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SILENCED HISTORIES AND
SANITIZED AUTOBIOGRAPHIES:
THE 1953 CIA COUP IN IRAN


SHIVA BALAGHI 


“Shah Mohammed Riza Pahlevi fl ew here from Baghdad today,” the New 
York Times reported in August 1953, “in a triumphal return to his capital just 
six days after he had fl ed the country under threat of dethronement. The fi rst 
man to greet the Shah was Maj. General Fazollah Zahedi, who assumed the 
Premiership Wednesday after a bloody uprising by mobs and troops who had 
overthrown the increasingly anti-monarchist Government of Dr. Moham-
med Mossadegh” (Love 1). The “bloody uprising” the Times reported was the 
culmination of Project AJAX, a collaborative covert operation by the British 
SIS (Secret Intelligence Service) and the US CIA (Central Intelligence Agen-
cy). It would be the British government’s last regime change and the Ameri-
can government’s fi rst—a passing of the imperial baton, as it were. 


Nearly sixty years have passed since that milestone, but an authoritative his-
tory of that coup has yet to be written with complete access to US and British 
government documents. Operation AJAX remains an open secret. Much of the 
historical materials relating to the coup has yet to be released to the archives, 
with US offi cials maintaining that their release poses a threat to national secu-
rity. Even still, three of the major operatives involved with the coup for the SIS 
and CIA—Kermit Roosevelt, C. M. Woodhouse, and Donald Wilber—have 
published autobiographies detailing their roles in planning and carrying out 
Operation AJAX. Given that they were secret service agents, Roosevelt, Wood-
house, and Wilber had to receive permission from their governments to pub-
lish their memoirs. Indeed, their manuscripts would have undergone an edit-
ing process, known as “sanitization,” by the SIS and CIA before publication. 


Why would the US and British governments permit the publication of 
memoirs by spies directly engaged in the 1953 coup at the same time that 
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they refuse to release most of the offi cial government documents on the mat-
ter? And what are the implications when autobiography becomes a primary 
source for writing histories of contentious events? In this paper, I address 
these interrelated questions. The refusal of the CIA to release the documents 
while at the same time approving the publication of memoirs by agents in-
volved in the coup refl ects the anxieties of empire. The United States national 
ethos centers on the notion that it is that city on a hill, a beacon of democracy 
for the rest of the world. Throughout the Cold War, it was America that was 
fi ghting to keep “the free world” from falling prey to Soviet expansionism. 
And yet, covert operations to overthrow liberal democratic governments be-
came a cornerstone of US Cold War strategy. The 1953 coup in Iran is per-
haps the most glaring example of the paradox of American power. The deni-
ability of covert operations is critical to reconciling this seeming paradox that 
lies at the center of US national identity. Keeping offi cial documents hidden 
while allowing the story to be told through the rambling recollections of spies 
allows one of the most important episodes of postwar US policy in the Mid-
dle East to remain chimerical, an open secret.1


OIL, COMMUNISM, AND THE 1953 COUP


Mohammed Mossadeq had been engaged in Iranian politics since the Con-
stitutional Revolution of 1906. His political vision for Iran focused on “two 
major causes: strict constitutionalism at home and an equally strict policy of 
‘negative equilibrium’ abroad to assure independence from foreign domina-
tion” (Abrahamian, History 114). If the Qajars had played superpowers against 
one another by granting similar concessions to each, Mossadeq wanted Iran 
to retain its independence by no longer issuing any concessions. Working 
with a parliamentary coalition that included the parties of the National Front 
and the Marxist Tudeh Party, Mossadeq passed a bill to nationalize Iranian 
oil in 1951. 


The British government, itself a major shareholder of the Anglo-Persian 
Oil Company, would have none of it. Winston Churchill, who had played 
a historic role in securing those oil rights for the government, was pivotal in 
convincing President Eisenhower to go along with the covert operation. For 
the British, the primary objective of the coup against the democratically elect-
ed government of Iran was the preservation of their control over Iranian oil 
resources, critical to “London’s international economic standing” (McMurdo 
15). For the US government, it was an attempt to forestall Soviet expansion-
ism and to garner US companies a share of Iranian oil reserves. These objec-
tives melded together as the dusk of British colonialism gave way to a new 
phase of American imperialism in the Cold War era.
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In March 2000, then Secretary of State Madeleine Albright publicly ac-
knowledged the US role in the coup. In a talk hosted by the Asia Society, Al-
bright said: “In 1953 the United States played a signifi cant role in orchestrat-
ing the overthrow of Iran’s popular Prime Minister, Mohammed Massadegh 
[sic ]. The Eisenhower Administration believed its actions were justifi ed for 
strategic reasons; but the coup was clearly a setback for Iran’s political de-
velopment.” Indeed, the coup was a turning point in Iranian and American 
history. As the historian Ervand Abrahamian explained, “In an age of repub-
licanism, nationalism, neutralism, and socialism, the Pahlavi monarchy had 
become inseparably and fatally identifi ed with imperialism, corporate capital-
ism, and close alignment with the West. One can argue that the real roots of 
the 1979 revolution go back to 1953” (History 122).


The 1953 coup was also a watershed in US history. The coup had taken 
six days and had cost the US less than $100,000 (Roosevelt 166). Covert 
operations by the CIA came to be seen as an essential tool in the Cold War. 
“Artful, quick, inexpensive coups d’etat,” noted journalist and historian Evan 
Thomas: “here was a role for the CIA that really worked” (112). In the wake 
of the Korean War, the Eisenhower administration was looking to scale back 
the military budget, and “The CIA beckoned as a promising alternative. It 
was small, relatively cheap, elite, nonbureaucratic, and best of all for a po-
litical leader, deniable” (110). The 1954 coup in Guatemala and the Bay of 
Pigs invasion in 1961 were to an extent legacies of Operation AJAX, which 
convinced some in the US government that covert operations could produce 
simple solutions to seemingly intractable Cold War dilemmas.


President Eisenhower offered his own brief narrative of the 1953 coup in 
his book Mandate for Change (1963), “a personal account” of the early years 
of his presidency: “Iran’s downhill course toward Communist-supported dic-
tatorship was picking up momentum. For the Shah, the time had come to 
check that course” (163). Eisenhower then squarely asserts the narrative that 
the coup was a necessary stopgap against communist expansionism, and char-
acterizes Iran’s constitutional democracy as a dictatorship. Importantly, his 
narrative posits the Shah as the primary architect and agent of the events of 
1953. Indeed, Eisenhower asserts that the Shah “decided not to conduct a 
military coup,” but rather used his constitutional authority to appoint a new 
prime minister. Eisenhower’s “personal account” of the 1953 coup then is 
based on a series of falsehoods.


What he did admit to openly, however, was a US role in the events. 
“I conferred daily with offi cials of the State and Defense departments and 
the Central Intelligence Agency,” Eisenhower writes, “and saw reports from 
our representatives on the spot who were working actively with the Shah’s 
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supporters. Then, suddenly and dramatically, the opposition to Mossadegh 
and the Communists—by those loyal to the Shah—began to work” (164). 
While acknowledging US involvement at the highest levels, Eisenhower con-
tinues to describe events as somehow taking shape through the agency of the 
Shah and his loyalists. He recalls reading a memorandum from “an American” 
in September 1953 detailing the aftermath of the events in Iran. “The Shah is 
a new man,” the memo begins: “He recognizes now his debt to us and hopes, 
as he puts it, that we have a realistic understanding of the importance of Iran 
to us” (165). Eisenhower’s fl awed and incomplete narrative remained for de-
cades the main public record of US involvement in the 1953 Coup in Iran.


