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1

Public opinion polls confirm that Greeks are one of the most 
anti-American publics in Europe, with roughly over ninety percent of 
its people holding critical views of the United States. one reason for the 
pervasive anti-Americanism is the commonly held belief that the United 
States was actively involved in launching and maintaining in power the 
military regime that ruled the country from 1967 to 1974. For half a 
century, this perception of American complicity has been common both 
in the public imagination and in the popular and more scholarly litera-
ture on the topic.1 The view is also nearly universally held by many of 
the country’s political and military elites. The words of several former 
members of the Greek parliament, nearly thirty years after the launching 
of the coup, are illustrative of Greek public opinion:

[We] know that the coup in Greece was launched with the help of the 
Americans, and we know that, without US assistance, the coup would 
not have been successful. … [A]s I said, the dictatorship happened for US 
political interests.2

CHAPTER 1

Political Instability and Breakdown:  
The Historical Context

© The Author(s) 2018 
N. M. Karakatsanis and J. Swarts,  
American Foreign Policy Towards the Colonels’ Greece, 
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_1

1 See Gatopoulos (1999), Karkayiannis (2002), Papandreou (1973), Rousseas (1968), 
Kofas (2003), Katris (1971), Stefanidis (2016), and Stern (1977). For alternative views,  
see Couloumbis (1998) and Maragkou (2006).

2 Personal interview, Athens,  2 November 1993.

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_1&domain=pdf
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Another Greek parliamentarian summed up the view thus: “the dictator-
ship … was one hundred percent American. … There was nothing Greek 
about it.”3 Indeed, such views have been so widespread in Greece that 
even US President Bill Clinton, recognizing that Greeks take American 
complicity as fact, echoed this prevailing perception when he virtually 
apologized for America’s role on a 1999 visit to Athens:

When the junta took over in 1967 here, the United States allowed its 
interests in prosecuting the Cold War to prevail over its interests—I should 
say its obligation—to support democracy, which was, after all, the cause for 
which we fought the cold war. It is important that we acknowledge that.4

Given the close historical relationship between the US government, 
the Greek right and the Greek military establishment during the 1950s 
and 1960s, and particularly the conduct of US foreign policy during the 
years of dictatorship, one can easily understand the origin and plausibil-
ity of such beliefs. However, despite nearly universal Greek acceptance of 
US involvement in the coup, and while much has been alleged regard-
ing American involvement in the colonels’ regime, there has heretofore 
been relatively scant documentation from the historical record. This 
book seeks to provide such an analysis. Utilizing official US government 
and other sources—with a heavy emphasis on US State department 
records—we analyze the evolution of US foreign policy toward Greece 
beginning with the emergence of deep political instability there in the 
mid-1960s, to the overthrow of democracy in April 1967, to the collapse 
of the military regime itself in July 1974.

The goal of our analysis is to arrive at a fuller understanding of what 
exactly US policy toward Greece was in this period and, by extension, to 
contribute to a more nuanced answer to the vexed question of actual US 
involvement in the overthrow of democracy there. We do this fully aware 
of the potential pitfalls and shortcomings—the most important of which 
is that an analysis of State department documents may tell only part of 
the story and perhaps not even the most important part at that. If, for 
instance, as many Greeks believe, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
was the prime mover behind the coup, still classified CIA documents 
may contain the real “smoking gun” of US involvement. For this reason,  

4 Clinton (2000, 2122).

3 Personal interview, Athens,  24 March 1994.
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our analysis cannot by itself be taken as the final word on the matter. 
However, the story that emerges from these documents is relatively clear 
and substantiated to a large degree by others who have examined not 
only US documents, but also those from the foreign ministries of Britain, 
Germany, and Greece.5 It shows that consecutive US administrations of the 
early to mid-1960s were concerned about the maintenance of political sta-
bility in Greece as a critically important part of the North Atlantic Treaty 
organization’s (NATo) defensive position in the southeastern corner of 
Europe. However, as political stability began to break down in Greece—
particularly after 1964—and as rumors of potential or imagined coups 
began to swirl in Athens, official documents show that the US department 
of State consistently opposed “extra-parliamentary solutions” to Greece’s 
problems and communicated this opposition to an overthrow of democracy 
to those closest to the embassy in Athens. As we illustrate, despite the Greek 
right’s warnings of a “communist takeover,” while concerned, the US 
seemed remarkably unconvinced and regularly discounted such a possibility.

Perhaps for that reason, the military coup of 21 April 1967 came as a 
surprise to the United States who was, we argue, opposed to the over-
throw of democracy. While the US was often told that certain circles 
within the military were plotting coups—ones which, as we will illustrate, 
the US consistently warned Greek elites against—the 1967 coup by a 
group of colonels acting outside the normal chain of command came as a 
surprise and even as an embarrassment to the United States. In the end, 
it was domestic Greek actors, reflecting their deep anxiety over the Greek 
political reality of the time and acting on their own, who took the deci-
sive steps to overthrow the country’s constitutional order.

This book not only examines the prelude to the coup, but also details 
the US policy response to it, focusing on aspects of that policy as it devel-
oped over the next seven years. Specifically, we focus on how, surprised by 
the overthrow of democracy and uncertain about how likely the regime 
was to last, the United States initially reacted cautiously, unsure of what 
its response should be. However, once it became clear that the regime’s 
hold on power had consolidated—and that very little active opposition 
existed to threaten the regime and bring about a quick return to democ-
racy—the US made a strategic decision to settle into a two-pronged 
approach. on the one hand, it made repeated calls—both publicly, but 

5 on Britain, see Nafpliotis (2013) and Maragkou (2010); on Germany, see Pelt (2006).
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more often privately—for the colonels to put the country on a track back 
to democratic rule. As a result, the regime was encouraged to release 
political prisoners, lift martial law, reinstate suspended articles of the 
constitution, and move toward the holding of democratic elections. on 
the other hand, however, these calls for a path back to constitutional 
rule were carefully and strategically balanced by an overriding US con-
cern to maintain the security integrity of NATo on its southeast flank 
at a time of growing Soviet presence and influence in the region. The 
“democratic problem” posed by the Greek colonels was thus balanced 
by the “security problem” posed by the perceived Soviet threat. Indeed, 
as we will show, over time, the security problem not only underpinned 
the US position, but also came to fully predominate. As the  realpolitik 
of the Nixon administration—and Henry Kissinger in particular— 
came to set the contours of US foreign policy, the security importance of 
maintaining a loyal strategic ally in Greece would overshadow democratic 
concerns entirely. What had begun as an attempt to balance two contra-
dictory positions was largely resolved in favor of prioritizing the security 
concern above all else.

This chapter begins by detailing the growing instability of Greek  
politics in the 1960s—as the seemingly stable, yet defective, democracy 
of the 1950s and early 1960s gave way after 1964 to a period of politi-
cal turmoil that ended with the April 1967 coup. It discusses the US’s 
approach to the key events of this period, showing how the US—while 
largely supportive of the conservative Greek political, royal, and military 
establishment—also recognized (perhaps reluctantly) the emergence of 
an invigorated center and moderate left as a natural part of the devel-
opment of Greek democracy and one that the US—unlike its strong 
allies on the Greek right—did not particularly fear. It also shows how the 
US consistently counseled Greek interlocutors against the execution of 
a constitutional deviation and how, as the coup rumors became increas-
ingly common and plausible, the US warned about how damaging such 
an event would be to Greece, arguing that the Greek public would not 
support such a “solution.”

Succeeding chapters then consider the US response to the coup that 
did eventually come and how that policy changed over time. In Chapter 2,  
we analyze the US reaction to the fait accompli of the coup of 21 
April. We discuss how, faced with a military seizure of power they had 
not expected, US policy makers had to quickly formulate a foreign  
policy response to the new regime. Proceeding cautiously at first, the  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_2
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US adopted a “cool but correct” approach to the colonels—an approach 
that took the new regime by surprise given its expectation that the US 
would treat it as a welcome ally against communism. over time, that ini-
tially cool approach would develop into a two-pronged policy that would 
survive, in different forms, the entire period of the junta. on the one 
hand, the United States would, both as a pragmatic matter and also on 
principle, seek to pressure the colonels to move toward the restoration of 
democracy. on the other hand, the security importance of Greece as an 
anchor of NATo in the Eastern Mediterranean was a strategic interest of 
the US that was to be preserved at all costs. These two prongs, always in 
tension, formed the fundamental basis of US foreign policy toward Greece 
for the next seven years.

Chapter 3 picks up the story of the development of that two-
pronged approach as it played out under both the Johnson and Nixon 
administrations. It specifically focuses on how the tension between the 
two objectives was never fully resolved. The democratization goal—
one successfully resisted to the end by the colonels—seemed in direct 
conflict with the security interest in maintaining Greece’s key role in 
NATo. This chapter illustrates how, over time, the balance between 
these goals shifted. The initial effort by the Johnson administration to 
pursue both goals would be transformed to a nearly exclusive concern 
by the Nixon White House with maintaining a close security relation-
ship with Greece, eschewing any American “interference” in Greece’s 
internal affairs.

In Chapter 4, we show that, despite the general shift from a balanced 
approach to one prioritizing the US-Greece security relationship, signifi-
cant differences existed within each administration. Specifically, the State 
department under both Johnson and Nixon generally favored greater 
pressure on the colonels than did the ambassador in Athens and, in the 
Nixon administration, the White House. Thus, both ambassadors— 
Phillips Talbot and especially his successor, Henry Tasca—placed a much 
greater emphasis on maintaining harmonious relations with the Greek 
regime, which in practice meant reduced pressure on the colonels to 
democratize. This reluctance to pressure the regime would reach the 
point at which, under the influence of Henry Kissinger in the White 
House, the United States would essentially decouple the security objec-
tive from the goal of democratization over the opposition of a State 
department wishing to keep both objectives as key elements of US pol-
icy toward Greece.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_4
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Chapters 5–7 then turn to specific aspects of US foreign policy toward 
Greece. In Chapter 5, we consider the role played by both opponents 
and supporters of the Greek regime in the US Congress. As we point 
out, a key concern of US policy makers in both the White House and 
the department of State was the vocal opposition to the colonels in the 
US Congress and the potential damage that such opposition could do 
to the US-Greek security relationship, particularly through a threatened 
congressional cutoff of military assistance to Greece. This chapter ana-
lyzes the role of Congress in detail, showing how numerous Senators and 
Congressmen sought to push US policy more strongly against the colo-
nels, while, at the same time, the junta had several important and vocal 
congressional supporters whose advocacy was informed and promoted 
by various Greek–American organizations. As we argue, throughout the 
entire junta period, the attitudes of members of Congress would be a key 
consideration of both administrations and one of the primary causes for 
the pressure the US did in fact exert on the Greek regime.

Chapter 6 then considers another critically important source of oppo-
sition to the colonels’ regime: the criticism coming from certain north-
ern European members of NATo, particularly denmark, Norway,  
and the Netherlands. In this chapter, we show how this criticism was 
of great concern to the United States, which saw criticism of Greece 
from within NATo as potentially damaging to the unity and cohe-
sion of the alliance as a whole. Moreover, the US was also concerned 
lest public sanction of Greece within NATo lead to its walkout from 
ministerial meetings, or even withdrawal from the alliance itself. Given 
these concerns, the United States went to great lengths to pressure its 
NATo allies not to publicly criticize the Greek regime or take any action 
that would impair Greece’s role within the alliance. In this respect, we 
see clearly the ways in which the security imperative as represented by 
Greece’s role in NATo clearly trumped the otherwise desirable, but 
notably secondary, goal of democratization.

Chapter 7 then considers an important element often overlooked in 
analyses of the junta period in Greece: the active, strategic behavior of 
the Greek regime itself in seeking to shape US foreign policy toward 
it. Rather than being a passive object of US foreign policy, the Greek 
junta displayed a great deal of agency in its relationship with the United 
States. Accurately recognizing that the United States was, above all, con-
cerned with maintaining a close security relationship with Greece within 
the framework of NATo, the Greek junta was active and forceful in 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_7
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pressuring the US. Specifically, it utilized an ongoing strategy of prom-
ises, complaints, and thinly veiled threats to the privileged US  position 
in Greece to pressure the US to limit its criticism of the Greek regime, 
to temper its calls for constitutional reform, and to ensure the flow 
of US military assistance despite fierce criticism of the regime from 
Congress and from other NATo countries. In so doing, the regime 
showed itself to be a strategic actor in its own right, seeking to shape US  
perceptions and policies toward it.

We then conclude by considering US foreign policy in this period in 
Greece as a paradigmatic example of how US Cold War foreign  policy 
struggled to reconcile the irreconcilable. That is, we focus on how a 
country committed to the practice of liberal democracy, and fighting a 
worldwide struggle against what it perceived as the expansionist danger 
of totalitarianism, felt compelled, in the interests of its own security, and 
that of the “free world,” to tolerate and provide key military support to 
a regime that denied those very democratic principles to its own people.

the Us Role in PostwaR GReeCe

We begin with the background to the coup of 1967 and the pattern of 
US foreign policy prior to it. As has been extensively discussed in numer-
ous other studies, at the end of the Second World War, the United States 
found that the political future of Greece had essentially been bequeathed 
to it as an issue of prime concern. While Britain had historically played 
an outsized role in Greek affairs, with its withdrawal from most of its 
extended foreign policy and military commitments after the war, Greece 
was essentially handed off to the United States at the time of the start of 
the Greek Civil War in 1946.6 From that point on, the primary point of 
foreign reference in Greece—a country with a long history of overween-
ing foreign influence—came to be the United States.

The story of US intervention in Greek affairs thus largely begins with 
the Civil War of 1946–1949. Coming as it did in the early days of the 
emerging Cold War, the Greek Civil War has not incorrectly been con-
sidered the first of the many battlegrounds between east and west that 

6 on the British and US roles, see Frazier (1991), Alexander (1982), Xydis (1963), and 
Woodhouse and Clogg (2003).
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characterized that entire period.7 Greece was one of the first instances in 
which the famous “domino theory” was used to characterize an internal 
struggle—in this case, should Greece be lost to the communists, Turkey 
and Southern Europe would likely follow. As Loy Henderson, head of 
the Near Eastern and African desk in the State department, articulated 
this view in January 1948:

Those of us who are working on day-to-day problems with Greece are … 
convinced that unless we decide that our determination to prevent the 
conquest of Greece by the Soviet Union or its satellites is to be stronger 
than that of the would-be aggressors to take Greece and unless we make 
this fact clear to the Soviet Union, the Soviet satellites, and the Greek peo-
ple themselves, either (a) Greece and the whole Eastern Mediterranean 
and the Middle East, not to speak of Europe, will be lost to the Western 
world, or (b) the neighbors of Greece will have gone so far before realizing 
the extent of our determination that they cannot draw back and there will 
be the beginnings of a new World War. … Greece is the test tube which 
the peoples of the whole world are watching in order to ascertain whether 
the determination of the Western powers to resist aggression equals that 
of international Communism to acquire new territory and new bases for 
further aggression.8

The Truman doctrine was a key articulation of the approach that the 
US would come to the assistance of countries under threat from armed 
communist insurrections—with Greece being the first and most impor-
tant case of its implementation. Through a combination of military assis-
tance and the aid of the Marshall Plan, the United States thus poured 
an estimated $1.2 billion into Greece during this period to ensure the 
victory of the pro-US, anti-communist forces and to begin the process of 
reconstruction—all in an effort to prevent Greece’s fall to communism.9

8 “Memorandum by the director of the office of Near Eastern and African 
Affairs (Henderson) to the Secretary of State,” Top Secret, 1/9/48, Foreign Relations of 
the United States, 1948, Eastern Europe; The Soviet Union, Volume IV, eds. Rogers P. 
Churchill, William Slany and Herbert A. Fine (Washington, dC: Government Printing 
office, 1974), 10, 12.

9 Gallant (2016, 254).

7 Within a large literature on the Civil War, see Close (1993, 2015, 2016), Gerolymatos 
(2016), Hondros (1983), Iatrides and Wrigley (1995), Iatrides (1981, 2016), Carabott 
and Sfikas (2004), McNeill (1947), and Voglis (2002).
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This intervention of the US in the Greek Civil War set the stage for 
further deep US involvement throughout the 1950s.10 At the turn of 
that decade, Greece was a country devastated by years of Axis occupation 
and civil war. The decimated populace was destitute, and the economic 
and physical infrastructure of the country had been virtually demolished. 
However, Greece was not simply any poor country, ravaged by invasion 
and war, desperately in need of economic reconstruction and politi-
cal stabilization. It was seen in Washington as a critical linchpin in the 
defense of the Eastern Mediterranean. In the words of National Security 
Council (NSC) 103, in February 1951:

It continues to be in the security interest of the United States that Greece 
not fall under communist domination. Greece occupies an important 
strategic position which, in the hands of an enemy, would be a threat 
to the Eastern Mediterranean, the Suez, Turkey and the Turkish Straits. 
Communist domination of Greece would serve as a springboard for com-
munist penetration, political and military, into the Eastern Mediterranean 
and Near East area. … Communist domination of Greece could only be 
viewed as one in a series of military and political consequences which 
would gravely threaten the security of the United States.11

Consequently, the way to defend Greece from communist domination 
was active US intervention in Greek affairs:

The United States should continue publicly to manifest deep interest in 
the independence and integrity of Greece in order to deter the USSR 
and/or its satellites from initiating aggressive action against Greece … 
The United States should assist in every appropriate manner to strengthen 
Greek society against communist subversion, including the encouragement 
of democratic political procedures, the acceptance of wholesome social 

10 on various aspects of postwar US-Greek relations, see Couloumbis and Iatrides 
(1980), Couloumbis (2008), Couloumbis et al. (1976), Hatzivassiliou (2006), Iatrides 
(1980), Kofas (2003), Miller (2014), Papahelas and Karapanagiotis (1997), Pollis (1975), 
Rizas (2001, 2002), Sakkas (2007), Stefanidis (2002, 2004), and Wittner (1982).

11 “draft Statement of Policy Proposed by the National Security Council,” NSC 103, Top 
Secret, 2/6/51, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1951, The Near East and Africa, 
Volume V, eds. John A. Bernbaum, Paul Claussen, Joan M. Lee, Carl N. Raether, Lisle A. 
Rose, Charles S. Sampson, and david H. Stauffer (Washington: Government Printing office, 
1971), 451.
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objectives, and the elimination of unimportant differences among Greek 
political leaders.12

It was this interventionist stance that set the tone for the deep 
involvement of the United States in Greece throughout the 1950s, 
when the US role there was not only one of a patron, but also, very 
 importantly, one of external control. As a result, US involvement in 
Greek affairs during this time was sustained, deep, and pervasive. The US 
took a deep—even overweening—interest in all aspects of Greek govern-
ment affairs, even to the point of having disproportionate influence over 
the choice of cabinet members, Greek economic policy, and the opera-
tion of the Greek military and security services.13 This level of US inter-
vention in Greek political and social affairs was made possible in large 
part by the deep financial and military dependence of Greece on the US. 
While the level of assistance would decline dramatically over time, the 
large amount of funds distributed first as Marshall Plan aid, then as other 
forms of economic and military assistance, gave the United States a dis-
proportionate role in the political, economic, and security life of Greece.

despite—or perhaps, because of—this pervasive US role in Greek 
politics, the 1950s were a period of reconstruction and political stabil-
ity—albeit within a political system that “divided Greeks into ‘nation-
ally minded’ and ‘suspect’ citizens” and was characterized by “selective 
repression and discrimination against the [civil] war’s vanquished by its 
victors.”14 on the surface, Greece had become an economically growing, 
socially modernizing country under the stable leadership of the political 
right—first under the Greek Rally of General Alexandros Papagos, the 
hero of the fight against the Italian invasion of 1940, and then under the 
National Radical Union (ERE) of Constantine Karamanlis. Particularly 
under the technocratic leadership of Karamanlis, who held office from 
1955 to 1963, the country began to rebuild from the effects of war and to 
modernize socially, establishing itself within the ambit of the West, becom-
ing a member of NATo in 1952 and an associate member of the EEC 
in 1961.15 Underneath this apparently democratic and developmental 

12 “The Position of the United States with Respect to Greece,” NSC 103, 2/6/51, 
Records of the National Security Council, Policy Papers 100–109, RG 273, USNA.

13 See, for example, Couloumbis (1983, 17–18).
14 Karakatsanis (2001, 4); see also Samatas (1986).
15 Genevoix (1973), Tsatsos (1989), and Woodhouse (1983).
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surface, however, deep political tensions—primarily the fundamental 
struggle between left and right, between the victors and the vanquished 
of the Civil War, and the even older struggle over the role of the mon-
archy (the National Schism of the interwar years)—remained not only 
unresolved, but also repressed by a political system designed to politi-
cally marginalize and repress those on the left, or suspected of being so.16 
These divisions were to come to a head in the events of the mid-1960s 
and most dramatically with the coup of 1967.

As mentioned, the 1950s were characterized by political stability 
(within a limited democracy), as the political right dominated the dec-
ade under the premierships of Papagos and Karamanlis. The fragility of 
this stable façade, however, would come to be apparent, beginning with 
the elections of 1958. While Karamanlis’s ERE took 171 of 300 seats on 
the basis of 41% of the vote, the United democratic Left (EdA), widely 
believed to be a front for the outlawed Communist Party of Greece 
(KKE), received 24% of the vote and emerged as the second strongest 
party in parliament with 79 seats.

For some in the conservative establishment, the surge in EdA sup-
port seemed to portend a dangerous left-wing trend. In Washington, 
however, the view was rather more sanguine. While noting the signifi-
cance of the shift to EdA, the CIA in an internal assessment noted that 
a “substantial factor in EdA’s growth is discontent over conditions 
of chronic unemployment, low living standards and lack of economic 
opportunities.”17 While the director of Central Intelligence, Allen 
dulles, “expressed the concern of his Agency over the display of EdA 
strength,”18 the CIA also estimated that “any EdA bid for power would 
almost certainly be blocked through establishment of a Palace-backed 
anti-communist coalition, or possibly by creation of an authoritarian 

16 Clogg (1969, 168). on this period generally, see Alivizatos (1983), Linardatos (1987), 
Mazower (2016), McNeill (1978), and Featherstone and Katsoudas (1987). on the Greek 
military, see Hatzivassiliou (2009).

17 “National Intelligence Estimate: The outlook for Greece’s Stability and Foreign 
Position,” NIE 32-58, Secret, 9/23/58, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1958–
1960, Eastern Europe; Finland; Greece; Turkey, Volume X, Part 2, eds. Ronald d. 
Landa, James E. Miller, William F. Sanford, Jr., and Sherrill Brown Wells (Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1993), document 243.

18 “Memorandum for the Files: oCB Consideration of Progress Report on Greece,” 
Secret, 5/14/58, FRUS, 1958–1960, document 239.
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regime based on military support,”19 and, thus, did not appear overly 
concerned. In fact, dulles himself raised the question of whether it 
might be in the US’s interest to change its position regarding the ille-
gality of the Communist Party of Greece. He argued that US policy 
“should be kept under continuous review” and that “instances may arise 
where it might be better to see communist parties such as the KKE kept 
legal in order that a better check might be kept on them. He said that 
this had always been our position in this country with respect to our own 
domestic politics.”20

While the KKE’s legalization was not forthcoming—and would 
not take place until after the restoration of democracy in 1974—it was 
clear that the United States was not overly concerned about the rise 
of EdA in 1958. Nor was it concerned about the growing popularity 
of ERE’s centrist opponents. A month before the october 1961 elec-
tion, Ambassador Ellis Briggs commented in a cable to the department 
of State on the “increased prospect that [George] Papandreou … may 
succeed in forming [a] combined opposition. (This of course will be 
all to the good—if it in fact develops.)”21 In the event, the center did 
rebound: George Papandreou and his newly formed Center Union party 
received 34% of the vote in 1961 and 100 seats, EdA being reduced to 
15% of the vote and 24 seats. The big winner, however, was Karamanlis. 
ERE garnered an absolute majority of the vote (51%) and, thanks to 
an electoral law constantly reengineered to benefit the ruling party, 
increased its total of seats to 176.

This election—or, more precisely, its aftermath—can be seen as the 
real beginning of the political and parliamentary instability that would 
culminate in the 1967 coup. Alleging that the 1961 election result was 
the result of “violence and fraud,” George Papandreou embarked on a 
“relentless struggle” against a dark conspiracy of the political right, the 
monarchy, the military, and the security forces that had perpetrated the 

19 “National Intelligence Estimate: The outlook for Greece’s Stability and Foreign 
Position,” NIE 32-58, Secret, 9/23/58, FRUS, 1958–1960, document 243.

20 “Memorandum for the Files: oCB Consideration of Progress Report on Greece,” 
Secret, 5/14/58, FRUS, 1958–1960, document 239.

21 Athens to State, Secret Limdis, 9/1/61, Foreign Relations of the United States, 
1961–1963, Volume XVI, Eastern Europe; Cyprus; Greece; Turkey, ed. James E. Miller 
(Washington: Government Printing office, 1994), document 315.
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fraud.22 At the heart of his argument was the notion that Greece was 
controlled by a sinister establishment (the parastate) that, threatened by 
the rise of EdA in 1958, had reacted with intimidation, fraud, and sub-
terfuge to ensure a resounding ERE victory. over time—and certainly 
with the overthrow of democracy in 1967—this narrative would come to 
include the United States as an essential prop of the establishment. Given 
the role played by the US in Greek politics, particularly in the immediate 
post-Civil War era, the charge of US complicity and support of the vio-
lence and fraud seemed plausible to many.

Yet, the State department’s internal reporting paints a different  
picture—one in which the US acknowledged that the elections had 
not been fair (though not unfair to the extent alleged by Papandreou) 
and argued that Greece in fact needed to move beyond such practices 
toward a more authentic democracy. A prime example is a March 1962  
cable to the State department from H. daniel Brewster, the political 
counselor at the Athens embassy. Brewster concluded that, “while there 
was no widespread adulteration of the civilian vote, the administration 
of the elections was poor and open to abuse by all parties” and that it 
was more a case of “nonfeasance” by the civil administration, rather than 
“malfeasance.”23 However, Brewster did point the finger at the military, 
particularly the Chief of Staff of the Army, General Vassileios Kardamakis, 
and the security services for directly intervening to suppress the left-wing 
vote: “the Army leadership was overly involved in the campaign and 
inadequate restraints were placed on the activities of the internal secu-
rity forces in the pre-electoral period.”24 He would later speak of how 
this “use of the army and security forces against a legitimate political 
party—even an avowed leftist one—raises disturbing questions about the 
improper use of the country’s military forces.”25

It is important to note, however, that, rather than instinctively 
defending the Greek political system—one in part constructed by the 
US and dominated at that point by its strongest conservative allies—
Brewster warned that the army and security forces were seen by many in 
Greece to be dangerously interventionist. This perception, he argued, led 

24 Athens to State, Confidential, 3/23/62, FRUS, 1961–1963, document 330.
25 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-724, 3/6/65, PoL 12 GREECE, 1964–66 

SNF, RG 59, USNA.

22 For an account of Papandreou in the 1960s, see Paraskevopoulos (1988).
23 Athens to State, Confidential, 3/23/62, FRUS, 1961–1963, document 330.
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many Greeks to sympathize with Papandreou’s attacks, not necessarily 
out of support for him or the Center Union politically, but from a gen-
eral agreement with his critique of the overweening power of the rightist 
establishment. In short, without using the term, Brewster asserted that 
the system was facing a growing crisis of legitimacy and that important 
changes to the political practices of the repressive post-Civil War period 
were necessary. Thus, far from US officials blindly supporting Greece’s 
limited democracy, much less urging it to take tougher measures to fight 
a supposed communist threat, Brewster’s comments reveal an awareness 
by some US officials that, whatever had happened in the past, fundamen-
tal reforms were needed for Greece to become a mature democracy. As 
Brewster himself put it:

Greece, it is often said, is in mid-passage, but the phrase is usually used to 
describe a stage in the country’s economic development. It is less widely 
understood that Greece is also in mid-passage socially and politically. 
Methods of administration appropriate to the conditions of prewar Greece; 
habits of thought suitable to the period of the Bandit War; royal preroga-
tives which survived in the atmosphere of an earlier and less enlightened 
time; these are a few of the anachronisms whose continued existence vexes 
the public and will trouble the Government until they are resolved. These 
are real issues. … Basic reforms are long overdue in Greece’s internal secu-
rity legislation, in the way the country conducts its elections and in the way 
the Royal Family comport themselves.26

despite such views, however, key elements in the Greek right failed 
to see or act on the need for reform as their hold on power unraveled. 
With the departure of Karamanlis from the premiership in June 1963 as 
a result of a dispute with the palace and his self-imposed exile in France, 
Greek political life began to move toward the center—or, as seen by the 
right, to the left. The elections of November 1963 failed to produce a 
majority government, but gave Papandreou’s Center Union a narrow 
plurality of seats compared to ERE (138 to 132). Papandreou’s inability 
to form a government led to new elections two months later, in February 
1964. The result was a resounding success for Papandreou, whose 
Center Union won nearly 53% of the vote and 171 of 300 seats, bringing 
to an end the eleven years of political power by Greek conservatives.

26 Athens to State, Confidential, 3/23/62, FRUS, 1961–1963, document 330.
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DemoCRaCy UnDeR thReat: 1964–1967
The rise and fall from power of the Center Union, followed by the 
events of the next several years, would lead directly to the overthrow of 
democracy in April 1967. In brief, the centrist government of George 
Papandreou was to prove short-lived. despite having a majority of seats 
in parliament, the party was a diverse coalition of centrists, disaffected 
conservatives, and moderate leftists who often had very little in common 
to hold them together. Given such factionalism, the party all too easily 
split when faced with the confrontation between Papandreou and the 
monarchy.

This dispute—which ultimately brought the Papandreou govern-
ment down—was most proximately between the prime minister and 
the young King Constantine over who would fill the position of minis-
ter of defense, but was freighted with much broader meaning regarding 
the powers of the crown vis-à-vis elected governments in a constitutional 
monarchy. Specifically, in 1965, news broke of an alleged left-wing con-
spiracy within the army, known by the acronym ASPIdA, which purport-
edly aimed to overthrow the monarchy, withdraw Greece from NATo, 
and take it into the neutralist camp. Most explosive was the charge  
that the conspiracy involved Andreas Papandreou, the prime minister’s 
son, whom the conservative establishment found to be extremely radical— 
perceiving him as anti-NATo, anti-monarchy, and anti-American.27 
When Papandreou’s minister of defense, Petros Garoufalias, proposed 
to investigate the conspiracy, including Andreas’s role in it, both father 
and son objected strongly, leading Garoufalias to tender his  resignation.  
At that point, George Papandreou sought to assume the post of  minister 
of defense himself, in addition to being premier—a move the King refused 
to accept. The result was a stalemate between the King and Papandreou—
with the King holding the position that for Papandreou to assume both 
roles was inappropriate (particularly as he would then be in charge of the 
ASPIdA investigation involving his son) and Papandreou arguing the 
right of a democratically elected government to choose its own ministers. 
In the end, Papandreou resigned—or, in his supporters’ view, was sacked 
by the King.

democracy in Greece would last two more years, albeit in a cli-
mate of growing social and political strife. The fall of the Papandreou 

27 on Papandreou, see draenos (2012).
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government was succeeded by two failed attempts at forming govern-
ments before Stephanos Stephanopoulos was able to cobble together a 
group of “apostates” from the Center Union, along with some conserva-
tive support, to form a government that would last until december 1966 
amid strikes, protests, and the ever-increasing vitriol of the Papandreous’ 
new “unrelenting struggle” against the “constitutional coup” of the 
King. This was then followed by the short-lived Paraskevopoulos gov-
ernment of early 1967, which also lacked parliamentary confidence, fol-
lowed by the Kanellopoulos caretaker government that was preparing for 
May elections when the coup occurred. All told, there were five govern-
ments in those turbulent 21 months—none of which was able to secure a 
vote of confidence in parliament.

Behind the scenes of growing parliamentary and governmental insta-
bility, the traditional establishment was growing increasingly alarmed—so 
alarmed, indeed, that rumors of plots and coups became ever more com-
mon and believable as reported in both the Athenian press and, impor-
tantly, in US embassy cables to the department of State. As the prospect 
of a Papandreou victory in the 1964 elections seemed more and more 
certain, particular elements in the conservative political and military 
establishment began to visit the embassy seeking tacit US consent for a 
possible military coup designed to either forestall the upcoming elections 
or to prevent the Center Union from coming to power should it win 
those elections. The right’s anxiety only deepened when its representa-
tives failed to receive “consent” from embassy officials and the Center 
Union actually came to power. This would only be a precursor to the 
succeeding three years, when the US was routinely sounded out to ascer-
tain its level of support for a wide range of proposed solutions—some of 
a parliamentary nature, but many involving schemes of coups.

Here, we turn our attention to the US role during this turbulent 
period. We argue that, contrary to the prevailing popular understand-
ing of this period, it was Greek political and military elites—not for-
eign agents—who played the predominant and direct role in the events 
leading to the colonels’ coup. These elites, anxious about what they 
perceived to be a drifting of Greek political life toward the left of the 
political spectrum, approached the embassy regularly to both consult 
with its officials as well as to request advice and support—with some 
arguing for a military overthrow of government. despite such meet-
ings, attendant rumors, and a great deal of information about possible 
coup attempts, embassy officials continued to advise Greek protagonists 
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against the taking of extra-parliamentary measures and continued to 
believe—virtually to the moment of the coup itself—that such a devia-
tion from democratic politics was not truly in the offing.

aPPRoaChes to the embassy

As the historical literature on Greece has detailed, the Greek right, the 
military, and the palace were deeply concerned about the ascendance 
of George Papandreou and the Center Union to power. Indeed, in the 
years prior to 1967, the US embassy became a favorite stop of politicians 
of all stripes (except the left), as well as military officers and palace offi-
cials, seeking US support, attempting to influence American policy and, 
in general, trying to bring the “American factor” to bear on their side of 
politics.

As the 1964 election drew near, the rightist political establishment 
made its distress increasingly clear to US embassy officials. For example, 
the monarchy, which was already concerned about what a Papandreou 
victory would mean for its future, found its concerns heightened by 
the death, on 7 February 1964, of centrist leader Sophocles Venizelos, 
whom it believed would have restrained Papandreou from making any 
anti-monarchical moves. From the King’s perspective, any restraint or 
deterrence that Venizelos would have provided was removed with his 
death, and the monarchy was thus left unprotected.

The Greek military, like the monarchy, had also become deeply 
 distressed about a possible Papandreou victory. Pointing to his seemingly 
relaxed attitude toward Greek communists, to a series of retirements in 
the top military command initiated by Papandreou soon after coming to 
office, and to an allegedly resultant decline in the morale of the security 
forces, rightist officers and their conservative allies exhibited increasing 
anxiousness. In one particularly dramatic example, Ambassador Henry 
Labouisse cabled the Secretary of State, dean Rusk, in April 1963 to 
warn him of the “possibility of an overturn in Greece some time in the 
coming months.” This was prompted by a meeting with the aforemen-
tioned General Kardamakis, now retired as Chief of Staff of the Army, 
who had notified the embassy that a bloc of “truly patriotic” officers 
was about to launch a coup to prevent a combination of left-leaning 
politicians (presumably the Center Union) and communists from seiz-
ing power. The agitation for a coup, the general reported, was particu-
larly strong among more junior officers. According to the US embassy, 
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“rightist elements [were] continuously keeping before U.S. eyes the 
fact that Papandreou’s method of operating with dangerous stress on 
‘democracy and freedom,’[was] playing dangerously into [the] hands of 
the Left.”28 This was to be a constant conservative refrain for years to 
come.

However, traditional Greek establishment figures were not the only 
ones reporting concerns to American officials in the run-up to dicta-
torship. In a 1965 letter that was sent to friends in America and circu-
lated to US government officials in Washington, Margaret Papandreou,  
the American-born wife of Andreas Papandreou, also reported on the 
widespread rightist belief that George Papandreou “ha[d] allowed 
communists [and, particularly, Andreas] to infiltrate his government.” 
According to Margaret, this belief had aroused suspicion and led to social 
and political instability in Greece, ultimately contributing to the dis-
agreement between the King and the prime minister over Garoufalias’s 
dismissal. Arguing that her father-in-law would resign from government 
if the King refused to dismiss Garoufalias as demanded by Papandreou, 
Margaret predicted that:

This will throw the country into chaos, and possibly civil war. … [George 
Papandreou’s] resignation will touch off a series of strikes, riots and 
marches. Many of these will be truly democratic forces, but the commu-
nists will be waiting to take advantage of the situation. … If a new govern-
ment can be formed immediately, it will have the responsibility of taking 
action against this disturbance of the peace. … But, if no government can 
be formed, or the new government finds itself inadequate to the task, a 
military takeover will occur.29

Given such views, supporters of the Center Union also visited the 
embassy with increasing frequency, emphasizing that the only solution 
to the deepening political impasse was the return of Papandreou to office 
and requesting that the embassy intervene by warning King Constantine 
not to consider launching a military coup. one proponent of this view 
was Andreas Papandreou who himself consulted with embassy officials 

28 Athens to State, Secret, Airgram A-31, 7/9/64, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.

29 Letter from Margaret Papandreou, 7/8/65, PoL 15 Government, 1964–66 SNF, RG 
59, USNA (emphasis in original).
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and referred to the likelihood of civil war if a solution to the deadlock 
was not found.30

Indeed, in August 1966, George Papandreou himself warned 
American Ambassador Phillips Talbot that, if the present course was per-
mitted to persist, dictatorship and revolution, led by the communists but 
supported by non-communists, would result. Indeed, by April 1967—
the very month the colonels acted to forestall elections—Papandreou 
told the American embassy that, if his son were arrested in connection 
with the ASPIdA affair, demonstrations would likely break out through-
out Greece, leading to the imposition of a dictatorship. Indicating that, 
to forestall such a turn of events, he would be willing to cooperate 
with the King by appointing a defense minister who would be mutually 
acceptable, Papandreou was reported to have requested the embassy’s 
assistance: “What is needed at [the] present critical moment is help by 
[the] Americans. [The] US could use [its] influence to help [the] King 
see [the] need for abandoning [the] road leading to dictatorship. Action 
on [the] American side would not be considered intervention.”31

Such meetings between the embassy and Greek political and military 
elites continued throughout the entire pre-coup period with increased 
frequency and regularity. This included members of the monarchy (King 
Constantine, Queen Mother Fredericka, advisors to the King, and other 
members of the royal court), Greek military officers, extreme right-
wing and more moderate members of ERE, and members of the Center 
Union (both pro- and anti-Papandreou factions)—everyone, essentially, 
except the left. Each of these groups approached the embassy with a dif-
ferent goal. While some tried to feel out where the embassy stood on 
current Greek affairs, others more actively tried to recruit the embassy to 
their plans. As we will see below, some—mostly on the extreme right—
wanted to see how amenable the US would be to a military overthrow of 
democracy.

In short, then, with the exception of the Greek left, virtually all other 
political forces approached the US embassy during this period. Given 
America’s historical relationship with Greece and the dependent sta-
tus of that country throughout the postwar period, these “approaches” 

30 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 122, 7/24/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

31 Athens to State, Secret Limdis, Telegram 713, 8/11/66, PoL GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.



20  N. M. KARAKATSANIS ANd J. SWARTS

reveal the extent to which Greek political and military elites had come 
to rely upon the United States for advice, support, and even direct inter-
vention in the country’s internal affairs. Given America’s role in Greek 
domestic affairs to that point, it is not at all surprising that Greeks regu-
larly approached embassy officials in this manner. Indeed, this factor—
the extent and regularity with which Greek political and military elites 
sought out the US embassy in Athens—is an important element in our 
interpretation of the period. As this chapter and Chapter 7 show, Greeks 
exercised a great deal more agency vis-à-vis the US than many accounts 
acknowledge. In fact, the documentary evidence makes clear that, in the 
case of the immediate pre-coup Greece, it was not a matter of a hyper-
active US running the show with Greeks playing a docile, willing role 
in the background. on the contrary, the reverse took place: Some ele-
ments in the Greek right and military were actively planning a coup; 
others (including many centrists) were saying that they really would like 
the US to become involved in the situation; and the official Washington 
response was that, unlike in the past, when America had a very “inti-
mate” relationship with Greece, the United States was now moving 
toward a less interventionist role in internal Greek affairs. As the embassy 
described this to the department of State:

In terms of influence and [prestige]32 [the] U.S. has [a] unique role in 
Greece. Massive U.S. aid during the 1940’s and 1950’s, [and] the extremely 
close relationship between our two countries since World War II, has 
inclined Greeks to look for support and guidance to [the] U.S. In view of 
this special relationship, Greeks although loudly decrying foreign inter-
ference invariably seek [to] enlist U.S. support for respective solutions. At 
[the] present time [the] embassy is being pressed to take [a] role in breaking 
[the] current impasse. … Until now [the] embassy has been reasonably suc-
cessful in avoiding active involvement.33

In response, the State department restated the principle that the rela-
tionship between Greece and the US had changed to the point where the 
best solution would be the one arrived at by Greeks themselves. As the 
crises of 1965 unfolded, the State department told the embassy:

32 original reads: presitgue.
33 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 122, 7/24/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 

SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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[We a]ppreciate [the] intense nature of [the] pressures being employed to 
force American involvement in [the] current crisis. However, [we] believe 
[the] response to any further approaches of [the] type [you] mentioned … 
should be [a] reiteration that [the] ultimate solution will be healthier polit-
ically and more permanent if Greeks work it out without interference. This 
does not mean [that] as [a] friend and ally we are not seriously concerned, 
and hope that some satisfactory early solution will be found.34

ameRiCan oR GReek woRRies?
In addition to wanting Greeks to “work out” their own problems, 
it is also interesting to note that, contrary to what most observ-
ers have argued regarding this period, the US did not appear to be  
overly concerned regarding the various problems about which Greeks 
were approaching and warning it. For example, many rightists (and even 
center-rightists) approached embassy officials to express their grave con-
cern that communism was on the rise and that a “leftward drift” was 
underway in the country as a result of the Center Union’s lenient atti-
tudes toward communism and the left.35 despite such warnings, US 
officials did not appear terribly alarmed about the increasing strength of 
the left and center-left in Greece. Indeed, in its reporting on the very 
Papandreou policies that alarmed Greek rightists (e.g., the dismantling 
of the anti-communist “informational and security apparatus,” the par-
tial abolition of certificates of national-mindedness that had been issued 
to Greek citizens since the end of the Greek Civil War, the release of 
communists from prison, the increased repatriation of Greek communist 
exiles from behind the Iron Curtain, and the banning of certain rightist 
youth organizations such as Elpidoforoi Neoi and EKoF), the embassy 
appeared fundamentally unalarmed. This calmness was despite the fact 
that the US recognized that important changes in the Greek politi-
cal landscape had taken place, clearly aware that the center of gravity in 
the Greek political spectrum had moved away from the right, that the 
left was enjoying a greater degree of respectability, and that the violent 

34 State to Athens, Secret, Roger Channel, Telegram 164, 8/12/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 
1964–66 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

35 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-361, 11/4/64, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–
66 SNF, RG 59, USNA; Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 1862, 6/18/65, PoL 15 
GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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anti-communism of the 1950s was becoming increasingly discredited. 
Indeed, even as the embassy acknowledged that the right’s prestige had 
declined in recent years as attacks against the military and palace had 
grown, it noted in its cables to the department of State that the electoral 
strength of EdA had not substantially increased, and indeed, as discussed 
above, the gradual normalization of Greek democracy was something 
to be expected and desired. If elections were called, the embassy con-
cluded in 1965, EdA would not poll appreciably more votes than it had 
in February 1964.36 Thus, even though the embassy concurred with 
rightists’ interpretations that leftist influence was growing in Greece, it 
did not find the phenomenon grave enough to pose a direct challenge to 
the Greek establishment or to US interests in Greece. According to US 
embassy reports, while EdA’s “respectability” may have grown during 
the first few months of the Papandreou government, it did not find that 
the party’s political or electoral strength was similarly expanding. In its 
view, there was insufficient cause for alarm.

A pervasive matter about which many Greek elites approached the 
embassy at this time was concern over George Papandreou and the belief 
that he and his party were flirting with communism. Contrary to the pre-
vailing view that this was also a concern of the US government, embassy 
reports to Washington reveal the embassy’s position that Papandreou 
was neither a communist nor a threat to American interests. Indeed, 
embassy officials painted him as a reasonably moderate and nationalist 
politician. Even before the elections of 1963 that brought Papandreou 
to power, an internal State department analysis of Greece concluded 
that “[t]here is no reason to fear that a Center Union government or 
a coalition government excluding EdA would, at least in the foreseea-
ble future, represent a threat to Greece’s pro-Western foreign policy.”37 
Later, Talbot would report to the State department on meetings with 
George Papandreou in which the latter indicated that he did not share 
his son’s views regarding American interference in current Greek affairs 
and acknowledged that, while there had been open US intervention 
in Greek politics in the past (e.g., under the previous US ambassador), 
there had been no such intervention recently. Talbot emphasized to 

36 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-361, 11/4/64, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

37 “U.S. Policy and the Political outlook in Greece,” Secret, 7/15/63, FRUS, 1961–
1963, document 350.
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the State department that this view had been subsequently repeated by 
Papandreou in a UPI press interview. When asked whether the United 
States intervened in the internal affairs of Greece, Papandreou replied: 
“Unfortunately there was—in the past. … during the last period how-
ever, as far as I know at least, the United States Embassy made no inter-
vention. And it never encouraged deviation.”38

Claiming that Papandreou did not pose the purported leftist threat 
that many Greeks claimed, the embassy also maintained that it did not 
find Papandreou’s 1965 reorganization of the top military command to 
have been “extravagant or frivolous.” on the contrary, while it acknowl-
edged that “some officers of genuine merit” had indeed been retired 
by the reorganization, it concluded that Papandreou had “justifiable 
suspicion deriving from partisan political activity directed against the 
Center [Union] party” to retire other officers.39 Appearing unalarmed 
by any potential impact that a future Papandreou victory might have on 
US-Greek relations, the embassy estimated that, while a return of ERE 
to office would guarantee a “policy of close cooperation between Greece 
and the U.S.,” similarly “close” relations could be expected under a 
Center Union government, despite its calls for a more independent for-
eign policy. According to the embassy, the “situation in which Greece 
finds itself in the world seems to require any nationalist government 
to follow [a] policy of close ties with the U.S.”40 Thus, it concluded 
that “there is no reason to expect any major crisis in Greek affairs or in 
Greek-U.S. relations.”41 Even in its reporting on the Greek rightist view 
that the struggle was increasingly one between communist and national-
ist forces in Greece and that a dictatorship would therefore be preferable 
to a return of the Papandreou government to office, the embassy sug-
gested that electoral fears might be behind the right’s panic:

38 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-491, 3/22/67, PoL 12-6 GREECE, 1967–
69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

39 Athens to State, Secret, Airgram A-31, 7/9/64, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.

40 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 1212, 2/12/64, PoL 14 GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

41 “Greece: outlook for Crises – 1965-68,” Confidential, 10/6/64, Bureau of Near 
Eastern and South Asian Affairs (NEA), office of the Country director for Greece (NEA/
GRK), Records relating to Greece, 1964–66, Box 5, RG 59, USNA.
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We find [this] type of sentiment and analysis … dangerous. … Conservative 
elements insist that it will be impossible to hold free elections until the 
countryside can be relieved … of the Left in general and the Lambrakis 
[leftist] youth organization in particular. In some cases this is simply a sub-
terfuge for delaying elections which they fear they cannot win. …

We believe any effort to resort to an extra-parliamentary solution would 
constitute a grosser miscalculation since the facts and conclusions which 
would justify an extreme solution have not yet been proven to the 
point where they are likely to be accepted by the vast majority of the 
population.42

A related but perhaps even greater concern of those approaching the 
embassy seeking an extra-parliamentary solution was the political emer-
gence of Andreas Papandreou. In this regard, while most opponents 
of George Papandreou realized—“albeit grudgingly,” according to the 
embassy—that he was an anti-communist, “there was no such confi-
dence in the political philosophy of the younger Papandreou,” whom 
the embassy characterized as the “éminence grise” of government.43 
Surmising that Andreas was “extremely gullible and probably emotion-
ally unstable,” the embassy reported that he had surrounded himself 
with “unsavory characters” known to hold hostile views toward the US. 
According to US officials, Andreas had spread “the canard” that the US 
had forced his resignation from his father’s government because he was 
pro-Makarios and had “stood up” to the Americans on other occasions. 
As the embassy concluded, this “canard” had “achieved a surprising 
degree of currency” in Greece:44

His assumption of a highly critical line towards the United States and 
NATo, his decisive role in preventing an Inonou-Papandreou meeting and 
in killing the so-called Acheson Plan, his support of leftist elements within 
the labor movement, his attempt to assume leadership of leftist forces 

42 Athens to State, Secret, Airgram A-197, 9/13/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.

43 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 974, 12/15/64, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA; Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-323, 10/8/65, PoL 15 
GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

44 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 974, 12/15/64, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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within his father’s party, and finally, his alleged association with ASPIdA, 
combined to convince not only the opposition, but many leading elements 
with the Center Union Party that Andreas Papandreou was a dangerous 
force in Greek political life.45

The perception that Andreas Papandreou was dangerous persisted 
and, indeed, intensified with the passing of time. By the eve of the dic-
tatorship, Andreas’s attacks on the “oligarchy,” the palace, the right 
wing, the “interventions of foreigners,” and the Americans became 
 increasingly acerbic. His claim that the country was under the “tutelage” 
of NATo and that NATo would not allow Greece to move unencum-
bered in its policies vis-à-vis the Balkans, the Near East, and Africa46 
indicated to many that his positions, if translated into policy, would 
threaten not only the conservative Greek establishment but also Greece’s 
membership in NATo and US interests in Greece. As if to emphasize 
the  danger, by spring 1967, Talbot reported on a conversation between 
himself and George Papandreou, where the latter declared that his son 
“would like nothing better than to be arrested” and would “relish the 
role of martyr.”47 Apologizing for his son’s rhetoric, George Papandreou 
revealed to Talbot that, had Andreas not been his son, he would have  
expelled him from the Center Union by now.

