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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the Anglo-Israeli relationship from early 1956 to the summer of 

1958 against the wider background of the Cold War, super power rivalries and 

upheavals in the Middle East. In the period under study Anglo-Israeli relations went 

through two major phases. The first phase, from early 1956 to early 1957 was marked 

by growing tension in the Middle East when relations between Israel and Britain were 

at best cool and at times hostile. The second phase, from March 1957 to summer/ 

autumn 1958, was characterised by the growing instability of pro- Western states in the 

region and by an eventual breakthrough in Anglo-Israeli relations.

Anglo-Israeli relations were overshadowed by Britain's interests in the Middle East, 

which were essentially to keep oil supply routes and communication with the Indian 

ocean open. It was only the Iraqi coup d'etat in 1958 and the collapse of the Baghdad 

Pact which paved the way for the change in Anglo-Israeli relations. This dramatic set of 

events, coupled with Israel's willingness to cooperate with the British military rescue 

operation in Jordan, led to a less antagonistic and distrustful relationship resulting in a 

definite change in Whitehall's attitudes. This development poses the question of whether 

the origins of this changel©^ the semi-cooperation that had taken place between 

Britain and Israel during the Suez war or whether the latter was merely a temporary act 

of collusion that was followed by a retreat into old patterns of political behaviour.

This study aims to demonstrate that as far as Anglo-Israeli relations were concerned it 

was the upheavals after the Suez war and primarily the crisis during the summer of 1958 

that led to an enhanced understanding between Israel and Britain. In other words it was 

not the Suez war that brought an end to the traditional British interests and view of the 

region, but rather that the fundamental change came in 1958 due to the specific crises 

that developed during that year.



This thesis, based predominately on Israeli and British diplomatic sources, political 

diaries and memoirs seeks to provide a broad study on theses events highlight issues as 

they were seen from Jerusalem and London, and to deliver a comparative study which 

has hitherto been absent. This research takes into consideration the various components 

that influenced Israel's foreign and defence policy before and after the Suez war such as 

coalition considerations, public morale and support as well as financial, Jewish 

immigration and financial limitations, as far as these issues were reflected in the 

diplomatic sources. Furthermore most of the books and research written on Suez as well 

as on Israeli foreign policy, do not go beyond early 1957, and no serious study of 

Anglo-Israeli relations in the period following the Suez war period has yet been 

published.



CONTENTS

Abstract 

Abbreviations 

Introduction- pp. 1-8

Chapter no.l- British interests in the Middle East- pp.9-34 

Chapter no.2- Israeli interests in the Middle East- pp.35-57 

Chapter no.3- The Anglo-Israeli relationship- pp.58-91

Chapter no.4- From Apprehension to co-operation: January-October 1956- pp.92-154 

Chapter no.5- From the Sinai War to the Israeli withdrawal: March 1957- pp. 155-190 

Chapter no.6- Beyond Suez- The Israeli withdrawal and the search of a new 

status quo- pp. 191-229 

Chapter no.7- Before the storm- from the Jordanian crisis to the Lebanese turbulence: 

April 1957-June 1958- pp.229-282 

Chapter no. 8- The end of an era- the crisis of 1958 and the Anglo-Israeli 

relationship- pp.283-339 

Epilogue- pp.340-350 

Conclusions- pp.351-358 

Bibliography- pp.3 59-372



LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

AIOC - Anglo-Iranian Oil Company.

ARAMCO - Arabian-American Oil Company.

BGA - Ben Gurion Archive.

BP - British Petroleum.

CENTO - Central Treaty Organisation 

EEC - European Economic Community.

EFT A -European Free Trade Association.

FLN - National Liberation Front.

GAA -General Armistice Agreements.

IDF- Israeli Defence Forces.

ISA - Israeli State Archive.

MABAR - British and Commonwealth Department, Israeli Foreign Ministry. 

MAHAV - United States Department, Israeli Foreign Ministry.

MEAF - Middle East Air Force.

NATO - North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 

PLO - Palestinian Liberation Organisation.

PRO - Public Record Office.

RAF - Royal Air Force.

SCUA -Suez Canal Users Association.

UNEF - United Nations Emergency Force.

UNRWA -United Nations Relief and Works Agency.



INTRODUCTION

'Middle Eastern politics were like a 

game o f  tennis in which the only way 

o f  scoring was by waiting for the 

opponent to serve double faults'.(l)

This thesis aims to examine the Anglo-Israeli relationship from early 1956 to summer 

1958 in the context o f  the Cold War, superpower rivalry and political upheaval in the 

Middle East.

Ever since the establishment o f  the state o f  Israel in 1948 the Anglo-Israeli relationship 

faced adversity and setbacks and was overshadowed by the bitter historical experience 

o f  the British Mandate. Israel's attitude towards Britain was characterised by two 

ambivalent dimensions: First, great admiration towards Britain as a democracy which 

gave the Jews the Balfour declaration; and second, suspicion and apprehension o f  British 

policy and motives in the region. This dualism also characterised the British attitudes 

towards Israel. British public opinion largely ignored Israel from 1950-1955 and British 

officials focused on relations with Arab states. Within the Foreign Office there was a 

general appreciation o f  Israel's achievements and pioneering spirit, but her presence in 

the region was always considered to be contrary to British strategic and economic 

interests. Close relations with Israel were viewed therefore as conflicting with Britain's 

general position in the Middle East.

5 b o t a s  cke/K iq. U.q
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*cui.cGtvw2- e ^ r K P ^ o d ,  lo© aasl © f  ccuUvkx/k^ The British felt, 

and this was publicly outlined in Anthony Eden's Guildhall speech o f  November 1955, 

that in order to promote regional peace and stability which would serve British interests,

Israel would have to make territorial concessions.

In the period under study Anglo-Israeli relations went through two major stages: The 

first- from early 1956 to early 1957, was marked by growing tension in the Middle East 

and cool relations between Israel and Britain which at times became almost openly 

hostile. The second period from early 1957 to summer 1958 was characterised by the 

growing instability o f  the pro-Western states in the region and by an eventual 

breakthrough in Anglo-Israeli relations.

The British Ambassadors to Israel recognised Israel's suspicion o f  Her Majesty's 

Government, but sometimes reported this in a negative way, with little real 

understanding o f  the Israeli mood. For example, a most significant remark can be found 

in a letter o f 8 March 1955 from Sir John Nicholls, British Ambassador to Tel-Aviv, to 

Sir Evelyn Shuckburgh,the Assistant Under -Secretary at the Foreign Office: 'The centre 

o f  infection in the region;' the Ambassador wrote, 'is Israel and we have to treat the 

Israelis as sick people, their illness is psychological... therefore it is not reasonable to 

expect that a nation made up o f  individuals so psychologically unstable, should be 

capable o f  mature foreign policy'. (2)

The period following the Suez War was marked by an improved and calmer 

relationship, though the real shift came only in summer 1958, and it is therefore o f  

immense importance to establish to what degree the co-operation between Israel and 

Britain during the Suez war paved the way for the breakthrough, or whether Suez was 

just an interlude followed by a retreat into old patterns o f  political behaviour. This thesis



argues that it was the upheavals after Suez and primarily the crisis during summer 1958 

that finally led to a better understanding as well as a transformation of the traditional 

power relationship between the two states. It can thus be argued that the Suez war did 

not bring an end to the traditional British interests and view of the region, but rather that 

the fundamental change came in 1958.

In order to appreciate the nature of Anglo-Israeli relations at this time it is necessary 

to understand the various factors that influenced Britain and Israel, such as Israel's 

political and security vulnerability in a hostile environment, the internal rivalries among 

the Arabs, British strategic and economic interests in the region, and the ever greater role 

and influence of the USSR and the US in Middle Eastern affairs. The intensification of 

the Cold War in the region had a major impact on Middle Eastern states and on Israel's 

actions. This led to great upheavals in some regional states, and encouraged the growth 

of Arab radicalism and nationalism. The period under study was also marked by the rise 

of the Arab nationalist movement and by the predominance of Nasser's influence and 

prestige which had a significant impact on Middle Eastern internal affairs and on the 

region's position vis-a-vis the Western powers. Arab nationalism associated imperialism 

with Western domination, and consequently perceived the West as obstructing its 

aspirations and therefore its resentment towards the West grew at this time. 

Furthermore, because of the Arab belief that Zionism and the state of Israel were the 

creation and spearhead ofWestem imperialism, the dispute between the Arabs and Israel 

was seen by the former not as a mere regional conflict but as an international one. The 

Arab-Israeli dispute was also fed by the Pan-Arab movement, and Nasser's Pan-Arab 

propaganda, and by Israel's militant response. It is therefore vital for any historian 

examining the Middle East to acknowledge the importance of the regional forces



operating in the Middle East, rather than to assume that history can be explained by 

studying only Western actions and motivations alone. Any attempt to marginalize 

regional factors, and to relegate the area itself only to secondary importance compared 

to emphasis on the Western policy-making process risks a narrow interpretation of the 

subject and would encourage false assumptions and historical misunderstanding.

There are also similar dangers when historians examine Israel's policies. In the 

introduction to his book 'Between East and West: Israel's Foreign Policy Orientation 

1948-1956' Professor Uri Bialer wrote: 'The entire body of research on Israel's external 

policy has not been systematically and thoroughly based on the political documentation 

of that country'.(3) Indeed, except for some studies, some of which were mentioned 

above, Western historians, because of their lack of knowledge of the Hebrew language, 

have of necessity relied solely on the use of American and British documents to analyse 

Israeli foreign policy. Moreover, the historian examining Israel's foreign policy must take 

into consideration not only Israel's defence position, but also the various components 

that influenced her decision-makers such as the domestic political coalition 

considerations, public opinion, morale and support, as well as the economic and financial 

limitations on her foreign policy choices.

The origins of the Suez crisis have been studied extensively. Benny Morris's book 

'Israel's border wars 1949-1956'(4) provides a very penetrating study of Israel's 

retaliation policy and contributes to a greater understanding of the Arab-Israeli dispute 

and to the policy behind Israel's decision-making. Another study which gives a broad 

account of the affair and its background is Suez 1956-The Crisis and its Consequences. 

edited by Roger Louis and Roger Owen. (5) Keith Kyle's book, Suez (6) and The Suez 

Sinai Crisis 1956. edited by Selwyn Troen and Moshe Shemesh, (7) also provide



additional information and context. Mordechai Bar-Oris book The Gates of Gaza.(8J 

provides interesting insights into the policy adopted by Israel at the time. Yet, Bar-On's 

book is based in the main on secret unpublished material, both official and private papers, 

to which most researchers have no access, and this therefore makes an evaluation of his 

conclusions difficult. Research has already been conducted on the issue of British 

attitudes towards the Arab-Israeli dispute and towards Israel in general. Ilan Pappe's 

book Britain's and the Arab- Israeli conflict 1948-195 l'.(9J has examined the earlier 

period from the establishment of Israel in 1948 to 1951.(10) Yoav Temnabum's thesis 

provides an interesting account of British attitudes towards the Arab- Israeli dispute and 

Israel between 1951-1954. However, these studies have focused on examining the British 

attitude towards Israel and the Arab-Israeli dispute alone and do not provide a 

comparative study or a deep analysis of Israeli attitudes towards Britain.

This thesis, based predominantly on Israeli and British documents, seeks to provide 

a broader study, and to highlight issues as they were seen from both London and 

Jerusalem, and to deliver a comparative study which has been absent hitherto. 

Furthermore, most of the books written about Suez and Israeli foreign policy do not go 

beyond early 1957, and no serious study on the Anglo-Israeli relationship in the period 

following Suez has yet been published. This thesis intends to highlight not just the Suez 

war period, but to go beyond this. Furthermore, this research argues that the cooperation 

between Britain and Israel during Suez was the result of necessity and did not represent 

a significant turnabout in the relations between the two countries. Rather it was the July 

1958 crisis which had a more important and defining impact on Britain's general position 

in the Middle East and upon Anglo-Israeli relations. In particular as a study primarily 

of Anglo-Israeli political relations, this research only considers British defence policy for

5



the Middle East when and if it had a direct bearing on the diplomatic relations between 

Israel and Britain.

The researcher of Middle Eastern studies faces numerous problems, above all the fact 

that archives in Arab states are not accessible to researchers. As for the Israeli Archives, 

although in principle Israel applies a 'thirty years rule', there are some archives and 

materials which have not been declassified. The main problem relates to the Israeli 

Defence Forces archive which only allows restricted access to documents on defence and 

security issues. Attempts made by this writer, and by other researchers, have largely been 

in vain. The Ben-Gurion Archive and Ben-Gurion's diary give very interesting and useful 

insights into Israeli foreign policy formulation, but here again most researchers find that 

many documents are still classified and accessible only to certain select historians. In 

addition, historians are denied access to the records of the Israeli Cabinet and to the 

Foreign Affairs Parliamentary Committee. However, a good source is the Israeli State 

Archive, which gives quite a wide range of information, including some intelligence 

reports.

The structure adopted in this thesis is a chronological one. As a comparative study it 

was important to examine first of all the interests of the two states in the Middle East and 

their general outlook on international affairs. Therefore the first chapter gives an account 

of British interests, with a special emphasis on the importance of oil, and her attempts 

to solve the Arab-Israeli dispute. The second chapter examines Israel's interests, political 

discourse and aims as a young pioneering Jewish state, and focuses on her attitude to 

the Arab-Israeli dispute in particular. The third chapter examines the Anglo-Israeli 

relationship since Israel's establishment; stating the main bones of contentions mainly 

from Israel's point of view.
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The fourth chapter deals with events during 1956, the growing radicalism in the Arab 

world; the development of a closer Franco-Israeli relationship and the countdown to 

Suez, including an examination of the so-called 'collusion' between Israel and Britain. 

The fifth chapter deals with the events during the Suez war itself, such as the Israeli 

attack on Egypt, the British-French collaboration and the limited co-operation between 

Israel and Britain. In addition, the chapter examines the British and Israeli positions in 

that crucial period and focuses on Israel's attempt to secure her interests prior to her 

withdrawal, and on the political storm in Britain. The sixth chapter deals with the 

consequences of Suez and questions whether the war brought about any substantive 

change in Anglo-Israeli relations. In addition, the chapter addresses the Israeli struggle 

to secure free passage through the Suez canal and her effort to strengthen herself 

internally and to search for a new status quo in the region. The seventh chapter focus on 

the upheavals in Jordan in April 1957 and the events leading to the crisis in the Lebanon, 

and the greater dependency of Britain and Israel on American decision making and 

foreign policy. All of this is analysed in the context of the greater involvement of the 

super powers in the region.

The eighth chapter deals with the dramatic upheavals of July 1958, their consequences 

for Britain's position in the region; the intervention in Lebanon by the US and by the 

British in Jordan, and focuses on the changing mood in the region and in particular on 

Anglo-Israeli relations.
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Chapter no. 1-

BRITISH INTERESTS IN THE MIDDLE EAST IN THE 1950s 

This chapter examines British economic and strategic interests in the Middle East in a 

period of rapid change and upheavals. In particular it explores the fundamental principles 

that guided British policy in the region.

Imperial and Oil Interests 

The British perspective on the Middle East in the 1950s combined traditional interests 

and attitudes with contemporary strategic requirements. These interests can be divided 

into two major categories, first economic interests and second, political-strategic.

Britain had traditionally been one of the most interested of the great powers in the 

region, and had come to a position of dominance after the collapse of the Ottoman 

empire. Originally, in the first half of the nineteenth century, Great Britain's diplomatic 

objectives in the Middle East related to the defence and preservation of her Indian 

Empire. However, with the completion of the Suez Canal in 1869 British interests in the 

region increased. The Canal drastically shortened the time it took to get to India and the 

other British possessions east of Suez and thus it became of immense importance to 

British trade. In addition, it helped to encourage British trade with the Middle East and 

from the late nineteenth century ten percent of Britain's exports went to countries in this 

area. This meant that any interruption of free passage through the Canal would be a 

grave threat to Britain's financial and trading interests.(l)

British interests in the Middle East and in the Suez Canal grew even further as a result 

of the discovery of oil in Iran and other Middle Eastern countries in the early years of the



twentieth century. (The Anglo-Iranian oil company (AIOC) was in 1939 Britain's largest 

overseas economic asset) Thus by the time of the Second World War the Middle East 

was considered to be a region of vital strategic importance to the security of the British 

empire.

Following the Second World War British interests within the region came to be of even 

greater significance. One might have expected that in the light of the granting of 

independence to India, Pakistan, Burma and Ceylon during 1947-48 that the emphasis 

on the Middle East would have been reduced. However, the Suez Canal still remained 

as a vital route of communications to her interests in the Far East, eg. Malaya and her 

empire in East Africa and Australia. Moreover, the Middle East was becoming more 

important to Britain on its own account.

There were a number of reasons for the greater British emphasis on her role in the 

Middle East. One of the key factors was that with the withdrawal from India there was 

a need for Britain to forestall the impression that the empire was in retreat and that she 

was relinquishing her world power status. This meant that it was vital for reasons of 

prestige to preserve Britain's presence in the Middle East. By being responsible for the 

security of the Suez Canal and the defence of the region from the Soviet Union, Britain 

could emphasise that it was still a major player in world affairs and that her opinion could 

not be ignored. CA&

In addition, after the Second World War the control of the Middle East assumed a 

greater significance for Britain as the region's main strategic raw material, oil, had 

become a decisive factor in the recovery of the British and Western European 

economies. The war against Germany had clearly demonstrated the growing importance 

of oil as it became obvious that the traditional sources of energy, coal and hydro-electric
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power were incapable of sufficient expansion to meet the needs of modem industry. (2) 

Much of the new industrial plant constructed to replace the facilities that had been 

destroyed during the war was powered by oil, and it was widely assumed that oil was the 

energy source for the future. If this was true it was clear that the major source of this 

oil would be the Middle East where there were great oil reserves and production costs 

were relatively cheap.

The growing importance of Middle Eastern oil can be seen in the fact that by 1955 the 

region produced 160 million tons which was equal to nearly two-thirds of all the oil used 

by the free world outside the United States.(3) In order to reach the markets in Western 

Europe about sixty-seven million tons of this oil was moved northward by tanker from 

the oil-producing regions through the Suez Canal and the Mediterranean,(4) which was 

the quickest and cheapest route for oil traffic. An alternative but more expensive route 

was around the Cape of Good Hope, which added 5,000 miles to the voyage from the 

Persian Gulf to London. A third means of conveying the oil to Western Europe was by 

pipeline from the oil fields to the Mediterranean coast and then by tanker to Western 

Europe. This route applied to the oil from two vital sources. The first was the oil from 

the Kirkuk region of Iraq which was taken by the Iraqi Petroleum pipeline across Syria 

to the Lebanese coast at Tripoli. The second was the oil from Saudi Arabia which was 

transported by the Trans-Arabian pipeline (Tapline) across Jordan and Syria to the port 

of Sidon in the Lebanon.

Britain did not entirely depend on Middle Eastern oil to power her industry, but it was 

one of her main sources of her energy supply. This became increasingly significant after 

the US stopped Lend-Lease abruptly in 1945 and Britain could no longer afford the 

dollars to pay for American or Caribbean oil. In addition, the oil fields in Iraq, Iran,



Kuwait and the Gulf states which were controlled by British companies, such as British 

Petroleum and Royal Dutch Shell (5), contributed to British economic stability. The 

revenue that Britain obtained from the sale of Middle Eastern oil was crucial to Britain's 

balance of payments figure and to the gold and dollar earnings of the Sterling Area. The 

financial benefits from oil revenue were reinforced by a further relevant point which was 

that the former British-occupied territories in the Middle East were members of the 

Sterling Area and kept their Sterling reserves in London. This arrangement was 

extremely useful for Britain, because it made trade with the Middle Eastern countries 

difficult for other European states and in particular it meant that the American oil 

companies in the Middle East had to carry out much of their activities in Sterling. (6) 

The irony of the situation for Britain, however, was that while the revenue generated by 

oil sales improved her financial position at the same time it heightened the need to divert 

resources to defend the Middle East and in particular the Suez Canal and the Persian 

Gulf and necessitated strenuous political efforts to maintain Arab goodwill. The 

importance of Middle Eastern oil, both in terms of its use by British industry and its value 

to the Treasury, obviously meant that it was essential for Britain to secure the passage 

of oil. Any interruption in the flow of oil would gravely damage the British economy and 

affect her balance of payments, because she would have to buy oil in dollars from the 

Western Hemisphere. In order to maintain the flow of oil, it was necessary to keep these 

communication lines free and this naturally meant that the security of the Suez Canal and 

the political allegiance of the oil-producing states and of the countries traversed by the 

pipelines became of immense importance to Britain.
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Middle East Defence- Threat and Treaties

The defence of Middle Eastern oil and the perpetuation of British prestige should have 

been a relatively easy task considering that Britain was already the linch-pin of regional 

security. After the end of Second World War Britain still had a sizable military 

establishment in the Middle East based on her defence treaties with a number of the local 

states. These included the defence treaty with Egypt which was signed in 1936. Under 

this agreement Britain had a naval base in Alexandria and was permitted to keep the Suez 

base including land troops and air force, with the necessary ancillary personnel for 

administration and technical duties. (7) Britain also had a treaty with Iraq dating from 

1930 under which she had control over two air bases at Habbaniya and Shaiba. Iraq also 

promised to furnished Britain 'all facilities and assistance including the use of railways, 

rivers, ports and means of communications in times of war. (8) In addition, Britain had 

a defence treaty with Jordan, which allowed the RAF to station units in Amman and 

Mafraq. The Jordanian airfields also afforded a convenient staging post in peacetime for 

short-range fighters en route to the Far East.(9) In addition, Britain was allowed to move 

troops through Jordan's territory whenever it was deemed necessary. In return Britain 

provided financial aid to Jordan, and helped to organise and train her army, the Arab 

Legion, which was commanded by British officers employed by the Jordanian 

government. As well as these three main pacts Britain also had defence treaties with 

other states in the region such as that with Libya, which provided air bases for British 

forces and overflying rights, and the agreements to protect the Sheikhs of the Aden 

protectorate, and those of Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, and the Trucial Coast. She also 

maintained a special treaty with the Sultan of Muscat and Oman.

On the surface this appeared to be a solid basis for the defence of the region.
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However, Britain's ability to maintain her interests in the post-war era was not as great 

as it had been prior to 1939 and she could not operate from the position of 

overwhelming strength, in military, political and economic terms which she had enjoyed 

in the heyday of her imperial power. A combination of internal weakness and external 

challenges made her venerable.

One of the most fundamental problems that Britain faced was that after the sacrifices 

of the Second World War, she no longer had the financial resources to maintain a 

world-power role. With defence commitments in Europe and South East Asia, as well 

as those in the Middle East, and the need to meet a perceived Soviet threat, Britain was 

clearly overstretched.

After the return of the Conservative government in October 1951, it became clear that 

defence expenditure would have to be considerably reduced; defence expenditure still 

took a major part of the budget and was a heavy burden, as defence purchases had more 

than tripled since 1950. In particular, calls from the Treasury for retrenchment began to 

mount in 1952 when Britain was faced with a balance of payments crisis and a widening 

dollar gap. This led to the Chiefs of Staff producing a new Global Strategy Paper of 

1952, which envisaged a shift in emphasis to nuclear weapons which they believed would 

allow a lowering of defence expenditure by facilitating a reduction of the armed 

forces. (10)

This also appealed to the British government because of the belief that Britain needed 

her own nuclear strike forces in order to be sure of knocking out Russian bases, which 

would be a threat to Britain but to which the Americans might assign lower priority. The 

Global Strategy Paper also emphasised that nuclear weapons would enable Britain to 

be an independent power, free from domination by the United States, and would maintain
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British prestige within Europe and the world. (11)

The greater importance attached to the nuclear deterrent satisfied the government and 

the strategists who saw nuclear weapons as an answer to remaining a world power on 

one hand, and the need to reduce defence expenditure on the other hand. The concept 

of nuclear power should have replaced the concept of an overseas base chain, and 

reliance upon air mobilisation. Nevertheless the strategists had no evidence for believing, 

at that stage, that the new scheme would permit a gradual running down of overseas 

bases. The belief was that the necklace of bases linked by sea and air remained as 

necessary and as extensive as ever. This was particularly true for the Middle East as 

British interests there, such as maintaining her prestige and defending oil supplies, 

demanded a permanent, conventional military presence. This was especially important 

as there was an unwritten understanding with the regimes tied to Britain that the latter 

would help to maintain internal security if called upon. A complete retreat from the 

region and reliance on nuclear weapons was thus impossible. At the same time, however, 

the financial constraints meant that defence cuts had to be made, ( l i f t  

The problem of where and how to make cuts was particularly acute as one of the key 

claims of the British was that their presence in the Middle East helped to defend the 

region against any possible Soviet offensive. In order to cope with light Russian attacks 

during the initial phase of a future war with the USSR, the British had argued that local 

forces in the Middle East should be built up and that a British garrison within the region 

should be maintained in peace time in order to support them. However, it was soon 

realised that Britain alone could not provide a sufficient covering force, and that it would 

have to be combined with extra contributions from the friendly Middle Eastern states and 

the United States. The problem was, however, whether the Arab states and the US were
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willing to prop up a permanent British presence.

Britain's difficulties were compounded by political changes taking place within the 

region, which began to erode the basis of its economic and military power. At the 

beginning of 1955 the Middle East was entering 'a revolutionary era' (12) and the rise of 

the Arab National movement endangered British interests. The Nationalist trend within 

the Arab world had increased after the Second World War and reached a climax after 

Gamal Abdul Nasser and the 'Free Young Officers' came to power in 1952. The unity of 

the movement was based on their hatred of the West and in particular of Britain and the 

oil companies which represented Western colonialism and imperialism. According to 

Nasser the difference between the Arab States and the Western World was an essential 

and fundamental one, and could only lead to one of two conclusions; the defeat of the 

Arab world or that of the West.(13) In his book 'The Philosophy of the Revolution'. 

Nasser affirmed, that he aspired to guide all Arab countries, to establish Egyptian 

hegemony in North Africa, and to exert influence over Central and West Africa, and 

throughout the Moslem world. (14) Nasser believed that the Western powers were 

imperialistic, that their rule had left the Arabs bitter and divided and asserted that his aim 

was to oust the Western powers, (especially Britain) from their positions in the Middle 

East. (15) The main threat from this movement was the possibility that Nasser might be 

tempted to interrupt the flow of oil by closing the Canal and influencing other Arab 

States to follow his example. Such action would have forced the British government to 

use the route around the Cape of Good Hope, and would have compelled them to use 

American tankers, which would add to the cost of oil.

A crucial problem raised by Egyptian nationalism was that it led to a challenge to the 

British desire to maintain her hold over the Suez Canal base. The facilities for the
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defence of the Canal were considered by the British to be central to the defence of the 

region. However, from as early as 1945 it was clear that Egypt wished to see the 

withdrawal of the British forces and thus began a longer and bitter dispute between the 

two countries that would last for the next nine years. By 1951 tensions were so great that 

Egypt abrogated her 1936 treaty with Britain and began a large-scale campaign of 

harassment. All British attempts to continue to use the base, even as part of a multilateral 

defence agreement for the region, met with solid opposition. Finally a combination of 

Egyptian intransigence and domestic financial weakness forced Britain to retreat. In 1954 

an agreement was signed which passed the base to Egypt on the condition that Britain 

could return if the security of the Canal was endangered or the Straits of Bosphorus 

came under threat. (16)

The confrontation with Egypt was not the only challenge to British interests in the 

region. In addition, relations with Iran markedly deteriorated in the early 1950s. The 

problems with Iran centred around the position of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, which 

was a great source of revenue for the British Treasury. For the Iranians, on the other 

hand, the company represented a British tool of economic and political hegemony over 

Iran. A dispute erupted in 1951 due to the decision by Premier Mossadeq to nationalise 

the AIOC. The AIOC, however, refused to accept the validity of nationalisation, and the 

company’s stand was supported by the Labour government and the Conservative 

government after 1951.(17) For the next two years there was a bitter stand-off between 

the two countries, with Britain being restrained from using force only due to pressure 

from the United States. Finally the crisis ended in August 1953 when a CIA-MI6 coup 

in Teheran led to the fall of Mossadeq and the return of the Shah from exile. In contrast 

to the case of Egypt, this might appear to have ended in triumph, but it came with a high



price. The main concession was that Britain was forced to allow American oil 

companies to operate in Iran thus removing the AIOC's monopoly. Furthermore, the 

crisis placed Britain once again in opposition to the nationalist forces in the region, thus 

portraying her as an imperialist-colonialist power rather than as the benevolent protector 

of the Middle East.

Although the breakdown in relations with Egypt and Iran were the most significant 

examples of the problems in Britain's relations with the region, they were not isolated 

cases. Within other states there was also hostility towards Britain. In 1948 there was an 

attempt by Britain to re-negotiate the defence treaty with Iraq, but when the new pact 

was placed before the Iraqi assembly it was met with great opposition and had to be 

abandoned. (18) Perhaps of even greater significance was that the oil-rich state of Saudi 

Arabia decided to remove herself from the British orbit completely by aligning with the 

United States. This raised the frightening possibility for Britain that there could be a shift 

in power in the region from London to Washington.

In order to safeguard her interests in the region in the light of her economic weakness 

and the increasing challenges to her position Britain had to co-operate with the United 

States and to a great extent rely on the Americans to execute a policy which would take 

these interests into account. Unfortunately for Britain her imperial interests did not 

always coincide with those of the US, which had in any case a tradition of opposing 

empire. British interests combined strategic and economic needs, as well as obligations 

to countries with whom she had defence treaties, and were based on upholding British 

prestige. American interests on the other hand, were initially economic but increasingly 

became centred around the need to prevent Soviet penetration into the region. In 

addition, although American oil companies were heavily involved in Iran, Kuwait and
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Saudi Arabia, the United States itself was not dependent on Middle Eastern oil for 

domestic consumption. (19)

These contrasting attitudes manifested themselves in the economic as well as the 

political sphere, and came into play, in particular, in regard to oil. Although the United 

States had sufficient oil reserves from domestic sources there had already been from the 

1930s growing concerns about the need to explore other sources in case of a crisis. This 

led to a search for overseas supplies and especially an interest in the Middle East. 

Furthermore, the large oil reserves in the Middle East and the relatively cheap price of 

the region's oil attracted the American oil companies. The belief that it was essential to 

get hold of oil resources encouraged the United States government to support the 

American oil production companies to exploit Middle Eastern resources further. 

American oil companies succeeded in obtaining concessions in the Middle East, a move 

which Britain did not favour. In the British view the American companies were intruding 

in a British sphere of influence.

The American international oil companies, which operated in the Middle East argued 

that for political, economic and security reasons, the future of the United States would 

be dependent on oil supplied from sources outside the United States, (domestically 

provided oil was much more expensive than imports from the Middle East.) For a while 

the British aim was to maintain Anglo-American oil co-operation, in order to avoid 

giving concessions to Middle Eastern countries. The American oil companies,however, 

believed that they could safeguard the flow of oil by concessions to the Arabs, and by 

avoiding any measures which would arouse their suspicion and antagonism.

The clearest example of this trend was the American oil consortium involved in Saudi 

Arabia, the Arabian-American Oil Company (ARAMCO). Oil in Saudi Arabia in
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commercial quantities was only discovered in 1939 and by 1941 it was becoming 

apparent that the Saudi oil fields were of immense importance. The main companies 

involved in ARAMCO were Socal and Texaco, but they lacked sufficient market outlets 

to cope with the production, and in the late 1940s Socony Vacuum and New Jersey 

Standard entered the consortium. ARAMCO was the first company to introduce into 

the Middle East the idea of an equal division of profits between the oil company and the 

concession government which accrued up to the stage when the oil left the latter's 

territory. For this purpose the profits were calculated on the basis of the posted prices. 

(20) This move created unrest in other Arab States, which wanted to reach the same 

agreement. Saudi Arabia had agreed on a fifty per cent profit sharing plan and the 

agreement eventually replaced the former system of fixed royalty payments. (21)

The British argument against ARAMCO was that while the latter declared they were 

only 'oil men', they were, in fact supported by the American government and deliberately 

increased Saudi Arabia suspicion of Britain. The British government claimed that 

ARAMCO appeared to be consistently favourable to those forces working for the 

elimination of British influence in the Middle East, and made it more difficult for Arab 

demands to be resisted elsewhere.(22) The British suspicion was fuelled by the fact that 

the crisis in Iran in 1951 was in part precipitated by the ARAMCO royalty-sharing deal 

with the Saudis. To add insult to injury, after the crisis the AIOC was forced to allow 

American oil companies to operate in Iran. By 1956 the American companies controlled 

fifty-seven percent of the Saudi Arabian oil and shared in the rest.

The growing significance of the American oil companies had the effect of increasing 

US concerns about the security of the region. However, perhaps an even more important 

factor in the developing of US interests in the Middle East was the need to contain the
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Soviet Union in the wider context of the Cold War.

The Soviet Union had already begun to develop its role in the region in 1947, when it 

voted in favour of the United Nations partition plan for Palestine. Nonetheless between

1947-55 she was not involved directly in the Arab-Israeli dispute, and perceived the issue 

as part of global policy, rather than a local one. (23) However, a change in Soviet policy 

emerged after Stalin's death in 1953. Moscow tried to change her foreign and internal 

policies, and to conduct them with new flexibility and discovered that it could exploit the 

Arab national movement to increase her influence and field of manoeuvre. (24) 

Consequently, the Soviet Union's efforts to gain a greater foothold in the Middle East 

intensified during 1954-1955. This reached its peak in the autumn of 1955 with the 

signature of the arms deal with Egypt, (although officially between Egypt and 

Czechoslovakia). The anti-Western ethos within the Arab national movement made it 

easy for the Soviets to gain access in the region, particularly among Arab states which, 

unlike Turkey and Iran, had no common border with the Soviet Union, and were not 

directly exposed to Soviet pressure. The Soviets were perceived by the Arabs as a 

powerful but distant country, whose support against the encroachment of the West 

should be enlisted. Although the Soviet Union supported the UN 1947 partition plan on 

Palestine, and in fact supported the establishment of Israel, the Arabs did not hold it 

against her. Among the young Arab generation the Soviet Union represented the 

progress, social change and revolution which they desired and she was therefore 

welcomed. France and Britain on the other hand had dominated the area previously and 

co-operated with rulers who were not always popular among the people. They 

represented reaction instead of progress. All these factors facilitated the Soviet expansion 

in the Middle East. ^
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Both Britain and the US were worried that Soviet access to the Middle East posed a 

real threat as it could potentially cut the supply of oil to the West and control the 

communications lines through the Suez canal. The consequences of such a step would 

damage British shipping and financial interests. It was assumed that the Soviets aimed 

to deny oil to the West, both in peace and in war. The Soviet task was seen as being to 

explore new areas of energy supply that they could not produce within their own 

boundaries. From this assumption it was predicted that the USSR would seek access to 

Middle Eastern oil, not on a commercial basis, but through purchases from the producing 

companies within the framework of a political attempt to support the growing nationalist 

movement in the Middle Eastern countries. (25)

Northern Tier and the Baghdad Pact 

The potential Soviet threat lead to a new direction in US policy. In May 1953, John 

Foster Dulles, the US Secretary of State, visited the Middle East. This visit brought 

Dulles to the conclusion that Egypt was the main factor in building foundations for a 

military defence in the region and the need for the US to conduct an independent policy 

from Britain. He realised that the British were not popular in the region and wanted to 

avoid the US being associated with an ’old imperialist power'. Furthermore, Dulles also 

decided that the US would end her unlimited support of Britain in the Anglo-Egyptian 

talks and asked the British to compromise over the status of the Suez Canal Base.(26) 

In addition, Dulles began to put forward a new concept for the defence of the Middle 

East based on co-operation with the ’Northern Tier' states of Turkey, Iraq and Iran. This 

idea was encouraged by recent developments in the eastern Mediterranean.

In February 1952, Greece and Turkey had joined NATO which enabled the
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organisation for the first time to extend its influence into the Balkans and defend the 

Straits of the Bosphorus. Turkey's accession to NATO was particularly important as she 

controlled the exits from the Black Sea on which Russia's only warm water port lay, and 

provided bases from which air attacks on the oil fields of the Caucasus and the industrial 

area of the Ukraine could be launched.(27) Turkey was also important because it raised 

the possibility that a forward defence strategy could be developed for the Middle East.

To facilitate this concept the United States began by encouraging a friendship pact 

between Turkey and Pakistan which was signed in April 1954. This was then was 

followed by a Turco-Iraqi pact, signed in February 1955. In support of these initiatives 

Washington announced her willingness to provide military aid to these states and signed 

military aid agreements with Iraq on 21 April and with Pakistan on 19 May 1954. (28) 

This American interest in Middle East defence was welcomed by the British and there 

was a hope that the United States would directly commit herself to the defence of the 

region. However, despite their initial enthusiasm the United States subsequently grew 

cautious about making any firm commitment. The major reason for the American 

apprehension was the fear that the Northern Tier' might alienate Nasser who they saw 

as a major partner for any future Arab-Israeli settlement. The US administration was also 

worried that if they would commit themselves to the Pact then Israel might require 

similar security guarantees which the US government was not willing to grant prior to 

an Arab-Israeli agreement.

The lack of a direct American commitment left it to Britain to take the lead in the 

establishment of a Northern Tier' and to tailor it to her own needs. Britain was initially 

unenthusiastic about the Northern Tier' due to her own concerns about the Egyptian 

response, but after a while came around to see the potential advantages for Britain. It
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is important to stress here that although both the United States and Britain supported the 

'Northern Tier1 they were motivated by different reasons. The Americans saw it first and 

foremost as a defence against Soviet expansion into the region while the British viewed 

it as an 'umbrella' for her Middle Eastern treaty commitments. (29) To Britain the 

'Northern Tier' concept had the advantage of providing a framework within which she 

could redefine her presence in the region. By 1954 this was urgent due to the 

forthcoming Suez Canal Base Agreement, and the need to re-negotiate the 1930 defence 

treaty with Iraq.

The difficulties caused by the withdrawal from the Suez Canal base could in part be 

met by the redeployment of forces to the remaining British colonies and bases in the 

region such as Libya, Aden and Cyprus. In December 1954, the joint headquarters of the 

army and the RAF was transferred to Nicosia. The Ministry of Defence and the Secretary 

of State for War argued that Cyprus should be developed as an air base, because it 

provided a stepping stone to the Middle East and was useful in the context of encircling 

the Middle East beyond the reach of Arab nationalism and the Arab-Israeli dispute. In 

addition, it had a military importance to NATO strategy and the Western position in the 

region. Yet, Cyprus had her limitations as a major base- her harbour was inadequate for 

large ships, and its facilities could not support large land, sea and air operations. 

Nevertheless, Cyprus seemed to be the best replacement. It fitted well into the idea of 

a regional strategic reserve. The strategic reserve could be located in Cyprus, Benghazi 

and Tripoli. (30)

The bases in the Eastern Mediterranean were, however, not sufficient to meet British 

requirements for the security of the region, let alone the maintenance of British prestige. 

For these purposes it was essential for Britain to maintain close ties and to retain her
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influence in Iraq. Britain looked upon her position in Iraq as a means of protecting her 

strategic needs, and as a useful staging post in the air route to the Far East and 

Australia. The defence of Iraq had become more important than ever because it had oil 

fields and refineries, and was also adjacent to the oil regions of the Persian Gulf. The 

strategists believed that Iraq was more suited to the defence of the Persian Gulf than 

Suez because reinforcements could arrive from there faster than from the Suez Base. The 

Iraqi air bases could also serve the RAF on its flights from Cyprus, and were regarded 

as sufficient to enable the Britain to strike at any Soviet force that might attempt to 

penetrate Iran and other areas in the Middle East. It would also guarantee Britain's ability 

to use the air corridor in the area, and thus would eliminate the need to maintain bases 

in Egypt.

The defence links with Iraq could, however, only be continued if the nature of the 

British military presence could be renegotiated to meet Iraqis sensibilities. In September 

1954, after a failed attempt at rapprochement with Egypt, Nuri-el-Said, the Iraqi Crown 

Prince, suggested the replacement of the Anglo-Iraqi treaty, due to expire in 1957 with 

a multilateral system and continued British use of her bases in Iraq.(31) Nuri's policy 

was characterised by a strong, almost fanatical concern with the threat to Iraq from the 

Soviet Union. He also favoured an alliance with Britain because he realised that Britain 

was the only great power that was prepared to provide Iraq with support. (32)

The British agreed to Nuri's terms especially in view of the fact that the Northern Tier 

concept proved to be a useful umbrella for such diplomacy. It allowed Britain to tie a 

new defence arrangement with Iraq to a regional collective security organisation, and 

thus under the cover of Britain joining the Turco-Iraqi treaty to form the Baghdad Pact, 

she was able to hand over sovereignty over the two air bases to the Iraqis without losing

25



prestige and establish a more equal relationship with the Iraqi government without the 

previous imperialistic overtones. Furthermore, although the air bases now came under 

Iraqi command the RAF was still allowed to use them and maintain her rights of 

overflight and landing. In addition, British personnel were allowed to remain in Iraq to 

help to train her forces and to install and maintain equipment and aircraft. (33)

As well as helping to perpetuate her military presence Britain saw the Baghdad Pact 

as a useful tool for bolstering the Anglophile regimes in the Middle East. In particular, 

the British government was keen to support Iraq's claim to Arab leadership as an 

alternative to Nasser. In order to strengthen the Baghdad Pact and Nuri's position, the 

British government hoped that Jordan would join the Pact as well. They were aware of 

the danger of the pro-Nasserist elements' desire to gain greater power in Jordan and 

therefore wanted to avoid a situation in which the country would become a satellite of 

Egypt. They thought that Iraq's influence on Jordan might be useful in this context. (34) 

However, King Hussein did not desire accession to the Pact, in spite of British 

pressure. He preferred not to damage his relationship with Nasser and antagonise the 

radical elements within his kingdom.

The Iraqi government's decision to renew the alliance with Britain was of the greatest 

significance for regional politics because of her relations with the rest of the Arab world, 

and in particular Egypt. Nuri's great ambition to link his country to a defence system 

outside the Arab League alienated Nasser who believed that the Arab League could give 

sufficient safeguard to every Arab country and there that was no need to seek an outside 

alliance especially one based on a pact with a Western state. Egyptian-Iraqi relations had 

begun to deteriorate soon after Nasser had come to power. The major conflict between 

the two was over predominance in the Arab world. As a member of the Hashemite royal
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family, Nuri objected to Nasser's aspirations to control the Arab World. Nasser's 

philosophy and claims seemed from Iraq's point of view to be too controversial and 

lacking in legitimacy and historical justification.

Another state which Britain wanted to include within the Baghdad Pact arrangement 

was Iran, as her membership would work to the advantage of the Middle East defence 

system. If Iran, adjacent to Soviet territory, was to fall into Soviet hands then greater 

Communist pressure could be placed on Afghanistan and Pakistan. In addition, it would 

enable the Soviets to threaten the oil of Northern Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Oman and 

Bahrein. From Iran, Soviet communications by land with the Arab States of the Middle 

East would be direct and would supplement or replace communications through the 

Bosphorus. (35) Following a visit by a Turkish delegation to Teheran in October 1955 

the Shah decided to join as an additional member of the Pact.

The United States policy by mid-1955 at that time was still hesitant which 

disappointed the British government who desired to see a stronger commitment from 

the United States in the area, especially towards the Baghdad Pact. The British 

government believed that support for the Pact was the most effective way of making the 

Soviet government aware that the United States was interested in the Middle East. 

Macmillan noted in his memoirs 'that if only they (the Americans) had taken the plunge 

themselves a great sense of confidence would have been created'.(36) The initial British 

lack of enthusiasm for the Pact, on the grounds that it would invoke the hostility of 

Egypt and destablize the region was soon forgotten once it became clear that it could be 

an instrument for the renewal of her treaty right with Iraq and more importantly, a 

potential vehicle for the maintenance of her influence throughout the area. (37)

The US administration, however, did not make any direct move towards the Middle
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East, and in a way preferred Britain to play a major role, especially in areas which were 

traditionally under British influence. Although blessing the idea of the ’Northern Tier' 

they were not prepared to join such a defence arrangement until a settlement of the 

Arab-Israeli dispute. The United States continued to avoid commitments outside NATO, 

though limited support for Britain both in Egypt and Iran in 1954 was given, and the 

existence of American air bases in North Africa and Saudi Arabia under bilateral 

agreements provided some reassurance. However, she was not prepared to join the 

’Northern Tier' for a mixture of reasons. One of the most important was that the State 

Department wished to preserve relations with Saudi Arabia and Egypt. In addition, she 

had no wish to antagonise Israel and did not want to antagonise the Soviet Union any 

further than necessary. The American administration believed that the major defence 

burden for the Middle East should be left to the United Kingdom. In a State Department 

report to Eisenhower on 11 July 1955, it was recommended that Washington should not 

be formally associated with the Baghdad Pact because it might affect her influence and 

ability to reduce Arab-Israeli tension. (3 8) This stand aggravated the British government, 

especially in view of her desire to reduce defence expenditure and also because she 

believed she was pushed into acceding to the ’Northern Tier' by the Americans and then 

was left to carry the burden almost on her own. (39)

Dulles believed that the Pact was not of primary importance because he perceived that 

it was not 'An instrument for collective defence against the Soviet Union, but has become 

an instrument of Arab intrigue.'(40) Dulles's unwillingness to sanction US accession to 

the Pact represented not just a minor tactical disagreement with Britain, but a major 

disagreement with British strategy in the region. (41)

The US government was fully aware of Nasser's strong rejection of the Pact. In a
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conversation with Robert Anderson, Eisenhower's special envoy to the Middle East, on 

19 January 1956, Nasser stated that the Baghdad Pact was viewed by him and his 

government as a conspiracy designed to isolate Egypt. In his view the Pact was not just 

a regional defence agreement, but had a political philosophy. He thought that a Pact 

between outside powers and the Arab World was not desirable. Furthermore, besides the 

ideological factors, Nasser objected to the Pact, because it aimed to strengthen Iraq as 

the major force in the region. (42)

Nasser's apprehension about the formation of the Baghdad Pact was not something that 

could be ignored, as the likelihood of divisions within the Arab world would weaken 

rather than strengthen the security of the region and perhaps open up a path for the 

Soviets to exploit. It was therefore essential to minimise any rift between the West and 

Nasser and to initiate policies that were designed to placate him. In order to achieve this 

it was necessary to go beyond simply making offers of aid or acknowledging his 

influence in the Arab world, for there would also have to be an effort to solve one of the 

major problems in Middle East politics, the continuing Arab-Israeli dispute. Without a 

settlement of this conflict it would be impossible to achieve complete regional alignment 

with the West and the Soviet Union would still have an issue to exploit to her own 

advantage. However, it was clear that a solution to this dilemma would not be easy to 

achieve. It would require the negotiation of a wide-ranging agreement which would 

address the many issues that arose out of Arab-Israeli antagonism. In addition, it relied 

on the Anglo-Saxon powers being able to ensure that Israel was willing to make 

concessions to Egypt. There was, however, no guarantee that it would be possible to 

achieve the latter. Britain and the United States relations with Israel were strained and 

they lacked the necessary leverage to force concessions outside of direct coercion. In
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particular, there were grave tensions in Anglo-Israeli relations which arose out of a 

fundamental clash of national interests. To understand the nature of this relationship it 

is essential to look at the foundations of Israeli foreign policy and the history of her 

relations with Britain since 1948.
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Chapter no.2

ISRAELI INTERESTS IN THE MIDDLE EAST 

This chapter examines the main interests, requirements, needs and fundamental direction 

of Israel's foreign policy in the 1950s. It also analyses her attitude towards her Arab 

neighbours, the Cold War and superpower rivalries in the region.

The Security-Dominated Foreign Policy

On 15 May 1948 the last British soldier left Palestine, marking the end of thirty years of 

British rule and the birth of the new Jewish state- Israel which aimed to be the homeland 

of every Jew who wanted to participate in building the new country.

Since her foundation, Israel's interests in the Middle East have been conditioned by one 

dominant factor - her security position as a result of the Arab-Israeli dispute. This basic 

factor underlined Israel's foreign policy. It led to a drive for military superiority over her 

Arab neighbours; to a consistent search for arms supply as well as security guarantees 

by other major powers. It also meant that Israel's main diplomatic efforts were made 

towards countries which could potentially help her militarily and economically.

At the time the main figure was David Ben-Gurion, the Prime Minister and Defence 

Minister between 1948-1953, who took the leading role in the conduct of Israel's 

defence and foreign policy. Ben-Gurion and the elite of the Israeli government took a 

broad view of security which included military strength, settlements, advanced 

technology and science. This view of security arose from two main reasons: first, the 

feelings of isolation, and second the constant feeling of threat, caused by the Arabs' 

non-acceptance of her right to exist. The centrality of defence and the need to rely on 

Jewish self- defence was also influenced by past experience. The 1880s pogroms in
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Russia and the defenceless position of the Jews had a strong impact on Ben-Gurion's 

generation who experienced some of the horrors themselves. It contributed to the feeling 

that the young Jewish state must have a strong Jewish defence force, and led to the 

conclusion that Israel could not rely on any other force, but her own. This attitude also 

explains the central position of the IDF within Israeli political life. The IDF was seen as 

a model for the fulfilment of the Zionist dream,- a new creation where the 'Sabras' (The 

Israeli native-born) were the dominant element; it represented the rebirth of the Jewish 

nation.

The great emphasis on security caused Israel's foreign policy to become more or less 

an instrument of her defence needs, and therefore not independent of the military. There 

was in effect, hardly any distinction between foreign and defence policy. Furthermore, 

Ben-Gurion did not take many people into his confidence, only a very small group was 

consulted on military issues. The security decisions were therefore a result of a small 

circles of advisers (In Israel it was common to call these group 'Anshie Shlomenu', or in 

a free translation 'one of us, one of the net' and this phenomenon, although not to the 

same extent continued during many successive Mapai governments. In Golda Meir's 

premiership it was known as 'Golda's kitchen'. It meant that those who were close to 

Ben-Gurion enjoyed great influence upon him. The Israeli Foreign Ministry to a large 

extent was excluded from this intimate group, and its failure to obtain arms agreements 

with the West, despite all its efforts, lowered its influence even further.

Throughout the first years of independence Israel's foreign policy was formulated 

against a backdrop of economic stress. The absorption of large numbers of immigrants 

in a very short time entailed enormous expenses. The situation became more acute due 

to the fact that Israel was deprived of the possibility of trading with her neighbours, (as
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the Arab countries imposed economic blockade on Israel) which had been such an 

important economic benefit in the Mandate period. This meant that Israel's goods were 

prevented from reaching the Arabs countries and Arab goods from reaching Israel. From 

1951 the Arab boycott effort greatly intensified. The Arab League was active against 

Israeli commercial firms as well as third parties doing business with Israel. The Arab 

League members set up an elaborate network of boycott offices in all their capitals and 

commercial centres and attempted to prevent foreign companies from doing business 

with Israel. At the same time there was an air blockade and flights to and from Israeli 

airfields were forbidden to fly over Arab territory.(l)

In such an atmosphere it was not surprising that an Arab-Israeli peace settlement was 

regarded as unrealistic for the time being. Ben-Gurion stated in one of his political essays 

that although peace was desirable, there was no prospect for it in the near future. We 

do not think1, he said, 'that today or tomorrow we will achieve a peace settlement 

between Israel and the Arabs, but we should not be restricted to the present'.(2) In his 

view peace could be achieved under two conditions. First, that the Arab states should 

become democratic, and second Israel's political, military and economic position should 

strengthen, because that would diminish the Arab hopes that Israel would collapse. 

Consequently, the Israeli government was determined not to show any sign of weakness 

and to use her 'armed fist' whenever she felt it was necessary. This policy meant that 

Israel would not take the risk of being militarily inferior, even if this were to reduce the 

tensions between Israel and her Arab neighbours.

The firm line adopted by the Israelis from 1954 onwards was based upon the idea that 

Israel had 'to teach the Arabs a lesson', the reasons for this policy being the Fedayeen 

activities and their effect on the Israeli population. Until 1953 the Fedayeen operated
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mainly from Jordan, although the first attack took place in 1951 from Syrian territory. 

From 1954, however, most of the Fedayeen activities came from Egypt. These were 

large scale operations in contrast to the earlier incursions which had been on a limited 

scale. The close proximity of the Gaza strip to Israel could only worsen the situation as 

many Palestinian refugees who fled Israel in the 1948 war had settled in refugees camps 

in Gaza. The Palestinians who had lost their homes and villages and who faced great 

hardship, were bitter and hostile towards Israel and were therefore an easy target for 

those governments which wanted to exploit their hatred. By violating the armistice 

agreement and supporting the Fedayeen the Arab countries had demonstrated their 

unwillingness to compromise with Israel and reminded her constantly ofher vulnerability 

and of their animosity towards her existence. Moreover, the fact that many Palestinian 

refugees camps were located near the Israeli border, either in Gaza or the West Bank, 

added more fuel to the fire, as these Palestinians could see across the border and watch 

their former villages and fields being occupied by Israel. The fact that they were the 

forgotten victims of the Arab-Israeli dispute and were hardly assisted by their new host 

governments added more fuel to this flammable situation. Professor Yeohsafat Harkabi, 

former head of Israeli militaiy intelligence, pointed out in an interview with the author 

that the Israeli government and IDF were aware that quite often, and especially in the 

early period of the Fedayeen raids these infiltrations were mainly motivated by economic 

reasons, e.g. by Palestinians who crossed the border in order to harvest their crops in 

their former villages.(3) They led to a firm response from Israel across the borders of 

both Jordan and Egypt, in order to teach' the Arabs leaders that the Israeli government 

saw them as responsible for these activities, even if they had not directly conducted them. 

By adopting this policy the Israeli government expressed a basic belief, which can be
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described as the 'deterrent concept'. It meant that Israel could not take any risks 

regarding the balance of power in the region. Retaliation was carried out because of the 

predictable effect it might have, rather than due to the actual severity of the Fedayeen 

actions. It was presented by the Israeli government as an instrument which made it clear 

to the Arabs how far they could go. According to Horowitz this policy in regard to the 

rules of the Arab-Israel dispute contained an element of bargaining founded on 

violence.(4) It represented a recognition of an unsolved situation.

Ben-Gurion expressed this view in his memoirs by saying that 'We could not sit with 

our hands folded in the face of attempts on the life of our citizens by murderers sent into 

our sovereign territory...if the Armistice lines were to be open to saboteurs and 

murderers, they could not be closed to the defenders'.(5) 'Our borders,' he said, 'are no 

less important to us than they would be to a Soviet, American or British leader, and I am 

sure' he added, that they would not agree that their people would be subject to constant 

terrorist activities'.(6) He also believed that the Jews who had finally achieved their right 

to return, should be welcomed by the Arabs (because of the economic prosperity they 

brought to the country), but that instead they were treated in an hostile way, a view 

which was common among most Mapai members from the 1930s onwards. Moshe 

Dayan, the Chief of Staff, shared Ben-Gurion's view and said that the retaliatory policy 

was not an act of revenge, but a punishment and a warning to the governments 

concerned of the potential danger to their inhabitants if they did not control the 

infiltrations along Israel's border. He also believed it forced the Arab governments to 

consider whether their aim of destroying Israel was realistic. (7) Dayan felt that 

retaliatory action was the only way to convince the Arab countries that for the safety of 

their own people, they should stop infiltration by the Fedayeen. 'We are not able', he said,



'to protect every man, but we can prove that the price for Jewish blood is high'.(8) 

The Dayan Ben-Gurion relationship was very special and very close. Ben-Gurion saw 

Dayan as more than just a military adviser and consequently Dayan enjoyed great 

freedom in his actions. This relationship also reflected the importance of the defence 

circles upon Israeli foreign policy. Dayan with the support of some commanders in the 

field represented himself as the spokesman of the army in order to strengthen his views. 

Ben-Gurion's and Dayan's approach to the question of the Arab-Israeli dispute can be 

described generally as militaristic and uncompromising. However, there was a difference 

between the two. As the Prime Minister, Ben-Gurion was more aware of the implications 

that retaliatory actions had upon Israel's relations with the West and was willing up to 

a point to take note of Western sensitivities, although he was convinced that Israel 

should have military superiority, and that if it was found Israel was in danger of losing, 

she would have to react before it would be too late. Moshe Dayan, who masterminded 

the reprisals, generally shared Ben-Gurion's view but took them in a more radical 

direction. To him retaliation on a small scale did not serve the purpose. There was a 

need, according to Dayan, for operations on a large scale. (9) He favoured mass 

retaliation on the grounds that he knew it might escalate the whole situation and bring 

about a war. Dayan believed war was the only real long-term solution to the Fedayeen 

activities. Dayan was a 'Sabra'-an Israeli bom, and had been a military man from an early 

age. He had been a commander in the Hagana (the Jewish underground movement 

during the Manadate period), lost one of his eyes in an operation in Syria during the 

Second World War and later after the foundation of Israel became a symbol of heroism, 

youth and courage. To Ben-Gurion and his generation he represented the new-bom Jew, 

an image that was highly admired and promoted at that time. The 'Diaspora' Jew



represented the past, helplessness and misery, the 'Sabras' on the other hand symbolised 

the future, rebirth, courage and hope.