THE CIA’S “CULTURE OF DESTRUCTION”


In 1991, a Task Force Report on Greater CIA Openness submitted a report 
to then CIA Director Robert Gates. “We have an important story to tell,” the 
report stated, “a story that bears repeating. We are the most open intelligence 
agency in the world, which is proper in our form of democracy. . . . To increase 
CIA openness and signal a change in how we do business, we need to take 
initiatives to share our history through the declassifi cation of old records.” 
Amongst the Task Force’s major recommendations: “Initiate in the near-term 
the declassifi cation of historical materials on specifi c events, particularly those 
which are repeatedly subject of false allegations, such as the 1948 Italian Elec-
tions, 1953 Iranian Coup, 1954 Guatemalan Coup, 1958 Indonesian Coup 
and the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962. Notify the public of availability of the 
resulting materials” (“Memorandum”).


In response to the work of the Task Force, in 1992 Gates promised 
greater “openness.” His successor, James Woolsey, testifi ed before the Select 
Committee on Intelligence of the US House of Representatives in Septem-
ber 1993, again promising greater openness on this chapter of US Cold War 
history. “I have also directed review for declassifi cation of signifi cant Cold 
War covert actions more than 30 years old,” he testifi ed: “In reviewing these 
actions for declassifi cation, we are building on the steps of my predecessor 
in announcing plans to declassify records on the Bay of Pigs operation, the 
coups against President Arbenz of Guatemala and against Prime Minister 
Mossadeq in Iran” (Woolsey). Still, the Agency pushed back against releasing 
the documents. The dissonance between public promises of greater openness 
while actually refusing to release the documents continued.


George C. Herring, a historian who served on the CIA’s Historian Re-
view Panel from 1990 to 1996, spoke to the annual meeting of the American 
Historical Association in 1997. Titling his talk “My Years with the CIA,” 
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Herring emphasized the importance of access to intelligence documents: 
“Obviously, we cannot discern the ‘hidden drives’ behind U.S. foreign pol-
icy without the documents that reveal them. Such documents are now very 
much unavailable.” He complained that even as Agency offi cials promised an 
era of openness, the Historian Review Panel remained largely inactive and 
powerless. “The CIA panel,” he noted, “had no chair, met at the whim of the 
Agency, exerted no real infl uence, and at times was used as window dress-
ing.” The historian Nick Cullather told the New York Times in 1997 that “a 
culture of destruction” pervaded the CIA. Cullather had worked for the CIA 
between 1992 and 1993, “assigned to write a warts-and-all account of the 
C.I.A.-sponsored coup in Guatemala in 1954.” On Iran, Cullather “quickly 
found there were no documents. . . . They had been routinely purged. When 
I left in 1993, they had rounded up about 25 or 50 pieces of paper. There 
was almost nothing. The bulk of the documents on that operation were de-
stroyed” (Weiner, “CIA”).


In 1998, George Washington University’s National Security Archives 
(NSA) fi led a Freedom of Information Request for the release of documents 
relating to CIA operations in the 1953 coup in Iran. Under the directorship of 
George Tenet, the CIA refused the request, prompting the NSA to fi le a law-
suit in May 1999 calling for the release of three documents totaling some 350 
pages. The major document in question was Wilber’s 200-page CIA Clandes-
tine Service History. The CIA released only one sentence of that document: 
“Headquarters spent a day featured in depression and despair” (“Secret”).


In response to the lawsuit, William H. McNair, the Agency’s Informa-
tion Review Offi cer, submitted a declaration to the courts stating, “I have 
. . . determined that the CIA can neither confi rm nor deny the existence or 
non-existence of documents Plaintiff requested regarding the specifi c named 
foreign nationals because the fact of such existence or non-existence is classi-
fi ed.” The need for deniability was apparently so critical that the CIA refused 
to acknowledge or disavow even the existence of the documents in question. 
In the event that any such documents might exist, McNair asserted their 
 release “would cause serious damage to the national security.” Explaining 
why this might be the case, he added, “Knowledge of or insight into specifi c 
methods for the collection of intelligence would be of invaluable assistance to 
those who wish to detect, penetrate, counter, or evaluate the activities of the 
CIA. In summary, it is the fact of the use of a particular intelligence method 
in a particular situation, in addition to the methodology itself, that must be 
protected” (McNair; my emphasis).


 In August 2000, the NSA’s lawyers fi led a challenge to the CIA’s claim 
that the release of the documents threatened national security. To justify an 
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exemption from the Freedom of Information Act, the NSA asserted, the CIA 
must provide “a detailed description of the material withheld and the exemp-
tions claimed, so that the Archive and this Court can meaningfully examine 
those claims of exemption. In this case, the CIA merely enumerates vague 
potential harms that might fl ow from the release of general categories of in-
formation.” The McNair Declaration “is clearly inadequate” (Plaintiff ’s Mo-
tion). Central to the NSA’s counterclaim was the publication of memoirs by 
British and American agents, including Kermit Roosevelt and C. M. Wood-
house, involved with the covert operation. In accordance with their confi -
dentiality agreements, the NSA argued, both the CIA and the British gov-
ernment would have had to approve the books written by former intelligence 
offi cers. With the publication of the autobiographies, detailed accounts of 
“American and British cooperation in the Iranian coup” were made available 
in the public domain, thus repudiating the CIA’s claim that the release of the 
documents would compromise national security (Plaintiff ’s Motion).


By the time the NSA had fi led its motion, Madeleine Albright had given 
her speech at the Asia Society and the New York Times had published one 
of the main documents in contention. On April 16 and June 18, the Times 
published a “secret history” of the coup (Risen). The document, leaked to the 
newspaper by a former US offi cial, was written in 1954 by Donald Wilber, 
one of the chief planners of the operation. The CIA also released an account 
known as the Zendebad document, written in 1998 by Scott Koch, a histo-
rian for the agency. The version released to the public is heavily redacted; 
 entire pages are missing, and many pages are rendered nonsensical because  of 
textual ellipses. What remains is largely Koch’s restatement of materials from 
published books on the subject. Koch writes that he


examined relevant records from the Department of State, the Department of De-
fense, and the National Security Agency. These records were not as helpful as I had 
hoped. . . . The vast majority of surviving documents on the operation itself remain 
with CIA, but for the reasons provided below even these are not as numerous as one 
might expect [redacted text].


Malcolm Byrne, Deputy Director of the NSA and its Director of Research, 
explains the ultimate outcome of the lawsuit to uncover more complete docu-
mentation:


Once The New York Times printed the bulk of the Wilber account in April 2000, 
and after the agency released much of the Zendebad document, we decided not to 
pursue further action on those items. The court was unlikely to be sympathetic on 
the smaller document, and in fact in her opinion the judge later commented that 
the CIA had “met its burden of providing as much information as possible to the 
public.” (personal correspondence)
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The NSA decided not to pursue the matter in the courts any further. “While 
we naturally don’t believe that the CIA released everything it could (or should) 
have,” Byrne explained, “we determined that we had probably broken loose all 
that we were likely to get.”


