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INTRODUCTION

“THE ARAB QUESTION is a regular quicksand,” British foreign secretary
Sir Edward Grey grumbled as the nineteenth century turned to the
twentieth.l Now, at the start of the twenty-first century, American officials
feel Grey’s pain. They regarded the terror attacks of 9/11 with shock and
consternation, and probably looked for a book that would explain how the
United States had earned such blistering unpopularity in the Middle East,
how it had gone from being—in the words of a British intelligence officer in
Cairo in 1919—“the only great power acceptable to the Arabs” to one that is
quite unacceptable.?2 When asked in 1933 how and why he had chosen
Americans—and not the more proximate British, French or Germans—to
develop the oil fields of Saudi Arabia, King Ibn Saud replied that he had
made his decision after “a careful study of the statements of Woodrow
Wilson and of American history.” He could have only an American company
develop his oil. Why? Because “Americans work hard! They get the oil and
they don’t get into politics.”2

How did the United States migrate from that disinterested point to the
situation we are in today, where virtually every regime in the Middle East
deplores (or affects to deplore) our meddling in its politics and culture? I
was surprised to discover that no such book exists. There are hundreds of
books on the nations and politics of the Middle East and hundreds more on
American involvement with specific regimes and episodes, or on themes like
terrorism, oil, Islam and imperialism, but where is the book that traces the
twisting path from the Balfour Declaration to the Bush Doctrine of 2002:
from Washington’s first tentative steps into the Middle East during the
Woodrow Wilson administration to the brusque, sweeping changes proposed
by George W. Bush in the lead-up to wars in Afghanistan and Iraq?

This book aims to fill that gap in the literature with a close analysis of
three things. First, America’s entry into the Middle East; second, America’s
cultural, political and military impact on the region; third, the global tremors
that are cracking outward from that impact. Quicksand inevitably begins
with the European period of control in the Middle East, for those decades
between 1915 and 1956 created stubborn Muslim attitudes toward Western
power and culture that have dogged every American effort to penetrate the
region. This book will examine the degree to which the old European



imperial powers, who shunned American plans for a “New Middle East” at
the dawn of the twenty-first century, are themselves responsible for the
worst, seemingly inexpugnable features of the Old Middle East. Indeed how
have American policies been constrained (or ruined) by the legacy of British,
French, German and Italian machinations in the Middle East in the modern
period? How have our relationships in the Middle East been fouled by
Russian mischief during the Cold War?

How exactly did America’s “special relationship” with Israel take shape?
On what grounds did Washington buck Arab opinion and recognize the state
of Israel in 1948? Has the gamble—for that is undeniably what it was—paid
off, or has it weakened us as a global power? How have the Middle Eastern
nations and their militant fringe groups behaved? Do they have legitimate,
soluble grievances with America, Israel and the West or, as British novelist
Martin Amis has written, are they agonistic, which is to say marked by
“darkness . . . , sequestration, the shockingly bitter and unappeasable self-
exclusion from the planet, with its fear of comparison, its fear of ridicule, its
fear of truth.”? Amis made that chilling observation about militant Islam in
2002. In 1942, an American agent in Morocco reported the same difficulty:
“Muslims,” he wrote, “have an incurable tendency to dissect instead of
implement their dissatisfaction.” This American agent traced it to the
“drastic manner” with which the French quelled civil disorder and political
dissent, but that may be placing too much blame on the French and not
enough on the Muslims themselves.2 There is an old Arab saying that “a
ruler is naturally opposed by half of his subjects.”® What explanation is
there for such ruinous political behavior, and what are its consequences? We
shall see.

Quicksand asks how America’s pursuit of basing rights and tactical
advantage in the Middle East since 1945 has affected our larger grand
strategic interests. In other words, what is the real price of the Israeli alliance
or a Saudi or Iraqi air base? Iraq 2003 provides a swift rebuke; Cheney,
Rumsfeld and the neocons premised that war on an easy, cheap (less than
$50 billion) victory and a long lease on Iraqi bases. Instead, we have paid
with more than four thousand dead, thirty thousand wounded and an
estimated $3 trillion in direct and indirect war costs, and we have scant hope
of secure bases in Iraq after the war. Have the military benefits been
overwhelmed by the political and financial costs? As a historian I have tried
to place America’s current options over the trails cut by past performance. In



this crucial enterprise, I am guided by the reasoning of that great
conservative thinker Edmund Burke: “When things go wrong we are always
tempted to ask not how we got into this difficulty, but how we are to get out
of it . . . to consult our invention and to reject our experience.” Yet, Burke
concluded, such thinking is “diametrically opposed to every rule of reason,
and every good principle of good sense.” The study of history is the key to
“correct our errors if they should be corrigible; or at least to avoid a dull
uniformity in mischief, and the unpitied calamity of being repeatedly caught
in the same snare.”Z

To illuminate those persistent snares of history, I have researched in
military, intelligence and diplomatic archives in Washington and London. I
have read through the vast published literature on Middle Eastern history,
but I want to know—and I know that the reader will want to know—how
American decision makers felt and reacted at every critical juncture of
America’s advance into the Middle East since 1917. Did we recognize the
vague dangers that later formed into real threats? Did we attempt to repair
the damage done by FEuropean imperialism, or merely settle into the
wreckage in our own American way? The book is deliberately based on
Western, English-language sources, because it sets out to understand how the
United States as a great power ventured into the Middle East, and how it
fortified itself for a long stay. Did we take advice from regional experts like
the British and French, or ignore them? Our recent efforts to “transform” the
Middle East have gone shockingly badly. While reading Anwar Sadat’s
memoirs, I was struck by a sentence that seemed to apply exactly to the
“groupthinking” George W. Bush administration: “It is quite extraordinary
how people can live with delusions big enough to transform illusions into
reality, reality into illusion.”® The sort of history contained in this book, not
delusions, should always be the guide of American policy and strategy.

For all their expertise, regional experts have never agreed on a single way
to transliterate Arabic, Farsi or Hebrew names and titles. The titles
themselves are a regular mystery. A British expert ordered to shed light on
Middle Eastern honorifics in 1944 explained them this way:

“Sherif: much confusion about this; Seyyid: much abused in many
countries; Emir: a prince of a blood, but can also be used for a provincial
governor; Sheik: widely applied to tribal personages, but also townsmen of
consequence and senior bureaucrats; Bey: often used in preference to sheik
by persons who would have merited a title in the old Turkish system and



dislike the association of ‘sheik’ with age or desert life; Abu: generally a
nickname, ‘father’ or ‘daddy,” thus, Colonel Glubb is Abu Hunaik, ‘Daddy
Little Jaw’; Haji: convenient title for anyone who would merit no other title;
Effendi: still applied to persons not entitled to sheik or any other title; Ibn
means like its variant Bin ‘son of,” replaced sometimes by article al, which
means ‘of the house of,” as in the current king of Saudi Arabia ‘Abdul-Aziz
ibn (son of) Abdurrahman al (descendant of) Faysul al (of the house of)
Saud.””2

As that last reference to King Ibn Saud suggests, great powers and
individual analysts rendered names randomly and unscientifically. Most
were tolerant of shifting spellings; some were not. Percy Cox, the British
administrator who ran Iraq in the early 1920s, would cross out every
reference in his reports to Ibn Saud and replace it with Bin Saud.1® That
man, the first king of Saudi Arabia, was alternately called Abdul Aziz or
Abd al-Aziz; his family Saud or Sa’ud; his Red Sea capital Jidda, Jedda or
Jeddah; his fourth son Faisal, Feisal or Faysul; his chief rival Hussein or
Husain or Hussayn. In this book I have tried to be as legible and consistent
as possible, fully sharing—in my own ignorance of Middle Eastern
languages—Lawrence of Arabia’s frustration with Arab orthography: “There
are some ‘scientific systems’ of transliteration, helpful to people who know
enough Arabic not to need helping, but a washout for the world. I spell my
names anyhow, to show what rot the systems are.”

Contemplating the spreading rot of Nazism in 1942, before the first
American landings in North Africa, a general staff planner in Washington
proposed basing the entire Allied war effort on the broader Middle East: a
“line of strategic centers from French Morocco to India,” a “six thousand
mile-long chain of force around Hitler in Europe” from Casablanca to
Karachi. Unable to penetrate the bunkers, mine-fields, beach obstacles and
shore batteries of Hitler’s Fortress Europe, the United States and Britain
would strangle the Nazis and the Fascists from a distance. The Allies would
sever Axis connections to the Japanese Empire, seize the ports, air bases and
oil fields of the Middle East, and then begin to shorten the six-thousand-mile
chain, crushing Hitler and Mussolini from the outside in.12 Russia, on the
ropes at Stalingrad, would be relieved by the diversion and sustained by



American and British supplies shipped up the Trans-Iranian railway from the
Persian Gulf to the Caspian Sea.

Like the great English historian Arnold J. Toynbee, who wrote strategic
assessments for Churchill after 1940, American strategists perceived the
indispensability of the Middle East for both sides in World War II. It was the
hub of three continents: Europe, Africa and Asia.l2 The completion of the
Suez Canal in 1869 and the introduction of long-distance air routes in the
early twentieth century had given the Middle East even more importance as
“the shortest route between the two chief concentrations of population and
power in the world of the twentieth century”: between the world of India,
East Asia and the Pacific and the world of Europe, America and the Atlantic.
“Command of the Middle East,” Toynbee noted, “carried with it the power
of keeping open the direct routes between those two geographical poles, or
closing them, or forcing them open again.”4 An American in Tehran during
the war observed the importance of Iran to Russia’s survival: “The bulk of
the aid that the Russians use to fight, to survive, reaches them through the
Persian Gulf to Abadan and then on by rail to Azerbaijan. And where the
hell would they be without the essential supplies we move to them through
Iran?”15

Also in 1942, in Buenos Aires, Argentina, the German air and naval
attaché briefed a group of rich Nazi industrialists on Hitler’s strategy for the
year ahead. The fiihrer would abandon the push toward Moscow and instead
thrust south to the Middle East, driving through Turkey, Iraqg, Iran and
Afghanistan. The Wehrmacht would shear off Soviet Central Asia, seize the
oil fields on the Caspian Sea and the Persian Gulf, and annex Russia’s most
vital assets: the wheat fields of Ukraine and the ores and heavy industry of
the Donetz basin. In those last months of German success, before the twin
blows of El Alamein and Stalingrad, the Allies confronted the real
possibility that the Germans, Italians and Vichy French would converge
victoriously on Syria, Iraq, Iran and India from two directions: east from
Libya and Egypt and south from Turkey and the Caucasus.1®

Those Allied and Axis planners and dreamers of 1942 were applying the
new tools of the Middle East—oil wells, pipelines, telegraphs, ports,
airfields, hardened roads and the Suez Canal—but also the lessons and
dreams of history. The Middle East had been a pivot of world rivalry since
antiquity, when the armies of Cyrus, Darius, Xerxes, Alexander and Caesar
fought to control the region. The Dark Ages were not “dark” at all in the



Islamic Middle East, where the splendid capitals at Baghdad, Medina,
Damascus, Kufa and Basra dazzled European travelers with their palaces,
libraries, gardens and fountains. “Live long, O Caliph, to thy heart’s content
/ In scented shade of palace minarets,” an Arab poet wrote of the enriching
trade and civilization that flowed across the Fertile Crescent from the
Euphrates to the Nile and tempted first the Crusaders, then Genghis Khan
and Tamerlane, to descend with their plundering hordes.lZ Crusaders sailed
from Europe to snatch a piece of that civilization in the eleventh century, and
trade caravans rumbled across the vital headland between the Mediterranean
and the Indian Ocean—from Beirut to Basra—carrying silks, jade, tea and
spices to the West; gold, silver, ivory and slaves to the East.

Driving home with ferocity a point that Nazi panzers would rediscover
centuries later—that the Middle East is just one stage in the great steppe and
desert belt that runs from North Africa all the way to the Pacific—Tamerlane
swept down with his mounted Mongol armies toward the end of the
fourteenth century and seized Damascus, Baghdad, Isfahan and Shiraz. To
close the steppe belt against pursuers or imitators, Tamerlane despoiled it:
slaughtering peasants and piling their skulls into pyramids, pulverizing roads
and bridges, and wrecking the marvelously advanced irrigation systems of
Mesopotamia and Persia to create a desert. His assaults on local culture were
even fiercer. When the Persian poet Hafiz crooned to his Shirazi lover that
he would “give Bukhara and Samarkand for the mole upon her cheek,”
Tamerlane summoned Hafiz and bellowed: “Miserable wretch, I subjugate
continents to adorn Bukhara and Samarkand and you would sell them for the
mole of a Shirazi wench?”!® Western empires like the Venetian Republic
rose and fell with these turbulent rhythms of the Middle East, Gibbon sadly
reporting that “grass grew up in the fair and pleasant streets of Venice” after
the Mongols and then the Turks had smashed their way down to the
Mediterranean coast from Central Asia, thinning and then redirecting the
enriching Silk Road caravan trade.

For centuries thereafter, the Middle East stagnated. European navigators
opened up the Cape sea route around the southern tip of Africa, putting the
old caravans out of business and flinging the Middle East into unaccustomed
poverty and insignificance. Napoleon Bonaparte tried to rip Egypt, Palestine
and Syria away from the Turks in 1798, but exhausted his armies marching
up and down dry, pestilential tracks before abandoning the mission and
fleeing home to France in defeat. Finishing his tour of the Middle East in the



early 1840s, British historian Alexander King-lake arrived on Mount
Lebanon and stared thirstily toward the Mediterranean and the West:

I clung with my eyes to the dim, steadfast line of the sea . . . I had
grown well used of late to the people and the scenes of forlorn Asia—
well used to the tombs and ruins, to silent cities and deserted plains, to
tranquil men, and women sadly veiled; and now that I saw the even
plain of the sea, I leapt with an easy leap to its yonder shores, and saw
all the kingdoms of the West in that fair path that could lead me from
out of this silent land . . . Behind me I left an old and decrepit world,;

religions dead and dying;—calm tyrannies expiring in silence.

The completion of the Suez Canal in 1869 revived the strategic
importance of the Middle East. The hinge region had always been crucial to
powers wanting to check the spread of their rivals, but it was now more
crucial than ever. Writing from Calcutta in 1917, a British officer found that
the Middle East—that “neck of land between the settled states of the West
and the unsettled states of the East”—had recovered its importance “for any
power with interests in the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf.”2 Just as the
Turks had closed the Venetian roads across the Middle East in the fifteenth
century, Britain worried that the Germans would do the same to the British
routes in the twentieth. Thus, Kaiser Wilhelm II’s visit to the Tomb of
Saladin in Damascus in 1898 was viewed in London as a deliberate
provocation, the young kaiser posing as the champion of the oppressed
Muslims against British and French colonialism. It was barefaced but
effective humbug: “every Bedouin of the desert is thus persuaded that
Germany is a friend of the Arabs,” a German diplomat cynically jotted at the
time.2l With the Berlin-Baghdad Railway advancing in 1903 and a big
German port under construction at the head of the Persian Gulf—both
concessions wrung from the Turks when Britain was distracted by the Boer
War—the Germans were poised to cut off Britain’s land and sea connections
with India and China. The Germans buttressed their position by rebuilding
the beaten Turkish army after its defeats in the Balkan Wars and lending
critical diplomatic support to the sultan after the Armenian massacres. With
the Germans pressing down from Asia Minor, Britain fought World War I as
desperately in the Middle East as it did in Europe, detaching precious troops
for a great “push” from Cairo to Damascus and inciting the Arabs to rise up



and expel the German-backed Turks from their chain of garrisons in Syria
and Arabia.

Part of the British war strategy was Israel. To weaken the Ottoman Turks
and drive a wedge between the German and Austro-Hungarian governments
and their Jewish subjects (and bankers), British foreign secretary Arthur
Balfour conceived the idea in 1917 of a “Jewish national home” in Turkish
Palestine. Though Arabs outnumbered Jews ten to one in Palestine—and
American president Woodrow Wilson was enjoining the Allies to consult
populations and assure “national self-determination” after the war—the
British calculated that a dependent state of grateful European Jews would
secure their flank on the Suez Canal and give them a solid foothold on the
Levant. “Who will begrudge the Jewish people that little notch which is
Palestine?” Britain’s foreign secretary mused as he put finishing touches on
what would shortly be called the “Balfour Declaration” near the end of
World War 1.22 Were more shortsighted words than those ever spoken?

The British position after World War 1 was fatally undermined by this
mushy imprecision on the fate of Palestine, but also by wider equivocation
toward the Arabs. The British had sought an Arab uprising against the Turks
in 1916 in exchange for the promise of independence and “Arab union.”
Though the latter ambition was more an Arab than a British affair,
independence and self-determination for the largely Arab vilayets, or
provinces of the Ottoman Empire, were British promises that were never
redeemed. Instead, the British endorsed the “Jewish national home” in
Palestine and carved Iran, Iraq, Arabia and Syria into British and French
postwar spheres of influence. Britain spent the interwar period alternately
battling and coddling Arab nationalists. London’s strategic need for Iraqi oil
and a Jewish-administered rampart next to Suez undercut all their appeals to
the Arabs. Yet their every concession to the Arabs enraged the Jewish
settlers who began flooding unstoppably into Palestine after the Nazi rise to
power in Germany in 1932. With Hitler passing anti-Jewish laws and
threatening genocide, the Jews of Europe seized on Arthur Balfour’s 1917
declaration as the legal basis for a legitimate, internationally recognized
Jewish state.

World War 1II further frayed the fabric of the Middle East. The British,
thrown back at Dunkirk and down to their last armored division in 1940,
deployed it not on the beaches of Sussex, but in Egypt, where it was sent to
repulse Rommel’s expected push from Libya toward the Suez Canal and



then on to the Persian Gulf. British victory in that campaign ensured that
London would cling doggedly to its Middle Eastern colonies after the war.
They had become symbols of British greatness and resolve. The French, who
had dug in to their Syrian, Lebanese and North African colonies during the
interwar period, dug in even deeper under the blows of the Germans.
Battered in Europe, the Vichy French saw their eventual resurrection in both
the Arab West (“al-Maghrib”) and the Arab East (“al-Mashriq”). They
would rebuild French glory in the Mediterranean and Middle East and enlist
themselves (and their Arab protégés) in the Nazi New Order, which
optimists were already calling the “New Europe.” In the New Europe, Hitler
would need Middle Eastern oil, ports and air bases, and the French would
provide them, in exchange for a larger role in German plans. Those German
plans for the Middle East were unremittingly bleak. When not secretly
promising Arab territory to the French, Italian and Spanish fascist regimes,
Hitler publicly incited the Arabs to kill Jews and Englishmen. He and his
clients—Ilike Haj Amin al-Husseini, the leading Muslim cleric in Jerusalem
—adduced murky “imperialist-Jewish plots” to frighten the Arabs and win
them to the side of the Third Reich.

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, perhaps manageable before World War II,
became utterly unmanageable after it. Hitler and his fascist allies had
slaughtered six million Jews and driven two million into wandering exile. As
wretched European “DPs,” or displaced persons, the Jews needed a home.
With most of the world—including the United States—closed by pointedly
anti-Jewish immigration quotas, Palestine beckoned. But the British—beset
by Palestine’s furious Arab majority—balked, refusing to let the Jewish
refugees land in large numbers. In the most notorious instance, the British
sent the fully loaded ship Exodus from Haifa back to European waters before
forcing the Jewish passengers, who had survived the Nazi death camps, to
debark in Germany, of all places.?2 The predicament—insouciantly created
by Arthur Balfour in 1917—had become heavy and careworn. Yet the
Jewish survivors would not hear “reason”—Iike the Arab demand that
Jewish refugees be distributed proportionately among the member states of
the United Nations—and the Arabs of Palestine would not accept the Jews,
whom they regarded as European interlopers. The British spent the next
three years separating the two sides (Palestinian Arabs and Jewish settlers)
and trying hard to enact a compromise before abruptly dumping the mess



into the lap of the United Nations in 1948 and leaving. It was the inglorious
end of the British Empire.

The United States of America strode confidently in to fill the gap. The
State Department’s Division of Near Eastern and African Affairs predicted
that the Middle East would provide “an easy, almost automatic American
harvest of influence.”?* Though some skeptics—like Colonel “Wild Bill”
Donovan of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the forerunner of the
CIA—warned that the Middle East would shortly become “a political and
economic jousting ground,” a “new Balkans,” a “birthplace of many
international conflicts,” presidents Franklin Roosevelt and Harry Truman
were less cautious.?2 Roosevelt tried, as Cordell Hull put it, “to talk both
ways” on the question, reassuring the Arabs one day, the Jews the next.
Leaving a meeting with FDR in 1944, a State Department analyst muttered,
“I’ve read of men who thought they might be King of the Jews and other
men who thought they might be King of the Arabs, but this is the first time
I’ve listened to a man who dreamt of being King of both the Jews and the
Arabs.”25 Truman, true to his nature, had more pragmatic aspirations. There
were more Jewish voters in America than Arab ones and the Jewish lobby
was better organized. Thus, Truman gave almost unconditional political
support to Israel and tended to make light of the severe damage which that
position wrought on his cabinet and his relations with the Arab states. His
secretary of state, George C. Marshall, regularly complained that Truman
was too quick to compromise the United States on vital “international
questions” in order “to pick up a few [Jewish] votes” at home.

In their haste to contain Moscow’s drive to the Persian Gulf and the
Mediterranean—which flared into the Azerbaijan, Greek and Turkish crises
between 1945 and 1949—FDR and Truman did not pause to learn much
from Europe’s tortured history in the Middle East. Warnings like this one—
from the French resident-general in Tunis in 1950—went largely unheeded:
“Here you are dealing with a people of a completely different order of ideas,
of ways of thinking, of customs and traditions from those of Western
peoples. These differences are the heritage of centuries.”?Z It was as if the
Americans actually believed the improbable Arab saying that “what is past is
dead.” To Roosevelt and Truman, the British and French were on the way
down, the Americans on the way up. The Middle East would be sorted out
with tried-and-true American methods: cash money, big grins and a slap on
the back. U.S. ambassadors, investors and military advisory groups



dispatched into the region were hopeful. Unlike the British or French, the
Americans had no rancid imperial history. Washington was an honest broker,
its emissaries on solid ground. “Egypt trusts the United States,” the Egyptian
ambassador told the American secretary of state in January 1945. “You are a
disinterested country.”?® Others—Arabs and Americans—were not so sure.
A bright State Department analyst (and future Cold War historian), Herbert
Feis, detected “murmurous anxieties traveling their way along the air-
conditioned corridors of the Navy and Interior Departments, and filtering
through the latticed doors of the State Department.” Feis and his anxious
colleagues worried in 1947 that the Middle East was not solid ground at all.
It was quicksand. “There we enter strange territory, troublesome lands, and
encounter suspicious rivals. What of our rather stumbling course thus far?”22
Faced, more than sixty years later, with the same unresolved problems and
perplexities, we must now ask that question again and determine whether we
have shored ourselves up or driven ourselves deeper and more inextricably
into the mud.

Even a stumbling course benefits from signposts, and the reader will want
some for this long book. Quicksand sets out to discover and elucidate the
countries, interests, raw materials and ideas that have lured us to the Middle
East and snared us there. The book’s structure is chronological, which is the
only way to convey the accumulating pressures that have lodged America in
the Middle East. The creation of Israel with crucial U.S. backing is one of
the most important events in this book, and every subsequent discussion of
Israel builds upon the findings in chapters one and three. Some readers may
be perturbed or merely surprised by the portrait of Israel and U.S.-Israeli
relations that emerges in this book, but the facts lead there; indeed my
approach to Israel is no different from my approach to every other country in
this book. It is solidly rooted in American and British archives, journalism
—“the first draft of history”—and scholarly literature.

“Qil” is the title of chapter two, which indicates the other chief driver in
this book. The West’s need for Persian Gulf oil and gas after World War 11,
when U.S. supplies peaked and began to decline, suggested a corresponding
need to control that oil, especially in the face of continual Soviet threats to
control it. That early Cold War mind-set hardened into dogma that persists to



this day—we cannot imagine a world without the Saudi oil pump, and the
princes in charge. Throughout the book, Washington ponders intriguing
alternatives to the retrograde Saudis, but always goes back to the Saudi
princes: “Better the enemy that you know.” Quicksand spools out the
alternatives in real time, giving a sense of turning points that were not taken
but also of the intractability of politics in the region. Alternatives—Ilike
Nasser’s Arab nationalism—have beckoned, but each time U.S. presidents
tiptoed up to them, fearful of Saudi and Israeli tantrums, they were insulted,
rebuffed, or presented with long lists of demands that no responsible
government could satisfy. U.S. decision makers have always been acutely
aware of the stakes in the Middle East. From the 1940s on, every
administration has acknowledged the depressing tendency of Middle Eastern
governments to fall into corruption, economic stagnation, repression and
sectarian squabbles. Where strongman rule faltered, mass movements—Arab
nationalism, Sunni  fundamentalism, Shiite revolution—suggested
themselves, in the Arab and Persian street, as the only virtuous way forward.
The book looks at the seductive appeal those mass movements have had for
the peoples of the Middle East and the deadly threat they have seemed to
portend for American interests, which have always preferred bilateral
relations with reliable strongmen in states like Saudi Arabia, imperial Iran or
the Egypt of the free officers. Our preference for states over transnational
movements is understandable, but we have so often attached ourselves to the
wrong states or the wrong leaders. In our analysis of the transnational
movements, we have consistently overestimated the threat posed by Nasser,
the Baathists and the Arab nationalists. In the case of the shah, we evinced
an odd confidence in his staying power even as the revolutionary pressures
accumulated around him. We notoriously underestimated the threat of al-
Qaeda—Bush 43 harrumphing as he took office that he was “not gonna swat
flies”—until the flies, each loaded with thirty tons of jet fuel, had leveled the
Twin Towers and a wing of the Pentagon.

Quicksand marvels at the ability of bright American strategists to get
things wrong, usually under the influence of the Cold War, the “long war”
against terrorism or the domestic political pressures generated by the Israel
and oil lobbies. The utility of Western armed force in the region is another
overarching theme. Every president from Truman to Clinton felt certain that
inserting Western forces into the Muslim Middle East was asking for trouble.
The Suez Crisis, the Six-Day War, the Yom Kippur War and Operation



Desert Storm were contested against a backdrop of doubts. Eisenhower
rolled back the (successful) Anglo-French assault on Suez precisely because
he didn’t want Western forces destroying Western influence among the
peoples of the Middle East. He kept his intervention in Lebanon small in size
and scope so as not to ignite a regional backlash. Johnson and Nixon
agonized over the extent and nature of support they would provide Israel in
1967 and 1973, fearing the odium of Arab governments. And George H. W.
Bush narrowly secured congressional approval to liberate Kuwait in 1991,
when many agreed with the estimation of Senator Pat Moynihan that
“nothing large happened,” only that “a nasty little country invaded a littler
but just as nasty country.” What good could U.S. forces achieve in such an
environment? Was such a war even worth the bones of a single American
GI?

With this background in hand, readers will appreciate the great conceptual
leap taken by George W. Bush and his neocons, who startlingly decided that
the Middle East was ready for U.S. military activism—and fertile ground for
a “freedom agenda” that would be transmitted from Washington and lowered
over the grateful peoples of the Middle East. What was perhaps most
striking about the George W. Bush administration was its willed ignorance of
history. Presidents like Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson and Bush
41, who aligned themselves against popular Arab leaders or movements, did
so with the knowledge that they were courting trouble. Bush 43—the self-
styled “gut player’—had none of that prudence, and the Obama
administration will be harvesting his failures for a long time to come.

My last hope for this book is that it will be as entertaining as it is
illuminating. “History,” Winston Churchill once wrote, “with its flickering
lamp, stumbles along the trail of the past, trying to reconstruct its scenes, to
revive its echoes and kindle with pale gleams the passion of former days.” I
know that Quicksand will occasionally stumble, but I hope that it will
reconstruct, revive and kindle as well.



CHAPTER 1

ZI1I0N

COULD THERE HAVE BEEN a less discerning man than Arthur Balfour to
draw the battle lines of the modern Middle East? As British foreign secretary
in 1917, the sixty-nine-year-old Balfour carelessly issued what came to be
called the “Balfour Declaration” in an open letter to Baron Walter de
Rothschild. “His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment
in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best
endeavors to facilitate the achievement of this object.”

Languid and aristocratic to his fingertips, Balfour was not a clear thinker.
Reflecting on his thought processes one day, he said, “I can remember every
argument, repeat all the pros and cons, and even make quite a good speech
on the subject. But the conclusion, the decision, is a perfect blank in my
mind.” His powers of observation were little better. Lord Vansittart said that
Balfour “viewed events with the detachment of a choirboy at a funeral
service.”l He combined dreamy romanticism about the “Jewish tribes of
Israel” or the “Bedouin of the desert” with ruthless arrogance in every other
department. “The only thing which interests me in the Caucasus is the
railway line which delivers oil from Baku to Batumi,” he irritably scribbled
in 1918. For the rest, “the natives can cut each other to pieces, for all I
care.”? George Curzon, who would succeed Balfour as foreign secretary,
deplored Balfour’s carelessness: “His charm of manner . . . blinded all but
those who knew him from the inside to the lamentable ignorance,
indifference and levity of his regime. He never studied his papers, he never
knew the facts . . . and he never looked ahead.” Asked what he thought
Balfour’s place in history would be, Prime Minister David Lloyd George
replied, “He will be just like the scent on a pocket handkerchief.”2

The one place where Balfour’s influence did not evaporate was the
Middle East. Even as Balfour’s 1917 declaration of a “Jewish national
home” in Palestine wended its way across Europe—provoking jubilation in
the Jewish ghettos of Russia and the Balkans—it was clear that the foreign
secretary was saddling the British Empire with a heavy liability. After all,



Zionist efforts to settle in the Egyptian Sinai had earlier been rejected by
British governments on the grounds that “the establishment there of a large
society of Austrian, Russian and Rumanian Jews would entail a material
increase in the existing complications of the machinery of government.”4
Logically, Zionism would impose no less serious complications in Palestine,
whose Arabs, in the heat of World War I, were sniffing the fumes of their
own “Palestinian” nationalism for the first time. To Balfour’s pledge to
support the settlement of European Jews in Palestine, Curzon raised the
obvious objection: “What is to become of the people of the country?”2 There
were more Arabs than Jews in Palestine—ten times as many in 1917—and
they had been clashing with “Zionist” settlers for twenty years before the
declaration. Their battles would only intensify as a result of Balfour’s
intervention. Balfour, however, apparently believed that there were hardly
any Arabs in Palestine, just a few scattered Bedouin tribes and a lot of
“Turks,” who, in 1917, were Germany’s ally and Britain’s enemy and
therefore—in Balfour’s eyes—fair game to be “driven out” and replaced

with European Jews.2



HERZI. AND THE ZIONIST IDEA

Zionism—the quest for a Jewish national home in Palestine—was the
brainchild of Theodor Herzl. A thirty-four-year-old reporter for Vienna’s
Neue Freie Presse in 1894, Herzl went to Paris to cover the unfolding
Dreyfus Affair, the sensational trial and public degradation of Captain Alfred
Dreyfus. Dreyfus, a French Jew, had been the target of a vicious anti-Semitic
campaign wielded by the French army to discredit republican government
and distract attention from its own slipshod security arrangements. Though
framed by his colleagues—Dreyfus would be pardoned five years later—this
possibility did not at first even register in even the most enlightened circles.
With Dreyfus destined for life imprisonment on the leper colony of Devil’s
Island, seven miles off the coast of French Guiana, France’s otherwise
moderate and gentle Socialist leader, Jean Jaures, thought the vile place too
good for Dreyfus. The captain deserved a bullet in the head, in his view.Z
The French public considered the poor, misused army officer a “Judas,” a
“traitor,” a “fetid Jew.” Each accusation was founded on the alleged
homelessness and perfidy of wandering, huckstering “Israelites.” From his
post in Paris, Herzl watched the proceedings in horror: “The enormous
majority in France wanted to damn a Jew and, in this one Jew, all Jews,” he
wrote. That this happened in “republican, modern, civilized France, one
hundred years after the Declaration of the Rights of Man,” struck Herzl as
particularly appalling. Pogroms happened regularly in backward Russia and
Austria-Hungary, but standards were thought to be quite a bit higher in
France. Herzl recalled Lord Byron’s Hebrew Melodies, which had pricked
the conscience of an earlier generation:

The white dove hath her nest, the fox his cave.

Mankind their country—Israel but the grave.2

Two years later, Herzl published the pamphlet that would become the
foundation stone of the state of Israel: Der Judenstaat, or “The Jewish



State.” That was its polite translation; the correct translation, defiantly
formulated by Herzl to mock the anti-Semites, was “The Jew State.” Herzl
was not the first to float the idea of a Jewish state. In the course of his
invasion of Egypt and march toward Syria, Napoleon Bonaparte had invited
the Jews “home” to Palestine in 1798. Great Britain’s long-serving prime
minister and foreign secretary Lord Palmerston had urged the creation of a
Jewish state to enrich and buttress the Ottoman Empire in the 1830s, and
Benjamin Disraeli—British prime minister in the late 1870s—had
anonymously submitted a pamphlet called “The Jewish Question within the
Eastern Question” to the Congress of Berlin, convened to settle the fate of
the Ottoman Empire in 1878. Disraeli’s central argument had been that since
the Ottoman Empire, the “Sick Man of Europe,” was bound to collapse in
the years ahead, Britain ought to anticipate the collapse by amputating
Palestine and settling European Jews there, who would develop “within half
a century” into a compact, rich, pro-British nation.2

Herzl moved beyond such traditional power diplomacy to give Zionism a
modern twist.2 Eager to counter anti-Semitism with an idea no less
“voluptuous,” Herzl hit upon “Labor Zionism,” which melded the old
traditions of Judaism with the new appeals of socialism and the nation-state.
Even secular Jews, with no religious interest in returning to Zion, might be
lured there by the promise of secure borders, reliable police protection, a
seven-hour workday and fair wages. “Ghetto Jews” would probably flock to
the new state to worship and work in peace. Herzl planned to invite or extort
funding for the enterprise from rich, assimilated Jewish families like the
Rothschilds, Goldschmidts, Anspachs and Montefiores, who would either
open their wallets or—he threatened—see their fortunes destroyed by
furious Jewish mobs.1.

Though many mocked Herzl’s chutzpah—wags dubbed him “King of the
Jews,” the “new Moses” or the “Jewish Bismarck”—the Zionist founder
plunged into an international campaign to create a Jewish state, writing to
emperors, kings, presidents, the pope and the sultan. In 1895, he visited
Baron Maurice de Hirsch, a rich Bavarian Jew, and scolded him for
subsidizing the flight of persecuted Russian Jews to agricultural colonies in
Argentina. The Jewish state had to be Palestine, Herzl insisted. A poor,
neglected strip of two disconnected Turkish provinces—the vilayet of Beirut
and the sanjak of Jerusalem—Palestine was a malaria-infested backwater,
but could be so much more. Under intensive Jewish settlement and



development, Herzl argued, it would become the biblical “land of milk and
honey” again and be an avowedly modern place with a progressive slogan:
“Faith holds us together, science makes us free.” It would also be a
wholesome place, where “Jew boys would become young Jews” and regain a
dignity trampled by European bigots. “You breed beggars,” Herzl scolded
Hirsch. “As long as Jews are passive recipients of charitable funds, they will
remain weaklings and cowards.”12

Still, Zionism did not catch on. Wealthy European Jews feared its socialist
planks and rejected as lunacy Herzl’s apocalyptic prediction of a day when
anti-Semitic regimes would revoke the citizenship of European Jews. Even
active philanthropists like Edmond de Rothschild, who was funding nineteen
Jewish settlements in Palestine by 1903, worried that Jewish settlers in the
Holy Land would choose an easy life of handouts over real work. Many of
Europe’s great Jewish intellectuals—thinkers like Sigmund Freud, Stefan
Zweig and Karl Kraus—were even less supportive. “Why should we go to
Palestine?” Zweig puzzled. “Our language is German and not Hebrew, and
beautiful Austria is our homeland . . . Why does [Herzl] . . . place arguments
in the hands of our worst enemies and attempt to separate us, when every
day brings us more closely and intimately into the German world?”
(Austrian Nazis would drive Zweig to exile in 1934. He committed suicide
in Brazil in 1942.) Frustrated, Herzl suffered a heart attack and died at the
age of forty-four in 1904, repenting the apparent failure of his idea. The
London Rothschilds, he grumbled, were “vulgar, contemptuous, egotistical
people.” Future Zionists would need to come forward, as Herzl himself had
predicted years earlier: “Better mechanics than myself will be found to carry
the work out . . . The world needs the Jewish State; therefore it will arise.”’3

Life in “Israel,” meanwhile, continued much as it had for centuries. It was
a largely Arab place in which a steady trickle of European Jews mixed with
the several thousand Sephardim who had lived in Palestine since their
removal from Spain and North Africa in the fifteenth century. Arriving
Jewish settlers tended to overlook the Arabs, who concentrated in rural
villages dotted around the hill country of the interior and shunned the coastal
plain and the Jordan and Jezreel valleys marked out for settlement by the
Zionists because of the dangers of malaria and Bedouin raiders.1 Looking
around in the 1860s, Mark Twain had found Palestine “a hopeless, dreary,
heartbroken land . . . desolate and unlovely.” Jericho had been “accursed,”
Jerusalem a “pauper village.” Looking around in the 1890s, the Zionists



noticed that there were Arabs there. “But there are Arabs in Palestine!”
Herzl’s early collaborator and ally Max Nordau had famously expostulated.
“I did not know that! We are committing an injustice!” Other Zionists had no
such qualms: “Outside Palestine,” Ahad Ha’am wrote in 1891, “we are
accustomed to believe that the Arabs are all wild beasts of the desert, a
people akin to jackasses who do not understand what is going on around
them.” Zionist hard-liners criticized what they called “diaspora thinking”: an
overly solicitous concern for “what non-Jews say.” To true Zionists, rapid
unflinching settlement (and the displacement of Arabs) “to redeem the land
of our forefathers” was the only way forward.l> Although Herzl had
cautioned Zionists to “expropriate gently . . ., discreetly and circumspectly,”
his followers took a harder line. “We cannot allow the Arabs to block so
valuable a piece of historic reconstruction,” the London-born Zionist Israel
Zangwill wrote in 1921. “”We must gently persuade them to ‘trek.” After all,
they have all Arabia with its million square miles . . . There is no particular
reason for the Arabs to cling to these few kilometers. ‘To fold their tents’
and ‘silently steal away’ is their proverbial habit: let them exemplify it
now.”18



JEWISH SETTLEMENT

To give the Arabs a push, hundreds of Jews debarked in Palestine every year,
betting that they were safer in a foreign land under the protection of their
European consuls than they would be in their European motherlands under
the dubious protection of anti-Semitic troops and gendarmes and, in the case
of Russia, under outright attack from the “Black Hundreds,” vicious anti-
Semitic gangs that struck Jewish villages and quarters with impunity.
Zionists called the period from 1904 to 1914 the second aliyah, or “ascent,”
to Palestine. The first had been 1882 to 1903, after Russia’s tsar Alexander
IIT had passed laws barring Jews from the professions and banning them
from all Russian towns and villages with fewer than ten thousand inhabitants
expressly to “cause one-third of the Jews to emigrate, one-third to accept
baptism, and one-third to starve.” Under pressures like those, thirteen
thousand Jews emigrated to Palestine from Odessa alone between 1905 and
1910.17 Yet at least as many Furopean Jews departed every year to return to
Europe, frustrated by Palestine’s filth and diseases and the Turkish
bureaucracy, which, belatedly worried by the spread of Judaism, had begun
to obstruct Jewish land purchase. Herzl himself had tried to buy Palestine
from the Ottomans in 1896, but had been rebuffed by Sultan Abdul Hamid
II: “When my empire is partitioned, perhaps [the Jews] can get Palestine for
nothing, but only our corpse can be divided. I will never consent to
vivisection.”18

For the Zionists, vivisection seemed an increasingly attractive option.
Turkish citizenship was out of the question, for civil rights, government jobs
and favorable tax rates were largely reserved for Muslims in the Ottoman
Empire. Legal residence in Palestine was increasingly difficult, and
clandestine immigration defeated the whole purpose of Herzl’s project for a
“public, legal homeland.” There were eighty-five thousand Jews living in
Palestine on the eve of World War I—a higher per capita ratio of Jews than
in any country in the world—yet they struggled to sink their roots in a land

that contained six hundred thousand Arabs.12 The prejudices of the Turkish



sultan had acquired an even harder ideological edge after the Young Turk
Revolution of 1908. Arab members of the new Ottoman parliament protested
that European Jews were eroding the Muslim majority in Palestine, and
colonizing it.2

There was truth to that accusation. A common Zionist tactic in the early
1900s was to purchase Turkish land in Palestine, drive off the Arab peasants,
or fellaheen, settle Jewish immigrants and then place the property under the
control of a Russian, German, French or British foreman to remove it from
Ottoman jurisdiction (because citizens of European great powers could not
be summoned to Turkish courts) and to fend off title claims by the angry,
dispossessed fellaheen. When law-suits did arise in Turkish courts, the Jews
proved no less adept than Turks or Arabs at bribing Ottoman judges to
secure ownership of disputed property.2L The impact of Jewish purchases on
the Arab natives of Palestine was often heartrending. Negotiating for the
purchase of some Arab land in eastern Galilee in 1919, a Zionist agent was
conflicted by what he saw around him: “I sat in the tent and wrapped up the
negotiation . . . For long afterwards I did not cease hearing the sad melody of
the Bedouin men and women who gathered by the sheik’s tent that evening,
before they left the village of Shamasin near Yama, which is [today]
Yavneel.” The songs were “lamenting their bad luck, which was forcing
them to leave the cradle of their homeland.”%2

Some Arabs proved less fatalistic. In Constantinople and Jerusalem,
militant anti-Jewish associations sprang up to oppose further Zionist
settlement in Palestine. Barred from the port city of Jaffa, hundreds of Jews
built a new town on the periphery, which they named Tel Aviv, or “Hill of
Spring.”23 With a foothold on the coastal plain, the Zionists then took aim at
Palestine’s interior: Judea, Samaria and Galilee, as well as the fertile valleys
of the Jordan and the Jezreel. Touring Palestine in 1919, an American fact-
finding mission dispatched by President Woodrow Wilson reported that, in
meetings with Zionists, “the fact came out repeatedly . . . that the Zionists
looked forward to a practically complete dispossession of the present non-
Jewish inhabitants of Palestine, by various forms of purchase.”?4

Turkey’s decision to ally with Germany against Russia, France and Britain
in World War I nearly extinguished Zionism. To preempt internal sedition in
favor of the Triple Entente, the Turks in 1914 began expelling Russian Jews
from Palestine. By January 1915, seven thousand European Jews had fled
the Holy Land, and twelve thousand more had taken Turkish citizenship as a



hedge against persecution. As non-Muslims, most were assigned to
backbreaking labor crews for the duration of the war. They built roads,
quarried stone and constructed mud and sandbagged fortifications.
Determined to break the Jews as a potential “fifth column” of the Entente
powers, Jamal Pasha, Palestine’s Turkish military governor, closed Zionist
newspapers, banned Jewish rallies, voided Jewish land titles and incited
Arabs to raid Jewish farms and shops.22 Famine killed thousands across
Syria, Lebanon and Palestine as the Turkish army requisitioned livestock and
food and imports dried up. In four years of war, the Jewish population of
Palestine plunged from eighty-five thousand to sixty-five thousand, most of
the victims starved, killed or expropriated by the Turks. Herzl would have
rolled in his grave; what little progress Zionism had made over the years was
undone by a few months of terror and famine.



BRITISH IMPERIAL STRATEGY

Although the British had never shown more than tepid interest in Zionism—
Colonial Secretary Joseph Chamberlain had offered Herzl a wedge of British
Uganda, not Palestine, for colonization in 1903—the Jews suddenly
appeared to serve a strategic purpose in World War I and its confused
aftermath. In control of Egypt, Jordan and Iraq after leading the Arab Revolt
and successfully repelling Turkish attacks toward Suez, British prime
minister David Lloyd George now wanted Palestine—*“the strategic buffer of
Egypt,” according to George Curzon—as well. Yet he could not simply
annex the territory without offending his European allies and American
president Woodrow Wilson, whose Fourteen Points insisted on national self-
determination and the peaceful, consensual formation of nation-states.

The United States of America was more than a minor obstacle as World
War I wound down. Angered by the land-grabbing of the British in Palestine
and Iraq and the French in Syria and Lebanon, Woodrow Wilson dispatched
a commission to the region in 1919 to discover—in true American style—
the feelings of the actual inhabitants of those places. The roving commission
had been suggested to Wilson by his old friend Howard Bliss, who had
journeyed to Paris to meet with Wilson and warn him against British and
French designs on Arab territory. Bliss, son of the founder of the American
University of Beirut, implored Wilson “to ask the Arabs of Palestine what
they wanted.” (Predictably, British foreign secretary Curzon judged this
interest in the views of Palestine’s inhabitants “the most absurd and
inappropriate idea in the world.”)2% But Bliss’s love for the region dovetailed
neatly with President Wilson’s love for democracy and plebiscites; thus, the
president authorized the King-Crane Commission, named for Henry King,
president of Oberlin College, and Charles Crane, a leading Chicago
industrialist and Democrat. Traveling through Palestine in 1919, King and
Crane made a surprising discovery. The Arabs—even the Bedouin in the
desert—wanted nothing to do with the British or the Jews. Of 260
communities surveyed, 220 spoke emphatically against Zionism and the



Balfour Declaration.?Z What the Arabs really wanted were the Americans.
With the prospect of Palestine, Jordan, Iraq, Syria and Lebanon falling under
British and French control—as “mandates,” or temporary colonies, of the
League of Nations—a majority of Arabs polled by King and Crane asked for
American protection, for an American mandate that would not carve the
region into Anglo-French spheres of influence and a Jewish national home.
“Nearly the entire public wishes the Mandate to be given to the [United
States], because they have seen that England promised to give the Jews
Palestine as a national home,” an Arab writer in Jerusalem asserted in
1919.%8

Beset by American idealism and French acquisitiveness, British prime
minister Lloyd George badly needed an ally in Palestine. Enter the Zionists.
Chaim Weizmann, a Russian émigré and forty-year-old chemistry professor
at the University of Manchester, proved to be one of the adepts of a new
generation of Zionists. Using his connections to Herbert Samuel—Britain’s
Jewish postmaster general—Weizmann exerted extraordinary influence on
Lloyd George’s war cabinet, pushing the prime minister, Balfour, Jan Smuts
and Alfred Milner in the direction of a Jewish state, with the assurance that
they would be “granting the Magna Carta of Jewish liberation.” Weizmann’s
rhetoric was celestial, but his trump card was earthly, something the British
needed to justify taking Palestine, evicting the Turks, turning out their
wartime allies and disappointing the Americans: “a British protectorate over
a Jewish homeland.”%

Thus, the state of Israel—still just a gleam in the Zionist eye—cropped up
as the savior of British imperial strategy in the 1920s, a course that Herzl
had unsuccessfully proposed to British colonial secretary Joseph
Chamberlain in the 1890s.22 Just as Whitehall had been careful to insert a
British “advisory role” into Emir Faisal’s Arab Revolt in 1916 to shape any
postwar Arab government in Arabia and Irag—uvirtually assuring Britain the
whip hand in the postwar oil-rich Gulf—it now viewed the Jews of Palestine
as the perfect pretext for British imperial control of the strategic coastal strip
from Gaza north to Acre. Stumbling in Irag—“The people of England have
been led in Mesopotamia into a trap from which it will be hard to escape
with dignity and honour . . . things have been far worse than we have been
told,” T. E. Lawrence reported from Baghdad in 1920—the British needed
Palestine more than ever.2l With Lawrence predicting “disaster” in Iraq
—“our unfortunate troops . . . are policing an immense area, paying dearly



every day in lives for the willfully wrong policy of the civil
administration”—the British cabinet began to envision Palestine as the
indispensable “land bridge” joining India and Egypt: “a non-stop ribbon of
British Empire ‘pink’ between the Atlantic and Pacific oceans in the atlases
of the world.”32

Not content to become a mere ribbon of pink on British maps, Chaim
Weizmann was happy to promise the British that a Jewish-dominated
Palestine would become “an Asiatic Belgium.”22 Indeed, Weizmann’s phrase
was carefully chosen to lure the British. Just as neutral Belgium blocked the
shortest invasion routes to England from Europe, Israel would fend off
looming threats to the Suez Canal, the Iraqi oil fields and Egypt. The Turks
had flown regular air raids over Port Said during World War I from bases in
Palestine. They had tried repeatedly to cripple British shipping in the
hundred-mile-long canal. After the war, London vowed to prevent “any great
power from establishing air bases along the frontier of Egypt.”34 A British-
directed Israel would hold the eastern frontier.

Lloyd George’s pragmatic view of the situation seeped down to his trio of
undersecretaries for Near Eastern Affairs: Mark Sykes, Leopold Amery and
William Ormsby-Gore. Like the American neocons in 2001, these men saw
the Middle East as a strategic crossroads that was theirs for the taking.
Palestine not only offered flank protection for Egypt and Suez, it was also
the Mediterranean outlet for Britain’s oil pipeline from the Iraqi fields of
Kirkuk and Mosul, a stop on the international air route to India and the start
of the desert motor road to Asia.22 “From the purely British point of view,”
Sykes told Amery in 1917, “a prosperous Jewish population in Palestine,
owing its inception and its opportunity of development to British policy,
might be an invaluable asset as a defense of the Suez Canal against attack
from the north and as a station on the future air routes to the East.”2® In a
secret letter to Britain’s Cairo headquarters in May 1917, Foreign Secretary
Balfour divulged that he was sending Weizmann out to Egypt “with full
permission to work for a British Palestine.” Balfour assumed that the
Zionists would work hand in glove with British interests.3” Though the
British foreign secretary had discreetly heeded Russian opposition to the
Zionists until 1917, Tsar Nicholas II’s abdication in March untied his hands.
Balfour increasingly viewed the Zionists as a useful “back channel” into
Russia’s heavily Jewish Bolshevik Party as well as a lever to divide German



Jews from the kaiser and pull the large Jewish populations of Austria-
Hungary away from the Central Powers.28

In Palestine itself, Balfour and Sykes were eagerly anticipating Field
Marshal Edmund Allenby’s thrust north toward Jerusalem in the fall of 1917,
which rolled over Gaza, Beersheba, Jaffa and Jerusalem under a cloud of
high explosive and poison gas. To mollify Woodrow Wilson and the French
(the Russians would conveniently remove themselves from the bidding by
their Bolshevik Revolution in October 1917), the British now needed a
credible client in Palestine, a colonial people to “protect” and nurture toward
independence. Weizmann and other leading Zionists rushed into this
embrace. Having persuaded Britain’s Near Eastern desk to begin using the
term “Jewish nationalism” in connection with Palestine—at a time when
sixty-five thousand Jews comprised just 10 percent of the Palestinian
population—the Zionists would now piggyback on the British to go all the
way and secure a Jewish state.

“The Jews “have been exiled, scattered and oppressed,” Balfour told
Harold Nicolson in 1917. “If we can find them an asylum, a safe home in
their native land, then the full flowering of their genius will burst forth and
propagate.” Balfour had clearly come a long way since authoring the Aliens
Act in 1905, which had barred the UK to Russian and Polish Jews fleeing
pogroms on the Continent, to appease anti-Semitic British conservatives
(like Balfour himself). Balfour, of course, was the classic “Christian
Zionist,” a Protestant devoted to Zionism as a way to exile, not integrate,
Jews, whom he regarded as an indigestible “people apart.” But Balfour’s
sudden solicitousness for Jews struck many contemporaries as sentimental
nonsense, for Palestine had not been “native land” to Jews for thousands of
years. The Old Testament was saturated with references to a Jewish “return”
to Palestine—an article of faith not only for Jews, but for many Protestant
sects—but 90 percent of Palestine’s “natives” in 1917 were Arabs.22

But the British in 1917 needed to head off a late promise by Balfour’s
rival in Berlin, German secretary of state for foreign affairs Richard von
Kiihlmann, to create a Jewish state in the Holy Land. Worried about direct
appeals to German and Eastern European Jews by the London Zionists,
Kiihlmann invited Jamal Pasha, the Turkish governor in Palestine, to a
meeting in Berlin with the leading German Zionists. Kiihlmann dangled the
promise of a Jewish homeland in Palestine in exchange for continued Jewish
investment in German war bonds. For Balfour, coping with the Russian



collapse on the eastern front, Italy’s defeat at Caporetto, a French army
mutiny and heartrending British casualties at Passchendaele, the Palestine
issue exposed a rare German vulnerability. If Balfour, not Kiithlmann, got
credit for the Jewish national home, then Britain might strike a political and
financial blow against the Central Powers.22

A prompt British declaration in favor of a Jewish state might also stiffen
the new Russian government, or so Weizmann hinted in a letter to Balfour in
October 1917: “Jews are now playing an important role in Russia, but they
are against the Allies and for the Germans, yet almost every Jew in Russia is
a Zionist. If they can be made to realize that the success of their Zionist
aspirations depends on the Allied expulsion of the Turks from Palestine, then
we can enlist them in our favor.”%! Weizmann’s suggestion was picked up in
revolutionary Petrograd, where a high-ranking British envoy, General
Charles Barter, implored London to proclaim a Jewish national home during
the seizure of power by Lenin’s predominantly Jewish politburo: “Would it
be possible for the Allies to make some sort of conditional promise that in
the event of a successful termination of war Palestine would be given to the
Jews? Such an announcement would immediately have a powerful effect in
this country where Jewish influence is great and where craving for the

promised land and distinct nationality is greater even than in England.”2



AMERICAN JEWS AND ZIONISM

The British also needed to justify their occupation of Palestine in the new
Wilsonian age of national self-determination. Employing U.S. Supreme
Court justice Louis Brandeis—the president of the American Provisional
Executive Committee for Zionist Affairs and the American-born son of
Czech Jews—as an intermediary, Balfour and Weizmann persuaded
President Wilson to back the Jewish state in October 1917. It was not easy.
As in Britain, there was a deep gulf in American Jewish opinion: on one side
stood Judge Brandeis and the two million largely poor Jewish immigrants
who had arrived in America between 1882 and 1914; on the other side stood
older, wealthier Jewish “assimilationists” like Jacob Schiff, Solomon Loeb,
Louis Marshall and Otto Kahn. There was a clear class and ethnic division:
uptown German-born “patricians” versus downtown Russian-born “tramps.”
Philosophically, wealthy American Jews like Schiff feared that Zionism
would revive old prejudices against rootless “international Jews.” Schiff
considered Zionism a menacing development: “The establishment of a
Jewish nationality in Palestine founded on the theory of Jewish
homelessness must have the effect throughout the world of stamping the
Jews as strangers in their own native land, and of undermining their hard-
won position as citizens of those lands.”43

Yet crucial political arithmetic in the United States favored the Zionists.
Between 1900 and 1914 a yearly average of one hundred thousand Jewish
immigrants— largely from Russia, Rumania and Austria-Hungary—had
entered the United States. Most settled on the East Coast—New York City
alone absorbed 70 percent of the inflow—and the rest drifted westward to
form cohesive pockets in politically vital cities like Chicago, Cleveland,
Cincinnati and St. Louis.** By the time of the Balfour Declaration, Zionism
had become a domestic political cause in America, and faced with this tough
issue in 1917, President Wilson punted. He had his principal aide, Colonel
Edward House, and his secretary of state, Robert Lansing, inform the British
embassy that “everything like active participation in the [Zionist] movement



would be avoided” by the U.S. government. Not because the president feared
Arab opinion, but because he didn’t want to alienate rich donors like Schiff
and Loeb: “Too intimate relations with the Zionists would alienate the
opposing Jewish faction.” Late in the war, Wilson finally succumbed to
heavy pressure from Brandeis, Balfour and a sequence of noisy Zionist
rallies across America in 1917. He gave the Balfour Declaration his seal of
approval. Like Balfour and Lloyd George, Wilson also calculated that he
might use the Zionists—who had millions of adherents in Russia—to help
steer the Bolshevik Revolution into more moderate channels.2>

With Wilson’s wary assent, the Balfour Declaration appeared in
November 1917, pledging to “facilitate . . . the establishment in Palestine of
a national home for the Jewish people.” This was a dilution of first drafts of
the declaration, which had Britain “securing,” not merely “facilitating,” the
national home, but joy broke out in the Jewish quarters of Europe anyway,
confirming for a moment the tactical wisdom of the declaration. “More than
half the population here is Jewish,” Britain’s consul wrote from Odessa.
“They are engaged in vast demonstrations and processions before the British
and American consulates.” The consul counted 150,000 marchers, mainly
Odessan Jews, and thousands of skinny refugees from Rumania.*® Though
the declaration guaranteed that “nothing shall be done which may prejudice
the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in
Palestine”—Ilater the British rationale for blocking Jewish immigration into
the Holy Land—the declaration drew no fixed boundaries for the “national
home.”#Z Indeed Robert Graves would later cite the Balfour Declaration as a
classic example of expository confusion in his handbook for writers, noting
that “it allowed ardent Zionists to understand the word ‘in’ as meaning
‘consisting of” rather than merely ‘situated within the borders of.””48

The Zionists evinced no confusion on the matter; they wanted historic
Palestine “from Dan to Beersheba”—which was to say from Mount Lebanon
to the Negev, including the headwaters of the Jordan and the springs of
Mount Lebanon—but the British, who had seemed eager to grant those
borders in 1917, buckled three years later under pressure from the French,
who had their own Lebanese and Syrian projects to defend. Having shared
Egypt uneasily with the French until 1882, the British had no desire to repeat
the experiment, and since a truncated Palestine would serve Britain’s
strategic purposes as well as a large one, Britain bowed to the French
demands. France took Syria and carved off its coastal strip of Lebanon.



These two new French mandates physically encroached on Palestine, but not
so much as to endanger British interests. The Royal Navy could dock at
Haifa, an oil pipeline could be run from Iraq to the coast, British Egypt
would have its eastern buffer and Britain could begin building direct road,

rail and air routes from the Mediterranean to the head of the Persian Gulf.42



“A LAND WITHOUT PEOPLE FOR A PEOPLE WITHOUT
L AND?”

After pleading unsuccessfully for a U.S. intervention against British
pragmatism, Weizmann got to work building the Jewish state.2! The Jewish
settlers did not consider themselves a minority in Arab Palestine; rather they
viewed themselves as the vanguard of the world’s fifteen million Jews
against a mere rump of six hundred thousand Arabs, who would be brushed
away or swallowed up in a surge of immigration. Zionist propagandists
tested the improbable idea that Palestine was a “land without people for a
people without land.” Weizmann later confessed that he accepted Balfour’s
offer of a “national home” as opposed to a “state” only because he knew that
the British would not concede a Jewish state. The Jews themselves would
have to effect the conversion later, by tactical moves on the ground.2!

Still, new “facts on the ground” had to be physically staked out. The
Zionists eagerly sought land in Palestine to dilute the Arab majority, but
found it hard to get. Though the British had pledged in 1919 “to encourage
close settlement by Jews on the land . . . to promote intense cultivation,”
they now devoted most of their funds to encouraging the Arabs, who
received nearly five times more acreage than the Jews from British-
controlled domains. General Reginald Wingate urged Balfour to funnel the
Jewish immigrants to Palestine into “reservations or colonies” within a
larger, Arab-run Palestine. Further concessions to the Zionists, Wingate
warned, “must be made with utmost caution.”22 The British were not exactly
pro-Arab. “I dislike them all equally,” General Walter Congreve thundered.
“Arabs and Jews and Christians, in Syria and Palestine, they are all alike, a
beastly people.”22 Yet there were strategic and cultural currents in British
Middle Eastern policy that belatedly ran against fulfillment of the Balfour
Declaration. During the Great War, Britain had favored a Jewish state to
undermine the Germans, woo the Bolsheviks and buttress the Suez Canal,
but now that the war was over, Britain had to worry about the morale of its



millions of Muslim subjects in the Middle East and South Asia. Why would
Britain favor a small number of Jews in Palestine when it had a large
Muslim empire to manage? Weizmann sensed the equivocation in London
and wrote a scathing letter to Balfour in 1919: “The present system tends to
level down the Jew politically to the status of the native.” If not corrected in
favor of the Zionists, the system would “tend toward the creation of an Arab
and not a Jewish Palestine.” This presumption of Jewish superiority irritated
the British, who began to have doubts about their protégés even as they were
installing them in Palestine. Zionism is “an embarrassment,” William
Ormsby-Gore confessed in February 1919. Ronald Graham agreed;
Weizmann, he said, “has sold Britain a pup.”2%

But the pup was growing fast; thirty-seven thousand more Jews poured
into Palestine between 1919 and 1923. Most of them were emigrants from
Poland, Ukraine and Russia, driven out by civil wars, famine and pogroms.
The British governor of Jerusalem, Sir Ronald Storrs, judged the new
arrivals “maddeningly tiresome.” Allenby’s headquarters acknowledged in
June 1919 that Arab “fear and distrust of Zionist aims grow daily” and that
British support for a Jewish state would require a big, costly British army in
Palestine for many years. As if to confirm that prediction, Palestinian Arabs
promptly killed five Jews and wounded two hundred in a rash of anti-Zionist
attacks. A British inquiry in 1920 ascribed this murderous Arab radicalism to
three causes: Arab dismay at the pace of Jewish immigration, the Arab belief
that the Balfour Declaration voided their own right of national self-
determination, and Arab susceptibility to increasingly virulent pan-Arab and
pan-Muslim ideas. In the “Jaffa riots” of May 1921, 47 more Jews were
killed and 146 wounded.22

“The League [of Nations] requisitioned Palestine from its [Arab] owners
to provide the Jews with a permanent abode and appointed Britain to act as
billeting officer,” Arthur Koestler quipped, and Herbert Samuel arrived as
this “billeting officer”—the new high commissioner of Palestine—with the
task of easing Arab-Jewish tensions. Though Samuel was a devoted Zionist
—he had implored British foreign secretary Edward Grey in 1914 to use
World War I to “rebuild the Jewish Temple” in Palestine—he now hesitated
to crack down on growing Arab violence. Indeed he may have spurred it by
appointing Haj Amin al-Husseini to the post of grand mufti of Jerusalem in
1921. As the highest authority on religious law and a fiery orator, Haj Amin
became the top political and religious leader of the Palestinian Arabs and



swiftly centralized power in the Supreme Muslim Council, which was the
Arab community’s equivalent of the Jewish Agency.2® Like Yasser Arafat
years later, Haj Amin appropriated Palestinian funds—the wagf, or religious
trust, generated £67,000 per year; the orphan funds another £50,000—and
used them to entrench himself and foment violence. Little was spent on
education and social work; much on agitators, propagandists and
vigilantes.2Z Samuel was no match for this. “All my life a convinced Liberal
... I was the last man to take a hand in any policy of oppression,” he wrote.
Though bolstered by squads of “Black and Tans”—skull-cracking British
paramilitaries sent out from Ireland to help quell the violence—Samuel
watched the mandate slide into violence.



“TREMENDOUS AND INDEFINITE LIABILITIES”

When nearly one hundred Jews and Arabs were killed in rioting in Jaffa in
1921, Samuel responded by slowing Jewish immigration. He felt constrained
by events in Iraq, where the British were engaged against another Arab
revolt. They could not afford a wider one in Palestine. Demoralized by Lord
Northcliffe’s influential newspapers, which ran the gamut from the Times to
the Daily Mail, many in Britain now simply wanted to wash their hands of
the entire Palestinian question. “Tremendous and Indefinite Liabilities in
Mesopotamia and Palestine,” shouted a tabloid headline in June 1920.22 To
reduce their liability, the British government moved swiftly to contain the
Palestinian troubles. Though Balfour had envisioned Jewish farms on the
eastern bank of the Jordan, Colonial Secretary Winston Churchill dashed that
vision in 1921, when he created the new state of “Transjordan”—today’s
Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan—which was really just a poor wedge of
desert that did not fall naturally into the territory of Palestine, Saudi Arabia,
Iraq or Syria. Of all the artificial Middle Eastern countries formed at the San
Remo Conference of 1920, Transjordan was the most artificial, which helps
explain its continuing problems today.22 Churchill conferred this new British
mandate on Faisal’s brother Abdullah, who ran the country on the backs of
his British-officered Arab Legion. In return for loyalty and prompt
observance of London’s edicts, Abdullah—*“a cheery-faced, shrewd, genial
little man”—received a monthly salary, British advisers, a security guarantee
and the vague promise of independence in the future. Churchill also moved
to contain the “Jewish national home” within nine thousand square miles
west of the Jordan, where Zionists would wield limited political power. The
Jewish national home, Churchill wrote in a government white paper, did not
imply “the imposition of Jewish nationality upon the inhabitants of
Palestine,” but merely “the further development of the existing Jewish
community.”%Y

Churchill’s white paper, published in 1922, became official British policy.
Having uncharitably tried to dump the Palestinian problem into America’s



lap in 1918—when Arthur Balfour had offered to transfer Palestine to U.S.
“protection”—the British now worked feverishly to satisfy conflicting
Jewish and Arab aspirations.2! They had their work cut out for them, for the
Balfour Declaration was proving just another effusion of what Curzon had
called Balfour’s “lamentable ignorance, indifference and levity.” Saddled
with a deteriorating situation—described by the Evening Standard as
“holding the scales between the Jews and Muslims”—Churchill displayed
more seriousness.2 He firmed up the mushy language of the original
Balfour Declaration and aimed to reassure the Arab majority that, as he
bluntly put it, Palestine would not become “as Jewish as England is
English.”® But the Arabs rejected even this. An Arab delegation sent to
London in 1922 argued that Palestine must be readied for immediate
independence by the terms of the Covenant of the League of Nations. The
Arabs were in no doubt as to who would win a plebiscite in an independent
Palestine. A 1923 census showed that they comprised 80 percent of the
Palestinian population, which now totaled 650,000 Muslims, 87,000 Jews
and 73,000 Christians.%* But the British balked, explaining that the Balfour
Declaration predated the League covenant and effectively tied their hands.
Observing that Iraq and Saudi Arabia already had Arab governments,
propagandists in Palestine concluded that “self-government here will be
granted only when the Jews have sufficient numbers to benefit by self-
government.”%>

Arab nationalists despised the Jewish national home. Their nationalism
was of recent vintage—born of prewar exasperation with the anti-Arab pan-
Turkism of the Ottoman Empire—but nonetheless fervent for that. When
British high commissioner Herbert Samuel offered the Arabs eight of twelve
seats on a Palestinian advisory council, they refused. When Samuel asked
them to form an Arab Agency, to balance the claims of the existing Jewish
Agency, they refused again. Since the Arabs did not recognize the existence
of a Jewish Agency, Musa Kazem al-Husseini declared, why would they
need an Arab Agency? Out of ideas, Samuel concluded that this Arab
political boycott left him no choice but to govern by decree. Instead of
generating its own self-governing institutions—the point of League of
Nations mandates—Palestine let itself be governed like a crown colony,
Herbert Samuel churning out as many laws for Palestine each year as the
British Parliament did for the entire United Kingdom. “We have merely



carried on the Turkish administration with British officials,” one Englishman
sighed.®®

While the Palestinian Arabs practiced what would come to be called
“rejection-ism,” the Jews dug in deeper. The British had been vague from the
start about their plans for the Jewish national home, allowing only that a
“Zionist Organization” could establish a “Jewish Agency” to collaborate
with British officials in Palestine “to assist and take part in the development
of the country.” The British tiptoed around the issue of sovereignty, lest they
inflame the Arabs or disappoint the Jews. Puzzled by the whole Palestinian
question, American secretary of state Robert Lansing took Chaim Weizmann
aside at the Paris Peace Conference and asked him, “What exactly is meant
by the phrase ‘Jewish national home’?” Lansing was worried that a Jewish
state implanted in the Holy Land by British imperial interests and tens of
thousands of Eastern European immigrants would contradict American
president Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points, which emphasized transparent
diplomacy and the right of populations to determine their political future.
Weizmann replied carefully, “The Zionist Organization did not want an
autonomous Jewish government, but merely to establish in Palestine . . . an
administration, not necessarily Jewish, which would render it possible to
send into Palestine 70,000 to 80,000 Jews annually.” The Jews would arrive
from many lands speaking many languages, and it would take a generation
for Hebrew schools to make their children “as Jewish as the French nation is
French and the British nation British.” Only then, Weizmann reassured
Lansing, sometime in the future, when Jews were a solid majority, would
they “establish such a government as would answer to the state of the
development of the country and to their ideals.”%Z

That was for public consumption; privately, the Zionists knew that the
future was now. Indeed at the Paris Peace Conference, British prime minister
Lloyd George had quietly pressed the Zionists to move swiftly, before the
other great powers or the Arabs looked too closely at just exactly what was
going on in Palestine: “You have to take your chance now, before the
political world freezes. As soon as it is frozen, nothing can be moved.” Thus,
the Jews dashed ahead at full speed. They opened Hebrew University in
Jerusalem in 1925 and created a Jewish government and civil society from
scratch: a national assembly, two dozen political parties, town and rabbinical
councils, a Hebrew press and collective farms, or kibbutzim. Weizmann used
the lever of Jewish relief funds to win over the impoverished Orthodox Jews



of Jerusalem, who, until the 1920s, had piously resisted the secular
Zionists.%8

Immigration from Eastern Europe and Germany surged. A great wave of
Polish and Ukrainian Jewish immigrants arrived to swell the Jewish
population of Palestine to 154,000 in 1930. A typical immigrant was Golda
Meyerson—the future Israeli prime minister Golda Meir—who arrived from
Kiev (via Milwaukee) to find work in the political department of Chaim
Weizmann’s Jewish Agency. She worked alongside other immigrants like
David Gruen and Levi Shkolnik, who came from Poland and Ukraine to
make better lives and took the surnames Ben-Gurion and Eshkol. The threats
of Hitler and other European fascists drove two hundred thousand more
European Jews into Palestine between 1932 and 1938. This Nazi-induced
emigration radically changed the demography of the British Mandate: Jews
had been 4 percent of the Palestinian population in 1882, 13 percent in 1922,
28 percent in 1935 and were already at 30 percent when World War II broke
out in Europe.®2

Nazi, Soviet, Polish, Hungarian and Rumanian racial policy conferred a
new and unexpected legitimacy on Jewish demands for a state of their own
in Palestine. Tel Aviv, a sparse little suburb of Jaffa in 1920, was a Jewish
city of 160,000 twenty years later. An American visitor in 1947 remarked
that “the town resembles a Central European dream of a Riviera resort, and
entering it one enters a world, wholly different from the essentially eastern
culture of Nazareth, Hebron or Beersheba.” Indeed, in Tel Aviv, a purely
Jewish city, “it was easy to forget the Arabs” altogether.” Jerusalem and
Haifa built modern Jewish quarters in the 1920s, and more than a hundred
Jewish agricultural and industrial settlements spread across the mandate,
producing citrus fruits, vegetables, textiles, clothing, lumber, stone and
cement.ZL

Visitors were impressed. Eleanor Rathbone, a British member of
Parliament who toured Palestine in 1934, returned “crazed with the
tremendous work” in the Jewish areas.Z? Kermit Roosevelt, Jr., the grandson
of Teddy and cousin of FDR, was less crazed by Zionist crop yields in
Palestine, which he described as “propaganda farming” accomplished—even
in deserts—more by charitable subsidies from rich Jewish benefactors in
Vienna, Paris, London and New York than by the sweat of Jewish brows in
Palestine. Like the Jewish Agency in Palestine, the Zionist donors abroad
were concerned to “make the desert bloom” at any price so that the Jewish



settlers could be made to look industrious and the Arab inhabitants slothful.
Yet despite massive subsidies, Jewish farmers were unable to produce more
than a third of Jewish food requirements. Roosevelt described his visit to a
kibbutz where “they had spent one million American dollars to keep a
couple of hundred acres of land in pretty regular production. To eat a carrot
or a melon produced off that land is like eating solid 22-carat gold. Arabs
say that no human being can afford such a diet—even if his money does
come from abroad.”Z2

While the rest of the world limped through the Great Depression,
Palestine experienced a boom in the 1930s. Haifa ran a desert pipeline down
to Kirkuk for the Iraq Petroleum Company, and opened a deepwater port in
1933 and an oil terminal in 1934. The Palestine Electric Corporation
constructed a hydroelectric system along the Jordan River Valley. Palestine
Potash Company Ltd. built a big plant on the Dead Sea, and Jewish
agriculture took off, shipping fifteen million cases of oranges, grapefruits
and lemons by 1939, a fivefold increase over ten years. In all, Jewish firms
in Palestine absorbed £80 million of investment in the 1930s—much of it
from overseas philanthropists—which fueled the expansion.

Arabs naturally profited from the bigger tax base, bigger domestic market
and improved services, but the rising tide lifted Jewish boats faster than
Arab ones. Indeed Arab leaders felt themselves being flushed out of
Palestine. With the fertile land in the valleys passing steadily into Jewish
hands, Arabs were increasingly confined to congested hill villages. To slow
the pace of land sales, Grand Mufti Haj Amin al-Husseini issued a fatwa, or
religious order, in 1935 declaring Arabs who sold land to Jews “apostates”
and denying them burial in Muslim cemeteries. But Arabs continued to sell
their land, lured by the high prices being offered by Jewish purchasing
agents.”* Arab wages were also significantly lower. A Jewish road asphalter
earned 250 piastres a day in 1935, an Arab 120; a Jewish orange picker
earned 220 a day, an Arab 120; a Jewish laborer 120 a day, an Arab 70.
America’s consul general in Jerusalem noted an increase in Arab frustration
in the 1930s. Wages remained low and land was disappearing. If there had
been little Palestinian nationalism before, there was a great deal now: “The
non-Jewish native population of Palestine has developed a very strong
nationalism. The Arabs have not done as much to develop the country, but

this is no justification for one man taking away another man’s house.””>



“THE BIBLE IS OUR MANDATE”

Seesawing between support for the Arabs and support for the Jews, the
British in 1927 formally recognized the “Knesset Israel”: a single Jewish
secular and religious community with wide powers of taxation and
administration. The Arabs controlled most of the town councils in Palestine
—wherever they were in the majority—but wielded no influence in the
largely Jewish districts. This separation widened the cultural gulf between
the two communities. Although the British apportioned education dollars
proportionately by population, the Arabs relied entirely on public money for
their schools, while the Jews received 85 percent of their education budget
from private sources. The result was predictable. By 1937, young Jews in
Palestine had universal access to primary education, near universal
secondary education and broad access to Hebrew University. Arabs sank into
darkness; in 1937, just 39 percent of Arab boys were at school, and only 17
percent of Arab girls. The schools themselves reinforced division. A British
commission convened under Lord Peel in 1936 found that Jewish schools
taught that “the national home was an exclusively and intensely Jewish
achievement.” Young Jews were not “expected to share their life in any way
with the Arabs.” And why should they? Jews in Palestine looked back two
thousand years. “The Bible is our Mandate,” David Ben-Gurion told the Peel
Commission in 1936.

