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PROLOGUE TO THE VALLEY OF THE EUPHRATES
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On February 25, 1991, as the day gave way to evening, forward elements of the U.S. Army’s 24th Mechanized Infantry Division exploded into the valley of the Euphrates River, cutting Iraq’s Highway 8 south of An Nasiriya. After securing a major ordnance storage complex and the military airfields at Tallil and Jalibah, the lead brigades of the division struck east toward Basra in a drive that trapped the remnants of Saddam Hussein’s once-mighty army in a desolate corner of southeastern Iraq and northern Kuwait.

The speed and scope of the Allied victory in the Gulf War brought a seven-month-long crisis to an end on a note of triumph and political consensus in the United States. But between Saddam’s August 2, 1990 invasion of Kuwait and the final ground operations of late February 1991, many had wondered why the United States was deploying military forces in such massive strength so far from home. Politicians, the media’s talking heads, and millions of Americans in their homes and workplaces, debated involvement in the gulf. Whether or not they supported the policies of President George Bush, Americans wanted to know why the United States was risking a potentially bloody war with Iraq.

Bush administration pronouncements that offered myriad reasons for the stand in the gulf represented neither duplicity nor confusion. No single American “interest,” not even concern about petroleum supplies, determined U.S. policy during the Kuwait crisis of 1990-91. The United States confronted Saddam to deter further aggression, foster a new world order, support the United Nations, safeguard American interests, insure the flow of Persian Gulf oil, save American jobs, and as a response to Iraqi human rights abuses in Kuwait.

But how had the United States amassed such broad interests in the region? And when had Americans become the protectors of the Persian Gulf?

Most Americans view their country’s interest in the gulf as a relatively recent phenomenon, one rooted in the Reagan defense buildup of the 1980s or the cold war confrontation between the Soviet Union and the United States. But the origins of American involvement go much deeper. Over the course of two centuries, commercial and strategic interests and religious and political expectations merged to impart a distinctive shape to American policy. Pragmatism, self-interest, and naiveté characterized the American approach to the gulf.

Throughout the nineteenth century Americans cursed British domination of the gulf and sought to displace them commercially, while undermining them politically. But by the twentieth century, as American traders and businessmen deepened their stake in the region, they became increasingly sympathetic to the role played by Britain in the gulf. Americans also discovered, as had the British centuries earlier, that as commercial interests expanded, strategic responsibilities became difficult to avoid.

Steadily deepening interests combined with diminishing resistance to involvement in the affairs of a volatile region. Slowly during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, more quickly in the decades following the Second World War, and with astounding celerity after the late 1970s, the United States accepted ever greater responsibility for the security of the Persian Gulf. At each step along the way, decisions regarding deeper American involvement were made deliberately and reluctantly by administrations that considered themselves faced with Hobson’s choices. Year after year, decade after decade, American responsibilities increased until, finally, the United States had replaced Great Britain, not just commercially, but also politically and militarily. The United States had become the guardian of the Persian Gulf. Operation Desert Shield/Desert Storm was the logical, though by no means inevitable, consequence of two centuries of American Persian Gulf policy.



CHAPTER ONE
AN OPEN HELD FOR AMERICAN CAPITAL AND INDUSTRY
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1833-1939

The origins of American involvement and interest in the gulf are to be found in the early history of the United States. Over two hundred years ago, commercial necessity, revolutionary political passions, and missionary zeal carried representatives of “God’s American Israel” to the four corners of the globe.1 Commercial interests (greed, if one prefers) combined with a drive toward political and spiritual proselytizing to shape American foreign policy. The United States sought not an economic or political imperium, at least not beyond the confines of the North American continent, but open, reciprocated access to markets unencumbered by diplomatic and military responsibilities, as well as an opportunity to preach the American message—both civil and religious—to those peoples of the world who still had the misfortune to labor under the political and economic domination of European powers.

Commercial and political policies were (and remain) inextricably linked in the American mind. Commercial expansion was a necessity as an emerging American nation confronted old, established imperial systems. The Treaty of Paris of 1783 secured the political, but not the economic independence of the United States. Americans, no longer part of the British mercantilist system, now had to make their own way in a harsh world, seeking opportunities in those corners of the globe not entirely controlled by the established European powers. Americans believed that the Old World’s imperial systems had to be undermined if the United States was to survive and prosper. That goal could be accomplished by Yankee merchants and missionaries revolutionizing the world with the message of American economic and political freedom. Timothy Dwight, president of Yale College, asked, “Could stupid heathens, or hardened Jews, sit silent and unmoved, under such mighty interpositions as these, by which Providence hath distinguished this land?”2

American policy was thus simultaneously pragmatic and naive. Americans correctly understood that to survive they had to break open the European powers’ imperial systems. But American expectations that their commercial activity could crack European-dominated regional power structures without the entire edifice collapsing on their heads, or without the United States having to accept any diplomatic or military responsibilities, were ingenuous. So, too, was the belief that the peoples of the world would be so astounded by American political and economic achievements that they would rise up against European domination and cast aside culture and religion in a headlong effort to emulate the example of the United States.

Such interests and ideals motivated the Americans who first entered the waters of the Indian Ocean in the years after the Revolution. For most Yankee merchants, that ocean was just an obstacle to be crossed on the way to the Orient, but a few saw opportunities, albeit limited, for trade.3 By the end of the eighteenth century American merchants, sealers, and whalers were active in the Indian Ocean basin, though few chose to pursue commercial opportunities in the Persian Gulf itself.4

This trade was substantial enough that during the undeclared “Quasi-War” with France (1798-1801) the United States dispatched a pair of frigates to protect American commerce east of the Cape of Good Hope.5 A winter gale dismasted one of the men-of-war, but in 1800 Captain Edward Preble’s frigate Essex became the first U.S. Navy warship to enter the Indian Ocean. In his journal Preble noted the evidence of the growing American presence in the region. While sailing past the nominally French islands of St. Paul and Amsterdam, he saw the American flag flying from the huts of Yankee sealers.6

In the first quarter of the nineteenth century, American trade in the Indian Ocean continued to expand, prompting the United States government to consider the establishment of a formal commercial relationship with the sultan of Muscat.

The sultanate harked back to an era when the Arabs had dominated the trade of the Indian Ocean, a period that had lasted until the arrival of the Portuguese in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. The Portuguese, in fact, had ruled Muscat from 1507 until its capture by the Omanis in the mid-seventeenth century.7

The British, who helped drive the Portuguese from the Indian Ocean and were somewhat less imperious in their policy, allowed the coastal Arabs to resume their traditional commercial activity. Muscat, which had not been a port of note before the Portuguese conquest, became a major Indian Ocean trading center and the sultan’s power expanded to such an extent that he controlled much of what had comprised the Portuguese empire in the Persian Gulf, the Arabian Peninsula, and the eastern coast of Africa.