The Wilber document outlines the CIA’s role in a chain of events leading 
up to the Shah’s triumphal return to Tehran from Baghdad in a twin engine 
plane in August 1953. Working from Nicosia in Cyprus, the CIA imple-
mented a multistep plan. The fi rst step was to bribe a military leader, Gen-
eral Zahedi, with $60,000. The second step was to convince the Shah that 
overthrowing Mossadeq was essential to “keep Iran from the Soviet orbit.”2 
The CIA made clear demands of the Shah: “You must take leadership in over-
throw Mossadeq. If not, you bear responsibility for collapse of country. If 
not, Shah’s dynasty will fall and US-UK backing of you will cease.”3


The Shah also needed to be convinced to select Zahedi as his next Prime 
Minister. This would be done in two stages. First, the Shah would submit a 
decree to Parliament. To help ensure that this would be accepted, the CIA 
and SIS needed to “secure 41 votes against Mossadeq and assure quorum for 
quasi-legal move by being able to depend on 53 deputies in Majlis. (SIS con-
sider 20 deputies now not controlled must be purchased.)” If that failed, a 
military coup would follow to put the US designated prime minister, Zahedi, 
into offi ce.


As the coup unfolded, things did not always go according to plan. The 
Shah left Iran, traveling fi rst to Baghdad and then to Rome. The coup, which 
began on August 15, 1953, was initially deemed an “apparent failure” by 
the CIA. On the evening of the 16th, crowds appeared in front of the parlia-
ment to hear speeches and listen to broadcasts on Radio Tehran. Several pro-
Mossadeq fi gures spoke to the crowd, and it was announced that the Shah 
had fl ed to Baghdad. On the 17th, on-the-ground CIA agents reported that 
they “foresaw Mossadeq’s position strengthened for the next few weeks, [but] 
did insist that a policy of opposition to him be continued. Near the end of the 
afternoon, the [Mossadeq] government used the voice of a religious leader, 
Sadr Balaghi, to attack the Shah over Radio Tehran.”4


The following day, the CIA set in place its plan to create discord among 
Iran’s leading political parties. Their agents engineered two attacks attrib-
uted to Tudeh: the headquarters of the Pan-Iranist Party were ransacked and 
clashes occurred in the streets between alleged members of the Tudeh and the 
Third Force. According to Wilber, “The Tudeh did seem to take rapid cog-
nizance of the facts that a covert action was being staged, and that their mem-
bers were not strong enough to fi ght the police. They brought people out 
who tried to argue demonstrators into going home” (“Section VII. Apparent 
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Failure”). By the end of August 18, the coup seemed to have been a failure, 
but it had achieved a critically important task: it had taken the Tudeh, Iran’s 
largest party, with the greatest ability to mobilize street protests, out of the 
picture. With its alliance with Mossadeq’s National Front already fraying, 
the orchestrated street attacks staged by the CIA on other parties forced the 
Tudeh into retreat.


On the morning of the 19th, newspapers published the Shah’s decree 
dismissing Mossadeq, and pro-Shah crowds—some spontaneous and some 
organized by the CIA—appeared throughout Tehran. The army placed tanks 
and trucks fi lled with soldiers in strategic parts of the city, including in front 
of the parliament: “Those army offi cers previously alerted to take part in 
the military operations provided by TPAJAX were not taking separate but 
proper individual action.” CIA operatives roamed the city directing crowds 
of protestors towards centers of power, such as police headquarters and the 
radio station. Heavy street battles ensued at key sites, including outside the 
home of Mossadeq, leaving three hundred dead and another hundred injured 
(“Royalists”).5 By day’s end, Zahedi was in control of Tehran and Mossadeq’s 
supporters went into hiding. The following day, Mossadeq surrendered. On 
August 22, the Shah returned to Tehran from Baghdad. Operation TPAJAX 
had been carried out successfully, in less than a week.


In the above paragraphs, I’ve reconstructed a sketch of the history of 
that critical week in August 1953 by using the leaked CIA document, a two-
hundred-page report drafted in 1954 by Donald Wilber. It provides a lot of 
information on the coup. Without the ability to read the document along-
side real time cables, analysis by other agents, and correspondence between 
the CIA and other government agencies, we still have only a partial picture 
of the US role in the coup. Signifi cant gaps remain in the offi cial historical 
narrative. Without the ability to be able to compare and cross-reference a va-
riety of archival materials, central to the task of the historian, what we don’t 
know about the coup remains unclear. Without access to the complete his-
torical record, to quote Donald Rumsfeld, we cannot know “the unknown 
unknowns.”6


COLONIAL APHASIA AND AUTOBIOGRAPHY


A central task of postcolonial scholarship is tending to silences. Speaking 
back to power, fi lling in lacunae, and minding the gap of offi cial narratives 
remain a focus of scholars concerned with questions of power and knowl-
edge. Imperialism’s episteme, as Gayatri Spivak has shown, erased the histori-
cal subjectivity of the subaltern, who was “lost in the history of humankind” 
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(298). Understanding the centrality of power in the production of history, 
 ar gues Michel-Rolph Trouillot, entails tracing the silences that erase certain 
actors, ultimately rendering events like the Haitian Revolution—carried out by 
slaves—unthinkable. “That silencing,” he writes, “is due to uneven power in 
the production of sources, archives, and narratives” (26–27). Historical narra-
tives, Trouillot asserts, “are premised on previous understandings, which are 
themselves premised on the distribution of archival power” (55), and through 
a careful process of selection and deletion, archival power constitutes authori-
tative knowledge and helps determine what histories can be written, what si-
lences remain.


Authoritative historical narratives are produced as much by what is left 
out of the archives, what is not documented or stored, and what remains hid-
den, obscured, inaccessible. In her brilliant rereading of the colonial archive, 
Ann Stoler reminds us, “Focus on the politics of knowledge is a methodologi-
cal commitment to how history’s exclusions are secured and made” (Along 
5). Indeed, the ability to produce certain kinds of narratives inevitably en-
tails obscuring others. It remains a central characteristic of the postcolonial 
condition that key aspects of colonial history remain unspeakable, illegible, 
unknowable. Stoler uses the term “colonial aphasia” in examining the com-
plexities of this phenomenon. “Colonial histories possess unruly qualities,” 
she writes:


They are histories that can be disabled and deadened to refl ective life, shorn of the 
capacity to make connections. Not least, they raise unsettling questions about what 
it means to know and not know something simultaneously, about what is implicit 
because it goes without saying, or because it cannot be thought, or because it can be 
thought and is known but cannot be said. (“Colonial” 121–22)


Stoler’s articulation of colonial aphasia helps us better understand why some 
sixty years on, the US National Archives shelves still don’t hold all relevant 
materials on the CIA’s role in the Iranian coup. Woven together with the Gua-
temalan Coup and the Bay of Pigs, the overthrow of Mossadeq has come to 
represent the height of US imperial folly, a period early in the CIA’s experi-
mentation with covert operations as a central tool of US foreign policy. It suc-
ceeded in its short-term objectives of gaining greater access to Iranian oil for 
the British and the US, but the coup became a stain on the US’s  status as a 
beacon of democracy, and damaged the prospects of constitutional  democracy 
in Iran. 


The real and symbolic power of the event hangs like a shadow over US 
history. Successive CIA Directors have publicly promised more openness on 
this history while ultimately refusing to disclose the intelligence documents.  
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Critical aspects of the coup’s history can be neither confi rmed nor denied. 
Even the materiality of the actual documents cannot be offi cially acknowl-
edged—“the fact of such existence or non-existence,” the CIA’s Informa-
tion Review Offi cer declared, “is classifi ed.” Releasing the documents to 
the  archives, where they can be used to write authoritative histories, will 
render into “fact” an episode of American power still shrouded in the fog of 
colonial aphasia. Here, autobiography becomes a way to reconcile the dis-
sonance, at once acknowledging the CIA’s involvement in the overthrow of 
the Iranian government while not allowing the factual history of the event 
to be written.


