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Record of the first session of tripartite talks on the Suez Crisis (London, 29
July 1956)
 

Caption: From 29 July to 2 August 1956, tripartite talks are held in London to establish a common position
on the nationalisation of the Suez Canal Company. At the first session on 29 July, the Americans, British and
French agree on the need for a conference at which the countries with an interest in the canal can give their
views on the matter. But on most of the major points for discussion there is disagreement between the United
States and the European countries, particularly on questions regarding responsibility, the economic sanctions
that should be imposed on Egypt and the preparation of potential military action.
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'1'• COPY NO •••••• 

Na tional isati on of the Suez Canal 

Jriparti te Talks b e tween the Fr~nch. United Kingdom am 
United States Delegations 

Record of the 1 st Mee ting he ld at lfo . 1 Carl ton Gardens, 
London, s.~.1., on Sunday July 29 , 1956, a t 6.oo p . rn . 

Deles~ti ons were he aded by 

Fr ance 

M. Pineau 

Unit ed Ki l}gdom 

Secrot~ry of State 

United States 

Mr .Robert Murphy 

For~ign Office, s.w.1. 

J·uly 31, 1956 . 

\v/ t. v c:::m:sure c rk> G tne :5U e z C3"n;:i l Cor,_pc, ny vJ[,,s f '..1 irly tr et t ed ; 
und 

(d) to ensure full reSD~ct for the leg itimate interests of 
Ee;~r}t; incll~d in,._; c.~ fair f i nancial re·c;urn from the ope rat ion 
of the Ccnal. 

It WElS not our object to ;r.ake it nooee r to the ;wrld that 
conflict arose ·out or mere e;;9rOtJ:- ic.tio;i' of the Suez Cn no l Co,c.pany. 
Our ooncern war; \Jith the f ~,ct th.:::t t be Suez Cana l •.:a s an internation.-,1 
waterway and we wished to conceatrate on tha c as :?ect of' the c.:..se. 

agreed in geni.:r.:il with the United Kin.;d or.! obj ectives. 
that the cl Ct of nationalisation it se lf' was not of' 
• bl!ll the way in ,·1.'"dch it haC:: been car r ied out. 

ect if our sole obje ct a ppcered to be to 
om.p:.iny. He t,,e1•ef'o;:e ogree c1 thai; an intc.r-

l d be se t up and the r.:,:;tho( of doing this 
s to point (c), M. Pine@u stressed t i1at it 

mpany stu!reholders should be prope.rly 
tate" that the French Government object 

the notionaliaation l c.·,7 wnic l! compelled 
l Cor~i.)S ny to continue 17orkin~ for t,1e 
threat of iir.!,)risorunent. We hed the .right 

w this article , as being cont.ra.ry to 
ested the in~ertion of the wo.r da 

Suez Canal company in (c) above. This waa 

Government attached the greatest 1mvor 
•onne:non with the s1tue.tion in French 

as ere to be accepted! it would b 
struggle in North Arrio. ｾ＠
QYerllll18nt to conaide1.' ｾ＠
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RECORD OF' t Vi,'TIJ.i"'"' = LD -----:...---. ,S..~--..!.~ _ _ _ li'£...L.._Qll.i~LTON GARDENS AT --~-.. ·----
b ~- m~....Ql'L~Ul'-l;)AY I J1JLY .. £2.i..J..2..2!i• 

Aft e r we l comin~ the te l eg2tcs , the F'oreian Secreta r· 
tl1~. g ravity of tl1e s ituc tion tlrn t had ari sen 

1
f'rom colone"i 

a c"ion. If he we1•e to r·e t a wD" wich t hi s it wou l d h 

stressed 
Nasser' s 
tl1e 

· following certa in con scq_~ences . " ' · ave 

(i) 

(ii) 

His pr esti::;e in t r,e Mi ,~ cn e Eas e would be i.. rr..c nse l y 
st 1'engt i1c ned ; 

The pi pe line tr ans it count ri es ~ould be li ke l y ~0 
b ec ome more intr ans i Ge nt; " 

(iii) Therc_would b~ genera l Mi d( le East ern a ction against 
our oil suppli e s . 

