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Foreword

3.3(h) (2) —FSE=NF) The Suez Crisis is another addition to the Speclal Ser1es C!‘lSlS Collection
+.86-36 published by the NSA History and Publications Division. The Suez crisis of 1956 is an
e interesting study of U.S. intelligence, especially its Sigint aspect durmg a “brushfire”
situation. The crisis presented United States policymakers with a unique intelligence

- dilemma. Two U.S. allies, Britain and France, opposed American policy objectives.

- Working with Israel, they conspired to t.ake the Suez Canal and preserve their influence

- in the area. This study, by| “provides remarkable insights into Anglo-

American relations, U.S. relations, with gypt, France, and Israel, and American

concerns over the Sov1et Union and its reaction to the crisis. The study is based on a

review oﬂ o |
Ms.l ' ’Fraces the crisis Irom 1ts historical roots with the construction
mn

of the Suez Canal hrough the rise of Nasser to negotiations over arms and aid in

constructing the Aswan Dam, to Nasser’s natzonahzatmn of the Suez Canal Company, to

British-French-Israeli plots, to the actual invasion. She clearly shows that "the attack

. occurred without our knowledge and came as a complete surprise to us” - despite
" President Eisenhower’s public statements to the contrary. U.S. intelligence ] |

ey clues to the coming offensive. U.S| closely followed the allied

. Invasion and closely monitored Soviet reaction. study also reveals that despite

*._British-United States estrangement’; the United States was dependent on British

|and that the close working relationship
between the Anglo poseurs in the Sigint area was never seriously threatened.

: “ ’étudy is an important contribution to our understanding
of the Second Party relationship and to the use of Sigint in a brushfire situation.

Henry F. Schorreck
NSA Historian
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The Suez Crisis: A Brief Comint History

P.L.

(U) The Suez crisis of 1956, which erupted only days before the Soviet invasion of
Hungary on 4 November, was the first major test of the National Security Agency (NSA)
during a short-term, “brushfire” crisis. The war for Suez also presented the United States
with a unique political and intelligence dilemma: two close U.S. allies, Britain and
France, opposed American policy objectives. The Suez crisis raised many provocative
questions about when and how much the United States knew about British, French, and
Israeli plans for the invasion of Egypt and how U.S. officials reacted to these plans. In
addition, the Suez war provided a fascinating case study of the role of Communications
Intelligence (Comint) in the U.S. decision-making process. Finally, the battle for Suez
served as a model for examining the effect of political dissension and conflict on the
intimate Anglo-American intelligence relationship. How this strange and troubling crisis
developed, what role Comint played in U.S. planning and policy, and how the Suez conflict
affected Anglo-American relations are the issues this paper addresses.

{UJ The Suez crisis crealed a painjul predicament jor U.S. policymakers. Wilhout
American support or knowledge, two staunch U.S. allies, in collusion with Israel, plotted to
g0 to war for a cause the Eisenhower administration believed was rash, unjustified, and
potentially very dangerous. Ultimately, France, Britain, and Israel would become the overt
aggressors against Egypt. As a result, the United States was in the awkward position of
siding with Nasser against its allies. The Soviet factor further complicated the situation,
especially for the United States. The U.S. allies implicitly relied upon America to counter
any belligerency by the Russian "Bear.” The U.S. administration was never sure how far
the Soviets would go to assist Nasser or resist Western aggression in the region.
Eisenhower described the Soviets as both "furious and scared” by the concurrent crises in
Eastern Europe and the Middle East. This, he averred, made for "the most dangerous
possible state of mind.” For this reason, Soviet movements and actions were of primary
interest to the U.S. intelligence community.