While the gulf Arabs no doubt resented the European presence, for the most part they never suffered direct colonial rule comparable to that experienced by their fellow Arabs elsewhere in the Middle East and in North Africa (a fact that helps explain the modern gulf Arabs’ greater willingness to cooperate with the West). Thus the Arabs the Americans contacted along the southern and gulf coasts of the Arabian Peninsula were not subject peoples living under the heel of European colonialism, but commercially oriented societies comprised of ruling families closely aligned with local merchant communities who governed successfully and profitably and were eager to expand their trade.8

While the Arabs had centuries of experience dealing with Europeans, the Americans who first reached the Indian Ocean, after tiring voyages that lasted several months, found themselves in a strange, climatically inhospitable region.9 Alfred T. Mahan, who visited Muscat in 1867 as a young naval officer, noted that conditions confirmed “the association of the name Arabia with scorching and desert.”10

While many people in the United States considered those of the Islamic world heathen barbarians living in darkness, the Americans who rounded the Cape of Good Hope found the Arabs to be shrewd businessmen whose societies were generally well ordered and civil. In the nineteenth century American naval officers considered “Mohammedan” ports unusually safe, if somewhat boring, venues for sailors. Mahan noted that when a party of men from his ship went ashore he “had the unprecedented experience that they all came back on time and sober.”11

Muscat was situated on a mere cove, but was nonetheless a fine harbor with a natural breakwater. From a distance, one could make out the high cliffs and forts that encircled and protected the town, although Muscat itself, Mahan wrote, “was hardly to be descried, the gray color of the stone used in construction blending with the background of the mountains, from which it had probably been quarried.” Only when one neared the town did it appear “imposing … there being several minarets, and some massive buildings, among which the ruins of a Portuguese cathedral bear the mute testimony to a transitory era in the long history of the East.”12

In 1833 U.S. special agent Captain Edmund Roberts, a Salem, Massachusetts, merchant who represented the commercial community interested in the eastern trade, arrived in Muscat, accompanied by a small naval show of force—Master Commandant David Geisinger’s two-ship squadron, the sloop-of-war Peacock and the schooner Boxer. Americans had found ready markets for their cotton textiles, furniture, and the occasional cargo of rum in Muscat and Zanzibar, major Indian Ocean entrepôts controlled by the sultan. For their return voyages, Americans could purchase valuable cargoes of ivory, dates, and pearls from Africa and Arabia, as well as spices and other goods from the Far East. But the American market could absorb limited quantities of ivory, dates, and pearls, and many of the products transhipped from the Far East could be had more cheaply at their source. Indeed, until the development of the oil industry in the Persian Gulf in the twentieth century, the Arab states had little of value to sell. Roberts thus found the sultan eager to trade and the two men signed a treaty of amity and commerce on September 21, 1833, establishing the United States’ first tie to a Persian Gulf state and a diplomatic relationship still extant between the United States and Oman.13

The negotiations between Roberts and the sultan took place beneath the shadow of Great Britain’s eastern empire. Muscat was the strongest indigenous maritime power in the region, but both Roberts and the sultan understood that the latter’s far-flung commercial empire—which extended from the east African coast into the gulf—survived only because of British forebearance.14

In fact, the newcomer Americans, had they not been so quick to dismiss British colonial experiences, might have learned a lesson or two from the history of Great Britain’s involvement in the region. British merchants had reached the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf in the 1500s, seeking not the imperium of the Portuguese who had preceded them, but, much like the Americans two centuries later, commercial opportunity in the east.15 But the British had inexorably been drawn into the region’s affairs. In 1622 they joined the Persians in the successful assault on Hormuz island that broke the Portuguese grip in the gulf.16 France’s short-lived occupation of Egypt in 1798. seen in London as a threat to India, led Great Britain to establish formal diplomatic and military ties with strategically placed Muscat.17 Gradually, but steadily, the British found themselves ever more deeply involved in the affairs of the region, a trend that would continue throughout the nineteenth century.

Not surprisingly, given their position in the region, the British were fully aware of the American overture to Muscat. When British representatives questioned the sultan about the arrangements, he offered to tear up the treaty. But since the accord was purely a commercial arrangement and the Americans had displayed no interest in involving themselves in the sultan’s affairs, the treaty survived. American trade continued to expand and in short order the United States had achieved a virtual monopoly of trade with Zanzibar. The American presence was so extensive that when in 1841 a British consul arrived in Zanzibar, he found the sultan’s palace decorated with prints of the U.S. Navy’s victories over the men-of-war of Britain’s Royal Navy in the War of 1812.18

Americans thus continued to expand their commercial opportunities in the Indian Ocean, in part, at least, at the expense of the British, while at the same time benefiting from the order Britain brought to an unstable region. Throughout the nineteenth century, Americans watched passively as the British struggled to prevent the entire region from descending into chaos. Trading patterns underwent dramatic change as European steamers and commercial companies gradually displaced Arab dhows and traders. Britain’s well-intentioned and successful campaign to end the slave trade also disrupted established commercial patterns and threatened the old order of the region. Dynastic instability led to internal strife, economic decline, disorder, and frequently the establishment of a British protectorate. The ebb and flow of Wahabism—fundamentalist Sunni Islam later championed by the Saudis—threatened the maritime Arab chieftains around the periphery of the Arabian Peninsula and intensified the piracy that generally troubled the gulf’s waters. Nineteenth-century expeditions to suppress gulf piracy, and diplomatic and military support to the imperiled states, led Britain into ever deeper involvement in the affairs of the gulf.

British imperial success in the Indian Ocean and the gulf allowed Americans to further expand their commercial operations in the region. By the mid-1850s, American trade in the gulf itself had become substantial enough that the United States sought a commercial treaty with the Persian empire. The Americans, who already had reached a similar accord with neighboring Turkey in 1830, were anxious to gain a consulate at Bushire in the upper gulf.19

The negotiations between representatives of the United States and the Persian monarchy were far more difficult, and the issues involved far more complex, than had been the case in Muscat in 1833. In Istanbul in October 1851, Persian and American negotiators signed a commercial treaty. The U.S. Senate ratified the agreement but in Teheran “the influence of England at the Persian Court” allowed the accord to die a slow death.20

The treaty fell victim to the “Great Game” then already underway in the Near East and Central Asia between Britain and Czarist Russia. As the British had been steadily expanding their position in the gulf, around the periphery of the Arabian peninsula, and in India, the Russians had been pushing south from the steppe. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Russian southern expansion came primarily at the expense of the Ottoman Turks and the khanates of Central Asia. But in 1722-23, during the reign of Peter the Great, the Russians first waged war against the Persians, gaining, temporarily, a foothold on the Caspian Sea. Between 1804 and 1813, the Persians fought their northern neighbor again, this time for control of Georgia. Once more, the Russians triumphed. The Treaty of Turkmanchai, which ended a third Russo-Persian struggle—1826 to 1828—secured the Russian position in the Caucasus.21

The Russian threat from the north drove the Persians temporarily, and begrudgingly, into the arms of the British. In the early 1850s, Shah Nasir ud-Din, and especially his chief adviser Mirza Taki Khan, were unwilling to do anything that might put at risk future British support against a Russian attack from the north. The British, anxious to preserve and expand their position in strategically located Persia, viewed American commercial penetration of the country as a potential threat.

But in the mid-1850s, relations between Persia and Britain soured because of the latter’s domination of the region’s trading routes and disputes over the border between Persia and Afghanistan. Moreover, the outbreak of war in 1854, and the concentration of both Russian and British military forces in the Crimea, gave the Persians much greater freedom of maneuver.

In the fall of 1854, at the instigation of the Czar of Russia, the Persians reopened negotiations with the United States. The shah was now eager not only to establish a commercial relationship with the Americans, but also “to buy or have constructed in the United States several vessels of war and to procure the services of American officers and seamen to navigate them.”22

As the negotiations began, once again in Istanbul, the American representative, Carroll Spence, soon realized that the shah hoped to draw the United States not only into commercial, but also political and military relationships. The first draft treaty advanced by the Persians included articles that called for the United States to protect Persian merchant vessels and “ports and isles” in the gulf from attack.23 In a subsequent draft, the shah’s representatives requested American assistance for Persian attacks against Muscat and Bahrain and included an article that would permit the shah to reflag his ships with the Stars and Stripes (as would the Kuwaitis in the late 1980s to protect their ships, ironically, from Iranian attacks). Another article called for the United States “to protect the Persian seas from the bad conduct and evil designs of the enemies of Persia.”24

The proposed articles were clearly aimed at Great Britain, for no other power threatened the shah’s ports and shipping, and Britain alone was the protector of Bahrain and Muscat. The shah was undoubtedly already planning the war that he would begin in 1856 with an attack against Herat in Afghanistan. The British would reply as he feared, striking back in the gulf, curing off trade, and seizing Kharg Island, Bushire, and other Persian ports.