This \rnul d mcc n t ha t NATO end Wes t ern Eurooe v.'e :c e c.t ·s he mer cy of 
one irr es[)ons ible r.nd f a it t1l e ss i nd i v i d u£t l: We t,ad certs.in 
obje ctiv e s Whic h ,-, e wi s he d to attc·,in. TJ1r,.:, c .1 ere : 

( a ) to estab lish o i;ic ra -~ ing e.r ra ngcrr.('. nt s unde r i nte Pna t ionc,l 
control guorr., nte e i nc; fre e n,vi&;a tion, re2,s onz, b le dues a,1d 
continuity of eff icient 2C,.:i ni c tr c tion; 

(b) to estoblish the int e rnet iono l contr ol in s form which 
woul cl se?ure the su 9;;ort of a s rnony comT~ ries a s possible 
and pa rticuL.r l y of t he ''ne ut; ra ls". such su ) ,.o r t was mos t 
lilrnl:; to be f'ort tic o,r..ing j_ f the im c rnn tiomi l co nt rol wc t'e 
e s taolisl1ed unde r t he a u ::;pi c es of t!:1e Unitecl. Nat ions; 

(c) t o ensure t11c. t the Sue z C..:tn;:i l Co1,. pc,ny 
und 

10.s f a irly tr eE- t ed ; 

(d) to ens u re full re spe ct for the l egitima te interests of 
E&,~r:Jt ; inc l 11.d inc; L fair f i nanc i a l return from t he o perat ion 
of the Cc,rn:1 1. 

It was not our ob j ect to .r..ake it fi[lt)e2 r to -~he vJOrld tha t 
conflict ar os e out of me re e;;prOt):>iat ion of ·s h e _Suez C£tno l Co1r.pany. 
Out' conc e rn ,01a& \Jith the L ,ct th.:. t t he Suez Ca na l 11:a s an internation.-,1 
ws terwa y and we wisl1ed to conc ei1tr a t e on thac a s :;iect of the c ~, se. 

M. Pineau a1.,re ed in g ern, r;;i l with the UnHed Kin.; don! obj ectives. 
He also stressed tlm t the ;:-,et of na·t iona lis ation it se lf was not of 
prin:ory import ~. nce but the way in r,~ich it had be e n car r ied ou·t. 
It would have 2 bad effe ct if our sole obje ct a p~c2 red to be to 
defend the Suez Cana l Corr. p~t11y. He t,.,ere fore agree d that an int cr-
ne.tional convention shoult~ be s et up i:rnd the r.:,J tho( of' doing ',;his 
should be discussed. As to poi nt (c), M. Pineau stressed t ha t it 
mis important t !1o t the Co,1cK·.ny sha r eholders should be prope rly 
corr.pensated. He c l s o s'c.Jtc th2.t the Fr e nch Governr.1ent object 
strongly to the cla use in t he nn tiona li aation le~ which com pe lled 
e,,!ployees of the Suez Ce, na l Co u.[.zny ·i;o continue r,orlcin:s for ·c ile 

Eg;nltian Company uni:'.er the tl1rect of i, r.:,)risonmen-t. ,.-.;e h2.d the right 
to demand Egypt to \'/Hhdr..::,1 tnis .:i rticl e , os being contrary to 
in-cernational law. He su ::_: estec"i ti1e insertion of tl,e vJOrc1s 
"and ito emplo:1•ees" after Suez canal Compc ny in (c) above. T:1is v,as 

as;re(;d. 
M. Pinee.u sc::id ti1..t his Governrnen·~ att Gched tl1e gceatest im~,orta:c,., 

to the attitude of E1;.;vpt in connexion nith the sitL1ction in French 
North A:t'rica. I:t' Nasser's success :e re to be acccLY~eJ, it ,;ould be 
coll!pletely useless to continue the s',;ru2:gle in North_.i.fricc.. This wa 
a :f'urther argwnent :t'or the }'rench Go.,erz,.ment to consi der coun-:;er-acti 

Jl111' h said that Sec!'etary of State Dull:s sn~ President 
ly apprccie;.ted ti1e grevitY of the s1tuot1on. His_ 

eplored the violent an? ceck~ess lan£:~8 ~
6

_ whic~ ~~-bea 
tn a unilatercl action \'/~icl1 affec,cc c1ll m1:.r1t:trri0 

~· -::.. ~; 



4/6

TOP SECRET 

Hi s Gover nment d id no t wish to publicly defeu
d th

e 
h l ders 

pos i t i on of the Suez Canal Company ' s _share"o 'The 
althoug h tl1cy realis ed t h i s might be impor tant. an i nternat ional 
i mport ant p oi nt to them was the free acce~s to_.,. the Conference would 
wa t erway . He hoped that the f'inal decisions o1. t nd would t ake 
·nly be r eached af'te r a sobe r est i ma te of the f a c s ~~rld opi nion. 