Fifty-year-old Ben-Gurion, who would go on to become Israel’s first head
of state, was in no mood to compromise. He had come to Palestine from
Russia in 1906 to escape persecution and had worked first as a stone-breaker
for Turkish road crews, then as a volunteer in the British army during World
War I, and then as a kibbutznik. Ben-Gurion felt as entitled to Palestine as
anyone, and he viewed rapid Jewish settlement by European immigrants like
himself as a fine way to push out the Arabs. Settlements would be thrown up
“to forestall as far as possible the geographical basis for possible partition or
cantonization.” Like settler groups today who deliberately build in the West
Bank to deny it to the Palestinians, Ben-Gurion and the other Zionists in the



1930s built “on the outskirts of the country in order to secure, when the day
comes, that the whole of Palestine will be Jewish, and not only a part of
it.”Z5 Palestinian Arabs took a no less blinkered line, their schools teaching
Arabic language and Islam “and no Hebrew and no Jewish history.” Taking
stock of this dangerous state of affairs, a British official concluded that
Palestine in the 1930s was “divided into two watertight compartments, with
no fusion at all between the Arab and European Jewish communities.” In
July 1937, Lord Peel formally recommended the partition of Palestine into
separate Jewish and Arab states.”Z That was anathema to the Zionists, who
would not even consider dividing Palestine. Weizmann, like the Israelis ever
after, battled every impulse toward the “internationalization” of the
Palestinian question, whether by the great powers, the League of Nations or
the UN. “Any partition or dual or multiple control cannot benefit this
country,” Weizmann wrote. “Palestine must have one just and fair guardian,
and only one.”Z8

No one was in any doubt as to whom Weizmann wanted as that one
guardian. To establish Jewish bona fides, Weizmann launched a full-blown
public relations campaign. Rabbi Stephen Wise, a Hungarian immigrant who
ran the Zionist Organization of America, hammered home the assertion that
a Jewish state in Palestine was “one of the basic data of Western
civilization.” For the Arabs, Wise wrote in Life magazine, Palestine had
“never been more than a neglected outpost.”22 Such statements were warped
but effective. Wise also worked to split the British and Americans over the
issue of Palestine. His stump speech—repeated on fund-raising tours around
the United States—castigated the “bungling policies of the British in the
Middle East” and repeated the joke that “my wife has given me a box of
nails upon which to grind my teeth whenever I think of Great Britain.” The
strategy worked. The Democrats adopted the Jewish state in Palestine as a
plank in their party platform. And leading Republicans like Wendell Willkie
and Herbert Hoover declared that “power politics must not stand in the way
of a Jewish national home in Palestine.”8Y In the 1930s, Rabbi Wise’s Zionist
Organization proved adept at lining up big-name United States senators like
William Borah, Harry Byrd and Millard Tydings to endorse Zionist
declarations. “As Americans deeply concerned at the destruction of Jewish
achievements,” eleven senators wrote Cordell Hull in 1937, “we support the
effort of the Jewish people to establish in Palestine a center of safety and
security.”8l



AMERICA CLOSES THE DOOR TO “ YIDDISH JEWS”

Ironically, this American benevolence sprang from an anti-Semitic root.
New York Jews, who joined the locally recruited American 77th Infantry
Division in World War I, were reviled by at least one New York newspaper
as “sinister agents of Yiddish Bolshevism.” That same division—which was
40 percent Jewish—had famously lost a battalion in the Argonne Forest in
1918 until a brave American infantryman stole through German lines to alert
American headquarters to the battalion’s whereabouts. The man who
performed the rescue was Private Abraham Krotoshinsky, a New Yorker
whom one respectable newspaper identified for its readers as “a little stoop-
shouldered Polish Jew.”82 Polls in the United States on the eve of World War
IT revealed that 60 percent of Americans took for granted that “Yiddish
Jews” were greedy, dishonest and pushy.22 Congress severely limited Jewish
immigration with the Emergency Quota Act of 1921 and the Immigration
Act of 1924. The two bills were patently anti-Jewish (and anti-Catholic) in
that they heavily favored Protestant immigrants from Britain, Germany and
Scandinavia and drastically reduced the inflow from Roman Catholic nations
and the Jewish regions of east Central Europe.

The impact on the United States was dramatic. Whereas nearly a million
immigrants had entered America in 1920—including 119,000 Jews—total
immigration fell to just 150,000 in 1924, with paltry contingents from the
three countries where Europe’s Jews were concentrated: just 603 immigrants
from Rumania, 2,148 from Russia and 5,982 from Poland.24# World
depression, unemployment and the passage of American-style immigration
acts in Argentina, Canada, Australia and South Africa shunted “Izzy
Yidinski”—American slang for Jewish immigrants—toward his last refuge:
Palestine. When pressed by a delegation of Arab-Americans to clamp down
on this Jewish emigration to Palestine, Senator Borah of Idaho, a public
supporter of Zionism, vented his private dislike of Jews: “I wish to Christ
that they’d all go to Palestine!”82 In Britain, Tory MP Harold Nicolson—an
outspoken “gentile Zionist”—described a Jewish state in Palestine “as a way



of confining Jews to a . . . holiday camp, as a way of dealing with [Britain’s]
minority problem.”8®

In fact, as Nazi attacks on Jews intensified in the late 1930s, America and
Britain admitted only small numbers of Jewish refugees—or any other
immigrants. In the decade between 1933 and 1942, the United States
accepted only 160,000 European Jews, adding just 0.1 percent to the 3.6
percent of the American population that was Jewish. Besieged by terrified
German Jews, American consuls in Berlin, Hamburg and Stuttgart rejected
most visa applications on the grounds that the recipients might become
public charges in an economically depressed America. In the same period,
pressured by Washington, the British admitted 214,000 Jewish immigrants to
Palestine, which increased the Jewish fraction of the total population there
from 17 to 30 percent.8” Palestine, in short, beckoned as a convenient catch
basin for Jewish emigrants who were not welcome in America or Britain.
Inexorably, it was becoming the distant “holiday camp” for Jews envisaged
by Harold Nicolson.



“ESTABLISH TEL AVIVIN AMERICA...”

From this ignoble mix of motives, the U.S. government increasingly took the
Zionist side in Palestine. From the domestic political standpoint, it could
hardly afford not to. Until the 1930s, America, not Palestine, was the Jewish
promised land, where 68 percent of European Jews emigrated, compared
with just 3 percent to Palestine.88 That explained Mussolini’s assertion in
1941 that “if the Jews want a state, they should establish Tel Aviv in
America.”8 To satisfy America’s growing Jewish political constituency,
Congress had passed a joint resolution supporting the Jewish national home
in 1922, and groups of Congress members chimed in regularly thereafter to
remind Great Britain of its responsibilities. “The British have fallen down
completely in Palestine,” New York congressman Hamilton Fish, Jr.,
expostulated in 1930. “They must maintain the Balfour Declaration, which
was approved by the Principal Allied Powers and the U.S. Congress.”2? In
1936, publisher William Randolph Hearst chartered the Italian luxury liner
Conte di Savoia to take an American senatorial commission to observe
firsthand what Hearst’s papers were calling “the Holy Land Crisis.” The
senators did not disappoint. “We found Palestine in a state of terror,” New
York senator Royal Copeland wrote from shipboard. The British had failed
“to deal sternly with the [Arab] lawbreakers.” Copeland and the others
demanded a harsh British crackdown on the Palestinian Arabs: “The British
must use stronger methods.” Copeland also wanted the British to stop
appeasing Arabs—to serve their wider imperial interests—and tilt more
toward the Jews. “Great Britain is using Palestine as a political football for
her imperial purposes,” Copeland grumbled.2l None of this political
grandstanding pleased the U.S. State Department, which then, as now,
perceived the insolubility of the entire Palestinian question. “I caution you
not to push the British too hard,” Undersecretary of State Wallace Murray
told Senator Copeland on his return to Washington. “They may turn around
and offer the Mandate to us.”%2



And who on earth would have wanted the Palestine Mandate? From its
formal inception at the League of Nations in 1922, the British Mandate had
been unworkable. Depressingly, the British and Americans had seen this
coming. The King-Crane Commission to Palestine had concluded on a dire
note: “The Peace Conference should not shut its eyes to the fact that the anti-
Zionist feeling in Palestine and Syria is intense and not lightly to be flouted.
No British officer, consulted by the Commissioners, believed that the Zionist
program could be carried out except by force of arms.”%

Of course the prospect of armed force contradicted the Balfour
Declaration itself. The British object in 1917, as Mark Sykes had written at
the time, was “not to form an autonomous or independent Jewish state, but
to find a center for Jewry under British Dominion.” In such a British-
controlled Palestine, “the Jews would rule themselves as churches do in
organized states and not on a territorial basis, which would imply dominion
over other races.”?* Yet what Weizmann was pursuing after 1919 was just
that: Jewish independence, autonomy and dominion in Palestine. Here was
the unbridgeable contradiction of Britain’s “double undertaking”: the
Balfour Declaration and the Palestine Mandate. Both sides, Jews and Arabs,
viewed any compromise as a deep betrayal. A Lebanese witness spoke of the
“monstrous absurdity” of the British-built mandate, where Arabs were
“determined to assert their language, religion and culture” as a nation, while
the offsetting “Zionist policy was to oppose and prevent national
independence until the Jews became a majority.”2> Arthur Koestler, a
Hungarian-born Jew who lived in Palestine from 1926 to 1929, fretted at the
obstinacy of his Zionist colleagues, describing them as “this race of eternal
victims with its flayed skin and exposed nerves.”2®

Yet who could blame the Jews for their nervousness? Having settled into
their national home in the 1920s, they found themselves under withering
attack from their Arab neighbors in the 1930s. With Britain’s protective
presence reduced to a single RAF squadron and two armored car companies
in 1926, Arab nationalists renewed their attacks on Jewish towns and
settlements three years later. In a single week of fighting in August 1929,
133 Jews were killed and 339 wounded. The spark for the violence was a
Jewish attempt to halt new Arab construction near the Wailing Wall—the
last fragment of Herod’s Temple—in Jerusalem. The Arabs retaliated by
desecrating the wall, snatching out the little rolled-up prayers in the crevices
and burning them. Running battles erupted in Jerusalem and across the



mandate; 116 Arabs were killed and 232 wounded, most by British gunfire.
“The fundamental cause of the outbreak,” Sir Walter Shaw’s Commission of
Enquiry found, “was the excessive [Jewish] immigration” of the 1920s,
which would only increase in the 1930s. For the Arabs, Shaw concluded,
“there is racial animosity and political, national and economic
disappointment. The Arabs see the Jewish immigrants not only as a menace
to their livelihood, but as a possible overlord of the future.”2Z



THE NAZI RISE TO POWER AND ITS IMPACT ON
PALESTINE

The Jews saw things differently because of events in Europe. Hitler’s
virulently anti-Semitic Nazi Party received a majority of German votes in
1932 and seized absolute power against little opposition the following year.
Scenes of Jews on their knees scrubbing sidewalks in German towns became
commonplace, and Jewish emigration to Palestine surged. From 1933 to
1939, 235,032 Jews—mainly Germans and Austrians—Ilanded in Palestine.
Those were the “official numbers”; unofficially, thousands of illegal
immigrants—barred by British quotas—also landed. Fifteen thousand
“visaless” Jews arrived in Palestine from German-occupied Europe in 1939-
40.28 This influx, caused by German persecution, destroyed whatever hope
the Palestinians had of limiting Jewish immigration. Nazism, more than any
other single factor, made the Holy Land Jewish. In 1936, 384,000 Jews
comprised 30 percent of Palestine’s total population of 1.3 million, up from
13 percent in the early 1920s. In 1938, the German menace had become so
grim that U.S. president Roosevelt organized an international conference in
Evian, France, to consider ways to rescue Europe’s Jews. Roosevelt’s
delegate to the conference blasted the Germans—and their “semi-fascist”
imitators in Rumania, Poland, Hungary, Latvia and Lithuania—for their
“uncivilized” behavior and its chaotic impact on Palestine. The Jewish
population of Germany—721,654 in 1932—had been reduced by murder
and forced emigration to 286,000 in 1939, loosing hundreds of thousands of
destitute emigrants on the world. This was an atrocity with global
consequences. “This forced and chaotic dumping of unfortunate peoples in
large numbers pushes anarchically upon the receiving states,” the American
delegate said. The Germans, Austrians and other anti-Semitic states, he
concluded, continued to “toss large sections of their populations lightly upon
a distressed and unprepared world.” The result was predictable: “general
unrest and . . . international strain.”22



Once in Palestine, the Jewish refugees—even before the full horror of the
Holocaust became known—were in no mood to compromise with the British
or the Arabs. “The British government cannot humiliate us by introducing
racial legislation against us here in our country,” the Jewish Agency declared
in 1940. “This is not Germany.”1% Of course it was not yet Israel either, but
that did not matter to the immigrants. The Holocaust, the German slaughter
of 6 million Jews during the Nazi era, overrode all other considerations. Of
the 3.5 million Jews who had lived in Poland before the war, only 100,000
remained alive in 1945. Only 20,000 of the 800,000 Jews in Germany and
Austria survived the war. One-third of France’s Jews were exterminated; the
Jewish population of the Netherlands was entirely wiped out. Jews who
survived and escaped to Palestine would never again tolerate threats to their
existence, least of all the casual genocidal rhetoric spouted by the mufti and
other Arab leaders. Germany, in short, first accelerated Jewish immigration
to Palestine in the 1930s, then hardened Jewish attitudes in the 1940s, vastly
complicating British, Arab and, eventually, American efforts to control

Jewish settlement 191



“WE HAVE TAKEN THEIR COUNTRY...”

The combination of German genocide in Europe, well-organized Jewish
emigration to the Holy Land and great power patronage should have given
the Palestinian Arabs pause. Harry St. John Philby, who spent thirty years
advising Saudi king Ibn Saud and sided with the Arabs in Palestine,
nevertheless concluded that “the Arabs had mainly themselves to blame” for
their steady loss of influence in Palestine in the 1930s. They rejected the
very idea of partition and refused to accept even restrictive British quotas on
Jewish immigration. Philby detected “a curious mixture of obstinacy and
optimism” in the Arab attitude wholly unjustified in view of their worsening
odds. The Arabs, he argued, would have been wiser to “aim at an obtainable
quid pro quo at the expense of an undeniable right, which would never be
recognized by those who had all the necessary might to defend the
wrong.”102 The Arabs, in other words, ought to have cut a deal while they
still held a strong hand. Instead, the Arab leadership flailed ineffectively in
ways that cast them in an unflattering light.1% Faced with Arab obstinacy
and the acceleration of anti-Semitic attacks in Europe, the League of Nations
and the Western democracies tilted toward the Zionists.

A full-blown Arab revolt broke out in Palestine from 1936 to 1939.
Triggered by rioting against British rule in Egypt and attacks on the French
administration in Syria, the Palestinian revolt was coordinated by Arab
“national committees” formed to plunder Jewish property and drive out the
British occupiers and Jewish interlopers. “What Arab cannot do his math,”
David Ben-Gurion worriedly scribbled, “and understand that immigration at
the rate of 60,000 a year means a Jewish state in all of Palestine? Why,”
Ben-Gurion went on, “should the Arabs make peace? . . . We have taken
their country. Sure, God promised it to us, but what does that matter to
them? Our God is not theirs. We come from Israel, it’s true, but 2,000 years
ago, and what is that to them?”1% The British, who had drawn their
Palestine garrison down to a few armored cars and air patrols, rushed two
army divisions in to contain the revolt. While awaiting those reinforcements,



the British deployed a Jewish militia called the Hagana (Hebrew for
“defense”) against the Arab rebels, undermining London’s later efforts to
outlaw the militia, which eventually became the Israeli army.1%2 The ensuing
repression by the British and the Hagana dealt a heavy blow to the Arab
cause in Palestine: their best fighters were cut down, and the Arab
movement itself splintered into a feud between the ruling cliques—the grand
mufti’s Husseini party and the Nashashibis. Both families were old
Jerusalem aristocrats. The Husseinis based themselves on the mufti’s
religious authority; the Nashashibis on the extensive patronage of the
Jerusalem mayor’s office.l% The Nashashibis (who received secret Jewish
subsidies) were more moderate and willing to coexist with the Zionists,
whereas the Husseinis (who received secret British subsidies) insisted on a
complete halt to Jewish immigration and nation-building and used the issue
to arouse the “Arab street” and erode Raghib al-Nashashibi’s base. The
Husseinis prevailed, as did their party line: an exclusively Arab-run
Palestine with only civil and religious rights for Jews already in Palestine.1%
Britain’s Peel Commission, convened to discover the cause of the uprising,
concluded that it flowed from “the desire of the Arabs for national
independence” and “their hatred and fear of the establishment of the Jewish
National Home.” The Arabs also feared the “intensive character of Jewish
nationalism in Palestine” and the “‘modernism’ of many of the younger
immigrants,” which insulted Islam. With frightened Jews pouring into
Palestine from Germany and Eastern Europe by the tens of thousands, the
Arabs, Lord Peel reported, “foresee not national independence in the Arab
sense, but self-governing by a Jewish majority.”1%

That, the British concluded in 1937, was the essential “paradox of
Palestine.” Like the Arabs of Iraq or Syria, the Arabs of Palestine were ready
to govern themselves, as were the Jews. But so long as the two peoples were
joined under the British Mandate, self-government was, as Peel
exasperatedly put it, “impracticable,” because “the Mandate . . . created that
antagonism and keeps it alive” by continually shifting the Jews and Arabs
around like two mismatched children on a seesaw. Yet Britain could not
simply walk away from the mandate “because we cannot . . . both concede
the Arab claim to self-government and secure the establishment of the
Jewish National Home.” Peel ended by urging partition of Palestine into two
states: the Jews in the north and west, the Arabs in the south and east, with a
corridor to the sea at Jaffa. “The answer to the question “Which of them in



the end will be given Palestine?’ must surely be ‘Neither.” . . . but. .. we see
no reason why, if it were practicable, each race should not rule part of it.”102

Partition, however, posed at least as many problems as the mandate itself.
The British Partition Commission formed in 1938 discovered that the
patchwork pattern of settlement in Palestine meant that even a carefully
drawn Jewish state would inevitably include an enormous Arab minority, as
large as 49 percent. The Palestinian grand mufti declared that he would
accept no partition because whatever the Jews got “would merely be a
springboard from which to leap on more.”!1% Thus, the British White Paper
of 1939 on Palestine concluded that partition would never work. “Relations
between the Arabs and the Jews in Palestine must be based sooner or later on
mutual tolerance and goodwill.”

To concoct “goodwill” from a poisoned environment, the British cracked
down hard on Jewish immigration and land purchases. The British White
Paper of May 1939 fixed Jewish immigration to Palestine at just ten
thousand annually for five years, this at a time when the Nazis were
hounding a hundred thousand Jews a year out of Germany and Austria. The
white paper pledged to admit just seventy-five thousand Jews to Palestine by
1944, when immigration would stop altogether “unless the Arabs of
Palestine are prepared to acquiesce in it.”1l Worried about opinion in Iraq,
where the mufti’s allegations of “Anglo-Jewish plots” roiled the Arab street,
the British tilted increasingly toward the Palestinians. That explained the
expansion of Jewish terror groups like the Irgun and the Stern Gang in this
period. Jewish terrorists resented British efforts to buy peace with their Arab
subjects at a time when the Germans were expropriating and killing Jews in
Europe. In May 1941, Anthony Eden pledged Britain’s support for the goal
of Arab unity, which, if taken to its logical end, would have squeezed out the
Jewish national home.ll2 The timing of those British moves—coinciding
with Hitler’s genocidal campaign against the Jews in FEurope—was
appalling. But the British felt that they had no other means to calm Arab
opinion.}3 British destroyers diverted new Jewish immigrants away from
Palestine to ports in Mauritius and Cyprus, and Jews were forbidden to
purchase land in two-thirds of Palestine.



THE PALESTINIANS AND THE AXIS

For the Jews, British pressure was baffling. While the Jews of Palestine
registered 136,000 men and women for British military service in the war,
the Arabs allied themselves with the Germans and Italians. With the
outbreak of war, Grand Mufti Husseini fled into exile and dedicated himself
to a policy of collaboration with the Axis. Both Husseini and his personal
secretary, Osman Kamal Haddad, were sustained in the war by German and
Italian subsidies. They repeatedly proposed anti-British uprisings in Irag,
Jordan and Palestine to weaken the Allies, take pressure off the already
faltering Italian war effort, and assure bountiful oil supplies and investments
to German industry after the war.l!4 Sentenced to death by the British,
Husseini fled to Iran, where he took refuge in the German embassy. When
the British and Russians invaded Iran in 1941, Husseini escaped again, this
time to Rome, where he made regular pro-Fascist radio broadcasts and
offered to raise an Arab Legion to fight under the swastika flag. 11>

Meeting with Nazi foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop in November
1941—when Haj Amin Husseini moved on to Berlin to run the Nazi-
inspired and funded Biiro des Grosmuftis, or Office of the Grand Mufti—
Husseini promised an Arab army and Arab sabotage against Allied
installations in return for a German promise to permit an Arab federation of
Syria, Palestine, Jordan and Iraq after the war. “The Arabs are ready to join
the struggle at Germany’s side,” Husseini assured Ribbentrop. “The Arabs
believe that a German victory will not only be good for the Germans, but for
the entire world.” Apprised of Husseini’s declaration of a jihad—*I, Mufti of
Palestine, declare this war as a holy war against the British”—Hitler still
refused to commit.11® He did not want to alienate Mussolini, who had his
own expansive designs on the Middle East, or undermine his Vichy French
ally in Syria and North Africa, or disappoint German imperialists, who
coveted the ores, phosphates and oil of the Middle East. Hitler merely noted
Husseini’s “Aryan blue eyes” and agreed that the Arab and the German had

identical enemies: “the Jew, the Englishman and the Communist.”Z



How, the Jews in Palestine wondered, could the British appease such
people? Whereas large numbers of Zionists had volunteered for British
military service, the Palestinians had dragged their feet. The Jews reasoned,
as the Zionist monthly New Judaea put it in 1940, that ardent Jewish military
service—juxtaposed with Arab languor—would force London to “drop the
nebulous term ‘Palestinian’ ” and simply talk about Jews in connection with
the Holy Land.18 They far preferred the utilitarian logic of the American
Republican presidential candidate Wendell Willkie, who stopped in
Jerusalem during the war to declare that “those who contributed the most to
the war effort would receive the most at the final settlement.”

Willkie’s comments worried the Palestinian Arabs. Fewer than 1 percent
of them had volunteered to fight with the Allies; nearly 4 percent of the Jews
had, including the twenty-six thousand troops of the “Jewish Brigade” armed
and mobilized by Churchill in 1944119 The French were even more
encouraging. Until the 1960s, they were Israel’s stoutest ally. “Who had ever
established the right of the Arabs to the whole Middle East, to the exclusion
of all foreign elements?” General Charles de Gaulle wondered after the war.
“The Arab states had been created artificially after the First World War.
Throughout their history the Arabs had always been subject to foreign
domination. One after the other, the Romans, the Byzantines, the Mamelukes
and the Turks had been their masters. In the name of what principles are the
Arabs now claiming the domination of the whole Eastern
Mediterranean?”12

The Zionists relished this French disapproval of Arab aims. In a meeting
with the Soviet ambassador in London in 1941, Weizmann hinted that he
would drive a million undeserving Palestinian Arabs into Iraq, Syria and
Transjordan after the war and settle four million European Jews in their
place. The Arabs’ “laziness and primitivism turn a flourishing garden into a

desert,” Weizmann growled.l2l Jewish settlers would make the desert

bloom.122



JEWISH TERRORISM

But first the Jews would make it burn. In 1940, the Avraham Stern Gang—
Lechi in Hebrew, or “fighters for the freedom of Israel”—formed in Tel
Aviv. Like the other Jewish terrorist group, Irgun Zvai Leumi, which
counted twenty-nine-year-old Menachem Begin (a new immigrant from
Poland) among its members, the Stern Gang took on the really execrable
paramilitary operations considered too outrageous for the Jewish Agency’s
illegal but semirespectable Hagana: assassinating British officials and
slaughtering unarmed Arab villagers in revenge for attacks on Jewish
settlements. Begin, who rose to command Irgun (and would govern Israel
from 1977 to 1983), was a particularly virulent Zionist. In February 1944 his
terrorist faction actually declared war on Great Britain—Stern sought funds
for the conflict from the Nazi ambassador in Syria—and set as its war aim a
vast Israel extending from the Euphrates to the Nile, from Iraq to Egypt.123

Directed by Hagana staff officers, the Stern Gang and Irgun Zvai Leumi
undertook a sequence of devastating attacks on the British administration
and nearly killed the British high commissioner in Jerusalem, Sir Harold
MacMichael, in August 1944. Seven assassins were seen running from the
scene into a nearby Jewish settlement. When the British protested this new
“ruthlessness,” the hard-nosed chairman of the Jewish Agency, David Ben-
Gurion, chose to interpret the protest as a “slanderous and anti-Semitic
attack . . . part of a systematic whispering campaign against the Jewish
future in Palestine.”124 This, of course, would become a frustrating pattern in
Israeli foreign policy over the years: legitimate protests dismissed as “anti-
Semitism.”

In November 1944 in Cairo, the Stern Gang gunned down Walter
Guinness, Lord Moyne, who was heir to the great Irish beer fortune and
Britain’s minister resident in the Middle East. A Stern Gang handbill,
distributed after the killing, called Moyne the tool of a “hostile British
policy” and “the arch-enemy of the Jewish people’s aspirations for freedom
in their country.”122 A classified British report on terrorist activities in



Palestine in 1944 found the Jews far more dangerous than the Arabs: “The
totalitarian organization and regimentation of the Yishuv has negated free
thought and speech; growing numbers of young Jewish men and women
have been infected by the gangster virus.” Jewish youth were enlisting in
large numbers to “fight a war of liberation for the rescue and admission into
Palestine of Europe’s Jews.”125 To this end, Irgun terrorists shot up British
offices and in May 1945 declared that VE-day was D-day to them: they
would make Palestine Jewish by any means.12Z

To London’s dismay, Irgun, Stern and Hagana attacks escalated after VE-
day. In just three days in June 1945, the Jewish militias inflicted £300,000 of
damage. They cut the Haifa-Kirkuk oil pipeline, tore up railway tracks,
bombed train stations, blew up a British Officers’ Club and kidnapped
British officials. In July 1946, Jewish terrorists blew up the south wing of
the King David Hotel in Jerusalem, killing eighty-six British officials and
five visitors. Britain’s police chief in Haifa deplored the terrorism and
described Begin as “a ruthless thug who made Al Capone look like a
novice.”128 Winston Churchill, a longtime Zionist supporter, gave a
blistering speech to the House of Commons after Lord Moyne’s
assassination in Cairo: “If our dreams for Zionism are to end in the smoke of
assassins’ pistols and our labors for its future to produce only a new set of
gangsters worthy of Nazi Germany, many like myself will have to consider
the position we have maintained so consistently and so long in the past . . .
These wicked activities must cease and those responsible for them must be
destroyed root and branch.”122

Like Yasser Arafat’s PLO years later, the Jewish Agency of Chaim
Weizmann and David Ben-Gurion publicly disowned the terrorists—
deporting 279 of them after the Moyne assassination—but there was a good
deal of collusion between Jewish officials and the terrorists to advance the
Zionist program. “Already,” a British historian wrote, “official Zionism was
descending its spiral of intrigue, deceit, flattery and corruption.” Arthur
Koestler called those Zionist deceptions “the main cause of that ambiguous
twilight in which the birth of the new state was shrouded.” International
observers simply did not believe statements from the Jewish Agency. In a
March 1948 diary entry, a Jewish soldier explained why: “The average
Englishman in Palestine doesn’t like us and doesn’t believe us. One reason is

that we have plugged him with too much propaganda.”12°



“THE REALLY DANGEROUS PEOPLE...”

Arab propaganda was scarcely more credible. Incredibly, the grand mufti—
who had organized Muslim “black legions” for Himmler’s SS and
encouraged genocide and rapine from Berlin—published a statement in the
New York Times in October 1946 positioning himself as a great Arab
nationalist with the right “to form a democratically constituted government
in Palestine.” Unable to return to Jerusalem, the mufti lived in exile in
Egypt, where the Yugoslavs sought his extradition for atrocities committed
by Bosnian Muslim units raised and blessed by the mufti.131 But scores of
less prominent pro-German Palestinians returned to positions of power in the
Arab community after the war. Indeed, most Arab Nazis and Axis agents had
been released by the British and Free French by 1944, and many of them had
risen to leadership positions in Egypt, Palestine, Iraq, Syria and Lebanon.

In Palestine, Hussein al-Khalidi, Auni Abd al-Hadi and Musa Alami
returned to general acceptance as official leaders of the Palestinian Arabs. A
half dozen Palestinians arrested and deported during the 1936-39
disturbances were allowed by the British to return in 1945. Many of them
were notorious gang leaders and assassins: Shakir Abd al-Aziz, Abd ul-
Hamid Jaulani and Fawzi Jarrar. Even those Palestinians like Jamal al-
Husseini, captured on their way to Berlin and detained in Rhodesia for the
duration of the war—and described by Colonial Secretary Lord Cranborne as
“the really dangerous people”—were released by the British and permitted to
return as “spokesmen of Palestine’s Arabs.” Only the mufti himself had put
himself beyond the pale with his demoniac speeches and SS affiliation. The
rest of the Palestinian leadership returned to a hero’s welcome.132 Even the
moderates among them rejected a Jewish state. Musa Alami, a liberal
Palestinian leader, had famously told Ben-Gurion in 1934 that the most the
Jews could expect from the Arabs was a small enclave around Tel Aviv
within a wholly Muslim Palestine. When Ben-Gurion objected that Jewish
investment and development would benefit everyone in Palestine—Muslims,
Jews and Christians—Alami replied that he “would prefer that the country



stay poor and desolate for another hundred years, until the Arabs could
develop it themselves.”133



CHAPTER 2

OIL

ARABIA WAS EVEN POORER and more desolate than Palestine in the
1930s. To Westerners, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia was simply “Arabia
Deserta,” a largely vacant place of scorched deserts. The British explorer Sir
Wilfred Thesiger called it “a bitter, desiccated land which knows nothing of
gentleness or ease,” just fire-blacked stones at scattered campsites and “a
few faint tracks polished on the gravel plains.” Thesiger observed that an
Arabian province the size of an English county might subsist on a single
well that would “run dry after watering a few score camels.” There the
temperature regularly “reached 120 degrees in the shade—and there is no
shade,” just salt flats, sterile white sands, half-buried palms, empty wadis
and jagged bare mountains in the distance. In 1917, a rare flood raced
through the Wadi Dawasir after heavy rains. The Bedouin loped on their
camels to the governor to warn him that the flood was approaching his oasis
and he laughed hysterically in their faces: “Bring me a coffee-cup, and I will
drink the flood.”!

Like Thesiger and the sun-stricken governor of Wadi Dawasir, Lawrence
of Arabia found the conditions unbearably hard. “Death in life,” Lawrence
called his grueling months in Arabia during World War 1. “Men live here,”
Thesiger observed, “only because it is the world into which they were born.
They know no other way.”? An American traveler in the 1940s considered
that here in the desert “war is life’s proper schedule,” but not war between
men, rather war “against the elements. Death by starvation, thirst or
epidemic disease is an ever-present companion to life.”3 It was a companion
in the cities too, even in the capital. An American diplomat in Jedda in 1947
complained of the pestilential conditions there. Just about everyone outside
the embassy walls was sick with something—“flu, bronchitis, malaria,
measles, tuberculosis, asthma, rickets, gastritis, malnutrition, or tropical
ulcers”—and they all ended up in the American embassy medical clinic
because of “the total inadequacy of the [Saudi] medical service.”# There was
no escape either. U.S. Army engineers sent to survey and recommend



improvements to Saudi Arabia’s roads in 1944 were appalled. “We have
completed our reconnaissance of 3,315 miles of road in Saudi Arabia. For
the most part, roads as such do not exist except for camel tracks.” What
roads there were had vanished beneath sand seas. “Two years minimum of
blasting, grading, ditching and marking” would be needed to make just a few
hundred miles of road serviceable.2

Saudi Arabia had been a death-inducing wasteland for centuries. There, in
the western region of Hejaz, traders established the towns of Mecca and
Medina on the caravan routes connecting Muscat, Mesopotamia, Egypt and
Africa. In AD 570, the prophet Muhammed was born in Mecca, and in his
lifetime he saw most of the Arabian Peninsula pulled together under Muslim
Arab rule. The Turks took nominal control of Arabia in the sixteenth
century, but Arab clans and tribes wielded real power in the principal
regions: the Najd, the vast central plateau around Riyadh; the Hasa, the
eastern province along the Persian Gulf coast; and the Hejaz, the western
holy land surrounding Mecca and Medina.



WAHHABISM

Returning to his native Najd in 1740 after a long residency in Basra and
Damascus, a middle-aged Abdul Wahhab began preaching a fundamentalist
Islam reduced to the simplicity that had characterized it “before the tide of
Arab conquest had laid the wealth and luxury of Asia at the feet of the Arab
conquerors.” Like Osama bin Laden today, Wahhab was a “Salafist.” Saldf,
which means “predecessors,” refers to Muhammed’s seventh-century
disciples who absorbed and transmitted his piety. That, of course, was easier
to do in the seventh-century desert, where thirsty, hungry men could stare
Allah and eternity unflinchingly in the eye without material or carnal
distractions. But Wahhabism crept out of the deserts and became a distinct
school of Sunni Islam after the prophet’s death, when Wahhab gave Salafism
a political twist by naming the House of Saud the defenders of Arabian
virtue. He denounced “the loose-living at Mecca and the idolatry in Medina”
and co-opted the al-Saud family—the dominant clan in the Najd—with his
perfervid preaching.® Most of the other tribes followed the example of
Wahhab and the Sauds and returned—at least superficially—to
fundamentalist Islam. This “Wahhabism”—borne on Saudi camels and
scimitars—spread from the Najd into the Hejaz and gradually became the
dominant sect in Arabia. Morale and motivation among the Wahhabi
Ikhwan, or brethren, was never a problem, for Abdul Wahhab had licensed
them to rape, rob and kill anyone who resisted his teachings.”

In Istanbul, the capital of the Ottoman Empire, the Turkish sultans
interpreted Wahhabism as sedition. Arabia—riven by tribes and factions—
was difficult to govern even in the few enclaves where the Turks managed to
install emirs, or governors, amid the roistering clans. Wahhabism’s rejection
of Sunni orthodoxy made the task even harder. Yet two determined Turkish
military campaigns in the early nineteenth century failed to wipe out the
Wahhabis. Coercion having failed, the Turks tried diplomacy. In the 1860s,
Sultan Abdulaziz in Istanbul tried to refashion his tottering Ottoman Empire
into a modern European state. The sultan and his viziers conceded local



governments, responsible ministers, tighter finances, fairer taxes, military
modernization, better schools and land and social reforms. In Saudi Arabia,
they tried to wean Arabs from raiding and brigandage and settle them instead
on rice and date farms to protect them “from the evil of Bedouin Arabs and
tribes,” whom the sedentary Turks called “vermin.”® Of course some
“vermin” were more useful than others, and at the turn of the century, the
Turks helped the Rashid family push the Sauds out of power in the Najd and
the Hasa.



IBN SAUD

The Turkish-backed Rashids seized and held power in Arabia only from
1890 to 1902, when a twenty-six-year-old desert prince named Abdul Aziz
Ibn Saud burst from his Kuwaiti exile with two hundred camel troops to
reestablish independent Wahhabi control of a region that was nominally an
Ottoman sanjak, or province.? Six feet three inches tall, rugged and
handsome, Ibn Saud made a powerful first impression, which explained why
the British and the al-Sabah rulers of Kuwait had sheltered him as an
eventual hedge against Turkish expansion into their profitable domain at the
head of the Persian Gulf. As an investment, Ibn Saud paid off. He was
charming, shrewd and physically brave—essential qualities in the rough-
and-tumble world of the Arabian desert—and sufficiently pious to rally even
the most fervent Wahhabis: “[H]e believed that Islam is all in all,” a British
analyst wrote in 1944.12 Tbn Saud named his shock troops the Ikhwan, or
Salafist Sunni brethren, who left their tribes and sold their horses, camels
and other property to join ascetic Wahhabi hamlets and resume the old
Arabian sport of cutting the Ottoman telegraph between Damascus and
Medina, a sport only briefly suspended by the more pliant Rashids.ll
Dressed in coarse white shirts and head scarves—symbols of Muhammed’s
austerity—the Ikhwan troops set the tone in the lands under Saudi control.
Called Jund al-Tawhid—*soldiers who enforce the oneness of God”—they
struck fear into every oasis and town they approached. The Ikhwan had the
power to plunder or kill anyone suspected of impiety. They had a reputation
for “ignorance and ferocity,” and orthodox clerics rued their “perverted
fundamentals,” but the Ikhwan brothers nevertheless enjoyed the unstinting
support of Ibn Saud, who used their regular jihads to expand his growing
realm.12 With Wahhabi raiders gathered on his frontiers, Sheik al-Sabah of
Kuwait, another slackly governed Ottoman province, appealed for British
protection in 1899 and got it, an accident of history that would eventually
blossom into full-fledged independence, oil riches, nationhood and eternal
Iraqi regret over the “lost province of Kuwait.”



With the Ottomans distracted after 1908 by the Young Turk Revolution as
well as the overthrow of Sultan Abdul Hamid II, the struggle with Italy for
Libya, and the two Balkan wars, which ripped away the last Turkish
provinces in Europe, Ibn Saud found himself free to unleash the cruel
Ikhwan brethren in a broader struggle for control of the Najd and the Hasa.
There too the Turks crumpled, weakly confirming the usurper Ibn Saud as
wali, or “protector,” of the Arabian Peninsula.l2 In 1913—with the Turks
pinned down in the Second Balkan War—Ibn Saud’s mounted columns
reduced the Turkish forts in Arabia one by one, lashing together scaling
ladders from date palms and well ropes and surging over the walls in the
dead of night.!4 For the Turks, those sneak attacks in the Hasa were the
beginning of the end. Until 1913 they had effectively pressed “Wahhab’s
rebel horde” into the arid, inland Najd. Now, with control of Arabia’s eastern
coast as well as the interior, the Saudis would either continue to expand or
sell their new conquests to the ubiquitous British, who already controlled
Yemen, Oman, Bahrain and Kuwait and had designs on Saudi Arabia as
well.

Neither scenario was acceptable to the Turks. To them, Saudi Arabia was
strategically vital for two reasons: its holy places in the west buttressed
Istanbul’s religious authority, and its central and eastern provinces—the Najd
and the Hasa—impeded British access to Kuwait, Bahrain and Iraq. With
forty-year-old Ibn Saud in the saddle in Riyadh, the door was open to further
Wahhabi inroads and deeper British imperial probes along the Persian Gulf.
Further west, the Hejaz and its holy places—key struts of the Ottoman
caliphate, or religious leadership—remained in the hands of the Turkish-
appointed “Sherifians” until World War 1. The “Sherifians” were the
Hashims, or “Hashemites,” who were bitter rivals of the Sauds. To slow
down Ibn Saud—despised by the gentler Hashemites as a barbaric warlord—
the Turks had appointed Emir Hussein, the leading Hashemite, as their chief
magistrate, or sherif, of Mecca in 1908.

Worried by Ibn Saud’s charisma and ambition, the Turks tried to buy him
off but were rebuffed with words that must ring false to the notoriously
loose-living Saudi royal family today. “You have been content to be rulers
without realizing the responsibility of rulers to take thought for the welfare
of their subjects,” Ibn Saud scolded the sultan. The House of Saud would do
better for the Arabs, he vowed. They would behave differently from the



other desert princes and the Ottomans, and not let their energy and principles
“wilt in contact with the wealth and luxuries of the conquered provinces.”!2



“PROTECTING THE PURITY OF ISLAM”

World War I, which exploded in the midst of these wrenching political
changes, was pivotal for Arabia. Great Britain viewed the region as vital to
the security of the British Empire. One of the short routes from London to
India passed through Suez; the other along the Tigris and Euphrates rivers
and through the Persian Gulf. Britain had traditionally controlled this area,
despite its nominal allegiance to the Ottoman Empire, through treaties of
protection with the various Arab sheikhs in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Qatar and
Kuwait. Indeed, Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait in 1990 would be
based on the historically interesting argument that the sheikhdom was really
Iraqi because it had been illegally detached from Ottoman Basra during
World War 1.

Determined to hold their fractious empire together, the Turks dangled
some attractive options before the Arab princes of the Najd and the Hejaz in
1914, but the British and the French, who wielded considerable influence
with the Sauds and Hashemites, determinedly closed off those options.
Faced with the inconvenient fact that there was actually much to commend
the modernizing German-allied Turkish government—it had been secular
and constitutional, with expanding trade, industry and railways, a
functioning judiciary and the rule of civil law since the Young Turk
Revolution of 1908—France and Britain weirdly declared that Western
progress and modernity were actually quite evil. Groping for a lever to move
the Arabs against the Central Powers, French propaganda dubbed the
modernizing Turks “a foreign and half-believing folk.” They were foreign
because they were Turks, not Arabs, and half believing because their rising
men were secular officers like thirty-four-year-old Mustafa Kemal—the
future Atatiirk—who enjoyed whiskey, women and automobiles, spoke
fluent French and waltzed gracefully. By supporting the Hashemite Sherif
Hussein of Mecca against Westernizing Young Turks like Mustafa Kemal,
France and Britain claimed to be “protecting the purity of Islam.” One
French newspaper fretted (surely disingenuously) that “the Germans and



Turks will deprive Islam of its dogmatic and supernatural meaning by
introducing the creed of modern Germanism, falsifying religious ideals and
leavening the ancient religion of Muhammed with the spirit of modernity.”1®
Those early-twentieth-century British and French machinations were
astonishing. Trying to modernize the Ottoman Empire against Muslim
superstition and British and French sabotage, the Young Turks felt, as one
historian put it, “like a troupe of actors trying to improvise a five-act play
before a crowd of violent, heckling devotees of Shakespeare.”Z They never
stood a chance.

Britain’s Balfour Declaration would have undermined even the wiliest
Anglo-French sabotage. “It made a profound impression on . . . Muslims,”
General Reginald Wingate wrote Balfour from Cairo in 1917. “They view
with little short of dismay the prospect of seeing Palestine and even
eventually Syria in the hands of Jews, whose superior intellect and
communicative abilities are feared by all alike.” Arab fears, Wingate
concluded, tended to reinforce “German-inspired Turkish propaganda.”18 In
league with the Germans, who had plans to exploit the Berlin-Baghdad
railway, the Turks were offering ihtilaf, or “decentralization”: a self-
governing Arab state under nominal Turkish suzerainty.l? Such a
reformation, while good for the Arabs, would not have served British or
French imperial interests. London and Paris needed physical control of the
Middle East after the war, and thus searched for tractable puppets like Emir
Hussein of Mecca. “Should the war lead to the breaking up of the Turkish
Empire,” British prime minister Herbert Asquith announced, then “the
province of Hejaz [must] come under the special consideration of the British
government.”?? Mecca and Medina had deep religious significance for the
Muslims of the British Empire, and the Hejaz could be a foothold for British
oil interests. There was indeed, as German commentators wrote during
World War I, something “contemptible and backward” in those British and
French tactics, but they worked in the short term.2

As fighting raged in Europe and the British army absorbed horrific
casualties at Mons, Loos and the Somme, British headquarters in Cairo sent
Captain T. E. Lawrence to meet with Emir Hussein, the Hashemite sherif of
Mecca, and persuade him to raise an Arab revolt against the Turks. The
British and French, increasingly interested in an “eastern strategy” to reduce
the gruesome casualties on the western front, induced Emir Hussein to
declare the independence of the Muslim holy places and crown himself



“king of the Hejaz” in 1916. London and Paris hoped that the ensuing Arab
Revolt would divert Turkish and German troops from the eastern and
western fronts to a costly new front in the Middle East. Not surprisingly, Ibn
Saud interpreted the British move less as an attack on the Turks than as one
on himself, and he met the British and Hashemite challenge by attacking the
last Turkish outposts in his own enlarged kingdom along the eastern coast,
while Hussein annexed most of southern and western Arabia to the Hejaz.
From Cairo, Ibn Saud received his own version of Emir Hussein’s Lawrence:
Captain W. H. I. Shakespear. Poor Shakespear was promptly killed in action
while directing Ibn Saud’s artillery near Zilfi in 1915. Shakespear of Arabia
was as seasoned and respected by the Arabs as Lawrence, and his premature
death reportedly “left Ibn Saud to sulk in his tents,” reducing him “to relative
insignificance as a factor in Arabian politics.”22

Without a British mentor, Ibn Saud watched leadership of the Arab Revolt
gravitate to Sherif Hussein, who threw his forces into what one historian
called “the world’s first oil war.” While Hussein’s troops battled on the
Arabian Peninsula, a British army in Persia attacked into Iraq to seize Basra,
buffer the big British wells and refineries at Abadan, and make the Persian
Gulf a “British lake.”22 Lawrence tried and failed to get the Saudis to open a
third front against the Turks. In his dispatches to Cairo and London,
Lawrence blasted Ibn Saud for his immobility and for the parochialism of his
“Wahhabite missionaries,” who had unhelpfully denounced all Shiites and
even orthodox Sunnis like Emir Hussein and his son Faisal as “kdfirs,” or
infidels, deeply eroding Lawrence’s efforts to build a broad anti-Turkish
Arab coalition. The Saudis “preach an exaggerated fatalism,” Lawrence
reported in 1917. ““‘God does everything’; they forbade medicine to the sick,
discouraged trade, building and forethought. A favourite saying was, ‘If a
man falls into a well, leave it to God to pull him out.’”%4

Ibn Saud’s embrace of this Wahhabi fatalism was motivated by a desert
realpolitik that would permanently mark Saudi Arabia. In 1917, Lawrence
observed that the “Wahhabi sect” had withered away over the centuries only
to be abruptly and purposely revived by Ibn Saud to drive a wedge between
the emir of Mecca’s “rich and comfortable towns”—“fond of silk and
tobacco and not too fond of prayer”—and the poor, uncomfortable desert
nomads.2> With a small, weak army and a host of competing tribal sheikhs,
Ibn Saud expanded his reach on the Arabian Peninsula by gathering in the
Bedouin and allying everywhere he went with the mutawwa— Koran-



reading “men of religion”—who clustered in the towns and oases that Ibn
Saud absorbed in the first thirty years of the twentieth century. Most of the
Saudi emir’s new subjects were poor illiterates, and Ibn Saud—a stranger
and an interloper everywhere he went—relied on the mutawwa to explain
and legitimize his new state and persuade his growing body of subjects to
perform military service and pay taxes. Naturally, the intercession of the
holy men on Ibn Saud’s behalf—they proclaimed him imam, or religious
leader, wherever he went—came with a price. A pious man to begin with,
Ibn Saud was forced to redouble his piety and embrace Salafist doctrines and
rituals as well as the clotted clerical bureaucracy in Riyadh that so annoyed
the efficient Lawrence.2% Invited by the British to Basra during the war, Ibn
Saud was treated to a display of the latest technologies. The British were
hoping to nudge him into the modern age under British, not German,
tutelage. He was whisked to Basra in a British train, then taken to inspect
British heavy artillery, airplanes and the bustling, mechanized wharves on
the Shatt al-Arab waterway dividing Iran and Iraq. At a British field hospital,
the disbelieving king was x-rayed and shown the bones of his own hand
under the roentgen rays. His British escorts waited eagerly for a reaction, but
the famously laconic king’s only comment was: “It is good for us to see your
might.”2Z That was the Saudi royal family in a nutshell: they made a virtue
of primitivism, and gave nothing away.



THE END OF THE CALIPHATE

The rival Hashemite and Saudi emirs grated against each other until 1924,
when, in faraway, newly secular Istanbul, Kemal Atatiirk abolished the
office of the caliph. This was a step with far-reaching consequences. The
caliph was Islam’s pope—the spiritual leader of Sunni Islam and the
symbolic successor to the prophet—whose holy writ extended from
Cameroon across to Indonesia and up through the Indian subcontinent to the
Middle East and Soviet Central Asia. In Transjordan, Emir Hussein, who
had denounced the caliphate during the Great War as a seventh-century
office that was “grammatically absurd and blasphemous™ in the twentieth,
swallowed his objections and proclaimed himself the new caliph of Islam.2
Hussein saw the caliphate as a convenient club with which to beat Ibn Saud,
but the British Empire, with its millions of Muslim subjects around the
world, also lurked behind the move. Ever since their defeat of the Ottoman
Empire in 1918, the British had been looking to transfer the caliphate to a
pliable Arabian regime in the Hejaz whose “geographical position would
interpose it as a wedge between the Islam of Africa and that of India.” Such
a regime, a British analyst concluded in 1917, needed to “be strong enough
to pose as an independent sovereign” but weak enough to be manipulated
from London.22

Fully apprised of this British and Hashemite bid for leadership of the
Muslim world—and with little to lose, the British having just terminated
their monthly subsidy to Ibn Saud—the Saudis struck back furiously.2? Ibn
Saud’s Ikhwan army invaded the Hejaz in 1925 and seized Mecca and
Medina, where the Wahhabi troops briefly earned international opprobrium
by firing into the tomb of the prophet to expel the Hashemite defenders.
Thwarted in their bid to place the Hashemites in control of Arabia and the
holy places, the British discreetly withdrew Sherif Hussein to Cyprus. This
was a turning point in Saudi history. Hussein was moderate and relatively
secular. In a conversation with Lawrence of Arabia in 1917 he had vowed to
“reduce friction between the [Muslim] sects, restrain extremists, persuade



moderate Sunnis and moderate Shiites to meet together under his presidency
and to purge Islam of the lunatic idea that it is a polity bound temporally to a
single infallible head.”31 The caliphate, which the British had planned to
confer on Hussein to give force to his moderation, languished. Its next
claimant would be Osama bin Laden.

In December 1925, Ibn Saud’s troops cut through the barbed wire and
mine-fields girding Jedda and added that last British outpost on the Red Sea
to the expanding Wahhabi state. There the Saudis gave a glimpse of the
draconian way in which they would treat believers and infidels alike. Jedda,
which means “grandmother,” was reputed to be the last resting place of Eve,
the grandmother of the human race. Her vast mausoleum was a holy place
for many, but the Wahhabis—who forbade the veneration of tombs—
smashed it down and ground the rubble into dust.22 Confronted with the
usual diplomatic “capitulations” that the Christian great powers had imposed
on weaker empires like Turkey and China in the nineteenth century to
protect the rights of Europeans, Ibn Saud coldly announced that he would
“tolerate no criticism or interference with God’s law on earth.”32 None of the
great powers—let alone moderate Muslim states like Persia or Egypt—was
in a mood to recognize this grim new kingdom, which merely reinforced the
irony that the atheistic Soviet Union was the first country to confer formal
diplomatic recognition on Ibn Saud’s Wahhabi state in 1926. Not to be left
out, the rest of the great powers reluctantly followed suit.



THE BIRTH OF SAUDI ARABIA

Now “King of Hejaz and Najd and its Dependencies,” forty-five-year-old
Ibn Saud worried that the new title lacked zest and did not sufficiently exalt
the conquering family. Thus, in 1932, the Kingdom of Najd and Hejaz and
its Dependencies became simply “the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia,” which
meant “the Arabia of the Sauds.” When tribesmen in one desert village put
about a rumor that the king was impotent because of a war wound sustained
against the Turks, Ibn Saud descended on the village with his retinue,
selected an attractive virgin, married her on the spot and bore her
immediately to the royal tent to assert his sovereignty.34

The “state and its countries and lands are to God, and then they are mine,”
Ibn Saud affirmed, and one of his first acts—after purging the most fanatical
Ikhwan brothers—was to decree that every member of his extended family
was of royal blood. The king hoped to replace fanaticism with nepotism as
the kingdom’s ruling principle. Blood was the glue of the Bedouin tribes and
no Bedouin—including the Sauds—owed anything to anyone (except a
guest) outside his family. “God have mercy on me and Muhammed and no
one else beside” went an Arabian desert prayer.22 Since the Saudi king had
at least 45 sons and 125 daughters by more than 200 wives, the royal family
in its palaces in Riyadh and Jedda mushroomed alarmingly and began to
gobble up public revenues.2® To hedge against the inevitable scandals that
would attach to the king’s extravagant sons and nephews, Ibn Saud conferred
authority for all Saudi law and morality on the Wahhabi ulema, or
priesthood, which claimed for itself direct knowledge of God’s will and dealt
as severely with Saudi morals as the princes did with the public purse. The
mosque—in all its obscurantism—would be made to serve as a stand-in for
democracy. When U.S. secretary of state John Foster Dulles referred years
later to “Saudi public opinion,” a Dutch colleague snapped back, “In Saudi
Arabia there is no such thing as public opinion.”%

Over the years, the joyless Saudi clerics would wage war on the modern
age. Ibn Saud had tended toward pragmatism: “Allah gave Arabia the true



faith,” he liked to say, “and he gave the Western world the iron.” As
guardian of Mecca and Medina, it was Saudi Arabia’s peculiar task to make
use of the West’s “iron”—its advanced technology—while laboring to keep
Islam pure.38 That was an uphill battle in the bawdy, materialistic twentieth
century. “Saudi Arabia lags far behind the northern Arabs by not having
gone through the Western colonial mill,” a British diplomat observed. “The
British and French Mandates meant having to rub along with the
technologically advanced foreigner.”32 Isolated by their deserts and pre-oil
poverty, the Saudis never had to rub along with anyone. Thus—incredible as
it seemed to the rest of the world—the Wahhabi clerics in the 1930s tried to
ban tobacco, and then attempted bans on cars, airplanes, telephones, modern
hospital equipment, photography, record players, cinemas, radios and
television. All of them were seen, like alcohol, to be contrivances of the
devil engineered to destroy the faith and peace of believers. Ibn Saud made
occasional stands against the clerics, but was generally forced to accede to
them because they were the glue that held the country together.20

A politically correct language evolved in Saudi Arabia to describe the
regular collisions between religion and what was obliquely called
“civilization,” or tamaddun. Civilization—the secular education and culture
of the West—was desperately needed to develop and irrigate the
hardscrabble desert kingdom, so hundreds of young Saudi males were
dispatched to colleges in Syria, Egypt, Britain, France, Germany and the
United States. Most of them relished their new surroundings.#! Naturally, a
gulf began to open between such privileged, rather liberal Saudis and the
fundamentalist poor, who had never had their eyes opened by foreign travel
or education. The first truck to jounce into the Saudi town of Hauta in the
1940s was taken for a demon and publicly torched in the marketplace. When
a Wahhabi cleric flew to Cairo for meetings, he refused to have a passport
photo taken on the grounds that cameras were infernal machines, an
unscientific claim that both the Saudi and Egyptian governments accepted.*2
This conservatism collided violently with urbanization and rationality. The
populations of Riyadh, Medina and Jedda quadrupled in the first twenty
years of the kingdom; Damman, Dhahran and Mecca grew nearly as fast.*3

In the years after World War I, no one suspected that Saudi Arabia would
shortly become the world’s gas station. In the 1920s, the British, who
controlled most Persian, Iraqi and Arabian oil production to fuel the Royal
Navy, had freely conceded the deserts and offshore waters of Saudi Arabia to



America’s Standard Oil and Texas Fuel companies after failing to locate
impressive quantities of oil in their own concessions around Bahrain Island.
Oddly, the British considered Saudi Arabia entirely dispensable in the 1920s
and 1930s. Their prime concerns on the desert peninsula were to monitor
“Bolshevik agents,” who mingled with the pilgrim throngs to Mecca, and to
eradicate cross-border raids by Wahhabi “Ikhwan elements” into Kuwait and
Irag. The first task was rendered easier in the 1920s because Moscow
deemed the Saudis “too ignorant and ill-fitted to assimilate the advanced
Soviet ideas,” and because the Soviet rezident in the kingdom was “a
confirmed drunkard, who [drank] six or seven liters of wine per day, besides
liquors.”#* The second task, a British analyst noted, was far more easily
accomplished in the twentieth century than it had been in the nineteenth:
“Desert warfare is no longer a threat because air warfare has taken the gilt
off the gingerbread. Raiders can now be killed with aircraft before they get
away with the loot.”#2

As for the real loot—the “black gold” lodged beneath Arabia’s desert
sands—it needed to be “proven up” before the British would get really
interested. With crude oil selling for just a dime a barrel during the
Depression, no oil company wanted to waste money drilling into Saudi
Arabia’s unproven geology or ferrying the small quantities they did extract
over to the British refinery at Bahrain on barges.#® The United States was
not much more hopeful; though eager to break into the British-run Gulf,
Washington did not bother establishing diplomatic relations with Saudi
Arabia until 1933, and would not get around to opening an embassy until
1944. Before the oil boom, the kingdom was a poor country that produced
nothing but dates, wheat, barley, hides, camels, horses, donkeys and sheep.%Z
It lived from a peculiar kind of tourism: the thousands of pilgrims, or hajji,
who journeyed to Mecca and Medina every year to visit the holy places. In
the 1920s, a hundred thousand Muslim pilgrims entered the Hejaz every
year, each spending an average of fifty dollars on tolls, transport, customs,
room and board. Those rather paltry expenditures in western Saudi Arabia
formed the mainstay of Saudi public revenues before the discovery of oil in
commercial quantities on the east coast. As late as 1944, the Saudis were
earning nearly seven times as much from pilgrims (13 million riyals) as they
were from oil (2 million riyals). 4 Thus, Ibn Saud’s seizure of the holy
shrines from the Hashemites in 1925—when 130,000 pilgrims descended on



Mecca—had been an economic as much as a strategic or religious move, but
even hajj revenues in a good year were not enough to fund a growing state.



THE SAUDIS STRIKE IT RICH

In 1931, Ibn Saud hired American mining engineer Karl Twitchell to
prospect for oil along the Saudi coast across from Bahrain Island, where the
British had drilled several productive wells (and would hit pay dirt in 1932).
Ibn Saud had covetously watched the rich growth of other nations’ revenues
after British explorers found oil in Iran in 1908, Kuwait in 1924 and then the
great, gushing Iragi Kirkuk field in 1927.22 The Saudi king wanted a piece of
the action. Poking around Saudi Arabia, Twitchell found promising core
samples beneath the peaks of Jebel Dhahran and hired Standard Oil of
California to widen the search. The work was arduous; in the first sweeps
across four hundred thousand square miles of Saudi desert—an area more
than one-fifth the size of the continental United States—American geologists
spent more time heaving their jeeps out of sand dunes and gullies than
tapping rocks. Some oil was found in June 1932, but each well—dry or wet
—cost a quarter of a million dollars just to drill, an intimidating proposition
in those lean Depression years. Having spent most of the 1930s drilling too
close to the surface of the Saudi desert, American explorers bashed down to
4,727 feet in 1938 and finally struck oil in what were judged “commercial
quantities.”2? By 1939, Standard Oil was drilling the entire length of the
Dhahran peninsula and was pumping thousands of barrels a day up a thirty-
nine-mile pipeline to the new harbor and oil terminal at Ras Tanura.
Twitchell and the Saudis had gone fishing for a cod and caught a whale. A
desert kingdom that had derived no profit at all from its eastern provinces
and had no prospect of repaying its $600,000 foreign debt in 1930 was
effortlessly raking in $1 million per year in oil field fees and royalties by
1939. For every barrel of hot oil the Americans pumped to the surface, they
paid King Ibn Saud a royalty of seventy-five cents.2! For the Saudis, a royal
adviser remarked, “the oil story was a veritable romance, surpassing the
most improbable tales of the Arabian Nights in its astonishing evolution
from the first laborious steps of the American geologists in the desert to the
discovery and exploitation of a liquid El Dorado, far down in the bowels of



the earth.”®2 Indeed, by the time the Germans invaded France in 1940,
geologists were confidently estimating that the Persian Gulf region
contained 42 percent of the world’s oil reserves. Most of the known reserves
were in Iran, Irag and Kuwait, but, even in its baby shoes, Saudi Arabia
accounted for 19 and 8 percent of Mideast and world totals, respectively.
That potential, as well as keen American interest, explained Saudi Arabia’s
independence. Instead of being colonized like Iraq or Kuwait, Saudi Arabia’s

American mentor ensured that the House of Saud remained sovereign, the

better to be exploited by Washington.23 “In all surveys of the situation,” an

American analyst wrote, “the pencil came to an awed pause at one point and
place: the Middle East . . . Stolid geologists flew over the structures outlined
in the desert sands, and thereafter spoke as men who had been granted a
peep into the bounties of creation.”2* And in the Middle East, Saudi Arabia
stood out above all others: “When you talk about oil out here,” a driller at
Dhahran remarked in 1947, “remember that we’ve barely begun to look for
oil properly. Even so, proven reserves—oil that we know is in the fields
already explored—are at least equal to those of the entire Western
hemisphere.” It had taken Americans ninety years since first drilling for
“rock oil” in 1859 to find thirty billion barrels of the stuff in U.S. fields. The

Saudis had found thirty-two billion barrels in a decade, and they were only

scratching the surface.22



HOSTAGES TO FORTUNE

Washington was never comfortable with the Soviet Union’s menacing
proximity to such a vital resource area. When would the Red Army push
south to the Persian Gulf??® Heavy American investment in the oil
enterprises of northeastern Arabia had, as Arnold Toynbee wrote, “given
hostages to fortune.” A CIA memorandum in 1949 warned that “Saudi
Arabia is to all practical purposes completely defenseless against modern
methods of attack.”2Z And Western oil production had the unfortunate effect
of crowding together “an uncomfortable number of valuable strategic and
economic assets in the Middle East within a compass that was relatively
small” when approached by Soviet combat aircraft or tracked vehicles.
Those postwar “wells of power” ran in a continuous belt from Baku south to
Kirkuk, Abadan, Kuwait and Dhahran. They were densely packed in the
great basin of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers and the Persian Gulf. “Russian
tanks,” Toynbee lyrically concluded, might soon “be in a position to bear
down in the tracks of Hyksos chariot wheels and Scythian and Mongol
horsemen from the Qarabagh to the River of Egypt.”28 The military
onslaught would be in the Middle East—from Herat in Afghanistan
(Toynbee’s “Qarabagh™) west to the Nile—but the economic shock would be
felt in America and Western Europe.

For their part, the Soviets felt at least as vulnerable as the Americans in
the Middle East. With Turkey and Iran governed by hostile, pro-Western
regimes, Russia feared an Anglo-American naval or air attack from the
south. Such fears had partly motivated the Nazi-Soviet nonaggression pact in
1939, when Stalin viewed a cooperative relationship with Germany as an
effective way to bar the Black Sea straits—*“Britain’s historic gateway for an
attack on Russia”—and extend Soviet influence down to the Persian Gulf.22
Both camps—the oil-thirsty Western democracies and the fragile Soviet bloc
—felt vulnerable and exposed to sudden and overwhelming attacks from the
other.



And so, both sides—the Americans and the Soviets—struggled fiercely
for control of the region. In 1945 it was home to 350 million Muslims—then
one-seventh of mankind—and the region pumped out a billion barrels of
crude every year. In a letter to presidential adviser Chip Bohlen after the war,
William Eddy, a former American ambassador to Saudi Arabia and OSS
agent in the Middle East, called the arc from Pakistan to Morocco the “only
remaining important area not yet committed in the world struggle for
power.” It contained “vast resources of manpower, food and oil, and the
strategic bases and warm water ports which would be indispensable in a
third world war.”®2 Kermit Roosevelt, Jr, who had run American
intelligence operations out of Cairo during World War 11, argued in 1947 that
the Muslim peoples of the Middle East were the key cultural bridge between
“Occident and Orient.” Winning them over was essential to building “one
world” of freedom and free markets, as opposed to three, of capitalism,

communism and poverty.&



“IBN SAUD’S FAIRY GODMOTHER”

To build barriers against a Soviet push into the Middle East, the Americans
piled into Saudi Arabia. The British, who had traditionally paid and
protected Ibn Saud, marveled (and grumbled) at America’s largesse. With
World War II over, the British slashed their annual subsidy to Ibn Saud to the
bone. Washington went in the opposite direction, “erring on the side of over-
generosity.” Whatever the Saudi royals wanted, they were given. Generosity
took many forms but was mainly a can-do American willingness to satisfy
all the king’s needs instantly. In January 1945, Ibn Saud complained to the
American ambassador of the embarrassment he had felt in having to drive
Egypt’s King Farouk to the Hejaz to see the Muslim holy places in “supply
trucks,” because he had no cars. Within days, the American ambassador had
procured a $400,000 shipment of Ford and Packard cars and spare parts as
well as a supply of tires, which he shipped over from Cairo and humbly
presented to the Saudi monarch as a gift from the United States.%2

That was the sort of opulence that poor, declining Great Britain—whose
every budget item came under cold scrutiny in the House of Commons—
could not even begin to contest. When Ibn Saud met with Churchill and
Roosevelt on their way home from Yalta in February 1945, the Americans
sent a cruiser and a destroyer into the Suez Canal to ferry the king between
his meetings with the U.S. president and the British prime minister.®2 When
the principal Saudi princes—Faisal, Fahd, Abdullah, Saud and Nawwaf—
convened in Jedda in April 1945 to see Foreign Minister Faisal off to San
Francisco for the founding UN conference, the U.S. government covered all
their costs. An American plane was detached to carry the princes to the
fleshpots of Cairo, and a second (secret) flight followed after dark with
Prince Faisal’s mountains of luggage and his three personal slaves, who
would serve the Saudi foreign minister in the “land of the free.” “These
American efforts to impress usually miss the mark,” the British Foreign

Office sniffed. But really, they didn’t.%%



By the end of World War II, Saudi Arabia’s oil fields alone were
producing as much oil as all the other oil fields of the Middle East
combined.®2 This was a bounty that the Americans were determined to reap,
and the Saudis relished the American attention. Prince Faisal, the forty-one-
year-old Saudi foreign minister, was described by a British analyst as “a
feebler version of his father.” Reared in the soft surroundings of Mecca and
notorious for the “excessive delight he had taken in the harem from his
youth upwards,” Faisal was a scandal because of his regular hops across the
border to party in Kuwait. He had visited the United States with his half
brother Khalid in 1943 and had sipped so deeply from the American cup that
State Department auditors had grown concerned at the nature of American
subsidies to the Saudis. How could they be justified or even adequately
reported in a transparent republic that deplored corruption and waste? “The
Department of State has spent $15,000 on visits of the Saudi princes. Are we
justified in spending these amounts?” one anxious State Department official
queried another. When Faisal and Khalid visited in 1943, they had partied
their way from New York to Washington, down to Miami and across to Las
Vegas, spending all the way. “Bills are still coming in from that trip,” a State
Department accountant grumbled in June 1945. Needing Saudi friendship,
America doubled down. When Faisal came to sign the UN pact in April
1945, the State Department gave him $3,350 to play with. That was the
equivalent of $34,000 today—not bad for “walking-around money.”®® Even
greased with U.S. dollars, the Saudi-American alliance was never a natural
fit, but Riyadh was able to explain it with reference to the Soviet threat. In
1948, Ibn Saud’s foreign ministry described the growing American presence
at Dhahran and elsewhere as “necessary to protect the kingdom’s completely
defenseless oil installations.”®” Americans were infidels, but they were still
“people of the book”—Christian and Jewish monotheists like the Muslims—
who could unite in Dar al-Islam (the “territory under God’s law”) for
regrettable but inevitable forays into Dar al-Harb (the “territory of war”)
inhabited by the Soviet atheists.%8

Gradually, a British analyst observed in 1945, the State Department
became “Ibn Saud’s fairy godmother,” showering him and his princes with
“unlimited generosity.”®® The CIA pointed out that Saudi Arabia’s
backwardness gave Washington considerable leverage. The kingdom had
“no industrial potential, a low standard of education, and poor port and
transportation facilities.” Its only asset was oil money, which it traded for



American deliveries of just about everything.” The American objectives
were oil, a lucrative export market outside the British sterling area, the big
airfield and telecommunications hub at Dhahran, and foreign sales of
American weapons. In 1949, Ibn Saud was spending 33 percent of the Saudi
budget on the military, and “there [were] no limitations” on what he might
spend on ground, air and naval forces despite having just 1.3 million men of
military age in his kingdom of 6 million men.Z.

The British cautioned that this American-style access to the kingdom
came with a hidden cost.Z2 “The Americans,” a British official wrote in
March 1945, “have a too permissive conception of permissible activity in
territory which is the spiritual metropolis of hundreds of millions of
Muslims.” This “new phenomenon of American economic imperialism in
Saudi Arabia” would severely damage “Arab goodwill.” The region was
almost impenetrably complex and the Americans would almost certainly
mess it up. After all, the Englishman concluded, “this is not Panama or San
Salvador,” places the Americans had some experience messing up.Z2 Herbert
Feis, at the U.S. State Department, agreed. “Where did defense end and
ambition begin?” he asked in 1946. “Where was the line between inert
neglect, legitimate and friendly expansion of the national interest, and
provocative intrusion?”Z# Ibn Saud pondered the same question in the 1940s.
“People are saying that my country is an American colony . . . Ibn Saud has
given his country to the United States, even the Holy Places,” he grumbled
to the American ambassador.Z2

Little Arab oil actually trickled into Allied gas tanks during World War 11
because the fighting in the Mediterranean closed off that transport route and
because the Allies did not have enough tankers to carry tons of Persian Gulf
oil around the South African Cape to the west. Some Iraqgi oil made it from
Kirkuk and Mosul down an 850-mile pipeline to the British refinery in
Haifa, but it was generally easier to produce the oil in Texas, Mexico or
Venezuela and then ship it through the Caribbean to Europe and North
Africa. Kuwait—with one-third of known Middle East reserves and one-
seventh of the world’s—actually closed its oil fields from 1942 to 1945.
Indeed, Western markets were so inaccessible owing to the fighting in North
Africa and the U-boats in the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean that Middle
Eastern oil field workers were laid off and their wells plugged until the last
months of the war.Z% Having tasted real riches in the 1930s, Ibn Saud was
abruptly and humiliatingly reduced—for the duration of the war—to a ward



of the British, who sent him food and paid him a $12 million annual subsidy.
During the conflict, the United States began jockeying for postwar
domination. Forbidden by Congress to extend Lend-Lease aid to neutral
Saudi Arabia until the last months of the war, FDR advanced loans and aid
through the British. The cash, food, machinery and vehicles supplied to the
Saudis every year by the British were really diverted American Lend-Lease
materials, and—stressing that fact—one American oilman wrote in 1941 that
he “didn’t want the British to run away with all of the credit on this thing.”Z/



“THE CENTER OF GRAVITY OF WORLD OIL
PRODUCTION”

He needn’t have worried. British relations with Saudi Arabia had been
prickly since the Saudi takeover of Mecca and Medina in 1924, when the
British had grudgingly abandoned the Hejaz while endeavoring to box Ibn
Saud in from their client kingdoms in Iraq, Kuwait and Jordan.”2 When
Roosevelt described British imperialism to Ibn Saud in 1945 as “working to
bring freedom and prosperity to the world on condition that it be brought by
them and marked ‘Made in Britain,” ” the Saudi king hooted with complicit
laughter: “Never have I heard the English so accurately described!”Z2 As the
breathtaking extent of untapped Saudi oil reserves (and tapped-out American
ones) dawned on Harold Ickes—FDR’s wartime petroleum administrator—
the American official pushed hard to shoulder aside the British and secure
direct American Lend-Lease aid for Saudi Arabia in 1943. “The center of
gravity of world oil production is shifting from the Gulf [of Mexico]-
Caribbean areas to the Middle East-Persian Gulf areas,” Ickes wrote the
president.8? Secretary of the Navy James Forrestal warned Dean Acheson in
December 1944 that the reliance of the U.S. Navy and Army Air Corps on a
steady supply of “refined petroleum products” on every continent was so
acute that “the orderly development of the oil resources of the
Mesopotamian Basin and the Persian Gulf [had become] a strategic interest
of the U.S.”8!

Herbert Feis of the State Department’s International Economic Affairs
bureau underlined that strategic importance of Middle Eastern oil two years
after the war. “Nature,” he wrote, “now compelled a self-protective
[American] effort to control the golden pools of Bahrain and Saudi Arabia . .
. There is only one good storage place for immense amounts of oil—
underground in the pools in which they are discovered.” Feis and the State
Department took it “for granted that American interests needed actual
physical control of or . . . assured access to adequate sources of supply.”82



Meanwhile, Stalin’s budding interest in Middle Eastern oil—and the age-old
Russian desire to control a port on the Persian Gulf—served only to
accentuate the immense strategic value of Saudi Arabia. After Stalingrad, the
Soviets requested an annual allotment of twenty million tons of Gulf oil, and
Stalin looked for ways to wangle a one-third Russian share in “Arabian oil
companies” like the British venture in Kuwait or Standard Oil’s Saudi
concession. After the war, the Soviets sought reparations—in the form of
Arab or Iranian oil deals—for the massive damage the Germans had done to
their oil infrastructure.23

Harold Ickes sought to deflect the Russian challenge and warned the
president that America was foolishly draining its own oil patch to power the
rest of the globe. The process had been well under way even before the war,
when oil sailed in 1938 from west to east at a rate of 700,000 barrels a day,
and the United States exported nearly three times more oil (447,000 barrels)
than it imported (170,000 barrels).84 Japan resolved on war with the United
States (and the sneak attack on Pearl Harbor) only after America—Japan’s
biggest oil supplier—cut off all exports in July 1941 to protest Japan’s
seizure of French Indochina. The world’s oil dependence on America only
intensified during World War II. With just 32 percent of the world’s reserves
in 1944, the United States was producing 64 percent of the world’s oil and
burning it up in the global operations of the Allied coalition’s gas-guzzling
armored divisions, fleets and air forces. With 42 percent of known world oil
reserves, the Middle East, cordoned off by war and its own rickety
production facilities, was supplying less than 4 percent of world
production.8> Ickes called for a radical shift, and Roosevelt implemented it
on a muggy July afternoon in 1944, when he attempted to purchase the
Arabian-American Oil Company (Aramco) and make it a U.S. government
agency.

