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he London session of the Council of

Foreign Ministers in September 1945

can be catalogued as a landmark of the
origins of the cold war but, surprisingly, it has
not reccived the attentions it deserved. While
historians repeatedly acknowtedged its role as
a symbol of the rapid degradation in inter-
Allied relations, it was very often dismissed as
a secondary development; its details were
neglected or, even worse, were distorted to it
different sets of inierpretations about “atomic
diplomacy™, Soviet reactive policies, etc.

The CI'M as an institution was largely
born out of American fears and visions about
and of the post-war world. The Council was
the best possible compromise between the
different sets of pressures which influenced
the decision to create it. 1t was meant to
become a Great-Power forum which was
supposed 1o take the burden of peacemaking
off the shoulders of the UN. Moreover, the
State Department wanted to avoid repeating
what 1t saw as the fundamental flaws of the
Versailles Peace: the unwanted inclusion of
medium and small Powers, the prolonged
negotiations, the invelvement of the Heads of
State. The U.S. officials were also interested
in applying the lessons if the inter-Allied
negotiations during the last war: the partial
tailure of the European Advisory Commission
for Jack of pelitical weight. difficulties in
negotiating with anvone other than Stalin or

Molotov.  Equally, the Council was an
opportunity for high-level personal
diplomacy.

In the end, however, the Council was
crushed under the weight of the peacemaking
agenda as the three main Allies entered the
post-war period unable to agree
unambiguousty upon several basic principles

which were o govern their  posi-bellum
behaviour. Yalta and Potsdam were exercises
m ambiguity and even what should have been
a straightforward act — the foundation of the
Council of Foreign Ministers — was marred by
hurried negotiations, major differences, and an
ever-present willimgness to paper over those
misunderstandings, cven when they were
poised to generate more trouble later. Thus for
example the procedural stalemate which
provided the formal explanation of the
Lendon Conference’s failure was really the
result of a fifteen minutes meeting in Potsdam
between Molotov, Byrnes, and Fden on 20
July 1945 during which the Anglo-American
representatives failed to grasp the differences
between the negotiations of the past few days
and the written agrecment which resulted from
the lightning meeting.’

Since the Potsdam Confercnce did not set
clear limits for the Council’s agenda and the
pcacemaking  process  had  much  larger
implications for the configuration of the post-
war world, the negotiation of the peace
treaties became intertwined with issues which
brought tnta the discussion the very nature of
the relationship between Soviet Russia and the
West: the future of Eastern Europe could not
be scparated from the problem of the Allied
control in Japan, the so-called “Angio-Soviet
cold war” in Turkey and Iran,” the British
attempts 1o organise @ Western European

system  or the issue of atomic encrey.

Furthermore, as 1t was bound to happen,
difficultics in one peace treaty bore upon all
others, leaving British officiats, {or example,
te wonder whether Soviet demands in North
Africa were genuine or whether they were
lactical responses to the Western activism in
Romania and Bulgaria.
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The failure in London was the corollary of
Roosevell's equivecal legacy for inter-Allied
relations  as  svimbolized by the Yalia
Dectaration on Liberated Europe. Despite the
stll  persistent image, Roosevelt did  not
entertain illusions about Soviet behavicur in
Fastern Furope, but he heped that a continued
show of goodwill would in the end moderate
that behavieur. In addition. Roosevelt had a

much more nuanced view on spheres of

influence than he led the Soviets or his own
officials to believe.® Although Roosevelt's
prestige and authority would have given him
more space to manceuvre after May 1945,
later debates about what Roesevelt would
have done had he lived were almost entirely
futile since the Truman administration acted m
a completely different context: victory in
Furope was past while Soviet conduct in
Poland and Remania or towards Turkey raised
questions about the future.,

Initially, the negotiation of the pecace
treaties and the carrying out of the Yalta
Declaration were approached separately, but
the American refusal to extend diplomatic
recognition to the new regimes in Bulgaria,
Hungary, and Romania blurred any previous
distinctions.” The failure at Potsdam to do more
than simply acknowledge the divergences
regarding the representative character of the
governments in question and the status of the
Allied Control Cormmissions meant that the
CFM was now forced to deal with them.
Additionally, the Sovict refusal to discuss the
political ¢risis in  Romania, a “liberated
territory” transferred to the Council the entire
debate concerning the reorganization of the
Allied Control Commissions, as well as their
agenda. As a  consequence, the Council
became, at least during its l.ondon session a
substitute for the projected Emergency High
Commission for Liberated FEurope,” a
development resented by the Soviets who
feared a potentially hostile majority in the
Council, an unwelcome prospect as 1t could
entangle Soviet strategy in Eastern Lurope.

The central dilemma for the Angle-
Americans  was  how to  preserve the
cooperation with the Soviets while redefining
its terms. They had alrcady tried it at Potsdam,

but the risk of complete failure had been
unacceptably  high,  The  Soviets had  a
somewhat simifar dilermima since the creation
of a belt of “friendiv” states raised severat
questions. How were relations with the ex-’
allies 10 bhe managed so that the Soviet
objectives  in LFastern  Europe  would  be
recognizedt as legitimate and would not lead, at
Jeast in the short term, to a complete collapse of
the Grand Alliance? Secondly, how was Soviet
control going to be imposed so as o prevent
potential  civil conflicts which would have
made very dangerous even a very limited
Western intervention?” Preserving at least the
semblance of cooperation with the Anglo-
Americans would be essential if the right
answers were (0 be found. Implicitly, the peace
treaties offered themsclves o large part of these
answers: they would have legitimized both
Soviet objectives and the nstruments used to
futfit  them  {pro-Soviet  governments,
reparations, military  presence).  Achieving
diplomatic  recognition  for the Romanian,
Bulgarian and  Hungarian  governments
represented the nucleus of the Soviet agenda
for London, but this was far from being the
sole aim; Stalin wanted also to pursue the goal
of a Sovict presence in North Africa, to get the
largest possible share of the Halian reparations.
to support Yugoslav territorial demands, to
accelerate the repatriation of Soviet citizens.