The Americans were fortunate that they possessed neither the military capability nor the desire to play the role in the gulf proposed by the Persians. The British, who were aware of the shah’s desire to strike while Britain was occupied elsewhere, recognized that the draft treaty, a copy of which they secured despite the secrecy of the negotiations, would have led to another Anglo-American war.25

It is unclear whether or not Spence fully recognized the scope of the Persian game, but he was wise enough to know the limitations of American policy and informed his Persian counterpart that the suggested articles would be totally unacceptable to the president and the Senate. The Persian proposals would inevitably entangle the United States in the shah’s affairs. Moreover, the United States could not join an attack against Muscat, a friendly country which was all but an ally of Britain. The Persians agreed to drop the Muscat articles, but their next proposal still included provisions for the reflagging of merchant ships and empowered the shah to call for the services of an American naval squadron to reassert his control in the gulf, specifically over Bahrain.26

Again, Spence rejected the offending articles. In an effort to convince the Persians that a purely commercial treaty was in their interest, he stressed the economic strength of the United States, “a power of equal commercial resources as Great Britain,” and pointed out that “the merchants of the United States are particularly fitted to destroy the monopoly of the English trade in Persia.”27

The Persians, apparently disappointed by their inability to draw the Americans into the affairs of the gulf, withdrew from the negotiations. But Spence patiently waited for them to reopen the discussions, believing that they would return if he held firm. The shah, he noted, had “a desire to introduce into [his] territories a counterbalancing influence to that of England, which had of late become rather too powerful.”28

When the Persians did, in fact, resume the negotiations, Spence once again stressed the benefits that would accrue to Persia from a relationship with a country “destined one day to control the commerce of the world.”29 This time the shah’s negotiator agreed to accept a purely commercial treaty, which was signed on December 13, 1856. Spence, for his part, agreed to pass on to the secretary of state a verbal request from the Persians that the United States send a minister to Teheran and a ship of war to the gulf as soon as possible.

The Senate ratified the treaty on March 12 of the following year. Ratifications were exchanged in June and the treaty went into effect on August 18, 1857. At the request of the State Department, in 1858 the U.S. Navy sent a ship to the region, but inexplicably, to Muscat, the capital of the shah’s nemesis the sultan, and not into the gulf.30 Another twenty years would pass before an American man-of-war passed through the Strait of Hormuz, and a quarter-century before an American minister reached Teheran.

Nevertheless, the United States had at last become a party, if only in a commercial sense, to the intrigue of the gulf. The treaty negotiations demonstrated that even in the mid-1850s Britain, Russia, and Persia viewed the United States as a potentially powerful force in the affairs of the gulf. It is evident from Spence’s letters and instructions that the Americans expected ultimately to displace the British in the region commercially, although the United States was loathe to take on the political and military responsibilities borne by Great Britain. Of course, the Americans were naive in their belief that commercial opportunities and diplomatic and military burdens could somehow be kept distinct. As long as Great Britain remained the dominant economic power in the region, the United States could freely reject proposals for reflagging, arms sales, advisers, and the stationing of a U.S. Navy squadron in the gulf. But as the American economic stake in the gulf grew, so, too, would the pressures to take on added responsibilities for the security and stability of the region.

But such considerations lay in the future. In the interim, as Yankee merchants sailed into the Persian Gulf via the Indian Ocean they joined a small group of American missionaries who had worked their way into northern Persia via Ottoman Turkish Armenia and Russian Georgia. In December 1830, an expedition led by two Presbyterian missionaries—Harrison Gray Otis Dwight and Eli Smith—reached Persian Azerbaijan. By the end of the decade, an American missionary presence had been firmly established in Urumiah in northern Persia and by the 1870s had spread to Tabriz, Teheran, and Hamadan. The Presbyterians provided spiritual, educational, and physical ministrations to Nestorian, Chaldean, and Armenian Christians, and a few, very few, Muslims.31

For the next half-century, these Protestant missionaries represented the principal American presence in Persia, since trade between the United States and the gulf remained limited. The missionaries were the first Americans to face the reality of the Middle East, for they quickly discovered that the local “heathens” were not overly impressed with American commercial, political, and religious ideas. As Britain’s Lord Curzon, in his 1892 review of the “Persian Question,” noted: “It is against the impregnable rock-wall of Islam, as a system embracing every sphere and duty, and act of life, that the waves of missionary effort beat and buffet in vain.”32

While American ideals were not in great demand in the gulf, American goods most certainly were. By the late 1870s the United States was beginning to take fuller advantage of commercial opportunities in the region. In 1879, Commodore Robert Wilson Shufeldt, in the man-of-war Ticonderoga, visited Muscat en route to Asia and his successful mission to open Korea to American commerce.33

Shufeldt discovered that much had changed since the Roberts mission of 1833. Muscat’s power had waned.34 But American commercial interests remained strong, constituting two-third’s of the sultan’s trade.35 Shufeldt learned that elsewhere in the gulf, opportunities flourished, despite the American government’s reticence to support commercial activity diplomatically or militarily.

In December 1879, the Ticonderoga passed through the Strait of Hormuz and became the first American man-of-war to enter the gulf. Shufeldt visited Bushire and Basra, steaming seventy miles up the Shatt-al-Arab.36 “There is no place in the world,” he wrote of the gulf, “where the physical manifestation of power is so necessary for the diffusion of the knowledge of the moral power of a civilized Nation as among the semi-barbarous and barbarous peoples that dwell upon these shores.”37 He also discovered that the British were understandably less than enthusiastic about the growth of American commerce in the region.38 Great Britain, Shufeldt recognized, viewed the Persian Gulf as an “English Lake.”

But the evident manifestations of British power failed to impress the American commodore. Shufeldt considered Britain’s imperium a facade. Arabs, Turks, and Persians were eager to see another power replace Britain in the gulf. Ultimately, a challenge in European waters, Shufeldt hypothesized, would weaken, perhaps fatally, the British empire in the east. The commodore believed that the United States could dominate the gulf if it wished, provided Americans challenged the British commercially and diplomatically and refused to “continue to play the role long ago assigned to us in China—of No. 2 Englishmen.”39

Shufeldt also was the first American to look beyond mere commercial interests to broader strategic or geopolitical concerns in the Persian Gulf. He recognized that Persia was one of the principal focal points of the Anglo-Russian imperial struggle in the east—“the Great Game.”40

The old struggle between Britain and Russia grew more intense when, during the reign of Czar Alexander II, the Russians completed the pacification of the Islamic tribes in the Caucasus and undertook the conquest of khanates of Kokund, Bokhara, and Khiva. By 1881, Czarist Russia fronted Persia’s entire northern border.41

Faced with this new Russian threat from the north, and the old British threat from the south, the Persian leadership searched the horizon for a protector—a diplomatic counterweight. As they had during the treaty negotiations of the 1850s, the Persians offered Americans expanded economic prospects in return for diplomatic support. In June 1883, after years of suggestions from Persian representatives in Europe, an American minister at last arrived in Teheran to establish a formal diplomatic relationship.42

The Persians were more than eager to foster American economic activity and involvement. The shah told the U.S. minister in Teheran, E. Spencer Pratt, “the field is opened to American capital and industry, which have but to come and reap its fruits.” The shah looked to American know-how to help develop Persia’s natural resources and to expand commercial activity.43 The shah viewed the United States, a country distant from Persia, and a nation with no evident territorial ambitions, as a third force, far less dangerous to Persian interests than Great Britain or Russia.

But if Americans found themselves offered the riches of Persia, they also confronted a seriously unstable situation. American diplomats spent a great deal of their time looking after the physical security of their countrymen, principally missionaries. During the 1880s and 1890s sectarian strife was rife, especially in the northwest around Tabriz, where Kurds routinely murdered Persian Christians and occasionally threatened or actually killed Americans.

In early 1892 Americans in Teheran witnessed at first-hand the power of the Persian mullahs, nearly a century before the rise of Ayatollah Khomeini! The previous year the shah had awarded a British consortium a monopoly for the import and export of tobacco, a substance widely used in Persia. The shah’s decision prompted a popular reaction, led by the mullahs who reasoned that foreign control made the tobacco “unclean” and unfit for use by the Islamic faithful. A popular boycott spread across the country. Faced with such strong opposition, the shah ended the monopoly on imports, hoping to diffuse the situation, and ordered one of Teheran’s leading mullahs to smoke in the main mosque in a symbolic effort to demonstrate to the people that they should end their “strike.” When the mullah refused, the shah ordered him into exile.

