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Preface 
American Ideology and Intervention in Lebanon 

 
 On a warm and sunny day in mid-July 1958, anxious sunbathers in Beirut 

watched as thousands of U.S. Marines landed nearby to quell the so-called Civil War 

in Lebanon.  A combat-ready battalion landing team, nearly two thousand men, were 

ashore by 3:00 P.M. Many tourists stood in near disbelief when troops ran by them 

swiftly carrying weapons over their shoulders, while others applauded the show of 

force and grinned approvingly.  It was peculiar sight to behold.  Marines found 

themselves dodging ice cream vendors on the popular swimming beach, but they 

secured the airport perimeter and waited further orders.  Then the situation became 

very complicated. 

 The Lebanese Army commander, General Fuad Chehab, feared that his own 

forces would look upon the Marines as invaders and ignite a full-scale war.  He 

asked the U.S. ambassador, Robert McClintock, to stop or postpone the advancement 

into Beirut.  McClintock attempted to do so, but he possessed no command 

authority.  When the U.S. armored column advanced toward Lebanon’s capital, they 

encountered a Lebanese armored unit only a mile beyond the airport.  The two sides 

faced each other at point-plank range.  Meeting nearby, Admiral James Holloway, 

General Chehab, and Ambassador McClintock agreed that the U.S. advance could 

continue, but with Lebanese officers accompanying and preceding each unit.  The 

U.S. Marines occupied Beirut for nearly two months and departed once General 

Chehab was elected president, but the comedic opera of the official landing revealed 
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an even more amusing spectacle: the ineffectiveness of the Eisenhower Doctrine.  

The Lebanon crisis of 1958 revealed how complicated the U.S. role was likely to be 

during the Cold War, and how difficult it would be for the armed forces and the State 

Department to ascertain alliances. 

 Half Christian and half Muslim, Lebanon was an odd nation within the Middle 

Eastern world.  Beginning in early 1958, the Christian President, Kamil Chamoun, 

was nearing the end of a six-year term and hoped to amend the constitution to allow 

himself another six years in office.  When the murder of an opposition newspaper 

editor in May 1958 provoked riots throughout Lebanon, Chamoun invoked the 

Eisenhower Doctrine and sternly requested the U.S. intervene.  Fearful that this was 

part of a growing regional movement, Eisenhower complied and sent in Marines. 

 A few months earlier, the U.S. had adopted a public posture of firm support 

for the pro-Western Lebanese government, declaring that it was ready to use force 

to secure Lebanon’s political integrity.  At the same, however, Washington had 

serious reservations regarding the need for and effectiveness of military action to 

resolve any crisis in the third world, particularly in the Middle East.  The 

Eisenhower administration’s formulation of policy towards Lebanon was one of 

considerable uncertainty and confusion amongst even top officials.  On one hand, 

the U.S. stood ready to use military force in the Cold War if the Lebanon President 

requested such action, but, on the other hand, there was strong belief that 

intervention could not be counted on to secure a successful outcome for Western 

interests.  This ambiguous tension was exacerbated by Arab nationalism, the 
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perceived risk of a Soviet incursion, and an Executive Cabinet full of aggressive 

administrators. 

 Underlying much of this geopolitical uncertainty was Washington’s shift in 

focus to a political resettlement in the wake up the Suez Crisis.  In March 1957, 

following the tumultuous summer of 1956, Congress passed the Joint Resolution to 

Promote Peace and Stability in the Middle East, known colloquially as the 

Eisenhower Doctrine.  It authorized the President to undertake military assistance 

program with any nation or group of nations in the Middle East.  When the Aswan 

Dam project fell through and Nasser chose to seize the Suez Canal Company on July 

26, 1956, American officials realized maintaining peace in the region was a matter of 

economic security.  Following the Second World War, the oil-rich Middle East had 

become an even greater prize, not only for its own sake, but more importantly, 

because it was the Achilles’ heel of oil-poor Western Europe.   

 Since the United States regarded the Middle East as “vital to the national 

interest of world peace,” the preservation of the independence and integrity of those 

nations was paramount.  Absolutely no threat of communist influence would be 

tolerated.  Furthermore, the President was authorized to provide economic and 

military assistance not to exceed $200 million from any appropriation in carrying 

out the provisions of the Mutual Security Act of 1954, whenever he “determined it to 

be important to the security of the United States.”1   

1 CNO General Administrative Message, DTG 020045Z May 1957 in George S. 
Dragnich, The Lebanon Operation of 1958: A Study of the Crisis Role of the Sixth Fleet 
(Newport, RI: Institute of Naval Studies), Appendix D-1. 
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 Two months following the passage of the Eisenhower Doctrine, Admiral 

Arleigh Burke, the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO), sent a message to Sixth Fleet the 

U.S. naval presence in the Mediterranean.  The broad mission of Sixth Fleet, he 

wrote, “remains the maintenance of stability in area and protection of US nationals.” 

The Joint Resolution of March 7, 1957, approved by the President, gave Burke nearly 

full control of how to employ naval forces as he saw fit.  Accordingly, the CNO built 

up forces in the Sixth Fleet Area of Responsibility (Mediterranean and Eastern 

Atlantic) at an alarming rate.  In the “Monthly Memorandum of Composition of Task 

Forces, Chief of Naval Operations, Fleet Operations Division,” reveals nearly a 30% 

increase in naval ships in less than five months.  On January 1, there were fifty-one 

ships in the region.  By June, there were sixty-four operating around the 

Mediterranean.  Then, just before July 15, that number would increase to seventy-

five ships.  Evidently the United States Navy and the State Department began to 

perceive that it would have to fill the power vacuum in the eastern Mediterranean 

or risk the spread of a pro-Soviet pan-Arab movement that could eliminate Western 

influence throughout the Middle East. 

 In July 1958, the pro-Western government of Lebanon was in a precarious 

position following two months of severe civil war.  When the pro-Western 

government of Iraq was overthrown on July 14, in what appeared to be a UAR-

directed coup, President Chamoun of Lebanon, fearing a similar fate, requested 

armed intervention by the United States, Great Britain, and France.  Concerned lest 

the coup in Iraq spread elsewhere, the United States landed nearly 2000 Marines in 

Lebanon on July 15.  The U.S. force, which eventually exceeded 14,000 men, was 
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withdrawn completely from Lebanon by October 25, after Lebanon elected and 

inaugurated a new President. 

 American unilateral action in Lebanon was a direct result of the Iraqi Coup 

that occurred just two days earlier, but it was precipitated by heightened U.S. 

involvement in the Middle East that emerged under the Eisenhower administration.  

Fearing the “domino effect,” American officials felt the West’s position throughout 

the oil-rich region could be severely damaged vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. Thus, 

American troops arrived in Lebanon to secure the political situation in that country 

and, more importantly, to demonstrate that the United States stood by the 

Eisenhower Doctrine. 

 In retrospect, when America directly involved itself as a principal external 

actor to defend perceived interests in the Middle East, the Eisenhower Doctrine 

became obsolete. As the regional influence of the British and French declined and 

escalating Cold War tensions rose in the region, due in no small part to Soviets’ 

actively cultivating allies in the region, the American Administration’s policy 

reverted to pre-World War II colonialist behavior.  Their foreign strategy, although 

initially guided by the perceived need to counteract the challenge to Western 

interests presented by the Arab nationalist movement, crumbled under the weight 

of the pan-Arab movement.  According to Eisenhower, “beginning in the later 

months of my first term and for several years thereafter, no region in the world 

received as much of my close attention” as the Middle East. Indeed, events in the 
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1950s would show that America found no other alternative than direct military 

action to quell perceived threats throughout the world.2 

 The objective of this thesis is to examine the build-up to the Lebanon Crisis of 

1958 from a diplomatic perspective, while carefully balancing the roles played by 

the Sixth Fleet in both provoking and quelling a major crisis in the Mediterranean.  

While much has been written on the subject surrounding Chamoun and the actual 

crisis itself, the political and diplomatic aspect before the actual invasion has not 

been assessed with a close consideration of the role of naval forces operating as an 

arm of the State Department.  Because all three attributes were closely interwoven 

in the Lebanon Crisis, each one should be closely studied and analyzed accordingly.  

 This thesis will examine the complexities surrounding the decision to launch 

a major fleet operation in a major international crisis and detail the diplomatic 

aspects of the landing, then study the coordination of fleet operations with U.S. 

policy objectives.  Chapter one provides the background to the crisis, illuminating 

the diplomatic hazards presented to the West when Nasser seized the Suez Canal 

and formed the United Arab Republic.  To meet the challenge in the Middle East, the 

United States hoped to avoid all out war between Egypt, Israel, France, and Egypt, 

deciding that peace and reconciliation were the right courses of action.  Through 

tactful diplomacy, Eisenhower was able to stop a potentially disastrous 

confrontation on the Sinai, yet less than two summers later a season of rising 

2 Dwight D. Eisenhower, Waging Peace, 1956-1961 (Garden City: Doubleday and Co., 
Inc., 1965), 20; Erika Alin, The United States and the 1958 Lebanon Crisis (Lanham, 
MD: University Press of America, 1944), 3-4 
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frustrations led the President to reverse on his diplomatic progress, which Chapters 

two and three will discuss.  

 After a left-wing revolution in Iraq, an abortive coup in Jordan, and 

continuing civil war in Lebanon presented the Eisenhower administration with 

difficult choices.  Top State Department, Pentagon, and CIA officials who hurried to 

the Oval Office for a Bastille Day meeting with Ike believed that the United States 

should respond swiftly and definitively.  The President agreed.  Noting that the Iraqi 

revolution had shaken American’s friends along the Middle East, “the President said 

we must act or get out of the Middle East entirely,” then prepared to send U.S. 

Marines ashore Lebanon.  Chapter four highlights the crisis in Lebanon and the 

decision to intervene.3 

 This paper notes that President Chamoun had sought U.S. intervention for 

months before it finally took place.  The United States, for its part, intervened only 

after realizing that the coup in Baghdad might induce a chain reaction in Beirut and 

Amman.  Since the Six-Day War of 1967, it has become increasingly difficult for the 

governments of moderate Arab states to maintain relations with the United States. 

This discourse, one can argue, originated in the decision in invoking the Eisenhower 

Doctrine as the most effective way to keep the region within the Anglo-American 

gravitational field.  To be sure, this illusion has not yet become reality.  

 

 

3 Eisenhower quoted in “Timetable of Events of Week of July 14-19,” n.d., “Mideast, 
July 1958,” International Series, AWF, DDEL.  See also Cutler, No Time for Rest, 362-
363. 
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Chapter 1 

Tension in the Middle East 
 

 It was just after breakfast on November 1, 1956, when President Eisenhower 

sat down to a National Security Council meeting.  Washington was in a quandary.  

The British and the French, joined by the Israelis, had disregarded U.S. pressure and 

invaded Egypt in late October. Although Ike only called a few meetings with the NSC 

during the ongoing Suez Crisis, the situation near Egypt was quickly approaching 

watershed.  Hostilities in the Middle East had brought shipping through the canal 

virtually to a standstill: tankers stood idle on both ends of the waterway; the British 

cruiser Newfoundland sank an Egyptian frigate when it failed to answer a challenge 

in the Gulf of Suez; and air raids were carried out to force compliance with the 

British and French ultimatum to Egypt to withdraw her forces from the Suez Canal 

Area.  Israeli ground forces were already stationed on the Sinai and rapidly seizing 

territory, ready to pounce on the outmatched Egyptian military.  

