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Equine metaphors abounded when British diplomats assessed the state of the Anglo-

American relationship in 1973. Following Britain’s accession to the European Community on 

1 January 1973 they had to convince sometimes sceptical Europeans that the UK was not 

Washington’s Trojan Horse. At the United Nations (UN) in the context of the Arab-Israeli 

dispute the British were concerned at being viewed by Arab states as Washington’s stalking 

horse. All too often, it seemed that President Nixon and his high exposure National Security 

Adviser Dr Henry Kissinger held the whip hand.  The problems of dealing with these prickly 

customers when they engaged in diplomatic bullying vexed British diplomatic minds.  Indeed, 

throughout the year London seemed to be engaged in the somewhat precarious manoeuvre of 

riding two horses – attempting to maintain a close relationship with the US but also trying to 

convey its European credentials to new partners in Brussels.  

 

Often the Special Relationship was less than special.  When the American Secretary of 

Defense, James Schlesinger, met his British opposite number Lord Carrington for lunch in 

The Hague on 7 November their discussion on the Middle East soon became heated.  

Schlesinger conveyed the US Administration’s irritation with the British, after they had 

rejected a US suggestion to table a cease-fire resolution in respect of the Arab-Israeli War in 

the UN Security Council on 11/12 October.  The British refusal to act as America’s stalking 
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horse caused Schlesinger to highlight that ‘the distinct tendency of British diplomacy in the 

last few weeks to work in close collusion with the French had been noted in Washington.  

British policies were taking on a quality of “decayed Gaullism”’.
2
  

 

This paper views one aspect of a pivotal year in Anglo-American relations from a 

British perspective.  It describes a series of events involving the UN as the scene of Anglo-

American disagreement.  Sources emanate from British Government records included in the 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s (FCO) pioneering electronic Documents on British 

Policy Overseas volume The Year of Europe: America, Europe and the Energy Crisis, 1972-

74 due to be published in 2006. 

 

The American charge that Britain and France had sought to frustrate American efforts 

to bring about a cease-fire in the fourth Arab-Israeli War was the latest in a series of 

transatlantic misunderstandings, sometimes played out at the UN. Anglo-American 

differences over the UN can be viewed in the context of the transatlantic disputes which 

bedevilled what had been grandly titled the Year of Europe by Kissinger in a speech in New 

York on 23 April.
3
  Instead of reinvigorating transatlantic relations in the altered 

circumstances of the enlarged Community
4
 suspicions bubbled to the surface.  The French 

were keen that specific problems should be discussed in their appropriate forums and were 

unhappy at Kissinger’s comments about America’s ‘world role’ but Europe ‘regional 

responsibilities’.
5
  There were occasional instances of smooth co-operation, such as the 

clandestine involvement of senior British officials in the drafting of the US –Soviet 

Agreement on the Prevention of Nuclear War (June 1973).
6
 British diplomats appreciated that 

such dealings were fraught with the risks attendant on Kissinger’s divisive diplomacy and 

devious nature. By the end of July, US frustration at Europe’s inability to quickly move 
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forward on the Year of Europe initiative caused an angry Kissinger to warn Sir Burke Trend, 

the Cabinet Secretary, against the development of an ‘adversary relationship’.
7
  

 

On the pressing need for a settlement to end the no war and no peace impasse which 

had characterised Arab-Israeli relations since 1967, Anglo-American differences had been 

long visible. The policy of Edward Heath’s Conservative government was outlined by Sir 

Alec Douglas-Home, the Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs, at 

Harrogate in October 1970.
8
  Britain backed UN Resolution 242, which it had sponsored in 

November 1967 and which called for Israel’s withdrawal from the Occupied Territories 

gained as the fruits of victory in the Six Day War of June 1967. Following the Nixon 

Administration’s re-election (November 1972) and the Vietnam agreement concluded in this 

very building in January 1973, British ministers and officials hoped that the Americans would 

exert their unique influence over Israel to obtain a substantive Middle East settlement.
9
 But 

the US had little faith in the UN’s suitability to broker a settlement, a line reinforced by Tel 

Aviv’s sentiments.  The UN appeared in US eyes to be an institution of the last resort.  The 

British were more positive about the UN’s role but British influence in the Middle East was 

declining.  Moreover, British economic interests, specifically the availability of reliable and 

affordable oil supplies, were inextricably linked to Whitehall’s desire for a settlement.  Heath 

was haunted by the likely economic repercussions for the industrialised West if a united Arab 

world effectively deployed the oil weapon more effectively than in 1967, when the next 

conflict with Israel came around.
10
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British officials told Kissinger on 10 May that Egyptian President Sadat intended to 

attack soon
11

 but predicted a crushing defeat at Israeli hands.  Kissinger responded that the 

possibility of such a reversal was the strongest leverage on the Arab states.  When Douglas-