When analysing Israeli retaliatory policy one should also take into consideration Israeli 

public opinion. Although very occasionally some newspapers criticised the government 

policy usually the public was fully behind the government's policy. In general there was 

not much criticism of the retaliation policy. The new immigrants who had recently 

arrived in Israel were largely placed in the new settlements along the borders, and 

suffered constantly from the Fedayeen attacks. For them the retaliatory policy was 

evidence that the government would protect them. Furthermore, the majority of the 

public believed that it was within Israel's right to adopt this policy because the 'Arabs' 

provoked it by their actions. One could conclude therefore that the one main advantage 

of the reprisal policy was that it boosted public morale. However, the reprisals had a 

devastating impact on Israel’s external relations, and did not provide a decisive military 

answer to the problem.

The question is therefore, why did Israel continue to pursue this policy despite its 

obvious disadvantages and the world-wide criticism it provoked? The answer can be 

found if we examine Israeli policy from a wider viewpoint. The Zionist movement and 

the founders of the Jewish state had a very strong belief that their cause was just. In 

their view criticism and hesitation over fundamental Zionist issues could weaken the 

Zionist effort to create a new, fresh and courageous society. One of these fundamental 

beliefs was that Israel had the right to exist despite of her neighbours' rejection, or 

injustice to them. If her Arab neighbours would not accept Israel's existence and tried to 

destroy her, she was justified in employing any means necessary to eliminate the threat. 

There was also a growing belief during the 1950s that the only 'language' the Arabs
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understood was force. In addition, there was also a conviction that if Israel did not 

respond, her neighbours might see it as a sign of weakness and would be encouraged to 

try and destroy her.

The firm line adopted by Ben-Gurion, Dayan, the military circles, as well as by the 

majority of Mapai did, however, meet with some opposition. Moshe Sharett, Israel's 

Foreign Minister from 1948-56 and Prime Minister from 1953-1955, represented a 

different outlook. He believed that adopting a firm line, and especially the tactic of 

retaliatory action was fruitless, and could damage Israel's interests rather than benefit her. 

The only advantage of such a policy he thought was the effect on public morale. 

Although Sharett recognized that this was an important factor, he believed that there 

should nonetheless be a limit on how far it should effect Israel policy. He admitted that 

sometimes security considerations might force Israel to take actions which could damage 

world sympathy, her foreign relations and increase the tension between her and her Arab 

neighbours, but that such action should be reduced to the minimum.(10) Sharett's 

different outlook resulted from the way he perceived the Arab-Israeli dispute. He saw 

it from a broader perspective which meant that he recognized the Arab-Israeli dispute 

to be only was one of many regional and international disputes in the world. He was 

aware that one single, dramatic military action could not solve the Arab-Israeli dispute, 

but that it would be a long and slow process before any fundamental change in Israel's 

relations with her neighbours would occur. Therefore, in Sharett's view, Israel had to 

adopt a cautious and moderate policy which might eventually led to a peace settlement.

In retrospect Ben-Gurion's and Dayan's belief in retaliation proved to be misplaced. 

Captured documents found after the Six Day War showed that up until the Gaza raid on 

February 1955, the Egyptian Government did not conduct the Fedayeen activities
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directly, on the contrary she sometimes tried to limit them. It was only after the Gaza 

raid that Nasser gave his support to these actions and started to organise them.(l 1) 

However, the Israeli government was not aware of this at the time, instead she was sure 

that if only the Egyptians wanted they could stop the Fedayeen raids. This belief, 

combined with the anger and frustration the Israelis felt, meant the Israeli government 

was determined that the retaliation raids were the only effective way to deal with the 

problem. Taking into account the important role of the IDF circles upon Ben-Gurion and 

the foreign policy in general and especially the unique influence Dayan had on 

Ben-Gurion, it is little wonder that there was no place for any other attitude.

The Influence of Jewish Diaspora

Another key and unique aspect of Israeli foreign policy was her relationship with the 

Diaspora Jewry. As a Jewish state Israel aimed to be a base for millions of Jews from 

the Diaspora who would come and create an 'ingathering of the exiles'. Jewish 

immigration to Israel was seen as essential to Israel's strength, and was visualised as an 

act of redemption. Consequently, Israel placed a very important emphasis on her 

relations with Jewish communities outside Israel and this in turn had a unique influence 

on Israel's foreign policy. The significance of the relationship arose from the fact that 

Israel and the Diaspora Jewry felt a deep concern and obligation towards each other. The 

question is whether and how far this factor influenced Israeli foreign policy and whether 

we can see the Diaspora Jewry as a significant interest group?

Ben-Gurion certainly viewed them as a group that had a legitimate function, and an 

obligation to assist Israel to achieve her foreign policy goals. This can be understood on 

the grounds that the Israelis had a constant feeling of isolation and therefore viewed the
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Jewish communities abroad as their only loyal allies. He thought that an attachment 

between Israel and the Jewish Diaspora was important, because it prevented the Jews of 

the Diaspora from total assimilation. (12) But apart from these religious-national 

reasons, the Jewish Communities, especially in the United States, played a significant role 

on Israel's behalf. The Israeli government did not hesitate to demand actual political and 

economic aid from the Jewish communities. This should be understood in terms of the 

complicated relationship between the two. For most of the Israelis Zionism meant to live 

in Israel and therefore they felt that the Diaspora Jews who were not sharing the daily 

burden could at the very least help Israel politically and economically.

As a pragmatic politician Ben-Gurion did not challenge their self- identification as 

Zionists. On the contrary he let them believe that they had an important role to play. He 

praised American Jewry's contribution to Israel, and described the mutual relations 

between the state of Israel and the American Jewry in the following way. While Israel 

was a Tillar of strength and enhancement of dignity and stature, in turn it (the American 

Jewish community) makes to us (Israel) a contribution with which no other Jewry can 

vie'.(13) Indeed, American Jewry operated as a useful lobby for Israel, both before and 

after the Sinai war.

However, the limitation of these activities should be recognised. The US Secretary of 

State John Foster Dulles sharply criticised the activities of the American Jews, holding 

mass meetings and creating a situation where the Arabs felt it was not safe for them to 

rely on the United States. He made it clear to Ambassador Eban on 2 March 1956 that 

the President and he had made a decision to: 'formulate our foreign policies without 

reference to the effect upon domestic politics'. (14) This continued to be the case after 

the Suez War, when the American Government threatened the Israelis by making it clear
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that if Israel would not withdraw it might affect the economic contribution of American 

Jewry to Israel. In spite of the huge demonstration the American Jews held in Madison 

Square Garden, it did not cause the American administration to change her policy. It 

must be noted that, although the Jewish vote played an important role in the US, 

Eisenhower carried the 1956 elections in New York and California against the Jewish 

vote. The Jewish communities at the time largely voted for the Democrats and therefore 

unlike Truman, Eisenhower was freer to carry out his policies without taking the Jewish 

lobby into consideration. Anthony Eden, the British Prime Minister, did not understand 

this and relied upon the American Jews to restrain Eisenhower.

However, despite American Jewry's assistance to Israel and, although he believed there 

should be a strong bond between the Diaspora Jewry and the state of Israel, Ben-Gurion, 

along with most Israeli decision-makers and most of the Israeli people, strongly believed 

that if a Jew wanted to influence Israeli policy, the only way to do it was to come and 

settle in Israel. This explains the fact that, despite their financial aid to Israel, the 

Diaspora Jews did not win any political power over Israeli policy. Furthermore, the 

Diaspora Jewry had no decision-making mechanism or central control body. It can be 

therefore described as an interest group which had an important role in Israel, but, it 

cannot be seen as a factor that played a vital role in the Israeli decision-making process. Qlv A)

The Search for Arms Supply ilsrael's External Relations With the Great Powers

As a country that felt constantly under threat and isolation Israel aimed to acquire an 

arms supply of high quality and gain security guarantees. By the early 1950s it was clear 

to the Israeli leaders that it was only from the West that Israel could obtain the facilities 

necessary to train the officers for her young army and consequently, from 1950 onwards,
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Israel's foreign policy orientation shifted towards the Western powers. This was a shift 

away from the previous policy in the early days after her foundation when Israel had tried 

to maintain a neutral policy towards the West and the East. However, if closely analysed 

Israeli interests show that a shift towards the West was inevitable.

The first clear shift in Israeli policy vis-a-vis the West was marked by her attitude 

towards the Korean War when she declared her support for the West. One of the central 

pillars of Israeli policy from that stage was therefore to obtain arms and security 

guarantees from the United States. Israel viewed the United States with great sympathy 

and admiration. Ben-Gurion thought that the United States of America represented a 

magnificent phenomenon in history and that there was a similarity between Israel and 

America, since they both pursued a pioneering goal. Apart from that, he was aware that 

a great number of the Jewish people lived in America who could serve as 'a bond and 

bridge between Israel and the country in question’. (15)

Early in 1951, Israeli leaders had already decided to aim to ally themselves with the 

United States. During the first half of 1951, Israel sent the American government a secret 

memorandum on her economic and industrial capacity to cooperate with the Americans 

military.(16) The American government on the other hand had quite a hesitant policy 

towards the Middle East in general, and they had no interest in creating a special 

relationship with Israel. This, however, did not reduce the Israel's determination to 

persuade the Americans that it was in their best interests to support the State of Israel. 

In 1955 the Israeli government tried to obtain a specific security guarantee and arms 

supply from the United States. The discussions were secret and conducted mainly by the 

Israeli Ambassador in Washington. Israel offered the Americans bases and in exchange 

asked for security guarantees, in particular a defence treaty, which would include the
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supply of arms. Moshe Sharett, who was at the time Foreign Minister, appealed to 

Secretary Dulles to consider Turther urgent thought to the crucial question of whether 

the conclusion of a defence treaty should be deferred till after tangible progress 

towards a settlement has been achieved, or whether it should not rather be proceeded 

with alone and itself pave the way for such a progress'. (17) He tried to convince Dulles 

that a security treaty with Israel would give Israel a sense of stability. Sharett said that 

it would promote a more realistic spirit within the Arab States and encourage them to 

make peace and make the Arabs eager to secure for themselves the advantages accruing 

from association with the United States. (18) This was a line the Israelis diplomats tried 

constantly to put forward. Ben-Gurion himself tried to convince the American 

government that if Israel was given arms, she would not be driven to launch a preventive 

war.(19)

As has been already emphasised Israel tried in her early days to adopt a more neutral 

position in the unfolding Cold War and had established good relations with the Soviet 

Union. However, from the beginning Israeli leaders were suspicious towards and 

apprehensive of the Soviets. Although the Soviet Union had supported the 1947 UN 

partition resolution, this was seen by the Israeli leaders as a temporary aberration in the 

long history of the Soviet's hostile attitude towards Zionism. There were two basic 

factors in Soviet policy which were bound to clash with the Israeli aims. The first was 

the position of Soviet Jewry within the USSR. The second was Israel's basic 

identification with Western democratic ideology, rather than with communism, despite 

the Zionist parties on the left who were, however, in favour of close relations with the 

Soviet Union. Most of Israeli leaders were antagonistic towards communism, an attitude 

which had developed due to the Russian, and after 1917, Soviet hostility towards the
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Jews and Zionism. (20)

This view was expressed by Moshe Sharett, Israeli foreign minister, who believed that 

Israel should oppose Communism, be its mortal enemy and that the unity of the Jewish 

people necessitated 'abolishing the Communist regime in the world'.(21) The attitude 

towards the Soviet Union was debated in the inner circle of Mapai party, which was the 

dominant party throughout this period. Ben-Gurion thought that it was important that 

Israel should not appear as an open enemy of the Soviet Union but he also believed that 

the Soviet regime represented a contrasting ideology to the state of Israel and to the 

close relations between Jewish communities worldwide. In his view every totalitarian 

regime would strangle the state of Israel and stop her growth, nourished from the 

Diaspora. Furthermore, he believed that, even if the Soviet bloc did not espouse the 

destruction of Zionism and denied the unity of the Jewish people, it would be dangerous 

if Israel were to be associated with it, because, as a totalitarian regime, they would try 

to dominate Israel and it would also put her in a negative light vis-a-vis the Western 

world. (22)

The relationship worsened in 1952 as a result of the Prague trial where the Jewish 

secretary of the Communist party was accused of a wicked conspiracy against Soviet 

Jewry. This was accompanied by a wave of Anti-Semitism throughout the Eastern Bloc 

which confirmed the Israeli government's deep suspicion towards the Soviets. This also 

caused Israeli leaders to turn completely to the West which looked more promising as 

a source of arms.

Another bone of contention between the two countries was the position of the Soviet 

Jewry and their very limited religious freedom or right of contact with Israel or even 

Israeli representatives. As a Jewish country, Israel felt that she had a responsibility for
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Jews that were discriminated against because o f  their beliefs. This was the case in the 

Soviet-Israeli relationship where Israel could not establish good relations with a regime 

that did not allow freedom for the Jews, which tried to assimilate them by force and did 

not allow them to emigrate to Israel. In a meeting between Golda Meir and Israeli 

diplomats in Paris in 1958 there was a consensus among the Israeli diplomats and Meir 

about the grave situation o f  the Soviet Jewry in the USSR and its implications for the 

Israeli attitude towards the Soviet Union. This factor thus led the Israeli government to 

follow a very cautious policy towards the Soviets while avoiding attacking the Soviets 

openly. (23)

Following her failure to form a close alliance with the US or to come to some 

accommodation with the Soviet Union, Israel had to keep searching for other potential 

sources from which she could obtain modem weapons. Israel's new hope was France. 

A major decision was taken in 1954 to try and make France a primary source o f  arms 

supply. This marked a turning point in Israel's foreign policy and should be viewed from 

the background o f  the Israeli failure to obtain arms from the United States. This 

determination was especially dominant among the military and defence circles, who 

thought that Israel should try elsewhere. Ben-Gurion was skeptical at first, but he was 

convinced by Moshe Dayan and by the General Director o f  the Defence Ministry, 

Shimon Peres, who argued that the possibility o f  gaining arms from the United States 

was small because it was not in her interests to supply arms to Israel.

Shimon Peres and Moshe Dayan built their relationship with the French through French 

defence circles. Both defence ministries enjoyed great importance and prestige in their 

countries and the French military were receptive to Israeli overtures, because o f  the 

Algerian conflict and their fear o f Nasser as a radical element who inspired the FLN. The



French government thought that the Israelis could help them to eliminate the power of 

the rebels in Algeria.

However, the French did not want to be seen as the sole supplier of arms to Israel, as 

this might harm their remaining interests within the Middle East. The problem was that 

because of the Northern Africa issue the French position had become very delicate, with 

Egypt, Saudi Arabia and to some extent Syria all having the potential to damage French 

interests within the region. The French Foreign Minister therefore believed that it would 

be better if Britain, France and the US could reach an agreement on arms shipment to 

the Middle East, and that to create a rough equilibrium in the arms capacities of Israel 

and her Arab neighbours would require delivery of arms from the West to Israel. In the 

French view there were only two possibilities- either that the Western powers would 

allow Israel to defend herself or to sacrifice her to the Arab States.(24)

Although the relationship between the two countries was close, the French were 

constantly suspicious of Israel's motives. They had the impression that Israel would 

prefer to ally themselves with the Americans and the British and that the Israelis chose 

to ally with France only because they had no alternative. Being aware of this sensitivity, 

Moshe Sharett told the cabinet that real friendship with France could not rely only on a 

cultural exchange, but there should be a wider framework. He did not specify particular 

fields, but from 1955 onwards there were intensive negotiations between Israel and 

France at a military level. Israel could offer the French intelligence assistance and the 

French could supply Israel with arms, technical and scientific aid, and assist her plan to 

build an oil pipeline.

However, on two points there were conflicting opinions between the two countries. 

First, the Baghdad Pact and second the approach towards Soviet penetration in the
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Middle East. Regarding the first issue the Israelis were not in favour of the Pact, but did 

not object to it entirely, while the French opposed it totally. The French government 

opposed the Pact because they were against Arab unity and anxious about the possibility 

that Arab nationalism might became an influential factor in the international arena. On 

the second issue the French government's view of Soviet intervention in the region was 

very different that of Israel and the other Western countries. The French government 

believed that more consideration should be given to the Soviet Union, while the Israelis 

thought that any kind of Soviet arbitration in the region was very dangerous to Israel and 

to future stability. The French believed that it was important to come to some agreement 

with the USSR thereby neutralising her ability to stir up the nationalists in Northern 

Africa against France. In addition, France had a strong Communist party which she 

depended upon to some degree and if one combines all these factors together one can 

understand the French anxiety to keep amiable relations with the Soviet Union.(25) The 

French government was also very sensitive about any Israeli retaliation against Syria, 

because they retained some influence in that country and were afraid that reprisals might 

endanger this position.

Despite these difficulties there were, however, many common interests between the two 

countries such as their attitude towards Nasser and the Arab Nationalist Movement. The 

similarity in perspective and needs enabled the two countries to reach a close 

relationship, based on military and economic interests, and for Israel, France was the only 

ally she had at the time. C2JS A")

In her constant search for an arms supply, Israel also appealed to the Canadian 

government. As a country with few interests in the region, Canada originally had little 

to do with arms sales to the region. Israel first raised the possibility of purchasing



Canadian Sabre fighter aircraft in April 1953, but an official request for twenty-four 

planes was not submitted until a year later. The Israeli Ambassador to Canada 

emphasised that the aircraft were absolutely essential as a deterrent to aggression and to 

give Israel and its people some confidence in their ability to defend themselves.(26) But 

Dulles' opposition to the request caused the Canadians to cancel the proposed sale. 

However, the changing circumstances in the Middle East gave Canada more freedom. 

That summer the American government supplied arms to Iraq and in October 1954, with 

the signing of a new Anglo-Egyptian agreement, Great Britain lifted its arms embargo 

on Egypt. At the same time, Canada opened embassies in Tel-Aviv, Cairo and Beirut. 

With Western arms flowing to the Arabs and with Canada trying to demonstrate her 

political independence in the region, Lester Pearson, the Canadian Prime Minister, was 

willing to supply a range of equipment including anti-tank and anti-aircraft guns, 

although Washington remained as a a major obstacle. However, under great pressure 

from Israel, and in the light of the Egyptian-Czech arms deal, the United States agreed 

that other Western states could sell arms to Israel as long as the latter lifted the pressure 

on Washington. It seems that at that stage the United States realised the necessity of 

selling arms to Israel. Dulles said to the French Foreign Minister, Christian Pineau, that 

if Israel were to be attacked the United States would take action, but that he was well 

aware that American aid it might come too late to be of immediate assistance. 'There 

was, of course', he said, 'no assurance that it would be possible to give Israel adequate 

means of defending itself alone after an attack should occur'. (27) Dulles resented the 

constant pressure from the Zionist lobby in the US and emphasised that supplying Israel 

with arms at that particular moment would make it appear as if the US was giving in to 

that pressure and turning away from a position of neutrality.(28) It is important to
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emphasise this point to stress again that the Eisenhower administration was not giving 

way to Zionist pressure and wanted to avoid any impression that they conducted a 

favourable policy towards Israel because of the Jewish lobby. It highlights again that 

contrary to the common belief among American Jewry and Israeli leaders in the 

enormous power of American Jews, this was not the case at that time. If at all it seems 

that the Zionist lobby's pressure made Dulles and Eisenhower even more determined to 

conduct a policy they believed was solely in the best interests of the US.

The tacit American approval of Israel obtaining arms from other states in the West can 

be seen at a tripartite meeting at the Quai D'Orsay on 6 May 1956 between British, 

French and US representatives. In the meeting Pineau, the French Foreign Minister, 

raised the subject of Israel's venerability and the necessity to supply her with arms. Dulles 

emphasised on this occasion that he was very concerned about the pressure on the US 

to supply Israel with arms and said that the US preferred if Israel could obtain arms from 

sources other than the US. However, he added that if Israel was in a grave danger the 

US would reconsider her position, and concluded that :We would not sit idly and watch 

Israel destroyed'. (29) However, when Pineau pointed out to Dulles the grave situation 

that Israel faced as a result of Egyptian air superiority, Dulles replied that it was 

nonsense to believe that this problem could be solved by supplying Israel with large 

quantities of bombers, the only answer to the problem was deterrence. He therefore saw 

the benefit of supplying Israel with some aircraft as a deterrent against the Arabs 

intentions. He continued by saying that he did not like Israel pressure on his government 

and that the United States was not in a position to supply Israel with arms. The excuse 

Dulles gave at that time was that American public opinion would dramatise a situation 

in which the Soviet Union supplied arms to one side and the United States the other and
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that 'we will all be dragged out much further than we wished to go'.(30) Dulles therefore 

hoped that Israel could obtain arms from other sources such as Canada and France. (31) 

Finally in September 1956 Canada announced that she would sell twenty-four Sabre 

aircraft to Israel.(32) In the end these aircraft were not delivered, due to the Suez War 

and the United Nations resolution of an arms embargo on Israel and Egypt.

We can conclude that in this early period Israel's efforts to gain arms were only partly 

successful, as were her attempts to gain security guarantees from the West. The 

Dayan-Ben-Gurion partnership and their determination to carry out the reprisal policy 

did not help Israel's stand. Israel only gained a close relations with France, but the overall 

feelings among Israeli leaders and the Israeli public was of'The people shall dwell alone'. 

(Num, 23 ,9)
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Chapter no 3.

THE ANGLO-ISRAELI RELATIONSHIP

This chapter examines the state of the Anglo-Israeli relationship from the early days of 

Israel's establishment in 1948. It seeks to explore the difficulties and the major bones of 

contention between the two countries. In particular, the chapter gives a broad account 

of the nature and complications in the Anglo-Israeli relations from the Israeli point of 

view.

In her constant quest for Western allies and an arms supply, Israel also looked towards 

Britain. Yet the relations between the two countries were complicated by past 

experience.

The formal British attitude towards Israel was based on the fact that 'A 

Jewish state in Palestine was brought into being in accordance with the will of the United 

Nations General Assembly'. Britain did not vote for the 1947 resolution but promised to 

'respect the wishes of the majority of member nations'.(l) Britain had given Israel 

de-facto recognition only after five aeroplanes which were flying over Israeli-Egyptian 

territory had been shot down by the Israelis, and only extended de-jure recognition after 

the Armistice lines were signed and King Abdullah of Jordan had formally annexed the 

West Bank. (2) British policy towards Israel after this was shaped by her general attitude 

towards the Middle East which was centred around the regional defence system between 

Britain and the Arab States. In this context Israel had very little significance for Britain 

apart from as a potential obstacle to British interests. (3) Israel had little strategic or
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economic importance for Britain. She had no oil resources, she was not close to borders 

with the Soviet Union which had to be defended. Israel could not provide the British 

with any strategic advantage which they needed and did not have already. Furthermore 

the Foreign Office believed that'Israel by the mere fact of her existence represents a 

constant threat to our economic and strategic interests in the Middle East. (4) 

Therefore, any alliance with Israel risked Britain's friendship with certain Arab countries, 

with whom cooperation was much more essential than any link with Israel. (5)

In addition, Her Majesty's Government strongly opposed Israeli reprisal actions, as it 

felt that this policy caused disturbances in the target countries, and consequently created 

regional problems. Britain was especially concerned by Israel's actions against Jordan, 

because an escalation between the two might activate the defence treaty between Jordan 

and Britain, and consequently bring Britain into dispute with Israel. The British 

government tried to avoid a situation where they would have to stand militarily against 

Israel. The possibility that the British government would face a situation where she 

would have to stand militarily either with the Arabs or against Israel was therefore of 

great concern. The British realised that an Arab- Israeli war would have serious 

consequences for Britain as it would gravely endanger oil supply and her own influence. 

They realised the military capacity of Israel and yet, they were aware of the vulnerable 

situation of Israel in a joint Arab attack and admitted that the ultimate Arab aim was to 

destroy Israel and therefore Britain aspire to see a solution to the dispute.

Early in the 1950s there were, despite the above concerns, some attempts to find a 

scheme which would deeper the relations between the two countries on a military basis. 

In January 1951, William Strang, the Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, 

asked the Israeli Ambassador in London to obtain his government's authorisation for a
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visit to the country by General Sir Brian Robertson, Commander-in-Chief, British Middle 

East Land Forces. The idea was to use the visit to explore the possibility of a pact with 

Israel, or some kind of alliance. One of the ideas was to establish British bases in Gaza 

which might be connected by a corridor to Jordan. The other consideration was the 

construction of British bases in Israel itself. Discussions between the two countries on 

strategic cooperation were held in both 1951 and 1952. However, by 1952 these 

negotiations came to an end. One of the main reasons was the very skeptical attitude of 

Ben-Gurion towards the British. In a discussion at the Israeli Foreign Office between 

Ben-Gurion, Sharett, Michael Comay, the Head of Mabar,(British and Commonwealth 

Department at the Israeli Foreign Ministry) Walter Eytan, the Director General of the 

Israeli Foreign Office, and Reuven Shiloah, a security and intelligence expert, the Prime 

Minister expressed his apprehension and total reservation about the British suggestion. 

Although this discussion belonged to an earlier period than this study is concerned with, 

it is important to take it into consideration as it explains the fundamental attitude of 

Ben-Gurion towards Britain. Ben-Gurion emphasised that the British government under 

Bevin had conducted a hostile policy towards Israel and their proposal aimed only to get 

back into Israel and that it was not in Israel's interests to give the British any such 

opportunity. He went on to stress the differences between Britain and the US. 

Ben-Gurion stated that the US provided Israel with financial aid and demanded nothing 

in return and therefore the Israelis were always ready to talk with the Americans. 

Ben-Gurion stressed that Israel wanted the Americans to give her some security 

guarantees, and concluded that the US had never done anything to harm Israel, if at all 

they had only helped her. This was not the case with England.(6) There were other 

considerations in Ben-Gurion's rejection of the proposal, but, what is important to our



study is the deep suspicion, bitterness and dislike of Ben-Gurion towards the British 

Government and her policy in the Middle East. This suspicion was evident during the 

major part of the period being studied.

On the other hand the British made no real attempt to explore the possibility of 

significant and active Israel involvement in their defence plans. This is because Britain 

put the security of the region well above the security of Israel and also they had a very 

different outlook on Middle Eastern defence strategy. The British government believed 

that in order to secure its position in the region it was of immense importance not to 

appear to have very close relations with Israel, while securing her traditional region of 

influence in countries such as Jordan and Iraq.

The relationship from early 1950s to October 1956 was therefore just formal, without 

any co-operation between the two. Any suggestions of co-operation were rejected by the 

British on the grounds that it might lead to the end of British influence in the Middle 

East. For instance, the Israeli request to join the Commonwealth in March 1956 was 

ruled out by the British Foreign Office because 'It would confirm Arab arguments that 

Israel is a spearhead of Western Imperialism in a new guise'.(7) It seems that the overall 

perception of the Foreign Office towards Israel was one of suspicion and apprehension 

combined with some appreciation and admiration of Zionisim's pioneering work and 

Israel's determination. The British view was also that the Israelis were stubborn, 

self-righteous, and lacked an understanding of the overall Middle Eastern situation, in 

addition to the problems that the foundation of Israel had created. Furthermore, the 

British argued that Israel's statements about her desire for peace and harmony with her 

neighbours were not compatible with her actions which were often violent and 

demonstrated Israel's unwillingness to make concessions.
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The British Ambassador in Tel-Aviv believed that this behaviour was caused by the 

Israeli belief that they there could be only two views:' The Israeli view and the wrong 

one'. (8) Israel was seen as a very interesting experiment which was largely admired by 

the Foreign Office, although one often gets the impression that it was with some 

skepticism about whether a 'Jew'could be transformed into a new Israeli. They were also 

aware of Israel's great sensitivity to the possibility of foreign powers forcing a settlement 

on her; as Sir Roger Makins, the British Ambassador to Washington admitted: 'It must 

be recognised that the Israelis dislike the idea of the US and UK agreeing between 

themselves on suitable terms for a settlement and there are signs ofthis apprehension'.(9)

However, it was also recognised that Tear and suspicion are the driving forces behind 

the policies of both sides... The Israelis after centuries of persecution see danger lurking 

behind every boundary stone and pride themselves on the success of their policy of 

retaliation'. (10) The British government was aware of the limited influence they had on 

Israel’s policy and that they were viewed as the 'bad guys' while the Americans were seen 

as the 'good guys'. Therefore the best way of encouraging Israel to adopt a more 

moderate policy depended on American policy.

Sir John Nicholls, the British Ambassador to Tel-Aviv from 1954-1957, had a very 

critical view of Israel and the Israeli people in general. His overall outlook combined a 

deep understanding of the Israeli society and politics with sharp criticism which at times 

betrayed a general and cynical dislike of Israel. He had a very interesting perception of 

Israel, and his views appear to have been widely shared by the Foreign Office. He 

thought that the Israelis were :'Queer customers individually and collectively '.(11) He 

believed that Israeli's were sentimental, grasping and generous, brash and different, 

realistic and visionary, but they were not yet equipped with steady nerves or an
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understanding of other people, were sure of their own superiority and rightness and were 

convinced that they represented progress in the Middle East. Nicholls also felt that the 

Israelis had a special talent for 'saying and doing the wrong thing at the wrong time in 

the wrong way'. (12) He repeated what his predecessor had said that 'no other people has 

ever shown such an aptitude for jerking the rug of sympathy away from under one's feet'. 

(13) He compared the Israelis personal and political behaviour stating that 'at the very 

moment when one has weighed the good qualities of an Israeli against the bad and 

decided that the former predominate, he will do or say something so gratuitously foolish 

or offensive that the impulse to like and even admire is immediately stifled...There is no 

measure in Israeli behaviour; it is normal only momentarily as it oscillated between too 

much and too little.'(14) The Ambassador realised that it was hard to generalise about 

the Israeli character because in a country which had imported more than half of its 

population in the last ten years and which had drawn Jews from every continent there 

was little homogeneity. Nevertheless, Nicholls thought that it could be said that most of 

the Israelis were intelligent, cultivated, conscientious and honest but none of them 

thought that it was important to heal the wound that Arab pride had suffered as a result 

of the 1948 war, and naively expected that finally the Arabs with the help of outside 

power would come to them. Consequently, they accepted their isolation in the region as 

a price they had to pay. The Ambassador believed that the 'Ghetto syndrome' that the 

Jews suffered before had not disappeared and that Zionism therefore succeeded 'in 

exchanging a thousands ghettos for a single comprehensive one'.(15)

Nicholls realised Israel's geographical territorial difficulties resulted from her 'absurd 

shape' which was less than 300 miles long from north to south and her subsequent lack 

of resources. He felt that the land itself'produced 'the same effect of uneasiness as its
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inhabitants'.(16) Against this background the Ambassador concluded that one may say 

of Israel's moral and material development the same that one would say of a dancing dog 

'that one does not ask whether it is well done the wonder is that it should be done at all'. 

(17) In spite of his criticism and cynicism the Ambassador thought that Israel was an 

example of'a unique, admirable achievement, the product of ruthless determination, hard 

work, enterprise and devotion to an ideal on the part of the ruling few'.(18) 

Nevertheless, the Ambassador thought that ‘The question still remains as to the validity 

of the Zionist experiment because it still is to be shown that the Jew who has maintained 

his separate way of life in an alien environment for two thousand years is capable of 

learning how not to be an alien in the Middle East'.(19) He thought that Israel's 

aspiration to build a technological civilization on the Western model set them even 

further apart from their neighbours and that Israel only paid lip service to the slogan of 

integration in the region. In his view Israel's leaders feared the possibility that, under the 

influence of the climate and immigration from Asia and Africa, Israel would become 

Levantine, thus Israel would lose her European and Western character which for the 

Israeli leaders meant modernity and progress and be brought down to the Arab level with 

everything that would denote in Western eyes.

Nicholls's understanding of Israel's difficulties did not produce sympathy towards 

Israel. His overall perception as stated in one of his dispatches was that: 'The centre of 

infection in the region is Israel'. 7 believe', he wrote, ‘we must treat the Israelis as sick 

people, their illness is psychological, ' Therefore', he concluded 'It is not reasonable 

to expect that a nation made up of individuals so psychologically unstable, should be 

capable of a mature foreign policy’. (20) In the same telegram the Ambassador outlined 

what can be seen as a summary of British expectations and hopes for the future of
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Israel's policy: We wish them1 the Ambassador wrote, 'to calculate exactly the weakness 

of their position, to discount the violently expressed hostility of their Arab enemies, to 

rely on the assurance of ultimate support from the Western powers while accepting that 

for various reasons these powers are unable to offer them any support but on the 

contrary are obliged to provide military assistance to the Arabs'. Realising the difficulties 

and contradiction in the demands this posed on Israel, Nicholls continued to say that in 

spite of this situation Britain still would like Israel to realise that this was the only 

realistic analysis and should consequently adopt a policy of accommodating themselves 

'to their Arab enemies and accept the irritations, dangers and crippling economic burdens 

in their present situation in the hope that one day things may get better'. (21) Taking into 

account this complicated situation and the knowledge that British expectations of Israel 

were therefore not going to be fulfilled in the short term, the realistic way to deal with 

the problem was : 'To devise some way of getting the Israelis into a psychological 

condition which would enable them to adopt a more modest and conciliatory attitude 

which ... can only lead to the Arab acceptance of Israel which is essential to her 

continued existence'. Moreover, Nicholls argued that 'the best hope lies in steadily 

feeding the Israeli passion for being appreciated and understood by going as far as we 

possibly can to satisfy the growing sense of insecurity which however imaginary and it 

is of course by no means entirely so-unfortunately poisons all Israel's policies'. (22)

It is difficult to ascertain the major reasons for Nicholls's jaundiced view, as there is 

nothing in the Ambassador's background indicating any motive. Sir John Nicholls served 

as an Assistant Under-Secretary of State in 1951 and prior to his arrival to Israel had 

acted as an adviser at the British embassy in Lisbon. We can only assume that the fact 

that Nicholls served in Israel in a very stormy period contributed to his outlook. His time
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in Israel was characterised by a very militant, aggressive Israeli policy which was mainly 

demonstrated by Israeli retaliation actions against her Arab neighbours. This policy did 

not win Israel many supporters, but worldwide condemnation instead. Furthermore, the 

pre-Suez era was also a time when Britain still believed that she could maintain her status 

and economic-political interests in the Arab world and Sir John Nicholls was aware of 

this aspect.

The Israeli attitude towards Britain in this period was marked by two ambivalent lines: 

first, admiration for Britain as a democratic country, which gave the Jews the Balfour 

Declaration and second, a deep suspicion towards British motives and interests in the 

Middle East. From the Israeli point of view the British had done everything in their 

power to prevent the establishment of Israel. The bitterness towards Britain was further 

enhanced by Britain's active participation in the Baghdad Pact. It increased Israel's 

feelings of isolation and projected Britain as an ally of the Arab world and especially 

Iraq.

Israeli leaders were worried about the tendency toward Arab unity, assuming that Arab 

unity might be a danger to her security, and saw the Pact as a possible step in this 

direction in the long term. On the one hand the Pact was viewed positively in that it 

divided the Arab world. It was assumed that the best situation for Israel would be if 

Jordan joined the Pact, because this would provide clear proof of the obvious divisions 

in the Arab world. In addition, they favoured the Pact because they assumed that the 

non-Arab countries would have a moderating influence on the Arab countries.(23) 

However, Israel in the end did not support the Pact for two main reasons: first, the 

French objected to the Pact and Israel did not want to appear to be in opposition to the 

one ally she had. Second, the potential to weaken Israel's position vis-a-vis the United

66



States. Israel's main argument was that she was the only country in the region who was 

not a member of any Pact. If Israel supported the Baghdad Pact, she might lose her main 

argument for close alignment with the US and ease the way for American entry into the 

Pact. In a conversation between the American Ambassador to Israel, Edward Lawson, 

and Moshe Sharett, the latter admitted that with the Pact's existence 'Israel's isolation and 

exclusion from the Middle East defence system became more highly emphasised in the 

mind of people and govemment'.(24)

However, the main bones of contention between the two countries were the questions 

of arms supply and frontiers. Regarding the first issue Israel felt that Britain's attitude 

towards her was discriminatory, that it adopted a policy of 'trickle' on arms supply to 

Israel, while at the same time supplying Jordan and Iraq with modem weapons under her 

treaties with these countries.

In 1955 Nasser claimed that he had to get arms from the Russians because the West 

refused to sell him arms while they poured arms into Israel, but the fact was that Britain 

supplied Nasser in 1954 with thirty-two Centurion tanks and forty-five aircraft. In 

addition, they agreed to release considerable quantities of tracked vehicles, twenty-five 

pounders, seventeen pounders and other guns. Although Israel's efforts to gain arms 

from Britain were not very successful, there were some deliveries and the Israelis never 

gave up hope. After the Czech arms deal, Moshe Sharett tried to impress upon Selwyn 

Lloyd in October 1955 that Israel's position had become critical.(25) However, despite 

the hostility in Anglo-Egyptian relations, the British government did not change her 

attitude towards arms supply to Israel and, as the Israeli Ambassador to London, Eliahu 

Elath, noted the animosity between Britain and Egypt did not bring Israel and Britain any 

closer. (26) This feeling also continued after the Suez War and Ben-Gurion told Sir
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Francis Randall, Nicholls's successor that the attitude of the British Foreign Office had 

not changed since 1945. He accepted that the latter was neither pro-Arab nor pro-Israel, 

but it did not change the fact that their policy towards Israel had remained unfriendly. 

(27) The British government was well aware that as a result of the Arab-Israeli dispute 

the issue of arms supply to the region had further political importance, far exceeding the 

actual extent of supplies. (28) Officially the British policy on arms supply was based on 

the Tripartite Declaration of May 1950. This declaration between the United States, 

Britain and France registered their joint desire to prevent an Arab-Israeli arms race by 

monitoring the flow of weapons into the zone, and restricting their own sales; the three 

states enjoyed a monopoly of the modem arms market. The Declaration announced the 

right of the Arab States and Israel to maintain a certain level of armed forces to acquire 

arms for security and legitimate self-defence, and to play their part in the defence of the 

area as a whole. The British government claimed in early 1956 that Her Majesty's 

Government ’have supplied and continue to supply strictly limited quantities of arms in 

accordance with this declaration'. (29)

Yet, a deeper analysis of this statement might give a different answer. It is interesting 

to note that later in 1958, the Foreign Office had to admit that in the years since Israel's 

establishment there was no balance in Britain's arms supply to the Middle East and that 

Israel was discriminated against.(30) First of all, arms supply to Israel was often used as 

a bargaining chip for Israel's 'good behaviour'. It was always suspended in a case of 

reprisals. For example, in 1956 as a result of an Israeli attack on Syria in the sea of 

Galilee, the British Cabinet decided on 3 January to suspend delivery of certain arms to 

Israel. (31) In addition, Britain had treaty obligations with Middle Eastern countries. 

Under these treaties, Britain supplied countries such as Jordan and Iraq with arms. In
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addition, Britain supplied large quantities of arms to countries with which she had no 

treaty, such as Syria and Egypt. From 1948 to 1956 the value of the United Kingdom's 

exports of aircraft, tanks and military equipment of other kinds to Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, 

Syria and Lebanon, totalled just under £31 million. Egypt received from Britain in 1955 

alone more than the total amount sold to Israel in the previous seven years (1948-1955). 

From 1956 to 1958 there was almost an embargo on arms export to Israel. The British 

government at no time made any gift of arms to Israel or sold any items which were not 

surplus to British requirements. They never sold Israel any of the latest types of arms. 

(32)

The British arms supply to Israel up to 1955 amounted to nine jet aircraft and twenty 

Sherman tanks, which was hardly sufficient to meet Israel's needs. Moreover, Britain 

reneged upon a promise to provide Centurion tanks which would have significantly 

increased Israel's military capacity. Therefore, as the Foreign Office stated at the time 

'There has never been any question of our policy under the Tripartite Declaration being 

designed to establish parity as between Israel and the Arabs'. (33) In spite of this, the 

Foreign Office still believed that 'Israel was in a position to defend herself against any 

Arab combination'. (34)

The British government argued that the result of supplying Israel with large quantities 

of arms equal to those supplied by the Soviets to the Arab states would be that the 

Israelis would be surrounded by Arabs armed to their teeth. (3 5) Yet, Israel was the only 

country which was not a member of any regional defence system. She was the only 

country in the region to which Britain adopted a 'trickle' policy regarding arms supply. 

One of the arguments for adopting such a policy was the hope that it would enable the 

West to persuade Nasser to co-operate with the West and to achieving a permanent
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settlement. The failure of these efforts convinced the British Foreign Office that limited 

quantities of arms, necessary for Israel's defence, should be released. The British believed 

in general, that any direct supply of weapons to Israel would symbolise to the Arabs the 

identification of the West with Israel, but they thought that in order to reduce Israel's 

anxiety and sense of isolation it would be a good idea if Israel could obtain arms from 

other countries which previously had provided her with arms,like Canada. (3 6) The 

British government was strongly opposed to the French supply of arms to Israel. 

Shuckburgh explained to Sir Gladwyn Jebb, the British Ambassador in Paris, that' The 

existence of Israel cannot be guaranteed by the number of weapons which she 

possesses'. (3 7)

It would be wrong to assume that Israel was not aware of British interests in the 

region. Elath, the Israeli Ambassador to London, warned the Israeli Foreign Office that 

the question of British relations vis-a-vis Israel, should not be viewed in a vacuum, but 

that other relevant factors should be taken into consideration, such as the United States 

and the Soviet Union. In a lengthy account to the Israeli Foreign Office in April 1955 

the Ambassador stated that Britain was not the only and decisive international factor in 

the region, and while the Foreign Office policy towards Israel was cautious Israel 

enjoyed great support among public opinion and the Labour Party and that these two 

factors were of immense importance.(3 8) However, the Ambassador and the Israeli 

Foreign Office were aware that 'The Arab countries and not Israel have oil, and while 

control of these routes are so vital to Britain they will always see Israel against the 

background of the general Middle Eastern picture.'(39) Ben-Gurion told Sir Francis 

Rundall, British Ambassador to Israel 1957-1959, that he was well aware that British 

policy in the region accorded with British interests such as the oil supply.(40) Yet, he
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argued against the view that British interests, namely maintaining good relations with the 

Arabs, necessarily clashed with warmer relations with Israel. It was wrong to assume, 

he advocated, that Arab hatred towards the West could be reduced by a hostile attitude 

towards Israel. However, the British government believed that any alliance with Israel 

would damage their relationship with the Arab world. (41) The Israeli government tried 

to emphasise this line constantly both to the United States and Britain, though without 

much success. Despite Israeli complaints of British discrimination in their arms supplies 

to the region, they had to admit that most of their arms had originally come from Britain. 

(This was true up to the point when the French started to supply Israel with arms) 

Ben-Gurion, summarising the subject, reflected the very ambivalent attitude of Israel 

towards Britain: 'The White Paper (of 1939) causes us to forget that Britain gave us the 

Balfour Declaration. The same applies to the United Kingdom's latest attitude towards 

Israel, which leads us to forget the arms she sold us'.(42)

Another basic disagreement between Israel and Britain was over the question of Israel's 

frontiers. When Britain gave Israel de-jure recognition in April 1950, they added that the 

boundaries of Israel should be arranged in a final agreement, and that until such an 

agreement was reached Her Majesty’s Government would not consider the present 

borders as final. (43) Israel was very sensitive towards any suggestion that she should 

revise her borders. The determination to keep Israel's borders in her present shape was 

one of the most important pillars in her foreign policy. The Israeli decisions-makers 

suspected that Britain might try to push towards a settlement that would reduce Israel's 

territory. The Israeli Ambassador to London warned that the real danger, should there 

be any negotiations between Israel and her neighbours, would come from the United 

Kingdom. (44) Ben-Gurion was very suspicious of the British. He believed that if Israel

71



started a war, Britain would be the country that would militarily support the Arabs. 'Why 

do I say England', he asked, 'I am not an English 'anti-semitic', on the contrary, I 

appreciate the British people. When I was in Britain during Second World War, I saw 

their moral strength. I have no anti-English complex, but,I know the British Foreign 

Office1. (45) Although Ben-Gurion was aware that British policy was not conducted out 

of love of the Arabs, he said that the case in 1956 was as in the case of 1939 when 

British policy was conducted because Britain did not want to lose her foothold in the 

Middle East, and he was afraid that Britain might find such an event such as a preventive 

war as a suitable opportunity to gain Arab sympathy, in addition to a military base in the 

Negev, which he believed, was desired by Britain. (46)

Unfortunately this awareness and understanding of each other’s motives did not led to 

a closer relations. It is quite obvious that Ben-Gurion's attitude to Britain was heavily 

influenced by memories of the Mandate period. Hence his admiration on one hand, and 

his deep resentment and suspicion on the other.

It is clear therefore that in the period from the start of 1955 to early 1956 the 

Anglo-Israeli relationship was characterised by suspicion and resentment. The Israeli 

distrust towards Britain was further enhanced in the spring of 1955 due to the British 

participation in Plan ALPHA which required Israel to make territorial concessions 

especially on her southern frontiers as part of the Arab-Israeli peace settlement.

Britain. Israel and the ALPHA Plan 

Evelyn Shuckburgh, the Under-Secretary of State for Middle Eastern affairs 

in the British Foreign Office, led the initiative behind the plan in league with officials 

from the State Department. In May 1955 an agreement was reached between the US
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and Britain. The plan attempted to achieve a settlement between the Arabs and Israel. 

At the centre of their proposals was the idea that Israel should make territorial 

concessions in the southern Negev which would have enabled Egypt to secure a land link 

with Jordan and Saudi Arabia.(47)

Both the United States and Britain believed that the key to any Arab-Israeli settlement 

was Egypt. The plan therefore focused on Egypt and Israel, with the possibility that it 

would involve other Arab states later on. The plan also considered the Palestinian 

refugees, and it was suggested that Israel with Western aid would help to resettle some 

of the refugees or give them compensation. The agreement also called for an undertaking 

by the Arab states to repeal legislation based on the existence of a state of war and to 

raise the economic blockade. In addition, the proposal considered the question of 

Jerusalem and the de jure division of the city with supervision of and access to the holy 

places in a way that would be satisfactory to Jordan and Israel and would also include 

an agreement on the distribution of the water of the Jordan river. The proposal also 

included some special inducements to Egypt as a key factor in the settlement. Provided 

the settlement was acceptable to the parties concerned, the US and Britain would give 

specific security guarantees of the new frontiers to both sides. (48) In making these 

proposals the British government was influenced by her concern not to do anything that 

would risk losing Arab friendship, which she needed more than ever. The Foreign Office 

admitted that 'If we are ever to bring about a Palestine settlement, we shall have to be 

nasty to Israel at some stage.’ (49) It was also emphasised that Britain should maintain 

itself in a position in which the blame for failure of the Plan could be laid wholly or at 

least partly on Israel. (50)

Evelyn Shuckburgh, the key figure behind ALPHA, wanted to make it clear to the
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Israeli government that the plan was her great chance; if Israel rejected it she would be 

responsible for the failure of the peace effort within the region, and consequently she 

might face economic and military sanctions from the United States. (51) He believed that 

the main point of the plan was the question of the Negev. Shuckburgh pointed out to 

State Department officials that if they failed on this point, the other proposals would 

collapse as well. In his view Israel was the party that had to make the concessions 

because for the Egyptians, any step towards a settlement with Israel already represented 

a major concession on their part and that a settlement provided more for Israel than for 

the Arabs. (52)

Evelyn Shuckburgh had a deep resentment towards Israel which was clearly evident 

in his role in the ALPHA project. His comments, statements and ideas were based not 

just on narrow political calculations, one gets the impression that he had personal 

animosity towards the Israelis and the state of Israel in general. He believed that British 

interests in the Middle East could be best served by maintaining friendly relations with 

the Arab world, even if this upset the Israelis. On several occasions he expressed his deep 

resentment towards Israel's policy and leaders. For example, in response to one of 

Sharett's memorandums which raised the issue of Israel's exclusion from the Baghdad 

Pact, he commented that: 'It is impossible to read Sharett's memorandum without 

indignation at the arrogance and logic chopping of the Israelis. They seem to assume that 

they have the right to look after their interests quite regardless of our own interests in 

the Middle East. ...they seem to assume that all our actions in the area ought to be 

determined in relation to Israel and her problem'. (53) Furthermore, he noted in his diary 

that the 'State of Israel was founded, both from the Jewish and from Western point of 

view, on a false premise and in unnatural, impermanent conditions.(54) In his view
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Britain had to consider and realise her growing dependency on Arab goodwill for oil and 

also as an area defence against Communism. (55)

The American administration at that time adopted a similar view to the British. Dulles 

had made repeated efforts to get Israeli officials to see that Israel could not rely upon 

arms supplied by Western powers. (56) Dulles did not accept the Israeli thesis that the 

surest way of protecting Israel was a United States arms supply on a substantial scale. 

The US government also agreed with the British view that territorial adjustment by Israel 

was essential, but had some reservation about the approach suggested by Shuckburgh. 

Francis Russell, in the State Department's Office of Near Eastern Affairs, believed that 

if the first issue was to be the Negev, they would find it very difficult to make any 

progress. (57)

The American attempt to initiate a settlement was not new. The Johnston plan was one 

of the United States' efforts to find a solution to the dispute over the Jordan river water 

sources. Between 1953 and October 1955 Erik Johnston, the President of the Movie 

Picture Association of America, made five visits to the region. The idea behind the 

Johnston plan was to get some compromise on the distribution of River Jordan's water 

for the benefit of all the inhabitants in the region. Dulles hoped that such a solution might 

also have alleviate the refugee problem, and lead to negotiations on an Arab-Israel 

settlement. However, his plan was only reluctantly accepted by Israel, and rejected by 

the Arab League. (58)

The first step in initiating plan ALPHA came in early April 1955, when prior to the 

formalizing of the plan, Nasser was approached by the United States Ambassador in 

Cairo, Henry Byroade. (59) Nasser did not object to the plan in principle, but at the 

same time was not very optimistic about its chances of success. In addition, he pointed

75



out that the Anglo-American intention to establish a corridor in the Negev linking Egypt 

and Jordan was not adequate and that Israel should be forced to give up the whole 

Negev region. (60) Discussions between the Israeli and the Egyptian governments had 

already taken place in the first half of 1953 but had achieved little progress. In 1954 an 

exchange of formulated messages had taken place between President Nasser and the 

Israeli Prime Minister Moshe Sharett, in which they expressed their desire to reach a 

peaceful solution. (61) However, the talks stopped after two young Egyptian Jews were 

sentenced to death in Cairo. They were members of an underground, led by Israeli 

intelligence, which aimed to sabotage British targets in order to prevent the latter from 

evacuating the Suez Base. (62)

Both Egypt and Israel were not unenthusiastic about the plan, but they did not reject 

it entirely because they hoped to get some favours from the United States. Israel hoped 

to get arms and security guarantees, while Egypt hoped to get economic aid, especially 

for the Aswan Dam project.

Although ALPHA was a secret plan between Britain and the United States, Dulles 

revealed some of its contents in a speech on 26 August 1955 during which he 

announced that it was necessary to find a peace settlement in the Middle East, and that 

some minor territorial adjustment should be accepted. (63) Dulles's decision to make this 

speech was mainly for internal reasons, due to domestic needs. The speech was in a sense 

an indication of the government's policy towards the question of the Middle East. 

Britain's Foreign Secretary, Harold Macmillan, was not in favour of any public statement 

which referred to ALPHA, because of the fear that it might cause chaos in the Arab 

states and the suspicion that the Palestinian refugees in the camps of Gaza might cause 

trouble. In addition, there was the danger that the Arab states might reject the plan as a
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whole, because they would see it as a further attempt to pressure them towards a peace 

settlement with Israel against their will, and this might even lead to a rejection of the 

'Northern Tier1 and present a threat to their treaty with Iraq. Also there was the problem 

that it might put Nuri in an unfavourable position, because of his alignment with the 

West. (64) In a letter to Dulles of 20 August, Macmillan stated that it would be better 

if the latter did not specify that only minor territorial adjustments were required, as it 

might endanger any scheme to bring Egypt to negotiation because they would conclude 

that their demand for a land-link through the Negev had been ignored.(65)

Dulles's speech did not arouse any special reactions, but did lead to some confusion. 

Although it was understood that Dulles had to make a speech for internal purposes, and 

the speech gave some assurances in regard to Israel's security, the Israeli foreign ministry 

suspected that Dulles's speech revealed little and concealed twice as much, and that his 

speech was just a small part of a more far-reaching plan. (66) Abba Eban, the Israeli 

Ambassador to the UN, tried to find out if the United States had any specific thoughts 

about possible frontier adjustments. He expressed the view that Dulles's statement did 

not endorse the permanency of Israel's present frontiers. These frontiers, he said, 

although based on military victory, had endured for seven years; they were real and the 

Arabs had come to accept them. Israel, he said, would not give up the Negev in whole 

or part. (67) However, by early September 1955, it was concluded, that the two most 

important parties were ready to talk. (68)

The real blow to the Western attempt to get some agreement with Nasser arose in 

September when the arms deal between Egypt and Czechoslovakia was announced. On 

21 September 1955, Egypt signed an 'open agreement' with the USSR for five years, 

under which the Soviets agreed to furnish a supply of arms at bargain rates in exchange
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for Egyptian cotton,and to provide Warsaw Pact advisors to instruct the Egyptians in
}

maintenance and operation; a package which gave Egypt qualitative and quantitative 

superiority in combat aircraft over Israel.

The US government felt that the arms deal with Egypt represented the most dramatic 

move yet in the Soviet campaign to increase her influence in the Middle East. They 

believed that a major objective of this campaign was to stiffen Arab resistance to 

Western policies in the area.(69) The Americans also feared that the Soviet arms supply 

would increase the chances of Arab-Israeli hostilities and raised the risk that in the short 

term Israel would launch a preventive war. Over the longer term it was thought that 

increased Egyptian military strength might stimulate her to embark upon a 'second round' 

against Israel.(70) As a result Dulles believed that it was essential for Israel to make a 

settlement, while the military balance was still weighted in her favour, a position which 

she might lose eventually. (71) The problem for plan ALPHA, however, was that the 

Soviet arms deal did not lead to any sudden Israeli desire to negotiate. In the months 

preceding the arms deal Israel's sense of isolation had grown even further in the face of 

the rise of the Arab National Movement, a movement led by Gamal Abdul Nasser, who 

was seen increasingly as the greatest single danger to Israel's very existence. Ben-Gurion 

argued that the Egyptian-Czech arms deal had caused a sudden shift in the balance of 

power and worsened Israel's security. He believed that the balance had changed not just 

in terms of quantity but in quality as well. (72) Nasser's close links with the Soviet Union 

and the Egyptian-Soviet arms deal in 1955 increased the domination of the 'activists' over 

the Israeli government. Ben-Gurion emphasised the weapons Nasser had received from 

the Eastern bloc were accepted with only one aim in mind which was to destroy 

Israel.(73) The threat from the Soviet Union was common to all Western countries, but



the Israelis saw it differently to the European powers or the United States. While Europe 

and the United States viewed the danger on a global scale, the Israelis perceived it in 

local terms and felt the threat to them was more real, because in effect the Soviet had 

now become their neighbour. The Israeli government assumed that the Soviets would 

not like to see a war between Israel and the Arabs, but that they were in favour o f  

instability because it could benefit their interests. (74)

The main danger from the arms deal was that it endangered Israel's military superiority 

vis-a-vis the Arabs. It therefore gave the green light to Israeli officials to increase their 

efforts to obtain weapons from the United States. Yet, in spite o f  all these fears, 

Ben-Gurion and the Israeli cabinet were not in favour o f  a preventive war. Ben-Gurion 

clearly recognised the ill-effect it might have on the economy and upon her defence; he 

also considered the impact o f  a preventive war by Israel on her external relations, and 

was especially worried about the possibility that it would give Britain a chance to fight 

on Egypt's side, and thus re-establish good relations with the Arab world and possibly 

annex the Negev. (75) However, it is important to note the dilemma Ben-Gurion felt in 

regard to the issue o f  preventive war. He perceived that Israel might shortly face a 

situation in which she would have to launch a preventive war against Egypt in order to 

prevent Nasser from attacking Israel with his new Soviet arms. But he was also aware 

that Israel might face a grave international condemnation and isolation if she would 

attack&o^? f  without a justifiable raison d'etre. Therefore he thought that at least for a 

while it was better to try the diplomatic channel and to concentrate Israel's effort in 

obtaining arms from the US. (76) Hence, the Israeli government was on the alert and 

intensified her efforts to gain security guarantees from the West and from the US in 

particular.
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Israeli diplomats tried to convince the American government that Nasser was not only 

a danger to Israel, but to the West as whole, because he had allowed the Soviets to step 

into the Middle East and that therefore in order to ensure that the USSR would not 

further expand her influence in the region, the US should strengthen Israel, because she 

was the only insurance for the West. In a discussion on 11 October between Eban, 

George Allen, the Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern affairs, and Donald 

Bergus of the Near Eastern Affairs in the State Department, Eban told his American 

colleagues that the regime in Egypt was willing to superimpose an international conflict 

on a local one and to bring the horrors of an arms race to the area.(77) Any illusions 

Israel had, he said, had been shattered by this deal. 'If Nasser were going to bring the 

Communist to Israel's doorstep, if behind him there should arise a hinterland of Soviet 

support, this was a menace to Israel's survival,...Israel could not bear such a 

development'.(78) Eban added that Israel hoped that the West would assure her that she 

would not be overtaken in the quest of arms... she hoped that the United States would 

sympathetically consider her request. (79) Ben-Gurion took a tough line and told 

Robert Anderson, a personal friend of Eisenhower and a former Deputy Secretary of 

Defence, that he could not believe that the Americans could now decline Israel's arms 

requests on moral grounds.(80) The American government however, perceived the 

situation from a different angle. The United States government aimed to keep Nasser on 

the Western side in order to reduce the Soviet influence and to bring Nasser to a peace 

settlement with Israel. Since the US government believed they were the only western 

power that still had some influence in the region, they considered that any arms shipment 

to Israel would 'entail adverse effect on the United States position in the Arab 

States'.(81)
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The United States wanted to convince Israel that their security could not depend upon 

receiving large quantities of arms. The Americans advocated that Israel should be 

included in the Tripartite Declaration from 1950 and that she should rely on international 

law and international institutions. This indicated the United States' desire at that time to 

strengthen the United Nations as an instrument of peace-keeping. In a conversation 

between Abba Eban and Dulles on 2 March 1956 the latter said that the American-Israeli 

relationship was not the working relationship which ought to exist between the two 

countries. He accused the Israelis of being selfish, and not perceiving United States' 

global interests such as the vital interests of NATO and the need for accessibility to the 

oil and other resources in the Middle East. Furthermore, he added, it seemed that the 

Israelis had decided on a form of political warfare against the American 

administration. (82) The Israeli leaders were very disappointed by this response. They had 

hoped that at least in view of the Soviet-Egyptian arms supply they would be able to 

convince the American administration to consider the arms request with sympathy. But 

the American government, more than ever, wanted to stress the need for a peace 

settlement.