 The night before, on Halloween, the President promised Americans during a 

radio address that the United States would be ready “to do all in its power to localize 

the fighting and to end the conflict.”  Both British tactics and British strategy 

appalled Eisenhower and Israeli aggression disturbed his plan for a new world 

order in the region.  “The peoples of the Near East and of North Africa,” Eisenhower 

warned the new British prime minister, Anthony Eden, “would be consolidated 

against the West to a degree which, I fear, could not be overcome in a generation 

and, perhaps, not even a century.”  The French and British had acted contrary to the 

Americans’ advice, contrary to principle, and contrary to their own self-interest.  To 

 



make matters worse, all three nations plotted behind their backs and closed the 

door on an opportunity to exploit Soviet difficulties in less-developed nations. 

American officials, despite their awareness of the ideological differences that 

separated Arab nationalism and Soviet communism, remained deeply suspicious of 

Arab nationalists’ political leanings, often perceiving them as sympathetic to 

communism.  If something was not done soon, the West could lose its last remaining 

foothold in the Near East.4 

 The Director of Central Intelligence, Allen Dulles, opened the NSC meeting by 

covering the split in opinion over the attacks in Egypt, and then announced he 

would not, as planned, cover military development in the Near East, inasmuch these 

would be covered by Admiral Radford, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.  “I do not 

wish to go into the military situation at the present time,” Eisenhower interrupted, 

insisting he wished to concentrate on the policy problem.  Accordingly, Mr. Dulles 

insisted that from reports received to date, the Israelis appeared to have gained a 

substantial victory over the Egyptians.5  

 Foster Dulles took the floor and unsurprisingly his pessimism was as deep as 

his brother’s optimism was high. The Dulles brothers, fierce anticommunists and 

products of the same ethos that shaped President Wilson during his two terms, were 

deeply committed to the idea that global capitalism would pave the way for 

4 Edwin L. Dale, Jr., “Speech to Nation: President Scores Use of Force in Egypt – Pins 
Hopes on U.N.,” November 1, 1956, The New York Times, Vol. CVI; Eisenhower 
quoted from Douglas Little, American Orientalism: The United States and the Middle 
East Since 1945 (Chapel Hill, N.C.: The University of North Carolina Press, 2008), 
174. 
5 Memorandum of Discussion at the 302d Meeting of the National Security Council, 
Washington, November 1, 1956, 9 AM in Foreign Relations of the United States, 1955-
1957, Volume XVI, Suez Crisis, July 26 – December 31, 1956, 902-916. 
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American affluence.  They believed that trouble in the world came from 

misunderstandings among ruling elites, not from social injustices, and that 

commerce could reduce or eliminate this trouble.  In the 1920s into the 1930s, as a 

chief of the State Department’s division of Near Eastern affairs, Allen actively 

promoted American oil interests in the Middle East – especially those of Standard 

Oil – and learned the new forms of commercial diplomacy. During these years, 

Foster made his fortune as a partner in the law offices of Cromwell & Sullivan 

advising cartels, which are based on agreements among competing firms to control 

supplies, fix prices, and close their supply and distribution networks to outsiders. 

Whereas past American leaders took the view that darker-skinned people must be 

ruled by others, the brothers began to think ‘progressively’ and came to believe that 

by bringing democracy to oppressed, the United States could win its share to 

resources that would shape the unfolding century.  By the time they assumed their 

duties in the Eisenhower administration – Foster as Secretary of State and Allen as 

the Director of the CIA – both were convinced that there was nothing wrong and 

indeed, much that is admirable – in American intervention abroad.6 

 “Recent events are close to marking the death knell for Great Britain and 

France,” Foster Dulles said.  “It is nothing less than tragic, that at this very time . . . 

we are on the point of winning an immense and long-hoped-for victory over Soviet 

colonialism in Eastern Europe,” that Western colonialism in Egypt was right at the 

heart of the world’s attention.  Britain and France were forcing the United States to 

6A rich account of Foster and Allen Dulles’ upbringing can be found in Stephen 
Kinzer, The Brothers: John Foster Dulles, Allen Dulles, and Their Secret War (New 
York: Henry Holt and Company, 2013), 12-50.  
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choose between them – “our oldest and most trusted allies” – and Egyptian 

nationalism.  Secretary Dulles concluded, “This decision must be made in a mere 

matter of hours-before five o’clock this afternoon.”7    

 The President broke the tension that followed Secretary Dulles’ statement by 

quoting a telegram he received from Adlai Stevenson, cautioning against the “hasty 

use” of American armed forces.  Laughing and shaking his head – Stevenson had 

earlier urged Eisenhower to send arms to Israel – Eisenhower read, “It would be a 

complete mistake for this country to continue with any kind of aid to Israel, which 

was an aggressor.”  Turning to the Middle East, Eisenhower said he wished to be 

friends with both Jews and Arabs and was ready to provide economic aid to new and 

independent governments.  Although Britain, France, and Israel had the right to 

make aggressive decisions, they never consulted with Eisenhower, which infuriated 

the President and significantly altered the administration’s policy towards the Near 

East.8 

 Nonetheless, how to intervene in the Middle East now? After being 

practically cut off from normal diplomatic connections with Britain and France, the 

administration grappled with balancing allies’ colonial ambitions with emerging 

friends.  They hoped to reverse course away from the Anglo-French colonialism in 

Africa and establish a new world doctrine of friendly relations. President 

Eisenhower wanted to do “what was decent and right” and stated that America 

“must go now and see what we can do about this business,” but he was discovering 

7 Dwight D. Eisenhower, Waging Peace (New York: Doubleday and Company, 1965), 
82-83. 
8 Stephen Ambrose, Eisenhower: The President (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1984), 363-364. 
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that restoring peace near the Canal – and throughout the Near East – was going to 

be a complicated challenge.  Arab nationalism, especially Egypt’s vocal opposition 

under Nasser, attempted to establish a new social and political order where the 

legacy of Western colonialism once existed.  The only problem was this post-colonial 

order conflicted with the overriding aim of U.S. policy under the Eisenhower 

administration, which was to perpetuate Western influence abroad.  9 

 After the meeting, Eisenhower instructed Foster Dulles to draft two 

statements: an announcement of the U.S. suspension of all military and some 

governmental economic aid to Israel; and a moderate resolution for submission to 

the U.N. General Assembly in an effort to block a resolution – certain to be an 

objectionable one-by the Soviet Union.  The United Nations was the soundest hope 

for peace and seemingly the only choice for Eisenhower.  He could achieve a cease-

fire without U.S. involvement in the hostilities and maintain good terms with Nasser. 

By using the General Assembly, Eisenhower untangled himself from the potential 

disaster lurking in the Middle East. 

 This decision came as no surprise because the men who controlled American 

foreign policy believed the United States should serve as the panacea for world 

tribulations.  Recent diplomacy over the fate of Vietnam served as a vivid reminder 

that a few men within the administration could control events in the post-colonial 

world through a robust assistance program without relying too much on military 

methods.  However, Eisenhower decided to treat the Near East much differently 

than the fall of Dien Bien Phu in the spring of 1954, where essentially the United 

9 Erika Alin, The United States and the 1958 Lebanon Crisis (Lanham, MD: University 
Press of America, 1944), 19. 
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States replaced France in the crusade against Ho Chi Minh’s revolutionary 

ambitions, despite their stark refusal to help the French garrison.  According to one 

historian, America’s Vietnam planners chose to travel the easy and well-trod course: 

the course of least immediate resistance.  They opted to forge ahead and hope for 

the best, rather than face the unpleasant task of initiating a fundamental change in 

policy.  At the height of the Suez Crisis, Eisenhower refused to intervene directly to 

assert American muscle even as allies’ careened down a treacherous colonial road.  

He ordered a reevaluation and insisted on framing the Cold War struggle in the 

Middle East differently than his Indochina strategy.10 

 “The fact that we differ with such friends had led us to reconsider and 

reevaluate our position with utmost care,” John Foster Dulles remarked in 

November 1956.  Indeed, Eisenhower’s management of the Suez crisis is unique in 

that he broke from Allies, but remained consistent with the administrations overall 

strategy in the developing world.  “We could not permit the Soviet Union to seize the 

leadership in the struggle against the use of force in the Middle East and thus win 

the confidence of the new independent nations of the world,” President Eisenhower 

concluded.  Speaking about the situation that had developed, he delivered a 

powerful message to his allies during a platform speech in Philadelphia.  “We cannot 

– in the world, any more than in our own nation – subscribe to one law for the weak, 

another law for the strong . . . we value – deeply and lastingly – the bonds with those 

great nations [Britain and France], those greater friends, with whom we now so 

10 Fredrik Logevall, Embers of War: The Fall of an Empire and the Making of 
America’s Vietnam (New York: Random House, 2012), 571-572. 
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plainly disagree.  And I, for one, am confident that those bonds will do more than 

survive.  They can – my friends, they must – grow to new and greater strength.”11 

 Like Vietnam two years before, the United States represented “firm 

principles that cannot bend” and refused to break a commitment to independent 

nations of the world.  At 11:10 PM on November 1, Foster Dulles telephoned 

Eisenhower informing him that the resolution would call for an immediate cease-

fire, withdrawal of all troops behind the armistice lines, a ban on all military 

shipments into the hostilities, and action to open the canal.  Early the next morning, 

the U.N. General Assembly approved the cease-fire resolution by a vote of 64 to 5.  

Britain, France, Australia, New Zealand, and Israel opposed it.  America had assumed 

responsibility as the gatekeeper to the Near East.12 

_______ 

 The origin of the Suez Crisis, often referred to as “The Near East Crisis,” is a 

complicated struggle that uniquely revealed United States interests, the perceived 

Soviet threat, Arab nationalism, and other international variables, such as the 

solidarity of the NATO alliance and America’s relationship with Israel.  Between July 

and mid-December 1956, President Eisenhower remained locked in a fierce 

diplomatic confrontation that pitted Egyptian nationalism against European 

imperialism.  When the Aswan Dam project fell through – and even the Russians 

were reluctant to undertake it – Nasser needed a “victory” to compensate.  He chose 

to seize the Suez Canal Company on July 26, which immediately provoked the 

11 Department of State Bulletin, November 12, 1956, 751-755; Eisenhower, Waging 
Peace, 83. 
12 Eisenhower, Waging Peace, 84. 
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leaders in Britain and France.  The British at once resolved to use force to recover 

control of the waterway and knock Nasser from power, and they eventually 

conspired with the French and the Israelis to launch a tripartite attack against 

Egypt.  The attack began on October 29.13 

 Caught in the middle was the American president, who pursued his own 

policies aimed at preventing the expanding influence of the Soviet Union into one of 

the world’s most volatile regions.  U.S. policymakers believed the Soviet Union 

looked hungrily toward the Middle East for warm-water ports and oil, citing the 

Soviet’s effort to move into the Near East in April 1955, when diplomatic support 

and economic aid was publicly offered to any Near East country which had not 

aligned itself with Western defense arrangements.  By September 1955, the Soviet 

arms deal with Egypt was finalized, which also provided munitions Syria and Yemen 

– albeit on a smaller scale.   The USSR poured planes, tanks, gun, and a host of other 

equipment into Egypt to a value of nearly a quarter-billion dollars.  Eisenhower 

feared that the Soviets would politically support Egypt and thereby win favor among 

developing nations.  Unless the United States ended the fighting, Foster Dulles 

observed, “all of these newly independent countries will turn from us to the USSR.  

