west of Alexandria. Until that point Cairo had escaped the rigours of the conflict. The atmosphere of easy-going calm was shattered on 1 July. On what was soon dubbed ‘Ash Wednesday’, the British embassy and military headquarters incompetently burned their files, scattering charred fragments of secret information, and seeding panic, across the city.


It was soon after this that Churchill had appeared in Cairo. Having survived the vote of confidence in parliament he then flew to Egypt so that he could visit the front, fire the general in command and insist that his order to fight to the last man must if necessary be carried out. All the same, the American ambassador was ‘not hopeful about the future’, Willkie recollected. He blamed ‘British bungling’.5


The precarious military situation was made worse by the fact that relations between the British and the Egyptians were awful. The British had invaded Egypt in 1882 in order to take over the Suez Canal and safeguard the route to India, and they had never left. ‘We do not govern Egypt,’ Britain’s first consul-general in the country would claim, ‘we only govern the governors of Egypt.’ It was a subtlety lost on the general population. The British let Egypt remain part of the Ottoman Empire, run by a khedive who paid homage to the Ottoman sultan, an arrangement that lasted until the Ottomans declared war on Britain in November 1914. At that point the British dismissed the khedive, declared his uncle sultan and made Egypt a protectorate. That lasted until 1922, when the sultan declared himself king and the country independent.6


Egyptian independence had come at a cost that made it meaningless, however. To gain their freedom the Egyptians were obliged to acquiesce to a treaty that granted Britain the right to station 10,000 troops along the Suez Canal and made her responsible for defending the country in the event of an attack, an arrangement that sowed the seeds of the 1956 Suez crisis. The outbreak of war in 1939 brought hundreds of thousands of British imperial troops back to Egypt, and with them roaring inflation and food shortages. The invasiveness of the measures required to defend the country would cause endless friction between the Egyptians and the British.


The man at the centre of this trouble, whom Willkie met after his briefing from the United States ambassador, was the current British ambassador to Egypt, Sir Miles Lampson. A 6ft 5in bully who had long believed Egypt should simply be sucked into the British Empire, he operated out of an office, at 10 Sharia Tolumbat in the city, which was known for short as ‘Number Ten’. Willkie soon realised why. Although nominally the most senior diplomat in Egypt, Lampson was ‘for all practical purposes its actual ruler’.7


What riled Lampson most was the way in which Egypt’s king, Farouq, allowed pro-Axis sentiment in his country to flourish. Six months earlier, on 4 February 1942, he had tried unsuccessfully to lance the boil, causing an incident that had only made the situation worse. Following the resignation of the then Egyptian prime minister the ambassador had issued an ultimatum to Farouq to ask a more compliant politician to take charge, or else to abdicate. When, at six o’clock that evening, the king declined to do as he was told, the burly British pro-consul paid a visit to the royal residence, the Abdin Palace, with soldiers, tanks and a letter of resignation which he presented to Farouq for signature.


Farouq backed down and Lampson confessed in his diary at the end of a long evening that he ‘could not have more enjoyed’ the confrontation, but the cathartic effect of what would become known as the ‘Abdin Palace incident’ was brief. The following day he noted, ‘We are still faced with the fact that we have a rotter on the Throne and if things go badly with us he will be liable to stab us in the back.’ His relationship with the king was a write-off.8


Willkie met both Lampson and Farouq and then headed to the front to see General Montgomery, who had just taken charge. Given the American ambassador’s views on British military prowess, Willkie’s own expectations were low, but he found Montgomery’s ‘wiry, scholarly, intense, almost fanatical personality’ most impressive. Egged on by the British general, who had repelled an attack by Rommel six days earlier, he declared to the reporters who were accompanying him that they were witnessing ‘the turning point of the war’.9


For Willkie the burning question was what the British thought would happen once the war was won. Between Cairo and the frontline, he broached it with a group of British officials over dinner in Alexandria. ‘I tried to draw out these men . . . on what they saw in the future, and especially in the future of the colonial system and of our joint relations with the many peoples of the East,’ he later wrote. Their answers unsettled him. ‘What I got was Rudyard Kipling, untainted even with the liberalism of Cecil Rhodes . . . these men, executing policies made in London, had no idea that the world was changing . . . The Atlantic Charter most of them had read about. That it might affect their careers or their thinking had never occurred to any of them.’ It was just as he had feared and he was in no doubt that the British prime minister was to blame.10


*   *   *


Willkie had been sceptical about Winston Churchill ever since his first encounter with the British prime minister in early 1941, ten months before the United States entered the war. His defeat by Roosevelt was recent but his presidential ambitions were undimmed. After all, he reminded himself, he had won more votes than any previous Republican candidate; he might now be president were it not for 600,000 voters spread across ten states. Although he was already hoping to stand again in 1944, he was an outsider with no political office: he needed to find other ways to stay in the public eye. That was why, in January 1941, he had decided to make sending military aid to Britain his next cause.


By doing so, Willkie threw himself into the greatest political controversy of the moment in the United States. When isolationism was at its height during the 1930s, Roosevelt had been obliged by public pressure to pass a series of Neutrality Acts which aimed to make America’s embroilment in another world war less likely. The laws stopped the administration from selling arms or lending money to belligerent foreign states. Following the outbreak of war, Roosevelt managed to persuade Congress to dilute the restrictions, allowing arms purchases on cash and carry terms, but he was unable to end the veto on loans. By the end of 1940 this was a pressing problem. ‘The moment approaches’, Churchill warned the president in a letter, ‘when we shall no longer be able to pay cash for shipping and other supplies.’11


While Churchill regarded the Atlantic as the bond uniting Britain and America, Willkie and Roosevelt each saw it as a rather useful moat. They knew that the longer Britain held out, the later America would have to enter the conflict, if at all. Churchill’s letter therefore alarmed Roosevelt: at the end of December 1940 the president declared his country ‘the arsenal of democracy’, and proposed a workaround to Congress. Under ‘Lend-Lease’, the United States would lend Britain the equipment she needed to fight, in expectation not of payment but the return of the materiel, or a like-for-like replacement, at the end of the war. Willkie came out in support of this measure midway through the following month and announced that he was going to London to investigate. ‘Appeasers, isolationists, lip-service friends of Britain will seek to sabotage the program’, he warned, ‘behind the screen of opposition to this bill.’12


Ever searching for consensus, Roosevelt thoroughly approved of Willkie’s mission. The passage of Lend-Lease through Congress was no foregone conclusion, as isolationism was widespread and cut across party lines; the president was keen to show that there were Republicans who felt the same way that he did. He also wanted his old rival to deliver an encouraging message to Churchill. The prime minister had been seeking reassurance since late December, but until very recently Roosevelt had been reluctant to give it.


That delay reflected an uncomfortable fact. Not only were there political grounds for Roosevelt’s silence, there were personal ones as well. Churchill’s behaviour at a dinner in 1918 (when, said Roosevelt, he had ‘acted like a stinker . . . lording it over us’) and several hostile articles that he had then written about the New Deal in the 1930s had left the president with the impression that the prime minister profoundly disliked him. It took a visit to London by his trusted, spiky, adviser Harry Hopkins to convince him that this was not the case. Finally, on 20 January Roosevelt wrote a letter for Willkie to give to Churchill, including in it some lines of Longfellow, which, he offered, applied ‘to you people as it does to us’:




Sail on, Oh Ship of State


Sail on, Oh Union strong and great


Humanity with all its fears


With all the hope of future years


Is hanging breathless on thy fate.