The mullah’s preparations to leave Teheran provoked a popular reaction that brought the people into the streets. An angry mob marched on the palace, intent on killing the shah. The mullahs told the people that the monarchy was selling the country piece by piece to the Europeans. Soldiers manning the palace gate joined the crowd. Only the intervention of a regiment of troops personally led by the shah’s son saved the monarchy. Shots rang out killing two mullahs, green-turbaned descendants of the Prophet.

The people milled about, threatening to march to the foreign compounds and massacre the Europeans. Fortunately, before Teheran erupted into complete turmoil, the shah agreed to negotiate with the mullahs, avoiding catastrophe. Britain’s tobacco monopoly was over.

The report of the incident sent to Washington by the American minister in Teheran, Truxtun Beale, could easily have been written nearly a century later, when in 1978 and 1979 the mullahs once again challenged a shah. Beale wrote:


This affair has brought forth a power in this country that the oldest Orientalist and even the Persians themselves did not dream of, to wit, the extent of the power of the mollahs. A mollah is simply a priest and not a member of any organization like the Church of England, or one of our own churches, but by common consent a body of them came together, carried on negotiations with the Shah, made demands and concessions, and concluded an understanding with him.

A means was suddenly found for the expression of popular discontent and for the redress of popular grievances.

In a despotism more like that of Cyrus and Xerxes than that of any government existing elsewhere to-day, a parliament seems to have risen from the ground.44



The situation remained unstable in Persia for the next two decades. In 1896, the shah was assassinated. The following year his successor banned the importation of foreign books, fearing the spread of Western ideas.

Nevertheless, the Persian monarchy eventually recovered its balance and once again turned to the United States for financial assistance and expertise. In 1910, the Persians suggested the appointment of an “impartial” American to control Persian finances. The following year, W. Morgan Shuster arrived in Teheran and became Treasurer General of Persia. Under Russian pressure he was quickly forced out.45 But the Persians continued to look to Americans for assistance, assistance of even greater importance since it was becoming apparent that Persia possessed a great natural resource—petroleum—that would earn the state income, but that would also make Persia a more attractive target for British and Russian imperialists.

By the turn of the century, many Americans were aware of the “great game” being played by Britain and Russia in Eurasia. An American naval officer, Alfred Thayer Mahan, noted the importance of the Persian Gulf, especially the significance of Turkey and Iran as bulwarks against Russian expansion to the south.46 In fact, it was Mahan, who viewed the region as a strategic locale sandwiched between Europe and the Orient, who coined the term “Middle East.”47 But for all of his foresight, Mahan missed one fundamental development then underway in the world—the gradual shift from coal to oil by industry and navies. The master of sea power and strategy overlooked a factor that would markedly alter strategic geography.

Indeed, the industrial revolution transformed the face of the world. By the turn of the century machine power had replaced that supplied by animals or nature. Coal had long since replaced wood, and was being displaced by petroleum, yet another fossil fuel. Neither Mahan nor anyone living in 1900 would have envisioned that industrialization in Europe, North America, and the Far East, and the growing demand for oil to fuel that industrialization, would in a half-century make the Persian Gulf critically important to the world.48

After 1900, the strategic significance of the Persian Gulf increased steadily, even at a time when the Middle East’s oil production was limited and the region’s known reserves were marginal. The reason was simple. Of the world’s industrial and military powers, only the United States and Czarist Russia were major producers and exporters of oil.49 The other powers—Germany, Japan, France, and Great Britain—relied on foreign, usually American imports, and eagerly searched abroad for new sources of oil.

In May 1901 an Englishman, William Knox D’Arcy, gained an oil concession from the shah that covered the whole of Persia, except the five northern provinces. The first major strike at Masjid-i-Sulaiman seven years later heralded the beginning of the oil age in the Persian Gulf. In April 1909 the newly established Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC) began work on a pipeline to transfer the oil from the fields to the gulf for shipment. In 1913 the APOC refinery at Abadan began production.50

By the eve of the First World War, access to petroleum had also become an element of sea power. Great Britain, the world’s preeminent naval power, needed a secure supply of oil for the mighty Royal Navy. Admiral Sir John Fisher was the Royal Navy’s main proponent of oil as the replacement fuel for coal in warships. As early as 1886, Fisher’s advocacy of petroleum had earned him the sobriquet “Oil Maniac.”51 Fisher recognized that oil-fueled ships were cleaner, faster, had superior endurance, and were more easily refueled and maintained.52 Accordingly, in 1914 the British government became the controlling partner in the management of APOC.

Great Britain’s need to secure access to the petroleum of the Middle East extended beyond Persia. In 1912, the British began to develop the oil resources of the Ottoman Empire in concert with German and Dutch companies, principally in the area that in the 1920s would become Iraq. In the gulf, under British pressure, the sheiks and emirs of Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, Oman, and the Trucial Coast—city states that adhered to an 1853 maritime truce enforced by Britain—agreed not to grant oil concessions to non-British companies.53

While the major threats to Britain’s strategic position in the region came from the Germans and Russians, American interests, as they had throughout the nineteenth century, continued to pose a challenge. American oil men targeted the Ottoman Empire, long the focus of United States-based commercial and missionary activity. Several American consortiums gained rights to explore for oil in the Ottoman Empire. Retired Rear Admiral Colby Chester put together an American syndicate that negotiated railroad, mining, and oil concessions (190910) with Constantinople.54 Standard Oil Company of New York (SOCONY) obtained licenses for oil exploration in northern Anatolia and Palestine. Unfortunately for the Americans, before drilling could begin, the First World War spread to the Near East.55

The 1914-18 war demonstrated the increasing importance of oil to the industrial world and intensified interest in the potential of the Persian Gulf. By 1918 partially motorized armies and air forces had joined navies in their reliance on petroleum. Britain’s Lord Curzon remarked shortly after the end of the Great War that the Allies had “floated to victory on a sea of oil.”56 Over 90 percent of that oil had come from the United States.57

The Allied victory left Great Britain supreme in the Persian Gulf. Alliance with Germany and Austria-Hungary led the Ottoman Empire to defeat and dissolution. The British drove the Turks from Palestine, Mesopotamia, the Red Sea, and the Persian Gulf coasts of the Arabian Peninsula. The Mesopotamian campaign, despite early setbacks, covered British positions in the gulf and APOC interests in southwestern Iran, where oil production and refinery capacity increased 400 percent during the war. By 1918 the German threat epitomized by the planned Berlin to Baghdad railway had disappeared. In the early 1920s, the Russian menace ebbed amidst revolution and civil war.58 Palestine, Iraq, and Kuwait came under Great Britain’s control. No foreign power other than France, entrenched in Lebanon and Syria, could threaten Britain’s seemingly supreme position in the Middle East.59

There remained only the internal threat. A newfound sense of Arab nationalism had developed during the war and had played a large part in helping the British drive the Turks from the region. To secure this assistance, Britain and France had made innumerable promises to recognize Arab national rights. But at the end of the war the Allied powers refused to yield their gains. The Arabs turned to the United States and its president, Woodrow Wilson, for help. But Americans were reluctant to get involved in the affairs of the Middle East. The British, aware that the politically divided Arabs lacked a Western protector, ignored the nascent nationalist movement’s hopes and desires, though not without cost.60

The British moved quickly to make the most of their victory. Britain adopted a national oil policy to secure control of a vital strategic resource—petroleum.61 APOC expanded its Persian concession.62 In newly independent Iraq, the British considered their former concession with the Ottoman Empire still valid and pressed further development. Anglo-French cooperation in the Middle East, conspicuous in the 1915 Sykes-Picot agreement to divide the Ottoman Empire, became obvious at the April 1920 San Remo Conference. French companies gained a 25 percent share in the Turkish Petroleum Company (TPC), soon to become the Iraqi Petroleum Company (IPC), in return for an agreement to permit the construction of a pipeline from the northern Iraqi fields across French-controlled Syria to the Mediterranean.63

