
















































































































































operations as they are positive in the results they bring 

about. 1167 The State Department could not dispute these 
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ideas of Bowen for they coincided with the Open Door Policy 

being pursued by the U.S. in China; however, such a precipitous 

change from previous policy and the distinct possibility of the 

U.S. becoming involved in Persia as it was now deeply interested 

elsewhere in the world resulted in a negative response from 

Washington. Bowen was urged not to provoke Russia by any 

action that might be considered unfriendly by that country. 68 

Through the application of the principles of the Open Door 

Policy, Bowen had hoped to contain the expansionist ideas 

and inf'luence of Russia within Persia. 69 He forced the State 

Department to consider the application of the China policy to 

Persia, but they backed off and disavowed his thrust. 

Bowen then tried to interest Britain and Germany in efforts 

to keep at least the southern part of Persia free from the 

Russian influence. He was concerned that Britain, once domi­

nant in Persia, was interested ·now only in keeping a purely 

commercial relation there. 7O His efforts and enthusiasm to 

secure the support of these European powers proved as futile 

67Richardson, Messages of Presidents, X, p. 143. 

68 Yeselson, Persian Diplomatic Relations, p. 55. 

69Thomas A. Bryson, American Diplomatic Relations with 
the Middle East, 1784-1975 (Metuchen, N,J., 1977), P• 42. 

7OGeorge Lenczowski, Russia and the West in Iran, 1918-
1948 (Ithaca, 1949), p. 4. 



as his importunings of his own State Department, and, in 1901, 

he was replaced by Lloyd C. Griscom who reverted to the more 

traditional attitude of the U.S. toward Persia. 

At the turn of the century, the U.S.-Persian diplomatic 

relationship remained substantially unchanged from what it had 

been s ince its inauguration over fifteen years earlier. Ameri­

can ministers who had advocated more aggressive policies both 

in politi cal and economic spheres were ignored or instructed 

to tone down their enthusiasm. Nonethel ess these early years 

established the basis for the relationship between the two 

countries which survived until 1940. Both nations were on 

the v erge of ext ensiv e and dynamic experiences, the U.S. becom­

ing a world power with worldwide interest s and Persia sliding 

down the road of chaos and revolution preparatory to entering 

a new phas e of revival and reconstruction in the twentieth 

century. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE CLIMAX--THE LABAREE MURDER 

On March 8, 1904, Reverend Benjamin W. Labaree, an 

American missionary living in Urmia, was murdered by Kurdish 

tribesmen and religious fanatics in northern Persia. 1 This 

event was, "in a sense, the culmination of the first twenty 

years of diplomat ic relations between the two countries. 112 

It brought into focus some basic elements in United States­

Persian relations i the degree of influence of a special­

interest group--the missionaries--in shaping American foreign 

policy, and the weakness of the Shah's government in maintain­

ing p ea ce and security within Persia. 

The murderer of Labaree was one Mir Ghaffar, a sayyid 

(a lineal descendant of IY.lohammad). Richmond Pearson, the 

American minister to Persia at the time, realized the signi­

ficance of this fact and the difficulty that would surround 

the arrest and punishment of Ghaffar and his accomplices by 

the Persian government. The Shah decided that because of his 

ancestral background, Mir Ghaff ar would not be executed, as was 

hoped for by the missionaries, but t hat he would receive a 

sentence of life impris onment with the stipulation that no 

further action be taken so long as t h e Kurds in Urm i a main­

tained good behavior. The Persian government suggested a 

1Foreign Relations, No. 44 dated April 18, 1906, pp. 658-
659. 

2Yeselson, Persian Diplomatic Relations, p. 82. 
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payment to Labaree's widow of "Thirty thousand dollars cash 

gold • .,3 She agreed to these arrangements and Pearson consid­

ered the Persian government's decision a practical applica-

tion of the laws of common sense, which would guarantee security 

of rather than cause additional danger to Christians in that 

area. 4 On January 11, 1905, the United States Department of 

State informed Pearson that the Labaree murder case was closed;5 

even though the missionaries did not agree and had no intention 

of dismissing the matter so casually. The Department was 

delighted with this favorable turn of events which had once 

again avoided an untenable position for the United States in 

a part of the world where the country's national interest was 

minimal. 

In contrast to the decision of the State Department, the 

missionaries were greatly disturbed and protested against the 

terms of the settlement, in spite of the Persian government 

having met all conditions set forth by the American government. 