Plans for American government investment in Aramco, which had been
founded as a joint Saudi-American private venture in 1933, reflected
Washington’s determination to seize leadership in world oil markets from the
British. By late 1943, the United States had shipped $586 million of oil to
Great Britain under Lend-Lease and was projecting shipments of $60 million
a month for 1944. Churchill offered to repay in kind the American oil once
the Axis fell and the pipelines from Iran and Kuwait were running full tilt
again, but James Byrnes—FDR’s director of war mobilization and Truman’s
first secretary of state—rejected such an arrangement on the grounds that



postwar oil reparations from British wells would “seriously injure American
concessions and interests in Saudi Arabia” by creating too much supply. It
would be better, Byrnes shrewdly argued, for American companies simply to
redivide the oil fields and pipeline routes of the Middle East with the British;
that would be payment enough.2®

What Roosevelt, Truman, Byrnes and Ickes had in mind was nothing less
than a basic restructuring of global oil supply and consumption. On the eve
of World War II, the United States, Mexico and Venezuela had supplied 77
percent of Western Europe’s oil. During the war, the United States had
fueled the Allied war effort. Now Ickes and other prominent Americans
noticed that the American well was running dry. New oil discoveries in the
United States had exceeded consumption in every year between 1928 and
1940, but the trend reversed in 1941. With U.S. production increasing from
3.2 million barrels a day to 5 million barrels a day that year—and
consumption projected to increase as the war continued and when the car-
crazy, house-buying troops came home—America began cutting deep into its
reserves.82 ITn March 1943, the Presidential Committee on International
Petroleum Policy reported that future American demand for oil—for
wartime, but also postwar consumption once rationing was lifted—would
exceed domestic production.88 Five U.S. senators who circled the globe in
the fall of 1943 to assess the war effort complained in the New York Herald
Tribune that American oil—the essential lubricant in the mechanized
American way of war and the suburban American way of life—was being
burned up in irreplaceable quantities while the best Rumanian and Russian
fields were in German hands and the British hoarded their Middle Eastern
reserves. “Each ship, truck, tank, and plane that came out of the hands of its
builders was an added claim against American underground reserves.”82

To conserve dwindling American reserves for the future, Roosevelt’s
administration, which feared that it would be unable to “oil another war”
after this one, planned to shift Europe’s postwar supply from the United
States to the Middle East.2? That would relieve pressure on American stocks,
but also burn up vulnerable Middle Eastern oil first and leave secure
American and Caribbean sources intact for the contingency of World War
I11.2L “All our national interests demand the development of Middle Eastern
reserves,” Kermit Roosevelt, Jr., concluded in 1947.22 Thwarted in their bid
to own and operate Aramco as an arm of the federal government, FDR’s “old
curmudgeons”—Harold Ickes and Jimmy Byrnes—did finally compel the



British to cede larger tracts of Irag, Kuwait and Bahrain to American oil
companies and to recognize Saudi Arabia as an exclusively American sphere
of influence. By 1944, the Persian Gulf reserves under U.S. control had risen
from 13 to 42 percent. The actual increase in oil in the ground—in view of
the prewar Saudi oil strikes—was 1,900 percent, enough eventually to
replace the sixty billion barrels of American oil burned up in the struggle to
defeat Germany and Japan.22 Using America’s enormous wartime leverage
as the “arsenal of democracy,” Ickes and Byrnes also persuaded London to
agree to American refinery and pipeline projects in Saudi Arabia that would
gradually wean Europe from American oil and put it on a steady diet of
British- and American-produced Middle Eastern oil. Before pipelines, the
only way to get Arabian oil to European markets in the 1940s was by
dispatching empty tankers through the Suez Canal, down the Red Sea,
around the Arabian Peninsula and up the Persian Gulf, and then back along
the same route with full tanks. Each round trip burned up twenty days of
travel, seven thousand miles of fuel and about forty thousand dollars’ worth
of Suez tolls, all of which were saved by trans-Arabian pipelines terminating
in Lebanon or Palestine.24

All of these American oil and infrastructure deals were pursued against a
background of wartime power politics that did not commend the Saudis as
an ideal ally in this war, or any other. King Ibn Saud was neutral in World
War II. Leaning toward the Allies, he hedged his bets with the Axis. The
Saudi dynasty had watched Italian designs on the Middle East warily since
1919, when the Italian government had tried to annex the Antalya district of
southern Turkey as well as Yemen at the Paris Peace Conference. Thwarted
then, the Italians tried again under Mussolini. They signed a “treaty of
friendship” with Yemen in 1926, and aided the Yemeni leader—the imam of
San’a—in his border war with Saudi Arabia in 1934. Determined to break
the British grip on Suez—*“the bars of the Italian jail”—Mussolini took aim
at the southern entrance of the Red Sea as well. In a European war, he would
seize the seventy-five-square-mile British enclave at Aden and link it to the
growing port of Assab in Italian Eritrea, just forty miles across the Strait of
Bab-el-Mandeb. Joined to the burgeoning Italian presence in Ethiopia, Libya
and the Dodecanese Islands, those Arabian annexations would give Fascist
Italy control of key maritime choke points.22 When Fascist Italy invaded and
annexed Ethiopia in 1935-36 against feeble League of Nations opposition,
Ibn Saud felt confirmed in his belief that the League, which sporadically



showered nonmember Saudi Arabia with brochures on the evils of slavery
and misogyny, was an empty husk properly ignored.2®

Skeptical of British and League security promises after the Italian
conquest of Ethiopia, Ibn Saud cozied up to the Axis “Pact of Steel.” In
1939, he accepted a symbolic gift of Italian arms—ten howitzers, one tank,
six planes and six slots for Saudi pilots in Italian flight schools—and assured
a German envoy that he was looking for Hitler’s help “to free Arabia from
British influence.” Saudi Arabia, the king protested, was in the same
predicament as Nazi Germany: “encircled” by hostile powers. The British
had shrewdly installed Hashemite kings in Iraq (Faisal) and in Jordan
(Abdullah) and had backed Sherif Hussein in the Hejaz until 1925. Ibn Saud
also needed Hitler’s protection against Mussolini. The Italians coveted
Yemen, which, before the commercial production of oil, easily trumped
Arabia as a strategic asset; hence the ancient Arab saying “If the Yemen
goes, Islam is gone.” A great power established in the high fertile tablelands
of Yemen would be master of the Hejaz and the Muslim holy places at
Mecca and Medina, which lay across the border.2Z

Ibn Saud proceeded cautiously in World War II. Britain and Italy seemed
poised to carve up his kingdom, whereas the Germans—whom the Saudi
king regarded “with great respect and wonderment”—had no plans (as far as
Ibn Saud knew) to annex or control Arab territory.22 Part of this was
diplomatic playacting, but there were hard interests at stake too, and the
Saudis clearly pursued them in league with the Nazis. In 1941, Ibn Saud sent
a royal envoy to Vichy to negotiate for the eventual cession—by the
victorious Germans, Italians and Vichy French—of Syria, Lebanon, Jordan
and Palestine to the Saudis, who would establish a new German-aligned
Arab kingdom under Ibn Saud.22 Pressed by the British to declare war on the
Axis powers in 1942, Ibn Saud refused. The Saudi king disingenuously
informed the British ambassador that he was not authorized to take his
kingdom into the war because Mecca and Medina were the spiritual property
of all Muslims: “I would be like the man riding into battle on a borrowed
camel, beating it with a friend’s stick.”12

Ibn Saud was also careful to improve relations with the British and
Americans. He recklessly—in the view of his advisers—proclaimed his
confidence that Great Britain would not be defeated in the dark days of
1940, and he relocated Fascist Italy’s legation in Jedda to a remote
quarantine island in 1942 as a sop to Washington and London. Only in



March 1945, when it became apparent that membership in the Grand
Alliance against Germany and Japan had become a precondition for
membership in the new United Nations Organization, did Ibn Saud finally
ditch neutrality and join the Allies. In adhering to the alliance, Ibn Saud was
careful to exclude Mecca and Medina. Fifty years later, Osama bin Laden
would foment holy war to protest “infidel” American bases near the sacred
Hejaz. Ibn Saud saw that threat coming in 1945: “We exclude from this
declaration the zone of [Mecca and Medina] . . . They are the zone of safety
and peace for all those who live there and all those Muslims who come to
them.”1% Meeting with American ambassador William Eddy in July 1945,
Ibn Saud insisted that all American personnel in the kingdom confine
themselves to the Dhahran peninsula or the embassy and consulates. “The
King,” Eddy wrote, “anticipates violent criticism from the reactionary
sheikhs and fanatics if any foreigners leave the Dhahran-Ras Tanura area for
the interior of the country.”102

Ibn Saud’s exclusion of the Hejaz and indeed the entire “interior” of Saudi
Arabia from his last-minute American alliance posed no problems for
Washington, which had its gaze firmly fixed on Saudi Arabia’s Dhahran
peninsula. Dhahran, on the kingdom’s east coast, was far from the western
holy places. Its air base, the American ambassador remarked, was like “an
immense aircraft carrier lying athwart the principal air traffic lanes of the
world, a natural fueling stop for aircraft flying from Europe or North Africa
to India and the Far East.” With fresh memories of World War II, American
strategists were taking precautions for World War III: “If the Mediterranean
is closed again by war, Saudi Arabia, Yemen and Iraq will be the only Arab
states the U.S. will have access to via the Central African airfields.” And
Saudi Arabia was the best of the three—“more sheltered geographically than
Iraq and better facilities than primitive Yemen.” Militarily, Saudi Arabia had
become a “key asset” in the Cold War, more valuable than Greece, Turkey or
Pakistan because of its central location, expansive desert land mass (perfect
for absorbing and exhausting Soviet thrusts), natural airfields and ideal
flying conditions. “Considering land masses from the point of view of global
warfare,” Ambassador J. Rives Childs wrote from Jedda in December 1948,
“Saudi Arabia is a key piece of the U.S. front line defense.”103



THE GREAT OIL PUDDLE EXPANDS

Saudi oil, of course, provided more incentives. Secretary of the Navy
Forrestal reminded Secretary of State Byrnes in July 1945 that Saudi Arabia
was “one of the three great [oil] puddles left in the world.” The rich
sedimentary deposits trapped in the sloping shelves of the Persian Gulf
promised colossal, accessible quantities of crude.l%* In 1944-45, Aramco
built a big refinery at Ras Tanura that produced fifty thousand barrels a day
and ran a submarine pipeline from the Dammam field to the Bahrain refinery
to churn out more finished product. Dhahran, site of Aramco headquarters—
a sprawling gray-walled complex nicknamed “the Kremlin”—became an
American colony in the years after 1944, with two thousand American staff,
an American air base, a brand-new American consulate and daily company
flights from New York to Dhahran and back again on DC-6Bs affectionately
called “Flying Camels.” When Kermit Roosevelt, Jr., visited Dhahran in
1947 he noted that it had become “the biggest American settlement between
Paris and Manila.”1%>

In 1947, American engineers began work on the Trans-Arabian Pipeline—
better known as “Tapline”—a 754-mile, thirty-inch pipe from Saudi oil wells
to the Lebanese coast, which would deliver a dramatic increase in supply to
the European market. Tapline was a marvel. It was finished in 1950 when
American crews from Bechtel, working west, and Williams Brothers
Overseas Company, working east, joined the last welds on a sweltering
desert plateau in Syria. Tapline had been clapped together from 200,000
sections of steel pipe, each section containing enough steel to make two
Chevy station wagons. Once fastened together, each gleaming mile of pipe
could be filled with 4,400 barrels of oil, and there were 754 miles of pipe
snaking through four countries: Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon.
During normal operations, 5 million barrels of oil sloshed along Tapline,
each drop of oil spending exactly sixteen days in transit from Arabia to the

Mediterranean, where 330,000 barrels spilled into the old Phoenician port of

Sidon every day.1%



At a price of $250 million, Tapline cut in half the cost of transporting Gulf
oil by tankers through the Red Sea and Suez to Europe. It became a key cost-
cutter in President Harry Truman’s European Recovery Plan, which
envisioned shifting all Marshall Plan countries to 80 percent reliance on
Middle East oil by 1951, once Middle Eastern export facilities caught up
with the region’s surging production. In 1949, the Middle East produced
830,000 barrels per day, but could cram only a third of that into the available
tankers and pipelines. Tapline was the game-changer.!%” And Harold Ickes
planned to augment Tapline with a “strategic reserve” of 1 billion barrels of
Saudi oil that would be left in the ground “for war, if needs must, and for
peace, in any event.” There, Ickes met stout resistance from senior Texas
senator Tom Connally, whose constituents feared that cheap Saudi oil would
depress the price of their “Texas tea,” and Republican isolationists like Ohio
senator Robert Taft, who rather startlingly dropped a line from Horace into
the Senate’s discussion of Ickes’s petroleum reserve plans: “Iccius, are you
now looking enviously at Arabia’s rich territory?”198

Ickes was. By 1945, the U.S. Navy was already fueling its Pacific
operations from American wells in Bahrain1% U.S. Army Air Corps and
supply units had been staging through the Middle East on their way to the
Pacific theater and running the important supply route from Iran to Russia.
After the war, the United States remained. Wallace Murray, head of the State
Department’s Near Eastern bureau, wrote Dean Acheson a top secret memo
in January 1945 describing the undiminished strategic importance of Saudi
air bases and overflight rights. Dhahran had been a key staging area in the
world war, and the ability to overfly the Arabian Peninsula had shaved 220
miles off the flight from Europe to the Far East and provided emergency
landing areas in the desert. In 1948, the Pentagon planned to base eighty to a
hundred B-29s at Dhahran to pound the Soviets if they struck south to the
Gulf.11Y Those “aviation positions”—to say nothing of Saudi oil—would be
as critical in a cold war as a hot one. And the Middle Eastern regimes voiced
few objections: nationalist leaders like the shah of Iran and the sultan of
Morocco requested arm’s-length U.S. investment and technology to replace
manipulative British and French imperialism. The Saudi foreign minister,
Prince Faisal, told U.S. ambassador William Eddy in 1945 that America
needed to reject isolationism and replace Great Britain as “the hand that

measures [Saudi Arabia’s] food and drink.”1



America didn’t need to be asked twice. In a decade of feverish activity,
U.S. oil companies—spurred by planners in Washington—sucked up nearly
half the proven oil reserves of the Middle East. Pressured by the American
government, the British were forced to yield a quarter share of the Iraq
Petroleum Company (IPC), a half share of the Kuwait Oil Company (KOC)
and all the exploitable reserves in Saudi Arabia and Bahrain.l2 The
Americans were particularly drawn to Saudi Arabia, where, as one engineer
put it, the oil—pressed to the surface by bubbles of natural gas—*“literally
blew itself out of the ground.” In Texas in the 1950s, the average well was
eking out just thirteen barrels of oil a day, and that meager sum with pumps
laboring around the clock. In Saudi Arabia’s Ain Dar field near Dammam,
the wells produced sixteen thousand barrels a day without pumps. And, in
contrast to Texas, there seemed to be no end to the Saudi reserves. The three
thousand Americans working in Dhahran had increased Saudi daily
production to three hundred thousand barrels in 1948, which converted the
kingdom into the world’s fifth largest producer after the United States,
Venezuela, Russia and Iran.112

FDR'’s plan to shift Europe from American to Middle Eastern sources of
oil was happening; in 1950, the Economist reported on the inexorable sprawl
of “the fantastic, artificial American oil town of Dhahran.” It had an
international airport, a $50 million refinery, three marine terminals and
hundreds of miles of new paved roads.}* With Aramco stock wholly owned
by American companies—the future Exxon, Mobil, Chevron and Texaco—
who split oil profits fifty-fifty with the House of Saud, the United States
looked forward with hope. They gave the Saudi oil towns American-style
nicknames—*“the friendly city” (Abqaiq) or “the home of safety” (Ras
Tanura)—and strung oil rigs along the azure coast that shimmered by day
and then flared and glowed all night!l®> Saudi Arabia had become an
irreplaceable strategic asset for the United States, ramping up production
from 164,000 barrels per day in 1946 to 300,000 barrels per day in 1948 and
to 476,000 barrels per day in 1949 (and to 10 million barrels a day in
1979).118 By 1950, Saudi Arabia’s Aramco was producing 546,000 barrels a
day and employing 16,000 people in field operations: 2,300 Americans,
10,700 Saudis and 3,700 others. On a visit to Aramco’s Dhahran offices in
1950, the American assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern Affairs had
only oil on his mind: “What was the best idea they had of reserves? Were
pressures holding up? Was there a good water drive to the oil reservoirs?



What were gas-oil ratios? Had they mapped new structures to drill? How
could production be stepped up?”Z Increased Saudi production was a key
facet of U.S. Cold War strategy: it would supply Western Europe and Japan
with the low-cost energy that they needed to recover, modernize and defend
themselves after World War I1.118



“IF ONLY ALLAH HAD NOT DRENCHED OUR LANDS IN
OIL”

The Middle Eastern peoples, Arnold Toynbee warned during World War 1I,
“would be the first victims of this international explosion into their domain.”
Yet the foreigners did troop in, “from the uttermost ends of the earth,”
bearing strange doctrines. 112 Aramco had originally promised to import no
more than “one hundred men,” damned but essential nonbelievers, to run oil
operations.22? But that original hundred had grown to thousands with the
demands of modernization. Some were welcome—campaigning vigorously
against malaria, smallpox and illiteracy—but others were recognized as
interested only in marketing the region’s oil. In Iraq, a young Arab bitterly
complained to an American visitor during World War 1II that “if only Allah
had not drenched our lands in oil, maybe the British, the Russians, the
French and even the Zionists would leave us alone and even let us live in
peace and freedom.”121

Harry St. John “Jack” Philby, who advised the Saudi royal family from
1917 until 1955, described the shock effect of Western technology and
American ideas in the 1930s and 1940s on the people of Allah: in less than a
decade, an Arab civilization that had lived simply for four millennia was hit
by “an all-embracing social revolution, consciously based on Western but
mainly American models and ideals.” One of the oldest models in the world
was supplanted in just a few years by one of the newest, pasting “a veneer of
the new civilization in place of the precious traditions of an ancient
culture.”’22 An American worker in Saudi Arabia in the 1950s put it more
crudely: an entire people had passed “from ragheads to riches” in the blink
of an eye. Oil royalties were enriching the kingdom, and Aramco was
spending $140 million a year on supplies and infrastructure, creating a new
middle class of Saudi dealers and contractors. In 1957, Aramco’s thirteen
thousand Saudi employees earned an average annual salary of $1,300, which
was twenty-six times the Arab average of $50.123



Though pleased with the wealth, Ibn Saud lamented the social and cultural
changes: “Who could have thought even a few years ago,” he exclaimed in
1948, “that I should live to see liquor and drugs coming into Riyadh? . . . If
it were in my power to choose, I would have doomsday now!”124 Reflecting
on his many visits to the Arabian Peninsula both before and after the
discovery of oil, the British explorer and travel writer Wilfred Thesiger
wrote that doomsday, of a sort, had already arrived:

If anyone goes there now looking for the life I led they will not find it,
for technicians have been there since, prospecting for oil. Today the
desert where I traveled is scarred with the tracks of lorries and littered
with discarded junk imported from Europe and America. But this
material desecration is unimportant compared with the demoralization
which has resulted among the Bedu themselves. While I was with them
they had no thought of a world that was other than their own. They
were not ignorant savages; on the contrary, they were the lineal heirs of
a very ancient civilization.

Droughts and other privations had given them the “self-discipline they
craved,” but the Western oil boom had “driven them out of the desert into
towns where the qualities which once gave them mastery [were] no longer
sufficient.” Drought and tribal conflict had killed them before, but now,
Thesiger grimly concluded, “it is not death, but degradation which faces
them.”122

Degradation, at the hands of the rich, opportunistic West, kicked into high
gear. Westerners like Thesiger certainly romanticized a Bedouin life that was
at least as brutal and dangerous as it was noble and austere. Travelers in the
pre-oil days described murderous daylight raids on oases, brigandage and a
general unwillingness to venture outdoors anywhere after dark. But there
had been something of the noble savage in the old Arabian. That nobility of
spirit and self-confidence was washed away by the flood of petrodollar
royalties, which rose from $13 million a year in 1946 to $172 million a year
just five years later.12® The flood of greenbacks overwhelmed a primitive
administration that had been designed to run a poor desert kingdom. Jack
Philby noted that the Saudi state in the 1940s had no proper accounting
office, auditors or even dollar reserves. The kingdom was “devoid of any of
the technical devices” of the West, and the all-important ministry of finance



was “reduced to the status of an agency for producing funds for this scheme
or that, without regard to the merits of the schemes themselves, or to the
genuine availability of the money.” Indeed the only iron law in Saudi
administration became “the king’s overriding pleasure,” which made for
rampant inefficiency and corruption. When Parker Hart arrived as President
John F. Kennedy’s new ambassador to the kingdom in 1961, he evaluated
Ibn Saud’s eldest son—King Saud—and the entire royal family and warned
the White House that their “extravagance” and “enormous wastage of funds”
would pose problems.2Z Philby noted the severe social and cultural strains
that resulted from such wastage and extravagance. The Wahhabi clerics, who
had vastly expanded their powers in the 1920s, felt themselves under
unremitting attack. The “tide of royalties from oil [was] seeping irresistibly
into every stratum of society . . . The saturated soil could only breed the
brine of corruption . . . The old weeds of vice, ruthlessly trampled down and
uprooted by the old desert fanatics, were flowering again.”128

Mike Cheney, a young American who went to work on Saudi construction
projects for Bechtel and Aramco in 1948, observed that Saudi Arabia was “a
tenth century society in the midst of a convulsive leap into the twentieth,” a
nation transitioning “from the camel to the Cadillac . . . here grizzled imams
preached reaction to a nightshirted new proletariat already dreaming of
forbidden things like the ballot box and the union shop, ham sandwiches and
Marilyn Monroe.”!22 For many Saudis, the contrasts were hard to stomach.
Ambassador Eddy had cautioned Washington in 1945 “to remember how
undeveloped the country is, and to prevent the impact of the sophisticated
races of the West from spoiling an Arab race by rushing in too rapidly.” The
changes America was bringing to Saudi Arabia, Eddy warned, had been
gradually implemented “through a period of 1,000 years in other
countries.”13¢ Saudi Arabia did not absorb the shock. Saudi oil royalties in
1948 alone came to $28 million, which landed as a lump sum in the royal
purse before streaming into various development projects.13! Bechtel alone
was doing $500,000 a month of public works in the kingdom in 1948,
building roads, harbors and reservoirs.132 Yet Mike Cheney worried about
“the cloudy realms of the Saudi mind—a mind imbued with the mores of
tribal society, impregnated with the desperate Arab pride, bound by the
structures of Wahhabi Puritanism, and then thrown into close and constant
contact with a completely alien culture.” Under American tutelage, the
simple desert life was traded for the city and the automobile and, as Eddy



put it in 1945, “a total dependence on Western imports and technologies.”133

The well-meaning American purveyors, Cheney discovered, had a
“shattering effect on the narrow, veiled mind of the peninsular Arab.” With
their “glittering possessions, technical skills, easy self-confidence and
freedom of thought and action,” the Americans made the Saudis doubtful,
bitter and inauthentic in their own eyes. 134

Many American actions struck the Saudis as narrow and veiled in their
own way. In 1944, the U.S. government sent a routine shipment of riyals—
the silver coin of Saudi Arabia, each worth about 30 cents—to the royal
palace at Jedda as part of wartime assistance. U.S. Army headquarters in
Cairo decided that it needed to make a photo op of this American generosity
and thus flew a colonel, two majors, a captain, two lieutenants and a squad
of infantry to collect the cash in the port of Jedda, hand it to the king and
mug for the cameras with a suitably “grateful” Saudi monarch. When the
American officers landed at Jedda airport, they were met by Ambassador
Jimmy Moose, who wondered why they had come. They explained, and he
replied that the cash had already been unloaded and delivered to the national
bank. He told them a funny story about the officious, glowering American
military police who had escorted the shipment to the bank with their rifles
leveled at the crowds that they passed, not apparently knowing that
“punishment for theft is drastic in Saudi Arabia—for the first offense you
lose your hand, for the second your head. So there is little stealing, and no
one would think of taking from the king.”

Moose said good-bye to the officers, but they refused to return to Cairo.
There had been no speeches of thanksgiving or photos of a beaming, grateful
Saudi king and finance minister. Wait, Moose replied, Saudi Arabia has been
receiving British and American subsidies for years, and this is a minor and
merely symbolic one. Why would the Saudis celebrate it? Plus, he delicately
added, how dare a collection of junior officers and enlisted men—even
American ones—demand an audience with a king? The Americans persisted;
they wanted pictures of the smiling king and his finance minister with a
cascade of silver riyals streaming through their fingers. Moose was
embarrassed, and the Saudi finance minister, Sheikh Abdullah Suleiman,
was furious. Kermit Roosevelt, who was present, recalled that Sheikh
Abdullah assumed that the Americans must be drunk. A compromise was
reached: sacks of riyals with American markings were extracted from the
bank vault, the grim-faced American soldiers with rifles were photographed



handing them to Saudi royal guards with scimitars, and Sheikh Abdullah was
photographed accepting a slip of paper from the American colonel.

The king, who had been shielded from the worst of the embarrassing
affair by his minions, then threw a banquet to honor the American
delegation. The Americans grumbled about the lack of cocktails—Moose
explained that alcohol was forbidden in the kingdom—and fresh-pressed
tomato juice was served instead. Moose and Roosevelt watched in horror as
the American officers raised their glasses and, ignoring the Saudi king,
gestured toward the medical officer in their entourage and bawled: “Hey,
doc! Is it okay to drink this stuff?” No, it wasn’t. “Don’t touch it!” the
officer yelled back. As each plate arrived, the men and officers shouted,
“Give us the word, doc! Safe to eat this stuff?” The answer was invariably
“no.” The Arabs at the table “sat with faces politely blank,” enduring the
rudeness—*“they are also proud people.” A U.S. Army photographer wedged
in between the Saudis and their plates to snap candids, which was “not at all
in conformity with the grave courtesy of traditional Arab hospitality.” The
Saudis continued to sit silently while the American captain described his
crossing from Egypt on a navy ship that served “pork chops every day”;
pork to a Muslim is as filthy and forbidden as alcohol. Kermit Roosevelt
cringed at the memory: “It was as if an American host entertaining
foreigners had seen them refuse his steak, potatoes and salad as unclean and
had then heard one say to another, ‘Oh, we had a fine meal on the way over;
we dined on horse manure.’ » 132

Educated Saudis resented such yawping insensitivity. At a meeting in
Riyadh in 1948 between the American ambassador and several Saudi
ministers, the Saudi deputy foreign minister requested American aid and
material to build a mechanized army of eighty thousand troops. The
ambassador replied: “Do you really think that even with unlimited funds and
every military factor favorable that we can rely on Saudi troops to defend
this area? It took the United States years to organize its own defense; what
can be expected from Saudi Arabia?” That was crushing enough; his next
words—meant to console—were even more so: “We all have our respective
talents and for some reason God seems to have given Americans mechanical
aptitude . . . Saudis have talents along other lines—art and poetry for
example.”13% Perhaps he gleaned these attitudes from his British colleagues,
who were at least as deprecating: “Saudi Arabia has little to offer except
grief . . . None of the Saudi officials have shown any practical interest in the



proper maintenance of the military equipment which they have, which is all
going to rust and ruin. They are like young children playing with toys.”13Z



“‘OILISM’...IS THE EVIL IN THE WORLD TODAY”

Focused on Saudi oil, the Americans did not worry much about Saudi self-
esteem. The Saudi kings had governed untrammeled by any check and
balance other than the sharia, or Islamic law, since the kingdom’s foundation
in 1926. As William Eddy bluntly put it in 1945, “the importance of the
country is due solely to the presence of oil deposits,” and access to those
deposits, British prime minister Anthony Eden sourly noted in the 1950s,
was easily purchased with “a few jeweled Cadillacs.”138 Eddy, who also
worked for Aramco until his death in 1962, oversaw boom years for Saudi
oil. Even the bountiful finds of the 1940s were eclipsed by discoveries after
1950, when American petroleum engineers bored into the famed Ghawar
field southwest of Dhahran. Ghawar’s reservoirs proved on closer
examination to be a single sea of oil: 170 miles long and 20 miles wide. That
one underground pool contained 130 billion barrels of oil—far more oil, in
other words, in a single Saudi field than was contained in the entire United
States.132 With resources like that—and a $700 million American investment
in Saudi infrastructure by 1956—it was perhaps inevitable that the United
States would sweep Saudi resentments under the carpet.

“Aramco will give anything for a quiet life, so long as they can continue
to draw their profit,” a British analyst acidly observed in June 1956.142 With
Eisenhower and the Republicans in charge in the 1950s, the Democrats did
not resist the temptation to score points off the opulent Saudis.
Representative George McGovern jeered in 1957 at King Saud’s “vast array
of air-conditioned Cadillacs, luxurious palaces, slaves, concubines and
revelry beyond imagination.” Some of it was purchased with petrodollars,
some with American baksheesh, and the king enjoyed all this while “the
populace languished in poverty.” Senator Hubert Humphrey, who was
positioning himself for a run at the White House in 1960, joined in the
Democratic criticism of Eisenhower’s efforts to marginalize Egypt’s Nasser
and base the U.S. position in the Middle East on the House of Saud: “Our
Middle Eastern policy is in pretty sad shape if it relies on the assurances and



alleged friendship from the King of Saudi Arabia.”!#l To deflect criticism
like that—which would evaporate the moment the Democrats regained the
White House in 1960—Aramco glibly defined Wahhabis to puzzled
Americans as “Muslim Unitarians.” This would have been news to the
oppressed Shiites of Saudi Arabia, who had been classified as rafida—
contemptible “rejecters of the faith”—by the Wahhabi clerics ever since the
brutal annexation of their settlements by Ibn Saud’s Ikhwan army in 1913.
(Saudi Shiites were a low caste that provided sweepers and lavatory cleaners
for the kingdom; their word was not generally accepted, and a Shiite in a
lawsuit against a Sunni had no hope.)!42 Another Aramco analyst asserted
that Wahhabism was merely Islam’s “Reformation,” a virtuous purging of
corrupt old institutions by Muslim Martin Luthers. 142 Those American
efforts to paper over the invidious teachings and distortions of the Saudi
schools and mosques were understandable. Because of their close
identification with Israel and their political need to play down the oil issue,
successive American administrations effectively “subcontracted” policy in
Saudi Arabia to Aramco, which had no incentive to criticize Saudi culture or
domestic arrangements. It was in this context that British prime minister
Winston Churchill declared in 1954 that “ ‘oilism’ and not colonialism is the
evil in the world today.”144

“We are all oilists now” might as well have been the mantra in the United
States. Speaking to an annual meeting of petroleum engineers in New
Orleans in February 1957, Mobil Oil chairman Brewster Jennings warned
that the “Free World countries outside the Iron Curtain” were consuming 16
million barrels of oil a day in 1956. Of that total, 60 percent—9.6 million
barrels—was consumed in the United States; plus, demand was growing 5
percent year over year in the United States, and 12 percent in Western
Europe. (By 2009, Americans would be burning 21 million barrels of oil per
day.) With just 20 percent of world reserves, the United States was still
producing 50 percent of the world’s oil to slake the global thirst, and U.S.
wells were running dry as a result. Of American reserves of 94 billion
barrels in 1956, 58 billion had already been produced and consumed (and
American reserves would dwindle to just 21 billion barrels by 2008).
Venezuela, meanwhile, had burned through more than a third of its 21 billion
barrels of reserves.

The Middle East, by contrast, seemed inexhaustible and able to fuel
almost unlimited Western growth. Superficial exploration in Iran, Iraq and



Saudi Arabia had by 1956 “proved up” more oil than had ever been found in
the entire United States. Indeed, the vast reserves of the Middle East
explained the great paradox of the 1950s: although the Western world
needed more and more oil, it had discovered so much so quickly in the
Persian Gulf area that it became in some sense expendable. When Iranian
prime minister Muhammed Mossadeq nationalized the Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company in 1951 and the British retaliated by demanding an international
boycott of Iranian-produced oil, the world complied. There was so much oil
in the Middle East that the world could do without Iran’s.142 It was easy to
see why: just 1,500 wells in the Persian Gulf in 1956 had uncovered 105
billion barrels of reserves, which was 11 billion more barrels than the United
States had found at the bottom of its 1.5 million wells. And how the oil
flowed in those Middle Eastern wells! The average American well in 1956
was yielding just 12 barrels per day, while the average well in the Persian
Gulf was gushing 500 barrels per day. In Texas, where the cream had already
been skimmed from the top of the bottle, it took a mile of hole to get as
much oil as five feet of hole in Saudi Arabia—and the Saudis were only
getting started.14®

This abundance of Arab oil created dependency. By the mid-1950s,
Western Europe, busily rebuilding from the destruction of World War 11,
relied on Middle Eastern sources for over 90 percent of its oil. By then, the
United States was consuming most of its own production, wringing 50
percent of world production in the 1950s from just 12 percent of world
reserves. Aramco estimated that by 1965 the United States would be
importing 3 million barrels of oil a day to meet domestic needs. By 1975, the
United States would be importing 25 percent of its domestic consumption. It
seemed obvious where the oil would come from. With over 75 percent of the
total oil resources of the non-Communist world, the Middle East—with its
230 billion barrels of reserves—had become an inalienable strategic asset. In
1956, American companies controlled 58 percent of Arabian production. Oil
had become the single largest American investment in the eastern
hemisphere—worth $750 million—and Saudi Arabia had become the
world’s indispensable “swing producer.” With the ability to increase daily
production by 1 or 2 million barrels, the Saudis ironed out price swings and
kept oil cheap. The price actually fell from $1.80 a barrel in 1963 to $1.20 a
barrel in 1969.14Z



But the degree of actual American control over that vital asset was always
in doubt.!#8 The American-Saudi love-hate relationship was succinctly
described by Crown Prince Saud in 1947. First he chided the State
Department for a “continued American occupancy of Dhahran [that] was
considered proof to the Arab world that the Saudi king was subservient to
American interests”; then he turned around and sought guarantees from the
State Department that America would “maintain the territorial integrity of
Saudi Arabia.”#2 In the mid-1950s, Saudi Arabia very nearly went to war
with Great Britain to annex the oil-rich Buraimi oasis from the British
protectorates of Abu Dhabi and Oman. Although Britain protested in
Washington—“we cannot allow this primitive, irresponsible and
expansionist power to seize control of [even more 0il] sources”—President
Eisenhower bluffly insisted “that the whole Arab Peninsula belonged, or
ought to belong, to King Saud.” When the British countered that legally and
historically it didn’t, Eisenhower (lamely) replied, “People in general are
very ignorant and tend to think it does.”12Y Despite this willed ignorance and
the blank check for Saudi security, Washington received few tangible
benefits in return, other than Aramco’s revenues. When the Americans
pulled together a regional alliance of Middle Eastern states in the 1950s to
contain the Soviet Union—the Baghdad Pact—the Saudis refused to join,
despite Washington’s desperation to attract Arab member states. When
President Eisenhower tried to draft King Saud into a coalition to oppose the
“Sovietization” of Syria and Iraq in 1957-58—“exert your great influence to
the end that the atheistic creed of Communism will not become entrenched
at a key position in the Muslim world”—Saud dodged, blaming the whole
crisis on American support for Israel, without which “the situation would not
have reached the present point.”12L



“MAKE SAUD THE GREAT GOOKETY GOOK OF THE
MUSLIM WORLD”

Meeting with the British, Tke suggested that Washington and London work
together to “make Saud the great gookety gook of the Muslim world.”132
Unfortunately, Washington’s “gookety gook” stolidly ignored American
requests to help mediate the Arab-Israeli dispute and subsidized Middle
Eastern governments like Egypt and Syria and emerging Palestinian terrorist
groups that were hostile to the United States. In 1961, King Saud stunned the
Americans by terminating their lease on Dhahran airfield, which had been a
vital hub linking American operations in Europe and Asia since World War
I1.153 The Saudis were “anti-Western,” quietly “subversive” and “neutralist,”
a British foreign ministry official noted. Evelyn Shuckburgh, principal aide
to Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden in the 1950s, thought the degree of
American support for Saudi Arabia was unfathomable: the “Saudis enjoy a
remarkable degree of sympathy in Washington and there is, in effect, a kind
of blind spot toward their misdeeds.”1>4

As America and Saudi Arabia squirmed in this uneasy embrace, yet
another complicating factor obtruded: Israel. The House of Saud had been
denouncing the Zionists as “marauders” and “land grabbers” since the
1930s, and the Americans had never won the Saudis over to Washington’s
supportive position. Ibn Saud gave an interview to Life magazine in 1943 in
which he bluntly stated the Arab case against Israel: “I cannot find that the
Jews have any justification for their claims to Palestine.” They had been
“captured, slaughtered and scattered by the Romans,” who, in turn, had been
conquered by the Arabs. “That was 1,300 years ago. If the Jewish argument
is to be logically applied we shall have to turn out of their homes many races
up and down the world who think themselves the rightful owners of the land
they live in.”122 That same year—as U.S. troops invaded Italy and American
carriers drove closer to Japan—Ibn Saud wrote a personal letter to President
Roosevelt imploring him not to forget the Palestinians amid “this immense



world conflict of nations.” Zionist propagandists, Ibn Saud warned, were
“exploiting the American people’s ignorance” to “annihilate the Arabs of
Palestine.”12® A worried American ambassador in Jedda feared that Saudi
Arabia—“more stable than any Arab state because public opinion is a
reflection of the will of Ibn Saud”—could be alienated and driven into
opposition by the Israel issue. “How long will Ibn Saud’s patience endure in
the face of the persistent rebuffs we’ve given him in the form of our
Palestine policy—our admitted pro-Israel policy?”1>Z



ON GREAT BITTER LAKE

In 1945, King Ibn Saud met with President Franklin D. Roosevelt during the
American president’s passage through the Suez Canal on his way home from
his Yalta meetings with Churchill and Stalin. It was the last of many foreign
trips for FDR, who would die two months later. For sixty-nine-year-old Ibn
Saud, it was his first foreign trip since his only other one, to Basra, thirty
years earlier. Before leaving Saudi soil, he took the American ambassador
aside and made clear his position on the Jewish national home in Palestine:
“Our holy book says this of the Jews. They are against you in the present day
and they will be so until the end of the world. It is a struggle for life and
death for the Arab against the accursed Jew.”128 Ten days later, Ibn Saud was
borne from Jedda to the Great Bitter Lake in the Suez Canal aboard the USS
Murphy. Once on the lake, the brackish midpoint of the canal between the
Red Sea and the Mediterranean, the king was hoisted aboard the cruiser USS
Quincy, where President Roosevelt was resting after his thousand-mile flight
from Sevastopol.122

The surroundings at Roosevelt’s summit were altogether different from a
Washington conference room. Ibn Saud—tall, broad shouldered, bearded,
one eye nearly closed by a cataract, limping from old war wounds—had
converted the Murphy into a royal pavilion, with awnings, rugs and
upholstered chairs. Seven-foot slaves brewed coffee in the gun turrets and
padded in and out of the royal presence on thick rugs laid from the fantail to
the forecastle.1%? Roosevelt was struck and demoralized by the dogged way
Ibn Saud worked the issue of Palestine. He later told a friend that “of all the
men he had talked to in his life, he had got the least satisfaction from this
iron-willed Arab monarch.”1%l As guardian of the Muslim holy places, Ibn
Saud felt bound to defend “Muslim religious considerations and Arab
nationalist sentiment” at every turn. Not to do so, an American intelligence
report suggested, “would lose him the respect of his co-religionists, threaten
his influence with the Wahhabis, and even cause his overthrow.”62 Each



time FDR tried to shift the subject away from Palestine, the Saudi king
swerved back “to expound the case of the Arabs and their legitimate rights in
their lands.” Ultimately, Roosevelt abandoned politics and shifted to small
talk. “I am a farmer,” he improbably told the Saudi king. Gazing across to
the Egyptian desert, he lightly suggested that Ibn Saud develop his water
resources, irrigate his parched desert lands and “make room” for a bigger
Arab population. Undeterred, Ibn Saud swerved back again: “We will not
engage with any enthusiasm in the development of our country’s agriculture
and public works if that prosperity will be inherited by the Jews!”153

In his own meetings with Ibn Saud in Egypt, Churchill—groping for an
“exit strategy” from Britain’s exasperating Palestine Mandate—encountered
the same obstinacy on the Arab-Jewish question. “We have supported and
subsidized you for twenty years,” Churchill reminded the Saudi king. “Now
you can help us by restraining Arab fanaticism in Palestine and effecting a
compromise with the Zionists.” Seated comfortably beside Churchill on the
patio of King Farouk’s Auberge du Lac at Fayoum, overlooking the lake and
surrounded by fields of cotton, clover and tomatoes, Ibn Saud glared at the
British prime minister. “I will help the Allied cause,” he said, “but I cannot
destroy my soul and honor as a Muslim by compromising with Zionism.”164
Returning to Jedda, Ibn Saud, who had restrained himself in the presence of
Roosevelt and Churchill, let fly at the American ambassador: “If America
chooses in favor of the Jews, she will have repudiated her friendship with us,
and it will be proof that America is content to see the annihilation of the
Arab race.”162



CHAPTER 3

EXODUS

HAVING NARROWLY ESCAPED real annihilation in Hitler’s gas
chambers, Jewish immigrants to Palestine after 1945 ignored the protests of
spectators like Ibn Saud. Freed from the Nazi death camps, thousands of
Jewish survivors flooded into Palestine. They regarded British immigration
caps and quotas as attempts, as Ben-Gurion acidly put it, “to seclude Jews in
a special Jewish Lebensraum.”! (Ben-Gurion at the time was trying to win
approval of a scheme to pay Iraq £10 million to accept five hundred
thousand Palestinian refugees in what would have become a special Muslim
lebensraum east of the Jordan.) The Zionists worried about the implications
of a secret demographic report prepared by the Jewish Agency in 1944,
which predicted, with astonishing foresight, that Arab birthrates—the
highest in the world—would overwhelm the effects of even massive Jewish
immigration by the year 2001.2 The report concluded that even a million
European Jewish immigrants—unthinkable under the prevailing 1939 white
paper—would assure only a fleeting Jewish majority. (In this respect, Yasser
Arafat was correct in asserting that “the womb” would be the secret weapon
of the Palestinians in their struggle with the Zionists.)

The future of “mutual tolerance and goodwill” desired by Lord Peel in the
1930s seemed farther off than ever. Political and ethnic strains were at a
breaking point, and the mollifying economic good times of the 1930s had
been replaced with inflation and stagnation in the 1940s.2 The Anglo-
American Committee of Inquiry assembled in 1946 felt bound to assure both
sides that in postwar Palestine “Jew shall not dominate Arab and Arab shall
not dominate Jew” and that an independent Palestine “shall be neither an
Arab nor a Jewish state.” Yet neither the Jews nor the Arabs were reassured
by those Allied pledges, which rang hollow anyway in view of rising
American pressure in favor of the Jews.



AMERICA’S ISRAEL LOBBY TAKES SHAPE

President Franklin Roosevelt—worn down by the war and cancer—seemed
confused by the basic facts of Palestine. In one letter he sent to Secretary of
State Cordell Hull, FDR imagined that Britain had created the Palestine
Mandate not to settle Jews alongside Muslims and Christians in the Holy
Land, but simply “to convert Palestine into a Jewish Home.” In another, he
uncritically accepted false Zionist claims that Arab immigration into
Palestine since the 1920s had been increasing by the same multiples as
Jewish immigration. In fact, Jewish immigration had fed a tenfold increase
in the Jewish population of Palestine between 1919 and 1946, while the
Arab population had merely doubled in the same period.2 Roosevelt had
been harshly reminded of Arab indignation at these facts on the ground in
his summit with King Ibn Saud in 1945, when the Saudi king had railed
against the Jewish home and its American supporters and growled to his
American ambassador that “no matter how great the force of money and
arms mobilized for the Jews, we shall elect to perish to the last Arab rather
than live under Jewish rule.”® The question of Palestine, in short, was as
fraught in 1945 as it would be sixty-five years later, and sixty-three-year-old
Franklin Roosevelt was not the man to solve it. “For all his charm and skill
as a political leader, [he] was, when it came to foreign policy, a very
superficial man, ignorant [and] dilettantish,” George Kennan witheringly
wrote.” Ignorance and dilettantism certainly marked Roosevelt’s halfhearted
mediation between the Zionists and Arabs. Above all, FDR watched the
twentyfold increase in America’s Jewish population since 1882: from
250,000 to 4.8 million. That was a lot of voters. Prodded by active Jewish
lobbies like Louis Brandeis’s Federation of American Zionists and Joseph
Proskauer’s American Jewish Committee, Roosevelt had battled British
attempts to limit Jewish emigration to Palestine since 1936 and had blasted
the British White Paper of 1939 for discriminating against Jews and “closing
off their only avenue of escape.”® With presidential elections in 1940 and



1944, FDR, like Truman after him, succumbed completely to the domestic
political arithmetic sketched by Judge Bernard Rosenblatt in the Zionist
Review at the start of Roosevelt’s fourth term:

New York is entitled to 47 electoral votes, while only 266 electoral
votes are necessary to elect a President. Whether the vote of the State of
New York goes to one party or another (by relatively few votes in a
population of over 13 million) will make a difference of 94 votes in the
electoral college, so it may be readily understood why a presidential
contest may hinge on the political struggle in New York, and to a lesser
extent in the large States of Pennsylvania (36 electoral votes), Illinois
(27) or Ohio (23) . . . Now, New York, Illinois, Ohio, as well as the
populous States of Massachusetts and New Jersey are normally
“doubtful,” that is, they may swing to one party or another by a mere
few thousand votes . . . Perhaps 90 percent of the Jewish population of
the United States is concentrated in these doubtful States.2

The American public—saddened by Jewish suffering and largely unaware
of Arab claims in Palestine—eagerly embraced the Zionist propaganda that
appeared in every major American newspaper and many minor ones too. The
Jewish propaganda was ingenious, appealing at the same time to American
sentimentality and anti-Semitism, as in this ad, which ran in the New York
Times in April 1943:

Germany exterminates the Jews in Europe and Britain bars the way to
their rescue. America is not asked to open her doors to the uprooted

people. Open wide the doors of Palestine!12

Jewish access to the White House and State Department was also
remarkable. White House counsel Clark Clifford was a devout Zionist, and
Edward Stettinius, FDR’s last secretary of state and Truman’s first, engaged
in long, apparently infuriating meetings with Jewish lobbyists like rabbis
Stephen Wise and Hillel Silver. In January 1945, Stettinius recorded the
following conversation with New York congressman Sol Bloom:

BLOOM: Hello, Ed.
STETTINIUS: How are you, boy? I’m sorry not to have called you
back sooner.



BLOOM: I want to tell you something. I am getting sick and tired of
these rabbis, and how they want to come down to see you. I told them
to cut it out; don’t you know he is busy?

STETTINIUS: You have called me and have found that I have left
town. BLOOM: I am tired of it.

STETTINIUS: I am out of town for good now.11

In or out of town, Stettinius, FDR and Truman by 1945 had rallied entirely
to the Jewish position on Palestine. Twenty-five percent of New York’s eight
million inhabitants were Jewish, and Palestine was their wedge issue.l2
There was also a humanitarian angle: stunned by the scenes of squalor and
cruelty in the liberated Nazi death camps, the United States took the Jewish
side even more forcefully in Palestine after the war. “Of all the inhuman and
tyrannical acts of Hitler and his Nazi lieutenants,” Secretary of State Cordell
Hull declared on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Balfour Declaration in
November 1942, “their systematic persecution of the Jewish people—men,
women and children—is the most debased.”!3 The British Labour Party—
Zionist since World War I except when actually in power in 1929-31—
believed that Hitler’s Holocaust had so fundamentally broken the course of
human history that some dramatic fix (in Palestine, not England) had to be
found: “There is an irresistible case [for the Jewish state] now, after the
unspeakable atrocities of the cold and calculated German Nazi plan to kill all
Jews in Europe.” Surely the Arabs of Palestine could be relied upon to do
the right thing and relocate: “They have many wide territories of their own;
they must not claim to exclude the Jews from this small area of Palestine,
less than the size of Wales . . . Let the Arabs be encouraged to move out, as
the Jews move in.”14

In June 1943, President Roosevelt and Under Secretary of State Sumner
Welles met with Jewish Agency chief Chaim Weizmann in the White House.
Straining to maintain good ties with the Arabs and the Jews, FDR told
Weizmann that he had got Churchill to agree to “call together the Arabs and
Jews of Palestine” for negotiations. Weizmann wanted nothing to do with
negotiations. “The Arabs,” he told Roosevelt, “must be told beforehand that
the democracies meant to affirm the Jewish rights to Palestine.” Welles
reminded Weizmann that King Ibn Saud had “been writing unpleasant letters
recently” to FDR to demand a halt to Jewish emigration to Palestine, which
risked making the Arabs a minority in their own country. “Ibn Saud is a



desert prince,” Weizmann scoffed. “He is very much removed from world
affairs.” Welles hastened to agree: the Saudi king’s suggestions were “of
course childish.” There were now six hundred thousand Jews in Palestine
and twice that number of Arabs. While most of the Jews lived in towns, most
of the Arabs lived in rural areas as farmers, shepherds and nomads. Surely
there was room for more Jews in town and country. (Four years later, during
the partition of Palestine, Weizmann would coax the entire Negev Desert out
of Truman using the same argument.)!> Roosevelt keeled over. “The Arabs
have done badly in this war,” he agreed. “They have vast, undeveloped
countries.” He pondered for a moment, then trailed off: “Perhaps the Jews
can help with this development . . .” Like a teacher coaching a pupil,
Weizmann eagerly nodded: “The Arabs will not revolt if they know the
democracies really mean business.”1®

Weizmann certainly meant business. In early 1944, the Jewish Agency
began purchasing small boats and lighters in the Balkans to carry illegal
Jewish immigrants across to Palestine. The unexpectedly rapid Soviet
advance through Eastern Europe had freed the 250,000 Jews of Rumania
from Hitler’s clutches. Thousands of them tried to migrate to Palestine.
Palmach infantry—the shock troops of the Hagana—were given naval
training to assist the landing of incoming Rumanian Jews, using force if
necessary. Any British obstruction of immigration was conflated with
Nazism. “The Thames flows into the Rhine” was a favorite slogan of
Mivrak, the biweekly Stern Gang paper, which meant that Britain’s treatment
of the European Jews was as bestial as Germany’s..Z A British intelligence
officer assigned to study the new Jewish naval units found that they were
intended to goad the British or Arabs into counterattacks “thereby releasing
a storm of atrocity propaganda” that would “unite Jewish Zionists and anti-
Zionists across the world and divide Britain and the U.S.” Once the British
or Arabs stepped in to obstruct the Jewish immigrants—Rumanians now,
Poles later—*“it would be easy to invoke humanitarian sentiment on behalf
of the refugees from Europe.”18

The United States was more prone to humanitarian sentiment than any
other great power, and in 1944 both the U.S. Senate and House of
Representatives debated—in Secretary of State Cordell Hull’s words
—*“alarming resolutions” that trampled on thirty years of Jewish-Arab
negotiation in Palestine and threatened to drive a wedge between Britain and
the United States, just as the Zionists intended. According to the U.S.



Congress, Britain now had an obligation to throw open the doors of the Holy
Land to unlimited immigration “so that the Jewish people may reconstitute
Palestine as a free and democratic Jewish Commonwealth.”12

When Army chief of staff General George Marshall and Navy secretary
James Forrestal persuaded Congress to postpone debate on the resolutions
until after the war—Marshall and Forrestal saw clearly the political damage
that the congressional resolutions would do to U.S. interests and basing
rights in the Arab Middle East—the House went ahead and debated and
resolved anyway, in favor of a Jewish state. With New York governor
Thomas Dewey, the Republican presidential nominee in 1944, calling loudly
for “the reconstitution of Palestine as a free and democratic Jewish
commonwealth,” FDR made a point of meeting publicly with Zionist leaders
to affirm that a Jewish state in Palestine—swelled by unlimited European
immigrants—was a Democratic Party objective t00.22 Lost in the American
corridors of power were voices like that of Ibn Saud, who wrote witheringly
to the White House: “In the name of humanity it is proposed to force on the
Arab majority of Palestine a people alien to them, to make these new people
the majority, thereby rendering the existing majority a minority.”2.

Roosevelt died in office in April 1945. His last brush with the question of
Palestine was during his meeting with Ibn Saud on board the USS Quincy in
the Suez Canal on the way home from Yalta in February 1945. There FDR
had tried to persuade Ibn Saud of the “equity” of settling displaced European
Jews in Palestine but received no encouragement from the Saudi monarch,
who had called the Jewish national home “a tissue of deceit and trickery.”%2
If the Jewish settlers were allowed to remain in Palestine, Ibn Saud
prophetically warned Roosevelt, “the outwardly prosperous country [would
be] torn from within with strife and drenched with blood.”22 Understanding
at last that he could not “talk both ways” indefinitely on the Arab-Jewish
question, FDR lost his earlier enthusiasm for a Jewish state. After Yalta, the
American president resolved to reconvene congressional leaders to “re-
examine our entire policy on Palestine.” There would be no easy or dramatic
solutions. Sounding just like despondent leaders today, FDR awaited a

miracle: “Some formula, not yet discovered, would have to be evolved.”%4



THE TRUMAN TOUCH

But those were the tired musings of a dying man. President Harry Truman,
younger and healthier than his predecessor, was also blunter. Truman, who
relished domestic politics more than foreign ones, was much less concerned
than FDR to appear impartial in the Middle East, and he lost no time taking
up the cudgels for a Jewish state in Palestine. Truman, a staunch supporter of
Zionism as a senator, now, as president, saw the matter simply: there were
five million Jews in the United States and most of them voted. Moreover,
settling the uprooted Jews of Europe in Palestine was politically popular in
the United States among all classes and religions. Americans had overlooked
the early phases of the Holocaust because of Nazi secrecy but had watched
in horror the last German effort to exterminate the nine hundred thousand
Jews of Hungary in 1944-45 as breaking news. With Adolf Eichmann openly
deporting twelve thousand Hungarian Jews a day by train to Auschwitz,
Americans predictably sided with the Zionists on humanitarian grounds.22
Americans felt natural sympathy for Jewish victims of the Holocaust and
were influenced by well-wrought Zionist propaganda—‘“hundreds of
thousands of Jews at present rotting in Nazi concentration camps might have
become valiant soldiers in the cause of the UN if not for the policy of the
British government”—as well as by the sermons of Protestant ministers, who
found all the justification needed for the Jewish national home in the books
of Judges, Samuel, Kings and Chronicles.2%

Against this peculiarly American backdrop, President Truman in August
1945 asked British prime minister Clement Attlee to tear up the White Paper
of 1939 and immediately open Palestine to mass Jewish immigration. In the
American-occupied zone of Germany, General Dwight Eisenhower settled
Jewish “DPs,” or “displaced persons,” on requisitioned German farmland to
learn basic agricultural skills before their departure to Palestine. Ike
dispatched weekly military flights to Palestine to bring back Zionist teachers
and Hebrew instructors for the European DPs.2Z The ramifications of this
American policy cut deep: Neville Chamberlain’s prewar controls on



immigration had been designed to perpetuate a population in Palestine of ten
Arabs for every six Jews. Unrestricted immigration and large Jewish
families would tip the ratio the other way.22 On VE-day, there were at least a
hundred thousand Jewish survivors languishing in the abandoned German
death camps. There were four hundred thousand more Jewish DPs streaming
westward out of Poland, Hungary and Rumania toward the British and
American zones of occupation. 22 Indeed, there were so many DPs that the
Red Cross’s International Tracing Service, created to count refugees and
reunite families, crammed sixteen miles of shelves with their records.22

To cope with the crisis, Truman demanded an immediate hundred
thousand immigration certificates to Palestine from the British. A White
House report on DPs in September 1945 urged immediate mass emigration
to Palestine: “We appear to be treating the Jews as the Nazis treated them,
except that we do not exterminate them. . . . They are in concentration camps
in large numbers under our military guard instead of S.S. troops.”2l Further
east, the Jews were far worse off; in Poland in 1946 there were bloody
pogroms designed to drive off returning Holocaust survivors. In April 1946,
Truman moved to force Britain’s hand. He had agreed to admit 39,000
Jewish DPs to America annually, but the number of Jewish DPs in the U.S.
occupation zone in Germany stood at 250,000. Truman issued a statement
from the White House applauding the British for their decision to revoke the
land transfer restrictions of 1940 and immediately grant the hundred
thousand immigration certificates to Jewish refugees in Europe. This,
Truman declared, would “permit the further development of the Jewish
national home” (and take pressure off American and British immigration
officials). Unfortunately, Attlee had never agreed to the measures. The next
day, Attlee stated that new immigration and land transfers were quite
impossible in view of dwindling British military resources and the rapid
growth of illegal Jewish and Arab military formations. New immigrants and
settlements would mean full-scale civil war.22 Privately, Attlee and Foreign
Secretary Ernest Bevin were furious at Truman’s freelancing. In his haste to
win votes at home, Truman had trampled on Britain’s imperial interests. In
the midst of independence and defense treaty negotiations with the
Jordanians and Egyptians, Bevin now found himself exposed to harsh
attacks for his acceptance of the American line on Jewish immigration.33

In September 1946, the Arab League, meeting in London, rejected British
and American proposals to concede local autonomy to Jewish and Arab



communities in Palestine as a first step toward eventual federation or
partition. No, the Arabs replied, “Palestine will be a unitary state with a
permanent Arab majority.” Jews with ten years of residence would be given
Palestinian citizenship and Jews might hold up to one-third of the seats in a
Palestinian parliament, but Palestine would always be an Arab, not a Jewish,
state.

Palestine’s Jewish Agency—run by Chaim Weizmann, Moshe Shertok
and David Ben-Gurion—also rejected the Anglo-American proposals. In
1944, Weizmann had pronounced water the chief factor compelling
Palestinian unity under a Jewish state. Palestine could not be partitioned into
Jewish and Arab states, Weizmann told a gathering in London, because the
water was in the north and the vast “new” territories in need of population
and irrigation were in the south. “If you want to irrigate the Negev with the
waters of the Jordan, you cannot cut Palestine into two, because then
development becomes impossible.”3* This water question would bedevil
Israel and Palestine into the twenty-first century, and with such geological
and economic arguments in mind, the Zionist Congress, meeting in Basel in
December 1946, judged federation or partition “a travesty of Britain’s
obligations under the Mandate.” Instead, the Zionists demanded that the path
be left open for “Palestine to [be] established as a Jewish Commonwealth
integrated into the structure of the new democratic world.” The words
“commonwealth” and “democratic” were the euphemisms—the British
called them “screens”—most frequently deployed by the Zionists to preempt
Arab objections to the religious basis (and prejudices) of the proposed
Jewish state.2> The Zionists demanded unchecked immigration and full
powers to the Jewish Agency—still technically an auxiliary of the British—
to “build the country.”

The British were stymied. On one side stood Arabs demanding an Arab
state with a permanent Arab majority. On the other stood Zionists
demanding uncontrolled immigration from FEurope and a “Jewish
commonwealth.” A British report in 1946 compared the Jewish tendency to
behave as if there were no Arabs in Palestine with the Afrikaner exclusion of
blacks in South Africa. In Palestine, a British analyst wrote, the Jews
“behave as a Herrenvolk”’—a “master race.”3® Attlee wearily formed yet
another commission. “If all the books of statistics prepared for the nineteen
commissions that have had a shot at the problem were placed on top of one
another they would reach as high as the King David Hotel,” the mandate’s



chief secretary groaned. This one had another stab at compromise, granting
ninety-six thousand immigration certificates for 1947 and 1948—Iess than
half the number desired by the Americans—and converting the mandate into
a trusteeship, to prepare Palestine for independence in five years. The plan
was hopelessly optimistic, and one senior British official confessed that
since World War I the British had never really had a viable policy for
Palestine: “Nothing but fluctuations of policy, hesitations . . . , no policy at
all.”3Z

Both the Arab delegations and the Jewish Agency rejected Attlee’s latest
fluctuation. Since a trusteeship needed cooperative beneficiaries, Britain
found itself again at an impasse. Attlee gave up, and instructed Bevin simply
to hand the mandate and all its problems over to the newly formed United
Nations. In February 1947, Bevin did just that:

There are in Palestine about 1,200,000 Arabs and 600,000 Jews. For the
Jews, the essential point of principle is the creation of a sovereign
Jewish state. For the Arabs, the essential point of principle is to resist to
the last the establishment of Jewish sovereignty in any part of Palestine.
. . . There is no prospect of resolving this conflict by any settlement
between the parties. . . . We have, therefore, reached the conclusion that
the only course now open to us is to submit the problem for the

judgment of the United Nations.22



MARTIAL LAW

Bevin and Attlee, grizzled Labourites who had come of age in the working
quarters of London and Bristol, would probably have liked to exhume Earl
Balfour’s bones and grind them underfoot. Bevin’s surrender in 1947 was as
good a postmortem on Balfour’s credulous hopes as any. With the Jews and
Arabs battling to gain the upper hand before the UN sat in judgment, the
fighting resumed. In 1947 Britain proclaimed martial law and split the
mandate into military-run “security zones.” During World War II, the
population of Palestine had grown to 1.9 million. Thanks to immigration,
there were now 625,000 Jews, a full third of the population. To encroach on
Arab lands, the Jews embarked on a more aggressive settlement policy.
“What land we had was scattered a bit here, a bit there, with the Arabs
owning what was in between,” Yohanan Ramati wrote in 1951. To link up
the Jewish enclaves and chase off Arab squatters, “we bribed the British, the
mukhtars of the Arab villages, and the fellaheen. We also went to court over
some of [the disputed land], and in other places beat up a few Arabs.” Zones
of Palestine that the British had never even considered for inclusion in a
future Jewish state ultimately devolved to Israel because of forty-two Jewish
settlements rapidly erected around Beisan and north of Gaza in the late
1940s. The Jewish settlements drove the Arabs out by not giving them jobs:
“The Arab population tended to disappear from Jewish-owned land . . .
where the employment of non-Jewish labor was explicitly debarred.”
Landless Arabs now drifted into the cities, ports and orange groves looking
for homes and work.22

For the Truman administration, the Palestine question, initially regarded
as a manageable international problem with a big domestic payoff, was
finally recognized for what it was: a chronic, destabilizing crisis. On one
side stood the Jews and the UN. The Jews, publicly at least, desired the
formal partition of Palestine into Jewish and Arab states; the UN General
Assembly had actually endorsed such a policy by a vote of thirty-three to
thirteen. On the other side stood the angry Arab states and the furious



Palestinian Arabs, who wanted a one-state solution with a permanent Arab
majority. For the United States, now assuming the role of world leader,
Palestine was a losing proposition for the simple reason that contingents of
Jewish emigrants to Palestine small enough not to alarm the Arabs would
inflame the Jews, and contingents large enough to appease the Jews would
inflame the Arabs. Appeasing the Arabs would harm Truman at home;
appeasing the Jews would harm him abroad. That was the American security
dilemma felt as keenly by Truman in 1948 as by Barack Obama sixty-two
years later.



PALESTINE AND THE U.S. ELECTIONS OF 1948

Lord Inverchapel, Britain’s ambassador in Washington, observed in January
1948 that President Truman was boxed in; he could not now take a pro-Arab
line and oppose partition. “The Administration cannot reverse policy . . .
without encountering intense pressure from Zionists and also non-Jewish
elements who want the United Nations to succeed.” Truman worried that
support for the Arabs would cost him Jewish votes as well as non-Jewish
Democrats who would defect to Henry Wallace’s Progressive Party if the
president did not take up the cudgels for the UN in Palestine. Wallace, who
served as Roosevelt’s vice president from 1941 to 1945, judged all American
efforts to appease the Palestinians in 1947-48 “a sellout for Arab o0il.”4? And
of course there were the Republicans, who watched and waited: “The
Republican presidential aspirants, Dewey and Taft, are on the watch for any
chance to impale the Administration on the horns of the Palestine
dilemma.”*. Governor Dewey, the State Department’s Near Eastern expert
Loy Henderson recalled, “was almost constantly criticizing Truman for
failure to give full support to the Zionists. If Truman had taken positions
[against the Jewish state], he would almost certainly have been defeated in
the November [1948] elections.”#2

Finally, there was the unresolved problem of immigration. To draw down
the pool of DPs in Europe, Illinois representative William Stratton had
introduced a bill in the House in April 1947 calling for the admission of a
hundred thousand refugees a year to the United States for four years, but the
“Stratton Bill” never even made it out of committee, nor did a similar bill in
the Senate even make it to committee. The “Displaced Persons Act of 1948,”
eventually signed by Truman, was amended in the House and Senate to
exclude as many Jews and Catholics as possible by manipulating national
quotas and preferences. Truman signed the bill reluctantly, noting publicly
that it did little to solve the problem of Jewish refugees and that it
“discriminates in callous fashion.”#3 Plainly the American people and their



elected representatives wanted the ongoing crisis of Jewish DPs solved in
Palestine, not America.24

The British embassy, delighted to be rid of the Palestine problem, found
the Americans to be curiously incapable of mediating in the Holy Land.
Truman—with his flanks exposed to Wallace on the left and Dewey on the
right—proved “extremely unwilling to court risks in an election year,”
Inverchapel reported from Washington. “It is almost inevitable that the
[Truman] Administration will continue to be swayed in its Palestine policy
by domestic rather than international considerations.” For his part, Truman
was unapologetic. Meeting in late 1945 with a conference of State
Department officials who were up in arms over his unpopular—among
Arabs—support for the Zionists, Truman refused to bend: “I am sorry,
gentlemen, but I have to answer to hundreds of thousands who are anxious
for the success of Zionism: I do not have hundreds of thousands of Arabs

among my constituents.”4>



“PEOPLE IN STATE ARE BITCHING THINGS UP”

Although Secretary of State James Byrnes was a loyal Truman appointee,
the career ranks of the U.S. State Department rebelled. Loy Henderson and
the Near Eastern Affairs bureau viewed Israel as poison to American
interests. Like presidents Nixon and George W. Bush, Truman responded by
shifting the Palestine question from “the career men of the State
Department” to the White House.#® Truman handed the Palestine portfolio to
Clark Clifford and the White House counsel’s chief advisers on Palestinian
affairs, David Niles and Max Lowenthal. Niles, a naturalized Polish Jew,
served as White House liaison to the Zionist Organization’s Washington
office. Lowenthal, an acolyte of the late Justice Brandeis, had close
connections with Weizmann’s Jewish Agency. Like the neoconservatives
clustered around Paul Wolfowitz and Doug Feith after 9/11, Niles,
Lowenthal and their influential allies, Abraham Feinberg and Eddie
Jacobson, were determined to break the back of the pro-Arab State
Department. “People in State are bitching things up,” Niles wrote Lowenthal
in May 1948. Lowenthal, whom Truman called the White House’s “back-
room boy,” agreed. “There has to be a house-cleaning in State, or someone
in State on Palestine matters who is trustworthy.” Lowenthal bluntly pitched
American support and early recognition of a Jewish state in Palestine as the
most expedient way to secure votes in U.S. elections.?Z

The more equitable Clark Clifford often balked at their advice.
Lowenthal’s memos, Clifford observed, amounted to “carefully-screened
facts assembled to ‘prove’ whatever point Lowenthal is trying to make.” The
“one premise implicit in all of his memoranda was that the U.S. should
support the Zionist cause, come what may.” Still, Clifford also believed that
Truman needed Jewish votes (and gifts) to secure his political future. Under
relentless White House pressure like this, Loy Henderson was forced out of
the Near Eastern bureau and shipped off to become U.S. ambassador to India
in 1948.#8 James Forrestal, now secretary of defense and no friend of the
Zionists, deplored the “squalid political purposes” of Niles, Lowenthal and



Clifford and, like George Marshall—Truman’s secretary of state after
Byrnes’s resignation in 1947—insisted that “United States policy should be
based on United States national interests and not on domestic political
considerations.”®® George Kennan, on Marshall’s policy planning staff,
echoed that view, asserting that Truman was permitting himself to be
“guided not by the national interest, but by other considerations.”2C

Kennan’s view was also the British view. George Kirk considered that
Truman’s excessively political line on Palestine had converted an already
fraught situation “into the grim realization of a Marx Brothers
phantasmagoria.”®! In his New Year’s 1948 instructions to his Washington
embassy, Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin told Lord Inverchapel to inform
the White House that most Arab leaders wanted to solve the Palestinian
problem so that they could turn to internal matters, but needed concessions
from the Jews to mollify “popular opinion.” Were the Jews to emerge from
partition holding “the major part of their claims,” Bevin feared that
revolutionary upheaval would follow. “The positions and lives of the Arab
leaders would be most insecure, a change of regime would follow,
Communist or fanatical pan-Islamic.” This, according to the British, was the
reason the Arab states armed and financed Arab guerrillas in Palestine.
Having roused their own masses with “intemperate propaganda from above”
in the 1930s and 1940s, they found themselves with no room for maneuver
in 1948. If they tolerated Jewish claims in Palestine, they would “give too
great a handle to their extreme opposition.” From London’s perspective,
there was only one way forward: “To avoid war, a strong American
intervention with the Jews is necessary.’@ Paul-Henri Spaak, the influential
prime minister of Belgium, seconded this view, telling the U.S. State
Department in April 1948 that Palestine needed to be a single, federated
state in which the majority would rule and Jews would enjoy a “large
measure of autonomy.”23

Truman still hoped to muddle through. He had his hands full defending
Greece and Turkey against communist encroachment and rescuing Berlin
from a Soviet blockade. He had little time to spare for Palestine. While
America’s UN ambassador assured the secretary general that “we’re
prepared to take a strong line with the Jews, to put politics on ice,” Clark
Clifford was quietly cultivating Truman’s domestic garden by applauding the
Balfour Declaration, advocating a Jewish state and quoting lines to Truman
from Deuteronomy: “Behold, I have set the land before you: go in and



possess the land which the Lord swore unto your fathers, Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob, to give unto them and to their seed after them.”24 Florida senator
Claude Pepper, writing in the New York Times in August 1947, demanded
that the Jews be granted “the sustaining heritage of Palestine.”2® Claude
Pepper was just one of many influential liberal senators who saw
opportunity in Palestine: a new state of “Israel” would pay off internally
with Jewish votes, but would also pay external dividends. Israel would
widen the scope of the UN—by giving it a peace to administer in Palestine
—and would weaken British imperialism by plucking away another of
London’s mandates. This convergence in the late 1940s of American
Anglophobia and zeal for the UN was bad news for the Arabs of Palestine.
The fact that the British favored the Arabs was just one more reason for the
Americans to favor the Zionists. The Arabs could feel this American
temporizing in their bones. Meeting in April 1948 with Warren Austin,
Truman’s ambassador to the UN, General Jamal el-Husseini, chairman of the
Palestine Arab Higher Committee, warned that “unless the U.S. changed its
attitude toward Palestine, the Arab states might in despair turn to the USSR.”
Impossible, Austin replied. The Soviet Union was a godless state with no
respect for Islam or ancient traditions. “Despair often drives people to do
things contrary to their own best interests,” Husseini replied.2®

Political lobbying clouded the apprehension of best interests in America
as well. “We could have settled this Palestine thing if U.S. politics had been
kept out of it,” President Truman groused. He particularly resented the
influence of Moshe Shertok and Chaim Weizmann in American politics. In a
letter he drafted to Weizmann in December 1947, Truman wrote, “I don’t
think I ever had as much pressure and propaganda unnecessarily aimed at the
White House as I have had in this instance.”? William Eddy, America’s
ambassador to Saudi Arabia from 1944 to 1946, complained to the Joint
Chiefs of Staff in 1948 that Truman’s “pro-Zionist policy” had caused “the
prestige of the U.S. government among the Arabs to vanish.” Secretary of
State Marshall could barely keep his anger at the Jewish lobby in check. He
never supported partition, and bluntly told Truman at a meeting on Palestine
in May 1948 that Truman was putting “the great office of the President” at
risk by permitting domestic political concerns to shape strategy and policy.
That meeting, three days before the British pullout, was—according to
Clifford—the scene of “the sharpest rebuke” ever delivered to Truman, and
perhaps to any president in the Oval Office. Marshall told Truman that if the



president supported a Jewish state in Palestine, then his secretary of state
would have no choice but to vote against him in November.22



THE UN’S FIRST GREAT TEST

The UN too pondered its choices. “The problem of Palestine is insoluble,”
the organization’s special committee for the mandate grumbled in 1947.%0
Whereas the British and the Arabs viewed the solution as an Arab state with
guarantees for a Jewish minority, the Truman administration—despite fierce
misgivings in the cabinet and at the State Department—saw partition as the
only solution that would bring closure to an ongoing international problem
and satisfy the millions of Jewish voters in America. Partition was also the
only solution that would jibe with America’s severely downsized military.
Focused on domestic programs and European reconstruction after World
War II, Truman had ordered sharp defense cuts, slashing the $30 billion
budget submitted to him by the service chiefs in 1948 to just $14.4 billion.%!
That was roughly the same sum that Truman would invest in the Marshall
Plan. With few troops or tanks and a defense posture geared toward nuclear
airpower, Truman, preoccupied with the Cold War, had no practical means to
intervene in Palestine and keep the peace between Jews and Arabs anyway.
Washington’s campaign for partition at the UN was concentrated and firm.
Looking back from the perspective of the 2000s, when Americans evince
skepticism about the United Nations, it is remarkable to recall the high hopes
Americans vested in the UN in the late 1940s. During World War II, FDR
had floated the idea of “four policemen” running the world after the war: the
United States, the USSR, Britain and China. That notion of four global
gendarmes had polled badly among American voters and members of
Congress, who thought that such a “cabal of big powers” would be no
different from the vicious cabals that had caused two world wars. American
isolationists wanted, as usual, to be left alone, and American internationalists
wanted a return to the “collective security” advanced by Woodrow Wilson in
1919. To rally America’s internationalists and to coax the isolationists off the
sidelines, FDR had advocated the UN, which was a clever fusion of Wilson’s
discredited League of Nations (the General Assembly) and the stillborn
“four policemen” idea (the Security Council). Ideologically, Congress and



the American public were unwilling to assume responsibility for the “free
world” unless the task was transmitted through a virtuous world
organization, not grubby tyrants like Stalin or the selfish old European
empires. (Stirring and prescient in retrospect, Winston Churchill’s “Iron
Curtain Speech” in Missouri in 1946 had been damned at the time by Walter
Lippmann as a “catastrophic blunder” designed to ignite great power rivalry
and bring the world to the brink of war.)® FDR may have “perpetuated an
adolescent idealism among the American people” by making exaggerated
claims for the UN, but he succeeded, and prevented the United States from
slipping back into isolationism as it had done after World War 1.22 Moreover,
the UN was a convenient strategic vehicle to “Americanize” the world: to
stymie Soviet competition with the offer of American social, economic and
political liberalism.2¢ Thus, by the time the Palestinian partition crisis
arrived in 1948, the UN was ready to administer disputed lands and
Washington was spoiling for an opportunity to showcase the constructive
potential of the UN and detach itself from any affiliation with “British
imperialism.”



TRUMAN PRESSURES THE UN

For the Arabs, this all amounted to the perfect storm. For Truman, already
absorbed with the Prague coup, which saw Czech president Eduard Benes
toppled by the communist Klement Gottwald in February 1948, and the
steady defeat of Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese nationalists by Mao Zedong’s
communists, things were even stormier. The last thing Truman wanted was
to make big decisions in the Middle East, but Jewish leaders like New York
congressman Emmanuel Celler and Joseph Proskauer—also president of the
American Jewish Committee—forced him in that direction. Celler demanded
that Truman squeeze the undecided delegations of Greece, Haiti, China,
Ecuador, Liberia, Honduras and Paraguay. Proskauer urged the same
treatment for the Philippines. In an age when there were only fifty-seven
countries in the United Nations General Assembly, Truman’s “pressure
boys” were exerting a full-court press, and their tactics worked. On
November 29, 1947, the UN voted for the partition of Palestine, thirty-three
to thirteen, with ten abstentions. Having feared a Soviet veto up to the last
minute, the Zionists were overjoyed by Russia’s support, which stemmed
from Stalin’s desire to split the British and Americans over the issue of a
Jewish state and win the gratitude of the Zionists. “What’s happened to us in
connection with the Soviet Union is a real miracle,” Moshe Shertok
exulted.®2 Not really: although the Soviets would shortly emerge as the
arsenal of Arab states committed to the annihilation of Israel, in the late
1940s they saw a partitioned Palestine as a win-win. The Jewish state could
be counted upon to move ruthlessly against “reactionary” and “semi-fascist”
elements like the grand mufti’s circle and the Muslim Brotherhood, and Arab
Palestine, shorn of its Nazi sympathizers, would become a pro-Soviet “anti-
colonial state.” The Soviets would have their cake and eat it too. Thus,
Andrei Gromyko, the young Soviet ambassador to the UN, welcomed the

American-sponsored partition plan.%®



THE PARTITION OF PALESTINE

Though there were half as many Jews as Arabs in Palestine—625,000 Jews
versus 1.3 million Arabs—the Jews nevertheless received the bulk of
Palestine from the UN. The Jews got 5,700 square miles; the Arabs 4,300
square miles.%” The Americans were not alone in pressing the broad Jewish
claims, which stunned and infuriated the Arabs. France’s Charles de Gaulle
supported the enlarged Israel as “just reparations” for Jewish suffering in
World War 1II and as a way to slow the spread of revolutionary pan-Arabism,
which threatened the French position in Algeria, and further weaken the
British position in the Middle East.8 Herschel Johnson, who had spear-
headed the American campaign at the UN and had nearly broken under the
pressure, was rhapsodic, uttering words that rivaled Balfour’s—“who will
begrudge the Jewish people that little notch which is Palestine?”—in their
credulity. Reflecting on the prospects for partition, Johnson declared that the
boundary between the Jewish and Arab states of Palestine will “be as
friendly as the boundary which runs for 3,000 miles between Canada and the
United States.”®2 Johnson’s boss, UN ambassador Warren Austin, was less
optimistic. To him, the future looked bleak. A separate Jewish state in
Palestine “will have to defend itself with bayonets forever, until extinguished
in blood.”ZY

The blood gushed in April 1948, when British troops evacuated Palestine
and Jewish and Arab militias began fighting for the inheritance. In Haifa,
where seventy thousand Jews lived alongside seventy thousand Arabs, Arab
demonstrators rallied to “throw the Jews into the sea” before they could
“take our land.”ZL The Arabs were too late. Even before the last British units
sailed in May, the Jewish Hagana had rousted the Arab populations of Haifa,
Acre, Tiberias and Safad. Operating in eight hundred homemade armored
cars clapped together in the Jewish settlements, the Hagana fought running
battles along the Tel Aviv-Jerusalem road.”2 That spring campaign was
horribly capped by the “massacre of Deir Yassin,” where Irgun and Stern



Gang units plundered and then murdered 107 Arab men, women and
children. Yitzhak Levy, a Jewish commander, noted the “great cruelty” of his
troops in his after-action report: “Whole families—women, old people,
children—were killed . . . prisoners were murdered viciously by their
captors.”Z2 The British, concerned only to defend their evacuation routes and
remove 210,000 tons of supplies, looked the other way. In April 1948, Haifa
was half Jewish and half Arab. By May, it was almost entirely Jewish. Only
four thousand of seventy thousand Arabs remained, confined to a ghetto
around Wadi Nisnas.”* The Hagana laid siege to the beloved Arab city of
Jaffa; by May, they had evicted the entire Muslim population of ninety
thousand by turning their howitzers on the Arab neighborhoods and lobbing
in shells. “The spectacle was shocking,” a Hagana report noted. “A terrible
panic arose and . . . those running trampled each other underfoot.”22 Jewish
units did the same to the all-Arab town of Acre, which, like Jaffa, had been
reserved for the Arabs by the UN. In Tiberias, Jewish mobs plundered the
Arab bazaar, carrying off beds and refrigerators and settling into Arab shops
and homes. “Shame covers my face,” a Jewish officer wrote in his account
of the battle.Z%

The UN partition plan had granted the Jewish state 55 percent of British
Palestine, including the rich coastal plain from Haifa south to Jaffa, eastern
Galilee and the Negev Desert. The Arab state received Samaria and Judea
(the heart of today’s West Bank), western Galilee and its lovely port of Acre,
and the southern coast from Isdud (now Ashdod) through the Gaza Strip to a
stretch of desert along the Egyptian border. The UN declared Jerusalem and
Bethlehem off-limits to either state. Because of their religious significance to
Muslims, Jews and Christians, they were grouped in an international zone.
George Wadsworth, the American ambassador to Iraq, proposed making
Jerusalem “a spiritual Yellowstone Park” for men and women of all faiths to
revere and enjoy.ZZ Neither side was pleased with the partition. The Arabs
criticized the quantity and quality of land given to the Jews, as well as the
enormous Arab minority left inside the borders of the Jewish state (325,000
Arabs in a total population of 823,000). The Jews publicly praised the
partition, but secretly plotted to seize all of Palestine. “We must copy the
Poles, who exploited the confusion and war weariness in 1918 to occupy
[Lithuanian] Vilnius and present the world with a fait accompli,” Ben-
Gurion jotted.”2 Now, with the British army in full retreat and the world



distracted by other things, Ben-Gurion rushed to implement the fait
accompli.