Finding themselves barred from Iraq and Arabia, Americans looked to Persia where the situation appeared somewhat more promising. During the course of the war, Britain, Turkey, and Russia had violated Persian neutrality. When civil war erupted in Russia, Britain had staged its intervention in the Caucasus from Persian territory in near-complete disregard of the host nation’s wishes. As the Bolsheviks began to consolidate their power throughout Russia and to reassert themselves in the south, the British withdrew and the Persians were left to face their traditional northern nemesis now operating under the Bolshevik guise. In February 1921, with Red Army troops occupying the northern province of Gilan, the Persians concluded a treaty with the Soviet Union that gave the latter the right to intervene if a “third party” moved forces into Persia.64

As they had so many times before, the Persians turned to the United States—a “disinterested” party—for help. As the situation in the Caucasus deteriorated, Persian leaders offered an oil concession in the north of their country, the region threatened by the Soviets and being evacuated by the British, to American petroleum interests. When British control of the area had seemed secure, APOC officials had blocked American efforts to develop the petroleum resources of the northern provinces. But now, with Great Britain’s military forces withdrawing from the Caucasus, APOC relented.65 An American oil concession in the north would act as a deterrent to any Soviet advance into Persia. Unfortunately, when an American company finally gained the concession, the Russians refused to allow transport of the oil through the Caucasus to Black Sea ports, making the deal worthless.

Thus in the Middle East, the results of the Great War seemed to have reduced, rather than enhanced American commercial opportunities.66 Representatives of American oil companies returned to Palestine and Mesopotamia to find themselves excluded from commercial activity. And to the annoyance of American oil men, the State Department appeared to provide little assistance and not much more in the way of sympathy. The government-petroleum industry cooperation that had worked so well in the United States during the war ended abruptly with peace.67

Despite the fact that Americans in 1919 were gripped by a panic about the state of their oil reserves (only ten years remaining according to official government estimates), the administrations of Woodrow Wilson and Warren G. Harding did not develop any national petroleum policy. To the chagrin of American oil men, U.S. diplomats at the Versailles peace conference preferred to wait until the fate of the Ottoman Empire was decided before they pressed for concessions from the victorious allies. Subsequent American diplomatic efforts on behalf of the oil industry were limited to outraged protestations of British behavior, declarations of the Open Door Policy of equality of commercial opportunity for all nations, and a refusal to recognize the legitimacy of an Iraqi Petroleum Company concession based on arrangements that predated the establishment of Iraq.68

The diplomatic failure to insure the participation of the American petroleum industry in the development of the Middle East is understandable, for the Wilson and Harding administrations did not have a strong hand to play in that region. The United States had been an “associated,” not a fully Allied power during the Great War and had never declared war against the Ottomans. The British, who had borne most of the cost of defeating the Turks, rightly saw no reason to allow Americans to share the spoils of victory. Nor did the United States ratify the League of Nations Treaty under which the mandates of the Middle East were administered. Moreover, any State Department effort to gain a concession for an individual American oil company would be seen by the other companies, correctly, as favoritism.

Despite its reluctance to play a major role in world affairs, the United States was an international power, and American oil companies remained the largest and most powerful in the world. Middle Eastern doors did eventually open for Americans during the 1920s. In 1923, A. C. Millspaugh, a former State Department official, became the shah’s financial adviser. Gradually, both Great Britain and the United States adopted more conciliatory positions regarding access to Middle Eastern oil.69 Faced with a resurgent nationalist Turkey that seemed intent on recovering the oil-rich Mosul district, Great Britain sought American involvement in the development of the petroleum industry in Iraq, to which the district ultimately was given.70 More importantly, British oil companies lacked the capital to develop the vast area staked out for them by their government.

Following the settlement of the boundary between Turkey and Iraq, new agreements between the IPC and the Iraqi government, and major oil strikes in 1923 and 1927, several American oil companies signed the infamous Red Line agreement on July 31, 1928.71 The accord established a cartel operating within the area bound by a red map line drawn around the former Asiatic territories of the Ottoman Empire, an area that included much of the Arabian Peninsula. For the United States, the agreement marked the end of its diplomatic fight against recognition of the IPC as the legitimate successor of the TPC, a decision that would leave in force the pre-World War I agreements that had excluded American oilmen.

While the inclusion of some American oil companies marked an improvement in the commercial opportunities open to U.S. companies, the establishment of a cartel was a major setback for the Open Door policy in the Middle East. Nevertheless, American oil companies, principally through their own efforts, had established themselves in the Persian Gulf and, not for the last time, challenged Britain’s preeminence.

Americans sought and obtained concessions in Kuwait, Bahrain, and the Arabian Peninsula. Despite the fact that British companies, most notably the Eastern and General Syndicate represented by Major Frank Holmes, held the concessions to explore for petroleum throughout the region, efforts to find British companies willing and able to purchase these rights often failed. Capital-rich American firms were soon on the scene with ready cash.

Bahrain had been a British protectorate since 1880. Following the identification of oil seepages in 1910, the British had obtained an agreement that gave Britain a veto on future oil development. When Holmes, whose December 1925 agreement expired after four years, was unable to interest any British developers, he sold his rights in Bahrain to Eastern Gulf Oil, a subsidiary of American Gulf Oil.

Gulf, a partner in the IPC, was bound by the restrictions of the Red Line Agreement, which covered the Bahrain archipelago. The British-dominated IPC refused to undertake the development of oil on Bahrain or to allow Gulf to exercise the option. So Gulf sold the rights to Standard Oil of California (SOCAL) for $50,000.

SOCAL, an American company, fell afoul of the Nationality clause of the Anglo-Bahraini agreement of 1914, but circumvented the restriction by establishing the Bahrain Petroleum Company (BAPCO) as a wholly owned Canadian subsidiary. Drilling began in 1932 and the company exported the first barrel of Bahraini crude three years later. Ultimately, SOCAL sold half its shares to the Texas Oil Company and formed CALTEX, chartered in the Bahamas, as a company to market BAPCO product internationally.72 Thus, by the early 1930s, the development of the oil industry in Bahrain, which had become a strategic base for British military forces in the Persian Gulf, was firmly in the hands of the United States.73

Kuwait, strategically placed at the head of the gulf, and purposefully excluded from the Red Line agreement, also became the focus of American interest. Gulf Oil bought Major Holmes’s concession and the British scrambled to insure that APOC became a partner to Gulf in the formation of the Kuwaiti Oil Company (KOC).74

The most significant American penetration into the region came in the formerly British-dominated and politically divided Arabian Peninsula. Abdul Aziz, later known as Ibn Saud, the sultan of Najd, ruled the central and eastern peninsula, and Sherif Hussein of Mecca the western Hejaz. To prosecute the war against Turkey between 1914 and 1918, Britain had allied with Hussein and insured internal peace in the peninsula with a £5,000 monthly subsidy to Ibn Saud and a December 1915 treaty that established a protectorate over his domains. Ibn Saud agreed not to attack Hussein nor to grant mineral or trade concessions without British approval.75

After the war, British concern about rising Arab nationalism and discontent with Hussein’s leadership led to the end of the subsidies to, and the effective unleashing of, Abdul Aziz. In January 1926 the king’s Bedouin tribesmen conquered the Hejaz. The 1927 Treaty of Jidda ended the British protectorate and removed the economic restraints of the 1915 agreement.76

Ibn Saud, who needed cash to consolidate his hold over the tribes of his newly established Saudi Arabian state, looked eagerly for the loans and the royalties that came with oil development. In 1923 Major Holmes negotiated an oil concession with Ibn Saud for al-Hasa, in the northeastern part of the peninsula along the Persian Gulf, but failed to interest any British company in undertaking the development. The prospects of finding oil in Saudi Arabia appeared bleak until the 1932 Bahrain strike in a formation that geologists believed extended into the adjoining al-Hasa region of the peninsula. Since al-Hasa lay within the Red Line, Gulf Oil could not seek to develop the region, but SOCAL, already operating in Bahrain, moved in, outbid the IPC, and won a major sixty-year concession for the newly formed California-Arabian Standard Oil Company (CASOC).77

By the late 1930s, the pace of development of the petroleum industry in the Middle East was accelerating. Oil production in the Persian Gulf region increased 900 percent between 1920 and 1939. Iraq, Bahrain, and Saudi Arabia joined Iran as major producers. Whereas less than 5 percent of non-United States produced oil had come from the gulf in 1920, by 1939 the figure had grown to 14 percent.78

Increasingly, American corporations fueled the region’s development. Britain may have held a monopoly on military and political power in the gulf, but American financial capital challenged the British economically during the 1920s and 1930s. British-dominated Iran remained the source of about two-thirds of Persian Gulf oil, but American participation in the IPC and control of the oil concessions in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia demonstrated a growing American role in the region.