By this time, deputies within Papandreou’s own party also began 
to register their concern to the US regarding the future of democracy 
in Greece as well as their own political futures in the face of Andreas 
Papandreou. deputies John Tsouderos, Alexandros Spanorrigas, Petros 
Garoufalias, and others shared their concern with American officials that 
George Papandreou was making plans to “turn his power and prestige 
[over] to his son before he depart[ed] from the political scene.”48 This 
concern was serious enough that, by autumn of 1965, a “steady stream 
of visitors” to Washington—including some parliamentary deputies 

45 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-323, 10/8/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

46 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-444, 2/18/67, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

47 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-491, 3/22/67, PoL 12-6 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

48 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-304, 11/3/65, PoL 6 GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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(Spanorrigas, Trikoupis, and Papaconstantinou are named in official doc-
uments)—visited the State department to express alarm: “Two things 
that they all seem to concur on, usually very emphatically, are the need 
to 1) get rid of the Papandreous and … 2) postpone national elections 
until Papandreou’s popularity has declined sufficiently to make his 
re-election improbable.”49 Their angst over the rise of Andreas became 
particularly acute following an edema attack suffered by the elder 
Papandreou in June 1966, when centrist deputies suspected that the lat-
ter had stepped up the grooming of Andreas for the party leadership. 
Compounded by the fact that, by this time, Andreas was traveling the 
country with groups of CU deputies, making speeches whose tone had 
become stridently anti-monarchical, the embassy reported on an August 
1966 meeting at which US officials urged Andreas to soften his attacks 
on the palace in order to facilitate the holding of elections.50 As the 
attacks on the palace and oligarchy continued, the embassy concluded 
that “[i]f nothing else … [Andreas] has clearly established himself as the 
most controversial personality in Greek politics”—so much so that his 
opponents “who consider him at worst a Communist or at best a neu-
rotic, seem to be developing an almost pathological urge to destroy him 
politically.”51

despite this judgment, however, even as late as March 1967, the 
ambassador in Athens did not appear to have given up hope that Andreas 
could be moderated and continued to meet with him. A case in point is 
an 11 March 1967 meeting with Andreas, where Papandreou expressed 
frustration and concern that “the palace and its allies” intended to limit 
if not halt his participation in politics. Talbot reminded him that, for 
the last nine months, he had been urging him to adopt a more moder-
ate position in order to assuage political passions and foster conditions 
that would have facilitated elections. It is important to note, however, 
that despite Andreas’s increasingly bitter rhetoric, the embassy did not 
appear overly concerned. In its view, as long as George Papandreou 

49 Barham to Vigderman, Confidential, 10/29/65, Bureau of Near Eastern and South 
Asian Affairs (NEA), office of the Country director for Greece (NEA/GRK), Records 
relating to Greece, 1964–66, Box 5, RG 59, USNA.

50 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 713, 8/11/66, PoL GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

51 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-76, 8/12/66, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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could control his son (which, it believed, he could), the monarchy would 
not be threatened. This view was strengthened by the fact that, in pri-
vate conversations with embassy officials, including with the ambassador, 
Andreas Papandreou assured the Americans that he neither intended to 
destroy the monarchy nor to cooperate with EdA, his electoral rheto-
ric notwithstanding. Even in regard to the highly controversial ASPIdA 
affair and Andreas’s alleged personal involvement in it, the embassy went 
so far as to muse in its cables to the State department that the entire 
affair had been exaggerated by Greek rightists since its objectives “seem 
to be neutralist and republican rather than communist” in nature.52 In 
fact, on the evening of 20 April 1967, the day before the coup took 
place, the State department cabled Talbot, encouraging him to seek 
a rapprochement between the palace and the Papandreous as a way to 
“stay [the King’s] hand from imposing dictatorship in [the] event [the] 
CU wins [a] majority” in the upcoming elections. Reiterating that the 
US was “fully aware of [the elder] Papandreou’s devotion to democ-
racy, his long history of anti-Communism, and his dedication to [the] 
welfare of his country,” the State department suggested a compromise 
that would exchange Papandreou’s assurances that he would not carry 
out a purge of the military for the King’s commitment not to seek 
Andreas’s arrest over the ASPIdA affair.53 In short, as was the case with 
the increased respectability of the left, the embassy did not appear to be 
alarmed by the prospect of a George Papandreou electoral victory, nor 
particularly worried about his son, the alleged “éminence grise” of the 
Center Union.

Finally, embassy officials did not appear to be terribly concerned 
about growing anti-Americanism in Greece either. This is despite the 
fact that, as 1964 came to a close, American officials both at the embassy 
in Athens and the consulate in Thessaloniki noted with increased fre-
quency that anti-Americanism was on the rise in the country, attribut-
ing this trend in part to the Center Union’s flirtatious relationship with 
the left.54 Noting that Andreas Papandreou’s actions and rhetoric, in 

52 Athens to State, Secret, Airgram A-197, 9/13/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.

53 State to Athens, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 179151, 4/20/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

54 Thessaloniki to State, Limited official Use, Airgram A-4, 7/10/64, PoL 14 
GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, RG 59, USNA.



28  N. M. KARAKATSANIS ANd J. SWARTS

particular, had contributed greatly to popular anti-American perceptions, 
the embassy concluded that a Papandreou electoral victory would have 
implications for US-Greek relations. Unlike George Papandreou, “who 
has repeatedly declared that he is unaware of any U.S. intervention in his 
ouster,” Andreas “has suggested that the U.S. Embassy and particularly 
the ‘CIA’ played a major role in his father’s fall from power.” Given such 
pronouncements, the embassy predicted that Andreas would encour-
age a more “independent” foreign policy, which would eventually lead 
the country to develop closer ties with nonaligned and communist-bloc 
countries. Having complained of “NATo ‘infringement’ of Greek sover-
eignty,” Andreas would also probably attempt to decrease Greece’s com-
mitments to NATo.55

Surprisingly, despite such conclusions, the embassy maintained that  
what Andreas was calling for—a more independent Greece—was 
 probably natural and to be expected: “[T]here is no reason to expect 
any major crisis in … Greek-US relations provided … [that t]he United 
States withdraws from its avuncular role gracefully.”56 Thus, as late as 
March 1967, the embassy restated its long-held view:

Andreas is sniping at the United States with increasing vigor, and perhaps 
this reflects a personal animosity that bodes ill for Greek-American rela-
tions if he becomes either the official or the shadow Prime Minister. It 
may, however, be the calculated act of a shrewd politician who has real-
ized that the “conventional wisdom” which still accepts the United States 
as deeply involved and [an] inevitable supporter of the Greek State and 
economy is no longer axiomatic, and we are fair game as a whipping boy. 
our day-to-day relations with Greek people and officials remain friendly, 
and probably easier than those of any other foreign mission, but there are 
any number of signs that we can no longer expect our point of view to 
be accepted with little or no argument. It would be odd if this were other-
wise, considering the almost monotonous regularity with which we have been 
forced since 1963 to say no to Greek requests. … This is not to argue for a new 
renewal of that relationship; it is rather, a suggestion that we recognize the 

55 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-321, 11/8/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

56 “Greece: outlook for Crises – 1965-68,” Confidential, 10/6/64, Bureau of Near 
Eastern and South Asian Affairs (NEA), office of the Country director for Greece (NEA/
GRK), Records relating to Greece, 1964–66, Box 5, RG 59, USNA.
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simple fact that our economic cards have been mostly played, and the Greeks 
now are coming to realize it.57

This view—that a more independent Greece was both natural and to 
be anticipated—was revealed in the official documents on a number of 
occasions. For example, Talbot reported on a conversation between him-
self and Andreas Papandreou, where he told Andreas that he should be 
aware of the “extent to which the United States Government has been 
endeavoring in recent years progressively to withdraw from the inti-
mate participation in Greek affairs which had occurred as a result of the 
circumstances of the immediate post-war era in Greece.”58 Believing 
that this stance for a more independent Greece was, in fact, the natu-
ral response to the United States’ own policy of active extrication from 
such an intimate relationship, the embassy speculated that, in the coming 
years, Greece would likely establish closer relations with the Common 
Market, further loosening its ties to the US. Interestingly, this dis tancing 
between the two historical allies was seen as a natural outgrowth of the 
times and not of particular worry.

In short, then, the documentary record shows that the US embassy in 
Athens did not appear overly concerned by the variety of tensions in pre-
coup Greek political reality. officials were not alarmed by the coming to 
power of the Center Union and did not find either George Papandreou 
or his son, Andreas, particularly dangerous. Finally, neither the increased 
prestige of the left nor the concomitant decrease in strength by the right 
alarmed embassy officials to the point of desiring a decisive interven-
tion into Greek politics. The same can also be said about the increased 
 electoral strength and dominance of George Papandreou and the Center 
Union. Even Andreas Papandreou, who was clearly seen as potentially 
troublesome by embassy officials, did not alarm them to the point of 
suggesting any undemocratic moves. As we will see below, this would 
not be the case for the Greek protagonists of 1967.

57 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-499, 3/25/67, PoL 14 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA (emphasis added).

58 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-507, 3/30/67, PoL GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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likelihooD of a CoUP?
As just stated, the Athens embassy appeared largely unalarmed in the 
pre-coup period. Not only were embassy officials generally not distressed 
at this time, but they also did not particularly believe that a coup was ter-
ribly likely—despite the fact that many Greek political and military elites 
came to the embassy on a regular basis to either speculate or warn of a 
coup and/or to enlist the United States’ support for one.59 Specifically, 
by the summer of 1965, a “number of” senior military officers had 
begun to express concern to embassy officials regarding the “drift” in 
the Greek political situation. For example, retired General Sakellariou, 
who had been ousted as Army Chief of Staff by George Papandreou, 
told embassy officers that “it is essential Papandreou be ‘overthrown’ 
before he drags [the] country down to destruction.” Given the view 
that Andreas Papandreou was a “leftist sympathizer who might lead 
Greece out of [the] Western camp if he ever came to power,” military 
officers, like Sakellariou, began to increasingly call for an extra-constitu-
tional solution.60 However, even in the face of such visits, the embassy 
remained unconvinced of the possibility, claiming that, even though the 
military might desire the move, the King would not support it. In the 
embassy’s view,

Before the Military leadership would attempt such a move, it would almost 
certainly seek [the] palace’s approval. There are no indications, however, 
that [the] king would be willing to go along with an extra legal solution 
at [the] present time, despite the strong anti-Papandreou propaganda he is 
[undoubtedly]61 subject to from various rightwing sources.62

So long as King Constantine remained opposed to an extra- 
parliamentary solution, the embassy believed that the military would not 
take action to overthrow democracy in Greece. Moreover, as long as top 
military officers remained unconvinced of the need for a coup, a military 

59 one notable exception was the approach to the embassy by General Kardamakis, 
reported to the State department by Labouisse and referred to above and below.

60 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 1862, 6/18/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.

61 original reads: undoubteldy.
62 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 1862, 6/28/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, 
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overthrow of the democratic order would, in the embassy’s estimation, 
never happen. The following assessment provided by the embassy to the 
US department of State in July 1964 reflected this view:

The Embassy does not believe the situation for a military coup [to be] 
any riper at this point than it was before the national elections in February 
1964 when there were wild rumors that the Left might make great gains, 
or at the time of shifts in senior military assignments in early 1964 when 
voices of doom predicted dramatic action. … In assessing [the] chances of 
[an] attempt by the military to take over, we estimate [that the] top Greek 
military leaders are not currently sufficiently aroused to provide leadership 
for such a move. others at lower levels who might be toying with the idea 
would probably need far more alarming signs of imminent communist 
take-over before they gambled. …

[Thus,] the Embassy believes that although there are a few ingredients for 
a coup in the present-day Greek political cauldron, there is no greater like-
lihood of a military coup being attempted at this time than there was last 
winter.63

Still later, as late as october 1966, the embassy’s assessment had not 
substantially changed:

[T]he King and the Army are key factors regarding the question of dicta-
torship. There is no evidence now that the leadership of the Army favors a 
deviation from the constitution. … There is also no evidence that the King 
personally is inclined towards the imposition of dictatorship. on the con-
trary, it is generally believed that he wants to avoid it. … In the Embassy’s 
view, the King will probably continue to resist the arguments of these 
rightists and instead will play for more time.64

In fact, less than a month before the actual coup, the embassy continued 
to believe that the King was the critical factor—that without his leader-
ship, the military was unlikely to make a move. This view was expressed 
again in a 24 March 1967 dispatch to the department of State:

63 Athens to State, Secret, Airgram A-31, 7/9/64, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.

64 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-229, 10/26/66, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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In our view, a plan probably does exist for certain actions by [the] military 
in [the] event of a dictatorship, but there is no evidence that [the] Army 
leadership is actually plotting to create conditions leading to [a] deviation 
from [the] constitution. on [the] contrary, we hold to [the] opinion that 
[the] military would not seek independently to impose a dictatorship; but 
it would support a dictatorship if [the] King decided in favor of such a 
regime.65

In sum, as long as the King and army leadership did not favor a 
deviation, an overthrow of democracy was not seen as likely. Thus, the 
embassy remained unconvinced of a coup likelihood throughout this 
period and until the coup itself actually happened.

a CoUP? “not a solUtion”
But while the US did not find a coup very likely, perhaps the most 
important question is its attitude toward one—that is, what signals did it 
give over its potential support for such a move? Throughout virtually the 
entire pre-coup period, not only did the embassy not believe a coup to 
be imminent, but actively discouraged coup activity at every  opportunity, 
trying instead to achieve compromise among the various antagonistic 
factions to avert it.

Ample and consistent evidence that the embassy was not in favor of 
an extra-parliamentary solution is provided in cables between Athens 
and Washington. A clear example was the US response to the report it 
received in 1963 from General Kardamakis about an imminent coup 
(described above). Labouisse found this information so “disturbing” and 
the “fateful consequences to Greece of this contemplated action” so dan-
gerous that he proposed sending his military attaché back to Kardamakis 
to dissuade him strongly of such a move.66 The State department 
response came from the Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern 
and South Asian Affairs—Phillips Talbot—who would soon succeed 
Labouisse in Athens. Arguing that “Greece with a totalitarian govern-
ment in the Balkans would be a staggering blow to the cause of democ-
racy in the area,” Talbot wrote:

65 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 4335, 3/24/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.

66 Labouisse to Rusk, Top Secret, 4/5/63, FRUS, 1961–1963, document 343.
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We agree with your analysis there is no justification for the type of action 
Kardamakis proposes. We concur that it jeopardizes much of what has 
been accomplished in Greece’s economic as well as military advancement. 
Such a “solution” would be regarded as a blemish on Greece’s good name, 
particularly here in the United States. In view of our long involvement and 
large investment in Greece, we could not stand idly by and witness the cre-
ation of a Latin American type of totalitarian government in Greece, nor 
do we want a return to the Metaxas kind of tyranny. We are therefore unal-
terably opposed to such a “solution” in Greece.67

Later, as the disagreement between George Papandreou and the King 
reached a boiling point and the embassy began to report that the King 
had come to believe that he must remove the Papandreous (especially 
Andreas) from government in order to keep the armed forces loyal to 
him,68 the embassy also began to report on a number of very specific 
scenarios that had been put forward to it as possible solutions to the 
impasse. For example, the embassy reported that “certain political per-
sonalities,” among them Constantine Rodopoulos, who had served as 
the president of parliament under a former ERE government, as well as 
former conservative prime minister Panayiotis Pipinelis, had approached 
it to propose solutions that were “ostensibly based on Parliamentary 
approval but actually resting on military force.” desiring to avoid elec-
tions which would return the Papandreou government to power while, 
at the same time, restricting the Greek left, Rodopoulos proposed that 
the King might charge someone to form a government that would, in 
turn, seek parliamentary approval to declare martial law and adjourn par-
liament for six or more months. According to Rodopoulos, the majority 
of parliamentary deputies would be willing to approve such a govern-
ment as it would provide a possible way out of the impasse and forestall 
elections. The solution would also allow deputies to keep their parlia-
mentary seats and salaries. Interestingly, the embassy appeared unwilling 
to countenance this extra-parliamentary solution and reported that it had 
strongly discouraged it. Norbert Anschuetz, the interim chargé d’affaires 
in Athens, wrote to the department of State that:

67 Talbot to Labouisse, Top Secret, 4/22/63, FRUS, 1961–1963, document 344.
68 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 80, 7/16/65, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 1964–66 
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Aside from [the] obvious question of democratic principle involved,  
I made clear to Rodopoulos my grave reservations as to [the] efficacy of 
such a solution and my doubt that Greek opinion would, in fact, support 
such an action which, moreover, might provide the Communists with a 
pretext to resort to some sort of armed resistance.69

An alternative solution to the Rodopoulos plan was proposed by one 
of the Center Union “apostates” and then-defense Minister Stavros 
Costopoulos. According to the embassy, the Costopoulos scenario 
involved the arrest of the twenty-two EdA deputies in parliament, who 
would be detained following violent, communist-provoked riots. once 
arrested, a vote of confidence for a new prime minister and government 
would be called since, with their removal, the anti-Papandreou forces 
would then outnumber those supporting him. According to the embassy, 
Costopoulos was interested in learning how the “American public” 
would react to such a turn of events in Greece. Again, Anschuetz’s 
response appears to have been unequivocal: “I replied that this formula 
would probably strike international opinion as rather contrived and that I 
was not at all confident that Greek opinion would accept it without some 
violent repercussions.”70

Apparently believing that such a coup would be counter to US inter-
ests and therefore would not be treated as a purely Greek internal affair, 
the department of State instructed the embassy to be more explicit 
about the US government’s opposition. Therefore, in the words of one 
embassy document:

[The] Embassy remains hopeful that [a] head-on collision will be averted 
through [the] realization by both sides that confrontation [is] not in their 
best interests, and we are taking every opportunity to point out that [such a] 
confrontation would be damaging to [the] nation’s interests.71

Indeed, even as late as March 1967, just weeks before the colonels over-
threw democracy, when the King had asked whether he could “count on  

69 Athens to State, Secret, Airgram A-197, 9/13/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.

70 Athens to State, Secret, Airgram A-197, 9/13/65, PoL 15 GREECE, 1964–66 SNF, 
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United States support should he be forced to undertake a constitutional 
deviation,”72 Talbot’s response was consistent with the American posi-
tion throughout the pre-coup period. The documentary records show 
that American officials expressed their view internally—and to Greek 
elites—that a coup would be bad for Greece and bad for US inter-
ests, counseling them that such an act should be avoided. When asked,  
Talbot informed King Constantine that the United States would not sup-
port a coup, detailing the reasons why such an overthrow of democracy 
would be a bad idea. Emphasizing the United States’ “traditional oppo-
sition to dictatorial solutions,” Talbot stressed that extra-parliamentary  
solutions “were wrong in principle” and had rarely been successful 
when tried elsewhere. In fact, in a complete reversal of the colonels’ jus-
tification for a coup to save Greece from communism, Talbot argued 
that a coup could actually advance communist aims: “A  dictatorship 
in Greece might cause short-term upheavals, leading to more repres-
sive measures, and to [a] coalescence of opposition forces which in 
turn could be penetrated and dominated by international communist 
agents.” Moreover, “adverse international reactions would not be lim-
ited to the communist apparatus but would include supporters of democ-
racy … [and c]onsiderable criticism could be expected in [the] United  
States.” Talbot then restated that the “guiding principle of United States 
[policy] in [the] Eastern Mediterranean” was to “encourage progress and 
stability in Greece and to maintain close relations with Greece”—both 
of which, he believed, would be jeopardized by any extra-parliamentary 
deviation.73 Having thus put itself on the side of democratic govern-
ment, the ambassador would continue to encourage “conciliation and 
compromise,” warning the King and others “with increasing plainness” 
of the dangers associated with extra-constitutionalism.74

In short, then, there is no evidence in the documents analyzed that 
the US embassy clearly saw the coup coming. Instead, since the  generals 
and King Constantine did not favor a military overthrow of  government, 
embassy officials continued to believe until the very end that a coup was  

72 Athens to State, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 4574, 4/9/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 
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neither imminent nor very likely. Perhaps more importantly, there is 
also a great deal of evidence which shows that the US was in princi-
ple opposed to a coup and made this clear to Greek political and mili-
tary elites. In fact, when the coup finally happened in April 1967, the 
embassy was caught by surprise—just as were Greek political elites and 
the monarchy. Faced with an unexpected turn of events, embassy offi-
cials had to figure out very quickly how to react to what was essentially 
a fait accompli. It is to this reaction of US government officials that we 
now turn.
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The launching of the military dictatorship proved to be a decisive 
turning point in relations between Greece and the United States. 
Accordingly, this chapter picks up the story with 21 April 1967. It con-
siders how the United States initially reacted to the events of the coup, as 
well as how, over the next several weeks and months, the US attempted 
to arrive at a longer-term policy toward the colonels. Thus, there are two 
main issues that we address here: (a) the initial US reaction to the coup 
(which in part sheds additional light on the degree to which the US 
was aware of or prepared for it, one of the key questions considered in 
Chapter 1) and (b) the initial formulation of a foreign policy approach, 
as it became increasingly clear that the colonels were likely to last in 
power for some length of time.

the initial Us ReaCtion

As already outlined in Chapter 1, the United States was highly skeptical 
that a coup in Greece was in the offing in early 1967. While rumors 
had been swirling for months that such an event might occur, the actual 
timing and course of events seem to have taken the embassy by surprise. 
Perhaps because such rumors and potential plots had been floated so 
repeatedly in the past, the American embassy in Athens had actively dis-
counted—and even became somewhat dismissive of—the notion that a 
coup was imminent. Thus, the coup on the morning of 21 April 1967 
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seems to have come as a genuine surprise.1 This was particularly true 
with respect to the way in which the coup occurred: while many observ-
ers in Greece and abroad believed that a “deviation” from constitutional 
rule was possible, and while the embassy had reported to Washington 
on various such scenarios, few if any in Greece or in the department  
of State seem to have been prepared for a coup by a group of middle- 
ranking army officers—particularly as opposed to the more likely can-
didates, the King and/or top generals.2 Thus, when the coup occurred, 
the US found itself surprised and scrambling for both information on 
what was happening, as well as trying to formulate an on-the-spot 
response to an event for which it was clearly unprepared. on the after-
noon of 21 April, the Near East desk at the State department reported 
to Secretary of State dean Rusk:

Shortly after midnight this morning a military group seized power in 
Athens, arrested the Prime Minister and various party leaders (including 
George and Andreas Papandreou) and then announced over the Athens 
radio that the Army had “taken control” of the country. … According 
to Embassy Athens, the coup appears to have been staged by middle and 
lower grade officers, who presented [a] fait accompli to the King and the 
military high command. The King’s position is still somewhat ambigu-
ous although he reportedly will swear in the new government, he may be 
under duress, and reportedly his aide de camp has been seized (although 
later released). A clearer indication of the King’s position should be 
obtained following [a] meeting scheduled for this afternoon … between 
the King and Ambassador Talbot.3

Primarily, the US government’s uncertainty revolved around who among 
the military had launched the coup, the King’s role in the overthrow 
and, if he was not involved, what his position vis-à-vis the new regime 

2 For an embassy official’s view of the coup, see Keeley (2011).
3 Battle to Rusk, Secret, 4/21/67, #121, “Greece, Memos and Misc. [2 of 2], Vol. II, 

1/66-7/67,” Country File: Cyprus, Greece, NSF, Box 126, LBJ Library.

1 on the dictatorship itself and this period, see Antoniou et al. (2017), Athenian (1972), 
Barkman (1989), Brown (1980, 1986), Clogg (1982), Clogg and Yannopoulos (1972), 
Couloumbis (1968, 1974, 2004), danopoulos (1983, 1984, 1985), Kassimeris (2006), 
Klarevas (2006), Kornetis (2016), Kouki and Antoniou (2017), Meletopoulos (2000), 
Murtagh (1994), Nikolakakis (2017), Panourgiá (2009), Papandreou (1970), Rizas 
(2002), Schwab and Frangos (1973), Stavrou (1976), Sulzberger (1970), Tsoucalas 
(1969), Veremis (1987, 1997), Vournas (2003), Woodhouse (1985), and Xydis (1974).
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would be. This uncertainty was clear in a memo to President Lyndon 
Johnson on the 21st which stated: “Reports are still fragmentary. 
Ambassador Talbot is of the view that a small army group triggered the 
coup. But the State department specialists suspect the King was in on 
it from the beginning. … Principal political figures have been arrested. 
… Talbot is urging military leaders not to liquidate those political oppo-
nents they now hold in custody.”4

As implied by these and other documents, a key contributor to the 
fact that the US was caught off guard was its miscalculation of the King’s 
influence over the military—and in particular, the strength (or, more pre-
cisely, the weakness) of the Greek military’s chain of command. Indeed, 
a variety of embassy assessments in the pre-coup period indicated that, 
were a coup to take place, it would almost certainly happen with the 
knowledge and backing of the King or be launched and directed by him 
personally. The fact that the actual coup bypassed the King and hap-
pened without his knowledge reveals the degree to which the US was 
not only surprised by the events of 21 April, but also had actually mis-
understood and overestimated the level of influence the King had over 
important sections of the military.

In fact, a week after the coup took place, Brigadier Stylianos 
Pattakos, the authoritarian regime’s minister of the interior, con-
firmed to Talbot that King Constantine—the one person many 
believed would have been a potential coup-plotter himself—did not 
know anything about the colonels’ coup.5 The same could be said for 
the leaders of the mainstream right. In the days after the coup, the 
embassy reported that moderate rightist politicians, including ERE  
leader Panayiotis Kanellopoulos and others, had been hoodwinked 
by the colonels and effectively “duped not by their own enemies but 
by groups with roughly similar anxieties about strong leftist trends in 
Greece.”6 After visiting Kanellopoulos under house arrest on April 24, 
for example, an embassy official reported that he was “still in [a] state 
of shock over [the] coup” and that “he had no, absolutely no, warning 

4 Rostow to Nixon, Confidential, 4/21/67, #119, “Greece, Memos and Misc. [2 of 2], 
Vol. II, 1/66-7/67,” Country File: Cyprus, Greece, NSF, Box 126, LBJ Library.

5 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 5016, 4/28/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

6 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 4856, 4/23/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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of [the] coup and no choice but to surrender to soldiers who came to 
his house” to arrest him. Kanellopoulos had been taken to the Ministry 
of defense (known also in Greece as the Pentagon) where he “imme-
diately realized that [the] coup was engineered not by senior military 
officers.” He later met briefly with the King and suggested that per-
haps he could summon all the senior officers present at the Pentagon 
and order the arrest of those who had carried out the coup. The King 
replied that this would likely lead to bloodshed, something he was not 
willing to risk. Given the King’s unwillingness to confront the coup-
makers directly, Constantine’s only option, in Kanellopoulos’s view, was 
“to compromise and play along with [the] junta in [the] hope of influ-
encing it in [the] direction of [a] return to normality.” Kanellopoulos 
then offered his own assessment of where US policy should lead:

[He] said he appreciated that [the] USG [US Government] was in [a] 
difficult position and that there was no easy answer [as] to what attitude 
it should adopt. For his part, he had always been and always would be 
against dictatorships, but what had happened had happened.7 We are faced 
with [a] fait accompli. In any case, he hoped that [the] USG would not 
decide to di[s]continue military assistance. He had no great confidence 
that [the] triumvirate could be influenced to follow [a] course leading to 
[a] return of normality, but [at] least one could have hope.8

once the initial shock was over, the US was then faced with the task 
of crafting a response to the events of 21 April. The initial reaction can 
best be characterized as tentative and cautious. Talbot’s own view was 
that due to the “pervasive” nature of US-Greek relations on many lev-
els, particularly the significant US military presence in the country, the 
United States had to quickly arrive at a settled policy toward the regime. 
In the short run, Talbot cabled that he intended to maintain contact 
with the new regime at the working—as opposed to the official—level 
unless instructed otherwise by the State department. But, he argued, 
“We must either prepare to resume [normal relations] or to oppose the 

7 The original reads: “but what had happended had happended.”
8 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 4891, 4/24/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 1967–69 

SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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new government by suspension of military assistance, defense planning, 
and other cooperative programs.”9

The immediate response of the department of State was that Talbot 
should adopt an attitude of “aloofness and coolness” toward the colo-
nels’ regime.10 As the State department instructed, the short-run goal 
was to assess the stability of the new situation, while maintaining quiet 
working contact and pressing the regime to respect human rights and 
work toward a restoration of constitutional rule. Thus, the Near East 
desk instructed the embassy in nearly identical terms:

[T]o continue this policy of coolness and aloofness toward the Greek 
Government and … not dissipate our considerable leverage (and that of 
the King) without obtaining major concessions in return. We have also 
stressed that the Ambassador reiterate to the Government our concern for 
the wellbeing of the political prisoners. … We plan to suspend, on a selec-
tive basis, MAP11 shipments headed for Greece until the situation is clari-
fied. This is not a formal discontinuance of MAP but simply [a] selective 
suspension of delivery.12

Thus, in the immediate aftermath of the coup, the US suspended large-
scale military assistance to Greece and froze long-term military planning, 
but maintained relations at the subministerial level.

By so doing, the US adopted a cautious, somewhat ambivalent, wait-
and-see attitude, continuing to communicate with the new regime qui-
etly, attempting to gather information about the colonels and to discern 
whether the new government was likely to last, while communicating 
its in-principle opposition to the imposition of military rule in a North 
Atlantic Treaty organization (NATo) member state and its desire for a 
swift return to constitutional government. The department of State reit-
erated that it agreed with the embassy’s approach:

9 Battle to the Acting Secretary, Secret/Exdis, S/S 6895, 4/24/67, PoL 23-9 
GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

10 State to Athens, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 183001, 4/26/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

11 Military Assistance Program.
12 Battle to the Acting Secretary, Secret Exdis, S/S 6895, 4/24/67, PoL 23-9 

GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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of remaining cool and aloof towards [the] GoG [Government of Greece] …  
and we recommend that you continue it. … Therefore you should continue 
to retain [a] cool attitude towards [the] govt., at [the] same time keeping 
lines of communication open.13

Faced with this chilly attitude, the reaction of the colonels’ regime 
was to be shocked at the US’s less than enthusiastic response. At virtually 
every meeting between US and Greek officials in the early days after the 
coup, Greek officials expressed their deep disappointment and bitterness 
at the hesitant American reaction to the coup. The embassy reported 
that members of the regime were truly distressed, displaying “great sen-
sitivity”—even incredulity—that the US did not fully sympathize with its 
aims and see the necessity of its actions. Talbot reported:

Like [a] 1958 model Ayub, they declare themselves [a] thousand percent 
pro-American and are urgently seeking any hint of American understand-
ing of what they’re doing. … Until now [the] embassy has indicated [its] 
readiness to stay in communication with [the] new government and top 
military leadership but has coldly pointed out [the] American reaction to 
[the] overthrow of parliamentary government of a NATo ally by [a] mili-
tary establishment trained and equipped by Americans. We have been all 
but rude to [Lt. Gen.] Spandidakis and others in cross-examining their 
assertions that they and other properly constituted commanders are actu-
ally in control of [the] army.14

The next day Talbot would repeat that the colonels were taken aback 
by the embassy’s reaction to the coup. Specifically, Colonel Nikolaos 
Makarezos was reported to be:

deeply [disturbed]15 by [the] negative reaction of [the] embassy to [the] 
coup and [the] embassy’s failure to understand [that] such drastic action 
was essential ‘to save the nation’. Specifically, [Greek] leaders have [the] 
impression that [the] embassy is maneuvering in some undefined way 
against them in favor of another ‘scheme’.

13 State to Athens, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 181282, 4/24/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

14 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 4901, 4/24/67, PoL 23-8 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

15 The original reads: “distrubed.”
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In the same cable, Talbot reported that the deputy prime minister and 
defense minister, Lt. Gen. Grigorios Spandidakis, had complained that 
it was difficult for him to understand the US’s misunderstanding of the 
obvious reasons for the coup—given that, in the Turkish military’s 1961 
coup, “government leaders were ‘strung up by their necks,’ yet U.S.-
Turkish ties remained strong.” He was particularly frustrated given that, 
in his words, the “objectives” of the new government were “identical 
to those of the U.S.” Spandidakis claimed that “[H]e recognized U.S. 
repugnance at [a] military coup, stating [that] Greece felt the same way, 
but emphasized that [the] entire army considered this far preferable to  
[a] communist takeover.” In the cable, Talbot reported to State that  
“[t]hroughout [the] discussion, Spandidakis appeared sincerely puzzled 
and deeply disturbed over [the] U.S. reaction, and pled for ‘understand-
ing and support’.”16

A similar reaction—this one of Greek defense officials at their meet-
ing with American JUSMAGG17 officers on 22 June—was reported by 
the American embassy to State. At that meeting, Lt. Gen. Napoleon 
Paleologopoulos, the deputy Chief of the Hellenic National defense 
General Staff, “while personally amiable, expressed his extreme and 
increased bitterness at the US.” “Speaking as a friend, but a very bitter 
one,” Paleologopoulos said, “I will always love [the US] in my heart but 
I cannot understand the policy it is following.” He reportedly went on 
to make a number of points. Paleologopoulos argued that since 21 April, 
the “US has gone out of its way to offend Greece … [and] seemed to 
search for ways to ‘punish us’.” Arguing that US personnel had failed 
to show common courtesy to the Greek military, Paleologopoulos cited 
as an example a recently arrived US army attache who made no effort 
to call on him. Instead, the two men had met by chance in a hall of 
the Greek Pentagon. According to Paleologopoulos, in contrast to the 
cold reception of the US, the “UK and FRG18 had immediately estab-
lished [the] warmest relations with the GoG. … [For example, the] UK 
army attache had recently given [a] ‘very lovely’ party to which senior 
Greek military were invited and [the] FRG attache had given [a] ‘very 

16 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 4875, 4/24/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

17 The Joint US Military Aid Group to Greece.
18 Federal Republic of Germany.
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friendly’ reception to which all senior Greek military had been invited.” 
Paleologopoulos concluded: “You obviously do not like us and in such 
cases we would normally declare people who do not like us as ‘persona 
non grata’ and give them 48 hours to leave the country.” He closed by 
repeating that “he was speaking as a friend, but a very bitter one.” The 
22 June meeting ended with Admiral Spyridon Avgeris, the Chief of the 
General Staff, “express[ing] the thought, though indirectly, that ‘you 
should either be with us or get out.’ … [A]s have so many Greek mili-
tary personnel, [he] expressed his complete inability to understand why 
[the] US took no action against Turkey after its revolution where ‘they 
chopped off the peoples’ (sic) heads,’ and [yet] has reacted so violently 
to the recent conditions in Greece.”19

This paralleled the rough ride Talbot had received a month earlier in 
a meeting with the junta’s prime minister, Constantine Kollias. Talbot 
recounted:

our exchange started with some rather starchy references by Kollias to 
United States “misunderstanding” of Greek military action to save Greece. 
At first Kollias was edgy and visibly upset … Greeks, Kollias said, are “very 
sorry” and he feels “great bitterness” because [their] American friends do 
not seem to realize [the] great necessity for change and continue [their] 
unfavorable criticism on top of which they have also cut military assistance. 
Greeks many times have shown [that] they can live on cats and mice rather 
than betray [an] ideal in which they believe. … He himself had starved and 
fought as a simple solider in [the] cause of liberty and had now given up 
[a] judicial career of forty years to assist in [the] service of his country. He 
would never agree to serve a cause whose purpose was [the] imposition of 
a dictatorial regime. Rather this government’s purpose is to establish real 
freedom and democracy in order to save [the] country from [the] chaos 
and catastrophe that was about to befall it. [The] Revolution of April 21 
was perhaps [the] most civilized, most liberal and most bloodless revolu-
tion ever to occur. … After twenty minutes of similar oratory I managed to 
riposte that having listened with close attention I was greatly disappointed 
to realize that [the] GoG apparently had not understood [the] major 
points [the] USG had been seeking to make.20

19 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 5995, 6/23/67, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

20 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 5377, 5/21/67, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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Put simply, such bewilderment on the part of the coupmakers and their 
close associates indicates their own clear miscalculation of how the US 
would react to the overthrow of Greek democracy. Their obvious expec-
tation that the US would welcome their move to contain the communist 
“threat” was clearly dashed and their frustration continued to mount as 
their closest ally was hesitant, failing to understand “the necessity” of the 
military overthrow.

An important part of the US’s initial hesitation in the early days of the 
coup was its desire to gauge the reaction of King Constantine and what 
effect his potential actions—ranging from approval of the new regime to 
a countercoup of his own—would have. The King’s position was deeply 
uncertain, both to him and to the United States, as reported by Talbot 
on 22 April:

I have just had [a] two-hour talk with King Constantine at [the] royal pal-
ace at Tatoi. He believes he faces [an] immediate showdown on signing 
[the] royal decree establishing martial law and suspending certain articles 
of [the] constitution. If he continues to refuse to sign [the] decree, his 
advisers believe his remaining hours as monarch may be very few. He is 
concerned about [the] wellbeing of his wife, who is to have [a] baby next 
month, and other members of his family. He does not consider himself in 
control of [the] Greek military or of [the] government, and is not sure 
he is at present [a] free agent. When I left Tatoi he had not yet decided 
whether to capitulate. While our contacts today with government sources 
have not exposed any immediate intention to move against [the] King we 
are unable to estimate what [the] instigators of [the] colonels’ coup would 
do if [the] King should persist in [his] refusal to sign [the] decree.21

While concerned about the King’s position, the US was, however, not 
about to take any military action to restore his control and the normal 
military chain of command, as the King requested. In fact, the most the 
State department appeared willing to do was to actively assist in the evac-
uation of the royal family from Greece should they feel that their lives 
were in grave danger, and on 21 April it was “actively looking into [the] 
whereabouts of [a] helicopter that might be able to evacuate” them.22 

21 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 4882, 4/22/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

22 State to Athens, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 180319, 4/21/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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Such assistance of a personal nature, however, clearly did not extend to 
any military action intended to restore the King’s political power. As the 
department cabled the embassy:

As to [the] question of [a] possible landing of US marines to help him 
and [the] generals re-assert their control over the armed forces, we would 
hope that that was more a rhetorical question than a real one. If the King 
should return to this question, you should disabuse him of any hope on 
this score.23

Moreover, the State department also ruled out any secret air oper-
ation to rescue the royal family on the grounds that, were they to be 
shot down, the US would be complicit in their deaths. If an evacua-
tion did prove unavoidable, the US would instead use the Queen’s late-
stage pregnancy as a justification. It is important to note, however, that 
despite its willingness to assist in the royal family’s evacuation, the State 
department strongly preferred the King to remain in Greece in order to 
“continue to exert leverage” on the regime.24

Specifically, the US wanted to see how the King would respond to 
the coup, basing its own policy on the success or failure of his efforts. 
Initially, the embassy wondered if the King would, in fact, be able to 
reassert his control over the armed forces, perhaps by launching his 
own countercoup against the colonels. While chapter one’s analysis 
of the run-up to the coup of 21 April reveals that the US was opposed 
to any constitutional deviation and had directly warned the King (and 
others) of the dangers of such a move, the American attitude appears to 
have shifted once the colonels’ coup actually took place. Now, the US 
appeared to have preferred a royal countercoup against the colonels. 
Under those particular circumstances, a royal coup—which the US had 
opposed pre-21 April—suddenly seemed more attractive for the primary 
reason that the King was closely associated with the US and could, the 
State department believed, be relied upon to move in ways consonant 
with US interests in Greece. At the very least, the US believed that the 
King’s “position vis-a-vis the military officers controlling the government 

23 State to Athens, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 180319, 4/21/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

24 State to Athens, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 180838, 4/24/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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is stronger than he appears to think and that he should use what we 
consider to be their considerable need for him to extract from them the 
maximum concessions.”25

However, such pressure by the King—or indeed a countercoup by 
him or another group within the military—never materialized in the 
early days of the new regime.26 Instead, two days after the coup, on 23 
April, the embassy informed the department of State that:

Sixty hours after [the] coup [the] embassy estimates that [the] new 
 authoritarian government is solidly in control [and] no repeat no signifi-
cant opposition exists to [the] present control of the armed forces. 
Chances of [a] countercoup, never bright, have sunk hour by hour and 
now seem virtually nil. [The] King, whose surprise at and opposition to 
[the] coup is becoming increasingly widely recognized here, presumably is 
also recognizing [the] coup as [a] fait accompli.27

In short, within two days of the putsch, it had become apparent that the 
coup was here to stay.

To this, the State department replied by counseling the embassy that 
it would likely have to work with the regime, but that the King should 
be allowed to take the first steps. The US could then follow his lead.

We concur in [the] continuation [of] normal working relations with [the] 
GoG at [the] sub-ministerial level … We also concur that we[,] like the 
King[,] will need a modus vivendi with this Government but believe that 
[the] establishment of ours should await [the] establishment of his. … 
[We] believe that we should hold off on going to [the] bargaining table 
[with the GoG] for [the] moment, leaving it to [the] King to press for 
broadening [the] basis of Government. We hope that he will work to 
decrease [the] extensive security measures now in force and continue [to] 
encourage men of stature and ability to come into Government.28

25 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 180648, 4/22/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

26 The King did eventually launch an unsuccessful countercoup attempt in december 
1967.

27 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 4856, 4/23/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

28 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 181462, 4/24/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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The King was important to the US’s early strategy for at least two 
reasons. First, the fact that Greece was a constitutional monarchy obvi-
ated the problem of US formal diplomatic recognition of the military 
junta. As the US ambassador was accredited to the King, and not to 
the government of the day, there was no thorny issue of diplomatic rec-
ognition to resolve so long as the regime was at least nominally serving 
as the King’s government. However, as will be discussed in more detail 
below, the US found itself on the horns of a dilemma that would pres-
ent itself for the next seven years. on the one hand, the national secu-
rity interests of the US lay in maintaining good relations with Greece, an 
important anchor of the NATo presence in southeastern Europe and the 
Eastern Mediterranean. As already outlined in Chapter 1, in the context 
of the Cold War,29 the maintenance of a pro-Western, pro-NATo, pro- 
American regime in Athens was a top priority. Thus, despite what were 
clear US misgivings about the colonels’ regime, it was, in a sense, the hand 
that the US was dealt. on the other hand, as argued below, there was a 
keen awareness on the part of the State department and embassy that 
any appearance of US recognition of, much less support for, the colonels 
would invite bitter criticism in the US and throughout Western Europe.

The fact that the US did not have to recognize the junta as the legit-
imate government of Greece since the ambassador was accredited to the 
King removed at least that one problem. In fact, not only was a US dilemma 
solved in this way, but also the colonels were happy to receive what they 
took as implicit recognition of their regime. At his first meeting with Talbot, 
Kollias asked him to confirm a recent AP report quoting a State department 
spokesman that there was no question regarding the recognition of the gov-
ernment in Greece since the American ambassador in Athens was accred-
ited to the King. Talbot confirmed this to be the case and Kollias—rather  
unnecessarily—conveyed his personal thanks and those of his government.30

A second reason for the early US emphasis on the King was that the 
US clearly felt that the King would potentially provide the United States 
with its best potential source of leverage on the colonels. As discussed 
above, while the US had actively discouraged any deviation from par-
liamentary democracy in the months leading to April 1967, once such 
a deviation actually occurred, the department of State seems to have 

29 on the place of Greece in Cold War politics, see Maragkou (2014).
30 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 4964, 4/26/1967, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 

1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_1


2 A FAIT ACCOMPLI: THE US REACTIoN To THE GREEK MILITARY …  53

initially preferred that its close ally, the King, be in a position of power. 
Thus, while the US was willing to evacuate the royal family from Greece, 
its clear preference in the early days was for the King to remain and use 
his position—as head of state, commander in chief of the armed forces, 
and, of course, part of the right-wing political establishment in Greece—
to influence the new government. In a State department cable to the 
embassy one day after the coup took place, for example, the department 
stated the view that it was “essential that the King remain in Greece. 
… We think that his efforts vis-a-vis the coup officers should be toward 
reaching a compromise of [the] type which will make it clear to [the] 
Greek people that [the] King has not capitulated but has forced mili-
tary leaders to make significant concessions. … [I]t is our view that if he 
capitulates he will have lost all opportunity for leadership.”31

Importantly, this hope—that the King would provide a source of sig-
nificant influence and leverage on the new regime—quickly proved to be 
false. Instead, on 25 April, the King arrived at a largely concessionary 
modus vivendi with the new government: With his decision to swear in 
the new dictatorial cabinet and preside over its first meeting, his real abil-
ity to influence the course of the regime (if he actually had any) virtually 
vanished. The colonels accepted this as an indication that he would not 
actively work to oppose them and were happy to project his actions to 
the Greek public as an implicit blessing of their regime. From that point 
on, the King’s political influence waned dramatically.

ConstRUCtinG a lonGeR-teRm PoliCy

At virtually the same moment, however, the US began to accomplish 
its own reconciliation with the facts on the ground in Athens. Both 
Ambassador Talbot and the State department began a transition from 
a very brief initial phase of hesitation and uncertainty in US policy  
toward a second phase in which a longer-term approach to the regime 
developed. First, Talbot took the position that it was time to move 
toward more normal relations with the colonels. on 25 April, he cabled 
the State department that he was prepared to formally meet the junta 
leaders: “In light of [the] King’s decision [to swear in the new cabinet] 
I see little to be gained by not responding to [Prime Minister Kollias’s] 

31 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 180648, 4/22/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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request [for a meeting].” He went on to add that he would use the 
opportunity to pressure the government for a return to democratic rule:

It is my intention to make it abundantly clear to the [prime minister] that 
the degree of future cooperation between [the] USG and [the] GoG will be 
determined step-by-step by the public obligations and tangible actions which 
[the] GoG takes to restore representative government and civil liberties.32

This cable presaged what would become a two-pronged approach 
toward the colonels over the succeeding months and years, even surviv-
ing in its basic form the change from the Johnson to the Nixon admin-
istration. The first part of this approach was a willingness to work with 
the colonels as a means of maintaining US influence in Greece and south-
eastern Europe, particularly given Greece’s strategic proximity to Turkey, 
the Middle East, and North Africa. As noted earlier, in the context of 
the Cold War, the overriding concern of US policy makers was not—as 
became evident in Greece—the promotion of democracy in and of itself, 
but rather the promotion of US strategic interests through ongoing sup-
port for pro-Western, pro-NATo regimes. despite their flaws, the colo-
nels were vehemently anti-communist and, particularly in the early days 
of the regime, very committed to the Western alliance. This fact, the 
colonels rightly assumed, meant that their regime would receive the ben-
efit of the doubt; as later argued in this book, with no other alternative 
at hand, the US believed it was essentially in a position of having to work 
with the colonels.

The second prong of the US approach, however, was to push—with  
one eye squarely on public opinion in the US and in Western 
Europe—for a public commitment from the junta that it intended to  
move Greece back toward constitutional rule, preferably on a set timeta-
ble. While this approach may appear to be at odds with the first prong’s 
emphasis on US strategic interests in the Eastern Mediterranean, the 
State department and the embassy in Athens saw a necessary linkage 
between the two parts of the policy. Specifically, US strategic interests 
were seen as hinging in large measure on public support for NATo 
in the various countries of the alliance. Particularly with respect to 
Northern European members of NATo, the US was very concerned 

32 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 4941, 4/25/67, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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that a prolonged period of military rule in Greece would fundamentally 
undermine public support for NATo, tarnish the standing of the US in 
the court of world opinion, weaken cohesion between NATo members, 
and potentially push some member governments toward moves to isolate 
and sanction the Greek regime. Thus, while a more prosaic commitment 
to democracy and human rights was ostensibly behind the US desire for 
a return to constitutional rule in Greece, as the NATo chapter will illus-
trate, the strategic danger to the internal cohesion and strength of the 
NATo alliance should this not occur quickly was a critically important 
complementary motivation.

In what would prove to be a key statement of early US policy toward 
the colonels, daniel Brewster, the head of the Greek desk at the State 
department, outlined in a 28 April memo the key areas of US concern 
and began looking to the long-term future of US policy toward Greece. 
First, he argued that with the King’s apparent modus vivendi with the 
regime—with his statement of cooperation with it and subsequent pos-
ing for a photograph with the members of the new regime—there 
seemed to be no longer any prospect that the King might stage a coun-
tercoup in the immediate future. Thus, Brewster argued, the American 
government must now try to answer the following questions: how it 
would deal with the regime, what the US wanted from it now, and where 
it would like the regime to go in the future. From his perspective—one 
that would become standard among US policy makers over the succeed-
ing years—the appearance of American policy in the eyes of the rest of 
the world was critical. It was absolutely imperative, he believed, that 
American policy toward Greece, no matter how focused on US military 
and strategic interests in the Eastern Mediterranean, not lose sight of 
public opinion in the US and Western Europe. The image of the United 
States and of NATo itself was thus dependent upon the US studiously 
cultivating the appearance that it was only reluctantly working with 
the colonels’ regime, and always with the goal of moving Greece back 
toward constitutional democracy. As Brewster put it:

[T]here are two main considerations that we must take into account: pro-
tecting the image of the United States in the world community and the 
retaining of maximum leverage with which to influence the new Greek 
Government. With regard to our image, it seems self-evident that we must 
not become so closely identified with the new regime to the point that 
the impression is created that we participated in the coup or acquiesed 
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(sic) in it. … It is to our advantage to reinforce the impression that we 
had no foreknowledge of the coup, that we did not approve of it when 
it occurred, and that only reluctantly, and after being convinced that the 
coup managers intended to move in the general direction of constitu-
tional democracy, did we agree to collaborate with the government. We 
may expect growing criticism of the new dictatorial regime in Greece 
from NATo governments. … In all countries of the Alliance the image of 
NATo will suffer from the presence in the pact of a country governed by a 
dictatorship.