One of the most persistent hurdies on the
way towards a compromise in Eastern Furope
was the Seviet leadership’s inability {o grasp
the significance of Lastern Ewope for inter-
Allied relations. During the private meetings
Moletov had with Byrnes in London the
Soviet Foreign Minister repeatedly proclammed
his conviction that a hidden agenda was
behind the Anglo-American attempts to force
Groza’s resignation.  There is much to the
argument that all these were firstly part of the
negotiating tactics used by the astute Soviet
minister, but we can also ask ourselves if the
Soviet leadership really understood the impact
Russian policies in Eastern Europe had on the
survival of the Grand Alliance.

In effect the Eastern European objectives
of the two camps were irreconcilable n two
cases: i the Anglo-Saxens aimed at recreating
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the cordon sanaie on the Western borders
of the Soviet Umon or 1f the latter intended to
bolshevize the region.” The COmMpromise
solution —a Soviet open sphere of influence —
could offer but an extremely fragile basis for
negotiation, especially if we take into account
the traditional enmity between Russta/Soviet
Union and its Western ncighbours, the latter’s
political configuration® as well as the nature of
the Stalinist system itself. The mixture of
ideological isolationism and drive towards
international recognition of its Great Power
status, of “ideological purity™ and territorial
expansion (1t didnt matter if the final
objective was achieving security or exporting
revolution — the two were complementary, not
mutually exclusive) meant that an autonemous
Eastern Europe was not reallv a choice for
Russia. The Soviet Union strove 1o establish a
“geo-ideological” security zonc in Fastern
Furope.” Furthermore, during a period of
economic prosiration and Amecrican atomic
monopoly. the concept of an open sphere was
bound to be nonsensical for the Soviets. Thus,
lacking cconomic power on a scale
comparable to that of the United States and
being patently unable to offer an appealing
tdcological model, the Soviet Union could not
atford such an “enlightened” sphere of
influence.'

As for the Western readiness to accept the
creation of an open Soviet sphere, it has been
recurrently signalled both by Churchill and
Roosevelt, although this acceptance was
conditioned by  Soviet  tactfulness  in
establishing and strengthening it."' Soviet
orutality in Poland. Romania, and Bulgaria not
only made inter-Ailied relations more difficult
10 manage, but bode future trouble as the
question of Soviet real intentions regained its
urgency. To put it succinctly, a completely
subservient Eastern Europe could be very well
a sceunity belt, but it could alse very easily
become a springboard for future ageression.

Both the American and British officials
acknowledged their own inability to exert
direct influence on developments in regions
close to the Soviet border. They could not
challenge Soviet authority in Eastern Europe;
they could only attempt to modify the nature

of that authoritv.'® Fram this point of view,
American  policy  was  verv  consistent
throughout most of 1943 as the intention 1o
discuss in London the issue of the Romanian
and “Bulgarian governments was simply a
continuation of the propesals for tripartite
responsibility in liberated territorics. Refusing
to grant diplomatic recognition to the Soviet-
backed governments in Bucharest and Sofia
meant using diplomatic instruments in order to
modify  Soviet behaviour and set certain
acceptable Timits, to “dilute”™ what threatened
to become a hermetically closed sphere of
influence.

At the same time Angio-Amcrican
strategy and arguments were never laken o
their logical conclusion, beyond requesting the
reorganization of East European governments
and free elections.™ Was such an open sphere
compatible with the medium and long-term
preservation of Soviet influence in the region?
What would happen if these clections were
won not necessarily by anti-Soviet forces, but
by political parties traditionally favourable to
the West? The only way out of this
conundrum would have been the guarantee
that these pro-Western forces would maintain
a friendly attitude towards the Soviet Union. It
was not mmpossible since any realist, would
have understood that the balance of power in
Eastern Europe had shifted dramatically in
favour of the USSR, but it was unlikely
govern the polarized political climate. To
allow an autonomous political evolation
would have meant to risk rclegating the
Communist partics to the background and
imphicitly lose the only wrustable guarantec.
These  fundamental  questions  remained
unanswered and, in some cases, they were
never asked in the first place.™

An open Soviet sphere of influence would
have required a fundamental change of the
Soviet system itself. lLacking this. Soviet
Union's  central  aim in most  hberated

territories was the establishment of absolute
control.”” The paranoiac suspicion and the
tendency to see behind anv Western action the
same  absolute cynicism that was its own
defining characteristic prevented the Soviet
leadership from reaching a compromise on
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this issue.’® Soviet behaviour in areas it
controlled dircctly could onlv be a rephica of
its pohitical culture and environment.

Things were not made casier by the
absence of any wartime agreement regarding
the himits and nature of the Soviet sphere of
influence, each of the two sides feeling frec o
construe the vague informal arrangements.”’
The Jatter had to meet simultaneously the
demands of Western domestic politics and the
requirements of Grand Alliance politics and
meet they did but the result was that the
American  public  opinton  expected  free
clections in Eastern Europe while the Soviets
believed they had a free hand.'® The burden of
this ambiguity was to prove fatal once the
common enemy was no longer.

On the other hand, Soviet policies, if they
were meant to ensure continued cooperation
with the Allies, could hardly be more
inopportune  as  they were not mercly

Atomic Diplomacy?

Revisionist historian™ stated again and
again that the CFM London session in
September-October 1945 was no less than an
attempt to permeate the Soviet sphere with the
help of American atomic menopoly. In reality,
although far less dramatic, the main diplomatic
weapon used in London was simply the refusal
to grant recognition to the Romanian and
Bulgarian governments and the implicit refusal
to sign peace treaties. J'rom this point of view
American actions were consistent with the
attitudes of the pre-atomic age.

This does not mean that the atom bomb
did not play a role in overrating the
effectiveness of the American strategy in
London (although one would have to doubt if
there ever was such a strategy in London) and
in making Soviet policy  even more
unvielding,  The verv existence of the
revolutionary weapen probably had a greater
impact on Soviet bchaviour; the American
diplomatic aggressiveness was considered the
direct result. Molotov’s refusal 1o grant even
the slightest concession can be interpreted as
part of a preventive attack intended to
counterbalance the diplomatic consequences

conceived to counter any interfercnce in its
own sphere of influence, even at the price of
destraving any appearance of cooperation, but
o dispute the dominant position the other
Great Powers enjoved in regions they thought
vital for their sccurity, Even if the rcasons
were arguably defensive or tactic, the British
and Amcricans were bound to sce them as
indications of a pattern already revealed i
Fastern Europe. :
For many Westerners the very creation of
the CI'M signalled the Soviets” willingness to
continue collaborating with Britain and the
United States. But since the new organization
was “condemned” to address the guestion of
the Romanian, Bulgarian and Hungarian
governments’ representativeness, the Council
was  responsible  for  redefining  the
fundamentals of the Grand Alliance. Thus the
viability of the new international order was
going to be put to the test for the first time."”

