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ABSTRACT 

The year~ 1951 to 1953 are among the most important 

and controversial in Iranian history. The period is 

significant not only for the domestic dynamics of popular 

nationalism under Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadegh, but 

also for the role that United States policy played in an 

interaction with the conflict between a lingering British 

economic presence and the Iranian move to nationalize its 

oil industry. 

An examination of United States national security 

policy of that time reveals that policy toward Iran was 

consistent with the overall post-war policy of the United 

States, dominated as it was by the central ~e of 

preventing the spread of communism. 

The task for the men who were charged with the 

application of U.S. policy in Iran during those years was 

to accommodate two factors which complicated the search for 

an order which would ensure post-war national security for 

the United States: Iranian nationalism as epitomized by 

Mossadegh; and the economic and diplomatic interests of 

Great Britain. The united States sought to resolve the 

conflict so that instability in Iran would not invite 

communist influence or takeover. 
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United States policymakers were influenced by 

several factors which combined to eventually decide the 

outcome. The centrality of the perceived world communist 

expansion threat, McCarthyism in the United States, the 

role of several key figures with experience in U.S.-Soviet 

diplomacy, and the change from a Democratic to a Republican 

administration at the time Mossadegh was experiencing a 

deterioration of his own domestic political situation; all 

worked toward the still-controversial outcome of U.S. 

policy: the overthrow of Mossadegh. 

The primacy of containment of communism in united 

States policy did not preclude variations in its applica

tion, nor did this emphasis ignore th~ forces of Iranian 

nationalism and self-determination. Nonetheless, given the 

men involved in the policy decisions, the information 

available to them and the context of the post-World War II 

international order, the outcome was predictable and 

entirely consistent at the time with creating an internQ

tional order conducive to the national security interests 

of the United States. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

There is no manifest destiny, no inevitable devel
opment; man is shaping his own history in the 
Middle East not less than anywhere else. History 
itself is nothing but the activity of men pursuing 
their purposes. l 
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The years 1951 to 1953 are among the most important 

and controversial in Iranian history. The period is sig-

nificant not only for the dynamics of popular nationalism 

under Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadegh, but also for the 

role that United States policy played in its relationship 

with Mossadegh and Iranian nationalism. That policy was a 

result of many influences which will be examined in detail, 

but it was, above all, a policy written and administered by 

men "pursuing their purposes." 

Purpose of Policy Study 

This dissertation proposes to examine the policy of 

the United States toward Iran from 1951 to 1953 by focusing 

on the men who were involved in the process. By examining 

the influences on these men and their debate and decision 

process, it is hoped that we might gain some understanding 

lwalter Z. Laqueur, Communism and Nationalism in 
the Middle East (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1956) 
p. 285. 
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of why the policy developed as it did and whether there 

were viable alternatives which might have been pursued. 

United States policy in this instance has come under a 

great deal of criticism, primarily for the role that the 

State Department and the Central Intelligence Agency played 

in the August 1953 covert operation which helped to remove 

Mossadegh from the position of Prime Minister. Yet this 

action was but a tactic in the overall strategy of post

World War II cold war policy. Undue attention to the 

covert action detracts from the more important issue: why 

did it come to that? 

The Problem of Definition 

The discussion of United States policy in the con

text of this study presents an immediate problem which must 

be addressed, that of definition. There are many aspects 

of a nation's overall policy: domestic, foreign, defense, 

and so on. Within this study, however, the term "policy," 

unless otherwise modified, will mean national security 

policy. This term has, as its basis, defense policy, but 

encompasses a more extensive realm of considerations. A 

current and standard work admits, "Despite the abundance of 

literature on the subject, I know of no agreed definition 

of national security. One would expect to find it in the 

National Security Act of 1947 which ... provides the 
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statutory foundation ... but not so.,,2 There is, 

however, a general agreement that national security policy 

implies the protection of a nation through a variety of 

means in order to safeguard the physical existence and 

fundamental values. 3 

The problem of ambiguity is even greater when 

writing about national security in the early 1950s, as the 

term had no widespread use at the time. The literature of 

the period and for many years afterward barely mentions the 

idea or never acknowledges the terminology. One book on 

foreign policy does point out that the role of the National 

Security Council is to "formulate national security policy 

for the consideration of the President," without mentioning 

it further. 4 Several standard policy studies never mention 

the term,5 and one even warns against its use by pointing 

out that "while appearing to offer guidance . (i t) may 

2Amos A. Jordan and William J. Taylor, Jr., Ameri-
can National Security--Policy and Process (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins, 1985) p. vii. 

3 I bid, p. 3. 

4L. Larry Leonard, Elements of American Foreign 
Policy (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1953) p. 124. 

5Hans J. Morganthau, Dilemmas of Politics (Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1958); Lewis V. Thomas and 
Richard N. Frye, The United States and Turkey and Iran 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1951); John C. 
Campbell, Defense of the Middle East (New York: Praeger, 
1958); J. C. Hurewitz, Middle East Dilemmas (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1953). 
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be permitting everyone to label whatever policy he favors 

with an attractive and possible deceptive name."6 Nonethe-

less, this study embraces the term, with all its pitfalls 

and ambiguity. Perhaps at the end of this work, the con-

cept of national security policy will have assumed an 

understandable meaning for the reader. More important, 

however, is to gain an appreciation of how it was under-

stood by the men who formulated and applied united States 

policy toward Iran from 1951 to 1953. 

Sources of Research and Understanding 

This study also proposes that an examination of the 

formulation and execution of that policy as conceived and 

practiced must proceed from an appreciation of the predis-

positions of the men involved and the influences to which 

they were subject. Their own words during the years in 

question, and the contemporary reports and literature which 

shaped their perceptions and decisions, are therefore of 

extreme importance. 

From among primary sources, United States Depart-

ment of State documents found in the National Archives, 

Diplomatic Branch, and elsewhere in other department and 

agency files provide the basic sources for policy 

6Arnold Wolfers, "'National Security' as an Ambigu
ous Symbol," in Wesley W. Posvav, et al., American Defense 
Policy (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1965). 
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research. 7 Personal interviews, memoirs, oral histories 

and collections of personal papers provided much toward 

understanding the men and their policies. Interviews with 

Loy Henderson and George McGhee, in particular, were 

invaluable to the research, as well as providing encour-

agement for the project. Both men, as will be seen, were 

key to the policy process. Among personal papers, those of 

John Foster Dulles and Dean Acheson were of particular 

value. 8 

A truly remarkable source of candid recollections 

which were expressed not so long after the events are the 

"Princeton Seminars," transcripts of a series of 

discussions in 1954 during which members of the Truman 

7Many of the State Department documents cited in 
this paper are personal copies of the author, acquired over 
the years from various sources. Not everything is to be 
found where it logically should be preserved. For 
Department of State documents, it is often necessary to 
look elsewhere, such as in foreign archives or the files of 
other u.S. government agencies. There are, additionally, 
several sources of documentation which were consulted for 
background and guidance, but not used, cited or referenced 
in the bibliography because of still-current u.S. 
government classification restrictions. Although having 
access to these sources because of governmental employment, 
the author did not request declassification through the 
Freedom of Information Act. The subject of Iran 1951-1953 
continues to be extremely sensitive, and public revelation 
of some information, no matter that it be technically 
legal, may lead to unforseen consequences. 

8The full particulars of the sources mentioned here 
and in the following paragraphs are found in the selected 
bibliography included with this dissertation. 
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administration reminisced for the record. Participating 

were, among others, Dean Acheson, George McGhee, Paul 

Nitze, and Averell Harriman, all men deeply involved in the 

formulation and application of policy. 

An irreplaceable resource for revealing the coor-

dination of policy between Great Britain and the united 

States is the British Public Record Office. These official 

archives, in addition to being a pleasure with which to 

work, contain a wonderful collection of the most private 

and candid correspondence on the subject of British and 

United States policy toward Iran. Particularly valuable 

are those files from the period 1951-1953 which have, as 

enclosures, United States documents. It seems that the 

united States embassy in London routinely passed to the 

Brit~sh Foreign Office information copies of diplomatic 

correspondence between Washington and the United States 

embassy in Teheran. Thus, many of the documents still 

classified by the United States government are available to 

the researcher in the British Public Record Office. 9 The 

excitement of discovering these documents cannot adequately 

9The United States Department of State documents in 
this category are found as enclosures to Foreign Office 
minutes, most notably in the files F0371. Although occa
sionally some of the identifying data has been scissored 
off, the text of the Foreign Office report invariably 
identifies the origin and significance of the United States 
document. 
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be described, nor can their importance to this research be 

overstated, as will be evident in subsequent chapters. 

In addition to these files, British historical rec

ords of the period contain many other references, sometimes 

special reports, on the United States policy toward Iran. 

Because these years were so important for the British in 

Iran, with the Iranian nationalization of the Anglo-Iranian 

Oil Company being the central feature of relations, there 

is a wealth of material available. Much of this material 

relates directly to United States policy because so much 

coordination between Great Britain and the United States 

was accomplished as a matter of consultation between the 

two allies. In fact, the consultation and coordination of 

United States and British policy on Iran became an 

important feature of the policy process. 

Because the focus of this dissertation is on the 

development of policy by looking at the process through the 

eyes of the practitioners, it is, I believe, essential to 

consult secondary sources of the period in order to under

staod the prevailing intellectual milieu in which policy 

formulation was carried out. A few examples of literature 

contemporary to the time are, Donald Wilber, Iran: Past 

and Present (1948); George Lenczowski, Russia and the West 

in Iran 1918-1948 (1949); Lewis Thomas and Richard Frye, 

The United States and Turkey and Iran (1951); George 
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Kennan, American Diplomacy 1900-1950 (1951) and Realities 

of American Foreign Policy (1954); Richard Frye, Iran 

(1953); J. C. Hurewitz, Middle East Dilemmas (1953); 

Nasrollah Fatemi, Oil Diplomacy (1954); Alan Ford, The 

Anglo-Iranian Oil Dispute of 1951-1952 (1954); L. P. 

Elwell-Sutton, Persian Oil, A Study in Power Politics 

(1955); Walter Laqueur, Communism and Nationalism in the 

Middle East (1956); and Hans Morgenthau, Dilemmas of 

Politics (1958). Likewise, the many articles in profes

sional journals, magazines and newspapers of the period 

give one a sense of the times in which the members of the 

United States government struggled to find the right policy 

which would, in their opinion, best serve the national 

interest. 

For secondary sources of more recent vintage, the 

year 1979 was a watershed for writings on Iran. The revo

lution, overthrow of the Shah, establishment of an Islamic 

Republic, and the seizure of the united States Embassy and 

the hostages in Teheran all focused the attention of the 

world and revived the publishing world's interest in Iran. 

There resulted a veritable avalanche of books on the 

subject of the Iranian revolution and the overthrow of the 

Shah. Though many focus almost exclusively on the 

revolution of 1979, some provide thoughtful analysis of the 

1951-1953 period as historical ~ackground to the Islamic 
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revolution. Others took advantage of the subsequent 

application of the thirty-year declassification rule for 

United States and British documents and the increased 

freedom of expression possible after the Shah's downfall to 

produce important additions to the history of the period. 

Some of the more important works for this paper were Sepehr 

Zabih, The Mossadegh Era (1982); Farhad Diba, Mohammed 

Mossadegh, A Political Biography (1986); Donald Wilber, 

Adventures in the Middle East (1986); George McGhee, Envoy 

to the Middle World (1983); Barry Rubin, Paved with Good 

Intentions (1980); Gary Sick, All Fall Down (1985); and 

James Bill, The Eagle and the Lion (1988). 

Because of the diversity of sources, foreign words 

and names are transliterated as found most commonly in the 

press and literature published in the United States. There 

will be, therefore, several apparent discrepancies when 

commonly used foreign words and names are quoted in both 

United States and British government documents. 

Policy Goals and the Human Element 

This paper proposes that United States policy 

toward Iran from 1951 to 1953, the period Mohammed 

Mossadegh served as Prime Minister, was entirely consistent 

with the national security policy of the United States 

following World War II. The men who were responsible for 

the policy toward Iran, it will be shown, were by previous 



17 

experience, contemporary pressures and information 

available disposed to conform to the existing strategy. 

The research conducted for this dissertation 

reveals a great deal about the widespread agreement among 

the policy establishment, academicians, press and public of 

the United States on the subject of national security and 

its relation to policy toward Iran at the time. That the 

Truman and Eisenhower administrations differed signifi-

cantly on the best approach to take in Iran should not 

obscure the fact that they both agreed fundamentally on the 

strategic goals of the policy: containment of communism 

and the prevention of war. lO 

The added complication in Iran for the U.S. to 

accommodate British interests made the application of 

united States policy oc~re difficult, but it was not cause 

to deviate from the ultimate goals. Indeed, the process of 

accommodating the British produced some extremely strong 

language and serious disagreements between allies as the 

coordination process sought to resolve the differences in 

tactics. 

Finally, this study presents policy as a product of 

men, not countries. These men's characters, personalities, 

experiences, suspicions and opinions of each other mattered 

lOThe policy goals will be discussed in detail in 
later chapters. 
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a great deal when the business of policy was discussed and 

oecisions were made. It is sincerely hoped that the inclu

sion of the human dimension in the analysis will add to our 

understanding of why other paths were not taken in the 

formulation and execution of United States policy toward 

Iran from 1951 to 1953. 
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CHAPTER 2 

PlACING POLICY IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Post-World War II United States Policy 

Policy considerations in the period immediately 

following the conclusion of World War II were inevitably 

part of the overall U.S. concern with the shaping of an 

international order which would be acceptable to the Ameri

can notion of stability and security. 

The United States had become directly involved in 

Iran because of the necessity to use that country as a 

supply bridge to the Soviet Union in the struggle against 

Germany and her allies. Although the Soviet Union and 

Great Britain had been the direct occupiers of the country, 

U.S. troops had assisted with the technical aspects of the 

resupply effort, and the United States had instituted 

several programs to assist Iran in consideration of its 

role as a facilitator of allied war supply operations. The 

aim of these programs was to "assist both the governments 

and the peoples of this region in the development of 

economic, political, and military strength to discourage 

external aggression, protect themselves against internal 
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subversion, and remove the sources of dissidence and social 

unrest which preclude stability and prevent progress."l 

Soviet Support for Iranian Separatism 

The territorial integrity of Iran had been affirmed 

and the occupying Allies had agreed to withdraw troops from 

the country within six months "after all hostilities 

between the Allied Powers and Germany and her associates 

have been suspended.,,2 After the defeat of Germany in May 

1945, however, it became clear that Soviet activities in 

the Azerbaijan region of Iran were aimed at a continuing 

presence. After Soviet interference in that region 

prompted a complaint by Iran before the United Nations, and 

a subsequent complaint on the subject of Soviet failure to 

withdraw from Iranian territory, the matter was resolved in 

May 1946. It was December of that year, however, before 

Soviet troops were finally withdrawn from Iranian terri-

tory. Between the cessation of hostilities with Germany 

and the final withdrawal of troops, the Soviets had 

lU.S. Department of State, "The Development 
United States Policy in the Near East, 1945-1951." 
Department of State Bulletin 25 (19 November 1951), 
(Cited hereafter as DOS Bulletin, date, page.) 

of 
The 
p.-810. 

2"Treaty of Alliance Between the United Kingdom and 
the Soviet Union and Iran," signed at ~ehran, January 29, 
1942, Article 5; as cited in George Lenczowski, Russia and 
the West in Iran, 1918-1948 (Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press, 1949), p. 321. 
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sponsored and supported separatist movements which declared 

an Autonomous Republic of Azerbaijan and a Kurdish People's 

Republic, both of which collapsed when Iranian troops were 

able to restore Tehran's control over the areas. 

Throughout this post-war crisis, Iran sought to 

have the united States assist by pressuring the Soviets on 

the issue of withdrawal and non-interference in Iranian 

affairs. The extent to which the u.S. did so, beyond 

support in the United Nations, remains unclear. President 

Truman, though, believed that u.S. support was instrumental 

when he wrote, in 1957, that 

shortly after the end of World War II, Stalin and 
Molotov brazenly refused to keep their agreement to 
withdraw from Iran . . . . Formal steps were taken 
through diplomatic channels and the United Nations 
to get the Russians to withdraw. The Soviet Union 
persisted in its occupation until I personally saw 
to it that Stalin was informed that I had given 
orders to our military chiefs to prepare for the 
movement of our ground, sea and air forces. Stalin 
then did what I knew he would do. He moved his 
troops out. 3 

The statement reveals a great deal about the tone 

of the U.S.-Soviet relationship at the time and its affect 

on U.S. policy, whether the President actually did communi-

cate such resolve to the Soviets, or was belatedly 

3Rou hollah Ramazani, Iran's Foreign Policy 1941-
1973 (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1975), 
~39 (quoting a New York Times article under President 
Truman's name, 25 August 1957). 



exercising what one author has termed his tendency to be 

"overly eager to appear 'decisive'."4 

Whatever the truth of the details, the essential 

22 

point of the united States concern with the Soviet presence 

in Iranian Azerbaijan was that it was seen as a part of the 

pattern of Soviet post-war expansionism. It was clearly 

part of United States policy to prevent such expansion. 

Containment and George Kennan 

George Kennan, writing as "X" in Foreign Affairs in 

the year 1947, warned that the United states must develop a 

policy which would include a "firm and vigilant containment 

of Russian expansive tendencies."5 

The experience of post-World War II Soviet policy 

in Europe and the Balkans had forced the United States 

national consciousness rather rapidly from concentration on 

the conduct of the war to concern over the challenge from 

the Soviets in the aftermath. George Kennan, combining 

long experience in Soviet affairs with positions such as 

the Deputy for Foreign Affairs at the National War College 

and as the first Director of the Policy Planning Staff 

4Alexander L. George, Presidential Decisionmaking 
in Foreign Policy (Boulder: Westview Press, 1980), p. 32. 