On 26 January 1941 Willkie flew in to London; he handed over the missive when he had lunch with the prime minister the following day.


Here was the assurance Churchill had been longing for. In a reply to Roosevelt the next day, he wrote that he was ‘deeply moved’ by the president’s letter, which he interpreted as ‘a mark of our friendly relations, which have been built up telegraphically but also telepathically under all the stresses’.13


*   *   *


For Churchill, who was trying to draw the United States into the war, Willkie’s appearance in London in the midst of the Blitz presented a fantastic opportunity. His mother Jennie was a New Yorker and he believed there was a visceral connection between Britain and America. Oblivious to the waves of Irish, Jewish and Eastern European immigration that had transformed the United States in recent years, he felt sure that nothing would ‘stir them [the Americans] like fighting in England’, and that ‘the heroic struggle of Britain’ represented the ‘best chance of bringing them in’. With this in mind, on Willkie’s arrival, he later recollected, ‘every arrangement was made by us, with the assistance of the enemy, to let him see all he desired of London at bay’. The press followed the American everywhere he went: ‘Veni, vidi, Willkie,’ wrote one newspaper of his visit.14


Having spent the week in London, on Saturday night Willkie was driven out into the countryside to stay at Chequers with Churchill, who had rather theatrically told him he would be safer there. The prime minister enjoyed entertaining foreign guests, not least because the government hospitality fund would then foot the bill, and the two men passed a convivial eight hours together. ‘He is the most brilliant conversationalist and exchanger of ideas,’ Willkie reported of his host. ‘He can thrust. He can take, appreciate and acknowledge your thrusts.’15


With the British taxpayer rather than the cash-strapped Churchill paying, there had been plenty to drink, Willkie reflected afterwards, and he had drunk more than the prime minister, whose own capacity for alcohol was fabled. Despite one similarity – both had switched parties in their pursuit of power – the two men did not have a great deal in common. They came from different generations – Churchill was being shot at on India’s North-West Frontier before Willkie was even five years old – and the prime minister’s romantic conception of the blood-ties that linked Britain and America must have sounded strange to the son of German immigrants to Indiana. There is no question that Willkie detested imperialism; what Churchill made of Willkie’s views on race and empire we do not know. The prime minister only recorded ‘a very long talk with this most able and forceful man’.16


Back in London, Willkie praised the prime minister’s ‘dauntless courage’ and ‘inspirational leadership’ in public, but in private he was critical. While it was clear that the British people were fully behind Churchill, the late-night conversation at Chequers had revealed that the prime minister was ‘subject to no doubts about his own greatness and importance – his supreme importance as the greatest man in the British Empire’ and Willkie suspected that he did not listen to advice. At a dinner the following Thursday, Willkie admitted that, while the prime minister might be the right man for the country at that moment, he was ‘not so sure, however, that Mr Churchill would be so valuable a leader when it came to the post-war period and economic adjustments and reconstruction that were necessary’. Churchill could speak ‘like a Demosthenes and write like an angel’, he told vice-president Henry Wallace on his return to Washington, but he was altogether ‘too self-assured’. It was clear, thought Wallace, that Willkie ‘had no confidence in Churchill’.17


While there was no political advantage in making these doubts public, Willkie kept his counsel. After being feted for ten days in Britain, he was dramatically summoned home by the US secretary of state to testify on his experience in the Senate. When he arrived back at La Guardia airport four days later, he immediately reassured waiting reporters that ‘What the British desire from us is not men, but materials and equipment.’ That same day Churchill, whom he had fully briefed on the sensitivities of the American debate, made a radio broadcast. In it, he quoted from Roosevelt’s letter and responded to it. Echoing Willkie, he made no mention of needing American manpower to help fight the war. ‘Give us the tools and we will finish the job,’ he growled instead.18


Before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee in Washington on 11 February Willkie faced one of the men he had beaten to the nomination the year before. When Arthur Vandenberg, a prominent isolationist, asked him whether his proposal to supply Britain destroyers to safeguard its convoys would not embroil the United States in the war, Willkie argued, ‘The odds on America keeping out of the war come from aiding Britain.’ Having taken the measure of Churchill, he then added an important further argument for American intervention. ‘If American aid was effective the United States could dominate what happens afterward and influence the type of peace that is finally written.’ A day later, following the hearing – in which one of Vandenberg’s colleagues accidentally called Willkie ‘Mr President’ – the committee voted decisively in favour of Lend-Lease. The Senate passed the bill the following month. The uses to which Britain then put Lend-Lease would become a bone of contention forever after.19


Although Willkie was not directly involved in Roosevelt’s effort to bind Churchill into the Atlantic Charter that August, the Charter was a manifestation of Willkie’s desire that the United States should shape the peace. Willkie did not see Churchill again until the prime minister paid a hasty visit to Washington after Roosevelt had declared war following Pearl Harbor. Willkie may not have liked Churchill, but he did not dislike him so much that he did not want to be seen with him. With an eye on 1944, Willkie spied a photo opportunity that would reinforce his image as the president-in-waiting and asked for a meeting.


*   *   *


A meeting between Churchill and his ally Roosevelt’s main political rival was always going to be sensitive. When, earlier that year, the president had found out that Willkie was trying to establish a direct channel of communication with Churchill, he was furious and asked his ambassador in London to frustrate it. ‘I think the Prime Minister should maintain the friendliest of relations with Mr Willkie,’ said Roosevelt, ‘but direct communication is a two-edged sword.’20


Churchill was, however, very keen to see Willkie. By the time that Churchill arrived in Washington for Christmas it was apparent that leading Republicans preferred Willkie to any other potential candidate for 1944; a Gallup poll showed that American voters thought that he was the man most likely to succeed Roosevelt, who was in visible decline. Aware that relations between the president and Willkie were tense and probably not wishing to look as if he were anticipating the president’s retirement, Churchill decided not to broach the issue with Roosevelt. Instead, unwisely, he tried to call Willkie from Palm Beach, where he was having a few days’ rest, in order to arrange a clandestine meeting. A mistake by the switchboard operator meant that he was, without realising it, put through to Roosevelt instead.


‘I am so glad to speak to you,’ gushed Churchill, before asking whether the man he thought was Willkie might join him on his train for part of his return journey to Washington.21


‘Whom do you think you are speaking to?’ the voice came back.


‘To Mr Wendell Willkie am I not?’


‘No,’ came the answer. ‘You are speaking to the President.’


‘Who?’ asked Churchill, not quite believing his ears.


‘You are speaking to me, Franklin Roosevelt,’ came the reply.


After some small talk, Churchill brought the conversation to a close. ‘I presume you do not mind my having wished to speak to Wendell Willkie?’ enquired Churchill. ‘No,’ Roosevelt responded.


Churchill was not convinced by Roosevelt’s answer. Caught red-handed trying to contact his host’s rival secretly, he had no desire to embarrass himself further. Without explaining why, he denied Willkie the photograph he wanted, by insisting that their meeting take place inside the White House in private. Willkie, who like many politicians was thinner-skinned than he pretended, leapt to the wrong conclusion. Believing that the prime minister’s refusal was an indication that he had been written off politically by Churchill, he took umbrage. Left sceptical of Churchill by their first encounter, and slighted by the second, it would take only one more altercation, during 1942, to shatter their relationship permanently.