of the bamb. Therefore Stalin decided to greet
the American atomic monopoly with a
mixture of arrogance and derision”’ and the
London  Conference offered the ideal
environment.  Molotov’s  behaviour  was
described as “reverse atomic psvchology™: the
Soviet Forcign Minister repeatedly ridiculed
the significance of the atomic bomb, even
stating while supposedly inebriate “We have it
[the atomic bomb]”.  Otherwise Soviet
officials failed to manifest pubhlicly any
concern for the American atomic monopoly,
refrained from identifying it as a threat to
Sovict security and did not denounced the US
for pursuing an “atomic diplomacy”.”
Nonctheless, with or without atomic
weapons, denying recognition to the three
East Luropean governments put American
policy on a direct collision course with the
Soviets especiaily so if we agrec that onc of
Stalin’s central objectives was to provide
diplomatic  protection to the still frail
communist or pro-communist regimes in the
area.” The Secretarv of State could not
envisage using the threat of nuclear war, but
could hope to use the prospect of an
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internattonal system for the control of atomic
cnergy — or the Jack of it*' — (o extract
concessions on the peace arrangements in
Europe.  Byrnes  appliecd  both  sivategies
throughout the last months of 1945,

The decision to use the A-bomb against
Japan  was  overwhelmingly 2 military
decision.  Bymes™  opinions  about  the
diplomatic advantages of the new weapon —
not at all unnatural since he was icading the
American diplomatic apparatus — were not
debated within the administration before
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.” An announcement
to the world regarding Washington’s intention
to cstablish an international regime for the
control of atomic cnergy was simply an
impossibility  govern the  brief  interval
between the first atomic explosions and the
London CFM session as it would have
entailed preliminary discussions with the
British, and, more importanily, sccuring a
favourablc  consensus  both  within  the
admintstration and  the Congress. This
however should not obscure the fact that at the
beginning of September there were important
members of the administration who warned
against delaying an atomic agreement as it
would have a devastating effect on current
American-Sovict relations.

Since Stalin saw the A-bomb as upsctting
the military-diplomatic balance, anv American
display of doggedness in London was bound
to be Interpreted as “atomic diplomacy”. His
initial reaction to Truman’s announcement in
Potsdam showed this much.”® Whether or not
Byrnes had an atomic bomb “in the pocket”,
Soviet behaviour during the London session
would be the same.

iFurthermore, some  historians  displaved
the tendency to approach the behaviour of the
American delegation in London in a rather
reductionist manner, all in an attempt to give
credibility to the concept of an “atomic
diplomacy”™. But, as this article will try to
demonstrate,  American  policy  evolved
significantly both between the climax of the
political crisis in Bulgaria and Romania and
the beginning of the London session and
throughout the Conference. During the last
days of the meeting the States Secretary did

evervihing possible to avoid a failure, even at
the price of completely reversing his initial
stance.

fn conclusion. “atomic diplemacv® seems
too powerful a phrase®’ Al the same time
there s no doubt that the two atomic blasts
represented a crucial part of the background
because the very existence of the new weapon
(an inescapable reality) scemed to offer an
implicit advantage te those who possessed its
seeret, while the Soviets were determined not
10 budge for fear that any concession would
create the impression that the impact of the
American atomic monopoly was felt even
within the walls of the Kremlin.=*

The first CFM scssion began on 11
September 1945 and ended in total stalemate
an the October 2", The main delegations were
lead by some of the central characters of the
era. In what was, at least for the American
Secretary of States, an exercise in personal
diplomacy, their different personalitics could
not but play a crucial role, as did their
positioning in the domestic power structure:
Byrnes, the consummate practitioner of the art
of compromise, the could-have-been president
who had to reconcile with the role of could-be
universal peacemaker, hostile to the Stated
Departiment  bureaucracy and  having  a
complicated  relationship  with  president
Truman:* Bevin, the anticommunist trade-
unionist, defender of British imperial interests,
hot-tempered and sometimes liable to fall into
Molotov’s traps: the Soviet Toreign Minister,
imperturbable, almost inhuman in his ability
to hide any emotion, absolutely loval to his
leader but a target nonetheless for his master's
efforts to reassert his authority. Unfortunately
for them, Byrnes. Bevin and Bidault did not
fully understand that Stalin’s control in
foreign affairs was total or that Molotov was
by ne means an autonomous actor. Even when
Stalin rejected at the end of September
Truman’s and Attlec’s appeals for & more
conciliatory stance, the general impression
was that the Soviet leader was in fact the
prisoner of his Foreign Minister’s inflexibility.

The  preparatory  activity  began  in

Washington and London immediatcly after the
end of the Potsdam meeting and revealed the
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existence of a certain amount of optimism on
both sides of the Atlantic. This state of mind

was certainly misplaced since a great part of

the success in Potsdam was duc to the
possibility of deferring of some of the thomy
issues 1o the Council of Foreign Ministers.
This optimism was far from being unanimous.
As the French ambassador observed, some
British officials had concluded after the Berlin
Conference tat the “negotiations have been
extremely unwicldy and the solutions to many
of the problems will have 1o be reached by the
Conference of the Foreign Ministers, the
creation of which was the most visible success
of the meeting, if not the only one™™
However, the Foreign Office hoped, tfor
example, to reach an agreement on the general
fines of the treaty with Hhaly after a few
meetings,”'  while the State Depariment
devoted great energy to organizing the work
of the special deputies of the Foreign
Ministers, cxpecting evidently that the latier
were going to reach a compromise fairly
easily. During the trip to l.ondon, Byrnes told
a journalist that it would take three weeks at
most 1o rcason the Saviets out™ On 8
September 1945, during a mecting with the
Soviet chargé daffaires. Novikov, Dean
Acheson, recently appointed Undersecretary
of State, stated that Bymes hoped to be back
in Washington after two or three weeks, while
the Soviet diplomat preferred to be more
cautious. Given the outcome of the wartime
inter-Allied negotiations it is probable that
Stalin and Molotov were themselves fairly
confident

Anglo-American  optimism may scem
excessive in retrospect, but the ILonden
Conference was to prove il many ways a new
experience. They had to face up to the post-
war realities and had to deal with an
increasingly uncompromising Soviet position
at a time when they felt they had gone as far
as thev could to reach a compromise. The
American upbeat attitude was at least partly
responsibie for the US failure to reach a
preliminary understanding with the British,
The other reason was the effort to avoid the
common charges ecmanating  from the
Congress for subordinating US policy to

British  interest and the routine  Soviet
accusations  of  ganging-up.  Nonetheless,

throughout the conference the appearance of
unity was maintained thanks to the constant
British attempts to bring the two foreign
policies nto line as an antidote to the rising
tensions between Great Britain and Russia.™
Exploitation of the [failure 1o present a
common Anglo-American {ront represents the
most satisfactory explanation for the all-out
Soviet offensive agamst British interests in the
Mediterranean.  Anglo-Amecrican  disunity
could be exposed if only the Americans’
refusal to support British imperial interests
could be brought to the surface.