In August 1979, McGraw Hill published Kermit Roosevelt’s book 
Countercoup: The Struggle for the Control of Iran. In November of that year, 
the book was withdrawn from publication. While some 400 copies of the 
book had already been distributed, most of the fi rst run of 7,500 copies was 
scrapped. In a front page article in the Wall Street Journal titled “The Coup 
Against ‘Countercoup’: How a Book Disappeared,” David Ignatius report-
ed, “The plot—a quarrel involving a major multinational oil company, a 
 gaggle of British and American spies, and a big New York book-publishing 
concern—sounds like an espionage thriller gone haywire” (1). The grandson 
of President Theodore Roosevelt, Kermit Roosevelt had directed the CIA’s 
operations in the Middle East; his book was a memoir of the 1953 Iranian 
coup. Just months after the book’s release, though, Ignatius reported, the 
publisher “sent telegrams to about 70 reviewers and to book distributors in-
forming them that the book had been withdrawn and would be destroyed, 
because of ‘defective production and errata’” (1).


At the time, the book’s withdrawal seems to have resulted from pressures 
on the publisher by British Petroleum, the successor to the Anglo-Iranian Oil 
Company (AIOC). BP spokesman Robert Hedges told the New York Times 
that he’d read a proof of the book and that “objections were made to the au-
thor and publisher about what he said were the book’s errors, which he called 
‘libelous’” (Mitgang). According to Ignatius:


It seems that in writing his book, Mr. Roosevelt faced a touchy problem in describ-
ing the activities of a British intelligence unit—MI 6—that doesn’t even like to ac-
knowledge its existence, let alone its role in planning Mideast coups. The CIA, to 
which Mr. Roosevelt submitted his manuscript for prepublication review, insisted 
that any direct references to British intelligence would have to go. Mr. Roosevelt 
then decided to alter such passages so that they referred instead to Anglo-Iranian 
Oil Co. . . . Sticky wicket for BP. Mr. Roosevelt’s editorial change suggested either 
that BP’s predecessor had been providing cover for intelligence operations in Iran 
or that it had maintained a covert action program of its own. (1)
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The manuscript at hand, then, had been redacted by British and US intelli-
gence agencies; its withdrawal precipitated by the objections of BP.


A CIA spokesman, Herbert Hetu, acknowledged to Ignatius that the 
Agency did object to the use of MI6 but found the substitution of AIOC 
“unfortunate.” “We normally take out references to activities with other in-
telligence services,” he said: “Anonymity is part of the game.” Another CIA 
spokesman, Dale Peterson, explained the review process to the New York 
Times at length:


As a former employee, Mr. Roosevelt has a contractual obligation for life to show 
what he has written to the C.I.A. for review. He defi nitely did so. That does not 
mean that we censored what he had written, but it does mean that we can point out 
certain things in the manuscript that may be germane to his experience as an intel-
ligence offi cer. . . . Mr. Roosevelt did make some changes in the book . . . we cannot 
disclose what they are. (Mitgang)


So while Roosevelt’s book might have passed muster with the CIA, it did not 
meet with the approval of BP. The Iranian coup, after all, was not just a matter 
of politics. For the British, it was primarily a question of control over Iranian 
oil. After Mossadeq was overthrown, an oil consortium was organized and 
new negotiations were taken up in earnest. The Anglo-Iranian Oil Company 
was remade into two entities—British Petroleum and the National Iranian Oil 
Company. BP retained 40 percent interest in the oil consortium, with another 
40 percent going to US companies including Chevron, Exxon, Gulf, Mobil, 
and Texaco. French and Dutch companies divided the remaining 20 percent. 
Heavily invested in the Iranian oil industry, BP was not at all keen to be pub-
licly connected with a sordid imperial past, especially in the fall of 1979. 


As what Ignatius called the “Countercoup fi asco” was underway, the oust-
ed Shah of Iran was in a hospital in New York City receiving medical care for 
his terminal cancer. Perhaps the overthrow of the Shah had been a signal to 
Roosevelt and the CIA that it was time to shed some light on the 1953 Coup. 
However, the very week that Roosevelt’s book was withdrawn, extremists in 
Iran had taken over the US embassy, holding American diplomats hostage. 
The Hostage Crisis would endure for 444 days, marking another ignominious 
chapter in Iran-US relations. Roosevelt’s book would reappear in a paperback 
edition in 1981, only after the American hostages had been released.


Kermit Roosevelt begins his memoirs on June 25, 1953. He describes a 
dripping muggy DC morning, as he heads to Secretary of State John Fos-
ter Dulles’s offi ce with a twenty-two page plan. The report allegedly laid 
out Project AJAX, a plan for the coup, already agreed upon by the British. 
Roosevelt introduces the reader to the plot:
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What AJAX was intended to be was a cooperative venture. It allied the Shah of 
Iran, Winston Churchill, Anthony Eden and other British representatives with 
President Eisenhower, John Foster Dulles and the U.S. Central Intelligence Agen-
cy. The alliance was to be formed for the purpose of replacing an Iranian Prime 
Minister, Dr. Mohammed Mossadegh. Dr. Mossadegh had already attempted to 
expel his monarch, replacing him with himself, and he had formed an alliance of 
his own with the Soviet Union to achieve the result he wanted. (2)


Roosevelt describes going with CIA Director Allen Dulles to the State De-
partment offi ce of John Foster Dulles: “By the time we arrived, the threat 
of rain had become a reality. It did nothing for my confi dence.” Along with 
the Dulles brothers, the highest-ranking offi cial at the meeting was Secre-
tary of Defense Charles Wilson. The State Department was represented by 
Under Secretary of State General Bedell Smith, his deputy H. Freeman Mat-
thews, and Robert Richard Bowie, a Harvard professor then with the State 
Department’s policy planning offi ce. Henry Byroade, then Assistant Secretary 
of State in charge of Near Eastern Affairs, Robert D. Murphy, Deputy Un-
der Secretary for Political Affairs, and Loy Henderson, Ambassador to Iran, 
rounded out the meeting. At the conclusion of the meeting, John Foster Dull-
es “gave a quick grin” and said: “That’s that, then let’s get going!” (1–18).


Roosevelt recalls leaving the meeting with “mixed feelings.” Flattered by 
the support he had received, he also felt misgivings:


This was a grave decision to have made. It involved tremendous risk. Surely it 
deserved thorough examination, the closest consideration, somewhere at the very 
highest level. It had not received such thought at this meeting. In fact, I was mor-
ally certain that almost half of those present, if they had felt free or had the courage 
to speak, would have opposed the undertaking.


After that meeting, Roosevelt wrote, “I was on my own” (18–19).
The muggy weather and the looming storm give literary cover to 


 Roosevelt, who suggests this undercover meeting was the fi rst time a circle 
of high-ranking US offi cials gathered to hear about, discuss, and approve the 
overthrow of Mossadeq. He manages at once to forefront his own role in 
planning and carrying out the plot, while suggesting he did so with the ap-
proval of the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of State, and the Director 
of the CIA and their top aides. But the meeting was quick, the atmosphere 
stilted. Tensions silenced debate, unspoken agendas quelled opposition. “But 
perhaps this is how government works,” Roosevelt writes.


