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ABSTRACT

The aim of this thesis is two-fold. Firstly, using
recently-released American, British, and Israeli documents,
private papers, and oral evidence in addition to published
work, it re-evaluates the causes and development of the Suez
Crisis of 1956. Secondly, it examines the operation of the
Anglo-American ‘alliance’ in the Middle East, if one
existed, 1in the 1950s by considering not only the
policymaking structures and personalities involved- in
’alliance’ but also external factors, notably the actions of
other countries, affecting relations between the American

and British Governments.
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INTRODUCTION

In October 1956, Britain, France, and Israel, all of
whom desired the overthrow of the Egyptian President,
Gamal Abdel Nasser, agreed to attack Egypt. The Israelis
invaded the Sinai Peninsula on 29 October, and the British
and French, intervening as ’peacekeepers,' began bombing
on 31 October, dropping paratroopers on the Suez Canal
Zone on 5 November, and landing the main assault force 24
hours later. Almost immediately, Britain, under pressufe
from the U.S., was forced to cease fire. The Anglo-French
force occupied only one-third of the Canal Zone and failed
to topple Nasser. British and French troops left Egypt in
December, and the Israelis departed in March 1957. British
Prime Minister Anthony Eden was replaced by Harold
Macmillan in January, as the Americans, under the
Eisenhower Doctrine, replaced Britain as the dominant
Western power in the Levant.

This chronology of the Suez War is well-known, but it
fails to answer questions surrounding the conflict. Why
did Britain, traditionally allied with Arab States, risk
her Middle Eastern position by conspiring with Israel? Why
did Ministers ignore the warnings of their officials
against war and then circumvent them to carry out the
invasion? Why did the United States, who privately shared
Britain’s aim of curbing Nasser’s prestige and discussed
covert plans against Egypt with Britain, cooperate with
the Soviet Union in the United Nations, as the Soviets
were crushing the Hungarian Revolution, and force two of

her NATO allies to cease fire? Why did an operation which
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was a military success end in political failure?

Past accounts of Suez have often tried to answer
these questions by placing the responsibility for
’failure’ upon individuals or portraying the crisis in
terms of a ‘moral,’ rather than political or 1legal,
conflict. Some authors ascribe the failure of Anglo-
American ‘alliance’ to the hypocrisy and deceit of U.S.
Secretary of State John Foster Dulles; some blame the
’irrational’ behaviour of Prime Minister Eden. Some
portray Suez as a Cold War episode with Britain and France
confronting the Communist menace in the Middle East;
others describe it as Egyptian resistance to imperialist
oppression.

Recently-released documents and private papers from
Britain, the U.S., and Israel do not contain portentous
revelations about the chronology of Suez. No ’‘smoking gun’
identifies the <culprit who destroyed Anglo-American
cooperation or orchestrated collusion between Britain,
France, and Israel. Yet this approach to the crisis, which
assumes that a few pieces of ‘evidence’ will solve all
mysteries, is flawed in itself. By focussing merely on a
talisman 1like the intrigue of collusion or American
betrayal of her allies, we fail to recognise that those
talismen are products of a number of variables within and
outside the control of policymakers on either side of the
Atlantic.

The first task of this thesis is to reconstruct those
policies, actions, and circumstances which led to the Suez
crisis and determined its course. British and American

policies were not only influenced by France, Israel, and
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Egypt. The cast of actors must be extended to include the
Soviets, the 1Iraqis, the Jordanians, the Saudis, the
Syrians, and the Turks, among others. The loci of action
not only included 10 Downing Street and the White House,
the State Department and the Foreign Office but also the
Treasuries of both the U.S. and Britain, the CIA, MI6, and
military staffs in both countries. ’‘Chance’ occurrences
such as Foster Dulles’ departure for hospital during the
Suez War must also be considered.

Through reconstruction, ‘irrationality’ becomes, if
not ’‘rational,’ at 1least comprehensible. The immediate
’causes’ of the Suez War can be perceived as products of
wider issues. Collusion becomes a strand of a web
including Britain’s Middle Eastern foundation of an
Israeli-Jordanian axis, the 1Israeli-Jordanian border
conflict, and the developing Franco-Israeli ‘alliance.’
Eden’s apparent obsession with Nasser 1is appreciated in
the context of a Chancellor of the Exchequer, Macmillan,
who believed Britain could not survive as a global power
without a victory over Egypt, a press which criticised the
Prime Minister for being weak and indecisive, and an
intelligence service, MI6, which insisted that Nasser was
Britain’s enemy and a Soviet puppet.