Based on the inevitable public criticism, it was important for the US to 
publicly state its regret at the overthrow of democracy and to advocate 
for its restoration. Brewster continued:

Therefore, at some early point we must go on record with a statement to 
the effect that we deeply regret the suspension of constitutional procedures 
in Greece and that we look forward to an early return to parliamentary 
democracy (the latter phrase was used by the King himself and we should 
not hesitate long in following his lead). … Concerning the retaining of 
our maximum leverage with the new government, we must walk a narrow 
line between resisting its embrace and at the same time cooperating with it 
sufficiently to serve our national interests, which includes gradually moving 
the government towards constitutional government.

Moving the colonels toward democracy would not be an easy course, 
however. The US had an overriding national security interest in south-
eastern Europe—one that could be definitively damaged by a rupture in 
relations between the US and Greece. In this respect, Brewster displayed 
an acute sensitivity to the possibility that the colonels might become 
hostile to the US should it push too hard for democratic reform. In so 
doing, he presaged a concern that would recur repeatedly in the cables of 
Ambassadors Talbot and Tasca, discussed in later chapters of this book. In 
direct contrast to the popular image—particularly in Greece—of a seem-
ingly omnipotent United States calling the political shots in Greece, set-
ting up and deposing governments at will, and imposing its foreign policy 
goals on the country, the truth is that the US felt itself vulnerable to the 
mood and attitudes of the military junta. The sense of vulnerability, as 
just mentioned, would persist throughout the entire tenure of the mili-
tary regime. While this might seem a somewhat curious concern given 
Greece’s economic and military dependence on the US at the time and 
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given the colonels’ intense wish for US approval of their government, 
Brewster nevertheless argued that an overly aggressive pro-democracy 
stance could harm US interests. As he put it:

As I view Greek-U.S. relations over the next six months to a year, they 
will almost necessarily be uneasy ones, since we will be an ally albeit not 
an intimate one, and since we will be constantly exerting pressure to move 
the government in the direction we want. However, while we must avoid 
its embrace, at the same time we must avoid driving it into a position of 
hostility. …. [T]o protect themselves they could be driven to acts of des-
peration against us, if they became convinced that we aimed at destroy-
ing them. We are, of course, vulnerable to the new regime on a number 
of accounts; in addition to Greece’s role in the southeastern anchor of 
NATo, we have a significant investment in installations vital to our 
national security in Greece which we must protect at all costs. Therefore, 
the how of our relationship should be a policy of alliance but not intimacy, 
accompanied by constant pressure on the regime towards our desired ends.

How, then, to go about this? The answer was to secure a statement—
and optimally a firm timetable—from the regime’s strongman, Colonel 
George Papadopoulos, for the restoration of democracy.

This brings us to the second question: What do we want from the new 
Greek government? It seems to me that on the short-run basis, our first 
goal should be a declaration from the new government that it intends to 
move eventually towards a government based on the will of the people—
towards parliamentary democracy. Secondly, we might consider encourag-
ing the King to urge the government to form a broader-based Cabinet in 
place of the collection of colonels and political nonentities that comprise it 
at the present time. Thirdly, (and this is vitally important), we must impress 
upon the regime the need for early release of the political detainees. …  
[W]e should suggest as a kind of quid pro quo a declaration of intent by 
the government to return eventually to a constitutional basis. … Assuming 
that this was done, we could then proceed to the question of resuming our 
military assistance, which has been suspended in the case of significant mil-
itary items. This could be linked to satisfactory assurances and/or action 
regarding the political prisoners. Assuming these hurdles were jumped, we 
could then embark on our long-term program of encouragement of the 
restoration of civil rights and the return to parliamentary democracy.



58  N. M. KARAKATSANIS ANd J. SWARTS

In all of this, Brewster maintained that US policy must be about creat-
ing an impression of a temporary deviation from democracy—one that  
would be rectified quickly and according to a definite plan. Again, in so 
doing, Brewster accurately signalled a key concern of US policy for the 
next seven years:

The important thing, it seems to me, is to create the impression of progress 
towards the desired goals. An essential element in this is the drawing up—
and the publishing—of a timetable to which the government would be com-
mitted. … In sum our overall policy must encompass the following points:

(1)  avoidance of close U.S. identification with the coup and the new 
government,

(2)  maintenance of a cool but correct attitude toward the new gov-
ernment in order not to drive it into a position of hostility toward 
the U.S.,

(3)  continuous pressure on the new government to move toward a 
return to constitutional government through exertion of our 
leverage,

(4)  seek adequate treatment of the political prisoners and the eventual 
release of all or most of them,

(5)  encourage the new government to demonstrate its intent to move 
toward constitutional government by public announcement of a 
timetable, etc.,

(6)  encourage the King to assert his role as leader of all the Greek 
people.33

As subsequent US actions and policies would reveal, this basic strat-
egy remained fairly intact for the next seven years. The US reiterated as 
a matter of principle—but with a keen sensitivity to public opinion and 
the internal cohesion of the NATo alliance—its commitment to a resto-
ration of democracy. This took the form of pressure on the colonels to 
declare their intentions to return to constitutional government—ones, it 
must be said, which grew increasingly implausible as time wore on with 
virtually no real movement in that regard.

33 Brewster to Rockwell, Secret, 4/27/67, PoL 1 GREECE-US, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, 
USNA (emphases in original).
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For example, in early May, Talbot met with the junta’s foreign min-
ister, Pavlos Economou-Gouras, and told him that “it would come as 
no surprise to him that [the] military coup had been [a] rude shock to 
Americans, who had not expected to see MAP equipment used this way 
in Greece.” He told Economou-Gouras that he “should be aware of two 
areas of deep American concern.”

one was [the] situation of political detainees … [The] second was [the] 
question of returning to constitutional rule and representative government. 
We had heard statements of intent, but had seen no clear blueprint. Even 
[the] Turks … [had] announced [a] seven-man constitutional committee 
four days after their 1960 coup. [The] United States [was] still examin-
ing its policies toward [the] new situation in Greece, and would be greatly 
helped if clear and credible steps were taken to start Greece back toward [a] 
constitutional path. In [the] meantime, our review of assistance programs, 
notably MAP, remained in process.34

A few days later, Talbot also had his first meeting with Papadopoulos. 
When Papadopoulos complained “that [the Greek] government is handi-
capped by [a] lack of knowledge of how much assistance it can count on 
from its ‘great ally’, the United States,” Talbot used this opportunity to 
send a pointed message,

[c]omment[ing] that … it was important [for the regime] to move swiftly 
in defining its goals and in establishing priorities. This could not be done, 
however, without setting target dates for [the] completion of its objectives. 
[The s]ooner dates could be fixed, [the] better I emphasized it would be for 
[the] new government in terms of both domestic and international opinion. 
… I also reminded Papadopoulos that military leaders in many countries … 
had discovered that prolonged involvement in public administration tended 
to have [a] corrupting influence on [the] army and that it was essential for 
[the] integrity of the military to end its involvement as rapidly as possible. 
… our conversation ended on my note that, just as [the] new government 
was now planning for [the] future, Washington was carefully reviewing U.S.-
Greek relations, including [the] question of military assistance, in light of 
recent developments, and that it was for this reason that we are deeply inter-
ested in learning [the] intentions of [the] government.35

34 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 5108, 5/4/67, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

35 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 5191, 5/10/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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The same message was delivered in Talbot’s meeting with the regime’s 
first prime minister, Constantine Kollias, quoted above. After the meet-
ing, Talbot reported that he had sought clarification regarding the form 
of government the colonels were likely to establish, making it clear to 
Kollias that the US preferred a representative form of government and 
urging that concrete steps be taken in that direction:

[The] USG is not concentrating on the past; it is not suggesting that [the] 
clock could be turned back. Rather, it is looking to [the] present and 
future. What direction is this government going to take? If it is to move 
along [the] lines of military governments fastened on some Arab coun-
tries, for example, Americans could be expected to react. … If on other 
hand this government pursues [the] objective of restoring representative 
government as quickly as possible, we could expect American policies to 
move in another direction. [The p]roblem is one of being convincing. As 
[the] Prime Minister [is] aware, [the] announcement of [a] plan to form 
[a] constitution-revision committee and submit its product to [a] plebiscite 
after review by [the] government was [a] favorable step. Yet that simple 
declaration [was] not enough to persuade international opinion in [the] 
face of other things that have happened in Greece. … We do not want to 
see [the] GoG isolated from [the] world. … That is why we are so much 
interested in persuasive evidence that [the] GoG will indeed move briskly 
toward constitution revision and representative rule.36

As the above examples illustrate, in the early months of the regime, the 
embassy and State department applied pressure on the Greek government 
to democratize, but did so ever so gently so as not to alienate the colonels.

Specifically, while making it known to the colonels that the US pre-
ferred a democratic ally, in the end the US was willing to settle for, and 
work with, a regime that was, at its core, anti-communist and pro-West-
ern. At no time, for instance, do the extant documents reveal any dis-
cussion on the part of US officials about actively opposing, much less 
undermining, the junta. In fact, the evidence shows quite the opposite. 
American officials were of the view that the collapse of the colonels’ 
regime might actually lead to something worse—perhaps a neutral-
ist, left-leaning regime, potentially led by that bête noire of the right, 
Andreas Papandreou. The fact that such a regime might have had 

36 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 5377, 5/21/67, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.



2 A FAIT ACCOMPLI: THE US REACTIoN To THE GREEK MILITARY …  61

popular support—and thus democratic legitimacy—was immaterial. 
The current undemocratic, but pro-American, regime was preferable to 
a potentially democratic, but neutralist, one. Given that fact, the US 
would not seek to take—much less encourage—any action that might 
precipitate the early collapse of the colonels, at least not without a real-
istic alternative.

Secretary of State dean Rusk, in a 2 May meeting with the British 
ambassador to the US, Sir Patrick dean, stated the point clearly:

We wish to moderate [the] coup leaders without at [the] same time pro-
voking [a] revolution against [the] new govt. While we do not wish to do 
anything which might assist [the] aspirations of Andreas Papandreou, we 
plan to bring our influence to bear to get [the] govt on [the] road to dem-
ocratic processes[,] and one of [the] means of leverage vis-a-vis [the] new 
govt is our military assistance program.37

The British government was of a similar mind and followed a largely sim-
ilar path.38 Sir Patrick stated that, in his government’s view, the “coup 
govt is firmly entrenched for the immediate future and … nothing would 
be served by repeated condemnation of the coup. [The n]ew GoG …  
will undoubtedly be influenced by [the] attitudes expressed by govts 
and public opinion in NATo countries.” In the end, Sir Patrick argued, 
the “current GoG cannot be ‘pushed’ off extremist positions but rather 
must be eased off.”39 As Talbot would restate the policy a week later, 
by suspending certain deliveries of specific military items, the US gov-
ernment was effectively supporting the overall policy of coolness and 
aloofness toward the colonels without disrupting the two countries’ 
military cooperation which, he argued, was and would continue to be a 
“very important element in [the] maintenance of U.S. security interests  
in [the] Eastern Mediterranean.”40

37 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 187449, 5/3/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

38 See Nafpliotis (2013), Conispoliatis (2007), Maragkou (2010, 2013), and Pedaliu (2007).
39 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 187449, 5/3/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 

SNF, RG 59, USNA.
40 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 5221, 5/11/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 

SNF, RG 59, USNA (emphasis added).
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a way foRwaRD

In the end, then, the coup found the United States attempting to bal-
ance two somewhat contrary objectives. out of principle and with a 
deep concern of growing public outcry over the continued absence of 
democracy in Greece, the US attempted to use the leverage it had—
particularly the granting or withholding of military assistance—to 
urge the liberalization of repressive measures and an eventual return 
to parliamentary democracy. However, its overriding concern was to 
maintain Greece in the NATo camp, serving as a key focal point for 
US interests in the Eastern Mediterranean. Given that concern, as 
well as the fear of American policy makers that too much pressure on 
the regime might either make it hostile to the US or, perhaps worse, 
strengthen the hand of its leftist opponents, the US was led to adopt 
a policy of applying quiet pressure, while returning very quickly 
to usual political and military relations. As Philips Talbot put it, his 
objective and that of the US government was “to get broadened par-
ticipation and forward motion in [the] present Greek GoG, rather 
than to break it.”41

Thus, we find that the US was genuinely surprised by the colonels’ 
coup—perhaps expecting, despite prior warnings, a coup from the 
King, should one prove necessary. However, once it became clear that 
Papadopoulos and his men were in power to stay—and crucially once 
the King made his peace, at least initially, with them—the US accepted 
the less-than-ideal fait accompli and proceeded, in a matter of only days, 
to work with the new government. Adopting the attitude that the cur-
rent undemocratic, but pro-NATo regime was preferable to any more 
democratic, but anti-American alternative, the US cast its lot with the 
colonels, eventually restoring good relations with the regime, while qui-
etly (but ultimately quite unsuccessfully) repeating its desire for the res-
toration of democracy. As the colonels themselves must have deduced 
from a very early stage, the security logic of the Cold War was ultimately 
to prevail over the idealistic principles of protecting and promoting 
democracy.

41 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 5221, 5/11/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA (emphasis added).
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As detailed in Chapter 2, in the early days after the coup of 21 April, the 
United States quickly settled on a policy of working with the colonels’ 
regime, while at the same time gently prodding it to make democratic 
reforms—not only as a matter of principle, but also in the interests of 
North Atlantic Treaty organization (NATo) unity and to counter con-
gressional and European criticism of the colonels and their relationship 
with the United States. Using what it believed to be its most readily avail-
able source of influence over the colonels, the US turned to the Military 
Assistance Program (MAP) to effect change in Athens. Implementing a 
partial suspension of military aid, the US postponed the delivery of about 
$34 million worth of major military items, including aircraft, ships, tanks, 
tank recovery vehicles, armored personnel carriers, and missiles. However, 
this suspension was calibrated in ways to express US opposition to the 
overthrow of democracy in Greece, while at the same time keeping the 
US-Greek military relationship alive. Thus, while the delivery of heavy 
military items was suspended, the US allowed for the delivery of about 
$29 million worth of spare parts and other equipment to continue.

This chapter will detail how, over the course of the next five years, 
first the Johnson administration and, later, that of Nixon, grappled with 
how to effectively bring about desired change in Athens. What we illus-
trate here is the United States’ two-pronged approach—one advocat-
ing for the return of democracy, on the one hand, while prioritizing the 
importance of Greece to US and NATo strategic interests in the Eastern 
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Mediterranean, on the other. Significantly, however, we show that the 
relative balance between these two objectives was neither static nor uni-
form. Instead, the relative weight of each prong varied across the differ-
ent agencies of government (which we further explore in Chapter 4 of 
this volume) as well as between the two administrations.

We begin our analysis with the Johnson administration’s tactics, 
focusing on the administration’s efforts to encourage change in Greece 
through the use of MAP, as well as its response to King Constantine’s 
abortive countercoup of 13 december 1967. We illustrate how the 
Johnson administration initially sought to balance US strategic inter-
ests with a principled stance on democracy. As time passed, however, 
the administration quickly placed US strategic concerns over its desire 
for the return of democracy. Still later, in January 1969, when the newly 
elected Nixon administration took office, the change in government 
heralded no dramatic or immediate difference in US policy toward the 
colonels’ Greece. In fact, particularly in its first year, the administra-
tion largely continued the two-pronged approach of its predecessor— 
maintaining the security relationship with Greece as a primary objective 
while, secondarily, pressing the Greek government for progress on politi-
cal liberalization and moves toward constitutional government. However, 
this chapter shows how, over time, the first of these prongs—the emphasis 
on a good relationship with Greece as a key to security and NATo influ-
ence in the Eastern Mediterranean—came to predominate, so much so 
that the White House would come to specifically declaim constitutional 
progress as an important aspect of US policy and in which its  ambassador 
in Athens would come close to playing the role of apologist for the colo-
nels. We commence in 1967, as the Johnson administration grappled with 
how to effectively use MAP to bring about change in Athens.

the Johnson aDministRation’s PoliCy towaRD GReeCe

As stated above, the Johnson administration envisioned the use of  
MAP as a primary policy instrument to effect change in Athens. In the 
early days of the coup, it made clear that the suspension of heavy ship-
ments would only be lifted once real progress on democratic reform 
had been made. In this vein, Talbot informed King Constantine that a 
resumption of MAP would be linked to Greek government actions and 
warned that even additional MAP sanctions were not beyond the realm 
of possibility. As he stated, “Clearly [the MAP issue] cannot be resolved 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_4
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satisfactorily before this government has indicated firm constitutional 
plans. Without such an indication in [the] near future, [the] possibility 
of [a] general suspension of military aid could not be ignored.”1 Since 
MAP seemed to be one of the few means of leverage the US had over 
the colonels, military assistance because a centerpiece of the Johnson 
administration’s policy efforts. As put in a telegram sent by Talbot to the 
department of State:

[The c]urrent review of United States MAP is clearly [an] important factor 
in keeping pressure on [the] GoG for constitutional progress. [A l]imited  
suspension [of] deliveries of specific items … effectively supports U.S. 
policy without disrupting Hellenic-American military cooperation which 
is and, I believe, will continue to be [a] very important element in [the] 
maintenance of U.S. security interests in [the] Eastern Mediterranean. 
Since our objective is to get broadened participation and forward motion 
in [the] present GoG, rather than to break it, much depends on our skill 
and delicacy in using this pressure to best effect and not overplaying it.2

While the suspension of MAP was intended to cajole the colonels into 
making moves toward constitutionalism, it became clear within months 
that such moves toward democratic reform were not at all imminent. 
No sooner did this become obvious than the State department cabled 
Athens expressing its deep concern over the failure of the new regime 
to make progress in a constitutional direction. Pointing to signs of 
increased repression, the department of State again linked the resump-
tion of full military aid to real progress toward liberalization:

[W]e are nonetheless disturbed by … steps taken by [the] new govern-
ment, as well as by [the] comment by Min[ister] Papadopoulos and press 
organs close to him which appear to indicate that [the government] does 
not rpt not intend to return to parliamentarianism in [the] near future. … 
[W]e are disturbed by certain other developments which seem to suggest a 
step-up in repressive measures. … [The p]ossibility of returning to normal 
Greek-U.S. relations, including [a] resumption of MAP, will be directly 

1 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 5135, 5/5/67, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA (emphasis added).

2 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 5221, 5/11/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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influenced by [the] new govt.’s progress in returning to constitutional pro-
cesses and its handling of political prisoners.3

It is important to note, however, that while the department of State 
talked tough, the US also sought to reassure Greek officials—who, 
as noted previously, had become bitter and resentful of the cool US 
response toward the coup—by softening the blow of the MAP suspen-
sion. An example of this was the following statement delivered to Greek 
military officials in June:

[We] wish to assure you that these items have not been deleted or can-
celled from the current program, which is a part of our long range plan-
ning designed to bolster the Greek defense capability against external 
threats. These items have only been temporarily suspended pending com-
pletion of this review. [We] also wish to emphasize that the action taken to 
suspend temporarily delivery of these items does not affect any other items 
in the program. Essential support items such as spare parts, ammunition, 
communications equipment, motor vehicles, small arms, etc., continue 
to arrive as programmed and are being delivered to the Hellenic forces. 
We recognize that we are in a period of uncertainty during which many 
important projects must remain in a state of suspension. We consider it 
essential, however, that we make progress in those areas where progress is 
possible.4

despite its status as essentially the centerpiece of American policy 
toward the colonels’ regime during the Johnson administration, it is 
important to note that policy on MAP was not uniform and began to 
change over time, evincing greater flexibility and nuance. This transfor-
mation appears to have come about in part at King Constantine’s and 
other conservative opposition members’ urging, but was primarily the 
result of US concern over the effect of MAP suspension on Greek mili-
tary preparedness and therefore on NATo and US security interests in 
the Eastern Mediterranean.

4 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 5995, 6/23/67, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

3 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 205238, 5/31/67, PoL 15-5 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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In June 1967, for example, the King made the case to an  embassy 
source5 that the regime had begun to take steps toward democrati-
zation, had revealed good intentions, and was becoming extremely  
irritated by US policy and was thus considering the renunciation of US 
military aid. Indeed, he suggested that the colonels were likely to turn to 
General de Gaulle and the French for military assistance:

In [the] King’s opinion no more leverage can be obtained for either 
strengthening [the] King’s position or [the] position of [the] USG by 
continuing [the] withholding [of] mil[itary] aid. [The r]elease at this time 
of mil[itary] aid would help his position and also improve US-Greek rela-
tions. [The] King opined that [a] turn to France for mil[itary] aid would 
probably lead to an eventual withdrawal of Greece from NATo.6

Arguing that to continue to offend and provoke the colonels “will result 
in a serious breach in US-Greek relations,” the embassy reported that, 
according to the King, the United States “should now release the mili-
tary items which are being withheld.”7 Apparently taking such advice to 
heart, the embassy began to argue for a more flexible MAP policy: 

despite most serious reservations concerning [the] intentions [of the] 
junta, we believe that it is essential [that the] MAP program be handled 
on a more flexible basis and hope that [a] change in current policy can be 
handled [in] such a way as to reinforce the position of the King as well as 
to [reiterate] our concern for sincere progress toward [the] restoration of 
parliamentary government.8

Soon, this push for a resumption of aid would become a consistent theme 
in cables from Athens to Washington. The embassy argued that MAP sus-
pension not only had little to no appreciable effect on the colonels, but 
was actually irritating them to such a degree that the US-Greek security 

5 According to the embassy telegram, the source was a US army officer with close per-
sonal ties to the King.

6 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 6175, 6/29/67, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

7 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 6026, 6/25/67, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

8 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 6175, 6/29/67, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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relationship might be endangered. Put differently, whereas the MAP sus-
pension had been intended in the early days to be a source of pressure for 
constitutional reform, by the summer of 1967, embassy officials had con-
ceded that reforms were not likely in the near term, and they began to 
urge that aid be delinked from constitutional reform and thus resumed.

For example, on 7 July, Norbert Anschuetz in Athens wrote: 

I recommend resumption of MAP deliveries not because we have great confi-
dence in [the] junta’s alleged pledge to return to parliamentary government in 
two years, but because we believe that our present MAP policy might provoke 
[the] coup leaders into some irrational act with dangerous implications for 
US-Greek relations and because we doubt whether [a] continuation [of the] 
present policy would, in fact, accelerate [the] type of evolution which we seek.9

Given such conclusions, the embassy would continue to pressure the 
department of State for the resumption of military aid during the spring 
and summer of 1967. By this point, Talbot too had begun to advocate 
for a full delinking of military aid from evidence of democratic progress. 
As he wrote: 

If we are to achieve our objective of bringing about the progressive rees-
tablishment of genuine constitutional government in Greece, and without 
damage to our vital security interests … we should complete the disasso-
ciation of the U.S. military assistance program from our internal political 
objectives in Greece by resuming the full range of MAP deliveries.10 

For its part, throughout this period, the State department was less cer-
tain of a delinking, responding that it was “considering [the] adoption 
[of a] more ‘flexible’ policy in implementing MAP deliveries.”11

The issue of MAP, which dominated US (and Greek) thinking for 
most of this period, was unexpectedly sidelined by the problem of official 
regime recognition following King Constantine’s failed countercoup in 
december 1967—a coup that was poorly planned and even more poorly 

10 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-883, 11/1/68, PoL 1 GREECE-US, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

11 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 216899, 6/27/67, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

9 Athens to State, Confidential/Limdis, Telegram 188, 7/7/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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executed. This again brought to the fore the issue of formal regime 
recognition, which, as discussed in Chapter 2, had conveniently been 
avoided in April 1967 on the basis that the US ambassador was accred-
ited to the King, rather than to any particular government of the day. In 
short, so long as the King enjoyed his constitutional position, US recog-
nition of his government remained unaffected.

However, the events following the King’s unsuccessful countercoup 
raised that issue anew. With the King going into exile in Rome and a 
regent appointed by the junta in his absence, it was not at all clear that 
the appointment of the regent had been done constitutionally. If it had 
not been a legal act, then the regime itself might have effectively lost the 
veneer of constitutionality it had enjoyed since 21 April—a veneer the 
King had supplied by swearing in the first dictatorial cabinet and working 
with it since. With the King gone, the US (like other countries) briefly 
considered whether it had to formally reassess its diplomatic recognition 
of the junta government. Thus, the day after the countercoup attempt, on 
14 december 1967, the State department’s legal adviser concluded that:

The actions of the Junta in appointing a Regent and arranging for the 
appointment of a new Prime Minister were not in conformity with the 
[1952 Greek] Constitution; thus the regime holding power in Greece 
today is an extra-constitutional regime. … Accordingly, United States rec-
ognition of the Greek Government does not automatically continue; we 
are confronted with the question of whether to accord recognition.12

It is interesting to note that, as with the case of MAP, this principled 
legal uncertainty, however, very soon gave way to a pragmatic acceptance 
of the status quo. A week after the coup, the State department clearly 
signaled that, despite its historically close relations and support for the 
Greek monarchy, it did not intend to allow the issue of formal recogni-
tion to influence its working relationship with the Greek government. It 
thus cabled the embassy in Rome on 20 december, instructing officials 
there to inform the King that the recognition issue would be resolved 
essentially independently of him and his position. The embassy was to 
tell that King that, while “a continuing basic problem for us is the lack of 
sufficient progress toward the restoration of a constitutional situation in 
Greece[,] … we cannot commit ourselves to … [a] formula which would 

12 Meeker to the Acting Secretary, Secret, Memorandum 21325, 12/14/67, PoL 23-9 
GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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require us to stipulate the King’s return … as a requirement for our rec-
ognition” of the government.13

Thus, as in the early days of the junta in April 1967, it became clear 
that the dictatorial regime, now sans King, was “the only game in town.” 
As other NATo countries began to resolve the issue in favor of the 
regime that was in place, the US also moved quietly but quickly to also 
establish formal relations with it. Thus, the State department cabled the 
embassy on 13 January 1968:

We have decided to move in the near future to a working relationship with 
the regime in Athens. … [our d]ecision is based on [the] fact [that the] 
regime is in control of the country, [on the] belief [that] we have extracted 
as much benefit as we [can] likely obtain from [the] present policy, and 
[the] fact [that] we have interests in Greece which require attention. … 
We do not intend [to] make [a] formal announcement, and will seek [to] 
avoid publicly discussing [the] question of whether we have recognized 
[the] GoG. We plan [to] say [that] we [are] resuming [a] working rela-
tionship based on [the] de facto situation of control.14

Ten days later, the State department informed Talbot that the time had 
come to make his first official call on the regime since the King’s coun-
tercoup attempt, particularly given that several NATo allies had arrived 
at the same conclusion that the regime was here to stay and that normal 
relations should resume. (For instance, the embassy in Rome speculated 
that, by resuming contacts, the “Italians probably hope working relations 
will ultimately evolve naturally into full contact and [the] question of 
recognition will simply not pose itself.”)15 Thus, in instructing Talbot, 
the State department wrote:

Consultations with NATo partners and others on [the] question of [a] 
formal call on [the] Foreign Minister have now taken place. There have 
been no demurrals with [a] large majority anxious to move in [the] same 
direction. [The] Germans and Turks have already called on [the] Foreign 

13 State to Rome, Secret, Telegram 87180, 12/20/67, PoL 15-1 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

14 State to Athens, Secret/Exdis/For Ambassador, Telegram 98446, 1/13/68, PoL 
GREECE-US, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA (emphasis in original).

15 Rome to State, Confidential, Telegram 3810, 1/22/68, PoL 16 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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Minister. [The] Canadians particularly pointed out that calls on other key 
Ministers should follow soon. [The] British are completely in step with us 
and want to time their visit promptly after ours. You are hence authorized 
to seek [an] appointment with Foreign Minister Pipinelis.16

Upon receiving authorization to resume normal contacts, Talbot wasted 
no time reestablishing relations. on the same day, he cabled back to 
Washington:

Two hours after [the] embassy had requested [an] appointment, [Foreign 
Minister] Pipinelis received me at this office at 1230 local [time] today. 
Welcoming me “always, and most especially today,” he expressed gratifi-
cation at [the] conclusion of [the] awkward period just past when he was 
prevented from contacts with [the] embassy … I expressed my own pleas-
ure at “resuming official contacts,” and explained that when questioned by 
[the] press about my call I would use that phrase rather than referring to 
or an[s]wering questions about technical issues of “recognition.”17

Talbot’s “pleasure” at resuming relations with the colonels stemmed 
from his sense that the United States was essentially in a position of hav-
ing to work with the regime, despite the fact that the junta’s promises of 
democratic reform had become increasingly hollow as time wore on. The 
State department too—despite its usual desire to exert more pressure on 
the regime—had essentially drawn the same conclusion. In fact, by April 
1968, one year into the coup, an internal State department intelligence 
study pointed to the lack of any real alternative to the junta, to the disor-
ganization and ineffectiveness of any domestic opposition to the regime, 
and to the growing criticism of the United States both by the regime and 
its opponents. Given the situation, the department of State concluded 
that the US had very little influence on the regime:

Since the coup of April 21, 1967, the military junta has established itself 
firmly in power. The last rival power center, the Crown, was effectively 
eliminated with the failure of the King’s counter-coup in december 
1967. The opposition within Greece is still largely disorganized, and the 

16 State to Athens, Confidential/Limdis, Telegram 102829, 1/23/68, PoL 16 
GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

17 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 3285, 1/23/68, PoL 16 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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confidence of the junta has been increased by internal developments as 
well as by the gradual normalization of Greece’s relations with its major 
NATo partners. External pressures for a return to constitutional govern-
ment have been answered by the junta with gestures whose purpose is 
more to create a favorable image abroad than to restore democratic pro-
cesses. The regime is committed to hold a plebiscite on a new constitution 
in September, but elections may still be far in the future. At present no 
alternative to the military regime is visible on the Greek political scene.18

In Athens, too, Ambassador Talbot would consistently state his view 
that he saw no alternative to the policy line the United States was pursu-
ing. Arguing that “U.S. policy has comparatively little room for maneu-
ver,” he increasingly critiqued the notion that the US had it within its 
power to bring down the junta, if only it would actively oppose it:

A thesis has been expounded in certain quarters, notably by Andreas 
Papandreou, that if we “turn our backs” on the present regime by cutting 
all further military assistance and internationally condemning the junta, it 
would shortly fall of its own weight. We regard his proposition as invalid 
as well as risky. Rather than collapsing, we are persuaded the Government 
would be much more likely to become more intractable and oppres-
sive. We could thereby force Greece into precisely the descending spiral 
of instability, probably ending in civil strife, which should be avoided as 
unquestionably disadvantageous to our interests and those of the NATo 
alliance.

Talbot reiterated the central, overriding theme that the US’s hands were 
tied by the need to keep Greece a reliable Cold War ally. He thus con-
cluded that the likely effect of applying too much pressure on the regime 
would be a diminution of any influence the US actually had.

our hands would of course be freer to try to force the present Greek gov-
ernment to conform to the demands of democratic idealism if we could 
write off our military installations here and discount the growing Soviet 
threat in the Eastern Mediterranean … Even in these circumstances, how-
ever, the question would remain whether any actions within the range of 
acceptable United States policy would have the effect of dislodging the 

18 Hughes to the Acting Secretary, Secret/No Foreign dissem/Limdis, Intelligence 
Note 254, 4/11/68, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.



3 JoHNSoN, NIXoN, ANd ATHENS: CHANGING FoREIGN PoLICY …  75

present regime in Greece and replacing it with a government more con-
sonant with contemporary Atlantic community standards or, alternatively, 
would merely salve the American conscience while reducing the signifi-
cance of the United States as a factor in the Greek situation.19

In short, a year into the colonels’ regime, both the department of State 
and the US embassy in Athens had reached the same conclusion: There 
was little the US could do to push the colonels toward democracy. It was 
better to maintain relations with an undemocratic government in Greece, 
they thought, than to jeopardize those ties and, in the process, threaten 
US and NATo strategic interests in the Eastern Mediterranean.

It is important to note, however, that despite this general agree-
ment that the US had no choice but to work with the present regime, 
Washington continued to take a cautious, wait-and-see approach to the 
lifting of MAP, attempting to wring as much effect as possible out of  
the suspension, while facing great congressional opposition to the pros-
pect of a MAP resumption. For that reason, well into 1968, the MAP 
suspension remained in place despite repeated inquiries and vehement 
protestations from the Greek government. The reasons given for this 
policy remained uniform—with the State department’s “constant posi-
tion [being] that [the] lifting of [the] suspension [of] MAP items [be] 
linked with concrete evidence [of] further progress toward [a] return to 
constitutionalism.”20 However, in response to questions from Michael-
George Mazarakis, Counselor at the Greek embassy in Washington, 
about the US timetable for lifting the suspension, State department 
official Stuart Rockwell maintained that the US government was facing 
“extraordinary difficulties involved in restoring military aid to Greece” 
and blamed US domestic politics, explaining that the administration 
“had to fend off pressures to cut off Greek military aid entirely,” while 
citing the “need for concrete developments [in Greece] on which to base 
[the] lifting of MAP suspension.” Rockwell stressed that:

[The United States] would need Greece’s help in order to help Greece, 
pointing to [the] establishment of [a] free press, [the] release of prisoners, 

19 Athens to State, Secret, Airgram A-558, 4/29/68, PoL 2 GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.

20 State to Athens, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 37293, 9/14/67, PoL 15 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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and setting a date for a plebiscite on [the] constitution as steps which 
would help create conditions for a resumption of MAP. [The US] could 
not set a timetable because the timetable was essentially in the hands of 
[the] GoG. … [I]t was therefore important to have convincing evidence 
of progress, not simply a statement of intentions, on which to peg future 
US actions. [A r]esumption of MAP was not something which could be 
done overnight but which had to follow on concrete steps taken by the 
Greek Government.21

Soon, this balancing act of calling for “convincing evidence of pro-
gress” while, at the same time, arguing that domestic US politics were 
largely at fault for the suspension would become even more com-
mon in Washington and Athens. For example, in May 1968, Rockwell 
repeated much of this when asked—this time by Ambassador Christos 
Xanthopoulos-Palamas of Greece—whether the question of MAP 
resumption had been referred to the White House for a decision. Citing 
“serious domestic political implications” as impeding the resumption, 
Rockwell explained that “the Executive Branch had kept the suspension 
policy under continuing review to see whether it might be modified and 
had found great difficulty in proceeding when there had been so little 
progress by the Greek Government.”22 In short, a common refrain of 
American government officials at the time was that MAP continued to be 
“under review” and that Greece should therefore not expect immediate 
action. However, according to the State department, the United States 
“hoped for a Greece which would regain full political normalcy, where 
there were no political arrests, no curbs on free expression, [and] where 
there were free elections in which the Greek people could choose their 
own government.”23 Thus, while putting it delicately to Greek officials 
who were pressuring for a lifting of the suspension, US government rep-
resentatives repeatedly emphasized that progress was ultimately depend-
ent on the extent of political evolution in Greece.

However, it is important to note that pressure for the resumption of 
MAP deliveries did not come solely from the Greek regime but also from 

21 State to Athens, Confidential, Telegram 108132, 2/1/68, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

22 Memorandum of Conversation, Confidential, 5/24/68, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

23 State to Athens, Confidential, Telegram 134513, 3/22/68, PoL 15-5 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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within the US government itself. For instance, in a 29 February 1968 
memorandum, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Earle 
Wheeler, argued that the US should promptly lift the suspension, citing 
strategic US interests: “USCINCEUR24 … considers that our failure 
to lift the suspension is seriously eroding our valuable security associa-
tion with Greece. His particular concern is the ultimate loss of com-
bat effectiveness of the Royal Hellenic Air Force. … The result will be 
a low-quality end product in NATo-committed Greek squadrons. … 
I am convinced that we must act now to resume Military Assistance to 
Greece.”25

This argument—that MAP suspension should be lifted in the name of 
Greek and NATo preparedness—would become the subject of numer-
ous internal US government memoranda in early 1968. For example, an 
internal department of defense study contended, following an unusual 
line of argument, that “the selective lifting of suspensions could benefit 
the President by restoring the effectiveness of suspensions as a political 
tool to prod forward momentum toward democratic processes such as a 
constitutional plebiscite during the summer. In 11 months of disuse this 
tool is becoming dull.”26 The study cited a number of benefits enjoyed 
by the United States in Greece, the implication being that these ben-
efits could be secured for the future by a more forthcoming policy on 
aid. Among these were Greece’s willingness to serve as a “safe haven” 
for evacuees from the Middle East during the June 1967 Mideast crisis, 
its willingness to withdraw its troops and stand down during the 1967 
Cyprus crisis, and its readiness to allow the United States unimpeded 
access to Greek territory for its own operations, including two Voice of 
America radio stations, the Greek naval repair facilities at Souda Bay, a 
special intelligence site on Crete, as well as the use of facilities on Crete 
to launch US Navy surveillance flights over the Eastern Mediterranean. 
Finally, echoing what would eventually become the mantra of the Nixon 
administration, the defense department concluded that the suspension 
of MAP was having a negative impact upon Greece’s ability to contribute 
to the NATo alliance not only in real terms, but also psychologically: 

26 Assistant Secretary of defense Background Paper, “Political Consideration in Greek 
MAP Policy,” Secret, 3/15/68, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

24 US Commander in Chief, European Command.
25 Wheeler to McNamara, Secret, Memorandum CM-3063-68, 2/29/68, dEF 19-8 
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“The most serious effect on NATo … is probably a growing feeling 
among the Greek military that we really don’t care much about their role 
in NATo, if we are willing to withhold so much of the promised MAP 
equipment which was to update their NATo capability.”27

This focus—the strategic US and NATo interests for restoring MAP—
would subsequently be emphasized in a State department memorandum 
prepared for President Johnson, which pointed to the fact that, in the 
department of State’s estimation, “[t]he Colonels are firmly in control 
and may well remain in power for several years.”28 Thus, “under normal 
circumstances,” the State department indicated that it would recom-
mend that the administration proceed with the release of MAP to Greece. 
However, as we further illustrate in Chapter 5, US domestic considera-
tions prevented the State department from making the recommendation: 

A few Members of the Senate and House … have long been opposed to 
any assistance to the Greek Colonels. … [T]hey may decide to take their 
dissatisfaction out on the [1969 Foreign] Aid Bill. … Important though the 
Greek MAP program may be, it is not worth paying the price of no Aid Bill. 

Wanting to study the situation further, the department of State rec-
ommended that the US should be prepared to proceed with a limited 
resumption. Thus, it “authorized obligating the balance of the FY 68 
grant MAP funds for the Greek program.”29 Clearly, by this time, the US 
was beginning to lean toward a resumption of MAP, believing that such 
a policy shift would be in the strategic interests of the United States. 
Talbot, too, who had earlier insisted on proof of liberalization before 
MAP could be lifted, was now of the opinion that the US government’s 
insistence on “evidence of greater progress in returning to constitutional 
government [was] no longer useable.” Given the completion of a draft 
Greek constitution and its pending referendum, Talbot concluded that 
the “next increment … [was] up to [the] US.”30

27 Assistant Secretary of defense Background Paper, “Political Consideration in Greek 
MAP Policy,” Secret, 3/15/68, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

28 Katzenbach to Johnson, Secret, Memorandum 7731, 5/21/68, dEF 19-8 
US-GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

29 Katzenbach to Johnson, Secret, Memorandum 7731, 5/21/68, dEF 19-8 
US-GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA (emphases in original).

30 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 4023, 3/21/68, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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despite this gradual change of heart, it would not be until the essen-
tially rigged constitutional referendum of September 1968 when the 
State department would finally recommend a partial resumption of 
MAP. While recognizing that the referendum was but “at best a small 
step toward a return to constitutional government,” State maintained 
that it was “about all the [US could] expect for some time, given the 
Colonels’ determination not to relinquish power.”31 Citing once again 
US strategic interests in Greece and the fact that the “suspension ha[d] 
become a sharp irritant” in US-Greek bilateral relations, the State 
department maintained that it was important to move toward a partial 
restoration. Talbot, of course, had already arrived at that conclusion at 
least a year earlier, by which time he had come to the point of advocating 
for a “U.S. policy which has as its aim the protection and preservation 
of U.S. strategic and national interests in Greece rather than specific evi-
dence of [a] return to constitutionalism.”32

despite the decision on national security grounds to resume MAP, it 
is important to note that the goal of democratic reform was not com-
pletely abandoned, at least not in principle. Informing Papadopoulos of 
the MAP resumption in late october, Talbot explained that:

[The MAP] determination had been made primarily because of NATo 
considerations and recent developments in Eastern Europe, stressing that 
in reaching [the] decision to resume certain shipments [the] USG regards 
[a] return to representative government in Greece as no less important 
than before and indeed will continue to press for this.

Importantly, however, the Johnson administration’s approach to the 
colonels never fully resolved the contradictions and complexities involved 
in trying to reconcile what was ultimately irreconcilable. These tensions 
were nicely encapsulated by a memo in which National Security Council 
(NSC) staffer Harold Saunders gave a particularly succinct interpretation 
of the Johnson administration’s approach:

31 Katzenbach to Johnson, Secret, Memorandum 13273, 10/3/68, dEF 19-8 
US-GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

32 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 6145, 7/31/68, dEF 19-8 US-Greece, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.



80  N. M. KARAKATSANIS ANd J. SWARTS

The Johnson Administration policy was an effort to bridge a dilemma: the 
US had to do business with the effective government of a NATo ally but 
wanted to keep alive its relationship with those Greeks who oppose  military 
government by saying it supported the return to constitutional (repre-
sentative) government. This policy grew from three factors: a. [The n]eed 
to take account of vociferous opposition by American liberals (and their 
Greek friends) to military government. … b. A judgment that the military 
government would at some point have to return the reins to civilian leaders 
because Greeks would one day run out of patience with it. c. An estimate 
that the long-term political and economic trend in Greece is away from the 
right, represented by the military, and … a desire not to cut ourselves off 
from the mainstream of the future. This result was a compromise: do busi-
ness with the Junta but do it with some show of reluctance.33

the new aDministRation

In January 1969, a newly elected administration, under President 
Richard Nixon, came to office. The new administration heralded no dra-
matic or immediate change in US policy toward the colonels’ Greece. 
In fact, particularly in its first year, it largely upheld the two-pronged 
approach of its predecessor—to maintain the security relationship with 
Greece as a primary objective while pressing the Greek government for 
progress on political liberalization and moves toward constitutional gov-
ernment. However, as we will see below, over time, the first of these 
prongs—the emphasis on a good relationship with Greece as a key to 
security and NATo influence in the Eastern Mediterranean—would 
come to predominate, particularly as articulated and practiced by the 
White House and Henry Kissinger’s NSC.

However, despite the growing emphasis on assuring a strong rela-
tionship with Greece, the desire for democratization—both as a matter 
of principle and, perhaps more importantly, as a way to defuse criticism 
of the Greek regime in Congress and within the NATo alliance—never 
disappeared entirely. As we will see below, there was, however, a notice-
able shift in tone and emphasis from the Johnson to the Nixon adminis-
tration, and from the ambassadorship of Philips Talbot to that of Henry 
Tasca—one which, over time, would progress to the point where the 
White House would specifically declaim constitutional progress as an 

33 Saunders to Kissinger, Confidential, 4/8/69, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 593, USNA.
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important aspect of US policy and in which Ambassador Tasca came 
close to playing the role of apologist for the regime. At the end of the 
day, however, the divided aspect of US policy never disappeared entirely. 
The contradictory motivations of NATo security vis-à-vis the Soviet 
Union and the need for Greek democratization were never fully resolved 
in the Nixon administration, with mixed signals coming from different 
parts of the administration throughout most of its period in office.

The arrival of a new administration of different political stripes in 
Washington in January 1969 did not bring about a radical shift in US 
foreign policy, at least not toward the regime in Greece. In fact, the pre-
vious fall, vice presidential candidate Spiro Agnew, when asked about  
the US approach to the colonels, had taken a line basically indistinguish-
able from that pursued by the outgoing Johnson administration. As 
quoted in the Washington Post and relayed by the department of State 
to the Athens embassy, Agnew had raised both the security issue and the 
desire for a return to democratic government:

Noting that Greece “has always been a good friend of ours” and was “most 
responsive to U.S. needs in the Middle East” during [the] Arab-Israeli 
conflict, Agnew said [that] “our only interest in Greece and obligation to 
Greece is to do what we can to encourage a truly representative [govern-
ment] with elections clearly documenting that independence exists.”34

In fact, once in office, the Nixon State department in a cable to the 
embassy in mid-1969 echoed very similar concerns to those the Johnson 
State department had expressed since April 1967—in particular, how to 
square the NATo imperative with democratization:

Your letter points up the dilemma we face in determining our policy 
towards Greece. on the one hand we see an autocratic government deny-
ing basic civil liberties to the citizens of Greece. We think [that] such an 
internal order does not coincide with the best interests of Greece, whose 
stability in the long run, we believe, depends upon the free play of dem-
ocratic forces. We have been pressing this viewpoint upon the Greek 
Government, and our policy on military assistance has been motivated by 
our desire to see Greece evolve toward representative government. on 
the other hand, Greece is a NATo ally which has scrupulously fulfilled 

34 State to Athens, Limited official Use, Telegram 243524, 9/23/68, PoL 15 
GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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its treaty obligations. It is important to our strategic interests in the 
Mediterranean area and has extended full cooperation in this field. This, 
then, is the dilemma—how to deal with an ally with whose internal order 
we disagree yet who is a loyal NATo partner working closely with the 
United States in furtherance of the purpose and obligations of the NATo 
treaty.

The telegram added, however: “our policy toward Greece is now under 
review.”35

This policy review signaled what would turn out to be a gradual—
and at times inconsistent and uneven—shift in policy tone and sub-
stance in the Nixon administration. In many ways, as the quote above 
indicates, the Nixon administration found itself on the horns of the very 
same dilemma faced by its predecessors: How to get an allied, strategi-
cally important, yet often obstreperous, government to move toward a 
democratization program that the US believed would ultimately bene-
fit Greece, US interests there, and the unity of NATo as a whole. As 
an American diplomat in Rome put it to Italian Foreign Minister Pietro 
Nenni in May 1969, “[T]he US [has] used every occasion … to tell the 
Greeks that we hoped for concrete progress toward [the] restoration 
of democracy in Greece.”36 However, the State department’s response 
to the report of this conversation, while reiterating the fact that the US 
government had “made clear” to the Greek government “on many occa-
sions” that it wished to see progress toward democratization, introduced 
what was essentially a new approach—one that would become increas-
ingly dominant, particularly under the influence of Henry Kissinger. 
Put simply, internal politics were essentially none of the US’s business: 
“it is our view that it is up to the Greek parties concerned to resolve 
their domestic problems and not a matter for direct US responsibil-
ity.”37 once in office, the predilections of the new administration, cou-
pled with international events, would only serve to consolidate this shift. 
The Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, its intervention in the 

35 State to Athens, Limited official Use, Telegram 131321, 8/6/69, PoL 23-9 
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36 Rome to State, Confidential Telegram 2837, 5/10/69, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

37 State to Athens, Confidential, Telegram 07487, 5/12/69, PoL 23-9 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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Middle East crisis of 1970, and the Soviet push for greater influence in 
the Mediterranean highlighted the strategic importance of Greece and 
exacerbated the United States’ fear of pushing a strategically important, 
but unwilling and bitterly resistant, ally too far. Given that fundamen-
tal dilemma between constitutional progress and regional security, the 
Nixon administration progressively sought to explicitly delink the two.

This was the approach that would come to be taken by the new US 
ambassador to Athens, Henry Tasca. Nearly a year had passed since 
Philips Talbot’s departure on Inauguration day, 1969—a hiatus that led 
to grumbling from the Greek government that the new administration 
was slighting Greece by dawdling on appointing a successor.38 When 
Tasca did arrive and held his first formal meeting with Papadopoulos, 
the prime minister assured him “that Greece’s role in NATo and 
especially its relationship with the U.S. was of utmost importance.” 
However, he also warned that “Greece’s friends must realize that the 
Greek Government will not allow its NATo role to be tied in any way 
to the Greek internal situation. There was absolutely no room for com-
promise on this and if necessary Greece would put its defense relation-
ship with [the US] on a bilateral basis.”39 This warning—and the 
regime’s extreme sensitivity to any perceived slight to Greek national 
pride—would lead Tasca to increasingly argue that US pressure should 
be scaled back in the name of a good working relationship with the 
Greek regime.

At first, however, Tasca actually expressed some concern that the 
administration’s intentions about democratization would not be taken 
seriously by Papadopoulos. For instance, shortly after he arrived in Athens, 
he wrote to the State department advising against a visit by the Apollo 
11 astronauts to Greece on the grounds that such a visit would signify 
American approval of the Greek government and leave it with the impres-
sion that US pressure for democracy was “essentially pro forma.” (He was 

38 Agnew to Kissinger, Confidential, 7/1/69, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 836, USNA; Kissinger to Agnew, 
Confidential, 7/12/69, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National Security Council 
(NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 836, USNA.