If the fact of the meeting of June 25 proved truthful, the narrative 
 Roosevelt writes so many years later in 1979 shows he is still, in effect, under-
cover. High-ranking US offi cials had already signed off on the coup months 
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earlier. And Roosevelt’s explanation of Project AJAX as “a cooperative ven-
ture” is deceptive. The undercurrents that led to the plan being created—
an alliance between Mossadeq and the Soviet Union to oust the Shah from 
power—are simply untrue. Historians read through Roosevelt’s memoirs for 
grains of truth; most readers might assume that a spy writing decades after the 
event is revealing the past as he remembers it. 


At times, the struggle to reconcile propaganda and secrecy and the veri-
similitude implied by the genre of memoir causes the text to collapse on its 
own fi ctions. Several chapters later Roosevelt recalls how resistant the Shah 
was to the idea of forcibly replacing his prime minister. Far from an equal in 
an alliance, he had to be cajoled, convinced, and fi nally threatened into go-
ing along with Project AJAX. General H. Norman Schwarzkopf—the father 
of the “Desert Storm” commander—had worked closely with Reza Shah, and 
was dispatched to pressure him. “H.I.M. was courteous,” Roosevelt wrote, 
“but, naturally, cautious. He was, he told Schwarzkopf, most grateful for the 
confi dence the United States government was showing in him. He appreciated 
their generous offers of support. But the situation was, as his visitor would cer-
tainly appreciate, most diffi cult, most delicate. The last thing he as Shah want-
ed was to promote a destructive civil war” (147). Schwarzkopf was apparently 
unconvincing. It was up to Kermit Roosevelt himself to persuade the Shah.


Roosevelt recounts traveling to the Shah’s palace in a black sedan in the 
dark of night. “There was a blanket on the seat. As we approached the pal-
ace gates, I huddled down on the fl oor and pulled the blanket over me.” 
As the car stopped in the driveway, the Shah quietly slipped into the back 
seat alongside Roosevelt, who assured him that he came as a representative 
of both Prime Minister Churchill and President Eisenhower. Secret signals 
had been arranged to convince the Shah that Roosevelt’s message to dismiss 
Mossadeq came from higher authority. “President Eisenhower will confi rm 
this himself,” Roosevelt told the Shah, “by a phrase in a speech he is about to 
deliver in San Francisco—actually within the next twenty-four hours. Prime 
Minister Churchill has arranged to have a specifi c change made in the time 
announcement on the BBC broadcast tomorrow night. Instead of saying ‘It 
is now midnight,’ the announcer will say, ‘It is now’—pause—‘exactly mid-
night’” (155–57). The Shah’s father had abdicated his throne under pressure 
from colonial rulers in the wake of the Anglo-Soviet occupation of Iran dur-
ing World War II. Now, in the dark of night, a CIA agent was conveying a 
direct message from the US president and the British prime minister that the 
decision to dismiss the Iranian prime minister was not his to make.


Roosevelt stayed on in Tehran, managing the coup, coordinating with 
his British counterparts, meeting with offi cials of the Anglo-Iranian Oil 
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Company, and supervising the work of Iranian agents. “During the opera-
tion,” he wrote, “we used less than $100,000 worth of rials” (166). The 
dread of waiting for the coup to unfold proved most taxing:


we continued our dreary routine, more nervous than ever. The pool was no solace, 
cigarettes and vodka-limes tasted awful. We could think of nothing to talk about 
that was neither dreary and boring nor insanely alarming. Worst of all, there was 
nothing useful to do. . . . There being nothing meaningful to confer about, we 
had another vodka and lime and played the record of “Luck be a Lady Tonight” 
from Guys and Dolls, which immediately became our theme song for the occasion. 
(171–72)


As the coup unfolded, Roosevelt waited, sipping vodka-limes. Agents he and 
his British counterparts had paid stirred up demonstrators in support of the 
Shah, but they were largely outnumbered by supporters of Mossadeq. By 
 August 17, the coup seemed a failure. The Shah had left the country for 
Baghdad and then Rome. The massive organization of the Tudeh Party had 
proved a huge boon to the pro-Mossadeq forces. Roosevelt received a message 
from Under Secretary of State Walter Bedell Smith that said in effect “Give 
up and get out” (191). But Roosevelt did neither. Instead, he redirected his 
agents: “We advised the brothers that Wednesday, August 19, 28 Mordad, 
must be The Day. In reply they sent word that they were ready, that they 
would act. Their principal targets would be Mossadegh’s house . . . and the 
Teheran radio station.” Meanwhile, the army was getting ready to use tanks 
in support of the coup. “Once their actions had begun,” Roosevelt recalled, 
“all the city—army and the people—would take to the streets in support” 
(180–82). Soon Roosevelt’s agents reported that Zahedi, riding atop a tank, 
was headed to Mossadeq’s house. 


Ultimately, the CIA’s coup succeeded. Ardeshir Zahedi, whom the Amer-
icans and British had selected as the new Iranian Prime Minister, came to 
celebrate with Roosevelt. Together, they went to meet US Ambassador Loy 
Henderson. “We toasted the Shah, the new Prime Minister, Dwight Eisen-
hower, Winston Churchill, and one another,” Roosevelt recalled. “When the 
bottle was empty, Ardeshir embraced Loy and said he was taking me off to 
meet the new cabinet. Loy gave a big smile of approval and cheered us on our 
way” (196). As narrated by Roosevelt in his memoirs, the CIA’s fi rst regime 
change had been successful, in no small part due to his own personal man-
agement of events. “Mossadegh was out. The Shah was in. It boiled down, 
quite simply, to that,” Roosevelt wrote (198). He paid a visit to the Shah, 
this time in his offi ce in the palace. The Shah reportedly told him, “I owe my 
throne to God, to my people, my army—and to you!” (196).


06-Balaghi.indd   8406-Balaghi.indd   84 8/15/13   10:51 AM8/15/13   10:51 AM








Balaghi, Silenced Histories and Sanitized Autobiographies    85


Taken at face value, Roosevelt’s autobiography is revelatory. His retelling 
of the events of 1953 makes it clear that the idea of the coup to overthrow 
Mossadeq, thus upending constitutional democracy in Iran, came from the 
US government—and not the Shah himself. This version of events places the 
CIA at the center of a coup, organized in consultation with the SIS and the 
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, and with the explicit approval of the leaders of 
Great Britain and the United States. When the political parties in Mossadeq’s 
alliance were able to overwhelm Tehran’s streets with supporters, driving the 
Shah into exile, it was the street thugs paid by the CIA who turned the tide. 
The 1953 Coup was not so much a power grab by a dictatorial monarch as 
one by an imperial power. It was to the US ambassador and CIA agent that 
the new Prime Minister presented his cabinet on his fi rst day in offi ce. And 
when the Shah did return to his palace, according to Roosevelt’s recollection, 
he declared himself beholden, at least partly, to the US. And Roosevelt’s auto-
biography makes it clear—both to the Shah at the time and to readers across 
time and space—that he was the representative of Churchill and Eisenhower. 
It was an Under Secretary of State who gave him the ignored orders to cut 
loose and leave Iran when the coup seemed to have failed. Beyond giving 
credit to the CIA for the coup, Roosevelt lays claim to the maverick decision-
making that brought the Shah to power. Roosevelt’s book clearly asserts that 
the 1953 coup in Iran was largely carried out by the CIA, with help from the 
SIS and in consultation with the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, and with the 
approval of the leaders of Great Britain and the United States. But then this 
book is an autobiography written by an aging spy more than two decades  after 
the events, and there is no offi cial public record to challenge his narrative.


