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At the end of World War II, military planners realized that domestic U.S. oil
reserves would be insufficient in the event of another war. The result was that
planners began to address the problem of how to safeguard Middle Fast, and
particularly Persian Gulf, petroleum sources as early as the autumn of 1945. Using
recently declassified documents, David Rosenberg points out that strategic concerns
abou! oil supply are not new. More important, he describes the outlook of American
military planners in view of their perception of the Soviet threat and litnited U.S.
capabilities as a result of budget cuts in the early years of the cold war.

THE U.S. NAVY AND THE PROBLEM

OF OIL IN A FUTURE WAR:
THE OUTLINE OF A STRATEGIC DILEMMA, 1945-1950

by
David Alan Roscenberg

During late 1974 and early 1975,
reports appeared in such publications as
Time, Newsweek, and Harper’s de-
scribing in detail how the United States
might, in the event of another oil
embargo, militarily intervene to seize
Arab oilfields in order to ensure access
to that essential commodity. The re-
ports were generally dismissed by senior
American policymakers.! While it re-
mains to be seen whether the military
option will be exercised in the Persian
Gulf of the 1970’s, recently declassified
documents from the late 1940’s indicate
that speculation about American mili-
tary action in that area is not a recent
development. Between 1947 and 1950,
American strategic planners, in particu-
lar Navy strategists in Washington and
Europe, were deeply concerned about
the possibility of losing Middle Eastern

enemy in the event of war. The plans
that were prepared and debated within
the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the opera-
tions that the Navy conducted to meet
such a threat are described in this
paper.?

The first serious recognition by the
United States of the strategic im-
portance of the Middle East and its oil
veserves occurred during World War 11.
While American businessmen, mis-
sionaries, and naval officers had been
involved with the Arab world of the
Persian Gulf and the Mediterranean
since the birth of the republic,? it took
the emergence of modern military
technology with its enormous de-
pendence on oil to force American
officials to consider the area one of
prime importance. The complex nego-
tiations which took place from 1943 to
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oil companies, and British officials who
had long considered the Middle East to
be within their sphere of influence are
beyond the scope of this paper. It is
important to note only that those
American officials most deeply con-
cerned with insuring that the United
States would have access to Middle
Eastern oil—in particular Interior Secre-
tary and Petroleum Administrator for
War Harold Ickes, Navy Secretary Frank
Knox, and Navy Undersecretary and
later Secretary James Forrestal—
believed that the United States would
be unable successfully to ‘‘oil another
war” on the basis of its domestic re-
serves, By the end of World War I,
there were four American oil companies
with heavy investments in the Middle
East, with Standard Qil of California
and Texaco sharing 100 percent control
of all foreign concessions in Saudi
Arabia and Bahrein Island. Facilities in
the area included a new refinery at Ras
Tanura in Arabia, a greatly expanded
refinery at Bahrein, and plans in the
works for a pipeline from the Persian
Gulf to the Mediterranean.?

American military planning for a
future emergency began in the fall of
1945, A logical precaution based on
wartime experience, such planning con-
sisted primarily of developing intelli-
gence estimates of the Soviet Union’s
military capabilities and vulnerabilities
and its domestic and foreign policies. In
addition, an extensive study of ‘‘Logis-
tic Estimates of Certain Movements”
was undertaken in the Joint Logistics
Plans Committee (JLPC) of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff (JCS) in October. Eleven
destinations were considered, including
such potential trouble spots as Western
Europe, Turkey, North China, Korea,
and Mediterranean North Africa. While
such contingency estimates can in no
way be considered operational plans, it
is significant that among the areas con-
sidered for the movement of men and
material was the Persian Gulf.’

Joint War Plans Committee (JWPC) of
the JCS initiated a series of studies and
plans that would permit the United
States to "Reduce the Military and
Political Capabilities of the USSR to
the extent necessary to deny to the
Soviets the ability to impose their will
on other Major Powers in order to
prevent World Domination by the
USSR." By June 1946, a very tentative
strategic concept, which called for a
primary offensive in Western Eurasia,
an active defensive in the Far East, and
a maximum aerial strategic bombard-
ment against vital Soviet targets had
been developed. Further studies, under
the JCS code name “Pincher,” were
then undertaken to assess the feasi-
bility of operations in various specific
geographical areas.®

