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Confirm thy soul in self-control …

O beautiful for patriot dream

That sees beyond the years

“AMERICA THE BEAUTIFUL,”
KATHARINE LEE BATES





 

INTRODUCTION

A frequently repeated tale about the twentieth century is this: At the end of World War II, the British Empire was too weak and too dispirited to continue as a global imperial power; thus a confidently prosperous, well-armed America assumed leadership of the West—and did so while creating a U.S.-led international order that we’ve lived with ever since. Today this story is taken for granted. The twentieth century, after all, became the American Century.

But it’s a myth. Britain, heart of a historic and militarily adroit empire covering a quarter of the world’s land surface, was unlikely to “hand on the baton of democracy,” “liquidate” its realms, or “retreat” from a singular global presence—especially not in the alleged “thousand days” after it had played a pivotal role in winning the bloodiest conflict in history.1 Equally unconvincing is the notion that the United States, a self-contained continental island-state, traditionally fenced off by oceans and high tariffs, should suddenly drop its insularity and transform itself into a world political-military force.

In fact, the British Empire hardly “wanted out,” and the United States did not “willy-nilly” become a superpower, let alone possess the unique ability “to affect the course of events in the developing world,” which remained a largely colonial one.2 As for creating a world order, the best minds—even a decade after the Axis had been defeated—believed that anything like such an arrangement was merely “emerging” and “vulnerable.”3

There’s no doubt that at the end of World War II America was by far the world’s strongest nation, with an atomic monopoly and unprecedented industrial weight. But it was still a resolutely distant superstate, hesitant to take up a commanding political and military position. In the dozen years that followed, it faced a shrewd, high-tech, deeply entrenched, Anglo-Saxon colossus whose war-hardened leaders had no intention of stepping aside or of serving as junior partners to anyone. These men continued to assert their power and even their ascendancy until at least the end of 1956, when the just-reelected administration of Dwight Eisenhower finally avowed a “declaration of independence” from British influence. It was then that the United States explicitly took over, in the words of its vice president, Richard Nixon, “the foreign policy leadership of the free world.” Only at that point was Geoffrey Crowther, longtime editor of The Economist, a magazine attentive Americans regarded as the voice of the British establishment, compelled to admit that “Britain is no longer a Super-power.”

There are few twentieth-century dramas so relevant to the world today. At no time between the aftermath of 1945 and the present have so many aspects of international life been in flux: the rise and retreat of superpowers; shifts in global currency regimes; uncertain mutual defense commitments; and severe doubts among Americans about the value of military primacy in the first place. The roots of today’s turmoil spring from this epoch: Europe’s qualms about U.S. reliability; the destabilization, and re-destabilization, of the Middle East; the making of the enduring tragedy of America’s Vietnam War; the country’s justified fears of other long-term entanglements; and fights against “terrorists” throughout the world. Moreover, an aggressively nationalistic Russia has returned to its crude Soviet-like behaviors while employing its familiar techniques of hybrid war and possession of the planet’s second-largest nuclear arsenal. Again North Korea and Iran are world issues, and U.S. policy makers continue to speak of how they’ll supposedly shape the future of China.

Currently, in Beijing, strategists are devoting intense effort to modeling the fall of empires. They study the fate of the Soviet Union and what caused the hammer and sickle to be hauled down from over the Kremlin on Christmas Day 1991. But they’re also analyzing the destiny of the far-flung British Empire, which they presume to have been displaced almost overnight by an American one—the days of which are supposedly numbered as well.

For most of the years between 1945 and 1957, it was difficult to tell how the fate of the British Empire might affect America, except on financial matters. When Eisenhower became president in 1953, he acknowledged not only that Britain was dominant in the Middle East, as it was throughout this era, but also that it wielded a veto over U.S. decisions in Southeast Asia. And this was at a time when top U.S. officials believed that America’s “biggest post-war difficulty”—perhaps more than the Soviet threat—was the inability to say no to the British Empire. In effect, serious people in Washington believed that “no acceptable foreign policy” was available to the United States if it wasn’t aligned with its sprawling, problematic ally. Britain maintained the profile and the substance of a “superpower”; Eisenhower was, for the time being, candid in his awareness that global military ambitions, along with the attendant political involvements, were alien to the United States.

This book offers a new understanding of the world that arose in the years following World War II. History’s largest empire was battling to maintain its standing, while an utterly novel form of global preeminence loomed from across the Atlantic. The outcome shows the changing might of nations, the illusion of trying to mold the destinies of peoples and places unknown, and the risks of attempting to maintain huge political-military edifices on shaky foundations. We see how thoughtful, informed wielders of power reached decisions while feeling besieged, and we find ourselves asking how our country may segue into some new type of its now-familiar stature in the decade ahead.

Leaders in Washington and London rarely grasped how much was out of date in their thinking as they mused upon worldwide commitments and vacuums of power, upon the indispensability of their nations and, oftentimes, of themselves. To this end, we see Winston Churchill in a very different light, after he returned as prime minister from 1951 to 1955, grumbling that the war years might well have been easier than what he then faced in trying to restore the British Empire to its former greatness. So, also, with other players, such as Eisenhower himself, President Truman’s provocative secretary of state Dean Acheson, the literary diplomat George Kennan, and an already redoubtable senator Lyndon Johnson. We encounter once immeasurably influential men who’ve been lost to history but now regain their prominence: for instance, Truman’s closest friend and adviser, doubling as the century’s most powerfully placed secretary of the Treasury; and Britain’s commissioner general for Southeast Asia who maneuvered for nearly a decade—while holding cabinet rank in London—to commit the United States to Vietnam. This era cannot be understood unless we appreciate these figures and what they accomplished.

Eisenhower never used the term “superpower,” and it barely appears in the jargon of the time. It had been coined amid the depths of war. William T. R. Fox, a professor of international relations at Columbia University, used it in 1944 to categorize nations that possessed “great power plus great mobility of power.” For a country to function as a superpower, it had to be able to project force most anywhere it pleased. That, in turn, required not only an utterly modern arsenal but also a tentacular espionage apparatus and a network of allies who could leverage such strengths. Fox identified the “Super Powers” of his moment: the United States, the Soviet Union, and the British Empire. But we can now see that after the war ended, neither the Soviet Union nor the United States fully met these requirements. The Soviet Union was rather more than 20 percent larger than today’s Russia, with double the population. It was the most massive unitary land power ever, yet it lacked overseas reach, except through spying and subversion. The United States, for its part, had no intention of continuing to entangle itself abroad. It took years to accept the need to garrison GIs in Europe and Asia, to develop a naval presence in the Persian Gulf, and to build an intelligence capability that offered more than amateurish adventuring.

In contrast, the British Empire and Commonwealth was planetary, with deep relationships nearly everywhere, including those of secret intelligence. Britain drew upon statecraft and experience that—as many U.S. officials, businessmen, and field commanders believed—outweighed any nation’s. Its elite career civil servants sat in continuing authority, from government to government. The American press wrote of Britain deploying a million fighting men across a thousand ports and garrisons. Britain led the world in jet aviation, life sciences, and civil atomic power (unquestionably the industries of tomorrow) and in 1952 became the third nuclear-weapon state. Within two years, its Army of the Rhine was the strongest military presence in Western Europe. The prewar system of global trade had collapsed, and during most of this period no substitute was built up to take its place. Yet London was still banker to much of the world, core of its largest trading area, and center of the world’s diplomatic activity.

Only after its “declaration of independence” in December 1956 did the United States find itself pushing out alone into a slew of involvements across the Middle East, Asia, and Africa. The break point was to come slightly later—specifically in October 1957, when Russia launched the first Sputnik, a satellite propelled by an intercontinental ballistic missile that once and for all stripped America of its island security. There followed a string of glaringly public U.S. missile failures, and America was gripped by dread that it would not be able to catch up. Whatever happened, it was apparent that only the United States and the Soviet Union could compete at this level. Americans were primed for the call of John F. Kennedy, the magnetic young senator from Massachusetts, who was soon to thrill the nation as he evoked “a struggle for supremacy” against Moscow’s “ruthless, godless tyranny.” We have been driven by such dangerous zeal until today, when a new array of irrevocable decisions presses upon us.

The story that follows has not been told, and only some of its outlines may be familiar. It was a world without any American “grand strategy,” and one in which most every move by Washington was a desperate improvisation. We now face another time of historic geopolitical adjustment as the kaleidoscope again spins faster. To recognize what transpired between the two most powerful democratic nations over these dozen years may help us find our way through the current predicaments.





 

I. THEY THOUGHT IT WAS PEACE
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President Franklin D. Roosevelt and Vice President Elect Harry S. Truman, 1944: one looks weary, the other anxious.





 

1.

THE THREE IN 1945

Britain, who thinks she saved the world, is mute in the bonds of austerity; Russia, who thinks she saved the world, sits back, enormous, suspicious, watching; and America, who thinks she saved the world, makes one think of a nervous, hysterical girl holding a hand grenade, not knowing what to do with it or when it will go off.

—Nat Gubbins, 1946, British philosopher-humorist and Daily Express columnist

At 10:30 p.m. on May 1, Radio Hamburg reported that Hitler lay dead in the Reich Chancellery. World War II was at last coming to an end, at least in Europe, and by then over 36 million people had been consumed in that charnel house alone. There were more refugees on the move than at any time until today, some 13 million altogether, including 5 million starting to arrive in western Germany from within the nation’s prewar frontiers. But Winston Churchill made no statement in the House of Commons that night. Speaking to a member of Parliament earlier in the day, he’d merely observed that the situation was “more satisfactory than it was this time five years ago,” when the Nazi war machine had cornered for slaughter some 400,000 Allied soldiers on the beaches of Dunkirk.1 Just a few days before Churchill spoke, Russian and American infantrymen had embraced along the river Elbe in northeastern Germany, cutting the Reich in two. This entailed more than Hitler’s downfall. The encounter also signaled the end of Europe’s primacy in world affairs.

Victory had been certain by late 1944. To decide the political division of the postwar world, the great Allied powers—the United States, the Soviet Union, and the British Empire, or “the Three,” as Harry Truman would later call them—gathered early in February 1945 for seven days at Yalta, a czarist-era resort on the Black Sea in the Crimea. Churchill was then seventy, having all the demeanor of a bulldog, as the famous photographs showed. He led a British delegation of around 350 that included the lean and elegant foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, forty-seven, who was Churchill’s closest political ally. General Hastings “Pug” Ismay, the prime minister’s personal military assistant, was there, as were key economic advisers and half a dozen of Britain’s top commanders.

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, sixty-three, arrived bundled in a wheelchair despite the mild climate, which was due to the sheltering mountains to the north. His big frame looked frail, and he indeed had just two months to live. Accompanying him were some 350 Americans as well. They included his senior White House staff officer, Fleet Admiral William Leahy; the austere army chief of staff, George Marshall; and Edward Stettinius, the silver-haired forty-four-year-old secretary of state, who was in the third month of his seven-month tenure. Joseph Stalin, five years younger than Churchill, was the host—and around him were V. M. Molotov, people’s commissar for foreign affairs; Molotov’s deputy, Andrei Vyshinsky; and three of the Soviet armed forces’ most senior commanders. On the fifth day, the sadistic torturer Lavrenti Beria appeared. Stalin playfully described him as “our Himmler,” referencing the Reichsführer-SS, and it was Beria’s NKVD, the dreaded People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs, that handled arrangements for the conference.

At Yalta, the principals addressed those nations and regions that would become flash points in the years ahead: a divided Germany, Iran, Greece, Turkey and the Balkans, the Middle East, Indochina, and Korea. Also discussed were swaths of the Bloodlands—the conquered and reconquered terrain between the Baltic and the Black Sea in which Hitler and Stalin, from 1933 to 1945, killed some fourteen million civilians.2

Historians have long contended that Yalta demonstrated Britain’s waning stature among “the Three,” but that’s not how Churchill and the men around him saw it. They had reasons to expect the British Empire to be the presiding power over much of the postwar world. Churchill, ever the romantic, code-named the conference “Argonaut,” a reference to the ancient Greek myth of Jason and his Argonauts, a band of heroes who had sailed on the beautiful vessel Argo into hostile lands to retrieve the Golden Fleece—a symbol of power and rightful kingship.

The British knew that their empire had neither the industrial heft of the United States nor the hordes of Red Army soldiers and flaming Marxist-Leninist ideology of the Soviet Union. Still, they believed they had other advantages, and the shock of FDR’s appearance added to their confidence. General Ismay concluded Roosevelt “was more than half gaga,” which was untrue, but the president looked so ill that right after the conference U.S. press officers tried to explain away the photographs in which he wanly appeared. He was having trouble with his dentures, they claimed, which affected his speech and caused his face to fall in.3 Men who were there, however, could see for themselves. With a dying president in office—who’d sooner or later be succeeded by an obscure vice president untutored in foreign affairs—the United States would likely play only a marginal role in the months and maybe the years ahead. Moreover, as Roosevelt emphasized on the conference’s second day, America’s three million troops would be gone from Europe within two years of Germany’s defeat.

Russia was known to have been bled terribly by the war, though the figure of 26.6 million dead was yet to be calculated by the Soviet General Staff. Yalta itself had been liberated only the previous April from the Germans, and FDR was shocked by the Crimea’s war-torn landscape. He witnessed it up close during the eighty-five-mile drive over rough and winding roads from the airfield in Saki, where the American and British delegations had landed, to Yalta. Though he remained in London, Tommy Lascelles, King George VI’s shrewd and influential private secretary, predicted that the Russians “will be greatly dependent on us and the USA for their financial and industrial rehabilitation.”4

The territory of the empire and commonwealth was half again as large as that of the Soviet Union, and its population at least double. But there was another factor to consider. Most of all, Churchill was convinced that the British Empire possessed “superior statecraft and experience” in its officials and institutions, and no one around him, certainly not Lascelles or Eden, disagreed.5 Nor, as it turned out, did the Americans. Along with other advantages, it therefore seemed plausible that the men at the center of a postwar world would be speaking in crisp British tones.

