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 ment, and the denouement applied local common law rather than what the dust-
 jacket writer presumably means by the rule of law.

 The burst of firepower that heralded Groom's posting in 1948 as political
 officer in the North Eastern Area of the West Aden Protectorate (PONEA/WAP)
 was the most grandiose projection of imperial prowess the region had seen or
 would see. Thereafter, a smart youth in his early twenties with a smattering of
 Arabic was left pretty much to his own devices to govern the vast mountains,
 valleys, and sands that separated imamic North Yemen from colonial Aden and its

 immediate hinterland. The irony Groom develops in telling about his year in
 southern Arabia turns on the incongruity of one educated but inexperienced per-
 son as the incarnation of the colonial office in an untamed region. On the one
 hand, he was a symbol of the great British Empire; on the other, he struggled to
 understand, much less control, local politics. In this way, the book is a tale of the
 limitations of empire. 'The life of a Political Officer abounded with ... pitfalls,' he

 writes (p. 165), and 'our Monthly Intelligence Letters told, in a matter-of-fact way,

 of our disappointments, and occasionally of our successes' (p. 213). Ultimately,
 imperial dreams of constitutions and a loyal force of levies met with frustration.

 It is a well-told, almost poignant, story with a trove of descriptive detail about
 an area and time little recorded in English (or even in Arabic, for that matter).

 Groom was fascinated with archaeology and earnestly tried to comprehend tribal
 bonds and practices, but also made it his business to record landmarks, land
 tenure relations, markets, manners, and the idiosyncrasies of a large cast of local
 personalities. Three maps and thirty-seven original photographs enrich the topo-

 graphical and human portraiture. The book thus offers a good deal of information

 to students of Yemeni history, geography, and culture not available elsewhere.

 University of Richmond Sheila Carapico

 Robert McNamara. Britain, Nasser, and the Balance of Power in the Middle East,

 ig§2-ig6j: From the Egyptian Revolution to the Six Day War. London and Port-
 land: Frank Cass, 2003. Pp. xvii, 308. $57.50 (us).

 Robert McNamara explains in his acknowledgements that the spur for this
 scholarly and detailed study of Britain's relations with Egypt, at the time of the

 cementing of the Anglo-American special relationship against the background of
 the cold war, was the recounting by his father of his time as a radio officer in
 August 1956 while sailing through the Suez Ganal. Using extensive archival
 sources in Britain and the United States, including the private papers of Harold
 Macmillan, Lyndon Johnson, and John F. Kennedy, McNamara offers a chrono-
 logical and analytical diagnosis of the significance of Gamal Abdel Nasser for
 Britain's Middle East policy.
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 McNamara argues that while British foreign policy until the 1960s was domin-
 ated by the attempt to balance the three interlocking circles of the Commonwealth/

 Empire, the English-speaking alliance, and Europe, so Nasser was concerned with
 balancing his three circles, the Arab, the African, and the Islamic circles, and that

 'these similar, yet mutually incompatible "geopolitical conceits" were the primary

 reasons for tension in Anglo- Egyptian relations' (p. 4).
 Central to McNamara' s thesis is the case that the Suez crisis of 1956 was not the

 'turning point' that it was claimed to be, rather it was the Iraqi revolution of 1958

 that had more of an impact on Britain's strategy in the Middle East. He condemns

 the Suez affair 'as the most stupid decision taken by British policy-makers in the

 twentieth century' and insists that 'there is still no justification for [Anthony]
 Eden's "Suezside"' (p. 283). Possibly on this issue McNamara could have given
 more weight to the role of Macmillan, the chancellor of the exchequer, in not
 attaching greater weight to the date of the US presidential election in his report to

 the British cabinet, and Dwight D. Eisenhower's subsequent 'revenge' for Eden's
 apparent failure to hold off the Suez operation until after the presidential election

 in return for the summit conference that Eisenhower had arranged in 1955 to help

 Eden's general election prospects.
 McNamara finds the revision of British policy at the end of 1958 and the begin-