“KILL THE JEWS!”

Attacking along the donkey tracks that threaded into Jerusalem, Jewish
troops tried to relieve the beleaguered synagogues of the Old City but were
driven back by Jordanian Bren gun carriers, scout cars and pack howitzers,
all rather confusingly led into action by a few dozen British officers
seconded to King Abdullah’s Arab Legion. 22 South of Bethlehem, four
Jewish settlements at Kfar Etzion were surrounded and wiped out by the
Jordanians, who accepted the surrender of the settlers and then slaughtered
them in cold blood, screaming, “Idbah al yahud! ”—“Kill the Jews!”80 To
isolate the Jewish settlements, the Arabs blocked the roads between them.
Outgunned by the Jews, the Arabs’ only hope was to control the Palestinian
roads to prevent the Jews from combining their scattered formations. When
the Jews ran the roads in armored trucks and buses, the Arabs ambushed
them. The Jews retaliated, flinging Molotov cocktails at Arab cars and trucks
and advancing into Arab villages to “uproot them.” Young Ariel Sharon—
nicknamed “Arik”—cut his teeth in this bloody civil war, which, on the
Jewish side, suppressed all “political-moral considerations” to facilitate an
“active defense” by preemptive terror attacks. Until April 1948, the Arabs
enjoyed a string of successes. They isolated the Jews in the Negev from their
fellows in the coastal plain and walled off western Galilee and Jerusalem as
well, which persuaded men like Sharon to take the gloves off and start
slaughtering Arab civilians. There was some soul-searching on the Jewish
side—“This recalls Lidice,” one Jewish mayor protested, referring to the
Nazi slaughter of an entire Czech town in 1942—but hard-liners carried the
day. “It is not enough to hit huts,” a Hagana general coldly uttered. “People
too [must be hit].”8L

With little external support, the Palestinian Arabs wilted under Jewish
fire. The Israelis established conventional superiority early on. Many Jews
had served in British units raised in Palestine, and additional weapons were
procured through bribes to British soldiers and supply officers. A British raid
on a Hagana arsenal in 1946 turned up hundreds of army rifles, mortars,



machine guns, antitank rifles, a half million rounds of rifle ammunition, five
thousand grenades, five thousand mortar bombs, eight hundred pounds of
explosive and even Bren gun carriers quietly “liberated” from British
garages.82 That weapons cache was a rare success for the British, who were
usually driven away from Jewish settlements with the very guns and bombs
they were searching for.83 With firepower like this, the Hagana in 1948
comprised thirty thousand redoubtable frontline troops with an equal number
of reserves and augmented by the ruthless four thousand irregulars of the
Irgun and Stern Gang.

Against this disciplined, well-equipped Western-style army—it would
shortly be renamed the Israeli Defense Force (IDF)—the Palestinian Arabs
deployed in loose jihadiyya, or “fighting societies.” The fighting societies
were regional, not national, and had no reserves, logistics or supreme
command. Although as many as thirty thousand Palestinian Arabs took up
arms in 1948, the British estimated that there were no more than twenty-five
hundred reliable Arab fighters in Palestine, and they were sundered into
lightly armed bands of fifteen to fifty men. Moreover, the Arabs, who rarely
contested British arms searches in the Jewish style, had nothing like the
firepower of the Hagana. As a British intelligence report noted in 1945, “The
Arab does not favor a weapon which expends ammunition rapidly or
requires careful maintenance.” In fact, the Arabs had hardly any light
automatics, and few grenades, mortars or mines.2¢ They relied on
“disorganized guerrilla warfare and had a total lack of logistics and
supplies.”82

Politically, the Palestinians were split into competing political factions
like the Arab Higher Committee (AHC), the Arab League Military
Committee and its Arab Liberation Army (ALA), and the Muslim
Brotherhood in Egypt. They battled each other when not battling the
Hagana. “Amongst the Arabs there is a total failure to organize because of
local jealousies,” a British officer wrote in January 1944.85 The Palestinian
Arab movement had never recovered from the debilitating feud between the
leading Husseini and Nashashibi families, and all cohesion had evaporated
during the war, when the mufti lived in exile and his principal Husseini
partisans were in British jails in Rhodesia. A British intelligence report
predicted that, under these demoralizing circumstances, Palestinian
nationalism would die out and be swept up in a broader pan-Arab

nationalism.82 A British official who inspected Arab units in northern



Galilee in March 1948 did not bother to conceal his contempt. The troops
had no artillery, mortars, machine guns or medics, but had no worries either:
“The men of this village behave like a bunch of schoolchildren, wanting a
parade to show off their weapons, to let me see how tough they are and
ready to fight the Jews, and how sorry they are that there are no Jews

[nearby] to kill.”88



“MAKE THE ARABS TREK”

When the Jews did march into range, it was they who did most of the killing,
not the Arabs. Whereas Jewish kibbutzim were built for war—fortified with
trenches and bunkers—Arab villages collapsed under a few mortar rounds.
In the sharpest phase of the civil war—December 1947 to May 1948—the
Palestinian Arabs failed to capture a single Jewish settlement, while the Jews
seized two hundred Arab towns and villages.? The Hagana had a proper
general staff, which devised the “Dalet Plan” in 1948. That plan set out very
plainly that the war of 1948 would be used not only to defend Jewish areas,
but to gain control of lands allotted to the Arabs by the UN partition. Jewish
settlements and concentrations would be augmented by Arab population
centers “located inside or near our defensive system in order to prevent them
from being used as bases.” “In each attack,” Prime Minister Ben-Gurion told
his commanders bluntly, “it is necessary to give a decisive blow, ruin the
place, kick away the inhabitants.”2%

By the spring of 1948, more than a hundred thousand Arabs had fled their
homes in Haifa, Jaffa and Jerusalem, the coastal plain and the Jordan Valley.
Some fled into solid Arab towns like Nazareth, Nablus and Bethlehem;
others over the border into Jordan, Syria and Lebanon, or by ship to Cyprus.
This was part of a deliberate Jewish strategy to “make the Arabs trek,” but
also the result of Arab fumbling. The Arab militias fought halfheartedly and
tended to evacuate Arab villages near the line of fire, not grasping that
waiting Jewish settlers would rush in to take their places. The mufti’s efforts
to halt the exodus and keep a physical Arab presence in the expanding
Jewish national home collided with Arab panic. Although the mufti and the
Arab Higher Committee ordered Palestinian Arabs to remain in place and
fight the Jews, Palestinian Arab officials did a brisk business selling

emigration certificates to frightened Arab evacuees.2!



THE STATE OF ISRAEL IS BORN

The British army was supposed to remain in Palestine and keep the peace
until August 1948. But its attention was slipping. Broken by World War II
and sustained through the cold winter of 1947-48 by U.S. aid, the British
government saw little point in expending scarce funds on a situation that had
been radically changed by the surge of Jewish immigrants into Palestine and
the UN resolution of November 1947.22 Relinquishing the mandate and
withdrawing British troops three months early on May 14, 1948, seemed a
sensible economy and a facing of facts on the ground. Upon hearing of the
British scuttle, Chaim Weizmann rushed his representative in Washington,
Aubrey Eban, the future Israeli foreign minister Abba Eban, to meet with
Clark Clifford and tell him that a “State of the Jews”—*"Israel” would be a
last-minute name change—would shortly be proclaimed. Israel proclaimed
statehood later that day across its old settlements and newly conquered Arab
territory. One of Israel’s first acts was to void the British White Paper of
1939 and invite “home” thousands of immigrants from the DP camps in
Germany, France and Cyprus. To snuff out the “Zionist entity” before it
could sink its roots, the armies of Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Syria and Lebanon
immediately declared war and invaded the new state of Israel.

Until 1948, Egypt had lived in isolation from the broader Arab world. It
had passively watched the Arab Revolt against the Turks and rebuffed
Palestinian appeals for help against the Jews when the Balfour Declaration
was announced. “Go back and make your peace with the Jewish settlers,”
Prime Minister Saad Zaghloul had told a Palestinian deputation. “They too
are Semites, and the British will keep them under control.” Egypt until 1948
had taken a more European outlook—as befitted a country that had been
created by Farouk’s FEuropeanizing dynasty—and resisted the Arab
nationalism that began to take hold in Damascus and Baghdad in the late
nineteenth century. All that changed in 1948. Suddenly, with Jewish soldiers
and terrorists slaughtering and evicting the Arab inhabitants of Palestine and
driving three hundred thousand refugees into the neighboring states, the



Egyptians were forced into the Arab world. They became the political
leaders of the Arab League—to forestall Baghdad’s ambition to rule the
Fertile Crescent from Beirut down to Basra—as well as the core of the Arab
military coalition against Israel or any other threat, a role they would retain
until 1973. This steady, altogether improbable unification of the Arab world
ground forward because of Israeli behavior in Palestine, which the Israelis
did not even bother to keep secret at first. We are “cleansing” Palestine of
Arabs, Yigal Allon boasted in Ha Sefer Ha Palmach.23



TRUM AN DEFIES THE “STRIPED-PANTS BOYS IN THE
STATE DEPARTMENT”

President Truman was curiously unfazed by these developments. Eager to
beat Moscow to the punch and to assert his independence from the cautious
“striped-pants boys in the State Department [who] are against my policy of
supporting Israel,” Truman recognized the new state of Israel on the day it
was proclaimed, May 14, 1948.24 Secretary of State George Marshall was
furious. He had just warned Abba Eban that America would not “bail out”
the Zionists if they declared independence. In an emergency meeting called
to discuss the recognition question, Marshall declared that “the great dignity
of the office of President would be seriously diminished” if Truman
subordinated an “international problem” to a “transparent dodge to win a
few votes.” Undersecretary of State Robert Lovett chimed in that Truman
was “buying a pig in a poke,” a state with high strategic costs and dubious
benefits. No wonder the Jewish Agency in Palestine privately referred to
Marshall’s State Department as “bastards,” or “momzerim.”22

Dean Rusk, who had just joined America’s UN delegation, struggled with
the “anomalous situation” created by the Arab invasion and U.S. recognition
of Israel. Without American recognition, the Zionists had no international
rights or standing. Truman’s precipitate decision to recognize the new state
—against Marshall’s advice—gave the “Israelis” new rights and privileges,
which worried Rusk: “The Jews will run to the Security Council with the
claim that their state is the object of an armed aggression and will use every
means to obscure the fact that it is their own armed aggression against the
Arabs inside Palestine which is the cause of the Arab counter-attack.” Israel
did just that, and although the United States maintained its arms embargo, it
privately conveyed its support to the Israelis as well as a $100 million loan.
Rusk considered U.S. support of Israel in 1948 “morally indefensible.” In
the first phase of the war, the Israelis had driven 300,000 Arab refugees out
of the wedge of Palestine allotted to the Jews by the 1947 partition plan. In
the second phase of the war, after the American recognition of Israel and the



Arab invasion of Palestine—on behalf of the refugees—the Israeli army and
paramilitaries advanced into the wedge of Palestine allotted to the Arabs and
evicted 450,000 more refugees in a successful effort to destroy the
Palestinian claim to Palestine through ethnic cleansing.2® For the United
States, which took Israel’s side in this episode, the experience of 1948-49
was just what George Marshall had said it would be: political poison
contrary to “American national . . . [and] strategic interests.”2Z

Dean Rusk fretted that “from the aspect of our relations with the Middle
East and of our broad security interests in that region, it would be almost
fatal to pit the forces of the U.S. . . . against the governments of the Arab
world.” With the Hagana and Irgun rampaging through Arab quarters and
villages, Rusk at the UN recommended emergency surgery: “Combine now
with France and Great Britain to force a modus vivendi . . . Abdullah of
Jordan will get a corridor across Palestine to the sea at Jaffa; Ibn Saud will
get a port at Agaba, and the Syrians will get some northern territory, leaving
the Jews a coastal state running from Tel Aviv to Haifa. The UN could bless
the deal.”®® Rusk and Marshall were looking for ways to deliver a Jewish
state for Truman without inflaming the entire Arab world. In New York, E.
B. White, stunned by the horrors in Palestine and the recent invention of
weapons of mass destruction, penned a weirdly prophetic warning;:

[Manhattan] for the first time in its long history is destructible. A single
flight of planes no bigger than a wedge of geese can quickly end this
island fantasy, burn the towers, crumble the bridges, turn the
underground passages into lethal chambers, cremate the millions. . . . In
the mind of whatever perverted dreamer might loose the lightning, New

York must hold a steady irresistible charm.22

The U.S. oil lobby—headquartered on that destructible island of
Manhattan—also criticized Truman’s support for Israel. An Aramco
executive warned, “The United States is jeopardizing the good will of
30,000,000 Arabs and 220,000,000 Muslims, risking the loss of its cultural
and educational leadership in that part of the world, the sacrifice of many
hundreds of millions of dollars of investments . . . and the strategic loss of
access to air and naval bases throughout the entire Muslim world.”1% A
Bechtel employee in Khobar on the day of the American recognition recalled
the resentment that welled up among his hosts—an ordinary Saudi family—



when they heard the news on the radio of Truman’s decision to recognize the
Jewish state: “Amrika say—is okay—Israel. President Truman, he give order
—Amrika will keep Israel.” In the streets outside, black-robed women
wailed despondently and crackly radio voices bellowed through static cries
of “Falastin, Falastin!”1%l The Saudis and Syrians promptly threatened an
oil embargo: the Saudis might withhold their oil and the Syrians might block
Tapline—Standard Oil’s pipeline from Saudi Arabia across the Golan
Heights to Sidon on the Lebanese coast, which was under construction. But
the White House downplayed the threat. “The Arabs need us more than we
need them,” Clifford told Truman. “They must have oil royalties or go
bankrupt.” The greater threat, in Clifford’s eyes, was any “shilly-shallying
appeasement of the Arabs,” which would cast America “in the ridiculous
role of trembling before threats of a few nomadic desert tribes” and earn the
“contempt” of serious players in the Cold War, like “Russia or
Yugoslavia.”192



WAR

The Arabs planned to destroy Israel with or without American shilly-
shallying. Their casus belli—that Palestine was a single country whose
political future had to be determined by the Arab majority—was
immediately rejected by the Americans as “the highest type of evidence of
the international violation of the law.”'®3 No less an authority than the
United Nations had authorized partition and a Jewish state. Enjoying the
advantages of tactical surprise on the frontiers and heavy weapons—tanks,
artillery and aircraft—the Arab armies initially made great gains in May
1948, cutting into areas allotted to the Jews by the 1947 UN resolution.
Egypt controlled the Negev, the Jordanians and Iraqis pushed toward Tel
Aviv, and the Syrians invaded eastern Galilee. Accustomed to fighting in
platoons and companies with light weapons, the Jewish forces were no
match for the regular Arab armies and they suffered 4,000 casualties in the
weeks after the Arab onslaught. By July, however, the Israelis had turned the
tide.1% Whereas the Arab states—who never put more than 55,000 troops in
the field in this little war—watched their ammunition and equipment
dwindle under a UN arms embargo, the Israelis mobilized 115,000 men and
women and successfully reequipped with critical shipments from the Czechs,
who ignored the embargo.

The vast size of the Arab countries bounding Israel accounted for the
“David and Goliath” legends that circulated after the war, with plucky little
Israel fighting off an Arab giant. In fact, Israel was Goliath and the Arab
coalition—with its small, brigade-strength Egyptian, Jordanian, Syrian and
Iraqi contingents—was David.1%2 In December 1948, the newly christened
IDF—<created to facilitate the fusion of the Hagana with the Stern Gang and
Irgun—outfitted itself with tanks, artillery and combat aircraft, shifted to the
offensive, knocked out the Iraqis, Jordanians and Syrians, and then turned its
fire on the Egyptians. Between February and July 1949 the Israelis imposed
cease-fires on all of their Arab neighbors. The Arab states did not cooperate
with each other, and they all underestimated the Israelis, who seized 80



percent of Arab Palestine in their counterattacks.1%® “We were complacently
expecting the Jews to run away the moment they saw us,” an Egyptian
general recalled. 1%Z Entering Jerusalem, Ben-Gurion noted approvingly that
“there are no strangers here,” by which he meant no Arabs. “One hundred
percent Jews. Since Jerusalem’s destruction in the days of the Romans, it has
not been so Jewish as it is now.” He concluded on a menacing note: “I do not
assume that this will change.”1% The Palestinian Arabs were the principal
losers, driven into exile and squalid camps. “The Palestinian refugee
problem,” Benny Morris observed in his account of the war, “was the main
expression of that defeat.” Between 1947 and 1949, 750,000 Palestinians
were driven from their homes and about 160,000 remained behind. Only
about 5,000 Jewish civilians fled the Arab areas, and they were quickly
absorbed into the greatly enlarged Jewish state. “We put new immigrants in
Arab houses,” Ben-Gurion smiled. The Palestinians no longer had houses;

theirs were occupied by the IDF and inflowing waves of Jewish settlers.102



REFUGEES IN A U.S. ELECTION YEAR

For the Americans, the Jewish mopping-up operations posed a critical test.
Would Washington intervene—British style—to maintain a balance between
the Jews and Palestinians, or pursue a different solution? Would Washington
force Israel to release Arabs from newly created “ghettos” in the Jewish
zone, and to take back and resettle the hundreds of thousands of Arab
refugees the Hagana had driven out of Palestine in 1948? The Israelis were
unrepentant; the Arab League, after all, had trumpeted the Arab invasion in
May 1948 as an opportunity not merely to defend the Palestinians, but to
fight “a war of extermination and a momentous massacre, which will be
spoken of like the Mongolian massacres and the Crusades.” 2 As tone-deaf
then as they are now, the Arab states permitted the Jews to cloak their
aggression in a claim of national defense. Still, Israel’s own savagery was
hard to stomach. A British report from Haifa in October 1949 described the
Arabs there being ejected from their homes and packed into stifling quarters.
Villages in Galilee had been “forcibly emptied” and force-marched to
Nazareth, where they were handed over to the Red Cross for feeding or
removal. Arab villagers were forbidden to farm, and Jewish squatters and
immigrants were presented with the titles to Arab property. The British
consul general in Haifa drove out from the city and counted along the main
road “at least twenty [Arab] villages blown up by the Jews . . . thus cleared
completely for the accommodation of Jewish settlers.”11.

The UN naturally looked to the Americans for a remedy, but domestic
politics in an election year made redress of the Israeli atrocities difficult.
Fighting an apparently losing campaign against Republican challenger Tom
Dewey—who had wide projected leads in the electoral college and the
popular vote as late as November 1948—Truman was in no position to
alienate Jewish voters at home. As in 1944, Dewey and the Republicans
again had a strong Israeli plank in their platform, pledging “full recognition”
and “development aid” to the Jewish state.112 With Israeli forces hammering
the Egyptians in the Negev and Britain and China—and Secretary of State



George Marshall—calling for sanctions against Israel in October, Truman
led a spectacular rally in New York’s Madison Square Garden in which he
boasted of his unflinching support for Israel and his determination to block
any sanctions. “Israel,” Truman declared, “must be large enough, free
enough, and strong enough to make its people self-supporting and secure.”
The Jews were taking over Palestine “in a way perhaps comparable to the
winning of the American West.”113 Neither Truman nor Dewey would force
the Israelis to give back Arab territory annexed in 1948.114 Truman secretly
directed Marshall to “avoid taking positions on Palestine before November
3, the day after the presidential election.” The president wanted to keep some
leverage over Israel without alienating America’s Jewish voters on election
day. The close Truman-Dewey race and the importance of the Jewish vote
gave the Israeli military all of October and November 1948 to work
unmolested. It stepped up its offensives and annexed the entire Negev,
absorbing the vast Arab pockets around Beersheba and El Auja. While this
was going on, Golda Meir and Teddy Kollek—the future mayor of Jerusalem
—were in the United States raising $50 million for the purchase of weapons
for the IDF.1L>

James MacDonald, Truman’s special representative in Tel Aviv, concluded
in November 1948 that it was hereafter “unrealistic politically and
militarily” to force Israel back to the November 1947 UN boundary lines or
to demand the return of Arab refugees. Even if the United States did try to
implement sanctions to compel Israel to heed the UN resolution passed on
December 11, 1948, which called for the repatriation or compensation of all
Palestinian refugees, the Soviets—who still courted Israel as a possible
socialist ally and had officially condemned the Arab invasion in May 1948
as “unprovoked aggression on the lawful rights of the Jewish people”—
would opportunistically step in to “bust” the sanctions and pick up Israel as a
convenient base in the eastern Mediterranean.ll® Like so many American
policy makers in the early days, MacDonald was an optimist. America must
not “keep in step with Britain” and repeat London’s “decade of mistakes and
humiliations,” but set off on its own new course. MacDonald had no winning
policy recommendations, just a general sense that the British had been inept.
But his views fit with Truman’s view that Israel must not be pressured.
When Secretary of State Marshall threatened to resign over the president’s
unwillingness to roll back Israel’s “chauvinistic and imperialistic” gains with
sanctions, the president ignored the threat and had a spokesman publicly



declare that the United States would oppose any reduction in Israeli territory
without Israel’s consent.}Z

The only tense moment in the new American-Israeli relationship cropped
up in December 1948, when the Israelis struck briefly into Gaza and al-Arish
to trap an Egyptian army retreating from the Negev. Al-Arish was Egyptian
and Gaza was held by the Egyptian army for the Palestinians, who had been
granted a broad crescent of land north and south of Gaza by the original UN
partition plan in 1947. Israeli attacks there could have triggered a British
security guarantee to Cairo. Faced with the absurd prospect of a military
clash with his closest Cold War ally because of Israeli freelancing, Truman
instructed MacDonald to go to Prime Minister Ben-Gurion and Foreign
Minister Shertok, who had changed his last name in the Israeli style to
Sharett, and tell them that any invasion of Egypt or Jordan would “deeply
disturb” Israel’s relations with Washington and force the United States to
“reconsider” its sponsorship of Israel’s admission to the UN. In the mild
language of diplomacy, those were hard words, and Sharett’s reaction to
them demonstrated that American pressure on Israel—if ever exerted—
would probably work. Sharett’s “fingers tightened around his pen and his
face [became] white with tension.”118

Driven humiliatingly out of Palestine, the Egyptian army consoled itself
that it had clung to its positions there for a time “like the Russians at
Stalingrad.”!12 For the Israelis, the war of 1948 had been—in the words of
the British Foreign Office—a convenient “test of American indulgence,” and
the Americans had measured up. The year 1948 had forged “an unbreakable
Israeli-American combination.”12Y British efforts to push the Israelis out of
the Negev and keep control of the Gaza-Beersheba-Jericho road, which
loosely connected Egypt and Jordan, went nowhere, to Israel’s immense
relief. Truman perceived those concerns as a last futile gasp of British
imperial policy and, anyway, considered the matter trivial in comparison
with the bigger problems faced by America. From summer 1948 through
spring 1949, the United States was engaged in the Berlin airlift, feeding two
million Berliners and staring down the Soviet Union in Central Europe. The
Negev, Truman testily reminded the British ambassador, “is a small area not

worth differing over.”121



THE PALESTINIAN REFUGEE PROBLEM EMERGES

American distraction suited Israel’s book, as did the headlong Palestinian
flight into exile during the 1948 war, which solved a demographic problem
that had appeared insoluble before the war. In the Jewish zone of Palestine
staked out by the UN in 1947, there had been 498,000 Jews and 325,000
Arabs. It would have been difficult to erect a Jewish state on such a mixed
demographic foundation. Now, after the three rounds of fighting between
December 1947 and March 1949, the problem had been fixed. The war had
cost Israel $500 million and 5,700 dead, but with what magnificent results:
“The most spectacular event in the contemporary history of Palestine—more
spectacular in a sense than the creation of the Jewish state—is the wholesale
evacuation of its Arab population,” Moshe Sharett rejoiced. Allotted 55
percent of Palestine in 1947, the Israelis now had 80 percent, and most of the
conquered territory—2,500 square miles of previously Arab land—had been
emptied of Arabs. “The reversion to the status quo ante is unthinkable,”
Sharett explained. He saw the flight of the Palestinians as a miraculous
removal of Israel’s otherwise indigestible Arab minority. “Even if a certain
backwash is unavoidable, we must make the most of the momentous chance
with which history has presented us.”122

Some Arab sympathizers agreed with Sharett’s conclusion, if not his
methods. William Burdett, Jr., the American consul general in Jerusalem,
surmised in February 1949 that “security in the long run will be served best
if the refugees remain in the Arab states and Arab Palestine instead of
returning to Israel.” Burdett was not fond of the Zionists but concluded that
“the U.S. has supported the establishment of a Jewish state, so it should
insist on a homogeneous one.” Were the Palestinian refugees to return, they
would constitute a perennial gnawing “minority problem” and “a constant
temptation for uprisings and intervention by neighboring Arab states.”123
Other Americans were not so sure. In 1949, the State Department asked how
Israel’s neighbors could be expected to settle as many as six hundred
thousand Palestinian refugees. The terrified Palestinian refugees who



swarmed into the little Kingdom of Jordan entirely eclipsed the king’s three
hundred thousand subjects.}24 American critics also deplored Israel’s repulse
of any refugees plucky enough to return to Palestine and Tel Aviv’s
systematic confiscation of their homes and land. This violated UN
Resolution 194 of December 1948, which called on Israel to permit all
refugees who wished to return home and “live at peace with their neighbors”
to do so. In April 1949, Truman pronounced himself “disgusted with the
manner in which the Jews are approaching the refugee problem,” and vowed
to correct it. Taking the president at his word, George McGhee, assistant
U.S. secretary of state and coordinator of Palestine Refugee Matters, invited
the Israeli ambassador to lunch at the Metropolitan Club and offered to trade
a $49 million American loan to Israel for better treatment of the Palestinian
refugees. The Israeli ambassador looked McGhee in the eye and told him
that Israel had no need to negotiate; it would get the money anyway. The
Israeli ambassador was right: that afternoon, Truman picked up the phone
and bluntly ordered McGhee to release the funds with or without Israeli
concessions to the Palestinians.122 In May 1949, Truman sent Ben-Gurion a
querulous letter threatening to “revise [America’s] attitude toward Israel” if
Israel continued to reject the UN resolutions of 1948 on the Palestinian
refugees, but Ben-Gurion continued to reject, and Truman continued to
submit.126

U.S. compliance with even the most outrageous Israeli behavior stemmed
from the usual lobbying buttressed by a strategic shift in Washington. The
White House, Pentagon and State Department reoriented themselves after
the 1948 war and the November 1948 U.S. elections. Instead of “alienating”
Israel with threats of sanctions or territorial exchanges, Washington resolved
—in the words of Undersecretary of State Robert Lovett—to “secure Anglo-
American strategic requirements in the Middle East by winning the Israelis
over into the Anglo-American camp.”2Z Israel, in short, would become a
strategic American outpost in the eastern Mediterranean, what Truman
hopefully called “the industrial backbone of the Middle East.”128 Moreover,
having just “lost” China and Indonesia to the communists and having just
promulgated a “Truman Doctrine” for the defense of vulnerable states
against subversion, Truman viewed the creation of a pro-American regime in
Israel as a rare, invigorating success.122

John Foster Dulles, who was Governor Dewey’s foreign policy adviser in
1948 and would be President Dwight Eisenhower’s secretary of state from



1953 to 1959, told James MacDonald in December 1948 that the Arab-
Israeli War had revealed three critical facts that America would need to
reckon with in the years ahead: first, the impotence of the Arabs and the
might of the Jews; second, the unreliability of the British, who had been
proven wrong in all their predictions about the region; and third, that
Washington would have to topple and replace British leadership in the
Middle East.12? Dulles and Marshall had both rued the ease with which
Soviet propagandists had used British aims—to expand Egypt and Jordan
and shrink Israel—to drive a wedge between the Israelis and the Western
allies. The U.S. government would not let that happen again.l3l Britain
would simply have to embrace the American plan for the region—a strong
Israel—and drop its own: “an Arab fence to prevent Russian entry into the
area.”132 Of course the American strategy engendered as many problems as
it solved, and was founded on slapdash thinking: Israel, Truman averred,
needed to exist and prosper because “of the promises made to the Jewish
people in the First World War, [which] must be kept.”133 Thus, the United
States bound itself permanently to Israel in 1948 because of casual British
promises made in the heat of World War I to weaken the Central Powers and
strengthen the entente. Needless to say, such conduct—based on domestic
political considerations and a narrow-minded humanitarianism that succored
the Jews but overlooked the plight of the Palestinians—disgraced the very
idea of strategy. America’s preferment of the Zionists, Kermit Roosevelt
noted in 1947, turned the entire Arab world against the United States,
crushed out moderate political forces in every Arab state and nourished
reactionary, vengeful ones instead:

Times of strife are hard on moderates. When you condemn outsiders it
is easier to condemn them in toto. When you are fighting invasion from
the West, it is less complicated to hate everything Western than it is to
distinguish between some things that are bad and others that are good . .
. and because the U.S. has pursued a wavering but generally pro-Zionist
policy we have been the most bitterly attacked of all Western

powers. 134

Backed by Washington, the Israelis made no concessions to the
Palestinians or the beaten Arab states. The Soviets also backed the Jews.
Moscow scorned the Arab armies that had invaded Israel. They included



German Nazi officers in Egyptian uniform, pro-Nazi Turkish officers and
decidedly lumpen elements like the dregs sent by Iraq: “90 percent Shiite
Arabs, the rest being Kurds.” The Russians were not willing to write off the
Israelis just yet. The Jews appeared far more modern, progressive and usable
than any of the Arab contingents, which were “riddled with reactionary
forces.”13> The Arabs, not the Jews, had started the war by seeking to
prevent implementation of the 1947 UN partition plan. Let them now suffer
the consequences. “I believe we should prevent the return of the Arabs,”
David Ben-Gurion declaimed in June 1948. “To allow their return would be
foolish.”136

Refusal to permit the return of the Palestinian refugees became Israeli
policy.13Z Arab property was confiscated or destroyed. Deserted Arab
villages were picked over and then burned to discourage their inhabitants
from returning. The Hagana razed much of the Old City of Jaffa and most of
the archaeologically rich Arab quarter of Tiberias, blasting and wrecking
until they ran out of dynamite. Jewish settlers moved into the Arab quarters
of big cities like Haifa; Jewish kibbutzniks harvested abandoned Arab fields
—confiscated as “fields of saboteurs”—and sold the produce. Arab “land
and houses are spoils of war,” Moshe Sharett announced, “just compensation
for the [Jewish] blood spilled.”@ Yosef Weitz of the Jewish Land
Department was even blunter: Arab property was “good for [the] settlement
of [our Jewish] brothers . . . This was [the reason for] our war.” Although
Aharon Zisling, Israel’s new minister of agriculture, recognized the dangers
of a seething, expropriated Arab diaspora on Israel’s borders, he agreed with
Sharett. “We must not give back to the Arabs even a shoelace,” he said. Ezra
Danin, of the Hagana intelligence service, concurred: “War is complicated
and lacking in sentimentality. If the commanders believe that by destruction,
murder and human suffering they will reach their goal more quickly—I
would not stand in their way.” The Palestinians, he concluded, “will do these
things to us” if the Jews did not “do them first.”132

Of course it was not as simple as all that. There was, as de Gaulle’s
adviser Raymond Aron later wrote, “another side to it.” The gouging Israeli
attacks in 1948-49 plowed 844,000 Palestinians out of their homes and into
the neighboring countries, none of which were happy to be saddled with the
social, political and financial demands of those refugees’ upkeep. Jordan
received the biggest influx, and the little Bedouin kingdom became
essentially a Palestinian state: 391,000 Palestinians fled to Jordan, most to



the West Bank, the rest to Amman and its environs. Since Palestinian elites
were better educated and more politically experienced than the Jordanians,
they were hard to assimilate, and the masses of less elite Palestinians
threatened to make Jordan a “poorhouse,” facts that King Abdullah made
clear to the U.S. embassy in 1949.140 An additional 5,000 refugees crossed
to Irag. Egypt absorbed 258,000 refugees; 250,000 of them settled in the
Egyptian-administered Gaza Strip. Damascus reported 100,000 Palestinian
refugees in Syria, and 90,000 more fled into Lebanon. The total calculated
by the U.S. embassy in Cairo in 1949 was 844,000. In all, 75 percent of the
Palestinian population had been uprooted and expelled from their homeland,
leaving between 100,000 and 300,000 Arabs inside the new 1949 borders of
the State of Israel.1*l Raymond Aron predicted for Israel an “infernal cycle
of occupation and repression” that would gnaw away at the Jewish state’s
legitimacy “by violating the moral principles on which the state was based.”
Aron cautioned Israelis that the “moral danger [was] greater than the
military danger” if Tel Aviv embarked on a long-term policy of Palestinian
occupation.12 Farsighted Israelis saw this coming, even in 1948. The
minister of agriculture, Aharon Zisling, who had earlier enjoined his
colleagues to rob the Arabs down to their shoelaces, nevertheless worried
that “we still do not properly appreciate what kind of enemy we are now
nurturing outside the borders of our state. Our enemies, the Arab states, are a
mere nothing compared with those hundreds of thousands of Arabs who will
be moved by hatred and hopelessness and infinite hostility to wage war on
us, regardless of any agreement that might be reached.”143



THE BERNADOTTE PLAN

Count Folke Bernadotte, who had served as vice president of the Swedish
Red Cross during World War II and then as UN mediator in Palestine after
the British departure in May 1948, regretted the swift Israeli victory and
ethnic cleansing and made a last stab at preserving an Arab presence in
Palestine. He proposed internationalizing Jerusalem, converting Haifa into a
free port and granting the Negev—destined in the 1947 UN plan for Jewish
settlement—to Jordan in exchange for Arab recognition of Israel and Jewish
annexation of the Arab enclave at Jaffa and Arab western Galilee. He also
proposed an Arab corridor to connect up the Gaza Strip and the Arab lands
on the West Bank, and a solid Arab presence in Jerusalem.!4* Flush with
victory, the Israeli leadership was in no mind to give back, convert or grant
anything. They wanted it all: the Negev, Jaffa, Upper Galilee, Jerusalem and
no disruptive strips or corridors.

Bernadotte’s proposals—aimed at a long-term solution that would pacify
the region and coax acceptance of a Jewish state from the Arabs—seemed
good for the Arabs and bad for the Jews. They reduced Israel to 2,124 square
miles, less than half the land mass envisioned by the UN partition resolution
of November 1947. The Negev was a particular Israeli concern: it would
settle and employ tens of thousands of new immigrants, give sea access to
the Indian Ocean and quite possibly—this was the Middle East, after all—
provide the oil, gas and mineral deposits that would power the new state.
Thus, the Israelis moved fast to crush Arab resistance, root out the last
refugees and intimidate the UN. Some Israeli journalists tried to smear
Bernadotte by whispering in their columns that his celebrated wartime
liberation of fifteen thousand death camp inmates had involved collaboration
with Himmler’s SS. Others accused the Swede of being “an agent of Anglo-
American imperialism” and “oil interests.”14> While the Israelis stewed, the
“Anglo-American imperialists” scrutinized the Bernadotte plan. It seemed to
offer long-term solutions to the Arab-Israeli conflict. In a meeting with
President Truman on September 1, Secretary of State Marshall agreed that



Israel would be strengthened for the long haul if it swapped land for peace.
Marshall then wired British foreign secretary Ernest Bevin urging him too to
endorse Bernadotte’s plan. If the Jews and Arabs would not agree to the
plan, Marshall wanted the UN to impose it “as the best possible basis for
bringing peace to a distracted land.” Bevin wired back his “wholehearted
and unqualified support” for Marshall’s line of thinking.14

Marshall did not reckon with the power of the Jewish lobby. Israeli
foreign minister Moshe Sharett successfully argued that the Arab states were
trying to “ruin” Israel by “uniting to force Israel to take back refugees” and
construct homes for them.1#Z But the “refugees” were Palestinians, and the
Israelis had deliberately and systematically destroyed their homes. Surely the
Palestinians retained some rights in their native land. When Marshall in Paris
publicly announced America’s intention to implement the Bernadotte plan in
the UN General Assembly, Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver, cochairman of the
American Zionist Emergency Council, counterattacked at home in
Washington. American Jews, he reminded Truman in a telegram, “relied on
the loyalty of the American Government . . . and the personal pledge of the
Democratic Party” to uphold a big Israel, not a little one. Rabbi Silver
pronounced himself “profoundly shocked” by Secretary of State Marshall’s
support of the Bernadotte plan. His lobby group ran full-page ads in
American newspapers blasting the Marshall policy. Silver’s attack on the
Democratic Party overtook Truman and Clark Clifford, who were on a
campaign swing through Oklahoma. They both buckled under the Jewish
pressure. Clifford phoned Undersecretary of State Robert Lovett in
Washington—Marshall was in Paris—and warned him off: “The pressure
from Jewish groups on the President is mounting.” Lovett protested: to force
Marshall to renounce Bernadotte’s proposals “would label this country as
violating its agreements with other countries and completely untrustworthy
in international matters.” The consequences, Lovett warned, “could be
absolutely disastrous to us in the UN and elsewhere.” Clifford didn’t care.
He ordered Lovett to stop pushing the Bernadotte plan, and Truman phoned
Marshall in Paris and ordered him to make no further comments or
commitments on Palestine.1#8 With the Republicans poised to exploit any
hint of Democratic support for the Arabs in the November elections, Truman
gave Israel everything it wanted.



THE STERN GANG KILLS BERNADOTTE

When slanders about Bernadotte failed to scuttle the Swede’s plan, Israeli
terrorists turned their guns on the UN mediator. On September 17, Stern
Gang assassins disguised in Israeli army uniforms flagged down Count
Bernadotte’s jeep in Jerusalem and shot him and his deputy at point-blank
range. The terrorist attack was planned by the thirty-three-year-old future
Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Shamir. Shamir and Begin, prominent Israeli
terrorists in 1948, formed the Herut Party after Israel declared its
independence. The party evolved into today’s Likud.142 With Bernadotte out
of the picture, the Hagana launched Operation Ten Plagues in October with
three brigades, which wheeled through the Negev, taking Beersheba and the
southern coast and driving sixty thousand more Arabs into the Gaza Strip.
Like Operation Yiftah in eastern Galilee in the spring and Operation Dani in
July, the Negev offensive was intended not only to defeat Arab troops there
—in this case the Egyptian army—but to link up scattered Jewish
settlements by emptying the spaces between them of Arabs.

Terror was used to discourage the Arabs from ever returning to Israel, a
fact noted by Britain’s ambassador in Tel Aviv: “The lot of the Arabs in
Israel today would make me chary of recommending their return to
Israel.”120  Another British official deplored the “sickening jargon”
developed by Israelis to describe the country’s consolidation: “ ‘liquidation
of the diaspora,” ‘ingathering of the exiles,” ‘tracks led to the border,” and
the overworked Biblical tags like ‘the desert shall blossom as the rose’ and
‘if T forget thee, O Jerusalem.” ” 12l It was noisome to the British embassy
but music to Ben-Gurion’s ears; he visited Beersheba on October 30 and
found, to his delight, that all the Arabs had fled. Most went to the Gaza Strip
—a corridor twenty-five miles long and four miles wide under Egyptian
military occupation—which became a haven for uprooted Palestinians. Sent
to observe Gaza in late 1948, an American traveler wrote that it was an ugly
town of twenty-five thousand swelled to eighty-five thousand by Palestinian
refugees who “pack sidewalks, take up the vacant lots and the public market,



occupy barnyards, and generally seem to fill in every empty space which the
town might have had.” Within a month or two there would be two hundred
thousand more refugees crammed into Gaza.!22 Joe Alsop, who visited the
Palestinian camps in his travels for the New York Herald Tribune, found
them “horrifying: if you see them once, you can never forget your
indignation against the Israelis for their callousness about the . . . problem,
against the Arab leaders, who have made political capital of the refugees’
misery, against the Western nations and the UN, because the provision for
the refugees is so pitifully inadequate, and against the very world we live in,
for producing such horrors.”123



THE SPOILS OF WAR

The rough frontiers created in the fighting and cease-fires of 1948-49 have
endured for sixty years. Israel became a contiguous nation extending from
the beaches of the Red Sea north to Mount Lebanon. Instead of the half
dozen strips, enclaves and pockets of Palestinian territory contemplated in
the 1947 partition plan, Israel now confronted just two: the Egyptian-held
Gaza Strip and the Jordanian-occupied West Bank (of the Jordan River). The
occupation of those pockets would change over the decades, but they would
remain stuck like indigestible morsels in Israel’s windpipe.
Demographically, the Jewish success was staggering. From a population of
just 25,000 in 1882 and 65,000 in 1918, the Jews of Palestine had increased
to 650,000 in 1948. The victorious war against the Arab states had removed
the last obstacle to the foundation of the Jewish state of Israel and had
converted the ethnically mixed state envisioned by the UN partition plan—
498,000 Jews and 325,000 Arabs in the Jewish state—into one where Jews
easily dominated with 650,000 of their own against a manageable Arab
minority of 100,000.12¢ The Jewish destruction of Palestinian hopes in 1948
also wrought a major change in the “Palestinian question” that the British
and Americans immediately grasped. The question of Palestine—the
ultimate disposition of its land and refugees—became internationalized: “an
important part of the Arab nationalist program,” an inextricable piece of the
pan-Arab identity.122 And why would it be otherwise? Many of the Arab
states now contained debris of the Palestinian expulsion in their refugee
camps. Touring them in 1949, U.S. assistant secretary of state George
McGhee observed that “in all the camps I saw the utter despair of people
living in tents or on the ground with only elementary nourishment and
meager health facilities. They were underfed, bewildered and embittered.
They asked why they couldn’t go home. In many cases they could see their
farms across the barbed wire. One would be hard put to find a more poignant
example of human misery.”126



The Egyptian coup of 1952 which brought Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser
to power boiled up from two immediate sources: fury at the military
incompetence demonstrated in 1948 and nationalist pride inflamed by the
Israeli triumph. Nasser smoothly converted “the Disaster”—or al-Nakba—
into a challenge for the future. “We ourselves are responsible for the loss of
Palestine . . . We did nothing but make speeches and hold meetings. We used
to say that we would throw the Jews into the sea, but we didn’t do it.”12Z The
well-organized and fundamentalist Muslim Brotherhood—al-Ikhwan al-
Muslimun, which affirmed its determination to evict the Zionists—was one
of the chief political benefactors of the Egyptian defeat in 1948158 If
Western methods would not uproot the Israelis, perhaps Eastern ones
would.22? Pointing to two trends that would emerge in the years ahead, an
Egyptian analyst warned the American ambassador that an Arab defeat could
lead to extreme nationalism in one of two forms: either a “swing to
Communism, or its reverse, a complete repudiation of Western influence and
an Islamic religious revival.”1®? British foreign secretary Ernest Bevin
agreed, warning the Americans that their pro-Israel policy guaranteed the
growth of “Communist or fanatical pan-Islamic regimes in the Arab
countries.”®l Still, Bevin’s lieutenant Hector McNeil wearily concluded,
Israel was probably permanent and invincible: “As long as America is a
major power, and as long as she is free of major war, anyone taking on the
Jews will be indirectly taking on America.”152

Truman’s America waltzed carelessly into the future. President Truman
assumed that Arab muttering and intransigence might be cured by a
determined show of support for Israel. In the last years of his presidency,
Truman granted Israel $277 million in aid, more aid to a tiny country with
under a million inhabitants than he granted to all the Arab states combined.
Like his successors, Truman supplied millions more by what Arab foreign
ministers called “indirect American financing of Jewish immigration to
Palestine”: the charitable deduction of Zionist donations on U.S. income tax
returns.1%2 Truman’s secretary of defense Louis Johnson worried about the
strategic costs. The large Israel backed by Truman made “Russian
aggression” all the more likely: it had spawned insoluble hatreds and a
massive refugee problem in Jordan, Gaza, Lebanon, Syria and Iraq. In
Johnson’s view, the Arab-Israeli dispute “serves to perpetuate and aggravate
conditions of insecurity, unrest and political instability, with attendant
opportunities for Soviet penetration.”164



TRUM AN ’S LAST STAND

Brought belatedly to his senses, Truman did what he should have done
before and after the Bernadotte assassination: he demanded that the Israelis
accept the return of at least two hundred thousand Palestinian refugees to
their homes and that they make real concessions, including the
internationalization of Jerusalem and land corridors through the Negev to
link Egypt and Jordan and give the Jordanians access to the Mediterranean.
Marshall had already indignantly resigned. The new secretary of state, Dean
Acheson, presented the demands to Israeli foreign minister Moshe Sharett in
April 1949. Sharett and Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion rejected most of
the American demands. Truman sent a “grave note” to Ben-Gurion insisting
that the Israelis make the requested concessions. Unfortunately, the president
was closing the stable door after the horse had bolted. Israel had what it
wanted and had no need to make concessions. Truman’s threat of “a revision
of [America’s] attitude toward Israel” was regarded in Tel Aviv as an empty
threat. Sounding like Ariel Sharon fifty years later, Ben-Gurion defiantly
told the Knesset, “We can be crushed, but we will not commit suicide.” It
was all theater. The only nation that could really crush Israel was America,
and Ben-Gurion knew that the Americans would not pull the trigger. In May
1951, Truman invited Ben-Gurion to Washington, lunched with him in Blair
House, threw his support behind a $500 million Israel bonds drive and
pledged to support an Israeli request for $150 million in foreign aid. The
following year, Truman assured Sharett—in words eerily like Balfour’s in
1917—that his helpful attitude toward Israel was “the result of his
knowledge and study of Israel’s history from the days of Abraham.” Where
the Middle East was concerned, the “striped-pants boys of the State
Department” and the Pentagon had been beaten again. The White House,
Congress and U.S. Jewish leaders had won: their policy, defined in the war
of 1948 and its messy aftermath, would henceforth channel and distort
American strategy in the Middle East.



CHAPTER 4

AJAX

EVEN AS THEY TRIED to square the circle in Israel, Truman’s “striped-
pants boys” were fending off challenges to American leadership elsewhere
in the Middle East. The Turkish and Azerbaijan crises of 1945-46 were the
first Soviet attempts to “satellitize” key countries in the region. With a
hundred thousand troops in northern Iran during World War 1II, Stalin had
tried to fashion a Soviet puppet state out of Tabriz and northern Iran. The
Kremlin had demanded “border revisions” in eastern Turkey as well as joint
Soviet-Turkish control of the Dardanelles—the crucial straits connecting the
Black Sea and the Mediterranean. Soviet annexations in Iran and Turkey
would have dramatically shifted the momentum in the Cold War. Stalin had
been pushing for a Soviet republic in northern Iran since the 1920s—he had
quarreled with Lenin on the issue—and had even tried to wring the promise
of one from the Nazis before Hitler’s invasion of the USSR in 1941. After
Russia’s victory at Stalingrad—which mortally wounded Iran’s prewar
German protectors—Stalin began demanding Iranian territory and oil fields
outright, and he placed additional pressure on the Turks in 1946 by arming
the Kurds and urging them to secede.l Truman had resisted those Soviet
probes: he dispatched the USS Missouri to Istanbul, placed American
military units in Europe on a war footing and proclaimed the “Truman
Doctrine” in March 1947 to deter “Soviet plans for engulfing the Middle

East.”2



THE COLD WAR IN IRAN

But the Soviets were just getting started. “Our ideology stands for offensive
operations when possible,” Molotov liked to say, “and if not, we wait.”3
Blocked in Turkey and Azerbaijan, the Soviets shifted pressure back to Iran.
This time they acted more delicately, operating through a Soviet-trained
communist party—Hezb-e Tudeh-ye Iran, or the “Party of the Masses of
Iran”—that would try conspiracy, propaganda and the ballot box to seat itself
in power before heading for the desired “dictatorship of the proletariat.” But
the Soviet hand was always visible: Tudeh demonstrations of twenty-five
thousand or more in Tabriz and Tehran were organized, paid and delivered to
their meeting points by Red Army trucks, which explained Tudeh’s powerful
influence despite its paltry support nationwide. When Iranian police
attempted to control the Tudeh demonstrations, they were disarmed by
Soviet troops, who remained in northern Iran long after the last shot had
been fired in World War I1.4

Philosophically committed to the United Nations and the free
development of emerging democracies, the Truman administration
nevertheless felt compelled to operate aggressively against Soviet-backed
parties like Tudeh. The Soviet coup in Czechoslovakia in 1948 had
prompted Truman’s NSC to beef up the Office of Policy Coordination
(OPC), whose brief was to stop the spread of communism all over the world
—not just in Europe, but in places like Iran and Iraq as well. By 1952, the
OPC had merged with the CIA and had a staff of six thousand and an annual
budget of $82 million, and helped devise American responses to Soviet
moves like the Prague coup, the Berlin blockade, the Korean War and Tudeh
maneuvering in Iran. Inevitably realpolitik trumped the “one world” idealism
that had infused the United Nations coalition in the months after World War
II. Truman backed away from a proposed UN trusteeship for French
Indochina—throwing Vietnam back into the arms of its colonial masters—in
order to fortify Southeast Asia against communism and justify American
annexation of the formerly Japanese Northern Mariana Islands. Truman



rearmed Germany and Japan in 1947 as barriers to the spread of Soviet
power—despite their recent instigation of the bloodiest war and genocide in
history. In Iran too, Truman vowed to get tough.

The Tudeh Party had been founded in 1920 and indoctrinated by a steady
flow of Bolshevik agents across Iran’s borders with Russia and Azerbaijan.
Tudeh militias had struggled to rip Tabriz and Iran’s north—the areas
occupied by the Red Army from 1941 to 1945—away from Tehran in the
Azerbaijan Crisis. That was a new twist on the old Persian proverb: “When
the British lion and the Russian bear move together, the fate of Iran will be
sealed.”2 The British lion had expressed itself as willing to loosen its grip on
Iran, but the Russian bear tried to stay. That engaged President Truman, who
had warned Stalin in January 1946 that the Soviets were threatening “the raw
material balance of the world” by encroaching on Iran’s 0il.® The Iranian
shah—the dark, slim, rather mysterious twenty-seven-year-old Muhammed
Reza Pahlavi—retook Tabriz and the other cities of the north in 1946,
suppressed the Soviet-sponsored Kurdish and Azeri puppet regimes inside
Iran and then outlawed Tudeh in 1949 (after party operatives had tried to
assassinate him). Officially banned, Tudeh dived underground—forming a
Soviet-style central committee and politburo—and by 1952 was estimated to
have thirteen thousand dedicated members and forty thousand “fellow
travelers” in Tehran, Kermanshah and Hamadan.Z



LONDON’S CASH COW

Iran was still chiefly a British concern in the decade after World War II.
Along with the Suez Canal and the Iraq Petroleum Company, Iran in 1950
was Great Britain’s most prized overseas asset. The British-owned Anglo-
Iranian Oil Company (AIOC) had enjoyed an enriching monopoly on the
exploration, extraction and production of Iranian oil since 1901. With
exclusive drilling rights to five hundred thousand square miles of Iran, the
British government had fobbed Iranian monarchs off with below-market
royalties and paid bribes to the tribes in Iranian Khuzestan—still the world’s
chief oil patch—to get the oil out. In 1952, when American oil companies
were paying the Saudis and Venezuelans 50 percent of their profits, AIOC
was paying a miserly 16 percent.8 “The British cut throats with a cotton
knife,” Iranians liked to say, and indeed, London’s stingy royalties did seem
as deadly to long-term Iranian development as a violent blow. And with the
whole energy-consuming world recovering from World War II, AIOC’s
income kept growing: in 1950, AIOC banked more in a single year than it
had paid in royalties to Tehran over the previous fifty years. AIOC routinely
earned ten times more than it paid the Iranian government, and paid far more
taxes to the British government than to Iran’s. And the royalty agreement
that generated such vast (British) bounties was not scheduled to expire until
1993.2

Sixty-nine-year-old Muhammed Mosaddeq stormed into office in 1951
thanks to deep frustration with Britain’s apparently permanent profiteering in
Iran. Development gurus like to say—as one did in 1947—that cheap Middle
Eastern oil would permit new nations to skip railroads and leapfrog straight
into trucks, cars, and planes. “Faraway lands can grow richer and healthier
because of the treasure buried at the crossroads.” But the people of the
crossroads—the Iranians, the Kurds and the Arabs—wanted to be paid for
the treasure that would magically make everyone wealthierl? As early as
1944, Mosaddeq had unsuccessfully introduced a bill into the Iranian



parliament that would have banned the foreign ownership and sale of Iranian
oil.

British geologists had discovered Iranian oil in 1908. By 1913, the British
government held a controlling stake in AIOC and moved to lock in that
control by assisting in the 1921 coup that hoisted Reza Khan, a cunning,
jackbooted Iranian Cossack, onto the Peacock Throne, making him just the
latest shah, or king, of Iran. There had been other factors in Reza Shah’s rise,
chiefly the incapacity of the deposed Qajar dynasty, Reza’s own thirsting
ambition and Iran’s fear of Bolshevik revolution and civil war, which
loomed just over the northern border. Once in power, Reza Shah and his
Pahlavi dynasty worked closely with London. To Iranian nationalists like
Mosaddeq, the Pahlavis worked far too closely with the British. In 1933,
Reza Shah extended AIOC’s lease and monopoly on Iranian oil for sixty
years, without any increase of the niggardly 16 percent royalty.ll By 1951,
Reza Shah was dead and his son Muhammed Reza, the brooding, thin-
skinned product of a Swiss boarding school, had become shah of Iran.
Muhammed Reza was intimidated and frustrated by Mosaddeq. They wanted
many of the same things—the shah spoke in the late 1940s of Iran’s need for
“free public education, free hospitals and clinics, and economic
improvements”—but Muhammed Reza wanted to introduce those reforms
through a top-down “White Revolution.” Mosaddeq was a colorful, reckless
demagogue who wanted to ram changes up from the bottom. In the process,
he would make powerful enemies among Iran’s leading interest groups: the
army and police, the landowners, the merchants, the religious leaders, the

tribes, the vigilant foreign embassies and, of course, the monarchy.12



MOSADDEQ

Mosaddeq had been born into a rich, aristocratic family in 1882 and, as a
teenage boy, had inherited his father’s job as comptroller of Iran’s Khurasan
Province. Young Mosaddeq tackled the job intelligently, and developed an
abiding contempt for monarchy after dealing with the various scandals
tolerated by the Qajar kings in Khurasan, a contempt that he did not bother
to conceal when elected in his twenties to the Iranian parliament, or majlis,
as deputy from Isfahan. The last Qajar king responded by sending Mosaddeq
into exile, which he spent at the Ecole des Sciences Politiques in Paris before
returning to Iran. When the Pahlavis ousted the Qajars in the coup of 1921,
Mosaddeq was made finance minister, and then governor of Azerbaijan.
Mosaddeq did not last in the latter post: his principles were unbending—a
rare occurrence in biddable Iran—and when the shah refused to give
Mosaddeq command of army units stationed in his province, Mosaddeq
indignantly resigned. He was in his midforties and appeared to have burned
his bridges for the last time.

Over the next thirty years, before the great showdown of 1952-53 with the
British, Mosaddeq ducked in and out of exile, served as a majlis deputy from
Tehran and held various jobs in the foreign ministry. Throughout, he became
convinced that the Pahlavis had fallen too deeply into the pockets of the
British and needed to be pulled out. He propounded a theory of “negative
equilibrium,” by which Iran would defend its sovereignty not by befriending
any particular great power, but by keeping them all—Russia, America and
Great Britain—at arm’s length. The Iranians tried out “negative equilibrium”
with disastrous consequences in the 1930s, when they invited in Nazi
technicians and businesses to weaken the influence of the dominant British
and Russians but then suffered an Anglo-Russian invasion and partition of
the country in 1941 as a consequence.l2 Mosaddeq also believed that Iran
needed to move down the Western track of development that he had studied
and observed at “Sciences Po,” namely, to modernize, secularize and codify
the Iranian legal system. This would lead to trouble with Iran’s powerful



Shiite ulema, or clergy, which would eagerly assist in Mosaddeq’s eventual
removal.14

This tremendously able, experienced, proud and principled statesman
would never have been thirty-two-year-old Shah Muhammed Reza Pahlavi’s
first choice for prime minister in 1951, but the shah’s hand was forced by
British intransigence. The shah and Mosaddeq agreed on the pressing need
to obtain a larger share of oil profits from AIOC, and Mosaddeq was the
man to obtain it. He dominated the “National Front” coalition of parties in
the Iranian majlis—they had voted seventy-nine to twelve to confirm him as
prime minister—and was respected by the Iranian people. “All of Iran’s
misery, wretchedness, lawlessness and corruption over the last fifty years
have been caused by oil and the extortions of the oil companies,” one radio
commentator blared.12 That summed up the mood of ordinary Iranians, and
Mosaddeq pinned the blame squarely on the British. “You do not know how
crafty they are,” he told Averell Harriman. “You do not know how evil they
are. You do not know how they sully everything they touch.”1® The shah,
who resented British niggardliness at least as much as the National Front,
appointed Mosaddeq as a battering ram to force the British to renegotiate the
terms of their 1933 oil concession. If they would not shorten their lease and
pay American-size royalties, Mosaddeq would nationalize their fields and
facilities. 1

Still, the king and his prime minister were anything but natural allies; the
shah feared Mosaddeq and Mosaddeq loathed the shah. Although the prime
minister had many planks in his platform, including land and tax reform and
increased spending on social programs, the issues he and Iranian reformers
cared most about were oil and democracy. Mosaddeq not only wanted to
expel the British, nationalize AIOC and use the proceeds to transform Iran
from its position as Britain’s gas station into a modern nation with a
flourishing, diversified economy, he also wanted to slash the prerogatives of
the shah and increase the powers of the elected prime minister. To
undermine the shah, Mosaddeq sent Iranian intelligence operatives into
AIOC headquarters to seize lists of Iranian parliamentary deputies,
bureaucrats, courtiers, officers and government ministers who had accepted
cash bribes from the British to maintain London’s monopoly rights and low
royalties.!® The ensuing corruption scandal blew the lid off the shah’s cozy
arrangements with AIOC, and Mossadeq had little trouble passing a bill



through the majlis in May 1951 that brought the British oil company under
Iranian government control and expropriated its assets.



MOSADDEQ NATIONALIZES ANGLO-IRANIAN AND
BRITAIN APPEALS TO THE UN

Britain denounced Tehran’s nationalization and appealed to the United
Nations for relief. Mosaddeq traveled to New York in October 1951 to
express the Iranian point of view: “If foreign exploiters continue to
appropriate practically all of the income, then our people will remain forever
in a state of poverty and misery.”!2 Mosaddeq then stopped in Washington to
meet with Truman and Acheson and repeated the arguments he had
advanced at the UN. At Blair House, Mosaddeq gave a bravura performance,
pleading for Truman’s good offices: “I am speaking for a very poor country
—a country all desert, just sand, a few camels, a few sheep.” Acheson
interjected that “with its sand and oil Iran [was] more like Texas” than a
“very poor country.” Mosaddeq burst out laughing, dropped the charade and,
all agreed, instantly appeared twenty years younger.2? Truman and Acheson
were hugely impressed by the prime minister’s wit and charisma—*his pixie
quality and instant transformations”—and indeed transformations like the
one being wrought in Iran by Mosaddeq were happening all across the
world. Venezuela had hit Western oil companies with punitive new taxes in
1948, and the Saudis had followed suit in 1950, but expropriation and
nationalization were extreme forms of “profit sharing” that few in Britain or
America were prepared to accept. Mexico had nationalized its oil industry in
1938, setting off an Iran-style struggle with the United States that was not
resolved until 1943, when the Mexicans paid $24 million in compensation
and FDR responded gratefully by deepening the Good Neighbor policy.2!
The British were less neighborly. They classified Iranian oil not produced
by themselves as “stolen goods,” and even the usually pacific Labour Party
demanded punitive action.22 “If Persia were allowed to get away with it,”
Labour’s defense minister Emmanuel Shinwell declared in July 1951,
“Egypt and other Middle Eastern countries would be encouraged to think
that they could try things on; the next thing might be an attempt to



nationalize the Suez Canal.” Churchill, Anthony Eden and the Tories
demanded an immediate “splutter of musketry” to scare the Iranians back
into line. To nip the whole dreadful scenario in the bud—and keep an
increasingly truculent Winston Churchill in line—Prime Minister Clement
Attlee ordered the British military to prepare contingency plans for the
“recapture” of AIOC’s crucial Abadan refinery, which, with its storage
tanks, pumps, pipelines, wharves, railways, tankers and thirty-seven
thousand employees, was among Britain’s biggest industrial plants in the
1950s and by far its biggest overseas operation.22 For his part, Mosaddeq, an
emotional man who regularly wept in public to drive home his points,
proved quite reasonable. The British, he argued, had already reimbursed
themselves for all their costs in wells, pipelines and refineries by a half
century of miserly royalty payments. Still, he promised to pay some
compensation—though certainly not the projected revenues for all oil that
would have been produced and sold until the end of the British lease in
1993, as the AIOC had demanded—and remarked the irony that whereas the
British were busy nationalizing their own coal and steel industries, they
objected to an Iranian government’s doing the same thing for its citizens.
“Socialism is all right back home,” one British diplomat grumbled, “but out
here you have to be master.”2

Certainly the British in 1951 believed that they had to make themselves
masters of the Iranian house. Iran and Suez were the keystones of Britain’s
crumbling but still viable empire. “In peace and war,” British foreign
secretary Ernest Bevin reminded his colleagues in 1949, “the Middle East is
an area of cardinal importance to the U.K., second only to the U.K. itself.”2>
Declining relative to the superpowers in Washington and Moscow, London
was determined to retain control of lucrative assets like the Suez Canal and
the Iragi and Anglo-Iranian oil companies, which physically projected
British power and laid a hard foundation for Britain’s soft postwar economy.
The end of World War II had hit the UK economy hard. The simultaneous
American termination of Lend-Lease aid and insistence on a “convertible”
British pound at the Bretton Woods conference in 1944 had caused a slump.
American Marshall Plan aid mitigated its worst effects, but the burdens of
inflation, falling dollar reserves (required to convert sterling on demand) and
chronic trade deficits caused by resurgent, U.S.-financed German and
Japanese competition dragged Britain down in the 1950s. The only points of
light in that dark sky were profits from British Middle Eastern oil



investments and Suez tolls. Both revenue streams doubled in the late 1940s
and early 1950s and would keep rising through the decade. “Oil,” an
American State Department analyst observed, “is a paramount consideration
in British policy and thinking.”2®

The loss of India in 1947 and the Mau Mau Revolt in Kenya in 1952 only
increased London’s determination to cling to assets like AIOC.%Z It was a
profit center that also conferred the intangible boon of prestige. A British
diplomat in Kuwait observed that the British refinery at Abadan represented
“something huge, a symbol which not even the most skeptical Arab could
deny of British energy, British wealth, British efficiency and British
industrial might.” In the realm of the tangible, Persian Gulf oil had become
the lifeblood of the British and Western European economies after World
War II, and the wells in Iraq and Iran and Egypt’s Suez Canal—still owned
by European shareholders—were the heart and the main artery of the whole
interlinked organism.228 U.S. wartime plans to wean the British and
Europeans from Western hemisphere oil had succeeded beyond expectations.
Whereas only 19 percent of British and Western European oil had come
from the Middle East in 1938, fully 90 percent was coming from the Persian
Gulf by the early 1950s. Of that total, 455 million barrels passed through the
Suez Canal in tankers, and another 270 million barrels arrived on the
Mediterranean coast in Syrian and Lebanese pipelines from Iran, Iraq and
Saudi Arabia.22

Britain, which imported 146 million barrels of crude in 1955, not only
needed oil, it needed sterling-priced oil—such as that produced in Iran and
shipped through Suez—so as not to deplete its dollar reserves. Like America
today, Britain in the 1950s “exported inflation” by printing pounds and
requiring the nations in its “sterling area” to hold them for the purchase of
goods and services. Countries like India or Botswana that held pounds for
transactions such as the purchase of Iranian oil were, in effect, taxing
themselves to maintain the British standard of living. The upheavals in Iran,
Egypt and then Iraq in the 1950s would threaten an end to that blessed era. If
Iranian, Egyptian and Iraqi nationalists broke free of British tutelage, seized
control of their own natural resources and grasped the almighty dollar,
British revenues would plummet, the pound would decline and Britain’s
“exported inflation” would boomerang when the nations of the “sterling
area” dumped pounds to buy greenbacks. Britain would also lose the
awesome “pricing power” it had through its control of the Suez Canal and



Iranian oil; the same fuel oil that cost $3.95 a ton in Britain cost $8.30 a ton
in Greece because of the opaque and profitable “freight rates” charged by the
British (and Americans).2Y Britain, in short, felt compelled to cling to its oil
fields, pipelines, tankers and Suez Canal base in the 1950s. If we let go,
British diplomat Evelyn Shuckburgh gloomily confided to his diary, “we will
be driven back to our island, where we shall starve.”3L



AMERICAN DOUBTS

America’s role in what might have been an exclusively and tragic British
episode was peculiar. The Roosevelt administration had insisted until FDR’s
death in 1945 that the United States would use its burgeoning power and
influence to replace British and European imperialism all over the world
with an equitable “one world” sensibility, to be implanted and extended
through “Americanism”—the promise of American-style social, economic
and political freedoms—and the United Nations.22 Washington had picked
out Mosaddeq’s National Front party as the most likely vehicle for
Americanism and the best bulwark against Soviet communism and
continued British imperialism. Allen Dulles, who would shortly become
Eisenhower’s CIA director, had led Overseas Consultants, a consortium of
U.S. oilmen, in their efforts to devise American-led alternatives to AIOC’s
monopoly and to “make things right in Iran.” When Mosaddeq briefly
resigned as prime minister in 1952, the Soviets actually rejoiced: “The
American agent Mosaddeq has been replaced.”33

The Cold War complicated the American process of “making things
right.” Truman had begun to understand that colonial vestiges like AIOC
were the best advertisements for communism. British treatment of the
Iranians was pointedly contemptuous, as Mosaddeq pointed out when
describing the segregated British communities in Tehran and Abadan.
AIOC’s employee handbook actually outlawed “the expatriate type of
Britisher, who has married locally and acquired local loyalties and contacts,
cutting himself off from the British community.”3# It was with far more
sympathy than trepidation that Time magazine made Mosaddeq its “Man of
the Year” in January 1952. Mosaddeq was, Time trumpeted, the “Iranian
George Washington” and “the most world-renowned man his ancient race
had produced for centuries.”> The British looked like unreconstructed
redcoats by comparison. They called Mosaddeq a “lunatic,” a “buffoon in
pajamas,” an “Oriental character.” And Iran itself was no better; in British



reports, it became a country of “Oriental decadence.”3® In 1952, a State
Department analyst warned that the British “were clearly slipping from ally
to albatross status in the Middle East.” Their image abroad might be as
dangerous to long-term American interests as communism.3Z

Truman and Acheson—who deplored London’s “rule or ruin policy in
Iran”—did restrain Britain’s most aggressive impulses, dissuading them in
1951-52 from invading Iran or assassinating Mosaddeq.22 The British settled
on a less violent, two-track remedy. First, they would freeze Iran’s sterling
balances in London, stop all exports to Iran, stop refining Iranian oil—which
the Iranians, like the Arabs, could not do themselves, relying instead on
foreign companies—and insist on a worldwide boycott of any Iranian oil that
the Iranians did manage to ship. The British assumed that once threatened
with bankruptcy, Mosaddeq would swallow his pride and sit down to
negotiate a settlement to the nationalization dispute.22 If that economic
approach failed—it did—the British would proceed down a second, political
track, which would be a coup d’état orchestrated by their Iranian protégés:
the shah, imperial officers, politicians, bureaucrats, journalists, clerics and
tribal khans. The tribal leaders were particularly powerful in Iran because
they had swept up so many of the weapons surrendered by the Iranian army
in 1941, when Reza Shah had abdicated and Tehran had submitted to
Russian and British occupation.?? Warned by his own sources that a coup
was in the works, Mosaddeq moved boldly to wrest control of Iran’s
250,000-man military from the shah. In July 1952, Mosaddeq made himself
defense minister, and then, with deliberate effrontery, named himself
commander in chief of the Iranian armed forces.

Worried at the spread of Mosaddeq’s power, the shah refused to yield the
defense portfolio, and Mosaddeq—*“a tall, thin, bent old man with a haggard
yellow face and a dripping nose”—indignantly resigned.#! The shah heaved
a sigh of relief and replaced Mosaddeq with Ahmad Qavam, a reliable old-
guard conservative. Qavam, who had been selected for the job at secret
meetings with British officials, was immediately recognized as a pawn, and
Mosaddeq’s National Front and Tudeh partisans streamed back into the
streets to protest. Twenty-nine people died and hundreds were injured in the
ensuing riots. Noting America’s silence in the affair—which was naturally
taken for complicity (“the Persians see a cloven hoof beneath the skirts of
every robe”)—Iran’s leading Shiite cleric and president of the majlis,
Ayatollah Abolgasem Kashani, summoned Ambassador Loy Henderson to



complain. They met in Kashani’s garden, where the cleric accused
Washington of being “the dupe of British imperialism.” The ambassador
countered that even if that were so, British imperialism was dying and the
new threat was Soviet communism. “Ah,” Kashani mused, laying a soothing
hand on the ambassador’s knee, “it is not easy for the untutored peoples of
the Middle East to appreciate American foreign policy. They are more
concerned with the actual abuses of imperialism than with the potential
dangers of communism.”42

Writing home to Washington, Henderson reported that he had assured
Kashani that “the U.S. had nothing to do with Qavam’s return to power,” but
Kashani had bought none of it. The ayatollah assumed, like most Iranians,
that “America was with the British, and was behind Qavam too.”#3 As the
top religious leader in Iran, however, Kashani had his own ambitions.
Enrolled in Mosaddeq’s National Front for tactical reasons—there was no
better alternative—he yearned for a less secular government that would
preach the “unity of Islam” and increase the power of the mullahs.#4
Although Qavam would be hounded from office in less than a week by the
pro-Mosaddeq protests, Washington noted Kashani’s ambitions, and would
soon make use of them.



THE RETURN OF MOSADDEQ

Recalled to office by the chastened shah, Mosaddeq felt empowered. Furious
with the British for conspiring with Qavam, Mosaddeq ordered troops to
seize the Abadan oil refinery and expelled the entire staff of the British
embassy and closed the facility—a walled, forested compound that sprawled
across sixteen city blocks in central Tehran. Mosaddeq then broke
diplomatic relations with Britain and expelled every British citizen living in
Iran. Anticipating British reprisals, Mosaddeq refused even to consider
“adequate compensation” for the British, ignoring the shah’s argument that
the British had “seen the writing on the wall” and were now ready for
“rational negotiations.”#> The shah, naturally, was appalled. He had been
taking a larger role in Iran’s development since World War 1II and felt that he
was making strides. He had been pushing the British—in alliance with
Mosaddeg—for better oil royalties, had kicked off a seven-year plan of land
reform and industrialization, had shrewdly extracted a $20 million trade
agreement from the Soviets (to gain leverage with the Americans) and was
close to securing a $100 million aid package from the United States and the
World Bank. “The Shah had grown in realism, leadership and planning
ability,” an American negotiator in Tehran noted, whereas Mosaddeq
increasingly appeared “like an ill-tempered, erratic old peasant continuing on
the fringe of responsibility and reality.”4®

Two weeks after Mosaddeq shuttered the British embassy, Americans
elected Dwight Eisenhower president and the British exhaled a sigh of relief.
So did many Iranians. “People here think that Truman tags at the heels of the
British and that Eisenhower will follow a more independent course and give
Iran what it needs,” the American consul in Tabriz wrote in November
1952.47 Tke would give Iran “what it needed” all right. The general looked at
the Iranian crisis through the lens of the Cold War and took a hard line that
startled even British hawks.28 After meeting with Eisenhower in March
1953, British foreign secretary Anthony Eden complained to Prime Minister
Churchill that “the Americans are perpetually eager to do something. The



President repeated this several times.” Whereas the British wanted to do
nothing, thus increasing financial pressure on Mosaddeq, who could not
extract, refine or export oil so long as the British boycott on “stolen” Iranian
oil was being observed around the world, the Americans worried that merely
to let Iran’s economy wither would play into the hands of Iran’s Tudeh Party
and invite Soviet intervention to “rescue” the impoverished Iranians. “If Iran
goes down the communist drain it will be little satisfaction to any of us that
legal positions were defended to the last,” Truman reminded Churchill in
1952.%2 Tran falling into the communist camp, a State Department analyst
wrote in 1953, would be far more damaging than any blows Mosaddeq
might land on the sanctity of empire or contracts: “A loss of Iran might well
mean a major Soviet threat to the remainder of the Middle East, including
India and Pakistan, and hence the security of the United States.” President
Eisenhower concurred; in a letter to Churchill in May 1953, TIke warned that
a British insistence upon “respect for contracts” would not justify “setting
loose an endless chain of unfortunate repercussions” that might create
“disaster for the Western world.”22

To head off disaster, Eisenhower dispatched thirty-seven-year-old Kermit
Roosevelt—the chief of CIA operations in the Middle East—to urgent
meetings in London, where the British Foreign Office and MI6 pressed “a
plan of battle” on Roosevelt. Mosaddeq had “regained control of the police,
the army elements in Tehran, and the radio” and was leaning toward
“autocratic government.” The shah and Qavam were humbled.2! The Tudeh
communists and Kashani’s religious schools were putting made-to-order
“mobs” in Mosaddeq’s hands whenever needed to crack heads and sway
votes. Kermit, the grandson of Teddy and cousin of FDR, was a shrewd
operator who privately deplored Britain’s “shoddy, cynical intrigues” and
striving for “political domination and economic exploitation” through a
“sorry shaky lot of local politicians who were hardly worth owning.”
However, he publicly swallowed his doubts and counseled the British that
Harry Truman would never have supported a Western-engineered plot
against Mosaddeq, but “the new Republicans just might.”>2 Roosevelt had a
grudging respect for Tudeh—*“it fills a need which badly needed filling for
an adequate, progressive labor movement in Iran”—but felt that the party
needed to be destroyed because of its Russian connections.22 The Soviets
were ruthless operators who needed, as CIA agent Miles Copeland put it, to
be “matched perfidy for perfidy” in a program of “crypto-diplomacy” that



would add steel to America’s “romanticized” public diplomacy of freedom,
democracy and human rights.2*



EISENHOWER PONDERS A COUP

Not willing to wait for the January 1953 inauguration of the more forward-
leaning Republicans, the British moved in late 1952, dispatching MI6’s new
head of station in Tehran, Monty Woodhouse, to Washington. Woodhouse
bypassed the lame-duck Democrats and went straight for Eisenhower and the
man who would be Ike’s secretary of state—John Foster Dulles. Knowing
that the new American president would have little sympathy for the British
oil monopoly in Iran—which the Americans had been trying to whittle down
since 1943—Woodhouse emphasized Mosaddeq’s communist ties. Thwarted
in Europe, where American troops, funds and will had stabilized the Cold
War front along the line of the Iron Curtain, the Soviets, Woodhouse argued,
were now turning their attention to the Persian Gulf. “In the Middle East,
they have scarcely yet scratched the periphery. The weakest spot seems to be
Iran.”22

It was almost inevitable that the new Eisenhower administration would
regard Mosaddeq as a communist. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles had
run unsuccessfully for the United States Senate in 1949 on the slogan
“Enemy of the Reds!” During the presidential campaign of 1952, the sixty-
four-year-old Dulles had given speeches for Ike denouncing Truman and the
Democrats for “appeasing” the communists and accusing Truman and
Acheson of creating a “second China” in Iran through their too gentle
handling of Mosaddeq. Dulles and Ike had pledged a global “roll back of the
Iron Curtain” if elected.28 In 1952-53, Eisenhower viewed Iran—“an area of
600,000 square miles between the Caspian Sea and the Persian Gulf —as a
vital hinge of Western interests. The Russians had sought to control this
hinge “since the days of Peter the Great,” and the Turks and the British had
been blocking them for three hundred years. Now it was America’s turn.2Z

Still, the modest gains for Tudeh under the umbrella of Mosaddeq’s anti-
British coalition did not justify a British assertion in late 1952 that “the only
thing to stop Persia falling into communist hands is a coup d’état.” Tudeh, as
an American consultant at the time put it, was “much greater in the minds of



certain officials than in reality.”>8 Even as he courted Tudeh to widen his
base, Mosaddeq was imploring the United States to intervene as an honest
broker with the British.