*   *   *


The Christmas visit revealed other important points of tension between Roosevelt and Churchill, who had already begun to renege on the Atlantic Charter, recasting it as ‘a simple, rough and ready wartime statement’ which was relevant to the countries conquered by Germany rather than ‘the regions and peoples which owe allegiance to the British Crown’. When, during their talks that Christmas, the president returned to the important question of trade discrimination, which Churchill had managed to excise from the Atlantic Charter, the prime minister refused point-blank to discuss it. And the two men had to agree to differ over India to avoid a heated argument.22


Thanks to Churchill’s backsliding, by early 1942 Roosevelt was fending off questions from the press about the Atlantic Charter’s significance and scope. Behind the scenes the president warned Churchill that he would not release Lend-Lease aid until the British government abandoned imperial preference; the fall of Singapore that February revealed tensions between Britain and her dominions that Roosevelt then exploited to force the beleaguered prime minister to concede. On the same day that the deal was signed – committing Britain and America to the ‘elimination of all forms of discriminatory treatment in international commerce and to the reduction of tariffs and other trade barriers’ – Roosevelt made a broadcast. In it he insisted that the Atlantic Charter applied not just to the countries bordering that ocean, but worldwide. That was the basic message that members of his administration would hammer home throughout that summer.23


In July 1942 Roosevelt approached Willkie to undertake another foreign mission, starting in the Middle East. His motives for doing so were mixed. He wanted Willkie to spread the word that America was determined to win the war, and to shape a lasting, post-imperial peace. But it also suited him to have his charismatic old rival out of the way in the run-up to the mid-term elections due that November. The Democrats were divided. Roosevelt hoped that this new mission would again show that the Republicans were divided too.


The offer was a godsend for Willkie. By mid-1942 he was convinced that Roosevelt was a spent force; if only he could win the Republican primary a second time, he felt confident of succeeding him in 1944. The mission appealed philosophically and politically to his instincts. It would give him a platform to speak his mind, six weeks’ continuous press coverage, and the material to write a book that would burnish his credentials as an international statesman.
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THE OLD IMPERIALISTIC ORDER


‘Cairo . . . was the crossroads of the free world, the Clapham Junction of the war,’ recalled one man based there at the moment when Wendell Willkie arrived on the first leg of his trip round the world. ‘No one could get from America or Britain to India, the Far East, or indeed Russia, without passing through it.’ The city was the furthest Willkie had ever gone from the United States, and it gave him his first glimpse of the disturbing squalor that he would witness throughout the Middle East, which reminded him uncomfortably of the Deep South. ‘Cripples, deformities, ophthalmia, goitre, amputations, lice, flies,’ recalled another resident of that time. ‘In the streets you could see horses cut in half by careless drivers or obscene black men with flies hanging like a curtain over their wounds.’1


The experience would profoundly affect Willkie, who blamed the British for the situation. The British in turn blamed the Egyptians. According to Willkie they claimed that the ‘Arabs actually prefer to die young’, and that ‘their religion prevents them from accumulating the capital with which to make the improvements they need in their way of life’. The Arabs’ fatalism was certainly an obstacle, but for the British the bigger problem was that – because of their tortured relationship with Egypt – the Egyptians would brook no interference by them in domestic policy, which might have alleviated these problems.


Willkie did not accept these excuses. And an encounter when he went on to Lebanon convinced him that these problems went unsolved because the energies of the British and French officials whom he met were diverted elsewhere. From the moment that he met Charles de Gaulle in Beirut it was apparent that the betterment of the Lebanese and Syrian people was not what drove the Free French leader. In a room in which ‘every corner, every wall, held busts, statues and pictures of Napoleon’, de Gaulle described ‘his struggle of the moment with the British as to whether he or they should dominate Syria and the Lebanon’.2


The Napoleonic décor was entirely apt because the struggle was hardly ‘of the moment’. The French had in fact been vying with the British to dominate that part of the world since the end of the eighteenth century. In a bid to stop this rivalry poisoning their alliance during the Great War, the two powers had secretly agreed to divide the Middle East between them. But the Sykes-Picot agreement of 1916 only succeeded in aggravating the problem, when it then shaped the post-war settlement and made the two old rivals unhappy neighbours who blamed their problems on each other. The French had taken over Syria four years later, carving Lebanon from it to form a predominantly Christian bridgehead, and spent much of the second half of the 1920s fighting an insurgency that they became convinced the British were supporting. Such was the bad blood that, when France fell in 1940, the French administration in Beirut sided not with Britain but with Vichy. When the Vichy administration then let Germany use Syria as a base to make trouble in Iraq in 1941, British and Free French forces invaded Syria and Lebanon and took over.


In an effort to win local support, shortly before the invasion the Free French had promised that they would make Syria and Lebanon ‘free and independent’. Once installed in Beirut, however, de Gaulle backpedalled. Although he was happy to behave like La France personified when he felt like it, the moment that Willkie asked him when France would give up her mandate he became most evasive. ‘I hold it in trust,’ he answered. ‘I cannot close out that mandate or let anyone else do so. That can be done only when there is a government again in France.’3


By that point relations between the French and British were close to rupture over the issue of Lebanese and Syrian independence. The British had effectively guaranteed the Free French promise and were under pressure from Lebanese and Syrian nationalists to hold de Gaulle to account. That same day Willkie met the British man who had come to Beirut determined to do so. Sir Louis Spears was an old mate of Churchill’s who had championed de Gaulle until realising that British and French interests in the Middle East were irreconcilable. ‘I have created a Frankenstein’s monster’, Spears privately admitted. ‘Can I strangle it or will it strangle me?’4


Having met both main protagonists in the Anglo-French struggle over the Levant, Willkie went south to Palestine, then under British control. In Jerusalem he was taken on a tour of the notoriously squalid old city by the man who ruled the country, the British high commissioner, Sir Harold MacMichael. As the two men picked their way past underfed and scrawny children playing in the dirty streets, Willkie listened incredulously as MacMichael explained, apparently without irony, that ‘here was the centre of Christianity and, in a metaphorical sense, the core of all the things for which we are fighting’. The American politician was momentarily lost for words. ‘There is only one thing I can think of to say in reply, and that is something I heard way back in Indiana,’ he eventually replied. ‘Here I am in the land where Christ was born, and I wish to Christ I was back in the land where I was born.’5


By then tensions were rising in Palestine. Almost exactly twenty-five years earlier, in the hope of creating what it called ‘a buffer Jewish state’ to guard the eastern approaches to the Suez Canal and keep the French at bay, the British government of the day had issued the Balfour Declaration, named after the then foreign secretary, Arthur Balfour. This pledged support for a Jewish national home in Palestine so long as it did not impinge on the civil and religious rights of the existing non-Jewish communities there. It helped Britain secure the mandate to rule Palestine in 1920.6


The British had imagined that they would reap Jewish gratitude for this manoeuvre and appreciation from the Arab population for the economic gains brought by Jewish capital. Both hopes proved naïve. ‘The problem of Palestine’, one British general decided, was ‘the same as the problem of Ireland, namely, two peoples living in a small country hating each other like hell.’ After soaring Jewish immigration triggered an Arab uprising in 1936, the British first mooted partition and then, when that idea only produced uproar, bought an uneasy peace with a White Paper in early 1939 that most controversially limited the number of Jewish immigrants to Palestine to 15,000 a year for the following five years. After war broke out, the policy was justified as necessary to ensure stability in Palestine and to keep German agents provocateurs out of the Mandate. But, as evidence of Nazi atrocities against the Jews mounted, the draconian British curb on immigration was fuelling Jewish support in both the Middle East and the United States for extremism. In Palestine, there had already been a wave of terrorist attacks by Jewish extremists earlier that year. It was a taste of what was to come.7


Whether the British liked it or not, the question of Palestine now demanded an urgent answer. Late that summer afternoon, Willkie met a woman who thought she had one. Originally from Baltimore and now in her eighties, Henrietta Szold had emigrated to Palestine at the turn of the twentieth century. Earlier that summer, with several others, she had set up a moderate political party that encouraged fellow Jews to form personal friendships with Arabs as the first step in the establishment of a bi-national, Jewish–Arab state. Convinced by Szold that ‘goodwill and simple honesty’ might yet resolve the Arab–Jewish question, Willkie also used the opportunity to ask her what was getting in the way. ‘I asked her if she thought it true that certain foreign powers were deliberately stirring up trouble between the Jew and the Arab to help sustain their own control.’


