1956 Episode 33
Episode 2.18: The Art of Backing Down brings us to a critical point in the narrative, where Anthony Eden decided that a ceasefire was in fact favourable after all, even while he had ignored calls for just such an arrangement in the past. So just what had changed? Thanks to Harold Macmillan, Eden was persuaded that the economic situation in Britain was close to breaking point, and the Treasury Secretary greatly inflated the figures to ape a crisis which could not be avoided, unless peace was reached. Explaining this event necessitates a small investigation into the elements of truth in Macmillan’s economic doomsaying, as well as a deeper examination of Macmillan’s motives. Was the Treasury Secretary motivated by the hopeless Egyptian situation, or by his political ambition to oust Eden and take his spot?
As the title of the episode indicates though, much of our time is spent on examining the incredible transformation in British aims which took place over the day of 6th November. With news that Egypt would not be capitulating now common knowledge among his peers, Eden determined to change virtually every aspect of the Egyptian campaign. If a ceasefire would have be implemented, then it was necessary Britain control the narrative which led to this ceasefire. This Eden did, with a breath-taking disregard for the truth. Britain, so the PM claimed, had gone to Egypt not to remove Nasser, recoup prestige or recapture the Suez Canal, but to prevent the Egyptian-Israeli war from spilling over into neighbouring countries and, most incredibly of all, to draw the conflict to the attention of the UN. This latter goal was ludicrous, but Eden insisted until the end that because the UN Emergency Force was en route, this ‘aim’ of his had been successful.
This recasting of Britain’s role in the Crisis was never going to fool everyone, but it was immensely convenient now that Eden possessed someone to blame – the Americans – and something noble to cling on to – the idea that Britain had acted in the interests of the world. It was a combination which he was to uphold for the rest of his life, with the most damning of consequences for his legacy and Party.
*******
Hello and welcome history friends patrons all to 1956 episode 2.18. Last time, we watched with fascination as Anthony Eden’s plans fell even further into pieces. Having banked for some time on the feeble Egyptians crumbling and capitulating at first contact with his forces, Eden was faced with the prospect of a full-blown war with the Egyptian government instead. The gamble had evidently not paid off, and by the evening of 5th November it was clear that the big guns – the flotilla of Anglo-French soldiers waiting off Port Said, would have to be sent in. This act of military intervention, where in the previous days only limited actions taken by paratroopers had taken place, represented an escalation. This all had the potential to make Britain and France look very bad indeed, especially as the Soviets had been given such a handy time of it in Budapest, as the Western alliance seemed to fracture. If 5th November was the watershed moment, when either peace or further war would be decided upon, then the 6th November was destined to be the breaking point of British nerves and resolve. 
Thousands of miles away, President Eisenhower prepared for election day, and while he still tried to see the best intentions in the Anglo-French actions, he had become strained and irritated by the underhanded and manipulative way which Eden and his French counterparts had carried on. As far as Eisenhower, much of the UN and, it seemed, world opinion, was concerned, the greatest obstacle to peace was not Egyptian obstinacy or Soviet scheming, but Anglo-French pride and intransigence. Eden seemed determined to maintain the entente in Egypt until a ceasefire was agreed to, while in Washington and the UN, the thought process remained one of withdrawal now, and peace later. Eisenhower was beginning to come around to the stark fact that Eden did not want peace, at least not unless he could get it on his terms. 