Obviously, from Whitehall’s point of view
the main point of interest on the agenda was
the peace treaty with Italy. While many
British officials believed that nothing could
come of any efforts to counter Soviet policy in
the Balkans, in Italy no effort was to be spared
in crder to avoid the situation developing on .
the same pattern. Any Sovict mvolvement in
Italian affairs was unwelcome even 1f this
meant giving up having any say in Bulgaria,
Hungary or Romania. At least this 1s what
general Alexander, Allicd commander of the
Mediterranean theatre thought™ Such a guid
pro guo was highly unlikely. After the
Bulgarian ~political crisis had reached its
climax at the end of August with the
postponement of the elections, Bevin was
determined to break the vicious circle which
made any Soviet concessions in [ltalty on
Western compliance i LEastern Eurcpe. A
scparate peace treaty with ltaly offered one
possible answer.” This apparent
determination  underlines  one of  the
fundamental ambiguities of the British policy
in Europe in the aftermath of the Second
World War because Bevin's reaction lends
itself to a twofold interpretation, although the
practical consequences were essentially the
same: cither as acquiescence of Europe’s
division or as a rejection of spheres of
influence coupied with an admission that
Fastern Europe was beyond Britain’s reach.
Countless contemporary British  documents
contain implicit references 1o the spheres of
responsibility in Europe. Nevertheless, a
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substantial ambiguity survived as there was a
fundamental  contradiction  between  the
messages that the Forcign Office exchanged
with  British  representatives  in - Romania,
Hungary and Bulgaria and British diplomats’
activism on the one hand and the tendency to
pursuc a “quict diplomacy™ in the area on the
other hand.

Two main causes account for this lack of
precision: firstly, the certainty the policy of
Soviet exclusion from Haly was inherently
weakened by pursuimg an active policy in the
Balkans; sccondly, the perceived nced to
foltow the American lead in Fastern Europe.
Even if the cffectiveness of the American
policies was considercd doubtful and there
were risks involved, British officials saw even
greater risks in proceeding independently.

The peace treaties with German's ex-
satetlites had the potential to undermine the
post-war relations between the three Great
Powers. The requirements of alliance politics
had temporarily silenced the disagreements
regarding Eastern Europe-and. after all, “the
Balkan states played a relatively small role in
inter-Allied rclations for the greater part of the
war” " The Potsdam decision to give priority
to the peace treaties with Italy and Germany’s
ex-satellites dramatically reversed the situation
and placed the Balkans states at the centre of
the first post-war test of inter-Allied relations.

The US  perseverance -~ entirely
predictable grven the talks in Potsdam — in
refusing diplomatic recognition to the ex-

enemy  governments  gamed  renewed
significance  as  the polittcal  conditions
deteriorated, especially  in  Romania  and

Bulgarza. While in the case of the former the
Potsdam  Conference  encouraged  the
opposttion parties and the King in their belief
that the Anglo-Americans were going to
support a change of government, in Bulgaria
things were bound to come to a head with the
approach and then postponement of the
electons  scheduled for August 24, The
postponement of the Bulgarian vote and the
American role m the onset of the Romanian
constitutional crisis are vital in any attempt to
understand US policy during the London
Conference.

Somewhat dissatisfied bv his
government's  passivity  and
improbability of Weslern actions to prevent
fraudulent elections taking place in Bulgaria,
Harriman wrote back 1o Washington on 9
Scptember 1945 that the United States should
at least follow the British example and pass to
the press relevant information to the press.
think this is the least we can do.”

Things wetre not however as grim as the
British and American ambassadors saw them
from Moscow. On the previous dav British
Foreign Secretary Bevin asked Balfour, the
charge d’attaires in Washington, to convey to
the State Department Britain’s intention to
intervene in the Bulgarian political crisis and
to ask for American support. Current clectoral
law in Bulgaria was unacceptable and the
resuiting government could not be recognized.
All these should be stated very clearly and
publicly, thought Bevin. In spite of this British
attitude  was far from unequivocal. The
Foreign Secretary emphasized that refusing to
recognize the Bulgarian government  “as
representative” did not and should not affect
de facto relations. The latter operated in the
realm of practical considerations.™

Although encouraging, the rejoinder from
Washington showed that the State Department
intended to follow a paralle] line. Balfour
found out the next day during a meeting with
Dunn, Byrnes” future deputy in the Councit of
Foreign  Ministers, that the Americans
envisaged sending a protest note themselves,
even it the general situation in Bulgaria and
not the flaws of the electoral legislation
provided the main argument for refusing to
recognize the government thus clected. While
Dunn’s memo to Byrnes after the meeting
simply recommended action before  the
elections,  Balfour’s  version  of  the
conversation offered an explanation for the
American choice: avoiding references to the
non-democratic electoral legislation left the
door open for a subsequent recognition of the
government.” The State Department did not
want 1o take step which could have hindered a
compromise,

During the two days that followed Byrnes
ok the decision to communicate to the

aiven  the
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authorities in Sefia that the United States was
unable to recognize the government which
would have resulted from the elections and the
American representatives acted accordingly
on 13 August. The aim however was not only
to warn Sofia of post-electoral ditficuities, but
also to achieve an immediate influence on the
course of the political struggle in Bulgana.
The major divergences between Moscow and
Washington could not be more flagrant when
on 14 August generat Biriusov, the president
of the Allied Control Commission, notified

the Bulgarian government of the  Soviet
.. . . . 4

decision to renew diplomatic relations.”' In

this way the Soviets were positioning

themselves for the Lendeon Conference. and.
mere urgently, they tried to counter the jmpact
of the American note on the government of
the Fatherland Front,

The prompt reaction in  Washington
caught the Foreign Office off-balance, but,
given Bevin’s preoccupation to ensure a
coordinated  Anglo-American  policy in
Fastern Lurope, the response was equally
swift, On 20 August Bevin criticized
vehemently the situation in Bulgaria and a
note to Sofia announcing London’s decision to
deny recognition to any government resulted
from the elections followed immediately.