‘With a sad heart I must tell you it is true,’ said Szold.8


*   *   *


After barely twenty-four hours in Palestine Willkie flew to Iraq, which had been ruled by the British-backed Hashemite dynasty since 1921. As the king was then just seven years old, Willkie dined the first night in private with the smooth and scheming regent, Abdul Ilah, before he and his colleagues were feted the next night by the pro-British prime minister, Nuri Said, who would play a central role in the events that followed. Nuri was one of the earliest Arab nationalists, a former Ottoman army officer who had rallied to fight for the present king’s grandfather, Feisal, alongside Lawrence of Arabia and then helped Feisal establish himself as the first king of modern Iraq. A firm believer that the ends justified the means, he had once come to parliament brandishing a hand-grenade in expectation of trouble from his opponents. At the dinner the American party raised eyebrows when Willkie’s aircrew asked if it might be possible to see the city’s famous dancing girls in action. Willkie’s public relations man recalled what happened next. ‘At least eight of the best whorehouses in town were represented. The madam of each house introduced her girls one by one, who did a little dance, waved to the customers they recognized, and trotted off.’9


Despite Baghdad’s exotic reputation, the boy king and his advisers lived less extravagantly than King Farouq did in Cairo: one visitor to the royal palace remembered ‘a good deal of brown paint’ and thought Farouq’s carpets were rather better. Like Egypt, Iraq was in theory independent but in practice the British pulled the strings. A 1930 treaty, rammed through the Iraqi parliament by Nuri, had given Britain two airbases. Shaiba was outside Basra; Habbaniyah, west of Baghdad, had a church, cinema and a foxhunt. ‘All very Poona’, remarked a British visitor. In Baghdad, the ambassador and a clique of British advisers steered decision-making; ‘C’, the chief of Britain’s intelligence service, MI6, boasted that his organisation knew of the outcome of one meeting held in the palace within half an hour. Britain owned the majority of the Iraq Petroleum Company where British personnel dominated the management. ‘Mutual distrust and dislike’ between the company’s Arab, Kurdish, Assyrian, Turkoman and Armenian employees ensured that there was ‘never . . . any labour trouble’.10


By now oil generated a fifth of Iraq’s national income, but it had barely changed the country. Nineteen out of twenty Iraqis were illiterate; life expectancy at birth was thirty because of high infant mortality. The fundamental problem was becoming familiar to Willkie. As in Egypt and Syria, most of Iraq belonged to a small group of wealthy landowners. ‘I met a number of them’, he wrote, ‘and found them largely disinterested in any political movement, except as it affects the perpetuation of their own status.’11


Before Willkie headed on to Moscow and then China, the last leg of his route through the Middle East took him eastwards over the mountains that formed the eastern frontier of the Arab world to the Iranian capital, Teheran. There he met the country’s 22-year-old ruler, Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, a Swiss-schooled princeling who was at that point married to King Farouq’s sister. The two men lunched outdoors, on the first anniversary of the shah’s accession to the throne. For the shah it was no occasion to celebrate. A year earlier his father had been forced out after the British and the Soviets invaded to secure a supply route across the country following Hitler’s invasion of Russia, carving the country into spheres of influence. The British government had a massive financial interest in the south of the country through its stake in the oil company that owned the concession, Anglo-Persian. Some Americans suspected that they would be quite happy to prolong the partition of the country with the Soviets indefinitely. Not surprisingly the young shah detested the British. Before continuing to Moscow himself, Willkie gave the young man a ride in his aeroplane – the first time that the shah had been airborne in his life.


*   *   *


Willkie would spend nineteen days of his forty-nine-day mission aloft. The long hours in the air gave him the chance to brood over the causes of what he had seen and heard. By the time he reached Teheran he had made up his mind. ‘The veil, the fez, the sickness, the filth, the lack of education and modern industrial development, the arbitrariness of government’ that he had witnessed across the Middle East were symptoms of a failure resulting from ‘a combination of forces within their own society and the self-interest of foreign domination’.12


Willkie was alarmed that the colonial powers’ dependence on the United States meant that he and his fellow countrymen were seen across the Middle East as complicit in a situation over which, in reality, they had no control. ‘Again and again’, he recalled later, he had been asked if America intended ‘to support a system by which our politics are controlled by foreigners, however politely, our lives dominated by foreigners, however indirectly, because we happen to be strategic points on the military roads and trade routes of the world.’ His answer to that question was always going to be ‘No’. Days later it would be Winston Churchill who needled him into stating it.13


*   *   *


The third and final episode of Willkie’s fraught relationship with Churchill began when Willkie, under heavy pressure from Joseph Stalin from the moment he arrived in Moscow, called for the opening of a second front in Western Europe to take the pressure off the Russians as soon as possible. By doing so he reopened an issue that Churchill hoped he had just buried.


After his emergency visit to Cairo that summer the British prime minister had gone on secretly to Moscow to see Stalin. In an attempt to persuade the Soviet leader to stop calling for a second front, he told him that a major offensive was planned in Europe in 1943 and that the British and American governments agreed that any earlier action to divert the Germans from the eastern front would only end in disaster. Willkie’s call was profoundly unhelpful because it undid Churchill’s effort to convince Stalin that there was Anglo-American unity on the question.


After Willkie’s intervention made the headlines, Churchill was asked a mischievous question in parliament. Would he ‘impress upon all persons with access to inside information, the need to exercise greater restraint than hitherto in any public statements or published speculation about Second Front possibilities’, an MP from his own party asked. The prime minister readily agreed that such comments were undesirable. There, he should have stopped. Instead, in a clumsy attempt to pour oil on troubled waters, he went on to reassure his colleague that the remarks were based on ‘inferences, and not . . . on inside information’. To laughter, the MP stood up to deliver his punchline: ‘Will my right honourable friend convey this to Mr. Wendell Willkie?’14


The exchange was picked up by the press: for Willkie, already annoyed that the British had stopped him from visiting India, and were censoring what he said, it was the final straw. Churchill’s poor choice of words reinforced Willkie’s assumption that the British leader believed he was unlikely to succeed Roosevelt as president and that there was therefore no harm in belittling him. By now in China, Willkie reacted with a direct and public attack on British imperialism. ‘The colonial days are past,’ he declared. ‘We believe this war must mean an end to the empire of nations over other nations.’ British censors struck out the first of these two phrases.15


