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ABSTRACT 

 

TRANSATLANTIC BRINKSMANSHIP: THE ANGLO-AMERICAN 

ALLIANCE AND CONSERVATIVE  

IDEOLOGY, 1953-1956 

 

David M. Watry, PhD 

 

The University of Texas at Arlington, 2011 

 

Supervising Professor:  Joyce S. Goldberg 

The purpose of this transatlantic dissertation is to produce a new post-revisionist 

history of Anglo-American relations from 1953 to 1956 that seriously re-assesses 

Eisenhower's “middle path” foreign policy and the differing responses to it from 

Churchill and Eden.  This reexamination challenges the notion that Eisenhower’s foreign 

policy represented a mere continuation of Truman’s containment policy or a “middle 

path” between Democrats and far-right Republicans.  Instead, Eisenhower intentionally 

adopted a distinctly far-right Republican foreign policy that overwhelmed two 

Conservative British prime ministers and accelerated the end of the British Empire. 
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This transatlantic history argues that American foreign policy went from one of 

accommodation and cooperation with the British to one that proved intrinsically hostile to 

the British Empire.  The Eisenhower administration’s anti-communist ideology set aside 

a balance of power model of diplomacy, in favor of a policy of rolling back communism, 

while severely undermining British national security and economic interests in both the 

Middle East and the Far East.  Eisenhower and Dulles engaged in a new confrontational 

“brinksmanship” that diametrically opposed long-term British diplomacy and interests.  

Their unilateral use of American power against perceived communist threats and their 

new anti-colonial policies in the Third World put them on an inevitable collision course 

with Churchill and Eden. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Few historians have discussed the significant differences between Dwight D. 

Eisenhower, Winston Churchill, and Anthony Eden during the Cold War.  John Lukacs, 

an eminent Hungarian-born American historian known for his admiration of Winston 

Churchill, observed that “in none of the numerous biographies of Eisenhower is there a 

substantial description of how this seemingly simple (though in reality rather complex) 

military man, with his easygoing and liberal reputation, shed his pro-Russian and 

sometimes pro-Democratic opinions to become a rigid anti-communist, a Republican, and 

eventually even a self-styled conservative.”
1
  Lukacs, like Churchill, believed that 

Eisenhower missed a great opportunity to end the Cold War with the death of Stalin in 

1953. 

Eisenhower’s conservatism actually exceeded the conservatism of the “Old 

Right.”   This study challenges the notion that Eisenhower’s transatlantic foreign policy 

represented either a continuation of Truman’s containment policy or a “middle path” 

between Democrats and far-right Republicans.  If Eisenhower had been a mere 

continuation of Truman or a “middle path” Republican president, as many historians 

contend, Winston Churchill and Anthony Eden would have easily anticipated and adapted 

                                                 
1
 John Lukacs, “Ike, Winston, and the Russians,” The New York Times, 10 February 1991, 

http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9D0CED91430F933A25751C0A9679582... (5 July 2008). 
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their pragmatic foreign policy to mesh with the foreign policy of the new president.  

Instead, Eisenhower intentionally adopted a distinctly far-right Republican foreign policy 

that overwhelmed two Conservative British prime ministers and accelerated the decline 

of the British Empire. 

In 1953, President Dwight D. Eisenhower introduced a new, radical, and 

dangerous U.S. foreign policy called “brinksmanship” that fundamentally altered the 

special relationship between the United States and Great Britain.  Secretary of State John 

Foster Dulles described brinksmanship in a Life interview in 1956: “The ability to get to 

the verge without getting into the war is the necessary art.  If you cannot master it, you 

inevitably get into a war.  If you try to run away from it, if you are scared to go to the 

brink, you are lost.”
2
  This perilous American policy ran into direct conflict with 

Churchill’s and Eden’s pragmatic-based foreign relations. 

Eisenhower’s ideologically driven brinksmanship clashed significantly with 

Churchill’s and Eden’s policies of detente with the Soviet Union and communist China. It 

divided the transatlantic alliance and caused numerous crises in the partnership.  The 

most significant crises occurred in Korea, Indochina, China, Iran, Guatemala, and Suez.  

On taking office, Eisenhower immediately downgraded the importance of Anglo-

American relations by rejecting Churchill’s call for a grand global Anglo-American 

alliance. 

Churchill and Eden learned that Eisenhower and Dulles did not represent a 

“middle way” in foreign policy, but really represented the return of the “Old Right.”  

                                                 
 

2
 John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American 

National Security Policy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 151. 
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Eisenhower adopted Douglas MacArthur’s strategy to end the Korean War with the threat 

to use atomic weapons.  The American president also threatened President Syngman 

Rhee of South Korea with a proposed military coup called, “Operation Everready,” if he 

did not cooperate with armistice talks in Panmunjom.  Lord Salisbury, the acting British 

Foreign Secretary, seemed genuinely shocked by the possibility of a global 

thermonuclear war and a military coup against Rhee occurring at the same time. 

In his campaign for the Republican presidential nomination against Senator 

Robert A. Taft in 1952, Eisenhower had championed collective security agreements.  He 

had directed a large military coalition in the Second World War and had been the leader 

of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).  Eisenhower advocated the 

development of the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) in the Far East in 1954.  

Ironically, by practicing “brinksmanship,” Eisenhower and Dulles moved further toward 

a unilateral foreign policy.   Furthermore, in the Third World, they often rejected a 

collective approach to resolve problems or even the peaceful negotiations that Churchill 

and Eden often promoted.  

For their part, Churchill and Eden completely rejected Eisenhower’s “domino 

theory” in the Far East that warned of a communist takeover in Asia.  The British 

believed that the problems of Indochina could be solved diplomatically at the Geneva 

Conference in 1954 and genuinely feared the possibility of jungle warfare in Southeast 

Asia.  Many historians have wrongly credited Eisenhower with restraint and for avoiding 

a war in Vietnam.  Instead Eisenhower believed that the British foreign policy of Winston 

Churchill and Anthony Eden played into the hands of the communists in Asia by giving 
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them time to develop military advantages over the West.  Eden correctly concluded that 

his efforts toward peacemaking in Geneva had been continually undermined by 

Eisenhower and Dulles. 

The extreme ideological differences between the Americans and the British can 

be seen most readily in the Quemoy-Matsu Crisis of 1955.  The British argued that the 

coastal islands of Quemoy and Matsu belonged to the communist Chinese.  The 

Americans believed that the coastal islands belonged to the nationalist Chinese on 

Formosa.  Eisenhower threatened global nuclear war over two small islands located near 

China’s mainland.  Churchill and Eden could not understand Eisenhower’s and Dulles’s 

policy of brinksmanship and feared that it could lead to World War III. For them, the 

great question concerning Quemoy and Matsu is whether Eisenhower was bluffing China 

or would have indeed been willing to engage in nuclear warfare. 

Although Eisenhower did work with Prime Minister Churchill in “Operation 

Ajax” to overthrow Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh in Iran, the British had been 

excluded from “Operation PBSuccess” in Guatemala.  Eisenhower took a completely 

unilateral approach to Guatemala by ignoring British interests in the Western 

Hemisphere.  Eisenhower and Dulles had antagonized the British Foreign Office with 

their naval blockade of Guatemala.  Consequently, Churchill acted against the advice of 

Eden and the British Foreign Office when he sided with the Americans and opposed a 

United Nations investigation of Guatemala.   

The Suez Crisis in 1956 completely broke the transatlantic relationship between 

the United States and Great Britain.  British Prime Minister Anthony Eden believed 
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President Gamel Abdel Nasser of Egypt was a new Hitler or Mussolini and an agent of 

Soviet expansionism.  When Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal, Eden argued that it 

represented an attack against not just Britain but the international community. 

Eisenhower, for his part, viewed Nasser as an Arab nationalist who strongly opposed 

British imperialism.  He thought that Nasser had the legal right to nationalize the Suez 

Canal.  Eisenhower chose to support Arab nationalism over Anglo-French colonialism in 

North Africa and the Middle East.  Eisenhower and Dulles supported evolutionary 

change in the Middle East because British and French colonialism fostered Islamic 

revolutions.  

In November 1956, Eisenhower used economic brinksmanship not to overthrow 

Nasser, but to turn Anthony Eden out of office.  Eden had double-crossed the United 

States and lied to Eisenhower about Nasser and the Suez Crisis.  Eisenhower retaliated by 

threatening Great Britain with economic ruin by using the Federal Reserve to manipulate 

the value of the pound sterling on international markets.   He devalued the pound, which 

threatened Great Britain with massive price inflation for economic goods.  In addition, 

Eisenhower made a secret deal in the middle of the crisis with King Saud of Saudi Arabia 

to cut off all Middle Eastern oil going to Great Britain or France.  Eisenhower then 

instigated a political coup, which led to the resignation of Anthony Eden that effectively 

ended the Suez Crisis.  Ironically, Eisenhower’s economic brinksmanship destroyed his 

closest and most important transatlantic ally. 

Ultimately Eisenhower’s Third World foreign policy moved from one of 

accommodation and cooperation with the British to one that proved intrinsically hostile to 
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the British Empire.  The Eisenhower administration’s anti-communist ideology set aside 

balance of power diplomacy in favor of a policy of rolling back communism, while 

severely undermining British national security and economic interests in both the Middle 

East and the Far East.  Eisenhower and Dulles engaged in a new confrontational 

“brinksmanship” that diametrically opposed long-term British diplomacy and interests.  

Their unilateral use of American power against perceived communist threats and their 

new anti-colonial policies in the Third World put them on an inevitable collision course 

with Churchill and Eden.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

 

ANGLO-AMERICAN HISTORIOGRAPHY 

 

 

Dwight D. Eisenhower’s election in 1952, the first Republican president of the 

United States in twenty years, represented a radical break from the past, especially in 

foreign affairs.  Eisenhower completely rejected Truman’s European-based diplomacy, 

which had reflexively backed British colonial interests in the Third World.  Instead, he 

favored a global-oriented foreign policy that put forth new ideas of “brinksmanship” and 

anti-colonialism to combat the communist threat, not just as a European problem, but as a 

worldwide danger.  Eisenhower waged an all-out ideological war on the men in the 

Kremlin in order to stop an international Marxist revolution. 

Yet, Eisenhower did not appear to be any kind of radical.  He presented himself as 

a moderate Republican who accepted New Deal legislation and who gave careful 

consideration to Democratic proposals in the domestic arena.  Indeed, Eisenhower the 

domestic president can best be described as a centrist.
1
  In dealing with foreign affairs, 

conversely, he demonstrated, contrary to most public perceptions and historical 

consensus, that he was a radical right-wing Republican.  

A close analysis of both Eisenhower’s and his Secretary of State John Foster 

Dulles’s speeches about international relations makes absolutely clear the identical nature

                                                 
1
 Stephen E. Ambrose, Eisenhower: Vol. 2 The President, 1952-1969 (New York: Simon and 

Schuster, 1984), 160. 
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and radicalism of their anti-communist ideology. Both men’s speeches encouraged an 

ideological war against communism.  Yet, many historians have accepted the spurious 

notion that this was mere rhetoric.  Even after Stalin’s death, there could be no political 

compromises with communist expansionism or moral justifications for summit meetings 

with the Soviets.  In his Manichaean world, Eisenhower’s strident language about the 

evils of communism and the Soviet Union often politically traumatized both British 

Prime Minister Winston Churchill and his Foreign Secretary Sir Anthony Eden. 

 After his inauguration, Eisenhower deliberately downgraded the “special 

relationship” with Great Britain because he dreaded being tied politically to British 

colonialism.  As he wrote in his diary, “no such special relationship can be maintained or 

even suggested, publicly.  In public relationship all nations are sovereign and equal.”
2
  

Eisenhower and Dulles quietly dispensed with Churchill's proposed plan for an Anglo-

American global alliance preferring instead to support Third World nationalist 

movements if they proved to be anti-communist.  Churchill and Eden faced a new 

American government that no longer sanctioned or safeguarded their colonial interests 

and seemed completely indifferent to the long-term interests of the British Empire.  

Eisenhower’s brand of Republicanism resurrected the “Old Right” foreign policy 

of General Douglas MacArthur, Senator Robert A. Taft, and former president Herbert 

Hoover.  Eisenhower’s confidants, who in the 1960s often wrote admiringly of Douglas 

MacArthur’s military plan to end the Korean War, stand in stark contrast to scholars and 

historians of the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s who have all but ignored MacArthur or gone so 

                                                 
 

2
 Dwight David Eisenhower and Robert H. Ferrell, The Eisenhower Diaries (New York: W.W. 

Norton and Company, 1981), 232. 
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far as to trivialize Eisenhower’s nuclear threats to end the Korean War.
3
    

 For his part, Eisenhower generously credited MacArthur’s strategy for ending the 

Korean War, while dismissing British objections and concerns about the possible use of 

atomic weapons.
4
  This nuclear brinksmanship, which MacArthur advocated, illustrated a 

radical break with the Truman administration and two British governments of differing 

parties, all of which viewed the MacArthur plan for Korea as far too dangerous. It risked 

possible war with the Soviet Union.  Eisenhower totally accepted the risk.  Indeed, his 

success in ending the Korean War may have led to overconfidence about the possible use 

of nuclear weapons in Asia.  For this reason, MacArthur, not Secretary of State Dulles, 

should be considered the true author of Eisenhower’s “brinksmanship.”
5
   

 Senator Robert A. Taft of Ohio also encouraged a radical and extreme right-wing 

global foreign policy as well.  The former isolationist now argued against American 

isolationism in favor of a policy based in part on the nineteenth-century writings of 

Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan.
6
  Taft’s and Mahan’s ideas would become the basis of 

Eisenhower’s “New Look,” with military emphasis on the air force and the navy over 

army ground troops.  Taft had fought to reduce military expenditures, exemplified by 

large numbers of American ground troops in Europe, while at the same time expanding 

the power and scope of the American military, specifically through the strategic use of 

                                                 
3
 See Edward Friedman, “Nuclear Blackmail and the End of the Korean War,” Modern China 1, 

no. 1 (Jan. 1975): 75-91. 

 
4
 Dwight D. Eisenhower, The White House Years: Mandate for Change 1953-1956 (Garden City, 

NY: Doubleday & Company, Inc., 1963), 180. 

 
5
 See Douglas MacArthur, Reminiscences (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964). 

 
6
 Robert A. Taft, A Foreign Policy for Americans (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1951). 
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the navy and air atomic power.
7
         

  Eisenhower and Taft vigorously disagreed on the importance of collective 

security agreements, the leading reason for Eisenhower’s candidacy for the Republican 

nomination in 1952.  After the election, however, Eisenhower dramatically adopted 

Taft’s ideas about U.S. foreign policy, as written into the Republican platform by John 

Foster Dulles.  The Republican platform, with its underlying unilateralism, harkened back 

to the nineteenth century, which ultimately undermined British national security and 

economic interests.        

 Herbert Hoover, a fervent supporter of Robert Taft in 1952, had himself called for 

the United States to implement a “Gibraltar” defense of the Western Hemisphere. 

Eisenhower's actions in Guatemala in 1954, and later in Cuba, demonstrated his serious 

disregard for international laws, organizations, and especially Western allies whenever he 

perceived a communist threat to the United States in the Western Hemisphere. The 

influence of Taft and Hoover in hemispheric defense can most readily be seen in 

Guatemala, where Eisenhower and Dulles moved swiftly and unilaterally to overthrow 

the government of Jacobo Arbenz despite British objections to their plans.
8
  

 Eisenhower shook up the political and military establishment in Washington by 

rejecting Paul Nitze’s NSC 68, because it placed far too heavy a financial burden on the 

                                                 
7
 See H.W. Brands, “The Age of Vulnerability: Eisenhower and the National Insecurity State” The 

American Historical Review 94, No. 4 (Oct. 1989): 963-989.  Brand argues, mistakenly, that Eisenhower 

helped create the very military industrial complex that he deplored.  The military industrial complex began 

with Kennedy’s massive increase in nuclear weapons due to the “missile gap.’’  It continued with Lyndon 

Johnson’s expansion of the Vietnam War. 

 
8
 Herbert Hoover, Addresses Upon the American Road, 1950-1955 (Stanford, CA: Stanford 

University Press, 1955). 
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United States.  He quickly moved to replace it with the more economical “New Look,” 

intended to assure the military and the public “more bang for the buck.”  George F. 

Kennan's relatively safe but reactive containment policy, ineptly employed, Kennan 

insisted, by Truman’s Secretary of State Dean Acheson, had led to a disastrous and 

hugely unpopular stalemate in Korea.
9
  Eisenhower scrapped Kennan’s policy in favor of 

a far more risky but potentially more successful policy of “brinksmanship.”   

 Unlike President Truman, who had often lectured about the need to save the 

United States from communism, Eisenhower discoursed about the “long term” needs of 

the United States and about saving “the American way of life.”
10

  Furthermore, 

Eisenhower understood the vital importance of maintaining the health of the economy in 

providing for an essential military defense.  Truman's inert and torpid foreign policy had 

too often relied on standard military strategies.
11

  Eisenhower preferred a nuanced, pro-

active, covert, and even “hidden hand” foreign policy in order to defeat the communists 

by outplaying them at their own subversive game.
12

      

 Sherman Adams, Eisenhower’s chief of staff, described in 1961 how the Korean 

War had ended.  Adams maintained that MacArthur's plan to threaten China with an 

expanded war and the possible use of atomic bombs had forced the Chinese and the 

North Koreans to sign an armistice.  He wrote, “MacArthur was sure that there was not 

                                                 
9
 George F. Kennan, Realities of American Foreign Policy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1954). 

 
10

 Eisenhower, Mandate for Change. 

 
11

 See David G. McCullough, Truman (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992). 

 
12

 Fred I. Greenstein, “Eisenhower as an Activist President: A Look at New Evidence,” Political 

Science Quarterly (Winter 1979-80): 94. 
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the remotest chance we would actually have to carry out the threat; the communists 

would simply throw up their hands and the war would be over. Although not as blunt and 

specific as MacArthur had suggested, it was indeed the threat of atomic attack that 

evidently did bring the Korean War to an end on July 26, 1953.”
13

  The earliest accounts 

of Eisenhower’s foreign policy, written by people close to Eisenhower, gave full credit to 

the administration’s “take charge” attitude, particularly in speedily ending the Korean 

War.            

  In contrast to this rather blunt and surprisingly candid assessment from Adams, 

Eisenhower historians have denied this claim.  They have written instead that Eisenhower 

“understood that, in lieu of a nuclear monopoly, nuclear weapons were not easily usable 

tools of statecraft that produced predictable result.”
14

  Eisenhower revisionists writing in 

the 1980s openly doubted whether or not Eisenhower really threatened to use nuclear 

weapons against the Chinese.
15

  Jung Chang and Jon Halliday have recently pointed out 

that while Stalin hated the idea of giving atomic weapons to Mao, he feared the new 

American president might use nuclear weapons and for this reason concluded the Korean 

War needed to end.
16

        

 Eisenhower further raised the nuclear stakes in Southeast Asia in 1954 by 

deliberately devising the “domino theory.”  In a now famous press conference on April 7, 

                                                 
13

 Sherman Adams, First Hand: The Story of the Eisenhower Administration (New York: Harper 

& Brothers, 1961), 48-49. 

 
14

 Stephen G. Rabe, “Eisenhower Revisionism,” Diplomatic History 17 (Winter 1993): 103-104.  

 
15

 See McGeorge Bundy, “Atomic Diplomacy Reconsidered,” Bulletin of the American Academy 

of Arts and Sciences, 38, no. 1 (Oct. 1984): 25-44.  

 
16

 Jung Chang and Jon Halliday, The Unknown Story: Mao (New York: Alfred A. Knopf., 2005}, 

374. 
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1954, while explaining the situation in French Indochina, the president stated: “You have 

a row of dominoes set up, and you knock over the first one… and what will happen to the 

last one is the certainty that it will go over very quickly. So you have the beginning of a 

disintegration that would have the most profound influences.”
17

  Churchill and Eden, not 

really fearing a complete communist takeover of the region, differed drastically with 

Eisenhower’s assessment.          

  Many Eisenhower revisionists, including historian Robert A. Divine, have 

praised Eisenhower’s superior judgment in not getting involved in the French-Indochina 

War.
18

  In reality, Eisenhower requested an early internationalization and militarization of 

the Indochina War as part of his vast battle plan against global communism.
19

 

Eisenhower and Dulles thought that by threatening a wider war they could stop the 

dominoes from falling in Southeast Asia.  Churchill and Eden, trusting in the greater 

efficacy of their diplomatic efforts at the Geneva Conference, actually labored feverishly 

to restrain the United States from entering into the quagmire of the French-Indochina 

War by refusing to participate in it themselves.      

In 1954, the United States and Great Britain grudgingly helped create the 

Southeast Asia Treaty Organization to stop communist subversion in Indochina.  This 

new international organization substantiated the claims that collective security or United 

Action did not work in the fight against communism in Southeast Asia.  The British and 

                                                 
17

 Robert J. Donovan, Eisenhower: the Inside Story (New York: Harper, 1956), 261. 

 
18

 Robert A. Divine, Eisenhower and the Cold War (New York, Oxford University Press, 1981), 

54-55. 

 
19

 See George C. Herring and Richard Immerman, “Eisenhower, Dulles, and Dienbienphu: ‘The 

Day We Didn’t Go to War’ Revisited,” The Journal of American History 71, no. 2 (Sept. 1984): 343-363. 
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the French consistently evaded their responsibilities under the Manila Pact, leaving the 

United States virtually alone, without Western allies, in the battle against communism in 

Asia.
20

  For Eisenhower, the situation in Asia went from bad to worse.  Sherman Adams 

recorded: “Dulles said emphatically that the British and the French were giving us no 

military support in Asia and were opposed to our use of atomic weapons in a defense of 

Formosa. But we could not allow our policies in Asia to be dictated by our European 

allies.”
21

  The United States, under Eisenhower’s deliberate guidance, began moving 

away from a collective security approach in Asia to an even more unilateral foreign 

policy.            

 Some Eisenhower revisionists have applauded the president for the way he 

avoided war over Quemoy and Matsu, the nationalist-controlled offshore islands of 

China.  They have celebrated his “deliberate deception and ambiguity” with regard to a 

possible nuclear attack against mainland China. Robert Divine, for example, has written 

that “the beauty of Eisenhower's policy is to this day no one can be sure whether or not 

he would have responded militarily to an invasion of the offshore islands, and whether he 

would have used nuclear weapons.”
22

  Of course this raised the serious and interesting 

question of whether Eisenhower’s “brinksmanship” was all bluff, a question repeatedly 

asked in 1956 by Democratic presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson. 

 Historian Yi Sun has insisted that Eisenhower's dangerous stand on Quemoy and 

                                                 
20

 See David L. Anderson, Trapped by Success: The Eisenhower Administration and Vietnam, 

1953-1961 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991); George M.T. Kahin, Intervention: How America 

Became Involved in Vietnam (New York: Knopf, 1986). 

 
21

 Adams, 132. 

 
22

 Divine, 65-66. 
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Matsu paid off.  Sun thinks that “This strategy seemed effective. There is evidence to 

suggest that Mao at this time began to take the American nuclear threats more seriously. 

Although he continued to embrace the concept of ‘people's war’, Mao came to realize 

nuclear weaponry, which he had discounted as a ‘paper tiger’, could be a ‘real tiger’ 

capable of mass destruction.”
23

  But beyond this latest assertion, historians have 

consistently disagreed on whether Eisenhower established himself as a prudent statesman 

by threatening nuclear war over these tiny Chinese islands.
24

    

 The danger in pursuing deliberately ambiguous or deceptive policies proved to be 

that they confused not only the Chinese but American and British policymakers as well.
25

 

Eisenhower even became frustrated trying to explain his own policies to Winston 

Churchill.  In fact, Churchill and Eden battled against Eisenhower's policies on Quemoy 

and Matsu and thought that the threats of U.S. military actions were far too militant and 

unnecessarily threatened Europe with the possibility of a third world war.
26

  

 British and American policymakers widely diverged on ideology, strategy, and 

tactics throughout the Cold War but especially during the first Eisenhower 

administration.  James C. Hagerty, Eisenhower’s press secretary, revealed in his diaries 
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that even on Guatemala, the Americans and the British fiercely contested each other’s 

policy.  Eisenhower declared that his administration, in fact, had been “too damned nice 

to the British” and complained that the “British expect us to give them a free ride and 

side with them on Cyprus and yet they won't even support us on Guatemala. Let's give 

them a lesson.”
27

  One persistent and serious question for historians continues to be, what 

did Eisenhower really think of collective security?     

 In using the CIA, Eisenhower employed various covert operations to overthrow 

communist-oriented regimes, yet he cannot be held fully responsible for what happened 

later in Iran and South Vietnam, and he certainly cannot be blamed for the mistakes less 

experienced presidents made years later.
28

  His complicated and nuanced diplomacy, 

although at times confusing and even dangerous, today seems far more attractive to many 

historians than the catastrophic policies that led later presidents into wars in Vietnam, 

Kuwait, Iraq, and Afghanistan.       

 The greatest crisis of the Eisenhower years proved to be the Suez Affair of 1956. 

As one member of the Eisenhower administration stated in the 1960s, “The snarl of the 

Middle East, throughout the political campaign of 1956, made of Dulles a nettled 

Secretary and a distraught lawyer. Zealous to press the crucial case against Soviet world 

policy, he deplored the whole Middle Eastern scene as a kind of irritating distraction to 
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be fought off as it was immaterial and even inadmissible evidence.”
29

  This assessment 

has provoked the intriguing question of whether the Americans really wanted to control 

the Middle East or were forced into it by a faltering and possibly incompetent British 

government.  Whatever the case, Eisenhower maintained a cool and calm deliberative 

decision-making process in the Suez Crisis. The U.S. government ardently rejected the 

gunboat diplomacy of the Eden cabinet along with the British colonialism that it entailed. 

Ultimately, Eisenhower and Dulles wanted to stop the spread of Soviet communism in 

the Middle East far more than they worried about the hurt feelings of their Western allies.  

The British and the Americans shared some strategic goals, but serious differences 

persisted on the tactical level.        

Several historians recently have claimed that “the Eisenhower administration had 

grossly exaggerated the Soviet threat, misunderstood Arab nationalism, and stimulated 

Arab anti-Americanism.”
30

  The historical evidence indicates a truth far more 

complicated.  A Soviet threat did exist in places like Egypt and Syria. Moslem faith and 

culture, anti-democratic and authoritarian, had a far greater affinity with communism 

than it did with Western values. Eisenhower and Dulles ultimately decided that they 

needed to replace British power with American power to deal with the difficult and 

intractable political problems of the troubled Middle East.  As historian Robert F. Burk 

has boldly alleged: 
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Eisenhower took his action in the Suez Crisis on the ground that the 

imperialistic actions of the British and the French had alienated world 

opinion and served as a pretext for Russian penetration of the region and 

for new threats to American oil interests. His unilateral policy on Suez 

won immediate and overwhelming approval in the Third World, and it 

thrust the United States into the position of Middle Eastern power 

broker.
31

  

 

America’s historical anti-colonialism reasserted itself in this most ideological of 

administrations.         

 John Foster Dulles, perhaps the most ideologically-driven Secretary of State in 

American history, organized an all-out Cold War against the Soviet Union.  As early as 

1960, historians and journalists professed “underlying differences between his 

fundamental approach to the Cold War and that which he felt he detected in London. He 

said he found the British too inclined to regard the Soviet government as another 

imperialistic Russian regime along traditional lines, with whom one could do business as 

one had done with the Czars.”
32

  This fundamental distinction, between the Americans 

and the British, noted even before the Eisenhower administration had left office, 

corroborated the differences in their perception of the ideological threat posed by the 

Soviet Union.  Dulles persevered in an all-out ideological war against the Soviet Union, 

while the British, particularly Eden, continued in a pragmatic balance of power approach. 

 Dulles and British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden not only had policy 

differences but personality differences as well.  As early as the 1960s, Richard Goold-
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Adams wrote: “They have been described as ‘the Roundhead and the Cavalier’, with 

differences as profound as those between the two elements in the English Civil War. 

There was much that was Cromwellian about Dulles, and his disdain for Eden as well as 

Eden’s complete distrust of him brought to an end the whole wartime era of Anglo-

American partnership, with effects that can be felt to this day.”
33

  These policy 

differences aggravated real personality differences between Dulles and Eden. Profound 

ideological deviations went beyond mere policy and personality differences.   

Unquestionably, each one’s entirely different outlook on the world, and how to order it, 

substantiated the shocking differences between the two men.    

 In addition to the contrast between Dulles and Eden, some historians have 

attempted to separate Eisenhower from Dulles and have professed that somehow these 

two men may have significantly differed on anti-communist ideology or U.S. foreign 

affairs.  Dulles has a reputation as one of the most unpopular secretaries of states in 

American history.  While historical revisionism in the 1980s and 1990s attempted to 

move toward rehabilitating Eisenhower, historians unremittingly denounced Dulles as a 

bombastic, anti-communist ideologue who threatened world peace.
34

  Historians should 

more correctly portray Eisenhower and Dulles as a team, who worked together 

intimately.  Dulles routinely showed the president his speeches, letters, policy papers, and 

proposals well in advance so that Eisenhower could personally approve or modify them. 

The two men and their perspectives on foreign policy cannot be separated. Eisenhower 
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and Dulles stood as one in implementing U.S. diplomacy in the 1950s.   

 The analytical problems with early assessments of Eisenhower’s foreign policy 

can be best seen in Townsend Hoopes’s The Devil and John Foster Dulles. He concluded 

that “Taft had voted against NATO, argued for no commitments in Europe, flirted with 

MacArthur's thesis of unilateral action in Asia, and that of American military force solely 

in terms of air power. Eisenhower was the living embodiment of global interdependence, 

free trade, collective security and Europe-first.”
35

  Hoopes distorted nearly everything: he 

changed Taft’s record since Taft actually supported limited American ground troops in 

Europe; Eisenhower more than “flirted” with MacArthur’s thesis of unilateral action in 

Asia by disregarding his British allies and the past policies of the Truman administration.  

Eisenhower unilaterally threatened the Chinese with atomic bombs over Korea, French 

Indochina, and Quemoy and Matsu; and he completely abandoned the Truman and 

Acheson “Europe First” foreign policy in favor of a global, anti-communist, and 

militarized foreign policy.           

 While it is true that Eisenhower supported NATO and the creation of SEATO in 

1954, these collective security organizations never undertook any significant military 

action under Eisenhower’s auspices.
36

  Eisenhower utterly disregarded collective security 

and British advice in the numerous crises that he faced as president.  His foreign policy, 

contrary to the view of most historians, should only be described as unilateral. 

 Many of the journalists and historians who despised Dulles had not read his 
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voluminous speeches, press conferences, or interviews.   His words have been recklessly 

parsed and sometimes intentionally misinterpreted: “Dulles ‘rattled ideas as he rattled 

weaponry’, one representative of the 1950s press remembered. ‘From the time he stalked 

down the aisle of the departmental auditorium it was an adversary relationship’, recalled 

another.”
37

  Dulles, a long-time attorney, unquestionably fostered an adversarial 

relationship with the press by his anti-communism, self-righteousness, and claims to 

moral superiority.           

 Dulles’s unpopularity and the press’s antagonism to him could be blamed on his 

very intense anti-communist ideology.  His anti-Marxist, dense, legalistic rhetoric and 

prose hardly appealed to left-leaning or liberal historians of the past thirty years, or even 

to many others.  Dulles tenaciously persisted in seeing the world only in terms of good 

and evil, with the communists obviously in league with the devil.  This more than tested 

the patience of both journalists and historians, especially those trained as Realists.  

Historians have avowed that, in their foreign policy speeches, Eisenhower and Dulles 

deliberately distinguished themselves, somewhat self-righteously, from those who did not 

believe in God, who had no morality, and who believed in the absolute power of the state. 

Eisenhower and Dulles knew that the American people believed in God, recognized the 

difference between right and wrong, and expected their leaders to do right in foreign 

affairs, all the while supporting limited federal government.     

 Dulles’s copious speeches demonstrated his credentials as a hard-core cold 

warrior in the battle against communism, even as his critics maintained that Dulles 
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offered few or very simple solutions to highly complex problems.  In his own article in 

Life, entitled “A Policy of Boldness,” Dulles proposed that American foreign policy 

should be active rather than reactive.
38

  He endorsed the liberation of the satellite 

countries and the rollback of communism in Eastern Europe.  Dulles backed a new 

strategy to attack the communist threat that included the possibility of “massive 

retaliation.”
39

           

 Many historians have criticized Dulles for the huge gulf between his speeches and 

his actual policies. Some have admired Eisenhower for avoiding military action in French 

Indochina, on Quemoy and Matsu, and at Suez.  Divine contended “Yet in the aftermath 

of Vietnam, it can be argued that a president who avoids hasty military action and 

refrains from extensive involvement in the internal affairs of other nations deserves praise 

rather than scorn.”
40

  Dulles, though, seems to deserve some credit from historians for the 

foreign policy successes of the Eisenhower years.      

 A closer review of the archival record makes abundantly clear that Eisenhower 

and Dulles worked as a team while promoting a profoundly far-right Republican foreign 

policy agenda.  The two men conferred on the possible use of nuclear weapons in Korea, 

French Indochina, and on the Chinese mainland. Eisenhower and Dulles also plotted a 

possible military ouster of Syngman Rhee in South Korea shortly before the North 

Korean government signed an armistice.  They actively sustained the highly unpopular 
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and authoritarian Diem regime in South Vietnam. Eisenhower and Dulles aggressively 

planned the overthrow of Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadegh in Iran and President 

Jacobo Arbenz in Guatemala.
41

  They not only initiated the overthrow of hostile dictators, 

but together they also manipulated the internal affairs of Western allies.  The president 

and secretary of state covertly supported those members of the British Conservative 

Party, such as Harold MacMillan and R.A. Butler, who wanted Anthony Eden removed 

as prime minister in 1956.         

 In spite of historians’ tendency to vilify Dulles, he should be given his fair share 

of the credit in creating an active, anti-communist foreign policy that allowed Eisenhower 

to shape events and avoid major wars throughout the 1950s. Revisionist historians 

frequently pointed out that Dulles should not be defined by his speeches but by his 

specific policies. The problem with that analysis is that Dulles’s speeches cannot be 

separated from his policies because during the Eisenhower years, Dulles’s speeches were 

U.S. policy. Eisenhower often actively reviewed, edited, and commented on Dulles’s 

proposed foreign policy speeches. Interestingly, a close review of the president’s 

comments indicates that his zealous anti-communism often exceeded Dulles’s rhetoric.
42

  

This ideologically driven U.S. foreign policy could never be compatible with British 

diplomacy.            

 British historian John Charmley has asserted that British and American foreign 

                                                 
41

 On Iran see, H.W. Brands, “The Cairo-Tehran Connection in Anglo-American Rivalry in the 

Middle East, 1951-1953,” The International History Review 11, no. 3 (Aug., 1989): 434-456; Mary Ann 

Heiss, “The United States, Great Britain, and the Creation of the Iranian Oil Consortium, 1953-1954,” The 

International History Review 16, no. 3 (Aug. 1994): 511-535. 

 
42

 See Frederick W. Marks, III, “The Real Hawk at Dienbienphu: Dulles or Eisenhower?” The 

Pacific Historical Review 59, no. 3 (Aug. 1990): 297-322.  



 

24 

policy interests conflicted very much in the 1950s.  He maintained that Churchill’s 

subservience to the United States actually harmed British interests.
43

  Churchill sought 

accommodation with the United States, but this became increasingly difficult with 

growing ideological differences between the two countries.  Churchill had hoped for 

“détente” with the new Soviet leadership after Stalin died while Eisenhower saw the new 

Soviet leadership, guided by the same communist ideology, as differing little from 

Stalin’s leadership.  Churchill also defended the concept of colonialism, insisting it had 

helped civilize and democratize Third World countries, even while Eisenhower promoted 

national independence movements, provided of course, that they were anti-communist.     

 Churchill comprehended Great Britain’s growing economic weakness in its 

relation to the United States.  This recognition of weakness severely handicapped British 

diplomatic initiatives.  British historian Alan P. Dobson contends that the special 

economic relationship between America and the United Kingdom began deteriorating by 

1952,
44

 while Robin Edmonds claimed that mutual hostility towards the Soviet Union 

guaranteed the continuance of the special relationship.
45

  This relationship radically 

changed in 1952 with the election of Eisenhower, who purposely demoted the “special 

relationship.”  Historian Robert M. Hathaway has evaluated the overall evolution and 

progress of diplomacy between America and Great Britain since the end of the Second 
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World War and fully disclosed the tremendous volatility of the relationship.
46

  

 For Churchill, military considerations also played a most important role in this 

transatlantic alliance.  Helen Leigh-Phippard looked closely at the importance of military 

aid in defining the relationship between the United States and Great Britain.  She thought 

that the special relationship between the two countries really collapsed with the end of the 

Korean War.
47

  Similarly, British historian R. B. Manderson-Jones has examined the 

importance of the political, economic, and military differences between the Americans 

and the British on the future of Western Europe.
48

  The differences in Europe still proved 

far less important than the significant differences between the two countries in the Middle 

East and the Far East.  In the 1980s, Fraser J. Harbutt scrutinized the importance of 

Churchill’s Iron Curtain speech as a cause for the Cold War and explained how Churchill 

perceived the Soviet threat,
49

 while Timothy J. Botti concluded that the nuclear arms 

relationship between the Americans and British evolved slowly and painfully eventually 

leading to a full partnership.
50

  In spite of these detailed analyses it remains quite clear 
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that the British in the 1950s really moved from the status of an equal partner to a junior 

partner in the Anglo-American relationship.        

British historians have long discussed the perennial question of how long 

Churchill should have remained in office.  Many historians insinuate that his longevity 

was due in part to the fact that Churchill did not think Anthony Eden was sufficiently 

prepared to be prime minister, thus prolonging his own need to stay in power.  “I don't 

believe Anthony can do it,” was Churchill’s analysis.
51

  The problem lay in the fact that 

Winston Churchill’s center-right political beliefs appreciably differed from Eden’s 

center-left views and this, some suggest, may have considerably lengthened Churchill’s 

second premiership.
52

  Lord Moran, Churchill’s physician, testified that, “The P.M. 

always claims that Anthony and he agree on most things in the field of foreign affairs, 

though it is not often very noticeable; they don't seem, for instance, to have much in 

common about Suez, or China, or in their approach to the Americans.”
53

  Churchill and 

Eden often fought over Anglo-American relations.    

 Churchill and Eden even debated the Guatemala situation.  Eden considered the 

Americans hypocritical on Greece and Turkey when they overthrew Guatemala.  

Churchill, however, did not actually care about Eden’s views on Guatemala.  He worried 

more about Britain’s deteriorating relationship with the United States than over such 
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minor matters as Guatemala.
54

      

 Besides Churchill’s differences with Eden, Churchill and Eisenhower 

fundamentally clashed on the nature of the communist threat in Asia.  Churchill 

vigorously rejected Eisenhower’s domino theory and the value that he attached to 

Southeast Asia. He also refused to help him bail out French colonialism in Indochina.  

One British scholar has written that “Eisenhower seemed more concerned by the threat 

posed by China than by Russia’s confrontation with the West in Europe.  He was alarmed 

by Britain’s ‘soft’ attitude and admitted that the difference between the governments 

‘puzzles us sorely and constantly.”
55

  Churchill obviously assumed that the center of the 

Cold War lay in Europe, not in Asia.  This distinction proved critical.   