As the conference got under way, the British began sending news home via a diplomatic pouch that was couriered to London daily. The more urgent messages were sent through a secure electronic communications station aboard the Cunard Line’s RMS Franconia anchored nearby. And one of those was a cable Churchill sent to Clement Attlee, the deputy prime minister and leader of the Labour Party, saying that he’d come upon a different Russia than he’d known previously. His own private secretary, John Martin of the Dominions Office, reported home that Stalin and the prime minister were getting on swimmingly.

The once-enigmatic dictator now appeared to see the funny side of everything. He’d taken up smoking cigars, just like Churchill, rather than cigarettes. To be sure, Roosevelt joked with Stalin at Churchill’s expense, observing that the British were peculiar people who wanted to “have their cake and eat it too.” But when Churchill heard such digs, he responded by just playing quietly with his cigar while Foreign Secretary Eden stared off into the distance. In the end, Eden concluded that at Yalta “the Americans had been very weak.” That was Lascelles’s sense as well, though he wasn’t as harsh. After reading all the conference telegrams, he wrote in his diary that “the Americans have supported us loyally.”6

Roosevelt’s priorities included persuading Stalin to join the final battle against Japan and establishing direct communication between Red Army headquarters and those of General Dwight Eisenhower, who commanded the assault into Germany from the west. He accomplished both, and he also got Stalin’s agreement to participate in the United Nations Organization, or “Uno,” as sardonic British diplomats tended to call it, until corrected by earnest Americans who preferred a more respectful term, “the UN.”

The British believed they were getting much of what they wanted at Yalta. They convinced the Americans and the Russians that after an Allied victory, France should also control an occupation zone in Germany. This was a critical goal for the British, who couldn’t risk being the only democracy on the scene when the GIs went home. They were additionally scoring successes in bilateral trade and commercial issues with the Americans, a neglected element of this conference. The industrialist Frederick Leathers, minister of war transport, reported his surprise that U.S. officials were finally adopting his views on global trade, including London’s right to discriminate against foreign shipping and oil imports from non-British firms.7

Churchill and his advisers didn’t object when Roosevelt proposed that the Three issue a “Declaration on Liberated Europe” to close the conference. It was essentially a memorandum of good intentions to build a free and peace-loving world. Not least, it underlined each power’s commitment to an early democratic vote in Poland for a new constitution and government—a salient point because Britain and France had declared war on Nazi Germany in September 1939 to uphold Poland’s independence. Back in London, Tommy Lascelles came to believe, as did others, that the “Liberated Europe” declaration was a historically more important achievement than the Magna Carta or the Declaration of Independence.

Skeptics within the U.S. and British delegations, such as Admiral Leahy, knew the language behind all this to be as pliant as a rubber band. Nonetheless, Churchill was pleased, despite his having vowed for decades to see Bolshevism crushed. He regarded Stalin as one of the great figures of history, and he’d blurted out, “I like that man,” while adding, “In spite of everything I’d like that man to like me.”8 Anthony Eden had been horrified, but Churchill was a figure of prodigious emotions and had no vocabulary for a middle way.

Once home on February 19, and despite some early ambivalence, Churchill told his cabinet that Stalin was a man who could be trusted. On the twenty-seventh, he assured a cheering House of Commons in a two-hour speech that no government had ever kept its word more faithfully than the Soviet Union. Eden was more cautious, but implied his confidence in Stalin. The Argonauts had done well, and the empire’s clout had been confirmed.

Or so it appeared. In fact, Stalin had already created a ready-to-be-installed puppet regime for Poland, which deemed the legal Polish government in exile (based in London) a usurper. Crack divisions of the conquering Red Army—the mightiest that ever existed—were sweeping through Poland’s towns and villages to push deep within Germany’s borders. Bridgeheads were being established 43 miles from Berlin, while Russia’s allies in the west were still 370 miles away. No matter what had been said, prospects for democracy anywhere in Europe were slim once the Red Army and the NKVD arrived.

Churchill and Roosevelt knew this. But happiness can be defined as the perpetual state of being well deceived, and they were eager to come to terms with Stalin in any way possible.

Above all, the Americans and British needed events to be settled. For them, the war had to be final; it had to be followed by a just and enduring order. That meant accepting Stalin’s assurances. The Americans enjoyed their own illusions, but nothing like the British, who were experiencing the hopes of despair. Self-deception within Britain’s official circles arose from an ordeal of war that went back to August 1914. The second global war must have a conclusive settlement. The alternative of renewed war, or of a fully armed peace, was unthinkable.

Soon enough, however, Churchill found his faiths hard to justify. On February 23, as he learned more about Stalin’s moves to impose Soviet-model police states on Eastern Europe, he mused to one of his staff that he might be trusting Stalin as Neville Chamberlain had trusted Hitler, and on the twenty-eighth he fumed—in private—that he was ready to go to the “verge of war” with Stalin over Poland.9 Distressed, Churchill sent long telegrams to Roosevelt, back in the United States, about Stalin behaving contrary to the understandings reached at Yalta.10 But the president, in his final weeks of life, could express only anxiety, concern, and disappointment.

*   *   *

Since not long after Pearl Harbor, Churchill had been receiving acute insights on American politics from Isaiah Berlin, a Russian émigré and Oxford don in his mid-thirties who’d soon be recognized as one of the century’s leading historians of ideas. In 1944, Berlin was serving as an analyst in the Special Survey Section of the British embassy in Washington, where his job was to harvest intelligence and compose clever weekly commentaries to be sent to London under the name of the busy ambassador, Lord Halifax. Churchill knew the original source of these stylish essays and paid attention. On December 10, he received a report that described a desire within Congress and the Roosevelt administration “for a brand new 100 per cent American foreign policy not tied to Britain’s apron strings.” It was a warning that Berlin had been pressing in his dispatches for two years. A hard-boiled, businesslike approach to foreign affairs was quickly emerging, he noted. Energetic U.S. technicians, industrialists, and traders were eyeing vast new markets, “eager to convert the world to the American pattern.” He urged his superiors to pay attention to America’s expansive aspirations, and in the last months of the war he stated that “the world had better get ready.”11

Influential men were indeed speaking of the need for a “Pax Americana” following the war, but what did they mean by this term that echoed Roman tyranny and British mythology? To some, such as Maine’s Republican senator Owen Brewster, it entailed encouraging the nation’s best businessmen and most businesslike officials to compete overseas with the savvy, well-organized British. The United States could shape the postwar world by playing to its strengths in trade and industry and by being an exemplar of democracy.

In the better drawing rooms of the northeast coast, however, other men were taking “Pax Americana” literally. Among them was Lewis Douglas, then serving at the War Shipping Administration; his brother-in-law John J. McCloy, the assistant secretary of war; and their friend James Conant, the president of Harvard. They envisioned an assertively dominant nation that would replace the British Empire, which they took, until just about now, to have been the world’s foremost political and military force.12

It’s a common tendency for a country to blame its allies for doing nothing to win a war. During this war, however, it was also frequently claimed that one’s allies were doing too much to win the peace. “Never absent from British minds,” as President Roosevelt himself had suggested in a briefing note for his military chiefs, “are their post-war interests, commercial or military.”13 At Yalta, one U.S. naval aide saw the British “losing a lot of sleep” in trying to outsmart the Americans at the conference table. Their goal was “not to cause us to lose the war,” he allowed, “but just to lighten their burden and debt as much as they could without fighting.”14

In another of his Washington dispatches, Isaiah Berlin reported that the political, diplomatic, and military officials he met in the capital suspected that his government was poised to create a new balance of power in the postwar world by “driving a wedge” between America and Russia.15 As late as the spring of 1945, on the verge of victory, Tennessee’s senator Kenneth McKellar, chairman of the Appropriations Committee and one of the best-informed people in Washington, would warn colleagues that Britain was ready to embark on a postwar buildup intended to make its Royal Navy dangerously larger than a demobilized U.S. fleet.16

On the other hand, Admiral Leahy concluded after Yalta, in his usual snapping-turtle manner, that a weakened Britain was ruined beyond repair.*

From whatever viewpoint, it was hard to evaluate the British Empire. State and the Pentagon, for instance, offered several conflicting analyses of their own. It was at least clear, by the time the Yalta Conference ended, that Churchill was growing troubled about economic prospects at home. World War II had cost Britain twice the amount of World War I. In its last terrible year, 10 million men and women out of a working population of 21.5 million were either carrying weapons or making them. Britain’s economy had been stripped for the fight.

To help clarify matters, Roosevelt sent a personal emissary to see Churchill six weeks after Yalta: the wise, elderly South Carolina financier-troubleshooter Bernard Baruch, known as “Chief” to friends and employees. Churchill and Baruch liked each other. Baruch had chaired the War Industries Board during World War I, and Churchill was his opposite number when minister of munitions from 1917 to January 1919. As usual with FDR’s emissaries, Baruch had carte blanche to discuss what he thought necessary. He received only a single directive: he should ask the British to restore Hong Kong to China.

The tall, white-haired Baruch, with chiseled features and antebellum manners, knew a lot about Wall Street, Democratic Party politics, and advising presidents. Moreover, he had recently completed a secret White House study, War and Postwar Adjustment Policies, for the president. Baruch arrived in London at the beginning of April. Once Churchill had dismissed the request about Hong Kong, Baruch offered an expertly reassuring analysis to him and the cabinet. “The empire,” he said, “could emerge from the war stronger than ever—physically, economically, politically and spiritually.”17 This would come from pent-up consumer demand and accumulated savings at home. He also sensed that the economy’s total annual production (GDP) had risen in real terms during the war—as it did, by 15 percent. Then there was the fact that Germany and Japan were eliminated from world trade. Therefore, Britain could restore its depleted wealth by quickly modernizing its industry and profiting from its dominions, its colonies, and its vast areas of interest. It could gain commanding heights in technology and trade, with minimal U.S. assistance required.

Churchill took the message to heart and quoted Baruch’s analysis to commonwealth leaders as evidence that Britain’s economy would recover rapidly without much support from overseas. Its ongoing political and military weight could be assumed. But in a letter to his wife from Chequers Court, the country house of Britain’s prime ministers, Churchill expressed doubts about having an equal standing with the Americans after the war. “How can you do that against so mighty a nation and a population nearly three times as large?”18 The word “against” is telling.

*   *   *

Roosevelt died on Thursday, April 12, 1945, from a stroke at his getaway in Warm Springs, Georgia. But his presence shadows the postwar ties between Britain and America for two reasons. First, his rapport with Churchill was pivotal to waging the war, and ever since their ties have been cited on both sides of the Atlantic as the ideal of fraternal cooperation. Second, Churchill, after returning in 1951 to Downing Street, longed to establish the same ties with Presidents Truman and Eisenhower that he believed he had shared with FDR. As a result, it’s helpful to have a correct understanding of that complex relationship. For instance, it’s wrong to think of Roosevelt and Churchill as friends. They were more like two officers in the mess with no particular fondness in peacetime but who then bond during combat—to return to rivalry as the smoke starts to clear.

The war was about all they had in common. In fact, Roosevelt was the coldest of men—something that sharp-eyed Harry Truman, who served as vice president during the eighty-two days of Roosevelt’s fourth term, understood. Roosevelt’s iciness could be laced with charm, but he was a very lonely person, as his daughter confided to her mother after he died.19 In contrast, Churchill had a gift for friendship and held deep affections across parties and types. He’d first been elected to Parliament in 1900 and was a fount of stories, memories, and insight. He immersed himself in the great drama—the “triumph and tragedy”—of a world at war.20 But Churchill’s enthusiasms could wear thin with Roosevelt. A sticking point was Roosevelt’s aversion to colonialism, as seen in his views on Hong Kong—a quirky exception being his respect for the Dutch Empire, due to an ancestral fondness for the Netherlands.21 The harmonious wartime correspondence between Roosevelt and Churchill might give an impression of intimacy and candor, but each man knew that history was looking over his shoulder, and they were both writing for the record. The “special relationship” that they are believed to have personified was, from the start, much less than it seemed.

Throughout their association, Roosevelt judged Churchill to be living in the past, believing him to be rooted in an era of subjugated colonies, of kings and queens, and of a social structure akin to that of Downton Abbey. It’s an easy caricature. Churchill had no shortage of illiberal points, such as the romantic excitements he found in making war, especially against lesser-armed people in primitive places (sentiments not unknown today). Isaiah Berlin made the same mistake as did Roosevelt. He’d later write that, despite all, “Churchill remains a European of the nineteenth century.”22 Professor Berlin, however, had no familiarity with the world of technology that fascinated Churchill.

For today’s technologists, Churchill is immediately recognizable. He’s a modern entrepreneur: curious, excited, open to a breadth of views, eager to share the fruits of his imagination, and having nothing of the snob. He admires brains and character. There’s a sense of the possible with a readiness, as needed, to tear down the old, plus an enjoyment of science fiction (in his case H. G. Wells), a common taste among high-tech innovators. He yearned to have the Massachusetts Institute of Technology replicated in Britain, and in 1958 he founded MIT’s equivalent in his country—Cambridge’s Churchill College, which boasts thirty-two Nobel Prize winners among its fellowship. He himself reasoned like a scientist, as shown in the eleven-page essay “Are We Alone in the Universe?,” which was discovered in 2017. He also had the key entrepreneurial trait of being exceedingly flexible. That’s seen in his own calling as a politician, which included switching parties two and a half times. “For Churchill,” observed one of his ministers, “business never stopped.”23 Revealingly, he was usually on the outs with party leaders, as entrepreneurs tend to be with any hierarchy. And no one could be more inspiring to those around him.