Re-evaluation of Suez leads to re-evaluation of the
Anglo-American ‘alliance.’ The ‘alliance’ is not a fixed
entity, subjectively defined by language, culture, and
tradition or objectively defined by institutions and
operating procedures. By autumn 1956, relations between
Washington and London were so complex that, while the U.S.

was refusing to Jjoin Anglo-French military planning
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against Nasser, it was cooperating with Britain in a
comprehensive program of political, econonic, and
psychological action to overthrow the Egyptian Government.
Some American agencies and officials continued to work
with the British, even during the Suez War, while others
advocated sanctions against London.

Some aspects of Suez are still shrouded in secrecy.
For example, a detailed account of the Franco-Israeli
planning which pushed Britain towards collusion may never
be available. However, as the legends of Suez are verified
or refuted, so the myths surrounding the Anglo-American
’alliance’ can be replaced with an understanding of the
complexities of relations between Washington and London.
The ’specialness’ of the ’special relationship,’ if it

exists, can only be defined through such an examination.
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CHAPTER 1
1945-1952: THE DEVELOPMENT OF ANGLO-AMERICAN RELATIONS

IN THE MIDDLE EAST

By 1939, Britain’s dominant position in the Middle
East was firmly established. The completion of the Suez
Canal in 1869 provided an important trade route to India.
By 1876, Her Majesty’s Government had acquired 44 percent
of the shares in the Paris-based Suez Canal Company, and
six years 1later, British troops occupied Egypt. Tﬁe
discovery of large oil deposits in the Middle East in the
early 20th century expanded British interests in the
region, as Britain created the Anglo-Persian 0il Company
to supply o0il to the British navy and sought concessions
in countries formed from the dissolution of the Ottoman
Empire.

Under the auspices of the League of Nations, Britain
and France divided the Middle East into spheres of
influence after World War I. Britain, having converted
Egypt into a protectorate in 1914, assumed the mandates
for Palestine, Transjordan, and Iraq, installing Hashemite
kings on the thrones of the latter two countries. France
assuméd responsibility for Syria and the Lebanon. Only
Saudi Arabia, where King Ibn Saud ousted the patriarch of
the Hashemite dynasty, Sharif Hussein of Mecca, in 1926,
escaped the ’‘spheres of influénce’ settlement.

In the 1930s, Britain confirmed its position in the
region with a series of bilateral political and économic
agreements. Iraq was granted independence in 1930, with

the 1932 Anglo-Iragi Treaty guaranteeing British rights to
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military bases until 1957. Under the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian
Treaty, Egypt, nominally independent since 1922, obtained
the withdrawal of British troops from most of the country.
In return, the British were granted free use of the Suez
Canal Base until 1956. Besides its controlling stake in
the Anglo-Persian 0il Company, Britain had a 37.5 percent
share of the Iragi Petroleum Company, and British banks
and businesses dominated foreign investment in Egypt. King
Abdullah of Transjordan was carefully advised by Sir Alec
Kirkbride. Closest of all to the British was Nuri es-
Sa’id, more influential in Iragi politics than the titular
sovereign.

Control of the Middle East was vital to Britain in
World War II. The Suez Canal Base, at the pivot of Europe,
Asia, and Africa, was the largest base in the world,
through which supplies and troops were shipped to all
theatres of the war. The Anglo-American Middle East Supply
Centre in Cairo provided $33 million in aid throughout the
area. Axis control of the Mediterranean rendered the Suez
Canal ineffective, but Middle Eastern o0il supplies were
shipped to Britain around the Cape of Good Hope.

In Iraq, the assumption of power by the pro-German
Rashid Ali in 1941 not only led to a British-sponsored
coup but also provoked the British to reﬁove Reza Shah
Pahlavi from the throne of neighbouring Iran, partitioning
the country into British and Soviet spheres of influence.
Fearful that Egyptian Prime Minister Ali Maher would
welcome the Germans, who were advancing from Libya, the
British Ambassador, Sir Miles Lampson, surrounded the

Abdin Palace of King Farouk with tanks in 1942 and forced
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the monarch to remove Ali Maher in favour of Nahas Pasha.

World War II also led to the involvement of the U.S.
Government in the region. Private American interests,
notably religious, philanthropic, and educational
institutions, had entered the Middle East in the 19th
century. In the 1930s, U.S. o0il companies acquired
concessions for exploration in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia,
while U.S. companies established offices in Egypt. All
these private efforts were independent of the U.S.
Governnment.