In order not to lose the opportunity to reach a settlement, especially after the Czech 

arms deal, Dulles sent Robert Anderson to investigate the prospect for ALPHA. The 

code name of Anderson's mission was GAMA. Meanwhile in London Evelyn 

Shuckburgh still believed that the ALPHA plan did not make any significant concessions 

to the Arabs, and he anticipated that Nasser would not react positively, and that they 

would perceive it as just another peace proposal. In his view the initiative would be 

successful only if the British came up with 'something which the Israelis will detest'. (83) 

Shuckburgh's suggestion to Anthony Eden was mentioned in the latter's annual foreign
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policy speech 'The 1947 resolution as a factor to be taken account in any settlement'. 

(84)

In his speech, at the Guildhall, on 8 November 1955, Anthony Eden suggested that 

there should be a compromise between the Arabs' demands that Israel be reduced to her 

1947 boundaries, and the Israeli desire to maintain the status quo keep in the Armistice 

lines of 1949. The Arab world, and especially Nuri-El-Said, reacted positively. The 

Israeli government, on the other hand, was furious at the fact that the 1947 UN 

resolution had been mentioned. There had been growing suspicion in Israel for some 

time that a plan was being 'cooked' in the British Foreign Office. In the winter of 1955 

these suspicions had been confirmed in a meeting on 13 April between Shuckburgh and 

the Israeli Ambassador to London, Eliahu Elath. Shuckburgh had told the Ambassador 

that Israel was an obstacle to peace in the region and that unless a settlement was 

reached between Israel and her neighbours the situation would escalate. He warned 

Elath that Israel would be the cause of it. Shuckburgh added that Israel's annexation of 

territories which did not belong to her was the main cause of the entire situation, and that 

therefore she should be willing to make sacrifices in order to achieve peace. He warned 

Israel that if she rejected the proposed basis of discussions, the responsibility for the 

failure of the peace initiative would he with her. (85)

By the spring of 1956, it was obvious that there was no prospect of a positive 

outcome. Robert Anderson on 5 March told Dulles that Nasser had concluded that he 

did not believe a settlement could be made in a matter of several months, and that he was 

unwilling to take the responsibility for making concessions which might compromise his 

popularity in Egypt and the Middle East. (86) The US government therefore reached the 

conclusion that Nasser was not going to make any effort towards a settlement with
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Israel. They also believed that if other Arab states absorbed large amounts of arms from 

the Soviets, they would become more arrogant and disregard the interests of Western 

Europe and the United States in the Middle East region. As a result, the State 

Department suggested in March 1956 that 'In view of the negative outcome to bring 

Colonel Nasser to adopt a policy of conciliation towards Israel, we should now... adjust 

certain of our Near East policies'. (87) Therefore the primary purpose would be 'To let 

Colonel Nasser realise he cannot co-operate as he is doing with the Soviet Union and at 

the same time enjoy most favoured nation'.(88)

It was suggested therefore that while it was important to avoid any open break with 

Egypt, which might give Nasser Soviet satellite status, the United States and the United 

Kingdom should continue to delay the conclusion of negotiations on the financing of the 

Aswan High Dam. Although the Americans wanted to avoid any direct measures against 

Nasser they aimed to shield the Saudis from Egyptian influence and to isolate Nasser 

from other Arab countries. It was believed that by adopting such a policy Nasser would 

find that the only ally he had left was the USSR, a situation which would be unbearable 

to him; so finally he would be forced to change his policy.(89)

Britain's reaction was much more extreme. The British government argued that since 

Nasser's decision to obtain arms from the Soviets his attitude to the West had steadily 

deteriorated. They thought that he was deeply committed to the Soviets, and that he was 

not prepared to take a real initiative towards a settlement. The British Ambassador to 

Washington, Sir Roger Makins, told Dulles on 21 March that Nasser was determined to 

eliminate British and other Western influence in the whole area. He even compared 

Nasser to Mussolini saying that both of them had become beholden to a ruthless power. 

(90) The British government argued therefore for a new tougher approach towards
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Nasser.

The question is was there any chance for the peace proposal to be accepted and can 

we assume that Nasser's attitude would have changed if the Israelis had agreed to make 

more territorial concession especially in the Negev? It is difficult to answer this question; 

one can only point to the fact that Nasser's main aims at that time were internal rather 

than external. He hoped to develop and strengthen the economic situation in Egypt. 

Therefore we might conclude that at that point Nasser did not desire a war with Israel, 

yet at the same time, he did not wish to reach any settlement. Nasser also felt more 

confident of his strength, due to the huge amount of weapons supplied by the Soviet 

Union, and admitted that he was not willing to risk his position in the Arab world for a 

settlement with Israel.(91) Furthermore, according to Ashton: 'The ALPHA project was 

never to advance to the stage of direct negotiations between Israel and Egypt. It founded — 

on the British side in the wake of King's Hussein of Jordan's dismissal of General Glubb, 

and on the American side once Robert Anderson's mission to the region had made it clear 

to the Administration that Nasser was unwilling to cooperate'. (92)

The British government felt that the collapse of ALPHA removed the hidden linch pin 

of their Middle East policy and they were left 'without a Middle East policy of any kind'. 

(93) In addition, Anthony Eden's speech at the Guildhall created a cloud over the 

Anglo-Israeli relationship which overshadowed relations between them in the years under 

study. Israeli leaders, primarily Ben-Gurion, were sure that the Foreign Office remained 

committed to the adoption of what they called 'The Guildhall Plan'. It was only in the late 

summer of 1958, when circumstances in the Middle East had changed, that Israel's 

leaders were finally convinced that this plan no longer existed.

In view of the collapse of ALPHA and the failure to bring Nasser to take a moderate
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view towards Israel and to reduce his co-operation with the Soviet Union, the Americans 

thought that there should be some revision in their arms policy towards Israel. Dulles 

told Abba Eban, the Israeli Ambassador in Washington, that the United States would not 

abandon Israel, and there should be some way by which Israel could get defensive arms. 

He also added that the United States should consider giving some security guarantees 

to Israel against Egypt.(94) This attitude should be underlined because it demonstrated 

the basic difference between the US policy and the British attitude towards Israel. This 

is not to say that United States policy was very different from Britain's nevertheless it 

revealed the very basic attitude which the United States took into consideration in her 

Middle Eastern policy to safeguard the existence of Israel.

The British government's attitude towards Israel and the Arab-Israeli dispute did not 

change despite the collapse of the ALPHA plan and there was no major revision in 

Middle eastern policy as far as Israel was concerned. Although both Israel and Britain 

became obsessed with the threat from Nasser, it did not bring them any closer. The only 

contribution of ALPHA to the frigid relations between the two countries was that it 

added more suspicion and bitterness on Israel's part. Although ALPHA proved to be a 

total failure and was concealed in the back draw there was no sign of any real or 

transformation in the Anglo-Israeli relations

Towards the summer and autumn of 1956 conditions in the Middle East changed 

rapidly. The nationalisation of the Suez canal and Nasser's policy intimidated the British 

government to such a degree that Britain drifted into a scenario which some months 

before would have been a fantasy.
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Chapter no. 4

FROM APPREHENSION TO CO-OPERATION JANUARY-OCTOBER 1956

This chapter aims to examine the dramatic events from early 1956 up to the 

Suez war. Primarily it endeavours to analyse Israel's military and foreign policy during 

a period which was marked by increasing Arab-Israeli hostility and Israel's growing fear 

of isolation. In addition, it seeks to examine the significance of the Anglo-Israeli relations 

up to the start of the Suez campaign, as they went through an extraordinary upheaval and 

transformation during 1956.

1956 was a dramatic and crucial year in the history of the Middle East and left vivid 

scars on the history of France and Britain. The storm of the Suez episode overshadowed 

the earlier events leading to the crisis. However, one cannot comprehend these events 

without understanding the entire complexity of the region's history and the part played 

by the superpowers in influencing affairs in the Middle East. The period prior to the Suez 

crisis was marked by increasing hostility between Israel and her neighbours, greater 

Soviet penetration and a decline in the British position in the region.

The Lake Tiberias Incident 

The episodes that occurred in early 1956 were a continuation of the stormy winter of 

1955. On the eve of 11 December 1955, an Israeli parachute unit commanded by Ariel 

Sharon attacked Syrian military posts at Betenia farms and Kounsi on the north-east 

bank of the Sea of Galilee. Some troops crossed by boats while another small force 

including armoured vehicles advanced northward from Kibbutz Ein Gev located on the 

eastern shore of the lake. The offensive resulted in heavy casualties to the Syrians:
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thirty-seven soldiers and twelve civilians were killed and thirty Syrian soldiers were 

taken as prisoners of war. Six Israeli soldiers were also killed. (1) This retaliatory action 

named Operation 'Olive-Branches' by the Israelis and more widely known as the Lake 

Tiberias incident, caused widespread shock not only in Israel but worldwide.

The Syrian-Israeli border was a constant bone of contention between the two 

countries. According to the armistice agreement, the demarcation line was situated ten 

metres east of the Sea of Galilee. Nevertheless, the Syrians' positions were stationed on 

the seashore itself. The situation was exacerbated when the Syrians fired on Israeli 

fishermen as they tried to get close to the north-eastern shore. Israel in turn objected to 

the Syrian fishermen fishing in the lake unless they were granted special permission by 

the Israeli authorities. (2)

Prior to this operation there had been minor incidents along the Syrian- Israeli border, 

but nothing serious enough to justify a major operation. Moreover, the scale of the 

incident was somewhat surprising because it was known that the Israeli government had 

in late 1955 decided against the r _/ . policy favoured by Ben-Gurion and Dayan.

Towards the end of 1955 Ben-Gurion thought that now, in view of the Czech arms deal, 

it would be preferable for Israel to launch a preventive war against Egypt. However, 

aware of the difficulties such an action might cause, Ben-Gurion preferred to adopt a 

policy of escalation along Israel's border with Egypt in the hope that it would provide the 

excuse for a massive Israeli attack. This policy faced opposition in the Knesset, led by 

Sharett, who believed that a preventive war or escalation along Israel's southern border 

would risk Israel's position with potentially disastrous consequences for Israel's relations 

with the Western powers as well as her neighbours.(3)

At the time of the operation Moshe Sharett, the Israeli Foreign Minister, was in the
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United States endeavouring to secure an arms deal with the American administration and 

was shocked and furious when he heard of the action. As previously explained in chapter 

two, Sharett differed from Ben-Gurion and Dayan in his view on reprisal policy. He 

believed that in a democratic country such a decision should not be left exclusively to a 

few people, and resented the fact that the Foreign Ministry was excluded, especially at 

such a crucial time, when he was trying to secure the arms that Israel desperately needed. 

Thus, Sharett viewed the operation as a disaster. The world around me', he wrote in his 

diary, lias been darkened and the prospect of an arms deal with the United States and 

Canada was quashed'. (4) Israel', he concluded, 'has again given the impression that she 

was seeking blood and provoking war'. (5) Although Sharett believed in using the 'iron 

fist' he did not consider this necessary in every instance, and in this case he told members 

of Mapai that the ramifications of the raid were horrendous and stressed that Israel was 

reliant on the US and the support of American Jewry and that it could not afford to 

ignore this fact. (6) He concluded later in the year that 'The devil himself, could not have 

thought of a better way of preventing an arms supply to Israel'. (7) Sharett 

acknowledged that even if the operation had not taken place, it was still not certain 

whether the US government would have supplied Israel with arms, but the more 

immediate question was whether such a policy made any sense and he argued that 

those who were responsible for it should be aware of the wider implications of the 

retaliation policy. Sharett also addressed the wider issue of Arab-Israeli relations 

expressing the view that one must not forget that the Arab people were intelligent with 

similar feelings. 'I do not know', he said,' what has happened to us; I cannot inculcate 

upon you to have the same experience that I had whilst living in Arab village for two 

years in order for you to realise that the Arabs are also human beings. They have brains,
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sense, dignity and human feelings...1 (8)

Ben-Gurion took the responsibility himself for the operation, justifying it on the 

familiar grounds of security. He criticised an Israeli newspaper that expressed objections 

to the raid, and argued that it was morally wrong to condemn the operation even before 

the matter was brought up before the Security Council. Furthermore, he argued that the 

newspaper would have reacted differently iftheir workers had been shelled instead of the 

fishermen of Tiberias. Ben-Gurion emphasised that the government of Israel had a duty 

to protect her rights and the lives of fishermen in the Sea of Galilee. He said that those 

who aimed to guide Israel's public opinion from their quiet and safe houses in Tel-Aviv 

should understand the simple and tragic truth that as long as Israel's borders were not 

secure there would be no security for Tel- Aviv either, and concluded that 'All Israeli 

citizens from Metula (in the north) to Eilath (in the south) are in the same boat'. (9)

It is possible, however, that the operation had a wider political motive. In his diary 

Dayan pointed out that on 19 October 1955 a joint Egyptian-Syrian Military Command 

was established. Dayan was certain that this move, due to its aggressive nature, put Israel 

in a fragile position. (10) The possibility therefore exists that the operation was intended 

to test Egypt's willingness to assist Syria and to spread suspicion between Damascus and 

Cairo, thus undermining any move towards Arab unity which would endanger Israel's 

security. The operation also demonstrated the anti-democratic inclinations of 

Ben-Gurion and especially of Dayan which they justified in the name of security. Despite 

the Cabinet's decision to avoid an aggressive policy, they nonetheless perpetrated an act 

which jeopardised Israel's international position.

Britain's Arms Supply to Israel 

It is difficult to ascertain whether Israel would have gained the arms she desired from
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the United States had the operation not been launched. It is, however, obvious that any 

slight chance that existed before the incident was now defunct. Furthermore, after the 

Israeli raid the United Nations Security Council met to consider what action to take.

In light of the ALPHA operation and the British effort to reach some kind of 

settlement between Israel and her neighbours, (even if that meant that the main sacrifice 

was on the Israeli side), the British government was very concerned that the recent 

Israeli escalation of tensions could jeopardise her peace efforts and therefore was 

determined to 'teach Israel a lesson' and to 'hit' her in her most sensitive point, namely by 

suspending arms supply. Sir Pierson Dixon, the British Ambassador to the UN, conveyed 

on 22 December his government's feelings to Abba Eban, the Israeli Ambassador to the 

UN and Washington, stating that it was his belief that there was no justification for such 

an operation, and that it would sabotage Britain's efforts to reach an amiable solution 

between Israel and her Arab neighbours. (11) Eban, in turn, said that he hoped that the 

UN resolution would not call upon Israel to pay compensation for the loss of civilian life, 

and informed Dixon that it would be wrong to make this one incident subject to 

compensation while so many earlier incidents carried out by Syria had resulted in the loss 

of Israeli fives. He said that such a suggestion could set off a chain reaction whereby both 

sides asked for compensation after every trivial incident, and added that public opinion 

in Israel would be seriously inflamed by such a decision. Eban also indicated his desire 

for the Security Council to address the issue of Syrian interference with Israeli rights on 

the lake and expressed the hope that the incident would not be condemned as 'a threat 

to peace'. He pointed out that even in the case of Korea the Security Council had not 

gone to that extreme and that clearly the Israeli action was not in any way comparable 

with the aggression of North Korea. Dixon replied that they were not contemplating

96



adopting an extreme stance which would condemn the action as an act of aggression and 

had no intention of imposing economic sanctions. He explained, however, that the aim 

of the British government was to ensure that Israel understood that this kind of operation 

did not pay and to make certain that it would not be repeated. 'Our general policy', the 

Ambassador conclude', 'was to condemn Israel and to convince her that the 

consequences would be extremely serious if she did the same again'. (12)

Addressing the Security Council on 12 January 1956 Dixon noted that his government 

was aware that on many occasions Israel had been provoked but that in this instance 

there was no excuse that could justify an operation on this scale. He therefore had no 

hesitation in asking the Security Council to condemn it as a flagrant violation of the 

cease-fire provision of the resolution of 15 July 1948 stating the conditions for the 

general armistice agreement between Israel and Syria. The Ambassador stressed that 

such an operation was bad in itself, but was all the more heinous since it came as the 

latest of a series of retaliatory operations which his government was opposed to on moral 

and political grounds. He concluded by stating that it was about time the Israeli 

government understood that such a policy was not just and would not pay in the long 

run.(13) Following this on 19 January the Security council condemned Israel's action and 

arms shipment from Britain were suspended.

Subsequently, in a parliamentary debate on 24 January 1956, concerning Operation 

'Olive-Leaves', Selwyn Lloyd, the new Foreign Secretary, directly addressed the 

question of arms supply to Israel and said that one of the difficulties the British 

government faced in supplying Israel with arms was that the latter had clearly indicated 

that it had adopted a policy of retaliation. He mentioned some of the major Israeli 

retaliatory actions such as Qibya in October 1953, the Gaza incident in February 1955,
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and the Lake Tiberias incident, adding that all of these operations had been condemned 

by the Security Council, and observed that 'The putting of arms, particularly those 

suitable for that sort of reprisal, into the hands of people condemned for such behaviour, 

who had behaved in that way whatever the motives and pressures upon them may be is 

something which requires very careful consideration. The problem is being made much 

more difficult by these calculated reprisals on the part of Israel'.(14) Moreover, he 

argued that the problem of Israel's security in the face of the Soviet arms supply to Egypt 

could not be countered by a supply of arms to Israel: this would only result in an arms 

race with the Soviets supplying Egypt and other Arab countries with even more 

weapons. He said that Israel could find herself surrounded by Arab states armed to the 

teeth with Soviet arms and assistance, which would be a dangerous situation not just for 

Israel's security but for world peace. The best way to give Israel security, Lloyd 

contended, was to try to convince the Arab states of the grave danger of becoming 

dependent on Soviet arms. He denied that it was within the British government's power 

to control or to prevent the traffic of arms as other countries were eager to supply 

Middle Eastern states with military weapons. He believed that if the West delivered an 

appreciable quantity of arms to Israel, Egypt would take this very badly and be driven 

further into the Soviet's arms. On the other hand, if Britain did not supply arms to either 

country the Soviets would be in a position gradually to acquire a monopoly over arms 

supply to Egypt. But, he stated that even if Britain could reduce arms to a trickle it 

would still result in additional problems, because as Sir Humphrey Trevelyan, the British 

Ambassador to Cairo, had pointed out, the supply to Israel would have to be sufficient 

to create a balance of arms. (15)

The result of this tough stance towards the Lake Tiberias incident was that from January
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1956 Britain moved towards an even stricter arms supply policy in regard to Israel. The 

only notable concession made in the forthcoming months was that Israel did receive 

Meteor night fighters in March 1956. Their delivery was justified on the grounds that it 

was best not to drive the Israelis into a situation where they felt desperate.(16) These 

aeroplanes were the first jet fighters the Israeli Air Force had received and were designed 

as combat fighters. This proved that to some extent the British government clearly 

understood the general feeling of anxiety among Israeli leaders, although the latter still 

doubted whether Britain was sympathetic and in general it did not change the feeling the 

Israeli government had towards Britain. This concession, however, needs to be seen in 

context. For these fighters were not any longer considered by Britain to be front-line 

aircraft, the British reaction was very different when it became clear that the French 

intended to deliver her much more modem and efficient Mystere fighters, this caused 

some alarm in Whitehall. The French Ambassador to Washington told Sir Roger Makins 

on 6 March that France believed that the arms embargo imposed on Israel after the Lake 

Tiberias operation was no longer valid. He said that to continue to refuse arms to Israel 

would give her the impression that she was abandoned. (17) The Foreign Office, 

however, opposed the supply of Mysteres to Israel on the grounds that the RAF would 

be placed at a disadvantage against the Israeli Air Force if they had to fight Israel under 

the Anglo-Jordan treaty or the Tripartite declaration. (18) The British view, although she 

did not prevent the French deliveries, was symptomatic of her concern.

In addition to aircraft, Britain was also to prove uncooperative in the naval sphere. For 

example, in May 1956 Israel requested that the destroyers she had received from Britain 

should undergo a working-up period with the Mediterranean Fleet. The Admiralty, 

however, rejected the presence of the destroyers at Malta because it might have
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undesirable repercussions in the Arab world (as the same class of ships had been sold to 

Egypt). In the Admiralty's view refitting in Britain was less likely to lead to problems 

and be read as open co-operation with the Israeli navy. In addition to the political factor, 

the Admiralty stressed it could be even worse if there was another eruption along the 

Gaza strip while the Israeli ships were based in Malta. The Foreign Office stood firmly 

behind the Admiralty over this issue. Lawrence wrote to W. Botton at the Admiralty on 

27 September that should Israel's request be granted, there was the danger of placing 

Britain's interests in jeopardy and added that it would supply more fuel to Arab 

newspapers which were already printing stories about alleged military collaboration 

between Israel, France and Britain. (19) An Israeli request for Centurion tanks was 

also rejected. In early 1955 Britain had promised to supply Israel with six Centurions but 

suspended this commitment after the Gaza raid in February 1955. Ever since the Foreign 

Office had avoided giving Israel a direct answer as to whether she planned in the future 

to adhere to Israel's request. In a Foreign Office memorandum in August 1956 Edward 

Rose of the Levant Department stressed that selling Centurions to Israel would be 

against Britain's arms policy of 'trickle' and might have a disastrous effect on British 

relations with Iraq and to some extent with Jordan, on which Britain increasingly 

depended during the present crisis in the region.(20) A different unconventional view 

was argued by Sir Ivone Kirkpatrick. In a letter to Rose in August 1956, Kirkpatrick 

contradicted the latter's view, stating that it would be incorrect to tell Israel they could 

not get the tanks ever. Kirkpatrick envisaged a scenario where there might be revolutions 

in the oil countries' and we might find ourselves not only without a single Arab friend 

but without a drop of Arab oil.'(21) Hence, Kirkpatrick argued, if one accepted this 

assessment, the Foreign Office should be more careful not to offend Israel and take a



more diplomatic tactical approach. He suggested that they should tell the Israeli 

Ambassador that for practical reasons they were unable to supply them with the tanks, 

but as production was accelerating they would review Israel's request in two months 

time. (22) Although Kirkpatrick's approach was more forthcoming than Rose's, Israel, 

in fact, had to wait another two years, until the summer of 1958, when the scenario in 

the Middle East had drastically changed for its request to be met.

The Israeli anxiety to obtain arms and their immense disappointment at Britain's 

reaction was evident in several discussions between Israeli officials and their British 

counterparts. In early January Eliahu Elath, the Israeli Ambassador to London, told Sir 

Evelyn Shuckburgh that it was painful for him to see Britain (because of Eden's speech 

and by her refusal to supply Israel with arms), entirely throwing away the sympathy she 

enjoyed in Israel. Elath added that his government understood the British concern for 

oil supplies and could only surmise that Britain was willing to see Israel disappear in 

order to protect those interests. Shuckburgh denied this accusation and stressed that 

British policy was primarily directed to securing an Arab-Israeli settlement and 

concluded by saying that he had no doubt that one day Israel would realise that Britain 

was more honest and reliable that they appeared to think. (23) Later in the month Elath 

met with Lloyd to discuss the same issue. Lloyd emphasised in their meeting on 21 

January that Britain could not sell arms to Israel because of the incident with Syria and 

the subsequent Security Council condemnation, but denied the accusation that the British 

government had permanently decided to cease supplying arms to Israel.(24) He argued 

that there was no point in competing with the Soviet Union because this would only 

facilitate Soviet penetration of the region. He assured the Ambassador that the British 

government recognised Israel's right to defensive arms, but indicated that the Lake
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Tiberias operation had jeopardised Israel's opportunity to procure them. He 

acknowledged the fact that the arms balance in the region had changed, even though 

Britain did not consider Israel's existence to be at risk, and concluded the discussion by 

saying that he recognised that Israel had very little trust in British willingness to assist 

her. (25)

In the midst of this controversy, Sir John Nicholls, aware of the immense distrust by 

Israel towards Britain, noted on 20 February that 'Israel's growing regard and respect for 

the United Kingdom suffered a serious setback in 1955'. 'It would be tedious,' Nicholls 

wrote,' to describe in detail the misunderstanding and unfounded suspicious which led 

by degree from disillusionment to something like hostility.' 'Until the Guildhall speech', 

the Ambassador explained,' the dominant emotion was perhaps regret that the UK could 

be so blind to its own interests as to reject Israeli friendship on Israeli terms. Thereafter 

regret gave way to the suspicion that British interests might after all lie with the Arab 

states rather than Israel, and that British policy was not so much misguided as 

deliberately antagonistic'. (26) Still, the Ambassador tried to gain some comfort from the 

fact that, despite the deteriorating relationship, Israel's admiration for Britain's political 

wisdom and maturity remained unchanged. (27)

The Israeli disappointment at the British attitude towards her, and especially towards 

the supply of the quantities of arms she desired, was also evident in Lloyd's discussion 

with Ben-Gurion in March 1956 when the Foreign Secretary visited several Middle 

Eastern countries among them Israel. This tour was initiated by the Foreign Office who 

believed that Lloyd's visit to Israel might help to lessen Israel's sense of isolation and 

strengthen the hand of the moderates'. (28) However, even prior to Lloyd's arrival his 

visit raised tensions due to the fact that the Foreign Secretary did not wish to meet
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Ben-Gurion and Sharett in Jerusalem. Following Israel's war of independence in 1948 

the Israeli government had moved all her governmental offices from Tel-Aviv to 

Jerusalem, as she considered the latter her capital. However, the status of Jerusalem was 

still disputed as, according to the UN partition of 1947, Jerusalem was an international 

zone, and most embassies were therefore situated in Tel-Aviv.

Lloyd was determined that he should not go to Jerusalem to talk to Israeli ministers, 

and Nicholls conveyed this view to Sharett adding that he hoped that the Israeli 

government would understand the difficulties surrounding Lloyd's visit to Jerusalem 

which could be perceived as a de-facto recognition.(29) He said that Lloyd would prefer 

to visit Sharett in his Tel- Aviv office, and then meet Ben-Gurion in Jerusalem. Sharett 

rejected this suggestion, explaining that Tel-Aviv's status was no different to that of any 

other city in Israel and that he could not agree to regard Tel-Aviv as co- capital. Sharett 

argued that the world, including Britain, would have to accept the fact that in Israel's 

view, Jerusalem was its capital. He assured Nicholls, however, that Lloyd's visit to 

Jerusalem would not be interpreted by Israel as de facto recognition. He told Nicholls 

that he was under the impression that Lloyd was cleaving to the 1947 UN resolution 

which decreed the internationalisation of Jerusalem. He concluded by assuring the 

Ambassador that Israel would do her utmost to prevent the press from conveying the 

impression that Lloyd's visit indicated a change in Britain's attitude towards Jerusalem. 

(30)

Lloyd was welcomed on 1 March by Ben-Gurion as the first British Secretary of State 

to visit Israel. In a meeting between the two men, Ben-Gurion said that for Britain it was 

natural to see Israel in the context of her global interests, while Israel saw herself as a 

'world problem'. Ben-Gurion expressed his anxieties over the increase in military arms
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being supplied to Egypt thus placing Israel in an extremely vulnerable position. He 

warned Lloyd that if Britain and the United States continued their present arms policy 

they would be responsible in the annals of history for any subsequent war. (31) Lloyd 

said that he understood Israel's anxiety but commented that it was in her best interest to 

avoid anything which might consolidate Arab unity. (32)

The result of this exchange was that Lloyd's visit to Israel ended having achieved nothing 

substantial and not in any way improving Anglo-Israeli relations. Lloyd had some 

reservations about the Israeli Prime Minister, although he noted later in his memoirs that' 

One could not but be impressed by Ben-Gurion the diminutive figure, combative, 

provocative, distrustful of Britain, with the shock of white hair standing out in all 

directions'. (33)

Once more, Ben-Gurion and the Israeli government felt let down and were convinced 

that the British government was as unsympathetic as ever towards Israel's needs. 

However, a closer analysis would have demonstrated that there was some understanding 

and awareness of Israel's anxieties. Anthony Eden, who the Israeli considered to be their 

arch enemy, was aware of the fact that Israel might get desperate if she was unable to 

get arms. He noted in his diary that Israel was bound to become increasingly uneasy as 

supplies of arms were delivered to Egypt, and he explained that it was the wish of his 

government to prevent an arms race between the Arab states and Israel, although he 

recognised that this would be no comfort to Israel if as a result of the Soviet-Egyptian 

arms deal, she were placed at a disadvantage with Egypt. (34) Furthermore, Harold 

Macmillan noted in his memoirs that if Britain and the other Western powers armed 

Israel, they might lose their influence over the Arabs, but at the same time he recognised 

that a total refusal to supply Israel with arms might drive Israel into a preventive war.
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(35)

In spite of the fact that Britain did supply Israel with some of the arms she desired, the 

Israeli government felt that they were only a token' and could not be compared with the 

quantity of arms Britain had supplied to Jordan and Iraq, or those delivered to Egypt by 

Moscow. In Israel's view it seemed that the surrounding Arab states had a dependable 

source of arms supply while Israel was forced to grovel in order to get the arms she 

needed.

Israel's impression was that Britain was doing her utmost not to be associated closely 

with Israel. The British government tried to avoid a real break with Israel but at the same 

time attempted to limit her relations as much as possible. Macmillan in his memoirs 

revealed that Randolph Churchill had suggested to him that Britain should make a 

definite treaty with Israel, thus guaranteeing Britain's communications with Jordan and 

Iraq which had been endangered by the withdrawal from the Canal Zone. However, 

Macmillan noted that, although this might have been accepted by Israel, there was no 

point in taking such action without US support which he was doubtful of obtaining 'and 

without it other larger issues would be imperilled'. (36)

The British apprehension towards Israel was also demonstrated in other ways. For 

example, Sir John Nicholls's idea of closer relations with Israel was totally rejected by 

the Foreign Office. Nicholls suggested in June 1956 that Ben-Gurion and Sharett should 

to some extent be taken into Britain's confidence. There were in his view, several 

advantages in renewing Israel's belief in the essential realism of British policy. 

Furthermore, he believed that Ben-Gurion and Sharett, like all the Israelis, were prone 

to exaggerate the strength of pro-Arab feeling in Whitehall and would come to the 

conclusion that if there were no change the British government had to be seen 'either as
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simple and gullible or fundamentally anti-Israeli.' (37) He thought that these suspicions 

could diminish British influence, and therefore requested to be given the authority to 

relay information about British intentions thus enabling Israeli leaders to see the 

wisdom of Foreign Office policy, and thereby be persuaded to listen to British advice. 

(38) Nicholls's suggestion was eventually rejected by the Foreign Office on the grounds 

that 'every previous experience has shown that when we open the door an inch the 

Israelis try and fling it wide open. Furthermore, it was assumed that within a week of 

initiating such a policy there would be a string of demands for fleet co-operation, joint 

air exercises and demands for arms supply'. (39) The belief that the Israelis if given an 

inch would take a mile was also expressed by the British Ambassador to the US, Sir 

Roger Makins, who thought that the Israelis had 'devious ways of achieving their ends'. 

(40)

Michael Hadow of the Levant Department, stressed that there was no advantage in 

taking Israel into their confidence and believed that Israel might only manipulate the 

situation to her own advantage. It was also his belief that previous experience had shown 

that when Britain had opened the door an inch, Israel had tried to open it wider. (41) 

Evelyn Shuckburgh, the Under-Secretary of State in the Foreign Office, rejected this idea 

on the ground that any specific security guarantee to Israel should only be part of a 

general settlement in the region. Furthermore, Shuckburgh thought that if, in spite of all 

the British efforts to improve or maintain the present situation, Britain had to make a 

choice it should be remembered that British interests lay with the Arabs and not with the 

Israelis. (42)

The above demonstrates that 1956 was initially a very bad year for Anglo -Israeli 

relations. The deterioration in relations, which had begun with Eden's Guildhall speech
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suggesting that there should be a compromise on Israel's present borders, was profound. 

The fact was that Israel's and Britain's interests did not coincide and indeed grew apart. 

Israel's retaliatory strikes against the Fedayeen along her borders could not be expected 

to encounter a sympathetic view in Whitehall. While in turn Israel's leaders believed, as 

did the Israeli public, that the world was united against them, (with the exception of the 

'good French') and therefore envisaged that the only option open to them was to use the 

'iron fist'.

Jordan and the Baghdad Pact 

While the Israeli leaders were intensifying their efforts to gain more understanding in 

Whitehall, the British government's main focus of concern was the instability and 

upheavals in Jordan, caused by Nasser's successful propaganda and by the general 

anti-Western feeling in the region. During the winter of 1955-1956 the situation in 

Jordan deteriorated sharply. This was triggered in the main by the growing rumours that 

Jordan was to accede to the Baghdad Pact. The Turks and the Iraqis were anxious that 

Jordan should join the Pact. The Turkish President who visited Amman reached the 

conclusion that Hussein was on the point of joining the Pact and that all that what was 

required was more persuasion from the British. (43) Anthony Eden therefore sent 

General Sir Gerald Templer, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, on 6 December 

1955 to Jordan to convince Hussein. Templer told the King that if Jordan joined the 

Pact, the British government would pay its subsidy to the Arab Legion directly into the 

Jordanian treasury, instead of paying it to the Arab Legion bank account in London, a 

change which the King greatly favoured. Templer also stressed that the accession of 

Jordan to the Pact imposed no terms on her relations with Israel. (44) The Jordanian
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Prime Minister, Al-Mifti, expressed his consent in principle but was afraid of the 

repercussions at home and abroad, and indeed the growing rumours that Jordan was 

about to join the Pact created a wave of riots in the country.(45) These started on 16 

December and by the following day there was mayhem in the country. The riots were 

scattered throughout the Kingdom and the refugee camps erupted in violence. In 

Jerusalem the Turkish and French counsellors were wounded in attacks and a general 

strike was declared in Amman. In addition, British property was slightly damaged. (46) 

At this juncture, Hussein was still in two minds about whether to join the Pact. 

Considering Jordan's delicate position within the Arab world and her great dependence 

on outside sources and subsidies, it was not surprising that she was an easy target for 

hostile attack by Egypt and Saudi Arabia. In addition, Jordan had a large number of 

Palestinian refugees in the West Bank, an element which added to the destabilisation of 

Hussein's kingdom and frequently resulted in dissent. The Palestinians were also heavily 

influenced by Nasser's slogan of Pan-Arabism and were a useful tool for the King's 

opponents. As a result of the unrest Hussein decided to dissolve Parliament and call for 

elections, in order to decide officially on the future of the Baghdad Pact.

This quick succession of events all within one week was viewed as a dramatic defeat 

of the regime. On 5 January 1956 the Diwan Khass, the Jordanian supreme council for 

the interpretation of the law, declared the dissolution of Parliament invalid on a 

technicality and cancelled the elections. The reversal of the decision was generally 

viewed as stemming from the government's fear of elections. Once again riots erupted, 

but this time Hussein and the security forces were ready. Glubb Pasha, the 

Commander-in- Chief of the Arab Legion, brought in the army and the soldiers cleared 

the streets of Amman and then sealed off the refugee camps but with considerable

108



bloodshed on both sides. Shamir Rifai became the new Prime Minister on 8 January, and 

immediately declared that Jordan would not join the Pact. (47) The British belief was 

that the Baghdad Pact was a matter with 'which the prestige of Her Majesty's 

Government is deeply concemed.'(48) It was feared that if Britain's effort to get Jordan 

into the Pact failed, British influence in the country would quickly diminish. However, 

at the same time Britain's effort to extend the Pact risked Egypt's increased hostility 

towards British policy throughout the Middle East. (49) Therefore, despite the British 

desire to see Jordan accede to the Pact, the British government was aware of Hussein's 

difficulties. It was realised that it would be difficult to get Jordan to join the Pact 

because of its impact on inter-Arab relations, namely her position vis-a-vis Egypt and 

Saudi Arabia. Bearing these circumstances in mind, it was clear that the King could not 

ally himself with a pact that was unpopular at home and would generate strong external 

criticism.

Therefore, although the British government initially sought Jordan's accession to the 

Pact, they had to admit defeat. Eden noted in his memoirs that 'After what had occurred, 

I considered that we should not continue to press Jordan to enter the Baghdad Pact at 

this time,.. I felt it is important to show that, in spite of what had happened, we were 

still good friends to Jordan'.(50) He agreed with the view which the King had expressed 

at the time to the British Ambassador in Amman, Sir Charles Duke, that Jordan's 

accession to the Pact could be discussed again in the future, but that too much pressure 

in the current environment could spoil it all. (51) The British government, which was 

aware of the weakness of Hussein's position as well as Jordan's status in the Arab world, 

denied the accusation that Britain had played a major role in pressuring Hussein to join 

the pact. In a Parliamentary debate, on 24 January, the Foreign Secretary, Selwyn Lloyd,
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addressed the question and emphasised that the British government had neither put 

pressure on Jordan to join the Pact nor that the initiative had come from the British 

government. (52) Although in view of the Templer mission, this was simply not true.

The Israeli government meanwhile viewed the events in Jordan with anxiety. In a 

special survey by the Israeli foreign ministry research department, it was assumed that 

the continuation of the present tension in Jordan was not in Israel's favour. The survey 

revealed that Israel was anxious for the status quo in Jordan to be maintained, but that 

was not her only fear. Israel was also greatly apprehensive about the British involvement 

in Jordan. It was concluded that Britain did not wish to see its influence in Jordan 

diminished and that therefore the British government would do everything possible in 

order to strengthen the Legion and the pro-British elements. Additionally, Israel's anxiety 

lay in the belief that Britain would side with the Arab world and improve her relations 

by colluding with them at Israel's expense.(53) The survey also emphasised that Israel 

was generally in favour of Jordan's accession to the Pact, and hoped that the Lebanon 

would join too as this would mean that the non-Arab members in the Pact might possibly 

have a moderating influence. Moreover, it would strengthen Israel's request from the US 

for security guarantees and weapons. (54)

Sir John Nicholls was aware of the great anxiety that the situation in Jordan had 

created in Israel. In a letter to Lloyd on 23 January, the Ambassador emphasised that 

Israeli officials and public opinion were inclined towards the belief that any change in 

Israel's position vis-a-vis her neighbours would be for the worse. The Ambassador also 

believed that Israel was in two minds regarding Jordan's accession to the Baghdad Pact, 

but that she feared that such a step would increase Western arms supplies to the Arab 

world. (55)
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As fear of greater destabilisation increased, Hussein asked Iraq for help. Israel's stance 

towards Iraq at this time is hard to fathom, but it is clear that she was very sensitive to 

any suggestion that Iraqi forces should enter Jordan. Israel's deep suspicion towards 

Iraq's motives and intentions existed because Iraq which had taken an active part in the 

fighting in 1948 had never signed an armistice agreement with Israel.(56) Nicholls was 

aware of this sensitivity and suggested that if it became necessary to send Iraqi forces to 

aid Hussein the operation should be carried out under absolute secrecy until the troops 

moved in and then should be swift and successful. Nicholls also assumed that the 

activists in the Israeli army might exert a strong influence on the government to seize the 

opportunity, while Jordan was encountering political confusion, to secure the Jordan 

river frontier. He thought that in Israeli eyes the situation was pretty grim and they might 

be tempted to improve their short-term position regardless of the subsequent 

consequences. He believed that Israel should be fully briefed once the operation started 

and that any Iraqi forces should be positioned at a safe distance away from the frontier. 

He also suggested that Israel should be reassured by the British government that hostile 

action against her would not be permitted, but that if Israel attacked Jordan, Britain 

would assist in Jordan's defence.(57)

In addition to the possibility of receiving Iraqi aid, the RAF regiment at Habbaniya was 

alerted to fly to Amman and the armoured regiment at Aqaba moved closer to Amman. 

Selwyn Lloyd sent a message to Nasser, denying that the British government's policy 

aimed to isolate Egypt, and emphasising Britain's desire for closer co-operation with 

Egypt if the latter ceased its hostility towards Britain. (58)

The dust had barely settled when another major event took place in Jordan the 

dismissal of Sir John Bagot Glubb. On 1 March King Hussein decided to dismiss
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Lieutenant-General Glubb, Chief of the General Staff of the Arab Legion, Colonel W.M. 

Hutton, the Chief of Staff, and Colonel Sir Patrick Coghill, Director of General 

Intelligence. Glubb was escorted out of Jordan by air the following day. (59) The 

Jordanian Prime Minister told the British Ambassador to Amman, Sir Charles Duke, that 

Hussein had come to his office around noon and had produced an order for the 

immediate dismissal of Glubb. (60)

Hussein justified his action on the premise that he was obliged to do what he had 

considered to be essential for the 'preservation of the honour of the Kingdom'. (61) He 

added that if he had not taken these measures, the situation could have escalated and 

added that as he felt a sense of danger it was imperative to eradicate it. (62) The British 

government was stunned by this sudden act.

The main question now facing the British government was whether the Jordanian 

government was willing to continue her close relationship with the United Kingdom or 

whether this incident marked a shift in Jordan's relations vis-a-vis Britain. Macmillan, 

like Eden, realised that there was no practical riposte that they could make. (63) 

Furthermore, there was always the danger that if Britain withdrew her subsidy, Jordan 

would look elsewhere for assistance to countries like Egypt and Saudi Arabia, and 

would depart even further from British influence. This fear clearly had some foundation; 

soon after Glubb's dismissal, Nasser announced that Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Syria had 

rallied together and were prepared to supersede Britain's assistance if it were withdrawn 

from Jordan. Egypt also invited Jordan to join the military pact with Saudi Arabia and 

Yemen.

Despite the anger and disappointment that the British government felt, they still had 

to consider the wider implications of their position in the region, especially at a time
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when their prestige in the area was in decline. Clearly the British government could not 

afford to cut her close ties with Jordan or take any drastic step against the King which 

might draw him even closer to Egypt.

Israel viewed these events on her eastern border with great apprehension. For Israel 

the British influence in Jordan served as a restraining factor on Amman, even though it 

created the potential for a Anglo-Israeli war due to the special ties that existed between 

Britain and Jordan. The Israeli government therefore viewed the events with mounting 

anxiety as Israel was always keen to see the status quo in Jordan preserved. The Israeli 

Ambassador to Rome, Moshe Sasson, was told by his British counterpart that when 

Glubb was dismissed Britain had the choice either to take a firm line or to be cautious 

in order not to lose Jordan totally. He explained that Britain had chosen the second 

option and had decided not to put the King in a difficult position. He added that he was 

aware that perhaps this decision was not to Israel's satisfaction but that it had led to 

positive results in that Hussein had the courage to announce that he would honour and 

keep his treaty with Britain. (64) In a discussion on 7 March with Wikely, from the 

British Consulate in Jerusalem, Colonel Haim Herzog said there was a deep regret in 

Israel at the departure of Glubb and that his restraining influence would be greatly 

missed. (65) The grave mood in Israel was apparent to the British representatives in the 

region. Sir Charles Duke realised the growing tendency towards an aggressive mood 

among liot heads' in the West Bank, and warned that as a result of that development 

the Jordanian-Israeli border was now more sensitive than it had been for the last two 

years and stressed that any Israeli manoeuvres close to the border, such as patrolling 

using five ammunition, could escalate the situation even further. (66)

At the same time as Glubb was dismissed, Selwyn Lloyd happened to be on his tour
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of the Middle East. The events that transpired during the period of March 1956 did not 

favour Britain's position in the area. Not only was Glubb dismissed, the ALPHA plan 

collapsed as well. In this respect March 1956 can be seen as a turning point for Britain 

in the region, as it was left without any clear policy regarding the Middle East.

Egypt. Israel and the West 

The upheavals in Jordan and the strain in Anglo-Israeli relations were not the only 

important development in the first months of 1956. This period also saw growing 

tension and hostility along the Egyptian-Israeli border. In March and April 1956, the 

situation along Israel's southern border started to deteriorate after a relatively quiet 

period. One of the main disagreements was over patrolling on the demarcation line. 

During this period there was frequent shooting from the Egyptian side at the Israeli 

border police and the Israelis would then return fire. This action continued for hours, 

resulting in casualties and usually requiring the intervention of the UNSTO. (UN Truce 

Supervision Organisation) (67)

It is evident that both parties contributed toward the instability along the border. Arab 

infiltration across the border and their cruel activities against Israeli civilians and 

property, could not go unnoticed. Israel, for her part, held the Arab governments 

responsible for these activities regardless of their nature and motive. Israel could not 

tolerate such activities after the Gaza raid in February 1955 when the nature of hostilities 

changed and raids were organised on a larger scale by Egypt. One could hardly imagine 

that an Israeli government led by Ben-Gurion and assisted by his Chief of Staff, Moshe 

Dayan, would stand aside without taking action. As Dayan emphasised in his diary: 'The 

Israeli government could not, of course, remain indifferent to these actions and accept
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them with equanimity. It was clear that there would be no end to this terrorism as long 

as the Arab governments, particularly Egypt's, could harm Israel without endangering 

their countries and their armies'. (68) Furthermore, he stressed that Nasser had 

succeeded in placing the war within Israel's territory and that it would be a mistake for 

Israel to accept this. He believed that Israel should respond firmly in order to force the 

Arab countries to stop these terrorist activities. Dayan realised that it was impossible to 

defend and seal Israel's borders against every terrorist incident and therefore the only 

way to end them was to demonstrate to the Arab governments that they would have to 

pay a 'high price' for their actions. (69) As stated previously it was clear that Dayan's 

motive was not just to retaliate in order to punish and to take revenge, he believed that 

retaliation would serve Israel's political aims by escalating the situation to a boiling point, 

thus providing Israel with both the opportunity and pretext to launch the preventive war 

which he favoured.

On 12 March Israel complained to the Egyptian-Israeli Mixed Armistice Commission 

that there were Egyptian troops, including armoured vehicles and other offensive arms, 

in the Gaza-El-Arish area in contradiction to Article VUI of the GAA (General Armistice 

Agreements). In an attempt to bring about a calmer atmosphere along the border Dag 

Hammarskjold, the UN Secretary-General, was asked by the Security Council on 4 April 

to visit the area and report on the situation, especially in regard to which parties had 

complied with the general armistice agreement. (70) The Secretary-General arrived on 

10 April and went to Cairo. His primary objective was to obtain assurances from both 

sides that they would do their utmost to take greater responsibility to ensure that 

incidents along the border ceased.

The fact that the increasing unrest and hostilities brought about a greater involvement
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of the UN machinery was not welcomed by Israel, whose leaders, including Ben-Gurion 

and even Sharett, did not trust the UN's ability to control the situation. When the 

armistice agreement between Israel and her neighbours had been signed in 1949 after the 

1948 war, there had been great hope that not only would this safeguard Israel, but that 

it would also serve as a foundation for further peace treaties. However, seven years later 

Israel still faced a hostile Arab world which was not ready to recognise her existence.

Another cause of Israeli discontent was that Israel had often been condemned by the 

Security Council for her retaliation policy while the Arab governments were not 

criticized over the Fedayeen raids. The reason for this in Israel's view was that it was 

much easier to point a finger at a united military organisation under the authority of the 

Israeli government than to prove that there was a direct link between the Fedayeen 

activities and the Arab governments. This only added to the frustration among the Israeli 

government and public and heightened resentment towards the UN. In addition, 

Ben-Gurion stressed that, although the armistice agreements had initially been a 

temporary solution, they were likely to stay for an extended period. He argued that it 

was therefore the responsibility of both sides to keep the peace along the border and that 

in any case the armistice agreements were between the Israeli and Arab governments and 

therefore did not involve the UN or any other non-Arab state. Ben-Gurion stressed that, 

according to the armistice agreements, the UN had a very specific and limited role, and 

that with all respect for the UN as a instrument for world peace, the UN could not act 

as Israel's spokesman. He believed that if the UN could not force the other side to 

comply with the armistice agreement then Israel should do it herself. He also argued that 

the UN was trying to make the armistice agreement biased toward one side and added 

that whenever there was a breach of the armistice agreement by Egypt it was
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ignored.(71)

General Bums, Chief of Staff of the United Nations Truce Supervision Organisation 

(UNTSO) and commander of the United Nations Emergency Force, had the hard task 

of trying to reduce tensions. He therefore tried to convince the Israeli authorities that 

they should not patrol along the demarcation line, and he frequently asked the Israeli 

authorities, especially Dayan, to patrol further away. Dayan refused to do so and told 

Bums that if the Arabs were led to believe that they could make Israeli forces stay away 

from the demarcation line, their attitude would become bolder and more aggressive. (72) 

Dayan's answer represented the common belief in Israel at the time, that any sign of 

compromise or softness by Israel towards her Arab neighbours, and lack of military 

response would be interpreted as a sign of weakness. It is important to emphasise this, 

in order to understand the philosophy and mechanism of Israel's defence and foreign 

policy. Any suggestion which came from a 'foreign' body was met with suspicion, this 

came from a constant, deep feeling of isolation and vulnerability. The Israeli authorities 

also made it clear that it was within their rights to move their troops anywhere they 

wanted. Bums tried to convince the authorities in Israel that although legally they had 

the right to do so,'it was not always sensible to insist on one's right to the limit', but his 

advice fell on deaf ears.(73)

In a remarkably perceptive analysis of Israeli society, Bums noted in his memoirs that 

in a country where young people spent the majority of their most formative years in an 

atmosphere in which military virtues were given the highest value and where the Arabs 

were always seen as the enemy, there was little inclination to solve disputes by 

negotiations via outside parties. Furthermore, the 'Sabra' and the Israelis who had come 

to Israel as young children, were in a difficult situation, completely surrounded by hostile
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neighbours, precluded from travel abroad by lack of money, and therefore with no 

concern for the world outside Israel or its opinion. 'And so, bom of the success of the 

campaigns of 1948 and 1956, there is a certain arrogance, an inability to see that Israel 

should yield anything for peace, an inability to compromise'. (74)

The UN in any case lacked the power to enforce the armistice agreement on either 

side. Colonel Ely, Bums's liaison officer in Cairo, informed P. Murry of the British 

embassy in Cairo in March 1956, that UNSTO was working to investigate the incidents 

rather than to prevent them. He admitted that the UN machinery had little chance of 

preventing incidents in the Gaza area where in the view of Colonel Bay (the American 

chairman of the Mixed Armistice Agreement), the Egyptians troops were out of hand and 

would shoot at anything on the Israeli side. He recognised that this behaviour was partly 

because the local forces in Gaza were comprised mainly of Palestinians, and noted on 22 

March that their recent behaviour 'is absolutely asking for a Jewish reprisal raid'.(75) 

Between 7-11 April further incidents did occur along the Egyptian-Israeli border. One 

of the most horrific was on 11 April when a Fedayeen group fired into a synagogue at 

an agricultural boarding school in Shafir killing six pupils and wounding two others.(76) 

Hammerskjold's mission did, however, achieve a limited relaxation of tensions along 

the border. On 17 April Ben-Gurion signed on behalf of the Israeli government an order 

which prohibited IDF forces from firing across the Armistice line, and forbade any 

crossing of the border for any purpose. On 19 April Hammarskjold announced that he 

had obtained a similar promise from Egypt. (77) He therefore managed to achieve a 

limited cease-fire and to obtain promises from Jordan, Egypt and Israel that they would 

take all possible measures to prevent infiltration across the border.(78) Although he 

succeeded in achieving some of his aims, there were nevertheless still more questions
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which had to be resolved. For example, though the Israelis and Egyptians had agreed to 

the establishment of an UN observation post on each side of the border with the UN to 

patrol between them, the observers did not have complete freedom of movement 

especially on the Israeli side. Furthermore, the agreement did not include a mutual 

withdrawal of armed forces on both sides of the demarcation line.

In the area around El-Auja in particular there was no progress.(79) Ben- Gurion 

argued that the Israeli presence in El-Auja was essential to her security and that 

therefore there would be no withdrawal without an indication that Egypt intended to 

change her policy. (80) Despite this, Sir John Nicholls stated in a letter to Shuckburgh 

in May his belief that, in view of Israel's lack of confidence in the Arabs motives and her 

suspicion of any intermediate measure calculated to produce a temporary improvement 

without getting to the root of the matter, it was very much to her credit that she had 

shown herself relatively co-operative in dealing with Hammarskjold. He was also aware 

that, although Israel desperately wanted peace on her frontiers, the Israeli government 

was worried that this relaxation might ease the Western powers' urgency to take crucial 

decisions regarding their Middle Eastern policy. Although the Ambassador stressed that 

he did not believe that the Israeli government welcomed frontier incidents as a mean of 

keeping public opinion at home up to scratch, he felt that the three serious incidents 

which had taken place since the cease-fire were not entirely unwelcome by the Israeli 

government. (81)

The Aswan Dam and the Nationalization of the Suez Canal

At the same time there was growing uncertainty over the US-Anglo-Egyptian 

co-operation over the Aswan Dam project. When Nasser came to power the Egyptian
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government had put the Aswan Dam project high on her agenda. Such a large 

undertaking raised the question of where the finance for the project could be raised and 

the obvious source was the World Bank. By the end of 1955 the World Bank declared 

that it found the project satisfactory from an economic and technical point of view. At 

the same time Egypt negotiated with the British Treasury to accelerate the release of 

150 million which was owed to the Egyptians from the end of the Second World War 

and was being held in a blocked account in the Bank of England. (82) On 2 December, 

the World Bank granted the Egyptian government $20 million to defray the foreign 

exchange costs of the initial stages of the Dam. In addition, in the light of Plan ALPHA, 

the US and the British governments announced that they were willing to grant Egypt $56 

million and $14 million subject to legislative approval. (83) However, Nasser's 

antagonistic attitude towards the West and his lack of co-operation over ALPHA 

disturbed the British and the American governments, and they also began to doubt 

Nasser's ability to pay off the loan. This impression led to objections by the Senate 

Appropriations Committee about the United States's contribution and its conclusion that 

none of the funds for Egypt should be used in assisting with the Aswan Dam 

project. (84) The river Nile being the life blood of Egypt this was an issue of the greatest 

importance. Furthermore, when Eugene Black, the President of the World Bank, went 

to Cairo to present Nasser with a final offer, the latter gave him a series of 

counter-proposals about the loan which were unacceptable to the financing authorities. 

Nasser had realised that by accepting the Western loan on Western terms he would bind 

Egypt to the West for a considerable period, and therefore sought to re-negotiate. This 

convinced Dulles and Eisenhower that he was not interested in serious controls over the 

project. (85)
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Consequently, on 19 July, Dulles told the Egyptian Ambassador, Ahmed Hussein, that 

the US government had decided to withdraw their offer to finance the Aswan Dam. This 

move came as a surprise to the British government as Dulles had neither consulted nor 

informed them previously of his intention. 'It came as a shock' Macmillan wrote later, 

'when we heard that, on 19 July, Dulles had bluntly told the Egyptian Ambassador, 

Ahmed Hussein, that the United States had decided to withdraw their support from the 

scheme'.(86) Two days later the United Kingdom followed the United States and 

announced its own withdrawal from the project. The decision was a relief for the British 

government as its financial situation hardly allowed her to take on such a huge financial 

burden.

Nasser, who attached great importance to the Aswan Dam project, did not remain idle. 

On 26 July he nationalised the Suez Canal Company and took over operation of the 

canal. That day, he announced in a speech that he intended to use a large part of the Suez 

Canal Company's income to fund the building of the Dam. This act came as a massive 

shock to the British government and confirmed their worst suspicions of Nasser. 