Roosevelt’s memoir reads like a poor imitation of a Graham Greene nov-
el. “Iran,” he tells us, “had a dreamlike quality.” In his book, the place recedes 
to a colonial outpost; we see mostly embassy tennis courts and out of the way 
villas with swimming pools. It is a quiet place where spies smoke cigarettes, 
drink vodka, and bribe offi cials and street thugs as the soundtrack to Guys 
and Dolls plays in the background. One imagines Roosevelt with a straw fe-
dora on his head, sweat beading his forehead, and a cigarette dangling from 
his mouth. This scenario stands in for the offi cial history of one of the most 
important moments in the history of modern Iran. It fi lls in the silences of 
archives, stands in place of offi cial documents. It becomes a historical reitera-
tion, rewritten into other histories of the time. As Stephen Ambrose admit-
ted in his bestselling history Ike’s Spies: Eisenhower and the Espionage Estab-
lishment, Roosevelt’s account was his main source for the 1953 coup in Iran. 
Noting that the publisher had admitted there were errors in the book when it 
was recalled in 1979, Ambrose nevertheless asserts “the CIA’s history cannot 
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be related accurately without Roosevelt’s information” (334n1). Memoirs, 
even one mired in public controversies about errata, remained an essential 
source for historians of the coup.


Roosevelt’s autobiography has the authority of “experiential expertise.”7 
He was an eyewitness, and is writing about a particular moment in history 
from a fi rsthand perspective. That said, his book relates a history whose of-
fi cial documentation remains largely hidden from public examination. Tak-
en further, the public declarations by his publisher McGraw Hill that they 
had to recall and pulp the book’s fi rst edition because of inaccuracies make 
its truth claims even more precarious. By letting the story be told, but as an 
auto biography by Roosevelt, the CIA continued to maintain deniability—
one of the greatest political advantages of covert operations.


In 1982, C. M. Woodhouse would publish his own autobiographical ac-
count of the coup, Something Ventured. Woodhouse was a prominent British 
spy, politician, and academic. According to the book’s jacket, “In 1951 he 
joined the British Embassy in Tehran where he helped to instigate and carry 
out the clandestine Operation Boot, the British name for the coup that oust-
ed Musaddiq from power. This is the fi rst time the British involvement in 
Musaddiq’s overthrow has been told in fi rst-hand—and often hilarious—de-
tail.” Beyond the comedic relief offered by the Oxbridge-trained spy, Wood-
house’s book confi rms that “the idea of organizing the downfall of Musaddiq 
was fi rst formulated by the Foreign Offi ce itself” (111). The chapter devoted 
to his role in the 1953 coup is titled “Persian Diversion.”


In 1952, Woodhouse traveled to DC to get US support for the coup. 
“Not wishing to be accused of trying to use the Americans to pull British 
chestnuts out of the fi re,” he writes, “I decided to emphasize the Commu-
nist threat to Iran rather than the need to recover control of the oil indus-
try. I argued that even if a settlement of the oil dispute could be negotiated 
with Mussadiq, which was doubtful, he was still incapable of resisting a coup 
by the Tudeh Party, if it were backed by Soviet support. Therefore he must 
be removed” (117). While the State Department was skeptical, Woodhouse 
found a warmer welcome at the CIA: “A powerful leverage of US foreign 
policy was available there, if I could infl uence CIA” (119). Woodhouse had 
come to recognize the increasing importance of the CIA in shaping US for-
eign policy. 


In the months leading up to the decision to proceed with the coup, 
 Roosevelt traveled to London. In him, Woodhouse found a natural ally. It 
was ultimately when Anthony Eden took ill and Winston Churchill took over 
the Foreign Offi ce, Woodhouse recollects, that the British government fully 
embraced the idea of overthrowing Mossadeq: “Churchill enjoyed dramatic 


06-Balaghi.indd   8606-Balaghi.indd   86 8/15/13   10:51 AM8/15/13   10:51 AM








Balaghi, Silenced Histories and Sanitized Autobiographies    87


operations and had no high regard for timid diplomatists. It was he who gave 
the authority for Operation Boot to proceed” (125).


Where’s the promised hilarity, one might ask? The wry British humor 
fi nds itself in Woodhouse’s descriptions of Mossadeq: “His popularity was 
enormous with the mobs in Tehran. . . . He wept and fainted in the midst 
of hysterically passionate speeches. He was the fi rst great actor in the history 
of Iran” (109). Painting Mossadeq as an eccentric showman was part of the 
propaganda to discredit him in the lead-up to the coup. Woodhouse carried 
that narrative turn through his autobiography, providing after-the-fact public 
justifi cation for the clandestine operation.


Like Roosevelt before him, Woodhouse confi rms that the Shah was not 
keen on the idea of dismissing Mossadeq, but “Gradually the Shah’s inhibi-
tions were overcome” (127). And like Roosevelt, Woodhouse affi rms that the 
1953 coup was, by and large, an Anglo-American affair:


There may be reasons for not being dogmatic in claiming that the revolution of 
August 1953 in Tehran was planned and executed by our Anglo-American team. 
Still, I think it was. We may have done no more than mobilize forces which were 
already there, but that was precisely what needed to be done, and it was enough. 
. . . Without Roosevelt’s presence to direct these events, I doubt if the revolution 
would have succeeded. (130)


In the coup’s aftermath, Woodhouse recalled, the US press characterized the 
coup as a CIA triumph. Woodhouse attributed this to attempts by the CIA 
to get an increased budget from the Congress. It suited the Foreign Offi ce, 
he recalls, for the Americans to take credit for the coup since the British gov-
ernment “would not have liked it to be suggested that the British inspiration 
had anything to do with it” (134–35). This public scenario best suited Brit-
ish interests at the time. The Anglo-Iranian Oil Company was now British 
Petroleum—British power in Iran mediated through corporate rather than 
colonial offi cials.  


Woodhouse’s autobiographical narrative affi rms the major points in 
Roosevelt’s account. Historians cannot, however, cross-reference his point of 
view against the full retinue of offi cial British documents on the coup.8 On 
May 7, 1977, Lord Greenhill of Harrow, a former head of the FO, published 
a letter in The Times in which he wrote, “‘There is also in the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Offi ce a consolidated account of the Mussadiq affair.’ The 
news of this document interested me,” Woodhouse commented, “because I 
had never been invited to contribute to it, nor had I ever heard of it before. 
No doubt I shall never see it” (135). Even Woodhouse, a key British spy in-
volved with the coup, was unable to see the offi cial document buried in the 
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Foreign Offi ce’s archives. As one scholar of British foreign policy in the Mid-
dle East observed, “the archive of the British Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) 
remains even more tightly sealed than that of the CIA” (Louis 126).


SANITIZED AUTOBIOGRAPHY AS HISTORY


In 1986, yet another autobiography by an agent directly involved in the CIA 
overthrow of the Mossadeq government was published. In his Adventures in 
the Middle East: Excursions and Incursions, Donald N. Wilber recounted his 
career as an archaeologist, scholar, and spy. “In my case, I had developed a 
parallel career in writing about the Middle East and Southeast Asia,” Wilber 
recounted: “Agency trips to these countries, and detailed studies of their situ-
ations and problems, were not limited to Agency uses. I was able to build up 
my own library of source material, and to accumulate notes on which I drew 
for books and articles. Of course, all such writing had to be cleared through 
an offi ce of the CIA” (153). Wilber had craftily managed a decades long ca-
reer as a scholar and a spy. Equally proud of his accomplishments in both 
 arenas, his memoir provided him, at long last, an opportunity to take credit 
for his role in the 1953 coup.