Willkie reached home on 13 October 1942, three weeks before the mid-term elections. He met Roosevelt a day later. Warning the president that he had ‘not a pleasant report to make’, he said that British rule in the Middle East was kindling discontent that Axis propaganda was exploiting. As Britain’s ally, the United States was being damaged by association. Roosevelt, said Willkie, needed to work harder to give the people of the Middle East ‘a feeling that they do not have: that we are not committed to an indefinite perpetuation of British imperialism in this area, but rather to the establishment of political freedom and economic liberty’.16


A fortnight later Willkie broadcast a half-hour ‘Report to the People’ expanding on this theme. In it he described his travels and his conversations with people he had met and argued that a long legacy of American philanthropy overseas meant that the world looked to the United States with a ‘mixture of respect and hope’. However, he continued, this ‘gigantic reservoir of goodwill toward the American people’ was now threatened by the United States’ failure to define clear war aims. ‘Besides giving our Allies in Asia and in eastern Europe something to fight with we have got to give them the assurance of what we are fighting for.’17


The answer to this rhetorical question was ‘freedom’, but Willkie said that the United States had so far avoided confronting the implications of that aim. ‘In Africa, in the Middle East, and throughout the Arab world, as well as in China and in the Far East, freedom means orderly but scheduled abolition of the colonial system,’ he declared. ‘The rule of the people by other peoples is not freedom and not what we must fight to preserve.’


Though Willkie denied that he was attacking Britain, in his broadcast he invited constant, and negative, comparison between the United States and her transatlantic ally. People round the world were aware, he said, that America was ‘not fighting for profit, or loots, or territory or mandatory power over the lives or governments of other people’. They liked ‘our works’ because ‘American business enterprise, unlike that of most industrial nations, does not necessarily lead to political control or imperialism.’ In 1940 Willkie had won 22 million votes. Two years after his defeat, an estimated 36 million Americans – about a quarter of the entire population – tuned in to hear him speak.


With the mid-term elections now imminent, however, Willkie was increasingly interested in a subsection of the electorate: the Jewish vote. In 1942 there were about 5 million Jews living in the United States. The states of Illinois, Michigan, New Jersey, New York and Ohio, where Willkie had closely tailed Roosevelt in the 1940 elections and which he would need to win to secure victory in 1944, all had significant Jewish populations. The twenty-fifth anniversary of the Balfour Declaration, which fell on the eve of the mid-term election, offered Willkie an opportunity to address them. An entire Friday spent in Palestine seven weeks earlier made him feel qualified to do so.18


As he had over Lend-Lease, Willkie was again deliberately courting controversy. Growing awareness of the Nazis’ systematic efforts to exterminate the Jews of Eastern Europe had endowed the Balfour Declaration’s vision of a Jewish homeland with a talismanic importance. Earlier that year the American weekly, Life, had reported a ‘methodical massacre’ of Polish Jews, backing up the allegation with a series of grim photographs. Then came the news of the sinking of a ship called the Struma. The vessel, an unseaworthy hulk that was crammed with Jewish refugees fleeing Romania and a similar fate, had spent eight weeks anchored off Istanbul after the British government refused it entry to Palestine. Towed out of port the Struma either hit a mine or was struck by a torpedo in the Black Sea. All but one of its 769 passengers died.19


Extremists within the Zionist movement in the United States exploited the anger generated by the Struma disaster. Known as the Revisionists, they had been campaigning for over twenty years for the establishment of an independent Jewish state that stretched east of the Jordan. Since the beginning of the war, they had been pressing for the relaxation of the immigration limits imposed by the British government and for a Jewish army – ostensibly to take part in the Allied war effort, but ultimately to advance their own expansionist agenda. Until the Struma’s sinking, they had made little headway, however. Thereafter they started to attract significant political support.


A conference of American Zionists in New York, which took place in May, not long before Willkie set off on his odyssey, showed that opinion had swung in the Revisionists’ favour. After five days’ discussion at the art deco Biltmore Hotel in the city, the delegates issued a landmark statement. Known afterwards as the ‘Biltmore Declaration’, this condemned the British government’s immigration restrictions as ‘cruel and indefensible’ and called for the transfer of responsibility for immigration policy to the Jews in Palestine, as the prelude to the establishment of a ‘Jewish Commonwealth integrated into the structure of the new democratic world’ – in other words, an independent Jewish state. It also backed the Revisionists’ call for a Jewish army.20


In deference to the problems any intervention would inevitably cause Churchill, Roosevelt had so far studiously avoided talking about Palestine. But this was becoming increasingly difficult to do. The Zionists had started funding a stream of angry full-page advertisements in the press, calling on him to take action. The two Republicans he had co-opted to his cabinet had both broken ranks and were now openly backing the Jewish army movement. As if to counter them, so too was Roosevelt’s wife Eleanor.


With silence no longer an option, the administration released a statement to mark the Balfour Declaration’s anniversary. But it was a guarded acknowledgement that evaded the great questions of Jewish statehood and the immigration limits, both of which were rapidly becoming burning political issues. It probably did more harm than good.


Unbound by the diplomatic considerations that constrained Roosevelt, Willkie could exploit the anniversary to the full. On the eve of the mid-term elections he issued a statement that repeated the Revisionists’ demands. In it he argued that ‘Hitler’s program of extermination of the Jewish people’ meant that the ‘doors of Palestine’ would ‘have to be opened for the homeless Jews of Central and Eastern Europe who survive the war’. The Jews – and not the British – should control the numbers, he continued, and ‘the establishment of a Jewish national home in Palestine in fulfilment of the promise contained in the Balfour Declaration must find its rightful place in the new world order of tomorrow.’21


In London, Churchill and the foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, argued over what to do about Willkie. Eden, already annoyed by Willkie’s radio broadcast, suggested that the best way to silence him was to invite him back to Britain, where he could be muzzled by the censors. But Churchill disagreed. His relationship with Roosevelt remained delicate and, still mortified by his Christmas phone call, he did not want to give the president further grounds to think that he was waiting for Willkie to succeed him, even though he was. ‘My whole system is based on friendship with Roosevelt,’ he replied to Eden. ‘We must not seem to be in too great a hurry to hail the rising sun.’22


The success of Willkie’s isolationist rivals in November’s mid-term elections, and the victory at El Alamein a week afterwards, soon emboldened Churchill to take a much more forthright approach, however. Thinking that Willkie now had no chance of winning the nomination in 1944, the prime minister decided to make it clear that he would not accept American attempts to bring down the British Empire without a fight.


In the United States, Willkie rightly appreciated that Churchill’s Mansion House speech – with its point-blank denial that Britain was fighting ‘for profit or expansion’ – was a rebuke aimed squarely at him. In a speech six days later the former presidential candidate claimed that the world was ‘shocked’ by Churchill’s defence of the ‘old imperialistic order’. When his comments were reported in the London press, he received a visit from the British ambassador in Washington, and the two men had a row. After being accused by the ambassador of being ‘vague and libellous’, he retorted that he had been the victim of ‘sharp digs’ from Churchill and said that he had the impression that, as the prime minister began to think that he was winning the war, he ‘attached less importance to keeping step with American opinion than before’. The ambassador accused him of trying in his broadcast ‘to smear the whole colonial system’ and asked if it had occurred to him that it was thus ‘bound to be very offensive and provocative to British thought’. If it had, it became clear that Willkie no longer cared. The American, the ambassador reported, replied, ‘We were running a bad show and the sooner we got out the better.’23


There is perhaps no better summary of American thinking and policy towards Britain in the Middle East in the years that were to follow.
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HEADING FOR TROUBLE


Willkie’s call for the ‘gates of Palestine’ to be opened to Jewish refugees reflected the growing strength of the Zionists in the United States. When shortly it was followed by the American landings in northwest Africa and the British victory at El Alamein, it triggered euphoria in Palestine and then a tremendous sense of urgency that would spread across, and then destabilise, the Middle East.