In late 1946, as part of the “Pincher”
planning, JWPC 485/1 was completed.
It dealt with the Persian Gulf area and
considered the problem of holding
Bahrein and other potential oil-bearing
areas in the Trucial Oman region. 1n line
with the bleak assumptions of contin-
gency plans of the time, it assumed that
Iraq and Persia would be taken by the
U.5.5.R. The study concluded that U.S.
petroleum resources might well be in-
sufficient for a major war, but that a
more complete analysis of British and
American petroleum requirements
would be needed before decisions could
be made as to what costs would be
acceptable in attempting to hold or
recapture the Qatif-Bahrein area. 1t was
pointed out that a major effort would
be needed to hold the area initially, but
that its recapture would probably be
even more difficult and costly. This led
the Navy planners on the committee to
conclude that '"if petroleum products
from the Persian Gulf area will be
required in a reasonable time, Bahrein
Island should be held to secure as a base
for the recapture of adjacent areas.” As
a harbinger of interservice tensions to
come, however, this conclusion was not
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Air Force planners on the JWPC, pend-
ing further analysis.”

Concurrent with the completion of
JWPC 485/1, the Joint Logistics Plans
Committee prepared its own report on
"Qil resources in the Bahrein-Trucial
Oman Area” as a reference for the
JWPC. That report indicated that the
area's total estimated resources were
between 25.5 and 50,5 billion barrels
{as compared to the U.S. "proven”
reserves of 21.5 billion barrels}) and
noted in its conclusions that the main
limitation on production from the
region was that imposed by refining
capacity. If the crude petroleum could
be refined elsewhere and additionat
drilling materials made available in the
area, the production rate could be
greatly increasad.®

The completion of these two studies
served to point up the need for a
detailed assessment of U.5. petroleum
requirements in the event of war. Such a
need had been recognized as early as
May 1946 when the Joint Logistics
Committee—the JLPC’s parent organiza-
tion—began work on a massive study of
‘“The Problem of the Procurement of
Qil in a Future War."” On 10 February
1947, their hundred page report was
completed and approved by the Joint
Chiefs of Staff. [t was extremely pessi-
mistic, although based on the sanguine
and highly improbable assumptions that
no losses in petroleum resources would
be sustained as a result of enemy action
and that the United States would not
have to aid its allies in meeting oil
requirements. The study concluded
that:

In a future major war of five years

duration, during the period

1947-1951 inclusive, the total

United States military and civilian

consumption requirements cannot

be met after M+3 years by all the

then current production in the

United States and United States

controlled foreign sources, in-
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Middle East, even with the pro-
posed war drilling, new refinery,
and synthetic plant building pro-
grams proposed herein as opti-
mistic but realizable,’

The conclusions further noted that
while the advance buildup of a surplus
of petroleum products would eliminate
or reduce the above deficit, the loss of
Middle Eastern oil production in the
early part of the war would offset that
surplus, making shortages inevitable. It
was also estimated that military require-
ments for oil would be nearly double
those in World War II as a result of the
growing reliance on kerosene fueled jet
aircraft. The only recommendations the
report put forward for JCS approval
were that the United States should
endeavor to develop as much synthetic
petroleum as possible from domestic
natural gas, coal, and shale reserves; plan
for an expansion in refineries and
drilling plants; and attempt to conserve
domestic and more easily defensible
U.5. controlled foreign oil resources
such as those in South America through
a maximum peacetime importation of
Middle Eastern oil,

Despite the gloomy nature of the
JLC's predictions, the report apparently
provoked little response within the JCS.
One reason for this may be that the
Army and the Army Air Force were
already engaged in preparing a joint war
plan based on the use of atomic weap-
ons which was designed to defeat the
U.S.S.R. within 6 months. In such a
war, long-range planning for oil con-
sumption would not be necessary. Naval
officers and Navy Department officials
were not so easily convinced by such
nuclear-fueled promises, however, Secre-
taty Forrestal, whose concern over oil
resources would soon become a cause
cdlebre as a result of his opposition to
the partition of Palestine, wrote a letter
to President Truman in March 1947
describing his hopes that newly dis-
covered oil reserves in Alaska might be
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continental U.S. deposits.'® And Capt.
George Anderson who had served on the
JWPC and worked on the “Pincher”
studies wrote in a memorandum to Vice
Adm. Forrest Sherman that he believed
that the problem of acquiring oil was so
basic that conventional warfare between
the United States and the U.S.5.R.
would inevitably result in a material
stalemate as both sides depleted their
reserves.’