Whereas Truman and Acheson had tended to view Mosaddeq as someone
who might harness Iranian nationalism to stop the spread of communism,
Monty Woodhouse and the British persuaded Eisenhower and Dulles that the
opposite was true: that Mosaddeq was a Kerensky whom the Iranian
communists would manipulate and then crush in a Bolshevik-style coup.22
That British fear—not without basis, given Tudeh’s plans for sabotage and
assassination and the way they seeded the Iranian military and bureaucracy
with revolutionaries—spread to Washington. There, cold warrior Charles
“Chip” Bohlen, about to embark for the U.S. embassy in Moscow, fretted
that “if Persia goes Communist, then Iraq and the rest of the Middle East
will also . . . We ought therefore to concentrate on saving Persia from
Communism at all costs.”®® Because of the Soviet menace, no one in
Washington was willing to let the Iranians work out this latest constitutional
crisis on their own terms. “If Iran succumbs to the Communists, there is little
doubt that in short order the other areas of the Middle East, with some 60
percent of the world’s oil reserves, will fall under Communist control,”
Secretary of State Dulles told the National Security Council in early 1953.%1
Iran’s 1906 constitution was the oldest in Asia, and it had always been torn
by fights between the shah, the army, the landowners, the tribes, the majlis,
the Shiite clergy and the merchant class. Mosaddeq’s bitter struggle with the
shah was splitting those constituencies into factions: some supporting the
shah’s despotism as good for public order and modernization, others
deploring his tyranny, corruption, Western manners and extravagance. Left
to their own devices, Iran’s jostling interest groups would probably have
descended from the heights of Mosaddeq’s rhetoric to some temperate
compromise. But would the Soviets and Americans leave them alone?52

For Washington, there were angles of attack in Iran less wrenching than
the British-proffered coup, which Eden delicately called a “push from
power.”% Some CIA officials wanted to funnel support to Ayatollah Kashani
or to pro-shah elements in the armed forces.%* No one in the Iranian military
was pleased with Mosaddeq’s determination to cut the military budget to
help pay for economic development, and many suspected that his plan to
reduce the army and beef up the police was no more than a cynical ploy to
purge pro-shah elements in the army. Indeed the Iranian military—described



by an American visitor in 1947 as “corrupt and poorly disciplined” with
“inadequate equipment” and “nonexistent morale” (how could it be
otherwise with monthly pay for conscripts hovering around fifteen cents?)—
nevertheless clung to the shah as its last, best hope for funds, prestige and
power.22 In the bazaar—the bustling world of Iranian shopkeepers and small
business—there were other useful fractures caused by Mosaddeq’s taxes,
subsidies and policies. Restaurant and teahouse owners loved him; butchers,
bakers and confectioners—who needed the British imports of meat, flour
and sugar lost to the boycott—Iloathed him. Iran’s labor unions were
similarly split: some supported Mosaddeq; others opposed him. The Shiite
clergy fell into a large camp of anti-Mosaddeq conservatives—called
“quietists” because of their reluctance to take a visible role in the crisis—and
a smaller group of pro-Mosaddeq radicals around Kashani. Rural tribes like
the five hundred thousand-strong Qashgai, who were powerful in their tribal
areas but also in the majlis, backed the prime minister, but large tribes like
the Bakhtiari preferred the shah.%% All of these fractures widened under the
strain of the British boycott, which reduced Iranian oil revenues from $400
million in 1950 to $2 million in 1953. A sinking tide sinks all boats.%Z
Instead of watching, waiting and discreetly molding this crumbling
Iranian scene, Washington lunged for a “quick fix”: the British coup idea.
Eisenhower and the Dulles brothers were also susceptible to economic
arguments. CIA director Allen Dulles served on the board of J. Henry
Schroeder, which had helped organize the Industrial Bank of Persia (the
financing agent for AIOC), and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles sought
new business for American oil companies and his friend John McCloy’s
Chase Manhattan Bank in Iran. Eisenhower cagily withheld his support for
the British coup until March 1953, when AIOC formally agreed to concede
U.S. companies a 40 percent share in the Iranian oil industry.%8 Dulles and
other key players like Herbert Hoover, Jr., Dulles’s adviser on oil policy,
were also aware that even as the British plotted against Mosaddeq, they were
weighing compromises like an increase in AIOC’s oil royalty that would
exceed the 50 percent that Aramco was paying the Saudis. From the
American perspective, that was an idea at least as menacing as British
threats to invade Iran or kill Mosaddeq.22 The mere fact of the Iranian
nationalization of AIOC was enough to engage the big American oil
companies in the crisis; if the Iranian nationalization were allowed to stand,



it might inspire similar measures in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf emirates. That
would be “cutting the industry’s own throat.”Z%

Oilman and ambassador George McGhee observed in 1953 that “if it
weren’t for the Cold War, there’s no reason why we shouldn’t let the British
and the Iranians fight it out.” Unlike the situation today—when turmoil in
the Middle East, Russia or Venezuela threatens to send world oil markets
into shock—there was no shortage of oil in the world in the 1950s, and Iran
before the boycott was producing just 660,000 barrels a day, which was 6
percent of ample world production of 11 million barrels a day.ZL Cheapskate
AIOC was unlikely to boost its royalty beyond 50 percent—thus threatening
the American deal with the Saudis—and even if Mosaddeq did push the
British out, the Americans would probably benefit with new fields for
exploration and growth. The Cold War, however, was a constant
complication. What if Tudeh were only a fig leaf for Soviet encroachment?
What if Mosaddeq—whom McGhee judged a “conservative” and a
“patriotic Iranian nationalist with no reason to be attracted to socialism”—
really was a weakling who would be swept aside by Soviet agents? The
seventy-something Iranian premier (no one knew his exact birth date) was
famous for his tearful outbursts and meltdowns. What if he fell apart at the
wrong moment? Dulles allowed that Mosaddeq was no communist, but
warned Eisenhower that “if Mosaddeq were to be assassinated or removed
from power, a political vacuum might occur in Iran and the communists
might easily take over.” The Soviets might seize the onetime opportunity to
encroach on Iran and “be free of any anxiety about their petroleum
resources.””2 The probability of those outcomes was as likely as the desired
American scenario: that Mosaddeq would turn his back on Tudeh and
agitators like Ayatollah Kashani to become an “Iranian George Washington”
committed to democracy, stability, free markets and the West.

America decided to assist British plans for a coup. Like the neocons, who
later thought it would be simple to amputate Saddam Hussein, Dulles
thought that it would be relatively easy to unpack Iran’s National Front and
put the most pro-American elements in power. In words that would resonate
in Traq in 2003 at least as much as they did in Iran in the 1950s, a senior
State Department official protested that “if we are going to be Don Quixote
going after the windmill, we should not force the poor windmill to be party
to the deed.” It was fanciful, in other words, to assume that Iran would tag

along tamely with Western expectations.”2



Still, not everyone believed that Ike and Dulles were being quixotic. CIA
reports in March 1953 described growing, not shrinking, support for the
shah. In street demonstrations, “pro-Shah and pro-Kashani groups [were]
stronger than Mosaddeq’s.” The whole affair, the CIA concluded, would be
no more than “an opera bouffe if Russia were not around the corner.”Z%
Since Russia was around the corner, Washington felt driven to act. Briefed
on British plans for a coup by Dulles at a meeting of the NSC in March
1953, Eisenhower wrung his hands in frustration. He lamented that neither
Dulles nor anyone else had yet figured out how “to get some of the people in
these downtrodden countries to like us instead of hating us.””2 Dulles was
fully prepared to be hated, if the price of being “nice” was too high. If
Mosaddeq fell before Iran righted itself, the result would be “chaos and
Tudeh.””® And if the Tudeh stumbled into power through some negligence
on America’s part, Dulles and Tke would come under pitiless fire from red-
baiters like Wisconsin senator Joe McCarthy and the House Committee on
Un-American Activities.

The Soviets were ready to pounce in 1953. American intelligence gleaned
“indications of a pro-USSR policy by Mosaddeq.” The prime minister might
expel U.S. advisers, sever relations with Washington and “extend the Iron
Curtain all the way to the Persian Gulf.” He might endorse Tudeh’s radical
agenda in exchange for Soviet financial, economic and military aid.ZZ Soviet
radio broadcasts into Iran vilified “the vile, filthy Shah” and the “bogus
governments” of his preferred prime ministers—Ahmad Qavam and
Fazlollah Zahedi—and began to chip away at Mosaddeq too, to prepare the
ground for a Tudeh coup: “The Shah would have been annihilated and the
vile monarchy eliminated had the Mosaddeq entourage not brought shame
on itself by fawning upon and flattering the Shah.””® Mosaddeq, in Tudeh
eyes, had become “a fascist dictator.”Z2 With the Soviets piping propaganda
into Iran and providing Tudeh with material support and sanctuaries in
Soviet Armenia and Azerbaijan, Dulles’s increasingly hard line in Iran had a
certain logic. Tudeh was still quite narrowly based—with about 8 percent
support nationwide—but Mosaddeq was behaving erratically, and the Tudeh
communists might use him to seize power in Iran. Then, Dulles grimly
concluded, “in short order, the other areas of the Middle East . . . would fall
into Communist hands.”8 The CIA briefed Dulles in March 1953 on the
“consequences of a Soviet take over” in Iran and found them grim indeed:



“Major loss of U.S. prestige in Cold War and . . . loss of entire Middle East
except for Turkey.”8L



WASHINGTON TAKES CHARGE

For Eisenhower, the logic of the domino theory was at least as compelling in
the Middle East as in Southeast Asia. “When we knew what the [American]
prejudices were, we played all the more on those prejudices,” Monty
Woodhouse reminisced.8 In Ike’s NSC, senior officials pondered a world in
which 65 billion barrels of oil suddenly went missing, in which Europe lost
90 percent of its oil supply, in which the United States was forced to ration
gasoline (to supply Europe), in which Europe expended the last of its
dwindling dollar reserves to buy American oil and in which 18 percent of the
world population went communist at a stroke.23 Driven by these fears—as
well as fear of what Senator Joe McCarthy might say about him—
Eisenhower instructed Ambassador Loy Henderson to begin organizing an
“anti-Communist” coalition of Iranians around rich, retired, fifty-six-year-
old general Fazlollah Zahedi.2 American coup planning went ahead, even as
more sober analysts in the State Department reiterated that there was little
danger of Iran actually going communist.2> But needing to secure his flanks
against the “red scare” in America—Time now called Mosaddeq’s National
Front “one of the worst calamities to the anti-Communist world since the
Red conquest of China”—Ike authorized the CIA, which had set up an
Iranian “war room” on Cyprus in 1953, to begin planning the removal of the
Iranian prime minister and to spend $1 million in Iran “in any way that
would bring about the fall of Mosaddeq.” Having “lost” China and nearly
Korea, America could not now “lose” Iran.88 Zahedi, a tough old officer who
had served in the Iranian Cossack Brigade under the shah’s father, Reza, and
had been jailed during the war for pro-Axis activities, was bought for the
coup with appeals to his conservatism as well as the pledge of a £10 million
payment in London, which Zahedi took pains to nail down before agreeing
to lead a coup.8”

The CIA promptly got to work. General Zahedi got $135,000; another
$150,000 went to editors, journalists, politicians, prayer leaders and other



opinion-makers; and $11,000 was handed over every week to deputies in the
majlis to loosen them up for the expected coup and to arrange for
“spontaneous” crowds to appear against Mosaddeq on coup day. Ayatollah
Muhammed Behbahani, who spoke for the conservative Shiite establishment
at Qom, accepted American bribe money to throw his support behind the
shah and Zahedi.88 Mobilizing the Iranian mullahs and the mobs was crucial
because objective estimates of the Iranian political scene put Mosaddeq’s
approval rating at 90 percent despite the boycott-induced austerity.
Mosaddeq was revered for his defense of Iranian sovereignty against British
exploitation. 8 President Eisenhower’s decision to remove Mosaddeq was
hugely controversial; at least as many analysts in the State Department and
the CIA opposed it as supported it. Dulles nipped that opposition in the bud
in the disastrous “groupthinking” manner that would later be employed by
the George W. Bush administration. In critical planning meetings, he
included only those inclined to favor a coup against Mosaddeq, which was
now being called Operation Ajax. Included were Dulles, his brother Allen,
Secretary of Defense Charles “Engine Charlie” Wilson (best remembered for
his phrase “What’s good for General Motors is good for America”), Robert
Murphy, Loy Henderson and Henry Byroade; excluded were all who openly
opposed it. Opponents like the CIA’s Tehran station chief, Roger Goiran,
who called Ajax an illogical sellout to “Anglo-French colonialism,” were
reassigned and replaced with “team players.”2%

At the critical meeting in John Foster Dulles’s office on June 25, 1953,
where Ajax was officially launched, Kermit Roosevelt recalled that “the
substantial group . . . had already concluded that anything but assent would
be ill-received by [Dulles].” “So this is how we get rid of that madman
Mosaddeq,” Dulles growled to the consternation of (silent) skeptics like
Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern, South Asian, and African
Affairs Henry Byroade, who sat and squirmed. “Accepting the fact that
discussion would be useless, [Byroade] sat in silence, drumming his fingers
on a knee, his black brows forming an uncompromising line that matched his
equally straight, uncompromising mouth.” Everyone understood that the
American and British coconspirators had quite different agendas. The British
wanted “to recover the AIOC oil concession.” The Americans “were not
concerned with that” but were concerned “with the obvious threat of Russian
takeover.” The mood at the meeting was restrained, with everyone taking his
cue from Ambassador Loy Henderson, who had flown in from Tehran for



the meeting. Henderson was not “really optimistic about our prospects of
success” but nevertheless believed that Ajax was essential to stop Iran from
“slipping under Russian control.” Asked by Secretary of State Dulles to sum
up, Henderson said, “I don’t like this kind of business at all. You know that.
But we are confronted by a desperate, a dangerous situation and a madman
who would ally himself with the Russians. We may have no choice but to
proceed with this undertaking.” No one was comfortable with it—all were
“on the positive side of noncommittal but not much,” as Kermit Roosevelt
recalled—but they plunged ahead anyway, reassured by CIA arguments that
by restoring the shah to full powers they would be killing two birds with one
stone: stabilizing Iran and buttressing Israel. Participants in the meeting were
“strongly pro-Israel,” and so Allen Dulles and Kermit Roosevelt
“emphasized—separately, together, and as often as possible—that Iran was
not an Arab country” and had excellent relations with Tel Aviv. “Saving
Iran” from the communists would also save a key Israeli ally and oil supplier
in the Middle East.2l As the group filed out of Dulles’s office, Roosevelt
watched the secretary of state pick up the phone, presumably to call
President FEisenhower and inform him of the decision to overthrow
Mosaddeq.

Kermit Roosevelt sneaked into Iran from Iraq in July 1953 and made final
arrangements for the coup. Mosaddeq attempted to thwart the impending
coup by calling a national referendum in August that authorized him to
dissolve a majlis that, shaped by CIA subsidies, had filled up with
conservative opponents and bribed friends of General Zahedi. Mosaddeq’s
demand for new elections succeeded because he was popular, but also
because the Tudeh Party launched a massive get-out-the-vote drive that
veered into fraud—{ifty thousand ballots were marked up at Tudeh
headquarters and stuffed into the urns—and because Mosaddeq’s many
enemies boycotted the referendum, which led to lopsided returns for the
prime minister. In Tehran, 161,062 voted with Mosaddeq, just 105 against.22
Hoping to remove Mosaddeq quickly, Kermit Roosevelt approached Shah
Muhammed Reza—who had been severely diminished by Mosaddeq’s rising
popularity—and begged him to sign an imperial firman, or decree,
dismissing Mosaddeq from office and appointing General Zahedi. The shah,
who held the meeting with Roosevelt in a parked car outside his palace on
the paranoid assumption that Mosaddeq must have bugged the imperial
residence, initially refused. He had no constitutional right to dismiss a prime



minister and worried that moving against the most popular politician in
Iranian history in league with the Western powers would endanger the
Pahlavi family’s hold on the Peacock Throne itself. With Mosaddeq’s
opposition routed—*“they fear reprisal by government and Tudeh forces and
[exhibit] an attitude of hopelessness and apathy”—what would stop the
prime minister from simply abolishing the Iranian monarchy?23



“ THE LAST ACT OF FIGARO”

As the shah tried to wriggle out of his part in Roosevelt’s conspiracy,
Roosevelt played his last card. He summoned General H. Norman
Schwarzkopf—the father of the future Desert Storm commander—who had
commanded the Imperial Iranian Gendarmerie from 1942 until 1948.
Schwarzkopf senior had achieved celebrity and come to the attention of the
Iranian royal family by heading the New Jersey State Police investigation
into the Lindbergh baby kidnapping in the 1930s. He now went to the shah’s
White Palace in northern Tehran and was received by the king not in his
study but outside in the gardens. The shah—still worried about bugs and
terrified by the ubiquity of Mosaddeq’s agents—expressed his fears of
dethronement and civil war in frantic whispers. A British negotiator found
the scene like “the last act of Figaro,” with “unknown, dim figures lurking
behind the rose bushes [and] everybody spying on everybody else.”?* Like
Figaro, the master of palace intrigue, Schwarzkopf whispered back
assurances that America and Britain would back the shah to the hilt and fly
him safely off to exile if anything went wrong.2>

Reassured, the shah signed the firman dissolving Mosaddeq’s government
on August 14, 1953, and dispatched a unit of imperial guards to arrest the
prime minister. Tipped off, Mosaddeq had his own loyal troops waiting at
his residence, who arrested the shah’s troops and accused the Pahlavis of
“plotting with foreign elements” against Iran. The shah reacted on that
occasion just as he would in the face of the Ayatollah Khomeini’s challenge
in 1979. He ran away, first to his palace on the Caspian Sea and then to
Baghdad, where he and Empress Soraya changed planes and kept on going,
all the way to Rome. There, Shah Muhammed Reza finally sank down to rest
in his favorite suite at the Excelsior Hotel. The CIA looked on in disbelief:
by fleeing, the shah had demoralized all of his allies—Ayatollah Behbahani,
disgruntled army officers, the dismissed majlis deputies, the Kurds and the
rural tribes, which comprised 25 percent of the Iranian electorate—and
emboldened not only Mosaddeq, but the Tudeh Party, which now called



openly for the abolition of the “craven monarchy” and a turn away from the
United States, which the Tudeh correctly identified as “a joint conspirator”
in the British plot against Iran.2® Gholam Mosaddeq, the prime minister’s
rising son, joined in the anti-American clamor, damning Eisenhower’s
“stupid diplomacy” and “brazen support” of British imperialism.%

The coup had collapsed because of the shah’s timidity and Mosaddeq’s
popularity. With mobs hunting General Zahedi house to house in Tehran,
Roosevelt hid the general in the basement of an American safe house.
Meanwhile, Secretary of State Dulles flew to Rome to size up the shah, who
had rather embarrassingly been photographed shopping with his wife while
violence rocked Iran. Dulles disconsolately ordered Roosevelt to fold up
Operation Ajax and return to Washington. But Roosevelt knew that despite
Mosaddeq’s tremendous popularity and charisma—“he could turn an
audience into a prayer session or a raging monster”—the prime minister had
made powerful enemies in the armed forces, the mosque and the bazaar.2
Roosevelt almost single-handedly decided to give those enemies a last prod.
He summoned into the streets the rioters and politicians that he had been
sedulously buying since 1952.

In the streets, Roosevelt’s protesters would denounce Mosaddeq’s
“tyranny” and demand the return of their “good king” from the boutiques of
the Via Veneto. To create the right atmosphere for a counterrevolution,
Roosevelt spent $50,000 buying vigilantes, who stormed around Tehran like
Red Guards, pummeling innocent bystanders, throwing rocks into mosques,
smashing shop windows and yelling, “Long live Mosaddeq and
Communism!” Other American-funded vigilantes posed as supporters of the
shah, and soon the competing mobs of hired thugs were fighting for control
of the streets, the Radio Tehran station and the leading newspaper offices.
Meanwhile, bewildered mobs of slum dwellers, bused up from southern
Tehran with CIA subsidies, milled around to add to the confusion.22 Prime
Minister Mosaddeq ordered the crowds to disperse, but they refused. The
Iranian police and military, also in the pay of the plotters, refused to
intervene and impose martial law.



AJAX

This American-engineered chaos required a solution, which was, of course,
General Fazlollah Zahedi. He emerged from his CIA safe house on August
19, proclaimed himself “the lawful prime minister by the Shah’s orders” and
proceeded to crack down with the blessing of Iran’s ayatollahs, who feared
Mosaddeq’s modernizing outlook and the influence of Tudeh’s “Kremlin-
controlled atheists.” By now, Ayatollah Muhammed Behbahani had come to
terms with General Zahedi. The Shiite clerics would dump Mosaddeq and
support the shah in any deals he might cut with the Western powers and oil
companies in return for the shah’s creation of an “atmosphere of security” as
well as his promise to uphold the supremacy of Shiite Islam. The shah
agreed readily to those demands, which boiled down to nothing more than
big budgets for the Qom establishment and its shrines and mosques, as well
as a straitlaced insistence on respect for “public morality” and the
ayatollahs.1% With Behbahani’s alliance of throne and altar in the works, the
always supple Ayatollah Kashani ceased his dalliance with the Tudeh Party,
dropped Mosaddeq like a hot potato and threw in with Ayatollah
Behbahani’s pro-shah conservatives, who had won over any mullahs still on
the fence by writing them “black letters” on Tudeh letterhead threatening to
kill them once the communists took power. (The fiercely ambitious Kashani
considered himself the rightful heir to Mosaddeq and looked to the day—not
far off—when his radical Shiite clerics would brush the shah aside to lead an
“Islamic internationalist” movement into the global arena against the
West.)!% Tran’s bazaari, or merchants—who had been alienated by
Mosaddeq’s taxes and a 50 percent plunge in the value of the riyal between
1951 and 1953—also rallied to the throne.1%2

Crowds swept out of the mosques and the bazaar bearing pictures of the
shah, Behbahani and Zahedi. Some of the crowds, augmented by soldiers in
uniform, moved with well-planned precision, busting political prisoners out
of jail, seizing the headquarters of Mosaddeq’s Iran Party and its newspapers
as well as the Tudeh offices and papers, and, of course, the broadcast stations



of Radio Tehran.1% Kermit Roosevelt and his CIA colleagues were nervous
wrecks—*“cigarettes and vodka-limes tasted awful”—but Zahedi was putting
together a winning team and rallying the Iranian officer corps.l% Whatever
his other faults, Shah Muhammed Reza was extremely good to the military:
he paid his officers well, procured expensive hardware from abroad and
promoted regularly. Mosaddeq was not like that at all: he was far more
interested in diverting resources from the military budget to internal
development—and was believed to be planning to evict the large, well-
heeled American military advisory group. Many Iranian officers had formed
into the secret “Committee to Save the Fatherland” in 1952 and were now
only too willing to rise against Mosaddeq. All the key generals had soured
on Mosaddeq by August 1953: the commander of the Imperial Guard, the
chief of the air force, the commandant of the Imperial Gendarmerie and all
the tank commanders in Tehran.12>

Six pro-shah tanks and their crews were sent to surround and shell
Mosaddeq’s residence, where just two tanks had been mustered in its
defense. The pro-Mosaddeq tanks were quickly dispatched, and the elderly
prime minister was observed fleeing over the garden wall. He was captured
and flung into captivity, where he remained until his death in 1967. (“I
dispense of everything. I have no wife, no son, no daughter, nothing. I see
only my homeland before my eyes,” he said at his trial.) The tribal leaders
responded well in the provinces, where drivers were warned to clip a picture
of the shah to their windshield, or suffer the consequences. One after the
other, Iran’s provincial capitals declared allegiance to the shah. Still in
Rome, the shah answered a reporter’s request for comment on the coup with
amazement: “Can it be true?”1% The shah returned to Tehran on August 22
and gratefully summoned Kermit Roosevelt to Saadabad Palace. They
snacked on vodka and caviar and the shah raised his glass: “I owe my throne
to God, my people, my army, to you, and to that undercover assistant of
yours whom I shall not name.” He was referring to CIA agent Miles
Copeland (father of Police drummer Stewart), who had helped glue together
the British and American halves of Operation Ajax.1%Z Loy Henderson was
present at the meeting and remarked that the shah was “a changed man—
more confident and optimistic.”

When Kermit Roosevelt returned to Washington, President Eisenhower
pinned the National Security Medal on his chest and listened raptly to his
account of Ajax. “It seemed more like a dime novel than a historical fact,”



Ike gushed.m Others were not so awed. It was, one critic put it, “a disaster,
a slur nothing could whitewash,” damning evidence of British imperialism
and American connivance.l?2 U.S. support for the British boycott—which
closed all markets (and refineries) to Iranian oil— amounted to economic
sanctions against Iran and signaled that the U.S. priorities were to back the
British, seat an anticommunist in power and secure an oil settlement that
favored Western interests.112 Explicable as those aims were in the context of
the Cold War, they were naturally taken for unpardonable meddling in
Iranian internal affairs. American advisers poured in on the heels of
Mosaddeq, which changed perceptions of the United States in Iran and
mocked Mosaddeq’s program of “negative equilibrium.” Mosaddeq, like
Nasser after him, had sought to balance between the blocs so that no one
power—neither Britain, America nor the USSR—would control or
manipulate the Iranian scene.lll “Negative equilibrium” was now dead and
buried, as the shah slid gratefully into Eisenhower’s pocket.

At his trial, Mosaddeq became an Iranian martyr, sounding the wounded
themes of Shiite mythology and national pride that resound to this day in
Iran’s barbed relations with the United States: “My creed is the creed of the
Lord of the Martyrs, Imam Husayn. That is, whenever right is at stake I will
oppose any power.” Only Iran mattered.l12 The American-sponsored
removal of Mosaddeq, two Iran experts concluded, “branded itself on the
Iranian public consciousness and became . . . a rallying cry of the revolution
of 1978-79.” Before the coup, Iranians had regarded “the British as
malevolent and the Americans as benevolent.” 13 After the coup, America
put on the horns of Great Satan.

Truman and his State Department had viewed Mosaddeq as a tempestuous
but useful democrat who might eventually promote American values and
empower the Iranian middle class and other vital interests over the shah and
his feudal clique. Visiting Iran in 1947, Kermit Roosevelt, who would
shortly rescue the shah, had recorded that the “royal government is corrupt
and inefficient,” characterized by “unashamed graft, exploitation and almost
open plundering by officials.” 14 The irony, as another historian recently
noted, “was that Mosaddeq was showing every sign of turning the country
into just the kind of liberal democracy that the Western plotters were pledged
to uphold.”12 Yes and no: Mosaddeq was a charismatic bourgeois with
democratic aspirations, but he was ultimately destroyed by the same mob
and demagoguery that he himself had created.



“Political forces which Mosaddeq himself encouraged in the past now
require him to insist upon greater concessions [from] the British,” the CIA
had warned as the crisis ripened.11® By harping on the “evils” of the British,
Mosaddeq made a rational resolution of the crisis impossible. He would not
deal practically with London, and his hard line made it impossible to accept
anything less than total expropriation of British oil assets in Iran. If
Mosaddeq settled for anything less, Ayatollah Kashani jeered, the prime
minister would be murdered like a dog. Mosaddeq backed himself out on a
limb, and then began sawing it off. By alienating the mullahs, the shah, the
army, the bazaari and other conservatives—by his rule by decree, his
secularizing tendencies, his embrace of the Tudeh communists, his plans to
decrease the (pro-shah) army and increase the (pro-Mosaddeq) police, his
failure to solve the oil question through good-faith negotiations, his budget
cuts and his resort to printing stacks of riyals to pay for his (reduced)
government activities in the absence of oil revenues—Mosaddeq, much
more than the CIA or MI6, created the conditions for his own removal .2
He had provoked an economic and political crisis trusting in the lever of oil
at a time when there was an oil glut in the world thanks to the development
of “elephant fields” like Saudi Arabia’s Ghawar. No one needed the 660,000
barrels per day that Mosaddeq was withholding. Despite the fact that Iranian
gasoline amounted to one-third of Middle Eastern production and one-
quarter of non-Western hemisphere world production and had powered most
of the allied planes and vehicles in the Korean War, new sources were able
to take up the slack and permit a thirsty world to chug serenely through
Mosaddeq’s nationalization crisis.

That economic fact of life—so different today, when illiberal regimes in
Iran, Russia and Venezuela enjoy considerable leverage over their customers
—was lost on no one as the British boycott of Iran’s fields and refinery
ground on, painlessly observed by all the big oil companies and yet costing
the Iranian people and treasury an estimated $200 million between the start
of the crisis in May 1951 and the end in August 1953.118 As Allen Dulles
later told NBC television, “The government of Mosaddeq was overthrown
by the action of the shah. Now, that we encouraged the shah to take that
action I will not deny.” But it was the action of the shah and his Iranian
allies. Washington consoled itself that it was merely playing what Allen
Dulles and Miles Copeland called a “game of nations” with the USSR,
which, in Iran, had players (the Tudeh Party and Kashani’s entourage) who



ultimately proved weaker and less appealing than the American players (the
shah, General Zahedi and Ayatollah Behbahani).ll2 Kermit Roosevelt met
with Secretary of State John Foster Dulles after Ajax and explained that the
operation had succeeded not because of British or American skullduggery,
but because “the CIA’s study of the Iranian situation convincingly showed
that the Iranian people and most of the military wanted exactly the results
the Eisenhower administration was seeking.” If the Iranian people and
military had not supported the result of Ajax, then Washington would have
had to “give the job to the Marines.”12%

After the Iranian coup, Prime Minister Zahedi attended a victory party at
the CIA offices in Tehran, approached the American station chief and said,
“We are in, so what do we do now?” For the Americans, revised oil contracts
and foreign aid to buttress the shah were the first orders of business.
Washington would immediately send $68 million in emergency aid—and an
additional $1.2 billion over the next ten years—but Zahedi would naturally
have to deliver the American access to Iranian oil that John Foster Dulles
and Herbert Hoover, Jr.,, had extorted from the British as the price of
American support for Operation Ajax. Reminded by the Americans that he
owed his throne to the United States, the shah grumbled that “any favor that
the CIA had done him would be adequately paid for in oil.” Indeed it would
be. After the coup, AIOC tactfully changed its name to British Petroleum
and, as promised in March 1953, sold a 40 percent share of its holdings in
Iran to a largely American consortium: Standard Oil of New Jersey (Exxon),
Socony-Vacuum (Mobil), Gulf Oil, SoCal (Chevron) and Texaco.l2l
Sullivan & Cromwell, where the Dulles brothers remained partners, handled
the sale, which effectively returned the production and distribution of Iranian
oil to foreign hands. Profitable for American oilmen and lawyers—“one of
the most attractive contracts to the oil industry in the Middle East”—the sale
of AIOC’s Iranian reserves to the Americans also profited the shah, who
now claimed that he had “rejected any restoration of British control over oil
operations in Iran,” reduced the British stake and in so doing “defended
Iranian nationalism.”122 He neglected to mention that Britain’s losses were
America’s gains, which left Iran in the same state of subservience to foreign
interests that it had found itself in at the onset of the crisis.123

Allen Dulles telegraphed British foreign secretary Anthony Eden in
October 1953 to congratulate him on the successful outcome of Operation
Ajax, which suggested new opportunities “to change to our advantage the



course of events in the Middle East.” Together, the UK and the United States
had “closed the most dangerous gap in the line from Europe to South Asia.”
But Dulles’s own analysts doubted the director’s rhetoric. Even with massive
“U.S. provision of arms and equipment,” Iran would be held back for years,
perhaps decades, by its sketchy infrastructure, limited transport, low level of
education and endemic corruption. Iran’s army of 120,000 was regarded as
mediocre, and increasing it by a maximum effort to 400,000 troops would do
little to slow the Red Army but would certainly bankrupt Iran.124 “Persian
forces are quite incapable of resisting Russian attacks,” the British
concurred. Worse, “Persian . . . civil administration would almost certainly
collapse at the first sign of such an attack and the Shah would flee the
country”—as he had during the coup attempt. Far from “closing the gap
between Iraq and Pakistan,” Operation Ajax and the enlistment of Iran in an
anti-Soviet coalition would merely pull the Russians in deeper and “provoke
a barrage of Russian threats and propaganda.”!2> The United States would
steadily be drawn in to buttress the shah, improve his military and suggest
unpopular methods for internal security against the inevitable dissidents.

But that would be a problem for future American presidents. Eisenhower
settled down to enjoy his easy victory. Ten thousand American military
advisers flew into Iran between 1953 and 1963, bearing $535 million of
American military equipment.12® Beginning in 1954, disloyal mullahs, tribal
chiefs, officers, politicians and students—the always problematic “urban
left”—began to be purged, jailed or merely released from their government
jobs or scholarships into unemployment. The shah’s flight to Rome had
caused him to lose face, which had to be viciously recouped. “Imagine under
our system of values,” an Iranian observed, “a monarch—the father of his
country—who flees at the most critical moment and is shown buying jewelry
with his wife!”12Z The shah moved aggressively to erase the stain. Three
thousand alleged Tudeh members were fired from the civil service after the
coup; the armed forces were purged of all suspected communists and
“Mosaddeqists,” and eighteen hundred pro-Zahedi officers were rapidly
promoted to all the key military and police functions. The shah and Zahedi
carefully rigged elections for the new majlis in 1954 to prevent the return of
any National Front diehards.l2 A CIA team arrived in 1955 to begin
training SAVAK, the shah’s ruthless new national intelligence and security
organization, and to cement the authoritarian regime that would hold power
till the 1978-79 revolution. One CIA operative—Ted Hotchkiss—felt sullied



by the experience. “I fought the fascists and the Nazis, [yet] we were
becoming just like them.”122

From the shah’s perspective, fascist methods were required. SAVAK and
the CIA unearthed a large Tudeh cell inside the Iranian military in 1954,
after Tudeh airmen had protested the shah’s coup against Mosaddeq by
burning several Iranian air force jets on their runways. The shah, who loved
nothing quite so much as high-tech foreign fighter jets, furiously responded
by arresting 450 Iranian officers. All the captives were junior officers, but
they were well educated and highly placed in sensitive jobs. According to
CIA analysis, the Tudeh officers had been reporting to Moscow on the state
of Iran’s military since 1941 and had made ambitious plans to decapitate the
Iranian state by simultaneously assassinating the shah, his prime minister,
most of the cabinet, members of the majlis, the provincial governors and the
key military commanders. Once the slate had been wiped clean of the “filthy
Shah and his gangsters,” the communists planned to thrust into power a
ready-made Tudeh central committee and politburo.12°

Iranians (and many Americans) still shed bitter tears over the Western-
facilitated removal of Mosaddeq. The Eisenhower administration had held
its nose and smashed a democracy in Iran. But Ike and Dulles consoled
themselves—not without reason—that they had not acted alone, or merely in
league with the British. Rather, they had facilitated the rise of strong but
uncoordinated Iranian elements. This was in pointed contrast to the entirely
hopeless Iranian regime change propagated by the George W. Bush
administration in 2007-8, when President Bush and Vice President Cheney
covertly sought $400 million for a ragtag band of Iranian fringe groups—
believed to include Iranian Arabs, Baluchi tribesmen, drug-runners, Kurdish
separatists and al-Qaeda-affiliated Salafists—that, even had they
miraculously united to seize power, would have harmed, not helped, the
American position in the Persian Gulf.13! At least Eisenhower had the sense
to base his coup on leading, credible Shiite and Persian elements. In his
corrupt, cowardly way, the shah understood the requirements of the country
better than Mosaddeq, who had veered into an increasingly erratic and left-
leaning dictatorship. The shah, guided by the British and Americans, steered
back to the middle and, as the CIA put it, cleverly used policy and patronage
to piece back together the essential coalition needed to govern Iran: “the
military leadership, violent and unreliable ultranationalists like Kashani, the

old-guard conservative landowners, and the tribes.”132 Shah Muhammed



Reza replaced Mosaddeq’s “negative equilibrium” with a new policy of
“positive nationalism,” which he defined as “sovereignty and independence,
but in alliance with the United States.” For imperial Iran, money would not
be a problem; American aid was already flooding in—$45 million a year in
the 1950s, $100 million a year in the 1960s—and a steady stream of oil

revenues would keep the country flush and revolution-free for the next

twenty-five years.133



CHAPTER 5

NASSER

EVEN AS IRAN SIMMERED DOWN, a bigger crisis was boiling up in
Egypt, which was strategically at least as important as Iran. And in Egypt,
money definitely was a problem.

To the Eisenhower administration—which had tussled with London over
the proper course for Iran—the Egyptian dynasty of King Farouk was yet
another embarrassing vestige of British empire, where “the palace clique, a
polyglot collection of scoundrels who even down to the royal chauffeur
swaggered under the titles of Pasha and Bey,” seemed utterly incapable of
modernizing effectively, adapting to the new forces of nationalism or even
mounting a credible defense against communism or Islamic fundamentalism.
Cairo often seemed rich, with its two million salaried government officials,
twelve hundred big landowners, its rich merchant class and its horde of
courtiers—pashas, beys and effendis—but that appearance deceived. The
courtiers lived a charmed life, and many of them were not even Egyptian;
they were Turks, Greeks, Italians, Albanians (like Farouk’s father Fuad I) or
Syrians who had arrived to work during the period of Ottoman rule. The real
Egyptian was the peasant fellah in his mud hut in the Nile River Valley, who
subsisted (in good times) on a few cents a day, barely scraped a living for his
big family from a tiny quarter-acre plot and compounded crippling debts
meeting his minimum living costs of $120 a year with an average annual
income of just $40.1 And Egypt’s problems had only increased since the
British takeover seventy years earlier. The population had grown from two
million to twenty million—and was growing 2 percent a year in the 1950s—
but had not been absorbed and employed by new arable land or factory jobs.
Most of Egypt in the 1950s was what it had always been—desert—so nearly
100 percent of the surging, wretched population of twenty million crammed
themselves into 3 percent of Egypt’s land mass. This made for a permanent
crisis of health, living standards, social peace and crime, with hordes of
destitute fellahs, tenant farmers, porters, donkey drivers and other day



workers struggling to make ends meet. King Farouk himself was mugged
while strolling through downtown Cairo in the 1940s.

Egypt’s political tensions were as fraught as its social ones, with poor
Egyptians increasingly loathing their rich king and pashas, and the
fundamentalist, anti-Western Muslim Brotherhood, al-Ikhwan al-Muslimin,
drawing its greatest strength not in the rural hills or grazing lands, but in the
slums and student dormitories of Cairo, where secret membership by 1950
stood at about two million. Cairo, a visitor wrote in 1949, had become “not
only the most cosmopolitan of Arab cities, but a capital seat of Arab
xenophobia and a scene of some of the most violent mob action against
foreigners.”? “What is happening in the Arab world is not a revolution, but a
revulsion,” the U.S. ambassador to Cairo warned Washington.2

King Farouk seemed oblivious to it all; his annual income in 1950 was $4
million, and he drifted lazily between two palaces in Cairo, two in
Alexandria, one in Inchass and one in Helwan. He owned two hundred red
sports cars and limousines—the only red cars permitted in Egypt—and a
fleet of yachts.# When America’s assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern
affairs visited Cairo in 1951 to press reforms on the royal house, he reported
that Farouk “had degenerated by this time into his self-indulgent bad-boy
period and seemingly took no interest in affairs beyond the intrigues of the
palace.” U.S. ambassador Jefferson Caffery was criticized by the Cairo press
for “not taking a fatherly interest in reforming Farouk.” By the 1950s, the
population density in the Nile Valley—three bedraggled fellahs per acre of
arable land—was higher than even the most thickly settled parts of Europe
or India and indeed made Egypt the most densely populated country in the
world. In 1950, 95 percent of the Egyptian population lived in extreme
poverty; 80 percent was il literate. Just 5 percent of the Egyptian population
possessed 95 percent of the country’s wealth, and those families notoriously
threw out more dinner leftovers every evening than a peasant and his half
dozen dependents might consume in a fortnight. Disease raged virtually
unchecked: 90 percent of Egypt’s population suffered from trachoma; 60
percent had bilharzia; the rates of malaria, amoebic dysentery, elephantiasis,
pellagra and hookworm were startlingly high.®

The British Empire was business, not charity, so British rule had done
little to improve those appalling problems. Egypt spent a mere $2 million per
year on public education in the 1920s, which was just half King Farouk’s
annual salary.Z Britain’s chief interests had always been the Suez Canal,



Egyptian cotton and Egypt’s absorbent market for British manufactured
goods. London had taken control of Egypt in 1882, extorted a sixty-year
lease on the Suez Canal in 1908 from an obliging Egyptian prime minister
named Boutros Ghali (grandfather of the future UN secretary general
Boutros Boutros-Ghali), declared Egypt a protectorate in 1914 and then
made it an “independent kingdom” in 1922.8 No one was fooled—the British
did not even bother recalling their colonial high commissioner; they simply
converted him into an ambassador, who continued, as before, to direct the
Egyptian king “like a young schoolboy in the hands of a bluff, severe tutor.”2

The British did as they pleased in nominally “independent” Egypt. In
1936, they forced a mutual defense treaty on Cairo that gave them unfettered
access to Egypt’s military bases as well as control of the Egyptian armed
forces. Farouk, who succeeded his father, Fuad, just before the 1936 treaty
was signed, looked on impassively. He would be coddled by the British just
as his father had been. On the rare occasions when Farouk actually defied
London—as in 1942 when the British chose his prime minister and Farouk
rejected the British choice—the British would send tanks and infantry to get
their way, rolling into the Abdin Palace grounds, training their guns on
Farouk’s windows and then dismounting from armored vehicles to demand
(and get) Farouk’s adhesion to their “suggestions.” Farouk eventually gave
up trying to be a head of state, and withdrew into debauchery: driving fast
cars, partying in nightclubs and enjoying long, champagne-soaked holidays
abroad. Gradually, this behavior made the British (and their choice of king)
hated in Egypt. A Young Egypt movement sprang up in the 1930s, and its
green-shirted mujahideen committed themselves to a nationalist jihad against
Britain and Farouk.!? Anwar Sadat, a young Egyptian army captain in 1942,
recalled the pro-Nazi fervor that swept through Egypt during World War II.
When the Germans invaded from Libya and pushed toward Alexandria,
people lined up along the roads and cheered, “Forward, Rommel, forward!”
In Cairo, Egyptian students and Muslim Brothers rallied to chant, “We are
Rommel’s soldiers!” General Aziz al-Masry agreed to fly to Rommel’s
headquarters in Libya to broadcast calls for mutiny in the Egyptian army,
and General Muhammed Naguib, who would lead a revolt against Farouk
after the war, bluntly informed the king that “I am ashamed to wear my
uniform and request permission to resign.”!

Egyptians applauded the Nazis out of exasperation with the British and
Farouk’s puppet dynasty. Although Farouk’s brilliant nineteenth-century



forefathers—Muhammed Ali and Ibrahim Pasha—had wrested Egypt from
Turkish control in battle, Farouk himself performed so ineptly as Egypt’s
twenty-eight-year-old commander in chief in the 1948 war against Israel that
he had exposed his kingdom afterward to nonstop subversion by nationalists,
communists and religious fundamentalists. The CIA despairingly nicknamed
Farouk “the Fat Fucker.”12 The British were only a little less harsh. “Where
Farouk’s own amusements and distractions are concerned, the king in him is
fighting a losing battle against the man,” the British ambassador in Cairo
darkly observed in 1951.13 Egyptians merely scoffed when the fat, balding,
debauched Farouk proclaimed himself a sayyid, or descendant of the
prophet, and announced his intention to become the Muslim caliph. Even
Farouk had a keen sense of his limitations: “In a few years,” he liked to joke,
“there will be only five kings in the world—the King of England and the
four kings in a deck of cards.” CIA agent Kermit Roosevelt visited Farouk in
1947 and was struck by the decadence and hopelessness of his court: “I
remember late one night watching one of the king’s close relations by
marriage swaying back and forth while the Scotch splashed in his glass to
emphasize his words. ‘They hate us,” he said thickly but earnestly. ‘They
look on us as a bunch of rich, no good Albanians. It won’t be long now.’ ”
No, it wouldn’t. Egypt, Kermit Roosevelt observed, was “a land of
unhealthily violent contrasts where the rich grow richer, the poor grow
poorer, and everyone grows more nervous.” There was no governing class
with any legitimacy, and trying to find one was “like courting a ghost or
drinking with an invisible rabbit.”14 American strategists worried that if
communists or Islamists—who opposed “all secular tendencies in Islamic
nations”—were ever to take the offensive in this unhappy land, Farouk’s
British mentors would prove too weak, overstretched and politically
compromised to stop them. Americans also resented Farouk’s efforts to
fence Egypt off from American influence after World War II. Indeed, one
reason the United States became so cozy with Saudi Arabia was because
Farouk and his British minders were being so difficult in the Mediterranean
and the Red Sea. “Ibn Saud is much more friendly to the U.S. than is Egypt,”
an American diplomat wrote from Cairo in June 1949. “The Egyptians have
not renewed our air transit rights, they do not encourage visits by U.S. Navy
vessels, and their government is less than cooperative with the U.S.”1>



THE FREE OFFICERS REVOLT

Farouk’s pro-British tilt explained the American decision to support Colonel
Gamal Abdel Nasser’s “Free Officers Revolt” against King Farouk in July
1952. With its central location and population of twenty-three million, Egypt
—in American eyes—was the natural core and leader of the Arab world.
Cairo was the greatest Arab city—far more impressive than Baghdad or
Damascus—and Egypt, whether as a province, viceroyalty or kingdom, had
never lost its national unity and identity. Egypt was still the richest Arab
state, and Egyptians had led the push for the Arab League, which had been
signed into life in Cairo in 1945 with an Egyptian bureaucracy and treasury.
Cairo’s al-Azhar University, which enrolled fifteen thousand religious
students in the 1950s, was the nearest thing Sunni Islam had to a central
religious authority. Egypt’s press and media were read, heard and watched
from Morocco to India. “Cairo,” a CIA analyst concluded, “has become the
Washington of the Islamic world” thanks to the energy of Nasser and the free
officers, whom the Americans viewed as a far more redoubtable ally in the
Cold War than King Farouk.l® The free officers were relatively virtuous
“new men”: majors and lieutenant colonels from the lower middle class who
knew and empathized with Egypt’s desperately poor underclass. In the mid-
1930s, Nasser had been rejected by both the Egyptian army and police as
“unfit” because of his plebeian origins. Only in 1937, when the British
abruptly expanded the Egyptian army because of the German and Italian
threats, were peasants and petty bourgeois like Nasser finally let in. They
never got on with Egypt’s powerful effendi class—the rich, Turkish-

descended playboys, officers and landowners of Farouk’s court—and their

free officer movement was fundamentally a social revolution.lZ

The free officers—who had formed into a pro-German secret society
during World War 1II and joined the cheering crowds along Rommel’s march
routes—returned from the 1948 Arab-Israeli War convinced that the Arab
world’s “biggest battlefield is in Egypt,” not Palestine, or anywhere else.
They were anti-Zionist and anti-British and antimonarchical, and they



viewed social revolution and diplomatic nonalignment as the best way to
assert Egyptian independence and greatness. They blamed Farouk’s
Albanian-descended dynasty (“a family of non-Egyptians”), their corrupt
courtiers and the no less corrupt politicians of Egypt’s Wafd Party for the
humiliating defeat at the hands of the Israelis and Cairo’s ongoing
subservience to London.!8 Wafd, or “delegation,” was the Egyptian party of
liberal nationalists that had sent a delegation to London in 1918 to request
postwar independence from Western allies Woodrow Wilson, Georges
Clemenceau and David Lloyd George. Their efforts in 1918 had been
thwarted by the British, but also by Farouk’s non-Arabic-speaking father,
King Fuad I, who was cosseted by the British precisely so that he would
obstruct demands for Egyptian independence.l2 By 1952, Farouk had
become as loathsome to Egyptian nationalists as his father had been, and the
Wafd had lost its Edwardian luster and subsided into legislative logrolling
and corruption. What facts were permitted to emerge after investigation of
the 1948 military defeat revealed that Farouk, his relatives, his advisers and
the Wafd had all embezzled funds that had been appropriated for the army’s
invasion of Israel, which certainly helped explain the dismal failure of
Egyptian arms. The Egyptian army fought that campaign with 1912 model
Mauser rifles and without maps or tents, and one of Farouk’s senior
commanders, General Sirri Amer, was later convicted of embezzlement and
drug trafficking during the war.2

From the American perspective, modern, practical Egyptian men like the
free officers were the perfect nucleus for a new Egypt that would resist both
arrogant British and evil Soviet empire. In 1952, the American embassy in
Cairo urged the White House to resist pressure from the British and Israelis
to leave Egypt as a British sphere and forge ahead to make it an American
one. Egypt in the 1950s presented a “historic opportunity.” In no other
country in the Middle East “could immediate dividends in terms of security
for the United States be received for such a relatively low expenditure of the
U.S. taxpayers’ defense dollars.”?l American hopes resembled those in Iraq
fifty years later. Boosted by American aid and patronage, the free officers
would evolve into a reliable ally who would have the legitimacy to resist
Soviet blandishments and take otherwise unpopular decisions like enlistment
in an American-led military alliance and the diplomatic recognition of
Israel.22 That, of course, was taking an awful lot on faith; indeed,
Ambassador Jefferson Caffery’s hopes were not unlike Vice President



Cheney’s in 2003. Both men felt that key countries—first Egypt, and then
Irag—could be molded into American beachheads in the Middle East. In the
1950s, Caffery, who called the free officers “my boys,” felt certain that the
mere offer of American friendship would induce Nasser and the free officers
to “pay dividends.” More likely was the prediction of Kermit Roosevelt in
1949 that Egypt and the rest of the Arab countries—demoralized by the
extent of their social, economic and political problems—would continue to

wield the issues of imperialism and Israel, “as the matador uses his red

cape,” to distract and entrance their unhappy citizens.23



COLONEL NASSER

Thirty-four years old in 1952, Gamal Abdel Nasser was the consummate
matador and the quintessential Arab “big man.” If, as a Lebanese
commentator asserted, “Arab politics has always ridden on horseback,” then
Nasser was the man on the white horse.2* Nasser’s 1955 manifesto, The
Philosophy of the Revolution—ghostwritten by his journalist friend
Muhammed Heikal—observed that the Arabs were “wandering aimlessly in
search of a hero.” There were no other likely candidates for the role—*“no
one else is qualified to play it”—so Nasser “put on its costume.” The
playacting metaphor was apt, for Nasser’s Arab nationalism, like Saddam
Hussein’s afterward, was always rife with hypocrisy, and the colonel had
developed a youthful taste for drama, playing Julius Caesar in a school play
when he was sixteen and pestering his school librarian with a stream of
requests for heroic biographies, including books on Alexander the Great,
Napoleon, Garibaldi, Bismarck, Atatiirk, Hindenburg, Foch and Churchill.22
Nasser had grown up in Alexandria, the eldest of eleven children. He had
been in and out of jail as a boy for quarreling with his father, a postal clerk,
and joining anti-British rallies. Anwar Sadat met Nasser for the first time in
1938, when they were both army captains at the Signals School near Cairo.
Nasser, Sadat recalled, was a weirdly charismatic introvert. To
acquaintances, the combination was powerful: Nasser came across as a
striking, aloof, desirable man. Descended from the tall, dark Saidi clan of
Upper Egypt, the colonel made a dramatic first impression and spoke
stirringly. Still, intimates like Sadat warned of Nasser’s narcissism, which
blinded him to hard facts and deafened him to moderate advice, “erecting an
almost insuperable barrier between himself and other people.”2%

That barrier would ultimately destroy Nasser, but initially it saved him,
and launched his career. When the Egyptian Free Officers Organization was
formed in 1939 to wrest independence from Britain, Nasser quietly joined
but was overlooked by British intelligence. When the British arrested the
leading Egyptian free officers—Captain Sadat and several others—in 1942,



Nasser returned undetected from his garrison in Sudan and moved into the
top job. He expanded free officer membership after the war, recruiting men
“of outstanding performance,” and created a cellular organization to defeat
British efforts to infiltrate and unravel the network.2Z major in the Arab-
Israeli War of 1948, Nasser served in the ten-thousand-man Egyptian
contingent and was trapped for several months in the trenches of the “Falluja
pocket” between Jerusalem and Beersheba, where an Egyptian brigade
withered under Israeli siege while the bulk of the Israeli army turned its
attention to evicting as many Arabs as possible from Palestine.?8 After his
return to Egypt, Nasser continued to expand the free officers, and the British
continued to underestimate him, concluding that Nasser was harmless: “shy
and retiring, in no way extreme or fanatical, not the inspiring type with
powers of leadership, but more of a solid staff officer.”22

In October 1951, Farouk’s prime minister and head of the Wafd Party,
Mustafa Nahas, revoked the Anglo-Egyptian Treaty of 1936, which he
himself had signed into force fifteen years earlier. Nahas was attempting to
appease rising militancy in Egypt, which had intensified because of
Mosaddeq’s struggle against the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. Mobs of
irregular “self-sacrificers,” or fedayeen, formed in Egypt—some armed and
trained by the Muslim Brothers, others by the free officers—and began
attacking the British base in the Suez Canal Zone, which was a two-hundred-
square-mile British-run enclave along the west bank of the canal. Sadat later
described the fedayeen rioters in the class-conscious terms of the free
officers that initially endeared the officers to the classless Americans: “It
was . . . a violent expression of the suffering of more than 95 percent of the
population, the broad masses who lived in great deprivation under a
flagrantly capitalist and class-based system.” Nahas and his Wafd Party,
Sadat wrote, needed to be removed because they were “tool[s] in the hands

of the king and the British . . ., at the expense of the people.”3?



PROJECT FAT FUCKER

The Egyptian riots around the Suez Canal Zone spread to Cairo in January
1952 and undermined an already feeble King Farouk. As profitable Korean
War demand for Egyptian cotton slackened, Farouk and Nahas resorted to
various expedients to maintain a shred of popularity. They released the new
Muslim Brotherhood leader Hasan el-Hodeiby from jail and encouraged him
to stage rallies and attacks against British bases in Egypt. Washington was
pleased to see the British under attack but, as in Iran, worried about a
vacuum if the British hit back and Farouk collapsed. Who would replace
Farouk? The Muslim Brotherhood? Communists? Those dire possibilities
loomed large in 1952, when British troops counterattacked rioting Egyptian
police and fedayeen and killed and wounded dozens in pitched battles. The
Egyptians retaliated, attacking Europeans and setting fire to the Turf Club,
Shepheards Hotel, the BOAC and Thomas Cook offices, Barclays Bank and
almost every British-frequented bar, cinema and restaurant in Cairo. Seven
hundred and fifty buildings were burned to the ground.2! Washington
expressed alarm at the “natural propensity for frenzy” of the Arab mobs
(which would be reprised years later in U.S.-occupied Iraq) and concluded
that Farouk’s regime now “gave off the smell of death.” In Cairo, the CIA
instructed Miles Copeland of Operation Ajax fame to start work on “Project
FF”—as in Fat Fucker—to assist in the overthrow of Farouk by Nasser’s
free officers.22 Washington actually embedded Copeland in the Egyptian
ministry of the interior as a “consultant,” where he was free to head off
British-organized purges of the free officers and draft plans for a November
1952 coup. When informed that Farouk and the British were preparing a
crackdown, Copeland and Nasser moved the date forward to July.

On a steamy midsummer night, the free officers gathered at Camp
Huckstep, an abandoned World War II U.S. Army post on the outskirts of
Cairo, and then drove into the capital, where they filed into a slumbering
Egyptian army headquarters and locked the duty officer and his guards
inside a lounge. Warned of the coup by an indiscreet free officer, Farouk’s



war minister phoned army headquarters to order troops out against the
rebels, but Sadat, already inside the building and working the switchboard
himself, put the call through to Nasser, who pretended to be a night-duty
officer, and coolly assured the war minister that nothing was amiss. Colonel
Sadat, who nearly missed the coup because he had forgotten the revised date
and gone to the movies, then coaxed the real guards out of the lounge where
they were imprisoned, enlisted them in the revolution and ordered them to
call army units in Cairo, Alexandria, Rafa, al-Arish, Luxor and the Western
Desert, where undercover free officers were summoned to the telephone and
given their orders.23 Nasser calmed the jittery officers around him: “Tonight
there is no room for sentiment; we must be ready for the unexpected.” “Why
do you speak to us in English,” one officer protested. “Because Arabic is not
a suitable language to express the need for calm,” Nasser said, laughing.24

Since Nasser’s organization had infiltrated every army post, the coup
could be speedily arranged in any language. Tanks, towed artillery and
infantry in trucks roared into the capital from the provincial garrisons and
Cairo awoke on July 23, 1952, to a new government. Driving to
Broadcasting House to announce the new regime that morning—a
government purged of “traitors and weaklings”—Sadat saw “the streets . . .
crowded with people as I had never seen them before. Men, old and young,
women and children, were kissing each other, shaking hands, coming
together in small clusters or large circles—but all the time in total silence.
No shouts were heard.”3>



NASSERISM

That may have been the last time an Arab government was inaugurated
quietly and nearly bloodlessly—two dead and eight wounded—without
burning tires and bursts of celebratory gunfire. Immensely pleased with the
result, the United States threw its support behind Colonel Nasser’s
“transitional authoritarian regime” on the assumption that it would break
with London, purge Farouk’s corrupt effendis, foster regional stability,
recognize Israel and prepare Egypt for a return of real democracy. Of course
—as in Iraq in 2003—Washington should not have assumed so much, for
Colonel Nasser was charting a radically new course toward Arab unity.
Having watched the stagnant dynastic movements of the Sauds and
Hashemites and the defeat of the Palestinians, Nasser hit upon a new idea
deeply influenced by Lenin’s Bolsheviks and the incremental Stalinist idea
of “socialism in one country” to be followed by communism in many.
Against the corruption of the Arab monarchies, Nasser contrasted pure,
virtuous “Arab socialism”: progressive policies that would unite the
downtrodden Arab masses in a way that royal unions never could. Egypt
would be the core of a great Arab power that would unite all the Arab lands
under the progressive rule of Cairo. Even before he got started, Nasser was
on a collision course with the Americans, who spurned Arab nationalism,
reviled Arab socialism and pledged to defend the Arab monarchies—Saudi
Arabia’s in particular—against all challengers.

Almost immediately, Washington discerned the threat. Nasser’s confidant
Muhammed Heikal published the recipe for Arab nationalism in his
newspaper, Al-Ahram : “First socialism in Egypt, then, with the gradual
adoption of the Egyptian model in every neighboring land, Arab
unification.”3® Nasser borrowed heavily from the Syrian ideas of Michel
Aflag’s Baathists, or “revivalists,” who dreamily called for a single, socialist
Arab nation where all would work “without exploiting the efforts of others,”
where foreign businesses would be expropriated and where all public
utilities, natural resources and industrial and transport services would be



nationalized to ensure a “fair distribution of wealth.” Such musings were
unrealistic, but the Nasserites and Baathists thought that they would succeed
where the Soviets had stumbled because they would “fuse nationalism and
socialism into one entity” and focus less on “feeding the hungry and clothing
the naked” than on liberating the repressed genius—the “hidden will”—of
the Arab man.3Z

Those primal notions—will, manhood, genius—had a fascist feel, and
indeed Nasser and later the Baathists found that they needed whipping boys
no less than the Nazis, Fascists or Soviets to divert public attention from the
contradictions of their failed policies. Internally, Nasser alternately flogged
and coddled the middle class to gratify the Egyptian peasant. Twenty-four
million of Egypt’s thirty million citizens were fellaheen, and they adored
Nasser for ramming through land reform and social services for the poor.38
Externally, Israel and the pro-American Arab monarchies in Saudi Arabia,
Iraq, Libya and Jordan became Cairo’s chief whipping boys. Israel
humiliatingly generated the same GDP as Egypt despite having just one-
fifteenth of Egypt’s population. The Israelis were so loathsome to the Arab
masses that Nasser felt driven always to declare his eagerness “for the final
conflict, the one that would wipe Israel off the map.”32 Nasser called himself
the embodiment of all “progressive forces” and vowed to roll back
monarchy, theocracy and Zionism wherever they cropped up in the Arab
world. Then as now, Israel was the sole issue around which all Arabs would
unite, but Nasser forged ahead with his contentious “Arab nationalism”
anyway, in the sincere belief that he was tearing down the old to build the
new: a powerful, secular union of Arabs, purged of Koran-thumping bigots,
foreign settlers and bloodsucking imperialists.

Elected president of the United States shortly after Nasser’s coup, Dwight
Eisenhower rebuffed British attempts to talk about their widening Egyptian
problem and enlist America’s help in fixing it. Instead, Ike embraced the
Egyptians. Perhaps guilt-ridden by the prospect of Operation Ajax, he
grasped Nasser’s Free Officers Revolt and the Suez Canal affair as the
perfect opportunity to treat Egypt (and the new nations of the developing
world) as an equal. “We must avoid the appearance of attempting to
dominate the councils of the free world,” Ike scolded British foreign
secretary Anthony Eden. The new regime in Cairo must not be treated as if it
were “not really important.”®2 The free officers gratefully rushed to make
contact with Washington. Anwar Sadat recalled polling his free officer



colleagues in 1952 to discover if any of them actually knew someone in the
American embassy. One of them knew the American military attaché, who
was duly given a letter for the eyes of the U.S. ambassador.

Sixty-six-year-old U.S. ambassador Jefferson Caffery had a long history
with the British and the Egyptians. The courtly southern gentleman had
served on the American delegation at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919
and had deplored the way Egypt had been rudely bundled back into the
British Empire over the objections of Cairo’s Wafd delegates. Thirty-three
years later, Caffery was determined to make things right. He liked the
Egyptian nationalists and disliked the British, whom he considered
“tragically incapable” of adapting to the postwar winds of change and the
new world order.#! With calculated effrontery, Caffery invited the entire Free
Officers Constituent Council to dinner at his residence after the coup to
congratulate them. Caffery and the Near Eastern desk at the State
Department—filled with “Arabists” like him—expected nothing less than an
“Egyptian renaissance” under Nasser.

But neither Caffery nor his supervisors reflected reigning opinion in
Washington, where decision makers were far more focused on the demands
of Soviet containment than on an Arab renaissance in Cairo.*2 By the time
President Eisenhower stepped into the Oval Office in January 1953, the
United States was lumbered with the leadership and defense of the “free
world.” Truman had wrought that transition by dropping two atom bombs on
Japan, funding a thermonuclear arsenal, agreeing to German rearmament,
joining NATO, drawing a line of containment around the Soviet Union with
his Truman Doctrine and then going to war in Korea to arrest the spread of
communism south from China and the USSR and to shore up Japan (and
eventually Taiwan and South Vietnam) as American bastions in East Asia.
Truman’s National Security Council Document 68 (NSC-68)—inherited by
Eisenhower and the Republicans—outlined American strategy for the Cold
War: the Soviet Union, “because it possesses and is possessed by a world-

wide revolutionary movement, . . . is the inheritor of Russian imperialism,
and . . . is a totalitarian dictatorship,” would be contained by thermonuclear
43

bombs, bigger conventional forces and a ring of pro-American states.*2
Inevitably, the new American forceful-ness and pragmatism were carried
into the Middle East, where Turkey, Israel, Iran and then Egypt successively
became fronts in the American struggle to contain Stalin. “As far as the
sheer value of territory is concerned, there is no more strategically important



area in the world than the Middle East,” Eisenhower had told the Senate
Armed Services Committee in August 1951 in his capacity as NATO
commander. It is “the bridge to Africa and Asia, and we should bring the
Arab world on our side.”®* Two years later, Ike was seated in the Oval
Office, and he turned a sympathetic ear to British prime minister Winston
Churchill’s call for a “pro-Western front” stretched along the underbelly of
the Soviet Union from Morocco to Pakistan.#2

There were two ways to “bring the Arab world on America’s side.” There
was the Iranian or Vietnamese way—set up a pliable, pro-American regime
—or there was Caffery’s way—support indigenous nationalists to earn their
goodwill. The latter course seemed more “American” and ethical, but
Eisenhower’s secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, cautioned the president
that “a policy of threatening or bulldozing the British” to support the
inexperienced free officers would be counterproductive and potentially
disastrous. All the free officers were violently anti-Israel, many of them
were anti-Western and pro-Soviet, and the rest were resolutely “nonaligned”
in the Cold War. Farouk, in contrast, was an Egyptian shah or Bao Dai,
someone who could be aligned and steered down a pro-Western track.
Moreover, America needed British support in the UN and at the Geneva
Conference, where French Indochina was being partitioned; over the fraught
question of German rearmament; and in Washington’s unfolding coup
against the Arbenz government in Guatemala, which British UN ambassador
Pierson Dixon had bitterly called “the most flagrant act of aggression against
a small state.”® It would not be prudent to alienate the British in Egypt.
They were needed urgently on the other fronts in the Cold War, and they
seemed to be giving ground in Egypt gracefully anyway. Anthony Eden—
more malleable than his mentor Churchill—had even hinted that he might
one day agree to a British evacuation of the Suez Canal.

The first phase of Nasser’s revolution in 1952 was soft. Nasser chose a
wily old-guard politician, Ali Maher, as prime minister, and sent Sadat to
Alexandria—where Farouk spent the summers—merely to request the king’s
abdication. With his palace ringed by rebel tanks and guns, Farouk acceded
to the request, boarded the royal yacht Mahroussa with his wife, his four
children, dozens of trunks and a stack of gold bars looted from the Bank of
Egypt, accepted a twenty-one-gun salute and sailed off to exile in Naples.
After wresting a promise from Farouk that he would send the historic yacht
back to Egypt after his arrival in Italy—Mahroussa had been the first ship to



pass through the Suez Canal in 1869—Nasser’s Revolutionary Command
Council (RCC) began to argue over just what sort of government Egypt
would have now that Farouk and his kin had been dethroned and exiled. The
most ardent free officers wanted revolutionary dictatorship and a Jacobin
purge of the Wafd and other establishment parties; others, including Nasser,
sought pragmatic cohabitation with old elites and a prompt return to
parliamentary democracy. “If you begin with bloodshed you inevitably end
in bloodshed,” Nasser said. He even defended Farouk against hotheads like
Wing Commander Gamal Salem, who wanted to Kkill, not exile, the king.
“History,” Nasser wisely countered, “will sentence him to death.”#Z

When the RCC nevertheless voted seven to one for dictatorship, mass
arrests and show trials, Nasser resigned his post and went home. The worried
officers—deprived of their charismatic face—trailed him to his house and
agreed that the existing parties would merely be instructed to “purge their
ranks” and then be invited to “join the revolution.”8 Nasser seized upon this
brief consensus to abolish the titles of pasha and bey—which were the coin
of society in British Egypt—and to dictate a radical agrarian reform law,
which broke up the big landed estates of the effendis and redistributed them
to landless fellahs. In classic Egyptian fashion, the old parties did purge their
ranks—of their youngest, most ethical members—and then rejected Nasser’s
land reform. The Wafd and the rest of the old guard were dominated by
landowners and members of the phenomenally profitable Alexandria Cotton
Exchange. For such men—6 percent of Egypt’s population in 1952 still
owned 65 percent of the land—real land reform would mean a loss of
revenue and a loss of control over peasant sharecroppers, who were routinely
ordered to vote their landlords or their designated creatures into parliament,

or face eviction.22



TOWARD THE “UNITED ARAB REPUBLIC”

With Farouk and his ministers in exile, the British on the sidelines and
Nasser’s revolution already beginning to sputter, Egypt needed to be
governed. The RCC’s Arab nationalism required nonalignment with the
superpower blocs in foreign policy and rapid internal development to make
Egypt and any Arab states it might lure into a “United Arab Republic” a
viable “third force” in world affairs.2? That was the soaring theory—Egypt
creating impregnable Arab “internal fronts” against the encircling
superpowers—but the mundane reality, Sadat reminisced, was that “we had
simply not prepared ourselves for taking over government posts.” The
Egyptian army officers had no idea how to govern but took on ministries
anyway, to keep them out of the hands of the unreformed politicians, who
had never been properly purged.

Sadat dolefully described the ramshackle way the RCC governed. Since
the free officers were all of the same age and rank and fiercely competitive,
they felt constrained to appoint General Muhammed Naguib prime minister
and chairman of the RCC for no other reason than that “he was many years
our senior” and hence more “respectable.” General Naguib, who hailed from
Khartoum, was an interesting man who had studied at Sandhurst and toured
the Maginot Line after World War II. British advisers rated him “an absolute
tiger for work” and approvingly noted that he had been wounded not once
but three times in 1948. As Egypt’s nominal head of state, Naguib was still a
tiger for work, but of the wrong sort.2l Before abdicating, Farouk had
offered Naguib command of the army and a field marshal’s baton if he
would desert the RCC, but Naguib had turned him down, judging the fields
for enrichment better under his own regime. Under Naguib’s direction,
corrupt officers descended into shabby alliances with corrupt politicians to
gain control of the key ministries and patronage positions. “The word ‘I’ was
on every tongue,” Nasser recalled bitterly. Winston Churchill got to the
essence of modern dictatorship when he told the House of Commons that the
Egyptian experience under Naguib and Nasser was proving that “one of the



disadvantages of dictatorship is that the dictator is often dictated to by

others.”22 Colonel Sadat recalled feeling shamed by the way the free officers
greedily adopted the habits of Farouk and the effendis, seizing control of
perks and slush funds and doling them out to widen their circles of power.23
Alarmed at the seedy turn Egypt’s revolution was taking, Nasser
disbanded all political parties in January 1953, assumed dictatorial powers
and proclaimed Egypt a republic. Nasser then confiscated all of Farouk’s
property—worth 70 million Egyptian pounds—and used much of what was
not skimmed off by officers and other public employees to pay for rural
clinics, hospitals and schools. In Cairo, Nasser used the military courts to
arrest and jail opponents—old-guard officers and politicians, Muslim
Brothers, union leaders and democrats—or simply those who annoyed him.
In 1954, he had the six senior leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood arrested
and executed.2? He reportedly had a kind old effendi who had driven him to
school as a child arrested. The man asked why. Nasser answered, “I have
never forgotten that you made me sit in the front seat next to the chauffeur
and not with you in the back seat.”22 Nasser erected a towering bureaucracy:
the RCC, a council of ministers, a joint congress, a council for production
and a council for services. Nasser’s sclerotic “democratic socialism,” which
Western commentators like Walter Lippmann rather too hastily lauded as a
“system of social justice,” was actually coming to resemble Moscow’s
embarrassingly inefficient system. For the first time, the Soviets began to

take an interest in Nasser as a possible client.2®



THE MUSLIM BROTHERHOOD

As Egypt’s velvet revolution hardened along these unmistakably secular and
dictatorial lines, the Muslim Brotherhood finally rebelled. They denounced
Nasser’s RCC, which replied by disbanding the Muslim Brothers as curtly as
they had disbanded secular parties like the Wafd or Prince Abbas Halim’s
Labour Party. Sadat noted the frightening response of the Ikhwan al-
Muslimin: “waving napkins stained with blood and chanting slogans against
the revolution.”® Founded in 1928 by Hassan el-Banna, who feared the
secularization of Egypt under British rule, the Muslim Brotherhood had
adopted an overtly political program in the 1930s: first to expel the British
“occupiers,” then to wage jihad to rid Egypt of Westernizing tendencies.
With Egypt in hand, the Muslim Brotherhood planned a far more ambitious
campaign: to forge Arab unity, Islamic unity and eventually world unity,
which, Banna declared, “is the aim and purpose of Islam.” His program was
chilling. Borders would be determined by creed, not nationality, and
Muslims did not even need to be a majority to stake their claim: “Every
region in which there is a Muslim who says, ‘“There is no God but God and
Muhammed is his Prophet,” is a homeland for us, having its own
inviolability and security.”?® When Prime Minister Ahmed Maher quite
reasonably (and safely) declared war on Germany in 1945 to win a voice for
Egypt in the UN and the peace talks that would follow the Axis surrender, he
was gunned down for his “unpardonable act of subservience to British
interests.”®2 Nasser had no idea how many Muslim Brothers there were by
the 1950s—anywhere from half a million to two million—but in rounding
up the four hundred most visible leaders in January 1954, he fired the
opening shot in Cairo’s war against Islamist fundamentalism, which Hosni
Mubarak is still waging in Egypt, as will his son Gamal.%!

In theory, Nasser’s revolution had two stages: in the first, the entire
Muslim nation, or umma, would unite against the foreign occupier; in the
second, the umma would turn its knives inward, to cut out exploiters,
doubters and foreign agents. But Arab ummas were fractious even without



the meddling of “traitors” and “foreign agents.” In Egypt—a typical Arab
country—over 80 percent of the population were illiterate peasants living in
primitive conditions; another 10 to 15 percent were poor laborers, which left
a narrow band of 5 percent or less of the population with enough land and
disposable income to push their government one way or the other. The
Muslim Brotherhood, Egypt’s second biggest political grouping after the
establishment Wafd, had no difficulty mobilizing the poor against the rich.
“Under the impulse of sweeping emotion,” one Arab critic of Nasser wrote,
“it was easy to say ‘the nation wanted this and that,” but rational analysis
revealed the existence of classes in the nation whose wills and interests were
often in conflict.”8! Taking stock of Nasser and his bombastic methods,
Anthony Eden chided Eisenhower in 1953 for his blind faith in the colonel:
“I am sure that neither of us have any illusions about the people we are
dealing with.”52

Eisenhower still hoped to take Nasser under his wing. Whereas the
Truman administration had curtailed covert operations after World War 11,
TIke expanded them. He sent CIA agent Kermit Roosevelt to Cairo with $3
million to “harness Arab nationalism” for the United States.23 While
Ambassador Caffery dealt with General Naguib, Roosevelt was free to work
on Colonel Nasser. They became fast friends, and Roosevelt began to
implement CIA director Allen Dulles’s plan to endow Egypt with an
American-style intelligence agency: the al-Mukhabarat al-Ammah, or
General Intelligence Service, which would gradually branch into a half
dozen spy agencies employing fifty thousand operatives.%* Despite its girth
and the infusion of American know-how, Egyptians scoffed at their
Mukhabarat. A popular joke in the 1950s had an Egyptian fox crossing the
border into Libya. “Why did you leave Egypt?” the Libyan border guards
asked. “Because camels are being arrested in Egypt,” the fox answered. “But
you’re a fox!” the guards exclaimed. “Yes,” the fox replied, “but God knows
how long it will take the Mukhabarat to figure that out.”®> When the
Mukhabarat faltered, the GIS’s “public eye” took up the slack. The public
eye comprised hundreds of thousands of Stasi-type informers and tipsters in
hotels, shops, bazaars, cafés, street corners and offices. They reported on the
activities of Egyptians and foreigners for small bribes, or baksheesh, and
kept the regime informed about emerging threats and public opinion.%®

Though there seemed little appreciable difference between the new Egypt
and the old, many Americans retained their enthusiasm for the RCC.



