The 1956 Suez Crisis,
Signals Intelligence...
and Lester B. Pearson?
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In the name of the Nation, The President of the
Republic...Promulgates  the following law:— The
International Company of the Suez Maritime Canal
(Egyptian Joint Stock Company) is hereby nationalized. Its
assets and liabilities revert to the state and the councils and

committees at present responsible for its administration are
dissolved.'

After all, what one wants to know is not what people did,
Zu’t’zwhy they did it—or rather, why they thought they did
On 26 July 1956, Egyptian President Gamal Abdul Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal,
the economic lifeline of Western Europe, generating a global geopolitical maelstrom that
damaged long-standing trust relationships between the United Kingdom, France and the United
States, provided the Soviet Union an entry point into Middle Eastern affairs, and almost started a
third world war. The British and French governments, led by Prime Ministers (PM) Sir Anthony
Eden and Guy Mollet, were both surprised and incensed by Nasser’s action. Both leaders
expected American diplomatic and/or military support for their planned joint recovery of the
Suez Canal by force: over the four months of the crisis, they received neither.
In late July 1956, United States (US) President Dwight Eisenhower was focused on two
dominant issues: winning the upcoming November election, and guiding U.S. response to the
Soviet Union’s ongoing repressive actions in Eastern Europe. Eisenhower’s anti-communist,

anti-British, anti-colonial Secretary of State John Foster Dulles showed no sympathy for Britain

or France in their resolve to uphold their global reputation and sustain their economy by retaking

1. D.C. Watt (ed.), Documents on the Suez Crisis: 26 July to 6 November 1956 (Royal Institute
of International Affairs, 1957), 39-40.

2. G. Fred Albrecht, A History of the Central Intelligence Bulletin (DDI Historical Section,
1967), 3.
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the Suez Canal from Nasser by force.> Their collective concern was the growing closeness
between Nasser and the Soviet Union and the potential spread of communism in the Middle East
and Africa.* For both men diplomatic engagement, not the use of force, should be applied to
resolve the crisis through the auspices of the United Nations (UN).’

Canada, although peripherally impacted by the crisis as a member of the British
Commonwealth, but more importantly a founding member of both the UN and the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization (NATO), similarly sought a diplomatic solution over the use of force. The
Suez Crisis was a shining moment for Canada’s internationalist Secretary of State for External
Affairs (SSEA) Lester B. (Mike) Pearson, who received the 1957 Nobel Peace Prize for his
diplomatic initiative to create the UN’s first policing force (UNEF 1) to resolve the conflict.

An initial understanding of political decision-making surrounding the 1956 Suez Crisis
was revealed through early academic research, but more importantly the memoirs of the
participating politicians of the time, namely Dwight D. Eisenhower, Sir Anthony Eden, Sir
Anthony Nutting, and Lester B. Pearson. Bounded by law, none of these men disclosed any
highly-classified intelligence that may have informed their decisions.

The opening of British, US and Canadian intelligence records in the mid-1980s, and
subsequent academic research post-1986, shed new light on what these leaders knew but were
unable to disclose to the public for national security reasons. It is now known that human

intelligence (HUMINT) and signals intelligence (SIGINT) played a significant role in British

3. Stephen Kinzer, The Brothers: John Foster Dulles, Allen Dulles, and Their Secret World War
(Henry Holt & Company, 2013), 86-110.

4. Dwight D. Eisenhower, Waging Peace: The White House Years Volume II, 1956-1961.
(Doubleday, 1965), 30,
https://archive.org/details/wagingpeace195610000dwig/page/88/mode/2up.

5. France’s actions are not analyzed in this paper, although French Prime Minister Guy Mollet
was intimately linked in both word and action to Eden throughout the crisis.
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and US leadership decisions during the crisis. The Cold War tripartite SIGINT sharing
relationship between Canada, Britain, and the US (CANUKUSYS) that was disclosed during this
period leads to a purely Canadian question that recent declassification of intelligence documents
may answer: Was such allied intelligence available to Canada’s Department of External Affairs
(DEA) and the SSEA at the time? If so, did it impact Pearson’s decision-making during the
crisis? Has this new knowledge changed our perspective on Pearson’s actions, which earned him
the 1957 Nobel Peace Prize?

This paper is a comparative study of the memoirs, post-1986 academic research, and
newly released Canadian intelligence documents that proves that while shared
Canadian/British/US (CANUKUS) SIGINT enhanced Canadian situational awareness
throughout the course of the Suez Crisis, it did not significantly influence Pearson’s diplomatic
strategy at the United Nations. However, it accomplishes two purposes: it fills an academic gap
in the canon of literature on Pearson’s diplomatic accomplishment at the time; and it implicitly
demonstrates the influence of SIGINT on his decision making. Yet there remains no definitive
proof that it changed his diplomatic course of action.

This paper must be caveated by the fact that SIGINT records are among one of the last
tranches of archival records to be declassified. Within this discipline highly-sensitive diplomatic
SIGINT may never reach the public eye. This issue, and time, are the two dominant limiting
factors of this research paper.

What We Knew Then: 1956-1986.