We will be looked upon as forever tied to British and French and colonialist 

policies.”14 

 Although the U.S. believed a peaceful, negotiated settlement of the Suez Canal 

issue was still possible, other powers thought differently.  Britain began a military 

13 Cole C. Kingseed, Eisenhower and the Suez Crisis of 1956 (Baton Rouge and 
London: Lousiana State University Press, 1995), 26-30. 
14 Summary of Discussion, 1 November 1956, Whitman File: NSC Series, box 8; and 
Eisenhower to Dulles, 1 November 1956, Whitman File: International Series, box 19. 
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build-up through October and French planes, over and above those publicly 

advertised, were being sent to Israel.  As the first Soviet submarine for Egypt was en 

route from Poland, Israel launched its attack in Sinai.  Once hostilities began on 

October 29, Eisenhower moved to end the fighting unilaterally and broke from his 

allies and opposed plans for war against Nasser.  In light of the cold war and the 

Korean War, the Eisenhower Administration was convinced that it would be 

politically imperative to befriend Egyptian nationalism, thereby thwarting potential 

Soviet expansion.  Once the movement from the Sinai tapered off, U.S. officials found 

it safe to pressure Britain to reach a settlement providing for withdrawal of British 

forces from the Suez Canal Zone.15 

 Despite the support for Egypt, there were clear limits to the extent to which 

the Soviet Union would commit itself to nationalist allies such as Egypt, a limitation 

that emerged fairly early on in that particular relationship.  According to one senior 

Egyptian naval officer: “Nasser had expected that Egypt would be able to rely on the 

USSR in the event of a crisis with Western countries, but he was soon disappointed 

during the Suez crisis.  The Soviet Union’s behavior left Nasser in no doubt that it 

was unable to play any effective military role in the region.  Apart from 

psychological and moral support, the USSR could not challenge American 

superiority and influence in the Eastern Mediterranean.”  The inherent economic 

and military weakness of the Soviet Union, and its evident reluctance to expose itself 

to direct confrontation with the West, were constant in the period of the mid-1950s.  

In spite of the alarmist assessments of Western intelligence agencies, it is difficult to 

15 Status Report on the Near East given by Secretary Allen Dulles at the White House 
to a bi-partisan Congressional Group, 9 November 1956. 
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point to a moment at which the Soviet Union posed a serious threat to West in the 

Middle East.  Nevertheless, President Eisenhower and the CIA believed that 

communists were behind most of the unrest throughout the region.16 

 When analyzing developments in Lebanon following the Suez crisis, 

administration official tended to view the Arab nationalist allegiances of Lebanese 

Muslims, and Egyptian and Syrian support for Lebanese opposition forces, as almost 

exclusively responsible for the country’s escalating tensions.  Given the Soviet 

financial and military assistance to Egypt and Syria and the common Arab 

nationalist and communist desire to reduce Western influence in the Middle East, 

American officials believed that heightened Arab nationalism could represent a 

political loss for the West and a concomitant gain for Moscow.  To meet the 

challenge in the Middle East, the United States Congress passed the Joint Resolution 

to Promote Peace and Stability in the Middle East, or “Eisenhower Doctrine,” in 

March 1957.   

 According to Herman Phleger, who assisted Secretary of State Dulles in 

drafting it, the Eisenhower Doctrine was a direct result of the Suez crisis in 1956.  

Dulles believed further troubles lay on the horizon and wanted to give the United 

States flexibility to meet future conflict with the UAR or communists.  “What we are 

trying to create,” Dulles said in a House Committee hearing, “is [ensure] a greater 

16 Mohrez Mahmoud El Hussini, Soviet-Egyptian Relations, 1945-1985 (New York 
and Basingstoke, England, 1987), 6; Peter Sluglett, “The Pan-Arab Movement, 
Moscow and Cairo,” in A Revolutionary Year: The Middle East in 1958, Wm. Roger 
Louis and Roger Owen, Eds. (London and New York: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 
2002), 217-218. 
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sense of security, greater degree of calm, more stability of government, and 

elimination of the influence of the Communists.”17 

 A few days after the Eisenhower Doctrine was signed, Congressman James 

Richards was sent on a Presidential mission to the Middle East to solicit support.  

Camille Chamoun, the President of Lebanon, said that the United States wanted his 

country to be the first to subscribe to it and indeed, Ambassador Richards’ first stop 

was Beirut.  Richards also received a favorable reception in Iraq, Turkey, Iran, 

Pakistan, Israel, and Ethiopia, but Lebanon was the only nation to make a firm 

commitment to the Eisenhower Doctrine.  Eisenhower hoped that King Saud of 

Saudi Arabia might eventually rival Nasser as an Arab leader, but Saud did not find it 

politically necessary to accede to the Eisenhower doctrine.  As for Egypt, President 

Nasser sent word privately to Ambassador Richards saying that he would like to see 

him; Richards, however, refused.  Dulles previously instructed him to accept by 

official invitation only.   

 The Eisenhower Doctrine did not require formal alliance commitments with 

Middle Eastern countries, but it did require Arab states to come out either for or 

against the policy.  Therefore, it fractured inter-Arab division between countries, led 

by Egypt, which maintained a neutral foreign policy and did not issue invitations to 

the Richards mission and others.  The United States supply of military and economic 

aid under the Doctrine to Iraq, Jordan, and Lebanon were both anti-communist and 

also anti-Nasser, thereby strengthening the perception among many Arabs that U.S. 

intended to thwart the spread of Arab nationalism. 

17 Congress-House Committee on Foreign Affairs, Hearing on House Joint Resolution 
117, Government Printing Office, Washington 1957, 67. 
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Chapter 2 
Policy and Prose 

 
 On November 8, 1956, President Eisenhower recorded his thoughts on 

redrawing a new U.S. policy in the Middle East.  He was in a jubilant mood.  Two 

days earlier, he had been overwhelming reelected to a second term in office; on 

November 7, the cease-fire in the Suez had gone into effect.  It was now time for the 

U.S. to “minimize the effects of the recent difficulties and . . .exclude from the area 

Soviet influence.”  His optimism and confidence were soaring.18 

 To accomplish the first task, the United States should seek “a rapid 

restoration of pipe line and Canal operation” so that the flow of Middle Eastern oil to 

Western Europe could resume as quickly as possible.  Additionally, Eisenhower 

sought to push for negotiations in the UN to prevent a renewed outbreak of fighting, 

and it should provide surplus food and other humanitarian relief “to prevent 

suffering” in the region.  To combat Soviet influence in the Middle East Eisenhower 

continued, America should blanket the area with negative publicity about the recent 

USSR suppression of the Hungarian revolt.  Each Middle Eastern country must 

understand “what can be in store for it one it falls under the domination of the 

Soviets.”19 

 In the Middle East, the Eisenhower administration’s fundamental objectives 

were the same as the Truman administration’s: maintain Western access to the 

region’s oil reserves and strategic positions, while denying them to the Soviet Union.  

18 Memorandum by the president, 8 November 1956, FRUS, 1955-1957, 16: 1088 
19 Ibid., the U.S. Informatition Agency circulated within Middle Eastern countries 
motion pictures about events in Hungary.  303d meeting of NSC, 8 November 1956, 
Ibid., 1083. 
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What is striking about Eisenhower’s comments, as observed by Salim Yaqub, both in 

his memo of November 8 and his instructions to the State Department five days 

later, in forming a future Middle East policy (which would later evolve into the 

Eisenhower Doctrine), was his confidence that the United States could combat 

Soviet influence in the Arab world without resorting to coercion.  By extending its 

own offers of military and especially economic aid, the United States thought it 

could secure the Arabs’ political allegiance.  Even Egypt, “the Arab country most 

responsible for legitimating Soviet influence in the region,” could be induced to 

refuse the Soviets in exchange for U.S. support.20 

 Five Arab nations lying to Egypt’s east – Iraq, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and 

Lebanon – were in jeopardy of falling within the Nasserist sphere of influence that 

would arouse the most vigorous and sustained controversy with the United States.  

Each of these nations would figure prominently in one or more of the political strife 

associated with the Eisenhower Doctrine.  The Dulles brothers and State agreed that 

the United States had to fill the vacuum in the Arab world before the Soviets filled it 

themselves, and that a major U.S. initiative must be launched for this purpose.   

 A CIA memorandum dated November 13, 1956, from Allen Dulles to 

Randolph Higgs, the Agency’s Special Assistant for Operations, revealed the 

administration’s deep concern following the cease-fire in the Near East.  “The USSR 

is quite ready to help break down the cease-fire in the Suez area and turn to further 

trouble-making in the area, short of general war,” according to Dulles.  The CIA 

20 Salim Yaqub, Containing Arab Nationalism: The Eisenhower Doctrine and the 
Middle East (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: The University of North Carolina Press, 
2004), 59. 
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predicted “there is good evidence that Moscow is ready to send in aircraft and 

military equipment [and] is also ready to make a show of force with naval units from 

the Black Sea.”  Extremist elements in Syria and Jordan were receiving covert 

support from Moscow and there was reason to suspect the USSR could also provide 

support to liberal elements in Iraq, pushing that nation out of its present alignment 

with the West. The precipitous military action by Britain, France and Israel provided 

the Soviet Union with new opportunities that the U.S. government began to suspect 

were being exploited.  America’s expansion of its position in the Near East would 

depend considerably on its ability to carry out new implicit promises of strong 

support in the area.21 

 By January 1957, the Eisenhower Doctrine was on the floor of congress and 

less than two months later it passed with bi-partisan support.  The doctrine marked 

America’s emergence as the dominant Western power in the Near East, a role that 

United States would continue to play even after the policy had failed nearly a year 

later and would later be abandoned. 

_______ 

 Policymakers knew a strong doctrine required an ambitious foreign policy 

agenda coupled with military readiness in the Mediterranean Area of Responsibility 

(Sixth Fleet).  Leading the effort was a young, ambitious Chief of Naval Operations 

(CNO). Admiral Arleigh “31 knot” Burke, who passed over a hundred senior officers 

in May 1955 to earn the top spot in the Navy, was famous for sailing in destroyers 

21 Memorandum from Allen W. Dulles to Mr. L. Randolph Higgs, November 13, 1956, 
after a Status Report on the Near East given by the Director at the White House to a 
bi-partisan Congressional group, 9 November, 1956, 13-14. 
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and then serving as Chief of Staff for Admiral Mitscher’s Big Blue Fleet carrier force 

to the shores of Japan during World War II.  After the War, Burke earned senior 

officers’ respect through his reputation, mastery of subject matter, his enthusiasm, 

and obvious sincerity.   His appointment to CNO was generally well received by the 

public and greeted with enthusiasm by Burke’s naval juniors contemporaries.  Most 

adverse criticism came from the three-star admirals who had been passed over from 

their friends and supporters.  “Not enough top-policy experience,” said one officer.  

“A premature appointment,” said another.  Despite Burke’s lack of foreign policy 

expertise, throughout his tenure as CNO, he would show the importance of naval 

forces in the Cold War – even when not directly involved – and ultimately succeed 

by supporting the Eisenhower Doctrine.22 

 Acting in his capacity as CNO and member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff after 

Nasser seized the Suez Canal Company, Burke informed President Eisenhower that, 

“Nasser has to be shown that international thievery is unprofitable, that violation of 

international commitments is dishonorable and therefore cannot be looked on with 

approbation.”  He recommended that the U.S. lend support to England and France in 

their operations against Egypt, at least to the extent of providing naval landing craft 

for Britain’s amphibious landings at Port Said.  Surprisingly, Secretary of State 

Foster Dulles urged the British and French to negotiate, instead of resorting to arms, 

then asked Burke to move the combat-ready U.S. Sixth Fleet off the African coast to 

22 22 E.B. Potter, Admiral Arleigh Burke (Annapolis: U.S. Naval Institute Press, 1990), 
413-414. 
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block any Anglo-French attempt to invade Egypt.  The CNO flatly opposed using the 

fleet for such a purpose.   

 As negotiations dragged on, Burke sent an amphibious task group into the 

Indian Ocean and a carrier task force into the eastern Atlantic and put the Atlantic 

Fleet on the alert for submarines deployed out of northern Russia.  As the Israelis 

stormed the Sinai Peninsula and routed Egyptian forces there, Admiral Burke 

radioed commander Sixth Fleet, Vice Admiral Charles Brown, “Situation tense; 

prepare for imminent hostilities.” 

 Brown signaled back, “Am prepared for imminent hostilities, but which side 

are we on?” 