One must not discount the importance of
pressures coming from the periphery, from the
British diplomats in  Bulgaria. Houston-
Boswall, the British politic representative in
Sofia, was able to portray the situation in
terms of a conflict between democracy and
tota)itarianism which was about to reach a
decisive stage. Consequently, a determined
Western reaction could be equally decisive.
Houston-Boswall was arguably right when he
stated that the crisis in Bulgaria represented a
unigue opportunity, The Soviets could counter
the political stalemate and  the Western
pressures only through a forceful and plamly
visible intervention, but “it 15 a well-known
fiction {to which the Russians adhere very
pertinaciousiy) that the USSR, which operates
by fifth-column  methods through local
Communists, never interferes with the internal
affairs of another countrv™,*

The British eftorts to align the two
countries’ policies were met with indifference
at the State Department. Balfour's official
demarche on 9 August received an official
reply on 20 August, in fact a public statement
already two days old.*

US actions throughout the following
weeks and the constant lack of preliminary
consultations led to an increasingly tensed
relationship between Bevin and Byrnes which
would reach its low point in Moscow n
December 1945, When, on 24 August, Bevin
warned Byres that “the time has come to
decide whether or not to acquiesce in this
block of [East European] couniries remaining
indefinitely in the Soviet sphere of influence™
and that it was vital to find the right
instruments 1o achieve such objectives, his
irritation was apparent:

“Fhere is a danger that uncoordinated
methods of handling this very delicate
and important problem may lead to the
two Governments failing to combine
their policies to the greatest advantage.
As an example in point, the United
States  Government took a separatc
initiative in Roumania against the Groza
Government. In Bulgaria, although a
joint policy was in essentials agreed
upon, the United States political
representative acted  somewhat i
advance of His Majesty’s Government
in regard to the coming elections. It
seems clear that in challenging. as the
American and British  Governments
have done, the predominant position
which the Soviet Government was built
up for jtsell in these twe countries, the
two Governments are embarking upen a
course which will call for the most
carcful navigation.”"

The intention at the top of the Foreign
Office to set clear objectives, ind appropriate
instruments and establish how far the Anglo-
Americans were able or willing to go in
confronting the Russians wus reasonable
enough, but the absence of a reply from
Washington was more than anyihing else a
consequence of the fact that Byvmes did not
have the answers and was not really exerting
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himsel 1o find anv. How far were the Western
Allics supposed to go was an issuc that Byrnes
was forced 1o confrom that very dav. Faced
with Barnes™ desperate pleas for action and
before receiving news about the Bulgarian
government’s  decision  to postpone  the
clectuons, the State Seeretary informed him
that the “[State] Department is not making
representations to Moscow nor can it support
vour action.™

Faced with this  apparently  coherent
Anglo-American front, dealing with a political
cnisis which prevented them from maintaining
even the appearance of democratic practices,
aware that such a concession was only
temporary and could be of tactical utility, the
Soviets accepted, to the surprise of the
Bulgarian  Communists, to  postpone  the
clections, hoping thercby to undermine the
Western  refusal  to extend  diplomatic
recognition to the Romanian, Bulgarian, and
Hungarian governments.*® Soviel objectives
revealed themselves throughout the
conversations: the setback was in reality a
minor one; the real important issuc  was
preserving the structure of the government in
Softa.  Acknowledging the  fundamental
weakness of the Western position in Bulgaria,
Stalin observed that the Bulgarian opposition
had to be allowed to manifest itself if this was
the price to pay In order to avoid a breakdown
in inter-Allied relations.” At the same time,
Bulgaria provided an important lesson for the
Soviet leaders as to the negative impact a
convergence between Western pressures and
domestic political crisis could have.

Arguably more important was the Anglo-
American analvsis of the Soviet decision as it
was vital in moulding the Western policies
during the London session of the CIFM.
Reactions in Washington and London were
substantially different. The Foreign Office
admitted  that the  postponement  of  the
Bulgarian elections was “more than we had
expected”, but warned that it was only a small
step forward. One of the possible results could
be elections “held in a few weeks’ time with
the simple difference that the irregularities are
more  effectively  camouflaged.™™ It was
without a doubt a setback for the Soviel Union

and the Bidgarian communists, but it was
cqually obvious that the Soviet policy was
essentially unaltered.™

On 30 August the State  Departimem
delivered 1ts own evaluation of the wemparary
outcome of the Bulgarian crisis. Barnes could
find out that despite British reticence officials
m Washington “fect that the moral effect of
postponement not only in Bulgaria but also
throughout the Balkans will contribute greatly
to development of events in that {democratic)
direction and we are conscquently anxious
that no subscquent steps be taken which might
detract from that victory?.™" Thus officials in
Washington, including state Secretary Byrnes,
expectedt this “victory™ 1o have a regional
empact and overestimated the importance of
Western  actions  in - forcing  a Soviet
concession. This largely explains American
tirmness during the first dayvs of the London
Conference. At the same time, Bvrnes’
message to Bymes on 24 August revealed
alrcady how far the United States was willing
to go in confronting the Sovicts. Choosing the
“victory” in Bulgaria as a probable precedent
for subsequent  evolution  of  Romania,
Hungary or Bulgaria, Byvrnes disregarded the
fact that the complete stalemate in Romania
could wverv  well play the same role.
Accordingly, the “temporary setback”™ for the
Soviets in Bulgaria became in the wecks that
fallowed the foundation for the US policy
towards the defeated states in Eastern Europe.