 Great Britain’s political, economic, and military power around the globe slowly 

dissipated in the early 1950s. Historian Chi-Kwan Mark has contended that “Britain’s 

Cold War strategy was predicated on its postwar military and economic weaknesses, so 

that diplomacy would be the main instrument to preserve its influence in great power 

status in the world.”
56

  Britain’s policy toward China revolved around defending Hong 

Kong. The British incessantly urged restraint to the Americans about China. The United 

States, as well as Great Britain, used Hong Kong as an intelligence base, but did not 

consider it important to fighting the Cold War.  Churchill sought at every opportunity to 
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avoid any possibility of war with mainland China.
57

  He felt that Asia should be 

downgraded as a theater of conflict in the Cold War, preferring diplomatic to military 

moves in the Far East, while supporting British national interests rather than engaging in 

guerilla wars for strictly anti-communist motives.     

 In his last months as prime minister, Churchill genuinely doubted the wisdom of 

Eisenhower’s policy of defending the offshore islands of Quemoy and Matsu.  He 

stressed that the Seventh Fleet provided an absolute defense for the island of Formosa.  

One U.S. historian has found that in the crisis over Quemoy and Matsu in early 1955, 

“Churchill was completely unable to influence Eisenhower on a policy which the British 

considered to be extremely dangerous.”
58

  The Anglo-American conflict over the offshore 

islands lasted until the spring of 1955 when the crisis gradually ended.  Churchill 

unwaveringly disputed Eisenhower’s premise that holding Formosa, let alone Quemoy 

and Matsu, would be the key to holding Southeast Asia.     

 The danger of a fraying transatlantic relationship has been evaluated by several 

historians.  One of them, Jeffrey A. Engels, has claimed that “Britain's reluctance to 

accept American leadership hindered the anti-Communist fight, and perhaps more 

importantly, it made London the clear leader of the budding movement of resistance to 
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American hegemony.”
59

  Others have argued that Stalin's death provided a real 

opportunity to end the Cold War.  Given Eisenhower’s ideological proclivities, however, 

Stalin’s death may actually have created greater division between the Western allies and 

a real split between the Americans and the British. Churchill's speeches for a new 

diplomacy or a new détente consistently fell on deaf ears in Washington.
60

  

 Churchill and Eisenhower battled energetically about how to handle Egypt.  

Churchill sought American assistance and, for the most part, only received Eisenhower’s 

cold shoulder.  Norwegian historian Tore T. Petersen has perceptively shown that, 

“While listening politely to Churchill, Eisenhower afterwards noted in his diary that the 

plea for Anglo-American unity is nothing but a ploy to gain support for the British 

predicament in the Middle East.  He thought Churchill’s ideas old fashioned and 

paternalistic.”
61

  Churchill was always anxious that the Americans considered British 

concerns in Egypt insignificant.  Petersen has also pointed out that 

Churchill had several times previously alluded to the possibility that if the 

United States were unwilling to support Britain on Suez, Britain would be 

less forthcoming in other areas of the world where the United States was 

involved. During the Bermuda Conference in December 1953, Churchill 
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hinted that he might re-evaluate British policy towards China because of 

American policy towards Egypt.
62

  

 

Churchill made a number of veiled threats, particularly about U.S. military bases in 

England, which troubled both Eisenhower and Dulles.     

 Nevertheless, Churchill made a serious effort at trying to patch up problems in 

this transatlantic relationship by suggesting a summit meeting in Washington.  He and 

Eden arrived in Washington D.C. in June 1954 and found some agreement with 

Eisenhower and Dulles on Suez, Iranian oil, Guatemala, and the European Defense 

Community.  No perceptible public break with Washington occurred on Churchill’s 

watch.
63

            

 A number of historians make the case that Churchill championed a new concept 

of diplomacy that later became known as detente, and that this British foreign policy 

became the model for Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger in the 1970s.  Yet, Kissinger’s 

balance of power diplomacy in the 1970s failed to stop a military buildup by the Soviet 

Union.
64

  One scholar has even suggested that Churchill’s diplomacy really represented a 

prelude to the 1980s and a leadership guide for Ronald Reagan, not Nixon.  Churchill 

stressed the importance of diplomatic negotiations, even during a disagreement with a 

demanding adversary.  A constructive engagement with your opponent is the real legacy 
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of Churchill's personal diplomacy.
65

  Churchill believed that Soviet national interest and a 

growing consumer demand for western goods would ultimately force the Soviet 

government toward détente with the West.  He had suffered far too long from being 

called a warmonger; now Churchill sought to end his grand and glorious public career as 

a peacemaker.  Unfortunately for Churchill, Eisenhower, Dulles, and even his own 

Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden resisted his idea of a Big Three Summit meeting.
66

 

 The well-known and provocative British historian A.J.P. Taylor, in his 

introduction to a biography of Anthony Eden, acknowledged that “Eden had many great 

qualities and some diplomatic successes.  But he will be remembered as the Prime 

Minister who steered the ship of state onto the rocks.”
67

  Eden modeled himself not after 

Winston Churchill, but after Stanley Baldwin, the British prime minister he most 

admired.  A left of center Conservative, Eden believed in manipulating the votes of the 

Labour Party while hoping to hold the support of Conservatives.  His political principles 

and personality made him a far different political leader than Winston Churchill.  

 Eden’s terrible health problems further complicated his political and personal 

relationships with both Churchill and Dulles.  A recent biographer has detailed the many 

surgeries of Anthony Eden and pointed out that in one instance doctors proclaimed there 

was “a 50:50 chance that Eden would die during the operation, a 20% chance that he 
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might regain some of his earlier health, but only a 10% chance that there would be a full 

recovery.”
68

  Due to the severity of his health problems and after three serious operations 

in 1953, Eden became dependent on amphetamines, which affected his moods and 

decision making capabilities.  Eden’s health completely collapsed during the Suez Crisis.  

 Eden and Dulles quarreled so violently at the Geneva Conference that Eden 

fulminated to Dulles, “The trouble with you, Foster, is that you want World War III.”
69

  

Eden even criticized President Eisenhower for removing the Seventh Fleet from 

protecting Red China during the Korean War, reversing an existing order that the Seventh 

Fleet defend mainland China.  Although Churchill apologized and tried to undo the 

damage, Anglo-American relations started out rather poorly in 1953.
70

     

 Eden’s reputation as a diplomat later skyrocketed with the successful peace 

agreement at the Geneva Conference in 1954, which may have been his greatest 

success.
71

  Unhappily for Eden, this success meant that he had to deal with a very 

disgruntled John Foster Dulles, who refused to sign the agreement even though he 

accepted its usefulness.  Eden also actively supported the evacuation of the nationalist 

Chinese from Quemoy and Matsu in 1955, further annoying Eisenhower and Dulles.  

 Another British biographer of Eden has accentuated the fact that Dulles 

significantly shifted strategies in June 1954 on French and British imperialism in the 
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Middle East.  This move, Victor Rothwell has suggested, was political payback for lack 

of British support in Indochina. The United States had an interest in Egypt and Saudi 

Arabia, but not in small British-protected states such as Buraimi. Rothwell concluded: 

“Whatever their reasons, the Eisenhower White House and State Department did greatly 

resent Britain's support for its tiny Southeast Arabian protégés against Saudi Arabia, and 

never concealed their displeasure from Eden.”
72

  The Americans and the British 

continually antagonized each other with their differing political, economic, and oil 

interests in the Middle East.           

 The Middle East had long been a British sphere of influence.  Great Britain, more 

than any other Western country, protected Arab nations from Soviet subversion through 

the Baghdad Pact signed in 1955.  Eden’s justification for the British invasion of Egypt in 

1956 rested on his conviction that Nasser was a Soviet agent. In his biography of Eden, 

David Dutton summarized Eden’s entire career in reference to Egypt: “the ghost of Suez 

was still stalking Eden as he was getting ready for the end and wondering about the 

verdict of history. In his mind his whole proud career had been scarred by a decision 

which misfired for a lack of American co-operation.”
73

  This surprising analysis came 

from an experienced politician, who had been told, both by Eisenhower and Dulles, that 

the United States would not support a British military invasion of Suez.  Over time, 

Eisenhower and Dulles became more and more critical of British diplomacy, particularly 

as Prime Minister Eden executed it.  Dutton explained, “The Secretary was convinced 
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that the British throughout the world were a rapidly declining power. He was convinced 

they no longer had any basic will to meet big international responsibilities, that they were 

trying to put as good a face on it as possible, but that you could not count on the British 

to carry on in any responsible way, or, indeed, form an effective bulwark with us against 

anything.”
74

 American policymakers constantly articulated their concerns about the 

reliability of the British in dealing with the apparent dangers of communism in the 

Middle East.          

 David Carlton, another British biographer of Eden, has also investigated the major 

foreign policy differences between Eden and Churchill.  He contended that many of these 

policy disagreements remained outside the public eye.  One of the more profound 

differences between the two men confirmed that, “Churchill was more willing to face the 

realities of the reduced British role in the world and hence when the Americans showed 

sufficient sign of having made a firm choice on a policy question, he was usually more 

prepared than Eden to subordinate British views to theirs.”
75

  Eden, much more than 

Churchill, refused to recognize the changing nature of the Anglo-American relationship 

and Britain’s declining power on the world scene.       

 Carlton argued that “Eden’s inability to accept the changed nature of the Anglo-

American relationship was not fundamentally attributable to Dulles. On the contrary, the 

continuity and variety of his difficulties with Washington clearly cut across individuals 
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and Administrations.”
76

  Eden had been trained as a diplomat his whole life, but in the 

critical years of the 1950s he had moved back and forth between statesman and ally to 

supreme mediator between the United States and the Soviet Union.  This mediation made 

him a great friend of Molotov, but a questionable ally to Dean Acheson and John Foster 

Dulles.  Anthony Nutting, an Eden subordinate at the Foreign Office, provided an 

unusual analysis of Eden: “He was a negotiator, a mediator par excellence.  He was not a 

strategist, who set a course for five, ten or twenty years ahead and stuck to it with dogged 

determination.  He was essentially a tactician who plans his advance in limited moves, 

stopping and starting, veering and tacking according to the strength and direction of the 

prevailing pressures.”
77

  Nutting described Eden as a politician more than a statesman. 

 Eden’s natural aptitudes made him a formidable foreign secretary.  His training 

for the top job, nonetheless, remained deficient.  Nutting argued that, “Eden was not 

tough; he had not been hardened by criticism.  For too long he had been the ‘Golden Boy’ 

of the Conservative Party, the man who resigned over Neville Chamberlain’s 

appeasement policy and was proved right within less than two years, the ‘Crown Prince’ 

who basked in the sunshine of Churchill's admiration.”
78

  Eden had been protected from 

his political opponents by Churchill for almost twenty years.  This sheltering did not 

serve him well when, finally, he did become Prime Minister in 1955.   

 Historians have clearly established the Suez Crisis of 1956 to be, by far, the most 
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important event in the life of Sir Anthony Eden.  In the Middle East, he faced a crisis that 

tragically combined a fatal mixture of American idealism, British pragmatism, Soviet 

Marxism, and Islamic fundamentalism all of which would help to destroy his political 

career.  One scholar of the Suez Crisis has correctly confirmed, “At the heart of the 

problem of Anglo-American relations was that the USA saw things in terms of 

containment and the Cold War; the British had other interests to nurture oil, and strategic 

and commercial communications through the Suez Canal.”
79

  The ideologically-driven 

diplomacy of the United States directly conflicted with British political and economic 

interests.         

 Moreover, the Americans fiercely campaigned against British and French 

colonialism in northern Africa. Eisenhower and Dulles defended a growing nationalism 

and anti-colonialism in the Middle East and Africa as a bulwark against any possible 

inroads by the Soviets.  The internal strife of the Middle East led to the unraveling of the 

transatlantic alliance.
80

  The Soviets had gradually gained influence in Egypt and Syria. 

The growing American and British rift over colonialism ultimately allowed further Soviet 

subversion in the Middle East.       

 On the crisis in Suez, Dobson wrote, “When the shooting started several things 

determined Eisenhower's response.  He was angry that he had not been consulted and that 

the invasion took place on the eve of the US presidential election.  He feared this type of 
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gunboat diplomacy would tarnish the US reputation in the Third World unless he came 

out against it.”
81

  Eisenhower not only did not like the timing of the British invasion of 

Suez, he also personally felt double-crossed by Eden.  Eden, though, did not anticipate 

the ruthless hostility of the U.S. government to British military action in the Middle 

East.
82

 The United States forced a sterling crisis on Great Britain that required the abrupt 

cancellation of the invasion in Egypt.  Eisenhower had used Britain's economic and 

monetary weakness to crush British and French military adventurism in Suez.
83

  Eden felt 

betrayed.  His Chancellor of the Exchequer, Harold MacMillan, begged for help from the 

United States to stop the sterling crisis and avert a British economic catastrophe.  He 

argued, “In the meantime it would be tragic and as I have said, a major victory for the 

communists-if we were to allow what has happened to result in an economic disaster for 

the free world.  We can prevent it, but only if we act together and act speedily.  That is 

why I most earnestly ask your help.”
84

  The Americans had it in their power to destroy 

the British economy and they wanted to make sure the British knew it.   

 After all of the Anglo-American intrigue at Suez, the Soviets actively conspired to 
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make further inroads in the Middle East.
85

  In a State Department telegram dated 

November 14, 1956, from Moscow to the Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles had been 

informed of a Soviet central committee session on November 2, 1956. This telegram 

specifically stated, “The Middle East will be the focus of Soviet efforts in near future.  

Shepilov and Zhukov were exponents of view that Middle East represents a vital link 

which can be severed to cut the West off from the East. Distraction of Western position 

in Middle East will open Africa to Soviet influence, and will permit denial to the West of 

strategic bases, vital communications lines, raw materials, and markets.”
86

   Eisenhower 

and Dulles rightly feared the growing influence of the Soviet Union in the Middle East.   

 This historiographic survey demonstrates that the “special relationship” between 

the United States and Great Britain rapidly deteriorated during Eisenhower’s first 

administration.  Differing visions of the communist threat in Korea, Indochina, and 

Quemoy and Matsu led to a fracturing of the transatlantic alliance.  Cognizant of the 

problems of British and French colonialism in the Far East, the Americans decided on a 

policy of anti-communism and anti-colonialism in North Africa and the Middle East.  

Eisenhower and Dulles deliberately put policies of anti-communism and anti-colonialism 
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ahead of helping Western allies and promoting British economic interests in their fight 

against communism.  Ironically, this split in the transatlantic alliance undoubtedly 

benefitted the Soviet Union.        

 Eisenhower’s radical “brinksmanship” policy had been extended well beyond 

political enemies such as the communists to the British who, by a drastic miscalculation, 

had become stuck in the middle of an ideological war between the United States and the 

Soviet Union in the Middle East.  Eisenhower’s radical anti-communism went so far as 

not only to dispose of friends but, if necessary, to destroy them.  British fears of a 

“Fortress America” or a new isolationism based on an extreme U.S. unilateralism had 

been confirmed.         

 Many, if not most, American historians cling to the myth of a Dwight D. 

Eisenhower who sought a middle path between Old Guard Republicans and liberal 

Democrats.  A close review of public speeches and the internal messages of Eisenhower, 

Dulles, Churchill, and Eden reveal instead a president to the right of the Old Guard 

Republicans.  Ending the Korean War has often been cited as an example of 

Eisenhower’s moderation.  Historians such as Stephen Ambrose deny that Eisenhower 

threatened China with nuclear weapons or that this threat was relevant to the final 

outcome.  They ignore the reality of Eisenhower threatening Syngman Rhee with a 

military coup.  The British, with the important exception of Churchill, seemed genuinely 

horrified by the real possibility of an expanded war with China and a military coup in 

South Korea all happening at the same time.  Eisenhower’s diplomacy goes well beyond 

anything that General Douglas MacArthur, Herbert Hoover, and Senator Robert Taft ever 
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advocated.  Eisenhower initiated a new radical American diplomacy called 

“brinksmanship,” a policy that met consistent and stiff opposition from the British in the 

Far East and Middle East throughout the 1950s.
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

CONSERVATIVE IDEOLOGY AND BRINKSMANSHIP 

 

 

The transatlantic relationship between Eisenhower and Churchill steadily 

disintegrated between 1953 and 1955; a trend clearly discerned from the public speeches 

of each in addition to the personal correspondence between the men.  Their serious 

political differences had much to do with their opposing views of how to deal with the 

Soviet Union.  While espousing high idealism in statements about foreign policy, 

Eisenhower deeply distrusted the Soviet regime and saw no purpose to negotiations.  

Churchill publicly took the opposite position and, despite his mistrust, favored dialogue 

with the Soviets in the hope of reaching agreements of mutual interest.  In addition, the 

Eisenhower-Churchill relationship broke down over serious disagreements about 

Indochina, Quemoy and Matsu, China, regional alliances, the use of atomic weapons, the 

doctrine of peaceful co-existence, and American unilateralism.  Over time, these 

differences did not dissipate but magnified, and they became more complicated by 

ideological arguments over communism and colonialism.     

 In his inaugural address in January 1953, Eisenhower set an extremely 

Manichaean tone for his foreign policy: “We sense with all our faculties that the forces of 
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good and evil are massed and armed and opposed as rarely before in history.”
1
  In a battle 

between good and evil there could be no compromise. 

Eisenhower spoke of communism’s malignant spirit and suggested there was a 

transcendent meaning to the fight against communism.  In outlining the principles that 

would guide his presidency, he affirmed his absolute repugnance to resorting to war as a 

tool for achieving diplomatic objectives.  Yet, Eisenhower also abhorred appeasement 

and spoke eloquently about his intent to defend the nation’s honor and security.  He 

denounced any type of U.S. imperialism, espoused the concept of regional alliances, and 

defended the efforts of the United Nations to solve the problems of the world.
2
  Many of 

these high ideals would be tested in the first years of the Eisenhower administration. 

 Shortly after the Inauguration in a national broadcast on January 27, 1953, John 

Foster Dulles also reassured Americans that Eisenhower’s foreign policy would be 

guided by “enlightened self-interest.”  Dulles expressed his full concurrence with 

Eisenhower about the nature of the Cold War and warned, “We have to pay close 

attention to what is going on in the rest of the world.  And the reason for that is that we 

have enemies who are plotting our destruction.  These enemies are the Russian 

communists and their allies in other countries.”
3
  Dulles completely repudiated 

negotiations with Soviet leaders.  Yet, Dulles also reiterated Eisenhower’s denunciation 

of war and specifically argued against any type of preventative war with the Soviet 
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Union.  Eisenhower and Dulles, it appeared, planned to fight the Soviets ideologically. 

 While the new Eisenhower administration seemed appropriately preoccupied with 

the problems of Korea and the Far East, Churchill’s government dealt with the intricate 

problems of the Middle East, specifically Iran and Egypt.  The United States, unlike 

Great Britain, had no major interest in Iranian oil, but Eisenhower and Dulles did fear the 

possibility that Iran could fall out of the Western orbit. The balance of power in the 

Middle East would be affected catastrophically by Iranian oil falling under the control of 

the Soviet Union. British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden, objecting to the American 

point of view, maintained that Iran should not be categorized as in the hands of East or 

West; rather, he believed that Iran fell into the large category of unaligned nations.
4
  

Nevertheless, Eisenhower and Dulles saw Iran strictly in terms of Cold War politics 

while Churchill and Eden viewed it mainly in terms of British oil and prestige.   

 In addition, the Americans experienced frustration with Churchill’s political 

positions in Egypt.  In negotiating for a British military base deal at Suez, Churchill had 

made no real concessions to the Egyptian government.  Eisenhower and Dulles frequently 

pressed the British to be more flexible in their negotiations with the Egyptians and, in 

deference to his British ally; Eisenhower had discontinued providing arms to the new 

Egyptian government.  Yet, Churchill and the British Foreign Office increasingly 

complained about a lack of American cooperation in keeping a British base at Suez.  
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These complaints grated on the nerves of Secretary of State Dulles.
5
  

 After Stalin’s death in March 1953, Churchill became increasingly optimistic 

about the possibility of détente with the new Soviet leadership: “…great hope has arisen 

in the world that there is a change of heart in the vast, mighty mass of Russia and this 

may carry them far and fast and perhaps into a revolution.  It has been well said that the 

most dangerous moment for evil governments is when they begin to reform.”
6
  Much 

more than Eisenhower, Dulles, or even Eden, Churchill thought that Stalin’s death had 

created the possibility for real change in the Soviet Union, and so began a vigorous public 

campaign advocating détente with the Soviet Union.     

 In a memorable speech to the American Society of Newspaper Editors on April 

16, 1953, Eisenhower, in keeping with Churchill’s new spirit of détente, made a 

remarkably conciliatory speech, aimed at the Soviet Union that called for peaceful acts 

rather than rhetoric as the measuring stick of relations between the two countries.  

Eisenhower insisted that the Cold War had drained both sides financially and had left the 

people of the world frightened of nuclear war.  In a now famous passage, he declared, 

“Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final 

sense, a theft from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and not 
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clothed.”
7
  Eisenhower called for further reductions in the military budget by pointing 

out, “The cost of one modern heavy bomber is this: A modern brick school in more than 

30 cities.  It is: Some 50 miles of concrete highway.  We pay for a single fighter plane 

with a half million bushels of wheat.  We pay for a single destroyer with new homes that 

could have housed more than 8000 people.”
8
  The military-industrial complex diminished 

America’s infrastructure.         

 Eisenhower reached out to the Soviets using solid economic and consumer 

arguments in making his case for international peace.  The speech pointed out, in 

concrete terms, how both countries could benefit from a reduction in military spending.  

Eisenhower’s speech could have been a real beginning to détente between East and West. 

 The Soviets, however, reacted unenthusiastically in their review of Eisenhower’s 

speech in Pravda, implying that the new Soviet leadership would not change either its 

foreign policy or its communist ideology.
9
  The Soviets did not need to cater to consumer 

needs or the demands of their citizens.  Churchill, undeterred, looked forward to a visit to 

Moscow in the near future, well aware that Eisenhower and Dulles fully disapproved of 

such a meeting.  Churchill’s private secretary Colville wrote, “Lord Salisbury after he 
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visited Washington and reported that he found Eisenhower violently Russophobe, greatly 

more so than Dulles, and that he believes the President to be personally responsible for 

the policy of useless pinpricks and harassing tactics the U.S. is following against Russia 

in Europe and the Far East.”
10

  Salisbury made a remarkable observation about 

Eisenhower.           

  Salisbury correctly perceived that Eisenhower, not Dulles, instigated the 

militantly anti-communist American foreign policy of the 1950s.  After lunching with 

Churchill on July 24, Colville wrote, “Still wrapped up with the possibility of bringing 

something off with the Russians and with the idea of meeting Malenkov face to face.  He 

(Churchill) is very disappointed in Eisenhower, whom he thinks both weak and stupid.”
11

 

Churchill’s unhappiness resulted from Eisenhower’s severe anti-communist ideology.  

 The transatlantic alliance slowly began fracturing under the intense pressure of 

the Cold War.  The British and the Americans continued to disagree about Iran and 

Egypt.  Eisenhower’s aggressive anti-communist stance in Iran made him appear 

indifferent to British national and economic interests.  Egypt proved even more 

contentious.  The United States actively pursued the friendship of the new Egyptian 

government.  The British, particularly Churchill, quickly became alienated from the 

Americans when the United States offered to provide economic or military assistance to 

the Egyptians.
12

  The Americans wanted to create a dependable anti-communist ally in 
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the Middle East, while the British seemed more concerned with protecting the vestiges of 

British colonialism by keeping a British military base at Suez.    

 Eisenhower’s foreign policy initially presumed a far greater role for regional 

military alliances.  In relying on military alliances, the United States would be able to cut 

back on the cost of its military industrial complex.  In a national radio broadcast on April 

29, 1953, Dulles urged the Europeans to improve the quality of their fighting force rather 

than enlarge it; he scolded them, “we must remember that in a world of toughness it is a 

lot better to be compact and hard than it is to be big and soft.”
13

  Dulles stated, “We 

sought economic health which would be consistent with military strength.  We did not 

want our military strength to be a carrier of economic disease.  Now the European 

members had been straining toward theoretical forced goals to such an extent that now 

they are beginning to get out of breath.”
14

  The Americans also actively encouraged the 

Europeans to slowly develop their own defenses through NATO.
15

  In depending on 

regional alliances, Eisenhower and Dulles linked America’s national security to a 

reduction in U.S. military expenditures.  In a press conference on April 30, 1953, 

Eisenhower proposed to cut $8.5 billion from the military budget in 1954.
16
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 Meanwhile, Churchill continued to press for a meeting with the top leaders in the 

Kremlin.  In a letter to Eisenhower, he reflected on the need for action, openly worrying 

about Eisenhower’s negative attitude: “I find it difficult to believe that we shall gain 

anything by an attitude of pure negation and your message to me certainly does not show 

much hope.”
17

  Churchill expressed hope for détente with the Soviet Union even as 

Dulles spoke cautiously and counseled against a Soviet trap:  “The longing of our people 

for peace is so intense that there is a danger of accepting the illusion for reality.  This 

danger is the greater because Soviet communists have constantly taught and practiced the 

art of deception, of making concessions merely in order to lure others into a false sense of 

security, which makes them easier victims of ultimate aggression.”
18

  Churchill and 

Dulles could not have a more different point of view.     

 Where Churchill saw opportunity, Dulles saw danger.  Churchill and Dulles 

would never reach an agreement on negotiations with the Soviets.  Eisenhower and 

Dulles refused to trust the Soviets, while Churchill held out hope of possible mutual 

interests between East and West in spite of ideological hostility.     

Churchill presented his own assessment of global politics in a speech to the 

British House of Commons on May 11, 1953.  In Korea, he said he looked forward to an 
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armistice that would end hostilities.  Churchill stated, “I should be very content with even 

a truce or ceasefire for the moment.”
19

  In Egypt, he discussed removing many of the 

80,000 British troops in the area of the Suez Canal.
20

  British control of the canal 

established a difficult situation for the latest Egyptian government.  Churchill expressed 

hope that new talks on the Suez Canal would soon begin.  He made clear to the Soviets 

that under no circumstances would the British sacrifice West Germany in any peace 

negotiation.  Churchill depicted the French position in Indochina as steadily worsening.  

He spoke with open contempt of France’s inability to send sufficient troop levels to 

Indochina and held the French responsible for the instability that existed there.
21

  He also 

reminded the House of Commons of the changed attitude in the Kremlin since the death 

of Stalin and proposed a conference of leading powers.  In his proposed closed-door 

conference, the leaders of the world might be able to find areas of mutual agreement.  He 

feared that otherwise the West might become divided and become increasingly unwilling 

to bear the high cost of defense.
22

  Churchill had implicitly and publicly criticized 

Eisenhower’s “New Look” defense proposal.       

 Intriguingly, British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden came to oppose Churchill’s 

sanguine assessment of relations with the Soviets following Stalin’s death:  “I did not 
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share the optimism of those who saw in this event an easement of the world’s problems.  

The permanent challenge of communism transcends personalities, however powerful.”
23

  

Eden envisioned no change in Soviet foreign policy. He did agree with Churchill, though, 

that the Soviet Union sought a lessening of tensions with the West and would try to avoid 

unnecessary Stalinist provocations.
24

  Most important, Churchill and Eden began to 

worry about the dangers they foresaw to Anglo-American relations with the rise of 

Republican isolationism in the United States.  Churchill wrote Eisenhower on May 29, 

1953, “I am so glad to read just now your remarks about Taft’s speech.  I look back with 

dark memories to all that followed inch by inch upon the United States’ withdrawal from 

the League of Nations over 30 years ago.  Thank God you are at the helm.”
25

  Although 

Eisenhower had, on this occasion, disagreed with Taft on the importance of the UN in the 

negotiations of the Korean armistice, Eisenhower’s foreign policy had already begun to 

drift steadily to the right of Taft.          

 The past spokesman for American isolationism, Senator Robert A. Taft (R-Ohio) 

maintained that U.S. foreign policy should be firmly dedicated to preventing communist 

aggression. Nevertheless, in a speech delivered before the National Conference of 

Christians and Jews in Cincinnati, Ohio on May 26, 1953, he insisted that American 

soldiers had no role to play in Asia: “I have never felt that we should send American 
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soldiers to the continent of Asia, which, of course, includes China proper and Indochina, 

simply because we are so out-numbered in fighting a land war on the continent of Asia it 

would bring about complete exhaustion even if we were able to win.”
26

  Taft wanted a 

limited role for the United States in the Far East.         

Taft echoed the skepticism held by Churchill on Indochina.  Churchill said in 

April, 1954 that “It is no good putting in troops to control the situation in the jungle.”
27

  

Taft seemed upset that England and France might prove to be merely fair-weather 

friends.
28

  He stated, “It seems clear that Mr. Churchill and the French administration 

would be willing to assign that zone of influence gladly and abandon the Poles, the 

Czechs, the Hungarians, and the Rumanians to the tender mercies of Soviet Russia in 

return for some cutting of armaments, freer trade and promises to behave in the future.”
29

  

Taft’s skepticism included allies, particularly the British.      

 Taft’s foreign policy promoted a cautious unilateralism.  If the Soviets could not 

be trusted, neither could the allies, even the British.  While Taft vociferously expressed 

distrust of Churchill personally and the British generally, the underlying premise of 

Taft’s proposed military budget cuts and Eisenhower’s New Look defense posture still 

depended on regional military alliances with the British.  The Republicans seemed to be 

advancing a schizophrenic foreign policy.       
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 For his part, Dulles expressed considerable concern that the Europeans might 

perceive the United States as isolationist.  In fact, many Europeans had expressed just 

such a view about a Republican administration hell-bent on reducing foreign aid 

programs and military expenditures.  Republican cost-cutting confirmed the worst fears 

Europeans had about the Americans.
30

  Indeed, just before the Bermuda Conference of 

1953, Dulles had expressed his apprehension that the United States and Great Britain 

might not share a common approach to world problems.  He genuinely feared that any 

break in the Anglo-American relationship would promote isolationism in the United 

States.  American isolationism might lead to Churchill’s role as mediator between the 

United States and the Soviet Union; rather than having a united Western alliance, 

Churchill’s role as a mediator might actually widen Anglo-American disunity and incur 

even more disagreements.
31

          

 Eisenhower and Churchill finally met in Bermuda in December 1953 to thrash out 

the world situation and resolve the outstanding issues between their two countries.  The 

conference originally had been planned for summer, but had been postponed due to 
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Churchill’s stroke.
32

  The first order of business at the Bermuda Conference concerned 

the possibility of North Korean violations of the Korean armistice.   In the event of any 

breach of the armistice by the North Koreans, Eisenhower promised nuclear retaliation on 

North Korean military targets.  Churchill quickly agreed to the American proposal and 

mentioned the he could tell the Parliament that he been consulted in advance of such an 

attack.
33

  Eisenhower then demanded British non-recognition of communist China.  

Although Churchill sympathized with Eisenhower’s request, he responded that 

unfortunately recognition “had now become established fact which would be difficult to 

alter.” 
34

  The British Labor government had already recognized the communist 

government of mainland China on January 6, 1950.  The United States could not expect a 

reversal of this decision.
35

        

 In a plenary session the next day, Churchill urged the Americans and the French 

at this three-party conference to become more flexible in their dealings with the new 

Soviet regime.  He argued against finding deception in every Soviet tactical move.  To 

make his own point, Eisenhower responded in a highly undiplomatic manner with a crude 

depiction of the Soviet Union as a prostitute.  Eisenhower argued, 
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 If we understood that under this dress was the same old girl, if we 

understood that despite bath, perfume or lace, it was the same old 

girl on that basis then we might explore all that Sir Winston had 

said if we might apply the positive methods of which M. Bidault 

had spoken.  Perhaps we could pull the old girl off the main street 

and put her on a back alley.  He did not want to approach this 

problem on the basis that there had been any change in the Soviet 

policy of destroying the Capitalist free world by all means, by 

force, by deceit or by lies.  This was their long term purpose.  

From their writings it was clear there had been no change since 

Lenin.
36

 

 

John Colville wrote, “To end on a note of dignity, when Eden asked when the next 

meeting should be, the President acidly replied, ‘I don’t know.  Mine is with a whisky 

and soda’—and got up to leave the room.”
37

  If Churchill thought he could persuade 

Eisenhower or Dulles to change their views of the Soviet Union, he was learning the hard 

way that this was not possible.        

 Dining that evening with Churchill and Eden, Eisenhower once again emphasized 

an American willingness to respond to North Korean provocations with atomic weapons. 

Churchill had overnight reneged, presumably under pressure from Eden, on his prior 

agreement to use nuclear weapons in North Korea.
38

  The evening discussion on nuclear 
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weapons with Eisenhower and Dulles deeply troubled both Churchill and Eden.  They 

genuinely feared the possibility of nuclear war.  The Americans and the British 

fundamentally clashed on the nature of atomic weapons and warfare.  The British 

believed that the use of atomic weapons should be actively discouraged.  The Americans, 

specifically Eisenhower, viewed the atomic bomb as nothing more than a new and 

improved conventional weapon.
39

  Churchill mistakenly held Dulles accountable, not 

Eisenhower, as the real culprit behind the scenes who destroyed the Bermuda 

Conference.
40

           

 Dulles continued to vigorously dissent from Churchill’s concept of a major 

summit meeting between the Big Three Powers.  Churchill erroneously concluded that 

Dulles controlled Eisenhower and the subsequent meetings in Bermuda.  Lord Moran, 

Churchill’s physician, quoted Churchill as saying about Dulles, “Ten years ago I could 

have dealt with him.  Even as it is I have not been defeated by this bastard.  I have been 

humiliated by my own decay.”
41

  Churchill’s health and energy had been deteriorating 

since his stroke the previous summer, yet he showed no enthusiasm to hand over the 

                                                 
39
Michael Gordon Jackson “Beyond brinkmanship: Eisenhower, Nuclear War Fighting, and 

Korea, 1953-1968,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 35, no. 1 (March 2005): 52-75, 

<onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1741-5705.2004,00235.> (11 December 2010).  “Eisenhower 

pressed the point that the introduction of tactical nuclear weapons was a positive development.  British 

Foreign Minister Anthony Eden, according to his secretary Evelyn Schuckburgh, describes one of his 

discussions with the president about their use in Korea:  Ike said the American public no longer 

distinguished between atomic and other weapons…nor is there logically any distinction, he (Eisenhower) 

says.  Why should they confine themselves to high explosives requiring thousands of aircraft in attacking 

China’s bases when they can do it more cheaply and easily with atoms?  The development of smaller 

atomic weapons and the use of atomic artillery make the distinction impossible to sustain…”  

 
40

 Gilbert, Never Despair: Winston S. Churchill, 1945-1965, 936. 

 
41

 Ibid. 

 



 

56 

premiership to Anthony Eden.        

 Shortly after the Bermuda Conference, Eisenhower addressed the General 

Assembly of the United Nations on December 8, 1953, on the importance of the 

development of atomic power for peaceful purposes.  He advocated peaceful uses of 

nuclear energy and urged a transformation of the world’s thinking about atomic power.  

Eisenhower proposed to the United Nations that the true purpose of atomic energy meant 

helping the developing countries of the Third World.
42

  He represented and embodied 

American idealism to the Third World at the United Nations.    

 Even as Eisenhower delivered his positive message to the United Nations, at a 

NATO meeting in Paris in that same month, Secretary of State Dulles threatened that the 

United States might be forced into an “agonizing reappraisal” of its position in Europe.
43

  

He had meant to press for European unity to combat the Soviet threat and to fend off the 

Soviet Union’s subversion of the Western alliance.  Dulles had wanted the Europeans to 

support the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and the European Defense Community to 

provide for a realistic defense framework for the Atlantic community.  His attempt at 

promoting transatlantic unity through threat and intimidation seriously backfired.
44

 

 This “agonizing reappraisal” caused Churchill to retaliate on December 22, 1953, 

with an extremely caustic letter to Eisenhower about Egypt.  Churchill ranted that 
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although the Egyptian base issue might appear inconsequential to the Americans, it was 

very important to the British. He warned that American policy on Egypt could “cause a 

deep and serious setback to the relations between America and Great Britain.” 
45

  He 

added, for good measure, that it might be increasingly difficult for the British to help the 

Americans in the Far East.
46

  Churchill had raised a dangerous linkage:  American help in 

the Middle East in exchange for British help in the Far East.    

Another troubling issue for the Anglo-American relationship involved Britain’s 

diplomatic recognition of the communist Chinese government.  Vice President Richard 

M. Nixon strenuously opposed any nation’s recognition of communist China.  Newsweek 

reported in January 1954 that Nixon insisted, “All attempts to bring an aggressive 

communist China into the family of nations must be stopped with all means at America’s 

disposal.”
47

  Nixon concluded, “If Indochina goes, through Red victory or French “deal” 

… it will be followed by Malaya, Thailand, and most of Southeast Asia.  And if they go 

… then Japan will capitulate to the communists, since the bulk of her trading is with that 

region.”
48

  The Vice President insisted that communist China must be considered an 

outlaw nation, while the British further strengthened commercial relations with the 
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communist Chinese.  Economic trade relations between China and Great Britain 

exacerbated existing problems in the Anglo-American relationship.   

 In his State of the Union address in 1954, President Eisenhower underscored that 

“There has been in fact a great strategic change in the world during the past year.  That 

precious intangible, the initiative, is becoming ours.  Our policy, not limited to mere 

reaction against crises provoked by others, it is free to develop along the lines of our 

choice not only abroad, but also at home.”
49

  Eisenhower’s foreign policy called for 

action:  “We shall use this initiative to promote three broad purposes: First, to protect the 

freedom of our people; second, to maintain a strong growing economy; third, to concern 

ourselves with the human problems of individual citizens.”
50

  Eisenhower contrasted his 

pro-active foreign policy with his predecessor’s reactive foreign policy.    

 Senator Robert A. Taft’s conservative philosophy in foreign policy had been 

completely adopted.  Eisenhower forcefully expressed his belief in a global communist 

conspiracy to undermine the freedom of people all over the world.  Although publicly he 

maintained the value of collective security to reduce this communist threat, Eisenhower’s 

belief in collective security had diminished.  Transatlantic cooperation, in Korea and Iran 

in 1953, would quickly disappear in places like Indochina and Quemoy and Matsu in 

1954.           

 As president, Eisenhower made a point of championing fiscal responsibility as a 

way of strengthening the country.  At a time when the federal government spent 70% of 
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its budget on military spending, he stated, “Some think it is good politics to promise more 

and more government spending, and at the same time, more and more tax cuts for all.  

We know from bitter experience, what such a policy would finally lead to.  It would 

make our dollars buy less.  It would raise the price of rent, of clothing, and of groceries.  

It would pass on still larger debts to our children.”
51

  A powerful American economy 

could provide for essential defense and this could only be done through fiscal 

responsibility.  Eisenhower courageously resisted Republican calls for more tax cuts and 

instead favored extensive spending cuts in military expenditures in order to balance the 

federal budget.  Fiscal responsibility and a sound economy would lead to a stronger 

nation.     

Dulles, in a broadcast to the nation on February 24, 1954, emphasized the 

importance of moral principles as the ultimate weapon in American diplomacy. He 

argued against the cynical conduct of foreign affairs, a not-so-subtle jab at British balance 

of power diplomacy. Dulles believed in moral principles, as had Woodrow Wilson, and 

promoted American values that reflected Eisenhower’s idealism.
52

  He stated, “Our 

ultimate reliance is not dollars, is not guided missiles, is not weapons of mass destruction.  

The ultimate weapon is moral principle.”
53

  He warned, “There are some in Europe who 
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would have us forsake our friends in Asia in the hope of gain for Europe.”
54

  Dulles 

repudiated the conduct of diplomacy as merely a cynical exercise in a balance of power 

game.          