 Burke’s reply was characteristically worrisome: “If U.S. Citizens are in 

danger, protect them.  Take no guff from anyone.”23 

 Burke had already led the Navy into developing nuclear ballistic missiles and 

placing them onto surface ships by the time the Suez Crisis broke out, and believed 

the United States was well ahead of the Soviets in all forms of rocketry by the time 

he began his second term as CNO in August 1957.  By the time the month was out, 

the Soviets had successfully launched an intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) 

and in October, the achieved another first by placing a satellite, named Sputnik, in 

orbit around earth. 

 Following these surprises, Burke took meticulous plans to assure that the 

Navy and the Marine Corps were in constant readiness to carry out national policy 

and presidential commitments.  He recognized the defeat of British and French 

23 Ibid., 414. 
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forces opposing the canal takeover as the outcome of the sort of laxness he resolved 

to rectify.  When a coup d’état in Iraq upset the power balance in the Middle East a 

few months later, Burke’s Sixth Fleet and all other affected commands would be 

prepared for any potential trouble.24 

_______ 

 As a result of the political and military fiasco surrounding the Suez Crisis, 

Britain forfeited its status as the preeminent Western power in the Middle East.  

Essentially, the United States and the Nasserist movement were in a political 

struggle over the acceptable limits of Arab nationalism, that is, over what could be 

seen as falling within the mainstream of Arab politics and what could be regarded as 

marginal or extreme.  For the Eisenhower Administration, the cardinal issue was 

international communism, which they hoped to combat by advocating positive 

neutrality in the Cold War.   

 It would be difficult for America to succeed in such a contest.  Domestic Arab 

opinion thus far concluded that the United States could be bundled in with Britain 

and France as a colonial power.  Less than a handful of nations would lean either 

West or East, and many of these were too fractured to overcome civil strife. 

 Lebanon, which France had severed from Syrian territory during the 

mandate period, was a patchwork of religious communities.  Maronites, Sunnis, 

Shiites, Druze, Greek Orthodox, and others composed the nation since formal 

independence in 1944.  Governed on the basis of an unwritten “National Pact,” the 

nation recognized that most Lebanese owed their primary allegiance to religious 

24 Potter, Admiral Arleigh Burke, 426-427. 
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sects.  Consequently, the founders of the Lebanese Republic realized that no single 

leader could hold the loyalty of more than one-third of the population.  To create a 

workable form of government, Lebanon’s two most prominent leaders, Bechara 

Khoury (Maronite) and Riad Sulh (Sunni), worked out in 1943 an oral compromise 

called the “National Covenant.”  Essentially, it asserted that Lebanon was an Arab 

nation with special character.  Christians were to forego seeking foreign (Western, 

especially French) protection, and Muslims were to recognize Lebanon’s 

sovereignty and to forego any attempt to bring Lebanon into a larger Arab union.  

Additionally, Lebanon would remain neutral in any inter-Arab struggle.  Non-

technical public offices were to be divided along religious lines and the three leading 

positions in the government were to be divided according to the majority sects.  

Thus, the President would be a Christian, the Prime Minister a Sunni Muslim, and 

the Speaker of the Chamber of Deputies, a Shiite Muslim.25 

 Lebanon’s religious divisions were exacerbated by a political split between 

those insisting that Lebanon be oriented toward the West and those calling for 

closer ties with other Arab nations.  Camille Chamoun, Lebanon’s president since 

1952, was in the former camp, but initially he followed a circumspect foreign policy, 

seeking cordial relations with Arab leaders to avoid obvious identification with the 

West.  This cautious approach did not survive.  The general polarization of Arab 

25 Michael W. Suleiman, Lebanon, Chapter II, Governments and Politics of the 
Contemporary Middle East, Tareq Y. Ismal, Ed. (Homewood, Illinois: Dorsey Press, 
1970), 238. 
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politics staring in early 1955 pushed Chamoun to become one of the most 

conspicuously anti-Nasserist and pro-Western Arab leaders.26   

 Despite its relatively small population and size, Lebanon is complex because 

of its diverse religious groupings.  Unlike most nations in the Arab world, it 

possessed a significant number of Christian inhabitants, especially in the central, 

mountainous region.  Following World War I, this area and Syria were given to 

France as mandates.  Lebanon became independent in 1943, but before the last 

French soldier left in 1946, France assigned a greater area to Lebanon than the 

Sanjaq, creating a Christian-Muslim ratio of approximately 6:5.  By 1958, the 

population was nearly divided evenly. 

 In a January 1958 memorandum to the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff took note of political unrest and subversion in Lebanon, which they felt was 

sponsored by “leftist, pro-Egyptian, radical nationalists in Lebanon, with probably 

outside Egyptian and Syrian support.”  To help meet this threat, they recommended 

provisions of military equipment, including armored cars, anti-aircraft guns, and a 

tank, to the Lebanese Army.  Before he left Lebanon, Ambassador Donald Heath 

observed, in telegram 2236 from Beirut, on January 2, that the pro-Western 

government of Lebanon was staking its political life on being able to obtain 

substantial aid from the United States.  Heath urged consideration be given to 

providing such aid and noted that a refusal to discuss it might bring about the 

26 Nigel John Ashton,  Eisenhower, Macmillan, and the Problem of Nasser: Anglo-
American Relations and Arab Nationalism, 1955-59 (London: Macmillan, 1996), 32-
33. 
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downfall of the Chamoun government, and the emergence of a successor 

government which would likely not be pro-Western.27 

 On January 9, 1958, Ambassador Randolph Higgs met with the Lebanese 

Prime Minister Charles Malik to discuss United States policy towards the Middle 

East.  Malik lamented that all he got was “the same stale old things” from the U.S. 

and added Communist subversions were omnipresent in the Middle East.  “We have 

reached the conclusion that there cannot exist on one side a pro-western Beirut and 

on other side a Soviet dominated Damascus,” the Prime Minister suggested. He also 

said he had positive proof of Egyptian and Syrian Governments were determined to 

overthrow the regime in Lebanon.  The Minister affirmed that the US was a “rock 

upon which he stood.”28 

 It seemed to Higgs that the Lebanese were in search of a policy from the 

United States.  He recommended to McClintock that the U.S. reaffirm support for any 

free nation resolute in determination to defend its integrity and independence and if 

Syrian or Egyptian subversion can best be met by counter-subversion the U.S. 

should be prepared to offer ways and means.  “Aid to Lebanon,” Higgs suggested, 

“should be based on political effects within [the] overall framework of seeking to 

maintain independence and lastly, as for broader US policy toward the Middle East, 

27 Washington National Records Center, RG 330, OASD/ISA Files: FRC 62 A 1698, 
091.3; Department of State, Central Files, 783A.5-MSP/1-258 
28 Randolph Higgs Telegram from the Embassy in Lebanon to the Department of 
State, January 9, 1958 in Foreign Relations of the United States 1958-1960, Vol. XI, 
Lebanon and Jordan. 
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it is to resist Soviet encroachment and to work with friends to change attitudes of 

regimens presently sympathetic to Soviet infiltration.”29 

 On February 1, Nasser and President al Kuwatly of Syria signed merger 

documents creating the United Arab Republic.  The other Arab nations viewed the 

development with real anxiety, but none more than Lebanon.   Although this was the 

impetus to launch military forces, many officials within the American administration 

believed the situation in Lebanon had required intervention prior to July.  The 

situation in Lebanon during the two months prior to the Iraqi overthrow were 

particularly alarming; Egyptian and Syrian Arab nationalists were crossing the 

Lebanese border and providing opposition forces with arms and supplies.  By the 

spring of 1958, Washington feared that the absence of firm measures in the region 

could significantly damage the United States position as a leader of the Western 

alliance.30 

 The Lebanese Constitution limited the President to a single six-year term.  

Parliament elects him and then he appoints a Prime Minister who, in turn, forms a 

cabinet.  During the French Mandate, power was centralized around the French High 

Commissioner, but since Lebanon’s independence, the centralization carried over to 

the position of the President.  Therefore, the presidency was much the stronger 

office.   

 In late April 1958, President Chamoun gave his assent to a movement to 

amend the Lebanese constitution with the purpose of achieving an unprecedented 

29 Ibid. 
30 Embassy in Beirut to Department of State, Telegram 550, April 2, 1958 in Foreign 
Relations of the United States 1956-1958, Volume XI: Lebanon and Jordan. 
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second term in office.  If he failed, he would try again in July, but he noted that he 

expected success in May.  Foreign Minister Charles Malik also reported this plan to 

Ambassador McClintock on April 18.  This was an ironic move, considering six years 

earlier President Chamoun ousted his predecessor for acting on similar grounds.  

Upon this announcement, the French, British, and American ambassadors met to 

discuss a request from President Chamoun for support in his bid for reelection.  

Although they eventually recommended that his government would support 

Chamoun, they added that a different candidate would be a better alternative to 

avoid calamity in the region.  The Department gave Ambassador McClintock an 

affirmative reply, with instruction to caution President Chamoun that “our support 

must be covert.”31 

 When news of Chamoun’s announcement reached President Eisenhower, he 

was immediately convinced the President Chamoun had made a “political error.” 

Eisenhower was correct.  On May 8, the Christian editor of an anti-Chamoun 

newspaper was mysteriously murdered in Beirut, which immediately sparked 

severe rioting in Tripoli the next day and a general strike was declared in the Basta 

(the Muslim quarter of Beirut) and fighting soon spread throughout the country.  It 

was evident that the UAR was supplying the rebels with money and arms as Egypt 

and Syria stepped up their radio and press campaign against Chamoun.  Two days 

later, on May 11, Foreign Minister Malik declared that Syria sent a “horde” of 

soldiers into Lebanon the night before and asked Ambassador McClintock to have 

31 Telegram from Ambassador McClintock in Lebanon to the Department of State, 
April 23, 1958 in Foreign Relations of the United States 1958-1960, Volume XI, 
Lebanon and Jordan, Document 15. 
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the 6th Fleet’s Marines ready to land in the event that Lebanese forces were 

overwhelmed.  President Chamoun echoed his minister and summoned the 

American, British, and French Ambassadors individually and requested their 

governments consider the possibility that he would ask them to land armed forces 

in his country within 24 hours of such an appeal.32 

 Meanwhile, the Chief of Naval Operations foresaw potential conflict and 

issued a directive alerting 6th Fleet to support the Eisenhower Doctrine.  It was an 

ambiguous and significant order.  Units of the British Navy joined the 6th Fleet in a 

show of force, while the Marines made a port call to Beirut.  A few days after the 

Lebanese internal crisis took a violent turn, the Lebanese government stated that it 

might have to request Western intervention.  On May 14 – the day the U.S. told 

Chamoun the condition for intervention – the US Navy announced that the 6th Fleet 

and British Naval units were about to begin “routine” maneuvers in the central 

Mediterranean.  Within a week, both forces were operating in strength in the 

eastern Mediterranean.  By May 19, the Atlantic Fleet was put on a four-day alert 

and was said to be “regrouping to improve our defense capabilities during the 

present unsettled period.”  The same day, the British Admiralty announced that the 

NATO naval exercises were shifted to the eastern Mediterranean so that warship of 

Britain and the United States could evacuate their nationals from Lebanon if 

necessary.33 

32 Dwight D. Eisenhower, Waging Peace: 1956-1961, 265; Charles W. Thayer, 
Diplomat (New York: Harper and Bros., 1959), 8. 
33 Dana A. Schmidt, “U.S. and Britain Map a Joint Plan in Lebanon Crisis,” The New 
York Times, May 20, 1958; “Summary of Attack Carrier Support of U.S. Foreign Policy 
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_______ 

 U.S. officials privately doubted the wisdom of Chamoun’s scheme, but they 

felt politically obligated to endorse it as a reward for Chamoun’s embrace of the 

Eisenhower Doctrine.  Because of this decision and the circumstances of the Arab 

world – the political weakness of the U.S., the political strength of Nasser, and the 

independent proclivities of conservative Arab nations – the Eisenhower 

administration did not succeed in achieving Nasser’s regional isolation.  Despite 

apparent successes in the early months of implementation, serious disruptions 

arose in the summer of 1957, and by the summer of 1958 the strategy was in shreds.  