Anthony Eden who heard the news while attending a dinner party with Nuri, the Iraqi 

leader, was totally devastated.' I had no doubt', he wrote in his memoirs, 'how Nasser's 

deed would be read from Agadir to Karachi'. (87) He believed that failure to keep the 

Canal as an international waterway would inevitably lead to the loss of all British assets 

in the region, and that it was therefore urgent, in his view, that immediate action should 

be taken by France, Britain and the US. (88) The legal status of the Suez Canal was 

determined by two instruments; the concession granted to the company by the Egyptian 

government in 1856, which ran for ninety-nine years from the date of opening of the 

canal to traffic, and by the convention signed in 1888, between Great Britain, Germany,



Austria, Hungary, Spain, France, Italy, Netherlands, Russia and Turkey. (89) Moreover, 

two years prior to the nationalisation the Egyptian government had also acknowledged 

that the company was an international enterprise and as such would continue to manage 

the Suez Canal. Legally Nasser could nationalize the Canal if he paid compensation to 

the previous owners, but his promises to utilize the revenue from the Canal to pay for 

the Dam made it apparent that he had no intention of paying compensation.

Nasser's action endangered the British position in the Arab world and the British 

government was quick to react; on 28 July the Bank of England and the commercial 

banks were given authority to block the current Egyptian sterling balances in London. 

The funds and assets of the Suez Canal Company in London were protected against 

Egyptian expropriation and all exports of arms and military materials were banned. The 

crisis also had a grave impact on Britain's finances; it endangered the position of the 

pound, especially in view of the fact that a large amount of transferable Sterling was held 

by Arab countries and oil companies, the pound thus presented an obvious target if these 

groups decided that it was vulnerable. This position would obviously worsen if the Canal 

or the communications lines were interrupted, as it would mean that Britain would have 

to buy her oil in dollars, thereby losing all her profit from supplying oil. (90) Being aware 

of the grave consequences of an oil crisis, the possibility of military action crossed Eden's 

mind. He felt that economic and political pressure alone would not be enough to 

re-establish international control over the canal and therefore from the beginning of the 

crisis he considered that We had to prepare to back our remonstrances with military 

actions'.(91) Anthony Eden also hoped that the US government would stand by them and 

support a military action against Nasser. However, the British government and Foreign 

Office officials were worried about the effect such an action might have on
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Anglo-American relations if the US would not support them.(92)

The French position was similar to the British view. The French were anxious to take 

military action against Nasser because of their vulnerable position in North Africa, and 

their belief that toppling Nasser would solve their problems in Algeria. Unlike the British 

government, the French government enjoyed an overwhelming majority at home 

supporting such an action and were determined to prove that the European powers 

could act without the United States’ participation, They also believed that the US 

should stand by them regardless of the situation. It is important to note that, although 

France and Britain did not share the same outlook on many issues in the Middle East as 

their interests lay in different regions of the region, they were both eager to seek a quick 

solution to the crisis which would secure their position and revenue. As the French 

Foreign Minister said on 29 July to Selwyn Lloyd 'One successful battle in Egypt, would 

be worth ten in Africa’. (93)

Theses common concerns brought the French and the British closer and they soon began 

to proceed with military planning. The Chief of the French navy arrived in London on 

29 July for consultations with the British military commanders. He stated his 

government's readiness to cooperate with the British under British command and that 

they would also make land and air forces available.(94) As a result Operation 

MUSKETEER1 came into being. Its aim was to secure international administration and 

control of the canal as well as replacing Nasser's regime by another more friendly 

towards the West.(95)

The American position differed from both the French and the British. Washington held 

that the West should only employ peaceful channels, and sought diplomatic means in 

order to put Egypt under pressure to operate the canal efficiently and meet her
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international obligations. President Eisenhower noted in his memoirs '... much as we 

valued our friendship with France., we could not encourage the unjustified domination 

of a small nation by foreign armies.'(96)

On August 16 a conference of the Suez Canal users opened at Lancaster House in 

London but ended without any concrete results. (Many books and articles have been 

published recently with full details of the Suez crisis and the events leading to it, see for 

example Keith Kyle. This thesis therefore, does not aim to provide similar details). It is 

evident from the records that the details of the US position were not very clear, but it 

is also quite obvious that Eisenhower and Dulles viewed the dispute from a distinctly 

different angle to that of the French or the British governments, and calculated its 

significance against the wider background of the Cold War. They feared that military 

action against an Arab country, especially Egypt, might have severe repercussions on 

the Western position in the region which was already fragile. President Eisenhower tried 

to convey his view to Eden, Tor my part', the President stressed, 'I cannot 

over-emphasize the strength of my conviction that some method must be attempted 

before action such as you contemplate should be undertaken. Moreover, initial military 

success might be easy, but the eventual price might become far too heavy'. (97) In his 

memoirs he noted that 'Above all there must be no grounds for our several peoples to 

believe that anyone was using the canal difficulty as an excuse to proceed forcibly against 

Nasser'. (98) The British and French governments, however, were determined to pursue 

military action.
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Israel and the Suez Crisis 

At the same time a new element came into the picture of the Suez crisis- Israel. The 

Israelis already had a close relationship with France, and the ties between them had been 

consolidated during 1956. Shimon Peres, the General Director of the Defence Ministry 

and the architect of Franco-Israeli relations, had already convinced Ben-Gurion by the 

end of May 1956 that Peres should hold a meeting with Maurice Bourges-Maunoury, the 

French Minister of National Defence, to discuss closer military co-operation with France 

and to have an unwritten pact with the French against Nasser. Ben-Gurion had some 

reservations but knew that this was a unique opportunity to secure a close ally like 

France, and to ensure the continuance of French arms. Peres and Dayan were convinced 

that Israel should ally herself closely with the French and in a meeting between 

Ben-Gurion and Dayan on 10 June, Ben-Gurion agreed to further negotiations with the 

French even if it meant an agreement or an understanding that in the future they might 

have to embark on a joint Franco-Israeli military operation. (99) Further discussion was 

taken on 23 June at a meeting on that took place in Vermer, a small town fifteen 

kilometres south of Paris, which resulted in an agreement that was close to being an 

alliance between Israel and France. (100) France thus had a potential ally which she could 

call upon to take joint action.

The likelihood of Israel joining with France in a military strike was also heightened by 

another major political event in June 1956 - the resignation of Moshe Sharett, Israel's 

Foreign Minister and former Prime Minister. Sharett and Ben-Gurion were divided over 

a number of major issues: Israel's attitude towards the Arab-Israeli dispute and the 

question of preventive war; the degree to which western powers and worldwide public 

opinion should be considered in Israel's decision-making process; and the respective roles
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of the foreign minister and defence ministry in making decisions on Israel's foreign 

policy. Ben-Gurion believed that the Defence Ministry should take precedence over the 

Foreign Minister and should not have to consult him, and he warned Sharett that if he 

found that the Foreign Ministry was intervening in defence matters he (Ben-Gurion) 

would have to resign. (101) The arguments between the two were bound to lead to an 

explosion and it came to pass in the early summer of 1956 when Mapai was looking for 

a new General-Secretary. Sharett ironically suggested that he should take the position. 

Ben-Gurion who desired a firmer policy was not going to lose the opportunity to oust 

Sharett and threatened to resign if Sharett would not. On 17 June Sharett announced he 

was going to give in his resignation on the following day and Golda Meir replaced him. 

Sharett believed that Meir suffered from an inferiority complex because she had not 

completed secondary education and thus she did not have the qualifications a Foreign 

Minister needed. (102) However, for Ben-Gurion the way was now open for him to 

pursue his own policy as he could now move forward without encountering any 

obstacles, as Meir was a great admirer of his. However, the biggest explosion between 

Ben-Gurion and Sharett was yet to come. Ben-Gurion pointed out in one of his speeches 

that the effort to gain arms from France had been fruitless until June 1956, (when Sharett 

resigned).(103) This comment only added more fuel to the tense relations between 

Sharett and Ben-Gurion, as this was an accusation that Sharett, who always felt 

frustrated and bitter at the way Ben-Gurion treated him, could not accept.

Sharett's resignation caused concern both in London and Washington. In a letter to 

Lloyd on 20 June, Sir John Nicholls expressed the view that Sharett's resignation marked 

a turning point in the brief history of Israel. He observed that Ben-Gurion was now free 

to pursue his policy and that Meir, who shared his beliefs, could not be counted upon to
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exercise a more moderate influence. Nicholls believed that in these circumstances they 

must be prepared for some unwelcome changes. (104) Meanwhile Israel consolidated her 

relationship with the French.

After the nationalization of the Suez Canal the French government very quickly wanted 

to ascertain whether the Israelis would be willing to commit themselves to a joint 

operation, but they only approached the Israelis formally on 18 September 1956. (105) 

Further discussions about military co-operation between Israel and France took place on 

23 September. The most important negotiations however, took place on 30 September 

between the Israeli delegation, including Golda Meir, now the Israeli Foreign Minister, 

and the French delegation in St. Germain (though it actually was in Colonel Louis 

Magin's house in Paris). This marked a turning point in the involvement of Israel in the 

Suez Affair. The primary question the French raised was whether Israel would participate 

in an attack on Egypt, if the British government decided against military action. The 

French representatives suggested that in such circumstances they would assist Israel both 

politically and militarily. (106) In spite of the fact that Israel had good reason to 

overthrow Nasser, Ben-Gurion hesitated. He was aware of the far-reaching political 

implications that such an event might create. For example, the possibility that 

Washington might declare an arms embargo on Israel, and the likelihood of Soviet 

assistance to Egypt were very serious consequences to consider.

Still, Israel had solid reasons for wanting to oust Nasser. After the arms deal agreement 

between Egypt and Czechoslovakia in 1955, the Israelis viewed with great anxiety the 

large quantities and the high quality of the modem arms which were being delivered to 

Egypt. These weapons clearly threatened to alter the balance of arms in the region and 

increased the possibility of an attack on Israel. Furthermore the Egyptians had blockaded
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the straits of Tiran and did not allow Israeli ships to pass through. In September 1955 

Egypt had announced that the naval blockade on Israel was to become even tighter and 

that all aeroplanes that wanted to fly through or over the straits of Tiran would have to 

confirm their intentions seventy-two hours in advance. No Israeli aeroplanes were 

permitted to fly over the straits and this severed Israel's only air corridor with Africa. 

(107) There was no sign that diplomacy would help to alleviate the situation. Indeed the 

United States and Britain had agreed not to bring the question of Israel's passage through 

the Tiran straits and Suez Canal to the London Conference. (108) Thus war appeared 

to be the only way to remove this Egyptian stranglehold.

However, Ben-Gurion was cautious about engaging solely in a French-Israeli venture 

as he was concerned about France's ability to operate without the British. He believed 

that only the British could provide Israel with sufficient air power to defend herself from 

being bombed by the Egyptians air force with her advanced Soviet aeroplanes. (109) In 

his view therefore it was essential that Britain should participate in any operation against 

Nasser. However, this raised the crucial question of whether the British government 

would co-operate with Israel even if this meant that Britain would have to defend Israel 

against possible Jordanian or Iraqi attack.(l 10)

At the same time, British defence circles were themselves considering the overall 

implications of any Israeli intervention or any hostility that might result between Israel 

and her neighbours during a Suez operation. The British commanders were aware that 

Israel might use the situation to attack Egypt or Jordan, which would place Britain in 

a serious dilemma. They were aware that Israel aimed to eliminate Egyptian power and 

to expand her eastern frontier to the natural border provided by the River Jordan, the 

Dead Sea and Vadi Arava (the land between the Dead Sea and Eilat) (111) The Chiefs
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of Staff and the British commanders assessed that it would be of great assistance to their 

operation if Israel arranged a practice mobilization a few days prior to the 

MUSKETEER operation. But, although such a contribution could be beneficial from 

a military point of view, the British commanders considered that the political implications 

for the British position in Jordan, Iraq and the possibility that they would have to 

reinforce their forces in the Persian Gulf made the scheme impractical.(l 12) Therefore, 

they concluded that it was very important in their view: 'To avoid the appearance of any 

collusion with the Israelis'. (113)

Already in the past the possibility of Israeli military action against Egypt had been 

tentatively discussed between Lloyd and the Israeli Ambassador. In a formal introductory 

discussion with Elath on 29 December 1955 Lloyd said that on such a solemn occasion 

it was not customary to 'talk business', however, he was curious to know the mood of 

the Israeli public in regard to the new situation created in the region by the 

Czech-Egyptian arms deal and had wondered if those who favoured a preventive war had 

got stronger. Elath said that if such a movement existed in Israel, Britain more than any 

other country was to be blamed, because of her appeasement policy towards Nasser and 

her refusal to supply adequate arms to Israel. Selwyn Lloyd had then asked the 

Ambassador if Israel would ever embark upon a military operation against Egypt and 

inquired as to the time involved and whether the Israeli forces would then withdraw back 

to their territory. Elath assumed that it would take approximately five days and asked the 

Foreign Secretary if this was the sort of operation he wanted, to which Selwyn Lloyd 

replied that it was a hard question, as one had to consider the political implications, such 

as the behaviour of the Soviet Union and the possibility that Jordan might join Egypt. His 

answer therefore was that they did not want to participate in such an operation. Elath's
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own interpretation of this curious discussion was that Lloyd was genuine and was not 

trying to set a trap or to get confirmation that Israel was preparing a preventive war. 

(114) This discussion can only be found in the Israeli documents, not in British or 

American sources. We can assume that this letter addressed from MAHAV (the US 

department within the Israeli Foreign Office) to Washington and Paris followed from a 

letter from Elath to the Israeli foreign Office. Lloyd's questions did not raise any special 

reaction in Israel, and it does not seem that Lloyd's comment indicated any special wish 

for close military cooperation between Israel and Britain and any such assumption would 

be too far-reaching. However, one could speculate that in view of Anglo-Israeli relations 

at the time the British government was always puzzled by the intentions of the Israeli 

government, and tried to find out what was 'cooking' within Ben-Gurion's government. 

It seems therefore that, although such an operation could serve British interests, this was 

a one-off remark which did not indicate any far-reaching planning or any change in the 

British attitude towards Israel. Certainly in the late of 1956 the British government had 

no desire to cooperate with the Israelis. Their response to the French idea of an 

association with Israel was that they would only be willing to ally with her on condition 

that Israel launched an attack on the Egyptian army in Sinai. Ben-Gurion was totally 

opposed to this suggestion because it increased his fears that the British intended to leave 

the 'dirty work' to Israel. This anxiety was influenced not only by his perpetual suspicion 

of Britain, but also by the background of events that occurred between Israel and Jordan 

in September-October 1956.

The Israeli government had long suspected that Britain would delight in witnessing a 

permanent quarrel between Israel and Jordan, because this would maintain the Jordanians 

in constant fear and thus persuade them to preserve their links with Britain.(l 15) Dayan
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too shared the view that since the dismissal of Glubb, the British government wanted to 

prove to Jordan that she was the only country the latter could rely on for support against 

Israel. (116) These Israeli assumptions were wrong, for in fact the dispute between Israel 

and Jordan only served to add difficulties for Britain, as it increased the influence of the 

pro-Nasserist element within Jordan which posed a major threat to Hussein's leadership. 

However, these assumptions serve to highlight Israel's mistrust and apprehension 

towards Britain.

The Qalqilva Operation 

Anglo-Israeli relations deteriorated alarmingly during the early autumn as a result of 

the frequent Israeli reprisal raids against Jordan during September-October 1956. Until 

the autumn of 1956 the internal events in Jordan had not had any effect on Israel's 

security. General Enab, who replaced General Glubb, did his best to prevent the 

Fedayeen from crossing into Israel. However, around this time, Israeli intelligence 

obtained some telegrams revealing that more Fedayeen groups were going to be sent 

from Syria to Jordan. (117) This coincided with the nomination of Abu Anwar to the 

Head of the Arab Legion, who did not control the border as rigorously as his 

predecessor had done and there was therefore an increase in Fedayeen activities from 

Jordan into Israel. The Israeli government thus decided to strike back.

On 11 September, Israeli military forces crossed the demarcation line into Jordan 

aiming to destroy Rahwa police station. The forces attacked the police station, and 

completely destroyed it. (118) Further escalations along the Jordanian-Israeli border led 

to further Israeli responses. On 23 September an Israeli archaeological congress which 

had gathered at Ramat-Rachel excavation south of Jerusalem, was fired on by a
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Jordanian soldier and heavy casualties resulted. The senior Jordanian delegation to the 

Israeli-Jordanian Mixed Armistice Committee explained that the soldier was suddenly 

overcome by madness and was taken to hospital for examination. (119) The spiral of 

violence did not stop and Israeli forces crossed the border into Jordan once again on the 

night of 25/26 September, and attacked and demolished the Sharafa police post, 1 

kilometre south-east of the village of Hussan. (120)

Ben-Gurion was worried that the situation in Jordan was deteriorating and he suspected 

that there was a plan regarding Jordan's future, which he gathered was aimed at 

reducing Soviet influence. In a discussion on 3 October with the American Ambassador 

to Tel-Aviv, Edward Lawson, Ben-Gurion expressed his concern about the possibility 

of Iraqi forces entering Jordan and being stationed along Israel's eastern frontier. He also 

told Lawson that he was worried about rumours suggesting that Jordan should be united 

with Iraq in some form or another and of the idea of giving the West Bank an 

independent status.(It is not clear what was the basis for Ben-Gurion assumptions, 

whether it was his own suspicions or intelligence reports as many of the relevant 

documents in Ben-Gurion archive are closed). Ben-Gurion warned the Ambassador that 

if Israel's interests were not taken into consideration, she might take action against 

Jordan, even though this might increase the influence of pro-Egyptian elements.(121) 

It is clear, however, that tensions along Israel's eastern border ran high. The major 

conflagration between Israel and Jordan occurred on the night of the Qalquliya raid. On 

9 October two Israeli farm labours were killed and their bodies mutilated by Fedayeen 

in Moshav Even Yehuda (near the town of Nethanya). The Israeli government held the 

Jordanian government responsible for these brutal murders and hit back.
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On the night of 10/11 October a substantial Israeli force attacked Qalqilya police station 

preceded by an artillery bombardment. However, the Israeli force was heavily attacked 

by the Arab Legion which resulted in large Israeli casualties. In order to help the 

evacuation of the Israeli unit, an additional force was sent in, but they also faced heavy 

fire. The numbers of casualties grew from one minute to the next and the whole affair 

became totally disastrous when an armoured vehicle carrying Israeli casualties turned 

over in the middle of a Jordanian post. Finally at dawn the Israeli force returned to Israel 

with heavy loses.(122)

King Hussein was alarmed at this escalation of the fighting and contacted General Sir 

Charles Keightley, the Commander-in-Chief of British forces in the Middle East on 11 

October, suggesting that under the circumstances he thought that it would be advisable 

to invoke the Anglo-Jordanian defence treaty. However, the British government refused 

to take such a step. (123) They were worried about the constant hostility along the 

Israel-Jordan border and of a possible Israeli attack on Jordan which would place them 

in the position of having to honour the Anglo-Jordan treaty. (124) The Qalkilya 

operation placed the British government in a delicate dilemma. In his memoirs 

Macmillan referred to the incident, saying that on 12 October the British government was 

forced to warn Israel that, in the event of a serious attack against Jordan, Britain would 

be bound to come to the assistance of her ally if Hussein invoked the treaty.(125) Eden 

in his memoirs referred to such a possibility and described it as 'a nightmare which could 

only too easily come true'.(126) Eden emphasised that the British government therefore 

had to do all she could in order to prevent such a situation. (127)

This caution and hesitation was also evident in the Foreign Office's response to the 

King's requests. Hussein was in a shaky state and told Sir Charles Duke on 13 October
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that it seemed that an Israeli attack on Jordan was imminent and again asked for British 

assistance, especially the strengthening of the RAF presence in Jordan. In addition, the 

King called for consultations with representatives from the Headquarters of MEAF 

(Middle Eastern Air Force) in order to organise air cover for Jordan in case of an Israeli 

attack and expressed his wish to announce publicly that Jordan would receive support 

from the RAF. Duke in turn reminded the King that the recent attacks on Israeli civilians, 

such as the killing of the two labourers near Even-Yehuda, gave Israel a sufficient raison 

d'etre to build up a case against Jordan. Nevertheless, the Ambassador urged the 

Foreign Office to take steps to enhance the King's position and prove that Britain would 

keep her promise to help Jordan. (128)

Duke believed that Jordan was faced with the most acute military threat from Israel 

since 1948 and although he acknowledged the objections against a British aerial 

demonstration in Jordan, including the risk that Israel might use the opportunity to 

create a serious incident with the RAF, he believed that some firm action was urgently 

needed. Duke had already on 11 October argued that the Israeli behaviour was obstinate 

and that the Israeli government constantly ignored British condemnation of the reprisal 

actions, and therefore that it was time to show the Israelis that Britain 'meant business' 

and demonstrate clearly that an Israeli attack on Jordan would be met by a firm British 

military response. He thought that such a threat would 'deter the hot heads and 

strengthen the moderates in Israel'. (129) Furthermore, it would boost the morale of the 

Jordanian government and could help Hussein to resist pressure from the extreme and 

irresponsible elements for desperate measures. (130)

However, despite the nature of the Israeli attack, the Foreign Office had great 

reservations about complying with Hussein's requests. The Foreign Office stressed to
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Duke on 14 October that it was not in British interests to take harsh measures and to 

treat a raid as if it was a war. Furthermore, it was argued that Hussein by his own 

actions, such as the dismissal of Glubb, had reduced the efficiency of the Arab 

Legion.(131) The ForeignOffice was aware of the possibility that the deployment of the 

RAF against Israel might result in an Israeli attack on British airfields in Cyprus and 

Jordan as well as the destruction of the Jordanian army. Therefore in the Foreign Office's 

view if Jordan had to choose between a raid, even a very heavy one, followed by Israeli 

withdrawal or a British intervention followed by a war, the first option was better.(l 32) 

As a gesture of the British commitment towards Jordan a detachment of Hunters was 

sent from Cyprus to Jordan, but the British government refused to comply with Hussein's 

request to station further RAF units in Jordan. The Ambassador had to inform the King 

that in Britain's view an Israeli attack was not imminent, and that, although Israel might 

strike again, the pattern of her raids was inconsistent.(133)

Meanwhile, the British representatives in Israel tried to do their best to calm the Israeli 

government and also to analyse the present Israeli mood. On the night of the Qalkilya 

raid the British consul in Jerusalem was informed about the Israeli attack and of 

Hussein's request for RAF assistance. He made a personal appeal to the British consul 

in Jerusalem to do what was possible to call off the Israeli attack saying that the RAF's 

assistance had been requested and that if the fighting would not stop then a grave 

situation in which Britons and Israelis were fighting each other might occur. (134) In a 

discussion between Higgins of the British embassy in Tel-Aviv and Avram Ofer of the 

Ministry for Foreign Affairs on 11 October, the latter admitted that if the Israeli 

government wanted she could resist public pressure for raids, but stated that at the 

present moment the Israeli government did not believe that it was necessary to resist
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such pressure because they were convinced that the Jordanians authorities were 

responsible for the border incidents, and that the only way of deterring the attacks was 

by hitting back hard. A more complicated picture was described by one of the Israeli 

officials in the British and Commonwealth division of the Israeli Foreign Office. He said 

that the Israeli government did not believe that the recent raids were effective but they 

had no alternative, and added that the Foreign Office had not much to say because 'They 

were merely civilians'. (135) This line emphasises once again the limited power the 

Foreign Ministry had upon Ben-Gurion and on defence policy, and the degree to which 

they were excluded.

Taking into the account the nature of Anglo-Israeli relations at the time, the British 

government had very little influence upon the Israeli decision -makers. As Eden 

described 'Our relations with Israel were not close or intimate'. (136) He believed that 

the best channel for exercising a moderating influence on Israel was through the French. 

Eden therefore asked the French government to do their utmost to make it clear to 

Israel that an attack on Jordan would have to be resisted by the British. Eden believed 

that a failure to carry out the British commitment might have a fatal impact on the 

British position in the region, but on the other hand to act would be a disaster for 

Western unity.(137)

As far as Anglo-Israeli relations were concerned the Qaqlylia incident and its aftermath 

demonstrated two major points: the British hesitation to invoke the Anglo-Jordanian 

treaty and her anxiety to avoid even the slightest possibility of direct military 

confrontation with Israel, and more significantly the poor state of Anglo-Israeli relations 

at the time. The fact was that the deep-rooted suspicion and mistrust on both sides 

prevented the British government from more frank talks with the Israeli government,
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and necessitated using the French as a mediator in the hope that the Israelis would be 

willing to show some good will towards French pledges.

From the Israeli point of view: The Oalkilva operation represented an end of an era.

It was clear that the policy of reprisals had not achieved its aims. The failure at Qalkilya 

where eighteen soldiers were killed and forty to fifty wounded demonstrated beyond 

doubt that this kind of military action could not solve the problem. As revealed in 

Dayan's diary, the operation also aroused a great deal of criticism and the chief 

commanders of the IDF had to face up to the fact that these actions were fruitless. (138) 

Dayan was left with the view that only a massive action could provide an answer to the 

problem.

But the question remains - why did Israel decide to undertake such a large-scale raid 

at a time when she desperately wanted to secure British participation in the Suez 

campaign? According to Bar-On, Israel was faced with a problem regarding retaliation 

against Jordan because she knew that by retaliating she would strengthen the radical 

elements within Jordan and those who favoured the entrance of the Iraqi troops. (139) 

Moreover, even Dayan was aware that it would be better to avoid taking military action: 

We wanted', Dayan wrote in his diary, 'to avoid any military action, at least until the 

Security Council finished her session', but he justified the operation on the ground that 

the killing of two Jewish workers on 9 October could not be tolerated.(140) Ben- Gurion 

in his diary confirmed that this was the Israeli government approach:' More and more 

I do intend not to take any action against Jordan or Egypt because I do not want to give 

Eden any excuse not to join the action against Egypt1. (141) As all the evidence 

demonstrates, Ben-Gurion and Dayan were aware that this was a crucial time for Israel 

and that she must calculate her policy very carefully. The question therefore is how can
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we explain the Israeli decision to launch such an operation which appears totally 

contrary to Israel's interests? Can we assume that the killing of two Jewish workers was 

the cause of it and even if the answer is yes, does it explain the level of retaliation?

Another reason might be that the raid was an attempt to warn Britain against any plan 

to induce moving Iraqi forces into Jordan and to demonstrate that such a plan would be 

confronted with a massive Israeli response. Some explanation can be found in Dayan's 

comments at the time : "Unless the waters are come in unto the soul”, (this is the biblical 

translation for the phrase Dayan used which could also be translated as- unless the 

situation is unbearable) (142) This comment was made in his diary after the Israeli 

cabinet decided in its meeting on 7 October not to embark on any operation until 22 

October. Dayan indicated in these words, that although aware that it was in Israel's best 

interest to show some restraint, he believed that if Israel faced further serious escalation 

along the border, she would be compelled, even at this crucial time to exercise her 'iron 

fist'. We might therefore, assume that following the murder of the Jewish workers, in 

addition to the anxiety over the possibility of an Iraqi intervention in Jordan, he felt he 

had no alternative but to seize the opportunity to launch the operation.

In an interview the author held with Professor Yehosafat Harkabi, the latter stated that 

he could not comment on the reasons for that operation because he was at the time in 

the US. Harkabi tried to explain that, although immense force was used, it was not 

exceptional or significant. He also added that a comparison between the scale of the 

Fedayeen activities to that of the Israeli operation could not be made because the 

Fedayeen operated in a guerrilla type manner which normally worked on a small scale, 

while the IDF was a regular force with heavy machinery and used an entirely different 

form of offensive. (143) In an interview with Mordechai Bar-On, formerly Dayan's
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military secretary, the latter remarked that it was difficult to know the real motive behind 

the Qalqiliya operation, but added that he could accept the theory that the objective was 

to deter Jordan and Britain from their plan to send Iraqi forces into Jordan. (144) The 

question remains open, as most of the documents on this issue remain closed for most 

researchers (unfortunately most of the IDF documents are closed to the ordinary 

researcher)

The Qalqiliya operation demonstrated to the British that Israel was willing to take a 

firm line if she suspected that her interests were in danger. Still, the British government 

announced on the day after Qalqilya that Iraqi troops were being stationed in Jordan in 

order to protect the King during the forthcoming elections. The Israeli government was 

furious about this decision, which was supported by the British, especially since Iraq 

had not signed any Armistice agreement with Israel. The possibility that Israel might 

further escalate the situation aroused concern among the British government, who were 

already apprehensive that Israel would take action against Jordan if the latter appeared 

to fall into Egyptian control. (145) The possibility of Israel intervening if Iraqi forces 

entered was also considered, and although they thought this unlikely, it was nonetheless 

a possibility, particularly in the light of Qalqilya.

Golda Meir expressed Israel's anxiety over Britain's decision to support the entry of Iraqi 

troops into Jordan and told Westlake of the British embassy in Tel-Aviv on 14 October 

that Israel regarded such a move as a breach of the status quo, arguing that in Israel's 

view the British government had to consult them prior to such activity. (146) She also 

made clear to the British representative that the Jordanian Government had nothing to 

fear from Israel as long as she did not provoke any incidents, and argued against the 

assumption that there was an alternative to Egyptian intervention into Jordan. Golda
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Meir maintained that the British assumption, that Iraqi entry to Jordan was better for 

Israel, was not necessarily true, because if Egyptian troops went to Jordan, at least the 

Israeli Government could react without the risk of confronting British forces. (147) 

Finally the British in the face of this pressure requested that the Iraqis refrain from 

entering Jordan, probably because they did not want to increase the possibility of Israeli 

action against Jordan or against the Iraqi forces. Moreover, King Hussein himself 

rejected the suggestion, a rejection which can be understood on the grounds that he did 

not want to appear, especially during an election period, to be a tool of the West.

This tense atmosphere between Israel and Britain was hardly the right background 

for negotiations between the two, but, despite the suspicious attitude on both sides, 

negotiations concerning a combined military action against Egypt proceeded. 

Ben-Gurionfs main fear was that Israel would find herself alone doing the 'dirty work' for 

France and Britain while the latter two forces withdrew from the plan. Consequently 

from Israel's point of view any plan of campaign had to be constructed in such a way 

that the first move by Israel would be perceived as just another raid, and should the 

other partners choose not to participate, Israel could withdraw. According to Yuval 

Nheman, then the deputy of the IDF intelligence staff, during his talks with General 

Challe, he led the negotiations towards the idea that French military action should come 

as a response to the Israeli invasion. Challe then 'thought' of the idea of Anglo-French 

intervention in order to separate the forces and secure the neutrality and safety of the 

Canal.(148)

The main obstacle at this stage lay in Britain's hesitation about co-operation with the 

Israelis, and equally with Ben-Gurion, who did not trust the British government and 

especially the Foreign Office. Therefore there was a need for a meeting between France,
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Britain and Israel to overcome this hostility. For the British and Israeli governments in 

particular this was an uneasy task, bearing in mind their controversial background and 

their clash over the possible Iraqi entrance into Jordan which over-shadowed relations 

between the two.

These tensions inevitably influenced the atmosphere at the meeting at Sevres held on 

22 October in which Ben-Gurion's suspicious attitude towards Britain clearly emerged. 

Ben-Gurion bluntly told Selwyn Lloyd that he had no reason to believe in anything the 

British Prime Minister said. (149) Faced with this statement Lloyd then had the difficult 

task o f  explaining to the Israeli government that open co-operation in a military 

operation might endanger the British position in the Arab countries and the traffic o f  oil, 

and thus the collusion had to remain secret.(150) He succeeded, however, only in 

creating ill-feelings among the Israelis, as Dayan wrote in his diary- 'the British Foreign 

Minister's behaviour 'had an antagonistic appearance. All his behaviour expressed 

revulsion'. (151) and he thought that Lloyd's tactic was 'more like bargaining with small 

merchants'. (152) However, Dayan still tried to point out to Ben-Gurion that it was a 

significant opportunity and argued that Israel should provide the excuse the British 

wanted by initiating an operation against Egypt. If Israel refused to do it, he believed, she 

would lose an historic opportunity.

Dayan also believed that the French air force was adequate to protect Israel from an 

Egyptian attack on her cities. He was surprised and disappointed when the French told 

him that if  Israel was assaulted by Egypt they would not come to Israel's assistance. 

H owever/the French government agreed to send their air squadrons to Israel.(153) 

Surprisingly enough, co-operation on that level exceeded all expectations; Colonel 

Prederges (The commander o f  the French air force that was sent to Israel) suggested that
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his pilots be permitted to join direct bombardment on the Egyptian convoy which had 

withdraw from Sinai. The Israelis asked for French assistance to destroy Egyptian 

aircraft in Lucsor; the Israelis provided the French with aerial photographs and French 

F-84 bombers bombed the airfield. (154)

Finally despite all the differences and difficulties between the British and the Israelis, 

Ben-Gurion agreed to cooperate on the basis that Israel would provide the excuse the 

British demanded. It was Dayan who succeeded in convincing him by putting forward 

the suggestion that in order to avoid the possibility that Israel might start a war and then 

be left alone, Israeli paratroops should jump in the Mitla mountain pass without 

immediately starting an overland operation and in that way it could always appear to be 

another raid. There was also a compromise with regard to the gap between the Israeli 

attack and the first allied air strike which was shortened from seventy-two hours to 

forty-eight hours.

For Ben-Gurion the primary objective of the Israeli attack on Egypt was to gain 

freedom of passage in the straits of Tiran. In part his interest flowed from historical 

reasons for in the biblical period this had been the Isle of Yotvata, a self-governing 

Jewish community, and therefore aroused deep feelings in Ben-Gurion who was 

especially interested in that period and felt emotionally close to those events. Moreover, 

Sharem-el-Sheikh, the southern point on Sinai, controls the entrance to the Gulf of 

Aqaba. In 1950 Egypt acquired from Saudi Arabia two small islands. Tiran and Snapir, 

which were located in the narrow Straits. Egypt blockaded the passage of Israeli ships 

though the straits and Israel's aim was therefore to capture Sharem-el-Sheikh in order 

to have free passage through the straits. Sharem-el-Sheikh and the Straits of Tiran were 

therefore important for Israel because it would enable her to develop her southern port,
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Eilat. These aims had special significance for him as he had a vision of Eilat as the future 

bridge between Israel and Africa and Asia. He also wanted to occupy Sinai because of 

the economic benefits that would be gained from its oil fields.(l 55) Ben-Gurion was also 

aware of the significance for Israel of this unique opportunity to operate with other 

powers and not to have to stand alone against the Egyptians. This fact affected 

Ben-Gurion strongly, especially since Israel was going to co-operate with Britain led by 

Prime Minister, Anthony Eden. Ben-Gurion and the Israeli decisions-makers saw Eden 

as a great friend of the Arabs, and to co-operate with him was therefore viewed as a 

special political victory. (156) Moreover, he also hoped that the situation would provide 

Israel with a significant opportunity to gain recognition of her existence and position in 

the Middle East. Ben-Gurion told the French Ambassador to Israel about his own wild 

plan to reorganise the Middle East; toppling Nasser, dividing Jordan; Israel would annex 

the West Bank, the eastern part would be given to Iraq provided she made peace with 

Israel and settled the refugees within her country with the aid of American money. Also, 

Lebanon would be divided, and part of it would be given to Syria, while another part up 

to the Litani river would go to Israel, and the rest would become a Lebanese Christian 

state. (157)

The British Ambassador in Tel-Aviv, Sir John Nicholls, had no idea of the Sevres 

agreement and when he met Ben-Gurion on 26 October he told him that the Israeli 

Government was wrong to mistrust the British Government, and as proof of this he told 

Ben-Gurion that Her Majesty's Government had decided to get rid of Nasser. To his 

surprise Ben-Gurion told him that he had already been informed of the decision. (158) 

On the same day the British Ambassador informed his government that there was an 

indication that the previous night there had been a substantial call-up accompanied by
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considerable military activity in the Beer-Sheva district, but, ’despite recent incidents on 

the Egyptian border I do not believe that these moves are connected with preparation to 

launch a reprisal, the most likely explanation is I think a build up in the south perhaps in 

Eilath to counter the risk of Egyptian incursion to Jordan'. (159) He believed that the 

immediate cause was probably the announcement of the establishment of the 

Jordanian-Egyptian Joint Staff organisation. (160)

The United States, who found herself excluded by her allies, suspected that the British 

were going to take some action. Their feeling of unease increased on 15 October, when 

they received information about the Israeli mobilisation. Eisenhower's memoirs indicate 

the extent to which the Americans were cut off from events as they thought the reports 

of mobilisation were linked to Ben-Gurion's plan to seize Jordan and that he might have 

hoped to use the pre-election period (in the US) believing that the President would do 

nothing to offend his voters who supported Israel.(161)

A big shock for the US government and the rest of the world came on 29 October 

with the news of an Israeli military attack- not on Jordan, as was expected, but on 

Egypt. An even bigger shock for the Americans and the rest of the world was yet to 

come...
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Chapter no.5

FROM THE SINAI WAR TO THE ISRAELI WITHDRAWAL MARCH 1957

This chapter addresses the major events during the Suez war and its immediate 

ramifications for Britain and Israel. In particular, it questions the \  . Anglo-Israeli

collaboration and its nature during and alter the operation. In addition, it also examines 

the Israeli struggle in the international arena at this difficult time and the immediate 

implications upon the British Conservative governments.

The Campaign

One minute before 5 p.m. on 29 October Israeli parachute battalions were dropped 

near the Mitla pass. By 5.30 p.m. they were already advancing towards Colonel Parker's 

gravestone and by 7 p.m. an IDF spokesman announced that Israeli forces had secured 

positions west of Nakhl near the Suez canal.(l) Towards dawn on 31 October, the 

Israelis waited nervously to see the French and British air bombardment on the Egyptian 

airfields. But at noon a cable from Yosef Nachmias, the Israeli Defence Ministry 

representative in Paris, explained that the British had decided to delay the bombing 

because their aircraft were facing strong anti-aircraft fire as well as hostile and highly 

manoeuvrable reconnaissance jets. This incident aroused Britain's suspicions that the 

Egyptians were assisted by Soviet pilots and they therefore decided not to take the risk 

of attacking in daylight.(2) However, the real reason behind the delay, according to 

Bar-On, was that the military commanders were not consulted prior to the operation and 

they disputed the order to attack in daylight because they believed it was too risky and 

irrational.(3)
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Ben-Gurion was furious, and all his suspicions and anger against the British 

government erupted. (4) His concern for the safety of the Israeli soldiers in the Mitla led 

him to ask Dayan to bring the troops back home. Dayan, though, did not share 

Ben-Gurion's concern and told him that such action was unnecessary and that the Mitla 

pass was very important as a passage way to Sharem-el Sheikh. (5)

When the news of the Israeli attack reached Washington, the American government 

was taken completely by surprise. The main shock was the fact that Israel had attacked 

Egypt and not Jordan as the Americans assumed might happen. The Americans therefore 

supported the UN Security Council resolution of 30 October condemning Israel as an 

aggressor; they demanded an Israeli withdrawal from Sinai and called upon all member 

nations to refrain from the use or the threat of force. The greatest surprise was yet to 

come, namely Britain's refusal to support the American proposal for the UN to condemn 

Israel as an aggressor. The American administration was amazed to discover that the 

British Ambassador was 'completely unsympathetic, stating frankly that his government 

would not agree to any action whatsoever being taken against Israel'. (6) Furthermore, 

Britain and France used their veto in the UN for the first time in eleven years against this 

Security Council resolution.

Moreover, for the first time in his career, Anthony Eden, seen by the Israelis as their 

sworn enemy, addressed the House of Commons in a speech which spoke in favour of 

Israel. In his speech on 31 October he made it clear that the British government would 

not support the UN resolution of 30 October accusing Israel of being the aggressor. 

We felt', he said,' that we could not associate ourselves with this... it certainly could not 

be said to meet in any way the guarantees for Israel's security.' (7) Further he wrote to 

the American President that, although Israel might be accused of technical aggression,
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he and his colleagues thought Israel had a case for arguing that she was acting in 

self-defence against increasing pressure from some Arab countries, notably Egypt. (8) 

Selwyn Lloyd told the Parliament that the British government could not support the 

resolution because it pronounced judgment against Israel, but he hedged his 

government's support by announcing that although his colleagues could sympathize with 

Israel's motives for such action, they did not condone it and they thought Israel should 

withdraw as soon as a satisfactory settlement could be announced. (9) Furthermore, the 

British and the French governments told the US administration that they had decided to 

present the Israeli and the Egyptian governments with an ultimatum demanding their 

forces withdraw ten miles from the Suez Canal, and that if this requirement was not met 

within twelve hours British and French forces would intervene to ensure compliance. (10)

The Egyptian refusal to comply with the ultimatum gave the French and the British 

the green light to start Operation 'MUSKETEER' and on 31 October they started to 

bomb Egyptian airfields. A sense of relief spread among the Israelis who were terribly 

concerned that the British would not fulfil their role. However, there were some 

difficulties, due mainly to Britain delaying its operation, the increasing opposition that 

Eden's government faced at home and also because they knew that they could not 

accelerate the operation for military reasons. The British could not ignore the experience 

of Second World War and send in paratroops who would have to face Soviet heavy 

artillery and thus the British military opposed such a move.

However, the real battle took place in the international arena where the Americans 

brought up all their heavy guns against the British and the French. The American position 

hardened as a result of the Soviet invasion of Hungary on 31 October, placing the 

Americans in a very delicate situation regarding their allies' invasion.
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Almost from the beginning of the operation there was also increasing restlessness in 

Parliament and among the public. Hugh Gaitskell, the Labour leader and a great 

supporter of Israel, accused the government of a disastrous action which could have 

tragic consequences.(l 1) He went on to attack the government1 s decision to reject the 

American UN resolution on the grounds that it contained a condemnation of Israel. He 

thought the British government should put forward an alternative resolution excluding 

this, but retaining the other part of the resolution.(12) The Conservative Party was also 

accused by the Opposition of collusion with Israel, but Gaitskell expressed his belief that 

it was within Israel's true interests not to be associated with the occupation of the Canal. 

(13) On 3 November Eden promised that Britain and France would ensure Israel's 

withdrawal and Selwyn Lloyd told Elath that for the sake of British public opinion it was 

very important that Britain should not be accused of collusion with Israel.(14) Selwyn 

Lloyd tried to deny any co-operation with Israel and argued that his government had no 

choice but to intervene. According to Lloyd, the purpose of the meeting held on 16 

October in Paris between himself, Eden and Pineau was to discuss the development of 

the Suez crisis debate in the Security Council and the differences between USA, France 

and Britain on the scope and function of SCUA. Lloyd mentioned that there were some 

discussions about possible Israeli intentions regarding the Suez crisis, but only on the 

basis of trying to find some formula for negotiations. (15) In his personal diary, Lloyd 

admitted there had been talks with Israelis officials, although he claimed that these had 

been of little significance. (16) It was clear that the British government wanted to avoid 

a situation where they might be suspected of any collusion whatsoever with the Israelis.

This attitude offended the Israeli government who believed that it was Britain's 

intention to refute any accusation of cooperation with Israel in order to maintain her
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position in the Arab world. However, the Israeli government recognised that it was also 

in their own interests not to be associated with France and Britain. They acknowledged 

the fact that public opinion in Britain and in the US made a distinction between the Israeli 

action and that of her allies. The Israeli government was aware that many in Britain were 

willing to accept Israel's motives for action but would condemn Israel if they suspected 

she had collaborated with Britain.(17) Hence, the Israeli government decided that the 

best line to adopt in order to deny the accusation of collusion was to emphasise that 

Anglo-Israeli relations prior to the operation had been strained. The delay in the dispatch 

of the Anglo-French troops could be used to prove that there was no combined planning 

between Israel, France and Britain beforehand. Furthermore, Israel could stress that the 

Anglo-French operation saved Egypt and enabled Nasser to appear in the Arab world as 

a hero and to maintain his prestige.(18)

In this atmosphere Eden and his colleagues tried to play the game to the end and 

delay the dispatch of their troops from Malta until the ultimatum to Egypt was presented. 

Meanwhile, Egypt blocked the Canal by sinking ships while Syrian saboteurs blew up 

the oil pipelines running through their country from Iraq to the Mediterranean. The 

French, who were eager to pursue the operation, believed they could save the day if they 

advanced the troop landings, a manoeuvre that would achieve the rapid occupation of 

the Canal. The French therefore proposed to drop paratroops thirty-six hours earlier than 

planned in Port-Said but the British rejected the idea. As a last attempt the French 

suggested that they would do this without British assistance but with the help of Israeli 

forces, however, the British objected to this idea as well. Finally on 5 November, 

hundreds of British paratroops landed on Gamil airfield west of Port-Said on the Suez 

canal and five hundred French paratroops dropped to the south of Port-Said. (19) The
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Israelis troops for their part completed most of their mission in one hundred hours, apart 

from the capture of Sharm-el-Sheikh which was taken on 4 November, including the 

seizure of the straits of Tiran and Snapir. At that stage Israel was willing to accept a 

cease-fire providing that Egypt did so too and Golda Meir, Israel's Foreign Minister, 

approached the British and French Ambassadors to Israel and asked them whether their 

governments had any objection to a cease-fire. The Ambassadors did not understand the 

meaning of the question, because they had no idea of the complexity of the secret 

agreement, and agreed. On 4 November, Abba Eban, the Israeli Ambassador to the UN, 

announced that Israel was willing to accept the cease-fire. (20) The British and the French 

governments 'almost jumped out of their skins'. (21) They were aware that if the fighting 

stopped they would have no excuse for proceeding with Operation MUSKETEER'. 

Ambassador Eban had therefore to withdraw his announcement and explained it as a 

'misunderstanding'. (22) This event was a classic example of the lack of co-ordination 

and co-operation between the civil authorities and the military circles, in particular 

between the Foreign Ministry and the Defence Ministry. It applied especially to the 

Franco-Israeli relationship and highlighted the degree to which officials in higher 

positions in the Israeli and French foreign offices were excluded from decision-making.

Cease-fire

On 6 November, an official ceremony of the IDF in Sharm el-Sheikh took place, 

marking the end of the war and at the same time the Allied Commander- in-Chief was 

given the order for a cease-fire. This did not, however, mean that any withdrawal of 

forces took place.

However, as the fighting ended the diplomatic battle began and the focus was now on
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the international arena. The Suez crisis was a test of Soviet intentions as well as of the 

Soviet commitment to the Arab states. On 5 November, Marshal Bulganin sent a letter 

to the Prime Ministers of France, Britain and Israel accusing them of being aggressors 

and creating instability in the region. The Soviet Prime Minister warned Israel that his 

government had already taken measures to put a stop to the fighting.(23) The Soviets 

also advised their Ambassador to Tel-Aviv to leave Israel immediately and return to 

Moscow. (24) The American President also sent a message to Ben-Gurion expressing 

his government's dissatisfaction with the Israeli action. (25) It was a clear indication that 

the crisis had gone beyond being a regional dispute and had became an international one.

The ball was now in the Americans' court and they planned to put all the pressure they 

could on all the parties involved in order to achieve a withdrawal of the British, French 

and Israeli forces. The most successful tool the United States could use was the financial 

stick. Developments proved it to be a very adequate weapon. At the beginning of the 

crisis it seemed that the British economy would be able to overcome the difficulties 

arising from the crisis. In September the reserves had fallen by $57 million and by $84 

million in October, but the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Harold Macmillan, was still 

confident that these figures were tolerable, believing that the Americans intended to back 

the British.(26) It appears, however, that the Treasury had warned Macmillan for 

months of the devastating financial implications and grave consequences a military action 

without US support would have on Britain financial position. Macmillan, who strongly 

supported a military intervention in Egypt, preferred not to inform the Cabinet or Eden 

of the full repercussions of the Treasury's clear warning that a military action without 

prior agreement with the US might have a detrimental effect on the British economy. The 

harsh reality, however, hit the British government in November when at the critical



moment they faced the full pressure of the United States, both in Washington and New 

York. (27)

The American government made it clear that she would maintain her objection to any 

loan from the International Monetary Fund (28) and rejected any mutual collaboration 

between the international oil companies until the Anglo-French troops left Egypt. (29) 

Britain's financial situation had already worsened with the closure of the Canal in three 

ways. First, it had led to a run on sterling which endangered Britain's position, the lack 

of confidence in banking circles being caused by doubts about Britain's financial future; 

second, the loss of oil revenue and the prospect of losing some export markets for 

political reasons had affected Britain's standing, and third, fear that loss of Suez had hit 

Britain's balance of payments.(30) Harold Macmillan, who was well aware of Britain's 

grave position, warned the Cabinet on 20 November that Britain might face a crucial 

choice over whether to 'mobilise all the financial resources in order to maintain the 

sterling/dollars rate at its present level or to let the rate find its own level with the 

possible consequences that sterling might cease to be an international currency'. (31) 

British hopes to gain American financial aid after the cease-fire were therefore blown 

to the wind and all the British pleas fell on deaf ears.

In the face of this grave situation the British government decided on 3 December to 

withdraw their forces from the Canal. This was the chief reason behind the British 

withdrawal. As Selwyn Lloyd explained to Dulles 'As a result of what we had been told 

by the US administration and particularly the threat to sterling we had agreed to 

withdraw our force from Port-Said virtually without conditions'.(32)

The Israeli government however, was still in euphoria after its swift triumph. On 7 

November Ben-Gurion addressed the Knesset declaring that Israel would never
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surrender to outside pressure. Excited by the Israeli victory he stated that the armistice 

agreement between Israel and Egypt had ceased to exist and Israel would not agree 

under any condition to the presence of outside forces on Israeli soil or in any of the 

territories Israel occupied.(33) The speech angered the American administration and 

added fuel to the ill-feelings the US government felt towards the Israeli government at 

the time. Herbert Hoover, the American Under-Secretary of State, told the Israeli consul 

in Washington, Reuven Shiloah, that the situation in the Middle East was critical and 

could lead led the free world into a dangerous position which the Soviets might 

manipulate in order to further their own purposes. If Israel, he added, continued to reject 

the UN resolution she would be accused of endangering world peace. He concluded that 

the Israeli refusal insulted US and public opinion and warned that such an attitude might 

lead to the adoption of a series of measures against Israel, both from governmental and 

private sources.(34) This was followed by a cable from the American President to 

Ben-Gurion on 7 November urging Israel to withdraw her forces and warning the latter 

that the United States viewed the Israeli refusal to withdraw 'with great concern'. (35) 

From New York, Ambassador Eban at the UN added his fears to the sombre mood by 

warning the Israeli government on 7 November that 'the situation had become 'critical 

and severe and all the parties reached a consensus in favour of Israel's withdrawal', and 

that there 'should be no doubt about the great powers' intention to send an international 

force'. (36)

Israel's situation became more acute due to the American threat to impose sanctions 

on Israel if the latter did not withdraw from the Gaza strip and the Tiran straits. Facing 

a grave situation, Ben-Gurion cabled Eisenhower on 8 November, proclaiming Israel's 

willingness to withdraw from Sinai if a satisfactory arrangement could be found for UN

163



forces to take positions around the Suez canal. On 14 November, the Israeli government 

approved the decision and on 3 December, Israel began to evacuate her forces thirty 

miles from the Canal.(37) However, the US administration wanted to see a full Israeli 

withdrawal from the Sinai with no prior conditions and was determined to impose 

sanctions on Israel if needed. Accordingly, it was suggested by the State Department on 

3 December that financial aid to Israel should be slowed down until further guidance 

from the White House was received. No formal suspension would be declared and the 

Israelis were be told that in the current situation the US would examine her aid 

programmes to the Middle East and therefore further delays must be expected. (38)

The situation confirmed Ben-Gurion's fears prior to the operation when he told his 

cabinet that Israel would be under heavy pressure to withdraw from Sinai but that the 

only power that could force Israel to do so was the United States.(39) Furthermore, the 

Israeli treasury viewed the situation with great concern and told Ben-Gurion that Israel 

could survive for only five months living on her reserves of food and fuel. (40) However, 

Israel still refused to withdraw from Gaza and from the Tiran Straits unless she received 

sufficient guarantees of free passage in the Gulf of Aqaba and assurances that Egypt 

would not be allowed to return to the Gaza strip. The Israelis were eager to obtain US 

support, but the Americans, aware that such assurances were a vital priority for Israel, 

were reluctant to give them any such guarantees.

The US administration believed that such assurances might cause irreparable damage 

to America's interests and position in the region. Although they had sympathy for Israel 

in principle, it was thought undesirable under the current circumstances to show such 

support. (41) The Israeli government tried therefore to convince Eisenhower and Dulles 

of Israel's need for security guarantees prior to her withdrawal from the Tiran straits and
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the Gaza strip. Golda Meir, Israel's Foreign Minister, met Dulles on 28 December and 

tried to convince him that Israel must get some international guarantees for free passage 

through the Tiran straits. Meir, in her memoirs, emphasised that it was a troubled time 

for Israel and, according to Meir dealing with Dulles, 'a grey and cold man' who did not 

understand Israel's needs, and was obsessed with the fear of global war, was a very 

difficult task. (42)

When Golda Meir met Dulles on 28 December, she asked him for US guarantees of 

freedom of passage through the Gulf of Aqaba as well as an assurance that Egypt would 

not return to the Gaza strip. Dulles used the opportunity to explain his government's 

view and told Meir that the American attitude towards the Suez crisis was not a result 

of narrow mindedness, but a response to the methods used by the aggressors. Although 

he showed understanding towards the difficult situation Britain, France and Israel were 

in, he thought it was wrong to try to solve it by force, a method which the United States 

could not support.(43) Dulles rejected Meir's argument that peace in the region could 

not be reached because of Arab hatred of Israel and their objection to Israel's existence. 

He believed the Israelis were to be blamed as well. If Arab hatred was the only problem, 

it would eventually decline. However, Israel's retaliatory policy added to the hostility the 

Arab states felt towards Israel. (44) Dulles believed that Israel should try to gain some 

sympathy from, or at least reach some degree of co-existence, with her neighbours. 

Unfortunately, Dulles added, there was no indication that Israeli leaders gave any 

thought to the problem. (45) In the same discussion the Secretary of State noted that the 

President and he were confused because they could not understand how Israel saw her 

future in the long term as a small country surrounded by hostile countries.(46)

Dulles's analysis of Israel's policy vis-a-vis her Arab neighbours and of Israel's position
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in the region was very accurate. However, Israeli leaders at this stage were more 

concerned to ensure US support for their requests than to think of their future 

relationship with the Arab states. It was also a characteristic strand of Israeli belief and 

philosophy that the problem in the region could be solved only if the Western powers 

adopted the 'right' line, in other words a firm line against the Arabs.

Dulles also expressed his reservations about the activities of American Jews who held 

mass demonstrations in support of Israel. He told Eban that American Jewry was 

creating a situation in which the Arabs felt it was not safe for them to rely on the United 

States. Already in March 1956 he had made it clear that the President and he had decided 

to 'formulate our policies without reference to the effect on domestic policies'.(47) This 

case proved that, although the Jewish lobby in the United States operated usefully, it had 

its limitations. The Israeli Ambassador to Washington, as well as many other Israeli 

leaders, viewed the demonstrations by American Jewry during the Sinai campaign as 

atremendous contribution to Israel.(48) However, they over-emphasized the impact and 

influence of American Jewry at this time and one has to recognise the very limited effects 

it had upon American decision-makers during the crisis.

The International Impact and The Anglo-Israeli Relationship 

As the pressure mounted on the Israeli government her leaders looked for sympathy 

and understanding elsewhere and were anxious to ensure Britain's support against 

American pressure in the hope that the joint action against Egypt might lead to Whitehall 

following a more pro-Israeli line.

It must be made clear, however, that the so-called 'collusion' between Britain and 

Israel during the Suez war did not bring any major change in the two countries'
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relationship. If we examine the nature of the co-operation and the attitude of each party 

to the other it would be hard to point to any considerable shift in their mutual aversion. 