Home suggested that UN Secretary General Dr Kurt Waldheim could take a useful initiative, 

Kissinger quipped that he ‘had never seen anything worthwhile done by Dr Waldheim and it 

was very unlikely that the Security Council would come up with a solution which would get 

the parties talking’.
12

  

 

Limited British hopes in the Security Council remained.  Although it was deemed to 

be an inappropriate forum for confronting ‘questions of substance such as boundaries and 

withdrawal’ it could assist with procedural targets such as the establishment of indirect 

negotiations between the two sides.
13

  Washington remained sceptical, predicting that the 

Security Council would give the Egyptians misplaced hopes that some outside agency would 

solve their problem for them.
14

  No other US initiative was expected.
15

  The gulf between 

Israeli and Egyptian views and expectations of the UN was exposed when their respective 

foreign ministers, Abba Eban and Dr Mohammed Hassan el-Zayyat, visited London 

separately in late May.
16

  Heath despaired at Israel’s stance as ‘Mr. Eban showed no sign of 
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the dangers which face Israel and her neighbours at this juncture.’  Heath feared that the Arab 

states would wield the oil weapon for political purposes and supplies would be blocked from 

states providing political or military backing to Israel.
17

  

 

The Security Council meeting opened on 6 June but the Nixon-Brezhnev summit in 

Washington later in the month led on 14 June to an adjournment until 16 July.  At New York 

the British noted that ‘the onus will be on the Americans to tell the Egyptians what sort of 

resolution they could accept.’
18

  The Nixon-Brezhnev summit failed to come to an agreement 

on the Middle East leaving Israel alone content.
19

  Heath was disappointed and told Nixon on 

6 July that the continuation of neither peace nor war suited the Soviets.  He appealed for a 

constructive Security Council meeting on resumption.  He ‘hoped your people will be in touch 

with the Egyptians’ for if there was ‘no early movement on the diplomatic front, we could be 

in trouble before long.’
20

  But the second Security Council debate was ultimately stymied by 

the US veto.
21

 The British delegation reported the ‘inept’ performance of their US 

counterparts ‘designed to create the maximum amount of confusion and ill-will’.
22

 A senior 
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 e-DBPO 1, Document 152. 
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 There was a degree of dissent in the highest levels of the FCO at the orientation of British policy.  Julian 
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British official concluded that ‘the Americans, like the Israelis, seem to have regarded the 

whole Security Council meeting as an anathema from the outset’.
23

  

 

Late summer talk of negotiation and optimistic reporting from Cairo
24

 and Tel Aviv
25

 

heralded false hopes. Military conflict recommenced, much to London’s initial surprise, on 6 

October when Syrian and Egyptian forces attacked Israeli positions on the Golan Heights and 

in Sinai.  As war raged in the Middle East, diplomatic tensions brewed.  The US rediscovered 

the UN.  Kissinger’s immediate response was to seek support for a Security Council 

resolution calling for a cease-fire and return to the status quo ante.
26

  However, the US did not 

want to offend pro-Israeli sentiments at home – thus the discreet attempt to deploy the British 

as a stalking horse.  Kissinger was disgruntled to find that the British would not back a 

resolution calling for the Arabs to withdraw from territory –Sinai and the Golan Heights - 

over which London considered the Egyptians and the Syrians retained sovereignty.  Britain 

preferred a resolution which would reaffirm Resolution 242, call for a cease-fire and require 

the UN Secretary-General to promote a negotiated settlement. British objectives were limited 

due to a lack of leverage on either the belligerents or the Americans.  Britain had to avoid 

risky initiatives which would only alienate the Arabs and threaten oil supplies.  This meant 

                                                                                                                                                         
much for them as could reasonably be expected and they have no grounds for complaint.  We warned them 
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standing firm on the ‘Harrogate position’ and avoiding any association with the Israeli war 

effort or pro-Israeli American policies.
27

  

 

Undeterred, Kissinger approached the British again.  On 12 October, he asked Lord 

Cromer, the British Ambassador in Washington, if Britain would consider putting forward a 

cease-fire in situ resolution in the Security Council.  Apparently, Anatoly Dobrynin, the 

Soviet ambassador in Washington, had informed Kissinger that Egypt was agreeable to this.
28

  