Ambassador Caffery asserted in 1954 that the free officers “had done more
for Egypt in two years than all their predecessors put together before
them.”® Caffery’s praise might even have been true given the awful
inefficiency of kings Fuad and Farouk. Sadat estimated that the free officers
had built more schools in 1953 than the Farouk regime had built in the
previous twenty years.228 The RCC’s agrarian reform law, blocked in 1952
but muscled into force the following year, changed the character of the
Egyptian countryside. Until 1953, Egypt had been maintained by Farouk as
what one witness called a “cotton plantation to supply the Lancashire mills”;
peasants worked like dogs (and sold their votes) for a pittance. Under
Nasser, some fellaheen finally received parcels of land and a shred of
dignity.2? Nasser—who was impressed by Tito’s wartime exploits and his
postwar nonalignment—consulted with the Yugoslavs on ways to create an
enlightened one-party state. On Tito’s advice, Nasser fashioned Egypt into a
Titoist dictatorship under the colonel’s “Arab Socialist Union.” Khrushchev
and the Soviets tried to snip Nasser’s Yugoslav connection, warning Nasser
that “Tito is not a communist, he is a king,” but Nasser viewed such

warnings as advantages, not weaknesses, of the Tito system.”%



“LIQUIDATING CAPITALISM”

Whereas Tito had used his Union of Socialists to meld the five peoples of
Yugoslavia, Nasser crudely applied Egypt’s version to meld “the five
working forces of the Egyptian population: the peasants, workers, soldiers,
intellectuals and national capitalists.” The descent of Egypt into political and
bureaucratic stagnation, which persists to this day, might be dated from that
corporatist theory, which Nasser wrote into Egypt’s national charter. Sadat
recalled that RCC officials too often interpreted their “custodial role” over
the “five working forces” as an excuse to confiscate private property, enrich
themselves and fling rivals into prison. Although Nasser worked harder—
eighteen-hour days—and was more ethical than most of his colleagues—he
lived in a modest house, ate simple Egyptian fare and sent his children to
public schools—there were rumors that “Mr. Clean” had squirreled away
millions in numbered Swiss accounts.”L Perhaps for that reason, Nasser was
emboldened to “liquidate capitalism” despite having stipulated that “national
capitalists” were one of Egypt’s “five working forces.””2 His economic ideas
were recipes for failure; he nationalized two hundred privately owned
Egyptian companies, as well as the country’s banks, insurance companies
and cotton exporters. He tried to start new industries from scratch: “We want
to gain workers [as opposed to peasants]—even if we have to build factories
we don’t really need to get them.””2 Mass meetings of the free officers—
supper parties of fifteen hundred or more—revealed deep rifts in the
revolution. Naguib pleaded for “unity”; Nasser querulously insisted that the
RCC was “not liquidating itself ” despite its many compromises with the old
regime, and the Salem brothers—Wing Commander Gamal and Major Salah,
despised by Sadat as “nervous, hot-tempered, unbalanced, exhibitionistic
and insolent”—flailed Nasser and Naguib for their “weakness” and
unwillingness simply to murder all “reactionary forces.””# With no better
way available to contain his enemies, Nasser resorted to the Faroukian
expedient of buying them, but on a far bigger scale than the fallen king had
attempted. Advised by an American consulting firm to employ no more than



180,000 civil servants and 50,000 soldiers in order to spare Egypt’s finances,
Nasser hired 1 million bureaucrats and 600,000 troops.”2

Nasser began negotiating with the British in October 1954 for the
evacuation of their Suez Canal base. Though slowed by his ballooning
bureaucracy, Nasser remained a formidable adversary. His speeches in
colloquial Arabic electrified the Arab street and effectively advanced
Egyptian interests under the idealistic guise of Arab nationalism.Z® “Never
since the Prophet Muhammed has one man enjoyed such prestige among the
Arabs as Nasser,” a Syrian diplomat marveled.”Z British foreign secretary
and soon-to-be prime minister Anthony Eden viewed Nasser’s rise with
trepidation. “We cannot hope to maintain our position in the Middle East by
the methods of the last century,” he told the cabinet in February 1953, and
rather surprisingly offered to evacuate all British troops, civil servants and
contractors from Suez within seven years.”2 Eden also agreed to grant Sudan
—Egypt’s vast hinterland—its independence, thus satisfying another of
Nasser’s demands. Nasser and his cohorts regarded the Nile, whose
headwaters streamed up from Sudan, as indivisible and wanted to unite
Egypt and Sudan into a single country, for which Sudanese independence
was the essential first step. Nasser accepted Eden’s deal—muttering that
non-Muslim separatism in southern Sudan, the origin of the Darfur genocide
in the early 2000s, could only be an “imperialist plot”—and signed the
Anglo-Egyptian Evacuation Agreement.”2

For Washington, everything was going according to plan in the 1950s.
Great Britain was voluntarily surrendering the Suez Canal, and Egypt
seemed to be solidifying under a dynamic, genuinely popular new regime,
which could be expected, as a CIA operative in Cairo put it, “to play
Nebraska to our New York.”® The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the State
Department both advocated close ties and generous military aid to Nasser’s
Egypt, but President Truman, pressured by the Israel lobby, vetoed military
aid and extended no more than a $10 million credit for Egyptian wheat
purchases from American farms. The incoming Eisenhower administration
was not much more generous. Here was the first jolt in the initially
promising relationship. Although the Middle Eastern desks of the State
Department wanted ever closer ties with Egypt—even at the cost of trouble
with Britain, France and Israel—the European desks riposted that such ties
would weaken the far more important Cold War Atlantic alliance with Great
Britain and France: “If . . . guerrilla warfare starts with Egyptians shooting



British soldiers with American ammunition, the results could be
catastrophic.”8!



THE ISRAEL LOBBY INTERVENES

Truman’s political reluctance to arm and strengthen the Egyptians was
shared by Eisenhower. Though supportive of Egypt, he was quickly brought
around to the Israeli point of view in Washington. Scornful of the
Eisenhower administration’s “moral and intellectual level,” Israeli foreign
minister Moshe Sharett vowed to train Eisenhower, Dulles and Secretary of
Defense Charles Wilson—“a person of limited horizons and slow
comprehension”—up to the more agreeable level of the Truman
administration.82 “Why is America seeking a security relationship with
Cairo?” the Israeli embassy in Washington queried. “It is incomprehensible
to the Israeli public that the United States should furnish arms to dictators
such as [Egypt’s] Naguib and [Syria’s] Shishakli. Such action is not in the
U.S. tradition.” Israel, Secretary of State Dulles was informed, fit better with
U.S. traditions. Tel Aviv would be a far better ally, with its own domestic
arms industry, key airfields and eight divisions in the field. “[The Arabs]
might be hesitant,” an Israeli official declared, “but we are prepared to fight
along with the West,” against the Soviets or any other enemy.22

When the British tried to enlist the United States in the Baghdad Pact—
which joined Britain, Turkey, Iraq, Iran and Pakistan in a security system in
1955—the Israelis expressed shock and intervened in Washington whenever
Dulles seriously considered joining the alliance. The Israel lobby insisted
that Washington exclude itself from such broad regional pacts and instead
negotiate bilateral treaties with Israel and any other states “willing to
cooperate.” Bilateral treaties were less likely to demand concessions on
Palestinian land and refugees than regional pacts, which would make such
concessions part of any regional security agenda. Tel Aviv in the 1950s
strove to fence off Washington from any largely Arab organization that
might weaken the U.S. government’s special relationship with Israel. The
Israelis also scuttled American efforts to broker a peace with the surrounding
Arab states. “What price would Israel pay for peace?” Henry Byroade, the
head of the State Department’s Near Eastern office, asked the Israeli foreign



minister in 1953. “None” was the answer. Israeli prime minister David Ben-
Gurion coldly explained why: “Arabs have land thirty-six times [the size of]
Israel, have water and oil, and hence do not need additional territory.”* The
Arab states would be given no option but to recognize as permanent the
temporary borders agreed to (by Israel, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon and Egypt) in
the General Armistice Agreements of 1949 and settle the Palestinian
refugees on their own soil, while Israel distributed the land it had confiscated
from the Palestinians during the war of 1948 to new waves of Jewish
immigrants from Europe, North Africa and Iraq.

Ben-Gurion calculated that the future of Israel depended on making
Jewish babies as fast as the Arabs made theirs, and on massive Jewish
immigration. “The Western powers will only take Israel seriously when she
has a population of at least 6 million,” he told an Israeli officer in 1953. To
get there, he sought no fewer than two million Eastern European immigrants
in the 1950s. Though he disliked the temperament of these new postwar
Zionists—“self-centered, city-bred softies”—they would just have to do.2
This Israeli determination to reel in the diaspora caused embarrassment in
Washington, which somehow had to explain to its Arab allies why a country
that could not take back a half million Arab refugees could find room for
four times as many Jewish immigrants.8¢ With its Middle Eastern bastions in
Egypt, Jordan and Irag, London was at least as discomfited. “The centre of
infection in the region is Israel,” UK ambassador John Nicholls wrote from
Tel Aviv in 1955, “and I believe that we must treat the Israelis as a sick
people.” Scarred by “2,500 years of Jewish history,” they were
“psychologically unstable and [not] capable of a mature foreign policy.”
Nicholls worried that the Israelis did not always “coolly reckon the odds”
and were capable of a “suicidal policy.”8Z

The Arab states were made to understand that they would have to live
with whatever shocks Israel dealt to the region’s delicate system. On Israel’s
independence day in April 1953, Ben-Gurion boasted that Israel had used
immigration to increase its Jewish population from 650,000 to 1.45 million
in just four years. Jewish settlements had doubled in that period and had
expanded Israeli land under cultivation from 175,000 acres (3.5 percent of
the country) in 1948 to 875,000 acres (15 percent of the country) in 1953.
Rapid development like that required water, which explained Israel’s
controversial effort to divert the Jordan River waters from the Syrian border
into new Jewish settlements on the coastal plains and in the Negev Desert.88



Hank Byroade, who counted himself among the State Department’s
“Arabists”—a few dozen Foreign Service officers who were anti-Israel and
pro-Arab on the grounds that Israel had taken too much land and expelled
too many refugees in 1948—pushed hard to stop the Jordan waters
diversion. He also tried to persuade Dulles to assert that the Israeli Law of
Return, which welcomed any Jew anywhere in the world to take Israeli
citizenship, created legitimate security concerns for Tel Aviv’s neighbors.
Byroade was later forced by Dulles to apologize for his comments and
reassure the Israelis that the rather mild pressure he had attempted to exert
had reflected his “personal views,” not the warmer, more political attitude of
the Eisenhower administration.22 Thwarted in the 1950s, the Israelis won
through in 1963, when they successfully diverted 75 percent of the Jordan
River water into Israel.2Y

While Byroade mumbled his apologies, Ben-Gurion planned to use
massive immigration to shift Israel’s center of gravity from the cities and
coast to the Negev. “This country isn’t just a Jewish hotel,” he snorted. Jews
would have to leave the comfortable cities like Jerusalem, Tel Aviv and
Haifa and settle in hardscrabble agricultural communities in the south, which
would bring out the best in them. Israel’s conception of the Negev—seized
after a breach of the armistice of 1948—as a great frontier in need of
settlement ran head-on into Nasser’s insistence that the entire Negev be
restored to the Arabs as a bridge between Egypt to Jordan.2! Settling the
frontiers and demilitarized zones around Israel was also a good way to seize
additional Arab territory without resort to war. Moshe Dayan confessed as
much years later:

It worked like this: we would send a tractor to plow some place in the
demilitarized zone where nothing could be grown and we knew ahead
of time that the Syrians would shoot. If they didn’t shoot, we would tell
the tractor to move deeper, until the Syrians got mad and eventually
fired on it. And then we would activate artillery and the air force . . .
We thought . . . that we can change the armistice lines by a series of

military operations that are less than war.22

Nasser and the other Arab leaders were furious that Israel got away with
calling itself a “status quo state” that only wanted peace and recognition,



when Israel was actually engaged in a continual, creeping revision of the
region’s borders.

In 1955, Hank Byroade left Washington to become U.S. ambassador to
Egypt. He was chosen because of his Arabist outlook and also because, at
forty-two, he was close to Nasser in age. When the two met, Byroade took
an immediate liking to Nasser. The colonel, still in possession of the feeble
arsenal inherited from Farouk, requested American military aid, and
Byroade recommended a $28 million package of artillery, medium tanks and
B-26 bombers.23 Washington agreed, but on condition that the weapons
never be employed in offensive operations. Those were the pacific terms of
the American Mutual Security Act, which the Israelis would blithely violate
the following year. Since the Egyptians were contemplating offensives
against Israel and the British-run canal zone, they rejected the American
terms as an infringement of their sovereignty and appealed to the more
permissive Soviets. This had always been the nightmare of Ike and Dulles,
and it quickly materialized. Initially patronizing where the free officers were
concerned—the 1952 edition of the Great Soviet Encyclopedia had deemed
the RCC a “reactionary . . . petit-bourgeois grouping serving . . . the interests
of the Americans”—Nikita Khrushchev waved off those doctrinaire cavils
and, after securing payment in cotton, shipped off a $100 million arms
package to Egypt in 1955.2

Those first Soviet transfers of Czech arms to the Egyptians—quickly
followed by Russian MiGs, Ilyushin jet bombers and tanks—represented a
sea change in Moscow’s approach to the Middle East. Until the 1950s, the
Soviets had backed Israel—a country founded by Russian and Eastern
European Jews—as their most likely lever in the Middle East, which was
either dominated by the Western powers or split between a bewildering array
of “reactionary” Muslim clerics, tribes and thrones, all quite religious and
instinctively hostile to godless communism. (“We deny all morality taken
from superhuman or non-class conceptions,” Lenin had declared, which
would not endear him to any but the most secular Muslims.)?2 Stalin’s
“Doctors’ Plot” in 1953, cooked up to justify a purge of liberal Soviet Jews,
began the shift away from Israel to the Arabs. Zionism in Soviet eyes
suddenly became as odious a concept as Trotskyism or Titoism. Pravda
summed up the new Soviet position on Israel: Tel Aviv was now a haven of
“international Jewish bourgeois-nationalists,” more dangerous even than
“backward Arabs.” From now on, Arab aggression against Israel would be



justified by Soviet theorists as “revolutionary, proletarian, just war” against
“Western imperialism” and its “Zionist vestige.”2® The sharp smell of anti-
Semitism in Soviet policy—cunning Israel had been “minted on Wall
Street”—helped to rally the Arabs. Khrushchev was less of a Jew-baiter than
Stalin, but still insisted that “spying and provocation [by Russian Jews]
would be channeled through Israel,” which lay “under the thumb of
American reactionaries.”%

Gamal Nasser presented Khrushchev with a golden opportunity to step out
of the shadow of Stalin—*“no foreign aid to non-communist states”—and try
out his own, more flexible theories about ex-colonies. According to
Khrushchev, decolonized countries fell into three categories: prodigies like
China, North Korea and North Vietnam that had bloomed into communist
states; “progressive,” potentially pro-Soviet ones like India, Syria and Egypt
that had broken with the old imperial powers; and “reactionary” pro-Western
ones like Iran and the Philippines that were nominally independent but still
bound by “unequal treaties” with the old imperialists. As the Cold War
moved into its second decade, Khrushchev wanted to push Soviet influence
into the second category of states, and he pinned his hopes on Nasser. The
charismatic Egyptian colonel seemed the perfect vehicle for Moscow’s new
strategy, which would use the pent-up nationalism and resentments of

otherwise backward societies like Egypt as a substitute for “revolutionary

proletariats” in the global struggle against the Western powers.2



“A HEAD FORANEYE...”

That pent-up Egyptian nationalism got a terrific jolt in February 1955, when
the Israeli army—hewing to its new “doctrine of retaliatory action”—
attacked Gaza and killed and wounded seventy Egyptian troops in reprisal
for the murder, by Palestinian fedayeen based in the Egyptian-administered
Gaza Strip, of an Israeli man who had been bicycling to the Jewish
settlement at Rehovot.22 Nasser, who had made much of his invigorating
renaissance, felt humiliated by the swift, bloody action. He had made the
hajj to Mecca in 1954 and pledged to end “the foreign occupation of Muslim
territories.”’®2 Now it appeared that the “foreigners”—in this case the
Israelis, led into Gaza by a beefy, twenty-seven-year-old major named Ariel
Sharon—were thrashing Nasser instead. When one of Nasser’s officers
arrived in Damascus just after the raid to confer with the Syrians, they
laughed at him and his depreciated inventory of tanks, trucks and artillery—
60 percent of which were under repair—and his small mound of
ammunition, which was estimated to be sufficient for no more than one hour
of modern combat. “You have come to help Syria defend herself? Perhaps
you had better see to your own defense needs.”1%

Those Syrian jibes were on target, for the Israeli swipe at Gaza had been
entirely predictable. Ever since 1948, when the victorious Israelis had drawn
borders in the sand around their new state, Palestinian fedayeen and refugees
had been breaking back into Israel to farm, seek water and rejoin their
broken families, but also to steal, vandalize, murder and kidnap. Since the
war of 1948 had not been capped with a peace treaty, the Arabs felt free to
come and go on land they considered their own and to attack any Jewish
“settlers” they might find there. The Israelis defended their new country no
less severely; they launched reprisal raids into the neighboring Arab states—
killing hundreds of innocent civilians—and in 1952 alone the Israeli border
police shot 620 Arabs trying to slip in and out of Israel. The Israelis
permitted Arab families broken by the 1948 fighting to reunite in Israel if
they could prove that at least one family member had remained in Palestine



despite the fighting. Many Palestinian refugees tried to beat the system by
sneaking back into Israel from the West Bank, Gaza or Lebanon, and the
Israelis—trying to keep their Arab minority to a bare minimum—greeted
them with bullets and left their unburied corpses rotting in the fields to deter
other interlopers.1%

Under nibbling, chronic attack—not unlike the situation today—the Israel
Defense Forces (IDF) laid out its “doctrine of retaliatory action,” which
asserted that Israel would always counterattack with disproportionate force
to deter future aggressors. That doctrine of the 1950s lay behind Israel’s
demolition of Lebanon’s airports, roads, bridges, electrical stations and
harbors in 2006 after Hezbollah had kidnapped two Israeli soldiers and fired
missiles into Haifa. In October 1953—angered by an Arab grenade attack on
an Israeli settlement that killed a mother and her two children—Major Ariel
Sharon’s elite Unit 101 crossed into the West Bank, surrounded the village of
Kibya and killed every man, woman and child there. Reserve officer Sharon,
who had been studying history at Hebrew University when the orders came
to form a counterterrorist unit, then butchered Kibya’s livestock and
dynamited the houses, school and mosque. Sixty-six corpses were found in
the village after Sharon’s withdrawal. A stupefied President Eisenhower—
still theoretically committed to “impartiality” in the Middle East—initially
criticized the “merciless severity” of the Israelis and deemed their tactics
“more like a head for an eye than an eye for an eye.” Israeli prime minister
David Ben-Gurion lied that Israeli troops had not been involved, then coldly
dropped the charade: “Our future depends not on what the goyim say, but on
what the Jews do.” Spilled Jewish blood needed to be avenged to reassure
Israeli citizens (and prospective immigrants) and deter the encircling Arabs.
“Yes,” Israel’s foreign minister shot back, “but it is also important what the

goyim say.”193



THE BIRTH OF AIPAC

Not that important: although Eisenhower and Dulles resolved to punish
Israel for its savagery by cutting $26 million of aid, that proposed cut was
immediately restored after intense lobbying from New York’s congressional
delegation, B’nai B’rith, Hadassah, the United Synagogue of America, the
American Jewish Committee, the United Jewish Appeal and a potent new
lobbying group formed in 1954 called AIPAC—the American Israel Public
Affairs Committee. Interestingly, Ike and Dulles also restored aid to the
Israelis so that a Republican censure of Israel would not entrench Democrat
Robert Wagner in the New York mayor’s mansion. Secretary of State Dulles
protested that domestic political pressures were shoehorning him into “the
policy of the previous administration, which had brought no peace but only
trouble.” The British, who had spent the 1930s and 1940s trying to wriggle
out of their own commitment to a Jewish national home in Palestine, now
urged the Americans to cut their losses too: Israel was a lost cause
“surrounded by 40 million implacably hostile Arabs, devoid of natural
resources, inhabited by a semi-Oriental population with negligible
competitive skills, and utterly dependent on the whims of foreign
governments and the good will of Jews abroad.”1%* Whims and goodwill—
chiefly from the United States—supplied 75 to 80 percent of Israeli
government revenues in the 1950s and covered the outflow of dollars needed
to finance Israel’s chronic trade deficits. Those American donations were an
obvious lever to shift Israeli policy away from retaliatory action like
Sharon’s and toward a final settlement of the land and refugee questions, but
Dulles—Ilike his predecessors—simply refused to pull the lever. Nor did he
threaten to scale back America’s guarantee of Israel’s security. Military aid
—or the promise of it in extremis—*"is the one positive inducement we have
to offer Israel to induce her to make concessions,” a British diplomat
remarked in 1955.1%2 But the Israelis were shrewder; they were beginning to
grasp that they could have the American security guarantee for free. The
U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., regretted



this obeisance to the pro-Israel lobby but consoled himself thus: “It is not
possible to please the Arabs anyway; they are childish; all we can do is set a
standard for international peace and justice.”1%

In the wake of the Gaza raid, Cairo appealed for that American-
administered “international standard.” Nasser certainly distrusted the Soviet
Union, whose “bloc policy” and calls for a Russian-led “world revolution”
struck many Arabs as just another form of imperialism.1%Z But the Egyptians
interpreted Washington’s failure to punish Israeli aggression in the 1950s as
proof that Egypt was being “punished” for its nonalignment as well as its
efforts to block Lebanese and Jordanian adhesion to the British-run Baghdad
Pact. Sadat called the Israeli raid “a turning point in the history of Egypt”
because it drove Nasser into the Soviet camp to fight “the colonial
hegemony of Israel and the West.”1% Studying the raid in 1955, British
analysts were left with the sneaking suspicion that the Israelis had launched
it, on the very day that the Iraqis were joining the Baghdad Pact, to sow
chaos and freeze any warming in American-Arab relations.}22 By hitting the
Egyptians and provoking an international outcry, the Israelis forced the
United States to take a position in favor of Israel, which drove a knife into
Washington’s relations with the wider Arab world.

Already in the 1950s the Americans were finding that their Israeli alliance
left them scant room for maneuver in the Middle East. The Israeli
government and IDF were fine-tuning a process they called “escalation
dominance.” By hitting back at fedayeen attacks with disproportionate force,
they were actually aggressing without appearing to be the aggressor.1l2 And
when they wanted war to fine-tune their borders, they could bring one on by
launching reprisal raids so big as to make Syrian, Jordanian or Egyptian
intervention inevitable. No wonder Israeli prime minister David Ben-Gurion
refused to trade land for peace and refused to let Palestinian refugees back
into Israel. Permanent tension proved useful.ll When lobbying, stone-
walling and “escalation management” didn’t work, the Israelis resorted to
sabotage. Worried by America’s friendly relationship with Nasser and the
RCC as well as Britain’s pending withdrawal from the Suez base, Israeli
defense minister Pinhas Lavon activated several Israeli agents inside Egypt
to bomb U.S. facilities and simulate Arab terrorist attacks in 1954. Israeli
operatives attacked the U.S. consulate in Alexandria and the American-
owned Cinema Metro in Cairo. The deception was discovered only when an
Israeli operative caught fire when his bomb detonated as he looked for a seat



in a movie theater in Alexandria. (Israeli agents had launched similar attacks
in Iraq in 1950, where, posing as Arab terrorists, they threw hand grenades
into Baghdad cafés frequented by Iraqi Jews and bombed the U.S.
Information Center, to goad the Iragis into expelling Iraq’s hundred thousand
Jews and to sour Baghdad’s relations with Washington.)2 In 1954, the
Egyptian Mukhabarat tortured their Israeli captives till they coughed up the
names in Lavon’s terrorist network. Lavon resigned in disgrace, the bungled
plot having arisen from disastrous competition between the Mossad and
Israeli military intelligence. Prime Minister Ben-Gurion retired from public
life to live on a remote kibbutz in the Negev Desert, and Israel’s American
benefactors may have wished that they could too.113

There was another problem. American strategy for the Middle East under
Eisenhower envisioned Egypt in much the same light as President George W.
Bush and Vice President Dick Cheney would later view Iraq: as a client state
that would provide bases and “access” for Western ground, air and naval
forces. Egypt would bury the hatchet with Israel and become an American-
backed front in the Cold War against the Soviet Union. Yet such a view of
Egypt as an American client and a good neighbor to Israel contradicted the
very nationalism and anti-Zionism that had inspired the free officers to rebel
against Farouk and his British masters in the first place.l1# Moreover, for an
Egyptian alliance to work, Cairo needed to be accepted as a primary partner,
not a secondary one subject to behind-the-scenes Israeli vetting.
Compounding the problem, the Soviets had successfully staked their future
in the Middle East on anti-Israel policies. To lure key states like Egypt away
from the Western allies, the Soviet Union had broken diplomatic relations
with Israel in 1953 and vetoed U.S. efforts to open the Straits of Tiran, the
narrow sea passage between the Sinai and Arabian Peninsulas, to free
navigation, which would have given the Israelis unfettered access to the Red
Sea, the Indian Ocean and their rising daily oil imports. Those early Soviet
moves drew an unmistakable line in the sand: the Americans and the Israelis
on one side, the Soviets and the Arabs on the other. Under such conditions,
American talk of “impartiality” seemed increasingly meaningless.

The election of Eisenhower and the Republicans in 1952 had raised hopes
in Egypt and the Arab world that American policy would tilt away from the
pro-Israel policies pursued by the Democrats toward a pro-Arab policy. Like
secretaries Forrestal and Marshall in the Truman administration, Ike and his
secretary of state, John Foster Dulles, initially viewed Israel as a net liability



in the global struggle against the Soviet Union and vowed to inaugurate a
policy of “friendly impartiality” in the Arab-Israeli conflict. Ike blurted out
that he had never supported the creation of Israel, “but now that it is done,
we’ll have to live with it.”1> That Republican coolness toward Israel was
summed up in the keynote address that General Douglas MacArthur
delivered to the Republican Convention which nominated Eisenhower.
MacArthur charged that the pro-Israel policies of the Democrats had cost the
United States valuable friends in the Middle East. Such candor was ill-
advised on the American political scene, and MacArthur and the
Republicans were roundly punished: 75 percent of American Jews voted for
Adlai Stevenson in the 1952 elections.

Still, Tke’s abandonment by Jewish voters did leave the president-elect
with little to lose if he were to shift to a pro-Arab foreign policy. And there
was little dissonance in his administration. Unlike Truman, who routinely
opposed the “striped-pants boys of the State Department,” Eisenhower and
Dulles—as a White House speechwriter put it—“were two men who thought
like one.” Entering office in 1953, they agreed to ignore the cajolery of
Jewish pressure groups and act only in the broad strategic interests of the
United States. That clear Republican change of course was picked up by
Abba Eban, Israel’s ambassador to the United States, who alerted Tel Aviv
that the “strong Israel” policies of Harry Truman were nothing more “than a
fleeting and accidental circumstance of history.” Eban warned that the
Republicans would almost certainly “upgrade the Arab interest” and
“downgrade” Israel’s in Washington.1 1% Much more important than Israel in
the Cold War, Ike and Dulles reasoned, was the arc of Arab states that
enclosed the southern flank of the Soviet Union and the pools of Arab oil
(and pipelines and tanker routes) that powered the United States, Western
Europe and Japan. With Eisenhower committed to a “peace dividend” after
World War II and Korea, his “New Look” defense policy also skimped on
conventional forces and relied on regional defense systems like the Baghdad
Pact.1Z From the Israeli perspective, these were dangerous, potentially fatal
omens.

In May 1953, Secretary of State Dulles embarked on a “listening tour” of
the Middle East and South Asia to assess the prospects for an American-
coordinated security system. As a member of the Baghdad Pact’s military
committee—but not of the pact itself—the United States now considered
becoming a full political participant as well. But Dulles’s “listening tour”



went badly. None of the Arab governments on Dulles’s itinerary would agree
to join a pact that included the British, and none were reconciled to the
existence of a Jewish state in Palestine largely populated by European
settlers. In Jordan, Dulles was astonished to learn that Palestinian refugees
driven from their homes in 1948 comprised 50 percent of the Jordanian
population. This brooding mass of fugitives more than the political attitude
of the Hashemite king or the meddling of Colonel Nasser shaped Jordan’s
decision not to join the Baghdad Pact. So long as the Israelis occupied the
broad borders of the General Armistice Agreements of 1949 instead of the
more modest borders of the UN Partition Plan of 1947, Jordan’s horde of
Palestinians wanted nothing to do with Israel or the Western powers, and
King Hussein had little choice but to go along with them.® Normal
relations with Israel would be political suicide. In Lebanon, where
Palestinian refugees comprised 11 percent of the population, the prime
minister scolded Dulles at their Beirut meeting for his assertion of “friendly
impartiality,” when America was all too obviously winking at Israeli reprisal
raids and even defending them at the UN: “You must show us acts, not
words.”

Dining with General Naguib and Colonel Nasser in Cairo, Secretary of
State Dulles learned that the Egyptians feared the British and Israelis far
more than “international communism.”12 In Jerusalem, the American
secretary of state found the Israelis more comforting. Prime Minister Ben-
Gurion—delighted that Dulles had permitted himself to be lured to “official”
meetings in disputed Jerusalem, not Tel Aviv—reassured Dulles that Israel
was “geographically in the Levant, but culturally a Western nation” that
would loyally battle communism. Having resolved to implant a “good
attitude” and “wide philosophical grasp” in the new Republican
administration, the Israelis succeeded stunningly. In Israel in 1953, they
played Dulles like a harp. Meeting with Foreign Minister Moshe Sharett,
Dulles gushed that Israel—unlike Egypt—“had a sense of history” and
grasped the serious nature of the struggle against communism. The Arabs, he
confided, just did not get it. They were too narrow-minded and spiteful 122

Still, Dulles was torn. Before the trip, Dulles had oscillated between the
positions of his Near Eastern and European desks, between pro-Arab and
pro-British-French-Israeli policies. After the trip, Dulles acknowledged that
close association with London—Iled by an increasingly cantankerous
Churchill and Eden—could only injure American interests in the Middle



East. “The United States suffers from being linked to British and French
imperialism,” Dulles told Ike’s National Security Council. “The days when
the Middle East used to relax under the presence of British protection are
gone.”2l Dulles now inclined to the view of his assistant secretary of state
for Near Eastern affairs, Hank Byroade, that Egypt be “used as an opening
wedge to reestablish our position in the Arab world.” But “a real effort was
needed,” Dulles exhorted in June 1953.122 In his last meetings with the
Israelis in May, he had complained that the Israel lobby’s efforts in
Washington had led to “U.S. policy in the Middle East not always in the best
interests of the total situation” and had promised to regain control of that
“total situation” by treating the Arab regimes more equitably. In Baghdad,
the last stop on the trip, he had wired Eisenhower that “time is short before
loss [of Arab goodwill] becomes irretrievable,” owing to “basic skepticism
as to whether any United States administration can follow any policy not
approved by Zionists.”123

But Dulles’s every effort to retrieve Arab goodwill was blunted by the
Israel lobby, which stoutly resisted American proposals to aid the economies
and arsenals of the Arab states. Pro-Arab in 1952, Dulles had become pro-
Israel by 1953. Really that came as no surprise. Dulles had advised the
Dewey presidential campaigns in 1944 and 1948 and competed vigorously
for Jewish votes with the Democrats, applauding the “character and
resolution” of the Zionists, urging early aid and recognition for Israel after
World War II and attacking President Truman’s secretary of state George
Marshall for his attempts to rein in the Jewish state in 1948.124

Eisenhower came around to the Israeli position more slowly than Dulles,
but pressure to win votes in November 1952 followed by lunches and
parleys with Jewish lobby groups in New York and Washington, as well as
Eisenhower’s warm relationship with Rabbi Abba Hillel Silver—who liked
Ike, not Stevenson, in 1952—served eventually to convert the president too.
In October 1952, TIke had sent a message to a Republican fund-raising dinner
in New York extolling “the valiant state of Israel, democracy’s outpost in the
Middle East.” He enjoined “every American who loves liberty to join the
effort to make secure forever the future of this newest member in the family
of nations.” Eisenhower suggested that the eight hundred thousand
Palestinian refugees trapped in the ghastly camps of 1948 might be better
suited to a desert life anyway than to Israel’s modern economy.!2> So much
for “friendly impartiality”: although Dulles professed to loathe the Israeli



pressure in Washington—*“the paid advertisements, the mass meetings, the
resolutions, the demands of Zionist organizations, the veiled threats of
domestic political reprisals”—he was ultimately as vulnerable to such
pressure as Marshall and Acheson had been.!25 The Israeli embassy in
Washington delightedly reported in 1953 that the Republicans were finally
learning that with national elections every two years they too needed always
to “prefer the future over the past.” The GOP had polled poorly among
American Jews in 1952, but could do much better in 1954 and 1956. “There
are 5 million Jewish voters in the U.S. and very few Arabs,” Eisenhower
reflected.12Z



THE BAGHDAD PACT

Ike’s internally driven change of line left Dulles with fewer external options,
and the anticommunist Middle East defense organization he helped create in
February 1955 included only the non-Arab states of the region: Turkey, Iran
and Pakistan. It was named the “Baghdad Pact” in the expectation that the
Iraqis might be induced to join and give it an Arab member, and it was
pessimistically based on the old British imperial model of using the limitless,
cheap manpower of the Indian subcontinent—Pakistanis, in this case—to
defend the Arabs and the Persians.128 The Iraqis did eventually join, but
were instantly set upon by Nasser’s propagandists as “British pawns” until
Iraq’s own Arab nationalist coup of 1958 forced Iraq’s withdrawal from the
pact.

The controversy surrounding the Baghdad Pact of the 1950s held
important lessons for British and American strategists. The pact seemed
harmless enough—a Western-led anticommunist defense community—but
Nasser struck a chord in the Arab capitals with his argument that adhesion to
the pact would subvert Arab neutrality and bind the Arabs to “Western
imperialism.” Nasser’s real thoughts and motives were cloudier: he did
believe in neutrality—a free hand between the superpower blocs—but he
also believed in Egyptian primacy and feared that an oil-rich, Western-armed
Iraq would supplant Egypt as the dominant Arab power. With its British air
bases, Anglophile elites (just like Farouk’s effendis) and an unashamedly
pro-Western king—Faisal II—and prime minister—General Nuri as-Said—
Iraqg, joined to the abundant manpower of Pakistan and Turkey—a NATO
and Council of Europe member—might make a far more practical nucleus
for Middle Eastern defense efforts than Egypt.122

In London, Churchill and Eden wanted to use this Iraqi-Egyptian rivalry
to rip the Arab nationalist movement apart. They wanted to pull the United
States, Iraq and Jordan into the Baghdad Pact to show Nasser that Egypt was
not indispensable and to harden the Middle East against Soviet
encroachment. In Washington, Tke and Dulles—still viewing themselves as



virtuous anti-imperialists—shrank from such manipulation and dumbly
accepted Nasser’s (nervous) argument that the Baghdad Pact was just “an
instrument of British policy” aimed at “breaking the Arab necklace and
scattering its beads.” The Americans also heeded Saudi and Israeli
admonitions not to join the pact because it would strengthen Irag—which
sought leadership of the Arab world through control of the Fertile Crescent
—at Egypt’s expense, but also their own.13Y

Whereas Truman had tacked away from Roosevelt’s anti-European
policies because of the global demands of the Cold War (and the need for
European allies), Eisenhower and Dulles now tacked back in the opposite
direction. This was startling, inasmuch as Ike had entered the presidential
race in 1952 in large part to deny the Republican nomination to isolationist
senator Robert Taft and to buttress “the basic Truman strategy of cooperation
with allies and collective security for containing the Soviet Union.”13l
Truman had actually slowed the retraction of British power around the
globe; Eisenhower now tried to accelerate it. On the eve of the Suez Crisis—
the tumultuous Anglo-Egyptian showdown of 1956—Eden blasted
Eisenhower’s “uncertain diplomacy” and regretted Washington’s deepening
dependence on Saudi Arabia, “the most backward and greedy of states.”

America, Eden sensibly concluded, needed to do three things. First, if it
truly wanted to manage the defense of the Middle East and play a
constructive role, it needed to resolve the inherent contradiction of any
Middle Eastern defense organization in which Arab members would “not be
a promising nucleus because they would direct themselves against Israel, not
against external dangers.”132 To remove this fatal contradiction, Eisenhower
would have to take on the Israel lobby in Washington and actually enact a
policy of “evenhandedness,” extracting major, painful concessions from
Israel. Second, America needed to “accept the split in the Arab world
between Iraq and Egypt,” embrace it as a useful point of attack on the more
mischievous aspects of Arab nationalism and neutralism, and stop trying to
ingratiate itself with both nations, which merely empowered the Arabs, not
the West. Third, America needed to drop its unilateral methods—its
affectation of virtue and clean hands—and take a side. Throw your weight
into the Baghdad Pact, Eden urged. “An ounce of membership will be worth
all the havering, and save a ton of trouble later on.”133

Unfortunately, “havering”—Scottish for wandering aimlessly—became
American policy in the Middle East. When Nasser purchased arms and took



in advisers from the Soviet Union in 1955, Dulles was approached by Iraq’s
pro-American prime minister, Nuri as-Said. “Will you now divert aid
previously intended for Egypt to us?” Nuri eagerly inquired. “No,” Dulles
replied, for such a move might cause “serious trouble throughout the Middle
East” and might disturb Washington’s relations with Egypt, Saudi Arabia
and Israel. Prime Minister Nuri was puzzled by this American timidity—so
unexpected from a superpower—and the CIA reported that the Iragi army
chief of staff was also confused: “But we joined the Baghdad Pact to replace
Egypt as the leader of the Arab world.” Iraqis, he sputtered, are “seething at
these intricacies of American policy.”134 If Nasser was wooing the Soviets
and Nuri the Americans, why shouldn’t Iraq get American aid and arms?
Those “American intricacies” were unintentional; Dulles was muddling
through, and ignoring British advice to use Iraq to pry concessions out of
Egypt was just one symptom of a larger muddle. Even had Eisenhower
decided to tilt away from Cairo in favor of Baghdad, he would have been
torpedoed by the Israel lobby on Capitol Hill, which actually blocked
American aid to Iraq in 1955 on the grounds that it would “create a more
intimate relationship between Iraq and the United States than that which
existed between Israel and the United States.”13> Here was more evidence of
the informal control that Israel exercised over American foreign policy. In
view of Dulles’s muddling—he denigrated Iragi efforts “to build up
influence in the Arab world and challenge Egyptian leadership” when the
Iraqis were pro-American and the Egyptians anti-American—it is easy to see
why Eden and the French would completely misjudge American conduct
during the upcoming Suez Crisis.13® There did not seem to be a coherent
American policy, so the British and French felt confident that Washington
—“weak and irresolute . . ., tepid about taking any vigorous action,” in the
judgment of the British ambassador; “rambling and not very definite” in the
judgment of Harold Macmillan after meetings with Ike in September 1956—
would accept their thesis that Nasser was a troublemaker and a tool of

international communism.13Z



BRITAIN LEAVES EGYPT

The last British soldier left Egyptian soil on June 19, 1956, in accordance
with the evacuation agreement signed two years earlier. Egypt, Nasser
exulted, was finally “liberated from imperialist control.” Crowds cheered
and whistled as signs on Cairo’s English Bridge were ripped off and replaced
with new ones that read “Evacuation Bridge.” Four days later Nasser
accepted full domestic, foreign and military powers from the RCC.138 He
was now a dictator. Until that moment, Dulles, the State Department
“Arabists” and the British Foreign Office had hopefully encouraged Cairo
with a program of economic and political incentives they code-named
“Alpha.” The Alpha program relied on economic “carrots” to bring Egypt
into the anticommunist camp and to coax Cairo into “leading rather than
following public opinion.” Washington expected that, granted Alpha aid,
Nasser would agree to negotiate a “final settlement” with Israel, which
would have the salutary effect of weakening Soviet influence in the Middle
East by solving, once and for all, the “Palestinian question.”132 Alpha’s
centerpiece was Eisenhower’s pledge of $400 million to build the 365-foot-
tall Aswan High Dam, which would control Nile flooding, improve
navigation, generate half of Egypt’s electricity, irrigate seven hundred
thousand acres of desert, create a vast new freshwater lake and give concrete
proof of America’s willingness to give economic aid to developing
noncommunist countries. 142

To lock in a return on this American investment, Ike dispatched his navy
secretary, Texas banker Robert Anderson, to Cairo. In secret meetings with
Nasser, Anderson asked the colonel to recognize Israel, accept its frontiers as
permanent and push for peace in the region.1#! Nasser refused: “You know I
couldn’t do anything like that! I’d be assassinated!” Anderson recalled that
Nasser mentioned four times during their meeting the assassination of
Jordanian king Abdullah I in 1951 by an Arab tailor’s apprentice, who had
shot the king in Jerusalem to stop him from signing a peace treaty with



Israel. Nasser was confessing his greatest fear: were he ever to recognize
Israel, he too would be murdered.142



“NASSER IS A COMPLETE STUMBLING BLOCK...”

Eisenhower writhed in frustration. He was seeking a path across the sucking
quicksand of the Middle East and considered Nasser useless as an ally.
“Nasser proved to be a complete stumbling block,” Tke fumed to his diary in
March 1956. “He just made speeches, all of which must breathe defiance of
Israel.” The Israelis were just as bad—their slogan “is not one inch of
ground and their incessant demand is for arms”—but at least the Israelis
were usually pro-American.i42 The Egyptian colonel’s intransigence on
Israel, his subversive activities in Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Jordan and Libya
aimed at annexing the monarchies there to a “United Arab Republic,” his
prompt recognition of Mao Zedong’s People’s Republic of China and his
turn to the Soviet Union for arms persuaded Eisenhower that Nasser was
incorrigible and Alpha unworkable 144

Egged on by conservative Republicans like Senator William Knowland of
California, Ike abruptly cancelled Alpha and replaced it with “Omega”: a
program of “sticks,” designed, as Dulles put it, “to let Colonel Nasser realize
that he cannot cooperate as he is doing with the Soviet Union and at the
same time enjoy most-favored-nation treatment from the United States.”
Omega would prick Nasser’s bubble by stopping all arms shipments to
Egypt and suspending financial and economic aid, leaving him wholly
dependent on the more penurious Soviets.1#2 To launch Omega with a bang,
Dulles withdrew the $400 million financing for the Aswan High Dam, which
Ike had pledged in July 1956. Nasser’s behavior, Dulles declared, “had not
been such as to generate goodwill toward Egypt on the part of the American
people.” His embrace of the Soviets was “the most dangerous development
since Korea.”!4% The American secretary of state delighted in the change of
line, from cooperation to coercion. “Okay,” Dulles sneered to the Egyptian
ambassador, “now you can go to Moscow for your money.” Many later
attributed the entire Suez Crisis to this misplaced American truculence.



Dulles, an onlooker noted, “kicked Nasser in the teeth, with a missionary
twist.”14Z

The French ambassador in Washington immediately divined the next
move. “What can the Egyptians do? They will do something about Suez.
That’s the only way they can touch the Western countries.”148 In a fiery
speech carried on Voice of the Arabs radio from Alexandria’s Al-Manshiah
Square on July 26, 1956, Nasser reached out and touched the West, just
exactly as French ambassador Maurice Couve de Murville had predicted.
The colonel announced that the shares of the Suez Canal Company, which
had been in British and French hands since 1875, would be confiscated and
nationalized forthwith to compensate Egypt for decades of exploitation as
well as Dulles’s termination of the Aswan Dam loans. Anticipating an angry
Western reaction, Nasser mocked Britain, France and America: “May you
choke to death on your fury!”142



THE SUEZ CRISIS

Eisenhower appeared oddly unfazed by Cairo’s expropriation of Western
assets. “Egypt is within its rights,” he declared, “and there is nothing to
do.”13% Dulles also downplayed what was being called the “Suez Crisis” as
“fundamentally a business dispute.” U.S. secretary of defense Charles
Wilson scoffed that “the Suez Canal thing is just a ripple.”!2l But it was
anything but a “ripple” to the British and the French. If Nasser confiscated
the canal and used it to manipulate Europe’s energy supply, he would
convulse the Western economies and weaken the Western powers in Europe
and the Middle East, where Western influence would gradually be replaced
by “neutralist” national movements or Soviet ones.122 “Hit Nasser hard, and
quickly,” Iraq’s King Faisal II urgently advised Anthony Eden, who had
succeeded Churchill as prime minister in 1955.123 If Nasser survived the
crisis, he would move against all the monarchical Middle Eastern regimes
that were mainstays of Western influence and the chief source of Europe’s
oil. Eden wrote Eisenhower in September 1956 (accurately) forecasting “that
Nasser believes that if he can get away with this . . . his prestige in Arabia
will be so great that he will be able to mount revolutions of young officers in
Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Syria and Iraq.”12¢ Hoping to touch an anticommunist
nerve in Washington, Eden then declared that “Nasser . . . is now effectively
in Russian hands, just as Mussolini was in Hitler’s.”122

Dulles now swerved back to the Franco-British position. He told the
French that Egyptian control of the canal “would not be tolerated” and he
told the British that Nasser must be forced “to disgorge what he was
attempting to swallow.” From those meetings, the French and British
emerged convinced that the Americans were really on their side. Although
Eisenhower chided the British for “making of Nasser a much more important
figure than he is,” Ike allowed in secret meetings that he “did not rule out the
use of force.” That seemed like a signal to Eden, who had vowed to Ike that
he would go all the way on this issue: “I would rather have the British



Empire fall in one crash than have it nibbled away.” Sensing Eden’s resolve,
Dulles had reassured him that the United States was in his corner. Indeed, he
had pointedly used the d-word: “ ¢ To disgorge,” ” Eden later wrote. “These

were forthright words. They rang in my ears for months.”16



ANTHONY EDEN ’S MOMENT

To Eden, Suez was the Rhineland and Munich crises of the 1930s rolled into
one. Upstarts like Nasser and Mosaddeq needed to be reined in as
aggressively as Hitler or Mussolini. Real threats—Ilike Khrushchev and Mao
Zedong—were subordinated to the emotionally satisfying but relatively
unimportant Middle Eastern rogues. “Feeble impulses” toward “drift and
surrender” in press, Parliament and public opinion needed to be decisively
corrected. Sadly for Eden, a capable Old Etonian who had won a Military
Cross in World War I and taken firsts in Farsi and Arabic at Oxford, his
supreme political test coincided with supreme health and emotional
problems, all of which the CIA—striving to supplant the British in Egypt—
unhelpfully relayed to Nasser. Eden had lost his eldest son in World War II
—he had also lost two brothers in World War I—and he had divorced his
wife in 1950 after several messy affairs on both sides. Eden’s appendicitis
and duodenal ulcers—first diagnosed and treated in 1948—were followed by
jaundice, gallstones and a sequence of mutilating operations in the 1950s.
These ailments left the foreign secretary wrung out, anxious—*“I work for a
great historical figure, you work for a great hysterical one,” Churchill’s
secretary told Eden’s in 1954—and dependent on morphine to dull the pain
and fistfuls of Benzedrine to get him going at moments when energy was
required. The amphetamines made him jumpy—Eden often complained of
his “largely artificial inside”—and cabinet colleagues, like R. A. “Rab”
Butler, learned to dread the jangle of their telephones: “those innumerable
telephone calls, on every day of the week and at every hour of the day,
which characterized his conscientious but highly strung supervision of our

affairs.” Aides complained that Eden’s private outbursts of anger were

vicious, his tardy apologies even worse.12

Eden’s medical and mental problems were aggravated by American

duplicity—Washington had tipped off the Egyptian free officers about

pending British moves—and by a shaky backbench in Westminster.128

Conservative “Victorians,” or hard-liners, who had decried Eden’s decision



to turn the Suez military bases over to the Egyptians in stages between 1951
and 1956, now drove Eden toward a clash with Nasser to protect “British
honor” and grab back the bases. Harold Macmillan, a leading hard-liner
whom another prominent Tory found disturbingly pugnacious—“[he]
wanted to tear Nasser’s scalp off with his own fingernails”—argued that it
was not enough merely to roll Nasser back and restore international control
of the canal. No, Nasser needed to be ousted and Egypt crushed. Macmillan
was no less committed than George W. Bush’s neocons to a thoroughgoing
Middle East transformation. Britain’s eventual counterattack in Egypt “must
not be like Louis XVIII creeping back to France, but like Napoleon bursting
upon the plains of Italy” to reshape the map and institutions of an entire
region.t22 Moderation came from the most unlikely quarters. Sixty-eight-
year-old field marshal Bernard Montgomery met with Eden a month before
the British attacked Egypt and asked the prime minister what the political
object of the looming war was. “To knock Nasser off his perch,” Eden
answered. “If I were your military adviser—and I am not,” Montgomery
admonished, “then I would make it very clear that that object would not do.”
Eden, Montgomery pointed out, needed to know what the political object
would be after Nasser was knocked off his perch.1% Knocking Nasser off
his perch in 1956 would be as easy as knocking off Saddam in 2003. The
hard part would be finding someone viable to replace Nasser (like Saddam)
on the perch.

Even Eden’s generally pacific Labour opposition was aroused. Michael
Foot lamented in the Tribune that the brows of most of the leading
Labourites were moist (for a few months) with an Eden-induced panic.
Britain owned 44 percent of Suez Canal Company stock, and one-third of
Britain’s imports and two-thirds of Britain’s oil supplies transited through
the canal every year. “Hit back hard if Nasser nationalizes,” Labour leader
Hugh Gaitskell advised Eden. Another MP warned that Nasser was
positioning himself to “strangle the whole industry of Europe,” for “there
does not exist in the world today sufficient tankers to move the oil required
by Europe without using the Suez Canal.” (European tankers sailing by way
of South Africa would have had to cover five times the distance from the
Gulf oil fields to European markets.1®l The general hysteria in the UK
suggested America after 9/11: “Weakness or faintheartedness now can mean
carnage for our children within years,” a Tory MP shouted to his colleagues
on September 12. The Labour Party, like some Democrats in 2003,



demanded that force be used only with the backing of the UN. Like Bush,
Eden threw over the UN and groped after a “coalition of the willing.” His
efforts in that direction proved as incomplete as Bush’s a half century later.
“You know, sir, it’s going to look awfully difficult if we are only supported
by France and Portugal,” one cabinet minister ventured. Another agreed,
remarking that the coalition was even thinner than that. Like Bush’s,
sustained by the hurrahs of the Fox News Channel and the National Review,
Eden’s was really “only supported by the Daily Express and the Yorkshire
Post.”162 If the war went badly, there’d be hell to pay.

Eden was trying to expunge the appeasements of the 1930s, but was also
seeking, as he put it, to avoid “becoming a permanent pensioner of the
United States.” Britain, he insisted, still had “a role to play at the heart and
center of a great empire” and needed to emphasize that fact, in blood and fire
if need be.1%2 Eden was also pushed by the French, who—in a sequence of
grim meetings in the dank war rooms under Westminster—convinced him in
October 1956 to rope in the Israelis and go to war. 1 The French saw a
strike against Nasser as central to their own war against Algerian
nationalists, which had begun in 1954 and intensified in 1956, when the
Front de Libération Nationale (FLN) began planting bombs in French clubs,
cafés and restaurants in Algiers. “One successful battle in Egypt is worth ten
in North Africa,” French foreign minister Christian Pineau scowled to an
American envoy as the Suez Crisis heated up. Nasser was working to
dethrone the sultan of Morocco and king of Libya and insert Arab
nationalists into Tunisia, and he was the mentor of the Algerian FLN. The
Egyptian leader warehoused many of the FLN’s weapons at Sollum—a

coastal village near Egypt’s western border—beyond the reach of the

French, and needed to be slapped down decisively.152

The chief of the French naval staff argued that “the whole French position
in Algeria will collapse if counter-measures [against Nasser] are not taken
immediately. Nasser must be made to yield—and in such a way as not to
save his face in any substantial degree.”1%® The “target was Nasser,” French
general André Beaufre concurred. “His was the revolution which was setting
alight and unifying the Arab world.” France needed to take Port Said, grab
back the canal, then “turn right” to Cairo and “take over the reins of
government in Egypt” in order to break or overthrow Nasser, unplug his
radio campaigns and stop cold the “guerrilla resistance movement” that
Nasser was planning along the lines of Saddam Hussein’s fedayeen attacks



of 2003.1%Z “I] faut coloniser le canal ou canaliser le colonel,” a French
official tartly put it. “We must colonize the canal or canalize the colonel.”168

Hitting Cairo would also stop Egyptian support for the FLN and buttress
Israel as a French proxy in the Middle East.1%? French prime minister Guy
Mollet had absorbed his mentor Leon Blum'’s affection for Israel, and former
French defense minister General Pierre Koenig—whose Syrian Free French
units had fought alongside Jewish volunteer battalions in World War II—was
an ardent Zionist who eagerly agreed in 1956 to cooperate in an Israeli
attack on Egypt, write off French loans to Israel and upgrade the Israeli
military with an $80 million arms package: 72 Mystére IV fighters, 200
AMX tanks, 200 six-by-six Panhard trucks, dozens of 155 mm howitzers
and 10,000 antitank missiles. Excluded from the Baghdad Pact and with its
overseas empire crumbling, France until 1967 viewed Israel as its chief
portal to the Middle East. From July to October 1956, French convoys
secretly delivered weapons to the Israelis at night, landing such an
impressive quantity of matériel that Israel’s most celebrated poet, Nathan
Alterman, was moved to write a poem about it, which Ben-Gurion, to the
great annoyance of the French, read aloud in the Knesset. The poem
described “steel, much steel, new steel,” arriving from afar, thundering onto
Israel’s beaches, “and on its first contact with the soil becoming Jewish
power.”

To augment that steely Jewish power, French scientists covertly went to
work on the Israeli nuclear weapons program at Dimona, which would yield
two plutonium bombs in 1967.172°

In Washington, President Eisenhower, who provided the Israelis with
nothing more than scrap metal, .22 caliber training rounds and used half-
tracks, applauded this French assistance because it untied America’s hands
in the Middle East. The Israelis “want the arms from the United States to
make us a virtual ally in any trouble they might get in the region,” Ike
grumbled. From Ike’s perspective, France was a better partner in trouble for
Israel, although the American president would certainly have had second
thoughts had he known the extent of the trouble France had in mind.1ZL Eden
discerned the dangers in France’s war policy—ugly scenes with the
Americans, a cutoff of Middle Eastern oil and a rapid depletion of Britain’s
sterling reserves—but charged ahead anyway, agreeing that “we cannot
possibly risk allowing Nasser to get away with this.”172



In Tel Aviv, sixty-nine-year-old prime minister David Ben-Gurion was
only too willing to play his part in the unfolding conflict. He had returned
refreshed from a two-year retirement in 1955 to take up the defense portfolio
and reinvigorate Israeli policy after the demoralizing Lavon scandal. The
Suez Crisis, Ben-Gurion reasoned, was the perfect opportunity for Israel to
get back on its feet. The country had continued to grow rapidly after 1948
with the addition of nearly a million new immigrants from Eastern Europe.
Ben-Gurion, who now doubled as prime minister and defense minister, took
for granted a permanent state of war with Israel’s neighbors: thirty million
Arabs would never forgive their “humiliation” by seven hundred thousand
Jews.



THE RISE OF THE IDF

In 1949, Ben-Gurion had created a file at the defense ministry titled
“Renewal of War.”123 Into it, Ben-Gurion and his generals had poured plans
for a second round of fighting. In the early 1950s, they conducted maneuvers
with mechanized armies of a hundred thousand, tested secret and public
mobilizations—in the secret ones, Israeli officers called their troops
individually on the telephone—and drafted plans for defensive campaigns
against Arab coalitions as well as preemptive strikes. What made the Israeli
army stand out in comparison with its Arab adversaries, even in the early
days, was the sophistication of its planning and its holistic conception of war
and society. It was not enough to equip a potent military; society itself had to
be educated, shaped and indoctrinated for a lifetime of struggle. Starting in
1949, Israel laid down the system it retains to this day, and which emitted its
first major hiccup in the Yom Kippur War of 1973, and then again in the
Lebanon War of 2006. Israel’s wars would be fought not by a standing force,
but by civilian reserves who would be trained, furloughed and then called
back to the colors at the first sign of trouble. All Jewish men and women—
Israel’s Arabs were exempted as a possible fifth column—served briefly in
the active military upon turning eighteen and then passed into the reserves.
Intelligence collection was improved by the admission of Bedouin
volunteers and Arab Christians to the IDF.174

Technologically, the Israeli military strengthened its formidable human
resources with quality matériel in the 1950s. The Israeli defense budget—
fueled by charitable donations and American aid—rose from 23 percent of
government spending in 1952 to 35 percent in 1956. It replaced its World
War 1I air force—Spitfires, Mustangs, Mosquitoes and B-17s—with swept-
wing Mystere jets, and its Sherman and Cromwell tanks were upgraded to
faster, more maneuverable AMX-13s. The IDF in 1956 deployed three
armored brigades, six infantry brigades and a paratroop brigade, all well
equipped, agile and well trained. Israel, the British reminded their French
ally, was now sufficiently armed “to annihilate the entire Arab League.”



Whitehall analysts agreed. Compared with Egypt, “the Israelis now have

more of everything and much more of some things”: more and better planes

and tanks and five times as much field and antitank artillery.17>

The CIA came to similar conclusions and warned that Ben-Gurion and
army chief of staff General Moshe Dayan were actively seeking an
opportunity to strike the Egyptians before they reequipped and retrained with
the new Czech and Russian weapons that were just beginning to arrive in
Egypt. Even Israel’s chief advocates—the French—began to have doubts on
the eve of war: “The attractive young nation was more artful than our people
had realized,” French general André Beaufre grumbled. Tel Aviv had
exaggerated its own capabilities and underestimated the Egyptians in order
to lock in the allied pledge of preemptive air strikes against Egypt’s MiGs
and Ilyushins and air cover for the Israeli coast, cities and tank columns,
which would never have been able to cross the Sinai without French and
British top cover.178

Shored up by the French and British—who conveniently freed Israel from
the restrictions of the 1948 armistices by themselves invading Egypt and
shattering the status quo guaranteed by the agreements—Ben-Gurion wanted
to leap through that window of opportunity to punish the Egyptians for the
random blockades they had been clamping on the Israeli port of Eilat since
1953. He also wanted to punish Menachem Begin’s hard-line Herut Party—
forerunner of today’s Likud—at the polls. Begin had been scoring easy
points off Ben-Gurion’s alleged “coddling” of Nasser, and Herut was
winning adherents with its demand for an aggressive improvement of Israel’s
territorial vulnerability: six hundred miles of land frontiers commanded by
Arab artillery—a “ridge of stee]”—and backed by no “strategic depth.” Eilat,
a gateway for Israeli oil imports, could be—and was occasionally—closed
by Egyptian artillery at Sharm el-Sheikh and Egyptian patrol boats in the
Straits of Tiran.l”Z To quiet Israel’s right-wing parties, which took “Eilat is
our Suez” as their motto, Ben-Gurion fired his old friend and moderate
foreign minister Moshe Sharett in July 1956 and replaced him with the
alarmingly hawkish Golda Meir—Israel’s fifty-eight-year-old Russian-born,
Milwaukee-raised labor minister.1”8

Golda Meir wanted war in 1956 no less than Dayan and Ben-Gurion: to
defeat the Egyptians, to banish even the thought of the UN peacekeepers
Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold wanted to place along Israel’s
borders, to steal the thunder of Begin’s Herut, to uproot the fedayeen bases



in the Gaza Strip and to advance into the Sinai to lift the Egyptian blockade
of Eilat and the Straits of Tiran, which cut Israel off from the Red Sea and
Indian Ocean.1”2 “If I were an Arab leader,” a British diplomat in Tel Aviv
had written in 1953, “I would decide that the interests of the Arab world lie
in getting Israel thoroughly tied up with international guarantees behind her
present frontiers.” That’s why the Arab states liked having UN blue helmets
on Israel’s borders and Israel didn’t: UN peacekeepers gave the impression
that everything was provisional, negotiable and in flux. Ben-Gurion, in
contrast, wanted to make the borders of 1949 permanent and nonnegotiable
by embarking on “a course of dynamic expansion” that would give Israel
strategic depth. For this, the Israelis needed flank protection against a world

community that would react coldly to any new Israeli offensives.18



OPERATION MUSKETEER

In October 1956, the British and the French rather miraculously—from
Israel’s perspective—dropped in on Ben-Gurion’s flanks and presented him
with the chance to solve all his problems. Reading the French draft of
Operation Musketeer— the contemplated Anglo-French strike into Suez and
Cairo to depose Nasser and take back the canal—Moshe Dayan’s pulse
quickened: “Here was an opportunity unlikely to recur, for action against
Egypt in cooperation with France and possibly Britain as well. We will not
be alone. I thought this called for a supreme effort on our part and in our
interest not to miss a historic chance.” Flattered by France’s attention and
leery of the wavering Americans, Ben-Gurion declared that “this was our
first opportunity to find an ally . . . a Western power, and under no
circumstances must we decline it.” In such a war as this, Dayan added, Israel
“should behave like the cyclist who is riding uphill when a truck chances by
and he grabs hold.” To grab the truck before it rumbled past, Ben-Gurion
flew to Paris (on a DC-9 that had been a gift from Truman to de Gaulle) in
the company of Dayan, Shimon Peres and Golda Meir.18!

At secret meetings in Sevres—where the Turkish Empire had been
dismantled in 1920—the French and Israelis concerted their military plans
and agreed on a redivision of the Middle East no less radical than the one
that had been handed down from Seévres thirty-six years earlier. If Nasser
was beaten, Jordan would be liquidated: the territory east of the river would
go to Iraq; the West Bank would be annexed by Israel. Lebanon would meet
the same fate: the northern third would go to Syria, the central third would
become a Christian state, and the southern third would be fashioned into an
Israeli buffer zone. Though charity for Syria and Iraq was not the Israeli
style, it was conditioned in this case on their willingness formally to
recognize Israel’s existence and borders and settle all the Palestinian
refugees on Arab territory. Worried that the Americans might reject these
broad aims and impose sanctions or even intervene militarily in the crisis to
curry favor with the Arabs, Golda Meir insisted that the war be launched



before U.S. elections in November. Eisenhower would probably do nothing
“because of the Jewish vote.”182 At NATO headquarters, French general
Maurice Challe observed that since the Americans were making no
difficulties about the release of alliance equipment for use by the French and
British contingents, they were probably (discreetly) assenting to Musketeer.
With the allied forces gathering, Franco’s paper, Arriba, snorted that the
Western democracies were cynically grooming the Israelis for the role of
“British sepoys” in Egypt. But it was arguably the other way around. The
Israelis were grooming the British and the French.182

Anthony Eden was stunned by the extent of Franco-Israeli plotting, which
was tardily discovered by his foreign secretary. Selwyn Lloyd had sat in on
some of the planning meetings in Sevres and, one of the Israeli planners
recalled, gave the impression throughout of a man “with a dirty smell under
his nose,” a man “trying to hold something that was not quite clean and
wanting to wash his hands afterwards.” Eden and Lloyd worried that they
were being used for Israeli ends and actually pondered loaning fifty British
bombers (repainted in French colors) to the French so that they, not the
British, could do most of the dirty work.18 Anthony Eden’s Guildhall
speech in 1955—the major British foreign policy address of the year—had
called for big Israeli concessions in Palestine, not further expansion. “The
position today is that the Arabs take their stand on the 1947 Resolution. The
Israelis, on the other hand, find themselves on the Armistice Agreement of
1949 and on the present territory they occupy.” Eden wanted the Israelis to
yield most of what they had conquered and cleared in 1948 as an essential
first step toward peace, which made him no friends in Tel Aviv, where Ben-
Gurion inveighed against this “plot hatched in the Guildhall for the tearing
up of Israel,” and provoked a worried and typically muddled outburst from
Washington.

Eisenhower in July 1956 expressed disbelief at Eden’s plans to invade
Egypt. Mideast oil supplies—through the canal and the Syrian pipelines—
would be disrupted, sending shocks through the Western economies. The UN
—“formed to prevent this very thing”—would be undermined, and the
“emotional needs” of the whole Muslim world would be aroused, “from
Dakar to the Philippine Islands.”18> Militarily, European plans for a
lightning strike into Egypt by a light airborne force looked hopelessly
optimistic. They would “probably have to occupy the country and possibly
never get out,” Eisenhower fretted. That was also Ben-Gurion’s concern; like



the Israeli realists of 2003 who heaped derision on Bush’s plan to “transform
the Middle East” by shocking Iraq into democracy, Ben-Gurion criticized the
wishful thinking of Operation Musketeer. Even if the British and French
took Cairo, which one Arab paper vowed would become “a second
Stalingrad,” Nasser would simply retreat into the suburbs, villages and desert
to wage a guerrilla war.18® So confident was Nasser that the British and
French would not dare attack him that he made no concessions.18’
Buttressed by a Soviet veto of French and British efforts to have their rights
to the canal examined by the UN Security Council, Nasser agreed only to let
the British and French come to Cairo to discuss the matter with his foreign

ministry. He would not even condescend to meet them himself.



CHAPTER 6

SUEZ

ON OCTOBER 29, 1956, the date that London and Paris had accepted for
meetings with the Egyptians to settle the Suez Crisis peacefully, the British
and French militaries launched Operation Musketeer instead. Israel’s
Operation Kadesh, named for the biblical place in the Sinai wilderness
where the Israelites gathered to reach the Promised Land, jumped off at the
same time to provide the pretext for the French and British “intervention.”
Those allied attacks into Egypt startled the Americans, who may still have
been under the influence of Churchill’s surprising confession on the eve of
his 1955 retirement that “Suez no longer justifies the expense and diversion
of our troops.”L

Still, Eden and Macmillan had made plain to presidential envoy Robert
Murphy in August that they would fight to assert their rights to the Suez
Canal. At meetings in London, Macmillan and Field Marshal Harold
Alexander had told Murphy that they would sooner “be destroyed by
Russian bombs than be reduced to impotence by the disintegration of our
entire position abroad.” Macmillan recalled that he had left Murphy “in no
doubt of our determination.”? America’s NATO commander in Europe had
reported to Eisenhower in August 1956 that there was “no question” that the
British and French would use force at Suez.® American U-2 flights—a
brilliant new surveillance technology introduced in May 1956 and
successfully kept secret until the Soviet shoot-down of Francis Gary Powers
in 1960—had detected large Israeli troop concentrations on the Egyptian
border, as well as the hasty delivery of swept-wing French Mystere fighter-
bombers to Israeli air bases. Yet Washington still failed to connect the dots.
Ike merely noted in his diary that the Israeli Mysteres were exhibiting a
“rabbitlike capacity for multiplication.” There were now sixty of them
parked where there were supposed to be twenty-four.

With Iraqi troops entering Jordan to help police the restive Palestinians
during parliamentary elections in Amman, the Americans accepted Israel’s
explanation that the IDF’s mobilization around Egypt was a purely defensive



move aimed at Iraq. The Iraqgi prime minister, Nuri as-Said, had given an
interview to the London Times in which he called for the recognition of
Israel by the Arab states if Israel would return to the borders of 1947. Golda
Meir explained to Edward Lawson, the American ambassador in Tel Aviv,
that Israeli troops were deploying to stymie Nuri’s efforts “to truncate the
State of Israel.”? Even when the Israelis announced full mobilization in the
third week of October, Lawson accepted Ben-Gurion’s explanation that it
was merely “a defensive precaution” against the Iraqgi troops filtering into
Jordan.2 The Israeli ambassador in Washington, Abba Eban, recalled the
deep anxiety he felt when he received an urgent summons from Secretary of
State Dulles while playing golf at the Woodmont Country Club on Saturday,
October 27. Eban put down his clubs and arrived at the State Department to
find Dulles and his deputies hunkered around a map of the Israeli-Jordanian
border region. Egypt, Eban happily observed, was not even on their map.®

With Eisenhower and Dulles chasing up a blind alley, the British and
French clapped a “news blockade” on the Americans and plotted with the
Israelis. Israel would attack toward the canal on October 29, with Britain and
France providing air and naval cover.Z Prodded by the French and his own
loathing of Nasser, Prime Minister Eden had dropped his qualms about
Israel’s borders and agreed to yet more Israeli annexations.2 Once Israel had
driven most of the way to Suez—threatening the “proper functioning of the
Canal” and thus providing the “juridical pretext” for Western intervention—
the British and French would swoop in with eighty thousand troops “to
separate the combatants” and order both Israel and Egypt to pull their lines
back ten miles from the canal and restore it to Anglo-French control. It was
assumed that Nasser would reject the ultimatum; acceptance of it would
truckle to the “imperialists” and yield Egypt east of the canal to the IDF.
That certain Egyptian refusal would give the British and French the excuse
they needed to move in as “neutral” peacekeepers to secure the canal against
“Egyptian interference” and deal Nasser’s armed forces such a stinging blow
that the colonel would fall and release his “pan-Arab” grip on British and
French interests across the Middle East.



MOUNTING “THE ROSTRUM OF SHAME”

The Israelis resented their role as what Christian Pineau, the French foreign
minister, called “the detonator for Musketeer.” Presented with the Anglo-
French plan—carefully timed for the week before American elections so that
Eisenhower would find it inexpedient to rein in the Israelis—Ben-Gurion
asked, “Is this an ultimatum?” The French envoy looked him up and down
and sniffed: “Si vous voulez”—<If that’s what you want to call it.”2 Ben-
Gurion pondered for a moment, and then agreed. “Israel,” he grumbled,
“would fill the role of aggressor, while the British and French appeared as
angels of peace to bring tranquility to the area.” Britain was nothing more
than an “old whore” who needed to be paid off. Ben-Gurion would “mount
the rostrum of shame” and leave the British and French to “dip their hands in
the waters of purity” in return for new territory—the Sinai Peninsula and
Gaza Strip—and “admission to the Suez campaign club,” which would place
Israel on an equal footing with Europe’s great powers.12

On October 29, much of the newly purchased, Soviet-built Egyptian air
force was destroyed on the ground by British and French air strikes. Like
Saddam Hussein in 1991, Nasser dispersed the rest of his jets to neighboring
countries for safekeeping, which left his tanks and infantry exposed to
unimpeded French, British and Israeli air strikes.ll Ben-Gurion went to the
Knesset and explained that he was invading Sinai and the Gaza Strip not to
enlarge Israel, but merely to preempt inevitable future attacks from that
“Egyptian fascist dictator.”2 Four hundred Israeli paratroopers jumped from
their Dakota transports onto the Mitla Pass—thirty miles east of the Suez
Canal—and provided the excuse for a broad, “protective” Anglo-French
invasion to secure the “threatened Canal Zone.” Pausing to swipe at
Egyptian fedayeen bases on the Israeli border—the pretext for the Israeli
invasion—twenty-eight-year-old general Ariel Sharon then got down to his
real business and charged with an Israeli armored brigade 190 miles across
the Sinai to reinforce the isolated paratroops in the Mitla Pass.



Sharon’s motorized infantry were slowed by France’s failure to provide
tire irons for the lug nuts on the new French six-by-six Panhard trucks. Each
time one of the new trucks punctured a tire, it had to be abandoned, and the
infantry or gear inside crammed onto the surviving vehicles.!2 Leaving a
trail of abandoned Panhards in their wake, the Israeli tanks drove haltingly
into the Sinai from the east, while French and British troops trickled into
Egypt from the west and the 10th Hussars assembled near Eilat to block any
Jordanian attacks on Israel’s flank and rear.!4 To avoid the appearance of
“collusion with Israel,” the British had refused even to load their transports
on Cyprus and Malta until after the “hooknosed boys”—as one British
commander dubbed the Israelis—launched their “surprise aggression.”1>
Nasser, who had been running the canal with Soviet managers, angrily
implemented the threat that the French and British had been attributing to
him. He scuttled forty-seven cement-filled ships in the Suez Canal to block it
and began a precipitate retreat away from the onrushing Israeli spearheads.

Ex-Wehrmacht general Wilhelm Frambecher and eighty of his German
colleagues had been reorganizing the Egyptian army since 1951—with a
careless disregard for Israeli sensitivity on the subject of ex-Nazis in Arab
uniform—and the Germans had based Nasser’s Sinai forces in a chain of
fortifications that ran from the Gaza Strip along the Mediterranean coast to
al-Arish. Those troops were swiftly outflanked and cut off by the Israeli
advance through the desert. The Egyptian MiGs and Ilyushins should have
made short work of the Israeli tank and truck columns, but the Egyptian
aircraft that had survived the French and British air raids (and not flown off
to safety in Syria or Saudi Arabia) were poorly handled. The Russians had
provided more than two hundred planes but only forty flight instructors, and
the Egyptian pilots, with no hours in the new fighters and bombers, were
thrashed in every engagement with the Israelis. Only one Egyptian bomber
penetrated Israeli airspace, and it ended up dropping its bombs harmlessly on
a hillside south of Jerusalem. 1 Drinking cocktails on the roof of his house
with the Indonesian ambassador on October 31, Nasser watched the French
and British jets striking Cairo’s international airport and immediately
telephoned orders to his army in the Sinai to withdraw toward Cairo. If the
French and British were going to attack along the canal and the Israelis
continued their advance, his divisions in the Sinai would be surrounded and
lost.



Sadat called that snap decision of Nasser’s to evacuate the Sinai a “stroke
of genius,” because the colonel evaded the trap set by the British, French and
Israelis and saved two-thirds of the Egyptian army, which British and French
planners had aimed to envelop and destroy once Nasser refused their
ultimatum.Z (Even as Nasser’s troops reeled out of the Sinai, Sadat was
scribbling a prevaricating piece for Al-Gumhuriya which assured Egyptian
readers that, far from retreating in the face of the IDF, Nasser had
“annihilated the Israeli spearhead.”) Nasser’s generals had actually wanted
to try annihilating the Israelis, and Nasser had been forced to threaten
resignation to get them to agree to a retreat. Once the troops had been pulled
back to Cairo—after a bitter seven-hour battle in the Mitla Pass—Nasser
furloughed the workers in the canal zone, paid them a month’s salary in
advance and ordered them to prepare for guerrilla war against the “Jews and
imperialists.” Nasser then closed Egypt’s high schools and universities and
herded the students into a National Liberation Army. Had the allies “turned
right to Cairo” after securing the Suez Canal—as the French desired—they
would probably have triggered a massive intifada.l8

The Anglo-French demand that Nasser relinquish control of the Suez
Canal within twelve hours dismayed the world. This was 1956 after all, not
1882—the year Prime Minister William Gladstone had also claimed that his
occupation of the canal was only “temporary”—and the Soviets gleefully
argued that the government of Israel had become “a tool of imperialist
circles bent on restoring colonial oppression in the East.”!2 Eisenhower was
furious at the lack of consultation or even subtlety from his allies; he swore
“like General Grant,” New York Times columnist James Reston recalled, and
deplored the “pretty rough” ultimatum. Eden later explained that he
considered his letters to Ike in September and October 1956 describing
Nasser’s threat to British interests sufficient warning. Dulles—who had no
qualms about crushing Iranian or Guatemalan governments that advanced
dangerous policies—now pronounced the Anglo-French note “unacceptable,
as crude and brutal as anything he had ever seen.”?? Churchill—who was
resting from a stroke in the south of France—would never have launched the
operation without American approval, but, one British official recalled, Eden
and Mollet plunged ahead out of frustration with Dulles. “That
sanctimonious voice would once again have sounded on the telephone,
morally insistent, boring, confused but, no doubt, as the Cabinet feared,
successful.” By late October, Guy Mollet feared that his hammer—the



Israelis—“would risk disappearing” if the allied task force did not strike.
The British, with the interlocking plans and timetables for Musketeer now
having swelled to the length of the London phone book, feared that the
whole plan would collapse if not speedily launched. Streams of men and
matériel were inbound from Southampton, Algiers, Malta and Cyprus, and

could no longer be held up.2L



DULLES’S MOST AGONIZING DAY

European haste and secrecy created a monumental headache for the U.S.
government, which was completely absorbed by imminent presidential
elections (just a week away) and the anti-Soviet risings in Poland and
Hungary. Aides recalled that October 30, 1956, might have been Dulles’s
“most agonizing day as Secretary of State.” Just back from Dallas, where he
had delivered campaign speeches vaunting the Eisenhower administration’s
maintenance of world peace “with intensity and imagination,” he now
worked with unwonted intensity in his State Department office beneath the
glowering portraits of his grandfather (secretary of state to Benjamin
Harrison) and his uncle (secretary of state to Woodrow Wilson). One of
Dulles’s elbows rested beside the white telephone that was his hotline to the
Oval Office. The other nestled beside his dog-eared family Bible, his copy of
Stalin’s Problems of Leninism and the stack of government-printed
Federalist Papers he liked to give visiting dignitaries as proof of American
democracy. Dulles read with mounting disbelief of the audacity of the
French, British and Israelis. He had little real-time intelligence and relied for
news on radio reports and the morning and afternoon papers, which only
increased his rage at his allies and their “information blockade.” He looked
drained and haggard and kept asking his aides, “What can we do about it?”
He was, a deputy recalled, “sore as hell.” His light tweed Brooks Brothers
suit and silk shirt began to sag as day turned to night. He poured himself a
glass of his favorite Old Overholt rye whiskey. “How could people do this to
me?” he spat out. “They have betrayed us.”%2

Unbeknownst to the British, French and Israelis, who assumed that the
Americans would accept their fake narrative of the war—that it was an
Anglo-French “stability operation” amid an Arab-Israeli war—Eisenhower
and Dulles now reexamined their U-2 photographs snapped from eighty-five
thousand feet and saw conclusive evidence of Anglo-French—not Israeli—
bombing runs against Egyptian airfields. Operating from carriers as well as
bases in Malta, Cyprus and Israel, two hundred British bombers and forty



French Thunderstreaks had knocked out a dozen Egyptian airfields around
the delta and canal. Meanwhile, HMS Newfoundland had sent an Egyptian
frigate to the bottom of the Gulf of Suez.?2 “Nothing justifies double
crossing us,” Eisenhower barked to Dulles. The world must not be permitted
to think that “we are a nation without honor.”%

To salvage American honor, Ike instructed Dulles and Lodge to protest the
allied attacks in the UN Security Council and demand an immediate cease-
fire and Israeli withdrawal. “We’ll handle our affairs exactly as though we
don’t have a Jew in America,” ke vowed to Dulles. The president assumed
that the Israelis had launched the invasion on the eve of America’s
November elections to paralyze and manipulate the Republican incumbent:
“Well, it looks like we’re in trouble. If the Israelis keep going . . . I may have
to use force to stop them . .. Then I’d lose the election. There would go New
York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania and Connecticut, at least.”22 Britain and
France seemed easier nuts to crack, but they brashly vetoed Ike’s cease-fire
demand, and the French even widened the war. Mollet dispatched Israel-
based F-84 Thunderstreaks to Luxor to blow up twenty Egyptian 11-28
bombers that had been flown there for safekeeping and ordered the light
cruiser Georges Leygues to prowl up to Rafah and shell the city with its six-
inch guns.2® To Eisenhower and Dulles, this Anglo-French freelancing was
more dangerous than any mischief Colonel Nasser might concoct. But Ike
and Dulles should have paused to consider the helpful effects of Musketeer
inside Egypt. Some of Cairo’s old-guard politicians—reared on Farouk’s
defeatism and impressed by the plucky British and French vetoes—were
imploring Nasser to accept the Anglo-French terms. The colonel indignantly
mustered a firing squad outside his office and threatened to march anyone
before it who persisted in arguing for acceptance of the ultimatum. No one
persisted. Nasser then rejected the ultimatum in a speech carried on the radio
from al-Azhar Mosque on November 2, 1956. He summoned U.S.
ambassador Raymond Hare and gave him a message for President
Eisenhower: “Will you please deal with your allies—DBritain and France—
and leave us Israel to deal with?”2Z

The British felt certain that Washington would look the other way and let
them finish the job. Although Chancellor of the Exchequer Harold
Macmillan sounded an early financial alarm—*“reserves of gold and dollars
[are] falling at a dangerously rapid rate . . . [We cannot] afford to alienate the



U.S. Government more than . . . absolutely necessary”—Prime Minister
Eden recalled that optimism still reigned.