In many ways, it was Churchill who best embodied Emerson’s picture of America as “the country of tomorrow.” This 51 percent American son of a glamorous mother from Cobble Hill, Brooklyn, spent a lifetime exploring the new, from imagining electric turbines on the Zambezi, in 1907, to catching the significance of the first atomic detonation in July 1945. Splitting the atom could displace fossil fuel, he concluded; perhaps a fragment might even yield 800 horsepower when harnessed to industry.

Churchill was always absorbed by what he called the Great Republic. He never shared the British establishment’s nervous patronizing of America. The two Conservative Party prime ministers who would follow him, Anthony Eden and Harold Macmillan, were seeing themselves as ancient Greeks who needed to instruct the rising imperial presence in the subtleties of worldly ways. Their view presumed that the new Romans only valued money and power unless taught otherwise. Churchill didn’t accept that. Instead, he dreamed of a future consecrated to some noble purpose, a very American quality.

Life would have been easier for Washington in the decade ahead had Churchill indeed been a nineteenth-century European. He could have been brushed aside. Instead, “that Yankee careerist,” as he’d been called at home, kept exerting a pull on the American imagination.24

*   *   *

With Roosevelt gone, Harry Truman now sat in the White House, a cocky figure who acknowledged that he knew nothing about foreign affairs, though he devoured books of history. To many Americans, Truman’s salient feature was his bankruptcy as a Kansas City haberdasher. For observers in London and Moscow, his ascent confirmed their suspicions that Washington might well eschew deep political and military ties with the world.

Tommy Lascelles, however, was among the British officials who expected the Americans to be shocked out of isolationism once and for all. One reason, he believed, was that the full horror of the concentration camps was being revealed by the spring of 1945: after Majdanek was liberated in the summer of 1944 came Auschwitz in January, then Buchenwald, Bergen-Belsen, Dachau, Mauthausen, and finally Theresienstadt. Seeing such evil, he hoped, would compel the Americans to finally grasp the world’s true malevolence and then ask themselves where it would stop.

On May 7, less than a month after Roosevelt’s death, the Germans surrendered unconditionally, having lost a still-disputed number of seven to nine million dead. With the war in Europe at last over, Churchill and Clement Attlee brought their wartime coalition to an end fifteen days later. They then formed a caretaker government and called for a general election to be held on July 5—in effect a two-party race between Conservatives and Labour. The election occurred as scheduled, but because military ballots from around the world had to be gathered, no results could be announced until later in July. This was awkward: at Yalta, the three heads of government had agreed to reconvene following Germany’s defeat. They did so from July 17 to August 2 in Potsdam—an intact, well-gardened suburb ten miles from Berlin. (In the city itself, corpses still lay among the ruins, covered only by bricks.) The Potsdam Conference, unlike Yalta, had an agenda, and it included questions of Europe’s postwar borders, Poland, reparations, war criminals, and Vietnam, in French Indochina. The British, however, would begin negotiations without knowing which party had won their election.

Churchill arrived on July 15 along with Attlee and Foreign Secretary Eden, whose eldest son, Simon, an RAF navigator, had six days earlier been posted as missing over Burma. The Americans also appeared on the fifteenth, after sailing into the fortress city of Antwerp on the cruiser USS Augusta and then being flown by Air Transport Command to Berlin. Churchill and Truman met for the first time the following morning, at a juncture when Harold Macmillan, who was secretary of state for air in Churchill’s cabinet, held the common belief in London that his country was “on an equal footing” with America.25

At Potsdam, under the spreading chestnut trees, Stalin was smiling and amiable, though he had already wiped Yalta off the slate by, among other steps, installing a Soviet-controlled, so-called provisional regime in Poland. Truman, for his part, had his thoughts largely on New Mexico, because the conference also overlapped with the first-ever test of an atomic bomb. That occurred on July 16 when a twenty-kiloton detonation caused an unnaturally early dawn over New Mexico’s Jornada del Muerto desert and sent a mushroom cloud rising 7.5 miles into the air. Stalin was unfazed when Truman told him, on the twenty-fourth, that America now possessed a hugely destructive new weapon. Soviet spies within the Los Alamos research facility had kept the Kremlin informed. As for Churchill, he was again under Stalin’s spell—delighted that Stalin had promised that there’d be democratic elections “in the countries set free by his armies.”26 Churchill, however, was also thinking of the contributions made in New Mexico by British scientists. “We put the Americans on the bomb,” he mused to his friend and physician, Lord Moran, who joined him in Potsdam.27 Whether anyone in Washington remembered was questionable.

After wide-ranging discussions, the conference had to adjourn for four days on Wednesday, the twenty-fifth, to allow Churchill, Attlee, Eden, and other key members of Britain’s delegation to fly home to be present when election results were made public the following day. Churchill’s party lost in a landslide. It would be Clement Attlee who’d return to Germany as prime minister. During his restless months to come, Churchill would reflect to Moran, with tears in his eyes, that he did not care if he never saw England again, “better to have been killed in an aeroplane or to have died like Roosevelt.”28 But he also admitted to Lascelles that had he stayed in office, the strain would likely have finished him.

*   *   *

Attlee, sixty-two, was a decade younger than Churchill, the son of a solicitor, and a small, balding, faultlessly turned-out person who nevertheless conveyed a sense of the moths having been at work. His pipe, mustache, wire rims, best suit, and modest Hillman car reflected the comfortable life of middle-class southwest London. His wife would drive him on election campaigns. He had read modern history at Oxford, graduated in 1904, and been called to the bar, after which he applied his skills to social work. In World War I, as a major, he was the next-to-last man evacuated by sea from the bloody crags at Gallipoli and then was badly wounded by a British shell in what is today Iraq. He entered Parliament in 1922 and was flat and damp when speaking. He often talked in cricketing language—about sticky wickets and times to declare. No one, including Churchill, could offer a riposte after one of Attlee’s epigrams of dullness. When he gave his victory speech at Central Hall, Westminster, that Thursday, he did so “without a trace of emotion,” reported The Times (and no need to add “of London” in those days).29

Attlee and his party came to office with a vision of abolishing want, and they’d try to do so with a broad-scale program of nationalizing steel, coal, gas, electricity, the railroads and canals, and the central bank, the storied Bank of England. They intended to build a “welfare state,” from whence the term comes, and their objective required big new amounts of domestic spending, such as for housing and health.

Attlee’s first step after Labour won the election was to meet with the king. For twenty minutes on the evening of July 26, he sat at Buckingham Palace with George VI, who, as tradition demanded, invited him to form a government, at which point Attlee offered up nominees for the cabinet’s key roles. To be foreign secretary, a position critical for the negotiations at Potsdam and whatever lay beyond, he identified Hugh Dalton—an Old Etonian whose father had been chaplain to Queen Victoria and who held a doctorate in economics from the University of London. Dalton had already been a Labour Party spokesman on foreign affairs and had served in Churchill’s coalition cabinet. But the king didn’t like the idea. “I disagreed with him,” George VI wrote in his diary.30 Instead, recognizing that this suave academic might not be the right man for the years ahead, the king suggested another choice: the sixty-four-year-old union boss Ernest Bevin, who as minister of labor had spent 1940–1945 mobilizing the nation for total war. This was not a command, per se, but a powerful hint, which Attlee seized upon, making Bevin his foreign secretary and, in time, granting him a mandate to “direct all cold war policies.”31

It was an inspired choice. For the next five and a half years, from 1945 to 1951, Bevin would dominate all decisions concerning the British Empire’s place in the world, as well as several of those concerning America’s place as well. Not long after taking office, he baited one upper-class diplomat by saying, “Must be kinda queer for a chap like you to see a chap like me sitting in a chair like this. Ain’t never ’appened before in ’istory.”32

The Foreign Office can be icy to outsiders, but Bevin not only ended up in complete control of “the Diplomatic”; he also won the hearts of its mandarins as no secretary of modern times has done before or since. When negotiating, he’d bluff convincingly and use what he called “shock tactics,” which meant lobbing unhappy surprises toward an opponent to get his way. When he’d stomp into the salons of the Hôtel Matignon, the residence of France’s prime ministers, or up the staircase of Londonderry House, the Mayfair palace of a powerful aristocrat, he was unimpressed by his surroundings. He had a right to be there, because “his people”—the working-class multitudes—had put him at their head.

There was nothing small about Bevin. He was visibly a bruiser with a bull neck and loud voice. He was squat at 240 pounds with putty-lump features and a goggling stare that gave him an aura of menace. As a press baron said of Churchill, Bevin had in him the stuff of which tyrants are made. A Conservative minister in fact once called him “the Labour Churchill.” Bevin would have taken that as an insult, though he and Churchill shared an irrepressible optimism and a range of gestures. If the Nazis had invaded England in 1940, forcing the remnants of its army to fall back north of the Thames, Churchill had intended to fight on, and to rule what was left of the island, with Bevin at his side.

Like Churchill, with his man-of-the-people virtues, Bevin was at ease with Americans of various classes, a quality not shared by Attlee or Churchill’s aristocratic heir apparent, Anthony Eden. In the Foreign Office, Bevin enjoyed using an all-American expression he said he’d picked up from a U.S. general: “The difficult we do at once and the impossible we do a little slower.” Churchill praised him as the “working man’s John Bull.”33 Bevin could reach deep within to reciprocate. “I have never followed any man,” he said during the war, “but I will follow that man.”34 Yet those were desperate days. With the peace, Bevin could revert to type: he scoffed that Churchill was at “one moment a great national leader, the next moment a Tory political crook.”

Born to a forty-year-old washerwoman, his father unknown, Bevin started working at age ten as a farm laborer in Devon, then, at thirteen, was drawn to the port city of Bristol, becoming a drayman’s boy, thereafter a wagon driver and a tram conductor, while taking night courses at a socialist free school. He gained a toehold in union work in his early twenties after becoming a trade representative for Bristol’s struggling dockworkers. His years in Bristol were woven into an era resting ever more on trade with America, though he saw this from the bottom up. He’d soon merge thirty-one unions to build the free world’s biggest labor organization, the Transport and General Workers’ Union. In the 1920s, he fought off Communist attempts to subvert this creation, and in the 1930s, dismissing myopic pacifists, he urged Britain to rearm against the fascists. He could assimilate immense bodies of data to his purposes, whether in the endless negotiations of union life or in his effort to assert the British Empire’s power in a world knocked off-balance. He was a man of the first Industrial Revolution—that of steel, coal, and steam—who had been politicized forever by its human costs. He thought in terms of redistribution rather than of growth. Yet he understood the material foundations of his country’s world presence, and he believed America to be crucial to retaining it. And like the rest of the Labour Party, Bevin was a Zionist, until he was faced with terror out of Zion.

He had his limits, of course. Bevin was full of prejudices, and his ill will included, though was hardly confined to, the narrow-minded English middle class, New York Irish, all Germans (“I ’ates them”), plus Jewish extremists, of the sort who would try to kill him over Palestine, and Catholics, because he believed priests brought bad luck and he would mutter “black crows” should one cross his path in a soutane.35 The milk of human kindness was thin. He nonetheless shared the socialist ideal of racial equality. In this, he differed pointedly from Churchill, who had opinions of his own on blackamoor Hottentots, slanty-eyed Orientals, “wogs” in Egypt, and, especially, sinuous Hindus.

*   *   *

Britain’s parliamentary system has speedy government transitions. With the election won and key members of his cabinet approved, Prime Minister Attlee could return to Potsdam right away, and he did so on Saturday, July 28, with Foreign Secretary Bevin at his side, this being Bevin’s first time in a plane. The awaiting Americans and Russians were astounded at the reversal of fortune.

Once the new leaders of Britain’s delegation arrived, the Three could resume their dealings, and the Russians encountered a difference as Stalin’s foreign minister, Molotov, clashed early on with Bevin. In the 1930s, Molotov had personally signed thousands of death warrants before getting around to signing, in Moscow, the 1939 Molotov-Ribbentrop nonaggression pact with Nazi Germany, which had divided Poland for conquest. When angry, Molotov would jab his stubby little fingers downward and stutter with fury. This is how he responded to Bevin’s abrasive negotiating style, as an American policy adviser would later report, telling Bevin “that other conferences had proceeded more smoothly because Churchill and Roosevelt were at them.”36 Undoubtedly.

Nevertheless, agreements were reached concerning Germany’s occupation, the expulsion of German populations from the east, and the acceptance of the Soviet puppet regime in Poland. The Three closed the conference with a communiqué, but not with a final settlement, on the fate of postwar Germany. A settlement wouldn’t be achieved for fifty-five years.

George Orwell, a man of the democratic Left and a keen observer of the era, expressed grave skepticism about this gathering and what was to come. Working in London as a journalist, Orwell wrote one of his essays for Partisan Review while, he said, “the leaders of the Big Three are conferring at Potsdam.” He expected these states to split into three huge, mutually hostile camps. A month later, after the conference had ended and after Hiroshima had been destroyed, he was reporting that each superstate, as he called the Three, would end up having atomic bombs, there’d be a standoff among them, and humanity would exist on the edge of disaster.37 He was anticipating a world that would look pretty much like 1984.

The Americans flew out early on August 2, passing over war-wrecked German cities and landing eight hundred miles away at RAF Station Harrowbeer, near the port city of Plymouth in southwest England. Franklin Roosevelt as president had never visited Britain, despite Churchill’s many invitations; nor would Truman when in office, except for this touchdown before a rendezvous at sea with George VI. Once driven to Plymouth, Truman and his party were taken by admiral’s barge to the USS Augusta, waiting at anchor in the sound. The president’s flag was broken at the mainmast, and at 12:35 Truman and two of his advisers were ferried by a U.S. Navy launch to HMS Renown, moored a quarter mile away. Seas were calm and weather sunny. The king met Truman atop the gangway of his battle cruiser, extended his hand, and said, “Welcome to my country.” Truman inspected a guard of Royal Marines, had a private talk with the king, then took lunch in the wardroom.