The tradition of non-involvement was gradually
overcome by American entry into the war and the growing
strain on British resources, as U.S. finance was necessary
for the Middle East Supply Centre and the Persian Gulf
Supply Centre in Iran. When Britain requested that the
U.S. continue to the annual subsidy to King Ibn Saud of
Saudi Arabia, the State Department’s Division of Near
Eastern Affairs (NEA) recommended U.S. assumption of
responsibility in Egypt as well as Saudi Arabia. The State
Department planned to discontinue the Middle East Supply
Centre after the war and introduce a ‘free trade'varea
providing for equality of opportunity in commerce,
transit, and trade, as well as measures for the ’‘general
protection of American citizens [and the] protection and
furtherance of 1legitimate American economic rights,
existing or potential.’ An interdepartmental committee
recommended $100 million in aid ‘for the purpose of
furthering the political and strategic interests of the

U.S. in the Middle East.’l

1 Thomas Bryson, Seeds of Middle East Crisis (Jefferson,
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Despite these plans, post-war demobilization reduced
the American presence in the Middle East, and the $100
million in aid was not authorised. Only in Saudi Arabia,
where U.S. o0il companies triumphed in their bid for
influence with King Ibn Saud, and the special political
case of Palestine did the U.S. Government retain an
interest. In contrast, Britain maintained her position in
Egypt, Iraq, and Transjordan. She also helped Syria and
the Lebanon achieve independence by evicting Vichy French
governments and preventing the Free French from assuming
control after the war.

While the Americans remained aloof from the Middle
East, their interest in the Greco-Turkish-Iranian ‘tier’
increased. In 1946, the U.S. and Britain supported Iran,
first against continued Soviet occupation of the north and
then against Soviet-backed separatist movements. The U.S.
and Britain also resisted Soviet pressure on Turkey to
allow Soviet fortifications in the Bosporus Straits.

In February 1947, Britain’s decision to withdraw aid
from Greece and Turkey led to the Truman Doctrine. 1In
principle, the U.S. promised to support any country
threatened by Soviet expansion. In practice, the Doctrine
allocated $400 million in aid for Greece and Turkey and
extended any U.S. commitment to Western Europe to Greece,
Turkey, and Iran, a possible ‘outer ring’ defence of the
Middle East.

In October 1947, ’‘outer ring’ defence was taken up in
high-level Anglo-American talks in Washington. For the

first time, the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff recognized

North Carolina: MacFarland, 1981), pp. 175ff.
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Eastern Mediterranean and Middle Eastern security as
’vital’ to American defence. The diplomatic and economic
representatives agreed:

Both Governments should endeavor to prevent

either foreign countries, or commercial

interests, or any other influence from making
capital for themselves by playing Great Britain

and the United States off against each

other....It should Dbe contrary to their

respective policies for either country to make
efforts to strengthen itself or to ingrease its
influence at the expense of the other.

In mid-November, the U.S. National Security Council
(NSC) agreed that the U.S., to protect the Middle East,
should defend Italy, Greece, Turkey, and Iran. The NSC
added, ‘It would be unrealistic for the U.S. to undertake
to carry out such a policy unless the British maintain
their strong strategic, political, and economic position
in the Middle East and Eastern Mediterranean and unless
they and ourselves follow parallel policies in that
area.’3

The British hoped for American assistance to finance
economic development and build ‘outer ring’ defence while
retaining a free hand to maintain their political and
economic interests in the Middle East. Foreign Secretary
Ernest Bevin recognized that Britain could not afford,
politically or financially, to return to its pre-war
policy. Resentment among nationalists in Egypt and Iraq at
British ’‘domination’ was growing as was disillusionment
4

with the ’pashas’ and monarchs.

From 1946 to 1949, the Foreign Office pursued

2 Foreign Relations of the United States (hereafter
referred to as FRUS) 1950, Volume V, p. 124.

3 Ibid.
4 Alan Bullock, Ernest Bevin: Foreign Secretary (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 155.
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renegotiation of bilateral treaties. The results were
disappointing. Plans to shift the centre of Middle Eastern
defence from Egypt to Palestine foundered upon the dispute
over a Jewish state. In 1946, Britain and Egypt
tentatively revised the 1936 Treaty, with British
withdrawal from the Suez Canal Base to bases in Libya and
East Africa, but the agreement collapsed over a dispute
about control of the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan. The Portsmouth
Treaty, signed by the British and Iraqi Governments in
January 1948, was abandoned after violent demonstrations
in Baghdad. Only in Transjordan was a treaty successfully
revised.

Britain’s political difficulties were compounded by
economic weakness, as a sterling crisis in 1947 exposed
the precarious state of Britain’s reserves of foreign
exchange. The cost of overseas commitments hastened
Britain’s departure from the Indian sub-continent, Greece,
and Palestine, and Prime Minister Clement Attlee even
considered withdrawal from the Middle East. In July 1949,
Bevin’s program to maintain Middle Eastern influence
through economic investment was undermined by a crisis
that forced the devaluation of sterling.

With the failure of bilateral cooperation and no
money for unilateral initiatives, Britain asked the U.S.
for economic and military support to the Middle East. In
November 1949, Assistant Undersecretary Michael Wright,
supervising Middle Eastern affairs at the Foreign Office,
visited Washington for several meetings with George
McGhee, the Director of NEA. McGhee committed the U.S., in

principle, to support of Britain’s Middle Eastern position




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