The British, in the words of British Ambassador to the United States Sir Roger 

Makins, took offense to this American idealism.  In response to an inquiry about a 

possible Churchill speech in the United States, Makins wrote to Churchill’s private 

secretary, John Colville, saying: “I suggest that Prime Minister might say something 

about the historical approach to international problems (Americans tend to an a priori 

approach). This might lead to some reflections on the unwisdom of taking up inflexible 

or dogmatic positions in international affairs; on the meaning and purpose of negotiation; 

and on the need for patience, restraint, and tolerance.”
55

  He clearly thought Eisenhower’s 

idealism had led to an inflexibility that had no real place in diplomatic relations.  

 Furthermore, Eisenhower’s and Dulles’s absolute refusal to negotiate with the 

Soviets increasingly irritated the British Foreign Office.  Makins thought Churchill 

should set the Americans straight on how foreign affairs should be conducted.  Later in 

the same memorandum, he contended, “The main trouble with the American people at 

the moment is fear, fear of themselves and their new responsibilities, fear above all of 

what is vaguely and loosely called communism.  To these fears is added lack of 
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confidence in their government.”
56

  To Makins, America’s fear of communism appeared 

irrational.         

 Dulles’s views of communism completely contradicted Makin’s assessment of the 

world.  In his own statement to the House Foreign Affairs Committee on April 4, 1954, 

Dulles stated, 

 None should doubt that the Soviet rulers still seek world domination. The 

recent Four Power conference at Berlin served strikingly to demonstrate 

that the communist leaders cannot reconcile themselves to human freedom 

and feel that, because freedom is contagious they must try to stamp it out.  

This basic incompatibility of communism with freedom drives them 

always to seek to expand their area of control.  This is not merely due to a 

lust for power but a genuine fear of freedom.
57

  

 

 In contrast to the British, Dulles thought that the Soviets acted out of both fear and 

ideology.  Eisenhower and Dulles put a much higher priority than did Churchill and Eden 

in containing Soviet expansionism in the Far East.      

Senator John F. Kennedy (D-Mass) shared and expressed the deep British 

skepticism about the deteriorating military situation in Indochina.  In a speech to the U.S. 

Senate on April 6, 1954, he cautioned his fellow senators, “But to pour money, material, 

and men into the jungles of Indochina without at least a remote prospect of victory would 

be dangerously futile and self-destructive.”
58

  Kennedy’s concerns mirrored those of the 
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late Senator Robert Taft, who had died in July 1953.  Kennedy continued with his 

gloomy assessment: “I am frankly of the belief that no amount of American military 

assistance in Indochina can conquer an enemy which is everywhere and at the same time 

nowhere, an enemy of the people which has the sympathy and covert support of the 

people.”
59

  There could be no way to measure political success in Southeast Asia.  

 Kennedy was clearly angry with the American officials who misled the American 

people about France granting independence to the Associated States.  Kennedy explained, 

“In November of 1951, Assistant Secretary of State Dean Rusk again assured us that ‘The 

peoples of the Associated States are free to assume the extensive responsibility for their 

own affairs that has been accorded them by treaties with France’.”
60

  Kennedy accused 

Rusk and other U.S. officials of having lied about the French granting freedoms in 

Indochina.  Only through the independent nations of Indochina namely Cambodia, Laos, 

and Vietnam completely devoid of French colonialism could the people of Indochina 

achieve their freedom.          

 In April 1954, Dulles travelled to London to discuss with both Churchill and Eden 

the multifaceted problems of Indochina.  Dulles optimistically reported to Eisenhower 

that the British had moved away from their radical position of no action before the 

Geneva Conference.  But he noted, “The British are extremely fearful of becoming 

involved with ground forces in Indochina, and they do not share the view of our military 

that the loss of northern Vietnam would automatically carry with it the loss of the entire 
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area.”
61

  The British and the Americans clearly diverged ideologically about 

Eisenhower’s domino theory. In a letter to Dulles in 1954, Eisenhower expressed extreme 

displeasure with British intransigence on Indochina, “I do suggest that you make sure the 

British government fully appreciates the gravity of the situation and the great danger of 

French collapse in the region.  The British must not be able to merely shut their eyes and 

later plead blindness as an alibi for failing to propose a positive program.”
62

 Eisenhower 

then sent Admiral Arthur W. Radford, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, to London to 

challenge the British military chiefs’ views on the futility of fighting a war in Indochina. 

 Dulles and Eden also departed company on the meaning of collective security in 

Southeast Asia.  The British seemed prepared to accept a collective security agreement in 

Southeast Asia, excluding Indochina.  Dulles believed that Eden had already agreed to a 

form of collective security for all of Southeast Asia, including Indochina.  Eden then 

recommended that after the Geneva Conference the southern portion of Vietnam might be 

included in the defense of Southeast Asia.
63

  Dulles instinctively distrusted Eden and felt 
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double-crossed by what he viewed as Eden’s shifting positions.  The Americans had 

proposed joint military action in Indochina while the British remained exceedingly 

cautious about any kind of military commitment in the Far East.     

 The question of whether the Americans would save Dien Bien Phu came up in the 

early spring of 1954, well before the Geneva Conference.  As a result of congressional 

action, the Eisenhower administration needed British concurrence to support a military 

rescue of French forces at Dien Bien Phu.  Churchill and the British cabinet swiftly 

rejected Eisenhower’s request for a joint military intervention until negotiations at the 

Geneva Conference had been exhausted, thus ensuring a tragic ending for the French 

military garrison.  Churchill had given Eden his marching orders, preferring a cease-fire 

settlement and an end to the French-Indochina war through negotiation.
64

  The British 

absolutely refused to be trapped, even by the Americans, in an unwinnable war in French 

Indochina.          

 As convoluted as the problems of Indochina appeared to be, Eisenhower exhibited 

greater trepidation about the possibility of a ceaseless series of wars in Southeast Asia 

and thought seriously about the idea of striking at China as the instigator of the turmoil.
65

  

The British had been noticeably alarmed with the numerous hawkish statements coming 
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from Admiral Arthur W. Radford, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.
66

  Eden 

described Churchill’s reaction to an American proposal for the rescue of the French at 

Dien Bien Phu: “Sir Winston summed up the position by saying that what we were being 

asked to do was to assist in misleading Congress into approving a military operation, 

which would in itself be ineffective, and might well bring the world to the verge of a 

major war.”
67

  The British wanted to avoid a major war in the Far East even as, at the 

other extreme Eisenhower and Dulles strategized with the National Security Council 

about the possibility of completely eliminating all potential Chinese threats.  Eden 

vigorously opposed military intervention in Indochina and feared the Americans might be 

using an attack at Dien Bien Phu as a pretext for an attack against mainland China.
68

  The 

British totally rejected the American proposal.
69

  Eden quickly learned that the 

Americans were incensed with British rejection of any armed intervention.
70

  

 Churchill remained steadfastly opposed to British military intervention in French 
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Indochina.  He bluntly told Admiral Radford, “The British people would not be easily 

influenced by what happened in the distant jungles of Southeast Asia; but they did know 

that there was a powerful U.S. base in East Anglia and that war with China, who could 

invoke the Sino-Russian Pact, might mean an assault by hydrogen bombs on these 

islands.”
71

  He later told Lord Moran, “I don’t see why we should fight for France in 

Indochina when we have given away India.”
72

  Churchill clearly viewed Indochina, like 

India, as a colonial matter rather than a central crisis in the Cold War.   

 Churchill’s great dream of a global Anglo-American partnership was becoming 

more and more like a horrible nightmare.  Eisenhower wrote despondently to Churchill 

on April 28, 1954, “Likewise, I am deeply concerned by the seemingly wide differences 

in the conclusions developed in our respective governments, especially as these 

conclusions relate to such events as the war in Indochina and the impending conference 

in Geneva.”
73

  He continued, “Foster will bring back to me valuable impressions and 

conclusions that I should study before you and I meet to explore why we seem to reach 

drastically differing answers to problems involving the same set of facts.”
74

  Ideologically 

speaking, Eisenhower and Churchill moved further and further apart.
75
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 Churchill soon realized that transatlantic relations with the United States had 

become seriously strained over Indochina.
76

  The British needed to rebuild their 

relationship with both Eisenhower and Dulles.  While Dulles no longer favored direct 

U.S. armed intervention in Indochina, he did support the idea that the French must be 

forced to recognize the independence movements within Indochina.
77

  Dulles advocated a 

grand strategy of collective security for all of Southeast Asia, while Eisenhower, for his 

part, just wanted a greater show of Western unity in the Far East.  Neither Dulles nor 

Eden looked forward to the summit meeting in Washington, though the two leaders 

Eisenhower and Churchill remained surprisingly enthusiastic.  Churchill easily 

recognized that the Dulles-Eden relationship had gone downhill.  He mildly reprimanded 

Eden for not showing Dulles sufficient support while negotiating at Geneva.
78

  

 Dulles became increasingly aggravated with the British in trying to work out a 

collective security agreement for the Far East with Anthony Eden.  The Secretary of State 

wanted to defeat the communists by their own methods.  He supported independence 
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movements in the colonial areas of Asia, but felt markedly restrained by British and 

French colonialism.  Makins predicted troubling times ahead, especially if there could be 

no agreement at the Geneva Conference.
79

  Eden thought that the Americans really had 

not planned on a successful outcome at the Geneva Conference, but instead desired direct 

military intervention in Southeast Asia.
80

       

 The British, fearing a long drawn-out guerrilla war in French Indochina, preferred 

instead on a strategy of negotiations with the communists at Geneva.  While in theory, 

Eisenhower may have had no problem with this, he could never quite trust any agreement 

made with communists.  He believed that an agreement at Geneva with communists 

would be preconditioned on commitments that they would take very lightly, while giving 

them the time to take advantage of any future military situation.
81

    

  Eden concluded that none of the Americans seemed to understand the British 

position, with the possible exception of Under-Secretary of State Walter Bedell Smith.
82
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Eden wrote, “I had been compelled to adopt the role of intermediary between the Western 

powers and the communists.  My activities in this respect were open to every kind of 

misrepresentation.  I was concerned about their effect on Anglo-American relations.”
83

  

Eden’s relationship with Dulles had rapidly deteriorated.  Moreover, Eisenhower wanted 

to abruptly terminate the Geneva Conference because he feared the communists had used 

the negotiations to simply advance their own military position.
84

    

 In Washington, British Ambassador Roger Makins became quite anxious about 

John Foster Dulles’s sour mood and the growing differences between London and 

Washington.  Makins wrote Eden, “Dulles, in marked contrast to the president’s 

utterances, said the differences between us were much deeper and more serious than was 

generally realized; indeed, there were more differences than points of agreement between 

the two countries.”
85

  The Anglo-American relationship had been unraveling.  Makins 

thought Dulles saw the two countries moving in different directions and that the 

Washington summit risked the real possibility that these differences would be highlighted 

by the press and show a real division in the transatlantic alliance.    

 Makins wrote Eden to warn him that Dulles thought that colonialism would prove 

to be the major stumbling block in the “special relationship.”  
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On colonialism, Dulles’s line was that the United States had weakened her 

leadership and her mission in the world by supporting or appearing to 

support, British and French policies in the Middle East and North Africa, 

thus risking the charge of being an imperialist power.  Egypt and Saudi 

Arabia provided the examples. Some way must be found of re-establishing 

the American moral position on the issue of colonialism and taking the 

initiative rather than remaining on the defensive.  Dulles seems to have 

been particularly affected by Chou En-lai’s attacks at Geneva.
86

 

  

Makins then expressed an incredibly foreboding and Cassandra-like warning to Eden that 

Dulles planned to reclaim America’s traditional anti-colonialism, regardless of British 

colonialism in the Far East and the Middle East, in furthering non-communist nationalist 

movements.          

 In a follow-up letter to Eden, Makins cautioned, “I have thought for some time 

past that we were more likely in the long run to have a fall-out over the Middle East than 

the Far East.”
87

  In a truly perceptive analysis of Eisenhower’s foreign policy, Makins 

concluded, “America will not go isolationist, we shall hear more of the traditional 

attitudes; self-determination in colonial areas, hemispheric solidarity, especially in South 

America, peripheral defense in this context reliance on selected friends (including 

ourselves) rather than on united action.  We may find ourselves having to deal with a 

powerful, nationalistic and frustrated America.”
88

  American foreign policy would be 

more unilateral and not isolationist.        

  Makins described perfectly the new radical Republican foreign policy that 
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emanated from Washington.  Self-determination in colonial areas could only be viewed 

as an attack on British and French colonialism.  Hemispheric defense meant that the 

British should stay out of the Western Hemisphere, as in the case of Guatemala.  A 

peripheral defense implied less reliance on regional military alliances and more on 

unilateral military action by the United States.  Makins had ingeniously deciphered 

Eisenhower’s extraordinarily nuanced foreign policy.    

 On June 29, 1954, Dulles had breakfast with former President Herbert Hoover, 

who frequently expressed his doubts about the reliability of Western allies.  Dulles noted, 

“Mr. Hoover spoke in general terms about our foreign policy, emphasizing that, in his 

opinion, military alliances were of no dependability and that the only strength on which 

we could rely was our own.  He felt with the development of atomic weapons, it was 

inevitable that England and Western European countries would be neutral.” 
89

  Like 

Douglas MacArthur and the rest of the “Old Right,” Hoover did not trust regional 

military alliances and collective security arrangements.  The British and the French could 

not be depended on for military action in Asia.      

 On June 27, 1954, Churchill pressed the Americans again on the possibility of his 

meeting with the Soviets as a preliminary to a Three Power meeting.  Dulles repeated to 

the Prime Minister that such a meeting had potential dangers, particularly if nothing 

positive resulted.  Churchill confronted a powerful adversary in Dulles.  After the 

conference, Churchill ruminated on the incredible strength of the United States, stating, 
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“We do not yet realize her immeasurable power.  She could conquer Russia without any 

help.  In a month the Kremlin would be unable to move troops.  The Americans would 

become enraged and violent.  I know them very well.  They might decide to go it alone.  

That was what Dulles meant when he talked about an agonizing reappraisal of policy.”
90

   

Churchill clearly recognized how America’s foreign policy, under Eisenhower, had 

shifted dramatically toward excessive unilateralism.     

 At the same time, Churchill remained confident enough to send, in July 1954, an 

exploratory message to Soviet Foreign Minister V. Molotov about the possibility of a 

Three Power meeting.  He then wrote Eisenhower about his proposal and received a 

bristling reply filled with sarcasm, “You did not let any grass grow under your feet, when 

you left here I had thought, obviously erroneously, that you were undecided about this 

matter, and that when you had cleared your mind I would receive some notice…”
91

 

Eisenhower, obviously upset, still hoped that something good might come of Churchill’s 

letter.            

 In a speech to the Lions International Convention in New York on July 9, 1954, 

the minority leader of the House of Representatives, Joseph W. Martin, Jr. (R-Mass), 

asserted that freedom and communism could not co-exist. He attacked the entire notion of 

“peaceful coexistence.”  In a free society, “a man’s word is his bond.”
92

  He continued, 

“Yet today there are forces loose in the world whose sole aim is the substitution of 
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misrepresentation for truth, suspicion for trust and heresy for faith.  These forces can be 

identified very simply.  They constitute the world communist conspiracy.”
93

  Martin 

argued, “The truth of the matter is that communism has no morals.  It is amoral; it is anti-

moral.  And unless we understand this we cannot begin to grasp the true nature of 

communism.”
94

  Negotiations and compromises with the communists amounted to a 

surrender to evil, a view most prominently promoted by Eisenhower and rejected by 

Churchill.  The Republicans, much more than the British, saw communism, like slavery, 

as needing to be abolished.         

 This new concept of “peaceful coexistence,” an innovative phrase used by 

Anthony Eden, now had a new champion in Winston Churchill.  Churchill made the 

significant point of telling the House of Commons how President Eisenhower had 

expressed his own faith in peaceful coexistence between communist and non-communist 

nations.  He also decided, as had Eisenhower, that this did not mean, in any sense, any 

type of appeasement or any acceptance of communist subversion.
95

  Churchill wanted to 

cooperate with Eisenhower in the Cold War, yet Churchill, surely with Dulles in mind, 

incisively pointed out the considerable ideological difference between peaceful 

coexistence and the policy of forced rollback: “What a vast ideological gulf there is 

between the idea of peaceful coexistence vigilantly safeguarded and forcibly extirpating 
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the communist fallacy and heresy.”
96

  He skillfully pointed out the intellectual and moral 

inconsistency of supporting peaceful coexistence while at the same time secretly planning 

military operations and guerilla actions against communists.  Churchill’s public attack on 

Dulles’s “roll back” policies continued to illustrate deep ideological divisions between 

the British and the Americans during the Cold War.     

 The Geneva Conference of 1954 sought to temporarily divide Vietnam into two 

parts, with the communists consolidating power in the north and a U.S.-supported 

government trying to form in the south.  Dulles had asserted that freedom required 

popular support in its effort to defeat communism.  French colonialism had ended and 

now Dulles hoped that the newly independent countries of Cambodia, Laos, and South 

Vietnam might provide the best defense against communist Chinese insurgents.
97

   

 Many Americans began advocating for a stronger U.S. presence in the Far East to 

defend the freedom of these newly independent countries.  Robert T. Oliver, journalist 

and Asian specialist, stated, “At the time I was in Geneva, attending the conference on 

Korea and Indochina, and it was very apparent to us there that the communists were not 

in the least disturbed by what they confidently interpreted as a bluff.  They pushed ahead 

both with their political demands and with their military attacks in Indochina as though 

our bold talk were nothing but the buzzing of so many mosquitoes.”
98

  Oliver 
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demonstrated the great weakness of brinksmanship.  The communists perceived the tactic 

as mere bluff and the Americans as paper tigers.  The British, it seems, feared that 

Eisenhower meant exactly what he said and that the conflict in Indochina would be 

internationalized and vastly expanded.      

 General Matthew Ridgway, Chief of Staff of the United States Army, directly 

challenged Dulles’s diplomacy of brinksmanship and voiced sober concerns about the 

overall costs of war: “The effects of full scale war in this era affect all aspects of national 

life, not only while the war is in progress but for years, even decades, after.  Since war 

has commanded so much of our effort in wealth, it certainly deserves a great deal of our 

most careful attention and thought.”
99

  Ridgway, in a wholly insubordinate speech to 

President Eisenhower, came out robustly against any policy of brinksmanship arguing:  

“The excessive and deliberate use of military capability as a diplomatic device is both 

immoral and dangerous.  History provides examples in which ‘saber rattling’ precipitated 

rather than prevented war.”
100

  Ridgway warned, “A policy which depends on for effect 

upon military capability becomes nothing but bluff-and obvious bluff-when the military 

capability for backing it up is patently inadequate.”
101

  Ridgway vigorously objected to 

fighting another land war in Asia.  He doubted that the navy and the air force could win a 

war on their own.  Ridgway’s dovish views contrasted radically with Admiral Radford.  

Ultimately, he argued, U.S. ground troops would be needed and would be swallowed up 
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by the enemy in a hopeless quagmire.      

 In a speech to the Conservative Party Conference in Blackpool, England on 

October 7, 1954, Eden defended the importance of the Geneva peace accords and the 

fundamental principles of British foreign policy.  He argued for a strengthening of the 

Anglo-American partnership and pronounced the Geneva peace agreements as just and 

equitable.
102

  Eden did recognize, however, that the peace accords in the Far East 

required constant vigilance.  He forcefully defended the concepts of collective security 

and a balance of power approach to diplomacy, “In history we have often found ourselves 

in a conflict to prevent Europe falling under the domination of one power.  This time I 

believe that by acting in advance with our friends we can avert that danger.”
103

  Eden 

clearly understood collective security efforts in the Far East, such as SEATO, meant 

Britain had undertaken serious promises and obligations, but the British in reality had no 

intention of ever defending the countries of Indochina militarily.   

At the same Conservative Party Conference in the fall of 1954, Churchill publicly 

charged that America might ultimately return to isolationism: “For America to withdraw 

into isolation would condemn all Europe to communist subjugation and our famous and 
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beloved island to death and ruin.”
104

  Churchill violently attacked the Labour Party and, 

specifically, former British cabinet member Aneurin Bevan.  He added, 

And yet six months ago a politician who has held office in the British 

cabinet, and who one day aspires to become the leader of the Labour 

Party, did not hesitate to tell the Americans to go it alone. One could not 

imagine any more fatal disaster than this evil counselor should be taken at 

his word on the other side of the Atlantic.  There is already in the U.S. no 

little talk of a return to isolation, and the policy is described as Fortress 

America.
105

  

 

 He once more sounded the alarm, alerting the British public to the threat of isolationism 

and unilateralism in U.S. foreign policy.  Yet, Churchill’s own Eurocentric foreign policy 

dismissed the importance of Asia.        

 In his State of the Union Address in 1955, Eisenhower challenged the notion that 

the battle between the free world and the communist world could be or should be 

restricted, as the British proposed, to Europe or by a mere balance of power approach.  

Eisenhower offered a comprehensive approach to the Cold War by tendering a judgment 

of its very nature.  He informed Congress and the American people: “It is not a struggle 

merely of economic theories, or of forms of government, or of military power.  The issue 

is the true nature of man.  Either man is the creature whom the Psalmists described as ‘a 

little lower than the angels’, crowned with glory and honor, holding dominion over the 

works of his Creator, or man is soulless, animated machine to be enslaved, used and 
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consumed by the state for its own glorification.”
106

  Eisenhower believed the Cold War a 

struggle for the soul of mankind, while the pragmatic British practiced power politics. 

 According to Eisenhower, nothing less than human freedom for all mankind was 

at stake.  The battleground for this war included not only Europe, but Asia, Africa, and 

South America.  Eisenhower intended to make clear to communist leaders that the 

president and secretary of state would do everything in their power to keep America free.  

Less than a week later, in a not so oblique and unflattering reference to the British, Dulles 

stated, “The struggle for peace cannot be won by pacifism or by neutralism or by 

weakness.  These methods we have tried and they have failed.  Aggression is deterred 

only by an evident will and capacity to fight for rights more precious than is a debasing 

peace.”
107

 Dulles sent a direct message to the British reminding them of the dangers of 

appeasement, particularly in the Far East.  The British, it is clear, accused the Americans 

of pursuing a unilateral “Fortress America” strategy.    

 Douglas MacArthur, retired General of the Army, in a speech to the American 

Legion in Los Angeles on January 26, 1955, thoughtfully weighed in by describing the 

problems of the collapse of collective security in Asia:  “The situation demonstrates the 

inherent weakness of the theory of collective security, the chain is no stronger than its 

weakest link, and what is even more vital, its full power can only be utilized when all 

links are brought simultaneously into action.  The diverse interests of allies always tend 
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towards separation rather than unity.”
108

  MacArthur implicitly meant that the British 

were the weak link in the chain of defense against communism in Asia.  In essence, he 

contended that unreliable Western allies proved more problematic than no allies.
109

   

 In a speech to the Foreign Policy Association in New York City on February 16, 

1955, Dulles asserted that in Asia the non-communists did not truly believe in the 

American commitment to the region.  He pointed out that the United States had already 

accepted the Korean and Indochina armistices, which the communist Chinese falsely 

claimed as communist successes. Americans had recently helped in the removal of 

national Chinese troops in the Tachens.  The communists had gained additional territory 

and had claimed the psychological edge in the struggle for the minds and hearts of the 

people in the East.
110

  Eisenhower and Dulles proposed that the West regain the 

psychological advantage in the Cold War.  Freedom, not communism, should be seen as 

the wave of the future.         

 British Ambassador Roger Makins, in a speech before the Executives Club in 

Chicago on February 18, 1955, defended the British case for traditional balance of power 

diplomacy in containing the Soviets: “If there was one phrase which made a better stick 
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to beat the European dog with than secret diplomacy, it was power politics or the balance 

of power.  This was commonly regarded as a sort of Machiavellian device invented either 

by the perfidious British or the Germans, a kind of diplomatic sleight of hand; worldly 

wise, devious, immoral, unscrupulous, selfish, and certainly quite un-American.”
111

  He 

could have added that George Washington, two centuries earlier, argued vehemently 

against this classical European diplomacy as leading to nothing more than endless wars 

and financial ruin.          

 Makins maintained, conversely, that no nation could control the balance of power 

around the globe by itself and that it would take the collective effort of free countries of 

the world to defeat communism.
112

 He observed that many Americans had a negative 

view of Great Britain because they perceived a deterioration of British power and 

opposed Britain’s clinging to outmoded forms of colonialism.  Makins emphasized that 

the British Empire had changed into the British Commonwealth and that London now 

exercised as much power through partnerships and allies as it once had through empire.
113

  

This assertion contradicted British efforts to maintain colonialism in Iran, Egypt, and 

other parts of the world.       .   

 Makin also declared that, unlike the United States, Britain had no formal 
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relationship with Formosa and had utterly no responsibility with regard to any defense of 

Formosa, except possibly through the UN.
114

  He then described the differences between 

the United States and Great Britain on the issue of Quemoy and Matsu: “Of course, the 

position of the offshore Chinese islands is rather different, because those have always 

been regarded as part of the mainland of China, just as I suppose Staten Island has always 

been regarded as part of the American continent. We, of course, having recognized the 

communist in Peking, regard those islands as being a part of the Chinese mainland.”
115

 

Roger Makins, British Ambassador to the United States, deliberately and publicly 

challenged Eisenhower’s policy on China by supporting the Chinese communist 

government’s claim to Quemoy and Matsu.         

 Moreover, Churchill feared the growing threat of the use of nuclear weapons in 

the Cold War. In a speech to the House of Commons on March 1, 1955, he compared the 

Cold War to the Reformation and the religious and intellectual animosity that led to the 

Thirty Years War in the seventeenth century.  Science had created weapons of mass 

destruction that changed the very nature of war.  Out of this fear, Churchill proposed 

universal disarmament, including conventional and nuclear weapons, and a reliable 

program for inspection.  Until such a universal disarmament plan could be implemented, 

the British supported the Americans and their possession of nuclear weapons as a 

deterrent to war.  The British would build their own nuclear arsenal in order to bolster the 
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power of the free world and to increase influence within the Western alliance.
116

  Of 

course, Churchill understood that the theory of deterrence did not really work in the case 

of psychopaths in the mode of Hitler.  Some other method would be needed in that 

event.
117

  He presumed, of course, that the communists could be considered rational 

actors in international affairs in his determined belief in deterrence.   

The question of nuclear deterrence and whether the communist Chinese could be 

considered rational actors on the international stage came up in the spring 1955 within the 

context of the crisis over Quemoy and Matsu in the Formosa Straits.  The United States 

had already concluded a Mutual Defense Treaty with Formosa in December 1954.  

Congress further authorized the president to deploy the U.S. military to Formosa under 

certain circumstances, such as a direct attack by China upon Formosa or the Pescadores 

Islands.  The law, though, remained purposely vague as to whether the president could 

defend the offshore islands of Quemoy or Matsu.  This became a critical issue between 

the U.S. government and the British when the communist Chinese in 1955 began shelling 

the nationalist islands, presumably as a prelude to an overall attack on Formosa.
118

   

  Eisenhower and Dulles sought to defend Quemoy and Matsu, while Eden 

asserted that Quemoy and Matsu belonged to the communist Chinese.  In a speech to 
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House of Commons on March 8, 1955, Eden proposed that the nationalists leave Quemoy 

and Matsu and that the communists, in return, promise not to attack Formosa and the 

Pescadores Islands.  The British government maintained that Quemoy and Matsu legally 

belonged to the communist Chinese.  Eisenhower in his memoirs wrote, “This 

arrangement, he (Eden) argued, could be followed by discussion of the political issues, 

which would produce a peaceful settlement.  Such a suggestion, more wishful than 

realistic, in the light of our past experiences, I simply could not accept.”
119

  In a national 

television and radio address on March 8, 1954, Dulles stated,  

We hope that the present military activities of the Chinese communists are 

not in fact the first stage of an attack against Formosa and the Pescadores.  

We hope that a cease-fire may be attainable.  We know that friendly 

nations, on their own responsibility, are seeking to find substance for these 

hopes.  Also, the United Nations is studying the matter in a search for 

peace.  So far these efforts have not been rewarded by any success.  The 

Chinese communists seem to be determined to try to conquer Formosa.
120

 

    

Eisenhower saw no advantages to be gained in negotiating a deal with the communist 

Chinese.  The president’s refusal to negotiate directly with Peking created even a larger 

gulf of differences between the British and the Americans as evidenced by Eisenhower’s 

nuclear threats and the vitriolic nature of the correspondence between Churchill and 

Eisenhower.           

 The president informed the American people in a press conference on March 16, 

1955, that he would use tactical atomic weapons in a war in Asia, albeit limiting atomic 
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bombing to military targets.  Senate Majority Leader Lyndon B. Johnson (D-TX) 

described the possibility as an “irresponsible adventure,” while Republican Senate 

Minority Leader William F. Knowland (R-CA) represented those who feared greater 

appeasement of communists.
121

  Eisenhower wrote a letter to Churchill during the 

Formosa Straits crisis, “still seeking a common understanding between us on our 

problems in the Far East.  In it I compared the aggressiveness of the Red Chinese in the 

Formosa Strait with that of Japanese in Manchuria and the Nazis in Europe in the 1930s.  

Concessions were no answer.”
122

  Eisenhower bitterly accused Churchill and Eden of 

pursuing a policy of appeasement in the Far East.  One can only imagine Churchill’s 

outrage at being compared to Neville Chamberlain!       

 Former Democratic presidential nominee Adlai Stevenson, in a radio broadcast on 

April 11, 1955, condemned Eisenhower’s foreign policy, along the same lines as had the 

British.  Stevenson insisted that Eisenhower’s policies meant, “Either another damaging 

and humiliating retreat, or else the hazard of war, modern war, unleashed not by 

necessity, not by strategic judgment, not by the honor of allies or for the defense of 

frontiers, but by a policy based more on political difficulties here at home than the 

realities of our situation in Asia.”
123

  Stevenson really accused Eisenhower of having an 

absurd foreign policy.        

 Stevenson charged that Eisenhower was risking nuclear war for domestic political 
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purposes and further alleged that Eisenhower’s policies estranged U.S. allies over two 

islands over which the nationalists had questionable claims.
124

  The United States stood 

by itself in a possible war with China that could lead to a global war.  Stevenson 

declared, “These are the questions that must be answered, this time I hope with more 

concern for realities in Asia and for unity with our allies than for fantasies in Formosa 

and for placating implacable extremists in America.”
125

  Just as the British had done, 

Stevenson indicted Eisenhower’s foreign policy as dangerous and even radical.  

 Eisenhower fired back at Stevenson two weeks later in a speech to the Associated 

Press in New York on April 25, 1955, denouncing, in general terms, “unstable men.”  

While he condemned a “trigger happy” mentality, he still warned against despair and 

inaction.
126

  American foreign policy should be based on justice and cooperation, he said.  

The danger came from not being realistic and from not making necessary sacrifices for 

the common good.  Eisenhower maintained that free trade with other countries provided 

the pathway to peace and prosperity.  Spiritual truths and material wealth need not be in 
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opposition.
127

  Eisenhower’s diplomacy rested on the principles of supporting action over 

inaction and anticipating the likely consequences.  His gamble paid off when the Formosa 

Straits Crisis gradually faded away in the summer of 1955.     

 Nikolai A. Bulganin, Soviet Premier in 1955, in an address at the Geneva 

Conference on July 18, 1955, declared that the Soviet Union also wanted peace and 

wholly endorsed the concept of “peaceful coexistence.”  He asserted that the Soviet 

Union respected all countries, regardless of the type of government they might have, and 

he promised that the Soviet Union would not interfere with the internal affairs of other 

peoples.
128

  Bulganin proposed establishing maximum troop levels for all the nations of 

the world and he began a Soviet peace offensive at Geneva.
129

     

 John Foster Dulles interpreted Bulganin’s address as a Soviet attempt to divide 

and ultimately disarm the West.  In response, in an address to the United Nations General 

Assembly on September 22, 1955, he reasoned that international communism had too 

long a track record of disrupting the peace and argued that it would continue to destroy 

freedom through subversion in the Third World.  The Soviets simply could not be trusted; 
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hence it was hard for the United States to develop good relations with them.  Dulles 

stated, “President Eisenhower also raised the problem of international communism.  He 

said that for 38 years this problem has disturbed relations between other nations and the 

Soviet Union.  It is, indeed, difficult to develop really cordial relations between 

governments, when one is seeking by subversion to destroy the other.”
130

  Dulles proved 

to be even tougher on communist China.  He charged that the Chinese had been the 

aggressors in Korea and that they had taken over Tibet.  The Chinese even hoped their 

fellow communists would conquer Indochina.  Mao Zedong had launched an unprovoked 

attack against the nationalist Chinese.
131

  Eisenhower and Dulles challenged the 

communists to harmonize their peaceful words with peaceful actions.  

 When Churchill grudgingly retired in April 1955, Eden became Prime Minister 

and his foreign secretary, Harold Macmillan, in a speech to the Foreign Press Association 

in London on September 22, 1955, blasted Dulles’s concept of brinksmanship and 

“massive retaliation.”  He adamantly insisted that no one could win a nuclear war.  

Macmillan argued, “We are approaching a point where no power, however great, can 

hope to win a war.  In nuclear war, once this saturation point is reached, there can be no 
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victor.  There can only be mutual and universal destruction.” 
132

  Macmillan maintained 

that any reasonable man would decline to use atomic weapons, since it would inevitably 

lead to mutual destruction.  He also warned that the threat of massive retaliation rang 

hollow and might instead, actually instigate aggression.
133

  Modern war allowed for no 

real winners and should be avoided at all cost, preferably through diplomacy.  The grim 

science that made the annihilation of mankind possible might well have a positive 

outcome; Macmillan predicted that no war would be fought.
134

   

 Dulles vigorously defended brinksmanship in a speech before the Illinois 

Manufacturers’ Association in Chicago on December 8, 1955: “The essential thing is that 

a potential aggressor should know in advance that he can and will be made to suffer for 

his aggression more than he can possibly gain by it.  This calls for a system in which 

local defensive strength is reinforced by more mobile deterrent power.  The method of 

doing so will vary according to the character of the various areas.”
135

  Dulles zealously 

defended the concept of deterrence based on the power and influence of America’s 

nuclear and conventional forces.  

                                                 
132

 Harold Macmillan, “Diplomacy’s Long Haul: The New Phase in East-West Relations,” Vital 

Speeches 22, no. 1 (15 October 1955): 12. 

 
133

 Ibid.  “First, there can be no victor in nuclear war.  Secondly, since the sanction is so terrible, 

we must realize that men, however resolute, will shrink from using it –even against unprovoked aggression, 

unless they are convinced that to be conquered is worse than to be annihilated.  Thirdly, it follows that 

ruthless and daring men, counting on this hesitation and exploiting it, may risk minor and even substantial 

acts of aggression because they believe that the sanction will never be employed.” 

 
134

 Ibid., 12-13. 

 
135

 John Foster Dulles, “The Struggle for Justice: The Spirit in Which Our Nation was Conceived,” 

Vital Speeches 22, no. 6 (1 January 1956): 163. 

 



 

89 

Clearly, the most momentous differences between Eisenhower and Churchill had 

to do with how they viewed communism.  Eisenhower and Dulles held a bleak outlook on 

the possibility of any negotiations with any communist power.  The British, most notably 

Churchill and Eden, held a much more optimistic outlook on negotiations with the 

Soviets and the Chinese.  American pessimism about communists extended to U.S. allies 

as well.  While both Eisenhower and Dulles expressed the necessity of various regional 

military alliances, neither one had any great confidence in their British ally.  This 

American pessimism led to an extreme unilateralism in American foreign policy.  This 

unilateralism, characterized by the diplomatic use of “brinksmanship,” heightened the 

tensions and dangers of the Cold War.  Dulles bragged about threatening to use nuclear 

weapons on China during the Korean War, the Indochina War, and the crisis of Quemoy 

and Matsu.  This kind of diplomacy horrified the British, who believed in patience, 

pragmatism, and a balance of power.  Rolling back communism and peaceful coexistence 

proved to be diametrically opposed ideas.  Eisenhower and Churchill sparred over British 

colonialism.  American idealism could not be reconciled with British pragmatism.  

Eisenhower’s and Churchill’s ideological differences doomed the Anglo-American 

relationship.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

 

ATOMIC BRINKSMANSHIP:  

KOREA, INDOCHINA, AND FORMOSA 

 

 

The transatlantic historical thread that linked the Korean War, the Indochina War, 

and the crisis over Quemoy and Matsu was the American threat, over British objections, 

of using nuclear weapons against the communist Chinese.  Did Eisenhower seriously 

contemplate the actual use of atomic bombs against China?  Many conclude that 

Eisenhower bluffed his way through these three major international crises in the Far East 

with never a serious thought of using nuclear weapons.  A close look at American and 

British evidence, in contrast, clearly reveals that Eisenhower not only contemplated but 

planned their use if he deemed the action militarily or even politically necessary.    

 Eisenhower’s very real threats to use nuclear weapons can be found in numerous 

memoranda to Dulles, the NSC, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and especially his 

correspondence with Churchill.  “Operation Everready,” the military plan to overthrow 

Korean President Syngman Rhee in June and July of 1953, shows Eisenhower as a skilled 

poker player, who always made sure that he had “five aces” in every hand.  More 

accurately, he constantly raised the stakes so high that other players such as Anthony 

Eden, Syngman Rhee, Chou En-lai, and Mao Zedong would defer to United States policy 

positions.  Eisenhower’s threats ultimately proved effective because the Soviets, the 

communist Chinese, and the British took them seriously.    
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4.1 Korea 

Great Britain and the United States substantially agreed on how to contain 

communism in Europe.  Nonetheless in Korea, Eisenhower concluded that the British 

tended to minimize the communist threat.  While the British government publicly 

supported the U.S. position in Korea, privately it worried that the United States would 

expand the war to mainland China and, as a result, the Soviets would then invoke the 

Sino-Soviet Pact leading to world war.  When President Truman last mentioned to the 

national press in 1950 the possibility of employing atomic bombs in Korea, Prime 

Minister Clement Attlee rushed to Washington to argue against their use and the 

inevitable wider war.  The British wanted the war contained and limited to the Korean 

peninsula, while both Truman and General Douglas MacArthur actually discussed using 

atomic weapons and widening the war.
1
    

After more than two years of military stalemate in Korea, President-elect 

Eisenhower famously stated: “I shall go to Korea.”
2
  Before he left for Asia, he had a 

conversation with British Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden.  Eden warned Eisenhower 

against using Nationalist Chinese troops for an invasion of mainland China.  The Foreign 

Secretary noted that Eisenhower had opposed the expansion of the war in Korea.  He also 

believed that Eisenhower favored a proposal opposing the forcible repatriation of 

prisoners:  
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 The General said nothing to indicate that he had in mind the use of 

Chiang Kai-shek’s troops.  I had the impression that he was at present 

firmly averse from any step which might lead to an extension of the 

conflict…We discussed the prisoners-of–war issue and the Indian 

proposal.  He seemed definitely more favorable in his approach to this 

initiative than Mr. Acheson had been.  He said the essential was that the 

men should not be forced to go back and that they should not be kept in 

prison indefinitely.
3
  

 

Eden seemed relieved that Eisenhower agreed with British policies.  