Egypt merged with Syria and formed the United Arab Republic (UAR), increasing 

Nasser’s power and frightening other Arab regimes; King Saud of Saudi Arabia 

virtually abdicated his throne in favor of his brother who was committed to 

placating Nasser; the Iraqi regime was overthrown by army officers who appeared 

to be Nasserist in orientation; and the Lebanese regime was quickly approaching the 

brink of collapse. 

 All Eisenhower and his administration could do was gape in disbelief at the 

magnitude of this apparent political calamity.   As the sole western power in the 

region, they could not tread idly for too long. Eventually, their policy would require 

action. 

 

 

 

Since the Korean War,” The Congressional Record, Vol. 115, No. 146, September 12, 
1969, p. S10495. 
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Chapter 3 
Crisis Awakens 

 
 The internal situation within Lebanon seemed likely to reach a “critical 

stage” by mid-May unless the United States coordinated and mobilized diplomatic 

support for Chamoun’s reelection.  In his May 4 telegram from the Embassy to State, 

Robert McClintock lamented that Lebanon’s chief army officer, General Chehab, was 

unwilling to accept Chamoun as a successor for the Presidency and felt inclined to 

remain aloof in any civil conflict.  If Chamoun announced his candidacy on May 7, as 

he privately disclosed earlier, then disorder would be expected throughout the 

country.  McClintock was convinced American support was required.  He 

recommended strengthening Beirut’s government radio station, approaching 

General Chehab to ensure maintenance of law and order, and bribing the Lebanon 

press, which was “hostile but venal.”  Early warning signs indicated that civil unrest 

would follow any announcement of a constitutional modification, but Chamoun’s 

continued presence in power would secure U.S. interests, thereby dissuading the 

UAR, and in turn, the Soviets from interfering.34 

 Although the administration thought it would be wiser for Chamoun to step 

down and pass the presidency to General Chehab, they decided to jointly support 

Chamoun with the British and the French.  Wedded to an evolving doctrine of 

national security that defined the Soviet Union as a mortal threat to the United 

States and that dictated vigilance against Nasser, policymakers invoked the 

Eisenhower Doctrine to maintain its foothold in the region.  Dulles believed the 

34 Telegram from the Embassy in Lebanon to the Department of State, May 4, 1958 
in FRUS, Volume XI: Lebanon and Jordan, 28-30. 
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implementation of the Resolution in Lebanon contributed “significantly to the 

efforts of countries in the area to strengthen their security and safeguard their 

national integrity.”  This was a quixotic argument, since the large-scale and long-

term assistance from the United States undermined Lebanese stability and made 

rapprochement between the UAR and the United States nearly impossible.  

Nonetheless, President Eisenhower felt strongly that he “should in every possible 

way” help out.  Military assistance and financial aid were approved even before 

McClintock expressed his concern on May 4, indicating that the administration 

believed that its policy was the most effective way to keep the region inside the 

Anglo-American gravitational field.35 

 Eisenhower noted that “Chamoun was motivated only by a strong feeling of 

patriotism,” but recognized that Lebanon would apparently face a serious internal 

situation if President Chamoun decides to ament the constitution.  A CIA report 

echoed Eisenhower’s conviction, claiming that “if he thinks his candidacy will 

provoke such disorders, he will withdraw” from the presidential race, while 

nevertheless noting that Chamoun “enjoys the prospect of a bout with opposition.”  

President Chamoun continued to refuse any public statements to the effect that he 

would not seek a second term, ultimately intensifying and prolonging the nation’s 

35 Telegram from the Secretary of State to the Department of State, May 6, 1958; 
Letter from Secretary of State Dulles to Foreign Minister Malik, April 29, 1958; 
Memorandum of a Conversation Between the President and the Secretary of State, 
Washington, D.C., May 2, 1958 in FRUS, Volume XI: Lebanon and Jordan, 25-27. 
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civil crisis.  His inability to make a clear, definitive public statement, led to political 

disaster just days later.36 

  On May 8, a Maronite Christian critic of the government and supporter of 

closer Lebanese relation with the UAR, newspaper editor Nasib Matni, was 

murdered in Tripoli.  Opposition leaders immediately seized the opportunity and 

linked the event to Chamoun’s government, arguing that the President had directly 

sanctioned the killing.  They called a general strike, effectively diverting pro-

government assembly members from introducing an amendment to the 

constitution’s reelection clause prior to closing parliament’s current session.37 

 Severe rioting spread through Tripoli the next day and intense violence was 

seen throughout Lebanon.  The State Department believed that the UAR and Arab 

nationalists were behind the anti-Chamoun riots, pointing out that the UAR was 

supplying rebels with money and arms.  Egypt and Syria elevated their radio and 

press campaign against Chamoun, labeling Chamoun as a puppet of the West.  As 

one might have predicted, on May 11, when the insurrection was only 48 hours old, 

Foreign Minister Malik declared that Syria had sent a “horde” of soldiers into 

Lebanon the night before and asked Ambassador McClintock to have the 6th Fleet 

Marines ready to land in the event that Lebanese forces were overwhelmed.  

Chamoun was more pessimistic and thought Syria would invade Lebanon any 

minute.  Two days later, President Chamoun summoned the American, French, and 

36 Eisenhower, Waging Peace, 266; “Assessment of the Political Situation in 
Lebanon,” April 4, 1958, Central Intelligence Agency Action Copy DA IN 106001, 
declassified documents, Central Intelligence Agency. 
37 Erika Allen, The United States and the 1958 Lebanon Crisis, 73. 
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British Ambassadors individually and requested their governments to consider the 

possibility of landing armed forces within 24 hours after such an appeal.38 

 Strong steps were just what the administration had in mind in thwarting the 

UAR and the Soviets.  Both Eisenhower and Dulles believed it was imperative for the 

United States international posture as the leader of the free world in the Cold War to 

present American foreign policies as being in accordance with international law and 

international principles. During a CIA meeting on May 13, Foster Dulles argued for 

an immediate affirmative response, recalling that even at the time the Middle East 

Resolution was being considered in Congress many members had said that the 

President already had “authority to take military action to protect United States 

interests.” The Secretary of State’s brother, CIA Director Allen Dulles, was hesitant 

to act unilaterally and argued for a delay of 24 hours before answering Chamoun.  

The President was cautious as well and thought it would be a “great advantage” to 

having the Arab states’ join Chamoun in asking for American help.  According to 

Eisenhower, “Behind everything was our deep-seated conviction that the 

Communists were principally responsible for the trouble, and that President 

Chamoun was motivated by a strong feeling of patriotism.”  39  

 At the conclusion of the May 13 meeting, the President placed 6th Fleet on 

alert and told Secretary Dulles to respond to McClintock.  “You are authorized to 

inform President Chamoun orally as follows,” Dulles told the Ambassador in 

Lebanon, “The United States considers that the introduction of Western forces into 

38 Charles W. Thayer, Diplomat (New York: Harper & Bros., 1959), 8; Robert 
McClintock, “The American Landing in Lebanon,” U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings, 
vol. 88 (October 1962), 66. 
39 Eisenhower, Waging Peace: 1956-1961, 266. 
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Lebanon is a grave step which could have the most serious and far-reaching 

consequences and one which should not be lightly requested or other than under 

the most compelling necessity to meet a situation where the integrity of Lebanon is 

genuinely threatened and where its own forces do not suffice for protection.”  If 

troops landed in Lebanon, they would serve only to “protect the independence of 

Lebanon and protect American life and property.”  Eisenhower’s position was 

delicately crafted, knowing full well that intervention could undercut his own efforts 

for the developing world to seek out Western aid.  If President Chamoun continued 

to push his candidacy and seriously divided the support, which should be counted 

upon to preserve the integrity and Western orientation of Lebanon, American 

assistance would be put in jeopardy.40   

 The Lebanese government submitted an official complaint against UAR 

interference in Lebanon’s affairs to the United Nations Security Council on May 21 

and 22, thus fulfilling another condition for American assistance.  After four 

sessions, the outcome was a compromise draft resolution that condemned neither 

party.  Foreign Minister Malik lodged a formal protest against the UAR’s 

intervention.  By internationalizing the crisis at the U.N. level, Chamoun hoped to 

expose Nasser to world opinion and perhaps clung to the hope of foreign 

intervention, thereby bolstering his regime.  He was pleased a few days later, on 

June 11, when the U.N. authorized a 100-member Observation Group in Lebanon 

(UNOGIL). The first officers arrived on June 12. 

40 Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in Lebanon, May 13, 1958, 
in Foreign Relations of the United States 1958-1960, Volume XI: Lebanon and Jordan, 
Document 31. 
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 The basic assumption motivating direct military assistance was that 

Lebanese forces seemed inadequate.  The Army’s small size – 9000 men – did not 

cause as must concern as its unwillingness to engage the rebels.  General Chehab, 

despite his stark opposition Chamoun’s reelection, indicated he would support the 

President until the end of his term in September, but thought armed intervention 

was a mistake. He felt that the crisis was an internal conflict that would divide the 

Army along religious lines if he committed to strongly on the side of the 

government.  On the other hand, President Chamoun believed that Chehab had 

presidential ambitions of his own and said, “no revolution would have started, 

except by the full consent of Chehab.”  The Army’s abstinence from political activity 

kept Chehab (a Maronite Christian) popular with most of the Lebanese.  All the 

opposition leaders, according to many historians, were his personal friends.41 

 Washington officials expressed reservations regarding the timing of 

Lebanon’s complaint to the Security Council.  Ambassador McClintock believed the 

grievance would exacerbate tension in the Lebanon and the State Department, and 

indicated that it would be undesirable for Lebanon to file a complaint because it was 

“doubtful” that sufficient documentation existed to make an “airtight” case against 

the UAR.  It seemed that the formula to keep Chamoun in power could not be 

maintained much longer.  Lebanon’s survival as a state was at stake and McClintock 

asserted that Chamoun should “indicate by a change of government” that he did not 

intend to seek reelection.  The Ambassador continued, recommending a “cabinet of 

national union” be made up of government officials and moderate opposition, the 

41 George Dragnich, The Lebanon Operation of 1958: A Study of the Crisis Role of the 
Sixth Fleet (Newport, RI: Institute of Naval Studies, 1970), 22-23. 
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nature of which would be publicly proclaimed to all Lebanese the impossibility of 

Chamoun seeking to change the constitution.  Their platform would consist of only 

one question: the cabinet and parliament, in accordance with existing constitutional 

procedure, should decide presidential succession.  Such a solution would prevent 

opposition from crowing a victory and would go far to pursue the United States to 

save face in the Arab world.42   

 As the call for Chamoun’s head continued, McClintock warned the State 

Department that the introduction of force was “distinctly not propitious.”  Since 

there no foreign forces were engaged which could be easily identified, Western 

troops would find themselves immediately fighting the Lebanese as soon as they 

landed.  Dulles agreed, adding that he was very concerned of civil war in Lebanon, 

“with its possibilities of interference from UAR.”  A broader government where the 

President would renounce his second term was likely the only option to avert 

Lebanese implosion and to secure the continuation of pro-Western policies.43 

 The United States was secretly encouraging a new Lebanese president to 

replace in Chamoun in September, while publicly promising strict adherence to the 

Eisenhower Doctrine.  This posture complicated Eisenhower’s strategy in the wake 

of the Suez Crisis.  Whereas the administration was willing to breakup colonial 

occupations to promote American influence abroad, their approach two years later 

seemed almost contradictory to their initial doctrine.  Things became even more 

complicated when UNOGIL proved to be an ineffective operation.  On June 18, 

42 Telegram from the Embassy in Lebanon to the Department of State, May 16, 1958 
in FRUS, Volume XI: Lebanon and Jordan, 57-58. 
43 Telegram from the Department of State to the Embassy in Lebanon, May 19, 1958 
in FRUS, Volume XI: Lebanon and Jordan, 66-67. 
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Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold arrived in Lebanon for a short stay, at the 

conclusion of which he reported that he saw no evidence of “massive infiltration.”  