Donald Cameron Watt, a British historian who read philosophy, politics and economics at
Oriel College, Oxford University following his national service in the British Intelligence Corps

in the late 1940s, conducted the first academic analysis of the Suez Crisis. Based upon his
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experience and documentary accesses at the Foreign Office post-Oxford, while at the London
School of Economics (LSE) in the latter half of the 1950s, he published two monographs on the
Suez Canal using curated primary source Foreign Office documents: Britain and the Suez Canal
(August/October 1956), and Documents on the Suez Crisis (February 1957).° In the first
monograph Watt analyzed the crisis through an economic lens. He considered the Suez Canal’s
value to UK using annual shipping statistics compiled by the Paris-headquartered Suez Canal
Company (28.3 percent of the canal’s total gross tonnage), and revealed that Her Majesty’s
Government (HMG) held combined voting and non-voting which returned annual dividends of
10 to 12 percent over the preceding five years (£2.8-2.9M).” Watt concluded that the
maintenance of the canal was not the issue: for Britain the issue was the canal’s ongoing
“development at a rate commensurate with the demands to be made upon it,” which Watt
assessed Nasser’s government could not achieve under the present circumstances.®
Watt applied a political science lens to his second publication on the subject, released in

February 1957. He divided the four-month crisis into six specific sections corresponding to the
major events of each period that each respective memoir chronologically follows:

1) reactions to the nationalization of the canal;

2) 2 August-9 September (tripartite and multi-national conferences culminating in

diplomatic approach to President Nasser);

6. “Obituary: Professor Donald Cameron Watt,” The Times, February 04, 2015,
https://www.thetimes.com/travel/destinations/europe-travel/professor-donald-cameron-watt-

9ggccg79567.
7. Donald Cameron Watt, Documents on the Suez Canal (Royal Institute of International Studies,

1956), 31.
8. Ibid., 32.



https://www.thetimes.com/travel/destinations/europe-travel/professor-donald-cameron-watt-9ggccg79567
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3) 10-22 September (diplomatic failure and engagement (British and Egyptian) with the UN
Security Council (UNSC);
4) 24 September-13 October (UNSC deliberations and secret negotiations between Britain,
France, and Egypt at the UN);
5) 10-30 October (failure of UNSC to resolve the crisis and Israeli attack against Egypt
through the Sinai 29 October); and
6) 31 October-6 November (transfer of issue to UN General Assembly (UNGA), Israeli
attack, and subsequent resolutions to generate a UN policing force to separate the
belligerents).’
Watt’s research found that the UK and France had lost international trust and respect over the
Suez Crisis because of their use of force over diplomacy and circumstantial allegations that they
had colluded with the Israeli government, that the Soviet response was “designed to prevent any
settlement except one completely favourable to Egypt,”!? that the US had prioritized “the
administrative and technical problems of canal management” over the loss of British and French
international prestige, and that “the complex pattern of modern international trade...created a
mutual interdependence in economic matters which it is difficult to reconcile with the doctrine of
national sovereignty.”!!
It is my assessment that the memoirs of the preeminent politicians involved in its

resolution of the Suez Crisis were personally and politically motivated. They should be treated

with scepticism and close analysis, for each author is post-facto providing his audience—the

9. D.C. Watt, Documents on the Suez Crisis, (Chatham House, February 1957), v. Each of the
political memoirs considered follows a similar chronologically-divided timeline.

10. Ibid., 32.

11. Ibid., 33.
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general public—with recollections of decision-making processes at the time. Prima facie, the
biographies are neither unbiased nor objective, yet each provides a trove of strategic detail on the
subject. As current co-editor-in-chief of Intelligence and National Security Christopher Moran
commented in 2019, “[t]he crisis left such a trail of bruised egos and shattered reputations that
some of the key actors felt compelled to produce memoirs as soon as possible in their own
defence.”!?

Prime Minister at the time Sir Anthony Eden published his memoir in 1960, a mere three
years after the event.!> The Suez Crisis triggered Eden’s resignation as PM in January 1957, as
UNEF 1 was deploying along the Suez Canal. According to the author, the memoir is, “neither
an apology nor a recrimination.”'* In my analysis, however, it does point an accusatory finger at
the Americans. Eden’s foreign policy, promoted by his Foreign Minister (FM) Selwyn Lloyd,
was that “the main threat to our position and influence in the world is now political and
economic rather than military.”!> Gamal Abdul Nasser’s nationalization of the Canal was a
direct threat to Eden’s foreign policy and domestic agenda. Eden acknowledged that he was
increasingly aware “from secret sources and otherwise, of the activity of Egyptian agents in all

Middle Eastern lands,” yet was surprised by Nasser’s action.'¢ But he did not disclose these

sources. Ultimately, Sir Anthony laid responsibility for the Suez Canal Crisis directly at the feet

12. Christopher Moran, “Concealing Collusion: The Suez Crisis, Political Memoirs and Official
Secrecy, 1956-1969*,” English Historical Review. Vol. CXXXIV No. 567, 2019,
https://www.doi.org/10.1093/ehr/cez069.