39 “President’s Wednesday Briefing,” Secret/Limdis, 1/27/70, Nixon Presidential 
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overridden by Kissinger with a handwritten note in the margins of the 
memo: “But that’s what the President wants.”)40

Such worries seem to have rapidly dissipated, however. By May, Tasca 
had written a detailed analysis of the various ways in which the Greek 
government had made “progress” toward liberalization in the previous 
four years, arguing that congressional critics of the Greek regime were 
misguided and even pointing out that the phrase “rule of the colonels” 
was no longer accurate since the coup leaders had all given up their 
military commissions.41 He followed this a few days later with a cable 
to the US Mission to NATo in which he singled out the European   
critics of Greece as hypocrites for condemning the Soviet Union for its 
intervention in the internal affairs of its satellites while advocating that  
the US should do the same to Greece:

I wonder if [the] time has not come to point out to [the] senior level  
[in the] governments [of] Norway and denmark [the] crass incongru-
ity of [a] NATo quarrel involving intervention in [the] internal affairs of 
Greece, a NATo ally, publicized by [the] world press at [the] same time as 
[the] proposed NATo communique for [the] Rome meeting asserts [the] 
principle of non-intervention in [the] internal affairs of sovereign govern-
ments aimed against [the] Brezhnev doctrine in Eastern Europe.42

In this way, under Tasca’s influence, the US approach toward the 
colonels’ regime began to shift. Throughout his tenure—and indeed 
throughout the Nixon administration generally—US policy essentially 
revolved around three key propositions: (1) Greece was a key player in 
the defense of NATo against Soviet aggression in a volatile and vulnera-
ble part of the world; (2) pressure on the Greek government for democ-
ratization was actually counterproductive, causing it, in the name of 
national sovereignty and pride, to dig in its heels and actively resist any 
perceived outside “interference;” and (3) the best course of action was 
to emphasize the security relationship with Greece and only raise issues 
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of internal reform gently and privately for the purpose of improving 
Greece’s international image, removing a source of disunity in NATo 
ranks, and silencing Greece’s critics in Congress, the press and academia. 
As Tasca succinctly put it, 

I believe the answer clearly must be for the U.S. to take the position that 
we are for democracy everywhere in principle, but that essentially democ-
racy and representative government are “do it yourself” propositions. We 
shall have to cease singling out Greece among all the countries of the 
world as a target for [a] U.S. policy imperative that it return promptly to 
representative government.43

Perhaps the best example of this policy in action was the 1971 visit of 
Vice President Spiro Agnew to Greece. Agnew was scheduled to attend 
the Shah of Iran’s celebration of the 2500th anniversary of the Persian 
monarchy, but the decision was made to add stops in Turkey and Greece 
on his return trip (the latter in large part based on his Greek descent). 
Clearly, this visit was freighted with great significance. For the Greek 
government, it was clearly seen—and publicly promoted—as evidence 
that the US had given the regime its official stamp of approval. For the 
US, it was an opportunity to reaffirm its ever-closer security relationship 
with Greece, while, at the same time, assessing the degree to which pri-
vate, gentle pressure on the regime could help move it in a liberalizing 
direction—one that might help mute the criticism of the regime coming 
from congressional and NATo circles.

A briefing paper submitted to Agnew by Kissinger laid out the White 
House’s view of the policy objectives of the trip. At the end of the day, it 
argued, the security relationship was paramount and the United States was 
not going to dictate anything specific that it required of the Greek regime. 
However, Kissinger hoped that Agnew might be able to convince the 
colonels that, given the vociferous opposition to the regime from some 
democrats in Congress, as well as from several Scandinavian countries, 
some concrete gestures of liberalization would be in the best interests of 
not only the United States and NATo, but of Greece as well. As he put it,

The objective is to strike a balance between the near-term requirements of 
our security relationship with Greece and the longer term requirements of 

43 Athens to State, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 3350, 6/15/72, Nixon Presidential Materials 
Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 594, USNA.
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a more normal Greek relationship with Europe and the US. This empha-
sizes the need to avoid providing fodder to ultra liberal advocates of 
reform while not at the same time giving offense to a regime the stability 
of which we must insure (sic). … our security interests in Greece require 
special attention to the sensibilities of the present leaders. … The tone in 
all of this would be concern over how Greece solves Greece’s problems—
not that Greece should solve these problems to make our life easier with 
our Congress. … If asked for your views, you might respond along the 
following lines: … We have an interest in the political and economic devel-
opment of Greece, but we are not going to press for anything specific. We 
recognize that Greece, in the final analysis, must determine its own future 
and simply hope that this will be consistent with Greece’s own strong 
interest in a close relationship with Europe and the US. … If pressed on 
how you feel about the present regime in Greece, you can say that it is not 
our habit to comment on the political character of other governments. The 
Government of Greece has set as its objective the return to constitutional 
government. It is for Greeks to work out how and when that objective is 
achieved.44

In other words, democratic reform would be immensely helpful and very 
welcome from the point of view of the United States. However, while 
it was still occasionally said that the US was in favor of democracy as a 
matter of principle, the most important justification for democratization 
was the improvement it would bring to Greece’s standing both in US 
domestic politics and among its fellow members of the NATo alliance, 
several of which (Norway and denmark in particular) had long been agi-
tating for significant political change in Greece. As subsequent chapters 
detail, the United States continually worried that, without some evidence 
of constitutional progress in Greece, critics of the regime in the US 
Congress would place further restrictions on military aid and divisions 
over Greece within NATo would threaten the unity of the alliance.

Agnew followed this policy line quite closely. Even before his arrival in 
Greece, while still in Iran, he met with King Constantine, who had been 
living in exile in Rome since his abortive countercoup. In his conversa-
tion with Agnew, the King professed his desire to “persuade the present 
Greek regime to return to normal political life” and indicated that “the 
time for force might well come.” In such a case, he assured Agnew, “he 

44 Kissinger to Agnew, Secret, 10/9/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National 
Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.
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would not seek material aid but would require a US moral commitment 
to support him.” Reflecting the degree to which the United States had 
thrown in its lot with the colonels’ regime—and particularly the degree 
to which it saw no feasible alternative to it—Agnew entirely rebuffed the 
King’s feelers of support: “The Vice President indicated in the strongest 
possible way that the US would not support the overturn of the present 
GoG by force under any circumstances nor was any sort of moral com-
mitment at all likely.”45 Moreover, he warned the King that he was not 
about “to [visit] Greece in a public posture which would indicate that 
he came to pressure the GoG to take any particular steps … [and] that 
he was determined under any and all circumstances to avoid the trap of 
undermining NATo.”46

once in Greece, Agnew did as he promised—he presented himself to 
Papadopoulos as a true friend of Greece and as an ally interested in the 
mutual interests of both their countries. In his tour around the coun-
try—widely reported in Greek newspapers as evidence of American 
approval of the regime—as well as through his steadfast refusal to crit-
icize the regime publicly, the vice president seemed to cement the 
increasingly good relations between the regime and the Nixon adminis-
tration. He did, however, expend a considerable amount of energy in pri-
vate attempting to convince Papadopoulos that it was in his interest, and 
that of Greece in NATo, to move toward liberalization. Again, the logic 
was clear: The critics of Greece in the American Congress and in NATo 
had the potential to do harm to Greece’s interests, not least by threaten-
ing US and Western military assistance. The way to defuse these critics 
was to make some concrete steps toward the democratic restoration that 
Papadopoulos and the regime had been promising since 1967. This very 
argument had been expressed by Joseph Sisco, the Assistant Secretary of 
State for Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs, in a telegram to Tasca 
earlier in 1971:

We are unquestionably faced with [the] increasing isolation of Greece from 
its friends and allies. This is certainly not in the best interests of any of 
us. We have no intention or desire to interfere in Greek internal affairs. 

45 Haig to Eliot, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 34468, 12/13/71, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.
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This has been made amply clear. However, we must accept that we and 
the other allies have [a] legitimate concern with internal developments in 
Greece as they affect our own interests. We have therefore in [a] friendly 
and cooperative spirit continued to urge the Greek Govt to move more 
quickly toward its own announced goals. … We have, we believe, been as 
helpful as possible to the Greek govt over the past four years but in retro-
spect it seems to us [that] we have made all the compromises at no small 
cost to our other interests. We would hope that the Prime Minister also 
will be able to make some concessions. At this time some concrete evi-
dence of the govt’s avowed democratic purpose seems to us essential.47

Indeed, this would prove to be the approach—minus the complaints 
about US concessions without Greek reciprocation—that Agnew would 
take with Papadopoulos in Athens. The vice president told Papadopoulos 
privately that “their mutual objective was … to ascertain how best to dis-
arm opposition at home and opposition to [the] present regime.” He 
told the prime minister that 

he personally was very disturbed by the possibility that criticism in 
Congress and elsewhere would not only persist but be intensified … [and] 
he hoped the Prime Minister would continue to search for the “flanking 
action” which could be so helpful. He asked again that the Prime Minister 
believe that the situation with regard to support in our Congress had 
become very serious and almost certainly would worsen.48

Papadopoulos’s response, however, was, as had been consistently the case 
for years, much less than what the American administration hoped for. 
He told Agnew in strict confidence—asking him only to share it with 
Nixon—that he simply could not say how long it would be until the 
promised elections were actually held. In so doing, he not only rejected 
Agnew’s entreaties for constitutional progress, but put the Nixon admin-
istration on notice that US hopes for change and reform in Greece were, 
despite the regime’s promises, largely illusory.

In a report to Kissinger after the vice president’s trip, NSC staff mem-
ber Samuel Hoskinson gave his impressions of the Greek regime in terms 

47 Sisco to Tasca, Confidential/Exdis, Telegram 134509, 7/23/71, PoL 1 GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

48 “Vice President’s conversations with Prime Minister Papadopoulos, october 17, 
1971,” no classification, no date, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National Security 
Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.
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that largely reflected the thinking of Tasca, the White House, and the 
NSC:

Papadopoulos is firmly in the saddle of power and has every intention of 
remaining there. … He seems, however, to realize [that] he cannot hope 
to control the situation over the longer term without opening up the 
politi cal system to greater popular participation. This is the essence of his 
problem, and he is still groping for a solution that will not involve either 
his own political demise or a return to the political problems of [the] 
immediate pre-coup period. He is a highly competent and dedicated man 
and just may succeed, but at his own pace and in his own way.49

And as the State department summarized in a cable to the embassy in 
Rome:

We view the Vice President’s visit as having successfully served to further 
both objectives. on one hand his presence in Greece and cordial talks with 
Greek leaders emphasized [the] importance we attach to [a] close secu-
rity relationship which [is] essential to [the] credibility of [the] NATo 
deterrent in [the] vital southern flank. [The w]armth of [the] reception 
given to [the] Vice President underlined Greece’s continuing strong 
commitment to the Alliance and [the] endurance of important close ties 
between Greece and the U.S. on other hand, we have avoided [a] tac-
tic of confrontation with [the] Greek regime in our efforts [to] encour-
age it to move toward representative government and sought [to] establish 
[a] relationship of confidence in which our quiet, thoughtful and helpful 
approaches would carry some weight. In this contest, the Vice President 
succeeded admirably in establishing a warm personal rapport with the 
Greek leadership. The psychological atmosphere that was created by 
his visit and the talks he held with Greek leaders will in the long run we 
believe further the objectives of our two-pronged policy.50

For the rest of the Nixon presidency, this fundamentally two-pronged 
approach would continue to characterize the administration’s pol-
icy. Importantly, however, the two prongs were not of equal weight. 

49 Hoskinson to Kissinger, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 33468, 11/8/71, Nixon 
Presidential Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, 
USNA.

50 State to Rome, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 204889, 11/9/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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As numerous internal documents indicate, the security interests of the 
US and NATo, represented by a strong Greece well integrated into the 
Atlantic alliance, were increasingly preeminent. In Sisco’s words, the US 
gave “overriding attention to [the] mutual security element in our rela-
tionship” with Greece.51 Reflecting the paramount importance of the 
security relationship, the following year, Nixon approved a proposal to 
“homeport” the Sixth Fleet in Greece. In an effort to improve morale 
and retention in the Mediterranean fleet, as well as to more easily main-
tain the US forward position there, the proposal involved the permanent 
stationing of the fleet in Greece and the residence of several thousand 
Navy personnel and their families in the Athens area. Predictably, the 
critics of US policy in Greece attacked the proposal as signifying US 
approval of the regime, while the colonels trumpeted it for essentially the 
same reason. While never implemented, the homeporting proposal was 
another good example of the priority of security interests in US policy 
making toward Greece.

As time went by, the policy of securing US strategic interests further 
solidified. By 1973, in fact, Tasca went so far as to suggest that Nixon 
should have a formal meeting with Papadopoulos. While this meeting 
never occurred, Tasca’s reasoning was instructive. He invoked both the 
desire for democratic reform and the US security interest in Greece: 

[T]he time has come when our national interests in Greece strongly sug-
gest [the] desirability for the President to arrange to meet with President 
Papadopoulos. … In order to keep up [the] momentum toward demo-
cratic government and to reinforce [the] U.S. position in this key country 
in the Eastern Mediterranean, I suggest the White House consider an early 
joint announcement with the Greek Government that President Nixon will 
meet with President Papadopoulos at a place and at an early date to be 
fixed.52

This preeminent concern with US and NATo security would hold 
even as the Papadopoulos regime collapsed in 1973, to be replaced  

51 Sisco to Tasca, Confidential/Exdis, Telegram 134509, 7/23/71, PoL 1 GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

52 Athens to Sec State, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 7035, 10/10/73, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, 
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by that of the junta hardliner, dimitrios Ioannidis, following the 
Polytechnic University uprising. on 17 November 1973, Papadopoulos 
used military force to eject students who had been protesting at the 
Polytechnic. A week later, under the pretext of saving the “revolu-
tion” from public disorder, Ioannidis seized power, and martial law was 
imposed. While a detailed analysis of the US reaction to the Ioannidis 
coup and crackdown is beyond the scope of this study, the comments of 
deputy Assistant Secretary of State Rodger davies to Greek Ambassador 
Ioannis Sorokos in early december are abundantly clear. As reported in a 
State department document:

Mr. davies said we have consistently expressed our strong interest in our 
relations with Greece, and there has been no change in that attitude. The 
peoples of Greece and the U.S. have a shared interest on many levels, not 
the least of which is in security matters. … our policy towards Greece 
has been made quite clear in the past. We consider that our relations are 
between our two countries, not with any particular regime in Greece. We 
believe a constitutional base provides the best assurance for stability, but 
this is a Greek problem, not for outsiders to resolve. … We will try not to 
take positions that will make Greece’s problems any more difficult.53

Thus, despite what proved to be a real turning point in the regime 
itself—in fact, what turned out to be the last gasp of the dictatorship as 
regime hardliners came to power and martial law returned—US policy 
appeared firmly fixed. Not even the brutal events of November 1973—
events which clearly extinguished US hopes that the regime would usher 
in democratic reforms—would change it.

the issUe of militaRy aiD UnDeR nixon

As discussed in detail above, large-scale military aid to Greece had been 
suspended following the coup of 21 April 1967. The Johnson admin-
istration initially took the view that the cutoff of aid under MAP was 
important both as a sign of US concern over the imposition of dictator-
ship and as an inducement to the regime to move toward democratiza-
tion. By the time Johnson left office in 1969, the MAP suspension still 

53 Memorandum of Conversation, Confidential, 12/3/73, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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held. Though Johnson had, in october 1968, approved a one-off release 
of about forty percent of suspended items (particularly spare parts), the 
ban on heavy items (especially tanks and aircraft) continued. However, 
also as discussed above, the administration had begun to review the 
effectiveness of the MAP suspension with clear indications that a lifting 
of the ban was forthcoming.

The Nixon administration recognized that MAP was, in many ways, 
a potent symbol of the United States’ relationship with Greece. As Sisco 
commented to Secretary of State William Rogers, “the question of U.S. 
military assistance to Greece is a controversial one. It has now become 
the most important element in our bilateral relationship with Greece as 
well as a symbol of that relationship.”54 The significance of military aid 
was not lost on the Greek regime either, which felt the suspension of 
military aid was a particularly bitter insult to a supremely loyal ally.

As Peter Peterson, the American consul general in Athens, recounted 
a 4 July 1969 meeting with Papadopoulos:

I said I understood that negotiations had been opened to purchase equip-
ment from France. …. [Papadopoulos] replied that negotiations have not 
been opened because “we cannot negotiate unless we know your answer is 
going to be ‘no’. But it is true that we have been approached by Britain, 
Germany, and France who wish to sell to the Government of Greece ‘on 
very favorable credit terms.’” “It is strange,” he remarked, “that as hostile 
as Britain is towards us, the British are perfectly willing to sell the very 
types of equipment that the US Government withholds.” He said he could 
not understand how the US Government can withhold such equipment 
for political reasons rationalized, partially at least, on grounds that some 
of our NATo allies, including the British, pressure us to do so when at the 
same time they are perfectly willing to sell such items.55

despite the significance of military aid both practically and symboli-
cally, however, the Nixon administration’s approach to military aid 
was decided very early on and quite precipitously. It bore few of the 
hallmarks of a bureaucratic process involving analysis, deliberation, 
and the weighing of multiple alternatives by multiple policy players.  

54 Sisco to Rogers, Secret, Memorandum 9693, 6/21/69, PoL 1 GREECE-US, 1967–69 
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The issue first came to the attention of the White House, and the presi-
dent in particular, in mid-1969. The NSC had been working on a review 
of policy options related to MAP, which it planned to present to the pres-
ident for his consideration later in the year. However, in June, Kissinger 
wrote to Nixon about the possibility that the US could conclude a one-
off $20 billion agreement to sell spares and other non-suspended items 
to Greece. There was, however, a complicating factor: The 1968 Reuss 
Amendment to the Foreign Military Sales Act prohibited sales to “military 
dictators who are denying social progress to their people” unless waived 
by the president in the interests of national security. Kissinger told Nixon 
that while the State department could legally handle the waiver issue 
itself, “because of the political sensitivity of the military aid to Greece, we 
want to put the issue to you.”56 What followed was quite extraordinary.

Kissinger presented a memo to Nixon with three options regarding 
military aid to Greece. The first was to “[c]ut it off altogether.” The sec-
ond was “[s]hipping non-major items but continuing the suspension of 
major items.” As Kissinger explained this option, 

[t]he rationale for maintaining the partial suspension last fall was to indi-
cate our continuing displeasure over the slow pace at which the mili-
tary government is moving back toward constitutional government. The 
rationale of the past Administration in trying to keep some pressure on the 
military government was to respond in some way to congressional critics 
of the program while at the same time trying to maintain our NATo rela-
tionship with Greece.

The third option was the “[r]esumption of full military aid.” Kissinger 
then proceeded to analyze the options:

Since January 20, the Greek Government has mounted a persistent cam-
paign to persuade us to remove the pressure for return to constitutional 
government and to resume a full military aid program. … In NATo terms 
this make sense, but in deciding on this course, we would have to consider 
its effect on all of those here and in Western Europe who are pressing to 
have Greece suspended from its formal membership in European organi-
zations. I believe the real choice is between options 2 and 3 above. … No 
one in the Executive Branch has recommended that we cut off our mili-
tary supply program altogether. Although this is obviously in the minds 

56 Kissinger to Nixon, Secret, 6/14/69, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National 
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of some of the Congressional critics of our maintaining a working tie with 
the military government, the majority of Congress seems to recognize the 
need to maintain that tie. … [option 2] would commit us to the flow of at 
least $20 million in spares and non-major items. I believe we have to do at 
least this much in order to preserve our NATo relationship with Greece, 
but you should be aware that there are those in Congress who would pre-
fer our getting out of the military aid business altogether in Greece.

Kissinger then gave his formal recommendation for option two, with 
perhaps more aid to come in the future. He recommended that Nixon 
“concur in the finding that it is important to our security to maintain 
at least this minimal military aid relationship with Greece. … Then we 
shall hold a full-scale review for you of the choice between options 2 
and 3.” The president was then presented with the choices “Approve,” 
“disapprove,” or “other” for him to select and initial. Rather than ini-
tialing any of these lines, however, Nixon crossed them all out and wrote 
in his own hand “RN—approves option 3.”57 Thus, in one fell swoop, 
even before the NSC had had a chance to present a detailed, reasoned 
analysis of the military aid issue, the president personally resolved the 
issue in favor of the full resumption of military aid.

The final formal administration decision regarding MAP came in 
National Security decision Memorandum (NSdM) 34, dated 14 
November 1969. In it, the administration decided to tell Papadopoulos 
that the US would resume normal military shipments. However, 
the ambassador was also directed to tell Papadopoulos that progress 
toward constitutional reform would “ease US problems in speeding 
the release” of the suspended items. Again, the two-pronged approach 
made its appearance: “US security interests were the principal factor in 
the decision to lift the suspension.” However, “[t]he US Government 
will continue urging the government to move toward a constitutional 
situation.”58

However, this two-pronged approach raised an additional issue—one 
that revealed a difference of approach between the White House and 
Ambassador Tasca, on the one hand, and the department of State, on 

57 Kissinger to Nixon, Secret, 6/14/69, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National 
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the other. That issue was the extent to which the release of full military 
aid to Greece would be conditional on the achievement of constitu-
tional progress. NSdM 34 was not clear on this issue: The two-pronged 
approach was mentioned, but it did not explicitly tie the release of aid to 
democratic progress in Greece. For the next year, as preparations for the 
full resumption of aid moved forward, this issue would be discussed. on 
the one side were the White House and Tasca. In a briefing paper for the 
president’s meeting with Tasca in december 1969, Kissinger asked the 
president to clarify to the ambassador that “[y]ou regard the release of 
the suspended equipment as unconditional” and that “[t]he main rea-
son for your decision is the overriding interest the US has in its military 
rights and installations in Greece.”59

Tasca, however, needed no such convincing. In fact, he had become a 
staunch advocate of the immediate, unconditional release of full military 
aid to Greece—not only in the name of international security, but also as 
a way of removing the chief obstacle to his good relations with the Greek 
government. In April 1970, for instance, he argued that Soviet interven-
tions in the Eastern Mediterranean rendered the quick resumption of aid 
a national security imperative:

I am certain [the State department is] aware that current press comments 
on Soviet pilots operating directly against [the] Israelis in UAR air space 
underlines [the] critical importance of [the] Greek role in [the] defense 
of US and NATo interests in the Eastern Mediterranean. This should 
improve [the] climate regarding [the] urgency of quickly eliminating dis-
crimination against [the] GoG in [the] provision of badly needed military 
assistance to this NATo ally.60

The following month, Tasca gave suggestions on how the public 
announcement of MAP resumption could be made in the most low-key 
and uncontroversial way possible. He argued that the “[r]easons given 
for restoring aid should be based exclusively on [the] security situation 
in [the] Eastern Mediterranean and [the] U.S. interest in maintaining at 
full strength defense [the] capabilities of a NATo ally in a critical sec-
tor.” However, he also maintained:

59 Kissinger to Nixon, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 5654, 12/19/69, Nixon 
Presidential Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle 
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No repeat no connection should be indicated between [the] issue of con-
stitutional progress in Greece and [the] level of U.S. military aid. … At 
the same time, though unrelated to the military aid situation, expression 
should be given to [the] continued interest of [the] USG in [the] early 
movement of the GoG toward [the] implementation of its constitution 
and [the] expectation of [the] USG that [the] GoG will genuinely carry 
out its assurances to that effect. If some useful statement from the GoG 
becomes available for publication about the same time, it should be used, 
but again without direct linkage to [the] issue of military aid and prefera-
bly with enough of a time lapse to increase the chances of dissociating the 
two subjects.61

In short, Tasca had clearly come to favor fully delinking the resumption 
of MAP from any democratic progress in Greece.

It is interesting to note, however, that the State department did not 
agree with Tasca’s approach. In october 1969, in a memo to Nixon, 
Secretary of State Rogers had advocated for a conditional approach to 
military aid to Greece:

Before making a decision on the question of whether to resume full mili-
tary deliveries to Greece, I believe that we should attempt to persuade 
the Greek Government, in its own interest and in the interest of facili-
tating the release of suspended military items, to take some meaningful 
steps towards political reform. I would have our Ambassador discuss the 
matter with the Greek authorities, in a friendly and constructive atmos-
phere, along the following lines: a. The U.S. would like to have better 
relations with Greece and to resume full military shipments, but this is 
not possible unless we get some help from the Greek Government.  
b. Examples of the kind of help we have in mind would be such steps 
as abolition of the courts martial, establishment of the Constitutional 
Court, and validation of the suspended articles of the Constitution. … 
I further suggest that we should await Ambassador Tasca’s reports, and 
his recommendations, before deciding what to do about the suspended 
military shipments.62
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In short, State remained concerned. Even as the decision on uncondi-
tional aid seemed to be moving forward, in August 1970, Rodger davies 
at the Near East desk argued:

Although the language of NSdM 6763 … does not clearly establish a con-
dition for lifting the suspension, we have taken the position that we need 
some substantial evidence of liberalization of the Greek regime in order 
to reply to the inevitable criticism which [the] resumption of full aid ship-
ments will provoke from the Congress, the press and from many of our 
allies. … If the Greeks can follow up with an announcement lifting mar-
tial law we believe we will be able to move ahead. We would be willing at 
this point simply to accept the assurances of the Prime Minister that his 
announcement would follow soon after we make our decision public.64

In the end, the prime minister made no such announcement and the 
MAP resumption went ahead anyway. The unconditional White House/
Tasca policy had clearly prevailed over the conditional State department 
approach, and in September 1970, the administration publicly announced 
the resumption of MAP. In its press release, it highlighted the point that 
the decision to resume aid rested on national security concerns:

This decision was reached primarily in recognition of compelling security 
considerations. Greece offers strategic advantages to the NATo Alliance 
and to the United States which are of great importance to the security of 
the West. This importance has been sharply accentuated in recent months 
by events in the Eastern Mediterranean.65

However, while no conditions were set on the resumption of aid, 
the linkage to constitutional progress was not entirely ignored either. 
Primarily to deflect as much as possible any criticism that the admin-
istration had given up on the restoration of democracy in Greece, the 
press release also gave an unduly optimistic view of progress supposedly 
underway:

63 NSdM 67 was a follow-up to NSdM 34, outlining procedures for notifying 
Papadopoulos of the resumption of aid.
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Although the United States had hoped for a more rapid return to rep-
resentative government in Greece, the trend toward a constitutional 
order is established. Major sections of the constitution have been imple-
mented, and partial restoration of civil rights has been accomplished. The 
Government of Greece has stated that it intends to establish parliamentary 
democracy. The United States shares the concern of its NATo allies for 
steady progress toward restoring the country to political government. This 
is a policy to which we remain firmly committed.66

However, despite this rosy assessment of the prospects for democratic 
reform, the reality was that the decoupling of military aid from Greece’s 
internal situation would be maintained under the Nixon administration 
for the remainder of the junta’s tenure in power.67

In conclusion, from its initial, hesitant formulation in April 1967, the 
policy of the United States toward Greece struggled to reconcile what 
were, at the end of the day, two irreconcilable goals: to keep Greece 
as a strong and loyal member of the NATo alliance, while at the same 
time effectively promoting the restoration of democracy there. As we 
have seen, throughout both the Johnson and Nixon administrations, 
this two-pronged goal remained the cornerstone of US policy. However, 
as the colonels’ regime consolidated its power and proved remarkably 
resistant to US and other foreign pressure to reform, the United States 
began to progressively scale back its democratic aspirations for Greece. 
Constitutional government as a goal of US policy was, in some sense, 
negotiable—at least in the degree to which it would be emphasized and 
the timeframe under which it would be restored. The position of Greece 
as a key to NATo security in the Eastern Mediterranean was not. Thus, 
when the two prongs of US policy proved incompatible, the democratic 
objective was progressively pushed out of the center of US concerns. The 
shift was gradual and, as this chapter has indicated, not uncontested. But 
the shift—from “continuous pressure on the new government to move 
… to constitutional government through exertion of our leverage” 
in 1967 to “domestic political structures … [are] not our concern” in 
1973—was real nonetheless.

66 Sisco to Rogers, Secret, Memorandum 12442, 9/12/70, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

67 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 1070, 3/9/71, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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In much of the public rhetoric surrounding US policy toward the Greek 
military regime, and indeed even in some of the scholarly literature, there 
is a tendency to reify the state and assume a single US foreign policy posi-
tion. That is, it is easy to assume that there was a single US foreign policy 
attitude toward the Greek regime, thereby reducing what in reality was a 
much more complex, even at times contradictory, foreign policy stance 
into a single blanket statement: most often, “support for the colonels.” 
However, as is discussed in detail throughout this book, American policy 
toward Greece during the period of dictatorship was far more nuanced 
and complex, attempting to deal with the seemingly irreconcilable 
demands of maintaining a close security relationship at the same time as 
promoting the reestablishment of constitutionalism. As we have argued, 
these attempts at reconciling the seemingly irreconcilable changed shape 
over time—as the Johnson administration gave way to the Nixon admin-
istration, the security ties between the US and Greece came to be explic-
itly privileged over the ideals of democratic restoration.

However, even this description of American foreign policy is oversimpli-
fied. It too reduces the complexity of real-world foreign policy making to 
the formulation that the Nixon administration was less willing to jeopard-
ize the US-Greek security relationship for the sake of democratic progress. 
While, as discussed in Chapter 3, this was undoubtedly the case, it over-
looks the very real differences that emerged within each administration as 
to the proper balance of interests in American policy toward Greece.

CHAPTER 4

Internal divides: The White House, State 
department, and the Athens Embassy
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What we have seen in previous chapters is a common thread run-
ning implicitly through both administrations: In general, the State 
department was more likely to favor the exertion of pressure on the 
Greek regime to move in the direction of democracy and constitutional 
restoration—whether it be the release of prisoners, the lifting of martial 
law, or, most frequently, the fixing of dates for the  implementation of the 
constitution and the eventual holding of parliamentary  elections. This 
State department desire for pressure was generally resisted, however, by 
the embassy in Athens—by Ambassadors Talbot and, to a greater extent, 
Tasca—and, particularly in the Nixon administration, by the White 
House itself, and especially the National Security Council (NSC) under 
the leadership of Henry Kissinger.

despite this general pattern, one could argue that a temporal 
development took place. That is, internal US policy making went 
through four distinct phases: (1) the first in which general agree-
ment prevailed in the early aftermath of the colonels’ coup; (2) 
to be followed by a period of increasing disagreement between the 
Athens embassy under Talbot and the State department over the 
extent to which pressure should be applied on the colonels; (3) fol-
lowed by an even greater divergence of views between State and the 
embassy under Tasca; (4) to be replaced toward the end of the junta 
period with a reconvergence of opinion around a policy of American 
non-intervention.

Specifically, the initial reaction to the colonels’ coup shows a US for-
eign policy establishment largely in agreement on the need for a cau-
tious approach. As discussed in Chapter 2, the April 1967 coup appears 
to have taken the US embassy in Athens and the State department by 
surprise. While rumors of some sort of “constitutional deviation” had 
swirled throughout the 1960s, and in particular in the wake of the 
governmental crises of 1965, the actual coup engineered by relatively 
low-ranking officers—and not from the more likely suspects, the gen-
erals or the palace—left the US government in the difficult position of 
having to make up its policy approach to the new regime virtually over-
night. As we have seen, in the wake of the coup the State department 
and the embassy settled on a “cool but correct” approach—one that 
surprised the colonels, who had apparently expected a warm welcome 
by the US, and caused no small degree of bitterness and consternation 
on their part.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_2
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In these early days, the documents analyzed for this book show the 
State department, on the one hand, and the Athens embassy and Talbot, 
on the other, largely in agreement that the United States’ security inter-
ests demanded that the US maintain some sort of relations with what 
was, despite its undesirability on democratic grounds, a pro-Western, 
loyal North Atlantic Treaty organization (NATo) ally in a strategically 
important part of the world. However, those relations—at least at the 
beginning—were unavoidably complicated by the regime’s fundamen-
tally undemocratic nature, to say nothing of the public outcry against it 
both in the United States and in NATo countries across Europe. Thus, 
the documentary evidence shows a great deal of communication between 
the embassy and the State department in which the two largely agreed 
on the proper position to take: the US maintaining basic, correct rela-
tions, but doing so at what might be characterized as arm’s length, cer-
tainly compared to what existed prior to 21 April 1967.

This early period of agreement quickly shifted to a phase in which 
Talbot’s views increasingly diverged from those of State department 
officials. As detailed in the previous chapter, Talbot began to take the 
position that there was no realistic alternative to dealing with the colo-
nels, given the critically important strategic position of Greece on the 
southeastern flank of NATo, as well as the lack of a credible, organized 
opposition in Athens able to take power and lead Greece back to consti-
tutionalism. As Talbot began to realize that the colonels were in power 
for the foreseeable future, he increasingly came to argue that the security 
relationship must be privileged above all else. In particular, he began to 
ever more clearly argue that the provision of military aid needed to be 
delinked from the issue of constitutional reform in Greece. Moreover, 
given the colonels’ keen sensitivity to any perceived slight and their bit-
terness over the US coolness to their seizure of power, Talbot argued 
that too much pressure for democratic reform could actually produce the 
opposite reaction from the regime, pushing the US away and thus dam-
aging the all-important security relationship.

The State department saw it differently, however. Given the vocif-
erous opposition to the junta in some NATo countries, as well as on 
Capitol Hill, State department officials generally took the position 
that more pressure needed to be placed on the colonels to move them 
toward constitutionalism and thereby remove an obstacle to NATo 
unity and full US support. In the end, the Johnson administration 
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came to an end before these differences became particularly stark. 
With just less than two years of the Johnson administration coincid-
ing with the Greek junta, these differences—particularly on MAP, as 
discussed in the previous chapter—would never be fully worked out. 
They would be inherited by the incoming Nixon administration to 
resolve.

a new foReiGn PoliCy line

This chapter thus addresses these divergent approaches as they manifested 
themselves in increasingly stark terms in the third phase, characterized 
by real disagreement between the State department of William Rogers, 
on the one hand, and the views of Henry Kissinger in the White House 
and Talbot’s successor, Henry Tasca, in Athens, on the other. Put sim-
ply, Tasca and the White House shared the same fundamental perspec-
tive: That, at a time of growing Soviet influence in the Mediterranean, the 
issue of constitutional progress in Greece needed to be disassociated from, 
and not allowed to fundamentally affect, the close US-Greek security 
relationship. The State department, however, more consistently main-
tained its line from the previous administration that the US could not, 
and should not, completely abandon pressuring the colonels for reform. 
The result was a situation in which the US ambassador was led to make 
common cause with the NSC to some extent against the views of his own 
superiors in the State department—even to the point of using a secret 
backchannel of communication outside the formal State department mes-
saging system. In the end, given Henry Kissinger’s and the NSC’s central 
role in foreign policy making in this period of the Nixon administration, 
Kissinger’s approach, and that of Tasca, generally prevailed.

In the fourth period, the sharp embassy/White House vs. State 
department disagreement came to an abrupt end—with Henry Kissinger 
becoming secretary of state, as well as national security advisor. With 
Kissinger’s personal ascendance to both positions, and the institutional-
ization of his view in both policy-making bodies, disagreements became 
much more muted, as his realpolitik approach came to predominate—
one with which Tasca was largely in agreement. Thus, in the final months 
of the military regime in Athens, US foreign policy was dominated by 
the explicitly stated view that domestic politics were affairs for the Greeks 
themselves, with the US interest lying in maintaining a close security 
relationship with Greece, irrespective of domestic political concerns.
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DeePeninG DisaGReements in the eaRly nixon yeaRs

The differences between the State department and the Athens embassy 
that had existed in the Johnson administration took on an additional 
dimension with the newly elected Nixon administration, which took 
office in January 1969. That added dimension would be the role of the 
National Security Advisor, Henry Kissinger, as a foreign policy player 
who sought to control the administration’s foreign policy direction 
and largely did so—effectively overshadowing the secretary of state, 
William Rogers. Under Kissinger, foreign policy was largely set in the 
White House, under his direct leadership.1 on issues like the colonels’ 
regime in Greece, Kissinger took the clear line that the internal affairs 
of other countries were not the business of the United States, unless 
they implicated key US interests. The result was an approach to the 
colonels that emphasized the security relationship above all else and 
only considered the issue of democratic reform insofar as it generated 
unwelcome pressure from congressional critics and certain NATo 
allies. In this approach, Tasca, the new ambassador, largely concurred. 
on the other side was Rogers who, like his predecessor, dean Rusk, 
tried to strike the balance referred to throughout this book between 
the security imperative and the desirability of democratic reform. 
Unlike Rusk, however, Rogers had to contend with Kissinger in the 
White House—someone with whom the ambassador in Athens largely 
agreed. The result was a period in which the disagreements deepened 
substantially.

This divergence between the department of State and the White 
House/Athens embassy was something the Greeks themselves sought 
to exploit early in the new administration. Indeed, Foreign Minister 
Panayiotis Pipinelis implicitly drew a distinction between the White 
House and State department in an April 1969 meeting with Kissinger:

The Foreign Minister … said that he felt it is not productive for the U.S. 
Government to continue to press the present Government for an early 
return to full constitutional Government. He noted that the Vice President 
and officials in the State department had continued to press this point 
and that the question of continued U.S. military assistance to Greece had 
become involved in it. He suggested that the U.S. Government should 

1 See, for instance, Siniver (2008), dallek (2007), Haney (1994), George (1980), 
Kissinger (1979), and Kohl (1975).
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help its NATo partner with military assistance regardless of its political 
system.

It is interesting to note that, in response, Kissinger attempted to reas-
sure Pipinelis—not explicitly rejecting the State department approach, 
but putting it in the context of the new administration’s approach. 
Under the previous administration, there had been an inherent tension 
between the practical need to maintain good relations with Greece and 
the principled support for democracy that many in the Johnson admin-
istration felt compelled to push. Kissinger clearly stated his reordering 
of these principles, placing US interests even more clearly at the center 
and only  concerning himself with such issues as domestic politics to the 
extent that they had an impact on US interests. Thus, in his response to 
Pipinelis,

dr. Kissinger said that he could report categorically that the policy of the 
President is for the United States not to involve itself in the political affairs 
of other countries. There was one qualification to that—when the political 
affairs of Greece became an issue which others in NATo used to weaken 
the alliance, then we had to take account of that. For the most part, the 
policy of the President is for the U.S. to concern itself only with the for-
eign policy of another country.2

despite Kissinger’s position as outlined above, the fact remained that 
officials in the State department still had views much more consonant 
with the balancing approach of the previous administration than with the 
realpolitik of Kissinger. Several weeks later, Harold Saunders, a member 
of the NSC staff, wrote a memo to Kissinger, discussing the problem 
raised by this interbureaucratic difference and proposing that an effort be 
made to resolve it:

[A]s you said to Pipinelis, our policy is to stay out of other governments’ 
political disputes, although we have to take note of them when they are 
used to disrupt important elements of our policy like NATo. As you know, 
the differing positions of the White House and State department create an 
ambiguity in our response. I think we should discuss the problem openly 
with State. … The simple line to take is that this is a problem which only 

2 Memorandum of Conversation, Secret, 4/11/69, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 593, USNA.
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Greeks themselves can solve. The harder question … is whether we would 
be totally silent, moderately friendly in our public statements, or outspo-
kenly for or against. It is the second question which we have to … settle 
among ourselves.3

Members of Kissinger’s NSC staff were not the only ones noticing 
the interdepartmental inconsistencies. In fact, a month later, the NEA 
director at the State department, Joseph Sisco, sent a memo to Rogers 
also referencing differences within the executive branch and laying 
out the State department’s position. on 21 June 1969, referring to 
an upcoming meeting between Rogers and Vice President Agnew, he 
wrote that:

[The Vice President may raise a]n apparent discrepancy between the 
President’s attitude, as the Vice President understands it from Mr. Kissinger,  
that the domestic political situations in foreign countries are not a matter 
for U.S. Government concern, and the department’s policy of indicating 
to the Greek Government the U.S. desire for the restoration of a constitu-
tional situation in Greece.

Sisco then proceeded to reiterate the State department’s long-standing 
policy—under both administrations—essentially contradicting Kissinger’s 
line that the internal affairs of other countries were their own, not the 
US’s, business. He pointed out that the US had to take into account 
opposition to the Greek regime emanating from various sources and was 
bound to inform Greek leaders when their policies presented obstacles 
to a healthy relationship between the US and Greece. In particular, Sisco 
advised:

You may wish to express the view that the U.S. should indeed not attempt 
to tell other countries how to manage their domestic affairs. You would 
leave to the Greeks the working out of their internal problems. However, 
the situation in Greece, and the problems of the present government, have 
been received unfavorably by some elements in Congress, the press, and 
academic circles, and these quarters have used their influence in an effort 
to persuade the U.S. Government to adopt a hostile attitude towards the 
Greek regime. We do not believe this would be wise or constructive, but 

3 Saunders to Kissinger, Secret, 5/6/69, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National 
Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 593, USNA.
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we must take account of the views of critics of the Greek regime which 
are the traditional ones of America where it is a case of democracy ver-
sus authoritarianism. We also believe that in the long run the stability of 
Greece will be better ensured in a constitutional situation. Thus, while we 
do not attempt to force our views on another government, we see no rea-
son not to let it know our thoughts, especially when it complains about 
obstacles in U.S.-Greek relations created by political repercussions in this 
country stemming from the very acts and politics of the Greek regime.4

In short, Sisco’s view—that it was in the US’s interests, as well as in 
Greece’s, to prod the colonels toward democracy—continued to prevail 
in the department of State.

once Tasca took up his post in Athens in January 1970, it became 
clear that he shared his predecessor’s views that the most effective modus 
operandi with the Greek regime was to eschew public criticism of it, and 
only pressure the regime to move in a democratic direction privately, 
and always with a view to dampening down congressional or European 
 criticism. over time, however, this put him at increasing odds with 
Rogers, Sisco, and others in the department of State, who consistently 
argued for a stronger line.

For example, on 4 August 1970, the State department sent a tele-
gram to the embassies in London, Brussels, the Hague, and Bonn—
copying all other NATo capitals—instructing them to seek out ways 
in which those governments could begin to put increased pressure on 
the colonels’ regime. Using language at near-total odds with Kissinger’s 
views expressed above, the telegram began with a restatement of the 
need to see constitutional progress, especially given public opinion in the 
West and in the US:

our policy toward Greece is based squarely on [the] thesis that U.S. long 
and short-term interests are best served by such developments in Greece 
as will peacefully lead to the restoration in full of civil liberties and par-
liamentary democracy. The U.S. is therefore ranged on the side of those 
who want to see change in the political arrangements which now prevail in 
Greece. Reinforcing this policy is the threat to NATo cohesion created by 
the deep antipathy of public opinion in some NATo countries to the pres-
ence in NATo of a Greece ruled as it currently is. … NATo usefulness as 

4 Sisco to Rogers, Secret, Memorandum 9693, 6/21/69, PoL 1 GREECE-US, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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a deterrent depends in substantial part on its being a cohesive treaty organ-
ization with a sense of common purpose, and this solidarity being reflected 
in its public image.5

Given this position, the State department proposed a coordinated pro-
gram of discreet, private pressure to be placed on the government of 
Greece (GoG) using the NATo cohesion argument as the key to the 
entreaties that would be made. The department, however, emphasized 
that these approaches should be quiet and discreet, without publicly 
embarrassing the Greek government and thereby pushing it further away 
from its NATo allies.

We believe other NATo gov[ernmen]ts which have the possibility of influ-
encing events in Athens should also be diligent to seize appropriate oppor-
tunities to impress on the GoG the effect of the Greek domestic situation 
on European opinion, and how the interests of Greece as well as the inter-
ests of the Alliance are jeopardized by the continued threat of crisis cre-
ated by impatience with GoG progress so far. We do not rpt not believe 
a concerted approach would be useful lest its impact be weakened or even 
destroyed by Greek resentment of “ganging up”, but we believe it would 
be helpful if other NATo countries would also take [an] active role in pri-
vately urging GoG to progress towards democracy. Since all NATo mem-
bers would benefit from easing of [the] Greek problem in [the] Alliance, 
they should be willing to take up some of [the] burden, rather than leaving 
pressure on this point solely to [the] U.S.6

To this suggestion, the Bonn embassy replied on 6 August that they 
had been in touch with the German foreign ministry, and the Greek Affairs 
officer there “stated that the Federal Republic fully agrees with the US view 
and had made this publicly clear last year in the WEU [Western European 
Union] meeting on Greece. Since then the [Foreign office] … had missed 
no opportunity of telling Greek reps here of the desirability of a restoration 
of civil liberties and constitutionality in Greece.”7 For its part, the American 

5 State to Athens/Bonn/Brussels/The Hague, Secret, Telegram 125415, 8/4/70, PoL 
GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

6 State to Athens/Bonn/Brussels/The Hague, Secret, Telegram 125415, 8/4/70, PoL 
GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

7 Bonn to State, Secret, Telegram 9065, 8/6/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 
59, USNA.
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embassy in Paris also indicated its support for a French appeal to the Greek 
government. on 7 August, it cabled the State department:

While [the] French government may hesitate to make [a] demarche as force-
fully as we might wish, it is definitely in our interests to make [an] approach 
here. [A] GoF [Government of France] representation to [the] GoG, if they 
were willing to make one, would add considerable weight to [the] concert of 
NATo nations, and we do not feel that we should let [the] GoF abdicate their 
share of the responsibility to add their voice, nor provide “sanctuary” for [the] 
Greek regime to continue holding off the return to a parliamentary solution.8

However, in Athens, Tasca reacted in strong opposition to the sug-
gestion of a French intervention. While declaring his support for con-
tinued pressure on the Greek regime, on 10 August, he warned of the 
dangers of a too-organized approach, particularly if the French let the 
Greeks know that the US had coordinated the international pressure. As 
he put it:

[W]e are somewhat concerned that [the] French approach could backfire. … 
[W]e suspect that [the] French will not hesitate to inform Greece, if they do 
agree to make [an] approach, that they are doing so on [the] basis [of a] U.S. 
suggestion. We share [the] department’s belief that a “concerted approach” 
would not be useful since if [the] Greeks thought [that the] U.S [was] in 
effect leading [a] crusade against them we would defeat our own purposes. 
In these circumstances …, we urge [the Paris embassy to] hold off until [the] 
matter can be given further consideration in Washington in light [of the] dan-
ger [that the] French here will reveal [the] U.S. as [the] source of [the] sug-
gestion to [the] Greeks and exploit this fact to their own advantage.9

despite Tasca’s entreaty that the French not be asked to appeal to 
the colonels, the State department responded on 12 August with a clear 
directive to engage the French in this effort. To this end, Sisco empha-
sized in the telegram the growing discomfort within NATo over the lack 
of constitutional progress in Greece as a reason for the US to urge more 
concerted action.

9 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 4390, 8/10/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

8 Paris to State, Confidential, Telegram 10528, 4/7/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.
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[The] dept recognizes [the] possibility [that the] GoG may learn of US 
approaches to European allies urging [that] they exert influence on [the] GoG. 
We believe [that] approaches [are] appropriate since political conditions in 
Greece [are] of vital concern to all in view [of the] continuing menace of [a] 
divisive crisis in NATo provoked by intra-alliance antipathy to [the] Greek 
regime. [The] French attitude toward [the] present political arrangements 
in Athens has not hitherto been constructive. If [the] French were to agree to 
make [a] bilateral effort to encourage [the] GoG to return to democratic norms 
it would carry considerable weight. … [W]e believe [that the] value of such an 
approach would probably outweigh [any] possible risks of French exploitation.10

He then proceeded to express a great deal of frustration over the obvious 
lack of any progress in Greece toward democracy and evinced a willing-
ness to apply pressure on Greece that went far beyond that which Tasca 
in Athens would generally support. Most importantly, he directly linked 
continued US support to tangible steps from the Greek regime and went 
so far as to say that prodding should occur both “privately and publicly,” 
even if it were “offensive” to the Greeks:

[The] U.S. has made clear its position to [the] GoG on [the] need for real 
progress in [a] return to popularly based government. We have also repeat-
edly informed our allies, [the] American public and the Congress that we 
are actively pressuring the Greeks in this regard. … [I]n [the] interest of 
credibility and in accord with our sincere desire [to] see [the] restora-
tion [of ] constitutional government in Greece, it will be necessary to take 
steps both privately and publicly which may be offensive to [the] GoG. 
But [the] GoG must understand [the] necessity of setting [their] house in 
order if they wish unconditional acceptance.11

over the wishes of Tasca, Sisco then proceeded to direct the Paris 
embassy to proceed with its approach to the French.