After Eisenhower’s trip to Korea in December 1952, he met with retired General 

Douglas MacArthur, who offered his own plan to end the Korean War.
4
  MacArthur 

recommended that the United States threaten the use of atomic bombs against North 

Korea.  The mere threat of such a bombing, MacArthur insisted, would force the 

communists to end the war.  Eisenhower wrote, “The Joint Chiefs of Staff were 

pessimistic about the feasibility of using tactical atomic weapons on front-line positions, 

in view of the extensive underground fortifications which the Chinese communists had 

been able to construct; but such weapons would obviously be effective for strategic 

targets in North Korea, Manchuria, and on the Chinese coast.”
5
  Eisenhower, more than 

the Joint Chiefs, was open to the possibility of using nuclear weapons.   
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At Eisenhower’s request, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles made secret 

nuclear threats against North Korea and China. Historian Edward Friedman confirmed 

this reality in an important article: 

Secretary of State Dulles’s claim, as repeated by Eisenhower, that the 

decisive factor that finally broke the protracted and frustrating stalemate in 

negotiations at Panmunjom was this: he deliberately conveyed word to the 

communists, including the North Koreans, Chinese, and Russians, through 

secret channels that, if progress toward a settlement was not made, any 

past limits were off as to both targets and weapons, and that, if we saw fit, 

we would use the atomic bomb.
6
  

 

Further, Eisenhower moved nuclear warheads to Okinawa, as several preeminent 

historians have revealed.
7
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 In May 1953, Dulles warned Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru of the 

possibility that American military forces in Korea might resort to the use of nuclear 

weapons.  A leader of the neutralist movement, Nehru seemed an ideal mediator between 

Washington and Peking.  Dulles deliberately gave this message to Nehru hoping that he 

would leak this to the communist Chinese.
8
  Whether this message ever got to the 

Chinese, a subject of serious debate among historians, is irrelevant.  The Chinese and the 

Soviets both knew that the president wanted to end the Korean War and that he had been 

discussing nuclear attacks with his National Security Council:  

In the months after the Korean armistice was signed, a pattern of tough 

talk by Eisenhower regarding the use of nuclear weapons emerged.  Even 

more so than during earlier debates within the NSC about expanding the 

war with nuclear weapons, the president continued to press the case for the 

use of tactical nuclear weapons against the North Koreans and Chinese if 

they launched a major attack against South Korea.  In fact, Eisenhower at 

times appeared to be much more forceful about the issue than Secretary of 

State Dulles, who is often portrayed as being the primary architect of the 

administration’s massive retaliation strategy.
9
 

 

The communists had tracked the movement of U.S. nuclear missiles into the Far East.  

  Eisenhower later concluded, “They didn’t want a full-scale war or an atomic 

attack. That kept them under some control.”
10

  The Soviets knew of the American threat 

of nuclear weapons and forced Mao Zedong and Chou-En-lai to accept a reasonable 
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armistice.  McGeorge Bundy, a former National Security Advisor, concluded:  “Dwight 

Eisenhower contributed even more than Harry Truman to the folklore of atomic 

diplomacy.  He believed that it was the threat of atomic war that brought an armistice in 

Korea in 1953.  In his memoirs Eisenhower cited a number of warnings and signals to 

make his case, and his Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, told allied statesmen in 

private a lurid tale of nuclear deployments made known to the Chinese.”
11

  Both of the 

men believed in brinksmanship.   

Eisenhower’s threat of a nuclear attack directly contradicted the transatlantic 

consensus on policy in the Far East.
12

  Eisenhower had blamed Truman for the stalemate 

in Korea and, as Eisenhower’s chief of staff Sherman Adams wrote: “In all of the six 
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years I was with Eisenhower in the White House he made it a point to have nothing 

whatever to do with Truman, except for one casual nod of recognition when he 

encountered his predecessor at the funeral of Chief Justice Fred Vinson in 1953.”
13

  

Eisenhower and Dulles believed that Dean Acheson, Truman’s Secretary of State, had 

made a catastrophic mistake in telling the North Koreans and the Chinese that South 

Korea remained outside the defense perimeter of the United States.  This was as an open 

invitation for the communists to invade South Korea.      

 The Korean stalemate, according to Adams, showed the weakness of Kennan’s 

theory of containment.  Sherman Adams argued: “If you are ready to stand up against a 

potential aggressor with an impressive deterrent of massive retaliatory power, the Dulles 

theory contended, the aggression was not likely to occur.  This accurately summarized 

the basic theory of the Dulles strategy as it opposed the containment defense policy of the 

Truman-Acheson regime.”
14

  The Truman administration had played by the rules of the 

communist game and had essentially settled for an endless stalemate.  Eisenhower and 

Dulles decided to change the rules and shake up the game.   

In his first State of the Union Address, Eisenhower rescinded Truman’s orders 

that had the Seventh Fleet literally defending communist China from an invasion from 

Formosa.  Eisenhower’s thoughts were made clear as he wrote, “The practical value of 

the announcement was simply this, like my visit to Korea, it put the Chinese communists 

on notice that the days of stalemate were numbered; that the Korean War would either 
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end or extend beyond Korea.  It thus helped; I am convinced, to bring that war to a 

finish.”
15

  Eisenhower’s policies in Korea would end the stalemate.    

 Churchill was distraught by Eisenhower’s policies.  He worried that the 

Eisenhower administration suffered from lack of experience in foreign affairs.  In a 

message dated January 8, 1953, Churchill wrote Eden and R.A. Butler, the Chancellor of 

the Exchequer. Eisenhower wanted a one-on-one meeting with Stalin in Stockholm.  

Churchill thought that Eisenhower seemed to be in far too much of a hurry trying to solve 

all of the world’s problems.  He had urged Eisenhower to slow down and take the time 

necessary to evaluate the world situation.  He had grave concerns about the new 

administration and its new policies.  Churchill wrote, “I tell you all this to show you the 

rough weather that may well be ahead in dealing with the Republican Party who has been 

out of office; and I feel very sure we should not expect early favorable results.  Much 

patience will be needed.”
16

  Churchill’s views of Republican Party leaders with whom he 

had recently met gravitated towards condescension.  Once he was even heard to suggest 

that “he would have no more to do with Dulles whose ‘great slab of a face’ he disliked 

and distrusted.”
17

  Churchill tended to blame Dulles for the problems in the “special 

relationship.”    
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Eden, like Churchill, thought that the inexperienced Americans posed certain 

hazards and even dangers in relation to the Korean War.  In a meeting on February 13, 

1953 with French President Georges Bidault, Eden warned of the problem of a continuing 

stalemate in Korea:  “The difficulty was that a stalemate of this kind was particularly 

uncongenial to the American temperament.”
18

  The British Minister of Defense thought 

that the Americans could militarily outmaneuver the communists in Korea, but that such 

a military action would lead to 30,000 to 40,000 American casualties. Eden believed that 

this would not be acceptable to the American people or to the Eisenhower administration, 

which had promised the American people a reduction in casualties.
19

  He correctly sensed 

that Eisenhower and Dulles wanted to end the continuous stalemate in Korea.   

Although Eisenhower clearly understood the British position on Korea, this did 

not stop him from threatening to use atomic weapons there or from criticizing the British 

for giving diplomatic recognition to the communist Chinese government.  The British 

genuinely feared that a wider war would inevitably lead to world war.  Instead, 

Eisenhower intensified their anxieties by his proposed actions in Korea.
20

     

 Dulles, a more accomplished diplomat than Eisenhower, tried to ameliorate 

British concerns and promote this new American position, while at the same time 

preserving the transatlantic alliance.  As a leading historian has observed, “He was not a 
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pragmatist; he was a man who pressed both allies and adversaries alike with a strong 

sense of moral commitment, particularly his resistance to communism.”
21

  Dulles would 

not only push the communists to the brink; he pushed the British, particularly Eden, to 

exasperation.  Eden often suspected that Dulles tended to cut corners.    

In his discussion with Eden on March 9, 1953, Dulles calmly revealed that the 

United States desired total disengagement in Korea.
22

  South Koreans would soon 

substitute for Americans in the fighting and Dulles reassured Eden that the United States 

had no plans to expand the war or to use Formosa in any military invasion of mainland 

China.  The basic goal of American policy remained withdrawal of American troops from 

Korea.  In the event of a major escalation of the war by the Americans, Eden wanted to 

know whether the British actually would be consulted or merely informed later of such an 

action.  Dulles told Eden that he assumed the British would be consulted rather than 

merely be informed.  Eden later wrote, “I asked whether Mr. Dulles could assure me that 

the United States Government would consult the British Government, and not merely 

inform, before deciding on an operation of this kind.  Mr. Dulles said that he would 
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assume so.”
23

  Eden made clear the British government’s opposition to a naval blockade 

of China.  He argued that a naval blockade would be ineffective and lead to too many 

dangers.
24

  Eden feared China might invoke the Sino-Soviet Pact and massively expand 

the war.
25

         

 Meanwhile, despite British objections, Eisenhower still reserved the right to use 

atomic bombs in Korea.  Historian Timothy J. Botti has noted, “At the end of March… he 

told the NSC that he would be willing to employ atomic weapons in Korea if a 

‘substantial victory over the communist forces’ could be achieved and the military 

stalemate broken.…  But Eisenhower’s commitment to resort to nuclear weapons if 

necessary was clear.”
26

  Eden clearly opposed Eisenhower’s threatening the North 

Koreans and the Chinese with nuclear war.  

Another significant problem that Eden complained about to the Americans 

concerned lack of consultation on important military operations. In a message from Prime 

Minister Churchill to British Ambassador Roger Makins concerning the possibility of an 

American military attack on Chinese targets along the Yalu River, Churchill revealed that 
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British Air Vice Marshal D. H. F. Barnett had leaked information that the United States 

planned to attack targets along the Yalu River: 

I have just learned that United Nations Command plan major bombing 

attack on one or possibly two targets near Yalu River almost immediately.  

2.  I fear that these operations at this moment will be thought to be an 

attempt to spoil agreement at Panmunjom. Are they really necessary 

whilst things hang in the balance of negotiations?  If there is no overriding 

military necessity I can see only harm resulting from this plan.  3.  Please 

see Bedell Smith urgently and tell him my views.  You could ask whether 

these operations could not be deferred.  4.  For your information.  This 

report had come to us from Air Vice Marshall Barnett in Tokyo.  We have 

not heard of the plan directly from Washington.  We do not want to 

compromise Barnett’s relations with General Mark Clark but at the same 

time I have strong views on the unwisdom of this operation, of which we 

might well have been informed from Washington.  I leave it to you how 

best to convey these views to General Bedell Smith.
27

         

 

This created a difficult dilemma for the British since confronting Washington 

would reveal the source, British Air Vice Marshall Barnett.  Ambassador Makins advised 

Churchill that he should give a general warning to the president about the dangers of 

military operations that might adversely affect armistice negotiations: 

I am sure you will appreciate that it is not possible to make representations 

to Bedell Smith about a top secret operational matter of which we have no 

knowledge except through Air Marshal Barnett, without divulging the 

source.  There is no other source from which we could have got this 

information, and if we use it, General Mark Clark is certain to be informed 

from Washington.  2.  I should like, therefore, to be sure that the 

importance of the representations outweighs any prejudice which may 

result to Barnett’s position in Tokyo.  3. The only alternative way of 

handling the matter that I can suggest is for you to send a message in 

general terms to the President saying that in view of the progress made in 

the armistice negotiations, you hope that nothing will be done in the 

military sphere which could prejudice them.
28
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He subsequently received an order from Churchill to “take no action” in the matter.
29

   

In May 1953, Churchill inherited the Foreign Office from the physically 

incapacitated Eden. He proved to be far more flexible in dealing with the Americans than 

Eden.  After Churchill’s death in 1965, those who had been close to him revealed that not 

only had his relationship with Eden grown increasingly difficult, but also that Churchill 

had serious doubts about Eden’s suitability as his political successor.  The controversial 

diaries of Lord Moran, Churchill’s personal physician, prove particularly revealing: “It is 

a great relief to have charge of F.O. instead of having to argue with Anthony, Moran has 

Churchill saying in 1953 when Eden was ill, ‘I can get something done’.”
30

  Churchill, in 

truth, did help end the Korean War by dealing directly with the Americans from the 

Foreign Office. 

Churchill and Eden disagreed on the fundamental importance of the Anglo-

American relationship and on many of the significant problems between the United States 

and Great Britain.
31

  The differences between Churchill and Eden often exacerbated 

tensions in the transatlantic relationship.  Time after time, Churchill proved to be much 

more flexible than Eden, allowing the Americans to pursue their policy of brinksmanship.  

Richard V. Damms wrote:  “In mid-May, Eisenhower approved contingency plans to 

expand the war with a new ground offensive up the waist of the peninsula accompanied 

by tactical nuclear air strikes against Chinese air bases in Manchuria, but he remained 
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deeply concerned about adverse allied reaction to such a scheme and the possibility of 

Soviet nuclear retaliation against Japanese cities.”
32

  Churchill, the old nineteenth-century 

military adventurer, proved to be much more amenable to American scheming than a 

healthy Anthony Eden.    

Churchill and Eisenhower did agree that South Korean President Syngman Rhee 

seemed to be an even bigger obstacle to peace than the communist Chinese because of his 

absolute refusal to negotiate an armistice.
33

  On June 18, 1953, Rhee tried to sabotage the 

armistice negotiations by releasing 25,000 North Korean POWs.  Eisenhower wrote 

about his frustrations to Churchill on June 19, 1953: “The Korean business is indeed 

difficult.  There can be no question as to the soundness of your observation about the 

trouble we shall have if the war goes on and Syngman Rhee remains in his present office.  

It is remarkable how little concern men seem to have for logic, statistics, and even, 

indeed, survival; we live by emotion, prejudice and pride.”
34

  Eisenhower’s frustration 
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with Rhee had peaked.         

 Eisenhower and Churchill worked secretly, arranging for the execution of a 

military coup called “Operation Everready,” against Rhee, who had been overtly 

sabotaging the armistice talks.  Churchill knew and approved of the American 

contingency plan to remove Rhee from power in South Korea.
35

  Both Eisenhower and 

Churchill communicated their desire to have him removed.   

On June 21, 1953, British Ambassador Roger Makins sent a long handwritten top 

secret letter to Prime Minister Churchill:  

1. I saw the President this morning and gave him your message.   

2.  On Rhee he sympathizes with your desire but said emphatically that 

any change must come or appear to come from within. He felt strongly 

that the Western powers that had intervened in Korea to uphold freedom 

and democracy must not be seen to be setting up a puppet government. He 

had given much thought to this.  He had some hope that there were 

elements in South Korea who understood that their country was wholly 

dependent on the United States for its reconstruction and future support 

and that they would exert influence.  I asked him whether something 

would not be done through the South Korean army. He seemed to think 

the army might in fact make a move.     

3.  As to the additional British brigade, the President observed that this 

would have a gainsaying effect in the United States.      
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4.  Finally he said he would not answer your message today but would 

reflect further upon it.  He entirely agrees that the matter should be kept in 

closest secrecy.  Any hint that such a thing was under discussion could 

have most serious effect.    

5.  The President was in excellent form and very friendly.    

6.  I understand, very confidentially, that the President and some of his 

advisors have, in fact, already discussed at length ways and means of 

dealing with Rhee and that there are also unconfirmed indications that a 

military coup in Korea is being prepared.   

7.  The President did not raise the time factor involved in the move of 

British Brigade, but this may come up later. I suppose there is no 

possibility of bringing troops from Hong Kong garrison rather than from 

Egypt.
36

 

 

Eisenhower consulted with and informed the British about Operation Everready.  He also 

made contingency plans for a nuclear war that would vastly expand the Korean War to 

mainland China.  Eisenhower pursued plans that had gone far beyond anything the Old 

Guard Republicans contemplated in pursuing an end to the Korean War.  

 Churchill gave Eisenhower a green light on Operation Everready and any military 

action that he might take against President Rhee.  He sent the following message to 

Eisenhower on June 24, 1953: “I am holding three battalions and an artillery regiment at 

short notice in Hong Kong ‘to reinforce Gen. Mark Clark’s Army in any action that may 

be required of them by United Nations.’  Let me know whether you would like this made 

public.  I did not quite understand what ‘gainsaying’ meant, but presume you meant it 

would stave off adverse criticism in the United States.”
37

  Churchill backed the American 
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plan to overthrow Rhee.  He ordered the British military to go on standby alert, ready to 

assist the Americans.  This began a pattern of the Eisenhower administration, with 

Churchill’s approval or acquiescence, of threatening various leaders of foreign countries 

with military coups.
38

        

Dulles responded to Churchill with a message from the president two days later: 

“The President asked me to thank you for your private and personal message received 

today. He particularly welcomes the spirit prompting point 3.  We are inclined to feel that 

it would be better not to make this public just now.”
39

  Dulles appeared to be happy about 

the spirit of transatlantic cooperation between the British and the Americans and in a 

follow-up message; the president thanked the prime minister.
40

    

 Lord Salisbury, newly appointed acting Foreign Secretary, reflecting the views of 

the British Foreign Office, wrote a rather stern cautionary note to Churchill about the 

incredible dangers of a military coup in South Korea occurring at the same time that the 

Korean War might be expanded into China.  On July 3, 1953, he wrote: 

I do not at all like the idea of the United States or us embarking on wars 

both with Rhee and the Chinese communists, and greatly hope that things 

will not come to that.  It would be likely to cause bewilderment to those 

whose sons are fighting in Korea and also to earnest supporters of the 

United Nations.  The alternative of the United Nations forces clearing out 

is not very attractive either, especially for the Americans, who have had 
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130,000 casualties in defending the country.  However, thank heavens; we 

are not forced with this horrible choice today.  The first thing to find out is 

how the negotiations between the Americans and Rhee are really going 

on; also what they have in mind to do if all attempts to get Rhee’s co-

operation fail; and, finally, what is the attitude of the United States 

government to a re-convening of the assembly, which is a possible step 

before them.  I telegraphed to Makins yesterday asking him these 

questions.  When we get his reply, which I will send you at once, it will be 

easier to assess the position.
41

 

 

Lord Salisbury’s extraordinary and remarkable letter to Churchill confirmed that 

Eisenhower and Dulles, with the cooperation of Churchill, were ready to embark on wars 

with both Mao Zedong and Syngmon Rhee at the same time in July 1953.  Eisenhower 

and Dulles had gone far beyond anything the “Far Right” had advocated and Churchill 

had gone out on a limb for the Americans with no support coming from the British 

Foreign Office, including Lord Salisbury, who Churchill had just appointed as Acting 

Foreign Secretary.  Under terrific pressure from Eisenhower, Rhee finally capitulated and 

agreed to cooperate on a Korean armistice on July 8, 1953.      

 Ironically, the key to peace in Korea had been getting Rhee’s cooperation on an 

armistice.  Historian  Stephen Ambrose has written, “In Seoul, meanwhile, Walter 

Robertson and General Clark were conferring daily with Rhee, threatening him with an 

American pullout if he did not cooperate in the armistice, promising him virtually 

unlimited American aid if he did.  Rhee resisted the pressure, helped by reports from the 

States that seemed to indicate a near revolt by Republican senators against their own 
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administration.”
42

  Eisenhower further pressured Rhee by the threat of a political or 

military coup.          

 Historians have failed to view Eisenhower’s threat of an American pullout or the 

promise of unlimited American aid to South Korea as a radical break from the past.  Nor 

do they acknowledge the stark reality that behind the scenes Eisenhower had threatened 

Rhee with a military coup.
43

  Eisenhower clearly exceeded the belligerency of the Old 

Guard Republicans, such as MacArthur, Taft, and Hoover in threatening and planning 

nuclear war with China and at the same time bullying Rhee by means of a possible 

military coup.  Churchill, freed from Eden’s opposition, wholeheartedly endorsed the 

American proposals.  Eisenhower and Dulles put maximum pressure on both North 

Koreans and South Koreans in order to achieve their goal of peace and stability in Korea.  

The success of this policy strengthened Eisenhower’s and Dulles’s belief in 

brinksmanship. 

4.2 Indochina 

John Foster Dulles extended Eisenhower’s policy of brinksmanship to Indochina.  

In his memoirs, Anthony Eden noted, “On January 12, 1954, after proclaiming the 

doctrine of instant retaliation, Mr. Dulles gave warning that Chinese intervention would 
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have ‘grave consequences which might not be confined to Indochina.”
44

  Dulles clearly 

informed the Chinese leadership that another Korea would not be tolerated.  If the 

Chinese communists intervened in Indochina, the United States reserved the right to 

retaliate against China.  Many historians have labeled Dulles as “The Real Hawk at 

Dienbienphu.”
45

  Great Britain’s interests and concerns in the Far East proved to be 
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significantly less than those of the United States.  Churchill, who viewed Indochina 

merely as a problem of French colonialism, openly scoffed at Eisenhower’s domino 

theory.  Historian Alan P. Dobson has argued, “One might see a contrast between British 
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pragmatism and US moralistic idealism taking shape here.  In any case, the substance of 

the differences noted above was at the heart of the difficulties they had in coordinating 

policies.”
46

  The problems between Eisenhower and Churchill in Indochina stemmed 

from deep ideological differences about the nature of the communist threat. 

 On March 29, 1954, in response to the French call for help to save Dien Bien Phu, 

Dulles offered “United Action,” a Western alliance to intervene militarily in Vietnam.  In 

his memoirs, Richard M. Nixon wrote: 

In Washington the Joint Chiefs of Staff, under their Chairman, Admiral 

Arthur Radford, devised a plan, known as Operation Vulture, for using 

three small tactical atomic bombs to destroy Vietminh positions and 

relieve the garrison.  Both Eisenhower and Dulles, however, felt that 

nothing less than overt Chinese communist aggression would be sufficient 

provocation for our going into Vietnam in any such a direct and unilateral 

way.
47

 

 

Eisenhower and Dulles then seriously contemplated using nuclear weapons to achieve 

their goal in Southeast Asia. 

  The U.S. Congress conditioned American participation in any military action in 

Vietnam on British involvement.  In April 1954, the British cabinet refused the American 

request to participate in United Action, preferring negotiations at Geneva that were 

scheduled to begin on April 26, 1954.
48

  Churchill and Eden placed little value on French 

Indochina because it was a French colony and the lack of enthusiasm for “United Action” 
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curtailed any possibility for British military action in the region.     

 Eisenhower and Dulles believed in and advocated military action in Indochina 

because of their deeply-held conviction that the dominoes could begin falling in 

Southeast Asia.
49

  For Americans, the balance of power in the world, like the sword of 

Damocles, hung by a thread.  The British thought that war in French Indochina could not 

be won by the Western powers and that a negotiated settlement in Geneva would be the 

best possible outcome.
50

  A major difference between the British and the Americans 

concerned the possibility of military victory in Indochina.  The British remained 

extremely skeptical about fighting a jungle war in Indochina.  By contrast, Dulles thought 

that a war could be won with the support of the indigenous people of the area.
51

  

Dulles became more and more annoyed with the British, in particular with his 

British counterpart, Eden.  Jeffrey A. Engel wrote: “Dulles privately told C. D. Jackson, 

one of Eisenhower’s advisers, in the spring of 1954.  ‘At every turn we are blocked by 

the fact that our principal allies are not willing to take any risks.’  Dulles wanted allies 

who would risk their fortunes and even their peace to defeat global communism.”
52
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Dulles wanted a firm British commitment to a new regional military alliance in the Far 

East called the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO).      

 Eden unequivocally expressed his intense displeasure at Dulles’s single-

mindedness about SEATO.  In a message to Makins on April 17, 1954, Eden wrote, 

“This is another of these exasperating examples of the American government rushing 

ahead without proper consultation.  We have not yet decided upon the membership of this 

organization.  This matter was expressly reserved in London and I’m not prepared to 

decide it now.”
53

  Eden continued to be angry with Dulles and with his bullying tactics.  

In a later message to Makins, he complained, “Americans may think the time has passed 

when they need consider the feelings or difficulties of their allies. It is the conviction that 

this tendency becomes more pronounced in every week that is creating mounting 

difficulties for anyone in this country who wants to maintain close Anglo-American 

relations.”
54

  Eden worried about Great Britain’s Commonwealth partners and their 

possible exclusion from a new proposed treaty.  He wanted to make sure that Makins 

pressed home that point with the Americans, particularly with Dulles.
55

   

 Eden may have been even more distressed had he known that Eisenhower and 
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Dulles had been preparing for nuclear air strikes against China.  Historian Robert F. Burk 

has contended: 

 In May 1954 Eisenhower upped the military stakes further by authorizing 

the preparation of nuclear strikes against China itself if it intervened 

directly in the Indochina war.  Shortly afterward, the Russians and 

Chinese secretly pressured Ho into accepting a temporary division of 

Vietnam along the 17
th

 parallel.  With the promise of national elections by 

1956 to determine the future of the country, and with his side likely to win 

such elections, Ho reluctantly accepted the deal at Geneva.
56

  

         

Brinksmanship put heavy demands on the Soviets and the Chinese, who then pressured 

Ho Chi Minh to accept the division of Vietnam along the 17
th

 parallel.
57

  

 Eden feared that talk of direct American military intervention in Indochina would 

sabotage his negotiations with both the Chinese and the Soviets at the Geneva 

Conference.  Eden wrote about his meeting with Molotov: “He [Molotov] added with a 

frosty smile that he had observed that Mr. Dulles had succeeded during his stay in 

Geneva in never once acknowledging Mr. Chou En-lai’s existence.”
58

  Eden thought that 

the communists believed that Eisenhower and Dulles had planned a military campaign in 

Indochina regardless of the result of the Geneva negotiations.  The Chinese really 

believed that the Americans might attack them.  Eden completely disagreed with the 

American policy of brinksmanship, which threatened massive retaliation against the 

Chinese, and he thought it diplomatically counterproductive to make such threats.  It 

would surely not lead to better negotiations with the Soviets and the Chinese.  Eden 
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assumed Admiral Radford’s policy of military action had finally prevailed over Under -

Secretary of State Walter Bedell Smith’s preferred course of negotiation at Geneva.  He 

considered this talk of brinksmanship a disastrous turn of events.  Indeed, Eden 

desperately needed to minimize the harm being caused by the Americans: 

I myself fear that this new talk of intervention will have weakened what 

chances remain of agreement at this conference.  The Chinese, and to a 

lesser extent, the Russians, have all along suspected that the Americans 

intend to intervene in Indochina whatever arrangements we try to arrive at 

here.  The Chinese also believe that the Americans plan hostilities against 

them.  These reports could help to convince them that they are right and I 

do not accept the United States argument that the threat of intervention 

will incline them to compromise.
59

 

 

He completely rejected the American concept of brinksmanship. 

 In a meeting with Dulles, recorded by National Security Advisor Robert 

Cutler, Eisenhower stated: “If he was to go to the Congress for authority he would 

not ask any half way measures.  If the situation warranted it, there should be 

declared a state of war with China; and possibly there should be a strike at 

Russia.”
60

  Cutler also noted that, “He would never have the United States going 

into Indochina alone.”
61

  He concluded, “If the U.S. took action against 

communist China, there should be no halfway measures or frittering around. The 

Navy and Air Force should go in with full power, using new weapons, and strike 
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at air bases and ports in mainland China.”
62

  Eisenhower then had a follow-up 

meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff on June 19, 1954,  “He told the chiefs that 

an atomic assault against China would inevitably bring Russia into the war; 

therefore if the United States were to launch a preventive attack, it had to be 

against both Russia and China simultaneously.”
63

  In 1954, Eisenhower actually 

contemplated a first-strike attack against both the Soviet Union and China as a 

prelude to a global war against communism.   

Meanwhile, Under-Secretary of State Walter Bedell Smith and Anthony Eden 

worked harmoniously together at the Geneva Conference trying to resolve the Indochina 

situation peacefully.
64

  Smith shared with Eden, possibly imprudently, the contents of two 

important telegrams he had just received, one from Saigon and the other from 

Eisenhower.  The message from Saigon painted a depressing picture of the deteriorating 

French political and military position in Vietnam.  The embassy’s message implied that 

the French essentially planned to leave Vietnam; thus the only hope for the Vietnamese 

might be direct military intervention by the United States.      

The second message came directly from President Eisenhower, who argued that 

the communists had been using the Geneva Conference to their military advantage.  He 

believed that the West now had to decide where to draw the line on communism in 
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Asia.
65

  Eden wrote to the British Foreign Office, “He was convinced that the 

communists would carry on until such a line had been drawn and the communists warned 

‘Thus far and no further.’  In forging this chain the missing link was the United Kingdom 

since Her Majesty’s Government could not be brought to a decision while the Geneva 

Conference continued, it was imperative to bring the conference to a close without 

delay.”
66

  Eisenhower clearly preferred drawing the line in Vietnam, with all of the 

dangerous military implications, to pursuing what he regarded as endless and fruitless 

negotiations with the communists at Geneva.  A Special National Intelligence Estimate 

stated, “In this connection, U.S. use of nuclear weapons in Indochina would tend to 

hasten the ultimate Chinese communist decision whether or not to intervene.  It would 

probably convince the Chinese communists of U.S. determination to obtain a decisive 

military victory in Indochina at whatever risk and by whatever means, and of the 

consequent danger of nuclear attack on communist China.” 
67

  The United Kingdom held 

out for a negotiated peace settlement.
68
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Eisenhower and Dulles would have been even more alarmed about the British had 

they known what Churchill really thought about Vietnam.  In a message to Eden dated 

June 13, 1954, Churchill stated, “I heartily agree with you that Great Britain will in no 

circumstances intervene in Vietnam, on the other hand we have given our support in 

principle to SEATO which you and I both think has many advantages over ANZUS from 

which we were excluded.”
69

  Churchill had been upset with Great Britain’s earlier 

exclusion by the Americans from ANZUS, a military alliance that included Australia, 

New Zealand, and the United States.  Now he feared that a newly created SEATO might 

embroil him in an unwanted war in Vietnam.  Eden responded to Churchill on June 15, 

1954, expressing his antipathy for the Americans’ refusal to negotiate at Geneva: “The 

Americans appear to be building up a situation in which they will discuss nothing, Korea 

or other, with the Chinese.  This can only lead to war.  It is already resulting in intense 

American unpopularity here.”
70

  Eden noticed that the Americans, under orders from 

Eisenhower, had been closing down their negotiations in Geneva.   

Furthermore, Churchill perceived Dulles as trying to undermine the British in the 

upcoming Washington summit planned for late June 1954. He told Eden that “Dulles 

evidently does not like our White House meeting.  What he says counts for absolutely 
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nothing here and the more he says it the more harmless does he become.”
71

  Churchill 

had clearly planned the Washington summit with the intent of dealing directly with 

Eisenhower and avoiding Dulles.  Churchill assumed, erroneously, that basic policy 

differences existed between Eisenhower and Dulles.       

  In another telegram to Eden on June 16, 1954, Churchill delivered a vitriolic 

diatribe against the French: “A wise Frenchman would clear out of Indochina on the best 

terms possible and concentrate on saving North Africa which is in jeopardy.  The French 

Chamber will go on playing its games and enjoying them without the slightest regard to 

the allies by whom they were rescued and on whom they have to live.  It would be wrong, 

in my opinion, for this misbehavior to be further indulged.”
72

  Churchill greatly resented 

how the problems of Indochina caused vast problems for the Anglo-American 

relationship and chose to project this loathing on the French rather than the Americans.  

He also expressed his concern to Eden that the plan for SEATO might be an American 

contrivance to bring the British into an unwanted war in Vietnam.  Churchill wrote, “As 

you invite my opinion I frankly give it.  If disaster occurs, as the military think they may 

within the next month, you or we may be charged with having been sucked in by very 

obvious maneuvers.”
73

  The British had no interest in fighting in Vietnam.   
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The real issues in Vietnam concerned both French colonialism and the threat of 

communism.  In preparation for the Washington summit, “Dulles said he was sure that 

meant that the British were going to make a plea for a differentiation between French 

colonialism and British colonialism. The president interrupted to say, ‘Sure the British 

always think their colonialism is different and better. Actually, what they want us to do is 

go along to help keep their empire’.”
74

  Eisenhower held both French and British 

colonialism in equal contempt and believed colonialism complicated America’s battle 

against global communism.       

 Eisenhower recognized the significance of the Anglo-American relationship by 

comparing it to a bridge.  In his comparison, Eisenhower noted that people used bridges 

every day without noticing them at all.  The trouble comes when a bridge becomes 

unusable and then everyone quickly notices.  The bridge must be maintained and usable 

and this provided the real purpose for the Washington summit.  Any disruption in the 

Anglo-American relationship could only give aid and comfort to the enemies of 

freedom.
75

           

 The Americans and the British desperately needed to coordinate their approach to 

the communist Chinese.  On June 29, 1954, Press Secretary James C. Hagerty asked the 

president “if he had discussed the subject of Red China and its admission to the UN with 

Churchill, and he said that he had.  ‘I just had one conversation on the subject.  I told him 

that it was politically immoral and impossible for the United States to favor the admission 
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of Red China to the United Nations, and surprisingly enough Churchill agreed’.”
76

  

Churchill accepted the American position on excluding China from the United Nations, 

while Eden kept his thoughts to himself. 

After the Washington summit, a follow-up Eisenhower letter to Churchill on July 

8, 1954, reflected his deep distrust of negotiations with the Soviets and the Chinese: 

My appreciation of the acute need for peace and understanding in the 

world certainly far transcends any personal pride in my judgments or 

convictions.  No one could be happier than I to find that I have been 

wrong in my conclusion that the men in the Kremlin are not to be trusted, 

no matter how great the apparent solemnity and sincerity with which they 

might enter into an agreement or engagement…The bill of particulars 

against Red China includes, among many other things, its invasion of 

North Korea, where its armies still are stationed.  Secondly, Red China, by 

its own admission, illegally holds a number of Americans as prisoners.  

This outrages our entire citizenry.  Third, communist China has been the 

principal source of the military strength used in the illicit and unjust 

aggression in Indochina.  Finally, Red China has been guilty of the most 

atrocious deportment in her dealings with the Western world.  At Geneva 

it excoriated the United Nations and asked for the repudiation of decisions 

by that body.  Red China has been worse than insulting in its 

communications to ourselves and others, while the public statements of its 

officials have been characterized by vilification and hatred.
77

 

 

This letter greatly disturbed the British.  Makins wrote to Eden, on July 9, 1954, “The 

President, however, in his last message to the Prime Minister was undoubtedly expressing 

his personal outlook, as Dulles told me that it was entirely his own work.  I am afraid that 

the effects of this episode, the product of general frustration at the failure of American 
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policy, or the lack of it, will linger on and drive American foreign policy still further into 

the impasse in which it now finds itself, e.g. the reluctance of Dulles and Bedell Smith to 

return to Geneva.”
78

  Makins made clear that the message came directly from Eisenhower 

without the assistance of the State Department.  

 Eisenhower clearly rejected negotiations with the communists either at Geneva or 

anywhere else.  Eisenhower and Dulles preferred a confrontational brinksmanship foreign 

policy:  

The French Premier then sent an urgent request to Eisenhower that he send 

either Dulles or Smith back to Geneva to head the American delegation.  

The presence of either man would convince Chou that the Americans were 

willing to accept the decisions of the conference.  Eden urged the same 

thing.  Dulles firmly opposed going.  He announced his decision at a 

Cabinet meeting on July 9, 1954.  Eisenhower immediately interrupted 

him.  ‘I was strong that way the other day,’ Eisenhower admitted, but he 

changed his mind.  He wanted Smith sent back.  He explained his 

thinking: ‘If we are not on record to oppose the settlement when it 

happens, it will plague us through the fall and give the Democrats a 

chance to say that we sat idly by and let Indochina be sold down the river 

to the communists without raising a finger or turning a hair.
79

 

 

Eisenhower’s severe cynicism reflected his excessive skepticism of negotiations with the 

communists and an intense pessimism about domestic politics.   

 British diplomats rejected American brinksmanship in favor of continued 

negotiations with the communists at Geneva.  On July 20, 1954, Churchill sent a message 

to Eden: “The supreme Geneva objective is cease-fire in stopping the war in Indochina, 
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and no procedural differences with the United States should be allowed to prevent this.”
80

  

The British cabinet stood completely united behind Churchill and Eden in overriding any 

disputes with the United States in getting a cease-fire in Indochina.
81

   

 Eisenhower’s unsurprising reaction to the Geneva agreement included extreme 

disappointment over the loss of North Vietnam.  Dulles, at least, recognized that it might 

be the best that could be achieved under difficult circumstances. He protected himself and 

Eisenhower from attacks by Old Guard Republicans by refusing to sign the Geneva 

Agreement and promising only “not to disturb them.”
82

  Admiral Arthur W. Radford, 

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, declared “Her Majesty’s Government were being 

played upon by Nehru to back his neutralist proposal for what amounted to a sellout to 

the communists at Geneva; the British public was terrified at the thought of the hydrogen 

bomb; and there was a widespread feeling in Britain that, somehow or other, the Geneva 

Conference was going to settle all the problems of Asia.”
83

 Radford believed that the 

British had simply appeased the communists at Geneva.     

 The British, nonetheless, believed “that the Americans tended toward impatience 
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and naïveté, which often led to misguided bluster.  Dulles’s anti-communist zealotry 

compounded this American tendency and blinded him to realistic appraisal of the world 

stage.”
84

  The Americans believed the British based foreign policy in Asia not on anti-

communism but on British colonialism. British interests included Hong Kong, Malaya, 

and Singapore.  Each country understood the other’s weaknesses and prejudices.  The 

Anglo-American relationship in the Far East continued to be strained.
85

  The British 

believed that a war in Indochina would shift much-needed resources from central Europe. 

These huge differences between the United States and Great Britain further intensified 

with the crisis over Quemoy and Matsu in 1955.
86

    

Many historians have argued that Eisenhower deliberately set up political and 

military impediments to his brinksmanship policy in Indochina. Stephen Ambrose wrote, 

“He set political and military obstacles that he knew could not be overcome.  Of these, 

the most important were British cooperation, congressional approval, and the JCS facing 

of the fact that an atomic strike had to be directed against Russia as well as China, and 

could hardly be limited to Vietnam.”
87

  This analysis lacks logical coherency because 

Eisenhower had sent both Secretary of State Dulles and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, 

Admiral Radford, to London to make the case for “United Action.”  Eisenhower also 

favored sabotaging the negotiations that had been going on in Geneva.  He preferred a 
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military solution to what he perceived as a military problem in French Indochina. The 

lack of cooperation from the British infuriated Eisenhower and Dulles.  Historians ignore 

basic facts and have misread Eisenhower’s actions.  The falling out between Eisenhower 

and Churchill on Quemoy and Matsu demonstrate even more clearly the extreme 

ideological differences between the Americans and the British.    

     4.3 Formosa 

In an interview on NBC’s Meet the Press, Anthony Nutting, British Ambassador 

to the United Nations, made several indiscreet remarks about Great Britain supporting the 

United States over Quemoy and Matsu. On December 13, 1954, he wrote Anthony Eden 

an apology: 

I am more than sorry if my reply on Meet the Press caused embarrassment.  

Under considerable pressure I thought the safest let out was to refer to the 

United Nations.  I carefully avoided speculating on what the United 

Nations would do and, in particular, refused to be drawn on what action, if 

any, we would take.  I see the point about the international status of 

Formosa.  But nevertheless I do not feel I could pretend that if Chiang 

Kai-shek were attacked by communist China he would fail as a member of 

the United Nations to invoke United Nations assistance.  Nothing I said 

went beyond or could be interpreted as exceeding the bounds of the 

charter of the United Nations.
88

 

 

Eden responded coldly to Nutting on December 14, 1954:  

Criticism of your interview is principally directed against implications that 

United Kingdom will necessarily be involved in hostilities if China attacks 

Formosa.  It is by no means certain that an attack on Formosa ‘would no 

doubt call for collective action of the United Nations’.  Your references to 

the Korean parallel which is not a true one and that China as the ‘potential 
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enemy’ are particularly criticized.  They seem cumulatively to create the 

impression that it was your intention to declare that the United Kingdom 

would answer the war on the side of the United States if the Chinese 

launched an attack.  “Times” Washington correspondent in his full 

account of your interview today states that you have in fact created the 

impression in America, and imply that we have undertaken something 

new.  Consequently there is much concern here.  I shall of course do all I 

can to meet criticism in the House.  Meanwhile I rely on you to say as 

little as possible on this thorny subject and to limit your pubic interviews 

to the utmost.” 
89

 

 

Eden had outlined an extremely legalistic and virtually anti-American position on the 

crisis in the Formosa Straits. The United States had a defense pact with Formosa, but not 

Great Britain.  The British might not even support UN action or sanctions against China 

for attacking the offshore islands.         