13. Sir Anthony Eden, Full Circle: The Memoirs of Sir Anthony Eden (Cassel & Company Ltd,
1960).

14. Ibid., front jacket cover.

15. Ibid., 371.

16. Ibid., 423-24. These secret sources are revealed in academic research and primary source
material post-1986; however, at the time, Eden was pushing the boundaries of British
gentlemanly propriety, the Official Secrets Act of 1911(amended in 1920 and 1939),'¢ the ‘30-
year rule,” and the new 1958 Public Records Act in his admission.
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of US President Dwight D. Eisenhower and his Secretary of State (SS) John Foster Dulles:
“[TThe course of the Suez Canal crisis was decided by the American attitude to it.”!” The
remainder of Eden’s unapologetic treatment of the crisis made no effort to address international
or domestic reaction to his collusion with France and Israel, nor the outright deceitful diplomatic
practices he and Lloyd used preceding the Israeli attack on Egypt and the subsequent British and
French canal offensive. For posterity’s sake, Eden’s memoir portrayed himself in a positive
light, as do the remainder of the memoirs of the period on the Suez Crisis for their authors.

Dwight D. Eisenhower’s memoir, published in 1965, treads a similar path to Eden’s. 8
The President set out in detail his account of the Suez Crisis from his strategic perspective.
Eisenhower was well aware, “on the basis of all [intelligence] information...that there was an
increased danger of a major outbreak of violence in the area:” he and his Secretary of State were
more concerned with the ‘threatening cloud’ of growing closeness between Nasser and the
Soviets than they were with the nationalization of the canal and reactive British and French
indignation.!” As with Eden, Eisenhower was careful not to reveal what these intelligence
sources were.

President Eisenhower’s memoir did, however, provide a glimpse of US SIGINT
capabilities against Egypt, although it was not categorized as such. In mid-September 1956,
Foster Dulles justified to Eisenhower in writing his 19 July decision to deny Nasser’s Aswan
High Dam project funding: “Telephone conversations of which we learned, indicated that the

Egyptian Government knew that when they came, as they did, to get a definitive reply [on the

17. Ibid., 458.

18. Dwight D. Eisenhower, Waging Peace: The White House Years, A Personal Account 1956-
1961 (Doubleday & Company Inc, 1965),
https://archive.org/details/wagingpeace195610000dwig/page/n7/mode/2up.

19. Ibid., 26-30.
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USD $200 million loan] it would be negative.”?® Subsequent US intelligence—presumably
aerial photo reconnaissance [imagery intelligence: IMINT]—leading up to the 29 October
Israeli-initiated conflagration also confirmed to the President that the French government had
provided more than the ‘twelve’ Mystere fighter jets to Israel that the US had agreed to, when he
noted that “these. ..fighters displayed a rabbitlike capacity for multiplication.”?! Ironically,
Eisenhower and Dulles supported the British and French at the UN in early November 1956 over
Soviet repression of Hungary that occurred concurrent with the Israeli attack on Egypt, but
would not support them over their use of force to remedy the Suez Crisis. Neither national
leader credited intelligence in their decision making processes.

The most revealing memoir on the Suez Crisis is that of Sir Anthony Nutting, who
resigned his Secretary of State position in the Foreign Office in late October 1956 over Britain’s
aggressive response to the Canal nationalization. Nutting’s memoir, No End of a Lesson: The
Story of Suez, published in 1967, was the only autobiography to confirm Eden/Mollet/Ben-
Gurion (Israeli Prime Minster David Ben-Gurion) collusion regarding Israel’s attack on Egypt on
29 October, and the subsequent highly orchestrated British/French choreography to serve as a
physical barrier along the Suez Canal between the two belligerent nations. Not surprisingly, his
memoir was published in the United States, not England, where Nutting was threatened with
prosecution under the Official Secrets Act for disclosing such detail.

Nutting, considered in 1956 a ‘shining star’ of the Conservative Party with a bright

political future when he resigned in protest, was an Arabist who had served as Private Secretary

20. Ibid., 33.
21. Ibid., 29.
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to Eden when the latter was Churchill’s Foreign Minister between 1951-55. His memoir’s
threefold purpose was:

1) to add his understanding of the Crisis to the historical record;

2) to “fill [the] gap in public knowledge and to explain the how the when and why Eden
should have come to act so completely out of character”; and

3) to publish his memoir when those involved in the crisis were still alive, to offer them a
chance to respond.??

Nutting forthrightly declared his resignation was based upon his loyalty to principles over
friends, notwithstanding his own political suicide and the pillorying he took in the British press
for betraying his leader and political mentor.?*

The second volume of Lester B. (Mike) Pearson’s memoirs, published in 1973, describes
his reaction and response to the Suez Crisis in detail. At the time of the crisis Pearson had
twenty-nine years of public service either as a senior diplomat within the Department of External
Affairs (DEA), or as a Liberal Member of Parliament (MP). He was a globally respected
diplomatic internationalist who had participated in the creation of both the United Nations in
1946 and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1949. In 1952 he was elected
President of the UN General Assembly (UNGA) and immediately faced a challenging Cold War
period where he struggled with Korean War and Middle East peace initiatives and received his
first Nobel Peace Prize nomination.?* In 1956, Pearson was one of the most respected global

diplomats of his time.