The American "missionaries complain and assert that the Bri­

tish Government renders them more assistance than does their 

own; ••• 116 was the description of the missionaries' attitude 

3Foreign Relations, No. 80 dated Sep. 21, 1904 encl. 
Telegram dated Dec. 28, 1904, p. 676. 

4Ibid., No. 113 dated April 20, 1905, p. 728. 

5Ibid., Telegram dated Jan. 11, 1905, p. 727. 

6Ibid., No. 121, dated Oct. 7 , 1905, p. 733. 
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as expressed by Pearson in his despatch to the State Department, 

They insisted that all Kurds involved in the Labaree murder 

should be tried and punished by death, and it was their intrans­

igence which ballooned the incident to international proportions. 

Some of the accomplices of Mir Ghaffar had escaped across the 

Ottoman border. In order that the Persian government comply 

with the request of the United States State Department that 

they be punished according to their guilt, the Persian govern­

ment had to mount an expeditionary force to cross the Ottoman 

border and capture them. This insistance by the missionaries 

for the Persian government to act and not to evade its respon­

sibility ma de Pears on suggest to the State Department that an 

American squadron be despatched to the Pers ian Gulf as a show 

of force in support of Ar11erican demands. The Department was 

reluctant to take this action, and did not consider it a 

suitable response to the dilemma that the missionaries had 

gotten the United States into both domestically where she was 

nudged by the Foreign Mission Board in New York City as well 

as in Persia, The new American Consul of Tabriz, William F. 

Doty was requested by the mis::,ionaries to accompany the Per­

sian forces into the Ottoman land in their pursuit of the Kurds. 

Border fighting broke out and resulted in an invasion of Persia 

by the Ottomans, which reportedly threatened the safety of some 

fourteen missionaries living in the area. Both the British 

and American ministers to the Ottoman Empire were asked by the 

United States State Department to i n+;ervene with the Ottomans 

to insure the lives and safety of missionaries in the area. 
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Ottoman forces occupied border areas of Persia, but as it 

turned out they did not threaten the safety of the missiona­

ries, nor did they even come into their area. 

Report from Consul General Tyler in Teheran, however, 

advised that the Persian government had used the escuse of the 

Labaree murder to redress a number of grievances against the 

Ottomans. The United States government rejected the Persian 

claim that the United States was to blame for Persia's defeat 

at the hands of the Ottomans. Ottoman troops, the Persians 

charged, had invaded their land, killed Persians, Armenians, 

and other Christians, and captured $100,000 worth of Persian 

equipment; the United States should repay Persia for the losses. 

The State Department flatly refused any responsibility for the 

invasion of Ottoman lands until the day they received a cable 

from Consul Doty boasting that he had encouraged the Persians 

to act against the Kurds and even to follow Persian forces into 

Ottoman territory. His only regret was that the Ottomans inter­

fered.6 He was reprimanded subsequently by the Department for 

taking action contrary to the best interests and one which 

might have embarassed the United States government. 

The United States finally disentangled itself from the 

controversial incident by informing its minister that the 

United States had relinquished its demand for immediate 

punishment of the accessories to the murder and the assurance 

of a trial of those who had escaped the country were they ever 

to return. With the death of the murderer from natural causes 

6Yeselson, Persian Diplomatic Relations, pp. 77-78. 
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while in prison and the Persian payment to Mrs. Labaree, the 

United States government considered that the maximum justice 

possible under Persian law had been achieved. 

This event in the diplomatic history of the two nations 

emphasized three important factors in relationships between 

the two countries during the late nineteenth century. Perhaps 

most important is the manner by which the physical presence 

of the missionaries living in Persia influenced United States 

f oreign policy. The second is the determination of the United 

States government to remain aloof from involvement in the 

internal affairs of other nations. The third is the position 

and chara cter of Persia itsel f --geographically, politically, 

and culturally. 

The missionaries' influence on the United States govern­

ment made both a positive and a negative contribution to the 

United States foreign policy. The negative effect was the 

shoving of a reluctant nation into the affairs of another coun­

try when that nation, the United States, had no overt interest 

i n the other--either commercially, or poli t i cally, or s trate­

gically. They demanded specia l treatment from the United 

States government and used British influence when the American 

power was insufficient to meet their needs. They· could be con­

sidered pampered and respectful only of the laws of God, which 

they sometimes interpreted in a manner most advantageous to 

their position. On the positive side, the missionaries forced 

their reluctant country to implicate herself in an area that was 

important to the world. Through their schools, hospitals, and 
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personal integrity, they established a foundation of trust, 

respect, and admiration between the U.S. and Persia that 

extends to the present day. There remain hospitals whose 

origins come from the missionaries ahd· a -i.1 enuBs- are named to 

honor the memory of those missionaries whom the Persian people 

had loved and admired.? 

