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The Suez Crisis – A Hollow Victory and Political Defeat
Background
On the 26 July 1956 General Gamal Abdel Nasser, the Egyptian President following the withdrawal of financial support from western nations for his Aswan Dam project nationalised the Suez Canal. Nasser announced that Egypt was taking over the Suez Canal and would use its income to finance construction of the dam.[footnoteRef:1] This for Britain and France, who were the majority shareholders in the Suez Canal Company was a bitter blow, for it was seen as a vital Anglo-French interest. It provided access to the rich middle eastern oilfields and a shorter sea route to the far east markets. [1:  Study.com., Causes, Timeline & Effects of the Suez Crisis, (8 October 2014)			<study.com/academy/lesson/causes-timeline-effects-of-the-suez-crisis.html> [Accessed 5 January 2022]] 

Trouble had been building between the western powers and the new Egyptian leader since he had come to power in 1954. He had three goals: to gain Egyptian independence from Britain, increase the Egyptian military to enable a successful attack on Israel and to construct a dam at Aswan to irrigate the Nile valley.[footnoteRef:2] He had by early 1956 negotiated a withdrawal of British troops although they could return if another foreign power bordering the canal threatened it. However, in 1955 the British Prime Minister Anthony Eden withdrew from a deal to provide arms and munitions to Egypt which pushed Nasser into purchasing Soviet made military equipment from Czechoslovakia. This served to further weaken western confidence in the political route that Nasser was taking Egypt. [2:  Milner, Laurie., The Suez Crisis, British Broadcasting Corporation (3 March 2011)				 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/modern/suez_01.shtml> [Accessed 5 January 2022]] 

President Nasser’s actions and choreography of anti-British actions throughout the Arab world, and further into other areas of the British empire, threatened to undermine the authority for Britain not only in Egypt but far beyond. Indeed, British Prime Minister Anthony Eden put it thus, ‘Nasser was determined to wreck us.’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Jackson, Robert., Suez The Forgotten Invasion, (Shrewsbury: no press noted, 1996) p. 12.] 

In Cabinet meetings following President Nasser’s announcement of nationalisation there is little doubt about the objectives of the British Government. The minutes of the first meeting stated:
While our ultimate purpose was to place the Canal under international control, our immediate purpose was to bring about the downfall of the present Egyptian Government. This might, perhaps, be achieved by a less elaborate operation than those required to secure physical possession of the Canal itself.[footnoteRef:4]   [4:  Jackson, Suez The Forgotten Invasion, p. 13] 

On the other side of the English Channel the French Government had similar thoughts though they favoured military action at the earliest opportunity. With both British and French Governments in accord meetings were arranged between the British and French military to plan a military operation to oust President Nasser. That operation was named Musketeer.
Operation Musketeer
From the outset there were clear differences between the British and French military planners as to what type of action was required. The French preferred a rapid attack while the British were considering a longer more protracted assault. It was here that the actual objectives of the whole operation were put under the spotlight with the French General Beaufre writing:
First, what was the objective of the operation? I had no directive on this subject, but it was clear that, from the French point of view, the target was Nasser; his was the revolution which was setting alight and unifying the Arab world. We must therefore defeat the Egyptian Army and go to Cairo. Any more limited operation would leave the dictator’s government in being and allow him to rouse world opinion through the radio. Moreover, if we did not, directly, or indirectly, take over the reins of government in Egypt, a guerrilla resistance movement similar to that which had just driven the British from the Canal Zone would soon make its appearance. It was therefore essential that we should have available the forces necessary for a decisive operation, with the proviso that its scope could be limited if the political object has been achieved before it was fully underway.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Beaufre, Andre., The Suez Expedition 1956, (London: no press noted, 1969) p. 31.] 

The initial Musketeer plan was to assault the Port of Alexandria followed by an assault on the capital Cairo, and for some weeks, preparation and training took place to implement this. With two weeks to go and with the Egyptian Government rejecting every compromise put to them the British and French Prime Ministers faced the decision to give the invasion the green light. But now the political landscape had changed, there was disquiet among the politicians as to whether an assault on the Egyptian capital was the right thing to do, the French were concerned over the plan to assault Alexandria and then there was the growing involvement of the United States who were keen to continue searching for a peaceful solution.
A new plan was agreed with Port Said as the new objective for the British and Port Faud for the French. This would be followed by an advance to secure the west and east banks of the canal by the respective forces. If this action wasn’t enough to force the Egyptian Government into a peace settlement the two forces would meet up and attack Cairo. 
There was though one problem which was the Israelis. The British and French needed to prevent them from launching an assault against Jordan, which was likely due to increasing terrorist action against them coming from Jordan. The French General Maurice Challe came up with a plan that would divert Israel’s attention from Jordan. He suggested that they be encouraged to launch an attack against Egyptian forces in Sinai and to occupy the whole of the peninsula up to the canal.[footnoteRef:6] This crafty move meant that Britain and France could use this as an excuse to send in their own troops under the agreement that had been negotiated between Britain and Egypt in 1956. Secret talks were immediately held with the Israeli Government, who, after lengthy talks agreed and, on the 24 October 1956, all three countries signed the document called the ‘Protocol of Sevres’. The stage was now set for an Israeli attack on Egyptian forces in the Sinai on 28 October. This would be followed by an ultimatum from Britain and France for both parties to withdraw from the canal area, allowing them, to land their forces and seal off the canal area prior to a potential assault on Cairo if General Nasser failed to surrender. [6:  Jackson, Suez The Forgotten Invasion, p. 39.] 