22. Anthony Nutting, No End of a Lesson: The Inside Story of Suez (Clarkson N. Potter, Inc.,
1967), 13-14, https://archive.org/details/noendoflessons00nutt/page/n1/mode/lup.

23. Ibid, 14.

24. “Nomination Archive,” The Nobel Prize,
https://www.nobelprize.org/nomination/archive/show.php?id=6189.
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According to Pearson, it was British FM Selwyn Lloyd who, on a visit to Ottawa in
spring 1956, first raised the idea of deploying a UN force in the Middle East to separate “the
Arabs and the Jews...to keep the lid from blowing off.” For Pearson, the “idea... had received a
considerable circulation over the years as a talking point. Only in acceptance would it become
unique.”®® It was Pearson who, along with a multitude of international diplomats over the
coming months both outside and inside the UN, supported the peaceful resolution of Nasser’s
Suez Canal nationalization over British and French intentions to use force. It was also Pearson
who successfully “brought up the possibility of an emergency UN force to police the area of
combat...to provide a substitute for British-French intervention,” at the UNGA in the early
morning hours of 3 November that became UN Resolution 1000 (ES-1), which “established a
United Nations Command for an emergency international Force.”?®

Watt’s academic analysis and the political memoirs capture what was known of the Suez
Crisis between 1956-1986; that Nasser nationalization of the Suez Canal late July, set off a chain
of events that led to initial diplomatic efforts and then the use of force to resolve the dispute
between Egypt, Britain and France; and that Israel took advantage of the situation to attack its
western neighbour on 29 October. Britain, France and the US were ‘surprised’ by Israel’s attack
on 29 October, and Canada’s subsequent efforts at the UN to create its first peacekeeping force
in early November earned Lester B. Pearson the 1957 Nobel Peace Prize. It was

inconceivable—in fact illegal—for any of these men to disclose intelligence material supporting

their decision-making, respective national security laws forbade it. It could potentially have

25. Lester B. Pearson, Mike Volume 2: The Memoirs of Rt. Hon. Lester B. Pearson (UofT Press,
2015), Chapter 10 (no pagination), Kindle e-book.

26. “Middle East — UNEF 1 Background,” United Nations Website,
https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/mission/past/uneflbackgr2.html.
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revealed SIGINT sources and methods that could have compromised further exploitation, as
Britain had learned from their 1927 Soviet ARCOS debacle.?’

The absence of intelligence-derived evidence in this early literature was not simply a
function of choice, but the consequence of long-standing federal classification policies—
particularly surrounding SIGINT—that constrained contemporary interpretations of
decision-making during the crisis. The next section will analyze academic publications post-
1986 up to the current day, which describe British and US intelligence reporting on the Suez
Crisis which, by long-standing agreement—the 1946 BRUSA Agreement and the 1949 CANUS
Agreement?®>—was available to Canada and its Secretary of State for External Affairs, Pearson.

What We Know Now: 1986-Present.

The termination of the British ‘30-year rule’ in 1986 corresponded with an increased
interest in both the public and academic field of intelligence history. It is not coincidental that
the preeminent intelligence journal today, Intelligence and National Security (INS), published its
first volume in Britain that year. The first co-editors, internationally renowned intelligence
historians Christopher Andrew and Michael Handel, proudly declared the journal, “the first
scholarly, interdisciplinary journal devoted to the past history of intelligence work:” both men

believed that “any analysis of modern foreign or security policy which leaves intelligence out of

27. Harriett Flory, “The ARCOS Raid and the Rupture of Anglo-Soviet Relations, 1927,
Journal of Contemporary History Volume 12. 1977, 707-723. The All-Russian Cooperative
Society (ARCOS) was a joint stock trading company in London, established in 1921. Based
upon intelligence the ARCOS property was raided in 1927 and was found to have classified
military documents. The Baldwin government, anxious to make a political statement, disclosed
the intelligence in the House of Parliament, which caused a rupture in the Anglo-Soviet
relationship.

28. British-U.S. Communications Intelligence Agreement, 5 March 1946,
https.//media.defense.cov/2021/Jul/15/2002763709/-1/-

[/O/AGREEMENT OUTLINE 5MAR46.PDF’; see also CANUS Agreement, 27 May 1949,
https://www.cse-cst.gc.ca/en/culture-and-community/history/archives/canusa-agreement.
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account is certainly incomplete and possibly distorted.”?’ Through this peer-reviewed journal
and select publications, what additional information have we learned of the crisis?

Independent researcher Andy Thomas revealed a glimpse of British SIGINT activities
supporting previously unrevealed British knowledge into the crisis in the Middle East in his late
1988 INS article: “British Signals Intelligence after the Second World War.” Lamenting that no
date had yet been set for declassification of GCHQ records, Thomas delved into the newly
available Public Records Office (PRO) archives to identify British SIGINT collection sites on
Cyprus and in Turkey, as well as Royal Air Force (RAF) 192 Squadron SIGINT (‘Ferret’)
intelligence collection flights into the Middle East coordinated with GCHQ. He concluded that
“there is...no open organized SIGINT archive...however...its shadow is cast over other areas of
government, and the available archives describe that shadow.”*° The SIGINT history of the
Suez Crisis was obliquely open for investigation.