The embattled PM was facing down the proverbial cannon, as his political opponents began to smell not merely a rat, but also blood in the water. While his career and legacy depended upon a successful resolution of the Suez fiasco, other factors were moving into position which, the PM and his FS would later maintain, left them with no choice, but to practice the art of backing down. In this episode then, after several months worth of build, we reach the point where backing down was decided upon, and we ask what had persuaded the PM that enough was enough, and the Egyptian dream would have to be abandoned after all. Without any further ado then, I will now take you to 6th November 1956…
***************
Patrick Reilly walked in on a pretty stark scene. Walking into the Cabinet Room on the afternoon of 6th November, Reilly, as deputy under-secretary in the FO, carried in his hand a draft reply to a memo sent out by the Soviets in the previous days, which had made a veiled threat to a wider war in Egypt. Doing his duty, and intending to show his superiors this draft before it was sent, Reilly was admitted into the Cabinet Room, and may well have behaved as an actor does in one of those clichéd scenes where a person walks in on something shocking, and the shock causes them to release what they hold in their hand. Reilly recalled the scene:
Eden was just sitting there, and [Selwyn] Lloyd was there too, not sitting but walking about the room. I put my draft reply before Eden, and I was there for an astonishingly long period of time, not less than three quarters of an hour, perhaps more. Eden started to look at my reply, and then his concentration wandered, and he would make inconsequential remarks like ‘Poor Selwyn, how tired you must be.’ Selwyn, I don’t think, ever looked at the draft at all, but he kept saying he must go to the House of Commons, where he had an appointment with the Venezuelan ambassador. From time to time, Eden would look at my draft, and I remember him occasionally cutting out a sentence or two rather testily, but I don’t remember him adding anything at all.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Cited in Barry Turner, Suez 1956, pp. 396-397.] 

This disorganised and depressed scene which Patrick Reilly had just walked into was in fact the visual representation of political defeat. By the afternoon of 6th November indeed, a ceasefire had already been decided upon in Britain, and Eden had felt forced to accede to it. British soldiers would stop firing by midnight, whether their objectives had been secured or not. What Reilly had seen was a man crushed and defeated by the failures of his policy decisions, now fresh out of options. But what had gone wrong? Eden had gone to bed on the evening of 5th November not having given up hope, and in fact reasonably confident that, if the bad press could be endured, there was nothing to prevent British arms from achieving its objectives. Now though, a little over 12 hours later, he was coming to terms with the end. While he was defeated, Eden was so far away and sluggish in Reilly’s presence because his mind had turned immediately to the task of damage control, and failing that, of political self-preservation. 
The question of what had occurred in that 12 hour span is of primary importance to the shape which the Suez Crisis took, and to the way it is regarded to this day. Those aware of the SC to any degree know that pressure in the UN GA, and diplomatic pressure through its private channels, were not the only means by which Washington hoped to persuade Eden to make a ceasefire. The key element in the equation, as it happened, was one of economics. At 9.45AM on the morning of 6th November, Eden met with his colleagues to discuss the Suez situation and the challenges which the government could expect to face. The news at this point was not good, as the US was currently supporting a GA resolution which called for economic sanctions to be imposed against the British and French. It remained to be seen if this resolution would make any difference, but it certainly sent a gloomy message to Eden’s peers. Of these peers though, it was Harold Macmillan, treasury secretary, who dealt the killer blow to Eden’s policy. 
Much like the Anglo-French control over the Suez Canal was seen as a mark of British prestige, so too was the high value of sterling. In 1956, you needed $2.80 to purchase £1. The high value of the pound kept foreign investment in Britain low, because the pound was so expensive, and it also nailed British exporters, who continued to see themselves superseded by the cheaper dollar. In many respects, it would have made sense to devalue the pound, and while I am very far from any kind of expert on economics, even I can appreciate that the high value attributed to the pound in the context of a British decline pretty much everywhere else was unsustainable. Tory politics, as much as economic theory, maintained that a reduction in the value of the pound would lead to a drastic fall in living standards and a collapse in British material interests across the world. As one historian has noted, ‘devaluation was the dirtiest word in the Treasury vocabulary.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Ibid, p. 398.] 

When fears emerged as to the stability of the British position, this led to a lack of confidence in the pound, and a resulting wobble in its fortunes on the currency trade. As the fickle trends of these financial stock markets dictates, if you believe that the £ will increase in value against the US Dollar, you will buy £ with US Dollars. If the exchange rate rises, you will sell the pounds back, thereby making a profit. In 1956, this looked like Britain’s $ reserves being eaten up by opportunistic spenders, which would have to be offset by the use of gold reserves to stabilise the currency and buy back more $ at a higher price. If you’re as confused and bored as I am by such terminology, fear not. All you need to know is that in several respects, Eden’s government got it very wrong in the theatre of economics.