 ning of 1959 particularly significant. The Middle East committee of the British
 cabinet, in formulating this new policy, assessed two schools of thought: one that
 as the West could never come to terms with Nasser, Britain should try to contain

 him in every possible way; the other, that as Nasser and the Arabs were not im-

 placably hostile and that Arab nationalism had come to stay, Britain should seek to
 reach a modus vivendi with the Arab world. In a paper shown to the United States

 at the beginning of 1959, the foreign office argued that the revolution in Iraq, and

 the growing movement towards Arab unity, had undermined the foundations of a

 policy based on maintaining a balance of power in a divided Arab world, with the

 oil-bearing states linked individually to the West but separate from one another.
 Britain had to consider how its basic requirements in the Middle East - oil and
 transit rights - could be secured in the new conditions. McNamara describes this
 paper as 'one of the most important documents of post-war British foreign policy

 as it encapsulates a moment in history when Britain made a decisive change in
 policy towards the Middle East' (p. 148).

 An Anglo-Egyptian detente followed, marked by co-operation during the Ku-
 wait crisis of 1961, but this relationship broke down over the Yemen civil war.

 During the premiership of Alec Douglas Home, the cabinet perceived the Egyp-
 tian government to be trying to force Britain to evacuate its bases in the Mediter-

 ranean and the Middle East, and that if Egypt succeeded in forcing Britain to
 evacuate the Libyan base, the British position would be seriously weakened. US
 co-operation was sought, but the Americans thought 'the British the authors of
 their own misfortune' (p. 193).
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 Ilya V. Gaiduk. Confronting Vietnam: Soviet Policy toward the Indochina Conflict,

 1954-1963. Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press; Stanford: Stanford
 University Press, 2003. Pp. xxi, 286. $55.00 (us).
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 This is a prequel to Ilya V. Gaiduk' s earlier book, The Soviet Union and the Viet-
 nam War (1996), which dealt with Soviet policy towards Vietnam between 1965
 and 1975. This book covers the crucial prior decade, between 1954 and 1964,
 preparatory to full-scale US involvement.

 For years, many historians have studied US involvement in what would become
 a quagmire. Few, however, have examined the role of the Soviet Union, its prin-
 cipal objectives in Vietnam, the extent - if any - of its ability to affect North Viet-

 namese policy in the region, and whether that ability changed over time. How did

 the emerging and deepening Sino-Soviet split shape North Vietnamese, Soviet,
 and Chinese activities? Gaiduk has delved extensively into the former Soviet
 archives, especially the foreign ministry and Communist Party archives in Mos-
 cow. To supplement them, he also examined relevant materials at the British and
 the US national archives. Overall, Gaiduk presents a thorough picture of Soviet
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 According to McNamara, the change in British policy after the devaluation of
 sterling in 1967 was more profound than that after the Suez crisis of 1956. With the

 withdrawal from the Persian Gulf and Singapore, the cutting back on aircraft
 carriers, and the abandonment of the F-111 fighter bomber, Britain abandoned its

 pretensions to being a world power. The British stand during the June 1967 war
 marked the realignment. Initially the prime minister, Harold Wilson, and his for-

 eign secretary, George Brown, wished to place British aircraft carriers alongside
 their US counterparts in the eastern Mediterranean and the Red Sea, and favoured

 international action to open the straits of Tiran. But that could have led to an
 economic boycott of Britain by Arab oil producers. In the end, British diplomats

 let the United States know that 'the Israelis going it alone successfully might be the

 best option' (p. 291). The safest option for the Western powers was to let the
 Israelis defeat Nasser without help from the West. This defeat of Nasser was the
 prerequisite for the withdrawal of British forces from the Gulf. In the view of

 McNamara: 'The beginning of 1968, with the confirmation of Britain's relinquish-

 ment of its east-of-Suez role, signified the end of its "moment" in the Middle East'

 (p. 291).
 This is a pioneering and important study that should be of interest not only to

 historians, but also to those trying to understand the present Middle East
 dilemma. It is extensively researched, lucidly written, and refreshingly free from

 jargon and theories.

 University of Wales, Aberystwyth Ritchie Ovendale
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