The officers on deck who saluted the president saw a thin-lipped, square-looking man of five feet eight inches in a neat gray double-breasted suit, with a 35th Infantry Division insignia in the left lapel. He had a double-band gold Masonic ring on the little finger of his left hand, wore engraved rim glasses, and altogether appeared a small-city American businessman. They remembered he’d look one straight in the eye. At lunch, Truman disclosed to the king the astronomical cost of building the atomic bomb. He added that when used on Japan, as it certainly would be, perhaps man would realize war’s futility. The Americans returned to their ship at 2:50, and ten minutes later sailors from the Renown transported the king, Tommy Lascelles, and other aides to repay the call. George VI asked Truman for an autograph “for my wife and daughters.” That second visit concluded, the Augusta set sail an hour later for Newport News, Virginia, escorted by the light cruiser USS Philadelphia.

It was while they were at sea—making headway in the Gulf Stream, the crew having shifted to white uniforms for the warmer weather—that Truman got word, minutes before noon on August 6, that the Enola Gay had detonated an atomic bomb over Hiroshima. He was in Washington by the time Nagasaki was destroyed on the ninth. What the press in London called “the new British-American atomic bomb” compelled Japan’s surrender on August 14. From the White House, at 7:00 p.m. Eastern War Time, on a perfect summer evening, President Truman told the country that World War II at last was over.

*   *   *

The next month in London, Bevin warned the House of Commons that the war had left Britain “extremely poor”—far poorer than most members of Parliament knew.38 It was the only victorious nation to have fought both world wars from beginning to end, which meant Britain had been at war for ten of the thirty-one years from 1914 to 1945. The sacrifice was terrible.

During World War II, to judge from the figures that would soon be presented to Washington, Britain had lost a quarter of its liquid wealth, including its gold reserves, its foreign assets, and particularly its securities (acquired by the Americans at fire-sale prices). In return for its help early in the war, Washington had also extracted payment in the form of patent rights tied to innovative British technologies, including sonar, radar, and gyroscopes. Moreover, Britain had run up the equivalent of some $14 billion in debt (roughly £3.5 billion) from lenders within the sterling area, among them India, Egypt, Iraq, Ireland, and Australia, which to different degrees had been compelled to extend lines of credit during the war.*

Nonetheless, the fact that the Americans expected their former ally to pay fifty-fifty for western Germany’s occupation shows some vagueness about what had been sacrificed. On its face, the British Empire and Commonwealth looked daunting. After all, the real productive capacity of Britain’s economy—its capital stock—was largely intact at the end of the war. The empire had regained all the territory lost to the Axis, and at the time a “map of the world” usually meant Mercator’s famous splayed-out rendering, which influenced people’s mental geography. A quarter of the map was colored in imperial red, including a swath just about “from Cairo to Cape Town,” as Cecil Rhodes had envisioned. Britain dominated the Middle East, with Egypt still under its thumb. In Asia, where the Japanese had fought their way to the outskirts of Australia, British authority had returned, and in strength. In a world of 2.3 billion people, more than 600 million were subjects of the king. As for India, a colony that was still the jewel in the crown of empire, everyone recognized change would arrive. After all, India was already a founding member of the newly formed UN. But the how and when of independence remained unclear.

Foreign Secretary Bevin knew the empire’s political and military strength was compromised, but he also knew the situation wasn’t entirely novel. “What astounds me about the history of the British Navy is how cheaply we have policed the world for 300 years,” he observed, and added, “It is a good job no one called our bluff very often.”39 Bevin, who’d prove superb at bluffing, might better have said that Britain’s policing of the world, as opposed to its sea-lanes, was always a bluff, and usually called. But the point was clear. Imperial strength, for the moment, was spread very thin.

Clement Attlee, for his part, chose a different tack before the Commons that fall: he laid out the details of remarkable strength. Had the Japanese not surrendered, the empire had been set to hurl against them, even in the sixth year of an exhausting struggle, a force that included four British battleships, fourteen large and eighteen smaller steel-decked carriers, and over 1.75 million men from Britain and the same number from the empire and commonwealth. And that was just to begin with, as part of an American-led invasion. Now with the peace, Attlee was signifying, Britain could apply its resources with equal vigor to industrial enterprise and international trade while retaining its military sway.

This sort of hard power might be necessary as hopes for cooperating with Moscow faded. Russia had long been an empire in the east, ruling such lands as today’s Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. By the end of 1945, it was becoming one to its west as well—settling in to stay throughout half of Europe.40

*   *   *

Totalitarianism means the belief that nothing in life has countervailing rights against the state, and this pathology was exemplified by Stalin, the cobbler’s son, former Orthodox seminarian, and mass murderer. Stalin had a brilliant grasp of intrigue and the uses of terror. The problem of Hungary, he had told Churchill, was simply one of having enough cattle cars. He meant that any difficulties posed by nationalism within the Soviet Union’s empire were merely logistical ones to be solved by shipping entire races of people into the Gulag.

Leaving aside espionage and NKVD listening devices, part of the trouble with Yalta and Potsdam was Stalin’s skills as a negotiator. He never wasted a word, nor raised his voice as he sat quietly at the wartime conference tables in his finely tailored field marshal’s uniform. A tireless reader who was deeply knowledgeable, he’d say little until late in a discussion, then calmly offer an agreeable point or two. He was courteous, evasive, and more than ready to delay. When a request had to be refused, he always did so with regret, occasionally offering a slight smile. He had been disheartened not to be more helpful, but, alas, he was subject to pressure from hard-liners in the Politburo. He could charm so well that Churchill and Roosevelt had succumbed.

One way to think of Stalin is to recall a remark by Nikita Khrushchev, a favored killer during the 1930s purges who acted as the dictator’s jovial clown before rising to the top of the Communist Party after Stalin’s death. “We never knew when entering Stalin’s presence,” he reminisced about the Kremlin’s courtiers, “if we would come out alive.”41 True, but from the early 1930s until his death in March 1953, Stalin also deliberately killed around six million people, most of them Soviet citizens deemed “enemies of the people.”42 Yet at war’s end, Stalin stood stronger than ever. He had become a cult figure in the Soviet state: “Our Father,” “the Divinely Anointed,” and “the Vozhd” (roughly, Supreme Leader).

This is what the democracies now confronted, and Bevin scoffed at Molotov’s excuses for Stalin’s tightening grip on Eastern Europe. To show contempt, Bevin deliberately mispronounced his name as “Mowlotow.” Before long, Bevin snorted that Molotov was talking “Hitler theory,” adding, “You’re putting your neck out and one day you’ll have it chopped off.” Bevin also spoke in the House of Commons about the NKVD massacres of 1941–1942, of which Molotov had known: 31,709 Polish officers, doctors, lawyers, and intellectuals had been shot, as in the Katyn Forest. Then, in January 1946, at a UN General Assembly meeting in London, Bevin provoked Deputy Foreign Minister Vyshinsky. As state prosecutor, Vyshinsky had been Stalin’s chief judicial assassin during the 1930s show trials. When he accused Bevin of violating the peace by maintaining soldiers in Greece (contrary to an October 1944 agreement between Churchill and Stalin), Bevin responded by pounding the table and replying that Soviet predations in Eastern Europe were “Hitler all over again.” These were inconceivable insults. Like Molotov, Vyshinsky went pale. Nothing is more offensive to a Russian than to compare his country’s behavior to Hitler’s. But Bevin did that rather often and while the graves of the motherland were fresh.

The Americans hesitated. A Gallup poll conducted in the fall showed that only 7 percent of U.S. voters saw foreign problems as their country’s “most vital” concern, the lowest percentage since 1936.43 And those who thought about foreign affairs didn’t seem to show much spine, at least according to opinion in the Foreign Office. Life exceeded art, to recall Nat Gubbins’s epigram about nervous hysteria across the Atlantic. A critic in the Foreign Office’s American Department described “a certain girlishness in the part of the State Department.”44 In 1946, Washington even refused to sell army-surplus Garand rifles to Denmark, so as not to risk displeasing Stalin, and officials at State blocked the idea of U.S. and British veterans forming an “Old Comrades” association to keep up friendships. None of this was reassuring to Bevin, who, that February of 1946, told Lascelles in Buckingham Palace that he’d become convinced the Russians were out to dominate the world.

Of course, the Americans had an atomic monopoly to some unknown extent, but how that might influence the Vozhd and his victorious Red Army was anyone’s guess. Today we know Stalin’s realm had been damaged terribly by the bloodiest occupation in the history of the world, and of the yearlong famine that began in 1946, which caused well over a million more “excess deaths.”45 Those limits on Soviet strength were not apparent at the time. For Bevin and Churchill, and eventually the Americans, Stalin’s tyrannical ambitions didn’t look much different from those they’d just helped to crush in the Third Reich.
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KEYNES & CO.

We saved ourselves, and we helped to save the world.

—John Maynard Keynes, 1945, on Britain’s refusal to surrender, and the price to follow

The U.S. economy nearly doubled during the war, and America had pulled itself out of the Great Depression by an immense government demand for armaments. Yet war booms were known to cause peace busts, as in the severe 1920–1921 recession that had followed World War I, a much less demanding ordeal for the United States. People now feared the Depression’s return, and for several years after the peace Truman had to offer reassurances that farms, homes, and businesses would not again be lost, nor would an unemployment rate of 25 percent return. His words were hard to accept because, three weeks after Japan’s surrender, the nation entered the worst period of labor strikes in its history, making Truman’s assurances feel hollow. They began in New York as the city’s business districts ground to a halt. Fifteen thousand elevator operators, doormen, porters, and maintenance workers walked off the job.

In February 1946, Truman ordered the Coast Guard to seize and operate the city’s striking tugboats. Two months later, almost every industry in America was enduring strikes: the steel mills, automobile factories, meatpacking plants. So too in coal mining, railroads, electrical equipment manufacturing. At least 10 percent of the U.S. workforce was on strike. The economy was getting stronger, but the costs of housing, food, and transportation were skyrocketing, while wages stagnated or fell. Truman’s request to Congress for a $0.65 minimum wage (now around $5.20) went nowhere.

Americans weren’t confident in their wealth and strength, as it’s claimed today, and Exhibit A is their dread of a revived Depression. Nor were they “eating handsomely,” as the myths say. Meat rationing ended in November 1945, but price controls continued into the fall of 1946. Truman asked Congress to keep intact the government’s power to ration scarce foods, and there was a nationwide shortage even of hamburger, and little rice, food grains, or sugar.1 Moreover, Depression-seared Americans feared government debt, which in 1946 stood at an alarming $271 billion, nearly a fivefold increase from 1941 that reached 121.70 percent of GDP. The rest of the world didn’t have much faith in boom-and-bust American prosperity either.2 That was seen in London, during December 1946, when U.S. delegates caucused with those of seventeen other nations to try to create an ambitious World Trade Organization to regulate global commerce. Yet the Americans couldn’t convince anyone that their economy would remain stable. This early attempt at a WTO fizzled. The country seemed full of crazed speculators, with just deserts to follow.

The British, for their part, knew that they were in desperate financial straits, despite possessing a far-flung empire that at the time most regarded as a lucrative asset. The country’s economic plight had become undeniable, and by the fall of 1945 Attlee’s government couldn’t avoid seeking a sizable grant or even a loan from America. Fears on Capitol Hill about debt and depression, however, made this an inauspicious time to try to wring money from Washington.3

During the war, arrangements like Lend-Lease, Mutual Aid from Canada, and credits largely from the sterling area had masked the extent of danger, as did the fire sale of prewar equity holdings to the Americans. So had Churchill’s driving intensity to destroy Nazism no matter the price. Through Lend-Lease, Britain had been receiving not just weapons from the United States but foodstuffs such as evaporated milk, flour, starch, dried beans, canned meat and fish, and concentrated orange juice. On August 21, Truman terminated it all. Lend-Lease was due to expire after victory in any event, but the cutoff to forty-four countries was handled precipitously, as Truman quickly recognized. Nonetheless, the war was over. Addressing Messrs. Attlee and Churchill, the Chicago Daily Tribune titled a sneering editorial “The Dining Room Is Closed.”4

At this point, government ministers and Whitehall mandarins alike tried to convince themselves that Washington would still be generous.*

Each ally, the thinking went, had contributed its utmost for the common cause, with Britain even paying for 14,120,000 rounds of small arms ammunition and 282,000 grenades to supply U.S. forces. Besides, the United States was the sole country to have been enriched by the inferno, as seen in the nation’s wartime growth rate. It had been the world’s biggest economy since surpassing Britain’s in the 1870s and had become far stronger still. In this light, Attlee and his cabinet weren’t fantasizing about obtaining a sizable grant—except that Gallup polls showed it would even be difficult for Washington to offer a loan. Additionally, citizens who’d sent deer rifles and shotguns to Britain in the summer of 1940, via the American Committee for the Defense of British Homes, were petitioning Congress to get their firearms back.

*   *   *

A little after 10:00 p.m. on Thursday, August 23, 1945, John Maynard Keynes, the principal economic adviser to His Majesty’s Treasury, addressed an emergency meeting of Attlee’s cabinet. Keynes, who’d been gazetted with a barony in 1942, was the world’s most famous economist, a dubious status in today’s pantheon of celebrity but then significant at a time of destruction and rebuilding. He was sixty-two and the protean intellectual wizard of the British liberal establishment—cool nerved and easy to notice at six feet seven inches, with white hair, a mustache, and a knack for charming a room. He had a gleam in his eyes that indicated humor. His thoughts sparkled on interests as varied as the National Gallery, ballet, Cézanne and Picasso, and his antiquarian collection of manuscripts, which included Newton’s originals. He had long before entered journalistic folklore through his essays in The Times, such as those condemning World War I’s vengeful peace, and his General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money (1936) had created the terms and shapes of modern macroeconomics, to become one of the century’s most influential books.