The Assault
On the 29 October the Israelis began their part of Operation Musketeer and launched their attack on the Egyptian forces in the Sinai quickly reaching their objectives. As planned the British and French issued their ultimatums to both countries and, as expected, was rejected by the Egyptian Government. This was the green light for the British and French to commence air bombardment on 31 October in preparation for their assault landings on Port Said and Port Faud. 
Already though international voices through the United Nations were being raised against the aggression of the British and French. And on the 2 November calls are made for an immediate ceasefire which are immediately vetoed by Britain and France which claim to be acting as a ‘police force’ in international interests.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  British Broadcasting Corporation., Timeline: The Suez Crisis (2006)
< http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/5194576.stm> [Accessed 7 January 2022]] 

On the 5 November Anglo-French airborne forces landed at their respective targets along the canal. For Britain the 3rd Parachute Battalion spearheaded the force and immediately looked to secure its objective of Gamil airfield, and, for the French the 2eme Regiment Parachutistes Coloniaux were to secure Port Faud. 
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Fig 1. THE SUEZ CRISIS (OPERATION MUSKETEER) 1956, Imperial War Museums <iwm.org.uk> [accessed 6 January 2022]

By the morning of 6 November both forces had established their position. The sea assault with tanks and other heavy equipment were landed and quickly overcame Egyptian opposition. The assault and occupation were going well and military commanders on the ground were keen to keep up the offensive. However, the British and French Governments were already being bombarded by the United Nations who were demanding an immediate ceasefire. Under pressure from the United Nations by the evening of 6 November, the British Government indicated that, pending confirmation that hostilities had ceased between Egyptian and Israeli forces and that a United Nations force would be sent into the combat area, British forces in Egypt would be ordered to cease fire with effect from midnight unless they were attacked.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Jackson, Suez The Forgotten Invasion, p. 112.] 

The British Prime Minister Anthony Eden spoke to his French counterpart informing him of the British decision. Without British support the French Premier Guy Mollett announced that the French would adhere to United Nations demand and cease-fire at midnight.
Uneasy Occupation and Withdrawal
For two weeks the Anglo-French forces remained in their positions, in many cases, just a couple of hundred yards from the Egyptians. The ceasefire held and on 21 November the first United Nations troops began to arrive and take over the positions of the Anglo-French forces. Reluctantly by the 23 November Britain and France under increasing pressure not just from the United Nations, but the United States in particular, began to withdraw their forces. On the 22-23 December the final withdrawal of all Anglo-French forces took place amongst much Egyptian celebrations who were quick to turn what was a heavy military defeat into ‘a triumphal victory’.[footnoteRef:9] There was intense bitterness, particularly from the French forces regarding the way in which the campaign had ended with many soldiers feeling a sense of betrayal.  [9:  Ibid. p. 122] 

Conclusion
Militarily there seems little doubt that the Anglo-French force secured a dominant victory, they secured all their primary objectives, and were it not for international political pressure could have gone on to capture Cairo and depose General Nasser. Politically however it is a different story, world opinion, particularly that of the United States was against them and it was this that forced them to withdraw their troops. Britain in particular due to its history and connection to the Middle East found that its standing there was severely eroded as was its relationship with the United States. It was clear that Britain was not the power it once was and that that power had irrevocably switched across the Atlantic to the United States which was further demonstrated by the United Kingdom adopting the United States Polaris missile system in the early 1960’s.
When rumours and accusations of complicity with Israel over the Israeli attacks on Egypt prior to the Suez invasion became public Anthony Eden and his government came under intense pressure. He was finally asked in the House of Commons on 20 December 1956 if he had any foreknowledge of the Israeli attack and he replied.
I want to say this on the question of foreknowledge, and to say it quite bluntly to the House, that there was not foreknowledge that Israel would attack Egypt. There was not.[footnoteRef:10] 					 [10:  Milner, Laurie., The Suez Crisis, British Broadcasting Corporation (3 March 2011)				 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/modern/suez_01.shtml> [Accessed 5 January 2022]
] 

This was Sir Anthony Eden’s last address to parliament as ill health and the damage wrought to his career through his handling of the Suez crisis saw him resign as Prime Minister,
This one short conflict which on the surface seemed to involve just three countries equally vested in the Suez Canal actually brought to the surface, the creation of the United States and the USSR as the new world superpowers, Israel as a growing force in the Middle East and the demise of once great colonial powers Great Britain and France. 
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