Wilber begins his book by reproducing a letter he received from the Di-
rector of the CIA, Allen Dulles, in January 1954. “Personally and on behalf 
of the CIA,” Dulles wrote, “I wish to commend you most highly and thank 
you for your outstanding contribution to Operation [AJAX]” (8).9 Dulles’s 
letter continues:


Your expert knowledge of the country and your personal knowledge of many of the 
leading actors in the operation were invaluable assets during all phases of the opera-
tion. Your competence and tact in dealing with [the British] in the preparation of 
the joint plan and your ingenuity, resourcefulness, and untiring efforts in planning 
and preparation of the psychological warfare aspects of the operation cannot be too 
highly praised. . . . AJAX constitutes a major victory in the Cold War.


Wilber notes that he produces the letter to make clear his central role in 
 Operation AJAX. He mentions “a surprising book” that elides his role. Wil-
ber’s own autobiography, complete with the proof he presents in the form of 
Dulles’s letter, should make clear that “What happened was largely what I 
planned to happen” (9). The book that produced such angst for Wilber was 
Kermit Roosevelt’s Countercoup. 


Wilber writes with an eye to the past as recounted by Roosevelt. He de-
votes an entire chapter to recounting his own attempts to produce a correc-
tive counternarrative, a retelling of the coup that inscribes his central role in 
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planning and carrying it out. The chapter is titled “Sanitized by the Agency.” 
In April 1983, Wilber recounts, he asked the CIA for permission to publish 
the portion of his “memoirs covering my years with the CIA” (155). Most of 
Wilber’s rather truncated chapter is devoted to explaining the process where-
by a CIA agent can get a book published with permission of the agency, after 
it has been “sanitized”:


The word “sanitize” is used at the Agency to mean, in particular, the excision of 
words, paragraphs and pages that could enable an enemy to add to his knowledge 
about CIA operations and procedures. Often the names of the places involved, and 
the types of operations, are removed in order to maintain long-term silence about 
methods and results. (155)


The sanitization process involves the excision of texts in preparation for their 
declassifi cation. As the historian George Herring, who served on the Agency’s 
Historical Review Panel, explained, the CIA has what it calls a “redaction fac-
tory.” In his 1997 speech to the AHA, Herring recounted, “Declassifi cation 
procedures remained impossibly cumbersome and labor intensive; as many as 
three ‘redactors’ would read each line of each document.”


According to US law, all employees and former employees of the CIA 
must submit any publication or oral presentation to the Agency for review, 
where they undergo a similar process that renders them “sanitized” and there-
fore readable by the general public. According to HR 6-2:


The National Security Act of 1947, as amended, and Executive Order 12333 re-
quire the Director of Central Intelligence to protect intelligence sources and meth-
ods from unauthorized disclosure. Executive Order 12356 requires protection of 
classifi ed information from unauthorized disclosure. The fact that an employee or 
former employee has had access to information whose unauthorized disclosure can 
harm the national security imposes special obligations upon those persons. (qtd. in 
Wilber, Adventures 160)


The process of submitting, reviewing, and editing takes place at various stag-
es of publication. Anything that a CIA employee publishes over the course of 
his or her entire lifetime is subject to this process. 


Wilber recounts the “Countercoup fi asco.” When the book was recalled 
he wrote to Roosevelt’s publishers, “urging them not to reissue it, basing 
my argument on a considerable number of factual errors in the background 
material, which would certainly be caught by reviewers and would harm the 
reputation of the author.” Wilber’s complaints were to no avail, as the paper-
back copy issued in 1981 was largely similar to the fi rst edition that had 
been scrapped in 1979 (187). Once again, there is a published claim that 
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Roosevelt’s Countercoup contains signifi cant error. Still, the book remains—
out-of-print, but available. As an autobiography, the book’s implicit claim 
is that it is a faithful retelling of events as Roosevelt experienced them—
which is different from claiming to be writing an authoritative historical ac-
count supported by a documentary record. That Roosevelt’s book had largely 
erased Wilber’s role clearly infuriated him. 


And nearly a decade later, the CIA’s sanitization process had virtually 
erased Wilber’s entire narrative of the 1953 coup. In his book, Wilber re-
produces his correspondence with the Agency throughout the sanitization 
process. After some back and forth, on July 5, 1983, he received a letter with 
an Enclosure titled “a sanitized copy of the manuscript from which all items 
of classifi ed information have been deleted.” Wilber was despondent: “The 
sanitization included blank numbered sheets for 21 pages and blank areas of 
at least one paragraph on 35 more pages. My text was in shambles!” (Adven-
tures 156–57).


In the end, Wilber recounts the coup in one paragraph:


In preparing the plan of operation, we realized that the Shah would not dismiss 
Mossadeq unless pressured to do so. Pressure was applied, and he did issue an 
imperial decree dismissing Mossadeq and naming General Zahedi as Prime Min-
ister. But then things went awry. The Shah fl ed Iran, which he was not supposed 
to do. Mossadeq denied he had been dismissed. Key fi gures in the military phases 
of the plan got cold feet and stayed home instead of carrying out instructions they 
had sworn to execute. Mobs tore down statues of the Shah, and at the meetings 
I attended decisions were taken to call off the operation. These messages reached 
Kim [Kermit Roosevelt] in Tehran. He ignored them, as the tide had begun to 
turn. Our principal agents handed out thousands of copes of the Shah’s decree, 
our propaganda material fl ooded Tehran, clandestine papers appeared, raids were 
mounted on Tudeh Party offi ces and presses. On August 19 loyalist mobs were 
collected in southern Tehran and were led into the modern quarters, where they 
swept along soldiers and offi cers. General Zahedi emerged from hiding to climb 
into a tank and be taken to the radio station, where he proclaimed the new gov-
ernment. (Adventures 189)


By the time Wilber’s own memoirs were published, Roosevelt’s book had 
been reissued and widely read. An emphatic, frustrated Wilber asserts, “The 
fact of the matter is that I was the principal planner for Operation AJAX 
and was given authority to prepare an operational plan” (Adventures 188). 
The CIA’s sanitization process had disembodied his autobiography, deleting 
a most important episode of his life. The main historical record of the US’s 
role in the 1953 coup in Iran would remain Roosevelt’s Countercoup. Wilber 
is left shaking his fi nger at history.


06-Balaghi.indd   9006-Balaghi.indd   90 8/15/13   10:51 AM8/15/13   10:51 AM








Balaghi, Silenced Histories and Sanitized Autobiographies    91


UNSANITIZED AUTOBIOGRAPHIES AND SECRET HISTORIES


More than three decades before his memoirs were published, Donald Wil-
ber had indeed addressed the 1953 coup in his capacity as a scholar of Iran. 
“There is a fairly detailed account of those turbulent days in my Iran Past and 
Present (3rd edition, 1955),” he writes, “But my book does not mention the 
CIA or deal with the aftermath of the operation, or explain its lessons.” Wil-
ber did, however, write a more thorough treatise on the coup in 1954: “I had 
taken it upon myself to write up the complete history of AJAX. I stressed as 
strongly as I could that the success of the operation had been based on creat-
ing a situation and an atmosphere in Tehran that forced the people to choose 
between an established institution, the monarch, and the unknown future of-
fered by Mossadeq. If such a choice had to be made, it would be for the mon-
archy. And it was” (Adventures 189; his emphasis).