5"X" (George F. Kennan), "The Sources of Soviet 
Conduct," Foreign Affairs 25 (July 1947): 585. 
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created by Secretary of State George C. Marshall, became 

the standard bearer for the policy of containment. 

In a lecture some years later, Kennan described the 

pervasiveness of the national consensus by observing that 

"I know of no one in our ranks who thinks it would be 

desirable that Soviet power should expand still farther. 

Therefore, we are all in favor of 'containment.' Our 

differences concern only the means by which. (this) is 

to be sought."6 

Kennan's observation about consensus on the need 

for containment but differences in the methods of applica-

tion is a theme which was evident in the formulation and 

execution of united states policy toward Iran from 1951 to 

1953. 

The Truman Doctrine 

On March 12, 1947, President Harry S. Truman 

addressed a joint session of the Senate and the House of 

Representatives of the Congress of the united States. The 

subject was specifically to announce an aid program to 

Greece and Turkey, two countries which were am?ng those 

facing the type of threat that had to be challenged if 

6George F. Kennan, Realities of American Fureign 
Policy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954), p. 
76. 
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Kennan's concept of containment was to become policy beyond 

Europe and the Marshall Plan. 

President Truman's speech that day came to repre-

sent much more than just a proposed aid package for Greece 

and Turkey. After providing a review of the circumstances 

which required united States aid for those two countries, 

he established the heart of what became known as the Truman 

Doctrine by stating, "I believe that it must be the policy 

of the united States to support free peoples who are 

resisting subjugation by armed minorities or by outside 

pressures. " He con tin ued --to say tha t "we cannot a 11 ow 

changes in the status quo . . by such methods as 

coercion, or by such subterfuges as political infiltra-

tion."7 

This historic statement of united States policy, 

which was clearly in line with Kennan's general principles 

of containment, was, to a large extent, the culmination of 

what historian John Gaddis has described as the result of 

the education of "a new and untutored chief executive in 

the White House." 8 Leading the corps of teachers who had 

been counseling the late President Roosevelt, and who now 

found a relatively naive and very receptive newcomer in 

7DOS Bulletin (23 March 1947), p. 534. 

8John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Containment (New 
York: Oxford University PRess, 1982), p. 15. 
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Truman, was Averell Harriman, Ambassador to the Soviet 

union. Harriman was but one of several key policy advisors 

within the United States government who was deeply involved 

with Soviet-American diplomacy, and who subsequently became 

closely involved with the development and execution of 

United States policy toward Iran during the period that 

Mohammed Mossadegh was that country's Prime Minister. 

NSC 68 

The new President Harry S. Truman faced more than 

just the necessity to be advised on Soviet affairs. Frank-

lin D. Roosevelt had been in office for so long that the 

executive policy process was naturally quite personalized. 

It has been described, in more colorful terms, as a 

"complex morass . . as a result of Roosevelt's style and 

administrative practices and the wartime expansion of 

agencies."9 

Part of President Truman's attempt to formally 

structure the advisory process on all matters was to 

create, in the same year as his Truman Doctrine speech, an 

organizational mechanism known as the National Security 

Council (NSC). The NSC, as one of the creations of the 

National Security Act of 1947, was to formalize the consul-

tation and advice on matters of policy at the highest 

9George, Presidential Decisionmaking in Foreign 
Pol~~, p. 151. 
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level, involving the heads of all of the departments and 

agencies concerned in a coordinated review. 

The most important document produced in the NSC 

system in the period following World War II, as judged by 

its effect on the policy formulation process, was NSC-68, 

completed in April of 1950. Drafted by a committee com-

prised primarily of Department of State and Department of 

Defense representatives, the work was supervised by George 

Kennan's successor as the Director of the Policy Planning 

Staff, Paul Nitze. The aim was to set down in a single, 

comprehensive document, the basis, aims and general 

guidelines for the conduct of all United States policy. 

Kennan's influence and the theme of containment were evi-

dent, though he had, by then, departed from government 

service. 

NSC-68 was unambiguous in its statement of the 

principle of containment by stating that, in effect, a 

zero-sum game existed in which the Soviets must be 

countered because "extension of the area under the domi-

nation of the Kremlin would raise the possibility that no 

coalition adequate to confront the Kremlin with greater 

strength could be assembled."lO In December 1949, barely 

10U.S. Department of State "NSC-68, April 14, 
1950." Foreign Relations of the United States, 1950. Vol. 
1. "National Security Affairs." (Washington: U.S. Govern
ment Printing Office, 1979), p. 238. (Cited hereafter as 
FRUS, year, vol.) 
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three months before the publication of NSC-68, the Shah of 

Iran was in Washington proposing to President Truman, the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff and Secretary of State Dean Acheson 

that Iran would develop a military which would "contain the 

Russians" on the eastern flank.ll 

Threat Estimates 

That the Soviets were interested in expanding their 

influence in the area of Iran was the subject of more than 

just a few of the estimates produced by various parts of 

the United States Government during the period. 

A December 1950 National Intelligence Estimate by 

the Central Intelligence Agency, commenting on Soviet 

designs to exploit the situation at the time of the Korean 

conflict, offered the following: 

Present Soviet Policy toward Iran appears designed 
to wean that country away from U.S. and Br!tish 
influence, associate it more closely with the 
Soviet economy, and induce it to forego any thought 
of allowing Western armed strength to be introduced 
into Iran. 

The estimate continued to say that the Soviet 

policy had "so far met with considerable success.,,12 

IlDean Acheson, "Princeton Seminars," May 15-16, 
1954, Reel 1, Track 1, p. 10. Dean Acheson Papers, Box 66, 
Harry S. Truman Library, Independence, MO. (Cited here
after as "Princeton Seminars," Reel, Track, page.) 

12"Probable Soviet Moves to Exploit the Present 
Situation," NIE-15. 11 December 1950. FRUS 1951, Vol. I, 
p. 6. 
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A month later, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the 

Director of the Policy Planning Staff, Paul Nitze, met at 

the Pentagon to discuss national security. The minutes of 

that meeting record that Admiral Forrest P. Sherman, the 

Chief of Naval Operations represented the consensus of the 

Joint Chiefs when he said, "it is important to undertake 

political warfare activities in countries which are in 

danger of falling into or being taken into the Soviet camp, 

such as Iran."13 

A study by the Joint Chiefs of Staff was even more 

direct in characterizing the threat. "Unless this trend 

toward the USSR is reversed Iran may become associated with 

the Soviet bloc."14 That the study was appended to a 

memorandum for the National Security Council is consistent 

with the pervasiveness of this line of thought in consider-

ing policy toward Iran. 

McCarthyism 

Internationally, united States policy toward Iran 

was being developed in a P03t-World War II atmosphere of 

concern for Soviet expansionism, leading to the concept of 

l3"Memorandum for the Record of State-Joint Chiefs 
of Staff Meeting Held in the Pentagon Building," 24 January 
1951, 11 A.M FRUS 1951, Vol. I, p. 36. 

l4"Study by the Joint Chiefs of Staff," 15 January 
1951, A Subannex to a Memorandum for the National Security 
Council by the Executive Secretary, 26 April 1951. FRUS 
1951, Vol. I, p. 62. 
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containment as the strategic focus for policy. The 

Azerbaijan crisis in Iran, the "loss" of China to Mao Tse-

Tung's communist forces and the Korean conflict all seemed 

to validate the idea that a great struggle between western 

democracies and Eastern communism had been joined. 

Even taken alone, the international situation was 

most probably quite sufficient for United States policy 

toward Iran to develop as it did, but there were added 

domestic pressures which virtually insured that anti-

communism was featured prominently in policy. 

Senator Joseph McCarthy's investigations into the 

alleged communist subversion of American society began in 

earnest in 1950. His accusations, investigations and the 

resulting efforts necessary for those accused to respond 

consumed a great deal of the time and energy of those 

involved in the policy process throughout the years 1951 to 

1953. 

No one seemed immune. One author has observed that 

"Dean Acheson had been forced to spend most of 1950 telling 

various Elks and Rotarians that he wasn't a communist, 

rather than conducting foreign policy."15 

McCarthy's influence carried through the transition 

to another administration in 1952. At the Republican 

15John G. Adams, Without Precedent (New York: w. W. 
Norton, 1983), p. 37. 
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Convention of that year, he attacked "The Red Dean's State 

Department" and other "slimy traitors."16 

Charles Bohlen, himself a target of McCarthy and 

the survivor of a particularly contentious confirmation as 

Ambassador to Moscow, described the situation in the State 

Department with the new administration. 

It was in such a suspicious atmosphere that Dulles 
took over the State Department . . . • So condi
tioned had many of the new men been to campaign 
charges of Communist penetration of the department 
that they expected to find quite a few officials of 
dubious loyalty. Dulles contributed to the sus
picion at his first meeting with department 
officials ... (by saying) he was going to insist 
that every member of the department extend not just 
loyalty but "positive loyalty." It was a declara
tion by the Secretary of State that the department 
was indeed suspect. 17 

McCarthy's accusations spared no sector of the 

government and his excesses seemed to have no bounds, as 

when accusing Secretary of Defense George C. Marshall of "a 

conspiracy so immense and an infamy so black as to dwarf 

any previous such venture in the history of man."18 

It was in this domestic political context, combined 

with the cold war containment of the Soviet Union that the 

policy of the United states toward Iran from 1951 to 1953 

was developed and executed. 

l6 I bid., p. 36. 

l7Charles E. Bohlen, Witness to History (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1973), p. 3ll. 

18Adams, Without Precedent, p. 36. 
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CHAPTER 3 

IRAN AND THE POLICY DILEMMA 

United states domestic considerations and the 

context of Post-world War II cold war containment policy 

was a milieu in which relations with the rest of the world 

were developed and conducted. In the case of Iran, how

ever, that country's domestic situation and its relations 

with other countries interacted with the policy process of 

the United States to produce a result which was to have 

serious and lasting implications. 

Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlavi 

In power since the Allies had deposed his father 

for being uncooperative in the plan to resupply the Soviet 

Union through Iran during World War II, Shah Mohammed Reza 

Pahlavi had very personally experienced the consequences of 

not cooperating with the powers. 

Faced with an aggressive Soviet union to the north 

and an exploitive Great Britain deeply involved in Iran 

through the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, the Shah had begun 

to explore a policy which sought to use the United States 

as a counterbalance. To the aid programs which grew from 

the American presence during World War II, was added a 
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Mutual Defense Assistance Agreement in 1950. The agree

ment, however, was not of much substance, and the general 

feeling of those involved with the negotiations at that 

time was that Iran's "whole basic psychology was that the 

western countries owed her something and that she was going 

to get it whether she deserved it or needed it."l 

The Shah's visit to the United States in November 

of 1949 was received with less than enthusiasm by policy 

officials in the United States government. Averell 

Harriman said that "the Shah was a very nice fellow but a 

very weak fellow and could never make up his mind."2 Dean 

Acheson described him as "a very impractical young man; he 

was full of grandiose ideas (which were). . utterly 

fanciful and never had any basis at all."3 

The Shah of Iran who reigned in the year 1951 was a 

man who had not yet developed the experience and confidence 

to manipulate either domestic or international forces to 

his own ends. 

The Assassination of Razmara 

The assassination of Iranian Prime Minister Ali 

Razmard on 7 March 1951 was an event which, as much as 

Iprinceton Seminars, Reel 1, Track 2, page 11. 

2I bid., Reel 2, Track 2, page 5. 

3I bid., Reel 1, Track 1, page 10. 
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anything, established the tone for Iranian politics for the 

next two years and which set the scene for the eventual 

appointment of the one man who might have been expected to 

operate successfully under those conditions, Mohammed 

Mossadegh. 

Ali Razmara was, in the minds of most political 

Iranians, a servant of foreign powers. George McGhee, at 

that time the u.s. Assistant Secretary of State for Near 

East, South Asia, and African Affairs, recalled that one of 

Razmara"s difficulties was "that he came into power under 

the aura of American sponsorship," making it necessary to 

prove to the Iranians that he "was not our stooge in order 

to stay in power."4 Although McGhee went on to insist that 

it wasn"t true Razmara was put into office by the United 

States, he did concede that "overt support of a candidate 

really hurts him."S The American support of Razmara, 

because he favored policies which were in the perceived 

interest of the United States, was enough to condemn him in 

the eyes of many in Iran. 

Khalil Tahmasabi, the assassin, declared that he 

had killed Razmara "in order to deliver the deprived Moslem 

4I bid., Reel 1, Track 2, page 7. 

SIbid. 
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people of Iran from foreign serfdom."6 That statement 

certainly defined the risks to would-be successors who 

might be accused of serving the interests of foreign 

powers. Iran had its own equivalent of American McCarthy-

ism, and the necessity for each of the two countries to 

accommodate domestic pressures made mutually acceptable 

policy extremely difficult. 

The Issue of Oil 

The first order of business for a new Prime 

Minister was to address the nationalization of the Anglo-

Iranian Oil Company, a British-run oil exploration, 

extracting, refining and export concession which had long 

since been considered as a colonial exploitation venture by 

most Iranians. 

Razmara took the position that it was not time to 

nationalize the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, because Iran 

could not run the industry.7 His fate attests to the lack 

of popularity of that policy stance. 

Iranian attempts to revise the terms of the Anglo-

Iranian Oil Company agreement had met with little success 

from their point of view. A 1949 Supplemental Agreement to 

6Richard W. Cottam, Nationalism in Iran (Pitts
burgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1964), p. 151. 

7Donald N. Wilber, Iran, Past and Present, 8th ed. 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 141. 
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the most recent basic document of 1933 had been extensively 

debated and revised. In fact, on the day the unfortunate 

Ali Razmara had been appointed Prime Minister in June 1950, 

the Majlis, the lower and more active body of the Iranian 

Parliament, had appointed a Special oil Committee to study 

the Supplemental Agreement. The committee was chaired by 

Mohammed Mossadegh, long the leading opponent of the Anglo-

Iranian Oil Company and its control over Iran's petroleum 

resources. 

The Oil Committee's conclusion, not surprisingly, 

was to accept the proposal for nationalization, but it 

requested an extension of two months to study the execution 

of the nationalization. 8 

With the committee's proposal accepted unanimously 

the day after the assassination of Razmara, the Shah 

appointed as Prime Minister Hossein Ala, his Court Minister 

and former Ambassador to Washington. The appointment was 

approved by both the Senate and the Majlis, but the 

National Front Deputies allied with Mossadegh walked out in 

protest. 9 

8L. P. Elwell-Sutton, Persian Oil: A Study in Power 
Politics (London: Laurence and Wishart, 1955), p. 207. 

9I bid, p. 208. 
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Mossadegh and the National Front 

The National Front was a coalition of Majlis 

Deputies who had found common cause in opposition to the 

oil concession of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company specifical-

ly, and British and other foreign influence in general. 

Mossadegh's leadership of the National Front was discussed 

in several intelligence assessments by the united States 

government. 

An Office of Intelligence and Research Report in 

1950 titled, "Mossadegh as Leader of a Potential Popular 

Movement in Iran," concluded that unless the Iranian 

government "takes repressive action against Mossadegh," the 

National Front would grow stronger and would gain control 

of the Majlis."lO The same report went on to assess the 

potential for Soviet gain in Iran and commented that it 

"may be expected that the Soviet sympathizers among 

Mossadegh's colleagues would attempt to obtain effective 

control. That attempt would split Mossadegh's Majlis 

and he would lose leadership 

bloc in the Majlis."ll 

but leave the Communist 

10Department of State, Office of Intelligence 
Research, "Mossadegh as Leader of a Potential Popular 
Movement in Iran," Report no. 5272, 9 June 1950. (Depart
ment of State, cited hereafter as DOS.) 

11 Ibid. 
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Another report, evaluating Ali Razmara in 1950, and 

commenting on the Iranian elections, stated "There is 

little doubt that if the elections had been entirely free, 

the majority of the Deputies would represent the type of 

thinking that Mossadegh expresses." The report also was 

compelled to acknowledge Mossadegh's role by calling him 

"potentially the most powerful political figure in Iran 

after the Shah."12 

When the nationalization of the Anglo-Iranian Oil 

Company was approved by overwhelming votes in the Majlis 

and Senate in March 1951, Mossadegh's political capital was 

increased considerably. On April 8th, he held a press 

conference and outlined the National Front position on the 

nationalization issue, expressing concern for the ability 

of the Iranian government to accomplish the nationalization 

in the face of extreme pressures from the Anglo-Iranian Oil 

Company and foreign governments. He proposed that, there-

fore, the task should be undertaken by a mixed commission 

from the Majlis and Senate in order to better resist 

pressures. Mossadegh elaborated on the subject of foreign 

pressures by observing that, 

The Iranian Nation well understands by now that any 
submission on its part to such pressures will cause 
utter disregard of their independence and this fact 

12DOS, Research and Analysis Branch, "An Appraisal 
of General Razmara, Iranian Chief of Staff," Report no. 
4801.1, 8 June 1950. 



will precipitate events in this part of the world 
which will not only be detrimental to the interests 
of Iran but to the peace of the world. 13 

Having so clearly emphasized the lesson of 

Razmara's assassination, Mossadegh proceeded to establish 

that the National Front was in no way influenced by such 

pressures . 

. . . the company of the Southern Oil (the Anglo
Iranian oil Company) and its agents, in an attempt 
to poison the opinion of the world have stated 
falsely that the present movement is instigated by 
one or another foreign power and that the Iranian 
nationalists have started this campaign through the 
inspiration of others. You ... know very well 
that the Iranian people have taken this decision 
only to ensure their political and economic inde
pendence. 14 

Be then added what would be a constant considera-

tion of united States policy toward Iran in the next few 

years. 

. what people become communists . . . "The 
Dissatisfied." there is no doubt in the fact that 
communism has its roots in poverty, misery and 
dissatisfaction. a! you representatives of the 
press - the fourth column of freedom - Go and see 
the condition of the people in all parts of this 
country with your own eyes and the poverty and 
misery prevailing everywhere, and then tell us what 
remedy the freedom-loving powers of the world have 
in mind to prevent this dissatisfa~tion?15 
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13DOS, "Transmitting Statement on Oil Nationaliza
tion Released by Dr. Mossadegh, National Front Leader, at 
Press Conference April 8, 1951," Air Pouch Tehran no. 808 
to Washington, 10 April 1951. 