Douglas-Home told Cromer to advise Kissinger that ‘our information (which is recent and 

good) about the Egyptian attitude does not square with what Dobrynin told him.  Our firm 

impression is that the Egyptians at this stage would only be interested in an in situ cease-fire if 

it was clearly linked to total Israeli withdrawal to the 1967 lines.’
29

  Subsequent British 

investigations in Cairo – a call by British Ambassador Philip Adams on Sadat at 2.30 am in 

the morning of 13 October -  confirmed this.  Sadat dismissed the initiative as ‘a Kissinger 

trick’.  He was ‘not prepared to consider an in-situ cease-fire which would leave the Israelis in 

their current position’ and would only accept a cease-fire ‘which was directly linked to a final 

settlement’.
30

 But Kissinger still maintained that he had Soviet assurances that Egypt would 

accept a cease-fire in situ.  In a telephone conversation on 13 October Kissinger really ‘laid it 

on the line’ and put ‘extreme pressure’ on Douglas-Home to act as requested.
31

  

 

Cromer fully realised that Kissinger was placing Britain in a ‘very awkward position’ 

by asking it to act as an ‘American stalking horse with the Arabs’.  Britain risked Arab 

unpopularity if it was found that the Soviets were deliberately leading the West astray.
32

 On 

the evening of 13 October, Douglas-Home telephoned Kissinger again to inform him that 

Britain did not think that the time was ‘ripe for this initiative’.
33
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 e-DBPO 1, Document 276. Douglas-Home preferred to make a move at the Security Council, ideally in 
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 e-DBPO 1, Document 278. 
33
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An angry Kissinger told Cromer that Nixon ‘could not recall any crisis over the last 

three years when the British had been with the Americans when the chips were down’.  The 

US Administration worried that Israel was running short of ammunition while the Soviets 

were supplying their clients. Kissinger increasingly viewed the conflict in terms of East-West 

relations and saw Egyptian successes as contrary to US interests.  Cromer responded in 

respect of the US re-supply operation that ‘Europe could not afford to be without Middle East 

oil because of American actions’.
34

 Indeed, the situation was precarious.  Arab oil accounted 

for around two-thirds of British consumption.  British stocks and oil in transit would last for 

barely three months.
35

  

 

The Arab states turned their attention to Europe after the news on 16 October of the 

emergency supply of US arms to Israel.  Oil production cuts were announced the next day.
36

 

From the outbreak of hostilities Britain had imposed an embargo on the supply of weapons to 

the belligerents.  London also denied the US the use of British bases for their re-supply of 

Israel.  Britain sought to maintain the ability to influence peace moves and Arab oil policy but 

the real decisions were to be made in Washington and Moscow.  The US feared Soviet 

military intervention as Israeli forces established a bridgehead across the Suez Canal and 

Moscow’s Egyptian client faced humiliating defeat.
37

  Kissinger’s visit to Moscow on 19 

October did produce a US/Soviet agreement to sponsor a Security Council resolution 

appealing for a cease-fire, the implementation of Resolution 242 and negotiations aimed at 

establishing a just and lasting peace.
38

  These provisions were incorporated in Security 

Council Resolution 338 of 22 October.  Both Egypt and Israel subsequently accepted the 

cease-fire.    

 

Kissinger briefed Douglas-Home during a short stopover in London on 22 October.  

But the Foreign Secretary observed with some concern that Kissinger had ‘given no thought 
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to machinery for observing the cease-fire’.  Kissinger expected the Arabs and Israelis to talk 

directly to each other with US and Soviet representatives only present at crucial points.  

Douglas-Home noted the ‘alarming number of loose ends and a great lack of precision about 

machinery for peace-making and peace-keeping.’
39

  Douglas-Home’s reservations were valid.  

Further fighting erupted in Sinai on 23 October and Israeli forces advanced to Suez.  US and 

Soviet representatives at the Security Council pushed for a further resolution calling for the 

combatants to return to the positions they had occupied at the cease-fire’s inception and the 

despatch of UN observers to ensure that it was observed.
40

  

 

Nevertheless, the fighting went on.  The Egyptian Third Army surrounded by Israeli 

forces at the southern end of the Suez Canal became the focus of attention.  Cairo now 

appealed for US and Soviet forces to be sent into the combat zone.  The US rejected Egypt’s 

plea – they did not want to see superpower forces in the Middle East in any guise other than in 

a truce supervisory role.  Moscow viewed matters rather differently.  Kissinger telephoned 

Cromer in the early hours of 25 October to advise that Nixon had just received a personal 

message from Brezhnev  to say that if the US did not send forces to intercede in the cease-fire, 

the Soviet Union might act unilaterally.  Aware that Soviet airborne divisions were on alert 

and a Soviet naval flotilla was heading for Egypt, the US, without immediately informing its 

NATO allies, went into a low level of military alert.
41

  

 

American unilateral military action did not inspire confidence among Washington’s 

allies.  Moreover, Kissinger’s tough talking and his refusal to be ‘blackmailed by the Arabs’ 

did not tackle London’s most pressing issue – the Arab states withholding oil supplies from 