Between February and August of
1947, the first joint outline war plans
growing out of the “Pinchet" studies
were presented to the Joint Chiefs of
Staff as a basis for industrial mobiliza-
tion planning. Three separate strategic
estimates were put forward based on
alternative hypotheses regarding
whether or not atomic weapons would
be used in a future conflict and whether
or not the Mediterranean Line of Com-
munications (LOC) would be available
to American forces. In each case, the
importance of the Middle East, in-
cluding both the oilfields and the Cairo-
Suez area, was emphasized. The securing
of strategic airbases in the latter area
was considered to be crucial in any
event, The retention or retaking of the
oilfields was assigned equal priority in
those estimates in which control of the
Mediterranean was assumed to be lost,
since this would substantially increase
U.S. petroleum requirements by forcing
all shipping to Cairo-Suez to go around
the Cape of Good Hope. While none of
these plans received JCS approval or
were even given more than a tentative
status as preliminary guidance estimates
for mobilization, they are significant in
that they outlined alternate courses of
action that would later be considered in
the working out of operational plans
under a restricted defense budget,!

While the JCS were struggling with
basic strategic planning, the interna-
tional situation seriously deteriorated;
the developing crises in QGreece and
Turkey that prompted the March 1947
declaration of the Truman Doctrine also

cast their shadow over the rest of the
Eastern Mediterranean, including the
Arab oilfields. American naval officers,
who had reinstituted a reqular American
presence in the Mediterranean in 1945
and had seen it made a permanent part
of American policy in September 1946,
were especially concerned about this
situation and the problem of Middle
Eastern oil and were seeking solutions.
In May 1947, Adm. Richard L. Conolly,
Commander of U.S. Naval Forces,
Eastern Atlantic and Mediterranean
(CINCNELM}, made the first official
inspection trip to Saudi Arabia and
Bahrein, accompanied by senior naval
officers from his staff and Washing-
ton,'?> Two months later, Chief of
Naval Qperations Fleet Admiral Chester
W. Nimitz issued a 'Tentative Assign-
ment of Forces for Emergency Opera-
tions.” Most of these operations were
aimed at securing worldwide sea lines of
communications and achieving the
evacuation of occupation forces in
Europe and Asia. Offensive naval and air
operations were to begin immediately in
the Mediterranean, however, and even
more important, CINCNELM and the
Commander in Chief, Pacific, were
assigned the shared responsibility of
preparing forces to occupy and defend
Bahtein, including a Pacific based
Marine battalion landing team.'* While
a relatively small action in the context
of global emergency operations, this
tasking did signify a naval commitment
to save as much Middle Eastern oil as
possible.

In September 1947, Capt, Thomas
Kelly, U.S. Navy, a logistics expert who
had directed the preparation of the
initial draft of the JCS oil procurement
study in the JLPC, made an extensive
tour of the Near and Middle East. He
came away deeply impressed with the
area’s great potential and even more
impressed, and disturbed, by its vul-
nerability. Noting that “we are playing
right into [Russia's] hands...[by]
becoming dependent on a source of

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol29/iss3/6



Rosenberg: The U.S. Navy and the Problem of Oil in a Future War

supply which she can destroy in a short
time and with a minimal effort,” he
urged that the Navy ‘“immediately
initiate plans for defense of the oil
producing, loading and refining areas of
the Middle East.” Kelly specifically
recommended that Navy carrier task
groups be sent for familiarizing opera-
tions in the Persian Gulf and that
preparations be made to move forces to
the area "in a matter of hours” to
protect against airborne assault,'® His
report to Admiral Nimitz apparently
reached sympathetic ears for in Decem-
ber a reinforced Marine battalion was
permanently added to the U.S. Naval
Forces in the Mediterranean, and early
in 1948, Task Force 126, U.S. Naval
Forces, Persian Gulf, was established to
show the flag periodically and to co-
ordinate Navy tankers in transit through
the area, While at first no forces were
permanently assigned to such duty, a
number of American ships, including a
carrier task group led by Rear Adm.
Hatold Martin in March 1948, visited
the Persian Gulf and sent back useful
intelligence data.! ¢