14Ibid. 

15 I bid. 
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By raising the fact that Iran's economic situation 

could create fertile ground for communism, Mossadegh hoped 

to play on the western, especially united States, desire to 

contain Soviet influence. His press conference statement 

was a direct appeal to the very words of the Truman Doc

trine speech and subsequent united States Policy to aid 

Greece and Turkey. What he probably did not realize, 

however, was that even then united states policy makers 

were debating whether Mossadegh could control the forces of 

the left, or would become the facilitator of communist 

influence in Iran. His ultimate political fate would hinge 

on the outcome of that debate. 

Mossadegh Becomes Prime Minister 

On 29 April 1951 the Shah, recognizing the 

inevitable, appointed Mohammed Mossadegh as Prime Minister 

of Iran. 

Riding a wave of popular support encouraged and 

sustained by his position as the chairman of the oil com

mittee, Mossadegh was the only real choice available to the 

Shah when it became apparent that Hossein Ala could not 

function effectively as Prime Minister. 

Ala had, as Prime Minister, led the government 

opposition to the nationalization of the Anglo-Iranian Oil 

Company along the lines of the unfortunate Razmara's 

argument. With the overwhelming endorsement of the 



nationalization bill in both the Majlis and the Senate, 

Ala's usefulness had corne to an end. 

The Shah had wanted to appoint Sayid Zia aI-Din 

Tabatabai as Ala's successor, but the Majlis rejected 

Tabatabai in favor of Mossadegh. As the American press 

reported, "Not satisfied with oil, the Majlis has gone on 

to nationalize the Shah."16 

On the afternoon of his first day as Prime 

Minister, Mossadegh addressed the Iranian public in a 

speech carried on radio. He appealed for order and unity 

to help the government "to accomplish most speedily its 
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great national task which consists in the strengthening of 

political independence and establishing economic inde-

pendence in the country, to develop social justice for the 

welfare and peace of all classes of the population."17 

Several days later, he presented his cabinet to the 

Majlis along with the statement that his government did not 

feel that it was necessary to propose an elaborate program 

other than implementation of the oil nationalization deci-

sion and amendment of election laws. He concluded by 

saying "Our foreign policy shall be based on support of the 

16Time, 7 May 1951, p. 35 

17DOS, "Prime Minister Mossadegh's Radio Speech of 
April 30, 1951," Air Pouch Tehran no. 881 to Washington, 30 
April 1951. 



united Nation's charter, friendship with all states, and 

mutual respect for all nations."18 

The Policy Dilemma 
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In the united States, the assessment of Mossadegh's 

program was somewhat different. Writers from the press and 

the government saw Mossadegh's agenda in terms which had 

serious implications for the interests of the United 

States. 

A New York Times article titled "New Iran Premier 

Foe of Foreigners" described the nationalistic atmosphere 

of Iranian politics at the time and the support for Mossa-

degh's policy of opposition to foreign influence. The 

article said Mossadegh "represents a symbol of retributive 

justice" and, "in practice he systematically opposed every-

thing." Commenting on his popularity, however, the article 

observed that "the six National Front Deputies are perhaps 

the only ones in the present Majlis to have been honestly 

elected."19 

Time magazine, writing on the same day, described 

Mossadegh as "anti-Russian as well as anti-British, only 

slightly less anti-American," and characterized the 

situation in Iran by saying, 

18DOS, Telegram Tehran no. 2661 to Washington, 3 
May 1951. 

19New York Times, 7 May 1951, p. 11. 



There is no evidence that the new premier s govern
ment will be able to operate nationalized oilfields 
- or even maintain order in the country. Iran 
trembled with reports that the Tudeh party was 
getting arms from across the Russian border6 that 
violent demonstrations were being plotted. 2 
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The opinion of those responsible for policy in the 

United States government was similar to that of the press. 

While recognizing that Mossadegh was a product of genuine 

popular nationalism, the reporting from the united States 

Embassy in Tehran and the discussions in Washington 

revolved around the extent to which Mossadegh might be able 

to accomplish anything positive in Iran. 

Ambassador to Tehran Henry Grady worried about this 

when he reported to Washington that Mossadegh, in a meeting 

with him, had said that Iran valued independence more than 

economics. 21 A statement such as that, combined with 

Mossadegh's frequent assertions that a ruinous economic 

condition in Iran would create a situation conducive to an 

increase in communist influence, made the Washington prac-

titioners of containment take notice. 

Secretary of State Dean Acheson worried about 

Mossadegh's intense hatred of the British, and that Mossa-

degh's "great desire seemed to be to throw the British out 

20Time, 7 May 1951, p.35. 

21D08, Despatch Tehran no. 1159 to Washington, 2 
June 1951. 



and not care what it did to his own country or anything 

else.,,22 

The June 4, 1951 Atlantic Edition of Time carried 

on its cover a picture of Mohammed Mossadegh and the cap-

tion, "Feet First into Chaos?" In the lead story in the 

foreign news section, Time concluded a four-and-one-half 

page article with the following paragraph: 

Until the U.S. can develop a policy to bring the 
Middle East into the western Camp, no safe end is 
in sight to Mohammed Mossadegh's fantastic national 
adventure. Meanwhile, the only people to profit 
from the situation will be the Iranian Communists 
and their Soviet Russian Friends. In Tehran last 
week, at a caviar and vodka garden party at the 
Russian embassy, guests noticed that Ambassador 
Ivan Vasilievich Sadchikov was in an unusually good 
mood, generally seemed to be the most contented man 
in sight. 23 

That paragraph reflected the concerns not only of 
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the press, but also of those men responsible for the formu-

lation and execution of united States policy. Their 

dilemma was how to reconcile the national security 

interests of the united States with the emergence of 

popular nationalism in Iran, a problem which offered no 

easy solution and many complications. 

22princeton Seminars, Reel 2, Track 1, page 3. 

23Time, 4 June 1951, p.25. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE TRUMAN ADMINISTRATION - 1951 

Policy formulation with regard to Iran under the 

Truman administration had a complicated set of interrelated 

factors to consider. With the rise of Mossadegh, the 

United States had to contend with what was perceived as a 

genuinely popular nationalist leader, albeit one with some 

supporters who were sympathetic to Soviet designs. At a 

time America was touting freedom for self-determination, 

some support for Mossadegh seemed obligatory. The British, 

on the other hand, were the closest allies of the United 

States, and the policy of support for them in the post-war 

period was firmly established and not easily reversed even 

though there might be serious disagreement. Finally, there 

was the concern for containment of the Soviet Union. It 

appeared from the point of view of the United States that 

both the British and the Iranian policy might be to the 

Soviet's advantage. 

Although a matter of some serious concern, however, 

Iran was not the highest priority for consideration in the 

policy process of the Truman Administration in 1951. The 

Truman Doctrine speech two years before had specifically 

addressed Greece and Turkey, and it was in Korea where 
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United States military forces were fighting a war to con-

tain communist expansion. The primary effort, though, was 

the economic and security recovery of Europe. Policy 

considerations regarding most of the Middle East, and 

certainly Iran, were left largely to others, especially the 

British. George McGhee remembered that the main interest 

of Secretary of State Acheson was in Western Europe and 

that "no one really paid much attention to the Middle East, 

I had it pretty much alone."l 

Alliance Politics 

McGhee's statement was made over thirty-five years 

after the fact, and perhaps tends to exaggerate the isola-

tion and independence of his role. He may be forgiven his 

feelings, though, when one considers that United States 

policy toward Iran at the beginning of Mossadegh's time as 

Prime Minister mainly deferred to British policy, and it 

fell to McGhee, as the Assistant Secretary of State for 

Near East, South Asian and African Affairs, to ensure 

coordination with the British. 

The United States had responded to Ali Razmara's 

assassination by dispatching McGhee to Tehran. Arriving on 

17 March 1951, he conferred with the United States 

IGeorge C. McGhee, interview with author, Washing
ton, D.C., 8 July 1987. 
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Ambassador Henry Grady, British Ambassador Sir Francis 

Shepherd, Iranian Prime Minister Hossein Ala, and the Shah, 

in that order. 2 From those meetings and a visit to London 

on the return trip to Washington, the basis for United 

States policy toward the Mossadegh government was solid-

ified. 

Both the British and the United States wanted to 

avoid nationalization of the oil industry in Iran, but 

McGhee came to the conclusion that it was inevitable, 

basing his opinion on the attitude of the Shah toward the 

issue, and on his assessment of Britain's unrealistic 

appraisal of the situation. The Shah told McGhee that no 

one could prevent the nationalization of the Anglo-Iranian 

Oil Company, and pleaded with him that the united States 

should not ask him to try.3 

Complicating the matter was the problem of the 

perceived attitude of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, and 

the propensity of the British government to let the company 

set policy in Iran. Although a report to President Truman 

by the National Security Council on oil policy acknowledged 

that "such plans do not apply to Iran ... where the UK 

2George C. McGhee, Envoy to the Middle World (New 
York: Harper and ROw, 1983) p. 325. 

3McG hee, interview, 8 July 1987. 



47 

has primary interest,"4 there were complaints that the 

Anglo-Iranian Oil Company was pursuing a totally unreal is-

tic policy toward the Iranians. 

McGhee observed that the oil company acted with 

"absolute colonial arrogance."5 Averell Harriman remarked 

on the "appalling history of this Anglo-Iranian conces-

sion," and that statements had been attributed to the 

director of the company such as, "The only way to treat the 

Iranians was to be firm and then they would crawl on their 

bellies and accept what we offered them.,,6 Dean Acheson 

also commented on the British Foreign Office view, exempli-

fied by the statement attributed to the Foreign Minister 

that the Iranians "were rug dealers and that's all they 

were.,,7 

The British, for their part, found fault with the 

American approach to the situation. Sir Francis Shepherd 

wrote to the Foreign Office on the subject of relations 

between the two embassies in Tehran, and observed that any 

difficulties might be attributed to "the American 

4"A National Petroleum Program," NSC 97/2, 13 
December 1951, FRUS 1951, Vol. I. 

5MCGhee, interview, 8 July 1987. 

6princeton Seminars, Reel 2, Track 1, Page 12. 

7Ibid., Reel 2, Track 2, Page 11. 



character, rather than with lack of attempts to get 

together."8 He went on to say of the Americans that, 

They retain strongly their suspicion of the coloni
alist and imperialist attributes of British policy 
in all parts of the East, and they are consequently 
all the more impressionable to Persian complaints, 
however unfounded they may be, of alleged British 
colonialist policy in Persia and inclined to lean 
over backwards to be kind to the Persians. Fur
thermore . . • they wish to build up their own 
opinions for themselves, and are cagey about 
accepting views or advice from us which they think 
may be tainted by self-interest. Finally, they are 
certainly ambitious of increasing American influ
ence in this country and regard us as their chief 
rival. 9 

Sir Francis continued to say that disagreements 
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between the Americans and the British were seized upon with 

"unconcealed pleasure" by the Iranians. Commenting on a 

lack of discipline in the United states Embassy, he wrote, 

"Members of the staff are apt to give tongue to personal 

opinion which are at variance with the official line of the 

Embassy."lO It was true. 

The official line of the American Embassy was 

outlined in a statement by the Department of State which 

said, 

8Great Britain, Foreign Office, Letter from Sir 
Francis Shepherd (Tehran) to Sir William Strang (London), 
11 September 1951. Fa 371/91473. (cited hereafter as GB, 
Fa, subject.) 

9Ibid. 

lOIbid. 



Since the United states attitude has been the 
subject of some speculation, it is deemed advisable 
to describe the position which we have taken in our 
talks with representatives of Iran and Great Bri
tain. We have stressed to the Governments of both 
countries the need to solve the dispute in a 
friendly way through negotiation and have urged 
them to avoid intimidation and threats of uni
lateral action. ll 

Another observer of the Tehran scene at the time 

took a shot in both directions. 

There seemed to be no prospect of a solution to the 
deadlock. To make matters worse, both Britain and 
the United States were very inadequately repre
sented at the time of the crisis. The British 
Ambassador, a dispirited bachelor dominated by his 
widowed sister, had been sent to Tehran for a rest 
after an arduous time elsewhere. The American was 
a business tycoon whom I had previously encountered 
in Greece. He was known (at any rate to his wife) 
as 'President Truman's trouble shooter', which 
meant that he was being rewarded for his contribu
tions to the Democratic party. Fortunately he was 
soon replaced by a career diplomatist •.. and he 
went off to shoot trouble elsewhere. 12 

George McGhee travelled directly to London after 
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conferring in Tehran, taking the opportunity to discuss the 

problem of Anglo-Iranian and Anglo-American relations with 

the British government. On April 3rd he met with Foreign 

Secretary Sir Herbert Morrison, and summarized his observa-

tions on the situation in Iran. McGhee told the British 

Foreign Secretary that Anglo-American cooperation in Iran 

llyonah Alexander and Allan Nanes, eds., The United 
States and Iran, A Documentary History (Frederick, Mary
land: University Publications of America, 1980) p. 215. 

12C. M. Woodhouse, Something ventured (London: 
Granada Publishing, 1982) p. 109. 



was less satisfactory than elsewhere in the Middle East 

and, as Morrison wrote to the British Embassy in Washing-

ton, 

The State Department were very critical of the 
Anglo-Iranian oil Company who, in their opinion, 
subordinated broader political considerations to 
purely commercial interests. The State Department 
felt, moreover, that His Majesty's Government had 
failed to exercise sufficient control over the 
company's policy.13 

McGhee continued to say that the greatest concern 

of united States policy was political stability and con-

tinued independence for Iran, and that foreign pressure 

from the Soviets or the British would not be kindly 

received by the State Department or the President. He 

concluded with an appeal for closer coordination of 

policy.14 

Morrison was put off, to say the least. He sent 

yet another message to Sir Oliver Franks, the British 

Ambassador in Washington suggesting that he "convey tact-
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fully to the Secretary of State that Mr. MCGhee's approach 

to some of our Middle East problems struck me as being a 

little light-hearted.,,15 

13GB, Fa, Letter from Sir Herbert Morrison (London) 
to Sir Oliver Franks (Washington), 3 April 1951. Fa 371/91184. 

l4McGhee, interview, 8 July 1987. 

15GB, Fa, Foreign Office No. 1354 to Washington, 3 
April 1951, Fa 371/91470. 



Franks did mention it to Acheson, but "Acheson 

listened to what I said, but made no comment."16 Given 
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Acheson's later statement about the "unusual and persistent 

stupidity of the company and the British Government in 

their management of the affair," it was probably well that 

he gave no reply to Franks at the time. 17 

Faced with the necessity of support for the British 

oil policy in Iran and widespread disagreement with its 

conduct, the Truman Administration attempted to work out a 

compromise which would preserve the interests of the united 

States, support its British wartime allies, contain the 

Soviets, and recognize the reality of the rise of popular 

nationalism in Iran. 

Coordinating Policy 

As the Iranians and the British hardened their 

respective positions on the terms for nationalization of 

the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company assets, concern mounted in 

the United States. Dean Acheson summarized the dilemma. 

"Britain might drive Iran to a Communist coup d'etat, or 

Iran might drive Britain out of the country. Either would 

16GB, FO, Washington No. 1303 to Foreign Office, 28 
April 1951, FO 371/91482. 

17Dean Acheson, Present at the Creation (New York: 
W. W. Norton and Co., 1969) p. 501. 
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be a major disaster.,,18 Subsequent events would prove that 

although Britain was driven out, it wasn't the major 

disaster he feared. 

To discuss the problem with an eye toward develop-

ing policy tactics coordinated with the British, a meeting 

was convened at Averell Harriman's home in Washington on 

the Fourth of July, 1951. Among those present were 

Harriman, Dean Acheson, George McGhee, and British 

Ambassador to Washington Sir Oliver Franks. 

Of particular concern was the possibility that the 

British might use military force in Iran to back their 

position, as outlined in an April 1951 study by the u.S. 

Joint Chiefs of Staff which said, "It is understood that 

the British are contemplating the use of force if such 

action would be necessary for them to retain control of 

their oil concessions in Iran. In such an eventuality, the 

USSR might occupy North Iran under its treaty of 1921 with 

that country.,,19 

18Ibid., p. 506. 

1900S, "Study Prepared by the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff," 13 April 1951. FRUS 1951, Vol. I, p. 62. The 1921 
Treaty to which the study referred was the Treaty of Gilan 
(a northern Iranian province). Article 6 provided that 
"Russia shall have the right to advance her troops into the 
Persian interior for the purpose of carrying out the 
military operations necessary for its defense." 
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A National Intelligence Estimate prepared at about 

the same time and entitled "Probable Soviet Courses of 

Action to Mid-1952" elaborated further. 

Soviet control of Iran would eliminate a potential 
base for hostile action against the USSR, would 
deprive the west of a vast oil supply, and would 
facilitate the subversion or conquest of the Near 
and Middle East. However the Kremlin probably 
estimates that the political and economic instabil
ity and the widespread anti-British feeling offer 
good prospects ... of ..• eventual communist 
control without direct intervention. But if the 
British should use military force in their dispute 
with Iran, the Kremlin might then invoke the 1921 
treaty and occupy at least northern Iran, estimat
ing that it could do so with relatively little risk 
of general war. 20 

With estimates such as those for background and the 

experience of McGhee's trip to London still fresh, the 

group proceeded to discuss the situation. 

Dean Acheson remembered the meeting as "quite 

serious indeed," and that the British Ambassador said 

within the British public, press, Parliament, and Govern-

ment, "everyone was aroused at the absolute defiance . . . 

by this group of wild men in Persia."21 

The Americans told Sir Oliver that it was simply 

not acceptable for the British to try and resolve the 

problem in Iran with military force. By the end of the 

2000S, "Probable Soviet Courses of Action to Mid-
1952," NIE-25, 12 August 1951. FRUS 1951, Vol. I, p. 125. 