 The Formosa Straits crisis led to a serious split in the transatlantic alliance 

between the United States and Great Britain.
90

  The bombardment of Quemoy and Matsu 
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began in September 1954.  On January 1, 1955, President Chiang Kai-shek thought that a 

war between China and Formosa would break out soon. Foreign Minister Chou En-lai 

threatened that a Chinese invasion of Formosa could occur shortly.  Once again, 

Eisenhower threatened the communist Chinese with nuclear weapons.  He seriously 

thought of bombing China with atomic weapons in the defense of Formosa.
91

   

The Secretary noted that if in fact the action in the U.N. was successful, 

the U.S. decision with respect to the defense of Quemoy would never need 

to be implemented.  He added that his reference to the use of atomic 

weapons in his conversations with Sir Anthony Eden related only to the 

most extreme hypothesis of the communists attacking Quemoy in so heavy 

a human wave as to make it impossible to stop them with ordinary firing 

power.  He felt this was a remote possibility.  (At this remark Sir Roger 

and Sir Robert exchanged a glance and Sir Robert made what was 

obviously a verbatim note,)
92

  

 

On January 25, 1955, Eisenhower wrote to Churchill describing the critical differences 

between the Americans and the British on nuclear weapons.  He believed that the British 
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failed to take into serious consideration the power of surprise.  Nuclear weapons provided 

an incredible ability to destroy targets with little or no warning.  Eisenhower argued that 

this factor gave the allies a tremendous advantage over the Chinese.
93

  He complained 

that the British had too negative an outlook on the usefulness of nuclear weapons and 

argued that with a dozen atomic bombs a nation could be completely paralyzed.
94

   

 Eisenhower and the British did not see the use of atomic bombs in the same way.  

The British saw it as merely a deterrent to war, while Eisenhower viewed it, in the 

context of the Formosa Straits crisis, as a new and improved conventional weapon of war.  

In his alarming letter to Churchill, Eisenhower stated, 

I personally believe that many of our old conceptions of the time that 

would be available to governments for the making of the decisions in the 

event of attack are no longer tenable. I think it possible that the very life of 

the nation, perhaps even Western civilization, could, for example, come to 

depend on instantaneous reaction to news of an approaching air fleet; 

victory or defeat could hang upon minutes and seconds used decisively at 

top speed or tragically wasted in indecision.
95

  

  

These kind of letters from Eisenhower terrified Churchill, Eden, and the British Foreign 

Office into thinking that he might embroil the entire world in world war.  Eisenhower 

believed that he could make these nuclear decisions in minutes and seconds, while other 
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world leaders, such as Churchill, infirmed by age, might be subject to tragic indecision.  

A nuclear attack against China could lead to the invocation of the Sino-Soviet Treaty and 

global thermonuclear war.         

Eisenhower daringly proposed a new deterrent defense built on logic and strategic 

studies, in order to know when, not if, to use nuclear weapons.  Allies and adversaries 

faced the real danger of being pushed into war through miscalculation.  Yet, Eisenhower 

took particular offense at British fears of the United States being drawn into a nuclear 

war with China.  Eisenhower wrote Churchill, “I note that in the memorandum 

accompanying your letter, your government fears that during the next two or three years 

the United States may, through impulsiveness or lack of perspective, be drawn into a 

Chinese war.  I trust that my message to the Congress reassured you as to our basic 

attitudes and sober approach to critical problems.”
96

  Eisenhower deeply resented being 

painted in British documents as either a warmonger or a fool.      

 Finally, Eisenhower argued that the United States could not abandon its friends, 

particularly Formosa, without the possibility of a major breakdown in the fight against 

communism in Asia.  The psychological impact of abandonment on the Asians could not 

be played down: “God knows I have been working hard in the exploration of every 

avenue that seems to lead toward the preservation and strengthening of the peace. But I 

am positive that the free world is surely building trouble for itself unless it is united in 

basic purpose, is clear and empathetic in its declared determination to resist all forceful 
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communist advances, and keeps itself ready to act on a moment’s notice, if necessary.”
97

  

From the tone of the letter, Eisenhower assumed the communists were ready to take over 

Asia, unless met with counterforce.        

The American congressional resolutions on Formosa further confused both the 

Chinese and America’s Western allies.
98

  Chou En-lai believed it was a declaration of 

war by the United States.
99

  Nevertheless, the Chinese continued to threaten Formosa 

with liberation.
100

  Winston Churchill thought that the United States should defend 

Formosa and the Pescadores Islands.  These islands should be protected at “all cost and 

by all means.”
101

  Churchill, however, advocated removal of the Chinese nationalists 

from all coastal islands in the next three months: 
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If the Chinese communists interfered with the nationalists moving out all 

of their troops from the coastal islands then there should be a war between 

the United States and China.  The United States should not have to worry 

about being attacked while removing 50,000 nationalists on Quemoy.  The 

removal of Chiang from the coastal islands meant that a clear demarcation 

could be made between communist China and Formosa.  This should be 

what the Americans really want.  If this could be done as an ultimatum to 

the Chinese this would greatly reduce any kind of embarrassment the 

United States might feel in overseeing a nationalist withdrawal.  I do not 

know whether there is any chance of the Americans accepting this sensible 

withdrawal under cover of their formidable threats and military 

precautions and also the whole thing being on their initiative and decision.  

They would say in the fact: ‘as negotiations have become impossible 

nothing is left to us but to decide the matter for ourselves; this is what we 

are going to do.  Beware!
102

 

 

He argued for a hybrid of a policy that incorporated American brinksmanship with 

British pragmatic substance.  Eden, once more, disagreed with Churchill, counseling 

more patience in negotiating with the Chinese:  

Our object must surely be to bring the United States government along to 

a position which we would be able to support.  Would it not be best to see 

whether the evacuation of the Tachens goes through without any 

communist interference?  If it does we shall be in a stronger position to 

argue with the Americans over the other coastal islands.  I would therefore 

urge that the message should be kept up our sleeves until (a). we know the 

result of the Tachen operation,  (b). we have the promised Russian reply to 

us and the Indians.  Meanwhile I am sending a telegram to Washington to 

continue trying to soften the United States government a little further.
103
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 Eden’s position demonstrated the breakdown of the transatlantic alliance.    

 On February 10, 1955, Eisenhower wrote another long letter to Churchill 

explaining his belief that nothing could be worse than global war and that the Soviets did 

not want such a war at this time.  Eisenhower revealed to Churchill his belief that even if 

the Americans fought against the Chinese, the Soviets would avoid any kind of direct 

intervention.
104

  Instead, the Soviets might supply the Chinese with weapons and use 

American intervention for propaganda purposes.  Eisenhower knew that the Soviets 

feared an American bombing campaign against their homeland. He recognized the danger 

of U.S. intervention in China due to the Sino-Soviet treaty.  But for Eisenhower this 

created even more of a dilemma for the Soviets, for they must decide whether they would 

plunge the world into a global war over China: 

 It would not be an easy decision for the men in the Kremlin, in my 

opinion.  But all this is no excuse for fighting China.  We believe our 

policy is the best that we can design for staying out of such a fight. In any 

event, we have got to do what we believe to be right, if we can figure out 

the right, and we must show no lack of firmness in a world where our 

political enemies exploit every sign of weakness, and are constantly 

attempting to disrupt the solidarity of the free world’s intentions to oppose 

their aggressive practices.
105

   

 

                                                 
104

 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1955-1957. Volume II, China, (Washington, D.C. Dept. 

of State, 1986), 137.  See NSC 505 paragraph 4-c, which the Joint Chiefs wanted deleted, but Eisenhower 

wanted retained. “Thereby convincing the communist rulers that aggression will not serve their interests, 

that it will not pay.  So long as the Soviets are uncertain of their ability to neutralize the U.S. nuclear-air 

retaliatory power, there is little reason to expect them to initiate general war or actions which they believe 

would carry appreciable risk of general war, and thereby endanger the regime and the security of the 

USSR.” 

 
105

Boyle, ed., The Churchill-Eisenhower Correspondence, 1953-1955, 191-192. 



 

133 

Eisenhower wanted to draw a line on communist expansion in Asia.  If the 

Chinese crossed this line, he was prepared to eliminate China’s capacity to wage 

war and conduct subversive activity throughout Asia even if that meant war with 

the Soviet Union.  By raising the stakes in Asia so high, Eisenhower believed that 

the Soviet Union would choose national interest over communist ideology.  The 

Soviet Union would be forced to back off in its commitment to China based on 

the Sino-Soviet Treaty or face the prospect of a global thermonuclear war.  

 Eisenhower clearly articulated an American foreign policy of brinksmanship 

based on unchanging moral principles, inflexible and tough, against both the Chinese and 

the Soviets.
106

   In a reply to Eisenhower on February 15, 1955, Churchill pointed out that 

the coastal islands legally remained part of China and therefore could not be a cause for 

war.  Churchill and Eden, who assisted Churchill in the writing of this particular letter, 

made the case against Eisenhower based on international law and then added that a war to 

keep Quemoy and Matsu under Chiang Kai-shek could not be defended in Great Britain’s 

current political climate.
107

 Churchill argued that Formosa could easily be defended by 

U.S. naval and air forces. Furthermore, Chiang Kai-shek should be persuaded to remove 
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his military forces from the indefensible coastal islands.
108

  Churchill made Britain’s case 

that the offshore islands should be evacuated by the nationalist Chinese.    

 Eisenhower expressed his extreme displeasure with British policy in a lengthy 

letter to Churchill on February 18, 1955: “It would surely not be popular in this country if 

we became involved in possible hostilities on account of Hong Kong or Malaya, which 

our people look upon as colonies, which to us is a naughty word.  Nevertheless, I do not 

doubt that, if the issue were framed in this way, we would be at your side.”
109

  

Eisenhower openly attacked what he perceived to be British hypocrisy on the subject and 

the British failure to take the Chinese threats seriously enough.
110

  Yet, the British did not 

budge.  Churchill believed that the communists had successfully divided the West with its 

propaganda over Quemoy and Matsu. He had earlier told the cabinet on February 15, 

1955, “Peking’s threats to seize Formosa by force were idle words: in fact it would be 

quite impossible for the Chinese communists to mount an effective attack against 

Formosa in the face of United States opposition.”
111

  He thought it a preposterous idea 

that China could take Formosa.        

 On February 19, 1955, Churchill wrote to Eden, “The Soviets, it seems to me, are 
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playing a dangerous game if they are stimulating communist China to talk big about 

Formosa.  They are quite right in thinking that this provokes the Americans into an 

awkward and unhandy policy which loses them support in Britain and Europe.  They are 

quite wrong if they think the consequences will divide the free world, or be very 

agreeable to China should they go too far.”
112

  In a sense, Churchill, not Eisenhower, 

proposed a “middle path” by suggesting that the United States force Chiang Kai-shek to 

give up the coastal islands in favor of a promise by the communists not to take Formosa 

or the Pescadores Islands.  Churchill and Eden, acting as mediators between East and the 

West, continued to lose influence with their powerful ally.    

 Near the end of his second administration, Churchill appeared completely 

powerless to influence American foreign policy and so transatlantic relations deteriorated 

irreparably.  Some historians have argued that “his summit diplomacy led to rising 

American mistrust of the idiosyncrasy and lack of reliability of its British ally.  Thus, 

paradoxically, during Churchill’s peacetime government, the anticommunist and pro-

American prime minister contributed to an increased international acceptance of 

coexistence with the Soviet world, while at the same time increasing the mistrust between 
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Britain and the United States.”
113

  Churchill, at age eighty, found himself fighting Eden, 

the Americans, the Soviets, and the Chinese.         

 For his part, Dulles with Eisenhower’s permission predictably escalated the crisis 

with new warnings to the communist Chinese.
114

  In a news conference on March 16, 

Eisenhower suggested that tactical nuclear weapons would be used in the Far East if war 

broke out: 

Charles von Fremd of CBS asked him to comment on Dulles’s assertion 

that in the event of war in the Far East, ‘we would probably make use of 

some tactical small atomic weapons.’  Eisenhower was unusually direct in 

his answer: ‘Yes, of course they would be used.’  He explained, ‘in any 

combat where these things can be used on strictly military targets and for 

strictly military purposes, I see no reason why they shouldn’t be used just 

exactly as you would use a bullet or anything else.’  But would not the 

United States itself be destroyed in a nuclear war?  Eisenhower replied, ‘I 

have one great belief; nobody in war or anywhere else ever made a good 
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decision if he was frightened to death.  You have to look facts in the face, 

but you have to have the stamina to do it without just going hysterical.
115

   

 

On March 17, 1955, Vice President Nixon also endorsed the use of nuclear 

weapons.
116

  Admiral Robert B. Carney, Chief of Naval Operations, added to the growing 

crisis by tipping off the national press that the United States might take out China 

altogether. “On March 25, 1955, Admiral Carney briefed correspondents at a private 

dinner. He said the president was considering acting militarily on an all-out basis ‘to 

destroy Red China’s military potential and thus end its expansionist tendencies.”
117

  

Gordon H. Chang wrote:   

Carney said he himself expected war to break out by April 15, the start of 

the Afro-Asian Conference in Bandung, Indonesia.  Eisenhower was 

furious with Carney’s disclosure, but he privately agreed that Carney 

might be right about the need for the United States to fight, ‘because the 

Red Chinese appear to be completely reckless, arrogant, possibly 

overconfident, and completely indifferent as to human losses.’  As Carney 

had revealed, the military was planning extensive nuclear attacks on 

China.
118

 

   

 By taking out China, all the intractable problems in the Far East might be eradicated.  
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On March 29, 1955, Eisenhower wrote his last letter to the departing Prime 

Minister Churchill about the Quemoy and Matsu crisis and the marked differences 

between the United States and Great Britain: 

Although we seem always to see eye to eye with when we contemplate 

any European problem, our respective attitudes towards similar problems 

in the Orient are frequently so dissimilar as to be almost mutually 

antagonistic…  The conclusion seems inescapable that these differences 

come about because we do not agree on the probable extent in the 

importance of further communist expansion in Asia.  In our contacts with 

New Zealand and Australia, we have the feeling that we encounter a 

concern no less acute than ours; but your government seems to regard 

communist aggression in Asia as of little significance to the free world’s 

future.
119

 

 

In this lengthy letter to Churchill, Eisenhower expanded on his view that the loss of 

Quemoy and Matsu could lead to the loss of Formosa and possibly to the loss of the 

Philippines and the rest of the Far East. Eisenhower pointedly refused to put a lot of 

pressure on Chiang to remove his troops from Quemoy and Matsu.  The United States 

and Great Britain continued to quarrel on this issue.       

 Another area of difference between the two countries included a proper 

understanding of when SEATO should be implemented. Laos had asked John Foster 

Dulles for reassurance that the Manila Pact would come into effect if the communist 

Chinese or Viet Minh entered their country.  Dulles reassured the Laotians that the 

United States would pursue this under the Manila Pact.  At the same time, the British and 

the French assured the Laotians that they would not intervene under SEATO provisions 

under any circumstances.  Eisenhower coldly reminded Churchill, “As a result, we have a 
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situation in which the communists, in the affected areas of Laos, grow stronger and 

stronger, and we face a possibility of ultimately losing that entire territory to the 

communists, just as we lost North Vietnam.”
120

  The implication could not be clearer, the 

Western allies had not lived up to their agreements and communism could completely 

takeover the Far East, particularly Indochina.  Eisenhower continued, 

We have come to the point where every additional backward step must be 

deemed a defeat for the Western world.  In fact, it is a triple defeat.  First, 

we lose a potential ally.  Next we give to an implacable enemy another 

recruit.  Beyond this, every such retreat creates in the minds of the neutrals 

the fear that we do not mean what we say when we pledge our support to 

people who want to remain free.  We show ourselves fearful of the 

communistic brigands and create the impression that we are slinking along 

in the shadows, hoping that the beast will finally be satiated and cease his 

predatory tactics before he finally devours us.  So the third result is that 

the morale of our friends crumbles.
121

 

   

He harshly denounced British appeasement in the Far East.   

 Eisenhower’s alleged ambiguous and deceptive diplomacy on Quemoy and Matsu 

could have easily led to a nuclear war over two strategically insignificant Chinese coastal 

islands.  The fact that no one knew whether Eisenhower would use nuclear weapons led 

not only to a major crisis between the United States and China, but more important a 

major division between the United States and Great Britain.  Eisenhower’s crisis 

management allowed him to keep his options open, but at the cost of a possible third 

world war and the destruction of transatlantic relations.  While flexibility may have 

played an important role in ending the Second World War, in the case of Quemoy and 
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Matsu, it may very well have led to disaster.  The fact that no one knew precisely how 

Eisenhower would react to an invasion of Quemoy and Matsu, literally could have ended 

the world.  Through a bumbling misstatement, Eisenhower might have caused the 

Chinese to respond, thus setting off a chain of events that could have ended in a tragic 

cataclysm. 

Unquestioningly, then, the evidence clearly indicates that Eisenhower never 

bluffed about atomic warfare, but intended to use nuclear weapons, if in his mind military 

necessity required their use.  He often rejected the advice of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the 

Congress, the British, and other allies.  He seriously contemplated using atomic bombs in 

North Korea and China if the Korean War continued to be a stalemate.     

 With regard to Indochina, John Foster Dulles warned China of “massive 

retaliation.”  In March 1954, Dulles proposed “United Action” as a joint British-

American military operation to save the French in Indochina.  Admiral Radford proposed, 

in “Operation Vulture,” to relieve the Vietminh siege of Dien Bien Phu by dropping three 

atomic bombs.  According to French President Bidault, Dulles offered to give two atomic 

bombs to the French in order to rescue French forces at Dien Bien Phu.    

 With the fall of Dien Bien Phu, Eisenhower ordered preparations for nuclear 

strikes against China and the Soviet Union and even more provocatively, he shut down 

American negotiations at the Geneva Conference.  Eden fully deserved the credit for 

negotiating the peace accords at the Geneva Conference over the profound objections of 

the Americans.  With regard to Quemoy and Matsu, Eisenhower argued aggressively 

against Churchill and Eden concerning the necessity and the utility of nuclear weapons.  
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In a press conference on March 16, 1955, he agreed with his Secretary of State that 

tactical atomic weapons would be used against China in the event of a war.  On March 

25, 1955, Admiral Carney warned that the Pentagon had plans to “take out” China.  

Under the threat of nuclear warfare, Chou En-lai reduced the tensions between the United 

States and China by making peaceful statements at the Bandung Conference effectively 

ending the crisis in the Formosa Straits.  The shelling of Quemoy and Matsu ended on 

May 1, 1955.  

The ultimate question is why Eisenhower did not follow through on his military 

plans to wage war on China and eliminate the Chinese threat to Asia and rollback 

communism?  Some historians have argued that the threat of war in Asia and the 

president’s nuclear threats could never be credible, and this led to the demise of 

brinksmanship.  Others have portrayed Eisenhower, behind the scenes, as a master mind 

and a model of balance and restraint.  These depictions of Eisenhower are demonstrably 

false.  The key to Eisenhower’s actions can be seen in the context of his transatlantic 

relations with Churchill.  Eisenhower, with Churchill’s acquiescence, felt free to threaten 

China with an expanded war and nuclear weapons in order to end the Korean War.  He 

also sought and obtained Churchill’s cooperation in the possible overthrow of President 

Syngman Rhee of South Korea, in order to obtain a Korean armistice.  At the same time, 

Churchill and Eisenhower agreed to “Operation Ajax,” the military overthrow in 1953 of 

Mossadegh in Iran.  Having received a green light from Churchill, Eisenhower acted 

vigorously and ruthlessly in carrying out both overt and covert operations.  Yet, 

inevitably Eisenhower and Churchill clashed on the internationalization of the Indochina 
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War and the importance of the Geneva Conference.  Churchill, in effect, vetoed 

Eisenhower’s plans, thus forcing Eisenhower into unilateral military positions that he 

could not sustain on the global stage.  Churchill, allowed for American bellicosity on 

Formosa, but refused to wage a global thermonuclear war over Quemoy and Matsu.  Only 

later, during his 1956 campaign for the presidency, did Eisenhower promote the 

mythology of his waging peace and hid the dark reality of his foreign policies from both 

journalists and historians. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

 

COVERT BRINKSMANSHIP: IRAN AND GUATEMALA 

 

 

In the Cold War, Eisenhower and Churchill sat like Olympian gods, bypassing 

Congressional and Parliamentary oversight, while deciding the fate of nations.  As the 

leaders of the transatlantic alliance, they agreed to promote stable anti- communist 

military dictators over reform-minded democrats in both Iran and Guatemala. Anti-

communism triumphed over the idea of promoting democracy, social justice, and the 

principles of international law.  The consequences of this policy can be seen in the Bay of 

Pigs, Operation Mongoose, the Cuban Missile Crisis, Vietnam, and Iran-Contra Scandal.  

By engaging in secret wars that were hidden from the public, they set a dangerous 

precedent for the future of the Cold War and transatlantic diplomacy. 

    5.1 Iran 

After the Second World War, Iran remained an important battleground between 

East and West.  The future of Iran in the early twentieth century depended on the fate of 

British colonialism and the influence of communism in the country.  Historian Barry 

Rubin has written, “In the early 1950s the British Embassy in Tehran was a gigantic 

compound, covering sixteen city blocks of lovingly landscaped ground.  Nearby was the 

Russian Embassy, an only slightly less impressive expanse surrounded by a high brick 
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wall.  By contrast the American Embassy was tiny.”
1
  Great Britain maintained a 

powerful sphere of influence throughout the Middle East.  The Soviets promoted Arab 

nationalism in order to weaken British influence in the region.  The United States 

opposed Soviet expansionism and tolerated British colonialism.   

In 1951, in the Iranian Parliament, the Majlis elected a leading nationalist, 

Mohammad Mossadegh, to be their Prime Minister.  In January 1952, Time named him 

“Man of the Year,” explaining, “There were millions inside and outside of Iran whom 

Mossadegh symbolized and spoke for, and whose fanatical state of mind he had helped to 

create.  They would rather see their own nations fall apart than continue their present 

relations with the West…He is not in any sense pro-Russian, but he intends to stick to his 

policies even though he knows they might lead to control of Iran by the Kremlin.”
2
  He 

championed Iranian nationalism and forced the British out of Iran.    

Ironically, Iran’s communist Tudeh Party did not support Mossadegh in his 

struggle to nationalize Iranian oil and eliminate British economic interests in the country.  

A nationalist, Mossedegh proved antagonistic to the communists, who linked their own 

interests to the Soviet Union.  Iraj Iskandan, a Tudeh Party leader, explained in 1952 that 

“Mossadegh is fighting for the nationalization of Iranian oil, but the American 

imperialists are backing his movement, which means that they are guiding it.  And so we 

drew the incorrect conclusion that the communists should not support the nationalist 
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movement.”
3
  The Tudeh Party should have supported the nationalization of oil for 

strictly ideological reasons since the elimination of British influence in Iran strongly 

benefitted the Soviet Union.         

 The nationalization of Iranian oil in 1951 deeply traumatized the British 

government.  This act had enormous political and economic repercussions.  If the British 

government wanted to gain back its interest in Iranian oil, it needed at least the moral 

assistance of the American government.  The Truman administration refused to support 

British ambitions, including the overthrow of the Mossedegh government, solely because 

of their loss of oil revenues.  By the fall of 1952, the new Churchill government, taking a 

different approach from the previous Labour Government, warned Truman and Acheson 

of the great danger of Iran falling to communism and thus being dominated by the Soviet 

Union. 

British intelligence officials alerted the United States to the significant dangers of 

communist influence in Iran in November 1952.  Christopher Montague (CM) 

Woodhouse, a British intelligence officer who had previously worked in the British 

Embassy in Tehran, argued:  “Not wishing to be accused of trying to use the Americans 

to pull British chestnuts out of the fire, I decided to emphasize the communist threat in 

Iran rather than the need to recover control of the oil industry. I argued that even if a 
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settlement of the oil dispute could be negotiated with Mossadegh, which was doubtful, he 

was still incapable of resisting a coup by the Tudeh Party, if it were backed by Soviet 

support.”
4
  The British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) contended to the CIA that Iran 

needed a much stronger anti-communist leader than Mossadegh.  This tactical shift by the 

British government, to attack the Iranian Government as a danger in the Cold War rather 

than to recover their oil revenues, would prove to be completely successful.     

Mossadegh argued that Iran required more economic assistance from the United 

States.  In early January 1953, he wrote President-elect Dwight D. Eisenhower to 

complain that the United States, 

while on occasions displaying friendship for Iran, has pursued what 

appears to the Iranian people to be a policy of supporting the British 

government and the former company. In this struggle it has taken the side 

of the British government against that of Iran in international assemblies. 

It has given financial aid to the British government while withholding it 

from Iran and it seems to us it is given at least some degree of support to 

the endeavors of the British to strangle Iran with a financial and economic 

blockade.
5
 

 

Mossadegh’s letter posed a serious dilemma for the new president:  He could support 

Mossadegh’s nationalist agenda in Iran in the name of anti-colonialism and anti-

communism, yet would risk alienating America’s closest and most important Western 

ally, Great Britain.  The alternative, to prop up British colonialism, might doom 
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American efforts to foster nationalist movements in the Middle East that promoted anti-

communism. 

 Numerous plots by the Iranian military and foreign countries sought to bring 

down the Mossadegh government.  Historian Nikki R. Keddie discovered that, “In late 

February 1953, General Fazlollah Zahedi, a former collaborator with Nazi Germany, was 

arrested for plotting with foreigners to overthrow the government.  In March there were 

serious conflicts between Mossadegh and the Shah in which Mossadegh emerged 

victorious after large popular demonstrations in his favor.” 
6
  Zahedi would later be 

released by the Mossadegh government, and become a key participant, along with the 

Shah, in the Iranian revolution of August 1953 that removed Mossadegh as prime 

minister. 

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles cautioned the National Security Council in 

March 1953 that Mossadegh completely dominated Iran.  The great danger to the United 

States would be the possible fall of the Iranian government.  Such an event, he warned, 

would constitute an open invitation for the Soviet Union to take over Iran and its oil 

assets.  Dulles pointed out that the Soviets “would secure these assets and thus 

henceforth, be free of any anxiety about their petroleum situation.  Worse still, if Iran 

succumbed to the communists there was little doubt that in short order the other areas of 

the Middle East, with some 60% of the world’s oil reserves, would fall into communist 
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control.”
7
  The Soviets could take over Iranian oil and possibly all of the Middle East and 

drastically change the global balance of power. 

In this key NSC meeting on Iran, Vice President Richard M. Nixon predicted 

greater hostility from the Soviets even with the recent death of Stalin; he also promoted 

the idea that the Soviets might indeed take over Iran in a coup d’état.  In fact, Nixon 

contended the situation in Iran could lead to world war.  He asserted that Iran represented 

a truly dangerous state of affairs and concluded that the British seemed oblivious to the 

danger. Nixon maintained that the United States, rather than the Soviet Union, must 

influence events in Iran.
8
   

Eisenhower also worried that if the Soviet Union moved against Iran, this action 

would lead to total war.  The president insisted that if the U.S. government failed to 

move, it would be regarded as a “second rate power.”
9
  “If, said the President, I had $500 

million of money to spend in secret, I would give $100 million of it to Iran right now.”
10

  

Eisenhower sought to discuss Iran with both Dulles and Eden in order to discern what the 
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British thought could be done.
11

  He believed, however, that unilateral action by the 

United States might be required in order to save Iran from the communists.
12

   

In a message to Churchill on March 5, 1953, Eden related a detailed conversation 

he had recently had with President Eisenhower and Secretary of State Dulles: 

Mr. Dulles said that he was certain that Mossadegh would turn down the 

latest Anglo-American offer and the President remarked that, in this event, 

he would like to send to Iran a man whom the Iranians had confidence, 

with authority to make the best arrangement he could to get the oil flowing 

again...  He said the American people would never be brought to 

understand the need to make sacrifices in the Middle East and that the 

consequences of an extension of Russian control of Iran, which he 

regarded as a distinct possibility, would either involve the loss of the 

Middle East oil supplies or the threat of another world war.  I suggested 

that Russian control of Iran, if it was ever achieved, would not necessarily 

involve the control of other Middle Eastern oil supplies, and that they 

could not benefit from Iranian oil resources but only deny them to the 

West where they were not needed any longer...  I several times 

emphasized the effect on other countries of a bad agreement with Iran.  

While the President accepted this, he seemed obsessed by the fear of a 

communist Iran.
13

 

 

Eisenhower and Dulles, unlike Eden, genuinely feared that Iran would become 

communist and subsequently fall into the control of the Soviet Union. By contrast, Eden 

believed that Mossadegh continued to play the great powers against each other in order to 

maintain his power in Iran.           
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 Eisenhower and Eden did have a major point of agreement: the constant bribing 

of Mossadegh through promises of economic aid had grown tiresome.  The British and 

the Americans really preferred a new leader in Iran.  After his meeting with Eisenhower, 

Eden telegraphed Churchill, “The difficulty of the situation remains that the Americans 

are perpetually eager to do something.  The President repeated this several times. . . For 

my part I had many times felt in the last two years that if we could just stay put for a 

while the chances of settlement would be improved.”
14

  Eden once again counseled 

patience and diplomacy to both Churchill and Eisenhower.  They soundly rejected his 

advice in favor of a policy of covert action, while Eden, seriously ill, and took a leave of 

absence from the Foreign Office through the fall of 1953. 

 Eisenhower and Churchill, through their subordinates, authorized the planning for 

“Operation Ajax,” the overthrow of Mossadegh, which began the American era of covert 

subversion of democratically elected governments.  Historian H.W. Brands has noted, 

“Historians of U.S. covert operations have placed the anti-Mossadegh coup near the 

beginning of a long and checkered history of U.S. paramilitary warfare, assassination 

attempts, economic sabotage, and political subversion throughout the Third World.”
15
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Both the United States and Great Britain employed their intelligence services to come up 

with a plan to overthrow the Iranian government.  CIA plans called for a new Iranian 

government to arrange for a “fair” Anglo-Iranian oil agreement and continued opposition 

to the communist Tudeh Party, all under the Shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. 

 The CIA started planning a military coup against the Iranian government.  The 

State Department and CIA notified Loy W. Henderson, U.S. Ambassador to Iran, and 

Roger Goiran, CIA Chief in Tehran, of this intent.  On April 4, 1953, CIA Director Allen 

Dulles “approved a budget of $1 million which could be used by the Tehran station in 

any way that would bring about the fall of Mossadegh.”
16

  Both Eisenhower and 

Churchill clearly intended to intervene directly in the internal affairs of a sovereign 

nation.  
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 The CIA certainly assumed that Mossadegh could be overthrown by covert action 

and the CIA and the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) worked together in planning 

the overthrow of the Iranian government.
17

  The important question for historians is, why 

did the British now support this covert operation?  As historian William Roger Louis has 

written, “The answer can be summed up in one word: Churchill.”
18

  He has contended 

that, “After Eden became ill, Churchill took on responsibility for foreign affairs” and 

changed the government’s course.
19

   Churchill disdained timidity and authorized 

“Operation Boot.” Churchill initiated a covert military operation rather than endure a 

sustained diplomatic stalemate in Iran.        

 Anthony Eden’s illness prevented him from opposing this extremely risky plan. 

Historian James A. Bill has argued that, “Eden may have been outraged by the Iran act of 

nationalization, but he was clearly not willing to approve this kind of intelligence 

adventure. Ultimately, he did not have to. In April he underwent the first of three 

operations related to a serious gallbladder problem and did not return to the Foreign 

Office until October.”
20

  In his absence, Churchill took over the Foreign Office and 

energetically supported plans for the Anglo-American intervention in Iran. 

 Churchill and Eisenhower, much more than their predecessors Attlee and Truman, 

determined to oppose the communist threat posed by both the Tudeh Party and an 
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expansionist Soviet Union.  They both eagerly favored a covert operation that their 

predecessors had tried to avoid.  The two leaders rationalized the necessity of direct 

intervention in Iran, a policy that completely contravened international law.
21

  By the end 

of April, the CIA and SIS had settled on a coordinated plan.
22

  

While Churchill and Eisenhower planned his overthrow, Mossadegh continued to 

plead for more economic assistance from the United States.  On May 28, 1953, he wrote 

to Eisenhower: 

The Iranian nation hopes that with the help and assistance of the American 

Government the obstacles placed in the way of the sale of Iranian oil can be 

removed and that if the American Government is not able to effect a removal of 

such obstacles, it can tender effect of economic assistance to enable Iran to utilize 

her other resources….  The exploitation of these resources would solve the 

present difficulties of the country.  This, however, is impossible without economic 

aid.
23

 

 

Mossadegh’s plea proved futile as Kermit Roosevelt, CIA Chief of the Near East and 

Africa Division, completed his plan to overthrow Mossadegh.  Before the State 

Department would approve Roosevelt’s plan, though, it required assurances that the 

United States could provide sufficient economic aid to maintain an Iranian government 

headed by the Shah.  The Department also insisted that the British government formally 

express “its intention to reach an early oil settlement with a successor Iranian government 
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in the spirit of goodwill and equity.”
24

  In other words, the British must promise to 

negotiate in good faith.  John Foster Dulles and the State Department subsequently 

accepted the CIA plan. 

 Eisenhower finally responded to Mossadegh’s one-month-old plea for economic 

aid: 

I fully understand that the government of Iran must determine for itself 

which foreign and domestic policies are likely to be the most 

advantageous to Iran and to the Iranian people…  I am not trying to advise 

the Iranian government on its best interests.  I am merely trying to explain 

why… the government of the United States is not presently in a position to 

extend more aid to Iran … the United States government hopes to be able 

to continue to extend technical assistance and military aid on a basis 

comparable to that given during the past year. I note the concern reflected 

in your letter at the present dangerous situation in Iran and seriously hope 

that before it is too late the government of Iran will take such steps as are 

in its power to prevent further deterioration of that situation.
25
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Eisenhower’s reply to Mossadegh was totally disingenuous.  While he wrote that Iran’s 

foreign and domestic policies must be left to the government of Iran, at the same time, he 

secretly authorized direct American interference in Iranian affairs.  He used his well- 

known obfuscation to deceive Mossadegh about why the United States would not extend 

more economic aid to Iran.  Eisenhower dishonestly stated that the U.S. government’s 

policies with regard to technical assistance and military aid had not changed from the 

previous year, when he had already decided to reduce both technical assistance and 

military aid.  Finally, he expressed hope that the government of Iran would take steps to 

prevent the further deterioration of the current situation.  In his letter, Eisenhower 

deliberately misled the Iranian leader, obviously to protect and proceed with his covert 

plan.  

The men instrumental in organizing Operation Ajax included Under-Secretary of 

State Walter Bedell Smith, CIA Director Allen Dulles, Secretary of Defense Charles 

Wilson, Kermit Roosevelt, Frank Wisner, and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles.
26

   

The CIA planned to use millions of dollars to bribe military personnel and incite riots in 

Tehran, leading to Mossadegh’s ouster.  Dulles expressed his enthusiasm for the plan by 
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proclaiming, “So this is how we get rid of that madman Mossadegh!”
27

  In July 1953, the 

Department of State and the British Foreign Office authorized the project, and President 

Eisenhower approved giving the field command in Tehran to Kermit Roosevelt.  

Roosevelt would direct both the initial unsuccessful coup and the successful countercoup 

in Iran.
28

 

Eisenhower firmly believed that Iran would soon be dominated by the Tudeh 

Party and that the Soviet Union would seize Iranian resources.  He explicitly stated that 

Mossadegh “was moving closer and closer to the communists.” 
29

  Eisenhower wrote 

disdainfully of Mossadegh in his memoirs.  He called him “a semi-invalid who, often 

clad in pajamas in public, carried on a fanatical campaign with tears and fainting fits and 

street mobs of followers, to throw the British out of Iran, come what might.”
30

  The 

expulsion of the British greatly diminished Western influence in Iran, and Eisenhower 

believed that Mossadegh “was looking forward to receiving $20 million from the Soviet 

Union, which would keep his treasury afloat for the next two or three months.  By the end 

of July the Tudeh Party came out openly for Mossadegh, the Soviet Union sent a new and 

hopeful ambassador to Tehran, and the Shah, his life in danger was forced to take 
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refuge.”
31

  In his memoirs, Eisenhower applauded the military coup that took place in 

Iran without recording his own role in authorizing it.
32

 

Whether the Shah would actively participate in the coup against Mossadegh 

remained the most important and unknown factor of Operation Ajax.  The plan required 

that the Shah give orders for a new prime minister to replace Mossadegh, but he proved 

both cowardly and indecisive. In fact, the CIA used Ashraf Pahlavi, the Shah’s twin 

sister, to buck up the Shah’s nerves in ordering the dismissal of Mossadegh.
33

 

The chronology of the Iranian Revolution of 1953 remains murky even today, but 

a top-secret unsigned British memorandum dated September 2, 1953 in the Foreign 

Relations of the United States series provides an interesting and detailed “Political 

Review of the Recent Crisis in Persia.”
34

  Having signed off on final authorization of 

Operation Ajax, Eisenhower and Dulles created a vast political distance between 

Washington and Tehran.  In a press conference on July 28, 1953, when asked about the 

increasing power of the Tudeh Party, Dulles stated: “Recent developments in Iran, 

especially the growing activity of the illegal communist party, which appears to be 

tolerated by the Iranian government have caused us concern.  These developments make 

it more difficult for the United States to give assistance to Iran so long as its government 
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tolerates this sort of activity.”
35

  On August 4, 1953, in a speech to U.S. governors, 

Eisenhower stepped up the pressure on the Iranian government, suggesting that 

Mossadegh “moved toward getting rid of his parliament and of course he was in that 

move supported by the communist party of Iran.”
36

  These beliefs caused Eisenhower and 

Dulles to further distance themselves from the Iranian government. 

A military coup to overthrow Mossadegh seemed imminent by August 1953.   

General Norman Schwarzkopf, former advisor to the Persian Gendarmerie, had probably 

discussed with the Shah the full details of a military coup d’état.
37

  This first plan for a 

coup unfortunately had been leaked by communist sympathizers in the Iranian military to 

the Tudeh press on August 8, 1953.
38

  On August 11, 1953, the Shah and Queen took a 

vacation at Ramsar on the Caspian Sea.  From there, on August 13, 1953, the Shah issued 

a decree removing Mossadegh as Prime Minister and replacing him with General 

Fazlollah Zahedi.  This order came from Ramsar to Tehran by way of Colonel Nasiri of 

the Imperial Guards.           

 The Tudeh press announced further details about the upcoming military coup on 

August 14, helping Mossadegh plan for counter military action. On August 15, 1953, 

Colonel Nasiri delivered the Shah’s message to Mossadegh replacing him as prime 

minister.  Shortly after his message was sent, Mossadegh had Colonel Nasiri placed 

under house arrest.  This first military coup failed due to leaks in the Iranian army, most 
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likely originating from communist sympathizers. On August 16, 1953, as a result of the 

failed coup, the Shah fled to Baghdad.
39

 

Numerous anti-Shah demonstrations took place in Tehran on August 17, 1953. 