We were ashore with a sufficient force to hold Port Said. We held a
gage. Nasser had received a humiliating defeat in the field and most of
his Russian equipment had been captured or destroyed by the Israelis or
ourselves. His position was badly shaken. Out of this situation
intelligent international statesmanship should, we thought, be able to
shape a lasting settlement for the Arab-Israeli conflict and for the future
of the Canal. We had not understood that, so far from doing this, the
United Nations, and in particular the United States, would insist that

all the advantages must be thrown away before serious negotiation

began. This was the most calamitous of all errors.22

In Paris, Guy Mollet had the same reaction. The French and British
landings had succeeded everywhere; the Israelis were ten miles from the
canal, and French paratroopers were poised to take Suez City.22 Eden felt
confident that the Americans were sufficiently disillusioned with Nasser to
back their effort at Suez to rupture what Eden was calling “the Moscow-

Cairo axis.”?® Macmillan agreed. “I know Ike,” the Tory hard-liner
confidently assured his colleagues. “He will lie doggo.”



“THE SHOCKING RECORD OF NASSER, NIXON AND
DULLES”

But Dulles had warned Eden not to act before U.S. presidential elections in
November 1956. To win Jewish votes, Adlai Stevenson and the Democrats
were running against “the shocking record of Nasser, Nixon and Dulles.” On
November 2, Stevenson in Detroit lashed out at the “inconsistency and
irresolution” of Ike’s policy. “The Administration first offered and then
refused to help Egypt with the Aswan Dam. It refused to send Israel defense
arms, but then encouraged others to do so . . . in the dispute over the Suez
Canal [it] never really committed itself to stand firm on anything.” Ike,
Stevenson concluded, had acquired nothing “but a reputation for
unreliability” and had not “really been in charge of our foreign policy.”31 By
complicating Ike’s expected reelection, Eden may have ignited Ike’s wrath in
a way that a better-timed attack on Nasser would not have.22 In fact, there
appeared to be no reason for presidential wrath: consenting to an attack on
Nasser was the best way for an American candidate to win Jewish votes in
1956, and polls showed that Tke was probably going to win his second term
by a landslide anyway. Moreover, as the Suez Crisis climaxed in October
1956, Dulles wrote the U.S. ambassador in Paris that the American public
had eyes and ears only for the epic World Series between the New York
Yankees and the Brooklyn Dodgers, which conveniently went to seven
games.33

To sidestep British and French vetoes in the Security Council, Dulles took
the hugely irregular step of bypassing the Security Council altogether and
appealing directly to the General Assembly to end “this tormenting problem
. . . this raging war in the Middle East.” Eden was infuriated by this U.S.
effort at “retrogression and imposition.” Once handed off to the UN General
Assembly, Suez became the province of the more numerous states of the
Third World—whose pro-Nasser sympathies were never in doubt—and of
the American ambassador to the UN, Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr.,, whose



grandfather had effectively killed U.S. participation in the League of Nations
in 1919. Lodge, Jr., was determined to undo the sin of Lodge, Sr., by rallying
the large “anti-colonialist Afro-Asian bloc” to condemn Britain and France
and restore the authority of the United Nations.34

Like George W. Bush years later, Eden and his foreign secretary, Selwyn
Lloyd, deplored the “wilderness of debate” in New York and felt certain that
it all just played into Nasser’s hands, as it would later into Saddam’s.
“Nasser will go on saying ‘no’ until he has got unconditional surrender,”
Lloyd growled.2> But Ambassador Lodge was deaf to British and French
complaints. On November 10, while Dulles lay in a Washington hospital
room hearing a dreadful diagnosis of cancer and distractedly watching the
Princeton-Harvard football game on television, Lodge in New York—with
scalding effrontery—characterized the Security Council, with its villainous
British and French permanent members, as “an abdomen [in which]
gangrene has set in,” and asked the General Assembly to perform the “clean,
quick operation.” Eisenhower piously demanded that the “opinion of the
world” be heard and heeded through “the General Assembly, with no veto
operating.”3®

Meanwhile, Moshe Dayan’s tanks and paratroopers had knifed deep into
Egypt. With the Americans, the Soviets and the UN arrayed against them,
the Israelis were fighting a deliberate blitzkrieg, enveloping and cutting
Egyptian communications to collapse the forces in the field instead of
seeking time-consuming battles of annihilation. As a result, Egypt’s
casualties were low—an estimated five thousand killed and wounded,
another five thousand captured—but the loss of face for an Egyptian regime
that had vowed to annihilate Israel was scarring. In just a week of combat,
the Egyptians had lost ten thousand troops and mountains of costly matériel:
seven thousand tons of ammunition, five hundred thousand gallons of fuel,
two hundred armored vehicles, two hundred guns and a thousand trucks.
Israeli casualties were light by comparison: one thousand killed and
wounded, twenty planes and two thousand vehicles.3”

The IDF’s mechanized swoops through the Sinai bagged whole Egyptian
units with their supplies and seized Sharm el-Sheikh as well, which the
Israelis promptly renamed “Mifratz Shlomo.” Noting the proximity of Sharm
el-Sheikh to the ancient Hebrew port of Yotvat, Ben-Gurion proudly
informed the Knesset that he had expanded the “Third Kingdom of Israel,

from Yotvat to the foothills of Lebanon.”2® Ben-Gurion’s triumphalism—he



read aloud from Procopius and the Old Testament (“in that day shall Egypt
tremble and be afraid”) and cast himself as a new King Solomon making
good the losses of three thousand years—embarrassed the British, who
privately assured their Iraqi and Jordanian allies that they were merely
temporary “associates,” not long-term “partners” of Israel. They were
fighting around Suez not to destroy Nasser, but to contain Israel’s attack on
Egypt and limit annexations like “Mifratz Shlomo.” To the Baghdad Pact—
whose Iranian, Turkish, Pakistani and Iraqi members worriedly convened in
Tehran during the Suez Crisis—the British declared that their principal
purpose at Suez was to smash Egypt militarily in order to establish Iraq “as
the major Arab Power, to which, if the other Arab states are worried about
Israel, they will have to look for protection.”32

Those were creative and perfidious ways to evade the odium of an Israeli
alliance—*“It was preferable that we should be seen to be holding the balance
between Israel and Egypt rather than appear to be accepting Israeli
cooperation in an attack on Egypt alone,” Eden told his cabinet on October
25—but no one was fooled. In Karachi, the newspapers were already calling
Eden—not Nasse—“Hitler Reborn.”?® The French foreign minister
concluded that this “British desire to appear virtuous while being
Machiavellian” was “one of the main mistakes in the whole project,” for it
undercut the allied military effort while paying no appreciable political
dividends in the Arab world. The Arab states were in no doubt as to the real
reason for British troops at Suez, and Syria’s President Kuwatli now
demanded with increasing stridency that the Soviets do something for the
Egyptians.

Doing something for the Egyptians even at this late date was still possible
because of the slow, light-hitting, poorly coordinated pace of the Anglo-
French invasion. Having planned for months to strike into Egypt by way of
Alexandria with its modern port, its deepwater quays and cranes and its good
routes down to Cairo, the allies decided just a week before their invasion to
assault Port Said instead and merely hold it as a “bargaining chip” to extort
better behavior from Nasser, or whatever regime might succeed him after his
disgrace. For political reasons—London and Paris feared damaging
Alexandria and outraging the UN, the Americans and the Soviets—
Musketeer was redirected into a port that was two hundred miles farther
from Britain’s Malta base, one-third the size of Alexandria and easily cut off
and isolated by the Egyptians.



“WHO’S THE ENEMY? ”

British ground force commander General Hugh Stockwell called Port Said—
perched at the end of a skinny causeway—*“a cork in a bottle with a very
long neck.”l If Nasser’s engineers blew up the causeway that connected
Port Said to the mainland, then the Anglo-French force would be marooned
on an island. Jacques Baeyens, the French political adviser to the expedition,
noted the impact of this scenario on Stockwell: “He passes in an instant from
the most cheerfully expressed optimism to a dejection that amounts to
nervous depression.”*2 Allied logistics were also depressing: the Anglo-
French task force arrived with a large air force including medium and light
bombing squadrons and ground attack planes, 7 aircraft carriers, 130
warships, hundreds of landing craft and 80 merchant ships carrying stores
and baggage. From the holds of those ships and landing craft swarmed a
force as big as had been unleashed on Anzio in 1944: 50,000 British troops,
30,000 French and 20,000 vehicles. They all had to be put ashore around
Port Said, but were slow to arrive because of British inefficiency
—“Gilbertian situations arose in the loading of guns and equipment when
the Port authorities, Board of Trade, and Ministry of Transport continued to
follow peacetime regulations”—sketchy Egyptian facilities and the
impassable bulk of the U.S. Sixth Fleet, which loitered with its lights on in
the path of the Anglo-French landings and in the middle of the British carrier
zone to harass the allies by picking out their hulls with searchlights and
launching and recovering noisy American aircraft at all hours. “Whose side
am I on?” American admiral Charles Brown telegraphed Washington.
“Who’s the enemy?”

Having counted on American support, the British felt increasingly naked.
“This is the same kind of damn nonsense that happened at Dieppe,” British
admiral Guy Grantham sputtered from his office in Malta, and he was right.
By pulling on “woolen gloves” before striking (as Grantham put it), the
Western allies were letting Nasser off the hook.%3 The French wanted to
brush past the balky Americans and arrive in Cairo violently and in force by



D+14 (for what they were grandly calling “the New Battle of the
Pyramids”), but estimated that Egyptian unloading facilities were so
deficient that the operation would probably take seven weeks, which would
be more than enough time for Nasser to organize the international
community against the Anglo-French task force and its Israeli ally. General
André Beaufre argued that the damage that French collusion with Israel
would do to France’s interests in the Middle East and North Africa was so
great that nothing less than the conquest of Cairo and the replacement of
Nasser with a pro-Western regime was acceptable, or even thinkable.24

So as not to alarm the superpowers, the UN and the already alarmed Arab
world, the allied air forces surgically bombed oil depots, bridges, airfields
and railway stations with light ordnance when they were not restricting
themselves to “aero-psychological” sorties that dropped only leaflets
(poorly) composed to “break the Egyptian will to fight.” Musketeer
anticipated the wars of the future in that the British and French shrank from
annihilating violence—dropping only 1,962 bombs on a broad array of
scattered targets—and formed a “targeting committee” to vet (and usually
discard) the best targets, like Cairo Radio, which successfully carried on
throughout the crisis because of British reluctance to hit its transmitters. The
British even fired theatrical warning bursts at Israeli troops who went to help
downed British pilots, to demonstrate their “impartiality.”42

The Suez War, a French planner noted, was really a harmless “hesitation
waltz,” a “cloud cuckoo-land” infused with rules of engagement that were
restrictive even by twenty-first-century standards.?¢ The Royal Navy off Port
Said was not allowed to fire guns of greater caliber than 4.5 inches, which
eliminated all cruisers from the fire missions. Egypt’s Soviet-supplied
Ilyushin-28 bombers were parked at Cairo West airport, but neither the
British nor the French dared strike them lest they hit civilians in the
terminals, or the Soviet “volunteer pilots,” who were presumed to be on
hand as well.#Z Naturally, the allies also declined to invite Israeli troops to
cross the canal to reinforce the small numbers of French and British troops
on the west bank. Such a junction would have inflamed the Arab world and
ruptured the Baghdad Pact, so the French and British waited impatiently for
their armor and supports to arrive at Port Said in landing craft from Malta
(936 miles away), while Paris-Match unhelpfully published maps and

diagrams of the Anglo-French plan and landing zones.*2



THE KHRUSHCHEV-BULGANIN ULTIMATUM

Tied down by the Hungarian revolt, the Soviets refused to intervene in
Egypt, despite the excellent prospects for success. In their radio and leaflet
appeals to the Egyptians over Nasser’s head, the British were getting
nowhere. They had set up an Arabic radio station on Cyprus designed to
demoralize the Egyptians with psychological operations, but all the Arab
employees went on strike after broadcasting a collective statement to Egypt
that they were on the side of Nasser, not their British employers. When the
British were finally able to transmit into Egypt—via Voice of Britain radio—
their message was juiceless: “Oh, Egyptian people, Abdel Nasser has gone
mad and seized the Suez Canal. Oh, Egyptians, accept the proposal of the
Allied States.” When no one rallied to the allied proposals, London tried
bluster: “We shall have to come and bomb you in your villages. You have
nothing to protect you—nothing—no air force—nothing.”#2 Presented with
these proofs of Western stupidity, the Russian bear remained seated on its
paws. That puzzling Russian reticence made Sadat—who would eventually
boot the Russians out of Egypt himself and return to the American camp
—*“believe that it was always futile to depend on the Soviet Union.”22
France and Britain still hoped that they might win over Eisenhower, who
continued to wobble uncertainly and express deep confusion to his director
of defense mobilization, Arthur Flemming: “Good Lands! I’m a friend of
theirs. I’'m not going to make life too complicated for them.”2! But that same
day—November 5, 1956—Ike did decide to make life exceedingly
complicated for them. With British and French paratroopers and marines
finally—and miraculously, in view of their small, lightly armed numbers—in
control of Port Said, Port Fuad and El Cap and pushing toward Suez City,
Eisenhower ordered the British and French to cease fire, release pressure on
the Egyptian military and evacuate Egypt. Only then—once assured of
American credulity, Vice President Richard Nixon actually trumpeted this
“second declaration of independence, from Anglo-French colonial policies”
and Dulles vowed “not to be dragged along at the heels of Britain and



France”—did an amazed Moscow issue the blustering Khrushchev-Bulganin
Ultimatum, which threatened to rain nuclear bombs on Britain and France if
they did not halt their “piratical war.” Khrushchev also hinted that Israel
might be wiped off the map. (“It is hard to see how an official
communication from one government to another could be more ominous in
tone,” the Washington Post commented the next morning.)?? Sadat called
Moscow’s last-minute truculence “an attempt to appear as though the Soviet
Union had saved the situation. This was not, of course, the case. It was
Eisenhower who did so.” But it was Eisenhower’s wavering between loyalty
to Eden and sympathy for Nasser that finally persuaded the Soviets that it
was safe to intervene and stake their own claim to Egypt. If Eisenhower did
not know his mind, they at least knew theirs.23

For Eisenhower, who trounced Adlai Stevenson by nearly ten million
votes on November 6, it proved just as easy to trounce the British and
French. “[The Americans] like to give orders, and if they are not at once
obeyed they become huffy. That is their conception of an alliance—or
Dulles’ anyway,” Eden spat2* Dulles shortly became huffy in an
unmistakable way. First, he asked Admiral Arleigh Burke if the Sixth Fleet
could stop the allies militarily, and Burke assured him that it could: “We can
defeat them—the British and the French and the Egyptians and the Israelis—
the whole goddamn works of them we can knock off, if you want.”2> But
with the Soviets busy knocking off the Hungarians and the Poles, Dulles
shrank from knocking off his staunchest Cold War allies. Instead, he and Ike
ordered the U.S. Federal Reserve to begin selling $3 million blocks of
sterling on November 5 to induce a devaluation of the British pound. To
prevent devaluation, the British bought the pounds as fast as the Americans
dumped them, but this merely drained the cash out of an already faltering
war effort that had been laughingly characterized by Dulles as “spending

$10,000 to inflict $1 worth of harm on the Egyptians.”25



THE RUN ON THE POUND

The pound and the dollar were both “world currencies,” but the British were
forever scrambling to shore theirs up with sufficient reserves. Any major
crisis could provoke a run from the pound to the dollar, and Suez was just
such a crisis. The pound fell in September and October and then plummeted
in November as the U.S. Federal Reserve began dumping sterling to increase
the pressure on Great Britain. Treasury Secretary George Humphrey warned
Rab Butler that Washington would “save the pound” only when the British
left Suez. “The Americans seem determined to treat us as naughty boys who
have got to be taught that they cannot go off and act on their own without
asking Nanny’s permission first,” the British embassy in Washington
furiously commented.2?

In the first days of November alone, the British spent $300 million
shoring up the pound against heavy American selling. Harold Macmillan,
Eden’s chancellor of the exchequer, turned to the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) for a $1.3 billion bridge loan but was icily rebuffed by George
Humphrey, who effectively controlled the IMF board of directors owing to
the size of America’s deposits in the fund and now informed the British
ambassador: “You will not get a dime from the United States government
until you have gotten out of Suez.”?® Humphrey made Nasser out to be a
helpless victim of diabolical intrigues. “The U.K. is a burglar who has
climbed through the window,” Humphrey lectured. “Nasser is the
householder in his nightshirt appealing to the world for protection.”
Macmillan expressed surprise at the emotional way in which Washington
was framing the crisis. After appealing to Humphrey’s anticommunism
—*“the forces of communism have always asserted that capitalism carried
within itself the seeds of its own destruction; here would be the proof "—
Macmillan threw in the towel. A friend reported that he returned from his
meetings with the Americans “a chastened man. He does not appear to have

thought of this possibility beforehand.”>2



Oil was another American lever against the British and the French.
Having attacked along the banks of the canal and provoked Saudi and
Kuwaiti oil embargoes, the British and the French needed American supplies
of fuel at least as much as they needed American money.2? Eisenhower had
only—as he put it—to leave them “to boil in their own oil.” Boil they did, to
the immense satisfaction of America’s oil companies. As in the aftermath of
the Iraq invasion of 2003, Exxon and its “sisters” reaped windfall profits
from the Suez Crisis, which drove the oil price from thirty-five to forty cents
a barrel. Rationing had to be introduced in Britain and France, which quickly
shattered the multiparty coalitions that had engineered the war, and public
opinion as well.8L Cab fares went up, Sunday driving was restricted, and
taxes on rationed fuel oil and gasoline increased sharply. Only the fact that
Europe was still primarily a coal economy—petroleum accounted for just 20
percent of energy consumption in 1956—saved the British and French from
a frigid winter and an economic nosedive. The American oil companies did
well out of the crisis by unloading East Coast stocks of (Saudi) oil at
premium prices, diverting Venezuelan oil to Europe and then ramping up
production in Texas to supply the American market as well as an additional
five hundred thousand barrels a day to the British and French. Although their
supplies rose quicker than demand thanks to U.S. production and European
rationing, the oil “majors” used the Suez Crisis as an excuse to raise prices
anyway.%2

In scenes redolent of George W. Bush’s America, pundits and politicians
like Democratic senator Estes Kefauver protested the price hikes, which
plucked more than $1 billion out of the pockets of American consumers in
the fall of 1956. Eisenhower stolidly declined to interfere “in the free market
mechanism.” And “stolid” is the word; whereas Bush in the early 2000s
would feel compelled to make occasional releases from the national
petroleum reserve to depress gas prices at a time when Exxon was reporting
quarterly income of $10 billion, Eisenhower directed his assistant secretary
of the interior, Felix Wormser, to leave domestic reserves intact and show no
mercy. “What if [the oil companies] raise the price ten cents a gallon? Would
you do anything about that?” Kefauver asked Wormser at Senate hearings.
Though a gallon of regular cost just nineteen cents at the time, Wormser
shrugged: “Nothing at all.”



KEFAUVER: Fifty cents a gallon?

WORMSER: It is entirely up to them whether they raise it.
KEFAUVER: That is the most outrageous statement that I have ever
heard.

WORMSER: I cannot help it.23



MACMILLAN’S REVOLT

Eisenhower accompanied his financial and economic sanctions with harsh
criticism of Eden intended to wreak regime change in Westminster. “I will
never forgive Eden for what he has done,” Ike told George Humphrey, who
told the British ambassador, who told Harold Macmillan, who duly
organized a revolt of the backbenchers against Eden.®* Macmillan’s
treachery was particularly poignant. He had been among Eden’s most
bellicose backers in the early days, growling to Eden “that Britain must not
become another Netherlands” and that “the lawns of England had to be kept
green for their grandchildren.” Macmillan had deprecated Musketeer and
called for a much bigger, Desert Storm-type operation that would base itself
in Libya and Malta, take Nasser between two fires, and “seek out and
destroy the Egyptian forces and government.” The future prime minister

now unctuously complained that Eden was “playing ducks and drakes” with

the British future, and retreated into the American camp to secure his own.%2

Alone at the top, Prime Minister Eden agreed to a cease-fire on November
6, which the Americans set as the minimum price for a desperately needed
$1.5 billion IMF loan. In a despairing phone call to Mollet, Eden said, “I
can’t hang on; I’m deserted by everybody.” Summoned to Parliament to
explain how Operation Musketeer could have produced such nugatory
results, Eden seemed dumbfounded. Eden in Egypt had operated in a dark
secrecy that facilitated the big troop and naval buildups on Malta and Cyprus
—Labour was never even briefed on Musketeer—but triggered outrage and
collapse when the operation faltered. Britons in 1956, Eden sighed, “were
quite pleased to see the Government flex its muscles, provided it was a
success.” When it was not a success, support evaporated. This was what
British strategic thinker Basil Liddell Hart meant when he talked in the
1950s and 1960s about the new Western way of war, which, in a democratic,
media-saturated age, was nervous, excitable and intolerant of long, attritional
struggles. Liddell Hart cautioned against the “Napoleonic fallacy” of
believing that military campaigns achieved great and lasting results. So did



the British public. A British poll on November 2—when the war was still
going well—revealed that only 37 percent supported the Suez War, 44
percent opposed it and 19 percent remained undecided .%°

The French were even more secretive than the British, but had fewer
problems with public opinion because the citizenry was accustomed to a
“strong” foreign policy and was heavily invested in Algeria and Israel. Also,
Mollet’s government was staffed with a number of ex-Resistance leaders
who planned and launched Musketeer using their old clandestine methods
and even nicknames—army chief of staff General Paul Ely became
“Algebre” again; Defense Minister Maurice Bourges-Maunoury,
“Polygone”—to evade parliamentary and ministerial oversight .52 Labour
leader Hugh Gaitskell was much less permissive than the French, who hid
and burned papers and confused even themselves as to what they were
doing. When Gaitskell learned of Eden’s war planning not from the prime
minister but from the editors of the Daily Mirror, he objected that Eden must
be “either a tyro or a drunkard”; there could be no other explanation for an
operation as poorly conceived and implemented as Musketeer.%8 Lady Eden
happened to be sitting in the gallery of the Commons during the exchange.
“Can you stand it?” she muttered. “The boys must express themselves,” Mrs.
Gaitskell replied.%2



“THE WEASELS [WERE] AT WORK AGAIN ”

Eden did not withstand Gaitskell’s expressions, or anyone else’s. By now,
Tory whip Edward Heath was working overtime just trying to keep Eden’s
fellow Conservatives in line, and, as Eden’s press secretary put it, the “first
fine careless rapture in the press [had] died away, and the weasels [were] at
work” again, criticizing and questioning everything.Z? Labour was
organizing street rallies to “Stop Eden’s War” and demand to know “why the
machinery of the UN had not been used.” Like the Democrats (and
Republicans) who uncritically seconded Bush in 2003, initially bellicose
Labourites like Gaitskell now repented and, as Michael Foot jotted in the
Tribune, “soothed [their] moist brow[s]” and coldly withdrew their support
of “Eden’s panic measures.”ZL

Hugh Gaitskell insisted in November 1956 that Parliament must belatedly
be “allowed to take charge of the situation, to keep peace in the country,”
Eden and the Conservatives having made such a hash of the war.Z2 Although
the right-wing tabloids continued to defend the Suez War in panic-stricken
tones—*“if we had remained quiescent, Britain and the whole world would
have suffered irreparable damage”—no one else did. Even the patriotic,
middle-class Observer broke ranks: “We wish to make an apology . . . We
had not realised that our government was capable of such folly and
crookedness.” Just as Bush’s Iraq War deeply wounded the GOP, the
Observer predicted that Britain’s Conservative Party would be “obliterated
for a generation” by Eden’s conduct in the Suez Crisis unless it promptly
purged itself through a “party rebellion.””2 Nye Bevan—the charismatic
Welsh leader of the Labour left—began to lampoon the prime minister. “If
Sir Anthony is sincere in what he says—and he may be—then he is too
stupid to be Prime Minister,” Bevan told a mass rally in Trafalgar Square on
November 4.74

Eden appeared stiff, defiant and painfully uninformed. The editors of the
Economist wrung their hands over the prime minister’s “splenetic isolation.”



Eden was as worryingly unable to account for the spiraling costs of the
conflict, which, like the Republicans in Iraq, the Tories minimized ($15
million) by counting only the most direct military costs while Labour
maximized ($1 billion) by factoring in lost exports, pricier imports (like oil)
and other side effects and opportunity costs. Whatever the true price, the
Suez War devastated Eden. The visiting French foreign minister was struck
by Eden’s listlessness—he was shivering through bouts of 106-degree fevers
—and an MP in the Commons noted that “the Prime Minister sprawled on
the front bench, head thrown back, and mouth agape. His eyes, inflamed
with sleeplessness, stared into vacancies beyond the roof except when they
twitched with meaningless intensity to the face of the clock.””2 Eden may
also have been suffering from rumors of American treachery in the crisis.
Nasser’s confidant and editor of Cairo’s Al-Ahram, Muhammed Heikal,
divulged that American agents had tipped the Egyptians off about British
plans, paid General Naguib a $3 million bribe to gain access to formerly
British communications facilities and passed on details of Eden’s
deteriorating physical and mental condition to Nasser’s RCC.Z® Revelations
like these may have pushed Eden over the edge; he suffered a nervous
breakdown and withdrew to Ian Fleming’s Jamaican retreat Goldeneye to
recuperate. “I seem for months to have had the Suez Canal flowing through
my drawing-room,” his young wife bitterly reflected.”Z

Although Britons would pitilessly vote Eden the “worst prime minister of
the twentieth century” in 1999, he did not appear to have very many good
options in 1956.78 Tke had threatened to cut Eden off and once the American
president withdrew support, so did the Commonwealth, Europe, the oil
companies, the archbishop of Canterbury, the Labour Party and even Eden’s
fellow Conservatives. To Eden’s insistence that Egypt was “threatening”
British nationals, Archbishop of Canterbury Geoffrey Fisher replied, “But
who is the attacking power?”—“Who is making the attack?” The Eden
government did not dare answer the questions frankly—or Nye Bevan’s
demand that “the Government stop lying to the House of Commons”—
which further eroded public and parliamentary support.”2 France, whose
military contingent in Musketeer was commanded by British officers, also
laid down its arms. Onlookers with a good grasp of the military situation on
the ground—the British and French advancing easily, the Israelis trouncing
the Egyptians in Gaza and Sinai—were stunned by Eden’s capitulation. “I
cannot understand why our troops were halted,” Churchill complained. The



whole operation had been designed to discredit Nasser; now that he was
nearly discredited, the allies were releasing pressure. “To go so far and not
go on was madness.”80

In Washington, Eisenhower and Vice President Nixon heaved sighs of
relief. They had wanted the French and British to capitulate quickly so as not
to give the opposition Radical Socialists and Labourites a hot issue to run on
in the next general election. “If they throw [Eden] out, then we have these
Socialists to lick,” the U.S. embassy in London reminded Secretary of State
Dulles in November 1956. Nixon concurred, confiding to the NSC that he
“was scared to death at the prospect of Nye Bevan [the great exponent of
socialized medicine, neutralism and nuclear disarmament] in a position of
power in a future British government.”®l The Eisenhower administration
also worried that a protracted war in Egypt might bring Pierre Mendes-
France—the man who had surrendered North Vietnam to the communists in
1954—Dback to power in Paris.



“ THE DEATH KNELL OF GREAT BRITAIN AND
FRANCE”

It is easy to understand why the Americans did not overtly support their
Western European allies or Israel in 1956, but it is hard to understand why
Washington pulled out all the stops to support Nasser. By 1956, it was clear
that the Egyptian colonel with his cult of personality would be more of a
hindrance than a help to Western interests. Eden was correct when he warned
Eisenhower during the Suez Crisis that Nasser was “a Muslim Mussolini”—
not quite a Hitler, but certainly a Mussolini—who menaced “our friends in
Israel, Jordan, Saudi Arabia and even Iran.” Eden scored Ike for not backing
“the removal of Nasser and the installation in Egypt of a regime less hostile
to the West.”82 Once the removal was in train, why did Ike oppose it so
staunchly? In a crucial NSC meeting on November 1, 1956, Dulles—who
just the night before had told the Washington Post that Nasser needed to be
“dumped”—angrily called the crisis not the end of Nasser, but “the death
knell of Great Britain and France.” White House adviser Harold Stassen
couldn’t believe his ears, and took on the president and Dulles. The Soviets,
Stassen argued, were as much to blame as the Western allies, for they were
arming and inciting the Egyptians. (Ike worried throughout the crisis that the
Soviets might have “slipped Nasser” a half dozen atom bombs.) The canal
was a vital lifeline of the British Commonwealth—so Britain’s defense of it
was understandable—but why strike politically, financially and perhaps
militarily at the French, British and Israelis anyway? They were America’s
allies. The United States, Stassen concluded, should support a simple cease-
fire, and nothing more.82

But Dulles, not Stassen, carried the day, and all British and French forces
were out of Egypt by December 22, 1956. The French had weighed various
stratagems to defy the American rollback and continue the war—including
dressing Israeli troops in French uniforms to attack across the canal toward

Cairo—but had agreed to withdraw.8¢ Eisenhower approvingly took his foot



off the hose and five hundred thousand barrels of American oil gushed back
into European gas tanks every day. That was an essential measure because
the Israelis—demanding concessions that Nasser refused to grant—would
not complete their withdrawal from Egyptian territory until March 1957.
With Israeli tanks still parked on the Sinai Peninsula, Nasser blocked all
efforts to clear the Suez Canal and no European oil tankers passed through it
in the winter of 1956-57. The IPC pipeline from Kirkuk across Syria to
Tripoli would not pump a drop of oil until the spring of 1957.8> This was the
nightmare scenario that Eden and Mollet had invaded Egypt to prevent: a
Third World assault on the “energy security” of Western Europe. Pressed
hard by the Europeans, Dulles pressed Ben-Gurion to trade his territorial
demands for American and UN security guarantees for Eilat and Gaza, and a
deal was quietly struck. Eisenhower insisted that “the Israelites,” as he still
quaintly called the Israelis, “return to their national territory.” In a sign of the
power of the Israel lobby, Ike met more resistance from Senate Majority
Leader Lyndon Johnson than he did from Tel Aviv. If the Soviets get to keep
Hungary, LBJ wheedled, why can’t the Israelis keep the Sinai?%® But Ike
went on national television, rallied the American people and silenced
Johnson. Shortly after Foreign Minister Golda Meir had triumphantly told
the Knesset that the Sinai was annexed to Israel, Israel gave the peninsula
back to Egypt. Meir’s embarrassing climbdown was the occasion for Prime
Minister Ben-Gurion’s famous line: “What must be feared, must be
feared.”®Z With few friends in the world, Israel had to fear the loss of its
American mentor above all things, and by March 1957 had exhausted the
patience of everyone, including Dulles and Eisenhower.

With American fuel rushing back into their empty tanks, the Europeans
were not exactly grateful. Before the crisis, Ike had reminded his NSC of
America’s undiminished need for “allies and associates.” Without them, “the
leader is just another adventurer, like Genghis Khan.”8 In Britain and
France, Americans were now about as welcome as Mongols. In the House of
Commons, 126 Tories voted to censure the U.S. government for “gravely
endangering the Atlantic Alliance.” Britain’s chancellor of the exchequer
warned that exasperated British voters might demand withdrawal from the
UN and closure of all American bases on British soil. Some London cabbies
refused to pick up American tourists, and some British filling stations
refused to sell gas to American drivers. The CIA lamented that its
“estrangement [from British intelligence sources] was becoming



dangerously acute.”2 In France, U.S. ambassador Douglas Dillon noted that
the Suez Crisis had “bitten deeply into French pride.” Rising anti-
Americanism and distrust of the UN eroded faith in President Eisenhower,
who was believed to have sabotaged the French position in North Africa and
“irretrievably established the Soviets” there. Churchill warned Eisenhower
that the American president and Eden had, through their various
misunderstandings, “opened a gulf on which our whole civilization may
founder.” Dillon wrote from Paris in a similar vein: the French believed that
the United States had foolishly abandoned its “oldest and staunchest allies in
pursuit of popularity with the Afro-Asian states.” Eisenhower admitted as
much in his reply to Churchill: the United States had to oppose the invasion
because the Anglo-French-Israeli use of force “would only turn Arab
opinion against the West.”2Y

France broke with the United States after Suez, which, as Vice President
Nixon succinctly put it, “decreased French prestige and influence in North
Africa at an alarming rate.”2l Embroiled in the Algerian War, which sapped
the French treasury as well as French troop levels in Europe, the tottering
Fourth Republic resented American interference in the Middle East at least
as much as did the British. The discovery of oil reserves in the Sahara
intensified French resentment. Early, frothy estimates had those Algerian
wells producing enough oil to make France self-sufficient by 1980.
Naturally the French took American criticism of their “colonial war” in
Algeria as little more than political cover for American oil companies, who
would surely file into the Sahara as soon as the French had filed out.22 On
the day French troops began to pull out of Egypt, France’s ambassador to the
United States reported a surreal meeting with President Eisenhower, who
assured the Frenchman that France was doing the right thing, and America
too: “Mr. Ambassador, life is a grand staircase, which rises to Heaven. I shall
arrive at the top of that staircase and I wish to present myself before the
Creator with a pure conscience.”®® When CIA director Allen Dulles called
for U-2 flights over Soviet territory during the crisis, Ike refused the request:
“Policies,” he insisted, “must be correct and moral.”24

Secretary of State Dulles, Harold Macmillan muttered, did not supply
much of a corrective. He was a “Gladstonian Liberal, who disliked the
nakedness of facts.” Allen Dulles was less Gladstonian than his brother,
lamenting to his Intelligence Advisory Committee in January 1957 that “the
adverse effects of the Suez situation” had weakened the French army,



strengthened the Algerian nationalists, “led to an upswing in terrorist
activity” and raised the distinct possibility of a “military coup in France.”2>
Even if “correct and moral,” none of those developments would serve
American interests. The costs of that Algerian War—coming hot on the heels
of the war in Indochina—Kkilled off the Fourth Republic, but Charles de
Gaulle’s Fifth Republic, which followed in 1958, was no friend of the United
States either. Indeed, the defiant, uncooperative course dubbed “Gaullism”
leaked from the wounds opened at Suez, as did the French determination to
build an independent nuclear capability so that they would never again find
themselves subject to nuclear blackmail as they had been at Suez, where
Eisenhower had threatened to withhold American support and Khrushchev
had threatened to “rain” atom bombs on Paris and London.

Suez gave birth to the modern French conviction that Americans are
pharisees who say one thing and do another and—unlike the French and
British at Suez—generally get away with it only because they can. Having
stood with the United States through the first decade of the Cold War, the
French were perplexed by America’s haste to supplant them in North Africa.
“The Suez action was quashed,” Pierre Mendes-France said in December
1956, because “the political constellation was not characterized by the old
opposition of the three (America, France and Britain) against one (Russia),
but by a new formula . . . the two biggest (America and Russia) against the
two less big.”2% De Gaulle certainly agreed with that assessment, and would
even have given the advantage to the Soviets, for at least knowing what they
wanted. De Gaulle and his successors made it a matter of principle not to
trust the Americans with French security. They resented Suez as well as
America’s opportunistic and hostile takeover of the French presence in
Tunisia and Morocco after the crisis, and they bewailed France’s pointed
exclusion from the 1958 Lebanese intervention, which would be the first
application of what would shortly be called the Eisenhower Doctrine. (“It
only remains to say a mass for their souls,” Lebanese president Camille
Chamoun said of the fading French presence in the Middle East.)¥ In
response to those American snubs, de Gaulle pointedly identified France
with the “Arab Revolution,” spurned Israel, contrasted “progressive” French
Middle Eastern policies with “reactionary” Anglo-Saxon ones, withdrew
French forces from NATO’s command structure, questioned America’s right
to deploy nuclear weapons in Europe, went to Moscow and began building
the European Union as an alternative to American primacy in Western



Europe. “Europe will be your revenge,” German chancellor Konrad
Adenauer had consoled Mollet after Suez.22 Those were the aftershocks of
American Middle East policy in 1956—a bitter harvest of Allied anger and
ill will,” as Joseph and Stewart Alsop put it in the New York Herald Tribune
—and regular EU opposition today to American policy initiatives is one
facet of the “revenge” described by Adenauer.

The impact of the Suez Crisis on American-Israeli relations was complex.
Israel would always pose unique problems for American foreign policy
because of its entrenched lobbyists in Washington, its reprisal policy against
all terrorists and their havens—which made foreign invasions easy to foment
and justify—and the fact that Israel was generally allied with Western
interests but followed an independent foreign policy. Although the Soviets
chortled that Israel was just a “Levantine province of the United States,” an
“American colony,” a “property of Wall Street,” it was anything but those
things.22 Indeed, Israel’s ability to act independently—within limits—was
driven home by Tel Aviv’s deceitful comportment toward Washington during
the Suez War. Tel Aviv deceived Washington in the days before the attack,
which led to some excruciating moments for Ambassador Abba Eban. “T am
certain, Mr. Ambassador, that you will want to get back to your embassy to
find out just exactly what is happening in your country,” a State Department
official snarled at Eban upon hearing reports of the Israeli invasion. Ike,
campaigning in Miami when the news broke, was even blunter in his first
call to Dulles: “Foster, you tell them, goddamn it, we are going to apply
sanctions, we are going to the United Nations, we are going to do everything
that there is so we can stop this thing.”1% Acting Secretary of State Herbert
Hoover, Jr., was even more adamant. When it was rumored on November 8
that the Soviets would “flatten” Israel or, at the very least, send 250,000
“volunteers” to roll back the IDF, Hoover threatened to cut off American aid
to Israel and expel the Jewish state from the UN if it did not immediately
give ground.1%

Forced to relinquish their conquests in 1956, the Israelis nevertheless
achieved their real agenda, which was to solidify the borders of 1949. Just
before the war, the British embassy in Tel Aviv had noted “a mood of
defiance and desperation” in Israel. “The Israelis are deeply suspicious that
we shall subject them to intolerable pressure to accept an intolerable
settlement.” What the Israelis particularly feared was American and British
pressure to cede a broad strip of the Negev, including possibly Eilat, to



Egypt and Jordan. Dulles by 1955 was insisting (as part of the Alpha
Program) that Israel grant a dramatic “revision of boundaries” in Gaza and
the Negev to purchase peace with Egypt and Jordan. The U.S. ambassador to
Egypt, Henry Byroade, was in close contact with Egyptian foreign minister
Mahmoud Fawzi, who assured Byroade that “the iron is now hot” and that
peace could be achieved if only the Israelis would compensate the
Palestinian refugees, open up Jerusalem and cede “a big chunk of the
Negev” to Egypt.1%2 Britain’s ambassador in Washington wryly observed
that this outbreak of American-Egyptian amity was a disaster for the Israelis,
for it “increased Israel’s sense of insecurity and isolation” and revealed “the
true precariousness of Israel’s position.”1%3 The Israelis could cling to the
territorial gains of 1948-49 as well as their intransigent position on
Palestinian refugees only because America backed them unconditionally.
But what if America swung into the Egyptian camp, as Byroade was
attempting to do?

From the Israeli perspective, the prospect of a real American-Egyptian
entente was terrifying; hence the British actually predicted in late 1955 that
the Israelis would soon launch “a large scale reprisal raid” against Egypt to
derail further parleys between Byroade, Fawzi and Nasser.l* Operation
Kadesh in October 1956 was that anticipated “reprisal raid,” and one of the
first things Ben-Gurion did once the Israeli invasion was rolling forward was
to pronounce the 1949 “armistice agreement with Egypt . . . dead and
buried.” That cease-fire, which had been laboriously brokered by American
Ralph Bunche, would have to be traded for something more advantageous to
Israel “without prior conditions.”!%> Despite their loud lamentations, the
Israelis got what they really wanted in 1956: the Big Israel of 1949, as
opposed to the Little Israel of 1947.



ISRAEL WINS

Before the Suez War, John Foster Dulles had warned his Israeli counterpart
Moshe Sharett that “the safety and continued existence of the free world”
depended on substantial Israeli concessions on territory (“a land bridge
across the Negev”), good behavior (no more “exploiting frontier incidents™
to launch reprisals) and the repatriation or compensation of refugees. The
United States would not continue “sticking to Israel” without such
concessions, Dulles warned.1% Here was the beauty of Israel’s diplomatic
defeat in 1956: it permitted Sharett to concede the new conquests in Gaza
and the Sinai without making any concessions on the 1948 conquests and
refugees. And the groans Israel and its lobbyists emitted in 1956 over their
superficial losses served to foreclose all talk of deeper concessions. Before
the Suez War, Secretary of State Dulles pressed the Israelis to retreat from
the “armistice lines” of 1949; after the war—pressured by powerful senators
like J. William Fulbright, Lyndon Johnson, Hubert Humphrey and William
Knowland, who decried the “Lodge-Dulles-Eisenhower policy” of squeezing
Israel and appeasing Nasser—Dulles dropped the matter altogether.lYZ The
British ambassador in Washington, Harold Caccia, was flabbergasted.
Eisenhower, he recorded, craved Arab oil and “strategic space” but would
not force the concessions from the Israelis that would have lodged him more
securely in that space. Tel Aviv, meanwhile, “demanded an American
guarantee of their frontiers without any sacrifice at all.” Caccia advised
Dulles to sell the guarantee for some usable price—Iland or refugees—but
Dulles’s heart had gone out of the whole policy of “evenhandedness.” He
would now tilt heavily toward Israel. “With Israeli pressure what it is and
U.S. elections coming on,” he said, “I cannot any longer refrain from
offering guarantees, arms and even a defense pact.”'®® One night, Dulles
reread his Bible and declared, “It does not make sense that I can solve
problems which Moses and Joshua with Divine guidance could not
solve,”19



“Knowland is running for the Presidency,” Dulles muttered. “The pressure
of the Jews largely accounts for his attitude.” To Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr.,
Dulles complained of “the terrific control the Jews have over the news media
and the barrage the Jews have built up on Congressmen.”112 Under cover of
that barrage, Israel had actually done well out of the Suez War, though it was
not easy to perceive that fact through the palls of smoke. “How irritating the
Israelis can be,” a British official complained. “They seem unable to rid
themselves of cant.” That habitual cant made all negotiations with them
uniquely difficult: “Years of seeking sympathy from the world, of pleading a
case, have produced this truly formidable disingenuousness.” Their
statesmen “preferred ingenuity and smoke-screens to candor.” They “filled
the air with propaganda, yet censored the dissemination of honest news.”1
An example of this was Ben-Gurion’s insistence in 1956 that even though
Tel Aviv had started the war—dropping paratroops at the Mitla Pass and
thrusting tanks into the Sinai—Egypt was the real aggressor: the armistice of
1949 had “expired because the Egyptian dictator had for years been
attacking it.”112

When Eisenhower threatened to impose $200 million worth of sanctions
—the Syrians were refusing to let the Iraqis ship oil up their pipelines so
long as the Israelis held Gaza and Sinai—the Israelis discreetly climbed
down.113 Removing oil from the market was one sure way to get America’s
attention. Nevertheless, even in defeat, the Israelis showed great suppleness,
recasting Operation Kadesh—originally designed to annex the Sinai,
administer the Gaza Strip (Ben-Gurion had no desire to annex its three
hundred thousand Palestinian refugees, who “would be like a cancer”) and
prepare a vast redivision of the entire region—as mere “self-defense,” a hop
across the border to eradicate fedayeen bases. Permitted only a symbolic
victory, Ben-Gurion made a meal of it: “Israel after the Sinai Campaign
would never be the Israel that existed before it.”114 The Israelis gave back all
the land they had conquered but unlocked the Gulf of Eilat and evicted the
fedayeen—for a while—from Gaza. That was brilliant, for it allowed Israel
to disassociate itself from Operation Musketeer and duck Eisenhower’s
heaviest punches, which landed squarely on Britain and France. Ben-Gurion
must have enjoyed the immense irony of it all: denied the “waters of purity”
at Suez, the British and French instead mounted the “rostrum of shame” that
they had erected for Israel. The Israelis then had a go at the waters of purity



themselves, assuring the UN that they would run the Gaza Strip as a “pilot
plan of general cooperation with the Arab world.”112

Strong bipartisan intervention in Washington on Israel’s behalf—a bloc of
26 pro-Israel senators and 116 representatives plus elder statesmen like
Harry Truman and Eleanor Roosevelt—got Israel a much better deal in 1956
than it would otherwise have received: free passage in the Gulf of Eilat,
which was critical for the supply of Iranian oil to Israel, and the transfer of
Gaza from Egypt to the UN.1® When Senate Minority Leader William
Knowland leaned on Dulles to stop pressuring Ben-Gurion to restore Gaza to
Egypt in February 1957, Dulles complained, “We cannot have all our
policies made in Jerusalem.” Eisenhower joined Dulles in lamenting the
“pettiness” of Congress’s criteria: “I found it dismaying that partisan
considerations could enter so much into life or death, peace or war
decisions.” But Eisenhower himself had shown no appetite for a showdown
with Israel in this crisis or any other. Ultimately, Knowland, Johnson and
their congressional allies prevailed in the struggle to strengthen Israel, and
Ike and Dulles—meekly protesting that “we will lose the Middle East”—

gave way despite the fact that just 19 percent of Americans supported Israeli

actions in the Suez War.11Z

The Soviets reaped huge dividends from Suez with no investment.
Committed to the repression in Hungary, Khrushchev wrote Nasser off until
the colonel was rescued by Ike. The Soviets then took credit for the
American rescue. So did Nasser, who gleefully posed as “the hero who had
defeated the armies of two great empires, the British and the French.” He
had single-handedly withstood the “triple aggression” of Israel and the
“imperialist powers” and carried the day. He was the in vincible rais, or
leader. Ignoring the pivotal intervention of Ike, Nasser insisted that he had
won, when he had actually been defeated.l!® Nasser’s Philosophy of the
Revolution, published in 1955 and triumphantly reissued after the Suez
Crisis, grandly placed Egypt at the center of three concentric circles
encompassing the Arab, Islamic and African worlds. It was his historical
task, Nasser believed, to rid all three circles of imperialism, nudge them
toward neutralism, demolish Israel and embark on fruitful cooperation with
the Soviet Union and the socialist camp.12

Predictably, the American protégé of 1956 became increasingly
unmanageable. In July 1957, Nasser addressed a crowd of eighty thousand in
Alexandria and declaimed that alliance with the United States was “a



partnership of the wolf with the lamb” and that states that partnered with the
wolf—Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Irag, Libya, Tunisia and Morocco—
were “traitors, Arab deviationists, who had sold their countries to
imperialism.” As for Eisenhower—Nasser’s savior—the American president
was “engaged in imperialistic maneuvers, seeking to attain the objectives
which Britain and France failed to get by aggression.” How? “With
starvation and economic pressure, orchestrated by World Zionism.” Paid
cheering sections amplified by microphones roared their approval, and in the
stillness between the colonel’s exclamations it dawned on an American
onlooker that Nasser was never going to repay the lifesaving commitment
that Tke had made to him at Suez.12



“PERPETUATING FEUDAL DESPOTISM”

Having failed in their Nasser gambit, Eisenhower and Dulles then tried “to
create a hero out of King Saud, to elevate him to the position of leader of the
entire Arab world, so as to destroy Nasser [and] isolate Egypt.” The Saudis,
for want of anything better, became a central strut of the Omega Program
and the Eisenhower Doctrine. Appeasing them became the new American
policy when Dulles was released from the hospital in December 1956.121
“King Saud,” Eisenhower improbably announced, must be made into “a
figure with sufficient prestige to offset Nasser.” After 9/11, Americans
struggled to understand how their government could have winked at the
fanaticism and backwardness of the Saudi regime over the years. The
process began with the oil strikes of the 1930s, but quickened after the Suez
Crisis, when Ike resolved to make Saud “the great gookety gook of the
Muslim world.” Dulles enlisted the king and his clerics against “the atheistic
creed of Communism,” and a rather desperate State Department
communiqué announced that—Egypt being “lost”—Saudi Arabia, “by virtue
of its spiritual, geographical and economic position, is now of vital
importance in the Middle East.” Riyadh would have to be “strengthened,”
“maintained” and “safeguarded” in—and here was a tremendous irony—*“the
interests of world peace.” Saudi Arabia would do a great deal of damage to
world peace in the years ahead, but even in 1956—in spite of its American
sponsorship—it had given $10 million to Nasser’s war chest and urged the
annihilation of Israel.122

In 1957, Riyadh flunked its first test as an American ally. When
Washington brokered a deal in which the Israelis would return Sharm el-
Sheikh and the Gaza Strip to the Egyptians in return for guaranteed maritime
access to their port of Eilat, King Saud embarrassingly declared that it was
the “sacred duty of Muslims” and a “matter of life and death” to keep the
Jews out of Eilat.123 Washington eventually persuaded King Saud to shut up
and (sourly) pocket $20 million in Eisenhower Doctrine aid. Still, Saud
refused to endorse the doctrine, complained of American-led “economic



war” in the Middle East—an especially hypocritical sop to Nasser given all
the petrodollars that were welling up from American oil investments in
Saudi Arabia—and obliquely noted, even as he accepted the American cash,
that “other forms of imperialism”—Zionist and American—were as
dangerous as the Soviet variety.124

The whole concept of frog-marching Riyadh into the breach to replace
Cairo should have been acknowledged as absurd from the outset, for even
turning to the archaic Saudis represented a crushing defeat for American
policy. By taking Nasser’s side in the Suez War—despite the colonel’s
Soviet arms purchases and recognition of Red China—Washington had
naively assumed that it could co-opt the Arab radical regimes and win them
over to free markets and containment. The smoke had barely cleared over
Suez when Washington circled morosely back to a reliance on the
monarchies.122 Tke met the Saudi king for the first time in 1957 and was
crestfallen. Saud was nothing like Ike had imagined: “introspective and shy,”
and not even “master of his own house.” He was locked in a struggle for
power with his brother Faisal, who would seize control of foreign and
domestic policy the following year.128 The Democrats, lining up to contest
the White House in 1960, had a field day with Saud’s obsolescence: “Do we
build strength against Communism by contributing American tax dollars to
perpetuate this kind of feudal despotism?” Representative George McGovern
burst out.!2Z Tke fretted to Republican congressional leaders that he could
“see nothing to show that [Saud’s] the person we should tie to.” Still,
American propagandists would just have to stress Saud’s “spiritual
leadership” of the Muslim world, and then gradually argue for his political
leadership as well. “He’s the only ‘stone’ on which to build,” Tke admitted to
British defense minister Duncan Sandys in February 1957.128 The CIA
recommended using Wahhabism to roll back Nasser; Langley advised an “all
out propaganda campaign by the Hashemite and Saudi families, with
overtones of Wahhabi theology.”!22 It was a losing, ill-advised battle from
the outset. A secret CIA report on ideological warfare reminded the White
House that “human activity follows this sequence: emotion, ideas,
organization and action.”13? The Saudis lacked three of the four processes,
and the only one they were (occasionally) capable of mustering—emotion—
was reckless and uncontrollable.

This placed the United States in an impossible predicament. It could not
intervene against Nasser without making itself hateful, but it could not back



him either, for Nasser’s ambition to be the regional policeman overlapped
with Washington’s identical ambition.!3l Arguably unavoidable, the clash
was needlessly sharpened by Washington. Even in the 1950s, the British
cabinet protested the American shift in favor of Saudi “feudal authority.” In
trying to “build up King Saud as the leader of the Arab world, the Americans
[were backing] the losing horse, a certain loser.”132 A 1956 CIA study found
Saudi Arabia “too small and insignificant on the world stage and too
backward to command much respect.”133 That very backwardness made
troublemakers of the Saudis, who succumbed over and over to regional
bullying and peer pressure. The kingdom was riddled with Nasser
sympathizers. In 1955 and 1956, there had been pro-Nasser uprisings among
the Saudi garrisons at Taif and Dhahran; both were brutally repressed and
the officers beheaded, but the king often discreetly supported Nasser to
mollify the colonel’s many Saudi supporters. Nasser’s support of the
Algerian War against the French, for example, was “long on propaganda and
short on arms,” but the arms were paid for—and the French security forces
killed—by Saudi “charitable donations.”13# This would not be the last time
that the Saudis would try to buy their way into more dynamic Muslim circles
by funding murder and mayhem with petrodollars.



EATING DIRT IN BERMUDA

No mayhem was on display at the Bermuda Conference in March 1957,
where Ike and the new British prime minister, Harold Macmillan, patched up
the Anglo-American “special relationship” as if the bruising Suez Crisis had
never happened. Eden had returned from Jamaica in December 1956
determined to resume his responsibilities, but found himself so undercut by
his falling out with the Americans as well as the “half-truths” he had told
Parliament about the nature of the Suez operation that he had little choice
but to give way to Macmillan. “The moral for British Governments is clear,”
A. J. P. Taylor sallied. “Like most respectable people they will make poor
criminals and had better stick to respectability. They will not be much good
at anything else.” In weirdly convivial meetings at the Mid-Ocean Club,
Prime Minister Macmillan and his ministers proved far more respectable
(and agreeable) than Eden, and turned their backs on the French. “They have
tossed their partner in the Suez adventure to the wolves with a cynicism
which I doubt the French will easily or quickly forget,” a State Department
analyst observed.132

In Bermuda, Macmillan agreed to “eat dirt” in the Middle East; in return,
Eisenhower did a number of favors for the British. He agreed to reduced
British troop levels in Germany; he shared expensive missile technology
with the British; he joined the military committee of the Baghdad Pact and
he gave Britain “freedom of action” in its Persian Gulf outposts, including
the hotly contested oasis of Buraimi, which the Saudis would not formally
relinquish claim to until 1974. Macmillan, maligned in the conservative
newspapers as the “leader of the bolters,” took Churchill’s post-Suez dictum
to heart: “We must never get out of step with the Americans—never.”13®
Like Tony Blair years later, Macmillan came to view himself as an American
lieutenant. Ike’s concessions to Macmillan were accompanied by a vast
expansion of American responsibility all across the Middle East. The
Eisenhower Doctrine, Macmillan chuckled, was nothing but “Suez in
reverse.” lke would now have to take up the cudgels himself against



Nasser.13Z In 1957, America even stepped into the old British protectorate of
Jordan, where the Anglophile King Hussein, continually attacked as a
“British puppet” by Nasser and the Palestinians, finally decided to void his
British security pact—as a sop to the Arab nationalists—and accept more
discreet American support against “international communism” and, of
course, Nasser.228 Harold Macmillan bore all these insults with a brave face.
Suez, he explained to Dulles, “was the last gasp of a declining power.
Perhaps in two hundred years the United States will know how we felt.”132



CHAPTER 7

THE EISENHOWER DOCTRINE

EISENHOWER EMERGED FROM THE SUEZ Crisis profoundly
conflicted. Having rescued Nasser from the British, French and Israelis, he
regarded his new protégé warily. In March 1957, Ike signed the “America
Doctrine,” which congressional Democrats—sensing a sure loser and worn
out by what Senator Richard Russell called “the horrible example of
Korea”—defiantly renamed after its author.l The FEisenhower Doctrine
pledged $200 million to combat Soviet expansion in the Middle East—
communists had entered the Syrian government in 1955—but also, a
puzzling reference to Nasser, “any nation controlled by International
Communism.” Still smarting from Suez, the new British prime minister,
Harold Macmillan, dubbed the Eisenhower Doctrine “this gallant effort to
shut the stable door after the horse had bolted.”?

The horse immediately began to buck and kick. Flush with victory at
Suez, Nasser used his soaring postcrisis prestige and popularity to merge
with Syria. The fact that the United Arab Republic (UAR) proclaimed in
February 1958 was a desperate, defensive play by Nasser to undercut the
communists and Baath “revivalists” who had entered the Syrian government
in 1954 was not understood in Dulles’s State Department. The UAR was
seen as a mortal threat to American interests, even more so after July 1958,
when Iraqi officers led by General Abdul Karim Kasim ousted the pro-
Western Hashemite dynasty in Iraq.2



THE IRAQ COUP

The fall of the twenty-three-year-old “boy king” Faisal II and his prime
minister Nuri as-Said hit Washington like a bombshell. Faisal and Nuri had
backed the Western powers during the Suez Crisis and had given the
Baghdad Pact its only Arab member state. Now they were gone in a cyclone
of violence. General Kasim bragged that he had personally strangled the
king with his bare hands, torn him up and then mutilated the corpses of Nuri
and Crown Prince Abdullah for good measure. Mobs in Baghdad found the
graves of the king, crown prince and prime minister, dug them up and
danced on the body parts. “Iraq is now the most dangerous spot on earth,”
CIA director Allen Dulles direly noted.? It may well have been. Like the
Syrians, General Kasim eagerly accepted Soviet aid and brought communists
into his government. Communist militias took control of the streets, sacked
Faisal’s palace, torched the British embassy and killed hundreds of political
prisoners. “Not even the invasion of Korea posed so grave a threat to the
security and strategy of the West,” the New York Herald Tribune warned.
The New York Times called Kasim’s coup “a stunning blow to the Western
democracies,” and the Washington Post cited it as yet more evidence of “the
failure of American policy in this vital part of the world.”2 Just as George W.
Bush feared that Irag’s oil revenues would be plowed into nuclear weapons
and terrorism, President Eisenhower worried that they would be used to
power communist expansion. “The Iraq Communists are getting a
prosperous oil industry free, with access to European markets, and we must
be prepared to shut down those operations . . . Relevant plans should be
made now,” a Harvard University consultant wrote CIA director Allen
Dulles.®

Amid this deteriorating situation, even the Saudis prepared to bolt.
Fearing that the Iraq coup might spread to Saudi Arabia, King Saud
demanded an American invasion of Iraq. “What is the use of all these
pacts?” he scoffed to the American ambassador. “Do something,” he
threatened, or the Saudi kingdom would have no choice but to “go along



with UAR foreign policy.”Z With the Soviets launching Sputnik, American
rockets blowing up in their gantries and the U.S. government trying to
desegregate the schools in Little Rock, Arkansas, against white backlash, Tke
—who suffered a stroke in November 1957—appeared flummoxed.
“American cock-sureness is shaken,” the British ambassador reported from
Washington. Ike and Dulles expressed surprise that their intervention at Suez
on behalf of Nasser had brought them no tangible benefits.2



CRISIS IN LEBANON

Nasser had been instrumental in whipping up the Iraqgi street against the
Hashemites. Cairo Radio had conducted a vitriolic campaign against Nuri
for years (“Kill Nuri and throw his carcass to the jackals”) as well as the
royal family.2 Although Nasser exerted even less control over Baghdad than
he did over Damascus, the colonel now took aim at Beirut. Carved by the
French from formerly Ottoman Syria in 1920, Lebanon was an entirely
artificial creation rife with sectarian tensions. The Maronites—a Byzantine
Christian sect that had once insisted that Jesus had one nature, not two
(divine and human)—now pressed political claims more urgently than
theological ones. After World War I—with the British forging what appeared
to be a client state in Palestine—French strategists had done the same,
expanding the useful little haven for Maronite Christians on Mount Lebanon
that had been established by French emperor Napoleon III in the 1860s to
include the largely Muslim seacoast around Tripoli and the largely Muslim
Bekaa Valley. Grand Liban—the country we now call Lebanon—was created
in that creeping way by French and Maronite collusion, and further
Islamicized by the addition of tens of thousands of Palestinian refugees in
1948 (and the subtraction of thousands of Christians, who emigrated in this
period to North and South America, Europe and Africa).l? By the 1950s,
Lebanon was bursting with sectarian disputes, which welled up around the
crisis of Christian president Camille Chamoun’s support for the Eisenhower
Doctrine and his pursuit of a second presidential term, which would have
violated the one-term limit in the Lebanese constitution that had been
delicately brokered by the French in 1926.

Excoriated by Nasser on Cairo Radio and attacked at home by a United
National Front (UNF) of all Lebanese Muslim parties—which wanted more
offices, a new census (the last one had been taken in 1932) and a shot at the
presidency (reserved for Christians)—Chamoun was the first Arab leader to
seek American aid. His motives were obvious: Chamoun was milking
American anxieties about Egypt, Syria and Iraq to win U.S. intervention



against the UNF, whose spokesman, Sheikh Nadim el-Jisr, a Muslim leader
from Tripoli, complained that “ever since the end of the Ottoman Empire,
Christians have been enjoying first-class citizenship and treating their
Muslim compatriots as second-class citizens.”!1 Even growing numbers of
Lebanese Christians viewed Lebanon as unviable—and desired a retreat to
the more manageable borders of Petit Liban—shorn of Tripoli and the
Bekaa. Many Lebanese Muslims viewed Lebanon—grand or petit—as
nothing more “than a temporary expedient until a broad, secular Arab state
should be ready to absorb it. “Taking it all in,” the British embassy in Beirut
warned that the 1958 crisis could well be “a genuine manifestation of the
popular will of the Lebanese people,” not the “partisan, factional

disturbances” deplored by Chamoun and a noticeably confused but still

adamant Eisenhower.12

Distracted by Nasser’s UAR and Dulles’s warnings about the spread of
“international communism,” Eisenhower plunged into Lebanon. Like the
George W. Bush administration years later, Eisenhower clung hard to
Lebanon as the most likely “success story” in the region. It was a beautiful
green country of soaring, snowcapped peaks with the highest literacy rate in
the Arab world (85 percent). Lebanon educated more girls than boys (thanks
to its Christian convent schools) and freely tolerated political and cultural
dissidents. Hundreds of Middle Eastern political exiles called Beirut home,
as did the American University and several good French, American and
English schools, and Lebanon was a real, functioning democracy.!2

Fearing that Kasim’s coup in Iraq and Nasser’s UAR portended similar
trouble in Lebanon—*“Nasser is only 50 kilometers from Beirut; he will
come to our rescue,” the Lebanese paper Beirut al-Masa promised its
readers in late 1957—Lebanese president Camille Chamoun appealed to
Washington for military support to repulse the UAR.X4 Chamoun, a fifty-
seven-year-old French-educated Maronite, had been in deep trouble since the
Suez Crisis, when, alone among the Arab states, he had refused to break
ranks with France and Britain. Nasser had never stopped attacking him as a
“scab,” “stooge” and “traitor,” but neither had Chamoun’s Sunni Muslim
prime minister, Rashid Karami, who, after Suez, began to push for Lebanese
union with Nasser’s UAR as perhaps the only way to break the Christian
hold on jobs in Lebanon’s administration, army, gendarmerie and police.
Although Cairo had little hope of controlling—Iet alone annexing—powerful
Lebanese Muslim and Druze enemies of Chamoun like Sabri Hamadi of the



Bekaa Valley, Rashid Karami of Tripoli and Kamal Jumblat of the Chouf
Mountains, Nasser did build up the “Beirut Four”—Saeb Salaam, Abdallah
Yafi, Adnan Hakim and Abdullah Mashnug—as clients. They relied entirely
on Egyptian aid and could be relied on to press a pro-Cairo line in Lebanon.
The Egyptians poured in millions of dollars of aid (and bribes) to pull
Lebanon into the UAR. The money financed “mobs” and votes—one of the
“Beirut Four” received $7 million in cash from Cairo—and Egypt’s
Mukhabarat ran a very effective anti-Chamoun operation out of the UAR
embassy in Beirut.l> That explained Chamoun’s eager adhesion to the
Eisenhower Doctrine in 1957. He wanted American weapons and aid dollars,
but he also needed protection against Lebanon’s increasingly assertive and
well-funded Muslims.18

Chamoun, the leading Lebanese Maronite, was a controversial figure
because of his unconstitutional quest for a second term, but Eisenhower
backed Chamoun out of desperation. Ike feared that free and fair elections
and a too strict observance of the constitution would merely return “Arab-
oriented”—as opposed to Western-oriented—politicians. In  that
extrapolation, he was correct. France’s Lebanese electoral law used
proportional representation based on religion, not parties, which meant that
Lebanon’s surging Muslim population was about to wash away Christian
rule.Z The future in the 1950s was clear and terrifying to old-guard
Maronite politicians like Alfred Naccache, who warned an American visitor
that Lebanon was about to be “drowned in a Muslim sea.”18

With Egypt and Syria pouring money, advice and propaganda into the
UNF, Eisenhower stoically provided jeeps and guns to Chamoun—to police
the streets—and authorized his envoy Wilbur “Bill” Eveland to hand
suitcases of U.S. dollars to pro-Chamoun candidates. If the Lebanese
parliament could be packed with pro-Chamoun deputies, the president might
successfully amend the constitution. This exercise in vote-rigging would be
an American show, to exhibit the strength of the Eisenhower Doctrine,
“restore Western influence in the Middle East” and “oppose Nasser’s
hegemony.”2 When quizzed by Congress as to why the French and British
weren’t involved in the rather sordid operation, Dulles replied, “I cannot
think of anything that would more surely turn the area over to international
communism than to go there hand in hand with the British and the

French.”22 Henry Cabot Lodge, Jr., at the UN, agreed: “Suez is still too fresh



in the minds of the world’s leaders and peoples.” Washington, the honest
broker, would have to carry the ball.2l



CHAMOUN STEALS THE ELECTION OF 1957

American brokerage suited Camille Chamoun perfectly. Although Dulles
insisted that “more important than Chamoun’s second term is the continuous
existence of a genuinely independent Lebanon with pro-Western policies,”
Chamoun considered the second term more important.22 Funded with
American cash and assisted by massive vote fraud, Chamoun’s candidates
won two-thirds of the seats in parliament. This was a patently fraudulent
outcome—not unlike Hamid Karzai’s in 2009—and an abashed President
Eisenhower professed his disgust with Chamoun’s methods. “This has turned
into a battle between Nasser’s goons on the one side and Chamoun’s goons
on the other,” a presidential adviser groused. “Chamoun’s goons just have
the advantage of official status.”?2 The Lebanese president—a former
interior minister with a specialist’s knowledge of Lebanon’s electoral
machine—did too well in the elections, manufacturing an impossibly large
majority and flushing out even the most beloved and respected Lebanese
moderates to replace them with Maronite creatures. In Cairo, Nasser had a
field day with the results: “The greatest mistake of the U.S. government in
the Middle East is that it fails to understand that the basic fact of life in the
area is that people are tired of being exploited.”?* To tamp down pro-UAR
agitation, Chamoun expelled all Syrians and Egyptians living in Lebanon.
U.S. ambassador Robert McClintock wrote from Beirut that Lebanese
Muslims were “bitter against the U.S. government for supplying arms to the
Lebanese army and police,” which were presumed to be Christian militias.
“They interpret this as an attack on Muslims personally.”2

Even prominent Maronites turned on President Chamoun in the crisis. The
Maronite patriarch and the Lebanese army’s Christian commandant—
General Fuad Chehab—agreed that Chamoun was too “extravagantly pro-
Western and despotic.” The streets filled with UNF protesters, who—seeing
division in the Christian ranks—now redoubled their denunciations of
Chamoun and their appeals to Nasser. Even Phalange Party leader Pierre
Gemayel, a great exponent of Chamoun’s dictatorial methods, whose son



would become Ronald Reagan’s great Christian hope for Lebanon in the
1980s, had to admit that the jury-rigged parliament that Chamoun concocted
in 1957 “represents, in my opinion, only ten percent of the population of the
country—at the moment the real parliament is in the streets.”2%

All of this was a horrific embarrassment for Eisenhower, who was striving
to put a smiling American face on the Chamoun regime. Now, in its first
vigorous application, Chamoun was manipulating the Eisenhower Doctrine
to steal an election and fabricate a parliamentary majority that would amend
the Lebanese constitution in such a way that Chamoun could extend his
presidency indefinitely. “The Arab world of [today] is not that of Lawrence
of Arabia,” a State Department official testily reminded the White House.
There were laws that needed to be observed. 2Z In May 1958, things sagged
further when pro-Chamoun gunmen shot and killed the investigative reporter
Nesib Metni, who had been among Chamoun’s most dogged Christian
critics. Eisenhower should have backed off; instead, he dug in, believing that
something needed to be done to arrest Soviet and Nasserist expansion into
Lebanon.



OPERATION BLUE BAT

Ike, who had considered invoking the Eisenhower Doctrine to block Soviet
arms deliveries to Syria in 1957 and even weighed mad suggestions to
unleash the Israelis against Egypt and the Ugandans against the Nile
headwaters in Sudan to slow the spread of “Nasserism” and “international
communism” that same year, considered action in Lebanon in 1958 a much
safer bet.22 Warning that the spread of communism and Nasserism “could,
without vigorous response on our part, result in a complete elimination of
Western influence in the Middle East,” Ike vowed to fight to “keep Lebanon
in the Western orbit.” Losing the Middle East would be worse even than “the
loss of China.”22 Dulles had snickered at Eden’s characterization of Nasser
as a “Hitler.” He now, a year after the Suez Crisis, defined Nasser as an
“expansionist dictator somewhat of the Hitler type” who had to be thrown
back. Lebanon was the obvious place to make a stand: “This is our last
chance to make a move. We cannot ignore this one. We have to act in the
Middle East or get out,” Ike grimly told his National Security Council on
July 14, 1958.30

Although the CIA in 1958 predicted a future of continual civil war in
Lebanon because of “the basic incompatibility of the country’s religious
groupings”—sect-ridden Christians against sect-ridden Muslims—and the
ease with which outside powers like Syria, Egypt, Israel and Iran could
intervene there, Ike sent in the marines anyway.2l The Sixth Fleet gathered
in the eastern Mediterranean and fourteen thousand U.S. troops—“wave
after wave of grim-faced Marines, rifles poised for action, greeted by startled
bathers sunning themselves and hordes of little boys selling chewing
gum”—tramped across the beaches south of Beirut, hopped the seawall and
entered the capital in July 1958. Ike worried to Macmillan that he might be
“opening a Pandora’s box.”32

Eisenhower’s objectives in Lebanon were unclear from the start. “Make
clear to Chamoun that he does not have a blank check,” Dulles cabled the



U.S. ambassador in Beirut, Robert McClintock, in May 1958. “He must take
decisive action to dissolve the country’s political problems and must not
count upon foreign forces to back him against domestic opposition.”22 Even
as Dulles dictated those instructions, U.S. forces were readying to back
Chamoun against swelling domestic opposition. Muslim towns rose against
the Christian government, and so did the tribal leaders in the countryside:
Karami in Tripoli, Hamade in the Terbol and Maarouf Saad in Saida.24 In the
Chouf Mountains, the wooded peaks that ran parallel to the coast and soared
to ten thousand feet, Lebanon’s Druze community attacked government
posts and drove Chamoun’s troops and police out of the hills. The Druze—a
clannish sect of Muslim heretics who worship an eleventh-century Egyptian
caliph, not Allah—proved as intractable in 1958 as they would twenty-five
years later, when Ronald Reagan would unsuccessfully try his hand at
pacifying Lebanon and steering it into the Western camp.

While Chamoun tried to bring Tripoli and Beirut under control, Druze
leader Kamal Jumblat (the father of Walid, who would torment Reagan’s
marines in 1982-83) opened another front in the Chouf, driving out Lebanese
army units and pulling in Syrian “volunteers.” Another front flared up in the
Bekaa Valley, where armed tribesmen attacked Lebanese gendarmes in
Baalbek and drove them away. Counterattacks rolled back and forth across
the valley, while Syrian army trucks rolled unperturbed into Lebanon to
dump caches of arms for antigovernment re bels.22 “Lebano-Syrian
mobsters”—the term was invented by the U.S. embassy—slipped over the
border to terrorize Americans. They bombed an American apartment block
in May, and Sweden’s ambassador reported that grim-looking Arab men in
suits were scouring upscale neighborhoods in search of U.S. citizens to
kidnap.2® The thrill of the Iraq coup in July intensified the threats and
violence. The Lebanese army worried that Arab nationalist “exuberance”
would “cause more defections” from its ranks. Lebanese rebels attempted to
blow up the Trans-Arabian Pipeline terminal at Sidon. Now that was hitting
close to home. Tapline, which conveyed half a million barrels of Saudi oil
across Jordan, Syria and Lebanon to the Mediterranean coast every day, was
a vital free-world energy artery. Any doubts that Dulles and Eisenhower still
entertained about their Lebanese intervention evaporated.3”

Prime Minister Harold Macmillan—still nursing the humiliation of 1956
—darkly joked to Ike that “you are doing a Suez on me.”3® President
Chamoun had appealed to the Security Council for UN help against



“massive, illegal UAR intervention” in the internal affairs of Lebanon in the
hope that the Soviets—Nasser’s new patron—would veto his appeal and
justify a request for American peacekeepers. The Soviets dashed Chamoun’s
hopes by merely abstaining, and permitting a little UN peacekeeping force
under the Norwegian general Odd Bull to set sail for Beirut. Had
Eisenhower applied the same standards to himself as he had two years earlier
to Eden and Mollet, he would have had to stand down and give Odd Bull
time to secure Lebanon’s borders and disarm the various militias.22 Only
thus would Washington have upheld the “one law” of the UN.