21princeton Seminars, Reel 2, Track 1, Page 4. 
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afternoon, all agreed it was really not in the interest of 

either the united States or Great Britain to risk the 

sequence of events which might ensue if the British were to 

intervene militarily. The virtually inevitable outcome 

would be a serious and public disagreement between the two 

allies, even if the Soviets did not take the opportunity to 

move into northern Iran. 

Acheson proposed that Averell Harriman go to Tehran 

to explore breaking the deadlock between the Iranian 

Government and the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. Everyone 

else endorsed the idea, except Harriman, "who appeared a 

most reluctant bride."22 

Harriman agreed to go, of course, and Acheson 

proposed the idea to President Truman the next day. On 

July 8th The President wrote to Prime Minister Mossadegh 

proposing that Harriman travel to Tehran as Truman's per-

sonal representative to discuss "the unhappy dispute which 

has arisen between your government and the British oil 

interests in Iran."23 

Mossadegh replied to Truman on July 11th, saying 

that "the Iranian government welcomes this gesture and 

hopes to take full advantage of consultations with a man of 

22Acheson, Present at the Creation, p. 509 

23Alexander and Yonah, eds., The United States and 
Iran, p. 218. 
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such high standing."24 The "full advantage" did not, as it 

turned out, refer to negotiations, but to the opportunity 

for Mossadegh to impress upon Harriman Iran's policy. Even 

as Harriman's mission was being proposed, Mossadegh's 

position was enunciated in a press interview. 

In summary our program is as follows: 

1. The British government should accept unconditional
ly the nationalization of the petroleum industry. 

2. The company must be entirely liquidated and the 
accounts closed. 

3. We are prepared to enter into discussion with 
British delegations . . . in order to give them the 
assurance that ... (they) will continue to 
receive the same quantities of oil as during the 
past three years at international prices. 25 

Concluding the interview, Mossadegh addressed the 

role he expected the United 8tates to play. 

I have recently addressed a message to President 
Truman, and I would like to add now that the Iran
ian people hope that America will continue to 
extend its help, as in the past, because such help 
is not only in the interest of Iran but also of 
world peace. 26 

Harriman's Mediation 

The task before Averell Harriman was a formidable 

one: to convince the British and the Iranians to negotiate 

24008, Telegram Tehran No. 147 to Washington, 11 
July 1951. 

25008, Despatch Tehran No. 43 to Washington, 11 
July 1951. 

26Ibid. 
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on a point both considered non-negotiable, the nation-

alization of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. The British 

considered the act a dangerous precedent for the rest of 

its now-declining Empire, as well as a national affront. 

The Iranians, for their part, stood on the legality of the 

principle of nationalization, as well as the emotional 

imperative of anti-imperialism with the demonstrated 

physical danger to the life of any Iranian who openly 

opposed the idea. 

Arriving in Tehran on 15 July, Harriman and his 

entourage were met by united States Ambassador Henry Grady, 

who was described as "not particularly happy to have us 

there."27 Grady represented the point of view that the 

United States should support Mossadegh to the maximum 

extent possible. Grady had been Ambassador to Greece at 

the inception of the Truman Doctrine and was, therefore, 

the administrator of a large amount of United States aid to 

that country. George McGhee, who himself had recommended 

Grady for the post, later said that the lack of "big money" 

was the cause of the Ambassador's frustrations and resent-

ment toward the line being taken by United States policy in 

Iran. 28 

27vernon Walters, Silent Missions (New York: 
Doubleday, 1978) p. 246. 

28princeton Seminars, Reel 1, Track 2, Page 4. 



Also not happy with the presence of Harriman was 

British Ambassador to Tehran, Francis Shepherd, who told 

the press that Harriman's mission was not at all 

welcomed. 29 His attitude wasn't too surprising for the 

representative of a country which was characterized by 

Harriman as "high-handed" in their dealings with the 

Iranians. 30 
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Harriman and his assistants met with Mossadegh, who 

had already made his position clear in the letter to Presi-

dent Truman, and who lectured Harriman that "you do not 

know how crafty they (the British) are. You do not know 

how evil they are. You do not know how they sully 

everything they touch."31 Vernon Walters, Harriman's 

interpreter, characterized Mossadegh as "suspicious of 

everyone."32 

There followed meetings with the Shah, who informed 

Harriman that there was no realistic alternative to 

Mossadegh as Prime Minister in the current political 

climate, and more meetings with the Iranian cabinet and oil 

committee, both of which insisted on the principle of 

29Ibid., Reel 2, Track 1, Page 12. 

30Ibid., Reel 2, Track 1, Page 13. 

31Walters, Silent Missions, p. 247. 

32vernon Walters, Interview with author, 
Washington, D.C., 28 April 1979. 
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nationalization. For the negotiations, though, Harriman 

got an agreement from the Iranians that they would 

negotiate directly with the British if the principle of 

nationalization was accepted, and the negotiations were 

confined to procedures for implement~ng the nationalization 

decision. 33 Nationalization itself was clearly not 

negotiable. 

Harriman flew to London on 27 July in order to 

personally urge the British to negotiate with the Iranians 

along the lines proposed in Tehran. He left with the 

feeling that "the reports of (British Ambassador to Tehran) 

Shepherd were so completely different from the views of all 

the Americans, including myself, that there would be no 

chance of the British accepting it."34 Dean Acheson 

described the attitude of the British toward Harriman as 

"arbitrary and unyielding," but Harriman prevailed and the 

British named a negotiating mission headed by Richard 

Stokes, the Lord Privy Seal and Minister of Materials. 

Harriman returned to Tehran on 30 July and Stokes 

followed on 4 August. The negotiations which followed 

confirmed the worst fears of the Americans. The Iranians 

saw the issue in political terms; the purpose of 

33David S. Painter, Oil and the American Century 
(Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986) p. 177. 

34princeton Seminars, Reel 2, Track 2, Page 3. 
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nationalization was to rid Iran of British influence, and 

compromises with Stokes in negotiations would be seen as 

capitulation to foreign pressure. Harriman lobbied for the 

British proposals, but the unfortunate choice of Stokes as 

a negotiator made the task more difficult. Stokes, against 

the advice of Harriman, made the politically fatal mistake 

of publicizing the British proposals for compromise, and 

Mossadegh promptly rejected them, also publicly in order to 

avoid the politically and practically fatal consequences 

suffered by Ali Razmara. Acheson, commenting on a descrip

tion of Stokes as a "bluff f genial and hearty man without 

experience in dealing with the Near Eastern mentality," 

called it "sheer flattery.,,35 

Having decided that there was no point in further 

negotiations, Harriman made the decision to depart Tehran. 

He concluded that, "Mossadegh's stock in trade was fighting 

with the British, and that any settlement of the dispute 

would end his political power." Harriman talked with the 

Shah before leaving, telling him, "I thought we would never 

make a settlement with Mossadegh and that he would have to 

use his constitutional authority at some stage of the 

game.,,36 

35Acheson, Present at the Creation, p. 509. 

36princeton Seminars, Reel 2, Track 2, Page 5. 
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Of the British, Harriman observed that their atti-

tude was the Iranians had to fail publicly and disastrously 

in order to protect British foreign investments. 37 Fur-

thermore, he concluded, the British felt that "Mossadegh 

had to go; he was impossible."38 

Finally, commenting on Henry Grady, the United 

States Ambassador in Tehran, Harriman said "I didn't feel 

that Grady really was at grips with the situation."39 The 

Harriman mediation effort, even in failure, had developed 

definite opinions about all of the parties to the dispute. 

The day after Stokes and the British negotiating 

team left Tehran to return to London, the British Ambas-

sador to Washington was called to the State Department. He 

was told that the Americans considered there was no chance 

the Shah would take decisive action against Mossadegh, and 

that the United States expected to be consulted before 

Great Britain made any decision to use force in Iran, other 

than to save British lives in an emergency.40 

In Tehran, the British Ambassador also concluded 

that force was not a wise option at that time, other than 

37Ibid., Reel 2 , Track 2 , Page 10. 

38Ibid. , Reel 2 , Track 2 , Page II. 

39Ibid. , Reel 2 , Track 2, Page 9 . 

40GB, FO, Washington No. 3097 to Foreign Office, 25 
September 1951. FO 371/91472. 
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to use the Royal Navy to prevent unauthorized shipments of 

oil from Iranian ports. He hoped Britain "ought to be able 

to get the Americans at least to connive in this in 

return for a renunciation by us of a landing. It would to 

a great extent save our faces in Persia and would give us a 

little more time for a change of Government to be engi

neered."41 

Harriman, had by then, returned to the united 

States and met with Acheson and Sir Oliver Franks, the 

British Ambassador. Franks reported to London on the talks 

in a pouched message entitled "Bipartite Talks. Item 2 

Alignment of United States and United Kingdom Policies in 

the Middle East."42 In the report he reemphasized what was 

by now the British policy toward Mossadegh. "In our view, 

the only hope of an improvement in the situation lay in a 

change of government in Iran." He continued to say that 

Harriman had reached the conclusion that it was impossible 

to make a deal with Mossadegh and his advisors, but that 

the United States and Great Britain might be getting "dif-

ferent appreciations of the situation from their respective 

embassies in Tehran." The views of the United States 

Government were summarized by Secretary of State Acheson at 

41GB, FO, Tehran No. 1426 to Foreign Office, 26 
September 1951. FO 371/91464. 

42GB, FO, Washington No. 929 to Foreign Office, 12 
September 1951. FO 371/91472. 



the meeting, and transmitted to London by Franks in his 

message. 

(a) It was impossible to force a quick solution of 
the Iranian problem. 

(b) They strongly advised us to make the support of 
the Shah the central point of our policy. 

(c) For their part they would take no steps which 
might give the Iranians the impression that the 
united States supported them or were at vari
ance with the United Kingdom, and he promised 
the united States Government would find ways 
not to proceed at present with projected United 
States loan to Iran. 

(d) On the other hand, the United States did not 
believe that it would be wise to abandon their 
programmes of military and agricultural assis
tance. They did not consider that those pro
grammes would have any affect on the present 
financial situation in Iran. 

(e) The United States Government would continue to 
hammer home to the Iranians on all possible 
occasions that Iran could not hope to solve the 
oil problem except by agreement with the United 
Kingdom and that they could expect no help 
either from the united States or from anybody 
else unless they were prepared to cooperate 
with us. 

(f) As regards the "serious situation" to which I 
had referred, it was the hope of the United 
States Government that His Majesty's Government 
would not proceed to any military measures 
except: 

(i) to save British lives which were in danger; 

(ii) in the event of a communist government 
taking over; 

The United States Government would view with grave 
concern the taking of military measures against an 
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Iranian government which was still under the Shah and 
which was not communist. 43 

On the 27th of September Iranian troops occupied 

the oil refinery at Abadan, preempting any notion the 

British still might have had. The Shah, at least by his 
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own account, promised to personally lead the Iranian resis

tance to any British aggression. 44 These moves, combined 

with the strong American policy against the use of British 

military action, stymied the British and defused the 

serious possibility of an armed confrontation. The united 

States, however, had still not solved its policy dilemma. 

Mossadegh in the United States 

with the collapse of negotiations in Tehran and 

Britain's military option apparently blocked, the attention 

of United States policymakers turned toward home, where the 

British had placed a complaint against Iran before the 

united Nations Security Council. Mossadegh himself 

travelled to New York to present Iran's case to the Coun-

cil, and on the eve of the opening of the Security Council 

debate, the public was given a summary of the issues by 

Howard K. Smith, reporting from London for CBS Radio News. 

43Ibid. 

44Mohammed Reza Pahlavi, Mission For My Country 
(New York: McGraw-Hill, 1961) p. 91. 
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Smith's narrative matched closely the privately expressed 

opinions of the united States policymakers. Some excerpts: 

Tomorrow's debate at the Security council may be a 
necessary legal and moral recourse, but in every 
respect that is effective it is pure anticlimax. 

It's hard to see what the Security Council debate 
on the issue. . can now accomplish. Russia can 
be counted on to veto almost any decision against 
Iran. In fact, the United States and Britain's 
other allies will find it almost impossible to 
agree to any strong action against the Iranians. 

Yet any action short of force or of strong economic 
pressure will have no effect whatever. Mossadegh 
has committed himself far too deeply to the seizure 
of the refineries now to withdraw due to mere 
verbal appeals from us. 

The fields and refineries, Iran's main source of 
income, are idle. . unemployment and financial 
chaos can cause disorder and civil strife. In that 
case, power will inevitably gravitate toward the 
local communists . the west cannot very well 
see those things happen. 

In the final analysis, even the friendliest observ
er here is forced to the opinion that Britain bears 
the main responsibility for the crisis developing. 

The reason the British adopted this stony attitude 
of unwillingness to negotiate was their belief that 
no agreement could ever be reached with Mossadegh 
and their belief that if they frowned hard enough 
at him they would bring him down in ruins, to be 
replaced by an Iranian Premier who would be more 
agreeable. 

It all appears to be one more case of our ingrained 
Western arrogance. . the assumption that if the 
white man's disapproval is made known, the natives 
would throw the Premier over. In fact, such are 
the times that Britain's gesture has simply made 



him dearer to his people and made him into a kind of 
Iranian George Washington. 45 

The British were not convinced. As the United 

Nations Security Council began the debate on the British 
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complaint against Iran, Ambassador Sir Francis Shepherd in 

Tehran wrote to Ambassador Sir Oliver Franks in Washington 

on the subject of nationalism in Iran at the time. The 

letter itself, being Shepherd's opinions, would not be so 

remarkable except that it was reproduced as a "Confidential 

Print" by the British Government and distributed throughout 

Whitehall and the Foreign Office in London. Sir Francis 

lamented that Iran had "not been subjected to the wholesome 

influence of a western colonizing power, (and) ... is now 

paying heavily for her immunity from tutelage."46 The 

letter continued, 

Nationalist movements elsewhere have been organised 
and guided by the colonial powers . . . whereas in 
Persia there has been no guiding hand. It is in 
fact probable that the salvation of Persia would be 
a twenty year occupation by a foreign power ... 
but in default of this the country will certainly 
grope for some considerable time yet before finding 
expression for a nationalist movement. 1he tragedy 
of the situation is that in the 20th century there 

45Transcript of Howard K. Smith's CBS Radio News 
from London, 30 September 1951. Alexander Smith Papers, 
Seeley G. Mudd Manuscript Library, Princeton University. 
Box 102. 

46GB, FO, Letter from Sir Francis Shepherd (Tehran) 
to Sir Oliver Franks (Washington), 2 October 1951. FO 
371/91464. 
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is no country which either could or would undertake the 
education of Persia. 47 

The British argued their case before the Security 

council on 1 October; they mentioned none of the opinions 

contained in Shepherd's letter. The Council voted to put 

the complaint on the agenda and adjourned to await the 

arrival in New York of Mohammed Mossadegh, who would pre-

sent Iran's arguments. He arrived on 8 October and used 

the occasion to ask the American people to remember their 

own revolution against the British and to support Iran's 

fight against British imperialism. 48 He met the same day 

with George McGhee, who hoped to use Mossadegh's visit to 

the United States to make some progress in getting the 

British and the Iranians back to negotiations, in spite of 

the fact that the British, and many Americans, were already 

reconciled to Mossadegh's intransigence and the necessity 

to wait for a change in government. 

Mossadegh presented Iran's case to the Security 

Council, commenting that "the only dispute between my 

country and the United Kingdom relates to the United King-

dom's attempt to interfere, in violation of established 

47Ibid. And in the margin of the letter someone 
wrote "we could." 

48"Mossadegh Here, Appeals to Americans to Back 
Iran," New York Times, 9 October 1951, p. 1. 
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principles of law, in our internal affairs."49 In reply to 

the British statement that "the Anglo-Iranian Oil company 

was a trusteeship for the Iranian people," Mossadegh said 

the idea was typical of the "smug superiority which has 

always marked the attitude of the former company and of its 

principal stockholder (the British Government) toward 

us."50 

In the end, the Security Council avoided addressing 

the issue directly by voting to adjourn until such time as 

the International Court of Justice ruled on an appeal filed 

by the Anglo-Iranian oil Company in May. The British were 

miffed at the lack of support given by her allies and 

Mossadegh was seen to have prevailed. As Henry Grady wrote 

shortly before being replaced after only 15 months in 

Tehran, 

I think it was a great mistake to take the matter 
to the U.N. I think the British have given Mr. 
Mossadegh the chance of a great forum to tell the 
world how this oil company has oppressed the Iran
ian people, how western capitalism is tending to 
control and possibly destroy other countries in the 
underdeveloped part of the world. 51 

His mission at the united Nations completed, Mossa-

degh moved to Washington. At a meeting with President 

49Elwell-Sutton, Persian Oil, p. 262. 

50Ibid., p. 263. 

51Henry F. Grady, "The Real Story of Iran," U.S. 
News and World Report, 19 October 1951, p. 13. 
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Truman and Secretary of State Acheson on 23 October, Mossa-

degh was assured that the United States wanted only to help 

Iran and Great Britain reach a fair settlement, and that 

the main point was understood to be Mossadegh's concern for 

British interference in Iranian internal affairs. Mossa-

degh appealed to Truman for financial assistance, noting 

that the United States had given very little aid to Iran. 52 

Perhaps Grady had suggested that line to Mossadegh. 

The next day Mossadegh met with Acheson, McGhee, 

Director of the Policy Planning Staff Paul Nitze, and 

interpreter Vernon walters. Despite lengthy explanations 

about the mathematics of the oil industry and the reason-

ableness of several possible compromise proposals, Mossa-

degh could not be brought to an agreement for settlement 

that the British would accept. As McGhee wrote of the 

British in his memoirs, "they considered that it would, in 

any event, never be possible to make a suitable deal with 

Mossadegh and preferred to await his fall."53 

Dean Acheson summarized the meetings in Washington 

by relating that Mossadegh wanted "a lot of financial 

assistance from us ... (and) support against the British. 