In a sensc the American analysis was
correet. It the combination between external
pressures and domestic crisis was the most
clfective instrument the Western Powers had
at their disposal then the negotiations for the
peace treaties offered the ideal environment to
exert those pressures. Both the merits and
himits of such a policy were clearly visible: the
raptd conclusion of the peace treaties was a
sensttive issue for the Soviets and denving
them to the pro-Soviet governments in Sofia,
Bucharest or  Budapest  could  encourage
opposition forces. But it this was in all
probability  the  right  moment  since  the
domestic  political crisis in Bulgaria and
Romania  created o  window of  Sovict

vulnerability — and it was more fictitious than
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real — this did not Justity choosing the
Bulgarian case as a pattern for the future while
jgnoring  Soviet success in blocking  any
change in Romania. §
Moreover, the success in Bulgaria made a
success in Romania cven Jess likely. As one

British ofticial argued at the beginning of

September, just before the start of the CFM 1n
Londen, the postponement of the Bulgarian
elections  provided the most  unfavourable
background 1o the negotiations in J.ondon since
the Soviets could not allow their momentary
failure in Bulgaria to set an example for other
states in the area and especially in Romania
where their security interests were vital”' Five
davs before the London Conference, Clark
Kerr, the British ambassador in Moscow wrote
to IBevin that the extraordmmary American
power explained Stalin’s relative moderation in
Bulgaria and Romania during the past few
weeks, but warned his Minister that the
Russians “de not intend to let the Balkan
situation to get out of hand. ™

This reading of the events was reinforced
by the generalized British  scepticism
regarding the real significance of the “victory”
in Bulgaria.  The  different  political
configuration n Romania would have
prevented the Soviets form making similar
concessions as thewr position and that of the
Romanian Communist Party would have been
unacceptably weakened.

The case of Romania 1s perhaps more
telling. The American diplomats played a
crucial role in  the outbreak of the
constitutional crisis caused by Prime Minister
Groza’s refusal to resign in August 1945,
Even before that Remania had played an
increasingly  important role in Sovict-
American relations and, after Potsdam, it
fargelv replaced Poland as a test case for
Soviet intentions in Europe.™

The political crisis in Romania was In
many ways a micrecosm of American policy
in Izastern Europe, of the conflict between the
American global strategy built on the principle
of US-Sovict cooperation and  American
policies in areas where Soviet behaviour ran
directly counter to this strategy. More than
anything clse however, it was a test for the

discrepancy between declared American aims
and means avatlable 1o achieve them. In
Romania oo the tensions had  reached
unprecedented  levels. The monarchy  was
highlv popuiar and had the potential to play a
critical role, the waditional partics were still
powerful while the relations between  the
Communists —and  their  fellow-travellers
(mainly  Social-Democrats)  worsened. A
defeat for the Romanian Communists —
Groza's resignation — so soon  after the
postponement of the elections m Bulgaria
would have created an inadmissible situation
from the point of view of Soviet interests in
Lastern Europe.

All these made even more important the
question ot how far the American initiatives
should go. [mmediatety after the Potsdam
Conference. the State Secretary was warned by
the political representative  in Romania,
Melbourne, that the Romanians believed the
interval up io the London Conference to be
crucial. In the same message the American
diplomat confinmed that the King would take
no initiative it Anglo-American support was
not f‘br’[hcoming.54 At that time, the instructions
issued by the State Department on 21 June
1945 continued to govern the the political
representative’s actions.™ It meant among other
things forgoing the political crisis in Romania
as an assct for the coming negotiations in
Potsdam. The failure to rcach a compromise
changed the situation dramatically.

Byrnes wanted to bring again the situation
in Romania to the fore of inter-Ailted
negotiations. A renewed political crisis would
have allowed him to link two cssentially
separate issues — the peace treaty and the
domestic crisis in Romania — and to overcome
the expected Soviet retusal to discussing the
fatc  of the government in  Bucharest.
Nonectheless the State Secrctary was not
impervious to one vital factor: their close
association  with  the  Western  powers
represented for the time being a source of
vulnerability for the Romanian opposition
partics. These contlicting pressures led to
vacillations and a new set of ambiguous
instructions for Meibourne:™ the outbreak of a
crisis was 1o be encouraged but the American
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involvement had 1o remain inconspicuous.
Groza’s firm refusal o resign and the staunch

Soviet support rapidiv exposed the limits of

the American initiative and, on 25 Augusl,
when  the crisis was reaching its climax
Byrnes asked Melbourne o avoid any contacts

- . 1. 57 -
with  Romanian  leaders. Byrnes  was

therefore fully aware that any degree of

identification between  the  opposition  in
Romania and the Western Powers could only
force the Seviets 1o identify themselves with
the fate of the Romanian Communists. The
confrontation  developed  quickly  into  a
domestic  and  international  stalemate.
Washington™s repeated attempts to call upon
the Yalta Declaration on Liberated Europe
failed, but in a sense Byrnes knew he did not
have to worry: the Sovicts would not be able
to avoid the Romanian issue during the
London Conference.

Throughout this whole period British
policy i South-East Europe was built on a
paradex: the initiative was being relinquished
to the Americans while at the same time
Britain  was  trving 10 guide  Amecrican
activism. Bevin was certainly mindful that the
two Western Powers — and especially Britain
— could not have viable scparate policies in
Eastern  Europe. Britain’s was the end
corollary of a plurality of influences and one
of the most powerful was without a doubt the
American attitude. Things were nonetheless
mere complicated. The decision to follow the
American lead in Bulgaria, Romania and
Hungary did not end the debate within the
British government as to the ultimate Russian
objectives in those countries. The ever-present
ambiguity towards the Soviet Unijon continued
unabated.

If one tried to define Whitchall® frame of

mind on this specific issue using a single
word, it would have to be “scepticism?,
Scepticism  zbout  the Soviet desire  to

cooperate, scepticism about the possibility of

pursuing a substantive Anglo-American policy
in Eastern Lurope, and scepticism about the
approach the State Department had chosen.
The revival of the Yalta Declaration scemed
to the Foreizn Office to be a lost cause and
could do more harm than good since any such

attempt  would  only cxpose Western
impotence in the area™ As we have already
shown, while the State Departiment tended (o
emphasize the significance of the “Bulgarian
victory” and its value as a precedent, the
Foreign Office officials believed that the
Soviets could not allow it to become a
precedent, They were also more acutely aware
of the immediate consequence such Western
initiatives  could have for the democratic
opposition forces. Bevin explained his own
scepticism in a telegram to Le Rougetel, the
British political representative in Romania. on
18 August 1945:

“I have been reluctant to authorise
you to  give any advice or
encouragement to the King and the
opposition parly leaders because we
should be quite unable to protect them
from the consequences of an attempt,
constitutional or otherwise, to overthrow
the present Government. Even though
the Americans are now intervening
vigorously 1n Romanian internal affairs
we  ostill cannot assume  this
responsibility.=*

Conflicting signals coming from British
diplomatic representatives in the region and
from the Americans increased the_uncertainty.
The fact that before the Potsdam Conference
the preferred strategy for the British had been
the rapid conclusion of peace treatics — the
exact opposite of the American option — did
not help very much. British officials hoped
that one the treaties were signed the Soviet
troops would withdraw and the countries in
question would regain a reasonable degree of
autonomy.”® How the Soviets could be
determined to accept peacc treaties which
undermined their interests in the long run they
did not say.