Thus, on the eve of the Second World War, the United States, while certainly not a military force in the Persian Gulf, was nevertheless an economic power of the first rank. Kurds, Arabs, and Persians all held a favorable view of the as yet untainted United States. To offset the power of Britain and Russia, the Persians, the most politically developed of the peoples of the region, continued their nearly century-old policy of offering commercial concessions to Americans in an effort to draw the United States into Persian affairs. And control of the petroleum concession for Bahrain, the strategic center of the British position in the gulf, by American oil companies clearly demonstrated the extent of U.S. economic penetration of an ostensibly British-dominated region.

Policymakers in Washington had thus far rejected any diplomatic or military involvement in the gulf. But the increasingly rapid expansion of American economic interests, already evident during the interwar years, could not forever be secured with a hands-off policy toward the region.



CHAPTER TWO
THE WORLD OIL CENTER OF GRAVITY
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1939-1946

Before the Second World War, U.S. interests in the Persian Gulf were economic. The rapidly expanding presence of American oil companies in the region represented purely commercial concerns, because the United States remained the world’s largest oil producer and exporter. The petroleum American-owned companies pumped from the gulf flowed not back to the United States, but to overseas markets.

While more Americans, like Shufeldt and Mahan before them, recognized the strategic importance of the Persian Gulf, and appreciated the stability British political and military dominance brought to the region, few in the United States expressed any desire to see their country either replace or support Great Britain. Americans still believed that they could undermine Britain’s economic position without having to accept any political or military responsibilities.

The course of the Second World War in the Middle East led the United States, albeit reluctantly, to play a larger role in the affairs of the Persian Gulf. The global conflict both highlighted the growing importance of petroleum and exposed the weaknesses of Britain’s strategic position in the Persian Gulf.

During the First World War British and Imperial forces had sufficed to defend the Middle East, but between 1939 and 1945 a variety of threats compelled Britain to rely on Soviet and American forces to redress the regional imbalance of power. Early in the war, pro-Axis sentiment in Iran and Iraq threatened the security of Britain’s major sources of oil. British and Indian Army forces crushed the short-lived Iraqi coup of May 1941 at the expense of the prosecution of the campaign in Libya against the Germans and Italians.’1Then in June, Axis forces invaded the Soviet Union. Overland communications through strategically placed Iran assumed great importance and the presence of German advisers in Teheran led to a crisis in the late summer. When Reza Shah Pahlavi refused to expel the Germans, British forces invaded Iran from the south, while Soviet troops struck from the north. The Allies forced Reza Shah to abdicate in favor of his son, Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi. The new shah signed the Anglo-Soviet-Persian Treaty of January 1942, which legitimized the joint occupation but guaranteed the territorial integrity and political independence of Iran.

External threats also imperiled Britain’s position in the Middle East. Between June 1940 and December 1942, the British faced dangers from the north, where the Germans nearly broke through Soviet positions in the Caucasus; the west, where German-Italian forces in Libya menaced Egypt; the south, where Italian-controlled Ethiopia and Somalia fronted the Gulf of Aden and the Red Sea; and the east, where Japan’s army invaded India and the Imperial Japanese Navy sortied into the Indian Ocean.2

By early 1943, the British had secured their position in the Middle East but, unlike their experience in the First World War, not without major assistance from their allies. Russian troops were entrenched in northern Iran. American sea, ground, and air forces had engaged the Axis in North Africa and had arrived in the Persian Gulf to secure the overland lend-lease route to the Soviet Union.

These early Axis threats against the Middle East also impeded the development of the petroleum industry in the Persian Gulf, despite the importance of oil to the prosecution of the war, and further weakened Britain’s position in the region. Fears that the oil fields might be overrun by Axis forces, the absence of British capital, political instability, and the interruption of overland and sea communications slowed, and in some cases reversed, development trends. In Iraq, annual oil production fell from 32,643,000 barrels in 1938 to 12,650,000 in 1941, before rising to 32,112,000 barrels by 1945.3 Iranian oil production declined from 213,737 barrels per day in 1938 to 138,704 in 1941, before rising to 280,000 in 1944.4 The Trucial states, Qatar, Oman, and Kuwait, all latecomers to oil development and reliant on British capital, also suffered.5British-dominated companies capped wells and postponed development. Only late in the war did Kuwait, where the consortium included capital-rich American concerns, resume production.6 Decreased production and reduced royalties exacerbated tensions between the gulf states and the British, especially in Iraq and Iran. Only in late 1942 and early 1943, with the Allies cut off from oil supplies in the southwestern Pacific, the Middle East secure, the Mediterranean reopened to sea communications, and the Western Allies’ economies and military forces expanding, did demand for Persian Gulf oil force production increases.

Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, where the controlling interests were American, fared noticeably better. In Bahrain, with well-developed facilities and an in-place refinery, production declined, but not as markedly as it did elsewhere.7 Activity in Saudi Arabia continued to increase into 1940, when annual production reached 5,075,000 barrels, up from 580,000 barrels in 1938. Production then fell to 4,310,000 in 1941, but rose to 21,311,000 by 1945!8 An IPC official at the time noted that the marked decline in oil production in British dominated areas “gave throughout the Middle East an impression…that the tempo of American development far exceeded the British.”9

If the Second World War weakened Great Britain’s position in the Persian Gulf, it heightened American strategic concern for the security of the region. American wartime strategy could succeed only if the Soviet Union kept fighting. The route through the gulf and Iran was vital for the shipment of Lend-Lease aid to Stalin’s Russia. Toward the end of the war, gulf oil became a strategic commodity, fueling Allied planes, tanks, ships, and trucks deployed overseas. As a result, by the end of the war the United States had dramatically increased its economic stake in the region and, for the first time, deployed military forces to the gulf.

American oil policy also changed markedly during the war. In the 1930s, as part of the “New Deal” programs to lift the country out of the depths of the Great Depression, President Franklin D. Roosevelt had initiated a new era of government-business cooperation, aimed primarily at controlling prices through production restraint.10 The war caused the administration to switch gears and seek expanded domestic production. As a result, between December 1941 and August 1945, the United States was able to supply 80 percent of the oil that fueled the Allied war effort. Petroleum products constituted more than half the total tonnage of war material shipped from the United States.11 Harold Ickes’s Petroleum Administration for War (PAW), a further development of earlier bureaucratic regulatory agencies created by Roosevelt during the 1930s, made the government the arbiter of the oil industry.

In an effort to insure a sufficient supply of oil for the Allied war effort, the United States sought to exploit not only domestic, but also foreign sources of petroleum.12 American policymakers hoped both to increase production and refinery capacity during wartime, and to insure American participation in postwar overseas oil development. Ickes believed that these goals could best be achieved if the United States government became an actual partner in the oil industry, much as the British government was a stockholder in APOC.13 Had Ickes’s policies been pursued, the United States would have become Britain’s partner, committed diplomatically and militarily to securing the nation’s stake in the oil industry in the gulf.