The old suspicions still played a significant role. At an early stage of the crisis Elath had 

told Lloyd on 3 November that the Israeli attitude to Britain was one of constant 

mistrust because Israel believed that the British government wanted to restore her 

position in the Arab world at Israel's expense. He added that her past experience gave 

Israel a strong basis for this belief. (49)

The Sinai operation did not give the Israelis any indication that a different wind blew 

from the British government. On the contrary, in the midst of the battles, Dayan told 

Ben-Gurion that a British warship stayed near to Sharm-el-Sheikh which in his view was 

a threat to Israel. He asked Ben-Gurion whether he believed that the British might shell 

the Israeli force. 'The British' Ben-Gurion replied, 'I do not know, but about the Foreign 

Office I can believe anything'.(50) Moreover, there were some cases of 'negative 

co-operation', for example when the Israeli forces, trying to assist a wounded British 

pilot, were warned off by British combat fighters.(51) Furthermore, the British 

government watched the French assistance to the Israeli forces with anxiety. Eden 

protested to Guy Mollet that on the night of 31 October, French aircraft were operating 

from Israeli airfields and that on the same night the French cruiser George Leygues 

shelled Rafah in direct support of the Israeli operations there. The French naval staff 

also asked for the destroyer Gazelle, which was under British command, to assist the 

Israelis. The British Prime Minister tried to explain to his French colleagues that action 

of this sort was embarrassing and could not remain secret, and therefore he hoped that 

the French Prime Minister would see eye to eye with him and agree that it was in their 

common interest not to continue with actions of this kind, 'Nothing', he concluded, 'could
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do more harm to our role as peace makers than to be identified in this way with one of 

the two parties'.(52) This resentful and suspicious attitude was evident also in the 

Foreign Office's approach to the idea of an air corridor over Sinai and its refusal in 

December of the RAF's request for overflying rights over Sinai because of the political 

implications they might have. The Foreign Office believed that it would be especially 

embarrassing if RAF aircraft flew over the straits of Tiran implying that the British 

recognised the Israeli military occupation of the area: this might be interpreted in the 

Middle East and elsewhere as evidence of British 'collusion' with Israel.(53)

Britain also faced a dilemma regarding arms supply to Israel. As a result of the Sinai 

operation the UN General Assembly passed a resolution banning arms shipments to the 

area of hostilities in the Middle East. Reilly of the Foreign Office informed Elath on 2 

November that Israel would face a temporary ban on arms supplies, but stressed that the 

Foreign Office view was that it would not have a grave effect on Israel because of the 

large quantities of arms and equipment the latter had acquired during the Sinai 

operation. (54) The Foreign Office was unsure how to interpret the resolution because 

there was no clear definition of the term 'area of hostilities and whether it meant that 

Britain could supply Israel with arms'. (55) Furthermore, it was quite obvious that 

despite the embargo, Egypt would continue to be supplied by the Soviets. Ross 

suggested that if Britain could prove that Egypt and Syria had acquired arms since 2 

November then Britain could legitimately also supply Israel with military equipment.(56) 

However, for the time being Britain had to comply with the UN resolution and the 

Foreign Office had to inform the Israeli Ambassador on 28 December that they could not 

supply Israel with three Meteor night fighters or spares for the destroyers and aircraft. 

(57) Although on the surface it looked as if the Foreign Office was unsympathetic stand
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towards Israel, one has to sense the mood of the Foreign Office to realise that there 

were not many options but to comply with the UN resolution, and it seems that the 

Foreign Office was aware that Israel was being discriminated against and sought ways 

to supply Israel with arms without breaching the UN resolution.

It is worthwhile emphasising this change of mood as it contrasts with the previously 

unsympathetic Foreign Office attitude towards arms supply to Israel and thus reveals that 

there was some change in the Foreign Office's stance towards Israel. In the past, prior 

to the Sinai war, the Foreign Office was not only quick to condemn every Israel 

retaliatory action but also suspended arms shipments to Israel as a result. It seems that 

finally there was more understanding of Israel's needs.

The Israeli government, however, saw British policy in a very different light. They 

were aware, that while Israel was subject to an arms embargo, her Arab neighbours were 

still being supplied with arms either by the Soviet Union or by Britain, and this meant 

that the mistrust towards the Foreign Office remained. The chief architect of 

Franco-Israeli relations, Shimon Peres, tried to use with the British the same old method 

that had worked so well with the French. When he met Sir Ivone Kirkpatrick, the 

Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, on 3 December he put forward the 

argument that the Soviets would continue to supply arms to Egypt and Israel had the 

right to accumulate weapons for her defence. (58) Nonetheless, the British government 

was not willing to change its mind and when Peres suggested to Sir Ivone that the British 

could supply arms 'under the counter' from Cyprus, Kirkpatrick replied that he was 

opposed to 'black market transactions'.(59) The Israeli government, however, were 

reluctant to accept Britain's arguments and tried to persuade the British government that 

there were indirect ways to supply Israel with arms. Elath suggested on 28 December
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to Ross that if the material could reach France the Israelis would do the rest. (60) The 

same line was taken by Ben-Gurion who told Nicholls on 7 January that he was reluctant 

to accept the British argument because arms were still being shipped to the Middle East, 

but he knew the Foreign Office attitude and as long as they hoped to gain influence in 

one of the Arab countries they would maintain their hostile attitude towards Israel.(61) 

It might have been that this grievance of the Israeli government and her representatives 

in London could have been minimised if the Foreign Office had informed Elath that this 

suspension of arms deliveries was temporary and that in due course when the atmosphere 

changed, or when there was clear proof that Egypt continued to obtain arms from the 

Soviets, the British government would be willing to reconsider Israel's request. It 

appears, however, that a lack of communication and close consultation on the British 

part gave the Israeli leaders a very negative picture of British policy towards Israel, when 

in fact at this stage there was actually more consideration and understanding than 

previously of Israel's needs.

The Israeli Ambassador on 15 January 1957 told Ross, the Head of Levant Department 

in the Foreign Office, that the main obstacle in establishing friendly relations between 

Israel and Britain was the latter's lack of a clear policy regarding the Middle East, based 

on her interests in the Arab countries, and that consequently Britain's policy towards 

Israel was to manoeuvre in such a way that their relationship would not harm her 

position vis-'a-vis the Arabs.(62)

Elath's comment is interesting for in fact it indicated that the British had a very clear 

policy towards the Middle East. This was evident in the case of Israeli withdrawal which 

put the British in a difficult position between preserving their interests in the Arab states 

and at the same time maintaining a 'normal' relationship with Israel. The Foreign Office
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believed that Britain was heading towards a dangerous situation because on the one hand 

they thought that the Israeli demands were reasonable, and believed that a constructive 

solution should be found in preference to a return to the old status quo, but on the other 

hand recognized that this would alienate Arab opinion. (63) Furthermore, the British were 

sympathetic towards Israeli needs especially on the grounds that they had supported the 

Israeli cause over Suez which had after all been the justification for their action. 

Therefore a completely negative approach towards Israel's needs would reflect on 

Britain's own motives and actions. On the other hand they assumed that the Arabs would 

obstruct any resumption of traffic through the Canal or movement of oil through the 

Canal or pipeline until Israel withdrew back to the armistice lines. Consequently, Britain 

could not tolerate a situation in which Israeli demands would obstruct free passage 

through the Canal or the flow of oil to the West. (64) Britain's main aim was a quick 

recovery of her economy which depended greatly on a rapid clearance of the Canal and 

this aim was clearly in the mind of the Foreign Office which believed that Britain's 

priority was to guarantee her oil supplies, maintain the Arabs' friendship and therefore 

We need the friendship of the Arab states more that the friendship of Israel'. (65) Thus,
i

the British government had to find a path which would not alienate Israel but at the same 

time would enable her to renew her relations with the Arab world and the United States. 

Deciding on the best line to take up was not easy because they were left in the dark over 

American intentions.

The British government realized at the start of 1957 that there were two options: 

either to make a formal demand of Israel, if possible with Britain's friends and allies, to 

withdraw immediately from the Gaza strip and the Tiran straits, or to press the US to 

extend UN administration to the Gaza strip. The first option they believed would appeal
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to the Arabs and would do something to restore Britain's position in the region but it 

would offend Israel and increase her stubbornness. This course would also open the way 

for an Egyptian return to Gaza. The second option therefore seemed preferable.(66) 

Furthermore, the Foreign Office stressed that Britain would find herself in an acute 

dilemma if the UN would pass a resolution, supported by the US, calling for economic 

sanctions against Israel, because public opinion within Britain was greatly sympathetic 

towards Israel.(67) On the other hand Britain could not afford to stand against the US 

and risk a further deterioration of her relations with the US. Therefore the favoured 

strategy was a Canadian proposal suggesting that Israel should withdraw her forces 

provided that she received adequate security guarantees and that UN peacekeeping 

forces entered Sinai.(68)

Although both the American and the British governments believed that Israel had to 

withdraw her forces from the Gaza strip and the Tiran straits they thus differed over the 

means to achieve this. The British view was much more sympathetic to Israel than 

America's and this phenomenon was quite significant because it was the first time since 

the establishment of Israel that Britain's stance vis-a-vis Israel was friendlier than that of 

the United States. The British government opposed the American threat to use economic 

sanctions against Israel if she would not comply with UN resolution to withdraw from 

Sinai and believed that Israel's rights of freedom of passage in the Tiran straits and the 

Suez canal should be granted prior to Israel's withdrawal.

One might argue that this favourable attitude reflected Britain's own needs in the 

region and her negative attitude towards Nasser and could also reflect a traditional 

policy of freedom of seas. Yet, although there is some truth in this argument, British 

motives in the period immediately after the Suez war also indicate some kind of limited
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breakthrough in Anglo-Israeli relations. This is not to say that from this moment onwards 

British policy in the Middle East underwent a dramatic shift, and that Britain perceived 

her traditional interests in the region very differently: it is rather to suggest that there was 

a subtle change in the relationship between the two countries. This change, however, 

should be seen as an integral part, and a continued development of Britain's role in the 

Middle East, in which the Suez war represented only one, admittedly important, 

episode. At the time it was believed that the Suez affair marked the end of an era of 

British influence in the Middle East and that the Anglo-Israeli relationship had 

undergone a dramatic shift as a result of their co-operation in the war. Yet, there is only 

limited truth in these assumptions. Britain's position was already weakened prior to the 

Suez crisis and the affair only accelerated the inevitable process which did not reach its 

peak in October 1956. The Suez episode was part of a long process of British decline in 

the region and should also be seen in terms of the changing balance in the region as 

witnessed by the increased Soviet commitment to the region and the rise of strong 

pan-Arab feeling in the Middle East. It was a prolonged process which only reached its 

peak in the summer of 1958.

The change of attitude towards Israel can also be put down to the 'changing of the 

guard' in 10 Downing Street resulting from the domestic crisis the Conservative Party 

faced due to Anthony Eden's resignation. The official reason for the Prime Minister's 

resignation was his health, but it was quite obvious that as a result of the growing 

opposition to him at home he realised that it would be very difficult to continue his 

premiership. The Suez affair had made an important impact on the Conservative Party 

even though the government succeeded in maintaining its authority. On January 11, 

Harold Macmillan was appointed Prime Minister. In his new Cabinet he retained Selwyn
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Lloyd as Foreign Secretary, explaining in his diary that he was keen to keep Lloyd since 

one head (Eden) was enough to be sacrificed for the Suez failure, especially as in the 

public's eyes Eden's illness might be viewed as a diplomatic one. 'Two (heads)', he wrote, 

'was more than England's honour could support'.(69) The Israeli government welcomed 

this change for two main reasons: first it was seen as a victory for the right wing, the 

hard-liners within the Conservative Party who had supported the Suez operation, and 

secondly, most of the Israeli officials viewed Anthony Eden as a sworn enemy. The 

Israeli Ambassador to London believed that with Eden's resignation one of the greatest 

irritants to Israel had departed, the man who conceived and supported the idea of the 

Arab League, and the man who embodied the pro-Arab line among British decision­

makers was a thing of the past. (70) The daily Israeli newspaper Ha'aretz' shared a 

similar view and expressed the opinion that Eden's resignation proved that he was not 

a suitable successor to Winston Churchill; 'a weak person' the paper wrote, 'who like 

every weak man wanted sometimes to prove he was able to take tough measures'.(71) 

The Israelis certainly believed that the nomination of Harold Macmillan as Prime 

Minister in place of Anthony Eden contributed to the change in Anglo-Israeli 

relationship. The Israeli Ambassador to London advised the Israeli foreign office that 

Macmillan understood Israel's needs for guarantees, although in a very diplomatic way 

he tried to disarm the Israelis by telling the Israeli Ambassador that it would be 

preferable for other countries (like Canada) to be directly involved in the negotiations 

on Israel's withdrawal rather than Britain because of the latter's limited influence over the

US govemment.(72) Later in his life the Ambassador still believed that after Macmillan
r

became Prime Minister the Anglo-Israeli relationship had improved because Macmillan 

was much more sympathetic to Israel's needs. (73) The question still unresolved is
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whether a change occurred because Macmillan had a more positive attitude towards 

Israel or whether it was simply that the dramatic events in the region had changed 

Britain's position and perceptions. It does seem obvious, however, that Macmillan took 

a more pro-American line than his predecessor and that this, combined with his very 

pragmatic outlook, maybe gave the Israeli officials the impression that he was more 

sympathetic and understanding towards Israeli needs.

The Israeli Withdrawal

It is important to emphasise, however, that in spite of the fact that the British 

government demonstrated greater understanding than previously towards Israel's 

position, the key player in solving the crisis was the US. The rising importance of the 

United States in the Middle East was underlined when on 5 January, 1957 President 

Eisenhower announced a new doctrine for the Middle East which was designed to fill the 

existing vacuum in the region before the Soviet Union could do so. The Eisenhower 

doctrine demonstrated that the US was now the leading Western power in the region and 

that the British and French had to follow the US lead. The doctrine guaranteed US 

economic assistance and, if necessary, the use of military force in the region. The 

American approach was an indication that the traditional roles of France and Britain had 

come to an end and that the United States perceived that the Suez dispute had exceeded 

the boundaries of a regional conflict and became a Cold War issue. The doctrine also 

emphasised American's intention to act unilaterally in the Middle East and her dominant 

role in the region. (74)) It demonstrated that, whereas previously the US was willing to 

see the British as the major guardians of Western investments in the region, they had 

now decided that they should take a more active role themselves. Although British 

influence in Jordan and Iraq remained, it became impossible for any future British
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government to take independent action without the cooperation of the US. This new 

development would clearly be evident in the Jordanian crisis of July 1958.

Both the United Kingdom and Israel welcomed the American initiative although not 

with great enthusiasm. Ben-Gurion told Sir John Nicholls on 7 January that the 

Eisenhower Doctrine would strengthen the Baghdad Pact and therefore there was hardly 

any hope that British policy towards Israel would become more positive.(75) The 

British government generally welcomed the doctrine because they were eager to see 

additional American involvement in the region, but they had some reservations. As 

Harold Macmillan expressed it, 'the doctrine was a gallant effort to shut the stable door 

after the horse had bolted'. (76) He was also disappointed to learn that it did not alter 

American attitudes towards French and British action over Suez. (77)

At that stage it seemed that Israel had reached a dead end in her relations with the US. 

The Suez crisis demonstrated the growing importance of the United States and the fact 

that she was now the leading Western power in the region and Britain and France had 

to follow her lead.

As the leading power the American administration was also determined to find a solution 

to the Suez crisis and to force Israel to withdrew almost in any cost. On 4 February, the 

American Ambassador to Israel, Edward Lawson, gave Ben-Gurion a letter from 

President Eisenhower warning Israel that if she continued to ignore international law it 

might damage the American-Israeli relationship.(78) However, just at the time when 

there seemed to be a total deadlock, Yacov Herzog, the Assistant Director-General (in 

charge of Economic Affairs) in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, suggested that Israel 

should announce her willingness to withdraw provided satisfactory agreement could be 

reached with UN forces.(79) On 11 February the US administration finally agreed to
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announce that the Gulf of Aqaba was an international waterway and that UN forces 

would be stationed in the Gaza strip, a guarantee which the Israeli government had 

sought for some time. In further talks between Ambassador Eban and Dulles on 26 

February the Israeli Ambassador asked the latter whether American ships would bring 

oil to Eilat and whether the United States would guarantee freedom of passage to Israel. 

Eban suggested that the UN should send a naval unit to be stationed in the Gulf of Aqaba 

until a peace was signed between Israel and Egypt. In addition, he asked Dulles for a 

message from the American President to be sent to Ben-Gurion assuring him that any 

renewal of the Egyptian naval blockade on Israel would lead to a tough response by the 

'free nations'.(80) Dulles was reluctant at that stage to give such a promise for although 

he agreed in principle on the issue of freedom of passage he still believed that Egypt had 

full rights in the Gaza strip according to the 1949 Armistice Agreement. (81)

On 28 February Canada formally proposed at the United Nations an Israeli withdrawal 

in return for which the UN Secretary-General would appoint a governor to Gaza who 

would co-operate with the UN forces commander. This would be a temporary 

arrangement, and a final settlement would be then the responsibility of the United 

Nations. It seemed that the dead-lock was over.

On 1 March 1957, the Israeli government finally announced that she would withdraw 

her forces from the Gaza strip and Sharm-el-Sheikh. The reasons for this change need 

to be addressed. One might assume that the threat of economic sanctions by the US was 

in itself sufficient to prompt a change in Israeli policy. However, this explanation does 

not offer a complete explanation for the decision which is much more complicated. The 

fact that the French, Israel's greatest ally supported the proposal tipped the balance. (82) 

The French realized that there was no prospect for a better solution and that it gave
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some security guarantees for Israel's freedom of passage through the Tiran straits. Pineau 

made it clear to the Americans that the French had not pressured the Israelis to accept 

the arrangement because while they thought the plan for Aqaba was good, the 

arrangement for Gaza seemed at best uncertain. The French also suggested to the 

American government that if Israeli ships were stopped this would be an act of 

aggression and Israel would be entitled to invoke article 51 of the UN Charter the right 

to self-defence.(83)

Ben-Gurion explained in his diary on 10 March, that he realized that at that stage 

there would be no more concessions to Israel and therefore Israel had to reconsider her 

position. France, he added, was the only ally Israel then had, but France alone would not, 

and could not, support Israel against the entire world. Ben-Gurion had some reservations 

about the Canadian proposal because he believed it was not the best way to guarantee 

Israel's freedom of passage and safeguard Israel against any Egyptian attempt to return 

to Gaza. However, he thought that if Israel refused the proposition she would face harsh 

consequences in the long term. Ben-Gurion was aware that if Israel faced economic 

sanctions which would include oil embargo and no arms supply she might be extremely 

vulnerable to an Arab attack. Furthermore, Ben-Gurion realized, that France would not 

'punish' Israel, but the implications for Israel's future if she rejected the Canadian 

proposal would be total isolation from the US and the UN. (84) Ben-Gurion claimed, 

however, that the sanctions were not the decisive factor explaining Israel's withdrawal, 

although an oil embargo might have been detrimental for Israel's survival. The key factor 

for Israel's withdrawal, as Ben-Gurion wrote, was the danger that Israel might find 

herself in total isolation, bringing with it great danger. If, for example, Nasser attacked 

Israel one or two years hence, Israel would be in an inferior position to the Arab
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countries because no country, including France, would supply her with arms. He 

appreciated France had her own essential interests, including those in Northern Africa, 

and understood that it was unrealistic to expect that France alone could supply arms to 

Israel when she was completely isolated. Without arms Israel would be helpless and 

defenceless, and therefore he concluded, 'I, as a private citizen, cannot take the 

responsibility that Israeli soldiers would be forced into a situation where they might be 

defeated' and 'Gaza was not important enough', he added, 'to warrant his taking such a 

risk.'(8 5)

Furthermore, Ben-Gurion realised the difficulties Israel might face if she occupied 

Gaza. He took into consideration the Palestinians' likely resentment of an Israeli 

occupation and the consequent danger that they would launch terrorist attacks against 

Israel, and he knew that it might be impossible to suppress such attacks, as the French 

in North Africa and the British in Cyprus had discovered.(86) 'If I believed in miracles', 

he told the KneSSet on 28 October, 'I would pray that Gaza would be washed down into 

the sea'.(87) In any case, he added, Gaza was a problem and it would not be worthwhile 

endangering Israel's future because of it and therefore:' I prefer to lose my "world" than 

to put Israel's existence and safety at risk'. (88) It was a very hard decision for 

Ben-Gurion to take but he, like other Israeli leaders, was guided by a fundamental belief 

in Israel's critical need for arms supplies and allies and therefore advised his Cabinet to 

accept the Canadian proposal.

Ben-Gurion was challenged in his decision to withdraw by one of his greatest 

supporters, Moshe Dayan, his Chief of Staff. Dayan objected to Ben-Gurion's strategy, 

which was to gain time while bargaining for land and security guarantees. He thought 

Israel should not withdraw from Sharm-el -Sheikh on the basis of international
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guarantees, because any assurance could not prevent their breach and therefore they 

were worthless. He advocated instead the Israeli annexation of Sharm-el-Sheikh 

including a strip around the shore which would connect Eilat with the straits of Tiran. 

He believed Israel should use the victory to her benefit and create a 'big Eilat’ which 

would bring a fundamental change to the strategic and political balance in the Middle 

East. As for the Gaza strip, he thought it should remain as a buffer zone because any 

other solution would carry the danger that Gaza might be a potential Fedayeen base. (89) 

Nonetheless, the Israeli government decided to withdraw her forces and Golda Meir 

announced on 1 March that Israel was willing to comply with the UN resolution.

The UN had a key role in that scenario. UNEF (United Nations Emergency Force) 

played an important task ensuring the withdrawal of all the foreign forces placed on 

Egyptian territory. The overall task of UNEF was to maintain order during and after the 

withdrawal of the French, British and Israeli forces under the terms of the UN 

resolutions. UNEF forces were to be stationed in Port Said and Port Fuad and had to 

secure the cooperation of the local authorities. In the final stage of the withdrawal the 

Anglo-Franco troops withdrew to a narrow part in the northern part of Port Said and 

Port Fuad close to the Canal entrance and UNEF had to take responsibility for the 

vulnerable positions outside this particular zone.

As for the Israeli withdrawal, the UN had to take control of Israeli positions in Sinai 

and in the Gaza strip. Consequently, successive lines were designated behind which the 

Israeli forces would withdraw by certain times and dates. The main principle on which 

the UNEF operated was to prevent hostilities and to keep the Egyptian and Israeli forces 

as far as possible from each other. In the Gaza strip UNEF took up positions in the main 

vulnerable places, such as, police stations, power water pumping installations and
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UNRWA ( United Nations Relief and Works Agency) food stores were placed along 

the Gaza strip).(90)

The Aftermath

The Israeli decision to withdraw was a great relief to the British government which 

longed to rebuild its position in the Middle East and restore the British economy. Against 

the background of a more favourable atmosphere between Israel and Britain, Israel tried 

to break the ice between the two countries by suggesting to the British that the two 

countries shared common interests in the Middle East. On 9 March Elath told Watson, 

the head of African department of the Foreign Office, that both countries wanted to see 

Nasser isolated. As for the rest of the Arab states, the Ambassador stated that the 

oil-producing countries had no common boundaries with Israel and had no Palestinian 

refugees within their countries, and that therefore co-operation between Israel, Western 

Europe, Britain and the oil-producing countries might be possible. (91) However, Watson 

was reluctant to agree with the Ambassador's analysis and warned him against false 

optimism because as long as Britain and the Western countries depended on Middle 

Eastern oil, which probably meant for the next twenty years, they would not be in a 

position to challenge Arab attitudes towards Israel. Hatred, he explained, was the one 

factor that united the Arab countries and neither Britain nor any other Western state 

could take any pro-Israeli action, which meant that the 'cold shoulder' stance towards 

Israel would continue. As for the oil-producing countries, Watson said, they could not 

initiate even a token step towards Israel without risking their position in the Arab 

world.(92)

The Israeli government and her representatives in London were disappointed to learn
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that the Suez events did not bring the two countries closer and the Israeli consul Gershon 

Avner expressed his regret when he wrote on 27 March that 'One can say that since 

1920 there was no change in the British attitude towards Zionism, the only turnabout 

are the circumstances and the fact that Britain today cannot do much harm to Israel'.(93) 

However, despite the fact that Anglo-Israeli relations did not reach a significant 

breakthrough, Israel's overall position had changed remarkably as a result of the Suez 

war. From being a country with a fragile existence; with Fedayeen raids along the 

borders and financial challenges, she turned into a more confident, self-assured country. 

Israel had achieved a formidable military victory and despite having to withdraw her 

forces, Israel's world position had changed. Israel was now seen as a strong country 

whose existence was no longer debatable. Israel achieved a relatively quiet period on her 

borders and she was no longer subjected to frequent Fedayeen activities on her southern 

border. The opening of the Tiran straits opened new horizons for Israel and she could 

fulfil the dream of developing her southern port as an important gate to African and 

Asian countries with whom she succeeded to establish very impressive political and 

cultural links. Yet, the Israelis did not benefit from their ties with Britain and France, 

because Suez increased the image of Israel as being part of the imperialistic camp. 

Israel's relationship with her neighbours did not improve as a result of the war: on the 

contrary, Israeli leaders were as certain as ever of the continuance of the dispute, and 

the defeat of Egypt only enhanced Israel's belief that the only hope for bringing peace to 

the region was by gaining a military victory. Nasser, on the other hand, had strengthened 

his position in the Arab world more than ever and his military defeat only enhanced his 

and the pro-Nasserite elements' hatred towards Israel and towards the West in general. 

The Franco-Israeli relationship reached its peak during and after the campaign. The main
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contribution Israel gained from this relationship was not necessarily in the military sphere 

but rather in the diplomatic and political one. France's friendship in the period between 

November 1956 up to the Israeli withdrawal was a tremendous asset for Israel.

While Israel's political and military achievements as a result of the Suez war were 

remarkable, for Britain the Suez war had a more serious consequences. The Foreign 

Office realized that for the time being it was better to take a back seat while the wounds 

of the Suez experience healed. As early as November 1956 Sir Gladwyn Jebb, the British 

Ambassador to Paris, noted that Neither England nor France can any longer pursue any 

really independent policy and that they must therefore hence forward content 

themselves with being satellites of the United States, unless they prefer to be satellites 

of the Soviet Union'.(94) Sir John Nicholls also appreciated the different climate that 

arose in the Middle East after the Suez crisis and advised the Foreign Office in 

December that Britain should limit her efforts to gain a peace settlement because the 

Arabs refused to recognise Israel's existence and therefore 'one has to start from the 

assumption that no Arab state will be willing to settle with Israel'. (95) Nicholls also 

rejected the previous British suggestion, such as a land bridge between Egypt and 

Jordan, (see chapter 2) and argued that any attempt to try to achieve a settlement at the 

present time would be to 'run our heads against a brick wall'.(96) He concluded that it 

would be better to accept that under the current situation a satisfactory settlement was 

unobtainable and Britain's aim for the time being should be limited and focus on securing 

her interests to the best of her ability by other means until the prospect for such a 

settlement looked brighter. (97) This realisation was quite remarkable, especially if one 

remembers that Nicholls view of Israel's behaviour was not very sympathetic, and that 

he had adopted quite often a harsh and critical view of Israel actions.
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This belief that it would be better not to hold high hopes and to take a secondary role 

was reiterated by the Foreign Office later in February 1957, and it was recognised that 

under these circumstances the best Britain could hope for in the region was a 'peaceful, 

prosperous and stable area which is well disposed towards the West and towards Britain 

in particular'.(98)

As for the Anglo-Israeli relationship, this should also be viewed as part of a long 

march with small steps being taken towards a closer relationship. The Suez episode and 

its aftermath therefore marked a minor adjustment towards a better and more friendly 

relationship. The affair contributed to the reduction of tension between the two countries 

and smoothed the path for the future. The succession of Harold Macmillan as premier 

also eased the way for the Israelis to place more trust in relations with Britain. In the 

denouement of the Suez affair the two countries faced a new situation in the region and 

worldwide. Yet this was only the prelude before the curtains rose on an even greater 

drama.
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Chapter no 6.

BEYOND SUEZ

THE ISRAELI WITHDRAWAL AND THE SEARCH OF ANEW STATUS QUO 

This chapter examines the immediate period after the Israeli withdrawal from the Sinai 

in March 1957 and the direct implications of the outcome of the Suez war for the Middle 

East.

In particular it explores the consequences and lessons that Israel and Britain drew from 

their experience during the campaign and whether Anglo-Israeli relations improved as 

a result of the war or whether they retreated into old patterns of behaviour.

Securing Free Passage of the Waterways 

On the night of 7/8 March 1957 the Israeli army completed its withdrawal from the 

Gaza strip and Sharm-el-Sheikh. For the Israelis the Suez crisis came to an end, but there 

were, however, still many problems which both Israel and Britain had to overcome.

The Suez war had a very powerful impact on the region. It enhanced the existing 

opposition to the West, it increased the popularity of Nasser and marked a growing 

involvement by the Soviet Union in Middle Eastern affairs. This trend led to regional 

destabilisation with upheavals among the more pro-Western regimes, thus causing grave 

anxiety to Britain, Israel and the United States. The Israeli government was anxious to 

ensure that the situation prior to Suez would not return. In particular, she wanted to 

protect her newly acquired right of free passage through the Tiran straits, the Gulf of 

Aqaba and the Suez canal, and to prevent the possibility of Egypt returning to the Gaza 

strip. The UN resolution of 4 November called for the deployment of UN forces in the
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Gaza strip, but the immediate developments following the Israeli withdrawal were not 

as simple as this process suggested. New problems emerged as Nasser announced in 

early March his intention to send a military governor and staff to Gaza, while 

simultaneously Cairo radio officially declared that Egypt would not permit Israeli ships 

free passage through the Tiran straits. (1) This naturally caused concern in Israel and 

Prime Minister Ben-Gurion immediately complained to the US about these serious 

developments. In an official letter to President Eisenhower on 13 March, he stressed 

that only a week after Israel had evacuated the Gaza strip, she was already facing the 

danger that the status quo ante might be restored.(2) Ben-Gurion noted that Israel did 

not wish to take aggressive measures to change the situation, but that under certain 

circumstances she might have to resort to 'self-defence'.(3) He concluded his letter by 

expressing his hope that the Israeli people would not live to regret their decision to 

withdraw from Sinai.(4) Following this on 18 March Golda Meir, still in the United 

States, told Dulles and State Department officials that the Egyptian army now controlled 

the road between El-Arish and Gaza and that Israel had information that Nasser planned 

to put his army into Gaza and then ask the UNEF to withdraw to the border. Meir said 

that all these developments if they became public would cause uproar in Israel, especially 

from those living along the southern border with Egypt. (5) On April 2 Ben-Gurion also 

expressed his apprehension to the American Ambassador to Tel-Aviv, Edward Lawson, 

stating that his government was gravely concerned about what had happened in Gaza and 

that he suspected that Nasser's action enjoyed the support of the UN Secretary General 

Dag Hammarskjold. (6) He also said to Lawson on March 17 that he suspected that the 

dispatch of a military governor to Gaza enjoyed the support of the UN Secretary 

General, (7) Mistrust towards the UN was also expressed by Meir in her talks with State
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Department officials. Meir dramatically warned that if Israel wanted she could take the 

Egyptian general and 'parade him through Tel-Aviv1, (8) Meir concluded in her talks on 

18 March that Israel did not rely on the UN but on the US.(9)

The fact that Israel's pleas were addressed to the US was not accidental and derived 

from two reasons. First, that it was the United States who had put the biggest pressure 

on Israel to withdraw and had guaranteed freedom of passage to Israeli shipping in the 

Gulf of Aqaba through the Canal. Second, that the Israelis had little confidence in the 

UN and believed that only the US had the power to ensure that the promises made to 

Israel prior to her withdrawal would be upheld. In addition, Ambassador Eban stressed 

on 13 March the American responsibility to keep the promises made to Israel prior to 

her withdrawal. He said that Israel had taken a difficult and historic step in placing her 

hopes in the United States, and therefore she expected that the US and the other nations 

who had urged her to withdraw from Sinai would help to uphold the UN resolution. 

(10) It seems, however, that Israel's anxiety in this respect was unfounded. According 

to the American records, Nasser had promised Hammarskjold at the end of March that 

no Egyptian troops would move into Gaza(l 1) and argued that it was in his own 

government's interest to prevent raids from Gaza into Israel's territory. (12) He also 

assured Hammarskjold that Egypt had no intention of moving into the Sharm-el-Sheikh 

area.(13)

Meanwhile tensions also grew as a result of Nasser's announcement on 18 March that 

he would not allow Israeli ships through the Suez canal until there was a settlement of 

the Arab refugee problem.(14) For Israel free passage was not just a question of principle 

but was seen as vital for the development of her southern port of Eilat. Eilat had special 

significance for Israel's economy because it was the port nearest to East Africa, South
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Africa and the Far East. Furthermore, goods brought to Eilat from the East did not pass 

through the Suez canal and thus were cheaper and avoided the risk of interference from 

Egypt. (15) Israeli diplomats in Washington and London were therefore quick to indicate 

that their government would not tolerate any act of discrimination and emphasised that 

any interference with the passage of Israeli shipping through Suez or the Gulf of Aqaba 

would be seen by Israel as an act of war.(16) Moreover, Gideon Raphel (17) said at the 

beginning of April, that Israel would want to test the Egyptian attitude and that Israel 

would not let the matter rest. (18) The Israelis were therefore keen to publicise the 

passage of the US flag oil tanker 'Kern Hills', under charter to the Israeli government, 

which in late March entered the Gulf of Aqaba through the Straits of Tiran and 

discharged its cargo of oil at the port of Eilat.(19)

Britain and the US feared that Israel might follow this by putting the matter of freedom 

of passage to test by sending one of its own ships to Eilat. This would place them in a 

delicate position. Apparently a British correspondent in Cyprus was told by the Israeli 

consul that the ship in question was the 'Atlit'. It was thought that Israel's desire to send 

this ship to Eilat was natural and reasonable, although it was doubtful whether it was in 

Israel's interests to draw attention to the ships' passage by publicising it. (20) It was felt 

that if Israel went ahead and sent a ship the Egyptians would be bound to stop it. Britain 

would then be placed in a difficult and delicate position as Israel would probably 

complain to the UN, and Britain would have to support Israel. However, at the same 

time this would damage Britain's negotiations with the Egyptians over the future of the 

Canal. If Israel's complaint to the Security Council failed, a breach would have been 

made in the principle of non-discrimination, subject to the 13 October resolution, which 

was the basis for British negotiations with Egypt. (21)

194



Fortunately, in a conversation between Hammarskjold, Nasser and Fawzi in March that 

year the Egyptian position proved to be much more flexible and forthcoming. The 

Egyptians assured the UN Secretary General that and that they were closing their eyes 

to the Aqaba situation. Nonetheless, when Hammarsjold asked about the possible 

Egyptian reaction to Israeli ships proceeding through the Canal, Fawzi answered 'Please 

forget you asked that question'.(22) Nasser's response was to state simply that Israeli 

ships would not be allowed to use the canal; a decision he justified on the grounds that 

any Egyptian government permitting Israeli ships into Port Said or Ismalia would risk 

immediate sabotage to the Canal.(23) On the other hand, Nasser and Fawzi indicated 

that they had no objection to the matter being taken to the International Court and thus 

Israel's rights could be discussed without involving the Egyptians in any initiative. (24) 

However, just as an unwritten agreement on Israeli passage through the Gulf of 

Aqaba was reached with Egypt, further objections were raised by the Saudi government 

in the summer of 1957. On 7 June 1957 the Saudis complained to the State Department 

that they were concerned the presence of Israeli warships in the Gulf of Aqaba.(25) 

However, in a discussion between Eban and State Department officials on 11 June, the 

Ambassador vigorously denied to his American counterpart the Saudis' accusation that 

Israeli warships were patrolling in the Gulf. The warships, he told the US 

Under-Secretary of State, had remained in Eilat save for a training trip sometime in May 

and were under instructions to keep out of Saudi waters. He also denied that Israel had 

any intention of interfering with the pilgrims. (26) Eban told the State Department on 

June 11 that the Saudis must know that they were not bombed as they claimed; Israel 

would be 'off its head', he told Dulles and Rountree, to do such a thing at a time when 

they were trying to develop the Gulf. He reassured them that Israel would respect
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territorial waters and asked that this message be conveyed to the Saudis.(27) The 

Saudis were clearly unconvinced and in a discussion between Azzam Pasha, the 

representative of King Saud, and Rountree, the Assistant Secretary for Near Eastern 

Affairs in the State Department, on 24 June Pasha said that the King expressed his 

opposition and reservations about the new situation created in the Gulf and accused 

Israel of taking aggressive action in these waters. He said that an Israeli destroyer had 

sailed from Eilat heading toward the Arab town of Sheikhameed. The King also stated 

his grave concern over the fate of the holy places of Islam in the Arabian peninsula. He 

was afraid, that if Israeli shipping were allowed to use the Gulf of Aqaba, Arab pilgrims 

would be blocked from visiting those places.(28) Furthermore, Pasha emphasised that 

the King resented the benefits Israel had gained from its recent aggression. The Saudis 

did not want to bring the case to the International Court, but Saudi Arabia together with 

Jordan complained to the Security Council, saying that the traditional route in the Gulf 

area for pilgrims was no longer safe. The US administration was worried by this 

development, because if the matter was not Settled it could damage Saudi-US relations 

and thereby the US position in the region.(29)

At the end of September the Saudis also expressed their concern to British officials 

and in a letter to the British embassy in Washington, they emphasised their objection to 

Israel's use of the Gulf, stressing that it was Arab water. (30) Britain's attitude on the 

matter was based on the consideration that the Gulf of Aqaba must be regarded as high 

seas, i.e. waters that are not internal or territorial. The same consideration applied to the 

straits of Tiran which could be used for international navigation between the two ports 

of the high seas under article 1794 of the draft article on the law of the sea drawn up by 

the UN International law committee. (31)
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Yacov Zur, the Israeli Ambassador to Paris, had already informed the Israeli Foreign 

Ministry in July that, according to French sources, the State Department was anxious to 

solve the problem of the Gulf. The State Department, he continued, had pressed Saud 

not to associate with Nasser if he decided to prevent Israeli passage. Zur wrote to 

Jerusalem that his information was that the State Department was aware of Israel's great 

sensitivity on the matter and assumed that if Israeli rights to free passage were disturbed, 

Israel would immediately respond, a move which might bring the Soviets into the 

picture.(32)

While Israel still faced obstacles in the use of the Gulf of Aqaba the British government 

was steaming ahead in an effort to resolve its differences with Egypt and to facilitate a 

quick solution of the Canal issue. The Israeli withdrawal from Sinai made possible the 

reopening of the canal to shipping, but it had first to be cleared of the ships the Egyptians 

had sunk during the war as part of their blockade of the canal. During the spring the 

Suez canal was steadily cleared of these obstacles, but there was still the question of the 

terms to be agreed between the Egyptian government and the nations using the canal. 

Nasser said that the canal would be operated by the Suez Canal Authority and that 

Egypt would be bound by the convention of 1888, and that therefore the dues should be 

paid to the company.(33) The British and the French governments with the support of 

the US, suggested that the dues should be paid to the UN or the International Bank.(34)

As revealed in Macmillan's memoirs, the intention of the British government was to 

keep the large Sterling balances blocked in the No.l account and to persuade the 

Egyptians to accept payment of the dues in transferable sterling which would be made 

available for each transaction. Negotiations between the Bank of England and the Bank 

of Egypt in Basle proved to be very successful and a plan for a special transferable
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sterling account to be opened for Canal dues and other outgoings in connection with 

shipping was agreed by the two parties. (35) The Canal was officially reopened on 10 

April and British ships began to use the Canal again in mid-May and French ships in 

June. (3 6)

Securing the Western Oil Supply 

Britain attached great importance to a quick solution of the Canal problem because 

its closure had heavy financial consequences for Britain and it was in her interests to 

ensure that trade and especially oil flowed through the canal as soon as possible. The 

Suez war highlighted the vulnerability of the oil supply from the Middle East in time of 

crisis , especially with the growth of Arab nationalism, and revealed the necessity of 

finding an alternative supply route. Both the American and the British governments were 

aware of this and at the Bermuda conference in March 1957 Eisenhower and Macmillan 

discussed the issue in order to find a common policy towards Middle Eastern oil. The 

Bermuda conference was also one of the first steps Macmillan took to restore better 

relations with the US after the breach caused by the Suez crisis. (37)

Although the Suez crisis showed that Europe could obtain its oil from the American 

continent, it resulted in heavy financial difficulties, especially for the British economy 

whose companies traded in Sterling. One of the lessons of Suez over the medium term 

was therefore that an alternative pipeline from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean 

coast was of immense importance. In addition, it was felt that the oil companies should 

be encouraged to ship oil in large tankers which could be navigated around the Cape of 

Good Hope. (38)

The main routes of oil supply were:
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Iraq-the main oil fields were at Kirkuk and Basra. The output from Kirkuk depended on 

conveyance by pipeline (Iraq Petroleum Company) across Syria to the Mediterranean 

coast. The main weakness here was that the pipeline traversed Syrian territory, whereas, 

output from Basra was carried by tanker from the head of the Persian Gulf and therefore 

was much more secure.

Saudi Arabia -Saudi oil (under 100% American control) output was carried by the 

Trans-Arabian pipeline (Tapline) across Jordan, Syria and Lebanon to Sidon. Although 

this line was not destroyed during the Suez campaign its route through Syria also placed 

the Tapline in a vulnerable position. (3 9) Iranian output was carried wholly by tankers 

and therefore was not affected by difficulties with the pipeline.

Taking into consideration that seventy per cent of the free world's oil reserves were 

in the Middle East, that by 1957 the region supplied approximately eighty per cent of the 

free world's oil requirements (40) and that it was unlikely that increased supply of other 

sources of energy would be sufficient for the needs of Western Europe, the US and 

British governments recognised the importance of joint efforts to ensure the flow of oil 

and at the same time saw the necessity of reducing Western dependence on the Middle 

Eastern transit countries.(41) The favoured alternative pipeline route suggested in a 

memorandum drawn up by the United States and Britain was one that would run through 

Iraq to Turkey and to the Mediterranean coast. The idea being that a large capacity 

pipeline from Kirkuk to a deep water terminal in Turkey would provide not only a very 

useful new outlet but also an insurance against disturbances by Syria and Egypt.(42) At 

the same time the British and the Americans believed that it was desirable to seek 

alternative sources outside the Middle East such as Colombia, Venezuela and North 

Africa.(43)
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A similar conclusion to that was drawn in two conferences held in London between 

18-19 March and 13-16 May, where the eight major oil companies decided on a 

pipeline system running from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean.(44) They also 

concluded that as long as the Middle East remained the main source of oil it was 

important to minimise the possibility of interruption to the flow of oil from the region. 

This could be achieved by restoring normal relations with Egypt, and at the same time 

further enhancing the prestige of Iraq and Saudi Arabia in the Arab world.(45) The US 

and Britain, the paper emphasised, should therefore aim to reduce the tension between 

Israel and her neighbours, as any further escalation in the dispute would jeopardise the 

safety of the oil supply, and that Israel should be persuaded to take a less militant 

posture.(46) As for the British position in the region, the US administration believed it 

was of immense importance to have some agreement with the Saudis and to solve the 

Buraimi dispute. . . (47) The Burami oasis consisted of eight villages whose

inhabitants had managed to live without an alliance to any state but their allegiance was 

claimed by the ruler of Abu Dhabi and by the Sultan of Muscat, places where Britain had 

'special position' including responsibility for their foreign policy. It was hoped that if oil 

was to be discovered in that area, the concession would go to the Iraqi Petroleum 

Company. However, the Saudis were also keen to get their hand on any possible future 

oil that might be found, which meant that any concession would go to ARAMCO and 

the British would lose possible revenue. Nasser had sided with King Saud on this issue 

and they attacked the British government for conducting a colonial-type relationship with 

the Gulf sheikdoms. (48) The Burami issue became also a bone of contention between 

the United States and Britain, because the US government was eager to support and 

promote King Saud as a counter to Nasser. When finally the Americans convinced the



Saudis that the matter should be referred to an international arbitration the British 

arbitrator resigned and finally on 26 October 1955 a British military force was used to 

occupy the oasis. (49) There therefore needed to be a settlement of this issue to ease 

Anglo-American co-operation over the regional oil issue.

Political and Strategic Impact on Britain's Position in the Region 

By the spring of 1957 it seemed that the confusion and upheaval of Suez had finally 

passed. Despite the financial losses the British economy suffered as a result of the 

campaign, the country was on her way to recovery. The financial estimates for 

July-December 1957 showed a surplus of £167m; the balance of visible trade showed 

hardly any change compared with 1956, and an increase of £38 million appeared in the 

current account surplus as a result of a recovery in invisible earnings from oil in the 

second half of 1957.(50)

However, although the financial effects of the Suez crisis were mainly temporaiy, the 

political and strategic consequences were more painful and placed Britain in a difficult 

position. The repercussions of Suez radically affected Britain's military mobility in the 

region. (51) An air barrier was established from Syria to the Sudan which restricted 

Britain's ability to now reinforce and maintain the Arabian peninsula from the East 

Mediterranean. (52) The most direct air route to the Persian Gulf, East Africa and the Far 

East lay across the Middle East and therefore it was important that the UK enjoyed 

adequate overflying facilities. Under her formal agreements Britain enjoyed rights to 

overfly Iraq, Libya and Ethiopia and had ad hoc agreements with Turkey, Iran, Lebanon 

and Sudan. However the Egyptian and Syrian air corridors were closed after Suez, 

whereas, prior to Suez, Britain had enjoyed overflying rights in Egypt under the Suez
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base agreement of 1954. It was estimated that overflying Israel, could create some 

political disadvantages, especially if the Israelis were to request in return the right to use 

Cyprus for unarmed planes.(53) Apart from the realisation that as a result of Suez the 

Persian Gulf had a greater strategic importance than before, it is hard to demonstrate 

any other strategic or political change in the British aims in the Middle East. The overall 

picture was still guided by the same traditional principles; securing the oil-producing 

countries, keeping the Baghdad Pact in tact and preserving British influence in the 

region.

The Impact of the Suez War on Israel

In spite of the fact that the period following Israeli withdrawal from Sinai led to 

continuing difficulties in Gaza and in the Gulf of Aqaba, the overall picture, after the 

initial period of complications, proved that the Suez operation had improved Israel's 

security and international position and that it was the only party involved in the operation 

to benefit from the war. It gave Israel a sense of security and brought peace to the 

southern border region now that Fedayeen activities had ceased. Israel's military victory 

contributed to a calmer atmosphere and a greater belief in Israel's ability to defend 

herself. Stability along the borders was increased and the risks of militant action 

reduced. As events were to show during 1957 and 1958, Israel's ability to restrain herself 

was far greater now than in the past. Israel's military triumph in Suez paved the way for 

a new era in Israel; a period in which she could concentrate more than ever on internal 

goals: building her internal strength, investing in science, higher education and absorbing 

the mass Jewish immigration from North Africa and the Eastern bloc. In addition, she 

extended her relations with new countries and built a more positive image worldwide.
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In assessing the consequences of Suez, Ben-Gurion told IDF commanders on 

December 1956, that Israel's victory had brought her great benefits. First and foremost, 

he emphasised she had achieved freedom of passage through the Tiran Straits and was 

now able to develop the port of Eilat which was vital for Israel's future. He continued 

by saying that Israel had managed to achieve world recognition for her right of freedom 

of passage and also the right to use force in order to protect this freedom and had thus 

opened the gate to Asia and Africa. He assured those soldiers who felt that they had 

fought in vain (because of Israel's decision to withdraw) that this was not true, because 

all the aims and achievement he mentioned could not have been accomplished without 

Israel's military victory. (54) Ben-Gurion concluded that the Sinai war was like 'Lightning 

that rekindled the fires of inspiration in the Jewish people'. (55)

In analysing the Sinai war from this perspective, Ben-Gurion emphasised the 

importance of the western powers, and the newly emerging states in Africa and Asia. In 

one of his political essays Ben-Gurion stressed the significance he attached to Israel's 

relations with, and position within, the wider world. He said that the great powers had 

not ended their global role and that although France and Britain were not in the same 

position as before, they were still great nations who had contributed greatly to 

civilisation. He believed that the US, the one country that had pressured Israel to 

withdraw from Sinai, had changed her attitude towards Israel as a result of Suez. We 

must be aware', he stated, 'that Israel's security and strength depended not only on her 

military capacity, but to a large extent on her position in the international sphere'.(561 

This emphasis is very important as it indicated Ben-Gurion's deep understanding that 

Israel's security could not solely rely on her armed forces but that she had to improve her 

external relations and that therefore it was of immense importance for her to establish
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her position worldwide. It was a belief that Ben-Gurion had always had, however, we 

can see that as a result of the Suez crisis he stressed it more than ever.

Sir Francis Rundall, the new British Ambassador to Tel-Aviv, also noted the effect the 

Sinai war had on Israel's self-confidence. In a letter to Lloyd on January 1958, the 

Ambassador noted that her victory reduced her previous psychological necessity to take 

reprisal action whenever border incidents reached a certain level and had overall 

strengthened her confidence. Rundall went on to remark that at the same time the Suez 

campaign had forced Israel to realise her vulnerability to economic pressure, especially 

from the US and to become more aware of public opinion. 'The blinkered truculence of 

past years is being modified by the growing realisation that Israel must hence-forward 

face up to the progressively grimmer realisation of living in an area of active tension 

between East and West... It is nevertheless clear to the Israeli government that they must 

count the risks of far greater repercussions than before to any trigger-happy initiative on 

their part.'(57) He also believed that the maintenance of the status quo in the region was 

a major Israeli interest.

As the dust settled on the Suez crisis, giving more security to Israel on her southern 

border, her decision-makers tried to widen her foreign relations with more countries. 

One of the main priorities on Israel's agenda after Suez was her relations with the Asian 

and African states. Ben-Gurion attached great importance to these relations and in his 

diary he emphasised their significance for Israel. He believed the African and Asian states 

were a rising force which one day could form the strongest political factor in the 

world. (5 8) The relations between Israel and African-Asian states known as the 'Periphery 

Treaty', was one of Israel's main priorities during the 1950s and 1960s. Ben-Gurion saw 

great importance in these relations as an indirect strategy to gain friends in the peripheral
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region and a way to break out of isolation. (59) He believed that the importance of 

Africa and Asia would increase in the light of the Cold War, which was to a large degree 

a struggle between East and West in Asia and Africa, but noted that many of those 

African and Asian states which had recently gained independence did not wish to be 

closely associated with the Western powers who had previously been their oppressors. 

Here was an opportunity for Israel, a small nation which had also recently freed herself 

from British imperialism, to offer assistance and advice. The Suez affair had contributed 

to Israel's positive image, thereby enabling her to gain a special position within these 

countries.(60) Ben-Gurion believed that the friendship between Israel and the African 

and Asian states was based on common ground, for example, he said, they shared a fear 

of the pan-Arab movement. In addition, Israel had a unique way of life in the Kibbutzim 

and her ability to absorb people from different cultures appealed to them.(61) Israel was 

willing to assist these countries in restoring their villages, in training their inhabitants to 

work in factories and in helping them with advances in the agriculture and medical fields. 

A special department in the Israeli Foreign Ministry was set up to conduct the activities 

in these countries.(62)

In their desire to build these relations, the Israelis were willing to explore any possible 

channel which could help them broaden their contacts with countries in this region and 

sought British help to achieve this goal. Walter Eytan, the General Director of the Israeli 

Foreign Office, told Sir Francis Rundall on 27 July, that Her Majesty's Government 

would be able to assist Israel in this matter, for example in her relations with Burma. He 

said that Israel had begun to establish good relations with that country, but then the 

Burmese had suddenly changed their attitude and he was suspicious that Britain was 

involved in this. Rundall thought that this was unlikely and considered rightly that it was
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symbolic of Israel's suspicions towards the United Kingdom.(63) As a matter of fact the 

Foreign Office in London viewed Israel's relations with Asian and African countries 

quite favourably, because Israel's influence, as a pro-Western country, could work 

against that of Communism and the Pan-Arab movement. In addition, the advantage to 

Britain was that it helped Israel to find an outlet for her trade thus evading the Arab 

boycott, because if the boycott succeeded in bringing Israel's economy to a standstill it 

would pose a danger to Middle East peace and therefore to Britain's interests. In 

addition, the Foreign Office hoped that the relationship between the African-Asian states 

and Israel could contribute to a reduction of Israel feelings of isolation and 

claustrophobia. (64)

The Arrival of Sir Francis Rundall

Sir Francis Rundall, who succeeded Sir John Nicholls in April 1957, was quick to 

realise the bitterness the Israelis felt towards Her Majesty's Government and even more 

so towards the Foreign Office. Sir Francis Rundall had previously served in the Northern 

American department in the Foreign Office and was Consul-General in New York prior 

to his appointment to Tel Aviv. There is nothing significant in his career that would 

explain why he adopted a more sympathetic view towards Israel than his predecessor, 

Sir John Nicholls, although one can cautiously speculate that his experience in the United 

States might have influenced his views. One can also assume that the fact that Rundall 

served in a period where Israeli policy was much more cautious and less aggressive, 

enabled him to adopt a more understanding outlook.

In Rundall's first meeting with Ben-Gurion on 1 June he faced the usual Israeli 

complaint about the unfriendly and flawed attitude that Britain adopted towards her.
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After an initial expression of admiration for the British people and their way of life, 

Ben-Gurion said that the Foreign Office had not changed its attitude towards Israel since 

1945. The Ambassador in return explained that Britain's interests in the region prevented 

her from adopting a more forthcoming attitude towards Israel, and that Her Majesty's 

Government's feelings towards Israel were sympathetic but reserved. He expressed his 

hope that no one still believed in the myth that the Foreign Office was anti-Israeli, 

emphasising that responsible officials must be realistic and that British policy in the 

region must be realistic too. Ben-Gurion agreed but said this did not change the fact that 

British policy towards Israel was not particularly friendly. He went on to say that he fully 

appreciated the motives of British policy, but believed it was mistaken because their basic 

assumption that the attitude of the Arab states towards the West depended on the 

Western behaviour towards Israel was wrong. Ben-Gurion said that the Arabs would 

follow whatever what they thought served their best interests, but that as long as Britain 

stuck to this assumption there was no hope of improvement in Anglo-Israeli relations. 

The Prime Minister argued that it was all very well to say that Britain was friendly 

towards Israel but could not express this warmth because of her need of oil, but that in 

twenty years time, when Britain's dependence on oil was reduced she would be able to 

state her friendship towards Israel openly. Ben-Gurion concluded that for Israel the next 

twenty years were of immense importance and she could not afford to wait until then. 

(65)

So although Sir Francis Rundall served in a different and quieter environment than 

his predecessor, Sir John Nicholls, he still faced the traditional difficulties of the 

Anglo-Israeli relationship. Rundall clearly realised the difficulty of the task before him, 

and was aware of the sensitivity of the Israelis. 'Israel', the Ambassador noted in August
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1958, 'is a country where there is more happening per square mile than in other country 

of comparable size, and its people are patently eager that one shall see, understand and 

above all approve of what their country is doing.'(66) In one of his first dispatches it was 

evident that Rundall clearly saw the strategic and political value of Israel in the 

likelihood of a new Middle Eastern crisis. He wrote, 'One can even speculate that the 

time could come when we should wish to be in closer collaboration with Israel, for 

example, if the Eisenhower doctrine would have failed and the Arabs would fall 

generally under Communist influence...' 'If this observation was accepted then the 

problem was how to maintain Britain's influence in Israel without facing repercussions 

in the Arab world'.(67) However, he continued, 'One has to be aware of the difficulties 

the Western powers might have in helping Israel,' because 'the blunders, that to the 

outside world wreck the good case they have built up, are to them merely the logical 

development as judged by their peculiar terms of references'. (68) 'One learns after a little 

time1, Rundall concluded, ’to judge events in their local context; they make little sense 

otherwise'.(69) As for Anglo-Israeli relations, the Ambassador believed that Britain had 

enjoyed a short popularity during October 1956, but afterwards relations had gone back 

to their old pattern. He suggested that the Foreign Office should be more aware of the 

great suspicion among Israeli leaders about British motives. Trom Ben-Gurion 

onwards’, the Ambassador indicated, 'Britain was considered to be engaged in the 

appeasement of the Arabs at Israel's expense in order to restore her influence in the 

region, and the popular picture was of a friendly Israel trying to break through a closed 

British do or'. (70) Ben-Gurion's remark to Rundall in July 1957 that *Mv Ambassador to 

London is no more use than mv Ambassador to Moscow!'(711 expressed the common 

view of many Israeli leaders about the nature of Anglo-Israeli relations, implying that
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relations were merely formal without any real and meaningful co-operation.

Rundall thought that, in spite of all the consequences close relations with Israel could 

have on British interests in the region, it would be wise for Her Majesty's Government 

to retain some loose influence upon Israel which he justified with reference to political 

and economic arguments. Israel, Rundall wrote to Lloyd in August 1957, was an 

expanding market, and politically it was important to maintain some influence on Israel, 

especially in time of tension. 'Although', he continued, 'one might argue that British 

decline of power was balanced by American dominance, one has to remember that there 

could always be differences in view between the US and Britain.'(72) Rundall believed 

that it was important not to let British influence in Israel sink any further even though 

friendly relations with Israel contradicted other British interests in the region, 'Because, 

after all, Israel was the most democratic country in the Middle East, politically stable and 

anti-Communist and likely to remain Western in her way of life'. (73) Rundall believed 

that Britain still enjoyed respect and admiration in Israel for the institutions which had 

been established during the Mandate period. He warned that the generation who shared 

this admiration would not remain in power forever, and would soon be replaced by 

'Sabras' (native-born Israelis). The new generation in the Ambassador's eyes combined 

the aggressiveness of their parents with a complete indifference to outside opinion or 

advice.(74) Therefore, in Rundall's view, they should be watched and guided in the next 

twenty years, or else 'Israel could become the Germany of the Middle East'.(75I 

Rundall's remark proved to be true to some degree, as Israel did become a state with a 

strong military capacity. It is also true that the Defence Ministry and the IDF had and still 

has a major influence upon Israel's foreign policy and her decision-making. However, one 

should bear in mind that unlike in Britain the IDF is an integral part of the Israeli life and



is not an establishment of professional soldiers. In a society where there is compulsory 

military conscription there is very little division between the IDF and civilians, hence the 

great influence it has upon decision-makers.