Even before Churchill advised caution at the Mansion House, in Palestine the leading Zionist David Ben Gurion had latched onto the feeling that the war would soon be over. He urged the Jewish people to organise themselves, because a peace conference, at which the Palestine question would undoubtedly be raised, was in the offing.


Ben Gurion was head of the Jewish Agency, which represented the Jewish population of Palestine in its dealings with the British, and he had long felt that the Zionists needed to be more demanding. He had been in America when the Struma sank, saw which way the wind was blowing, and encouraged American Zionists to hold the Biltmore conference, which then proved there had been a sea change in Jewish opinion that favoured the Revisionists. Now back in the Mandate, he urged his colleagues on the executive of the Jewish Agency to accept the Biltmore Declaration. Although this was a move that they had previously rejected because they disliked the Revisionists, the shift of Jewish opinion in the Revisionists’ favour was so obvious that they gave in to Ben Gurion’s demand on 10 November – the same day that Churchill spoke at the Mansion House.


A fortnight later Ben Gurion announced that the Biltmore Declaration would form the Agency’s ‘main demand’ at the peace conference. To this end, he said, the Agency would press for the establishment of a Jewish army and promote Palestine’s ability to accommodate ‘large masses of Jews’. This prospect caused Arab uproar and British alarm, but Ben Gurion did not care. ‘There will be disturbances,’ he would acknowledge later. ‘The weeks and months following the collapse of the Hitler regime will be a time of uncertainty in Europe and even more so in Palestine, and we must exploit this period in order to confront Britain and America with a fait accompli.’1


The Arabs soon reacted to Ben Gurion’s proposal. Days later, the Iraqi prime minister, Nuri Said, unveiled a plan of his own, which he dubbed the ‘Fertile Crescent’ scheme. In it he called on the Allies to reunite Syria, Lebanon, Palestine and Transjordan and guarantee the Jews only a degree of autonomy in Palestine. This state would then link up with Iraq to form an Arab League, which other Arab states could also later join. It was, he claimed, ‘the only fair solution . . . the only hope of securing permanent peace’.2


The British, from Lawrence of Arabia onwards, had long encouraged dreams of Arab unity, partly as a way to make up for the fact that the territory that the Hashemites had acquired after the previous war – Transjordan and Iraq – fell far short of the much larger empire which the British had promised them in order to secure their help against the Ottomans in the war. Once more, British officials in Cairo ranged themselves behind their old ally Nuri Said’s scheme. They feared that Ben Gurion’s announcements would provoke an Arab backlash in Palestine and destabilise the entire region. For them the ‘Fertile Crescent’ plan represented a way to bolster the moderate Jews who distrusted Ben Gurion, reconcile the Arabs to a permanent Jewish presence and so prolong Britain’s role in the Middle East long beyond the end of the war.


The man who took on the responsibility of trying to turn this idea into a reality was Lord Moyne. Quiet, slight and self-effacing, with steel-grey hair and turquoise eyes, Moyne was another old friend of Churchill’s, a millionaire with a distinguished war record who had ditched a career in politics to indulge a love of adventure in the 1930s. ‘He had a passion for the sea, and for long expeditions to remote places,’ a contemporary recorded. ‘He collected yachts, fish, monkeys and women.’ The British foreign secretary Anthony Eden recollected a less frivolous side to the adventurer, which he had witnessed during the Great War. Moyne was, he said, one of those men ‘who could discipline themselves to be insensitive to danger and who lacked neither brains nor imagination’. It was for precisely that reason that Churchill dragged his old friend back into government in 1940, and then sent him to Cairo in August 1942 to serve as deputy to the top British official in the Middle East, the minister of state. Moyne’s true task was to ensure that, if Rommel broke through, the British followed the prime minister’s order to fight to the last man.3


Moyne was spared this fiery denouement by the decisive victory at El Alamein. Briefly, he felt ‘definitely under employed’, but the sensation was short-lived. Having served as colonial secretary in Churchill’s government in London he understood the Palestine question well enough, and he appreciated that the victory would unbottle long-standing tensions that Rommel’s nearness to Palestine had previously stilled. In a series of letters to a friend he confided ‘grave anxieties as to the future’ as ‘fears of the Axis die down and animosities revive’. That sense of foreboding proved to be entirely justified, for Moyne would ultimately be murdered by Zionist extremists.4


*   *   *


Moyne soon realised that turning the Fertile Crescent scheme – or Greater Syria, as the British often called it – from a dream into reality was no easy task. Not only could he expect to encounter opposition from Ben Gurion, but in addition the Arab world was by no means united behind Nuri’s scheme. He soon discovered that the plan’s association with the Hashemites alarmed one man in particular. No sooner had Nuri spoken out, than he received an invitation from Ibn Saud, the king of Saudi Arabia, to come to see him. He was to meet the king in the Red Sea port of Jeddah at the very end of 1942.


Ibn Saud had long regarded Nuri’s Hashemite patrons as his main rivals. After capturing the city of Riyadh – where, legend had it, he had thrown the city governor’s severed head into the waiting crowd – he had then turfed the Hashemite ruler Sharif Hussein out of the holy city of Mecca in 1924. By then, however, thanks to the British, Hussein’s son Feisal had become king of Iraq, while Feisal’s brother Abdullah was emir of Transjordan. What that meant was that Ibn Saud was boxed into the Arabian peninsula by two neighbours who he was certain still wanted to avenge their father’s overthrow. They would be more threatening still if, as Nuri Said envisaged, they were able to unite.


The Hashemite threat would obsess Ibn Saud for the remaining eleven years of his life. Already by 1942 it was a menace that he felt ill equipped to meet. Though, at over 6ft tall, he towered over Moyne, the legendary warrior was a shadow of his terrifying former self. Now in his early sixties, he was half-blind from a cataract and an old war wound meant he could no longer climb the stairs. He tried to quash rumours of his declining virility by descending on the tribe where the gossip was prevalent, selecting a bride, marrying her, and then consummating the marriage behind the woollen walls of the royal tent.


Frailty was one weakness. A desperate shortage of money was another. In 1933 the king had granted exclusive rights to drill for oil within his kingdom to an American firm, the California Arabian Standard Oil Company, but the company did not strike oil until 1938. The outbreak of war the following year disrupted the embryonic market for Saudi oil and, more importantly, the pilgrimage, which still provided Ibn Saud with the vast majority of his income, plunging the kingdom into a financial crisis. A drought made matters worse. The crisis had dire implications for the ageing king, because he bought the loyalty of his Bedu subjects.