In it’s first official report, dated July 1, UNOGIL reported no evidence of UAR 

subversion, thereby discrediting Chamoun and indirectly, the United States.  Only 

the 18 kilometers within the 300-kilometer Lebanese-Syrian border had been 

accessed by the UNOGIL group, and even then UNOGIL had access to very few 

aircraft.  Furthermore, for weeks UNOGIL did not work at night, when infiltration 

would be most likely to occur.  Permission from the opposition forces for full access 

did not come until July 15 and was not implemented until July 31, too late for an 

actual assessment.44 

 On June 15, the Lebanese government asked Washington, for the second 

time, how it would respond to a request for external military intervention.  U.S. 

officials received reports from Foreign Minister Malik on June 14 that the Lebanese 

political situation was deteriorating rapidly and that the opposition would possibly 

storm the presidential palace.  The following day, Chamoun warned American 

officials that if the situation in Beirut did not deescalate by the time the Lebanese 

cabinet met that evening, he would “request U.S. intervention urgently.”  Dulles and 

Eisenhower thought Chamoun was “closer than ever” to requesting intervention.  

Lebanon had satisfied the conditions for intervention outlined by Eisenhower in 

44Memorandum of a Conversation in Washington, D.C., May 18, 1958, Participants: 
Secretary of State, Sir Harold Caccia, Lord Hood, Foy D. Kohler, and Philip Farley in 
FRUS, Volume XI: Lebanon and Jordan, 61-63. Robert Murphy, Diplomat Among 
Warriors (Garden City: Doubleday & Co., 1964), 402. 
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mid-May.  Furthermore, they had submitted a formal complaint to the U.N. Security 

Council and achieved support from Jordan and Iraq for military intervention.45 

 In late June, 6th Fleet and British Naval units continued operations in the 

eastern Mediterranean as military aid was being poured into Lebanon.  Despite 

State Department opposition to his buildup of the 6th Fleet’s amphibious force, 

Admiral Burke sought to maintain that increased force level.  When Amphibious 

Squadron (PHIBRON) 2 was sent to relieve Amphibious Squadron 4 in early July, the 

usual one or two-day relief maneuver was stretched to 11 or 12 days.46  PHIBRON 2 

arrived in the Mediterranean on July 8 and PHIBRON 4 was on its way out of the 

Mediterranean when the Iraqi coup occurred on July 14.  The Marines conducted 

landing exercises north of Izmir, Turkey, in the middle of the month.  Sixty-four 

ships were now operating in the Mediterranean.47   

 Operation Bluebat – the plan to protect Lebanon – envisioned two possible 

military actions.  One was a simultaneous landing of two Marine Battalions of which 

one was to land south of Beirut to seize the airport, while the other Battalion landed 

northeast of Beirut to secure the northern sector of the city.  The other course of 

45 Embassy in Beirut to Department of State, June 12, 1958, in FRUS, Volume XI: 
Lebanon and Jordan, 111-112; Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, J.F. Dulles 
and Dwight D. Eisenhower, June 14-15, Box 12, Telephone Call Series, J.F. Dulles 
Papers, Eisenhower Library. 
46 PHIBRON refers to an Amphibious Strike Group, which consisted of an 
Amphibious Assault Ship, Amphibious Transport Dock, and either Cruisers / 
Destroyers for aerial and surface protection. 
47 This imitative seems to have been ADM Burke’s.  When asked whether the State 
Department had nudged him in this direction, he replied, “No, they nudged the other 
way.”  Burke Transcript, The Dulles Oral History Collection (Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Library, 1967) 34; George S. Dragnich, The Lebanon Operation 
of 1958: A Study of the Crisis Role of the Sixth Fleet (Center for Naval Analyses – 
Research Contribution 153, 1970), 33. 
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action was for two American Airborne battle groups to land or be dropped at the 

airport.  On May 17, two U.S. Army battle groups in Germany were placed on alert.  

In either case, a British airborne group would be flown in once the airport had been 

secured.  When the British brigade landed, the American troops at the airport were 

to move into the city and take control of the port area.  The object of the plan was to 

support the Lebanese government against invasion, specifically against the Syrian 

1st Army, which was near the Lebanese boarder.48  

 By early July, the pro-Western government of Lebanon was in a precarious 

position following two months of severe civil war.  The United States had evidence 

that the UAR (Egypt and Syria) had given significant assistance to the Lebanese 

rebels, and Washington felt it should give an affirmative response to President 

Chamoun’s request for intervention.  Despite these uncertainties, Eisenhower was 

resolute in believing the Lebanon crisis “would pass without Western military 

assistance” in early July since Chamoun announced he would leave office when his 

term expired on September 23, a pledge that quelled the rebellion and halted 

rioting.  

 The situation changed suddenly and radically on July 14.  Iraqi troops, under 

command of Brig. Gen. Abdul Karim Kassem, were being sent to Jordan.  Instead, 

they turned aside at Baghdad that morning and overthrew the pro-Western 

government of Nuri Said and the royal family of Iraq.49   

48 Jack Shulimson, Marines in Lebanon 1958 (U.S. Marine Corps Historical Branch, G-
3 Division, Hq., U.S. Marine Corps, 1966), 8. 
49 Dwight D. Eisenhower, Waging Peace: 1956-1961, 269. 
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 Before the morning sun broke over London and Washington, D.C. on July 14, 

1958, three Middle East radio stations reported a group of Iraqi Army Officers had 

overthrown the pro-Western Government of Iraq.  Declaring their friendship for the 

United Arab Republic and its President General Abdel Nasser, hundreds of Iraqi 

rebels rioted outside the King’s Palace.  They fired machine guns and launched 

mortars high into the air; they drove tanks through streets littered with confused 

civilians; and they seized the airport with little resistance.  Nasser posters and 

propaganda were everywhere.   After storming the Palace, soldiers killed the Iraqi 

Royal Family, and then seized the Crown Prince, Abd al-llah, who was subsequently 

torn limb from limb and dragged though the streets.50 

 The coup in Iraq took Washington completely by surprise.  CIA Director Allen 

Dulles learned of it at 3 AM on July 14.  At 0730, when the first fragmentary reports 

had been clarified, President Eisenhower was informed of the events in Iraq.  

Secretary Dulles arrived at the State Department thirty minutes later and sat on the 

intelligence briefing and most urgent cables.  According to Karl Harr, Special 

Assistant to President Eisenhower, the Secretary of State had quickly decided for 

intervention and marshaled his arguments to that effect before he met with the 

President.  As soon as Secretary Dulles met with the President, Eisenhower said, 

50 Briefing Notes by Director of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles, July 14, 1958 in 
Foreign Relations of the United States 1958-1960, Volume XII, Near East Region; 
Iraq; Iran; Arabian Peninsula, Document 110; Associated Press, “Arrests Fail to Stop 
Coup,” The New York Times, July 14, 1958. 
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“You don’t have to say a word, Foster, I’ve already made up my mind.  We’re going 

in.”51 

 Faced with escalating sectarian strife between Muslims and Christians and 

convinced that pro-Western elements in Lebanon would soon meet the same fate as 

their brethren in Iraq, Camille Chamoun asked Eisenhower to send American troops 

to Beirut to restore order and prevent chaos.  Meanwhile, Jordan’s King Hussein was 

clamoring for U.S. or U.K. help to save his throne.  The top officials in the Pentagon 

and the CIA who had hurried to the Oval Office for a meeting with Eisenhower 

believed the U.S. must respond swiftly.  So did Eisenhower.  Noting that the Iraqi 

revolution had badly shaken America’s friends along the northern tier, “the 

President said we must act or get out of the Middle East entirely” and he prepared to 

send U.S. marines ashore in Lebanon at moment’s notice.  “The crucial question is 

what the victims believe,” Eisenhower thought, “Chamoun believes it is Soviet 

Communism that is causing him his trouble.”52 

 Meanwhile, the State Department scrambled in Foggy Bottom to meet the 

demands in Lebanon.  President Chamoun, who had no hard intelligence on the 

developments in Iraq, was in a “highly wrought-up mood” and filled with a 

“venomous feeling” that events had now vindicated him against the erroneous 

judgments of Western governments.  “Your government,” Chamoun told 

Ambassador McClintock, “consistently underestimated this warning of danger in 

51 Jack Shulimson, Marine in Lebanon, 6; Karl Harr, “Harr Transcript,” The Dulles Oral 
History Collection (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Library, 1967), 53. 
52 Douglas Little, American Orientalism: The United States and the Middle East Since 
1945 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Caroline Press, 2008), 134-135; “Meeting 
re Iraq,” 14 July 1958, DDRS: Retrospective Collection, item 628H. 
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Middle East.”  Fearing a similar fate, Chamoun summoned separately the United 

States, British, and French representatives that morning and asked for British and 

French resistance within twenty-four hours. He demanded 6th fleet’s presence in 

Beirut within 48 hours or he would at last know where he stood from the west.  In 

his telegram to Washington, McClintock felt that this was insufficient for such a 

serious request and noted in his telegram that the State Department would probably 

decide on the request in the perspective of the whole Middle East situation.53 

 President Eisenhower was concerned that the Iraqi coup might “result in a 

complete elimination of Western influence in the Middle East” and the defeat of the 

pro-Western President of Lebanon. When the government of Iraq was overthrown, 

6th Fleet was spread over much of the Mediterranean.  There were 74 ships with the 

Fleet: 2 CVA’s, one CVS, 2 cruisers, 22 destroyers, and 47 other ships.  Despite their 

numbers, the fleet was in an unfavorable position and the Chief of Naval Operations 

took steps to improve the situation.  Admiral Burke telephone RADM Duerfldt in 

London at 3:30 Beirut time to issue preparatory orders warning that Marines might 

have to be landed in Lebanon within 48 hours.54   

 

 

 

 

53 Telegram from the Embassy in Lebanon to the Department of State, July 14, 1958 
in FRUS, 1958-1960, Volume XII, Near East Region. 
54 CVA and CVS refer to fixed wing aircraft carriers – the capital ships of the U.S. 
Navy during and after World War II.  Each ship carries a “carrier air wing” with 50+ 
airplanes capable of striking inland targets.  The presence of one carrier by itself is 
seen as a major challenge in any maritime environment. 
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 Chapter 4 
The Landings 

 
 By early July, Eisenhower reflected that “it appeared that the Lebanon crisis 

would pass without Western military assistance,” but as seen in Chapter 3 the 

situation changed “radically and suddenly” when Iraqi troops under Brig. Gen. 

Kassem overthrew the pro-Western government in Baghdad.  Truthfully, however, 

Eisenhower always expected the Near East to fall, just never under such conditions.  

“We always felt we would lose the Arab world but did not want to under 

circumstances that would lose the confidence of [Turkey, Iran and Pakistan]” the 

President told the Secretary of State over the phone on July 14.  It is not surprising, 

then, the immediate purpose to land marines in Lebanon was to blunt a regional 

threat by the UAR. Dulles told President Eisenhower he would try to accumulate 

information and schedule an immediate, limited meeting with Defense, CIA, and 

JCS.55 

 At 9:30 that morning, Secretary Dulles called a group of high-ranking State 

officials along with Allen Dulles together to discuss the possible effects of 

intervention and non-intervention.  Within minutes, there was general agreement 

that the effects of the United States doing nothing would be profound: Nasser would 

take over the area, influence would be lost in the Arab States, and U.S. dependability 

would be brought into question.  “We have no alternative but to go in,” General 

Twining declared, who subsequently informed the group that Sixth Fleet was 

already moving east from the central Mediterranean and that the U.S. military could 

55 Eisenhower, Waging Peace, 269; Memorandum of a Telephone Conversation 
Between the President and the Secretary of State, Washington, July 14, 1958, 8:29 
A.M., in FRUS, 1958-60, Volume XI, Lebanon and Jordan, 209. 
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meet their planned schedule of landings.  The first battalion landed twelve hours 

after the order was given.  Allen Dulles noted that armed forces’ arrival in Lebanon 

might be quite different than they anticipated.  He lamented that the “loyalties of the 

Iraqi Army are not yet clear,” although it seemed likely the army would follow the 

coup group and that Iraq would probably withdraw from the Baghdad Pact, 

followed by Iran. 