The second factor was that the outlook of the Monroe 

Doctrine still survived in the late nineteenth century. 

Neither the people of the United States nor their government 

displayed any great interest in Persia, and it was only the 

power and influence of the friends of the missionaries that 

maneuvered Congress into opening formal diplomatic relations 

with one of the oldest nations in the world. Once that was 

accomplished, the United States government maintained only a 

passive interest there. It neither had the will, interest, 

nor physical power necessary to enforce its interests in that 

distant part of the world. It is this fact that made American 

missionaries look toward British diplomatic officials in Persia, 

on numerous occasions, for protection and guidance. Americ&.n 

ministers to Persia who became impressed with the peculiarities 

of the Persian situation, her vast economic potential and 

strategic importance, and the threat of the growth of Russian 

influence were either ignored or reprimanded by the Department 

of State for overzealousness and were reminded of the basis 

of United States foreign policy--that of non-intervention and 

7one of the main avenues in Teheran today is named Jordan, 
after the A1tierican missionary who founded Alborz College. 
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non-involvement in the affairs of Persia. Although the 

government sent ministers to Persia to protect United States 

citizens living there--mainly the missionaries--the ministers 

were unable to furnish that protection. Many of the mission­

aries vividly emphasized this fundamental fact. 

The third factor--the expectation of Persian authorities 

that the United States could somehow provide protective assis­

tance against Russian pressures--requires a detailed study of 

Perso-Russian relations for thorough understanding. It can 

be said that in the Persian's view this third factor was gen­

uine. They were unwilling to enlist the aid of other Euro­

pean na tions, but saw the United States as a country of great 

strength and having no vested designs of acquiring power 

within Persia. The Persians wooed Americans in a manner simi­

lar to that of the suitor wooing his lady. All of Pers ia's 

advances were rejected by the United States. The Department 

of State displayed no interest in fostering trade with or 

investments in Persia. The United States ministers who became 

enthusiastic over the potential weal t h of Persia were i gnored 

and reminded rather perempt orily by the Department of the 

United States' determined lack of interest in Persia. United 

States business interests virtually ignored Persia during 

this period. 

After the Labaree murder, world events and commercial 

interests began to force America to adopt new policies and 

attitudes toward Persia. Missionary influence over American 

policy gradually gave way to commercial and economic interests 
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in molding the American position in the twentieth century. 

As a powerful industrial nation it £arced her to recognize 

finally the importance of Persia both economically and strate­

gically. The lasting effects of the missionaries' good works 

of the nineteenth century £armed the basis for a solid and 

lasting £riendship and goodwill between the United States and 

Persia. 



APPENDIX I 

UNITED STATES DIPLOMATIC REPRESENTATIVES 

IN IRAN* 

Charge d'Affaires and Consuls General 

S.G.W. Benjamin, New York, January 29, 1883. 

Ministers Resident and Consuls General 

S.G.W. Benjamin, New York, February 17, 18830 
Frederick H. Winston, Illinois, October 18, 1885. 
E. Spencer Pratt, Alabama, August 3, 1886. 
Truxton Beale, California, February 17, 1891. 
Watson R. Sperry, Delaware, July 17, 1892. 
Al exander McDonal d , Virginia, September 8, 1893. 
Arthur S. Hardy , New Hampshir e , July 12, 1897. 
Herbert W. Bow en , New York , May 3, 1899. 

Envoys Extraordinary and Ministers Plenipotentiary 

Herbert W. Bowen, New York, May 1, 1901. 
Lloyd C. Griscom, Pennsylvania, June 17, 1901. 
Richmond Pearson, North Carolina, December 17, 1902. 

76 

*Exc er pted from Annex I of Cultural Ti es betw een Iran and 
the United States by Ali Pasha Saleh (T eheran : Sherkat-e­
Chapkhaneh Bisto panj-e-Shahrivar, 1976) , p. 271. Dates refer 
to dates of appointment. 
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