Fearing that his Hashemite rivals would exploit his weakness, Ibn Saud leant on the British and the oil company for funds. The company feared the British, who had helped him out during the previous war, might try to extract a quid pro quo for their support. And so it rashly promised a $3 million advance against future royalties in early 1941, before asking the US government to reimburse it. When Roosevelt refused – on the grounds that Saudi Arabia seemed ‘a little too far afield for us’ – a compromise was reached whereby the British government funnelled both American money it had borrowed and Lend-Lease aid to Ibn Saud. In 1942 the British would pass on £3 million in this way.5


If Moyne hoped that this money might influence Ibn Saud’s reaction to the Fertile Crescent scheme, he was to be disappointed. ‘Our talk ranged over many subjects’, he recalled afterwards, before the conversation reached the matter he had been summoned 600 miles to discuss. Speaking in a hoarse whisper, the old warlord used his audience to register his hostility to Nuri’s plans. The king was not averse to closer economic ties between his northern Arab neighbours but, when Moyne raised the prospect of an Arab Federation uniting them, ‘He gave no encouragement to this idea.’ It was a disappointing answer from a man the British still regarded as their client, who – they were always glad to see – wore socks with ‘Pure Wool – Made in England’ printed on their soles.6


*   *   *


The Jeddah meeting confirmed Moyne’s suspicion that a more gradual and innocuous approach was needed. It was probably no coincidence that another British ally, the prominent and moderate Zionist Judah Magnes, made just such a proposal the next month. Writing in the American journal Foreign Affairs, Magnes, who was president of the Hebrew University in Jerusalem, proposed the establishment of a binational Palestine within a broader Arab federation exactly like the one that Nuri Said had already described. Since that was ‘delicate and complicated’, he suggested that the first step was an economic union. ‘One way of forming this very desirable economic union’, he ventured, ‘might be to develop the Middle East Supply Center to its full capacity for usefulness.’7


In theory a joint Anglo-American agency, but in practice British-dominated, the Middle East Supply Centre had been set up in 1941 after the war closed the Mediterranean to merchant shipping, which now had to go round the Cape to reach Egypt. At a time when ships were in very short supply and when the Middle East imported 5 million tons of food each year, the Centre’s task was to keep the local population and the armies that were based there fed, using as little shipping as possible. When its officials quickly realised that the best way to do this was to increase the region’s self-sufficiency, they wrote their organisation a licence to interfere. They were soon setting import quotas and redistributing American Lend-Lease aid to the countries of the region; by 1943 the Centre also controlled all internal transport, and advised on agricultural techniques, irrigation and industry. It even ran an antilocust unit which had acquired the right to roam across the Middle East, because, as its director was known to say, ‘the political troubles, when the locusts copulate, are immense’. While Magnes made the case for using the Centre in public, in private Moyne was arguing for exactly the same extension of its powers beyond the war’s end. The Centre would form the executive agency of a Middle East Economic Council, comprising representatives of the region’s states, and delegates from the United States and Britain naturally, whose task would be to manage a glacially paced transition from war to peace.8


American involvement was crucial for this plan to work. From the battle of El Alamein onwards the British began trying to convince their American counterparts that the Middle East Supply Centre was the answer to the problems that Willkie had identified. Briefed by the centre’s director the British weekly, The Economist, suggested that ‘a revised MESC, representing the United Nations, could provide the capital, the machinery, the experts, the advisers, the educationalists without which there can be no speedy raising of Middle East living standards, no end to the recurring crises of want, little genuine political cooperation and little hope of the area being withdrawn finally from the struggle for predominant influence between the Great Powers’. It was only in private that Moyne and his colleagues admitted why they were actually so keen to keep the Centre going. Britain’s control of this obscure yet powerful bureaucracy offered ‘one of the most hopeful means of keeping the general initiative in the Middle East in our hands’.9


*   *   *


A long-term British strategy was taking shape and might succeed – that was, if the Zionists did not seize the initiative first. By April 1943 the British had enough intelligence to convince them that the Zionists were going to use force to get what they wanted. Ben Gurion’s Jewish Agency was devoting 15 per cent of its annual budget to ‘internal security’ which, they believed, meant arming the Haganah, an 80,000-strong, illegal, paramilitary organisation, partly with weaponry it was buying secretly from the French in Syria, partly through well-organised and large-scale theft from British forces based in Palestine. In one month alone, 600 rifles, twenty machine guns, ammunition and three tons of explosive disappeared from British depots in the Mandate. A bug or an informer enabled the British to eavesdrop on a meeting at which the head of the Haganah spoke. ‘We all know that the Zionist problem will have to be solved one day by force of arms,’ he said. ‘It can never be solved by political argument; only by a fight.’10


After seeing an intelligence report which suggested the Haganah was reconciling its differences with more extreme Jewish terrorist groups, Moyne’s boss, the minister resident Richard Casey, decided that it was time to alert London. In April 1943 he warned the British government that Palestine was ‘heading for the most serious outbreak of disorder and violence which it has yet seen . . . as soon as the War ends in Europe, or possibly a few months earlier.’ There were differences of opinion over exactly what would trigger renewed violence, he admitted, ‘But of the certainty of the outbreak, unless it can be averted by some action of the British Government, there is no doubt.’11


Casey’s own view was that the most likely cause of war would be a Zionist attempt to engineer Ben Gurion’s ‘fait accompli’, and he now put forward an idea to pre-empt it. In his view, the Zionists’ noisy public-relations campaign was designed to win over, or at least divide, public opinion in the United States and Britain so that the governments of both countries would have to acquiesce when finally the Zionists struck. To disrupt this strategy, Casey proposed that the British and the American governments should both state publicly as soon as possible that they would not tolerate any ‘forceful changes’ to the administration of Palestine, and in particular the ‘forcible establishment of a Jewish State’.12


There was no guarantee that either government would want to make such a statement – both had done their utmost to say as little as possible on the subject. In an attempt to end this silence, Casey and his colleagues had already decided to work on the Americans first of all, using a devious and roundabout approach.


Reckoning that the Americans would pay more attention to secret intelligence they had received from one of their own agents than shrill warnings from London, the British decided to feed what they knew to an American spy in Cairo. Colonel Harold Hoskins of the Office of Strategic Services had appeared in the Egyptian capital at the end of 1942, tasked with writing an appraisal of political developments in the Middle East and establishing a base for his organisation in the region. The British had never wanted him to come, but after trying and failing to stop him from doing so, they realised that he might have his uses. For Hoskins was extremely well connected, counting President Roosevelt and the number two at the State Department, Sumner Welles, among his friends. The son of American missionaries to Syria and a fluent Arabic speaker, he was also no friend of the Revisionists.


Given how the British had strained to stop Hoskins from coming, the access to Cairo’s secret world that they now gave him is striking. Within four days of his arrival he was introduced by Casey to the heads of MI6’s and Special Operations Executive’s regional operations, and the local representatives of the Political Warfare Executive and the Ministry of Information. Casey then gave him a lift to Beirut on his plane.


The upshot of these efforts was that on 20 April 1943 Hoskins informed Welles, in terms that parroted Casey’s own warning to London, that a ‘renewed outbreak of fighting’ in Palestine was likely. To make Roosevelt take notice, he warned that renewed Arab–Jewish conflict in Palestine had important implications for the United States, domestically because it might lead to a massacre of Jews living in the neighbouring Arab states, and militarily because it might destabilise Arab North Africa, threatening the security of Eisenhower’s forces, which were now based there ahead of the invasion of Europe.