And the result of this was that he got nowhere. The Presi-

dent said that until he really made a serious effort to 

r.:~ 

J~McGhee, Envoy to the Middle World, p. 398. 

53 I bid., p. 402. 



work out his oil difficulties we weren't going to finance 

him while he conducted a battle with the British."54 

Appraisals from Tehran 

The united States policy deliberations were par-
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tially guided by appraisals from Tehran which estimated the 

consequences of Mossadegh's trip to the United States. 

McGhee's and Harriman's suggestions on closer coordination 

between the American and British Embassies had been heeded 

and the results were now forthcoming in the form of joint 

appraisals of the situation. The new United States Ambas-

sador to Tehran, Loy Henderson, cabled Acheson while talks 

with Mossadegh in Washington were still in progress. 

1) Following telegram is in response to sugges
tions from Department we telegraph our views 
repercussions in Iran if Mossadegh should 
return without agreement. British Embassy has 
been informed its contents. 

2) ... if it would be impression failure was due 
to British unwillingness negotiate except on 
term(s) which would result in re-establishment 
British company in Iran, indignation and anger 
against British would ... reach new heights. 
Unless US ... indicate it intended (to) 
extend appreciable ... aid to Iran, there 
would be strengthening of already widely 
prevalent belief it was co-operating with UK in 
maintaining economic and technical blockade. 
Since UK would not look kindly on extension any 
aid to Iran •.. US might find itself 
compelled to choose between deeply offending 
British or forfeiting such remnants of friend
liness as still exist in Iran . . .. Such 
choice not easy since hostility towards 

54princeton Seminars, Reel 3, Track 2, Page 4. 



us on part Iran would promote success of those 
who want country to fall under Russian 
domination. 

3) If Mossadegh returns without agreement or some 
kind of assurance Iran would be able obtain 
funds from US ... he will be subject consid
erable criticism for failure his policy •... 
He might however even in face foreign and royal 
intervention be able squelch opposition ... 
by threats of violence or by actual violence. 
We doubt that he will resign ... he will stay 
on unless Shah under pressure from both US and 
UK Embassies decides to take risk of removing 
him, and succeeds in doing so. 

4) Even replacement of Mossadegh by Prime Minister 
more friendly towards Britain at this time will 
not solve oil problem. New Prime Minister 
would not dare take position which would tend 
confirm charges certain to be made against him 
he merely another British stooge . . . 

5) ... In our opinion, Iranian national feel ings 
being as they are, public more likely turn 
towards Communist than ... submission to 
Western economic imperialism. It is quite 
possible Iran would fall victim to interna
tional Communist without any overt intervention 
on part Russia. 

6) Not believed necessary here (to) stress effect 
on free world (of the) loss of Iran ..• would 
render defense Middle East extremely difficult. 
Mere existence militarily strong Commie Iran 
would have disruptive and demoralizing influ
ence in the whole area. 

7) In our opinion stakes so high US and UK cannot 
afford to take chances ... 55 
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Henderson continued by urging that the British 

could create considerable goodwill and probably defuse the 

situation by agreeing to a settlement. 

Another telegram from Henderson outlined the dif-

ferences between the appraisals of the American and British 

Embassies in Tehran. 

A) With regard to depth of Iranian nationalism 
... British are inclined to believe that 
na tional is tic emotions . . . are essen tially 
artificially stimulated and that new government 
. . . migh t be abl e . . . to tone these 
emotions down. We believe these nationalistic 
emotions . . . have now become so deep-seated 
that no prime minister in the near future will 
be able to suppress or divert them ... (to 
allow) return of some British company to Iran 
for oil operation purposes. 

B) with regard to effect on Iranian public if 
Mossadegh should return from Washington with no 
agreement . . . British believe strong possi
bility that Majlis or Shah may oust Mossadegh 
as failure. . . . We consider it more likely, 
unless British and we actively intervene, that 
Mossadegh may survive and turn for support 
toward Commies and their friends . • . . 
Neither British nor we believe it likely Com
mies will seize power immediately if Mossadegh 
comes back empty handed ... (British) seem to 
be placing their hope on removal Mossadegh. 56 

Unfortunately, some of the identifying heading information 
has been cut off, but enough remains to clearly identify 
the origin and significance. In the case of this par
ticular document, the text includes "FOR SECRETARY ACHESON" 
and from "HENDERSON," U.S. Ambassador to Tehran. 

5600S, Telegram, Tehran (No. unk.) to Washington, 6 
November 1951 (?). Enclosure to GB, FO, Tehran No. 1628 to 
Foreign Office, 6 November 1951. FO 371/91472. 
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The British version of the joint appraisal appears 

to be somewhat at variance with the American, although both 

claim to have compared their respective messages. The 

British Embassy attributes to Henderson the view that "if 

Mossadegh comes back empty handed there is a risk that 

Nationalist fervour will be consolidated behind him and he 

will be regarded as the leader of a Nationalist crusade. "57 

Henderson's version had Mossadegh "subject to considerable 

criticism for failure his policy." Even in coordinated 

joint appraisals there are problems. On one point, how-

ever, there was no disagreement. "We assume immediate, 

mutual and overriding United States-united Kingdom objec-

tive in Persia is to prevent that country from falling into 

Communist hands."58 

When a single document was produced later in Novem-

ber by the two embassies (instead of merely showing each 

other drafts of unilateral telegrams), the result was a 

seven-page document which was coordinated down to the least 

common denominators. The "Joint Estimate of the situation" 

repeated the policy objective quoted above, and summarized 

the "Principal Factors in Iran Today" on the first page. 

57GB, FO, Tehran No. 1630 to Foreign Office, 7 
November 1951. FO 371/91472. 

58GB, FO, Tehran No. 1628 to Foreign Office, 6 
November 1951. FO 371/91476. 



A. Corrupt and inefficient system of government. 

B. Strong popular current of anti-foreign nation
alism . 

C. . indecisive and weak though well-inten-
tioned Shah. 

D. Small oligarchy of landowners and merchants, 
motivated primarily by self-interest . 

E. Running sore of oil dispute with British 

F. Security forces in general still loyal to the 
Shah. 

G. Moslem religion which affects all phases of 
Iranian life. 

H. Depressed economic and social conditions 

I. Communist exploitation of the situation. 

J. Decline of western influence. 59 
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The British Embassy forwarding letter took care to 

point out to the Foreign Office in London that the primary 

point of disagreement between the two embassies in Tehran 

was on the subject of Iranian nationalism. The American 

opinion was that local nationalism was "a potent and spon-

taneous force which will be an overriding factor on its own 

account regardless of the wishes and actions of any future 

government." The British, on the other hand, while 

acknowledging its existence, felt Iranian nationalism was a 

matter of "manipulation," and that a successor Iranian 

59GB, Fa, "Joint Estimate of the Situation in Iran, 
November 1951. Fa 371/91472. 
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government would be able to control the situation in order 

to "meet its current political requirements.,,60 

Still trying to balance the requirements of satis-

fying the British alliance and Iranian nationalism while 

keeping Soviet influence out of the Middle East, the united 

States Government took what appeared to be the safest 

course of action. It did nothing. 

Mossadegh departed Washington empty handed, and 

stopped in cairo on his way home. There, his presence 

caused the British considerable discomfort when, at a party 

in Mossadegh's honor, his Egyptian host welcomed him as a 

national hero and made the analogy between Iran and Egypt, 

saying "You have oil and we have the Suez Canal. There 

will come a generation of die-hards who will decide to 

close down the oil fields and fill the Suez Canal with 

earth in order to secure the liberty and independence of 

Iran and Egypt. ,,61 

The United States State Department "regretfully 

concluded" that no new basis for a settlement had been 

found in its talks with Mossadegh and the representatives 

of the British government, but promised to continue to 

60GB, FO, Tehran letter No. G.19002/18/51 to 
Foreign Office, 19 November 1951. FO 371/91472. 

61DOS, Despatch, Cairo No. 1275 to Washington, 1 
December 1951. 



provide every possible assistance to the two parties in 

order to reach a mutually acceptable solution. 62 

Acheson and Eden 

While McGhee and other officials of the State 

Department were holding discussions with Mossadegh in 

Washington, Secretary of State Acheson had travelled to 
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Europe for a series of meetings on various other subjects. 

While there, however, he took the opportunity to meet in 

Paris with Anthony Eden, who had replaced Herbert Morrison 

as Foreign Minister when the Conservative Party replaced 

the Labor Party after elections in Britain. The subject 

was, of course, Iran. 

Acheson did not hold Eden in high regard when 

dealing with the subject of Iran, complaining that Eden as 

overly influenced on the subject by the advice of the 

Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, "the same sources which had 

•.. poisoned the Judgement of the Labor party.,,63 

Acheson also felt that Eden's estimation of his own 

knowledge of Iran was greatly exaggerated, "like so many 

people who have been briefly in a part of the world, his 

whole knowledge was colossal.,,64 

62DOS, "Anglo-Iranian Oil Dispute Remains 
Unsettled," DOS Bulletin 25, No. 648 (26 Nov. 1951) p. 864. 

63Ac heson, Present at the Creation, p. 511. 

64princeton Seminars, Reel 2, Track 2, Page 11. 
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Eden was more charitable in his memoirs when 

describing Acheson, calling him "a loyal colleague" and 

describing Acheson as possessing a "remarkable intellectual 

brilliance." He did say, however, that Acheson was "tren-

chant in his form of expression" and "did not suffer fools 

gladly."65 

Eden and Acheson met five times in November and the 

discussions ran parallel to the discussions in which their 

respective embassies in Tehran were engaged. Acheson also 

presented the latest proposal for a settlement to which 

Mossadegh, still in Washington, had agreed. Although 

rejected by Eden, the ensuing discussions showed both 

parties the value of direct coordination on the matter of 

the impasse in Iran. Eden concluded of the visit, "I 

realized what a tussle lay ahead, both to align Anglo-

American opinion and to persuade the Iranians where their 

true interests lay, but I felt we had made a beginning."66 

Acheson's summary of the situation emerging from 

the meetings was that "The adamant British attitude ruled 

out further discussion or search for face-saving formulas 

of retreat for Mossadegh."67 His frustrations evident, 

65Anthony Eden, Full Circle (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1960) p. 221. 

66Ibid., p. 225. 

67Acheson, Present at the Creation, p. 511. 
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Acheson returned to the United States to plan the next 

phase of policy tactics to deal with the dilemma of united 

States policy and Iran. The procedure of closer coordina

tion of policy with the British had been established, 

however, and would continue into the coming year, but the 

United States had yet to come to grips with the problem of 

reconciling continued recognition of the reality of Iranian 

nationalism with its ramifications for the stability of 

Iran. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THE TRUMAN ADMINISTRATION - 1952 

With the corning of the new year, the policy of the 

United States toward Iran had become settled, for the time 

being. A choice had been finally made; the United States 

had recognized the power of popular nationalism in Iran and 

concluded that even a successor to Mossadegh would have to 

act very much the same. Acheson and others remained 

seriously concerned that Mossadegh would not be able to 

retain control of the political situation in Iran, to the 

advantage of extreme elements which would benefit the rise 

of communist influence in the country. The United States 

was determined, however, to find a level of support for 

Iran which would keep Mossadegh in power and the country 

stable enough to prevent a communist takeover, while not 

undermining British efforts to arrive at a satisfactory 

resolution of the oil nationalization impasse. 

Searching for Policy Balance 

During the first few months of 1952 the governments 

of the United States and Great Britain held many talks at 

various levels in order to coordinate policy on Iran. 

Although the two continued to differ, for the time being, 
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on the depth and potential of Iranian nationalism and 

alternatives to Mohammed Mossadegh, a consensus was reached 

on developing policy tactics to keep the pressure on Iran 

to negotiate a settlement to the oil dispute. 

The main concern of the united States was the 

effect the loss of oil revenues would have on the Iranian 

economy, and the resulting consequences for internal 

stability. Dean Acheson worried, in early January, about 

"a rapid process of disintegration, an undermining of the 

loyalty of the civil and armed services and of the Shah's 

position, and successive changes of unstable governments 

leading either to Tudeh control or some equally irre

sponsible government. ,,1 

In Washington, British minutes of a February 1952 

meeting with William Rountree, the Director of Greek, 

Turkish and Iranian Affairs at the State Department, de-

scribed the United States view and some of the differences 

which remained. It was noted that the views of the British 

and American Embassies in Tehran were now "more close than 

in the past . (but) there remained in particular a 

1GB , FO, "Record of a Meeting between the Secretary of 
State and Mr. Acheson at the State Department on Wednesday, 
9th January, 1952." FO 371/98608. 
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difference of opinion on the real nature of the danger of 

communism in Persia.,,2 

The united States continued to insist that the 

intensity of Iranian nationalism meant that it was 

necessary to deal with Mossadegh, and that with him lay the 

best opportunity to thwart communist designs on Iran. As 

the British Embassy in Washington wrote to the Foreign 

Office about the Americans, "They believe that if a 

settlement of the oil dispute could be reached, Mossadegh 

would channel public fervor against the foreign dominated 

Tudeh party and would by firm action curb ... the spread 

of Communism.,,3 

say 

The assessment of the American view continued to 

the State Department fear that if Mossadegh is not 
helped over his financial difficulties by the 
resumption of oil revenues or by the receipt of 
foreign aid, he will act recklessly and do a deal 
with the Soviet bloc which would expose Persia to 
Soviet influence and might lead to the loss of 
Persia to the west. They therefore press us to go 
far to meet Mossadegh in order to improve the 
chances of an agreement. 4 

2GB , Fa, "Discussion of the Persian Political 
Situation Held at the State Department on February 1st." 
Fa 3 71 / 9 B 6 0 8 . 

3GB, Fa, Letter, Washington No. 1531/123/52 to Foreign 
Office, B February 1952. Fa 371/98608. 

4 I bid. 
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The British opinion was that Mossadegh's neutral 

stance in foreign policy and his record of domestic 

political toleration meant that he would not take effective 

measures to prevent the increase of communist influence. 

They also argued that a successor as Prime Minister might 

be someone who would be receptive to a reasonable 

settlement of the oil dispute and who would effectively 

oppose communism. However, as the British wrote, 

The State Department have listened to these 
arguments but they have shown no inclination to 
accept them. Our views are not supported by 
reports from their Embassy at Tehran. The 
Americans put a higher estimate on the genuineness 
and permanence of national feeling behind the 
National Front. Furthermore, they see that our 
arguments, even if accepted, do not entirely 
eliminate the possibility of a Communist regime and 
for strategic and for domestic reasons neither the 
United States Administration nor individual 
officials of the State Department feel able to 
remain passive in the face of any risk of the 
spread of communism. 5 

An assessment of the situation in Iran from 

Ambassador Loy Henderson gave the State Department the 

confidence to pursue a policy of support for Mossadegh for 

a while, at least. Responding to an inquiry about the 

stability of the National Front, Henderson cabled a reply 

to London, where Director of the Policy Planning Staff Paul 

Nitze was meeting with British Foreign Office officials. 

Henderson estimated that the Government of Iran would most 

5Ibid. 



82 

probably continue in power through at least "the near 

future," even though "it may become apparent there will be 

no early resumption (of) substantial oil revenues and no 

budgetary aid from abroad."6 

The State Department's Research and Analysis Branch 

supported Tehran's view, but placed even more emphasis on 

Mossadegh as the key figure for stability. Estimates 

throughout the latter part of 1951 and the beginning of 

1952 repeated the virtual universality of Iranian support 

for nationalization of the oil industry and broad popular 

support for Mossadegh. It was deemed unlikely that the 

Tudeh could seize power as long as Mossadegh was Prime 

Minister, and if, one report projected, the Shah would be 

assassinated, the event would probably lead to Mossadegh 

becoming President of Iran! An assassination of Mossadegh 

would most likely be blamed on the British, specifically 

the Anglo-Iranian Oil company.7 

with these estimates in mind, united States policy 

throughout the first half of 1952 was designed to do as 

little as possible which would interfere with British 

600S, Telegram, Tehran (No. unk.) to London 24 
February 1952. Enclosure to GB, FO, "Anglo-US Policy," 28 
February 1952. FO 371/98608. 

700S, Research and Analysis Branch, Report No. 5881, 
16 May 1952. Also, Report No. 5735, 10 January 1952; 
Report No. 5676, 26 October 1951. 
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interests in Iran, while closely monitoring the situation. 

It was deemed essential to assess the strength of 

Mossadegh, for he was clearly considered the man who could 

maintain the internal stability of Iran which was so 

important for continued opposition to communist influence. 

The United States was prepared, therefore, to do at least 

the minimum to keep Mossadegh in power for the time being. 

Elections and Crisis in Iran 

Shortly after his return to Iran after visiting the 

United States and Egypt, Mossadegh made clear his 

priorities for the coming months of 1952. In a speech to 

the Majlis, he preempted those who would criticize his 

failure to reach an agreement or garner additional American 

aid. "I am glad we came back 'empty-handed' because I have 

preserved Iran from . (the British) return." He 

continued to say, "I only saw President Truman at (the) 

request (of the) Americans, (and) . it is not my fault 

that my and McGhee's proposal was turned down. The British 

did not consent to United States interference in Iranian 

affairs."8 

Several days later Mossadegh delivered an appeal 

for the upcoming Iranian elections to be free from foreign 

8DOS, Telegram Tehran No. 2159 to Washington 12 
December 1951. 
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influence and corruption. "Let me speak candidly and say 

that the will of foreigners influenced our most fundamental 

affairs and the clutches of imperialism penetrated to the 

very core of our national life.,,9 He warned that those who 

would oppose his program (the British and their sympathis-

ers, no doubt) would seek to interfere in the elections, 

but that full participation by the Iranian people in the 

elections would ensure that their will would prevail. 