Keynes knew that Britain’s efforts to save civilization had not “rendered it bankrupt,” as is commonly said today.5 “Bankruptcy” is a hard word. It doesn’t lend itself to shorthand, and it didn’t occur for Britain. Instead, Keynes spoke to Attlee’s cabinet of the nation facing a “financial Dunkirk” and of going “virtually bankrupt.” He was a master of English prose who chose metaphors carefully, and this one has been misunderstood ever since.6 As at Dunkirk, Britain risked being exposed once more as an isolated and crippled power. But “Dunkirk” also stands for a daring recovery and quick rebounding: after a harrowing evacuation, the Royal Navy and the RAF remained intact, and the army was reequipped. Had Keynes been talking of a terminal disaster, he could have used a more conclusive metaphor, like the fall of Singapore, the cornerstone of imperial power in the Far East—until its shockingly sudden conquest by Japan in February 1942.

Keynes was warning the cabinet of calamity, but he also saw a buoyant future for his country. One way or another, astounding opportunities lay ahead. That’s what he had told U.S. officials visiting London during the spring and what he would soon explain to junior officials at the embassy in Washington. If governments deftly handled the economic levers (which meant listening to him), all of Europe would boom, and Britain could equal the high U.S. standard of living.7 Even the worst outcome, he argued, would compel “our withdrawal, for the time being, from the position of a first-class Power.”8 Note “for the time being.” As he saw the situation, Britain could rally, even if that meant a halt he described as “temporary” to its imperial activities. Dunkirk, after all, was a disaster at the war’s beginning, with victory to follow.

To help avert disaster, no matter what it was called, Keynes was tasked with negotiating for America’s backing. Top investors make money by looking for the questions not being asked. Keynes excelled at that skill, and he had earned a fortune deploying it in the City, as London’s financial district is known. It had served him well when facing the Americans during 1941 over Lend-Lease in Washington and when working with them three years later at Bretton Woods, the monetary and financial conference in New Hampshire attended by forty-four nations. But now he was to negotiate in a bitter climate of peace. He also was suffering heart trouble. A man of less self-belief would have been defeated by the magnitude of the undertaking.

Keynes was dispatched to Washington to represent the Chancellor of the Exchequer, or Treasury secretary, who agreed that Britain needed at least $5 billion in American support. He had an infectious optimism, as did Churchill and Bevin, each of whom he admired. Optimism had been an essential quality during the war years, and maybe optimism would help the British in Washington. But optimism is not just a survival mechanism. It can border on delusion.

As for America, he wasn’t upbeat: he concluded that it “has no future in the long run.”9 The rootlessness of its people and their lack of historical awareness blocked possibilities of world leadership, which wasn’t to say that Americans couldn’t be supportive to Britain and its empire.

Keynes was accompanied by his devoted wife, Lydia Lopokova, a former Russian prima ballerina, and by a specialist each from the Treasury and the Board of Trade, a key administrative agency for handling commerce. The Foreign Office’s senior economic adviser, Edmund Hall-Patch, came too. Unlike Keynes, Hall-Patch was a mordant pessimist who lamented the Americans’ lack of “necessary experience and political maturity,” and their “peasant mentality” to boot.10 The intrepid little party took a Canadian troopship bound for Quebec City on August 27. Meetings were held in Ottawa, where the Canadians pledged to help. Then they entrained to Washington, to arrive on September 7. Keynes took a top-floor suite at the Statler (today’s Capital Hilton on Sixteenth Street), which was only a quarter mile from his offices at another hotel, the Willard, on Pennsylvania Avenue, where the wartime British Purchasing Commission still leased the ninth floor.

Keynes had little ground to maneuver in his negotiations, but he was hopeful at the start and spoke freely at the British embassy about winning a $6 billion to $8 billion grant.11 It wasn’t his own people he had to convince, however. Across the table were Fred Vinson, the secretary of the Treasury and a former Kentucky congressman; Marriner Eccles, the Federal Reserve chairman, an unsmiling Mormon who treated Britain as a company gone bust; and William Lockhart Clayton, the assistant secretary of state for economics, a new role at the department.

All debts couldn’t be measured in dollars, Keynes tried to explain. Leave aside that Britain had paid for bullets, grenades, airfields, and more: its casualties in the war were greater. In fact, fatalities, not counting those of the empire, were about 400 percent heavier per capita than America’s.

These arguments went nowhere. Clayton merely nodded, as did the others. A sharecropper’s son from Tupelo, Mississippi, he had left school at thirteen to work as a stenographer for a cotton merchant and had become the world’s biggest cotton dealer, a calling that didn’t go unnoticed by his British counterparts. King Cotton was a huge American export at the time: 3.4 million bales (500 pounds gross) would be shipped out in 1946. The Houston-based enterprise he built with his brother-in-law—Anderson, Clayton & Company—was a giant brokerage operating in Europe, Egypt, India, China. And free trade was second nature to anyone associated with cotton.

At sixty-five, Clayton was a larger-than-life American internationalist businessman—of the sort who, in the postwar world, would stride the globe on behalf of eminent corporations such as IBM, Pan Am, and Esso. He had a soft southern voice, careful tailoring, and a handsome, rather rugged face and stood six feet three. He pressed the British on pledges they’d made when obtaining Lend-Lease and at Bretton Woods: first, to end their system of “imperial preference,” which placed a high tariff wall around the British Empire and Commonwealth, and had preferential trading terms within; second, to make sterling freely convertible, which means the freedom to exchange a national currency for another. All was supposed to strengthen the newly vibrant liberal world economy, which was expected to follow. The term “global interdependence” hadn’t arrived, but Clayton, like many Americans, believed such a fortunate condition would bring prosperity and peace. Free trade would bind the democracies. Not least, it would open the world to American exports, thereby boosting U.S. employment. For the Americans, this was a key negotiating objective, given their fears of a renewed Depression.

Keynes and his beleaguered mission team received their negotiating directives from the Treasury in London via the British embassy. The embassy is a Lutyens-designed neoclassical English country house three miles from the Statler Hotel up Massachusetts Avenue, on a hill adjacent to the Naval Observatory. The setting is impressive: grand corridors with regal portraits, an imposing double-square staircase to the ballroom, black-polished floors. But behind the scenes, at the time, was a warren of offices, one of which contained a large clanking cipher machine that spewed out top secret information on a paper roll with which recipients had to wrestle. Correspondence could be slow because the entire embassy, as well as various British delegations in Washington, all used the contraption for their most urgent and sensitive communications.

As the weeks went by, Keynes and his staff, at the end of twelve-hour workdays, would have to explain to London, via cipher, that negotiations weren’t going well. Backlogs on the machine could mean that follow-up instructions wouldn’t arrive for days or, at best, that they’d be waiting the following morning due to the five-hour time difference. In either case, Keynes’s advice didn’t seem to be heard. Repeatedly, London insisted that he had to continue to work on obtaining the grant or at least get a zero-interest loan, a similarly far-fetched idea. He offered one explanation to embassy officials for Whitehall’s denseness: after the Chancellor of the Exchequer and his aides went home at night, he explained, the cleaning women were using the Treasury’s machine to deliver nonsense.12

*   *   *

The city of Washington was experiencing its usual mid-October Indian summer, with foliage turning red and yellow and temperatures in the low seventies. Keynes’s negotiations with the Americans dragged on. By November, arguments had grown strained in overheated rooms. The Americans’ terms got harsher as their experts applied a model of capital absorption rates in Latin America to help determine the proper size of an interest-bearing loan. Keynes’s higher-ups in London failed to offer a plausible alternative. His heart pains returned. “We are playing for very big stakes,” he warned London.13

Keynes had been impressed during the war by how the Americans had always managed to find “a fix” for enormous political-economic problems. President Roosevelt’s use of the Lend-Lease concept to circumvent the isolationist Charles Lindbergh’s America First Committee was an example. But he recognized that now, with the war over and FDR dead, no “fixes” were likely.

Washington had two objectives: to help the British with a loan that would enable self-reliance, and to prevent them, as the loan reenergized their economy, from using their regained strength to discriminate against U.S. exports. In brief, there’d be a onetime bridge (as financiers call it) toward a world economy of free trade and freely exchanged currencies. Britain was hardly bankrupt, and because the time to recover looked brief, the loan was to be a straightforward transaction on businesslike terms: a $3.75 billion line of credit, plus a write-off of most Lend-Lease obligations. The money, equal to only fifteen days of what Washington had been spending earlier in the year to fight Germany and Japan, would be interest-free for six years and then charged at 2 percent, to be repaid by the end of 2006. When they heard about the agreement, most Americans regarded these terms as characteristically generous, or foolish.14

Clayton and Britain’s ambassador, Lord Halifax, signed the loan documents on December 6 at the State Department, housed in a flamboyant Second Empire–style building next to the White House. U.S. officials thought they had crafted a long-term financial strategy. British negotiators hoped so too, believing the borrowed dollars could last five years until their country’s industrial machine was humming. Otherwise, the British regarded the terms as harsh. Interest was required, and they’d be held to their pledges on imperial preference and on making sterling convertible into gold and hard currency—in effect, the U.S. dollar. Besides, convertibility had to occur within a year of the president’s signing the legislation, after it had been approved by Congress. This disturbed Keynes, who believed that such timing, in contrast to a five-year delay, was a “lunatic proposition.”15

The core problem of sterling’s convertibility was hard to imagine given that “sterling” had originally meant currency marked by a star, the most reliable of all. In theory, a nation that held cash or debts in sterling—if sterling became convertible—would immediately be able to exchange them for dollars if it were ever to lose faith in Britain’s currency. Should that occur, there’d be a giant sucking sound as Britain’s remaining believable assets—dollar reserves, securities, and gold—were drained out of the isles. Yet that nightmare scenario remained academic. As a result, the Americans blithely insisted that a free exchange of currencies would serve to pay for a free exchange of goods, and this was expected to happen soon, while Britain achieved a strong balance of payments.

The loan had been signed, and both parties chose to focus on the good it might do. So it was a pleasant goodbye when Keynes and Lydia called on President Truman before returning to New York, where they saw friends and then, on December 11, boarded the Queen Elizabeth, the world’s largest ship, to sail home. The Anglo-American Financial Agreement now had to face Congress.

British officials of Keynes’s generation were wary about dealmaking with Washington. They remembered how the Senate had repudiated President Woodrow Wilson’s League of Nations treaty twenty-five years earlier. Who could tell what Congress might reject this time? “What our representatives say binds the British Government,” Keynes reflected. “What the State Department or the Treasury or the Departments of Commerce or Agriculture may intimate in the course of our conversations with them can and does bind no one.”16

Much was being lost in translation. Keynes had become fed up, as he told his staff, with having to educate the new political appointees in Washington who kept flowing through the U.S. government’s executive ranks and then “disappeared.” Like other sharp men in Whitehall, he didn’t realize that assistant secretaries at State or the Pentagon, in contrast to his country’s powerful, enduring, upper-level civil servants, could be independently successful businessmen, bankers, or lawyers—political players of mixed quality who’d received their positions from the White House. That was also true of the president’s high-ranking aides. When such men returned to their firms in Atlanta, New York, or San Francisco, they did not “disappear” from public affairs; they remained significant for their wealth and influence.

Another difficulty, observed a senior aide to Keynes, was that the Americans “must always be able to show that they haven’t been outsmarted.”17 One senior diplomat at State believed he saw his colleagues suffering from “a strange conglomeration of neuroses and misconceptions” as they worked with the British, and he concluded an “inferiority complex” had taken hold, to use the Freudian jargon then becoming popular. A director at the Board of Trade noted a similar dynamic: “I used to be astounded at the number of times American businessmen in particular used to use the phrase ‘Well, you British, you always outsmart us.’ It never occurred to me that we could outsmart anybody, let alone that we could outsmart the Americans.”18 Yet many Americans suffered from this so-called complex, which was part of the problem in Congress. That was in addition to legislators wondering if they’d be abetting socialism or subsidizing imperialism, or both, by approving the loan.

*   *   *

During the early winter of 1945–1946, Churchill was troubled by coughs and colds. He was living mostly at Chartwell, his country house, an hour’s drive southeast of London, in Kent, and he led the opposition. He kept busy writing and painting while occasionally attending the House of Commons, where his second-in-command, Anthony Eden, was doing the Conservative Party’s heavy lifting. Churchill also served as chairman of the Empire Industries Association, a trade group that, as can be guessed, had strong attachments to imperial preference. Men of both parties in the Commons quietly said that Churchill, at age seventy-one, was getting old. When he stuck his tongue out at Bevin, known to be his favorite Labour minister, during a debate over pulling troops from Egypt, they shook their heads.

On January 16, accompanied by his wife and one of his three daughters, Churchill arrived in Miami Beach via the Silver Meteor from New York. He had plans to enjoy a six-week vacation at the home of his friend Colonel Frank Clarke, a Canadian shipping and timber tycoon, and he’d combine this respite with a visit to Washington, followed by a speech at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri.

Truman, meanwhile, had to contend with the U.S. economy and was also taking steps to address a world food crisis that he said might be the worst in modern times. On February 6, he told Americans that they’d no longer be able to eat white bread. The nation wasn’t a cornucopia, he explained in a nationwide broadcast. Its farmers were producing sixty-one million fewer bushels of wheat than expected, and there was also a starving world to feed. As a result, his emergency measures were intended to end the wasteful removal of the bran and the germ. Delicacies such as Wonder Bread were to be replaced, temporarily, with a wheaty, more protein-rich gray-colored substance. He offered Britain as an example worth following because, just the day before, Attlee’s government had announced a return to the dark wartime loaf. Truman also warned that production of beer and whiskey was being cut, and, he added, there’d be fewer choices of meat and dairy products.