Martin's report of his visit to the area
is especially fascinating. Extremely im-
pressed by the material and political
progress being made by the American
oil companies in Rahrein and Saudi
Arabia, he recommended that the U.S.
Government try to make the high
asteem with which the oil companies
were held by the Arabs work to U.S.
military advantage. Noting that definite
plans for the area in the event of war
did exist and that “the achievement of
these ends will be a difficult and even
hazardous undertaking if undertaken
after hostilities are begqun,” Martin
proposed that the Navy attempt to
work out a secret agreement with the oil
companies by which the companies
would build such needed military facili-
ties as airports, roads, docks, camou-
flaged command posts, and gun em-
placements under the financial guise of
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the oil companies’ willingness to under-
take such tasks, he did believe that no
serious obstacles to such an arrangement
would be found. He further suggested
that the government of King Tbn Saud
should be informed of any such plans in
order to avoid upsetting the good rela-
tions that existed. Finally, he concluded
that “‘we must avoid being too obvious
in our interests,” for “while visits of
courtesy on the part of our Navy are
productive of much good, too specific
activities in that area would bring down
on Saudi Arabia the condemnation of
other Arab countries, Russia, and even
England who is deeply involved in this
area.”'’

The Navy's preparations for the de-
fense of Arabian oil coincided with
further joint and combined planning
efforts to find solutions for present
crises and potential military problems.
In November 1947, American and
British military and diplomatic officials
met at the Pentagon to discuss the
ramifications of British troop with-
drawals from Greece and the general
strategic, political, and economic situa-
tion in the Eastern Mediterranean/
Middle East area. At the same time,
contingency plans for American inter-
vention in Greece were prepared. The
conferees agreed to, and President
Truman approved, the conclusion that
preservation of the security of the
region was ‘‘vital” to U.S. national
security and that it was necessary to
make clear to the Soviet Union the
strength of the U.S. commitment to
maintaining peace in the area.'® Before
such American determination could be
tested, however, events in Czechoslo-
vakia and Betlin shifted military atten-
tion and the focus of strategic planning
back to Western Europe, beginning the
chain of developments that would
eventually leave naval officers alone in
their advocacy of measures to retain
U.S. control of the Middle Eastern
oilfields in the event of war,
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of war caused by the Berlin situation,
the Joint Chiefs of Staff finally over-
came interservice differences long
enough to consider approving two dif-
ferent short-range emergency war plans.
Both plans were derived from the earlier
“Pincher'’ concept and called for main
offensive operations in Western Eurasia,
a strategic defense in the Far East, a
maximum strategic air offensive (now
with the use of atomic weapons in-
cluded as a basic assumption) against
the Soviet Union, and the securing of
vital bases and lines of communications.
Both were based on estimates that any
Russian attack would be powerful
enough to come close, at least, to taking
all of Western Europe, the Eastern
Mediterranean, and the Middle East, and
that the seizure of Middle Eastern oil
would be the first Soviet objective in
any offensive moves. Finally, both plans
included a provision for moving the
Mediterranean based Marine battalion
landing team to the Bahrein area by
naval airlift and commandeered U.S.
commercial aircraft ‘‘to assist in evacu-
ation of United States nationals and for
possible neutralization of oil installa-
tions.”*® This last task resulted from
stubborn Navy planners’ insistence on
preserving some means of denying
Middle Eastern oil to the enemy, even if
it meant the destruction of the oilfields.

The most pronounced difference be-
tween the plans were that one, code
named ‘“Half-moon" and approved by
the JCS for planning purposes in May
1948, called for the securing of a base in
the Cairo-Suez region that could he used
initially for the strategic air offensive
and then as a base for operations to
regain Persian Gulf oil; while the
second, code named “Frolic,” called for
the building of a strategic airbase near
Karachi, Pakistan, and a major operating
base in Casablanca, Morocco. Based on
the assumption that the Mediterranean
LOC would be lost to the United States,
“Frolic’’ placed what many Navy strate-

the power of the atomic air offensive to
destroy Russia's will and capability to
make war, It also left the attempt to
regain Middle East oil resources hanging
until some time toward the end of the
second vyear of war. Because of
“Frolic's” implied abandonment of the
Mediterranean and the political and
logistics problems assoctated with the
proposed Karachi base, that plan was
never approved by the JCS. Select pot-
tions of it were included in later
planning, however, as the Fiscal Year
1950 budget cuts made their impact on
U.S. strategy.?®