However, although the Ambassador recommended the Foreign Office to improve 

British relations with Israel there is no indication that the mood in Whitehall changed 

dramatically. Furthermore, the Foreign Office did not give up, even at that stage, in its 

search for a frontier adjustment between Israel and her neighbours. The Suez crisis and 

its bitter consequences did not lessen the British desire to make further suggestions with 

regard to Israel's frontiers. In a parliamentary debate in the House of Commons on 14 

March 1957, the Foreign Secretary addressed the problem of frontiers adjustments 

between Israel and her neighbours and suggested that the Arab states should receive a 

guarantee that Israel would not expand her territory, while Israel's right to exist would 

be assured. In addition, Lloyd said that a compromise should be reached on the Arab 

refugees and the frontiers questions because the current frontier situation between Israel 

and her neighbours was, in Lloyd's view, 'nonsense'. 'Anyone', he said, 'that had made his 

way from Tel-Aviv to Jerusalem must realise that there could not be a permanent peace 

with the present demarcation line'. (76) We can assume that the Foreign Secretary 

comment's was a result of the nature of Israelis frontiers as they were at the time. 

According to the Armistice lines of 1949, Israel's main cities were within a very close 

range of her border and therefore put her citizens in a very vulnerable situation. From the 

north of Israel to the south was only 300 miles. The map below gives some indication 

of the proximity of Israel's' settlements to the Jordanian border. (77)
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Lloyd was careful not to specify the frontier adjustments he had in mind, thereby not 

repeating Eden's mistake of 1955. 'I think', he concluded, 'that both sides will have to 

realise that we shall not get peace unless Israel has a more sensible form of 

frontiers'.(78) Unusually this speech did not seem to lead to any special reaction in 

Israel, and one can assume that it was due to Lloyd's deliberate lack of precision with 

regard to potential borders adjustments.

This can be seen as an indication that right after the Suez crisis, when Britain was still 

liking her wounds from the Suez expedition, she was still trying to rebuild her relations 

with the Arab countries with no real desire to get closer to Israel.

The 'Shell' Crisis

Tension between Britain and Israel also arose during autumn 1957 because of the Shell 

oil company's decision to withdraw from Israel. Due to the Egyptian ban on Israeli 

shipping and on any cargo destined for Israel using the Suez Canal, oil tankers were 

prohibited from reaching the Haifa refineries. Shell's decision was a blow to Israel's effort 

to strengthen her economy especially in the face of growing Jewish immigration from the 

Eastern bloc and North Africa. Shell's formal excuse for leaving Israel was that it was 

not profitable. However, Israel had secret information which indicated that financial 

reasons were not the main cause for the company's decision to leave Israel. The Israeli 

Foreign Ministry informed Yacov Zur, the Israeli Ambassador to Paris, and Eliahu 

Elath, the Israeli Ambassador to London, on 3 September, that Israel had obtained a 

secret document, which proved that Shell made satisfactory profits in Israel and it 

therefore confirmed Israel's suspicion that Shell's decision was not a result of pure 

financial considerations, but was taken under Arab pressure.(79) Previously, during July,



the Foreign Office had been informed by Shell that Saudi Arabia had made a 

representation, tantamount to an ultimatum, ordering it to cease trade with Israel by July 

or otherwise the company would be asked to leave Saudi Arabia. While Shell's interests 

in Saudi Arabia were modest, they were nevertheless apprehensive that if they did not 

comply with these demands, this would result in a rescinding of their right to trade in 

Saudi Arabia, as well as the possible loss of business in other Arab countries. The 

decision to relinquish trade in Israel was thus concluded.(80) British Petroleum 

supported this decision and shortly afterwards, they too decided to cease trading with 

Israel. They justified their action by stating that in recent years they had been 'chiselled 

and squeezed' by the Israelis.(The Shell company of Palestine was 50/50 Shell and BP 

but under Shell management). Furthermore, the company stressed that this decision was 

not politically based and had been determined solely on financial and commercial 

grounds. (81)

As the co-operation of Arab countries was vital to the successful operation of oil 

companies in Britain, the Foreign Office decided that in this instance, it would be more 

prudent to adopt a policy of non-intervention. (82) In July Selwyn Lloyd expressed the 

British government's disappointment regarding the decision to withdraw from Israel and 

said that the important issue was not the short-term goals of the oil companies, and that 

his chief concern lay in addressing the question of how far Britain should proceed in 

submitting to Arab pressure. He concluded by stating that, although the government did 

not want to intervene or influence the companies' decision, he wanted them to be aware 

that it was the British government's express desire that a situation would not develop 

whereby Israel was starved of oil. (83)

Ever since the establishment of Israel and the Arab boycott imposed on her by her
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neighbours, Israel had lived under the threat that Western companies would give in to 

Arab pressure and cease their commercial relations with her. For Israel the prospect of 

a successful boycott threatened financial disaster to its economy, thereby jeopardizing 

Israel's very existence. Therefore every Israeli government had done its utmost to ensure 

that the Arab boycott would end in failure. The Israeli government was willing to use all 

kinds of methods to fight the boycott, for example publicising worldwide the names of 

those companies which had abandoned the Israeli market as a result of Arab blackmail. 

This method proved to be quite effective, and those companies that abandoned Israel 

because of Arab pressure found themselves boycotted by Jews especially in the United 

States. (84)

This case of the British oil companies appeared to be so important that the Jewish 

Board of Deputies expressed its concern on 26 July to the Foreign Office that BP and 

Shell's decision would encourage Arab states to act against Israel and sought to pressure 

the British government to advise the oil companies to reverse their decision.(85) When 

Golda Meir met Rundall on 15 July she told him that Israel viewed Shell's decision very 

seriously as the stoppage of oil was tantamount to declaring economic war against Israel. 

Meir argued that giving in to the Arab boycott and the blackmail of Nuri and Saud could 

damage Israel's economy and concluded by saying that a boycott of Israel by the major 

oil companies served as a reward for the Arabs' blackmail and aided their ambition to 

destroy Israel. (86) This point was also argued by Elath who told Lloyd on 15 July that 

in Israel's view the British government shared responsibility for the Shell's company's 

actions, because Britain held shares in British Petroleum. The Ambassador was reluctant 

to accept Lloyd's explanation that the British government, despite her shares in British 

Petroleum, did not intervene in the company's affairs. Elath argued that it would have
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been different if the Shell decision had been taken purely on economic grounds, but it 

was clear that it was taken on political grounds and the Israeli government could only 

conclude that this policy was deliberately calculated to gain credit in the Arab world at 

Israel's expense. (87)

In Shell's case, it was not just a political issue, but also a very important economic 

matter and it was in Israel's interests not to let Shell withdraw from Israel unless a 

satisfactory agreement, which assured the continuance of the flow of oil from Iran to 

Israel, could be reached. Shell's decision was seen by the Israeli government as another 

indication of the biased attitude of Her Majesty's Government towards Israel, because 

they believed that it was within the power of the British government to prevent Shell 

from leaving Israel.(88) The Israeli government was willing to allow the company to 

leave Israel quietly, providing it ensured that Israel would get the oil she needed from 

Iran in future years. In order to enable the negotiations to proceed in a calmer 

atmosphere the Israeli government stopped the anti-Shell public campaign for a while in 

the hope that a satisfactory agreement could be found.

The negotiations with Shell were not held directly by Israeli officials, but by a British 

Jew, Isaac Wolfson of General Universal Stores, and with French Jews acting as 

mediators in November 1957. Israel was willing to subsidize the investment in the Haifa 

refinery as long as Shell promised to continue the flow of oil. Rundall believed that 

although Wolfson was a tough businessman he was a devoted Zionist and suspected that 

he was more on Israel's side than on Shell's and that he probably got 'full treatment by 

the locals as the saviour of Zion'.(89) He also argued that the government of Israel was 

being deliberately obstructive so that she could take both the distribution network and 

the refinery at a bargain price.(90) However, as public pressure was reduced Shell
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adopted a more stubborn line. Shell's suggestion of supplying oil from Venezuela did 

not satisfy Israel as this alternative was open to her without the company's assistance. 

Shell did not want to guarantee supply from Iran because it would provoke an immediate 

adverse reaction in the Arab states, of which Iran would be bound to take notice. The 

company in turn felt that Israel's reason for insisting on oil supplies from Iran was not 

merely economic, but also political.(91)

The negotiations were soon dead-locked because Shell was not willing to promise 

anything that could be seen by Israel as a satisfactory agreement. It was decided 

therefore that Israel would not allow the company to transfer any property as long as the 

flow of oil from Iran was not secured and to leave the solution to Shell. By late 

November the company was now eager to find some way out because her property in 

Israel was now out of use. (92) There were some voices at the Foreign Office like John 

Wright of the Economic Relations Department, who thought that if the British 

government could not speak publicly against the boycott, it at least could guide 

companies in private to stand against the boycott as long as possible. He warned against 

a surrender to Arab pressure because it would only encourage the Arab states to intensify 

their campaign and at the same time could only add political complications to Britain' 

relations with Israel. He concluded therefore that: 'it is time that we should stop adopting 

a wishy washy attitude over the boycott question'.(93)

The Israeli government also sought to put pressure on the British government through 

her supporters in the Labour Party. When Hugh Gaitskell, the leader of the Labour Party, 

and Aneurin Bevan discussed the problem with Macmillan in early August, the Prime 

Minister told them that Shell's decision was taken purely on financial grounds, and that 

even if Israel could give the company better terms, the company was anxious to leave
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Israel. Gaitskell said that such a policy would strengthen the view that the real reason 

for Shell's withdrawal was not economic. He said that his party opposed the government 

policy of repairing the damage the Suez operation had caused Britain in the Arab world 

at Israel's expense and emphasised that the Labour Party believed that friendly relations 

between Israel and Britain should be one of the main pillars of British policy in the 

region. (94) Macmillan in reply said that there was a limit to the government's ability to 

persuade the company to supply Israel with oil. He told Bevan that he might think that 

Her Majesty's government held a lot of cards but that in reality 'they had a very difficult 

hand to play'. (95) Macmillan also rejected the accusation that the British government 

was aiming for a rapprochement with the Arabs at Israel's expense.(96) In a House of 

Commons debate on 2 August Labour Party members also attacked the Shell decision 

and claimed that the government should share the responsibility for the company's 

actions and accused her of giving in to Arab pressure. (97) Israeli government pressure 

and that of the Labour party came to nothing and finally, in late 1958, the Pazit company 

of Israel bought the consolidated refinery from BP-Shell and it later became a 

government concern. (98)

The crisis over Shell proved to the Israeli government that it was necessary to build a 

pipeline which could guarantee Israel's oil supply against interruption and damage. The 

opening of the Gulf of Aqaba and the straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping increased the 

rapid development of Eilat as a port and centre for unloading crude oil.(99) The Israeli 

government wanted to construct a 32 inch pipeline capable of handling about 400,000 

barrels a day, at the cost of approximately $470 million.(lOO) Israel had by this time 

some minor oil fields; in 1955 oil had been found in Israel at Heletz and in 1957 an 

additional source in Bror Hail near Heletz was also discovered. However, these sources
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could not meet the increased demand for oil in Israel alone. Because of the Arab boycott 

Arab oil supplies to Israel were banned and therefore before Suez Israel had reached an 

agreement with the Soviet government for an alternative oil supply. However, as a result 

of the Suez crisis, the Soviets unilaterally revoked this contract which increased the 

importance of a pipeline from Eilat to Haifa. Following the Suez operation the Israeli 

government began laying the pipeline and on 15 April 1957 oil began to flow from Eilat 

to Beer-Sheva.

Israel's next project was to build an additional large pipeline from Eilat to Haifa. 

However, Israel's financial position meant that she could not carry out this enterprise 

alone and she urgently needed assistance from foreign investors.(lOl) Israeli diplomats 

tried to attract finance by emphasising to the West the unique value Israel had due to her 

geographical position between Asia and Europe, which meant that it could offer an 

alternative to the traditional oil supply routes.(102) However, the Israeli efforts to 

convince the British and the American administrations were not successful. In a 

background paper prepared by the State Department in April 1957, the department put 

forward its reservations about assisting the project, noting the uncertainty of the oil 

supply, although no objection was raised against private investment.(103) Dulles told 

Macmillan on 22 March that in his view no encouragement should be given to Israel's 

desire to export her oil and Macmillan fully agreed. (104) Indeed, the head of the African 

department in the Foreign Office, Adam Watson, had already explained to Gershon 

Avner, the Israeli consul, earlier that month, that Israel could not be considered by the 

British government, as an alternative country for oil supply because if Her Majesty's 

Government supported it she would alienate the other oil-producing countries. Even if 

Iran supplied Israel with oil, the British government could not afford to risk negative
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reactions from Saudi Arabia and Iraq. He concluded that it was hard to overcome the 

hatred towards Israel in the Arab states, and though the Israeli proposal was attractive 

in the long term it was not valid under the present circumstances.(105)

The only country that offered almost unlimited assistance to Israel was France. 

Franco-Israeli relations remained as close as before Suez and co-operation between the 

states exceeded all expectations. Moreover, whereas before Suez the special relationship 

was secret, it could now be brought into the open. France backed Israel during the early 

months following the Suez war when there was a fear that the situation in Sinai might 

revert to its previous position. The French Defence Minister told the US Charge d1 Affairs 

on 14 March that if the situation in the Gaza deteriorated and Israel decided to reoccupy 

it, France would provide Israel with air cover in order to prevent a possible action by 

Egypt's air force. (106) In addition, Prime Minister Mollet wrote to Eisenhower on 14 

March to say that Egyptian actions in Gaza justified firm Israeli action in the matter. 

(107) France was also the only country that was willing to assist Israel with the pipeline 

project from Eilat to Haifa and to extend credit to Israel. On 6 April, the Quai D'Orsay 

announced the French government's readiness to co-operate with the project and to 

provide $115 million, in addition to a $30 million loans for wheat and medical 

equipment. (108) In a new year message to Israel Mollet promised Israel that she could 

count on French support to obtain the peace she deserved.(109) Franco-Israeli 

cooperation extended to all areas; high-ranking delegations visited Israel, and France and 

Israel carried out combined military exercises (110), as well as cooperating in research 

into advanced combat methods. ( I l l )

The Anglo-Israeli relations, although calmer than in the pre-Suez period, had not 

undergone any significant change in the immediate post-Suez era. Britain was still
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licking her post-Suez wounds and trying to re-establish her position in the Middle East. 

Both Israel and Britain would have to get past obstacles and upheavals before they could 

embark on a new path. The crisis over Shell's withdrawal from Israel proved that 

suspicion and bitterness towards the British government still existed in Israel. The arrival 

of the new British Ambassador, Sir Francis Rundall, to Tel-Aviv, was one of the few 

positive aspects in Anglo-Israeli relations. He was to become an understanding friend of 

Israel in the Foreign Office, but this did not immediately alter the overall pattern of the 

relationship.

The Suez war improved Israel's internal and external position and her relationship with 

her main ally France became even closer. Israel managed to establish herself as a 

respectable nation and showed growing maturity in her stand towards her Arab 

neighbours. Still, Israel's flexibility and maturity were put to the test yet again during the 

spring and the autumn of 1958 when the status quo was challenged once more.
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Chapter no. 7 

BEFORE THE STORM-

FROM THE JORDANIAN CRISIS TO THE LEBANESE TURBULENCE APRIL 

1957-JUNE 1958

'Out of the north an evil shall break 

forth'. (JER 1, 14)

This chapter deals with the events from spring 1957 to the crisis in the Lebanon in July

1958. The further implications of the Suez campaign mainly in the Arab world and the 

Western response to the new challenges that arose will also be analysed. In addition, it 

will examines Israel's position in the context of the growing changes and threat to the 

existing status quo in the region.

The Impact of the Growth of Arab Nationalism on Anglo-Israeli Relations 

The Suez affair left a strong impact on the Middle East and consequently the period 

following Suez was marked by upheavals and destabilisation in the Arab world. 

Nasserism and Pan-Arabism became popular among young Arabs and spread quickly 

over the region and consequently caused difficulties for the more conservative states in 

the region.

The first country to be subjected to an upsurge in Arab nationalism was Jordan. The 

internal destabilization in Jordan reached its peak during April 1957 when army officers 

led by the Chief of Staff, General Abu-Nuwar, attempted with Syrian assistance to
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organise a coup against Hussein with the object of removing him from power. Hussein's 

problems had begun at the end of 1956 when he faced increasing opposition to his 

leadership from Said Suleiman Nabulsi, the Prime Minister, who wished for greater 

co-operation with Nasser. In an attempt to reduce criticism the King in late December 

asked the British to terminate the Anglo-Jordanian treaty, while the Nabulsi government 

reached an agreement with Egypt, Syria and Saudi Arabia for financial help and 

alternatives to British assistance. This agreement would be for ten years and was to take 

effect from the date of the exchange of instruments of ratification in Cairo.(1) Macmillan 

and his government were advised by their Ambassador in Amman, that, in view of public 

feeling in Jordan, the British government would gain sympathy if they agreed to replace 

the treaty with a new arrangement. A new agreement could involve a general withdrawal 

of British troops, apart from the RAF, while leaving behind certain military installations 

which Jordan would agree to maintain. (2) As the old agreement held minimal strategic 

importance to Britain, especially since the signing of the Baghdad Pact which involved 

expensive commitments, and in view of the cost of subsidising Jordan, the British 

government was willing to start negotiations about the termination of the treaty as soon 

as possible.(3) However, although the King saw that it was in his interests to terminate 

the treaty, he was also aware of the vulnerability of his position which could be best 

guaranteed by British forces, and saw that once they withdrew he would be at the mercy 

of Nabulsi and his allies. Nevertheless, on 12 February 1957 an agreement was reached 

by which the two countries agreed to the cancellation of the treaty as of 1 March. (4) 

The shift of the Nabulsi government away from a pro-Western policy was made even 

more evident when on 4 April, the Prime Minister announced the government's decision 

to establish relations with the Soviet Union. (5) A few days later on 13 April, the Nabulsi



government went even further and began to implement an attempted coup d’etat against 

Hussein. The faction which aimed to remove Hussein was a group of officers on the 

Egyptian model who had met first in early April at an establishment called the 'Gundenia', 

with Nabulsi and Abu-Nuwar also attending the meeting. The second meeting took place 

during the afternoon and evening of 13 April and most of the Nabulsi government 

attended.(6) Their aim was to force the King to abdicate, and to declare Jordan a 

republic. Contingency plans were made to ensure that the coup would not fail due to 

either Iraqi or Israeli intervention. (7) Apparently, however, Abu-Nuwar and some of his 

associates, decided to warn the King that the government would be reformed by Nabulsi, 

and Hussein was thus prepared for the challenge.(8) In addition, when the Commander 

of the First Armoured Car Regiment ordered his men to take action against Hussein, they 

refused to obey. Then on 14 April there was nearly a clash with a Syrian regiment 

already in Jordan which had started marching on Irbid. After some fighting at Zerqa, 

Hussein arrested Abu-Nuwar and other civilians, and General Ali Hiyani, who was 

faithful to the King, succeeded Abu-Nuwar as Chief of Staff*. (9) The King subsequently 

took strong measures to ensure his own safety and placed the police and security forces 

under army command. He abolished all political parties and declared martial law. In 

addition, a day and night curfew was declared in Amman, the old city of Jerusalem, 

Nablus, Ramallah and Irbid.(lO) On 26 April, five hundred leading left-wing and 

Communist activists were arrested by the army and Suleiman Toukan, the Defence 

Minister, was sworn in as the military governor of Jordan. The following day a military 

court was set up to try all cases arising out of the political crisis.(l 1) Hussein, aware of 

his sensitive position, asked the US for aid. The US administration was keen to give 

firm backing to the King and in a measure of support dispatched the Sixth Fleet to the



eastern Mediterranean. (12)

The situation in Jordan also caused concern in Britain. On 14 April, the 

British Ambassador to the United States, Sir Harold Caccia, on instructions from the 

Foreign Office asked about the possible US reaction to British intervention if the need 

should arise. The Ambassador stated to the Acting Secretary of State, Christian Herter, 

that in Selwyn Lloyd's view Hussein's cry for help was an act of desperation. Herter 

replied that because the situation in Jordan at the moment was so fluid it was difficult to 

have an accurate picture of Hussein's position.(13) In addition, there were growing 

concerns about Israel's reaction ifthe status quo in Jordan changed. The Foreign Office's 

Levant Department itself expressed a similar concern that a change in the status quo 

might lead to renewed Arab-Israeli fighting. (14) The State Department, aware of the 

great sensitivity of Israel to events in Jordan, was quick to warn Israel against military 

intervention in the event of Iraqi assistance. Meanwhile, Nuri el-Said emphasized to Sir 

Michael Wright, the British Ambassador to Iraq, the importance of preventing Israeli 

retaliation if Iraqi forces had to come to Hussein's aid and stressed that Britain and the 

United States should warn Israel against interfering. (15) Dulles therefore told Eban on 

24 April that precipitous action by Israel in this case could be the one thing that would 

unite the Arab world. (16) TheUS Ambassadorto Israel, Lawson, also conveyed theUS 

position in this matter and warned Israel against military action if events in Jordan 

deteriorated. The State Department wanted to assure Israel that the United States was 

fully aware of her position on the general question of Iraqi forces stationed in Jordan, but 

felt that the Iraqi forces would enter Jordan only to maintain the status quo. Given that 

this aim accorded with Israel's interests, the latter therefore should not oppose such an 

action and should instead exercise restraint.(17) On 18 April, Lawson informed the
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State Department that he had conveyed the US position to Ben-Gurion and that the 

Prime Minister had only asked him how close to the Jordan river the Iraqi forces 

proposed to come. (18)

In a further discussion between Golda Meir and Lawson on 19 April, the Foreign 

Minister assured the Ambassador that, although Israel would like to keep out of the 

dispute and had no wish to became involved in Jordan's upheavals, she would conduct 

her policy according to the general impact on Israel's position. Israel would watch the 

Iraqi movements carefully and would not tolerate any escalation of tensions on her 

eastern border resulting from the internal instability in Jordan. Meir then assured 

Lawson that Israel had no intention of taking action as long as the status quo was 

maintained.(l 9) Eban also told Dulles that the Israeli government would avoid anything 

that could play into Nasser's hands (20) and suggested that it was important to avoid 

giving the impression that the US had warned Israel.(21) Although Jordan became 

quieter, it was only a matter of time before further troubled erupted.

The Impact of the Eisenhower Doctrine 

In addition to acting swiftly over Jordan, the United States also acted more generally 

in the region. In an attempt to broaden her support in the region and reduce Soviet 

influence, Eisenhower sent James Richard, a Democrat from South Carolina and 

formerly chairman of the Senate Committee of Foreign Affairs, as a special envoy in 

order to find an effective method of co-operating with countries in the region to ensure 

their security and their economic progress. He was authorised to determine which 

countries wished to co-operate in this effort and to make commitments for US aid under 

the auspices of the Eisenhower Doctrine. (22) He subsequently visited several Middle
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Eastern countries, among them Israel.

The Israeli government in general welcomed this initiative, but had some reservations 

and was cautious about openly announcing her support. For the Eisenhower Doctrine 

the positive side of the doctrine, in Ben-Gurion's view, was the fact that it would 

decrease Israel's isolation.(23) The main disadvantage was that it did not state the US's 

commitment to assist militarily any country in the region, and this meant that Israel was 

not automatically guaranteed US military assistance.(24) Ben-Gurion told Richard 

in their meeting on 4 May that Israel was a small country and that in the event of an 

Arab attack, the granting of American military aid, even if provided immediately, could 

be too late. In Richard's meeting with the Israeli Finance Minister, Levi Eshkol, and 

Golda Meir, the two ministers expressed Israel's support for the West and Meir, in a 

typically dramatic manner, compared Israel's firm opposition to Communism with Jewish 

resistance to Hitler. Israel had no choice, she said, but to 'Live or die with the free 

world'.(25) She repeated Ben-Gurion's line that the Doctrine had little value unless it 

gave Israel almost automatic help. The second reason for the Israeli government's 

caution in accepting the doctrine was the effect that such an announcement could have 

on the flow of Jewish immigrants from Communist countries. It was a major concern 

of the Israeli government not to jeopardize the possibility of these Jews emigrating to 

Israel. Soviet Jewry and the Jews in the Eastern bloc were one of the main factors that 

influenced Israel's policy towards the USSR. Israel, therefore tried to minimise the 

confrontation with the Soviets, despite the latter's hostile attitude towards Israel. The 

Israeli government did not want to jeopardize the fragile link she still had with Soviet 

Jewry, mainly through the Israeli embassy in Moscow. Once again it was clear that the 

freedom of Jews to emigrate to Israel was seen as one of the major considerations of
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Israeli foreign policy.

The Syrian Crisis

Events in the summer of 1957 showed, however, that the recent Western efforts to get 

more countries into their camp had not been successful; on the contrary Britain and the 

US faced a growing challenge to their supremacy, of particular concern was Syria.

In 1957 the situation in Syria rapidly deteriorated and there were indications of 

growing Soviet penetration. Since 1955 Syria had been dominated by a group of extreme 

Arab nationalist army officers and civilians whose chief common denominator was hatred 

of Western imperialism'. (27) Two key positions in the coalition government were held 

by members of the extremist Socialist Renaissance Party and while officially the 

Communist Party had no part in the government, its influence in both government and 

army was beyond question. (28) From what we know now of the Communist movement 

in the Arab world, especially in Syria, it was a small grouping of the semi-educated from 

various minorities. The US and Britain watched the developments in Syria with concern, 

bearing in mind past examples of Soviet intervention, such as the seizing of power in 

Eastern Europe (e.g. Hungary 1947 and Czechoslovakia in 1948). Further involvement 

of the Soviets appeared in March when an important contract for Syria's first oil refinery 

was awarded to the Czechoslovak Techno-Export Company and this was followed by 

a left-wing victory in the May by-elections. (29)

Syrian resentment towards the West had already grown into open hostility in the spring 

of 1957 after it became clear that Richard's tour was resulting in the shaping of a Middle 

Eastern alliance hostile to them and this antagonism became worse as a result of US 

assistance to Jordan during the April crisis. (30) The Minister of State at the Foreign

235



Office, Anthony Nutting, held a meeting with the Syrian Prime Minister on 27 April 

which had left Nutting with the impression that the situation was grim and that Syria 

was on her way to becoming a Soviet satellite. He told Ian Scott from the British 

embassy in Beirut that the Prime Minister was rude and very anti-Western. The Syrian 

Prime Minister opposed Nutting's suggestion that Syria could obtain aid from the US 

in order to balance the help from the Soviets, because he asserted that US assistance 

implied treaty commitments even if not specifically stated. (31) Selwyn Lloyd told the 

Israeli Ambassador to London on 29 April that Britain felt grave anxiety about the 

situation in Syria and that the Syrian authorities wanted to reach an agreement with the 

Soviets.(32)

Events, however, came to a head in August. On 6 August the Syrian defence minister, 

Khalid al-Azm, signed an extensive technical and economic agreement with the Soviet 

Union in Moscow, and on 17 August the Commander-in-Chief, Nizam-al Din, retired 

without any explanation and was replaced by Afif al-Bizri, who was known for his 

sympathetic attitude towards the Soviet Union.(33) US-Syrian relations reached then- 

lowest level in August, not simply because of the pro-Soviet tilt in Damascus, but also 

because of the Syrian decision to expel three American diplomats who were accused of 

plotting against the Syrian government, a plot which they claimed was conducted by the 

US in league with Syrian, Jordanian and Lebanese officers.(34) On 12 August the 

Syrians also surrounded the US embassy in Damascus with armed security forces.(35)

The developments in Syria caused great concern for her neighbours-Iraq,

Turkey and Israel, and to Britain and the US. In a State Department memorandum by 

the Assistant Secretary of State for the Middle East on 13 August it was recommended 

that the US should protest to the Syrian government against radio and newspaper attacks
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on the US and against the expulsion of her diplomats. (3 6) Subsequently, on 14 August 

William Rountree met the Syrian Charge d1 Affairs, Mamun Hamui, and protested against 

Syrian actions towards the US over the past few days. He explained to Haumi that the 

US government had declared Ambassador Zeinddine and Second Secretary Zakria 

persona non grata and expressed the desire that the Ambassador should not return to 

the US.(37) The expulsion of the American diplomats combined with the appointment 

of al-Bizri brought Washington and London closer together over policy in the region. 

Dulles confirmed to Caccia, that he viewed the threat of Communism in Syria very 

seriously and that it might justify US support for covert action by Syria's neighbours.(38) 

The deterioration of the situation caused grave concern in Britain, particularly over the 

future of the oil pipeline that ran through Syria. The oil pipeline could handle some 

twenty-five million tons of oil a year from Iraq and a further twelve million from Saudi 

Arabia. It was feared that if Syria became heavily influenced by the Soviets they would 

try to sabotage the flow of oil through the pipeline. It was assumed that if the Soviets 

failed to convince the Syrian government, the former might try instead to do so through 

Syrian extremist groups within the army or with the help of members of the Communist 

Party.(39) In his diary Macmillan revealed the dilemma his government faced: on the 

one hand the British government wanted to prevent further Soviet involvement in Syria, 

but on the other they did not wish to take action which could damage the flow of oil. 

Moreover, Macmillan believed that if the pipeline was cut for a long time it could 

threaten Iraq's position and stability. (40) Macmillan, because of the Suez experience, 

wanted to be sure that if his government took such a risk the US would stay the 

course. We could not again', he wrote, 'be pushed forwards by Dulles with some 

attractive plan and then left in the lurch'. (41)



The question was what would be the best method to deal with the crisis: a military 

intervention or standing aside watching the Syrians becoming a sort of Soviet satellite. 

At the very beginning of the crisis, during July and to some degree still during August, 

it seemed that the US would do something to prevent the drift in Syria. There was still 

no change in the Syrian situation during early autumn of 1957 and Dulles told the British 

Ambassador to the United Nations, Sir Pearson Dixon, on 17 September, that the 

deterioration in the situation had to halted and that he agreed with the British assumption 

that neither Jordan or the Lebanon would be able to protect themselves against a 

Communist Syria. The Ambassador's impression, however, was that, in spite of Dulles's 

intentions to stop Soviet influence spreading in Syria, the Secretary of State did not have 

a clear idea about the best method of achieving this. Dulles also told the Ambassador that 

he thought that, if no action were taken by the West, Turkey or Israel would take the 

initiative, although the Ambassador doubted whether the Secretary was convinced of his 

theory. (42)

Contrary to her policy during the Suez crisis, and as a result of the Eisenhower 

Doctrine the US government tried to take some measures to tackle the problem. They 

moved the Sixth Fleet to a position where it could exert US naval power if necessary 

and kept in close touch with the British government. In fact, it brought about the 

establishment of the Syrian Working Group which aimed to coordinate 

diplomatic,military and intelligence activities.(43) In addition, Loy Henderson, the 

Deputy Under-Secretary of State for Administration, was sent to Ankara, where he met 

King Hussein, the Crown Prince of Iraq and King Faisal. Although there was a general 

agreement as to the gravity of the situation in Syria there was no consensus about what 

action should be taken. (44)
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The British government agreed with the US that it appeared as if Syria was to become 

a base for military and subversive activities designed to destroy the independence of 

other countries in the area.(45) However, Macmillan did not think that the best method 

was to show the 'iron fist' of the US. In a letter to Dulles on 23 August, he outlined the 

delicate position Britain and US faced in dealing with Syria. He wrote that on the one 

hand they could not afford to allow Syria to become a Soviet satellite, but that on the 

other hand any action they might take could have grave consequences. Macmillan noted 

that the British government could not ignore the control which Syria had over the 

pipeline. Tor the moment,' he concluded, 'I am sure that the West should not take the 

lead in opposition.'(46) Macmillan felt that if the Americans undertook a successful 

operation then they should be supported and welcomed but that on the other hand the 

US should not be stimulated to do something Which (if goes off half cocked) will be 

fatal'.(47) According to Eisenhower, Macmillan thought that the one positive result of 

the crisis would be the realisation among the Arab states that Communism and not Israel 

was their mortal enemy. (48)

The best solution to the crisis seemed to be to encourage neighbouring states such as 

Turkey and Iraq to take the initiative. Iraq and Turkey were very concerned about the 

possibility of Syria's close association with the Soviets. However, it appeared that 

Turkey was the only country willing to take some action, as a Soviet presence in Syria 

would outflank the Baghdad Pact and threaten Turkey's rear. The Iraqi government on 

the other hand was too frightened to take any initiative against Syria. On 21 July the 

Iraqi Acting Secretary for Foreign Affairs, Ali Mumtaz, told Richard Beaumont, the 

British Charge d'affairs in Baghdad, that there was no possibility of Iraqi military action 

and that Iraq did not want to give the Syrians any excuse to sever the pipeline. The Iraqi
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Prime Minister also wrote a letter emphasising this point,(49) and Nuri told Sir Michael 

Wright on 11 September that any action against Syria could be dangerous and might 

lead to a process of collapse in the Middle East that would favour Communism. (50) The 

Iraqis were also worried about possible Israeli action and urged the British government 

to put pressure on Israel to stay on the side lines. In addition, they wanted to avoid a 

situation in which the West would take action that could be seen as anti-Arab and 

pro-Israeli. (51) Nuri told Wright that it was important to spike Nasser's assertion that 

the West was acting in the interests of Israel and urged the US and UK to announce a 

statement on the situation in Syria while being to be careful to divorce the statement 

from the problem of Israel. (52)

One of the major concerns of the British government, the US administration and 

regional countries such as Iraq was to make sure that Israel held back and demonstrated 

a policy of restraint. The fear was that if Israel took action against Syria it would play 

into Syrian and Soviet hands, rally the other Arab countries around Syria and weaken the 

position of countries like Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq.(53) The situation in Syria, however, 

caused grave concern in Israel not only because it meant that Syria was heading towards 

a more extreme nationalist policy, but also because it provided the Soviets with a greater 

hold on the region close to the Israeli border. The Israeli government tried to emphasise 

in Washington and in London the danger that the situation in Syria posed to the region 

as a whole and not just to Israel, stressing that the Soviet penetration in the region was 

not just a regional danger but also a global threat.(54) The British government and the 

US administration tried their best to restrain the Israeli government from taking military 

action. Macmillan wrote to Dulles on 23 August that the British government had urged 

caution on Israel and would continue to do so. (55) Luckily, Ben-Gurion assured Baxter,
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the counsellor at the US embassy in Tel-Aviv, that Israel had no intention of causing 

trouble in Syria and expressed warm regard for Dulles's desire to exchange views on 

Syria.(56) While he told Baxter that it was impossible to distinguish between Syria and 

the Soviets and expressed his fears that the weapons the Syrians had obtained from the 

Soviets would ultimately be used against Israel, he also promised that Israel would not 

take action against Syria and would not give an excuse for a Soviet attack on Israel 

through Syria.(57)

Israel made these assurances in the hope that the West would take action to stop Syria 

drifting any further towards the Soviet Union. Reuven Siloah, Michael Comay and 

Yacov Herzog of the Israeli Foreign Ministry told Loy Henderson on 28 August that 

every day of delay increased the danger of the threat posed by Syria. (58) Reuven Siloah, 

minister at the Israeli embassy in Washington, said that one could draw an analogy with 

Egypt in 1955 when the West made an attempt to play down the significance of the 

Czech arms deal, and observed that it was Israel's belief that Syria might be more easily 

turned into a Soviet satellite than Egypt because there was already an indigenous 

Communist movement. Unless something was done to halt it', he warned, there was a 

possibility of another Hungary.'(59) Although this scenario was not likely, it was an 

example of the way the Israelis used the fear of Communism to manipulate the West.

While Ben-Gurion promised that his government would not take any action that would 

jeopardize the situation, there was still great apprehension in London and Washington 

about the possibility of a desperate act by Israel if the situation deteriorated further. 

Against this background we can understand the close discussions between Eban and 

Dulles and the British attempt to keep in contact with the Israelis on this matter. It was 

Sir Francis Rundall who on 27 August suggested the need for close consultations with
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Israel as a means of preventing a sense of isolation in Israel which might drive her to take 

military action. (60) The Foreign Office agreed with this analysis and Michael Rose in 

a Foreign Office minute of 27 August recommended acceptance of Rundall's suggestion 

as a measure of reassuring Israel that the British government would not allow Syria's 

neighbours to acquiesce in the new situation. He emphasised that it would also enable 

Britain and the US to place more restraint on Israel thus influencing her to move away 

from using her military power.(61) However, he warned against giving any impression 

that Britain was siding with Israel which would embarrass Britain's Arab friends. (62) 

The Israeli government also approached the British embassy in Turkey in order to gather 

more information on developments in Syria. The Israeli Charge d'Affairs called on the 

Head of the Chancery on 27 August, and asked for news of what action Britain, the US 

and Turkey might take, stating that his government was 'in complete darkness' and very 

anxious.(63.) Alon, the Israeli Charge d'affairs, said that in Israel's view it would be 

mistake to adopt a soft option, on the contrary what was needed was firm action. (64) 

When Ambassador Eban met Dulles on 12 September he carried a message from 

Ben-Gurion expressing the official Israeli line that the situation in Syria was a matter of 

concern not only to Israel but to the whole region, and stressed that 'Israel would need 

steady nerves to live in the Middle East during the days ahead'.(65) Elath, meanwhile, 

assured Lloyd that Israel was determined to avoid steps which could only serve 

Egyptian and Syrian aims. (66)

In a conversation between Rundall and Comay on 26 September, the latter emphasised 

that there was still a danger to Jordan and Iraq in the future, but that Israel would remain 

on the sidelines and appreciated the importance of keeping tensions reduced. He said 

that Israel accepted the American thesis that she must offer no provocation and basically
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agreed with the US position, although they considered the tone Eisenhower and Dulles 

used against Syria to be too mild.(67)

It is clear that the Israeli government wanted to see military action against Syria but 

it also hoped that this might be the right time to try and obtain a specific security 

guarantee from the US. A letter from Ben-Gurion to Dulles on 31 October was an 

attempt to proceed on these lines by emphasising the danger to the region. Ben-Gurion 

stressed his hope that with the rise of tensions the US might see fit to reconsider her 

relations with Israel and enter into some special agreement or alliance. He tried to 

emphasise that the situation in Syria was not irreversible and that everything depended 

on the US reaction.(68) Dulles's reply to Ben-Gurion on 12 November was a repetition 

of the standard US policy towards Israel. In his letter the Secretary of State assured 

Ben-Gurion that the US had indicated to the Soviets her interest in maintaining the 

independence and integrity of all the states in the region including Israel. However, he 

was inclined to accept Ben-Gurion's suggestions and stressed that the US administration 

continued to believe that the Israeli armed forces should retain their military superiority 

and capability to deal with any threat which might arise from within the region. Dulles 

wrote that Israel's membership of the United Nations and the strength of US forces 

provided Israel with sufficient protection against external attack and were a better 

defence than rearmament. (69) When Edward Lawson, the American Ambassador to 

Israel, delivered the message to Ben-Gurion, the latter was disappointed that Dulles's 

views did not indicate any change in US policy. He told Siloah and Comay: 'it is very 

general'(70) and, according to Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion's biographer, the Prime Minister 

said that it was a 'typical' Dulles letter. (71)

Although the United States considered the possibility of a covert operation, in the end
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no action was taken against the Syrians. It seems that Nasser's intervention at Latkia in 

northern Syria through the landing of Egyptian troops removed the immediate danger 

of a Communist coup, and this combined with the lack of cooperation from Iraq, Jordan 

and the Lebanon, caused the US cancel her plan.(72) Loy Henderson concluded that 

with the exception of the Turks, the capacity and readiness of Syria's neighbouring 

countries to take military action in the event of border difficulties seemed to be 

slight.(73) It seems also that the Israeli government realised that the chances of her 

neighbours co-operating with the West in a joint military action were slim.

The crisis was important as it demonstrated the great dependency of both Israel and 

Britain on the United States and their inability to take an independent action. 

Furthermore, the crisis showed the lack of a unified will in the Arab world to combine 

against Communism, and that fear existed in Riyad, Amman and Baghdad about the 

possible implications of any military intervention for their fragile regimes. The events 

in Syria also showed the growing Israeli concern and wariness about the Soviet threat 

and the effect of the Cold War on the region. Although it might be argued that Israel 

played on the West's fears of increasing Soviet involvement in the region in order to 

pressure the West and especially the US to take action in Syria, one should also realise 

that Israel's fear of the Soviets' was genuine.

The Soviet Union's Penetration and Israel Policy

The increasing Soviet influence in the region was one of the major topics at a meeting 

of Israeli diplomats in Europe. At their meeting in Paris held in February 1958 the 

diplomats acknowledged the fact that the Soviet Union had become to some extent 

Israel's neighbour. Meir said that she had no reason to believe that the Soviets had 

changed their attitude towards Israel, and that in her view they would not hesitate to
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destroy the state of Israel. She believed, however, that, despite the difficulties that 

existed between the two countries, Israel should keep all communication lines with the 

Soviet Union open.(74) Discussions between the Soviet Foreign Minister, Andrei 

Gromyko and Meir on 30 September 1957, had clearly revealed the hostile attitude 

Moscow had adopted towards Israel and made it obvious that there was little prospect 

of better relations between Israel and the USSR. Gromyko accused Israel at this meeting 

of adopting an aggressive policy which might lead to dangerous developments and 

warned that a continuation of Israel's present policy might endanger her. (75) Meir had 

replied that the Soviet government's policy did not help to further the cause of peace, 

emphasizing that Israel was willing to meet the Arab leaders at any time in order to sign 

a peace agreement. Gromyko said that this was the way to reach peace, and argued that 

the Arab countries had the same right as Israel to obtain arms for their security. (76) He 

said that the Israeli government had adopted an aggressive attitude towards the Arabs 

states, as was evident during the Sinai war, and it would not be forgotten easily by 

'peace-loving countries'.(77) However, the Israeli government did not want to attack the 

Soviets publicly. Israel preferred to prevent further deterioration in the relationship and 

reach some accommodation with the Soviets if only for the sake of Soviet Jewry.

Guildhall Revisited

In the light of the situation in Syria, Nuri-el-Said was eager to convince Britain and the 

US into launching a new initiative which would provide some formula for an Arab-Israeli 

settlement, in particular a solution to the refugee problem and a frontier adjustment.(78) 

During the Bermuda Conference Eisenhower and Macmillan had already stressed the 

need for an Arab-Israeli settlement. However, the two had agreed that in the current
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situation in the Middle East it was hard to foresee how a general peace settlement 

between Israel and her neighbours in the near future could be achieved because the Arabs 

were divided and Israel was confident and in no mood for concessions.(79) Therefore, 

it was impossible to provide a formula of agreement under which the Arabs and the 

Israelis could live happily together, although the Foreign Office still believed that it was 

possible for a settlement to be negotiated with a third party exercising pressure on one 

side. The Foreign Office recognised that Britain was not in a position to put pressure 

on either side, but the US on the other hand could pressurise Israel. With some obvious 

regret the Foreign Office doubted whether the US would want to exercise her power to 

put pressure on Israel, a step, that would have been welcomed by Her Majesty's 

Govemment.(80) Hence, it is clear that the Suez war had not led to any fundamental 

change in British policy vis-a-vis the Arab-Israeli conflict, nor to a new era in 

Anglo-Israeli relations, which was also evident if one analysed British policy in other 

areas, for instance arms supply or trade and economic relations. The only effect Suez had 

on British decision-makers was the realisation that in conducting their policy in the 

region, the British government was not the leading player and had to rely heavily on the 

United States. However, this realisation did not prevent the British Foreign Secretary, 

Selwyn Lloyd, from addressing the issue of a comprehensive peace settlement and from 

again offering advice on the matter.

In October 1957, the British embassy in Washington prepared a draft proposal on the 

Arab-Israeli problem stating that the main problems in the region were those of the 

refugee and border questions. A just settlement, the proposal suggested, should accord 

recognition of the right of repatriation for the Arab refugees who desired it, and should 

make adequate provision for the compensation and resettlement of those who chose not
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to return. The proposal also put forward a suggestion for the reshaping of the frontiers 

along the lines of the old Guildhall plan. (81) However, the proposal was not welcomed 

by the State Department. In a covering memorandum to Dulles sent on 22 November, 

Rountree advised against US participation in such a statement, because it would alienate 

Israel and gain no support from the Arabs. In his view the Arab states might perceive 

it as another attempt to score points in the face of Soviet success in the area and that 

this could provoke a belligerent reaction against the statement as the proposal would be 

seen as attempting to put pressure on them. Moreover, he doubted the wisdom of the 

US forming a close association with the British whose reputation in the region had not 

yet been restored.(82) In a meeting between Dulles, Rountree, Lloyd and Sir Harold 

Caccia on 22 November, Rountree stated that the draft statement was a departure from 

US policy. He said that the offer to permit all refugees who desired to return to do so, 

and at the same time to seek frontier modification based on a compromise between the 

1947 resolution and the present frontiers was more far-reaching than any previous US 

suggestion and unacceptable. (83)

It is easy to imagine Israel's reaction to the proposal when she got a hint of the 

suggested plan. Israel's worst suspicions of the British government were confirmed, 

adding more bitterness to the already complicated relations between the two countries. 

All the attempts of the British Ambassadors to Israel and of the Foreign Office officials 

to convince Israel that Britain was not one-sided and did not aim to sacrifice Israel's 

interests appeared merely as a deception. It is not clear how the Israelis were informed 

of the British proposal but, the Israeli embassy in Washington, reported on 28 October, 

that Willie Morris, the first secretary at the British embassy in Washington, had appeared 

at the State Department and had handed over a proposal for a joint US-UK statement
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on the Middle East, which was almost a repetition of the 'Guildhall plan'. According to 

the Israeli embassy the State Department was surprised and passed it on with some 

caution to Dulles, who read it and 'jumped out of his skin'.(84) When Dulles asked Lloyd 

who was on a visit in the US, for an explanation, the latter said that it was an idea put 

together by some experts in the Foreign Office, but that if the Secretary opposed it 

would be better to forget it.(85) We cannot possibly say whether the Israeli description 

of Dulles's reaction completely corresponded with the real version, but it was evident 

that Dulles did not appreciate or approve of the British suggestion. Dulles said to Lloyd 

and British officials on 25 October that there had been a similar statement in 1955, 

which had no results and that in his view the Arab world was gradually becoming more 

concerned with the Communist threat than with the Palestinian issue. Selwyn Lloyd 

reluctantly agreed that the time was not right for such an initiative.(86) Already in an 

earlier discussion on 22 October Lloyd had admitted to Dulles that the statement did not 

address the most important aspects of the Palestinian issue which were the increasing 

dangers of Israel's immigration policy. (87)

Israeli fears were reinforced by another event, for Nuri's visit to the United States in 

December highlighted once more the unsolved problem of the two main issues - frontiers 

and refugees, and also the question of Jewish immigration to Israel. Nuri's main aim was 

to gain the support of the British and US administrations for a Palestinian settlement 

based on the 1947 UN resolution. Nuri argued that, if the refugees were settled along 

the lines of the resolution, seventy per cent of them could return to their homes.(88) He 

tried to play the card of the dangers of the Cold War, and the benefits the Soviets had 

gained as a result of the Arab-Israeli wars and said that the US could get Israel to 

cooperate if she wanted to.(89) 'To listen only to Ben-Gurion', he said, 'will help only
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Russia'.(90) However, Nuri failed to convince Dulles of the logic of his suggestion. 

Dulles's response was that Nuri's policy meant that in order to solve one problem they 

would have to create another one, because the areas previously settled by Palestinians 

were now populated by Jewish people and '500,000 Jewish people could not be driven 

into the sea'. (91) Dulles also told Nuri that the number of refugees had grown since 

1947, and concluded that in any case 'The clock could not be turned back'.(92)

Nuri's visit to Washington raised concern among Israeli decision-makers that they 

might be forced to agree to concessions if the US was willing to fall in with Nuri's plan. 

In a meeting on 10 December, Elath warned Michael Hadow and Lloyd against any 

attempt to renew any plan which would lead to any major changes to the frontiers. He 

said that any attempt to implement the latter would face strong resistance from Israel and 

that any party which tried to impose it would have to use force. However, the 

Ambassador continued, if their view was only theoretical then they must be aware that 

it could only increase Israel's suspicion of Britain. (93) Lloyd replied that in the Guildhall 

speech Eden had only meant that there should be a mutual frontier arrangement, but he 

was reluctant to answer the Ambassador's query about whether Lloyd's explanation of 

the Guildhall plan was the formal opinion of Her Majesty's Government. Lloyd also 

accused Israel of being too sensitive and that it showed a lack of appreciation of Britain. 

Elath responded by stating that Israel would be very happy if Anglo-Israeli relations were 

based on genuine friendship and understanding. He emphasised that Israel had great 

respect for the British people and their democracy. The Jews honoured Balfour's memory 

and everyone in Britain who had helped the Jews establish their state. Israel was the only 

country, he said, that in spite of all the troubles Britain had caused her was not 

anti-British, but British policy towards Israel was discriminatory, for instance her arms
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policy. The Ambassador stressed that Lloyd was not in a position to be disappointed with 

Israel, as one could not forget that it was Britain who had over the years adopted a 

policy that had occasionally placed Israel's existence in danger. Furthermore, a speech 

by the British Foreign Secretary's speech at the House of Commons on 20 February 

1958 renewed the belief among Israeli decision-makers that the spirit of "Guildhallism" 

was still alive. In his statement Lloyd addressed the question of Israeli frontiers, 

emphasising that the permanent frontiers between Israel and her neighbours must be a 

matter of negotiation and that a peace settlement would require a compromise. His 

suggestion was challenged by Hugh Gaitskell who argued that there was a difference 

between mutual frontier adjustment and a proposal which by its very nature involved the 

cession by Israel of a substantial amount of tenitory.(94) Lloyd in response argued that 

a guarantee of Israel's existing frontiers would be resented by all her Arab neighbours 

and added that Sir Anthony Eden's Guildhall speech was misunderstood.(95) Selwyn 

Lloyd's speech aroused anger and frustration in Israel. Rundall wrote to Hadow, the head 

of the Levant department, to explain that Lloyd's speech was a blow to his latest efforts 

to convince the editors and editorial writers of local Israel newspapers to go over the 

Guildhall speech again and to see that it was not inverently anti-Israeli. (96) In a 

discussion with Walter Eytan on 28 February Rundall expressed his distress over the 

Israeli press and government's attitude to the issue and complained that his explanations 

had fallen on deaf ears. Eytan replied that it would be helpful if someone in authority 

in Britain could state publicly that the Guildhall speech did not imply the cession of 

sizable bites of Israel's territory. Rundall replied that Lloyd's speech aimed to point out 

that any settlement between Israel and her neighbours would require mutual compromise. 

The Ambassador in desperation concluded that 'It (The Guildhall speech! remained, to
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mv mind unnecessarily, the big point of friction in Anglo-Israeli relations.' (97)

In a discussion between Lloyd and Elath later in spring 1958 the Ambassador 

emphasised again that there were no anti-British feelings in Israel, but that there was a 

feeling against the British government and in particular against the Foreign Secretary, 

because of Guildhall. (98) Lloyd responding by noting that for every military item Britain 

supplied to Israel the Soviets could supply the Arabs with ten items as much, and added 

that it was better that Hussein should receive supplies from the West rather than from 

the Soviets. Lloyd complained that Israel was always quick to send her 'arrows' against 

Britain when she felt injustice was being done, but did not adopt the same policy towards 

the US. The Ambassador replied that concerning the issue of arms supply, in Israel's 

view there was no advantage in a Western arms supply to Hussein; as for the accusation 

that Israel did not complain to the US when she felt her interests were not taken into 

consideration, this was not true. His government defended her interests against any 

country that pursued a policy which might jeopardize Israel's interests, including the 

United States.(99)

Rundall was aware of the great sensitivity in Israel towards Britain's approach and 

thought that as long as Israel believed that the Foreign Office adhered to the Guildhall 

plan suspicion between Britain and Israel would remain. 'The suspicion was so deep 

rooted', Rundall wrote on 2 December, 'that it can create misunderstanding between the 

two countries'. He also warned against an imposed settlement on Israel. Here, [in Israel]' 

, Rundall wrote, 'impose is the operative word. It could be done but only if the UN were 

prepared to use sanctions which would bring Israel to a standstill'. (100) The Ambassador 

doubted whether in a relatively calm period the American public would support such a 

measure, or whether the American administration would have the courage to do so. If
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the imposition of a settlement was ruled out, then the prospect for a settlement was very 

slight. Rundall also warned that if Israel with her 'endemic sense of claustrophobia and 

isolation' found herself pressured she might be tempted to desert her relatively restrained 

policy and return to her old behaviour and rely on her military strength to reach a 

solution.(lOl)

Against this background, Nuri's initiative came to nothing. It was decided in the 

Foreign Office that Nuri should be presented with the disadvantages of his plan. He 

should be told that the implementation of the 1947 resolution would cause Jordan the 

loss of more territory than Israel would give in return and he should be made aware that 

an Arab Palestinian state would probably be dominated by pro-Communist extremists. 

(102)

Unity and Division

However, there were yet more upheavals for the Israeli government to be concerned 

about. On 1 February , Egypt and Syria announced their agreement to form a union 

known as the United Arab Republic' (UAR) The union created a new state with one 

government and constitution. It was, however, decided that the laws in Syria and Egypt 

would remain effective unless they were changed and that any international agreement 

which either country had signed prior to the new establishment would remain in 

force. (103) The idea of a Union had been proposed by the Syrian government as early 

as 1956, but had initially received little response from Nasser, who supported the idea 

but was not ready at the time to act upon it. However, as a result of Suez and the US 

attempts to curb Egypt's influence in neighbouring states, Nasser increasingly favoured 

the idea. At the same time Syria was facing unrest and growing divisions between the 

army, civilians and the political parties. This led to greater support for a Union with
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Nasser which was welcomed as the best solution to Syrian problems. Under the Union 

the Communist Party was banned which also increased the Union's popularity within 

right-wing circles.

It was assumed by the IDF intelligence branch that the Union was likely to bring an 

escalation of the Arab-Israel dispute because Syria and Egypt would probably highlight 

Israel's existence as an obstacle in the way of achieving an even wider geographical 

pan-Arab union.(104) A survey by the Israeli Foreign Ministry emphasized that, despite 

Nasser's desire for Egyptian non-alignment in order to preserve its neutrality, in his battle 

against the West he saw the Soviets as natural allies. Moreover, Egypt's dependence on 

the Soviets was likely to grow if she obtained financial aid in addition to arms supplies, 

from that source.(105) In this environment the regional states might find themselves in 

a difficult position and might seek to make some move to reduce Nasser's influence in 

the area. The obvious way to do this was by pressing the West to take some initiative 

with regard to the Arab-Israeli question, a situation which could place Israel in an 

unfavourable position. In addition, there was the danger that neighbouring countries, 

especially Jordan, could be coerced into joining the Union in order to create a large 

territorial entity.(106) As for the economic implications of the Union, an Israeli army 

intelligence report, estimated that the benefits to both countries, especially for Syria, 

were few. There was the prospect that it might bring Egypt a possible advantage if some 

of her inhabitants were moved to Syria, but that would be at the expense of Syrian 

farmers. The report concluded that the Union would provide Syria with a new market 

for her wheat but would not bring her the hard currency which she needed in order to 

honour her commitments to the Soviets, and in any case economic relief would be only 

temporary. (107)
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It could be said that the common response in Israel, Washington, and London 

to the Union was one of caution. Lloyd told the French Ambassador to London on 3 

February that the best tactic was to let the internal difficulties work themselves out. 

'Middle East politics', Lloyd said, 'was like a game of tennis in which the only way of 

scoring was by waiting for the opponent to serve double faults'. (108) For Britain the 

main concern was the consequences the Union might have on oil supplies. In the short 

term the likelihood of change was small. However, in the long term much would depend 

on the constitutional changes arising from the Union and how they would affect the IPC 

and the Tapline agreement with Syria. Nasser, in any case, would be in a stronger 

position than before because he would now have both the pipeline and the canal under 

his control. (109) Although the mood in Britain was one of caution, the Union was not 

welcomed and the Foreign Office concluded on 4 February that 'In present circumstances 

any successful move towards greater Arab unity would be a disaster from the point of 

view of British interests, since it could only be carried out under Nasser's 

leadership'.(110) The British Ambassador to Lebanon viewed the event as 'momentous' 

in Middle Eastern affairs and argued that, although there were historical and 

geographical difficulties in the way of unity, the move engendered great sympathy among 

many Arabs.(111) After some consideration Her Majesty's Government decided to 

give de-facto but not de-jure recognition to the Union. The British reservation about 

giving de-jure recognition was explained on the basis of uncertainty over the stability and 

permanence of the UAR.(112)

The regional Baghdad Pact members, who were at this time engaged in a Pact meeting, 

were caught by surprise at the news of the establishment of the UAR. The Iraqi 

delegation, in a desperate mood, raised doubts over whether their government and other
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regional states had the ability to stop similar events taking place in other countries. They 

realised that the slogan of Arab unity appealed to many Arabs and that it was hard to 

stem the tide. Dulles, who was attending the meeting, suggested that there was a need 

for an Arab initiative, but thought that Iraq should first wait and see the reaction in other 

Arab states. He said that it would be better if a common policy between Iraq, Saudi 

Arabia and Jordan could be worked out.(l 13)

Due to their growing fear of Nasser and his dominance in the region, Jordan and Iraq 

announced on 14 February the creation of a Union between their states known as the 

Arab Federation. The two Unions were different not just from their political standpoint 

but also in their nature. Whereas the UAR aimed to blend the two nations into one, the 

Arab Federation intended to create a Federal entity which still maintained the separate 

national and political identities of the two member states. According to its constitution, 

the Federation would be responsible for security, foreign affairs and currency and a new 

parliament, in addition to those currently in existence in Iraq and Jordan, would be set 

up.(l 14) Faisal was to be the president of the Union and Hussein his deputy and chief 

commander of the Federation forces in Jordan.