Another particularly clear example of disagreement within the 
 executive branch arose over Vice President Agnew’s proposed visit 
to Greece. In regard to his itinerary—specifically, whether he should 
make a stop in Greece on his return from a state visit to Iran—Rogers 
sent a memo on 2 September 1971 to the president with his own 

10 Sisco to Athens, Confidential, Telegram, 131022, 8/12/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

11 Sisco to Athens, Confidential, Telegram, 131022, 8/12/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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recommendations. Chief among them was a very negative view of a 
visit to Greece, at least without significant conditions attached. Rogers 
recommended that Agnew not visit Greece unless the US was able to 
extract significant commitments from the Greek regime to move toward 
constitutionalism. In his memo to Nixon, Rogers’s frustration with the 
lack of democratic progress in Greece was made evident:

A visit to Greece would be worthwhile in several respects, but I would 
recommend against it without indications in advance that the Greek 
Government was moving towards a political normalization. … Greece 
has traditionally been a staunch NATo ally and has cooperated fully with 
the United States in bilateral mutual security arrangements. At the same 
time, the Greek government despite continued pressure from the United 
States, others of its allies, and the international press has made little gen-
uine progress toward returning the country to political normality. What 
little progress there has been seems to have been in response to pressure 
from abroad. After four years in power, the Greek regime continues mar-
tial law in force, dissidents are still subject to arbitrary arrest, and key arti-
cles of the Constitution providing for civil liberties remain suspended or 
otherwise inoperative. The growing impatience of our Congress with the 
dilatory tactics of the Greek regime could result in legislation seriously hin-
dering our ability to continue a useful security relationship with Greece. … 
In these circumstances, a visit by the Vice President to Greece carries the 
potential for severe criticism from Congress, some of our allies and impor-
tant segments of the press. However, criticism could be moderated consid-
erably if the Greek regime were to announce some significant step toward 
the restoration of representative government before the visit took place or 
soon afterward, and if the Vice President were to reaffirm, in his statement 
to Greek leaders and the press, our interest in seeing Greece return to par-
liamentary rule. … Without some indication of willingness to move toward 
a political normalization, I would be against a Vice Presidential visit to 
Greece.12

In addition to opposing a vice presidential visit to Greece, Rogers 
also included a proposed set of instructions, in which Tasca was to tell 
Papadopoulos that a visit would only be possible if he were able to give 

12 Rogers to Nixon, Secret, Memorandum 7113488, 9/2/71, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.
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clear assurances that significant liberalizations would be made. Rogers 
wanted Tasca to be instructed:

You should arrange [an] appointment with [the] Pri[me] Min[inister] at 
[your] earliest convenience and explain that the Vice President would wel-
come [an] invitation to visit Greece … but that under [the] present cir-
cumstances [a] visit would provoke severe criticism which would not be 
in the interest of the administration or of the Greek regime. You should 
inform the Pri[me] Min[ister] that criticism of the visit could be kept at 
a manageable level only if the Greek government were able to take some 
convincing steps towards a restoration of normality in Greece such as 
lifting martial law and reviewing courts-martial sentences. To have the 
greatest impact, these steps should be taken prior to the visit. If that is 
impossible, we would accept assurances that they would be taken soon 
afterward.13

Rogers’s letter to Nixon was followed by a memo from Henry Kissinger 
to Nixon asking for his decision on the matter. In his memo, Kissinger 
wrote that the “issue on (sic) the Vice President’s visit to Greece 
is whether, as State recommends, Tasca should tell Prime Minister 
Papadopoulos that a visit could be manageable only if the Greek gov-
ernment were to take some convincing step toward political normality in 
connection with it.”

However, Kissinger made it clear that he disagreed with Rogers: 
“Ambassador Tasca’s last talk with Papadopoulos suggests that such 
a condition might kill the visit. The alternative would be for the Vice 
President to go unconditionally and, without exaggerated expecta-
tions, see what he might persuade Papadopoulos to do.” He concluded 
by recommending that “the Vice President go unconditionally.”14 
This is the option Nixon approved. Kissinger then followed up on 18 
September with a directive to Rogers, informing him that “the President 
has decided: That the Vice President should go to Greece if that can be 
arranged with the Greek Government … and [t]hat nothing should be 
said to the Greek Government in proposing the visit which would imply 

13 Rogers to Nixon, Secret, Memorandum 7113488, 9/2/71, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.

14 Kissinger to Nixon, Secret, Memorandum 32147, 9/17/71, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.
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political conditions for the visit.”15 As Chapter 7 further details, the 
White House view on the visit had clearly prevailed—and, in the end, 
Agnew made his visit without conditions or any assurances of reform on 
the part of the Greek regime.

While the embassy and Washington occasionally had such sharp disa-
greements over specific policy decisions, more often the differences were 
of tone, emphasis, and delivery. on one side, the State department gen-
erally expressed its frustration at the slow pace of constitutional progress 
in Greece and the need to keep the pressure on. on the other, Tasca 
never wavered from his line that the Greek government was very sensi-
tive to what it perceived as outside interference in its domestic affairs, 
and that the most fruitful approach was to support Greece’s security 
capabilities within NATo while quietly reminding the junta of the politi-
cal difficulties that their lack of progress presented to the US domesti-
cally and within the alliance.

Along those lines, a 15 June 1972 telegram from Tasca to Rogers 
represents a clear articulation of Tasca’s approach—and his boldly 
stated desire to rein in what he saw as the State department’s damaging 
and unproductive criticism of the Greek regime. With the subject line 
“Greek-US Relations: Increasing Greek Sensitivities,” Tasca revealed a 
growing frustration with what he perceived as the overly critical message 
coming from Washington. He argued that the extreme hypersensitiv-
ity of the Greek regime made US pressure not merely ineffective, but 
even worked against US interests. Given the regime’s rejection of any 
American pressure as undue “interference” in its domestic affairs, Tasca 
argued that the US needed to clearly and unequivocally adopt a pol-
icy of disengagement from the internal political affairs of Greece. As he 
emphasized:

The regime fails to realize or appreciate [the] importance to Greece of 
public opinion in a democracy like ours. They are determined not to brook 
outside interference or criticism (which they equate with interference), 
both of which the military regime finds humiliating. … [I]n a period of 
detente between east and west, led by the U.S., one of whose  cardinal ele-
ments is the principle of non-intervention in the internal affairs of other 

15 Kissinger to Rogers, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 32147, 9/18/71, Nixon 
Presidential Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, 
USNA.
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countries, [the] regime undoubtedly finds continued U.S. pressure for 
internal political normalization especially unpalatable. … We should, of 
course, privately continue to advise [the] regime of the common inter-
est of the alliance in political normalization. We should make clear to our 
European friends that while we of course ardently hope for an early return 
of representative government in Greece, we cannot accept responsibility 
for democracy in Greece. … As at present, our military aid would continue 
to be related to our priority security interests and we would once and for 
all make clear to all that [the] U.S. cannot and will not accept responsibility 
for internal political developments in a NATo ally, particularly one with 
such an enormously complicated political history of achievement and fail-
ure in the field of self government.16

In short, by 1972 Tasca had clearly arrived at a policy of near-total 
non-intervention. As we shall see below, these views dovetailed almost 
perfectly with those of Henry Kissinger, whose influence would come to 
take center stage at the department of State.

ReConveRGenCe of views

Tasca’s views, as expressed in the cable above—particularly his strong 
assertion that the US needed to decisively disengage from questions of 
internal Greek politics—were by this point in near-complete agreement 
with those of Henry Kissinger. Thus, when Kissinger assumed the posi-
tion of secretary of state in September 1973, the views of Tasca, the 
NSC, and the State department came to be largely aligned. Individual 
officers within the State department, particularly Joseph Sisco, may have 
had dissenting views, but they found themselves on the losing end of 
many policy debates.

For example, after several weeks in his new position as secretary of 
state, Kissinger was visited by a delegation that included the Greek for-
eign minister, Phaedon Cavalieratos. during the meeting, Cavalieratos 
“claimed [to see a] ‘slight discrepancy’ between Greek relations with 
[the department of defense] and State, contrasting [the] cordial military 
relationship with States’ (sic) reluctant support [of the] present govern-
ment. [He then u]rged [a] unified and friendly U.S. policy.” For his part, 

16 Athens to State, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 3350, 6/15/72, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, 
Box 594, USNA (emphasis added).
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Kissinger was quick to put any notion of a discrepancy to rest, setting his 
own stamp on the State department’s approach, as he had at the NSC. 
He “reaffirmed [the] U.S. regard for [the] Greek role in [the] alliance, 
noted developments in Greece in recent weeks, and assured Cavalieratos 
that, in most circumstances, domestic political structures abroad would 
not rpt not be our concern unless they affect our national interest.”17

Barely a month later, this newly stated position of non-interference  
in the domestic affairs of other countries would be put to the test 
by the most dramatic events in Greece since 1967. As mentioned 
in Chapter 3, on 17 November 1973, the Papadopoulos regime 
employed military force to remove protesting students, workers, and 
other Athenians from the Athens Polytechnic. Eight days later, hard-
liners under the leadership of Brigadier dimitrios Ioannidis ousted the 
Papadopoulos regime, reinstated martial law and, in so doing, clearly 
signaled the emergence of a much more hardline, coercive regime that 
made no pretense, as Papadopoulos had done, of any interest in demo-
cratic reform.

The response by Tasca in Athens was to be alarmed at what he 
clearly recognized was a significant turning point in the nature of the 
regime. He cabled Washington on the afternoon of the day of the 
Ioannidis coup, 25 November, to seek authorization to make contact 
with the regime and find ways of protecting vital US interests in Greece. 
Employing a personal and emotional tone not found in his other 
cables, he declared that the “Greek people want and need our help.” 
He argued that the history of close US-Greek relations, coupled with 
the souring of Greek relations with other NATo allies over the previous 
several years, gave the United States a special position of influence vis-
à-vis Greece and, as a result, a special responsibility to intervene in the 
name of “restoring political normalcy to this troubled and key country.” 
In contrast to his usual hands-off approach to the regime, he instead 
proposed using “indirect means at my disposal, military to military, to 
convey [a] clear message emphasizing [the] earnest hope of [the] U.S. 
… for [the] urgent formation of [a] government of national unity.” 
Interestingly—particularly given the events following the fall of the 
Ioannidis regime in July 1974—Tasca expressed his “strong personal 

17 State to Athens, Secret/Nodis, Telegram 200227, 10/9/73, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, 
Box 594, USNA.
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view and hope … that Karamanlis could come back, … [thereby] hold-
ing the country together and saving it from polarization and chaos.”18

Tasca’s telegram formed the basis of a long memorandum from 
Sisco to Kissinger, laying out possible options for a US response to the 
Ioannidis coup. These ranged from a passive policy of “non- interference”  
and “monitoring,” to private pressure “to move toward the restora-
tion of parliamentary government,” to “a strong use of our influence to 
urge … the formation of a government of national unity … with wide 
 support.” In the end, Sisco himself argued for the middle option of 
refraining “from criticism of the Greek regime,” but authorizing Tasca 
to urge “a return of parliamentary government if he is approached by 
an emissary of the new Greek government.” Perhaps reflecting his own 
views of the new regime, he prefaced his analysis by pointing out that 
the new “behind-the-scenes leader, dimitrios Ioannides, has consist-
ently taken a negative position on elections, [the] release of political 
prisoners, and the lifting of martial law. The Greek Military Police, of 
which Ioannides is head, has developed a notorious reputation in Greece 
because of its alleged torturing of political prisoners.”19

Kissinger’s response was concise and unmistakable. despite what 
was, in diplomatic terms, a highly unusual and impassioned plea from 
the ambassador in Athens for intervention in the Greek political situa-
tion, and in the face of what was clearly a turn to an oppressively harder- 
line regime in Athens, Kissinger held firm. He decisively rejected both 
Tasca’s and Sisco’s suggestions of any pressure on the new dictators and 
instructed Tasca to tell representatives of the new Greek regime that 
internal affairs were essentially their own concern and that the US would 
not seek to impede their actions. Almost perfunctorily, at the end of the 
memo, Tasca was also authorized, if pressed, to state the US’s traditional 
in-principle support for democratic politics. Kissinger wrote:

I appreciate your assessment of the delicate situation … arising out of the 
November 25 coup. However, I am opposed to the notion of telling other 
countries how to run their internal affairs and our posture will continue 

19 Sisco to Kissinger, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 7322405, 11/26/73, PoL 
GREECE-US, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

18 Athens to State, Secret/Nodis, Telegram 8233, 11/25/73, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, 
Box 595, USNA.
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to reflect this. … Should you be approached by an emissary of the new 
leadership, you should take the following line: … We have no intention of 
intervening publicly or otherwise in Greece’s internal political evolution. 
… We will be watching developments closely and sympathetically and will 
seek to avoid statements which might make the task of the new leader-
ship more difficult. … You should not seek to give unsolicited advice, but 
if your views are asked regarding present and future developments, you 
should point out that the U.S., as a matter of principle, is committed to 
the concept of parliamentary democracy.20

Indeed, with Kissinger’s decision, the United States would not only 
take the line of non-intervention in Greek domestic politics, but would 
even watch events “sympathetically” from afar, committing itself to not 
publicly oppose the new regime in ways that would make its exercise of 
power “more difficult.”

The views revealed in this exchange between Tasca, Sisco, and 
Kissinger were further expounded in a meeting that took place several 
months later in Washington. on 20 March 1974, four months after the 
Ioannidis coup, Tasca found himself in Washington to testify before 
House Foreign Affairs Committee. In preparation for that testimony, 
Tasca met with Kissinger, Sisco, and Kissinger’s special assistant, Winston 
Lord, to discuss US policy toward Greece. The participants met in part 
to discuss an internal State department paper which raised the concern 
that US policy needed to be more clearly delineated, particularly as the 
more hardline and uncooperative nature of the Ioannidis regime had 
become apparent.

The report of this meeting makes for fascinating reading insofar as it 
shows the principals’ range of views on what US policy should be. on 
one end of the spectrum was Sisco, who confessed his continuing desire 
that the US keep up pressure on Greece. on the other was Kissinger, 
who was clear that the US had no business telling other countries how 
to run their internal affairs. In the middle was Tasca who—perhaps 
 naturally, given his position over the previous four years—defended 
the two-pronged, balancing US policy, though always with the security 
 relationship paramount.

20 State to Athens, Secret/Nodis, Telegram 236011, 12/1/73, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, 
Box 595, USNA.
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For his part, Tasca recounted that the US policy had been essentially 
one of prioritizing the security issue, while at the same time acknowl-
edging the need for constitutional progress—as a way not only to defuse 
congressional criticism, but also to deflect any threat to NATo unity. As 
he put it:

[T]he way I’ve interpreted it [US policy], [is] protecting the higher part 
of our security interests—but, at the same time, making it clear that the 
United States has a part in Greece which, I also submit, cannot be com-
pared with any other country—because they are a nation which has a his-
tory and a cultural tradition and a place that’s different.

Unsatisfied with this rather ambiguous interpretation of US policy, 
Kissinger interrupted Tasca with: “I still don’t understand what you 
think our policy is.” To this, Tasca replied that the policy was “[s]aying 
publicly that we’re for democracy in Greece, the way we’ve said in the 
past.” He pointed out that, given this long-stated policy orientation, 
the administration would run into a host of problems in Congress were 
he to be asked “if we’re still publicly for democracy in Greece and I say 
we think it would be nice to do it [but] it’s their business.” To which 
Kissinger responded: “Which is pretty close to my convictions.”

A few moments later, Kissinger asked Sisco what his views were. Sisco 
replied,

Well, I’m not entirely satisfied with our present policy, and I have never 
been entirely satisfied with the totally hands-off policy that we have pur-
sued. I feel that our present policy does not sufficiently and clearly enough 
disassociate ourselves from Greece in this respect. … [I]t seems to me that 
the policy of, I believe, too close association with this present crowd is 
going to cause difficulty for us.

Kissinger then asked, “Why is it in the American interest to do in Greece 
what we apparently don’t do anywhere else—of requiring them to give a 
commitment to the President to move to representative government?” 
Asking a very similar question to that which had been asked repeatedly 
of American officials by the Greek junta leaders themselves, Kissinger 
wanted to know why the United States held Greece to a seemingly 
higher standard than it did other countries: “And [why do] we hold 
[this] view with Greece—not Yugoslavia, Morocco, Algeria. How about 
Algeria?”



118  N. M. KARAKATSANIS ANd J. SWARTS

Saying that he was playing devil’s advocate, Kissinger pointed out that the 

department of State doesn’t have a Political Science division. It conducts 
the foreign policy of the United States. It deals with any government—
communist or non-communist—within the context of the foreign-policy 
objectives of the United States. That way you don’t get caught with each 
individual government in giving approval and disapproval. Why is that 
wrong?

To this, Tasca replied that Greece was essentially different, given the 
importance of the “foreign factor” there since 1821, and particularly 
the more recent role of the United States. Given that deep involvement, 
“we’re part of their political process. And we ought to get out of it. But 
it’s going to take time to get out.” To which Kissinger pointed out that 
“if we’re going to be manipulating their domestic structure, we’re not 
going to be able to get out.”

Finally, Tasca sought some guidance from Kissinger over what the US 
policy toward the Ioannidis regime was, and what he was expected to 
say when asked. He emphasized that “no statement has been publicly 
made on this subject” since the departure of Rogers as secretary of state. 
Tasca told Kissinger that he had told Ioannidis that “it’s their business,” 
although “from the standpoint of bilateral relations and [the] cohesive-
ness of the NATo Alliance, there ought to be some real advantages in 
their moving ahead” in a democratic direction. Tasca then added some-
thing that, perhaps more than anything else, reveals the shift that had 
occurred in American foreign policy over the past seven years: “But it’s 
their business, without any question of deadline or dates.”

However, Tasca still wanted to know what he was to say if questioned, 
particularly by members of Congress. To this, Kissinger responded with a 
short exposition of his fundamental foreign policy orientation:

Basically we conduct foreign policy here, not domestic policy. We don’t 
muck around with the countries. … That is my posture. It’s one that I’ve 
tried to impose on Sisco when he didn’t slide cables past me when I was 
in the White House … (Laughter.) … which he did, not without success, 
from time to time. (Laughter.)21

21 “Minutes of Secretary of State Kissinger’s Regional Staff Meeting,” Secret/Limdis, 
3/20/74, Foreign Relations of the United States, 1969–1976, Volume XXX, Greece; 
Cyprus; Turkey, 1973–1976, ed. Laurie Van Hook (Washington: Government Printing 
office, 2007), document 12.
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In short, the implication was that under the new secretary of state, there 
would be even less interference in the domestic affairs of Greece.

Thus, as the junta moved toward its eventual denouement in July 
1974, it was clear that the US was not about to make any active, much 
less damaging, moves against the regime. Even in the aftermath of the 
Polytechnic uprising in November 1973 and the hardline Ioannidis coup 
that followed, US foreign policy remained more firmly rooted than ever 
in the approach shared by Kissinger and Tasca that US security interests 
demanded a close relationship with the Greek regime, its obvious lack of 
any progress toward democracy notwithstanding. United States foreign 
policy, then, had changed in remarkable ways over the last seven years: 
from agreement within the Johnson administration in the early days of 
the junta on the need for a clear linkage between US support and con-
stitutional progress to deepening disagreement between the embassy 
and State department over how explicit those linkages should be, to the 
eventual conclusion and agreement within the Nixon administration that 
no such connection should be made.
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[I]f some ragtag group, including some Communists, had taken over 
Athens in the darkness of night, surely Secretary of State dean Rusk and 
the department of defense would have sent in some of our planes and 
airborne troops to protect American lives. … And yet, what difference is 
there in the way the tyrants, whether Fascists or Communists, rule? …

The Fascist clique now ruling Greece has suppressed personal freedom, 
established control over press and radio, abrogated the constitution and can-
celled free elections. To date we have accepted these actions. … If instead of 
rightwing generals, a ragtag group of leftwing extremists and Communists 
had staged a coup d’etat (sic) and established a Communist government or 
quasi-Communist government in Greece, without a doubt, officials of our 
State department and our defense department would have immediately 
taken measures to oust them. The Fascists deserve no less. … To continue 
to recognize this criminal regime would be a blight on our honor.1

These were the words of a US senator, a staunch critic of the colo-
nels’ regime, in december 1967, following King Constantine’s failed 
 countercoup. Joined by other senators in urging the US government 
to support the King’s countercoup and to condemn the Greek junta, 
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1 US Senate. “The United States Should Break diplomatic Relations with Fascist Greek 
Usurpers.” december 14. 36824. Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. 
(Senator Stephen Young, 90th Congress, Vol. 113, part 27.)

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_5&domain=pdf


122  N. M. KARAKATSANIS ANd J. SWARTS

his proclamation—that “[t]o continue to recognize … [the colonels’ 
regime] would be a blight on [America’s] honor”—is but one exam-
ple of the many condemnations of US government policy in the US 
Congress during the seven years of military rule.

As we have seen, during the entire period of the junta, a key prob-
lem faced by the Johnson and Nixon administrations was the pub-
lic outcry against the 1967 coup and the succeeding authoritarian 
government. Both administrations were faced with the ongoing chal-
lenge of how to maintain a supportive attitude toward Greece for Cold 
War strategic reasons in the face of often strident criticism from members 
of Congress, human rights organizations, and many of the US’s European 
allies, all of whom frequently lamented “the rape of Greek democracy.” As  
A. G. Xydis wrote during the dictatorship, “there has developed a very large 
body of public opinion in Western Europe, and a growing one in the United 
States, morally and politically opposed to the regime ruling Greece.”2 For 
various reasons—not least the symbolic incongruity of dictatorship in the 
“birthplace of democracy”—opposition to US policy in Greece became a 
cause célèbre for many during this period, as they tried to pressure the US 
government to cut its ties with the Greek regime at the same time the 
US sought to strengthen that strategic and military relationship. Indeed, 
some of the most strident opposition originated in the US Congress. 
Moreover, congressional criticism of the strategic relationship between the 
US and Greece was often used by members of the executive branch in an 
effort to convince the colonels’ regime that it should set a timetable for a 
constitutional referendum and  democratic elections. Thus, the “threat of 
congressional action” was a key part of the arguments used by American 
policy makers in their attempt to moderate the colonels by amplifying 
the message that “the regime in Athens must help us to help it,” argu-
ing that congressional quarters were staunchly hostile to the authoritarian 
government.3 As one State department official told Greek ambassador 
Xanthopoulos-Palamas in March 1968, Congress had a “major voice” 
when it came to MAP funding. As such, it would reduce or eliminate aid 

2 See Xydis (1972, 195).
3 State to Athens, Confidential/Exdis/For Ambassador, Telegram 108450, 2/1/68, 

PoL GREECE-US, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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programs altogether if the executive branch made decisions with which 
Congress disagreed.4

And yet, despite staunch congressional opposition to the colonels, the 
severing of ties between the US and Greece failed to occur. As we argue 
in this book, as the Johnson and Nixon administrations formulated their 
respective policies toward the junta, it became clear that the US sought 
to press the regime—to varying degrees—to move toward constitution-
alism. Much of the impetus for this pressure came from congressional 
opposition. However, the fundamentally friendly relationship between 
the US and Greece would remain intact, with the United States choosing 
to support its strategic Cold War ally despite much public opposition at 
home and in Western Europe.

Through a close reading and analysis of congressional debates, this 
chapter presents the arguments made in the US Congress both by those 
who supported and those who opposed US policy toward Greece. It 
shows that, while much opposition to the colonels’ regime existed in 
both houses of Congress, at the end of the day, congressional supporters 
of administration policy—who focused on US strategic interests, rather 
than on arguments of morality and principle—tended to prevail. Thus, 
in Congress as in the executive branch, Cold War pragmatism trumped 
an ideological commitment to democracy. In addition, we also illustrate 
attempts by outside groups to influence the policy-making process. In 
this regard, we briefly illustrate how two members of Congress, in par-
ticular, seemed especially in tune with certain vocal Greek–American 
constituencies—journalists, businesspeople, and interest group leaders— 
who helped shape and reinforce the image that members of Congress 
held of the colonels. We begin with the arguments made by the 
 opponents of the colonels’ regime—those “liberals in Congress” 
who regularly critiqued the policies of both the Johnson and Nixon 
 administrations—before turning to those more supportive of strong US 
ties with the Greek regime.

4 State to Athens, Confidential, Telegram 134513, 3/22/68, PoL 15-5 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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the libeRal oPPosition in ConGRess

As alluded to in previous chapters of this book, throughout the entire 
rule of the colonels, much criticism was directed by Congress against 
both the military dictatorship itself as well as the US government’s 
friendly relations with that regime. Members of Congress regularly 
pointed to the repressive nature of military rule, the regime’s imprison-
ment of the political opposition, and the inhumane treatment of political 
prisoners, among other denunciations, criticizing both administrations’ 
diplomatic and military ties with Greece.

Numerous cables between the department of State and the US 
embassy in Athens reveal the degree to which both the Johnson and 
Nixon administrations were concerned about the vocal  opposition in 
Congress to US policy toward Greece. They show both  administrations’ 
keen sensitivity to congressional criticism over such issues as the 
 recognition of the colonels’ regime, the appointment of an American 
ambassador to Athens, as well as the level of military assistance. For 
their part, congressional critics of US policy repeatedly called on 
both  administrations to cut US aid to Greece and to take other meas-
ures to sanction the military government in Athens. In the fall of 
1967, for example, a bipartisan group of 52 members of the House of 
Representatives signed a letter calling for a cutoff of all US assistance 
to Greece. This was paralleled by similar objections to funding in the 
Senate. In the words of Senator Wayne Morse, a democrat known for 
opposing his party’s leadership on many issues, including the war in 
Vietnam, who was a particularly outspoken critic of the junta:

Let no one in this country, or in Greece, be fooled about the why we send 
this aid to Greece. It has nothing to do with democracy; nothing to do 
with freedom of the Greek people; nothing to do with advancing the cause 
of personal freedom through constitutional limitations on government 
action. We do not stand for those things any more in Greece, just as we do 
not stand for them in many parts of the world.

The only object of our aid program in Greece is to keep a strong pro- 
American military government in power that will accede to whatever 
requests the Pentagon makes of it, especially with respect to NATo.5

5 US Senate. “Greece.” october 9. 28277. Washington: Government Printing office, 
1967. (Senator Wayne Morse, 90th Congress, Vol. 113, part 21.)
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And,

In Greece, we stand only for the furnishing of several hundreds of thou-
sands of Greek bodies for the NATo army. That is the total interest of the 
United States in Greece, for to obtain those solders we have sold out con-
stitutionalism, we have sold out personal liberty, and we have bought any 
Greek Army officer who can deliver soldiers to NATo.6

Morse and other members of Congress argued that by continuing to 
work with the junta rather than overtly opposing it, the United States’ 
image as a defender of freedom was being badly tarnished. They main-
tained that the continuation of arms shipments to Greece created strong 
anti-American feelings there and that the short-term strategic advantage 
of the shipments would be outweighed by the long-term political and 
strategic damage they would cause.7 To make the point, members of 
both houses of Congress cited examples from the media—or conveyed to 
them by the Greek opposition—that a perception of US support for the 
colonels was widely held in Greece. Such widespread perceptions, they 
argued, would ultimately prove detrimental to the US’s future interests 
in Greece and would result in “a diminution of U.S. influence.”8 As one 
senator pointedly argued, “If the United States should implicate itself 
with this Government, we will have a bitter harvest of mistrust to deal 
with when democracy is finally restored.”9 The establishment of normal 
relations with the military government in Athens and the continued flow 
of US military assistance to it were said to do real damage to US inter-
ests. As Morse argued in a debate on the issue of aid to Greece:

6 US Senate. “Suspension of Civil Works and Certain Military Construction.” october 
6. 28132. Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. (Senator Wayne Morse, 90th 
Congress, Vol. 113, part 21.)

7 Strasbourg to Athens, Unclassified, Airgram A-57, 4/27/72, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

8 US Senate. “democracy in Greece—Toward a New Beginning.” August 21. 23373. 
Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. (Senator Joseph Clark, 90th Congress, 
Vol. 113, part 17.)

9 US Senate. “opposition to Restoration of Military Aid to Greece.” May 29. 15631. 
Washington: Government Printing office, 1968. (Senator Joseph Clark, 90th Congress, 
Vol. 114, part 12.)
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[does its] manpower and geography make it worthwhile to keep Greece 
on the payroll … when her government is an illegitimate collection of mili-
tarists who prosper from the Communist bugaboo and use it as a pretext 
for strangling liberty in their own country? I say that to keep such a gov-
ernment afloat with U.S. arms and aid of any kind does more harm than 
good to American interests.10

or as Congressman don Edwards put it, “a democratic  Greece will 
make for a healthier NATo ally than a Greece under a dictator’s 
heel.”11

These opponents of normal US-Greek relations focused their argu-
ments on the symbolic importance of opposing the colonels, highlight-
ing moral justifications as a key part of their appeals. They argued that 
their proposals—often amendments to bills intended to cut military aid 
to Greece—would serve as a signal to Greeks and to the rest of the world 
that the United States stood behind liberal democracy. In their view, the 
equivocal, even contradictory, US foreign policy position—condemning 
the deviation from democracy while supporting the country militarily—
had the effect of positioning the US squarely on the side of dictatorship. 
during a debate on the loan of naval vessels to a number of countries, 
including Greece, Minnesota Congressman donald Fraser made this 
point succinctly. He argued that refusing to loan the vessels to Greece 
would be an important symbolic gesture: “We ought to make clear to 
the rest of the world that the United States believes in what it says it 
believes in. We ought to demonstrate that we believe certain things are 
wrong and that we believe in freedom.”12

Likely aware that the moral argument would have little sway with 
those in government who were most concerned with the importance 
of Greece to US strategic interests in the Eastern Mediterranean, mem-
bers of Congress repeatedly pointed out that such measures as cutting 

10 US Senate. “Greece.” November 20. 33202. Washington: Government Printing 
office, 1967. (Senator Wayne Morse, 90th Congress, Vol. 113, part 24.)

11 US House. “Greece Under dictatorship: Zorba Must Rise Again.” November 30. 
33308. Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. (Congressman don Edwards, 
90th Congress, Vol. 113, part 24.)

12 US House. “Authorize Loan of Certain Naval Vessels.” october 2. 27498. 
Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. (Congressman donald Fraser, 90th 
Congress, Vol. 113, part 20.)
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off military aid would actually have little real effect on Greece’s capa-
bilities within NATo. Thus, while calling for condemnation of the Greek 
regime and for moves to restore democracy there, the congressional 
critics of US policy were careful to reassure their colleagues that the 
measures they proposed were not likely to have a detrimental impact on 
Greece’s ability to carry out its security commitments within the NATo 
alliance in the Eastern Mediterranean.

An example of this was Senator Claiborne Pell’s proposed amend-
ment to the 1969 Foreign Assistance Act that would have limited mili-
tary assistance to Greece. Pell argued that, if approved, the amendment 
would have at most a “very small” impact on military preparedness, since 
it only prohibited additional grants of military aid beyond those which 
had already been promised to Greece and were already in the pipeline. As 
he argued, his aim was to put the Senate on record as opposing the dic-
tatorship and the significance of his measure lay in its symbolism:

What the amendment does is to clearly demonstrate to the Greek people 
that even if the executive branch will not say that they object to the pres-
ence of the present totalitarian government in Greece and object to the use 
of torture as a means of political intimidation, at least Congress takes that 
position.13

A similar argument—that publicly withdrawing US support would 
have little effect on military preparedness but would rather send an 
important message to Greece and beyond—was made some months later 
during the Senate debate on the Hartke Amendment—which, if passed, 
would also have prohibited funds for military weapons or services to 
Greece. While the amendment was ultimately rejected by a vote of 50–42, 
its supporters argued that, even if funds for military weapons and services 
were cut, it would have a negligible strategic effect. As Pell pointed out to 
the opponents of the Hartke Amendment during a Senate debate:

Mr. President, is the Senator aware that if the pending amendment is 
agreed to that, because of the assistance presently in the pipeline and the 
leeway given to the President, there need be no actual stoppage in ship-
ments of equipment to Greece?

13 US Senate. “Foreign Assistance Act of 1969.” december 12. 38711. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1969. (Senator Claiborne Pell, 91st Congress, Vol. 115, part 29.)
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If the present Greek regime actually moves even a step in the direction of 
elections and states that it intends to hold them by a specific date, the ship-
ment of munitions can be resumed within a year. There would be no stop-
page in that event.14

downplaying the practical effect of the amendment, the moral and 
political signal it would convey was emphasized as being of paramount 
importance:

The indispensable first action we must take … is adoption by the Senate of 
the pending amendment. An immediate cutting off of military aid and gifts 
to the Greek dictatorship would … signal clearly to the Greek people and 
to our democratic allies throughout the world that the junta can no longer 
count on American support.15

And, as Senator Vance Hartke himself argued,

To pass the amendment would be to serve public notice that the United 
States will not condone the development of a dictatorship in Europe. It 
would reaffirm our allegiance to the principles of democracy and freedom 
at a time when that reaffirmation would mean so much to Greek citizens 
now struggling under this oppressive regime.16

Perhaps the best example of how congressional measures were meant 
to be symbolically instrumental, rather than effectual, was the Hays 
Amendment to the Foreign Assistance Act of 1971. Specifically, in August 
1971, Ambassador Henry Tasca was reported to have had an “amica-
ble and constructive” conversation with Representative Wayne Hays 
regarding his amendment, which banned any military assistance or sales 
under the Foreign Military Sales Act to Greece as long as the country  

14 US Senate. “order of Business: Amendment No. 648.” June 29. 22013. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1970. (Senator Claiborne Pell, 91st Congress, Vol. 116, part 
16.)

15 US Senate. “order of Business: Amendment No. 648.” June 29. 22002. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1970. (Senator Vance Hartke, 91st Congress, Vol. 116, part 
16.)

16 US Senate. “order of Business: Amendment No. 648.” June 29. 22014. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1970. (Senator Vance Hartke, CR-Senate, 91st Congress, 
Vol. 116, part 16.)
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remained under a military dictatorship.17 However, in that conver-
sation with Tasca, Hays reportedly confirmed to the ambassador that 
he would not object to an amendment that would actually remove 
some of the restrictions being placed on military assistance to Greece. 
Accordingly, during a subsequent debate on the amendment, “the 
expectation” that President Nixon would exercise a presidential waiver 
to restore military assistance to Greece as well as the parameters by 
which this was to take place were discussed.18 This was spelled out in a 
memorandum prepared for Nixon regarding a meeting he was to have 
with Tasca in August 1971:

Ambassador Tasca stated that the House Committee understood that the 
President would exercise the waiver and intentionally provided for this 
contingency in the draft amendment.19

This understanding—that the president would utilize a waiver—was fur-
ther explicated in a department of State telegram to the US embassy: 
“[I]n voting for [the] Hays Amendment almost all members [of the] 
Foreign Affairs Committee expected [the] President to exercise [the] 
waiver and thought he should.”20 In a memorandum to Nixon, Henry 
Kissinger also confirmed the symbolic nature of the committee’s vote: 
“The House Committee understands that you are likely to exercise that 
waiver but felt it useful to put its displeasure on the record.”21

Another example of the symbolic nature of such congressional 
votes was the 1970 Senate debate regarding the loan of a submarine 
to Greece. In that debate, Senator daniel Inouye proposed an amend-
ment that would have denied the loan to the colonels. However, 

20 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 143169, 8/5/71, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA (emphasis added).

21 Kissinger to Nixon, Secret, 8/4/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National 
Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 594, USNA.

17 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 143169, 8/5/71, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

18 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 143169, 8/5/71, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA. See also Hicks to Kissinger, Secret, 7/30/71, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 815, USNA.

19 Haig Memorandum for the President’s Files, Secret/Sensitive, 8/4/71, Nixon 
Presidential Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle 
East, Box 594, USNA.
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this “denial” was purely symbolic because the submarine was already 
engaged by the Greek Navy in antisubmarine warfare service. Indeed, 
Inouye himself acknowledged that, even if the amendment were passed, 
the “ship [would] remain in Greece’s hands, [and thus it would] con-
tinue to bolster our security in the eastern Mediterranean.” despite 
this fact, however, Inouye contended that the Senate should deny the 
extension of the loan “as a symbolic gesture”:

I do not expect my amendment to have any massive political, diplomatic, 
or military repercussions; but what I hope to accomplish today through 
this symbolic gesture—I repeat, this symbolic gesture—is a reaffirmation 
of the American commitment to democratic ideals. My amendment offers 
an opportunity to all Members of the Senate to express their opposition to 
dictatorship, without undermining in any way our own security in the east-
ern Mediterranean.22

Indeed, as a department of State telegram confirmed to the US embassy 
in Bonn regarding a similar House committee amendment, “[T]he 
main intent of the … Amendment was to register moral disapproval of 
the Papadopoulos Government, and not to cut off military assistance to 
Greece. The legislation was worded in such a way as to allow Presidential 
flexibility in this matter.”23 Thus, it is important to note that even in 
February 1972, when Congress finally voted to cut off military aid to 
Greece, it purposefully included a waiver clause in the legislation that 
allowed the president to restore aid if he believed that it was in “the 
over-riding requirements of the national security” of the US to do so. 
Accordingly, Nixon restored aid promptly, on 17 February, and congres-
sional committees were informed of this restoration on 2 March 1972. 
Thus, even those members of Congress who criticized the colonels and 
cast votes to cut military spending or deny loans of military equipment 
to Athens were primarily engaged in symbolic voting that, in reality, 
would have little real effect on either administration’s military assistance 
program for Greece.

22 US Senate. “Extension of Certain Naval Vessel Loans.” december 4. 39965. 
Washington: Government Printing office, 1970. (Senator daniel Inouye, 91st Congress, 
Vol. 116, part 30.)

23 State to Bonn, Confidential, Telegram 146164, 8/10/71, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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As illustrated, much opposition to the colonels and to US policy 
toward Greece was expressed in both houses of Congress. Arguing that 
the US’s association with the junta was a blight on US honor and harm-
ful to the country’s long-term strategic interests, the critics of this pol-
icy made the argument that opposition to the regime was demanded by 
the values of liberal democracy. As a result, these opponents to a friendly 
US foreign policy toward the regime attempted to symbolically pres-
sure the colonels by voting against military aid. However, to head off 
any concern that the US was actually weakening a key Cold War ally in 
the Mediterranean, opponents also argued that the symbolic steps would 
have no real consequence on the regime’s capabilities within NATo and 
therefore would not harm US strategic interests. Thus, even for these 
staunch opponents of US policy toward Greece, US strategic interests 
remained paramount.

despite such strong congressional opposition to US government 
 policy—an opposition, as we have seen, both administrations were 
deeply concerned about—the supporters of the status quo prevailed. As 
detailed in previous chapters, following a brief period of caution, mili-
tary funding was restored, an ambassador to Athens was appointed, 
the King’s countercoup went unsupported, and the Johnson and, later, 
Nixon administrations settled into a modus operandi with the colonels’ 
regime. Thus, we now turn to the arguments made in Congress by 
those advocating support for the colonels. We will see that, unlike those 
who justified the cutting of ties by pointing to the repressive, undem-
ocratic nature of the regime, its supporters underscored US strategic 
interests, making a pragmatic argument for continued good relations. 
To illustrate the later position, we again draw on statements made dur-
ing congressional debates.

the sUPPoRteRs of Us GoveRnment  
PoliCy towaRD the JUnta

Supporters of US policy toward the junta regularly involved the Greek–
American press and a number of Greek–American and Greek–Canadian 
cultural organizations, pointing to them as backers of the colonels and of 
the US government’s policies toward Greece.24 Indeed, Roman Pucinski, 

24 on the role of the Greek–American community, see Coufoudakis (1993), Moskos and 
Moskos (2017), and Saloutos (1975).
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a democratic congressman from the northwest side of Chicago, was an 
outspoken supporter of the junta who often quoted Greek–American 
sources in support of his position. For instance, Pucinski revealed in 
September 1967 that he had been invited by the president of the Pan 
Arcadian Federation of America to be the federation’s guest at its con-
vention in Athens during the preceding summer. While in Athens, he 
reportedly met with Papadopoulos and other leaders of the military 
government. According to his own account, those meetings convinced 
Pucinski that the Soviet Union was increasingly threatening the 
Mediterranean and had a “grand design” to take over the Middle East 
and Africa.25

Pucinski was not the only public official to be invited to Greece as a 
private citizen to be briefed by junta leaders. Republican Congressman 
Ed derwinski, representing a south suburban Chicago district, also 
accepted an invitation and, while in Greece, met with members of the 
colonels’ regime, the US ambassador, members of the press, former 
parliamentarians, and private Greek citizens. His invitation came from 
Andrew Fasseas, a leader of the Greek–American community in Chicago, 
publisher of the conservative Greek–American newspaper, the Greek 
Star, an archon of the Patriarchate of Constantinople, and the Supreme 
President of the order of AHEPA, the country’s most influential Greek–
American cultural organization. As evidence of his closeness to the Greek 
regime, in 1969 Fasseas was awarded the cross of the Commander of the 
Royal order of the Phoenix26 by the junta.

Perhaps because of his association with Fasseas, derwinski would 
 regularly insert into the Congressional Record editorials and other 
 articles appearing in the Greek–American press—particularly Fasseas’s 
Greek Star—in praise of the junta. In July 1967, for example, just 
three months after the launching of the Greek dictatorship, derwinski  

25 US House. “debate of U.S. Aid Bill.” July 18. 22092. Washington: Government 
Printing office, 1968. (Congressman Roman Pucinski, 90th Congress, Vol. 114, part 17.); 
US House. “Extensions of Remarks.” “Strong Support for Greek Constitution Indicates 
desire by Greek People for Return to Normalcy.” october 9. 30347. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1968. (Congressman Roman Pucinski, 90th Congress,  
Vol. 114, part 23.)

26 The cross of the Commander of the order of the Phoenix is bestowed on Greek citi-
zens who have excelled in the arts, public administration, business, or industry. It is also 
bestowed on citizens of other countries who have raised the international standing of 
Greece.
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inserted a Greek Star editorial into the Congressional Record arguing 
that Greece was “the most reliable ally that America could ever count 
on” and that the two countries had “always been found facing the com-
mon enemy,” that is, communism. The editorial also urged the US to 
resume its shipments of heavy military equipment to Greece following 
the Johnson administration’s immediate postcoup suspension.27 Indeed, 
throughout the seven years of military rule, derwinski continued to 
regularly incorporate into the Congressional Record anti-communist, 
pro-junta newspaper articles that extolled the virtues of the colonels’ 
regime. Without offering any evidence, he even went so far as to assert 
that the Greek Star “very accurately reflect[ed] the sentiments of Greek-
Americans” living in the United States.28

In addition to arranging visits to Greece for derwinski and Pucinski, 
the Pan Arcadian Federation also invited another ten congressmen, along 
with their wives, to visit Greece for two weeks in 1969 to attend the 
organization’s annual convention in Athens. While there, meetings were 
arranged with Papadopoulos, Pattakos, and Makarezos, among others. 
Upon their return to the United States, these congressmen then shared 
stories about the happy, contented, and prosperous people of Greece 
whom they had met during their trip. one of them, Representative 
Lawrence Williams, reported that the “overwhelming opinion” of the 
“hundreds of Greek people” they met on their visit was that the colonels 
were doing an “excellent job.”29 Another maintained that, while he did 
not condone any dictatorship, he would rather have in place a dictator-
ship friendly to the US than a Communist government “like the one in 
Cuba.”30

Supporters of continued good relations with the junta also high-
lighted the attitudes of certain members of the Greek–American 

27 US House. “The Truth About Greece.” July 25. 20020. Washington: Government 
Printing office, 1967. (Congressman Ed derwinski, 90th Congress, Vol. 113, part 15.)

28 US House. “Extension of Remarks.” “Greek Government Solid After 1 Year in 
Power.” May 3. 11760. Washington: Government Printing office, 1968. (Congressman 
Ed derwinski, 90th Congress, Vol. 114, part 9.)

29 US House. “Report on Trip to Greece.” december 11. 38558. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1969. (Congressman Lawrence Williams, 91st Congress,  
Vol. 115, part 28.)

30 US House. “Extension of Remarks.” “Greece: A Communist Goal.” September 16. 
25696. Washington: Government Printing office, 1969. (Congressman J. Herbert Burke, 
91st Congress, Vol. 115, part 19.)
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community. For example, lawmakers routinely included into the offi-
cial record or highlighted during congressional debates resolutions that 
had been passed by Greek cultural organizations supportive of the colo-
nels. Congressman derwinski, for example, inserted into the record a 
letter he had received from AHEPA Supreme President Fasseas, along 
with a statement unanimously adopted as official AHEPA policy, which 
urged “that the United States continue its military and economic aid 
and assistance to Greece.”31 Later, following a 1971 vote in the House 
of Representatives to cut military aid to Greece, a formal resolution 
that had been passed unanimously by the order of AHEPA at its forty- 
ninth Supreme Convention in Los Angeles was also included into the 
Congressional Record. It placed its members on record as “deploring” 
the cutting of military aid to Greece, calling on the US Senate to reject 
that portion of the foreign aid bill, and making an appeal to the Senate 
that it “restore and continue” full military aid to the country. The reso-
lution stated:

[I]n the unfortunate event that the Congress of the United States, (sic) 
should succumb to specious, inaccurate, irrelevant, confusing, and downright 
misleading propaganda of the enemies of the present Greek Government and 
perhaps the western world, and not restore this military aid to Greece, we, 
the recognized spokesman of 2,000,000 Americans of Greek descent in the 
United States, hereby petition and request the President of the United States 
… to find that restoration of military aid to Greece is in the “overriding 
national interest” of our country and to restore the same forthwith.32

Parenthetically, it is important to note that, earlier, in June 1968, Fasseas 
had already sent the “official policy” of AHEPA, unanimously adopted in 
october 1967, to Vice President Spiro Agnew. Urging the administra-
tion to continue its military and economic aid to Greece, the statement 
proclaimed:

31 US House. Letter sent by Andrew Fasseas to derwinski, dated 21 May 1968. 
Quoted in “Extension of Remarks.” “order of AHEPA.” May 23. 14984. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1968. (90th Congress, Vol. 113, part 10.)

32 US House. “order of AHEPA Resolution to Restore Military Aid to Greece 
Programs—49th Supreme Conventions.” September 9. 31174. Washington: Government 
Printing office, 1971. (92nd Congress, Vol. 117, part 24.)
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Many of our officers and members have recently visited Greece. They have 
found that law and order prevail and that conditions for visitors and tour-
ists are most pleasant. If a European came to the United States and told 
the American people what type of government we should have, or whom 
to elect as our President, we would rightfully reject it as an unwarranted 
interference with our internal politics. The members of the order of 
Ahepa feel that the type of government in Greece is a matter that concerns 
the Greek people only. As Americans, our concern is that whatever Greek 
government Greece has should keep Greece as a member of NATo and a 
faithful ally of the United States.33

Based on this AHEPA stance, a number of senators and congressmen 
declared that Greek organizations in the United States and Canada were 
unhappy with Congress’s decision to limit military assistance to Greece. 
They argued that, in addition to AHEPA, the Society of the Castorians 
of New York “omonoia,” the Panepirotic Federation of America and 
Canada, and the Pan Arcadian Federation unanimously voted to urge 
the Senate to restore Greece’s military aid.34 The Panepirotic Federation 
even went so far as to call upon senators to “go on record as favoring 
Greek aid … irrespective of internal reforms [in Greece].”35

It is also worth mentioning that, in August 1967, Archbishop Iakovos, 
the primate of the Greek orthodox Church of North and South America, 
initially appeared sympathetic to the regime in Athens.36 Following a trip 

33 order of AHEPA, Press Release: “Ahepa Urges United States Continue Military and 
Economic Aid and Assistance to Greece,” 10/17/67, PoL GREECE-US, 1967–69 SNF, 
RG 59, USNA.

34 US House. “Extensions of Remarks.” “Military Aid to Greece debate.” November 
4. 39466. Washington: Government Printing office, 1971. (Congressman Ed derwinski, 
92nd Congress, Vol. 117, part 30.)

35 US House. “Resolutions of Members of the Panepirotic Federation of America 
and Canada, Inc.” Quoted in “The Strategic Importance of Greece to Security of the 
United States.” September 30. 34379. Washington: Government Printing office, 1971. 
(Congressman Ray Blanton, 92nd Congress, Vol. 117, part 26.)

36 This position would evolve so that by May 1968, Archbishop Iakovos would meet 
with officials in the department of State to share his concerns regarding developments in 
Greece, including the junta’s governmental policies, the state of the Greek economy, and 
a decline in tourism, among others. He also expressed concern that the regime in Athens 
might attempt to take political advantage of the church’s Clergy-Laity Congress sched-
uled to take place in Athens during the summer of 1970. (Memorandum of Conversation, 
Confidential, 5/21/68, PoL GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.)
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to Greece in summer of 1967, Iakovos visited the department of State 
to meet with Lucius Battle, the assistant secretary at the NEA desk, to 
give his impression of the colonels’ regime. during the meeting, Iakovos 
reportedly stated that “the present regime in Greece could and should 
be helped and that the alternative to it in the present context would 
be chaos.” Having himself successfully negotiated with the regime on 
behalf of certain opposition members who had been imprisoned and 
subsequently released, Iakovos argued that the regime was responsive to 
advice and that its motivations were sincere. He predicted that with the 
appropriate “prodding and encouragement,” the regime would even-
tually move toward the restoration of democracy.37 This early position 
of Iakovos regarding the regime was corroborated by the chancellor of 
the archdiocese, Fr. George Bacopoulos, who in a similar meeting with 
State department officials indicated that, while Iakovos had worked hard 
to maintain the neutrality of the “American orthodox community” vis-
à-vis the coup, the archbishop believed the regime could make many 
needed reforms in Greece and that he viewed the coup with “prayer-
ful delight.”38 Given Iakovos’s position as head of the Greek orthodox 
Church in the United States and his influence over Greek clergy and laity 
alike, such views that painted a favorable image of the colonels’ regime in 
Athens surely affected the views of some congressional leaders in the US.

In short, those who supported friendly relations between the United 
States and the colonels’ regime appear to have been influenced by the 
positions of various Greek–American organizations, influential Greek–
American elites, as well as conservative segments of the Greek–American 
press. Unlike the congressional opposition to the colonels’ regime—
which largely made arguments based on moral justifications and dem-
ocratic principles—supporters of the US government’s policies argued 
that the United States should continue on its course of diplomacy with 
the colonels based on America’s strategic interests, on non-intervention 
into the affairs of other states, as well as on a belief that the colonels 
were fighting communism and would eventually democratize Greece. 
Ultimately, it would be the arguments of such supporters that would 
prevail in Congress.

37 Memorandum of Conversation, Confidential, 8/31/67, PoL 2 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

38 State to Athens/Ankara/Istanbul, Confidential, Airgram CA-9933, 6/21/67, PoL 
GREECE, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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ConGRessional sUPPoRteRs of the Colonels

As just mentioned, supporters of the US government’s policy toward 
Greece maintained that America’s strategic interests required continued 
good relations with the colonels. According to this view, a good working 
relationship between the two countries was essential since the colonels 
were strong supporters of both the US and NATo. Given worsening crises 
in the Middle East at this time, as well as increased Soviet influence in the 
Mediterranean region, many members of Congress maintained that having 
a trustworthy and loyal ally in this part of the world was of utmost neces-
sity. They insisted that the colonels were proving themselves such an ally.