First of all, as Treasury Secretary, Harold Macmillan had not anticipated the financial consequences of the Suez Crisis. The expectation among Macmillan and Eden etc. was that if the Egyptian adventure did produce negative economic results, then Washington would bolster British economic strength and courage by coming to the rescue with a large loan from the IMF. This loan could be used to insulate British markets and restore confidence in the £ at a sensitive time. This expectation was so ingrained in Macmillan’s thinking, and in that of his peers, that the Treasury Secretary never bothered to make any effort to apply for this loan before the SC blew up. In fact, Macmillan had been among those British ministers who had looked on the French effort to secure just such an IMF loan in early October with a degree of amusement. 
While the French had had to scramble beforehand to secure themselves, Macmillan felt confident to rely on the Anglo-American relationship to see British economic fortunes through. However, it was dawning on Macmillan and others, that as the knock-on effects of British misadventures in Egypt were translated to a blow to the stability of sterling, the Americans were not intending to come to the rescue with an IMF loan. Instead, it appeared as though Washington was content to let London stew in its troubling juices. With news emerging that the US wouldn’t be putting up the insulation fund to protect the £, Macmillan was predicting a nightmarish situation where millions of pounds had been wiped off of Britain’s gold reserves. The actual losses in the first two days of November amounted to £20 million, and losses continued to mount by the end of the week to £30.4 million. These losses, while dire, were not the catastrophe that we are often led to believe. 
Britain’s stocks of gold and its currency’s spending power could still be salvaged, and was not in any genuine danger so long as the US too had an interest in seeing the £ stay afloat. If sterling collapsed, in other words, then the US would come to feel the negative effects of a downturn, and negative political results could follow in a depressed Britain – perhaps another depression across the world could even be the outcome. In short, if affairs reached a certain stage, the Eisenhower administration would almost certainly feel compelled to intervene. Knowing this, we are struck by the image of Macmillan telling a monumental porky to his colleagues in the Cabinet meeting of the morning of 6th November. According to the minutes of this meeting:
He [Macmillan] told the Cabinet that there had been a serious run on the pound, viciously orchestrated by Washington. Britain’s gold reserves, he announced, had fallen by £100 million over the past week or by one eight of their remaining total.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Cited in Ibid, p. 398.] 

Had this state of affairs been true, and had Britain genuinely lost an eighth of its reserves in the space of a week, with no sign of American aid forthcoming to bail Britain out, then there would have been good reason for Macmillan to panic. In fact, the US had neglected to get involved in Britain’s financial woes precisely because the situation was not as bad as Macmillan claimed. The day after this meeting took place, after he had informed his peers and Eden above all that Britain had been seriously cut down economically, Macmillan was informed by his own civil servants that losses over the last week amounted to £30.4 million, not £100 million. Furthermore, by 20th November, Macmillan noted himself that British losses for the month of November, rather than the first week of November, would be akin to £107 million. From this, we can deduce that Macmillan fudged the numbers to his peers before he actually knew the true extent of the damage. The real question then, is why he would have done this.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  All figures are provided by Ibid, pp. 398-399.] 

What would Macmillan have to gain by inventing a financial crisis, which generations of historians since have taken as the official word of what happened. Macmillan, after all, was secretary of the treasury – it stood to reason that he had the most accurate figures on hand. In fact, he did, but he chose to divulge different figures to the ones which the source material shows he was aware of. Two explanations emerge for why Macmillan fudged the numbers. The first was that by painting this crisis, he could engineer Eden’s climb-down, and bring about his downfall. With Eden gone, Macmillan would then be able to swoop into the position of PM and achieve his political ambitions. This explanation, I feel, is a touch too Machiavellian to suit Macmillan’s character. The second, and in my view more likely, option, was that Macmillan had come to believe that Eden’s policy was doomed. Short of persuading him with words, Macmillan sought to persuade him with some alarming figures which proved that Britain could not sustain this unpopular policy, and it would have to bow out. 