In Richard Aldrich’s 1994 subsequent /NS article, “Intelligence, Anglo-American
relations and the Suez Crisis, 1956,” the author cites W. Scott Lucas’s 1991 publication, Divided
We Stand: Britain, the US and the Suez Crisis, as a ‘model study’ by an intelligence historian. In
Aldrich’s estimation, Lucas utilized multi-archival research and ‘selective interviews’ to prove
“how fully the role of intelligence can be integrated into the structure of a wider diplomatic

narrative, despite the absence of the full record.”! Aldrich’s utilized his review of five books on

29. Editorial. (1986), Intelligence and National Security, 1:3, 3, https://doi-
org.journal.rmc.ca/10.1080/02684528608431836.

30. Andy Thomas, “British Signals Intelligence after the Second World War,” Intelligence and
National Security, 3:4, 103-110, https://doi.org/10.1080/02684528808431972.

31. Richard J. Aldrich, “Intelligence, Anglo-American relations and the Suez Crisis, 1956,
Intelligence and National Security, 9:3, 544-554, https://doi.org/10.1080/02684529408432267,
see also W. Scott Lucas, Divided We Stand: Britain, the US, and the Suez Crisis (Hodder &
Stoughton, 1991), 399, https://archive.org/details/dividedwestandbr0000luca/page/n7/mode/2up.
In the late 1980s, Lucas was a doctoral student at the London School of Economics under the



https://doi-org.journal.rmc.ca/10.1080/02684528608431836
https://doi-org.journal.rmc.ca/10.1080/02684528608431836
https://doi.org/10.1080/02684528808431972
https://doi.org/10.1080/02684529408432267
https://archive.org/details/dividedwestandbr0000luca/page/n7/mode/2up
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the Suez Crisis published in 1991-1992 that each filled gaps in the available research to serve as
a foundation for his own work. According to Aldrich, Lucas provided “a remarkably detailed
snapshot of the integrated role of SIS [Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service, M16] and CIA [the
US Central Intelligence Agency] in this wider picture,” including Prime Minister Eden’s reliance
on SIS reporting throughout the crisis over all other information available to him.*? For Aldrich,
Eden’s decision to use force to retake the Suez Canal was made at the outset of Nasser’s
nationalization in late July.

Aldrich noted that what none of the reviewed books offered fellow researchers, with the
exception of a brief mention in Lucas’s tome—“one crucial aspect of intelligence-
gathering...conspicuous by its near absence from all these...excellent accounts of the Suez
Crisis,”—was anything associated with signals intelligence.”** He then provided a short
synopsis of US National Security Agency (NSA) and British GCHQ activity in the region in the
1950s, as well as the impact of the crisis on NSA-GCHQ cooperation, particularly on the island
of Cyprus. According to Aldrich, both the NSA and GCHQ provided highly-classified SIGINT
from their regional Middle East SIGINT collection sites to US and British leadership under the
guidelines of the 1946 BRUSA Agreement.>*

Christopher Andrews’ For the President’s Eyes Only: Secret Intelligence and the
American Presidency from Washington to Bush,” published in 1995, provided greater insight into

the SIGINT available to President Eisenhower and PM Eden during the 1956 Suez Crisis.

supervision of Donald Cameron Watt, previously mentioned in this paper. On the back jacket,
Watt is quoted: “It is a remarkable book full of revelations which will surprise even those who
thought they knew everything about Suez.”

32. Ibid., 546-547.

33. Ibid. 552.

34. Ibid., 554.
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Through Andrew, we know that the President was exposed to ‘Ultra’ during the Second World
War and understood its “priceless value to [him].”** During Eisenhower’s two Presidential
terms, the “NSA received unprecedented resources,” employing “almost nine thousand
employees” by 1956.3

According to Andrew, NSA’s European Technical Centre at Permasans, West Germany
coordinated thirty-one SIGINT collection stations, and was, in his assessment, “probably the
busiest of the ten” global NSA centres.?” Andrew informs us that both Eden and Eisenhower
were privy to the outputs of a joint NSA/GCHQ operation that deciphered not only Egypt’s
diplomatic cables to and from its European and North American Embassy, the Egyptian UN
delegation in New York, but also to and from its “Embassy in Moscow.”*® British FM Lloyd
was so pleased with the SIGINT product he received that, in mid-crisis (September 1956), he
drafted a congratulatory letter to GCHQ’s Director Sir Eric Jones thanking GCHQ for the
‘volume and excellence’ of their Middle Eastern decrypts.*’

A subsequent /NS article, Charles Cogan’s 1998 paper, “From the politics of lying to the
farce at Suez: What the US knew,” confirmed that Eisenhower and the Dulles brothers (John
Foster Dulles’ brother Allen was the CIA Director) knew of British/French/Israeli deceit and
collusion, and the pre-strike build up of British troops in Malta, British and French troops in

Cyprus, and Israeli military mobilization on the western and southwestern borders of Israel from

35. Christopher Andrew, For the President’s Eyes Only: Secret Intelligence and the American
Presidency from Washington to Bush (HarperCollins, 1995), 199,
https://archive.org/details/forpresidentseye00andr/page/n6/mode/lup.