The protestors contended that by fleeing the country, the Shah had, in actuality, abdicated 

the throne and therefore a new Iranian Republic should be established.  Mossadegh’s 

opposition, in contrast, believed that the Shah had legally replaced Mossadegh with 

General Zahidi as prime minister, and therefore he legally represented the government.  

A second coup that sought the ouster of Mossadegh occurred just as the American 

Ambassador Loy Henderson returned to Tehran.  The next day, the Tudeh Party tipped 

off Mossadegh of an imminent coup and requested 10,000 rifles to defend his rule.  The 

Shah, in the meantime, fled Baghdad for the much safer and more luxurious exile of 

Rome.
40

 

Two days later, a final coup started at 8 AM with a crowd of three thousand men 

holding sticks and clubs.  The ruffians appeared to have royalist sympathies, but most 

likely were paid by the CIA.  As the demonstrators roamed the streets, the police chief 

gave orders that they were not to be arrested.
41

  The Iranian police force actively 

supported the protests, while Mossadegh ordered the military to disperse the crowds. 

Instead, diverse segments of Iranian society -- businessmen, police, and the military-- 

joined in the demonstrations against Mossadegh.  By late afternoon, General Zahedi had 

proclaimed himself the new prime minister.  This new coup succeeded because it had 
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been well-planned, kept secret, and was funded by the United States.  The new Iranian 

government detained Mossadegh the next day and on August 22, 1953, the Shah of Iran 

returned to Tehran and received a hero’s welcome.
42

 

In a prescient memorandum of September 2, 1953, an unknown British analyst 

warned about the success of Operation Boot and the Shah’s problems with the 

progressive elements in Iran: 

General opinion was that recent events have confirmed that the monarchy 

was still popular in Persia, because of its historic traditions. It was 

considered to be the symbol of national independence and sovereignty and 

the bulwark against communism.  The future popularity of the Shah was 

generally agreed to be dependent on whether he acted as a strict 

constitutional monarch, or whether he resorted to his previous practices, 

which made him so unpopular in recent years.  It should not be forgotten 

that measures adopted by Dr. Mossadegh to restrict the Shah’s 

interference in the army had the universal support of the people, and that 

any future infringement of the Constitution by the Shah would be met by 

the opposition of all progressive elements in the country.
43

 

 

The United States and Great Britain maintained that Iran had been saved from a 

communist takeover.  “The general feeling in Tehran among influential people was one 

of jubilation that the U.S.A. should have come to the country’s rescue when Dr. 

Mossadegh was about to deliver it to the Tudeh Party.”
44

  Any fears about the Shah as a 

dictator would be left for the future. 

The mastermind of Operation Ajax, Kermit Roosevelt, met with Lord Salisbury, 

the Acting British Foreign Secretary, and also with the ailing Prime Minister, Winston 
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Churchill, on August 26, 1953.  Roosevelt recalled that the Shah had favored 

reconciliation with Great Britain and the United States, “The past is past.  I don’t intend 

to fight over the old issues.  I recognize that Great Britain is anti-communist, which is 

what I care most about, and also that she is strong in this part of the world.  It is essential 

that Persia should have good relations with her’.” 
45

  The Shah hoped that a fair and 

equitable oil deal would be settled, in time, with the United States, Great Britain, and 

Iran. 

Later that afternoon, Roosevelt met with Churchill at 10 Downing Street.  

Recovering from his stroke of the previous June, Churchill appeared physically weak.  

Roosevelt remembered that “He had great difficulty in hearing; occasional difficulty in 

articulating; and apparent difficulty in saying to his left.  In spite of this he could not have 

been more kind personally nor more enthusiastic about the operation.”
46

  Churchill told 

Roosevelt Operation Ajax was “the finest operation since the end of the war.”
47

  He 

informed Roosevelt that financial aid to Iran should not depend on the immediate 

restoring of diplomatic relations or a quick oil deal.  Roosevelt reported, “He commented 

that the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC) had really ‘fouled things up’ in the past few 

years and that he was determined that they should not be allowed to foul things up any 

further.”
48

  Churchill further stated: “Our operation had given us a wonderful and 
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unexpected opportunity which might change the whole picture in the Middle East.”
49

  He 

took great pride in the SIS for helping the CIA in overthrowing Mossadegh.  Churchill 

and Eisenhower had once again used covert measures to get their way in the Cold War.  

The transatlantic partnership reached its zenith during Mossadegh’s overthrow in August 

1953.      

5.2 Guatemala 

    Eisenhower’s patronizing view of Central American nations in the 1950s could 

be seen in his attitude and his policies.  As historian Stephen G. Rabe has pointed out, 

Eisenhower once told Mexican Ambassador Robert Hill, “You know, they’re rascals at 

heart.  You can’t trust them and so forth, but they’re lovable types, and you know, I sure 

would like to get away on holiday and go back to relive that youth of mine in the 

military, those happy days in Mexico.”
50

  This patronizing attitude especially colored 

American foreign policy with regard to Guatemala. 

Selwyn Lloyd, Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, warned Winston Churchill 

on May 9, 1953, “Guatemala is in effect now a communist country, and her attitude 

towards us is unfriendly.  We are maintaining troops in British Honduras specifically as a 

deterrent to armed action on the part of Guatemala.”
51

  The British feared a communist 

Guatemala would be a possible threat to neighboring British Honduras.  Secretary of 

State Dulles also believed that the United States should maintain a strong anti-communist 
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stance in Latin America.  Dulles favored recognizing the accomplishments of Latin 

Americans whenever possible, “Such efforts, Dulles told Eisenhower, were ‘a very good 

way of doing things’, for ‘you have to pat them a little and make them think that you are 

fond of them’.”
52

  Eisenhower and Dulles obviously had an extraordinarily 

condescending attitude towards Central America. 

The fundamental issue in U.S. diplomacy toward Latin America involved the 

question of whether or not the United States should risk promoting democracy and 

possibly political instability over anti-communist but stable military dictators. The danger 

of promoting democracy in Latin America meant the real possibility of political, 

economic, and cultural turmoil.  John Drier, U.S. Ambassador to the OAS, stated, 

“Secretary Dulles would’ve been happy to see ‘flourishing little democracies’ in Latin 

America, but ‘I think that he was somewhat inclined to feel that governments which 

contributed to a stability in the area were preferable to those which introduced instability 

and social upheaval, which would lead to communist penetration.”
53

  The U.S. 

government preferred stable military dictators to unstable democracies in Latin America. 

 Under Eisenhower and Dulles, anti-communist policies supporting military 

dictators in Latin America allowed little room for concern about the niceties of political 

and civil liberties.  A well-educated lawyer trained to follow the law, Dulles had no 

problem or scruple in directly violating treaties or organizational commitments in order to 

keep communism out of the Western Hemisphere.  Thus Eisenhower and Dulles 
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demanded in 1954 the overthrow of the democratically-elected President Jacobo Arbenz 

of Guatemala.
54

 

Eisenhower and Dulles initiated the overthrow of Arbenz only months after the 

successful removal of Mossadegh from Iran.  Eisenhower, John Foster Dulles, Allen 

Dulles, and a few others kept the operation top secret.  Historian Richard Immerman has 

written, “Any operative brought in on the project was sworn to secrecy.  In all likelihood, 

a good deal of the discussion took place in Eisenhower’s study late in the afternoon, 

when the president would meet with the secretary over cocktails, or at the Sunday lunch 

that Eleanor Dulles hosted for her two brothers each week.”
55

  The secrecy of the 

planning allowed Eisenhower the option of plausible deniability, very important in the 

event that the operation failed and became public.   

While no one can know the exact date and time this operation commenced, it is 

clear that “Operation PBSuccess” began after the success of Operation Ajax in Iran.  
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Piero Gleijeses has written, “The decision was taken with little internal debate and a 

heartening unanimity among the few policymakers involved.  Eisenhower reserved the 

right to grant or deny the final approval before H-hour, but this was standard procedure 

for operations of this nature.”
56

  Subversion and the undermining of democratically 

elected governments had become a standard feature of U.S. foreign policy. 

The paradox at the center of this particular operation was that the United States 

wanted to deny its involvement in the overthrow of Arbenz, while at the same time 

knowing that the operation really depended on Arbenz believing that the United States 

backed the operation to overthrow him.  Eisenhower used psychological warfare against 

Arbenz.  Strong condemnations of the Guatemalan government by State Department 

officials might reveal American intentions, while saying nothing about communism in 

Guatemala could also be perceived as unusual behavior by the State Department.  

Eisenhower and Dulles walked a fine line in their public pronouncements on 

Guatemala.
57

 

The new U.S. Ambassador to Guatemala, John E. Peurifoy, arrived in November 

1953 to “manage” the Guatemalan government.  In his first meeting with Arbenz, 

Peurifoy bluntly indicated to him that communist elements in the Guatemalan 

government needed to be purged.  Peurifoy later reported: “there appears no alternative to 

our taking steps to make more difficult for the continuation of his regime’, even though, 

in the short term, this might intensify communist control.  ‘It seemed to me that the man 
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thought like a communist and talked like a communist, and if not actually one, would do 

until one came a long’.”
58

  In January 1954, Peurifoy publicly communicated his views 

on Guatemala in an interview for Time:  “Public opinion in the U.S. might force us to 

take some measures to prevent Guatemala from falling into the lap of international 

communism.  We cannot permit a Soviet republic to be established between Texas and 

the Panama Canal.”
59

  Peurifoy with these words brashly alerted the American public 

about the dangers of communism in Guatemala.  

In a cabinet meeting in February 1954, Dulles claimed, “The major interest of the 

Latin American countries at this [Caracas] conference would concern economics whereas 

the chief United States interest is to secure a strong anti-communist resolution which 

would recognize communism as an international conspiracy instead of regarding it 

merely as an indigenous movement.”
60

  Anti-communism in Latin America remained the 

highest priority of the U.S. government.  Human rights and economic development were 

clearly secondary issues.  Eisenhower refused to lose sleep over the possible 

nationalization of United Fruit Company.  Instead, he worried about communism gaining 

a major foothold in Guatemala, then in all of Central America:  “My God, Eisenhower 

told his cabinet, just think what it would mean to us if Mexico went communist!’  He 

shook his head at the thought of that long, unguarded border, and all those Mexican 

communists to the south of it.  To prevent the dominoes from falling, he was prepared to, 
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and did, take great risks over tiny Guatemala.”
61

  Eisenhower perceived Guatemala as the 

first domino to fall in Latin America! 

At a meeting of the Organization of American States (OAS) in March 1954, 

Dulles successfully secured a resolution that vigorously condemned communism in the 

Western Hemisphere.  The Declaration of Caracas was titled “Declaration of Solidarity 

for the Preservation of the Political Integrity of the American States against Communist 

Intervention.”  It denounced communism as ‘alien intrigue and treachery’, the resolution 

concluded by proposing that communist domination or control of any country would 

justify ‘appropriate action in accordance with existing treaties’.”
62

   Guatemala dissented 

on the vote for the declaration at the OAS meeting. As a result, “in May, the State 

Department recommended specific OAS action against Guatemala, saying: ‘The contest 

is of crucial importance in the global struggle between free nations and the communist 

forces…what has happened in Guatemala is a part of Moscow’s global strategy.”
63

  The 

State Department demonized Guatemala as under the control of the Kremlin.   

  Any direct link between Guatemala and the Kremlin remained unsubstantiated. 

Historian Richard Immerman argued, “Yet even President Eisenhower conceded that the 

expropriations were not conclusive proof.  He wrote of Guatemala in his memoirs, 

‘Expropriation in itself does not, of course prove communism; expropriation of oil and 
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agricultural properties years before in Mexico had not been fostered by communists.”
64

  

Yet, this did not deter Eisenhower from taking action against Guatemala.   

The Eisenhower administration considered Guatemala a communist refuge in 

Central America directed by the Kremlin to undermine U.S. interests in Latin America.  

The British Foreign Office sharply disagreed with what they considered the Americans’ 

unsophisticated, fearful analysis of Central America.  British historian John Young wrote, 

“Officials at the Foreign Office, already annoyed at Washington’s simplistic view of 

events and its tendency to threaten Guatemala, were inclined to treat Guatemalan anti-

Americanism as originating in more than mere communism.  In particular, they held the 

United Fruit Company responsible for widespread discontent.”
65

  Although the British 

did recognize the existing communist elements in the Guatemalan government, they 

preferred a much more nuanced view of the situation, rather than the stark black-and-

white picture drawn by Washington.   

 Differences in the transatlantic partnership over Guatemala focused on two 

policies.  The United States defended a strict naval blockade of Guatemala and also 

supported the ouster of the Arbenz government.  Immerman wrote, “Nothing the Arbenz 
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government could say or do could shake Washington’s preexisting beliefs.  When Arbenz 

purchased arms from Czechoslovakia in a last minute attempt to defend the revolution 

against an impending invasion, Eisenhower’s officials jumped to the conclusion that 

Guatemala’s neighbors were in peril.”
66

  The British Foreign Office, keenly interested in 

maintaining good transatlantic relations, normally deferred to Washington on issues 

involving Central America.  The British looked grimly on the American plan to search 

ships going to Guatemala, especially during peacetime.  Indeed, the Foreign Office 

deemed the stopping of ships on the high seas as illegal, even possibly an act of war.  If 

the U.S. Navy stopped a British ship, the British public and the Labor Party would 

certainly react vehemently against such an action.
67

    

Reacting to U.S. policy, Eden and the Foreign Office looked-for a compromise 

with Dulles on the naval blockade of Guatemala.  By May 31, 1954, a British cabinet 

paper proposed:  “if Washington were willing to guarantee compensation, the British 

would put pressure on merchants to halt shipments and would try to persuade suspected 

vessels on the high seas to sail to a British-controlled port to be searched; ultimately they 

would even let the U.S. Navy search suspected British ships, on condition that Whitehall 

be notified in good time and permission be obtained in each case.”
68

  On June 2, 1953, 

British Ambassador Sir Roger Makins informed Dulles of this latest British proposal on 

the high seas.  Dulles acknowledged that the United States might have to search a British 
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ship without warning.  British historian John Young has written, “The Foreign Office was 

taken aback.  Eden, hoping to make it quite clear to Dulles that the Americans ‘really will 

raise a row’ by searching British ships without permission, instructed Makins to see 

Dulles again.  But in a second interview, on June 5, Dulles gave the same response: the 

Americans might have to search British ships without warning.”
69

  This rebuff and 

bullying by Dulles genuinely shocked the British. 

To the British Foreign Office, Dulles’s position on boarding neutral ships 

appeared as a serious breach of international law.  Permanent Under-Secretary at the 

Foreign Office, Ivone Kirkpatrick stated; “I have written a private letter to Sir R Makins 

asking him whether Mr. Dulles is going fascist.  I can think of no other explanation.”
70

  

The British newspapers published stories on June 19, 1954, about the on-going nautical 

dispute between the United States and Great Britain.  On June 21, 1954, Eden forcefully 

defended Great Britain’s naval policy on the high seas:  “she condemned the sale of arms 

to Guatemala; that the Royal Navy in the West Indies would do all possible to prevent 

this; and that Great Britain would not allow her ships to be searched by the United 

States.”
71

  Eden compellingly reasserted Great Britain’s rights on the high seas and 

unequivocally disputed U.S. policy. 

Castillo Armas invaded Guatemala from Honduras on June 18, 1954, in an effort 

to overthrow Arbenz.  The critical factor in the success of the CIA effort in Guatemala 

depended on U.S. air support.  Even the ever secretive Eisenhower referred to the 
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importance of air support in the removal of Arbenz in his memoirs.  He gave Armas the 

planes he needed in order to successfully complete Operation PBSuccess.  Historian 

Richard Immerman wrote:  “Allen Dulles, on the other hand, informed the president that, 

with the planes, Castillo Armas chances of success were no greater than 20 percent.  

Without them, they were zero.  In his own words, Eisenhower ‘knew from experience the 

important psychological impact of even a small amount of air support, our proper course 

of action-indeed my duty-was clear to me.’  He replaced the planes.”
72

    

 This contrasts sharply with President Kennedy’s decision-making at the Bay of 

Pigs.  When Kennedy faced a similar situation, namely of providing U.S. air support to 

the Cubans at the Bay of Pigs, he declined to provide the requested air support and a 

fiasco ensued.  Eisenhower later expressed nothing but contempt towards President 

Kennedy’s decision-making process during the Bay of Pigs.  When faced with a similar 

situation, Kennedy fearing international condemnation stepped on the brakes.  

Consequently, he suffered a grievous defeat, while Eisenhower, knowingly breaking 

international law, stepped on the gas and persevered to victory.  If an American president 

commits himself to a military action, Eisenhower firmly believed the U.S. government 

must be willing to provide the necessary military support to see it through successfully.
73

 

 The British and Americans continued to be alienated from each other on the 

conflicting issue of whether the United Nations or the Organization of American States 
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should investigate the violence now occurring in Guatemala.  The United States 

maintained that Guatemala suffered from a civil war, an issue outside the jurisdiction of 

the United Nations; thus, the Organization of American States should investigate.  

Eisenhower and Dulles could effectively manage the Organization of American States.  

  The British contended that a UN team should investigate the Guatemalan 

situation.  On June 24, 1954, the British delegation at the United Nations backed a UN 

peace commission.  Secretary of State Dulles sought the counsel of President Eisenhower 

on how to overcome the British proposal at the United Nations.  Historian Young wrote: 

“The president took a hard line.  He was prepared to overrun any opposition, if necessary 

to invoke United States’ UN veto, hitherto not used weapon, but one capable of grave 

harm to the UN organization. The US was ‘being too damned nice to the British on this,’ 

said Eisenhower.  ‘The British expect us to give them a free ride… on Cyprus and yet 

they won’t even support us in Guatemala.  Let’s give them a lesson’.”
74

  Eisenhower’s 

slow burn on Guatemala would later develop into full outrage over Suez.    

 Eisenhower gave Dulles his marching orders to tell Lodge to block the British 

move in the United Nations.  Dulles then called Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge at 9:55 

AM on June 24, 1954: 

Dulles:  the president said he thinks you should let the British and 

French know that if they take independent line backing Guatemalan move 

in this matter, it would mean we would feel entirely free without regard to 

their position in relation to any other such matters as any of their colonial 

problems in Egypt, Cyprus, etc.  If they feel they can take independent 

line, the counterpart will be that they must consider that we will be free 
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equally to be independent when any of the matters such as North Africa, 

Middle East, etc., comes up before the UN. 

Lodge:  I will do that. 

Dulles: He (the President) wanted to avoid making it in the form of 

a threat but make it a clear understanding that if they don’t take into 

account our needs and consideration in this matter, it will be a two-way 

street and they must accept it.  

Lodge:  Yes, I see.  It’s a terrible thing. I will get this to them. Will 

determine just when and how to do it. 

Dulles:  Use your own judgment as to the time. 

Lodge:  If there is an open split between British and French, 

Russians will be very much pleased. But we cannot put off a meeting 

much longer. 

Dulles:  Guatemala itself, as I understand it, is violating the terms 

of the Charter article 53 (2), I think.  The whole status of regional 

organizations is at stake in this particular matter.  That was the thing we 

fought for (Vandenberg and I) at San Francisco. The whole concept is 

being destroyed. 

Lodge:  No question about it.  At the same time, I will have to have 

a meeting, probably tomorrow.  If the British and the French pursue this, 

we will have an open split. I will try to keep agenda from being adopted. I 

put it to the Frenchman this morning, and he didn’t like it at all. Thank 

you very much. I will be guided accordingly.
75

  

 

Lodge did meet with Pierson Dixon, Permanent Representative of the United Kingdom to 

the United Nations, and Henri Hoppenot, Permanent Representative of France to the 

United Nations, “and told them bluntly that if Great Britain and France took an 

independent line on Guatemala, they need no longer count on US support in Egypt or 

Cyprus, Tunisia or Morocco; this was not a threat, he insisted, merely a statement of 
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position.”
76

  Dixon tried to argue that the British did not oppose an OAS oversight role, 

but if it failed they saw no problem with a UN investigation.  “Lodge however ‘listened 

without much interest’ and professed not to understand the British arguments; if London 

wanted to oppose US policy they knew what the price would be.”
77

  Lodge calculatingly 

stonewalled any UN investigation of Guatemala  

Winston Churchill and Anthony Eden arrived in Washington on June 25, 1954, to 

discuss international affairs with Eisenhower and Dulles.  While this Washington 

conference dealt with numerous problematic issues including relations with the Soviet 

Union, Indochina, Egypt, and the European Defense Community the real sticking point 

turned out to be Guatemala.  Dulles told Makins “that Guatemala ‘might well be the 

touchstone of the Anglo-American alliance’, was now, even before reaching the White 

House, pressing Eden for full support.”
78

  Undoubtedly, Dulles has been ordered to do so 

by Eisenhower.         

 Churchill once again came to the rescue of the Americans and completely 

rebuffed the policy of Eden, Dixon, and the Foreign Office.  Guatemala should not be 

allowed to disrupt transatlantic relations.  Churchill stated, “I’d never heard of this 

bloody place Guatemala until I was in my seventy-ninth year.  We ought not to allow (it) 

to jeopardize our relations with the United States, for on them the safety of the world 
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might depend.”
79

  U.S. Representative to the United Nations Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. and 

Churchill had a conversation at the White House on June 26, 1954.  As Lodge 

remembered it, “He said that he was not at all sympathetic with the communist 

government in Guatemala and, as a matter of fact, that he does believe that it would have 

been much better to have organized world peace on the basis of a few strong regional 

organizations, which might then choose representatives to a central world 

organization.”
80

  Churchill exuberantly backed the American plan.    

   Minutes later, Lodge engaged in a similar conversation with Eden.  Lodge 

thanked Eden for the abstention vote in the Security Council on Friday.  Lodge recorded 

Eden’s reply, “It will mean a lot of trouble for me explaining that in the House of 

Commons.’  I said that it should not make too much trouble for him in as much as two 

minutes earlier I had been told by the Prime Minister himself that he longed favored 

strong regional organizations.”
81

  British historian John Young has concluded that: 

“Ultimately it must be said that the Americans escaped from the Guatemalan crisis with 

astonishing success.  Arbenz was overthrown, the communist menace of Latin America 

was defeated, and the full extent of the US role remained undiscovered.”
82

  Churchill and 

Eisenhower had carefully defused the issue of Guatemala and Central America, while the 

on-going feud between Dulles and Eden continued.  
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 Unlike Truman, Acheson, and Kennan, Eisenhower made the case for rolling back 

communism, regardless of international law.  Dulles proclaimed that Guatemala was “the 

biggest success in the last five years against communism.”
83

  President Eisenhower 

invited the CIA agents involved in the overthrow of Arbenz to the White House, “He 

joshed with them, wondering why they had let Arbenz escape.  And he shook everyone’s 

hand, ending with Allen Dulles, and said: ‘Thanks Allen, and thanks to all of you.  

You’ve averted a Soviet beachhead in our hemisphere.’”
84

  Eisenhower believed he had 

simply and successfully enforced the Monroe Doctrine.  

New documentation, released by the CIA, shockingly reveals that the CIA 

planned assassinations.  The State Department ruled that such plots would be 

counterproductive and even today the names of the people targeted for assassination 

remain classified.
85

  The point is that once committed to military force, Eisenhower 

refused to allow these covert actions to fail.  Failure was not an option.  This president 

escalated events, allowed for a second coup in Iran, and pushed for planes to Colonel 

Armas in Guatemala.  Could he have walked away from these actions had they failed?  

Eisenhower believed, as Karl Von Clausewitz, that battles are won or lost before they are 

fought.            

 In conclusion, it must be noted that U.S. policy on Iran and Guatemala set a 

dangerous pattern for the rest of the 1950s and beyond.  The United States and Great 
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Britain had learned from the tactics of covert activity and initiated a new era in which the 

transatlantic partnership ruthlessly engaged in political subversion, insurrections, 

rebellions, military coups, economic sabotage, economic disruptions, guerilla wars, and 

assassinations.  These secret wars gave presidents of the United States and British prime 

ministers unprecedented and unlimited power.  An American president could order the 

CIA to overthrow a democratically elected government anywhere in the world.  A British 

prime minister could order MI6 to assassinate a troublesome Middle East leader without 

telling his cabinet or Foreign Office.  Anything could be justified in fighting the 

communists in the Cold War; significantly, the general public was always to be kept in 

the dark.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

 

THE SUEZ CRISIS AND ECONOMIC BRINKSMANSHIP 

 

 

Throughout 1956, Eden and Eisenhower became increasingly concerned with 

Soviet influence in the Middle East.  Eden regarded Egyptian President Gamal Abdel 

Nasser as a tool of the Soviet Union who wanted to undermine British political hegemony 

in the region.  In his book The Philosophy of the Revolution, written in 1954, Nasser 

called for Egypt to take the lead in creating an Arab Islamic empire that would stretch 

from North Africa through the rest of the Middle East.  He also advocated the complete 

destruction of the State of Israel.
1
  While Eden viewed Nasser as a new Hitler or 

Mussolini, Eisenhower saw Nasser as an Arab leader fighting against British colonialism.  

For Eisenhower, the problem was not as black and white as it was for Eden.  This 

difference in outlook explains the differences in strategy and tactics employed by the 

British and the Americans in dealing with the Suez Crisis.    

 During the Suez Crisis, Prime Minister Eden charged Eisenhower and Dulles with 

undermining British interests.  He also authorized MI6, on numerous occasions, to 

assassinate Nasser.
2
  President Eisenhower, having been made aware of British 
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assassination plans, consistently opposed the assassination of Nasser.
3
  The British and 

Americans did manage to cooperate in “Project Omega,” a covert plan to overthrow the 

Nasser regime.  They also agreed on “Operation Straggle,” a planned overthrow of the 

pro-Soviet Syrian government.  But with the Egyptian seizure of the Suez Canal, the 

British cabinet unilaterally authorized “Operation Musketeer,” direct military 

intervention into Egypt for the purpose of taking back the Suez Canal and removing 

Nasser from power.  Eisenhower vigorously opposed this direct British military 

intervention.  He publicly favored negotiations with Egypt on the canal while at the same 

time secretly supporting Project Omega.       

 The British falsely blamed Eisenhower and Dulles for the failure of diplomacy 

during the Suez Crisis.  In memoirs on the Suez Crisis, Eden and Selwyn Lloyd wrote 

many pages censuring the Americans for British diplomatic failures during the Suez 

Crisis.  If the British had wanted a negotiated deal with Nasser on the Suez Canal, they 

could have reached a diplomatic agreement.  The British, however, believed that they 

were dealing with a new Hitler.  They insisted on direct military intervention and they 

wrongly assumed that the United States would follow their lead.  The British military 

attack on Suez took place at a most inopportune time for Eisenhower—right before his 

re-election.  Eisenhower turned on the British with a fury that is little understood to this 

day.   

Eisenhower’s wrath led him to declare economic war against Great Britain.  He 

orchestrated the Federal Reserve and Wall Street dumping sterling holdings at an 
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excessive discount, lowering the value of sterling and the pound, thus sinking the British 

economy.  Eisenhower also made a secret deal with King Saud of Saudi Arabia to cut off 

all oil from the Middle East going to Great Britain and France.  Moreover, he halted all 

official U.S. communications with the British government, but most importantly with 

Eden and the Foreign Office.  Finally, through the Ambassador to Great Britain Winthrop 

Aldrich, Eisenhower conspired with Macmillan, Butler, and Salisbury to remove 

Anthony Eden from the premiership to end the Suez Crisis.      

 Prime Minister Anthony Eden, after having received reports from MI6 in the fall 

of 1955 about Soviet activity in Egypt and Syria, became increasingly alarmed about the 

dangers of communism in the Middle East.  Eden informed Eisenhower that “it becomes 

increasingly clear that the Saudis, the Russians, the Egyptians and the Syrians are 

working together.  If we don’t want to see the whole of the Middle East fall into 

communist hands, we must first back the friends of the West in Jordan and in Iraq.”
4
  

Eden believed that the Soviets were now making a play for the Middle East.    

 In trying to counteract Soviet expansionism, Eden had already initiated and 

supported the Baghdad Pact of 1955, in which Iran, Iraq, Turkey, and Pakistan pledged to 

act as an anti-communist barrier to Soviet penetration of the northern tier of the Middle 

East.  Furthermore, the British retained protectorates over Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, and 

Oman in the Persian Gulf.  They also maintained military bases in Libya, Cyprus, Malta, 

and Iraq.  Jordan was protected by the Arab Legion, an army subsidized by the British 

government and controlled by British officers.  Eden sought to strengthen the British 
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military presence throughout the Middle East in order to promote British political 

hegemony throughout the region.
5
   

 MI6 began making plans to assassinate President Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt as 

early as February 1956. George Young (SIS) spoke to James Eichelberger, a CIA officer 

in London: “He talked openly of assassinating Nasser, instead of using a polite 

euphemism like liquidating.  He said his people had been in contact with suitable 

elements in Egypt and the rest of the Arab world, and…with the French, who were 

thinking along the same lines.”
6
  Another CIA officer in London, Chester Cooper, also 

knew that Young wanted Nasser either removed or assassinated.
7
    

 Although Eden shunned the use of nuclear weapons, he readily approved the use 

of political assassination in the Middle East.  Eisenhower, the old soldier who had 

proposed the use of nuclear weapons in the Far East, was adamantly opposed to political 

assassinations.  Enthrallingly, James Eichelberger, the American CIA Officer, leaked 

British assassination plans to Nasser in order to thwart the assassination.
8
  Eden and 

Eisenhower, who had violently disagreed on both strategy and tactics in the Far East, 

would now violently disagree about strategy and tactics in the Middle East.  British 

historian Stephen Dorril has noted: “For Nasser, this was an early confirmation of his 

suspicion that the Americans were playing their own game in Egypt and the rest of the 
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region.”
9
  Nasser correctly understood that the interests of Great Britain and the United 

States widely diverged in North Africa and the Middle East.    

 Eden wanted to maintain the British Empire throughout the region by a military 

presence despite the drain on Great Britain’s economy and vital financial resources. By 

killing Nasser, the British would eliminate the leader of insurrectionary forces throughout 

the Middle East.  By contrast, Eisenhower and Dulles favored evolutionary change in the 

Middle East, covertly supporting anti-Nasser elements in Egypt.  The British and the 

Americans could agree only on these anti-Nasser covert activities.    

 When King Hussein of Jordan summarily dismissed Lt. General John Bagot 

Glubb, the British commander of the Arab Legion on March 1, 1956, he distanced 

himself and Jordan from the British Empire.  This severely irritated Prime Minister 

Anthony Eden.  He personally blamed Nasser and his agents for this dismissal and for the 

loss of British influence in Jordan.  He soon began referring to Nasser as a Hitler or a 

Mussolini.           

 Eden’s assessment of Nasser could not have been any blunter than with this brutal 

description in his memoirs:  “Some say that Nasser is no Hitler or Mussolini.  Allowing 

for a difference in scale, I am not so sure. He has followed Hitler’s pattern, even to 

concentration camps and the propagation of Mein Kampf among his officers.  He has 

understood and used the Goebbels pattern of propaganda in all its lying ruthlessness.  

Egypt’s strategic position increases the threat to others from any aggressive militant 
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dictatorship there.”
10

  Eden saw Nasser as a dictator who tried to hide the right-wing 

nature of his regime through a socialist label, just as Hitler had.   

  On March 12, Eden told Evelyn Shuckburgh, Assistant Under-Secretary at the 

Foreign Office in charge of the Middle East,  “it is either him or us and don’t forget 

that.”
11

  He saw Nasser as the leader of Pan-Arabism, an ideology that favored Arab 

nationalism under one leader for all of the Arab people.  This Arab leader, presumably 

Nasser, would then rule an Islamic Empire from North Africa to Asia.     

  Eden became increasingly irrational with regard to Nasser’s threat to the British 

Empire.  Dorril has written:  

Part of Chester Cooper’s job for the CIA while liaising with the British in 

London was to keep himself informed about the state of Eden’s health. 

“By then he was quite ill, a nervous person anyway, he was taking some 

sort of drug which was affecting his nervous system”.  Surgery on his bile 

duct had not been completely successful and poison was seeping into his 

bloodstream and eating away at his whole system.  He was taking 

increasing doses of Benzedrine to disguise the condition.  The Prime 

Minister was accompanied everywhere by “a great chest of pills and at 

times required injections”.  He was highly emotional and often worked in 

an atmosphere of frenzied hysteria.  His private secretary, Frederick 

Bishop, admitted that Eden was subject to fits of temper which led to 

“throwing things across the room”.  Eden compensated for his personal 

ailments and political frustrations by dreaming of his enemies 

destruction.
12

  

 

One of the well-known side effects of Benzedrine, an amphetamine, is that it can 

cause severe paranoia.   Another example of Eden’s instability occurred in a 

meeting with the famous British historian Liddell Hart: “In the ensuing silence, 
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Eden’s face reddened, then he threw an old fashioned inkwell at the historian.  

Liddell Hart watched for a moment as the blue stains spread through his light 

summer suit, then he stood up, grasped a wastebasket, jammed it over the head of 

the prime minister and walked out.”
13

  Drugs had probably affected Eden’s mind.  

Anthony Nutting, Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, wrote a memorandum to 

the Prime Minister proposing that the United Nations needed to intervene in the Middle 

East and added that Nasser should be politically isolated.  That evening, during a dinner 

party, Nutting received a phone call from the Prime Minister.  Eden shouted, “What’s all 

this poppycock you’ve sent me?  ...What’s all this nonsense about isolating Nasser or 

neutralizing him, as you call it?  I want him destroyed, can’t you understand?  I want him 

murdered, and if you and the Foreign Office don’t agree, then you better come to the 

cabinet and explain why.”
14

  Eden had a similar conversation with Sir Ivone Kirkpatrick, 

Permanent Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office, “I don’t think we have a department 

for that sort of thing, Prime Minister, Kirkpatrick replied, ‘But if we do, it certainly is not 

under my control.’”
15

  Without informing the Foreign Office, Eden ordered MI6 to come 

up with plans to assassinate Nasser.  

Eden worked directly with MI6 on a number of plans to assassinate Nasser while 

keeping the Foreign Office in the dark including, apparently, his Foreign Secretary 

Selwyn Lloyd.  Eden directed these activities through Patrick Dean, chairman of the Joint 

                                                 
13

 Donald Neff, Warriors at Suez: Eisenhower Takes America into the Middle East (New York: 

Linden Press/ Simon and Schuster, 1981), 316. 

 
14

 Nutting, No End of a Lesson, 34-35.  In the book Nutting used the word removed rather than 

what Eden actually said, which Nutting later claimed was murdered. 

 
15

 Dorril, MI6, 613. 



 

185 

Intelligence Committee (JIC): “It would appear that Eden and Dean, in turn, did not seek 

the approval of the Chief of MI6, ‘Sinbad’ Sinclair, who was seen as a weak figure by 

senior officers.  Instead, decisions on priorities in the Middle East, and on Egypt in 

particular, and those concerning any assassination attempts, were left to George Young, a 

man on a high after the success of  the 1953 coup against Mossadegh in Iran.”
16

  Eden 

used George Kennedy Young and MI6 for his top secret activities in the Middle East. 

Prime Minister Eden apprised Eisenhower in a letter on March 15 that Nasser 

intended to remove the pro-Western leaders of Iraq, Jordan, and Libya.  Nasser’s ultimate 

goal was to lead these new Arab republics.
17

  Eisenhower agreed with Eden that Nasser 

might be an unwitting agent of the Soviet Union.  On March 21, Selwyn Lloyd argued 

before the British cabinet that British foreign policy must fundamentally change in the 

Middle East with the goal of undermining the anti-Western governments of Egypt and 

Syria.
18

     

Eisenhower initially approved a transatlantic diplomatic initiative to undermine 

Nasser in Egypt and the rest of the Middle East.  “Ike approved Operation Omega, 

designed to avoid ‘any open break which would throw Nasser irrevocably into a Soviet 

satellite status’, but to use both diplomacy and covert action to thwart his ambitions in the 
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Arab world.  ‘We should make sure we concert the overall plan with the British—i.e. 

Eden and Lloyd’, he [Eisenhower] instructed.”
19

  Eisenhower and Eden agreed to Project 

Omega and covert measures to undermine Nasser’s leadership.  A political or military 

coup within Egypt, it was hoped, would not inflame the surrounding Arabs or the 

Soviets.
20

 

The British and Americans continued to discuss the assassination of President 

Nasser.  British historian Christopher Andrew has written, “At least for a time, Eden 

seems to have been attracted by the possibility of a covert operation to assassinate 

Nasser.  Eisenhower was not.  At the end of March CIA officials were sent to London to 

confer with SIS on plans for covert action in the Middle East.  The CIA had instructions 

to discourage any proposal to go ahead with the assassination plan.”
21

  While the CIA 

discouraged the British from assassinating Nasser, SIS, with approval of the British 

cabinet, suggested overthrowing the Soviet-backed Syrian government.
22

  The CIA 
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agreed to join SIS in planning and executing the overthrow of the Syrian government. In 

July 1956, Eisenhower approved “Operation Straggle.”
23

   

Nasser continued to infuriate Eisenhower and Dulles, when in May 1956, he 

officially recognized communist China.  He also played games on the funding of the 

Aswan Dam by pitting the United States against the Soviet Union.  The Soviets had 

earlier provided Egypt with military support through a Czech arms deal in 1955.  In June 

1956, the Soviets offered to fund the Aswan Dam through a $1.2 billion loan at 2 percent 

interest.
24

  Nasser was able to successfully play the East against the West     

 British Foreign Secretary Selwyn Lloyd has correctly concluded in his memoirs 

that Nasser’s real goals had been plainly stated in his book The Philosophy of the 

Revolution:  “Therefore, Egypt must be the head of the Arab states, the Arab circle, with 

oil as its motive power.  Second, the white man must be eliminated from the Middle East 

and Asia.  Third, a universal Islamic Empire must be created, with limitless power.”
25

  

Moreover, Nasser advocated the complete destruction of the State of Israel.  Like Hitler’s 

Mein Kampf, Lloyd believed Nasser’s Philosophy of Revolution was a blueprint for his 

future actions.          

 The real trigger for the Suez Crisis occurred when Secretary of State Dulles 

formally withdrew U.S. aid for the Aswan Dam on July 19, 1956.  The consequences of 
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this decision should have been carefully weighed by President Eisenhower.  Selwyn 

Lloyd wrote, “The president had only been consulted that morning.  Makins, British 

Ambassador, was informed one hour before the meeting.  I had no idea that there was 

going to be this abrupt withdrawal.  We had discussed it in cabinet on July 17 without 

any sense of urgency, and I had promised to circulate a memorandum on how the 

withdrawal of our offers should be put to the Egyptians.”
26

  Obviously upset with 

American action, Eden had been once again “informed but not consulted.”
27

  The denial 

of the funds for the Aswan Dam led directly to Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez 

Canal.  Presumably, Nasser thought, by nationalizing the canal, the Soviets would 

provide the funds necessary to build the Aswan Dam. 

From the beginning of the crisis, Eisenhower and Eden exhibited fundamental 

differences about how to resolve the Suez Crisis.  Eisenhower’s goals included stopping 

Soviet expansionism in the Middle East and North Africa while protecting access to Arab 

oil.  While the United States, in theory, supported the Baghdad Pact, Eisenhower and 

Dulles for political reasons had adamantly refused to formally join the alliance with 

Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Pakistan out of fear of alienating Jewish voters in the United 

States during the election of 1956.
28

  Selwyn Lloyd believed, moreover, that many of the 

American diplomats in the Middle East looked plainly anti-British.  Lloyd argued, “At 
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best, they were indifferent; at worst, the McGhees in Iran, the Sweeneys in the Sudan, the 

Cafferys in Cairo, Aramco in Saudi Arabia, had shown themselves openly anti-British. 