Neither choice presents a clear cut explanation, since inconsistences remain in Macmillan’s character. The treasury secretary had been, after all, a firm supporter of the Egyptian plot and had voiced his approval for a stiff line to be taken against President Nasser. He can safely be considered one of the ‘hawks’ in Eden’s Cabinet, and this was proved when he was given a seat on the Egyptian Committee, a group which had been created in July 1956 for the sole purpose of rubber stamping any aggressive policies Eden concocted. Either way, from this confusing mess we are faced with the following formula – that Macmillan, convinced that the Egyptian scheme was failing and desperate to extricate Britain from it, made use of a lie to persuade his colleagues as to the wisdom of making a quick peace. 
As an actor in the Suez Crisis, Harold Macmillan is rarely one that bubbles to the surface. Yet, it appears that Macmillan had been persuaded by the course of events over the previous days that victory of any kind in Egypt was impossible. The continued bad press, the lambasting in Parliament and the Egyptian resistance to a quick victory all frustrated and endangered Britain’s position, as did Britain’s solitude when faced with an angry UN GA, and an irritated President Eisenhower. Macmillan would have been far from the only actor in the Suez mess to have become disillusioned with Eden’s approach, after having entered the equation in late October in such high spirits. If you still are not convinced of the importance of Macmillan, consider how quickly the conversation turned not to his failings as a Treasury secretary, but the perfidious Americans, who stunted British economic fortunes and prevented Britain from attaining its goals. 
Indeed, one of the most striking and commonly referenced themes in the immediate aftermath of the SC is the increase in anti-American feeling which the crisis seemed to engender. As Selwyn Lloyd would claim ‘If they had not led the pack against us, I think that the international situation would have been tenable until we had the Canal, and then we would have been in a position to bargain for an agreement.’[footnoteRef:5] Lloyd made these comments 20 years after the events of the SC, on the eve of his death, and just as his memoirs were going to the press. That the resentment felt towards the Americans could have such a staying power two decades later speaks volumes to how effective Macmillan’s efforts were to cover up what had truly happened. As Macmillan would surely have known, the Americans did not sabotage anything, they simply stood aloof. And they stood aloof because they appreciated that Britain was not yet in any genuine danger of economic collapse. Had London genuinely been on the verge of disaster, it is beyond belief to suggest that, in the context of a Soviet smashing of Hungary and the increasingly belligerent tone of Khrushchev, that Eisenhower would have approved of taking the British down to prove a point. [5:  Cited in Ibid, p. 401.] 

For these reasons, the SC appears like one of those events in history which seems so straightforward on paper – of course the Americans forced the British to make peace by threatening them with financial destruction: they were angry that Britain had acted when Hungary was being trampled upon. If we look deeper though, and place the SC in the context of the Anglo-American relationship, more sensible explanations for why events transpired as they did come to the fore. Macmillan, and then Anthony Eden shortly afterwards, cracked and relented not because of Eisenhower’s economic threats, but because the political pressure, building for some time now, had simply become too much. The Egyptians were not giving in, the UN was aghast at the Anglo-French behaviour, and the Soviets were making increasingly aggressive noises. 
If these factors were not enough to persuade Eden to see reason, then we must suppose that they were enough to persuade Harold Macmillan. Thus persuaded, Macmillan then approached the crisis from the only angle which he knew would make Eden sit up and take notice. The PM had long since ignored the political and diplomatic pressure, and he had been able to talk American ears off while pursuing the policy that he wanted. When faced with what Macmillan presented as the bare, economic facts though, Eden could not pretend that the crisis did not exist. His treasury secretary had told him that the situation was akin to a financial emergency, and his treasury secretary had no reason to lie. Certainly, it is worth considering that the political pressures had built up in Eden’s mind too, and that this economic storm was merely the cherry on top of a thoroughly alarming cake. Had he known the truth, it may still have been a preferable way out for the PM – now he could blame the Americans, as Macmillan and his peers were content to do, rather than accept that from the beginning, his Egyptian policy had been naïve to the point of fantasy, and wasteful in the extreme. 