36. Ibid., 201.

37. Ibid., 217.

38. Ibid., 218.

39. Ibid. The specific decrypts themselves remain unavailable to the public.
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both SIGINT and imagery intelligence (IMINT) reporting.*® Cogan reported that the CIA’s high-
altitude reconnaissance aircraft, the U-2, “had its operational debut in the summer of 1956...over
the Middle East crisis area,” with 35 combined SIGINT/IMINT collection flights between
August and November.”*! Such IMINT reporting can be linked to Eisenhower’s previously-
noted comment on the ‘rabbitlike’ proliferation of French Mystére fighters in Israel. Eisenhower
and Dulles used all-source intelligence, particularly their awareness that the Soviet Union would
not take military action in the Middle East, as well as British/French/Israeli collusion and
military pre-attack deployment, in their diplomatic approach to the crisis. Notwithstanding what
was public knowledge during the 1956-1986 period, the US was not surprised by any
political/military action by Britain, France or Israel in late October/early November 1956.

John Ferris’s authorized history of GCHQ, published in 2020, adds additional analysis of
British SIGINT available to British PM Anthony Eden during the 1956 Suez Crisis. This
‘authorized’ history found that British and US SIGINT agencies continued cooperation
throughout the crisis regardless of the divisive political fallout, for “they had no other choice;”
the Soviet invasion of Hungary was occurring concurrently.*? Ferris noted some friction
between the two organizations over British SIGINT cooperation with France on Cyrus; however,

this was resolved by British refusal of French direct access to “[m]aterial from Arab military

40. Charles G. Cogan, “From the politics of lying to the farce at Suez: What the US Knew,”
Intelligence and National Security, 13:2, 100-122, https://doi.org/10.1080/02684539808543579.
41. Ibid., p. 103; cf James E. David, “Briefing Book #788: CIA U-2 Collection of Signals
Intelligence 1956-1960,” National Security Archive, 8 March 2022,
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/intelligence-nuclear-vault/2022-03-08/cia-u-2-
collection-signals-intelligence-1956. Cogan’s account is inaccurate. Chronological flight logs
indicate inaugural U-2 flights over the Soviet Union in late spring/early summer 1956. U-2s
from Wiesbaden, Germany and Incirlik, Turkey conducted thirty-one overflights in the eastern
Mediterranean region between 29 August and 30 November.

42. 1bid., 378.



https://doi.org/10.1080/02684539808543579
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/intelligence-nuclear-vault/2022-03-08/cia-u-2-collection-signals-intelligence-1956
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/intelligence-nuclear-vault/2022-03-08/cia-u-2-collection-signals-intelligence-1956

Martin - 17

codes”* that GCHQ and NSA were exploiting. What is shockingly revealed by Ferris is that

under PM Eden’s paranoid ‘veil of secrecy,” GCHQ was provided only four days ‘warning of
war.” In effect, according to Ferris, Eden had “castrated [GCHQ’s SIGINT] capabilities,” that
could have better supported the military operation.**

The most informative book on SIGINT and the Suez Crisis published during this period
is Richard Aldrich’s, The Hidden Hand: Britain, America and Cold War Secret Intelligence.
Aldrich’s research discovered that by the end of August 1956, M16’s HUMINT network in Egypt
had been dismantled by the Egyptians and that by mid-September, the CIA had established a 24
hour watch centre composed of CIA, NSA, State and military staff—the PARAMOUNT
Committee—to monitor the Middle East, with increased U-2 flights from Wiesbaden, Germany,
and Incirlik, Turkey.*> According to Aldrich, “signals intelligence was probably the most
important,” source of intelligence during the crisis,” informing both US and British leadership.*®
President Eisenhower was so well informed by intelligence of the aggressive actions of Britain,
France, Egypt and Israel during the crisis, that in a telephone call to 10 Downing Street on his re-
election day 6 November, he angrily declared to PM Eden, “Well...I can only presume that you
have gone out of your mind.”*’ So what did Canada know?

In 2002, Canadian Government historian Greg Donaghy edited a document collection of
declassified DEA and Privy Council Office (PCO) records focussing on the subject, Documents

on Canadian External Relations, Volume 22, 1956-1957, Part I. Donaghy acknowledge that he

43. Ibid., p. 379.

44. Ibid.

45. Richard Aldrich, The Hidden Hand: Britain, America and Cold War Secret Intelligence
(Overlord Press, 2002), 488.

46. Ibid. Again a generalized statement with no specific detail.

47. Ibid.
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was “given complete access to the files of the Department of External Affairs and generous
access to other collections,” to select his material.** Official DEA telegrams to and from Ottawa,
London, Washington D.C., and Canada’s Permanent Representative (PERMREP) at the UN
Headquarters in New York City, with security classifications from CONFIDENTIAL to TOP
SECRET CANADIAN EYES ONLY, dominate the volume.

The official correspondence reveals not only the close professional and personal
relationship Pearson had with his representatives—and longtime friends—Norman Robertson
(London), Arnold Heeney (Washington D.C.) and UN PERMREP Robert Mackay (New York
City), but the excellent assessments of the situation these men provided him to support his
decision-making. It was an ebb and flow of erudite discussion to determine not only the
positions of Britain, the US, and UN representatives during the crisis, but what role Canada
could play to resolve the issue.