Hoskins went on to suggest that the best way to avoid violence in the short run was for the Allies to issue a statement promising that ‘no final decisions’ regarding Palestine would be taken until after the war’s end, and then ‘only after full consultation with both Arabs and Jews’. As for the longer term, he proposed a solution that was a hybrid of Judah Magnes’s and Nuri Said’s schemes: a bi-national Arab–Jewish state, within a broader Levant Federation. Hoskins’ recommendations had British fingerprints all over them.13


A few days later, Casey and his top officials met and confirmed their plan to prolong the lifespan of the Middle East Supply Centre, preferably in concert with the US government, beyond the war’s end. The Americans were not invited to this secret conference, but they knew it was taking place. Immediately afterwards Casey was buttonholed by the American ambassador to Cairo. He ‘asked me straight out what we had been discussing,’ the minister resident reported. ‘In the circumstances I could tell him nothing more than generalities.’14


*   *   *


Richard Casey’s evasiveness only fortified American suspicions about British activity in the Middle East. These had been growing since the moment earlier that year when it dawned on the Americans that the British were using Lend-Lease aid to bolster their own standing in the region, at American expense. In January 1943, soon after Ibn Saud was heard observing that while ‘America can supply nearly everything . . . if we want anything we go to the British and the King of England sees that we get it’, the American ambassador to Cairo decided that it was time to find out what the Middle East Supply Centre was up to. After a visit to Jeddah he reported that the United States had ‘lost considerable prestige in the eyes of Saudi Arabians who have been given increasingly to feel that the British were their only friends in need’.15


While American diplomats fretted about prestige, American oilmen were more worried about money. CASOC’s executives and owners both feared that the king might cancel the company’s concession and award it to the British if he could not afford to pay them back. In February the president of CASOC and its two shareholders approached the Roosevelt administration with a plan. If the US government picked up the Saudi kingdom’s debt to Britain, the company would give the government oil of an equivalent value.


This idea appealed instantly to the secretary of the interior, Harold Ickes, whose concurrent role as petroleum administrator for war made him responsible for husbanding US oil resources. A paternalist who practised what he preached – he was married to a woman forty years his junior – Ickes had long argued that the United States government should follow Britain’s example in taking strategic stakes in companies with foreign oil concessions because oil was a finite resource and oil production in the US would shortly start to fall. CASOC’s proposal was a significant step in the direction of his own philosophy.


Over lunch with Roosevelt on 16 February Ickes warned the president that the British, who ‘never overlooked the opportunity to get in where there was oil’, were ‘trying to edge their way into’ Saudi Arabia – ‘probably the greatest and richest oil field in the world’. Roosevelt’s in-tray already contained a request to extend direct Lend-Lease aid to Saudi Arabia in order to stop British middlemen taking credit for disbursing American generosity, and following the lunch the president promptly signed it off. ‘I hereby find the defense of Saudi Arabia vital to the defense of the United States,’ he declared two days later. It was a calculation that has underpinned the American relationship with the Saudis ever since.16


With American forces now stationed in North Africa, Roosevelt was suddenly paying much closer attention to the politics of the Arab world. At the end of March he despatched another envoy to the region. Patrick Hurley was a Republican who had been Hoover’s secretary of war before becoming an enthusiastic supporter of the New Deal; since the beginning of the war he had performed a number of diplomatic missions for Roosevelt. On this latest, Hurley would be the president’s personal representative in the Middle East. Following in Willkie’s footsteps, that spring Hurley spent two days in Palestine, ten days in Lebanon and Syria and then flew on to Baghdad and Teheran. In early May he reported his impressions to the president from Cairo.


Hurley was an Anglophobe but in Washington his report was taken at face value because it corroborated existing suspicions. On his travels he had heard numerous people say that British officials were encouraging the perception that the Americans were insisting on the establishment of a sovereign Jewish state in Palestine – a ‘line of propaganda’ that, he noted, was ‘distinctly helpful to British prestige with the Arabs’. Another rumour he had heard was that Churchill, during a private conversation when he was last in Cairo, had said that he was in favour of a Jewish state, and that Roosevelt would ‘accept nothing less’. Hurley’s conclusion was that the British were no longer able to settle this increasingly acrimonious issue on their own: like Hoskins, whose own report had by now reached Roosevelt, he believed that it was time for the United States to intervene.17


*   *   *


Roosevelt was soon able to broach the matter face to face with Churchill, who arrived in the United States on 11 May 1943 for what would prove an ill-tempered conference on future strategy. A week later, when both men were having breakfast at the presidential retreat at Shangri-La, they saw that the Zionists had paid for another large advert in the New York Times. ‘Mr Churchill DROP THE MANDATE!’ it demanded. This gave Roosevelt the opportunity to broach the subject. He also showed Hurley’s report to Churchill. Its comments ‘make me rub my eyes’, the prime minister is reported to have said.18


Roosevelt favoured making a statement along the lines that Hoskins had suggested but the prime minister had an alternative idea. Encouraged by the president of the Zionist Organization, Chaim Weizmann, who had tried to reach a deal with the Hashemites over Palestine at the end of the Great War, Churchill had long thought that Ibn Saud – to his mind ‘the greatest living Arab’ – might be capable of reaching a grand bargain with the Zionists.19


This idea was a simplistic fantasy, but its appeal grew when, towards the end of May, the president received an unsettling letter from the Saudi king himself. The message turned out to be a bitter complaint about the effect that Zionist propaganda was having in the United States, news of which had clearly reached Riyadh. Even if this campaign succeeded in convincing the Allies to turn Palestine over to the Jews, the king said, it would not solve ‘the Jewish problem’ because the country was not large enough. He called on Roosevelt to help stop the flow of Jewish refugees to Palestine, by finding other places for them to go, and to ban the sale of land in Palestine to Jews. Given Hurley’s observations, and the fact that the British knew before anybody else that Ibn Saud was writing to the president, Roosevelt must have suspected that it was they who had inspired the king to write. The news that the British were insisting that American Lend-Lease aid should continue to be channelled through the Middle East Supply Centre only reinforced the impression in Washington that they were being deliberately obstructive.20


Ibn Saud’s letter had taken a month to make its way to Washington, and caused alarm when it arrived. Roosevelt replied immediately, asking the king to stay quiet before putting the gist of Churchill’s idea to him. It would be ‘highly desirable’ if ‘the interested Arabs and Jews’ could reach ‘a friendly understanding’ over Palestine before the war’s end, the president suggested. He then reassured the king that ‘no decision altering the basic situation of Palestine should be reached without full consultation with both Arabs and Jews’.21


Roosevelt’s reply would prove to be an important assurance, but it reached Ibn Saud too late to do any immediate good. Although in April the king had promised to say nothing in public that would embarrass the president, he had since evidently changed his mind. On 31 May 1943, Life magazine ran a cover story about Ibn Saud following an interview with the king. It was a sympathetic portrait, which included a statement by him dismissing the Zionists’ claim to Palestine and, again, calling for a ban on land sales to the Jews. ‘If the Jews are imperilled to seek a place to live, Europe and America as well as other lands are larger and more fertile than Palestine, and more suitable to their welfare and interests,’ Ibn Saud was quoted as saying.22


Hurley flew to see Ibn Saud, to try to establish what had caused the king’s change of heart. He found the king particularly exercised about the fact that the British were using Lend-Lease aid to improve their own oil facilities in Iran and Iraq, while CASOC’s, on the Gulf coast, denied similar investment, were largely dormant. The report rang alarm bells in Washington, because it made it clear that two separate issues – the future of the American oil concession in Saudi Arabia and the Arab–Jewish conflict in Palestine – were, at least in Ibn Saud’s mind, now intertwined. On his return to Cairo Hurley recommended to Roosevelt that, to ensure investment in the oil concession and to bypass Lend-Lease altogether, the US government now create a military oil reserve in Saudi Arabia and take a direct stake in CASOC. American investment would enable the company to increase output, generating royalties for Ibn Saud, and – most important – reducing the king’s unwelcome dependence on the British.
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