That Eden was perfectly happy to heap the blame on the Americans was demonstrated by the first conversation with a foreign power he had after learning of Macmillan’s fake economic news. Eden telephoned Guy Mollet, the French premier, and talked with both he and his FM Christian Pineau. Pineau recalled that, when Mollet passed the phone to him with Eden at the other end ‘I heard the broken voice of a man who was at the end of his tether and ready to let himself sink.’[footnoteRef:6] Mollet’s efforts to calm Eden and put steel into him were in vain, and before long, Pineau engaged in the same anti-American diatribe as his British allies, referring to a rumour doing the rounds which put it that President Nasser had been on the verge of resigning a few days’ before, until the American ambassador in Cairo had intervened to ensure that Nasser stayed in place. The Americans, Pineau persuaded himself, wanted the Anglo-French effort in Egypt to fail.  [6:  Cited in Ibid, p. 401.] 

This suited not just Anthony Eden’s, but also Harold Macmillan’s version of events down to the ground, and so it was allowed to stick. The mean, interfering Americans, jealous of our political independence, cut our legs out from under us at the last moment, went the official line. The image of Britain and France standing down in the face of American pressure wasn’t a particularly favourable one for either government, but it was infinitely better than admitting that the policy had been wrong-headed to begin with, and accepting that it had been doomed from the start. In such a way did an incredible warping of events take place – by this point, it was entirely likely that Eisenhower was too caught up with his election to have made a significant effort to spoil the Anglo-French fun. 
Even if he hadn't been facing an election campaign the next day, Eisenhower still had no reason to intervene. The official American line was that its diplomats were seeking to bring about peace in Egypt, followed shortly thereafter by the arrival of a UN EF to keep that peace in the region. American policy was not calling for a destabilisation of Anglo-French currency to place greater pressure upon them, it was calling instead for the mounting of diplomatic pressure in the UN GA, where the US continued to support resolutions that did not benefit the Anglo-French interest. Conveniently for Macmillan, Selwyn Lloyd and Anthony Eden after the event though, this harnessing of legitimate pressure sources could be used as evidence later on that Washington was determined to ruin London if it couldn’t get its way. Anti-American feelings among some Tory backbenchers, and thereafter among the British people, hadn't reached such a level since the immediate post-war years, when all that many citizens could remember of the American soldier was that they had had lots of money, and seemed to steal the best girls.
Anglo-French resentment at American behaviour ignores the very difficult position which the Eisenhower administration was in by late October 1956. Sufficient evidence exists to suggest that the US was compelled, largely because it had few other options, to approach the crises in both Egypt and Hungary through the auspices of the UN. Not only that, but because the UN SC had been neutered through successive vetoes, American policymakers were forced to depend upon the GA. Since the GA would only be effective if it could wield significant pressure against the British, French, Israelis and Soviets in the relevant crisis areas, it stands to reason that the US invested a great deal of its energy and time in the GA to ensure that it was able to gather together a group of concerned nations. 
That this group of concerned nations increasingly counted among its number members of the Commonwealth struck British policymakers as a further example of American perfidy – look at how Washington steals our historic friends! Yet, this criticism by Eden, Lloyd and others of American policy within the UN was a smokescreen for the fact that the US had little choice.[footnoteRef:7] Washington needed the UN as much as the UN needed Washington, and Washington was far from the only power who wanted the SC to blow over and end peacefully.[footnoteRef:8] In fact, something which both London and Paris pointedly missed about American diplomacy was the fact that the UN approach had been its plan b – plan a, had Eden and his French counterparts properly been appraised of it, would have surely caused something of a storm. This is because one significant, and largely forgotten, pillar of American pressure diplomacy in the run up to the Anglo-French landing on 6th November had been to make use of the European allies to persuade the entente of the need to back down.  [7:  See Richard N. Swift, ‘United States Leadership in the United Nations’, The Western Political Quarterly, Vol. 11, No. 2 (Jun., 1958), pp. 183-194.]  [8:  See JITENDRA MOHAN, ‘India, Pakistan, Suez and The Commonwealth’, International Journal, Vol. 15, No. 3 (SUMMER, 1960), pp. 185-199.] 