In my declining years it is my only wish to succeed 
in completing the elections in a way that I have 
fought for during fifty years. I, therefore, 
consider it a national duty to finish the elections 
and to fight with all my power for a free election. 
I hope that with your help the true representatives 
of the people will go to the Majlis and will 
frustrate the plans of the enemy to interfere in 
our affairs. lO 

The elections were held throughout Iran over the 

course of the next several months, and have been described 

as remarkably free and open. Even the United States said 

"the current elections represent the first time that (an 

Iranian) government has ... made an effort to encourage 

universal and unhampered expression of popular will."ll 

The resulting assembly was "considered to be one of the 

9 
DOS, Despatch Tehran No. 731 to Washington 19 

December 1951. 

10Ibid. 

lIDOS, Research and Analysis Branch, Report No. 5735, 
10 January 1952. 
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most representative in Iran's history.,,12 Nonetheless, in 

the latter stages of the Iranian system of staggered 

elections it became clear that thi~gs were not going 

Mossadegh's way in the rural and tribal areas, which voted 

after Tehran and other urban centers. Mossadegh therefore 

suspended further balloting after a quorum had been 

elected. 

There ensued then considerable maneuvering on the 

part of Mossadegh to consolidate his political power. In 

July the Majlis chose Mossadegh to continue as Prime 

Minister, but he was unsure of being able to count on that 

elected body to support his programs. As a result, instead 

of merely presenting himself to the Shah for appointment as 

Prime Minister under the new government, Mossadegh used the 

audience to demand the portfolio of Minister of War. He 

also demanded plenary powers for a six month period, which 

would enable him to run the government without recourse to 

Majlis approval. When the Shah refused these conditions, 

Mossadegh resigned, saying, 

I cannot continue in office without having the 
responsibility for the Ministry of War, and since 
Your Majesty did not concede to this, I feel I do 
not enjoy the full confidence of the Sovereign and, 
therefore, offer my resignation to pave the way for 

12 
Sepehr Zabih, The Mossadegh Era (Chicago: Lake View 

Press, 1982) p. 34. 



another government which might be able to carry out 
Your Majesty's wishes. 13 
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The Majlis chose Ahmed Qavam, a veteran politician 

and four times previously the Prime Minister of Iran. 

Mossadegh's National Front responded by announcing they 

would boycott the Majlis, and Qavam countered by asking the 

Shah to dissolve that body, a request the Shah refused. 

Qavam's opposition, which included the National Front core, 

religious elements under the leadership of Ayatollah 

Kashani, the Tudeh Party and various other groups organized 

massive street demonstrations. 

On the 22nd of July, Qavam resigned after only four 

days as Prime Minister and the Shah reappointed Mossadegh, 

agreeing to the demand for plenary powers and the Minister 

of War portfolio. 

Mossadegh's interest in the Iranian Army, as 

evidence by his successful demand to be Minister of War as 

well as Prime Minister, would equally concern the United 

States. Shortly after the July crisis, the American 

Embassy reported that Mossadegh had made an "opportunistic 

shift" in his attitude toward the army, reflecting, no 

doubt, the need for its support because of "personal 

l3Ibid., p. 40. 
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difficulties with National Front Leaders. . and fears of 

mounting Tudeh influence.,,14 

The army, which heretofore had reported directly to 

the Shah, was seen by the united States to be a key actor 

in the stability of Iran and its potential to serve as part 

of the containment of the Soviet Union. A change in its 

status was, therefore, worrisome. In a report on the 

graduation ceremony of the Higher Military School in 

Tehran, the American Embassy saw considerable significance 

for military morale by observing that the ceremonies were 

poorly attended and conducted "without enthusiasm." 

Mossadegh's influence was attributed to the fact that 

usually a graduating class was designated by the name of 

some prominent person having military connections, but this 

class had designated itself the "Oil Nationalization 

Class.,,15 

The implications of the July 1952 crisis for the 

united States were serious. Prior to that time, the 

National Front and the Tudeh party were clearly in oppo-

sition to one another, but afterwards showed considerable 

mutual toleration and cooperation. That the party was 

1400S, Telegram, Tehran No. 558 to Washington, 8 
August 1952. 

150 0S, Despatch, Tehran No. 261 to Washington, 6 
October 1952. 



given more freedom was "a far cry from coalition, but it 

was enough to frighten many Americans."16 Much of the 

anti-American tone to the demonstrations in July were 

attributed to the Tudeh Party, as well as to a rumor that 

Ambassador Loy Henderson had influenced the Shah against 

Mossadegh.1 7 

Loy Henderson 

When Loy Henderson replaced Henry Grady as the 
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United States Ambassador to Iran late the previous year, a 

significant shift in representation was evident. Whereas 

Grady, a staunch supporter of Mossadegh and Iranian 

nationalism, as well as a vocal critic of British policy 

was not influential with Washington, Henderson quickly 

established himself as the point man for United States 

policy. Throughout the remainder of the time Mossadegh 

served as Prime Minister of Iran, Henderson was a key to 

United States policy. With George McGhee now in Turkey as 

the Ambassador, a recent election change in Great Britain, 

the imminent departure of the British from Iran and the 

upcoming change of American administrations, it was Loy 

16Cottam, Nationalism in Iran. p. 216. 

17N. Marbury Efimenco, "An Experiment with Civilian 
Dictatorship in Iran: The Case of Mohammed Mossadegh." 
Journal of Politics 17 (August 1955):398. 
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Henderson who would be the policy continuity for the United 

States. He was well equipped for the role. 

In 1947, while serving in the State Department as 

the Director of the Office of Near Eastern and African 

Affairs, Henderson delivered an address titled "American 

Political and Strategic Interests in the Middle East and 

Southeastern Europe." The main points of that speech were, 

in his view, never more relevant as in 1952 in Iran. 

Speaking in the same year as the initiation of the Truman 

Doctrine, Henderson outlined United States policy. 

The Government of the United States must take an 
active interest in any area in which there are 
situations menacing world peace. 

It is becoming increasingly clear that 
international communism has the aim of bringing 
about situations in the countries of the Middle 
East ... likely to lead to a weakening of the 
ability. . to resist Communist pressure and 
penetration from without. 18 

In addition to his cold war containment outlook, 

Henderson was also known to be on quite good terms with the 

British, a radical contrast with his predecessor. One 

member of the British Embassy in Tehran, observing that a 

joint Anglo-American effort in Iran would be more likely if 

the Americans saw the project as one of containing 

communism, said "Loy Henderson changed the atmosphere in 

18DOS, Loy W. Henderson, "American Political and 
Strategic Interests in the Middle East and Southeastern 
Europe." DOS Bulletin 17 (23 November 1947) p. 996. 



the US Embassy towards sympathy with the British case. 19 

George Middleton, the British Charge in Tehran, commented 

favorably on both his professionalism and cooperation, 

concluding with, "Loy Henderson and I remained intimate 

friends for a long time."20 

90 

Finally, Henderson's personal opinion of Mossadegh 

no doubt had implications for the development and execution 

of United States policy. Although he admitted "I couldn't 

help but like him," Henderson saw as Mossadegh's main 

motivation a deep desire to "get the Pahlavi gang out." It 

was Henderson's conclusion that Mossadegh's Qajar blood was 

the driving force in his opposition to the Shah, and that 

he would "appeal to anyone who would assist in getting rid 

of the Shah." He added that Mossadegh "had the idea that 

perhaps he would become Regent for the Shah's half 

brother's son, who had Qajar Blood."21 

Although Henderson recognized Mossadegh's desire to 

rid Iran of foreign influence, he attributed it to an 

Iranian concept that "foreign affairs was playing one power 

19Woodhouse, Something Ventured, p. 110. 

20George Middleton, 16 October, 1985, London. Iranian 
Oral History Project, Center for Middle Eastern Studies, 
Harvard University. 

21LOY W. Henderson, Interview with author, Washington, 
D.C., 26 April 1979. Mossadegh was related to the Qajar 
Dynasty, which had preceded and been overthrown by Mohammed 
Reza Pahlavi's father, Reza Shah. 
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against another." In fact, he emphasized of Mossadegh, "I 

never found a nationalistic ideology in anything he 

said.,,22 

Iran Breaks with the British 

The United States and Great Britain, in yet another 

attempt to present Iran with a negotiable position on the 

oil nationalization dispute, sent a joint proposal to 

Mossadegh at the end of August. Mossadegh held a press 

conference and personally rejected the proposal, saying the 

British "pursue exactly ... the same old policy only in 

the guise of fresh words and expressions.,,23 

A subsequent exchange of notes between the British 

and Americans on one hand, and the Iranians on the other 

produced no useful result. Dean Acheson thought that the 

tone of the British correspondence "suggested that it was 

edited by the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company.,,24 

Mossadegh replied to Eden that "I once again remind 

you of the impossibility of the continuation of this state 

of affairs and state that the responsibility of any 

eventuality which may arise out of persuit of this policy 

22 I bid. 

23DOS, Telegram, Tehran No. 1031 to Washington 7 
September 1952. 

24Acheson, Present at the Creation, p. 680. 



92 

will not be directed towards the Iranian Government. ,,25 He 

made the point of absolving Iran from blame by writing to 

Acheson "that no fair-minded and unbiased individual would 

consider the responsibility directed towards the Iranian 

Government and nation for any sinister consequences and 

unfortunate developments which may follow from the 

maintenance of this policy.,,26 

The fact that Mossadegh was still corresponding 

with the British and Americans was apparently 

unsatisfactory to the Tudeh Party, who published a letter 

calling for 

1. Absolute discontinuation of the oil negotia
tions with the British and Americans. 

2. The expulsion of the meddlesome representatives 
of Britain and the United States. 

3. The expulsion of the American spies and a 
clean-up of their fifth-column installations. 

4. To begin oil deals with the States that respect 
our sovereignty and independence. 

5. The change in the domestic and foreign policy 
of the Government, by granting the democratic 
freedoms and the end of unfriendly attitude 
towards peace-loving countries of the world. 27 

On 22 October 1952, Iran broke diplomatic relations 

with Great Britain, effectively ending direct negotiations 

25Tehran Daily News, 9 October 1952, p. 1. 

26Ibid., p. 2. 

27Tehran Daily News, 15 October 1952, p. 3. 
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between Britain and Mossadegh's government. The official 

note, between the diplomatic "I have the honour to inform 

you," and "With sincere regards," accused official 

representatives of the British Government of "intrigues and 

improper interference . . . aimed at disturbing this 

country's order and security."28 One of Dean Acheson's 

fears had come to pass, the British had been driven out. 

The United States was now left alone to deal directly with 

Iran. The policy of supporting the British position while 

keeping an eye on Mossadegh's control of the situation in 

Iran had failed; it was time for a new approach. 

Policy Transition 

American Ambassador Loy Henderson had apparently 

come to that conclusion some months before. British 

Charge George Middleton in Tehran wrote in June 1952 that 

Henderson thought Mossadegh's fall was now inevitable. 

Henderson proposed to see the Shah "to dispel once and for 

all" any idea that the Americans were supporting 

Mossadegh. 29 

The Presidential campaign in the united States and 

the November 1952 elections provided the opportunity for a 

28GB, Fa, Tehran No. 855 to Foreign Office and 
Whitehall, 22 October 1952. Fa 371/98621. 

29GB, Fa, Memorandum by G. H. Middleton, 11 June 1952. 
Fa 248/1535. 
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new set of policy makers to emerge. The main issue during 

the campaign was the Korean War, but the rhetoric could 

have just as easily been intended for the situation in 

Iran. 

In one of Eisenhower's campaign speeches in October 

he said "to vacillate, to hesitate - to appease even by 

merely betraying unsteady purpose - is to feed a dictator's 

appetite for conquest and to nurture war itself." he 

continued to say that the Truman Administration had ignored 

that lesson in developing policy toward Asia, "a record of 

appalling failure."30 

The man who would become Eisenhower's Secretary of 

state, John Foster Dulles, considered his philosophy for 

the conduct of foreign policy to be contained in a speech 

he delivered at Princeton University. The speech focused 

on the themes of the dynamic versus the passive and the 

free world versus the communist world. His appeal was for 

American activism in facing the threat to other countries 

and concluded, "There is no reason whatsoever why we should 

30Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. and Fred L. Israel, eds., 
History of American Presidential Elections 1789-1968, Vol. 
IV (New York: Chelsea House, 1971) p. 3326. 
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stand frightened and on the defensive in the face of Soviet 

communism.,,31 

with the election decided and the Republican Party 

the victor, Eisenhower began to receive the usual briefings 

to the incoming President. In a paper prepared for 

Acheson, titled "Outline for Secretary's Use in Briefing 

General Eisenhower November 18, 1952," a proposed policy 

was outlined. Emphasizing the danger of increasing Iranian 

vulnerability to Soviet penetration, the paper outlined 

several options and commented on the likely outcome of 

each. Rated "unrealistic" was no action in the hopes that 

hardship would soften the Iranians. "Another unrealistic" 

option was buying time with budgetary aid, called "a lane 

without ending." "The course chosen" was to "seek a 

solution and incidental to the solution to provide funds to 

bolster the Iranian Government pending adequate revenues 

from oil flow.,,32 Details on the "solution" were not 

provided in the document. 

Mossadegh wrote to Eisenhower even before he took 

office, attempting to bring Iran to his attention early 

31"Address of John Foster Dulles at the Princeton 
National Alumni Luncheon, Princeton, New Jersey, February 
22, 1952." The John Foster Dulles Papers, Seeley G. Mudd 
Manuscript Library, Princeton University. Box 63. (Cited 
hereafter as J. F. Dulles Papers.) 

32FRUS, 1952 - 1954, Vol. 1. p. 6. 
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"because I have reason to believe that (our problems) have 

already been presented to you by those who may not share my 

concern for the future of Iran and its people." Mossadegh 

lectured Eisenhower that 

Unfortunately the government of the United States 
while on occasions displaying friendship for Iran 
has pursued what appears to the Iranian people to 
be a policy of supporting the British Government 
and the former company. In this struggle it has 
taken the side of the British Government against 
that of Iran in international assemblies. It has 
given financial aid to the British Government while 
withholding it from Iran and it seems to us it has 
given at least some degree of support to the 
endeavors of the British to strangle Iran with a 
financial and economic blockade. It is not my 
desire that the relations between the United States 
and the United Kingdom should be strained because 
of differences with regard to Iran. I doubt 
however whether in this day and age a great nation 
which has such an exalted moral standing in the 
world can afford to support the internationally 
immoral policy of a friend and ally merely in order 
not to disturb good relations with that friend and 
ally.33 

Eisenhower replied the next day in the noncommittal 

manner befitting a President Elect, saying "I am happy to 

have a summary of your views on your country's situation 

and I shall study those views with care and sympathetic 

concern."34 He had already been briefed by the State 

33Letter to His Excellency The President Elect of the 
United States of America General Dwight D. Eisenhower from 
Prime Minister of Iran Mohammed Mossadegh, 9 January 1953. 
J. F. Dulles Papers, Box 71. Also, GB, FO 371/104581. 

34Letter to His Excellency Dr. Mohammed Mossadegh 
Prime Minister of Iran from Dwight D. Eisenhower, 10 
January 1953. J. F. Dulles Papers, Box 71. Also, GB, FO 
371/104581. 
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Department, of course, and was of the same policy mind as 

the man who would be the new Secretary of State. Both 

preferred an active policy to deter Soviet expansion into 

countries like Iran, and in Loy Henderson, their Ambassador 

in Tehran, they had an ideological ally. 

The change of the year brought the exit of not only 

the Truman Administration, but also the end of any 

realistic possibility for pursuing the current tactics in 

support of United States Policy toward Iran. The British 

were out of Iran, and Mossadegh was struggling to find the 

right domestic mixture of support without losing control. 

The United States continued to watch and evaluate 

Mossadegh's position, but the Americans no longer had to 

defer to the British presence or policy in Iran. 

The Truman Administration departed office having 

accomplished very little in its relations with Iran. 

Hamstrung by the decision to defer to British policy, the 

most that was possible was to prevent British military 

intervention and the possible reciprocation by the Soviets. 

Also, the Truman Administration, particularly Dean Acheson 

and George McGhee, had resisted the British insistence on 

getting rid of Mossadegh as Prime Minister of Iran. United 

States policy had been based on the estimation that the 

strength of Iranian nationalism was such that any possible 
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successor to Mossadegh would face the same pressures 

without the benefit of Mossadegh's immense popularity. The 

year 1953 would bring a change to that policy. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE EISENHOWER ADMINISTRATION - 1953 

The change from the Truman to the Eisenhower 

administration in January 1953 produced a definite shift in 

the conduct of policy by the united States toward Iran. It 

was not Iran alone that was singled out for a change in 

treatment, but rather that policy tactics in general under 

the Eisenhower administration became more aggressive. It 

was to take until August of 1953 before Iran was to see the 

ultimate consequence of the change, but the results were 

radically different from what Mossadegh had come to expect 

from the united States. 

Policy and the New Administration 

Eisenhower's policy was a result of several 

influences. There was foremost the necessity during the 

campaign to offer the American voters something different 

from the opposition. As John Lewis Gaddis wrote, "Presi

dents are rarely made by endorsing their predecessors."l 

Because one of the main reasons Eisenhower was in the 

Presidential campaign in 1952 was to prevent the 

"isolationist" Robert A. Taft from gaining the office, 

lGaddis, Strategies of Containment, p. 127. 
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foreign affairs was the natural party platform item on 

which to establish a policy difference. 

The policy thesis of John Foster Dulles, 

Eisenhower's Secretary of State, was well suited to provide 

a contrasting alternative to the voters. During the 

campaign, Dulles often attacked the Truman administration's 

foreign policy with speeches entitled "How to Stop Russian 

Imperialism,"2 "A positive Foreign policy,"3 "What is Wrong 

with our Foreign policies?",4 "Principle Versus Expediency 

in Foreign policy,"5 "Our Foreign Policy: Is Containment 

Enough?"6 His theme continued into the lldministrution with 

"A Survey of Foreign Policy Problems."7 

2"How to Stop Russian Imperialism." Speech to the 
Illinois Bankers Association, St. Louis, Missouri, 24 
January 1952. J. F. Dulles Papers, Box 306. 