Wilber’s life was marked by his dual careers, as scholar and spy. In the 
end, the history he seemed most eager to tell was that of the US role in the 
1953 coup, and the lessons he felt it foretold for US policy. The coup took 
place at a critical period in US history. As Evan Thomas explains in his his-
tory of the CIA’s early years, “Since President Eisenhower was reluctant to 
commit overt military force to resist communist expansionism, the CIA was 
called upon to resist through covert means” (180). In his private history of 
the coup, which Wilber had written in 1954, he’d warned: “Possibilities of 
blowback against the United States should always be in the back of the minds 
of all CIA offi cers involved in this type of operation. Few, if any, operations 
are as explosive as this type.”10 Wilber’s desire to convey important lessons 
from the CIA’s role in 1953, however, rubbed against the Agency’s culture 
of secrecy. Wilber’s role as scholar was subsumed by his role as spy—and the 
CIA’s process of sanitization washed clean from his autobiography much of 
the history of the 1953 coup. The process clearly infuriated Wilber. He wrote 
in his autobiography, “I still retain all the unsanitized pages and paragraphs, 
having received no instructions to destroy them. Shall I place them in an en-
velope and write on it: OPEN ONLY in the year 2000?” (Adventures 158).


James Risen of the New York Times published Donald Wilber’s “Secret 
History [of the] C.I.A. in Iran” in 2000. The National Security Archive’s 
Electronic Briefi ng Book on the leaked history notes that a “former offi cial” 
gave the document to the newspaper. Could it be that Donald Wilber did in-
deed store his “unsanitized” history of the CIA’s role in the 1953 coup in that 
envelope marked “OPEN ONLY in the year 2000”? Did his clear frustration 
with being erased from the history of that coup, of being silenced by the CIA, 
lead him to leak the document posthumously? In the end, it was his secret 
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history, washed clean from his autobiography, that stands as the most signifi -
cant offi cial US document on American involvement in the coup available 
to historians. Regardless of how the document was leaked, its wide circula-
tion and the dearth of other materials has given it a prominent, authoritative 
weight as a record of a largely unknown history.


In his groundbreaking history of the CIA, the Pulitzer-winning journal-
ist Tim Weiner offers a short chapter on the 1953 coup in Iran. He draws 
mainly from the Wilber and Zendebad documents. Wilber’s “overthrow,” 
Weiner notes, “is the offi cial authorized American intelligence version of the 
coup, a digest of what the CIA offi cers on the scene recorded and reported 
to their headquarters at the time. But it is not close to the full truth” (Legacy 
653n). Weiner’s book is a revelatory history of the fi rst six decades of the 
CIA, using an unprecedented amount of primary material:


This book is based on my reading of more than fi fty thousand documents, primar-
ily from the archives of the CIA, the White House, and the State Department; 
more than two thousand oral histories of American intelligence offi cers, soldiers, 
and diplomats; and more than three hundred interviews conducted since 1987 
with CIA offi cers and veterans, including ten directors of central intelligence. (Leg-
acy xxi)


Even still, for his chapter on Iran, Weiner relies largely on the two docu-
ments—one so heavily redacted it is barely legible, the other written by one 
of the main operatives of AJAX. For some passages, Weiner turns to Kermit 
Roosevelt’s memoir. “The book is more novel than fact,” the journalist notes, 
“but the cited quotation has the ring of authenticity” (Legacy 654n). When 
truth remains evasive, something akin to fi ction but resembling authentic 
history is perhaps the best we can manage. 


Some six decades after the overthrow of Mossadeq, the history of the 
CIA’s involvement in the event is riddled with gaps. Reproduced through a 
patchwork of suspect personal spy master accounts and redacted documents 
released piecemeal by the agency, the record of events that took place in Iran 
in 1953 is fragmented at best. Some claim the CIA documents must remain 
sealed for security reasons; others that most of them have already been de-
stroyed. In response to allegations that the agency had destroyed much of 
the papers relating to the 1953 coup, then CIA director James Woolsey re-
marked, “If anything of substantive importance that was an only copy was 
destroyed at any time, this is a terrible breach of faith with the American 
people and their ability to understand their own history.” The CIA’s culture 
of destruction and secrecy has worked to relegate this critically important 
 history to the realm of “colonial aphasia.” 
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Successive US and British administrations have used their “archival 
 power” to ensure that no authoritative history of the 1953 coup in Iran can be 
written. It is left to the main spies involved in the coup—Kermit Roosevelt, 
Donald Wilber, and C. M. Woodhouse—to reconstruct the historical narra-
tive of the time with their memoirs. “Facts,” Edward Said wrote, “do not at 
all speak for themselves, but require a socially acceptable narrative to absorb, 
sustain, and circulate them” (34). Even as historians sift through the available 
historical documents, the facts of the 1953 coup remain largely embedded 
in the narratives set forth by the coup’s main fi gures in their memoirs. And 
memoirs, we know, blur the line between reality and fi ction. They are inter-
preted truth, recounted through the fog of memory. Memoirs published by 
former intelligence offi cers stand even more distant from the truth, since they 
are redacted by the intelligence services before publication. The memoirs of 
spies, then, are draped in layers of obfuscation. By their nature, they remain 
unverifi able, producing historical narratives that can’t be cross-referenced for 
accuracy. The history of a pivotal period of history remains chimeric, veiled 
from history’s reckoning.


NOTES


1.  In this essay, I am mainly interested in the ways the published autobiographies of spies 
involved with the 1953 coup stand in as historical accounts of the coup, given the lack 
of open access to offi cial US and British government documents. For more general his-
tories of the event, see Gasiorowski and Byrne; Abrahamian, “The 1953 Coup in Iran”; 
Katouzian; and Kinzer. More recent books on the subject include de Bellaigue and 
Abrahamian, The Coup.


2.  Quotations of CIA materials are from Wilber, “Overthrow”: “Appendix A: Initial Op-
erational Plan for TPAJAX as Cabled from Nicosia to Headquarters on 1 June 1953.” 


3.  As Gasiorowski argued, Wilber’s document shows that the CIA “would have carried out 
the coup without the Shah’s cooperation, if necessary” (4).


4.  Quotations are from Wilber, “Overthrow”: “Section VII. Apparent Failure.”
5.  Note that the US Department of State apparently had the ability to publish materials 


in leading US news outlets, including the New York Times, Time, and Newsweek ; see 
Henderson.


6.  Rumsfeld made this remark in a 2002 press briefi ng. For a more in-depth analysis of the 
concept of “unknown unknowns” in relation to memoirs, see Pulda.


7.  I borrow this useful phrase from Procida.
8.  The BBC broadcast a report on British involvement in the 1953 coup on August 22, 


2005. At that time, many of the Foreign Offi ce papers on the coup were not yet publicly 
accessible. A reporter did fi nd evidence in the BBC’s own archives that the BBC partici-
pated in disseminating anti-Mossadeq propaganda (“Very”).


9.  Wilber reproduces a facsimile in Adventures in the Middle East (8).
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10.  This is found in “Appendix E: Military Critique—Lessons Learned from TPAJAX re 
Military Planning Aspects of Coup d’Etat” of Wilber’s CIA Clandestine Service His-
tory.
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