Despite strong Navy opposition to
‘Frolic" in the JCS and even stronger
concern over the potential loss of
Middle Eastern oil, American naval
officers' planning became more and
more restricted as the mood of crisis
deepened in the face of realistic ap-
praisals of Russian military capabilities.
Adm. Louis E. Denfeld, the Chief of
Naval Operations; Adm. Richard
Conolly, the CINCNELM; Rear Adm.
W.F. Boone, the Assistant CNO for
strategic plans; and Capt. Arleigh A.
Burke, a member of the Navy’s General
Board who had prepared an extensive
analysis of the Navy's part in national
security in the spring of 1948; all gave
due thought to the problems involved,
and all advocated at least the continu-
ation of the plan to dispatch Marines to
Bahrein in the event of war. Boone went
even farther and declared that the denial
of Persian Gulf oil to the Russiany was
an ‘“‘essential”” strategic requirement,
along with keeping the Mediterranean
sea routes accessible to the United
States, while Burke and Conolly recom-
mended that the United States avoid
antagonizing the Arabs by intervening in
what they considered to be their
national affairs, because the cooperation
of those states was the key to both
wartime and peacetime defense of the
area.?! Unfortunately, all the planning
recommendations in the world could
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then existed nor the political, public,
and—outside the Navy-military convic-
tion that a nuclear armed strategic air
force was the primary solution to the
Nation's military problems.

Thus it was that in the fall of 1948,
when the armed services faced the ques-
tion of how best to adapt American war
plans to the fiercely contested but
unmovable Fiscal 1950 defense budget
ceiling of $14.4 billion set by President
Truman, all the discussions over options
for preserving U.5. wartime control of
Middle Eastern oil became moot. Only
the budget of $21.4 billion proposed by
the Joint Chiefs would have allowed for
the development of war plans re-
sembling the “Halfmoon'” or “Frolic”
concepts, while a proposed compromise
budget of $16.9 billion only provided
for the defense of the Mediterranean as
far east as Tunisia. The strategic concept
for the $14.4 billion budget specified
abandonment of the entire Mediter-
ranean for all practical purposes, despite
the pleas of naval strategists that aircraft
carrier operations in the area were both
feasible and essential. It left the defense
of the Cairo-Suez area—which was still
contemplated for use as a strategic
airbase—to the British (whose with-
drawal to Khartoum was provided for)
and tied prospects for eventual offensive
operations in Europe and the Mediter-
ranean once the Russian advance had
been stabilized to the building of a
major operating base at Casablanca. The
largest share of that budget was allo-
cated to the Air Force, whose plan for a
nuclear air offensive against Soviet cities
was now seen as the key to victory.??
From December 1948 on, when the
budget levels were finalized, naval
officers in Washington increasingly
feared, as a result of these develop-
ments, that their setvice was losing its
influence on the shaping of national
military strategy. It was these strategic
concerns, rather than the alleged super-
carrier versus B-36 bomber rivalry,
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Revolt" in congressional hearings in
October 1949.%3

The war plan and budget struggles
in Washington had a delayed impact
on U.S. naval operations in the Medi-
terranean and Persian Gulf. Although
the possibility of an American mili-
tary commitment to retaining control
of Middle Eastern oil in a future war
was fast fading, efforts in support of
such a commitment were nevertheless
underway. From 19 July to 12
August 1948, the small seaplane
tender Greenwich Bay cruised the
Persian Gulf testing the suitability of
that class of vessel for service in the area
as a station ship. Five days after she
departed, Vice Adm. D.B. Duncan’s
Task Force 128 arrived for a 2-week
cruise, during which specially equipped
photo planes from the escort carrier
Siboney flew mapping missions over the
region. In September 1948, a group of
naval officers made an inspection tour
of the oilfields and port facilities in the
Indian QOcean and in their report recom-
mended consideration of Trincomalee,
Ceylon, as a base to support future
naval operations in the Persian Gulf.
Finally, on 1 Qctober 1948, Task Force
126, U.5. Naval Forces, Persian Gulf,
was reorganized into three separate
units to take care of shore-based admin-
istration, tanker operations, and the
four-ship Hydrographic Survey Group 1
that mapped the area from October
1948 to April 1949. Additional visits
were made by other Navy ships as well,
and beginning in May 1949, a small
seaplane tender was always on station in
the gulf as flagship of Task Force
126,24