acc ount of the ef'fect such decisions wouldahave ｾｾＧ＠ powers should be 
He also fel t that no t only the int erests or th e _ r ee of the Canal 
t aken i nt o consideratio,1 , but also t l1ose of 0th~1,.,,~sers hine r y and th; 
Co nsi deration mi g ht be g i ven to the use of th e 1

~ .L mac S mi ·ht be 
suppor t of fr i endly countri e s , including those EaS t 0~ uezd t' g 
enlisted. Action by t he I n t e r nationa l Court of J us~ ice ~n . 1°t 
T.Jni ted Na tions might also be considered . Tbe question ° mi l a ry 
i ntervent ion did not a r i se . It would. i n an y case depend on 
developments , and should be rele g ated to the bcclcground . The 
Arab-I srael conflict should also be seg r ega t ed f r om th e . P::esent issue. 
The L;gy-ptian Ambass ador i n Was11i nc; ton had a lrea dy b e en i nr a r med of 
the Uni ted State s I views Mi" . Mun:ih:v was ful l y aware of the 
consequences to rles t ern ;rest i g ~ the ~.'. i dd le .r~a s t if t\1is question 
wer e not handled corr e ctly . Neve rth e l ess , whatever a tt i tude wePe 
t aken it shoul d be on the broa dest p ossible ba s e and t r y to carry 
world op i ni on with it . Any announceme nt ma d e should make it clear 
that it was the intention of count ries wi th mari time i nterests to try 
and bring th i s c a s e to a n i Qpartial tribunal. 

The Foreirm Se cr e t a ry a s lced Mr. Murphy for c l a rificat ion of what 
he meant by an impartial tribunal . Mr. ~P-urphy s uggested thi s mi ght 
be the Unit ed Nat ion s or t he I nt ernat ional Cou~t. He thoug h t t~a t 
the provi s io ns of the 1888 Con v ention should be stud i e d carefully and 
invoked in support of our inte r ests . He was al so fully aware of the 
necessity of protecting United S tate s n a tionals. He would like to 
~tudy the sugg e s tions made by the Forei gn ,:iecretary care1'ul l y . 

The For eign Secretary said he would like to answer some of the 
p oints raised by Mr . Murphy:-

(1) The question of' milit a ry -preparations. Politic a l and 
ec onomic pressure was unli kely to h a ve any effect on Nasser 
unl ess he lme,v tha t the re were militai~y s anctions in · the 
background. 'l'here wa s a p ossib ility that Briti s:1 nat ionals 
might b e arrested or British ship:.:iini:; i nterfered wi th. 
It wa s therefore necessary to pr oceed with milit a ry 
pr eparat ion~ as far as po s sible in case it were necessary 
to ta~e act ion. These preparations would be precautionary. 

(2) He agreed t ha t tll e Arab-Israel con.flict wa s a separate problem 
and sugge sted a s e parat e discussion of b ow this should be 
handled. 

(3) i::e was. not e ~1 tirely clear wha t ?,lr. Murphy meant by his 
impartial tribunal. But h e ao·reed that i· t me. 

t b
·1· · t t· e, nuS necessary 

o mo 1 ise in e rna iona l public opinion. We wished to 
a ssemble a conference of poviers with conside bl · t t 
in the Canal. We should like to have ra e in eres. 
London and did not think it should be lsuch a conference in 
either f'irstly send a no t e •. 

0 
·, . ?ng delayed. We could 

we a ttached to t~ie Canal bein[; ""~~Pint~dica~ing the importance 
subsequently assemble a conference of' rn_a tion?l waterway. and 
f'ree use of the Canal to endorse th" powers interested in the 
we could send a note af'ter such a c~s note, or alternatively 
important to decide who should be in~eren~e. It was also 
conf'erence. Invitat ions might be i;~te~ ~o the pro-posed 
tonnage, trading interests or geograph~~

81
°n tQe basis of 

/areao. 
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ar eas . He would l ike to have t he v i ews of M. Pi neau and 
Mr~ Mur p~y on the desirabi lity of such a conf erence 
ana h ow 1 t should be c omposed. He v1as not i n fav our of the 
Se crctar y--Oe neral of t he Uni t cd Nat ions c onveni na t hi s 
c onf e r ence and would prefer i t t o be convened by one or 
more of t he Tri partite powe r s . 