President Eisenhower had placed a great deal of stock in the propaganda struggle for Western Europe, and his administration was highly supportive of European efforts to integrate. Elected on a platform of ‘rollback’, and critical of the containment idea in general, Eisenhower gave the impression during the 1952 campaign that he would make great efforts to stick it to the Soviets across the world. When he became president though, he quickly learned that matters were not so simple. Eisenhower and John Foster Dulles opted for ‘massive retaliation’, in other words, nuclear deterrence, as their foreign policy. While on paper this seemed to grant opportunities to reduce the swollen defence budget, in practice, it meant that American military power could not be projected into smaller conflicts. If Eisenhower was only prepared to threaten massive nuclear war, then his administration was hardly well-suited to provide an answer for the increasing number of proxy wars which emerged from the early 1950s. After having closed one proxy war in Korea, Eisenhower and Dulles may have been forgiven for thinking that matters would now take a different course, but as we know, the proxy war model, seen in Vietnam, Afghanistan and countless other examples, was to become the rule in the Cold War, rather than a once off.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  See Valur Ingimundarson, ‘Containing the Offensive: The "Chief of the Cold War" and the Eisenhower Administration's German Policy’, Presidential Studies Quarterly, Vol. 27, No. 3, The Presidency in the World (Summer, 1997), pp. 480-495.] 

With 1956 providing additional proxy wars, and right before election time, Eisenhower and Dulles perhaps hoped that they would be able to pull their British and French allies back by cashing in on the relationship they had built up in Europe since 1953. As we noted though, American efforts to build a European lobby group which it could set against the Anglo-French failed, and the UN was thus adopted as the second best option. As to the question of why the US was unable to gather its European allies together to persuade and pressure London and Paris to back down, the explanation is quite fascinating, and it is fascinating because the Americans proved to be as wrong about the Europeans, as the Europeans were about the Americans. 
The scales fell from American eyes once the ultimatum had been issued to both Israel and Egypt. Since 12th September, when the Anglo-French flotilla made its way for Cyprus, both the US and the Soviets had suspected that this new entente might become militarily involved in Egypt. If the ultimatum, issued on 30th October, was the culmination of Eden’s schemes with his French and Israeli allies, then it was also the moment when American diplomacy, behind the scenes, kicked into high gear. This contradicted the calculations of France and the UK. The latter had anticipated that the USA would be forced by the course of events to back the intervention in order to protect the vaunted Atlantic Alliance from collapse. This was a gross miscalculation, since what mattered to the USA was not Atlantic solidarity but European stability and peace, which the Suez adventures directly threatened. Only with Western Europe at peace and free from distraction could the Western allies as a whole maintain a united front against the Soviets. 
With the aim of bringing the British and French back from the brink and restoring this peaceful stability, the US almost instantly contacted West Germany and other European allies in Scandinavia, the LC and in Italy to help stop the war even before the actual Franco-British troop landing. The reactions of the European partners were mixed at best. The reservations of the Europeans…openly supporting the United States had four major causes: European solidarity; disillusionment about existing NATO strategy; disappointment about US inaction during the Hungarian crisis and finally, contempt for the American-Soviet co-operation in the United Nations.[footnoteRef:10] The latter point, you’ll recall, was the immensely awkward result of Anglo-French behaviour in Egypt before world opinion was ready. As the Soviet representative to the UN SC gleefully weighed in against the British and French, he did so knowing full well that Americans sentiments were the same. In other words, the American-Soviet joint condemnation of British and French policy was far from deliberate, but it was an unfortunate consequence of Eden’s alienating and wrong-headed plot to rid the world of Nasser. [10:  See Ralph Dietl, ‘Suez 1956: A European Intervention?’, Journal of Contemporary History, Vol. 43, No. 2 (Apr., 2008), pp. 259-278; p. 272.] 

What the SC demonstrated then is that neither the US nor the European states which it had traditionally called its allies enjoyed a partnership free from tensions or self-interest. To Eisenhower and Dulles, Suez proved that the European partners could not be depended upon for support, and that a backup plan would be necessary. The UN GA was to be this backup plan, and American enthusiasm for UN diplomacy, seen in its co-opting of the Canadian and Asian members above all, represented the pinnacle of its efforts to pressurise the Anglo-French. Of course the Anglo-French had got it wrong too; Eden had long since banked on the inevitability of the Americans falling in with Britain, in the name of the Anglo-American partnership which they of course held in such high esteem. It didn’t seem to occur to Eden or his French counterparts until it was too late that certain actions could jeopardise this special relationship. It was considered all the more galling because in the run up to the British climb-down, Eden had convinced himself that the repeated warnings from President Eisenhower himself that America could not abide by this aggressive British policy were not to be taken seriously. When he realised, thanks to Macmillan, on the morning of 6th November, that he had been catastrophically wrong to consistently ignore Eisenhower’s warnings, it was far easier by this point to scream ‘injustice’ and ‘betrayal’ than to admit that the warning signs had been there from the beginning, and the PM had simply chosen to ignore them.