Instead, like the British, French and Israelis in 1956, Ike applied his own
law. “We had come to the crossroads,” he reminded Vice President Nixon.
Nasser was trying to get control of the world’s oil supplies, first through
Suez and now through the Syrian and Lebanese pipelines. He needed to be
defeated so that he would not “get the income and power to destroy the
Western world.” The rhetoric of mortal threat and destruction anticipated
Operation Iraqi Freedom fifty years later. Dick Nixon, unlike Dick Cheney,
at least had the good sense to entertain a few doubts about the adventure: “If
it works we are heroes and if not we are bums.”%? Eisenhower and Chamoun
banked on the first outcome. U.S. Marines, Chamoun argued, were
indispensable, for the UN blue helmets were no good at all at flushing out
insurgents and arms caches: “They spend their time in social clubs at
night.”#l Eisenhower justified the unilateral move with other arguments: the
pro-Western regime in Iraq had just been swept away. Lebanon was the next
domino in line poised to fall, and “the Soviet Union is undoubtedly behind
the whole operation.”#2

Prime Minister Macmillan knew that Moscow had little to do with events
in Lebanon, but he did worry about Egyptian subversion. The Lebanese
airwaves in 1958 rang with scurrilous attacks on Chamoun by Cairo and
Damascus Radio. Weapons and “volunteers” easily crossed the Syrian
border into Lebanon, or rode in Egyptian boats from Gaza to beaches on the
Lebanese coast. The CIA—briefed by Chamoun, a not entirely disinterested
source—reported Egyptian plots to blow up the Iraq Petroleum Company
pipeline, the British School, the St. George Club, the British Bank of the
Middle East and the French Banque de Syrie et Liban, as well as eighteen
documented acts of Syrian sabotage against Lebanese schools, newspapers,
bridges, electrical stations, railway lines, water pipes, homes and the
Jordanian embassy.?2 But having observed Ike’s refusal to support military



intervention against Egyptian subversion during the Suez Crisis, Macmillan
must have wondered why armed force was suddenly so acceptable. A loyal
ally locked in a “special relationship,” Macmillan swallowed his objections
and agreed to support Ike by sending British troops into Jordan, where
radical Palestinian “West Bankers,” marooned in Jordan since their
expulsion from Israel in 1948, were rising against twenty-two-year-old King
Hussein and his pro-British “East Bankers” and demanding that Jordan—the
“land bridge connecting Syria and Egypt”—also dissolve itself and join the
UAR.#

Although Dulles belittled poor Jordan with its tiny native population and
swollen mass of Palestinian refugees—*“the brutal fact is that Jordan has no
justification as a state”—he thought it better to support King Hussein and his
independence-minded Bedouin officers against non-Bedouin Arab
nationalists, even if their Arab nationalism flowed more from resentment at
their slow rate of promotion compared with the king’s favored Bedouin than
from any love for Nasser.#2 Dulles also believed that a hard line in Lebanon
—even on behalf of Chamoun—was necessary to halt a Middle Eastern
domino effect in other “peripheral countries,” like Yemen, Libya and Sudan:
“If we were to adopt the doctrine that Nasser can whip up a civil war without
our intervention, our friends will go down to defeat.”45

Lebanon’s French community goggled at America’s innocence.?? “The
French are very critical of U.S. policy in the Middle East,” one analyst
reported. “The Americans make far too much of communism, which has no
traction in Arab societies, and think in terms that are too black and white.”
The “main threat in the Arab states,” the French wisely concluded, “is not
communism; it is the direct appeal of charismatic leaders like Nasser”—or
Saddam or bin Laden—“to the Arab peoples over the heads of their kings
and presidents.” Their appeals were generally made sharper, not duller, by
the arrival of U.S. troops. In a moment of clarity, Eisenhower admitted as
much to Vice President Nixon: “The trouble is that we have a campaign of
hatred against us, not by the governments but by the people. The people are
on Nasser’s side.”8

For the moment, Operation Blue Bat succeeded. President Chamoun was
buttressed. King Hussein was rescued. The Jordanian king bravely took the
wheel of his favorite Chevrolet and drove out to the Bedouin army post at
Zarqa—future birthplace of al-Qaeda-in-Iraq leader Abu Musab al-Zarqawi
—to rally loyal troops and defeat efforts by his Arab nationalist prime



minister to overthrow the Hashemite monarchy and join the UAR. Peace
descended for a moment, but Eisenhower had solved nothing. In Jordan, he
had reversed everything he had wrought at Suez by giving Prime Minister
Macmillan a “blank check” to restore British influence and drag Amman
back into “the Western orbit.”42 At least one pro-American Arab statesman
thought that the United States had fundamentally erred in propping up the
Kingdom of Jordan: “Nasser must now hope that King Hussein retains his
throne, because if he loses it, Nasser will find the Jordanians, the latest poor
relations, clamoring to enter his family circle, with implications of imminent
bankruptcy should that take place.”2?

In Lebanon, the results of American intervention were meager. “Local
political result is dubious,” presidential envoy Robert Murphy cabled from
Beirut in July 1958 after the landing of U.S. Marines. “The mere presence of
our forces in a small coastal portion of the country seems to have brought no
fundamental change in the local political climate.” A British diplomat who
met with Murphy noted that “Mr. Murphy, after twenty-four hours here, is
beginning to hold his head in his hands at the intricacies of the Lebanese
situation.”®! Miles Copeland, the old OSS Middle East specialist who had
worked with Nasser and facilitated the coup against Mosaddeq and now
served as a Booz Allen consultant and nonofficial cover operative for the
CIA in Beirut, dismissed Murphy as a Washington insider unversed in
Lebanese history and politics. Murphy was “the standard solution: send out a
Great White Father” who, at the time of his appointment, was “working a
twelve-hour day at a wide miscellany of problems, none of which had any
connection with the Middle East.”22

The Lebanon crisis flared through the winter of 1958-59—Iong after the
last U.S. Marines had packed their duffel bags and left—before finally
sputtering out. The largely Muslim UNF exploited the retreat of Chamoun to
grab offices, demote Christians—“They’ve taken Jacksonian strides through
the army and civil service,” McClintock observed from Beirut—and expose
Chamoun’s corruption. The Maronite president had accepted bribes from
Iraq’s Nuri as-Said to join the Baghdad Pact. Lebanon’s fifteen Palestinian
refugee camps exploded into open rebellion against Lebanon’s pro-Western
orientation, but mainly against the United Nations Relief and Works Agency
(UNRWA), which ran the camps through a Belgian director and two French
deputies. UNRWA, Palestinian activists charged, was really “an
Extermination Agency that implements imperialistic conspiracies” by



“spreading disease and illiteracy” and seeding the camps with “Zionist
spies.” If this was the Arab response to Western charity, what could possibly
be expected of Western military occupations, in Lebanon or anywhere?

In Washington, Senator John F. Kennedy argued that “doing business with
Nasser” would avail more than random deployments of U.S. Marines across
the Middle East. “It is sheer delusion,” he said, “to underestimate the cutting
force of Arab nationalism.” Girding for a run at the presidency in 1960,
Kennedy accused Ike and Dulles of handling the Middle East “almost
exclusively in the context of the East-West struggle.” Feckless Republican
policies needed to be “junked, for the sake of the Arabs, and for our own
sake as well.”23 In Beirut, Miles Copeland reacted disgustedly to Ike’s
foreign policy. As in Egypt during the Suez Crisis, the problem was not that
Ike chose the wrong side, it was that Ike chose a side at all, when the
problem would have been best left to the warring parties, who would have
arrived at their own solution without American mediation, which, experience
told, would be taken in the wrong spirit by virtually everyone. “The outcome
was exactly what Gamal Abdel Nasser was seeking. It was as though the
Marines had been brought in to achieve Nasser’s objectives for him.”
General Fuad Chehab and Prime Minster Rashid Karami emerged victorious
from the squabble, and they were just “the two whom Nasser wanted to see
in office.” Moreover, with its bombs, shootings and kidnappings, the crisis
had “established terrorism as an effective—even respectable—weapon.”



“THE EISENHOWER DOCTRINE IS DEAD”

According to Copeland, who was in Beirut throughout the crisis, the
compromise arranged by Robert Murphy meant that “the Eisenhower
Doctrine is dead.” Lebanese independence had been upheld as a mere fig
leaf. “Chehab,” it was whispered in the U.S. embassy, “is a Naguib without a
Nasser,” a nobody who would easily be manipulated or knocked over by the
Egyptians or the Syrians.2* “No Lebanese government was likely to make a
deal with the West” now. Even loyal Christians had soured on American
protection. To assert their power, Pierre Gemayel’s Christian Phalange
orchestrated a strike of all Christian-run businesses, which paralyzed the
country and forced the Americans into busy rounds of sectarian diplomacy
to get Lebanon back to work. “American influence in Lebanon is now
reduced to the Basta [the Muslim quarter of Beirut],” the French quipped
with malicious irony. Of course, America exerted little influence over
Lebanon’s Muslims, even less over the thirty thousand Palestinian refugees,
who used the turmoil of the Lebanese crisis to escape squalid, poorly
guarded camps like Shatila and Dekwaneh to take up residency in Lebanon
proper.22 Eventually, after tedious negotiations—“Both sides were so groggy
with fatigue that they would eventually stumble to some sort of a live-and-
let-live solution,” General Chehab assured the U.S. ambassador in early
October—all parties did come together to agree upon a “no victor, no
vanquished” formula.2®

The Maronite general Fuad Chehab was confirmed as president—sensibly
agreeing to “appease Muslim leaders to avoid open rebellion and reliance on
the UAR”—and also agreeing to accept a “quadrumvirate” of advisers that
included Christians Pierre Gemayel and Raymond Edde and two leading
Muslims, Rashid Karami and Hussein Aoueni. Gemayel’s strike ended and
everything went back to normal, “so long as one accepts factional and feudal
wrangling and even assassination as part of the normal picture in Lebanon,”
McClintock smiled. Eisenhower smiled at his own dumb luck. Lebanon
could as easily have become a quagmire, but happily settled its differences.



“I don’t care if Muslim kills Muslim or Armenian kills Armenian; it is only
dangerous when Muslim Kkills Christian or Christian kills Muslim,” Edde, the
new Maronite interior minister, pragmatically summed up.2Z

Lebanon settled down in 1958 because the army did not fracture along
religious lines (as it would in 1975-76) and because Chamoun was
persuaded—by General Chehab and Ambassador McClintock—not to push
for a second term. Perhaps only a happy accident—presidential envoy
Robert Murphy had earlier urged Chamoun to break with Chehab and attack
rebel troops—permitted Eisenhower to “declare victory” and extricate
himself from Lebanon.2® As for Jordan, Secretary of State Dulles applauded
King Hussein’s hard line against the country’s Arab nationalists: his
dissolution of parliament, his ban on political parties and his proclamation of
martial law. “It’s a good tough program and if it works it will be wonderful
for us,” Dulles said. Eisenhower agreed: “It’s a gallant fight to eject
subversive elements.” King Hussein gratefully characterized the Americans
as purveyors of “right and justice.”

Ike and Dulles were at least more incisive than George W. Bush, who
would naively seek to solve the Middle East’s problems with a “freedom
agenda.” The 1950s Republicans were realists by comparison. “Popular rule
in Jordan is mostly an illusory hope,” the American ambassador cabled from
Amman in November 1957. “The West cannot afford at this time to assist
the free exercise of democratic processes, as such freedom now could lead
only to the complete loss of Jordan to [the] Western cause.”®? They were
also better historians. Dulles, who threw around Hitler analogies as casually
as Bush, Cheney and Wolfowitz, nevertheless understood that Hitler and his
imitators were ultimately weak. Like Hitler, Dulles observed in 1958, Nasser
“goes from conquest to conquest without consolidating his gains” and would
“not be a lasting phenomenon.” Allen Dulles agreed: Nasser was a
charismatic fad who would eventually be erased by resurgent “local forces”
in every corner of the Middle East. America needed only to wait patiently
and “buy time.” Fortunately, the Republicans of 1958 knew their limits. “I
would not want to go further [than Lebanon],” Ike concluded. “A big
operation that could run all the way through Syria and Iraq [would be] far
beyond anything I have [the] power to do constitutionally.”®® The
Washington Post shared the president’s doubts: “Sending Marines to
Lebanon does not constitute a policy—rather it makes the formulation of a
policy imperative.”5!



NASSER REHABILITATED

Ike had a stab at a new policy in October 1958. Having dispatched troops to
Lebanon to defeat Nasser, Eisenhower swerved back into alliance with the
colonel after the crisis. Eisenhower’s NSC directive 5820/1 of November
1958—*“U.S. Policy toward the Near East”—startlingly rehabilitated Nasser
as “an essential element in the prevention of the extension of Soviet
influence.” Nasser’s Arab nationalism might “muster ideological weapons
far more powerful than anything the United States or its allies could bring to
bear.”®2 The incoming Kennedy administration resisted the temptation to
damn Ike’s vacillation—first supporting, then opposing, then supporting
Nasser—and decided merely to embrace Eisenhower’s latest change of line.

“Peace in the Middle East is not one step nearer reality today than it was
eight years ago,” JFK remarked on the campaign trail in August 1960.%3
Kennedy hoped to charm leaders like Nasser with friendly new initiatives.
He named an “ambassador-at-large for the Third World,” promised $500
million of “Food for Peace” aid to Cairo, sent his old Harvard economics
professor Edward Mason on a goodwill mission to Egypt and told aide
Richard Goodwin that the Kennedy administration would mend fences with
Nasser. “Impartial but firm, deliberate but bold” was how JFK characterized
his policy for the Middle East. Sounding a lot like Barack Obama on the
subject of Iran in the 2008 presidential campaign, Kennedy said, “Nasser’s
got his problems; I’ve got my problems . . ., but it can’t hurt down the line if
we understand each other a little better.”%4

To Kennedy as to Eisenhower, Nasser proved a massive disappointment.
No sooner had Kennedy moved into the White House than Nasser was on
the move again. The breakup of the UAR in 1961 embarrassed Nasser. His
vision of the United Arab Republic had been simply to transfer the most
imposing Syrian politicians to new UAR ministries in Cairo, where they
would be drowned in paperwork. That realization, not long in coming,
persuaded the Syrian leadership to back out of the UAR just three years after
its creation. In 1962, Nasser fixed his sights on Yemen. A threadbare little



country—*“The human race would not be seriously inconvenienced if Yemen
were to slide quietly into the Indian Ocean,” Nasser himself allowed—
Yemen had great strategic importance to the United States, Soviets and

Egyptians because of its proximity to the Saudi oil fields and the Red Sea

portal to Suez.®>



“NASSER’S VIETNAM”

Nasser called Persian Gulf oil “the sinew of modern civilization,” and he
resolved to use Yemen as a foothold to bring the oil fields under his control
and make the world forget the fizzle of the UAR.® Pro-Nasser forces under
General Abdullah Sallal ousted the pro-Saudi imam Muhammed al-Badr in
Yemen in September 1962 and proclaimed a Yemeni Arab Republic (YAR).
President Kennedy was sucked into the dispute. If Yemen fell into Nasser’s
camp, it could be used to pressure the Saudis, who already had their hands
full fending off conspirators based in Cairo—Nasser’s “Union of the Sons of
the Arabian Peninsula”—and in Baghdad. Seven Saudi air force pilots had
defected to Egypt with their jets, which demonstrated Nasser’s appeal even
to coddled protégés of the Saud family.®Z A Nasserist regime in Sana’a
would also enclose the British port, air base and protectorate of Aden, which
the U.S. and British governments considered a key Cold War asset. Prodded
by the Saudis, JFK held his nose and gave grudging support to Imam
Muhammed al-Badr. The State Department had characterized al-Badr as “a
weakling” whose medieval policies had produced “severe internal
disturbances.” But he was the only horse in the stall.?8 Nasser knew that he
was playing with fire; by pushing aggressively into Yemen—even against al-
Badr—he was provoking two of the most powerful lobbies in Washington,
Big Oil and AIPAC, which “agreed on very little, but they agreed on
Nasser.” The colonel was “a menace to the region and a sinkhole for U.S. aid
dollars,” and he needed to be stopped.®2

But Nasser’s reputation as Arab nationalist leader was at stake, so he
waded in and gave General Sallal and the other YAR “free officers” money,
troops, tanks and jets. Forty thousand Egyptian troops became seventy
thousand, and, before long, Nasser—who was spending a million dollars a
day in Yemen—was calling the blighted country “my Vietnam.”ZY With the
Saudis and Jordanians supporting royalist, countercoup forces and the shah
of Iran fending off revolutionary riots in 1961, Kennedy and then Lyndon



Johnson were placed on the horns of a dilemma. Support reliable if
vulnerable monarchies—Kennedy poured $90 million of development aid
into Iran in 1961-62—or try to ride the new wave of Arab republics and
nationalism. Rodger Davies at the State Department thought America had
little choice but to ride the wave and welcome the coup. Royal Yemen “was
one of the most primitive countries in the world, a theocratic state, and an
anachronism even in the Arab world”; Abdullah Sallal’s Yemeni “republic”
was modern and progressive by comparison. Over the objections of the
British and the Pentagon, JFK dumped al-Badr and recognized the YAR in
December 1962—not from love of republics, rather from the need to “curtail
the influence of Egyptian, Soviet and Chinese influence over it.” That
explanation completely baffled Nasser: “To his way of thinking, reasons
which should have militated against our recognizing the republican regime
[the likelihood of Egyptian, Soviet and Chinese influence] were being
advanced in support of recognition, and vice versa.”ZL Shortly, Kennedy
swung back the other way, grousing that he was being forced to choose
“yesterday over tomorrow.” Pressured by Riyadh and the oil lobby, he
withdrew support for Sallal and restored it to al-Badr. Washington found
itself, Dean Rusk ruefully observed, supporting a backward “imamate”
against a secular republic.”2

Nasser—described by the CIA in 1960 as man needing quiet to tend
“Egyptian domestic affairs”—simply could not contain himself.Z3 “Nasser is
trapped in Yemen,” Bob Komer observed in 1963. “It’s bleeding him,” but
the colonel feared “the sharp loss of face in letting go” more than the
consequences of hanging on. “What else can we do but keep going on?”
Nasser asked a puzzled U.S. ambassador.”? Just stop, was Miles Copeland’s
advice. “Why is it so important for Gamal to appear a Big Wheel to a lot of
losers?” Copeland asked a Nasser adviser. The “losers” in question were the
Arab and African states that Nasser was forever trying to impress with his
grandeur. “I wish we knew,” the adviser gloomily replied. No one knew.
Nasser puffed his way nervously through four packs of L&M cigarettes a
day, tugged in every direction by threats to his power and reach. Internally,
he maintained five separate intelligence agencies employing fifty thousand
agents; each agency reported separately and directly to Nasser and spied on
its brothers to prevent coups and other conspiracies.”> Externally, Nasser
needed to strike a gallant pose everywhere, even in poor, rather hopeless
Yemen. Despite massive Egyptian sacrifices, the Nasserist YAR never took



root. It fractured into hard- and soft-line factions, which fell to fighting with
each other. The hard-liners embarked on a futile effort to introduce socialism
all across the sheikhdoms and sultanates of the old British protectorate. Their
writ never extended beyond Aden, where they propounded a cult of Che
Guevara to an uncomprehending citizenry. In the provinces, the hard-liners
were driven back by the gat-smoking sheikhs and their holy men, or walis,
who laughed at presidential threats, issued from the former sultan’s palace,
“to crush our enemies to the bone” and “defeat the forces of reaction and
imperialism.”Z®

And Yemen was just the tip of Nasser’s heaving iceberg. He poured funds
into missile and jet engine programs—coordinated by retired Nazi rocket
and electronics experts—to deter Israel and its veiled nuclear weapons
program begun in 1957.ZZ Nasser provided tanks, planes and advisers to
Algeria’s Ahmed Ben Bella in his border war with Morocco, and he backed
Oman against British-controlled Muscat, the Muslim Sudanese against the
British and non-Muslims, the Indonesians against the Dutch and Soviet-
backed rebels against American-backed government troops in the Congo.”2
He needlessly bought trouble with the rich, well-armed Iranian Empire by
attacking Shah Muhammed Reza’s “backwardness.” He railed against the
Iraqi and Syrian Baath regimes and tried to cram them into a revived three-
nation UAR.Z2 When Nasser proposed a plebiscite of Egypt, Iraq and Syria
on the question of whether the three countries should merge under a federal
union and a single presidency (his, naturally), the Baath regimes in Iraq and
Syria cracked down viciously on democracy and unity to maintain their
slipping hold on power.82 “Egyptians cannot even live with such regimes in
peace,” Nasser wailed from Cairo.

For their part, the Syrians and Iraqis now dismissed Nasser as an “old
reactionary.” The Iraqi Baathists took no prisoners, literally. General Kasim
was murdered and hundreds of Iragi communists were rounded up and
killed. A twenty-nine-year-old rising Baathist named Saddam Hussein
boasted that he had personally strangled Kasim, no doubt recognizing that
Kasim had established his credentials for leadership in 1958 by strangling
King Faisal II. Insisting that they, not the Egyptians, stood for “democracy
and Arab unity,” the Iraqgi Baathists took an immediate stand for a particular
kind of Arab unity in 1963, when they launched a savage invasion of their
Kurdish provinces and renewed General Kasim’s claim to Kuwait—the “lost
vilayet” of Iraq that had been given a seat in the Arab League over



Baghdad’s violent objections in 1961.81 The Iragi Baathists then shut all
opposition media, banned all political parties (except the Baath) and
muzzled Nasser’s efforts to deepen the “tripartite union” of Egypt, Syria and
Iraq.82 Naturally, Nasser’s increasingly futile efforts to rein in rivals like
Assad of Syria or Saddam Hussein in Iraq came at the expense of the
Egyptian people, who watched their standard of living plummet under a
sequence of austerity programs implemented to pay for Nasser’s turns on the
world stage. Nasser took on high-interest, short-term loans to finance his
activism and, as the CIA noted, allowed “political requirements to overrule
sound economic practice.”® “His doctrine,” a British analyst wrote,
“requires an enemy. The fact that belief in such myths is sincere only
aggravates the situation.”4

Optimistic right up to his death in Dallas in 1963, President Kennedy
increased economic aid to Egypt and generously furnished the heavily
populated nation with one-third of its wheat supply. Kennedy looked the
other way when Nasser denounced American behavior in Vietnam, Cuba and
the Congo, and he welcomed Nasser’s deployment of troops to Kuwait in
1961 to defend the emirate against Iraqi efforts to “reincorporate” the “lost
province,” which possessed a long coastline—useful for exporting oil—and
sat atop the Burgan oil field, one of the world’s biggest. 8> Kennedy hoped
that Nasser might be rehabilitated to ward off the Iraqi threat and others.
McGeorge Bundy advised Kennedy “to see a little more of Nasser’s money”
before conceding so much in their diplomatic poker games, but Kennedy
persisted. He believed that he was on the verge of solving the Israeli-
Palestinian question, and thought that Nasser had a vital role to play.2%



SOLVING THE ISRAELI-PALESTINIAN QUESTION?

Straining to solve the Palestinian refugee crisis once and for all, Kennedy,
who had visited Palestine and absorbed its complexities during the British
Mandate years, eagerly backed the Carnegie Endowment’s Johnson Plan in
1962. Named for Joseph Johnson, the endowment’s president, the plan gave
the Palestinian refugees—whose number had now swelled to 1.3 million—
the choice of returning to their homes in Palestine—now Israel—or
resettling with cash compensation in other Arab states. Israel opposed the
plan—as well as Johnson’s call for a “Palestine entity” (forerunner of the
Palestinian National Authority) and a UN trustee for confiscated Arab
properties in Israel—and ultimately agreed to accept no more than twenty
thousand refugees, less than 2 percent of the total, which was tantamount to
rejection. 87 Kennedy, who had named Myer Feldman White House “desk
officer for Israel”—a new position that reflected the power of the Israel
lobby—heard arguments from both sides. “The faster you disengage from
this plan the better,” Feldman warned him. “Otherwise . . . there will be a
violent eruption both domestically and in our relations with Israel.” But
Secretary of State Dean Rusk warned of “political repercussions” in the
Arab world if Kennedy did not begin to lean hard on the Israelis.28

To regain the upper hand in America’s relationship with Israel, to score
points with the UN’s eternally frustrated Palestine Conciliation Commission,
which had been formed in December 1948 to insure that the Israelis
compensated or repatriated all refugees, and to impose American needs on
the Israelis, Kennedy tried to link the Johnson Plan to arms sales.82 With the
Soviets selling 11-28 and Tu-16 bombers and MiG-21 fighters to the
Egyptians, the Israelis wanted Hawk surface-to-air missiles to counter them.
The Hawk (Homing All the Way Killer) missiles were the most advanced
surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) in the American arsenal, and Israel would be
the first non-NATO nation to receive them; the sale would also punch a hole
in the American embargo on “major armaments” to the Middle East.22 With
trade bait in hand—TIke had denied Hawks to Israel in 1960 on the grounds



that “the United States does not want to establish itself as a partisan
supporter of any nation in the Middle East”—Kennedy now tried to trade the
SAMs for Israeli compensation of the Palestinian refugees still camped in
Lebanon, Syria, Jordan and the Gaza Strip.

“We know that Israel faces enormous security problems,” JFK told Israeli
foreign minister Golda Meir, “but we do too.”2L Old problems from the
aggrieved Arab states were compounded by new ones. The Syrians had
given sanctuary and support to Yasser Arafat’s Palestinian guerrillas, or al-
Fatah, which, in turn, prompted Nasser to stand up a rival guerrilla force
called the Palestine Liberation Organization, or PLO. Nasser and the other
Arab nationalists had traditionally subordinated the “Palestinian question” to
missions like the UAR or the war for Yemen, but, by the early 1960s, that
calculated restraint was no longer possible. There was too much pressure in
the refugee camps from spokesmen like Arafat and Ahmed Shuqairi—“our
place should not be in Jordan, but in Jaffa, Acre, Haifa and Nazareth”—too
much pressure from other Arab states to “do something” for the refugees and
too much “charitable” money flowing to the PLO from Kuwait and Saudi
Arabia, which required violent employment.22

Washington now found itself arrayed against the Arab states and an
increasingly = well-organized, well-funded and popular “liberation
movement” that was pulling weapons and explosives in over the Egyptian,
Syrian, Jordanian and Lebanese borders and was airing virulent propaganda
on Cairo’s Voice of the Arabs, Radio Mecca and Damascus Radio, which
were the Al Jazeera of their day.22 Moreover, as a French diplomat noted, the
grinding, insoluble “Palestinian affair created a psychological tension in the
Middle East that increased, not decreased, with each passing year, and
became the touchstone—pierre de touche—of all Arabs.”?* Like FDR,
Truman and Eisenhower before him, Kennedy was confronted by different
“touchstones”—Jewish pressure groups and their congressional advocates—
who mocked the State Department’s warning that “the Arabs sincerely
believe that Israel is the chosen instrument of the U.S. Government.”22
Jewish votes had been critical in Kennedy’s razor-thin victory over Nixon in
1960, and Kennedy, no less than his predecessors, was an expedient
politician. He nervously watched Congress, where the Israel lobby worked
the aisles and, as John Badeau recalled, withheld its campaign contributions
for the fall elections through the summer and bluntly told members of
Congress, “You don’t get this until we know what you are going to do for



Israel.”2® The idealistic president who had campaigned on the slogan “the
Middle East needs water, not war, tractors, not tanks, bread, not bombs,”

now disconsolately began sending bombs and tanks.2”



ISRAEL’S BREAKTHROUGH TO MILITARY
PREDOMINANCE

Although Kennedy balked at a formal security guarantee for Israel—fearing
that it might prompt an equivalent guarantee from the Soviets for the Arab
states and lead to World War III—Israel did receive critical hardware,
without major concessions, including early-warning radars in 1960, Hawks
in 1962, Skyhawk fighter-bombers in 1966 and F-4 Phantoms in 1968. For
the Israelis, the 1962 Hawk sale was a turning point: “one of the most
significant acts in the Israeli-American relationship.”?® In an act of
breathtaking chutzpah, the first Hawks were installed around Israel’s nuclear
weapons facility at Dimona, which the Kennedy administration staunchly
opposed.22 The IDF would no longer have to rely on secondhand Western
weapons; it now had a direct pipeline into the high-tech American arsenal.
The Hawk sale, one historian recently observed, “set the precedent that
ultimately created the U.S.-Israel strategic relationship: a multimillion-dollar
annual business in cutting-edge weaponry, supplemented by extensive
military-to-military dialogues, security consultations, extensive joint training
exercises, and cooperative research-and-development ventures.” The turn
was effected by thirty-nine-year-old Shimon Peres, who made a series of
visits to Washington in the early 1960s, where he drove a wedge between the
State Department and the Pentagon, persuading senior Defense Department
officials that a security relationship with Israel was indispensable, and
undermined by Rusk’s worrywart “Arabists.”

Pressured by Congress, the White House and the Pentagon, the State
Department vented frustration—“a military alliance with Israel would
destroy the delicate balance we have so carefully maintained in our Near
East relations”—but ultimately accepted the sale of Hawks and other
advanced weapons.!? Nasser of course resented the deepening Israeli-
American security relationship. “The cost of every bullet aimed to kill an
Arab,” he told a rally at Port Said, “is paid by America and Western



imperialism.”1%l Nasser would have been even more resentful had he
overheard the conversations between President Kennedy and Golda Meir in
Palm Beach, Florida, in December 1962. Kennedy assured Meir that the
United States would in fact “come to the support of Israel . . . in case of an
invasion,” which amounted to a security guarantee. Meir must have glowed
when Kennedy characterized the American-Israeli alliance as no less
intimate than the “special relationship . . . with Britain over a wide range of
world affairs.”192

After Kennedy’s assassination, the Lyndon Johnson administration found
little time to strategize on the Middle East. A British official in Washington
noted after meetings with George Ball in January 1965 that “the Government
here is conscious that they are overextended.”'?3 A few weeks later,
Secretary of State Dean Rusk admitted as much to the British embassy:
“Everything to do with [the Middle East] must be subject to events in
Southeast Asia.”1% Not surprisingly, no coherent Johnson policy emerged to
replace Kennedy’s, which had really not been all that coherent itself,
“making an understanding with Nasser the keystone of U.S. policy” but
cozying up to the Israel lobby as well. Johnson was less devoted to Nasser
and far cozier with Israel: “I’ve got three Cohens in my cabinet,” he boasted
to the Israeli ambassador after Kennedy’s death. No president had done more
for the Jews than he would.1%

Lyndon Johnson’s patience with Nasser snapped in 1965, when the
Egyptian air force mistakenly shot down the private jet of Dallas oilman
(and Johnson friend and donor) John Mecom and Egyptian rioters sacked the
Kennedy Memorial Library in Cairo at a cost to American taxpayers of $40
0,000.1%© When LBJ sought apologies and restitution from Nasser, the
colonel furiously protested—“If the Americans don’t like my behavior, they
can go drink the Mediterranean!” He haggled over the sum of damages—
refused to pay them—and then brazenly put in a request for $450 million in
American food aid, which Johnson initially refused. “How can I ask
Congress for wheat when you burn our library?” the president prodded
Egyptian ambassador Mustafa Kamel. Walt Rostow, Johnson’s national
security adviser, pointed to the wider damage Nasser was wreaking on
American interests: “He has lambasted us on Vietnam and he continues to
stir things up for us in Yemen and Saudi Arabia.” Johnson eventually sent
Averell Harriman to sit down with Nasser and disburse $55 million of aid
“to prevent Nasser getting too close to the Communists.” LBJ did all of this



with extreme reluctance, viewing Nasser as just another “tin-pot colonel,”
who, as George Ball would put it in 1965, “gave no cause for hope” other
than a vague promise to help secure the release of American POWs in
Vietnam.1%Z

LBJ, while continuing to supply the ingredients for 80 percent of the
bread consumed in Egypt, never really endorsed Kennedy’s idea of trying to
see things Nasser’s way.l? Indeed, the early 1960s had something in
common with the early 2000s, when Princeton historian Bernard Lewis
made a roaring comeback in the corridors of the George W. Bush
administration with his argument that the Arab states were incorrigible and
in need of transformation. Lewis, in his late eighties in the early 2000s, had
conceived that argument as a forty-eight-year-old in 1964. Rostow and
others in the Johnson administration were receptive to Lewis’s argument that
what was happening in the Middle East was not a rational clash of states, but
an irrational “clash of civilizations,” between Islam, Judaism and
Christendom. Unlike the Turks or Iranians, who had learned to negotiate and
compromise as sovereign states, the new Arab countries had grown up as
Ottoman vassals and colonial dependencies of Christian great powers and
had learned only to blame and complain: “They [were] still at the mercy of a
mood of ethnic and communal collectivism, which treats the West as a
collective enemy.”1%2

LBJ was friendly with Israel—he had been one of the Jewish state’s
doughtiest supporters in the Senate—and increasingly impatient with Nasser,
who, Johnson complained, spent too much time appealing to the mood of
ethnic and communal collectivism described by Bernard Lewis and too little
time thinking of good ways to spend his $600 million of American aid to
“improve the lot of his own people.”11% LBJ left the American embassy in
Cairo vacant for almost four months—a pointed snub—then named a
combative new ambassador, Lucius Battle, who loathed Nasser’s “Messianic
complex” and—as the British put it—“went for the Egyptians bald-headed
without playing himself in . . . When calling on [the foreign minister] Battle
refused a seat and stamped around the room breathing fire and slaughter.”11.
LBJ cut Nasser’s American aid in 1966—heeding British advice to “let the
economic shoe really pinch”—and invited King Faisal of Saudi Arabia to
Washington for a full-blown state visit in June. The contrast was deliberate.
The Saudis would be rewarded for their friendship, the Egyptians punished

for their surliness.112



Nasser was told that American aid to Egypt would be restored if he
followed IMF-approved economic policies, “avoided extreme statements
about U.S. policies” and proved more “responsive to U.S. interests.”3 The
strains of Vietnam made LBJ and Congress more impatient than ever with
Nasser’s shades of meaning: the colonel would no longer be allowed to have
his cake and eat it too at a time when the United States was “absorbed by
pressure on its finances and the realization that resources are finite.”4 In
1967, LBJ promoted Luke Battle from the Cairo embassy to assistant
secretary of state for Near Eastern and South Asian affairs, with the special
brief of “changing opinion in the State Department below the Seventh
Floor”: from “moderation and conciliation” in America’s dealings with the
Arabs to a hard line. He was successful, the British remarking “more
pragmatism and less ideology” in the State Department on the eve of the
Six-Day War. Even “Arabist” special-pleaders had been “converted from
their old Nasserist views” by LBJ and Luke Battlell2 Contrasting the
Johnson approach to the Middle East with Kennedy’s, McGeorge Bundy
found that “U.S. foreign policy is now a little more hard-nosed and a little
more realistic.” The Johnson administration was insisting on “direct results
and immediate bilateral relations with the USA,” not mere hopes for the
future.11® The contrast between Kennedy and Johnson was like that between
Clinton and George W. Bush. Like Bush, who would swallow the
prescriptions of Ariel Sharon and the Likud without chewing, Johnson
veered tamely down the Israeli line that the Palestinians were Middle
Eastern Vietcong—unappeasable terrorists—and that Nasser’s “Arab
revolution” was subversive, not positive, and was squarely aimed at “major
American oil interests.”1lZ Congress did not contest these impressions; its
exasperated view, the British embassy reported in 1967, was “a plague on all
their houses,” revolutionary or counterrevolutionary, Arab or Israeli.l18

Politically, the Arab world stagnated in the dynamic 1960s. Nasser’s Arab
Socialist Union, the only legal party in Egypt, was nothing more than a
“rubber stamp for presidential decisions.” The twelve-man RCC of 1952 had
withered to just three survivors: Sadat, Hussein el-Shafei and Nasser, who
had put on weight and contracted diabetes.ll2 Algeria’s colonel Houari
Boumedienne—who called himself an Arab nationalist—was grimly
fighting the spread of “Nasserism” into his precincts lest he be
overshadowed by Cairo’s “Big Man.” In Syria, Nasser had faced facts even
before the UAR broke up in 1961, had thrown over his ideological Baathist



allies and had embraced the old conservatives, who had never lost power in
Syria, just briefly submerged themselves. Under those resurgent elites—
landowners, merchants and old-guard politicians—Syria remained stagnant,
a stagnation that most traced to the failed union with Egypt. “Three
successive years of drought have been popularly blamed on the Egyptians,”
the CIA approvingly noted.12? Iraq’s government was regarded as effectively
“disintegrated” by fights between the parties and sects, and the economy—
drained by heavy military expenditures and civil war with the Kurds—
limped along only because of oil revenues, not Baath economics. “When the
government flops, everything else flops with it,” an Englishman wrote from
Baghdad. In 1967, just before the Six-Day War, a British analyst compared
the perception of Egypt in the Arab world between 1956 and 1967 to that of
France in Europe between the Great Revolution and the Napoleonic Empire:
“The Egyptian image has changed from liberating force to imperialist.”
Nasser himself, like Napoleon to the end of his days, still retained some
“magic,” but the Egyptian regime was recognized to be clumsy and prone to
“subversion and conspiracy.”

Egypt’s vaunted economic model—“Arab socialism”—was proving a
disaster. With the population of countries like Egypt, Syria and Iraq
increasing 3 percent annually in the 1960s, the Arab socialists were unable
to create jobs fast enough, unable, as the Economist put it, “to keep up with
the patter of little feet.”12l They also suffered predictable brain drains and
capital flight as smart young people and investors fled from their clumsy
nationalization and land reform programs. Egyptian economist Charles
Issawi wrote in 1963 that “the ill-conceived nationalizations and
sequestrations and the general political climate have broken the spring which
made the old order work, however imperfectly, yet put no adequate motive
power in its place.” Four years later, a British official observed that the
resource-starved but capitalist and discreetly pro-American desert kingdom
of Jordan was attracting three times as much foreign aid per capita as
socialist Egypt.122 Having failed to exert economic or political leadership,
would Egypt now try war?



CHAPTER 8

A SIX-DAY WAR

DESPITE INFUSIONS OF SOVIET WEAPONS, money and advisers, the
military power of Egypt and the other Arab states wilted along with their
economies. Israel continued to arm itself to the highest regional standard to
deter its enemies, and—in the aftermath of the 1948 and 1956 wars—
developed an offensive doctrine that would carry the war immediately into
enemy territory with preemptive air strikes and armored spearheads. In
October 1955, the first hints of an Israeli nuclear bomb project surfaced, and
the Israelis successfully tested their first nuclear bomb in 1967.1 The IDF,
which acquired increasingly sophisticated weapons from the French and the
Americans, trained with an increased, Western-style emphasis on armor,
speed and high technology.?2 A CIA analysis of the Arab-Israeli military
balance in the early 1960s found that despite their menacing rhetoric—*“to
accept Israel as a fact would be to permit a thief to keep what he has
stolen”—the big Arab states surrounding Israel were not very menacing at
all.2

The Egyptians, by far the most lethally equipped Arab military, had “low
combat efficiency” because of “weak senior leadership and poor troop
morale” and a tendency to rotate and transfer men and officers between units
and around the country too frequently “as a security precaution” against
coups and uprisings. A week before the outbreak of the Six-Day War in
1967, Nasser fumed to Field Marshal Abdel Hakim Amer that the army was
“ten years behind the times” and incapable of beating even the Yemenis, let
alone a modern army like Israel’s.? Despite their Soviet trainers and
doctrine, the Egyptians had no capability for “sustained offensive ground
operations.” At best, they might manage small attacks of short duration by
one or two divisions. Egypt’s air defenses were vulnerable to preemptive
Israeli attacks because the Egyptians lacked countermeasures against radar
jamming, were slow to scramble their excellent Soviet fighters and light
bombers and “had inferior personnel.” The Egyptian navy was feckless,
sporting poor, deteriorated ships, haphazard logistics and inefficient crews



and administration. (The cause of the 1967 Six-Day War would be Nasser’s
announced blockade of the Straits of Tiran, which the Egyptian navy would
fail to execute.) After the Six-Day War, Soviet analysts discovered that
whereas 80 percent of Israeli military personnel had been to university or
technical school, 70 percent of the Egyptian military were illiterate, an
alarming statistic that would be reduced to only 50 percent by 1973.2 And
Egypt was the gold standard among Arab armies.

From the heights of the well-equipped, relatively well-trained Egyptians,
it was a steep drop down to the lesser Arab armies. The Syrians, who
possessed a $250 million Soviet arsenal, were led by “a weak, inexperienced
and politically factioned officer corps” entirely lacking in “sophisticated
military skills.” The CIA judged the Syrian navy “incapable of defending
even the national coastline.” The air defenses around Damascus—Soviet and
Polish radars, jets and antiaircraft artillery—would not withstand an attack
by Israeli light bombers flying from bases less than a hundred miles away. In
April 1967, Israeli planes effortlessly shot down six Syrian MiGs during a
border skirmish. The Israelis downed two of the MiGs near the border—the
Syrians had been strafing Israeli tractors, “easy targets, this being the only
kind they can hit”—and then pursued the surviving MiGs all the way to
Damascus, where, untroubled by Syria’s air defenses, they shot the MiGs out
of the sky on the outskirts of the capital. While the Syrian government
boasted to its disbelieving citizenry, who actually watched the defeat of their
air force, that their “heroic eagles” had vanquished the IAF, the Israeli
Mirages lit their afterburners, flew an impudent victory loop around
Damascus and then roared back to Israel.

According to the CIA, the Jordanians had “virtually no combat capability
with respect to Israel” and if attacked would crumple within a week. The
big, Soviet-equipped Iraqi army—full of bluster—was really good only for
“internal security” against Iraq’s restive Kurds and Shiites and “minor
harassing actions” beyond Iraq’s borders. “No effective defense” was
possible against a determined Israeli air offensive. The Iragi navy’s combat
capabilities were “negligible.” The Lebanese military was designed to quell
internal disturbances and “had no capability to engage a foreign aggressor.”
The Yemenis had “no technical competence.” The Saudis “would be
incapable of organized resistance against a modern army.”Z A British
analysis in 1965 found that the Arab states were doubly damned because
their largely ineffective military spending was at the expense of internal



development projects that might have propelled them toward a brighter
future: “The Arabs will always find a good excuse for not spending their
own money on long-term development projects. How much easier it is to
parade a modern tank or fly past a flight of MiGs for face value and as a sign
of achievement.”8

Israel’s particular genius was to take these minor threats and transform
them into major ones. An example of this was Foreign Minister Golda
Meir’s denunciation in 1963 of Egypt’s employment of German scientists to
build “weapons of mass destruction” to destroy Israel. Presidential adviser
George Ball convened a special panel in April 1963 to weigh the Israeli fears
and concluded that “Israel’s fears [were] exaggerated” and “based on
speculation not intelligence.” The Egyptian program was working on
missiles, engines and airframes, but had no nuclear capability and was years
away from even a limited conventional missile capability with small, 500-
pound payloads.2 The CIA regarded the two Egyptian missiles in production
as little better than Germany’s World War II V-2s. No matter: from his
retirement in a Negev Desert kibbutz, David Ben-Gurion rumbled that Israel
would have no choice but to develop nuclear weapons at the nearby Dimona
reactor to deter the Egyptian missiles. Ben-Gurion accused Nasser of
developing “death rays” to resume Hitler’s Holocaust, and the CIA warned
that the net effect of Israeli nuclear weapons would be to make Israel “more
rather than less tough” on its neighbors, and the United States. A nuclear-
armed Israel would fear nothing and would not hesitate to throw its weight
around the region.!? There was also an Israeli internal political dynamic at
work. In 1967, Prime Minister Levi Eshkol, Defense Minister Moshe Dayan,
and IDF chief of staff General Yitzhak Rabin—all ambitious politicians
angling for national leadership—attempted “to outdo the other and impress
upon the Israeli people that they were tough on the Arabs.”1l

There was little real need to “outdo and impress,” because the IDF was
steadily pulling away from its Arab rivals in the 1960s. American foreign aid
permitted massive Israeli expenditures on defense: 9.5 percent of GDP in
1965, 10.4 percent in 1966, 17.7 percent in 1967 and 26.3 percent by 1971.12
A CIA report prepared in May 1967 noted that appearances of surging Arab
power deceived. True, the Soviets had recently shipped Egypt 1,200 tanks
and self-propelled guns, 500 advanced aircraft, 9 submarines, “numerous”
surface-to-air missiles and several dozen batteries of radar-controlled 85 mm
antiaircraft guns. The Syrians had received 400 tanks and 150 fighter



aircraft. But arms did not make the man. The Syrian air force in 1967 rated
only 45 percent of its pilots “good,” 32 percent “average” and the rest
“below average.”!2> The Arabs never adapted their Russian all-climate
equipment to the desert environment. Israel meanwhile had improved fuel
efficiency, widened caterpillar tracks and raised suspensions on their tanks
and trucks to make them run better in the desert. The IDF routinely “up-
gunned” its armored vehicles—replacing 75 mm or 90 mm cannon with 105
mm guns—scraped out more space for the crews and ammunition-carrying
capacity, and retrofitted the latest fire control systems.1 In startling contrast,
half of the “new” Egyptian and Syrian tanks were unimproved Soviet World
War II models manufactured between 1942 and 1947. The CIA attributed the
inability of the Arabs to keep such tanks in action to their old age and
Moscow’s inexplicable provision of maintenance manuals in English—“a
language foreign to Russian instructors and Arab trainees alike”—which no
one bothered even to look at.12



“ISRAEL MUST BE STOPPED...”

Not only were Israel’s equipment, training and personnel better and
unaffected by linguistic difficulties, but the country’s flanks were secured by
an informal American security guarantee. “The UAR cannot attack Israel
because to do so would mean taking on the Sixth Fleet,” a British diplomat
wrote the Foreign Office’s Eastern Department in May 1965. The way the
Americans fashioned the security guarantee was clever. “It is the American
intention,” U.S. ambassador Wally Barbour said in 1965, “to stop any
massive aggression across the Israeli-Arab frontiers in either direction.”
Such a formulation favored Israel, because the Israelis had achieved the
frontiers they desired—the armistice borders of 1949—in the aftermath of
the Suez War. Anything else—such as the territory acquired in 1967—would
be icing on the cake. That explained Barbour’s warning in 1965 that “Israel
must be stopped from forcible action in the area since this might cause
incalculable damage to Western interests owing to Arab reaction.” Barbour
predicted that the long-term damage to American interests of further Israeli
annexations would be so great that he advised merciless American
punishment of Israel if the Israelis struck again offensively: “We must stop
the Israelis by threat of total economic sanctions at the very first sign that
Israel contemplates war against any neighbor.” Israel certainly had the right
to defend itself, but Washington needed to make clear to Tel Aviv that there
could be no Israeli offensives, for they would only increase Arab fury and
intractability. “The U.S. has to contain both sides.”1°

Barbour’s warning fell on deaf ears in Washington. The Arab-Israeli War
of 1967, commonly known as the Six-Day War, burst upon this atmosphere
of Israeli strength, Arab bellicosity, Palestinian despair, American
preoccupation with Vietnam, and Russian opportunism. With even
moderates in the Middle East stiffened up for war, President Lyndon
Johnson’s State of the Union address in January 1967 made a single
despairing reference to the region: “In the Middle East, the spirit of goodwill
toward all unfortunately has not yet taken hold. An already tortured peace



seems to be constantly threatened.”!Z Psychic and astrologer Jeane Dixon—
who had predicted Kennedy’s assassination and would go on to advise the
Reagan White House—foretold in her 1967 New Year’s Day predictions that
the United States was heading for a severe crisis in the Middle East that
would confront LBJ with “the most momentous decision of his life.”2 The
British Foreign Office also felt the pressure and threw up its hands in
frustration. “It is well worth giving serious consideration to how to rid
ourselves of the albatross of Israel and the dead dog of Arab rancor,” the UK
ambassador in Tel Aviv wrote London in May 1967.12

As leader of the free world, the United States could not simply walk away
from Middle Eastern albatrosses and dead dogs. It had to work with them,
yet the Six-Day War of 1967 erupted at a moment of great strategic anxiety
for the United States. A 1966 British white paper had announced the
decision of Prime Minister Harold Wilson’s Labour government to
“readjust” the “British defense posture East of Suez” and “lighten the British
presence in the [Persian] Gulf.” Focused on Vietham—where American
troop levels climbed from 385,000 to 486,000 in 1966-67—the Johnson
administration greeted Wilson’s decision with dismay. “For God’s sake, be
Britain,” Dean Rusk exclaimed to Foreign Secretary George Brown when
they met to discuss the details of what was now being called the British
“scuttle” from the crucial strategic space between Bahrain and Singapore.
But the new Britain of deficits could not be made into the old Britain of
surpluses, and Prime Minister Wilson replied to President Johnson’s
personal appeal that he postpone the British scuttle with words that
Americans in the early 2000s—fighting Middle Eastern wars on borrowed
Japanese and Chinese money—might study with interest: “The British
people were sick and tired of being thought willing to eke out a comfortable
existence on borrowed money.”?? The Americans, then as now, were only
too willing. By 1967, Johnson was borrowing heavily—not thinking it
prudent to raise taxes to fund an unpopular war. But even with mounting
federal debt—nearly $400 billion in the late 1960s—there was nothing left
over for new Middle Eastern commitments. Besides agreeing to establish an
American air and naval base on the British island of Diego Garcia, twenty-
five hundred miles south of the Straits of Hormuz, L.LBJ spent next to nothing
on what CIA and State Department analysts were calling “over the horizon
threats to the oil-rich Persian Gulf.”%



U.S. VULNERABILITY IN THE MIDDLE EAST

A secret interdepartmental report on “tomorrow’s crises” that was prepared
by teams from State, the Pentagon and the intelligence agencies under the
overall direction of career soldier and diplomat Julius Holmes for President
Lyndon Johnson in April 1967 expressed the keenness with which this
sudden American vulnerability in the Middle East was felt at the highest
levels of government. Sixty-eight-year-old Julius Holmes had been U.S.
ambassador to Iran from 1961 to 1965. The “Holmes Report”—which was
almost immediately leaked to the press—warned that the United States was
at considerable risk in the “strategic triangle stretching from Iran in the
Middle East to Morocco on the Atlantic and south into Black Africa”
because of a mischievous Egyptian policy that fanned up local resentments,
and a growing Soviet presence. In the crucial Red Sea basin—where so
much Gulf oil transited to Europe—Nasser and the Soviets were “burning
away the last vestiges of a century of Western control.” Nasser had already
seized the Suez Canal and was extending his influence in Yemen and Eritrea,
which placed him on both shores of the Red Sea. The Soviets had invested
$140 million in Yemen, building a port at Hodeida and an airfield at Sana’a,
and had constructed a port at Berbera in Somalia, where they invested an
additional $135 million to wean the regime from its old colonial overseers in
Britain and Italy. In Ethiopia, Nasser had sent guns and advisers to Eritrean
guerrillas—to create a breakaway client state on the Red Sea littoral—and
the Soviets had built an oil refinery at Assab and a meat-freezing plant in
Massawa. Like Mussolini in the 1930s, the Russians and Egyptians in the
1960s looked to be maneuvering for control of the critical choke points to
the Red Sea, Suez and the Mediterranean.

Holmes and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara—in testimony to the
Senate Armed Services Committee in January 1967—worried that the Soviet
push from Yemen across to Ethiopia effectively “outflanked” the
anticommunist “Northern Tier” defense barrier—Turkey, Iran and Pakistan
—that the United States had relied on since the 1950s. Now the Soviets,



alone or in league with Egypt, Syria and Irag, were poised to seize “the
warm water ports and resources of the Middle East.”?2 Generally scornful of
de Gaulle and the French, the Americans in 1967 found themselves thrown
back on the little French enclave of Djibouti—where the locals had voted
against independence and for French Union—for continued access to the
Horn of Africa. “The U.S. enjoyed the riots against de Gaulle [in August
1966],” the Holmes Report abashedly noted, “but now gives full-fledged
support to French rule in this tiny barren country.”23

Ethiopia was a concern because of its strategic location (and American
listening posts) athwart the routes from the Red Sea to the Persian Gulf, but
also because the Americans viewed Soviet and Egyptian pressure on
Emperor Haile Selassie as “the climax of the battle for the Red Sea basin.”
Islam covered half the land mass of Africa—North Africa plus eighteen sub-
Saharan countries—and Nasser was still striving to make Cairo the focal
point of Arab and African politics. Soviet and Egyptian pressure on Haile
Selassie was “just one small cloud in the broader storm against all the
vulnerable pro-Western kings in the Muslim world: Faisal in Saudi Arabia,
Hussein in Jordan, Idris in Libya, and Hassan of Morocco.” The Washington
Post reported that Julius Holmes’s list of vulnerable Middle Eastern
monarchs made American strategists—with their fresh, unhappy experiences
with the “analogous regimes of Syngman Rhee and Ngo Dinh Diem” in
South Korea and South Vietnam—*“shudder” with fright. At the Senate
hearings in January 1967, Secretary of Defense McNamara declared that the
Soviet-penetrated Red Sea basin was “the area of most immediate concern to
us,” but with the Vietham War raging, McNamara confessed that he had
nothing to spare for the defense of American interests in Yemen, Somalia or
Ethiopia.24



“THERE HAS TO BE A POLICY ” FOR THE MIDDLE EAST

With war in sight between Israel and its Arab neighbors, the Holmes study
group expressed dismay at the parochial nature of American strategy. The
major threats detected by Holmes found “few echoes in Washington, where
the views expressed by American officials tended to reflect the special
interests on which they focused.” That was a delicate way of saying that key
strategic decisions were filtered through the Israeli and Saudi lobbies.22
“There has to be a policy” for the Middle East, Senator Everett Dirksen
complained during a secret briefing at the State Department in 1967, “but
precisely what it is I can’t say.”2%

In fact there was a policy. With the British “scuttling” from the entire
space “east of Suez” and headed home to their “thatched cottages and
Beefeaters, [their] miniskirts and Beatles”—as one critic snarled—President
Johnson and Secretary of Defense McNamara were already inclining toward
the “twin pillars” concept that would later be enshrined in the Nixon
Doctrine. “Don’t mourn, organize,” LBJ’s national security adviser Walt
Rostow enjoined the administration. Use the nations of the Near and Far
East “to fill the gap left by the British.”2Z With no other cards to play—
America was fully invested in Vietham—Johnson took Rostow’s advice.
Australia, Indonesia and Japan would guard American interests in East Asia,
while Israel, Iran and Saudi Arabia would defend the Middle East. In June
1966, Johnson asked Saudi king Faisal to “help fill the gap the British will
leave in South Arabia and the Persian Gulf.” He offered to sell Faisal $100
million in “nonlethal” military hardware—trucks and jeeps—to improve the
Saudi army’s mobility. With the shah of Iran—the sturdier pillar, who did
not suffer Faisal’s Israel complex—LBJ was more lethal. He agreed to sell
the shah F-4 Phantoms and approved a $200 million loan to finance Iranian

purchases of other American weapons.23



CLOUDS OF WAR

American efforts to mollify Arab loathing of Israel were dropped, from lack
of interest and distraction with Vietnam. Although Americans (and Israelis)
complained of Arab intransigence, the Suez War had so inflamed Arab
opinion that real negotiations with Israel were all but impossible in its
aftermath. Any Arab leader who treated with Israel would be denounced as a
traitor by other Arab leaders and by his own citizens. Nasser told the U.S.
ambassador in Cairo that he could not make peace with Israel, for to do so
would merely shift the mantle of Arab nationalism from Egypt to Irag. The
Syrians, a Syrian diplomat told an American colleague, would never make
peace with Israel. To do so would make Damascus “a traitor” in the eyes of
its Arab rivals and its own public.22

Nasser was not an immediate problem. His rhetoric had not cooled over
the years, but he was distracted by the ongoing war in Yemen, where eight
brigades of the Egyptian army were bogged down trying to implant an Arab
nationalist regime and defeat Saudi efforts to pursue what the State
Department called “Saudi Monroe Doctrinism”—*“extending Saudi influence
to the water’s edge”—on the rim of the Arabian Peninsula.2! Syria was a
more pressing problem. The Israelis and Syrians had been fighting since
1949 over the Golan Heights and other supposedly “demilitarized zones”
that Syria clung to and Israel coveted. General Moshe Dayan frankly
admitted that Israel caused “at least 80 percent” of the frontier clashes in the
hope that they would enable the Israelis to evict the Syrians. Israel’s efforts
to divert water from the Sea of Galilee to the expanding kibbutzes of the
Negev—an effort intended to populate the Negev with Jewish settlers and
thwart Egyptian demands for a land corridor to Jordan—had been repulsed
by Syrian tractors and bulldozers, which trumped the Israelis by diverting
the sources of the Sea of Galilee inside Syria. Israeli planes and tanks
attacked the Syrian tractors, which called up Syrian troops and planes for
their own defense. Regular “water skirmishes” like these always threatened
to explode into a wider regional war.



There was also the problem of Syrian support for Palestinian guerrillas.
The Alawite clique around Hafez al-Assad, which had seized power in
Damascus in 1966, was looking for ways to widen its base among Syria’s
Sunnis and Shiites and all across the Arab world, where Nasser was
belaboring the Syrian regime for its lack of Arab nationalist zeal. Syrian
attacks on Israel seemed the perfect way to assert the pan-Arab credentials of
the Alawite regime. “In Syria,” IDF chief of staff General Yitzhak Rabin
growled in May 1967, “the authorities themselves activate the terrorists.”31
Before war broke out in 1967, the Israelis were planning heavy reprisals
against Syria, and the U.S. government, which had squirmed helplessly
while the Soviets vetoed every UN effort to punish Arab-sponsored
terrorism, raised few objections. “The Syrians are sons of bitches,” a senior
Pentagon official confided to the Israeli foreign ministry in March 1967. As
they would after 9/11, the Americans in 1967 agreed, as Eugene Rostow put
it, that “an attack from a state is an attack by a state.”32 President Johnson
deplored the “new radical government in Syria [that] increased terrorist raids
against Israel.”33 If Palestinian guerrillas armed or based themselves in
Syria, then Syria—according to the Israelis—was a legitimate target. Israeli
attacks on Syria, though, would almost certainly bring Egypt into the war,
for Nasser and the Syrians had signed a mutual defense alliance in
November 1966 that obliged each country to help the other if it was attacked
by Israel.

Enter the Soviet Union. With Israel finally “weaponizing” its nuclear
program at Dimona, the IDF unbeatably strong, the Americans insisting on
peace and good behavior, the Egyptians distracted by the quagmire in Yemen
and the Syrians struggling with everything, there may not have been a war in
1967 at all had the Russians not sparked one.24 The Soviets had been heavily
invested in Egypt, Syria and Iraq since the 1950s but felt stymied by
Nasser’s “third force neutralism” and aversion to pro-Moscow “bloc
politics.” To jerk the Arab states into the Soviet bloc and demonstrate the
efficacy of Soviet armaments, Moscow decided to force a war on the Middle
East in May 1967.2> “Even if the war was not won by our [Arab] side,”
Evgeny Pyrlin, head of the Soviet foreign ministry’s Egypt department,
recently confessed, “a war would be to our political advantage because our
side would demonstrate its ability to fight with Soviet weapons and with
Soviet military and political support.” An Arab-Israeli war would also
“create another trouble spot for the United States in addition to . . . Vietnam”



and force the Americans to back Israel, ruining their already tenuous
relations with the Arab states.3%

During a routine visit to Moscow, Anwar Sadat, a Nasser aide and speaker
of the Egyptian National Assembly in 1967, was warned by the Soviets that
“ten Israeli brigades had concentrated on the Syrian border.” In Cairo and
Damascus, the Soviet ambassadors delivered the same (false) intelligence to
Nasser and to the Syrian junta. Although the Egyptian and Syrian general
staff chiefs scoured the Israeli-Syrian border for evidence of the Israeli
deployment and found none, Nasser swallowed the Soviet bait and pushed
an armored division and three infantry brigades across the Suez Canal, into
the Sinai and toward the Israeli border. Seeking to take pressure off the
Syrians, Nasser was also positioning Egyptian troops to smash open a land
corridor to Jordan and take the port of Eilat, which the Israelis had seized in
violation of the 1949 armistice agreements.



NASSER’S GAMBLE

Nasser had more than a strategic interest in the war. He viewed a great
victory over Israel as essential to his political survival. Since he’d fallen
deeper into the Soviet pocket, his American aid—$500 million since the
Lebanon crisis—had dwindled, and his financial position had become
desperate. In the spring of 1967, Egypt was running a $400 million trade
deficit and was down to its gold reserves and about $3 million of hard
currency. Factories had been shut down for want of spare parts and Egypt
Air had canceled all of its flights. The country had always managed to scrape
along somehow, but this time, an old Egypt hand noted, “it was clear that the
UAR had hit bottom.” Some of the bolder free officers were muttering that it
might be time to “Sukarnoize” Nasser—kick him upstairs to a figurehead
presidency and then turn the affairs of the country over to more capable men.
Washington lawyer Ward Elliott wrote in Public Policy that Nasser’s efforts
over the years to “piece his opulent throne with kingdoms”—in Yemen,
Sudan, Algeria, Jordan, Lebanon and Syria—had emptied the Egyptian
treasury.2Z

Instead of retrenching, Nasser rolled the dice. On May 22, he stationed a
garrison at Sharm el-Sheikh and announced a blockade of the Straits of
Tiran, which—if actually enforced by actual ships—would have closed the
Israeli port of Eilat to trade and the seventy thousand barrels of Iranian oil
that arrived there daily.28 President Johnson was staggered by the Egyptian
move, which handed the Israelis an incontestable pretext for war, if they
wanted one. “If any single act of folly was more responsible for this
explosion than any other it was the [Egyptian] decision that the Strait of
Tiran would be closed.”2? Nasser seemed unaware of the danger he was in.
“The Jews have threatened war,” Nasser rumbled, “we tell them ‘you are
welcome, we are ready for war.” ” 40 So, apparently, was the rest of the Arab
world. In the last week of May 1967, Jordan placed its army under Egyptian
command, the Saudis mobilized, Iragi troops marched west into Jordan, and
Algerian units began arriving in Egypt. All of those moves—but especially



the threatened blockade of the Straits of Tiran and the arrival of an Iraqgi
infantry division in Jordan—represented a casus belli for Israel.

Where was America during this headlong pitch toward war? Angry with
Nasser, LBJ had summoned Ambassador Luke Battle home to Washington
in March 1967 and neglected to replace him. Middle East expert Harold
Saunders posted through Cairo as Battle was leaving and emphasized the
critical importance of Egypt: “Its 30 million people, its economic
inheritance, its drive to lead, its pride of achievement and its military power
make. . . it unquestionably the Arab power.”#l Unfortunately, as war clouds
gathered, American relations with Egypt were carried on by the Spanish
embassy. Richard Nolte was belatedly dispatched from Westport,
Connecticut, to Cairo in May 1967 to replace Luke Battle, but arrived only
as Egyptian troops were crossing the canal and heading toward Israel in late
May. Asked for the U.S. position on the crisis, Nolte answered, “What
crisis?”#2 Nolte had his hands full transferring the functions of American
diplomacy in Cairo from the Spanish embassy back to the U.S. embassy,
which came under immediate attack from anti-American rioters. Nolte
would leave his post in September and give way to another ambassador.
Congress was in summer recess when the war broke out, but when it
returned, Republican senator Chuck Percy demanded answers to the “grave
questions raised about the quality of [America’s] advance planning” and
Democratic congressman Wayne Hays, not yet in the negligent clutches of
Elizabeth Ray, blasted the “contributory negligence” of American policy.*3

Ensconced in Cairo on May 21, Ambassador Nolte quickly found his
stride. Nasser, he wrote Rusk, is merely doing to Israel—“a nation
established by force”—what Israel had done to Egypt in 1956. It was a case
of “tit for tat,” and the United States would be wise to sit this one out. To
intervene or back Israel would inflame the Arabs against America and
unleash what Harold Saunders called, in a meeting of LBJ’s National
Security Council, a “parade of horribles.” Assessing the uproar in Israel and
Washington over the still nonexistent Egyptian blockade of the Straits of
Tiran, the American ambassador in Beirut queried: “Would the United States
be as concerned over the issue if it were a blockade of Jordan’s port of
Agaba?” Certainly not, and backing Israel to secure Eilat—a port the Israelis
had seized in violation of the armistice agreements of 1949—would, U.S.
ambassador Findley Burns in Amman wrote, “wreck every interest we have
in North Africa and the Middle East for years to come.” American diplomats



in the Middle East were plainly worried that LBJ, challenged by New York
senator Robert F. Kennedy and Minnesota senator Eugene McCarthy for the
1968 Democratic presidential nomination, would tilt aggressively toward
Israel to win votes and campaign contributions. Secretary of State Dean
Rusk was worried too. Johnson’s Democratic rivals were playing the Israel
card, and so was Walt Rostow’s NSC: “[Will] the U.S. . . . stand up for its
friends, the moderates, or back down as a major power in the Near East?”44
Rusk had a different take on Israeli “moderation.” He read the reports from
his embassies and agreed that the Israelis needed to be prevented “from
taking the law into their own hands.” If they attacked, they would further
constrict the already constricted American “flexibility” in the region, or even

drag America into a war.*2



ISRAEL MOBILIZES

The Israelis, of course, had every intention of attacking and taking the law
into their own hands. “We must be honest with ourselves,” Menachem Begin
chuckled. “We decided to attack [Nasser].”26 Israel’s “one chance for
winning this war is in taking the initiative and fighting according to our own
designs,” Defense Minister Moshe Dayan told his colleagues. “God help us
if they hit us first.” IDF chief of staff General Yitzhak Rabin proposed a
strategy like that of 1956: “Give Nasser a knockout punch [and] change the
entire order of the Middle East.”#Z The Israelis had still not learned that
clobbering the Nassers of the Middle East paradoxically strengthened them,
by martyring them. In June 1967, Israel mobilized eight divisions, or
275,000 troops, 1,100 tanks, 200 guns, 260 combat aircraft and 22 ships
against a 410,000-man Arab coalition (twenty-three divisions) with 2,500
tanks, 1,500 guns, 650 combat aircraft and 90 ships. The Egyptians alone
equaled the Israelis—with 200,000 men, 1,200 tanks, 600 guns and 431
combat jets—and the addition of thirteen Syrian, Iragi and Jordanian
divisions with tanks and air cover made for a colossal imbalance in numbers.
That imbalance explained Nasser’s bubbling optimism. When he called for
the blockade of Eilat, he exulted to his colleagues: “Now, war will be 100
percent certain.” Sadat fretted that “Nasser was carried away by his own
impetuosity.”#® The colonel never even bothered to inform the Syrians and
the Jordanians that he was bringing on a war. David Nes, the chargé
d’affaires at the American embassy in Cairo, worried that Nasser by 1967
had reached “a degree of irrationality bordering on madness.”*2 In
conversations with more prudent colleagues, Nasser explained that the
Israelis would not dare move without American support and that the
Americans would never give it because they were frozen by Soviet pressure
and Vietnam.2

“Our basic objective,” Nasser confidently announced in a speech on May
26, “will be to destroy Israel.” Such cataclysmic rhetoric reopened the



wounds of the Holocaust in Israel. “Auschwitz came up,” Israeli general Uzi
Narkiss recalled. Israelis said, “We are surrounded and if the Arab armies
invade, they’ll kill us.”2! The Arabs wanted to invade and kill but, in a queer
twist of events, were reined in at the last minute by the Soviets. Having
instigated the war with their lies about Israeli deployments, the Soviets
abruptly changed course. Fearing a wider war with the Americans, Prime
Minister Alexei Kosygin warned the Egyptians that they must not rely on
Soviet support or even a Soviet promise to replace Egyptian weapons and
ammunition consumed in a war with Israel if the Egyptians struck first.22



UNLEASH THE ISRAELIS “LIKE A SHERIFF IN HIGH
NOON”

That Soviet warning—heeded by Nasser—handed the initiative back to the
Israelis, who opted for preemption. First they had to sell preemption to the
Americans, who breezily authorized it. Although President Johnson had
warned Ambassador Abba Eban that “Israel will not be alone unless it
decides to go alone,” the Israelis persuaded the Americans to authorize going
it alone. General Meir Amit flew to Washington on May 31 and met with
Rusk, McNamara and the CIA’s Mossad liaison, James Angleton. Rusk was
supportive; Angleton actively encouraged a shattering attack on Egypt; and
McNamara, briefed on Israel’s plans for a blitzkrieg down to Sharm el-
Sheikh and across to Suez, gave his approval too. “I read you loud and
clear,” he smiled to Amit.22 Walt Rostow described the tension in Israel to
President Johnson—*“these boys are going to be hard to hold a week from
now”—and advised LBJ to unleash the Israelis “like a sheriff in High
Noon.” If Johnson reined them in instead, he would be “back[ing] down as a
major power in the Near East.”2* Rostow successfully advanced a line of
argument that the neocons would revive in 2003: if Nasser was removed
from the equation, then everything would magically improve. Sounding a lot
like Dick Cheney in the run-up to the Iraqg War, Rostow urged Johnson to use
Nasser’s blockade of the Straits of Tiran as the cause of a war to remove the
Egyptian leader. “Just beneath the surface is the potentiality for a new phase
in the Middle East of moderation,” Rostow assured L.LBJ a day before the
shooting started. If Nasser fell, a new era would surely dawn: “of economic
development, regional collaboration, and an acceptance of Israel as a part of
the Middle East. But all this depends on Nasser being cut down to size.”2>
Besieged by “cussers and doubters” and trying to win support for an
additional hundred thousand troops for Vietnam, Johnson was not focused
on Israel and the Arabs when 183 Israeli strike fighters finally had a go at

creating Walt Rostow’s imagined New Middle East on June 5, 1967.25 The



IAF—composed of French-made Ouragans, Mysteres and Mirages—Ilooped
low over the Mediterranean toward Libya—sometimes as low as fifteen
meters—and then doubled back from west to east, hitting every Egyptian air
base in a stunning surprise attack that wiped out Nasser’s inventory of Soviet
aircraft while the Egyptian pilots were eating breakfast. Two hundred and
ninety-eight Egyptian planes were destroyed on the ground. The chief of
Egypt’s Soviet military mission complained that Israeli intelligence had

better knowledge of Egypt’s airports and hangar locations than the Soviets,

or even the Egyptians themselves.2Z

The Egyptians received no warning of the attack. Modeled on the Soviet
Central European network, Egypt’s radars were trained on the land
approaches from Israel and left wide gaps along the Mediterranean, which
the Israelis flew through.®® Even if Egypt’s radar net had been more
complete, it wouldn’t have mattered on June 5. The entire system had been
shut down that morning while the Egyptian army commanders flew into the
Sinai to inspect the troops there. Egyptian air traffic controllers, radar
operators and antiaircraft gunners were so unreliable—it was they who had
mistakenly ordered the shoot-down of Texas oilman John Mecom’s private
jet—that the Egyptians worried that sending friendly commanders through
their own airspace might also end in tragedy. So they switched the radars off
as the Israeli jets screamed in from the west and north. The Israelis bombed
and strafed against little resistance. It was a cruel irony that the Israelis had
pressed the Americans for Hawk missiles in 1962 in order to deter an
Egyptian first strike with their 11-28s and Tu-16s. In the event, it was the
Israelis who struck first and devastatingly. In Cairo, Nasser damned the
Israelis for their treachery: “They came from the west,” he fulminated. “We
expected them from the east.” He then phoned Colonel Houari Boumedienne
in Algiers and asked him—while Mossad operators eagerly listened in—if
he could lend him Algeria’s air force. Boumedienne couldn’t, but he did
encourage Nasser to “destroy the Zionist entity and expel the British and
Americans from the region.” After hanging up with Boumedienne, Nasser
phoned a nervous King Hussein in Jordan and tried to buck him up: “We
have sent all our airplanes against Israel. Since early this morning we’ve

been bombing the Israeli air force.”22



NASSER’S “BIG LIE”

Other IAF squadrons hit the Syrians, Jordanians and even the Iraqi air force
in its distant base at Mosul. Jordan’s Prince Abdullah, today King Abdullah,
was a little boy in 1967; he leaped and shrieked delightedly as the Israeli
light bombers passed over his house, hit the royal palace, cratered every
runway in the country and pulverized the Jordanian air force.%? The instant
destruction of the Arab air forces placed the Arab leaders—Nasser in
particular—in an embarrassing position. Nasser had told his populace on
June 5 that UAR squadrons had shot down “more than 100 Israeli planes”
and lost only two of their own. “Pack your bags!” he had crowed in
broadcasts to the Palestinian refugee camps. “We will be in Tel Aviv by
tomorrow night.” Posters were hung around Cairo showing scrawny Jews
with nooses around their necks being booted out of Israel by brawny Arab
infantrymen.®l The reversal of fortune had to be explained somehow. The
CIA had predicted in May that “Nasser would politically survive a military
misadventure if he could make it appear to his own people that the great
powers had conspired against him.”%2 Now Nasser concocted the face-saving
conspiracy. Jordan’s King Hussein was caught by Israeli surveillance on the
telephone with Nasser—an unsecured civilian line—plotting to blame the
whole disaster on the United States. To admit that the Arabs had been
knocked out by Israel alone was too humiliating. “Will we say that the U.S.
and Britain [are attacking], or just the United States?” Nasser asked Hussein.
“Do the British even have aircraft carriers?” Nasser wondered, not
apparently recalling that two of Britain’s four light fleet carriers had attacked
Egypt during the Suez War. Yes, they do, Hussein reminded him, so let’s
blame it on “the United States and England.” The Jordanian king agreed to
issue a joint statement with Cairo condemning the fictitious Anglo-American
onslaught. Israeli tape recorders captured the whole conversation, which
Lyndon Johnson later dubbed “the Big Lie.” When the Israelis played the
tape back to Hussein, he sheepishly opted out of the charade.53



Nasser didn’t. He went to see the commander of the Egyptian forces in the
field—Field Marshal Amer—who swore to Nasser that one of his pilots—a
young squadron leader by the name of Hosni Mubarak—had observed
American jets attacking Egyptian targets with his own eyes. Enraged, Nasser
had a bulletin read on Voice of the Arabs radio: “The United States is the
enemy. The United States is the hostile force behind Israel. The United
States, O Arabs, is the enemy of all peoples, the killer of life, the shedder of
blood, who is preventing you from liquidating Israel.”%* Even as the BBC
and other world services broadcast the news of Egypt’s collapse, Nasser’s
radio towers on the hills west of Cairo continued to send out reports of Arab
victory—a fifteen-year-old boy in Alexandria was congratulated for
apprehending “six Israeli frogmen”—and scurrilous accusations that
“American planes [were] killing Egyptian children” and that American
reporters were lighting cigarettes on their hotel balconies to guide
“imperialist” bombers onto their targets. Nasser, taking Johnson’s offhand
remark to his wife, Lady Bird, that “we have a war on our hands” as proof
that “we” signified American and Israeli collusion, broke diplomatic
relations with the United States, awarded the Alexandrian teenager twenty
dollars and the promise of a “well-paying government job,” confined
American journalists to the interior of the dingy Nile Hotel, rounded up
startled American tourists (some of whom were plucked from Nile cruise
ships and the ruins of Luxor) and went ahead with the “Big Lie” on Cairo
Radio on Tuesday, June 6.



“AMERICA IS NOW THE NUMBER ONE ENEMY OF THE
ARABS”

In Cairo and Alexandria, furious demonstrators torched American facilities,
including the USIS library and the consulate in Alexandria. Ambassador
Nolte, newly arrived from Westport, began burning files in the Cairo
embassy. Arab rage spread like fire across the region. Nasser used the radio
to order “the Arab masses to destroy all imperialist interests,” and within
hours mobs were hurling stones, trash and firebombs at American embassies
and consulates in Baghdad, Basra, Aleppo, Algiers, Tunis and Benghazi.
“America is now the number one enemy of the Arabs,” Algiers Radio
shouted. “The American presence must be exterminated from the Arab
homeland.”® To tamp down the Arab rage, President Johnson initially
expressed neutrality in the war, “in thought, word and deed.” His friend
David Gins-burg immediately phoned the president to advise him that
invocation of the Neutrality Act would bar Israel from fund-raising in the
United States. Johnson bridled at first. Pressed by White House aides
Lawrence Levinson and Ben Wattenberg to replace his declaration of
neutrality with one of support for Israel, LBJ wheeled on them and shook his
fist in their faces: “You Zionist dupes! You’re Zionist dupes in the White
House!” But Johnson’s rage melted away under the flood of calls and letters
pouring into the White House from American Jews, demanding support for
Israel’s preemptive war and annexations. When it came to Israel, Johnson
ruefully reflected, there was no distinction between foreign and domestic
policy.2®

With Washington tilting toward the Israelis despite their aggression, the
Jordanians held back. King Hussein knew that the Israelis coveted the West
Bank, which bulged inconveniently into Israeli territory and provided
convenient bases for cross-border fedayeen attacks; there were