Although the operations described
above were significant in that they
established a permanent American naval
presence in the Persian Gulf, it was the
plan for airlifting a Marine battalion
landing team to Bahrein to evacuate
civilians and, if necessary, to blow up
the oilfields in the event of hostilities
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strategically meaningful. That plan,
which was first conceived in JWPC
485/1 in 1946, had grown in sophisti-
cation since the first tentative assign-
ments of forces were made in 1947. By
November 1948, an itemized 6th Task
Fleet operation plan was available, de-
tailing how the scattered units of the
‘‘Marine Battalion, Mediterranean’ were
to disembark from their ships, what
airfields they were to fly from, and the
nature and amount of their logistic
support. Along with this additional
sophistication in operational planning,
the neutralization and evacuation mis-
sion was expanded to include protecting
the area against sabotage and U.S.
nationals against the native, ''in the
event that U.S.-Arab relations deterio-
rate'n25
On 24 January 1950, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff modified the current
emergency war plan, code named “Off-
tackle,” and other emergency plans to
eliminate the deployment of the Marine
battalion landing team to the Persian
Gulf in the event of war. Those troops
were instead to remain available for use
in the Mediterranean.?® No reasons
were given for such a move, but it seems
likely that the combination of a further
tightened Fiscal 1951 defense budget,
the growing influence of Europe and the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization on
U.S. strategic plans, and the threatening
existence of the Soviet atomic bomb
made such a move inevitable. The
emerging U.S. strategic attitude toward
the Middle East and its oilfields is best
illustrated by the original JCS recom-
mendations for the U.S. position in the
October 1950 Politico-Military Conver-
sations with the British. The Joint
Chiefs pointed out that:
...in their opinion, if the West-
ern Powers lose Western Europe
[which had been entirely written
off in earlier war plans] they lose
the war. On the other hand, the
loss of the Middle East in the

httpsgaulyitstagesnof aughabaliwakyweamdy/vol2o/ishowever, what is most significant about 5

not, in itself, be fatal, although
the recapture of the Middle East
would be essential for victory.
The strategic defense contem-
plated for the Far and Middle East
indicates that those areas are, for
planning purposes, now con-
sidered to be in a lower category
than Western Europe.?”
Succeeding years and a larger defense
budget served to modify that attitude,
as the 1951-1952 Middle East defense
proposals and the Baghdad Pact indi-
cate,’? but the growth of Arab na-
tionalism, the intense hostilities gen-
erated by the Arab-Israeli conflict, and
the changing nature of the peacetime
energy needs of the United States en-
sured that the January 1950 JCS de-
cision would ring down the curtain on a
fascinating and rather desperate period
in the history of U.S. foreign policy.
These developments have a twofold
historical significance. The first, and
most obvious, is the apparent parallel
between the late 1940’s and the present
day in terms of strategic concerns about
inadequate oil reserves. The operations
plan for the occupation of Bahrein, the
pattern of U.S. naval activity in the
Persian Gulf, and the search for military
options in the area, including considera-
tion of a possible base in the Indian
Qcean, all have a familiar ring, a re-
minder that basic strategic problems will
inevitably continue to emerge until
some solution is found. However, it is
hard to visualize the solution to this
problem: the U.S. military, and increas-
ingly the entire economy of the nation,
finds itself dependent on an energy
commodity which we do not, and ¢an-
not expect to, fully control in adequate
supply, given skyrocketing demands and
the volatile political situation in the
Third World in general and the Middle
East in particular. This issue is clearly
one of vital importance to the military
planner, as well as to the general public.
In more strictly historical terms,
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American naval officers’ unsuccessful
attempts in the late 1940’s to institute
plans which would ensure the United
States access to Middle Eastern oil in
the event of war, is the light this failure
sheds on the mood of American postwar
military planning. It has long been
popularly assumed that the United
States after World War II was in a
position of unrivaled strength militarily
as a result of the development of the
atomic bomb and that it was free to
exercise its will in the world with
relative impunity. In fact, as recently
declassified documents reveal, the situa-
tion was very different, at least in the
eyes of those charged with the Nation's
defense. American military planners saw
themselves confronted by a nearly un-
stoppable Russian war machine. They
expected in the event of war that they
would be initially forced to abandon
virtually all of Western Europe, the
Mediterranean, and the Middle East.
The debates over planning between
1947 and 1950 seem to have focused
primarily on the question where it
would be best to establish a toehold
which could be used to neutralize, and
eventually roll back, the Russian ad-
vance, Predictions of U.S. capabilities
becarne increasingly gloomy, until under
pressure of the budget cuts it became
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clear that only a single such toehold
could be established and that it would
be designed, because of the growing
influence of the Air Force with its
strategic bombing capability, to meet
Air Force rather than Navy require-
ments. The wider implications of this
decision are of enormous impact but lie
beyond the scope of this paper. The
decision to abandon plans to defend
Middle Eastern oil, however, clearly
demonstrates the desperate, last-ditch
nature of postwar planning, an image in
striking contrast to that of the United
States as an omnipotent military giant,
able to achieve whatever goals it set for
itself.
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