This policy of ignorance would be highlighted in later days, when Selwyn Lloyd travelled to NY in mid-November in an effort to impress upon the Americans the importance of the British position. This is a trip we’ll examine in more detail in the episodes to come, but it was while talking to John Foster Dulles’ in the latter’s hospital bed that Lloyd was asked a fascinating question. ‘Selwyn’, Dulles asked the British FS, ‘when you started, why didn’t you go through with it?’[footnoteRef:11] From the American perspective, this was a perfectly reasonable question. Dulles wanted to know why, after absorbing the fact that the Americans would not help and that some financial instability would surely be a consequence of their actions, did the British back down when they were so close to occupying their military objectives.  [11:  See Barry Turner, Suez 1956, p. 407.] 

The very fact that the ailing Secretary of State even asked this question demonstrated the generous credit he attributed to Eden’s government. As it happened, this credit was misplaced. Eisenhower’s consistent telegrams attesting to the fact that he would not and could not support the British action had been studiously ignored by Eden, who seems to have believed, and led his Cabinet to believe, that when it came down to the crunch, the US would have no choice but to support its ally. This comes back to what we talked about earlier with the British and French having completely the wrong idea about American intentions – Washington did not want to support European ambitions unconditionally, it wanted a peaceful, quiet and united Europe, ready to face down Soviet threats. 
Put simply then, when Dulles asked Selwyn Lloyd why Eden had backed down at the last moment, the British FS must have finally understood why the Anglo-American wires had gotten so crossed. Britain had backed down at the last minute precisely because their currency had wobbled, and their American ally had neglected to support them, and these factors had struck them as surprising because Anthony Eden had painted a picture completely at odds with reality, and then sold it to his colleagues. The PM had never ceased to believe that whatever he might say in public, the special relationship would come through for him in the end. Selwyn Lloyd had been a willing participant in this distorting of reality, but it is worth considering the possibility that he had bought into the line Eden had sold him to some degree. Yet, in spite of this conversation, Lloyd did not grasp what Dulles’ had meant, and he reported home that Dulles’ question showed that the ailing secretary ‘had already realised what a mess he and the President between them had made of the situation.’[footnoteRef:12] A mess indeed, but this mess had British and French, rather than American authors. [12:  See Ibid, p. 408.] 

If the reality dawned on Eden during his Cabinet meeting on the morning of 6th November, then the pieces would still have to be picked up and some kind of ceasefire agreed to. A ceasefire would mean that all forces would have to stand down, but was not axiomatic that a ceasefire meant withdrawal from Egypt. Indeed, Eden was to insist for the remainder of the month of November that Britain and France could hold the fort, so to speak, until the UN EF arrived. This was all part of his efforts to recast the events of the crisis as one which painted Britain and France as the inherent ‘good guys’, who had not only drawn attention to a trouble spot in the world, and forced the UN to take concrete action, but whose collective actions had prevented the outbreak of a destructive war between Arab and Jews. This theoretical war, which Eden explained had been prevented by pre-emptive Anglo-French action, was to blow up within the decade. 
For the moment though, the PM had a peace to win and a victory to salvage, somehow, from the circumstances of blatant defeat and disappointment. In the next episode, having seen his government climb down from the edge, we’ll see how Eden and his French counterparts managed to negotiate their ceasefire, and how they attempted to paint their continued occupation of Egypt to the rest of the world. I hope you’ll join me for that, but until then, my name is Zack, and this has been 1956 episode 2.18. Thanks for listening, and I’ll be seeing you all soon.