 U.S. leaders were convinced that would have to intervene, especially since 

the “Russians won’t do a damn thing about it, even though they have threatened to 

[intervene].”  One thing clear to the administration was Western intervention would 

in great part determine the nature and scale of the Soviet reaction.  Even though 

several of the members agreed that intervention involved the risk of “general war,” 

the risk was worth it to maintain a foothold in the region.  Mr. William Macomber, 

Assistant Secretary of State for Congressional Affairs, attached great importance to 

the United Nations or another “umbrella” organization present so as to give 

adequate moral sanctions for unilateral action.  Otherwise, there would be a 

disposition in some political camps to equate Western intervention in the Lebanon – 

Iraq situation to the 1956 intervention in the Suez.  Less than two years after the 

standoff with Nasser, the State Department was prepared to go into the whole 

region unilaterally for many of the same reasons that compelled France, Britain, and 

Israel to intervene along the Suez Canal.56   

 Ambassador McClintock disagreed and felt there was insufficient evidence to 

honor Chamoun’s request.  He noted in his memo on July 14th that while the State 

56 Memorandum for the Record of a Meeting, Department of State, Washington, July 
14, 1958, 9:30 a.m., in FRUS, Volume XI, Lebanon and Jordan, 209-211. 
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Department would probably decide on the request in the perspective of the whole 

Middle East, “there [were] a few discrepancies in representation made by Chamoun 

to UK, US, and France.” In analyzing Chamoun’s mood and motives, the Ambassador 

noted how struck he was by the fact he made this very “vital” request, based entirely 

on radio reports from sources which ordinarily he would have regarded with deep 

suspicion, particularly radios Cairo, Damascus and Baghdad (all three were in rebel 

hands).  His decision was made prior to reading a British report from Baghdad and 

he was acting more on a sense of vindication, “that he has been right all along and 

we are wrong.”  As of midday in Beirut, there was no broad intelligence that would 

warrant such a portentous step.  It seemed that the Lebanese President was playing 

his last card to bring about friendly military intervention in Lebanon.57 

 Within the context of the administration’s Cold War concerns, a U.S. failure to 

respond decisively to developments in Iraq, especially given there perceived 

unfavorable trend of regional and international events over the past several years, 

would send an unmistakable signal of American weakness which could have 

repercussion for the West’s political position worldwide.  The Iraqi coup threatened 

to “set up a chain reaction which will doo the pro-Western governments of Lebanon 

and Saudi Arabia, and raise grave problems for Turkey and Iran.”  Likewise, 

according to Dulles, “non-Nasser governments in the Middle East and adjoining 

areas would be quickly overthrown” in the wake of the Iraqi coup.  The principal 

American objective in sending troops to Lebanon, therefore, as indicated by then 

Vice President Nixon, was to resolve, before the eyes of the world, the question of 

57 Ambassadorial Situation Report, Beirut, July 14, 1958, 4 p.m., in FRUS, Volume XI, 
Lebanon and Jordan, 215-216. 

 40  

                                                        



“do we, or do we not, stick by our friends” and, in doing so, deter additional 

challenges to pro-Western governments in the Middle East and around the world.58 

 As soon as Chamoun requested troops, nothing could derail intervention.  

The speed in which momentous decisions were being made was heightened by 

American fears concerning the security of pro-Western governments in the region, 

resulting in, according to the President, that “overnight our objectives in the Middle 

East changed from quieting a troublesome situation to facing up to a crisis of 

formidable proportions.”  Eisenhower, acting decisively as if he were still in uniform, 

said the situation was clear to him and told “to lose this area by inaction would be 

far worse than the loss in China, because of the strategic position and resources of 

the Middle East.”  Secretary Dulles, ominously commented that many would say the 

United States is simply doing what “we stopped the British and the French from 

doing at the time of the Suez Crisis.”  Although there were differences, it would be 

politically challenging to demonstrate clearly its readiness to defend pro-Western 

governments without appearing to be a colonial power.59 

 As for Lebanon, troops would land in Beirut, contrary to the 

recommendations of some in the U.S. military.  Eisenhower reasoned that the 

government of Lebanon would have to be at least that popular or the United States 

58 Legislative Meeting Supplementary Notes, July 14, 1958, Box 3, Legislative 
Meeting Series, Ann Whitman File, Eisenhower Library; Memorandum of 
Conversation, Dwight D. Eisenhower, J.F. Dulles, Allen Dulles, and Congressional 
Leaders, July 14, 1958, Box 35, Staff Memos-July 1958, DDE Diary Series, Ann 
Whitman File, Eisenhower Library; Memorandum of White House Conversation, July 
14, 1958, Box 10, Ann Whitman Diary Series, Ann Whitman File, Eisenhower 
Library. 
59 Memorandum of a Conference with the President, White House, Washington, July 
14, 1958, 10:50 a.m., in FRUS, Volume XI, Lebanon and Jordan, 211-215. 
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should not be in the hinterlands of Lebanon.  Of the legal justifications provided by 

the Eisenhower administration for the intervention, perhaps the most plausible was 

the fact that the Lebanese government had explicitly requested American military 

assistance.  Despite the opposition’s serious challenge to its legitimacy, Chamoun’s 

government remained the only national-level political leadership in Lebanon, 

especially since opposition forces were geographically disperse and politically 

diverse factions.  Furthermore, Chamoun had been “freely chosen” by the Lebanese 

people in “open elections,” which the Eisenhower administration emphasized.  

Nevertheless, by the summer of 1958, significant segments of the Lebanese 

population had come to believe that Chamoun was attempting to extend his political 

interests through illegal means and he was no longer a legitimate and 

representative leader.   

 Despite the Eisenhower administration’s considerable pre-intervention 

reservation regarding the consequences in upholding Chamoun’s government, the 

immediate American objective in dispatching force was to prevent an anticipated 

unfavorable regime.  Ike depicted America’s involvement as a “peace-seeking” 

mission to restore law and order in the face of externally instigated subversion, 

thereby excluding and distancing the West from the country’s constitutional crisis.  

As a result, while the administration emphasized that it was responding to a request 

for assistance from the legitimate Lebanese government to ward off unlawful 
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external interference in Lebanon’s domestic affairs, it nonetheless intended its own 

military action to affect the domestic political situation in Lebanon. 60 

 Admiral Burke, directed Admiral Holloway, CINCNELM (Commander-in-

Chief, U.S. Naval Forces, Eastern Mediterranean and Europe), to land the Marines, 

sail the 6th Fleet eastward, and join the command ship Taconic in Beirut as soon as 

possible. The 6th Fleet units in port were ordered to sail at first light on July 15, to 

avoid the speculation that would accompany a nighttime departure, while PHIBRON 

6 (carrying 2nd Marine Battalion) sailed immediately for Lebanon.61  

 
 

60 Embassy in Beirut to USIA, TOUSI 22, July 22, 1958, Box 4, RG 59, General Records 
of the Department of State, National Archives; Robert Murphy, Diplomat Among 
Warriors (Garden City: Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1964), 404; Erika G. Alin, The 1958 
Lebanon Crisis, 114-115. 
61 Jack Shulimson, Marines in Lebanon 1958, 9-10. 
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 PHIBRON 6 consisted of six ships: the command ship  (AGC) Taconic, the 

attack transport (APA) Monrovia, the attack cargo ship (AKA) Capricornus, and 2 

tank landings ships (LSTs) Walworth County and Traverse County.  The 6th ship, the 

dock landing ship (LSD) Plymouth Rock, was en route to Malta for emergency 

repairs.  The carrier Essex was to provide air support, while destroyers Wadlegih 

and The Sullivans, already off Beirut, were to be used as gunfire support ships.  Their 

effectiveness in this role would have been seriously limited if the landing had been 

opposed, since the destroyers previously stationed there had neglected to turn over 

the necessary grid chart and naval gunfire support operations overlay upon being 

relieved.62 

 The State Department instructed Ambassador McClintock on the morning 

July 15 to inform Chamoun no later than noon that Marines would be landing at 

1500 (3 PM).  State also instructed McClintock to tell Chamoun that the United 

States would expect “full cooperation from the Lebanese armed forces.”  The United 

States was deeply concerned with the reaction of the Lebanese Army to an American 

landing, especially since Gen. Chehab had told Ambassador McClintock on May 23 

that if allied forces landed in Lebanon to protect Chamoun, the army would give no 

support to the intervention.  Later, on June 15, the General said he would resign if 

American troops landed.  As a precaution, therefore, the US Marines were instructed 

to consider all Lebanese Army units “unfriendly” until they proved otherwise.63 

 LVTP’s (Landing Vehicles Tracked, Personnel) were launched first, followed 

by regular landing craft.  The first Marines hit the beach at 1504, 26 hours and 20 

62 George Dragnich, The Lebanon Operation of 1958, 33-34. 
63 McClintock, “The American Landing in Lebanon,” 69-70. 
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minutes after President Chamoun requested them.  Startled but friendly sunbathers 

were on hand to greet the Marines.  Ice cream and soft drink vendors hiked their 

prices for what became as good a market as any American tourists had ever been.  

Meeting no resistance other than upset airport administrators, the Marines secured 

Beirut National Airport within 40 minutes.64 

 Admiral Holloway arrived at Beirut International Airport with the London 

element of his Joint Staff at 0400 Beirut time on July 16 (D-Day + 1) and went 

directly to his command ship Taconic.   The 6th Fleet continued its buildup in the 

eastern Mediterranean.  The CAG Boston was in the Lebanon operating area on July 

15 and the CVA Essex and CVS Wasp arrived the following day.  By the end of July 17 

(D-Day + 2), 44 ships of the 6th Fleet (32 of them combatants, including CVA 

Saratoga, CVS Wasp and CA Des Moines) were operating east of 31 degrees Eastern 

longitude.  Five more non-combatant ships entered the operational area on July 18, 

bringing the total number there to 49.  By this time, 70 ships of the 6th Fleet were in 

the eastern Mediterranean. 65  

 Lebanese and international reactions to the intervention were mixed, 

reflecting pre-existing political loyalties and foreign alignments.  In general, 

Lebanese positions on the intervention reflect the same sectarian divisions as 

popular sentiments toward Chamoun’s domestic and foreign policies.  Leaflets 

dropped over Lebanon by U.S. planes on July 21 announced that American troops 

were in the country to assist in “the protection of your (Lebanese citizens’) way of 

life, your property, and your families . . . against those who desire to interfere with 

64 Newsweek, vol. 52 (July 28, 1958), 17. 
65 George Dragnich, The Lebanon Operations of 1958, 41-42. 
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you affairs and who have endangered the peace and security.”  Many Lebanese 

Christians welcomed the intervention, even though a significant number opposed 

Chamoun’s appeal for external assistance.  In spite of Chamoun’s public statements 

that he would not seek reelection, both opposition and government supporters 

initially believed that American troops had been sent to Lebanon in order to prolong 

the Chamoun government’s tenure.  Many Christian supporters of the intervention, 

reportedly including Chamoun and Foreign Minister Malik, were disappointed that 

American troops were not used to forcibly suppress the opposition and uphold the 

government.66 

 Most Lebanese Muslims condemned the intervention.  They feared the US 

intended both to forcibly uphold Chamoun’s government and to use Lebanon as a 

base for intervening in other Arab countries, especially Jordan and possibly Iraq.  