In correspondence with High Commissioner Robertson on 28 July, two days after Nasser
nationalized the Suez Canal, Pearson stated his strong belief that British and French use of force,
“even as a last resort—will be surrounded by risks and difficulties.”*’ Jules Légere, the DEA
Under-Secretary, provided the SSEA his analysis of the “Soviet Position in the Suez Crisis,” on
27 August, emphasizing the fact that the only factors affecting the Soviet position were
‘economic, strategic and political,” not military.’® This intelligence alone placed the SSEA in a

better diplomatic negotiating position with his UN colleagues. In subsequent telegrams—

48. Greg Donaghy (ed.), Documents on Canadian External Relations, Volume 22 1956-1957
Part I, (Public Works and Government Services Canada, 2002), xxiii.

49. Tbid., 135.

50. Ibid., 145-149.
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Donaghy selected seventy-five between 28 July and mid-November—the Ambassadors and
Pearson exchanged their pragmatic analysis of the subject.

Pearson received an immediate SECRET telegram from Ambassador Heeney in
Washington D.C., on 12 September providing Foster Dulles’ ‘personal appreciation’ of the Suez
Canal situation. Dulles stated to Heeney that he did not think Britain and France “had tried very
hard to find another course of action,” over the use of force. Heeney summarized:

I have the impression that in much that is being
thought of and done in Washington, officials are
looking over Nasser’s shoulder at the Russians and in
whatever manner they can see are tailoring their
suggestions to the end of delimiting as much as
possible the obvious Soviet gains in the area."

In SECRET CANADIAN EYES ONLY traffic from Robert Mackay leading up to the
convening of the UNGA on 1 November, Pearson received greater insight into British and
French intransigence to resolve the issue diplomatically. According to Mackay and echoing
British and French sentiment, Australia considered that the meeting of the UN Security Council
(UNSC) would be, “a bashing session...[with] Egypt...the intended victim.”>? It is also clear
from the correspondence that, as with the US, the Canadians were kept in an ‘information
blackout’ by the UK during the latter half of October, immediately prior to the Israeli attack
against Egypt on 29 October.>® Donaghy’s edited documents indicate that Canada’s SSEA

received exceptional intelligence support throughout the course of the Suez Crisis. What cannot

be deduced from the documents is what level of HUMINT or SIGINT is contained within them.

51. Ibid., 60.
52. Ibid., 168.
53. Ibid., 17.
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Post-1986 historiography on the 1956 Suez Canal Crisis has been a rich vein for
academics to mine and continues to be. The opening of archival records on both sides of the
Atlantic has made the public aware of the intelligence available to political and military decision-
makers during one of the most stressful periods of the early Cold War. A comparison of what
we knew then to what we know now does not significantly alter that of Donald Cameron Watt’s
early Suez Canal research, nor the political positions as revealed through their memoirs of Eden,
Eisenhower, Nutting and Pearson. What does this latest information add to the historical record?
It provides previously unknown insight into the range of strategic intelligence available to them
that supported their decision-making.

The next section will analyze recently disclosed, declassified intelligence which was
available to Canada’s SSEA Lester B. Pearson prior to his address to the UNGA on 3 November
1956, to determine if it impacted his decision-making actions which earned him the 1957 Nobel
Peace Prize.

What We Are Still Learning.

The digital archival material analyzed in this section is primarily available from one
Canadian source: Carleton University’s Canadian Foreign Intelligence History Project (CFIHP).
To understand Lester Pearson’s appreciation of SIGINT available during the 1956 Suez Crisis;
however, it is useful and relevant to briefly review his longstanding international SIGINT
relationship with Britain and the US.

In 1956, Pearson had nineteen years experience in intelligence sharing with Britain and

the US in policy development and international relations, and as a senior External Affairs
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intelligence consumer.>* He played a central role in establishing Canada’s wartime cryptologic
organization, the Examination Unit (XU) in 1941, and had worked at senior bureaucratic levels
with British and US intelligence agencies throughout the war and as Undersecretary of State for
External Affairs in 1946-1947 he oversaw Liberal government discussions to retain a post-war
foreign intelligence capability focussed solely on SIGINT.> As SSEA in 1949, Pearson was
also involved in the CANUS SIGINT Agreement signed that June.

In 1956, Canada’s SIGINT organization, the CBNRC, was primarily focussed on the
Arctic region of Soviet Russia.’® The CBNRC did issue five SIGINT end-product reports (EPR)
on “Russian Intelligence Service Activity,” during the 1956 Suez Crisis, but without further
detail (not yet declassified), no inference can be made to associate such reporting with the
event.”’ In the tripartite CANUKUS SIGINT ‘quid pro quo’ sharing relationship, GCHQ was
the primary responsible reporting agency for the Middle East.

With no organic Canadian SIGINT capability to report on the Suez Crisis, CBNRC
Liaison Officers in both London and Washington D.C., were called upon to provide their

respective High Commissioner/Ambassador with increased SIGINT reporting on the subject. In

54. Rob Martin, “First Among Equals: Lester Bowles (Mike) Pearson’s Involvement in the
Establishment of the Canadian Examination Unit 1937-1942,” Canadian Intelligence History: A
Celebration of CSIS’ 40" Anniversary, (CSIS, 2025), 63-72.