The UAR demonstrated the extensive division in the Arab world by quickly launching 

into an attack on the Federation. Already on 13 February, Radio Damascus condemned 

the effort to establish an Hashemite federation, saying there was a world of difference 

between a natural union (UAR) and an artificial one like the Hashemite federation. But 

on 14 February, Nasser blessed the federation. (115) According to a secret survey 

prepared by the research department in the Israeli foreign office, Nasser initially 

welcomed the Hashemite Union because he believed that Jordan and Iraq would not be 

able to create a viable entity in practice, and that even if they did succeed he would

255



appear in the Arab world as a leader willing to encouraged any Arab Union even if it was 

against him. In addition, it was assumed that Nasser blessed the Federation because he 

hoped that it could lead to increasing destabilisation in Iraq which was basically better 

off and stronger without Jordan. Moreover, according to the Israeli report, Nasser hoped 

that relations between Iraq and Jordan would deteriorate as a result of competition 

between the two leaders for influence over the Federation.(116) Despite Nasser's 

•blessing' of the new grouping, the Egyptian and Syrian newspapers attacked the 

Federation and the Egyptian newspaper ELSHAB commented that Israel welcomed the 

Union between Iraq and Jordan. (117) It did not take long for Nasser to change his tune. 

On 26 February he now attacked the Federation, saying that 'The Arab people would 

finish the traitor'. Cairo newspapers explained that Nasser had attacked the Union 

because the Iraqi Foreign Minister had argued that the UAR was established under 

compulsion, an accusation that was in turn denounced by Iraqi radio on 28 February. 

(118)

Britain welcomed the Arab Federation and in a House of Commons debate on 20 

February, Selwyn Lloyd said that it seemed to be a natural grouping designed to bring 

a more prosperous and better future to the people of the two countries and expressed his 

belief that the new union would not bring more tension or greater risk of war.(l 19)

The announcement of the Arab Federation presented Israel with greater difficulties. In 

their meeting in Paris in February 1958 Golda Meir and the Israeli diplomats addressed 

these issues, recognising the different environment in which Israel operated and the need 

for greater caution in the initiation of military operations against her neighbours. 

Assessing the Western response to the Federation, Elath, informed his colleagues that 

there were some in Britain who saw the Arab Federation as the fulfilment of Lawrence
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of Arabia's dream and stated that the support for the Federation in Britain was shared by 

both parties and therefore it could hardly be expected that the Labour Party would help 

Israel on this issue as it had in the case of the Guildhall speech. The Ambassador said 

that if Israel declared her opposition to the Federation then she might offend the Labour 

Party as well as friends in the Conservative party and they might conclude that Israel was 

like a 'lump in the throat.' (120) He thought it would be better if Israel did not take a 

clear stand against the Federation, especially in view of Britain's inability since Suez to 

take independent action without first consulting the US. Moshe Sasson, the Israeli 

Ambassador to Italy, thought that the move towards unity in the Arab world was a 

revolutionary and historical act, and that the two unions should be seen as 

complementing each other. He stated that until the Union and the Federation united they 

would compete between themselves at Israel's expense. He said that the fact that the 

Federation was established fifteen days after the creation of the UAR gave the impression 

that the West was working behind the scene, and this impression would increase the 

Federation's need to take a more hostile line against Israel. Israel, he said, should not 

take any initiative as she could not adopt the Western position vis-a-vis the Federation 

because she was a factor in the region and her outlook therefore was different. Yacov 

Zur, the Israeli Ambassador to Paris, stated that the French were confused, and felt they 

could not do much especially because the US was not willing to take any initiative. 

Furthermore, the French felt unable to assist, because of their position in North Africa 

which had put France in the 'prosecution dock'.(121) Meir said that Israel realised that 

the West did not like to listen to Israel's suggestions because they also had to consider 

their own interests in the region and in particular wanted to protect their oil supply. 

(122)
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In general, the Israeli government was in favour of division in the Arab world as a 

means of reducing the possibility of combined attack against her. However, although the 

two unions demonstrated a great disunity in the Arab world, the current divisions, unlike 

those in the past, were not welcomed by the Israeli government. This different outlook 

arose for a number of reasons. First, the Soviet penetration in the region placed Israel 

in a more complicated position and limited her freedom of action. Second, the position 

of the pro-Western states in the region was more vulnerable than it had been before 

Suez, and it was evident that the West, and especially the US, was unwilling to exercise 

its military power to defend them. Under these circumstances any Israeli military action 

would alienate not only the Arabs but might offend the West and bring the Soviets onto 

the scene. The Foreign Minister and the diplomats present at the meeting agreed that, 

despite the division and rivalries in the Arab world, an Israeli action against either one 

of the unions would bring the other to its assistance. Haim Yahil summed up the 

consensus by observing that Israel's previous belief that any division in the Arab world 

was in Israel's favour was no longer valid.(123)

Furthermore, from Israel's point of view the Arab Federation posed a greater threat 

than the UAR. While the UAR did not create, at least in the short term, a new situation 

or problem, the Arab Federation could directly affect Israel's security and defence 

position. The Arab Federation posed a threat to Israel because Iraq had no armistice 

agreement with her and, although Israel was in a more confident mood than in 1956, it 

was still anxious about Iraqi intervention in Jordan. The best way forward in Meir's view 

was to emphasise that for Israel the two unions threatened her security situation and that 

Israel should maintain her right to act if Iraq entered Jordan. (124) Still, she speculated, 

that there might be one advantage for Israel from the Arab Federation; if the formal
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border between Jordan and Iraq ceased to exist it might increase the possibility of a 

transfer of Palestinian refugees from Jordan to Iraq.(125) In further discussions in Paris, 

Gidon Raphel said that the IDFs view was that if the Iraqis entered the West Bank, the 

Israeli forces would not be able to call all their military forces to meet the Iraqis, as such 

an incident also raised the danger that the UAR might enter the scene, and that 

therefore Israel should not permit the entrance of Iraqi forces to the West Bank. As for 

the Federation, Meir said, Israel faced the problem that the West welcomed this 'creature' 

and would like to take it under its patronage. The diplomats agreed that Israel should be 

cautious and be careful not to appear as a factor that opposed this 'process' of unity. 

Israel should neither bless nor curse the unions and must realise her limited ability to 

change the situation because of the Cold War, the increasing domination of the Soviets 

in the region and because the West favoured the federation.(126)

Moshe Sasson emphasised that it was very important under the current circumstances 

that the Israeli Foreign Ministry should take a greater role and exclude the IDF from any 

diplomatic initiative. He recommended that Israel should be aware of the different 

interests of each country in the region and conduct her political efforts according to the 

various considerations of each country. However, he said, the situation vis-a-vis Britain 

was very different because she was the only Western country who was not interested in 

peace between Israel and the Arabs. Britain, in his view, was the only power that still had 

colonial interests in the Middle East and was different therefore from France or US who 

were motivated mainly by economic interests. 'There is one colonial power,' he continued 

, 'and her name is England, and she is stationed in Aden, Kuwait, Bahrain etc., Iraq was 

also under her patronage and a member in the Baghdad pact. She [Britain] knows that 

the Arab world fight not only Zionism but Imperialism, and Imperialism means England.
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Britain therefore would not be interested to see an end to the dispute between us 

[Israel] and the Arabs because it would divert all the Arabs attention on her'. (127) The 

Israeli Ambassador to London agreed with most of this analysis.

Although Israel adopted a cautious line, especially when expressing her view on the 

Arab Federation, she wanted the West to be aware of her anxiety about the present 

situation. Michael Comay, the Deputy Director of Foreign Affairs, told Rundall on 4 

February that the slogan of Arab unity appealed to the Arabs and that consequently 

countries like Jordan were in danger. When Rundall asked him about the Israeli reaction 

to union between Jordan and Iraq, Comay reiterated that Israel and Iraq had no armistice 

agreement and that therefore the entrance of Iraqi troops into Jordan would cause alarm 

in Israel.(128)

Israel's cautious line was also expressed in Eban's discussions with the State 

Department. He told them that Israel had reservations towards the unions, but that his 

government felt that United Nations members should recognise the unions. Eban said 

that in Israel's view the UAR would face difficulties because of its lack of cultural 

unity. (129) The Arab Federation on the other hand had more in common, for example, 

resistance to Communism. Eban said that Ben-Gurion wished to discuss with Dulles the 

implications for Israel. He said that Israel would have welcomed the act of unity if these 

states were peace-loving, but they were all anti-Israeli.(130) He emphasised once again 

that, although the Arab federation was the lesser of two evils, Israel felt that it had the 

right to object to any move of Iraqi forces west of the river Jordan.(l 31) Eban said that 

Ben-Gurion wanted to reassure the Iraqis that they had no need to fear Israel, but she 

should be aware of Israel's security interests especially along the armistice lines.(132)

There are two interesting points which emerged from the Paris meeting and from the
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discussions between the Israeli diplomats and their British and American colleagues; first, 

the relatively moderate line in Israel's foreign policy, and second the greater role of the 

Israeli Foreign Ministry. We can assume that before Suez similar events in the Arab 

world would have met with a very different, more extreme Israeli reaction. The other 

interesting point is the important place of Britain in these discussions and the great 

criticism and suspicion shown towards her. The line represented by Sasson and shared 

by the Israeli Ambassador to London was still a common belief among Israeli 

decision-makers.

From Israel's point of view British policy at the time did not suggest anything that 

would justify a reduction of Israel's suspicions and bitterness towards Her Majesty's 

Government.

At the same time, it seems that the Israeli government placed hope and trust in the 

friendship of the Labour Party leaders towards their cause, as this had been evident in 

the dispute over Shell's withdrawal from Israel and on several other occasions during this 

period. The Israeli decision-makers saw Gaitskell and Bevan as loyal friends, although 

they were aware of their limited power and influence upon the Conservative government 

decision-makers. During their Paris meeting, Meir told Elath to continue his connections 

with the Labour Party and stressed that every speech Gaitskell gave on Israel's behalf had 

some benefit.(133)

The Labour Party leaders at this time tried to press the government to adopt a more 

forthcoming attitude towards Israel and to supply her with arms. The official British 

policy following Suez was that under the UN resolution the British government was not 

permitted to supply certain countries in the region, including Israel, with arms. During 

1957 Britain supplied Israel with some spare parts but unofficially adopted an arms
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embargo towards Israel. The official British view was that Israel was in a position to 

defend itself against Arab attack, especially with the arms she had captured in the 

Sinai.(134) Bevan told Lloyd at the end of July that it was illogical that there was a ban 

on arms to Israel while at the same time the Syrians were obtaining arms from the 

Soviets and creating further tensions in the regional 3 5) Lloyd promised Bevan and 

Gaitskell that the British government would supply Israel with radar for the destroyers 

previously supplied to Israeli navy, and that arrangements for the overhaul of aeroplanes 

belonging to the Israeli air force were in hand. Lloyd said that he would like to proceed 

with the supply of Meteor fighters but it had to be remembered that the UN resolution 

was still in force. Macmillan added that it was important that Israel kept quiet about the 

arms she was getting from Britain.(136)

Tensions Over Mount Sc o p u s

In 1958 the Israeli government decided to have their official ceremony to celebrate the 

anniversary in Jerusalem and planned to have a military parade. The parade was 

technically a breach of the Israeli-Jordanian armistice agreement which required that no 

aggressive forces come within ten kilometres of the demarcation line.(137) This could 

only add more tension to the state of relations between Israel and Jordan especially along 

the armistice lines.

There had over the previous years been many incidents along the border particularly 

around Mount Scopus, and in the area of Governor House. According to the armistice 

agreement Mount Scopus, which included the Hebrew university and HAD ASA 

hospital, remained under Israeli control. However, it was not easy for Israeli convoys 

who had to go through an Arab neighbourhood to reach Mount Scopus which was an
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isolated Israeli enclave whithin Jordanian territory. During July 1957 the Jordanians 

complained to the Security Council that Israel had started to plant trees in the Governor 

House area, south of Jerusalem, (138) and that Israel had started to work in no-man's 

land between the armistice lines.(139) However, Israel was determined to continue and 

claimed that the work was simply that the planting of trees was in order to prevent soil 

erosion and that it had no military repercussions or significance.(140) The Jordanians on 

their side stopped a convoy to Mount Scopus on the grounds that it carried petrol.(141) 

According to the Israel-Jordan armistice line agreement neither the armed forces of the 

two countries nor civilians could cross the demarcation line, but the planting area was 

to be in an area between the lines and not in the demilitarised zone. In a discussion 

between Dulles and Eban, the Ambassador said that Jordan was making a 'fuss of 

nothing'.(142) However, Dulles suggested that in view of the tension in the area it was 

important that Israel should avoid any action which could appear provocative, 

particularly at a time when the US government was doing its utmost to convince the 

King that the real danger to Jordan and other Arab states was not from Israel but from 

Communism and the Soviets.(143)

The Lebanon on the Brink of Chaos

While there were continuing problems along Israel's Eastern frontier the main concern 

for the Western powers and Israel from the spring of 1958 the from growing instability 

in the Lebanon.

The situation in the Lebanon started to deteriorate during the spring, thereby adding 

more tension and instability to the region. The crisis in the Lebanon was stimulated by 

pan-Arabism, and escalated when rumours started to spread that Chamil Chamoun, the
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Lebanese president, aimed to amend the constitution in order to ensure his re-election. 

(144) Lebanese politics were complicated by inter-family rivalries between the 

Maronites and the Sunni Moslems. Lebanon was ruled by the Christian Maronibes 

although in proportion to the Moslem Sunnis they formed a minority. For a long time, 

the Sunnis were reluctant to share the management of the affairs of their country. The 

Shi'ates, who formed the least advanced section of the population, could only play a 

minor role, and the Druzes who were able and willing to cooperate were a 

comparatively small group, thus Lebanese affairs were dominated by the Christians. (145) 

Even among the Christian Maronities there was growing opposition to Chamoun, but 

they were all terrified by the pan-Sunni role in Arab nationalism and by the prospect that 

the Sunnis who were inspired by Nasser would try to change the status-quo. General 

Chehab, the Army Chief of Staff, was favoured by the Christians and Moslems but 

refused to be considered as a possible successor to Chamoun. In the first weeks of May 

the split between the Moslems and Christians over a potential replacement for the 

President and among pro-Western elements and the pan-Arabist sections grew and by 

the middle of the month the situation had worsened with Lebanon on the brink of chaos. 

On 8 May, the editor of an opposition newspaper, Nabib Matni, was assassinated. 

Violent actions were committed by both sides in certain parts of the Lebanon which 

threatened to jeopardise the delicate co-existence between the different minorities. 

Chamoun rejected the opposition's demand submitted on 10 May that he, his Prime 

Minister and Foreign Minister should resign.(146) Chamoun was eager to ensure 

Western help in case of an emergency.

The US and British governments were agreed that it was important to assist Chamoun 

if the situation in the Lebanon deteriorated further. It appeared that for Macmillan and
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Eisenhower the Lebanon was a case where they could ill-afford to fail and they felt that 

the Lebanon was a test for Western readiness to help pro-Western regimes countries in 

the region. However, although Eisenhower and Dulles promised to assist the Lebanon 

if the need arose, they had some reservations. Eisenhower stressed that American aid 

to the Lebanon had certain conditions; the US would not send troops for the purpose of 

achieving an additional term for the president and the request should have the concrete 

support of some other Arab nations. American forces deployed to the Lebanon would 

be there to protect American lives and at the same time would assist the legal Lebanese 

govemment.(147) Dulles told Eban on 30 June that the problem with armed intervention 

was that it would intensify anti-Western sentiment and would weaken the position of Iraq 

and Jordan, and therefore the optimum solution would be a peaceful one.(148) The letter 

to the Lebanese government from Dulles on 13 May also emphasised American 

reservations. Dulles wrote that, although the US was prepared to act upon an 

appropriate request from Chamoun and his government to send certain forces to 

Lebanon, there was a belief that such action was a grave step which could have the most 

serious and far-reaching implications, and therefore should be requested only if the 

situation in the Lebanon was at a critical point. Dulles added that the US government 

also assumed that Chamoun would not push his candidacy if it divided Lebanese integrity 

or compromised the pro-Western orientation of the Lebanon.(149)

Chamoun also approached the British government to seek their assistance if this 

became necessary. He told the British Ambassador to Lebanon that there was increasing 

evidence of massive Egyptian aid to armed groups who were endeavouring to take 

control of the country. Chamoun asked the Ambassador whether the British government 

was willing to provide the Lebanon with military assistance within twenty-four hours of
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a formal request for the dispatch of forces.(150) Macmillan thought that it was very 

important to assist Chamoun if the situation in the Lebanon deteriorated. 'Thus once 

more', he wrote in his diary, 'we were faced with an aggressive action by Nasser 

threatening the stability of the whole Middle East'. He believed that Nasser's object was 

to force the Lebanon to join the UAR and compared the situation in the Middle East with 

Austria and the Sudetenland position in 1938.(151) However, Macmillan realised that 

the loss of Britain's position at the Canal and the outcome of Suez had worsened her 

military position and limited her ability to undertake a military operation alone. He 

believed that this fact should not prevent Britain from helping the Lebanon and was 

anxious to ensure American support for military intervention. In his talks with Dulles and 

State Department's officials, Sir Harold Caccia, the British Ambassador to the US, 

referred to Sir Michael Wright's telegram, calling attention particularly to the opinion of 

King Faisal and Crown Prince Abdul-ilah that, in the absence of an adequate alternative 

it was better to support Chamoun's re-election even at the price of civil war, adding that 

Lloyd agreed with this point. It is clear that Macmillan wanted to prevent a repetition of 

Suez where the British had stood alone against the Arab world and against the wishes 

of the US. He noted in his diary that the British view was supported by Eisenhower and 

Dulles: 'The world', he wrote, 'learnt much in the last two years and we no longer stood 

alone'.(l 52) The British Cabinet agreed on 13 May that Britain should join the US in any 

military intervention to preserve the independence of the Lebanon if the need arose, 

(153) and the British Ambassador to the Lebanon was authorised to inform Chamoun 

that Her Majesty's Government was prepared to give the Lebanon military assistance if 

requested. (154) On 22 May the Lebanese government turned to the Security Council 

and asked the UN to take account of the massive activities by the UAR. On 11 June the



Security Council subsequently authorised the dispatch of an observation group to the 

Lebanon. (155) The British Ambassador to Washington was requested to tell Dulles that 

the British government believed it was very important to assist the Lebanon if requested, 

and that it was believed by Britain that any failure to help the Lebanon would be a 

greater defeat for the West than the withdrawal of British and French troops from 

Port-Said and might lead to the collapse of Jordan, Iraq, Libya and Sudan.(156)

De Gaulle and the Franco-Israeli Relations

At this stage it was not clear what France's reaction would be if the situation 

deteriorated, but it seemed that they would take a cautious line. France was going 

through a period of instability and upheavals; between September 1957 and April 1958 

three governments had collapsed either directly or indirectly due to the situation in 

Algeria.(157) There were growing economic difficulties in France and a lack of public 

confidence in parliament. Although the Suez crisis had not had such an immediate and 

grave political impact on France as on Britain, the war and its consequences escalated 

the general dissatisfaction with parliament. On 16 April 1958 M. Gaillard's government 

resigned and it was only on 14 May that a new government was formed by Pierre 

Plimlin.(158) However, the day before he became premier there were growing 

demonstrations by the European settlers in Algeria demanding a committee of public 

safety to be led by General de Gaulle. (159) On 24 May French parachute troops from 

Algeria landed in Corsica making it clear that de Gaulle's accession could not be 

delayed.(160) De Gaulle seemed to be the remedy for many Frenchmen, and on 1 June, 

he received a vote of confidence from a large majority of the French assembly.(161) 

The political changes in France brought considerable speculation and concern in Israel.
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As has already been emphasised, the friendship with France was seen by Israeli 

decision-makers as a unique asset to be valued and cherished. However, it was not clear 

whether de Gaulle would pursue the policy of his predecessors or would choose to take 

a more balanced attitude towards the Arab-Israeli dispute. Ben-Gurion wrote in his diary 

with optimism but also with some caution that he did not think de Gaulle was a fascist 

or a dictator, Tie believes he is France, he is a big and distinguished man, a bit 

egocentric, but means well'.(162) Pierre Gilbert, the French Ambassador to Israel, 

stressed publicly that the relations between Israel and France were excellent and would 

remain so; the French Prime Minister, he stressed, was one of Israel's great friends. (163) 

France continued to supply Israel with arms and during the summer she received sixty 

Fouga unarmed jet training aircraft.(164)

Israel and the Lebanese Crisis 

Meanwhile the situation in the Lebanon worsened and a special US intelligence report 

estimated that the position of President Chamoun was in the balance and that the 

country was in a state of civil war. The report stated that it was likely that American 

intervention in the Lebanon would face hostility even from some of the Christians, but 

that on the other hand if Chamoun publicly asked for US aid and it was refused it could 

have serious consequences for the anti- Nasser elements in the Arab world, particularly 

in Iraq and Jordan. The reaction in the Lebanon could be even worse, according to the 

report, if the British and especially French troops joined in. (165)

Events in the Lebanon caused anxiety and unrest in Israel. Lebanese-Israeli relations 

were relatively peaceful and the Israeli government favoured Christian rule in the 

Lebanon. Although Israel had no peace agreement with the Lebanon she saw the country
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as a 'different' Arab state, one which was naturally Western and basically not hostile to 

Israel. On these grounds one could explain the growing uneasiness the Israeli 

government felt about the recent developments in the Lebanon. The geographical 

position of the Lebanon was important because of its frontier with Syria, a member 

country of the UAR and one viewed by Israel as a 'Soviet satellite'. The Israeli 

decision-makers were in favour of military intervention if the situation in the Lebanon 

deteriorated and her independence was put at risk. Eban told Dulles on 13 May that the 

US should take the risk of intervention and added that the Arabs would respect any 

Western initiative especially if it was successful.(166)

In a discussion between Rundall and Colonel Yehoshaft Harkabi, the director of 

military intelligence on 30 June, Harkabi said that the Lebanon was the key to major 

developments and changes in the Middle East. He stressed that in Israel's judgment, if 

the Lebanon fell to the UAR, there was no hope that the Federation of Jordan and Iraq 

could survive as an independent unity. If the Western world would not keep the Lebanon 

independent, the former's influence could totally diminish. Harkabi told Rundall that 

Israel's information was that the Lebanese army was being reorganized and many 

Moslems officers had resigned as they were regarded as unreliable. (167) Sir Francis 

Rundall was well aware that the situation in the Lebanon might awake the militarist 

tendency in Israel. 'There is', he wrote on 13 June, 'evidence that Israel is becoming 

seriously nervous over the Lebanese issue'. He went on to note that 'Although there was 

no repetition of the policy of reprisals there was a new atmosphere of truculence and a 

tendency to flex more openly Israel's nationalist muscles'. (168) In his view these 

changes resulted from a number of reasons such as the confidence Israel had gained in 

the Sinai war, a factor which was enhanced by the growing evidence of Arab weakness,
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and the loss of Western credibility due to their failure to bring about a satisfactory 

solution to the Lebanese issue. However, the Ambassador emphasised to the Foreign 

Office in London that the outcry in Israel could also be explained as typical Israeli 

behaviour in a crisis, as they were very concerned over the future of the Lebanon. 

'Basically', Rundall continued, 'Israel would prefer to see a peace settlement, but on the 

other hand there was also a different mood which combined military confidence, a faith 

in Israel's destiny and a feeling that the odds could move heavily against her almost 

overnight.' He added, "'This belief' led the man in the street and the government to the 

conclusion that conciliation was unprofitable and perhaps even dangerous.'(169) 

Rundall's observation pointed to a significant dilemma in Israel's political behaviour. 

It appears that even today there are two ambivalent lines of Israel foreign policy, and this 

was even more so in the period under study. The ambiguity between the desire for peace 

and at the same time the realisation that at least for a while peace was only a dream gave 

birth to the belief that any sign of weakness, which an outsider observer might describe 

as 'moderation', could from Israel's point of view lead only to a disaster. With some 

caution one can say that a tendency towards militarism had strong roots in Israel, and it 

led to the feeling that only a policy of an 'iron fist' could preserve Israel's existence. This 

belief continued to exist during 1957-1958 even though Israel's policy was more 

moderate and cautious than during the early period. The characteristic line of Israel's 

behaviour was dominated by a deep desire for a peaceful solution of the Arab-Israeli 

dispute, but at the same time great disbelief in this becoming a reality. Consequently, 

one could understand that any political event which might change the fragile status quo 

was almost certainly going to be perceived by the Israeli government as a real danger to 

her existence and thus strengthen her militaristic tendency.
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At this stage however, the Israeli government watched the events along her borders with 

great concern but restrained herself from taking any military action. The realisation that 

the Western powers were still reluctant to take action and that Soviet penetration in the 

area had grown, forced Israel to consider her policy carefully. The Syrian crisis which 

had caused much tension had come to an end and there were no further indications that 

Syrian stability was in danger, although it was clear that the latter were moving towards 

closer relations with the Soviet Union. It seemed that Israel and the Western powers 

realised the region's delicate and flammable situation and the need for restraint.

Thus in the summer the situation in the Lebanon steadily deteriorated and Western 

intervention seemed increasingly inevitable. However, the events of 14 July in Iraq 

proved to be even more dramatic and horrific than anyone in London, Washington or 

Jerusalem could have foreseen.
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Chapter no. 8

The End of an Era- the Crisis of 1958 and the Anglo-Israeli Relationship.

This chapter examines the crisis of the summer of 1958 in the context of Anglo-Israeli 

relations. It addresses the implications of the dramatic events of July 1958, when Britain and 

United States intervened in Jordan and the Lebanon. In particular it seeks to provide a 

clearer understanding of the policies of Israel and Britain, and to demonstrate that this crisis 

and not the Suez crisis, marked a turning point in their relationship with each other.

At dawn on 14 July 1958 the Middle East was shaken: a coup d'etat(l) had taken place in 

Iraq. The coup was led by a group of officers under the command of Colonel Abd Al-Karim 

Qassem. The battalions involved in the coup were originally to be sent to Jordan in order to 

reinforce King Hussein's vulnerable position, but instead they entered the Iraqi capital at 4:30 

a.m., surrounded the royal palace and took possession of key installations in Baghdad. The 

same morning the King, the Prince and other members of the royal family were executed.(2) 

The only survivor was Nuri el-Said, the Premier, but he was caught the following day when 

walking in the street dressed as a woman. Baghdad Radio announced the following day that 

Nuri had been captured and killed.(3) Nuri's body was brutally abused by the public in the 

streets of Baghdad.

The dramatic news shocked and surprised the West. It was immediately feared that this 

event might be followed by similar attempts in other pro-Western Middle Eastern states and 

might jeopardise the West's strategic, political and economic interests.

The British embassy in Baghdad was also attacked by an Iraqi mob. On the day of the
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coup Iraqi soldiers entered the embassy in order to guard it but made no great effort to 

protect the embassy residents from the mob and the British Ambassador and other officials 

had to take shelter in the Registry. They were surrounded by an angry crowd who threatened 

to set fire to the room if the Ambassador and his companions did not leave it unarmed; they 

were eventually rescued and protected by the army. (4) The coup demonstrated, the 

prevalence of nationalist radical and anti-western feeling among the Middle Eastern states 

and the growing resentment toward Nuri and the monarchy.

These events could only add to the sombre atmosphere in London. Britain's interests in 

Iraq and the belief that the latter was one of the main pillars of stability in the region meant 

that these developments were seen as a serious blow to Britain's position. It was described 

by Harold Macmillan as: 'destroying at a blow a whole system of security which successive 

British governments had built up'.(5) There were growing fears in Britain that the oil 

pipeline from Kirkuk to the Lebanon, which ran through Syria, could be cut and the flow of 

oil from Iraq would be stopped. The British government was quick to reinforce her forces 

in the Persian Gulf in order to secure and strengthen their position.

The American Intervention in the Lebanon

The events in Iraq were of great importance, in themselves, but they were also significant 

because they threatened to create a precedent for other states in the region. In the coming 

months it would be the potential of revolution spreading to other Arab states, rather than the 

events in Iraq herself that would dominate thinking in Britain, Israel and the United States. 

In particular there was a concern that they would lead to the deterioration of the already
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fragile situation in the Lebanon. The radical elements opposed to Chamoun might well be 

stimulated by the rise of pan -Arabism and seek to challenge the status quo in Lebanon, and 

they were already receiving, according to US sources, assistance and guidance from the 

UAR for their subversion activities. (6) Dr. Charles Malik, the Lebanese Foreign Minister, 

presented on 6 June a lengthy indictment of the UAR to the Security Council which then 

decided to send military observers to the Lebanon.(7) The Americans decided to accede 

to the Lebanese request for American assistance and to send their troops immediately.

The Suez crisis had already contributed to a different American attitude towards the 

Middle East, as manifested in the Eisenhower Doctrine. The American administration felt, 

therefore, that a failure to respond to an open Lebanese request for assistance would be seen 

in these circumstances as a move that would fatally undermine the Doctrine. The US 

administration feared that any political compromise in the Lebanon might cause a further loss 

of US prestige and that the overthrown of Chamoun by anti-Western groups would weaken 

the US's ability to maintain its interests in the region. In addition, it might accelerate the 

UAR's efforts to undermine other pro-Western regimes in the Middle East.(8) However, the 

American government wanted to draw a distinction between Suez and their intervention in 

the Lebanon. The Americans were keen that it should not be seen in the same light. (9) 

Eisenhower called for an emergency meeting of the United Nations Security Council and on 

15 July and already discussed the matter with twenty two Congress leaders on 14 July 

which resulted in an endorsement of the President's decision to intervene in the Lebanon. (10) 

Subsequently on 15 July, American forces consisting of the second marine regiment landed 

in Beirut. (11)
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The British Cabinet had already decided in May that year that they would be willing to 

take part in any joint Anglo-American operation in the Lebanon if requested to do so.(12) 

However, Eisenhower believed that the American forces could cope with the situation 

without any additional assistance from the British, and also did not want it to appear as if 

the US was collaborating with Britain. (13)

Tensions in Jordan- the Anglo-American Response

At the same time as Chamoun's request to Washington the British cabinet received an 

informal request from King Hussein of Jordan asking for British and American assurances 

of immediate assistance if necessary. Macmillan believed that in the light of the situation in 

Iraq and the Lebanon, Hussein should be urged to make a formal request at once in order 

to make the position clear, and sought US support for a possible intervention. (14) 

Macmillan and the British cabinet were thus careful not to repeat the mistake of Eden's 

government in 1956. At the same time, however, they did not want to appear to have 

abandoned their commitments and interests in the region. 'Nothing1, Macmillan wrote in his 

diary on 15 July, 'could be worse for our position in the Middle East than to find ourselves 

first exposed and then abandoned.' (15)

On 16 July a formal request arrived from King Hussein and Samir Rifai, the Jordanian 

Prime Minister. They sought the dispatch of British and American forces in order to enable 

Jordan's army and security forces to deal with a coup which they believed would be staged 

by the UAR in the West Bank, along the Syrian frontier and in Amman. (16) Hussein had 

been subjected for some time to hostile propaganda and incitements to rebellion from the
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UAR and was aware that a plot against him was taking place within his army and 

country.(17). Hussein's political and economic situation was desperate, the oil supply from 

Iraq was cut off and, according to the British embassy in Amman, the country was left with 

less than one day's energy supplies for the electricity plant and the municipal pumping 

stations.(18)

When the British government received the formal request from King Hussein they were 

aware of the grave situation in Jordan and the Cabinet agreed that it was essential to assist 

Jordan as quick as possible. It was assumed that a failure to respond would weaken the 

King's will to resist and might strengthen the UAR and Hussein's opponents. It was feared 

that if such a situation would occur the British position in the Gulf would be injeopardy.(19)

Having learnt the bitter lessons of Suez, Macmillan was eager to secure US support before 

taking any action. Already on 15 July, Macmillan had sent a message to President 

Eisenhower, expressing his government's support of US intervention in the Lebanon, and 

emphasised that a critical situation had developed not just in the Lebanon but throughout the 

Middle East as a whole. He asked the President for his support to restore the situation in 

Iraq and if needed in Jordan. (20) However, the US government did not want to commit 

herself to a combined Anglo-American operation in Jordan. In a telephone conversation 

between Macmillan and Dulles on 16 July the latter expressed his reservations about the 

wisdom of military intervention in Jordan, and said it was better to wait until he could be 

sure that such an operation would be in Hussein's favour. (21) The American response 

caused disappointment within the British Cabinet, but Macmillan was determined to seek 

some US approval. When Hussein's formal request was finally presented to the British and

287



American governments, Macmillan informed Dulles that the British Cabinet had decided to 

accede to the King's request without delay. Dulles's attitude now became more forthcoming 

and he promised Macmillan that the American government would stand behind the British 

decision and would support her both publicly and in the UN. He also said that the US would 

assist Britain with logistical support as the situation developed and agreed that the 

demonstration flights which US aircraft were to make over Israel and Jordan the following 

day (17 July) should coincide with the needs of the British operation.(22)

The British government was disappointed to learn that the Americans would not commit 

themselves to a joint operation, but they were partly comforted by America's political and 

moral support. The British Government could therefore inform Hussein that they had 

decided to accede to Jordan's request and would dispatch troops from Cyprus 

immediately.(23) In order not to risk a day's delay, Macmillan ordered the flights to Jordan 

to start on the night of 16 July.(24) On 16 July Macmillan informed Parliament that the 

British government had received a formal request from Hussein and the Jordanian Prime 

Minister to assist Jordan by sending British troops to Amman immediately, and that the 

British government had decided to accede to Hussein's request. He explained that the 

purpose of the operation was to help the King to stabilise the situation in Jordan and to help 

the Jordanian government to maintain the integrity and independence of the country. He 

assured Parliament that the British operation enjoyed full US support.(25) Macmillan 

argued that it was essential to help Jordan in order to prevent a chain reaction in which other 

Arab states, especially the Gulf states, would fall victim to the UAR and their 

supporters.(26) Macmillan also said that the British government must assist Jordan whose



independence was under threat because of conspiracy and subversion. (27)

The RAF had to fly to Jordan by the shortest and quickest route possible, but the flight 

paths available were limited. As a result of the Suez crisis an air barrier had been established 

in the region The British found that it was impossible to use the quickest route through 

Saudi Arabia because the Saudis would not allow the RAF to use their air space and thus 

British had to find an alternative route. The only quick route available was over Israel. This 

created a most strange situation in which Hussein's existence was threatened by his Arab 

neighbours while his survival depended on his enemy:Israel. Hussein and Shamir Rifai were 

aware that following the Saudi refusal to permit flights through Saudi air space, it might be 

necessary for the British troops to be flown over Israel and that they would have to be 

reinforced and maintained by the same route. (28) However, they were reconciled to this as 

they knew they stood alone without Arab support.(29)

Israel and the Jordanian Crisis 

The British government had already approached the Israeli government on 15 July for 

permission to fly through Israeli airspace. Barbara Salt, the British Charge d'Affairs in 

Tel-Aviv, asked Ben-Gurion whether Israel would permit British troops to overfly Israel if 

the need arose. Ben-Gurion replied that although Israel was interested to see the present 

status quo in Jordan continue, he could not give an answer without consulting the Cabinet 

first.(30)

The Israeli government was very worried by the coup in Iraq and Ben-Gurion feared that 

similar events could follow in Saudi Arabia, Sudan and Jordan. (31) According to Professor 

Harkabi, at that time Head of the IDF intelligence, the coup came as a total surprise to Israel
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and there was growing speculation about the political orientation of the conspirators. (32) 

Ben-Gurion wrote to Eisenhower during the crisis that the new regime in Iraq should be 

treated with deep skepticism because it was closer to Communism than Nasser himself. (3 3) 

At the same time the Israelis also feared that Nasser might be behind the coup because Abd 

al-Salam Aref(Qassem's deputy) was seen as pro-Nasserist.(34) However, before Israel even 

had the time to consider the British request seriously in the light of these events she was 

faced with a fait accompli, as the British Cabinet assuming that the Israelis would not raise 

any objections, began their overflights. (35)

The first RAF planes flew over Israel on 16 July without prior clearance and forward 

elements of the Sixteenth Parachute Battalion arrived at Amman airport approximately at 

noon. However, the remainder of the brigade was turned back to Cyprus when Israelis jets 

scrambled and fired on the British planes.(3 6) The Israeli government told the British 

government that their request was under 'active consideration', but that the earliest they 

could expect a reply was not before midday 17 July. The British Charge d'affairs was 

puzzled by Israel's apprehension and assumed that Ben-Gurion did not want to be blamed 

for supporting a military action in which Israel would have no voice.(37) Salt anticipated 

that Israel opposed the operation because it might prevent Jordan's collapse, and that Israel 

would prefer to see the fall of Jordan in order to annex the West Bank. (3 8) She also believed 

that Ben-Gurion was a 'master of his Cabinet and did not need two days to decide on his 

price'.(39) However, in her own mind she felt that it was in Israel's interest to keep Nasser 

and the UAR away from Jordan and that therefore they should favour British action.(40) 

However, Ben-Gurion had concerns about the further implications of the British action,
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and although he was a powerful and most influential figure, his power over this decision was 

limited. As opposed to his firm control over defence issues, where Ben-Gurion consulted 

very few people, here the Israeli Prime Minister had to convince the members of his 

coalition government to support his decision. Ben-Gurion also wanted to avoid any overt 

involvement in the upheaval in the Arab world and preferred in this case to remain in the 

background of events. Unlike in the Suez crisis Ben-Gurion was now aware of two 

influential actors whose support he was keen to secure: world public opinion and the United 

States. Michael Bar-Zohar, Ben-Gurion's biographer, notes that the British request did not 

seem to Ben-Gurion so urgent as to justify immediate government consultation and 

Ben-Gurion also wanted to be sure that the US supported British request and action.(41) 

The Suez war had after all demonstrated the decline of Britain's power in the region and the 

great importance of the US, and Ben-Gurion was anxious this time to play his cards 

carefully. He also did not want to alienate the Soviet Union and to expose Israel to any 

danger from the Soviets. (42) Above all, Ben-Gurion had strong doubts about whether the 

stationing of British forces in Jordan was in Israeli interests, because he suspected Britain's 

real motives. (43) This deep suspicion of the British led him to protest to Macmillan on 17 

July that Israel was faced with a fait accompli and to express his hope that such incidents 

would not happen again. We cannot', he concluded, 'acquiesce in the sovereignty of our 

country being violated'.(44) Thus, he insisted that prior to any agreement by his government 

he should be assured that the US supported Britain's action in Jordan. (45) Subsequently, in 

a late night-telephone conversation on 17 July, Dulles assured Ben-Gurion that the British 

intervention in Jordan enjoyed full American support.(46)
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Meanwhile, Macmillan addressed the question of overflying Israel in a formal 

parliamentary debate on 17 July, and justified the decision on the grounds that it was most 

urgent to send the British planes to Amman. (46) However, in private he was aware that the 

Israelis might complain about British action and in his diary entry of 17 July admitted that 

the overflying of Israeli territory on 16 July without prior permission from the Israeli 

government was a 'major mistake.'(47) Macmillan, aware of the risk to the future operation, 

apologised to Ben-Gurion and assured him on 18 July, that as soon as he was aware that the 

overflight had not been granted prior permission from Israel he gave orders to postpone the 

operation. (48) He also promised Ben-Gurion that British troops were in Jordan to save King 

Hussein and would not intervene in any incidents along the Jordanian-Israel border. (49) 

The episode proved that the British government had not previously taken into 

consideration a situation where Israel's assistance would be necessary to save an Arab 

leader, nor the fact that she could be a beneficial player in a time of crisis in the Middle East. 

Furthermore Israel's willingness to co-operate with the British was taken for granted on the 

assumption that Israel preferred to maintain the status quo. In addition, it proved that there 

was no British military planning for such an action and that decisions being taken on the 

spot. Thus, Macmillan found himself eventually in a situation where he and his government 

had to plea and appeal for Israeli help and sympathy.

Discussions at the UN 

Britain and United States also took the issue of intervention to the United Nations in order 

to ensure an international solution to the problem. On 18 July, nine Security Council
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members supported a Japanese resolution calling for additional measures to be taken in order 

to uphold the integrity and political independence of Lebanon, which it was hoped might 

make US withdrawal possible. The resolution was vetoed by the Soviet Union who 

condemned the action and stated that the whole affair had an 'acute smell of oil'.(50) On the 

same day, Nikita Khrushchev, Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the USSR, presented 

a letter to Eisenhower in which he warned that the American and British intervention in the 

Lebanon and Jordan posed a threat to the peace and stability of the region and therefore 

called for a summit of the USSR, Britain, US, France and India, with the possible attendance 

of the UN Secretary-General, in order to discuss the situation in the Middle East. (51)

Both the Americans and the British objected to the proposal and Dulles felt strongly that 

they must avoid anything which could provide an opportunity to present the problem as 

American aggression against the Lebanon. (52) The British shared the American view and 

Lloyd observed that it was most important to complete the Lebanese and Jordanian 

operations before any discussions with the Soviets.(53) The Israelis too objected to such a 

summit, with Ben-Gurion stating his belief in regard to the proposal that 'no good can come 

to Israel but only evil'.(54)

French Reaction

The only party in favour of the Soviet proposal was France. This was part of de Gaulle's 

policy, after he became Premier of France on 1 June, of breaking away from close 

cooperation with the Anglo-Saxon countries in search of a more independent policy.(5 5) 

The Israelis viewed the development of this new French attitude with anxiety, but they were

293



aware that France was less hostile towards the Soviets than other Western countries. 

However, they believed that this difference was not an obstacle to their close relations, as 

the Israelis still regarded France as their main ally and supporter. However, they were 

uncertain what line and direction de Gaulle would adopt. The Israeli government was 

informed by Guy Mollet, the French Prime Minister, on 24 July that de Gaulle had great 

sympathy towards Israel, but had some reservations on the subject of open cooperation 

which arose from his basic political outlook and not from a lack of sympathy towards Israel. 

De Gaulle preferred, Mollet added, to leave the impression that Israel and France might sign 

a treaty because it could strengthen France's position in the region.(56) De Gaulle's personal 

attitude, as revealed in his memoirs, both towards Zionism and the state of Israel was 

sympathetic. 'I could', he wrote, 'not fail to be attracted by the grandeur of an enterprise 

which consists in re-establishing an autonomous Jewish nation'.(57) He went on to say that 

from a human point of view, it was some compensation for all the suffering Jews had 

endured through generations. However, although the existence of Israel was more than 

justified, one could not and should not ignore the problems it created in the Arab world. 

Israel should therefore be aware of these difficulties and treat her Arab neighbours, whose 

pride was wounded, with great caution. (5 8) Moreover, de Gaulle wanted to restore France's 

former position in the Middle East; both in Cairo and Damascus. (59) De Gaulle appreciated 

the heavy burden of the Algerian involvement, its impact on France's relations vis-a-vis the 

Arab world and the political price she paid for it. His outlook on the matter was bound to 

affect his relations with Israel, and when he succeeded to power he wanted to change the 

nature of the Franco-Israeli relationship. De Gaulle, however, did not favour this form of



close relations because he viewed the situation in the Middle East differently to his 

predecessors and thought that foreign relations should be conducted by the Quai d'Orsay and 

not by the Defence Ministry. In his letter to Ben-Gurion dated 30 July, de Gaulle emphasised 

his sympathy and concern for Israel's security, but also stressed his belief in non-interference 

in the internal affairs of regional states as well as the necessity to adopt a reasonable attitude 

towards the extreme groups in the Middle East.(60)

This belief that there were larger interests relating to the Algerian situation and the fact 

that control of foreign affairs was given back to the Quai D'orsay had an impact on 

Franco-Israeli relations and on France's policy in the region. After all the significance of 

Franco-Israeli relations arose from the fact that they were conducted between defence 

ministries which had very similar views on the Middle East, Nasser and the Algerian 

problem. The Quai d'Orsay held a different view and was concerned to re-establish good 

relations with the Arab world. pf)

The first signs of change came in July 1958 when an initial agreement was signed between 

the UAR and the Suez Canal company and in August when France and Egypt signed an 

agreement in Zurich which paved the way for the renewal of relations between the two 

countries.(61) The Israeli Ambassador to Paris, Yaacov Zur, had already warned in 1956 

that, although the French Defence Ministry was powerful, one should bear in mind that the 

civil service dominated the formation of French foreign policy, 'Governments come and go', 

he concluded, *but the civil service forever stays'.(62) His view proved to be more than 

accurate. Although at this stage there were no clear signs of a shift in policy, nonetheless 

in private conversations between French and British officials there were some references to
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the different nature of relations the new government was going to pursue.

The French Foreign Minister, Couve de Murville, had already told Selwyn Lloyd at the end 

of June that in the future Franco-Israeli relations would be conducted in a less provocative 

fashion. (63) De Gaulle also assured Macmillan that the nature of the relations would be 

slightly modified. (64) Still, Israeli decision-makers wanted to believe that these changes were 

cosmetic rather than fundamental. At this stage they could still hang on to this notion 

because de Gaulle did not raise any obstacles to good Franco-Israeli relations or indicate the 

arrival of any major changes. Yet, Israeli concerns were to be confirmed all too soon. The 

Algerian question, the very issue that paved the way to a close Franco-Israeli relationship, 

proved subsequently to be the core issue which divided them. This French change of heart, 

however, did not indicate a fundamental change in Franco-Israeli relations. Israel had always 

sought a closer relationship with the US and Britain and the crisis seemed like a good 

opportunity for Israel to expand her ties with other Western states.

Despite the ambivalence of France towards regional matters it was not enough to add any 

weight to the Soviet summit proposal. It seems that while Khrushchev was visiting China 

he realised the Chinese were not in favour of Indian participation. Instead he called for a 

special session of the Security Council.

US. Britain, Israel and the Overflights 

Meanwhile on 17 July the American government also requested permission to overfly 

Israel as a demonstration of US intentions and their support for the pro-Western powers in 

the region. (65) This was an easier decision for the Israelis to make than that concerning

296



British overflights because, first, it was a request by America, a country for which Israel had 

special sympathy and with which she had close economic relations, and second, in Israel's 

view, the situation in the Lebanon seemed in essence very different to the one in Jordan. 

Since 1949, after the first Arab-Israeli war, the Israeli-Lebanese border had been a quiet 

frontier and Israel perceived the Lebanon as a different and more moderate country. During 

the May crisis Israel had even indicated to the Lebanese that she would not exploit the 

situation if Lebanese forces stationed on the northern border were withdrawn in order to 

reinforce troops in Beirut. (66) Ben-Gurion told Sir Francis Rundall on 19 July that if 

Chamoun fell from power, there would be other forces which could pursue a pro-Western 

line in Lebanon, unlike Jordan where her pro-Western policy depended only on the King. 

(67)

However, around this time Ben-Gurion also began to change his policy towards Jordan. 

Although he still had grave doubts about Hussein's ability to survive, he and the Israeli 

cabinet decided to support the British and American decision to aid the King. In part this 

was because this aid was an indication of Western determination to assist Middle Eastern 

states in their resistance against Nasser and his powerful influence.

In addition, the Israelis began to see that they might be able to use the opportunity of the 

coup in Iraq to try to persuade the West once again that Israel was the only loyal stronghold 

in the region. Ben-Gurion in particular was determined to use the moment to the full. When 

he met Rundall on 19 July, he repeated his frustration at the British overflights occurring 

without prior agreement but then followed this by proposing a partnership between Britain 

and Israel. Rundall, who was quite surprised by this sudden approach, told Ben-Gurion that
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collaboration between the two countries already existed. Ben-Gurion, however, disagreed 

and said that partnership meant in his view a British arms supplies to Israel (68) and 

concluded that at present 'Anglo- Israeli relations did not exist'.(69)

At first this initiative failed to elicit a tf^ iresp on se  from the British, in fact faced with 

continuing concern about the situation in Jordan and the lack o f  a positive response 

concerning overflights from the Israeli government, the British government finally lost her 

patience. Rundall told Ben-Gurion on 20 July that if Israel did not accede to British 

overflights a fatal imbalance o f  power between East and West might be established and 

Britain therefore believed that the Israeli government must allow the airlift to Jordan to 

continue.(70) This kind o f  language and tone could only stiffen Israel's position. After all 

it was Israel and not any Arab country that was being traversed by the overflights; it was 

Israel whose territory made possible assistance to a country with whom her relationship 

could hardly be described as friendly 

However, it did not take long for the British to be forthcoming. Macmillan, realizing that 

only positive action could ensure Israel's goodwill wrote Ben-Gurion a letter on 21 July 

explaining that Britain had no intention to mislead Israel about the scope o f  the operation 

or the number o f  troops involved. (71) Macmillan assured Ben-Gurion that Britain was 

making efforts to open an alternative route which would reduce the number o f  flights over 

Israel. The highlight o f  the letter was, however, Macmillan's response to Ben-Gurion's 

partnership proposal, in which he expressed his willingness to discuss the latter ideas and 

concluded optimistically that 'In spite o f  the seriousness o f the present situation I hope it may 

be the beginning o f  a new fruitful stage in our relations'. (72)

298



In part this move appears to have arisen from mere expediency. The problem of policy 

towards Israel was important because the situation in Jordan remained unstable and the 

British feared that unless Hussein's position was reinforced there was a real danger of a 

coup taking place right under their noses.(73) It was therefore necessary to placate Israel 

in order to save Jordan. This is not, however, the whole story, for there do appear to have 

been other wider factors at play. One of these was the realisation that Israel's acceptance of 

the over-flights was not an easy decision for Ben-Gurion to take, for it opened up the 

possibility of new security threats to Israel. If this was the case it was only right that Britain 

should reciprocate by responding positively to Ben-Gurion's overture. It is important to note 

here that Sir Francis Rundall played an important role in pushing the British decision-makers 

into taking some positive action towards Israel. Although he later viewed Ben-Gurion's 

proposals as 'mere blackmail' and accused the Israelis of demonstrating 'emotional overtones 

in their political manoeuvring as in their personal relations',(74) he realised at the time that 

Ben-Gurion had taken considerable risks and might find it hard to continue cooperation 

without a more forthcoming attitude from the British. He therefore stressed on 19 July in 

a telegram to the Foreign Office that it was important that Britain should indicate her 

willingness to enter into some commitment to Israel on a basis of equality.(75) He feared 

that without such a move the British could face further difficulties in regard to their 

overflights.(76)

Also there is the possibility that Macmillan was motivated by an awareness that at least in 

this area Britain had to act independently, as she could not entirely rely on the Americans. 

Certainly it seems that the American attitude regarding the situation in Jordan was quite
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different to that of the British. Although Dulles was aware that the situation in Jordan was 

still dangerous, he thought that the King's position had stabilised. Dulles said in a meeting 

of the National Security Council in Washington on 24 July that Hussein had indicated to him 

that there was no real need for US forces, although the King still believed that US forces in 

Jordan would be useful as a symbol of American intentions rather than as a real 

safeguard. (77)

It is quite clear that the British government viewed the situation very differently and were 

not informed by the American government of Hussein's situation. We can only assume that 

Dulles had his own reasons not to pass on this information which could be explained by his 

desire to keep away from any direct association with Britain, in his view a colonial power, 

and that he also had some reservations about the value of any intervention in Jordan. (78)

The fact that Britain needed an alternative policy to that of reliance on the United States 

was shown in the days following Macmillan's letter to Ben-Gurion. In particular, this was 

evident when the British proposed that the Americans should commit ground troops to 

Jordan. In such a case they thought, their overflight difficulties could be eased because the 

Americans were in a better position to deal with 'Israeli blackmail'. (79) Therefore, on 22 

July Macmillan asked the Americans for assistance.(80) However, the American president 

was unwilling to commit ground forces, which he justified by noting that it could cause 

difficulties both in Congress and with public opinion, he did, however, state that he was 

willing to allow use of American Globemaster aircraft to help with the air logistics to 

Jordan.(81)

The difficulties caused by the American attitude over the Jordan issue can also be seen
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when the Israelis made their own overtures in Washington. In a State Department meeting 

on 21 July Eban argued that Israel's territorial position had made the airlift operation 

possible, but that the Americans and the British would eventually leave the region, while 

Israel would remain there and she might find that as a result of the operation she was 

threatened. Therefore, he claimed, it was only sensible that Israel's military capacity should 

be strengthened.(82) The Americans were, however, reluctant to accept this argument and 

Dulles stressed that the administration believed that the Eisenhower Doctrine gave sufficient 

guarantees to Israel.(83)

Also, although in the short term Britain needed Israel and were almost totally dependent 

on Ben-Gurion's goodwill, it would be wrong to suggest that only her short-term needs 

contributed towards a different attitude. After all with the fall ofNuri one of the main pillars 

of British policy in the region had collapsed and the Foreign Office had to admit, as it later 

noted to the Washington embassy in October, that We can look back over years and see 

that our previous attitude towards Israel in fact got us little credit with the Arabs, who are 

never likely to be satisfied on this score, nor did it in the end help to bolster our friendship 

in the Arab world.'(84)

However, despite the soothing words used by Macmillan on 21 July, Ben-Gurion remained 

skeptical. He wrote in his diary, 'I do not have great hopes that British foreign policy will 

change, but we shall wait and see'.(85) Elath, the Israeli Ambassador to London, was also 

surprised and excited when Lloyd told him on 23 July that Britain was interested to hear 

Israel's views regarding Jordan. Elath told the Foreign Secretary that such an approach 

would do more than anything to reduce Israeli suspicions towards British policy in the
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region. This approach, he said, had made his eight years in London worthwhile.(86) 

However, when Ben-Gurion asked Elath's opinion on the current nature of Anglo-Israeli 

relations, Elath privately noted that he doubted whether any real change in British policy 

towards Israel had taken place, and stated his belief, that although Macmillan showed some 

genuine goodwill, the old officials in the Foreign Office still clung to their traditional hostile 

attitude, and that Selwyn Lloyd was a nonentity. (87)

Despite his doubts, Ben-Gurion could still see, however, that a policy of cooperation could 

be advantageous and therefore on 22 July Ben-Gurion decided simply to ignore the flights 

and told Rundall that for the moment he did not have daily contact with the Israeli air force 

and that only in two or three days could he be sure whether foreign aeroplanes were flying 

over Israel.(88) Taking into account Ben-Gurion's links to the defence circles this was quite 

unbelievable, especially since all who stood on their balconies in Tel-Aviv could spot the big 

British aeroplanes.(89) Ben-Gurion decided that he would ignore the flights until he received 

replies from Britain and United States to his requests. He was hoping that the changing 

situation in the Middle East would convince the two countries to re-shape their policies. The 

Israelis believed that they had 'crossed the Rubicon' and their cooperation during the crisis 

was stronger proof than the Suez affair of Israel's affiliation with the Western camp.(90) 

It was therefore the moral duty of the West to ensure that Israel would not suffer as a 

result. (91)

The Israeli Threat to Occupy the West Bank 

The Israeli government was also worried about Jordan's future. They feared that Hussein's
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regime might collapse and therefore believed that some settlement for her future should be 

arranged even with the new Iraqi regime. Eban told Dulles on 27 July that Israel thought that 

the West Bank belonged to the Palestinians, and therefore it might be possible to unite the 

eastern portion of Jordan with Iraq, while the western part, although still a politically 

autonomous unit, could be brought into a union with Israel.(92) To anyone familiar with 

Israeli fears of Iraq, this sounds almost unbelievable. Ever since the 1948-1949 war, Israel 

had genuine fears that Iraqi troops might enter Jordan and alter the status quo and the 

balance of power. Iraq was a major concern of Israel's decision-makers, for as stated before 

the Iraqis had never signed an armistice agreement with Israel. Already, in autumn 1956, 

Israel had rejected the idea of Iraqi forces entering Jordan, and one might even speculate 

that the Qalkilya operation was initiated partly for this reason. During the crisis of summer 

1958, however, it appears that Israel had a more tolerant approach toward Iraq, which is 

very surprising particularly if we take into account that there was now a new more radical 

regime, of which the Israelis were very suspicious. The immediate question therefore is what 

was Israel's policy vis-a-vis Iraq, especially towards Iraqi cooperation with Jordan? There 

is no definite answer to that question, because many of the documents in the Israeli archives 

remain closed to researchers.(93)

However, we might understand Israel's different position if we take into consideration the 

different circumstances of the Iraqi coup. The troops that initiated the coup originally had 

orders to proceed to Jordan in order to assist in maintaining public order. This was a 

decision taken by the Arab Union and the British were therefore not involved. Therefore 

Israel viewed it differently to 1956. At this stage (July 1958) Israel also had to consider what
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would be the favourable outcome, or at least the less damaging one for her if Jordan 

collapsed; Iraq or the UAR having the dominant influence in Jordan? If we analyse Israel’s 

behaviour during spring-autumn 1958, we might reach the conclusion that Iraq was seen at 

the time as the lesser of the two evils. The other answer is that it was an opportunity for 

Israel to expand her territory. (94) Still, it is hard to explain the contradiction between 

Ben-Gurion's letter to Eisenhower on 24 July, in which he expressed his deep suspicion 

towards Qassem, and emphasised his belief that Iraq was now under the domination of 

Nasser and very close to Communism (95) and the impression one could get that the Israelis 

were willing to see the Iraqis closer to their border than ever before. We could only conclude 

that what the Israeli leaders had in mind at the time is still a mystery.