3"A Positive Foreign Policy." Speech to the World 
Affairs Forum of the Foreign Policy Association, 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 15 May 1952. J. F. Dulles 
Papers, Box 307. 

4"What is Wrong with our Foreign Policies?" Speech 
to the National Editorial Association, Buffalo, New York, 
21 June 1952. J. F. Dulles Pap8rs, Box 307. 

5"Principle Versus Expediency in Foreign Policy." 
Speech to the Missouri Bar Association, St. Louis, 
Missouri, 26 September 1952. J. F. Dulles Papers, Box 308. 

6"On Foreign Policy: Is Containment Enough?" 
Speech to the Chicago Council of Foreign Relations, 
Chicago, Illinois, 8 October 1952. J. F. Dulles Papers, 
Box 309. 

7"A Survey of Foreign Policy Problems." (Dulles' 
first speech as Secretary of State) Washington, D.C., 27 
January 1953. J. F. Dulles Paper, Box 310. 
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Whereas Dulles was philosophically predisposed 

toward bold activism, his attacks on the Truman 

administration's foreign policy W8re aided by the American 

domestic political atmosphere created by Senator Joseph 

McCarthy, who had put Acheson's State Department on the 

defensive with such statements as, 

The reason why we find ourselves in a position of 
impotency (in international affairs) is not because 
our only powerful potential enemy has sent men to 
invade our shores, but rather because of the 
traitorous actions of those who have been treated 
so well by this Nation. The bright young 
men who are born with silver spoons in their mouths 
are the ones who have been the worst . In my 
opinion the State Department . is thoroughly 
infested with Communists. S 

Faced with the almost daily requirement to deal 

with the effects of McCarthyism and subjected to many 

criticisms during the campaign by the man who would be 

Secretary of State, the rank and file of the Department of 

State suffered from a serious morale problem by the time 

Eisenhower took office. It appears that both Eisenhower 

and Dulles wished to avoid a confrontation with McCarthy, 

and therefore did not vigorously support their subordinates 

in the State Department, creating in the Department an 

"estrangement from the administration."9 

BJames A. Nathan and James K. Oliver, Foreign 
Policy Making and the American Political System (Boston: 
Little, Brown & Co., 1983) p. 36. 

9ibid., p. 37. 
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United States policy toward Iran under the Truman 

administration had been decentralized within the State 

Department, with Truman and Acheson preoccupied with Europe 

and Korea. United States policy had been to defer to the 

British in Iran, with coordination left to lower levels of 

the State Department, most notably George McGhee as the 

Assistant Secretary of State. 

By the time Eisenhower took office, however, the 

influence of the State Department was clearly on the 

decline, and the Eisenhower-Dulles partnership which 

developed in the formulation of foreign policy did not 

include a very deep reliance on the State Department beyond 

the Secretary of State. Although presidential historians 

have described Eisenhower's penchant for thorough military

style staff work within the bureaucracy, it appears that 

decisions were made as a result of the more informal 

interaction between the President and the Secretary of 

State. IO Because policy was formulated at the time in 

terms of cold war containment, such a personal interaction 

became quite important. Dulles himself considered that, on 

matters which dealt with the communist threat, his personal 

expertise based on extensive study of communist ideology 

was a major contribution to United States policy.ll His 

10ibid., p. 39. 

11Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, p. 138. 
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approach to the problem of policy toward Iran was, it would 

seem, heavily influenced by concern for Soviet designs in 

the area. 

In addition, Dulles brought to the State Department 

the notion that the conditions for a settlement of the 

Iranian problem could be improved if a gesture were made by 

the United States against Israel. Director of the Policy 

Planning Staff Paul Nitze recalled that Dulles saw the 

Arab-Israeli problem as the key to the political climate of 

the Middle East, and that a pro-Arab stance would create an 

atmosphere conducive to the settlement of the impasse in 

Iran. Nitze and Assistant Secretary of State Henry Byroade 

disagreed, but were unable to persuade Dulles, who remained 

convinced that only external influences could bring about 

the change in atmosphere necessary to break the deadlock in 

Iran. 12 Others suspected that he didn't realize that the 

Iranians weren't Arabs, or, if he did, that they were close 

enough to being Arabs for the theory to be valid. 

There were also other problems within the State 

Department. Henry Byroade, successor to George McGhee as 

the Assistant Secretary of State for Near East, South 

Asian, and African Affairs, was unable to assume the 

central role that his predecessor had played in coordi

nating policy toward Iran. An Army Brigadier General 

12pr inceton Seminars, Reel 4, Track 1, Page 5. 
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appointed to the State Department, Byroade had neither 

McGhee's experience in the area nor the confidence of the 

Secretary of State. In an incident illustrative of the 

"estrangement" between the Department and the Secretary, a 

British official wrote to the Foreign Office that Dulles 

had inquired "what impression we had of Mr. Byroade." 

Dulles had offered his own view that Byroade "was rather 

inexperienced in this particular sphere (Persia)."13 The 

discussion of the competency of a subordinate with a 

foreign official would certainly seem to indicate a lack of 

trust within the State Department, not to mention a lack of 

discretion on the part of Dulles. It remained for someone 

else in the policy making process to provide the input for 

Dulles' sessions with Eisenhower. 

Henderson - The Policy pivot 

The United States Ambassador to Iran, Loy Hender-

son, was ideally placed in time, location and political 

philosophy to serve the Eisenhower administration in the 

formulation and execution of United States policy toward 

Iran. George McGhee, with whom Henderson joined in a 

mutual admiration society, wrote that he was "often cited 

as the outstanding Foreign Service officer of his time."14 

13GB, Fa, Note of Conversation between J. R. 
Colville and Mr. Dulles, 7 January 1953. Fa 371/104581. 

14 Mc Ghee, Envoy to the Middle World, p. 46. 



Henderson had already been well received by the 

British in Iran, and the Iranians themselves, especially 

both the Shah and Mossadegh, found that Henderson was a 

most agreeable person with whom to conduct diplomatic 

business, even when such business involved unpleasant 

differences of opinion. 

In Washington, Dulles penned the initial contact 

with Henderson in Tehran, saying, 

I ... appreciate the fine work you are doing. It 
is the earnest desire of General Eisenhower and 
myself that we shall be able to work in a spirit of 
mutual trust and understanding with the government 
and people of Iran. The President is personally 
concerned to create this atmosphere. I know that 
that (sic) is your own disposition and I want you 
to feel that the Department is behind you in this 
respect. 15 
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Henderson was certainly disposed to create such an 

atmosphere. Kermit Roosevelt, later to play an important 

role in the execution of the Eisenhower administration's 

policy toward Iran, wrote of Henderson, 

A gentleman himself, he preferred dealing with his 
foreign colleagues in a gentlemanly fashion. But 
Henderson was one of a small band of distinguished 
foreign-service officers of the era who understood 
the realities of life in this world we live in. He 
feared that Iran under the leadership of Mossadegh 
was slipping under Russian control. He believed 
that this would be a grave blow to the West and 

15personal letter from John Foster Dulles to Loy 
Henderson, Ambassador to Iran, 23 January 1953. J. F. 
Dulles Papers, Box 70. 



would constitute an eventual danger to u.s. national 
security.16 
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The truly remarkable aspect of Henderson's role in 

Tehran was his ability to maintain good personal relations 

with, and therefore access to, virtually everyone. His 

dealings with Mossadegh, as an example, were correct and 

even personally friendly, even while pursuing a policy 

which would eventually lead to Mossadegh's overthrow. 

Henderson was clearly not cooperative with the Iranian 

desire for greater assistance from the United States and, 

indeed, was representing the British interests after their 

departure from Iran. Yet the worst that Mossadegh had to 

say about him was, in Henderson's words, "He was 

disappointed in me because he wanted the United States to 

oppose the British, but we wouldn't."17 Mossadegh's trust 

in Henderson's discretion (or, perhaps his mistrust of his 

Iranian colleagues) led to many occasions in which their 

conversations were conducted with only an American trans-

lator present, and several sensitive items of Mossadegh's 

correspondence were translated into English by the American 

Embassy.lS 

16Kermit Roosevelt, Countercoup: The Struggle for 
the Control of Iran (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1979) p. S. 

17Henderson, interview, 26 April 1979. 

lSibid. 
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The Shah likewise gave access to Henderson and 

entrusted him with sensitive communications at the expense 

of Iranian officials. The two held a private and 

particularly candid conversation about a message which 

Churchill had sent the Shah concerning the suitability of a 

possible new Iranian Prime Minister. Afterwards, they 

agreed to say that the conversation "was on general 

subjects and the oil dispute." The Shah further agreed to 

tell his Foreign Minister that he (the Shah) had told 

Henderson "that in his opinion it would be easier to effect 

settlement of the oil dispute with Mossadegh than any 

successor and he hoped every effort would be made to this 

end.,,19 A clear subterfuge considering they were, in fact, 

discussing a possible successor to Mossadegh. 

Loy Henderson, therefore, was in the curious 

position of having access to the principal antagonists in 

the dispute over Iranian domestic politics and the issue of 

oil nationalization. The Shah, Mossadegh and the British 

used him, to varying degrees, as a trusted conduit of 

information and dispenser of advice. Henderson, for his 

part, dutifully played the role and reported everything, 

presumably, to the State Department for use in united 

19GB, FO. "Ambassador Henderson's Report to the 
State Department on his Audience with the Shah on May 30." 
Washington No. 474 to Foreign Office, 2 June 1953. FO 
371/104659. 
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States policy decisions. With the expulsion of the British 

from Iran and the Iranian's mistrust of each other, 

Henderson had become the focal point for foreign policy 

communications of the united States, Great Britain and 

Iran. 

Mossadegh's Maneuvers 

At the beginning of 1953 Mossadegh moved to 

consolidate his position in the Iranian political 

situation. On 8 January he presented to the Majlis a 

proposal for extension of the plenary powers which had been 

granted to him six months before. Playing still on the 

theme of resisting foreign influence, Mossadegh's letter of 

proposal sought to force the matter into what would appear 

to be a choice between support for his program or 

capitulation to foreign influence. 

Foreigners who had penetrated every section of the 
country resorted to every conceivable means to 
satiate their greed and achieve their purposes. 

The people had to either surrender unconditionally 
to foreigners or support the Government. Needless 
to say, the people and the Majlis chose the latter 
course and vested the Government with adequate 
powers to carry out the necessary reforms with 
speed. 

In view of the confidence expressed by the deputies 
in my Government, calling on me to remove the cri
sis, I must state that the only remedy prescribed 
by the Government to resist foreigners and put 
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order in the country's social and economic affairs, is 
the extension of the period of plenary powers. 20 

In a subsequent radio address to the Iranian public 

later that month, Mossadegh took the same message to the 

people. His political fortunes over many years had been 

built on opposition to foreign influence. By now his very 

survival was linked to how well he could keep that idea 

foremost in the minds of those who might oppose him. 

Mossadegh told the people, "I hope plenary pbwers, far from 

being harmful, will consolidate our constitution," and that 

sacrifices must be made by the people "lest foreigners 

might impede our task and impair our unity."2l 

If Mossadegh's intentions in seeking an extension 

of the plenary powers were primarily to assist in 

implementing a social and economic reform program, united 

States policy makers did not believe it. Averell Harriman 

and Paul Nitze, discussing Mossadegh's motivations, 

concluded that "he represented no social revolution at 

all."22 Nitze, the Director r)-F t-he Policy Planning Staff, 

held to the opinion that "in Iran the only revolution you 

2000S, "Text of Prime Minister MOSAOEQ's Letter to 
the Majlis Requesting Extension of Plenary Powers, January 
8, 1953." Despatch Tehran No. 532 to Washington, 9 January 
1953. 

21 008, Telegram, Tehran No. 2842 to Washington, 23 
January 1953. 

22princeton Seminars, Reel 4, Track 1, Page 11. 
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had was ... the negative revolution ... of getting rid 

of the forces that had been associated with imperialism and 

oppression but once you get rid of that, you find 

that there isn't anybody there who's got an idea of how to 

proceed with the positive revolution."23 Because, 

moreover, the proposed reforms were opposed by many elected 

officials and powerful Iranians who had a vested interest 

in the status quo, Mossadegh's support began to be eroded. 

It was for that purpose that he sought extra-constitutional 

powers, but the consequences were to finally alienated 

united States support for his government. Of particular 

concern to the united States were two developments: the 

increasing use and influence of the Tudeh Party as other 

Mossadegh supporters defected, and the increasing power of 

Mossadegh at the Shah's expense. Noting that the "key to 

his power still rests in his ability (to) rouse public 

opinion to his support," the United States began to 

reevaluate its support for Mossadegh. 24 

United States Reactions 

The reports on the situation in Iran reaching 

Washington during the first months of the Eisenhower 

administration were not encouraging. However, for a new 

23ibid. 

24DOS, Telegram, Tehran No. 2586 to Washington, 7 
January 1953. 
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administration which during the presidential campaign had 

criticized the passive nature of its opponent's foreign 

policy, the events in Iran must have seemed perfect to 

demonstrate resolve in the face of a Communist threat. 

"Mossadegh Must Eradicate American Influence Before 

It Is Too Late" was the title of an editorial in an Iranian 

newspaper forwarded to the State Department in February. 

Reportedly reflecting the views of the Ayatollah Kashani, 

the leader of the religious faction of the National Front, 

the editorial said "We shall kick the Americans out and we 

shall not allow a group of spies posing as advisors to 

undermine our country and train a band of traitors in an 

attempt to rob us of our independence and natural 

resources."25 

Another report related that the Iranian press had 

claimed the Point Four office in the Iranian city of 

Kermanshah had become an "espionage center."26 Later a mob 

attacked another office in the city of Shiraz and Ambassa-

dor Henderson telephoned Mossadegh. The Prime Minister 

said that the British had inspired the mob, but Henderson 

offered the opinion that it was the Tudeh behind the 

25DOS, Air Pouch Tehran No. 644 to Washington. 
Enclosure to GB, FO, "US-Persian Relations." FO 
371/104581. 

26DOS, Telegram Tehran No. 3762 to Washington date 
unk. (Feb-Mar 1953?). Enclosure to GB, FO 371/104581. 
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incident. 27 The Embassy's retransmission of the message 

from Shiraz which prompted Henderson's call to Mossadegh 

was even more alarming to the policy makers in Washington. 

"American homes attacked . . . barely escaped with lives 

immediate drastic action required your level."28 

On 3 May 1953 Ambassador Henderson met with Prime 

Minister Mossadegh, whose statements on that occasion must 

have been the final evidence that it was counterproductive 

for the United States to continue supporting him. 

Mossadegh observed that Iran might become "another Korea" 

unless it received more aid, that if there was no 

additional assistance from the United States, Iran would 

"fall to the Russians." He went on to say that the United 

States must aid Iran "substantially" if it wished to 

counteract the mounting anti-American feelings. 29 

Secretary of State Dulles made a trip to the area 

in May, but did not include Iran on the itinerary so as not 

to show any support for Mossadegh. 30 Instead Henderson 

27DOS, Telegram Tehran No. unk. to Washington date 
unk. "Mob Attack on Point Four Office At Shiraz 15 April 
1953." Enclosure to GB, FO 371/104581. 

28DOS, Telegram Tehran No. 4056 to Washington date 
unk. Enclosure to GB, FO 371/104581. 

29GB, FO. Information from US Embassy Tehran 
Telegram reporting on a 3 May 1953 Meeting between 
Henderson and Mossadegh. Provided by Mr. (Joseph) Palmer 
of the US Embassy (London). FO 371/104581. 

30Henderson, interview 26 April 1979. 
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travelled to Pakistan to meet with Dulles in order to 

discuss the latest developments in Iran and to explore the 

policy options which might be available. Later, Dulles' 

speech summarizing his trip reflected both his personal 

concerns and United States policy for the area as a whole 

and Iran in particular. 

It is high time that the United States Government 
paid more attention to the Near East and South Asia 
which, until our trip, no United states Secretary 
of State has ever visited. 

It came as a surprising shock when the 450 million 
Chinese people, whom we had counted as friends, 
fell under Communist domination. There could be 
equally dangerous developments in the Near East and 
South Asia. The situation calls for urgent 
concern. 

The Near East possesses great strategic importance 
. . . . The present masters of the Kremlin .•. 
covet this position. In 1940 Soviet leaders 
specified, in secret negotiations with the Nazis, 
that Soviet "territorial aspirations center ... 
in the direction of the Indian Ocean and . . . the 
Persian Gulf." 

Iran is now preoccupied with its oil dispute with 
Great Britain. But still the people and the 
government do not want this quarrel to expose them 
to communist subversion. They have not forgotten 
the Soviet occupation of 1941-1946 . 

. without breaking from the framework of 
Western unity, we can pursue our traditional 
dedication to political liberty. In reality, the 
Western powers can gain, rather than lose, from an 
orderly development of self-government. 

I emphasize, however, the word "orderly." Let none 
forget that the Kremlin uses extreme nationalism to 



bait the trap by which it seeks to capture the 
dependent peoples. 31 

Mossadegh had already written to President 
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Eisenhower by the time Dulles gave his speech. In another 

attempt to gain United States assistance, Mossadegh wrote, 

Although it was hoped that during Your Excellency's 
administration attention of a more sympathetic 
character would be devoted to the Iranian situa
tion, unfortunately no change seems thus far to 
have taken place in the position of the American 
Government. 

In the message which the Secretary of State sent me 
from Karachi, he expressed regret that the efforts 
of the united States to contribute to the solution 
of the problem (of the oil dispute) had thus far 
been unsuccessful. 

As a result of actions taken by (the Anglo-Iranian 
Oil Company) and the British Government, the 
Iranian nation is now facing great economic and 
political difficulties. There can be serious 
consequences, from an international viewpoint as 
well, if this situation is permitted to continue. 
If prompt and effective aid is not given this 
country now, any steps that might be taken tomorrow 
to compensate for the negligence of today might 
well be too late. 32 

While President Eisenhower and Secretary of State 

Dulles were considering Mossadegh's virtual ultimatum, 

Henderson, who was departing for the United States, met 

with the Shah on May 30th. The conversation at that 

31"Radio Address by the Honorable John Foster 
Dulles, Secretary of State, On His Recent Trip to the Near 
East and South Asia." (Department of State Press Release 
No. 299, 1 June 1953) J. F. Dulles Papers, Box 71. 