Herbert Hoover Jr., Under-Secretary of State, was thoroughly anti-British, judging at 

least by what he said and did.  It was a mixture of anti-colonialism and hardheaded oil 

tycoonery.”
29

  Lloyd’s analysis was essentially correct. 

Meanwhile in Algeria, the French were engaged in a war against Islamic rebels 

who had the financial backing of Nasser.
30

  Nasser’s dream of an Islamic Empire 

stretching across North Africa directly conflicted with French as well as British 

colonialism.  The French, like the British, wanted Nasser destroyed.  French and British 

colonialism, nonetheless, came into direct conflict with both Eisenhower’s reelection 

plans and his sincere anti-colonialism.  Eisenhower genuinely believed that the peace of 

the world depended on his reelection and that Nasser posed only a minor threat.  Eden 

and Lloyd thought Nasser a major menace in the Middle East and a grave danger to 

Western civilization.  This divergence of opinion on the nature of the threat posed by 

Nasser would lead to calamitous results.   

Yet, this diabolical Nasser did put Eden into a terrible dilemma.  If Nasser were 

like Hitler, how could a person negotiate with him?  Good faith negotiations with a Hitler 

or a Mussolini make no sense, since dictators could not be trusted.  Consequently, Eden 

approved assassination attempts, covert operations, Operation Omega, military plans, 

Operation Musketeer that were all designed to destroy Nasser.  A successful diplomatic 
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negotiation with Nasser might have the unintended consequence of actually strengthening 

him.  Throughout his memoirs, Eden falsely argued that it was the Americans who 

deliberately damaged his diplomacy with Nasser, which led to the Suez debacle.  The 

only real conclusion is that Eden never intended to negotiate in good faith with Nasser.  

Nasser was Hitler or Mussolini.  The negotiations at the London Conference and at the 

United Nations were nothing more than a British charade designed to cover a military 

operation, all planned by a master diplomat.  

In his memoirs, Lloyd echoed Eden on the nature of the threat posed by Nasser: 

“Here we were confronted with what we regarded as another megalomaniac dictator, 

leader of a less powerful nation but with much easier targets to attack, who if unchecked 

would do infinite damage to Western interest, as Eisenhower admitted when he wrote his 

book nine years later.”
31

  Lloyd defended Eden’s contention that Eisenhower and Dulles 

deliberately weakened their diplomatic negotiations and that he and Eden had sought only 

a peaceful resolution to the conflict.  But why would one negotiate with a megalomaniac?  

Why would Eden or Lloyd want a successful negotiation that might enhance Nasser’s 

standing in the Middle East?  

As Stephen Ambrose has noted, Eisenhower took a much calmer view of Nasser 

and the Suez Crisis from the start: 

But as to the British claims that Egypt had committed a crime, Eisenhower 

can only say that ‘the power of eminent domain within its own territory 

could scarcely be doubted’, and that ‘Nasser was within his rights’.  As to 

the British claim that the Egyptians could not run the canal, Eisenhower 

scoffed at it.  The Panama Canal, he said, was a much more complex 

operation; he had no doubt the Egyptians could run it. But he also said that 
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‘thinking of our situation and Panama, we must not let Nasser get away 

with this action’.  He decided to place his hopes on a conference, which 

would at least slow things down.
32

 

 

Eisenhower also took a much more measured view and completely scorned the British 

view of Nasser as a Hitler or Mussolini.  Well briefed by State Department lawyers, 

Eisenhower contended that Nasser operated within his legal rights in nationalizing the 

Suez Canal.  Rather than being a Hitler or Mussolini, Nasser acted in the tradition of 

George Washington, moving against British imperialism. 

Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez Canal upset British Prime Minister Eden:  

“An angry Eden told conservative MP Robert Boothby that ‘we must crush this man at all 

costs’.  Shortly after, Boothby bumped into Kirkpatrick at the Foreign Office and told 

him: ‘I believe our Prime Minister is mad’.  Kirkpatrick replied, ‘I could’ve told you that 

weeks ago’.”
33

  Eden looked, not for a peaceful solution, but for any possible excuse to 

intervene militarily in Egypt.
34

   

The British cabinet set up a special Egypt Committee consisting of Eden, Lloyd, 

Macmillan, Salisbury, Home, (Secretary of State for Commonwealth Relations) and 

Monckton, (Minister of Defense): 

The Egypt Committee acknowledged, somewhat cryptically, that toppling 

Nasser ‘might perhaps be achieved by less elaborate operations than those 

required to secure physical possession of the canal itself’, but as Great 

Britain’s ‘case before world opinion was based on the need to secure 

international control over the canal’, a diplomatic charade would be 

necessary.  The committee’s original scenario envisioned a conference of 
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maritime powers convened to ratify a scheme sponsored by Great Britain, 

France, and the United States; to be communicated to Egypt by Great 

Britain in the form of ‘a virtual ultimatum’; and when Nasser balked, to be 

followed by military operations.  The only problem forseen was that the 

conference might offer ‘an unwelcome opportunity’ for proposed 

members ‘to indulge in prolonged discussion’, and as some would be 

reluctant to contemplate drastic measures, the conference might be led 

towards an equivocal policy.
35

 

 

MI6 produced several more assassination plans for a more permanent solution to the 

problem of Nasser in Egypt. 

Many of the MI6 assassination plots against Nasser involved the use of poison. In 

one attempt, James Mossman, a BBC correspondent in Cairo and former MI6 official, 

would drop off a package that was meant for Nasser’s doctor.  “The package had 

contained 20,000 pounds in English banknotes which was intended as a bribe to Nasser’s 

doctor to poison Nasser.”
36

  Another plan included injecting poison into boxes of 

chocolates.  But then some members of MI6 became concerned about the morality of 

passing on poisoned chocolates.  Major Frank Quinn worried that an innocent may be 

handed one of these chocolates:  “I voiced my apprehensions to the operational section 

head, but was assured that there would be no danger of this in the planned precise 

arrangements for donation and subsequent removal of the evidence.  The chocolates were 

handed over; though it appears they never reached their intended destination.”
37

  For the 

most part, morality played no role in designing assassination plans.  
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Another MI6 plan included the use of nerve gas.  MI6 officials John Henry and 

Peter Dixon thought nerve gas would be the best way to kill Nasser.  The plan, however, 

required gassing Nasser’s headquarters in Cairo, which probably would have led to a 

good number of innocent lives being lost.  Eden was morally opposed to this plan 

because he “personally disliked the idea of poison gas.  During the Second World War, 

he had been against what he termed ‘the war crimes business’, but by 1956 he seems to 

have had no qualms about other bizarre methods of assassination which MI6 dreamed 

up.”
38

  Other methods of assassination included the use of poison darts.
39

 

Based on available evidence, Eisenhower stalwartly opposed Nasser’s 

assassination because he feared the reaction the Arab world would have to such a 

transparent abuse of power.  He also feared that such an action would catapult the Arab 

world into the Soviet camp.  Facing reelection, Eisenhower needed to maintain the 

illusion of his waging peace during his first term; thus, a military intervention or a 

political assassination by the British in Egypt should be avoided at all costs.  A covert 

operation after the November election would be the preferred plan of action against 
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Nasser.  Meanwhile, Dulles’s numerous calls for negotiations pushed the British to seek 

peaceful means to resolve the crisis.
40

   

The Suez Crisis embodied a duel between Eden and Nasser.  Eden had set the 

tone for confrontation in a speech to the House of Commons on the morning of July 27, 

1956: “The unilateral decision of the Egyptian government to expropriate the Suez Canal 

Company, without notice and in breach of the Concession agreements, affects the rights 

and interests of many nations.  Her Majesty’s Government is consulting other 

Governments immediately concerned with regard to the serious situation thus created.”
41

  

Eden’s attack on Egypt based on a treaty negotiated in 1888 appeared legally problematic 

to State Department lawyers.
42

         

  Nasser took a much different approach in explaining his expropriation of the 

Suez Canal.  He put it in terms of Egyptian nationalism resisting British imperialism:  “It 

is a battle against imperialism and the methods and tactics of imperialism, and a battle 

against Israel, the vanguard of imperialism…As I told you; Arab nationalism has been set 

on fire from the Atlantic Ocean to the Persian Gulf. Arab nationalism feels its existence, 
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its structure and strength.”
43

  Eden’s internationalist outlook clashed directly with 

Nasser’s Egyptian nationalism.  

The British prime minister sent a telegram to President Eisenhower on July 27, 

1956, making clear that he would not allow Nasser to control the Suez Canal.  Eden 

pointed to the dangers of Middle East oil being cut off from most of Western Europe.  He 

argued against any legalistic interpretation that might support the right of the Egyptian 

government to nationalize the canal, which had been the position of the State 

Department’s lawyers.  Eden took a much broader view of the threat Nasser posed.  In the 

final analysis, economic pressure on Nasser would not be enough to force him to give up 

the Suez Canal.  Eden wrote, “My colleagues and I are convinced that we must be ready, 

in the last resort, to use force to bring Nasser to his senses.  For our part we are prepared 

to do so.  I have this morning instructed our Chief of Staff to prepare a military plan 

accordingly.”
44

  This part of Eden’s telegram landed in the White House like a 

bombshell. 

The president quickly decided that he needed to send U.S. Ambassador-at-large 

Robert Murphy to London to find out what exactly the British planned to do and to keep 

them from any precipitous actions.  Murphy convinced Eden to agree to an international 

conference to determine the fate of the Suez Canal.  On July 31, 1956, Eisenhower met 

with Allen Dulles, John Foster Dulles, Admiral Arleigh Burke, Herbert Hoover Jr., 

Secretary of the Treasury George Humphrey, and Colonel Andrew Goodpaster. 
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According to Goodpaster’s notes, “In essence it stated that the British had taken a firm, 

considered decision to ‘break Nasser’ and to initiate hostilities at an early date for this 

purpose (estimating six weeks to be required for setting up the operation).  Eisenhower 

opened the discussion by saying ‘he considered this to be a very unwise decision on 

[Eden’s] part.’”
45

  The Americans correctly surmised that British diplomacy would be a 

mere cover for military action.         

 Eisenhower concluded that the United States required congressional approval for 

any type of military action in order to support Eden’s military plans to take back the 

canal, and this approval was highly unlikely.  Believing that Eden had dramatically 

overreacted to the crisis, Eisenhower decided to send Dulles to London to make the case 

for negotiations rather than pursue any overt military intervention.  The American 

president sought to make it absolutely clear to Eden that he completely opposed direct 

British military intervention.  Eisenhower warned, “To join with the British against 

Nasser might well array the world from Dakar to the Philippine Islands against us.”
46

  

Dulles believed that Nasser needed to give up the Suez Canal, but he worried “the British 

went into World War I and World War II without the United States, on the calculation 

that we would be bound to come in.”
47

  Eisenhower sent Eden a stern letter on July 31, 

1956, discouraging any plans for using force to resolve the Suez Crisis.
48
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The president sent Dulles to London on August 1 in order to slow down any plans 

for British military intervention in Suez.  Dulles did agree with the British that “a way 

had to be found to make Nasser disgorge what he was attempting to swallow… we must 

make a genuine effort to bring world opinion to favor the international operation now… it 

should be possible to create a world opinion so adverse to Nasser that he would be 

isolated.”
49

  Eden claimed, “These were forthright words.  They rang in my ears for 

months.”
50

  Eden believed that Dulles’s words wholly justified Operation Musketeer, the 

British military plan to take back the Suez Canal. Operation Musketeer had just been 

approved by the Egypt committee on August 2, 1956.
51

 

The next day, after ruminating on the problems of British colonialism, 

Eisenhower wrote to his old friend Swede Hazlett, “We unavoidably give to the little 

nations opportunities to embarrass us greatly.  The great Western nations had no choice 

but to swallow their pride, accept insults, and attempt to work to bolster the underlying 

concepts of freedom, even though this was frequently costly. Yet there can be no doubt 
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that in the long run such faithfulness will produce real rewards.”
52

  Returning from 

London, Secretary Dulles advocated a peaceful solution to the nationalization of the Suez 

Canal.
53

 

The London Conference ran from August 16 to August 23, 1956, where eighteen 

of twenty-two countries came to an agreement on the need for international control of the 

Suez Canal.  The agreement reached “would entrust the operation of the canal to an 

international board, including Egyptian membership, with other countries chosen in the 

light of their maritime interests and pattern of trade.  Its object would be to secure the 

best possible operating results, without political motivation in favor of, or against, any 

user.”
54

  The Suez Canal should be run by an international board rather than by the 

Egyptians.           

 The Menzies mission, a delegation headed by Prime Minister Robert Menzies of 

Australia, attempted to sell this plan to Nasser.  This mission, not surprisingly, failed.  In 

their memoirs, Eden and Lloyd put the blame squarely on Eisenhower for deflating their 

negotiating position with Nasser.  In a press conference, Eisenhower indicated that he 

favored only a peaceful solution to the Suez crisis.
55

  The British contended that the 
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possible use of force bolstered their negotiating position with Nasser, the exact argument 

that Dulles had used in threatening military intervention in Indochina at the Geneva 

Conference of 1954.  Eden, Lloyd, and Menzies concluded that Eisenhower’s comments 

had completely damaged their position in the negotiations. Nasser rejected the London 

Conference’s proposals, which Lloyd viewed as a great tragedy.
56

  By publicly opposing 

military intervention, Eisenhower had done to the British what the British had done to the 

Americans at the Geneva Conference in 1954.  Eden and Lloyd did not see the irony of 

the situation. 

The Dulles proposal in September for a Suez Canal Users Association (SCUA) 

again delayed British military intervention.  SCUA had the halfhearted backing of the 

British, but this time Dulles undermined his own idea.  As Lloyd wrote, “He said at a 

press conference during the second day’s debate in the Commons that if an American 

ship sailing under the auspices of SCUA was stopped ‘we do not intend to shoot our way 

through.  It should go around the Cape’.  Later he said SCUA had never had any teeth in 

it anyhow.”
57

  The success of the Egyptian government in running the canal with 

Egyptians rather than the British ultimately doomed any chance that Dulles’s proposal 

might have had.  Selwyn Lloyd thought that Dulles’s undermining of SCUA was the 

second tragic mistake made by the Americans.  Eisenhower seemed to undercut British 

diplomacy throughout the Suez Crisis.
58
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Eisenhower wrote a letter to Eden on September 2, 1956, to point out the dangers 

of any British military intervention in Egypt:  

I am afraid, Anthony, that from this point onward our views upon this 

situation diverge.  As to the use of force or the threat of force at this 

juncture, I continue to feel as I expressed myself in the letter Foster carried 

to you some weeks ago.  Even now military preparations and civilian 

evacuation exposed to public view seemed to be solidifying support for 

Nasser which has been shaky in many important quarters.  I regard it as 

indispensable that if we are to proceed solidly together to the solution of 

this problem, public opinion in our several countries must be 

overwhelmingly in support.  I must tell you frankly that American public 

opinion flatly rejects the thought of using force, particularly when it does 

not seem that every possible peaceful means of protecting our vital 

interests has been exhausted without result.  Moreover, I greatly doubt we 

could here secure congressional authority even for the lesser support 

measures for which you might have to look to us.
59

 

 

Eisenhower was using the same reasoning that Eden had used against him concerning 

militarily intervention in Indochina in 1954.  Eden had argued then that the Americans 

had tried to sabotage the Geneva Convention in order to intervene militarily in Indochina. 

 President Eisenhower asserted that the British, prematurely deciding on military 

intervention, had not pursued every means possible for a peaceful resolution of the 

conflict.  Eisenhower used Eden’s own arguments against him:      

I really do not see how a successful result could be achieved by forcible 

means.  The use of force would, it seems to me, vastly increase the area of 
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jeopardy.  I do not see how the economy of Western Europe can long 

survive the burden of prolonged military operations, as well as the denial 

of Near East oil.  Also, the peoples of the Near East and North Africa and, 

to some extent, of all of Asia and all of Africa, would be consolidated 

against the West to a degree which, I fear, could not be overcome in the 

generation and, perhaps, not even in a century particularly having in mind 

the capacity of the Russians to make mischief. Before such action were 

undertaken, all our people should unitedly understand that there were no 

other means available to protect our vital rights and interests.
60

 

 

Eisenhower also thought that war between Great Britain and Egypt might not only bring 

down the economies of Western Europe, but also alienate Arab, African and Asian 

people throughout the world.  The Third World could be lost not just for a generation, but 

for a century.  Moreover, Britain’s war on Egypt would open the door to massive Soviet 

expansionism.           

 In a letter dated September 6, 1956, Eden responded by accusing Eisenhower of 

appeasement: “It was argued either that Hitler had committed no act of aggression against 

anyone or that he was entitled to do what he liked in his own territory or that it was 

impossible to prove that he had any ulterior designs or that the covenant of the League of 

Nations did not entitle us to use force and that it would be wiser to wait until he did 

commit an act of aggression.”
61

  Eden argued that the nationalization of the Suez Canal 

amounted to an act of aggression against the international community.
62

  He believed 
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Eisenhower’s arguments sounded just like the arguments of those who had championed 

appeasement in the 1930s.
63

 

 Eisenhower retorted to Eden on September 8, 1956 by reiterating his position that 

British government’s use of force would be a mistake.  Such action would only lead 

many Arabs to support Nasser.
64

  Eisenhower warned: “It might cause a serious 

misunderstanding between our two countries because I must say frankly that there is as 

yet no public opinion in this country which is prepared to support such a move, and the 

most significant public opinion that there is seems to think that the United Nations was 

formed to prevent this very thing.”
65

  Eisenhower used the same British arguments that 

the British had used against his position on Indochina in 1954.  Eisenhower advised 

Eden: “Nasser thrives on drama.  If we let some of the drama go out of the situation and 

concentrate upon the task of deflating him through slower but sure processes such as I 

described, I believe the desired results can more probably be obtained.”
66

  In short, Eden 

                                                                                                                                                 
compared Nasser to Hitler and the Rhineland and said it was just a question of how long all of us would 

have to go along to appease Nasser ‘before we have the inevitable row’.” 
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and Eisenhower reversed roles in 1956.  Eisenhower, the five star general, became a 

dove, while Eden, the master diplomat, became a hawk. 

 Nasser officially rejected the Menzies Mission on September 9, 1956.  Sir Ivone 

Kirkpatrick, Permanent Undersecretary of State at the Foreign Office, analyzed the 

situation in this way: “Dulles, having rejected the idea of going to the Security Council, 

having refused to stop paying dues to the Egyptian Authority, having decided that other 

economic pressure was not possible, having thought up SCUA, would very soon find out 

that SCUA did not work. The choice would then be force or surrender to Nasser.”
67

  

Kirkpatrick continued his analysis: 

It seems to me that there is a certain analogy, as Walter Lippman points 

out, between our attitude to America over China, and theirs to us over the 

Middle East.  There is only one substantial difference.  The Americans 

never believed that the Chinese would wreck them, at all events for a very 

long time.  But for the reasons I have outlined very sketchily above, we, 

rightly or wrongly, believe that if we are denied the resources of Africa 

and the Middle East, we can be wrecked within a year or two.
68

  

 

Kirkpatrick skillfully analyzed the crisis and clearly suggested that Dulles was merely 

delaying the inevitable military confrontation between Great Britain and Egypt.   

 The British came to believe firmly that Dulles acted less like a diplomat and more 

like a campaign manager for Eisenhower’s reelection.
69

  In his press conference on 

September 11, 1956, Eisenhower stated, “I don’t know exactly what you mean by 
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backing them. As you know, this country will not go to war ever while I am occupying 

my present post unless the Congress is called into session and Congress declares such a 

war.”
70

  In a press conference the following day, Dulles made the situation worse by 

declaring, “We do not intend to shoot our way through. It may be we have the right to do 

it but we don’t intend to do it as far as the United States is concerned.”
71

  Eisenhower and 

Dulles obviously rejected the gunboat diplomacy that Eden, Lloyd, and the Foreign 

Office openly advocated.  Eden and Lloyd, again, censured the Americans for the failure 

of the negotiations on Suez Canal Users Association (SCUA).   

 British pilots left their jobs running the Suez Canal on September 14, 1956.  New 

Egyptian pilots came in the following day and the canal ran smoothly. 

 Thus, as Eisenhower wrote in his memoirs, ‘the assumption upon which 

the User’s Association was largely based proved groundless’.  Eisenhower 

felt that Nasser’s action made ‘any thought of using force… almost 

ridiculous’.  In his opinion, the British should accept the Egyptian offer for 

compensation for their 44 percent interest in the Suez Canal Company and 

get back to their real problems, such as restoring their economy and 

making their contribution to meeting the Russian threat.
72

 

 

Once Nasser rejected the SCUA proposals, the British and French in late 

September finally brought their case before the United Nations Security Council.  

Whether the British or French genuinely sought peace or needed to hide their moves 

toward a war on Egypt is unclear.  The British, it seems, really favored a path to war with 
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only one serious hesitation.  What effect would a war have on the price of sterling?
73

  

 Eden wrote a top secret memorandum on September 23 telling Harold Macmillan, 

his Chancellor of the Exchequer that “The Americans’ main contention is that we bring 

Nasser down by degrees rather than on the Mossadegh lines.  Of course if this is possible 

we should warmly welcome it and I am all for making every effort provided the results 

show themselves without delay.”
74

  Eden appeared to desire action sooner rather than 

later, while the Americans preferred to wait until after the elections.   

 The next day, Macmillan met with President Eisenhower in the White House.  He 

reported, “On Suez, he [Ike] was sure that we must get Nasser down.  The only thing 

was, how to do it.  I made it quite clear that we could not play it long, without aid on a 

very large scale-that is, if playing it long involved buying dollar oil.”
75

  The differences 

between the British and Americans appeared to have become merely a difference in 

tactics.  The Eisenhower administration favored a slow, covert war against Nasser while 

the British favored swift military intervention to take back the canal and destroy Nasser 

in the process.  Macmillan had inadvertently revealed to Eisenhower Britain’s Achilles’ 

heel, its serious economic weakness in the event of a prolonged war. 

Later that day, Macmillan visited with Dulles at the State Department.  The 

British government had recently announced the Anglo-French proposal to put the Suez 
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Crisis on the agenda of the UN Security Council.
76

  Having not been consulted but 

merely informed of this decision, Dulles was surprised and angry.  Macmillan wrote, “He 

was, therefore, deeply hurt to find that we had taken this decision without further 

consultation.  We should get nothing but trouble in New York; we were courting disaster.  

(From the way Dulles spoke you would have thought he was warning us against entering 

a bawdy house.)”
77

  Dulles looked upon the United Nations as a hopeless diplomatic 

quagmire. 

In a letter to Eisenhower on October 1, 1956, Eden tried to tie Nasser to Soviet 

expansionism.  He observed:  “There is no doubt in our minds that Nasser, whether he 

likes it or not, is now effectively in Russian hands, just as Mussolini was in Hitler’s.  It 

would be ineffective to show weakness to Nasser now in order to placate him as it was to 

show weakness to Mussolini.  The only result was and would be to bring the two 

together.”
78

  Eden also tried once again to tie Egypt to various communist movements 

throughout the Arab world that sought the downfall of the West.   

The following day, Secretary of State Dulles made clear in a press conference the 

real differences between the British and the Americans: 

There were, I admit, differences of approach by the three nations to the 

Suez dispute, which perhaps arise from fundamental concepts.  For while 

we stand together, and I hope shall always stand together in treaty 

relations covering the North Atlantic, any areas encroaching in some form 

                                                 
76

 Ibid., 155.  “The new doctrine about the infallibility of the United Nations, whether in the 

Security Council or in the Assembly, was declared by Gaitskell and his colleagues with all the infatuation 

of ultramontanism.  Gaitskell in this respect resembled in 1956 Cardinal Manning in 1870.” 

 
77

 Ibid., 135-136. 

 
78

 Boyle, ed., The Eden-Eisenhower Correspondence, 1955-1957, 172. 



 

207 

or manner on the problem of so-called colonialism, find the United States 

playing a somewhat independent role.  The shift from colonialism to 

independence will be going on for another 50 years, and I believe that the 

task of United Nations is to try to see that this process moves forward in a 

constructive, evolutionary way, and does not come to a halt or go forward 

through violent, revolutionary processes which would be destructive of 

much good.
79

 

 

The British responded to Dulles by accusing the Secretary of State of diminishing their 

negotiating position at the United Nations. In his memoirs Eden wrote, “It would be 

foolish to pretend that Mr. Dulles’s remarks on colonialism did not represent his feelings 

and those of many of his countrymen.  These sentiments certainly played their part in the 

reaction of some Americans to the Anglo-French intervention at Suez.”
80

  Yet, Dulles 

could not have been clearer.  He reiterated the American idea of evolutionary change in 

the Middle East rather than upholding British colonialism or endorsing radical and 

violent Arab or Islamic revolutions.  British and American foreign policies again 

diverged on fundamental questions of strategy and tactics in the Middle East and North 

Africa. 

 To help resolve these differences, Patrick Dean, British Joint Intelligence 

Committee chairman, came to Washington to review Project Omega with U.S. officials in 

early October 1956.  British Historian Stephen Dorril has written: “Dulles mentioned 

MI6 plans for his [Nasser’s] overthrow, but Eisenhower repeated that ‘we should have 

nothing to do with any project for a covert operation against Nasser personally’.  As 
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George Young feared, the Americans would not join.”
81

  Eisenhower made a special 

point of rejecting the assassination of Nasser:  “On October 8, 1956, Herbert Hoover, Jr., 

the Under-Secretary of State, told Eisenhower that ‘one of our agencies’ had devised a 

plan that was quicker and more direct ‘on how to topple Nasser’.  Whether or not that 

was a euphemism for assassination, Eisenhower rejected the premise. Goodpaster noted, 

‘the President said that an action of this kind could not be taken when there is as much 

active hostility as at present.”
82

  Despite Eisenhower’s steadfast objections, the British 

continued to make plans to assassinate Nasser.
83

 

 While visiting his wife in the hospital, Eden was himself struck by a life 

threatening fever on October 5, 1956.  Kennett Love has written: “Eden was felled that 

day, a Friday, by a chill, ague, and raging fever during a visit to his wife in the University 

College Hospital, where, it was authoritatively said, she was recuperating from a 
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miscarriage.  Eden lost consciousness in an elevator in a fit so severe that his aides 

thought he was going to die.  His fever mounted to 106 degrees.”
84

  Eden stayed in the 

hospital for the weekend and then miraculously returned to work the following 

Monday.
85

  The strain and the pressure of Suez and personal problems had overwhelmed 

the prime minister.   

Eisenhower held a press conference on October 12: “I have an announcement. I 

have got the best announcement that I could possibly make to America tonight.  The 

progress made in the settlement of the Suez dispute this afternoon at the United Nations 

is most gratifying. Egypt, Britain and France have met through their foreign ministers and 

agreed on a set of principles on which to negotiate, and it looks like here is a very great 

crisis that is behind us.”
86

  In fact, he was wrong.  The United Nations resolution would 

not be agreed to, was vetoed by the Soviet Union, and so the Suez Crisis began to grow, 

not diminish. 

 Through U-2 spy flights over Israel, Eisenhower learned that the Israelis had 

purchased sixty French Mystere jets.  This action clearly violated the Tripartite 

Declaration of 1950, an agreement between the United States, Great Britain, and France 

to maintain the military status quo in the Middle East by restricting arm sales.  The 

United States had approved 24 French Mystere jets to Israel, but not 60.  Ironically, the 

brand new American U-2 spy planes were not being used to spy on the Soviet Union, but 
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to spy on American allies, the British, the French, and the Israelis.  Historian Stephen 

Ambrose has explained: 

Over the next two weeks, there was a virtual blackout on communication 

between the United States on the one side and the French and the British 

on the other. Simultaneously, American interceptors picked up heavy 

radio traffic between Britain and France. American code breakers were 

unsuccessful in unraveling the content of the messages; they could only 

report that the sheer volume of traffic was ominous. Eisenhower’s own 

expectation was that the Israelis would attack Jordan, supplied by the 

French and with covert British sanction, and that the British and the 

French would then take advantage of the confusion to occupy the canal. 

He was, in other words, badly misinformed, and had reached the wrong 

conclusions. He was about to be as completely surprised as he had been on 

December 7, 1941, by Pearl Harbor, or on December 16, 1944, by the 

Ardennes’s counter offensive.  The difference was that this time it was his 

friends were fooling him.
87

 

 

The British chose to deliberately conceal their actions from the Americans.  Selwyn 

Lloyd argued, “Eisenhower’s mind was concentrated on the election campaign, appearing 

as the candidate who could preserve the peace of the world.  The fact was that he had 

twice let us down and relieved the pressure on Nasser at critical moments.”
88

  Lloyd and 

Eden deliberately blamed the Americans for the failure of the peace negotiations, thus 

justifying their deceit of the Americans.  If the British had truly desired a peaceful 

resolution of the conflict, they could have easily attained it.   

  In his book, The Art of the Possible, Rab Butler described what happened next on 

October 18, 1956: 
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I went straight to No. 10 where I found the Foreign Secretary, Selwyn 

Lloyd, in the lobby outside the Cabinet Room.  He seemed moved and, 

gripping my arm, described how he had got back from the U.N. early on 

the 16
th

 and immediately wafted to Paris in the wake of the Prime Minister 

to attend a conference with Mollet and Pineau.  They had discussed the 

ever closer line up between Jordan, Syria and Egypt and the consequences 

of a preemptive strike by Israel, and it had been suggested that, if war 

broke out in the Middle East between Israel and Egypt, Britain and France 

would jointly intervene in the canal area to stop hostilities.  Selwyn Lloyd 

seemed anxious about my own reaction.  At that moment I was summoned 

into the Cabinet Room.
89

 

 

The British cabinet was planning a war in the Middle East. 

 Shockingly, Lloyd had just admitted to the Israelis the day before that Great 

Britain and Egypt were within seven days of reaching an agreement on the Suez Canal.  

Moshe Dayan, Chief of Staff of the Israeli Defense Forces, recorded in his memoirs, “If 

all was so well and good, why, then, was he here?  Because, he[Lloyd] explained, such an 

agreement would not only fail to weaken Nasser, it would actually strengthen him, and 

since her Majesty’s Government considered that Nasser had to go, it was prepared to 

undertake military action in accordance with the latest version of the Anglo-French 

plan.”
90

  This admission blatantly contradicted the Eden-Lloyd thesis that the Americans 

ought to be held responsible for the Suez Crisis.        

 The new military plan called for the Israelis to reach Suez within forty-eight 

hours.  The Anglo-French ultimatum would then be issued for the Israelis and the 

Egyptians to withdraw.  If, as planned, Egypt rejected the ultimatum, the British and 
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French would take the Suez Canal and overthrow Nasser.
91

  Negotiated between October 

22 and 24, 1956, between Great Britain, France, and Israel, Protocol of Sevres formally 

sealed the deal.
92

  Upset that a written document existed, Eden sent Patrick Dean back to 

Paris to request that the other copies of the document be destroyed.  The French refused. 

The Israelis had already returned to Israel with their copy.
93

 

 On October 23, 1956, Selwyn Lloyd deliberately misled U.S. Ambassador to 

Great Britain Winthrop Aldrich about Israeli intentions in the Middle East.  He told 

Aldrich: “A major Israeli attack either on Jordan or Egypt at this time would put Britain 
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in (an) impossible situation…  He (was) unwilling (to) believe the Israelis would launch a 

full scale attack upon Egypt despite the temptation to do so, in present circumstances…  

Lloyd’s major concern is (the) threat (of) further large-scale attacks on Jordan.”
94

  The 

American ambassador, having been deceived by the British Foreign Secretary, was 

misled into thinking that Israel planned to attack Jordan.  The inability of the Americans 

to grasp the collusion of the British, French, and Israelis stemmed from British statesmen 

who excelled at prevarication. 

  The following day the Israelis launched a military attack, not against Jordan but 

against Egypt.  At a meeting at the White House that evening, Eisenhower quickly 

recognized the British deception.  He declared, “We should let them know at once…that 

we recognize that much is on their side in the dispute with the Egyptians, but that nothing 

justifies double crossing us.”
95

  After this meeting, Eisenhower called in the British 

diplomat, J. E. Coulson, and asked him about French collusion with Israel, pointing to the 

60 French Mystere jets that had been sold to Israel.  He did not charge the British with 

collusion but wanted only to “redeem (their) word about supporting any victim of 

aggression.”
96

  Eisenhower referred to the Tripartite Treaty of 1950.  That treaty called 

for the United States, Great Britain, and France to defend any Middle Eastern nation 

against an aggressor.  In this case, the treaty required the United States, Great Britain, and 

France to defend Egypt against Israel. 
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 Eisenhower wanted to know what the British and the French planned to do.  

British historian Christopher Andrew has written, “Ike was so much in the dark that he 

speculated that ‘the hand of Churchill’, rather than of Eden, might be behind the British 

Suez adventure, since it was ‘in the mid-Victorian style’.”
97

  Eisenhower began to receive 

reports that British and French military forces also had attacked Egypt.  A series of 

telegrams flew between Eisenhower and Eden on October 30.     

 The final message Eisenhower sent to Eden no longer read “Dear Anthony” 

instead it read, “Dear Prime Minister:” 

I have just learned from press of the 12- hour ultimatum which you and 

the French Government have delivered to the Government of Egypt 

requiring, under threat of forceful intervention, the temporary occupation 

by Anglo-French forces of key positions at Port Said, Ismailia and Suez in 

the Suez Canal Zone. I feel I must urgently express to you my deep 

concern at the prospect of this drastic action even at the very time when 

the matter is under consideration as it is today by the United Nations 

Security Council.  It is my sincere belief that peaceful processes can and 

should prevail to secure a solution which will restore the armistice 

condition as between Israel and Egypt and also justly settle the 

controversy with Egypt about the Suez Canal.
98

 

 

Eisenhower sent this message because he recognized the ultimatum as a pretext for the 

very military intervention that he had long opposed:  “When news of the ultimatum 

reached Eisenhower, it is reported that ‘the White House crackled with barrack-room 

language the kind of which had not been heard since the days of General Grant’.  The 

president rang Eden but was connected to his Press Secretary, William Clark, by mistake.  
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‘Anthony’, Ike told Clark, believing him to be the Prime Minister, ‘you must have gone 

out of your mind.’”
99

  Eisenhower realized he had been double-crossed by his friend and 

ally, Anthony Eden. 

 Other foreign events further complicated the crisis: the new Hungarian Prime 

Minister, Imre Nagy, announced a new coalition government that included non-

communist members on October 31, 1956.  At the same time, the Soviets promised to 

evacuate the Red Army from Hungary quickly.  The Dulles brothers wrongly believed 

this coalition government signaled “the beginning of the collapse of the Soviet 

Empire.”
100

  Meanwhile, the British and the French had started hostilities by bombing 

Egyptian airfields.  Eisenhower’s immediate reaction: “How could we possibly support 

Britain and France if in doing so we lose the whole Arab world?”
101

  Eisenhower, after 

much deliberation, chose the Arab world over his Western allies.  

 After considering Eisenhower’s response, Eden now realized that he had lost the 

support of the United States government.  British historian Howard J. Dooley noted, 

“Eisenhower administered a lesson about superpower authority and British dependency.  

In the Mediterranean, the United States used its powerful Sixth Fleet as a weapon of 

intimidation, harassing the Anglo-French invasion fleet, submerging submarines in its 

path, buzzing the ships with aircraft, rattling its commanders, and perhaps delaying its 

arrival off Port Said by twenty-four hours.”
102

  Eisenhower rattled the saber.  
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 Eden did, however, take some comfort from an article in the New York Times that 

ran on November 1, 1956 that clearly understood his position: 

It would be ridiculous to permit Colonel Nasser to pose before the United 

Nations or the world as the innocent victim of aggression, or to hold a 

protecting hand over him. On the contrary, in so far as there is anyone man 

guilty of aggression it is the Egyptian President, for he has waged war 

against Israel, Britain and France by propaganda, by gun-running, by 

infiltration of murderous bands, by stirring up rebellion in French North 

Africa, by seizing the Suez Canal by force and scrapping a treaty in the 

same manner in which Hitler marched into the Rhineland, by blocking the 

canal for Israeli shipping in defiance of United Nations orders—finally, by 

his whole loudly proclaimed program of throwing Israel into the sea in 

alliance with other Arab states and creating an Arab Empire under his own 

hegemony which would expand his influence in concentric circles to all 

Africa and the whole Moslem world.
103

 

 

Eden wanted Nasser gone. 

 Eden knew that in some cases the national interests of the United States and Great 

Britain would conflict.  In his memoirs, Eden tried to explain the dissimilarities between 

the United States and Great Britain over the Suez Canal Crisis: 

It is obvious truth that safety of transit through the canal, though clearly a 

concern to the United States, is for them not a matter of survival as it is to 

us and, indeed, to all Europe and many other lands.  Indeed, Mr. Dulles 

himself made this clear on August 28 when he said the United States’ 

economy is not dependent upon the canal.  Of course that is true.  We 

must all accept it, and we should not complain about it, but it is equally 

true that throughout all these months this fact has inevitably influenced the 

attitude of the United States to these problems, as compared to that of 

ourselves and France.  If anyone says that on that account we should have 

held up action until agreement could be reached with the United States as 

to what to do, I can only say that this would have been to ignore what 
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everyone here and in the United States knows to have been different 

approaches to some of these vital Middle Eastern questions.  They know 

it.  We know it.  Of course, we deplore it, but I do not think that it can 

carry with it this corollary, that we must in all circumstances secure 

agreement from our American ally before we can act ourselves in what we 

know to be our own vital interests.
104

 

 

 The National Security Council met on November 1 at the White House to discuss 

the two crises, the Hungarian Revolution and the Suez Canal.  Allen Dulles reported on 

Hungary.  Historian Christopher Andrew wrote, “In a sense, what had occurred there was 

a miracle.  Events had belied all our past views that a popular revolt in the face of modern 

weapons was an utter impossibility. Nevertheless, the impossible just happened, and 

because of the power of public opinion, armed forces could not effectively be used.”
105

  

Allen Dulles erroneously thought that the Soviet Empire was unraveling.   

 In the same meeting, John Foster Dulles spoke out on Suez, “It is nothing less 

than tragic that at this very time, when we are on the point of winning an immense and 

long-hoped-for victory over Soviet colonialism in Eastern Europe, we should be forced to 

choose between following in the footsteps of Anglo-French colonialism in Asia and 

Africa, or splitting our course away from their course.”
106

  Dulles precisely described the 
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terrible division between the United States and Great Britain.     

 Eisenhower unwaveringly retold his decision that between Great Britain and 

France or the Arab world, he must choose the Arab world.  Eisenhower’s main concern in 

the Middle East was not defending Anglo-French colonialism but rather defeating Soviet 

expansionism.  He even worried that the Soviets might give the Egyptians atomic 

weapons.           

  In the United Nations, Secretary of State Dulles sponsored a resolution calling for 

a cease-fire.  On November 2, this UN resolution passed by a vote of 64 to 5 with six 

abstentions.  The five votes against the resolution included Britain, France, Israel, 

Australia, and New Zealand.
107

         

 A bitter Anthony Eden later remarked, “It was not Soviet Russia, or any Arab 

state, but the government of the United States which took the lead in Assembly against 

Israel, France and Britain.  Their Secretary of State said he moved the resolution with a 

heavy heart.”
108

  Eden believed that a cease-fire would not resolve the existing problems, 

but would instead exacerbate the problems in the Middle East.  He complained that the 

United Nations did not create an effective international force to maintain the Suez Canal.  