55. Kurt Jensen, Cautious Beginnings: Canadian Foreign Intelligence 1939-51, (UBC Press,
2008), 8. According to Jensen, “Canadian decision makers were never willing to accept the
financial burden or potential political risks arising from the kind of embarrassing disclosures that
can be associated with a clandestine foreign intelligence service.”

56. Kevin O’Neill, History of the CBNRC Vol I, Policy, (CSE, 1987), Canadian Foreign
Intelligence History Project (CFIHP).

57. This is extracted from an ATIP the author received from the Communications Security
Establishment (CSE) in August 2025. The spreadsheet, declassified and heavily redacted, is
entitled CSE EPR Master List 1, which lists CBNRC end-product report titles with security
classification from 1955-1958. There is no LAC reference information available for this
footnote.
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a 13 September 1956 letter from G.G. ‘Bill’ Crean, Director of Communications Security (DCS-
overseeing the CBNRC) at DEA to High Commissioner Norman Robertson in London, he noted
that “there is reason to believe that U.K. policy on Suez is being formulated largely on
information available through these sources [SIGINT] rather than on normal diplomatic
sources.”® He advised Robertson that he had directed the new CBNRC LO at GCHQ in
Cheltenham, Mr. W.N.A. Chipman, to increase the frequency of his LO visits to Canada House
to keep the High Commissioner informed:
[FJor the duration of the crisis...up-to-date on such
intelligence...I have asked him to take with him the most
important current and past items and to arrange on his
first visit the frequency of subsequent visits.>
Three main inferences from this TOP SECRET and PERSONAL letter between the DEA
colleagues—and friends—are as follows:
1) that the DCS was receiving such SIGINT from GCHQ through the CBNRC and was
concerned that Robertson in London was not as well informed as his DEA headquarters
back in Ottawa;

2) that the DCS was forwarding such SIGINT to his USSEA (Jules Leger), who was the

‘filter’ for all intelligence passed to his Secretary of State Pearson; and most importantly,

58. DEA Documents — JIC Liaison Officer (London) 49-02-22 to 65-07-30, DEA Special
Registry Files,” Library and Archives Canada, RG25 BAN 2016-0628-5 Box 15 File 11-7/753.
Canadian Foreign Intelligence History Project (CFIHP).To keep the document only TOP
SECRET and PERSONAL, he avoided too much detail “so it would not require a codeword.”
59. “DEA Documents — JIC Liaison Officer (London) 49-02-22 to 65-07-30, DEA Special
Registry Files,” LAC, RG25 BAN 2016-0628-5 Box 15 File 11-7/753. CFIHP; see also O’Neill,
History of the CBNRC Vol I. W.N.A. Chipman arrived as the new CBNRC LO to GCHQ in June
1956.
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3) that Pearson was receiving the same detailed SIGINT the British PM Sir Anthony
Eden was receiving on the crisis.

SIGINT, the focal point of this paper, was not the only intelligence source that Pearson
was reviewing throughout the crisis. Documentary evidence also indicates that in the week
ending 22 August 1956, the Joint Intelligence Bureau (JIB) provided three weekly current
intelligence “[r]eviews of the Arab-Israeli situation” to the DEA from the US Office of
Intelligence Research within the State Department for the month of July. As well, it provided
Pearson’s Department with CIA-generated SECRET ‘Weekly Intelligence Summaries,” although
the CIA’s TOP SECRET ‘Daily Intelligence Bulletin” was not released to foreign
governments. %

Conclusion.

This paper has demonstrated that shared tripartite (CANUKUS) signals intelligence
formed part of the information environment available to Canadian decision-makers during the
1956 Suez Crisis, but it was not decisive in forming Lester B. Pearson’s diplomatic strategy at
the United Nations. Declassified records confirm that Canada received highly classified
SIGINT—primarily from Britain’s GCHQ—which enhanced his understanding of allied
intentions, the crisis’ political dynamics, and the risk of superpower escalation. This intelligence
informed Pearson’s awareness and reinforced his own internationalist position of the dangers
inherent in unilateral military action, counter to the UN Charter. The evidence also shows that
Pearson’s peace initiative, including the creation of the first United Nations Emergency Force,

was not intelligence-led: it reflected post-war Canadian foreign policy principles of

60. “Minutes of Meeting Held in IAC Conference Room, Administration Building, Central
Intelligence Agency, at 1045, 6 November 1956,” Intelligence Advisory Committee,
https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP85S00362R000200070008-4.pdf.
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multilateralism, collective security, and diplomatic restraint, as well as Pearson’s own political
judgment and leadership. The research supports the conclusion that while SIGINT contributed to
contextual understanding throughout the Suez Crisis, it did not materially influence the
formulation or execution of Lester B. Pearson’s United Nations peace initiative. This paper
underscores the primacy of political decision-making over intelligence in Canada’s diplomatic
solution; it cautions against retrospective over-attribution of intelligence in diplomatic outcomes
and it reinforces the need to distinguish carefully between intelligence access, intelligence use,

and political decision-making in Cold War historiography.
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