32GB, FO. "Message from Dr. Mossadegh to President 
Eisenhower dated May 28, 1953." FO 371/104581. 
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meeting reveals much about what had already been decided by 

United States policy makers. Henderson first delivered a 

message from Churchill to the Shah, presumably an expres-

sion of British support. Churchill had previously drafted 

a message which said, "We should be very sorry to see the 

Shah leave his post or be driven out."33 It is very 

possible that was the message delivered. 

The conversation then turned to the subject of a 

replacement for Mossadegh. Henderson proposed General 

Fazlollah Zahedi, who had apparently been agreed upon on 

April 27th by both the British and the Americans. 34 

The Shah replied that although the General was not 
an intellectual giant, nevertheless he would be 
acceptable as Prime Minister on three conditions: 
(a) he should have wide political support; (b) he 
should come into office through legal parliamentary 
means; (c) he should be supported by the united 
States or the United Kingdom by emergency financial 
and massive economic aid. The Shah added that he 
would prefer no change to that of having a new 
government which could not obtain foreign financial 
support. 

Ambassador Henderson said that he thought that the 
British would welcome a government headed by. 
General Zahedi, and the United States would also, 
if Zahedi had the Shah's support. The Ambassador 
pointed out that it would be disastrous if the Shah 
should withdraw his support from Zahedi after the 

33GB, FO. Prime Minister's Personal Minute Serial 
No. M 151/53, 22 May 1953. FO 371/104659. 

34woodhouse, Something Ventured, p. 124. 
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United States and United Kingdom Governments had tried 
to help him. 35 

By a combination of British insistence and 

Mossadegh's own words and actions, the United States had 

finally been convinced of the wisdom of replacing 

Mossadegh. The Shah's complicity was now enlisted also, 

having been given assurances that the British supported 

him. The Shah had previously told Henderson that he was 

not certain about the British attitude toward the Throne. 

The British Embassy in Washington reported on State 

Department information which outlined these doubts. 

He (the Shah) is reported to be harping on the 
theme that the British had thrown out the Qajar 
Dynasty, had brought in his father and had thrown 
his father out. Now they could keep him in power 
or remove him in turn as they saw fit. 

On May 17 the Shah sent an emissary to Henderson to 
say that it would do much to clarify the situation 
if the Ambassador could ascertain secretly and 
unequivocally the British attitude toward him. 36 

Further reassurance for the Shah was sent by 

Churchill to Henderson for delivery, although it reached 

Henderson in Washington after his departure from Tehran. 

The message said, "It is the duty of a constitutional 

35GB, FO. "Paraphrase of Ambassador Henderson's 
report to State Department on his audience with Shah of 
30th May." Washington No. 474 to Foreign Office 2 June 
1953. FO 371/104659. 

36GB, FO. "British Attitude Toward the Shah" 
Washington No. 1085 to Foreign Office, 21 May 1953. FO 
371/104659. 



monarch or President when faced with violent tyrannical 

action by individuals or a minority party to take the 

necessary steps to secure the well-being of the toiling 

masses and the continuity of an ordered state."37 

It still remained for Eisenhower to reply to 

Mossadegh's letter of 28 May, the "ultimatum" as Loy 

Henderson described it. 38 This was done in a letter 

delivered to Mossadegh on 3 July 1953. The reply, wrote 

Eisenhower, was delayed so that he might have the 

opportunity to consult with Dulles and Henderson. The 

results of that consultation were, in part, 

There is a strong feeling in the united States, 
even among American citizens most sympathetic to 
Iran and friendly to the Iranian people, that it 
would not be fair to the American taxpayers for the 
United States Government to extend any considerable 
amount of economic aid to Iran so long as Iran 
could have access to funds derived from the sale of 
its oil and oil products if a reasonable agreement 
were reached (with the British). 

In what I have written, I am not trying to advise 
the Iranian Government on its best interests. I am 
merely trying to explain why, in the circumstances, 
the Government of the United States is presently 
not in a position to extend more aid to Iran or to 
purchase Iranian oil. 

I note the concern reflected in your letter at the 
present dangerous situation in Iran and sincerely 
hope that before it is too late, the Government of 

117 

37GB, FO. "Message for transmission to the Shah by 
Mr. Henderson." Foreign Office No. 2311 to Washington, 5 
June 1953. FO 371/104659. 

38Henderson, interview 26 April 1979. 



Iran will take such steps as are in its power to 
prevent a further deterioration of that situation. 39 

By this statement, Mossadegh was cut off from 
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additional united States assistance. Eisenhower had called 

his bluff about the need for immediate American aid to 

prevent the "dangerous situation" from turning into a 

communist takeover. The united States was not, however, 

going to wait and see if the Tudeh or the Soviet Union were 

actually going to accomplish that with which Mossadegh had 

tried to threaten the United States. At the end of June, a 

meeting had already taken place in Washington during which 

the participants set in motion a solution to the United 

States policy dilemma in Iran. 

Active Policy and Covert Action 

The British had long maintained that negotiations 

were futile as long as Mossadegh headed the Iranian 

Government. Their attempts to enlist the assistance of the 

United States in removing him, however, had been to no 

avail under Truman and the early months of the Eisenhower 

administration. According to accounts of some officials in 

both governments, however, contacts had been made at lower 

39GB, FO. "Message from President Eisenhower to 
Dr. Mossadegh (not dated but delivered 3 July 1953) FO 
371/104581. Also, DOS. American Foreign Policy, 1950-
1955, Volume II (Department of State Publication 6446) 
(Washington: GPO, 1968) p. 611. 



levels in an attempt to coordinate action against 

Mossadegh. 40 

The significance of the meeting in late June was 
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that the plan to remove Mossadegh from office was approved 

by Secretary of State Dulles (and subsequently, presumably, 

by Eisenhower) and therefore became part of united States 

policy.41 

Present at the meeting held at Secretary of State 

John Foster Dulles' office, were the key men responsible 

for United States policy and for the planning and execution 

of covert action in support of that policy. Operation 

"Ajax," the American covert action plan of the Central 

Intelligence Agency, was the outcome of joint American-

British planning and the adaptation of resources from an 

earlier British plan called "BOOt.,,42 

Significantly, among those present at the meeting 

were, in addition to the Secretary of State, U.S. 

40Kermit Roosevelt, Countercoup (New York: McGraw
Hill, 1979); Donald N. Wilber, Adventures in the Middle 
East (Princeton: The Darwin Press, 1986); C. M. Woodhouse, 
something Ventured (London: Granada, 1982) 

410ne account places the date as 22 June. 
Johnathan Kwitney, Endless Enemies (New York: Penguin 
Books, 1984) p. 168; another on 25 June. Roosevelt, 
Countercoup, p. 1. 

42published accounts of Anglo-American cooperation 
in combining "Boot" and "Ajax" are found in Wilber, 
Adventures in the Middle East pp. 187-195, and Woodhouse, 
Something Ventured, pp. 120-129. 
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Ambassador to Iran Loy Henderson, Director of the Central 

Intelligence Agency Allen Dulles and the Agency man 

responsible for "Ajax," Kermit Roosevelt. Roosevelt has 

written that Henderson travelled to Washington specifically 

to present his recommendations, and that although the 

secretary of State might decide the question, Henderson was 

"without question a key person at the meeting" and "would 

be most influential in that decision.,,43 Roosevelt 

attributes the following statement to Henderson: 

Mr. Secretary, I don't like this kind of business 
at all. You know that. But we are confronted by a 
desperate, a dangerous situation and a madman who 
would ally himself with the Russians. We have no 
choice but to proceed with this undertaking. May 
God grant us success. 44 

Henderson himself has expressed agreement with 

those sentiments, if not the exact words. He contended 

that he did not want to know anything about Roosevelt's 

activities, and that he "was not informed by CIA or State 

of the details ..• only that something was to be done," 

and that he would take leave so as not to be in Iran when 

"Ajax" was carried out. 45 

43Roosevelt, Countercoup, p. 7. 

44ibid., p. 18. 

45Henderson, interview 26 April 1979. 
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On July 28th at a State Department news conference, 

Secretary of State Dulles was asked about the growing 

strength of the Tudeh Party in Iran. He replied, 

The growing activities of the illegal communist 
party in Iran and the toleration of those 
activities by the Iranian government have caused 
our government great concern. These developments 
certainly make it more difficult for the united 
States to grant assistance to Iran. 46 

The President, on the advice of the Secretary of 

State, had made the decision, and the result was an August 

1953 attempt by the Shah to dismiss Mossadegh and appoint 

Zahedi by Royal Decree, the constitutional means upon which 

the Shah had insisted at his meeting with Henderson on 30 

May. When things did not,go as planned, the Shah left Iran 

for Rome via Baghdad to wait for the final outcome of the 

contest between Mossadegh's supporters and the Royalists. 

The Royalists and "Ajax" prevailed, and General 

Zahedi welcomed the Shah on his return to Tehran. 

Mossadegh was subsequently arrested, tried, convicted and 

placed in prison and later under house arrest until his 

death in 1967. The United States advanced 45 million 

dollars aid to Iran, and the Iranian Government 

reestablished diplomatic relations with Great Britain in 

December of 1953. The United States had finally found a 

solution to its policy dilemma in Iran. 

46"Iran" (Department of State Press Release No. 
400, 28 July 1953) J. F. Dulles Papers, Box 71. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

On 13 August 1953, the Shah signed the Royal decree 

which ultimately resulted in the removal of Mohammed 

Mossadegh from the office of Prime Minister of Iran. That 

decree was an integral part of a plan which was the culmi

nation of decisions taken in support of United States 

policy. During the twenty-eight months that Mossadegh had 

been Prime Minister of Iran, the united States had sought 

to bring about a situation in Iran which would be in the 

best interests of American national security. This had 

proved to be no simple matter, and necessitated several 

adjustments in response to changing situations both in Iran 

and the United States. The policy, however, remained 

constant. 

Policy Continuity 

Post-World War II united States relations with Iran 

were consistently guided by the principles enunciated by 

Loy Henderson in 1947. Speaking to reinforce the Presi

dent's "Truman Doctrine" speech of earlier that year, 

Henderson clearly placed policy priorities in terms of 

threat and response. 



In view of their economic and strategic importance, 
the Middle East and southeast Europe are prizes 
most tempting to an aggressive and ambitious great 
power. Such a power might well be able, once in 
possession of the strategic facilities and economic 
resources of this area, to decide the destinies of 
at least three continents and to cast a dark shadow 
over the whole world for many years to come. 

Furthermore, the great powers of western Europe 
have not as yet been able fully to recover politi
cally and economically from th8 blows which they 
suffered during the war. These powers without aid 
from beyond the borders of Europe might not be able 
to save the Middle East if that area should be the 
object of aggression on the part of some neighbor
ing great power. l 

Having put the problem in the context of implied 
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Soviet designs at the expense of a weakened western Europe 

and vulnerable Middle East, Henderson went on to be more 

specific in characterizing the main threat as international 

communism, seeking to create situations "weakening . . . 

the ability (of countries) to resist Communist pressure and 

penetration from without. ,,2 

Addressing a subject with which he would become 

directly involved in Iran five years later, he continued, 

The growing national consciousness among many of 
the peoples of this area is a hopeful sign because 
it is accompanied by an increased determination to 
maintain their independence and to retain the right to 
govern themselves in their own way. 

IDOS. Loy W. Henderson, "American Political and 
Strategic Interests in the Middle East and Southeastern 
Europe." DOS Bulletin 17 (23 November 1947) pp. 996-997. 

2ibid" p. 998. 
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Unfortunately . . . efforts on the part of interna
tional communism are sometimes aided and abetted by 
misguided idealists who do not understand the real 
purposes of the Communists, or by individuals, groups, 
or even governments who in order to obtain Communist 
support for some particular objective are willing to 
ally themselves at least temporarily with the interna
tional Communist movement. 3 

Important influences which helped to direct the 

application of United States policy toward Iran were 

Kennan's containment concept, NSC-68, the Truman Doctrine, 

the Korean war, the loss of China to Mao's communists, 

McCarthyism, and the reluctance of the Soviets to withdraw 

from Iran after World War II. The priority of that policy 

was to contain the expansion of communism, if possible, 

without war. Beyond that overarching principle, however, 

tactical variations were permissible and were applied to 

Iran during, and often because of, Mossadegh's time in the 

office of Prime Minister. 

Variations of Policy Applications 

When Mossadegh first became Prime Minister in April 

1951, the Truman administration dealt with Iran primarily 

in deference to the predominant role of the British( but at 

the same time recognizing the great potential of Mossa-

degh's popular nationalism. The dilemma for the United 

States was that Iran's nationalism was seen to be at the 

same time a positive force to strengthen Iranian indepen-
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dence and therefore resistance to communism, and a negative 

force in that it opposed Great Britain, America's main 

ally. 

Acheson, McGhee and Grady were convinced of the 

genuineness of the nationalist support for Mossadegh and 

the lack of an alternative to his leadership. While trying 

to assist the British efforts to reach a settlement of the 

oil dispute with Iran, the Truman administration firmly 

resisted British plans to use military force in the oil

fields or to replace Mossadegh. A negotiated settlement 

was seen to be the best way to keep an independent Iran as 

a defense against Soviet influence. 4 

As a result of his attempts at negotiations between 

the British and the Iranians, Averell Harriman came to 

believe that no settlement with Mossadegh was possible. S 

Although Harriman had an obvious distaste for the attitude 

of the British in Iran, he concluded that they were right 

about Mossadegh and that he had to be replaced before a 

resolution to the problem was possible. It is important 

that Harriman would provide part of the policy transition 

from the Truman adwinistration to the Eisenhower adminis

tration. 

4MCG hee, interview, 8 July 1987. 

5princeton Seminars. Reel 2, Track 2, Page 5. 
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Another who would bridge the two administrations 

was Loy Henderson, whose speech in 1947 gave notice of what 

his opinions would be when appointed to replace Grady as 

Ambassador to Iran. Though he conceded that Mossadegh was 

"a sincere Iranian patriot in that he didn't want any 

strong foreign influence in Iran," Henderson was positive 

that there was no point in trying to reach a negotiated 

settlement of the oil question between the British and 

Mossadegh, who was "interested only in finding excuses for 

getting the British out. He demanded just more than the 

British were willing to give."6 When Iran broke diplomatic 

relations with Great Britain in October 1952, the united 

States became the direct contact with the Iranian Govern

ment on behalf of the British, with Loy Henderson as the 

primary focus of all communications and policy advice. 

The united States elections of November 1952 and 

the installation of Eisenhower's Republican administration 

in January 1953 changed the thrust of American relations 

with Iran. George McGhee was adamant that Truman and 

Acheson would not have supported "Ajax," and indeed they 

resisted such a move throughout their administration. 7 

With Henderson and Harriman now providing their view of 

Mossadegh to the new Secretary of State Dulles, the 

6Henderson, interview, 26 April 1979. 

7McG hee, interview, 8 July 1987. 



activist policy which had been part of the Republican 

campaign was presented with its first opportunity. 
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Mossadegh carne under increasing domestic difficul

ties and much of his support eroded as he sought to 

increase the power of his position at the expense of other 

Iranians who saw a threat to their own positions. He 

sealed his own fate not only by allowing increased anti

American Tudeh activity in Iran, but by telling Eisenhower 

that more of the same was in store if the United States did 

not act. Act it did, in August 1953. Mossadegh should 

have read Henderson's 1947 speech; the form of the United 

States' reaction in the context of the new administration 

and the perceived communist threat was predictable. 

Policy Vindicated 

During the years 1951 to 1953, united States policy 

toward Iran was consistent in its compatibility with the 

overall national security policy, the primary feature of 

which was to prevent the expansion of communist influence. 

The Truman administration's idea of how to accomplish that 

goal was to support Mossadegh and the emerging Iranian 

popular nationalism which he represented. The Eisenhower 

administration, however, concluded that United States 

opposition to Soviet designs in the area could best be 

served by removing Mossadegh and dealing with the Shah and 

a Prime Minister who would be more cooperative in the 
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endeavor. Both administrations' methods were successful, 

given the personalities of the men who shaped the decisions 

and the domestic politics of both Iran and the United 

States at the time of the respective administrations. 

In November 1953, reporting on the trial of Moham-

med Mossadegh, the United States Embassy cabled to Washing-

ton an account of the press coverage of the event. Even in 

this seemingly routine message the goal of united States 

policy and the satisfaction that it was achieved was clear. 

During the court days that have followed, the 
decorum has been well kept, although on the second 
day just as the court opened, •.. (a) cameraman 
slipped along the floor on his hands and knees and 
backed himself snugly against the base of the court 
president's desk. Thus, he sat on the floor facing 
Mossadegh to catch every gesture with his candid 
camera. In the recess his taking of this position 
was the subject of much complaint by other photog
raphers, who demanded the same privilege, and the 
space between the defendants and the judges was 
again packed with camera-toting correspondents, 
representing practically every major power in the 
world--except Russia. 8 

Those who would criticize either administrations' 

approach to policy toward Iran should consider what should 

be the measure of success. The core of the policy was to 

contain communism, if possible without resort to war. The 

centrality of that goal did not ignore other considera-

tions, such as popular nationalism and democracy for Iran, 

8DOS. "Color Background of the Dr. Mosadeq Treason 
Trial," Despatch Tehran No. 281 to Washington, 16 November 
1953. 
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but those considerations were clearly subordinate and not 

at all necessary to achieve the national security of the 

United states. Both the Truman and Eisenhower administra

tions were successful in the execution of United States 

policy toward Iran from 1951-1953. Each under changing 

circumstances and in its own way, prevented war and con

tained communism. 
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