The Foreign Office had been baffled to
find out that the Americans were pursuing a
policy 1t saw as incffective and cven
dangerous. Delayving the peace treaties could
only push the regimes in questions on the road
towards totalitarianism.. The  decision (o

pursue an independent line at Potsdam was
confirmed by Halifax, the ambassador in
Washington, a dav beforc the start of the
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Conlerence when he wrote to Eden that the
State Department had not even considered the
possibility of failing in their diplomatic
offensive ™ Despite this  Anglo-American
differences were never ajlowed to come to the
surface  and in  the end the British
independence of thought did not manifest
itself throughout the Conference.

As we have already stated, the Americans
were right to insist that the peace treaties
offered a onc of a kind opportunity to cxert
pressure on the three regimes, even it they
overestimated their effectiveness. At the same
time, the sceptics in the Foreign Office were
also right to insist that the Soviet sphere could
not be opened if the Angle-American insisted
on using an instrument — the conclusion of the
peace treatics and implicitly the diplomatic
recognition of the three governments — which
the Sovicts planned to employ in order to
“legalize”, to legitimize their own sphere of
influence. The American strategy set the two
sides on a collistion course.

The cxperience in Potsdam and in the
following wecks  croded  swiftly  Britain’s
willingness to follow an independent line on
the issue of the peace treaties. Under the new
administration  they quickly  became  just
another brick at the foundations of a reinforced
Anglo-American relationship. The consistency
displayed by the Americans during  the
Conference on the question of the peace
treaties, Stalin’s  deceiving moderation  in
accepting the right of his pariners 1o gquestion
the democratic credentials of the three East-
Luropean governments®, Churchill’s
unwillingness to pursue a policy which would
have placed Britain and Russia on one side and
the United States on the other, the immense
number of issues where American support was
considered crucial, the coming negotiations lor
an American loan, all plaved a part in the
reversal of the British policy. Bevin wrote to
the ambassador in Moscow on 20 August the

extending  diplomatic  recognition- to the
Romanian,  Bulgarian  and Hungarian

governments was out of the question as the
three regimes were considered
unrepresentative.” Three days later he said as
much in the House of Commons.”’

This alignment process — as wu have
already suggested — was pot simply about

adopting a speeilic American pohicy. 1t was an
attempt  to make  Western  demarches  in
Fastern Europe more etfective, 1o guide as
much as possible the American initiatives and
at least 1o avoid Amerntcan unilateralism in a
region where any  violent Soviet reaction
would altect primarily British interests.® N
was also an attempt to make Britain a relevant
partner tor the United States.® Although they
were crucial, all these tactical considerations
tell only part of the story. British officials
were far from being immune to the argument
that something had o be done to stop the slide
1o the far left of the three regimes and, more
important)y, that something had to be done to
prevent the Soviets from using these states as
a springboard for further subversion and
expansion. The attempt to avoid “disunity”
with Washington and the fear that Britush
activism in Eastern  Europe could  bring
Moscow’s retaliation in iZastern
Mediterrancan and the Middle East account
for a Jarge part of this pervasive ambiguity. In
the particular case of Romania —~ Bevin
thought — the initiative had to be ceded to the
Americans because they were at the roots of
the current crisis.®’

Gatning a certain degree of control over
American policy in South-Eastern Europe was
however difficult in more wavs than onc.
Bevin's call for a clarification of Anglo-
American policy could only be overambitious.
The short debate is spurred inside the Foreign
Office outlined the existence of two schools of
thought: on the one hand the advocates of a
long-term policy based on the principle of
Great Power non-interference in the region,
Lelt by themselves, the East European states
would in the long run renew their cultural and
cconomic ties with the West while a regional
policy of economic integration could prevent
their becoming dependent on the USSR.® On
the other hand there were the “reabists™ who
believed than any  attempt to pursue 4
proactive policy in Eastern Europe could only
arousc suspicions in Moscow, hampered an
Anglo-Soviet understanding on  issues  of
orcater interest 1o Great Britain, and did not




stood any chance because the two Western
Allics would not and  could not use the threat
of force. One of the proponents of this later
group was Thomas Brimelow, one of the
Foreign Olfice’s Soviet experts. His memo
prepared for the London Conference argued
that Britain could not afford an anti-Soviet
policy in Eastern Europe because it could not
afford a hostile Soviet policy in other regions
of the world. Furthermore, Eastern Furope has

already become de facto a Soviet sphere of

mierest.  However, interestingly  enough.
Brimelow thought that the peace treaties were
the lat opportunity not to dispute Soviet
control, but to influence the way it was
exerted.”  The peace  treaties  and  the
peacemaking process were indeed the last
opportumity to preserve at least some of the
British positions there.™

The final version of the brief destined
for the British delegation at the CFM papered
over these disagreements. While the central
aim — preserving the independence of the
three countrics — was clear enough, the
ambiguity over the conclusion of the peace
treaties persisted. The brief acknowledged that
the three governments could not be recognized
but at the same time “we should seek to
abolish existing Allied control because in

practice “Allied” means ‘Russian®.”’
Finally, the complexity  that
characterized  the British  policy  towards

Germany’s former allies in Eastern Europe
was not emphasized cnough. Starting with

different cstimates of Soviet intentions, of

Russia’s willingness to continuc to cooperate,
and of Eastern Europe’s importance for Great
Britain. British officials reached sometimes
conflicting conclusions. In the absence of a
consensus, the Amecrican attitude as well as
the belief that Britain could not afford an
independent policy in the arca became the
determining factors. The potentially damaging
consequences of following what appeared to
be a tough American policy were recognized.
but  the  alternative  was  considered

unacceptable, especially if it implied adopting
the Soviet view — the immediate conclusion of
the peace treatics -~ and opposing The
herwise, Bevin  was much

Americans’.

more inchned to find a compromise because
he was convinced the Soviets could not be
persuaded to change the course.”