In the Persian Gulf, Ickes achieved his first goal. PAW assigned the gulf both production and refining increases under its 1941 Foreign Production Program. Military concerns about the security of the region, voiced early in the war, retarded the execution of plans to expand local refining. Nevertheless, Persian Gulf refinery capacity increased by 89 percent between 1938 and 1944. Moreover, by the end of the war specialized refined products, such as high octane aviation gas, Navy Diesel, and Navy Specialized Fuel Oil were produced in the Persian Gulf at Abadan, Bahrain, and Ras Tanura.14 The expansion was so significant, in fact, that the Middle East assumed a special prominence in American eyes. A February 1944 PAW technical report labeled the Persian Gulf 𔁻the center of gravity″ for future oil development.15

While the effort to increase overseas production was markedly successful, Ickes was unable either to formalize a government-industry alliance, or to secure an Anglo-American petroleum agreement to govern postwar development in the Middle East. American businessmen were anxious to see the U.S. government play a larger role promoting the interests of American oil companies in the Persian Gulf. But Ickes’s plans for joint government-industry participation raised concerns about government regulation, intervention, and control, and in August 1944 American oil industry representatives rejected the initial petroleum accord worked out by British and American negotiators. While industry representatives accepted a revised September 24,1945, agreement, peace ended the sense of wartime urgency and the treaty lay before Congress unratified.16 American oil companies remained independent, and no formal agreement existed to insure the United States government’s participation in the development of Persian Gulf oil.

Nevertheless, the growth of American diplomatic, economic, and military involvement in the Middle East during the war insured that American oil companies would play a leading role in the Persian Gulf. The Lend-Lease programs extended to Britain, the Soviet Union, and ultimately to Iran and Saudi Arabia, brought the American military into the region to train local forces. Throughout the Persian Gulf, the United States constructed pipelines, built and improved airfields, roads, railroads, port and storage facilities, and improved communications. The war strengthened the newly established American positions in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, and provided the United States ingress to Iran, Britain’s major oil supplier. Only the Roosevelt administration’s restrictions against negotiating new oil concessions, wisely meant to prevent distrust among the Allies, prevented American oil companies from reaping a windfall of new commercial opportunities in the gulf.

The situation in Iran best exemplified the new political reality in the region. The Anglo-Soviet invasion and occupation and the forced abdication of the shah left many Iranians understandably concerned about their nation’s future. The arrival of an Anglo-American team in Teheran in 1941 to plan improvements to the Iranian State Railway, encouraged many Iranians to look to the United States as a source of support, much as the hard-pressed Persian monarchy had since the 1850s.17 The Iranians once again proposed an American oil concession in the north, but the United States, reluctant to take any action that might upset the British or Soviets, chose to delay negotiations until after the war.18

Nevertheless, the United States did take several steps during the war to support Iran. Although the Tripartite agreement of January 1942 prevented Iran from entering the conflict on the side of the Allies, the United States declared Iran eligible for Lend-Lease. In late 1942 and early 1943 the United States established American military advisory missions in Iran to build up the nation’s gendarmerie and army to insure internal security.19 Such support was indispensable if the young shah was to reassert governmental authority when, and if, the Soviets and the British withdrew. In addition to this advisory presence, by 1945 the American Persian Gulf Service Command, responsible for improving communications in the region and moving Lend-Lease material to the Soviets, Iranians, and Saudis, grew to a force of 30,000 men, most of whom were in Iran.20 At the time of the Teheran Conference of late 1943, the United States upgraded its diplomatic mission in Teheran from a legation to an embassy. And at the conference itself, at Iranian prompting, the United States drafted and backed the “Declaration of the Three Powers Regarding Iran.” The document, signed on December 1, 1943, by Churchill, Stalin, and Roosevelt, regularized the presence of American forces in Iran, noted the special hardships and indignities imposed by foreign occupation, and guaranteed Iranian postwar territorial integrity and independence.21 As payment for tolerating the Anglo-Soviet occupation and an extensive American presence, Iran received a promise of support from the United States.

Across the Persian Gulf in the Arabian Peninsula, Ibn Saud, much like the young shah, increasingly looked to the United States for assistance. The war reduced Saudi oil revenues and depressed the usually lucrative pilgrimage traffic to Mecca. Ibn Saud’s financial problems were evident to British and American observers who were also concerned about the possible pro-German sympathies of the monarch.22

Early in the war, Ibn Saud viewed Britain as the more important power in the region and considered the United States a nation with but a passing interest in the affairs of the gulf.23 Thus Britain initially bore the financial costs of supporting Ibn Saud’s rule when CASOC proved unable, and the United States government proved unwilling, to supply the advances and loans demanded by the king. The British quickly increased aid to Ibn Saud after the Iraqi revolt of the spring of 1941. President Roosevelt, despite the position of the American oil companies in Saudi Arabia, still considered the peninsula a British sphere of interest.24

While American oil men were concerned by the increasing British wartime presence and clout in Riyadh, their main worry remained the potential internal collapse of the Saudi monarchy.25 Not until early 1943, with British economic power waning, and British skepticism about Ibn Saud’s ability to govern growing, did American aid reach significant levels.

As Americans became increasingly aware of Great Britain’s incapacity, the strategic significance of the Middle East, and the importance of access to the oil in the Persian Gulf during the war, and perhaps after as well, they began to reassess longstanding United States policies toward the region. During the final years of the Second World War the Roosevelt and Truman administrations demonstrated much greater interest in the gulf, an interest based on a newly developed national petroleum policy for the postwar world formulated by the State Department in late 1943 and early 1944. That policy called for the “conservation of Western Hemisphere petroleum reserves” through the “curtailment, in so far as practicable, of the flow of petroleum and its products from Western Hemisphere sources to Eastern Hemisphere markets” concurrent with the “substantial and orderly expansion of production in Eastern Hemisphere sources of supply, principally in the Middle East.” The report also called for full American participation in this development, both to insure its success, and to “create a potential outside source of supply for the United States in the event that the recent unfavorable curve of domestic discoveries should not take a turn for the better.”26

The American decision to take the leading role in the postwar development of the petroleum industry of the Middle East was based on a sober, but realistic assessment of British capabilities—diplomatic, economic, and political. Since the end of the First World War, Great Britain had demonstrated that it lacked the capital to develop the region, certainly to the extent that the United States now considered necessary. Nor had the British taken “adequate steps to look after the welfare of the masses” in an area where national and anticolonial sentiment was on the rise. American policymakers were concerned about instability in the region, instability that might threaten the continued expansion of the oil industry or tempt the Soviets into a potentially destabilizing and dangerous involvement or intervention.27 Roosevelt and Truman administration officials believed, in keeping with their liberal democratic principles and the political traditions that had motivated American missionaries and many merchants in the Middle East since the late eighteenth century, that the best guarantor of stability in the gulf would be rapid and comprehensive economic development. This would lead to a higher standard of living for the people “and to consequent increased purchasing power and greater political and economic stability.”28

The growing awareness of Great Britain’s imperial decline posed problems for United States policy. Britain’s weakened position in the Persian Gulf and throughout the Middle East presented Americans with unparalleled economic and diplomatic opportunities, but also threatened to lead the United States into deeper political and military involvement in an unstable region. From his post in Cairo, Lincoln MacVeagh, American ambassador to the Greek government in exile, wrote in October 1944:


I doubt if in any other part of the world it can appear so clearly as here,—along its principal artery [the Suez Canal],—that, militarily speaking, the British Empire is anachronistic, perfect for the eighteenth century, impossible for the twentieth. Every day brings its evidence of weakness and dispersion, of consequent opportunism, and dependence on America’s nucleated strength. No one, I feel, can keep his eyes and ears open here and fail to believe that the future maintenance of the Empire depends on how far England consents to frame her foreign policy in agreement with Washington, and how far in our turn we realize where the Empire, so important to our own security, is most immediately menaced.29