The superior military of American forces made it difficult for opposing forces to 

continue operations against the government.   Many Lebanese opposition leaders 

dispatched telegrams to Eisenhower, as well as the U.N. Security Council, protesting 

the intervention, claiming that it constituted an illegal interference in Lebanon’s 

domestic affairs.  Yet, despite their resentment of the U.S. military presence, 

opposition leaders generally instructed their armed supporters not to actively 

66 Embassy in Beirut to USIA, TOUSI 22, July 22, 1958, Box 4, Record Group 59, 
General Records of the Department of State, National Archives; Robert Murphy, 
Diplomat Among Warriors (Garden City: Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1964), 404. 
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oppose or engage in any activities that could provoke fighting with American 

troops.67   

 When the United Front’s anti-American press campaign began in earnest on 

May 16, 1958, the Front accused the United States of “secret movement of 6th Fleet” 

and declared that “the people were not taken in by such intimidation and threats in 

the past” and would resist “this interference to the end.”  Their alarm, however, was 

not typical of Lebanon.  The only comment in the Beirut opposition papers was that 

there would be no American intervention in Lebanon because the United States 

feared the Soviet reaction.  When 6th Fleet did intervene, the following month, the 

opposition was astonished. By going into Lebanon alone, the United States was able 

to dissociate itself from the French and British colonial tradition, thereby having 

more latitude in its diplomatic, as well as military, activity.68 

 The landings also had repercussions throughout the world and immediately 

became the major issue at the U.N. Security Council.  President Nasser of the UAR 

previously believed the role of the 6th Fleet was to show the flag and exhibit rare 

shows of force.  After Marines took Beirut in under an hour, Nasser could not believe 

it.  He did not think the United States was capable of firm action.  According to 

Ambassador Hare, after the landing, Nasser saw the 6th Fleet as a very real threat 

and as a factor to reckon within future foreign policy decisions.  He had a 

particularly adverse reaction to the U.S. of 17 July, which said, in part, that “any 

67 Memorandum of Telephone Conversation, J.F. Dulles and Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
July 19, 1958; Embassy in Beirut to Department of State, Telegram 617, July 22, 
1958, 783A.00/7-2258, Department of State Central Files, National Archives. 
68 Mohammaed S. Agwani, “Statement by the opposition parties refuting the charges 
made by the government on 16 May 1958, 17 May 1958 in The Lebanese Crisis (New 
York: Asia Publishing House, 1965), 72. 
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attack on United States forces by military units of the United Arab Republic or under 

UAR control could involve grave consequences seriously impairing our relations.”  

According to President Eisenhower, the Egyptians viewed the U.S. warning as an 

“ultimatum.”69 

 The Soviet inability to influence events by the threat of armed force became 

clearer on July 19, when Khrushchev urged an immediate summit conference to be 

held at any time and at any place, including Washington.  President Eisenhower 

replied on July 22: “I am not aware of any factual basis for your extravagantly 

expressed fear of the danger of general war,” and reminded the Soviet leader the 

USSR broke off negotiations for a Berlin summit conference only a month earlier on 

June 16.  Two more letters were exchanged between the leaders.  On August 5, 

Khrushchev charged that the United States had wrecked all chances for a summit 

proposal, then littered Soviet propaganda along the Lebanon countryside, stressing 

that the U.S. buildup in Lebanon was intended for a larger operation in the Middle 

East, especially against Iraq.  Although most Soviet propaganda attacks often landed 

on deaf ears, this effort was effective.  Iraq’s revolutionary government moved 

closer to the local Communist party and the USSR for support and protection.70 

 While the buildup in Beirut continued, other theaters and forces were active, 

but at a slower pace.  On July 19 (D-Day +4), the alert levels of the Atlantic and 

Pacific Fleets were relaxed from 4 to 12 hours.  President Eisenhower indicated that 

he was not in favor of further movements of sizable reinforcements of Lebanon, 

69 Dwight D. Eisenhower, Waging Peace: 1956-1961, 277, 290. 
70 Department of State Bulletin, August 11, 1958, 232-238; Khrushchev letter of July 
19, 1958. 
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even though the area occupied by American troops was, itself, a small area (20 

kilometers at its base and extended 16 kilometers at its deepest point).  The tactical 

posture was that of a regular military beachhead; troops were prepared to converge 

and nearly all U.S. military vehicles were confined to well marked main supply 

routes, which were patrolled 24 hours a day.  Since no combat operations ensued, 

the political role of the United States forces became much greater and was carefully 

manipulated for maximum effect.  For example, American troops were given strict 

firing orders not to fire unless fired upon and only when the target could be seen.  

Even despite such strict orders, the troops usually held their fire, the result being 

that American forces killed not a single Lebanese.  Tanks and troops, when 

necessary, were used to strengthen strong points.71 

 On July 31, after a period of considerable political uncertainty, General 

Chehab was elected by the parliament to succeed Chamoun.  The Eisenhower 

administration did not openly support any particular candidate, but Dulles was keen 

to note that the general’s election “was probably the most favorable result under the 

complicated circumstances exiting in Lebanon.”  On September 24, Chehab was 

inaugurated as president of Lebanon and, one month later, the last US forces 

withdrew from the country.  Within Lebanon, an easing of political tension occurred, 

which was accompanied by a relaxation of tension between Lebanon and the UAR.  

Nasser generally supported the election and the United States continued to 

reinforce that they had used force in Lebanon based on sound political and legal 

71 Dwight D. Eisenhower, Waging Peace, 278; Jack Shulimson, Marines in Lebanon, 
31. 
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principles.  Behind this public guise of intervention, it is accurate to suggest the 

United States was interested in improving its relations with the Arab community.72 

 By sending US troops into Lebanon, the Eisenhower administration sought to 

uphold Western interest in the Middle East again the perceived challenge of Arab 

nationalism and, to a much lesser extent, communism.  Throughout the 1950s, the 

administration attempted to curtail the spread of anti-Western political forces in the 

region by supporting pro-Western Arab governments, such as Chamoun’s, and 

encouraged Arab states, through the Eisenhower Doctrine, to align with the West in 

the Cold War.  Within Lebanon, many Lebanese continued to view the intervention 

as an illegal interference in their domestic affairs and viewed U.S. policy throughout 

the crisis as favoring Chamoun.  Therefore, the intervention contributed to a 

discourse in the Arab World that the United States became entangled, and to a 

certain degree identified, with the British and French “imperialists.”  As a result of 

continued anti-Western and pro-Arab nationalist sentiments among the Lebanese, 

in October 1958, Lebanon moved “in the direction of neutralism and 

accommodation with pan-Arab nationalism.”73 

 The Lebanon operation also demonstrated that the 6th Fleet was a powerful 

instrument; perhaps the safeguard that would ensure long-term U.S. interests in the 

Middle East by “winning the minds of the Arab peoples.”  Admiral Arleigh Burke’s 

preparation should also be praised, considering the fragmented status of the fleet in 

72 Department of State to Embassy in Lebanon, August 30, 1958, in Foreign Relations 
of the United States 1958-1960, Volume XI: Lebanon and Jordan. 
73 Embassy in Cairo to DOS, Telegram 2149, January 23, 1959, 783A.5411/1-2359, 
DOS Central Files, National Archives; “Developments in the Aftermath of U.S. and 
U.K. Troop Withdrawals,” October 28, 1958, declassified documents, Central 
Intelligence Agency. 
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the early part of July.  His coordination allowed for a successful arrival of U.S. forces 

in Lebanon, to support a compromise political settlement capable of partially 

satisfying the demands of pro-Arab nationalist Lebanese.   

 The Eisenhower administration policy toward the 1958 crisis remained 

premised on the perception that Arab nationalism was second to the growing 

concern of communist infiltration throughout the Middle East.  Following the 

release of Soviet sources, however, one can see that pan-Arab sentiment encouraged 

the uprising, not the USSR, who remained relatively powerless in the struggle 

against 6th Fleet.  Although U.S. officials claimed that the use of military force had 

been successful, at least in the short term, it’s evident that neither Moscow nor Cairo 

would respond militarily to U.S. action in Lebanon.  The U.S. was gambling with 

itself. American policymakers continued to struggle in understanding that Lebanese 

attitudes toward the United States following the July intervention and they 

continued to be affected by the same factors that continue to affect many Arabs in 

general.  A mistake that can either minimize fallout – in the case of Lebanon – or 

maximize it, as we have seen over the past decade in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
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Conclusion 
The Prospect of Peace in Lebanon 

 
 Beginning from1956, the United States’ role in the Middle East undertook 

new proportions.  It soon found out that Cold War priorities led to as deep a conflict 

with Arab nationalism as the European power imperialism had had prior to the Suez 

Crisis.  After Congress and the President secured the right for what became known 

as the Eisenhower Doctrine – the United States’ willingness to intervene in the 

Middle East to support allies against Communism – the President sent U.S. Marines 

into Lebanon to rescue the pro-Western regime of Camille Chamoun from his 

challengers.  Just days earlier, a revolution in Iraq begun removing that country – 

hitherto a close U.S. and British ally through the Baghdad Pact – from the Western 

sphere of influence.   

 In spite of their optimism regarding the political turnarounds in the Middle 

East, American officials discovered in the following years that Third World was not 

ripe for intervention.  Similarly, in Southeast Asia, Eisenhower administration found 

that extended interventionism was not enough to stem the tide to in nations’ future 

political directions.  As we have seen throughout this study, under Eisenhower the 

United States attempted to work through closed channels to preserve Lebanon as a 

successful pro-Western state, while publicly denouncing the Communist threat 

concurrently with issuing the threat of intervention, if required.  Ike wanted nothing 

more than to keep boots out of Lebanon, but by the summer of 1958 the public 

relationship with Chamoun was in trouble, both because Washington was losing 

sight of the internal dangers lurking within the region and also adhering to 

misguided policy of the containment strategy. 
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 The United States’ decision to send ships, aircraft, and Marines into Lebanon 

on July 15, 1958, was a direct result of the Administration’s belief that developments 

in the Middle East could be controlled by a singular policy.  Many American officials 

viewed developments in Lebanon with the same lens through which they viewed 

nearly every problem; if the Third World developed its own voice, it must be aligned 

with the USSR, or directed by in some manner.  Although in some instances this 

would be true, the majority of independent nations merely sought economic lines of 

communication and infrastructure.  In this regard, we see the cliché where the “tail 

wags the dog.” To the Eisenhower administration it was more important to spoil the 

ambitions of the Soviets than it was to impose its own version of development on 

newly independent nations. 

 Although the Dulles brothers, Arleigh Burke, and the President vocally 

opposed heavy-handed “old world” imperialist interventions – such as the Suez 

Crisis in 1956 – they effectively only tolerated neutrality as long as it meant leaning 

toward the United States.  Unfortunately this policy sent America on a collision 

course with nationalist sentiment throughout the Near East and eventually 

Indochina.  The confrontation in Lebanon set a dangerous pattern for a troubled 

region desperately trying to and find its way in the post-colonial world.   

______ 

At a time when the stability of many pro-Western governments around the globe 

appear to be disconnecting themselves from the United States, and thereby 

provoking the American general public, we should not forget that regimes rarely 

have accepted U.S. hegemony in foreign policy.  And, as the Lebanon crisis revealed, 
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the direct implementation of troops can be viewed as means of exploiting a nation’s 

civilization and democracy.  It is ironic that the same misunderstandings that led to 

the endorsement of the Eisenhower Doctrine resulted in another military backlash 

just two years later.  As we have seen, the culmination of a superpower narrowly 

defining its foreign policy goals in a world of emerging powers can have disastrous 

consequences. 
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