Specifically, Greece’s continued support of the United States 
and NATo was said to be critically important given the number of 
 communist countries in that part of the world—many of them on 
Greece’s northern border. Moreover, with the Soviet Union’s increas-
ing interest and influence in the Mediterranean, they argued that the US 
needed to act with utmost caution, fearing that, should the colonels be 
ousted, Greek communists would likely come to power. Such an out-
come could provide the Soviets greater access to the Mediterranean and 
force the US Sixth Fleet out of the region. This, in turn, would give the 
Soviet Union greater influence in the Middle East and more direct access 
to Africa. As derwinski argued, the “Soviet foothold in Egypt, Syria and 
other Arab nations … magnifies the strategic location of Greece as our 
ally.”39 Thus, when the United States decided to temporarily suspend 
military assistance in 1967 as a result of the colonels’ coup, Pucinski 
forcefully argued that it was in America’s interest to renew military aid as 
part of the NATo defense structure. As he put it, “Let no one kid you—
there are powerful Communist forces at play in this area, and NATo 
needs all the help it can get. … I submit, Mr. Speaker, America needs 
Greece today a great deal more than Greece needs us.”40

In fact, many members of Congress argued that every decision taken 
by the US government in regard to Greece since the start of the dicta-
torship had been for vital strategic purposes. In the 1971 House debate 

39 US House. “Greece deserving of Aid.” october 4. 27746. Washington: Government 
Printing office, 1967. (Congressman Ed derwinski, 90th Congress, Vol. 113, part 21.)

40 US House. “The United States Should Renew its NATo Military Aid to Greece.” 
September 14. 25656-7. Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. (Congressman 
Roman Pucinski, 90th Congress, Vol. 113, part 19.)
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on the Foreign Assistance Act, for example, derwinski argued that, dur-
ing the Czechoslovakian crisis of 1968, the Johnson administration had 
restored limited military aid to Greece in the interest of the “Western 
World” and of NATo. According to derwinski, in 1970 too, the 
resumption of military aid to Greece “had a direct relationship to Middle 
East complications in Jordan and problems affecting Israel.” The deci-
sion to resume military aid was taken in the interest of NATo and “in 
the interest of the practical concept that we must support in the eastern 
Mediterranean.” It was “a very pragmatic approach based on the best 
interests of the United States and the free world.” Emphasizing that 
Greece hosted the easternmost Mediterranean bases available to the US 
Navy, while other bases in the Mediterranean and particularly that of 
Malta were increasingly being closed off to the United States, derwinski 
maintained that this made the “continued relatively free use of Greek 
ports most desirable.” He reported that 52% of the port visits made by 
the Sixth Fleet during the first six months of 1971 were to Greek bases, 
which had proved an important morale boost to servicemen and their 
families.41 Thus, the value of continued good relations with the Greeks 
could not be overemphasized.

The strategic importance of Greece was also highlighted during Senate 
debates as well. Pointing to the inroads that the Soviet Union was mak-
ing in Egypt and Algeria, Senator Richard Russell argued that “[t]his was 
not the time to be kicking in the teeth of the military  dictatorship.”42 
Similar arguments were also made during the 1969 debates on the 
Foreign Assistance Act. Senator Thomas dodd argued for the importance 
of Greece’s cooperation within NATo:

If we now lose access to the air and naval bases at Athens and in Crete and 
our anchorages in the Aegean Islands, it would completely unhinge our 
entire defensive position in the eastern Mediterranean.

41 US House. “Foreign Assistance Act of 1971.” August 3. 29082. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1971. (Congressman Ed derwinski, 92nd Congress,  
Vol. 117, part 22.)

42 US Senate. “Extension of Certain Naval Vessel Loans—Conference Report.” 
december 11. 35697. Washington: Government Printing office 1967. (Senator Richard 
Russell, 90th Congress, Vol 113, part 26.)
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And if we insist on treating the Greek Government as an enemy instead of 
an ally, the possibility cannot be excluded that we will drive them into the 
arms of Nasser … [and] it would probably be a disadvantage to the peo-
ple of Greece because it would reduce our ability to influence the course 
of internal events in that country. … [o]ur national interest dictates the 
need to enter into agreements and alliances with all those nations and gov-
ernments … [that are] prepared to cooperate in the common resistance to 
Communist expansionism.43

Soon, homeporting, a measure that was in part aimed to alleviate the 
US Navy’s problem with family separation and its impact on reenlist-
ment rates, would also be added to the list of potential strategic inter-
ests in Greece. Indeed, as one White House memorandum prepared for 
President Johnson estimated at that time, homeporting would involve 
the permanent stationing of 6000 naval personnel and over 3000 of 
their dependents in Athens. This would amount to a 150% increase in 
the American presence in the city. Thus, a key argument in support of 
good relations with Greece was that, to secure homeporting, continued 
good relations with the colonels’ regime were necessary. The approach 
was perhaps best exemplified by Congressman John Schmitz who com-
mented in 1972 that “U.S. military assistance is not given as a reward 
for someone’s idea of democratic excellence in government but for the 
attainment of our own strategic purposes.”44

Related to the pragmatic, strategic arguments most often made in 
support of the Johnson and Nixon administrations’ policies were the 
claims that the colonels had proven themselves loyal, dependable allies 
of the United States and thus deserved continued support. Members 
of Congress pointed out that in both word and deed the colonels had 
maintained Greece’s commitment to the United States and to NATo 
and, in return, deserved US assistance. As Congressman Pucinski put it 
in late 1967, the “present regime [had] repeatedly stated its complete 

43 US Senate. “Foreign Assistance Act of 1969.” december 12. 38710–38711. 
Washington: Government Printing office, 1969. (Senator Thomas dodd, 91st Congress, 
Vol. 115, part 29.)

44 US House. “Extensions of Remarks” “Military Aid to Greece.” March 28. 11207. 
Washington: Government Printing office, 1972. (Congressman John Schmitz, 92nd 
Congress, Vol. 118, part 9.)



140  N. M. KARAKATSANIS ANd J. SWARTS

friendship to the United States.”45 For example, during the 1967 Six-
day War between Israel and its Arab neighbors, Greece had provided 
unrestricted overflight facilities, had given blanket permission for Sixth 
Fleet visits, and had also made itself available as a safe haven for thou-
sands of Americans evacuated from the Middle East. Moreover, both 
derwinski and Pucinski pointed out that the colonels willingly entered 
into discussions with the Turks over the Cyprus dispute in 1967 and 
had accepted the US suggestion that Greece withdraw troops from the 
island, thereby resolving the immediate dispute with Turkey and avoid-
ing war. The regime’s willingness to take such steps demonstrated, they 
argued, the importance the colonels attached to the “idea of maintaining 
the power and the unity of NATo.”46

Closely related to the notion that the colonels were friendly allies of 
the United States was the contention that, while admittedly undemo-
cratic, they were strongly anti-communist, something of paramount 
importance during this period of the Cold War. Because the colonels had 
every intention of returning Greece to democracy, as they themselves 
repeatedly claimed, Pucinski regularly called on the United States to 
restore normal relations with the junta. Like a number of other mem-
bers of Congress, he believed that the colonels had saved Greece from a 
communist takeover and from becoming “another Vietnam.” He main-
tained that, in addition to moral support, Greece needed a great deal of 
practical assistance from the United States if it were to “fortify” itself 
against the threat of her communist neighbors. According to Pucinski, 
the United States should do everything in its power to “assist” the 
Greek colonels to restore democracy in Greece.47 Accordingly, the “free 
nations of the world ought to recognize the efforts of Prime Minister 
Papadopoulos and deputy Prime Minister Pattakos to restore democratic 

45 US House. “The Attempted Coup in Greece.” december 14. 36544. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1967. (Congressman Roman Pucinski, 90th Congress,  
Vol. 113, part 27.)

46 US House. “The Attempted Coup in Greece.” december 14. 36545. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1967. (Congressman Roman Pucinski, 90th Congress,  
Vol. 113, part 27.); US House. “Trip to Greece.” September 26. 26836–26837. 
Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. (Congressman Ed derwinski, 90th 
Congress, Vol. 113, part 20.)

47 US House. “Greek Government Pledges Elections for Return of Constitutional 
Government.” october 17. 29132. Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. 
(Congressman Roman Pucinski, 90th Congress, Vol. 113, part 21.)
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rule … and help this nation on this course, rather than sit back on the 
sidelines and undermine her efforts.”48

In short, then, Pucinski and others considered it important for the 
United States to “help” the Papadopoulos regime “in its efforts to 
restore democracy,” all the while maintaining that it would be entirely 
inappropriate for the United States to take any action in opposition to 
the colonels. To oppose the colonels would be an inappropriate “inter-
ference” in Greek affairs. This position was held by many in Congress, 
who argued that to oppose the regime would amount to undue “inter-
vention” and an attempt to impose the US form of government on that 
country.

We draw again from the 1967 congressional debate regarding the 
authorization of naval vessels to Greece, which the Pentagon determined 
to be in the national interest of the United States, to illustrate a par-
ticularly pertinent example of this position. during the congressional 
debate on this issue, Congressman Jim Bates argued that, not only had 
Greece been a loyal postwar ally and therefore should receive a loan of 
one submarine and two destroyers, but also that “it is not right to try 
to fashion every country in the world in our image here in the United 
States.”49 Representative L. Mendel Rivers agreed, emphasizing that he 
too did “not believe we can impose pax Americana on every people and 
nation on earth. Somewhere down the line we are going to have to 
let somebody else run his own country instead of us dipping our nose 
into it.”50

Perhaps what is most interesting about this position is its definition 
of “intervention.” In this view, the continued flow of financial and mili-
tary support to Greece constituted non-interference in Greek affairs, 
while a congressional vote against aid or to refuse the appointment of 
an ambassador to Greece would amount to interference in the domestic 

48 US House. “Extensions of Remarks.” “Greek Regime Pledges Early Return to 
democracy.” August 2. 25230. Washington: Government Printing office, 1968. 
(Congressman Roman Pucinski, 90th Congress, Vol. 114, part 19.)

49 US House. “Authorize Loan of Certain Naval Vessels.” october 2. 27497. 
Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. (Congressman Jim Bates, 90th Congress, 
Vol. 113, part 20.)

50 US House. “Authorize Loan of Certain Naval Vessels.” october 2. 27499. 
Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. (Congressman Mendel Rivers, 90th 
Congress, Vol. 113, part 20.)
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affairs of another nation. Such behavior, they argued, would be “highly 
improper” since the US should “let them run their own country.”51 As 
Congressman Robert Sikes argued,

Whether or not we like the present government is immaterial. Bitter expe-
rience should have taught us that U.S. efforts to meddle in the internal 
affairs of other nations usually has (sic) done more harm than good. … We 
should let well enough alone and not invite chaos and communism.52

And in the words of Representative J. Herbert Burke:

I had hoped that if the past few years had taught us anything about the 
conduct of our foreign policy, it was that the days of our playing policeman 
for the world should be over; that the days when we made it our busi-
ness to meddle in other countries’ affairs are best left in the past; that our 
mission as a Nation to make the world safe for democracy was as dated as 
Versailles and the League of Nations.

Yet, irony of ironies, what do we see before us today? A group of self- 
appointed consciences of the Nation are trying to dictate through economic 
pressure the internal political course the Greeks should be following. … I 
think it is time that we stop using our foreign policy and our foreign aid as 
leverage to force other countries to take orders from us.53

In the Senate, some tried to highlight this somewhat paradoxical defi-
nition of “intervention.” As Claiborne Pell contended:

My definition of not interfering is “doing nothing.” But, I guess what we 
have now is the new Alice in Wonderland look—not to interfere means to 
have a massive aid program—to interfere is not to have such a massive aid 
program. Be that as it may, the net result of the actions … of our Senate is 

51 US House. “Authorize Loan of Certain Naval Vessels.” october 2. 27499. 
Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. (Congressman Mendel Rivers, 90th 
Congress, Vol. 113, part 20.)

52 US House. “Foreign Assistance Act of 1971.” August 3. 29111. Washington: Government 
Printing office, 1971. (Congress Robert Sikes, 92nd Congress, Vol. 117, part 22.)

53 US House. “Foreign Assistance Act of 1971.” August 3. 29111. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1971. (J. Herbert Burke, 92nd Congress, Vol. 117, part 22.)
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that the Greek people now realize that the Greek regime is … the object of 
acceptance and support by our own Nation.54

despite such arguments highlighting this irony, few, if any, were swayed. 
The arguments in support of “not interfering”—that is, in offering 
continued support to the colonels—prevailed. For example, as Richard 
Russell pointedly argued, “[W]e may not approve of the form of gov-
ernment that a number of countries around the world may have, but it is 
not our privilege or our prerogative to change their systems.”55 Senator 
Gail McGee agreed, maintaining that the United States should not cut 
off foreign aid to Greece for, in doing so, the US would be intervening 
into the country’s domestic affairs because the US Senate does not “con-
done” the Greek government’s ideology. As he put it, “I do not con-
done the policies of the Government of Greece. I do not condone the 
suppression of dissent by force or imprisonment. I raise the very serious 
question of whether it is proper foreign policy to legislate this kind of 
action from the floor of the Senate.”56 This argument was similarly made 
when it came time to confirm a US ambassador to Athens. At that time, 
Senator dodd argued that the year-long delay of the Senate to make 
such a confirmation constituted “a kind of intervention in the internal 
affairs of Greece.”57 His argument, amplified by many in Congress across 
a number of similar issue areas, ultimately prevailed over those advocat-
ing for a break in relations with the colonels.

Thus, despite heated congressional debates regarding US foreign 
policy toward the Athens regime—debates which provided some of the 
most outspoken criticisms of the US government and which irritated two 
consecutive presidential administrations—in the end, the US government 
would continue to conduct business as usual in Athens. In analyzing the 

54 US Senate. “Ambassador.” december 19. 40118. Washington: Government Printing 
office, 1969. (Senator Claiborne Pell, 91st Congress, Vol. 115, part 30.)

55 US Senate. “Extension of Certain Naval Vessel Loans—Conference Report.” 
december 11. 35697. Washington: Government Printing office, 1967. (Senator Richard 
Russell, 90th Congress, Vol. 113, part 26.)

56 US Senate. “Foreign Assistance Act of 1969.” december 12. 38713. Washington: 
Government Printing office, 1969. (Senator Gail McGee, 91st Congress, Vol. 115, part 29.)

57 US Senate. “Ambassador.” december 19. 40126. Washington: Government Printing 
office, 1969. (Senator Thomas dodd, 91st Congress, Vol. 115, part 30.)
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arguments set forth by both congressional supporters and opponents of 
continued relations with the regime, in this chapter we have attempted 
to illustrate that, while many members of Congress argued for a break-
ing of ties and a public condemnation of the colonels, ultimately those 
who supported continued relations with the dictatorship prevailed. Thus, 
arguments focused on the importance of “nonintervention” and on a 
short-term understanding of US strategic interests in the context of the 
Cold War prevailed over philosophical or moral arguments regarding 
the value of liberal democracy. As the next chapter will further illustrate, 
the United States’ dealings with its European allies in NATo similarly 
highlight the priority of pragmatism over democratic principle in shaping 
 foreign policy toward Greece during this period.
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In much the same way that the Nixon and Johnson administrations faced 
opposition from Congress to their modus vivendi with the Greek colo-
nels, they also were forced to contend with significant opposition from 
America’s allies in Europe, particularly from within the North Atlantic 
Treaty organization (NATo) alliance, where virtually every member 
state saw the Greek military dictatorship—one that was viewed with even 
greater revulsion by their electorates—as deeply problematic. Indeed, as 
was the case with the US Congress, in Europe too there appeared to be a 
clash between those states that were more “pragmatic” in their approach 
to the colonels and the more “idealistic” states that focused on demo-
cratic principles and human rights.1 As Arne Treholt explained in 1972:

For the past five years the Greek case has clearly demonstrated a clash 
between two schools of European thought in foreign policy. on the one 
hand, there is the pragmatic school. … According to this school, Greece 
ought to be supported, regardless of its regime, and as good and friendly 
relations as possible established with the Colonels. Even if we dislike 
and distrust the present Greek regime, there is no reason why we should 
change our policy.

CHAPTER 6

US diplomacy Within Europe and NATo 
on the Greek Question
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1 on NATo toleration of the colonels, see Maragkou (2009).
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on the other hand, we find those who favour a more idealistic course 
toward what they consider to be a disgrace to Europe. They are not willing 
to accept “hard realities” as put forward by the pragmatists.2

Thus, while a number of NATo states (e.g., the UK, West Germany, and 
Portugal) had reconciled themselves to more or less friendly relations 
with the Greek regime as a matter of expediency, others in Scandinavia 
(particularly Norway and denmark) were a source of vocal and quite 
articulate opposition to any accommodation of the colonels.

Specifically, Europeans saw Greece as a pariah state and, as a US 
Mission NATo report summarized, they “remain[ed] allergic to it.”3  
Many Europeans believed that Greece should be expelled from 
NATo, just as its association agreement with the European Economic 
Community had been frozen in 1967 and the country had been forced 
to withdrawal from the Council of Europe in 1969. Given that the pre-
amble of the North Atlantic Treaty states that “[t]he Parties to this 
Treaty … are determined to safeguard the freedom, common heritage 
and civilizations of their peoples founded on the principles of democ-
racy, individual liberty and the rule of law,”4 many in Europe pointed to 
the irony of allowing an authoritarian NATo government to go largely 
unreprimanded. While the Scandinavians were the most fervent crit-
ics of the Greek government, virtually every NATo member (with the 
exception of France and Portugal, the latter of which was also under 
authoritarian rule) was critical of the Greek government. A particularly 
important contributing factor in each state’s position was the domestic 
pressure from its own electorate with which each had to contend. As 
Treholt argued, “Under the pressure of a strong domestic public opin-
ion there has been no choice for many of them other than to take a 
strongly critical and actively hostile attitude towards the Greek regime.”5 
In fact, so great was the controversy over the continued membership of 
an authoritarian state in NATo that in Norway, both the electorate and 

3 US Mission NATo to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 74, 10/23/67, PoL GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA. on European attitudes, see Becket (1970), Coufoudakis 
(1977), Pedaliu (2016), and Pesmazoglou (1999).

4 North Atlantic Treaty organization, “The North Atlantic Treaty,” Washington, dC.  
4 April 1949. https://www.nato.int/cps/ic/natohq/official_texts_17120.htm. Retrieved 
28 November 2017.

5 Treholt (1972, 210).

2 Treholt (1972, 210).

https://www.nato.int/cps/ic/natohq/official_texts_17120.htm
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elected officials called for the country’s withdrawal from NATo should 
steps not be taken to suspend the Greek colonels. This led the US to fear 
a domino effect—that if the Norwegians were to leave, the danes would 
follow. And as British Foreign Secretary Michael Stewart reportedly indi-
cated to American officials, “there would be serious implications for the 
British, to say nothing of the Italians.”6 Accordingly, the United States 
was convinced that the Greek issue posed an exceedingly high risk to the 
cohesion of NATo.

The issue of Greece’s membership in NATo was complex, however, 
and confronted its member states with a serious dilemma. on the one 
hand, while NATo’s liberal democracies wanted an early restoration of 
representative government in Greece, they also feared a break with the 
Papadopoulos regime given the country’s strategic importance in the 
Mediterranean. on the other hand, the most outspoken critics of Greece 
argued, not incorrectly, that the continuation of a military regime in that 
country was damaging to NATo. Max van der Stoel, who served as the 
rapporteur on Greece to the Consultative Assembly of the Council of 
Europe, listed some of the commonly identified problems:

a)  [the junta] effects (sic) the credibility of NATo as an alliance for 
the defense of freedom. And this in turn leads to a diminishing of 
popular support for the alliance, especially amongst the younger 
generation;

b)  it creates anti-NATo and anti-American feelings amongst sections 
of the Greek population which so far were staunch supporters of 
NATo;

c)  the effectiveness of the Greek armed forces has diminished as a 
consequence of the purges amongst officers who were considered 
critical towards the regime.7

Consequently, van der Stoel and many other Europeans saw Greece’s 
ouster from NATo as the means by which to further isolate the colonels 
and push Greece back toward democracy. However, their stance—that 
Greece was and should be treated as a pariah within the alliance—
alarmed many in the US government who were diametrically opposed 

6 Sisco to the Secretary and Under Secretary, Secret, Memorandum 8224, 6/5/70, dEF 
19-8 US-GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

7 Max van der Stoel, no date, “GREECE,” Mogens Camre papers (private archive), 
Copenhagen.
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to Greece’s ouster and who recognized the dictators as at least “ardent 
NAToists.”8 Given this view, managing and placating the more vocal 
opponents of the Athens regime became a primary task of US diplo-
macy within NATo, with both the Johnson and the Nixon administra-
tions working behind the scenes to quell formal criticism of the colonels, 
believing that such public condemnation would impair NATo’s unity 
and cohesiveness, something that could not be risked in the face of 
ongoing Cold War threats.

Given this backdrop, this chapter shows how US diplomacy oper-
ated in three distinct ways. First, American diplomats in NATo  member 
states were tasked with coordinating the positions and actions of mem-
ber states so that the allies would adopt as far as possible a common 
approach to the Greek problem. In this regard, US diplomats urged 
America’s allies to exercise restraint at NATo ministerial meetings and to 
keep discussions of Greece to bilateral channels only. Should this fail and 
a common alliance-wide approach to Greece not be secured, the second 
approach—one approved by the United States—would allow NATo’s 
Secretary General, Manlio Brosio, to trigger a procedure that would shut 
down any formal debate within alliance meetings on Greece. Third, the 
American embassy in Athens (and the embassies of other NATo states in 
Greece) were to continue to urge the Greek regime to move along the 
road toward constitutionalism, while also impressing upon it the impor-
tance of showing restraint and moderation at the biannual meetings of 
the alliance. How each approach was pursued within the NATo context, 
often in contravention to the vocal critics of Greece, is the focus of this 
chapter.

GReeCe within nato
As has been repeated throughout this book, the US viewed Greece as 
a strategically indispensable partner on NATo’s southeastern flank at a 
time of growing Soviet interest and influence in the region. As a result, 
the US believed that any public criticism within NATo ministerials of 
Greece’s domestic policies would pose a substantial destabilizing risk for 
the alliance. Expressing the Johnson administration’s position, Secretary 
of defense Clark Clifford contended that Greece was a long-standing 

8 Foreign office meeting, 3 May 1967, Fo 800/968, Foreign office Archives, The 
National Archives of the UK (TNA), quoted in Pedaliu (2011, 102).
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member of NATo and an old ally, and that “the obligations imposed on 
us by NATo are far more important than the kind of government they 
have in Greece or what we think of it.”9 “Whatever its inadequacies,” 
the Greek military regime, which was “firmly in the saddle,” would have 
to be worked with, cajoled and, as we illustrate in the following chap-
ter, even pandered to, if necessary. Because American officials believed 
that there was little to no likelihood that the colonels would be over-
thrown without “unacceptable and unpredictable risks,” they argued that 
intensified public pressure on the colonels’ regime would only weaken 
the more moderate of its members, slow and perhaps halt liberalization 
efforts altogether, and possibly bring more radical members of the mili-
tary to government.10 In the words of one department of State official:

We believe that what influence we have with the Greeks is most effectively 
exploited privately and discreetly. … [W]e are doing so at every reasonable 
opportunity. Some critics of our policy here and abroad no doubt would 
prefer open criticism of the Greek regime’s resistance to liberalization. 
But we are convinced that public scourging of the regime would not be 
constructive. It could easily lead to the alienation of the Greeks from the 
sources which can influence them.11

Given such assessments, publicly pressuring the colonels’ regime— 
especially in a concerted effort with other NATo allies—was definitely 
out of the question so far as the United States was concerned.

In addition, in the early years, the US embassy in Athens also argued 
(and attempted to persuade its allies) that the colonels were taking steps 
to liberalize the Greek government. Citing such examples as the promul-
gation of a new constitution that, in his view, provided for a representa-
tive, albeit restricted, democracy, as well as the gradual release of political 
detainees, Tasca assured the State department that the regime had given 
“repeated assurances at [the] highest level … that it intend[ed] to imple-
ment its 1968 Constitution.” He pleaded, “Let us give this country … a 

9 Quoted by Andreas G. Papandreou in a press conference in London, 7/24/68, 
Mogens Camre papers (private archive), Copenhagen.

10 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 2444, 5/14/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73  
SNF, RG 59, USNA; State to London/Bonn/Brussels, Secret, Telegram 63542, 
4/28/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

11 State to Bonn/Brussels/London/The Hague, Secret, Telegram 125415, 8/4/70, 
PoL GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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chance to find its way back to democracy.”12 Given this view, US officials 
believed that the only feasible alternative was for the US and certain of its 
allies to privately urge the colonels to implement the 1968 Constitution. 
Thus, the US had to convince:

other NATo countries [to] respect and assist this effort … [that is, the] 
insistence that [the] GoG continue [the] process it has already begun and 
has repeatedly proclaimed its intention to pursue, of implementing [the] 
1968 Constitution. I am convinced that therein lies [the] best assurance of 
harmonious participation in the Alliance and avoiding a harmful and ster-
ile conflict within NATo along the way from which only our Communist 
opponents would profit.13

As Secretary of State Rogers put this in a telegram to all NATo capitals:

our policy continues to be to use our influence in Greece constructively, 
to encourage rather than discourage, to urge rather than threaten. … We 
believe that adopting a hostile, contentious attitude toward the Greek 
regime will only lead it to become further insulated from the opinion and 
influence of the friends and allies of the Greek people. We would hope that 
all those friends and allies would adopt a constructive attitude toward the 
 situation in Greece, [and] abandon attempts to direct the course of events in 
Greece through denunciation and recrimination.14

Given the United States’ opposition to public criticism of the regime, it 
set out to urge its European allies to exert “constructive” influence on 
the colonels. In doing so, however, it counseled patience, warning that 
the interests of the alliance would be jeopardized by those NATo allies 
that too openly voiced their impatience with the colonels’ lack of consti-
tutional progress.

US policy makers—and especially Henry Tasca—were opposed, 
 however, to any form of openly concerted approach among NATo 
allies. According to the department of State, such an approach could 

12 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 2444, 5/14/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

13 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 2444, 5/14/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

14 State to all NATo capitals, Confidential, Telegram 178031, 10/29/70, PoL 
GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA (emphasis added).
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make Greece resentful of its allies “ganging up” on it.15 Thus, the State 
department believed the only feasible option was for NATo states to 
privately and patiently urge the Greeks toward progress. To accomplish 
this, most American ambassadors in NATo capitals were instructed 
to counsel their host governments to quietly coax and press the junta 
toward democracy. However, there were at least two important excep-
tions to this. one was the Scandinavians, whose strident tone, the US 
believed, would anger Greece and, therefore, should not be approached. 
The other was France, a country that had not suspended its relations 
with Greece following the coup and which, according to US offi-
cials, did not seem particularly interested in the democratization of the 
country and whose position toward the junta was described as being 
one of “reserve without hostility.”16 Thus, despite the fact that some 
State department officials believed a French bilateral effort to encour-
age democratization would carry considerable weight in Athens given 
France’s continued good relations with the colonels, Tasca was opposed 
to such an approach. As we have seen in Chapter 4, the Athens embassy, 
which was circumspect of such a French move, encouraged against it, 
arguing that the “French … will reveal [the] U.S. as [the] source of 
[the] suggestion to [the] Greeks and exploit this fact to their own advan-
tage.”17 In fact, so intense was this suspicion that Tasca proposed that, 
if France had already been approached by American officials, he would 
alert the colonels of the approach, telling them that it was for the pur-
pose of finessing an upcoming NATo defense Planning Committee 
(dPC) meeting in Greece’s favor. However, in contrast to France and 
Portugal, most other NATo states adopted policies that were either 
equivocal or that showed an acceptance of the fait accompli in Athens. 
only denmark and Norway, whose foreign policies were historically 
based on “principled humanitarianism” and who had very little financial 
interest in Greece at the time, would prove to be the exception. Both 
demonstrated unequivocal opposition to the colonels from the start.18

15 State to Bonn/Brussels/London/The Hague, Secret, Telegram 125415, 8/4/70, 
PoL GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

16 Paris to State, Confidential, Airgram A-1586, 3/6/68, PoL 15 GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

17 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 4390, 8/10/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

18 Pedaliu (2011).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-52318-1_4


152  N. M. KARAKATSANIS ANd J. SWARTS

Taking place just a few weeks after the colonels’ seizure of power in 
Greece, the 9 May 1967 NATo dPC meeting would come to fore-
shadow future US diplomacy within NATo. When danish Prime 
Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs Jens otto Krag attempted to 
raise the issue of Greece at the May 1967 NATo meeting, “his move 
was bluntly rejected by the Secretary General Manlio Brosio as an unac-
ceptable interference in the internal affairs of a member country. It was 
claimed that the Greek coup d’état was a purely Greek matter and in no 
way affected the alliance as such.”19 As Pedaliu writes, Brosio, who, like 
the Americans, had as a primary goal the preservation of NATo unity, 
worked closely with the US permanent representative to NATo, Harlan 
Cleveland, to ensure the Greek issue would not be raised formally. 
Urging great restraint, both Brosio and Cleveland instructed NATo per-
manent representatives that the issue of regime legitimacy should not be 
raised at the dPC. despite the fact that US Secretary of defense Robert 
McNamara, met with the junta’s defense minister, Lt. Gen. Grigorios 
Spandidakis, and articulated American disquiet regarding the situation in 
Greece, to NATo officials McNamara emphasized that any disapproval 
of the regime should be communicated bilaterally and not through 
concerted efforts within the alliance. Importantly, this message—that 
bilateral rather than orchestrated efforts through NATo should be the 
means by which the Greek issue ought to be discussed—was conveyed 
by US diplomats and NATo officials prior to each consecutive biannual 
meeting of the alliance for the seven years of military rule in Greece. As 
Pedaliu writes, “By using this procedure, contentious issues were kept 
off [NATo] communiqués and away from the public. This procedure was 
ritually applied to the issue of Greece with varying success, until the col-
lapse of the regime in 1974.”20

While 1968 and 1969 were relatively quiet years for Greece  
within NATo due to more pressing issues—including the Soviet  invasion 
of Czechoslovakia and the Qaddafi military coup in Libya—the Greek issue 
resurfaced as a significant problem following Greece’s forced withdrawal 
from the Council of Europe in december 1969 as a result of proceed-
ings brought against it by Austria, denmark, the Netherlands, Norway, 
and Sweden, accusing it of gross human rights violations. Fearing that  

19 Treholt (1972, 217).
20 Pedaliu (2011, 105).
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the next step for its staunchest critics would be the pursuit of Greece’s 
expulsion from NATo, in January 1970, the department of State 
instructed all American embassies in NATo capitals that US  ambassadors 
should inform their host governments that “the United States  considers 
the need to maintain NATo unity overriding, and that raising the Greek 
question in NATo would obviously threaten that unity and set back efforts 
to reinforce the Alliance’s political solidarity and military strength.”21 Two 
factors help explain the US’s staunch opposition to the raising of the Greek 
question. First, Greece was of course a critical ally in the Mediterranean. 
In the face of the Arab-Israeli conflict, anti-Western trends in the Arab 
States, a growing Soviet military presence and influence in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, political uncertainty in Malta, and the potential for fur-
ther trouble in Cyprus, there was increased concern over the Eastern 
Mediterranean. In this context, it was believed that Greece’s territory as 
well as the military facilities housed there were of paramount strategic 
importance to NATo. Thus, “any gesture by other Allies that tended to 
reduce the Greek regime’s military cooperation with the Alliance could 
damage the Western defensive position on the southern flank.”22 The 
second reason was that any debate on Greece within NATo would harm 
the internal unity of the alliance, whose credibility was dependent on its 
cohesion and sense of common purpose. Having this solidarity reflected 
in NATo’s public image was of paramount strategic importance. In short, 
the US believed that the NATo deterrent in the Eastern Mediterranean 
was largely dependent upon the strategic and tactical advantages offered by 
Greece’s prime geographic location and the need to maintain cohesion and 
unity within the alliance.

Given these assessments, the US’s stated concern was to limit the divisive 
effect the Greek issue could have on the alliance—one which, if raised, would 
likely lead to a damaging internal debate and potentially the withdrawal 
of the Greek delegation. Given the established procedure of unanimity 
in council decisions, a Greek withdrawal would in turn lead to a constitu-
tional question within the organization. Moreover, the department of State 
firmly believed that the inevitable press coverage of such a debate would  

21 Eliot to Crane, Confidential, Memorandum 2446, 2/13/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73  
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

22 State to London/Bonn/Brussels, Secret, Telegram 63542, 4/28/70, PoL GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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damage the alliance’s unity and the political and military cooperation so 
essential to maintaining the credibility of deterrence.

To prevent any such imbroglio, the United States sought to coor-
dinate the actions of its closest NATo allies—particularly the UK and 
the Federal Republic of Germany, who viewed the Greek issue in much 
the same way as did the US. Working with these two close partners, the 
US was determined to establish a parallel but coordinated approach that 
would make demarches to the Scandinavian and other NATo capitals to 
urge their governments not to raise the issue of Greece in any form dur-
ing North Atlantic Council (NAC) ministerial or dPC meetings. To this 
end, the department of State instructed the US embassy in London to 
express the United States’ hope that British Foreign Secretary Michael 
Stewart would convey his concern to Poul Hartling, denmark’s foreign 
minister, that the Greek issue not be raised during council discussions, as 
planned by the Scandinavians. Sharing the US’s view that the expulsion 
of Greece from NATo was to be avoided at all costs, the British, who 
believed that the regime was firmly entrenched and that there was little 
to gain from public condemnation of it, made repeated representations 
to the danes, urging them not to raise the issue of Greece. The hope 
was that similar demarches would come from the German and Italian 
 governments as well.

An example of one such effort to contain open criticism of Greece was 
the January 1968 coordination between the UK and the US to stop an 
Italian initiative within the NAC. Learning that the Italian minister of for-
eign affairs, Amintore Fanfani, intended to place the issue of democracy 
on the next NAC agenda, the US and UK coordinated their response. 
Each would approach the Italians to convince them not to go forward 
with their plans. Believing that such a “discussion could quickly turn into 
an acrimonious, unproductive exchange of polemics,” the Americans were 
concerned that the reaction by an offended Greek regime might be to 
postpone any democratic reforms or, worse, that it might consider “a 
spectrum of irrational acts.”23 Whatever the reaction, the US believed 
that to publicly discuss issues of internal politics within the NAC—which 
in all likelihood meant criticism of the Greek regime—would not be in 
the interests of NATo. Fanfani’s initiative would pose “intolerable strains 
on the Alliance” and would run the risk of splitting it.

23 State to Rome, Confidential, Telegram 99114, 1/16/68, PoL 23-9 GREECE,  
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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In Brussels, too, the US ambassador called on Belgian Foreign 
Minister Pierre Harmel to discuss the Greek question and to urge that 
Belgium not raise the issue of Greek domestic politics at an upcoming 
ministerial meeting. despite Belgium’s distaste for the Greek regime and 
its opposition to the holding of NATo military maneuvers in Greece 
(which it believed would be portrayed by the colonels as a sign of 
approval by the allies), Harmel assured the US that he would not raise 
the issue of Greek domestic politics at the May 1970 Rome ministe-
rial. In fact, he would also work to convince others that they too must 
refrain from raising the Greek question as, in Belgium’s view, NATo 
was not the appropriate forum for doing so. According to Harmel, the 
Netherlands too would not pose a problem. The only countries that 
might raise the issue were Norway and denmark. Harmel concurred 
with the American view that the foreign minister of denmark was par-
ticularly dangerous because he might try to use the issue to garner sup-
port from danish voters who had strong feelings about the military 
dictatorship. However, he indicated that he would do what he could to 
influence the Scandinavians.

In addition to engaging in diplomacy with those allies who more or 
less agreed with the American approach, US diplomats also made direct 
approaches to other governments, such as denmark’s, which were not 
agreeable. As Tasca expressed in a telegram to the department of State,

I am of the opinion that the time has come to talk pointedly and seriously 
to these governments at [the] highest level and urge them to go through 
some of the difficult and responsible reasoning we have had to go through 
in arriving at our present policy toward Greece. I personally find the impli-
cation in their attitude that [the] USG is totally indifferent to the desirabil-
ity of democratic government in Greece offensive.24

To that end, Tasca urged the State department to remind the 
Scandinavians of Greece’s contributions to NATo and to let them know 
that their criticisms of the Greek regime amounted to interference in the 
internal affairs of a loyal NATo member. Indeed, he maintained that 

24 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 2444, 5/14/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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their criticisms of the regime were threatening to prejudice Greece’s con-
tributions to the defensive strength of the alliance at a critical moment in 
the Middle East.25

Fearing that, if denmark and Norway raised the issue of Greece 
at the upcoming Rome ministerial, a line in the sand might be drawn 
that would then pressure other European states to side with the 
Scandinavians, the US NATo Mission proposed to the department of 
State that:

In the end [the] most effective course of action may be a message from 
[the] highest levels [of the] USG to Norway and denmark providing our 
view of the Greek situation, emphasizing [the] high premium we place 
on maintaining the Alliance, and [the] grave view we would take of [the] 
Greek issue being raised in Rome.26

Indeed, in a meeting with Rogers, Prime Minister Hilmar Baunsgaard 
of denmark argued that the Greek issue was one of the most difficult 
issues facing Western Europe at the time. He emphasized that the 
danish public—irrespective of political orientation—was deeply trou-
bled by the presence of a military dictatorship in Greece. Likely allud-
ing to rumors that the United States was contemplating a lifting of 
the Military Assistance Program (MAP) suspension, as well as a NATo 
report under discussion (see below) that encouraged increased military 
assistance to Greece, Baunsgaard argued that opposition to the Greek 
regime was particularly strong among Social democrats, who ques-
tioned how NATo countries and particularly the United States could 
“assist” the colonels by “delivering weapons” to them. Baunsgaard 
maintained that while he could understand the military arguments in 
favor of such assistance, the problem had to be considered within a 
political framework. Told by Rogers that the US hoped there would 
not be an “uproar” at the next NATo meeting, Baunsgaard assured 
the Secretary that he did not want to cause problems. However, if 
steps were not taken by the colonels to liberalize Greece, then danish 

25 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 2444, 5/14/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

26 US Mission NATo to State, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 1567, 4/25/70, PoL 
GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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public opinion would demand that the issue be raised in NATo. 
According to Baunsgaard, this would also be the case for Norway.27

discussions with the danes continued in earnest. In May 1970, the 
American embassy in Copenhagen informed the department of State 
that it had conveyed the “strong personal hope” of Secretary Rogers 
to Baunsgaard and his foreign minister that “his government will not 
decide it must raise questions of Greek internal policies in formal sessions 
of [the] Council.” Told that the foreign minister would have “ample 
opportunity” to have bilateral conversations with NATo ministers “on 
the margins of the ministerial” in Rome and therefore should refrain 
from raising the issue formally in session, the foreign minister replied 
that he actually would raise the Greek question formally at the Rome 
ministerial council.28

Given such resistance by the Scandinavians, the State department began 
to lose confidence in the effectiveness of its approach of pressuring NATo 
allies to refrain from criticizing Greece formally in ministerial meetings. 
As a result, US officials, working with Brosio, conceived of a contingency 
plan—a second approach—that they believed would “limit [the] damage 
and avoid [an] abrasive and disruptive debate harmful to [the] public image 
of Alliance solidarity.”29 Specifically, the plan required any minister wish-
ing to raise the issue of Greek internal policies within a ministerial meet-
ing to inform the secretary general in advance. Having been forewarned, 
Brosio would then be prepared to raise a procedural objection where he 
would interrupt the minister on a point of order, remind him that the 
internal policies of member states were historically excluded from NAC 
discussions, ask that the record reflect the omission of the  minister’s 
remarks about the internal affairs of a member state, and then return the 
floor to the speaker. If, however, the minister’s remarks were so “offen-
sive” as to cause a walkout of the Greek delegation, Brosio would interrupt 
the minister before the Greeks left the room and call for a recess of the  

27 State to Athens/US Mission NATo, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 56380, 4/16/70, PoL 
GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

28 Copenhagen to State, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 1677, 5/19/70, PoL GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

29 State to US Mission NATo/Athens/Bonn/Copenhagen/The Hague/London/
oslo/Rome, Secret, Telegram 73017, 5/13/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, 
USNA.
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meeting. After resuming the meeting, he would proceed to remind those 
present that the internal policies of member states were excluded from 
council discussions and ask that their comments be omitted from the offi-
cial record. The State department also suggested that should either of the 
above scenarios occur, other ministers in attendance should request the 
floor to support Brosio’s ruling.

While the above plan does not appear to have ever been implemented, 
it points to the extent of concern among American diplomats that a 
Greek walkout be prevented at all costs. Given the junta’s bitterness at 
its forced withdrawal from the Council of Europe, the possibility of a 
similar walkout from a NATo ministerial appeared very real to many. 
Indeed, on 13 May 1970, a telegram sent to the US NATo Mission 
and to the American embassies in other NATo states confirmed that the 
embassy in Athens had been told by Greek Foreign Minister Panayiotis 
Pipinelis that, should the Greek internal political situation be raised in 
Rome, Pipinelis would indeed withdraw the Greek delegation, believing 
that from a legal standpoint the withdrawal of any member state would 
force the NAC to recess indefinitely. Tasca concluded that “Pipinelis’ 
threat … [was] not an idle one.”30

In an effort to prevent such a walkout, the United States decided to 
share Brosio’s contingency plan with the Greek government, exhort-
ing the Greek foreign or defense minister who might be in attendance 
that, should a public criticism of Greece be launched, he should refrain 
as much as possible from either an impassioned exchange with the critic 
or from walking out. Instead, the Greek minister was to “content himself 
with [a] brief and temperate reply to critics.”31 This position of the US 
government was made abundantly clear to the colonels on 21 May 1970, 
when the following was sent from the secretary of state to Pipinelis:

I know you share my concern that at the NATo meeting in Rome next 
week one or more delegations may raise the question of Greece and demo-
cratic government. I would very much regret it personally if at a meet-
ing whose proper concern is the defense of the West we should allow 

30 Athens to US Mission NATo, Confidential/Limdis, Telegram 2393, 5/13/70, PoL 
GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

31 State to US Mission NATo/Athens/Bonn/Copenhagen/The Hague/London/
oslo/Rome, Secret, Telegram 73017, 5/13/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, 
USNA.
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our attention to be diverted even for a moment to affairs which are quite 
clearly an improper subject for discussion at such a meeting. We have made 
our view of this absolutely clear to those who seem ready to use the NATo 
forum as an occasion for venting anxiety about the internal affairs of other 
countries.32

Given the significance of this issue, Tasca also visited Papadopoulos at 
his beach house to further discuss the Rome ministerial. At the meeting, 
Tasca advised Papadopoulos that his government must “keep its cool at 
Rome.” Emphasizing that NATo was not the Council of Europe, Tasca 
told Papadopoulos that the strongest member states of the alliance, as 
well as Secretary General Brosio himself, were prepared to argue that 
any discussion having to do with the internal affairs of a member state 
was inappropriate. Warning Papadopoulos that a Greek walkout would 
be a serious setback to NATo effectiveness and to US leadership and 
would count as a victory for Greece’s enemies abroad, moderation and 
self-control were strongly encouraged. Should the issue of Greece’s 
 government be raised in the NAC, Tasca advised that Pipinelis should 
make “a calm, low-key statement … explaining the history, problems, 
objectives and progress of [the] GoG in its movement back to parlia-
mentary democracy.”33

At the US mission in Brussels too, American diplomats met with the 
Greek permanent representative to NATo, Phaedon Cavalieratos, to 
share information about the procedural safeguards that had been devel-
oped and, further, to emphasize restraint, warning against any emo-
tional or irrational reaction to an attack on Greece by the Scandinavians. 
Similar to Tasca’s advice to Papadopoulos, Cavalieratos too was advised 
that the Greek delegation should reply with “dignity,” focusing its 
response on the regime’s achievements, the difficulty of creating a viable 
democracy given Greece’s historical past, as well as the regime’s inten-
tion to return to democracy in the future.

Finally, in addition to disclosing the contingency plan and advis-
ing the Greeks on what their reaction to criticism should look like, 
Tasca was also instructed by the department of State to approach 

32 State to Athens, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 78303, 5/21/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

33 Athens to State, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 2596, 5/25/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA (emphasis added).
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Greek government officials at the highest level, encouraging them to 
take steps that might calm discussions of Greece at Rome or at the 
upcoming dPC ministerial in June. To this end, the Greek govern-
ment was encouraged to take further liberalizing actions, such as the 
release of prisoners or the reduction of their prison terms. If the junta 
could possibly be prodded to take such initiatives, or others like them, 
the NATo proceedings were expected to go more smoothly. As the 
department of State telegram put it:

If [the] GoG has any of [the] foregoing in mind (or can be prodded into 
taking action on [the] ground that to do so is to help itself over [the] hur-
dle of NATo meetings) obviously now is the time. [The] GoG should 
appreciate that [the] anger in [this] situation, though affecting all of 
NATo, is most particularly dangerous for it.34

Interestingly, on the very next day, 14 May 1970, Tasca wrote to the 
State department to say that such “tactical concessions” were essentially 
“palliative” initiatives of “doubtful value” and, moreover, that the Greek 
colonels were unlikely to heed such advice. According to Tasca, not only 
would such moves not satisfy Greece’s “hardline critics” in Norway and 
denmark but were, instead,

more likely to whet [the] appetite of their internal left-wings, including 
[the] Communists, who would conclude that they had the US and Greek 
regime on the run and [that] more pressure and more isolation would 
thereby further weaken the GoG. This would inevitably encourage them 
to up the ante, and [the] whole process could lead to a disruptive conflict 
in NATo which could undercut the alliance to [the] ultimate benefit of 
Communists.35

Were such a disruption to occur, the defensive position of NATo in the 
Eastern Mediterranean would be seriously jeopardized.

Connected to the Greek question within NATo were two related 
issues—that of the resumption of US military aid to Greece as well as 

34 State to US Mission NATo/Athens/Bonn/Copenhagen/The Hague/London/
oslo/Rome, Secret, Telegram 73017, 5/13/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, 
USNA.

35 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 2444, 5/14/70, PoL GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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the approval of a NATo report that called for increased military aid to 
Greece by those NATo states in a position to offer it. With regard to the 
resumption of US military assistance, Assistant Secretary of State Joseph 
Sisco characteristically recommended to Nixon on 5 June 1970 that the 
resumption of heavy arms shipments to Greece be postponed until there 
was “convincing progress toward a restoration of democracy.” According 
to Sisco, this would “avoid precipitating a damaging crisis in NATo” 
that could occur given “the widespread concern among my NATo col-
leagues” of such a resumption. Sisco explained:

The Europeans believe, in effect, that the United States is being maneu-
vered by Greece into an early resumption of arms aid without receiving 
any return. They fear that as a consequence of such an American decision 
there will be severe and lasting repercussions throughout NATo, a deep 
and ugly scar upon the American and NATo image, and a sharp setback to 
your entire European policy.36

Warning the White House that a Greek blowup within NATo could 
only be avoided for so long, Sisco further argued that:

We were able by hard work to muffle the actual NATo discussion of the 
Greek issue in Rome, and the NATo meeting was not seriously disturbed 
as a result. I am not sure how often we can do this. … [W]e must face the 
prospect of twice-yearly NATo meetings held in the shadow of a threat-
ened quarrel over Greece.37

A separate telegram sent to Tasca further emphasized that “after close 
study of the question … [we believe that] we would suffer grave damage 
to our NATo position if we took action to resume shipments before the 
second NATo meeting on June 11.”38

Not surprisingly, Sisco’s warnings would go largely unheeded. By 
September 1970, the White House had decided to resume normal mili-
tary shipments to Greece, arguing that this would improve the ability 

36 Sisco to the Secretary and Under Secretary, Secret, Memorandum 8224, 6/5/70, 
dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

37 Sisco to the Secretary and Under Secretary, Secret, Memorandum 8224, 6/5/70, 
dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

38 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 82138, 5/28/70, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE,  
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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of Greek military forces to fulfill their responsibilities within the alli-
ance. Thus, early in 1970, the department of State, seeing resumption 
as a likely possibility and wanting to dampen any negative reverberations 
within Europe where such a resumption, if it was not preceded by or 
made contingent upon liberalization in Greece, would bring about a 
strong public reaction, was beginning to contemplate how best to inform 
its NATo allies.39 Realizing that such an announcement would be the 
cause of some consternation, the US fully expected strong reactions 
in Norway, denmark, Italy, and the Benelux countries; moderate ones 
in the UK, West Germany, and France; and a negligible one from only 
Portugal. How to inform its NATo allies of the pending resumption 
became the focus of much planning in Washington, Athens, and Brussels.

Imaginatively, both Tasca in Athens and the US Mission to NATo in 
Brussels urged the department of State to conceal the MAP  resumption 
from America’s allies until “a respectable period beyond” the 1970 
NAC and dPC meetings.40 After some consideration and strategiz-
ing, the decision was made that the State department would wait to 
announce the resumption of MAP until three days after the September 
dPC meeting, when a report calling for increased military assistance 
from NATo countries to Greece would have already been consid-
ered. However, the US mission urged that the announcement should 
be further delayed for an additional week beyond 22 September. It 
maintained that to announce the decision only 96 hours after the 18 
September dPC would “be taken as a direct slap in the face” by many 
NATo allies, but especially by the danes, Norwegians, and dutch. The 
mission argued that these states would believe that the United States 
pushed them to accept the dPC compromise at the September meet-
ing so that the US could announce the full resumption of military aid 
to Greece in advance of a pending visit by Nixon to the Mediterranean, 
where he would visit NATo’s Southern Command: “A week’s delay in 
making our announcement will, at least, make it appear that our decision 
was not so directly related to and dependent on—the dPC decision of  

39 State to US Mission NATo, Secret, Telegram 34802, 3/10/70, dEF 19-8 
US-GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

40 US Mission NATo to State, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 1881, 5/15/70, PoL 
GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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the 18th.”41 The mission contended that not to delay the announcement 
would cause grave harm to US credibility within NATo. Parenthetically, 
despite this request, the State department decided the announcement 
should be made on 21 September, following the dPC, not a week later.