Nevertheless, American policymakers had no desire to commit United States military assets to the support of the British Empire or the defense of the Middle East. During the Second World War, American planners envisioned a world in which U.S. military power would be exercised in the Western Hemisphere and the Western Pacific. The Mediterranean and the Middle East would remain areas of British responsibility. In December 1943, then Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox spoke of a postwar “working agreement between the British and the American navies which assigns to the British fleets control of the Eastern Atlantic, the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. The U.S. Navy guards the Western Atlantic and the entire Pacific…. There is the backbone of the postwar naval police force, already organized and functioning.…30 As a result, while Americans were aware that greatpower troubles were brewing, and knew that the British wanted, and expected, American postwar assistance, the U.S. military planned and began to execute a complete withdrawal from European waters.31

New directions in American policy toward the gulf states became evident in the relationship between the United States and Saudi Arabia, where as late as 1943 Americans had resisted playing a larger political role. By the following year, the Americans were actively engaged in a struggle with the British for the favor of King Ibn Saud. The Americans, who approached the Saudis regarding rights to construct an air base at Dhahran along the Persian Gulf coast, attempted to capitalize on their leading role in the development of the oil industry in Arabia. The British, who were also seeking rights to a base, worked to make the most of their long-established political position in the Arabian Peninsula. But the United States gained the upper hand. The extension of Lend-Lease to the Saudis in 1944 and increased CASOC oil production and royalties abated the immediate threat of the collapse of the monarchy and raised American stock in the Saudi capital.32

During the final year of the war, the United States labored diligently to insure American commercial and political influence in postwar Saudi Arabia. Preparing to return from the Yalta Conference in February 1945, President Roosevelt invited King Saud to a meeting on an American cruiser in the Great Bitter Lake of the Suez Canal.33 The U.S. Navy destroyer Murphy transported Ibn Saud and his retinue from Jidda to the face-to-face meeting with Roosevelt on the cruiser Quincy. The Americans outfitted the Murphy with a tent that covered the forward part of the ship. Live sheep—fresh meat on the hoof—were penned aft.34 While the topic of discussion was ostensibly Palestine, not the future of Saudi oil, the meeting confirmed the growing importance of Saudi Arabia to the United States and demonstrated to Ibn Saud that the Americans were determined to play a postwar political role in the region.35 Roosevelt also favorably impressed Ibn Saud, who also met with Winston Churchill on his return from Yalta. The Saudi king later compared the American president’s extremely diplomatic approach with the “deviously” evasive British prime minister’s use of the “big stick“—namely commercial and military threats.36

Unfortunately, Roosevelt’s untimely death in April 1945 and the end of the war in Europe in 1945 threatened to undercut the Saudi-American relationship. The debate over whether or not the United States would remain diplomatically engaged in the postwar affairs of the gulf focused on the question of the continued construction of the air base at Dhahran.

Possession of an air base at Dhahran was no longer a military necessity. The base had originally been intended to provide a link between Cairo and Karachi for the “redeployment of U.S. forces to the Far East and to increase the efficiency of present and contemplated military air transport operations through the Middle East.”37 Nevertheless, after the end of the European war, proponents of the base argued that construction should continue.


The oil resources of Saudi Arabia, among the greatest in the world, must remain under American control for the dual purpose of supplementing and replacing our dwindling resources, and of preventing this power potential from falling into unfriendly hands…. The U.S. should have preferred nation status in Saudi Arabia in the event that the construction of military and naval bases in the Persian Gulf area becomes necessary.38



Even the impending end of the Pacific war failed to shake the resolve of those advocating the construction of the air base.39 The State-War-Navy Coordinating Committee’s (SWNCC) Near and Middle East Subcommittee concluded:


Thus the world oil center of gravity is shifting to the Middle East where American enterprise has been entrusted with the exploitation of one of the greatest oil fields. It is in our national interest to see that this vital resource remains in American hands, where it is most likely to be developed on a scale which will cause a considerable lessening of the drain upon the Western Hemisphere reserves…. evaluation of the airfield project cannot be based wholly on questions of utility as an airfield. There are ramifications in the realm of U.S.—Saudi relations that make this issue complex.40



The argument for the completion of the base was political, not military. Acting Secretary of State Joseph C. Grew had counseled President Harry S. Truman in June:


If, after having conducted successful negotiations with King Ibn Saud to obtain permission to construct the field, this Government would be compelled to inform him that it had decided not to build it, King Ibn Saud would be likely to gain the impression that our policies with regard to Saudi Arabia are of a wavering character. This would contribute to his existing uncertainty as to the extent to which he may rely upon the United States.41



So advised, on September 28, 1945, Truman approved the completion of the air base at Dhahran.42 The basic insecurity of a Saudi monarchy fiscally unstable and militarily weak, and the growing American awareness of the significance of the Arabian peninsula’s oil led to the construction of the airfield that would play a key role in Operation Desert Shield/Storm forty-five years later. Truman’s decision symbolized the fusion of American diplomatic and economic interests in the Persian Gulf and demonstrated American intent to retain what was expected to be a limited, residual postwar military presence in the region.

The full import of the U.S. decision to play a larger political role in the Persian Gulf was, unfortunately, not readily apparent to most Americans, Britons, Arabs, Iranians, or, more importantly, the leadership of the Soviet Union. At the end of the war, Joseph Stalin chose to test the resolve of his former allies in a fashion that insured that the postwar world would be characterized not by global harmony, but by chronic confrontation between the Soviets and the West—the Cold War. Whatever his motivations, Stalin clearly sought no conflict and proceeded cautiously, especially in Europe and Asia where American military forces remained, backed up by the U.S. nuclear arsenal. But the Americans had withdrawn almost completely from the Persian Gulf and when Stalin looked south, he saw only Great Britain standing in his path.

Soviet military moves in northern Iran marked the culmination of an extended campaign of intimidation that had begun in the summer of 1945. At the Potsdam Conference, the Soviets had resisted American and British efforts to force a withdrawal of Russian troops from Iran before the deadline—six months after the end of the war—agreed to in Article Five of the Anglo-Soviet-Iranian Treaty of January 1942. When the Japanese surrendered on September 2, 1945, the deadline became automatic—the Soviets had to withdraw by March 2, 1946.43

Concerns over Soviet intentions in Iran were heightened when not long after the Potsdam meeting, Soviet-sponsored separatists in Azerbaijan and Kurdistan, under the political mantel of the Democratic Party of Azerbaijan, began seizing control. When the Iranian government sent troops north to reassert central authority, Soviet forces blocked the way and “threatened to fire if [the] stop order [was] not obeyed.”44

American diplomats in Teheran and Washington understood that governmental authority in Iran was tenuous. Many political elements in Iran were less than enthusiastic about the increasing authority of the monarchy that had begun under Reza Shah and would continue under his son.45 There were legitimate nationalist sentiments, especially among the non-Iranian Turkic, Armenian, and Kurdish peoples of the northern and western provinces. The Russians themselves had several legitimate grievances with the Iranians.46 But it was clear that the Soviets had both exacerbated and manipulated these tensions to create a puppet regime in the area under their control. From Moscow, George Kennan warned that “nationality” tactics had been used before “in Bessarabia, Ruthenia and Eastern Poland and [were] currently evident with respect to Sinkiang and Turkish Armenia.”47

As the crisis came to a head in March 1946, Moscow simultaneously pressured Iran’s neighbor Turkey.48 Soviet ground and air forces concentrated in Bulgaria and began to prepare for offensive operations. The movement of Russian troops through northern Iran toward eastern Anatolia appeared to be part of a concerted effort to attack, or at the minimum unnerve, the Soviet Union’s two southern neighbors.49 As Truman later wrote: “Iran would be required to negotiate with Russia while a gun was at her head.”50

Soviet threats against Turkey and Iran prompted American policymakers to reassess their assumptions about Allied postwar cooperation, but failed to bring about any immediate shifts in policy.51
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