Churchill never adhered to his own country’s ration laws, let alone paid attention to anyone else’s. He busied himself in Miami with painting, getting a health checkup, taking a week’s excursion to Havana, accepting an honorary degree from the University of Miami, and working on his speech for Westminster College.

Why there? It was the alma mater of Harry Vaughan, class of 1916, who had been a friend of Truman’s since the two army lieutenants had met the following year at Fort Sill, Oklahoma. Vaughan served as Truman’s military aide and had brokered the invitation. The British knew him: he’d been at Potsdam, and agents had observed him selling two of his suits on the black market. A month later, when Downing Street staffers had asked the White House to exchange a photograph of Prime Minister Attlee for one of the president, Vaughan obliged, but told them that Americans considered Churchill, not Attlee, “the first citizen of the British Empire.”19 In brief, Vaughan had a reputation that ranged from White House court jester to national menace. He exemplified the random talents thrown into high office by political patronage.

On the afternoon of March 4, a day after Churchill arrived in Washington from Miami, Vaughan accompanied him and President Truman as they boarded FDR’s armored train car at Union Station, heading to Missouri. On the fifth, he sat right behind Churchill and Truman on the podium.

The speech Churchill delivered at Westminster College is known for the words “Iron Curtain,” though he wasn’t the first to use that loaded term. It was already percolating on Capitol Hill, and the expression has been traced to Hitler’s Reich minister for propaganda, who popularized it as a geopolitical metaphor based on the device lowered at theaters in case of fire. Stalin had heard Churchill use a similar utterance, “iron fence,” about Russia at Potsdam. Now Churchill repeated this variation under White House auspices, observing Europe to be divided from Stettin to Trieste. He spoke in his poetic style, one he claimed to have adopted from American oratory, with breath pauses indicated by lines in the text.

But Churchill did more in this speech than talk about an Iron Curtain. He spoke of an actual alliance with America and got into the details of what he called his “overall strategic concept.” That entailed joint military planning, as in wartime, and it also included a proposal for jointly producing tanks, planes, and other weapons, something that had never occurred during the war. He pressed for bases to be shared worldwide; the use of British ones by the U.S. military, he recognized, could potentially double the reach of America’s warships and bombers. Though historians have overlooked its recurring use, Churchill also spoke a line, word for word, that he’d repeat three years later at MIT, and then again in 1952 before Congress, and use in correspondence too. “Do not suppose,” he said, “that half a century from now you will not see seventy or eighty millions of Britons spread about the world and united in defense of our traditions, our way of life.”20 The number came from adding fifty million of his fellow subjects in Britain with about thirty million others in the colonies and commonwealth who were white.*

Lots of Americans were shaken by his speech. Churchill had urged them to embrace a “fraternal association of the English-speaking peoples,” but this sounded like a way to get the United States to underwrite British positions in Asia, the Middle East, and who knew where else. He seemed to be talking in modern terms about England’s age-old hankering for empire and power blocs. Hadn’t the war been fought for a higher purpose?

The next day, in Washington, Walter Lippmann, the cerebral journalist-as-part-time-statesman, ran into Churchill’s son, the thirty-four-year-old Randolph, who was drinking no more heavily than usual at lunch. Randolph had his own column in New York’s World-Telegram and was a contributor to London’s Daily Telegraph. He shared his thoughts with Lippmann directly. “We’ll show you,” Randolph said. “You don’t understand the British Empire. Just let me tell you this. We dragged you into two wars and we’ll drag you into the third.” Lippmann didn’t report the remarks, but they upset him. He believed they reflected “something of the old man.”21

Thousands of furious letters began arriving, many addressed just to “Truman, Washington, D.C.” A vitriolic cross section of them can be found in boxes at Truman’s presidential library in Independence, Missouri. The gist of the letters was that America had to keep its distance from the British Empire. In London, The Times reacted angrily, too. “Nothing would be more dangerous,” it warned two days after Churchill’s speech, “than to attempt to base British foreign policy on the prerequisite of firm support from America.”22 At the Foreign Office, Bevin was contemptuous: “’E thinks ’e’s Prime Minister of the world.”23

There remained the delicate matter of how to explain Churchill’s ideas to Stalin. The British ambassador in Moscow hastened to arrange an appointment. Churchill was merely speaking as a private individual, he said, to which the Vozhd replied, “There are no such private individuals in this country.”24

*   *   *

Keynes had been exhausted when he returned to England, in December 1945. With his keen eye for the inefficient or counterproductive, he dismissed as “Foreign Office frivolities” the largesse with which his country felt compelled to “slop money out to the importunate.”25 That included helping to feed Germany, extending credits to Greece, sending (belated) famine relief to India, and contributing millions of pounds to UN reconstruction efforts in Europe. It all involved a lavishness that the Oxford economist Roy Harrod, the great man’s biographer and disciple, described as reflecting “something of the pre-1939 or even pre-1914 mentality.”26 The enormous spending also included paying for a scale of military power that strained the budget.

Britain’s population had been living for six years on a fruitless, starchy, monotonous diet. According to polls, half the population said they felt underfed. Physicians were treating a scourge of boils, sores, and rashes. When it came to matters of world presence, however, Britain was ready to assert its grandeur, and not just by “slopping out money” but also by staging spectacles such as the Olympics in 1948 and the coronation in 1953, both of which became riveting affirmations of strength.

The initial spectacle came soon after the first General Assembly meeting of the United Nations, which then comprised fifty-one members. The UN had convened in January 1946, at Westminster’s Central Hall, in London, and in celebration on February 3 King George VI gave the first state banquet since 1939. It was held not at Buckingham Palace, which during the war had taken nine direct hits and was in need of a hot water system, but at St. James’s Palace, another royal residence in London. Evening court dress wasn’t required, announced the royal household, as had been mandatory before the war. White tie was acceptable. Servants wore livery, as always. There were blue-coated senior servants and red-coated junior ones. Yet life was changing belowstairs too. The royal footmen, butlers, valets, and cooks were about to organize. They’d bargain for a forty-eight-hour week and join the Civil Service Union.

The reopening of the Royal Opera House on Wednesday, February 20, also signaled a new chapter in the country’s life. Confidence was palpable at the gala ballet, an extravagant new production of The Sleeping Beauty. Covent Garden’s scarlet-and-gold opulence was polished, though no gilt was applied. As chairman of the Covent Garden trustees, Keynes had been expected to welcome George VI, Queen Mary, and the two princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret. But he couldn’t. He stayed quietly in his box, suffering heart palpitations.

The event was a political statement, too, and Prime Minister Attlee, not previously known to love the ballet, attended. Churchill would have been there as well, had he not been in America, his Fulton speech just two weeks away. Bevin arrived that cold, showery night in the obligatory dinner jacket whereupon a bejeweled dowager leaped out to touch him. He had the hostesses of London at his feet; his legend of force and resolve was already taking hold. Appearing as well was Aneurin Bevan, forty-eight, the blue-eyed radical firebrand from the Welsh coal pits who was minister of health. He wore a sack suit, and he was joined by his wife, Jennie Lee—a girl from Scottish mining country, it was said—who was also a member of Parliament. She wore a red tweed coat. Yes, everyone got it. Red was the color of Britain’s Labour Party, as it was of Communist revolution.

Four days later, Keynes, still weary, sailed again with Lydia to New York, accompanied by one official from the Treasury and another from the Bank of England. It was his sixth exhausting mission to America since 1941. This time he was heading to Wilmington Island, an enclave of Savannah, Georgia, to attend the first meeting of the boards of governors of the World Bank and of the International Monetary Fund, institutions he had helped establish at 1944’s Bretton Woods Conference. Keynes hoped to protect the IMF from Washington’s control. Azaleas bloomed and Fred Vinson, the Treasury secretary, spontaneously sang “My Old Kentucky Home” at an opening reception in the General Oglethorpe Hotel. Keynes made his case to Assistant Secretary of State Will Clayton, but Clayton had the votes of cringing Latin American delegates in his pocket, which made Keynes’s efforts fruitless. After the meeting, Time magazine wrote, with no apparent regret, that the British “were shoved around by the U.S. at the Savannah conference until they could barely see straight.”27 Keynes left for home on March 21 to what’s remembered as a glorious English spring.

*   *   *

As Keynes sailed to England, the loan that he had negotiated months earlier was moving through the Senate. At the same time, Congress was trying to reduce the national debt, hoping to put an end to New Deal habits of deficit financing. And why should America shovel more aid to Britain? legislators asked. Wasn’t the money being wasted or spent unfairly? The Wine and Spirits Wholesalers association certainly thought so, alleging that Scotland’s distilleries had been using grain shipments sent as emergency assistance to instead make whiskey to sell into the American market. What many people assumed, then as today, was that no one played fair with Uncle Sam. He always got suckered when looking out for others, and on matters of world trade he was never allowed a level playing field. Not least, senators dreaded that other overseas “customers,” as potential borrowers were called, would want American rescue money, too.

Many newspapers also condemned the loan. The Chicago Daily Tribune—the country’s largest-selling paper, except for a sister tabloid, the New York News—notoriously opposed granting aid to Britain. Its hostility toward the “Brutish Empire” was unsurpassed. In the months before the war ended, William Clark, an enterprising public affairs officer from the British consulate in Chicago, had asked himself why and in a letter to the paper’s owner suggested that the Tribune might be pandering to its many Irish readers. To Clark’s surprise, the sixty-six-year-old Robert Rutherford McCormick agreed to a meeting. No, it wasn’t the Irish, said the Colonel, as McCormick was known. Instead, he recalled how he had been treated as an inferior when traveling in England as a young businessman some forty years earlier. The wounds stung yet.

This environment was heaven for a lawmaker such as Mississippi’s Theodore “The Man” Bilbo, whom the Washington press corps dubbed the worst of all senators. Bilbo was a five-foot-two-inch Ku Klux Klansman and former Democratic governor from the piney woods of Pearl River County. He disclosed his knighthood in the KKK on Meet the Press. He was also about to publish a book, Take Your Choice: Separation or Mongrelization, which—by urging actual separation of the races—found mere segregation too mild for addressing the “Negro Problem.”28 Standing in the well of the Senate, he mocked the “European debt-cancellers” from World War I, who were now coming back for more.29 Denouncing the loan was all in a day’s work. Actually two days’ work: in doing so, he dominated the Senate floor for the better part of forty-eight hours.

More enlightened Americans had their own concerns. In the last year of combat, for instance, Secretary of War Henry Stimson had spoken his worries aloud. “The British really are showing decadence,” Stimson remarked, “a magnificent people, but they have lost their initiative.”30 Georgia’s diligent Richard Russell, for whom one of the Senate’s three office buildings is named, had anxieties as well. He asked the State Department why he should support the loan. Wasn’t Britain a decadent country that had involved America in two world wars? Undersecretary of State Dean Acheson had to field that one. The charge of decadence was fairly offensive, Acheson told his aides, but “of course to some extent it’s true.”31

Despite all this, support for the agreement could be found in odd places. The Times-Herald, Washington’s biggest paper, with ten daily editions, essentially came out in favor. Its owner was McCormick’s cousin Eleanor “Cissy” Patterson, the country’s most powerful woman, even more so than the other Eleanor. Her views and those of the Times-Herald were indistinguishable. She and McCormick had both hated FDR, but on England she and her paper could be admiring. America was “an unofficial member of the British Empire,” it declared in 1945, and she had endorsed Churchill in the July elections.32

Such public support for the Financial Agreement, and the backing of men like Clayton, allowed Keynes to conclude that Congress would nonetheless approve the money, despite all. Likelihood of a favorable decision was also helped by rising tensions with Russia. There was talk on Capitol Hill, as there’d been in 1940, of Britain’s being an “outpost”—a vital bulwark against totalitarian ambitions. But Keynes didn’t live to discover the agreement’s fate. He returned from Savannah tired and ill, and his heart finally gave out on Easter morning, April 21, at his house in Sussex.

The loan still faced strong opposition through the spring. Speaker Sam Rayburn had to arm-twist fellow Democrats in the House. Rallying support for Britain wasn’t easier in the Senate. “She’s all crippled up, got one eye half gouged out and one ear bit off,” said Tom Connally, the deceptively folksy Texas Democrat who chaired the Foreign Relations Committee in 1946.33 But by May the tide had turned, and on July 15 Truman signed the Anglo-American Financial Agreement. Britain also received $1.19 billion from loyal Canada, which additionally canceled a half-billion-dollar debt from having trained RAF pilots during the war.

Will Clayton and his State Department staff expected most of the billions in debt within the sterling area to be written off too. But none of Britain’s other creditors except Australia and New Zealand would forgo a shilling, and the Financial Agreement had a clause that prohibited any of its dollars from being used to repay those debts, which meant that huge sums were still owed to India, Egypt, and additional nations in Britain’s orbit. Nevertheless, an explicit purpose of the loan was to end all further requests to Washington for aid. Now the clock started ticking. Sterling was to become convertible within twelve months.

*   *   *

It’s helpful to step back to see the very different world financial system of that era. As generals are said to plan for the last war, economists plan for the last peace. Finance ministers, bankers, and politicians were determined not to relive the cascade of restricted markets and currency manipulations that had followed World War I. With Bretton Woods, currencies of industrialized nations had become connected to the dollar like spokes to the hub of a wheel. The dollar would be convertible into gold, and other currencies would be convertible into the dollar. It therefore became the centerpiece of international exchange, with sterling as second place in world banking.