Background (U)

(U) The roots of the 1956 Suez crisis can be traced at least to the construction of the
Suez Canal, which opened on 17 November 1869, and to the original Suez Canal Company
ownership agreements. The Viceroy of Egypt (then part of the Ottoman Empire) granted
the Suez Canal Company, founded by French engineer Ferdinand de Lesseps, a concession
to operate the canal. In exchange, the Canal Company agreed to pay certain taxes, rents,
and percentages of gross profits to Egypt. Furthermore, Egypt retained an agreement for
the canal to revert to Egyptian control after 99 years.
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| (U) Although British ships were the largest single users of the canal, Britain did not

' obtain its interest in the Suez Canal Company until 26 November 1875 when, in an
attempt to avoid bankruptcy, Egypt turned over 177,642 shares in the company to the
British Government.® An 1888 agreement between major canal users and the Turkish
government guaranteed free passage for ships of all nations, made the company
responsible for operating the canal impartially in war and peace, and placed
responsibility for the canal’s protection with Egypt.

(U) In 1936 the British negotiated a new treaty with Egypt. In exchange for a British
naval base at Alexandria, Egypt would regain representation on the Suez Canal
Company’s board of directors and receive annual rental payment for use of company
facilities. World War II interrupted the normal course of business between Britain and
Egypt, and it was not until after the war, in 1949, that Egypt was effectively reinstated as
a board member and also began to receive seven percent of the company’s gross profits.
However, beginning in 1936, Egypt became a real factor in the Suez Canal Company for
the first time since 1875.°

(U) Before the First World War, much of the Middle East was under the control or
influence of the Ottoman Empire. With the defeat of the Ottoman Empire and Germany,
British and French influence greatly expanded during the postwar period. After World
War II the region again underwent radical changes brought about in part by a weakening
of the major colonial powers, especially Great Britain and France, the birth of the nation
of Israel, and an explosion of Arab nationalism.

(U) France, Britain, and the United States drew up a Tripartite Declaration in 1950
in recognition of the growing threat to Western power and influence in the region, the
importance of oil shipments to the West, and the potential impact of the Cold War on the
Middle East. Under the terms of this accord, the three nations agreed to act in concert to
thwart any seizure of Middle Eastern territory by an outside force. The allies also
promised to ensure a balance between arms shipped to Arab countries and to Israel.
Further, the three agreed the number of weapons shipped to either side would be only
enough to maintain internal order.

The Rise of Nasser (U)

(U) The 1952 Egyptian coup that overthrew the monarchy of King Farouk also set the
stage for the nationalization of the Suez Canal and the 1956 crisis. The real power behind
the coup was Gamal Abdel Nasser, who formally assumed the Egyptian presidency in
October 1954. Nasser vocalized and manipulated pent-up Egyptian resentment over the
occupation of the Suez Base by nearly eighty thousand British troops. After lengthy
negotiations, the British agreed to withdraw their forces from the Canal Zone by June
1956.

(U) During the winter and spring preceding the nationalization, Egypt also
negotiated new agreements with the Canal Company. The accords specified greater
company investment in Egypt and increased employment of Egyptian pilots. In return,
Egypt agreed to exempt the company from certain Egyptian taxes.®
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Gamal Abdel Nasser

A Search for Weapons (U)

(U) While he solicited agreements with the Canal Company and the British
government, Nasser also began to seek arms from the United States. In early 1955 the
U.S. State Department responded to Nasser’s request for $27 million worth of weapons by
demanding payment in cash — knowing full well Nasser did not have the money. The
Eisenhower administration was not then a major weapons dealer in the region and did not
wish to become one. Furthermore, administration officials reasoned that such an arms
sale would drastically disturb the balance of power in the Middle East. Nasser also
threatened to purchase weapons from the Soviets if the United States refused to sell him
the arms he had requested. Nasser’s warning "“sounded suspiciously like blackmail” to
Eisenhower, who was not about to play into Nasser’s hands.”
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(U) Spurned by the Americans, Nasser, during the summer of 1955, secured an arms
deal with the Soviet Union estimated to be worth between $80 and $200 million. An
Egyptian military delegation concluded the deal in August 1955 during a meeting in
Prague, Czechoslovakia, with its Soviet counterpart. The Czechoslovak role was
arranged at Moscow’s request in order to create the fiction that the arms were

—Czechoslovak and not Soviet,
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MIG-15Two-geat Fighter Trainer with Czechoslovak Air Force Insignia
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