M. Pine au di d not agr e e wi t h the United St ate s appr oach t o t hi s 
whole qu~s~i on. I t should not ,~e r egarded as a l egal probl em, but 
as a P?l1 t 1cal one . I t was a a1rect r esul t of the deci s i on made b y 
the Un1 ted States Gove r nment not to f i nance t he Aswan Dam. I f Nasser 
we r e t o get aw ay with t h i s , it would have incal cul ab l e 
conse quence s for the VJ hole We s ter n posi t i on . Like Hi t l er , Nas s er 
had made no secre t of hi s i nt enti ons . I f any l egal dec i sion wer e 
t aken aga i ns t Nasser, he would be no more like l y to abide by it 
tha n by the Scc uri t y Council deci s i on t h at Egypt should not 
obstruc t the passage of I s r ae li sh i ps thr ough the Canal. He 
cons i dered t hat a No_te i n general t erms should be sent to Egypt 
as a r esult of the pr esent confe r e nce . He a l s o agr ee d that a 
c onference of mar itime power s should be convened, He agr eed wit h 
the For e i gn Se cre t ar y on t he military as pec t s of the pro~l em, 

In r e ply to a quest i on f r om Mr. Mur phy , t he Secre t ary of St at ~ 
expla i ned that we we r e onl y pro pos i ng military pr eparat ions i n or der 
t o e nabl e us to ensure b y f orce , as a l a s t r esort, t he f r ee trans it 
of vesse l s through t he Canal. We had to ensure t ha t t he C~nal 
r ema inGd an i nt e r nati onal wat e r way. I t was not intended to make 
any mi li tar y ultimatum t o Nass e r at the pr e sent s t age , We mus t 
howeve r be r e ady i n case he we r e t o occu py the base or t ake act ion 
aga ins t our s h ips . 

M. Pi neau agr eed with the For e i gn Secre t ar y. Mr. M~ poi nt ed 
out that Uni ted St a te s publi c o pi nion was not ye t pr epar ed f or the 
i dea of us ing fo rce . 

The · I:_o re i gu .. s_~t?..1:et c!£X sa id t ha t a s ituation mi ght ari se w~e r e it 
would be i mposs i b l e to g o on payi ng dues to Egy pt, i f Nasse r d i d not 
accept an int ernat ional conve nt i on , He s tressed t he poi nt that 
Nns ser had alre ady threa t ened employc:cs of t he Com pany with 
i mprisonment. M. Pi neau al s o emphasi sed t ha t we wer e talking only 
about pre parations at this s t age. 

The Fore ig_Q_Secrct a ry stated t ha t Ht:r Majesty 's Govcrnm~mt . 
had decided to b e r eady to use f orce i f ne cessary. Mr. Mu~p.:1y said 
that the United State s Government had not taken s uch a dec1 s 1on. 
M. Pineau said t hat the French Governme nt had take n this decision. 
They were prepared to do whateve r was necessary and considered that it 
was more important than anything else to che ck Nas ser. 

The general question of' who should be }nvited ~o . the conf eren_~e 
pf' maritime [)Owers ·i1as the n discus sed, No 11nal d'?c1s1on was reac h" d 
on this point. It was hoped tha t it would be poss~ble to hold the 
conference in the course of the coming weelc. If it woul~ not be 
_J>Ossible to send the invitation f'ro m the three Powers, s~nce . . ,r. Murphy had no instructions f'ro m his Government on t h1~ point, it 

ght be better f'or the United Kingdo m, as host Governr;ient;, to issue 
invitation. Mr. Murpl1;y s aid he thought t hat the United States 

nt would. be prepared to attend such a conf'erence, but he 
ot say def'initely yet. 

g ave his vieu of' what might happen~~ no action were 
Nasser. He envisaged three stages. Firstly the Canal 

/would 
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woul d b e run ef'f' i c i ent l y wi th the pr esent staf'f' , Nasser would 
de man~ the payment of' a.ues in Egypt . secondl y , the dues would 
be ra i sed moderat e l y, but not so much that it woul d pay to send 
sh ~ppi ng round t he Cape . Third l y, Nasser woul d star t to dis­
cr1m1nate aga i nst shipping and , perhaps wi th the help of' the 
U, S , S . R, , woul d embarlc on a campai gn aga i nst Western oil interests. 

The meet i ng was then adj ourned unti l 9, 30 , 