In addition to carefully planning the exact timing of the announce-
ment, how and to whom the announcement would be made was also 
fastidiously choreographed—again to limit potential blowback. To this 
end, the US Mission to NATo suggested that, rather than informing the 
allies through the NAC, which could lead to acrimonious debate, each 
country’s permanent representative should receive the news individu-
ally and separately delivered by a NATo official on the same day. Each 
visit would take place several hours in advance of the formal announce-
ment that was to be made publicly in Washington. Accordingly, the 
department of State instructed US officials in all NATo capitals to 
inform each country’s respective NATo delegation of the decision first 
thing on the morning of 21 September. Each delegation would also be 
asked to keep the decision confidential until its formal announcement in 
Washington occurred the following day.

It is interesting to note that, while European states would be noti-
fied in this manner on 21 September, in Athens, Papadopoulos was 
informed almost a week earlier, on 14 September. Told that the pub-
lic announcement would be made on 22 September, he was asked to 
keep the US intention confidential until it was publicly announced. If 
asked by Papadopoulos why the 22 September date was chosen, Tasca 
was instructed by the State department to tell him that the United 
States decided to wait until after the dPC of 18 September so as not to 
“unravel the delicate and carefully worked out compromise” struck on 
behalf of Greece for that meeting.42

despite the carefully choreographed plan, the 18 September dPC 
meeting proved to be a diplomatic wrangle. Specifically, a dispute 
broke out over the NATo report on the Greek military situation 
that recommended increased military aid to Greece by NATo states 
that were in a position to give it. Not surprisingly, the Norwegians, 

41 US Mission NATo to State, Secret, Telegram 3325, 9/17/70, dEF 19-8 
US-GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

42 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 150171, 9/14/70, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE,  
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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danes, and dutch would not agree to the report. The situation 
appeared to be particularly problematic for Norway’s government, 
whose parliament had passed a nearly unanimous resolution (but 
for one vote) that called for a cutoff of all bilateral military aid to 
Greece. Given such domestic political dynamics, Norwegian sup-
port of a NATo report recommending an increase in military aid 
to the Greek regime would have been very difficult politically. The 
Norwegian position was matched by denmark and, somewhat less 
vigorously, by the Netherlands. In denmark, Krag told Baunsgaard, 
who was preparing to visit Nixon in Washington, to urge the pres-
ident not to lift the suspension of arms to the junta, pointing to a 
december 1969 resolution of the Norwegian Parliament that 
unanimously directed its government “to take steps to induce the 
NATo-governments (sic) to stop their arms deliveries to the regime 
in Athens.”43 To deal with the thorny issue of the NATo report, 
another set of demarches had to be sent by the US, the UK, and the 
Federal Republic of Germany to oslo and Copenhagen urging them 
to agree to the report in the interest of NATo unity.

This report—which focused in part on strengthening the Greek 
armed forces, which were deemed to be inadequately equipped and in 
need of increased military assistance—was submitted to the dPC on 
18 September 1970. Because this section of the report was so prob-
lematic for the Norwegians, the dutch, and the danes, a strenuous 
diplomatic maneuver had to be orchestrated once again. only after tre-
mendous effort were these states finally able to agree to the inclusion 
of a footnote that disassociated the three of them from the portion of 
the dPC report that endorsed military assistance to Greece. However, 
given the political maneuvering it had taken to secure this concession, 
the United States feared that the compromise with the three coun-
tries regarding the NATo report would be endangered were the US 
to announce its own resumption of military aid to Greece prior to the 
meeting. As Kissinger articulated in a memorandum to Nixon, “The 
tactical issue is how to stage resumption so as not to trigger a sharp 
reaction in NATo capitals.”44 However, it is important to note that the 

43 Letter from Krag to Baunsgaard, 4/10/70, Mogens Camre papers (private archive), 
Copenhagen.

44 Kissinger to Nixon, Secret, 6/17/70, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National 
Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 593, USNA (emphasis 
added).
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“staging” of the resumption was further complicated by the fact that 
postponing consideration of the report beyond the 18 September 
meeting was also unacceptable, as this would anger the Greeks who 
insisted that the report be considered on the 18th. Papadopoulos 
had warned Tasca that he would take no further steps to liberalize his 
regime until the report was approved by the dPC and threatened to 
walk out of the meeting if the report was further postponed. As Sisco 
put it in a report to Kissinger:

Postponement of the meeting, against the Greek wish, would lead to some 
form of “walk-out” by the Greeks from the dPC, and could precipitate a 
“constitutional” crisis in NATo. The best course, therefore, seems to be 
to postpone public announcement of the resumption of aid until after the 
September 18 meeting, informing our NATo allies of our action before 
a public announcement is made. This gets us safely by the September 18 
meeting, although it will, of course, be the cause of some irritation among 
NATo members opposing aid to Greece that we concealed our intention 
to resume aid until after the September 18 meeting.45

In the end, the “footnote solution” disassociating Norway, denmark, 
and the Netherlands from the portion of the dPC report that endorsed 
military assistance to Greece worked—the report was endorsed, and a 
Greek walkout was prevented.

Finally, it is important to note that, while the controversy over Greece 
remained ever present in NATo throughout the seven years of military 
rule, the colonels managed to escape formal censure as the Americans, 
two consecutive secretaries general of NATo (Brosio and his successor, 
Joseph Luns), and, to a lesser extent, the British and German govern-
ments worked in concert to keep the divisive issue of a Greek censure 
from being raised in final proceedings. As A. G. Xydis wrote during the 
dictatorship:

In NATo, more than half the member countries (Iceland, Norway, 
denmark, Holland, Belgium, Luxembourg, Germany, Italy and Canada) 
repeatedly and in various sessions of the Council and other organs raised 
the problem of Greece’s participation in the alliance, only to be countered 
by such pressure by the United States, inside and outside the conference 

45 Sisco to Rogers, Secret, Memorandum 12442, 9/12/70, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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room, that their strongly expressed doubts were watered down to general 
expressions of concern in the final communiqués.46

Arne Treholt, in describing what occurred at NATo’s June 1971  
Lisbon meeting, takes an even more critical stance of member states’ 
actions against Greece. Referring to a “performance” made by Norway’s 
foreign minister, Treholt writes:

on this occasion the newly appointed Norwegian Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, Andreas Cappelen, was alone in speaking about principles. In the 
end he was half-heartedly supported by his danish colleague. But on this 
occasion too there was no indication that Norway, for instance, was will-
ing to draw the appropriate conclusions from its rhetoric. There were no 
concrete threats such as Norway refusing to take part in NATo military 
maneouvres for as long as the US remained unwilling to put pressure on 
Greece. Nor were there any indications that the unanimity rule might be 
invoked to block all multilateral aid to Greece, or threats on the part of 
any of the allied countries that either they or Greece must withdraw from 
NATo as long as the situation in the country remained the same. The 
raising of the Greek question in NATo has therefore more or less taken 
the form of a farce, where words have been given one value, deeds quite 
another. …

[Thus t]he many powerful verbal reactions have not been followed up on 
a practical political level with regard to matters such as a boycott of trade, 
investment and military co-operation, the essential preconditions for the 
survival of any regime. It seems quite clear that an attitude of strong moral 
condemnation has not been an obstacle to close co-operation in many 
fields. If there has been a choice between what has been morally right and 
what has been expedient the latter has always won. Moral indignation has 
never been allowed to affect the self-interest of the countries involved.47

In short, so successful were the efforts of those who supported 
Greece in NATo that the opponents of the colonels’ regime were 
wholly disheartened by what they perceived to be a total lack of pro-
gress. A letter from Mogens Camre, a danish Social democrat and 
political friend of the Papandreous, to Margaret Papandreou reflected 
the despair of the regime’s opponents:

47 Treholt (1972, 218–225).

46 Xydis (1972, 195).
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It is becoming still more difficult to keep up interest on the Greek ques-
tion because we have so little information from Greece. There are so many 
ugly things happening in the world and it is not so easy to attract the 
attention of the population and of the politicians as nothing happens on 
the surface of quiet Greece. … The danes are concerned primarily with 
Vietnam, South America and Jordan. … So you will understand that we 
need some clear manifestations in Greece to make our government act in 
the Nato-council (sic).48

And in a letter to Andreas Papandreou on 20 November 1970, Camre 
further emphasized,

[T]he situation is serious. The world is forgetting Greece, there is no real 
resistance activity that can threaten the junta and it is very difficult to make 
the Scandinavian governments act in Nato, because there is no alternative 
to the junta to make … U.S. policy difficult.49

In the end, such opponents of the junta would lose heart. To them, it 
appeared as if the colonels were being emboldened and empowered by 
the continued support of the US government in NATo. It is to this per-
ceived empowerment of the Greek regime—one that often appeared as 
if Greece had the upper hand in its relationship with the United States—
that we now turn.
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All too often, accounts of US foreign policy frame the relationship 
between the United States and other countries as largely a one-way 
street—with US power and influence dynamically acting on other coun-
tries that are implicitly portrayed as static, powerless, and passive. While 
the relationship between great and lesser powers is certainly uneven, too 
often foreign policy analyses ignore the agency of smaller states, treating 
them as incapable of exerting effective influence on the bilateral relation-
ship. Perhaps nowhere has this tendency been stronger than in standard 
accounts of Greece in the junta period, in which Greek agency, initiative 
and action have been largely ignored, if not erased from view altogether.

In contrast, this chapter seeks to correct that omission, placing the 
active, strategic agency of the Greek dictatorship at the heart of our 
analysis. What we argue is that, far from being passive objects of US 
influence and policy, the colonels’ regime actively sought to strategi-
cally shape and manipulate its relationship with the United States. In a 
complex mix that involved appeals to historic ties of friendship, induce-
ments of even closer security cooperation, complaints about unfair and 
un-collegial US treatment, and thinly veiled threats to “look elsewhere” 
for support, the regime’s leaders were active, strategic agents in shap-
ing their relationship with the United States. As this chapter will show, 
their efforts met with remarkable success, as US policy makers in the 
department of State and the White House came to display a keen sensi-
tivity to Greek sensibilities, wishing to avoid any open rupture with the 
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regime, particularly with US strategic and military interests at the fore-
front of their thinking.

While many instances of Greek agency and influence can be gleaned 
from the historical record, we offer here a few important illustrations 
to illumine the complexity of the Greek–American relationship during 
this crucial time. We argue that at the root of much of the regime’s 
forcefulness vis-à-vis the United States—a forcefulness that seemed to 
intensify with the passing of time—was the colonels’ perception and, 
particularly that of Papadopoulos himself, that the US was increasingly 
inserting itself into Greek internal affairs by insisting on liberalization. 
We show that, rather than passively accepting US criticism and pressure 
to liberalize, Papadopoulos’s reactions and acerbic rhetoric toward the 
US ambassador in Athens indicate a significant degree of agency that 
has heretofore been largely ignored. We attempt to shed light on that 
agency by assessing Papadopoulos’s responses on a number of issues. 
Finally, we also take a close look at the foreign policy-making process 
on the other side of the Atlantic, where the US—both the department 
of State and, particularly, the White House—worked to appease the 
regime by downplaying the US criticism of the colonels, altering the 
government’s stance on a number of issues to soothe Papadopoulos’s 
anxiety, and changing US policy to concede to the dictator’s demands. 
To illustrate this relationship between the US and Greece at this time, 
we look at three distinct issues that confronted US policy makers: the 
lack of constitutional progress in Athens, the US Military Assistance 
Program (MAP) to Greece, and the vice presidential visit by Spiro 
Agnew to the country.

the laCk of ConstitUtional PRoGRess:  
an inConvenient tRUth

As emphasized elsewhere in this book, the lack of constitutional pro-
gress in Athens was a vexing problem for American  policy mak-
ers in the late 1960s and early 1970s, as it led to harsh criticism 
of Greece in the US Congress, within the North Atlantic Treaty 
organization (NATo), and across the states of Europe. No sooner 
had the  colonels launched the dictatorship than American policy 
makers, meeting with members of the colonels’ regime, began pres-
suring Athens to democratize. In 1969, for example, when Greek 
Ambassador Xanthopoulos-Palamas met with the secretary of state and  
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asked for a message to take back to his government in Athens, Rogers 
promptly responded by “expressing hope for a speedy return to a par-
liamentary system in Greece,” stating that this would serve to improve 
relations between the two countries.1 Indeed, throughout 1967, 1968, 
and 1969, this would be the message consistently expressed by officials 
in the State department, the US embassy in Athens, and the White 
House. The vice president too, in meetings with General odysseas 
Angelis, commander of the Greek armed forces, and with Pipinelis, the 
foreign minister, expressed his concern regarding the lack of democratic 
government in Greece and encouraged a return to parliamentary gov-
ernment. He argued that “the problem of United States-Greek relations 
would be greatly eased and critics’ arguments squarely countered if the 
Greek Government would place itself in the position of holding office 
on the basis of elections rather than by military coup.”2 Indeed, one of 
the most direct expressions of US discontent regarding the political sit-
uation in Greece occurred at a 1 April 1969 meeting between Rogers, 
Pattakos, and Xanthopoulos-Palamas. At that meeting, Rogers is 
reported to have declared that Greece was not moving quickly enough 
toward a representative form of government and that this state of affairs 
heightened American and European public discontent. Asked what pro-
gress could be expected and when elections might be held, Pattakos’s 
response was anything but committal. As the memorandum of con-
versation describes it: “The deputy Prime Minister replied that the 
Greek Government would have to evaluate the situation. It could make 
no promises; elections would be held at the proper time.”3 Similarly, 
Nixon too gently pushed for democracy in a meeting with a later Greek 
ambassador, Basil Vitsaxis, arguing that “a regime based on individual 
rights seemed the objective of most democratic systems,” including  
the US.4

1 State to Athens, Confidential, Telegram 99631, 6/18/69, PoL GREECE-US, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

2 Memorandum of Conversation, Confidential/Limdis, Memorandum 5886, 4/11/69, 
PoL GREECE-US, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

3 Memorandum of Conversation, Confidential, Memorandum 5047, 4/1/69, PoL 
GREECE-US, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

4 Memorandum of Conversation, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 17996, 11/18/69, PoL 
17 GREECE-US, 1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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A briefing paper prepared for Nixon in early 1970 that reported on 
a meeting in Athens between Tasca and Papadopoulos summarized the 
problem for the White House. during their meeting, Tasca expressed 
to Papadopoulos that the United States was finding it increasingly dif-
ficult to maintain a normal relationship with Greece due to the contin-
ued lack of democracy there, which was also opening it up to criticism 
within NATo. As would become increasingly characteristic of the Greek 
response, Papadopoulos retorted that:

[I]t would not always be possible to listen to “our great friend” on ques-
tions of Greek internal development. He said that Greece’s role in NATo 
and especially its relationship with the U.S. was of utmost importance. But 
Greece’s friends must realize that the Greek Government will not allow its 
NATo role to be tied in any way to the Greek internal situation. There 
was absolutely no room for compromise on this and if necessary Greece 
would put its defense relationship with us on a bilateral basis.

Having summarized this response, the briefing concluded that Tasca 
“[o]bviously … has a most difficult and sensitive job to do with an 
increasingly defensive regime.”5 A few months later, the regime’s defen-
siveness would resurface. At the time of congressional debates over 
whether the US should limit MAP, Tasca conveyed to Papadopoulos 
that the House committee vote on Greek military aid was evidence of 
the “strength of [the] American public reaction to the lack of real 
Constitutional progress” in Greece. To this Papadopoulos retorted that 
“implementation of the constitution [was] a decision to be made by 
the Greek people, and that external pressure only impede[d] progress.” 
Proceeding to question Tasca’s recent Fourth of July statement in praise 
of democratic values, Papadopoulos characterized Tasca’s reference to 
democracy as “not helpful and as encouraging the opposition.”6 Thus, 
by 1970, there is ample evidence that Papadopoulos was increasingly 
unmoved by appeals to even consider liberalizing his regime. In fact, as 
the year progressed, he grew even more assertive on the issue. Told again 

5 “President’s Wednesday Briefing,” Secret/Limdis, 1/27/70, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, 
Box 593, USNA.

6 “Morning Summary of Significant Reports,” Top Secret/Exdis, 7/27/71, Nixon 
Presidential Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle 
East, Box 594, USNA.
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by Tasca that Greece’s lack of democracy was leading to an erosion of 
the country’s support in Congress, Papadopoulos dismissed the notion 
altogether, asserting that military assistance to Greece was in “fulfill-
ment” of NATo obligations. As Tasca described it,

The Prime Minister replied that aid to Greece was not a matter of friend-
ship: It was the fulfillment of our obligations under the Alliance and in our 
own security interests. He noted that Alliances did not necessarily depend 
upon friendship.7

Proclaiming that Greece would not tolerate interference in its domes-
tic affairs, Papadopoulos went on to assert that Greece was not a “pro-
tectorate.” Arguing that congressional interference in the domestic 
affairs of his country was “completely unacceptable,” he even went so 
far as to compare the US role in Greece to that of the Soviet Union 
in Czechoslovakia, claiming, in fact, that he had cancelled his plans to 
lift martial law everywhere but in Athens and Thessaloniki because of 
the House of Representatives’ decision on military aid. According to 
Papadopoulos, to lift martial law in light of such congressional criticism 
would appear as if he were caving in to American pressure, an impression 
he sought to avoid at all costs.8 Tasca reported that:

[I]n a period of détente between East and West, led by the U.S., one of 
whose cardinal elements is the principle of non-intervention in the inter-
nal affairs of other countries, [the colonels’] regime undoubtedly finds 
continued U.S. pressure for internal political normalization especially 
unpalatable.9

Endeavoring to convince the US that pressure to democratize 
was wholly unacceptable, Papadopoulos made it clear that he was 
determined to complete the “Revolution” and his government’s 
mission “at all cost (sic),” arguing that if American military aid to 
Greece were cut, he would look for assistance elsewhere. In fact, in  

7 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 04368, 8/21/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 594, USNA.

8 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 04368, 8/21/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 594, USNA.

9 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 03350, 6/15/72, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 594, USNA.
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what could easily be interpreted as a veiled threat, Papadopoulos 
went so far as to claim that, if he could not secure US assistance, 
he “would take whatever other solutions were necessary.” According 
to General Alexander Haig, the deputy national security advisor, 
Papadopoulos threatened that his government “would not act 
adversely to Greek national interests … for any reason whatsoever.” 
Thus, while Papadopoulos understood the value of NATo to Greece, 
he also made it clear that he would not seek to solve NATo’s prob-
lems at the expense of Greek national interests: “If his allies chose 
to abandon him, he would rather struggle alone than to do what he  
knew was wrong for his country.”10

This sensitivity of the regime to what it perceived as American med-
dling in its internal affairs was a staple of the US-Greek relationship in 
coming years. The following incident, which took place in early sum-
mer 1972, is but one example. In June, the Greek government lodged 
a strong formal protest with the US in both Athens and Washington 
over a briefing attended by three junior Greek officers at the US 
Army Command and General Staff College at Ft. Leavenworth. At 
the briefing, a State department official had referred to “deficiencies 
in Greece’s current political system.” In response to Athens’s protest, 
defense Secretary Melvin Laird in a confidential letter to Rogers com-
plained that the “incident may have jeopardized … [an] important ave-
nue for influence in Greece” and said that he “hope[d] we [could] do 
everything possible to prevent incidents of this nature in the future.”11 
Thus, rather than discounting the complaints of the Greek government 
as a case of oversensitivity, the incident was noted at the highest lev-
els of the American administration and corrective measures were taken 
to prevent a similar future occurrence. A clear message thus was sent 
by the department of defense: Government officials should take great 
care not to raise the hackles of the Athens regime with critical state-
ments about it.

10 Haig to Eliot, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 34468, 12/13/71, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.

11 Laird to Rogers, Confidential, 4/1/72, dEF 19-9 US-GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 
59, USNA.
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Tasca’s own analysis of the Greek colonels’ anxiety pointedly 
addressed the sources of the regime’s distress and predicted that it would 
continue to resent such US pressure in the future:

We shall have to face the fact that the Greek regime will react with increas-
ing vigor to what it has long considered U.S. intervention in the internal 
affairs of Greece. The regime resents strongly any appearance that [the] 
USG or Congress [is] seeking to tell Greece that it must return forthwith 
to representative government. This attitude … has been developing over a 
period of many months. Moose and Lowenstein[’s] activities in Athens on 
behalf of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, as well as the Hackett 
visit and [the] subsequent unauthorized release of his personal report, 
irritated [the] GoG greatly. Various statement (sic) of the dept of State 
spokesmen have also exacerbated feelings. Further irritants have been the 
Congressional debates and the limitation on aid to Greece. The waiver of 
the ten percent MAP requirement for Spain and Turkey but not Greece 
was particularly galling. Finally, the failure of Secretary Rogers to visit 
Greece … has now emerged as a further irritating point for [the] GoG. … 
I believe the regime will become increasingly annoyed and seek ways and 
means of expressing this annoyance.12

Given this growing annoyance, as quoted in Chapter 3, Tasca recom-
mended that the US stop “singling out Greece” from other authoritar-
ian states by calling for its prompt return to democracy. As he put it, “I 
believe the answer clearly must be for the U.S. to take the position that 
we are for democracy everywhere in principle, but that essentially democ-
racy and representative government are ‘do it yourself’ propositions.”13 
Thus, by the early 1970s, US policy makers were growing increasingly 
aware that Papadopoulos was unmovable when it came to US pressure 
to democratize his government. In fact, as we will see below, regardless 
of the criticism, cajoling, and prodding that his regime faced, he refused 
to budge. As a result, policy makers in the United States were forced to 
change tack, focusing instead on maintaining the US-Greek relationship 
for strategic and security considerations. We refer once again to MAP to 
illustrate the complex dynamics between the two allies.

12 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 03350, 6/15/72, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 594, USNA.

13 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 03350, 6/15/72, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 594, USNA.
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the militaRy assistanCe PRoGRam

As discussed elsewhere in this book, many within the US govern-
ment believed that the steps to move Greece closer to democracy were 
extremely important to the well-being and longevity of MAP. In fact, 
MAP was so central to the US-Greek strategic relationship that even 
the lifting of its suspension in 1970, something that should have greatly 
pleased the colonels’ regime, had to be considered and formulated in 
light of the regime’s sensitivities. First, as discussed in Chapter 3, there 
was the issue of whether the lifting of MAP should be connected to lib-
eralization efforts and potentially postponed until positive steps toward 
democracy were taken. However, in a June 1970 memorandum, Sisco 
warned that a delay in the resumption of military assistance based on 
the absence of democratic movement—something many in Congress 
advocated—would risk a significant deterioration in US-Greek rela-
tions. Underscoring the fact that the Greek regime had grown increas-
ingly impatient at how long it was taking the US government to lift the 
military embargo, Sisco argued that Greece had believed the suspension 
would be lifted without the attachment of conditions. Since the colonels 
believed the United States would accept the steps they had already taken 
or were promising to take in the future, Sisco maintained that the US 
could:

therefore expect the regime to react with pained surprise at the news that 
arms shipments were not to be resumed without some action on the part 
of the Greek regime beyond what it has so far taken and projected. It will 
regard the United States position as unacceptable pressure. It will insist that 
the United States, yielding to the blackmail of the Scandinavians and others, 
has lost sight of the basic security needs of the United States and Greece.14

The possibility of angering Greece on this issue caused substantial 
concern among State department officials, as they noted potential Greek 
retaliation—for instance, that the United States could be told “to gather 
up (our) sails and go”—should the partial suspension of arms deliveries 
be allowed to continue.15 While, as Sisco maintained, requiring Greece 

14 Sisco to Rogers, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 8224, 6/5/70, dEF 19-8 
US-GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

15 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 3107, 7/23/69, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 1967–69 
SNF, RG 59, USNA (parentheses in original).
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to take steps toward further liberalization was unlikely to cause the colo-
nels to withdraw from NATo (something that had to be avoided at all 
costs), the regime could take other steps to retaliate against the US. 
Sisco foresaw such pressure being exerted in a number of ways. First, 
the colonels could make the US’s use of military installations and facil-
ities in Greece much more difficult. For example, access to Greek ports, 
which heretofore had been freely available to the Sixth Fleet, could be 
jeopardized if Greece decided to withdraw “from [its] present entirely 
cooperative position on the timing of and conditions on fleet visits.” 
Since fleet visits had become much more difficult in other parts of the 
Mediterranean, it would pose considerable problems for the United 
States Navy were Greece to make its ports unavailable. The colonels 
could place conditions upon the United States and NATo for the use 
of a number of other critical installations, including a demand for rent 
payments (something that had not been required in the past) or even a 
renegotiation of the existing agreements for the facilities. As Sisco put it, 
“There is in fact no limit, except the Greek imagination, to the variety of 
harassing activity which could be taken.” Finally, Greece could also seek 
to procure from others the military equipment that the United States 
was withholding. In such a case, the United States’ influence “of Greek 
military dispositions” would weaken.16 Given such calculations by the 
State department, it is not at all surprising that the Nixon administration 
decided to resume MAP deliveries to Greece in February 1972, despite 
the fact that steps toward democratization were nonexistent.

It is also important to note that when the determination to resume 
MAP deliveries was made, the wording of the announcement regarding 
the resumption was carefully revised after the Athens embassy objected 
to the original formulation that “[t]he resumption of the full military 
assistance program for Greece does not, of course, constitute an endorse-
ment of the Greek regime or its domestic policies.”17 Claiming that this 
wording would be considered “‘critical and insulting’, and that it might 
engender a strongly adverse reaction to the prejudice of United States-
Greek relationships and continued Greek cooperation” with the US, 
Tasca maintained that the Greek regime would interpret this statement 

16 Sisco to Rogers, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 8224, 6/5/70, dEF 19-8 
US-GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

17 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 141480, 8/28/70, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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as a “deliberate and direct affront.”18 Initially, the department of State’s 
reaction to the embassy’s criticism was rather defensive, maintaining that 
the:

GoG may be upset somewhat by [the] tone and substance [of the 
announcement], … [However, the] announcement is phrased to deal with 
our problem in Congress, press and NATo not rpt not to flatter [the] 
GoG.19

despite this initial reaction, however, the offending statement was 
subsequently revised to read that the “decision to resume the ship-
ments of suspended items rests entirely on these [security] consid-
erations,” thereby carefully disassociating the US from any public 
statement that could be construed as critical of Athens or calling for a 
return to democracy.20

Further, it is important to note that on the issue of the resumption of 
military assistance to Greece, officials in the State department were quite 
cognizant of the thorny situation in which the US found itself. on the 
one hand, it was clear that the US needed to maintain a close relation-
ship with Greece based on US security interests, and thus they did not 
wish to alienate the colonels further. on the other hand, these same offi-
cials believed that the administration had to react to the increased pres-
sure it was facing from Congress, NATo, and the press. As one State 
department telegram emphasized, the suspension of US military aid was 
the “one bit of tangible evidence” that US policy makers could point to 
as evidence of dissatisfaction with the lack of democratic movement in 
Greece. By abandoning that policy and resuming MAP shipments—a 
decision that had already been finalized by this time—the credibility of 
the argument that the US truly wanted to see a return to democracy 
in Athens would be seriously damaged. As the telegram put it, “It will 
be … difficult to persuade critics that our interest in [the] restoration 
of [a] popularly based govt in Greece is unabated, and that the U.S. is 

19 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 141480, 8/28/70, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

20 Eliot to Kissinger, Secret, Memorandum 11997, 9/2/70, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA (brackets in original; emphasis added).

18 Eliot to Kissinger, Secret, Memorandum 11997, 9/2/70, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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in fact continuing its active efforts towards the goal of rapid evolution 
… toward a more acceptable situation.”21 despite such concerns, how-
ever, not only did the United States decide to resume MAP deliveries 
to Greece, but also acquiesced by softening its language regarding the 
resumption of MAP.

Yet another illustration of US policy makers’ careful attention to 
Greek displeasure related to a provision in the Foreign Assistance Act 
of 1971 that required recipients of US military assistance or excess US 
military equipment to deposit ten percent of the value of that aid in 
an account to be used by the US to fund its educational and cultural 
exchange programs in those countries. No sooner had the Greek gov-
ernment learned of the levy than it expressed its deep concern to the US 
embassy in Athens as well as through its ambassador in Washington. In 
a series of telegrams to the State department, the US embassy not only 
conveyed Greece’s concerns regarding the tax, but also offered its own 
appraisal, arguing that the US government would be justified “in terms 
of [the] substance of [the] matter” in finding a way to exempt Greece 
from the ten percent requirement.22 In Washington too, the Greek 
ambassador, Basil Vitsaxis, attempted to impress on the Nixon admin-
istration that the ten percent levy would pose political difficulties for 
his government once news of it became public knowledge in Greece. 
Seeking a way to help the regime avoid public criticism at home, US offi-
cials made several attempts to develop an exemption to the ten percent 
requirement. one proposed solution was to allow the Greek government 
to use “services provided” as payment toward the ten percent owed. 
Another possibility proposed by Vitsaxis was that of prepaying out-
standing US loans to Greece at a rate that would offset the costs of US 
educational and cultural programs in Greece, and thereby justify waiv-
ing the ten percent deposit requirement.23 Attempting to find a com-
promise solution, the State department reported to the Athens embassy 
that they were examining whether Vitsaxis’s approach might be grounds 

22 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 2581, 5/9/72, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

23 State to Athens, Confidential, Telegram 085453, 5/16/72, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

21 State to Athens, Secret/Nodis, Telegram 115473, 7/18/70, dEF 19-8 
US-GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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for a waiver of the tax.24 Throughout the summer of 1972, US policy 
makers weighed such options in the hope of finding a way to release 
the colonels’ regime from the ten percent requirement—all in an effort 
to dampen Greek domestic criticism once the ten percent levy became 
known there.

despite a number of such efforts, in the end, a waiver did not mate-
rialize. As the State department told Tasca, while the Foreign Assistance 
Act provided for a potential presidential waiver, the administration actu-
ally preferred to eliminate the ten percent levy altogether in future leg-
islation rather than risk a backlash from Congress through use of the 
presidential waiver.

After careful consideration of all alternatives we see no practical way to 
overcome [the] ten percent requirement for Greece. While we appreciate 
[the] seriousness of this conclusion, [the] department believes [that] seek-
ing a presidential waiver to cover the requirement could jeopardize not 
only the FY73 program but possibly also the President’s waiver authority. 
[The] Administration [is] seeking [to] repeal [the] deposit requirement … 
in FY73 legislation. However, we [are] not in [a] position at this time to 
indicate what action Congress will take, or when.25

Thus, there seemed no way to exempt Greece from the requirement. 
However, this example illustrates how US officials in the department of 
State worked with the Athens embassy to find a solution that might have 
exempted Greece from the legislative requirement—all in an effort to 
satisfy the colonels.

one final word on MAP is due here. While the Nixon administration 
resumed military deliveries to Greece in February 1972, those deliver-
ies would prove to be short lived. By the early 1970s, American policy 
makers were seeking to have US allies take greater responsibility for their 
own security needs as well as paying an increased share of their own 
defense expenditures. As a result, efforts were underway to move nine 
states, including Greece, China, Liberia, and six Latin American coun-
tries, from grant military assistance (such as MAP) to Foreign Military 

25 State to Athens, Confidential, Telegram 056932, 4/4/72, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

24 State to Athens, Confidential, Telegram 085453, 5/16/72, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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Sales (FMS) in either credit or cash and, eventually, to commercial sales. 
To phase in this plan, the State department recommended to Nixon in 
october 1972 that MAP be phased out for all nine states during 1974. 
Accordingly, MAP assistance to Greece would be terminated at that 
time, and only small military training programs would be funded in the 
future.

However, when word of the planned phaseout mysteriously reached 
Papadopoulos, he quickly sent a letter to Nixon, emphasizing the historic 
ties of friendship between the US and Greece and presenting Greece as 
a country that had always responded favorably to American requests. 
However, in an act of unanticipated assertiveness, the letter abruptly 
announced that, going forward, Greece would no longer accept US 
grant aid:

We realize … that the allocation for Grant Aid is reaching a level so low 
that it cannot any more serve the important purpose for which it was ini-
tiated. Having weighed all the elements of the problem, we have reached 
the decision to forego in the future and beginning in 1973 the U.S. finan-
cial assistance offered under the heading “Grant Aid.”26

Thus, Papadopoulos renounced the aid altogether, asking for its termina-
tion to go into effect retroactively, on 1 January 1973.

This clearly caught Washington off guard. Stunned that Papadopoulos 
would turn down US aid one year early and, in so doing, forgo mil-
lions of dollars of assistance, the State department speculated that 
Papadopoulos was insinuating that his regime was being “unjustly 
treated and criticized” despite its important defense contributions to 
NATo and to the United States. The analysts concluded that the let-
ter revealed Papadopoulos’s determination to take any necessary steps to 
redress what he saw as unfair treatment of his country:

We do not believe that the Greek decision to cut off U.S. grant aid ($6.7 
million in FY 73) follows logically from the Prime Minister’s line of argu-
ment as summarized from his letter. … [T]he argument that the amount 
of grant aid has become relatively small is not a convincing rationale for 
a decision to “renounce” it altogether—without advance consultation. … 
Considering these amounts and the absence of a relevant explanation, we 

26 Eliot to Kissinger, Secret, Memorandum 7301903, 2/5/73, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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suspect that there are un-avowed motives and intentions underlying the 
Greek decision.27

Among the possible explanations for Papadopoulos’s decision was that 
he may have been trying to preempt criticism from the more radi-
cal members of his government—those who believed that Greek pride 
was wounded by congressional and other criticism abroad and that any 
compromise with the United States amounted to a diminution of Greek 
sovereignty. Yet another possible explanation was that the Papadopoulos 
government may have been trying to build the case that Greece was 
involved in an uneven relationship with the US—one in which it was 
giving far more than it was receiving. According to this theory, the 
accusation of inequity in the bilateral relationship was intended to lay 
the groundwork for bigger future demands (“a quid pro quo”) on the 
United States by Greece. In this regard, analysts speculated that Greece 
could go so far as to request an indisputable show of endorsement for 
the Papadopoulos government, including perhaps a US presidential visit. 
Finally, the memorandum conjectured that Papadopoulos’s renunciation 
of aid might also have been intended to illustrate to Congress that crit-
icism of Greece could lead to serious repercussions that would be dam-
aging to US security interests. Given that American policy makers could 
not be sure of Papadopoulos’s exact motives for renouncing US aid, as 
well as the fact that Washington was caught by surprise by the dictator’s 
renunciation, it determined that the best reaction would be the mainte-
nance of “a calm, low-profile, business-like posture,” one that did not 
quiz Papadopoulos’s motives but instead implemented his decision with-
out question.

the viCe PResiDential visit to GReeCe 
Like the thorny issues surrounding MAP, the decision to send Vice 
President Agnew on a formal visit to Greece in october 1971 also posed 
substantial difficulties for US policy makers. Curiously, while the colonels 
relished visits of high-ranking US officials because such visits gave the 
appearance of American approval of the Greek junta, Papadopoulos ini-
tially appeared ready to forego Agnew’s visit altogether in order to assert 

27 Spiers and Sisco to Rogers, Secret, Memorandum 7301902, 1/31/73, dEF 19 
US-GREECE, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA (emphasis added).
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his control over how it would take place. In this regard, two issues stand 
out: (1) the Greek insistence that the vice president refrain from discuss-
ing the regime issue while in Greece and (2) the Greek demand that no 
opposition leaders be invited to the embassy reception that would be 
given for the vice president in Athens. As we will see below, on both 
counts, Papadopoulos was essentially successful in getting his way with 
the US.

First, there was the issue of direct pressure on the regime to democ-
ratize. According to the State department and, indeed, Secretary Rogers 
himself, this was an issue the vice president should raise with the colonels. 
To not raise it, the State department argued, would provoke congres-
sional and European criticism particularly from those who were against 
such high-ranking visits to Greece in the first place. To placate media, 
congressional and other critics regarding the visit, many officials in the 
department of State believed Agnew’s visit should be used to pressure 
the regime to take democratizing steps. Noting the regime’s harden-
ing stance toward further liberalization—particularly Papadopoulos’s 
late 1970 announcement that there would be no further constitutional 
developments, and his statements that “1972 would be a year for admin-
istrative reforms rather than political change,” Rogers was concerned 
that an Agnew visit would invite severe public criticism of the Nixon 
administration.28 However, as discussed in Chapter 4, Rogers noted 
that such criticism could be moderated if Greece were to announce in 
advance substantial steps toward parliamentary democracy and if the vice 
president himself were to publicly reaffirm America’s desire to see Greece 
return to parliamentary rule. Rogers thus sought approval from Nixon to 
tell Papadopoulos that the US would welcome an invitation but that:

[C]riticism of the visit could be kept at a manageable level only if the 
Greek government were able to take some convincing steps toward a 
restoration of normality in Greece such as lifting martial law and review-
ing courts-martial sentences. To have the greatest impact, steps should 
be taken prior to the visit. If that is impossible, we would accept assur-
ances that they would be taken soon afterward. Indeed, in deference to 
the Greek desire to avoid the appearance of giving into foreign pressures, 
we would accept confidential assurances that the [prime minister] would 

28 Rogers to Nixon, Secret, Memorandum 7113488, 9/2/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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announce these steps in his state-of-nation speech this december and 
would at that time strongly reaffirm [the] regime’s goal of restoring repre-
sentative government in Greece.29

Clearly, Rogers and the State department were squarely on the side of 
linking the vice president’s visit to democratization in Athens.

However, in contrast to State’s push for evidence of liberalization, the 
White House’s stance seemed rather muddled, as Tasca appeared to be 
receiving unclear direction regarding how to approach Papadopoulos. 
In an effort to shed some light on the administration’s position, 
Kissinger was asked to clarify to Tasca the extent to which Nixon wanted 
Papadopoulos to set a date for elections as a precondition for the vice 
president’s visit. As Harold Saunders wrote to Kissinger: “My own view 
is that connecting the two may sour both, but I know the Vice President 
thinks he might pull this off. Maybe the President wants to let him try. It 
would be surprising if it worked.”30 In hindsight, it appears that the vice 
president actually wanted to link his visit with a push to democratize the 
colonels’ regime. However, Nixon preempted him by deciding that no 
political conditions should be set for his visit. Characteristically, Nixon 
appeared much less concerned about democratization in Greece, noting 
to Tasca “that the compulsion in Washington to inflict changes in gov-
ernment upon Greece was on the whole self-defeating.”31 Accordingly, 
by mid-August, the president himself had approved that Agnew should 
go to Greece unconditionally and without “exaggerated expectations.”32

once this decision was made, a feeler was sent through a “discreet 
and reliable channel” to inquire whether Papadopoulos would be will-
ing to extend the invitation. Papadopoulos’s response was affirmative, 

30 Saunders to Kissinger, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 31222, 8/5/71, Nixon 
Presidential Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle 
East, Box 594, USNA.

31 Haig Memorandum for the President’s Files, Secret/Sensitive, 8/4/71, Nixon 
Presidential Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle 
East, Box 594, USNA.

32 Kissinger to Nixon, Secret, Memorandum 32147, 8/17/71, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.

29 Rogers to Nixon, Secret, Memorandum 7113488, 9/2/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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answering through the same channel that he would welcome such a visit. 
However, he also set firm conditions right from the start: He wished “it 
to be understood that the Vice President would not in the course of the 
visit intervene in Greek internal affairs.” According to the US embassy, 
Papadopoulos had heard from three different sources that Agnew was 
planning to apply pressure on the regime to move more quickly toward 
democracy. As a result, Papadopoulos wanted to make it clear that he did 
not wish to be pressured on the issue of domestic reform.33

Given this stance—as well as, perhaps, the White House’s opposition 
to pressuring the regime—officials in the State department shifted their 
position that the US should link proof of liberalization with the visit and, 
accordingly, instructed Tasca to inform Papadopoulos that Agnew was 
prepared to accept Greece’s invitation, with or without a commitment 
to liberalization. In fact, in what amounted to an about-face, Tasca was 
directed to assure Papadopoulos that there would be an understanding 
between the two countries that neither would place conditions on the 
other. Instead, the purpose of the visit would be to “strengthen our rela-
tions rather than to cause difficulties or embarrassment to [the] GoG. …  
Insofar as any public statements … emanat[e] from [the] visit, they 
would not go beyond those expressed by [the] President and Secretary 
of State and known positions on both sides.”34 Satisfied with the US’s 
response, Papadopoulos extended the formal invitation on 24 September 
1971, inviting Vice President Agnew to “raise privately any matters of 
mutual interest.”35

Having thus received the formal invitation, the State department now 
turned its attention to preparing briefings for American officials who 
would likely be questioned by the press regarding the visit. Expecting 
substantial media coverage and “hostile” editorial comment, as well as 
specific questions about whether the vice president would urge the colo-
nels to move toward parliamentary democracy, the department of State 
prepared the following possible answer to give the press:

33 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 5025, 9/22/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

34 State to Athens, Secret, Telegram 175788, 9/23/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.

35 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 5079, 9/24/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA (emphasis added).
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It is not the policy of this Administration to tell other governments how to 
run their affairs. It is not precluded that Greek leaders might discuss some 
of the things they have in mind, but the Vice President is not going to try 
to suggest what those steps should be.36

Parenthetically, it is interesting to note that, heartened by the offi-
cial US position regarding Agnew’s visit, the pro-junta press in Athens 
increasingly echoed the colonels’ line that Greece was not about to tol-
erate foreign intervention, insinuating that the US government knew 
and accepted this fact, and citing US government statements similar to 
the one above as proof that the US had no influence upon Greece. Nea 
Politea, one such pro-junta paper, reported, for example, that “aside 
from [a] few platonic admonitions, made mainly as [a] sop to [the] 
polemics of leftist congressional circles, [the] U.S. will do nothing more 
to attempt [to] influence Greek political developments, [the] shaping 
of which belongs exclusively to [the] Revolution and its leader, George 
Papadopoulos.”37 While US officials were clearly irritated by such edito-
rializing (in newspapers they viewed as mouthpieces of the regime), the 
administration nevertheless failed to take steps to alter such perceptions. 
Instead, the Athens embassy and Tasca, in particular, were very engaged 
in trying to placate Papadopoulos.

In this regard, Tasca argued that some of Papadopoulos’s “extreme 
sensitivity” could be attributed to a number of issues, including the 
“action and threats” stemming from the US Congress’s efforts to tie 
military aid to internal political conditions, as well as the fact that King 
Constantine and Agnew would meet in Iran prior to Agnew’s trip to 
Greece. According to Tasca, this meeting may have contributed to the 
impression that the vice president was coming to Greece to serve as a 
mediator between the regime and the King, and thereby intervening in 
Greek domestic affairs. Finally, and most importantly, Tasca surmised that 
Papadopoulos was empowered by Greece’s strategic position with NATo:

The PM is also fully aware of the importance of Greece to NATo, the 
Southern flank and the Eastern Mediterranean. He is also convinced this 

37 Athens to State, Unclassified, Telegram 5439, 10/12/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

36 Eliot to Kissinger, Secret, Memorandum 7115186, 9/27/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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gives him sufficient bargaining power to maintain a strong stance regard-
ing intervention in the internal political situation.38

In the end, Kissinger wrote to Agnew, suggesting the following 
approach:

[W]ithout being offensive you will want to avoid creating the impression 
that we think all is well in Greece’s relations with Europe and the US while 
at the same time reaffirming our alliance tie with Greece. Perhaps this is as 
much achieved through what you do not say as through what you say.39

Advising Agnew that he would need to moderate the talking points 
provided to him by the State department so as “to avoid offending the 
sensitive Greek leaders,” Kissinger suggested that the tone of his conver-
sations with Papadopoulos should be one of concern over how Greece 
solves its own problems without implying that Greece should solve them 
simply to make the Nixon administration’s life easier with Congress. 
As Kissinger put it, “[T]his approach could convey our interest in their 
political situation without leaving an impression of interference.”40 
However, it appears that Agnew was advised to stop short of asking for 
any specific steps from the colonels or even giving the impression that he 
had come to Greece to do so.

Seemingly taking this advice to heart, Agnew took great pains not 
to offend the colonels’ regime but, instead, gently broached the topic 
of liberalization in private. In a private meeting with Papadopoulos on 
16 october 1971, for example, he emphasized that he “came in true 
friendship without [the] slightest intention to criticize or intervene.” He 
also promised that he would not publicly reveal that the two had dis-
cussed Greek domestic politics. Instead, he wished to “explore” with 
Papadopoulos what might be done to “disarm critics and strengthen 
[the] Alliance.”

38 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 5026, 9/23/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 594, USNA.

39 Kissinger to Agnew, Secret, 10/9/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National 
Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.

40 Kissinger to Agnew, Secret, 10/9/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National 
Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.
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For his part, Papadopoulos thanked Agnew for his “pledges of friend-
ship, secrecy, and non-interference” and agreed to discuss these issues 
with the vice president. declaring that he would “love” to “hold elec-
tions tomorrow” if he could, he argued that elections “would have no 
purpose” if they meant a return to the economic and political problems 
Greece faced in 1967. Instead, the country would eventually implement 
the 1968 constitution, but both internal and external factors complicated 
his ability to do so. American congressional criticism especially prevented 
him from lifting martial law because to do so would engender “pressure 
from abroad [and] … encourage the critics of Greece, the Communists, 
and subversive elements” to increase their attacks on the regime.41

In the course of their private conversations, Agnew reiterated several 
times that if Papadopoulos did not wish to discuss issues of democratic 
progress—if he felt this issue was not any of the vice president’s busi-
ness—he would understand. Furthermore, he reassured Papadopoulos 
that he would not use the occasion of his visit to embarrass him, prom-
ising that he would not publicize the fact that Greece’s domestic pol-
itics had been discussed. Indeed, when Agnew privately questioned 
Papadopoulos whether there might be some steps that could be taken 
to weaken Greece’s critics without harming the regime’s objectives, 
Papadopoulos skirted the issue and did not offer a single concession to 
his guest.

Realizing that Papadopoulos was “unbending” when it came to 
domestic political reform, US policy makers decided to “come to grips 
with the reality of the Greek political situation.” In real terms, this meant 
that, when it came to Papadopoulos, the US had concluded that “to do 
things that anger[ed] him only jeopardize[ed] the substantial US secu-
rity interests in the eastern Mediterranean.”42 As Samuel Hoskinson, a 
staff member on the National Security Council (NSC) who traveled with 
Agnew, told Kissinger:

I for one, after having seen the situation at first hand, seriously doubt 
that we could move Papadopoulos any faster toward democracy under 

41 Athens to State, Secret/Nodis, Telegram 5590, 10/18/71, Nixon Presidential 
Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, 
Box 594, USNA.

42 Hoskinson to Kissinger, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 33468, 11/8/71, Nixon 
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any circumstances. More realistic is the course of protecting our work-
ing relationship with [the] Greek regime without necessarily endorsing or 
rejecting its approach to internal politics.43

In short, protecting the United States’ working relationship with Greece 
ultimately trumped the desire to see Greece democratize. The colonels 
had successfully exploited their position of influence over the United 
States.

In addition, there was a second issue on which Papadopoulos essen-
tially succeeded in pressuring the US. In addition to his insistence that 
Greece not be pressured to democratize, Papadopoulos also took an 
“adamant stand against [the] inclusion” of any members of the Greek 
political opposition at a reception the US embassy planned to host as 
part of Agnew’s formal program in Greece. Intended to be an event 
where Agnew would have the opportunity to speak with members of the 
Greek opposition, a decision was initially made to invite both Americans 
and Greeks, including members of the non-communist Greek opposi-
tion. However, following Greek government objections, the embassy and 
the department of State later agreed to reevaluate, first, whether a recep-
tion should be held at all and, second, who should be invited to it. Tasca 
originally recommended that the “Vice President would be well advised 
to invite the distinguished members of the opposition to my reception at 
[the] end of [the] official visit without communicating the list of guests 
to the government” because this would be in keeping with the embassy’s 
“practice of inviting members of both the government and opposition 
to my July Fourth reception.” He pointed out to the State department 
that to not invite the opposition to a large embassy reception now would 
be taken as a snub.44 Indeed, Tasca reported that he would be having a 
tête-à-tête at the home of Papadopoulos on the evening of 6 october 
and that he would take the opportunity to emphasize the importance 
of maintaining contacts between the embassy and “all democratic ele-
ments in the country,” pointing out that such personalities would  

43 Hoskinson to Kissinger, Secret/Nodis, Memorandum 33468, 11/8/71, Nixon 
Presidential Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, 
USNA.

44 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 5314, 10/5/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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“be part of [the] political scene” in Greece once the 1968 constitution 
was implemented.45

In Washington, policy makers initially agreed in principle. In a 6 
october 1971 State department telegram to the embassy, Tasca was 
told to pursue his plans of inviting “representatives and prestigious per-
sons from the democratic non-communist opposition.”46 While the US 
did not want to anger the Greeks by “doing anything during the visit to 
muddy the atmosphere,” Saunders at the NSC gave Kissinger the follow-
ing arguments in favor of inviting the opposition:

(1) We do not accept the principle that American representatives in 
another country should cut themselves off completely from any element 
in the political spectrum which operates legally by the procedures of that 
country. …. (2) our normal posture is that our Ambassador is a represent-
ative to the whole Greek people and does not interfere in internal affairs. If 
that is the case, then siding with one government to the exclusion of those 
who may be members of a future government sets a counter precedent. We 
do not restrict the Ambassador of Greece here if he wishes to talk to mem-
bers of the democratic Party.