Unlike today, exchange rates between currencies did not “float” in response to supply and demand. Currency par values—set in terms of their relation to the dollar as then valued at $35 of gold per ounce—could be determined arbitrarily by government officials. Ironically, that added to financial uncertainty. If people lost faith in a currency, and its actual value fell, the official price could nonetheless still be upheld by government fiat, as Britain’s Treasury was doing with the pound. But such measures could not disguise the immense challenges that faced the pound. That’s because it was the world’s sole reserve currency, besides the dollar, and was used for at least half the world’s trade—for which Britain served as the banker.

Membership in the sterling area wouldn’t be defined precisely until the following year, but it embraced a vast part of the world. This included all members of the empire and commonwealth except Canada and Newfoundland (not yet confederated). It also covered all British territories, Iceland, Iraq (to which Britain owed £70,300,000), the Irish Republic, Kuwait and the Persian Gulf sheikhdoms, and Libya, plus, for the moment, Egypt, Palestine, Sudan, and Transjordan (as that kingdom would be known until 1949). They all pegged their currencies to the pound sterling, invoiced much of their trade in sterling, and deposited most of their monetary reserves in London. Britain’s sterling balances had soared during the war. When Britain had bought goods and services from India, for example, payment in terms of sterling (albeit in paper IOUs) was credited to the account of the Reserve Bank of India in London. In brief, whatever affected the pound had worldwide repercussions.

The Financial Agreement was safely signed in the summer of 1946, but trade disputes only began to intensify. Big and small U.S. enterprises alike were set to compete ruthlessly with Britain and its empire. For example, the New York Cocoa Exchange weighed in first, professing its shock that the agreement hadn’t pried apart the barriers of imperial preference—on which the British, despite repeated promises, were hardly budging. They had long been able to set the global price of cocoa, because 60 percent of the world’s supply came from their West African colonies and because sweet-toothed Americans devoured 40 percent of the product. The exchange insisted that the price was artificially high. Angry letters to Congress flew from its dingy offices on Manhattan’s Beaver Street: Hershey bars and Mars’s 3 Musketeers might get too expensive to make.

Lobbying the Hill as well were purveyors of costume jewelry and artificial silk. In this case, Britain was expected to import more of the stuff. Otherwise consumers in Dorking or Leeds might forget U.S. brand names like Coro Craft and Maidenform on which millions in advertising had been spent before the war. The July issue of Fortune magazine—part of Henry Luce’s Time Inc. publishing empire—also caused alarm with a story in which Britain’s Morris Motors laid out its plans to compete against the U.S. auto giants right in America. It sounded credible. Britain was the world’s largest motor vehicle exporter, and Morris was its biggest manufacturer, with cheaper production costs due to lower wages. Members of the Detroit Club took notice.

At this point, Bevin began to question whether Britain should take the loan after all, given the hooks and strings of having to accept convertibility and to drop imperial preference. Determined men on both the left and the right in Parliament already opposed the Financial Agreement for undercutting their country’s legitimate economic interests. They saw U.S. salesmen poised like greyhounds in the slip, and had no intention of jeopardizing the empire by returning to dated theories. One, for instance, was Lord Beaverbrook, the press baron and right-wing crony of Churchill’s, previously known as Max Aitken. He’d started out as a Canadian cement monopolist in New Brunswick and understood firsthand what it was like to live under U.S. financial preeminence. It would be appeeeeasing the Americans to accept the money, Beaverbrook would say, through his gargoyle smile. But the alternative of not doing so was far-fetched.

Keynes had called any choice to forgo these dollars “Starvation Corner.” An entire population of forty-nine million would have had to endure the most austere of war economies yet do so during peace, and with no end in sight. There’d not only be less food but little cotton for milling. Conceivably, Britain could have relied all the more on trade within the empire, fenced off with high tariffs. That’s what Beaverbrook and the Empire Industries Association argued. Churchill, in turn, ended up advising his party just to abstain from voting on the loan, and he did so himself.

Bevin finally pushed the cabinet to accept the dollars. Having to underwrite the Labour Party’s new welfare programs was one pressing reason. Another was knowing it would be reckless to break with the Americans on what they as a people cared about most: the success of their manufacturing, agriculture, and trade. To cross them on that would wreck his emerging political-military design. He was beginning to make real the “overall strategic concept” of alliances and interlocking weaponry about which Churchill had theorized at Fulton. Like Churchill, however, he recognized Britain couldn’t go it alone, in a world once more endangered, and he was buying time to maneuver.

*   *   *

Britain had plenty of assets that befitted a global power, as The Times liked to emphasize. The paper was habitually on the side of government, though that didn’t always mean being for the establishment, and any important editorial was read worldwide. In the case of Britain’s financial condition, The Times echoed the widely shared views of its Whitehall sources. The editors extolled London’s unrivaled experience—“The priceless secrets of the ‘know-how’ as our American friends picturesquely call it”—and acclaimed its deep knowledge of men and affairs, as well as a long-refined mastery of the art of governance. “In the balance, these items total up to very many billions,” said The Times.34

Other assets included the colonies, although the ruling Labour Party contained strong anticolonial feelings. Attlee, for instance, said he didn’t want the British Empire to include any unwilling people. Maybe so, but many sensible observers believed the colonies were vital to Britain’s renewal. For instance, Orwell—showing the perspective of a former colonial policeman—assumed Britain would shrivel without having control of India.

Until that point, most of the empire’s riches had been concentrated amid expanses of otherwise useless land. The jewels were Malaya with its tin and rubber, not Sarawak or eastern New Guinea; Central Africa’s copper belt, not Southern Rhodesia or the Sudan; cocoa from the Gold Coast, not Sierra Leone or Guiana. Now a huge emphasis was to be put on boosting indigenous economies—by building new railroads in Africa, for example, where new agricultural ventures would also be pulling in specialist advisers and a new generation of expatriates. The markets of dominions and colonies were becoming more important for British exports than before the war, and food and raw materials could be bought in the colonies without having to spend precious dollars. From June 1945 to September 1948, forty-one hundred new recruits to colonial service would be sent overseas, with more to follow.35 The colonies could aid prosperity, most everyone believed, and all the more so because trade and investments were denominated in sterling.

Bevin played up these advantages while also addressing U.S. anxieties. He arranged a study of raw materials that America had lacked early in the war, and declared that it required “the full collaboration of the Colonial Governments.” He then told Washington that should there be a World War III, the empire was ready to provide the copper, aluminum, nickel, tin, and other commodities that America would need to survive. It was an era when clever people on U.S. presidential committees concluded that “non-strategic materials” no longer existed.36 Everything was vital in modern warfare, joked Bernard Baruch, except perhaps bubble gum. No one added that here too the empire had it covered. Chicago’s Wrigley company tapped the sapodilla trees of British Honduras for Doublemint, Spearmint, and Juicy Fruit.

Additionally, wasn’t British manufacturing far stronger than many suspected? Foreign critics might decry its enterprises as a chaotic collection of inefficient firms, with obsolescent tooling and stilted management. But The Times had a rejoinder here too. In late 1945, the editors compiled a book, British War Production: 1939–1945: A Record, advertised it for 6 shillings, 7 pence post-free, and urged readers to send it to friends overseas. If the world knew the facts of what Britain’s industry had accomplished in defeating Hitler, they argued, “it would make a line of credit worth billions in the long run.”37 The editors weren’t whistling in the dark. Under incredibly difficult conditions, Britain’s factories had just rapidly produced some of the best weapons used in the war, and at costs that compared favorably with America’s. That included not only Bren light machine guns and gyro gun sights but also high-speed De Havilland bombers and the Allies’ first jet aircraft, the Gloster Meteor.

Britain was no “facade” of a superpower, as it’s said today, nor were its political and military capacities, or the bounty of its empire, mere “trappings” amid “illusions of Great Power status.”38 As Baruch had predicted to Churchill, Britain’s exports were about to boom beyond what anyone dared to forecast. All the same, its scarcity of hard currency—essential to buying necessities from countries that accepted only U.S. or Canadian dollars, Swiss francs, or other hard money—meant that food rations were falling below what had been endured in the war. Monthly allotments of cooking fat were cut, along with those of powdered eggs, which came from America and had to be bought with dollars. “Shell eggs,” as they’d become known, were to be allocated two and a half per person per month. Nothing like this had been imagined even in 1944.

Stalin would not have been surprised by these contradictions of strengths and weaknesses in capitalism’s second-largest economy. Marxist-Leninist teachings informed every aspect of his life, and he was being guided by the tenet that the old order would founder during its slumps and wars. France and Italy’s big Communist parties, which had earned legitimacy by having spearheaded resistance to fascism, were set to contest elections. The economies of Europe’s democracies were stagnating; their despairing citizens were hungry. Stalin felt he could await the ruin of the United States and Britain. Time was on his side.





 

3.

ENTERING THE MIDDLE EAST

Jesus, or perhaps Muhammad, is walking through a bazaar in the afternoon heat, only to encounter Satan, or Eblis, and says to him, “I am weary of your ill-doing.” “I?” replies the Adversary indignantly. “What have I been doing?” and he dips his fingers in a sweetmeat for sale, putting a smidgen of sugar on the wall. A fly eats the sugar; a lizard leaps up and catches the fly; the stallkeeper’s cat snatches the lizard; a British soldier’s dog kills the cat; the stallkeeper kills the dog; the soldier kills the stallkeeper. Soon the city is burning and machine guns are rattling. In the midst of it all, Satan, very injured, shrugs and says, “I just put a little sugar on the wall.”

—An old imperial fable of communal conflict, as retold by the author

In the early spring of 1946, sharp-eyed men at the Main Navy Building along Washington’s Mall and at the Foreign Office in Whitehall were studying large maps of what we now call the Middle East: an enormous sweep of the globe that extended from faraway Afghanistan to Greece and French North Africa in the west, and south through Arab lands to the Saudi peninsula. It’s the same general region—with a few changes, such as dropping Greece, Turkey, and North Africa while adding Uzbekistan—that U.S. Central Command takes as its area of responsibility today. Then, as now, policy makers believed the region to be distinct for political and military planning.

The Middle East felt alien to most Americans. They had bonds of family and culture with Europe, and they knew something about the Pacific Rim. The Philippines was a colony and then a commonwealth until July 4, 1946, and for a century Americans had increasingly enjoyed paternal ties toward China—via Protestant missions, the outreach of such universities as Yale and Harvard, and great foundations such as Rockefeller and Carnegie. They had built a flourishing trade with Asia since the era of the Yankee clipper ships, in the early nineteenth century, and by now people on Main Street could identify once-obscure places like Guadalcanal, Tarawa, Okinawa, and the Burma Road.

Americans had few such intimacies with the Middle East. Missionaries had arrived, and colleges had been established under the Ottomans, which were the origins of today’s American universities in Beirut and Cairo. But the U.S. presence didn’t go as deep. There was nothing equivalent to the ties to China’s nominal ruler, Chiang Kai-shek, who professed Christianity, as did his imperious Wellesley-educated wife and her extended family. U.S. corporations, among them Standard Oil, had arrived in the Middle East by the 1930s, but in Depression-era America those rapacious monopolists were hated entities. Who cared about their dealings in foreign deserts? The Middle East was nearly a tabula rasa.

The British Empire held a much closer and more complex relationship with the region. Its politicians and fighting men had been involved ever since Admiral Horatio Nelson’s 1798 victory over France at the Battle of the Nile. The British had occupied Aden in 1839 and Egypt in 1882, and together with France they’d carved out the League of Nations mandates after World War I—essentially colonies, with certain limitations—for Iraq, Syria and Lebanon, and Palestine. Iran had long been a semi-colony; Afghanistan’s neighboring Pashtun king was on the British payroll. Imperial fortresses dotted the approaches, including Malta, which headquartered the Mediterranean Fleet. The Persian Gulf was a British lake, and treaties were enforced with its coastal sheikhdoms.

Until 1936, Egypt had effectively been part of the British Empire. By then, fascist Italy had shown its expansive designs on the Mediterranean and against Ethiopia. Massive nationalist demonstrations were occurring simultaneously in Cairo and Alexandria. Britain needed to safeguard its position in Egypt, so in August of that year, Anthony Eden, during his first time as foreign secretary, had signed a treaty pledging to withdraw British forces except those required to protect the Suez Canal. They were limited to ten thousand troops and five hundred pilots, with the agreement to be revisited ten years hence, in 1946. The canal, after all, was recognized as an integral part of Egypt, but also as being vital to the British Empire.

Egypt’s political status at war’s end remained subservient. It was like that of a Central American “republic” vis-à-vis the United States, such as Nicaragua or, better yet, Panama, another ostensibly sovereign state through which a vital canal connected the seas. In all cases, U.S. displeasure could easily make itself felt—as could Britain’s in Egypt. To poison matters further, Britain was heavily in debt to Egypt.

Earlier in the canal’s history, by one count, London had promised sixty-six times in forty-four years to remove its soldiers—once, that is, order had been restored in Egypt. Somehow it never was, nor, after 1936, would Britain get its forces below ten thousand for years.

“Suez,” as this great assembly point of imperial might was known, lay along the 120-mile waterway that runs through desert and marshland from Port Said on the Mediterranean to the port of Suez at the top of the Red Sea. It was a military reservation of about 5,400 square miles, the size of Connecticut, that included the cities of Fayid and Ismailia along the canal. Fayid was headquarters of Middle East Land Forces and was the core of the British defense system for the region; Ismailia headquartered the Middle East Air Forces. The entire stronghold contained the world’s largest supply depot, a dozen airfields, railroads, power stations, harbors, firing ranges, and fields of tents and barracks. Thousands of East Africans and Mauritians served as laborers, as did about forty-two thousand Egyptians. In addition, until British forces were withdrawn from Egypt’s main cities in 1947, a garrison dominated some 650 acres in central Cairo, including the largest public square, to be named Tahrir (Liberation) following the 1952 revolution. It was an area through which no Cairene could walk without permission and where British troops openly mocked the king with their filthy marching cadence, “King Fayrook, King Fayrook ’as got ’is bollooks on a ’ook.”