The United States sponsored move for a cease-fire, would merely restore the status quo 

before the crisis had begun. 
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 On the same day as the UN vote, Vice President Richard Nixon delivered a 

campaign speech that stated: “For the first time in history we have shown independence 

of Anglo-French policies towards Asia and Africa which seemed to us to reflect the 

colonial tradition.  That Declaration of Independence has had an electrifying effect 

throughout the world.”
109

  The British interpreted the Vice President’s statement as 

political electioneering, not the world’s vote of confidence in Eisenhower’s policies as 

the Vice President had suggested.    

 A short time later, Eisenhower told General Alfred Gruenther, the Supreme 

Commander of NATO, “If one has to fight then that is that. But I don’t see the point in 

getting into a fight to which there can be no satisfactory end and in which the whole 

world believes you are playing the part of the bully and you do not even have the firm 

backing of your entire people.”
110

  The British, French, and Israelis assumed that 

Eisenhower, distracted by a presidential election, would be forced to go along with them.  

They badly misjudged him. 

 In the meantime, Secretary of State Dulles underwent emergency cancer surgery 

at Walter Reed Hospital on November 3, 1956 allowing the anglophobe Herbert Hoover 

Jr. to take over his responsibilities at the State Department.  Prime Minister Eden rejected 

the cease-fire as called for by the United Nations.  The Soviet Union then vetoed the 

American resolution demanding the withdrawal of the Red Army from Hungary.  

Eisenhower, who had originally inspired Hungarian freedom fighters with his broadcasts 

                                                 
109

 Lloyd, Suez 1956, 202. 

 
110

 Ambrose, Eisenhower. Vol. 2, The President, 1952-1969, 365. 



 

220 

from Radio Free Europe, now refused to help the Hungarians against the Soviets. He 

declined the CIA’s request to assist Hungarian freedom fighters, and prohibited the 

possible use of American troops because he considered Hungary “as inaccessible to us as 

Tibet.”
111

  In this case, Eisenhower’s commitment to rolling back communism in Eastern 

Europe proved to be hollow rhetoric. 

 The Joint Chiefs of Staff delivered a dire warning for the president about the 

Middle East: “By use of propaganda, agents and local communist parties the Soviets can 

cause extensive anti-Western rioting, sabotage and general disorder throughout the area, 

particularly at Western oil installations.  To direct and assist in such operations the 

Soviets could introduce small numbers of professional agents and saboteurs.”
112

  In sum, 

the Soviets could bring political and economic chaos to the Middle East, chaos that might 

spread swiftly to Western Europe.   

 Soviet troops totaling 200,000 redeployed on Budapest in order to crush the 

Hungarian Revolution on November 4.  Eisenhower’s response: “We could do 

nothing.”
113

  The American refusal to come to the aid of the Hungarian freedom fighters 

indicated that Eisenhower would not use covert or overt military intervention to stop the 

Soviets in their admitted sphere of influence in Eastern Europe. 

                                                 
111

 Ibid., 367. 

 
112

 Foreign Relations of the United States,  1955-1957 Volume XVI, Suez Crisis July 26-December 

31, 1956, 970. 

 
113

 Andrew, For the President’s Eyes Only, 236. 



 

221 

 The next day British and French troops finally landed in Egypt near the Suez 

Canal.
114

  President Bulganin of the Soviet Union sent letters to the leaders of Great 

Britain, France, and Israel, accusing them of unwarranted aggression against Egypt and 

used a veiled threat to use nuclear weapons against London and Paris unless British, 

French, and Israeli forces were withdrawn from Egypt.  He warned of a third world war 

and suggested a joint Soviet-American force to clear the region of British and French 

troops.  Eisenhower dismissed the proposal of joint Soviet-American action against 

Britain, France, and Israel as a ludicrous idea.       

 Eisenhower, for his part, now compared the Soviets to Hitler: “Those boys are 

both furious and scared.  Just as with Hitler, that makes for the most dangerous possible 

state of mind.  And we better be damned sure that every intelligence point and every 

outpost of our armed forces is absolutely right on their toes.”
115

  Eisenhower continued, 

“We have to be positive and clear in our every word, every step.  And if those fellows 

start something, we may have to hit ‘em—and, if necessary, with everything in the 

bucket.”
116

  While having refused to help the Hungarian freedom fighters, Eisenhower 

prepared for the real possibility of launching an all-out nuclear attack against the Soviet 
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Union.  He did not even blink over the possibility of a total global thermonuclear war, 

particularly if the Soviets introduced troops into the Middle East.
117

 

 On Election Day, Eisenhower remained apprehensive that the Soviets might take 

unilateral military action against British, French, or Israeli forces or use Syrian airfields, 

“If the Soviets attacked the British and the French we would be in war, and we would be 

justified in taking military action even if Congress were not in session.”
118

  Colonel 

Goodpaster gloomily noted that in this meeting: “The President asked if our forces in the 

Mediterranean are equipped with atomic anti-submarine weapons.”
119

  Eisenhower 

gravely contemplated nuclear war without seeking the advice or consent of the U.S. 

Congress.  

 British historian Christopher Andrew has noted that Eden and Lloyd wanted to 

continue the British military intervention until the canal was taken: 

Macmillan and a majority of ministers, however, believed that Britain 

could not afford to go on.  The crisis had begun a heavy run on the pound 

and a dramatic fall in British gold reserves.  When Macmillan telephoned 

Washington, he was told that the price of American support for an IMF 

loan to prop up the pound was a cease-fire by midnight on November 6.  
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The Eden government was thus forced into a humiliating climbdown, 

without achieving either control of the canal or the overthrow of Nasser.
120

 

  

Churchill later stated, “When things become known it will turn out, I think, that  

 

Anthony has been bitched, and that he wanted to go and complete the military 

 

operation.  When the cabinet wouldn’t let him he tried to resign, but they told him that he 

would split the Conservative Party.”
121

  Eisenhower appeared relieved that the fighting 

had stopped and the Soviets had not militarily intervened. 

 What the public did not know and the British cabinet only realized slowly was 

that Eisenhower had declared economic war against Great Britain.  He had launched an 

incredibly successful speculative financial attack on the value of sterling, which 

threatened to completely destabilize the British economy.  Herbert Hoover Jr., an expert 

at international finance, suggested to Eisenhower the strategy of the Federal Reserve 

quickly dumping their sterling holdings at basement prices in effect, an attack on 

Britain’s currency.  Historian Ricky-Dale Calhoun has concluded, “Hoover did not share 

Dulles’s negative view of Nasser and played a key role in persuading Eisenhower to 
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instruct the Federal Reserve to dump sterling on the world currency markets at a steep 

discount, thus threatening the British with severe devaluation of their currency to force 

them to agree to withdraw from Suez.”
122

  Eisenhower played economic hardball with the 

British.            

 Eden discussed Eisenhower’s economic threats with French Foreign Minister 

Christian Pineau, “According to Pineau, the prime minister [Eden] said that he had 

received a call from Eisenhower, ‘who told me if you don’t get out of Port Said 

tomorrow, I’ll cause a run on the pound and drive it to zero’.”
123

  This massively 

escalated the existing speculation on British sterling resulting from the Suez Crisis.  

Britain could not maintain the price of sterling nor a fixed exchange rate for the pound.  

Cameron F Cobbold, Governor of the Bank of England, declared this “would probably 

lead to the breakup of the sterling area (possibly even the dissolution of the 

Commonwealth), the collapse of [the European Payments Union], a reduction in the 

volume of trade and currency instability at home leading to severe inflation.”
124

  In short, 

this was a major economic catastrophe for Great Britain.    

 Cobbold probably understated the economic catastrophe awaiting England if the 

sterling crisis was combined with the oil shortage from the Persian Gulf.  Having blown 

up ships to block the Suez Canal, Nasser had stopped virtually all the oil from the Middle 
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East from flowing to Western Europe.  In addition, Eisenhower, through Deputy 

Secretary of Defense Robert Anderson, secretly negotiated and agreed to King Saud’s 

order to stop all oil from Saudi Arabia going to Britain and France.
125

  Great Britain’s 

only reliable supplier of oil would be the United States of America.  Thus, American oil 

suppliers could reap a hefty profit from Britain’s economic crisis.  Using the Federal 

Reserve and secret deals with the Saudis, Eisenhower orchestrated a British economic 

crisis that only he could control. 

 Eisenhower’s actions actually threatened the British with a near-term collapse of 

their economy.  Economists Adam Klug and Gregor W. Smith confirmed this reality: 

We find that recent historians have been right to downplay the 

significance of the run on the pound in the first week of November 1956.  

Although this triggered a massive loss of reserves, the event did not 

significantly affect forward exchange rates.  The historians have been 

wrong however to assert that there was no financial crisis. From the 

moment the Canal was nationalized the sterling exchange rate ceased to be 

credible and such credibility as had been regained was decisively reduced 

by the invasion.  At the end of November these pressures came to a head, 

as reserve losses and falling exchange-rate credibility coincided and 

reserves fell below $2000 million.  Moreover, the rate of reserve loss was 

greater than in other sterling crises.
126
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 The day after his overwhelming re-election, President Eisenhower met with 

Secretary of State Dulles at Walter Reed hospital to discuss the Suez Crisis,  “The 

Secretary then said that the British and the French going into Egypt was ‘a crazy act’.  

The President said yes, although it was somewhat understandable if in fact the Russians 

were going to act in any case.  The President added, however, that even if this were true, 

the British and French action was still ill-advised.”
127

  Eisenhower then increased the 

pressure on the British government by putting Anthony Eden into a permanent diplomatic 

deep freeze.  From November 7 until Eden’s retirement in January 1957, Eisenhower 

only communicated with Eden in the most minimal and perfunctory way.  Eden had 

become, in Eisenhower’s view, persona non grata.
128

        

 British cabinet members, other than Eden and Lloyd, now needed to contact the 

U.S. government through Ambassador Winthrop Aldrich.  Aldrich stated, “I was 

enormously helped at this time by the willingness of several important members of the 

British cabinet to exchange views with me with great frankness and permit me to convey 

their view and ideas directly to Washington, without passing through the Foreign 

Office.”
129

  Eisenhower attacked both the Treasury and the Foreign Office!   

 The new British Ambassador to the United States, Sir Harold Caccia, and Pierson 
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Dixon at the UN also had been frozen out.
130

  Aldrich recalled that he was “surprised at 

the vitriolic nature of Eisenhower’s reaction to what happened.  I think it was 

unstatesmanlike; indeed I think it was a dreadful thing the way the U.S. government 

permitted itself to act towards Eden because of pique or petulance…the President just 

went off the deep end.  He wouldn’t have anything to do with Eden at all.  He wouldn’t 

even communicate with him.”
131

 This incredible state of affairs lasted until Macmillan 

succeeded Eden.  Eisenhower and Dulles flatly refused to deal with Prime Minister Eden 

or the British Foreign Office.  This boycott of Britain’s top leaders allowed Eisenhower 

and Dulles, using Aldrich as a conduit, to conspire with British cabinet members such as 

Macmillan, Butler, and Salisbury, to work to remove Eden from the premiership without 

leaving a paper trail.  

  A National Security Council meeting on November 8, 1956, indicated that 

Eisenhower still did not believe that the British had not been in on the collusion with the 

French and the Israelis until the final days before the invasion.  He had originally thought 

the British misled him, but now believed that the British would not have deliberately 

misled him.
132

  Eisenhower only became fully cognizant of British collusion on 
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November 16, when French Foreign Minister Christian Pineau admitted to Allen Dulles 

that the British and the French had worked together from the beginning.  He had been 

totally double-crossed and lied to by Eden.
133

  The British cabinet also experienced the 

terrible hostility that existed between Washington and London.  R.A. Butler and Harold 

Macmillan had to communicate with Washington through Winthrop Aldrich, behind the 

back of their prime minister.
134

   

 Selwyn Lloyd visited John Foster Dulles at Walter Reed Hospital on Saturday, 

November 17, 1956 and Dulles had one quick question for Lloyd, “Selwyn, why did you 

stop?  Why didn’t you go through with it and get Nasser down?’ [Lloyd] replied,‘Well, 

Foster, if you had so much as winked at us we might have gone on’.”
135

  Dulles 

confirmed to Lloyd that the differences between the United States and Great Britain were 

about methods and tactics and that he had wanted Nasser overthrown as well.   
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 Dulles met with another important visitor that day, President Eisenhower, who 

had pointedly refused to meet with Lloyd.
136

  Eisenhower talked gravely to Dulles about 

his opinion of Prime Minister Anthony Eden:  “The President spoke of the reactions of 

British Generals, with whom he talked recently, concerning Prime Minister Eden.  Both 

had expressed an increasing lack of confidence in the British Prime Minister.”
137

  Dulles 

further noted, “He said that one of the most pleasant things in life was to find one’s 

estimate of a man increased each time one had dealings with him.  Conversely he thought 

one of the most disappointing things was to start with an exceedingly high opinion of a 

person and then have continually to downgrade this estimate on the basis of succeeding 

contacts with him.  He indicated that Eden fell into the latter category.”
138

  Eden had won 

the contempt of both Eisenhower and Dulles.      

 Furthermore, Eisenhower privately communicated to Macmillan and Butler, 

through Aldrich, that he required not only a withdrawal of British forces from Suez, but 

the resignation of Anthony Eden.  On November 19, 1956, Macmillan told Aldrich that a 
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major Cabinet shakeup was imminent, with the possible departure of Prime Minister 

Eden due to poor health.
139

  

The next day, Ambassador Winthrop Aldrich called the President, 

President:  We have been getting your messages, and I want to make an 

inquiry. You are dealing with at least one person—maybe two or three---

on a very personal basis. Is it possible for you, without embarrassment, to 

get together the two that you mentioned in one of your messages? 

Aldrich:  Yes, one of them I have been playing bridge with. Perhaps I can 

stop him. 

President:  I’d rather you talk to both together. You know who I mean?  

One has the same name as my predecessor at Columbia University; the 

other was with me in the war. 

(Note:  presumably, Butler and Macmillan) 

Aldrich:  I know the one with you in the war.  Oh yes, now I’ve got it. 

President:  Could you get them informally and say of course we are 

interested and sympathetic, and, as soon as things happen that we 

anticipate, we can furnish ‘a lot of fig leaves’. 

Aldrich:  I certainly can say that. 

President:  Will that be enough to get the boys moving? 

Aldrich:  I think it will be. 
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Dwight D. Eisenhower and George Humphrey on November 19, 1956, File November 56 Phone Calls,  
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President:  Herb (Hoover) probably will send you a cable later tonight.  

You see, you don’t want to be in a position of interfering between those 

two.  But we want to have you personally tell them.  They are both good 

friends. 

Aldrich:  Yes, very much so.  Have you seen all my messages?  Regarding 

my conversations with them all? 

President:  Yes—with at least two. 

Aldrich:  That is wonderful.  I will do this--- tomorrow? 

President:  Yes, first thing in the morning. 

Aldrich:  I shall certainly do it.  And will that communicate with you at 

once.  Can do it without the slightest embarrassment. 

President:  Communicate through regular channels—through Herb.
140

 

 

Eisenhower and Aldrich spoke in code.  One of the “fig leaves” may have been 

providing England with oil.  Goodpaster noted, “The President said that when the British 

and the French had withdrawn their troops, the United States ‘would talk to the Arabs to 

obtain the removal of any objections they may have regarding the provision of oil to 

Western Europe’.”
141

  But in the context of Aldrich and Macmillan’s previous messages 

Eisenhower may have agreed to give massive financial aid to Great Britain on the 

condition that the British cabinet agree to an immediate withdrawal of troops from Suez 

and that Eden resign.  Unfortunately for Eisenhower, Macmillan’s prediction of Eden’s 

resignation, because of poor health, proved to be wrong.    

  Just before going on his long vacation to Ian Fleming’s home, Goldeneye, in 

Jamaica, Prime Minister Eden renewed his orders on or about November 23, 1956 for 
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MI6 to kill Nasser.  British historian Stephen Dorril has written, “One of those games 

was Prime Minister Eden’s order to MI6 on or about November 23 to proceed with 

renewed assassination attempts.  It was Eden’s last act before he left for Jamaica to 

recuperate at the home of James Bond’s creator, Ian Fleming.  The MI6 station chief in 

Beirut, Donald Prater, packed up immediately and left for London: ‘Thuggery was on the 

agenda’.”
142

  Unfortunately for the prime minister, thuggery would not be perpetrated on 

Nasser, but on himself.           

 Eden did not go off on a vacation; rather he went into permanent political exile on 

a distant island, not unlike Napoleon.
143

  Eisenhower and Dulles unequivocally refused to 

work with him.  Behind Eden’s back and in concert with Eisenhower, a new pro-

American, British political triumvirate had been set up, with R.A. Butler, Harold 

Macmillan, and Lord Salisbury.  The new British leadership owed nothing to Eden.  They 

informed Eden of their decisions, and depended on Eisenhower for everything.    

 When Eden returned to England on December 14, he learned rather quickly that 

he had lost virtually all of his power.  Eden was not consulted on but rather informed of 

British cabinet actions.  Eden remained Prime Minister through Christmas before 

formally resigning on January 9, 1957, for health reasons.  Through his hard line demand 

for a ceasefire and then the demand for immediate British withdrawal from Suez, 

Eisenhower had destroyed the political career of Sir Anthony Eden.   
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 Now through economic blackmail, Eisenhower continued to control the British 

government and the destiny of the British Empire.  He demonstrated the wisdom of Sun 

Tzu: “An army is only the instrument which administers the coup de grace to an enemy 

already defeated by intelligence operations which separated the enemy from his allies, 

corrupted his officials, spread misleading information, and correctly assessed his strength 

and weaknesses—winning one hundred battles is not the acme of skill---to subdue the 

enemy without fighting is the acme of skill.”
144

  Eisenhower’s economic brinksmanship 

not only vanquished the wayward British, it severely undercut the transatlantic alliance. 

 The United States economic sanctions on Great Britain caused former Prime 

Minister Winston Churchill to intervene with his old American friend in order to try to 

reduce the pressure.  Churchill wrote to Eisenhower on November 23, 1956: 

There is not much left for me to do in this world and I have neither the 

wish nor the strength to involve myself in the present political stress and 

turmoil.  But I do believe with unfaltering conviction that the theme of the 

Anglo-American alliance is more important today than at any time since 

the war.  You and I had some part in raising it to the plane on which it has 

since stood.  Whatever the arguments adduced here and in the United 

States for or against Anthony’s actions in Egypt, it will now be an act of 

folly, on which our whole civilization may founder, to let events in the 

Middle East come between us.
145
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Churchill’s argument was simple, that the United States and Great Britain must 

work together or face the real possibility of losing the Middle East and North 

Africa to the Soviet Union.  Right or wrong, the Suez Crisis should be decided by 

historians in the future.         

 Repairing the transatlantic alliance remained a difficult task.  On Tuesday, 

November 27, 1956, the president and Dulles had a phone conversation about 

their problems with the British: 

Whereas, we are trying to time it properly so as to help them out 

permanently—which they don’t seem to understand.  Ismay says that the 

man who now seems kicked out will come back for sure; thinks they have 

done a terrible thing and that NATO might be broken up….  Mr. Dulles 

said of course that is bad—but it is awfully hard to see how we can begin 

to use that oil to meet their needs before they have indicated that they 

would comply with the UN resolution. The President said the public does 

not know this, and wondered if we shouldn’t let it be known?  Mr. Dulles 

thinks the public need not know, that a public statement might do more 

harm than good because it would look as though we were publicly 

subjecting them to pressure, which would be resented.  He feels they 

would prefer to act under their own steam. The President’s thought was to 

say that we understand they are going to comply…… The Secretary said it 

was they who double crossed us, and now are trying to put the blame on 

us.  He said, ‘Nothing has been stronger and clearer than your letters to 

Eden’.
146

  

 

 British historian Stephen Dorril has correctly concluded, “Harold Macmillan and 

Rab Butler had intrigued with US Ambassador, Winthrop Aldrich, ‘to give assurances 

that Eden would not remain Prime Minister’.  Indeed, the White House conspired to 
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ensure that Macmillan was the next PM as part of a plan to prevent the emergence of a 

Labour government as a consequence of the crisis.”
147

  Eisenhower’s pressure on Great 

Britain had to be calibrated in order to be strong enough to remove Eden and overcome 

the anti-Americans in the cabinet, but not so strong as to diminish Macmillan, Butler, and 

Salisbury, which would have created a Labour Government.   

 This political pressure took the form of economic blackmail.
148

  Secretary of the 

Treasury George Humphrey told Ambassador Harold Caccia, “You will not get a dime 

from the United States government if I can stop it, until you have gotten out of Suez!  

You are like burglars who have broken into somebody else’s house.  So get out!  When 

you do, and not until then, you’ll get help!”
149

  Humphrey dutifully described Great 

Britain’s dire economic straits in a National Security Council meeting held on November 

30, 1956: 

Secretary Humphrey stated that in point of fact the financial aspects of 

Britain’s problems were even more serious than her physical situation.  

The British reserves were falling very rapidly.  Even some slight 

indication of a run on currency could spell disaster for Great Britain.  We 

are prepared to handle the situation and to help them get themselves back 

in shape.  We are certainly going to see them through.  Secretary Wilson 

said that he was glad to hear this, but believed that it would be wiser for 
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our help to be extended to the British through the World Bank and the 

International Monetary Fund, rather than directly.  Secretary Humphrey 

assured Secretary Wilson that this was precisely what we were proposing 

to do.
150

 

 

 British historian Dorril has written, “The lesson of Suez, he [Eden] wrote, was 

that ‘If we are to play an independent part in the world… we must ensure our financial 

and economic independence’.  This, he believed, could be achieved only by excelling in 

‘technical knowledge’ and by cutting drastically the defense budget. ”
151

  Eden 

understood that he had lost power because the British could not stand up to the economic 

pressure coming from the Americans.  Ironically, Eisenhower had pioneered the 

implementation of economic warfare against America’s closest and most important ally. 

 On December 3, 1956, British Ambassador Caccia negotiated with Treasury 

Secretary Humphrey and Robert Murphy at the State Department a financial aid deal to 

rescue Britain.  Nonetheless, Caccia said he was unable to give a specific date for the 

British withdrawal from Suez Canal area.  Humphrey and Murphy replied that this was 

unacceptable.  British historian Dooley wrote, “Caccia protested that ‘an Englishman’s 

word was his bond’, but the Americans were unmoved.  Caccia then conveyed Great 

Britain’s aim of ‘complete withdrawal in 14 repeat 14 days’.  Dulles conferred with 

Eisenhower and they decided that the British had met U.S. requirements, and at the end 
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of the day London was informed that the needed financial support would be 

forthcoming.”
152

  The British had been sufficiently humbled.  

 As promised, the United States ensured the delivery of $1.3 billion in IMF funds 

to the British on December 10, 1956.  Eleven days later the British also received an 

additional $500 million loan from the Export-Import Bank.  On December 20, 1956, 

Eden addressed the House of Commons for the last time, where he falsely claimed “that 

there was not foreknowledge that Israel would attack Egypt.” 
153

  This proved to be 

Eden’s sad farewell to the House of Commons.        

 Macmillan, already campaigning for the premiership, later stated, “I like both 

Butler and Eden.  They both have great charm.  But it has been cruelly said that in 

politics there are no friends at the top.  I fear it is so.”
154

  Macmillan, the first man in and 

the first man out of the Suez Crisis would become the Queen’s new First Minister.  

 Foreign Secretary Lloyd wrote in his memoirs, “My theme was that, after the 

serious difference of opinion with the United States, we must try to make Western 

Europe less dependent upon America.  I did not get much sympathy from my colleagues. 

Most of them thought that the first priority must be the mending of our fences with the 

United States.”
155

  Lloyd’s anti-American outlook failed to impress a British cabinet 

seeking reconciliation with Eisenhower.       
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 Lloyd remained loyal to Eden to the end:  “Towards the end of the morning 

meeting Eden said that the discussion must continue in the afternoon without him.  He 

had to go to Sandringham.  There was some barrack-room language from one of my 

colleagues, who thought it was unreasonable and inconsiderate to break off the discussion 

in this way.  Neither he nor I had any idea of the reasons for Eden’s visit to see the 

Queen.”
156

  Macmillan, Eisenhower’s long-time friend, would become Prime Minister 

and lead Great Britain into a junior partnership with the United States, a role that 

Churchill and Eden had long dreaded. 

Eisenhower’s skilled deviousness and hypocrisy knew no bounds when on 

January 10, 1957, he wrote Eden: “I cannot tell you how deeply I regret that the strains 

and stresses of these times finally wore you down physically until you felt it necessary to 

retire….The only reason for recalling those days is to assure you that my admiration and 

affection for you have never diminished; I am truly sorry that you had to quit the office of 

Her Majesty’s First Minister.”
157

  None of Eisenhower’s statements were true.  Eden 

responded a week later, “Thank you so much for your letter and the kind thoughts in it.  I 

confess that it is a wrench to go just now, but the doctors really gave me no choice.  

Clarissa joins me in every wish for happiness to you both.”
158

  Sadly, Eden lived on for 

another twenty years. 
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 What Eden never understood was that when President Eisenhower was given the 

stark choice between his friends, the British and the French, and the Arab world, 

Eisenhower would pick the Arab world.  Eisenhower’s support of Arab nationalism over 

British and French colonialism derived from his extreme anti-communist view of the 

region.  British political hegemony in the region gave way to anti-communist Arab 

nationalism.  While Nasser may have been an assassin and a thug, he was no Hitler or 

Mussolini.  Nasser had acted within his legal rights when he nationalized the Suez Canal.  

The British could not legally or morally justify direct military intervention in Egypt.  

 Prime Minister Eden had been warned numerous times by Eisenhower of the 

severe consequences of military intervention.  He clearly did not believe those warnings.  

Eden and Lloyd blamed Eisenhower for their own diplomatic defeats and then deceived 

him about direct British military intervention in Egypt.  After he had been safely re-

elected, President Eisenhower’s personal rage against Prime Minister Eden led to an 

American economic war against Great Britain.  Eisenhower’s extreme and drastic 

measures forced the resignation of Prime Minister Anthony Eden, ended the Suez Crisis, 

and vaulted the United States to the West’s unquestioned power-broker. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 

Eisenhower’s foreign policy represented a radical rejection of America’s 

traditional European-based diplomacy and Great Britain’s balance of power diplomacy.  

Rather than backing British colonial interests, the United States moved to a conservative 

foreign policy, anti-colonial and anti-communist that forced it to become the policeman 

of the world.  The transatlantic alliance between the United States and Great Britain 

collapsed because the United States refused to be associated with British colonialism in 

the Far East and in the Middle East.  Instead, Eisenhower, who had promised collective 

security through NATO and SEATO, practiced personal diplomacy based on 

brinksmanship, excessive unilateralism, and intense anti-communism.  Eisenhower’s 

excessive unilateralism meant that the United States, particularly after alienating its 

Western allies in the Suez Crisis, would be forced in the future to go it alone in wars in 

the Far East, the Middle East, and the Western Hemisphere.  Ironically, Eisenhower had 

created an environment for future U.S. presidents in which the military-industrial 

complex could flourish, while completely undermining the American economy and what 

Eisenhower called “the American way of life.”
1
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On January 5, 1957, President Eisenhower delivered an address to a joint session 

of Congress on the importance of the Middle East to the United States.  He unequivocally 

stated, “Our country supports without reservation the full sovereignty and independence 

of each and every nation of the Middle East.”
2
  He unmistakably put the United States on 

the side of those nations seeking independence from Anglo-French colonialism and those 

resisting communist subversion.  Eisenhower remained concerned that the Soviet Union, 

in keeping with its communist ideology, might try to occupy and control the Middle East.  

He knew that two-thirds of the known oil supply in the world lay in this region.  

Eisenhower had massively expanded the American commitment to the Middle East in 

order to curtail the grave danger of the Soviet Union trying to cut off the region’s oil 

supply to Europe, Africa, Asia, and the United States. 

 As a result of the Suez Crisis, the United States took on the responsibility of 

protecting the sovereign nations of the Middle East. Previous American commitments in 

the Middle East included the Tripartite Declaration of May 25, 1950 and presidential 

assurances to the King of Saudi Arabia on October 31, 1950.  In his speech to the 

Congress, Eisenhower stated emphatically, “There is the presidential declaration of April 

9, 1956, that the United States will within constitutional means oppose any aggression in 

the area.  There is our declaration of November 29, 1956, that a threat to the territorial 
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integrity of Iran, Iraq, Pakistan, or Turkey would be viewed by the United States with the 

utmost gravity.”
3
  Eisenhower had come to Congress to have them support and ratify his 

foreign policy strategy in the Middle East-- the Eisenhower Doctrine. He had massively 

expanded the role of the United States as the protector of the Middle East and essentially 

replaced British political influence with American political influence.    

 For his part, Winston Churchill advocated “détente” between the Soviet Union 

and the West.  He believed in colonialism and also that the British Empire had been a 

force for good, elevating and civilizing Third World countries.  Yet it was Churchill 

rather than Eden who understood the growing economic weakness of Great Britain and 

its waning influence in the world.  He also comprehended the limits of how far the British 

could influence American foreign policy.  In Korea, Churchill accepted Eisenhower's 

bombing of military targets near the Yalu River, even if he did question the wisdom of 

such a policy.  He vigorously supported Eisenhower’s threat to remove President 

Syngman Rhee of South Korea by a military coup, “Operation Everready,” if Rhee did 

not agree to an American negotiated armistice.  Churchill and Eisenhower worked 

together to overthrow Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh of Iran.  Churchill’s goal 

was a grand, global Anglo-American alliance.  Ideological differences, however, would 

doom this transatlantic alliance.  

 Eisenhower’s ideology led him to completely distrust the communist leaders of 

the Soviet Union and China while Churchill, also distrustful of Soviet leadership, 

believed agreements of mutual interest were possible. Eisenhower's extreme anti-
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communist ideology completely thwarted the efficacy of British diplomacy.  The 

ideological war of Eisenhower and Dulles with the Soviet Union directly clashed with 

Churchill’s and Eden’s balance of power foreign policy. These ideological differences 

caused the first real break in the postwar Anglo-American relationship.    

Many historians have wrongly praised Eisenhower for his restraint in the Far 

East.
4
  One of many, David A. Nichols, has most recently written, “He ended the war in 

Korea in 1953, declined to intervene militarily in Indochina in 1954, and, above all, 

refused to support his World War II allies in their attack on Egypt in 1956.  Eisenhower 

was the least interventionist of any modern president, although he approved covert 

operations in places like Iran and Guatemala.”
5
 Nichols and others seem to miss the 

point: to end the Korean War, Eisenhower threatened China and the Soviet Union with 

atomic weapons.  He and other historians further ignore, or are unaware of, Eisenhower’s 

dangerous threats against South Korea’s Syngmon Rhee.  The threat of a military coup 

did not end in May 1953, as H.W. Brands has written, but continued until Rhee agreed to 

the armistice in July of that year.
6
    

While his actions did lead to an armistice in July 1953, they did not lead to a 

peace agreement between the United States and North Korea at the Geneva Conference 

of 1954.  Technically speaking, a state of war still exists between the two countries.  

North Korea has a one million man army on the border with South Korea, along with 
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over eight million in the active reserves.  By contrast, South Korea has an army of 

650,000 and the United States currently has about 30, 000 soldiers in South Korea and 

47,000 in Japan.
7
  A part of Eisenhower’s legacy in the Far East is the failure to establish 

real peace on the Korean peninsula and the exorbitant taxpayer cost of maintaining 

77,000 American troops in the region.  In addition, the danger of a possible nuclear war 

in Korea has increased with the development of nuclear weapons by the North Koreans 

and the failure of U.S. diplomats to negotiate meaningful arms reductions.     

In Indochina, historians should credit the U.S. Congress, Churchill, and Eden for 

Eisenhower's restraint.  Instead, many historians wrongly praise Eisenhower for 

restraining the malevolent John Foster Dulles.
8
  Churchill openly questioned 

Eisenhower's “domino theory” and doubted the effectiveness of any Western military 

intervention in Southeast Asia.  Admiral Radford’s “Operation Vulture” planned on using 

three atomic bombs to save Dien Bien Phu.  Dulles offered the French two atomic bombs 

to save Dien Bien Phu.  Eisenhower and Dulles saw Indochina as a military problem 

requiring a military solution.  Churchill, Eden, the British Foreign Office, and even the 

British military argued against a military solution in deciding the fate of Indochina.  They 

preferred peace negotiations in Geneva rather than fighting in the jungles of Vietnam. 

Nevertheless, Eisenhower promoted “United Action,” a plan that would have included 

British military action in Indochina.  Churchill explicitly denounced the idea to 
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Eisenhower, Dulles, and Radford.  The British would not join in any fight in Southeast 

Asia.  Eisenhower then planned a possible atomic attack on China as well as the Soviet 

Union, while undermining British diplomatic efforts during the peace negotiations at 

Geneva.  It was Winston Churchill who ordered Eden to override all American objections 

in order to obtain a peace agreement in Geneva.  British Foreign Secretary Anthony 

Eden, overcoming American objections, successfully brokered the peace agreement in 

which Vietnam was divided between North and South. 

  After the assassination of President Kennedy in 1963, the new president, Lyndon 

B. Johnson actively sought the advice of former President Eisenhower on the difficult 

question of whether or not he should increase the American troop presence in South 

Vietnam.  Johnson fervently believed in Eisenhower’s “domino theory.”  Eisenhower 

enthusiastically and continually endorsed Johnson's unilateral moves to escalate the 

number of U.S. troops during the Vietnam War.  The governments of Britain and France, 

however, followed the advice of Churchill and Eden to stay out of jungle warfare.  On 

August 3, 1965, Eisenhower told General Andrew Goodpaster, “We should not base our 

actions on minimum needs, but should swamp the enemy with overwhelming force.”
9
  In 

late 1967, Eisenhower rejected the “kooks and hippies and all the rest that are talking 

about surrender.”
10

  By 1968, the United States had 550,000 men in Vietnam. 

Eisenhower’s vice president, President Richard M. Nixon, dragged on the Vietnam War 
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for another four years only to leave a total of 58,000 Americans dead.  In the end, the 

communists won, seized Saigon, and unified the country under communist rule.  

 In the Formosa crisis, Eisenhower and Churchill battled over the importance of 

Quemoy and Matsu to world peace.  The official British position was that the two islands 

belonged to the communist Chinese.  The Americans, for their part, believed in the 

necessity of the nationalist Chinese holding on to these tiny islands only a few miles off 

the coast of the Chinese mainland.  Here again, Eisenhower publicly and dramatically 

threatened communist China with nuclear war. The British prudently counseled restraint 

and suggested that a negotiated deal could be made in which the islands would be given 

to the communists in exchange for communist promises not to invade Formosa.  

Eisenhower viewed this as appeasement.  The British viewed Eisenhower's position as 

illegal and militarily untenable.  Nevertheless, the communist Chinese did buckle under 

American pressure when Premier Chou En-lai stated at the Bandung Conference that the 

communist Chinese sought a peaceful resolution to the dispute. 

 Too many historians have mistakenly limited Eisenhower’s covert activities to 

Iran and Guatemala.  Eisenhower and Dulles engaged in numerous covert activities 

throughout the 1950s. The perceived success of “brinksmanship” and “Operation 

Everready,”which threatened Syngman Rhee with a military coup in 1953, led to the 

CIA’s “Operation Ajax” and the overthrow of Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh in 

Iran.  Eisenhower and Churchill installed the Shah of Iran as the new leader.  In 1979, the 

Shah was overthrown by the Ayatollah Khomeini in an Islamic revolution.  The Shah and 

the Savak, Iran’s secret police, had been tied to the American government since the 
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Eisenhower administration. The takeover of the American embassy in Iran, with fifty-

three Americans held hostage, can be seen as political blowback originating in the 

Eisenhower era. 

“Operation PBSuccess” overthrew the democratically elected President Jacobo 

Arbenz of Guatemala and installed Colonel Castillo Armas as the leader of Guatemala in 

1954.  Eisenhower instituted a naval quarantine against Guatemala, recognized in 

international law as an act of war.  He then used the British to quash a UN investigation 

of the Guatemalan situation. Eisenhower and Dulles acted illegally and unilaterally in 

Guatemala, and they bristled at the superficial interference of the British.   

In the Middle East, Eisenhower approved and supported a joint MI6-CIA planned 

military coup in 1956 against the Syrian government called “Operation Straggle.”  In 

addition, he secretly approved of “Operation Omega,” a British-American covert 

operation to undermine President Gamel Abdel Nasser in Egypt in 1956.  He wanted to 

eliminate these Soviet-backed governments quietly and clandestinely.  Yet, Eisenhower 

did not limit U.S. undermining and intervening to Soviet-backed governments.                

He intervened in Europe as well.  Through economic blackmail and brinksmanship, he 

forced the British cabinet to oust British Prime Minister Anthony Eden to end the Suez 

Crisis.  He manipulated British currency by devaluing the sterling pound. He made a 

secret deal with the Saudi king to cut Great Britain’s oil supply from the Middle East.  

Eisenhower froze out the British diplomatic corps and made Anthony Eden persona non 

grata.  He then choreographed Eden’s removal by the British cabinet.  Historians who 
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claim that Eisenhower was the least interventionist of our modern presidents are not only 

wrong, they are dead wrong.  

With the Eisenhower Doctrine for the Middle East in place, Eisenhower ordered 

U.S. Marines to invade Lebanon in 1958 in “Operation Blue Bat.”  Twenty-five years 

later, President Ronald Reagan sent the Marines into Lebanon in 1983 only to have a 

suicide bomber kill 299 American and French servicemen in their barracks at the airport 

in Beirut.  Reagan would later admit that the decision to put the Marines into Lebanon 

proved to be his biggest mistake as president.  He completely withdrew them from 

Lebanon in early 1984.  Nevertheless, his intervention was a legacy of another 

Republican president.  

In the last year of his presidency, Eisenhower secretly authorized “Operation 

Pluto,” the CIA planning for the Bay of Pigs.  Vice President Nixon “was a forceful 

advocate of bringing down Castro and urged the CIA to support ‘goon squads and other 

direct action groups’ operating inside and outside of Cuba.”
11

  President Kennedy gave 

final authorization to Eisenhower’s plan in April 1961, leading to the Bay of Pigs fiasco, 

which turned out to be the greatest foreign policy disaster of the Kennedy administration.  

Kennedy had refused to use the U.S. Air Force to back up the invasion of Cuba.  

As Nassir Ghaemi has written, “CIA and military leaders were appalled; they had 

expected him to take the next step when defeat was the only other option.  Eisenhower 

would not have stopped, they told him.  (‘When you commit the flag, you commit to 
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win’, Eisenhower had said during the 1954 overthrow of Guatemala’s government.)”
12

  

Kennedy decided to cut his losses at the Bay of Pigs.  He also refused to send 150, 000 

U.S. combat troops to Laos in 1961, which was another Eisenhower suggestion that 

Kennedy quietly discarded. 

This study of Anglo-American relations and conservative ideology from 1953-

1956 reveals and illuminates Eisenhower’s foreign policy, in the context of transatlantic 

relations with Winston Churchill and Anthony Eden.  It demonstrates that Eisenhower’s 

prerogatives of zealous anti-communism, dangerous brinksmanship, and colossal 

unilateralism outweighed his commitment to the Anglo-American alliance.  While 

Eisenhower and Dulles bragged about their risky brinksmanship, Churchill and Eden 

rightfully warned of the dangers and the consequences of unilateral policies and a 

“Fortress America” completely removed from its allies. In his Farewell Address, 

Eisenhower presciently warned his successors about the risk of the development of 

unwarranted power by the military-industrial complex.  After all, he knew, better than 

anyone, the hazards and perils involved with covert military operations. 
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