The attached telegram would authorize Tasca to invite a selected num-
ber of respectable political leaders to the Vice President’s reception. 
Without any intention of having the Vice President’s visit take on an anti- 
government cast—none of us want that—I feel that we cannot accept 
efforts to restrict the President’s representation in Greece.47

Interestingly, while the recommendation was initially approved by the 
State department, the recommendation was later withdrawn.

What explains this about-face? It appears that policy makers in 
Washington were persuaded by Tasca’s own change of mind on the issue. 
Writing just one day after the decision was made to authorize inviting 
the opposition, Tasca announced that the question had “clearly been 

46 State to Athens, Confidential, 10/6/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National 
Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, USNA.

47 Saunders to Kissinger, Confidential, Memorandum LdX #073, 10/7/71, Nixon 
Presidential Materials Staff, National Security Council (NSC) Files, Name Files, Box 837, 
USNA.
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dealt with by the Greek government, which ha[d] unequivocally decided 
against inclusion [of the] opposition.” Reporting that the Greek foreign 
ministry’s chief of protocol had raised the issue with the embassy, Tasca 
emphasized that the chief of protocol “hoped that nothing would be 
done to disturb [the] harmony of [the] visit” and that the Greek gov-
ernment would not “be put in [a] position where it might have to react 
to [a] disturbing element.” The foreign ministry official had emphasized 
that this would be the case if “persons unacceptable to [the] Greek gov-
ernment” attended, indicating that the prime minister and other mem-
bers of his government would be obliged to walk out of the reception in 
that case.48

Thus, as in what amounted to a clear reversal, Tasca not only pro-
posed that the opposition be excluded from the list of invitees, but 
also that the embassy’s reception for the vice president be cancelled 
altogether:

Unless [the] department wishes to reopen this issue with [the] GoG [the] 
Embassy assumes that U.S. reception will not be held. … It is … clear that 
[the] Government intends [to] take [a] rigid position that anyone not 
cooperating with [the] GoG, even if right wing and pro-NATo, [is] unac-
ceptable to play any role in connection with [the] VP’s visit.49

Interestingly, exactly one day after receipt of the above telegram, Rogers 
cabled the embassy, agreeing that it would be “inappropriate” (later 
revised to “impossible”) for Agnew to meet with the opposition while 
on his official visit. However, any visit with members of the opposition 
during the vice president’s private portion of the trip, “while clearly 
posing difficulties,” could be considered after his arrival in Athens.50 
However, rather than cancelling the embassy reception altogether as 
Tasca had recommended, the State department advised that a formal 
reception be held, but that invitations should only go out to members 

48 Athens to State, Confidential/Exdis, Telegram 5406, 10/8/71, PoL 7 US/
AGNEW, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

49 Athens to State, Confidential/Exdis, Telegram 5406, 10/8/71, PoL 7 US/
AGNEW, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

50 State to Athens, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 186316, 10/9/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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of the Greek government, American officials, and prominent members 
of the American community in Athens. Thus, the American reception 
would parallel the Greek government’s reception for the vice president 
and would be on a much smaller scale than originally planned. Such a 
reception:

would be correct from protocol point of view: [the] Greek government 
could not object, and [the] absence of [the] opposition would not be so 
evident as in [the] case of [a] large reception at which virtually everyone 
else of note would be present.51

In short, Agnew’s visit to Greece was choreographed in such a way that 
it was virtually delinked from the topic of liberalization—all in an effort 
to appease the Greek regime.

despite such accommodations, however, the issue of whether the vice 
president should meet privately with members of the opposition in other 
settings continued to be scrutinized by US policy makers. In one such 
instance, Tasca raised the issue of a discrete, private meeting when for-
mer Center Union minister Stylianos Houtas inquired about the possi-
bility. Believing that a private meeting would be a more suitable forum 
for discussion than the embassy reception, Houtas had in mind a small 
group of no more than five right and center senior politicians to facili-
tate what he referred to as “an exchange of opinions.” This small group 
would include Panayiotis Kanellopoulos, George Mavros, Evangelos 
Averoff, George Rallis, and himself. Given the State department’s reluc-
tance to invite opposition members to the formal reception, Tasca con-
cluded that such a meeting would not be desirable or possible.52 In the 
end, his judgment prevailed, and no such meeting was held.

As the above example illustrates, the colonels had come to object 
to any contacts between American officials and members of the Greek 
opposition—even with members of the staunchly conservative Greek 
establishment. While this was certainly the case with such contacts 
in Athens, it also was true for meetings in Washington and in other 
European capitals. Take, for example, August 1970, when a question 

51 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 5413, 10/11/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 
1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA.

52 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 5407, 10/8/71, PoL 7 US/AGNEW, 1970–73 
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arose regarding whether former prime minister Constantine Karamanlis, 
who was in self-imposed exile in Paris, should be informed in advance 
about the US resumption of military supplies to Greece. Tasca suggested 
to the State department that it would not be useful or appropriate to 
inform the former prime minister given the regime’s extreme sensi-
tivity to such contacts with the Greek opposition. According to Tasca, 
if the colonels were to find out that the US had informed Karamanlis 
of the MAP resumption before informing them, it “could both under-
mine [the] positive impact of resumption and jeopardize whatever 
prospect remain[ed] of [the] US continuing to have [a] positive influ-
ence on satisfactory political evolution” in Athens.53 Indeed, large 
numbers of US embassy, State department, and White House docu-
ments reveal Papadopoulos’s annoyance at any contacts between Tasca 
and members of the opposition. In fact, a meeting in Paris between 
Tasca and Karamanlis was said to have caused a “furor” and so much 
“rancor” in Athens that Kissinger later disapproved a visit by former 
Foreign Minister Evangelos Averoff, a staunch conservative, to the State 
department to meet with Sisco to discuss Greece and to share ideas 
about the return to democracy there.54 A similar decision was also made 
regarding possible contacts between King Constantine and US offi-
cials in Rome. Fearing that the King’s entourage had been penetrated 
by agents of the junta, the White House sent blanket instructions that 
American officials were to keep contacts with him to a minimum. In fact, 
Tasca’s proposed visit to the King provoked Kissinger to scrawl on the 
memo: “Totally, utterly unacceptable.”55

In short, the documentary evidence clearly shows that Tasca was well 
aware of Papadopoulos’s anger regarding contacts with members of the 
Greek opposition and had made Washington aware of it. As he would 
report to the department of State, Papadopoulos:

53 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 4793, 8/29/70, dEF 19-8 US-GREECE, 1970–73 
SNF, RG 59, USNA.
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55 Kennedy to Kissinger, Top Secret/Nodis, 1/7/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
National Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 594, USNA.
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[c]riticized my contacts with [the] opposition, whom he described as 
enemies of [the] regime, and … [h]e hoped I would cease such contacts, 
which made Greece look like a protectorate with me as proconsul.56

Tasca argued that contact with the opposition would create the impres-
sion that the United States did not fully accept the legitimacy of the 
colonels’ regime, and he attempted to explain why the regime was so 
sensitive to this: “I believe [the] position of [the] GoG regarding con-
tacts is one more example of [the] extreme sensitivity of [the] primin 
[prime minister] at present towards what he feels amounts to interven-
tion in Greek internal politics.”57 In the end, Tasca, Agnew, the State 
department, and the White House all acceded to Papadopoulos’s wishes. 
Contacts with the Greek opposition were kept to a minimum, if they 
occurred at all.

tailoRinG PoliCy to GReek sensitivities

What the above examples illustrate is that US policy makers often displayed 
great flexibility in tailoring their policy with a view to keeping the colo-
nels in Athens content—in the end, to protect the US-Greek military rela-
tionship. Recall, for example, the timing of the announcement of American 
resumption of military aid to Greece in 1970. As discussed in Chapter 6, 
the announcement of the resumption of MAP was painstakingly choreo-
graphed to follow the NATo discussion of the defense Planning Report of 
18 September 1970, that called on member states to increase their military 
aid to Greece if they could afford to do so. As that chapter details, while 
the United States preferred to postpone the discussion of that report to 
avoid further intra-alliance division on the issue of Greece, Papadopoulos’s 
insistence that the meeting not be postponed beyond 18 September, and 
his threat that the Greek delegation would walk out of the dPC should 
postponement occur, compelled the United States to give in to Greek 
demands. Fearing that a Greek walkout could lead to a constitutional cri-
sis within NATo, the US decided to postpone its announcement of the 
resumption of military aid to follow, rather than precede, the meeting.

57 State to US Mission UN, Secret/Exdis, Telegram 183343, 10/6/71, PoL 7 US/
AGNEW, 1970–73 SNF, RG 59, USNA. Telegram repeating Athens 4049, 10/5/71.

56 Athens to State, Secret, Telegram 04368, 8/21/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, 
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Examples such as those detailed in this chapter lead us to ask: Why 
were American policy makers so willing to accommodate a small group 
of colonels whom most observers assumed were themselves heavily reli-
ant on US support? The documentary evidence we have analyzed points 
to a symbiotic relationship that developed between the US and Greece 
during this period. That is, given the US’s dependence upon Greek 
cooperation for its own security interests during that period of the Cold 
War, as well as Greece’s geostrategic importance to the US and NATo 
generally, American policy makers sought to accommodate the colonels’ 
sensitivities as much as possible. Thus, while it may be an exaggeration 
to say that the “USG was paralyzed by fear that the colonels would take 
Greece out of NATo,” as Italian Foreign Minister Pietro Nenni once 
told the US ambassador to Italy, there was a certain fear nonetheless. 
As the ambassador’s response to Nenni exemplifies: “If there were any 
limitations on our position … it stemmed … from a conviction that we 
could not be effective in exerting pressure on the regime. Our levers were 
inadequate.”58 And, as Kissinger wrote in a memorandum to Agnew 
prior to his visit to Greece: “our security interests in Greece require 
special attention to the sensitivities of the present leaders.”59 In fact, 
Kissinger concluded that, given Papadopoulos’s powerful position within 
the ruling junta, as well as the fact that he did not intend to increase the 
pace of implementation of the 1968 constitution or call for elections any 
time soon, Agnew’s visit could not be expected to improve the internal 
situation. As a result, the decision was made that little should be asked of 
Greece.

Indeed, such security considerations would prove to be predominant 
throughout the seven years of military rule, leading to a certain degree of 
American paralysis vis-à-vis the colonels. Evidence of this emerged early 
on when, following the King’s countercoup, Papadopoulos warned that, 
if his government were not internationally recognized by 20 January 
1968, he would interpret this as a de facto expulsion of Greece from 
NATo. Recognizing the threat Papadopoulos’s position posed to US 
security interests in Greece, Talbot cabled Washington: “If [the] Greeks 
in their offended dignity, frustration and impatience should happen to 
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flail out and rupture connections with NATo, [the] costs to our inter-
ests would obviously be heavy. Therefore, … we will do whatever we can 
… to forestall precipitate Greek moves.”60 Many such security considera-
tions would follow.

Take, for instance, the ten percent levy on MAP deliveries to Greece 
discussed earlier. Tasca justified his opposition to the levy by emphasizing  
to his colleagues in Washington that Greece had for many years been a 
loyal ally. He argued that the country had provided facilities and support 
to US military forces for many years “free of charge” and listed about 
twenty such US facilities throughout Greece, including ones located  
at Athens Airport, an air base at Elefsis, the naval communications sta-
tion at Nea Makri, the security service facility at Iraklion, the Souda 
Bay naval port, and a port facility at Piraeus, with a number of smaller 
installations, including ones at Katsimidhi, Keratea, Koropi, Erithrai, 
Argyroupoulis, Perivolaki, Yiannitsa, Tanagra, and Araxos. In making 
his case, Tasca further pointed out that anchorage and other facilities in 
Greece saved significant port costs for the Sixth Fleet, particularly com-
pared to ports in Italy. He emphasized that the response time of US 
forces to the Middle East was greatly improved by utilizing Greek facil-
ities compared to Italian ports. He also pointed out that, in addition to 
the above facilities, which occupied about 900 acres of land, the office 
of the Joint United States Military Aid Group to Greece (JUSMAGG) 
occupied two floors of a building in downtown Athens, accounting for 
more than 76,000 square feet of prime office space: “At current prices, 
the space we now occupy and use on a rent-free basis is estimated at 
$209 million.”61 Thus, the US had valuable interests in Greece—ones 
that it was keen to protect.

In addition to the dependence brought on by US reliance on such 
facilities, the US perceived its vulnerability in other ways too, particu-
larly as it benefitted financially from a number of other concessions. The 
Greek government waived utility fees, had constructed access roads, 
and had built buildings for use by US forces, all at its own expense. In 
addition, all landing fees at Greek airfields were waived (with the excep-
tion of Souda Bay), and the Sixth Fleet was not charged for anchorage, 
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landing rights, or port visits in Greece. The US Marine force that was 
attached to the Sixth Fleet was able to exercise regularly on Greek soil 
free of charge. Moreover, at Piraeus, the US had access to a 160,000 
square foot commercial pier complex at no cost, and the 558th Artillery 
had the free use of barracks, transportation, recreation, and other facili-
ties. As Tasca emphasized:

The present arrangement for U.S. military facilities in Greece has ena-
bled us to meet our military objectives with a minimum of cost for bases 
infrastructure and, in many instances, has permitted us to keep operating 
costs at a relatively low level. The Greeks on their side have been grateful 
for the large amounts of U.S. military assistance provided over the years. 
This arrangement has worked to our mutual satisfaction. The question 
now arises as to whether or not we wish to change the nature of the rela-
tionship … particularly as we start to negotiate for additional facilities. … 
The risks are obvious and could lead, although reluctantly we believe, to a 
GoG desire to review the terms of our military facilities agreement with 
the objective of reducing costs on the Greek side. For the small amount of 
money the Greeks will be required to deposit ($4-5 million annually) we do 
not believe the risk of losing rent-free use of $209 million worth of property is 
worth taking. We urge strongly that the Greek case be considered carefully 
and believe that a strong case does exist to exempt the GoG from this  
c[h]arge as grant aid diminishes to zero.62

Given all of the above strategic benefits to the United States, as well 
as the fact that in 1972 the US was involved in homeporting negotia-
tions that would have further enlarged the US military presence in 
Greece, Tasca appeared keenly aware of the importance of not alienating 
Papadopoulos.

ConClUsion

In short, then, this chapter has argued that, contrary to prevailing 
notions of Greek impotence vis-à-vis the US, the colonels’ regime exer-
cised a great deal of agency and exerted a significant degree of influence 
over the US, often forcing policy makers in Washington to concede 
to its demands. Seen from this perspective, one might even argue 

62 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 1626, 3/23/72, dEF 19 US-GREECE, 
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that, from time to time, the colonels got the upper hand in their rela-
tions with Washington. Far from this state of affairs going unnoticed in 
Washington, US officials often pointed to their own perceived limitations 
in influencing the Greek regime. As early as November 1968, for exam-
ple, an internal “Country Policy Appraisal” argued:

The leverage available to the U.S. to bring about … progress is lim-
ited, since we no longer give Greece economic aid and cannot 
afford, by continuing to withhold on MAP, to jeopardize either our 
access to military facilities on Greek territory, or the effectiveness of 
Greece’s contribution to the defense of NATo’s southern flank. … 
We will therefore have to rely primarily on the psychological weight 
of Greece’s underlying desire for U.S. official and public approval and 
 support to impel the Greek regime to return at an acceptable rate to 
government-by-the-consent-of-the-governed.63

From the earliest days of the junta, then, American policy makers were 
keenly aware of the limited capacity of the United States to bring about 
democracy in Greece. Feeling that the US had very little leverage, it 
appeared to many in Washington that all the US could do was to cajole 
and gently persuade the regime toward democracy. However, as we have 
repeatedly argued, this proved almost wholly ineffective. As the Moose 
and Lowenstein Report, prepared for the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, correctly detailed:

The policy of friendly persuasion has clearly failed. The regime has 
accepted the friendship, and the military assistance, but has ignored the 
persuasion. Indeed, the regime seems to have been able to exert more leverage 
on us with regard to military assistance than we have been willing to exert 
on the regime with regard to political reform. We see no evidence that this 
will not continue to be the case.64

And, as an NSC report that was prepared after Agnew’s visit to Greece 
clearly articulated, American persuasion fell on deaf ears in Athens:

63 Athens to State, Confidential, Airgram A-883, 11/6/68, PoL 1 GREECE-US, 1967–69 
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Papadopoulos was unbending on the internal Greek political situation. …  
What this seems to boil down to in policy terms is that in general it makes 
sense to come to grips with the reality of the Greek political situation. 
For better or worse, Papadopoulos has now consolidated his position and 
to do things that anger him only jeopardizes the substantial US security 
interests in the eastern Mediterranean. Moreover, I for one, after hav-
ing seen the situation at first hand, seriously doubt that we could move 
Papadopoulos any faster toward democracy under any circumstances. 
More realistic is the course of protecting our working relationship with the 
Greek regime without necessarily endorsing or rejecting its approach to 
internal politics.65

And, finally, as a department of State Intelligence Note highlighted:

Ever since the US first became deeply involved with Greece during the civil 
war, the Greeks have considered that it had an important role to play in 
their internal affairs. … This conviction has led most Greeks to assume that 
the US could and would influence the choice and tenure of governments 
in Greece. Actually, of course, present American ability to influence the 
internal situation in Greece is much less than the Greeks believe it to be.

It is doubtful whether US policy has ever been less understood in Greece 
than it is today, and criticism of the US is increasing. The junta is dissat-
isfied because the US had not given it the support it desires. The junta’s 
opponents blame the US for the coup and accuse it of aiding the junta. 
They firmly believe that the US could overthrow the junta but instead is 
currently exploring ways to resume business as usual with the regime.66

In short, then, the US-Greek relationship had come full circle. While 
many assumed that much could be done to return Greece to democracy 
should the US act against the colonels’ regime, in Washington and in the 
Athens embassy, policy makers had largely resigned themselves to a kind 
of passive inaction vis-à-vis the colonels. Thus, just as it appears that the 
colonels’ regime had ascended to power through its own initiative, so it 
would fall from power in the same manner. Unfortunately, however, this 
fall and the democratization of Greece would come to involve a failed 
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coup d’état in Cyprus, the overthrow of Archbishop Makarios there, a 
near war between Greece and Turkey, as well as a division and occupa-
tion of the island state that still exists over forty years later.
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This book began with a quote from a Greek parliamentarian, express-
ing a sentiment that is still remarkably common when discussing the US 
role in the colonels’ Greece: “The dictatorship … was one hundred per-
cent American. … There was nothing Greek about it.”1 The notion that 
the United States actively supported the colonels’ regime—and, perhaps 
more significantly, had a direct interest and role in bringing it about—
has stood the test of time, despite increasing numbers of scholarly works 
that have sought to bring nuance and context to our understanding of 
this period. This book fits directly into that larger body of academic 
work, as it has sought to contextualize and deepen our understanding of 
exactly what the role of the United States in Greece was prior to 1967, 
what its reaction to the coup of 21 April was, and how over the next 
seven years it arrived at a foreign policy approach that itself changed and 
developed over time and between administrations.

In this concluding chapter, we seek to summarize the key findings and 
interpretations of this book by focusing on several key questions: What 
have we seen, and what can we conclude from the documentary evidence 
considered here? And, perhaps as important, what have we not seen—
what remains inaccessible and unexplored about the colonels’ regime 
and US foreign policy to it? We begin with the key findings and con-
clusions we have reached in this book, focusing on the US policy role 
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as revealed in the available documents and considering how it changed 
over the course of the colonels’ regime. We then turn to a discussion 
of what we have not been able to conclude—either through limitations 
of space or, more significantly, the inaccessibility of still-classified or oth-
erwise closed records. In so doing, we make a broader call for contin-
ued work on this critically important topic—one central to the shape of 
Greek society today, to the ongoing relationship between Greece and the 
United States, and to our understanding of American foreign policy as it 
developed and was implemented in the context of the superpower rivalry 
that was the Cold War.

what have we seen?
This book has considered US foreign policy toward Greece begin-
ning primarily with the severe parliamentary crises of the mid-1960s— 
especially following the Center Union “apostasy” of 1965—and 
continuing to the final months of the colonels’ regime in 1974. In addi-
tion to reviewing the main contours of US policy in this period, we have 
also analyzed selected aspects and themes of US policy. Among these 
themes have been differences between—and within—the Johnson and 
Nixon administrations with respect to their Greek policy, controversies 
within North Atlantic Treaty organization (NATo) over the colonels’ 
regime and US efforts to forestall punitive actions against Greece in that 
arena, US domestic and congressional hostility to (and support of ) the 
colonels, and the strategic ways in which the colonels themselves lev-
eraged their propitious geostrategic location and security value to the 
United States to steer US policy away from public criticism or pressure. 
What, then, have we seen from these analyses?

US Opposition to a Constitutional “Deviation”

our analysis in Chapters 1 and 2 clearly indicates that, in the run-up to 
the coup of 21 April, foreign policy officials in the State department, 
White House, and US embassy in Athens were consistently opposed—
both as a matter of principle, but also on pragmatic grounds—to any 
kind of “deviation” from constitutionalism in the tumultuous several 
years before the coup d’état of 1967. As plots, rumors, and predic-
tions of coups swirled around Athens in the 1960s, the United States 
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regularly counseled its Greek interlocutors—many of whom had come to 
the embassy to “sound out” the US’s views, or even to enlist US sup-
port for a variety of schemes and plots—to avoid any coup against the 
constitutional order. This opposition sprang both from an oft-repeated 
in-principle opposition to undemocratic deviations from constitutional-
ism, but perhaps more importantly from the US view that a coup in the 
Greek context would likely produce a far worse outcome for Greece—
and the US—than the parliamentary intrigue and instability gripping the 
political scene in the mid-1960s. Though American support was solic-
ited on numerous occasions for various coup schemes—usually involv-
ing some combination of senior military officers or rightist politicians, 
with or without the King—the US consistently argued that the track 
record of military coups carried out in the name of “national cleansing” 
was extremely poor. In fact, the very thing that occurred in Greece— 
especially the longer-term damage to the military’s prestige as it was 
tainted by the vicissitudes of politics and governing—was precisely what 
the US warned about.

our analysis has shown that this opposition to a coup was also based 
on the US’s fundamental skepticism that the left posed a significant 
threat to US interests there. A key part of some interpretations of this 
period is that the United States shared the Greek right’s hatred and fear 
of communism, specifically, and the broader left, more generally, to such 
an extent that it preferred a deviation from democracy rather than see 
the Center Union—and Andreas Papandreou—come to power in the 
elections scheduled for May 1967. Simply put, the documentary evi-
dence reviewed for this book simply does not support this interpreta-
tion. While the US was no friend of Andreas Papandreou politically, and 
while the left was always an aspect of American concern everywhere in 
the Cold War period, the record shows that the US actually concluded 
years before that the most hyperbolic assertions of leftist danger were 
overblown. As detailed in this book, the US believed that a Papandreou 
victory in 1967 was manageable within US and NATo interests and that 
Andreas was not the dire threat he had been portrayed. In fact, US pol-
icy makers treated with scorn and derision the colonels’ justification that 
their coup had been necessary to “save Greece from communism.” In 
short, we have seen the US relatively unconcerned about the rise of the 
Center Union, but certainly opposed to a constitutional deviation in the 
name of stopping the Center Union from coming to power.
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US Surprise and Coolness to the Coup of 21 April

despite US warnings that a coup would not be in the interests of 
Greece, a group of largely middle-ranking officers nonetheless seized 
power on the morning of 21 April 1967. As we have argued from the 
available evidence, the United States was genuinely surprised by the 
colonels’ coup—and consequently had to quickly devise a foreign policy 
approach to the unexpected new regime. That policy, in the early days, 
would be one of “coolness and aloofness.”

despite the many rumors of possible coups that had been circulat-
ing in the months prior to April 1967, the United States seems to have 
not been convinced that any of the plots were likely to be carried out. 
Even in the days and weeks immediately prior to 21 April, communica-
tions between Athens and Washington reveal no extraordinary anxiety or 
alarm that a coup was in the offing. The usual rumors continued to cir-
culate and while the embassy in Athens did register its increasing concern 
that a deviation might occur, it completely failed to foresee the one that 
actually did take place. As a result, when the coup occurred, the US’s 
response was first surprise, followed by an initial coolness toward it.

This reaction is perhaps the strongest evidence against the notion that 
the United States supported, much less had a hand in engineering, the colo-
nels’ coup. As we have shown in this book, US officials were surprised—
first, that a coup had happened at that point, but more significantly, that 
it had come at the hands of mid-level officers apparently operating outside 
the chain of command and without the knowledge or blessing of the palace 
(from whom a coup had been judged much more likely). In fact, a later 
internal Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) commentary on the coup would 
even speak of the agency’s embarrassment at its failure to see it coming: “It 
was an intelligence failure which hurt the CIA’s pride but which was also 
the result of the effective conspiratorial methods of a small, secure cabal.”2

once the surprise abated, the US adopted a “cool but correct” atti-
tude in which American officials routinely questioned, doubted, and 
came close to snubbing members of the new regime. The documentary 
evidence—of which we have presented only a selection here—is replete 
with reports of the genuine frustration and anger expressed by senior 

2 George Constantinidis, Review of The Wrong Horse, Confidential, Studies in 
Intelligence 22:1, Spring 1978, RdP80-00630A000100020001-7, CREST System, 
National Archives at College Park.
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regime officials and military officers that the US had not welcomed 
their intervention, but, in the words of one US report, had been “all 
but rude” in response. That the US had not only failed to welcome the 
coup, but appeared so hesitant in coming to a working relationship with 
the new regime, was a source of unending bitterness on the part of the 
Greek regime. As a June 1967 cable from Athens to Washington put it:

[The] US position has irritated [the] coup leaders who seem to be puzzled 
and deeply annoyed [that the] US has not openly applauded their actions. 
In their simplistic way they believe [that the] US should rejoice … that 
power is in [the] hands of [a] fervently anti-communist group. [The] coup 
leaders seem to feel that [the] US … is in effect penalizing them for “sav-
ing” [the] nation from [the] communist abyss.3

This reaction speaks directly to notions of US involvement or sup-
port for the coup itself. Had the US played an active role in engineer-
ing or promoting the coup, its own reaction—to say nothing of that of 
the colonels’ regime—would have been quite different. Moreover, if (as 
will be discussed below) agencies such as the CIA had covertly, and with-
out the knowledge of the State department, promoted or fomented the 
colonels’ coup, the colonels themselves could hardly have maintained 
such a façade of incredulity and disaffection with the official American 
response. In short, what we have seen is a US foreign policy establish-
ment surprised at the colonels’ coup of 21 April and reacting with aloof-
ness to it as the US formulated its own longer-term policy toward the 
new regime.

The Development of the Longer-Term Policy

once it appeared obvious that the colonels’ regime had stabilized its 
control and was settling in for the long term—something the United 
States concluded had happened within days of 21 April—the US set 
about crafting a foreign policy toward the regime. This policy would 
evolve and develop over the years—going from “coolness and aloofness” 
to a “modus vivendi,” to the reestablishment of military assistance, and 
ending with a policy of virtual “non-interference” in domestic Greek 

3 Athens to State, Secret/Limdis, Telegram 6219, 6/30/67, dEF 19-8 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.



206  N. M. KARAKATSANIS ANd J. SWARTS

affairs. We have argued that, as this policy developed, a two-pronged 
approach could be discerned. on the one hand, the United States, both 
as a matter of principle, but also to head off criticism of its relationship 
with the colonels, consistently argued that the Greek regime needed to 
take concrete steps to move the country back toward constitutionalism 
and democracy. on the other hand, however, the United States con-
sistently held that its own security interests, and those of NATo, made 
Greece a strategically important ally in the Eastern Mediterranean—one 
whose security and military importance was growing given increased 
Soviet activity in the region.

These two prongs were in constant tension—and went through var-
ying phases in which one prong came to be emphasized more than 
the other. In general, an overall pattern can be seen. In the early days 
of the colonels’ regime, the Johnson administration attempted to strike 
some sort of balance between the competing objectives of pressing for 
democratization in Greece while, at the same time, keeping Greece 
within the NATo fold as an active and effective member of the alliance. 
Thus, as numerous documents show, Phillips Talbot and others would 
routinely meet with junta officials, seeking to promote US and NATo 
security interests in Greece while, at the same time, applying pressure 
to the regime to move in a liberalizing direction. In fact, in the State 
department especially, these two prongs were seen as largely com-
plementary: Greece’s effectiveness as a security partner of the US and 
NATo would actually be enhanced by moves toward constitutionalism, 
as this would serve to dampen the heated criticism of the Greek regime 
coming from members of the US Congress and from various NATo 
allies in Northern Europe.

This speaks to another important aspect of the analysis in this book: 
the way in which the two administrations attempted to deal with what was 
often vociferous and sustained criticism of the colonels’ regime and the 
US policy of accommodation toward it. Both with respect to Congress, 
and also in regard to such NATo members as denmark, Norway, and 
the Netherlands, both the Johnson and Nixon administrations made sig-
nificant efforts to head off, dampen down, and otherwise obviate such 
public criticism. As discussed in Chapter 5, with respect to Congress, 
in regard to criticism took the form of certain members of Congress 
who spoke out against the “rape of democracy” in Greece and went on 
the offensive against what they felt were misguided US policies tolerat-
ing and even supporting the regime. The congressional threat was felt 
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most strongly by both administrations with respect to the all-important  
military assistance to Greece. As a key factor in sustaining Greece’s mili-
tary and security role in southeastern Europe, the suspension of large-item 
Military Assistance Program (MAP) assistance was used first by the Johnson 
administration as a potential lever to extract concessions from the Greek 
regime. As it became increasingly clear that MAP suspension had thor-
oughly failed to extract any such concessions, but instead was irritating the 
regime to the point of seeking military support elsewhere, the US rein-
stated MAP and began to ever more clearly delink military assistance from 
evidence of democratic progress. This paradoxically increased the danger 
coming from congressional critics of Greece—with military assistance being 
both a tangible expression and visible symbol of US support for Greece as 
a security ally, the threat by some members of Congress to curtail any assis-
tance to Greece was one to which both administrations paid close attention.

In the end, the congressional threat proved more verbal than real. 
despite the threat to cut off all US aid to Greece, congressional action 
was limited to public condemnation of the colonels, with little practical 
effect. Legislation cutting various forms of aid contained clauses allowing 
the president to waive the restriction in the name of national security—
provisions that were, in fact, utilized. Even the sponsors of anti-junta leg-
islation were careful to point out that they did not intend to take any 
action that would impair Greece’s ability to play its role as a full member 
of NATo. despite this, however, State department, embassy, and White 
House officials in both administrations were consistently aware of con-
gressional opinion regarding their policies and regularly used the threat 
of congressional action to urge their Greek counterparts to make consti-
tutional reforms.

A similar concern for the potential effects of anti-junta criticism 
existed vis-à-vis the critics of Greece in other NATo countries. In 
Chapter 6, the strenuous efforts of the United States to head off public 
criticism of Greece in NATo meetings were discussed. From the point of 
view of the United States, the greatest potential threat to Greece’s abil-
ity to fulfill its security role in NATo was the potential for “disunity” 
and conflict within the alliance over whether Greece should be publicly 
sanctioned. Such criticism, it was feared, could produce an intra-alliance 
split that would only serve to weaken NATo on its vulnerable south-
eastern flank. Moreover, public criticism of Greece could possible lead 
to a Greek walkout of ministerial meetings, and perhaps even with-
drawal from the alliance itself. For these reasons, the United States was 
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determined to head off such criticism, working behind the scenes to pre-
vent any public denunciation of Greece and encourage such countries 
as Norway, denmark, and the Netherlands to temper their opposition 
to the colonels. Plans were even made to manipulate the procedures of 
NATo ministerial meetings to cut off debate should it head in an anti-
junta direction.

At the same time, the relative balance in the two-pronged approach 
described above began to shift. While both the democratization and 
security objectives had been pursued more or less in complementary 
fashion by the Johnson administration, we see a decided shift under the 
Nixon administration. Particularly as the influence of Henry Kissinger 
came to dominate American foreign policy, the objective to push the 
colonels toward democratization (something, it became clear to the US, 
the regime had no intention of pursuing) receded further and further 
into the background, while the security importance of Greece came to 
increasingly predominate. This can be seen in two ways.

First, as US officials came to echo Kissinger’s fundamental notion that 
the internal affairs of other countries were not a foreign policy concern of 
the United States, the issue of democratic reform in Greece for its own 
sake was progressively dropped, with the only remaining justification 
being that democratization would aid in silencing the critics of Greece in 
Congress and abroad. Second, the issue of MAP shows the clear shift in 
approach, as the initial linking of MAP aid to constitutional progress gave 
way to a progressive separation of the two, with the end result being an 
explicitly stated delinking by the Nixon administration when it resumed 
MAP in the face of absolutely no evidence of democratic reform. This 
shift was especially promoted by the Nixon White House and Henry 
Tasca in Athens against the wishes of those such as William Rogers and 
Joseph Sisco in the State department. As discussed in Chapter 4, a con-
sistent pattern, seen to some degree in the Johnson administration, but 
particularly under Nixon, was for the State department to generally urge 
more pressure on the junta, to be more skeptical of claims of constitu-
tional progress, and to wish to retain as much leverage (through MAP, 
for instance) as possible over the regime. on the other side was the 
embassy in Athens and the Kissinger National Security Council (NSC), 
who argued that US security interests demanded that the US support its 
Cold War ally and refrain from “interference” in Greece’s internal affairs. 
once Kissinger assumed the position of secretary of state in the fall of 
1973, however, this internal division was largely resolved—in favor of the 
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policy of “non-interference.” In this way, we have seen how what began 
as two prongs in relative balance ended up with the security prong being 
privileged to the near-total exclusion of the other.

The Colonels’ Strategic Agency

Importantly, this shift did not happen in a vacuum solely as a result of 
the decisions and calculations of US decision-makers. As we argue in 
Chapter 7, a view of US power implying a kind of overweening control 
vis-à-vis a relatively impotent Greece is deeply flawed. Instead, the colo-
nels’ regime displayed a great deal of agency in its relationship with the 
United States, pressuring, remonstrating, complaining, and even threat-
ening the US in a way designed to serve its own interests. Thus, even as 
the US sought to put pressure on the colonels (albeit intermittently and 
to varying degrees), the colonels themselves were quite active in resisting 
it through pressure tactics of their own.

The key to the regime’s strategic resistance was its awareness of 
the keen US sensitivity to Greece’s geostrategic role as the anchor of 
NATo’s southeastern flank. While the colonels fundamentally misread 
the American attitude toward a military coup, once it took place, they 
very accurately discerned that the national security role of Greece was of 
overriding importance to the United States. Armed with that knowledge, 
the Greek regime rather skillfully utilized it to its own advantage. This 
most often took the form of blunt warnings to the US that “interfer-
ence” in the domestic affairs of Greece would not be tolerated—with the 
barely veiled threat being that, should the US cross the line of what the 
colonels felt was acceptable, the special position of the United States in 
Greece could be jeopardized. Moreover, the regime also allowed the US 
to believe—and at times openly stated—that Greece could always look 
“to others” for support (particularly military equipment) should the US 
prove unacceptably difficult.

The reaction to this at times subtle (but often not so subtle) pres-
sure was that American policy makers did their best to, in essence, keep 
the colonels happy. Whether it was US maneuverings to keep Greece 
off the agenda of NATo ministerial meetings, the restoration of MAP 
in response to growing Greek hostility, the gradual disengagement of 
the US from the King, the commitment that Agnew would not publicly 
criticize the regime on his visit to Greece, or the embassy keeping the 
Greek opposition at arm’s length—to name but a few—the United States 
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evinced a willingness to take whatever steps were necessary to amelio-
rate Greek complaints. In numerous cables over the seven years of the 
dictatorship, the Athens embassy repeatedly warned the department of 
State about the frustration, anger, or recalcitrance of the regime and the 
potential damage that this could cause US-Greek relations. As detailed in 
Chapter 7, Tasca even went so far as to send Washington a very detailed 
list of the many military installations and other facilities enjoyed by the 
United States in Greece at little or no cost, pointing out the advan-
tages of Greece compared to other Mediterranean countries and warn-
ing of the damage that could be done were Greece to curtail or revoke 
American privileges there. As the documentary record shows, much of 
the concern felt by US policy makers that they could lose a friendly ally 
in Greece was the result of these repeated threats, insinuations, and com-
plaints by the Greek regime. In short, what we have seen is that, far from 
being docile objects of US foreign policy, the Greek regime demon-
strated a great deal of agency and strategic action in seeking to shape US 
policy to its own advantage.

what is left to see?
This concluding chapter has detailed a number of key areas in which 
important conclusions can be drawn about US policy toward the colo-
nels’ Greece. However, there are a number of other areas that we have 
only briefly addressed and deserve a fuller treatment. This relates both to 
the limitation of space given the extent of the relevant documents that 
are available, but also to the large number of documents and other mate-
rials still inaccessible to researchers. What those documents might hold 
could confirm, or conceivably, radically alter the interpretation given 
here.

The Role of Other Countries

Given this book’s focus on US foreign policy, the foreign policy  
position of other countries toward the colonels’ regime has been 
mentioned only in passing. However, as indicated in several places 
throughout the book, the positions of other countries toward the 
Greek regime played an important role both in helping US officials 
orient their own positions and responses, but also in informing the 
Greek regime’s approaches to the US. What our documentary review,  
and the work of others, shows is that most of the United States’ most 
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important allies responded in a very similar manner to the colonels’ 
regime. While the US’s closest allies did not necessarily share a similar 
history of interaction and intervention with Greece over the years, they 
all faced a similar challenge after the coup of 21 April: how to craft 
a response to Greece that protected their own interests and advanced 
the collective security goals of NATo, while at the same time pro-
moting the ideals of liberal democracy on which these societies were 
also based. What we see—but what could be more closely examined 
in future work—is the remarkable similarity between countries in both 
their foreign policy choices, as well as the timing of many of their deci-
sions. While—for obvious reasons, given the US’s preeminent politi-
cal, economic, and military power in the Cold War period—US foreign 
policy has been the focus of most observers’ interest (and hostility), 
the foreign policies of such allied countries as Britain, West Germany, 
France, and Italy toward the colonels were remarkably similar. In some 
cases—France, for instance—others came to a modus vivendi with the 
colonels’ regime much more quickly and without nearly the reluctance 
demonstrated by the United States.

The responses of these allies were closely watched by both the US and 
Greece. American diplomats regularly reported to Washington on meet-
ings with their colleagues in other embassies in Athens and abroad, com-
paring notes and to some extent working to coordinate their approaches. 
Moreover, US officials used these meetings to judge and assess their own 
policy approaches in the light of others’ policies. A good example is the 
issue of recognizing the Greek regime following the King’s failed coun-
tercoup in december 1967, discussed in Chapter 3. A key impetus for 
the US in moving to swift recognition of the regime in January 1968 
was the fact that its allies had decided to do the same. The same could 
be said for military assistance. The US decided to resume MAP deliveries 
in part because others, such as France and Germany, were already selling 
arms to Greece and the US feared being sidelined on such an impor-
tant issue. Meanwhile, the Greek regime was itself keenly aware of other 
countries’ foreign policies—and how they compared to that of the US. 
Indeed, the documentary record shows numerous instances in which 
Greek officials complained to US diplomats that the US was being more 
difficult or more demanding of them than were other NATo countries. 
These complaints in some cases became implicit threats, as officials such 
as Papadopoulos suggested that Greece could look “elsewhere,” per-
haps to Britain, France, or Germany, for the weapons the US seemed 
reluctant to provide. In short, how the foreign policies of these allied 
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nations compared to that of the United States is a potentially rich topic 
for future research.

The Domestic Factor

The influence of domestic politics on foreign policy making made numer-
ous appearances throughout this book, but deserves its own treatment. In 
Chapter 5, one aspect of the US domestic political scene—the US Congress 
and pressure from Greek–American organizations—was discussed. As 
argued there, the Johnson and Nixon administrations were keenly aware 
of public opinion about the colonels—both pro and con—particularly as it 
had an impact on congressional deliberations about Greece.

However, public opinion both in the US and abroad played a role that 
went beyond congressional debates. In the United States, prominent 
Greek–American organizations such as AHEPA and the Greek orthodox 
Church were deeply involved in debates surrounding the Greek regime 
and the proper US response to it. Cities with large Greek–American 
communities such as New York and Chicago were the sites of numer-
ous activities, organizations, and events calling for US support of, or 
opposition to, the colonels. At the same time, Greek opposition lead-
ers—Andreas Papandreou and Melina Mercouri being the most promi-
nent—attempted to use their connections with leading US and European 
academics, journalists, and artists to mobilize opposition to the colonels. 
Such efforts were widespread and ongoing throughout the junta’s seven 
years and had a strong impact on public opinion, particularly in northern 
Europe. Indeed, public opposition to the colonels was extremely strong 
in countries such as Norway, with demonstrations and public campaigns 
calling for the ouster of Greece from NATo. As discussed in Chapter 6, 
so significant was this public pressure that governments in these coun-
tries struggled to find ways to express their publics’ opposition to the 
Greek regime, while at the same time accommodating US pleas that they 
not take any action likely to anger the colonels. This interplay between 
public opinion and foreign policy both in the US and abroad is an 
important topic that has yet to be fully analyzed.

Other US Governmental Agencies

We now turn to what is often the most commonly raised aspect of US 
foreign policy toward the Greek junta: the alleged or potential role of 
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other US governmental agencies, particularly the CIA.4 To put it sim-
ply, those who believe the 1967 coup was engineered or in some way 
fomented by the United States to stop the Center Union and Andreas 
Papandreou from coming to power in the May 1967 elections usually 
attribute this to the role of the CIA as the “real” foreign policy maker in 
this period. The CIA is said to have played such a key role in the post-
war politics of Greece that it essentially operated its own Greek policy, 
separate from, and in many ways, counter to the “official” policy run 
from the department of State. The fact that some members of the Greek 
junta—particularly Papadopoulos—had been part of the Greek intelli-
gence service (KYP), and thus had close contacts with the CIA, is used as 
key circumstantial evidence that the colonels were in some way doing the 
CIA’s bidding. This theory of CIA culpability has enjoyed wide popular-
ity in Greece and elsewhere, particularly as it was assiduously promoted 
by Andreas Papandreou and others close to him. Even the colonels 
themselves appear to have encouraged the impression that the US fully 
supported them and their coup, particularly in their early days.5

Simply put, this book is not in a position to definitively address such 
potentialities. What we have done is to argue from available documen-
tary source materials that the evidence does not show a role by the 
State department or other US government agencies in encouraging or 
supporting the overthrow of Greek democracy in 1967. In fact, State 
department officials themselves denied such a role in formerly classi-
fied documents, calling them “myths.”6 For example, in response to a 
June 1968 speech by Papandreou in Sweden in which he claimed that 
the “American military-intelligence-industrial complex” was behind the 
coup, Talbot wrote the State department:

Andreas … steps into [the] realm of pure fantasy when he charges: “The 
dictatorship (in Greece) is clearly the result of interference of [the] 
American military-intelligence complex in [the] internal political affairs 
of Greece” … In making his allegation…, Andreas seems to have over-
looked [the] fact that except for West Germany, [the] US is [the] only 

4 See, for example, Roubatis and Wynn (1978).
5 For a very perceptive early evaluation of these issues that continues to ring remarkably 

true today, see Goldbloom (1972, 238–241).
6 Hughes to Rogers, Secret/No Foreign dissem/Controlled dissem, Research 
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government in [the] world that has taken any material, as opposed to 
propagandistic, action against [the] junta, i.e., suspension of delivery of all 
major items of military assistance under our MAP, a policy still in effect 
much to [the] bitterness of [the] colonels.7

Talbot’s acerbic comment echoed a succinct State department message 
to the US embassy in The Hague, flatly denying Papandreou’s asser-
tions of a CIA plot: “on [an] appropriate occasion you should make 
clear to [the government of the Netherlands] that there is no truth 
to [his] statement re[garding] any CIA involvement in [the] April 21 
coup.”8 Such statements by themselves, of course, are not conclu-
sive. However, were such a covert role played by clandestine agencies 
such as the CIA, it would have had to have been executed with such a 
degree of secrecy that it failed to make it into the heretofore declassified 
materials.

For this book, we have reviewed only those State department, NSC, 
White House, and other agency documents that have been declassified to 
date. Indeed, we have only been able to review a relatively small number 
of CIA documents on Greece, given that most remain classified. Not sur-
prisingly perhaps, the few CIA documents reviewed fail to provide much 
additional detail not already discernable in other US government docu-
ments. Because our analysis has been limited to the currently declassified 
materials—ones in which CIA and other intelligence agency documents 
are only sparely represented—we cannot draw any definitive judgment as 
to whether the US, through a deeply covert operation, in fact encour-
aged or fomented the colonels’ coup.

We believe, however, that we can make a tentative assessment of such 
possibilities—one that could prove quite wrong, once additional materi-
als are declassified. From our review of the documentary record, it seems 
to us highly unlikely that the CIA or other US agency carried out a cov-
ert plan to execute the April 1967 overthrow of Greek democracy. That 
is not to say such plans might not have existed. It is certainly not to say 
that various Greek coup plotters—whom the embassy regularly reported 
on—did not have such plans and might not have liaised with the CIA 

7 Athens to State, Confidential, Telegram 5796, 7/11/68, PoL 30 GREECE, 1967–69 
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8 State to The Hague, Confidential, Telegram 155172, 4/29/68, PoL 30 GREECE, 
1967–69 SNF, RG 59, USNA.



8 ASSESSING US FoREIGN PoLICY IN THE JUNTA ERA  215

or other agencies in furtherance of them. However, a direct CIA role in 
planning or promoting the April 1967 does not appear likely—at least 
from the available evidence.

For us, certain pieces of evidence from the available record seem to 
discount the possibility of such a CIA role. Chief among them is the 
openly and oft-expressed bitterness of Greek officials at their “cool and 
aloof” treatment by US diplomats. As discussed above, Greek officials 
appear in embassy reports to have been at turns genuinely mystified and 
angry that the United States did not immediately jump to the support of 
a coup that, in their minds, was so obviously pro-Western, pro-American, 
and anti-communist. From Papadopoulos and Pattakos to Spandidakis 
and Angelis, Greek junta leaders expressed their deep frustration and 
even personal hurt that the US did not seem to understand that their 
anti-communist motives and intentions coincided with those of the US 
and NATo. Even the CIA itself noted in a June 1967 report that “[t]he 
new regime has viewed the US response to the government as cool and 
has hinted that the lack of a more forthcoming attitude could result in 
relations taking a more hostile turn.”9

Were the “CIA theory” to be true—had the CIA actually worked in 
concert with these leaders to bring about the April coup—these remon-
strations and expressions of bitterness would have had to be staged 
for the benefit of embassy officials. While such a possibility cannot be 
entirely ruled out, it would nonetheless have had to be a conspiracy of 
playacting spanning multiple junta leaders in multiple settings over 
many years. In addition, other US policies—particularly the suspension 
of MAP—make much less sense if a covert US operation were actually 
behind the coup. The suspension of MAP shipments likewise caused a 
great deal of bitterness among the colonels toward their “great ally,” 
to say nothing of the tremendous amount of time and energy US offi-
cials spent over the next several years debating the pros and cons of 
the suspension and its lifting. Had the US covertly fomented the coup, 
the MAP suspension could only be explained as the policy of a State 
department wholly unaware of the CIA plot—but one also approved by 
a White House that either was also unaware of the plot or had chosen 
to suspend MAP shipments as a diversionary, covering device. Finally, 
the declassified internal CIA commentary mentioned above speaks of 

9 directorate of Intelligence, CIA, Central Intelligence Bulletin, 6/22/67, 
RdP79T00975A010000190001-9, CREST System, National Archives at College Park.
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the embarrassment felt within the agency over its failure to foresee the 
colonels’ coup. Put simply, for the CIA theory to hold, such possibilities 
would require an infinitely more complex explanation of what is reported 
in the currently available documents—evidence, it might be added, that 
largely coincides with that found by scholars in other archives.

In short, the available evidence cannot definitively exclude the possi-
bility of such a CIA role. Nor can we. A definitive resolution, if one can 
be had, will only come with the opening of a much larger set of declassi-
fied documents.

the PReDominanCe of national seCURity

We are thus left with what we believe we do know. The origins of the 
coup itself notwithstanding, it is clear that, once the coup took place, 
the US found itself in the position in which it believed it had little choice 
but to support its Cold War ally—grudgingly at first, and never without 
tension and irritation. over the next seven years, the ideals of democ-
racy and human rights ran squarely into conflict with the perceived secu-
rity imperatives of the Cold War. It was a tension that was never fully 
resolved, though the nature of the balance changed significantly over 
time. From the early days of guarded optimism that perhaps US and 
other foreign pressure could help bring about change in Athens, the 
balance slowly but dramatically shifted. By 1974, the democratization 
objective had been all but abandoned—both because US officials had 
long since concluded that the regime had no intention of ever democ-
ratizing, but also as the Kissinger brand of realpolitik came to dominate 
US policy.

As undesirable as the regime was—and as intransigent and inflexi-
ble as it increasingly became—it was the regime with which the US had 
thrown in its lot. Whatever democratic scruples the US might have had, 
the perceived security demands of the Cold War ultimately determined 
American policy toward the colonels’ Greece. As Kissinger succinctly put 
it in a memo to Nixon, “[W]e … continue to recognize the importance 
of our security relationship with Greece and this must remain the over-
riding factor in our dealing with the regime.”10

10 Kissinger to Nixon, Secret, 8/4/71, Nixon Presidential Materials Staff, National 
Security Council (NSC) Files, Country Files—Middle East, Box 594, USNA.
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