Soviet Pressure on Israel 

Israel’s situation became even more delicate as a result of the Soviet note sent to Prime 

Minister Ben-Gurion on 1 August. The Soviets protested against the British overflights 

which in their view were in support of an invasion of Jordan and warned Israel that by 

supporting the British flights they had become associated with aggressive actions which 

might endanger Israel's national interests. Consequently Ben-Gurion believed that Israel's 

position had become vulnerable and he ordered the British and the Americans governments 

to stop their flights immediately. (96) The US tried to convince Ben-Gurion that their mission 

was near to completion and that it was important that they be permitted to continue their 

flights over Israel until 6 August. However, Ben-Gurion believed that the US had no right 

to ask Israel to take a risk for Hussein's sake and was determined to stop the flights.(97)
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Although Ben-Gurion's decision might look tactical, he felt genuinely threatened by the 

Soviet Union's hostile attitude towards Israel.(98) In the period following Suez, the Soviets 

had increased their involvement in the Middle East and to large extent become Israel's 

neighbours and Ben-Gurion believed that without any special security guarantees he could 

not take any risks.

The British and the American governments were furious with the Israeli response which 

they viewed as a 'surrender' to the Soviets. The situation in Jordan remained critical and the 

British government was anxious to extend its operations.'It is a most difficult and dangerous 

situation in Amman', Macmillan wrote, 'bad enough without this extra problem in 

Tel-Aviv.'(99)

Rundall's argument to Ben-Gurion on 4 August that Israel was guaranteed by the 

Eisenhower Doctrine and that Israel should not allow the Soviets to gain a major political 

success, fell on deaf ears. Ben-Gurion argued in response that the British overflights had no 

practical importance and told Rundall that this assumption had been confirmed by Dulles in 

a conversation with Eban and therefore he asked that the flights not be resumed for at least 

another week. He told Rundall that he had already informed his cabinet that the airlift was 

over and that he would not reverse his decision.(100) Ben-Gurion summarised the discussion 

in his diary: 'Rundall badgered me for half an hour'.(lOl)

The Foreign Office, in its desperation, was willing even to consider special guarantees to 

Israel to protect her against any adverse consequences, but they wanted American approval 

for such a move. (102) However, the American government was not prepared to consider 

any special commitment towards Israel and went on to criticise her decision. Dulles told
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Eban on 3 August that it was shocking to learn that Israel had taken such a decision without 

first consulting the United States. If Israel did not stand any longer with Britain and US, 

Dulles said, he would like to know it. Such a decision, he warned, could have further 

political implications for the Soviet Union's position in the region and he wanted to know 

for future reference whether Israel felt so threatened that she would do whatever the Soviets 

requested.(103)

The US was informed by its Embassy in Moscow that there was little chance that the

Soviets would take military action in the region, though perhaps they might intervene by

sending so-called 'volunteers' if action were taken against Iraq, while American intelligence

reported that the Soviets would create maximum political alarm but would be cautious about

making any military commitment.(104) It is hard to know whether this information was

passed to the Israelis. Although there were intelligence ties between the two countries,

according to Iser Harel, former head of the Mossad,' it was Israel which normally provided

the Americans with information and not the other way around.(105)

Ben-Gurion was disappointed to learn of the American reaction and suspected that their

harsh response was prompted by the British.(106) Ben-Gurion's suspicions were not based

upon anything substantial, as it was quite clear that the British government was now proving

more forthcoming in regard to Israel's request for arms supplies and closer cooperation than

the Americans were, but his assumption demonstrated once again the deep mistrust that
#

Ben-Gurion felt towards the British Foreign Office. Ben-Gurion, who appreciated and 

valued America's support to Israel, wanted to avoid a breach between the two countries, and 

in his reply to Dulles on 5 August he extravagantly praised Jewish heroism through the
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generations and stated that Israel would never be subservient to the Soviet threat. He noted 

that Israel had been promised that an alternative route would be found, but that three weeks 

after the initial operation a new route had not been brought into its fiill use, and Ben-Gurion 

believed he was entitled to an answer about this issue without any challenge to his basic 

sympathy towards the West. Israel, he said, had the impression that the US did not regard 

the new airlift as vital, but if the administration believed it was important they should reach 

an agreement satisfactory to both governments.(107) He eventually agreed to the 

continuation of the overflights.

In his reply to the Soviets, Ben-Gurion argued that Israel had permitted the flights for a 

limited period only as a matter of urgency until an alternative route could be found. 

Furthermore there had been no complaint from the Jordanian government that the action had 

been taken against her will.(108)

Ben-Gurion’s decision to allow some overflights to continue was influenced by his belief that 

in order to secure future US-Israel relations, and get the former's support even on a limited 

scale, Israel ought to show some goodwill. He had a hard task to convince some of the 

member parties within his Cabinet, who he believed did not understand the special nature and 

value of US friendship, and he blamed some of them for being infected with an 

anti-American virus. Ben-Gurion permitted the Americans to proceed with their logistical 

assistance to Jordan and Lebanon and allowed occasional flying until 10 August. (110)

The Crisis in Jordan and the Risk of Israeli Invasion

The situation in the Lebanon started to stabilise after General Fuad Chehab, the Chief of
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Staff, who was an acceptable candidate to many Lebanese, was elected president on 31 July, 

but unrest in the country still continued and it was estimated that at least sixty per cent of 

the country was out of control.(111) However, this instability was seen as being mainly 

criminal in nature and lacking a political dimensional 12) Chehab appointed Rashid Karami, 

leader of the former opposition party, as Prime Minister and he formed a government which 

was a balance between pro-Nasserist, pro-Western and neutralist opinion. (113)

Unlike the Lebanon, the situation in Jordan remained unstable and it became clear that it 

was necessary to find an international framework in order to safeguard Jordan's 

independence before the British could afford to withdraw their forces.

Meanwhile the British government wanted to ensure that their withdrawal would not take 

place before the situation in Jordan had stabilised. Lloyd told the Americans on 11 August 

that in Britain's view it was desirable to leave a small force behind and to coordinate their 

withdrawal with the Americans.(114) This impression was reinforced when the British 

Ambassador to Amman, Sir Charles Duke, warned the Foreign Office that an early British 

withdrawal could carry the risk of a coup and urged London to subsidize the Arab Legion 

with additional Bedouin units, loyal to the King.(l 15)

A further concern faced by the British and the American governments in planning their 

withdrawal was the possibility that Jordan might still collapse and that in such a situation 

Israel might occupy the West Bank. Since the beginning of the crisis, there had been growing 

speculation about such a possibility. The British believed that Israel could not stand aside 

and see the whole of Jordan taken by Nasser. British suspicions were strengthened by the 

Americans who estimated that Israel would occupy the West Bank and Aqaba, if only on
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a temporary basis, in order to deny its use to Nasser. (116) Rundall was reluctant to agree 

with the American assumption because he believed it could ruin Israel's claim to occupy the 

West Bank. (117) However, he also believed that Israel could not stand aside if Jordan 

collapsed and the UAR took advantage of the situation; 'all the indications are,' he wrote to 

the Foreign Office on 5 August 'that it would be an extremely swift operation'll 18) Israel, 

he warned, could mobilise almost overnight as she had before the Sinai campaign. (119) All 

the parties involved still feared that King Hussein would not be able to hold on to his 

position. In particular, American intelligence estimated that if Hussein continued his present 

policy after the British withdrawal it would be only a matter of a few months before he 

would be overthrown, and although Israel, the report estimated, would hold back her forces 

for a while, she could not tolerate a move by the UAR to annex Jordan.(120)

Dulles told Viscount Hood on 11 August thought that if Israel occupied the West Bank 

it could create total chaos, because the UAR would suffer an international defeat, the USSR 

consequently would feel obliged to join in, and the West would have to assist Israel. 'The 

area', Dulles concluded, 'would be off to what at least could be something like the Spanish 

civil war'.(121) However, the British and the Americans governments believed that there was 

a positive side to the threat because it would act as a deterrent against Nasser's ambitions. 

Dulles anticipated that the Israeli threat served as a restraint upon the UAR's ambitions and 

might also help to secure the establishment of UN forces in Jordan. (122)

The Jordanian royal family also knew that Israeli action was in a way their best safeguard 

against the UAR. In fact, Queen Zein of Jordan told the British Ambassador to Amman on 

11 August that she and the King were distressed by an Israeli broadcast which had stated
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that if there was a coup in Jordan, Israel would not occupy the West Bank.(123) Golda Meir 

told Selwyn Lloyd on 10 August that Israel was concerned at the prospect of taking over 

a territory in which 850,000 Palestinians lived, but at the same time she could not stand aside 

if the UAR took over Jordan. Meir emphasised that Israel therefore would be happy if 

Britain would stay in Jordan. (124) Indeed, Meir also told Sir Francis Rundall on 29 August 

that Israel did not want to take over the West Bank, but if Jordan collapsed Israel would 

have to take Mount Scopus, the old city of Jerusalem and strategic grounds on their side of 

Jordan. (125)

Meir's announcement that Israel welcomed the British presence in Jordan, at least until the 

crisis was over, can be seen as a change in Ben-Gurion's attitude, for in July he had still been 

worried about the British forces stationed in Jordan, but it seems that the more positive 

relations and the greater understanding between the two countries had reduced his 

suspicions. Meir also said that the present frontier between Israel and Jordan could be 

tolerated if there was some sort of international force in Jordan. This is quite surprising, 

especially if we take into account that Israel had no great confidence in the ability of any 

international force to protect her existence. It is interesting to note that later that year, 

Selwyn Lloyd received a very different response from the Israeli ambassador to London. In 

a conversation in December Lloyd asked Elath what Israel's reaction would be if an 

international force was stationed partly in Jordan and in Israel, and Elath replied by stating 

categorically to the Secretary of State that it was unacceptable and that Israel's attitude 

would be similar to the British reaction if an international force were stationed along both 

sides of the Irish border to protect the citizens of Northern Ireland. (126)



Rundall assumed correctly that Israel had already planned for an occupation of the West 

Bank if it were needed.(127) As revealed in Ben-Gurion's diary Israel had plans to occupy 

the Hebron mountain area and the northern mountain ridge from Jerusalem to Nablus. The 

possibility of such an action was discussed with the Israeli Chief of Staff as early as 14 July, 

but Ben-Gurion had suggested at the time giving priority to diplomatic and political 

methods. (128)

The question is did Israel really intend to occupy the West Bank during the summer and 

autumn 1958? In answering this question we should take into consideration the different 

atmosphere of 1958 to that of autumn 1956. This time the events remained regional and it 

did not develop into a full international crisis. Israel's foreign policy had not changed 

fundamentally since the winter of 1956, but the Suez campaign contributed to a more relaxed 

climate and made the Israelis realise their vulnerable position. Israel also now had to 

acknowledge her great dependence on the US, and unlike in 1956, France, Israel's main ally, 

did not take a major role, and it was quite clear that de Gaulle would not support an Israeli 

action, let alone co-operate in one. In addition, Moshe Dayan, the former Chief of Staff, who 

had previously presented a very militant line, had now changed his position, a fact that might 

have contributed to a more moderate attitude. Moreover, already during the Sinai war 

Ben-Gurion had appreciated the complicated issue of the Palestinian refugees. He was aware 

that if Israel occupied the West Bank she would have to incorporate a massive Palestinian 

population which could cause Israel great difficulties. At that stage in his career he 

understood that Israel's problem was a lack of Jews and not a lack of space.(129) An 

occupation of the West Bank could therefore cause internal problems, and might damage
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Israel's efforts to secure arms and security guarantees, and ruin her relations worldwide.

Thus, Israel was prepared to take action if the situation in Jordan became hopeless and the

West stood aside, but she did not seek to engineer the making of such an opportunity. The

statements of Ben-Gurion's and other Israeli officials were intended to serve as a deterrent

to Israel's Arab neighbours rather than a declaration of intentions. It was a fundamental

characteristic of Israel's foreign policy that it aimed to deter the Arab countries from taking

aggresive action against Israel. It was a declaration of ends if the other means did not work,
SWa. fwv'

but Israel hoped that the possibility of that take action if provoked would be

sufficient to deter her neighbours.

The Crisis Draws to An End 

Luckily during August, the situation in Jordan stabilized and the King gained control over 

the rebel forces. The threat of an Israeli attempt to annex the West Bank receded and Britain 

could start planning her withdrawal from Jordan. In addition, there was progress on the 

international front to ensure that Britain could withdraw safely without fear of further Iraqi 

or UAR intervention in Jordanian politics. An opportunity to get international agreement 

offered itself after the UN General Assembly opened its session on 12 August. The US and 

Britain were concerned to ensure that the Soviet Union would not exploit this occasion for 

her own advantage and therefore supported a resolution put forward by the Arab states on 

21 August who sought to solve the problem themselves. The resolution pledged 

non-interference among the Arab states in each other's affairs and instructed the UN 

Secretary-General to arrange an agreement for the withdrawal of British and American
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forces. (130) The resolution placed obligations on the Arab states themselves and offered 

Britain and US the prospect of bringing their military action to an end.

When the British finally started to plan their withdrawal in October they were faced with 

the question of what route to choose. It was agreed that they would use UAR air space 

through Syria, but they wanted to make sure that this move would not lead to hostile 

interference by the UAR. Dag Hammarskjold, the UN Secretary-General, assured them on 

5 October that he had UAR agreement for Britain to use their air space without 

interference.(131) The Chiefs of Staff and the Air Ministry believed, however, that the most 

efficient route for their withdrawal was through Israel because her air traffic control was 

much more efficient than that of Syria and, although the plan was to withdraw through Syria, 

the British wanted to keep the Israeli option as an alternative. Sir Francis Rundall was also 

worried that the Israelis might get the impression that they were being 'dropped out' of the 

operation. The Israeli government, however, did not think this. Michael Comay, the 

Assistant Director General of the Israeli Foreign Ministry, assured the Ambassador on 7 

October that Israel would not feel "dropped” in the slightest, because it had always believed 

that the withdrawal of the British forces was not her concern and was part of the UN 

resolution. He stated that Israel was willing to grant permission for more overflying, 

although he emphasised that a different route would be preferred.(132) On 25 October the 

American forces left the Lebanon and the British evacuated their forces from Jordan by an­

on 2 November. The route chosen for the withdrawal was through Amman-Bannias-Sidon 

to Nicosia.(133)

As the crisis came to its conclusion it is important to analyse its nature and to understand
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why the crisis of 1958 remained local and did not develop into an international one. First, 

it is essential to examine the different roles of the powers involved, and to see, as with 

Israel, that the lessons that learnt from Suez, contributed to very different behaviour. In 

addition, the role of the US as a positive actor, in contrast to her behaviour in 1956, also 

placed events in a very different perspective. This time the Americans did not undermine 

Britain's plans and stood by the latter's side and coordinated their efforts. Moreover, this 

time the Western powers responded to a clear request from Jordan and the Lebanon with 

the active participation of the UN. It was an open move without secret and mysterious 

figures and exotic hiding places, and it was therefore hard for the Soviet Union or the UAR 

to score points on the grounds that it was an imperialist conspiracy.

The Crisis and its Implications on Israeli Foreign Policy

As the crisis came to its end the Israeli leaders were keen to harvest the fruits of their 

co-operation with the West. One of the main targets was the US. Although the US finally 

was willing to sign a formal defence agreement with Turkey, Iran and Pakistan, she was 

reluctant to sign a similar agreement with Israel or to supply Israel with arms. Yet, there was 

some change in her policy later that year. Israel needed financial assistance in order to pay 

Britain for fifty-five Centurion tanks which were estimated to cost around $8-10 million, 

which Israel did not have.(134) Eban emphasised on 17 October the urgent need to obtain 

this aid, because there were growing signs of an improvement in Anglo-Israeli relations, to 

which Israel attached great importance, and she would not like to fail to benefit because of 

a lack of economic strength.(135) The Americans were willing to help and provided a



programme of assistance which enabled Israel to purchase approximately fifty-eight 

Centurion tanks.(136) The Americans were also willing to supply Israel with S-58 Sikorsky 

helicopters with multiple-barrel machine-guns. However, they proved unwilling to release 

200 Patton tanks from France and Italy.(137) The United States, Dulles told Meir, had 

made an important exception in her policy of not being a major supplier of arms to Israel, 

but their basic policy had not changed and it would be better if Israel would not raise great 

expectations.(138) It would take another nine years for the real turning point in US-Israeli 

relations to come.

Israel and the Periphery Treaty

Although Ben-Gurion believed that the America of Eisenhower and Dulles was in a period 

of temporary decline he still felt that friendly relations with the United States were of great 

importance for Israel.(139) Ben-Gurion also realised that the US could help with a different 

issue which had enormous importance for Israel: the 'Periphery Treaty'. In the midst of the 

crisis Ben-Gurion was quick to realise the benefits of US support for Israel's plan to expand 

her relations with regional states outside the circle of the Arab-Israeli dispute. He wrote to 

Eisenhower that Israel wanted to create a group of countries, not necessarily under a formal 

umbrella, which by mutual political and economic assistance could create a buffer against 

Nasser's expansion and influence. He tried to get the American president to help Israel by 

indicating to the countries concerned that the initiative enjoyed the support of the United 

States.(140) On this matter the Americans were forthcoming and Dulles told Eban on 21 

July that he had told the Shah that the administration viewed Israel's initiative with

315



sympathy.(141)

As already emphasised above, Israel had tried after Suez to reach a closer relationship 

with those African and Asian countries and these efforts were now enhanced by the July 

events. This was especially true in the case of Turkey, a country which had up to then 

hesitated over the question of closer relations with Israel. The coup in Iraq caused concern 

among the Turkish leaders who sought to explore the opportunity of closer relationship with 

Israel and indicated that they would like to see full political coordination between the two 

countries.(142) Consequently it was decided that a high-level meeting should take place in 

Turkey and Ben-Gurion flew to Ankara on 28 August to discuss the matter with his Turkish 

colleagues. Like many events and actions in Israel's history and foreign affairs the entire 

affair was shrouded in secrecy and only a few people knew about Ben-Gurion's flight 

destination. The meeting with the Turks proved to be very productive and the Turkish 

government decided to raise the level of diplomatic representation in Israel and to broaden 

economic and political cooperation.(143)

Towards a new Era- The Shift in the Anglo-Israeli Relationship

Israeli cooperation during the crisis of July 1958 and her willingness to assist the British 

flights to Jordan, combined with Nuri's fall, finally brought a much closer cooperation 

between Israel and Britain, and Ben-Gurion was determined to use the opportunity to cash 

in on Britain's good-will.

It is therefore, in this part of the study that we can finally see a real shift in the Anglo-Israeli 

relationship, beginning with the visit to London of Golda Meir, Israel's Foreign Minister, in
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early August. The main issues on the agenda were: first, British policy towards the Middle 

East, second, arms supply, and third, the eternal issue of the 'Guildhall plan'.

The Israelis were obsessed with the 'Guildhall' question and they had never forgotten or 

forgiven the British government for her part in ALPHA. Although the US government was 

also behind ALPHA the Israeli government always blamed the British for taking the initiative 

for the plan. For Israel therefore, the British attitude towards 'Guildhall' was a test of the 

mood in Whitehall. Golda Meir told Selwyn Lloyd on 12 August that there was an uneasy 

atmosphere between the two countries because of the Guildhall speech and Israel believed 

that in order to create a firm base of understanding with Britain it was essential to clarify the 

issue.(144) Lloyd tried to emphasise that Britain had forgotten all about the Guildhall 

speech and that it belonged to the past.(145) Foreign Office officials also tried to convince 

the Israelis that a 'Guildhall plan' had never existed and there was no intention to translate 

the speech into a programme. The speech, they argued, would have been forgotten if Israel 

had not raised it again and again. Eventually they admitted that at the time they thought that 

the speech could be used as a basis for an Arab-Israeli settlement, but this hope had faded 

away after the Sinai campaign.(146) This assurance brought great relief to the Israelis and 

Ben-Gurion commented in his diary: 'The Guildhall affair ceased to exist- a new chapter is 

open and there are chances for a better relationship and understanding between Israel and 

Britain'.(147)

The second issue was arms supply to Israel. The British government had to find a middle 

way which avoided jeopardising their future relations with friendly Arab governments and 

with the new Iraqi regime, but at the same time showing some positive approach towards
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the Israeli request for arms. They also realised that it would be against the spirit of their 

present relations with Israel to quibble over minor items and that there should be a certain 

relaxation from their former strict embargo.( 148) The Israelis had a long shopping list which 

included Centurion tanks, submarines and guided missiles. The British government was 

willing to supply Israel with submarines, although they hesitated to supply the Centurions 

fearing a negative reaction from Jordan. Lloyd told Golda Meir when they met in New York 

at the United Nations on 26 September that it would therefore be better if the United States 

could supply the tanks, but Meir said that Jordan should not be worried because she was not 

under any threat from Israel as long as King Hussein could maintain his position and his 

country's independence.(149) The British government decided therefore to take the risk of 

hostile Arab propaganda and to supply Israel at that stage with the submarines which were 

to be refitted and shipped from Malta.(150)

The Israeli government also suggested cooperation in the commercial, military and 

intelligence fields. In regard to commercial relations the Israelis sought Britain's assistance 

in simplifying the bureaucratic procedures of obtaining cover for her exporters and at the 

same time encouraging Israel's imports of United Kingdom machinery, and other 

manufactures. France, Belgium and US gave credit cover up to certain limits for various 

types of machinery which enabled the Israeli authorities to plan imports ahead from those 

countries and simplified the import licence and convertibility guarantee documentation. The 

Israelis, therefore, wanted Britain to approve a global limit of credit cover, for certain types 

of machinery (151) The Israelis also wanted to put to test Britain's sincerity in opening a 

new chapter in relations between the two countries by putting forward the idea that Britain



should help Israel in her economic relations with Europe. They suggested that Britain should 

help Israel to strengthen her relations with the European organisations. It is not clear from 

the documents whether the Israelis meant the EEC or EFTA or whether they wanted Britain 

to help them in the Council of Europe, where the Chancellor of Exchequer was the chairman 

of the Council of Ministers.(152) This issue in any case highlighted Israel's desire to expand 

her trade with Britain and the belief that Britain was still an economic power which held 

influence over certain European institutions. It also demonstrates that Israel was eager to 

extend her trade with Europe, and was aware of the growing importance ofthese markets. 

One should bear in mind that most of the Israeli decision-makers at the time and Israel's 

founders were European-orientated and they shared the belief that Israel could ensure her 

superiority in the region only if she adopted Western methods and values. Ben-Gurion 

believed these relations were of prime importance to Israel because they would have a 

positive effect on her position vis-a-vis Europe. In this he was influenced by Shimon Peres, 

the General Director of the Ministry of Defence and a very influential figure at the time, who 

opposed the view that Israel should try to integrate itself in the region. Peres argued instead 

that Israel was linked to the Middle East only geographically, but on all other matters should 

seek closer cooperation with Europe, which was culturally and politically Israel's natural 

ally.(l 53) The British government, however, did not find that it was in their interests to help 

Israel largely because it would have led to similar requests from other countries outside the 

EFTA or the EEC area.(154)

The Israelis also wanted the British government to encourage oil companies to invest in 

Israel and to contribute towards the development of their new pipeline from Eilat to the
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Mediterranean. (155)

In addition, Israel was interested in closer military ties with the British army. The Israeli 

armed forces were founded on the British model and many of their officers had served during 

the Second World War in the British forces. Haim Laskov, Israeli Chief of Staff at the time, 

was, for example, a product of the British army. He, in addition to other officers, saw the 

British forces as a role model and, favoured therefore closer ties between the two. In this 

sphere the British were more forthcoming as they believed it was a way of gaining influence 

over the IDF, which was, as already emphasised, a key establishment and had a great 

influence over Israeli decision-makers. In particular, the British were keen to cooperate with 

the Israelis in the intelligence sphere, because they appreciated Israel's expertise in assessing 

Arab thinking and tactics. (156)

The British were forced to conclude during the crisis that the best method of reducing 

Israel's anxiety would be to supply arms. As Rundall argued, on 12 September it would 

boost Israel's feeling of security and convince her that she would not stand alone if she 

faced aggressive action, thus preventing a situation in which Israel might return to the state 

of affairs that existed before the Sinai campaign. (157) The Foreign Office therefore decided 

that Israel should be treated just like any another country with which Britain enjoyed normal 

relations and should accordingly be supplied with arms.(158)

Accordingly in December 1958 the British government decided to supply Israel with the 

Centurion tanks, although they were eager to keep this secret for as long as possible.(159) 

The British hoped that the United States would adopt a similar policy. After all, one of the 

characteristic lines of British foreign policy at that time was Britain's effort to conduct her
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policy in the Middle East in harmony with the United States. However, the British found 

that in regard to Israel, their starting point was different and that therefore they had to 

introduce a more forthcoming approach than the Americans. Although the British 

government believed that there were no great differences between themselves and the 

American government, and agreed with Dulles' basic assumption that Western involvement 

with Israel was in general an obstacle to the pursuit of Western interests,(160) they had to 

admit that their previous policy, compared with that of the United States, could be 

described as frigid and even hostile.(161)

Thus to overcome the memories of the past, the British government realised that she had 

to be more forthcoming than the US. Rundall warned that the America's unsympathetic 

attitude towards Israel, might cause more harm than good and might encourage Israel to 

take desperate action, (162) and also noted that if Israel felt insecure, she might adopt a 

harsh attitude because she would prefer *to be morally indefensible now than to being 

militarily indefensible later1. (163)

The Foreign Office also realised that British arms supplies to Israel would increase 

Britain's popularity in Israel to a degree which had never existed before, a popularity which 

might also enable the British to gain more influence over Israel's decision-makers. The 

British hoped that, although they could not provide Israel with financial aid (as the 

Americans could), their recent benevolent policy towards Israel and a more forthcoming 

attitude would lead Israel to a better understanding of British interests in the region. (164) 

Rundall believed that this potential influence was very important and could be maintained 

not solely by an arms supply, but also by small benign gestures. He emphasised that it was



important not to lose the opportunity, because 'The present honeymoon, will not last 

forever'. (165) Viscount Hood in Washington also argued that because of Soviet penetration 

in the Middle East and the rise of Arab nationalism, Israel in the short and long term was a 

force that could combat Nasser and Soviet penetration. (166) It is interesting to point out 

that on the subject of Nasserism the Israelis and the British shared the same view, likewise 

on the far-reaching implications of Soviet penetration in the area. Both parties were reluctant 

to admit that Nasser was admired by many in the Arab world, enjoyed great popularity and 

represented much more than the command of power by a small group of 

authoritarian-minded officers on the traditional Ottoman model.

The American government for her part watched quietly the British arms supply to Israel, 

and in that respect there was a continuation of their previous policy of preferring other 

countries to supply arms to Israel thus relieving the pressure on themselves. Rountree, the 

American Assistant Secretary of State for Middle Eastern and African Affairs, told Sir 

Francis Rundall on 20 August that it was dangerous to supply Israel with submarines 

because she would station them in the Gulf of Aqaba which would lead to a confrontation 

in the Gulf. (167) The American view did not change later on and Dulles told Lloyd on 19 

October that the supply of the submarines to Israel caused quite a storm, but agreed that it 

had reduced Israel's tension and anxiety,(168) Lloyd argued, that it was the right policy to 

supply Israel with arms because it relaxed Israel's tension and at the same time deterred 

Nasser. Israel, Lloyd added, was the only factor in the area that Nasser was afraid of, and 

concluded 'At some time in the future we might be quite glad to have one friend in the 

Middle East'. (169) This discussion proved a change in British perception towards Israel and
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shows that at that point the British government was more sympathetic towards Israel than 

the US. Furthermore, as the dust settled over the crisis, the British government sent a 

message on 5 November to Golda Meir expressing its gratitude for Israeli assistance and 

assuring her that the British would do everything in their power to see that the Israel-Jordan 

border would remain in its current state.(170) The same day Harold Macmillan attended a 

party for the Israeli Ambassador on his departure from London. It was the first time that a 

British Prime Minister paid such attention to an Israeli Ambassador. In his speech at the 

party Macmillan addressed the common interests between Israel and Britain and emphasised 

his optimistic belief that relations between the two countries would be formulated in the 

future on a basis of mutual sympathy and understanding.(171) It impressed Ben-Gurion so 

much that he commented in his political testament that for the first time ever Britain, who 

had always before presented herself as a true and loyal friend of the Arabs, declared her 

sympathy towards Israel. (172)

The Crisis and its Implications on British Foreign Policy

Against the background of the new developments in the region the British government had 

to address the following issues: first, their future relationship with Iraq and the Baghdad 

Pact; second, the future strategic requirements and the military possibilities open for Britain; 

and third, the lessons to be learned from the events of 1958.

The British government came very quickly to the belief it was in her interests to recognise 

the new Iraqi regime under Qassem, because the new administration demonstrated 

considerable control and, although nationalist, its members were free from Nasser's control.
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Moreover, Iraq depended heavily on the Western economy and it was therefore in Iraq's 

interests to keep all channels open. Above all, the British wanted to prevent a situation 

where Iraq might feel isolated by the West and consequently driven into Nasser's camp.(l 73) 

The Iraqis also emphasised their willingness to maintain friendly relations with Britain. As 

early as 15 July Qassem himself had apologised to Sir Michael Wright, the British 

Ambassador to Baghdad, for the unfortunate events at the British embassy the day before, 

stressing his hope that they would not damage future relations between Iraq and 

Britain.(174) Then on 17 July, Muhammad Hadid, the Iraqi finance minister, assured the 

British that his government had no intention of nationalising the oil industry and would 

respect the principles of the UN Charter. Iraq, he added, would maintain friendly relations 

with the UAR but would not join it.(175) Britain's attitude toward the regime was also 

influenced by the fact the member states of the Baghdad Pact, at a meeting on 28 July had 

already expressed their willingness to recognise. (176) The only exception was King Hussein 

of Jordan who objected to such a move and told the British that he was aware of Britain's 

interests in Iraq, but he hoped that the British would delay their recognition. Such a move, 

he warned, might encourage military conspirators everywhere in the region to follow the 

Iraqi example. (177) Nonetheless, the British proceeded with recognition which was formally 

announced on August 1.(178)

The future of the Baghdad Pact and future Iraqi participation in it was a fundamental 

question for the British. It was assumed that one of Qassem's first steps would be to 

terminate Iraq membership in the pact because it had always been criticised by Arab 

nationalists, and any continuation of its membership could be seen as a sign of Qassem's
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political weakness and used by his opponents against him.(179) The British thought they 

should wait for an Iraqi decision on the matter, and it was if Iraq would choose to be 

associated with the Pact it would be only economically.(180)

The new situation in the Middle East also brought some changes in British military and 

strategic thinking, leading to the reorganisation of the new Middle Eastern command and the 

creation of two separate commands based on Cyprus and Aden respectively as well as the 

adoption of the concept of strategic mobility, which had been implemented successfully 

during the intervention in Jordan. The Baghdad Pact was still regarded as having political 

advantage with minimum financial support. The Iraqi position was also important for future 

British military requirements in the region. Britain's position had already been weakened as 

a result of the Suez war and an air barrier had been created, which made Britain's 

manoeuvres in the region difficult. The 1958 crisis proved the great importance the British 

attached to the Middle East at a time when their options were more limited. However, they 

believed it was essential, at a time when Soviet involvement in the region increased, to 

enhance the West's foothold.(181) The best way to secure Britain's position in the Middle 

East was by closer co-operation with the United States, a belief that already existed among 

the British and was accentuated by the crisis. (182)

The American government, however, did not favour close cooperation with the British 

and preferred to conduct their policy without special consultations or in concert with Britain. 

The British government also believed it was essential to keep bases in the region, in Cyprus 

and the Persian Gulf, in order to support both NATO in a global war and also the Baghdad 

Pact. It was also of great importance to secure air and sea communication routes in the
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Middle East. The strategic importance of the Persian Gulf grew as a result of 1958's stormy 

events. Britain's share of Gulf oil was still more than thirty per cent and most other remaining 

oil imports came from that region or from neighbouring states. (183) As nearly all the oil 

sold by the Middle East to Europe except of Saudi oil, was traded in Sterling it had great 

importance for Britain's economy, the loss of oil would mean that Britain had to provide 

dollars to buy oil and lose her oil revenues. Thus it was decided to strengthen the forces in 

the Gulf and, in addition, to reinforce Aden and Kenya. (184) The importance of Iran, as a 

major base also grew as a a result of the crisis. (185)

In assessing the short-term consequences of their operation, the British government could 

be satisfied. The situation in Jordan and in the Lebanon had been stabilised, as well as that 

of Iraq. However, the situation in Iraq deteriorated during 1959 and Qassem's regime faced 

more upheavals.

Towards a New Beginning 

The future of the Anglo-Israeli relationship at that point seemed to be more promising and 

there is room to suggest that we can witness a shift in the relations between the two 

countries. Golda Meir's visit to London during the summer of 1958, the British arms supply 

and the disappearance of the Guildhall plan as an issue, contributed to a much better 

atmosphere between the two countries. Anglo-Israeli cooperation during the 1958 crisis was 

very different to that in 1956. In 1956 the directors of British policy tried to hide any 

involvement with Israel even from their own people whereas in 1958 the nature of the 

cooperation was openly discussed and led to Britain's realisation that Israel's existence in the
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region had a positive side and not merely a negative one. However, it would be wrong to 

regard the development in their relations as on the same basis as Franco-Israeli relations 

during the 1950s or US-Israeli relations following the Six-Day war. Close relations did not 

emerge, nonetheless the progress from almost hostile and frigid relations to a much warmer 

and sympathetic climate cannot be denied. Israel's position strengthened and she was seen 

as a true friend of the Western world; however, she still felt isolated and she did not succeed 

in getting any special guarantee nor in concluding any specific alliance with the US. Not until 

1967 would a special relationship be established between the two.

As the dust settled on the Middle Eastern crisis the region entered a relatively quiet 

period, but this was only an hiatus: in another nine years the storm would begin to blow 

again.
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EPILOGUE

With the overthrow of Nuri El-Said , the traditional system of co-operation between 

Britain and the Middle East came to an end. The Anglo-American intervention gained its 

objectives and the position of the pro-Western forces in the Lebanon and Jordan was 

restored.

Yet, some problems continued to overshadow the Middle East. The greatest enigma was 

Iraq's future. Iraq suffered from internal instability due to the rivalry between different 

factions such as the Ba'athists and the Communists. These forces had been suppressed under 

Nuri, but arose under Qassim and struggled to gain dominance over Iraq. The rivalry 

between them brought a long period of internal instability and upheaval.

The Ba'athists and the Istiqlalists were in favour of an immediate merger with the UAR, 

and enjoyed the support of Abd'as' Salam Arif, the Minister of the Interior and the Prime 

Minister's deputy. The Communists on the other hand opposed such a move due to the fear 

that Nasser might suppress them. Qassim himself, in contradiction to all the early 

assumptions, did not favour such a move and wished to be 'A part of the Arab world but not 

a part of a part of it'.(l) Qassim did not hesitate therefore to take action against Arif, the 

main supporter of the union with the UAR, dismissing him from his posts and appointing 

him Ambassador to the German Federal Republic. Arif was finally arrested in Baghdad on 

4 November, after he returned to Iraq without permission.

The tensions in Iraq escalated during March 1959 as a result of riots in Mosul which were 

suppressed by Communist and loyalist forces. The Iraqi accusation that pro-Nasserist 

elements were behind these disturbances added an extra dimension to the hostility between
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Cairo and Baghdad . In his speech on 12 March Nasser praised Arif as the true hero of the 

revolution and accused Qassim of having deployed a terrorist system worse than that of 

Nuri-el-Said. He also attacked the Communists for being a counter-force to Arab 

nationalism; a minority group that attempted to impose their views by dictatorship. (2) The 

Iraqi government on the other hand retaliated by closing the Egyptian Middle East news 

agency office in Baghdad on 9 March and by expelling on the following day nine members 

of the UAR embassy in Baghdad for alleged encouragement of the revolt. C2̂ \)

It was obvious that the initial excitement and sympathy in Egypt for the Iraqi coup had 

now turned into a bitter rivalry between Cairo and Baghdad and Nasser's hopes that Iraq 

would join the UAR were in vain. For some time after the revolution it seemed that the 

pro-Communist forces would take over and Qassim would embark on a pro-Communist 

policy, as his relations with the Soviet Union had blossomed during the first year of his 

premiership. After the 1958 summer crisis in particular, the Soviets realized that they lacked 

a strategic foothold and the bases in the Mediterranean which would give them the flexibility 

to intervene in the region and add an additional dimension to their deterrence.(3) Iraq 

seemed therefore a natural ally which the Soviet Union could support and identify with. 

However, the honeymoon between Iraq and the Soviets was short due to a change in 

Qassim's policy from mid-1959 and his shift towards centre and right-wing forces. (4) 

The Kirkuk riots drove Qassim to take action against the Communists who for some time 

had enjoyed great freedom. In July 1959, during the annual celebrations for the Iraqi 

revolution, a clash between Kurds and Turks took place in Kirkuk and this time the 

Communists stirred up the incident. Qassim reacted by removing the most dangerous
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Communist elements from the army, and at the same time restored the authority of the 

security service and government officials.(5) However, he was challenged again when on 7 

October, while passing by car through Rhasid Ali, he was fired upon and slightly wounded 

in the shoulder. This attempted assassination was carried out by the Baathists.

In spite of the instability of Qassim's regime and his 'zig-zag' policy the British government 

believed it should give support to Qassim because it looked as if he was trying to stabilize 

his country and to take a neutral, non-hostile policy towards the West. Moreover, if the 

West rebuffed Qassim it might only strengthen the anti-Western forces and push Qassim 

closer to the Soviets. Although Qassim did not wish to continue close relations with Britain 

on the model of Nuri, nor did he wish to turn his back on Britain, instead he conveyed to the 

British Ambassador his country's wish to keep Britain as the main source of arms supply for 

the Iraqi forces.(6) The British government was hoping that Qassim would succeed in 

pursuing a neutral policy in spite of the internal difficulties he faced and the opposition to 

his authority inside and outside the army. ^  . 1 

One of the significant steps Qassim took was to terminate the Baghdad Pact on 24 March

1959. The Pact that had been signed for five years in 1955, and raised so many hopes in the 

West, especially in Britain, was now dead and buried. On 31 March the last RAF personnel 

left the Iraqi base at Habbynia and on 22 June Iraq left the Sterling Area and, in addition, 

terminated her military agreements with the United States. The Baghdad pact was 

recontracted without Iraq on August 1959 under a new title- The Central Treaty 

Organisation (CENTO) between the United States, Iran, Pakistan and Turkey.

Britain tried at the same time to re-establish her position in the region and to restore her
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relations with the UAR. An Anglo-Egyptian agreement was signed on 28 February 1959, 

under which the UAR agree to release the British properties which were under dispute and 

to pay a lump sum of £27.5 million to compensate for British private property that had been 

nationalized or compulsorily acquired and to cover claims for the damage suffered by the 

property.(7) This paved the way for the resumption of diplomatic relations between the UK 

and the UAR at the level of Charge d'Affairs announced on 1 December 1959. (8)

Thus, we can conclude that although Britain suffered greatly as a result of Suez she 

gradually managed to recover and restore her relations with the Arab world. The regional 

states, however, were more than ever caught up in a bitter struggle over their claims to 

hegemony in the region. The Iraqi coup and its resulting upheavals gave the impression that 

Iraq was soon to fall prey to Communist predominance. These fears, however, seemed 

eventually to be eliminated when it was clear that, although Qassim had departed from Nuri's 

affiliation with the West, he still favoured good relations with Britain and was struggling to 

embark on a neutral policy. The union between Syria and Egypt was short-lived and ceased 

to exist when in September 1961 as a result of a coup in Damascus, Syria withdrew from 

the UAR. After that Nasser lost his momentum and it would take another six years for him 

to be able to unite the Arab world against one target-Israel.

Israel viewed the upheavals in Iraq with great interest and adopted (probably for the first 

time) a similar outlook to Britain's. Eliahu Elath told Lloyd on 10 February 1959 that it was 

important that Qassim should be given every chance and that he be supported by the West 

or else he might join forces with Nasser or the Communists. (9) Elath's remark was a small 

but significant sign of the transformation of the Anglo-Israeli relationship and of Israel's
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growing political maturity.

Following the 1958 crisis, Israel's position in the world changed dramatically. In her speech 

in the Knesset on 30 March 1959, Golda Meir praised extravagantly Israel's achievements 

in pursuing better relations with foreign states, in particular her relations with France and the 

countries of Black Africa states. (10) Israel had tremendous success in her relations with the 

newly independent countries and especially the African states. Israel's trade with the African 

states increased marked, especially during the 1960s. Although Israeli financial aid to these 

countries, compared to that of the Soviet Union, France and the United States, was relatively 

small, for Israel's mood and position it had great importance. Israel concentrated on small 

and self-contained projects which aimed to bring an immediate benefit to the receiving 

country. Israel also succeeded in signing technical agreements with countries in Africa 

between 1960-1966 and also provided these countries with professional training between 

1958 and 1966, and thousands of Africans being trained in Israel.(ll) These improved 

relations proved themselves able to withstand Nasser's propaganda and the Arab League's 

attempts to destroy them. Ben-Gurion's political vision in this respect proved to be a very 

prudent far-reaching political step.

Franco-Israeli relations continued to blossom, although they lacked the passion of their 

earliest stage. De Gaulle aspired to design a more balanced Middle Eastern policy, and aimed 

to restore France's prestige in the region, which had suffered a great set-back due to France's 

policies during the Suez and Algerian crisis. In a broadcast on 16 September 1958, de Gaulle 

mentioned for the first time the importance of Algerian self-determination. In addition Pierre 

Gilbert, the French Ambassador to Israel, was withdrawn from Tel-Aviv which was seen
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as a bad indication.(12) This caused great concern in Israel and it was seen as a sign of 

France's attempt to embark on a new policy. One of the bases for the co-operation between 

the France and Israel was the similarity in the two countries' views on Middle Eastern events 

and especially French interests in Algeria, if this fundamental basis was to be eliminated 

France's interests in Israel would be diminished. On May 1961 talks between the French 

government and the FLN were held in Evian, which eventually paved the way for the Evian 

accord of 19 March 1962, whereby the two parties agreed to a cease-fire and France agreed 

to recognise Algerian independence. This was approved both in France and Algeria and on 

3 July Algerian independence was officially proclaimed. (13) Still on 30 October an 

Israeli-Franco cultural agreement was signed and in June the previous year Ben-Gurion and 

de Gaulle had met for the first time.

American-Israeli relations became warmer as a result of the 1958 experience. It was 

probably the first time that the State Department reassured Israel of her value, but although 

relations recovered from the set-back they suffered during Suez, they did not undergo a real 

transformation. Only when Kennedy succeeded Eisenhower at the White House did US 

policy begin to shift towards a more pro-Israeli direction. During his presidency, the United 

States supplied Israel for the first time with new and modem arms. On September 1962, the 

Kennedy administration announced its willingness to sell Israel the short-range defensive 

Hawk missiles.(14) The shift in US policy can be understood in relation to the increasing 

Soviet military supply to Egypt, Iraq and Syria and the growing concern in the US that this 

might lead to an Arab attack on Israel, or, on the other hand, to a preventive war by Israel 

on her Arab neighbours.



Ever since the Iraqi coup in summer 1958, the Soviet Union had attempted to secure her 

foothold in the region. Despite Nasser's attack on the Communist party in Iraq and in Syria, 

the Soviets were not deterred from seeking close relations with Nasser. The Soviet Union 

was willing to help Nasser with the construction of the Aswan Dam, and on 27 December 

an agreement on economic and technical aid was signed between the two countries. The 

Soviets granted Egypt a loan o f400 million rubles as well as equipment and machinery for 

work on the Dam. (15) The Soviets' ambition to expand in the region grew during the 1960s 

and they began to become the main arsenal of many regional states. Soviet-Iraqi relations 

flourished in the first year after the revolution but started to cool from mid-1960 onwards. 

Still the Soviets continued to supply Iraq with economic and military assistance and on 18 

August 1960 a new agreement between the two countries for military, technical and 

economic aid was signed. At the same time that the Soviets moved closer to the Arab states, 

their relations with Israel continued to deteriorate although Israel succeeded in maintaining 

better relations with some of the Eastern European states. C | ^

Although this period was marked by calmer Arab-Israeli relations, partly because the 

Arabs were engaged in their own internal rivalry, it did not see any lessening of their 

hostility towards Israel or any real attempt at a peace settlement. On the contrary, this was 

the only issue that could unite countries such as Iraq and Egypt. Accordingly, the Arab 

League Council adopted on 29 February 1960 a resolution on the Palestinian question and 

condemned the Zionists for attempting to liquidate the question of Palestine and the Arab 

states and called for an international framework in which the Palestinian refugees problem 

would be solved. There again the Arab states did not show any real sign of attempting to



resolve the problem themselves, on the contrary the council rejected the idea of forming a 

Palestinian army and decided to postpone discussion of this issue until a later date.

The Palestinian refugee problem, although relatively marginal at the time, was a time bomb 

and added eventually an extra obstacle and difficulty to any possible Middle Eastern 

settlement. In 1959 a group of young Palestinians led by Yasser Arafat founded the FATAH 

movement for the liberation of Palestine, and finally at the first Arab summit in Cairo, Egypt 

initiated the foundation of the PLO. This demonstrated the fallaciousness of Israeli hopes to 

see the end of the issue and of the belief, that "The Palestinian problem" was only of 

secondary importance. The problem remained alive and proved to be one of the main 

obstacles to any Arab-Israeli agreement, and one of the most acute challenges to Israel's 

existence.

Israel's leaders realised that the Middle East had become an arena of superpower rivalry 

and that their actions might provide the Soviets with a pretext and opportunity to act against 

Israel. Still, when Israel felt it was necessary to strike, she did not hesitate to use armed 

force. During the 1960s Israel took limited actions against some trouble-spots in Syria and 

Jordan, for example when the Syrians used their strategic advantage of positions on the 

Golan Heights to shell Israeli settlers in Lake Hachulha and in the Sea of Galilee area. In 

response the IDF took two major actions-in 1960, Tawfik, south of the Sea of Galilee, was 

attacked and in 1962, there was another action at Nukeib, east of the sea of Galilee. The 

Jordanian-Israeli border was relatively quiet after 1958, but there was still some terrorist 

penetration of Israel's territory. This led Israel to take action in 1966 against the village of 

Samoa, located south of the Hebron mountain. (16)
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But overall Israel was more careful about the use of military retaliation and instead 

attempted to use the UN, not because Ben-Gurion or his successor had any greater belief 

in this institution, but because this avoided actions which might endanger Israel.

All in all, the post-Suez period saw the end of an era in the Middle East. Gradually the dust 

of Suez settled down, but its impact had far-reaching implications. It was evident that the 

region stood at the beginning of a different epoch; old alliances ceased to exist and new ones 

were formed. A chapter in the region's history had come to an end and a new one was about 

to begin.
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CONCLUSIONS

In June 1959 in one of his last dispatches Sir Francis Rundall wrote:' I shall leave Israel 

next week rather like someone who has been called out of an exciting play or film before 

the end: with real regret but also with the realisation that what I have been watching for 

a little over two years has had increased impact largely because it has been played upon 

so small a stage.'(l)

This flattering remark was not characteristic of Anglo-Israeli relations for the period 

under study, on the contrary, these years were loaded with bitterness, bad feelings and 

suspicion. Sir Francis Rundall's comments show therefore the significant change in 

Anglo-Israeli relations during the later period under study, mainly from summer 1958 

onwards.

The period considered was an era of radical changes in the Middle East, both in terms 

of Britain's position in the area, and of Anglo-Israeli relations. The early stage of the 

period covered by this thesis, 1955-1956, was marked by Israel's militancy with its 

retaliation policy intended to deter her Arab neighbours. It was a difficult time for Israel, 

a young country struggling with mass immigration, heavy financial burdens and security 

problems on her borders. These problems, coupled with her futile attempts to gain 

Western security guarantees, increased her feeling of isolation in hostile surroundings. 

During this period Israel succeeded in gaining one close ally France. It was a significant 

achievement which gave Israel a sense of confidence and had a major impact on her 

foreign policy.

Israel's relations with the Arab states deteriorated during this period due, in large part 

to her fears about the growing influence of the Arab National movement led by Gamal 

Abd-el Nasser. The situation was further aggravated by the Fedayeen infiltration into
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Israel's territory and the brutal murders of Israeli citizens, but Israel's retaliation policy 

only added fuel to the fire, leading to an escalating cycle of reprisals and 

counter-reprisals.

Britain's position at this stage was still guided by her traditional interests which were 

essentially to keep the oil supply routes open and to secure her strategic position in the 

area. These interests and her special affiliation with Iraq and Jordan led to a policy of 

tilting towards the Arabs in the region, and meant that Britain tended to see Israel as an 

obstacle to the achievement of British goals. Although Britain's imperial status was 

slipping, her decision-makers were still wrapped up in sweet memories of Britain's 

glorious days in the Middle East and tried to preserve this stake in the region to the bitter 

end. Their refusal to relinquish the heyday of empire and the delusion that Britain was 

still able to dominate affairs in the region led in the end to catastrophe. The Suez war 

highlighted the descent from power of France and Britain, the old colonial powers who 

tried to use military methods in order to impose their will. It demonstrated their lack of 

understanding of the transformation that the Middle East had gone through as well as 

their failure to realise that their own positions were declining and that the power of the 

US and the USSR was growing.

Anglo-Israeli relations were always overshadowed by Britain's traditional position in 

the region, and from November 1955 Anthony Eden's speech at Guildhall came to 

symbolize for the Israelis the unsympathetic attitude of the British government. As long 

as the Israeli leaders believed that the 'Guildhall spirit' still existed in Whitehall there was 

little hope of a real understanding between Britain and Israel. Israel's perception was 

that the British were willing to compromise Israel's security to maintain their power in 

the region and to sustain their relations with the Arab states. It is quite evident that
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British policy at the time was not favourable towards Israel and the fact that Britain 

publicly admitted that Israel's borders could not be seen as final was a major concern for 

Israel.

It would be maybe unfair to say that Foreign Office policy towards Israel was hostile, 

however, it could be said that Israel was seen as an obstacle for British interests in the 

region, hence, we can conclude that British policy did not favour Israel, and one can say 

that the general impression was that there was no sympathy towards Israel or concern 

for her interests.

However, Israel's militant policy at the time also made any closer relations more 

difficult. The retaliation policy adopted by Ben-Gurion and Moshe Dayan became a 

major obstacle in Anglo-Israeli relations. It gave the Foreign Office an excuse to suspend 

arms sales to Israel and place Israel under heavy criticism and condemnation. This 

criticism, however, only led to stronger feelings of isolation among the Israeli public and 

the decision-makers.

The Suez operation did not contribute in any notable way to a greater understanding 

between Britain and Israel, and the cautious co-operation that occurred during the war 

was not followed by a blossoming of relations immediately thereafter. It is therefore 

important to emphasise that, although Suez had a major impact on Britain's world-wide 

position and on the Conservative party, it did not bring about a fundamental change in 

Anglo-Israeli relations. Notwithstanding the fact that the hostility between Israel and 

Britain did lessen to a degree, there is little hard evidence that British policy became 

fundamentally different, although there was greater appreciation in Whitehall of Israel’s 

military ability. However, there was little to suggest that a major political revision was 

undertaken in Whitehall or the Foreign Office in regard to the general outlook upon
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Israel. It would be right to point out that in the immediate period after Suez the British 

were busy licking their wounds and restoring their relationship with the US.

It was only the consequences of Suez and the upheavals which reached their peak during 

summer 1958 that eventually opened the way for closer relations and better 

understanding between the two parties. Thus, it was the internal changes in the Middle 

East that largely contributed and led to a real shift in the Anglo-Israeli relationship. 

Israel's policy following Suez and the greater restraint she demonstrated during 

July-August 1958 presented Israel in a different and more positive light, enabling this 

new state to be seen for the first time as a reasonable partner for the West. Ben-Gurion 

proved willing to learn the lessons of the past and was clever enough to adopt a more 

mature, understanding policy in order to break out of Israel's virtual diplomatic isolation. 

As for Anglo-Israeli relations- after the summer of 1958, they should be analysed from 

the different premises the United Kingdom operated on after the coup. The shift in 

Anglo-Israeli relations can also be seen in the different policy Israel adopted during 

summer 1958. Whereas previously Israeli decision-makers had been quick to press the 

trigger, they eventually reached the stage where they could afford to adopt more mature 

and restrained behaviour. Ben-Gurion, a master in his own country proved to be a master 

in foreign relations during the crisis of 1958 and managed to manoeuvre the situation to 

Israel's benefit in a most extraordinary fashion.

The dramatic events of the summer 1958 brought about a fundamental change in the 

Middle East. For Britain the future looked grim, Nuri's downfall destroyed the traditional 

system under which Britain had operated for a long time. The Iraq of Nuri no longer 

existed and with him the Baghdad Pact was buried. Qassim's decision to withdraw from 

the Pact led to the collapse of one of Britain's fundamental pillars in the region. These

354



events, however, eventually turned to Britain's benefit, as she was able to restore some 

of her relations with the Arab states, for instance with the UAR. Nuri's fall and Hussein's 

delicate position demonstrated the great vulnerability of the pro-Western states in the 

region. Israel on the other hand proved for the first time to be credited and valued as a 

loyal ally. The Suez episode in this respect should be seen only as one of a series of 

changes in the Middle East rather than the direct cause of the later wars. Some historians 

note that at first sight it seems that Israel did not obviously gain any great benefits from 

her participation in the Suez war. This is a valid argument, and adds weight to the view 

that it was the experience of summer 1958 which eventually brought about the 

breakthrough in Israel's world-wide position, especially in her relations with Britain.

Anglo-Israeli relations never reached the same degree of cooperation as Israel enjoyed 

with the French or later with the US, but the bitter emotions, the anger, and the 

suspicion faded away. For Israel, a country which attached great importance to its 

external relations, this was an important achievement. Moreover, ever since the 

establishment of Israel her leaders had put a special emphasis on their relations with 

Britain, therefore the better understanding that was eventually accomplished brought 

great satisfaction and relief in Israel. Britain was finally seen among Israeli leaders as a 

friendly, trustworthy power. The positive course relations took after summer 1958 was 

highlighted in Meir's March 1959 speech in the Knesset. She stressed that the relations 

between Israel and Britain were closer than ever before and paid special tribute to 

Macmillan's contribution to the greater understanding between the two countries. Meir 

referred specifically to the excellent state of economic relations between the two 

countries and expressed the hope that these would continue to develop, especially with 

regard to air communications and British investment in Israel. Macmillan's election
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victory in October 1959 was welcomed in Israel because he was considered a sincere 

friend.(2) Meir's speech reflected again the overwhelming positive feelings among Israeli 

leaders towards Harold Macmillan and the overall belief that Macmillan's appointment 

to the premiership had enabled Anglo-Israeli relationship to move forward and had 

contributed to a better understanding between Britain and Israel.

Most important of all was the transformation in Israel's feelings and mood. As Meir said:' 

We no longer regard ourselves as a country standing alone in the world'.(3) This shift in 

Israel's policy also enabled British officials to conduct their Middle Eastern policy in an 

easier atmosphere.

In his Valedictory dispatch Sir Francis Rundall stressed that, although the Israelis 

always looked to the US as the chief source of financial source, they had always had 

great admiration for Britain and her way of life, coupled with the feeling that the British 

were more experienced and predictable in conducting international affairs than the US. 

Rundall emphasized that Israel realised, that the Anglo-Israeli relationship could not be 

built on the Franco-Israeli model of'undying Love and fidelity', and that the nature of 

Anglo-Israeli relations would be different, and had to be built on modest achievements. 

He concluded optimistically that 'The time may come when we may want closer relations 

with Israel at short notice... but until then we should be able to maintain our position if 

we steer a course between neglect, the most unforgivable insult to this sensitive people, 

and the uneasy emotionalism of Franco-Israeli relations... A relationship embodying 

mutual respect for each other interests and a spirit of consultation and understanding is 

perhaps the best contribution we can at present make to Israel's future'.(4) We have 

succeeded', wrote Sir Francis Rundall, 'during the past year in laying I hope permanently 

the ghost of the Guildhall plan and establishing an understanding of our position as
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genuinely in its own interests.'(5)

The end of an era in the British position in the Middle East paved the way for a new, 

more co-operative relationship between Israel and Britain. The way from Guildhall to the 

eventual breakthrough in 1958-1959, was long and painful, yet it seemed that the two 

were ultimately able to embark on a new calm dawn in the perpetually stormy Middle 

East..
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