When World War II ended, America still had no embassy in Cairo, only a legation, which voices less sovereign authority of the state. That was all the Foreign Office would allow.

Washington agreed that the British Empire was responsible for protecting the Middle East. In fact, the region’s defense was one of Britain’s three strategic priorities along with defending the homeland and securing sea communications. The independence of Western Europe from Russian domination wasn’t on this short list: it was considered desirable but not vital, as if weighing the importance of, say, Scandinavia alone. Britain had sent its army to the Continent twice in the recent past, said Admiral Sir John Cunningham, the first sea lord, speaking of the early stages of the world wars, and “on both occasions we had suffered severely, first at Mons and more recently at Dunkirk.”1 There were overlaps of military necessity between defending the Middle East and Continental Europe, to be sure, but military planners expected the Red Army to sweep to the Channel in a World War III. That didn’t mean occupied Europe was to be forsaken; it was to be reconquered, as before. Yet, according to doctrine, that couldn’t happen without holding the Middle East and the imperial lifelines that ran through it.

Ernest Bevin clarified this point when he met with two American statesmen in January 1946. One was Michigan’s Arthur Vandenberg, the venerable Republican Senate conference chairman who would lead the Foreign Relations Committee after his party carried both houses of Congress that fall. The other was John Foster Dulles, a key Republican foreign policy adviser, prominent lay leader of the Presbyterian church, and the senior partner at Sullivan & Cromwell, the great international law firm. Russia was making territorial claims on Iran and Turkey, Bevin lectured in his staccato speaking style, and those demands were occurring only half a year after Afghanistan had gotten its frontier lands along the Panj and Oxus Rivers snatched away in a heavy-handed treaty with Molotov. Couldn’t they see that Stalin was uniting a czarist Great Russian imperial craving to master the Middle East and the Mediterranean, by way of Iran and Turkey, with the messianic passions of Communism?

Other Americans got similar tutorials. People at State and on Capitol Hill, for instance, could hear British diplomats describing Egypt as “the most important country” in that part of the world, just as Bonaparte had said. Didn’t they know it lay between Asia and Europe, astride the routes to India and into Africa? Occasionally, the argument would be refined: Egypt and the Suez Canal were really like Chicago; any east-west travel would get one there. Furthermore, adjacent to Egypt was Palestine, where conflicts of faiths could be used to subvert the Holy Land. MI5, the British internal security service that held responsibility in the Palestine mandate, and for other colonial duties, even claimed that Russian clerics in Jerusalem were acting as “Fifth Columnists.”2 Supposedly, they’d undercut government authority and then spread Moscow’s influence like an oil slick into combustible Egypt.

Bevin wasn’t being mindlessly antagonistic to the Russians, and he had held two forthright talks in the Kremlin with Stalin during mid-December 1945. After all, twenty-five years earlier, Bevin had done his part on the docks to prevent munitions from going to Poland to fight the Bolsheviks, and well into 1946 he’d still seek compromise with Moscow in the hope of “Left Speaking to Left.” Yet enough was becoming enough, and, he insisted to the cabinet, he had to set an example of resolve for the Americans. If he didn’t, “all Europe should fall” to Communism: the Red Army wouldn’t even have to invade.3 Germany barely existed as a state, and France was a broken reed.*

When Bevin argued about Europe’s future being entwined with that of the Middle East, however, it wasn’t easy for Vandenberg and Dulles, nor other shrewd Americans, to agree. He appeared to be reliving the nineteenth-century British-czarist rivalries that had surrounded Persia (as Iran had been known since ancient times) when the two empires had been playing their Great Game: the contest for dominance in central Asia.

Nonetheless, by the time Bevin, Vandenberg, and Dulles convened, a rough consensus was developing in Washington for a more alert, more generally engaged approach to the world. “Power vacuums” seemed to be everywhere: in a ruined Europe, in China, perhaps even in Britain, where Walter Lippmann, America’s most influential journalist, detected “a partial vacuum.” In those days, a malign unitary force—Soviet Communism—was assumed to be pressing on most every “vacuum.” And where there’s an alleged “vacuum,” an enemy will be found to match it, just as today. In the months after World War II, the biggest vacuum of all looked to be in the Middle East.

*   *   *

During 1939–1945, the Middle East was the sole theater of land warfare in which British actions proved decisive before the full weight of U.S. power had made itself felt. Thereafter, the Americans and Britain’s 8th Army fought the North African campaign of 1942–1943 to squeeze Axis forces into defeat and to stage the Allied invasion of Sicily as a stepping-stone to retaking Europe.

During the war’s early years, one of Churchill’s oldest friends, Walter Guinness, Lord Moyne, served as deputy resident minister in Cairo. Guinness also directed the family brewing enterprise that bore his name. In 1944, he rose to resident minister, a position of cabinet rank, and became Britain’s highest official in the Middle East. By that juncture in the war, he saw U.S. commanders as overbearing and lamented that the “American idea of cooperation is that we should do all the giving and they all the taking.”4 As for Egypt specifically, all that Americans seemed to know about it was an amalgam of the bad press it had gotten from early Hebrew scribes and a modern collection of salacious smoking-room stories. But it was coming to their attention fast.

While fighting the war, Britain ran up a debt of some £400 million (then over $1.5 billion) with King Farouk’s corrupt, fervently nationalist Wafd Party government. These were essentially forced loans that were extracted in the form of British IOUs for cotton, fuel, and other matériel. The British also used IOUs to employ about half a million Egyptians to build camps, procure food, and carry supplies. Moreover, as it did with other members of the sterling area, Britain enforced wartime currency restrictions in a “dollar pool”: not only would sterling balances from the IOUs accumulate in London, but Egypt, like others in the pool, wasn’t free to use whatever dollars it might possess to buy goods in America. Those dollars could only be used for purchases in Britain. That would augment the Bank of England’s reserves of hard currency.

As the war neared its end, the Egyptians wanted their money back to cushion peacetime unemployment and to invest in their country’s growth. If the British couldn’t pay, bellowed Cairo’s well-instructed press, then they should hand over shares of equivalent value in their many businesses within Egypt.

One was the Suez Canal Company. It was an Egyptian corporation under Egyptian law (but headquartered in Paris) with the British government as the controlling stockholder, at 44 percent. France as well as various European and Egyptian private investors held the rest. British technicians, managers, and accountants largely ran operations, while the founding documents made clear that Egypt’s government owned the canal proper. This private venture was also profitable, unlike the Panama Canal, which was owned and operated by the U.S. government.

Here is the first serious reference to the takeover of the Suez Canal Company. On all these issues, Egyptians of every class composed a “smoking volcano,” wrote Al-Ahram, the country’s biggest newspaper.5 After the war ended, King Farouk insisted that the 1936 treaty be changed to terminate the British presence. Farouk also proposed to annex the entire Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, a million square miles of terrain to Egypt’s south that was administered as a British colony but with a governor-general appointed by Farouk. His demands for free trade and for freedom from imperialism resonated with Americans, most of whom would have been happy to see the British Empire disappear, as Franklin Roosevelt would have been, and even to help pry it apart. For starters, the empire impeded trade with Egypt or India.

American impatience was on display when Prime Minister Attlee visited Washington during November 10–15, 1945. For a week, the press had been saying Attlee’s purpose was to discuss “the guardianship of the atomic bomb.” Moscow had already denounced this trip as a conspiracy. But when he arrived at the White House, the president met him on the steps of the portico flanked by the U.S. ministers to Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Lebanon, as well as the U.S. consul general in mandated Palestine—a testament to Washington’s priorities. The two leaders did discuss the bomb, with little resolved. And America soon had an embassy in Cairo.

Meanwhile, Bevin came to see himself increasingly as an imperial statesman, more so than as a labor leader, observed the loyal, upper-class aides (nearly all Etonians) on his staff. Soon after taking office, he had declared his intention to withdraw British forces not only from Egypt’s cities but perhaps from the sprawling Suez bastion as well, or the “Canal Zone” as it came to be called, though its precise boundaries were ill-defined. The prospect of quitting Egypt was the issue that had provoked Churchill, at his crankiest, to stick out his tongue at the foreign secretary in parliamentary debate.

Yet Bevin’s Labour Party instincts, which told him that Egypt should be fully sovereign, were colliding with the realities of economics and politics, which showed, as he put it to the House of Commons, that “the Middle East and its oil provided a great deal of our motive power for our industry” and for merchant shipping and the Royal Navy.6 Workmen’s wages were said to be in the balance, as well as the fate of India and the Pacific dominions. If Britain lost its grip, Bevin would tell the Americans, that would virtually mean the end of England as a great power. Fittingly, Whitehall’s Fuel Research Board released a report addressing the country’s growing dependence on Persian Gulf oil supplies on the same day that the British handed Saladin’s famed Citadel—which served as British military headquarters in Cairo—over to Egypt’s army, on July 4, 1946. The two events caught the ambivalence surrounding Bevin’s decisions. In the end, too much appeared to be at stake in the Middle East for Egypt to be left to its own uncertain devices.

*   *   *

During the final months of the war, Stalin, too, paid increasing attention to the Middle East, and this is where showdowns with Russia first occurred after World War II. In his memoirs, Foreign Minister Molotov recalls watching the Vozhd in his Kremlin office as he moved his pipe across a small map pinned to the wall, tapped it on the thousand-mile Soviet frontier with Iran, and said, “I don’t like our border right here!”7

At the time, Iran’s northwestern Azerbaijan province shared a poorly marked mountainous border with the Azerbaijan Soviet Socialist Republic. From the Caspian through to the Black Sea, unidentified agitators in league with Red Army units were backing ethnic separatists adjacent to Soviet territory, and Red Army operatives were distributing weapons while disarming Iranian police units. This helped pro-independence Azerbaijani nationalists to stage a well-planned coup in the historic city of Tabriz during September 1945 and to assert themselves as a state free from Tehran’s control. Stalin was, in effect, trying to dismember Iran by employing a novel form of hybrid conflict known as maskirovka, which combines subversion, deception, concealment, and convenient deniability. It’s a tactic that the Russians have turned to repeatedly since—for example, in slipping several thousand soldiers into Syria in 1983 during Lebanon’s civil war, by masking them as tourists and students, or, more recently, by sending anonymous combatants into Ukraine.8

Sixty thousand Red Army troops were already in northern Iran, having swept down in the late summer of 1941. That’s when Russia and Britain had together invaded Iran to oust a regime way too tolerant of Nazi propaganda. By 1943, these allied forces had been joined by thirty thousand U.S. military personnel, backed by thousands of American civilians with headquarters first in Baghdad, then in Basra. Their mission was to deliver four million tons of largely Lend-Lease cargo to Russia’s war effort via Iran. All three allies agreed to leave Iran within six months of the peace. The Americans were mostly gone by December 1945, retaining only two small missions to train Iran’s police and military, and by early 1946 the British had redeployed all but six hundred of the forty thousand soldiers they had posted originally in the south. The Russians, however, increased their presence, moving another fifteen thousand fighting men into the north.

Stalin intended to create two puppet states in northern Iran. One would be for the Azeri minority, the other for the Kurds, an ancient tribal people indigenous to western Asia. Except the Kurds spilled across several more borders. Numbers were vague, but Moscow’s experts counted 1.5 million in Iraq, sitting atop British-controlled oil wells around Mosul and Kirkuk; 700,000 more in Iran; 2.7 million in Turkey; and the rest in Syria (from which the French, come early 1946, were pushed out by British forces and local nationalists).9 Then as today, the Kurds believed themselves to be the world’s largest ethnic group without a homeland, and in order to gain independence, Kurdish fighters were attacking Iranian garrisons, including along the border of Turkey and Iraq. In December 1945, the Kurdish People’s Government was founded in the city of Mahabad, in northwestern Iran, and it declared itself a republic the following month, supported by Moscow. Foreign Office specialists believed Russia to be fomenting a “Greater Kurdistan.”

No one in Washington or London knew if the Kurds, with their black tents and large-necked horses primed for mountain warfare, would compose a pliable Soviet client state. Already they were said by one specialist at Columbia University to be “trigger happy.”10 Red Army advisers had their doubts as well about the Kurds’ willingness to comply with Soviet directives and, in fact, opposed the creation of a new tribal military force, the Peshmerga (Before Death).

In the winter of 1945–1946, the coldest in memory for Tehranis, Red Army divisions were prowling somewhere near Kazvin, nearly a hundred miles northwest of Iran’s capital, with tanks and planes even closer, about a dozen miles away at Karaj. Armored columns were rumored to be moving at night. Puzzled by what they were hearing, U.S. officials who were in Moscow during December 1945, including Secretary of State James F. Byrnes, asked Stalin to explain himself. He casually replied that he feared aggression from Iran, especially saboteurs who might infiltrate to destroy oil fields around Baku, the Azerbaijan Socialist Republic’s capital on the Caspian Sea. Finding that answer absurd, the Americans said they’d oppose him in the UN. “This will not cause us to blush,” Stalin said with a shrug.11

This situation of “neither peace nor war,” as Leon Trotsky had called Soviet dealings with the capitalist powers after World War I, had a certain homecoming quality for the Kremlin.

A weak and poorly armed Iran took its case against Russia to the United Nations, which was meeting in London that January. It became Item 1 before the new Security Council, which had been envisioned as a cabinet of world powers within the organization. Vandenberg and Dulles were there; nonetheless, one critic in the Foreign Office summed up the general belief that the Americans “showed signs of wilting.”12

Stalin had also dispatched his operatives to Turkey’s rugged eastern mountain provinces of Kars and Ardahan to back Georgian and Armenian nationalists near the meandering 367-mile Soviet border.
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