Western Europe and the resultant damage to these economies.  Kissinger insisted that he was 

‘doing everything possible to get the maniacs to stop fighting’.  British officials were 

sceptical.  Kissinger’s proposed time-table for negotiations involved the Arab states being 

called to end their oil embargo immediately but mindful of domestic repercussions in Tel 

Aviv they were told that meaningful negotiations could only commence after the Israeli 

elections on 11 December.
42
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Douglas-Home also worried about Soviet reactions – he was not surprised by 

Brezhnev’s robust line and believed that the Soviets would not accept another Arab 

humiliation.  Security Council Resolution 340 of 25 October established a UN Emergency 

Force, which the US insisted was not to include troops from the permanent members and this 

helped to defuse some of the tension.  Heath, in a message to Nixon on 31 October, argued 

that the situation would ‘almost certainly go sour’ unless talks were started quickly and some 

progress was made in the implementation of Resolution 242. Otherwise, Heath feared that the 

Soviets would rebuild Arab military strength, while the Arabs cranked up the oil embargo and 

western interests in the Middle East faced attack.  Heath also wanted negotiations to take 

place under the umbrella of the UN Secretary-General rather than under solely super-power 

auspices.  This would then resemble less an imposed solution and not offend other states, such 

as France, with interests in the region.
43

 

 

Kissinger had no problem with Waldheim’s presence at any negotiations but he did 

not want the direct participation of the Security Council, only their endorsement of US/Soviet 

arrangements for the talks.  The European Council hoped that peace negotiations could begin 

within the ‘framework of the United Nations’, recalling that the UN Charter had entrusted to 

Security Council the principal responsibility for international peace.  The Community position 

stated that Israel must end the territorial occupation it had maintained since 1967, called for 

all states in the Middle East to recognise the territorial integrity and independence of their 

neighbours and said that any settlement take into account the legitimate rights of the 

Palestinians.
44

  Unsurprisingly, the Americans were distinctly unimpressed with this European 

initiative and some were perturbed at the readiness of the Europeans to ‘give in to “Arab oil 

blackmail”’.
45

  

 

Nevertheless, US claims of Anglo-French co-operation were exaggerated.  The British 

proposal for a joint EC demarche to Arab governments calling for them to stop cutting 

production and not to discriminate against individual EC states was received warily in Paris.  

The French recalled that some European partners (Denmark, the Netherlands and the Republic 

of Ireland) had voted at the UN against French nuclear testing and were not over-enthusiastic 
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in expending their credit in the Middle East for what they saw as disloyal neighbours.  Hence 

agreement on the proposed demarche was delayed until 21 November. 

 

Yet, Kissinger was right when he remarked to NATO ministers on 10 December that: 

‘The United States could solve its energy problems only with great difficulty, Europe could 

not solve them at all.’
46

  Kissinger’s Energy Action Group and the Washington Energy 

Conference of February 1974, convened by President Nixon, provided scope for consumer 

cooperation in the face of the oil price hikes which had characterised the period since October 

1973 and led to Europe’s economic malaise.  The French were unimpressed at the prospect of 

a ‘front of rich consumers’.
47

  But French exceptionalism only seemed to offer competitive 

bilateral deals with producers, driving up prices even further.  Britain and the rest of the 

Community preferred the US approach.  

 

In conclusion, the documents show that American confidence in its European allies, 

already shaken by the differences arising from the Year of Europe, was dented by the disputes 

over the Arab-Israeli War.
48

  According to the US Administration Anglo-French 'collusion' 

lay behind British attempts to dissuade ‘the Egyptians from supporting the cease-fire 

resolution that the Americans had wanted Britain to sponsor at the UN’.
49

  Remarkably, 

Kissinger was more candid on this very issue when he chatted to British Ambassador Adams 

at a party in Cairo on 7 November.  When Adams said he was sorry that his late night 

discussions with Sadat had provided the wrong answer to Kissinger’s proposals on the first 

cease-fire resolution, Kissinger conceded: ‘No; the Americans had been misinformed.’
50

  

 

Stark economic realities meant that at the dawn of 1974 the US was in the saddle and 

held the whip hand, a marked change from the situation a few months earlier.  But animal-

related 
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 e-DBPO 1, Document 384.  See also e-DBPO 1, Document 390 for Cromer’s reply to Adams. 



metaphors remained popular in diplomatic circles although a shift from equine to canine can 

be seen.  An official from the French Embassy in London concluded that at the Washington 

Energy Conference Kissinger may not have been out to ‘sabotage the Community completely’ 

but ‘wanted to reduce it to an American poodle.’
51
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