British cfforts 1o coordinate  the two
polictes and te find out more about the
American attitude in East-European  affairs
continued until the last dav before the London
Conference, even aller Secretary Byrnes
boarded a ship on his way to Britain, There
was a question whose answer Bevin and his
subordinates desperately sought: what would
happen 1f — as it was very likely — Molotov
unshakably refused to withdraw the Soviet
support for the Groza government? On 8
September,  Balfour, the British chargé
d’affaires  in Washington asked Freeman
Matthews, one of the top State Department
officials,  that  very question. Matthews
preferred  however 1o remind him  that
“publicity is the only weapon”. Though
Baltour  probably  found the answer
disappointing, it said a lot: bevond a public
confrontation, bevond a diplomatic  battle
fought before the cyes of the world there was
nothig the West could do. Matthews seemed
convinced that the threat of publicity,
combined with the political difficulties they
were encountering in Romania, would be
cnough to force the Kremlin to give up on
Groza.” London’s attempt to formulate a
common policy for the CFM ended in
failure.” Bymes did not want to restrict his
own freedom of manocuvre. If he didn’t find
it necessary to keep his Department or his
President informed, he certainly  wouldn’t
provide the British with information.

For France the CFM membership in itself
was a victory and a step towards regaining the
Great Power status. But, as the French
leadership understood immediately, the CFM
was both a way out of jsolation and a way into
the emerging Angle-American-Soviet
conflict.” Relations with the Soviets had been
disappointing despite the formal treaty that
bound the two sides. France ran the risk of
finding herself without a continental ally, but
supporting Soviet Russia on issues like Trieste
or the East European governments would have
been a “choix bien aventureux”. At the same
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time Trance scemed unable to “find any
understanding  for its point of  view” in
Washington,  while  the  Anglo-I'rench
relationship was marred by the tensions in the
Middle  East and  the disagreements
surrounding the conclusion of an alliance.”
Morecover, French rights and interests did not
seem 1o have been taken into account: France
was  excluded  from  the  negotiations
surrounding the East Furopean treaties and,
immenscly important, the Council had already
been authorized to prepare the draft of a peace
treaty with Germany, a treaty which would be
signed  when  Germany had a  proper
government, a clear indication that the three
Great Allies supported German unity at least
in principle.”” France was still haunted by the
ghosts of 1919: the likelihood of Anglo-Saxon
isolationism, the absence of a “reverse”
alliance and, of course, the rebirth of German
power. The Quai d"Orsay was deeply divided
about the way forward as were General de
Gaulle and his Forcign Minister Bidault. The
prospects were not all bleak. As Bidault wrote

Setting the procedures and the agenda

The first session of the CFM can be
roughly divided in two parts. From 11 to 22
September the controversies between Molotov
and Bevin on the future of the Italian colonies
and the private arguments between Molotov
and Byrnes dominated the evolution of the
Conference at the public level, while the
arguments surrounding the recognition of the
Romanian government almost monopolised
the private meetings between Byrnes and
Molotov. From 22 September to the end of the
session this disagreements erupted in  the
public meetings. The Soviets orchestrated a
very claborate diplomatic counteroffensive
using the procedural question to paralyze the
Council and atlempting to widen the agenda
of the Conference to make Byrnes’ position
even more difficult. The last ten  days
witnessed  the development of  several
compromise proposals which were generally
neglected by the historians and  which
amounted to a complete reversal of the
Secretary of State’s previous policy.

after the first mecting on 11 September
“tensions hetween the Three might help us™.

Germany  loomed  large on the French
peacemaking agenda, but Eastern Europe coutd
not he neglected entirely. Nonetheless, French
contemporary  documents  are  written  more
from the perspective ol an observer and Jess
from that ol a participant traditionally active in
the region.  Officials  hesiated  between
“maintaining our traditional democratic line”
and extreme  caution  because  the  non-
recognition of the three governments benefited
anly the Soviets, but seemed convinced that the
conflict over the principles of democratic
government in Romania and Bulgaria was in
reality “the old eastern Question™ reinvented.”
Thus, French diplomacy tended to explain the
coming confrontation in quite traditional terms,
resembling  those used by the British.
Consequently, de Gaulle and the Quai d”Orsay
chose the policy Bevin and the Foreign Oftice
would have had it not been for the American
influence: peace treaties concluded as soon as
possible.

The first meeting on 11 Scptember
discussed both the procedure and the agenda of
the Conference. The procedural  decisions
would become in two weeks’ time a bone of
contention and finally the formal explanation
for the collapse of the Conference. Bevin
proposed and Byrnes and Molotov accepted
that while only the signatories of the armistices
had the right to vote the five members could
attend all meetings. After a brief discussion the
proposal  was adopted.go Bevin  saw  the
proposal as an interpretation of the Potsdam
terms of reference, but, as the French minutes
show, both Bymes and Moloiov saw it as a
departure from those terms. The former went
even further and demanded equal voting rights
for all the five Powers.*!

The conversations regarding the agenda
witnessed the faillure to draw a distinction
between the Finnish treaty and the other Fast
European peace treatics. More  significantly,
Byrnes and Molotov rejected British attempts
to introduce  “the political  situation  in
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Romania™ on the agenda. But if” Maolotov did
not want w discuss 1t at all, Byrnes believed —
m the words of the French minute — that it
could be “attached 1o the draft for the peace
treaty with Romania™  American  intentions
were already clear. If the Soviets wanted a
peace (reaty they would have to discuss the
pelitical erisis in Remania. Reverting 1o the old
Yaltza tactics, Molotov asked unsuccesstully
that the political situation m Greece be also
introduced on the agenda.®

After two  davs ol bickering  about
participation of the smaller Powers, about the
absence of Greeee or Japen from the agenda,

Bidautt  observed  realistically  that  the
“prospects are not bright’™;
“Monsictr - Molotov  is monsicur

Molotov, M. Bevin is vehement and
seems o be looking for a Night. M.
Byrnes, visibly aware of the power he
répresents and usually very skilful, falls
prey to endless statements and reignites

o83
arguiments already closed ™™
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